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  Introduction


  Obsessional does not necessarily mean sexual obsession, not even obsession for this, or for that in particular; to be an obsessional means to find oneself caught in a mechanism, in a trap increasingly demanding and endless.


  —Jacques Lacan, French psychoanalyst (1901-1981)


  Lacan was referring to a neurosis—but we all have experienced obsession, at least in its milder form: having a compulsive, even unreasonable (at least in the view of others) idea or emotion. You are totally fixated on something or someone—a sport, video games, junk food, a pop singer or film star, collecting certain things, a potential or actual lover, even work—at least temporarily.


  Extreme passion can be a positive, driving force, especially for the creative. Claude Monet called color his “day-long obsession, joy, and torment.” Barbara Streisand is quoted as saying, “I think it takes obsession, takes searching for the details for any artist to be good.” Mikhail Baryshnikov saw dancing as his obsession, his life. For Brooks Robinson, “baseball was a passion to the point of obsession.” According to Anne Rice, “Obsession led me to write... with every book I’ve ever written. I become completely consumed by a theme, by characters, by a desire to meet a challenge.”


  But obsession is, by its very nature, often dark, disturbing, and destructive, especially when one is compelled by forces beyond one’s control or can no longer control what was, initially, a choice. This anthology’s stories explore many variations of irresistible desire.


  Stewart O’Nan’s story, “Land of the Lost,” is a slice of a quiet, normal life into which an all-consuming obsession creeps. Is the overwhelming need to do something positive also a negative?


  Caring for children is necessary for humankind’s very existence. In the war-torn near-future dystopia of Joe R. Lansdale’s “In the Cold, Dark Time,” children run in hungry, naked packs, and one man’s need to not see them suffer becomes both his duty and obsession, his reason to live. Maternity and protecting one’s children are basic human instinct. But as Nancy Holder shows in “Lady Madonna,” instinct can become a devastating, horrific compulsion.


  The girl in Pat Cadigan’s story, “She’s Not There,” wants something so much that... well, desperate need drives people in strange directions.


  In Michael Blumlein’s “Hymenoptera,” a famed fashion designer whose life had been dedicated to dressing women finds a new nonhuman muse to inspire and obsess him.


  A man’s obsession with a mysterious liquor—in “An Apiary of White Bees” by Lee Thomas—opens doors to dark human desires from the past and provides a transformative commitment to something not at all human.


  Tanith Lee reminds us that true love is also true devotion in her unforgettable “Nunc Dimittis.” After a century and a half of service, a vampire’s companion faces death, but his obsessive desire to serve his mistress compels him to fulfill one final responsibility.


  In his concise masterpiece “The Oval Portrait,” Edgar Allan Poe—a writer who dealt with obsession more than once—portrays an artist so overwhelmed by his passion for art, he cannot see his lovely wife—who is so obsessed by her love for him, she meekly accepts the situation—except though his painting of her. The story of the painting itself is framed within a mysterious tale by a narrator who is, himself, captivated by the painting when he first discovers it. Compared to most of Poe’s fiction, this work is relatively obscure.


  Of course, obsession is often sexual. Steve Rasnic Tem’s “Close To You,” for instance, shows a couple consumed by mutual passion.


  More often, the obsessional relationship is, however, not as egalitarian.


  In “The Hound Lover” by Laura Resnick, a modern-day writer-heroine encounters a supernatural lover who gives her something she would never have refused, even if she had realized the consequences of the “gift.” Tales of such “demon lovers,” incubi/succubi, and other nocturnal sexual assailants/partners can be found in the earliest stories recorded.


  The concept of the siren—in modern context, a woman who lures men to their destruction—is based in Greek mythology. Part-bird and part-woman, the sirens lived on an island and lured sailors to their doom on its rocks with their fatally enchanting songs. But song is rarely the enchantment used these days and dry land is a more usual locale for seduction than the sea.


  The femme fatale—“deadly woman” in French—is a close sister to the siren. She ensnares a lover and beguiles him with lust. Her charms can be literally or figuratively fatal. The femme fatale is almost always a woman of decisive, often supernatural, power. Though in Conrad Williams’ story, “The Light that Passes Through You,” his character Louise is so fragile she is in danger of fading away, winking out completely. . . until she receives a letter she sees as an irresistible invitation.


  “The Girl with the Hungry Eyes,” Fritz Leiber’s classic story of dangerous beauty, recognizes the primal urge that turns “image” into an inescapable worldwide cultural icon that devours even while providing satisfaction and escape from the mundane. Kim Antieau provides a twist on the siren theme with a model/muse who preys on artistic creativity in “Medusa’s Child.”


  The deadly and delusional Barbara, in John Shirley’s story of the same name, wreaks havoc when her all-consuming “love” is thwarted. Lawrence Block’s siren in “Hot Eyes, Cold Eyes” scorns obsessive adulation and makes those who desire her pay dearly.


  In Charles de Lint’s “Tallulah,” the titular namesake is not as deadly a seductress, but is no less compulsively mesmerizing. Tally’s love haunts a young writer, but she herself seems as bound to the city as the mythic sirens were constrained to live on their rocky island.


  The Calypso of Elizabeth Hand’s story, “Calypso In Berlin,” is a character straight out of Homer’s Odyssey, but she lives in the twenty-first century. A sea nymph lovelier than any woman; wilder, stranger, more passionate than mortal females, she usually tires of her mortal lovers, but she is as obsessed with Phillip as she once was with Odysseus.


  Catherine Lundoff also calls on old legends as the basis for “The Snake Woman’s Lover” and portrays the dark forces of supernatural love. The power of love and sexual magic brings a very special lover to the protagonist in Storm Constantine’s bittersweet story, “My Lady of the Hearth.”


  Although I would never wish an obsession on anyone—especially after compiling this anthology—I do hope you find these stories to be compulsive reading.


  Paula Guran


  February 2012


  “Imagine anything you like,” she whispered. “I can be anyone or anything you want.”


  Medusa’s Child


  Kim Antieau


  I found her on the steps of my apartment building. She was shivering, though the day was warm. Her light brown hair hung in strands about her face. Her cheekbones stretched her pale skin. I almost walked by her. I thought she was just another of the bag ladies who frequented my area. Then she looked up at me.


  She had extraordinary eyes. They were black—two black lightless pupils. I had to paint those eyes. I had to paint her.


  I am not certain how I got her to come up to my apartment. I know I promised food. Whatever I said, she followed me into the building and to my apartment.


  Once inside, I asked her her name. She did not answer. I told her to make herself at home while I started dinner. I had spaghetti sauce from the day before, so I put it on the stove and started water to boil for noodles.


  She stood in the middle of my living room which doubled as my studio because of the huge picture windows. I had several paintings on easels and two leaned against the wall. She walked over to them and touched the edges of each one with the tips of her fingers. She did it almost reverently.


  “An artist,” she whispered.


  “Yes,” I said. I glanced at her. Although her body was bent and her face lined, I guessed she was not even thirty years old.


  She turned and looked at me with those huge black eyes.


  “An artist,” she said again.


  I wondered then if I had latched on to some very strange person. She could utter only two words: An artist. Maybe she had been in love with a painter once and he had killed himself because she left him—or something equally as dramatic.


  She came and stood close to me while I cooked and watched me stir sauce and break noodles into the boiling water. Once she reached out tentatively and touched my arm with one finger. Poor girl, I thought, she hasn’t eaten in days and she’s grateful to me.


  “Leila,” she said.


  At first I did not know what she was saying, and then I realized she was answering my first question.


  “I’m Matthew McClean. Matthew means ‘Gift of God,’ ” I said, as I pulled two plates from the cupboard. “I was the sixth child after five girls. You can see why they thought I was a godsend.” I laughed. She did not even smile.


  “Leila means ‘dark as night.’ ”


  That was all she said. No story behind it. Was she born on a stormy night? Was her grandmother’s name Leila? She’s not much of a conversationalist, I thought, but that was all right. I hated chatterbox models.


  I told her to sit down, and we ate our first meal together. Neither of us said much. I was curious about her, but I did not want to pry and scare her away. I was getting more and more excited about the prospect of painting her: the mysterious woman lost in strands of greasy hair and ragged clothes.


  She was more animated by the end of the meal. Color returned to her cheeks. She pushed her hair behind her ears, and I saw she was not unattractive. When she had finished her meal (she didn’t eat much), she looked over at me. She smiled and said, “Well, Matthew, you want to paint me, don’t you?”


  I nodded.


  “What will I get in return?” she asked.


  I impulsively looked toward the door, wondering where the cowering waif was who had walked into the room a mere hour ago.


  “I can pay you my standard rate for models.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t want money. I need other things.” She gazed at me. “How long have you been an artist?”


  I was a little annoyed by her tone. First I had practically scraped her off my steps and put food into her starving body and now she was asking for my qualifications.


  “I have been an artist all of my life,” I said. “I have been commercially successful the last five.” I was proud of that. Pretty good for only being thirty years old.


  She nodded. “Young,” she said. She sat quietly for a moment, looking around the room, and then she rested her fingers lightly on my arm. The hair on my arms stood up, as if drawn to her fingertips. Her touch was cool and pleasant.


  “I want to stay here.”


  “Here? Don’t you have a place to stay?”


  “No.”


  Normally I would have tossed her out then and there. Several women had wanted to move in with me at different times and I had always said no, except once, and that had been a terrible mistake. I hardly painted at all until she moved out.


  “Please, Matthew, I won’t be any trouble. Just for a while, until you finish painting me.” Suddenly she was the waif again.


  I smiled and said, “Okay.”


  I made a sketch of her that night. She sat on my couch with her hands folded demurely in her lap. The sun was setting. The walls of the room turned gold and red. The gold touched Leila’s head. For a moment her hair was flaxen, Rapunzel reincarnate. And then the red tinged her skin and she was like some fiery goddess, her hair gold snakes snapping at dust particles in the air.


  The next morning I found her padding around the kitchen in a pair of my jeans and a T-shirt.


  “I lifted them while you slept,” she said. “I took a shower and washed my clothes. I’m making an omelet for us.”


  She appeared taller than she had the night before, probably because she had bathed, eaten, and had a good night’s sleep. My sofa bed was more comfortable than my own bed. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks rosy. She looked like a well-scrubbed college kid.


  “Thanks,” I said. “I am hungry.”


  I sat at the table and rubbed my eyes sleepily. What had possessed me to let this woman stay with me? I glanced up at her as she put the omelet in front of me. It’s those damn eyes, I reminded myself.


  She was a good model. She sat very still and looked off into some place within herself. The natural light from the overhead windows flattered her. Work went slowly. It was hard to capture the quality in her that had first attracted me. I could not get the eyes. They were too black. On canvas, they looked like huge holes in her face: she looked like a zombie, or as if she did not have a soul, something queer like that.


  “What do you do when you aren’t hanging around apartment buildings?” I asked while we ate lunch.


  “I do things.”


  She continued eating, apparently not interested in answering my questions. I glanced out the window. Clouds had covered the sun and it looked like a summer storm was approaching.


  “There goes the day’s painting,” I said.


  “That’s all right,” she said. “We can spend the day getting to know each other.”


  I was surprised she wanted to talk, but when she got up and went to the couch, I followed and sat beside her. I began talking about myself. She held my hand loosely in hers and listened while I told her about my life, my crowded but happy childhood filled with dreams of becoming a famous artist, my time spent traveling before college, my successful years as an artist. For some reason I poured out my life to her as if it were some kind of liquid she could drink. It frightened me a little, letting someone know so much about me. She probed me for details—gently squeezing my hand when I was not sure what I wanted to say. As the storm washed against the windows, Leila seemed to grow more beautiful. Her voice became stronger, more assured. She was no longer the trembling bag lady I had met yesterday. I was amazed at the difference and chalked it up to my company and good food.


  We talked the afternoon away (or rather I talked; she mostly listened). When we got hungry, she suggested a pizza. We ran outside into the rain, laughing and splashing in puddles as we made our way to the neighborhood pizza joint. I forgot she was a bit strange, forgot she was a hobo, and realized I had found a new friend: someone who liked to listen. My artist friends were not big on listening; they liked to talk and talk, mostly about their own work. Leila wanted to know more about me and I loved it. I sat with her in the pizza place, sipping a malt and pushing strings of cheese into my mouth, and I wondered why I had not found someone like her before.


  When we got back to my apartment, Leila stood in the middle of the living room and began undressing. I sat on the couch and watched her. My stomach tingled. Soon she stood before me naked. She was beautiful. How could I have thought she was ugly? She came to me and I put my arms around her and pulled her toward me. My clothes slipped away and we were side by side on the couch.


  “Imagine anything you like,” she whispered. “I can be anyone or anything you want. Let yourself go.”


  For that moment, Leila was all I wanted. Her movements were gentle at first and then she was astride me, pushing herself down hard on me. She bent to bite my chest. She kissed my ear, her tongue darting in and out. “Imagine,” she whispered, and she loomed up before me, her golden hair clinging to her breasts like hundreds of tiny fingers.


  The next day I tried the portrait again. The work was frustratingly poor. I finally threw my paintbrushes down in a mock fit and cried, “You are impossible to paint!”


  She laughed and put her arms around me and kissed the top of my head.


  “Why don’t you try something else?” she suggested.


  “You don’t want me to finish your portrait because you think I’ll make you leave,” I said, turning around to hug her.


  “I hope you won’t make me leave,” she said quietly. I glanced up at her. She was staring at something I could not see, somewhere in her mind, and it made me uncomfortable. I knew so little about her.


  In the days and weeks to follow I came to love Leila with an intensity I had never known. We did everything together. I wanted her with me all of the time. Nights we made love and then sat up for hours, talking about my current project. During the day, I often looked up from a difficult piece to see Leila dancing around the living room, swirling her skirts like some exotic dancer.


  I learned little about her past. Sometimes she gazed out the window toward the heart of the city. She looked frightened. Her eyes paled, as if the life were slipping from them. When I went to her, she clung to me, seeming to draw life from my presence.


  “What’s out there?” I asked her.


  “Nothing,” she answered, turning to me. “All those people who don’t know or care about me.”


  We stayed to ourselves most of the time. Leila wanted to meet my friends, but I always found an excuse not to call anyone. I liked having her all to myself.


  A few weeks after I first met Leila, I went into a painting slump. And then Leila began to wane. That is the only word I can use. As my paintings grew worse, she changed. I urged her to go out while I tried to paint, but she would not. She stayed on the couch, sometimes biting her fingernails, sometimes looking out the window. When I asked her what was wrong, she just shook her head.


  One day she said, “Leave me alone, Matthew. It’s you, don’t you understand? You’ve changed.” She went to the bedroom and closed the door.


  I stared at her unfinished portrait and wondered what I could have done. What was happening to us—to her? She had been such a vivacious person. Now she was withering away.


  I stopped dreaming.


  Leila and I grew further apart. Though we still slept together, she spent most nights hugging her side of the bed and would not let me near her. Those were the worst times. I felt so alone. Other nights she turned and made love to me furiously. No longer the golden goddess. A fury. Or a gorgon. Medusa’s child.


  Things worsened, and I was afraid she would leave me. I still loved her. I sat down and tried to figure out why. We never talked; she only listened. I never learned anything new from her. She was beautiful. Or was she? Had she ever stood tall? Was her hair golden? Had she danced for me?


  “I need to meet new people,” she told me one afternoon. “I feel like a prisoner here.”


  I sat at my easel turning one of my dark blobs of paint into a spider. Tracing a line here. Putting meat on it there.


  “All right,” I said. “We’ll have a party Sunday.”


  She chewed her fingernails. How tired she looked. Was it really my fault? Was I somehow draining her of energy?


  For the party, Leila wore a black floor-length, V-neck gown. I had bought it for her weeks earlier. I remembered the pleasure I had gotten seeing it on her then—and later off her. The silk had clung to her body, moving as she moved. Now the black dress hung unattractively on her, barely touching her skin anywhere.


  Poets, artists, writers, and dilettantes filled the apartment. Ice hit the sides of glasses and twirled madly in baths of gin, vodka, or rum. I passed around hors d’oeuvres, shrugging when anyone asked how the work went.


  Leila was everywhere. Touching. Listening. The color returned to her face. She was animated, laughing, touching, listening.


  Something was not right.


  “I’ve met her before.” A fellow artist, Pete Dobson, was tapping my arm.


  “Really?” I turned to him.


  “She looks a bit different, but it’s her.”


  Leila was striding to another group. Tall and lithesome. Her golden hair shone and caught the light...


  “Do you remember Franc de Winter?” Pete was talking to me again.


  “Yeah, I think so. Isn’t he in California?”


  “He was.” He sipped his drink and watched Leila. Her fingers lightly stroked the bare skin in the V of her dress.


  “Leila used to live with him,” Pete said. “Saw her at a party there. I’m pretty sure it was her.”


  Her eyes were dark holes, bright with life.


  “What happened to him?” I asked.


  “Don’t you remember? He stopped working. Artist’s block or something. She sort of disappeared right before he died—he killed himself.”


  Everything stopped. The people. The smoke. Time. For a split second, only Leila and I were in the room. She turned those horrible eyes on me and she knew I knew.


  The terror and repulsion were with me all evening. I felt as if I were sinking into a quagmire and no one would help me out. I drank too much; someone gave me a pill and I swallowed it. Somehow I got through the evening. I kept wondering how she could have done it. She pretended to love me and had taken away all that made me me.


  Leila was putting her things together before the last guest left. In fact, one man sat in my living room. A poet I barely knew.


  “Where are you going?” I demanded.


  “With Henry.” Henry? The poet.


  “So you can do to him what you did to me?”


  She stared at me. I turned away. I could not look at those eyes.


  “What have I done to you?” she asked. I was silent. She shrugged. Her indifference infuriated me. I wanted to smash my fists into her eyes.


  She shut the suitcase and clicked the locks. “I’m leaving.”


  I grabbed the suitcase—it was mine, after all—and hurled it against the wall.


  “Are you all right, Leila?” A voice came from the other room.


  Didn’t the little twit know she would ruin him? I charged into the living room. Before the man had a chance to react I had him up against a wall. I was not prone to violence, but Leila had bled me, and I was not going to let her off easily.


  “Get out of here, you creep,” I said.


  “Leila?” he asked, his voice suddenly very high.


  “It’s all right, Henry,” Leila said as she came out of the bedroom. “I’ll catch up with you later.”


  The door slammed. She looked at me. “This is silly, Matthew.”


  There was no emotion in her voice. She had used me; now it was time to let me go. Suddenly I felt tired, worn. How long can a person live without dreams?


  “Will I ever get it back?” I asked. “Or will I end up like Franc de Winter?”


  “Get what back?” she asked. “Who’s Franc de Winter?” She went to the window and looked out.


  “You just take, don’t you?” I said. “You find people like me and you drain them of their imagination, their creativity.”


  She laughed harshly. “Is that what you want to believe? First I was your muse and then I became some kind of monster sucking away your life? Believe what you want! When you took me into your apartment that first night you were going to paint me, make a masterpiece, use me, and then send me away with a cheese sandwich, weren’t you? Woman does not live on bread alone.” She laughed again. The sound was horrible.


  “You disgust me,” I said.


  “I wasn’t always this way,” she said. “There was a time when I could take care of myself. You artists and your pomposity. You think you are the best dreamers? The most creative? My first love was an artist, too. I was a child. All he did was take from me, cage me with his love, keep me to himself. I had to do something to save myself. I learned to please him.” She turned and stared at me. “I gave you what you wanted, didn’t I? And when you couldn’t paint anymore, you blamed me.”


  She looked back at the city.


  “I lived the longest with an old Mexican woman. Five years,” she said. “She could build an entire world around a worm hole.”


  “And you took that from her, didn’t you?”


  She shook her head. “No, Matthew, she gave herself to me freely.”


  She went back into the bedroom and returned with the suitcase.


  “You can’t leave, Leila.” Maybe she could give it back to me; I didn’t know for sure, but I could not let her go.


  She sighed. “You will tire of this, Matthew. There is nothing left between us.”


  She tried to leave several times, but I threw her back. The hours turned into days. I locked her in the bedroom at night and only let her out after I slept. I spent the days pleading with her to give back what she had taken.


  “I can’t live without dreams, without my art,” I told her.


  “I don’t care,” she said.


  I was without reason, I believe, during those days. I did not let her eat very much. I wandered around my apartment looking at my painting. I thought of Franc de Winter, I thought of the Leila I had loved. Everything was crumbling around me. The woman in the apartment was not the Leila I had known. With each hour she grew more sullen and ugly and nervous.


  “I’m begging you! Please let me go,” she said. Her eyes were dead, her hair straggly, her mouth cruel. “I’m dying.” She stared out the window.


  “I don’t care,” I said.


  I realized then why the city frightened her. All those mindless people going to their mindless jobs. They were so frightened, so dazed; many of them thought of how to get home at night and little else. They had no imagination. Leila would die in that city.


  “If I could help you paint again I would,” she said on the fifth day, “but I can’t.”


  On the tenth day I was tired and I believed her. She had emptied my soul and no humanity remained. I took her out of the building and led her into the heart of the city. She did not have the energy to struggle; she let herself be pulled along.


  We walked down the stairway and into the subway station where hundreds of people waited to board the morning trains. I pushed Leila into the crowd. The people paid no attention to us. They stood on the gray floor in their gray suits waiting for the train.


  Leila stumbled and almost fell into a man reading the paper. He sighed and moved out of her way. She touched his arm and peered into his eyes. “Help me,” she whispered. “This man is crazy.” She veered from him and into another person. I stood apart from them. Leila’s face crinkled in pain again as a woman pulled her arm away. She bumped into one person after another. They ignored her or pulled away. Lines of pain ran down Leila’s face and into her body. The emptiness of the place was devouring her. She began sobbing. “Someone help me, please,” I heard her cry. She touched another person and he pushed her. She fell against the wall and crumbled to the concrete floor. Her head bobbed. Her mouth slackened. Saliva dribbled over her lip and down her chin. Her eyes were black stones. People kept a neat distance from her, either pretending she did not exist, or else not caring.


  I did not care either. Not anymore. She had taken that from me. Foul air rushed around me as the train approached.


  I climbed the stairs as the train pulled in. I heard people shuffle to get aboard, heard the doors swish closed. I stepped out onto the streets and walked toward home.


  My dreams returned. Rather I should say: I dream now. Just one dream. I close my eyes and sleep comes and with it Leila. The dream is always the same. Leila sits on the cold concrete floor of the subway, lifeless, people walking around her. Saliva drips from her mouth, slowly at first, and then more rapidly, and suddenly the clear liquid is red, it is blood, and the blood pours from her mouth until the whole subway station is filled and though I am on the steps, the blood follows me, envelops me, and finally fills my lungs and drowns me.


  When I awaken from this nightmare, alone in the dark, I am terrified for a few moments, wondering if I could have been wrong. And then I close my eyes and dream again.


  Nothing matters except Avery. That’s what people don’t understand Avery belongs to her, and he is the cornerstone, and he is Man and she is Woman, and that’s that, and people should understand it.


  Barbara


  John Shirley


  She knows that Avery loves her. There’s no doubt about it. If he says, Barbara, don’t call back... that means: Barbara, call back again. Barbara, don’t give up. It was there in the catch in his voice. It was heartbreaking, really, how Avery suffered. He can’t say what he means, not with his witch wife—that witch bitch Velma—looking over his shoulder. Busting his balls, excuse my French. Not letting his manhood emerge. His manhood trapped inside him. Avery should never have let Velma come into the office at all.


  When Barbara had worked in the office, it was beautiful, they’d share treats, and he’d smile at her in the way that meant, I want you, even though I can’t say so, and you know I do and I know I do: I want you. It was so precious how all of that was in one smile! That was Avery. But Velma kept him on a leash like he’s one of those little dogs with the hair puffed up over their eyes, little brown eyes like Avery’s.


  “You don’t do some guy, even some old guy, them motherfuckers are all NRA nuts, homey; you might think you get some old white dude can’t do shit and he dust you up.” VJ is telling Reebok this while they stand in the bus shelter, watch people coming and going in the mall parking lot, late afternoon. California spring breeze is blowing trash by, couple of plastic cups from Taco Bell.


  “He got an AK in his walker?” Reebok jokes. He’s out of high school now, still the class joker.


  “You laughin’, some of those old dudes are strapped big. Some senile motherfucker shot Harold’s dog, all the dog do is run up on his porch. They got those M16s, that shit pops off, you canceled.”


  “So you think... it should be girls?” Reebok ponders, scratching his tag into the clear plastic wall of the kiosk with a house key. Key to his grandma’s house. His mama left town with that white dude.


  “Girls maybe armed, too. Most of ’em at least got that pepper spray, but you smart, you don’t give ’em a chance to use it, you take it away, put it in their eyes.” VJ nods to himself.


  “Can’t make her use the fuckin’ ATM, she got pepper in her eyes.


  “I hear that. I hear that. We just jack the bitch from behind, is all, take her pepper away. Maybe later on, we clock her, too.”


  “When we do it?” Reebok asks.


  “Fuck it. What about that one?”


  Coming out of the mall, Barbara has the gift for Avery in her straw bag, the Italian peasant’s bag she’d bought at the Cost Plus import place, and she’s thinking maybe she should have charged the watch, because this was risky. She’d never stolen anything before, almost never, anyway nothing this expensive, and they could be following her out of the mall, waiting till she crossed some legal boundary, and it’s not like they’d understand. Love paid for it, she could say to them, but they wouldn’t understand any more than Velma did. Velma was the one who had pushed Avery into firing her.


  Barbara unlocks her car, her hands fumbling. Then she goes all cold in the legs when a man speaks to her, in that sharp tone, and she’s sure it’s a store cop. She turns, sees it’s a black guy, very young, not bad-looking. Wants some money probably. He’s going to tell her his car ran out of gas and he just needs gas money, or one of those stories.


  “I don’t have any change with me,” she says. “I don’t really believe in giving money to people, it just keeps them on the streets.”


  “The ho isn’t listening,” says the taller of the two.


  How old are they? Maybe twenty. Maybe.


  “Lookit here,” the other one says, the one with the blue ski jacket, and he opens the jacket and shows his hand on the butt of a gun stuck in the waistband of his jeans. “I said: get in the car and don’t scream, or I shoot you in the spine right here.”


  In the spine, he says. I shoot you in the spine.


  It turns out their names are VJ and Reebok. Reebok keeps talking about making her give him a blowjob. VJ says some pretty mean things about her looks and her age, though she’s only thirty-eight and she’s only about thirty pounds or so overweight.


  VJ says, “One thing at a time. She suck your dick. But just one thing at a time.”


  Barbara’s at the wheel of the Accord, VJ beside her, Reebok in back. He has a gun, too, a kind of oversized pistol with a long, black metal box for the bullets. He calls the gun a Mac. What would it be like to suck his penis? Would it be clean?


  He seemed clean. She could smell aftershave on them both. It’s okay if it’s clean.


  She wonders why she isn’t more scared. Maybe because they seem so ridiculous and amateurish. They don’t really know what they’re doing. That amateur stuff could make them even more dangerous; an officer had said that on Cops.


  They almost drive by her bank, so she has to point it out, though she told them which one it was. “There’s my bank, if you want me to turn in.”


  “You better be turnin’ in.”


  She changes lanes, cuts into the lot, kind of abruptly so that somebody honks angrily at her as she cuts them off. Then she glides the Honda Accord up to the ATM.


  “You both getting out with me?” she asks as she puts the car in Park.


  “You just shut up, ho, and let us work on what we do,” VJ says. He looks at Reebok.


  “I don’t know. We both get out? That might look kinda... ”


  “Might look... ”


  “Neither one of you has to get out,” Barbara says, amazed at her own chutzpah “What you do is keep a gun on your lap under a coat, you watch me, and if I try to run or yell or anything, you shoot me. No wait—this is stupid! I can just give you the PIN number!”


  They look at her with their mouths a little open as she digs through her purse, comes up with her Versateller card and an eyeliner pencil. Writes the number on the back of a receipt, hands it to VJ with the card. “I’ll wait here with Reebok. He can keep an eye on me.”


  “How you know my name?” Reebok says with a whipping in his voice that makes her jump in her seat.


  “You don’t have to yell. I know your names because you said them to each other.”


  “Oh.” He looks at his partner. “Go own.” That’s the way the word sounded. Own. She guessed it was Go on.


  VJ starts to get out of the car. Then he turns back, takes the keys out of the car. “Don’t try any weird shit, my man got a gun, too.”


  “I know. I saw it. It’s a big one.”


  He blinks at her in momentary confusion. Then he gets out, goes up to the ATM. He puts the card in—it comes back out. He puts the card in—it comes back out. She rolls down the window.


  “Whoa, ho, what you doin’!” Reebok barks at her from the backseat.


  “I’m just going to tell him something about the ATM.” She sticks her head out the window. “VJ? You’ve got the card turned the wrong way.”


  He turns it the right way around. It goes in and stays. He stares at the screen, punches the numbers. Waits.


  Barbara’s thinking. Aloud she says, “Were you ever in love with anybody, Reebok?”


  “What?”


  “I’m in love with Avery; he’s in love with me. But we can’t see each other much. I see him outside his house sometimes.”


  “What the fuck you talking about? Shut the fuck up.”


  VJ comes back scowling, gets into the car.


  “There ain’t shit in there but forty dollar.” He holds up the two twenties.


  “You check the account?” Reebok asks him.


  “Forty dollars.” He looks hard at Barbara. “You got another account?”


  “No. That’s all I have left. I got fired from my job a few months ago. You know how that is.”


  “The fuck.” He’s busy rooting through her purse.


  “Just dump it out,” she says. “It’s hard to find anything unless you dump it out.”


  He looks at her hard. He mutters something. Then he dumps it out on his lap. He finds the checkbook, checks it against the receipt from the ATM. Same account number. He doesn’t find any credit cards. No other bank cards.


  “You can look through my apartment,” she suggests. “It’s not too far away.” She looks at Reebok. “We might he more comfortable there. I have some cold pizza.”


  “Girl,” VJ says with a different, patient tone, as if talking to an idiot, “you been carjacked. Carjacked. We’re not eating your motherfucking pizza. We carjacking.”


  “We could sell my car for parts,” she suggests. “You could strip it.”


  “You got any jewelry at your house?”


  “You can look, but I haven’t got any, no, except junk. All I have is a cat. Some cold pizza. I could get some beer.”


  “The ho’s retarded,” Reebok says.


  “I think I’m the one doing the best thinking here,” Barbara points out. She spreads her hands and adds, “If you want to rape me, you should do it at my house, where it’s safe. If you want to strip the car we should go do that. But we shouldn’t stay here because it might call attention to us, just sitting in the parking lot.”


  VJ looks at Reebok. She can’t read the look.


  She decides it’s time to make the suggestion. “I do know where there’s money. Lots of it. It’s in a safe, but we can get it.”


  Avery knows it’s going to be a good one because his palms are clammy. He’s sensitive to things like that. He looks at the clock on his desk. Velma is going to be in here in five minutes, wearing the outfit he got for her in that shop in Los Angeles. His willy is already stirring against his thigh, with that sort of core sensation running through it, like a hot wire running back into his testicles, and his palms are clammy and the hair on the back of his neck is standing up—all from trying not to think about her coming through the door of his office with that outfit under her coat. She could be a bitch, and you could take that to the bank, but by God here was no one like her when it came to playing those little games that got his blood up. They had it down to, what, maybe twice a month now, and that was just about right. He was almost fifty, and he had to sort of apportion out his energy with this kind of thing. He needed that extra something to prime the pump and for a woman of forty-five she sure could—


  The phone rings. “Beecham Real Estate,” Avery says into it.


  There’s a lady on the other end wants to know about his rental properties. Wonder what kind of underwear you got on, he says to her in his mind. Out loud he says, “I can ask Velma to show the place tomorrow morning. It’s a great little find... No, this afternoon might be kinda hard... “


  The woman goes on and on about her “needs.” Her rental needs. While he pretends to listen, Avery fantasizes about getting a line on some little cookie like this, a young one, giving her a house to live in at minimal rent in exchange for nookie once in a while. Trouble is, Velma goes over all the rental accounts. She’d notice the discrepancy. There’s always a snag and it’s always your hag. But Velma is okay. She likes games, likes to do it in the office, in broad daylight. Long as the shades are down.


  He remembers that girl in the Philippines when he was in the Navy. He shipped out two days after she said she was pregnant. Like that was an accident, her getting pregnant. But what a tail. That petite golden tail. And he remembers those paper lanterns she got from some Japanese sailor. The shifting colored light on the wall from those paper lanterns, swinging in the breeze coming through the mango tree while he worked that golden tail. Man.


  Beeping tone tells him he’s got another call coming in; he wriggles off the first call (love to answer your needs) and takes the second call, which is from his lawyer, the bloodsucking cocksucker. “What you going to charge me for this call, Heidekker?” Avery asks, looking out the window to see if Velma’s car’s in the parking lot. Don’t see it. That yellow Accord, whose car is that? He knows that car, doesn’t he?


  “No, I’m not charging you for this call,” Heidekker says. “Now listen—”


  “I’ve about had it with you sending me a bill every time you fart in an elevator with me, pal, I got to tell you.”


  “Look, I just need you to sign the request for an injunction because I’m gonna run it over to Judge Chang in about an hour here—”


  “Just scribble my fucking signature on it. Just get it done.” Goddamn it, now Heidekker’s got him thinking about Barbara, and of course his dick starts shriveling up. He tries not to think about Barbara, it shoots his nerves to hell, seeing her hang around his house, watching him in the parking lot—


  “I’m not empowered, you’re going to have to sign. If you want to give me power of attorney sometime, that might he a good idea and we could talk about that—”


  “No, forget it, forget it, just—” There, that was Velma’s Fiat pulling in. “Just don’t come over for half an hour or so. I won’t be in. So, this paper going to do it all?”


  “This injunction’s all-inclusive—she may not follow you, watch you, call you, the whole shebang. Can’t come within five hundred yards. There are laws about stalking now, and we can prosecute her if she tries anything cute. She’ll end up doing time. Which might do her good because they’d send her to a shrink. You change the locks at the office yet?”


  “No, that’s tomorrow morning. She might still have a key, if she copied it. Frank says I should be flattered. Hey, not by the attention I get from this girl, pal.”


  “Anyway, we’ll take care of it. I gotta go, Avery—”


  “Hold on now, hold on—” Keep him talking a minute, it went with the fantasy for Velma to interrupt a business call. “I gotta talk to you about this bill you sent me for last month, this is right on the edge of outrageous, here, Heidekker—”


  “Look, we can go over it item by item, but I’m going to have to charge you for the time it takes to do that—”


  The door opens. Velma’s taking up most of the door frame, unbuttoning her coat, her long red hair down over the white, freckled shoulders as she slips the coat away: freckles on the white, doughy titties cupped by the black lace corset, those thighs under the crotchless panties maybe a little heavy but when she’s wearing crotchless red lace panties who the fuck cares. Lot of makeup around her deep-set green eyes. Maybe she’s got some crowsfeet; maybe her butt’s beginning to sag. But with the corset holding it all together in black and red lace, with her pink labia winking out from the golden-red bush, who the fuck, who the fuck, who the fuck cares...


  “Get back to you later, Heidekker,” Avery says into the phone, hanging up.


  “I had to have it. I want that woodie in your pants, Av. I was touching myself and thinking about you and I had to have it, I couldn’t wait. I want it here and now,” she says in that husky voice she does. “Give me that big woodie.” She traces her cherry-red Revlon lips with the tip of her tongue.


  “It’s easy to misunderstand Avery,” Barbara’s saying. They’re in her car, in a corner of the parking lot of Avery’s building. “I mean, Avery’s so gruff. It’s really cute how gruff he is. I gave him a stuffed bear once, with a note, it said: ‘You’re just a big old bear!’ The way he talks is very short sometimes, and pretty blue, if you know what I mean, but he’s really very, very sweet and sometimes he—”


  “There any money in that place?” VJ interrupts, looking through the windshield at the little sienna-colored office building. Kind of place built in the early seventies, with those chunks of rocks on the roof, some insulation fad. “I think you frontin’, girl, I don’t think there’s shit in there.”


  At least, she thinks, I’ve graduated from ho to girl. “He keeps a lot of cash in his safe. I think he’s hiding it from the IRS. It was part of some payoff kind of thing for—”


  “How much?” Reebok interrupted.


  “Maybe fifty, maybe a hundred thousand dollars. It is quite a lot of money, isn’t it? I never really thought about it much before... ”


  “That place kind of rundown, don’t look like anybody in there doing that good.”


  “The recession killed two of the businesses that were there, and it’s a little place and Avery’s the only one left and he owns the building and he’s gonna renovate—he’s really just incredibly smart about those things, he always has these great plans for—”


  “Damn. Shut the fuck up about the man!” Reebok snarled. “Motherfucker!”


  “Fine, but just remember we can’t go in there shooting because I don’t want Avery to get hurt—”


  “Ho, what the fuck you talkin’ about—we step where we want, we got the motherfuckin’ guns—”


  “You need me. I know the combination to the safe.”


  Reebok goes tense in the backseat and shoves his gun at her. “And I know how to use this piece right here, you fuckin’ whitetail bitch!”


  “Then shoot me,” she says, shrugging, surprising herself again. But meaning it. She doesn’t care that much, really. Velma has Avery and nothing matters except Avery. That’s what people don’t understand. Avery belongs to her, and he is the cornerstone, and he is Man and she is Woman, and that’s that, and people should understand it. “I really don’t care that much,” she goes on. “Torture me. Kill me. I’m not going to do it unless we do it my way.”


  The muscles in VJ’s jaw bunch up. He points the gun at her face.


  She looks into VJ’s eyes. “Do it. Kill me. Throw away the money.”


  VJ looks at her for a full ten seconds. Then he lowers his gun and reaches into the back, and pushes Reebok’s gun down.


  Right on the desk. He was doing it to her right on the desk, and he was telling her he loved her. He had her legs spread, her bony knees in his big, rough hands, and he had his pants down around his ankles, and there were zits on her thighs, she was wearing some kind of hooker costume, and...


  He was telling her he loved her.


  Then Avery’s head snapped around to look at them, his mouth open and gasping with effort, his face mottled, forehead drippy, and he blinked at them. “She locked the office door... ” Kind of blurting it. Then he focused on Barbara and realized she must have copied the keys.


  Then—she can see it in his face—he realizes he’s standing there with his pants down and his penis in Velma, who’s propped on a desk with her legs spread, and two strange black guys are standing behind Barbara staring at him over her shoulder.


  “Jesus Christ Mary Mother of God” is what he says next as he pulls out his penis and grabs his pants, and Velma opens her eyes and sees Barbara and Reebok and VJ and screams.


  Velma scrambles off the desk, hunching down behind it. Avery hits the silent alarm button, but it doesn’t work; Barbara switched it off.


  When Barbara was a little girl in Florida, she witnessed a hurricane. She was staying at her granddad’s orange farm. Her grandma kept chickens, and Barbara looked through a knothole in the wall of the storm shelter and saw a chicken spreading its wings and being caught by the wind and the chicken was lifted into the sky and it disappeared up there, in the boiling air. Barbara feels now like there’s a big wind behind her, pushing her into the room, only the wind is inside her, and she does what it wants to do, and it’s carrying her around the room, like a tornado’s whirling, carrying her around and around the desk, and it’s howling out of her: “That’s how she traps you, Avery! That’s how she did it and she’s dressed like a hooker and that’s completely right because she is a whore, she’s a WHORE who’s trapped you with her cunt and she is an evil, evil WHORE!”


  Avery has his pants up and he is seeing Reebok and VJ come into the room and he is reaching into the desk drawer. Barbara is swept up to the desk by the wind feeling, and she slams the desk drawer on his hand. “No.”


  Avery yelps with hurt, and when she hears that, something just lets go inside Barbara; a spillway opens up in her and she thinks, I forgot what feeling good feels like. She hasn’t felt this good since she was little, before some things started happening to her.


  Now she finds herself drawn to the sound that Velma is making: Velma cursing under her breath as she hustles toward the side door to her office, thinking she’s going to get to a phone, call 911.


  Barbara looks VJ in the eye and says, “Don’t let her get away, she’s got the money. Shoot her in the legs.”


  VJ jerks out the gun—and hesitates. Velma’s got her hand on the doorknob.


  “Barbara, Jeezus Christ!” Avery yells, clutching his swelling hand to his stomach.


  “VJ,” Reebok says. “Shit. Just grab her.”


  “No, shoot her in the goddamn legs or we lose the money!” Barbara says, saying it big, the voice coming from her with that stormfront behind it.


  Then the thunder: the gun in VJ’s hand.


  Velma screams and Barbara feels another release of good feeling roll through her as pieces of Velma’s knees spatter the door and embed in the wall and blood gushes over the carpet. Avery bolts for the door and, feeling like a Greek goddess, Barbara points at him and commands Reebok, “Hurt that traitor with your gun! Hurt him! He’s stealing everything that’s ours! Stop him.”


  Reebok seems surprised when the gun in his hand goes off—maybe it was more a squeeze of fear in his fingers than a real decision to shoot—and a hole with little red petals on it like a small red daisy appears on Avery’s back, then another—


  Avery spins around, howling, mouth agape, eyes like those of a toddler terrified of a barking dog; Avery trying to fend off bullets with his pudgy fingers—she never saw before how pudgy they were—as Barbara reaches over and grabs Reebok’s hand and points the gun downward at Avery’s penis as his unfastened pants slip down. She pulls the trigger and the tip of his penis disappears—which she saw only that one other time, uncircumcised, with that funny little hose tip on it—and she shouts, “Now you’re circumcised, Avery, you traitor fucking that whore you pig!”


  Reebok and Avery scream at the same time almost the same way.


  Then she notices Velma sobbing. Barbara crosses the room to Velma, picking up something off the desk as she goes, not really consciously noticing what it is till she’s kneeling beside Velma, who’s trying to crawl away, and Barbara’s driving the paper spike into her neck, one of those spikes your kid makes for you in shop with a little wooden disk, still has some receipts on it getting all bloody as the nail goes ka-chunk into her neck three times, four times, and Avery is screaming louder and louder, so VJ turns to him and yells, “Shut the fuck up!” and makes the top of Avery’s head disappear at the same moment that Barbara drives the spike again into Velma kachunk-boom!, the nail going in right behind her ear, and Velma suddenly pees herself and stops flopping, right in mid-flop, she stops...


  “Oh, fuck,” Reebok is saying, sobbing as Barbara gets up, moving through a sort of sweet, warm haze as she goes to the corner of the room and points at the cabinet that has the safe hidden in it and says, “Forty-one, thirty-five, and... seven.”


  It’s not until she’s in the car, on the road, pulling onto the freeway entrance, that Barbara notices that she peed herself, too, just like Velma. That’s funny. She’s surprised that she doesn’t really care much. She’s been surprised at herself all day. It feels good, it’s like on Oprah with those women talking about doing things they never thought they could do, that people said they couldn’t do, and how good they felt.


  She has to change her skirt, though. She won’t chance stopping by her apartment, but she’ll send VJ into a Ross or someplace at that new mall out east of town, on the way—she’s made up her mind they’re going to Nevada, Mexico would be too obvious—and he can get some clothes for them with money from the safe, almost a hundred thousand dollars... They didn’t have to do discount now, they could go to Nordstrom’s.


  But there was the problem of Reebok. His blubbering. “You’d better quiet him down,” she tells VJ softly. “The police are there by now, from all the noise, and they’re going to put out an APB and they might have a description of the car from somebody, but I don’t think so because no one was around, but even if they don’t... ” She was aware that she was talking in a rambling, on-and-on way, like she was on diet pills, but it didn’t matter, you just had to get it out. You had to get it out eventually. “... even if they don’t have a description, they’re going to be looking for anything suspicious, and with him sobbing and waving a gun around... ”


  “VJ,” Reebok says raspily, between gasping sobs, “look what this crazy bitch got us into... Look what she done.”


  “I got you into a hundred thousand dollars.” She shrugs. And passes a Ford Taurus. “But I don’t think he should get any of the money, VJ,” she says. “I had to do half the job for him, and he’s going to panic and squeal on us.” She likes using that verb from old movies, squeal. “I think you should drop him off somewhere then we can go to Nevada and buy a new car for you, VJ, and some new clothes, maybe get you a real gold chain instead of that fake one, and you can have the watch I got in my bag, the watch I got for Avery, and some girls if you want, I don’t care. Or you can have me. As much as you want. Then we have to think about some more money. I’ve been thinking about banks. I read an article about all the mistakes bank robbers make. How they don’t move around enough, and all kinds of other mistakes, and I think we could be smarter.”


  VJ nods numbly.


  Reebok looks at him, blinking, gaping. “VJ?”


  VJ points at an exit. “That one.”


  The exit’s a good choice: Caltrans is doing a lot of construction there, though the workers have all gone home, so there’s lots of cover, what with the earthmovers and all the raw wood, to hide what they are doing from people passing on the freeway, and there are places where the earth is dug out, to hide the body. VJ made a smart choice—he’s the smart one of the two guys, smarter than she is, she decides, but that doesn’t matter, because she is stronger than VJ in a certain way. That’s what counts.


  She’s thinking all this as she takes the South Road exit onto a utility road, in the country, with the construction between the road and the freeway, and no one around.


  She pulls the car up in a good spot. Reebok looks at them and then bursts out of the car and starts running, and she says, “VJ, you know he’s going to tell, he’s too scared.” VJ swallows and nods, and gets out and the gun barks in his hand, and Reebok goes spinning. VJ has to shoot another time before Reebok stops yelling. Barbara, all the while, is watching the wind pinwheeling some trash by, some napkins from a Burger King... just trash blowing by...


  Some more yelling. VJ has to shoot Reebok one last time.


  She squints into the sky, watches a hawk teetering on an updraft.


  VJ is throwing up now. He’ll feel better after throwing up. Throwing up always leaves a bad taste in the mouth, though.


  She wonders what VJ’s penis will taste like. It will probably taste okay. He seems clean.


  And VJ’s smart, and handsomer than Avery, and much younger, and she knows they belong together, she can feel it. It’s cute how VJ tries to hide it, but she can see it in his eyes when he thinks she’s not watching: he loves her. He does.


  She breathed in the salt air above the cliffs, but it was him she smelled, his breath, the scent of evergreen boughs beside shallow water, the leaves in his hair.


  Calypso In Berlin


  Elizabeth Hand


  Yesterday morning, he left. I had known he would only be here for those seven days. Now, just like that, they were gone.


  It had stormed all night, but by the time I came downstairs to feed the woodstove, the gale had blown out to sea. It was still dark, chill October air sifting through cracks in the walls. Red and yellow leaves were flung everywhere outside. I stepped into the yard to gather a handful and pressed my face against them, cold and wet.


  From the other side of the island a coyote yelped. I could hear the Pendletons’ rooster and a dog barking. Finally I went back inside, sat and watched the flames through the stove’s isinglass window. When Philip finally came down, he took one look at me, shook his head, and said, “No! I still have to go, stop it!”


  I laughed and turned to touch his hand. He backed away quickly and said, “None of that.”


  I saw how he recoiled. I have never kept him here against his will.


  When Odysseus left, he was suspicious, accusatory. They say he wept for his wife and son, but he slept beside me each night for seven years and I saw no tears. We had two sons. His face was imprinted upon mine, just as Philip’s was centuries later: unshaven, warm, my cheeks scraped and my mouth swollen. In the morning I would wake to see Philip watching me, his hand moving slowly down the curve of my waist.


  “No hips, no ass,” he said once. “You’re built like a boy.”


  He liked to hold my wrists in one hand and straddle me. I wondered sometimes about their wives: were they taller than me? Big hips, big tits? Built like a woman?


  Calypso. The name means the concealer. “She of the lovely braids”—that’s how Homer describes me. One morning Philip walked about my cottage, taking photos off the bookshelves and looking at them.


  “Your hair,” he said, holding up a picture. “It was so long back then.”


  I shrugged. “I cut it all off a year ago. It’s grown back—see?” Shoulder-length now, still blond, no gray.


  He glanced at me, then put the picture back. “It looked good that way,” he said.


  This is what happens to nymphs: they are pursued or they are left. Sometimes, like Echo, they are fled. We turn to trees, seabirds, seafoam, running water, the sound of wind in the leaves. Men come to stay with us, they lie beside us in the night, they hold us so hard we can’t breathe. They walk in the woods and glimpse us: a diving kingfisher, an owl caught in the headlights, a cold spring on the hillside. Alcyone, Nyctimene, Peirene, Echo, Calypso: these are some of our names. We like to live alone, or think we do. When men find us, they say we are lovelier than anything they have ever seen: wilder, stranger, more passionate. Elemental. They say they will stay forever. They always leave.


  We met when Philip missed a flight out of Logan. I had business at the gallery that represents me in Cambridge and offered him a place to stay for the night: my hotel room.


  “I don’t know too many painters,” he said. “Free spirits, right?”


  He was intrigued by what I told him of the island. The sex was good. I told him my name was Lyssa. After that we’d see each other whenever he was on the East Coast. He was usually leaving for work overseas but would add a few days to either end of his trip, a week even, so we could be together. I had been on the island for—how long? I can’t remember now.


  I began sketching him the second time he came here. He would never let me do it while he was awake. He was too restless, jumping up to pull a book off the shelf, make coffee, pour more wine.


  So I began to draw him while he slept. After we fucked he’d fall heavily asleep; I might doze for a few minutes, but sex energizes me, it makes me want to work.


  He was perfect for me. Not conventionally handsome, though. His dark eyes were small and deep set, his mouth wide and uneven. Dark, thick hair, gray-flecked. His skin unlined. It was uncanny—he was in his early fifties but seemed as ageless as I was, as though he’d been untouched by anything, his time in the Middle East, his children, his wife, his ex-wife, me. I see now that this is what obsessed me—that someone human could be not merely beautiful but untouched. There wasn’t a crack in him; no way to get inside. He slept with his hands crossed behind his head, long body tipped across the bed. Long arms, long legs; torso almost hairless; a dark bloom on his cheeks when he hadn’t shaved. His cock long, slightly curved; moisture on his thigh.


  I sketched and painted him obsessively, for seven years. Over the centuries there have been others. Other lovers, always; but only a few whom I’ve drawn or painted on walls, pottery, tapestry, paper, canvas, skin. After a few years I’d grow tired of them—Odysseus was an exception—and gently send them on their way. As they grew older they interested me less, because of course I did not grow old. Some didn’t leave willingly. I made grasshoppers of them, or mayflies, and tossed them into the webs of the golden orbweaver spiders that follow me everywhere I live.


  But I never grew tired of Philip.


  And I never grew tired of painting him. No one could see the paintings, of course, which killed me. He was so paranoid that he would be recognized, by his wife, his ex, one of his grown children. Coworkers.


  I was afraid of losing him, so I kept the canvases in a tiny room off the studio. The sketchbooks alone filled an entire shelf. He still worried that someone would look at them, but no one ever came to visit me, except for him. My work was shown in the gallery just outside Boston. Winter landscapes of the bleak New England countryside I loved; skeletons of birds, seals. Temperas, most of them; some pen-and-ink drawings. I lived under Andrew Wyeth’s long shadow, as did everyone else in my part of the country. I thought that the paintings I’d done of Philip might change that perception. Philip was afraid that they would.


  “Those could be your Helga paintings,” he said once. It was an accusation, not encouragement.


  “They would be Calypso’s paintings,” I said. He didn’t understand what I meant.


  Odysseus’s wife was a weaver. I was, too. It’s right there in Homer. When Hermes came to give me Zeus’s command to free Odysseus, I was in my little house on the island, weaving scenes into tunics for Odysseus and the boys. They were little then, three and five. We stood on the shore and watched him go. The boys ran screaming after the boat into the water. I had to grab them and hold them back; I thought the three of us would drown, they were fighting so to follow him.


  It was horrible. Nothing was as bad as that, ever; not even when Philip left.


  Penelope. Yes, she had a son, and like me she was a weaver. But we had more in common than that. I was thinking about her unraveling her loom each night, and it suddenly struck me: this was what I did with my paintings of Philip. Each night I would draw him for hours as he slept. Each day I would look at my work, and it was beautiful. They were by far my best paintings. They might even have been great.


  And who knows what the critics or the public might have thought? My reputation isn’t huge, but it’s respectable. Those paintings could have changed all that.


  But I knew that would be it: if I showed them, I would never see him again, never hear from him, never smell him, never taste him.


  Yet even that I could live with. What terrified me was the thought that I would never paint him again. If he was gone, my magic would die. I would never paint again.


  And that would destroy me: to think of eternity without the power to create. Better to draw and paint all night; better to undo my work each dawn by hiding it in the back room.


  I thought I could live like that. For seven years I did.


  And then he left. The storm blew out to sea, the leaves were scattered across the lake. The house smelled of him still, my breath smelled of him, my hair. I stood alone at the sink, scrubbing at the pigments caked under my fingernails; then suddenly doubled over, vomiting on the dishes I hadn’t done yet from last night’s dinner.


  I waited until I stopped shaking. Then I cleaned the sink, cleaned the dishes, squeezed lemons down the drain until the stink was gone. I put everything away. I went into the back room, stood for a long time and stared at the paintings there.


