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In your hand is, more or less, a work of fiction.

The characters and their names are inventions, but resemblances to veritable locales are hardly coincidental.

And, it must be confessed, much of what follows is factual, and some has been actual. With the possible exception of the author, no animals were harmed in the making of this novel.






[image: images]

Measuring Angles of the Pole Star (ca. 1750)
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AN OCTET OF POSTULATES

CELESTIAL MECHANICS is the branch of astronomy and applied mathematics which develops all the consequences of the law of gravitation. Its origin goes back to 1687, when Sir Isaac Newton in his Principia established the dynamical principle causing the planetary motions: “Two particles of matter attract each other with a force proportional to the product of their masses and inversely proportional to the square of the distance between them.”

—George A. Van Biesbroeck, The Encyclopedia Americana, 1962.
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A COMPLEX SUBJECT may be explained to even a half-learned man if he hasn’t formulated a notion of it previously. But a simple idea cannot be made evident to an intellect if he fully believes he understands already what is presented to him.

—Leo Tolstoy, The Kingdom of God is Within You, 1894.
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WISDUM don’t konsist in knowing more that iz new, but in knowing less that iz false.

—Josh Billings, Everybody’s Friend, 1874.
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THE FOUNDATION of morality is to have done, once and for all, with lying; to give up pretending to believe that for which there is no evidence, and repeating unintelligible propositions about things beyond the possibilities of knowledge.

—Thomas Henry Huxley, Science and Morals, 1886.

THE MAN lectured on anatomy, cosmography, magic; the audience listened earnestly and tried to understand, as if foreseeing the exam that would redeem one of them from vanity and introduce him into the real world. In dreams and wakefulness, he contemplated the responses of his phantoms and was not deluded by impostors, and he perceived increasing understanding of certain bewilderments. He sought a soul worthy of sharing in the Universe.

—Jorge Luis Borges, Labyrinths, 1945.
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THE GREATEST of sorcerers is he who would cast a spell on himself to the degree of assuming his own phantasmagoria into autonomous apparitions.

—Novalis, Philosophical Writings, 1798.
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MODERN PHYSICS has made abundantly clear that the ultimate nature of reality isn’t what it seems. But if reality isn’t what we thought it was, then what is it? What’s the relation between the internal reality of our mind and the external reality? What’s everything ultimately made of? How does it all work? Why? Is there a meaning to it all, and if so, what?

—Max Tegmark, Our Mathematical Universe, 2014.
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THOSE lacking imagination take refuge in reality.

—Jean-Luc Godard, Goodbye to Language, 2015.
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To Bicycle through Hell

The storm began at two in the afternoon with lightning yielding to wind carrying innocuous, irresolute flakes whirling more than dropping until three o’clock when they clotted into icy dumplings coming down hard and by five covering the town and emptying the streets of everything but the mournful silence of winter snowfall.

Within an hour, the old hotel was booked solid, and a lone woman, young, stood at the registration desk, her voice rising as the clerk lowered his to say,

—I apologize, but our system shows no reservation for you, and we don’t have even a closet available. This storm—.

—Your so-called system isn’t going to force me out onto that ice. My company says it made a reservation for me, so don’t tell me there’s no room in the inn. You’re not sending this woman out to a manger.

—There’s nothing I can do. Our system—.

A man standing near and waiting for a fax pushed his key to the clerk and said,

—Give her my reservation. I trust your system allows a guest to read all night in the lobby.

The clerk looked relieved, and the woman said,

—Now, check me in, bro.

She turned to thank the stranger, but he was gone.

Eighty years old, the four-story hotel began as lodging for commercial travelers canvassing the university town but recently had been refurbished into the boutique Drummers’ Inn with marble floors, chandeliers, brass railings, and walnut wainscoting in the lobby. The former boiler-room became a cafe and the coal bunker a quiet bar—the Snuggery—with a gas fireplace and twin bookcases holding a broken set of encyclopedias, a physics text written prior to the rise of quantum mechanics, a dozen Reader’s Digest condensed books, and an array of worn paperbacks left by guests.

The woman, triumph in her thanks to the clerk, went to wash up before going below to uncoil in the Snuggery with a pour of Chablis. Her wallet held two maxed-out credit cards, a ten-dollar bill, and a dime. Until the promised advance from her new employer arrived, she was destitute. In a corner sat the man who’d given up his room, and by the light of a candle he was reading. She approached him.

—I’m glad to find you. What you did—. May I sit for a moment?

From her clutch she took out a pen and checkbook, and smiled at him.

—What’s your name?

—Silas. Silas Fortunato.

—Fortunato! I’m the fortunate one.

She wrote a check to cover the cost of the room.

—I apologize, but if you’ll hold this till next week, you’ll save me further embarrassment.

—It isn’t necessary.

—It is necessary. I don’t accept handouts.

—Do you accept invitations for a beverage?

With wine in hand, she leaned back in a chair, drew a deep breath, exhaled, then said,

—I’m on a tour of Hell.

—You’ve heard what they say about bicycling through Hell?

—What do they say?

—Don’t stop pedaling.

—And if you have a broken chain?

—The old story—where’s a mechanic when you need one?

She eyed him to see whether to speak about her tour.

—My company in Philadelphia merged. A family-owned business sucked into a big enterprise thing. The new CEO, a total organization guy, started cleaning house. No more jeans, no more leggings, no running shoes. And everywhere, fly the corporate flag and salute it! In the second wave it was, Ready, aim, fire! In a flash I had to—what’s their term? To reposition. Repositioned and downsized.

—Downsized so executive-washroom management get upsized checks.

She toasted a thanks and said,

—My new job here isn’t what I really want. Waiting for an agency to deposit a promised advance, looking for housing, talking to a man who’s reading—. What the hell’s that title?

—The Body in the Black Bodice. Listen to the sentence I was on when you came up: Slowly the diaphanous gown slipped from her alabaster shoulders as Atalanta looked deep into the flame burning in the candlescent eyes of Dirk Stonebraker.

—You paid for that?

—It was on the shelf by the fireplace. I have a long night ahead. The author and I. Carolynne Willoughby Seacroft.

—Candlescent?

—My eyes will be candlescent by morning.

—I’ll clear out tomorrow.

—No need. An apartment becomes available at noon. I’ll stay there until the details of an inheritance are settled.

She asked what his work was, and he gave a compressed tale of being recently dismissed from his newspaper job when his investigation led him toward a corrupt, heating oil distributor linked to the very news corporation employing him.

—It was either kill my story or undergo a counseling session with Vito and Guido out of Jersey City. Tire-iron specialists in repositioning reporters having extended curiosities. Redundant employee I’d been made, I turned in my research for shredding. Just after I copied it.

—So, what now?

—I have an interview with the paper here. The job’s a retrogression, but it beats vagrancy. I’m sorry. I expressed that poorly.

—While the clerk was pow-wowing with a manager, I heard you say something about closing on a property. I ask because I’m in real estate.

—My widowed aunt left me her place down in south county. A hundred rural acres—with a curious if not irregular history. Called Old Sachem Hill. She wrote a story about it. Her title was On Spook Hill. I’ve seen only the first page. A long-deceased Indian sagamore known as Walks-at-Night is aggrieved over white encroachment on his ancient burial ground.

—Yeah? Well, if you have occasion for a Realtor, ring me.

—Do you deal in haunted properties?

She smiled and rose to shake his hand, and said,

—Dirk—sorry. I mean, Silas. Please remember to hold that check till next week.

Hold it he would, not for the price of the room but for the phone number in the upper-left corner under the name D. E. Heppermann.
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A Canister of Discontent

Called Deedee, Dolores Evelyn and her younger sister—the Heppermann girls—had been raised in Little Deutschtown, a blue-collar neighborhood on the south side of the river city. Their father, born Oswald Ignatius but tagged Mort, was a parts-picker in the auto assembly plant. His chronic spinal discomfort required him to wear a lumbar-support girdle when lifting and loading cartons of fenders, rocker panels, universal joints, baffles, idler arms—each a burden to make him irascible by five o’clock and leaving him wanting nothing more than to collapse into his easy chair.

One afternoon the mother, Walberta Rose, rearranged furniture. Arriving home, scanning the newspaper as he walked, Mort made his usual drop for his chair and went onto the floor, yelping, Where’s my goddamn chair? I grub along all day to come home and get dumped on my ass! Dolores and her sister would slip off when he grumbled behind the sports pages, his spine shooting misery down his leg, his ball team losing three straight, he muttering, I’d trade a kid for one good left-handed relief pitcher. A guy who don’t hang the curve.

Heppermann suppers proceeded in silence except for Dolores whispering to her mother, the younger girl listening, both dreading further mutterance about trading a daughter. Then there was the, Who the hell ate the kirschtorte? incident. This time it wasn’t Dolores but sister Celeste Catherine, a tomboy dubbed Celine or Petey, she who lived in shadow except when it came to censure, although she did escape the torte question by an uproar from tenants above rattling the ceiling. If Dolores was capable of malice, the best Petey could muster was mere mischief.

The night Mort rolled in drunk unexpectedly from a factory party, the mother had to hide quickly Deedee’s birthday cake because he disliked celebrations. The only place Walberta could think to put it was on his chair pushed under the table. For once, he didn’t first ask for the paper, instead plunking smack into the fudge-ripple cake, not detecting a thing. Young Dolores, crying quietly, kept her silence.

Their old house was two bedrooms, a small bath, a cramped kitchen, and a parlor the mother used as her seamstress workshop, each row of stitches a dime into the girls’ college funds. Walberta Rose—defeated by Mort’s anger and disregard, she whose strongest protest was Oh, fudge!—fitted bridal gowns and graduation dresses and let out businessmen’s trousers. Over time she would see Mister So-And-So rise from a thirty-six to a thirty-eight and on to a forty-four, the numerals relentlessly marking his years and her hours, progressing to his last days. Her life proceeded with the men’s waists, the numbers not declining until the final trouser tucks to the coffin suit, the very thing she would do for her husband only a month after making a bridesmaid’s dress for Dolores.

The dining room had a single window opening onto a neighbor’s brick wall. Three upstairs rooms were rented by a central-European immigrant couple whose mealtime ructions, shouted in a strange tongue entwined with impaired English filtering down through the ceiling, were sometimes able to distract Mort from one of his own outbursts; when the incomprehensible language reached a pitch sounding as if violence was imminent, he would fall silent, waiting for a gunshot, a scream, the heavy thump of a body, although that never happened. Yet, those scraps stilled grousings from a dour man who deemed joy a delusion. The foreign turmoil, hovering like dyspeptic angels, sowed a brief peace below, and Dolores wondered whether Mort’s tirades ever interrupted contention above. The Heppermann sisters were grateful for the upper conflicts quieting him and allowing the girls to talk about school. Stories Dolores told tended toward the unpropitious:

—This morning Sister Richard yanked Katie Nieman out of her seat for breaking her pencil twice to get out of an arithmetic test. Sister shoved Katie’s finger into the pencil sharpener, and suggested she write her answers in blood.

It was a true story other than there being no Katie Nieman. Who there was, was only Dolores, she who often related events in the guise of the fictitious Miss Nieman, and everyone understood the sham except Mort who didn’t care, believing another family had the trouble.

To him, daughters were nothing but vexation. Where was the reward for a father in raising them? Unless they married well, given the stinting pension of a parts-picker, they’d never be of use come retirement. What could a daughter do? Join a convent? Marry an executive? As for Mort, the ace up his sleeve was to die off early. And so he did, and Walberta Rose adjusted his coffin shirt to make him appear almost serene lying there, his mouth glued shut, and little Celeste saying, His back isn’t hurting him now, and Dolores whispering, I hope it nags him all the way to resurrection. The mother—contemplating the man’s wayworn face, not relaxed even in the casket—said, He never cared that I loved him. And I did. And I don’t know why.

[image: images]

Dolores was a clever but sharp-tongued, Academy girl of notable good looks who shifted between rounds of impudence and sullenness, either mouthy or clammed up; but her reticences were different from her younger sister’s who was quiet in a reflective way and during a scolding was incapable of riposte not because of her stammer but rather that she was evaluating the reprimand to decide whether she agreed with it. Both daughters lived under the house rule: A child should be seen and not heard. Resenting the death of their older brother in his second year, Mort believed the girls were punishment for something the father had failed to do for the boy, which was nearly everything. Approbation disgusted the man so he denied it to his children. Even though he didn’t strike his daughters, he found insidious means to control them through mockery or showing them up in front of friends, belittling the positive, minimizing accomplishment. Long ago he’d groomed a snarling mastiff to guard his conscience from his actions. The hapless mother, cautious in pointing out how fractured self-esteem caused him to be like he was, asked the girls never to question the source of his bitterness, because then there would be the devil to pay.

Managing to slide along in a convent school noted for its strictness, Dolores resisted catechismal instruction, but she could be handy with words, making up for silences at home with smart language outside, usually sensing when to hold back despite her seething, an anger twice exhibited in writing out a class assignment not along the blue lines but across them. More serious was her essay doubting the biblical story of the loaves and fishes. Sister Scholastica held up the paper for all to see, denouncing it, theatrically ripping it top to bottom and dropping it into the waste can—exactly the response Dolores wanted, one furthered with her vocal rejoinder that students were taught to express their ideas, and that brought the teacher’s iced retort: Ideas in conflict with our teachings are wrong. Questions?

It was the same nun who, after measuring the girls’ hemlines, singled out Dolores for talking about the folk myth of patent leather shoes being able to reflect sartorial and anatomical details in what’s above, things purposely occluded in the shadows and chaste pleats and plaids of the Academy-approved skirts. But in that instance, the real trouble didn’t happen until Dolores and a classmate were caught in the courtyard while experimenting to prove whether a pocket mirror could indeed reflect up and under. That story, too, went home in the guise of Katie Nieman, but with the father believing in the fictive girl, there was no chastising beyond the mother’s wearied and worn concern for her daughter’s vagrant soul.

The bathtub incident was something else: Dolores, overheard by a class monitor, was reported to a lay teacher for imitating an elderly nun who cautioned that immodest bathing with a light on fosters vanity and desire. The imitation Dolores performed was on the mark, but it was her counsel—Obey all the rules and you’ll get nowhere—that earned her a suspension, coming as it did on the heels of her talking about spotting Father Moloney at the Strand Theater where he took names of students watching the proscribed double feature—Candyman Drives It Home and Make Me Scream Bingo!—a duty (said he) requiring him for a week to sit through the films twice a night. Plus the Saturday matinee.

Unlike the birthday cake, the mother neglected to hide the letter of suspension, and Mort did worse than shout: Too tired to respond, he managed only a three-day silence portending something dire to come. And then he forgot about it, and Dolores returned to school to find herself celebrated by classmates for an effrontery matched by her insouciant acceptance of the ensuing demerits she paid off with the apostolic labor of unstacking chairs for a prayer service.
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By mocking things she considered utterly stupid, she discovered a persona willing to challenge further antiquated concepts spoken by sequestered women who, so Dolores thought, knew more of life from being on their knees than on their feet. The purpose of the human knee, she told others, was to allow the legs to run, leap, dance. She explained, If God wanted you on your knees, he’d put feet on them. The younger girls listened, and that particular advice was picked up by Sister Joseph, a member (so said Dolores) of the Fear Factor order with its goal of pursuing an obdurate student to the gates of Hell—that is, to marriage. Sister Joe (said Dolores) never helped or healed—she just scared and scarred.

Once, for uttering a forbidden word, the girl had to stand in a wastebasket with wads of chewing gum and the daffodils of last Tuesday. For an hour, Dolores assumed position in her inverted pillory, holding a sign:

MY TRASHY TALK BELONGS IN THE TRASHCAN.

In her final month at Mount Saint Matthew Academy (public school boys called it Mount Mattress) Dolores showed up in class one Friday lipsticked in Chinese red, eyelids shadowed blue, cheeks thick with foundation. Scotland-born Sister Thomas—known as Sister Tank for her broad frame—didn’t notice the cosmetics immediately, but when she did she hastened to the girl and slapped a headlock on her and dragged her to a lavatory sink where she scrubbed with granular soap until the cheeks glowed rubescent. Sister Tank, her own face turned florid, shoved Dolores back toward her desk and announced, I don’t remember declaring this to be Senior Hussy Day. Anybody else thinking of acting like a wee tart? And there followed a lecture: Had the Lord meant for you to engage in self-adulation, your eyes would face the other direction.

Despite her intelligence, her academic progress was only sufficient to earn Dolores admittance to a community college where she found no worthy authority to define herself against, where any rebellion would earn a rebel nothing but a reputation of witlessness. From here forth, achievement depended on a different person, one she was stranger to, and she floated along, doing passably well in public administration by managing an occasional lift on exams from a practiced wandering eye, or a minutely executed crib, or a boy flirtatiously lured into conveying answers. She graduated, an able mind lacking an able student, having reaped a return on her mother’s thousands of stitches to the trousers of dead men.

Deprived of a sense of achievement, in accepting the diploma she felt only relief although confident better days lay ahead now that, so she believed, she was free from the mediocrity forced on her by a parts-picking parent and teachers who would rather punish a challenge than challenge a pupil, half-women whose distinction to her was their chosen lives of deliberate dullness impairing those they taught. Dolores knew it was others keeping her down, she who was seductive—brown eyes nearly black under sandy hair so luxuriant it would look fine even if cut with a pole saw and styled with a leaf blower. Certain her lovely, canny self could do almost anything if handed a chance she might believe in, she perceived irresoluteness as part of being twenty-two, even twenty-five, yet the truth was she assumed more self-assertion than self-assurance, greater self-regard than genuine self-respect, more self-concern than real self-confidence. Often she thought, If only I can someday really want to be what I can be.

She moved east for her first job. Editing copy at a local magazine—POUR MOI! For the Beautiful You!—raised in her a notion she could outclass her colleagues—female or male. She mocked insipid topics: Six Best Dog Kennels. Ten Shortcuts to a Brighter Condo. Bachelorettes on the Town. Assigned a story on a speech about women’s empowerment, a cause she gave credence—provided someone else carried the water—she wrote so halfheartedly she was sacked.

The firing led her to formulate questions: What was it she should be doing to get where she should go? But where was it she ought to go? Dolores judged the hardest aspect of doing something significant is figuring out what that something is. Her wants expanded while direction contracted, and a new job with an insurance agency increased anxiety over what she feared was floundering. By her twenty-eighth year her catchphrase had become: I have no time for—fill-in-the-space.

She quit insurance and went into a banking program she soon dropped out of, then into realty sales that brought her to the university town. The changes did not empower but merely overwhelmed her with choices, and she added another justifying commonplace to excuse her dubiety—Hello choice, hello torment. Dolores believed in her decisiveness—look at the loser men she cut off with her ability to wipe out a fling and step away to leave herself breathing unencumbered by some schmo’s demands and self-preoccupation. Males—attracted to her as women were not—she drew from the air as a magician does coins, the men evanescent like other things around her—except the joker who left on her neck a lingering love hickey.
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Not inclined to spend time with coworkers, Dolores celebrated her thirtieth birthday alone after her Jazzercise class where she admired herself in the encompassing mirrors—No three decades in that derriere. She went the long way home, down Ninth Street damp with February mist and gleaming orange under the street lamps. She paused outside Bistro Pagliaccio, the tables set with glasses of wine and glimmering candles, adagio notes from an unseen cello, the susurration of voices, eyes intent with what had to be pretended happiness. She watched so long a waiter came to the door to ask, You need help? And her expression declaring, Me? Take a gander, mac! Are you blind? A couple glanced at her as they brushed past, the woman in a near whisper saying, Sad, and he adding, Alone on Friday night, and Dolores thought, Screw you girlie! And the ass you rode in on!

She stopped for Chinese takeout before going on to her one-bedroom apartment to shower, wiping the steamed mirror into a little porthole large enough for only her face, that ageless thing, and she leaned close to check for fretwork and slack skin revealing a future Dolores. She drew her lips into a pout and pressed them against the glass and kissed the reflection full on the mouth, and said, Happy birthday, you blonde bombshell!

Lighting thirty votive candles and surrounding herself with them, she filled a carafe with Chardonnay to accompany the half order of moo goo gai pan and a side of happy family, the radio playing new music she couldn’t identify or hum along with, more crash and thump than melody, sound so aggressive it kept her from getting sentimental, and she turned it off and opened the lone birthday card with a handwritten message from her sales supervisor: Thirty? No time to reign in expectations! You go girl!

Those words in mind, Dolores wrote on the back of the card:

**Stop wasting time on losers.

**Slap down manipulating flatteries from single-minded males.

**Don’t ever forget you’re a dangerously electric blonde circuit breaker!

**Remember! Flexibility isn’t flightiness and exploration isn’t floundering.

Not she that accountant with stale breath, the woman whose hopes and expectations were underwritten by nothing other than illusions. Dolores knew she’d not let her ambition become formless and ungrounded and slide from achievements into compensations. Her plans, she was certain, would not mutate into regrets and recriminations and resentments.

Of the many displayed photos of herself, several from her days at Mount Mattress brought to mind the forlorn teachers and what she saw as their barren lives, their breasts flattened in denial of what they were, females thinking flounder referred to a fish and not a condition, women for whom flexibility meant kneeling to accept theistic bromides to free one from angst, women lucky to be born in an age when choices for a female were limited to roles only they could assume. Never did a Sister Mary Marie Marian have to ask What do I do with my life? And thus she could live in sisterhood, untouched by choices or vampiric love bites, assured that when the time arrived, there would be a retirement convent, maybe in the balminess of Southern California where she’d be looked after next to sisters who understood her life because theirs was analogous. And, those souls didn’t die alone. They had only to genuflect and acquiesce.

It was that very Saturday night she decided to annihilate Dolores and see her reborn as Dominique, a thunderbolt ready to detonate that canister of discontent she had so long carried. To her own audience, self-christened Dominique slurred,

—I believe—and it’s not the Chardonnay talking—I’m as entitled as some pitiful soul in a nunnery. Somebody who goes out is more entitled. Sure, there’s been a mistake or two when I listened to somebody else. But success, I’ll find it if it doesn’t find me first. Just now, though, I’m too tired to think about it.

The reconfigured Dominique lay back on the rented couch, spilled moo goo onto her sweater, cursed, fell asleep, and the votives burned themselves out one by one.
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A Double-Bell Euphonium

Silas Fortunato, nearing his thirty-third year, was an ordinary-looking fellow—not handsome, not unhandsome. Perhaps it was his regular features that gave him a kind of universal face, one people weren’t always sure they’d actually seen before. He was clean-shaven although he’d tried a beard, but his chin, poor of follicles, left him not dashing but scraggled. Had he the inclination, his everyman-jack of a mug might serve well in a heist: What bank clerk could put the finger on somebody who’d stand out only if lined up with men of another race or, more usefully, a different species?

Trim, nimble, dexterous, having a pleasing symmetry of frame, Silas was neither small nor tall, only medium without being also average. Dressing in earthen brown more than is good for a young man, his dark hair starting to streak with strands of argent, he wasn’t likely to bald. He wore no jewelry, and on him was nothing artifactual unless you count the tiny tattoo of a ship anchor at the base of his left thumb. Rarely did he wear a watch or tote a phone.

Leery of unmindful use of digital devices and what he sometimes called antisocial media, he accepted the binary realm cautiously by restricting mechanical contrivances to prevent them from constricting him. A habitual traveler of twisting backroads, not for him the information superhighway of factoids and factettes. He saw cyber absorption as a blunting of capacities, a stupefaction requiring an electronic glitch to awaken a twiddler from a synthetic world of trivial connections where excessive interplay numbs communication of significance, a theft of real time on a real Earth, a narcotic for those unable to carry on without a jolt from a battery or a nearby wall socket. He considered spurious the implicit message in a digital linkage: You are not alone. Nor did he trust anything designed to transmute his reality into raw data and transform him into virtual inconsequence. For him, the Internet too easily imperiled discriminating thinking.

It was, in fact, a letter to the Washington Post that led then twenty-year-old Silas toward journalism:


Corp-Power is propelled by its drive for absolute dominion—the creation and control of a universal consumer, even if that pawn has seven billion faces. The way to such an end is through info-mining by search engines. And what is it they search for? Means to direct your spending. To do so, Corp-Informatics must first mine you, while distracting you with gadgets and games. You get gamed into yielding up your confidentials with your own thumbs, allowing your brain to be picked clean of its marketable data—formerly called your life. Your smartphone and keyboard surrender to Corp-Power your identity. (“Participate in our online customer survey and receive a coupon worth $5 on your next qualifying purchase.”) In the age of punch cards, the battle cry was “Fold! Spindle! Mutilate!” But now, is it even possible to imagine such a cri de coeur?



Some days after their meeting at the Drummer’s Inn, Silas phoned D. E. Heppermann whose first name he didn’t yet know. They met at Bistro Pagliaccio where not long before she’d stood on Ninth Street to look in at the intent diners. Her conversation with him was guarded, Dominique feeling her way until the second pour of Barolo. At a near table a couple squabbled over something on a smartphone, and Silas said,

—People, besotted with pop culture and gizmos, tap on their gadgets as if to make the Universe programmable to their own desires. They walk, eyes fixed on a screen, insulated, oblivious to a deteriorating environment that’ll make their dreams impossible.

—Are you an enviro?

—The great Rachel Carson wrote—this is a paraphrase—The more clearly we focus on the wonders and realities of this Universe, the less taste we have for destruction.

Dominique thinking, What do I have this time? Silas was saying,

—We’re environmentally dysfunctional because we don’t observe or honor our relationship with the Cosmos.

—I have enough issues in my relationship with myself.

Undigitalized though he was—often favoring the happy clackety-click of his portable typewriter to the silence of his laptop—Silas never left home without a pocket compass, one of a dozen he owned. When next they met, Dominique said,

—What’s with the compass thing?

—I like to know where I am.

—That little red needle tells you?

—To a degree, you might say. More so than a watch. How much use—ultimately—is knowing the hour? Clocks are boss machines telling you what you’re running out of. People look at a phone to learn what to do next with their lives.

—That’s the way it is today. Deal with it!
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—A compass is proof of existence in a way an hour can never be. A watch stops because it depends on you. A compass never stops because it depends simply on a fundamental power of the Universe: magnetic force. A compass registers cosmic influence, and Earth is the battery.

In her mind: Mom must have dropped him on his head.

—Wherever I am, this device is correct. The hands of a watch don’t move because I move—they move in spite of me. But a compass needle follows me along. Call it more companionable.

—Where do you get this stuff?

—My thoughts wander.

—I’ll say.

—My Swiss grandfather was a young compassmaker who immigrated to America. From Italian-speaking Canton Ticino.

—Yeah?

—A clock can deceive, but a good compass speaks only the eternal truth of magnetic poles. Hours, minutes—they’re necessarily momentary. Give me the precise time, and even before you finish, your answer is wrong.

She took something from a pocket, held it up, and said,

—This is a smartphone. Smart as in knowing stuff. Like the hour or the way to somebody’s front door or who Rachel Carson is.

—If you don’t forget to recharge its brain. And, you’re within range. The range of my compass—which never goes dead—is planet Earth.

—Bravo.

—When Einstein was a boy, his father gave him a compass. Albert later said the mysterious play of the needle started him toward his great theory. Far beyond hours, E equaling mc squared has to do with time. Truly meaningful time. Young Albert never owned a watch.

—Speaking of time.

—An invisible intensity moving the needle convinced the boy of unseen powers in the Universe. Ones like magnetic force.

—Should I be impressed?

Keeping her eyes on him, Dominique listened. This man was different. To life, he didn’t just react—he interacted. He didn’t skim a surface, he entered it—more a diver than a swimmer. Silas was still talking.

—Magnetism—as Plato understood it—he speculated it was divine. He half-realized the Earth, like galaxies, are massive magnets. But our planet’s not much of a clock, although it tells cosmic time pretty well.

—Are you a New Ager?

—Don’t know, but I know hours give a temporal fix. A compass gives a cosmic position. Marcus Aurelius—.

—Marcus who-lius?

—A Roman emperor and philosopher. He said something on the order of, To fail to perceive there’s an ordered Universe is to fail to comprehend where you are. To fail to perceive that order is to be blind to what you are and what the Cosmos is.

—You actually believe a compass would help me know myself?

—And your place in the Universe. Again, to a degree.

—The Universe is on its own.

—In the Navy, we had a slogan—Ship, shipmate, self.

Dominique watched him looking at her, and she said,

—You talk different. Like a professor.

—Maybe because I was one.

—They fired you?

—I hung it up when I realized teaching journalism to undergraduates reflected my praying.

—What’s that mean?

—I was talking to myself.

—That I can understand. I have to ask, are you autistic?

—You like labels? Enviros, New Agers, autistics? Okay. I’m not, but I may have been sourced to the wrong planet.

—Don’t be coy. Speak truth. I dated an Asperger. He didn’t talk normal. Nutty stuff, weird sentences. Low-frequency words.

—My mother deplored inarticulateness. She’d scold me, Don’t abet the corrosion and erosion of our tormented language!

—That’s America. That’s how we do it.

—Well, my mom, you know, actually, she’d like go, Enunciate! Right? And I’m like just, Okay, Mom! And she’s like, Use language to the best of your capacity! And I’m all, God, Mom! But anyway. If, you want, like, I mean, hey! You know, I could like just definitely dial it down, you know, if that’s kinda sorta what you’re totally into. Right? I mean, like, you just gotta, you know, I mean, shit, actually, just like fuckin’ tell me. Right?

—I was only asking.

—For lovely Dominique, I’ll attenuate my vocabular locutions lest you find me aberrant beyond forbearance.

—Stop it!

—I got you to smile.

Shaking her head, she tried to change the subject.,

—Your silver keyring—a lucky charm?

[image: images]

—Charms are magical thinking. This thing’s the Hopi Maze of Emergence. A simple admonition to keep trying to emerge.

—From what? Being a character?

—Blindness. Misconceptions. Misbeliefs. My failures. Almost everything. Maybe even being a character.

When they left Bistro Pagliaccio, a ward of the streets mumbled and raised an open palm, and Silas handed him a two-dollar bill, several of which he carried for tips, and the man returned a suspicious nod.

—Greasing the palm of Saint Peter?

—Easier than greasing my conscience.

—What if it’s only buying off your conscience?

—Couldn’t the world use more buying off consciences?

And so Silas, like the onset of sleep, quietly and imperceptibly came into her life, and it was as if one morning she awoke to find he’d just happened to her.
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Over the days, they talked, they appraised each other, and she would tell her sister: He might be out there, but he can get through a date without texting. Dominique had not met a man of real ideas, and she found some of his notions useful. Above all, he never bored her. Free of manipulative lines crafted to deceive, it wasn’t what Silas said so much as his attention to what she said, his listening intently, following her along—or trying to—and when her thoughts ran out, only then did he speak, expressing interpretation without judgment. He listened to her describe her father’s bitterness, her mother’s abused tolerance, her sister’s decision to enter a convent, and especially to her own uncertainties to which he responded with questions: Was a single life inherently one of self-interest and self-indulgence? Can a sense of increasing isolation alter from choice into an identity? A destiny? And self-immersion—does it lead into becoming less communal, less empathetic, more alone?

She began to see, of those who live at another level of perception and awareness, Silas was often among them. He revealed a rare hospitality of sustained listening. Happier to receive words than throw them around to make himself known, he tried, so he said, to practice the art of auscultation. She had encountered enough self-engrossed men whose absorption was so complete it took them but moments after meeting her to sink like a pebble in a puddle.

Rarely speaking in terms of unequivocal solutions, Silas instead would hunt a trace through thickets, on occasion entangling his reasoning; yet to see him think his way back to a trail gave her heart she might learn to do the same. He had confidence from a capacious mind, never totting up scores as did she to figure who was worth her time.

Dominique believed he recognized her latent abilities—in addition to admiring her face and legs—and when he complimented her, it seemed he’d not ever before uttered anything similar. With him she was the only person present, no matter how crowded the room or how attractive the woman at a next table. She calculated he wouldn’t attempt to put one over on her, and she could relax because he was without sneak or ridicule.

Having no need to steer him, when a troubling situation did occur, Silas had a plan often smart, sometimes whimsical, but never unconsidered or hopeless. Testing him by half-revealing a piece of her past to observe how he treated it, not just then, but in ensuing days, she watched for exploitation of his knowledge of her. In a coarse age, he was a civil man who wouldn’t force her to fight for her life.

Both men and women responded warmly to Silas, they too noting he was without guile even to the point of his striking some as being naive as well as singular. Although poor with figures—uncertain how many aughts to include in an answer when multiplying numbers ending in zeros (Twenty thousand times two million, is it forty million or forty billion?)—he was a good psychological mathematician able to add up character and motivation. If Dominique lacked a capacity with people, that was it: adding them up. But one evening in Pagliaccio’s, she warned him,

—If you ever get the idea you understand me, then you have no understanding.

—Ah, to be un-understandable! Sweet mystery of life at last I’ve found thee!

—What?

—It’s from an operetta. Naughty Marietta.

When their drinks arrived, she said,

—Are you staring at me?

—I’m not staring.

—I think you are.

—Under the gaze of such dark eyes, what can a man do?

—You tell me.

—Tell you what?

—How about I’m tough?

—Could be your middle name.

—Thank you.

—Welcome.

—Next time, don’t make me drag compliments out of you.

—Easily done.

She raised her glass,

—Here’s to confiding a single thing about yourself nobody else remembers.

—If I can think of one. I’m hardly a closed book, despite all of them on my shelves.

To retrieve something only he remembered, he studied the ceiling painted with a caricature of a tearful clown, then said,

—Here’s an amusing word—twelfth. Say it aloud six times.

—Try again.

—In high school I was manager of Adam Wang’s rock band, Adam and the Electrons. A girl told him it was a stupid name, so he asked me to invent something real kick ass. His terms. I suggested Gone Fission. They sold nine or ten CDs.

—Keep trying.

—When I was a boy, my uncle taught me to carve decoys from basswood. After a half-dozen, I finally made a green-winged teal I saw as perfect and entered it in the county fair. It received a blue ribbon. My mother set the duck on our mantel. One day I got the idea to hollow it out and insert a small bottle holding my name and address and a dated message asking a finder to keep the bird but please write and say where the teal ended up. I went down to the river and let the current take it. When it floated off, it was as if my decoy came to life.

—What a waste.

—How far the thing might go, that’s what was important.

—How far did it go?

—Haven’t heard. But someday. Now you. Your turn.

She followed his gaze upward to the dolorous clown watching over them.

—My life—in my life—I don’t make wooden ducks. And if I did I wouldn’t toss them in a river. I make mental blueprints. Calculations. Then along comes some nullifying factor, and everything, my whole achievement, gets taken times zero.

—I know that equation.
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The next night, Dominique, working to unwind in a warm bath, assessed him, and for the first time in months she thought perhaps it wasn’t too late for her to have a chance to summon the Dominique she believed she was destined to become and discover a new way to acknowledge her nature and learn to pursue a course instead of recourse. Silas might have means for disclosing different approaches before opportunities diminished and could no longer serve her. She stopped the notion cold: What am I thinking? The man carries a compass rather than a watch. Instead of ice, it’s a smooth rock to cool his whiskey. He looks at the sardines on his lunch plate and tries to picture them swimming the deep. Show him a bird egg, and he’ll see an egret.

Stepping out of the tub, she thought, Nevertheless, and to the mirror she whispered,

—Have to admit I like him. He’s not blind to my potential. And, he does know how to kiss.
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The Cry of a Loon

After a try at legal research and then as a reporter with the news corporation, Silas Fortunato moved to the columned, university town to have a quiet location to write something other than digests of precedent cases or about a pursuit of executive criminality. While he could, he wanted to turn himself into a man who lays hold of life, gets it by the throat. To carry him until the settlement of his greataunt’s rural estate—called the Hundred for its acreage, or Old Sachem Hill after the Indian burial mounds on the north end—he wrote occasional pieces for the local paper. His sketches in the Evening Star-Observer appeared on the Diversion page between the Daily Horoscope and the Sudoku. The editorial board offered a column after favorable reader response to his squib:


RED FLAGS: REASONS TO DECLINE A SECOND DINNER DATE.

—Drinks supper, pukes on your shoe.

—Unwashed hair smells like cabbage soup.

—Wears camouflage vest as dinner jacket.

—During meal takes call from ex, refers to you as “a neighbor.”

—In bistro, reveals swastika tattoo on lower back—way lower.

—To gain waiter’s attention, does jungle bird-calls.

—Manager returns rejected credit card.

—Ten-year member of local dating club.

—Car has court-ordered ignition interlock.

—Six more months to wear ankle monitor.



At least the employment would be a writerly undertaking. The tender was to write either obituaries or a column for the religion page, so he asked,

—Theology or necrology? Is there a difference?

That reply would have cost Silas the job had he not covered it by saying he meant only difference in salary, although he recognized obits are really about the living, few even naming the cause of death. To complete his employment application, a tired clerk at a digital terminal ran through several questions, one optional: his religion. On an application elsewhere, he’d risked mention of his education in the Ancient Classics, and in that religion box had written Not relevant, later to suppose his response cost him the job. Now, to appear on a page headlined Spiritual Life, such flippancy would surely sink his chances.

To avoid terminology able to arouse certain sectarians, Silas long ago had concocted labels like Cosmoterian or Zen Druid; while the designations weren’t understood, people accepted them. It was true he loved astronomy and admired Zen brush-painting and stone gardens—and, yes, he also loved the big, druidical oaks on much of Sachem Hill. Although a leg-pull, Zen Druid sounded profound, a philosophical-theosophical melding of ancient culture—the very interests that had doomed his teaching. Trying to cooperate, he answered the clerk,

—Freethinker.

She asked was it a single word, then scanned down through the digital list, at last informing him Freethinker wasn’t a choice. He said,

—How about Existentialist?

Scanning once more, shaking her head.

—Next?

—Cosmoterian?

—Spell it.

Scowling, she scrolled on.

—Not that one either.

—Zen Druid?

She scrolled, brightened, and said,

—That’s the ticket! But Zen or Druid. Which is it?

Out of curiosity, since he was going to be writing for the religion page, he asked whether Wizard was a choice, and she sighed, clicked along, then nodded.

—Want to change it?

—I’m amused to learn I can be entered as a Wizard but not as a Freethinker. Is there a category, The Damned?

—What if I put you in the box marked Other?

—Story of my life. Okay, I believe in otherness.

The editorial board accepted his answer, and he agreed to do a column, the Spiritual Calendar, and an occasional book review. And that’s how Silas, while an editor, came to refer to himself as an Othertarian, a disciple of otherosophy and the study of the otherhood of humankind.
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He grew up a Presbyterian, but departed in his twelfth year. Discounting three medieval cathedrals in Europe, he’d not set foot inside a church since a particular Sunday-school lesson one September when the start of a new, sectarian term matched the secular academic calendar. Young Silas entered the classroom with his usual dispirit at having to undergo another season of retired grammar-school teachers who rebuffed any question beginning Why? They rattled on about souls and sin and salvation, concepts they never proved up with evidence for their beliefs. Those earnest women might dream of sinning, but their transgressions, he was certain, had to be mere naughtiness: a vibrant thought about the muscular legs of the PE teacher, a challenging retort to a doting parent, shaming a student for a messy desktop. Their views couldn’t come from real life, perhaps because of their certainty about an assumed eternity in an assumed place under the direction of an assumed being, assumptions deriving from widely accepted suppositions. Their heavenly surmises, young Silas suspected, entirely lacked empirical evidence—a phrase he’d recently learned. He failed to comprehend how anybody could have everything riding on such an improbability.

The goal of living, so he heard, was dedication to ineffabilities unwitnessed by him or others—unless he counted the testimony of the Cochran twins who told of the warm evening a babysitter, to put them to sleep, summoned to their bedside an angel. Whatever the Cochrans experienced, they almost convincingly described the breeze from fanning wings.

Arriving in class a minute late on that decisive September Sunday morning, Silas saw not a spinster standing before the children but a man in midlife, hair cropped in a military manner, white shirt without tie, his short sleeves revealing sculpted and tanned biceps. He wasn’t the pastor or the janitor. Lo! He was something new in that church: a male Sunday school teacher undeterred by taking up a line traditionally filled by a woman whose upper arms years ago had relaxed into dimpled, swinging flesh.

He began talking, not preaching, just reminiscing in a kind of parable, and he was speaking about the North Woods and the Boundary Waters and the hundreds of glacially carved lakes lying linked over many square miles by rocky portages allowing a canoeist to move from civilization steadily deeper into the dark spruce forests of the far north until the voice of night became the bewitching cry of a loon—whatever a loon was.

By happenstance, Silas and his uncle had been to the edge of the Boundary Waters only months earlier and there landed a fish of a size to be truly called a fish instead of bait. The walleye went into a frypan for supper, popping and spitting in the hot butter, the campfire sparking when a splatter hit the flames. But that wasn’t in the depth of the woods. A roadside camp, said the teacher, didn’t compare to the maze of farther territory containing the ferocious mouths of muskellunges with teeth able to shred a hand, and of gray wolves able to deliver even greater damage. He imitated the call of a loon which came to Silas as if from a darkness beyond midnight. It shivered him, and he was unsure whether it was a summons to a heaven or a hell, the usual summonses in that building.

But where was theology? As the hour wound down, a notion emerged that, conceivably, could have to do with—if not doctrine—then at least with primal power. The man asked what was required to reach a realm where loons mourned through the dark and a canoeist could dip a cup into a lake to drink water directly as if it flowed from kingdom come. To hear the birds of night, an explorer had to paddle a canoe, and if wind wasn’t against the bow, paddling was easy enough. The real challenge wasn’t wind or wave. The true hitch lay in portages: getting a forty-pound pack and an eighty-pound canoe from one lake to the next and on to another yet farther and others even more distant in order to encounter the awesome inspiration of forest primeval. To get there, to hoist and carry, a canoeist needs clear lungs.

And here the teacher paused before saying, Consider this, my budding Presbyterians. Lungs unfouled and untarred by nicotine! Of all the reasons the boy had heard for refusing the adolescent cachet of smoking cigarettes, uncontaminated lungs able to bear portaging a canoe into a wilderness was a clincher. Young Silas saw a manly refusal to slip into the teen commonness of an addicted society.

The next Sunday, for the first time ever, he went to class without resistance, ready to have his world changed further. Maybe, after all, religion could be relevant, even informed by loon-haunted lakes and the jagged mouths of ill-tempered muskies. Where would the teacher be going this time?

Wherever he was going that morning, it wasn’t to the Sunday school. He wasn’t there, and who was there was the woman from the year before, the same retired spinster still in search of something to do with her weekends, she who carried no messages but those about an ethereal existence in a loonless land where any wings were attached to the shoulder blades of angels floating above a wetless realm free of canoes but full of canon, a world for those who professed belief in an unspecified domain where uncompromised lungs were unnecessary and an idle heaven met the hell of boredom. She said,

—Your teacher of last week won’t be with us today. I’m afraid he won’t be with us this term.

Confident of gaining accommodating smiles, she chuckled,

—Can you stand me again?

What the hell had happened? Silas learned the tall priss who insistently attached the adjective little to his name, she who had reported him for using the word Kotex on the schoolyard, she had ratted out the teacher, a man, who talked not about faith but fish and who hadn’t left time for hymns or the Apostles’ Creed because for him everything was canoes and sweat and mosquitoes and satanic birds of the night. And, cigarettes!

That evening at home Silas announced he was not going back to Sunday school, in effect saying he wanted no more lessons in turning himself over to the ineffable when a real world was out there, a land requiring good lungs. From then on, were there to be creeds, he’d take up (as he’d later term it), the creed of the canoe to paddle away from all sectarian religion. An apostate become an apostle of the woods. As things developed, Silas paddled off not so readily as he’d imagined, yet the distance grew between him and a shore embracing an alleged afterlife promising to make pointless the realities of woods and waters, storms and stars. From then on, heaven held meaning for him only in the plural, only where galaxies string the night.
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For an hourly wage that would buy a corndog and cola, Silas took up the Star-Observer religion page to fill a few inches of newsprint with his choice of topics and those sent in by readers: a rabbi denying electronic cigarettes as kosher, a Methodist Brown Bag Lunch, a Catholic Wisdom Workshop, a talk in the Episcopal basement: Triumph over Anorexia.

His initial column was about the creed of the canoe and the teacher he was never able to thank. The story passed into the public silently and probably much unread. The week following, Silas wrote of Julius Caesar’s encounter in Gaul with the Druids and their rites practiced in the depths of oak forests. Using his own translation, he quoted from Caesar’s Commentaries:


Druids adjudicate it unsacred to put their beliefs into writings, although in other public and private affairs they often use the Greek alphabet. . . . Beyond all things, Druids believe that human souls do not perish but in death transmigrate from one individual to another.



The idea Silas wished to emphasize was the necessity of a tolerant—even if not quite open—mind in a democracy, and how easy tolerance could be, simply requiring keeping one’s yap shut. He remarked that while he agreed with almost nothing in Druidical worship, he was taken nevertheless with the fancy about a soul transmigrating at death into a future somebody. He asked whether the previous life of those souls would have any say about their next destination; if not, such a cosmic plan might be a definition of Hell. His copy included this:



What if a solid and true Republican ends up in the body of a progressive-secular-humanist-liberal-Zen Druid? Or—heaven forfend!—the dedicated Republican going into an immigrant transgender of color?





The editor penciled out those two sentences but did allow an excerpt from an encyclopedia claiming that, of all the ethical doctrines of the Druids, only a single sentence expressing their ideals has been preserved: Practice bravery and piety toward the gods, and do no injury to others.

Also allowed was this from Silas:


In those last five words lie a basis for an entire moral system because all sentient things seek to avoid pain and injury. It’s a virtual law for living on this planet. Those five cover half of the ten commandments, and ones they don’t cover, it could be argued, are fundamentally irrelevant. By the way, within a century of encountering Druidism, the Romans exterminated it.



Letters to the Public Mind column the following week ranged from mild cries that Druidism was paganism to a heated demand by Quigley Barnhart—local head-hunter of heretics—that the writer be fired for his promotion of pantheism and demonism.

It was, however, another piece that nearly pulled the trigger on Silas. Writing about Dr. Isabella Longworth, a visiting theologian who spoke at the Unitarian Church, he quoted her parable about living in a house built of coal and the danger of lighting a candle within.


Is it possible for Western religion to cease proffering a position, and instead, as with philosophy and science, offer questions? May I give you a few examples? Should a human life be more than a testing ground necessary to enter some afterlife? Why not base morality on the natural world, the laws of nature through which existence conducts itself? Isn’t our clearest picture of an operating Providence the Periodic Table—despite our knowing hard phenomena do not reveal everything, recognizing as we do a place for intuition?



To conclude, Silas cited her book Ten Sutric Questions, each beginning, CAN WE:

•eradicate our simpleton within so that we can be remade wiser?

•embrace religious instruction without indoctrinating or inoculating?

•practice a faith that does not tether the mind?

•avoid curling up cozy with self-deceit?

•recognize that consensus is not necessarily truth?

•beware a faith requiring denials?

•leave no gaps between belief and conscience?

•help one who argues “God is dead” toward a greater definition of the divine?

•avoid seeing our neighbor’s holy man as an infidel?

•remember the finest practical gift of intelligent religion is tolerance?

Silas thought Dr. Longfellow’s questions would stir discussion, but all they did was ignite old Quig Barnhart into a scrawled letter to the editor:



There you damned liberals go again! More Satanic crap from that Godless idiot on your staff. As for worshiping the false god of the perodic table, that herisy will not escape Gods judgement. Your colummist (rimes with comumnist) has put all of you on Gods s—t list! Every one of you oughta be casterated!





But it was a citation from astronomer Carl Sagan that threatened to do Silas in:


A religion old or new, that stressed the magnificence of the Universe as revealed by modern science might be able to draw forth reserves of reverence and awe hardly tapped by the conventional faiths. Sooner or later, such a religion will emerge.



Called in to sit before the editorial board, Silas gave his lone defense:

—I’m not Satan, but if I were, even the Bible permits Old Clootie to have his say.

The board, by a single vote, declined to dismiss him.
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Tavern of No Name

Silas wanted Dominique to see Showboat Ed Kretzler’s No Name Tavern. It was the No Name because Ed hadn’t bothered to install a sign outside. Once he had opportunity to think about it, he, with Teutonic logic, drew a sketch for a modest board to hang in the window to replace the broken neon advertising a beer not brewed in thirty years. His doodle was nothing other than a rectangle with two words:
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When he displayed it at the bar one quiet evening, there was head shaking, and Silas had to speak.

—That’s it, Ed. Just go right on and ruin things.

—We got no name.

—Could there be a better name?

Kretzler tacked the drawing to the wall of the men’s room for further evaluation. Soon the paper ended up in a urinal and roundly micturated on. Ed considered that the decisive vote, and the No Name remained technically nameless, a problem only in trying to figure where to list it in a phone directory, an answer he never hit upon, but a solution esteemed by a husband wishing no spouse being able to confirm his whereabouts; long ago, the number on the public telephone had been scratched over before the phone itself disappeared.

Taciturn Ed was given the moniker Showboat in the way a tall man becomes Shorty or a bald one Curly, but his reticence won out: Eventually, his sobriquet was ignored, and he became just Ed Kretzler from Wisconsin. His bar conversation consisted mostly of four words: Yah, or occasionally, Oh Yah? But more usually, simply, Check.

It was Kretzler who brought to the bourbon-bound county both the Wisconsin Brandy Old Fashioned and the Brandy Manhattan, the menu advertising them as—at the suggestion of Silas—A refreshing means to inebriate. Ed’s Brandy Martini (with sweet vermouth and a cherry) sold only to sorority members. On Wednesdays he offered a knackwurst and kraut plate, fried catfish on Fridays, and on the first Monday of the month, he had shipped in from south Wisconsin two pounds of K. K. Schnedlinger’s Belgian-Style Limburger cheese (motto: Wunderlich und Wunderbar!) which Ed served on pumpernickel with a slice of raw onion and a dollop of horseradish to numb the nose. Leftover Limburger he kept to the point it could be spread, dumping it only when it could be poured. Rarely did a hungry man require more than five or six pints to order the sandwich. Unaccustomed to such fare, the locals began calling it the stenchwich, a term that so vexed Showboat he had a slogan printed on the pastry tissues wrapped around the things:

DON’T SNIFF IT BOZO — JUST EAT IT!

That, of course, drew inevitable off-color wisecracks, and his mother, the cook, made Ed order future tissues sans advice, and so he would after exhausting a supply of two cartons, a hundred sheets to a carton. One evening a dentist said to Silas,

—If Kretzler sold his stenchwich on weekends and holidays, the birth rate in this town would drop ten percent.

At the top of the menu was a motto written by Silas:

WELCOME TO WHERE YOU ARE

A Place Good Enough to Need No Name.

At the bottom, in Ed’s language:

TUESDAY’S IS PRETZEL’S NIGHT!

The tavern room was of dark oak, and the bar-top manifested only slightly more wear than it had during the administration of Calvin Coolidge; on a wall, near a stuffed badger—its plastic eyes lost in the move from Wisconsin—hung frames of Ed’s collection of brass bar-tokens. The ceiling dangled flags representing Swiss cantons to proclaim his ancestry and absorb noise, and as baffles they served well, overwhelmed only on Saturday nights. Next to a row of bottled liquors were pickled eggs in fermented beet juice, the gallon jar hand-labeled:

A Zesty Schnack!

It was, however, the unexcelled onion rings that gave the No Name distinction: dipped in Ed’s secret, four-ingredient beer batter and deep-fried until golden and piled to accommodate the standard American, gluttonous portion. They were so good, some customers called the No Name The Onion Ring as if a Brandy Old Fashioned counted for nothing. Although Ed never encouraged putting a ring onto a stenchwich, he didn’t forbid it.