  Seven years is a long time. There were a lot of canvases; a lot of sheets of heavy paper covered with his body, a lot of black books filled with his eyes, his cock, his hands, his mouth. I looked up at the corner of the room by the window, saw the web woven by the big yellow spider, gray strands dusted with moth wings, fly husks, legs. I pursed my lips and whistled silently, watched as the web trembled and the spider raced to its center, her body glistening like an amber bead. Then I went to my computer and booked a flight to Berlin.


  It was a city that Philip loved, a city he had been to once, decades ago, when he was studying in Florence. He spent a month there—this was long before the Wall fell—never went back, but we had spoken, often, of going there together.


  I had a passport—I’m a nymph, not an agoraphobe—and so I e-mailed my sister Arethusa, in Sicily. We are spirits of place; we live where the world exhales in silence. As these places disappear, so do we.


  But not all of us. Arethusa and I kept in touch intermittently. Years ago she had lived on the Rhine. She said she thought she might still know someone in Germany. She’d see what she could do.


  It turned out the friend knew someone who had a sublet available. It was in an interesting part of town, said Arethusa; she’d been there once. I was a little anxious about living in a city—I’m attached to islands, to northern lakes and trees, and I worried that I wouldn’t thrive there, that I might in fact sicken.


  But I went. I paid in advance for the flat, then packed my paintings and sketchbooks and had them shipped over. I carried some supplies and one small sketchbook, half-filled with drawings of Philip, in my carry-on luggage. I brought my laptop. I closed up the cottage for the winter, told the Pendletons I was leaving and asked them to watch the place for me. I left them my car as well.


  Then I caught the early morning ferry to the mainland, the bus to Boston. There was light fog as the plane lifted out of Logan, quickly dispersing into an arctic blue sky. I looked down and watched a long, serpentine cloud writhing above the Cape and thought of Nephele, a cloud nymph whom Zeus had molded to resemble Hera.


  Why do they always have to change us into something else? I wondered, and sat back to watch the movie.


  Berlin was a shock. We are by nature solitary and obsessive, which has its own dangers—like Narcissus, we can drown in silence, gazing at a reflection in a still pool.


  But in a city, we can become disoriented and exhausted. We can sicken and die. We are long-lived, but not immortal.


  So Arethusa had chosen my flat carefully. It was in Schöneberg, a quiet, residential part of the city. There were no high-rises. Chestnut trees littered the sidewalks with armored fruit. There were broad streets where vendors sold sunflowers and baskets of hazelnuts; old bookstores, a little shop that stocked only socks, several high-end art galleries; green spaces and much open sky.


  “Poets lived there,” Arethusa told me, her voice breaking up over my cell phone. “Before the last big war.”


  My flat was in a street of century-old apartment buildings. The foyer was high and dim and smelled of pipe tobacco and pastry dough. The flat itself had been carved from a much larger suite of rooms. There was a pocket-sized kitchenette, two small rooms facing each other across a wide hallway, a tiny, ultramodern bath.


  But the rooms all had high ceilings and polished wooden floors glossy as bronze. And the room facing a courtyard had wonderful northern light.


  I set this up as my studio. I purchased paints and sketchpads, a small easel. I set up my laptop, put a bowl of apples on the windowsill where the cool fall air moved in and out. Then I went to work.


  I couldn’t paint.


  Philip said that would happen. He used to joke about it—you’re nothing without me, you only use me, what will you do if ever I’m gone, hmmmm?


  Now he was gone, and it was true. I couldn’t work. Hours passed, days; a week.


  Nothing.


  I flung open the casement windows, stared down at the enclosed courtyard and across to the rows of windows in other flats just like mine. There were chestnut trees in the yard below, neat rows of bicycles lined up beneath them. Clouds moved across the sky as storms moved in from the far lands to the north. The wind tore the last yellow leaves from the trees and sent them whirling up toward where I stood, shivering in my moth-eaten sweater.


  The wind brought with it a smell: the scent of pine trees and the sea, of rock and raw wool. It was the smell of the north, the scent of my island—my true island, the place that had been my home, once. It filled me not with nostalgia or longing but with something strange and terrible, the realization that I no longer had a home. I had only what I made on the page or canvas. I had bound myself to a vision.


  Byblis fell hopelessly in love and became a fountain. Echo wasted into a sound in the night. Hamadryads die when their trees die.


  What would become of me?


  I decided to go for a walk.


  It is a green city. Philip had never told me that. He spoke of the wars, the Nazis, the bombs, the Wall. I wandered along the Ebersstrasse to the S-Bahn station; then traveled to the eastern part of the city, to the university, and sat at a cafe beneath an elevated railway, where I ate roasted anchovies and soft white cheese while trains racketed overhead. The wall behind me was riddled with bullet holes. If this building had been in the western part of the city, it would have been repaired or torn down. In the east there was never enough money for such things. When I placed my hand upon the bullet holes they felt hot, and gave off a faint smell of blood and scorched leather. I finished my lunch and picked up a bit of stone that had fallen from the wall, put it in my pocket with some chestnuts I had gathered, and walked on.


  The sun came out after a bit. Or no, that may have been another day—almost certainly it was. The leaves were gone from the linden trees, but it was still lovely. The people were quiet, speaking in low voices.


  But they were seemingly as happy as people ever are. I began to take my sketchbooks with me when I walked, and I would sit in a cafe or a park and draw. I found that I could draw Philip from memory. I began to draw other things, too—the lindens, the ugly modern buildings elbowing aside the older terraces that had not been destroyed by the bombings. There were empty fountains everywhere; and again, here in the eastern part of the city there had been no money to restore them or to keep the water flowing. Bronze Nereids and Neptunes rose from them, whitened with bird droppings. Lovers still sat beside the empty pools, gazing at drifts of dead leaves and old newspapers while pigeons pecked around their feet. I found this beautiful and strange, and also oddly heartening.


  A few weeks after my arrival, Philip called. I hadn’t replied to his e-mails, but when my cell phone rang, I answered.


  “You’re in Berlin?” He sounded amused but not surprised. “Well, I wanted to let you know I’m going to be gone again, a long trip this time. Damascus. I’ll come see you for a few days before I go.”


  He told me his flight time, then hung up.


  What did I feel then? Exhilaration, desire, joy: but also fear. I had just begun to paint again; I was just starting to believe that I could, in fact, work without him.


  But if he were here?


  I went into the bedroom. On the bed, neatly folded, was another thing I had brought with me: Philip’s sweater. It was an old, tweed-patterned wool sweater, in shades of umber and yellow and russet, with holes where the mice had nested in it back in the cottage. He had wanted to throw it out, years ago, but I kept it. It still smelled of him, and I slept wearing it, here in the flat in Schöneberg, the wool prickling against my bare skin. I picked it up and buried my face in it, smelling him, his hair, his skin, sweat.


  Then I sat down on the bed. I adjusted the lamp so that the light fell upon the sweater in my lap; and began, slowly and painstakingly, to unravel it.


  It took a while, maybe an hour. I was careful not to fray the worn yarn, careful to tie the broken ends together. When I was finished, I had several balls of wool; enough to make a new sweater. It was late by then, and the shops were closed. But first thing next morning I went to the little store that sold only socks and asked in my halting German where I might find a knitting shop. I had brought a ball of wool to show the woman behind the counter. She laughed and pointed outside, then wrote down the address. It wasn’t far, just a few streets over. I thanked her, bought several pairs of thick argyle wool socks, and left.


  I found the shop without any trouble. I know how to knit, though I haven’t done so for a long time. I found a pattern I liked in a book of Icelandic designs. I bought the book, bought the special circular needles you use for sweaters, bought an extra skein of wool in a color I liked because it reminded me of woad, not quite as deep a blue as indigo. I would work this yarn into the background. Then I returned home.


  I had nearly a week before Philip arrived. I was too wound up to paint. But I continued to walk each day, finding my way around the hidden parts of the city. Small forgotten parks scarcely larger than a backyard, where European foxes big as dogs peered from beneath patches of brambles; a Persian restaurant near my flat, where the smells of coriander and roasting garlic made me think of my island long ago. A narrow canal like a secret outlet of the Spree, where I watched a kingfisher dive from an overhanging willow. I carried my leather satchel with me, the one that held my sketchbooks and charcoal pencils and watercolors. I wanted to try using watercolors.


  But now the satchel held my knitting, too, the balls of wool and the pattern book and the half-knit sweater. When I found I couldn’t paint or draw, I’d take the sweater out and work on it. It was repetitive work, dreamlike, soothing. And one night, back in the flat, I dug around in the bureau drawer until I found something else I’d brought with me, an envelope I’d stuck into one of my notebooks.


  Inside the envelope was a curl of hair I’d cut from Philip’s head one night while he slept. I set the envelope in a safe place and, one by one, carefully teased out the hairs. Over the next few days I wove them into the sweater. Now and then I would pluck one of my own hairs, much longer, finer, ash gold, and knit that into the pattern as well.


  They were utterly concealed, of course, his dark curls, my fair, straight hair: all invisible. I finished the sweater the morning Philip arrived.


  It was wonderful seeing him. He took a taxi from the airport. I had coffee waiting. We fell into bed. Afterward I gave him the sweater.


  “Here,” I said. “I made you something.”


  He sat naked on the bed and stared at it, puzzled. “Is this mine?”


  “Try it on. I want to see if it fits.”


  He shrugged, then pulled it on over his bare chest.


  “Does it fit?” I asked. “I had to guess the measurements.”


  “It seems to.” He smoothed the thick wool, October gold and russet flecked with woad; then tugged at a loose bit of yarn on the hem.


  “Oops,” I said, frowning. “Don’t worry, I’ll fix that.”


  “It’s beautiful. Thank you. I didn’t know you knew how to knit.”


  I adjusted it, tugging to see if it hung properly over his broad shoulders.


  “It does,” I said, and laughed in relief. “It fits! Does it feel right?”


  “Yeah. It’s great.” He pulled it off then got dressed again, white T-shirt, blue flannel shirt, the sweater last of all. “Didn’t I used to have a sweater like this, once?”


  “You did,” I said. “Come on, I’m hungry.”


  We walked arm in arm to the Persian restaurant, where we ate chicken simmered in pomegranates and crushed walnuts, and drank wine the color of oxblood. Later, on the way back to the flat, we ambled past closed shops, pausing to look at a display of icons, a gallery showing the work of a young German artist I had read about.


  “Are you thinking of showing here?” Philip asked. “I don’t mean this gallery, but here, in Berlin?”


  “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it much.” In truth I hadn’t thought about it at all, until that very moment. “But yes, I guess I might. If Anna could arrange it.”


  Anna owned the gallery back in Cambridge. Philip said nothing more, and we turned and walked home.


  But back in the flat, he started looking around. He went into my studio and glanced at the canvas on the easel, already primed, with a few blocked-in shapes—a barren tree, scaffolding; an abandoned fountain.


  “These are different,” he said. He glanced around the rest of the studio and I could tell, he was relieved not to see anything else. The other paintings, the ones I’d done of him, hadn’t arrived yet. He didn’t ask after them, and I didn’t tell him I’d had them shipped from the island.


  We went back to bed. Afterward, he slept heavily. I switched on the small bedside lamp, turning it so it wouldn’t awaken him, and watched him sleep. I didn’t sketch him. I watched the slow rise of his chest, the beard coming in where he hadn’t shaved, grayer now than it had been; the thick black lashes that skirted his closed eyes. His mouth. I knew he was going to leave me. This time, he wouldn’t come back.


  If he had wakened then and seen me, would anything have changed? If he had ever seen me watching him like this... would he have changed? Would I?


  I watched him for a long time, thinking. At last I curled up beside him and fell asleep.


  Next morning, we had breakfast, then wandered around the city like tourists. Philip hadn’t been back in some years, and it all amazed him. The bleak emptiness of the Alexanderplatz, where a dozen teenagers sat around the empty fountain, each with a neon-shaded Mohawk and a ratty mongrel at the end of a leash; the construction cranes everywhere, the crowds of Japanese and Americans at the Brandenburg Gate; the disconcertingly elegant graffiti on bridges spanning the Spree, as though the city, half-awake, had scrawled its dreams upon the brickwork.


  “You seem happy here,” he said. He reached to stroke my hair, and smiled.


  “I am happy here,” I said. “It’s not ideal, but...”


  “It’s a good place for you, maybe. I’ll come back.” He was quiet for a minute. “I’m going to be gone for a while. Damascus—I’ll be there for two months. Then Deborah’s going to meet me, and we’re going to travel for a while. She found a place for us to stay, a villa in Montevarchi. It’s something we’ve talked about for a while.”


  We were scuffing through the leaves along a path near the Grunewald, the vast and ancient forest to the city’s west. I went there often, alone. There were wild animals, boar and foxes; there were lakes, and hollow caves beneath the earth that no one was aware of. So many of Berlin’s old trees had been destroyed in the bombings, and more died when the Wall fell and waves of new construction and congestion followed.


  Yet new trees had grown, and some old ones flourished. These woods seemed an irruption of a deep, rampant disorder: the trees were black, the fallen leaves deep, the tangled thorns and hedges often impenetrable. I had found half-devoured carcasses here, cats or small dogs, those pretty red squirrels with tufted ears; as well as empty beer bottles and the ashy remnants of campfires in stone circles. You could hear traffic, and the drone of construction cranes; but only walk a little further into the trees and these sounds disappeared. It was a place I wanted to paint, but I hadn’t yet figured out where, or how.


  “I’m tired.” Philip yawned. Sun filtered through the leafless branches. It was cool, but not cold. He wore the sweater I’d knitted, beneath a tweed jacket. “Jet lag. Can we stop a minute?”


  There were no benches, not even any large rocks; just the leaf-covered ground, a few larches, many old beeches. I dropped the satchel holding my watercolors and sketchpad and looked around. A declivity spread beneath one very large old beech, a hollow large enough for us to lie in, side by side. Leaves had drifted to fill the space like water in a cupped hand; tender yellow leaves, soft as tissue and thin enough that when I held one to the sun I could see shapes behind the fretwork of veins. Trees. Philip’s face.


  The ground was dry. We lay side by side. After a few minutes he turned and pulled me to him. I could smell the sweet mast beneath us, beechnuts buried in the leaves. I pulled his jacket off and slid my hands beneath his sweater, kissed him as he pulled my jeans down; then tugged the sweater free from his arms, until it hung loose like a cowl around his neck. The air was chill despite the sun, there were leaves in his hair. A fallen branch raked my bare back, hard enough to make me gasp. His eyes were closed, but mine were open; there was grit on his cheek and a fleck of green moss, a tiny greenfly with gold-faceted eyes that lit upon his eyelid then rubbed its front legs together then spun into the sunlight. All the things men never see. When he came he was all but silent, gasping against my chest. I laid my hand upon his face, before he turned aside and fell asleep.


  For a moment I sat, silent, and looked for the greenfly. Then I pulled my jeans back up and zipped them, shook the leaves from my hair and plucked a beechnut husk from my shirt. I picked up Philip’s jacket and tossed it into the underbrush, then knelt beside him. His flannel shirt had ridden up, exposing his stomach; I bent my head and kissed the soft skin beneath his navel. He was warm and tasted of semen and salt, bracken. For a moment I lingered, then sat up.


  A faint buzzing sounded, but otherwise the woods were still. The sweater hung limp round his neck. I ran my fingers along the hem until I found the stray bit of yarn there. I tugged it free, the loose knot easily coming undone; then slowly and with great care, bit by bit by bit while he slept, I unraveled it. Only at the very end did Philip stir, when just a ring of blue and brown and gold hung about his neck, but I whispered his name and, though his eyelids trembled, they did not open.


  I got to my feet, holding the loose armful of warm wool, drew it to my face and inhaled deeply.


  It smelled more of him than his own body did. I teased out one end of the skein and stood above him, then let the yarn drop until it touched his chest. Little by little, I played the yarn out, like a fisherman with his line, until it covered him. More greenflies came and buzzed about my face.


  Finally I was done. A gust sent yellow leaves blowing across the heap of wool and hair as I turned to retrieve my satchel. The greenflies followed me. I waved my hand impatiently and they darted off, to hover above the shallow pool that now spread beneath the beech tree. I had not consciously thought of water, but water is what came to me; perhaps the memory of the sea outside the window where I had painted Philip all those nights, perhaps just the memory of green water and blue sky and gray rock, an island long ago.


  The small, still pool behind me wasn’t green but dark brown, with a few spare strokes of white and gray where it caught the sky, and a few yellow leaves. I got my bag and removed my pencils and watercolors and sketchpad, then folded Philip’s jacket and put it at the bottom of the satchel, along with the rest of his clothes. Then I filled my metal painting cup with water from the pool. I settled myself against a tree and began to paint.


  It wasn’t like my other work. A broad wash of gold and brown, the pencil lines black beneath the brushstrokes, spattered crimson at the edge of the thick paper. The leaves floating on the surface of the pool moved slightly in the wind, which was hard for me to capture—I was just learning to use watercolors. Only once was I worried, when a couple walking a dog came through the trees up from the canal bank.


  “Guten Tag,” the woman said, smiling. I nodded and smiled politely but kept my gaze fixed on my painting. I wasn’t worried about the man or the woman; they wouldn’t notice Philip. No one would. They walked toward the pool, pausing as their dog, a black dachshund, wriggled eagerly and sniffed at the water’s edge, then began nosing through the leaves.


  “Strubbel!” the man scolded.


  Without looking back at him, the dog waded into the pool and began lapping at the water. The man tugged at the leash and started walking on; the dog ran after him, shaking droplets from his muzzle.


  I finished my painting. It wasn’t great—I was still figuring it out, the way water mingles with the pigments and flows across the page—but it was very good. There was a disquieting quality to the picture; you couldn’t quite tell if there was a face there beneath the water, a mouth, grasping hands; or if it was a trick of the light, the way the thin yellow leaves lay upon the surface. There were long shadows across the pool when at last I gathered my things and replaced them in my satchel, heavier now because of Philip’s clothes.


  I disposed of these on my way back to the flat. I took a long, circuitous route on the U, getting off at one stop then another, leaving a shoe in the trash bin here, a sock there, dropping the flannel shirt into the Spree from the bridge at Oberbaumbrucke. The pockets of the tweed jacket were empty. At the Alexanderplatz I walked up to the five or six punks who still sat by the empty fountain and held up the jacket.


  “Anyone want this?” I asked in English.


  They ignored me, all save one boy, older than the rest, with blue-white skin and a shy indigo gaze.


  “Bitte.” He leaned down to pat his skinny mongrel, then reached for the jacket. I gave it to him and walked away. Halfway across the plaza I looked back. He was ripping the sleeves off; as I watched he walked over to a trash bin and tossed them inside, then pulled the sleeveless jacket over his T-shirt. I turned and hurried home, the chill wind blowing leaves like brown smoke into the sky.


  For the first few months I read newspapers and checked online to see if there was any news of Philip’s disappearance. There were a few brief articles, but his line of work had its perils, and it was assumed these had contributed to his fate. His children were grown. His wife would survive. No one knew about me, of course.


  I painted him all winter long. Ice formed and cracked across his body; there was a constellation of bubbles around his mouth and open eyes. People began to recognize me where I set up my easel and stool in the Grunewald, but, respectful of my concentration, few interrupted me. When people did look at my work, they saw only an abstract painting, shapes that could be construed as trees or building cranes, perhaps, etched against the sky; a small pool where the reflection of clouds or shadows bore a fleeting, eerie similarity to a skeletal figure, leaves trapped within its arched ribs.


  But nearly always I was alone. I’d crack the ice that skimmed the pool, dip my watercolor cup into the frigid water, then retreat a few feet away to paint. Sometimes I would slide my hand beneath the surface to feel a soft mass like a decomposing melon, then let my fingers slip down to measure the almost imperceptible pulse of a heart, cold and slippery as a carp. Then I would return to work.


  As the winter wore on, it grew too cold for me to work outdoors. There was little snow or rain, but it was bitterly cold. The pool froze solid. Ice formed where my watercolor brush touched the heavy paper, and the ink grew sluggish in my Rapidograph pen.


  So I stayed at home in the studio, where the orbweavers again hung beside the windows, and used the watercolor studies to begin work on other, larger, paintings—oils on canvas, urban landscapes where a small, frozen woodland pool hinted that a green heart still beat within the city. These paintings were extremely good. I took some digital photos of them and sent them to Anna, along with the name of two galleries in Schöneberg and one in Kreuzberg. Then I went to visit Arethusa in Sicily.


  I had planned on staying only a few weeks, but the Mediterranean warmth, the smell of olive groves and sight of flying fish skimming across the blue sea, seduced me. I stayed in Sicily until early spring and then returned briefly to Ogygia, my true island. I could not recall the last time I had visited—a steamship brought me, I do remember that, and the trip then took many hours.


  Now it was much faster, and the island itself noisier, dirtier, more crowded. I found myself homesick—not for any island, but for the flat in Schöneberg and the quiet place in the Grunewald where Philip was. I had thought that the time in Sicily might give me other distractions; that I might find myself wanting to paint the sea, the bone white sand and stones of Ogygia.


  Instead I found that my heart’s needle turned toward Philip. I breathed in the salt air above the cliffs, but it was him I smelled, his breath, the scent of evergreen boughs beside shallow water, the leaves in his hair. I returned to Berlin.


  I’d deliberately left my laptop behind and asked Anna not to call while I was gone. Now I found a number of messages from her. Two of the galleries were very interested in my paintings. Could I put together a portfolio for a possible show the following autumn?


  I arranged for my most recent canvases to be framed. The sleeping nudes I had done of him back in Maine had arrived some months earlier; I chose the best of these and had them mounted as well. All of this took some time to arrange, and so it was mid-April before I finally took my satchel and my easel and returned to the pool in the Grunewald to paint again.


  It was a soft, warm morning, the day fragrant with young grass pushing its way through the soil. The flower vendors had baskets of freesia and violets on the sidewalk. On the Landwehrcanal, gray cygnets struggled in the wake of the tourist boat as the adult swans darted after crusts of sandwiches tossed overboard. The captain of the boat waved to me from his cockpit. I waved back, then continued on to an S-Bahn station and the train that would bear me to the Grunewald.


  There was no one in the forest when I arrived. High above me the sky stretched, the pale blue-green of a frog’s belly. Waxwings gave their low whistling cries and fluttered in the upper branches of the beeches, where tiny new leaves were just starting to unfurl. I stopped hurrying, the sun’s warmth tugging at my skin, the sunlight saying slow, slow. A winter storm had brought down one of the larches near the pool; I had to push my way through a scrim of fallen branches, yellow hawthorn shoots already covering the larch’s trunk. I could smell the sweet green scent of new growth; and then I saw it.


  The pool was gone: there had been no snow to replenish it. Instead, a cloud of blossoms moved above the earth, gold and azure, crimson and magenta and shining coral. Anenomes, adonis, hyacinth, clematis: all the windflowers of my girlhood turned their yellow eyes toward me. I fell to my knees and buried my face in them so that they stained my cheeks with pollen, their narrow petals crushed beneath my fingertips.


  I cried as though my heart would break as the wind stirred the blossoms and a few early greenflies crawled along their stems. I could see Philip there beneath them. His hair had grown, twining with the white roots of the anemones and pale beetle grubs. Beneath rose-veined lids his eyes twitched, and I could see each iris contract then swell like a seed. He was dreaming. He was beautiful.


  I wiped my eyes. I picked up my satchel, careful not to step on the flowers, and got out my easel and brushes. I began to paint.


  Anemones, adonis, hyacinth, clematis. I painted flowers, and a man sleeping, and the black scaffolding of a city rising from the ruins. I painted in white heat, day after day after day, then took the watercolors home and transferred what I had seen to canvases that took up an entire wall of my flat. I worked at home, through the spring and into the first weeks of summer, and now the early fall, thinking how any day I will have to return to the pool in the Grunewald, harvest what remains of the windflowers, and set him free.


  But not yet.


  Last week my show opened at the gallery in Akazienstrasse. Anna, as always, did her job in stellar fashion. The opening was well-attended by the press and wealthy buyers. The dark winterscapes were hung in the main room, along with the nudes I had painted for those seven years. I had thought the nudes would get more attention than they did—not that anyone would have recognized Philip. When I look at those drawings and paintings now, I see a naked man, and that’s what everyone else sees as well. Nothing is concealed, and these days there is nothing new in that.


  But the other ones, the windflower paintings, the ones where only I know he is there—those are the paintings that people crowd around. I’m still not certain how I feel about exposing them to the world. I still feel a bit unsure of myself—the shift in subject matter, what feels to me like a tenuous, unsteady grasp of a medium that I will need to work much harder at if I’m to be as good as I want to be. I’m not certain if I know yet how good these paintings really are, and maybe I never will be sure. But the critics—the critics say they are revelatory.


  He thought he could brave the flames of the cat goddess, but he was wrong, and finds himself consumed.


  My Lady of the Hearth


  Storm Constantine


  The most beautiful women in the world have a cat-like quality. They slink, they purr; claws sheathed in silken fur. In the privacy of their summer gardens, in the green depths of forests, I believe they shed themselves of their attire, even to their human flesh, and stretch their bodies to the sun and their secret deity. She, the Queen of Cats, is Pu-ryah, daughter of the Eye of the Sun; who both roars the vengeance of the solar fire and blesses the hearth of the home. Given that the goddess, and by association her children, has so many aspects, is it any wonder that men have ever been perplexed by the subtleties of females and felines? Yet even as we fear them, we adore them.


  When I was young I had a wife, and she was a true daughter of Pu-ryah. It began in this way.


  When my father died, I inherited the family seat on the edge of the city, its numerous staff, and a sizable fortune. The estate earned money for me, administered by the capable hands of its managers, and I was free to pursue whatever interests I desired. My mother, whom I barely remembered (for she died when I was very young), had bequeathed her beauty to me: I was not an ill-favored man. Yet despite these privileges, joy of the heart eluded me. I despaired of ever finding a mate. Thirty years old, and romance had always turned sour on me. I spent much of my time painting, and portraits of a dozen lost loves adorned the walls of my home; their cold eyes stared down at me with disdain, their lips forever smiling. It had come to the point where I scorned the goddess of love; she must have blighted me at birth.


  It was not long past my thirtieth birthday and, following the celebrations, my latest beloved, Delphina Corcos, had sent her maid to me with a letter, which advised me she had taken herself off to a distant temple, where she vowed to serve the Blind Eunuch of Chastity for eternity. Her decision had been swayed by a dream of brutish masculinity, in which I figured in some way—I forget the details now.


  The banners of my birthday fête still adorned my halls, and I tore them down myself, in full sight of the servants, ranting against the whims of all women, to whom the security of love seemed to mean little at all. The letter in all its brevity was lost amid the debris. I dare say some maid picked it up in order to laugh at my loss with her female colleagues.


  Still hot with grief and rage, I locked myself in my private rooms and here sat contemplating my hurts, with the light of summer shuttered away at the windows. Women: demonesses all! I heard the feet of servants patter past my doors, their whispers. Later, my steward would be sent to me by the housekeeper, and then, after hearing his careful inquiries as to my state of mind, I might consider reappearing in the house for dinner. Until then, I intended to surrender myself entirely to the indulgence of bitterness.


  In the gloom, my little cat, Simew, came daintily to my side, rubbing her sleek fur against my legs, offering a gentle purr of condolence. She was a beautiful creature, a gift from a paramour some three years previously. Her fur was golden, each hair tipped with black along her flanks and spine, while her belly was a deep, rich amber. She was sleek and neat, loved by all in the house for her fastidiousness and affectionate nature. Now, I lifted her onto my lap, and leaned down to press my cheek against her warm flank. “Ah, Simmi, my sweet angel,” I crooned. ”You are always faithful, offering love without condition. I would be lucky to find a mistress as accommodating as you.”


  Simew gazed up at me, kneading my robes with her paws, blinking in the way that cats show us their affection. She could not speak, yet I felt her sympathy for me. I resolved then that my time with women was done. There was much to be thankful for: my health, my inheritance, and the love of a loyal cat. Though her life would be shorter than mine, her daughters and their children might he my companions until the day I died. Many men had less than this. Simew leaned against my chest, pressing her head into my hand, purring rapturously. It seemed she said to me, “My lord, what need have we of sharp-tongued interlopers? We have each other.”


  Cheered at once, I put Simew down carefully on the floor and went to throw my shutters wide, surprising a couple of servants who were stationed beyond the window, apparently in the act of gathering flowers. I smiled at them and cried, “Listen for my sorrow all you like. You’ll not hear it.”


  Embarrassed, the two prostrated themselves, quaking. I picked up my cat and strode to the doors. “Come, Simew, why waste time on lamenting? I shall begin a new painting.” Together, we went to my studio.


  I decided I would paint a likeness of Simew, in gratitude for the comfort she had given me. It would have pride of place in my gallery of women. I arranged the cat on a crimson cushion, and for a while she was content to sit there, one leg raised like a mast as she set about grooming her soft belly. Then, she became bored, jumped from her bed and began crying out her ennui. I had made only a few preliminary sketches, but could not be angry with her. While she explored the room, clambering from table to shelf, I ignored the sounds of falling pots and smashing vases, and concentrated on my new work. It would be Pu-ryah I would paint; a lissome, cat-headed woman. Simew’s face would be the model.


  Pu-ryah is a foreign goddess. She came to us from the east, a hot land of desert and endless skies. She is born of the fire and will warm us, if we observe her rituals correctly. I had no intention of being burned. My brush flew over the canvas and I became unaware of the passing of time. When the steward, Medoth, came to me, mentioning politely that my dinner awaited me, I ordered him to bring the meal to the studio. I could not stop work.


  I ate with one hand, food dropping from my fork to the floor, where Simew composed herself neatly and sifted through the morsels with a precise tongue. Medoth lit all my lamps and the candles, and even murmured some congratulatory phrase as he appraised my work. He made Pu-ryah’s sign with two fingers, tapping either side of his mouth. “The Lady of the Hearth will be pleased by this work,” he said.


  I turned to wipe my brush. “Medoth, I had not taken you for a worshipper of Pu-ryah.”


  He smiled respectfully. “It comes from my mother’s side of the family.”


  I laughed. “Of course. She is primarily a goddess of women, Medoth, but perhaps because she knows the ways of her daughters so intimately, she makes a sympathetic deity for those who suffer at their hands.”


  Medoth cleared his throat. “Would you care for a glass of wine now, my lord?”


  I worked until dawn, given energy by the fire of she whose portrait I made. Simew lay on some tangled rags by my feet, her tail gently resting across my toes. Sometimes, when I looked down at her, she would wake and roll on her back to display her dark golden belly, her front paws held sweetly beneath her chin. She seemed to me, in lamplight, more lovely than any woman I had known, more generous, more yielding. If I were a cat, I would lie beside her and lick her supple fur with my hooked tongue, or I would seize the back of her neck in my jaws and mount her with furious lust. This latter, inappropriate thought made me shier. Perhaps I had drunk too much wine after my meal.


  As the pale, magical light of dawn stole through the diaphanous drapes at the long windows, I appraised my work. Fine detail still needed to be added, but the picture was mostly complete. Pu-ryah sat upon a golden throne that was encrusted with lapis lazuli. She was haughty, yet serene, and her eyes held the wisdom of all the spheres, the gassy heart of the firmament itself. She gazed out at me, and I felt that I had not created her at all, but that the pigment had taken on a life of its own, and my own heart had imbued it with soul. I had depicted her with bared breasts, her voluptuous hips swathed in veils of turquoise silk. Her skin was delicately furred and brindled with faint coppery stripes. Her attenuated, high-cheekboned face had a black muzzle, fading to tawny around the ruff, then white beneath the chin. Her eyes were topaz. Around her neck, I had painted a splendid collar of faience and gold, and rings adorned her slender fingers. Her claws were extended, lightly scraping the arms of the gilded chair. Behind her, dark drapery was drawn back to reveal a simmering summer night. I fancied I could hear the call of peacocks in the darkness beyond her scented temple, and the soft music she loved so much. Her taloned feet were laid upon flowers, thousands of flowers, and their exotic perfume invaded my studio, eclipsing the tart reeks of pigment and solvent. She was beautiful, monstrous, and compliant. If I closed my eyes, I could feel her strong arms around me, her claws upon my back. No woman of this earth could compare.


  Weary but content, I went out into my garden to sample the new day. Dew had conjured scent from the shrubs and gauzed the thick foliage of the evergreens. Simew trotted before me along the curling pathways, pausing every so often to look back and make sure I was following. I felt at peace with myself, at the brink of some profound change in my life or my heart. Delphina Corcos seemed nothing more than a thin ghost; I could barely recall her face. Let her deny her womanhood and seek the stone embrace of the Eunuch. The day itself was full of sensuality, of nature’s urge to procreate. The woman was a fool to deny herself this.


  Simew and I came to the water garden, where a low mist lingered over the linked pools. Simew crouched at the edge of the nearest pond, her whiskers kissing the surface of the water. I gazed at her with affection. “Oh, Simew, how cruel it is we are separated by an accident of species! If you were a woman, we might walk together now with arms linked. I might take you in my arms and kiss you.”


  The fire of the goddess ran through my blood. As the sun, her father, lifted above the trees to sear away the mist, I spoke a silent prayer to Pu-ryah, declared myself her priest. Yet, in her way, she was a goddess of carnality, so how could I worship her alone, without a woman to help express my devotion?


  I pressed my hands against my eyes, and for a while all the grief within my heart welled up to smother my new-found serenity. I had riches, yes, and a loyal feline friend, but I was essentially alone, devoid of a companion of the heart, with whom I might make love or talk about the mysteries of life.


  Then I felt a soft touch upon my arm, of gentle fingers. Alarmed, I dropped my hands and uttered a cry of shock. I beheld a young woman, who backed away from me, her eyes wide. She crouched down before me, utterly naked, her skin the color of honey, her body hunched into a position of alertness.


  “Who are you?” I demanded, while within me conflicting emotions made war. My male instincts were aroused by the surprise of finding a naked girl in my garden, but she was still an intruder. What was she doing there?


  The girl held up her hands to me, and now her expression was pleading. She shook her head slowly from side to side. Her face was small and heart-shaped, utterly enchanting.


  “Speak!” I said, “or I must summon my staff to evict you.”


  The girl’s face was puckered with anguish. She shrugged her shoulders in an ophidian motion, which seemed to indicate impatience, then touched her mouth with her fingers. I realized she could not speak.


  I reached down and took her forearms in my hands, lifted her to her feet. She did not seem at all ashamed at her state of undress, and I could not help but admire the trim conformation of her body. “Are you lost?” I asked her.


  She smiled then and shook her head. It was a fierce smile, quite without fear, and a strange tremor passed through me. She held my gaze without blinking, pushing her long amber hair back behind her ears. Then, she dismissed me from her attention and held out her arms before her, twisting them around as if to examine them for the first time. After this, she shrugged and began to walk away from me. Aghast, I called out and she paused and glanced over her shoulder, before resuming her walk back toward the house. I felt that she knew this place well, but how? I think perhaps it was at that moment I realized Simew was nowhere to be seen. A chill coursed through my flesh. No! I called her name, scanning the trees and bushes, but of course it was my lovely visitor who turned her head to answer the call.


  Pu-ryah had heard my prayers and answered them. As I had dedicated myself to her, so she rewarded me. Simew had been transformed into a woman, the most lovely woman I had ever seen. I caught up with her by the cloister that flanked the back of the house, and here took hold of her arm.


  “We must be discreet,” I said. “The servants must not see you undressed.”


  She shrugged, as if to imply she would concur with my wishes, but didn’t really care whether someone saw her or not. I went into the house before her, and led the way back to my private chambers, checking round every corner beforehand to make sure the coast was clear. In my rooms, I turned the key in the lock, and leaned against the door to gaze upon this magical creature. She stood in the center of the room, looking around in curiosity. Now, the world must appear very different to her. Then she turned her attention upon herself, and began to stroke her body in long, slow movements. She raised her hand to her mouth and licked it. I was entranced by her, my cat woman.


  “You can no longer wash yourself,” I said. “The human body is far less supple than a cat’s.”


  She gave me a studied look, as to contest that remark. Her mouth dropped open and expelled a musical, feline cry. She was not mute, then. My flesh tingled.


  She slunk toward me, her eyes half-closed. I heard her purring. When she was very close, she butted her head against my cheek, uttered a chirruping sound. I seized her in my arms. She wriggled away, still purring, and ran nimbly to my bedroom. I followed her and found her crouched on all fours, on the bed. She turned round in a circle a few times, before collapsing gracefully in a curving heap, peering up at me seductively through a veil of hair. The invitation was unmistakable. I approached her and she rolled onto her back, as was her custom. I reached down and stroked her belly, conjuring louder purrs. Her skin was softly furred by tiny, transparent hairs. I ran my hands up over her firm breasts and she arched her back in delight. Emboldened, I continued this tactile investigation, sliding my fingers down between her muscled thighs. All I found was welcome. Lust overtook me and I tore off my robes. Simew positioned herself on all fours once more, her glistening vulva displayed provocatively, her hands kneading the bedclothes before her. When I entered her, she screeched; her whole body became rigid. Never had coupling been so swift for me.


  Afterward, she did the most astounding thing. I watched in silent amazement as she contorted her body without apparent difficulty and set about washing her private parts with her tongue. Then, she cleaned herself all over, licking her hand to reach more inaccessible areas, unable only to attain the back of her neck. I lay in a stupor beside her, aroused once more by her bizarre behavior. When she came to lie against my side, purring, I laid her on her back and took her that way. Her desire was kindled instantly and she appeared to enjoy the change of position.


  Throughout that day, I taught her many tricks of the art of love. The servants came to my doors, but I would not allow them entrance. No doubt they thought I had succumbed to melancholy once more. But then, they must have heard the howls and grunts emanating from the bedroom, and drawn their own conclusions, upon which it is better not to dwell. Simew could not help but sound like a cat when throes of delight overtook her.


  How she loved the sexual act. I had always suspected cats were masters and mistresses of carnality, but now, with Simew transformed physically into a human, while retaining feline sensi

  bilities, I had no doubt. She was quite impossible to sate. The more we coupled, the more hungry she became. I remembered that the member of a male cat is barbed, and people say that during feline copulation it is only when he withdraws from the female’s body, thus tearing her delicate flesh, that she finds satisfaction. I had no wish to hurt my beautiful lover, but how could I provide her with what nature had denied me? Eventually, her agitation became so great, I put my fingers inside her and raked my nails along the slick flesh. She uttered an ear-splitting howl and lashed out at me, her body bucking. Within her, powerful muscles gripped my fingers and warm liquid flowed down my wrist. Then, as the convulsions subsided, she lay quiet, her eyes half closed, a soft purr rippling from her throat. I felt exhausted.


  When I stood up to go to my bathroom, I found my body covered in scratches, welts, and bites. My member seemed to have shrunk back into my body in an attempt to escape my lover’s demands.


  Weak, I drew my own bath and lay there for some time, blinking in the steam. I had never felt so utterly complete. The sexual urge had been drained from me. I had filled Simew’s cup to the full and now my vessel was empty, but the experience had exhilarated as much as sapped me.


  I knew that I could not keep Simew a secret, nor did I want to. I had no women’s clothes for her and this must he attended to before anything else. As I went back into the bedroom, drying my tender flesh with a towel, I gazed upon her lying amid the tangled sheets, her damp hair spread around her shoulders. She was sleeping now, but for how long? I dared not leave her alone, because Simew was accustomed to having the run of the house. If I locked her in my chambers, it was likely she would awake and then howl at the door until one of the servants came to her aid. Medoth had keys to my rooms. He would no doubt be summoned to let the cat out. It had happened before in my absence. I dared not think about the consequences of that.


  In the end, I woke her with a gentle caress and told her we must go out of the house and purchase garments for her. As always, she appeared to understand my every word, although I sensed she was not altogether pleased with my suggestion. I remembered the occasion a previous lover of mine had bought her a jeweled collar, and the manner in which that gift had later been found shredded under the dining table, its expensive gems scattered by playful paws.


  I dressed her in one of my own robes, using sashes to create a suitably fitted garment. Simew growled a few times as I made her hold out her arms to assist my adjustments. I bound up her hair as best I could, then led her from my chambers. Medoth had clearly been lurking nearby, and now came forward to hear my orders. Without explaining the presence of the oddly dressed female at my side, I demanded my carriage be made ready for a trip to town. Discreet as ever, Medoth bowed and obeyed my word.


  The trip was not without its awkward moments. The proprietress in the dress shop we visited seemed to accept my story of a visiting relative having had an accident with her luggage, but unfortunately Simew was unable to behave in the way that women usually do while purchasing clothes. The noises she made, the attempts to bite from her body the gowns she found most offensive, plunged the staff of the establishment into silent horror. I laughed nervously and explained she had an hereditary affliction of the mind. At length, the proprietress suggested frostily that we take one set of garments now and that the rest might best he examined and tried on in the privacy of my home. Someone from the shop would be sent round the following day. I understood her desire to get rid of us, because several other customers had already vacated the premises in alarm at Simew’s behavior. Spilling coins from my purse into the tight-lipped woman’s hands, I agreed readily with her suggestion and Simew and I fled the shop. She was dressed now in a simple gown of soft green fabric, and wore emerald slippers on her feet. The outing had been a trial, but at least my lover was now dressed.


  In the carriage on our way home, I tried to explain to Simew that it might be best if she remained silent in the presence of other people. Clearly, I had a lot of work to do with her regarding etiquette and good manners.


  The story I concocted for the servants was that Simew was a distant cousin of mine, who had arrived in the night, having escaped a brutal father. I could do nothing but provide sanctuary, and indeed had even extended my services to offering her marriage, so that she would he forever safe from paternal threat. The servants were all stony-faced as I told them this story, and it was Medoth who ventured to tell me my cat was missing. I think he guessed the truth at once, because Pu-ryah was his goddess, but he did not voice his suspicions to me.


  So the transformed Simew became part of my household. I decided that once I had trained her enough to be presentable in company, we would be married and all of my friends in the city would be invited. To the servants, I repeated the story that Simew—who I now called Felice—had been ill, because of the treatment she’d received from her father. Her mind was slightly damaged, but it could be cured and patience and love were the medicines she must receive. Because she was still essentially Simew, it didn’t take long for the household to learn to love her. Everyone became conspirators in my plan to transform this wild girl into a young woman of society. To her, I think it was all a game. She was playing at being human and thought it was hilarious to ape our behavior. She learned to laugh, and it was the most thrilling expression of joy any of us had ever heard. It brightened every corner of that vast house; she was like an enchanted light buzzing, through its halls and chambers. No one could have overlooked her catlike habits, but they were prepared to tolerate and then to change them.


  The portrait of Pu-ryah was hung in the main hall, and Simew would often stand before it, staring into that feline face, as if remembering with difficulty the days when she had looked the same.


  One of the strangest things about Simew the woman was her incomparable clumsiness. As a cat, she had always seemed a little heavy on her feet, and no fragile things had ever been safe in her presence, but now she seemed unable to enter a room without knocking something over. At dinner, wine glasses were spilled with regularity, quite often onto the floor. Medoth arranged that a servant equipped with a pan and brush was always stationed near the door. We got through so much glassware and crockery that eventually I bought Simew a set of her own, crafted from gold. These, she could not break by accident. It took a while to teach her to eat using cutlery. She found that these implements simply delayed the consumption of food and would sometimes lash out at me and growl, when I pointed out a young lady of breeding would never eat food directly from her plate without even the agency of fingers. “Simew,” I murmured one night, with fraying patience. “You are here to be my wife. The Lady herself has arranged it. I’m doing all I can to keep my side of the bargain, please oblige me by keeping yours.”


  Then, she laughed and shrugged. “All right,” she seemed to say, but there were still lapses.


  Neither could she take to immersing herself in water to bathe. The shrieks and clawing that occurred when we tried to enforce it became too much, and eventually we had to compromise. At morn and eve, her personal maid would clean her body with a damp sponge. This she tolerated—just. The maid was often scratched.


  It was also difficult to accept Simew’s gifts, which invariably she brought up from the cellar or in from the grain store. I would hear her muffled chirruping as she made her way to my studio, and then she would fling open the door with a dramatic gesture of her arms. A mouse, or even a rat, would be hanging from her mouth. It was worse when they were still alive. Her eyes would be shining and she’d run to me and drop her prey at my feet. I suppose she expected me to eat it with gratitude. It took some weeks to rid her of this habit, and I ached to see the sadness my disapproval conjured in her eyes.


  She loved perfume though, and I indulged her craving for it. Scent was like a religious tool for her. She never wasted it, nor mixed aromas but, after her bathing routine, chose with care which perfume to wear. This she would apply with economy to her throat and wrists, lifting her hand to her nose to take little, contented sniffs from time to time throughout the day. It was an adorable habit.


  At night, she would he waiting for me in my bed-chamber, clothed only in delicious scent, purring softly in her throat, kneading the pillows. She rarely offered herself to me submissively now, but grabbed me bodily and threw me down onto the bed to begin her pleasure. I taught her technique perhaps, but she taught me something more powerful—the instinctual sexual drive of an animal. I realized that cats had their own beliefs and that sex was very much a part of their devotion to their spiritual queen. They had a language we could not understand, that functioned nothing like a human tongue, but it was language. In time, during our lovemaking I too began to make the sounds and Simew displayed her approval with purrs. Pu-ryah was always very close to us in our bed-chamber.


  Simew the cat, the house mourned. The housekeeper decided she must have been stolen or killed, and I went along with this idea, but my grief could not have been that convincing. Perhaps no one else’s was either, for as time went on I have no doubt that more than one of my staff suspected my new love’s origins and then passed their suspicions around, but we all had to pretend.


  Eventually, I decided that Simew was ready to present to society. The household was put into a frenzy by the preparations for our grand marriage. My friends already knew I was betrothed to a mysterious distant relative, and more than a few had been most insistent about meeting her—especially the women—but I had remained steadfast in my refusal. ”She has been very ill,” I said. “She cannot yet cope with social occasions.”


  “I have heard,” one lady remarked at a soiree, “that she was locked by her brute of a father in a cellar for years on end. Shocking! Poor dear!”


  I inclined my head. “Well, that is an exaggeration of her trials, but yes, she has suffered badly and it has affected her behavior.”


  “How dreadful,” another murmured, touching my hand. “You are so good to take her under your wing in this way.” I could not say that had I possessed wings, it’s unlikely I would still have been there to accept their sympathy.


  I do not know what my friends expected when they finally met “Felice,” but I know the experience amazed them.


  Our nuptial banquet took place on an autumn evening. During the day, we had undergone a quiet wedding; a priest from Pu-ryah’s temple had come to the house to officiate at a ceremony that had been written especially to accommodate my bride’s inability to speak.


  In the early evening, Simew’s maids dressed her in a splendid gown of russet silk. Her hair was twined with autumn leaves of gold and crimson and I adorned her neck and wrists myself with costly ornaments of amber, topaz, and gold. She appeared to be as excited as any of us at the prospect of being introduced to my friends.


  I waited downstairs to receive our guests as they arrived, while Simew underwent the final primpings and preenings in our chambers. I wanted to present her once everyone had gathered in the main hall. I wanted them to see her descend the stairs in the caressing lamp light.


  Ultimately, the hour arrived. My friends were clustered in excitement around the stairs, and I signaled one of the maids to summon the new mistress of the house. I continued to exchange pleasantries with the guests and it was only when the assembly fell silent that I knew Simew was among us. I turned, and there she stood at the top of the stairs. I shall never forget that moment. She was the most radiant, gorgeous creature ever to have entered the hall. My heart contracted with love, with adoration. She stood tall and serene, a half smile upon her face, and then with the most graceful steps slowly descended toward the company. I heard the women gasp and whisper together; I heard the appreciative, stunned murmurs of the men.


  “May I present my wife,” I said, extending an arm toward her.


  Simew dipped her head and glided to my side. She smiled warmly upon the gathering and together we led the way in to dinner.


  Bless my love—she behaved with perfect decorum as the meal was served. Nothing was tipped over or broken; she ate modestly and slowly, smiling at the remarks addressed to her. Those sitting nearest to me lost no time in congratulating me on my fortune. They praised Simew’s beauty, grace, and warmth.


  “You are a lucky fellow,” one man said with good-natured envy. “All of us know you’ve nursed a broken heart more than once over the past few years, but now you have been rewarded. You’ve earned this wondrous wife, my friend. I wish you every happiness.” He raised his glass to me and I thought that I must expire with joy.


  The meal was all but finished, and Medoth was supervising the clearing of dessert plates. Soon, we would all repair to one of the salons for music and dancing. Simew loved to dance; I was looking forward to showing off her accomplishment.


  Then, it happened. One moment I was conversing with a friend, the next there was a sudden movement beside me and people were uttering cries of alarm. It took me a while to realize that Simew had not only vacated her seat in a hurry, but had disappeared beneath the table. For a second or two, all was still, and then the whole company was thrown into a furor as Simew scuttled madly between their legs down the length of the table. Women squeaked and stood up, knocking over chairs. Men swore and backed away.


  Again stillness. I poked my head under the tablecloth. “Felice, my love. What are you doing?”


  She uttered a yowl and then emerged at full speed from beneath the other end of the table, in hot pursuit of a small mouse. Women screamed and panicked and, in the midst of this chaos, my new wife expressed a cry of triumph and pounced. In full sight of my guests, she tossed the unfortunate mouse into the air, batted it with her hands, and then lunged upon it to crack its fragile spine in her jaws.


  “Felice!” I roared.


  She paused then and raised her head to me, the mouse dangling, quite dead, from her mouth. “What?” she seemed to say. Tiny streaks of blood marked her fair cheek.


  At that point, one of the ladies vomited onto the floor, while another put a hand to her brow and collapsed backward into the convenient arms of one of the men.


  I could only stare at my wife, my body held in a paralysis of despair, as my guests flocked toward the doors, desperate to escape the grisly scene. Presently, we were left alone. I could hear voices beyond the doors, Medoth’s calm assurances to hysterical guests.


  “Simew,” I said dismally and sat down.


  She dropped the mouse and came to my side, reached to touch my cheek. I looked up at her. She shrugged, pulled a rueful face. Her expression said it all: “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself. It’s what I am.”


  And it was, of course. How wrong of me to force human behavior on the wild, free spirit of a cat.


  The news spread rapidly. I told myself I did not care about the gossip, but I did. For a while, I was determined not to abandon my position in society and attended gatherings at usual, although without my wife. I felt I should spare her any further humiliation. Whenever I entered a room, conversation would become subdued. People would greet me cordially, but without their usual warmth. I heard remarks through curtains, round corners. “She is a beast, you know, quite savage. We all know he’s an absolute darling to take her on—but really—what is he thinking of ?”


  I was distraught and blamed myself. Simew should have remained a secret of mine and my loyal staff. I should have kept her as a mistress, but not presented her publicly as a wife. How could I have been so blind to the pitfalls? We had never really civilized her. I know Simew sensed my anguish, although I strove to hide it from her. She fussed round me with concerned mewings, pressing herself against me, kissing my hair, my eyelids. The staff remained solidly behind her, of course, but she was not their responsibility; her behavior could not affect them. The terrible thing was, in my heart I was furious with Simew. Public shame had warped my understanding. I suspected that she knew very well what she’d done at the marriage feast, but had wanted to shock, or else hadn’t cared what people thought of her. She had despised them, thought them vapid and foolish, and had acted impulsively without a care for what her actions might do to me. My love for her was tainted by what I perceived as her betrayal. I wanted to forgive her, but I couldn’t, for I did not think she was innocent. I made the mistake of forgetting what she really was.


  One night, she disappeared. The staff were thrown into turmoil, and everyone was out scouring the gardens, then the streets beyond, calling her name. I sat in darkness in my chambers. I had no heart to search, but sought oblivion in liquor. Steeped in gloomy feelings, I thought Simew had gone to find herself a troupe of tom cats, who like her had been turned into men by the imprudent longings of cat-loving women. No doubt I, with my over-civilized human senses, could no longer satisfy her. She would return in the morning, once she thought she’d punished me enough.


  But she did not return. Days passed and the atmosphere in the house was as dour as if a death had taken place. I saw reproach in the faces of all my servants. Dishes were slammed onto tables; my food was never quite hot enough. One evening, my rage erupted and I called them all together in the main hall. “If I don’t see some improvement in your duties, you are all dismissed!” I cried. “Simew is gone. She is not of our world, and I am not to blame for her disappearance. Her cat nature took over, that’s all.”


  They departed silently, back to their own quarters, no doubt to continue gossiping about me, but from that night on, some kind of normality was resumed in the running of the house.


  After they had left, I went to stand before the portrait of Pu-ryah, resolving that in the morning, I would have it taken down. I heard a cough behind me and turned to find Medoth standing there. I sighed. “If she is a mother, she is cruel,” I said.


  Medoth came to my side. “You put much into that work, my lord. Some might say too much. It has great power.”


  I nodded. “Indeed it has. I thought I could brave Pu-ryah’s fire, but I was wrong, and now I am burned away.”


  “Your experiences have been distressing,” Medoth agreed. He paused. “Might I suggest you make a gift of this painting to the temple of the Lady? I am sure they would appreciate it.”


  “Yes. A good idea, Medoth. See to it tomorrow, would you?”


  He bowed. “Of course, my lord.”


  I began to walk away, toward my empty chambers.


  “My lord,” Medoth said.


  I paused and turned. “Yes?”


  He hesitated and then said. “One day, you will miss her as we do. She only obeyed her nature. She loved you very much.”