Above the liquor bottles was a boldly printed sign:

ABSOLUTELY NO DRINKING GAMES!

In a corner stood a carved Saint Wenceslaus watching a dusty television kept turned off except for a World Series or a Super Bowl or university football or basketball. Below the TV was a chalkboard of changing aphorisms offered by customers and vetted for propriety by Ed’s mother. On Dominique’s first visit to the tavern, the board said,

IF CALLED AN ASS, ANSWER NOT WITH A BRAY.

That evening Silas gave Dominique a small, jewel-like compass strung on a golden necklace, its back engraved I AM TRUE. Perplexed, she thanked him then asked why he’d moved to the town, and he said,

—I studied several places to see which had the most franchise food stands. I chose the one that came in last.

—I’m serious.

—It helped it had a university library. And you?

—For a job that isn’t working out. That’s what happens to me. I try to do something, then life goes off right in my friggin face, and there the hell I am.

—Dead ends?

—To escape them. My sister and I both. She goes into a convent, and I go into this, that, whatever before I fell into realty.

—No convent for you?

—Here’s that story. Every spring, at the Academy, grade schoolers had to go around the neighborhood. We were taught to ring a doorbell and say, My name is—et cetera. I’m a little lamb of Christ. Will you buy a mission stamp for the sake of a pagan baby in Africa? My third year of doing it, I switched part of it to, I’m a little lamb—for Christ’s sake. Inflection was everything. A woman phoned the school, and I was suspended for two days. It sickened me to talk about buying so-called pagan babies for dimes and quarters.

—But you still attend mass.

—It’s been a while. I’ve never told that story before. Especially to a non.

—A nun?

—Not a nun—a non. Our term for non-Catholics. Now, tell me something significant. No wooden ducks this time.

—Like what?

—Like why you left legal research.

—To find a life bigger than nitpicking regulations to protect the financial interest of some corporate fat cat.

—Are you nuts? Had to be good jack there!

—Almost enough to escape.

—To what?

—To a woods where I can live peacefully and write. That’s the homestead I inherited from my aunt Estrella. Great-aunt. The legalities of her estate are about cleared up.

—Write? You mean memoirs?

—Not memoirs. Other lives. If a traveler writes of his journey, the center ought to be not himself but those he meets on the wing.

—You write novels?

—Plays. Well, a play.

—You’re a playwright?

—I play at writing. In the words of poet Robert Southey, I practice the arts babblative and scribblative.

—Scribblative? There! One of your low-frequencies!

—This week I’m working on a show I call Academy Girls Who Go All the Way and the Boys Who Do Them.

—Come on! What’s the first line?

—It’s, it’s, oh yes. No, Ambrose! Stop! I’ll go to Hell!

—I want to read it.

—Looking at you, I this minute concocted it. The title’s Marcus Aurelius in the Arms of Aphrodite. That’s the title for tonight anyway. Things change, and so does the play.

—You can earn a living writing about the dead?

—I’ve made my stash. That’s not the right word. Whatever I do have, now’s the time for it to create something meaningful.

—Stash? Fortunato’s fortune?

—Not money. More like fate. Except I don’t believe in destiny other than as an outcome of fourteen billion years of random cosmic activity humanly perceived on a, let’s say, Monday last. Have you read Poe? The Cask of Amontillado?

—So, is Silas fortunate?

—Looking at Dominique, he thinks he is.

—What’s this about a stash?

—I didn’t exactly earn every dollar of it.

—Details! Give me details!

—If you mean inheritance, it’ll hold me for a while. And there’s the house. It’s old but of fair size on wooded acreage outside town. There’ll have to be repairs, but I’m a handyman. Carpentry and writing can be a happy match. Useful for a writer to have a sledgehammer at the ready. Fiddling with sentences can make a scribblator crazy.

—So I notice.

—Interested in visiting my little kingdom?

—Kingdom? Describe it. You’re a scribblator.

—It’s quiet. Other than animal screams at midnight that shudder your spine. The house has a bow window—a bay window—opening to a pond. A deep sinkhole with frogs, turtles, water birds. Minks, muskrats, otters come and go.

—Nature’s a big deal?

—Not for everybody, but for me, I’m in a whereabouts as close to a garden of delights as I’m likely to happen upon.

—Adam in his Eden?

—I’m no Adam, but Dominique’s beauty would make her an Eve in any man’s garden.

—Never this woman a mother. You have an apple tree?

—North of the house is an abandoned orchard. Jonathans. It’s nothing but stumps except for one old survivor that in September manages forth a few apples with a bygone flavor that make a fine cider. I keep a chair under the tree.

—Young Isaac waiting for an apple to hit him on the head so he can calculate gravity?

—I enjoy sitting and seeing what life beyond the human is up to. Things here before us. What transcends our understandings. We need existence to exceed our smallness. Help us find our bearings.

—Bearings? You have a compass in your pocket. I have one around my neck. That’s north—no, west. Hold on, needle’s still moving. Going to the south, call it southeast. To hell with it. Get back to your whereabouts.

—I’ll send you a map I drew.

—You should know something. All my life, since about age ten, I’ve wanted a place where—

Ignoring Dominique, a woman sidled up to Silas and said,

—Tell me again when it is you’re going to call me.

—Danielle! Have you met—

—My phone number hasn’t changed. Till then, maybe Silas will sing for us. Hey now! Call me!

When so moved by a second Brandy Old Fashioned, on occasion he would do a refrain from a show tune or a marching song, his expressive tenor inevitably leading barfly Maynard Tuggle into Danny Boy that always left a room of moist eyes—his own and those from men’s poorly suppressed laughter at Tuggle’s overwrought emotion. Dominique said,

—Who’s the bimbo?

—Teaches at the University. Received a MacArthur grant. Six years of a hundred thousand to spend however she sees fit.

—Sounds like a scam to me. So what’s this about singing?

—Yesteryear music. Broadway. Puccini. Billie Holiday. Some of her songs can work for a male singer.

—Say you’re not going to do Billie. In here.

—Not tonight. I also play the double-bell euphonium.

—A you-what?

—Euphonium. A forgotten wind instrument. Similar to a tuba but with two upright bells. It’s as if I’m holding a pair of giant, brass morning-glories. The thing’s oversized, overdone. And, you might say, has to be overblown.
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—Were you always this way?

—Mother said I was a humorous baby. Blew a good bubble.

—What happened?

—She decided to raise me anyhow.

Dominique scrutinized him, then asked,

—What kind of woman was Missus Mom?

—Dear Mother wanted to be a writer but never got further than smoking Indonesian clove cigarettes and drinking Turkish coffee and setting down unrhymed, unmetered, incohesive, incomplete, self-referential phrases she called poems. Care to hear one?

—I get the idea. Where is she?

—In Floral Hills beneath a marble slab under a big hickory that showers her with nuts every October. She struggled to raise two boys until she wore out at age fifty-five.

—Like my mother. What about Pop?

—A military man. Now he’s three words chiseled on a panel of black gabbro near the White House. M. I. A. He taught me the names of the stars in the Big Dipper. Alkaid, Mizar—.

—Yeah, whatever. Tell me about your brother.

—We have a two-part relationship. The first part is a superstore birthday card. Part two is an imprinted Christmas card.

Dominique watched him watch her.

—I have a question. Why haven’t you married?

—I hadn’t met you.

—Me? Marriage? Who’s got time for that?

Considering his hands as he talked, she thought they were the best of him, suited to his lean frame, and so coordinated with his mind they moved in concordance with his ideas, rising or falling to fit the topic, stopping when a notion hit a snag, animating again when he found an opening, and on occasion the right folding to a fist to smack the left palm, a gesture sure to make her jump, and at that he’d apologize, having forgotten the fragility of her repose. She said,

—At the end of one of those certain days, do you ever think there has to be more than what you’re feeling just then?

—For me, it’s the other way. I see more than I’m capable of addressing. I battle to believe all I encounter on this planet and beyond. My reality gets so augmented I feel overload. On a clear night, to look up! Astronomy—its ostensible impossibilities have made me a believer in the apparent miraculous.

—Miracles? Like Wall Street practicing transparency?

—Like a full moon rising at sundown. Or a man dead two thousand years who talks me into writing a play about his philosophy. Miracles like Dominique smiling at Silas.

She had asked other men if they ever felt overwhelmed, and the answers had been some version of Hey, baby, this dude can take whatever the dipshits dish out. She said,

—The country house our sky guy’s refurbishing—I was born with a paintbrush in my hand. Tough birth for Mom.

Dominique caught him unprepared. He didn’t yet realize, for her, the difference between saying what she thought about doing and what she would actually do was the same as that between You bet! and Better not count on it. Embarrassed at her frankness, she tried to cover it.

—That tattoo. Why an anchor?

—To remind me.

—Of what, Navy days? Storms, mermaids? Dose of the clap?

—Days at sea, yes, but no clap. Unless we count the mermaid. Doc said it was fish fever.

—I want the truth.

—The anchor’s a reminder to stand watch for ports of call where I can drop it. Or hoist it.

—A house? A hundred acres? That’s more drop than hoist.

They sat in silence, Dominique evaluating. Whenever she aimed her self-absorption at him, Silas felt the domination of enchantment. And then he spoke, not surprised by what he said but at having nerve to say what he’d been thinking.

—Sorry about the wording, you know me, language, but what do you think about weighing anchor with me?

—Pardon? Hang on. Weigh anchor—you mean raise it?

—Hoist it and get underway. Sail off arm in arm.

—Together? After what, six, seven weeks?

Right there in the No Name Tavern, impulsively, Silas dropped to one knee, took her hand and asked Dominique to marry him. To get him seated and kill the stares, she hissed,

—Okay. Okay! Stand up! Criminitly!

He stood, taking her hand, and from West Side Story sang,

Make our lives one life.

Day after day one life.

Now it begins,

Now we start,

One hand, one heart

Even death won’t part us.

Silas pulled Dominique from her chair to kiss her, which she accepted awkwardly, then whispered,

—Next time, less theater!

That night when she checked her phone was this:
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The Armillary Sphere

A search for people who could advance her had led Dominique nowhere, and once there they bored her. Now she saw a chance for something she’d never experienced: a retreat where serenity would squelch vexations. To sit back, feet up, glass of wine in hand, and watch lichens grow and discover whatever it was she’d yet failed to happen upon. Silas had appeal because in her he discerned something others overlooked or were blind to—call it her potential. His attention wasn’t the usual male adulation of beauty, although they both noted his near disbelief that such a woman could have interest in an unprepossessing fellow like himself, and they understood the common assumption: When disparity in facial comeliness between a paired male and female is too great, weak unions result—unless one has celebrity, power, or wealth. True, he was not unprosperous. If Silas and Dominique were matched, it was only as A to X, stem to stamen, celestial to terrestrial, and he hoped the attraction wasn’t a ratio of inverses but rather of supplementation: light complementing dark, contentment answering discontent, substance filling emptiness.

Speaking to her calmly as if time was not at his back with an opened shiv, he said what stymied achievement wasn’t only observable obstacles but also ineffables—indecision, uncertainty, irresolution—forces he addressed intellectually and emotionally, thereby throttling them. For Dominique, at last to master her bugaboos might offer a chance at a new direction, perhaps also satisfaction—should the Hundred prove a haven.

During supper in an apartment he rented while the plumbing and wiring in the old villa were being replaced, she said,

—That talk on astronomy you gave at the university. I thought it was going to be about astrology. Up there, you looked distinguished. In control.

—Looks can deceive. Isn’t that the phrase?

—What’s your sign? I’m a Pisces.

—I’m a Pheces. Astrology is for those bored by astronomy but fascinated with themselves.

—Okay, but does astronomy make you happy?

—Pursuit of happiness is a fool’s errand.

—What isn’t?

—A full life. Something so easy to achieve you have to work to evade it. Even in sleep, our dreams, nightmares included, everything wants to create fullness. We can’t escape it. Whether riches or rubbish—we’re going to get filled.

Frowning, she said,

—Failure is fulfillment? How can boredom be fulfillment?

—Not fulfillment—fullness. Boredom’s a chance to collect your bearings. A wharf to shove off from. Your ship reprovisioned, the hull scraped clean.

—Boredom numbs me.

—Whatever else, it is something. Nobody escapes empty. Nature abhors a vacuum. Worms crawl in, worms crawl out. We brainy worms have existential choices about what goes in. Nothingness is a terrible something.

—I’ll say this, you have a knack for assembly. You can make something out of nothingness. At times it’s interesting, and other times I think it’s only malarkey.

—What’s it now?

—I don’t know. But I admit, you can diddle words around.

Silas was able to see possibility where she saw absence, and where she felt aggrieved he might simply nod at an absurdity; he recognized fraudulence, was unafraid to call a hustler a thief, was undeterred by liars, and his mettle cowed petty tyrants. He drew strength from force fields she was able to notice only by their effects on her as if she were a compass needle beholden to the power of magnetic north. Not he a man to fear losing touch with his life. Maybe, just maybe, he was the one who wouldn’t prove a disappointment.

With supper finished, they went to the couch near a pair of framed prints, and she said,

—Who did these?

—I drew them when I was eleven. One’s a design for an invention I saw in a dream. I called it a pedal copter. I planned to use the gears and chain from my bike. Hadn’t heard about torque. The wish for wingless flight burned in my brain. Still does.
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—The other?

—A family helicopter powered by ramjets on the rotor tips so there’s no need for a tail rotor. Makes it sleeker. I named it the Sky Chief.
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—Silas, the whirlybird.

On an end table was a globe-like device of encircling rings of chrome and burnished brass. She pointed to it.

—And that thing?
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—A replica of a fifteenth-century armillary sphere. It shows the assumed celestial locations and motions of the cosmos before Copernicus. The geocentric astronomy the Inquisition coerced Galileo to acknowledge.

She ran her fingers around the shining outer ring, the empyrean home of the—then—fixed stars. She said,

—That little ball at the center looks trapped. In a cage. Sometimes I feel that way.

—Let me be your Copernicus. Free you to wander the sky.

—From my childhood, I don’t have possessions. A bracelet. A rosary. Whatever else there was, it’s gone. At home—.

Stopping herself, she began again.

—In our house there was no real thinking. Nothing like reflection. We just did stuff. If there was ever—call it cogitation—it was only to justify this or that. All maneuvering and manipulating. We finagled and wangled. Except my sister. I don’t know what universe she lived in. Lives in. My father figured ways to get even with people. His fondest wish was to hit the lottery and buy his company and fire everybody. Buy a fishing boat and take off.

—Hows over whys?

—Could be. I learned strategy. Get what you want through tactics. Who’s got the best dodge wins.

—And that worked?

—I guess if it did, I wouldn’t be sitting here now. Under a boy’s pedal copter, and looking at an armorial sphere.

—Armillary.

Rising, going to the window, he following, she said,

—It’s hard to quit strategizing. Not sure I should. If I did quit, I might be out on the street. Stratagems might be the difference between me and, and that bag lady out there.

—Bag lady?

—I just invented her to illustrate a point.

—Oh that bag lady, the one with the Louis Vuitton bag. Sad story there. Used to be mayor. I had dinner with her on her eighty-eighth birthday. She was sweet on me. Said she was attracted to men who talk like they landed on the wrong planet.

When Dominique took her leave, she stopped at the door, and he said,

—Dominique, I, I—.

—Speak up.

—I need to correct something. What I told you about my mother the other day, that was true.

—So? I’ve not known you to lie.

—But my father. He—. His name’s not on that monument wall in Washington.

—He’s not M I A?

—He’s missing, all right. He’s been missing since I was seven years old. One morning, under a coffee cup, were a half-dozen fifty-dollar bills.

—And?

—There’s no and. He walked out. Plain and simple. When I told you about my family, I tried to cover for him.

—No message—.

—Three hundred bucks under an unwashed coffee cup was his message.

—Okay. I mean, I’m sorry, Silas.
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And thus the courtship went. When Dominique was alone, her thoughts ran along the lines of, Who says a woman has to be head over heels to get married? To a man of property.

As for Silas, while hardly unaccomplished in the amatory arts, he nonetheless found himself in thrall to her dominion when in the proficient arms of Dominique—a name, at least in this particular merry endeavor, befitting her self-reinvention.

Two months later, ignoring her mantra—Never do anything the first time—she weighed anchor with Silas in a riverside village where a group calling itself the Little Church in the Dale met on the second floor of a former farmers’ grange with a meat locker and bug exterminator below. The congregants, differently inclined as they were, gathered not for a convergence of belief but to share a community of notions where, ideally, they could query differences and celebrate commonalities. The church credo was simple: Let us unite in charity. They agreed to suffer no sermons, a decision locked in when a founding member, a butcher, stood to say they were likely to get more pop out of an inflated pig-bladder punctured with an ice pick than any preachments. Subsequently, outsiders called the group Punctured Bladderians.

In order to exist in its remoteness, the assembly accepted people from many faiths, but no proselytizing was permitted. The differing beliefs made tolerance, if not true compromise, necessary among (not counting the merely curious) four Disciples of Christ, three Methodists, two Presbyterians, a Lutheran, a Catholic, a Quaker, and a Theosophist. Also attending were twin chiropractors—a Zoroastrian and a Rosicrucian—often at interpretive odds over the nature of the human soul. Their quibbles once reached the point of the Zoro saying to his brother, You’re a pain in the ischium, to which the retort was, And you don’t know your ischium from your olecranon. With that, the twins became Isky and Oley.

Sometimes present were a Mormon deposed from his faith for repeatedly speaking of the Mammon Church, a Baptist who agreed to go easy on talk of salvation, a Jehovah’s Witness yet to give up his pamphlets but refraining from knocking on the doors of Bladderians, and a homeless man who in winter shuffled in for the furnace. Among them all was not a single married couple. Services—meaning an occasional song and story with commentary loosely appropriate to a pre-designated biblical or philosophical or literary excerpt—might have a couple dozen souls present.

On a Saturday evening a man calling himself the wandering lantsman, a genial if sleepy lantsman, dropped in and found things tolerable enough, because the simple program was conducive to a nice doze; when he did happen to wake, he would contribute a few words, beginning each commentary with, Now, at yeshiva. He became their ersatz rabbi, and his remarks contained no more references to the Holocaust than did the Catholic’s allusions to Agent Orange or the Methodist’s to Fallujah. Every month the Quaker woman read a brief passage from the Bible or Plato and, memorably, twice from the sports page when she questioned the assumptive theology of baseball players who clock a dinger and while crossing home plate point to the sky. She concluded, We need a separation of church and sport.

The Zoroastrian spoke twice of his former days of carrying two watches so that he’d be certain of the correct time, until he realized that while he might indeed have the hour to the second, he was never sure which watch was the absolutely precise one. Neighbors, said he, let us recognize that faith is carrying a single timepiece frequently wound.

And, as there must be in any group, there was a member whose religion was authority itself: the poetaster and unfortunately named Merlyn Klinkendorg—a waddle of a man disposed to uttering ipso facto wherever he could fit it in and, when seated, careful to align his feet with at least two walls in a room—a chap who’d annotate footnotes or (could he) take the measure of the Universe with a yardstick. K-Dork, as he was fondly known, liked to lie in wait (feet perfectly fixed) for a perceived misstatement about theology or culture so that he’d stand, amidst stifled groans, and open with, as he always did, This misconstruction affords an opportunity for a short corrective commentary. Ipso facto, a welcome event for all.

Catholic though Dominique was, the village church seemed appropriate because its muddle and jumble of premises and propositions drew no outside attention, and the remoteness of the village made it easy for acquaintances and colleagues to ignore a wedding. Her parents were deceased, and her sister lived cloistered (although Celeste did write a congratulatory letter the Theosophist read for all to hear). An inconsequential church wouldn’t add pressure to succeed in her marriage or intensify her doubts over what she was doing. A backwater service could be hidden away. Hadn’t Silas said, To discover a new land a sailor has to lose sight of shore?

Fearing prospects for better days were diminishing, wary and dubious, her uncertainty rising even as the ceremony proceeded, Dominique went right ahead and did it: She married him, happy the occasion didn’t necessitate clothing not already in her closet. Silas, figuring brown corduroy wasn’t quite proper, bought a jacket, a handsome thing and by far the most stylish piece within several miles of the old second-floor grange. Seeing him standing sartorially distinguished in front of eighteen people, she thought, Maybe this deal can work.

She would, somehow, have to break him of always clearing his throat before answering the phone, or calling thinking brain twitching, or speaking of a trip to the men’s room as a matter of personal hydrology, or stirring his coffee counterclockwise and tapping the spoon on the rim three times—never once, never twice. As for his second toes being longer than the great toes, about that she could do nothing. Some things a woman simply must accept. But the matter of his first name was correctable with a term of endearment or, she being a stranger to such expression, a nickname. Buzz might fit. And Biff wasn’t out of the question. But first she would have to see whether he was a Buzz or a Biff. Or a Pip. That he definitely was.

And so they were married, the Quaker lady performing the rites Silas had composed. To give the writ a more churchly cadence he accepted the woman’s suggestion to use archaic, if grammatically perverse, Quakerisms: Doest thee, Dolores Evelyn—sorry, I mean Dominique—Heppermann take this man (and so forth), to which the bride answered, Okay. A Methodist and a Presbyterian sang, independently, the others nodding in an approximation of rhythm, and the ersatz rabbi awakened at almost the proper moment to call out Mazel tov!

The fellowship crossed the street to a former bottling plant, now a restaurant with walls of neatly chipped-away plaster revealing old brick, a butcher’s glass-front meat cabinet displaying polyvinyl reproductions of vegetables not offered there—rutabagas, parsnips, turnips—and a drum of polymer Gorgonzola. Next to the streaked front window and a leaning jade plant, the bridal table was set with half-burned candles crooked from the Loyal Order of the Moose Golden Antlers Award supper. On the walls hung signs antiqued in faux rust, each advertising vanished brands: a flour, crackers, a motor oil. Above the table—something not well evaluated for a cafe—was a poster touting a laxative. Also a traffic sign—STOP—fortuitously behind the wedding couple. The wine list was brief, but only a dozen of the fourteen bottles had screw caps. The staff of college students served perkily, calling customers guys, and considered dining to be labor, as in, Still working on that soup?

Even though the erstwhile Mormon did not imbibe, he lifted sparkling water for an excellent toast, the excellence residing in its brevity—To fidelity! Silas, who once belonged to a choral union, answered requests to sing, accompanied by the Lutheran on the accordion, rousing out two choruses of Gaudeamus Igitur, rendering them in his own free translation:

Let us drink and rejoice therefore, while days of boon youth may yet hold!

In times soon to come it will flee to leave us sorrowful and old, the earth awaiting me and thee.

Where are they from those years of yore who tramped these hills as we do now?

You will not discover them here, so search the realm of Hell below or look to the celestial sphere.

With the marriage launched in jollity, he laughing and she flickering a smile, all went smoothly until Merlyn Klinkendorg scurried to the men’s room, (said the Baptist, Ipso facto, a welcome event for all). When K-Dork emerged, wiping his mouth and cursing the shiitake pâté, he apologized for up-chirping at sacred nuptials.
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One Hand Clapping

Perhaps a mild pathogen hid in the shiitake pâté because on the honeymoon to the Gulf Coast, he and she both spent the time in bed, celebrating neither rights nor rites of consortium, sleeping more than talking, unable to eat or drink anything other than rice, yogurt, and weak tea. The next day they gave up the bridal chamber and flew home to finish recuperating in her apartment with yet a month to run on the lease, enough time to allow foundation repair on his house in the woods.

The rainy morning Dominique went back to the office, Silas was at loose ends and for an hour studied her bookshelf crammed with framed photographs that, in their number, created an album of her life: two or three snapshots of her from nearly every year, beginning with the bassinet and on to a snap taken the week Silas met her. Including those stuck in the corner of frames, he counted sixty images, and then there were the scrapbooks documenting her days with a thoroughness expected in the era of the selfie-phone. Ten photos included her mother, none her father, and four showed her sister whose changing expression made her difficult to recognize: here wistful, there mystified, another amused at something happening beyond the camera, and one of her in a track uniform with an arm around big sister who appeared uncomfortable. In the bedroom were two wall posters: a kitten ensnarled in a spool of thread, the other of Rosie the Riveter, her right arm bent at the elbow to reveal well-toned biceps.

On her bookshelf were Astrology and Your Future, Toward a More Beautiful You, Seeking Your Fortune in Real Estate, and Find Your Way to Get Your Way. Also two unexpected volumes of poetry. Among Louise Bogan’s poems was a circled stanza:

Women have no wilderness in them,

They are provident instead,

Content in the tight hot cell of their hearts

To eat dusty bread.

Underlined in Maxine Kumin’s, Archaeology of a Marriage, this:

When Sleeping Beauty wakes up she is almost fifty years old.

Written below in Dominique’s longhand, Must a woman destroy to advance??? And beneath that: Self-love gives self-confidence! A woman must be who she is with no requirement to fulfill needs of others! On the front flyleaf: Every woman should dance with the Devil once! Her markings and notes suggested less bona fide interest in the condition of women than her own concerns.

Even beyond his perpetual curiosity for all things, Silas wished for clues to fathom her unquiet mind. If Dominique was something of a closed book, maybe her books would open into her. She had not objected to his looking at the shelf and photographs and albums; she knew males require transforming to free them from certain attitudes and assumptions. The better Silas appreciated her, she figured, the easier their marriage, and what’s more, she’d seen he could be trusted with intimacy. If not, his exploration would expose his inconstancy.

Following their return, as Dominique dressed for the office, he lay abed, awakened by her perfume of choice, Phantasia d’Amour, and he watched her comb her long hair, the brush sweeping tresses downward into a flowing, her head tilting left, right, backward, then a shake to throw it into casual looseness. At the breakfast table where he had ready Eggs Fortunato (capers, bell peppers, an intimation of bitters—a dish unarguably superior to his marshmallow tuna salad), he heard her frequent grumble—whether it was over a chocolate éclair or a slice of gooey buttercake—I’ll regret this tomorrow, and he responded,

—Only the thin say that. I like the cut of your jib.

—Jib?

—A small sail on a ship.

—I’m heavy canvas full of wind?

He had little idea where responses like that came from. Always trusting truthful intent to emerge, he resisted becoming trepid in what he said or fearing stepping on one of the land mines she’d buried around herself long ago.

—I meant my lady love looks lovely.

—My? I have zero interest in my looks. This morning anyway.
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Silas guessed the failed honeymoon might be a cause for such a flash of irritability, and that evening he was sure of it when he brought it up, and she said,

—The honeymoon in Hell.

—We could try again in a few weeks. Celebrate our move to Sachem Hill. Visit Ireland this time.

—Ireland! What’s to do in Ireland? Brown beer? Rain? Seven Sundays in a week?

—What about—.

—Father Eamon Moloney made me want to stay clear of anything Irish. A dogmatic martinet. Sneak boozer. We had virtually zero Irish in the church, but he pushed everybody to celebrate all damn possible shamrock holidays. Some he made up. Our parish was ninety-five percent German. Yell Schatzi! out your front door and every mutt in the neighborhood came running. But on Saint Brendan’s Day, it was always little Rodney O’Shea chosen as the leprechaun who popped out of the cardboard cake. Never a girl. Never anybody from Deutschtown.

—You’re avoiding Ireland because it was little Rodney O’Shea who popped out of a cardboard cake?

—Don’t minimize it.

Silas rethought his proposal and said,

—A cruise down the Rhine, mein Mädchen?

—Give it a rest.

—Tuscany in autumn? North Borneo for a headhunting expedition?

—Silas!

Now, when she spoke, unless she was annoyed, her eyes dodged his as if something beyond him had drawn her attention.

—Don’t you see, Cosmo? I don’t want to plan that far in advance. Something might be going on here.

—Why say no to a yes in hopes of a better yes? Why live by what might be instead of what is? Highly unexistential.

—Please, no philosophy tonight.

—Spend the moment, or it’ll get spent for you. Old Bully Time is good at swiping lunch money. The planet spins on, every rotation removing more of what’s offered.

—I have to go rotate with a contract. I forgot to tell you, but I unloaded that dump on Sixteenth. The place with water standing in the basement.
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The house Silas inherited was two floors in a style termed Italian villa, a description loftier than deserved. What had been a tall, central tower was lost years earlier in a storm that left a flat roof he reconfigured into a belvedere for his telescope, an astro-platform beyond the lights of town. Below were three rooms and a bath, and on the first floor a sitting room, kitchen, second bathroom, spacious parlor with a bay window, and a porch looking onto a natural pond. The hearth was closed off until the chimney could be repaired.
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Over the weeks, to make the house more appealing to her, he began stripping and revarnishing floors to bring out the oak grain. He painted walls, had a dishwasher installed, put down tile in the bathrooms and kitchen, replaced light-fixtures. For himself, he built floor-to-ceiling bookcases and transformed the sitting room into a library-study where he hung wooden shutters at the windows and near one a picture of Marcus Aurelius and next to the other, in Japanese calligraphy a haiku he’d written in college; the translation:

How perfectly the bright crescent moon fits the hole in the midnight sky!

On moving day, Silas and a friend packed and hauled a little furniture and a lot of books to the old villa while she was at the office. To finish, he stocked each room with photographs of her so that Dominique peered from walls and shelves, even onto the bathtub.

Her sale of the house with water in the basement moved the supervisor to offer a promotion into another department. Although the change meant higher pay, the job was a blind alley. On her first evening on the Hundred, as she told Silas about company politics, he—not knowing the outcome of a truthful response—listened to comprehend her import. She said,

—The fact is, I hit a pane in their glass ceiling. They’re buying me off to keep me from something bigger.

—But two women own the company.

—Not all glass ceilings, Cosmo, are hung by a man. They know I’m smart and they see my looks. I have no chance at the best places because they fear I’d show them up.

—If that’s true, you should quit. On the other hand, if it’s—possibly—something else, why hide it?

—In a month I’ll be thirty-one. Thirty-goddamn-one, and where the hell am I?

—You’re here on Sachem Hill.

—Oh, yes. Enchantmentville. Your Indian buddy, old Walks-at-Night, he makes it all worthwhile.

She watched the pond for some time before saying,

—When I was five my mother had a hysterectomy. She asked a neighbor to help out. A tall black woman, generally of good disposition. I was a real towhead then. One day I was pestering her, and she got annoyed and barked at me, Puff off, snowflake. I told Mother who assured me I was a special flake.

—She’s right. Every snowflake is unique.

—So what’s that mean? I’m as unique as the next person? Believe me, sooner or later I’ll get what I deserve.

—Tell me what you deserve.

—Now? I deserve sleep.

In the morning Silas ruminated about what might ease the impasse, and that evening he performed a tea ceremony for her. With deliberation, he gave focused attention to the leaves, raising them in his palm for her to smell, then a warming of the pot, the slow boiling, whisking, pouring, disregarding all else, Dominique watching perplexed. He said,

—A tea ceremony assists patience. Like meditation.

—Which medication?

—Not medication. Meditation.

—You think the solution to my problem is in a teacup?

—I think it’s in you.

—I could use a touch of sympathy instead of an advisor.

—I’m not advising. Only suggesting. Like a roshi.

—Roshi? Is that something about the Jewish New Year?

—A Zen master who, among other things, propounds koans. Like the famous, What is the sound of one hand clapping?

—A woman soon to be out of work, and hubby talks nonsense.
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Dominique mulled over the empty promotion for a day, two days, then a week, before realizing it was a room with no exit except back the way she came in. At the end of the second week, her supervisor, interpreting her indolent response as indifference, passed the job to a younger woman, and Dominique realized indecision had marked her, leaving future advancement unlikely. Decision by default—her frequent method. Now she had to leave, and she began looking for another job, her plan unknown to Silas until he saw a printout of employment listings on the kitchen counter. He believed her character was more assumed than earned and based not on self-knowledge but on self-justification, ideas he thought she should recognize and evaluate. That evening at supper, obliquely, he raised the question, and still he stepped on one of her mines.

—Is your heart uneasy?

—No! Not at all! A little bit.

—Some psychic angst?

—I’m quitting a job, and you react by analyzing me?

—I’m not analyzing. I was only about to suggest a way to address a possible source of a problem. In my life—.

—Your life? I thought we were talking about my life. This isn’t about you. I’m the one on the street.

—You’re not on the street. You have a base here.

—A base in the woods where all the world and a dead Indian come to call. A house with no cellphone reception.

To cool the conversation he said,

—Why not take time off and settle into the quiet of the woods? Open to another kind of reception.

She stood to clear the table, raised a dish as if to throw it, but stopped and set it down quietly and went to the kitchen. When she came back she said,

—I’ll give it a try. For a week.

—New thinking, it comes when it comes.

—If it comes. What new thinking are you talking about?

In an accent unattributable to any particular Asian language, he said,

—Journey is master. Not honorable pilgrim.

—If you say so, O roshi guy.
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On the following Saturday she began a week of vacation, and that Sunday they joined friends and drove to the river city for a football game. Trying to embrace her reconsidered outlook, she forced herself into the gaiety of what to her was spectator pointlessness by daubing her face in team colors, standing close to the mirror to draw a message across her forehead. When Silas saw it, he admired her attempt to undertake something different, and different it was: The golden letters above her eyebrows spelled
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A Plumbless Place

Not long after moving into the refurbished house, Silas put onto the Spiritual Life page of the Observer his review of a recent book titled The New Universe and the Human Future. He quoted a passage:


Could the idea of a cosmic society end up being a religion? No. It’s too free-thinking. It’s more like an ethic. It requires faith not despite the evidence, as some religions encourage, but in the evidence—and in the possibilities that the evidence suggests for our species. It makes possible for us the shared experience of actually belonging to the cosmos that the evidence tells us exists. Above all, it allows us a way to elevate our thinking to what our times demand. It doesn’t tell us “the meaning of life.” It tells us that the meaning of life depends enormously on the scale in which you consider it.



The hi-octane, fundamentalist headhunter of heretics, Quig Barnhart (who’d been in pursuit of Silas for some weeks), the another opportunity to fire off to the editorial board a heated letter denouncing the pagan blasphemer and calling for his expulsion. Judging Silas too provocative, the board offered him instead book reviewing and weekends on the loading dock. With Dominique to be unemployed and his necessity for immediate cash until his Aunt Estrella’s estate was settled, Silas accepted. On Friday and Saturday, from midnight to sunup, he hoisted and stacked bundled newspapers. The first time he came home with dawn, she awoke, frowned, and said,

—Is that ink I smell?

His arms were smudged with the blood of words, those piddling things forever bedeviling his pen, and as he showered away evidence of his rationale for existing, he wished he could ease her notion that the Hundred had power to doom her life.

Rising well into Sunday morning, Silas found Dominique at the big window opening to the deep pond and dark woods. She said,

—These trees, I can hardly see the sun. I feel trapped.

—I’ll clear a few branches. That cedar could go.

—It isn’t a tree that needs going.

—Are you dendrophobic?

—Professor of Low Frequency Words, why bring up dentists?

—Not dentists. Trees. Pilgrims in the forests of Massachusetts feared wilderness was the Devil’s realm.

—I want sandy beaches. What the honeymoon never had.

By ignoring the trees, Dominique worked to accept the quietude of the woods and uncluttered rooms lacking distractions of a machinery-jigged-and-jammed world—a spareness he defended with his philosophical arithmetic, one’s degree of freedom is inversely proportional to the number of possessions.

She tried his suggestion of sitting quietly, not meditating but simply allowing her mind to become a mirror registering whatever passed before it, with no effort to judge or even retain anything. Still, creeping her consciousness were years of affronts and deceptions and her habit of deriding what she didn’t understand. Then the wind would send a wrinkle across the pond until the water smoothed itself, and she made a stab at imitating such a calming to sit quietly and be simply present. The second day she said,

—Hey, roshi guy. Guess what? Maybe this Zen stuff works.

It was the first time he saw her smile when in the house at Old Sachem Hill.
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In spite of her attempt to sense his cosmic time and to share his Eden, Dominique struggled to disconnect from the realty office and reckon it for what it truly was. Having cocktails on the porch one warm evening, and listening in the declining light to the pond gradually expand its voice with the amphibian chorus, he hoped her spirit was clearing of tribulations and pushing out the pointless to leave the primitive, the elemental, the necessary. He told her Zen was like soap—wash with it, then wash away the flux. Gazing up at a night sky undimmed by a blanket of urban light and into a dark no city knows, Silas wanted that blackness beyond simple immensity to do for her what it did for him: minimize fretting by reducing self. He understood that Dominique might at first find the reduction troubling until she could come upon something to replace the initial diminishing. He said,

—Look around and realize all you see and hear is temporary. Only what you don’t see or hear is lasting—the laws operating the Universe and its invisibilities throughout the interstellar medium. The quantum foam.

—Quantum foam? There you go again.

—Would you consider this? For two minutes, assume the mind of a firefly. Tomorrow make it three. Become smaller. Let everything else grow bigger. It can free you.

—You’re determined to go philosophical? Okay, but female lightning bugs can’t turn on, can they? Don’t the guys have all the electricity to themselves?

—Most of the ladies light up, but some can’t fly.

—Good because I need my electricity, since nature stacked things against me. Could be that’s why I don’t go up to your astro-platform. If I fall, evolution gave me no wings.

—You favor the black widow? Eat alive the little horny bugger before he can dismount? That’s a bit of pro-female natural selection.

—That red hourglass is a warning to you guys.

Silas poured another round, and she said,

—Okay, nature boy. I’ll bet you could take a French curve and draw an arc for my life.

—Laying out an arc is easy. Fulfilling it, that’s different. Besides, when it comes to engineering, go on tiptoe.

As the pond absorbed the twilight and the toads came on to trill, she said,

—You joke about being a Zen Druid, so I picked up a book on your shelf, that Sound of One Hand Clapping.

—You actually opened it?

—There was a lot of detaching from things and events. I’m no Zen woman, but I’ve never really felt attached to anything. Maybe detachment’s good. No, wrong word. Un-attachment. No, not that either. I mean non-attachment. That’s it, non.

—What about to me?

—What about you? We’re married.

Looking into the woods she said,

—In the Zen book, there wasn’t any passion. Everything was contemplation and erasing. Intellectual fiddle-faddle that might be nothing but imaginings. And where are women? Only men erasing problems by ignoring them. The idea appeared to be, if something nags at you—make it vanish! Vanquishing by vanishing. And then there was Zen nonsense, you know, this rock is all because it’s nothing.

—There’s more to it, but I see your point.

—If you really were a Zen Druid, you could show me what I’m missing, but then again, maybe I’m better at Zen. A master of detachment. You’re a walker toward, into. I’m good at walking away, walking out of. Say, the realty business. Like in Zen, what I need instead is a reality business.

—Not sure I follow you.

—I’m detaching. Walking tomorrow. Out from under that glass ceiling. I hear the sound of one finger gesturing.
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Silas had advised her not to swim in the deep pond without him, explaining that if the bottom of a water-filled sinkhole collapses, it creates a powerful suction capable of carrying down a whale. A whirlpool not from Hell, but into Hell. To the Maya tribes of the Yucatán, he had said, the great cenotes were entrances to Xibalba, the underworld. And years earlier in this very pond a boy had drowned.

Nevertheless, on a Saturday while he was at the university library, Dominique drowsed in the warmth on the porch and imagined the sinkhole as a conduit to drain vexations thrust on her by the realty office. She went upstairs for a tiny swimsuit before going to the pond and a rock ledge providing a dive platform, and plunged in, stunned by the cool clarity. Water walkers, thereabouts called jeezus bugs, slicked off fast, and she hung steady until her wake ceased, the bottom far enough below to be invisible. Were a suction to happen, it seemed to her, being taken under wouldn’t be the worst way to go; she swam to the middle, feeling her buoyancy increase as the pond deepened; reaching the center, she paused again, turned vertical, hands clasped overhead as if ready to dive into the sky, and exhaled to slide downward, the water becoming ever cooler and darker, pressure building in her ears. Dominique felt the twitch of a fish tail on her leg. Guessing she had dropped twenty feet, her lungs burning, she brought her arms swiftly to her sides and frog-kicked to rise to the surface, gasping for a moment, then lying back in the sun-spangled water, her tresses spreading out like a Japanese fan, Dominique so motionless the jeezus bugs oared toward her, and a ribbon snake serpentined near. She swam to the ledge and climbed out to bask and think how she had encountered the pond as if it were a Zen koan: a breakthrough to embrace waterness. What if she wrote a book? Zen and the Art of Descending.

Emboldened, empowered, she decided to explore another place he’d forewarned her about. An inspection could finish before he’d be home; Silas wouldn’t have to know. Changing into denim and boots, she remembered a night hike with him a week earlier:

A crescent moon had given only feeble light as Silas led her to a path he’d cut through the trees, a route atop what was once an Indian trail. The unfamiliar ground made Dominique hook her left hand onto the back of his belt so that she might step exactly where he’d stepped, a caboose to his engine. A sudden half-hiss, half-shriek shivered the dark, and Silas halted dead in his tracks, and she whispered,

—What the hell was that?

—A bobcat. Possibly.

—And if not?

—Cougars have been seen around here of late.

—Why don’t we have a flashlight?

—It’s better to let your vision adapt to the dark than to trust in a small circle of artificial light. Blind to what surrounds you. Easy to be fooled if you depend on a machine. Besides, night walks awaken awareness. Didn’t you say you wanted into the reality business?

They moved on more deliberately until she stopped him. In a soft voice she said,

—What’s that four-legged black thing over there?

Following her point, he whispered,

—The locals in these parts, people who really know the territory, they call it a lawn chair.

—In the middle of the damned woods?

—It’s another of my observation posts.

—What is it with this sitting?

—To permit things to approach me. Intimacy leads to awareness.

Picking their way deeper into the trees, Silas said, again quietly as if trying not to be overheard,

—I love Old Sachem Hill for all its spine tinglers. Its unknowns and inexplicables.

—Let’s go back. Mystery belongs in a book.

Turning toward the house, she pulled at him and nodded to a pale, fugitive light.

—That thing’s moving.

—Will-o’-the-wisp. It can flicker around.

—Your Will has two wispy legs to flicker on.

As the trail narrowed, Dominique began feeling vulnerable.

—How many eyes are watching us?

—Only that witchy pair in the cedars.

—I’m serious.

—I could be too.
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Under a sunny sky, she chastised herself for fearfulness that night in the woods, and she thought to correct it with a solo hike into the ravine, a whereabouts he described as apparent blighted malevolence.

Now: The ground falls away, opens like an unhealed wound, exposed soil made slick by rain the day before, her clumping through weeds stirs a moth into fluttery loops, fleeing toward the dark rim only to turn and flitter toward where it had risen. She edges close to the drop to gain a wider view, and in a tangle of rusted barbed wire a wizened owl hangs by a wing, its eyes chewed out. At the verge of a near perpendicularity her feet go from under her: on her backside sliding down the slope as if again descending into the depths of the sinkhole pond, past long and dangling roots, their twisted strands reaching for soil that isn’t there, rootlets able to creep not earthward but merely into lifeless space to become woody stalactites, everything pendant and nothing rampant, and she pitches onto the decayed bottom, a moist sourness of deadfall frugal of increase, a reminder of the necessity of rot for rebirth, where regeneration is an impossibility, a land not of procreation but pre-creation.

She looks up, the sky sealed off with overhangings, the gully strung with an untended spider web, a glint from glassine scales of a snakeskin hooked on a thorn, its dead reptile eyes glaring, a sensation of being not down but under, under an underside, a netherness, and she gets to her feet slowly, no way up that slippery devil, and she speaks to herself, You can hike out. You can do it.

And she pushes on, wicked snags catch her legs, skeletal claws of fallen branches streak her face, she stopping once more to be certain there’s no escape upward, walking, a clutch of whitened bones fine as sparrow ribs, and farther a withered hare entangled in a sorcery of briers, she walking, walking, a feeling of having been devoured, the Woman Jonah, although no disgorging whale this, this a belly of a beast with no maw, a wet gut to swallow a shout; looking up to the brink becoming not lower but higher. How thick the earth! And he not to be home until sunset, and in here no sun to set. Then at her feet and protruding from the sinkage the head of an antique doll, bleached-out eyes, the ceramic skull stuck on a spike shoved into the ground as if a voodoo warning of forbidden territory. What mad child would come here to play?

Moving on, tripping, a Möbius strip of somber karstland offering only passage to a plumbless place, her apprehension rising, her strength overestimated, pausing to look up again, and, Yes! A figure above, blackly hooded or cloaked, something caped and draped. And she waves, calling, Hey! Lady! Mister! The sound of one hand clapping, and the figure withdraws as if evaporating, and gone, and she thinks her imagination is at work trying to reassure her she isn’t alone, and onward, eyes blurring, burning from sweat, nature brandishing the unnatural, exposing unnature, the demi-light dismal and preternatural as if from a spectrum no prism could refract, she shaking, a sense of being watched, looking up, Hello? Too proud yet for Help me! The dimness growing dim, dimmer, and fast toward out. To continue after sundown impossible. At her feet an unbodied bird wing of mud-clotted feathers, the abysm wanting to claim her too, integrate her into its fell self. How long till he can find me? From a shadow a feline hiss, then farther along, a mewing. Follow the call.

Thirsty, stifling panic, the bends of the ravine keeping a perpetual no-exit before her, behind her, and she sits, scans the edge ever more indistinct, Hey up there! And God’s silence. I know you’re up there! Who, God? Not near this pit. She moves again, reluctant, fighting the paralysis of fear, her arms abraded. A sense of something encroaching, Don’t turn around. Don’t let it know you know it’s there. What had Silas said? You can’t turn your back on what surrounds you. What’s in you.

Beyond, the mewing drawing her on. Hadn’t he’d said the ravine drained to the big creek? Unsteady, no longer stumbling but staggering, wishing for her phone, the brink now gone into dusk, and ahead only an exhausted glow, a taper about to expire, a mirror reflecting not light but merely less darkness. Silas!

And falling flat, tears washing salty sweat into stinging lacerations. Goddamnit Silas! No time to be taking names in vain. Get yourself up! Listen for the cry of the cat. Feet faltering, ground-creeping vines entangling, she stopping to free her boot, and beneath it a few green leaves, a sign like swallows to a sailor lost at sea. Floundering forward, thirst never so intense, in the failing light the ravine widening, and then a gleaming, the earthen walls falling back, and before her a celestial pharos, the rising Moon, the broken smile of the cratered Lunar Face, and she lurches onto the Timber Bridge Road and, Now, which way home?
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Silas was at the gate. Despite the limp, he recognized her walk coming toward him.

—What’s happened?

He reached to wipe her face, but she drew back.

—No!

—Come home. Let me run a bath for you.

Washed, patched up, Dominique joined him on the porch where he had ice water and a whiskey waiting, her scratched arms and cheeks glowing red, eyes bloodshot. She dropped into a chair, took up the water and nearly drained it, then a good slug of the bourbon, and she said,

—I figure you know where I’ve been.

—I’m uneasy about this.

—Tomorrow, maybe even right now, I’ll be glad I did it. Descended into Hell. A piece of your snake-ridden Eden. Your haunted forest. Your enchanted hill.

—Next time, go with me.

—Never a next time. You know what they say. Been there, done that. And I’m still alive.

She smiled. Never had he seen her expression so free of insincerity or strategy, this one nothing but conquest.

—Cosmo, it was like the thing couldn’t kill me. Even if this little cat just spent one of her nine lives.

—You’re a cat?

—I heard a cat down in there. Always in front of me. I was on its leash. Being led on.

Silas lay his hand atop hers, and she said,

—I called for you.

—I should have guessed where you were. But I didn’t believe you’d go into the ravine alone.

—I wanted to figure out what so compels you toward your charmed world. Your dead orchard and damned dale.

Pouring a second round, he stopped when she said,

—The weirdest thing, other than the invisible cat, was a doll head sticking up from the ground like it was climbing out of a grave.

—There haven’t been any children around here since the Whitley boy drowned in the pond in forty-six. With his younger brother, they were ice skating.

—He broke through?

—The brother ran for help, but by the time a neighbor arrived, the little fellow had been in too long. I’ve set up a rock near where he went down. I chiseled a W into it.

Dominique was staring eastward toward the ravine.

—There was something else. Before the doll.

She struggled to express it.

—Halfway along, something up on the rim watched me. It was wearing—like a black hood thing. I shouted up, and, whoof! It evaporated into the trees.

—The only person nearby is the old widow. If she’s yet among the living, she has to be ancient. Madame Delarunes. In the half-abandoned blue house. Aunt Estrella told me the woman’s eccentric. A recluse. When I was a boy I encountered her once. Came up behind me and scared the—. She lives in Louisiana most of the year. Or she used to. Assuming she was truly there, why would she walk off from you? If she can still walk.

—I was rattled by then. Maybe what I saw was just a twolegged lawn chair.
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Mountains of the Sun

Having penetrated the actual depths of the Hundred, having faced the challenges of sinkhole and ravine, Dominique felt free to ignore her wooded cincture, and for a while the land all but vanished from her perceptions, and she reverted into a topography of self to resume habits and mental sets, although now with a pride of having surmounted obstacles and come away alive. She lived insensibly between the chaos of the dark trees and the ordered spareness of the house; for her, between too much and not enough, between plethora and dearth.

She found a job in a different realty company, Mi Casa Properties, and her time away at Sachem Hill changed the office from tolerable to desirable: ringing phones, the hum and shuffle of copiers, glowing computer screens, each a comforting distraction able to obtund her dread of rural isolation. When she devised a new slogan—MI CASA TODAY, YOUR CASA MAÑANA!—the sales director began assigning her prime real estate, one leading to the auction of the North Busby place, ninety acres ready for a sprawl of gated housing. Her commission was big.

The afternoon Dominique deposited her check, she came home to celebrate with Silas who had chilled a bottle of extradry Prosecco with its aroma of ripe pears she so liked. On the porch to follow dusk overtake the woods, he said,

—The highlight of today was looking forward to tonight.

—Is there a message in that?

—What do you think about dedicating an evening a week to us? Cocktails, conversation, a favorite supper? On the porch in spring, at the hearth in winter.

—Sounds like a rut. Besides, the hearth is closed.

—I’ll fix it.

—You realize don’t you, we don’t have to live in your land of enchantment any longer? The Busby Farms sale frees us. We can get into town, build a place to suit us, furnish it, with enough left over for a couple of new cars. You want to see Easter Island. Well, Cosmo, now we can go.

—You’d go to one of the most remote locations on Earth?

—With the way we could travel, hell, if it would take us out of here I’d consider a trip to the mountains of the Sun.

—I thought you were coming around to Sachem Hill.

—This creepy house with its perpetual drafts down my back? Strange noises in the night?

—Everybody’s aware that in the witching hour old houses set loose their former residents to creak a stair tread or pop a floorboard. Rattle a shutter.

—Our only Internet out here is dial-up. We’ve been iced in. We had a black snake in the basement, a flying squirrel in the attic, and possibly a neighbor who skulks about dressed like the Grim Reaper.

—I don’t know what to say.

—There’s a first! Why not say, Good idea! Bamboozlement isn’t profitable. You’ve done the cabin-in-the-woods thing. Time to move on. Figuratively, literally.

—I’m dumbfounded.

—Dumbfounded? To this offer, the word you mean is dumb. That’s what your no is to my yes.

—Isn’t there something I can do to make Sachem Hill suit you? Give me time and I’ll fashion it to what you want.

—Here’s what to do—drain it, level it, build on it. Houses, condos. It’ll bring in more than Busby Farms.

—Development in sinkhole country?

—Exactly! We have to escape while we can.

—Escape? The terrain here has been much as it is since the last ice age. The arrowheads I’ve found, they’re Dalton points. Been in the ground for ten thousand years.

—I don’t visualize my future being shaped by little pointy rocks. I have destinations higher than these woods, and you might care to join in.

—I’m no city man. My existence is built on being here because of things like little pointy rocks. What’s been on Sachem Hill is the very power that makes it alive. What’s been here lends meaning to what’s here now. Helps us belong. I can feel the fullness of time.

—I feel your fullness of time too. A life sentence.

—Somewhere, somehow, there has to be a happy medium.

—The medium we could use is a, a medium. One with a crystal ball to show you the future. Or maybe some dead sachem can wake you.

—I don’t understand talk like that.

—Just trying to conversate about my needs.

—Conversate?

—Don’t be critical, writer man.

—Just trying to improve my listenation.

The glasses of Prosecco sat untouched, the effervescence dying with their words.
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At breakfast the next morning the two ate in silence, their thoughts not clashing but flowing disjunctively, and from then on, the unspoken began to accumulate until it gained resonance.

That evening Silas suggested ways to tailor the Hundred more to her liking, eventually asking whether tearing down the house and building a new one would help, and she said,

—For a philosopher man, sometimes you just don’t get it. I ought to call you See-less.

—If you’d ease up, then I’d have a chance to become your good Seymour.

—Okay then. If you want to improve things, play carpenter and turn that empty room upstairs into an office for me. Put in a skylight. Isn’t Cosmo our sky guy?

And so he opened a ceiling to the heavens, built a mahogany desk, added a nook to hold a couch and a wing chair, a shelf for her special-roast Sumatra-blend coffee, a platform for her yoga mat. When Dominique moved into the room, she said,

—It’s nice. Of course, it’d be even nicer if the rooms all around it were just as new. Till then, I’ll accept this.

—I didn’t tell you, but when I cut through the wall to remodel, I found a recess behind the chimney. I had no idea it was there. Who knows when, somebody stashed an old trunk. A Saratoga trunk. It’s locked, but someday let’s open it. Maybe we’ll find a genie to bring you to love Sachem Hill.

—A genie? Just put a FOR SALE sign out front. If anything’s in that damned thing, it won’t be a genie. It’ll be only some evil-eyed night creature.

[image: images]

Dominique bought a sleeper-sofa for the rebuilt room, and a week later, citing his nocturnal maunderings and movements in bed, she shifted into her new quarters. Hoping greater space might help relax her objections to the Hundred, Silas didn’t resist. Perhaps she thought the same thing because she spent ever more time at the office, using the hand-made mahogany desk rarely. That his wife was sleeping longer he attributed to the demands and frequent overtime at Mi Casa.

Silas continued plugging and caulking crevices. Should she stir up another reptile, what then? To allow sunlight into the house, he trimmed tree limbs, and one afternoon she said,

—With those cedars trimmed, I see more trees. How about I buy you a bulldozer?

—Make it a load of dynamite and get it over with!

—I wish you wouldn’t speak so harshly to me. It sounds like my father. I have to guard against people messing up my opportunities.

—I’m people now?

She got up to go inside, saying,

—I suppose I can’t fault a man for what he naturally is.

And so their life proceeded. Then came the morning she found a skink under a shoe in her closet, and yelled for Silas.

—Get it out of here!

It disappeared, and Silas mumbled,

—His clan was here before us. Clarence is a good little insect exterminator.

—You’re naming the house reptiles? What’s going to get exterminated here is my presence. By tonight, you better be able to assure me you’ve offed your buddy, or Cosmo and his four-legged pals will have the villa to themselves.

While working to apprehend the root of her disaffection, Silas gave an hour to hunting the skink, finally pinning it in a corner and dropping a towel over it and carrying it down to the road. A half mile away he released the lizard, knowing it would probably be waiting for him at the house, but now he could tell her he’d caught Clarence or his sister. He did more caulking, all the time thinking what a leaky ship requires isn’t caulk but a rebuilt hull. Still, he continued searching for an oakum to plug fissures and rifts in a marriage.

Thus went Dominique and Silas for the next few weeks. Through her unwillingness to admit the marriage might have been a mistake and his efforts to find means to answer her aversion to the power of Sachem Hill, they managed to hang together.
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Change began with a letter: Dominique’s sister wanted to take a short recess from her convent—in its terminology, a period of discernment for prayerful consideration. Searching for solutions to her doubt about continuing as an aspirant with the Sisters of Our Lady of Perpetual Adoration in the hills near the Smoky River in western Kansas, Celeste needed a place for reflection. Her letter from the convent of the Blessed Assumption concluded:



I won’t stay long. I’ll do what I can to be invisible and earn my keep. (I’m used to that now.) Will cook if you can stand it, wash dishes, and clean what needs cleaning, just for some solitude. Hey, Deedee—we haven’t spent time with each other since mother’s funeral! (I’ll try not to annoy you.) And Silas, I don’t know him at all.

—C.





Celeste was to arrive on a Thursday. Her correspondence had been minimal because Dominique rarely replied other than to say to Silas, Another alert from my forever-bewildered sister. A month earlier, as he emptied the trash, he noticed a letter from Celeste and read it and saw nothing peculiar, and on mentioning it to Dominique, she said,

—So what do you say to this? When Petey was about four years old, her preschool teacher fell sick. Breast cancer. This was the gal who scolded her for having two live crawdads in her backpack. So little ol Pete wraps up a stick of chewing gum and mails it to the teacher to help her feel better.

—A sweet story.

—You think? That Christmas she heard the words to Silent Night. You remember the line about baby Jesus being tender and mild? She thought he was to be cooked and eaten. She’d just been taught about the Eucharist.

—She was four.

—Petey’s a mystified, wandering soul. She used to have a real stammer. That’s how this Deedee crap got started. Trying to say Dolores. She learned to stop speaking till she calms. When she’s stressed, she’ll shut down for a minute. Or step away. You’ll see. If I can command a room, she couldn’t command a linen closet.

—She’s unattractive? Slow?

—She’s pretty enough. And she had better grades in school than me. I don’t know what it is. The summer she was born it was infernally hot. Somebody said she wasn’t held enough. Petey had the same opportunities I did, and look where she is. Stuck in a convent in Kansas.
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Craters of the Moon

Although she had not met Silas, her letters had asked about him, questions Dominique ignored. He went to the bus station to bring Celeste to Sachem Hill. She wore a post-Vatican II habit, a small covering over her dark, clipped hair, sandals and woolen socks, and she carried a backpack holding more books than clothes. From it a patch had been removed leaving a rectangle of unfaded canvas. On the way home, Silas showed her the university, and he talked of Dominique whom Celeste still called Deedee. The conversation was formal but not awkward. She said,

—I owe you an explanation why I’m here.

—I am curious, but you owe me nothing, other than to tell me what you tore off the front of your pack.

—A COEXIST insignia. The General Superior complained it was too political. I said, Isn’t tolerance the opposite of political? I asked why such a simple thing was so hard to do.

—General Superior?

—That’s her formal title. The prioress. We’re a French order. En Français, La Générale Supérieure.

As they rode along, Silas brought up his play and the challenge of making a man two thousand years gone not speak like some guy you’d meet at a cocktail party or something you’d hear from a pulpit. Celeste said,

—I want my adoration to be in my words. Not the priest’s. It’s easier to repeat what we hear than discover our own voice.

—I’ve wondered how I’d fare in a monastery.

—At Smoky River, after twelve months, I’m just going through the motions. For me, doing prayers isn’t much different from doing dishes.

—In Zen, washing one’s rice bowl is significant. Maybe down deep you’re a Zenist.

—Maybe I don’t know what I am, but I’m no Buddhist, even if I am wondering whether I’m a reliable aspirant. Somebody who can be trusted twice a day with perpetual adoration. I’ve questioned whether it’s possible in other ways to adore. When I do, they inform me something’s missing in my heart.

She waited for his response, and he said,

—What’s missing?

—In the old, historic church in our parish, by the altar, was a big glass case and lying in it a wax figure of Saint Valentine. When I was a child, it spooked me. The excessive heat the summer I was born distorted his features. An eye slipped, and his mouth sagged open like a dead codfish. When I’m doing public adoration before the altar, sometimes that drooping face comes to me. A picture of my dedication.

—I see a visage sculpted by Praxiteles.

They took an espresso at Pagliaccio’s, and Celeste said,

—The elegance here, it’s foreign to me now. It seems sybaritic. Almost like, like decadence.

—In all things, life should be exalted?

—Not at all. I think I just have to, to rehabituate. I don’t mind living without electronics. No personal phones, no tablets. Or once a month a symbolic bath in a wooden tub—well, that I do, but I tolerate it. Maybe the God I hope for isn’t—what’s the word? Isn’t evanescent. But if I mention that, I end up in a session of counsel.

—They beat on you? I mean intellectually.

—Not really. I enjoy the counsels, especially with one sister who throws out thoughtful questions and who’ll defend a position, although I could do without her repeated, This life is only your days as a human. Or her, Doubt is a mere inconvenience. Or, To feel doubt is to feel the itchy finger of the Devil.

—Isn’t doubt a challenge to ready-made answers? On the cross, didn’t Jesus doubt?

—I guess. Sister warned me yesterday that aspirants don’t fall smack-bang-plop! They get coaxed downward step by step.

—What if you get coaxed upward? Step by step.

—Who knows? Is that why I’m here?

—Upward’s a big place. I can offer proof tonight.

Celeste didn’t hear him. She said,

—When it’s my half-hour for public adoration, and I go into the chapel to kneel at the altar for silent prayer—my mind can’t stop wandering off to wonder how my adoration is helping anybody. Useful to me but to who else? Whom else. Self-serving. I’m thinking I ought to be in a soup kitchen. Or making up beds in a hospital. Teaching.

—In Zen, ways to enlightenment—and service—are many. But there’s an ancient proviso: If you come upon a young monk trying to climb to heaven, grab him by the foot and pull him back to Earth because his behavior isn’t good for him.

—It’s hard to admit I might have chosen the wrong order. They counsel me toward patience. While I’m here, I’m to listen for the dispensation of Providence. Their phrase.

—Abundant dispensations on the Hundred.

—I’m glad. Anything to help my private prayers feel divinely impassioned. To encounter Godness. If not, then at least goodness.

—Would you settle for genuineness?

—I don’t know. I thought I was going into a contemplative order, but it’s more a catechistic order. I want stimulation. Questioning. Not getting numbed by rote thought.

—I left a church when I saw it was dedicated to promotion of its own parochial views.

His comment silenced her. He said,

—Faith without doubt can lead to moral arrogance.

—A touch of arrogance might clear my thinking.

—You have to decide this week?

—No, but after the second year we’re expected to declare. Then to proceed from being an aspirant to a postulant to a novice before taking perpetual vows. Perpetual. A frightening word. What if I’ve made a mistake?

—A mistake is a gate closing behind, not ahead.

—A gate opening to what? Confusion?

—The Hundred’s an island of sanity. A Honduran electrician doing some rewiring called it tranquilo.

—Ah, tranquility! A thing unknown to a Heppermann.

—Sachem Hill lends itself to walking, musing. And repose. But stay out of the ravine. It almost undid your sister.

—I don’t believe it.

—Said she was learning the territory, but I think she was proving herself, proving herself greater than the land. To her, I suppose she succeeded.

—Maybe that’s what I need—a ravine. One with dark recesses to explore.

—What if you tried the other direction? Marcus Aurelius says something like, To observe celestial motions and consider the exchanges of elements will wash away earthly corruptions. He was a man who worked to see links among seeds, stars, and omnipotence. What about Celeste?

—I think I’d like to.
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Receiving her sister with reserve, Dominique said,

—Are you going to wear that get-up the whole time?

—The convent requires us to cast away worldly clothing. As they say.

—I have a baggy sweatshirt. That’s as close as I can get to humble. Fresh out of sack cloth. Will you wear it?

Celeste went upstairs to change, even pulling on a baseball cap, and came down looking like a Little Leaguer, and her sister said,

—That’s better. How about a glass of wine? I don’t have any of the sacramental variety. No Eucharistic wafers either, but I can offer Petey a Chablis and a cracker.

—Celine would take a tot of wine. And less baiting.

Dominique poured two glasses, suppressed an urge to set out a plate of saltines, and said,

—Tell me why you’re throwing yourself away on this adulation kick.

—Adoration. We’re off to a fine start. Like old times.

They sat, each incapable of breaking the silence until they heard Silas coming up from his workshop, eyebrows powdered with sawdust. Celeste said,

—I don’t recognize Silas from what you’ve said about him.

He stepped onto the porch, momentarily confused by who the boy in the baseball cap was, then sensing the tension, he said,

—Does sister Celine—I mean aspirant Celine—play catch?

—A wannabe shortstop. But in college I ran cross-country.

Dominique scoffed and said,

—Ran. Never won.

—I was third in the River Hills race.

—Little sister, third in a three-woman race is losing.

—I finished all my races.

—Dearie, here’s news—life isn’t about finishing. It’s about winning.

As a guest, Celeste kept silent, and Silas said,

—More finish a race than win. You have the build of a runner—lean, narrow-hipped. I shouldn’t speak of a nun’s hips.

—I’m only an aspirant. An aspirant shortstop.

Celeste and Silas went outside to toss the ball, and when they came back in, she said to her sister,

—Just had the best hour of the last months, but my arm’s going to be stiff tomorrow.

—So then don’t try to fake something.

—Deedee’s right. I never could do the throw from the hole. As for faking things, in Kansas I’ve become good at that.

After supper, while he and Celeste washed dishes and Dominique read realty listings, Silas said,

—Do you ever imagine yourself somewhere other than being sequestered?

—Sure. In a classroom. Using my degree in biology.

—So why not?

—I hoped for a different call. But hoping isn’t hearing.

Dominique, listening at the table, slammed down her wine glass, breaking the stem, and said,

—Damn it, you two! This isn’t All Saints Parish House.

To ease the tension, Silas said in a whisper given a shade too loud,

—God doesn’t summon people to teach biology?

Dominique rose and left the room, saying as she left,

—You buddies blabber on without me. I’d think you were love birds if you both weren’t such peckerwoods.

As Celeste picked up the broken glass, she said,

—Deedee’s always wanted to be admired for intelligence and feared for being black-eyed thunder and blonde lightning.

—She can make it hard to feel I belong. Even here.

—Her heart’s cut from whet leather. She hides it in the dark of her shoe. Stomped down. That’s how she survives.

—In our marriage, I’m the one striving to survive.

Making sure Dominique had gone upstairs, Silas said,

—Before I inherited this house, when my widowed aunt lived here, a storm knocked off most of the cupola. She didn’t replace it. I’ve built a small observatory up there. A celestial oculus. Tonight ought to provide good seeing.

—What’s that mean?

—Astronomer talk for an unclouded sky with low air turbulence. The moon doesn’t rise for another hour. Interested in a peek into the cracks of the Cosmos?
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As Celeste started up the ladder to his aerial gallery, he caught himself eyeing her trimness—a would-be nun—and he averted his eyes, but he looked again when she asked,

—Is this your ladder to Heaven?

—Only to the heavens. Your sister won’t join me up here.

He passed up a blanket and a jug of sparkling cider, then followed her to assemble his reflecting telescope sufficient to reveal Jovian moons. He fiddled to callimate it correctly, then stood aside for her, and almost immediately she cried out,

—The rings of Saturn! I’ve seen them in books, but this is the difference between a copy and an original! Awesome!

—Across about a billion miles, you felt a cosmic link. Awe is a powerful transformational force, and a clear night sky is one of the few scenes you can share with almost every human who’s ever lived—Jesus, Shakespeare, Einstein—and with everybody who’ll come after us.

As he redirected the telescope to catch the jagged rim of the rising crescent moon, he said,

—The potential for cosmic links draws me to the stars.

He focused and motioned her to the eyepiece.

—That’s Mare Serenitatis. Sea of Serenity.

—What a beautiful name! This view, it’s like we’re on a lunar ridge. We’re such Earthlings!

—Under a bright Moon, it’s hard to believe it’s a lightless orb. A celestial body, but dark.

—Like us. I mean Earth. A dark planet in so many ways.

—Ancient Greeks viewed the Moon as a grand crystal sphere and its gray patches as reflections of earthly oceans. But we today, when our star illuminates it, we see a cartoon face.

Holding her eye to the telescope, she said,

—If other moons have the face of whatever exists beneath them, we could get an idea of extraterrestrials.

—Then our Moon shows us as smiley faces.

Celeste, moving from the telescope, said,

—I like your astronomy.

—Do this. Jump as high as you can. By the time you hit the ground, the turn of the Earth will have carried you forty miles westward. As we stand here, we’re spinning at eight hundred miles an hour. At the equator, a nun praying on her knees is moving a thousand miles-an-hour.

—Maybe that’s the reason my prayers wander.

—Not to mention we’re ripping around the Sun at about seventy thousand miles an hour. Then there’s the forward movement of the solar system. And the Milky Way hustling us along. And, our entire galactic cluster is moving at more than a million miles an hour. We travel almost as fast as thought.

—What’s thought have to do with it?

—Your imagination can get you to the edge of the universe and back in less time than it takes to say Hello—Goodbye.

—Hello. Whoosh! Goodbye. I enjoyed the visit but I wouldn’t care to live there.

—Under our feet, this house is moving toward the Pacific Ocean. Plate tectonics has a speed too. To exist is to move.

Celeste again looked into the telescope.

—I wish the convent had one of these. The Vatican does.

—To prove Galileo wrong?

—Couldn’t say.

—For most of our history, humans saw the Earth as unmoving at the center of all of those lights up there. But the astronomical truth is, we’re creatures of cosmic velocities and celestial explosions that make us what we are.

—Deedee said you talked like a professor.

—Another of my failings, I suppose.

—I don’t mind. I’d like to learn to speak better. Think better. Then my prayers would be more effective.

—My mother loved to quote Proverbs: A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold.

—Sure, but who wants a metal apple?

He spread the folded blanket to cushion the bench, and they leaned against the coping to watch the sky, and Silas said,

—Close your eyes and imagine you’ve never before seen a clear night. Picture brightness until you feel the heat of the sun. Then, in this darkness, as if the first time, look up.

—It’s difficult to unsee.

—To observe those heavenly combustions may be the most profound, primal act a human can experience. To take in the patch where we live. It helps to comprehend four astronomical aspects—distances, ages, sizes, speeds. If that night sky doesn’t awe you, then you don’t grasp what you’re seeing.

Filling two cups with cider, he raised a toast:

—May Sachem Hill lead you to a gate into or out of the convent. There’s enchantment here for one who’ll open to it.

They drank, and she made an answering toast:

—And may you find a path into a solid marriage. Which of us has the harder quest?

He shook his head, then she asked,

—When you look up there, do you see God?

—If I remember, the God of Exodus says something like, Thou canst not see my face, for no man shall see me and live. I’m alive next to you now, so I guess I haven’t.

—God did say, though, we might glimpse his hinder parts.

—I’m always on alert for any almighty butts flashing around the heavens.

—I’m not accustomed to such frankness.

—Forgive me. If you conceive of God as the whole kit and caboodle of existence from the infinitesimal to whatever’s beyond the visible universe, then yes, I’ve seen some of God. But that wouldn’t be my term. Over the last few thousand years, the word’s been tortured into notions beyond counting, so the meaning collapses. The freightage we’ve loaded it with!

—Are you an atheist?

—Certain words shut down discussion. Close out consideration of what they really mean. Mere terms like atheist or agnostic can unnerve people into hostility. I avoid words encumbered with the assumption, If my God’s not your god, then you’re godless.

—In your vocabulary, no such word as God?

—God? Could be if it’s an honored acronym for Grand Original Dispositions.

—But are you an atheist?

—I am not.

—But you are a nonbeliever? Without faith?

—I believe in many things. I especially believe in inductive methods. And, I have deep faith in facts empirically established. I try to live by astronomical truths.

—Still, you don’t believe in any afterlife?

—That’s exactly what I do believe in. Eternal transformations. Afterlives. In the plural. Lives defined broadly. You’re alive for a while because your sub-atomics are alive forever.

—So what are you?

—I’m a Cosmoterian.

—Never heard of it. Is it pantheism?

—Not in the meaning of many-gods, but in the sense of all-god. It’s built into the word. Pan-theos.

—We’re warned against such worship.

—A Cosmoterian doesn’t worship. Or pray. He chooses to respect and honor, and that requires understanding and empathy—endeavors considerably more challenging than worship or prayer.

—But the word God—.

—It’s shorthand for those who posit all existence and the principles driving that existence are omnipotent. The Omnipotence. How could God be anything less than everything and still be God? A word carelessly used—say, pantheist or atheist—can disrupt thinking and corrupt terms into hostile labels.

—Like Cosmoterian?

—Maybe it ought to be Cosmoterran. Whatever, it describes a Presbyterian boy who wanted to be an astronomer.

—Why isn’t he?

—The boy was subject to savaging his arithmetic books. He had little capacity to think mathematically.

—Once—I was six—Deedee dared me to throw a Bible. She hoped I’d go to Hell on the spot and be out of her life.

Silas smiled and nodded.

—On a Boy Scout camping trip after a rain, my young buddy and I had trouble getting our fire started. His parents made him carry a cheap, pocket Bible whenever he went into the woods. The growing darkness turned the boy fearful so he allowed me to tear out a chapter. It took all of Genesis to ignite the wood. Once the flames caught I said, Let there be light. That was his most empirical Bible lesson ever.

Celeste lifted her glass for a refill, and she said,

—In the eighth grade, I got in trouble for a writing assignment about the Garden of Eden. About Adam and Eve. When God looked down on what he’d created—this was the last line of my story: And God said, Oops!

—How the imps of Satan dance in our brains!

—I was chastised and had to write an essay explaining blasphemy. Lucky the sisters didn’t get word about who climbed up the statue of St. Francis in the school courtyard. You know, patron saint of animals.

—Should I plug my ears?

—Pigeons used his head for a roost. Deedee dared me to put on him an NRA gunner’s cap. In safety orange.

—Not sisters of adoration?

—Sad, isn’t it?

—Cosmoterians hold—.

—There’s more than one?

—Who can say, but that one sees hindering rational thought with threats of blasphemy or heresy or apostasy as totalitarian. Can some so-called nonbelievers have given greater thought to the nature of deity than many believers?

—I’m the wrong person to ask.

—It’s work to nonbelieve, at least if your cosmology has connection to what we’ve recently learned about the Universe. Skepticism is a hallmark of a working brain. Mother of inductive inquiry. Remove it and we’d be living in caves. Huddled against the dark. Are you cold up here?

—I’m fine. Despite the chill in this Cosmoterian talk. The convent teaches personal theology is apostasy.

—This Cosmoterian apostasy requires respect even for those who prefer repeated confirmations of what they believe they know rather than investigation into what they don’t know.

—We’re not supposed to argue in the convent.

—Why argue over what’s least provable dished up by somebody denying things fully demonstrable? Like the reasons the Moon soars above us. Like evolution. The Big Bang. Well, since there’s no sound in space, it should be the Big Flash.

—I believe in evolution. And in the, the Big Flash. And, I believe in God.

—What if you find you’re a Cosmic Christian?

—Did you just come up with that?

—Would it make a difference?

She looked into the night before saying,

—It seems a Cosmoterian would have no foundation for an ethical code. No commandments.

—Should physicists ever succeed in writing a Theory of Everything, then their equations need to imply an empirically verifiable morality. If knowledge of the Universe doesn’t lead to rectifying human behavior, our understandings of the Cosmos will ring hollow.

—How do you go empirical with morality?

—A fundamental fact of living things is that they’re alive because they’ve succeeded in developing ways to avoid harm. To control pain. Pain’s warning of a threat to continuance. The central commandment in the Cosmoterian bible is Hurt not others.

—There’s a bible?

—In my head. Where a bible’s of some use. Mine holds that one possible explanation for the existence of human cruelty is the nonexistence of directive omniscience.

—So that bit about hurt not others.

—Everything proceeds from those three words, since they cover most issues of wrongdoing. In the Cosmoterian Book of Tribulations, that three-word commandment pops up as only two words—Honor otherness. Later it’s, Respect elseness. The Book of Silas has another variation, For god’s sake, blockhead, be thou kind! It implies moral responsibility. The Book of Axioms, verse twelve, says, Endeavor to make thyself worthy of the Cosmos that gives thee life.

—You’ve written your own Bible?

—Of sorts. The most astonishing achievement of evolution is the human brain. So, if it’s a pinnacle, why not use it to develop an informed personal theology? Didn’t religion itself rise through evolution? No complex brain, no gods and no science. No arts. Pigs don’t pray, cats don’t cipher, and dogs don’t compose verse. Not even doggerel. Of all evolutionary consequences, isn’t the greatest our attempt, however flawed, to understand the origin of life?

—I said I believe in evolution.

—People say they believe in evolution without evaluating its implications to their long-held opinions. Implications about what we are. Can you, a professed evolutionist, truly accept that you’re sixty percent genetically similar to a banana? That your ancestry includes algae?

—Who made the algae?

—Would you accept your question as, What made the algae?

—The difference is greater than pronouns.

Silas picked a limestone chip off the belvedere coping.

—This rock—and the crinoid that happens to be in it—and Celeste all come under the same fundamental laws. Those three evolutions are more in degree than kind because the cosmic processes creating each of them are comprehensive and universal.

—The rock has no meaning beyond simple existence.

—And we’re different?

—God must—.

—Try an answer without an assumption. Even if blessed.

—Assumption in the convent has a different definition.

—Maybe the essential difference between Celeste and the rock is her capacity to create purpose. A gift of evolutionary process. We’re not condemned to lie mindless on a sea bottom. Or on a rooftop. We can invent, and our greatest invention is meaning. Without it, we’re doomed to nihilism. With it, we have the beauty—the pickle—of choice. That’s a Cosmoterian take.

—So what’s Deedee’s take on Cosmoterianism?

—She who’d subdivide Heaven into marketable real estate?

—I wish—. I don’t know what I wish.

—Her realm is elsewhere. But you say yours includes science, so you teach that electromagnetism is a great driver of the Universe. That suggests, at least metaphorically, a goal of generating each day a jolt of positive energy. To honor primeval truths.

—I’m not sure positive energy can be a substitute for moral behavior. For the Ten Commandments.

—They’re expressions from the Iron Age, of desert tribes that performed blood sacrifices of lambs to their god. You’ve read Leviticus. A civilization unaware that mountains, tree trunks, their own toenails are a whirling world of particles that may be infinite.

—They couldn’t know that.

—And that might be the reason half their commandments present their god as more concerned with his own majesty than with the magnitude of creation.

—You think my Sisters of Perpetual Adoration are fools?

—Cosmoterians acknowledge otherness through respect. They value veneration above petitionary prayer. Gratitude over grant me.

—You respect a belief in Joshua stopping the Sun and Moon?

—Respect’s more difficult than belief. And tolerance—the patch once on your backpack—that’s a real tangle. Are we to tolerate intolerance? Barbarity? Cruelty?

—You’re messing with my prayerful consideration.

—Since you bring up miracles, a Cosmic Christian tries to see beyond biblical literalism. It took humanity eighteen centuries to confirm Aristarchus who said Earth orbits its star. He lived two hundred years before Jesus. Today, do we have an excuse or time for infantile conceptions, for cosmic blindness? If those sage compilers of Leviticus knew what we’re only now learning about the Cosmos, their laws of sacrifice and worship would be far different. If their brains held deficient explanations—like one requiring burning pigeons on an altar to please a god—those human brains nevertheless weren’t defective.

—Hey! The Bible has good stories! With a point.

—You bet, but rationality puts behavior squarely on us. Reason requires facing complexity without resorting to the irrational or supernatural or the miraculous.

—In the convent, questioning miracles—no tolerance there.

—Here’s what I call a miracle—Celeste eats a peach, and her body knows what to do with it, knows how to transform it into Celeste. It can transmute peachness into language, prayers, love. If I use the word miracle, it’s not in a doctrinal sense, but in its original Latin meaning—to wonder at—because wonder allows us to embrace miracles—engage the cosmic—every moment of our lives. And if not miracles, than at least marvels.

—You like that word—cosmic.

—Because it includes the molecules operating in your body. Your brain is a three-pound cosmos of a hundred billion neurons flashing impulses that make you who you are, shape what you do. It can, miraculously, let you see last year. Imagine things that have never existed.

He laid his hand over hers.

—What do you feel?

—Up here? Warmth.

—Cosmic heat created by a star. No Sun, no hot blood.

Raising his cider, he spilled it down his shirt. He said,

—That’s what I get for dissertating.

—I came here to listen to more than my own heart.

—Then how about another Latin origin? Religion means to hold back, to bind fast. As moral cynosures for a species riddled with dysfunctions, religions can be as helpful as lethal. Love thy neighbor, slay thy neighbor. But as metaphysical explications, are they—possibly—inaccurate, incomplete, insufficient, and inflexible?

—And inspired? Inspiring? Don’t you ever hear a voice inside yourself that’s wiser than you?

—Often. And so do schizophrenics.

Silas stepped to the edge of the belvedere and seemed to listen to the woods before saying,

—American Indian tribes of these parts had no term for religion, but they did have one for what we’re talking about. Watonka, often translated as the Grand Mysterious. A force so exceeding human comprehension it’s beyond being even a noun.

—Is that why you come here? To see Watonka?

—I come up here—other than to spill cider down my shirt—to reconnect. To emerge. Allow the sky to reduce me. Shrinking self can enlarge vision. That reduction is a gift from the stars. From the source. From our progenitors. For Plains Indians of another time, living under unpolluted skies they could look into so clearly, maybe that’s the reason they honored their ancestors. Not in adoration but in veneration of the infinitely miraculous.

—On Sachem Hill there’s a difference?

Silas withdrew from the deep black strung with incinerating crystals, and said,

—In a way, I’m an aspirant too. I aspire to engage the beyond.

[image: images]

For two days, Celeste walked the trails he’d cut through the woods where she found quiet spots to sit and enter jottings into a pocket journal he’d given her, suggesting, Write it down, and over time, you’ll be able to see your ideas develop. Discover what lives, what dies.

She swam in the pond, Silas joining, but alone she went to the ravine without entering. Its darkness made her only curious. On her final evening at Old Sachem Hill, Celeste followed a trail to the cluster of Indian mounds, and she climbed the largest, a tumulus offering a majestic opening to the moonless sky. She reclined on the cool earth to look at the Milky Way showing so cleanly she at last understood the reason for its name. Ten millennia ago, five thousand years before any written language, stone age people—a few of whom lay in rock cribs only inches below her—had come to this very place, and they too had watched the same incomprehensibly wondrous heavens she was now seeing. It was as if no time had passed between her and Walks-at-Night, as if his tomorrow was her tonight.

The next morning Silas drove Celeste to the station. As she boarded, he handed her a book for bus reading. She put her arms around him, thanked him.

—I’ll pray for you and Deedee. Results not guaranteed.

[image: images]

A week after her return to the Smoky Hills, she wrote,



Hello Silas (and Deedee, if you’re interested)—

We don’t have a telescope on the Smoky River “reservation,” but I took a stroll last night. Outside the convent, how full the prairie sky was, the stars so intense! I was reminded of what you said on your astro-platform when you tried to dazzle me with cosmic lights—your comment about the work necessary for authentic spirituality. (Sorry about that word, D—if you’re reading this.) I wish I’d find someone here to have a conversation with like ours on your oculus. When I try, I run smack into dogmatism (not all of it theological), and that bothers me. Lately, I’ve caught myself wanting to skip parts of the Nicene Creed. I need beliefs more resonant of something spiritual than something religiose.

In the dark I gave a shot at trying to get free for a moment from catechism and received ideas to give wonder a chance, but I didn’t do so well because I kept thinking of what I’ve heard about Heaven. Not the heavens, just Heaven. My training left me blind. My brain must be weak, or it could be my will, except here they tell me my faith is the weakness, though some of the sisters, to my view, can’t carry all their knowledge past the narrow gate into their Land of Faith. So they whittle down what they know until it fits through. I hope to reach that land, but not by reduction. I want to arrive fully loaded. Reading the book on Zen Buddhism you gave me, I can tell I’m not a candidate for satori.

My life here is so disappointing—me to it, it to me. If I could be like some of the other aspirants—aflame with God! I’m just not suited for perpetual adoration. Am I too, too unselfless (is that a word?)? What if I’m trying to do God my way? Inventing God to fit my weaknesses and failures. But if I could speculate on things other than salvation. If only it didn’t seem like selfishness! I mean, I’m supposed to get saved while much of the world cries out? Am I doing this for God or for me? Why would a Creator need adoration from a speckle in Its universe? Can God’s mind be that humanly limited? I want to imagine a grander God. One too great to torture Job to win a bet. Or terrify Abraham to test his devotion. Why should human pettiness belong in an interpretation of God?

Maybe this doubt is the way things happen when a person is on her knees in an empty chapel at three in the morning. I know this—prayer in the dead of night is different from what’s said at sunrise. I’m living the state motto of Kansas: Per ASPERA AD ASTRA. Perhaps Silas is too.

Sister Holy Water, my name for her (she?) who would solve world hunger by reciting recipes. (That just after she reforms Heaven.) She jumped me about my doubt, and I snapped at her. First time I did that (here). She looked hurt, so later when I was attempting to see the stars I kept hearing my uncharitable response, and it pushed wonder to the side. Eyeless under heaven. Still, I’ll go out again tomorrow. I feel I’m less who I am than who/whom I’m becoming. I want my heart to learn to beat beyond its own body, even if that beyond is unknown territory.

I’m running on when my simple message is to say thanks Silas for showing me your observatory. (Hey, Deedee—try a trip up. You have a good man.) You are each in my thoughts (a nun here told me I think better than I pray, but that’s not saying much).

My love to you both,

Your sister-in-law (and your sister),

—C.
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Anchor on a Hard Bottom

Dominique worked ever-longer hours and on occasion had an out-of-town assignment keeping her overnight. Impressed by the Busby Farms development, the sales director, aware she was hunting a tract ideal for a new home for herself, took an interest in helping her locate one. She had asked Silas,

—What if I find a perfect lot in town? Quiet, open space where we’d build a house to suit us? You could at least look at it. If you refuse it, I’ll sell it. Nothing lost.

Knowing the futility of the proposal for him, he also knew he had to give a provisional yes to gain time for her to come to accept the Hundred.

The director suggested Dominique address an upcoming convention in Phoenix. With business travel increasing, she went to a salon, Beauty by Pizzazz. Pizzazz was a plump fellow, a Monsieur Jacques (born Elston “Pudge” Mudgett), formerly of Oolitic, Indiana, whose slogan was Totally Radical Radiance. He bobbed her hair into what she wanted: blonde lightning. When finished, he stepped back and said, Electrify me, baby!

To further her change, she bought contact lenses and found a cosmetic surgeon to perform a blepharoplasty and inject Botox to ease a growing severity in her brow. Driving her home from the procedure, Silas said,

—Your forehead was beautiful as it was. An elegance of maturity. For a businesswoman, an elegant gravitas.

—Gravitas? What’s that? Another low-frequency for the pull of gravity on a woman’s face?

—Why do I so fail in complimenting you?

The next day, before sunup, he woke to find his head slipped from the pillow and lying next to his play. How could it happen? Each evening he locked the manuscript in his desk and hid the key behind a biography of Aurelius, and he clearly remembered doing so before bed, yet there beside him was Marcus. In his study, Silas saw the desk drawer open and empty, key in the lock. If it was evidence of sleepwalking, he’d have to conceal it. At least for a while.

[image: images]

The following morning, pen in hand, Silas wrote Celeste.



C, dear one (sister-in-law is too legalistic),

I’m sending you, separately, my first serviceable binoculars. Although not so powerful as the telescope we used, they are sufficient to reveal the mountains of the Moon. Rig up a support to steady them.

You wondered whether I think the Universe knows about us. My answer wandered. I say yes. We‘re bits of the Cosmos, micro-forms that understand the Universe exists. Since we are aware, then it is aware. In the Cosmoterian Book of Galacticus is this: “Doest thou perceive thou art summoned to see?” We have a pervading desire for existence to be larger than our smallness. The human itch for the numinous lies so deep within, it defines us. We’re attracted to it because we yearn to embrace verities transcending surface appearances and to recognize we’re not doomed to labor in ignorance. With recognition, we come away feeling we belong to greatness. Incidentally, to assist transcendent reflection and induce awe, a Cosmoterian sanctuary should open to the night sky. (Bring a sweater.)

Awe breaks down narcissism and challenges us to respect otherness by seeing accurately so we might understand what we see. Like gratitude or love, awe is a moral emotion, one at the heart of stargazing. Marcus Aurelius said in the first century A. D. (I have the book at hand): “Magnitude of mind grows with accurate scrutiny of what appears before us and the logical consideration of what purpose it fulfills in the Cosmos and what the operation of that Cosmos is and what its value is to us.”

For a Cosmoterian, nothing assists clarity of thought more than seeing no existence can remain what it is or return to what it was—it can only perpetually become what it will be. Becoming is our essential reality.

You asked about a religious belief built not upon supposition or superstition but upon empirical knowledge that does not annihilate God. As an existential Cosmoterian (sound of celestial chuckling), I’m attracted to a theology having room for each of us hauling along our hodgepodge of beliefs—just so nobody gets pushy. The Book of Silas, verse five, “Accept thy neighbor’s blindness as thou accepts thine own”

St. Augustine wrote, Audi partem alteram, “Hear the other side.” I’d make it plural—sides—because our Universe shows little interest in two-dimensional things. I try to keep my brain a flexible mechanism, reminding myself that the more deeply imbedded a belief, the less aware I am it’s a mere belief. The urge to believe can exceed the belief. And, one always has to be wary of belief gestapo who will bully us into uncritical acceptance and thereby circumscribe our thinking. Why is it we all want to think freely, openly, until it comes to religion, (and politics), and then we abruptly block out unfettered inquiry and turn into a dangerous question the great and cosmic, Why?

You said you’ve given thought to leaving the order to teach biology but that some of the catechism of your youth has left you with, in your jolly phrase, “the willies of introspection.” Other than the issue of biblical and ecclesiastical miracles, I see no solid reason that science must necessarily remove or even reduce a western view of God—provided that view rests upon the massive factual knowledge we’ve been accumulating since the first major religious texts were written almost three millennia ago. It can be difficult to realize how completely we’ve entombed ancient incomprehensions in puerile explanations. How we’ve concocted unnecessary restrictions against discerning the primitive in conceptions of cosmic omnipotence! Any belief that views learning as a threat and then answers with intentional, oft-refortified ignorance, mocks the capacities of human intellect. Beliefs demanding or depending upon blindness to our cosmic position can’t survive unless we’re denied the right to ask Why? (In Norse mythology the original human is named Ask.)

Ad astra! Silas.
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One evening when Dominique returned after a drawn-out meeting, Silas twice tapped at her door to offer a sandwich, and on the second knock she said,

—Please! Stop monitoring! Quit hovering.

—Okay, Boss. But, should you want me, I’ll be up on the belvedere. Hovering under the stars. Monitoring the galaxy. There’s a meteor shower tonight. If you change your mind.

—I have to prepare for the Phoenix convention. Go on, have a good time up there with your girlfriend Venus, though Cosmo’s probably farther out. More a Pluto guy.

—Cosmo’s farther out than Pluto. He’s a galactic guy. Out beyond the Oort Cloud.

She wearily wiped her newly smoothed brow when Silas added,

—Pluto’s mostly ice. Like some people on this planet.

—Thank you, dear. Nighty-night, dear. Don’t catch your death of cold up there, dear.

In the mild air Silas studied the spangled sky before setting up his telescope and directing it toward Mars. Was the day coming when it would have a zip code? And would we then begin to comprehend the size of our greater neighborhood?

Moving the telescope to a quarter Moon, he’d managed a photograph of rocky needles on the west side of the Mare Crisium when he heard a strangulated cry from below. Silas descended the ladder so fast he missed the last rung, banged his shin, and limped to her room. She was sitting in the wing chair next to her reading lamp, a sheaf of papers spilled onto the floor, and she aspirated,

—Quick! Look around!

—What am I looking for?

—A girl!

—What girl?

—Quit standing there! Go!

He checked every beneath and behind in the upstairs, searched the first floor, and said when he returned,

—No girls anywhere, except in the stairwell the two hanging like bats.

—Not girls! One girl! About six or seven. Wearing a white pinafore. Ashen faced. Deadly pale eyes.

—What’s this about?

Taking a deep breath, she said,

—I was reading. I must have dozed off. My head was cradled in the wing of the chair.

She demonstrated her position.

—My eyes half-opened, but I never moved, and in front of me—a few inches from my face—there she was.

—She means the girl?

—Dead still. Not a sound. Those washed-out eyes never blinking. I pretended sleep, and then she simply wasn’t there.

—You were dreaming.

—Hello! Am I talking to myself? Didn’t I say I’d just waked up? I was not asleep. She must have noticed I’d come to, because she evaporated. But before that she was as clear to me as you are now.

—I’ll look again.

—Hang out here a minute. She’s wearing—.

—A white pinafore. Six or seven.

—No more than nine. Her dress was damp. She didn’t seem to know she was dead. If she is.

Dominique rose from the chair and said,

—Tell me about the girl who drowned in the icehouse.

—It was a boy who drowned ice skating on the pond. In the icehouse, it was a woman.

—When she vanished, I smelled something musty.

—Maybe it was your socks.

—Hah. Hah. On your way out, please lock the door.

—You realize, ectoplasms can pass right through doors. And they’re highly conversant with keyholes.

—Go ahead, scoff, but I saw her. It. Saw something.

Once out of range, Silas intoned Puck’s epilogue:

If we shadows have offended,

Think but this, and all is mended,

That you have but slumbered here

While these visions did appear.
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In the morning, as she left for Mi Casa, Dominique told him, to his surprise, she’d slept well. Silas reasoned that since she wasn’t inclined to give credence to phantoms—she who was unusually fearless—something else was at the root of it all. Many people, including those without belief in ghosts, so he’d read, have an encounter with an apparition, an unmistakable human figure as patent as anything in a dream, even if sleep is the very source of the image: a presence that appears to step into real life just as we presume we’ve awakened but a moment before we actually do. Such manifestations surely have to be fugitives from a lingering dream, and when the image is a human rather than say, an inanimate entity—an ax, an anchor, an amulet—then it becomes an apparition. These unsubstantialities usually don’t speak or do other than vanish, and that left him with: How to present for her rational estimation a notion potentially volatile?

On Friday Dominique again worked late, and when he greeted her at the door, he caught a whiff of alcohol.

—You stopped off at the No Name?

—That’s your place. A few of us went to Pagliaccio’s to celebrate that big property Wallace sold. He has his eye on me. He’s hot to move me up in the company. I feel it.

—Who’s Wallace?

—I’ve told you. Wallace Deever. Sales Director.

She stumbled on the first stair and Silas said,

—Let me—.

—Forget it.

He heard her close the door to any surreality. Behind her a trail of Phantasia d’Amour: scent of Sicilian lemons. One after another, the avenues for pleasing his wife were falling away, leaving him ever more ineffectual, although he knew he had to continue to repair the old villa in the hope some alteration would amend her attitude. He followed the perfume upstairs. As he washed for bed, his thoughts of the morning rose again. A night earlier she had not the tossings of a woman addled by a specter loose in the house but rather the sleep of an overworked seller of real estate. Had she faked the apparition to create an incontestable reason to leave Sachem Hill?

Or, worse, perhaps the wraith was an excuse to lock her door. But if she wasn’t inventing a ploy or pretext, a wife sequestered by fear in her own home had to be accommodated. Would she demand an exorcism to have cause to escape something intolerable to her?

It was clear to Silas: It wasn’t a house needing exorcism—it was a mind. To be unnerved by an alleged guest—ghost—alters the issue. It was his duty to protect her—even against a threatening imagination—but other than by rational discourse, how does one proceed with somebody reluctant to discourse?

Dominique had told him she grew up in a family where all was strategy, and now, if the nightling was fakery, he saw he’d been out-strategized. If she was indeed truly afraid, still he was trapped, his anchor lying without purpose on the hard bottom of the Hundred.
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That weekend, by opening with something less fraught, Silas initiated the topic of mental discomposures.

—I can’t remember when I last made you laugh. Well, not laugh. Let slip a crooked smile.

—Can’t help you there, Cosmo.

—Could we drop the Cosmo, at least for now?

—If you say so Professor Fortunato.

Dominique scanned the real estate section of the paper and commented on a new listing. It was then he said what he’d thought out.

—The girl you think you saw—.

She lowered the paper to face him.

—Saw! Not think I saw. If you can’t see it, then you’re the dreamer.

—Okay, you saw it. Give me a chance to speak for a moment. Inside many of us, something crouches in the dark under the stairs. A thing that knows us, but we don’t know it. A thing able to reach us, but we can’t reach it. An unseen that watches.

—Here we go again.

—I’m trying—. Times of stress can bring out that creature and shift it into something else. Say, an apparition. But apparitions don’t remain. They dissolve. Like a dream. Impermanence is their signature. Standing before you, I don’t disappear.

—If you could, maybe you should.

—If I fall dead in ten seconds, the ceiling will come down before I completely vanish. My bodily stuff will change, but it won’t evaporate.

—There’s something I haven’t mentioned. The other evening when you were out, I was reading by the bay window. I paused to watch the rain. After a few minutes, I noticed a reflection on the glass. Behind me, the girl in white. I didn’t move till she stuck out a hand at me. I whirled around, and the room was empty. But I smelled her mustiness.

—You were waking from a dream again.

—So you say. Then last night in the kitchen, when you were in your workshop, I was putting away the pots and pans. Reflected in a shiny lid I saw her hiding in the corner. Those eyeless eyes on me.

—Rationally, don’t you see—.

—Rationally, I see you’ll never believe me, and I’m not going to prove I’m not insane or a liar.

—Let’s resolve this together.

—Can’t help you there either.

—Are we talking around a decision you’ve already made?

Picking up the TV remote, she pointed it at him and said click, and went upstairs and shut her door against manifestations, materializations, including one named Silas.
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On his morning clean-up, he entered her sanctum to get her coffee cup, and, by muffling rationality, tried to allow something else, anything else, to emerge. He dropped into her wing chair, cradled his head in the crook as she’d demonstrated, closed his eyes, pretended sleep, twice faking a snore. Remaining perfectly still, he raised his eyelids just enough for blurred vision of the room. Nothing more than fixed furniture. Not otherwise moving, he repeated the dodgery. Only golden sunbeams across the carpet.

In a Munchkin voice he sang,

Come out, come out

wherever you are

and meet the young lady

who fell from a star.

She fell from the sky,

she fell very far,

And Kansas she says
 is the name of the star.

He waited before taking up the second verse:

She brings you good news,

or haven’t you heard?

When she fell out of Kansas

a miracle occurred.

Wanting something so different from his desires, how could Dominique ever accept Sachem Hill? A foresighted man comprehends a failing union is beyond carpentry. Their marital problems weren’t architectural but arboreal, geological, topographical. They lived in different terrains. Before them was a sinkhole of a marriage draining into clefts, cracks, crannies, chinks, crevices, and cavities too numerous to caulk, a rift unyielding to hammer and nails, nuts and bolts. So the question was: How long until what remained was only a dry hole?
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The Absence of Yesterday

He had read about such an occurrence, but never had it hit him until one night he realized, within the dream, that he was dreaming. From time to time over the next week Silas slipped through his slumber, certain he was awake. Thus, while what he had to trust was wakefulness, he planned an experiment to enlarge somnolent dreams—the reasoning of sleep—into diversions able to turn worthwhile even a failed day: He would engage the impossible, the forbidden, the lunatic. Didn’t common sense say it would be but a dream and he a dreamer, a being without consequence in a realm where true harm can’t happen? Phantasms of sleep don’t kill the sleeper. Safe abed in a purlieu incapable of dealing out peril, he was liberated to leap, fly, walk on water, wander the Moon, whack down apparitions. As master of gravity he was exempt from falling; in the Land of Nod life was unlimited, unrestricted, and as grand as his imagination. Wasn’t Silas the author of his dreams, the leading man, and the attentive audience of one?

Yet, once again dreaming, he was unable to summon the capacity to shift from awareness of moving within a dream to mastering its different laws of physics and behavior. During sleep, his conscious intention refused to join his subconsciousness, thereby leaving him an immaterial stooge in a factitious world. Too many years of practical logic enchained him and impeded a wider embrace of sleepscapes. Yet he continued to work at so-called lucid dreaming, succeeding once by leaping thirty feet into the air to evade a rogue boar escaped into his slumber from a news story he’d read before retiring. What ho! Silas now understood a way to bring his waking mind to alter sleep from merely giving illogical shape to petty concerns and to redirect it toward fulfilling desires, say a dream of fulfilled love. Oh, to prevail over slumber! To soar weightless! Shape it into a joyride shorn of nightmares, into a spree difficult to leave for a morning of climbing out of bed, shaving, addressing deceptions, opening a mailbox of envelopes advertising things he’d never want.

A week later, he was a half-continent from home and on a high, rocky beach wracked by a hard surf. Alongside was a companion, not quite anybody he knew and yet not exactly somebody he didn’t know; he couldn’t be sure because the figure wore a hooded cape, a dark mantle leaving the face obscured, but its euphonious voice was that of a woman. They were holding hands. In the light of a hazy sky he saw a disk emerge from a chalky nimbus to hover above the coast as if a gleaming helioglyph, but the Sun had set, and the Moon was an hour from rising. Whatever the hovering was, it wasn’t solar and it wasn’t lunar. He pointed toward it. Could she see it?

She looked up as the disk began casting down luminous streaks in prismatic colors to illuminate the rocks far below and make them incandescent. She asked,

—Are you seeing that?

—Am I blind?

They stood gaping at the lights, and he said,

—Either we’re having an identical dream at an identical moment, or those lights are actually shining.

—Shall we test it? Shall we jump off this cliff? A dreamer always wakes before hitting the ground. Isn’t that what they say?

Silas stared at the surf breaking onto the rocks. Twin dreams? Impossible. The hooded woman said,

—I will if you will. Join me.

He couldn’t. What he did do was try a verification he’d learned from reading about lucid dreaming, a test said to be more reliable than the fallible pinching oneself. Taking aim at his left hand, Silas attempted to push his right thumb into the flesh and through the metacarpus and on to the other side. His thumb stopped between the creases in his palm. Raising his hands for her to see the failure, he said,

—Here’s proof this isn’t a dream. That disk, the lights—they’re actually there. We’ve stumbled into a cosmic situation.

The hood turned toward him.

—All situations are cosmic. You fear death? Fear it erases the meaning of Silas?

When he made no answer, the voice said,

—You’re confused. Death establishes meaning. It intensifies it. Shall we prove that?

He was reluctant to jump because he was confident they were witnessing a moment when, on legs of spectral light, a piece of the far Universe was moving toward them, they the chosen. Something consequential was at hand. The Cosmos was about to open itself. Perhaps the long-awaited awakening of humankind to ultimate truths when wisdom is prized over input/output. The death of superstition and fantastical thinking. Finally, the moment indifference modulates into kindness. Curiosity trumps stupidity. The pre-eminent advance into cosmological maturity. At last the answer to the grand mystery, that eternal question: Beyond me, do my days count for anything? Whenever what was about to occur actually occured, maybe then he would leap; but for the moment, to know there was indeed such a shining cosmogram of energy beyond simple reckoning was worth a life of doubts. Silas said to the figure,

—Rarely is a now a good time to die.

She smiled and then simply wasn’t there, evanescing as dream people do, and he stood alone under the supernal lights.

Waking in his bed, he looked around, recognized his locale, and pushed his right thumb against his left palm, and it went no further than the skin could stretch: not relief but disappointment. He remembered to ask the dreamer’s ultimate question, the surest proof: How did I get to that rocky coast? He didn’t know. Then, How did I get to this bedroom? That answer he knew in spite of its evidence being disheartening: He’d gone to bed after finishing translating a few lines from the Pindaric Odes for his play Marcus Aurelius and the Cosmos. Silas sat back, moonbeams sliding through the blinds to stripe his nightshirt into the garb of a prisoner.