  I was about to reprimand him for such importunate remarks, but then weariness overtook me. I sighed again. “I know, Medoth.”


  “Perhaps you should acquire another little cat.”


  I laughed bleakly. “No. I don’t think so.”


  I did see Simew again. After some years had passed, she came back occasionally, to visit the servants, I think. Sometimes, I found fowl carcasses they had left out for her in the garden. Sometimes, alone in my bed late at night, I would hear music coming from the servants’ quarters and the joyful peal of that unmistakable laugh. To me, she showed herself only once.


  It was a summer evening and dusk had fallen. I went out into the garden, filled with a quiet sadness, yet strangely content in the peace of the hedged walkways. I strolled right to the end of my property, to the high wall that hid my domain from the street beyond. It was there I heard a soft chirrup.


  A shiver passed through me and I looked up. She was there, crouching on the wall above me, her hair hanging down and her eyes flashing at me through the dusk. She was clothed, I remember that, in some dark, close-fitting attire that must be suitable for her nocturnal excursions. Where was she living now? How was she living? I wanted to know these things, and called her name softly. In that moment, I believe there could have been some reconciliation between us, had she desired it.


  She looked at me with affection, I think, but not for very long. I did not see judgment in her eyes, for she was essentially a cat; an animal who will, for a time, forgive our cruel words and unjust kicks. A cat loves us unconditionally, but unlike a dog, she will not accept continual harsh treatment. She runs away. She finds another home.


  My eyes filled with tears and when I wiped them away, Simew had gone.


  I never married again.


  Getting so close there’s no difference between the two of you.


  It was a wonderful idea, and yet strangely frightening.


  Close to You


  Steve Rasnic Tem


  “Get closer,” Angela whispered into his ear. “I can’t get close enough to you.”


  Hugh groaned with pleasure. “If I were any closer I’d be crawling around inside your skin.”


  “That would be heaven... ” she murmured, and then was silent for a time, so that he thought she might have actually drifted off to sleep. He shifted his hips a little and felt himself move inside her, and she in turn contracting, holding on. The hidden gesture embarrassed him a little, which surprised him. “I’ve always wanted to make that closeness happen,” she said. “Maybe if we try hard enough we can make that happen.”


  He didn’t say anything more. That last thing... she was being serious. He felt great that she’d said that. He had the same desire, after all. That was the point, wasn’t it? Getting so close there’s no difference between the two of you. It was a wonderful idea, and yet strangely frightening. Hugh was suddenly cold, and tried to pull Angela even closer.


  “Do you love my body?” she asked him a few weeks later.


  “Of course I do. It’s a wonderful body.”


  “I don’t mean like it, the way you like to have sex with it, put your penis inside it. I mean, do you love it? As in you can’t be without it. As in you need its physical presence around you at all times. As if it were music. As if it were air.”


  “Angela. I adore your body.”


  “How much do you adore it?”


  “I go to bed and your body is the bed. I go to sleep and your body is the dream. The smell of it is my oxygen. The taste of your skin on my lips is breakfast, lunch, and dinner. In fact, I don’t want you to bathe anymore. I want you to ripen, I want the taste of you to change, to diversify. The flavor of you should be a varied menu. For there could be no foulness about you, only a difference in tastes, as if I were traveling around the world of you and tasting every exotic cuisine of you.” Hugh was a little breathless.


  She made an exaggerated sigh. “My, my! Tell me more.”


  “I never want to leave this room again. I want to swim in you, drink in you, eat in you, work in you, live in you.”


  “So what do we do for money?”


  He paused. “Well, so much for that idea.” They laughed, and made love until dawn.


  “It’s been wonderful,” she whispered from the darkness. “But I can’t help thinking, it could be more.”


  “You’re getting bored with me?”


  “Oh, no. No, my love. Never. After all these months it’s still beautiful, as special as that first time. But don’t you feel the same way sometimes? That there could always be more? That we could be even closer? All my life, I’ve never been able to get close enough, but I always thought if I just met the right person, and we tried, really tried, I finally would.”


  The words inside his mouth felt like her words. They had the same softness, the same strength. “And you’d be looking out of my eyes, and I’d be looking out of yours, and neither one of us would be alone ever again.”


  Angela came out of the dark and wrapped herself around him. The surface of her skin had a cool distance at first, but as it warmed to his skin it was as if she were adhering to him, sinking into his body. He rubbed his open hands and his forearms up and down her back, and for a moment it was as if he were rubbing himself. He could feel the friction of his own contact, and it spread the warmth throughout his body, but then there was the briefest sensation of panic when he tried to pull away from her just a bit, to break the sweat adhesion of their bodies, just to make himself a little more comfortable, and found that he couldn’t. Couldn’t remove himself from her. He had lost the sense of an edge to his own skin, where it connected to her, and the way her arms and legs had wrapped around his so tightly it seemed she had sprouted more arms and legs somehow, and she had climbed up onto him so that he held her up completely, and she was so light she seemed not to have added an ounce to his own weight.


  “Closer... closer,” she whispered, her voice inside his head.


  He had been talking all evening, barely above a whisper, so that for nearly anyone else he’d be nearly impossible to hear. But he was convinced she heard every word, even though she had said nothing in reply. He wasn’t sure what he was trying to do: convince her, reason with her, balance the fantasy with some hard facts about the limitations inherent in human flesh. He made no arguments, no assertions, but rambled all night long, lulling himself, seducing himself, reacquainting himself with those realities.


  “To see out of your eyes. To breathe what you breathe, taste what you taste. I think everyone wants that, to be so close, but it’s a dream, isn’t it? I mean, human beings aren’t made that way. That’s why we’re such a sad bunch: what we desire most in our lives is impossible because of our very nature. And we can’t push past our own physical natures. Can we?”


  The question hung in the darkness between them until morning.


  For a week they left the bed only to use the bathroom or grab something from the kitchen, take it back to the bed, feed themselves, feed each other, smearing each other with whatever was soft enough to mash and spread, licking it from skin, nibbling it off smooth rises, chewing it out of hollows. After another week they made calls to the stores, paid by credit card, and had food delivered in boxes by the front door, sneaking out when they thought no one else could see, because they didn’t want to share their nakedness with anyone else. Or perhaps, he thought, they were too embarrassed about the way they looked now, the way they smelled, the rawness about them.


  “Hu... hu... Hugh! Can’t breathe!”


  He heard the fear in her muffled voice, but he was too tired, or too reluctant, to move his mouth away from hers, even though his own lips hurt, his throat was a deep well of pain, and he thought maybe his gums were bleeding. Certainly he tasted blood almost all the time now, every kiss highlighted with it.


  “Hugh!” She exploded out from under him. In desperation or orgasm he could not tell, nor did he think there was much difference for them anymore. She sat on the edge of the bed, face in her hands, shaking. He started to rub her back. The skin wrinkled, reddened. She made a small cry and edged away. “I... I can’t... kiss you anymore. It hurts!” She said it angrily.


  “I’m sorry, I should have stopped.”


  “No, no honey.” She twisted around and clutched his hand. He noticed that the back of her hand was red, skinned, beginning to break down. “I like, or, no, I want it. I really do. Maybe just a little rest.”


  She lay down next to him and they were careful not to touch at first. Her breath came in short, ragged explosions, with occasional tears. He reached out cautiously, one finger pressing gently into the side of her hand. She laid her hand on top of his. After a while he couldn’t hear her breathing anymore. He rose on one elbow and twisted his head toward her. Her hand didn’t move. He stared hard at her chest, her throat. The skin looked pebbled, abraded, a faint trace of scabbing beginning to show. He couldn’t see her breathing. He moved over her, straddled her. He laid one hand on her shoulder and shook it gently. Nothing. He looked down at her pubic hair, the extensive swelling of the labia, the dried pink line. His penis began to swell. He thought it might hurt to put his penis inside her, she would be so dry. He bent over to kiss one nipple, and still she did not move.


  “Angela! Angela!” he screamed. Her eyelids shot open. She started to cry, and he kissed each one of the tears, tasting them, lifting them with his tongue. “Angela... ” He entered her name into the air as she guided him into her.


  They could move only for short, vigorous periods. They rested for an hour or so between tries, always pressed together, their skin painful to the touch, but so painful not to touch. The fire of pain was a part of them both and could not be isolated. The sex was strong and desperate both inside and outside their dry, flaking skins. He entered her wherever he could find an opening, but there were never enough openings to get all of him inside. “I want you closer,” she pleaded again and again, but her mouth seemed misshapen, the words malformed, although he understood everything she said. “I can’t get... inside you,” she said and beat her fist against his chest in one spot over and over as if to force an opening.


  When he woke up she had a kitchen knife in her hand, moving it back and forth across her tongue. He looked down at his belly. She’d started building a hole there. Not “making,” he thought. More than that. Building. She was building a bridge between them.


  He suddenly wanted to urinate, but he couldn’t get up. He couldn’t remove her mouth and tongue from him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone to the bathroom. But he knew he had. He couldn’t remember the last time he had left this bed. And perhaps he hadn’t.


  “We animals, we worship meat. We worship our food,” he said. “It brings us back to where we came from, and after such a long, lonely journey.”


  She had her tongue in the hole. She looked as if she were trying to get her entire head in there. He wanted to tell her that she couldn’t, that it wouldn’t work. A physical impossibility for human beings. He wanted to be the voice of reason again. For her. He thought she needed it. His life, his body had no more room for reason.


  After a time he opened his eyes. She was covered with him.


  “Close to you... close to you... ” she murmured. She tasted just like him. He thought it must be the taste of her that kept waking him up.


  He woke up again. “Close to you,” she repeated. She kept jabbing him to wake him up. It hurt. She kept putting her finger into his hand. “Here,” she said. Her sharp finger. He looked down at the knife in his hand. “Here,” she said again. She pulled his head down until he could see the pubic hair. He tasted himself. “Here.” She drew a line down from her pubic hair, down from her vagina. “They do it so babies can come out easier. ‘Episiotomy,’ they call it. So babies can come out. And never go back. Not ever.”


  Dully he looked at her. He just wanted to lie down. Inside her.


  “Here,” she said. “Here.” And helped him guide the knife.


  The Nunc Dimittis is the traditional Gospel Canticle of Night Prayer (Compline). It begins: Nunc dimittis servum tuum, Domine, secundum verbum tuum in pace.


  (Now you are releasing your servant, Master, according to your word in peace.—Luke 2:29)


  Nunc Dimittis


  Tanith Lee


  The Vampire was old, and no longer beautiful. In common with all living things, she had aged, though very slowly, like the tall trees in the park. Slender and gaunt and leafless, they stood out there, beyond the long windows, rain-dashed in the gray morning. While she sat in her high-backed chair in that corner of the room where the curtains of thick yellow lace and the wine-colored blinds kept every drop of daylight out. In the glimmer of the ornate oil lamp, she had been reading. The lamp came from a Russian palace. The book had once graced the library of a corrupt pope named, in his temporal existence, Rodrigo Borgia. Now the Vampire’s dry hands had fallen upon the page. She sat in her black lace dress that was 180 years of age, far younger than she herself, and looked at the old man, streaked by the shine of distant windows.


  “You say you are tired, Vassu. I know how it is. To be so tired, and unable to rest. It is a terrible thing.”


  “But, Princess,” said the old man quietly, “it is more than this. I am dying.”


  The Vampire stirred a little. The pale leaves of her hands rustled on the page. She stared with an almost childlike wonder.


  “Dying? Can this be? You are sure?”


  The old man, very clean and neat in his dark clothing, nodded humbly.


  “Yes, Princess.”


  “Oh, Vassu,” she said, “are you glad?”


  He seemed a little embarrassed. Finally he said:


  “Forgive me, Princess, but I am very glad. Yes, very glad.”


  “I understand.”


  “Only,” he said, “I am troubled for your sake.”


  “No, no,” said the Vampire, with the fragile perfect courtesy of her class and kind. “No, it must not concern you. You have been a good servant. Far better than I might ever have hoped for. I am thankful, Vassu, for all your care of me. I shall miss you. But you have earned,” she hesitated, then said, “You have more than earned your peace.”


  “But you,” he said.


  “I shall do very well. My requirements are small, now. The days when I was a huntress are gone, and the nights. Do you remember, Vassu?”


  “I remember, Princess.”


  “When I was so hungry, and so relentless. And so lovely. My white face in a thousand ballroom mirrors. My silk slippers stained with dew. And my lovers waking in the cold morning, where I had left them. But now, I do not sleep, I am seldom hungry. I never lust. I never love. These are the comforts of old age. There is only one comfort that is denied to me. And who knows. One day, I too...


  She smiled at him. Her teeth were beautiful, but almost even now, the exquisite points of the canines quite worn away. “Leave me when you must,” she said. “I shall mourn you. I shall envy you. But I ask nothing more, my good and noble friend.”


  The old man bowed his head.


  “I have,” he said, “a few days, a handful of nights. There is something I wish to try to do in this time. I will try to find one who may take my place.”


  The Vampire stared at him again, now astonished. “But Vassu, my irreplaceable help—it is no longer possible.”


  “Yes. If I am swift.”


  “The world is not as it was,” she said, with a grave and dreadful wisdom.


  He lifted his head. More gravely, he answered:


  “The world is as it has always been, Princess. Only our perceptions of it have grown more acute. Our knowledge less bearable.”


  She nodded.


  “Yes, this must be so. How could the world have changed so terribly? It must be we who have changed.”


  He trimmed the lamp before he left her.


  Outside, the rain dripped steadily from the trees.


  The city, in the rain, was not unlike a forest. But the old man, who had been in many forests and many cities, had no special feeling for it. His feelings, his senses, were primed to other things.


  Nevertheless, he was conscious of his bizarre and anachronistic effect, like that of a figure in some surrealist painting, walking the streets in clothes of a bygone era, aware he did not blend with his surroundings, nor render them homage of any kind. Yet even when, as sometimes happened, a gang of children or youths jeered and called after him the foul names he was familiar with in twenty languages, he neither cringed nor cared. He had no concern for such things. He had been so many places, seen so many sights; cities which burned or fell in ruin, the young who grew old, as he had, and who died, as now, at last, he too would die. This thought of death soothed him, comforted him, and brought with it a great sadness, a strange jealousy. He did not want to leave her. Of course he did not. The idea of her vulnerability in this harsh world, not new in its cruelty but ancient, though freshly recognized—it horrified him. This was the sadness. And the jealousy... that, because he must try to find another to take his place. And that other would come to be for her, as he had been.


  The memories rose and sank in his brain like waking dreams all the time he moved about the streets. As he climbed the steps of museums and underpasses, he remembered other steps in other lands, of marble and fine stone. And looking out from high balconies, the city reduced to a map, he recollected the towers of cathedrals, the starswept points of mountains. And then at last, as if turning over the pages of a book backwards, he reached the beginning.


  There she stood, between two tall white graves, the chateau grounds behind her, everything silvered in the dusk before the dawn. She wore a ball gown, and a long white cloak. And even then, her hair was dressed in the fashion of a century ago; dark hair, like black flowers.


  He had known for a year before that he would serve her. The moment he had heard them talk of her in the town. They were not afraid of her, but in awe. She did not prey upon her own people, as some of her line had done.


  When he could get up, he went to her. He had kneeled, and stammered something; he was only sixteen, and she not much older. But she had simply looked at him quietly and said: “I know. You are welcome.” The words had been in a language they seldom spoke together now. Yet always, when he recalled that meeting, she said them in that tongue, and with the same gentle inflection.


  All about, in the small café where he had paused to sit and drink coffee, vague shapes came and went. Of no interest to him, no use to her. Throughout the morning, there had been nothing to alert him. He would know. He would know, as he had known it of himself.


  He rose, and left the café, and the waking dream walked with him. A lean black car slid by, and he recaptured a carriage carving through white snow—


  A step brushed the pavement, perhaps twenty feet behind him. The old man did not hesitate. He stepped on, and into an alleyway that ran between the high buildings. The steps followed him; he could not hear them all, only one in seven, or eight. A little wire of tension began to draw taut within him, but he gave no sign. Water trickled along the brickwork beside him, and the noise of the city was lost.


  Abruptly, a hand was on the back of his neck, a capable hand, warm and sure, not harming him yet, almost the touch of a lover.


  “That’s right, old man. Keep still. I’m not going to hurt you, not if you do what I say.”


  He stood, the warm and vital hand on his neck, and waited.


  “All right,” said the voice, which was masculine and young and with some other elusive quality to it. “Now let me have your wallet.”


  The old man spoke in a faltering tone, very foreign, very fearful. “I have—no wallet.”


  The hand changed its nature, gripped him, bit.


  “Don’t lie. I can hurt you. I don’t want to, but I can. Give me whatever money you have.”


  “Yes,” he faltered, “yes—yes—”


  And slipped from the sure and merciless grip like water, spinning, gripping in turn, flinging away—there was a whirl of movement.


  The old man’s attacker slammed against the wet gray wall and rolled down it. He lay on the rainy debris of the alley floor, and stared up, too surprised to look surprised.


  This had happened many times before. Several had supposed the old man an easy mark, but he had all the steely power of what he was. Even now, even dying, he was terrible in his strength. And yet, though it had happened often, now it was different. The tension had not gone away.


  Swiftly, deliberately, the old man studied the young one.


  Something struck home instantly. Even sprawled, the adversary was peculiarly graceful, the grace of enormous physical coordination. The touch of the hand, also, impervious and certain—there was strength here, too. And now the eyes. Yes, the eyes were steady, intelligent, and with a curious lambency, an innocence—


  “Get up,” the old man said. He had waited upon an aristocrat. He had become one himself, and sounded it. “Up. I will not hit you again.”


  The young man grinned, aware of the irony. The humor flitted through his eyes. In the dull light of the alley, they were the color of leopards—not the eyes of leopards, but their pelts.


  “Yes, and you could, couldn’t you, Granddad.”


  “My name,” said the old man, “is Vasyelu Gorin. I am the father to none, and my nonexistent sons and daughters have no children. And you?”


  “My name,” said the young man, “is Snake.”


  The old man nodded. He did not really care about names, either.


  “Get up, Snake. You attempted to rob me, because you are poor, having no work, and no wish for work. I will buy you food, now.”


  The young man continued to lie, as if at ease, on the ground.


  “Why?”


  “Because I want something from you.”


  “What? You’re right. I’ll do almost anything, if you pay me enough. So you can tell me.”


  The old man looked at the young man called Snake, and knew that all he said was a fact. Knew that here was one who had stolen and whored, and stolen again when the slack bodies slept, both male and female, exhausted by the sexual vampirism he had practiced on them, drawing their misguided souls out through their pores as later he would draw the notes from purse and pocket. Yes, a vampire. Maybe a murderer, too. Very probably a murderer.


  “If you will do anything,” said the old man, “I need not tell you beforehand. You will do it anyway.”


  “Almost anything, is what I said.”


  “Advise me then,” said Vasyelu Gorin, the servant of the Vampire, ”what you will not do. I shall then refrain from asking it of you.”


  The young man laughed. In one fluid movement he came to his feet. When the old man walked on, he followed.


  Testing him, the old man took Snake to an expensive restaurant, far up the white hills of the city, where the glass geography nearly scratched the sky. Ignoring the mud on his dilapidated leather jacket, Snake became a flawless image of decorum, became what is always ultimately respected, one who does not care. The old man, who also did not care, appreciated this act, but knew it was nothing more. Snake had learned how to be a prince. But he was a gigolo with a closet full of skins to put on. Now and then the speckled leopard eyes, searching, wary, would give him away.


  After the good food and the excellent wine, the cognac, the cigarettes taken from the silver box—Snake had stolen three, but, stylishly overt, had left them sticking like porcupine quills from his breast pocket—they went out again into the rain.


  The dark was gathering, and Snake solicitously took the old man’s arm. Vasyelu Gorin dislodged him, offended by the cheapness of the gesture after the acceptable one with the cigarettes.


  “Don’t you like me anymore?” said Snake. “I can go now, if you want. But you might pay for my wasted time.”


  “Stop that,” said Vasyelu Gorin. “Come along.”


  Smiling, Snake came with him. They walked, between the glowing pyramids of stores, through shadowy tunnels, over the wet paving. When the thoroughfares folded away and the meadows of the great gardens began, Snake grew tense. The landscape was less familiar to him, obviously. This part of the forest was unknown.


  Trees hung down from the air to the sides of the road.


  “I could kill you here,” said Snake. “Take your money, and run.”


  “You could try,”’ said the old man, but he was becoming weary. He was no longer certain, and yet, he was sufficiently certain that his jealousy had assumed a tinge of hatred. If the young man were stupid enough to set on him, how simple it would be to break the columnar neck, like pale amber, between his fleshless hands. But then, she would know. She would know he had found for her, and destroyed the finding. And she would be generous, and he would leave her, aware he had failed her, too.


  When the huge gates appeared, Snake made no comment. He seemed, by then, to anticipate them. The old man went into the park, moving quickly now, in order to outdistance his own feelings. Snake loped at his side.


  Three windows were alight, high in the house. Her windows. And as they came to the stair that led up, under its skeins of ivy, into the porch, her pencil-thin shadow passed over the lights above like smoke, or a ghost.


  “I thought you lived alone,” said Snake. “I thought you were lonely.”


  The old man did not answer anymore. He went up the stair and opened the door. Snake came in behind him, and stood quite still, until Vasyelu Gorin had found the lamp in the niche by the door, and lit it. Unnatural stained glass flared in the door panels, and the window-niches either side, owls and lotuses and far-off temples, scrolled and luminous, oddly aloof.


  Vasyelu began to walk toward the inner stair.


  “Just a minute,” said Snake. Vasyelu halted, saying nothing. ”I’d just like to know,” said Snake, “how many of your friends are here, and just what your friends are figuring to do, and how I fit into their plans.”


  The old man sighed.


  “There is one woman in the room above. I am taking you to see her. She is a princess. Her name is Darejan Draculas.” He began to ascend the stair.


  Left in the dark, the visitor said softly:


  “What?”


  “You think you have heard the name. You are correct. But it is another branch.”


  He heard only the first step as it touched the carpeted stair. With a bound the creature was upon him, the lamp was lifted from his hand. Snake danced behind it, glittering and unreal.


  “Dracula,” he said.


  “Draculas. Another branch.”


  “A vampire.”


  “Do you believe in such things?” said the old man. “You should, living as you do, preying as you do.”


  “I never,” said Snake, “pray.”


  “Prey,” said the old man. “Prey upon. You cannot even speak your own language. Give me the lamp, or shall I take it? The stair is steep. You may be damaged, this time. Which will not be good for any of your trades.”


  Snake made a little bow, and returned the lamp.


  They continued up the carpeted hill of stair, and reached a landing and so a passage, and so her door.


  The appurtenances of the house, even glimpsed in the erratic fleeting light of the lamp, were very gracious. The old man was used to them, but Snake, perhaps, took note. Then again, like the size and importance of the park gates, the young thief might well have anticipated such elegance.


  And there was no neglect, no dust, no air of decay, or, more tritely, of the grave. Women arrived regularly from the city to clean, under Vasyelu Gorin’s stern command; flowers were even arranged in the salon for those occasions when the Princess came downstairs. Which was rarely, now. How tired she had grown. Not aged, but bored by life. The old man sighed again, and knocked upon her door.


  Her response was given softly. Vasyelu Gorin saw, from the tail of his eye, the young man’s reaction, his ears almost pricked, like a cat’s.


  “Wait here,” Vasyelu said, and went into the room, shutting the door, leaving the other outside it in the dark.


  The windows that had shone bright outside were black within. The candles burned, red and white as carnations.


  The Vampire was seated before her little harpsichord. She had probably been playing it, its song so quiet it was seldom audible beyond her door. Long ago, nonetheless, he would have heard it. Long ago—


  “Princess, “ he said, “I have brought someone with me.”


  He had not been sure what she would do, or say, confronted by the actuality. She might even remonstrate, grow angry, though he had not often seen her angry. But he saw now she had guessed, in some tangible way, that he would not return alone, and she had been preparing herself. As she rose to her feet, he beheld the red satin dress, the jeweled silver crucifix at her throat, the trickle of silver from her ears. On the thin hands, the great rings throbbed their sable colors. Her hair, which had never lost its blackness, abbreviated at her shoulders and waved in a fashion of only twenty years before, framed the starved bones of her face with a savage luxuriance. She was magnificent. Gaunt, elderly, her beauty lost, her heart dulled, yet—magnificent, wondrous.


  He stared at her humbly, ready to weep because, for the half of one half moment, he had doubted.


  “Yes,” she said. She gave him the briefest smile, like a swift caress. “Then I will see him, Vassu.”


  Snake was seated cross-legged a short distance along the passage. He had discovered, in the dark, a slender Chinese vase of the yang ts’ai palette, and held it between his hands, his chin resting on the brim.


  “Shall I break this?” he asked.


  Vasyelu ignored the remark. He indicated the opened door.


  “You may go in now.”


  “May I? How excited you’re making me.”


  Snake flowed upright. Still holding the vase, he went through into the Vampire’s apartment. The old man came into the room after him, placing his black-garbed body, like a shadow, by the door, which he left now standing wide. The old man watched Snake.


  Circling slightly, perhaps unconsciously, he had approached a third of the chamber’s length toward the woman. Seeing him from the back, Vasyelu Gorin was able to observe all the play of tautening muscles along the spine, like those of something readying itself to spring, or to escape. Yet, not seeing the face, the eyes, was unsatisfactory. The old man shifted his position, edged shadowlike along the room’s perimeter, until he had gained a better vantage.


  “Good evening,” the Vampire said to Snake. “Would you care to put down the vase? Or, if you prefer, smash it. Indecision can be distressing.”


  “Perhaps I’d prefer to keep the vase.”


  “Oh, then do so, by all means. But I suggest you allow Vasyelu to wrap it up for you, before you go. Or someone may rob you on the street.”


  Snake pivoted, lightly, like a dancer, and put the vase on a side table. Turning again, he smiled at her.


  “There are so many valuable things here. What shall I take? What about the silver cross you’re wearing?”


  The Vampire also smiled.


  “An heirloom. I am rather fond of it. I do not recommend you should try to take that.”


  Snake’s eyes enlarged. He was naïve, amazed.


  “But I thought, if I did what you wanted, if I made you happy—I could have whatever I liked. Wasn’t that the bargain?”


  “And how would you propose to make me happy?”


  Snake went close to her; he prowled about her, very slowly. Disgusted, fascinated, the old man watched him. Snake stood behind her, leaning against her, his breath stirring the filaments of her hair. He slipped his left hand along her shoulder, sliding from the red satin to the dry uncolored skin of her throat. Vasyelu remembered the touch of the hand, electric, and so sensitive, the fingers of an artist or a surgeon.


  The Vampire never changed. She said:


  “No. You will not make me happy, my child.”


  “Oh,” Snake said into her ear. “You can’t be certain. If you like, if you really like, I’ll let you drink my blood.”


  The Vampire laughed. It was frightening. Something dormant yet intensely powerful seemed to come alive in her as she did so, like flame from a finished coal. The sound, the appalling life, shook the young man away from her. And for an instant, the old man saw fear in the leopard yellow eyes, a fear as intrinsic to the being of Snake as to cause fear was intrinsic to the being of the Vampire.


  And, still blazing with her power, she turned on him.


  “What do you think I am?” she said, “some senile hag greedy to rub her scaly flesh against your smoothness; some hag you can, being yourself without sanity or fastidiousness, corrupt with the phantoms, the leftovers of pleasure, and then murder, tearing the gems from her fingers with your teeth? Or I am a perverted hag, wanting to lick up your youth with your juices. Am I that? Come now,” she said, her fire lowering itself, crackling with its amusement, with everything she held in check, her voice a long, long pin, skewering what she spoke to against the farther wall. “Come now. How can I be such a fiend, and wear the crucifix on my breast? My ancient, withered, fallen, empty breast. Come now. What’s in a name?”


  As the pin of her voice came out of him, the young man pushed himself away from the wall. For an instant there was an air of panic about him. He was accustomed to the characteristics of the world. Old men creeping through rainy alleys could not strike mighty blows with their iron hands. Women were moths that burnt, but did not burn, tones of tinsel and pleading, not razor blades.


  Snake shuddered all over. And then his panic went away. Instinctively, he told something from the aura of the room itself. Living as he did, generally he had come to trust his instincts.


  He slunk back to the woman, not close, this time, no nearer than two yards.


  “Your man over there,” he said, “he took me to a fancy restaurant. He got me drunk. I say things when I’m drunk I shouldn’t say. You see? I’m a lout. I shouldn’t be here in your nice house. I don’t know how to talk to people like you. To a lady. You see? But I haven’t any money. None. Ask him. I explained it all. I’ll do anything for money. And the way I talk. Some of them like it. You see? It makes me sound dangerous. They like that. But it’s just an act.” Fawning on her, bending on her the groundless glory of his eyes, he had also retreated, was almost at the door.


  The Vampire made no move. Like a marvelous waxwork she dominated the room, red and white and black, and the old man was only a shadow in a corner.


  Snake darted about and bolted. In the blind lightlessness, he skimmed the passage, leaped out in space upon the stairs, touched, leaped, touched, reached the open area beyond. Some glint of starshine revealed the stained-glass panes in the door. As it crashed open, he knew quite well that he had been let go. Then it slammed behind him and he pelted through ivy and down the outer steps, and across the hollow plain of tall wet trees.


  So much, infallibly, his instincts had told him. Strangely, even as he came out of the gates upon the vacant road, and raced toward the heart of the city, they did not tell him he was free.


  “Do you recollect,” said the Vampire, “you asked me, at the very beginning, about the crucifix?”


  “I do recollect, Princess. It seemed odd to me, then. I did not understand, of course.”


  “And you,” she said. “How would you have it, after—” She waited. She said, “After you leave me.”


  He rejoiced that his death would cause her a momentary pain. He could not help that, now. He had seen the fire wake in her, flash and scald in her, as it had not done for half a century, ignited by the presence of the thief, the gigolo, the parasite.


  “He,” said the old man, “is young and strong, and can dig some pit for me.”


  “And no ceremony?” She had overlooked his petulance, of course, and her tact made him ashamed.


  “Just to lie quiet will be enough,”’ he said, “but thank you, Princess, for your care. I do not suppose it will matter. Either there is nothing, or there is something so different I shall be astonished by it.”


  “Ah, my friend. Then you do not imagine yourself damned?”


  “No,” he said. “No, no.” And all at once there was passion in his voice, one last fire of his own to offer her. “In the life you gave me, I was blessed.”


  She closed her eyes, and Vasyelu Gorin perceived he had wounded her with his love. And, no longer peevishly, but in the way of a lover, he was glad.


  The next day, a little before three in the afternoon, Snake returned.


  A wind was blowing, and seemed to have blown him to the door in a scurry of old brown leaves. His hair was also blown, and bright, his face wind-slapped to a ridiculous freshness. His eyes, however, were heavy, encircled, dulled. The eyes showed, as did nothing else about him, that he had spent the night, the forenoon, engaged in his second line of commerce. They might have drawn thick curtains and blown out the lights, but that would not have helped him. The senses of Snake were doubly acute in the dark, and he could see in the dark, like a lynx.


  “Yes?” said the old man, looking at him blankly, as if at a tradesman.


  “Yes,” said Snake, and came by him into the house.


  Vasyelu did not stop him. Of course not. He allowed the young man, and all his blown gleamingness and his wretched roué eyes to stroll across to the doors of the salon, and walk through. Vasyelu followed.


  The blinds, a somber ivory color, were down, and the lamps had been lit; on a polished table hothouse flowers foamed from a jade bowl. A second door stood open on the small library, the soft glow of the lamps trembling over gold-worked spines, up and up, a torrent of static, priceless books.


  Snake went into and around the library, and came out.


  “I didn’t take anything.”


  “Can you even read?” snapped Vasyelu Gorin, remembering when he could not, a woodcutter’s fifth son, an oaf and a sot, drinking his way or sleeping his way through a life without windows or vistas, a mere blackness of error and unrecognized boredom. Long ago. In that little town cobbled together under the forest. And the chateau with its starry lights, the carriages on the road, shining, the dark trees either side. And bowing in answer to a question, lifting a silver comfit box from a pocket as easily as he had lifted a coin the day before....


  Snake sat down, leaning back relaxedly in the chair. He was not relaxed, the old man knew. What was he telling himself? That there was money here, eccentricity to be battened upon. That he could take her, the old woman, one way or another. There were always excuses that one could make to oneself.


  When the Vampire entered the room, Snake, practiced, a gigolo, came to his feet. And the Vampire was amused by him, gently now. She wore a bone-white frock that had been sent from Paris last year. She had never worn it before. Pinned at the neck was a black velvet rose with a single drop of dew shivering on a single petal: a pearl that had come from the crown jewels of a czar. Her tact, her peerless tact. Naturally, the pearl was saying, this is why you have come back. Naturally. There is nothing to fear.


  Vasyelu Gorin left them. He returned later with the decanters and glasses. The cold supper had been laid out by people from the city who handled such things, pâté and lobster and chicken, lemon slices cut like flowers, orange slices like suns, tomatoes that were anemones, oceans of green lettuce, and cold, glittering ice. He decanted the wines. He arranged the silver coffee service, the boxes of different cigarettes. The winter night had settled by then against the house, and, roused by the brilliantly lighted rooms, a moth was dashing itself between the candles and the colored fruits. The old man caught it in a crystal goblet, took it away, let it go into the darkness. For a hundred years and more, he had never killed anything.


  Sometimes, he heard them laugh. The young man’s laughter was at first too eloquent, too beautiful, too unreal. But then, it became ragged, boisterous; it became genuine.


  The wind blew stonily. Vasyelu Gorin imagined the frail moth beating its wings against the huge wings of the wind, falling spent to the ground. It would be good to rest.


  In the last half hour before dawn, she came quietly from the salon, and up the stair. The old man knew she had seen him as he waited in the shadows. That she did not look at him or call to him was her attempt to spare him this sudden sheen that was upon her, its direct and pitiless glare. So he glimpsed it obliquely, no more. Her straight pale figure ascending, slim and limpid as a girl’s. Her eyes were young, full of a primal refinding, full of utter newness.


  In the salon, Snake slept under his jacket on the long white couch, its brocaded cushions beneath his cheek. Would he, on waking, carefully examine his throat in a mirror?


  The old man watched the young man sleeping. She had taught Vasyelu Gorin how to speak five languages, and how to read three others. She had allowed him to discover music, and art, history and the stars; profundity, mercy. He had found the closed tomb of life opened out on every side into unbelievable, inexpressible landscapes. And yet, and yet. The journey must have its end. Worn out with ecstasy and experience, too tired any more to laugh with joy. To rest was everything. To be still. Only she could continue, for only she could be eternally reborn. For Vasyelu, once had been enough.


  He left the young man sleeping. Five hours later, Snake was noiselessly gone. He had taken all the cigarettes, but nothing else.


  Snake sold the cigarettes quickly. At one of the cafés he sometimes frequented, he met with those who, sensing some change in his fortunes, urged him to boast. Snake did not, remaining irritatingly reticent, vague. It was another patron. An old man who liked to give him things. Where did the old man live? Oh, a fine apartment, the north side of the city.


  Some of the day, he walked.


  A hunter, he distrusted the open veldt of daylight. There was too little cover, and equally too great cover for the things he stalked. In the afternoon, he sat in the gardens of a museum. Students came and went, seriously alone, or in groups riotously. Snake observed them. They were scarcely younger than he himself, yet to him, another species. Now and then a girl, catching his eye, might smile, or make an attempt to linger, to interest him. Snake did not respond. With the economic contempt of what he had become, he dismissed all such sexual encounters. Their allure, their youth, these were commodities valueless in others. They would not pay him.


  The old woman, however, he did not dismiss. How old was she? Sixty, perhaps—no, much older. Ninety was more likely. And yet, her face, her neck, her hands were curiously smooth, unlined. At times, she might only have been fifty. And the dyed hair, which should have made her seem raddled, somehow enhanced the illusion of a young woman.


  Yes, she fascinated him. Probably she had been an actress. Foreign, theatrical—rich. If she was prepared to keep him, thinking him mistakenly her pet cat, then he was willing, for a while. He could steal from her when she began to cloy and he decided to leave.


  Yet, something in the uncomplexity of these thoughts disturbed him. The first time he had run away, he was unsure now from what. Not the vampire name, certainly, a stage name—Draculas—what else? But from something—some awareness of fate for which idea his vocabulary had no word, and no explanation. Driven once away, driven thereafter to return, since it was foolish not to. And she had known how to treat him. Gracefully, graciously. She would be honorable, for her kind always were.


  Used to spending money for what they wanted, they did not balk at buying people, too. They had never forgotten flesh, also, had a price, since their roots were firmly locked in an era when there had been slaves.


  But. But he would not, he told himself, go there tonight. No. It would be good she should not be able to rely on him. He might go tomorrow, or the next day, but not tonight.


  The turning world lifted away from the sun, through a winter sunset, into darkness. Snake was glad to see the ending of the light, and false light instead spring up from the apartment blocks, the cafés.


  He moved out on to the wide pavement of a street, and a man came and took his arm on the right side, another starting to walk by him on the left.


  “Yes, this is the one, the one who calls himself Snake.”


  “Are you?” the man who walked beside him asked.


  “Of course it is,” said the first man, squeezing his arm. “Didn’t we have an exact description? Isn’t he just the way he was described?”


  “And the right place, too,” agreed the other man, who did not hold him. “The right area.”


  The men wore neat nondescript clothing. Their faces were sallow and smiling, and fixed. This was a routine with which both were familiar. Snake did not know them, but he knew the touch, the accent, the smiling fixture of their masks. He had tensed. Now he let the tension melt away, so they should see and feel it had gone.


  “What do you want?”


  The man who held his arm only smiled.


  The other man said, “Just to earn our living.”


  “Doing what?”


  On either side the lighted street went by. Ahead, at the street’s corner, a vacant lot opened where a broken wall lunged away into the shadows.


  “It seems you upset someone,” said the man who only walked. “Upset them badly.”


  “I upset a lot of people,” Snake said.


  “I’m sure you do. But some of them won’t stand for it.”


  “Who was this? Perhaps I should see them.”


  “No. They don’t want that. They don’t want you to see anybody.” The black turn was a few feet away.


  “Perhaps I can put it right.”


  “No. That’s what we’ve been paid to do.”


  “But if I don’t know—” said Snake, and lurched against the man who held his arm, ramming his fist into the soft belly. The man let go of him and fell. Snake ran. He ran past the lot, into the brilliant glare of another street beyond, and was almost laughing when the thrown knife caught him in the back.


  The lights turned over. Something hard and cold struck his chest, his face. Snake realized it was the pavement. There was a dim blurred noise, coming and going, perhaps a crowd gathering. Someone stood on his ribs and pulled the knife out of him and the pain began.


  “Is that it?” a choked voice asked some way above him: the man he had punched in the stomach.


  “It’ll do nicely.”


  A new voice shouted. A car swam to the curb and pulled up raucously. The car door slammed, and footsteps went over the cement. Behind him, Snake heard the two men walking briskly away.


  Snake began to get up, and was surprised to find he was unable to.


  ‘What happened?” someone asked, high, high above.


  “I don’t know.”


  A woman said softly, “Look, there’s blood—”


  Snake took no notice. After a moment he tried again to get up, and succeeded in getting to his knees. He had been hurt, that was all. He could feel the pain, no longer sharp, blurred, like the noise he could hear, coming and going. He opened his eyes. The light had faded, then came back in a long wave, then faded again. There seemed to he only five or six people standing around him. As he rose, the nearer shapes backed away.


  “He shouldn’t move,” someone said urgently.


  A hand touched his shoulder, fluttered off, like an insect.


  The light faded into black, and the noise swept in like a tide, filling his ears, dazing him. Something supported him, and he shook it from him—a wall—


  “Come back, son,” a man called. The lights burned up again, reminiscent of a cinema. He would be all right in a moment. He walked away from the small crowd, not looking at them. Respectfully, in awe, they let him go, and noted his blood trailing behind him along the pavement.


  The French clock chimed sweetly in the salon; it was seven. Beyond the window, the park was black. It had begun to rain again.


  The old man had been watching from the downstairs window for rather more than an hour. Sometimes, he would step restlessly away, circle the room, straighten a picture, pick up a petal discarded by the dying flowers. Then go back to the window, looking out at the trees, the rain and the night.


  Less than a minute after the chiming of the clock, a piece of the static darkness came away and began to move, very slowly, toward the house.


  Vasyelu Gorin went out into the hall. As he did so, he glanced toward the stairway. The lamp at the stairhead was alight, and she stood there in its rays, her hands hanging loosely at her sides, elegant as if weightless, her head raised.


  “Princess?”


  “Yes, I know. Please hurry, Vassu. I think there is scarcely any margin left.”


  The old man opened the door quickly. He sprang down the steps as lightly as a boy of eighteen. The black rain swept against his face, redolent of a thousand memories, and he ran through an orchard in Burgundy, across a hillside in Tuscany, along the path of a wild garden near St. Petersburg that was St. Petersburg no more, until he reached the body of a young man lying over the roots of a tree.


  The old man bent down, and an eye opened palely in the dark and looked at him.


  “Knifed me,” said Snake. “Crawled all this way.”


  Vasyelu Gorin leaned in the rain to the grass of France, Italy, and Russia, and lifted Snake in his arms. The body lolled, heavy, not helping him. But it did not matter. How strong he was, he might marvel at it, as he stood, holding the young man across his breast, and turning, ran back toward the house.


  “I don’t know,” Snake muttered, “don’t know who sent them. Plenty would like to—How bad is it? I didn’t think it was so bad.”


  The ivy drifted across Snake’s face and he closed his eyes.


  As Vasyelu entered the hall, the Vampire was already on the lowest stair. Vasyelu carried the dying man across to her, and laid him at her feet. Then Vasyelu turned to leave.


  “Wait,” she said.


  “No, Princess. This is a private thing. Between the two of you, as once it was between us. I do not want to see it, Princess. I do not want to see it with another.”


  She looked at him, for a moment like a child, sorry to have distressed him, unwilling to give in. Then she nodded. “Go then, my dear.”


  He went away at once. So he did not witness it as she left the stair, and knelt beside Snake on the Turkish carpet newly colored with blood. Yet, it seemed to him he heard the rustle her dress made, like thin crisp paper, and the whisper of the tiny dagger parting her flesh, and then the long still sigh.


  He walked down through the house, into the clean and frigid modern kitchen full of electricity. There he sat, and remembered the forest above the town, the torches as the yelling aristocrats hunted him for his theft of the comfit box, the blows when they caught up with him. He remembered, with a painless unoppressed refinding, what it was like to begin to die in such a way, the confused anger, the coming and going of tangible things, long pulses of being alternating with deep valleys of nonbeing. And then the agonized impossible crawl, fingers in the earth itself, pulling him forward, legs sometimes able to assist, sometimes failing, passengers which must be dragged with the rest. In the graveyard at the edge of the estate, he ceased to move. He could go no farther. The soil was cold, and the white tombs, curious petrified vegetation over his head, seemed to suck the black sky into themselves, so they darkened, and the sky grew pale.


  But as the sky was drained of its blood, the foretaste of day began to possess it. In less than an hour, the sun would rise.


  He had heard her name, and known he would eventually come to serve her. The way in which he had known, both for himself and for the young man called Snake, had been in a presage of violent death.


  All the while, searching through the city, there had been no one with that stigma upon them, that mark. Until, in the alley, the warm hand gripped his neck, until he looked into the leopard-colored eyes. Then Vasyelu saw the mark, smelled the scent of it like singed bone.


  How Snake, crippled by a mortal wound, bleeding and semi-aware, had brought himself such a distance, through the long streets hard as nails, through the mossy garden-land of the rich, through the colossal gates, over the watery, night-tuned plain, so far, dying, the old man did not require to ask, or to be puzzled by. He, too, had done such a thing, more than two centuries ago. And there she had found him, between the tall white graves. When he could focus his vision again, he had looked and seen her, the most beautiful thing he ever set eyes upon. She had given him her blood. He had drunk the blood of Darejan Draculas, a princess, a vampire. Unique elixir, it had saved him. All wounds had healed. Death had dropped from him like a torn skin, and everything he had been—scavenger, thief, brawler, drunkard, and, for a certain number of coins, whore—each of these things had crumbled away. Standing up, he had trodden on them, left them behind. He had gone to her, and kneeled down as, a short while before, she had kneeled by him, cradling him, giving him the life of her silver veins.


  And this, all this, was now for the other. Even her blood, it seemed, did not bestow immortality, only longevity, at last coming to a stop for Vasyelu Gorin. And so, many, many decades from this night the other, too, would come to the same hiatus. Snake, too, would remember the waking moment, conscious another now endured the stupefied thrill of it, and all that would begin thereafter.


  Finally, with a sort of guiltiness, the old man left the hygienic kitchen and went back toward the glow of the upper floor, stealing out into the shadow at the light’s edge.


  He understood that she would sense him there, untroubled by his presence—had she not been prepared to let him remain?


  It was done.


  Her dress was spread like an open rose, the young man lying against her, his eyes wide, gazing up at her. And she would be the most beautiful thing that he had ever seen. All about, invisible, the shed skins of his life, husks he would presently scuff uncaringly underfoot. And she?


  The Vampire’s head inclined toward Snake. The dark hair fell softly. Her face, powdered by the lampshine, was young, was full of vitality, serene vivacity, loveliness. Everything had come back to her. She was reborn.


  Perhaps it was only an illusion.


  The old man bowed his head, there in the shadows. The jealousy, the regret were gone. In the end, his life with her had become only another skin that he must cast. He would have the peace that she might never have, and be glad of it. The young man would serve her, and she would be huntress once more, and dancer, a bright phantom gliding over the ballroom of the city, this city and others, and all the worlds of land and soul between.


  Vasyelu Gorin stirred on the platform of his existence. He would depart now, or very soon; already he heard the murmur of the approaching train. It would be simple, this time, not like the other time at all. To go willingly, everything achieved, in order. Knowing she was safe.


  There was even a faint color in her cheeks, a blooming. Or maybe, that was just a trick of the lamp.


  The old man waited until they had risen to their feet, and walked together quietly into the salon, before he came from the shadows and began to climb the stairs, hearing the silence, their silence, like that of new lovers.


  At the head of the stair, beyond the lamp, the dark was gentle, soft as the Vampire’s hair. Vasyelu walked forward into the dark without misgiving, tenderly.


  How he had loved her.


  As long as she’d waited for this moment, she didn’t want to see what was inside.


  Land of the Lost


  Stewart O’Nan


  She was a cashier at a BI-LO in Perry whose marriage had long since broken up. Soon after that her two boys moved out of the house, leaving Ollie, her German shepherd, as her sole companion. From the beginning she followed the case in the paper and on TV, absorbing it like a mystery, discussing it with her coworkers and customers—so much so that her manager had to ask her to stop. Early on she visited the Web site and left messages of support in the guest book, from one mother to another, but after James Wade confessed that he’d buried the girl somewhere west of Kingsville, she began keeping a file. At night when she couldn’t sleep she sat up in bed and went over the transcripts and the mother’s map, convincing herself it was possible. She couldn’t believe a feeling so strong could be mistaken.


  She didn’t tell anyone what she was doing—she wasn’t stupid. The first time was the hardest because she felt foolish. In the privacy of her garage, while Ollie looked on, she stocked the trunk of her car with a shovel, a spade, a dry-cell flashlight, and a pair of work gloves. She opened the door and he leaped into the backseat, capering from window to window, frantic just to be going somewhere.


  “All right, calm down,” she said. “It’s not playtime.”


  Searching on foot took longer than she thought. They came across nothing more sinister than a rotting seagull, but she wasn’t disappointed. Bushwhacking through the overgrown no-man’s-land behind the commercial strip on Route 302 was an adventure, and looking gave her a sense of accomplishment. They could cross this location off and move on to the next one.


  Later she added more serious gear like bolt cutters and a lightweight graphite walking stick recommended by professionals, whose Web sites she treated like the Bible. She religiously documented everything, taking videos of any ground they disturbed, writing up her field notes as soon as they got home.


  As fall came on she rearranged her shifts, working nights so she could take advantage of the daylight. In a couple of weeks the ground would be frozen and she’d have to shut down until spring. It was then, when she was feeling rushed, that she discovered a U-Store-It outside Mentor with a stockade fence and a dirt road running through the pines behind it. Across the raw lumber, kids had sprayed their illegible fluorescent-red names.


  She walked Ollie along the fence until he stopped, sniffing at a weedy mound. She pulled him away twice, and both times he came back to the same spot. “Good boy,” she said, giving him a treat, and looped his leash around a tree.


  She prodded the mound with her walking stick. The dirt was sandy and loose, and she went back to her car for the shovel.


  She dug her first hole deep, then shallow ones every three feet. She was out of shape, and had to dip her head and wipe her face on her shoulder. It was cool out, and when she stopped for a drink of water the sweat on her neck made her shiver. By the time she reached the middle of the fence, the sky was starting to get dark. At the four corners of the self-storage, high floodlights popped on, buzzing and drawing bugs, throwing weird shadows. She checked her cell phone—it was almost five. She needed to go home and get ready for work. Rather than leave the site unguarded overnight she decided to call the FBI.


  They told her it was too late in the day. They’d send someone out to talk to her tomorrow.


  When she complained to her older son, he asked how long she’d been doing this.


  The agent they sent asked the same question. He looked over her binders and the picture of the girl on the mantel and the big map tacked up in the kitchen.


  “I’m just trying to help,” she said. “If it was one of my kids, I’d want everybody to pitch in.”


  “I would too,” the agent said soothingly, as if it was common sense.


  The next day they took her out to the site in an unmarked Suburban to watch a backhoe dig a trench along the fence line. Agents in windbreakers and latex gloves sifted the dirt through metal screens, then spread it on tarps for the dogs. A project like this would have taken her weeks, and she was glad she’d called. She imagined the girl’s mother hearing the news. She didn’t care about getting the credit. It was enough to know the girl was finally home.


  They found nothing. Just dirt. Worms. It had all been a coincidence. As the agent said, there was graffiti on everything these days.


  Meaning she was crazy.


  Dropping her off, he thanked her. “I know your heart was in the right place.”


  Was it? She could admit that at least part of the reason she was searching for a stranger’s daughter was that no one else needed her. Just Ollie.


  She promised her sons to take a break after that. She took down the map and stored the picture in a drawer and watched the last weeks of fall pass.


  Honoring her pledge was easier in the winter. She used the time to rethink her strategy and stockpile supplies. Some sites recommended a pitchfork to turn the soil, others a pickax. On paper, again and again, she rearranged her trunk, as if she were traveling cross-country. She enrolled Ollie in an online course for sniffer dogs, practicing with scented rags in the backyard. He didn’t always get them right away, and stood looking at her as if she might give him a hint.


  “Do you want to pass or not?” she asked. “Or am I just wasting my time?”


  She kept an eye on the Web site, and cruised the chat groups for news. She was afraid one day the page would come up and say she’d been found, but month after month, nothing changed. It had been two and a half years. Besides the family, she might be the only person looking for her.


  In March the ground thawed and she tacked up the map. She’d turned her older boy’s room into a command center, emptying his desk and filling the drawers with her notebooks. On a brand-new corkboard she posted her schedule. Four days a week she’d search, weather permitting. She’d been too impatient in the fall, letting her emotions get the best of her. She’d actually expected to find the girl her first time out, as if she were psychic. She needed to be calm and methodical. If she was going to succeed, it would be because she knew how to work.


  Ollie just liked riding in the car and going for walks. He had his certificate, but the death scent made him sneeze. The smells that interested him came from other dogs, and he immediately covered them with his own, lifting his leg and making her wait. As spring turned to summer the only thing he’d discovered was a bee’s nest, provoking a swarm and earning him a bump on the nose. He would have stayed and tried to fight them if she hadn’t dragged him away.


  She made the mistake of telling her younger son, who told her older son, who called and said he thought they agreed she was going to stop.


  “I don’t see why you’re so upset,” she said.


  “I’m worried about you. Do you understand why?’


  “No.”


  “That’s why,” he said.


  After that, every time he called, he made a point of asking how the search was going.


  She refused to lie.


  “The same,” she said.


  “What does that mean?”


  It meant she was ranging farther and farther west, devoting whole weeks to a single exit off the interstate, tromping the buggy jungles behind truck stops and fireworks outlets, breaking ground by every stockade fence she came across, graffitied or not. Her knees creaked, her arms ached, and then at work she had to lean over the conveyor and lift a gallon of milk into someone’s cart, and she thought maybe he was right. She was too old to be doing this.


  There was always the possibility James Wade had been lying. As her map filled with pins, she tried not to let it bother her.


  In August, jumping a drainage ditch, she twisted her ankle and missed three weeks, ruining her schedule and giving her son a new excuse to badger her. To catch up she went out five days a week, but felt like she was rushing, cutting corners. The weather was mild, Indian summer lingering deep into October. If it held up (and the Weather Channel said there was a chance), she’d have a shot at finishing.


  One bright afternoon she was outside Fairport Harbor, behind a Ryder truck center, when Ollie stopped and lay down in a shallow trough filled with pine duff. He rested his head on his paws and flattened his ears back as if he were being punished. It wasn’t anything she’d taught him.


  “Come on, Ollie, get up.” She whistled and clapped, and still he didn’t budge.


  She had to coax him away with a treat and tie him to a tree, and even then he hunkered down, cowering.