In somnolent dreams, time is usually indeterminate, and never is there continuity from night to night, and often not even within it. Each is self-contained and begins without dreamers remembering how they arrived wherever they find themselves, and ends in nothing more than a disjointed and temporary awareness of where they’ve been, what they’ve done. But the bedroom he took for real possessed continuity: a today making sense because of a yesterday with its implication of a tomorrow. How does one know oneself except by the appositions of memory? In a dream, where’s memory of the day before? Whatever fissured, fractured reality dreaming may indeed hold, to distinguish it from actuality one must rely on the master continuum.

At the rocky coast, he’d failed to notice the absence of a yesterday, and thereby lost an opportunity to establish a reality. He should have jumped, should have attempted to fly to the hovering disk and thump his fist on it and demand to be let in—if inside there was—and borne away to wherever it was going.

Waiting for sleep, Silas thought of the stanza from a lyric he’d been struggling to shape an hour earlier, a mere three lines from Pindar’s eighth Pythian ode:

Man is only a shadow in a dream,

but when creation sheds radiance,

then life on Earth has sweetness.

A poet two millennia gone, a Greek shade from the far end of the stygian darkness had succeeded in reaching through time to touch Silas in his sleep to create a vision that would never leave him. In his memory now until the end was an image ghostly Pindar put there: the authentic dream world of literature.

He lay not in disappointment but happy with evidence that something read before lights out could inform the mind during sleep. The possibilities! Tomorrow he’d take for bedtime reading The Illustrated History of Ballooning. Or maybe the biography of Galileo so that, dreaming, he might look upon the astronomer sketching spheres to give humankind its first idea of the moons of Jupiter. Silas could cross blades with Montague in defense of Romeo, free Gulliver from the Lilliputians, sail with Captain Ahab, go aloft in Phileas Fogg’s balloon, engage Fanny Hill. What about the book he was reviewing for the newspaper? Shakespeare’s Bubbling Cauldron and The Weird Sisters of Desire. And Marcus Aurelius? Why not a tête-à-tête with the emperor-philosopher himself?

To master lucid dreaming—cogitative sleeping—would be to gain another dimension! His library was a colossal locker of waiting adventures he might be able to enter not simply by imagination but by something empirically existent: directed, somnolent dreaming. Wasn’t the marvel of a dream that we can live two lives simultaneously?

But then his thoughts suffered a wicked twist. If he was unable to prove dreaming when in a dream, then he also couldn’t prove unequivocally on which side he was at any moment: His thumb had passed through his palm neither at the rocky coast nor afterward in his own bed, and that suggested wherever he was, he might lie dreaming somewhere else and—most disquieting—dreaming continuity.

How could he be certain it was Silas the dreamer who awoke and not Silas who was dreamed of? What if the purpose of his waking hours was to furnish material for his dreamer?

Characters in our dreams, how is it they have wishes able to thwart our desires? Do those creations of our brains have minds of their own? Otherwise, how is it they see us not through our eyes, but theirs?

Nightly we depart our current dimension and think nothing of it, perhaps because memory takes away from sleep so little, leaving us with but disarticulated remembrance. And so it was: A dream Silas could not wake from might be his life.
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A Chair Cunningly Crooked

Things lay quiet until the Sunday Dominique went outside with her digital notebook to shoot videos of the acreage surrounding the house so she might field an offer for the Hundred big enough to make him re-examine his unwillingness to leave it. Surely—although she knew he was inspirited, even incited by its terrain, its domain—big money would make him value Sachem Hill not as home ground but as a grubstake for something richer. Subdivide it into half-acre plots and then get the city to take it in. The sales director could coax that compliant councilman to push it through. It had location and water and woodland. The profit would be enormous!

From the bay window, Silas watched her walk while holding high her tablet as if it were a periscope scanning an enemy horizon; then she would move on farther and raise it again. He assumed she was trying to see the Hundred with new eyes, and he wondered how to draw from her revised interest ways to frame questions about the apparition, an approach that wouldn’t immediately trigger self-defense or a closed door. Above all, he had to discover what truly was going on. To plumb the depth of her belief was his only means to understand her phantasm.

At two in the morning, on her way to the kitchen for warm milk and a sedative, Dominique found the front door open. She checked to see all was in order. Sitting on the porch, there he was, head on his chest.

—Cosmo? Silas!

She shook him, and he looked up blankly.

—Why are you sleeping out here?

—I wasn’t asleep.

—You were doing a good imitation of it. And the legs of your pajamas are wet to the knees.

He got to his feet but said nothing.

—What’s going on? Level with me.

He remained silent.

—Oh no. Don’t tell me you’re a sleepwalker. Is this something else I have to deal with?

—I’m not, and no, you don’t. I’m going up to bed.
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At supper that evening she twice dropped her fork, swearing each time, and he said,

—Why are you so tense?

—I wouldn’t be tense if it weren’t for you.

—Me?

—You and this place. This Garden of Deprivations.

—Seems we’re not deprived of visitations. Old Sachem Hill has its full quota of spookery.

In the ensuing silence, he prepared to introduce—reasonably, calmly—the girl in the pinafore, and he began,

—About the other—.

—It happened again last night.

—It?

—She was crouching by the attic door. Just a shadow, but I heard her dress dripping. She paralyzed me like in a dream. I couldn’t call out. Couldn’t run.

—Dominique, not like a dream. It was a dream.

—Oh yes. A sleepwalker would know.

—I’m working to offer a rational approach.

Shaking her head, saying,

—You and your empirical evidence. She was there! When she vanished she left water droplets on the floor.

—I want to see what you see regardless of the reason you’re seeing it. I’m open. I want you to challenge my notion that your aspirations—I mean, your apparitions—are only in your imagination. Would you consider something?

—Okay, I’ll bite.

—If a person gives a phantom no mind, then it has no perch. No more reality than an idea.

—Prove that.

—I can’t. I don’t have evidence beyond objective existence. Almost a third of a century in observing what actually happens and what never happens. When something radically different suddenly begins occurring—then there’s an empirical explanation. A reason behind She Who Watches. With all my heart I want to know it.

—I’ll show you what I know.

She switched on her digital tablet.

—Look at this, Professor Empirical.

Dominique played an unsteady video of the edge of the woods around the house, six minutes of it, then said,

—You see now?

—See what?

As she ran it again, the branches and undergrowth swaying in a breeze, leaves glistening in broken sunlight, she said,

—What do you make of it? Explain it.

—What is it I’m to make something of?

Sighing wearily, she replayed the video, and just before it ceased she pointed,

—There! In the undergrowth something’s moving.

—It’s shadows. Leaves in wind.

—Can a smart man be so blind? What shape do you see?

He was sure of what he saw and unsure how to express it.

—You’re expecting me to say I see something human. So, yes, there is a kind of human silhouette.

—Do you see it stop and look directly toward me, then step away? And you expect me to live in this hellhole!

—This isn’t a hellhole. It’s Sachem Hill.

—Well then, you can understand my confusion.

She left the room to return with a paper sack.

—Here’s a new one for our resident empiricist.

Her hand moving unsteadily, she withdrew a rusted rod attached to the base of a cracked head of a doll with bleached-out eyes, and she saying,

—I found it this morning stuck in the ground near the front window when I was making the video. I think it’s the doll from the ravine. What I want to know, did you put it there? Were you sleepwalking?

She pushed the end of the spike to his chest and said,

—Is this apparition empirical enough for you?

Silas took the impaled toy. Of what he’d reasoned out, none now made sense.
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—It’s nothing but an antique doll. That rod was its spine. You found a child’s broken dolly, not some voodoo poppet. And, and, I’ve never before seen the thing.

—Because you aren’t able to see things. You can’t see that Sachem Hill isn’t only in you, it is you. Where’s place for me?

—I built a room all your own. I can build something else.

—Okay, Cosmo. Build us a door out of here.

[image: images]

Scanning his play, Silas deliberated changing the title to Marcus Aurelius in Crisis. How could any of what was happening be? How could life shift around so fast into something so different, something impossible? Why was she turning the Hundred into a Hell? Aurelius in Hades.

There had to be only two possibilities for the doll: She’d set it out or somebody else had. If somebody else, who? And for what end? If Dominique, then the doll was either more proof of her deep desire to escape Sachem Hill or evidence she was becoming unbalanced. Maybe she was working too hard. Would she agree to talk with a counselor?

To escape his confoundments, he reached for a pen, cleared his forebodings, and began writing.



Dearest Lady of the Habit,

You spoke of my view of the Cosmos not sustaining you against a fear of pointlessness. During your visit I said something about a darkness indivisible that can obliterate meaning, and you gave a shudder in response. Let me take a crack at easing the shudder.

I mentioned what may be the grandest cosmic experiment of all—the evolution of a mind by which the Universe can behold itself. To a degree, understand itself. As far as we know now, our evolved, informed brains are that understanding, and it’s through understandings that we pay the Cosmos the highest respect—with intelligence, not deliberate ignorance. Through the ancient struggle to see we are not apart from Earth and sky, but a part of them. Of them, from them, and one day again to them. To perceive the gravitational attraction the All has for all. Gravity, our necessary tether, holds the Cosmos in place. Without what’s sometimes termed “gravitational mechanics,” we wouldn’t exist. If that’s not a force with spiritual resonance, then what is? (So asks the Cosmoterian bible.)

Even should we learn of mental powers elsewhere in the Universe, theirs wouldn’t diminish ours. Our new discoveries can lead us from the ready answers of sectarian beliefs dependent on supernatural “explanations” and into the discipline of authentic spirituality. When knowledge doesn’t lead there, then spirituality is hollow. That search requires dedicated reasoning that proves homo sapiens to be a creature of genuine sapience, despite so many of us unpracticed in reasoning. Beyond intelligence, it requires courage to address our cosmic inheritance and take it logically on to our inevitable end. We can begin by refusing to be willfully uninformed and instead see ourselves connected to all otherness so that we may then behave accordingly—with liberality of heart and mind. That is, humanely.

I wish these words described me, but I’m only a man who tries, fails, tries to keep trying to sustain the effort. But to move from blind insistence on primigenial ideas and toward more mature concepts is a Herculean undertaking—flushing ancient dung out of the Augean stable of our culture, our minds. Too often, affirmations of God get perverted into facile answers that mask ignorance, and when that happens, we have no answer at all. My mother used to warn me to “beware glib solutions and easy forgiveness.”

Empirical method requires abandonment of a proposition when it’s shown to be in error. My play, reflecting Aurelius, says that there can be little perception of oneself without some intertwined comprehension of the Cosmos. To comprehend where we are helps us to understand, however imperfectly, what we are, and we must grasp what we are before we can dream whom we want to become. To think wisely works most deeply when we think cosmically. Yet, we know the power of dedicated sectarian irrationalists who would nourish the immune systems of believers to make their very intellects fatal to any “ contagion” of enlightenment.

Your question whether my quest is to explain my life: No. It’s to fulfill possibilities and responsibilities. To rise from the pit of mundane majority thought. To unriddle some pieces of the Cosmos, including a fragment or two of myself. Unriddling—after kindness and generosity—is the greatest of human endeavors. But excessive pursuit of one’s own riddle is dangerous because it leads into solipsism, into a destructive selfitude leaving fewer chances to address otherness. Otherness is to fundamentalism as flame is to ash. As gleam is to gloom, as dawn to dusk. I try to perceive my links with the Cosmos and to see we are on loan from it, an interest-free loan of inestimable worth, even if the principal always will be collected in full.

Each of us, like the Universe itself, is a salmagundi of otherness, an amalgam of dissimilarities that live because unalikes cooperate. That’s a fundamental Cosmoterian precept. Look at your hand. It’s a fusion of countless particles that are not you coming together to help you become you. Cooperating differences define you and make you recognizable. Without the inclusion of dissimilarities, we—and the Cosmos—could not exist. Carbon cooperating with calcium, oxygen with iron, nitrogen with magnesium, protons with electrons.

Here’s something not from Aurelius but from a Catholic priest, Thomas Berry: “The Universe itself is the primary sacred community.” How Cosmoterian!

I don’t intend to get oracular here, but between a beginning and a destination, on a globe the shortest route is a curved line. Circular paths—well, elliptical—are as cosmic as the planets themselves. Do you say an ellipse brings you back where you started? Earth and Moon have rotated and orbited and been convoyed along by our galaxy for almost five billion years, and yet never have they returned precisely to where they were a minute earlier. Nor have we. Nor can we.

Yours under the stars,

—Silas.
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In a night of haggled sleep he rose to mix a bourbon toddy. He took one of her melatonin tablets before sitting in his chair by the bay window opening onto the pond, a bright Moon wimpling the water. He dozed off, awoke with a start, slipped away again, and woke a second time when the shining reached his face, and it was then he heard them: Against the window, four bloodless fingers like sharpened sticks clawed the glass, nails screaking out a banshee wail into the night.

It took him a moment to stand. Outside, nothing visible but gleams on the black pond. He stepped into the dark to listen: only the sound of stars sliding across the sky.

Again in the house, Silas rubbed his temples as if to massage his mind. Perhaps, just before he woke he’d been dreaming. Apparitions, dolls, concern for his wife’s sanity, marital friction—all seeping into his sleep to render him, feasibly like her, susceptible to mental mischance.

He went to bed. When he arose, she’d gone to the office, and on the refrigerator a note:

Are you beginning to see?

Coffee in hand, he confronted the murky morning to search outside, muttering,

—What in hell am I looking for?

Silas slung the coffee onto the grass and shouted,

—I will not be drawn into a stratagem!

Only then did he notice a smudge on the window: A powdery image such as a wing leaves after a bird thumps into reflecting glass, although that tracery appeared not like feathers but four fingers. He wiped his thumb through it: dust.

When he returned to his play, he couldn’t concentrate, and rested his head on the manuscript, came to, stepped to the window, and on the far edge of the pond he noticed it: a draped figure in a wraithy glide disappearing into the gloom. Pulling on shoes, he hurried out but saw nothing but a feral cat skitter into the woods.

Taking one of the walking sticks he fashioned from stormtorn tree limbs, he headed to the pond to hunt for footprints in the damp margin. Nothing. Under a lowering sky flickering continual sheet lightning, Silas followed a path into a copse of cedars, holding to it until it struck off on a weaving furrow toward the old blue house with its peeling paint and steeply pitched roof punctuated by twin gables with glowering dormers, windows that watched. Through the fog, light wavered from the panes. Madame Delarunes must have returned from Louisiana. She might have seen something prowling around. What did she know about doll heads?
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As Silas approached, a shadow crossed a cracked windowpane that distorted the movement. He paused on the porch, but before he could knock, there was a tugging at the door, and a voice calling,

—It’s warped! Lean into it!

His second shove propelled him into a room empty except for a dusty table, two wooden chairs, a clock, a stove. The doorway let in enough light to reveal a tall and slender woman wearing a deep-green mantle decorated with an embroidered Cat’s Eye Nebula above her left breast, around her neck a star-shaped crystal, her long fingers aglitter with rings, hair a midnight flowing to below her shoulders, eyes of faded cerulean, skin the color of moonstone. She stood waiting for him to speak.

—Madame Delarunes, forgive my—.

—Madame Delarunes is deceased. We buried Xetah in Louisiana. Vermilion Parish.

—Zee who?

—Spelled with an X. Pronounced not like x-ray but like xylophone. Xetah’s my mother. The name is from the Caddo tribe. She was of mixed-heritage.

The scent of cedar wood from a burning joss-stick filled the kitchen, and something steamed on the old stove, and a gray-brindled cat crouched in a corner, its slotted, sulfurous eyes closing after the noise of his entrance, and Silas said,

—My intrusion—. I should say first, I’m your neighbor on the Old Sachem Hill place.

—I know Old Sachem. Years ago I liked to cavort near the pond when I was brought here to visit. I’d gather elderberry blossoms for Xetah. Once I confused water hemlock with elderberry. The florescence, to a child, it seemed similar. But that’s a tale for another time.

—You knew my aunt?

—I did, and I’m aware of Silas taking the house.

—How is it—.

—I’m preparing what I’ll call a tea. I apologize for the dust and dilapidation here. I arrived yesterday. I don’t even have a broom yet. Stay until the lightning calms. What brings on such incessant electricity?

The silent flashings revealed an old wallclock, its pendulum noisily arcing back and forth. Silas sat in a chair cunningly if crookedly made from oak branches, and he said,

—This is a fine piece of craft.

—The wood, it’s from saplings cut off the big burial mound north of your home. Can you feel the, the sap of Indians of a thousand years gone moving in it? The craftsman who made it for my grandmother was Walker Knight, an Osage half-blood who cut brush here and about and sold herbal remedies door to door. He called it the Sachem’s throne. She called it the Wizard’s seat.

The cat crept toward him, resumed itself under the oaken chair, and uttered more a growl than anything feline. The woman raised a scolding finger, saying,

—Now, now, Brother Ogg. Our neighbor has come to meet us. Speak to young Silas.

—What color is its fur? It’s as if light passes right through it.

—Could the word be translucent?

The cat gave a snarl shifting into a snore, and at the stove the woman whispered into the steam, and Silas said,

—Sorry. I didn’t quite hear you.

—I spoke to the pot so it would make a good, a good tea.

On the table she put before him a beaker, a peculiarly scented mist rising from it, and she said,

—It has no blossoms of elderberry. Or the, the other.

Of indefinite age, perhaps between thirty and fifty, even her neck and hands not revealing her years, she was a markedly attractive woman. Her voice carried a smoky resonance, words distinctly enunciated in a soft Acadian roll. Silas said,

—Your pendant. A pentagon. Like a star.

—Above my fireplace—that is—on my mother’s mantel was a decorative sphere of solid crystal. Before her transposition, the glass slipped from her hands and shattered. One fragment happened to have five points. A lapidarist brought it to perfection for her. It was other than anything she’d ever seen.

—Maybe it’s otherite. From Planet Otherwise. The prismatic colors! When you turn toward me, you almost blind me with beams when the lightning flashes.

—I prefer to help eyes see. This crystal—your otherite—reminds me of home. Come, try the tea, although properly it’s a brew. One of my, my grandmother’s compounds.

—Tastes almost salty.

—Never salt!

—Compounds? Should I drink with caution?

Eye of newt and toe of frog?

—Does our young Macbeth think he’s met a Weird Sister? Silas chanted Shakespeare.

Double, double toil and trouble,

fire burn and cauldron bubble.

—My recipes rather differ.

Silas considered then said,

Pizzle of possum, tune from a piper,

claw of raccoon, venom of viper?

—They say Silas is a wordwright.

—They? He’s a wordwright gone wrong.

—His imagination, it proclaims him.

—Your Xetah—.

—Xetah’s craft held secret formulas. But then, in her time, in her demesne, the backcountry of Cajun Louisiana, things were different. She was a master herbalist. Her craft, her gramarye, wasn’t of the black arts. To benefit, not to control. I—. She was a practitioner in the healing arts.

—Arts? Healing?

—She was, we’d say today, a Wiccan. A modern Circe.

—A witch?

—Are people here still talking about the old icehouse?

—You mean about that Louisa Taney who drowned herself?

—Rumor so botches facts! That’s irrelevant to us, but why you came to burst in on me, that is relevant. And thank you for bursting. This morning, let me say, was too quiet. I’ve been hoping to meet you.

—Were you by the pond earlier?

—I was hunting for mugwort to brew. We used to find it there. You’ll excuse my trespass?

—If Sachem Hill has mugwort, it’s yours. Doctor says I have to cut back on it. What is it?

—It’s for compounding. If I can find a patch again, I’ll brew a comforting tea. Or from something else. Near your pond once was a perennial cluster of jack-in-the-pulpits. But those roots must be used with caution.

—Indian turnips? They haven’t been seen around here in more than a century. Or so I’ve read.

—Can it be so long? Time is a master illusionist.

—Saint Augustine said he understood time until asked to explain it.

—Nor can I.

—You’re up from Louisiana?

—From Bayou Songecreux. Near Erath.

—Near Earth?

—E-rath. Two syllables. Middle letters reversed. It’s Cajun country, but I’m not a Coonass. Pardonez mon argot.

—You haven’t said your name.

—Kyzmyt. With a z. And a y. Two of those. Don’t you find y a more curious letter than a common i?

—You knew my name somehow.

—Your wife is the beautiful Dolores.

—She prefers Dominique.

—What woman wouldn’t like a French name? But, Kyzmyt—who would want to be a Kyzmyt? Other than I.

—It must have been fate.

—Ah, you know Turkish then.

—Saw the Broadway show. Twice. Oh, to dwell in the oasis of delightful imaginings! Isn’t that the line?

—I don’t claim to be kismet in any form. The truth is simpler. My grandfather, he was born in Turkey, east of Istanbul, a town called Izmit. You follow the logic. I changed the spelling so it would roll off the tongue. Kyyyzzz-myyyt.

Silas stood, jestingly theatrical, and to Borodin’s melody he sang the young Caliph’s words,

Take my hand,

I’m a stranger in paradise

all lost in a wonderland,

a stranger in paradise.

If I stand starry eyed,

that’s a danger in paradise

for mortals who stand beside

an angel like her.

—Keep going, keep going.

—If I can recall the lyrics.

Now open your angel’s arms to this stranger in paradise and tell him that he need be a stranger no more.

Smiling at his theatrics, she took his hand and in an incantational voice bantered to the ceiling,

According to powers of yore, be thou here a stranger no more.

Flummoxed, he flushed, and she noticed, and said,

—I admire a man of good voice, and you give voice well.

She poured him another cup, and he said,

—This, this compound is doodling my brain. Here I am crooning to a woman a stranger to me thirty minutes ago.

—See me as nothing other than a bel esprit. For reasons I won’t go into, I have to remain a complete stranger to everybody else. Stay out of public notice. That means requesting you not to speak of my arrival. The house, I’ll let it appear unoccupied. No phone, no mail. For a spell, dereliction must be my guise.

—Why? If I may ask.

—It’s about events—I’ll say—elsewhere. On the horizon.

Unsteadily, he went to the door, and he said,

—That clock has been tick-tocking since I sat down, and it was telling the same time when I came in. Eight twenty.
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—By it—if in the morning—you still have the rest of the day. In the evening, the best part of night remains. A congenial hour suggesting, let me call it the depth of time. Correct only twice a day, but comforting all day.

When Silas pushed open the door, she said,

—Remember mon cher, be a stranger no longer. In paradise or here. Friendship is the most golden of affections.

Befogged, Silas stumbled out into the lightning-struck air, breathed deeply to clear his mind, and picked his way along the path past the big, Indian tumulus before realizing he’d forgotten about the doll, and he stopped and said aloud into the thickets of Old Sachem Hill,

—What just happened? What the hell’s going on here? What is this backwoods?

Walking homeward, he again picked up the Caliph’s song, and to the trees he sang,

I saw her face and I ascended out of the commonplace into the rare.

Somewhere in space I hang suspended until I know there’s a chance that she cares.
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Ingredient Four

The next few days, Silas scarcely saw his wife as the annual convention in Phoenix drew near with the invitation to speak about how she accomplished the Busby Farms purchase and its quick resale, the largest transaction in residential realty in the state over the last year. Dominique would be gone for a long weekend, and Silas hoped time away might lead to a new course for them by allowing him to search into the alleged emanations. Until she left, he could defer those questions.

Arriving home exhausted, she spoke little, her extra hours showing in her face, and each night she went to bed immediately, and mentioned no further visitants, although once he heard her in her sleep say what sounded like Oh, a wall is—! and then go quiet.

If any apparitions resurfaced after her return from the convention, then he’d have to figure how to persuade her to see a counselor who could treat such a psychosis—assuming that’s what it was. Should Dominique refuse, Silas might pretend her symptoms and make an appointment for himself to learn about underlying factors generating mental aberrations. As he assayed means to help her, a thought arose that he immediately tried to brush off: Would she consent to Sodium Pentothal to settle the possibility of her manufacturing the phantasms? If she had a plan to leave the Hundred, wasn’t it better to have a wife spinning a stratagem than one clinically demented?

Early Friday, Silas drove her to the airport to join three others from Mi Casa, one of them Wallace Deever, the boss who had recognized Dominique’s competence and advanced her from residential sales to properties development. He sported facial stubble he must have imagined lent him a dash of fadmongered machismo, oblivious to its suggestion of a sidewalk wino. Less noticeable, the right half of his fleshy face held a reworked version of the left, an amphibolous visage depending on the angle you approached him from. His greeting to Silas was mute, his handshake loose, his eyes on the plane. When Silas kissed Dominique goodbye, her arms around him were strong as they hadn’t been since when. As she hurried toward the gate to catch up with Deever, Silas called,

—Love you!

Over her shoulder, she shouted,

—I’ll send a postcard!
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By ten that morning he was home from the airport. Failing to engage the emperor, Silas read a manuscript page, dropped it onto the desk, wandered the house, paced the hallway, roamed room to room, made coffee he didn’t want. While it brewed he went to her quarters, sat motionless in her chair and almost hoped for a visitant to materialize and prove his wife was not strategizing or psychically perturbed. From walls, from floorboards came the riddling crepitations old houses are heir to. Why can’t the world be crazy when you need it to be? Why can’t the impossible happen when you’re ready for it?

Silas left her door open to the free flow of an ineffability of any sort, stepped onto the porch with his coffee to see what might be going on, caught himself humming Borodin’s Polovtsian Dance, and went to his library to pull out A Field Guide to Botanicals of the Midwest. With it in hand, he walked to the edge of the water to hunt for mugwort, but nothing looked right.

An hour later he poured a small brandy, stretched out for a nap, only to rise at sundown when he woke from a dream carrying the Borodin refrain. From his shop, he gathered his circular saw and toolbox, and followed the ancient path up the slope, across the rusted fence, and on to the blue house. Near the porch lay a scatter of claws and blackly iridescent feathers, a lesser part of a starling, and from inside came a faint tremolo. He listened, then raised the tool box to tap it against the oak door, and the high-pitched wavering ceased, and from within,

—Lean into it, neighbor man!

He shoved on it to find Kyzmyt at the stove.

—How did you know who it was?

—Who knocks on my door but Silas?

She stared at the power saw, and he raised it to explain, but she said in mock sorrow,

—You’ve come to cut something off? Between us? It’s over so soon? Oh, mon joli.

It took him aback before he answered.

—We can’t continue like this. What with the wife—. I let things go too far. We were living an impossible idyl. But we’ll always have Istanbul.

—It was lovely, wasn’t it? The orange sky, minarets and loudspeaker prayers, the bustle in bazaars, cries of peacocks at dusk. But the saw?

—I could repair this door that begrudges me entrance.

—No man’s ever repaired a door for me. Men I’ve known, they’re either slamming one or kicking it in.

The solid thing resisted, but Silas finally managed to knock out the rusted hinge pins, and with difficulty carried it onto the porch where he trimmed off a sliver. She helped him reset it. Oiling the hinges, he swung it back and forth until the squeal ceased, and he said,

—That pitch was something like what I heard before I knocked. I can’t get my voice high enough to imitate it.

She whistled a phrasing of tremulous notes eerily sweet, and she said,

—I’m intrigued by music from a theremin. It’s wonderfully otherworldly. My favorite piece, I’ll lend it to you. Berceuses from the Other Side. If you have a gramophone.

—How many old space movies featured a theremin?

—Its music’s been abused. You, the bel canto, understand. Tea for Silas?

—Have you anything stronger?

—You mean a socially sanctioned toxin? Alcohol, second only to that baneful additive, corn syrup? Perhaps better is a beverage to leave you saber-sharp.

From a hanging cupboard she brought out a mortar and pestle and three canisters, and measured ingredients and ground the leaves into a green powder, then from a fourth tin seemed to sprinkle something into the pot as she hummed, slowly stirring the mixture, saying something, and Silas called up Shakespeare,

And that distilled by magic sleights

Shall raise such artificial sprites

As by the strength of their illusion

Shall draw him on to his confusion.

—To be sure, mon ami enchanté.

—What is it this time?

Snort of hog, bile of stoat,

oil of civet, billy of goat?

Kyzmyt stirred her pot and said,

—One day I’ll brew you my secret analeptic, eye of owl.

—What did you whisper into this potion?

—A little roulade. A blessing.

—Tell me the lyrics.

She looked at him to gauge his sincerity, then chanted,

Unlock the gate that has no key,

open the eyes that they may see.

—Your words are more appropriate than you realize.

—That I doubt.

Filling a beaker, setting it before him, she said,

—My invocation, it’s apropos of many situations. That’s to say, where’s the traveler who doesn’t desire improved seeing?

—Your mother—.

—Xetah.

—Didn’t you say she practiced the mystic arts? So is her daughter an enchantress? Does she practice shapeshifting?

—Any transformative power I possess is of another nature.

As Silas waited for the tea to cool, a spherical mass of dark hair with a smashed-flat face, its nose on the same vertical plane as its mis-set orange eyes, crept from an adjoining room.

—What the hell is that?

The ill-mated eyes surveyed the kitchen, then the dismal orb, the size of a canned ham, leaped to a chair and on to the table, made crooked scrutiny of Silas, opened a decurved mouth but let forth no sound, and inched toward a laptop, treaded the keys, the screen registering each footstep:
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and Kyzmyt said,

—Meet Kalisto.

—Is that a creature with fur or a hairball with legs?

—She’s a dry mop. No fuzzbunnies under the beds in this house. Kalisto’s half Persian and a hundred percent dead-end stray. I found her when she was two months old.

—I wouldn’t want to meet up with it in a dark alley.

—You find her unattractive?

—Intimidating. I’ll take your word it’s a she. In fact, I’ll take your word it’s a cat. Can it see east and west simultaneously?

—And maybe north and south. She is, as far as I can discern, androgynous. Ogg thinks her so, but then he’s dumber than a bog polliwog. She came with brains instead of looks.

Shifting about on the keyboard, the cat added more letters. Kyzmyt studied the screen, and said,

—Kalisto may be messaging. Sometimes she writes and sometimes she’s seeking warmth. She, when I first found her, she’d watch me type. The moving images. Not long ago, on this very laptop, I called up a kitten video for Kalisto. She was on the keys. Hooking a paw at the screen, moving her feet.

—Pussyfooting around.

—She was focused on that digital cat. I pushed her away so I could write up a formula.

—Was it your celebrated,

Trail of snail, gut of rat, sperm of worm, scat of cat?

—Do you amuse yourself?

—I forget myself.

—When I finished writing, she went back to the warm keyboard, and letters and numbers started reappearing again. She can see the witchcraft inside machines. She kept her eyes on the letters as if reading them. I don’t know whether they intrigued her or agitated her. Or inspired her. I glanced at the screen. I’ll share what she—do I dare say?—wrote.

From the darkened room Kyzmyt brought a sheaf of papers, and on one a pair of typed lines:
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—Because she randomly hit the caps lock, the line appeared to be a coded message, so I tried my planchette on it.

—Planchette?

—Similar to the device for reading messages on a Ouija board. I found a sequence.

Running a pencil along the typing, Kyzmyt underlined certain letters, writing them down at the bottom of the page, and when finished she showed him:

ktkaliStoCEstmOI.

—Crypto to me.

Kyzmyt added three virgules and an apostrophe:

kt/kaliSto/C’Est/mOI.

—I deduced she calls me K T. Her grammar can be odd, her spelling odder, and once in a while she’ll use French words. Even Latin.

—Do you read French and Latin?

—I read four languages, and yes, those are two of them. Oh, you’re dubious. May I show what she typed last night? And you, do you know French and Latin?

—Un peu. And a modicum of Latin. Not counting singing along in Italian with Puccini. If I have a libretto.

Kyzmyt handed him another page:
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Laying the scramble before him, she said,

—What do you make of it?

—Digital footprints. Feline dancing.

—Nothing more?

—What do you make of it?

In sequence she circled nine letters and wrote them at the bottom of the page and added two virgules:

zy/Dor/FIks.

—You realize, clever woman you are, if you printed out ten thousand random letters, within them an entire Shakespearean drama might be hidden. If I might try something.

Pulling the sheet toward him he began circling letters, again in sequence, and writing them below the typing, and when he finished was:

shakesPEARe.

He said,

—And that comes from only six lines. What about this?

He hunted and circled until he found

mAcbETH.

He said,

—Give me a hundred lines, and I’ll bet I could find, ignoring punctuation and misplaced capitals,

There are more things in heaven and earth,

Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

—Yes, mon cher, but you know what words you’re looking for. With a Kalisto message, I have no knowledge of what she’s going to say or whether she’s saying anything at all. This morning, did I know Silas would fix that door?

—Did you?

—Drink your tea.

—Tomorrow I’ll visit you for a specific reason. You show me fuzzball’s message. If it’s correct or close, I’ll admit I’m too skeptical.

—It doesn’t work like that. Kalisto’s not a carnival cat. She doesn’t perform. I can’t just command a meaning. A message is there or it isn’t. And what of those I can’t interpret? The tea’s not for Silas?

He took a full swallow to prove himself, coughed, cleared his throat, and hoarsely said,

—A touch heavy on the piss of possum, turd of tortoise.

—Such wordplay unbecomes you.

—What the devil am I drinking?

—Cinnamon, touch of thyme, but mostly blossoms of borage. The Devil has nothing to do with it. As far as I know.

—With each tea, you’ve used herbs or spices from three different tins, but the fourth, that fourth ingredient has been the same. What is it?

—You must leave your fancied Hecate with some secrets. But this tea, is it palatable?

—Among the populace, I doubt it’ll replace distilled beverages. Borage. I’ve heard of that.

—Many people would see a weed, but several species have a popular name. Hound’s-tongue. Forget-me-not.

—After only one sip of hound, to forget it isn’t possible. By its very nomenclature, it’s memorable.

—My teas can bring about what alcohol can’t, and they won’t transport you, like ardent spirits, to the Vale of Sorrow.

At sundown Silas went to the kitchen door and swung it back and forth silently and said,

—Zy dor fiks.

—K T Zy thanks.
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Although it was past eleven o’clock, selfishly late, wanting to hear her voice, he phoned the hotel. Dominique wasn’t in her room then or an hour later. Conventioneers, he thought, have their own hours. She’ll find me tomorrow.

The next day he became uneasy about leaving a second message that could look like monitoring, but relief arrived in the mail. On the postcard:



Hey Si, I electrified them they say! My presentation!

I’m reborn in Phoenix! Risen from the ashes!

Tomorrow will try new wings. Up, up, and away!





She had neglected to sign it, but it was her handwriting, and it made him glad: She’s rethought the Hundred! After an hour on his play, Silas flipped back to the first page and marked over the title and wrote, The Alleviation of Aurelius, then blacked it out and carefully lettered, Aurelius in Love.
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The Horologe

Sleeping well that night, even with his usual complement of dreams—including one about embracing a dark-maned, thinly draped woman most visibly not his wife—Silas awoke reluctant to depart the phantasmal world. But the morning was sunny, good for addressing Aurelius. Once again, the manuscript was not where he’d left it the evening before, and on the title page scrawled in a hand unlike his:

ensorcelled.

From what brain, other than his own, could such a term escape?

The mystery was soon overwhelmed by his joy in the promise of a reconfigured life with Dominique, she who, in her own words, was reborn. Hadn’t he known all the while she’d come to value the Hundred? The desert must have recast her opinions about thick foliage and pools of amphibians sweetly calling, turtles basking, springtime greens, scarlet and golden autumns, snow-laden cedars with berries of frosted blue. In his eyes, the magic and power of Sachem Hill couldn’t be resisted forever even by a spirit gone dead. Ask He-Who-Walks-at-Night. And that line in the Book of Silas? The miraculous above, beneath, within waits for ye who see truly. Now, the land itself would become a hull holding their marriage, oaken acres their seaworthy ark.

After two hours at his desk, to circulate his blood and clear his mind, he went out to hike one of his trails, and when he returned he found a phone message from her: Something’s come up. No time to talk, but everything’s good here. No worries.

Silas went to join Aurelius, forced himself to remain seated with pen in hand, but the Emperor failed to command his attention. That afternoon a letter from Celeste:



Hi, Silas!

The craters of the Moon! So beautiful through the binoculars. Who could observe their razor edges and come away with a parochial view of the universe? And then, to turn the binocs beyond the Moon! The “fixed” stars unfix my thoughts. Does unfixing precede true seeing? A couple of minds here no solvent known could unfix. (If only I had a solvent for righteousness and dogmatism!)

My star gazing has come to be a part of my attempts at reflection along the Smoky Hill River. When I arrived, I feared doubt. Now I fear blind certainty. I talked about this with another aspirant, but all she heard was “fear.” Her fear was the “gaze of God” showing displeasure with her forgetting a portion of a prayer. I said, “If God’s miffed over that, then it’s a slow day in the Universe.” I was formally admonished.

I shouldn’t be annoyed, but in the convent—despite unending talk about “a heavenly realm”—stars are merely white paint on a chapel ceiling. My orbit in this holy universe leaves me feeling like I’m living on an unknown moon orbiting an undiscovered planet. And my public adorations remain a challenge. They wander into myself even if I devoutly believe a we reaches higher and sees farther than a me.

The homily at Mass last week came from the Song of Songs. Highly selected verses, to be sure. At the heart of it was, “Go forth, O ye daughters of Zion, and behold king Solomon with the crown.” The reference was interpreted here as a summons to an aspirant to become a bride of the Holy Bridegroom. Later I read the entire “Song.” Mercy! In it I heard my question—Is Celeste a genuine adorant or a hypocrite? The Song says, “I will seek him whom my soul loveth. I sought him, but found him not.” Me? I seeketh a call to sincere service, and I heareth not.

Yesterday I was sitting in the garden-courtyard and reading in my favorite One Hundred Immortal Poems. A sister noticed the book and tried to shame me. I said nothing, but I was furious. Am I to be deprived of the thoughts of some of the finest minds? Emily Dickinson, Tennyson, Blake? Has the Index of Prohibited Books been revived? From here on, I’ll read on my evening walks.

It’s so hard to consider I’m meant for something else. Even to think of changing my mind makes for guilt. Do I fear failing or falling? A sister here has commitment so strong she sleeps on the floor, and burns the diocesan newsletter to add ashes to her food. She was whacking herself with a wooden cross until it was taken from her and replaced with one of cloth stuffed with foam rubber. I’ve spoken to the General Superior about my struggles. She said, “All conditions have their thorns.”

Your dear one,

C.





The words steadied Silas, and he worked on his play until sunset when he laid out a meager supper, then sat to read but never glanced at the book. Why had Dominique not phoned again? Foreseeing a charge of hovering or monitoring, he nevertheless called her hotel to be told the conventioneers had checked out.

At midnight Silas went to bed but was so discomposed he took one of her melatonin tablets, and he fell asleep only to feel his left arm slip from his chest to lie inert against his hip. He saw he’d just died.

So this was the way it happens: You pass forth, and as the brain cools you briefly understand, and then you rise to depart. He looked down at himself in repose, and as he bent to kiss farewell the pale cold forehead, the cadaver opened its eyes and said, What the fuck are you doing? Silas recoiled, then answered, Why you faking lummox! Get up! and it did, and the two faced off, and one said, If you’re a corpse, then I’m alive, and the other responded, What if, somewhere, we’re both alive? With that Silas awoke.

He showered to quicken his mind, assembled breakfast, and went to his study to write into the early evening before his concern for Dominique became too much, and he began pacing, poured a bourbon, sat to think, fell asleep only to wake and go outside to pace, and found himself on the way to the blue house now something of a haven. No light in the kitchen window, no theremin, nothing but the dark, and as he waited at the door, something came from around the corner of the porch, moving directly toward him, a figure garbed in a hooded mantle. The shadow called his name, stepped so close he could smell its hibiscus-scented breath, its aspiration preternaturally chill. A wan hand drew back the hood, and a sepulchral voice said,

—Sorrowful news. I’ll heat something to warm our bones.
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—Ye gods, woman! You look like the Grim Reaper!

—That’s been said.

Kyzmyt opened the door, swinging it easily on its oiled hinges, and she nodded,

—Zy dor fiks.

Silas followed her into the scent of sandalwood incense, and she struck a match to light a candle next to a tall hourglass, and she said,

—Not a time for electric light.

Removing her cape of forest green and the crystal pendant, she hung them at the door, her face drawn. He said,

—First the figure of death, and now your, your expression.

—You’re acute. Did you sense it?

—Sense what?

—Ogg’s dead.

—Who?

—The cat.

—I’m sorry to hear your Ogg—.

—Not my Ogg. There’s no ownership of a cat. Ogg was ancient. The long trip here was too much. But now he can move forever in the sands of time.

Kyzmyt turned the heavy hourglass, yellow grains dropping into the lower bulb, and as she did, said to it,

—Au revoir, mon ami.

—Don’t you mean, adieu?

—How can we know?

Silas picked up the horologe to hold to the candlelight, and he said,

—I’ve never seen one this large.

—It’s an ossuary. The base opens to add the remains of one’s choice. A New Orleans apothecary sold them. To keep an honored somebody on the mantelpiece.

—That yellow dust is cremated Ogg?

—With a touch of saffron. He was so drawn to the scent of it.

—Here’s another thing I don’t catch. A synonym for my life is perplexity. A beggar has more nickels in his pocket than I have answers.

The osseous granules of cat fell through the narrow neck, the grit ticking the glass, and Kyzmyt said,

—Ogg has voice again. Tells the hour.

—Unless you neglect turning him.

—The sorrow is, he now speaks of a single thing, but it’s of importance to the human tribe.

—He says what?

—He whispers only, Memento mori.

She rose to make a tea, and Silas asked,

—Do you have something with a touch of uplift to it?

—Is that fitting?

From the adjoining room, Kalisto slipped into the kitchen, surveyed it, crept stealthily forward, holding Silas in its crossed stare, stopping, the crooked mouth yawning, then climbing onto the table to eye him and approach the hourglass to sniff and stretch a black forepaw toward the gritty pittering. Kyzmyt set down two beakers and pulled from the table drawer a typed sheet to push toward Silas. She said,

—Something came through. Isn’t that the phrase?

—I don’t have a gift for reading messages from beyond.

—We all exist in somebody’s beyond. But these lines, within them might be a message. Perhaps from Ogg sent through Kalisto for Silas.

—A woman with two literate cats!

—Strange if Ogg’s using Kalisto as a medium because he didn’t recognize her as a cat. He saw her as another species.

—Are you reading too much into—forgive the phrase—feline footwork?

—Her footwork matters only if it matters to you.

Silas tasted his tea and said,

—A toothsome recipe! Another four-ingredient something?

—Certainement, mon ami.

Raising his beaker, he said,

—Here’s to your familiar.

—Not a familiar.

—Unlike Kalisto?

—Brother Ogg was made out of affection, not insight.

Silas nodded and waited until he thought it appropriate.

—I need a woman’s insight.

—To want a woman’s insight means insight about a woman.

Fumbling, he told of Dominique’s departure, her postcard, her phone message, his call to the hotel. He said,

—Where do I go with matters now? If she thinks I’m monitoring—her word—she’ll get her back in the air like—.

—Your story is missing pieces.

As residue of cat filtered down, Silas told of the visitations Dominique claimed to have encountered, even confessing his suspicion they might be fabrications to escape what she considered deficiencies of Sachem Hill. When he mentioned the broken doll, Kyzmyt looked up surprised to say,

—Years ago, when Goblyn died, I buried her near the ravine.

—Goblyn?

—My doll. Allow me to ask our frère Silas. Escape the Hundred or escape the husband? Or are they one?

Silas watched the falling remains of catness. He said,

—I’ve chewed over proposing an exorcism of the house. Not for me. And definitely not of me. For Dominique’s sake.

The only sound was orts of Ogg telling of days passing while the clock tocked its unchanging hour.

—Kyzmyt, it’s possible her night visitors are my doing. Maybe I created them when I talked about the Whitley child who drowned in the pond. I was excessively graphic about the death. Writers tend to dramatize. I wasn’t there. I could have gone too far about a dead boy pulled from icy water.

Kyzmyt shook her head.

—Not a boy.

—What’s not a boy?

—In the pond. It was a girl.

—That’s not what I heard.

—I was—I mean to say, my grandmother, I mean my mother was there. A bitter cold afternoon. She saw the little thing. Lifeless. Lips blue like a sliver of frozen sky. Lying in the snow as they tried to revive her. Her eyes staring up, not angry but disbelieving one so young could translocate.

Kyzmyt cleared the table, turned the glass to send Ogg into another countdown, and she blew out the candle.

—If you wish, we can go to your house. I’ll walk through to, to receive—let me call it—an impression.

Silas went to the door, turned to her and said,

—Please come along. Whenever,

Kyzmyt was wearing her mantle, her pendant of otherite seeming to snatch light out of darkness. As he welcomed her, she silenced him with two fingers to her lips, then stood at the window until pointing to the stairs and going up. She soon reappeared and motioned him outside.

—I’ll brew a tea. Allow a few minutes.

Ignoring the flashlight he offered, Kyzmyt glided off toward the invisible path.

—I know the way.
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On her dusty table was a tea, and Silas asked,

—May I speak?

—Drink first.

He lifted his beaker and nearly drained it, and she said,

—My teas, to be slowly savored. Guzzling abates them.

—Next time.

—I consider Silas as one who listens better than sees. Else, I wouldn’t talk about this.

—Before you sits a blind fellow all ears.

—There is something in your house. And it wants out. Since all things must remain in balance, that suggests something’s trying to get in. It’s not what wants out you should pay attention to. It’s the other.

—This other, is it malevolent?

—I feel only presence.

—An apparition? Ghost? A paranormal something?

—I don’t perceive the paranormal any more than you. I’m not a ghost buster. Isn’t that the term now? I don’t trap ectoplasm in a jar. I can only try to guide.

—Will this presence communicate? Can it?

—You’re the one who might be able to answer that.

—Answers? This is a fellow of only questions.

In his mind: Here’s the empirical man giving heed to a woman wearing symbols of astral power—crystals, embroidered nebulas, rings of amber, brooch of jet, a lavaliere of otherite. A person who pours her cremated cat into an hourglass. Kyzmyt said,

—Earlier tonight you asked for a woman’s insight. Well, a woman’s insight is this: Go forth, traveler. Seek your love. Wherever, whoever, whenever she is.
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A Gumshoe in the Desert

It would be a journey different from any he’d ever dreamed: to go in quest of his love, to find her and bring her safely home. To Silas, Dominique’s postcard showed the possibility that, now reborn from the ashes of her discontent in the woods, she viewed Sachem Hill for what it authentically was, and a delay coming home was probably nothing more than her usual neglect of letting him know her whereabouts and what she was up to. After all, didn’t her turn-of-a-screw life proceed like a Henry James sentence, interrupted and riddled with phrases in search of predicates, only at last finding them?

On the second morning of her silence, tired of the empty house and eating alone, his hope of speedy solution weakening, he invited Jack Osgood, his investment advisor and friend, to the No Name. Showboat Ed was stationed at his usual spot, nodding hello without a smile in the Northern manner, and Silas sat at a table by the front window. On the chalkboard was:

FOR WHOM DOES THE BLIND MAN’S WIFE PAINT HERSELF?

Osgood came in happy, the market having made a late rebound, and he suggested an equity Silas needed to sell, and then,

—How’s the wife?

—I don’t know.

—I never know about mine either.

—No. I mean I don’t know where she is. It’s been five days, and these last two, no word, no answer to phone calls. No hello, no goodbye, not so much as a kiss-my-asteroid.

Silas told about the Phoenix Convention, and Osgood said,

—Wallace Deever? I’ve golfed with him. He’s a guy who won’t play his shot from where the ball lands. He’ll move it a foot to a better spot or tee it up with a tuft of grass. We see him do it. Given he’s a piss-poor golfer, we let him get by with it so we have a chance to nick him for a few bucks. But come on, man! Play it as it lays.

Osgood was shaking his head, smiling, and saying,

—Deever will stuff a tube sock into his briefs and approach a woman in the club bar and wink, You wanna see my niblick?

—Niblicks aside, if I may. Should I go to the police and file a missing-person report? What about the waiting period?

—No such thing. The longer the delay, the colder a trail. But, why file it here?

—In Phoenix then. I ought to fly there.

—Before you do that, here’s my phone. Key in her number. I have an honest question about an investment. Something to draw a response.

Osgood left a message, then said,

—Call the office. Ask for Deever. Insist on it.

The director was unavailable. Uneasy about how Dominique might react to his calling, Silas hesitated, and Osgood took the phone.

—Miss, Jack Osgood here. I received a tip on a tender requiring a fast response. I’m a friend of Wallace, and I have news he should hear. I’m talking significant money. You get hold of him today unless you want one steamed boss tomorrow.

She explained the director was off the grid until his return. Waiting for the phone to buzz, Osgood said,

—I’d rest easier if your wife was with somebody who isn’t Wallace Deever.

—What’s that mean?

—Just a feeling about the guy. Have you met him?

—For three minutes.

—And?

—The porker could use a shave.

Osgood looked out the window, and in its reflection he saw an uneasy Silas, and he said to the image,

—What if—and I’m only posing a hypothetical to help clear things up—what if she’s not so much missing as run off?

—Why would she?

—She probably hasn’t, but you should kick around possibilities. The quicker you do that, the quicker you’ll find her. Or at least what’s going on.

—Going on?

—Silas. We’ve been buddies since the Navy. Hell, I wouldn’t have survived bootcamp without you. That swimming test! Literally, you kept me afloat for the twenty-minute treading-water deal. I’m saying we trust each other.

—Where are you taking this?

—You’re aware a broker has a duty of confidentiality.

—Your point?

—Even did I know something—and I don’t—I couldn’t divulge it. If you start digging, what if you uncover something you might not want to learn?

—My need to learn supersedes any damn notion of privileged information.

Osgood considered how to phrase his words.

—A year ago, a client had some intimate questions about her husband. She poked into his monthly statements and found a large disbursement that almost undid her. Would she have been better off without that knowledge?

—If Dominique’s withdrawn money, it’s probably to lock in a property for us. She pushed for a move into town, but she’s changed her mind. I think she has.

—You think she has.

—If her bank statement has a transaction unknown to me, I’d guess she left for the convention before she had a chance to explain a proposal she’d like me to think over.

—It’s possible. But she talked with our receptionist about that convention in Phoenix and mentioned an Indian casino being more fun than rolling dice with Wall Street sharps. No broker takes kindly to a comparison between investing and gambling.

—With her, I’m the last to learn what’s going on. My ignorance—that’s usual. Besides, I never knew her to gamble.

Osgood said gently,

—Then what of this, sailor? She could be in trouble. Quit guessing and hoping. Dad says hope is the first step to disappointment. Hire an investigator. Pronto.

—A PI? You’re overreacting. If she hears I put a dick on her—that didn’t come out quite right. If she gets word about a shamus investigating—.

—You’re not hiring a detective to investigate her. You’re doing it to protect her. You might be saving her life. This is a game where you don’t play it as it lays. Tee it up.
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Pacing his study, Silas assessed Dominique’s perception of being monitored. Then, To hell with what it might draw down! To convey urgency, he left three messages back to back on her phone, but he received only a trio of recorded You have reached. . . . He dialed the airline, and after making a slow and vexing run through automated voice-prompts he finally got an operator in Bangladesh who cited company policy: Sorry, sir. Vee do not release details about passengers. And with that, died confirmation about his wife’s return flight, forcing Silas to yield to what he’d been avoiding. A sergeant in the Phoenix Police Department said there was no report of a Dolores—also known as Dominique—Heppermann.

Lacking other recourse, Silas went into her room and lifted papers on her desk. At the bottom was the most recent bank statement. He scanned it hurriedly, felt relief, scanned a second time to be sure, and, hidden among the numbers, there it was: a disbursement of eight thousand dollars the day before she departed for the convention.

Silas dropped into her chair, remembering when last he was in it and singing for apparitions to appear. Now he wanted not phantoms but escape from a vortex of the unexplained. To learn whether a sister might know what a husband did not, he called Celeste. A pleasant voice at the convent switchboard blessed him and took his message. The hours became more nerve-rending until his telephone rang, and he heard Dominique’s tired voice, and in near exultation, his sentences piled together.

—Ohmylove!It’syou!You’resafe?Whereareyou?

—My love? Why Silas! I’m in the office at the convent. Where’d you think I was?

—Celine?

—Yes?

He had to catch his sinking heart, and he said,

—Anything from your sister? In the past couple of days?

—She sent a postcard boasting about her convention speech.

—Anything else? Something more?

—Nothing else, nothing more. But anything from Deedee is more than I’ve had from her in the last, I don’t know how long.

Silas explained Dominique’s vanishing act, and when he finished, Celeste said,

—Should I come back there?

—Not necessary. I’m going to hire a detective.

—Oh, there’s trouble.

—I have to risk it.

His phone signaled another call, and he promised to pass the word when something broke. On the line was Osgood.

—I have a name for you. It sounds like an attendant in the court of Henry the Eighth. Chamberlain Beckett. I’ve been told his agency is excellent. He’s a PI in Phoenix. Call him.

—The hour’s too late.

—Not in Phoenix.
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The detective, given to certain catchphrases helpful to speed along information, laid out his modus operandi. He said,

—If we proceed, here’s what to do. Sum and substance. Gather up photographs, a sample of her handwriting, social security number, full physical description. A copy of her driver’s license if possible. First, though, I have to ask some difficult questions. You might think them inappropriate. It’s standard procedure.

—Let her rip.

—I’ll read through them. Stop me if the answer is a yes or even a maybe. Don’t try to shield her. Or yourself. In short, deception is an enemy to discovery.

—Hit me with them.

—I’ll go slow, but I won’t elongate. Number one. Any mental health problems? A mood disorder?

Pausing between questions, he continued.

—Two. Signs of dementia or memory loss? Three. Unhappiness or conflict at work?

Silas listened, saying nothing.

—Four. Talk of suicide? Five. Is there reason to avoid a summons or court appearance? Number six. Anybody who might, to coin a phrase, want her out of the picture?

Silas made no response.

—Seven. Recent interest in a new religion or a cult? Eight. Has she ever used drugs to the extent of abuse? Nine. Marital discord?

—Not really.

—Here’s the hardest. Has there been—however slight in your mind—mistreatment? Did you ever hit her?

—None of those. The only friction—and it wasn’t much—we disagreed on where we live. She thought she wasn’t happy here, but recently she decided otherwise. I think she did.

—Here’s the good news, Mister Fortunato. In a sentence minus embellishment. Most missing persons show up within a week. If it’s a woman, she may come home again if she feels she’s made a point. That a possibility?

—Her last message was warm. Optimistic.

—In view of your answers, you might want to hold off.

—I don’t.

—Should you hire me and she walks through the front door tomorrow night, I’ll charge for a day’s services plus expenses if there are any, and there always are. Exhaust every other approach first.

—I’m finished exhausting. Start the clock. I’m booking a flight to Phoenix the second I hang up. I’ll bring photos and whatnot. And money up front.
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Daughter of Chaos

He was the best of sleepers, the worst of sleepers. When he slept well, his elaborate dreams, free of an unraveled day, could prove sweeter than his waking life. Brocaded events and flights of fancy enriched by memory and his reading filled his slumber, leaving him disappointed to wake in a gravity-grounded bed to watch evaporate often enchanting and enigmatic dramatis personae. All he could do was lie waiting for a second sleep that might once more release him to wander his imagination resistant to her absence. It had come to this: Without her, he dreamed a better life than he lived.

The thought of moving nearer to where Dominique might be, urged Silas from bed to pack his grip before selecting a trio of photographs of her, including one she found unflattering but showing a Dominique others readily recognized. In her room, yet redolent of Sicilian lemons, he turned up several samples of her handwriting and a letter from the Social Security Administration. By ten that morning he had resigned from the Star-Observer, and was headed to the airport and aloft soon after, a compact edition of Marcus Aurelius in his pocket.

Silas looked down onto the high plains of boxed roads and squared fields etched with green circles of center-pivot irrigation spraying corn with ice-age water, the geometry demarcating township and range, each design a mile closer to Dominique and resolution of his quandary. To distract himself from excessively mulling over his mission, he pulled out his pen, glanced at the deep violet sky, and began writing.



Celeste (you on the Kansas plains, I above them),

Idle postulations from our night on the astro-platform:

When I point my telescope into the black sky (I can make out its edge from this airliner cruising at 37,000 feet and opposite the turn of the planet), you wondered whether I was uneasy with what I see—or don’t see. Maybe you had in mind the Christian view holding darkness equivalent to ignorance of the divine. (Could it be that’s why we switch on scores of unnecessary lights? Fear of what we might stumble on in the murk?)

To gain an idea of where we verifiably are, we must now and then embrace the absence of light. To go in search of facts aligning with cosmic principles is a quest requiring us to remember that the deeper the celestial dark, the farther we look into the Universe, into time itself. Nothing older than darkness, light, and (maybe) time. A clear sky can reveal our origins and become a path to escape sanctified ignorance—that great cognitive dysfunction of those who compliantly accept ancient fantasies while refusing to recognize the transformative power of scientific knowledge and the steadying equilibrium when the scientific and the spiritual meld. Plato said something on the order of, “We can forgive a child’s fear of the dark, but can we excuse a man’s fear of the light?”

Few things extend the mind like observance upward on a clear evening and the confrontation with astronomic sizes and distances and the overwhelming expanse of time they reveal as well as things our grandparents had no awareness of—black holes, dark matter, dark energy. How important it is to look out from this planet of borrowed light, and try to realize our descent from all that seems alien in that black vacuum without end.

Despite what our telescopes reveal, it’s a fraction of what’s there. On my side of the eyepiece—the atomic world of my interior—of that I see nothing whatsoever, yet we’re bipedal bags of recomposed stardust. Infinity without, infinitudes within.

Of the known Universe, we can observe less than five percent—and that includes what’s disclosed by special instruments: telescopes, microscopes, spectrometers, x-rays, MRIs. Invisible to us are gravity, magnetism, radiation, molecules, microbes, the very cells we’re made of. Those unseens make us what we are, who we are, and contain answers to why we are. We’re a composite of undiscernibles powered by unseeables.

It’s not that we’re blind. It’s that the human eye functions so incompletely, and of what it can see, nothing endures; of what it can’t see, all of that endures. Yet the brain can infer rather well to allow us partially to understand the unperceived that animates our lives. Whether you look inward or outward, light is the exception—so, to loosen the grip of ignorance requires leaps into the inky heart of the supreme mystery. From darkness we proceed. We begin as a spurt of slime conjoining with a spot of ooze in the total dark of the womb. Months later we come into sporadic light, and eventually we look up. Human eyes required a hundred thousand years of gazing up before they discovered real evidence we’ve been there, proof we (though differently arranged) passed through that measureless night with its irruptions of stellar combustions. And, pilgrims all, we (and many primitive societies) may see we come from celestial fires and to them and their surround of blackness we’ll return, even as we are returning every moment—walking, sleeping, writing or reading a letter.

If you grub around in cosmology long enough, you finally reach a place massively obscured by complexity and capable of obliterating whatever meaning you’ve found. What I discover above is so beyond my comprehension I regret I’ll die before I can learn the fourth letter of the cosmic A B C’s. A sorrow tempered by the beauty of its mystery. It’s disconcerting to face ultimate and unanswerable questions: Is infinity possible? Why is there anything? Is there really a here here? How is it cosmic dust comes to laugh and weep, love and wonder, write letters? How much of what exists lies eternally outside our understanding? Cognitively, our evolution has miles to go, and, we’re running short of time to get it there.

To the ancient Greeks, Nyx, goddess of night, was the daughter of Chaos and the mother of Fate, Deceit, Sleep, Dreams, Death. That forgotten classical cosmography resonates ever more as I feel my way along in the dark—reason my white cane, leaving poor philosophy and the limitations of language to address issues resistant to empirical methods. (If darkness is lightless, can light be darkless?)

Cosmoterians are members of the Oft-Reformed, Frequently Reorganized, Happily Unorthodox Church of Probability where questions supersede opinions. We try to avoid chasing a presumed life in a presumed somewhere as life in a demonstrable where drains away right in front of us. To do otherwise is to scorn the highest gift we’ll ever receive: It’s a Cosmoterian sin to waste oneself on phantasms and imagined hereafters. Book of Silas, verse two: “Awaken! Cease dreaming and seize thy days before thy dreams seize thee.”

Isn’t it a transforming experience to embrace the cosmic gift of awareness? Consider the katrillion gadzillion atoms in the Cosmos that wait for a chance to matriculate into intelligence. A carbon mote wanders blindly through the Universe for years and miles past counting until it finds itself as a particle in a human retina looking skyward, and suddenly sees where it came from!

Recognizing that we twin-footed, semi-intelligent sacks of carboniferous stuff never have total unquestionable truth to live by, a Cosmoterian instead chooses empirical process and keeps in mind that every couple-thousand planetary orbits, humanity switches gods. Ask King Tut. Or Marcus Aurelius. If a religious impulse is eternal, its precise expressions are anything but. Perceptions of eternality have the mutability of a summer cloud drifting across our damp cellar of heaven.

You asked whether my astro-platform was a temple. I don’t worship or adore up there, but I do try to venerate the things necessary over the last fourteen billion years to get us here. So, once again, maybe your calling and mine might not be so far apart as some sectarians would have us think.

I do go on.

From the edge of eternal night, Silas.
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As he folded the letter, the airliner was crossing the Superstition Mountains before descending into Phoenix. Hurrying through the airport, he surveyed the throng for Dominique who just might be starting home. Then, mirabile dictu! He recognized her stride. Flush with excitement, he hurried up from behind to surprise her: she with the right hair and the wrong face.

After renting an auto and phoning Chamberlain Beckett, Silas met him in a former dwelling rebuilt into Burt’s Burrito Bungalow, recognized for its green-chile stew and tomatillo salsa. Beckett believed the Bungalow secret to salsa was fresh cilantro, in his words, cilantro with impudence. Silas said,

—If I might intrude on saucy salsa, here are photos.

—An attractive woman. Highly helpful.

—In what way?

—We tend to recall a pretty face almost as much as a disfigured one. In short, beauty and the beast. We’re wired to home in on such. I assure you, showing her picture, I’m going to hear, I’d have remembered that face. But first we have to find somebody who actually saw that face.

Beckett, of late-middle years, amply bellied, had a broad forehead emphasizing narrow eyes emphasized by narrow spectacles that emphasized a frequently pinched expression of prove it.

—Your name sounds like chamber bucket.

—I got that in college but, not to elongate or embellish, a fist taco would silence it. If you’re finished with unsolicited observations, I can tell you the police have nothing, so I filed a missing-person report. Don’t count on that. To the point—a couple hundred MP reports are filed here every month, sometimes a dozen a day. But at least she’s now registered with NCIC.

—Which is?

—National Crime Information Center.

—Crime? You’re suspecting criminality?

—On cases of this nature, I tootle all the notes. Keep in mind a person has the right to be left alone. Going missing isn’t illegal. I’ll not protract. If the police do find her—provided there’s no malfeasance—the best they might do is pass along you’re searching for her. They’re not going to turn your missus over to you.

—What about hospitals?

—Already done. Nobody admitted under her name.

—And if she used an alias?

—I’ve never come upon a case of an injured or ill person stretched out on a gurney and faking an identity.

—What’s next then? We know she recently withdrew eight thousand dollars and joked to a secretary about gambling.

—You have Indian casinos east, west, south, but getting an employee to finger a gambling customer won’t happen.

—I want in on the search.

—Security’s going to walk you out when they catch on to what you’re doing. To condense my counsel, stealth is your modus. But, could be you’ll surprise her at a craps table.

Silas drove to a casino on the Gila River Reservation, and wandered among the slots and tables, scanned the crowd and came up with a ploy: Rather than dodging security, he went to it, Dominique’s picture in hand, and said she was ill and might be contagious. Three uniformed men smiled as if they’d heard that before, but he tried it again at two other casinos, one sending him to an office to file a report he was sure got tossed the moment he left the building.

Registering at the Golden Desert Hotel where the realty convention had been, Silas showed the clerk her photograph.

—Sir, we had four hundred lodgers here last week.

In the Blue Agave Bar off the hotel lobby, Silas ordered a shot of tequila and began befriending the bartender—a chatty woman who rambled about añejos versus reposados until he pretended to drop the photo in front of her.

—Your wife? Pretty.

—I’m waiting to meet her.

—She’s been in here with that real estate group. Got into a heated discussion with a woman the other evening. About their boss. Those people are wired tightern a mandolin string. She’s a good tipper though.

Silas phoned Beckett who said,

—I’ve taken all the usual shots. Now, cutting to the nub of it, I have to find her last known whereabouts.

—Sunday at the Blue Agave Bar in the Golden Desert Hotel.

—Playing sleuth? Very well, Doctor Watson. Here’s what you can do. Write a letter to the Social Security Office. There’s a protocol. Are you in?

—Absolutely, Sherlock.

—Write to your wife, put the letter in an envelope with her name on it. Then do another letter to the Social Security Administration in D. C. Explain you’re looking for your spouse who may be suffering from mental instability. Include her Social Security number. You with me?

—Go on.

—Put all that in another envelope directed to the SSA office. Request a forward to her last known address.

—That’s our address.

—A woman with her own investments—you might be surprised.

—Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves?

—Then hold off and hope.

—I never imagined it would be so complicated. Suddenly, time’s our enemy. Her enemy.

—Or, in her eyes, a friend. I’ll abbreviate. With a missing person you have to calculate from two directions. In this case, from yours and hers. Maybe Deever’s. That’s three.

—That reptile!

—Easy! If you’re familiar with navigation, then you understand to determine an accurate position, three angles give a better fix than two. And a single fix gives you almost nothing. If we’re reduced to—forgive the term—dead reckoning—we may not go far. I’m protracting here.

—I feel so goddamned impotent.
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Beckett phoned the next morning to say he had news, not much, but at least helpful.

—Your wife didn’t use her return ticket, and she didn’t rebook another flight. So, unless she took a bus or train or car or private aircraft, she’s still here.

—She travels first class or she doesn’t travel.

—I’m on my way to an executive airfield in Scottsdale.

—Tell me where it is.

When Beckett arrived, Silas was waiting at the terminal door, and the detective said,

—Let me handle it.

Holding up his investigator’s license, he asked for the flight director whom he’d worked with, and ten minutes later Beckett returned, his face carrying what passed for a smile.

—We could have something. I’m going out to the hangar.

—Lead the way, Mister Holmes.

A mechanic in oily coveralls examined the three photos, smudging one as he tapped it.

—You damn right I seen her. She detracted my attention the minute she come out here. They rented our Cessna Skyhawk, eight-four-niner. Tricolor. Single engine, high wing, four-seater. Went out on Monday, if I recollect. Eight-four-niner ain’t new, but she’s in purty good condition. Rents out at a low rate. And that broad? Man, I’d like to clamp on—.
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—May I introduce her husband? You said they.

—The broad—. I mean the blonde and her pilot.

Back in the office Beckett requested the computerized flight-plan for the Skyhawk. The director called it up, droning haltingly:

—Destination, Las Vegas. Specifically, Henderson Exec Airport. Flying VFR. Visual Flight Rules. Standard for a small plane. Fuel load, four hours. Quite sufficient. Cruising at eight thousand feet. Standard for the route. Lot of flight paths up that way. Nellis Air Force Base spreads all over the county. Contact info says, My Cassa da-da-dah. Pilot, Deever, W. G. Pilot license number—.

Silas interrupted.

—Passengers! Were there passengers?

—One.

—What’s the name?

—Passenger names aren’t required. But the plane’s due in tomorrow afternoon.

Beckett put his arm around Silas and said,

—I can smell the end to this stinkpot.

—Then follow your nose to a lawyer familiar with assault and battery.

—Hold on, capitan! You won’t hear her out?

—Not her. Him. That odious fuckster—pardon my Anglo-Saxonism—but I’m afraid I’m speaking more literally than obscenely. He’s going to be flat out cold on the hot tarmac this time tomorrow.

—Steady! We’re not certain your wife was the passenger. We can’t blindly accept the testimony of one grease monkey. Settle down. To the hotel! I’ll stand you a poultice of the blue agave. To wit, a jigger of tequila.

As they walked to the parking lot, his hand on Silas’s shoulder, Beckett said,

—Level with me. Are you armed on your person or in your luggage?

Raising his arms, Silas said,

—These are my arms. If she’s the passenger—well, let me not elongate or embellish. I’ll be using them.

—To hold her.

—After dropping him.
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Lying sleepless that night, it came to Silas, being unknown in a large city provided an opportunity to fulfill his earlier idea of pretending Dominique’s phantasms. In the morning he phoned around and turned up a cancellation and made an appointment at University Behavioral Health Care. Filling out the usual forms, identifying himself as Cosmo Fortney, he looked about the room for inspiration to name his wife. The receptionist was Jessica.

Consuelo Diaz, a clinical psychologist, was a thickset, somber woman who listened so intently she seemed devoid of natural blinking. Silas began by describing the pinafored apparition, being careful to present it as if his own experience, doing his best to enact Dominique’s responses and working not to confuse them with his, and trying to repeat her exact words and imitate her emotions, at least as a male might express them. When he finished, Doctor Diaz said nothing, Silas growing uneasy. He asked,

—So, doc, do such hallucinations indicate mental instability? Psychosis?

—Some researchers have argued that hallucinatory disorders are a reliable test for what the layman might conclude to be derangement. But that approach is now questioned. Nevertheless, what I term spontaneous perceptual input can be symptomatic of a number of conditions. From severe on down to normal. Normal, that is, under specific circumstances, such as a lack of REM sleep.

—What else?

—Patients with diagnosed psychosis usually don’t have enough grasp of reality to recognize the possibility they’re hallucinating. They may have highly complex visual perceptions complete with voices, even odors and tactile sensations. They’re able to shift smoothly in and out of an alternate reality. But these phases appear more extensive than what you describe. Did the figure speak to you?

—Not that I recall.

—Was there interaction in any way?

—I didn’t move. It was unnerving.

—Before the disturbance, was there stress? Inadequate sleep?

—She—. I’ve been working overtime and had trouble dropping off, so I took a sedative. And melatonin.

—Besides your job, in your marriage—have there been recent knotty patches?

—Yes. I’ve felt greater stress than my wife, but she’s not out in the business world. She’s a playwright. Works from home where things are tranquil. Our place is remote.

—Would you say isolated?

—I suppose so. I’ve not been comfortable where we live. Dark woods. Unexplained noises in the night. I’ve tried to talk her into moving. Her resistance frustrates me.

—These episodes, did the figure express malicious intent?

—I’d say no, but then she’s—that is, I’m not easily frightened. My wife said I was dreaming.

—Hypnagogic and hypnopompic hallucinations occur just as one falls asleep or wakes. They’re not uncommon among young women, especially when associated with anxiety or alcohol. Often, there’ll be a sense of a presence nearby.

—What about sleepwalking?

—Adult somnambulism has numerous causes. Alcohol, certain drugs, fever, brain injury, sleep deprivation, sleeping in unfamiliar surroundings. A frequent reason is stress. Remove the stress and you can correct the noctambulism.

—Can a sleepwalker see people who aren’t there?

—See them, talk to them, fight them. Even faux sexual congress. There’s a sleep-phase disorder—once termed lunatism, from the old notion of the baleful influence of the Moon. Today we speak of dream-enactment behavior or noctambulism. N-o-c—.

—I know the word.

—Whatever the term, that disorder can induce the deepest dreaming a person experiences. Memory of the event is poor or non-existent. Sleepwalking’s been said to be the most realistic—call it a dream—one will never remember. I counseled a teenager whose sisters would dance with her while she—her eyes open—was somnambulistic. The girl didn’t believe them until they made a video of her performance.

—She—. I—.

—You mentioned sleeping tablets and melatonin.

—She—. You know. On occasion, yes.

—So-called z-drugs—like zaleplon or zolpidem—can predispose toward sleepwalking. There’s an instance of a patient waking up handcuffed in a police station and charged with negligent driving and resisting arrest. As for melatonin, it can induce intense dreaming.

—My wife—. I—.

—New research has examined linkage between a dreamer’s cognitive capacity—especially for creative invention—and his dreams.

—And my wife’s a playwright.

Consuelo Diaz went to her desk and reread his patient forms, then sat again to study his demeanor, and leaned forward.

—Mister Fortney, several times you’ve converged pronouns. She with I. On your medical history, you wrote Female, crossed it out and put in Male.

—I didn’t sleep well last night.

—Why is that?

—I’m so worried my wife is disturbed.

—Your wife is also disturbed?

—I mean she’s disturbed over my hallucinations.

—These idiosyncratic perceptions you’ve described might be the result of anxiety, and anxiety can be treated. Often it’s a brain’s reaction to stress. A patient may hide the cause, but ignoring manifestations is more difficult. It’s the source we’ll have to pursue. In a marriage especially, although symptoms can differ, stress is contagious.

—That I understand.

—Apparitions such as you describe—and sleep disorders—they too can be indications of mental strain from guilt. My colleague calls it the telltale heart syndrome. Is there reason to pursue matters in that regard?

—Not with me.

—In a word, how would you describe your marriage?

—One word? Unreciprocated. Non-collaborative.

The psychologist, glancing at the report folder, said,

—Your wife, may I ask her name?

—Oh, it’s, it’s Jessica.

—Interesting. We have a receptionist named Jessica.

An uncomfortable silence, then the psychologist said,

—Mister Fortney, forgive me, but I have to say that utter truthfulness is a prerequisite to successful treatment. I must ask, is it your wife who had the encounters?

Looking away, he said nothing.

—If it’s your wife we’ve been talking about, then persuade her to come in. We can’t counsel by proxy.

Silas stood to leave and said,

—I apologize. It’s just, just, I’m getting desperate.

—That may be a topic we should address next time.

—Doc, my life—I mean my wife. If she has a hallucinatory disorder, could that impair her moral balance? A woman not quite herself—could she commit acts she, in her right mind, otherwise would not?

—Mister Fortney, urge your wife to call for an appointment.
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Tarantulas and Piñon Nuts

At the Burrito Bungalow he joined Beckett for lunch and to await the arrival of the hired plane. Silas half-listened as the detective spoke of Arthur Conan Doyle, Modest Mussorgsky, and especially Mexican cuisine on which he elongated thoughts about blue corn tortillas, the necessity of pine nuts and squash seeds for mole poblano, concluding with an embellished disquisition on the noble family of capsicums and the dietary benefits of capsaicin. Beckett said,

—I can appreciate a dried habanero, but when all the gustatory evidence is in, I’m a man of the fresh poblano—red or green. What about you, hombre ? Poblano, serrano, cascabel? A pickled chilaca?

—What?

—You prefer peppers with a little backtalk?

—Why are you rattling on about poblanos?

—No sé, amigo. But reassure me, you’re still unarmed?

—If you mean firearms, then I’m fully unarmed. But my fist hasn’t been disarmed and neither has my heart.

—Yours isn’t my first case of what might be marital straying. I’ve seen husbands and wives make assumptions and go flying into the other’s face. It might answer a cry for reprisal—even justice—but I’ve never known it to improve things. In brief, you have to unwrap the total story before you begin sentencing. This is America. Guilt must be proven.

He paused to watch Silas who had not raised his eyes from the table, and Beckett said,

—Hey! Jefe!

—I’m ripped down the middle between the desire to kill him and a wish to forgive her. If she wants to use it, she has the power to make me not care a damn’s worth about him. Ultimately, this is all about Dominique. Her heart.

—And yours too. Don’t shortchange things.

—There have to be a dozen possibilities for her innocence.

—And for Deever’s. So far all she’s guilty of is not informing you of her day-by-day whereabouts.

They went again to the little airport, and Beckett talked of marriage, saying there were two potential partners to avoid: the first being the one who’s crazy to marry you.

—The second?

—The one who’s crazy to marry you.

—You’re suggesting in this case, we have one of each?

—I palaverate to break a silence.

The last week had been the slowest hours Silas had ever known. He was a dental patient on whom the drill never ceased. The scheduled return for the Skyhawk finally came around, and with it no arrival, and more time brought in only a single aircraft carrying a high school basketball team. Beckett went into the airport manager’s office for ten interminable minutes only to come out with an unreadable expression.

—The Henderson field reports no Cessna Skyhawk has taken off today for Scottsdale. Or for anywhere else.

—Oh hell. Hell!

—It’s worse, caballero. The plane didn’t land there Sunday. And it didn’t land at McCarran International. Rough winds Monday might’ve forced a change in destination. North of here, on that desert, eight-four-niner could have set down anywhere. Unseen.

Silas slumped, his head rocking from side to side, before he said,

—There’s no end. No goddamned end to this hell.

—Sure there is. Always an end. And it’s out there. I just haven’t found it yet.

—I’m flying up to Henderson.

—I’m ahead of you, hombre. Best I go alone.

—It’s not best you go alone. Don’t make me hire another plane. You’re expensive enough as it is.

They were in the air ninety minutes later, tracing the route filed on Deever’s flight plan. Blessedly, the pilot was a fresh receptacle for Beckett’s descants on chiles and Arthur Conan Doyle, allowing an undistracted Silas in a rear seat to focus on the desert. The plane crossed over the Black Mountains, swung around Hualapai Peak, and followed the Colorado River northward, the vast terrain quite capable of hiding something as small as a Skyhawk. The pilot hooked a turn east of Hoover Dam and began a descent, and Silas said,

—What if she went down in deep water?

—If you’re referring to Lake Mead, a crash wouldn’t go unnoticed in this security area. Near the dam, a pigeon gets tracked.

The men landed in Henderson at dusk, rented a car, and drove to police headquarters in Las Vegas to file a missing-person report. As Beckett completed the form, Silas asked an officer,

—Is there a real hope of locating her?

—Hope? Mister, this is the City of the Lost—people, money, hope. Especially hope. If somebody plans to go missing, here’s where you can do it to a fare-thee-well.

—Highly comical. Highly comical indeed.

Beckett nudged Silas and whispered,

—Don’t antagonize. He hasn’t a clue about double meanings. Let me do the talking. That’s what you pay me for. In a phrase, act the mute.

—You de bossman.

—If the plane didn’t land here, then your wife’s not likely here either. What we’re after now is that Skyhawk. Find it, and we find your wife. Or we’ll be closer. But first, a hotel. You look seriously short of shuteye.
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By seven the next morning Silas waited in the lobby for Beckett who came up behind him.

—How the hell did you get to my back?

—My job. Our pilot recommended the grill here. I’ll give you the latest.

Silas said to a perplexed waitress,

—I trust your chilacas are pickled. And your cilantro’s outrageously impertinent.

—Ignore him, Miss. We’ll have the huevos. Bring him the tab and add in a nice tip. He’s been eating too much cilantro.

The woman snapped shut her pad, and as she stepped away growled, Only in Vegas. To Silas, Beckett said,

—You can’t jibe me, chamaco. Now, you ready to hear what’s been going down?

—I do. Unless you’re speaking of a certain Cessna.

—My associate here is trying to cut through the red tape. The military presence. We’re sitting on the edge of Nellis Air Force Base and the largest bombing and gunnery range in the country. It’s also the site of Area Fifty-one, the place feds prefer not to talk about. I’ll not prolongate—there’s secrecy here to put Pyongyang to shame.

After breakfast Beckett took the wheel of the rental car and headed for the Henderson airport. His phone warbled the opening seven notes of The Gnome from Pictures at an Exhibition. His answers were nothing but a mixture of yes and okay and right and will do. Turning the vehicle toward the city, he said,

—We need a good map store.

—What’s happened?

—A report on Monday of a plane flying low north of here and sputtering. Bad winds and dust that day. Near Rosita.

—Who’s Rosita?

—We’ll find her in the middle of as much nowhere as you can stumble into. I’m quoting.
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The maps, if not quite the best, allowed Beckett to pursue a course at eighty miles an hour up empty U. S. 93 to the junction with Nevada 375 and a sign of welcome to THE EXTRATERRESTRIAL HIGHWAY. On it, among scrawled messages, a bumper sticker: THE TRUTH IS OUT THERE.

Tikaboo Valley was severe desert, its western slope rising steadily toward a long and rocky ridge spattered with interrupted stands of Joshua trees, the road fourteen miles of straightness, the best a theodolite can direct, and beneath an unclouded sky the color of yellowed varnish, a vulture turned dilatory spirals, and in a dip in the pavement a crow challenged a pair of magpies for a flattened something stuck to the hot asphalt. Beckett stopped in a graveled lot, and he said,

—Meet Señorita Rosita.

—She’s two buildings, six trailers, and a gas pump?

—Don’t forget the UFO.

Hanging from a winch on a junked tow truck was a dismembered satellite dish remade to look like a flying saucer.

—If you ever thought about a visit to the godforsaken, mi muchacho, you’ve arrived.

Painted on the front of the desert-beaten tavern was HELLO EARTHLINGS! Inside, the walls were papered with clippings alleging local evidence of UFOs and extra-planetary disembarkations. A pair of floor-to-ceiling coolers behind the bar were nearly obliterated by stickers of right-wing outrage, the United Nations receiving a remarkable square footage of rant. Yet on the wall a poster: ALL SPECIES WELCOME! Silas said,

—Plutonian progressives excepted.

—Not so loud. We’re here to make friends. Friends yield information. Your role is the mute, remember?

Two men at the bar sized up the strangers before again addressing their silent bottles of beer. The waitress, MARGERY on her name tag, she of faultless bouffant, handed out menus, and widower Beckett said to her,

—You have one fine head of hair. On a good day, my wife can’t match yours, and she thinks she has a coif to knock men over. But I’ll bet you hear about yours from everybody.

—In here? Are you kidding? Except when somebody gets plastered. But down in Vegas, yes. The showgirls like it. What’ll you gents have?

Without glancing at the typed sheet, Silas shook his head, and Beckett held up a hand.

—Give us a minute, honey.

She winked at Beckett, and he nudged Silas.

—Order something. Anything. Other than the burritos. They’ll be out of a box. So will the burgers, but it’ll be a better box. At times you trade a tip for a tip. The nub is this—out with your wallet and keep mum. If you won’t do charm, at least do no harm.

The detective motioned to Margery.

—We’ll have two burger platters with the works, and a couple of colas. And we’ll try that poblano pie.

Impatient with the rigamarole, Silas said to her,

—Provided your poblanos are badass insolent.

Elbowing Silas while turning to the men four stools away, Beckett, who had never been in the service, dissembled,

—Since I got home from Iraq, I haven’t been up hereabouts, but I still recognize things aside from this alien huftymagufty.

The elder of the two men turned and said,

—Some time back, a movie was made right next door to what’s called Area Fifty-one. There’s enough dumbos in this country unable or unwilling to distinguish a movie from real life. These days they show up here to scratch around for Moon men and lizard people and what-have-yous. I say holding an opinion isn’t the same as being informed. Opinions are easy. When it comes to analytical thinking—now, that’s something else. Babbling platitudes passes for thinking. So, idiocy draws in outsiders. We collect bucks off idiots. Where you id—uh—boys from?

—Phoenix.

—You’re hunters?

—Not the way you mean. We’re up here hunting a plane that might have had engine trouble a couple of days ago. My name’s Beckett. This is, if you will, my partner in crime, Mister Brown.

Leaning close to Beckett, Silas asked why he’d become Mister Brown. The detective turned to whisper they didn’t want a wife or friend of a wife to know somebody was on their trail. Beckett went to the older man whose profile seemed eroded by the sandy wind, and said,

—What’s your line, sir?

—I’m retired mostly. I used to be a mining engineer, but in a place like this, everybody has to have more than one trade. I’m the veterinarian around here.

The younger man snickered.

—You ain’t no vet.

—When you have a sick dog or a horse down, and the choice is me or nobody, there’s no clamor to produce a license. I also do taxidermy. If I can’t save em, I stuff em. You’d be surprised how many folks choose that. It’s a popular selection.

Silas, impatient with his detective’s encouragement of elongations and embellishments, said,

—Have you ever done a two-hundred-pound real estate agent?

—My colleague here, he’s a jester. I call him Brown the Sad Clown. And your name, sir?

—They style me Kip. My father was Skip. My youngest, we style him Ip.

Restless, Silas said,

—If there’s a grandson, you’ll be out of names, though you could start again with Flip—but then sooner or later you’d end up with a kid named Lip.

The taxidermist smiled.

—For my wise-ass grandkids, that’s dead-on accurate.

Beckett put his arm tightly around Mister Brown.

—He’s an out-of-work writer. About that plane, Kip. That engine trouble. You know about it? Sometimes in remote areas, what one person knows, real quick everybody knows.

The waitress chimed in.

—Duffy Hedges said he heard something.

Beckett looked to her.

—Miss Margery, honey, help us along here.

—He’s up the road about ten miles. Old Duff’s an Ozarks boy. Has him a plane there. Hedges is a yarn spinner, but he’s no liar. Unless he gets on the Korean War.

The taxidermist’s friend, whose grudging interest in the conversation was too low for it to wane, said,

—That crate’s oldern him. Orville Wright give it to him.

—There’s an airfield out here?

—Not so as you’d notice.

—How could that be?

The taxidermist, to move things on, pleasing Silas, said,

—A dry lakebed up there. The Duffer blades him a strip in ever so often.

An anxious Silas told Beckett to call Duffy.

The locals laughed at such city naiveté, and Margery said,

—Sweetie, there’s no phone up there. The only thing for Hedges to answer is the door or the call of nature.
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At the cafe Silas checked them into a pair of the trailers serving as a motel, and in the morning, twenty gritty road miles north up the Extraterrestrial Highway, he and Beckett drove to a dried-up playa that from a distance glistened like a lake, and there they found a ramshackle double-wide next to a desert-blasted pole building and a wooden sign missing four letters as if the wind had it in for certain vowels:

H DG S AV AT ON.

Aviation was a superannuated Piper Super Cub.

Duffy Hedges, his broken teeth gnawing at a strip of beef jerky, and attended by a pair of senescent dogs each with a limp to match his, hobbled out of the trailer. His ballcap had a notch worn through the bill from a habit of repeatedly lifting the hat only to return it to the same angle it had before leaving his head. Beckett introduced himself and Mister Brown and began the routine, Silas impatient for him to cease prolongations.

—We’re searching for a plane. We think my colleague’s wife was in it. A Cessna. On Monday it had engine trouble up in these parts. If it’s gone down, we want to find her fast. Alive or, or whatever.

—I heard a plane a-sputtrin, but I never spotted her.

Silas withdrew his wallet and said,

—Hedges, can you take us up for a reconnaissance?

—I got to get eighty bucks a are plus fuel. If you’re in, come on up to my treller house.

On a stained kitchen table, Silas opened the map to a large circle penciled around Rosita, and suggested they begin there.

—Bub, they’s some six thousand square mile in that loop.

—That’s why we need aircraft.

In the pole barn, Beckett stopped in his tracks when he saw he’d be crammed into a rear third seat.

—I don’t know about this, Duffy.

—Mister, I done rebuilt Maryjane twice, and ever part in her ain’t ten year old. She’ll be in the air when we’re a-flyin with angels. Have a chaw of jerky to settle your nerves.

The three climbed in, and the Duffer fired the obstinate engine to life, the prop rotating with the reluctance of an old arthritic dog rising from a nap, and the venerable machine quavered and quivered, quaked and shivered, joggled and jostled, and Duffy pulled and pushed at the primer and throttle until he got the ideal sound, handed out headsets, then taxied the Cub onto the desert hardpan, turned into the wind, the plane backfiring and bouncing westward.

—With you cowboys in here, we’re a-carin some weight, but she’ll get up. Come on, Maryjane! Maryjane Pettijohn, my wife. From Pike County, Ohia. Lost her a few years back.

Maryjane rose, gained a meter, lost it, rose again, flopped down, bounced up, and with a final loud report reached what might be termed airborne although it was another forty yards before she was higher than a fencepost. Hedges veered south to make a weaving course toward Bald Mountain in the Groom Range. Silas sat next to him, Beckett crammed into the rear, fingers clenched on knees. Once well aloft, the Duffer started talking, topic tumbling over topic, the old pilot happy for a captive audience.

—Under that-there ridge is the old Anderson mine. Deefunct. I done worked the sonofabitch. Took a gob of ore out of that hole. On west of that-there range is your Area Fifty-one. They’s signs up—how’s it go? Use of deadly force authrized. I’ll tell you, I seen weird things in this desert, but I ain’t never seen what they call an aylen less you’re a-talkin about some boy from New York City gets hisself lost in here. Never seen a UFO neither. But you remember that U Two? The spy plane? I seen her here. Never knowed for some years what she was. And that newer job, your A Twelve, the Blackbird, I come on it at night shootin farballs outta her twin engines. She flew bettern two thousand mile a are.

Hedges pursued a southerly course west of Rosita and along the east slope of a rocky rise overspread with creosote bush or Joshua trees and little else other than geology. He prittled and prattled, he gibbled and gabbled, on occasion finding an end to an utterance once begun.

—Ever hear of the Saber Jet that carried us into the jet age? They was this Roosky MiG—I could tell you that story.

Beckett pretended his headset was defective.

—No? Well then, this territory underneath us, it’ll turn your bones white like you was a old skelikon, and there’s your reason us desert rats gets colorful. I seen my share of bones here. White men, black men, red men, China men. Animals of all types. Includin a camel. Only one lady though. Coyotes and rats had eat her face off.

Silas concentrated on a terrain scarcely more than sand and rock and scrub and, most noticeably, Joshua trees huddled into communities as if to defend themselves from skeletons or hungry camels. Beckett made the mistake of watching the wing tips undulating in the rough air, and he clutched the seat as the Duffer talked.

—That-there below is your Groom Range, the west side of Tikaboo Valley. Right in the middle, you see Bald Mountain.

She don’t look it, but she’s nearly ten thousand foot high. Now, this-here valley, a course, she starts at four thousand. On west is the county line. Nye County’s biggest in the state, and under us, Lincoln County, she’s third biggest. Put them together and you got damn close to thirty-thousand square mile of Nevada desert. Real desert, not none of them Colorado or New Mexico deserts. By Miss Maryjane here, and she ain’t fast, Death Valley’s lessen a are away. They ain’t but not even one man per square mile here. The desert rats, the four-legged kind, they got us outgunned. So you see how your Skyhawk could go down and not a soul would know. Maybe not for months. Maybe not forever.

The Cub passed Bald Mountain to the west and continued a further ten miles, then came around north to take up another weaving tack intended to cover as much ground as possible, flying at five hundred feet and parallel to the west slope of the longitudinal Groom Range. Silas’s neck ached from its locked position and his ears hurt from the ill-fitting headset, and the reality of the arid desolation numbed his hopes.

As the plane once again approached Bald Mountain, Hedges, desperate for companionship, continued his narration: jackrabbits, piñon nuts, tarantulas, his father from north Arkansas, his Paiute grandmother of the Moapa band and her complex genealogy, a result of the Moapan preference for a pair of brothers marrying a pair of sisters or a brother and a sister marrying a sister and a brother. He said,

—A chief, they call him a poinabe. That means talker. He gets his buha—that’s power to you—he gets it in dreams. Them shamans can heal a sick body if what ails it come on by way of a witch. Or a ghost. All healin’s did at night. They say it works, but I don’t believe in none of that. If I’m poorly, I just shoot me a old-fashion enema.

Silas yelled over the engine noise,

—Duffy! Give us a circle!

—Whatta you got?

—In those trees. Something flashing in the sun.

Beckett opened his eyes, dared to look down, and said,

—That’s reflection off metal.

Hedges banked so sharply the wings appeared nearly vertical as the Cub turned toward the barren peak, only seat belts holding the men in place. Below, a sheared strip through Joshuas led to the shining, and the Duffer said,

—If that’s a plane, she’s all busted up.

As Miss Maryjane descended, Silas made out among the trees two wings standing on edge behind a fuselage, three separated pieces in a configuration like a glider disassembled for hauling. Never had he felt anything to create such a confused response of exultation and apprehension. He shouted,

—I think we have it! We found the plane!

The sun setting, Beckett said,

—Good news. Bad news.

—Okay, Hercule. Let’s have the bad.

—We found the plane.





18

At the Edge of a Black World

With dawn, his recurring dream of going aloft in a wash tub lifted by helium balloons—this night being carried over rock-strewn canyons—jarred Silas awake and left him to the reality of a missing wife, and he rose, showered, fumbled into the morning and its potential outcome, knocked on Beckett’s door, and put a carton of bottled water and a stash of jerky into a clattering, Army jeep he’d rented from the cafe. Carrying a dozen chocolate bars, Beckett joined him, and the two drove west. The detective doubted the capacity of the vehicle—and himself—to withstand the ten-miles from paved road to the foot of Bald Mountain, and Silas said he’d been warned a bigger problem was getting through the mess of dry gulches scotching the Tikaboo Valley between the highway and the Groom Range.

Continually searching for a slope the jeep could negotiate across the arroyos, Silas guessed at a route into the sere terrain, the steering wheel wrenching him about as Beckett hung on to whatever he could grab. When they approached the base of the mountain, progress became less than slow until farther advance gave out altogether, and they stopped at the lip of a gully near a heavy reach of Joshua trees covering most of the central portion of a ridge, and Silas asked,

—You brought your gumshoes?

Neither man had footwear proper for the desert of southeast Nevada, nor did the elder have an inclination to continue. Over the hood of the jeep, Silas spread out the map, and on it laid his compass, Old Surety, to take a bearing and draw a line toward the trees; he said,

—About a half mile on. Into those Joshuas.
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—If I hadn’t come to like you, cabro, I’d have quit yesterday. So tell me, why the hell didn’t I?

Silas shouldered his small pack, and they began working westward, around boulders and creosote, into scree, Beckett stumbling and grumbling, and after tumbling a second time, he stayed down.

—I’ll wait here for you. Leave me some water.

Sitting down beside him, Silas passed a bottle, sipped on his own, then lay back to look into a sky tarnished even this far by the exhausts of Las Vegas.

—Chamberlain, when Moses climbed Mount Sinai with a pair of blank tablets under his arms, the voice of God came to him from a cloud. These Joshua trees reminded me.

—Of what? Cruelty to a fat man?

—On that hike up Sinai, Joshua went with Moses but quit half way. That’s how the prophet failed to hear the voice of God. You think Josh ever regretted giving up?

—Okay, Moses, let’s say I’m old and tired.

—If I remember, those tablets had something about coveting thy neighbor’s wife. Something in there too about adultery.

—Here it comes.

—Missing out on hearing God could be a lifelong downer.

Silas stepped away. When he turned again to Beckett, he stopped cold to whisper in machine-like deliberation,

—Chamberlain. Listen. Trust me.

—Don’t try to persuade me to get up.

—That’s precisely it. Don’t move.

Cautiously picking up a rock the size of a muskmelon, Silas edged gradually forward and threw the stone three feet to Beckett’s left, causing him to flinch and say,

—Don’t get mad!

—Have a look.

Half under the rock was a broken and writhing sidewinder. Eyes clapped on the rattlesnake, Beckett slowly got up to inch off, saying,

—You’re one persuasive Moses. Did you carry that bugger in your pocket to force a weary man to his feet?

—I just wanted to scare it off.

—Thank you for failing.

He edged heedfully on west before pausing twenty yards distant to wait for Silas to precede him. They labored upward. The grade, the elevation, the heat, the dry air sapped them, and at seven thousand feet, Beckett said,

—Allow me a breather. Another gasp and wheeze.

While they rested, Silas pointed the field glasses toward a clump of green, then handed them to Beckett.

—Under that dead Joshua, what do you see?

Beckett took off his spectacles, wiped his sweating face, blinked to clear the salt, tried to steady the binoculars, aimed them off the mark. Silas redirected him, and the investigator gave a low whistle.

—Holy mole poblano! It’s shining like the gates to Paradise. But I don’t hear the voice of God.

From there forward, instead of climbing, they followed the contour of the mountain into a strip of fractured Joshua trees with their saw-toothed leaves spiked like daggers, and beneath was a de-winged fuselage, its rudder twisted, and Beckett said,

—We have no assurance it’s the right plane. For all we know, this damned range has a dozen hidden wrecks. Here it is in two words, assume nothing.

When Silas stepped forward, the detective grabbed him.

—Hold it, compadre! Let me go first. This could be ugly.

Beckett walked toward the glide path of the wreckage, approaching guardedly as if it were malign, and Silas stood silent, numbed by the portent of what lay ahead. Peering through the cracked windows—his body giving no readable reaction—Beckett circled the plane to check the port side before coming back around and waving Silas on. Stepping as one does at the edge of a precipice, Silas approached the starboard door Beckett had wrenched open.

In the left seat was a figure still buckled in, its pearlescent eyes staring into the desert sky they fell from, the body entrapped in its harness, the mouth gaping as if screaming, the rictus revealing a tongue swollen to black, khaki trousers stained by dried urine. The passenger seat was empty. Recoiling in the organic putrescence, Silas shoved the seat forward, and found nothing but an empty water bottle. He whooped.

—She’s not here! The final thing the gut sack did—right there in front of her—was piss himself! The reckless wrecker of a marriage wrecked himself !

—Easy! What we have here is one damned hellification.

Going to the port side and pulling loose the door, Beckett searched the pockets of the foul corpse until he removed something he examined before passing it to Silas who, hands shaking, opened the wallet: a driver’s license with a photograph of a Wallace P. Deever. Silas said,

—Is there a tube sock stuffed in his pants?

—What’re you talking about?

—Strange, but looking at this nefarious hog gut, I feel nothing. It’s only a pile of festering tripe. Just another of the three hundred million people in America I don’t know. Except this one’s now corrupted sowbelly. Stinking sweetbreads a polecat wouldn’t touch.

Beckett pried loose a satchel from behind the pilot’s seat. Among the stale shirts and stained undershorts and stiff socks was a printed confirmation for two nights, king-size bed, at the Grand Casbah Hotel and Casino. Silas read it, crumpled the paper and threw it down. Retrieving it, Beckett folded it into his billfold, saying,

—Can we quit jumping to conclusions? The passenger could have been somebody not named Dominique.

Ten yards to the rear of the fuselage, the Skyhawk wings leaned against the bent Joshuas with their shaggy, lacerating trunks, their torturous limbs uplifted as if reaching for mercy. Under an unshattered tree affording shelter was another suitcase. From it, Beckett held up a gold-lamé sweater scintillating in the sun.

—Is it hers?

Silas took it with unsteady hands, examined it, then buried his face in it, and when he dropped it, he said quietly,

—Sicilian lemons.

—Hang on, compañero. All that means is our hunt continues. Minus one bucket of rotting giblets.

Going to his knees, Silas frantically searched the suitcase, and found an envelope holding her convention speech, then lifted a pair of spiked heels, and he exclaimed,

—Her running shoes aren’t here. Neither is her jacket.

He looked again under the passenger seat. A cracked cell-phone and something he’d not noticed earlier: Inside a condom, perhaps to protect it, was a Mi Casa business card, and on the back, above a brown thumbprint, smudged words in eyebrow pencil:

MON 4 PM—GOING TOWARD SUN.

He passed Beckett the card and said,

—She left me a note!

—She left somebody a note. Is it her handwriting? That thumbprint is dried blood.

—Hard to say. I mean what the hell! It’s written by a traumatized survivor of a plane crash.

Silas pulled out the map and spread it on the ground and placed his compass atop it, studied the chart, tapped his index finger on it, musing,

—At four o’clock this time of year the sun’s going to be west-southwest. She’d have gone for that defile in that far ridge to gain the flat on farther west. It’s really the only route out of here. Quite logical.

—Logical, yes. And also the wrong direction.

—From here, she couldn’t make out the highway. And she sure as hell wouldn’t hike into these spiky trees.

Silas played the binoculars down the slope and on beyond as if to spot a lone figure stumbling into the immensity, then said to Beckett,

—She’s had, what? Seventy-two hours? On foot, how far is that? Thirty miles? In this barrenness, that’s nothing.

—If she isn’t limping. Doesn’t get bitten by a sidewinder. Doesn’t collapse from heat stroke. Doesn’t have a bomb dropped on her. Doesn’t fall into an abandoned mine. Doesn’t start circling.

—I gave her a compass she wore as a necklace. Compass, jacket, water, running shoes—she has a real chance! Probably more than real. She’s a steely woman who sees herself as a bolt of blonde lightning.

The return hike was a general descent and somewhat easier, but they didn’t reach the jeep until late afternoon; then there was another hour of banging back across the desert floor and its treacherous arroyos, Beckett holding on, asking him to ease up. Once onto the pavement, Silas pushed the jeep hard and made a run north to the shabby trailer, the sun low. The aviator and his disheveled dogs were out front when the men clattered in, and Silas hurried to him.

—Duffy, we have to go up again!

—They ain’t enough light left, but we can fly tomorra. Where to?

—Toward the setting sun.

—Just a minute, bub. That-there over at the county line, that’s your Nucler Test Site. The bomb range next to Area Fifty-one. They blowed off dirty-bombs in there. Nucler crap everwhere. You just don’t go in a-wanderin and a-gapin. It’s restricted high, low, and in between. We call it the black world. They’d arrest me and seize Maryjane.

Silas scowled and opened the map on the trunk of a sun-blistered Buick with wheels sunk axle deep into the playa. He marked where they’d found the fuselage, and drew in a reading he believed his wife had followed, and he said,

—If you’ll fly me along the east edge of the restricted area, we should be above her trail. Most of it anyway.

—I ain’t a-gonna fly no closer than a mile to that dang fence.

After dark, in his quarters behind the Rosita tavern, Silas opened the envelope holding her speech and out fell a sheet of stationery from the Golden Desert Hotel:

Hey Cosmo—I’m reborn! I’ve been thinking of the Hundred and I

Why had she stopped? At the least, it had to be possible she’d reconsidered Sachem Hill. To find her would be to find a recast marriage. Surely that was her intent. For the first time in a week, it felt easy to breathe.
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By dawn Silas and Beckett waited in the jeep for the sun to warm old Duffy’s blood and bring him out of his trailer, and when the aviator appeared, the detective drove off to the county seat at Pioche to report the crash. Hedges fired up his Cub, rattled her to the strip, fine-tuned her engine, bounced down the hardpan and pottered her up to five hundred feet before turning south, talking at times to Maryjane, at times to Silas, and sometimes just into the cabin. Watching his compass and, flying at the slowest speed possible, he pursued a course east of the restricted area. Silas asked to circle every irregularity he saw below, and Hedges said, Ain’t nothin but a boulder, or, Now that’s one of them mustang skelikons.

Silas imagined glimpsing a slender woman, arms waving at the antique crate, and the antique pilot setting down, and Silas sweeping her up to carry her to the Cub, and it rising above the desert, a reconfigured life begun, a beauty smitten with the man who saved her.

Far to the west, every so often, a fighter jet would slice toward the gunnery range, and the Duffer said,

—You see what I been a-sayin. Stray off this headin and those boys might take ol Maryjane for a target. Shoot her all to hell. Some of them gunners wouldn’t give no mind to blastin us. Just for practice. What with us trespassin, I bet they’d get away with it. In Korea—.

—What’s that to the west?

—Them eyes of yourn is a-trickin you. It’s a ore truck.

The plane descended to reveal a riddled rusted heap.

—You see what I mean about shot all to hell.