  The Ryder place wasn’t a self-storage, and the fence, though heavily tagged, was chain link with green plastic slats, but she went to get the video camera anyway.


  The trough was tub-shaped, around five feet long, and sunk a few inches below the ground around it. She brushed away the leaves and pine needles and laid the pitchfork beside it for scale, narrating as she panned along the fence. “November third, 2008, 1:27 p.m.”


  When she’d gotten enough coverage, she set down the camera and took up the pitchfork. She dug into the very center of the trough, jabbing the prongs through the crust, pushing it deeper with her foot, pulling back on the handle so the ground cracked and broke around the tines. She stuck it in again, levering open a hole.


  Behind her Ollie whined.


  “Shush,” she said.


  The third time she dug down and yanked back, the pitchfork snagged on a swath of fabric.


  It was discolored with mud and stank of mildew, but was unmistakably a piece of green nylon, a wisp of white batting poking from a hole.


  She set aside the pitchfork, tossed away her gloves and tugged at the piece, pulling another couple inches through the dirt. It was the shell of a sleeping bag, she could see the thick seam of the zipper. With a finger she wiped at the crumbling mud, revealing rusty teeth.


  Thank God, she thought. What would Brian say now?


  As long as she’d waited for this moment, she didn’t want to see what was inside. The thing to do was stop and call someone, but after last year, she couldn’t. She knelt beside the hole, digging it free with her bare hands. This time she would make sure. Then everyone would know she wasn’t crazy.


  She mesmerized him—right from that first night. He sensed a portent in her casual appearance into his life, though a portent of what, he couldn’t say.


  Tallulah


  Charles de Lint


  Nothing is too wonderful to be true.


  —Michael Faraday


  For the longest time, I thought she was a ghost, but I know what she is now. She’s come to mean everything to me; like a lifeline, she keeps me connected to reality, to this place and this time, by her very capriciousness.


  I wish I’d never met her.


  That’s a lie, of course, but it comes easily to the tongue. It’s a way to pretend that the ache she left behind in my heart doesn’t hurt.


  She calls herself Tallulah, but I know who she really is. A name can’t begin to encompass the sum of all her parts. But that’s the magic of names, isn’t it? That the complex, contradictory individuals we are can be called up complete and whole in another mind through the simple sorcery of a name. And connected to the complete person we call up in our mind with the alchemy of their name comes all the baggage of memory: times you were together, the music you listened to this morning or that night, conversation and jokes and private moments—all the good and bad times you’ve shared.


  Tally’s name conjures up more than just that for me. When the gris-gris of the memories that hold her stir in my mind, she guides me through the city’s night like a totem does a shaman through Dreamtime. Everything familiar is changed; what she shows me goes under the skin, right to the marrow of the bone. I see a building and I know not only its shape and form, but its history. I can hear its breathing, I can almost read its thoughts.


  It’s the same for a street or a park, an abandoned car or some secret garden hidden behind a wall, a late night cafe or an empty lot. Each one has its story, its secret history, and Tally taught me how to read each one of them. Where once I guessed at those stories, chasing rumors of them like they were errant fireflies, now I know.


  I’m not as good with people. Neither of us are. Tally, at least, has an excuse. But me....


  I wish I’d never met her.


  My brother Geordie is a busker—a street musician. He plays his fiddle on street corners or along the queues in the theatre district and makes a kind of magic with his music that words just can’t describe. Listening to him play is like stepping into an old Irish or Scottish fairy tale. The slow airs call up haunted moors and lonely coastlines; the jigs and reels wake a fire in the soul that burns with the awesome wonder of bright stars on a cold night, or the familiar warmth of red coals glimmering in a friendly hearth.


  The funny thing is, he’s one of the most pragmatic people I know. For all the enchantment he can call up out of that old Hungarian fiddle of his, I’m the one with the fey streak in our family.


  As far as I’m concerned, the only difference between fact and what most people call fiction is about fifteen pages in the dictionary. I’ve got such an open mind that Geordie says I’ve got a hole in it, but I’ve been that way for as long as I can remember. It’s not so much that I’m gullible—though I’ve been called that and less charitable things in my time; it’s more that I’m willing to just suspend my disbelief until whatever I’m considering has been thoroughly debunked to my satisfaction.


  I first started collecting oddities and curiosities as I heard about them when I was in my teens, filling page after page of spiral-bound notebooks with little notes and jottings—neat inky scratches on the paper, each entry opening worlds of possibility for me whenever I reread them. I liked things to do with the city the best because that seemed the last place in the world where the delicate wonders that are magic should exist.


  Truth to tell, a lot of what showed up in those notebooks leaned towards a darker side of the coin, but even that darkness had a light in it for me because it still stretched the realms of what was into a thousand variable what-might-be’s. That was the real magic for me: the possibility that we only have to draw aside a veil to find the world a far more strange and wondrous place than its mundaneness allowed it could be.


  It was my girlfriend back then—Katie Deren—who first convinced me to use my notebooks as the basis for stories. Katie was about as odd a bird as I was in those days. We’d sit around with the music of obscure groups like the Incredible String Band or Dr. Strangely Strange playing on the turntable and literally talk away whole nights about anything and everything. She had the strangest way of looking at things; everything had a soul for her, be it the majestic old oak tree that stood in her parents’ back yard, or the old black iron kettle that she kept filled with dried weeds on the sill of her bedroom window.


  We drifted apart, the way it happens with a lot of relationships at that age, but I kept the gift she’d woken in me: the stories.


  I never expected to become a writer, but then I had no real expectations whatsoever as to what I was going to be when I “grew up.” Sometimes I think I never did—grow up that is.


  But I did get older. And I found I could make a living with my stories. I called them urban legends—independently of Jan Harold Brunvand, who also makes a living collecting them. But he approaches them as a folklorist, cataloguing and comparing them, while I retell them in stories that I sell to magazines and then recycle into book collections.


  I don’t feel we’re in any kind of competition with each other, but then I feel that way about all writers. There are as many stories to be told as there are people to tell them about; only the mean-spirited would consider there to be a competition at all. And Brunvand does such a wonderful job. The first time I read his The Vanishing Hitchhiker, I was completely smitten with his work and, like the hundreds of other correspondents Brunvand has, made a point of sending him items I thought he could use for his future books.


  But I never wrote to him about Tally.


  I do my writing at night—the later the better. I don’t work in a study or an office and I don’t use a typewriter or computer, at least not for my first drafts. What I like to do is go out into the night and just set up shop wherever it feels right: a park bench, the counter of some all-night diner, the stoop of St. Paul’s Cathedral, the doorway of a closed junk shop on Grasso Street.


  I still keep notebooks, but they’re hardcover ones now. I write my stories in them as well. And though the stories owe their existence to the urban legends that give them their quirky spin, what they’re really about is people: what makes them happy or sad. My themes are simple. They’re about love and loss, honor and the responsibilities of friendship. And wonder... always wonder. As complex as people are individually, their drives are universal.


  I’ve been told—so often I almost believe it myself—that I’ve got a real understanding of people. However strange the situations my characters find themselves in, the characters themselves seem very real to my readers. That makes me feel good, naturally enough, but I don’t understand it because I don’t feel that I know people very well at all.


  I’m just not good with them.


  I think it comes from being that odd bird when I was growing up. I was distanced from the concerns of my peers, I just couldn’t get into so many of the things that they felt was important. The fault was partly the other kids—if you’re different, you’re fair game. You know how it can be. There are three kinds of kids: the ones that are the odd birds, the ones that pissed on them, and the ones that watched it happen.


  It was partly my fault, too, because I ostracized them as much as they did me. I was always out of step; I didn’t real care about belonging to this gang or that clique. A few years earlier and I’d have been a beatnik, a few years later, a hippie. I got into drugs before they were cool; found out they were messing up my head and got out of them when everybody else starting dropping acid and MDA and who knows what all.


  What it boiled down to was that I had a lot of acquaintances, but very few friends. And even with the friends I did have, I always felt one step removed from the relationship, like I was observing what was going on, taking notes, rather than just being there.


  That didn’t change much when I got older.


  How that—let’s call it aloofness, for lack of a better word—translated into this so-called gift for characterization in my fiction, I can’t tell you. Maybe I put so much into the stories, I had nothing left over for real life. Maybe it’s because each one of us, no matter how many or how close our connections to other people, remains in the end, irrevocably on his or her own, solitary islands separated by expanses of the world’s sea, and I’m just more aware of it than others. Maybe I’m just missing the necessary circuit in my brain.


  Tally changed all of that.


  I wouldn’t have thought it, the first time I saw her.


  There’s a section of the Market in Lower Crowsea, where it backs onto the Kickaha River, that’s got a kind of Old World magic about it. The roads are too narrow for normal vehicular traffic, so most people go through on bicycles or by foot. The buildings lean close to each other over the cobblestoned streets that twist and wind in a confusion that not even the city’s mapmakers have been able to unravel to anyone’s satisfaction.


  There are old shops back in there and some of them still have signage in Dutch dating back a hundred years. There are buildings tenanted by generations of the same families, little courtyards, secret gardens, any number of sly-eyed cats, old men playing dominoes and checkers and their gossiping wives, small gales of shrieking children by day, mysterious eddies of silence by night. It’s a wonderful place, completely untouched by the yuppie renovation projects that took over the rest of the Market.


  Right down by the river there’s a public courtyard surrounded on all sides by three-story brick and stone town houses with mansard roofs and dormer windows. Late at night, the only man-made sound comes from the odd bit of traffic on McKennit Street Bridge a block or so south, the only light comes from the single streetlamp under which stands a bench made of cast iron and wooden slats. Not a light shines from the windows of the buildings that enclose it. When you sit on that bench, the river murmurs at your back and the streetlamp encloses you in a comforting embrace of warm yellow light.


  It’s one of my favorite places to write. I’ll sit there with my notebook propped up on my lap and scribble away for hours, my only companion, more often than not, a tattered-eared tom sleeping on the bench beside me. I think he lives in one of the houses, though he could be a stray. He’s there most times I come—not waiting for me. I’ll sit down and start to work and after a half-hour or so he’ll come sauntering out of the shadows, stopping a half-dozen times to lick this shoulder, that hind leg, before finally settling down beside me like he’s been there all night.


  He doesn’t much care to be patted, but I’m usually too busy to pay that much attention to him anyway. Still, I enjoy his company. I’d miss him if he stopped coming.


  I’ve wonder about his name sometimes. You know that old story where they talk about a cat having three names? There’s the one we give them, the one they use among themselves and then the secret one that only they know.


  I just call him Ben; I don’t know what he calls himself. He could be the King of the Cats, for all I know.


  He was sleeping on the bench beside me the night she showed up. He saw her first. Or maybe he heard her.


  It was early autumn, a brisk night that followed one of those perfect crisp autumn days—clear skies, the sunshine bright on the turning leaves, a smell in the air of a change coming, the wheel of the seasons turning. I was bundled up in a flannel jacket and wore half-gloves to keep my hands from getting too cold as I wrote.


  I looked up when Ben stirred beside me, fur bristling, slit-eyed gaze focused on the narrow mouth of an alleyway that cut like a tunnel through the town houses on the north side of the courtyard. I followed his gaze in time to see her step from the shadows.


  She reminded me of Geordie’s friend Jilly, the artist. She had the same slender frame and tangled hair, the same pixie face and wardrobe that made her look like she did all her clothes buying at a thrift shop. But she had a harder look than Jilly, a toughness that was reflected in the sharp lines that modified her features and in her gear: battered leather jacket, jeans stuffed into low-heeled black cowboy boots, hands in her pockets, a kind of leather carry-all hanging by its strap from her shoulder.


  She had a loose, confident gait as she crossed the courtyard, boot heels clicking on the cobblestones. The warm light from the streetlamp softened her features a little.


  Beside me, Ben turned around a couple of times, a slow chase of his tail that had no enthusiasm to it, and settled back into sleep. She sat down on the bench, the cat between us, and dropped her carry-all at her feet. Then she leaned back against the bench, legs stretched out in front of her, hands back in the pockets of her jeans, head turned to look at me.


  “Some night, isn’t it?” she said.


  I was still trying to figure her out. I couldn’t place her age. One moment she looked young enough to be a runaway and I waited for the inevitable request for spare change or a place to crash, the next she seemed around my age—late twenties, early thirties—and I didn’t know what she might want. One thing people didn’t do in the city, even in this part of it, was befriend strangers. Not at night. Especially not if you were young and as pretty as she was.


  My lack of a response didn’t seem to phase her in the least.


  “What’s your name?” she asked.


  “Christy Riddell,” I said. I hesitated for a moment, then reconciled myself to a conversation. “What’s yours?” I added as I closed my notebook, leaving my pen inside it to keep my place.


  “Tallulah.”


  Just that, the one name. Spoken with the brassy confidence of a Cher or a Madonna.


  “You’re kidding,” I said.


  Tallulah sounded like it should belong to a ’20s flapper, not some punky street kid.


  She gave me a smile that lit up her face, banishing the last trace of the harshness I’d seen in her features as she was walking up to the bench.


  “No, really,” she said. “But you can call me Tally.”


  The melody of the ridiculous refrain from that song by—was it Harry Belafonte?—came to mind, something about tallying bananas.


  “What’re you doing?” she asked.


  “Writing.”


  “I can see that. I meant, what kind of writing?”


  “I write stories,” I told her.


  I waited then for the inevitable questions: Have you ever been published? What name do you write under? Where do you get your ideas? Instead she turned away and looked up at the sky.


  “I knew a poet once,” she said. “He wanted to capture his soul on a piece of paper—really capture it.” She looked back at me. “But of course, you can’t do that, can you? You can try, you can bleed honesty into your art until it feels like you’ve wrung your soul dry, but in the end, all you’ve created is a possible link between minds. An attempt at communication. If a soul can’t be measured, then how can it be captured?”


  I revised my opinion of her age. She might look young, but she spoke with too much experience couched in her words.


  “What happened to him?” I found myself asking. “Did he give up?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. He moved away.” Her gaze left mine and turned skyward once more. “When they move away, they leave my life because I can’t follow them.”


  She mesmerized me—right from that first night. I sensed a portent in her casual appearance into my life, though a portent of what, I couldn’t say.


  “Did you ever want to?” I asked her.


  “Want to what?”


  “Follow them.” I remember, even then, how the plurality bothered me. I was jealous and I didn’t even know of what.


  She shook her head. “No. All I ever have is what they leave behind.”


  Her voice seemed to diminish as she spoke. I wanted to reach out and touch her shoulder with my hand, to offer what comfort I could to ease the sudden malaise that appeared to have gripped her, but her moods, I came to learn, were mercurial. She sat up suddenly and stroked Ben until the motor of his purring filled the air with its resonance.


  “Do you always write in places like this?” she asked.


  I nodded. “I like the night; I like the city at night. It doesn’t seem to belong to anyone then. On a good night, it almost seems as if the stories write themselves. It’s almost as though coming out here plugs me directly into the dark heart of the city night and all of its secrets come spilling from my pen.”


  I stopped, suddenly embarrassed by what I’d said. It seemed too personal a disclosure for such short acquaintance. But she just gave me a low-watt version of her earlier smile.


  “Doesn’t that bother you?” she asked.


  “Does what bother me?”


  “That perhaps what you’re putting down on paper doesn’t belong to you.”


  “Does it ever?” I replied. “Isn’t the very act of creation made up of setting a piece of yourself free?”


  “What happens when there’s no more pieces left?”


  “That’s what makes it special—I don’t think you ever run out of the creative spark. Just doing it, replenishes the well. The more I work, the more ideas come to me. Whether they come from my subconscious or some outside source, isn’t really relevant. What is relevant is what I put into it.”


  “Even when it seems to write itself?”


  “Maybe especially so.”


  I was struck—not then, but later, remembering—by the odd intensity of the conversation. It wasn’t a normal dialogue between strangers. We must have talked for three hours, never about ourselves, our histories, our pasts, but rather about what we were now, creating an intimacy that seemed surreal when I thought back on it the next day. Occasionally, there were lulls in the conversation, but they, too, seemed to add to the sense of bonding, like the comfortable silences that are only possible between good friends.


  I could’ve kept right on talking, straight through the night until dawn, but she rose during one of those lulls.


  “I have to go,” she said, swinging the strap of her carry-all onto her shoulder.


  I knew a moment’s panic. I didn’t know her address, nor her phone number. All I had was her first name.


  “When can I see you again?” I asked.


  “Have you ever been down to those old stone steps under the Kelly Street Bridge?”


  I nodded. They dated back from when the river was used to haul goods from upland, down to the lake. The steps under the bridge were all that was left of an old dock that had serviced the Irish-owned inn called The Harp. The dock was long abandoned, but The Harp still stood. It was one of the oldest buildings in the city. Only the solid stone structures of the city’s Dutch founding fathers, like the ones that encircled us, were older.


  “I’ll meet you there tomorrow night,” she said. She took a few steps, then paused, adding, “Why don’t you bring along one of your books?”


  The smile she gave me, before she turned away again, was intoxicating. I watched her walk back across the courtyard, disappearing into the narrow mouth of the alleyway from which she’d first come. Her footsteps lingered on, an echoing tap-tap on the cobblestones, but then that too faded.


  I think it was at that moment that I decided she was a ghost.


  I didn’t get much writing done over the next few weeks. She wouldn’t—she said she couldn’t—see me during the day, but she wouldn’t say why. I’ve got such a head filled with fictions that I honestly thought it was because she was a ghost, or maybe a succubus or a vampire. The sexual attraction was certainly there. If she’d sprouted fangs one night, I’d probably just have bared my neck and let her feed. But she didn’t, of course. Given a multiple choice quiz, in the end I realized the correct answer was none of the above.


  I was also sure that she was at least my own age, if not older. She was widely read and, like myself, had eclectic tastes that ranged from genre fiction to the classics. We talked for hours every night, progressed to walking hand in hand through our favorite parts of the benighted city and finally made love one night in a large, cozy sleeping bag in Fitzhenry Park.


  She took me there on one of what we called our rambles and didn’t say a word, just stripped down in the moonlight and then drew me down into the sweet harbor of her arms. Above us, I heard geese heading south as, later, I drifted into sleep. I remember thinking it was odd to hear them so late at night, but then what wasn’t in the hours I spent with Tally?


  I woke alone in the morning, the subject of some curiosity by a couple of old winos who casually watched me get dressed inside the bag as though they saw this kind of thing every morning.


  Our times together blur in my mind now. It’s hard for me to remember one night from another. But I have little fetish bundles of memory that stay whole and complete in my mind, the gris-gris that collected around her name in my mind, like my nervousness that second night under the Kelly Street Bridge, worried that she wouldn’t show, and three nights later when, after not saying a word about the book of my stories I’d given her when we parted on the old stone steps under the bridge, she told me how much she’d liked them.


  “These are my stories,” she said as she handed the book back to me that night.


  I’d run into possessive readers before, fans who laid claim to my work as their own private domain, who treated the characters in the stories as real people, or thought that I carried all sorts of hidden and secret knowledge in my head, just because of the magic and mystery that appeared in the tales I told. But I’d never had a reaction like Tally’s before.


  “They’re about me,” she said. “They’re your stories, I can taste your presence in every word, but each of them’s a piece of me, too.”


  I told her she could keep the book and the next night, I brought her copies of my other three collections, plus photocopies of the stories that had only appeared in magazines to date. I won’t say it’s because she liked the stories so much, that I came to love her; that would have happened anyway. But her pleasure in them certainly didn’t make me think any the less of her.


  Another night she took a photograph out of her carry-all and showed it to me. It was a picture of her, but she looked different, softer, not so much younger as not so tough. She wore her hair differently and had a flower-print dress on; she was standing in sunlight.


  “When... when was this taken?” I asked.


  “In happier times.”


  Call me small-minded that my disappointment should show so plain, but it hurt that what were the happiest nights of my life, weren’t the same for her.


  She noticed my reaction—she was always quick with things like that—and laid a warm hand on mine.


  “It’s not you,” she said. “I love our time together. It’s the rest of my life that’s not so happy.”


  Then be with me all the time, I wanted to tell her, but I already knew from experience that there was no talking about where she went when she left me, what she did, who she was. I was still thinking of ghosts, you see. I was afraid that some taboo lay upon her telling me, that if she spoke about it, if she told me where she was during the day, the spell would break and her spirit would be banished forever like in some hokey B-movie.


  I wanted more than just the nights, I’ll admit freely to that, but not enough to risk losing what I had. I was like the wife in “Bluebeard,” except I refused to allow my curiosity to turn the key in the forbidden door. I could have followed her, but I didn’t. And not just because I was afraid of her vanishing on me. It was because she trusted me not to.


  We made love three times, all told, every time in that old sleeping bag of hers, each time in a different place, each morning I woke alone. I’d bring back her sleeping bag when we met that night and she’d smile to see its bulk rolled under my arm.


  The morning after the first time, I realized that I was changing; that she was changing me. It wasn’t by anything she said or did, or rather it wasn’t that she was making me change, but that our relationship was stealing away that sense of distancing I had carried with me through my life.


  And she was changing, too. She still wore her jeans and leather jacket most of the time, but sometimes she appeared wearing a short dress under the jacket, warm leggings, small trim shoes instead of her boots. Her face kept its character, but the tension wasn’t so noticeable anymore, the toughness had softened.


  I’d been open with her from the very first night, more open than I’d ever been with friends I’d known for years. And that remained. But now it was starting to spill over to my other relationships. I found my brother and my friends were more comfortable with me, and I with them. None of them knew about Tally; so far as they knew I was still prowling the nocturnal streets of the city in search of inspiration. They didn’t know that I wasn’t writing, though Professor Dapple guessed.


  I suppose it was because he always read my manuscripts before I sent them off. We had the same interests in the odd and the curious—it was what had drawn us together long before Jilly became his student, before he retired from the university. Everybody still thought of him as the Professor; it was hard not to.


  He was a tiny wizened man with a shock of frizzy white hair and glasses who delighted in long conversations conducted over tea, or if the hour was appropriate, a good Irish whiskey. At least once every couple of weeks the two of us would sit in his study cozy study, he reading one of my stories while I read his latest article before it was sent off to some journal or other. When the third visit went by in which I didn’t have a manuscript in hand, he finally broached the subject.


  “You seem happy these days, Christy.”


  “I am.”


  He’d smiled. “So is it true what they say—an artist must suffer to produce good work?”


  I hadn’t quite caught on yet to what he was about.


  “Neither of us believe that,” I said.


  “Then you must be in love.”


  “I... ”


  I didn’t know what to say. An awful sinking feeling had settled in my stomach at his words. Lord knew, he was right, but for some reason, just as I knew I shouldn’t follow Tally when she left me after our midnight trysts, I had this superstitious dread that if the world discovered our secret, she would no longer be a part of my life.


  “There’s nothing wrong with being in love,” he said, mistaking my hesitation for embarrassment.


  “It’s not that,” I began, knowing I had nowhere to go except a lie and I couldn’t lie to the Professor.


  “Never fear,” he said. “You’re allowed your privacy—and welcome to it, I might add. At my age, any relating of your escapades would simply make me jealous. But I worry about your writing.”


  “I haven’t stopped,” I told him. And then I had it. “I’ve been thinking of writing a novel.”


  That wasn’t a lie. I was always thinking of writing a novel; I just doubted that I ever would. My creative process could easily work within the perimeters of short fiction, even a connected series of stories such as The Red Crow had turned out to be, but a novel was too massive an undertaking for me to understand, little say attempt. I had to have the whole of it in my head and to do so with anything much longer than a short novella was far too daunting a process for me to begin. I had discovered, to my disappointment because I did actually want to make the attempt, that the longer a piece of mine was, the less... substance it came to have. It was as though the sheer volume of a novel’s wordage would somehow dissipate the strengths my work had to date.


  My friends who did write novels told me I was just being a chickenshit; but then they had trouble with short fiction and avoided it like the plague. It was my firm belief that one should stick with what worked, though maybe that was just a way of rationalizing a failure.


  “What sort of a novel?” the Professor asked, intrigued since he knew my feelings on the subject.


  I gave what I hoped was a casual shrug.


  “That’s what I’m still trying to decide,” I said, and then turned the conversation to other concerns.


  But I was nervous leaving the Professor’s house, as though the little I had said was enough to turn the key in the door that led into the hidden room I shouldn’t enter. I sensed a weakening of the dam that kept the mystery of our trysts deep and safe. I feared for the floodgate opening and the rush of reality that would tear my ghostly lover away from me.


  But as I’ve already said, she wasn’t a ghost. No, something far stranger hid behind her facade of pixie face and tousled hair.


  I’ve wondered before, and still do, how much of what happens to us we bring upon ourselves. Did my odd superstition concerning Tally drive her away, or was she already leaving before I ever said as much as I did to the Professor? Or was it mere coincidence that she said goodbye that same night?


  I think of the carry-all she’d had on her shoulder the first time we met and have wondered since if she wasn’t already on her way then. Perhaps I had only interrupted a journey already begun.


  “You know, don’t you?” she said when I saw her that night.


  Did synchronicity reach so far that we would part that night in that same courtyard by the river where we had first met?


  “You know I have to go,” she added when I said nothing.


  I nodded. I did. What I didn’t know was—


  “Why?” I asked.


  Her features seemed harder again—like they had been that first night. The softness that had grown as our relationship had was more memory than fact, her features seemed to be cut to the bone once more. Only her eyes still held a touch of warmth, as did her smile. A tough veneer masked the rest of her.


  “It’s because of how the city is used,” she said. “It’s because of hatred and spite and bigotry; it’s because of homelessness and drugs and crime; it’s because the green quiet places are so few while the dark terrors multiply; it’s because what’s old and comfortable and rounded must make way for what’s new and sharp and brittle; it’s because a mean spirit grips its streets and that meanness cuts inside me like a knife.


  “It’s changing me, Christy, and I don’t want you to see what I will become. You wouldn’t recognize me and I wouldn’t want you to.


  “That’s why I have to go.”


  When she said go, I knew she meant she was leaving me, not the city.


  “But—”


  “You’ve helped me keep it all at bay, truly you have, but it’s not enough. Neither of us have enough strength to hold that mean spirit at bay forever. What we have, was stolen from the darkness. But it won’t let us steal any more.”


  I started to speak, but she just laid her fingers across my lips. I saw that her sleeping bag was stuffed under the bench. She pulled it out and unrolled it on the cobblestones. I thought of the dark windows of the town houses looking into the courtyard. There could be a hundred gazes watching as she gently pulled me down onto the sleeping bag, but I didn’t care.


  I tried to stay awake. I lay beside her, propped up on an elbow and stroked her shoulder, her hair. I marveled at the softness of her skin, the silkiness of her hair. In repose, the harsh lines were gone from her face again. I wished that there was some way I could just keep all her unhappiness at bay, that I could stay awake and protect her forever, but sleep snuck up on me all the same and took me away.


  Just as I went under, I thought I heard her say, “You’ll know other lovers.”


  But not like her. Never like her.


  When I woke the next morning, I was alone on the sleeping bag, except for Ben who lay purring on the bag where she had lain.


  It was early, too early for anyone to be awake in any of the houses, but I wouldn’t have cared. I stood naked in the frosty air and slowly got dressed. Ben protested when I shooed him off the sleeping bag and rolled it up.


  The walk home, with the sleeping bag rolled up under my arm, was never so long.


  No, Tally wasn’t a ghost, though she haunts the city’s streets at night—just as she haunts my mind.


  I know her now. She’s like a rose bush grown old, gone wild; untrimmed, neglected for years, the thorns become sharper, more bitter; her foliage spreading, grown out of control, reaching high and wide, while the center chokes and dies. The blossoms that remain are just small now, hidden in the wild growth, memories of what they once were.


  I know her now. She’s the spirit that connects the notes of a tune—the silences in between the sounds; the resonance that lies under the lines I put down on a page. Not a ghost, but a spirit all the same: the city’s heart and soul.


  I don’t wonder about her origin. I don’t wonder whether she was here first, and the city grew around her, or if the city created her. She just is.


  Tallulah. Tally. A reckoning of accounts.


  I think of the old traveling hawkers who called at private houses in the old days and sold their wares on the tally system—part payment on account, the other part due when they called again. Tallymen.


  The payments owed her were long overdue, but we no longer have the necessary coin to settle our accounts with her. So she changes; just as we change. I can remember a time when the city was a safer place, how when I was young, we never locked our doors and we knew every neighbor on our block. Kids growing up today wouldn’t even know what I’m talking about; the people my own age have forgotten. The old folks remember, but who listens to them? Most of us wish that they didn’t exist; that they’d just take care of themselves so that we can get on with our own lives.


  Not all change is for the good.


  I still go out on my rambles, most every night. I hope for a secret tryst, but all I do is write stories again. As the new work fills my notebooks, I’ve come to realize that the characters in my stories were so real because I really did want to get close to people, I really did want to know them. It was just easier to do it on paper, one step removed.


  I’m trying to change that now.


  I look for her on my rambles. She’s all around me, of course, in every brick of every building, in every whisper of wind as it scurries down an empty street. She’s a cab’s lights at 3:00 a.m., a siren near dawn, a shuffling bag lady pushing a squeaky grocery cart, a dark-eyed cat sitting on a shadowed stoop.


  She’s all around me, but I can’t find her. I’m sure I’d recognize her—


  I don’t want you to see what I will become.


  —but I can’t be sure. The city can be so many things. It’s a place where the familiar can become strange with just the blink of an eye. And if I saw her—


  You wouldn’t recognize me and I wouldn’t want you to.


  —what would I do? If she could, she’d come to me, but that mean spirit still grips the streets. I see it in people’s faces; I feel it in the coldness that’s settled in their hearts. I don’t think I would recognize her; I don’t think I’d want to. I have the gris-gris of her memory in my mind; I have an old sleeping bag rolled up in a corner of my hall closet; I’m here if she needs me.


  I have this fantasy that it’s still not too late; that we can still drive that mean spirit away and keep it at bay. The city would be a better place to live if we could and I think we owe it to her. I’m doing my part. I write about her—


  They’re about me. They’re your stories, I can taste your presence in every word, but each of them’s a piece of me, too.


  —about her strange wonder and her magic and all. I write about how she changed me, how she taught me that getting close can hurt, but not getting close is an even lonelier hurt. I don’t preach; I just tell the stories.


  But I wish the ache would go away. Not the memories, not the gris-gris that keeps her real inside me, but the hurt. I could live without that hurt.


  Sometimes I wish I’d never met her.


  Maybe one day I’ll believe that lie, but I hope not.


  Women were the world to him. In private he had worshipped them. In public he had triumphed with them. But something was missing in his life. Women were not the only beauties, not the only bodies begging to be wrapped in gossamer and adored.


  Hymenoptera


  Michael Blumlein


  The wasp appeared in the salon that morning. It was early Spring and unusually cold. The windows were laced with ice, and there was frost on the ground outside. Linderstadt shifted uneasily on the sofa, fighting both chill and dream. He had quarreled the night before, first with Madame Broussard, his head seamstress and lifelong friend, and then with Camille, his favorite model, accusing her of petty treacheries for which she was blameless. After they left, he drank himself into a stupor, stumbling from one workshop to another, knocking down mannequins, pulling dresses from their hangers, sweeping hats to the floor. The Spring Show, the most important of the year, was scarcely a week away, and the Spring Collection was complete. Normally, this was a time of excitement in the salon. Normally, the Linderstadt creations were worthy of excitement. Just the month before, Linderstadt had been dubbed, for the umpteenth time, the Earl of Elegance, the King of Couture. He was a Genius. A Master. His attention to detail, to sleeve, waist and line were legendary. His transcendent gowns were slavishly copied and praised. He was at the peak of his powers, it was said, yet he felt, with this collection, just the opposite. It was bland, it was dull, it was uninspired. It reeked of old ideas and tired themes. It was the product of a man, not at the height of his creativity but at the nadir and possibly the end. He had lost his way with this new line. He had lost his touch. He felt stagnant, bankrupt, pinched of vision, and insecure. Had he been cinched up in one of his own breath-defying corsets, he couldn’t have felt more in need of fresh ideas and air.


  Nothing had prepared him for this, and in his despair he came unglued, quarreling and drinking and cursing his empire of taffeta, satin, and silk. He raged against the poverty of his newest collection. He raged against himself and the poverty of his own spirit. It was a dark day in his life, and he drowned himself in the bottle, until, at last, he fell into a fitful sleep. There was a couch at one end of the room, where he lay in a disheveled, quasi-morbid state, half-draped in the train of a bridal gown he had appropriated from one of the ateliers for warmth. With dawn, sunlight appeared along the edges of the heavily-curtained windows, penetrating the salon with a wan, peach-colored light.


  The wasp was at the other end of the room, broadside to him and motionless. Its wings were folded back against its body, and its long belly was curled under itself like a comma. Its two antennae were curved delicately forward but otherwise as rigid as bamboo.


  An hour passed and then another. When sleep became impossible, Linderstadt staggered off the couch to relieve himself. He returned to the salon with a pounding headache and a tall glass of water, at which point he noticed the wasp. From his father, who had been an amateur entomologist before dying of yellow fever, Linderstadt knew something of insects. This one he located somewhere in the family Sphecidae, which included wasps of primarily solitary habit. Most nested in burrows or natural cavities of hollow wood, and he was a little surprised to find the animal in his salon. Then again, he was surprised to have remembered anything at all about the creatures. He had scarcely thought of insects since his entry forty years before into the world of high fashion. He had scarcely thought of his father, preferring the memory of his mother Anna, his mother the caregiver, the seamstress, for whom he had named his first shop and his most famous dress. But his mother was not here, and the wasp most unmistakably was. Linderstadt downed his glass of water in a single gulp, wiped his lips and pulled the bridal train over his shoulders like a shawl. Then he crossed the room to take a closer look.


  The wasp stood chest high and close to eight feet long. Linderstadt recognized the short hairs on its legs that used to remind him of the stubble on his father’s chin, and he remembered, too, the forward palps by which the insect centered its jaws to tear off food. Its waist was pencil-thin, its wings translucent. Its exoskeleton, what Linderstadt thought of as its coat, was blacker than his blackest faille, blacker than coal. It seemed to absorb light, creating a small pocket of cold night right where it stood. Nigricans. He remembered the wasp’s name. Ammophila nigricans. He was tempted to touch it, and instinctively, his eyes drifted down its belly to the pointed stinger that extruded like a rapier from its rear. He recalled that this was a actually a hollow tube through which the female deposited eggs into her prey, where they would hatch into larvae and eat their way out. Males possessed the same tube but did not sting. As a boy he had always had trouble telling the sexes apart, and examining the creature now in the pale light, he wondered which it was. He felt a little feverish, which he attributed to the after-effects of the alcohol. His mouth was parched, but he was reluctant to leave the salon for more water for fear the wasp would be gone when he returned. So he stayed, shivering and thirsty.


  An hour passed. The temperature hovered near freezing. The wasp did not move. It was stiller than Martine, his stillest and most patient model. Stiller in the windless salon than the jewel-encrusted chandelier and the heavy damask curtains that hung like pillars and led to the dressing rooms. Linderstadt himself was the only moving thing in that cold, cold room. He paced to stay warm. He swallowed his own saliva to slake his thirst, but ultimately the need for water drove him out. He returned as quickly as possible, wearing shoes and sweater, carrying pencils, a pad of paper and a large pitcher of water. The wasp was exactly as he had left it, statuesque and immobile, as though carved in stone.


  He began to draw, quickly, deftly, using broad, determined strokes. He worked from different angles, sketching the wasp’s neck, its shoulders and waist. He imagined the creature in flight, its wings stiff and finely veined. He drew it feeding, resting, poised to sting. He clothed it in a variety of garments, experimenting with different designs, some stately and elegant, others pure whimsy. He found that he had already assumed the wasp was female. His subjects had never been anything but. He remembered Anouk, his very first model, the scoliotic girl his mother had brought home to test her adolescent son’s fledgling talent. He felt as supple as he had then, his mind unlocked, as inventive and free-spirited as ever.


  He worked all day and into the night, hardly daring to stop, resting only for a few brief hours in the early morning. He was woken at first light by the sound of church bells. It was Sunday, and near and far the call went out for prayer. In his youth he had been devout, and religious allusions were common in his early collections. But piety had given way to secularity. It had been years since he’d set foot in a church, and he felt both pleasure and guilt at the sound of the bells.


  The morning brought no visitors, and he had the salon to himself. It was as cold as the day before, and the wasp remained inert. When the temperature hadn’t climbed by noon, Linderstadt felt secure in leaving. His drawings were done, and his next task was to locate a suitable form on which to realize them. This was how gowns and dresses were made, and he owned hundreds of mannequins and torsos, of every conceivable shape, some bearing the name of a specific patron, others simply marked with an identifying number. He had other shapes as well, baskets, cylinders, mushrooms, triangles, all of which had found their way at one time or another into a collection. As long as an object had dimension, Linderstadt could imagine it on a woman. Or rather, he could imagine a woman in the object, in residence, giving it her own distinctive form and substance, imbuing each tangent and intersect with female spirit, joie de vivre, and soul. He was wide-ranging and broad-minded in his tastes, and he expected to have no trouble in finding something suitable to the wasp, to serve as a model. Yet nothing caught his eye, not a single object or geometric form in his vast collection seemed remotely appropriate to the creature. It was odd but tantalizing. No simulation would do. He would have to work directly on the animal itself.


  He returned to the salon and approached his subject. To a man accustomed to the divine plasticity of flesh, the armor-like hardness and inflexibility of the wasp’s exoskeleton presented challenges. Each cut would have to be perfect, each seam precise. There was no bosom to softly fill a swale of fabric, no hip to give shape to a gentle waist. It would be like working with bone itself, like clothing a skeleton.


  Intrigued, he stepped up and touched the wasp’s body. It was cool and hard as metal. He ran a finger along one of its wings, half-expecting that his own nervous energy would bring it to life. Touch for him had always evoked the strongest emotions, which is why he used a pointing stick with his models. He might have done well to use the same stick with the wasp, for his skin tingled from the contact. For a moment he lost track of himself. His hand drifted, then touched one of the wasp’s legs.


  He felt a brief shock. It was not so different from a human leg. The hairs were soft like human hairs (hairs that his models assiduously bleached, waxed and shaved). The knee and ankle were jointed like their human counterparts, the claw as pointed and bony as a foot. His attention shifted to the animal’s waist, in a human the pivot point between leg and torso. In the wasp it was lower and far narrower than anything human. It was as thin as a pipestem, a marvel of invention he was easily able to encircle in the tiny loop formed by his thumb and forefinger.


  From a pocket he took out a tape and began to make his measurements: elbow to shoulder, shoulder to wing-tip, hip to claw, jotting each down in a notebook. From time to time he paused and stepped back to imagine a detail, a particular look... a melon sleeve, a fringed collar, a flounce. Sometimes he made a notation; occasionally, a quick sketch. He worked swiftly and confidently. All doubt and despair were gone.


  When it came time to measure the chest, he had to lie on his back underneath the wasp. From that vantage he had a perfect view of its hairless and plated torso, as well as its stinger, which was poised like a pike and pointed directly between his legs. He felt a shiver of fear and excitement. After a moment’s hesitation he took the stinger’s measurement too. Idly, he wondered if this were one of those wasps that died after stinging, and if so, was there some way he could memorialize such a transformative event in a dress. Then he crawled out and looked at his numbers.


  The wasp was symmetrical, almost perfectly so. Throughout his career Linderstadt had always sought to thwart symmetry, focusing instead on the subtle variations in the human body, the natural differences between left and right. There was always something to emphasize in a woman’s body, something unique to draw the eye, a hip that was higher, a shoulder more prominent, a breast. Even an eye, whose iris might be flecked a slightly different shade of blue than its twin, could trigger a report, an echo, somewhere in the color of the dress below. Linderstadt had an uncanny ability to uncover such asymmetries. This talent flowed from his belief that no two people were alike. A human being was a singular creature. Each was unique. Each was special and deserved to be seen as special. Each of his models, his patrons, even the commonplace women who bought off the rack, deserved to stand out.


  The wasp presented difficulties. There was nothing that distinguished left from right, one side from the other. In all likelihood it was identical to every other wasp of its kind. It seemed to mock the very idea of singularity. And yet it was beautiful, stunningly beautiful, and it occurred to Linderstadt that perhaps he’d been wrong. Perhaps beauty lay, not in the differences between people but in the similarities. That, in fact, people were more alike than different. That he himself was not so very different from the women he clothed.


  It was revelation to him. Heart racing, he took his notebook to the main atelier and began work on his first dress.


  He had decided to start with something simple, a velvet sheath with narrow apertures for wing and leg and a white flounce of tulle at the bottom to hide the stinger. With no time for a muslin fitting, he worked directly with the fabric itself. It was a job normally handled by his assistants, but the master had lost none of his skill with scissors and thread. The work went fast. Partway through the sewing, he remembered the name of the order to which this wasp belonged. Hymenoptera, after ptera, for wing, and hymeno, for the Greek god of marriage, referring to the union of the wasp’s front and hind wings. He himself had never married, had never touched a woman outside his profession, certainly not intimately. It was possible he feared intimacy, or rejection, but more likely what he feared was a test of the purity of his vision. His women, he often thought, were extensions of himself. They were the best he had to offer, his most prized possessions. He clothed them to admire them and to have them admired. And to be admired himself. They were jewels, and they lived in the palace of his imagination and the stronghold of his dreams. He placed them on a pedestal, just as he himself wanted to be placed. The object of all eyes. Adored. Untouchable. Safe.


  Yet now, inspired by the wasp, riding a wave of creativity, authenticity and passion unlike any he’d ever known, he knew it was not the time to be safe.


  He finished the first dress and hurried to the salon. The wasp offered no resistance as he lifted its claws and pulled the dark sheath into place. The image of his father, gently unfolding a butterfly’s wing and pinning it to his velvet display board, played across his mind. The Linderstadt men, it seemed, had a special gift with animals.


  He straightened the bodice and zipped up the back of the gown, then stepped back for a look. The waist, as he expected, needed taking in, and one of the shoulders needed to be re-aligned. The choice of color and fabric, however, was excellent. Black on black, night against night. It was an auspicious start.


  He did the alterations, then hung the gown in one of the dressing rooms and returned to his workshop. His next outfit was a broad cape of lemon guipure with a gold chain fastener, striking in its contrast to the wasp’s jet black body. He made a matching toque to which he attached a pair of lacquered sticks to echo the wasp’s antennae. The atelier was as frigid as the salon, and he worked in overcoat, scarf, and kid gloves, the fingertips of which he had snipped off with scissors. His face was bare, and the bracing chill against his cheek recalled the freezing winters of his childhood when he was forced to stand stock still for what seemed hours on end while his mother used him as a form for the clothes she made. They had no money for heat, and Linderstadt had developed a stoical attitude toward the elements. The cold reminded him of the value of discipline and self-control. But more than that, it reminded him how he had come to love the feel of the outfits his mother had fitted and fastened against his skin. He loved it when she tightened a waist or took in a sleeve. The feeling of confinement warmed his blood. It was like a pair of hands holding and caressing him. He felt comforted, nurtured, restrained, and paradoxically freed. What he remembered of the cold was not the numbness in his fingers, the misting of his breath, the goosebumps on his skin. It was his mother he remembered: her steady hand and hard work, her stubborn practicality and abiding love. He remembered the pleasure of wearing her creations and the flights of fantasy they stirred in him. The cold had become synonymous with these.


  He worked through the night to finish the cape. When Monday morning arrived, he locked the doors of the salon, turning away the seamstresses, stockroom clerks, salesgirls, and models who had come to work. He held the door against Camille and even Broussard, his confidante, who knew his moods as well as anyone. Half-hidden by the curtain that was strung across the broad glass entrance doors, he announced that the collection was complete, the final alterations to be done in private by himself. He assured them all was well. The House of Linderstadt had risen from the ashes. The House was intact. He invited each and every one of them to return in a week for the unveiling of the new collection. It would be a seminal event, and what better time than spring, the season of birth.


  He withdrew to his workshop, where he started on his next creation, an off-the-shoulder blue moiré gown with a voluminous skirt festooned with bows. He sewed what he could by machine, but the bows had to be done by hand. He sewed like his mother, one knee crossed over the other, head bent, pinkie finger crooked out as though he were sipping a cup of tea. The skirt took a full day, during which he broke only once, to relieve himself. Food did not enter his mind, and in that he seemed in tune with the wasp. The creature showed neither hunger nor thirst. On occasion, one of its antennae would twitch, but Linderstadt attributed this to subtle changes in the turgor of the insect’s blood. He assumed the wasp remained immobilized by the cold, though he couldn’t help but wonder if its preternatural stillness sprang from some deeper design. He thought of his father, so ordinary on the surface, so unfathomable beneath. Given the chance, the man would spend days with his insects, meticulously arranging his boards, printing the tiny specimen labels, revising and updating his collection. Often he seemed devoted to nothing else. Linderstadt was awed by his father’s obsessiveness, frightened at times, envious at other times. There was something enticing, almost sacred, about it. His mother said the man was in hiding, but what did a child know about that?


  The weather held, and on Wednesday he wheeled one of the sewing machines from the atelier to the salon so that he could work without leaving the wasp’s side. Voices drifted in from the street, curiosity-seekers, passersby trying in vain to get a glimpse inside the celebrated salon. The phone rang incessantly, message after message from concerned friends who hadn’t heard from him, from clients, from the press. M. Jesais, his personal psychic, called daily with increasingly dire warnings. Linderstadt was unmoved. He heard but a single voice. He had, now, but a single vision.


  All his life he’d worked with women. They were the world to him, sirens of impossible beauty and magic, divinities of mystery and might. Juliette in satin, Eve in furs, the Nameless Queen in stiff and imperious brocade. He had prized them and praised them. In private he had worshipped them. In public he had triumphed with them. But these triumphs, alas, were short-lived. Time and again he was left with an empty feeling inside. Something was missing in his life. Women were not the only beauties. They were not the only bodies begging to be wrapped in gossamer and adored.


  He eyed the wasp and crossed his arms. Idly, he ran his fingers down his chest. He was tall, with narrow shoulders and hips. He’d been skinny as a boy and had scarcely thickened with age. His models, who slaved to stay thin, marveled at how he kept his figure. They joked that he could be a model himself. This was meant, of course, as praise, but there were times it felt like a curse. In his heart of hearts he would have preferred a different body, or two bodies: the one he bore, the other with more flesh and curves.


  The wasp had no flesh. Chitin was the furthest thing from it. But it had curves aplenty. Head, torso, stinger, legs. Six of them, six shapely cylinders, each broken by multiple joints, a welter of angle, line and dimension. And wings with gently curving tips, wings as beautiful as those of the angel Gabriel himself, a painting of whom hung in the salon and had been the inspiration for Linderstadt’s groundbreaking ’04 collection. And eyes, rounded, compound eyes, able to see god-knew-what. And finely arching antennae, to sample and savor the world’s delights.


  He stitched a sleeve and then another. He imagined Camille as an insect, crawling down the runway, striking a pose. Camille on her hands and feet, like a beetle, Camille on her belly, inching along like a caterpillar, or a worm. Would she do it if he asked? Did he dare? It was a monstrous idea. He was a monstrous man. His adoration of women had made him blind to women. He saw what he wanted to see. Surfaces, gestures, poses, shapes. How little he understood of what lived underneath. How little he understood of himself.


  He thought again of his father, closeted with his insect collection. Absorbed to the point of estrangement from his wife and son. In hiding, said his mother. Linderstadt, too, was in hiding. Hiding, it seemed, was a family trait.


  He finished the last seam and held up the dress. The shimmering moiré reminded him of rippling water, the six-legged gown of a sea creature adrift beneath the waves. To a lesser talent the sleeves would have been a nightmare, but in the Master’s able hands they flowed and were joined effortlessly into the bodice. Each one sported a ruffled cap and was zippered to aid in getting it on. Once the gown was in place, he stepped back to have a look. The fit was uncanny, as though some hidden hand had been guiding his own. It had been that way from the start. There were five gowns now. Five in five days. One more, he thought, one more to complete the collection.


  He knew what that one was. The bridal gown, his signature piece. For forty years he had ended every show with such a gown. Brides signified life. They signified love and the power of creation. What better way, with this newest collection, to signal his own rebirth?


  The dress took two days. The second was Sunday, and Linderstadt felt a little shiver of pleasure when the bells began to toll. He was working on the veil, a gorgeous bit of organza that looked like mist, sewing and thinking what a pity it would be to cover the wasp’s extraordinary face. And so he had devised an ingenious interlocking paneled design that simultaneously hid the face and revealed it. After finishing the veil, he started on the train, using ten feet of egg-white chiffon that he gathered in gentle waves to resemble foam. Where it attached to the skirt, he cut a hole for the stinger and ringed it with white silk roses. The bodice of the dress was made of rich and creamy satin with an Imperial collar and long sleeves of lace. Queen, Mother, Bride—the holy trinity of women. The gown, to his mind, embodied all three and was triumphant.


  He completed it Sunday night and hung it in the dressing room with the other gowns. Then he wrapped himself in his overcoat and scarf and fell asleep on the couch. He planned to get up early Monday and make the final preparations for the show.


  That night the cold spell broke. A warm front swept in from the south, brushing away the chill like a cobweb. In his sleep Linderstadt unbuttoned his coat and pulled off his scarf. He dreamed of summer, flying a kite with his mother at the beach. When he woke, it was almost noon. The room was thick with heat. A crowd had gathered outside the salon for the opening. The wasp was gone.


  In a panic he searched the workshops, the stockroom, the dressing rooms and the offices. He looked in the basement and the boiler room. He climbed to the roof and swept his eyes across the sky. It was nowhere to be found.


  In shock he returned to the salon.


  Near where it had been he noticed a paper sphere the size of a pot-bellied stove. One side of it was open, and inside were multiple tiers of hexagonal cells, all composed of the same papery material as the outside of the sphere. Linderstadt had a glimmer of understanding, and when he discovered that his gowns had also vanished—every one of them—he realized his mistake. The wasp was not a Sphecida at all, but a Vespida, a paper wasp. Its diet consisted of wood, leaves and other natural fibers. It had eaten the collection.


  Numbly, Linderstadt surveyed the remains of his work. The nest had a delicate beauty of its own, and briefly he considered showing it in lieu of the collection. Then he spied a bit of undigested material peeking out from behind the papery sphere. It was the bridal veil, and it stood on the floor like a fountain of steam frozen in air. No dress, no train, only this, the filmy, translucent veil. Meant to hide the bride until that moment it was lifted and she emerged, in all her newness, freshness, and radiance.


  Outside, the crowd clamored to be let in. Linderstadt hesitated for a minute, then drew back the heavy curtains and lifted the gossamer veil. The sun seemed to set it aflame. His heart quickened, and the tiny hairs on his neck and his arms stood on end as he placed it on his head. With everything gone there was nothing left to lose or conceal. A single thread would have sufficed. Raising his face, throwing his shoulders back, standing proud and erect, he opened the doors.


  Men were watching her. She could tell, she could always tell. Their gazes fell on her and warmed the skin where they touched her.


  Hot Eyes, Cold Eyes


  Lawrence Block


  Some days were easy. She would go to work and return home without once feeling the invasion of men’s eyes. She might take her lunch and eat it in the park. She might stop on the way home at the library for a book, at the deli for a barbecued chicken, at the cleaner’s, at the drugstore. On those days she could move coolly and crisply through space and time, untouched by the stares of men.


  Doubtless they looked at her on those days, as on the more difficult days. She was the sort men looked at, and she had learned that early on—when her legs first began to lengthen and take shape, when her breasts began to bud. Later, as the legs grew longer and the breasts fuller, and as her face lost its youthful plumpness and was sculpted by time into beauty, the stares increased. She was attractive, she was beautiful, she was—curious phrase—easy on the eyes. So men looked at her, and on the easy days she didn’t seem to notice, didn’t let their rude stares penetrate the invisible shield that guarded her.


  But this was not one of those days.


  It started in the morning. She was waiting for the bus when she first felt the heat of a man’s eyes upon her. At first she willed herself to ignore the feeling, wished the bus would come and whisk her away from it, but the bus did not come and she could not ignore what she felt and, inevitably, she turned from the street to look at the source of the feeling.


  There was a man leaning against a red brick building not twenty yards from her. He was perhaps thirty-five, unshaven, and his clothes looked as though he’d slept in them. When she turned to glance at him his lips curled slightly, and his eyes, red-rimmed and glassy, moved first to her face, then drifted insolently the length of her body. She could feel their heat; it leaped from the eyes to her breasts and loins like an electric charge bridging a gap.


  He placed his hand deliberately upon his crotch and rubbed himself. His smile widened.


  She turned from him, drew a breath, let it out, wished the bus would come. Even now, with her back to him, she could feel the embrace of his eyes. They were like hot hands upon her buttocks and the backs of her thighs.


  The bus came, neither early nor late, and she mounted the steps and dropped her fare in the box. The usual driver, a middle-aged fatherly type gave her his usual smile and wished her his usual good morning. His eyes were an innocent watery blue behind thick-lensed spectacles.


  Was it only her imagination that his eyes swept her body all the while? But she could feel them on her breasts, could feel too her own nipples hardening in response to their palpable touch.


  She walked the length of the aisle to the first available seat. Male eyes tracked her every step of the way.