Silas wiped his sunglasses, stretched his neck, and Hedges, regaining altitude, said,

—That-there’s Emigrant Valley. If your woman was a-walkin west, then she’d be obliged to end up in there. Couldn’t escape it. But I’ll garrantee you, if you want Hell on Earth, that’s it, brother. They say here’s the most bombed-out anywheres, and them craters on over futher, everone’s from a nucler weapon. Cain’t count how many times I been about thowed outta bed by them booms from Hell. A thousand nucler detonations. Most did at night. They’d set the coyotes a-howlin. I seen the sky light up like Judgment Day. And I told you about them dirty bombs. Do one of them x-rays to me, and I’d glow like a plastic fishin worm.

The valley was a broad, flat expanse of desert void of almost everything except dry washes and meandering and tangled wheel-tracks running as best they could longitudinally, and that simplified the search. A fresh idea came to Silas.

—Duffy, she might have been found already by your Paiutes. Or a desert rat. The human kind.

Hedges said nothing. Silas repeated his notion.

—I heared you. If a desert rat come on her, ain’t hardly a-goin to be a fit woman left.

—That’s reassuring.

—You’s the one brung it up.

The old airman fell silent until, to ease the pall, he said,

—Down there’s Valley Road. You cain’t go west without crossin it. If your wife straggled over this a-way, then she’s got to end up on it, and it’ll run her right into your Area Fifty-one. It’s nuked till hell won’t have it. I wouldn’t walk ten yards in that territory. Not for a hunerd bucks. Not this airman. Ain’t no poinabe can heal a body come out of there.

—If she took that road—.

—If that’s what she done, then they’s a couple of possibles.

The best is a fly-boy spots her. If she’s alive, she’ll soon be out. And behind bars.

—The other?

—I don’t want to think about it.

—What’s that mean?

—She’s a-walkin plumb straight into that nucler area. Spend a night in there, and she’ll leave a-wearin a green gleam like she done flied in from Mars. A-goin in there would be a real lack of ignorance.
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The Dark Damsel of Dance

Lady Bubbles, once the Dark Damsel of Dance, born Lucilla Colley Mozee of Elysian Fields, Texas, overheard Silas and Beckett at the next table in the grill room of the Hotel Argentine in old Las Vegas. The detective explained what he’d learned in Pioche.

—The FAA won’t release information until the preliminary investigation is complete, but the county sheriff said an aircraft flying low and on the far side of a long ridge and in a dust storm—add in what he called normal ground scatter—probably means nobody knew a plane went down. Big and empty is insufficient to describe the area we’re talking about. I’ve notified all the authorities and rechecked with hospitals, and I can’t see a way to proceed. Need I elongate?

—I’m damn sorry to lose you.

—You ought to go home too.

—To a house scented with Sicilian lemons?

—You’re young. I’m jumping ahead here, but if you have to start over—in short, mi amigo, you can do it.

—Wouldn’t know how. I’m telling you, she’s somewhere!

—The three biggest places in the world are somewhere, everywhere, and anywhere.

—So the smallest is nowhere. And that’s where I am.

—If it helps, hang out here for a couple of days. Hit the slots. Shoot some craps. Hire yourself a date. My father told me, In Vegas, keep two things in your pants—wallet and wanker. But for now, that advice might not apply to Silas.

Beckett waited for a response, then said,

—To boil it down, allow time to adjust. If you have to, then check with the police. Little Bo Peep, Esmerelda Queen of the Cabbages. But don’t go back and fart around that bombing range.

—I’m convinced she’s still here. Somewhere within a few miles of where we’re sitting. It’s possible she never slept with gutter guts. It’s more like her to trifle with him to promote herself. She’s a strategist.

—You never saw this trouble coming?

—I couldn’t read the coordinates of her heart.

—You misread her?

—It’s easy to misread lightning. And, she was mercurial. Hourly temperature changes.

—Again and again, hope over evidence. Forcing a misalliance. You’re not the first.

—The first for me.

—Silas, after all this time, even if you’d find her—that wouldn’t be an experience a sane person would care to undergo. It’s difficult not to believe the fantasies memory will whisper. I’ve been there. Denial’s of no use. And monomania makes it worse.

—I visualize scenes. To this very table, Dominique might come from behind and wrap her arms around me.

—Might is a word to lead a man astray. The most dangerous fiction is about oneself. Sometimes fortitude is all we have against certain memories. Good or bad, memories are ghosts. They know how to haunt.

—I’ve never before felt haunted.

—You’re an obsessed regular joe who ought to see a counselor. A grief counselor.

—I’m not grieving. I’m believing.

—On the desert, we understand the futility of watering last year’s crop. You don’t force life from what’s passed.

—My crop’s perennial.

Beckett looked over the grill room, nodded to the woman who was pretending not to listen, but he didn’t lower his voice.

—When my wife died, what dominated me was an inkling Alverna was just around the corner. I’d dream of her, and then I’d be more susceptible to believing she was only out of sight. My recovery was retarded by my inability to accept she was truly gone and would never come home. Never be seen again except in snapshots. And dreams.

—I talked to a counselor. A woman.

—She explained, the hardest aspect of lost love is letting it go? Love’s a two-chambered heart? When one chamber goes, the other struggles to control the stress?

—A human heart has four chambers.

—I shouldn’t try to be a counselor.

—You’re a good man to try.

—When a wife dies, memory climbs in the saddle to ride a man. No matter how much they once cherished us—the dead are burdens.

—No talking death.

—I’m starting to prolongate. Look at it this way—you’ve been spared the misery of divorce.

Rising, his hand on his friend’s shoulder, Beckett said,

—Have to get to my plane. My associate in Vegas is ready to pursue any new lead.

Silas stood to hug Beckett and said,

—We’ve traveled some miles together, comarada. You’ve carried me along. You’ll let me know whether—.

Beckett nodded, and without a further word, left, and Silas sat down to the empty table, a hollowed-out man, a drum ready for a beating. Resisting laying his head on the table, he studied a mural of Hoover Dam on which a graffitist had scratched a long structural crack into its face. At a video poker screen, a codger wearing a nasal oxygen cannula, tapped away and mumbled and stroked a rabbit’s foot on a key chain; when the slot claimed the last of his wager, he glared at the knave of spades and gave him the middle-digit salute.

Becoming aware of the woman who had heard all, Silas nodded to the showgirl with makeup expertly applied onto dark skin set off by dangles of polished coils of hair gleaming like a Nubian night. On her table, most visibly, was a red-sequined shoulder bag serving as a portable billboard of her trade. But it wasn’t the cosmetics or bag that arrested his gaze; rather it was her lacy, pink eyepatch, and he said,

—You must have caught all that woeful tale.

—I couldn’t escape it, even if I wanted to. But then, I’ve always been attracted to men with an interesting life.

—Not sure that’s me, but I am getting more practiced at living the ancient Chinese curse, may your life be interesting.

He lifted a newspaper, put it down again, and asked,

—Would you join me for a beverage?

—The invitation of a gentleman. Scotch and water.

Silas said to the waiter,

—A bourbon, no ice, and Scotch, water on the side.

Lady Bubbles scowled.

—Water on the side? You think I’m a drink hustler?

—I wasn’t thinking.

I gather you’re not dating tonight.

—Dating?

—Dating.

—Oh, that dating. Not tonight. Can you join me anyway?

A slender man passed the table and acknowledged her with, Good evening, Lady Bubbles.

—He’s a croupier on the Strip. He’s made his life interesting too. A featured dancer till he lost his partner. AIDS. They performed in front of every don Chicago or Atlantic City sent out here. So what’s with your lost lady?

—It’s me who’s lost.

—She done him wrong. Yeah. Oh yeah! Know that action.

Lady Bubbles removed her eyepatch, put it in the red bag and shoved it out of sight, and blinked a couple of times.

Silas said,

—You’re not—.

—I’m not one-eyed. In this town, in my line, it pays to distinguish yourself. And that’s especially true for a girl working solo. Back to what I said. She done him wrong?

—You already have the gist of it. I want to escape the Chinese curse. Kill dreaming and find some real sleep.

—Here’s a bedtime story for you then. A teenager comes out of east Texas. A high school graduate. Well, almost. Decides to be a showgirl. Has an idea that a black bubble-dancer would fly in Vegas. Anything’ll fly here for a while. She’s a hit, makes good money, but she’s not a sensation. But bubble dancing is yesterday, and in Vegas yesterdays wear off quick. As quick as tomorrows. Besides, she has more energy than grace. You with me?

—Word for word.

—At doing sultry, she’s an obvious phony. So she shifts to exotic dancer. That’s a term a girl can put on her tax return. Stripper don’t go down with the IRS. She slips from hotel shows to ladies-invited dives. Dancing to nothing but a snare drum. But she’s making money. Her lanky frame fills out. Full-figured might play in Tonopah, but not here. She has a son. Born a microcephalic. Out of necessity, she buys a big flashy purse and a pink eye-patch. And even then, she has to take a second job clerking at a we-never-close superstore. The boy needs special care.

—How old’s the son?

—Eight. Loves trains. His birthday present was an Amtrak ride from Reno to Sacramento. Over the Sierra. Donner Pass. One of the best rail trips in America, they say. He collects train schedules and knows the passenger routes.

—Does he read?

—His mother reads to him, and he draws for her. He has speech problems, but he’s good at reciting dialogue from his favorite movies.

From the purse she withdrew a small card, and on it was an intricately tiny portrait in blue ballpoint.

—Pitcher of his mother he drew for her on her last birthday. Don’t ask which.

—There’s talent there. What’s his name?

Moved by the question, she hesitated before speaking.

—Maybe I shouldn’t say to a stranger. Marcus.

—Like the great Marcus Aurelius!

—Like the boy’s grandfather. An east Texas sharecropper. Descended from slaves.

—Miss, I don’t—.

—Thanks for the Miss. Now, you say how your love got lost.

—How about another round? No water on the side.

They drank, and he recited events as if obsessed, the words pouring from him, and he was unable to avoid embellishments about Sachem Hill, apparitions, flights over the Nevada desert, a fallen plane, elongations about a bucket of rotting giblets, and nowhere was there an in short. When he ran dry, she said,

—So the story’s down to body bags?

—Don’t say body bags. She might be on her way home. What if I walk into the house, and she’s standing there akimbo, and she says, Where the hell have you been?

—You’ve called home?

—Not in the last hour.

—You heard your friend tell you don’t go up to that bombing range. Are you a sensible man?

—I once was. Before betrayal. If that’s what it was.

—Betrayal. Been there, darlin. Twice. My first husband I married hoping he’d change, and he married me hoping I wouldn’t.

—Whatever my wife liked about me, it just wore off. Maybe I can understand that, but not the speed of it. Now I see I made myself believe she knew what she really wanted.

—My second man, he’s the father. I couldn’t figure how that fell apart. Then, one day I was in a diner, and I noticed a hat had been hanging on a hook ever since I’d been going in. Somebody had went off and forgot it, so it hung there for a year. That dusty hat was me. Now, now I protect myself from men hanging me up.

Her phone buzzed. She listened, finally saying only, Be there as soon as I get a taxi, and then to Silas,

—Got to roll on. Hang tough, dude. Here’s a suggestion. Time to lose the wedding ring.

He studied his left hand, surprised at another sudden vanishing. How fast women come and go! He put money on the table and hurried out to the sidewalk. Lady Bubbles was at the curb. He said,

—I can drive you. If you trust me.

—If it was just me, I’d take my chances. But Marcus, he don’t need to be fatherless and motherless.
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Sleeping past sunup, Silas was drawn into the morning by the promise of another day bringing a solution, a salvation. Doing everything slowly, he lingered over breakfast in the grill. When lunchers arrived, he went to the newspaper office to place a notice with a photograph of Dominique captioned:

HAVE YOU SEEN THIS WOMAN? SHE MAY NEED HELP.

From the hotel, he phoned police departments and hospitals, some now recognizing the name Dominique, and he called Mi Casa, then left yet another message at the Hundred. What if she were to answer? He knew no friends of hers to try to reach, her only pal a carcass in a cracked-up cabin serving as a coffin until somebody hauled out the fetid cargo.

In pretense he was looking not for her but an art store, he roamed Fremont Street. Then—Oh glory!—there she was walking fast away from him. He’d known all along! Dodging, pressing between strollers, he hurried to touch her shoulder, and she swiveled, stepped back, and said fiercely, Get out of my face, you creep! To another wrong woman, he apologized.

Silas had promised to pass word to Celeste. From his hotel room, he managed to reach her, and he began talking fast, breathlessly, explaining what he’d found.

—Silas! Slow down!

—She’s been gone long enough, she might be afraid of what I’ll say when she shows up. She might be hiding. Or hitchhiking to the coast. Maybe that’s where I should go.

—What you should do is steady yourself. Stop searching willy-nilly all over the West. Besides, Deedee wouldn’t hitch a ride. Even to heaven in a limo driven by Saint Peter.

—I know. I know!

—You can do as much from the Hundred as you can traipsing about. Exhausting yourself. Your resources.

—I know. I know!

—Please listen. I can leave here. Come help you get your feet on ground that gives you strength. When did you last breathe in the cedars? Or point your telescope to see whether the rings of Saturn are still there?

—The only stars visible in Vegas are on a stage.

—Think of it this way—Sachem Hill could hold something for me too. I’m alive—alive—and I’m dying inside these walls. Nothing’s improved at Smoky Hill. I feel misplaced.

—I’d be caught between a woman who left a convention and one who left a convent.

—At any time you can toss me out. Deedee walks in, I’ll leave. I might even have to, you know, on my own, fly the coop.

—You’re a fine woman, sister-in-law of mine. But, this week, I’m not up to a sister thing.

—I’m not a thing.

—My words are failing me these days. I’ll be in touch.

—Damn it! Okay. I’m counting on you.
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Silas went to the grill room for supper, and there was Lady Bubbles with no eye patch, no makeup—at least nothing you could see from across the street—and her shoulder bag was an inconspicuous black thing. He took a table next to hers, and said,

—Will you join me? If you’re not dating.

She rose heavily, sat opposite him, gave a tired smile, and he said,

—Difficult day?

—My boy. I was up most of the night. He’s doing better. Kids! Deathbed on Monday, playground on Tuesday.

—If you will, order us drinks. I’ll be back.

He returned with a package inscribed For the Lady with the Pink Eyepatch, and set it in front of her.

—I’d planned to leave it for you at the cash register.

As she undid the wrapping, Silas said,

—It’s a drawing kit for Marcus. Colored pencils, ruler, compass, triangle, pads of paper, and my favorite tool these days, a big eraser.

She slapped her hands to her cheeks, her voice catching.

—He’s going to love this! His mother, his own mother never thought of a drawing kit. Nobody ever before—.

Her words hung up again. Silas gave her a small package wrapped in gold foil, and she said,

—Now what’ve you gone and did?

—Your name’s not there because I don’t know it.

—Lucilla.

—Lucilla.

—Lucilla Mozee. Accent on the zee. I don’t know yours.

—Silas.

With care she undid the wrapping and found The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, and she said,

—I’m going to read this if I have to look up every word.

A day later, when she opened the book, in Part Seven she would come upon a single sentence underlined:


To live well, one must be more a wrestler than a dancer, standing ready for the unforeseen and not be thrown by it.
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A Soupçon of Pipsissewa

Silas woke at midnight, dressed quickly, and went below to the casino where he found a craps game underway. He wedged in toward the table and placed a bet. The dice rolled, the croupier raked in losing wagers but pushed a stack of chips to Silas who then doubled down, and the bones rolled again, and more winnings were moved to him. Three times it happened, and people from other parts of the casino, along with a pair of dark-suited men who materialized from nowhere, gathered to watch. When his turrets of chips became conspicuously embarrassing—far exceeding the costs of his search—Silas cashed in, imagining news of his windfall reaching Dominique and giving testimony to his audacious, free-wheeling life without her and arousing her competitive nature. Yes, boldness and money could be hooks to draw her back. A gambler raised her phone to snap his picture and held up the screen for Silas, and it was then he realized he was wearing only his undershorts.

The image shook him loose from the dream. Awakened, he looked down to see he was in fact dressed, although he wasn’t in the casino but sitting at home: Slowly emerging from the dimness a mummified hand lifted toward him, a child’s fingers unnaturally thin, empty eye sockets fastened on him, and he unable to escape or call out and nobody to call out to.

The silent terror awoke him sweating in bed in Hotel Argentine. Since Dominique’s vanishing, it was his second dream within a dream, neither bringing relief from realities. Until sunrise, he found only blighted sleep furnishing disconcerting dreams, none sufficient to free him from the crabbed circumstances of his life.

When dawn broke over the Muddy Mountains and fell across his face, he’d made the decision: Chamberlain, Celeste, Lucilla—they were right. It was time to buck up and go home. Were Dominique indeed still alive rather than fretting his brain—should she yet be capable of acting under her own volition—wasn’t it increasingly apparent she had no wish to approach him even to have him served divorce papers? Above all, if unfit to act on her own because of some mental discomposure, if she regained herself, she wasn’t likely to go hunting him along the fringe of Area 51. She’d seek him on Sachem Hill.

The airliner rose from the Las Vegas airport, and he scanned the desert for a shadow wandering among the sagebrush and creosote bush, arms waving to catch a pilot’s attention. The plane turned from Bald Mountain, Silas surveying the ground until the Grand Canyon opened carrying its twisted thread of glassiness. His dream-riddled night put him into a slumber before being jarred by a small explosion.

Across the aisle, an inert boy, oblivious to the reality beneath him, his window shade closed to the grandeur beyond, was thumbing at a video game, and Silas wondered whether Lucilla’s son was capable of such play. If not, his microcephaly might be a gift saving him from the stultification of virtual living, freeing him to draw, to invent things for himself, be a creator instead of an operator, an actor instead of a spectator: young Marcus by himself augmenting his reality with his own illustrations, generating without urge to devastate, decimate, evaporate, eradicate, extirpate, terminate, obliterate. Could there be a gift in an intellectual reduction others might deem a loss? Marcus had drawn not mayhem, not malevolence, not a monster, but the face of his mother.

Awareness of the crammed airliner faded out, and Silas imagined the child’s fingers meticulously drawing a portrait—until another digital vaporization and a human exultation across the aisle brought him back. It was then he realized, over the last few days, the only reprieve from his continuing nightmare had come through an eight-year-old’s sketch and a subsequent hunt for a drawing kit. How peculiar that a lad he’d not laid eyes on gave him a tranquility—even if brief—the boy might never fathom.
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The drive from the city airport homeward let Silas picture young Marcus at work. How long could the child expect to live? What kind of man might he grow into? Once in town, Silas stopped in the university library to read about microcephaly. Many of the terms were beyond him—peroxisomal disorder, amino acidopathies, Nijmegen breakage syndrome, ataxia telangiectasia, maternal phenylketonuria—and he regretted his ignorance, but he did understand this sentence:


Following the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, several pregnant women living close to Ground Zero gave birth to infants with microcephaly.



Was that it? Lucilla living too near to nuclear detonations on the Nevada Test Range? He also comprehended this:


For most microcephaly no specific treatment exists other than supportive, but it must be noted that not all microcephalics present with neurologic abnormalities and may indeed have an average-length life span.



As Silas stepped into his house, the mortal odor of shut-up rooms thick with darkness and silence almost overcame him. He shouted out he was home, he opened windows to the cool air of dusk, he walked through top to bottom, only glancing into her quarters to reassure himself they were empty and without change even to the lingering Phantasia. Pouring a jigger of fuddle, he went to the porch to drowse and watch the pond unperturbed by wind, the water like a solid packed with unseen life below, and from the woods he caught the distinct waft of Sachem Hill, and that, beyond anything else, told him he was home and yet alive. The rise of a nearly full moon turned the water to a gleam of pewter, and he was happy to have escaped the thrombus of neon, tobacco smoke, the electronic beeps and tootles and razzmatazz of slot machines. In the quiet of the Hundred, his head nodding, he clearly heard her speak his name.

He went toward the voice, and on reaching the porch continued to the blue house, a saffron glint seeping through the cracked windowpanes, and he knocked, received no response, and knocked again, louder, and nothing. Pushing at the door, he called for her, and the cross-staring cat thrust its broad skull into the moonlight but made no move to go beyond the threshold; from a burning joss stick the scent of sage, a desert essence he thought he’d left behind. In the oak-branch chair lurked a shadow, and he spoke toward it, and the shade shifted, whispering,

—Well, well, well. Our neighbor home at last? Our traveler who vanishes as if a phantom? Without a goodbye?

—You’re here! I couldn’t phone or write unless you got hooked up. And no mail service.

—Kalisto kept me informed. If we accept she’s taken to calling you Z. Z for Zilaz?

—My wife—.

—She’s missing.

Kyzmyt listened to his recounting of the desert search, her expression unchanging even at his concluding,

—Dominique’s alive. I just don’t know where she’s alive.

—I feel that way myself sometimes.

—I can’t see you. May I switch on a light so I’m not talking to a specter?

A match flared then touched a candle that guttered into a small flame to reveal Kyzmyt who’d never looked so fine, and he stood transfixed until he softly sang, modifying the lyrics,

Shadows become you, they go with your hair,

you certainly know the right shades to wear.

And she, speaking, not singing, followed with,

And you, you’re dressed up to go dreaming,

now don’t tell me I’m wrong.

—You’re too young for that old tune.

—I’m not too young for whatever you might name. We specters consider ourselves timeless.

—You are then indeed a witch?

—Some might say a kitchen witch. A kitch witch. A kitsch witch. Terms make no difference. I know what I perceive, and I have means to offer perceptions. Sometimes insight’s useful for those who choose to see. If they don’t, then I’ve worked no harm.

—You’re the best-looking witch I ever met.

—And how many is that?

—One. Unless I count that thing at the license bureau. If you have an eight-day clock that needs stopping—.

—It’s late. You’ll forgive me. I must get out my broom. Full moon tonight.
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Silas spent three days paying bills, answering letters, doing chores, and phoning Nevada authorities, some who now knew his name. Finally, he summoned his mettle and went into her quarters to discover things ordered as he last saw them. But in a jewelry dish, a gleam caught his eye: her compass engraved I AM TRUE.

So: She’d gone down the mountain not with a reliable guide but with only her poor sense of direction. Had the three words then been around her neck, she now could be home. He took the compass to his room and hung it on the frame of her photograph, and told himself, This isn’t a shrine. Not yet.

The fifth day back on Sachem Hill, the morning mail brought a brown envelope, and in it a colored-pencil drawing of a face looking in three directions. He studied it, turned it over, and written on the reverse:

A pitcher by my boy of his new friend far away. Yours truely, Lucilla (Mozee).

That evening, after drowsing with a cocktail, nodding off once, Silas stood and headed toward the cat-eyed house. Outside, a grizzled man, his brow weather-stained and furrowed like an old walnut, was stacking a truck with freshly sawed firewood, and Silas waved.

—You’re doing work for—for the owner?

—You might say. Miz Delarunes was called home.

—What! Back to Louisiana?

—No sir. Back to her maker. Found her in the kitchen. Stiff as a plank. I’ve been cutting the weeds since who laid the chunk. She let me take farwood off her. I’ll just keep on at it till somebody runs me out of here.

—I can offer you wood.

—That’s a bargain.

The man removed his torn, leather glove and put out his hand to Silas who stood confused.

—I’m Pogue Whitley.

—Are you related to the Whitley who drowned in my pond?

—My brother’s child. Miz Delarunes pre-visioned the death. In a dream, like she done with that icehouse business.

He began loading wood again, and Silas went toward the kitchen door, and Whitley whistled to him,

—Mister! You’ll mind I told you Miz Delarunes died. She’s above, partaking of glory.

In the dusk, Silas walked into the woods until the truck left, then he went to the blue house, and to his knocking a whisper said,

—You, neighbor-man, you nearly let a cat out of the bag. You wouldn’t want to be a witch snitch.

Kyzmyt was brewing something on the old stove. In the chilly kitchen she wore her forest-green mantle, the hood hanging at her back, and snuggled within it was Kalisto. In silhouette they had the appearance of a hunched crone. She pulled out the cat, motioned toward the table and said something over the steaming pot, poured a portion into a beaker and set it before him.

—What’s this? Caw of crow, croak of raven?
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—Powder of lavender for calming, a soupçon of pipsissewa for cleansing, a pinch of mugwort to sharpen the imagination.

—Not sure I need that last ingredient. And, I assume, a touch from the mysterious fourth tin?

—Now don’t you know, mon cher?

—What is mugwort?

—An artemisia. Related to wormwood. These leaves, I left them out to bathe in the light of the full moon in my lunar garden. The beams infuse lunar elements.

—For a brain already lunatic? And wormwood, isn’t it toxic?

—Not in my hands.

—What were you mumbo-jumboing over the brew?

—We prefer the term conjuring.

Let open an inner eye

And the mystery untie.

To believe what you see before you is everything that’s before you is to live in blindness.

—My good Kyzmyt’s ready with rhymes and riddles.

—An effective incantation should have rhythm and mystery. Astral powers, wouldn’t they respond to poetry and enigmas?

—I don’t speak for astral powers, but I know words can transmit energy.

—Bel canto Silas would indeed understand the potential power in a human voice. For the ancient Egyptians, Thoth was the inventor of language and the lord of magic.

She placed her hand, strangely cool, on his cheek.

—Drink up, mon voisin. I have something for you.

From a drawer she took a sheet of paper, and she said,

—A message to Z. From his lady friend.

—My lady friend? You mean my, my—.

—I mean the cat.

—That’s the story of my recent life. If I ever write my autobiography the title will be Fortunato and The Cosmic Chuckle.

Silas studied the page inked with two lines of Kalisto’s nimble footwork:
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He circled six letters to spell humbUg.

—Give me ten minutes and what else might I find?

—A man of true imagination might spot something else.

She took the pencil and began underlining letters until she had saLIna, and he said,

—Salina? Salina, Kansas? Salinas, California? That’s where she is?

—Couldn’t say, mon cher. I’m not clairvoyant.

—This morning I received another kind of message.

He showed the portrait by young Marcus, and Kyzmyt studied it, and said,

—The eyes have no pupils, but the face looks south, looks east, west. It’s you all over.

Silas told her of Lucilla and her son’s possible limitations, and Kyzmyt said,

—Fetters can free the mind. Otherwise, how to explain so many books written in a prison cell? Don Quixote and his friend, the man he imagines is his squire.

—Sancho Panza. O. Henry’s Gift of the Magi. Thoreau, Civil Disobedience. Well, jailed one night. The Travels of Marco Polo.

—I’m more interested in the travels of Fortunato.

—In the desert, I saw Satan. The Fiend of Foulness hung up in his straps, his pants bepissed and stinking, his eyeballs bugging out, his tongue turned black.

—Perhaps fewer details of a certain order.

Patting the portrait, Silas said,

—The little artist of this picture, he and his mother, they’ve been my only escape from a world two other people created for me. Whatever relief I’ve found has happened through a microcephalic child. Thinking of him, I don’t think of her.

—And then, maybe, you’re not thinking of yourself.

—Say what?

—We all become microcephalic when we dwell on ourselves. But your response to the boy raises a question. Does it take another’s misfortune for you to escape your own?
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Witchism of Yore

Some days after his arrival home, with the hope of uncovering clues leading to wherever she might be, Silas allowed himself entry into her realm of Phantasia. Even if Dominique was sequestering herself from him, at last to hear she was finished with him and the Hundred, then would he have closure—not what he’d hoped for but at least a liberation.

While searching almost fearfully among her belongings, being careful to reposition everything as she’d left it, he fantasized her bursting in and excoriating him for the violation of her sanctuary. How wonderful to catch her outrage and embrace her with a dozen apologies for his transgression, to have solved the mystery of her disappearance and begin reconciliation, forgiveness unnecessary. Why not a letter explaining her delay, a missive lost in transit? In a post office an envelope under a bin or caught unseen in a mail truck, words waiting to be discovered and delivered.

As for Deever—whether or not guilty of engendering adultery—he was dead and cremated, a man of ash who could no longer deal anyone pain. The image of his corpse desiccating in the desert often reappeared to Silas, but that ghost was now a memory staked down and incapable of siphoning off vital energy.

In Dominique’s closet, in her dresser, the bookcase, among it all he found nothing unusual; nothing under the mattress or taped behind hanging pictures, nothing other than whatever might be in the lockbox by her desk. Deliberating what next, he went to make coffee. Cognizant of the outcome should she ever learn what he realized he must do, he returned to her room.

With a screwdriver, Silas pried open the steel box. On top was a childish portrait in purple crayon of a face and an inscription FOR MY DADDY and below DEH, the drawing torn in half and taped together. Also there were Dominique’s birth certificate, a baptismal record, two diplomas, her realty license, a report from her gynecologist, and an application for a passport. Passport? Could it be to accept his offer of a second honeymoon?

Under the passport lay a shaped poem he’d written for her birthday:

Light
 in
 my
 life
 my
 love
 my
 wife
 only
 with
 you
 am i one

At the bottom of the box was a Bistro Pagliaccio matchbook and scribbled inside To next time, Bombshell! Underneath everything, a folded letter on legal stationery dated six weeks after their wedding. It was brief.



Pursuant to our phone discussion of yesterday, I find for your situation a single potential cause of action, and it would be a difficult one under the laws of this state. If, however, you have incontrovertible evidence that your husband was of unsound mind or showing mental instability at the time of marriage or immediately following, it might be possible to have your marriage annulled. Please advise how you’d like to proceed.





He read it twice, started to rip it to pieces, stopped himself, looked again into the envelope and found a snapshot of Deever and Dominique. Silas reread the letter, checked a directory for the law office. It was there.

On the gynecological report an attached note froze him: Your beta hCG blood test for pregnancy is positive. Congratulations! To steady himself, Silas reached for the desk. He couldn’t breathe. Pregnancy? And the father? That eight thousand dollar withdrawal? An abortion in Phoenix?

He stood to look up at the skylight he’d put in to fill her space with sunshine. He thumped his fist against the desk, thoughts racing: Our wedding vows still in the air and she’s thinking about splitting? A few months later she’s pregnant? What am I? A woodcock with the upside-down brain? Her damn life isn’t a Jamesian turn of the screw. It’s just a nasty turn of screwing.

For an hour his bewilderment exceeded anger, surprise surpassing disbelief, but before the afternoon was gone, fury seized him, and he went to her dresser, jerked open drawers and grabbed underclothes and took them outside, sloshed them with mower gasoline, and struck a match. With an explosive whump, the garments kindled, crumpled, shriveled, blackened, and dark smoke curled upward, and he watched until there was only ash, and he said to the sky,

—That, as they say, is that.

Of course, it wasn’t.

In his hand was the Bistro Pagliaccio matchbook. He thought of their first dinner there, and dropped the matches into the last of the hot char flattening itself to powder, and the packet ignited in a final burst of flame, and in his head he heard Pagliaccio’s famous aria:

Laugh, clown, over your shattered love, laugh at the ache poisoning your heart!

Again in her room, he snatched up a lamp he’d given her, and smashed it to the floor, then he showered, shaved; to kill a phantasm he could smell, he grabbed a can of deodorant and emptied it into her room. He went downstairs, poured a double shot of sourmash and sat by the window, sipped, watched the pond.

At dusk he awoke and walked to the path to the blue house. Near the doorway, Kyzmyt held a bouquet of blossoms from her moon garden—evening primrose, moonflower, and toxic angel’s trumpet. He brushed past her and into the kitchen, and said,

—I almost wish you weren’t a woman.

She followed him and said,

—I’m more than that, but it’s reassuring to be seen as such.

You’re agitated. Do I sense Dolores Evelyn?

Silas talked, repeating parts of his discovery, frequently depreciating the function of his brain. He slapped the photograph of Deever onto the table, and said,

—From rattle to fang, a viper.

Kyzmyt studied the image, then with her palm covered half the man’s face, and said,

—He’s a bifurcate. The right side carries one manifestation and the left something different.

Her hand blocked out half of the face, then its opposite—one aspect then the other. Silas repeated the motion only to take the snapshot and tear it down the middle to create two honest faces where there had been duplicity.

—Here, throw a hex on a vileness that would befoul Hell.

—I don’t perform hexes. Besides, the vileness is dead.

—Maybe only half is dead.

Silas slumped into the oak-branch chair, surprising the cat into a retreat before it evaluated him, and leaped to his lap. Kyzmyt eyed the grimalkin to read its actions.

—Evidence of Dominique’s feelings for me has been—is—everywhere. My blindness is beyond belief.

—Oh, mon bon cher. Beware the artifice of belief.

—To hate her would be misguided. It’s my own blind denials. My stupid optimism! That’s what should be reviled. I’ve been talking to her to come to me in a dream and tell me where she is. Whether she’s alive or dead. Tell me how she fell out of love.

—You still assume Dolores was in love?

—You’re right. Her passion for me had the warmth of her bed socks.

From the cabinet, Kyzmyt took our four canisters, put a kettle on to boil, measured out ingredients, and began mulling. He watched not her but the cat, and the cat watched him, first from one eye, then from the other, rotating its head like an owl to fix him in its cross-stare. Silas said,

—With its eyes in those positions, can Kalisto see in three directions? Three dimensions?

—It’s more like three times three.

—A cat gets nine dimensions, and what do I get?

—You presume a single dimension. Dreams, don’t you know, cher, they exist in a different sphere. Memory’s in yet another. And Father Time, to speak of him living in only the fourth dimension, oh no. His measure, it might be infinite.

—A night ago, I dreamed that I dreamed you.

The kettle bubbled, Kyzmyt spoke at the steam, and he said,

—What’s the mumbo-jumbo this time? How about,

Take this blind fool, Sop up his stupid drool.

—You don’t do self-mockery well though you do it with insight.

—Insight? This clown’s brain lacks even hindsight.

—It’s worse. Living in unreality is madness.

—Blindness! Imbecility! And now insanity?

—Many a man’s been saved from insanity by his blindness. And ignorance.

—Her goddamn bath towels knew her better than I did.

—Hope’s an intoxicant. It needs to be taken a sip here, a sip there, and sometimes just swirling without swallowing.

—My good witch says to gargle hope.

—Wishing obstructs truth, and self-delusion obstructs escape from wishing.

—Donkey, donkey, donkey!

—A donkey? Perhaps more simply an ordinary cuckold who led himself on. If others saw facts, he saw unrealities until belief fell headlong against truth. Always a crash landing. The more certain a belief, the more dangerous. And Silas fully trusted his. Turned himself into—.

—A man of blind faith blessed with its requisite denial of manifest evidence.

—Silas confused belief with knowledge. He knew only what he chose to believe.

—Tell farmer Whitley an uneyed turnip fell off his truck.

—Poor Silas! Closing at the very moment he should open. Regressing when he should proceed. Once I met something like this. A man played false. I—. My grandmother wasn’t allowed to help. The old icehouse years ago.

—My aunt warned me away from there. She said a wife drowned herself over an unfaithful husband. Louisa Taney.

—Not quite the story. An unfortunate—not unfaithful—man living in your place before your aunt, he received a telegram his wife had gone down with the Lusitania after the Germans torpedoed it in nineteen-fifteen. When he learned her travel companion wasn’t a woman, his anger and grief were unbearable. One storm-blown night he fired up his new Chevrolet—bought to distract memories—and climbed aboard to pursue a faithless woman.

—And?

—He drove it smack through the wooden doors of the icehouse and into that black pool of meltwater and seepage.
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—And?

—Three days later he was found, hands locked to the steering wheel. They hooked him, but that’s all that came up. Every deep, dark pool must have its kraken, and in that icehouse tonight, twelve feet below, sits a rusting roadster.

—No drowned woman?

—Only a man, coincidentally blind in one eye, who ignored who somebody really was. Who believed he could elude his, his kismet. But we don’t dodge our destiny—we fulfill it. Complete what we create.

Kyzmyt went into the parlor and returned with a time-worn pamphlet, and said,

—Will you read something?

—More typed-out cat-i-chisms?

—Pages two and three. You’ll find no catechism, but you might see that not all witches are as you imagine them.

—You wrote this?

—I—. I mean to say, my grandmother wrote it long ago. Sip the tea as you read. You might see something about witchism.

This was the title page:
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When Silas finished he said,

—Wasn’t Xetah your mother?

—Could there be more than one Xetah, my Horatio?

—You’ve made this half-assed Horatio quite aware there’s more of everything than dreamed of in his philosophy.

—Does his philosophy dream a woman of the cloak can help?

—Why not? His dreams admit fantasies as if they were cabbages and potatoes. Three a penny.

Kyzmyt reached for the pamphlet, but he took her hand to his forehead, holding it there as if a cool compress, then pulling it to his lips, kissing her fingers, breathing in hibiscus.

—Before you go, I’m giving you an herbal packet and a sachet. Steep the packet, drink slowly. The sachet, under your pillow when you turn out the light.

He sniffed it and asked what was inside, and she said,

—Be assured, mon cher, I mumbo-jumboed it just for you.
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The Oppression of Gravity

His sleep was sound even with dreams pulling him into a room where the kitchen was shaped at bizarre angles like an ill-built coffin, cramped and claustrophobic, the ceiling sloping so low a man would have to crawl to enter, a clock pendulum loudly tocking out an unchanging hour, and a vaporous wavering that spoke to Silas: Beware dreams that warp into destiny. He woke only to slip back into where he’d been, the narrative crookedly repeating itself in the disturbed logic of a dreamer.

He rose at morning light. To kill the silence, he filled the house with Puccini, then went into Dominique’s room to close it off. Under a vase was a note of tasks to do, things now probably never to be done. Staring at the paper, he realized she had become more present in her absence than she had ever been when present. A presence of absence. The who Dominique was—or should it be the what she was?—permeated the old villa. Her existence had come to vitiate the sweetness of the Hundred and exterminate the good life once there for him. She was an inverse alchemist who’d transmuted gold to lead by discharging the power of Sachem Hill, leaving Silas sapped, a girdled tree, an Antaeus levitated from his source of strength.

He drew a shade across the skylight and closed the door, locking it, but the shutting off helped not at all because throughout the house her remnants operated like revenants to haunt the halls: an earring under the sofa, a blonde strand caught in a throw pillow, a carpet stain from her spilled Cabernet in the form of an approaching foot, her favored mahogany chair prominently empty, its legs ready to leap into a mocking dance. Silas seized it and stomped the thing into kindling, only then seeing its quadrant of scratches on the parquet floor. Pouring a slug of linseed oil, he rubbed the marring to erase her pentimento. Even still, in his mind, the ghost legs capered.

The Mi Casa receptionist had requested that he collect her belongings, nothing more than ballpoint pens and business cards, paper clips, a package of gum, a tube of half-used lipstick, and the key to the lockbox he’d broken into. He delivered the carton to the Salvation Army which accepted the pens and paper clips, leaving Silas to dumpster the rest. Doing so, he felt the uplift of dispossession.

Home again, he sensed the solitude and inescapable realities —walls, windows, the rooms themselves—assert their force, and then the notion came to him: So long as it was suitably contained, he had the right to burn down his own house. Surely there was no county ordinance against lightening one’s load, a torching of every memory-inducing object, of the pestilent nightlings. He’d build a new place without a past. A trail of gasoline from room to room and a single match, and he’d be free. Purification by fire. Liberation by flame. Reborn from the ashes—isn’t that what she wrote from Phoenix?

The five-gallon can held enough gasoline to cleanse his life. He’d celebrate as the combustion rose to the second floor, toward his astro-platform, and that reminded Silas: He’d have to save the telescope—it had nothing to do with her; in fact it was antithetical to her. Then there were several dozen books he wouldn’t want to live without. Journals and albums. His play, now titled The Dreams of Marcus Aurelius. Puccini, Vivaldi, Beethoven. The double-bell euphonium whose tones she so disliked. The single photograph of his father. Business papers. Clothes and shoes. A list was in order. Oh damn it to hell! Trapped by things.

His liberation was checked by, minimal though it was, materialism. He might live with less, but to live with nothing, that was for Zen masters. Chastened by his incapacity to free himself from Dominique’s ubiquity, he carried the gasoline to the garage. He couldn’t maintain anger, and its passing left a pervasive emptiness. Vengeance and bitterness can animate a life and be borne for years, but desolation is a sinkhole drawing under what falls in. Descend too far, and there’s no arising. One may live for revenge, but who lives for loneliness? From absence comes absence. The arithmetic of cancellation: Ten times zero is zero. And what was Silas times nothing?

In a college philosophy class he’d written a paper on whether the wise should wish for beneficent fortune or merely hope for the absence of inauspicious fortune. He played on his surname to build on a quotation from Peter Mere Latham, the nineteenth-century English physician: Fortunate, indeed, is the man who takes exactly the right measure of himself, and holds a just balance between what he can acquire and what he can use, be it great or be it small. Silas had argued that the bold resist material goods and the limitations they impose, while the cautious welcome what they perceive as protective insulation deriving from possessions or wealth. Ownership, so the spunkless calculate, provides a shield against adversity. Silas claimed he was with the audacious, certain he’d never assume a posture of mere avoidance of misfortune. The old professor’s comment: This enigma one inevitably views differently over time as dying boldly becomes easier than living so. The unstruck match yet in hand, Silas dropped it.

Each morning for the past weeks, he’d risen to do little more than undertake yet another day to an end not worth defining, or apparently, defending. He sat down to dream out the afternoon. If a sachet beneath a pillow could depose figments of her, then what he needed—if it wasn’t to be a torch—was a pomander for a dwelling. At dusk he rose from a nap and walked to the blue house. As he stood at the door, something came up behind him, and when he turned toward it, he flinched, and the dark mantle spoke.

—Why is it I so unnerve you?

Kyzmyt drew back her cowl, her skin pale in the evening light. Regaining himself, he said,

—When I was five, on Halloween, a neighbor, a widow, dressed up as a witch—green face, black cape. She’d lie in wait in her shrubbery for tricksters. I can still hear her cackling as she jumped out of the boxwood. She enjoyed scaring us so much, she began playing the part year-round if we got too close to her house. That frightful beldam gave me nightmares.

—She marked you, which a witch can do. But I don’t practice marking.

They went inside, the cat under the chair grown from the ancient dust of Indians, and Silas said,

—I need a sachet of sandalwood. Gunnysack size.

He told of his intention of arson, and she said,

—What you love saved you from what doesn’t love you.

—And I failed to eradicate a memory. Again.

—Instead, perhaps a potion to empty not a house but a bedeviled mind. But once she’s expunged, then what? It’ll be only your self, and self is a feeble companion. A problem immemorial—the removal of excess self.

—Remove myself?

—Your self. Two words. Self is the most cramped jail in the Universe, but its bars are transparent.

—You’re as comprehensible as Schrödinger’s cat-in-the-box.

—You read about the witchism of yore but nothing about Wicca. Listen to this chant from a young adherent:

May I attract to me Love and prosperity.

Let it appear within my sight As it is my destined right.

Perhaps that rhyme’s supplication, but it isn’t religion, unless it’s from some new testament of self. The Gospel of Greed. Genuine religion, it arises from an inborn urge to connect with ultimate sources. Divinity of self is a great fraudulence.

—What has this to do with my home?

—Not your home. You.

—A fraudulent self creating unrealities?

—We’re misdirected by our vanities whenever a desire to be enriched—or loved—overwhelms all else.

Kyzmyt opened her herb cabinet and from four canisters added a pinch of ingredients to a mortar, and she muddled, then sifted the admixture into a sachet, and he said,

—I can smell it from here. Cedar wood. That’s good. I’m not up for snoot of coot.

—Under your pillow tonight.

—That fourth can. Always the last ingredient.

—Call it a binding agent. I don’t talk about my teas any more than about flying under a full moon. On my vacuum cleaner.

—I deduce the fourth tin is the essential component.

—It is what it is, does what it does.

[image: images]

The next afternoon he met Jack Osgood at the No Name. On the chalkboard was,

A FAIR FACE MAY BE A FOUL BARGAIN.

The tavern was quiet but for three men playing gin rummy; Showboat Ed was inserting new eyes into his frayed, stuffed badger, and Silas nodded toward the creature.

—Long time no see.

—Check.

Osgood arrived, ordered a pint, and joined Silas who laid out what had happened on the desert, and concluded with his notion of burning down his house.

—What were you planning to rebuild with? Arson pretty well cancels out insurance. And, if Dominique’s run off, then she’s done so intestate. Unless she comes in to reclaim them, her funds are going to be tied up in probate for years. However, if you can habeas her corpus—. The moral here is, don’t turn yourself into a pauper. Pauperism doesn’t cure misery—poverty creates it.

Showboat served the beverages, and Silas said,

—Ed, do you see yourself as a contented man?

—Check.

—Do you ever smile?

—Check.

—You have eyes for a beast that can’t badger you with questions.

Osgood groaned and said,

—Your cornball suggests our writer’s coming around.

—Our writer was able to pick up on his play this morning. I wrote about Aurelius—as he considers humankind—wanting to gain perspective from high above to take in villages, deserts, births, deaths. Those terms caught my attention. Aurelius says—his exact words—To observe below a harmonic cosmos of opposites! That gave me the idea—I need to sell some stocks. Going to buy a hot-air balloon.

—You’re pulling my leg.

—Let’s just say I could use a lift.

—You are recovering.

—It’s either the balloon, or I’m buying a van and lighting out for the territory till my money is gone.

—Why not rent a balloon flight? If you’re still alive afterward, then maybe buy one. But before you do, ask yourself whether your life force has become a death wish.

—Falling out of the sky wouldn’t be the worst fate. Might help a writer. Wake him up.

—Death’s not a wake up—it’s just a wake. A client, Charles Loftus, a professor of mechanical engineering, once offered me a ride in his balloon when an equity tip turned him a nice profit. Calls himself an aeronaut.
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Silas phoned the professor, and a week later met him in a field outside town from where Loftus—at his passenger’s request—planned a flight over the Hundred, provided the wind was right. Silas assisted the chase crew inflate a balloon named Daedalus. A powerful fan blew open the throat of the massive envelope, dilating it for a propane burner to roar in heated air to fill the bag. The flame illuminated the yellow fabric from within, giving it the appearance of an incandescent bulb. It was a glorious thing, and when Silas looked up into the stunningly capacious interior, he felt woozy even while on the ground, and his doubts rose as if they too were hot air.

Loftus passed him a flimsy, canvas helmet, pulled on his own, assisted Silas into the gondola, then climbed in and fired the burner and said,

—Ready to throw yourself to the four winds?

The ground lines went limp, and the balloon was ten feet aloft before Silas realized they’d left Earth, if not its forces.

From an elevation of about seventy feet, the professor, in a normal voice, reminded the crew, Don’t forget the beer.

Glancing up into the balloon still made Silas uneasy, so he watched the horizon. He said,

—In an airliner, there’s no magic. Not much sensation of an aerial voyage. A passenger’s trapped in a busy, cramped tube. You see out in one direction. Up here in this quiet, it’s three-sixty in three dimensions. Above, below, around.

—Once we have altitude, you’ll think we’re in some middle.

—Doesn’t feel like floating. I still feel gravity.

—To escape gravity, that’s way the hell up there.

—Let’s not escape, since gravitation holds the Universe together.

—Not to mention gravity’s our only means to get back home. So long as we don’t get there too fast. I have a rule against making an Icarus of a passenger.

With the ground receding, Silas said,

—Young Icarus. Done in by a force he could sense but couldn’t see. Something I recognize.

As they approached Sachem Hill, Silas was struck by its limitations, how small and almost illusory the realm he loved, how two dimensional, a sphere flattened into a plane as if a photograph, the third dimension now entirely above. The gondola oscillated slowly, early sunshine moving from his right shoulder to his left and returning again. Beneath, a wavering V of Canada geese honked north, showing only their backs, and Loftus said,

—That’s the view a goose gives the Universe.

—They’re smart never to squirt into the face of Creation.

Silas asked why the name Daedalus.

—The first aviator. First mechanical engineer. Inventor of the bevel and plumb line. The story goes, King Minos offered a reward to anyone who could pass a filament through the spirals of a triton shell. Daedalus drilled a hole at the apex of the shell and dabbed honey there, then glued a thread to an ant. That’s imaginative engineering.

—Have to admire a man who finds a way out.

The professor hit the burner to ascend a few hundred feet to catch a current moving toward the planned landing ground. As they floated over the university, Silas thought of all the powerful brains under those roofs. From just a thousand feet above, how puny their greatest thoughts seemed! Walking along were specks, some imagining ways to get rich and others working to comprehend the ways of the Cosmos itself. That old Yiddish maxim: Mann tracht und Gott lacht. Man figgers and God sniggers. The vanity of humanity.

At home, solitude had come to prey on him, but in the balloon Silas wished he were flying solo to have an undistracted perspective to illumine a darkened refuge beneath. If only his observatory were higher: To rise from it, levitate from the oppression of gravity, to live in levity! In transcension!

After the second hour, the professor spotted the pursuit crew in a van racing below, and he yanked the valve line to vent a portion of heated air, and he said,

—Ready to let gravity pull us back into reality? We’re facing some wind.

Rather than a descent, it seemed the Earth ascended to them, the basket rocking like a pendulum, and from a corner of the landing field, Girls Scouts on a hike jumped and cheered the balloon wildly, and the pasture was no longer coming up but slipping fast beneath as if racing the gondola, and in gusty ground currents it slammed down and swung about ferociously only to be thumped across the grass, Silas clinging to the wicker, the crew chasing on foot and unable to catch the control rope, the basket rising again to travel toward a patch of honey locusts before glancing off the thorned branches, and tilting sharply to send Silas headfirst onto the hard earth.
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People of the Great Beyond

SATURDAY, 10:40 A.M.

—Don’t attempt to move him. Angel’s on the way.

—Easy with the helmet.

—That thing’s nothing but pie crust.

—Look what those thorns did to his face. It’s like Brer Fox tossed him into the brier patch.

—Get the antiseptic spray.

—Silas? Can you hear me? It’s Charles Loftus. I’m sorry about that landing. A vicious gust caught us.

—I don’t think he hears you.

—Cover his eyes with your hand so I can spray that gash.

—It’s like a dueling scar.

10:56 A.M.

—What’s his name?

—Silas something.

—Check his signs.

—Blood pressure’s stable.

—Silas! We’re EMTs. We’re going to put a cervical collar on you, then turn you over onto a litter. If you hear me, don’t try to move.

—Where’s the board?

—Silas? We’re moving you to the chopper. This’ll be a safer flight than in the balloon.

11:50 A.M.

—What’s the room number?

—He’s in ICU.

—I need to call his friend.

—Jack? Charles Loftus here. I’m at University Hospital. Outside the emergency room. Silas got tossed to the ground on a bad landing. He’s unconscious. I want to inform family.

1:35 P.M.

—How bad is it, doc? I’m his financial advisor and longtime friend.

—Mister Fortunato’s only visible trauma—forgetting the facial laceration—is a bruise to the right side of his head. The MRI indicates a subdural hematoma and brain contusion. All his signs are stable, but he’s unresponsive. I measure such a condition on a scale of one to six. Four means no response visually, verbally, or to muscular stimuli other than reflexive ones. At this moment, he’s a four. Comatose. He might come to in the next hour, or it might be weeks. From there, I wouldn’t speculate. That blow to the cranium may affect his motor responses. Paralysis is possible. The big concern is bleeding within the brain. If he remains stable, we’ll release him to a room in an hour or so.
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3:16 P.M.

—Hello, Silas. I’m your nurse on this shift. I’m Sally. Here to check your IV. I always wanted to go up in a balloon. Is that what you did?

SUNDAY, 2:40 P.M.

—Have a go at reaching him. Prepare yourself. His face is bruised. Black and blue. And then there’s the stitches. He’s half clown and half monster. Talk to him. Hit the call button if you need to.

—Will he hear me?

—I can tell you two things. Under anesthesia, hearing is the last faculty we lose. A year ago, a woman who’d been in a coma for six weeks came out of it, and once she was alert, she thanked me for talking to her. She remembered details of things I’d said.

2:42 P. M.