  The day went on like that. This did not surprise her, although she had hoped it would be otherwise, had prayed during the bus ride that eyes would cease to bother her when she left the bus. She had learned, though, that once a day began in this fashion its pattern was set, unchangeable.


  Was it something she did? Did she invite their hungry stares? She certainly didn’t do anything with the intention of provoking male lust. Her dress was conservative enough, her makeup subtle and unremarkable. Did she swing her hips when she walked? Did she wet her lips and pout like a sullen sexpot? She was positive she did nothing of the sort, and it often seemed to her that she could cloak herself in a nun’s habit and the results would be the same. Men’s eyes would lift the black skirts and strip away the veil.


  At the office building where she worked, the elevator starter glanced at her legs, then favored her with a knowing, wet-lipped smile. One of the office boys, a rabbity youth with unfortunate skin, stared at her breasts, then flushed scarlet when she caught him at it. Two older men gazed at her from the water cooler. One leaned over to murmur something to the other. They both chuckled and went on looking at her.


  She went to her desk and tried to concentrate on her work. It was difficult, because intermittently she felt eves brushing her body, moving across her like searchlight beams scanning the yard in a prison movie. There were moments when she wanted to scream, moments when she wanted to spin around in her chair and hurl something. But she remained in control of herself and did none of these things. She had survived days of this sort often enough in the past. She would survive this one as well.


  The weather was good, but today she spent her lunch hour at her desk rather than risk the park. Several times during the afternoon the sensation of being watched was unbearable and she retreated to the ladies’ room. She endured the final hours a minute at a time, and finally it was five o’clock and she straightened her desk and left.


  The descent on the elevator was unbearable. She bore it. The bus ride home, the walk from the bus stop to her apartment building, were unendurable. She endured them.


  In her apartment, with the door locked and bolted, she stripped off her clothes and hurled them into a corner of the room as if they were unclean, as if the day had irrevocably soiled them. She stayed a long while under the shower, washed her hair, blow-dried it, then returned to her bedroom and stood nude before the full-length mirror on the closet door. She studied herself at some length, and intermittently her hands would move to cup a breast or trace the swell of a thigh, not to arouse but to assess, to chart the dimensions of her physical self.


  And now? A meal alone? A few hours with a book? A lazy night in front of the television set?


  She closed her eves, and at once she felt other eyes upon her, felt them as she had been feeling them, all day. She knew that she was alone, that now no one was watching her, but this knowledge did nothing to dispel the feeling.


  She sighed.


  She would not, could not, stay home tonight.


  When she left the building, stepping out into the cool of dusk, her appearance was very different. Her tawny hair, which she’d worn pinned up earlier, hung free. Her makeup was overdone, with an excess of mascara and a deep blush of rouge in the hollows of her checks. During the day she’d worn no scent beyond a touch of Jean Naté applied after her morning shower; now she dashed on an abundance of the perfume she wore only on nights like this one, a strident scent redolent of musk. Her dress was close-fitting and revealing, the skirt slit oriental-fashion high on one thigh, the neckline low to display her décolletage. She strode purposefully on her high-heeled shoes, her buttocks swaying as she walked.


  She looked sluttish and she knew it, and gloried in the knowledge. She’d checked the mirror carefully before leaving the apartment and she liked what she saw, Now walking down the street with her handbag bouncing against her swinging hip, she could feel the heat building up within her flesh. She could also feel the eyes of the men she passed, men who sat on stoops or loitered in doorways, men walking with purpose who stopped for a glance in her direction. But there was a difference. Now she relished those glances. She fed on the heat in those eyes, and the fire within her burned hotter in response.


  A car slowed. The driver leaned across the seat, called to her. She missed the words but felt the touch of his eyes. A pulse throbbed insistently throughout her entire body now. She was frightened—of her own feelings, of the real dangers she faced—but at the same time she was alive, gloriously alive, as she had not been in far too long. Before she had walked through the day. Now the blood was singing in her veins.


  She passed several bars before finding the cocktail lounge she wanted. The interior was dimly lit, the floor soft with carpeting. An overactive air conditioner had lowered the temperature to an almost uncomfortable level. She walked bravely into the room. There were several empty tables along the wall but she passed them by, walking her swivel-hipped walk to the bar and taking a stool at the far end.


  The cold air was stimulating against her warm skin. The bartender gave her a minute, then ambled over and leaned against the bar in front of her. He looked at once knowing and disinterested, his heavy lids shading his dark brown eves and giving them a sleepy look.


  “Stinger,” she said.


  While he was building the drink she drew her handbag into her lap and groped within it for her billfold. She found a ten and set it on top of the bar, then fumbled reflexively within her bag for another moment, checking its contents. The bartender placed the drink on the bar in front of her, took her money, and returned with her change. She looked at her drink, then at her reflection in the back bar mirror.


  Men were watching her.


  She could tell, she could always tell. Their gazes fell on her and warmed the skin where they touched her. Odd, she thought, how the same sensation that had been so disturbing and unpleasant all day long was so desirable and exciting now.


  She raised her glass, sipped her drink. The combined flavor of cognac and crème de menthe was at once warm and cold upon her lips and tongue. She swallowed, sipped again.


  “That a stinger?”


  He was at her elbow and she flicked her eyes in his direction while continuing to face forward. A small man, stockily built, balding, tanned, with a dusting of freckles across his high forehead. He wore a navy blue Quiana shirt open at the throat, and his dark chest hair was beginning to go gray.


  “Drink up,” he suggested. “Let me buy you another.”


  She turned now, looked levelly at him. He had small eyes. Their whites showed a tracery of blue veins at the outer corners, and the black pupils, hugely dilated in the bar’s dim interior, covered most of the irises.


  “I haven’t seen you here,” he said, hoisting himself onto the seat beside her.” I usually drop in around this time, have a couple, see my friends. Not new the neighborhood, are you?”


  Calculating eyes, she thought. Curiously passionless eyes, for all their cool intensity. Worst of all, they were small eyes, almost beady eyes.


  “I don’t want company,” she said.


  “Hey, how do you know you don’t like me if you don’t give me a chance?” He was grinning, but there was no humor in it. “You don’t even know my name, lady. How can you despise a total stranger?”


  “Please leave me alone.”


  “What are you, Greta Garbo?” He got up from his stool, took a half step away from her, gave her a glare and a curled lip. “You want to drink alone,” he said, “why don’t you just buy a bottle and take it home with you? You can take it to bed and suck on it, honey.”


  He had ruined the bar for her. She scooped up her change, left her drink unfinished. Two blocks down and one block over she found a second cocktail lounge virtually indistinguishable from the first one. Perhaps the lighting was a little softer, the background music the slightest bit lower in pitch. Again she passed up the row of tables and seated herself at the bar. Again she ordered a stinger and let it rest on the bar top for a moment before taking the first exquisite sip.


  Again she felt male eyes upon her, and again they gave her the same hot-cold sensation as the combination of brandy and crème de menthe.


  This time when a man approached her she sensed his presence for a long moment before he spoke. She studied him out of the corner of her eye. He was tall and lean, she noted, and there was a self-contained air about him, a sense of considerable self-assurance. She wanted to turn, to look directly into his eves, but instead she raised her glass to her lips and waited for him to make a move.


  “You’re a few minutes late,” he said.


  She turned, looked at him. There was a weathered, rawboned look to him that matched the western-style clothes he wore—the faded chambray shirt, the skin-tight denim jeans. Without glancing down she knew he’d be wearing boots and that they would be good ones.


  “I’m late?”


  He nodded. “I’ve been waiting for you for close to an hour. Of course it wasn’t until you walked in that I knew it was you I was waiting for, but one look was all it took. My name’s Harley.”


  She made up a name. He seemed satisfied with it, using it when he asked her if he could buy her a drink.


  “I’m not done with this one yet,” she said.


  “Then why don’t you just finish it and come for a walk in the moonlight?


  “Where would we walk?”


  “My apartment is just a block and a half from here.”


  “You don’t waste time.”


  “I told you I waited close to an hour for you. I figure the rest of the evening is too precious to waste.”


  She had been unwilling to look directly into his eyes but she did so now and was not disappointed. His eyes were large and well-spaced, blue in color, a light blue of a shade that often struck her as cold and forbidding. But his were anything but cold. On the contrary, they burned with passionate intensity.


  She knew, looking into them, that he was a dangerous man. He was strong, he was direct, and he was dangerous. She could tell all this in a few seconds, merely by meeting his relentless gaze.


  Well, that was fine. Danger, after all, was an inextricable part of it.


  She pushed her glass aside, scooped up her change. “I don’t really want the rest of this,” she said.


  “I didn’t think you did. I think I know what you really want.”


  He took her arm, tucked it under his own. They left the lounge, and on the way out, she could feel other eyes on her, envious eyes. She drew closer to him and swung her hips so her buttocks bumped into his lean flank. Her purse slapped against her other hip. Then they were out the door and heading down the street.


  She felt excitement mixed with fear, an emotional combination not unlike the stinger. The fear, the danger, was part of it.


  His apartment consisted of two sparsely furnished rooms three flights up from street level. They walked wordlessly into the bedroom and undressed. She laid her clothes across a wooden chair, set her handbag on the floor at the side of the platform bed. She got onto the bed and he joined her and they embraced. He smelled faintly of leather and tobacco and male perspiration, and even with her eyes shut she could see his blue eyes burning in the darkness.


  She wasn’t surprised when his hands gripped her shoulders and eased her downward on the bed. She had been expecting this and welcomed it. She swung her head, letting her long hair brush across his flat abdomen, and then she moved to accept him. He tangled his fingers in her hair, hurting her in a not unpleasant way. She inhaled his musk as her mouth embraced him, and in her own fashion she matched his strength with strength of her own, teasing, taunting, heightening his passion and then cooling it down just short of culmination. His breathing grew ragged and muscles worked in his legs and abdomen.


  At length he let go of her hair. She moved upward on the bed to join him and he rolled her over onto her back and covered her, his mouth seeking hers, his flesh burying itself in her flesh. She locked her thighs around his hips. He pounded at her loins, hammering her, hurting her with the brute force of his masculinity.


  How strong he was, and how insistent. Once again she thought what a dangerous man he was, and what a dangerous game she was playing. The thought served only to spur her own passion on, to build her fire higher and hotter.


  She felt her body preparing itself for orgasm, felt the urge growing to abandon herself, to lose control utterly. But a portion of herself remained remote, aloof, and she let her arm hang over the side of the bed and reached for her purse, groped within it.


  And found the knife.


  Now she could relax, now she could give up, now she could surrender to what she felt. She opened her eyes, stared upward. His own eyes were closed as he thrust furiously at her. Open your eyes, she urged him silently. Open them and look at me—


  And it seemed that his eyes did open to meet hers, even as they climaxed together, even as she centered the knife over his back and plunged it unerringly into his heart


  Afterward, in her own apartment, she put his eyes in the box with the others.


  Her child spoke to her from her womb: Hail, mother, full of grace. Blessed art thou among women, and blessed be the fruit of thy womb.


  Lady Madonna


  Nancy Holder


  It’s starting.


  It’s starting, and it doesn’t even hurt that much. It hurts much less than I thought it would. Not that I mind. I don’t care how much pain I endure for the sake of my baby.


  I can’t cry out. I can’t make a noise. If they hear, they’ll come. And they’ll destroy us. I haven’t forgotten what happened the first time. I will never forget.


  Here it comes. The contraction. Oh, oh, shit, it does hurt. How could I have forgotten what it’s like? What did Margaret say? It’s like crapping a watermelon. Yes. An elephant, more like. God, I should call her. I’m not sure I can do this alone after all. But what if she tells them? I’m not sure I can trust her anymore. I don’t think she believed me about Bryan.


  I’m freezing. There’s no heat in here and the mattress is soaked. I hope my water’s broken. I hope it’s not blood. It doesn’t smell like blood—and believe me, I know what blood smells like. All I smell is dirt and rust and my own sweat. But I’m so wet! I wish I could check, but I can’t even turn on my flashlight. I have to do this in the dark, like an animal. I’m furious. I’m terrified.


  But it will be worth it. I have to remember, it’ll definitely be worth it.


  But does it have to hurt so much?


  I remember how it was, with Bryan. Clean and antiseptic, with starched sheets and broth afterwards and smiling faces. The nurses wore perfume and makeup and looked so happy for me. There was a picture of the Holy Mother on the wall, and a crucifix. The nuns were there, cloaked in black and white as they should be. Brides of Christ, but so old. Too old for a thirty-three-year-old man. Jesus, you know, is perpetually thirty-three.


  Bryan. My lovely boy. I remember wanting him so badly. I tried everything. I remember walking in the snow to the cathedral to pray: Hail Mary, full of grace. Heaven and earth are full of thy glory. A son, Holy Mother, give me a son. Give me a baby. Give me a child.


  In the olden days, kings chopped off the heads of their wives when they didn’t give them sons. But you know, I didn’t care if my baby was a boy or a girl. I just wanted someone to call my own. I had nothing in this world. I had no one. Surely the Holy Mother understood my plight. She had a family. She was loved. She was a queen who had everything. She stood on top of the world, and she could give me what I wanted. I knew if I did my part, she would do hers.


  Christ! This is tearing me apart inside! I can’t do this. I have to get help.


  But no one will help me. That’s the terror. I can panic. I can call someone. But once they see, once they know—


  Think about other things. Think about the Holy Mother.


  Yes. I prayed to her. I screwed like crazy. I knew she’d understand. It wasn’t lust; I wasn’t enjoying it or anything. All I wanted was a baby. I wanted to feel the weight of a child in my belly, to feel it crawl from between my legs into the world. I wanted to carry it in my arms and suckle it at my breast. I wanted to smell that baby smell and see that baby smile. My child. My Sacred Infant.


  So I prayed to the Holy Mother while I was having sex with some man—usually not very good-looking, not very intelligent, not even very clean—oomphing and umphing so he’d come and I’d get his good, sweet sperm. I thought about the Holy Mother’s sweet, patient smile and I’d move faster and harder. The guys loved it. Hundreds of them. I don’t have any idea who Bryan’s father was. I mean, his earthly father. Because I firmly believe Bryan was a gift from God.


  Then the day came. Oh, God, oh, God, oh God. Hang on. Hang on. I can’t do this.


  The day. Came.


  Yes. I knew I was pregnant before the doctor told me. I felt a spark of life deep inside me. It was like a spiritual orgasm. I lit a hundred candles to the Holy Mother and gave everything I had to the poor. I was the most radiant pregnant woman in the world. The doctor marveled at my health, my happiness. He said it was nice to see a woman so unabashedly delighted to be pregnant. Unabashedly was the word he used. I wouldn’t forget a thing like that.


  Oh, God, God—


  Why, am I calling to God? That’s over. Over.


  I went into the cathedral and thanked the Holy Mother. The depths of the holy place swirled with incense and candlelight. I heard the choirboys practicing. And she stood there with her arms open wide, roses at her feet, and I got to thinking: she wasn’t such a great mother after all. Look what she let them do to her son. Where was she when they flayed his back open? And drove nails through his palms? A real mother would have protected him. Would have done anything to keep him from harm.


  Shit, shit, shit. I took Lamaze classes, but that was so long ago. I round my cheeks, I puff, puff, puff. It hurts too much. I can’t.


  Lady Mother. The Lady Mother was too much of a lady. A good Catholic, maybe—


  Right before Bryan was born, Margaret was mugged. Mugged? Why do they call it mugged? The man beat her. He stole what little she had left. I think she was raped, but she never admitted it. She had a breakdown. She’s never been the same.


  I saw what an evil place the world was. The nuclear arms race, the pollution, the crime. I saw what could happen to a wonderful person like Margaret. Was I supposed to stand by like the Holy Mother, smiling that sick, pathetic smile, and let my child grow up in a world like that?


  Then he was born, and laid into my arms. I can’t tell you how much I loved him. So sweet, so gentle, so helpless. I took him home and locked all the doors and windows. I didn’t let anyone except the priest see him, not even Margaret. At night, I tied a rope around his little hand and hooked it into a belt I wore. I kept a knife and a gun under my pillow in case some one tried to attack him.


  Blessed Mother, oh, help me. But I can’t pray to the Holy Mother anymore. No matter; what use could she be?


  We were watching TV one day; or rather, I was watching. Bryan was nursing. I think it was Leave It to Beaver. But it occurred to me that Bryan wouldn’t stay a baby forever. And I wouldn’t be able to protect him from the world because he would want to go out into it like the boy on TV.


  No. No, no, no. He couldn’t. He couldn’t.


  I think that’s when I realized the Holy Mother’s mistake. Now that I’m more sophisticated, I can’t believe how dumb she was. Because if Jesus couldn’t have gone out into the world...


  I thought for a long time about if I was doing the right thing. I considered all kinds of methods. Cut off his pudgy, smooth legs? But there were wheelchairs. Sever his spine? I might kill him, and of course I didn’t want to do that. I just couldn’t decide what to do, so I prayed again to the Holy Mother.


  And three words came to me: the soft spot. He was still a tiny baby, and very tender there, you see—


  And it worked! He lived through it, and he would never care about going outside.


  Things would have been perfect, but then I realized I’d made a terrible mistake: I had sinned. I was a sinner. Bryan had been baptized—foolish of me, I know, but I hadn’t thought things out too well. He would never be held accountable—he would never be able to do anything construed as sin, nothing intentional, you see. So I would go to hell and he would go to heaven.


  The anguish! I’ve seen pictures of the Pietà. Where Jesus is lying across the Holy Mother’s lap and she’s still got that same, vacant smile on her face. She’s supposed to be sorrowful, but you can see the smile. Because she expects to see him in heaven. She let him suffer—she thinks because she was born pure, she stayed pure, but God, in a way, well, God raped her. She is actually quite filthy.


  She should be screaming, raging! What have you done to me? To my son? You bastard! She should be running after those Romans with an axe. She should have called down the wrath of God on them.


  Passive. Unbelievably passive.


  I, on the other hand, took action. I could congratulate myself on at least making an attempt. But the more I thought about what I’d done, the more obvious it became that I’d insured Bryan and I would be separated for all eternity.


  I realized I would have to start over.


  Oh, no! I’m going to scream. I am screaming! I am! I am!


  Now I whimper. I listen. No one’s coming, thank God. I’ve lived in this hovel for seven months—they were supposed to tear it down two months ago, but I know how bureaucracy works; I used to be a secretary for the planning commission—and I guess they’re used to squatters and drug users making a stir now and then. Yes, there are drug dealers and other scum living in this building—hence the knife, and did I mention the gun? Did I mention the other day when one of them tried to get in here?


  Perhaps I would’ve been safer back at Margaret’s house. But I can’t trust her, you see. And all those people she lives with—the man, the little children, her old granny. And I’m scared to death someone will find little Bryan underneath the dog house. The police are still looking for him, but if God is merciful, he will rest in peace.


  Still, it would be wonderful to be somewhere clean and warm. I could be in the bed with the pink and green blankets, a pot of chocolate on the bed stand.


  The Holy Mother delivered in a pig sty. I can do no less.


  Giving birth is infuriating. It’s one of the most passive activities there is—you lie there, screaming and panting while the doctors handle everything. That’s how it was the first time, calling me “dear” and “honey” and telling me when to breathe, when to push. If I hadn’t listened, if I’d just sat up and said, “No! I will not!”


  Calm. I must stay calm.


  I gave up on the Holy Mother, who wasn’t smart enough or brave enough. She certainly didn’t know how to love enough, with her foolish smiles and her roses and her hopes. So I prayed to the Devil instead. And he came to me.


  He was beautiful, glowing red with a huge penis and round, firm testicles that I knew were loaded with sperm. No mortal man comes close to the devil. He’s muscular and brawny and very tall. The color of his hair changes with his mood—blond when he’s playful, black when he’s angry or stern or amorous. The Devil can he very amorous. I never enjoyed sex until I slept with the Devil.


  The only time he hurt my feelings was when he called me Margaret. I can remember rolling away from him and saying, “Are you sleeping with her, too?”


  “Of course not, love. Of course not, my darling. Come back to bed.” Then he grabbed my wrist and practically dragged me onto the mattress. Actually, he did drag me. He takes what he wants. He’s a real man. Not like Margaret’s husband, who stood by and let those terrible things happen to her. I wouldn’t be able to let a man like that touch me.


  I got pregnant by the blessed Father of Hell, and he promised me he would take me and the baby down to dwell with him world without end, amen. “Just don’t baptize the baby,” he said.


  I wasn’t going to. I was blissfully happy. I did whatever he told me. I don’t remember those weeks at all, but I do know we were happy.


  But then I passed a church and the Holy Mother lured me in. I know now that she was jealous. I mean, having the child of God is like a life sentence in a harem. Into the purdah of the faceless nuns who tell you how to be good and sweet. To keep clean and tidy and think clean and tidy; and pick up after everyone, just pick up after them and if they make you bleed, just clean it up, stay clean—


  My God! My God! It didn’t hurt this much with Bryan.


  Well, of course it didn’t. Of course, of course.


  The Holy Mother made me ask the priest if a baby wasn’t baptized, would it go to hell. And the father asked me if I were a Catholic, because that was basic catechism. All the unbaptized babies used to go to limbo, and now they go to purgatory, and when the Lord returns, they will be gathered up into His arms and carried to heaven.


  I got confused. No limbo? Since when is there no limbo? I tried to persist. I asked, what if the baby were... tainted? He looked at me strangely, asked me to explain.


  I left. I was shaken. I thought about my past mistakes—about Bryan, especially—and I wondered if the Devil could be mistaken about things. What if I went to hell without our child? Can the son of the Devil go to limbo? I mean, purgatory?


  Then it occurred to me that what I could have done with Bryan was repented. What I could still do. If I repented and was forgiven, than I could join little Bryan in heaven some day—


  —ah, but only if I was forgiven. They say God forgives everything. But I have slept with His rival and I think His mother is a spineless idiot. And quite possibly, I hear the Anti-Christ.


  Oh, no, I’ve been screaming again. Surely someone heard that time. It’s echoing. My thighs are covered with blood, I think. It’s pitch-black in here.


  No, no, no, no.


  Then she came to me. The beautiful woman who said she was a social worker. She said she wanted to talk to me about the baby. Had I considered adoption? It was obvious the priest had sent her. The were on to me, then. That’s when I moved in here.


  And I dreamed about her. I saw her with the Devil, my Devil, and she was kissing him and loving him, and I knew her for who she was: Lilith, Adam’s first wife, who was a witch. Eons ago, she became the Devil’s consort and she reigns with him in hell—and she steals children. She is known the world over for snatching children’s souls as they enter the world.


  Deceiver! Lord of lies! The Devil had gotten me pregnant so he could give my baby to her. How he broke my heart, I who loved him so. I gave him myself, and all along he had another. He wanted to take my baby. He still wants it!


  Well, I am not giving this baby to anyone. God took my first one. This one is mine. This one is for me to love. No one else has ever loved me, and I deserve someone, don’t I?


  I realized then I’d been passive with the Devil, just as the Blessed Mother had been passive with God. I’d become his instrument. I remembered the blank days and nights when I did his bidding and felt nothing but sweet, unquestioning joy that he was pleased with me. Like some parent with a child, or frankly, like the Holy Mother and God. Who did he think he was?


  “Try to get this baby from me!” I screamed at him. “Just try!”


  “You misunderstand me,” he said, but I had ceased to believe him. He can be very cunning, you know.


  I was in despair. I didn’t know what to do. And then, the miracle. The blessed miracle. For my Holy Child spoke to me, from my womb. She—for she is a girl—she said: Hail, mother, full of grace. Blessed art thou among women, and blessed be the fruit of thy womb.


  We communed. It was as if she lay in my arms already talking to me. There is a closeness between mother and child, between beings who are joined, as we are joined.


  With Bryan, they told me to push. If they hadn’t done that, if they’d helped me like this, I would have him now, my beautiful boy. I was too trusting, too hoping, too innocent. But his half-sister, my eternal baby, has told me what to do.


  The pain is killing me, and I am glad of it. I’m going. Finally. The rope I tied around my thighs has cut into my skin. It’s so tight my knees are mashes of bruises. My wrists bleed from the handcuffs. But it is blood gladly shed, for her, for the Lamb.


  I am screaming. I am biting at my bonds. I am struggling to separate my legs. The contraction, oh, God!


  But I can stand it. For love of my child, I can stand it. I can do it!


  Through my tears I am smiling. I’m a real woman, not some faded rose of Sharon. Thanks to me, we’re eternally joined, body and soul. We are one. We will always be one. We will never, ever be separated. What greater love is there?


  I am smiling.


  We’re almost there, little darling.


  We


  I’m—


  I want her as she appeared to me then as I want nothing else, not even my peace and happiness. I want until my flesh burns with it and as long as I live, I shall want no other.


  The Snake Woman’s Lover


  Catherine Lundoff


  My flesh has become scales, my feet a serpent’s tail. My belly slides over the icy flagstones of my own castle, slithering forward alone. Always alone. She is never by my side in these dreams, nor when I wake, sweating, to the dawn.


  They lived happily ever after: this is the way the story ends. So we learn when we are but babes at our nurse’s knee. Always it begins with “once upon a time,” with no knowing what is to come. And had I known then what I know now, I should have never left my father’s keep. But I was young and foolish and brave and I would not heed warnings or advice. Instead, I went to court to serve my king, dreaming then only of honor, love, adventure. There I met a lady, the like I had never seen.


  This then, is what went before I came to the pass I now find myself in. I heard the talk from the courtiers long ere I beheld her. They whispered that the king himself sought to bring her to his bed but I heard no word of his success. Beautiful and terrible they said she was, like a dragon or a tiger, not the way women’s beauty is praised. My curiosity, my obsession grew with each passing day until I had to see her, had to speak with her.


  When that moment finally came, I saw no dragons but knew her only as the fulfillment of my heart’s desire. What she felt when she first saw me, I know not, though I was held a handsome youth and a brave knight, broad of shoulder and strong of arm like warriors of old. I wore the Holy Cross on my shield with pride through battle and tourney and many ladies longed for me to pay my court to them. But there were none like her and I saw them not. I pursued her as I would a hart or stag and she smiled upon me. So certain I was that I saw love in her face that I never thought to ask what she saw in mine.


  I remember the feel of icy stones on cold scales from my dreams, my way lit by the last of the night’s torches. I remember the strange wildness I saw gazing out of her green, green eyes and wonder how my own eyes appear. If there were any to see them.


  Then I saw only the looks that followed her at court. How they lingered, almost like a timid caress, yet turning abashed and afeared to other views when she returned their regard. But not I, for I had never known fear or doubt before. I desired her as I desired no other woman, not merely for her beauty but because I wanted to conquer what others dreaded. Then, too, I wanted the sons she would bear, sturdy heirs of my body from those wide hips, and the daughters as beautiful as she. Their faces looked out at me from her eyes.


  There were other things that I saw as well, and things I heard when first I spoke of her to my companions. Witch they said she was and Fey and in my heart I knew it was so. Certain there were those among my former friends who say now that I should have listened and watched more closely. I hang my head for the shame of neglecting their counsel but in those days, I was a man in love. I fought with some and turned others from my door to haunt only hers.


  There I remained for several moons before I asked her leave to address her father as I would have asked no other woman. She looked upon me kindly and did not say me nay. I went then to her father, a knight from distant lands who had come to pay allegiance to the king. Swiftly, too swiftly, did he grant me her hand and her dower. Yet I did not mark it then, not even when he left after our wedding in the manner of one who parts with tainted goods he never thought to sell. Not a thought did I give to this then but today I believe I would give him his daughter and the dower thrice over to be whole once more.


  A thousand yesterdays ago, or so it seems, I loved her and ruled my lands with her at my side. The first year of our bond, she bore me a son, and a daughter the second. More children followed, just as I had dreamed when I first looked on her. And such children they were! Beautiful and perfect, but for my eldest son.


  He had eyes slitted like a cat’s and was quick and sly and cruel. Still, I tried to love him for her sake for she loved him best of all. I even made him my steward on his seventeenth birthday so that he might learn to rule after me for her sake. I did it despite my fears that he hoped his wait would be but a short one.


  At night my sleep was often unquiet, my dreams full of monsters unseen but always nearby, watching me. I woke shaking, fearing the feel of their claws in my flesh. Trembling lest they lie in wait for me in the dawn’s light, their fangs ready to feast on me, to consume me until I became one of their number. Always too I felt desire, moving hand in hand with repulsion and I tried my hardest to forget this. Always I awoke shivering next to my bride, her warm flesh comforting my night terrors until I could forget my fears, my unnatural longings.


  That I shall never forget nor cease to love, even now. Her beauty calls me still in my waking dreams. I want her as she appeared to me then as I want nothing else, not even my peace and happiness. I want until my flesh burns with it and as long as I live, I shall want no other.


  Yet all was not well between me and my lady wife despite the comforts she brought me. Each Sabbath eve of our wedded life, she kept to her chambers while I watched the candles burn down and yearned for her. In my waking dreams, she lay in her bath, her round, full ripeness glowing golden against the marble sides. Red lips and black hair framed the green eyes that spoke at once of spring glades and of wild forests. My flesh hardened at the memory of her soft glory and in the rage at her absence that I could not bear to confess to myself.


  It was on one such Sabbath eve that I sat and watched the flames, thinking on her walking in the gardens in moonlight, her lips parted in song and the vines lengthening as they followed her slow stride. The very flowers blossomed at her call as I had myself. For she had chosen me of all the lords at court, all those who craved the feel of her breasts in their hands, the soft wonder of her thighs but dared them not. I laughed to think on it and remembered on, my eyes lost in the tapestry before my chair, one truth ringing loudly above all others: mine, she was mine.


  The sun had not set when my son, the steward of my lands, came into the room as soft as if on a cat’s paws and my thoughts scattered like birds before... but no, I banished all thoughts of slitted green or yellow eyes. These were the stuff of nightmares and left for sleep alone, not to be seen when I was awake, the ruler of my lands and family. None should know that my nights were haunted.


  He paid no heed to my distraction, asking instead those questions that he had asked on the dozens of Sabbath eves that had gone before. Did the countess his mother keep to her chambers this day? Would she do so after the king arrived? Always he spoke this way though I suspected that he knew the answers and asked only to torment me.


  Each day for three years, he had spoken to me thus: first, of harvests and kingdom, and last and oh so softly! of my lady wife, his mother. Naught but praise had he for her wisdom, her goodness, but some emotion that I could not fathom hung on his every word. Why did his mother keep to her chamber each sennight? Surely she had told me, and he as my son had the right to know. But perhaps I could not tell him.


  Then he would begin again on another line of questioning. His words hissed from his lips like a serpent’s. “How well my father bears with his wife’s absence! How patient you are with her woman’s moods. But surely, my lord, my father, you know what she does in those apartments whence even her maids and the children are barred? It cannot be forbidden to you.” And again. “She will not keep to her chamber thus when the king is here, depriving him of her beauty and wise counsel, no, surely not. My lord will need her by his side.”


  His words broke against the wall of my thoughts, just as his hatred roiled beneath their waves, though I failed to hear it at first. I loved him not and had but little faith in him, however I tried to conceal it. That day in my folly, I heard only one word of the many he spoke: forbidden.


  The fury of a fool swirled within me as I remembered what she had told me when we wed twenty years ago. Each sennight she was to keep to her chambers and I might not see her until Sabbath morn. Forbidden. That was the word she used, my countess, my own.


  True, there were softer words around it, set to lull and soothe but there it remained, cold and hard in the midst of them all. Was I not Raymond de Colombiers, master of these estates and vassals, and indeed, of she who shared my bed? How could my wife’s bath be forbidden me, I who loved her more than gold, than kin, than life itself?


  I tired quickly of my son’s presence and tried to let my anger leave me for these were not thoughts that I might share. Moreover, what use had I for kings when I had such a one as she who lay in a dark green pool some corridors away? My skin still bore the marks of her pleasure from this very morning and my fingers found them while I thought only of her as a man enchanted. My steward spoke on though it was clear that his father’s mind was elsewhere until I could bear it no longer. My hand waved him hence though neither king nor pastures would wait upon my pleasure.


  My ring I gave him to place my seal on such judgments as he needed to make. I gave it away as if it meant nothing, as if I could not see the hunger for power shining in his eyes like the gold he craved. He cast me one look over his should as he went, a glance filled with scorn. But I watched him leave and cared not.


  True, after he departed I thought more on the coming of the king, as he had surely intended. Here was my lord come to see his demesne for the first time since my father’s death. Surely he would be pleased. The people prospered, the merchants were rich, the land flowered. They said it was due more to my lady wife than to me but what cared I for that? They whispered too that she was an enchantress who held me in thrall and right they were.


  Right I was also to be held for I was determined to be happy thus. I had even removed the old priest when the simpleton began to speak of dark powers yet drew up short of the word “witch.” The new priest understood his place better, speaking well of both lord and lady. I would let nothing come between us, neither God nor king nor man.


  But that day doubts assailed me anew and I wondered if I was as sure of my lady’s heart as I believed. What of the king? What power had I to prevent him from conquering hearts where he chose and commanding what I might prize most? Would the king be forbidden my wife’s chambers as I was this day or would she welcome him with parted thighs and soft gasps? If it were so, would he take her with him when he rode away? My heart screamed with rage.


  These visions of the fool I was danced before my eyes and I forgot that she loved none but me. I remembered only that I owned, that she was mine and no other’s. My steward, for I will not name him my son, not now, yet his words had burned in my mind even when I thought I paid him no heed. They planted my fears one on top of the other and lit the tinder beneath. Still I cannot blame him for all of it: my jealousy rose from myself alone and I can blame no other for the results.


  On that day of happily ever afters that might have been, my thoughts turned unceasingly on the King and my lady wife. My jealousy knew no truth. Why should I be barred from what the king, if he so commanded, might enjoy? Why should I not go to my wife, my Melusine, and feel her beneath me, floating in fire-warmed waters? I must know that she loved no one but me. I had conquered where others feared to go and that victory must remain mine and mine alone.


  At this thought, I rose in anger with the word “forbidden” ringing in my ears. It sped my steps through the corridors to her chamber. The stone halls echoed behind with my passage and the guards stood straighter and taller when I passed. But they were as nothing to me.


  A turn, a stair, a few strides more and I stood still before the oaken door. From within I fancied I heard the water slide caressingly over her limbs and the gentle sound of her breath. I rested my head a moment against the solid beams of the door, weighed down by a sudden fever that made my hands tremble.


  Then I thought I heard another sound, one I dared not speak of aloud. My loins burned with fire, until I trembled against the wood of the chamber door. My breath rose and my heart ran like a deer pursued by the dogs. I entered my dreams even as I stood there, awake in my own hall and I felt the scales of creatures unseen slide across my own flesh. I felt their forked tongues and fangs taste of me while I gave them all that I had, surrendering even as I took them in unholy union.


  Forbidden she had said it was and forbidden it should be that a common man should lie with such as she. But I had known her touch both waking and sleeping and I was no common man. This I knew even as my knees trembled beneath me. I would know all the King might know, all the secrets that my beloved held. Like an idiot, I thought, too, that I would love her still, that I would desire whatever I found on the other side of the door, no matter what that was.


  With that, I threw it open and went in to greet my beloved, my Melusine. There I found the substance of my dreams, and my downfall. Even so, had it not been for the tip of her tail draped over the side of the bath, I might have denied the monster she was. As it was, her slitted eyes met my own and she hissed a single word through transformed lips and tongue, “Husband?”


  I will never know if there was love in those eyes; I only know that in my rage and my desire, God help me, I took her. I embraced her in her other form as I would the creatures from my dreams, though my soul cried out against it.


  When I woke on the Sabbath, I looked upon she who lay beside me and I ordered the executioner to my steward, her son’s door. There would be no more words, no more cunning. I thought then to erase what had come before, to return only to the sweet days we had known when we were first wed. I knew the crime I had committed after the words were spoken, after it was too late, and my son lay dead in the grave. I knew that I had killed him with my fears, my jealousy, as surely as if I had swung the blade myself.


  But even this was for nothing. Now each night I go and lie beside her to stare open-eyed at the ceiling above our bed so that none will know me for a coward. When I sleep at last, I know only the hard cobbles beneath my scales and the ache of being absolutely alone.


  Each morning I beg her to enchant me again, to make me forget what I know and each day she says only one thing to me, “There are many kinds of monsters here.” Then she turns away, hatred in her eyes and leaves me to sit and watch the candles burn before the tapestries. Here I remain, unable to go or stay, knowing that my beloved remains at my side only to send me the dreams that fill my mind with horrors. Such is my punishment. For this, too, is how the story ends: with an open door and a man gazing at the unclean depths of his soul.


  “Oh, you’d be surprised what you can do if you want to badly enough.”


  She’s Not There


  Pat Cadigan


  There was once such a thing as a single, as in music, as in rock ’n’ roll, as in hear it on a radio with a speaker that made it sound like listening to music over the telephone. Didn’t matter—if the speaker was small, the music was big. Big. What made it big could reach out through that fuzzy-muzzy speaker and change the world, change the universe. At least change your life.


  Don’t you remember how music changed your life? Of course not, why am I even asking? You couldn’t remember, even though you were there.


  How would you know, why would you care... ?


  That’s not how you remember the line, I know. But that’s how it was originally sung. Not by a group of young guys who managed to chart one more near-miss before passing into nostalgia, but by a young woman who committed suicide the day after it hit number one, cementing her place in the pantheon of rock music deities for all time and sending a good part of the civilized world into a mourning that eclipsed the deaths of Buddy Holly, Elvis, and John Lennon combined.


  You’ve never heard of her.


  It was a dirty little town. I mean that literally. Grimy little industrial town, blot on the New England landscape. There are those who even now will tell you that it was and is a pretty town, but they probably lived up on the west side or out on Summer Street. I lived where the dirt settled.


  Kathy didn’t. The Beaver would have been at home in her neighborhood. In mine, we’d have mugged him for his lunch money, and then made him pay protection so we wouldn’t do it again. And then we’d have done it again anyway, just to see the look on his face. That’s right, kid, there ain’t no justice in this world.


  You think that’s bad—punching out a harmless, mediocre little kid like the Beav? Well, it was. But the Beav got over it. He had a nice home to run to, June kissed his boo-boos, Ward taught him a few boxing moves, and he never walked through our turf again anyway.


  And just for the record, I never laid a glove on him. I wasn’t even there that day. I was in my room, studying. Because there were three things I knew better than anything:


  1. There’s no justice.


  2. There’s no Santa Claus.


  3. I was getting out.


  Kathy was the first one who ever believed me. Believed in me. We were little girls in Catholic school; navy-blue jumper dresses over white blouses and sky-blue bow ties, with kneesocks and saddle shoes, marching two by two into school in the morning. People would say, Bet you hate it, all that Catholic school stuff, all that regimentation, all that praying, those uniforms. Yeah, sure, all of it, except the uniforms. I secretly loved the uniforms even while I pretended to hate them. When you had a flock of kids in identical uniforms, you couldn’t tell who was from Summer Street and who was from that patch of blight just two blocks down from the church. You couldn’t tell unless you already knew. Kathy knew; she was from Summer Street. She didn’t care.


  She was always solemn, one of those skinny, paper-white girls you figure will grow up to be a professional neurotic. Because she was so brilliant. Brilliant. One of the Smart Kids in the class.


  I was Smart, too, but they made me fight for it. So I fought like I was mugging the Beaver taking everything he owned. Because it was supposed to be useless for me—my kind didn’t go to college, dirt didn’t get out. They said.


  The music told me different. Listen, you think a fuzzy-muzzy transistor radio is silly thing to hang on to? It was the music, really; when there was no radio, I played it in my head. Anything on that list of Things They Can’t Take Away From You, what you know and what you hear in your head, that’s what I hung on to. Maybe you’ve got something better. If you do, don’t go walking through my old neighborhood with it.


  Then I heard Kathy sing, and I knew what she was hanging on to.


  I hit the eighth grade the year that Kennedy hit the White House. A Catholic makes president—that must mean there’s a God, right? Well, there was something; maybe it was a pony. My face was breaking out; my breasts were breaking out, God help me. And Kathy was getting thinner.


  She was the only one doing that that I could see. I keep thinking it got cold early in the fall of 1960, but nobody else remembers it that way. No one else remembers it being especially cold or hot or anything else. An unremarkable year except for the election of the first Catholic president in history, which was supposed to mean something good to all us women in uniform, good little Catholic girls and the nuns who taught us.


  Every autumn, that’s what I think of—those weeks leading up to the election and after, the air growing cold, the last of the leaves falling off the trees, and, in spite of everything, in spite of where I was, what I was, and how it was then, I feel that same happy-sad feeling that comes with remembering really good things you don’t have anymore. But then, I guess that about sums it all up, doesn’t it?


  By the time we were all saying a rosary in class every day to thank Holy Mary for interceding with her Son to make Kennedy president, I had already heard Kathy sing. One afternoon over at her house, up in her room, she’d suddenly jumped up off the bed in the middle of some forgettable conversation, put a record on her record player, and then just stood in the middle of the room and sang. It was some folk song I’d never heard before, but if she’d been singing “Mary Had a Little Lamb” it would have been something I’d never heard before. She didn’t just have a voice, she had a voice, a voice. The Voice. Two seconds and I’d forgotten what a strange thing it was for her to do, just get up and perform. I was just so glad she’d done it for me, that I could hear it. And after she finished, I’d been going to make some kind of weak joke about getting her to sing at my wedding to some movie star or other, except that when she was through, I couldn’t say a word. I remember feeling like the sound of my voice would profane the quiet left after hers. I remember that it was quiet, too, very quiet, because there was no one else in the house that day.


  That didn’t happen often, that there would be no one home at Kathy’s. Her mother was a licensed practical nurse who worked at a convalescent home mostly and sometimes filled in at Tri-County General Hospital, usually around the holidays when the combination of vacations and sick leave would leave them shorthanded. Her father was an electrician or something, and I figured he made his own hours, because there wasn’t any pattern to when he was home and when he wasn’t. Kathy’s older sister, Sarah, was in high school, a place that was as mysterious to me as Timbuktu or Cleveland. The younger sister, Barbara, wasn’t home either—good thing for her, because Kathy was always chasing her out, telling her to go find something to do and some friend to do it with. I didn’t really understand that, because the kid never bothered her. She was okay, the kid; I’d have let her stay and even hang around us, but Kathy wouldn’t hear of it. One time I asked her why.


  “Because I can’t miss her if she won’t go away,” she snapped. It should have been funny, but Kathy really wasn’t much for humor. There’s only one joke she ever told me, so long ago, two lifetimes ago, but I still remember it. Because it was not the sort of joke I’d have expected her to tell me and I didn’t get it at the time. It went like this:


  Kathy: Do you know how to use the word “pagoda” in a sentence?


  Me: There’s a pagoda in Japan?


  Kathy: My father said, “Kathy, go to your room” and I said, “Pagoda hell.”


  I’d get it now. A lot of people would. But in 1960, at the beginning of the first American Catholic administration, nobody got it.


  “Does anybody else know you can sing?” It took me two days to get up the nerve to ask that question because I had the feeling she was pretty sensitive about her singing. Now that I had, it sounded so damned vapid.


  Kathy only twisted her shoulders in an awkward shrug. “Anyone like who? Sister Mary Aloysius? Mrs. What’s-Her-Name, the choir director? Dick Clark? My father?”


  She looked away. We were standing just inside the doors of the public library protected from the raw pre-Christmas wind (though not the damp, which was creeping up my ankles from my toes), watching the bus stop for our respective buses home. I took the Putnam Park Via Water Street; Kathy rode the less frequent Lunenburg Via John Bell Hwy. It was getting dark fast, earlier every day. I’d always hated the darkening descent to the Christmas season. Even though the days started getting longer just before Christmas Day, it never felt that way to me. I found winter depressing; so did Kathy, as far as I could tell.


  “Did you ever think of—you know, doing something with your, um, music?”


  “You mean, singing in front of people?” She turned to look at me, and I thought she’d be irritated with me—she’d sounded irritated—but the expression on her face was more frightened than anything else. “How? Where? And for who?”


  “The Glee Club? Or the choir?” Her eyes might have been boring two holes through me, “The Shangri-Las?”


  That made her smile, but it was a small one, sad and fleeting. “I don’t want them to know.”


  I waited for her to say something else, to say she thought that kind of thing was a big waste of time, that she didn’t want to sing moldy old show tunes and hymns, but she just kept staring at me, chewing on the inside of her lower lip. Waiting, I realized, for reassurance from me.


  “Well, for heavens sake, Kath, who’s going to tell them? Not me, you can bet the farm on that. I’m sick of how the Shangri-Las never take my advice anyway.”


  She started to smile again at that but she forced herself not to. ”Okay. That’s the way I want it.”


  “Well, okay,” I said.


  And then her bus came, for once ahead of mine, and I watched her bustle out and join the small group waiting in front of the bus door. She almost looked over her shoulder at me, except the scarf on her head was tucked into her coat collar and she couldn’t quite manage it.


  It wasn’t actually my business—I mean, I was curious, and in those days, you tended to feel like you deserved a full explanation for any weirdness that might crop up in a friend. Usually, you’d get it. But I never did. I’d ask her from time to time, broaching the subject carefully. Most times, she just ignored any questions—everything was too personal. Or she wouldn’t even hear me. Frustration? I’ll tell the world.


  I also wanted to tell the world about Kathy’s voice. Well, I wanted to tell somebody. Someone important, someone who would count, who could do something, give her the reward she deserved for having such a talent. I wanted somebody to put a smile on her pale face; I wanted that so bad I could taste it.


  Actually, I wanted it to be me so bad I could taste it. That’s how it is when you want to rescue someone, rush into whatever bad shit is going on in their lives and be the big hero. Of course, you want to do that in your own way, because it’s someone else you’re rescuing but it’s yourself that you’re gratifying.


  I thought about that one so much afterwards that I don’t have to think about it anymore. It’s in me the way oxygen’s in the atmosphere.


  Anyway, I discovered that there was someone who could put a smile on her face. He went to the boys’ branch of the school, which was a block away from the girls’ building. They kept us separated and penned up, so that by the time we went off to any of the coed high schools, the hormones were virtually audible.


  Eddie Gibbs was the name on Kathy’s smile. I could see why. He was cute but nice, too, not stuck-up like a lot of the more popular boys. We all got to see each other briefly during the daily lunch hour—our school let us out for lunch in those days—but for much longer and more substantially every Friday evening, when most of us would go to Miss Fran’s School of Ballroom Dancing where, to our wicked, sinful delight, the girls and boys could even touch each other.


  Miss Fran’s was a rite of puberty. Not to enroll was tantamount to checking the yes box for Have you ever been hospitalized for mental illness? on an employment application; you were marked permanently as odd, and nobody wanted that. So everyone signed up and went fox-trotting and box-waltzing and cha-cha-ing on Friday nights, even the oddest kids, the class outcasts and misfits, future doctors and future ex-cons, even me. Everyone, except Kathy.


  Now, somehow, all those years of hanging out with me hadn’t done anything to diminish her stature among our classmates, or with our teachers. She was Kathy, after all, Kathy who lived on Summer Street, and I guess they all figured that someday she’d outgrow her silly attachment to me. Sometimes one of the popular girls would take it into her head that she should Talk To Kathy About Her Friend. I guessed they were afraid that someday they’d look out the front window of their sorority house and see me following Kathy up the walk to the pledge party. Kathy would tell me about it sometimes, and one girl actually did say she would be pledging her mother’s sorority in college, and Kathy could, too, but I couldn’t. Can’t tell you how crushed I was.


  Anyway, what her association with me couldn’t do, her absence from Miss Fran’s did. It was more than odd, it was shocking and unnatural, and it wasn’t because of me. Suddenly, they were Talking To Me About Kathy.


  I don’t know what I would have told them if I’d known the truth. What I could say, in all honesty, was that I didn’t know. I didn’t know why she wasn’t there, I really didn’t. I asked her a couple of times, but she would just shake her head and look miserable. She was all pulled into herself, closed off; even her posture was like that, she was walking around with her chest all caved in. She looked thinner than ever, too. Everybody was talking, but to give them credit (something I don’t do too easily), all the talk was still pretty kind. Maybe she was sick, maybe someone she knew was sick, maybe her parents were fighting. That last could have meant anything from chronic arguing to having the police at your house every Saturday night, telling your father to sober the hell up (and your mother to shut the hell up).


  Kathy wouldn’t say, but she stopped inviting me over, and she stopped coming over to my place. I thought maybe she was mad at me, maybe one of those future sorority sisters had told her I’d cut her up, trying to break up our friendship. All I finally got out of her was that she was being punished. I didn’t ask her what for. Having to tell all in confession was humiliating enough; nobody wanted to have to tell anything sensitive to someone who wasn’t bound by the secrecy of the confessional.


  I’d have let it go even with Kathy getting sadder and thinner all the time, except that Eddie Gibbs came to me about her.


  I didn’t realize it was about her at first. I thought Eddie had a crush on me. It wasn’t so impossible. Ron Robillard had had a crush on me for a while early in the school year, and he was the most popular boy. Of course, he hated having a crush on me, and I always had to be careful to stay out of his way at Miss Fran’s because he’d stomp on my foot or pinch my arm or whisper something mean. It made me glad he wasn’t in love with me for real.


  Eddie was different, though. Eddie was kind, a real nice guy. Where Ron was your basic crew-cut blond all-American athlete and wife-beater-in-training, Eddie was slender and dark. My mother saw him once and said he was Mediterranean. He was a Smart Kid, too, and it only took a tiny little bit of extra attention from him to hook me, choosing me to dance with at Miss Fran’s, even sitting in the same pew at church one Sunday. And as we walked out together after Mass was over, he asked me why Kathy didn’t come to Miss Fran’s.


  I felt pretty dumb, but that lasted all of about a minute. Well, of course, Kathy. Why not Kathy? I couldn’t even be jealous about it, not really. I didn’t fit into that scheme, but Kathy did.


  Still, I felt pretty good that Eddie Gibbs had come to me, rather than one of the accepted girls. To me, it meant that I had his respect if not his heart, and knowing that gave me a bigger charge than him having a crush on me ever could have. That was why I did what I did.


  Actually, I didn’t do so much in the beginning. I promised Eddie three things: one, I would find out why she didn’t go to Miss Fran’s (well, I would try); two, I would show him how to get to her house. And then three, I would talk to her about him, find out if she liked him, too. Then they could officially be going out. This didn’t mean they were going anywhere together, just that they were boyfriend and girlfriend. Thirteen used to be too young to date.


  The easiest thing was, of course, showing him where Kathy lived. The Summer Street address didn’t even make him blink. He managed to contrive all kinds of excuses to pass by it. Sometimes he’d even ask me to go with him and I would. I thought maybe if Kathy’s family saw me with Eddie, they’d think he was my boyfriend instead of hers, and she wouldn’t get into trouble.


  I’m not sure what put that thought in my head, that Kathy’s family would object to her having a boyfriend. And hell, Eddie wasn’t her boyfriend, not formally. I wasn’t sure she even knew his name. Maybe it was just that they wouldn’t let her go to Miss Fran’s. Everybody knows a few kids with families like that, who over-protect them so much that they can’t wait to go to college and go nuts. Except I was pretty sure that Kathy wouldn’t, unless her folks stayed unreasonable after she got to high school.


  But the summer before high school, her father caught us, and she almost didn’t get there at all.


  Saying her father caught us makes it sound a lot more than it was, and yet, that doesn’t begin to tell it. A whole lot of people saw it; nobody saw it. All that showed on that sunny afternoon in early July was Eddie and I on the sidewalk in front of Kathy’s house, and Kathy sitting on the porch. Kathy’s father came out, looked at us, and then looked at her; she got up from her chair and went inside and we walked away.


  But that’s not what happened.


  What happened was, Eddie had talked me into walking over the Fifth Street bridge and down Hayward to Summer so he could check out Kathy’s, maybe see her outside and get a chance to talk to her. At that point, I couldn’t tell if Eddie really had it that bad for her, or whether he was dying of curiosity as to how any girl could be so resistant to his good looks and hot status. I wasn’t resisting him—even though he never made like he was interested in me in that way, even though I knew he wouldn’t have bothered even making friends with me if I hadn’t been a way to get next to Kathy, I went along with whatever he wanted. God knows, in this life the only reason anyone ever bothers with anyone else is for purposes of usefulness. In this life, or any other.


  So there we were, Eddie and I, walking along like we really were good buddies, even talking about this and that. Eddie had this surprisingly high political awareness—he was the only kid I knew who could actually discuss HUAC and Senator Joseph McCarthy. Well, the only kid besides Kathy, of course. Kathy seemed to know about a lot of things.


  The front of Kathy’s house was visible from the corner of Summer and Hayward, and we could see her on the porch as soon as we crossed the intersection. Eddie started to walk faster, and some impulse made me tug on his shirt and tell him to slow down. “You don’t want to stampede her, do you?” I said, only half-joking.


  He looked puzzled; why would any girl object to the sight of the great Eddie Gibbs coming toward her as fast as possible? Well, maybe that’s not fair, but it’s not totally unfair, either. In any case, Eddie slowed up, and we finally got to the middle of the block where Kathy’s house was without him exploding with frustration or hormones.


  I made Eddie stand there on the sidewalk until I could get Kathy’s attention. I was thinking we had to do this fast, say hello, get her to come with us, and be gone before someone else in the family saw the three of us together.


  Looking back on it, I think that she must have seen us all along and she was trying to ignore us into going away. But discouraging Eddie Gibbs wasn’t that easy. I felt envious; I couldn’t imagine that any handsome guy was ever going to chase me so persistently, and I couldn’t figure out why Kathy wasn’t thrilled, or at least flattered.


  She sat there for a long time paging through the Sears catalog, of all things, and not looking up. The neighbors on either side of her were out in their gardens and doing some lawn work and they’d noticed us. Not in any big way, they just waved at me and I waved back. Eddie went from baffled to annoyed. “Kathy?” he asked.


  It wasn’t that his voice was so loud as that it just carried well, through all those outdoor sounds to the porch. Kathy finally looked up, and my first thought on seeing her face was, Who died?


  That moment became one of those mental snapshots you can never lose, no matter how much changes afterwards. I could see that the white posts were going to need painting before the summer was out, that some of the boards were a little bit warped, that someone had put out some geraniums to be planted. There was a transistor radio sitting on a small wicker table to Kathy’s right. She was wearing what I thought of as a school blouse, with a softly rounded collar, a silver crucifix, and one of her good skirts. I wondered if she were going somewhere.


  Then I realized it wasn’t sadness on Kathy’s face but rage. The last thing she could have wished for was to have someone like Eddie Gibbs standing in front of her house, looking at her. I thought I saw her make a move to get up, and I don’t know whether she meant to come down the walk to us or go inside to get away from us, because before she could do anything at all, her father came out onto the porch.


  He wasn’t a big man, Kathy’s father, neither exceptionally ugly nor handsome nor anything else. My impression was that I could stare at him all day and forget what he looked like as soon as I turned away. He gazed at me and Eddie as if he suspected we’d come to steal the silver. After some unmeasurable span of time, he turned to Kathy.


  Pagoda hell. It might as well have been painted on her forehead. This was bad, I thought; this was really, really bad, whatever was going on between them. But even that wasn’t so remarkable. Lots of people our age were at war with one or both parents; it was the way things went. I kept thinking that was all it was, one of those generation gap problems, as, in response to some cue I hadn’t caught, Kathy got up without a word and went into the house.


  Eddie and I looked at each other. An airplane droned overhead, and when I looked back to Kathy’s house, the porch was empty. I turned back to Eddie and shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  “Me, either,” Eddie replied, and we went back the way we had come. I was sort of hoping that Eddie would ask me to be his girlfriend, since Kathy’s rejection had been unmistakable, but Eddie seemed to be lost in thought. Probably needed some time, I decided as our paths diverged at the corner of Hayward and Fifth.


  Two days later, I called Kathy, thinking I’d sound her out about Eddie—was she interested or not? His interest in her had lasted longer than the usual crush, and I wasn’t sure whether to be worried by Eddie’s attention span or just impressed.


  The line was busy, and still busy when I tried again a half hour later. After three hours, I gave up. Maybe someone had knocked the phone off the hook.


  The phone was still beeping busy the following morning, so I figured I’d just walk over and see what the problem was. Without Eddie, this time; considering the expression on Kathy’s father’s face, I didn’t think I should bring anyone with me. No, scratch that—any boy. Some parents got overly nervous. I wouldn’t have thought Kathy’s would he, but there was no telling, really; I just didn’t know them very well.


  This time, Kathy’s mother was sitting on the porch, with the newspaper and a big glass of pink lemonade. Not an uncommon sight in July, but there was something weird about it. Kathy’s mother looked like she was posing for a picture. Or just posing—I kept thinking that the lemonade and the paper were props, but that didn’t make any sense.


  Maybe some of what I was feeling showed on my face; Kathy’s mother got this defensive look, as if she expected me to challenge her right to do this, sit on her own porch with a cold drink. Or maybe she was just worried that I’d ask her for a sip, or even my own glass. Neither of Kathy’s parents had ever been in danger of winning a medal for hospitality.


  I was kind of annoyed, so I just walked right up onto the porch and said, “Hi, Kathy home?”


  She stared straight ahead, newspaper in one hand, lemonade in the other. “No.”


  “Oh.” I waited for a few moments. “Will she be back soon?”


  Now the woman shrugged. Lemonade sloshed over the rim of the glass and spotted her white pants.


  “Okay, then, when would be a good time for me to call her?”


  She didn’t say anything for the longest time. I’d been going to wait her out, and then decided I was tired of her game, whatever it was. No wonder Kathy was so strange, I thought as I stumped down the porch steps. Next to her parents, she was positively normal.


  “Kathy’s in the hospital.”


  I turned around to see Barbara standing just inside the screen door. Her mother gave her a really furious look, but Barbara ignored her, hugging herself. Barbara was built much more solidly, not thin like Kathy.


  “She’s in the hospital with blood poisoning,” Barbara said. “She’s going to be all right, but she can’t have any visitors. Because of germs.”


  That was the last straw for her mother, I guess. She got up in a big hurry, and Barbara fled. Her mother yanked open the screen door with such force that it flew all the way back, banging against the front of the house. I waited, thinking I’d hear some yelling and find out what Kathy’s mother was so upset about, but there wasn’t a sound. Yelling would have been embarrassing, but the silence was downright weird. I went home and phoned Eddie. I figured he should know.


  As it turned out, Eddie’s older sister was a nurse in training at the hospital, so he could find out more than I could. I made him promise to tell me when he did, and he kept assuring me that he would, don’t worry.


  Guys lie. All guys, young and old, boyfriends, fathers, brothers, all of them. They lie and lie and lie. Either that or they don’t pay any attention to what they’re saying while they say it. He found out. He even sneaked in and saw her. And after that he wouldn’t even speak to me.


  Kathy had to be an invalid for the rest of the summer, or so her mother the nurse said. She got hold of a wheelchair—maybe borrowed it from the convalescent home. Kathy sat in it on the porch for the last part of July and all of August, listening to the radio. She couldn’t go anywhere or spend much time with anyone. I only went over when her house would be at its emptiest. And even so, she wouldn’t say much. Not just about how she happened to end up in the hospital, but about anything. Trying to hold a conversation with her was impossible.


  I was pretty mad at Kathy’s mother, and also at Eddie Gibbs for being such a fair-weather boyfriend. I didn’t know what his problem was, except he obviously wasn’t interested in Kathy anymore. Maybe some cheerleader with big breasts had given him a tumble, I thought. Guys were a lot more trouble than they were worth.


  Toward the end of August, Kathy seemed to be getting a lot better, but she was still in that damned wheelchair. “Why does your mother insist on keeping you in that thing?” I asked her finally. “You can walk, can’t you?”


  She shook her head.


  “You can’t walk?” I couldn’t believe it.


  “No, it’s not my mother. My father makes me stay in the chair.”


  “Well, that’s ridiculous,” I said. “How are you supposed to stay healthy—”


  “My father doesn’t want me to put any excess strain on my heart before school starts.” She turned up the radio, which was supposed to end the conversation.


  “But that doesn’t make any sense,” I said, raising my voice to talk over Elvis. “Your mother’s a nurse, she could tell him—”


  “No, she can’t,” Kathy said. “She can’t, and we can’t. Nobody can tell him anything.”


  After that, she didn’t want to talk about anything anymore, but I was getting tired of that and all her neurotic shit. Her and her mother and her weirdo father—by far, the only sensible one seemed to be Barbara, and I was starting to wonder about her.


  “I think this year you ought to do something with your singing,” I told her abruptly, reaching over to turn Elvis down. “Get involved with the Glee Club and the choir. They’ll probably make you a soloist. Looks good on your transcript when you apply to college.”


  “Oh, I plan to do something with my singing,” she said, giving me this sideways look.


  “What?” I asked her.


  “You’ll see.”


  “Come on, Kathy, what.”


  “You’ll see.” Suddenly she smiled. “You will.” She turned up the radio again and was happy for all of fifteen seconds. Her father materialized on the porch like a magic trick. He snapped off the radio, then picked it up, yanked the batteries out of the compartment in the bottom, and put them in his pocket.


  “Trash,” he said, glaring at Kathy. “You know what kind of people listen to that trash, don’t you?” His gaze moved to me. ”Don’t you, Katherine? Answer me.”


  She ducked her head and I thought I heard her whisper, Yes, Daddy.


  “People like her.” He jerked his thumb toward the sidewalk. “Hit the road, trash. I don’t want you near my daughters, any of them. The next time one of those horny young apes you go around with gets a yen for some, you take him to the whores you live with. Do I make myself clear to you?”


  It all came out in such a quiet, calm voice, I wasn’t sure that I’d actually heard what I heard. And then Kathy whispered, Go. Please. Get out of here.


  I was so shocked, that was just what I did. Maybe her father had blown some kind of gasket in his brain, I thought. I’d have to ask Kathy when I saw her at school, even though she would probably be embarrassed to death over it. Because she lived on Summer Street; in my neighborhood, I’d have just figured him for yet another guy who got mean when he got drunk.


  Actually, it was the last time I saw Kathy for years. The week before school started, she ran away. Without the wheelchair.


  High school was hell anyway, but without Kathy, it was even more rotten. I was so mad at her for leaving me to face it alone, after we’d stuck together for so long. At the same time. I couldn’t blame her. What wasn’t boring was incomprehensible or embarrassing. I fell into my radio and stayed there.


  Not the local stations, which were all easy listening or country-western or yak-yak-yak, but the ones from Boston and Worcester, where everything seemed to be faster, happier, better. I loved to sit alone and listen after school. In Worcester, the kids called in requests every afternoon, and it sounded like they all knew each other. I daydreamed about getting out, finding my way to some place like that. Maybe that was what Kathy had done, gone off to find some better place to be, where her parents couldn’t keep her in a wheelchair, and as soon as she was sure it really was a better place, she’d let me know. Somehow, she’d send me a message to come join her without giving it away to her parents or anyone else.


  I hung on to that for a while, even though I knew it was a complete fantasy. But as long as it was a complete fantasy, I pulled out all the stops and imagined that her message would come in the music. Like we were spies or secret agents in hostile country, trying to get home.


  So fourteen and fifteen is a little old to be playing Spy. It was better than playing with Eddie Gibbs. He’d gone on to become high school aristocracy, and, as near as I could tell, he’d forgotten all about Kathy and me. I gave him a dirty look every time I saw him; he would stare right through me, like he didn’t see me at all.


  Yeah, well, like I should have expected more out of a fourteen-year-old guy.


  I spent my junior year sleeping with Jasper Townshend. It was the next best thing to getting out.


  Every night of the week, I could drift off to sleep at the sound of Jasper’s low, velvety voice urging me to believe in the power of my own dreams. It didn’t bother me that he said this to everyone who slept with him. I didn’t expect a whole lot of Jasper; all I wanted to do was forget this world for seven or eight hours, and Jasper knew exactly how to help me do that.


  Being so good at what he did, he became a very popular guy, number one in the overnight time slot. All the other radio stations might as well have been off the air. It wasn’t just that he had the best voice in the business, or a lot of great things to say. It was that he really knew how to program the music, and when to shut up.


  You could tell the music meant a lot to him. I think it meant as much to him as it did to me. With Kathy gone, it meant more to me than it ever had. Sometimes I’d even forget that my little fantasy wasn’t real, and I’d listen for Kathy’s voice, the song she would sing to let me know she’d found someplace safe.


  I guess if you listen hard enough for something, you’ll finally hear it.


  The first time I heard it was in a dream, literally. I was back in Kathy’s room and she was singing for me, but it wasn’t the folk song I remembered but something slow called “In My Room.” I seemed to remember some surfer-types singing it and it had sounded pretty lame. But Kathy had stolen it and made it into some kind of hymn to privacy. And why not a hymn? All us good little Catholic girls sang hymns best.


  The song ended and I was captivated all over again. I didn’t want anything to break the silence that fell after that last pure note, I wanted to listen to it echo in my mind, but Kathy’s father suddenly barged in without knocking. I thought he was going to tell me I was trash and throw me out. Instead, he started singing, too.


  Shock woke me up. But Kathy’s father was still singing, and I realized I was hearing the radio. I could feel my emotions going up and down, like a flock of seagulls riding on waves. I mean, I was really glad Kathy’s father wasn’t singing or throwing me out, but I was really sorry the Kathy version of “In My Room” wasn’t available.


  Then I found out I was wrong, and I didn’t know how I felt.


  I wish you still knew what happened after that—it would make all of this so simple. But I’ve resigned myself to the fact that no one remembers The Voice except me.


  That was what they called her—Billboard, Variety, Hit Parade. Dick-for-chrissakes-Clark. George Martin, too; he’d been trying to get some British group with funny haircuts to smooth out their sound, get respectable. When he heard The Voice, he dropped them and hopped a jet for America. He tracked her down in L.A., and then spent three months wooing her with promises of all kinds.


  I could have told him she’d have been a tough nut to crack. I giggled whenever I thought of some high-powered music promoter or manager or whatever they were coming to me for advice on how to reach The Voice. I’d have told them just not to bother. The Voice couldn’t be bought, wasn’t for sale.


  I didn’t really expect her to think of me, either. She’d run away from all of it years ago, me included. I didn’t know why it included me; I didn’t want to know, either. I was afraid I’d find out that her father had finally brainwashed her into believing I was the trash he said I was. Instead, I went on pretending that she was sending me messages in the music, messages of encouragement. I hung on to the music and hung on to her.


  And what the hell—the miracle came to pass, and I got my ticket out. It was labeled Full Scholarship, State University. One way only, and that was all right with me.


  That was the time that I was really tempted to try to get in touch with her, to show her that I’d done it after all, the way she had always believed I would. I thought maybe she really might want me to get in touch with her now. She may have been The Voice to the world, but I was the one who had heard The Voice first. Before she had sung for anyone else, she had sung for me.


  I wish you all remembered her world tour. I was at the state university then, majoring in parties and becoming radicalized, when I found out she was going to play that blot on the New England escutcheon we had both escaped. I’d go see her in both places, I decided. I was still going back to see my mother once in a while; I could make an extra trip for Kathy.


  Eddie Gibbs was long gone, as far as I knew. He’d joined the Army right after graduation and been shipped off to somewhere in Southeast Asia. Too bad, I thought, he’d never get a chance to see what he’d missed.


  So I went. She was as thin as ever, maybe even a little thinner. Her hair had grown out long, down past her shoulders. Sometimes, when she moved her head in a certain way, it reminded me of a nun’s veil; I wondered how she was living and with who, if anyone.


  I wondered through her rendition of “Tobacco Road,” and then was startled to hear my name mentioned.


  “This next song I also stole, from four good kids who could probably have a hit single with it, and maybe they will. But not till I’m done with it. This is for my friend who always said she was getting out. I hope she got out.”


  A wave of laughter swept through the audience—I swear, she could have stood up there and castigated everyone and they would all still have loved her. She waited a beat and then launched into “I’m Not There.”


  No one told you about me


  The way I cried...


  Nobody told you about me


  How many people cried...


  . . . don’t bother trying to find me


  I’m not there...


  Very spooky song, and not in a good way. If there was such a thing as being allergic to a song, I was allergic to that one. I couldn’t stand to listen to it, watching her move back and forth across the stage, looking carefully at all the upturned faces.


  I knew she was searching for me, and, suddenly, I didn’t want her to find me. During the break, I pushed through all the people milling around and got outside none too soon. My stomach had been turning over and over. Much to the disapproval of some of the well-muscled group in T-shirts that proclaimed Security front and back, I puked into a garbage can just outside the hall and then went back to my mother’s. I figured that would be the end of it, but I was wrong. Again.


  “It took a while to find you,” she said on the telephone. Her speaking voice, as well as The Voice, sounded just the way I remembered, full and textured.


  “What do you want?” I asked her. “I mean, you seem to have everything.”


  “I’d give it all up just to get some peace of mind.” I thought that was a pretty weird thing to say. I couldn’t think of how to respond her. “There aren’t any easy answers,” she added, as if she had read my mind. “I’m just letting you know how I feel.”


  I switched the receiver to my other ear. “And how do you feel?”


  “Did you stay long enough to hear ‘I’m Not There’?” she asked suddenly. “That’s the song I stole. That’s what they call it when you take a song someone else wrote and change it to fit your own preference. Did you like it?”


  “It was strange,” I said.


  “But did you like it?” There was such an urgent note in her voice, I felt I had to be completely honest.


  “No.”


  She gave a short laugh. “No. You wouldn’t. Because you are there, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah. I’m here.” I paused. “You’re the one who left.”


  “No,” she said patiently, “I wasn’t there to begin with. I was never there. Because no one told you about me.”


  “Don’t,” I said.


  “Don’t what—tell you?”


  “You’re not telling me anything, you’re just spooking me. I was hanging on because you were supposed to be there to hang on with me. You believed—”


  “No, you believed,” she said snappishly.


  “And you let me.”


  There was a long pause. “Yes,” she said at last. “I suppose I did.” She paused again. “Is there anything—has there ever been anything—that you’d give it all up for?”


  I laughed. “What have I ever had to give up?”


  “Everything.”


  I laughed some more. “ ‘Everything.’ Jesus, Kathy, I think you’re getting your ‘everything’ confused with my ‘everything.’ In case you hadn’t noticed, you’ve got a hell of a lot more in your ‘everything’ than I do in mine.”


  “It wasn’t always that way,” she said gravely. I squirmed a little because I had just been thinking something along the same lines.


  “No, but it sure is now, isn’t it?” I sighed. “What did you call for, Kathy? And how did you know to call me here?”


  “I was hoping I’d find you.”


  “You were hoping I’d still be living here?”


  “No. That you’d come back here for the concert.”


  I was annoyed with myself for being so predictable. “Okay. So why did you call?”


  “I wanted to ask you if you thought there was anything in this life that you’d give up everything for?”


  I sighed. “Don’t tell me—you’re top of the charts and suddenly you think you have a calling to become a nun.”


  “No.”


  “Then what?”


  “Answer the question.”


  “I can’t,” I said, annoyed. “It’s your question, not mine. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Another one of those pauses. I couldn’t even hear her breathe. “You’re right. I can’t ask you a question I’m supposed to answer. So let me ask you this: Do you think you could ever forgive me?”


  I hadn’t expected that one at all. “For what? For leaving me to get it all figured out on my own? Build my own life?”


  “Among... other things,” she said, a bit hesitant.


  “Yeah, sure. What the hell. Forgiveness is one of the cornerstones of the Church we grew up in. And you can take the girl out of the Church, but you can’t take the Church out of the girl, right?”


  Kathy didn’t laugh. “Oh, you’d be surprised what you can do if you want to badly enough.”


  “I would?”’


  “You will.” Dead line. It was the last thing she ever said to me. In that life.


  “I’m Not There” took off like an epidemic. It was really like that. People got infected with it. I didn’t understand it, it was the world’s biggest downer, and yet it seemed like you couldn’t put on a radio without hearing it five times an hour. The world tour kept adding shows and dates, and it looked like she planned to spend the rest of her life touring and singing “I’m Not There.” Rock groups were fighting each other to open for her, and she couldn’t walk down a street in any city or town without getting mobbed.


  Still, the news about her was either very sparse or very controlled. What interviews she gave were enigmatic at best, and made her sound like a weirdo at worst. Which I guess she was, thanks to her parents.


  I thought about them a lot, wondered if they were touched by Kathy’s good fortune. The house always looked the same on my visits back to Blight City, and there was never anything about her parents or her hometown in the news about her. As if she had x-ed it all out of her life and reinvented herself. She wouldn’t have been the first.


  Ultimately, I couldn’t blame her. Some impulse made me drop into the chapel on campus and light a candle for both Kathy and me. Peace between us, I thought. Or maybe prayed is a better word for it. I hoped that when she called again—if she ever did—we’d be friends.


  My clock radio woke me the next morning with the news of her suicide.


  There was the usual controversy, lots of editorials about how fame, success, and money couldn’t buy happiness. Crowds holding vigils outside the concert hall where she was to have performed that night, prayer services, tributes by various of the rock aristocracy.


  I spent that day in a state of shock. Without thinking about it, I threw some clothes and books in a bag, went down to the bus station, and bought a ticket home. I was too much of a zombie to cope with anything more demanding than a bus. I couldn’t even register the passage of time—I got on the bus, then I got off the bus. Then I walked one step after another through a darkness until I saw the lights in the windows and I knew I was at the house.


  Kathy’s mother answered the door. She only looked at me and then turned away, disappearing into the kitchen. Barbara and Sarah were sitting on the couch in the living room. All these years and it was the same couch. Sarah looked as if someone had been threatening her with a beating; she was all but cowering while Barbara sat holding both her hands. Barbara was bigger than she’d been the last time I’d seen her, not fat, just husky, like an athlete.


  Barbara and I gazed at each other for a long moment. Then she flicked a glance at the staircase leading to the second floor. I nodded and went up.


  Her father was in her room, sitting on her bed with his hands on his knees. “What do you want?” he said.


  The room was just as it had been back when she had sung for me, a thousand years ago in this empty house. I went over to her desk and put on her radio.


  “... vigil in London at the Odeon, as well as in cities across America,” a disc jockey was saying solemnly. “At a candlelight service in Manhattan, protest singer Bob Dylan performed a new song he called ‘Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands,’ which he says he wrote specifically for—”


  Kathy’s father was at the desk so quickly I flinched. He snapped the radio off. “Lady,” he sneered. “She was no lady. She was just another teenaged whore with hot pants. Like you. She took off because what she was getting here wasn’t enough for her, she had to have them by the dozens—”


  I backed away from him, looking around for something to defend myself with, in case he got violent.


  “I knew you would start bringing them around here for her. I know your kind, I know.”


  Even if there had been anything vaguely like a weapon handy, I don’t think I’d have known how to use it. I felt as if I were shrinking in the face of this creature passing for human. I turned and ran for the door.


  He caught the back of my collar just as I put my hand on the doorknob. The neck of my shirt pressed into my windpipe, choking me, but I managed to get the door open. He was trying to reel me in, but I clamped both hands on either side of the doorway, braced myself, and opened my mouth to scream.


  Kathy was standing in the hallway, near the top of the stairs. The sight startled me so much, I froze. Fortunately, Kathy’s father saw her too, and stopped struggling with me as well.


  “You!” he growled at her, and shoved me aside. I fell to the floor and scrambled up again quickly, watching him advance on Kathy. She didn’t yell or scream or try to run away—she just stood there and let him come at her.


  For a few moments, his body hid her completely, and I screamed as hard and as loud as I could, as if I were trying to stun him with sound. “Stop!”


  Kathy’s father turned on me, letting her go. She sagged against the banister and I saw that it wasn’t Kathy as I had last seen her, but Kathy at fourteen. “Lesbo!” he snarled at me. “Is that it, you’re teaching her your dirty little girlie tricks, is that it, lesbo?”


  Panic was like an electric shock. I couldn’t make myself do anything except point at Kathy, fourteen-year-old Kathy on the stairs, watching her father and me with the strangest expression of calm detachment. Was she really there, was she—?


  His hand went completely around my biceps, because suddenly I was only fourteen myself. He dragged me toward the stairs as if I weighed nothing. I tried to pull away and I thought my arm would tear out of the socket. He was cursing and ranting about dirty little girls and pulling me to the head of the stairs. I clung to the banister just next to where Kathy was standing and looked up at her. She seemed about to say something, but then I felt my feet become entangled with her father’s legs. There wasn’t even time to yell Ouch—we were on our way down the stairs together the quick way.


  I was pretty sure we hit every step, separately and together. At each impact, I could hear a collection of different noises, some of it music, some of it just voices, and sometimes just her voice. The Voice.


  No one told you about me


  Though they all knew...


  Sometime later, I had stopped falling down the stairs, but a big hole must have opened up in the floor because I was still falling, but through empty space, unimpeded even by the vision of Kathy leaning over me and explaining, “ . . . my eyes are clear and bright, but I’m not there.”


  And she wasn’t, and neither was I.


  I woke up here, where you all believe I’ve been waking up every day for ten of the last thirty years. I’m not disoriented; I can remember what you remember of this world. But I also remember that world. I know there’s no going back to the way things were.


  The funny thing is, if she’d asked me, if Kathy had just asked me, I might have done it for her anyway. Except I’d have tried a lot harder to fix it so that we could both come out with something better for each of us.


  If she had told me, back then, I would have helped her. I wouldn’t have just looked the other way. I’d have believed her. After all, she believed in me.


  But for some reason, she couldn’t believe in herself, I guess. Which was why she needed me. She didn’t believe she could get out, you see. She didn’t believe there would ever be an escape for her, so she took mine. My escape, and my belief. And it worked.


  It took some big sacrifices on her part, though. She couldn’t just take, she had to give up something in return. That was the suicide after the day “I’m Not There” hit number one, the sacrifice she had to offer to get my faith for her own.


  She gave up The Voice, too. Maybe someone else wouldn’t have, but then, someone else didn’t have to endure her father’s weight on top of her in her own room, crushing her spirit. But she had to give up all of The Voice. That was the big price, the biggest price of all, really.


  So it turned out that I was there that afternoon when we were both fourteen, and her father came home to find that she had disobeyed his rules about no visitors, and I went tumbling down the stairs with him. You see that sort of thing in the movies and it never occurs to you that it’s the sort of thing you can break your back doing. Of course, it could have been worse—Kathy’s father might have lived.


  The parish was very good to me and my mother, but even a church collection plate isn’t a bottomless well. My mother’s insurance should keep me in this place for maybe another five years. After that—well, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll be getting out. You know? That’s a joke, you can laugh.


  I keep hoping that Kathy will suddenly reappear, come back from wherever she went—someone told me she became a nurse, but out of state somewhere. I keep hoping she’ll come back and thank me. I keep hoping, and hoping, and hoping. I don’t believe I’ll ever be getting out of this chair, but I’ve been trying to make myself believe that Kathy’s coming back.


  I can see her, too. I can see just how she’ll look, and suddenly I’ll get this feeling that if I turn around real quick—


  But of course, she’s still not there.


  He poured a substantial slug of the strange liquid down his throat and over his thoughts. It filled his head with a humming pulse, and his skin alit with friction...


  An Apiary of White Bees


  Lee Thomas


  Oliver Bennett walked across the lobby of the Cortland Hotel, nodding to his employees and guests. The floor, a lake of travertine marble, swirling with veins of cream and beige-colored stone, absorbed the dull light of a stormy afternoon. Behind the concierge desk and sitting area, French doors ran the length of the west wall; their white slats parceled the concrete promenade, the grounds, and the cloud-veiled mountain range beyond the glass into a precise grid.


  Oliver didn’t care much for the Cortland. It was a landmark, decorated with extravagance and taste, but without a single concession to warmth. His wife Amanda wanted it, so he bought it, and they lived here because she wanted that too, but it was hardly a home. A home should be filled with personal belongings and intimate, happy memories. And at least one person in that place should love you.


  The Cortland was an adequate shelter, Oliver supposed, pausing at the French doors, clasping a chilled silver handle in his palm. He looked over his shoulder at the lobby, observed the patrons, dressed in elegant wools, silks, and fur, moving gracefully amid the stiff-backed employees in their crisp black uniforms. Above, a Lalique chandelier hung like an immense pellucid beehive.


  Oliver never noticed the similarity of shape before. The swollen center. The tapered extremes. It really is a beautiful fixture, he thought.


  Outside on the veranda, he zipped his jacket against the chill and looked north over the lawn toward the swimming pool, now covered in a sky blue tarp. The swimming season ended over a month ago, making the destruction around the pool less of an inconvenience, though, no less of an eyesore.


  The earth beyond the broken pool was wounded and raw. Ridges of dirt rose in a ring behind a run of yellow warning tape. A bulldozer squatted on the lawn. Oliver checked over his shoulder to make sure that Amanda wasn’t watching him—a reflex only. His wife never watched him, never followed. He knew she couldn’t be bothered to keep track of a man she felt, on kinder days, was simply an obstacle on the way to a bank account. That didn’t stop her from complaining about his behavior, however. If she caught him lighting up, she would use it as an excuse to berate him for the rest of the day. But since she was nowhere to be seen, Oliver pulled a pack of cigarettes from his jacket and lit one. With his lungs warmed by the smoke, he crossed the lawn toward the hole in his property and the wonderful thing it held.


  Two weeks ago, while digging a trench in an attempt to repair the pool’s broken plumbing, a work crew was interrupted by the discovery of a brick barrier. As the excavation continued, the barrier revealed itself to be a wall—one of four creating a vault buried deep in the ground. Oliver was there that day, standing on the lip of the gouged earth when the door was revealed. His anticipation of its opening had been wonderful, the only good thing he’d felt in years.


  Despite the protests of Joe Hopkins, the crew’s foreman, Oliver insisted on being among the first group of men to examine the contents of the strange brick building. After all, it was unearthed on Oliver’s property. It was his, and he had every right to be part of the discovery.


  And what a find it was. Inside were crates of alcohol, stacked floor to ceiling. Narrow passages cut between them, so that Oliver, Hopkins, and two of his workmen could navigate the length and depth of the chamber.


  They must have hidden it here during prohibition, Hopkins said.


  And nobody remembered it was here?


  Apparently not.


  Amazing.


  Oliver stepped forward, out of the memory, and drew deeply on his cigarette. He ducked under the cordon of warning tape and stepped over the thick cable feeding electricity to the lights Hopkins had strung in the vault. He looked into the hole. Scabs of dirt marred the brick wall and filled the creases in the door’s planks.


  Though he knew this was his property, and he had every right to be here, Oliver hesitated before stepping onto the steep grade that would take him down to the door. He wasn’t doing anything wrong, but he felt wrong, and the sensation brought a distant memory, which made the afternoon chill several degrees colder.


  I want to show you something.


  Where are we going, Kyle?


  Come on. It’s okay. Your dad showed me this.


  Oliver drew away from the hole, just one step, a minor concession to fear. Then he thought, No, this is mine. He dropped his cigarette on a mound of upturned sod and walked toward the door.


  Square-faced lights glowed high on the walls, catching the grain of the crates in their cast. Walking through the narrow paths, Oliver imagined he looked much like a giant passing through a city of wooden skyscrapers. The air was thick with dust and the scent of rotted pine and oak. He paused and read the labels stenciled on the sides of the crates; some were still legible, others had faded to little more than stains. Of course, the names meant little to him. He had neither the mind nor the tongue of a connoisseur. Still, he wondered what these aged liquors might taste like after so long. Was time generous, giving the spirits some special properties, or had it sapped them of essence as it did so many other things?


  He searched, looking for some indication on the wall of crates for the case that most deserved his attention. Among the labels he could read, he found some self explanatory—Gin, Scotch Whiskey, Bordeaux, and English Rum—and others told him nothing—Belle of Anderson, Crown Prince, and Old Cabin Still.


  The more he explored, the more intriguing he found the vault, and Oliver believed he was working out a pattern in the room’s organization. The pedestrian liquors—the whiskeys, the gins and rums—were at the front, while the middle of the room was filled with more exotic beverages—brandies, liqueurs and aperitifs. Further back, deeper in the maze of crates, the wines took hold. When he reached the back wall, he recognized the Dom Perignon crest on two stacks, though the letters were ghosted to indecipherability. Finally, he came to two crates set aside in a corner, not touching any of the other containers. These made him all the more curious for their total lack of identification.


  Every other box in the chamber carried some blemish of ink but not these. To Oliver’s mind, this was the trove he sought—its value corroborated by its anonymity. Using the knife on his key ring, he pried the lid. Aged wood and nails whined against his efforts. The edge he worked splintered. He dug in again and cracked the wood enough to glimpse the contents.


  The bottles appeared yellow, but it was too gloomy to tell. They were uniquely shaped—six sided and nestled together like glass honeycombs. Each bottle was capped in wax that ran in clumped rivulets down the neck. They would do fine, he decided, and set to completing the task of opening the crate’s lid.


  Once the boards were torn back, he gazed inside. The case was designed to hold eight of the hexagonal bottles—three to a side, nestling two in the middle. But the two central bottles were missing, and a profound disappointment settled on him. Though, certainly, the culprit had absconded with the bottles nearly three-quarters of a century ago, he couldn’t help but feel somehow violated.


  Oliver carried a bottle of the mysterious liquor to the front of the vault and sat on a crate. He scraped the wax away with his knife, then brushed cream-colored flakes from the thighs of his trousers. Beneath this, a simple cork sealed the bottle, and it pulled free easily. He sniffed, and a sweet yet bitter odor climbed into his nose. Oliver swirled the liquid around in the bottle, and yes, the glass was yellow. Then, he drank. The liqueur cooled his throat instead of burning like so many spirits burned; it numbed his tongue, his stomach, his muscles.


  He prepared himself to feel sick, perhaps poisoned, but the drink enlivened his system. Taking another sip, he leaned back on the crate and observed the vault and found it much to his liking.


  Unlike Amanda, Oliver didn’t need everything in his world to be polished and precious. Whenever he could sneak away for a week or two on his own, earthier places beckoned him. Dockside bars where the men and women were calloused and broken; musk-reeking video arcades with black-walled mazes, leading from one erotic shadow to the next; sweating alleys, running like veins through terminal neighborhoods—these were his places. They tarnished the silver of him and the secret of their visiting made him feel alive.


  Where are you taking me, Kyle?


  It’s a special place. A secret.


  Lifting the bottle to his lips again, Oliver closed his eyes. The childhood recollection was back, and instead of fighting it, he entertained the memory, remembering a fine young man that he once admired, even worshipped.


  Kyle was the son of the gardener who kept the grounds of the Bennett Estate. Two years Oliver’s senior, Kyle was strong and tanned and confident, with a mop of blond hair and sinewy arms corded with veins. He was everything that Oliver was not, and as a boy, Oliver spent hours at windows or pretending to read by the pool to watch his hero work in the yard.


  Succumbing to intoxication, Oliver remembered one day in particular. He was twelve years old and following his hero through the wooded area running at the back of his father’s estate. Kyle’s back muscles flexed as the boy pushed aside tree branches and leafy shrubs, leading Oliver away from the house. After hiking across the property, Kyle stopped at a large shed and opened the door.


  Come on. It’s okay. Your dad showed me this.


  A ringing came up in Oliver’s head. The sound grew shrill and then flattened out into a massaging resonance. With the monotonous hum buzzing behind his eyes, the memory skipped, turned sharp and painful.


  Kyle was angry with him, shouting. Oliver ran away, confused and hurt and needing to be in his comfortable, familiar room. Desperate to be there. Panicked. He raced through the shrubs and low tree branches. Then he tripped on a root. Fell.


  A thousand bees surrounded Oliver’s head. The world shattered into a dozen dislocated images, stacked in a trembling array before his eyes, and the horrible words, words spat at him by the gardener’s son, took on the drone of the swarming bees, grinding terrible accusations into his brain.


  Oliver opened his eyes and waved a hand in the air to rid himself of the daydream bees. He couldn’t remember why he was running, couldn’t recall why Kyle was so angry with him when Oliver did nothing more or less than what his hero asked, but he remembered running. In his panic he’d tripped and fallen, crashing through a low hanging beehive.


  Over thirty years lived and worn since that afternoon, but now, in this place he felt where each of those vicious creatures had stung him. A spot just below his left ear sang a particular ache now.


  Despite the chill in the shadowed chamber, Oliver was sweating, and his breath hitched rapidly. The memories he indulged fueled an irrational yet intense erotic response in him, an aching heat that demanded release. Oliver put the bottle down on the crate beside him. He went to the thick wooden door and pushed it closed, cutting off the gray afternoon light. With his back to the door, he unsnapped his pants and stepped out wide to keep them from dropping to the dirty concrete.


  He felt like a boy again, locked in his bedroom, his bathroom, a small wooden shack. The stinging at his neck aroused like a kiss, and the hive in his mind dove, tracing along the back of his throat, abrading his esophagus and gathering in his belly before working further into his system and down. The palm on his cock felt rougher than his own, more experienced. The shaft filling his hand was unfamiliar; it was too thick, too ridged with veins.


  He squeezed his eyes closed to more perfectly feel the sensations.


  The hive in his groin crawled frantically, seeking some means of escape. He inhaled and the bouquet of the liquor, the honeyed bitter scent, filled his head and triggered a painful yet perfect climax.


  The thrumming ache of the fleeing swarm tore through his shaft as the imagined bees escaped into the black room. His ragged breath coaxed them out; tears wet his eyes.


  In his ear, a single insect buzzed. A moment later, sharp pain flared on his cheek. He made a sound—almost a chuckle, more nearly a pant. Oliver’s eyes sprang open. Before them, tiny pale dots like those following a particularly bright camera flash, dotted the gloomy air. He touched the wound on his cheek, already feeling the welt of a sting rising there. Covering this blossoming bump was a bit of fluid, thick and sticky to the touch. He searched his clothing and the floor for the body of the attacking bee, but found nothing. When he returned his attention to the vault’s gloom, the pale dots were gone.


  He shook his head in wonderment. Then, Oliver pulled the handkerchief from his pocket.


  Go wash your hands, boy.


  In the suite he shared with his wife, Oliver stared at the red welt just below his right eye and wondered on the coincidence that he should have been thinking about bees moments before being stung. The notion amused him. Indeed, he felt so good that he didn’t care about the sour looks Amanda cast at him, as she dressed for dinner.


  “What did you do to your face?” she asked, suddenly beside him at the mirror. She held a diamond teardrop to her ear and jiggled it to catch the light.


  “Bee sting.”


  “There are no bees this time of year,” Amanda said, dismissing his claim outright. She shoved against him to get a better look at herself, and Oliver walked away.


  “Let’s just hope that thing heals before Friday,” she said.


  “Friday?” he asked.


  “Idiot,” Amanda whispered just loud enough for Oliver to hear. “We’re celebrating our find. I’m expecting everyone to attend. It’ll be the usual crowd, and some new faces. I’ve invited that Joe Hopkins because he found the place, and I want the auction director to attend.”


  “What auction?”


  “Well, we’re not keeping those crates for posterity, Oliver. The auction house is having them removed and appraised. We’ll find out exactly what they’re worth, and I don’t want you out there drinking all of the good stuff before they come, so you’ll have to find another place to sulk until they’re done.”


  The gardener’s son led him through the trees and the shrubs. Sweat painted Kyle’s back in a glistening sheen that Oliver wanted to touch. A trickle of perspiration ran along the boy’s spine as he pushed aside branches and stomped forward; it pooled at the elastic band of his shorts, absorbed, turning the fabric at his waist from powder blue to navy. Oliver followed obediently. Something was different about Kyle that day; he seemed on edge, as if having Oliver along was an annoyance, even though he had extended the invitation. At the tool shed, far to the back of the property, the gardener’s son stopped and put his hands on his hips.


  In here.


  The shed smelled of old grass and gasoline, dirt and paint. The fan of a willow branch curtained a small window high on the east wall.


  A hand touched Oliver’s face, and his breath came in tight, painful gasps. The gardener’s son unfastened Oliver’s belt and unsnapped his trousers. A rough hand slid over his belly, under the waistband of his boxers...


  Breathing deeply against a wave of emotion, Oliver lifted the oddly shaped bottle, stared at the amber glass. Something about the drink. Some incredible element of the alcohol. It sharpened his fantasies, gave them a life, made them tangible and teasing.


  All but lost in this consideration, Oliver was startled by the sound of someone calling his name. He corked the bottle, set it on the crate and stepped outside, where he met Abe, the grounds-man.


  “You needed me, sir?” Abe asked.


  Oliver told him about the crates he wanted moved. As he spoke the instructions, Abe’s wrinkled old face clouded with worry.


  “Mrs. Bennet said... ”


  “She doesn’t pay you,” Oliver said. “There are two crates. I’ll show you the ones I want. Take them up to the second floor. Room 206.”


  He would be moving into that room for a few days. Amanda wouldn’t mind; she never did.


  Likely, she was courting a new lover. Amanda’s mood toward him always soured when someone else was fucking her. Probably because her parade of men served to remind her that she’d settled for too little in marriage. They both had, and though Oliver considered leaving many times, the idea of being so completely alone was disturbing. Amanda took care of things—finances, social engagements, what clothes he should buy and when he should wear them. Such distractions were a burden, and he was content to leave them in her hands. Of greater importance, a companion, even one so incongruous to his needs, defined his place in the world and gave him a sense of belonging.


  Why he should, in that moment, realize that being needed was wholly different from being necessary, he couldn’t say.


  Oliver closed the door to Room 206 and walked along the crimson carpet to the staircase. He paused on the landing, peering over the lobby’s expanse. The crystal chandelier caught his eye. More than ever it looked to him like a giant beehive, made of gleaming clear gems rather than the fragile gray parchment of traditional nests. What wonderful creatures might create such a place? he wondered. This fanciful thought took hold in his mind, and his imagination filled the lobby with a swarm. Like soaring shards of glass, the bees flitted and danced in the air, climbed over the crystals of the fixture, disappeared inside to be warmed by two dozen low-watt bulbs.


  The fantasy was all very beautiful to Oliver, who reached out a hand to grasp the carved banister. The people below, oblivious to his imagined swarm, chatted and wandered, read tourism pamphlets, while the air around them lit with a thousand specks of twinkling light.


  “Mr. Bennett?”


  Oliver started, and his magnificent swarm vanished. He turned away from the lobby and found Joe Hopkins smiling at him.


  The foreman was a fit man in his mid-thirties with a brush of black hair framing strong and handsome features. Today he was not in his customary jeans and chambray shirt, instead wearing khakis and a black knit shirt beneath his leather jacket. Oliver returned the man’s smile and nodded his head.


  “Mr. Hopkins,” he said.


  “Surveying the kingdom?”


  “Just gathering a bit of wool,” Oliver replied. “What can I do for you?”


  “Well, I thought you might be interested in the history of that wine cellar we dug up in your back yard.”


  Truth be told, his interest in the chamber had declined considerably. Amanda saw to that by having the hotel’s publicist push the story to every reporter in town, making a spectacle of the place. It wasn’t his anymore, not in any sense that mattered. Now that the crates of liqueur he wanted were stacked in his room, the speak easy cellar was merely a curiosity. Still, he didn’t want to seem impolite, and he found Hopkins pleasant enough. He leaned back against the banister and said, “What did you find?”


  “We were right about the whole prohibition thing. It was a hooch hut, sure enough,” Hopkins said, grinning at his turn of a phrase. Oliver couldn’t help but notice the thick muscles in the foreman’s neck, pronounced and corded when he smiled. “Davis Cortland had the place built so his guests wouldn’t have to go dry, had it buried deep.”


  “Are you saying they had to dig their way down every time they wanted a cocktail?”


  “Didn’t have to dig. There was a tunnel connecting that vault to the basement of the hotel. If we’d excavated the east side of the thing, we would’ve found it. Anyway, Cortland had the whole place sealed up before he went to sell the hotel. Bricked up the basement and the vault. Apparently, he didn’t mention it to the buyer, and the place was forgotten.”


  “And how did you find out about this?”


  “They keep the Cortland family genealogy at the library. It’s all on their computer system, so I just plugged in a couple of key words and Davis Cortland’s journal popped up.” Hopkins paused and ran a hand through his hair. “Near the end there, old man Cortland was in pretty bad shape.”


  “How so?” Oliver asked.


  “Well, both his sons died within about a month of one another. Both accidents. Cortland snapped. He found God in his own way, and he became convinced that his cellar, that’s what he called the place, was cursed. Actually, he called it damned, but I guess it’s about the same thing. Just craziness. He said that the boys were corrupted, led into sin by a low woman. That’s what he called her anyway.”


  “Interesting,” Oliver said. But he already projected the fallout of this discovery, and disappointment pushed in. Surely local journalists would dig up the same information, maybe more. As such, it was just something else to lament, another precious cache forcibly shared with the world and therefore meaningless.


  Though he didn’t exactly wish to remove himself from Hopkins’s presence, he grew agitated with the conversation. But the foreman kept talking, telling Oliver about the Cortland family, and the patriarch’s burgeoning madness—selling the hotel and starting a fundamentalist church in the family home, denouncing the decadent and opulent lifestyle his hotel once represented. Only when the conversation returned to the matter of Cortland’s sons, Reginald and Michael, did Oliver’s interest pique.


  “I guess I can see how the old guy saw divine punishment in it. I mean, it’s a pretty bizarre coincidence... for it to happen twice, in two different parts of the hotel.”


  “Both boys died the same way?” Oliver asked.


  Hopkins nodded his head. “They were stung to death.”


  A tingle of excitement flared in Oliver’s midsection. “They must have been delicate boys to die that way,” he said. “Were they allergic?”


  “Couldn’t say. Cortland gave the impression that both were stung numerous times. They probably upset a couple of hives.”


  “Remarkable,” Oliver said.


  “It’s all really fascinating,” Hopkins continued. “When Mrs. Bennett asked me to check into the property history I was dreading it. I’m not much of a bookworm, but I got so damned curious, I kept digging.”


  Of course Amanda was behind this. “I see.”


  “Uh oh,” Hopkins replied quickly. “The look on your face is telling me I should have kept my mouth shut.”


  “Not at all,” Oliver said. He reached out and patted the foreman’s shoulder. “Just a difference of opinion between my wife and I. I find her outlook unfortunate and a little sad. Amanda doesn’t see a thing’s value until she’s envied for having it.”


  “And you like to keep things quieter?”


  “Simply put... I like my secrets.”


  The day of his wife’s party, Oliver sat at the window in his room and watched movers, under the vigilant eye of a slender man in tweed, remove the crates from the brick vault. The man in tweed, Amanda’s assessor, made notes on a clipboard, and pointed and shouted. He read the labels on the crates, made more notes, pointed again.


  Oliver closed the curtains, then drew the heavy shades as well. He went to the cases in the corner and pulled a bottle free. It was half empty. The last in the crate. He still had the second crate, though. Eight more bottles. They could last him another week, maybe two if he was conservative. Nonetheless, a flash of desperation, as if his supply had already run dry, tightened his chest. He fought to shake off this panic and studied the yellowish contents inside the glass.


  Soon the ballroom below would fill with a miserable throng of the city’s privileged. Oliver would have to smile and make small talk, pretend to care about exotic vacations and the tax benefits of buying bigger, more opulent homes.


  Remembering what Joe told him about the Cortland family, he imagined little had changed over the years. They, too, probably held these kinds of affairs and likely spoke the same conversations. Oh, inflation changed the numbers being bandied about and trends changed the fashions, but Oliver couldn’t imagine those long-ago conversations being any more interesting.


  He opened the bottle and took a deep drink from the sweet fluid, immediately feeling its affects on his tongue. Oliver put the bottle on the nightstand and removed his clothes before stretching out on the bed.


  He hoped to enjoy a brief period of bliss before putting on the host’s mantle and indulging Amanda’s need to be celebrated. He traveled through his memories, looking for a salacious moment on which to focus his attention, but his mind refused him. It kept coming back to the name Cortland. Oliver took another drink and stared at the ceiling, which was already shifting ever so slightly with his burgeoning intoxication.


  Cortland had two sons. Both died from bee stings. The loss drove him mad. Joe had told him these things, but Oliver didn’t want to remember them. He wanted to feel something good before being submerged in Amanda’s fete.


  But already he felt himself slipping away. He reached out and nearly knocked the bottle over. Once he had it firmly in hand, he brought it to his lips and sipped.


  The room around him shifted, dissolved. Oliver replaced the bottle, struggled against the fantasy blossoming in his head, but failed. Instead of flesh and sweat and passion, he imagined...


  A small dirty room, the walls and ceiling stained by cigarette smoke and dust. Water marks from faulty pipes spread over the plaster like monstrous amoebas. A bed was pushed against the far wall, the only surface in the room to be properly finished with a delicate, floral-print paper. And on the bed, two boys in their late teens, tanned and lightly muscled, lay naked. One smoked a cigarette. The other looked toward the door. There, just crossing the threshold, a petite woman, naked and lovely, with short-cropped hair—a flapper’s bob—cast a glance over her smooth white shoulder. Around her, a swarm of pearl-colored bees swarmed, filling the room with their buzz.


  Oliver pictured all of this easily, the details painted in washed-out colors. He was disappointed to have entered the scene in the post-coital moments, having the heat of sex denied him, but something about this room, this place, felt so comforting he managed his displeasure and allowed himself to sink deeper into the fantasy.


  Her name was Evelyn, he knew. Her small body moved gracefully amid her swarm, which cast a scrim of vague shadows, making the skin on her back and the supple curve of her buttocks appear to writhe and slide. Oliver followed her over the threshold and into another gloomy room, dominated by a single fixture.


  It hung from the ceiling like a plump child, wrapped in a dirty shroud. The hive was enormous and the color of pastry dough. Opalescent bees by the hundreds crawled over its surface. Others flitted around the orifice at its base. On the floor beneath the nest, one of the oddly shaped bottles rested. A large metal funnel jutted from its neck. Honey dripped from the hole above, hit the funnel with a dull plunk and slid down.


  Evelyn slowly lifted her arms, disturbing the bees around her. With a gentle wave, she sent them to join their kin at the hive. In these few moments, Oliver felt the woman’s control, her absolute command of the insects. He also felt her joy at adding numbers to their ranks. She walked to the hive, touched its surface with her fingertips, then bent low to retrieve the bottle. Evelyn pulled the funnel from its mouth, set it gently on the ground, before taking the bottle away. At an unmarked crate, previously unnoticed by Oliver (how could he notice anything but the wonderful hive?) she again bent down, lifted a cork and popped it into the neck, driving it deep with a blow from her palm. She placed the bottle, which would later receive its cap of wax, in the crate and lifted an empty one from the floor beside it. This she placed beneath the dripping cavity and plugged it with the funnel.


  Evelyn turned, a gentle smile pushing up the corners of her mouth. She ran her hands over her breasts and down her torso before lifting them to her hair, which she patted down.


  Back in the room, the young man had finished his cigarette. He lay on his side, spooned by his companion, eyes filled with pleasure and dream. The second man’s arm draped over the first, his palm gently caressing the belly of his brother.


  For just as he knew the woman’s identity, Oliver understood these two attractive boys were named Cortland. Reginald Cortland, the younger brother, looked content in the arms of his older sibling, Michael. Together, they tried to coax Evelyn back into the bed, but she was happy to stand apart, gazing at them.


  A moment later, the dream changed. It happened so quickly, Oliver felt like he was dropping from a window.


  Two broad men with flat features and stubble on their chins stomped into the room. They held short metal pipes in their gloved hands. The thugs observed the boys with disgust while the naked brothers yelped, then rolled away. They leapt from the bed, seeking their clothing. Another man entered the room. He was tall and straight-backed, wearing a fine woolen overcoat. His mustache was waxed neatly above his lips. He too looked with disgust at the young men scrabbling to dress, but fury was also in his features.


  Evelyn protested, demanding the men leave her home, refusing to cover herself, even when one of the thugs slapped her harshly with the back of his hand and called her “whore.”


  Was Oliver the only one aware of the buzzing, growing louder in the next room? How could these thick men not hear it? It was nearly as loud as an approaching motorcycle.


  The dignified man, (Davis Cortland, he knew), ushered his sons out of the room and through the house. Behind him, his men cried out.


  Cortland looked back and saw the air filled with what appeared to be snow, but his men cowered under it, slapped at it with fat palms. They screamed when any of the flakes touched them. And Evelyn, the beautiful Evelyn, stood at the center of this storm, looking serene as the men dropped at her feet.


  The scene tripped again. The sensation of falling was worse this time, and Oliver nearly fell out of his dream.


  He sat in the back of a great sedan, looking through the window at a house being consumed by flame. Oliver felt despair and horror, knowing Evelyn was still inside, trapped with her swarm between walls of fire. Davis Cortland stood outside the car, hands crossed over his crotch, watching the house burn.


  Oliver shook himself from the fantasy.


  Emotions—hate, fear, anger, sadness in mourning the magnificent Evelyn’s death—covered him like a thick syrup (like honey). He looked at the bottle on the bed table next to him, thought about the sweet liqueur held within and its origin.


  He scratched his fingernails over his scalp, digging in deep until his neck tingled. He wanted the Cortland family out of his head, but they weren’t quite ready to leave.


  Though he did not return to the all-consuming fugue, Oliver caught glimpses, like memory, of the boys and their father: Reginald Cortland sitting in a corner on the floor of a hotel room, very much like the one Oliver currently occupied; he drank from one of the hexagonal bottles, his face streaming with tears, his hand masturbating furiously; the senior Cortland entered the room some time later to find his son dead on the carpet, the boy’s body riddled with red welts, the bottle lying next to him; Michael Cortland, the older boy, sneaked through the hidden cellar, opening one of the crates Evelyn offered him and his brother as gifts; he sat in the tunnel that connected the hooch hut to the hotel, also crying, surrounded by the pale bees; he too was discovered with his skin destroyed and cold to the touch.


  They couldn’t control them, Oliver thought. Without Evelyn’s command, the insects proved vicious and lethal.


  He looked to the shadowy corner of his room. The bare wooden crates, holding the hexagonal bottles sat there. Above them, movement like sliding wax caught his eye. He traced his gaze up the wall, saw similar movement against the ceiling. With a shaking hand, he reached for the bottle. Paused.


  As for the father, Cortland believed his boys were corrupted by the beautiful Evelyn (though Oliver considered the act a generous seduction); the patriarch saw his sons’ corpses, saw the bottles of sweet liqueur accompanying them, and with the shattered mind of one truly despondent, he cast his judgment against all vice and had the chamber of spirits sealed. He would no longer break the laws of man, nor sin against the laws of his God. He turned his back on capital and embraced an extreme and unforgiving faith.