—Silas? Do you hear me? Oh god, I’m sorry. I’m choking up. Okay. Will you forgive me for just showing up with no warning? Been so long since I saw you. Nurse said to talk to you. She thought you might have tried a blink or two. Will you blink for me? I’ll wink back if you will. I’ll sing and dance. You could teach me a Broadway song. I’m going to hold your hand. I flew in this afternoon. That sounds strange. Like I have wings. Jack managed to locate me. What a friend you have. I’m losing my composure again.

—I should be good at carrying on a one-way conversation. What else have I been doing besides wandering? I’ve had a change in plans. Who knows, you might be glad I’m here. Surprised. A good surprise, I hope. My decision, maybe it was wrong, but I couldn’t help myself. I’ve missed you. More than I would have guessed. When Jack told me what happened I said, What do you mean a balloon? Telescopes are safer. And you see a lot farther. How far do you see where you are? Have your compass? Nurse said to pull responses from you.

—What if you had a balloon that could leave Earth far behind? I’d go with you. Off we’d go. Hey! You’re free to chuckle. Free to use your arms. Hug me hello. Take a swing at me. It’s up to you. Trying to draw out responses—it’s harder than you might imagine. Especially for somebody who’s not a windy person. Coming up with topics. Poor guy, you can’t escape and can’t tell me to pipe down so you can rest. I’m just chattering, but chatter’s part of the therapy. Your boyhood dream of the wash-tub tied to the helium balloons. Up, up, and away! Were you living your dream?

—I know things have been difficult for you in these last weeks. For me too. We’re both ready for new lives. My decision, I hope you can respect it. I managed to survive where I found myself. I want that for you too. So we can say we made it through some deep ravines.

—How about opening your winkers. Open Sesame! Open Silas to me!

3:03 P.M.

—Nurse said we on this side can’t realize what you people are up to where you are. With your imagination, you might be in some castle in the air. If you recognize my voice, I wonder whether I’m appearing wherever you are. What if saying something to you made it happen there in your universe? Hey, let me try it. When I touch your hand, you’ll lift a finger. Come on Silas, won’t you lift a finger for me? Are you angry about all the twists and disruptions?

—What else? Racking my memory. The weather turned stormy. Marvelous clouds. Puffy cumulus canyons. I thought of you in your balloon sliding through them so you could grab a piece of cloud and eat it like spun sugar. Those clouds, Jack says, were the front that flipped you. Maybe God wants to knock sense into you. Dumb thing to say.

—I brought a book in case I have to kill—to pass some time. I’ll read to you from it. You listen, then guess the author. A great book. If you’ll wake up, let’s discuss it. Suffering, death, rebirth. It’s so Old World. You could write something along those lines. I don’t mean about death. I mean an old world meets a new. Is that like your play? Here’s a sentence from the mystery book. I memorized it on the plane. Mystery author says, Knowing that sleep creates the illusion of speech and action, then we ought not act or speak as if asleep. You recognize it? Say the author’s name and you’re on the way home. Believe it or not, I’m the very woman to get you there.

4:32 P.M.

—I’m back from the cafeteria. Had some cottage cheese. Professor Loftus was here to see you. Do you remember your bang-up of a landing? The basket sent you flying about fifteen feet. Now you can claim you truly took flight. He said you were like some guy. Some—. Icarus! Except you survived your fall out of the sky. I know about falling too. When you were aloft in the balloon, did you lay eyes on the face of God? I haven’t seen it either. I’m going to sit. I’m not leaving. I just need to rest my legs. I have the mystery author, and there’s good reading light near the window. Sally told me your appendectomy was in this hospital. You’re talented at recovery. You, the Renaissance man who knows how to be reborn. I’m trying to do that too.

—I have an idea. If you like it, nod. No nod’s a yes. I’m going to ask Sally if I can bring in Puccini. Hook you up to earphones.

—Oh, Silas. Please come back.

TIME INDETERMINATE.

Walking off the mountain, sand, sand, sand, nothing ahead, tired, so tired, what is this place, where’s refuge, looking down on it, that man there, he’s searching, endlessness, no horizon, a figure waiting in shadow, wind blowing cape, closing in, hood obscuring, is it real, pull off the hood, so dark, dark drawing him in, in behind no-face, deep into darkness, slipping down, godawful black, stop yourself, wake yourself, fight the absence, get up, get out, arms so weak, legs can’t move, dreaming, kill the dream, call for help, sliding away, beyond light, get yourself out, get where it isn’t.

MONDAY, 7:15 A. M.

—How did it go with him last night?

—He muttered once then slipped back under. Tell me what you think doctor so I can pass it on when she wakes up.

—Too early to evaluate. Keep at him. Don’t let him vanish.

You’ll bathe him this morning?

—Coming right up. Unless you advise otherwise, we’re going for a little music today. She says he loves Puccini.

9:00 A. M.

—Hey, Silas! I’m here. Sally gave permission to shave you if I’m careful around your stitches. Never shaved a man before. Thanks be for safety razors. I’ll do that barber thing and talk in your ear. Tell me whether you want sports or politics. Find another barber if you want women. Although I might learn something about the male mind. No, on second thought, what’s there to learn? I wish I could do cosmology. Then I’d have your attention. Here comes the shaving cream, warmed by my hand. Glory! Your eyelids fluttered! Do it! Flutter for me. Okay, don’t flutter.

—Pretend I’m the Barber of Seville. No, I’m Madame Butterfly. I could sing Un Bel Di for you. One fine day you’ll come back. Maybe I’ll hum it while I shave you. The Humming Chorus. If I’m off-key, that might so repel your musical talent that you’ll wake up. This shaving is fun. So why do men complain about it? It beats shaving the legs. Turn to the left. What if you actually turned? There’d be hats in the air in the halls of University Hospital! Well there, shaved and looking sharp. You’d look even better if you’d open your eyes.

—If you’re not angry I’ve showed up, we can talk about whether I stay.

2:20 P.M.

—It’s me. Back from the mall. Bought some jeans. In this package you hear rattling near your ear I have an invisible man who’s arrived to conduct operatic highlights. When Sally props you up, and I can put the headphones on you. A digital composer might be able to travel into a world we can’t. If only I could slip inside your skull to bring you back. I just might know the way.

2:25 P. M.

—Oh my god! Sally! He opened his eyes! Half way into Mio Babbino Caro, they opened. Briefly. But they did open.

—Can you get him to sing?

—That’s next. It has to be! Come on, Silas! Sing out!

—We lost him again.

5:50 P. M.

—You’re dedicated to be with him through the night.

—I have failings to atone for, doctor. What’s your evaluation after almost three days? Will he wake up?

—He’s stable. Blood pressure remains good. His right arm’s responsive. So, for now, two things. Keep him engaged. The second is patience. He’s on a scale of perception different from ours. Mister Fortunato’s out there in star time.

—He’d love that. His fingers are beginning to curl in.

—It happens in a coma.

—But it’s like he’s trying to flip me the bird.

—If you deserve it, we can hope he’ll soon be able to. And more along that line—if you like him.

—I like him.

9:50 P.M.

—I need sleep, Silas. You haven’t guessed the author yet. How about this passage? It’s so earthy among all the high talk around it. Identify the writer and you can fly this coop. He—or she—says, Find satisfaction in the smallest step forward and value it as no insignificant accomplishment. How worthless are politicians who think their philosophy is wise, but they and their ideas are full of snot. We await your answer, but your host here is moving over to the recliner for a snooze.

—Before I go, let me tell you about last night. This is between us. I talked to God. No. I talked toward God. It was like talking at you now with no indication of listening. Of course, I’ve been engaged in some of that lately. My wandering. My isolation out west. It seems all I’ve accomplished in showing up is to fall into more futility. I’ve rethought things. My talking toward was about what a problem you’d be in a higher realm. You’re going to raise annoying questions, and your professorial talk, the big words, so you might as well hang around here. In this realm we’re used to people pissing us off. Okay. No, one other thing. When you wake, I’ll be here.

TUESDAY, 8:15 A. M.

—Morning, my man. I slept adequately. For sleeping in a chair. Sally let me shower down the hall. How do I look? Oh please, your flattery is so obvious. You’re looking not too shabby yourself. A little blue in the face. Turn that bruising the other way, and a girl might go for you. Little boy blue come blow your double-bell euphonium. More Puccini? What’s that? Sing along? Okay, but not too loud, I mean this is a frigging hospital.

TIME INDETERMINATE.

Cedars, cedars, a dark cloak waiting, under the draping, a translucent cat, dual-direction eyes, cat becoming woman, kiss her fingers, cool like a corpse, cloak opening, oh please no blackness, she unclothed, touch the flesh, she wants touching, don’t lose her, don’t fade, arms reaching, kizz me.

11:35 A. M.

—Ready, Silas? Ready for a headphone? To all of you in the Great Beyond, I give you the immortal Giacomo!

11:40 A. M.

—Oh my god. You’re looking at me! Here’s looking at you kid! Blink, baby, blink! Sally! Quick! Silas, the world is yours if you’ll blink for Sally. I was holding his hand as he was hearing Che Gelida Manina, and bing! His eyes opened.

—Silas, I’m a nurse. Can you move your fingers?

—Why?

—Sally! He said why! His mother told him the second thing out of the mouth of baby Silas was a question. He hangs question marks like God hangs stars.

—What was the first thing?

—A bubble. Silas, do you see me? Do you recognize me?

—My lovely.

—Yes, yes! Say my name.

—Why?

—Come on, Silas! Say it for us! For me.

—My Dominique.

—Does he call you Dominique?

—No. God, no! That’s my sister.





24

Medusa, Goneril, the Witch of Endor

The nurse stood bedside to check his pulse, and Celeste went to the window, her vision blurred, and after a time she turned to Sally, and said,

—I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that.

—He’s been somewhere else for seventy-four hours. He’s befuddled. A patient in his state will scramble names.

—But of all the names!

—With cognitive problems, especially traumatic brain injury, names are difficult. Have you ever recognized a face you can’t put a name to? I think he knows who you are.

Silas listened to the women, then said,

—Excuse me, people. If I might interrupt. Am I dead? Is this the other side?

—If you’re dead, then so are we.

—Ha! One of those dreams.

—It’s no dream. Don’t close your eyes! No more sleeping!

—In Hell, the dead have no eyelids.

—Don’t tug at your I V! I’m a nurse.

—You’re bossy enough. Is this a hospital?

—University Hospital.

—How’d I get here? Since I don’t know, that means I’m dreaming. Let me sleep through this one.

—A helicopter brought you here. Don’t close your eyes!

—A helicopter? Oh no! I’d remember that. I’m dreaming of my appendectomy.

—That was ten years ago. Three days ago you sustained a head injury, and you’ve been unconscious till now. Three days and two hours in a coma. Do you understand?

—I had a dream of falling.

—Miss Heppermann, I need to notify the attending physician. You know where the call button is.

Celeste watched from across the room. His eyes were closed again. She went to his bedside and put her hand on his, and he said, eyes still shut,

—My love, where have you been?

—Brother-in-law, I’m your, your other love. I’m the one who likes the rings of Saturn. The one who left a convent in Kansas. An emergency leave to come here.

Opening his eyes, he said,

—The desert! You fell out of the sky.

—That was my sister. She was in a plane crash. You and Chamberlain found the plane. I’m the woman who thought she wanted to be a nun. Some say I’ve fallen too. I fell on the prairie. My sister fell on the desert. You fell in a hay field.

—That’s a hell of a lot of falling. We’ve outdone Eden. Time to root out the serpent.

—Do you remember Jack Osgood?

—He’s no serpent. He was my shipmate. I think he was.

—Chamberlain Beckett?

—Afraid of serpents. So I—possibly—remember.

—Celeste Heppermann?

—Are you, by any chance, Celeste Heppermann?

—I’ll treat that as a wisecrack.

The nurse returned with a neurologist who had not before seen Silas, and the physician said,

—I hear you had a little balloon ride.

—It was a dream, because I don’t remember coming here. Unless a balloon dropped me off.

Raising the blanket to examine the left leg, the doctor touched the point of a pencil to Silas’s ankle, and asked what he felt,

—About what?

—On your left ankle.

—It’s gone numb from that restraint.

—There’s no restraint. Can you raise your left leg?

—If you’ll untie it.

The neurologist began pricking the pencil toward the hip until Silas responded; to the same procedure on the right leg he reacted from ankle to pelvis. The physician told him to lift his left arm, but it lay inert. Then the right, which went up slowly. Then questions: Where were you born? What’s the year? Who’s President? The doctor held up an index finger.

—Mister Fortunato, can you see my hand?

—I may be asleep, but I’m not blind. I see clearly in my dreams. Twenty-twenty.

—Then follow my finger as I move it. Eyes only. Don’t turn your head.

He held a tuning fork to each ear, then pressed it to the forehead, and Silas responded.

—Can you raise your shoulders? Good. You can lay back.

—Lie back.

—What?

—He’s correcting your grammar.

—Another good sign.

The neurologist nodded Celeste toward the door, and she joined him in the hallway.

—His eyes tracked normally. Auditory’s there. There could be a degree of post-traumatic amnesia. Hope for it to diminish. With trauma to the right parietal lobe, what we call post-concussive syndrome, there’s often impaired self-orientation. Also, frequently, a jumbled sense of time. He doesn’t know the year. The right arm is functional if weak, but his entire left side is paralyzed. We’d expect that from a severe blow to the right side of the cranium. He’ll be on anti-seizure medicine for a few days. Standard practice in this type of injury.

—Is he crippled for life?

—With physical therapy he has a good chance of recovery—at least to a degree. A wheelchair will be necessary for a while. I mention that to prepare you. If all goes well the next twenty-four hours, we’ll remove the IV. Next week we should be able to release him, provided he’ll have care at home.

—That’ll be me. I’m his sister-in-law.

—Where’s his wife?

—She’s missing. Has been for the last several weeks. She’s presumed dead, but not by Silas. He’s having a hard time with the reality of it. Even before his accident, I hear.

—As you talk with him—and you ought to do a lot of that—don’t dwell on the wife. But don’t misrepresent it. A measure of truth at a time. Don’t let him quit. Don’t let him detach. Be aware these recuperations have ups and downs. Resist discouragement in him. And in you. For a while, he’ll be preoccupied with his hemiplegia, and that might help distract him from his emotional injury. The loss of his wife. How long can you stay with him?

—I’m hunting a job in town. My resources are limited, but I’ll be here for Silas.

—Then you should be present in the therapy sessions so you can assist him with the wheelchair. Into bed, out of bed. His right arm and leg will have restricted utility for a while, and the left side, for now, is just dead weight. Almost useless muscle and bone. Some of what’s necessary won’t be pleasant, but you’re lucky—he’s right-handed. He’s able to brush his teeth, scratch his ear. Turn the page of a book. But for certain simple tasks he’ll require help—buttoning his shirt, peeling a banana, rolling himself in his wheelchair. For a time, you’ll have to become his left half.

—Next to his heart.

—You’ll get to know him well. Hope you like him.

—That I do.
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The following day, Silas made sufficient progress for removal of the IV, and he’d been bathed, shampooed, and groomed like a damn poodle, said he, and put through his first two sessions of physical therapy with Celeste attending. Learning methods of assisting him into and out of bed was made only somewhat easier by his wiry physique. During it all, he cooperated but spoke little, continually peering around as if to ascertain where he was, and once he said, You folks are nice, but this dream is tiring, so I’m ready to be shaken awake.

After the second session and again in his room, Celeste read to him from the beloved book, until he stopped her.

—Marcus Aurelius. Meditations. Book One. Could be Two.

—Book Three. Otherwise, on the mark, my man.

—It ought to be on the mark. I read it each January. I think I do. Not always entirely. For the last five or six years. I think I have. I memorize a few expressions.

—Do you recall this line from Aurelius? It’s good fortune to be able to bear misfortune true to yourself.

—Silas Misfortunato. The meditations are apropos of many things. I’ve been considering writing about Marcus. Ideas in conflict. Danger of living blind to what’s coming.

—You are writing about him. You’ve told me you’re on act two. When we’re home, I’ll read it to you.

—Marcus Aurelius. Born anno domini one hundred twenty-one. Died—can’t say. I’m troubled by dead people.

—That’s good long-term memory. You’re giving me encouragement. What about short-term? Describe breakfast.

—Was it pigeon pie with peppers served by a shapely nurse wearing only her knickers?

—You don’t remember?

—Signore Unfortunato is in a mental fog on breakfast.

—Oh, name play! Then try this—Charles Loftus.

—Lofted me in a balloon yesterday. The bugger tried to do me in.

—He did take you up, but it was a few days ago.

—We floated directly above the—the Hundred. It became a map. The land was compressed into two dimensions. Everything like a dream. I thought how sweet if I slipped out of the basket and fell directly into Sachem Hill. If I had, I might have entered more dimensions than three. Hell, maybe I did.

—It wasn’t a dream. You did have an aerial voyage. And you ended wrong-end up.

—I’m not dreaming now? Dreaming you’re Dominique transformed?

—Damn it, Silas! You know who I am. I’d rather you call me Medusa. Or Goneril. Any name other than that of a former—. Please. Will you say my proper name?

—Celeste. Celine. Little Petey.

—No more Petey. And that other name too, the D name that grates on me. It’s not good for you either.

—Has that other name—. Has it heard about the man who fell to Earth?

—Nothing from that name. She who also fell to Earth.

—It’s only a couple of days since she—.

—It’s been a month. Let’s change the topic. Tell me why you went up in a balloon.

—Hoping for a psychic thermal.

—That sounds like our Silas!

—I might have met a witch.

—I trust you’re not talking about me.

—She wasn’t wicked. She was smart. Fine looking too.

—Then maybe it was me. Was I.
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Silas dozed off after a supper of bland food, most of which he ignored, and Celeste read in the chair, first employment ads in the newspaper before turning to Marcus Aurelius. The Meditations interested her in its own right and as means to reach and understand Silas. He woke, and there she was resting in a recliner, the book across her chest, and he murmured,

—I had a dream.

—You just said something?

—I don’t know. Am I speaking now?

—I hear you.

—I had a dream. As distinct as things this moment. A witch was in this room. Had on a black cloak. The Reaper come for me. It stood by the bed and whispered my name. I couldn’t see a face under the hood.

From the closet, Celeste put on a navy-blue capote.

—Am I your Reaper?

Without speaking, Silas shut his eyes, and she said,

—I went for a walk. The only warm garment I have. The prioress lent it.

He lay silent, fell asleep, and Celeste began reading. An hour later Silas said,

—You’re sitting there, holding Marcus in your lap as if making love to him.

He reached for her hand to confirm her presence, and he said,

—I’m going to have to get better at accepting whatever world I find myself in.

—What are you saying?

—If I’m dreaming, then for that Silas, the dream’s real. If I’m not dreaming, then for this alleged Silas, this purported world is real. And whoever’s around whichever him, they’ll always confirm the world they belong to is the real thing. I can’t trust any of them. I can’t prove their reality. And neither can you although you, as do the others, will try.

—I can and I will.

—To a dreaming Silas, his dream has its own actuality, its own joys. Fears. Passions. All he can do—all anyone can do—is proceed by assumption. It’s dangerous to be cocksure.

—As long as you assume it’s Celeste with you and not, not some, some other whoever, then I’m content.

—When you were reading in the window light, you looked like, like—a darker version of a certain whoever.

—I’d rather look like the Witch of Endor than that whoever.

—How do I know you’re not that whoever come back in different form? Prove to me you aren’t.

—I don’t want to, I don’t have to, and I won’t.

—You can’t.

She stepped away, drew several audible breaths to control her stammer. He said,

—I might be an avatar in an adolescent’s video game.

—Then what am I?

Silas made no answer, and she said,

—Would you d-do this for me? If you’re not too cocksure.

—Do what?

—Whenever you see me, pretend it’s me. Pretend before you is the living, breathing, splendiferous Celeste. She who will—if allowed—d-distinguish herself from phantoms possessing you. Maybe even think how to d-dispel them. All you have to d-do is make believe the woman helping you rise and walk again is no other than your d-dear Celine.
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Call of the Icehouse

After a week in the hospital, Silas was released. Celeste assisted setting up an adjustable bed in front of the bow window, a view to help him pass some hours in the realm he loved, and to enhance a corrected sense of night and day and the seasons, of time itself. Indeed, reclining, he appeared more calm as he watched the wind animate the leaves and slip across the water, sunshine gleaming like metal shavings fresh off the lathe of heaven, and he commented on the beauty, his first words of appreciation about anything.

She took up quarters in a narrow second-floor room next to his, the one he might return to if able to escape the wheelchair and climb steps. Celeste searched her sister’s closet for clothing to wear until she had money for new garments. The only piece of convent habit she’d brought was a capote, but as she shuffled through slacks and sweaters, she reconsidered: Wearing something of Dominique’s was bound to reinforce his conflation of the sisters. For the same reason, she didn’t move into the skylighted room still redolent of Sicilian lemons.

Celeste called about employment, and on the third day she landed an interview with the superintendent of schools. Even though Silas was incapable of leaving the bed unassisted, he could do a reasonable job of bathing himself, for which he was grateful to be spared a further indignity of having to be washed. She asked about his favorite meals, and went to the market to stock the kitchen, despite his eating little. He’d lost eight pounds.

Rarely did Silas speak, yet she persisted in asking questions not answerable with a monosyllable or a head movement. His love of reading had vanished, and he complained of not remembering certain things including the accident, an event he doubted had actually happened; his cut face and hemiplegia might be the result of a sleepwalker falling down a stairs. The neurologist, explaining whiting out was common in such injuries, recommended an alible diet to improve cognitive functions: fish high in Omega-3 fatty acids, raisins, berries, raw spinach, kale, vitamins B6 and B12, a supplement of folic acid, perhaps an antidepressant. No caffeine.

Unburdened by televisions and digital devices, Silas was free to engage through the window the natural world (echoing Aurelius) whence cometh all. Propped up in bed to see the woods, he frequently nodded off, a result of the coma and the exhaustion from the search for his wife. He wanted no visitors, and even his interest in Old Sachem Hill—which he began calling the county home for the daffy—waned as resource after resource fell away. Never before had Celeste witnessed despair so obliterate a man. One evening he said to her,

—My life’s a soap bar. Disappearing invisibly.

—Whose isn’t?

—The coma was better than this pampered decrepitude. In that realm, I didn’t have spokes for legs. Wheel me in this iron maiden to the ravine. I’ll take it from there.

—Here’s an idea. What about giving less thought to leaving and more to living?

—Don’t you find it a damnable shame we can learn nothing from the weightiest fact of our existence?

—You lost me.

—Death. There’s no posthumous education.

—You’re sure of that? You’ve died recently?

—Possibly.

—If you believe that, then you can see you’re wrong because you’ve been learning about unearthly dark corners.

—Learning what? The illusion that what we do matters? That we have control of our days? That the fluff we call life is built on anything other than wisps of wishes blown to the winds in the slightest draft?

—Do I have to listen to this?

—When I was a teenager, the Philo Brothers circus came to town every spring. One of the acts was a steel ball like a big cage, suspended high in the air. Called The Sphere of Terror. A costumed man fired up a small, unmufflered motorcycle and roared off fast inside it—around and around, upside down. That’s me—locked in and going nowhere. Except in my act, there’s nobody below to applaud survival.

—I’ll applaud when you stop letting sorrow slide into depression. When you abandon your Sphere of Self-pity.

In the mail was a note from Chamberlain Beckett. Celeste watched Silas read it, her heart sinking as his seemed to rise. He read it twice before handing it to her.



Silas,

My contact in Vegas got word that police are investigating four failed cellphone calls from a remote area about fifty miles south of Bald Mountain. Because of the proximity to the Test Range, the pings from the phone drew attention of the authorities. I don’t want to raise expectations, but this could lead to something germane. Will be in touch.

Chamberlain.





To hide her perturbation Celeste said,

—What’re you thinking?

—My brain says, Refuse belief. The heart says—.

—Go ahead.

—It says dreams are a poor refuge.

—Not a good refuge?

—With you standing there, looking uneasy and forlorn?
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On a rainy Monday, Celeste went into his study for a book. On the floor she saw three crumpled sheets of typescript. Scribbled across a page from his play a note:



Set up wife Faustina’s infidelity and early death.





Celeste checked an encyclopedia to read about Aurelius and saw this sentence:


A blemish on Aurelius might be his severity toward Christians whom he adjudged superstitious and close-minded, but perhaps counselors misrepresented Christian conduct.



She asked Silas about the passage, and he said,

—Aurelius was an emperor. Not a Cosmoterian.
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The physical therapist was a large woman named L’Keesha Shepard who sang contralto in the King Chapel AME choir and made kites for neighborhood children, and was given to cautioning a recalcitrant patient with Now don’t be a zip-damn-fool! Working on a leg or arm, she’d hum gospel melodies, rarely using the lyrics. She told Celeste that because his affect was flat, Silas needed something new to pull him on. With interest in books diminished, to prevent regression he needed other avenues.

—If your Silas continues like this, he’ll end up with nothing but resignation.

—I try to think of ways to prevent him from quitting. It hurts to hear him sigh so much. A while ago he said, Why don’t you just chloroform me?

—That’s depression talking. Time to get him to a psychiatrist. You should jot down what he does. And says.

That evening Celeste noticed Silas was scarcely listening to her reading aloud from the Meditations, and she set the book aside as he looked blankly toward the window that to him now was a virtual block wall. Uncertain about what her question might elicit, she said,

—Tell me about the coma. Can you? Will you?

He turned toward her as if coming from some elsewhere. Hoping it wouldn’t provoke a response she couldn’t handle, Celeste repeated her question. He appeared to drift off. She guessed he’d not heard her when Silas said, eyes focused on her as they had not in several days,

—If only I knew how much I remember. My memory is pieces.

—Understanding proceeds piecemeal. Your phrase.

Silas mumbled,

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,

Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.

All Celeste’s horses

And all Celeste’s men

Couldn’t put her Humpty together again.

—Celeste has more than horses for her Humpty. Back to the coma.

—There’s a lot of vacancy in those seventy-four hours. A scrap of paper could hold what I recall.

—You want a scrap of paper?

—A dream without a narrative. Nothing connected. Like visiting Katmandu—whatever you know doesn’t apply. But mine wasn’t a journey. Nothing but a scene here or there. A disintegrated filmstrip reassembled from fragments. No continuity with other events. Everything in an endless present. Like Heaven. Or Hell.

—Which was it?

—In a kind of tableau, a dark figure approached me. Cloaked and hooded. It opened a massive mouth to swallow me. I got a look down its throat. The shaft of a coal mine. At the bottom pure absence. This wasn’t one of those tabloid stories of a near-death experience with the usual black tunnel and at the end of it angels hovering in golden light. This terror was nothingness.

—Not anything suggesting the divine?

—Since the Universe is mostly darkness, maybe what I saw was the divine. But I’d use the word cosmic.

—Good to hear you talk cosmic again.

—At death, aren’t people prone to see what they’ve believed in? My deep shaft evaporated to leave me in a blankness, and I was happy I’d escaped a deadly boundary.

—Where was that?

—I have no idea. It was like looking through the objective lens of a telescope. The world reduced. Watching myself in the third person. A doctor observing a half-anesthetized patient. One Silas disembodied, the other disabled. I kept reaching for a cord or line to pull dreaming Silas upward. His head filled with phrases, all with that word—throw out a life line, drop me a line, you’re out of line, time to draw the line, last line of defense.

—Why don’t you write this down?

—There was another tableau. I hesitate to mention it.

—I can guess.

—She was on a vast desert. Wore a black cloak like the Grim Reaper. Could be she was the Reaper. She did nothing but glare at me. Blood-stained eyes. Then she moved off into the wasteland empty except for grotesque trees. I knew something was amiss in the situation, but I was relieved to notice she wasn’t dead.

—A woman dressed like the Grim Reaper who lacked only the scythe, and you came away relieved?

—I should’ve kept the vision to myself. I didn’t bring it up to rankle you. But since I rankled, I have a question.

—I’ve been expecting it.

—Has there been any news? Anything?

—Nothing. Authorities in Nevada—.

—Authority! What does goddamn authority ever know?

—In this case, several facts.

—I have facts too. Here’s one—If she shows up, what’ll she say about little sister being here?

—There’s the possibility of gratitude, but I wouldn’t count on that from her. More probably she’ll be furious when I have to confess to her your repeated attempts to slip into my bedroom. Now, a pickle on your sandwich?
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For two days Silas sank further into silences, leaving his food, resisting getting out of bed, becoming ever more listless. On the afternoon Celeste had a job interview with the school board, she brought him a small package, but he ignored it until she unwrapped it to hand him a leather-bound journal with page edges of gold leaf. She said,

—For an inky guy, writing can be useful. A salvation. Yours, without doubt, a secular salvation.

Opening the journal, he gave a dispirited thanks, and Celeste said,

—What happened to your dream tableau with all the talk about lines? Throw out a life line. A line of last resort.

She held up his favored reservoir pen.

—Please, Silas. Throw down a line! Tell the world to go to hell! Write what you’d like for dinner. Scribble a note to creatures wearing black hoods. Just write something. Those who live by words die without them. You’re a man of letters.

—Damn your ink! Stop meddling! Leave me the hell to the penalty for being born!

—What if Marcus Aurelius had cursed his ink? Your great Stoic. Don’t you get it? Your attitude flouts stoicism. Can a Cosmoterian high priest be unfrocked?

Using his teeth, he managed to loosen the pen cap, slung it to the floor, and on the first page of the journal swirled an inky line.
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Tossing her the book, he said,

—There! That’s my entry for this wretched day.

Looking at the page, she said,

—I know what you mean. You’ve d-drawn a picture of my cloistered life. And maybe the one here too.

She left him alone, and he sank back, unable to drift off although keeping his eyes closed, later refusing to open them when she set before him a bowl of soup she’d tried to make perfect. He didn’t speak, didn’t eat, lay shuttered, and she thought, I’m losing him.
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On a dim morning promising more ruin than rain, Celeste saw the journal on the floor. The therapist had said to observe his mental state in every way possible and note its direction. Picking up the book, Celeste held it to her breast and deliberated, put it down, only a moment later to open it. Following the angry scrawl was:



At the window last night. She approached, then withdrew. Her face was shadowed by the hood. Isn’t it evident? She wants me to join her. The hour nears to board a roadster for an ice-water journey that pays for the unasked cosmic gift.





As Celeste made coffee for him, she wondered: Could it be a good indication he finally wrote something, no matter how disturbed and disturbing? She phoned a pharmacy to fill the neurologist’s prescription, and while Silas slept she went out for it, returning to make him supper. Beside his plate she laid a capsule of antidepressant, but Silas ignored it, saying,

—Beyond discomfort, pain should create something more useful than dread. If it doesn’t, it’s useless, wasted. Deep in us, don’t we wish for suffering to mean something?

—Exactly where is your misery?

—Body. Mind. Memory. No one locale. It metastasizes.

—Damn it! Where will all this end?

—A skilled storyteller distinguishes between anticipation and suspense. So argued a former professor.

Silas was starting to look gaunt, and the therapist, unable to coax him into cooperating, said it was time to get him back to the hospital, a trip Celeste was uncertain he’d survive emotionally. His recovery, she reasoned, would have to derive from the natural force of Sachem Hill to escape the continuing bedevilment from her sister.

L’Keesha had warned he was sleeping too much. One morning before he awoke, Celeste noticed his pen atop the journal.

To peek into a book privileged with his thoughts still bothered her, but if his own words might stave off a second trip to the hospital and help him retrieve his life, then transgression of his privacy counted for nothing. Indeed, there was a new notation on a page torn free and placed inside the leather cover:



To whom it may concern: My existence is a sinkhole I cannot climb out of. I have a play I no longer believe in. I have excelled at a single thing this year—deceiving myself. If only unrequited ardor would generate abated ardor. The icehouse calls. I bequeath all I leave behind to Celeste Heppermann who did what she could, and for that I am grateful.





It was signed and—incorrectly—dated. Was it a suicide note-cum-will?

[image: images]

Going quickly to the phone where Silas would not overhear her, she called the neurologist’s nurse to relay a message. Celeste pulled apart an antidepressant capsule and mixed the powder into his morning coffee, the one thing he never refused, decaffeinated though it was. Awakened by its aroma, thanking her as he recently had not, he seemed at peace, even watching out the window rather than staring, and he commented on a green heron knee-deep on the margin of the pond, and remarked that the bird looked like a little old man hunched over, and how he wished he too might go wading.

Apparently his journal entry had worked on him as if a rapid-acting psycho-pharmaceutical, leaving him less turbulent and more meditative. He asked for an egg sandwich, leading her to wonder whether he was trying to build strength for a fell purpose. As she hid kitchen knives and an icepick, this came to her: In an inverse way, it might be good he wanted to join a dead wife. At least he apparently accepted what was now surely incontrovertible: Dolores was not coming home. But, what if she did? What then for Celeste?

When Silas woke, she was sitting near. He said,

—I caused somebody to fall, that somebody caused me to fall, and now we’re causing you to fall.

—No matter what anybody thinks, I’m not falling. I’m rising. Rising can be done. For those who don’t quit.

—Living’s easy for those who get fooled into thinking they know what they’re doing. Knowing where they are. It’s otherwise for those of us who hear a locomotive bearing down on us pennies on a rail.

The neurologist returned Celeste’s call and noted that Silas was due in three days to have the facial stitches removed, an opportunity for an appointment with a psychiatrist specializing in traumatic brain injury.

Checking on Silas that night, she asked him to name the first American President, and he answered in vexation,

—Peter Rabbit. Listen, we all understand the Liberty Bell in my belfry got rung hard and cracked, and now it dongs off-key. Even I hear it. And so can, wherever he is, George Washington.

Once Silas was asleep, she again opened the journal, and found nothing beyond the suicide note-will. But two nights later, above a tidy drawing, she saw these words:



The complicity of Lady Life with death! The two-faced slattern bedding down with Old Mortality. Must free myself from them. Wait for my time. Get well to die well. Didn’t Kafka say, “The meaning of life is that it ends”? Socrates knew how to end it. To hell with Aurelius. Instead, write a play titled THREE EXPERIMENTS IN SUICIDE. Act One: The Art of Aquacide.
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A Blunt Instrument

With stitches removed—although leaving a fiery crescent of a scar—he began to take on an appearance recognizable as Silas, and the remaining facial swelling partially masked the gauntness from weight loss. The neurologist noted improved responsiveness in the lower left leg, indicative of sensation rising toward the hip, but the left arm still served only to hold a shirt sleeve from flapping about.

The psychiatric exam brought less optimism. After measuring his privacy against his life, Celeste told of the journal entries, and the doctor advised continuing the antidepressant, adding it surreptitiously if Silas rejected it. She read the psychiatrist a list of things Silas had recently said:

•I’m a negative candle that extinguishes a lighted room.

•I’m a bug in a cosmic specimen jar.

•My pool stick’s bent and the cue ball’s elliptical.

•What’s the treatment for postmortem depression?

•My fork’s lost a tine.

•I’m traveling north of the North Pole.

•I’ve lost the ignition key to my cognition.

•My day’s are written in lemon juice vanishing as it dries, made readable again only by the heat of Hell.

She told of Silas answering her question about why he was sleeping so much with, Just practicing up for eternity. The psychiatrist, chin resting on his interlaced fingers said,

—Those are some of the better ones I’ve heard. We’re dealing with a brain obfuscated by trauma and depression. His comments suggest his power of recall is improving, but now he’ll be more aware of his situation.

—Loss of the wife.

—And his hemiplegia. Here’s a test I gave Mister Fortunato.

The doctor showed her a page with a printed circle and within it numbers penciled down the right half.

[image: images]

—Roman numerals neatly inscribed. Silas did this?

—I asked him to mark in the hours on the face of an analog clock. What he drew, we term hemispatial neglect. Patients with right parietal lobe injury can be oblivious to the left half of their body. I’ve seen self-portraits with an entire portion of a head or body missing. To us, it appears hemispheric, but those with RPL damage think their drawings are complete. The clock Silas drew, notice he put in all twelve hours, but effectively he’s seeing the world by half.

—Is his injury permanent?

—Time will tell, but once he’s fully cognizant of the neural damage, his depression may deepen.

—Please, doctor. Help him lose interest in dying.

—Should he continue closing, we’re limited in what we can do. If he’ll talk, then you might become a path to recuperation.

—I try to draw him out.

—Any actual attempt at suicide, calls for more aggressive measures. With his mobility depending on you, we have some safety, but if his condition deteriorates, then it’s time for intervention.

—Intervention?

—We have treatment termed transcranial direct current stimulation. Maybe even electroconvulsive therapy.

—Brain zapping? Oh, no. No!

—There is something else. Recent research suggests trees emitting aromatic compounds—phytoncides—when inhaled can encourage biological changes able to reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety. A kind of natural aroma therapy, if you will. Air near moving water contains negative ions, and they too can have—counterintuitively—positive effects on mood disorders.

—Trees? Like cedars? Oaks?

—Pines, locusts. Many species.
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Their drive home, as if an excursion, raised his spirits, and again propped up in front of the window, Silas was happy to have a favorite lunch: Senate bean soup (antidepressant added) with a wedge of Irish soda bread and a half-sour pickle. Celeste hoped he was drawing strength from the land itself and breathing in its phytoncides. She said,

—I’ve found a job as a substitute teacher.

—Teaching what? Perpetual adoration, blessed assumptions?

—General science in middle school, biology in high school. Next summer I’ll have to sign up for a couple of courses at the university to get a permanent teaching certificate. I start with the new term.

—Is the board aware of your past?

—My past?

—Prayer rather than, say, biological investigation.

—Teachers know I’ve been in a convent, and they also know my credentials in biology. I might add, they respect me.

The exchange was his most extensive since telling her about the coma; his spirits further lifted with the mail. Among the bills and credit card applications was a manila envelope and in it a note from Lucilla Mozee, her words, except for a quotation boldly lettered in colored pencil, executed with flourishes:



Dear friend Silas,

I send you my boys latest drawing. He says this is a pitcher of his friend far away. He means you. He thinks your Mr Aurelus and he likes seeing his name on a book. My Marcus had a run of bad luck last week. Mr Aurelus he would call it missfortune. But were ok now. Guess what—your gift to me helped. This is the main one that helped us. I copied it down and I read it to my Marcus every night—Is it not a sorry thing, when the body holds strong, for the spirit to give up?

Love, Lucilla Mozee (in Las Vegas)

Ps, My boys tugging at me to tell you he hopes you like the pitcher.





Silas carefully unfolded the drawing, and for the first time since his awakening, Celeste saw a quiver of a smile as he traced his index finger around the finely entwined lines of the portrait, and he handed her the letter, and said,

—I couldn’t remember her surname.

—Some day, talk about Lucilla and her Marcus.

—The lad’s a Cubist. He’s got me in both profile and three-quarters frontal. He has me in three dimensions on two-dimensional paper. Just like I feel.

—Is that a nose or an eye?

—Yes. And look—he’s using the pencils from the drawing kit I gave him. He’s gone Technicolor.

—Have you met him?

—Not in this realm.
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When Celeste brought in his supper tray, Silas was asleep, the drawing on his chest held there by his right arm. He awoke, and in the manner now to be expected, he tried to ascertain not where he was but when he was. He noticed the drawing and held it up to examine it once more.

—Would you tack this beside the window, C?

—What do you mean, see?

—I was dreaming. Or something on that order. And a Celina was there. She offered me a pickle—a half-sour pickle. People called her C. As in a-b-c.

—She’s reduced to a single letter?

—There’s no reduction. She was a curving line without angles. Sinuous, sensuous. A near circle wanting completion.

—Sensuous?

—Is that a foreign word for a woman fresh out of a nunnery? A forbidden term?

—Why would it be? You think an aspirant crosses a convent threshold and somehow shuts down her physiology? Urges vanish? She turns into a holy vessel to be filled with chaste devotion? Stains transform into stained glass?

—I have no idea why you entered. And even less comprehension of why you joined up with an invalid.

—Are you curious?

—My attention span has gone to hell. If you ask tomorrow, you could be annoyed I don’t remember half of it.

—I’ll talk till your first yawn.

—Standing by. Make that lying by.

—These last months, for thirty minutes twice a day I was on my knees in front of an ornate altar where I tried to engage in genuine adoration of what was symbolized there. The Blessed Sacrament. You need to imagine it. Between two life-sized, marble angels with enormous wings extending from above their heads to their feet was the monstrance.

—Monstrance?

—When I was a child, I thought adults were saying monsterance. It scared me. The convent monstrance was like a tall candlestick supporting a circular platter surrounded by golden rays. Think of a sun disk. In the center was a smaller round object. Dough-colored because it was actual baked dough. The consecrated Host made big. Are you with me?

—An unleavened Host.
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—That pun would be blasphemy in the convent.

—I stand, well, sit corrected.

—Please realize, I believe in what that wafer represents.

—Which is?

—Let me finish. Thirty minutes twice a day times thirteen months, call it four hundred hours. In spite of the duty to adore, that gives a quietude to think. Our phrase describing public adoration in the chapel, in front of the monstrance, was meeting the Lord. It was the only time we came before a small congregation. In the beginning I could do it, but then my prayers started to become rote. My mind was too willing to push devotion aside and listen just to itself. What I was doing under the gaze of parishioners felt like acting.

—Mummery in the nunnery.

—Shall I continue?

—Please. For the sake of my Cosmoterian education.

—My fervency strayed so far south I looked forward to petition prayers we accepted from people asking us to pray for this or that. Petitioners could take a card listing a couple of dozen topics—happy marriage, healthy pregnancy, successful surgery, world peace. They could also write in a special request. Those were the most interesting, even if many were entirely self-centered. But some were heartbreaking, especially those about children or the dying. Still, the petitions were a relief from standardized prayers. It was hard not to wish to be given a deeply touching one.

Celeste lowered her head and said softly,

—How bad is that? Waiting to hear of somebody’s pain so my prayer would be heartfelt. Desperate souls were reaching out to us like we were a suicide hotline. Later, I learned three I’d prayed for, two of them children, had died.

—Does a rosary turn prayer into mere recitation? A spiritual abacus?

—Don’t distract me. Anyway, my brain became more apt to wander, and I confessed it to the General Superior, and was, in convent terminology, given counsel. And still my mind wandered, and I saw myself on my knees and addressing a piece of baked dough, even if what it represents I revere. I understand the Host is to be considered as the Lord himself. I respect Christian symbols. Including those that almost smack of the occult. But my brain knew the object was in fact of flour and water. Stale, but otherwise edible.

—An oversized saltine?

—If I may resume. Because I was in an order of perpetual Eucharistic adoration, the monstrance was at the center of our existence—physically and spiritually. It was our hub, you might say. After all, Communion, the Holy Sacrament, is at the core of Catholicism.

Slowing, Celeste fought her stammer.

—I talked again to our Superior about my failing, and she sent me to a priest who dished out more chastisement than guidance. Told me unfervent prayer is hypocrisy. I knew that. That’s why I was talking to him. I quoted a slogan we gave the public—A quiet world where one can hear God. He said I was a poor listener. I came back at, at him. I said if I d-didn’t put the idea of baked d-dough into my head, then who d-did? The implication of Satan, as you’d expect, annoyed him. I asked how, how people could love the Lord and loathe a neighbor.

Celeste paused to collect herself.

—He accused me of blasphemy. Said my prayers had no traction. His word. Traction. Said I lacked the vocation. His phrase was, Perhaps you don’t belong with us. He ordered a period of discernment—ecclesiastical furlough was the formal term. And that’s when I came to visit you here on Sachem Hill, and you showed me the rings of Saturn.

—And craters of the Moon. It was a good time up there.

—I loved the astronomy. The discussion, the ideas, questions. Your professoring. But the respite didn’t erase my feeling of hypocrisy or help my dedication, and my return wasn’t really welcomed. Instead, a few treated me like I was contaminated. Contagious. Maybe I am. The prioress told me doubt should be nothing more than an inconvenience.

—What if doubt is eyes opening? An emergence?

Speaking toward the window, Celeste said,

—The most fervent sisters made a virtue of what they’d chosen, of what’s denied them. To those afraid of alien thoughts, their religion was piety itself. The scared driven into the sacred. A friend said I was wandering beyond the realm of God’s mercy.

—Direct me to that realm, and I’ll pack a pair of clean shorts and leave tomorrow. Case it out and report back.

—I had a nightmare last January. All I remember is that a sister approached me in the courtyard, and through her habit I saw a skeleton. An x-ray of a future me.

Silas was silent, he too now watching the pond.

—One novice had earlier caught my attention when she mentioned her path from believing in the occult power of crystals to conversion to the Church. On my return to the convent, after I told her about planetary rings, she said darkness was the Devil’s hour. Warned me against becoming an acolyte of Satan. That from a middle-aged woman who searched herself for sin to have reason to repent. To her, repentance itself was godliness. Contrition, self-reproach—they made her prayers genuine. She’d take room-temperature sentiments and heat them up to, to—.

—Zeal?

—When she zealed, I mean kneeled before the priest, she felt his allure. A corporeal sin worth committing. Not for pleasure—for her own redemption.

—This is getting juicy.

—And that kneeling. It accentuates hierarchy—the d-dominance of male over female. I’m on my knees in front of a man who can d-do pretty much what he wants with, with my life. A man whose authority may d-derive not from a genuine concern for, for people but from a claim to know the mind of God. If some d-doctrinaire ass suffering from, from severe piousity, calls me an apostate, then to, to hell with his blind judgmentalism.

—Slow down. Shout out, To hell with his doctrinaire ass!

—To hell with the doctrinaire!

—Not bad for a first try. Take your time. I’m going nowhere. Religious belief can be a powerful, if blunt, instrument. And, excessive godliness is hard to forgive.

Celeste went to the kitchen for a glass of cold water, sipped, then said,

—What if the priest was right about somebody who can’t quite kill an urge—on occasion—to be a backwoods girl come out of Hog Hollow for Saturday night on the town?

—An interesting turn of events, although I have trouble visualizing you as girl escaped from Hog Hollow.

—I’ve never talked about it. Shall I continue?

—Your dear loony’s here till he miraculously arises.

—I liked a senior sister who listened to my questions. She wasn’t an absolutist offering salvation in a can. You know, just open and swallow whole. Sister Angelica had been our softball catcher. She got hit on the temple with a bat and wasn’t quite right thereafter. One winter afternoon, she saw a bluejay bonk into a stained-glass window depicting the Garden of Eden. Strange, no? Like the bird tried to get to the forbidden fruit.

Celeste paused again to breathe slowly.

—Sister kept the bird warm and protected until it began flapping, then she set it free. It was only stunned.

—Lucky jay bird.

—Parishioners concluded she had a miraculous gift and brought her injured birds. Some dead as a doornail. She didn’t know medicine. What she knew was caring. Angelica lost a lot of the injured—and all of the dead, including a gerbil—but she did save four or five that were only dazed.

—Invite her in for a visit.

—Instead of public adoration, fallen birds became her life. When I’d talk to her, she didn’t follow. And are you?

Silas made a loud snore.

—You asked. The prioress said I was failing. I had no wish to be a fake nun, but a failed nun—that I could accept. Why not me in a soup kitchen? A hospital room?

—How about a classroom?

—They say, to be a good gardener, pray less and hoe more. Couldn’t I serve as well on my feet as on my knees? And even better if my mind was in the same room as my feet?

—You’re alluding to me?

—Any honorable service, isn’t it also holy? Aren’t there other possibilities to fulfill what the monstrance represents?

—I ask once more, which is?

—Love.

—Which is?

—Others before self.

He was quiet for some time, his eyes closed while—so Celeste hoped—he was assessing what she’d said. Then again, maybe he didn’t remember a word of it. When she stood to leave, he asked,

—The widespread drive of overdosed evangelicals for personal salvation—in what way is that others before self ?

It was a few moments before she spoke.

—I’m not sure it is.
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Not by the Sword

When he slept, Celeste at times saw the play of dreams as his eyelids fluttered or when he murmured—nothing intelligible, mere garblings. On two occasions, while Silas was in deep sleep, his right leg tried to get him out of bed, and later he told her of a dream about fleeing Druids in the big oak grove of Sachem Hill, and he added,

—I’ve read that Druid prophets killed people to observe their death throes in order to divine the future. Death throes I want to divine are of a black-mantled apparition.

—Ho! Is this progress from a Silas who says he dreams a better life than he wakes to?

—In his dreams he walks. There his twiddled imagination works better than the chowchow called his memory. If his divergent cognition has made progress, it’s at a molecular level, and it still tries to strike fire from an icicle.

—Could he build new memories suitable to survival?

—Not from a wheelchair. A balloon dropped him into the land of Orcus where reality is beyond reach. Where he carries hopes like an armload of sticks, losing a couple every step.

Later that day she heard him gabbling on so loud he woke, and she said,

—You were talking to yourself. I suppose that’s who it was.

—I don’t know who it was.

—I do.

—For all you know, I was talking to Morpheus, my comrade in arms—his arms. Okay, her arms. I’m sorry to mention her.

—I’ve been wrong in refusing to listen to you speak about Deedee. There, I said her name.

—Oh, this has to be a dream.

—It’s no dream.

—So they all profess.

—Don’t make things impossible. If she’s alive to you, then it isn’t her—it isn’t she who’s keeping her alive. It’s you. And to you she’ll live on, forever young, and you’ll turn old loving a phantasm who cuts you off from what’s truly in front of you. Quit ignoring the living for the dead or you’ll be left with only what can’t help you. You’ve trapped her in your brain. If you’re looking to escape, then push her out! Stop allowing memory to blind you. Start by giving her clothes to the needy.

—She’s trapped? I’m the one entrapped. Memory’s closed territory, and I’m imprisoned in mine. Memory’s all I have, and she’s that memory.

—So eradicate it. Erase her!

—How the hell do I do that?

Thinking, thinking, Celeste said,

—Instead of erasing, how about encasing? An injured tree oozes resin to protect a wound, and the resin can encapsulate an insect. So you, turn her into a bug in amber!

Silas sat up, smiled, and said,

—The Woman in Amber! Could be a title for my next—whatever.

—Next? There’s a positive word!

—You’ll recall, my sense of time is askew.

—Then here’s another thought.

—Lay on, Macduff.

—You might shift your ruminations toward distinguishing love from obsession. I’ve seen you with her. The real her. You waited for the smallest approbation or affection. Oblivious to her warning signs. Did you ever notice, to her, people were gates? Either open to advance her or closed and of no use. Does a sound mind choose a life with somebody empty of empathy? With somebody to whom self-evaluation meant self-justification?

—My delinquent reason, this unregulated mind, is beyond questioning. My brain got jellied in a cow pasture. But once, once it had circuitry able to respond to somebody’s electricity.

—And somebody electrocuted you.

—Clever. Oh so damned clever.

—Why do you reject the obvious? Which is this: The most notable fact of her life is her disappearance. The single thing she did in thirty-some years to gain the attention she so craved was to vanish! You’re letting a damned ghost shape you! It isn’t a sachem who walks at night! It’s she who walks at night!

—That balloon mishap didn’t impair my hearing.

—Hearing, schmearing! From a man who claims to be a dedicated rationalist, your response is illogical if not pitiful. What kind of empiricism ends up in phantasms? In logic driven by wishing instead of observing? You argue against unreasoned faith, yet you have faith that a plane-crash victim survived the most bombed-out place in the country and—and somehow—will magically show up to save your butt!

—Butt?

—B-u-t-t! Said the bishop!

—With such language, I may have to call him in.

—Language is not the issue! Here’s the issue! The difference between believing in a Holy Spirit and an unholy ghost is one of terms. Up on the astro-platform you claimed it was the work of a lifetime to demolish illusions. Well, you’ll need another pass through this realm to shake off the fantasies you’ve invented. You talk about the courage necessary to recognize fraudulent religious belief. So where’s your courage to face up to your self-induced sham? Your blessed assumption.