  Davis Cortland didn’t understand. He was a conservative man with a shallow mind and no capacity for wonder. Oliver knew the type well.


  Downstairs, Amanda was busy with caterers and florists. He needed to shower and dress and play the fine host. They were throwing a party to celebrate the opening of Cortland’s vault.


  He lifted the bottle from the nightstand, held it to his lips and again peered into the corner, at the motion along the walls’ surface. Cortland just couldn’t understand. Oliver corked the bottle and returned it to the crate.


  The swing band played a mid-tempo tune. Ball gowns twirled and men in tuxedos smiled. Oliver stood away from the crowd, in a corner by the bar where he watched Amanda flirting with Joe Hopkins. With her arm on his shoulder, his wife laughed too loudly at something the foreman said and tossed her head to the side. She saw Oliver and her joyful expression switched off until she was again looking at Hopkins.


  Oliver sipped from his martini, but the drink burned his tongue, tasted foul and poisoned. Throughout the evening, he had sampled the canapés and skewered delicacies circulated by the waiters, but they scalded and scraped his mouth, abrading his palate like bits of hot coal. He put the martini glass on the bar, wishing he had smuggled one of his bottles down to the ballroom. Nothing else would taste right to him tonight.


  Amanda ran her palm down Hopkins’ cheek. The man threw a nervous glance at Oliver, and Amanda laughed again. She slid her arm through Hopkins’s and led him deeper into the party, out of Oliver’s view. The music clanged in his ears, and the bustle of people now felt threatening, as if they were just amusing themselves until it was time to turn on him and attack. To add to his unease, his eyes were playing tricks on him, or they were failing completely. The room began melting into a single oozing image. Details blurred then bleached out. The ornate moldings dripped, and the far wall shrank as if collapsing. Around him, the smiling faces were little more than threatening smudges.


  He had to escape. With the shrill banging of the music in his head, he fled back to his room.


  Once the door was locked, he ran to the crates stacked in the corner. Desperate to have the music out of his head and the sick-making panic made numb, he pulled the bottle free and removed the cork. What remained wasn’t enough to calm him. The final drops of fluid trickled over his tongue, a mere tease. Oliver corked the bottle and replaced it in the top crate. He set the wooden case on the floor and frantically opened the second. Once the covering boards were removed he snatched a fresh bottle and chewed away the wax seal. He yanked the cork from the neck. Then, he poured the liquid into his mouth until the disturbance in his system calmed.


  He reached a hand out to steady himself and felt the wall shift and tickle under his palm. Oliver snatched his hand away.


  “Sorry,” he whispered, turning away.


  Soothed but still uncomfortable, he removed his jacket and ruffled shirt. He slid out of his trousers and socks and stood in his underwear, already feeling the need for another sip.


  He ran a hand over his belly and rubbed small circles, coaxing the swarm in his head to again fill his sex. Thoughts of Amanda and Joe Hopkins engulfed him.


  They were together, he thought. Somewhere in that damned hotel, his wife lay beneath Hopkins. Her lips were on his chest, tasting his sweat and pushing into the muscle and hair. She’d encourage him with sounds Oliver hadn’t heard in over a decade, voicing passion she had never shown her husband, and the workman, driving deep into Oliver’s wife, filling her in a way Oliver never could, strained and flexed, showing her what a real man could offer.


  Oliver poured a substantial slug of the liquid over these thoughts. It filled his head with a humming pulse, and his skin alit with friction.


  The image of his wife laid back and wide open to the workman crystallized and a mouth fell on his. Hopkins’ mouth. The weight of the workman’s chest pressed down on him but he also felt the rise of Amanda’s breasts under him. The duality of the sensations intensified until he felt hot sweat dripping from him and over him.


  His fantasy, sparked by supposition and fueled by the numbing liqueur, did not position him between the two lovers; it fed him the sensations of both.


  His cock grew warm, encased in wet skin as he thrust into Amanda’s writhing body, and he felt the penetration between his legs, a thick shaft driving deep into his body, entering him through a channel he didn’t possess. The smell of perfume filled his nose and was then replaced with a pedestrian aftershave. Hands stroked his ass and his chest and his back and his hips, and through it all, his sex burned with the gathering bees.


  A solid rapping on his door snapped him from his fantasy, canceling the pleasure that tickled and stung the base of his cock, made it retreat. Instead of erupting from him, the buzzing ejaculate fled into his body. The bees were furious. Their furred bodies, their filament thin legs, their beating wings prickled his gut, his stomach and his sex. They clung to the membranes and jostled for space. The discomfort and frantic movement aroused him anew, and Oliver reached for the bottle on the nightstand.


  The insistent knocking paused his hand. Oliver tried ignoring the summons, but it seemed the visitor would not be ignored. Oliver rolled off of the bed. He pulled his robe from the back of a chair and crossed the room.


  Hopkins stood in the doorway. He greeted Oliver with a hello, rich in tone and salted with unease.


  With the hive burrowing into his belly and the liqueur having numbed his mouth, Oliver said nothing, simply stepped back to allow Hopkins entrance.


  Apparently uncomfortable and eager to hide it, Hopkins made a show of crossing his arms. Oliver noted the bulk of the workman’s thickly veined forearms, and the hive ignited with frantic buzzing. Then, Hopkins unfolded the arms and shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his trousers.


  “Mr. Bennett,” he said. “I know what you must be thinking, but I want you to know I’m not the sort to get mixed up with a married woman.”


  Oliver stared at the handsome man and thought about the gardener’s son. They were similar, he thought. Both shared a strength, a power that emanated from their skin in hot waves. The association further stirred the hive, sent it flying low in his belly and high into his throat.


  “I just want you to know that,” Hopkins said. “The last thing I need in my life is a jealous husband.” The workman laughed haltingly, forcing the sound through his lips in an awkward attempt to lighten the mood.


  Oliver stepped forward. “I’ve never been jealous of her,” he said. The foreman seemed perplexed, but this simple man would never understand the importance of such a statement.


  When Oliver imagined his wife and her lovers, he took her place in the fantasies, feeling the strength and the rough hands on his body. Her men became his hero, every one of them was the gardener’s son—his Kyle reimagined. He wrapped an arm around Hopkins’ shoulder, locking the man’s neck in the crook of his elbow. “Never of her.”


  He leaned forward and put his lips on Hopkins’s. The hive swarming at the back of his throat and deep within his belly grew to frenzy. Hopkins’ lips were warm but rigid. Strong hands pushed, and then they shoved. Oliver stumbled back, nearly fell and then regained his balance.


  “What’s wrong with you fucking people?” Hopkins yelled. He stepped forward and landed a fist on Oliver’s jaw. The pain and concussion of the blow startled him but it was also exciting.


  You liked that? You fucking freak? You rich boy piece of shit?


  Kyle had struck him all of those years ago. Shouting obscenities and condemnations, the older boy punched and kicked and spat.


  After their beautiful time together, while the resonating pleasure of their encounter still sang in his body, Oliver could make no sense of the abuse. Confused, Oliver fled the shack. He raced through the trees and the shrubs and into the waiting hive of bees.


  Oliver tested his jaw, ran a hand over its pained arch. And the first of the white bees flew free of his mouth. It tested the air, bobbing and dipping with wings all but invisible from the speed of their beating. Another followed. Hopkins shouted a curse and turned to run, but he was too close to the door and clipped his brow on the jamb. The blow sent him back a step.


  Oliver’s mouth ached from Hopkins’ fist and from the abrading wings and bodies of the emerging swarm. Dozens of the white bees flew from his mouth to fill the gloom. Across the room, Hopkins cradled his forehead, gazing in fearful wonder at the buzzing squadron. One of the white creatures landed on his cheek.


  It stung.


  The workman’s eyes grew wide; he choked out a plea, and then slapped at the insect, crushing it to a smear of liquid on his already swelling cheek. Oliver watched calmly, his system and mind soothed by the rhythmic beating of thousands of wings. Hopkins backed to the wall, hands up, covering his face, as a vague mumble of panic tripped over his lips.


  Oliver lifted his arms and threw a look over his shoulder to the corner by the crates, suddenly alive with activity. A thunderous buzzing filled the room, and Oliver beckoned his swarm.


  Oliver walked back to the bed, but in his mind he was running through brush and speckled sunlight.


  His face burned with bee sting and throbbed with the beating he’d taken from his former hero. Nearly blind, he stumbled across his backyard to the kitchen door and tripped over the threshold. He cried, then screamed.


  A fresh pain shot along his palm, and Oliver looked down to find a stray bee squirming in a gout of pearl-colored fluid. The trapped insect jabbed its barb into the meat at the base of his thumb, protesting its capture.


  His father appeared, hovering over him, shouting about Oliver’s stupidity. Oliver held his hand out to show his father the monster that still clung to him, and his father fell silent...


  Your dad showed me this you fucking freak. And you like it? You rich boy piece of shit. I oughtta kill you and your faggot father.


  The old man looked out the kitchen window, over the backyard and perhaps all the way to the back of the property where the tool shed stood. Seeming dazed, red with flush, he told Oliver to wash his hands.


  Wash your hands, Boy.


  Ignoring his son’s tears and pleas, Oliver’s father walked out the back door. A housekeeper appeared moments later, drawn by Oliver’s cries. She wasted no time in helping him to his feet and to her car. She drove Oliver to the hospital where he spent the night in pain, hallucinating about his father and Kyle and bees.


  By the time he was released the following morning, the gardener had packed his family up and left the estate. Oliver never saw Kyle again.


  In the dark room, Oliver reclined on the bed. Naked, aching and swollen, he let the roar of wings clear the thoughts from his head. Painful lumps covered his chest and his belly; his cock was raw and misshapen by a dozen stings. A tear of semen dripped from the welted head and upon touching his stomach came to life with fierce movement, wings flapping and tickling his skin before pulling away to join the droning swarm above him. The small white bees speckled the air, crawled over the walls and dove from ceiling to floor. Their scent—bitter honey—filled his nose. On the nightstand next to him, the amber bottle stood empty.


  He rolled his head, his swollen ear stinging when it touched the soft cotton pillowcase. Above the cases of liquor in the corner of the room, the ceiling already puckered with the foundation of a glorious shelter. The combed base of the hive was as big around as a serving platter and as white as snow. Drones scurried over the delicate construction, furiously adding material to the nest.


  Somewhere below, the party continued. Amanda would be flirting with some new man, seducing him with Oliver’s wealth, while degrading her husband with words of dissatisfaction. Here, though, none of that mattered, because, finally, he possessed something of his own, something his father’s trespass could not taint, something Amanda could not imagine or covet or take. It was wholly his. The Cortland boys proved too weak for this responsibility. But not Oliver.


  Like the lovely Evelyn, he would harbor and tend to his hive. He would be their master, their mother, and their shelter.


  His swarm would grow in number and strength, and by winter, the walls of the room would run with pearls of honey to be collected and stored. The two cases of bottles would never be enough to hold all of the magnificent liqueur.


  “Oh please,” he whispered to the room.


  Six of his drones dropped from the platinum cloud to circle above him. Each beating of their wings brought the promise of pleasure and creation. “Please,” he said again, and the white drones descended to penetrate his skin with their barbs. Agony erupted and was quickly numbed. Euphoria followed like an echo of the pain.


  Beneath his hand, his anxious shaft, thick with knots, was already close to release. A sharp pain flared behind his ear. Oliver cried out, and the swarm’s number increased.


  The whole world is obsessed with the Girl. She’s the smile that tricks you into throwing away your money and your life... the eyes that lead you on and on, and then show you death... the creature you give everything for and never really get... the being that takes everything you’ve got and gives nothing in return...


  The Girl with the Hungry Eyes


  Fritz Leiber, Jr.


  All right, I’ll tell you why the Girl gives me the creeps. Why I can’t stand to go downtown and see the mob slavering up at her on the tower, with that pop bottle or pack of cigarettes or whatever it is beside her. Why I hate to look at magazines any more because I know she’ll turn up somewhere in a brassiere or a bubble bath. Why I don’t like to think of millions of Americans drinking in that poisonous half-smile. It’s quite a story—more story than you’re expecting.


  No, I haven’t suddenly developed any long-haired indignation at the evils of advertising and the national glamour-girl complex. That’d be a laugh for a man in my racket, wouldn’t it? Though I think you’ll agree there’s something a little perverted about trying to capitalize on sex that way. But it’s okay with me. And I know we’ve had the Face and the Body and the Look and what not else, so why shouldn’t someone come along who sums it all up so completely, that we have to call her the Girl and blazon her on all the billboards from Times Square to Telegraph Hill?


  But the Girl isn’t like any of the others. She’s unnatural. She’s morbid. She’s unholy.


  Oh, it’s 1948, is it, and the sort of thing I’m hinting at went out with witchcraft? But you see I’m not altogether sure myself what I’m hinting at, beyond a certain point. There are vampires and vampires, and not all of them suck blood.


  And there were the murders, if they were murders.


  Besides, let me ask you this. Why, when America is obsessed with the Girl, don’t we find out more about her? Why doesn’t she rate a Time cover with a droll biography inside? Why hasn’t there been a feature in Life or the Post? A profile in The New Yorker? Why hasn’t Charm or Mademoiselle done her career saga? Not ready for it? Nuts!


  Why haven’t the movies snapped her up? Why hasn’t she been on Information, Please? Why don’t we see her kissing candidates at political rallies? Why isn’t she chosen queen of some sort of junk or other at a convention?


  Why don’t we read about her tastes and hobbies, her views of the Russian situation? Why haven’t the columnists interviewed her in a kimono on the top floor of the tallest hotel in Manhattan and told us who her boyfriends are?


  Finally—and this is the real killer—why hasn’t she ever been drawn or painted?


  Oh, no she hasn’t. If you knew anything about commercial art you’d know that. Every blessed one of those pictures was worked up from a photograph. Expertly? Of course. They’ve got the top artists on it. But that’s how it’s done.


  And now I’ll tell you the why of all that. It’s because from the top to the bottom of the whole world of advertising, news, and business, there isn’t a solitary soul who knows where the Girl came from, where she lives, what she does, who she is, even what her name is.


  You heard me. What’s more, not a single solitary soul ever sees her—except one poor damned photographer, who’s making more money off her than he ever hoped to in his life and who’s scared and miserable as hell every minute of the day.


  No, I haven’t the faintest idea who he is or where he has his studio. But I know there has to be such a man and I’m morally certain he feels just like I said.


  Yes, I might be able to find her, if I tried. I’m not sure though—by now she probably has other safeguards. Besides, I don’t want to.


  Oh, I’m off my rocker, am I? That sort of thing can’t happen in this Year of our Atom 1948? People can’t keep out of sight that way, not even Garbo?


  Well, I happen to know they can, because last year I was that poor damned photographer I was telling you about. Yes, last year, in 1947, when the Girl made her first poisonous splash right here in this big little city of ours.


  Yes, I knew you weren’t here last year and you don’t know about it. Even the Girl had to start small. But if you hunted through the files of the local newspapers, you’d find some ads, and I might be able to locate you some of the old displays—I think Lovelybelt is still using one of them. I used to have a mountain of photos myself, until I burned them.


  Yes, I made my cut off her. Nothing like what that other photographer must be making, but enough so it still bought this whisky. She was funny about money. I’ll tell you about that.


  But first picture me in 1947. I had a fourth-floor studio in that rathole the Hauser Building, catty-corner from Ardleigh Park.


  I’d been working at the Marsh-Mason studios until I’d got my bellyful of it and decided to start in for myself. The Hauser Building was crummy—I’ll never forget how the stairs creaked—but it was cheap and there was a skylight.


  Business was lousy. I kept making the rounds of all the advertisers and agencies, and some of them didn’t object to me too much personally, but my stuff never clicked. I was pretty near broke. I was behind on my rent. Hell, I didn’t even have enough money to have a girl.


  It was one of those dark gray afternoons. The building was awfully quiet—even with the shortage they can’t half rent the Hauser. I’d just finished developing some pix I was doing on speculation for Lovelybelt Girdles and Buford’s Pool and Playground—the last a faked-up beach scene. My model had left. A Miss Leon. She was a civics teacher at one of the high schools and modeled for me on the side, just lately on speculation too. After one look at the prints, I decided that Miss Leon probably wasn’t just what Lovelybelt was looking for—or my photography either. I was about to call it a day.


  And then the street door slammed four stories down and there were steps on the stairs and she came in.


  She was wearing a cheap, shiny black dress. Black pumps. No stockings. And except that she had a gray cloth coat over one of them, those skinny arms of hers were bare. Her arms are pretty skinny, you know, or can you see things like that any more?


  And then the thin neck, the slightly gaunt, almost prim face, the tumbling mass of dark hair, and looking out from under it the hungriest eyes in the world.


  That’s the real reason she’s plastered all over the country today, you know—those eyes. Nothing vulgar, but just the same they’re looking at you with a hunger that’s all sex and something more than sex. That’s what everybody’s been looking for since the Year One—something a little more than sex.


  Well, boys, there I was, along with the Girl, in an office that was getting shadowy, in a nearly empty building. A situation that a million male Americans have undoubtedly pictured to themselves with various lush details. How was I feeling? Scared.


  I know sex can be frightening. That cold heart-thumping when you’re alone with a girl and feel you’re going to touch her. But if it was sex this time, it was overlaid with something else.


  At least I wasn’t thinking about sex.


  I remember that I took a backward step and that my hand jerked so that the photos I was looking at sailed to the floor.


  There was the faintest dizzy feeling like something was being drawn out of me. Just a little bit.


  That was all. Then she opened her mouth and everything was back to normal for a while. “I see you’re a photographer, mister,” she said. “Could you use a model?”


  Her voice wasn’t very cultivated.


  “I doubt it,” I told her, picking up the pix. You see, I wasn’t impressed. The commercial possibilities of her eyes hadn’t registered on me yet, by a long shot. “What have you done?”


  Well, she gave me a vague sort of story and I began to check her knowledge of model agencies and studios and rates and what not and pretty soon I said to her, “Look here, you never modeled for a photographer in your life. You just walked in here cold.”


  Well, she admitted that was more or less so.


  All along through our talk I got the idea she was feeling her way, like someone in a strange place. Not that she was uncertain of herself, or of me, but just of the general situation.


  “And you think anyone can model?” I asked her pityingly.


  “Sure,” she said.


  “Look,” I said, “a photographer can waste a dozen negatives trying to get one halfway human photo of an average woman. How many do you think he’d have to waste before he got a real catchy, glamorous pix of her?”


  “I think I could do it,” she said.


  Well, I should have kicked her out right then. Maybe I admired the cool way she stuck to her dumb little guns. Maybe I was touched by her underfed look. More likely I was feeling mean on account of the way my pix had been snubbed by everybody and I wanted to take it out on her by showing her up.


  “Okay, I’m going to put you on the spot,” I told her. “I’m going to try a couple of shots of you. Understand, it’s strictly on spec. If somebody should ever want to use a photo of you, which is about one chance in two million, I’ll pay you regular rates for your time. Not otherwise.”


  She gave me a smile. The first. “That’s swell by me,” she said.


  Well, I took three or four shots, close-ups of her face since I didn’t fancy her cheap dress, and at least she stood up to my sarcasm. Then I remembered I still had the Lovelybelt stuff and I guess the meanness was still working in me because I handed her a girdle and told her to go behind the screen and get into it and she did, without getting flustered as I’d expected, and since we’d gone that far I figured we might as well shoot the beach scene to round it out, and that was that.


  All this time I wasn’t feeling anything particular in one way or the other except every once in a while I’d get one of those faint dizzy flashes and wonder if there was something wrong with my stomach or if I could have been a bit careless with my chemicals.


  Still, you know, I think the uneasiness was in me all the while.


  I tossed her a card and pencil. “Write your name and address and phone,” I told her and made for the darkroom.


  A little later she walked out. I didn’t call any good-byes. I was irked because she hadn’t fussed around or seemed anxious about her poses, or even thanked me, except for that one smile.


  I finished developing the negatives, made some prints, glanced at them, decided they weren’t a great deal worse than Miss Leon. On an impulse I slipped them in with the pix I was going to take on the rounds next morning.


  By now I’d worked long enough so I was a bit fagged and nervous, but I didn’t dare waste enough money on liquor to help that. I wasn’t very hungry. I think I went to a cheap movie.


  I didn’t think of the Girl at all, except maybe to wonder faintly why in my present womanless state I hadn’t made a pass at her. She had seemed to belong to a, well, distinctly more approachable social stratum than Miss Leon. But then of course there were all sorts of arguable reasons for my not doing that.


  Next morning I made the rounds. My first step was Munsch’s Brewery. They were looking for a “Munsch Girl.” Papa Munsch had a sort of affection for me, though he razzed my photography. He had a good natural judgment about that, too. Fifty years ago he might have been one of the shoestring boys who made Hollywood.


  Right now he was out in the plant pursuing his favorite occupation. He put down the beaded can, smacked his lips, gabbled something technical to someone about hops, wiped his fat hands on the big apron he was wearing, and grabbed my thin stack of pix.


  He was about halfway through, making noises with his tongue and teeth, when he came to her. I kicked myself for even having stuck her in.


  “That’s her,” he said. “The photography’s not so hot, but that’s the girl.”


  It was all decided. I wondered now why Papa Munsch sensed what the girl had right away, while I didn’t. I think it was because I saw her first in the flesh, if that’s the right word.


  At the time I just felt faint.


  “Who is she?” he asked.


  “One of my new models.” I tried to make it casual.


  “Bring her out tomorrow morning,” he told me. “And your stuff. We’ll photograph her here. I want to show you.


  “Here, don’t look so sick,” he added. “Have some beer.” Well, I went away telling myself it was just a fluke, so that she’d probably blow it tomorrow with her inexperience, and so on.


  Just the same, when I reverently laid my next stack of pix on Mr. Fitch, of Lovelybelt’s rose-colored blotter, I had hers on top.


  Mr. Fitch went through the motions of being an art critic. He leaned over backward, squinted his eyes, waved his long fingers, and said, “Hmmm. What do you think, Miss Willow? Here, in this light. Of course the photograph doesn’t show the bias cut. And perhaps we should use the Lovelybelt Imp instead of the Angel. Still, the girl... Come over here, Binns.” More finger-waving. “I want a married man’s reaction.”


  He couldn’t hide the fact that he was hooked.


  Exactly the same thing happened at Buford’s Pool and Playground, except that Da Costa didn’t need a married man’s say-so.


  “Hot stuff,” he said, sucking his lips. “Oh, boy, you photographers!”


  I hot-footed it back to the office and grabbed up the card I’d given to her to put down her name and address. It was blank.


  I don’t mind telling you that the next five days were about the worst I ever went through, in an ordinary way. When next morning rolled around and I still hadn’t got hold of her, I had to start stalling.


  “She’s sick,” I told Papa Munsch over the phone.


  “She at a hospital?” he asked me.


  “Nothing that serious.” I told him.


  “Get her out here, then. What’s a little headache?”


  “Sorry, I can’t.”


  Papa Munsch got suspicious. “You really got this girl?”


  “Of course I have.”


  “Well, I don’t know. I’d think it was some New York model, except I recognized your lousy photography.”


  I laughed.


  “Well, look, you get her here tomorrow morning, you hear?”


  “I’ll try.”


  “Try nothing. You get her out here.”


  He didn’t know half of what I tried. I went around to all the model and employment agencies. I did some slick detective work at the photographic and art studios. I used up some of my last dimes putting advertisements in all three papers. I looked at high school yearbooks and at employee photos in local house organs. I went to restaurants and drugstores, looking for waitresses, and to dime stores and department stores, looking at clerks. I watched the crowds coming out of movie theatres. I roamed the streets.


  Evenings I spent quite a bit of time along Pick-up Row. Somehow that seemed the right place.


  The fifth afternoon I knew I was licked. Papa Munsch’s deadline

  —he’d given me several, but this was it —was due to run out at six o’clock. Mr. Fitch had already canceled.


  I was at the studio window, looking out at Ardleigh Park.


  She walked in.


  I’d gone over this moment so often in my mind that I had no trouble putting on my act. Even the faint dizzy feeling didn’t throw me off.


  “Hello,” I said, hardly looking at her.


  “Hello,” she said.


  “Not discouraged yet?”


  “No.” It didn’t sound uneasy or defiant. It was just a statement.


  I snapped a look at my watch, got up and said curtly, “Look here, I’m going to give you a chance. There’s a client of mine looking for a girl your general type. If you do a real good job you may break into the modeling business. We can see him this afternoon if we hurry,” I said. I picked up my stuff. “Come on. And next time, if you expect favors, don’t forget to leave your phone number.”


  “Uh-uh,” she said, not moving.


  “What do you mean?” I said.


  “I’m not going to see any client of yours.”


  “The hell you aren’t,” I said. “You little nut, I’m giving you a break.”


  She shook her head slowly. “You’re not fooling me, baby, you’re not fooling me at all. They want me.” And she gave me the second smile.


  At the time I thought she must have seen my newspaper ad. Now I’m not so sure.


  “And now I’ll tell you how we’re going to work,” she went on. “You aren’t going to have my name or address or phone number. Nobody is. And we’re going to do all the pictures right here. Just you and me.”


  You can imagine the roar I raised at that. I was everything—angry, sarcastic, patiently explanatory, off my nut, threatening, pleading.


  I would have slapped her face off, except it was photographic capital.


  In the end all I could do was phone Papa Munsch and tell him her conditions. I know I didn’t have a chance, but I had to take it.


  He gave me a really angry bawling out, said “no” several times and hung up.


  It didn’t faze her. “We’ll start shooting at ten o’clock tomorrow,” she said.


  It was just like her, using that corny line from the movie magazines.


  About midnight Papa Munsch called me up.


  “I don’t know what insane asylum you’re renting this girl from,” he said, “but I’ll take her. Come around tomorrow morning and I’ll try to get it through your head just how I want the pictures. And I’m glad I got you out of bed!”


  After that it was a breeze. Even Mr. Fitch reconsidered and after taking two days to tell me it was quite impossible, he accepted the conditions too.


  Of course you’re all under the spell of the Girl, so you can’t understand how much self-sacrifice it represented on Mr. Fitch’s part when he agreed to forego supervising the photography of my model in the Lovelybelt Imp or Vixen or whatever it was we finally used.


  Next morning she turned up on time according to her schedule, and we went to work. I’ll say one thing for her, she never got tired and she never kicked at the way I fussed over shots. I got along okay except I still had the feeling of something being shoved away gently. Maybe you’ve felt it just a little, looking at her picture.


  When we finished I found out there were still more rules. It was about the middle of the afternoon. I started down with her to get a sandwich and coffee.


  “Uh-uh,” she said, “I’m going down alone. And look, baby, if you ever try to follow me, if you ever so much as stick your head out that window when I go, you can hire yourself another model.”


  You can imagine how all this crazy stuff strained my temper—and my imagination. I remember opening the window after she was gone—I waited a few minutes first—and standing there getting some fresh air and trying to figure out what could be back of it, whether she was hiding from the police, or was somebody’s ruined daughter, or maybe had got the idea it was smart to be temperamental, or more likely Papa Munsch was right and she was partly nuts.


  But I had my pix to finish up.


  Looking back it’s amazing to think how fast her magic began to take hold of the city after that. Remembering what came after, I’m frightened of what’s happening to the whole country—and maybe the world. Yesterday I read something in Time about the Girl’s picture turning up on billboards in Egypt.


  The rest of my story will help show you why I’m frightened in that big general way. But I have a theory, too, that helps explain, though it’s one of those things that’s beyond that “certain point.” It’s about the Girl. I’ll give it to you in a few words.


  You know how modern advertising gets everybody’s mind set in the same direction, wanting the same things, imagining the same things. And you know the psychologists aren’t so skeptical of telepathy as they used to be.


  Add up the two ideas. Suppose the identical desires of millions of people focused on one telepathic person. Say a girl. Shaped her in their image.


  Imagine her knowing the hiddenmost hungers of millions of men. Imagine her seeing deeper into those hungers than the people that had them, seeing the hatred and the wish for death behind the lust. Imagine her shaping herself in that complete image, keeping herself as aloof as marble. Yet imagine the hunger she might feel in answer to their hunger.


  But that’s getting a long way from the facts of my story. And some of those facts are darn solid. Like money. We made money.


  That was the funny thing I was going to tell you. I was afraid the Girl was going to hold me up. She really had me over a barrel, you know.


  But she didn’t ask for anything but the regular rates. Later on I insisted on pushing more money at her, a whole lot. But she always took it with that same contemptuous look, as if she were going to toss it down the first drain when she got outside.


  Maybe she did.


  At any rate, I had money. For the first time in months I had money enough to get drunk, buy new clothes, take taxicabs. I could make a play for any girl I wanted to. I only had to pick.


  And so of course I had to go and pick—


  But first let me tell you about Papa Munsch.


  Papa Munsch wasn’t the first of the boys to try to meet my model but I think he was the first to really go soft on her. I could watch the change in his eyes as he looked at her pictures. They began to get sentimental, reverent. Mama Munsch had been dead for two years.


  He was smart about the way he planned it. He got me to drop some information which told him when she came to work, and then one morning he came pounding up the stairs a few minutes before.


  “I’ve got to see her, Dave,” he told me.


  I argued with him, I kidded him. I explained he didn’t know just how serious she was about her crazy ideas. I pointed out he was cutting both our throats. I even amazed myself by bawling him out.


  He didn’t take any of it in his usual way. He just kept repeating, “But, Dave, I’ve got to see her.”


  The street door slammed.


  “That’s her,” I said, lowering my voice. “You’ve got to get out.”


  He wouldn’t, so I shoved him in the darkroom. “And keep quiet,” I whispered. “I’ll tell her I can’t work today.”


  I knew he’d try to look at her and probably come busting in, but there wasn’t anything else I could do.


  The footsteps came to the fourth floor. But she never showed at the door. I got uneasy.


  “Get that bum out of there!” she yelled suddenly from beyond the door. Not very loud, but in her commonest voice.


  “I’m going up to the next landing,” she said, “And if that fat-bellied bum doesn’t march straight down to the street, he’ll never get another pix of me except spitting in his lousy beer.”


  Papa Munsch came out of the darkroom. He was white. He didn’t look at me as he went out. He never looked at her pictures in front of me again.


  That was Papa Munsch. Now it’s me I’m telling about. I talked about the subject with her, I hinted, eventually I made my pass. She lifted my hand off her as if it were a damp rag.


  “Nix, baby,” she said. “This is working time.”


  “But afterward... ” I pressed.


  “The rules still hold.”


  And I got what I think was the fifth smile.


  It’s hard to believe, but she never budged an inch from that crazy line. I mustn’t make a pass at her in the office, because our work was very important and she loved it and there mustn’t be any distractions. And I couldn’t see her anywhere else, because if I tried to, I’d never snap another picture of her—and all this with more money coming in all the time and me never so stupid as to think my photography had anything to do with it.


  Of course I wouldn’t have been human if I hadn’t made more passes. But they always got the wet-rag treatment and there weren’t any more smiles.


  I changed. I went sort of crazy and light-headed—only sometimes I felt my head was going to burst. And I started to talk to her all the time. About myself.


  It was like being in a constant delirium that never interfered with business. I didn’t pay attention to the dizzy feeling. It seemed natural.


  I’d walk around and for a moment the reflector would look like a sheet of white-hot steel, or the shadows would seem like armies of moths, or the camera would be a big black coal car. But the next instant they’d come all right again.


  I think sometimes I was scared to death of her. She’d seem the strangest, horriblest person in the world. But other times...


  And I talked. It didn’t matter what I was doing—lighting her, posing her, fussing with props, snapping my pix—or where she was—on the platform, behind the screen, relaxing with a magazine—I kept up a steady gab.


  I told her everything I knew about myself. I told her about my first girl. I told her about my brother Bob’s bicycle. I told her about running away on a freight and the licking Pa gave me when I came home. I told her about shipping to South America and the blue sky at night. I told her about Betty. I told her about my mother dying of cancer. I told her about being beaten up in a fight in an alley behind a bar. I told her about Mildred. I told her about the first picture I ever sold. I told her how Chicago looked from a sailboat. I told her about the longest drunk I was ever on. I told her about Marsh-Mason. I told her about Gwen. I told her about how I met Papa Munsch. I told her about hunting her. I told her about how I felt now.


  She never paid the slightest attention to what I said. I couldn’t even tell if she heard me.


  It was when we were getting our first nibble from national advertisers that I decided to follow her when she went home.


  Wait, I can place it better than that. Something you’ll remember from the out-of-town papers—those maybe-murders I mentioned. I think there were six.


  I say “maybe” because the police could never be sure they weren’t heart attacks. But there’s bound to be suspicion when heart attacks happen to people whose hearts have been okay, and always at night when they’re alone and away from home and there’s a question of what they were doing.


  The six deaths created one of those “mystery poisoner” scares. And afterward there was a feeling that they hadn’t really stopped, but were being continued in a less suspicious way.


  That’s one of the things that scares me now.


  But at that time my only feeling was relief that I’d decided to follow her.


  I made her work until dark one afternoon. I didn’t need any excuses, we were snowed under with orders. I waited until the street door slammed, then I ran down. I was wearing rubber-soled shoes. I’d slipped on a dark coat she’d never seen me in, and a dark hat.


  I stood in the doorway until I spotted her. She was walking by Ardleigh Park toward the heart of town. It was one of those warm fall nights. I followed her on the other side of the street. My idea for tonight was just to find out where she lived. That would give me a hold on her.


  She stopped in front of a display window of Everly’s department store, standing back from the glow. She stood there looking in.


  I remembered we’d done a big photograph of her for Everly’s, to make a flat model for a lingerie display. That was what she was looking at.


  At the time it seemed all right to me that she should adore herself, if that was what she was doing.


  When people passed she’d turn away a little or drift back farther into the shadows.


  Then a man came by alone. I couldn’t see his face very well, but he looked middle-aged. He stopped and stood looking in the window.


  She came out of the shadows and stepped up beside him. How would you boys feel if you were looking at a poster of the Girl and suddenly she was there beside you, her arm linked with yours?


  This fellow’s reaction showed plain as day. A crazy dream had come to life for him.


  They talked for a moment. Then he waved a taxi to the curb. They got in and drove off.


  I got drunk that night. It was almost as if she’d known I was following her and had picked that way to hurt me. Maybe she had. Maybe this was the finish.


  But the next morning she turned up at the usual time and I was back in the delirium, only now with some new angles added.


  That night when I followed her she picked a spot under a street lamp, opposite one of the Munsch Girl billboards.


  Now it frightens me to think of her lurking that way.


  After about twenty minutes a convertible slowed down going past her, backed up, swung in to the curb.


  I was closer this time. I got a good look at the fellow’s face. He was a little younger, about my age.


  Next morning the same face looked up at me from the front page of the paper. The convertible had been found parked on a side street. He had been in it. As in the other maybe-murders, the cause of death was uncertain. All kinds of thoughts were spinning in my head that day, but there were only two things I knew for sure. That I’d got the first real offer from a national advertiser, and that I was going to take the Girl’s arm and walk down the stairs with her when we quit work.


  She didn’t seem surprised. “You know what you’re doing?” she said.


  “I know.”


  She smiled. “I was wondering when you’d get around to it.”


  I began to feel good. I was kissing everything good-bye, but I had my arm around hers.


  It was another of those warm fall evenings. We cut across into Ardleigh Park. It was dark there, but all around the sky was a sallow pink from the advertising signs.


  We walked for a long time in the park. She didn’t say anything and she didn’t look at me, but I could see her lips twitching and after a while her hand tightened on my arm.


  We stopped. We’d been walking across the grass. She dropped down and pulled me after her. She put her hands on my shoulders. I was looking down at her face. It was the faintest sallow pink from the glow in the sky. The hungry eyes were dark smudges.


  I was fumbling with her blouse. She took my hand away, not like she had in the studio. “I don’t want that,” she said.


  First I’ll tell you what I did afterward. Then I’ll tell you why I did it. Then I’ll tell you what she said.


  What I did was run away. I don’t remember all of that because I was dizzy, and the pink sky was swinging against the dark trees. But after a while I staggered into the lights of the street. The next day I closed up the studio. The telephone was ringing when I locked the door and there were unopened letters on the floor. I never saw the Girl again in the flesh, if that’s the right word.


  I did it because I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want the life drawn out of me. There are vampires and vampires, and the ones that suck blood aren’t the worst. If it hadn’t been for the warning of those dizzy flashes, and Papa Munsch and the face in the morning paper, I’d have gone the way the others did. But I realized what I was up against while there was still time to tear myself away. I realized that wherever she came from, whatever shaped her, she’s the quintessence of the horror behind the bright billboard. She’s the smile that tricks you into throwing away your money and your life. She’s the eyes that lead you on and on, and then show you death. She’s the creature you give everything for and never really get. She’s the being that takes everything you’ve got and gives nothing in return. When you yearn toward her face on the billboards, remember that. She’s the lure. She’s the bait. She’s the Girl.


  And this is what she said, “I want you. I want your high spots. I want everything that’s made you happy and everything that’s hurt you bad. I want your first girl. I want that shiny bicycle. I want that licking. I want that pinhole camera. I want Betty’s legs. I want the blue sky filled with stars. I want your mother’s death. I want your blood on the cobblestones. I want Mildred’s mouth. I want the first picture you sold. I want the lights of Chicago. I want the gin. I want Gwen’s hands. I want your wanting me. I want your life. Feed me, baby, feed me.”


  If he hadn’t written, she thinks she might have faded away. Winked out. But even with the salvation of his inadvertent invitation, there is still something missing, something she needs to give her a sense of being replete...


  The Light that Passes Through You


  Conrad Williams


  I was on my way to work when Louise appeared, seeming to peel away from the gray cement walls of the block of flats opposite. She drifted into my arms. I could feel her bones, thin and febrile, poking through the shredded leather of her jacket. As I drew her inside, I noticed it was a jacket I’d given her, five years ago—the last time I’d seen her. She made sticky, glottal noises into the crook of my arm as I led her upstairs. Her hair was matted with dog shit; her mouth pinched and blue.


  “What are you on?” I asked, but the question could have been directed at myself. I should have been taking her to hospital. She didn’t answer.


  I sat her down in the hallway while I ran a bath. My face dissolved in the mirror.


  “Can you... ?” Clearly, she couldn’t, so I undressed her myself, trying to keep my eyes off the breasts I’d once caressed. Unbidden, a memory of me rubbing olive oil into them on a hot beach somewhere made my cheeks burn. “Let’s get you into this bath. Come on, Louise.” She’d lost weight. The skin around her navel was purpuric and slightly raised, like that of an orange. I hoped her condition was due to vitamin deficiency and exhaustion. I wished I hadn’t written to her.


  She revived a little when the suds enveloped her. She found some kind of focus, frowning as I, no doubt, looped in and out of view. Her slight overbite rested upon her bottom lip: something I’d once found irresistible. Now she just looked afraid.


  “It’s been like—” she began, and coughed a thick clot of mucus on to her chin, “—like I’ve been drowning. All this time. Just as I thought I was leaving, going out like a candle, you rescued me.” She collapsed slowly into the water; her ribs, for a moment, seemed like huge denuded fingers pressing against the flesh from inside, trying to punch their way out.


  There was nothing particularly unusual about our relationship to warrant my attempt to contact her. At the time, I was nineteen, she eighteen. We said we loved each other. Although we had no money and still lived with our parents, we believed we were independent, different from anyone else because we were intelligent; we were mature about sex.


  We were stupid. We were children.


  We holidayed in Wales one summer, borrowing a caravan that belonged to a friend of my father’s. We buried each other in the sand and lost sleep, fucking with impunity. It was exciting, hearing her approach an orgasm without fear of a parent barging in on us. She missed a period.


  I wanted to go with her on the day she aborted. I’d traveled to Stockport with her to make the appointment, sitting in a waiting room trying to avoid the female faces around me, watching faded vehicles slew across wet, wasted dual carriageways which reached into the dun fug over Manchester. Louise’s mother went with her when the time came because she paid for the operation. The private clinic was picketed by pro-lifers that day. Louise told me they pleaded with her to reconsider, that they would help to bring up the baby. It fluttered in her womb. Ink blot eye. Fingernails.


  When I saw Louise again, she’d gained something which made me nervous for a while, something which shone dully in her eyes as if the surgeons had implanted some strange, ancient wisdom at the time of termination. We talked about it and grew very close; smiles and kisses drew a frosting over the bad area, like icing decorates the mold in a cake. I suppose we believed we were richer for the experience. Louise became clinging; I thought it was love. I never believed that we would be together forever but she didn’t doubt it, as if this trauma provided a bond we must never break. Sometimes I’d lie awake at night feeling like the carcass of a sheep; she, a dark scavenger of emotions, burrowing ever deeper into the heart of me. That I felt guilty for entertaining such thoughts shouldn’t have brought me comfort but it did.


  It was like laying down a bundle of kindling when I tucked her into my bed. I left a window open and glanced at London’s center. It seemed strange that I would be working in that glut of noise down there while she slept, a Rapunzel in her tower. I left a note with my number by the bed, in case she should wake up. I had to lean over and smell her mouth.


  On the Northern Line, I tried to spot other faces which bore the same kind of expression as Louise. A fusion of vulnerability and assuredness. The look of someone who knows they will he protected and cared for. I couldn’t find anything like it here. Maybe it was London which prescribed a countenance of stone; to progress here, you oughtn’t allow any emotion to slip.


  It was a photograph that did it. A black-and-white shot of Louise staring out of my bedroom window, one breast free of a voluminous cardigan, her body painted white with morning sunshine. She wore a sleepy, gluttonous expression: We’d just made love. I’d placed some crumpled cellophane over the lens to soften her image. When the picture fell out of a book, I wondered what she was doing now. It pained me to think that the partners we felt so deeply for can be allowed to drift out of our lives. We were both five years older than the time it had ended. Old enough, responsible enough to face each other on a new footing and be friends...


  . . . Ha.


  I thought about her all day. I even tried calling her but all I got was my Duo plus: “Hi, this is Sean, all calls gratefully received, except those from Jeffrey Archer or Noel Edmonds... ”


  “Lou? Are you there? Pick up the phone.”


  I left the office as early as I could and caught the tube back to Belsize Park, having to wait an agonizing time at Camden for the Edgware connection, which was late due to I don’t fucking know—litter on the line, driver claustrophobia, lack of application.


  She was still in bed when I got back. I heated a bowl of celery soup in the microwave and fed it to her, remembering too late that she despised celery. And what else? Beetroot? She didn’t seem to mind now though, her belly grateful for anything to mop up the misery in which it was dissolving. The early February sky shuttered out the light in gray grades across my wall; she became more beautiful as darkness mired her features.


  She sat up against the headboard, the duvet slipping away from her body. She didn’t attempt to cover herself. I gave her a T-shirt.


  “What happened?” I asked, lighting a candle—she wouldn’t have appreciated the harshness of a bare bulb.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s like I described earlier. I feel as if I’ve been gnawed away from the inside. For a while, I thought it was cancer.”


  I bit down on my suggestion that it still might be; the candle’s uncertain light sucked the gaunt angles of her face and shoulders into chiaroscuro.


  “Lie with me,” she said.


  My sleep was fitful; I was expecting her to murmur something that would shape the formless panic I was barely managing to fasten inside. I lay awake listening to horses clatter lazily up Primrose Hill Road at five a.m., trying to delve for conversations we’d had, or pregnant pauses stuffed with meaning. All I could remember was the sound of her crying.


  I nipped outside at around seven, when she was stirring, to the baker’s for croissants. I picked up a pot of jam and the newspaper, a pint of milk and headed back to the flat. Only gone ten minutes, it was some surprise to find her showered and dressed, lying on the bed and listening to one of my Radiohead albums. “We’ll go out after brekkie,” she said. ”You can show me around Camden.”


  “How are you feeling?” I asked, unwrapping the croissants and offering her a knife.


  “Better.” She broke off a corner of bread and chewed it, dipping her next bit into the virgin surface of the jam, getting crumbs in there. That was something that pissed me off no end when we were together. It didn’t bother me now. Maturity, I suppose. She looked at me slyly, as if she were testing me; I ignored it.


  “It’s good to see you, Louise,” I said. “Really.”


  “It was a beautiful letter. How could I not answer it?”


  “I didn’t necessarily expect to see you on my doorstep... you know, a letter, a phone call or something, to let me know how you were.”


  “It was an invocation, Sean.”


  “A what?”


  “I said, it was an invitation. You called to me, I was on the brink. Your timing was immaculate.” She raised an eyebrow. “It always was.”


  Camden was pinned down under a grimy, stifling sky. Drawing breath was like sucking exhaust fumes through a burning electric blanket. She leaned against me as we threaded through its unfriendly streets, funneled into passageways and alleys pumping with sound and people.


  “This is wild!” she laughed, the plum gash of her mouth halving the pallid remains of her face, once so fleshy and pinkish; at once she looked both like the most alive and the most enervated person and in Camden that was saying something. She looked synthetic, the skin too tight, as if it might split and waft the smell of plastic toys over me. But her eyes had lost their initial vagueness, fastening on individual blurs of color as it all streamed past us, like a hawk tracking is dinner. The whites were so clear they were almost blue.


  We tooled up and down the main drag, trying on sunglasses and hats. She fingered jewelry and squeezed the arms of thick sweaters, which made me feel even hotter. I pointed out the egg-tipped folly of GM-TV and she scoffed when I told her it was a listed building. I showed her where I’d seen Adam Ant handing over some coins to a charity collector as we crossed the walkway over the Grand Union Canal into a tight knot of stalls and alcoves. The heat was building up here; candles were sagging on their displays and the drifts of antiques shone dully in a solid mass of bronzed light. Every time Louise brushed against me or held on to my arm, I sagged, as if she were transmitting weight through her touch. At such moments, she would perk up and become animated, trying on hats or mugging in smeared mirrors, laughing as my face grew greasy and pale.


  The stream of people was endless. The pavements were so obstructed, pedestrians spilled into the road, slowing the traffic which began to trail back toward Mornington Crescent Tube. The crowds seemed to be swelling, like a single bloated body, inflated by sore tempers and the ceaseless, airless heat. I pulled Louise into a café, worried by a mild panic that had transmitted itself into an hallucination of us crushed beneath a stampede of bodies as they attempted to escape their stifling skins. I bought cappuccino, hoping I could relax sufficiently at the counter before she noticed my discomfort.


  When I turned round, Louise was bathed in sunshine. Because of the angle of her chair and the way the sunlight was blocked by the weirdly squashed conglomeration of buildings, only she was favored by its color. It invaded the thick pile of her hair, seeming to imbue each filament, like one of those carbon fiber lamps. It moved across her face like thick fluid and, somehow, seemed of her too, picking out the configuration of her bones slouched inside their fleshy housing, curled into the chair. A comma of wet sunshine touched her lower lip and I found myself wishing I could kiss it away. I still wanted her, even after such a long time had passed. No time at all. Everyone around her seemed to diminish, shadows on the wane, growing sluggish like figures trapped in tar. And then she looked at me. For a moment, I wasn’t sure what kind of fire it was that filled her eyes, certain only that it wasn’t human but then the moment passed, and she smiled and everyone was a component of the greater animation around us once more. She just seemed like a willowy girl, lost in the scrum. Unremarkable.


  “Get this down you,” I said, pushing across her coffee. “It’ll put hairs on your chest.”


  “This place, Camden that is, reminds me of my last few years,” Louise said, furring her top lip with the froth of her cappuccino. “I don’t know why, really. Something about the way everything feels sad and unreal but is all disguised by movement. I bet this place seems more like its true self when the shops close and everyone pisses off.”


  “What have you been up to these last few years?” I asked that, when all I wanted to know was how she’d turned up in such a state on my doorstep. Now she looked in some semblance of control, I was finding it hard to believe that I’d seen her like that, in extremis.


  “It felt like I was being followed. No, that’s not right, it felt like I was being hunted. I had to keep moving or I felt I’d be consumed by something so big I couldn’t even see it. Just an aspect of it, I saw, usually in sleep, moving furiously, like an engine part well-oiled, pistoning and thrashing around. It belonged to something that was vast and after me. Hungry for me.” She took another drink of coffee, then reached over and tapped a man in a vest and combat trousers on the shoulder. Asked him for a cigarette. After he’d lit it for her, she turned back to me and spoke around a mouthful of bluish smoke.


  “I left Warrington just after we finished... after you finished with me. I got a job with a waste disposal firm in Keighley.”


  “Keighley? Why Keighley, of all places? Middle of nowhere.”


  “No, I was the middle of nowhere. Anywhere, everywhere else was a grip on something real. I was on Temazepam by this time, for my depression and insomnia but it wasn’t working. The doctor gave me Prozac, and that was better, for a while, until I wanted to do nothing other than sit in front of my window and watch the litter being blown across the street. I kicked all that but it was like the feeling had settled into me and wouldn’t go away, I slept late, ate less, became constipated. I began to appreciate a particular kind of darkness I found in the loft. There was a cat, Marlon, his name was, that would sleep up there. Made his way over the roofs and climbed in through a hole in the eaves. We’d curl up together, flinching whenever a bird’s claws rattled on the tiles. It was almost magical. I felt safe; that thing that was looking for me wouldn’t have me here. It was just me and Marlon and the dark. Holding on to Marlon’s fur kept me real and sane. If he wasn’t there, I think I would have just... well... ”


  “How long were you in Keighley for?” I asked, sensing a dangerous moment of self-disclosure if I let her carry on.


  “Not long. I hitched a lift to Scarborough and did some work at one of the hotels. Cleaning rooms in the daytime, serving behind the bar at night. I liked it. Days off, I’d walk along the beach up to the amusement arcades. I met boys there. When it got dark we’d go behind the generators and I’d just let them do what they wanted to me. I went with this really gaunt, ill-looking boy called Felix. He was half Croatian. I sucked him off and when he came—”


  “Jesus, Lou—”


  “—when he came, there was blood in his semen. He blamed it on me, said I’d infected him—some nonsense like that—and he tried to strangle me. I didn’t fight him off. I was struck by how beautiful he looked in the thin light rising from the harbor behind us. I think he got scared when I smiled at him. He left me alone. I like to believe you were thinking of me at that very moment. My Guardian Angel rescued me with some attention.”


  I laughed nervously. I didn’t like anything she was telling me. I was jealous and I was resentful of her for keeping a hold on to me. My letter hadn’t been a cry for reunion, it had been a friendly endeavor to find out what was happening to someone I cared about. But I found myself hooked on her story. “And then?” I asked, my voice dead, resigned.


  “I stayed in Scarborough for some time. A year or so. Things changed. I found that I seemed to be waking into thick air. Walking, blinking, breathing—it was all such an effort. Things weren’t right while somehow keeping a surface of normality. I’d see something odd, but everybody else’s reaction would be non-existent and it might be hours or days before I told myself that no, it was not right but by then I’d suspect that it happened at all.”


  “What kind of things? What are you talking about, Louise?”


  “I’m talking about the skeletons of fish on the beach flopping around, trying to get back into the water. I’m talking about sand castles that didn’t dissolve when the tide touched them. A couple kissing under a streetlamp whose heads melted into each other.”


  “Tcha!” I said, rocking back on my seat and attracting a few glances from the punters sitting nearby. She’d drawn me into her story so effectively that this nonsense had spat me out, like a newborn, unable to cope with the sudden influx of normal sensations. I sighed and rubbed my eyes. She wouldn’t give up on it though.


  “A dog smoking a pipe. A parrot on a smiling tramp’s shoulder picking his brains from a bleeding eye socket. Burning children playing leapfrog on a lawn.”


  “Stop it, Louise.”


  “I was there. I saw this happening.”


  “In Scarborough? I’ve been to Scarborough. The strangest thing they have there is a ghost train that squirts water at you.”


  “Yes. But, although it was Scarborough, it could have been anywhere. I was drawing these things to me. I was in some kind of midway. A lost soul.”


  I necked my coffee. I could feel myself bristling under her expectant gaze. She’d always been like this, pushing the envelope of provocation and gauging my reaction till I exploded. “If you’re trying to make me feel guilty for finishing with you, you’re doing fine. Not that you’re one to hold a grudge.”


  “I don’t blame you for this, Sean. I did at first. I spent all my time thinking of you. Thinking of how our child would have been two, three, four, five. You laughing and having a good time. Fucking lots of women. I played the whole victim thing. I wanted you and hated you in equal measure. I needed you. But then I realized all my misery was externalized, too. It got so bad very quickly that I didn’t even notice things had changed until I started paying attention to the outside world rather than my puffy face in the mirror.


  “The coming of daylight seemed to take longer than it ought to in the mornings. I’d see weather forecasts predicting rain or shine but there was a constant haze, like the sun trying to force its way through mist. It never changed. I’d visit my parents and they appeared to talk through me, looking at my face but somehow misdirecting their focus as if they were talking to someone standing behind me. And then this awful sense of something coming, gravitating toward me...”


  I noticed that I was holding her hand but I couldn’t recall reaching for her. Her casual referral to her pregnancy had shamed me. I couldn’t say anything.


  “And you wrote to me. It was salvation. There was no longer a sense of me being consigned to limbo. Does this sound silly to you? Because there are others. I saw one or two, drifting like me, pale and withdrawn like flames that can’t quite catch upon what they’re supposed to be burning. People who were dismissed from somebody’s life. People who had an umbilicus disconnected. God knows what would have happened to me if you hadn’t written. I think I’d have faded away. Winked out. There’s still something missing. Something I need in order to give me a sense of being replete but I’m buggered if l know what it is.”


  It was a lot to take in. I wasn’t convinced by a great deal of what she’d imparted but I had a handle on her dislocation. I’d been gearing up to ask her how long she planned on staying but it didn’t really matter if she stayed a few more days, if it meant she’d get back to full speed.


  “A party,” I said, lightly, trying to dispel the intensity that had drawn in around us. “There’s a party tonight. Why don’t you come? It will do you good to kick out and relax.”


  She appeared briefly reticent but agreed, her eyes hankering after some morsel of encouragement as we held each other’s gaze for longer than necessary. It was a look I’d once suffixed with a kiss or a touch of my finger against her neck. Don’t get back into that, I thought, pushing away from the table. I couldn’t understand why she’d want to get involved with me again if there was even the shred of threat she might return to the dire illusions of her mind.


  The party was at a friend’s place in Hammersmith; we were to meet by the bridge at one of the pubs which snuggled up to the Thames. Benjie was there to greet us, a tall affable lad who didn’t care if he was thinning on top as long as there was a beer in front of him. One of those people who needs only the most rudimentary of introductions before getting on well with anyone, Benjie soon had Louise feeling comfortable and interesting; she soon relaxed into the evening. A fine evening it was, the sun losing itself to the strata of color banding the horizon. Great jets would lower into it as they nosed toward Heathrow. We stood and watched them halve the sky till it grew dark and cold.


  For my part, I felt better now that Louise was being shared around a dozen or so other people. I could allow my anxieties to shrink within alcohol’s massage and see Louise as someone more than a chipped and faded signpost to my past.


  Benjie lived in a first floor flat on a wide avenue behind King Street. When we arrived, stopping off en route to buy beer from a twenty-four-hour inconvenience store that didn’t sell Beck’s or Toohey’s, there were already around thirty people stuffed into the kitchen and living room. Overspill meant that the landing and stairs were occupied too, by flaky looking individuals wadded into sheepskin coats with excessively furred collars. They probably looked furtive because they’d crashed the gig; not that it mattered; Benjie was hospitable to all. I followed him into his room where a hill of coats and plastic bags swamped his bed. A couple were leaned across them, kissing each other with such fervor that it seemed his mouth must engulf the entirety of her lower jaw. His left hand violently kneaded the pliant spread of her right breast. She could have been dead. I sensed Louise stiffen beside me and squeezed her hand, understanding her revulsion. The union was void of any tenderness. Perhaps Benjie noticed it too, because there was a needle in his voice when he asked them to move over. They simply stopped kissing and staggered from the room, lobotomized expressions all round. The woman was wearing six-inch rubber platforms and a black cat suit. An exterior white leather corset battled to keep her chest in situ. She hadn’t even bothered to take off her heart-shaped satchel with its blunt rubber spines.


  “Kids, eh?” said Benjie, plonking his sweater on the pile. I followed suit but Louise reused to take her coat off. “Actually,” Benjie continued, gesturing after the zombies, “that was Simon. Top bloke. Known him since school. Spacecat. Does a bit too much of the wacky baccy to keep him compos mentus but you can’t hold that against him.”


  So, the party. Which was as punishing as any party I’d been to before.


  We drank. And then there was a spot of serious drinking. And a post-drink drinking session and then a long stretch of complete and utter drinking.


  Benjie’s windows in the living room had been sealed shut by whoever had last painted the flat. It grew so stifling that the ceiling eventually shed a thin, bitter rain of nicotian moisture. I ranged around the room, trying to find the door so that I might lose some of my own fluids but it appeared that someone had painted that in too. I started laughing till panic hovered but rescued myself by simply pissing my pants. It proved an excellent sobering technique. I poured what was left of my Budweiser on to my jeans and made like I was the clumsiest arse ever, but nobody cared a toss. I found the door where I’d left it and spilled on to the landing. Someone was playing Nirvana—“Drain You”—with the volume turned all the way up to eleven. I yelled a line from the chorus and dived for the toilet only to find a queue which, in all probability, was the longest toilet queue in the history of clenched bladders. I had the last laugh, though, when my brain caught up with the fact that I’d already been.


  Simon’s disembodied head loomed in front of mine. “Where the fuck is the rest of you?” I almost shrieked, but it was all there, just slow in arriving. God, I was spannered. He grinned, showing off a gold pre-molar. He smelled of beer, smoke, and CK One but then, so did everybody else. His skin possessed a greasy olive hue; up close I could see that his lips were rugose and discolored. His rubberized partner, I guessed, was being trampolined elsewhere.


  “Highayemsimon,” he said. “Hooeyoo?”


  “Me no speaka your language,” I replied, suddenly cottoning on to his flighty Scots burr. I barked laughter and slapped him on the arm. “Sorry. I thought... I thought... oh, cocks to it. I’m Shhhhhuh... ean. Benj told me you were Simon but it’s good to have it confirmed.”


  “Hoowazatlassyacuminwi ?”


  “Her name’s Louise.” I came right back with that one, getting into the swing of it.


  “Shizaspankinlassyamtellinyi.”


  “Too right.” I sensed he was waiting for me to continue. “She’s not with me, if that’s what you’re wondering.” If I’d had my brains in properly, I’d have asked him to be tame on her; she wasn’t ready for some fast-talking shagmeister bundling her into his bed. Talking about Louise reminded me that she was here. I caught sight of her standing on the edge of an intense circle, watching the interplay. She looked—God, strange word to use but it summed up her appearance—she looked ripe. Her face was jutting and beautiful, her eyes hungry on everyone. Having finally divested herself of the coat, her breasts hugged the deep collar of her blouse like loaves in an oven besting their tins. No longer the ingénue I’d staggered into adulthood alongside, she appeared confident and armed with secrets, like a soldier returned from a killing field.


  But that could have just been the alcohol, twatting around with my head.


  I started toward her, eager to let loose some of the thoughts with which I’d been so circumspect that afternoon. I wanted to draw her into the crook of my arm and tell her I’d missed her. Tell her I was sorry.


  But then Simon was locked on to her, their bodies flush with each other as they traded words. I watched them flirt, dipping heads against ears so that lips brushed lobes. Yoked together, I watched the tethered jewel at Louise’s throat move with each undulation they created. Violence spread through me. I wish I could have let it come. Louise’s capitulation and Benjie’s hand on my shoulder prevented me. In that moment, Simon was condemned.


  Black out.


  I surfaced from a terrible dream in which I’d been kissing a woman whose lips were sticky, whose tongue, whenever it emerged to roil against mine, was coated in a clear membrane. She worked my mouth with spidery endeavor, knitting it closed with her adhesive spit. Black eyes burning into mine. When she wrestled with her clothing, to reveal that yawning part of her which would dissolve and ingest me, I lurched away, opening my eyes to dawn as it drizzled the curtains. Bodies were sprawled around me. I hauled myself upright, shuddering with cold and the mother and father of all hangovers. The Fear unzipped its dark little bag and teased me with its contents but I couldn’t remember anything beyond Benjie, me, and a bottle of vodka. My jeans felt stiff against my legs. There was a smear of lipstick on the back of my hand.


  I negotiated the snoring corpses till I was on the landing. Benjie’s door was shut. I remembered. Some time in the night I’d gone for a glass of water, opened his bedroom, mistaking it for the kitchen. Louise was straddling Simon in the bed; the hill of coats had slid to the floor. The first thing I saw was the last thing to follow me back to sleep. Her breastbone, slick with sweat, or his saliva, overlaid with a lozenge of pure white light which pulsed with every languid stroke of their lovemaking. There was light elsewhere on her, solidifying in clusters and then dispersing like minute shoals of fish only to coalesce once more on her thigh, her mons, her navel. But it was that oval of light on her sternum which transfixed me, even as her eyes met with mine and she flew toward a climax that terrified me for its intensity. Simon was paling beneath her, jerking around: a rabbit mauled by a stoat. His hand reached out, almost desperately. Froth concealed his mouth. Louise was keening, slamming down upon him and baring her teeth, eyes rolled back till I could see their whites. The light inside her intensified and gathered at her core, retreating from the surface of her skin till it was but a milky suggestion deep inside her. Then it sank to where he must have been embedded in her. I couldn’t watch any more, not when she drove her fingers into his mouth to allay his scream.


  Was that really how it had happened? My sozzled brain painted a detailed picture, but my dream had seemed equally alive. If it had happened, how could I have been so calm as to close the door on them and get back among the dead in the living room? How could I have returned to sleep?


  I thought of the first words Louise had mumbled to me after her abortion all those years ago. She’d said: “I was so close to darkness, it felt like I could never again be close to the light.”


  She’d been chasing it ever since. I’d taken it from her and something as simple as a letter had given it back. A letter that had been as much a cry for help as an olive branch. I thought of the places she’d passed through over the years, alternate lands that had claimed her as she drifted, loveless. I thought of how easy it could be to consign someone to such torment. I tried to imagine the hunger that needed to be sated in order to forge a way back.


  My hand on the door. It swung inward. The pile of coats was still there. Beneath them, the bed appeared not to have been slept in. The room was still, its occupants gone. I was happy to leave it that way but found myself entering the room. There was a scorched smell. A cigarette burn, probably. I dragged the covers off the bed. A thin plug of mucus, streaked with blood, stained the undersheet.


  “Simon?” I said to it.


  A sound drew me to the window. She was standing by the streetlamp, which died at that moment. Subtle light crept through the avenue. I heard a milk float play its glassy tunes far away. She was smiling as she waited, holding her coat closed on whatever it was that burned inside her. I sniffed and dug my sweater out of the pile, went down to hold her hand and send her a plea through my lips when I kissed her.


  The painter grew wild with the ardor of his work, and turned his eyes from the canvas rarely...


  The Oval Portrait


  Edgar Allan Poe


  The chateau into which my valet had ventured to make forcible entrance, rather than permit me, in my desperately wounded condition, to pass a night in the open air, was one of those piles of commingled gloom and grandeur which have so long frowned among the Apennines, not less in fact than in the fancy of Mrs. Radcliffe. To all appearance it had been temporarily and very lately abandoned. We established ourselves in one of the smallest and least sumptuously furnished apartments. It lay in a remote turret of the building. Its decorations were rich, yet tattered and antique. Its walls were hung with tapestry and bedecked with manifold and multiform armorial trophies, together with an unusually great number of very spirited modern paintings in frames of rich golden arabesque. In these paintings, which depended from the walls not only in their main surfaces, but in very many nooks which the bizarre architecture of the chateau rendered necessary—in these paintings my incipient delirium, perhaps, had caused me to take deep interest; so that I bade Pedro to close the heavy shutters of the room—since it was already night—to light the tongues of a tall candelabrum which stood by the head of my bed—and to throw open far and wide the fringed curtains of black velvet which enveloped the bed itself. I wished all this done that I might resign myself, if not to sleep, at least alternately to the contemplation of these pictures, and the perusal of a small volume which had been found upon the pillow, and which purported to criticize and describe them.


  Long—long I read—and devoutly, devotedly I gazed. Rapidly and gloriously the hours flew by, and the deep midnight came. The position of the candelabrum displeased me, and outreaching my hand with difficulty, rather than disturb my slumbering valet, I placed it so as to throw its rays more fully upon the book.


  But the action produced an effect altogether unanticipated. The rays of the numerous candles (for there were many) now fell within a niche of the room which had hitherto been thrown into deep shade by one of the bed-posts. I thus saw in vivid light a picture all unnoticed before. It was the portrait of a young girl just ripening into womanhood. I glanced at the painting hurriedly, and then closed my eyes. Why I did this was not at first apparent even to my own perception. But while my lids remained thus shut, I ran over in mind my reason for so shutting them. It was an impulsive movement to gain time for thought—to make sure that my vision had not deceived me—to calm and subdue my fancy for a more sober and more certain gaze. In a very few moments I again looked fixedly at the painting.


  That I now saw aright I could not and would not doubt; for the first flashing of the candles upon that canvas had seemed to dissipate the dreamy stupor which was stealing over my senses, and to startle me at once into waking life.


  The portrait, I have already said, was that of a young girl. It was a mere head and shoulders, done in what is technically termed a vignette manner; much in the style of the favorite heads of Sully. The arms, the bosom, and even the ends of the radiant hair, melted imperceptibly into the vague yet deep shadow which formed the background of the whole. The frame was oval, richly gilded and filagreed in Moresque. As a thing of art nothing could be more admirable than the painting itself. But it could have been neither the execution of the work, nor the immortal beauty of the countenance, which had so suddenly and so vehemently moved me. Least of all, could it have been that my fancy, shaken from its half slumber, had mistaken the head for that of a living person. I saw at once that the peculiarities of the design, of the vignetting, and of the frame, must have instantly dispelled such idea—must have prevented even its momentary entertainment. Thinking earnestly upon these points, I remained, for an hour perhaps, half sitting, half reclining, with my vision riveted upon the portrait. At length, satisfied with the true secret of its effect, I fell back within the bed. I had found the spell of the picture in an absolute life-likeliness of expression, which at first startling, finally confounded, subdued, and appalled me. With deep and reverent awe I replaced the candelabrum in its former position. The cause of my deep agitation being thus shut from view, I sought eagerly the volume which discussed the paintings and their histories. Turning to the number which designated the oval portrait, I there read the vague and quaint words which follow:


  “She was a maiden of rarest beauty, and not more lovely than full of glee. And evil was the hour when she saw, and loved, and wedded the painter. He, passionate, studious, austere, and having already a bride in his Art; she a maiden of rarest beauty, and not more lovely than full of glee: all light and smiles, and frolicksome as the young fawn: loving and cherishing all things: hating only the Art which was her rival: dreading only the pallet and brushes and other untoward instruments which deprived her of the countenance of her lover. It was thus a terrible thing for this lady to hear the painter speak of his desire to portray even his young bride. But she was humble and obedient, and sat meekly for many weeks in the dark high turret-chamber where the light dripped upon the pale canvas only from overhead. But he, the painter, took glory in his work, which went on from hour to hour and from day to day. And he was a passionate, and wild and moody man, who became lost in reveries; so that he would not see that the light which fell so ghastly in that lone turret withered the health and the spirits of his bride, who pined visibly to all but him. Yet she smiled on and still on, uncomplainingly, because she saw that the painter (who had high renown) took a fervid and burning pleasure in his task, and wrought day and night to depict her who so loved him, yet who grew daily more dispirited and weak. And in sooth some who beheld the portrait spoke of its resemblance in low words, as of a mighty marvel, and a proof not less of the power of the painter than of his deep love for her whom he depicted so surpassingly well. But at length, as the labor drew nearer to its conclusion, there were admitted none into the turret; for the painter had grown wild with the ardor of his work, and turned his eyes from the canvas rarely, even to regard the countenance of his wife. And he would not see that the tints which he spread upon the canvas were drawn from the cheeks of her who sat beside him. And when many weeks had passed, and but little remained to do, save one brush upon the mouth and one tint upon the eye, the spirit of the lady again flickered up as the flame within the socket of the lamp. And then the brush was given, and then the tint was placed; and, for one moment, the painter stood entranced before the work which he had wrought; but in the next, while he yet gazed he grew tremulous and very pallid, and aghast and crying with a loud voice, ‘This is indeed Life itself!’ turned suddenly to regard his beloved:—She was dead!”


  She could never forget the dark wonder he had shown her; she would never again be the woman she had been before the haunting echo of his cry had roused her to seek his embrace.


  The Hound Lover


  Laura Resnick


  She welcomed him in the night, welcomed his sleek, hard length between her thighs, welcomed the salty velvet of his tongue in a cold-lipped embrace. There was no delicacy in this demon, no tenderness in the incubus that pressed her heavily into the aged mattress, hurting her with his unrepentant passion. No word, no whisper, no sigh escaped his lips. His breathing was feather-light despite his exertion, and its soft, reliable rhythm coolly brushed the vulnerable hollows of her throat as her head lolled backwards.


  She could find no voice, either for pain or pleasure, and her mind, like her tormentor, would not let her separate the two sensations. Her thighs quivered limply against his hard flanks, and her arms lay at her sides, leaden and unresponsive, unable to touch, scratch, grasp, or clasp the unseen sorcerer invading her body with such intensity.


  She strained for breath, throwing her head back even further, hot pleasure mingling with terror as the weight on her chest grew heavier, suffocating her. Her throat tightened against her futile efforts to scream, to sigh, to draw air into her burning lungs.


  Her helplessness only served to incite him, and he drove deeper, engulfing her in his chilly fire. Surely she would faint, she thought, as he rode her faster, harder, bearing her down into the abyss. Surely she would die.


  Pitiless in his ardor, he led her into the underworld where Pluto had taken his captive bride; and, like Persephone, she followed him blindly into the heart of darkness. And there she found a force stronger than death, a consummation devoutly wished and greedily grasped.


  Then, to her sorrow, he withdrew like a shadow at dawn, disappearing even as she strained toward him, even as her skin flushed and her body shook with a new tremor of ecstasy. She was alone when unconsciousness enfolded her in its sheltering arms, more alone than she had ever been before. She could never forget the dark wonder he had shown her; she would never again be the woman she had been before the haunting echo of his cry had roused her to seek his embrace.


  She knew he would return. He would come again to suck her soul out of her body, to terrify and enthrall her, to lure her ever deeper into that undiscovered country. Yes, like the night itself, he would come again; and she would be waiting for him.


  He came again last night, with the oily stealth of a predator, like a raptor, like a hungry wolf, like a great dark hound come to devour me...


  Grace went utterly still and stared at the words she had just scrawled upon the stained folds of the brown paper bag that lay flattened before her. Spread out on the kitchen table, the bag stank of last night’s Chinese food, bought in haste and eaten with disinterest. The bag bore pale splotches of grease and darker stains from the black bean sauce Grace had injudiciously ordered; smearing as it came into contact with these, the sentence she had written was already soaking into the paper and growing cloudy.


  “He came again last night,” she breathed, her heart pounding with sudden exhilaration.


  Cautiously, as if fearful of being snared, she opened a cabinet, pulled out a briefcase, set it on the table, and opened it. Her heart pounded with mingled fear and anticipation as she stared at its contents: a laptop computer and a thick, tattered dictionary.


  After a long moment, she lifted the laptop with shaking hands and cradled it briefly in her arms. Her longtime companion, her significant other. She had carried it around like some useless appendage for so long, she now nearly choked with pleasure, with reconquered pride, to realize she might actually use it today. How long had it lurked accusingly in the corners of her life like a guilty secret, a bashful lover, an elusive dream? Today, after such a long and painful drought, she might actually justify the obsession which had made her drag the damned thing through two hospitals, a psychiatric ward, a new apartment, and two prescribed vacations. Christ, she had even started carrying it to her analyst’s waiting room, as if she expected to break through the barrier while waiting for another hour of self-torture.


  Eager to get started, to find out if the first line she’d written in over three years was going to lead to a second one, she looked around for an electrical outlet. She had just found one when the telephone rang, making her jump like a scalded cat.


  “Shit.”


  She lifted the receiver, already sure of her caller’s identity.


  “Grace! How’s it going up there?”


  “Fine,” she mumbled.


  “Missing the city? The smog? The crime? The subways and pimps and crack addicts?”


  “Sure, Jo,” she said absently, gaze fixed on her computer. She longed to be left alone with it more ardently than she had ever longed for any man.


  There was a brief silence. “Uh, finding everything you need?”


  “Yeah. No problems.”


  “Seen much of the town yet?”


  Jo had bought this little house in the woods ten years ago, and ever since then she had been regaling Grace with stories about the town, its inhabitants, and her own summer and weekend adventures in country living.


  “No, I haven’t really been out much yet.” Grace’s fingers brushed across the keyboard. She shifted the phone to her other ear and sat down. “It’s only been four days.”


  The silence was a little longer this time. “How are you feeling?”


  “Better.” For once, that was true. “Really. This was a good idea. Thanks for offering to let me stay here.”


  “Offering? Offering, she says. Last week you called it nagging, badgering, pushing, manipulating—”


  “Well, now I’m glad I came.” She smiled. No need to retract words that had indeed been true at the time. They had been friends since their college days, some twenty years ago. “You were right. It’s good to get out of the city, breath fresh air, not worry about traffic, muggings, bumping into people I don’t want to see, getting calls from my lawyer.”


  “Good. I’m glad. You do sound better. I’ll be up on Saturday.”


  “See you then.”


  She rose to hang up the phone, then turned and looked again at the keyboard. The interruption had been untimely. It had broken her concentration, doused the sparks she had felt. She begged for help, addressing her silent prayers impartially to heaven or hell, and approached the mute laptop with all the trepidation of a sinner entering the confessional.


  By dusk, she had exhausted anger, tears, and even physical violence. Smashed crockery—which she would have to replace before Jo’s arrival—lay upon the floor. The table was covered with crumpled tissues, coffee stains, an overflowing ashtray, and a small burn mark where she had stubbed out a cigarette without looking. She stared at the cursor on the small computer screen, watching it blink hypnotically. It goaded her, mocked her. She hadn’t written a word since typing that single sentence hours ago: He came again last night...


  Numb and drained, Grace finally turned off the computer as the sky outside lost its amber glow. Her shoulders slumped as she poured a generous amount of scotch into her coffee cup. Oppressed by the scent of failure that overpowered the little kitchen, she opened the back door and stepped out onto the porch. The April night was cool against her skin, and it smelled of greenery and promise. A breeze ruffled the trees. They sighed in response and swooned like maidens. Grace sat on an old lounge chair and closed her tired eyes.


  This was worse than before. The coma her imagination had fallen into was bad enough. She never thought of it as writer’s block. That was far too innocuous a phrase for the thing that had destroyed her life. Anyhow, she had always despised that trite cliché as a convenient excuse for Ivy League idiots, hopeful housewives, and pompous professionals whose Great Novels would never be written simply because they didn’t really want to do the blood and guts work of sitting down day after day and writing a goddamn book.


  She wanted to do it. It was all she had ever wanted. And for years, she’d done it well and successfully. Then—burnout. It had just happened. Then came her first internment in a hospital. Exhaustion, they said, after she collapsed on West 85th Street in the middle of the day. She’d demanded to be released against the doctor’s advice. She had a book to finish, damn it. She had a deadline to meet. She couldn’t get anything done in that hospital, it was too noisy and there was no privacy. That’s why she hadn’t written a single word on the laptop she had insisted on having with her.


  But she still didn’t write after returning home. Her second visit to the hospital lasted longer. She knew, though she resented being told, that she had brought this illness upon herself. Her publisher extended her deadline, urged her to take some time off, get away, relax. Their kindness, of course, was based on the fact that her last two books for them had been national bestsellers.


  But their kindness—not to mention patience—was wearing thin by the time she realized that she would never finish this book. She hadn’t written a word in over a year, and when she looked at the first few chapters of the book, she had no idea what she had planned to write after that.


  Grace absently traced the scars on her wrists. Such a dramatic thing to do. So classical a method. Why hadn’t she simply taken pills or used a gun?


  She sighed and took a healthy swig of scotch. An owl hooted, crickets chirped, a truck drove past the house. Country sounds, soothing sounds. But she would not be soothed.


  After her release from the psychiatric hospital, she told her editor she would write a different book, a better book. She’d have to, she realized, since the advance money they’d already paid her was trickling through her fingers very rapidly: hospital bills after losing her health insurance, psychiatric treatment, expensive prescriptions, a couple of vacations to help her relax and gain a new perspective, legal fees, old debts...


  By now, of course, her editor realized that, some three years after signing the contract, Grace wasn’t going to write a book. The publisher wanted the money back. According to the terms of the contract, Grace had to give it back. The problem was, she didn’t have it anymore.


  Burnout. Hospitalization. Psychiatric treatment. Public humiliation. Professional death. Personal hell.


  None of it, though, had prepared her for this. For today. Could anything hurt more than hope? Had anything ever wounded her as much as that first tantalizing sentence, the promise of a paragraph to come, the hint of a story blossoming in the wasteland of her imagination?


  “Oh, God.” Too deep for tears, too deep.


  What the hell did that sentence mean, anyhow. He came again last night... He, who? Where did he come? Who did he come to? What had sparked that fragment, that notion, that shadow of a thought?


  “Shit.” It taunted her, flooded her with anger.


  “Fine. If thy right eye offends thee... ” If the sentence wasn’t going to go anywhere, wouldn’t lead to anything, she’d erase it. Right now. She pushed herself to her feet. “Fine.”


  A cry arose from the woods, a desolate cry that would not be ignored, that echoed through her mind and made her turn to search the darkness with a wide-eyed gaze. Something about that sound was hauntingly familiar. It stirred a response in her belly that was almost sexual in its heat and immediacy.


  She stood at the edge of the porch, peering into the night. She thought she saw a dark flank catch a flicker of light from the sickle moon before disappearing into the woods. A dog? An incredibly big one. It howled again, calling to her, and she had to steel herself not to run across the lawn and follow it into the woods.


  She reached for her drink, hand shaking slightly. She was breathing fast. She hoped that thing out there wasn’t dangerous. How long had it been lurking around the house? When it cried out again, she backed quickly toward the door and entered the house with more speed than grace. She slammed the door shut behind her, locked it, and stood with her back pressed against it, listening.


  There was no sound from outside. The howling had ceased. The black dog had gone away. But somehow, she knew he would return. Yes, like the night itself, he would come again; and she would be waiting for him.


  Grace was still asleep when Jo arrived on Saturday. She awoke to the sharp sting of her friend’s palm against her face.


  “Ow!” She opened her eyes in time to see another blow coming. “Stop it! What are you doing?”


  White-faced and breathing hard, Jo snapped, “What did you take?”


  “What?” Grace touched her tender cheek and winced.


  “What did you take?” Jo practically shrieked the last word as she shook Grace’s shoulders.


  “You’re hurting me! What is the matter with you?” Grace shoved the other woman away. “Jesus, I took nothing. Nothing! Why are—”


  “I’ve been trying to wake you up for five minutes! I thought you were drugged or in a coma or something.” Jo glanced suspiciously at the empty glass on the bedside table.


  “One glass,” Grace said clearly. “That’s all I had all night. The dregs of my bottle. It was too late to go out for more.”


  “Then what’s the matter with you?”


  Grace blinked and sat upright. “Did you say five minutes? Really?” She looked around, disoriented. “I must have been really tired.”


  “Tired?” Jo repeated incredulously. “You weren’t—”


  “What time is it?”


  “What does... ? Never mind. It’s almost noon.”


  Grace rubbed her cheek again and looked around at the tangled sheets. “I was having this wild dream.”


  “Uh-huh.” Deflated, Jo sank into a chair.


  “Really... erotic.”


  “Oh?”


  “Kinky.”


  “Oh?”


  “Something about... ” She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to recall the details. A frisson of remembered sensation shivered through her. Dark, elusive images. “Something half-man, half-beast,” she murmured.


  “Sounds more scary than erotic.”


  The memory quivered and faded. Grace opened her eyes with a sigh. “Maybe.” She studied Jo. “Why don’t you take a nap or something?”


  Jo looked surprised and shook her head. “Let’s go out for lunch.”


  Grace clenched the cotton sheet between her hands. She was ready to write it down: her daily sentence. That’s all she was being granted so far, but it was more than she had hoped for. A special gift from whatever capricious gods had chosen to torment her. Each day she awoke with one perfect, crystal clear sentence in her mind; and each one followed the previous day’s sentence as perfectly as ripples on a lake’s surface.


  She yearned to turn on her laptop, write down the sentence, and study the way it linked with the four previous sentences. My God, a whole paragraph! The steep, square shape, with its irregular edges and strange gaps; the flow and development of one idea, smooth as glass, changeable as a dangerous current. To see nine rough-edged, word-filled lines on the screen. Nothing could equal that feeling—except possibly knowing where the story was going, which she didn’t.


  Patience, she reminded herself. Just let it happen.


  “Okay, Jo,” she said at last. “Let me just shower and dress, and we’ll get out of here.”


  “You’re sure you’re all right?”


  “I’m fine. Go unpack or something.”


  The moment Jo left the room, Grace found a pen and a sheet of paper at the desk and wrote down her sentence before it could escape her. She’d add it onto the others later.


  “Do you know anything about a black dog?” she asked Jo after lunch as they strolled around the quaint streets of the local town. Antiques shops and galleries, handmade chocolates and designer boutiques attracted visitors in droves.


  “How do you mean?”


  “I keep seeing one around the house.”


  “Really?”


  “He’s very shy. Only comes round after dark. I’ve put some food out for him, but he never touches it.”


  “You’ve put food out? You don’t like dogs.”


  “I feel sorry for him. He sounds lonely.”


  “He talks to you?”


  Grace gave her a look. “I wonder if he’s feral or if he belongs to someone.”


  “I’ve never seen him.” Jo shrugged, then after a moment said, “Maybe he belonged to that Racinet woman. She used to live about a mile away, at the edge of the woods.”


  “Used to? She left without her dog?”


  “She died. About two years ago.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yeah, it was weird. She was only about thirty-five. She was a completely unknown artist when her husband bought a weekend home up here. Not even a very good artist, I gather. But living up here had a profound effect on her work, and she quickly decided to live here full-time. She and her husband separated a few months later, and she got the house in the divorce settlement. She didn’t live for very long after that, though.”


  “What happened?”


  “Nobody knows. They found her in the woods one day, naked and dead. It was January.”


  Grace stopped walking and stared at Jo. “What was she doing naked in the woods in the middle of winter?”


  Jo shrugged. “No one knows. Insanity, I suppose. Apparently she just walked out there one night and died of exposure. No signs of physical violence or trauma. Just dead.”


  Grace resumed walking. “What makes you think this dog I’ve been seeing might be hers?”


  “Apparently she had this enormous black hound she was very fond of.”


  “What do you mean, apparently?”


  “I never saw him. No one ever did. He wasn’t in her house or yard when her body was found. But everyone knew about him. He was in all of her later paintings.”


  “She put a dog in all of her paintings?”


  “Yeah. Painting her dog made her famous.” Jo smiled. “You never know what’s going to become fashionable, do you? She did about twenty paintings of this dog the year before she died. They were snatched up like that.” Jo snapped her fingers.


  “A dog,” Grace repeated, shaking her head.


  “Come on, I’ll show you. She’s a real celebrity around here, especially since her death. Most of the local galleries have prints on display. Signed, limited-edition. Ridiculously expensive.”


  Someone recognized Jo as soon as they entered the gallery and came over to say hello. Grace glared at her friend when she introduced her to the woman. Jo knew perfectly well that she would have preferred to melt into the depths of the shop and forego meeting anyone. And, of course, this turned into a worst case scenario.


  “Grace Wedeck? Ohmigod! This is such a thrill! I’ve read every single one of your books. Destiny’s Hand is my absolute favorite. How on earth do you come up with all those ideas?”


  “Damned if I know,” Grace mumbled. “Nice shop. Is that an original?”


  The ploy didn’t work. “Oh, I wish I had one of your books here for you to autograph. When is your next one due out? It’s been so long since your last book. I just can’t wait to see the next one. It’s going to be terrific, I just know it is.”


  “Oh, thanks. We just came in to—”


  “What’s it about?”


  Grace blanched. Whereas she had once enjoyed the effusive praise of genuine fans, she now felt like an imposter. The Grace Wedeck they so admired was dead but not buried. As for discussing the future—it was hard enough to admit to herself and her analyst that she was terrified she’d never write again; there was no way she was going to tell total strangers.


  “What’s it about?” Grace repeated. “Uh, you know, it’s... ”


  Christ, this was why she avoided people. After three years, she still hadn’t found any easy responses to the unwittingly cruel questions everyone asked a burned-out, washed-up writer.


  By now, Jo was having the good grace to look guilty for having instigated this disastrous conversation, and she intervened. “Oh, that’s top secret. Grace won’t even tell me. You know how writers are.”


  “Oh? Oh. Of course.” The woman smiled, apparently trying to put Grace at ease. “Can I at least know the title?”


  “The title?”


  “I’m going to tell my bookseller that I want the very first copy that comes in.”


  “The title. Well, it’s... ”


  “It’s still untitled, isn’t it?” Jo piped up.


  “It... ” From nowhere, a warm wave of calm washed over Grace, and she heard herself say, “It’s called The Hound Lover.” Both women looked at her with surprise. “The Hound Lover?” Jo repeated.


  “It’s just a working title.”


  Jo stared. “Do you mean you’re actually writing... ” She glanced at the other woman and stopped awkwardly. “I mean—”


  “Yeah,” Grace admitted. “It’s something I’m, you know, working on.”


  “But that’s wonderful! Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Has your visit here inspired you, or did you come here because of Louise Racinet?” the gallery owner asked.


  Grace frowned. “Because of Louise Racinet?”


  “You know. The Hound Lover. Her last painting.”


  “Her what?” Grace snapped in surprise.


  “Surely you knew? No? What an extraordinary coincidence. I’ve got a print on display over here. Personally, I think it’s her best, though opinions do differ. This is it. Here.”


  The woman rattled on for some time about form and influence and substance, but Grace didn’t hear her. She heard, saw, knew nothing except the picture before her.


  This vision was an echo of the strange words that had started flowing through her fingertips recently. It was a reflection of the darkly erotic dreams which held her in their grip all night long, leaving her disoriented and unable to grasp the elusive fragments of memory and sensation. He was much more than a hound, this thing that Racinet had painted. He was a bestial intelligence, a poetic monster. He summoned spirits, he defied logic, and he dominated a submissive feminine form whose presence was more suggested than portrayed. He was a demon lover, powerful, merciless, and irresistible, neither real nor imagined, but existing somewhere between fantasy and reality in an eternal purgatory of the imagination.


  “This is what he looks like,” Grace murmured at last.


  “He who?” Jo asked.


  He came again last night... like a great dark hound come to devour me...


  “How much does this thing cost?” Grace asked, reaching for her checkbook.


  The sentences turned into paragraphs which turned into pages. Each day saw Grace’s output increasing until she found herself writing nearly twenty pages a day, every day—more than she had been used to writing even at the peak of her professional productivity.


  The impulse had become an idea, which had in turn metamorphosed into a situation and finally developed into a story. She still didn’t know the ending, an extraordinary position to be in after having written over two hundred pages. She didn’t particularly care. She clawed her way out of a dazed, drugged sleep each day to virtually fling herself at the laptop, filled with exhilaration and passion. She turned off the computer each evening, worn, drained, and terrified that she had finally depleted her reserves in this last, brief burst of glory and would now wander through the empty days and hollow years with an unfinished book clutched in her arms like a dead child.


  She kept the Racinet print near the table she worked at, studying it every time she lost her train of thought. Though they were separated by time and death, she and the artist shared a vision, for this was the thing that haunted her dreams with increasing clarity. This was the creature that filled her nights with a hot twist of erotic rapture and dark horror. And this thing was both hero and villain in the novel she worked on feverishly day after day. The Hound Lover. This was his story as surely as if he whispered it to her with his cold lips during the nightly rape of her unconscious mind. She didn’t know how; she only knew it was happening.


  Shaking with fatigue, she poured a large glass of orange juice and took it out onto the back porch as twilight enclosed the yard and filled the woods with the shapes and shadows of another world. She hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol since she had started writing again, though her throat was raw from smoking one cigarette after another.


  Jo hadn’t come up last weekend, but she’d be here again on Saturday. Grace sighed and let her mind turn to mundane matters. She supposed she’d better tidy up the house, get some groceries, and do a couple of loads of laundry. She’d been wearing the same clothes, right down to her underwear, for three days. It wouldn’t be smart to let Jo think she was cracking up just when she was finally getting her life back on track.


  She had learned to expect the howling to come soon after dusk, so it didn’t surprise her tonight. She had never caught more than the faintest glimpse of Racinet’s dog—for surely that’s what it was—nor did the poor thing ever eat any of the food she put out for it. She had ceased to worry about its lurking in the woods, though. Hadn’t the black hound brought Racinet good fortune, turning her from an unknown painter into a famous artist?


  Arthur Conan Doyle’s Hound of the Baskervilles notwithstanding, mysterious black hounds weren’t necessarily evil. There were numerous stories of black dogs in folklore, tales of ghostly hounds who protected children, haunted battle grounds, and guarded sacred sites against the Devil. There were legends about shapeshifters, too: werehounds, canine demons, and men who turned themselves into black dogs to woo maidens, wreak mischief on local communities, and avenge wrongs.


  Well, if that thing in the woods was a creature from the Other Side, she could only welcome its presence in her life. Haunting and possession were a pleasure after the hell she had been through these past three years.


  Jo knew her too well to interfere with her work. Nothing else had ever mattered to Grace—which was why she had few friends, no hobbies, and one ex-husband who was now happily re-married to a normal person. Jo was openly happy about Grace’s breakthrough, a little surprised by her refusal to let her friend look at the manuscript, and plainly worried about the way Grace was driving herself.


  “Now, I’ve never tried to tell you how to run your life... ” Jo began as they sat on the porch one evening.


  “Bullshit.”


  “But I think you’d be well-advised to pace yourself. Isn’t this exactly the way this whole burn-out thing began? You were working too hard, never exercising, never eating anything but junk food, never relaxing or socializing or taking time off.”


  “This is different.”


  “How?”


  “This isn’t like work. This book just flows, as if someone were telling me the story. I’m just writing it down.”


  “All the same—“


  “And I’m much more relaxed than I used to be. For the first time since I was twelve, I’m not having any trouble with insomnia. I’m asleep almost as soon as my head hits the pillow, and sleeping hard for about ten hours a night.”


  “And talking and crying out in your sleep,” Jo added.


  “Really?” Grace frowned.


  “And when I come into your room, you’re impossible to wake.”


  “I was probably just having a nightmare.”


  “It happened last time I was here, too.”


  “Well, I’m... ” The howling came.


  “You’re what?” Jo challenged.


  “Shhh. That’s him.”


  “What’s him?” Jo blinked at her.


  It grew louder. “That howling.”


  “What howling?”


  It seemed to reverberate all around them, making Grace tremble.


  “It grows louder every night.”


  “What does?”


  Grace stared at her. “Can’t you hear it?”


  “Hear what?”


  “Hear him calling?” She closed her eyes and felt the physical pull. It was both a summons and a promise.


  “Grace? Grace.” Jo’s hands on her shoulders startled her into dropping her glass of juice. “I don’t hear anything. What do you hear?”


  “That dog.” She didn’t like the way Jo was looking at her.


  “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “Oh, for God’s sake. You’re the one who’s half deaf. That’s it, I’m going to bed.”


  “It’s barely ten o’clock.”


  “I’m tired. I’ve been working all day. Goodnight, Jo.”


  Upstairs in her room, she undressed, turned out the light, and started to climb into bed. She heard the hound’s cry again, at once sinister and beckoning. She went to the window and looked out at the moon-streaked landscape. The night was filled with magic and mystery, with the scent of ripening summer. One shadow separated itself from the others and came toward the house.


  He stood beneath her window, and she saw him, full and strong in the moonlight, for the first time. The silvery light shone on the straight, dark length of his back. His chest was broad and deep, his legs long and gracefully swift. He raised his proud face to hers and met her gaze, deliberately and intently. Held frozen in her position at the window, Grace looked into those strange, intelligent eyes and knew why he never ate the food she put out for him, why he never left footprints in the woods, and why no one else had ever seen Louise Racinet’s dog. She felt his glowing amber gaze move over her face, her hair, her body, and she knew.


  Only she would ever hear his voice in the woods. Only she would ever see him take shape in the shadows and glide through the night to call upon his chosen one. And in her heart, she had known it long before this moment.


  Obediently, she turned to the bed and waited for him.


  The book was finished a month later. Grace delivered it personally to an astonished editor, then returned quickly to Jo’s house in the woods. She didn’t like to be away at all, and especially not at night. The erotic, inspiring whirlpool of her nights was manna to her now.


  The telephone call came only three days later. “Grace! My God! This is incredible!” her editor raved.


  “Oh, good. Glad you like it.”


  “Like it? I love it. I devoured it, I couldn’t put it down, I... I... Oh, wow, this is the most exciting thing I’ve read in ages! It’s erotic and lyrical and surprising and suspenseful... Grace, this is extraordinary work! The sky’s the limit for this book.”


  “Oh, good. Look, I’m trying to work right now. Could you just send me the rest of the advance money, and we’ll talk more next week?”


  There was a slight pause. “Sure. Of course. Look, are you okay? I mean, I think you should take some time off, Grace. You’ve earned it. Why don’t—“


  “Thanks. I’ll talk to you later.” Grace hung up.


  At twilight she heard him. His cry came from deep in the heart of the woods. He hadn’t come to her since her return from the city. And he didn’t come tonight, either.


  “I want you to leave,” Jo told her.


  “I can’t.” She hadn’t written a word in two months. Not since summer’s end. Not since finishing The Hound Lover.


  “I don’t think this place is good for you anymore. Quite the opposite,” Jo said.


  “He’ll come back. I know he’ll come back.”


  “Who?” Jo stared at her. “Grace, were you having an affair?”


  Grace drew in a sharp breath and tried to pull herself together. She hadn’t mentioned the howling in the woods—or anything remotely connected to it—since the night she had realized the nature of the Hound Lover. Jo would certainly force her to leave—and probably go back into treatment—if she mentioned it now.


  “I meant it,” Grace said. “It will come back.”


  “The writing? Of course it will,” Jo said instantly. “It did once already, didn’t it? But it’s time for a change of scenery.”


  “No. I like it here. Am I in your way?”


  “You know that’s not the problem.”


  “Then what is the problem?”


  “Jesus, look at yourself. You’re smoking three packs a day. You’re drinking again. You never eat. You never see people or go out or do anything but stare at your laptop all day. Then you sit alone on the porch like a zombie at night, just staring off into space.” Jo shook her head. “You’re acting even stranger than before you wrote that book.”


  “And I haven’t written a word—“


  “Can’t you give yourself a break? You just finished writing a book after three years of thinking you’d never write again. You’ve done it, for God’s sake!”


  “For God’s sake?” Grace tilted her head back and blew out a wreath of smoke. “No, I don’t think it was written for His sake at all.”


  “What? No, never mind. Look, I don’t want to fight about this. But will you at least think about moving out of here?”


  After Jo left the room, Grace murmured, “Where in hell would I go?”


  The torment was unbearable. She could hear him, faintly, so faintly, from very far away, but she never saw him. Each night was an eternity of yearning unfulfilled. Each day was an endless, dismal hell. It was a tremendous effort to endure Jo’s visits. Grace knew she was thinner than ever, with dark circles under her eyes, a hacking cough from too many cigarettes, and a faintly unpleasant odor when she forgot to bathe.


  Autumn ended with an early frost, and the cold, bleak landscape suited Grace’s mood. At Jo’s insistence, she started seeing a local psychiatrist. He prescribed something to help her sleep, but her prosaic dreams frustrated her even more than her insomnia and she quit taking the pills. She was afraid that if she told the psychiatrist the truth, he’d have her removed from the house, so her sessions with him were vague and pointless.


  I will never write again. It’s over.


  Grace sat staring at the words she had written.


  The cursor blinked, its staccato rhythm urging her to write more, but she ignored it. She saw the truth before her. She had just written the last words she would ever write. Her life had been about writing. Without that, what was left?


  She took a deep breath and looked out the window into the dark night. He answered her for the first time in days. Faint and far away, but unmistakably an answer.


  Had Louise Racinet known what that thing out there was before she gave herself to it in the final embrace? Grace still wasn’t sure she knew. The dark, secret places of the forest were his domain, and had been for centuries. His story, his image, was both a lure and a warning, for the untamed, bestial power he had sought had eventually engulfed and enslaved him. The paintings were symbolic and disturbing. The book was a dark fantasy. Both were products of tormented hearts. But neither Grace nor the artist were insane. The Hound Lover existed; not alive, not of this world, but unmistakably real. And he had used their gifts for his own ends.


  Grace turned off the kitchen light and went to the door, staring sightlessly into the dark as the voice in the woods continued to beckon her forth.


  He had found a willing vessel in her; talent without inspiration, imagination without direction, genius without hope. In the silence of dark nights and bleak days, he had offered her a bargain she could never have refused, even if she had fully understood its implications. He had paid in full, and so had she. And now that it was over, she was nothing but a drained, empty husk, ready to embrace for all eternity the sweet oblivion of the night.


  She pushed open the back door. The night was bitterly cold. It didn’t matter. He would take her long before the cold killed her, just as he had taken Louise Racinet. And as with Louise, they would find her empty body and never know why she had gone with him.


  How could they know? How could they possibly know?


  Jo met the new tenant of the old Hamilton house the following summer. “That place on the other side of the woods, right?”


  “That’s right,” the woman answered. She was young, Jo noticed, twenty-five at the most. “I’m renting for the whole summer. I came to get away from all the distractions in the city.”


  “It’s great up here, isn’t it? I’ve got to come up more often.” Her visits had been infrequent since Grace’s death. The message left on the laptop had said it all: I’ll never write again. It’s over. Rationally, she knew Grace had rejected all help; but guilt was never rational. It had taken a long time to recover from the site of Grace’s body lying in the woods. Jo had berated herself for ever telling her about how Louise Racinet had died; clearly that story had planted the seed in Grace’s fertile imagination. Trying not to think about it anymore, Jo asked, “What have you been doing since you arrived?”


  “Long walks. Trying to work.” The woman sighed a bit and added, “And reading. I’ve just started the new Grace Wedeck.”


  Jo blanched. “Oh?” She hadn’t yet been able to bring herself to read her friend’s final book. Maybe she never would; the memories were too sad.


  “It’s fabulous. Such a pity she died so young. Suicide, you know. Her second attempt, the newspapers said.”


  “Yes. She was very unhappy. Unstable.” Jo omitted the jargon explanations of Grace’s local psychiatrist.


  “I just wish I could tell her what an inspiration this book is.”


  “You’re a writer, too?”


  “No. Composer.” She shrugged self-consciously and added, “Or trying to be. I haven’t written anything really, you know, groundbreaking yet. That’s why I came here. To concentrate.”


  “Well, I’m sure it’ll happen for you up here. A lot of creative people have found this area very inspiring, you know.”


  “Yes. I can see why.” The woman nodded. Her eyes sparkled with hope as she smiled dreamily. “At night I hear, I don’t know—call it music—in the woods.”


  He thought about all he had done for the children and thought about the war and all that had to be done afterwards, knew then that his love for the children, their needs, were the obsessions of his life, his reason to live...


  In the Cold, Dark Time


  Joe R. Lansdale


  It was the time of the icing, and the snow, and razor-winds blew across the lands and before and behind them came the war and the war went across the lands worse than the ice, like a plague, and there were those who took in the plague and died by it, or were wounded deeply by it, and I was one of the wounded, and at first I wished I was one of the dead.


  I lay in bed hour on hour in the poorly heated hospital and watched the night come, then the day, then the night, then the day, and no time of night or day seemed lost to me, for I could not sleep, but could only cough out wads of blood-tainted phlegm and saliva that rose from my injured lungs like blobby bubbly monsters to remind me of my rendering flesh. I lay there and prayed for death, for I knew all my life had been lost to me, and that my job in the war was no longer mine, and when the war was over, if it was ever over, I would never return to civilized life to continue the same necessary job I had pursued during wartime. The job with the children. The poor children. Millions of them. Parentless, homeless, forever being pushed onward by the ice and the war. It was a horror to see them. Little, frostbitten waifs without food or shelter or good coats and there was no food or shelter or good coats to give them. Nothing to offer them but the war and a cold, slow death.


  There were more children than adults now, and the adults were about war and there were only a few like myself there to help them. One of the few that could be spared for the Army’s Children Corps. And now I could help no one, not even myself.


  In the bed beside me in the crumbling, bomb-shook hospital was an old man with his arm blown off at the elbow and his face splotched with the familiar frostbite of a front-line man. He had turned toward me, staring, but not speaking. And in the night, I would turn, and there would be his eyes, lit up by the night-lamp or by the moonlight, and that glow of theirs would strike me and I would imagine they contained the sparks of incendiary bombs for melting ice, or the red-hot destruction of rockets and bullets. In the daylight the sunlight toured the perimeters of his eyes like a firefight, but the night was the worst, for then they were the brightest and the strangest.


  I thought I should say something to him, but could never bring myself to utter a word because I was too lost in my misery and waiting for the change of day to night, night to day, and I was thinking of the children. Or I tell myself that now. My thoughts were mostly on me and how sad it was that a man like me had been born into a time of war and that none that was good in me and great about me could be given to the world.


  The children crossed my mind, but I must admit I saw them less as my mission in life than as crosses I had borne on my back while climbing Christlike toward the front lines. Heavy crosses that had caused me to fall hard to the ground, driving the pain into my lungs, putting me here where I would die in inches far from home.


  “Why do you fret for yourself?” the old man said one morning. I turned and looked at him and his eyes were as animal bright as ever and there was no expression on his crunched, little face.


  “I fret for the children.”


  “Ah,” he said. “The children. Your job in the Corps.”


  I said nothing in reply and he said not another word until the middle of the night when I drifted into sleep momentarily, for all my sleep was momentary, and opened my eyes to the lamplight and the cold hospital air. I pulled a Kleenex from the box beside my bed and coughed blood into it.


  “You are getting better,” he said.


  “I’m dying,” I said.


  “No. You are getting better. You hardly cough at all. Your sleep is longer. You used to cough all night.”


  “You’re a doctor, I suppose?”


  “No, but I am a soldier. Or was. Now I am a useless old man with no arm.”


  “In the old days a man your age would have been retired or put behind a desk. Not out on the front lines.”


  “I suppose you’re right. But this is not the old days. This is now, and I’m finished anyway because of the arm.”


  “And I’m finished because of my wound.”


  “The lungs heal faster than anything. You are only finished if you are too bitter to heal. To be old and bitter is all right. It greases the path to the other side. To be young and bitter is foolish.”


  “How do you know so much about me?”


  “I listen to the nurses and I listen to you and I observe.”


  “Have you nothing else to do but meddle in my affairs?


  “No.”


  “Leave me be.”


  “I would if I could, but I’m an old man and will not live long anyway, wounded or not. I have the pains of old age and no family and nothing I would be able to do if I leave here. All I know is the life of a soldier. But you will recover if you believe you will recover. It is up to you now.”


  “So you are a doctor?”


  “An old soldier has seen wounds and sickness, and he knows a man that can get well if he chooses to get well. A coward will die. Which are you?”


  I didn’t answer and he didn’t repeat the question. I turned my back to him and went to sleep and later in the night I heard him calling.


  “Young man.”


  I lay there and listened but did not move.


  “I think you can hear me and this may be the last I have to say on the matter. You are getting better. You sleep better. You cough less. The wound is healing. It may not matter what your attitude is now, you may heal anyway, but let me tell you this, if you heal, you must heal with your soul intact. You must not lose your love for the children, no matter what you’ve seen. It isn’t your wound that aches you, makes you want to die, it’s the war. There are few who are willing to do your job, to care for the children. They need you. They run in hungry, naked packs, and all that is between them and suffering is the Children Corps and people like you. The love of children, the need not to see them hungry and in pain, is a necessary human trait if we are to survive as a people. When, if, this war is over, it must not be a war that has poisoned our hopes for the future. Get well. Do your duty.”


  I lay there when he was finished and thought about all I had done for the children and thought about the war and all that had to be done afterwards, knew then that my love for the children, their needs, were the obsessions of my life. They were my reason to live, more than just living to exist. I knew then that I had to let their cause stay with me, had to let my hatred of the world and the war go, because there were the children.


  The next day they came and took the old man away. He had pulled the bandage off of the nub of his arm during the night and chewed the cauterized wound open with the viciousness of a tiger and had bled to death. His sheets were the color of gunmetal rust when they came for him and pulled the stained sheet over his head and rolled him away.


  They brought in a young, wounded pilot then, and his eyes were cold and hard and the color of grave dirt. I spoke to him and be wouldn’t speak back, but I kept at it, and finally he yelled at me, and said he didn’t want to live, that he had seen too much terror to want to go on, but I kept talking to him, and soon he was chattering like a machine gun and we had long conversations into the night about women and chess and the kind of beers we were missing back home. And he told me his hopes for after the war, and I told him mine. Told him how I would get out of my bed and go back to the front lines to help the refugee children, and after the war I would help those who remained.


  A month later they let me out of the bed to wander.


  I think often of the old man now, especially when the guns boom about the camp and I’m helping the children, and sometimes I think of the young man and that I may have helped do for him with a few well-placed words what the old man did for me, but mostly I think of the old one and what he said to me the night before he finished his life. It’s a contradiction in a way, him giving me life and taking his own but he knew that my life was important to the children. I wish I had turned and spoken to him, but that opportunity is long gone.


  Each time they bring the sad, little children in to me, one at a time, and I feed them and hold them, I pray the war will end and there will be money for food and shelter instead of the care of soldiers and the making of bullets, but wishes are wishes, and what is, is.


  And when I put the scarf around the children’s necks and tighten it until I have eased their pain, I am overcome with an even simpler wish for spare bullets or drugs to make it quicker, and I have to mentally close my ears to the drumming of their little feet and shut my nose to the smell of their defecation, but I know that this is the best way, a warm meal, a moment of hope, a quick, dark surrender, the only mercy available to them, and when I take the scarf from their sad, little necks and lay them aside, I think again of the old man and the life he gave me back and the mercy he gives the children through me.
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