—What sham? What assumption?

—That Dolores Evelyn loved you! Her love for you was as genuine as that name she concocted for herself! Your adoration of her was only another means she used to indulge her self-adulation. A person whose thoughts always led inward! Never outward!

—Good god, woman! I hear you!

—Then hear this. A true story of a girl who persuaded her mother to get a mutt from the pound. The girl had an older sister who lost interest in the puppy after a week, and it was the younger girl who fed it and taught it tricks.

—The pup you left at the front of a grocery and forgot when you went out by the side door?

—The same dog that an hour later was still waiting for me in front. She was black and white with a plume of a tail that stuck straight up and made it hard for her to hide.

—Called Luckie because you saved her from the death needle.

—On an outing we all drove to the river. The male parent—a man whose capacity for remorse had been pulled out like an infected molar—that man was tossing sticks into the water for Luckie to retrieve. She liked retrieving. Then he got the idea of tossing in a rock. The dog went nuts trying to find it. Then he threw in another. Same thing. He did it again. Laughing. By this time Luckie was getting tired and struggling in the current. Even the usually silent mother was asking him to stop. He tossed in yet another rock, this one downriver, and Luckie went for it. The last anybody saw of her was that plume of tail being taken around the bend.

—Is there a message here beyond having a bad father?

—A ghost throwing rocks to a man drowning in delusions pulling him round the bend.
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Refusing her sister’s furniture, Celeste hunted for something to hold her own few possessions, and she thought a couple of pasteboard boxes would serve, but Silas suggested the steamer trunk he’d found behind the chimney when he remodeled a room for a former resident. Celeste dragged the thing into her quarters. It was decorated with antique destination stickers in the shapes of circles, triangles, ovals, a trapezoid: Oslo, Genoa, Casablanca, Istanbul, Shanghai, and places with lost names—Saigon, Ceylon, Burma.

The key had disappeared, so she picked the lock with a coat-hanger, and stood the trunk up like an armoire. On the left hung garments smelling of attic heat, clothing from the days of bootleg gin, flagpole sitters, mahjongg—everything expressive of postwar exuberance. On the right were four drawers, the upper two containing loose pieces—a dropped-waist flapper’s dress, silk stockings, a batik scarf, a white camisole turned brown, a crinoline petticoat, something once of wool now eaten into unrecognizable tatters, crumpled culottes, elbow-length white gloves, the remains of what might have been a black boa, a mashed sisal sombrero with frayed tassels hanging from the brim, and an assortment of broken spider legs.

In the third drawer she found a wooden box, the lid carved with an Asian landscape, and inside a cufflink, six mother-of-pearl buttons, a tarnished locket with a faded photograph of a girl in a pinafore, a vial of spirits of camphor, and a prosthetic glass eye of the palest blue. The bottom drawer held a 1903 seed catalog and an album with faux-gilt lettering too discolored to be readable and, mounted meticulously within, several hundred mint, United States postage stamps. She sat on the floor, the heavy book on her lap, Celeste mesmerized by the miniature engravings: Indian chiefs, sailing ships, presidents, locomotives, flags, zeppelins, bison.

Beneath the album, crushed by its weight, lay a cardboard box with a label showing a girl and boy studying a glistering stack of indigo and pink polyhedrons forming pinnacles and tiny towers. Imprinted beneath the image:

A YOUNG PERSON’S CRYSTAL KINGDOM

In the box was a measuring spoon, a chipped ceramic saucer, a package containing white grains, a bottle of dried-up laundry bluing, three lumps of coal each the size of a hen’s egg, and another empty bottle, this one labeled AMMONIA. Under it all, a tattered booklet:

A COMPLETE KIT TO GROW A SALT GARDEN

Her grandmother had told Celeste about creating such a terrarium of coal with common items found in kitchens during the Great Depression when children made toys from wooden thread-spools, tin cans, jar lids, strips of rubber inner tubes, orange crates, cigar boxes to turn into banjos. The grandmother called the crystal formations coal flowers and spoke of them as a Depression garden. That forgotten terminology gave Celeste an idea: a garden to treat a depressed man. By engaging his mind to break the deadly grip of a witchwife gone, perhaps salt crystals could do what a psycho-pharmaceutical could not.

She would have to wait to introduce the kit casually to keep from being accused of meddling. Questioning the necessity of hiding things from somebody unable to climb stairs, Celeste slid the box under her bed.
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After wheeling Silas to the bathroom for his morning ablutions, when he took longer than usual, she listened at the door. His safety razor she’d replaced with an electric shaver he complained of. He understood the change, and he saw it as evidence of somebody reading his journal, and he didn’t care. The book was her doing.

Celeste tapped on the door. To her surprise, for the first time, he haltingly opened it himself, and in sarcasm said,

—I’ll shave when I can do it with a potentially lethal instrument. Poor Fortunato might get a fortunate twitch and cut a jugular.

—Damn it, Silas! Roll up your sleeves and fight!

—How does a one-armed man roll up his sleeve?

She scowled as she helped him into the wheelchair to push him back to a bed freshly made up, and he worked himself into a sitting position, looked at the portrait tacked near the window, and asked for a sheaf of stationery from his desk. Atop a pillow and a small plank she’d found in his shop to use as a lapboard, he began writing, something Celeste had not seen him do. Luddite Silas feigned being, he scribed along with a fountain pen, grousing about weakness in his right arm. He read over the page, corrected a sentence, then said,

—My little prickly pear, give me your opinion.

Fearing a perfected suicide note, she was disconcerted, and he raised the page and nodded toward it and said,

—Why are you hesitant?

—No reason really.

Taking the paper, Celeste glanced at it. What does one do with a suicide note presented for editing? Should she read it in pretended nonchalance, then ask, So what’s new?



Hello young Marcus,

This letter comes to you from your friend far away, but maybe not so far as you imagine. As you grow older, the Earth will grow smaller and the sky bigger. Thank you for the portrait. I recognize myself in your colorful lines. Seeing my own face—without using a mirror or camera—that’s hard to do. But you showed me mine.

Your mother tells me you like your name on the book by Marcus Aurelius. He lived two thousand years ago. This soldier and emperor, we remember today not for his sword but for his pen. His book outlives his battles. We honor him not for war but for words that bring light into people’s lives.

You’re becoming an artist, and if you apply yourself, your pencils may also let light into somebody’s life. Good pictures with lines and color and shapes are a communion. They allow us to share, and when we share, we’re less alone. That’s why we’re afraid to die, because we must do it alone.





In relief Celeste said,

—I’d delete that final sentence.

Silas struck the line and talked of the boy’s microcephaly and of his mother and the drawing kit.

—He can read?

—Lucilla can read it to him. For now.

—Does he—does she—know about your injury?

—Not by me. At least I don’t remember saying anything about it. These days, I can’t remember whether I’ve forgotten.

—Oh, your sweet logic.

—My impairment isn’t relevant for him.

—Then here’s a question of relevance. Last year, would you have written a message like this?

—Thank you, doctor.

—I’m no doctor. Or hospice nurse. And definitely not a mortician.

—Very well, my comandante, here I go!

She watched him recopy the draft in exacting cursives, and address the envelope with an honorific his grandfather used on letters to him: MASTER MARCUS MOZEE. Silas smiled,

—This pen feels good in my hand.

Celeste did not mention what she thought: The diet and antidepressant—and time—might be working.

He slept until lunch. On his tray, with soup and a tangerine, he found his compact binoculars. Ignoring the food, he trained them on the pond, sweeping them shakily along the margin, then said,

—This feckless arm! I think we have a snipe out there.

—Shall I take a peek?

—Can you identify a snipe?

—I’ll describe it.

She fumbled to focus the binoculars and locate the bird, but when she did she hooted.

—I see him! Bigger than a thrush. Speckledy. Dark eyes.

—Its bill! Describe its bill!

—Like a knitting needle.

—Any color on the breast?

—Buffy. With brown streaks.

—Miss, we have a Wilson’s snipe! First I’ve seen here!

She passed the binoculars. Still unable to hold them steady, he put them down in disgust.

—They’re of little use to a cripple.

—That terminology’s a bit passé.

—I reserve the right to call myself what I am.

—If you’ll allow a suggestion, letting the physical therapist return, and apologizing for the swearing—.

—Cursing my own frailties. I retain that right too.

—Were L’Keesha here, she might assist the strengthening of a feeble arm. But, I wouldn’t want to meddle, and I know she wouldn’t want to be a meddler.

Celeste left the room, and he heard her tinkering around in the kitchen, grumbling, and when she came back, he’d emptied the soup bowl, eaten the soda bread, and the tangerine was nothing but peelings. She said,

—I fixed the toaster. You can have toast again.

—Celeste the mechanic. If only I were a toaster.

—Your rewiring might necessitate a professional electrician.

—Okay, okay! Call L’Keesha. You’re relentless!

—Done! Said the bishop.
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Scapegoat s in a Pasture

In the pallid light of a moon setting eyelash to eyelid with the first streaks of predawn, Silas caught a glimpse of a cloaked figure shouldering something and coming slowly out of the trees near the pond. Despite the shadows, he saw the black form bend toward the ground, and when it rose look directly at the window and beckon. Differing from the other mantled semblances, this one did not vanish almost as soon as being witnessed; instead, it proceeded with deliberation toward the house, its capote masking motions of presumed legs to give an appearance of gliding in defiance of gravity. On it came, and he, growing apprehensive, wanted out of view, but his immobility held him shackled to the bed, and the shape advanced until the hood was against the glass, its face—if face there was—pressing close. The left arm lifted, and its finger bones—translucent and pointed like icicles—held a posy of glimmery hemlock blossoms. Then the tenebrous thing fused with the dark.
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Silas awoke, and when he recovered himself he wrote in the journal what he thought was the date and:



Reaper at window. Scythe and hemlock in icy hands. How does one kill death?





Falling once more into discomposed sleep soon dispelled by the steam of morning coffee, he woke, and with relief found Celeste holding a plate of buttered scones, and he asked,

—What’s today?

—Tuesday

—No, I mean what’s the year?

—The year?

—Under an obscured heaven a sundial has no hour. My mind’s a clock with no hands, a misprinted calendar. My sense of time’s a canceled flight arriving six hours early.

She brought him up to date, and he said,

—In my sleep an old song ran on incessantly. From the thirties. My mother used to sing it.

Love is happiness, But it ended one day, Now I look at life in a different way.

So wrap your troubles in dreams and dream your troubles away.

—Is that what you’re doing?

—If it is, it’s not working. But an hour ago, for the first time since the accident, I felt fear. What if talking about it only encourages her presence? Do I ever walk in her dreams?

—Do the unliving dream?

—Some Buddhists say all is a dream.

—Go on. I’ll try to listen. Even if it’s about my you-know-who. Sorry. My sister.

—At the window. The figure in the cloak.

—You’re sure who it was?

—If there was a face I couldn’t distinguish it in the shadows. Does the Reaper have a face? Is the Reaper a woman?

—The last time I saw it—.

—The thing held up a spray of hemlock blossoms. Tell me, why am I blind by day but sighted by night?

—Whenever we make progress, she bubbles up.

—Why do you assume it’s her?

—It’s always her! My whole life, it’s been her! If I got stuck with a problem, she was happy. So wherever she is, she’s one satisfied—creature. And you! Don’t you understand the threat isn’t hemlock? It’s wedlock! Pick the lock!

Silas wanted to calm her. The disoriented trying to steady the distressed. All he could think to say was,

—You’ve surpassed yourself with this batch of scones.

—What? She’s at the window, a dead woman’s in your brain, and you’re talking buttered scones?

—I’d like another.

He wasn’t hungry, but with simulated relish he managed the second scone, and still she was troubled, and he said,

—While you were in the kitchen, I had an idea. I’ll explain if you won’t stomp off.

—Let’s hear it. But if it’s about nightlife with your fata morganas in your haunted forest, I’ll leave you flat. For the grocery.

—In the journal—the two of us—we’ll record the various species of birds we see from now to the time, on his own, Lazarus here rises to walk again.

—I’m all—. Well, almost all for journal entries.

In the book he entered #1: Wilson’s snipe, and said,

—Distraction is a great oppressor of depression.
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Celeste kneeled in her room and looked to the window as if the sky were a monstrance, and she worked to formulate a fit prayer for Silas, for his well-being whether or not he regained his legs. Rising, she realized her anger of the day before issued from worry her sister would—somehow—reappear. Resisting an urge to pray that Dolores never come back to the Hundred, Celeste reproved herself for slipping again toward the sisterhood trap. Because it was important to get Silas to speak about shadows and delusions, his conversation was more than means to learn his thoughts—it was a way to encourage him to distinguish between love and the iota of adulterated affection from a woman shrouded in self.

Celeste considered that Silas had tried to help her—the second scone, the bird list. If only briefly, the most recent apparition had provoked movement beyond his own concerns and toward the man of otherosophy he’d once been. Her heart lightened, and she carried the crystal garden downstairs. Silas said,

—Number two. A cardinal. Not the ecclesiastical sort. Didn’t need binocs for him.

Silas raised the journal to show the entry, and she said,

—I lost my composure over your dream. Angry that you can’t see your ghosts are physical counterfeits.

—Of course ghosts are counterfeits. Until you see one.

—I also became angry when I forgot what I’d promised you. Too long I’ve let big sister get the better of my balance. If the convent taught me anything, it should be equanimity. But I wish you’d see me as well as you see the dead. You can’t forget her face, but I’ll bet you’d forget mine faster than my mirror.

—Seeing? What about you? Don’t you see I fear those faces of the night?

—Go on.

—Have I become delusory? Created my own version of a girl in a pinafore? Are my dreams evidence of an eroding brain? It’s like the coma. Watching myself from beyond myself while knowing such separation can be a sign of madness.

—I can’t conceive it.

—Try to feel the terror of sensing your mind’s going. Crossing to the other side of sanity, to a land of no return. Being left on a darkened shore. My fear unmans me.

—Silas, Silas.

She remembered the box in her hand and held it up to him.

—From the old steamer trunk with the travel stickers on it. I tricked it open. Are you angry?

—A man with one operating leg and an insolvent mind hardly cares about a forgotten antique. Other than this box, what else was in there?

—Clothes from the twenties. Whose were they?

—The first people in this house traveled the world.

Silas scrutinized the illustration on the box, and read aloud: A Young Person’s Crystal Kingdom. He removed the lid, laid out the contents, naming each ingredient, then saying,

—Other than the bluing, we have these things.

—You’re suggesting you want to grow a salt garden?

—Not a garden. I’m going for the kingdom. This could be better than pulling bingo balls in the rectory basement.
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L’Keesha arrived, chastised him for discontinuing his therapy, began a rigorous workout as she told of turning down a marriage proposal from a seventy-year-old man, confiding she was waiting for a thirty-year-old pilot who would fly her to see the elephants and lions on the veldt. A widow, L’Keesha was nearing sixty. When Silas completed the exercises, she unwrapped a plate of her applesauce cake with butterscotch icing, and he ate a large slice and hinted for a second.

Celeste brought in a bottle of bluing and a measuring cup of water. Setting in place his lap board, he opened the old box and pulled out the chipped saucer. As she read him the directions he stacked three lumps of coal into a ziggurat before mixing salt and water, adding ammonia, stirring, dripping the mixture over the anthracite. She arranged the experiment on his bedside table where it could rest undisturbed, and in the journal he recorded date and hour, confirming them with her.

Silas requested her to join him in a sandwich of pickled-egg salad with chopped Kalamata olives, a pair of half-sour dills, and a bowl of blueberries and raisins. And surreptitious antidepressant. He said,

—Let’s find a crystal garden for young Marcus.

—You bet your booty! Said the Mother Superior.

—What is it a Mother Superior does?

—Director of a convent. But you’ll recall Smoky Hill uses the French term. Générale Supérieure.

—Did her rank make you a dog soldier?

—We were taught the gifts of resignation. Acceptance of convent life. Reconciliation of desires.

—Your experiment in the convent, did it work?

—That’s been the question of my daily existence. Even now, my answer is foggy. And changeable.

—Give me one unfogged certainty.

In a whine of self-mockery, she said,

—Her daddy didn’t love her.

—I know a number of women who might file that charge.

—And for reason. If I can’t explain how he truly felt about me, I can say I came to distrust him, and once I saw who he really was, I quit trying to care about him. He was amoral. A bad shepherd with a pasture of scapegoats. When we displeased him, he’d threaten to send us to a convent. The reason, in my view, was that after our brother died in infancy, O I H—.

—What’s O I H?

—I’ve told you. Initials. I don’t call him father. He was angry about a son’s death, so he took it out on daughters. Get thee to a nunnery! When he died I felt nothing. His gift to me was to eliminate sorrow at the death of a parent. I wanted to get his goat by fulfilling his threat.

—Was it a scapegoat?

—O I H could be a reason I went into the convent.

—Isn’t that the horse thief hanging herself?

—It was a self-serving distortion. When I graduated from college, I desperately wanted somewhere to think, to discover whether I had within me any worth. I came across a pamphlet about Smoky Hill and an invitation saying something about a quiet garden where one may separate herself from the confusion of contemporary society.

—Zen detachment.

—Not quite. Once there I realized what I wanted wasn’t detachment but attachment. I’m not monastic. Never this woman a Zen master. Is there such? Or is Zen like Catholic separatism of yesteryear? Don’t permit girls near the altar except to clean it. We were called heavenly dusters.

—Go on.

—That priest I mentioned said I had, in his pungent words, a canine need for humans. Maybe so. I’m no ascetic. I’m a hands-on woman looking for work.

—I’m a case in point?

—You’re a case all right.

—What time is it?

—Hour or the year?

Silas scrutinized the anthracite ziggurat.

—This stretches credibility! In only fifty minutes formations are developing! My good C, please pass me the journal.

—Your good what?

—The letter C. For comrade in arms.

—Comrade? No. No comrade stuff. But that second part is acceptable.

—You’re also a good see.

Silas lifted the plate slowly, but still a nascent crystal collapsed, and he said,

—Like my life.

—I don’t admire self-commiseration.

—Just jesting, my dear General Superior. If you’ll mix up another magical decoction, I’ll begin again.

—And will you do the same with recovery?
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Emery Wheel for the Brain

From another room Celeste heard him speaking, pausing as if for answer. Alarmed by what he might be addressing, she went to the doorway to listen. Silas was saying,

—Stay there, or I’ll snap you in half like a toothpick!

He laughed, more a theatrical cackle really, and she saw him bent over his lapboard. Was he cracking up? She said,

—What’s going on?

—This toothpick won’t put its butt into this crevice!

—Cigars have butts. Jokes can have butts. And now, toothpicks have butts?

With his weakened left hand, he was struggling to hold down a lump of coal while his right used the edge of a teaspoon to gouge in an opening, and she said,

—My man, you’re using your left arm!

In surprise, Silas said,

—I’ll be damned. A kingdom requires verticality to put the citizens in awe. Towers, turrets, spires, steeples, minarets! It must be stately. Campaniles and obelisks. If this toothpick will stand up, crystals have a structure to climb.

—A wooden match might serve better.

—A matchstick! You’re a shrewd engineer. Would you bring a few matches? And my gimlet.

She returned with the gimlet and four matches, pre-ignited and extinguished, and he said,

—The boy’s not permitted a live match? Yet you trust him with a gimlet? The more he works to be authentically here, the more others think he’s not all there.

As Silas drilled four holes into the anthracite and wedged in matches, she mixed a fresh crystallizing solution for him to trickle onto the black lumps now festooned with wooden towers and barbicans. She thought, Here’s a man, bedeviled by phantoms and suicide notes, who’s building a castle of salt and matchsticks. Is he just wobbling between insanity and idiocy? Twisting the gimlet, Silas said,

—It calls me to jab it into my heart.

—If giving you burned matches gives me peace, would you deprive me of that?

—I want to deprive you of nothing, my little snapdragon, especially when I picture the deprived life of an aspirant.

—We weren’t to view ourselves as deprived but as enriched. Simplicity enriches. Isn’t that Zen?

—Enriches what?

—How about clarity of mind?

—For all of you?

—I don’t know. One sister, who’d been in the convent for years, had recurring delusions. She called them visions. She’d wander around, sometimes talking incoherently and other times lucidly about what she’d seen the night before. Mostly predictable sightings of Mary or Jesus or a saint. She wasn’t allowed to do public adoration because they feared she’d go before parishioners and start rambling about a water stain or a burnt waffle looking like, like Saint Cletus.

—What if she had a direct line to the Holy Soda Biscuit?

—And if it was incomprehensible?

—Why should the mind of a god be comprehensible? Even to a fellow creator building a kingdom on a cracked saucer. Muddle-man here feels possessed of inscrutable power as he erects sticks for the inert to reach toward him. On its own.

In a resonant inflection meant to carry the majesty of omnipotence, Silas declaimed,

—Rise, crystals, rise! Behold the skyward ascent of a tiny paradigm of the origin of the Cosmos itself!

—Give a toy intended for six-year-olds to an adult thrown down in a cow pasture, and this is what you get.

She left him to his kingdom but continued checking on him after hiding the gimlet. His total absorption with the saline realm raised a question: If his creation was pulling him away from suicide notes, then what might it be impelling him toward?

Silas gazed intently at the crystal kingdom as if it were a crystal ball, one revealing not the future but the planetary past. When she laid out lunch, he said,

—These salts crawl out of a tiny seminal sea and onto a shore and assume a form to climb whatever surface they find. Those on horizontal planes differ from ones going up verticals. They fit themselves to their destination. Their destiny.

—A parable for us all.

—Observing them is like witnessing primordial life begin to leave the oceans. Assembling itself according to its nature.

—Silas, you know don’t you, those crystals are not alive? There’s not even true chemistry. It’s only evaporation. Dissolving and recrystallizing is a mechanical process.

—Tell that to them so they’ll quit pretending and dissolve into nonexistence.

As the coal transformed, he said,

—How would it be if, when our time is up, we would simply evaporate like morning dew?

—Your Aurelius emphasizes it—all matter mutates to go somewhere else. It’s on an eternal journey.

—Being crystals, we could peacefully exit, leaving behind nothing more than a smidgen of salty dust for somebody’s pea soup. Religious beliefs about an afterlife make death needlessly formidable.

—Not for me. Besides, you don’t believe in an afterlife.

—I do. For each of us, afterlives. The immortality, the perpetuality of our structural elements. Our past and future existences forever shared with otherness.

—I’m talking about our lives in this second.

—On the great cosmic chronometer, human hours are less than a tick and a tock. But that’s one damn fine reason to make something of them while riding the blue planet through the infinite dark. To use them wisely, humanely, creatively here among all the other weary, uncertain tickings and tockings known as humanity.

—Yesterday you said life is only the opening chapter in a book titled Death Awaits.

—I confused dying with death because I always struggle to envision—clearly—my own nonexistence.

—Dying, death—does a difference matter?

—You’ll permit me to extemporize?

—When have I not?

—Dying is momentary process. Death is continuing opportunity, if we don’t mummify ourselves with embalming fluid and caskets. Turn ourselves into a King Tut or a Queen Nefertiti. Death provides opportunity to continue the physical transmutation that got us here. Forged in the furnaces of stars, that migration has allowed what’s now Silas to travel a quadzillion miles to arrive on Sachem Hill. An unceasing transfiguration to see Celine’s beautiful face that began assembling fourteen billion years ago.

—Thank you, but where’s the soul of Silas in that journey?

—His so-called soul is interacting, charged neural chemicals. Excited brain tissue. Of course, he’s been left not with brain tissue but scar tissue. Ergo, he’s a scarred soul. And that suggests whatever he lacks, there’s no lack of it.

—What?

Silas looked at Celeste just then catching a fine radiance from sunlight through the bay window.

—You, the biologist, know that because the atoms of your brain have been utilized a near infinitude of times, there’s a possibility they’ve been part of other human intelligences. Perhaps even on other worlds. Not to mention, say, use in a dollop of mud. Or the snoot of a mudpuppy.

—I’ll take the mudpuppy.

—You’re aware, inside you may be a quark from Gregor Mendel. Or Charles Lyell.

—And Silas would like a particle or two of Marcus Aurelius. A molecule from Will Shakespeare’s elbow.

—Absolutely. That’s enough immortality for me. And it’s a hell of a lot more interesting than an alleged heaven where an earthly existence—too often spent pointlessly—goes on to eternal pointlessness. Read the news. Does everybody deserve residence in the City Celestial? Does a serial killer merit dwelling in the Fortunate Isles? Should death-camp kapos be granted a dance with Celine at the Grand Hereafter Ball?

—That’s the purpose of divine forgiveness. And Hell.

—To a Cosmoterian, forgiveness is inescapable and Hell is a mere fancy. Salvation is inevitable. Caligula, whether or not he wanted it, got sent on for remanufacture. For transformational resurrection.

—That’s more like salvage than salvation.

—Nothing escapes as is or survives as what it was.

—So you believe if I have a particle from Blessed Mother Mary I may also have a bit of Bloody Mary? Typhoid Mary?

—You think your ancestry is free of rascality? The number of your direct ancestors over only the past couple dozen generations—a paltry six hundred years out of humanity’s hundred thousand—your twenty-four generations are mathematically greater than sixty million grandparents. Atoms have no morality. They assemble into Celeste and leave the rest to her.

—I know the science.

—What about this then? Hitler was immolated long ago, so by now a portion of der Fuhrer’s compounds have re-entered the cosmic broth and are out somewhere bopping around. Right now, there’s a mustachioed molecule perched on Celine’s nose.

—That particular soup is a hell broth.

—Aurelius said it two thousand years ago.

Taking the copy of the Meditations she’d been reading, Silas turned pages, then quoted,

—You have existed as part of the Whole, and you will pass into what created you and be changed and assimilated again into the generative principle of the Cosmos.

He turned more pages.

—And here, Marcus speaks like a biologist. The force of the All changes one portion of existence into another which becomes the seed of other emergence. Is your concept of a seed only what creates vegetative or embryonic life? Reason deeper!

—This All, this Whole. Isn’t that God?

—History makes me avoid that term. You’ve heard me say it. If the All, or some other similar word, means Everything, including the mechanics through which things function, then, yes, the term God could be synonymous.

Looking at the crusted anthracite, she said,

—If Silas bumps his salt kingdom and causes an earthquake or coughs out a tornado causing his crystals to collapse, and he restores them with a spritz of saline solution, then he becomes God in his kingdom?

—Silas didn’t create the crystals. He didn’t imbue their inherent power to construct themselves. The invisible potential of things on that dish—that he had nothing to do with. He’s only a mechanic in the employ of the Cosmos.

To the saline solution, Silas added iodine to impart color, saying,

—What if we ourselves were pure sodium chloride?

—When you step outside, don’t forget your umbrella.

—I could climb into a warm bath and sing So long, it’s been good to know you. What an easeful way to go! Then Celeste could point a hair dryer at the water and reconstitute Silas. He’d be more than clean. He’d be remade. You might say, resurrected this side of Heaven.

—As what, a bathtub ring?

—I like Hamlet’s take on physical eternality:

To what base uses we may return, Horatio!

Why may not imagination trace the noble dust of Alexander till we find it stopping a bunghole?

She was smiling at his nonsense, and he said,

—In the Sanskrit Upanishads, about a thousand years before Aurelius, it’s written, Tat tvam asi. Thou art that.

—My concept of resurrection differs somewhat.

—Quote the most cosmically empirical phrase in the Bible.

—Tell me, Aurelius.

—Dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return. If our science teacher comprehends we’re made of cosmic motes, then metamorphosing soda water come from galaxies unknown, why isn’t it fit to honor? Isn’t it as suitable as a Holy Saltine?

—So says our resident Cosmoterian.

—So says your Bible.

—About this world, maybe.

—You’ll be teaching science soon, and you’ll move easily between the provable realities of biology and a realm that can only be presumed. On a Sunday you’ll embrace one world view. Monday through Friday you’ll teach another.

—I think you’re feeling better.

—How many of us move within a split world? But if some crackbrain outside such a disjunction speaks of an intangible appearing in—say, a dream—then people cluck-cluck over his sanity. Yet they don’t bat an eye about dropping to their knees to address an immateriality demonstrably present only in their imagination. All done in hope of one day gaining an ostensible sanctum somewhere beyond everywhere.

—You’re suggesting we both live by illusion? You whose dreams disturb you?

—Indeed they do. Because I can’t inductively prove or disprove their actuality, my thinking must be functioning irrationally. Then again, what if my dreams have a source other than the consequences of an injured brain? If they have a veritable reality of their own, then what’s this existence we take for real? Where are we? When are we? What is Celeste?

—She’s not a phantom you need fear imagining.

—I don’t fear imagining phantoms. I fear believing in them. If a delusion creates a reaction, then it has a kind of provable reality. Cause and effect. I’ve never seen gravity, but having fallen from the sky, I know it exists. Thank Earth it’s there to hold Planet Celeste aloft in space.

—Woohoo! I’m a planet!

—Why not? Love is like a second gravity.

She circled him, arms raised as if rings, and Silas said,

—I’m only trying to snare a furtive idea. To see my phantasms as expressions of a neural cortex working to make sense of erratic signals from dreams of—possibly—deeper truths. Of images potentially unwarped by assumptions. Or ego. Two spiritually corrupting enemies. Dreams unstring logic, but the remaining tangle can lead to new comprehensions.

—It’s cool when you do this.

—Do what?

—Take me along as you mouse over things. Try to snag wandering ideas. When I was within the ivied walls, I wanted to talk to the women about, about ideas. About why we were truly there. Whatever else the convent was, it wasn’t a forum for inquiry. Conventional thoughts ruled the convent.

—Tertullian—you remember the second-century church father—after his conversion said, For us, curiosity is no longer necessary. That, for me, is a sorry way to live. Later he wrote—I paraphrase—If you have true humility, cease prying into the sky and the secrets of the universe.

—In the convent, for me to pursue an idea was to do it clandestinely. Unspoken intellectual constraints.

—Is that different from group-think outside the walls?

—I’m not chastised out here. Usually.

—Was there distrust or fear of differing opinions? Especially ones that questioned?

She lowered her head.

—I suppose so, but I wasn’t out to undermine anybody’s world. I respected theirs, though I also hoped to build a foundation for mine. A question from me was a blast of halitosis. They leaned back to avoid inhaling whatever I’d just exhaled. I’d speak and shazam! They were gone.

—Good Sister Garlic Breath. A genuine aspiring aspirant!

—With you, I want to understand how you view the world. But please don’t assume my listening necessarily means agreement. Maybe it does, maybe other times it doesn’t. And this—can we—may we—drop references to the Holy Saltine?

[image: images]

Every waking hour Silas would rehydrate the coal, and by the second day, the matchsticks, if not yet columns, were certainly stalagmites, and the flats sprouted configurations one could imagine as vegetative or architectural and a few almost anthropomorphic. To see them was like looking into a cut-open geode of facets and façades, refractions and reflections. Using a magnifying glass, in the journal Silas sketched forms appearing like frost patterns across a window pane: snowflakes, sea corals, Cretaceous ferns, unearthly landscapes. Sunlight struck the crystals, turning them prismatic and fractionally, the salt kingdom grew. Celeste reminded him that to create is a proof he was alive here and now. She said,

—To bring forth something new, isn’t that solid evidence?
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Silas woke from a nap when she brought him the telephone.

—Hey, hermano! Chamberlain here. The report is, as usual, mixed. Here’s the upside. I assume it’s on that end of the spectrum for you. The mysterious pings from the area south of Bald Mountain came from a trespassing hiker who got lost. He stumbled out hungry—with a dead phone. In a nutshell, here’s the other side. A female cadaver’s been found near Hiko Canyon. Over east from Bald Mountain.

—That’s the wrong direction.

—Wrong for our logic that she walked off west, but the body was only twenty-some miles from the crash site. The remains are deteriorated, and coyotes have played whaley with them. Forensics needs help with the identification. Do you have her dental x-rays?

—I never knew her to go to a dentist while she was here.

—If answers come forth, I’ll call again, chico.
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When next Celeste examined the crystals, she said,

—You’ve raised a garden of peewee cabbages.

—I was going for a celestial city.

—For an empirical man, Saline City would be more accurate.

—Celine City? That’s good!

—Not quite what I said.

He licked a finger and touched it to fallen crystal powder and tasted it, and she asked why.

—I want to be sure salt is the actual ingredient. Maybe you flutter through in the night and sprinkle fairy dust.

—Who says fairy dust doesn’t taste like sodium chloride?

That evening on the porch she served a supper of anti-oxidants: pinto and red beans, steamed kale, a bowl of fresh berries accompanied by a beverage once concocted by her grandfather Sparky who claimed his elixir of turnip sharpened mental acuity by working on the brain like an emery wheel: chilled potato vodka, sea salt, and slice of raw turnip.

—Granddad’s mind retained a keen edge for ninety years.

They drank to old Sparky, and she said,

—In the convent I read about people of the Middle Ages believing witches and devils hated salt. Since evil entered a human by way of the mouth, to foil it, Christians salted food.

—It doesn’t appear to have lessened evil in the world. I don’t know about an uptick in medieval hypertension.

Breathing in the aromatics of the autumnal woods, they listened to voices now entirely insectivorous yet still sweet, especially the crickets and katydids. She said,

—Your cut from the honey locusts is healing nicely.

—My fall from the heavens. Crowned by thorns.

Celeste looked up, surprised. She said,

—In the fifteenth century, when Saint Rita was worshiping before a crucifix, a thorn off Christ’s crown mystically struck her forehead. It became her holy stigma. When I received a prayer request for a marital problem, I addressed Saint Rita. Patron of troubled marriages and impossible situations.

—A saint for Silas! Stigmatized adept of the impossible.

In the dusk, a barred owl swept from a tree to pounce onto the grass, and there was a brief kerfuffle of feathers, then the bird beat heavily upward and hanging limp in the curved claws was a small furry bag. Silas said,

—A former resident here refused to consider appreciating such a simple event as reason to live on the chicken farm.

—The sisters of perpetual adoration believe the spiritual benefits of gratitude are undervalued.

—You saw the swiftness of that doom, the meadow vole’s un-anticipation of it. It was plump and breathing, then whap! Even before it knew fear, it was lost. Like my life.

—And all this time I thought you were alive.

—Happening at this moment, hot innards of rodent are sliding down the black gullet of an owl and on the way to making more owls. Tomorrow, fuel of vole will power the bird through the dark. Viscera of vole transformed into flight. Volare! An empirical miracle! A natural marvel! You’re disgusted?

—Don’t be silly. I just feel sorry for the vole.

—Sorry? You’re a science teacher.

—I have a soft place for nature’s little guys. And the vole, I like his name. An anagram. The only one I can think of from the natural world for a certain emotion.

Silas mentally rearranged letters, then said,

—I prefer the plover—when pronounced correctly.

—In my kingdom, voles would be protected.

—And so, no owls and you up to your bum in voles?

Again she was silent, and he said,

—I repeat. Does my celestial lady see the Tale of the Owl and the Vole as a small reason for living on Sachem Hill?

—A defensible reason. At least for the proprietor. But we should run that by a vole.
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By the fifth day, his crystal kingdom grew less visibly; the formations, despite inappreciable variations, repeated themselves, and his interest slackened. When a structure collapsed and he revived the dust, Silas knew what to expect, and he began to detach from the salts and again took to sleep although he continued watering the crystals every morning. L’Keesha said his left arm was gaining strength, almost ready to propel himself in the wheelchair, and sensation in his left leg was moving upward, but the rise didn’t carry with it a rise in spirits, and the slowness of improvement dampened satisfaction from recovery.

His slippage sent Celeste to the steamer trunk—perhaps a reversed Pandora’s box filled not with evils but myriad hopes to renew Silas. Noticing his wearied and morose face, she set the stamp album beside his breakfast, and said,

—How’s it going this sunny morning?

Looking out to the sky, he thumbed his nose, and she said,

—I wish you wouldn’t do that.

—I regret to say I’m still going—by trading mobility for inexhaustible hours. In cosmic terms, our lives are instantaneous, yet I’ve magically altered human brevity into an eternity. If you’ve wondered where time goes—that thing nobody ever has enough of—I’ll solve the mystery. Time blusters along to Sachem Hill and piles up here like snowdrifts.

—Poor sleep?

—God Vishnu sleeps in the cosmic ocean, and our lives are his dreams. Last night the bloke was out of his mind.

—He dreamed of what?

—You know what.

—Damn his dreams! Damn her!

—Celine, believe me. Before I drop off I really do try to shape my dreaming away from certain things. I work to enable my untuned neurons to receive people of the light. Replace her with you. Or Jack Osgood. Or Kyz—. I mean someone I might dream up. A witch’s cat in an hourglass would be better.

—What’re you talking about?

—I’m just saying anything to stand in for figures from the corridors of darkness. My subconscious, my imagination, they stalk me.

—What was going on? I’ll stay calm.

—The usual. Fire opal eyes glowering in my direction. If face there is, it’s only a peeling paper mask over a skull. But it’s, it’s her. She spoke. The voice was ghastly, but it was hers.

—Saying what?

—My name. As if calling me to join her.

—She’s gone. You’ve searched long and haven’t found her.

—Not finding is hardly evidence something isn’t there.

—Seems fairly sound to me.

—Sound? What are you hearing right now?

—Without our talk, nothing. Okay, wind in the cedars.

With a remote, he switched on the radio set to the classical music station. Strains from the final movement of Eroica rolled forth, and Silas said,

—For fifty-some minutes Beethoven’s third symphony has been playing in this room. Unheard by us. And also here with us are voices from across the planet unperceived by anybody without a short-wave radio. Then there’s microwave crackle from the creation of the universe itself.

Celeste went toward the window to think of ways to proceed, and finally she said,

—I need a frank answer. Not something intended to protect me. Just put it out there. Do you—deep within—do you believe she’s dead?

—I don’t know. Probably so.

—It’s possible she’s somewhere and alive?

—It’s possible.

—Do you want her to be alive?

—My mind equivocates.

—With what you’ve seen, would you go back to believing love can be a single-sided accommodation for somebody incapable of love, incapable of even learning how to love?

—My mind equivocates.

—How does a person demonstrate love except by works of love? From her, did you ever feel such work?

—My mind equivocates.

—If you saw her again and she wasn’t pulling her Grim Reaper routine, would you confront her about that little matter of probable infidelity?

—I haven’t told you all of it.

Running fingers through her hair, Celeste quoted Tennyson,

—I’m half sick of shadows, said The Lady of Shalott.

—Soon after our marriage, Dominique saw a lawyer about an annulment.

—I’m not surprised.

—It’s worse. Later, she became pregnant.

—Oh my god, Silas. Who’s the father?

—If she’s gone, how does it matter?

Celeste sat down on the floor, head in her hands, and it was some moments until she could speak.

—Fixated on a woman who loved only herself. And she didn’t do that very well. Your capacity even to entertain absolution for her verges on insanity.

—It’s more sane to throttle her? Crazed Othello at Desdemona’s neck? Still, sometimes I do think my dreams are troubled because of an unfulfilled wish for vengeance.

—If you’re a vengeful man, then I’m Lizzie Borden.

—What I am certain of is wanting to eradicate a woman who disappears at one level and won’t disappear from another.

—Let’s assume she’s alive. Then where is she? Jack Osgood told you she hasn’t withdrawn money from her account.

—Whoop. Dee. Doo.

—Is she demented and hiding in a cave off the Extraterrestrial Highway? Been kidnapped by aliens for breeding experiments? She’d like that. Some Indian buck’s captured her to serve as his white slave? In Los Angeles among the street people? An Oregon commune? Or, here we go! Admitting her transgressions, she’s gone into a convent?

—Mercy, you can pursue a man!

—If she’s alive, then she’s somewhere.

—Troubling concept—somewhere. These days I’m overwhelmed by the possibilities of somewheres. And time. The possibilities of realms. If multiverses exist, then one might be present an inch from your nose.

—I had enough invisible realms in the convent.

—The ooze in our downspouts—mixed with celestial dust off the roof—holds a sludge of things science has never laid eyes on. We don’t even know whether bugs ever have a good time.

—You going to get cosmic or just crazy?

—Crazy? Everybody’s a single well-placed blow to the head from the eradication of understanding what we take for reality. Knowing where we are. Where am I really? Who’s this woman I’m talking to? How many Celestes are there?

—You’re right here. Talking to this one me.

—Easy words, hard to prove. When I dream, where is that where? You’ve heard me say it—to a dreamer, his somewhere is as real as Celine sitting here dithered to the nines.

—If you need proof of my reality, I’ll find a way.

—What if my fall to earth cracked open another realm, and now I inhabit two realms? Maybe more than two. Other dimensions. What if some different sense got knocked into me? A perception I totally lacked before? The far side of death—that’s a dimension nobody hangs a number on.

—Silas, please.

—Couldn’t death possibly be other than mere nonexistence? A dimension beyond what we call existence?

—Please stop!

—We come onto this planet without remembrance of being nowhere. Then memories begin accumulating, steadily turning life into complexity. But the trace our memory leaves behind is brief and fragmented. Nearly nothing from our first four years, and thereafter only a trail of crumbs—most of which get eaten by the mice of memory—a trail toward the current moment. What if the greatest gift of remembering is erasure?

Celeste kept her face buried in her hands. He said,

—If other universes exist, then dimensions are likely infinite. Science has some evidence that particles move back and forth in time. And just observing electrons can alter their behavior. Quantum superposition says a particle can occupy two locations simultaneously. And—.

—Judas priest, Silas! Pick a universe and stick with it!

Because he kept talking, he didn’t hear her add softly, One with me in it.

—Months ago, in a dream—. Dreams, another unnumbered dimension with different laws of physics. In that dream I considered jumping off a sea cliff to prove the dream. Give me a chance tonight—a leap could solve my convergence of perceptions.

—In your cliff dream, you jumped?

—I was afraid it would kill me.

—Who ever committed suicide in a dream?

—Fear of a possible reality kept me from jumping.

—Whatever this realm is—this very here where we sit—to verify its reality, does Silas think about a jump?

—The means have been removed by a woman of good—loving—intentions.

—Removed from a man who’s said he wants—.

—To sleep, perchance not to dream. Wants to walk again. Wants to disambiguate his thoughts.

—Then he’ll have to stay around long enough to regain his legs so his death wish dies instead of him.

Silas, his head down once more, said,

—Yesterday I saw a gosling attempt to feed off a leafy reflection in the pond. Its confusion’s like my life.

—I am not part of any reflection!

Celeste left the room, went upstairs, and came back with the postage album, holding it behind her. Silas said,

—O certified Master of Science, for human evolution, what use is sorrow? Is it only a grievous consequence?

—One unanswerable at a time. If my sinister—.

—Your sinister?

—Sister. If she lives, isn’t it probable—most rational—she has no interest in you? If she lives, then she’s made you disappear. Done to you what you won’t do to her.

—How helpful your thoughts! Rock me with more salvation.

—I’ll hit you with Marcus Aurelius.

From his study she pulled out a copy of the Meditations.

—I read this yesterday. Marcus says, Awake! Come to your senses to understand it was but dreams that troubled you. Awakened, see them for what they are.

—There’s a dream I haven’t told you. If dream it was.

He laid out details of Dominique’s encounter with the phantom in the pinafore and the questions about its authenticity, his suspicion it was a stratagem. Celeste said,

—Oh, not more hauntings in this house.

—Maybe that’s what happens when whites build too near Indian burial mounds. The Grand Sachem—.

—Allow a few words from a different grand sachem, one who said Truth shall make ye free. Views you express recognize the power of empirical method based upon facts.

—Any mention of truth flattening ye?

Celeste thumped her fist on a wall.

—Your mechanisms to love got bent in that damned accident! How can a man live free if he’s chained to a dead woman?
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When Silas returned to his window from a bath, this time crookedly wheeling himself, she was waiting to help him into bed, but he refused assistance and laboriously dragged himself into position, and after catching his breath, smiled at his accomplishment, nodded at her in small triumph and said,

—Here’s a scenario. We’ll go out to that field where gravity pronounced its sentence on me. It’s open ground with an encircling prospect of the horizon. It’s a clear morning, full of light that takes eight minutes to reach the pasture from the Sun, and that means the Sun we see isn’t precisely what’s out there this minute. We see a former Sun, a ghost star, but we take it for the real Sun.

—Where are you going with this?

—When was the balloon accident?

—About ten weeks ago.

—Picture an astronomer on a planet orbiting a more distant star. Say, our brightest one, Sirius, who on an early winter evening can hide its beautiful blue flickering among tree branches. It’s almost eight light-years away. I’ll call the planet Epimenides.

—Who’s that?

—The Rip Van Winkle of classical mythology. Took him fifty-seven years to wake up.

—I’m not waiting fifty-seven years.

—If our Epimenidean astronomer points an almighty powerful telescope at that pasture, he won’t see a bouncing balloon. For him, it hasn’t happened yet. There’s no injured man. But eight years from now, to be sure, he could glimpse a man getting pitched out of a gondola. So, right this minute, if an extraterrestrial is observing Earth, your sister’s still alive.

—There’s grim news.

—Events on this planet, those open to the sky, are moving through the interstellar deeps, and it’s too late to stop them.

—Don’t get nutty on me.

—I’m not inventing this view of space. Or time, but it’s only in our time that humans have realized it. While we may be physiological beings, bone and sinew, we’re also creatures of time. Our existence stretches across more than our narrow concept of an hour. A century. A here, a there.

—Our bodies don’t.

—Perhaps not in their present form. You saw the crystals. Are we less than a grain of salt? You know that your intellect is able to take you where your feet can’t. So how far is that oculus in your brain capable of seeing? Telescopes allow us to see the edge of the observable Universe where we can catch what was going on fourteen billion years ago.

—Are you getting ready to dissertate?

—May I?

—If it helps you.

—Among us are people who choose to reside in hallowed ignorance, people under precepts hatched by forebears who believed eels sprouted spontaneously from muck. Who believed the devil’s member carried no heat. Except for current true believers, those magical thinkers innocent of astronomy, we now can see our perception of time is cosmically far too constrained.

—I’m aware primitive ideas continue.

—We live in a world riddled with notions foolishly, dangerously narrow for the reality they’re part of. The deliberately blind are like one of those New Guinea tribes hidden in an undiscovered valley—isolated people certain they’re the only humans on earth.

—I thought you were talking about a ghost woman.

—Let me run for a second. In the coma, my body was physically present in a hospital, but my mind was on a desert. When I left the coma and found myself in a hospital bed, I came to perceive—or maybe just believe—that human existence might be greater than a compilation of current, empirically provable moments.

—Show me that desert.

—I can’t, and I doubt I can ever get back to it, but in a way I was there. Because I remember pieces of it, those memory fragments have become as real as anything from yesterday, another place I can’t return to. Probably. If that dream desert changed me, then it’s gained a reality. And as I tell you of it, it may be changing you. Us.

—For the better?

—One typical Tuesday, Celeste reads a story—fiction—that really speaks to her. Its words, an idea, a character. A month later she recalls something of the story, but she doesn’t remember having gone to the grocery on that day. So, what now is the reality of that Tuesday?

—Are you man enough to live with such uncertainty?

—Who doesn’t live with uncertainty? That’s our condition. I honor uncertainty. When somebody gets certain, the next thing to do is grab a scimitar and say, I know the true path, infidel, and you don’t. So off with your heathen head!

—Steady now!

—Fundamentalism succeeds by making true believers thrive on intolerance. And let’s keep in mind why it’s called fundamentalism.

—Refresh my memory.

—Because it’s expelled from a horse’s fundament.

—I’d prefer cosmological talk to the scatological.

—Beheading can be done with a blade or with more subtlety. Threats, repression, mockery, indoctrination, excommunication, book burning. And especially, especially, lazy thinking.

—I know that. What I don’t know are ways to help you into a sound body and mind. But this might work.

She gave him the stamp album.

The next morning Silas lay asleep, and on the floor were the stamp album and journal. She hesitated before thumbing through to his most recent entry:



A man unable to leave behind positive energy. Trapped between empirical fact and magical thinking. A deadly shortcoming. The best he’s done is nothing more than have a go at paying attention and thereby pay respect. Icehouses can liquidate unnecessary men.





Celeste hurried to the kitchen for his breakfast tray. She woke him.

—Any dreams last night?

—Visions from my misfiring neurons?

She poured him coffee, and he said,

—Eyes that see in our dreams, where are they located?

—I was hoping you slept better.

—Better? Very well then. My sleep was as calm as a nun’s thighs.

—What makes you think they’re calm?

—Okay. Here’s a little tale. Once upon a time there was a nun—actually an aspirant. Comely maid, she. She climbed vines growing up the walls of her priory. To escape. On the other side she was immediately seized by a handsome rogue—possibly a madman—wearing nothing but a loincloth. He poured turnipilated vodkas, they sipped, and soon entered into amatory conjoining, following which she stood, straightened her grassstained and formerly undebauched undergarments and said to him, Sir! Your manners fail you! And they lived happily ever after.

—You concoct better dreams than you dream.

—If only I could dream my concoctions.

—Why not try living one?
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Silas kept his face pointed at the pond, eyes open but registering nothing as far as Celeste could discern. His responses were shrugs and incoherencies as he resumed a pattern of disconnection. She asked about the stamp album, and he said a completed collection left nowhere to go.

She tried to vex him into a response by saying he was living a half phase above the comatose, and to that he closed his eyes as if shutting a window on an annoyance outside, and slipped off again. When the physical therapist arrived to work him out, he cooperated only to keep from being set upon by the women. L’Keesha noted his left arm was now able to hoist a ten-pound dumbbell a dozen times, but his progress meant little to him, and upon being complimented on his improvement, he said,

—I’m still among the halt and hobbled. An inmate with no escape tunnel. Haul me into the woods, and I’d be buzzard-bait.

—Mister Silas, you’re about ready for crutches. But I don’t have a crutch for a man slopping around in his own stew.

When L’Keesha was gone, Celeste said,

—You once told me life is changing measures of the bitter and the sweet, that we have to withstand the one to embrace the other. Is Silas ever going to withstand so he can embrace?

Such attempts to challenge or coax him out of his lassitude turned him from sarcastic to sullen. A day earlier he informed Celeste that physical inactivity had always made him despondent; her solution was to roll him out for fresh air, but the wheelchair caught in the soft turf, lurched, and pitched him onto the grass in a near reenactment of his balloon landing, and, although he was unhurt, lying impotent on the ground furthered his chagrin at his invalidism. After assisting his clamber back into the wheelchair and pushing him to his window, she had to speak.

—Silas. How to say this? I’ve been feeling I need—. What’s the word? Aeration. You’re not the only one who wants fresh air.

Have I escaped a cloister for an asylum?

—No asylum like the human brain.

—I need normal.

—You’re in the wrong place for normal.

—Please listen. The superintendent recommended attending an annual science teacher’s convention. Before classes begin. Three days away might allow me to come up for air.

—Wheel Silas to the icehouse, and you’re free.

She sat down beside him to say,

—I’ve arranged for L’Keesha’s aide to prepare your meals.

—No need for a stranger in here to hassle me.

—She won’t hassle. She’ll prevent starvation. What I want to know, will you accept letting me breathe?

—I hear Phoenix is good for aeration. A person there aerated herself smack into the goddamn desert.

—I’m not her. She. Whoever. Whomever.

—I recall a former whomever leaving here for a convention. Not been seen since. Nightmares excluded.

—Give me a break and your blessing.

—Go on, woman. I’m quite unable to hold you here.
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Celeste took her capote, and went out into the cool evening under a sky stained with nightfall. She stopped along a path into the deeper woods: What if I leave here only to realize I can’t come back? I walked off from a convent, so now am I walking off from a convalescence ? She kicked the ground and said into the dark, Damned dilemma! The phrase brought to mind a sentence in a Zen reader of his: If you walk in dilemma, let the dilemma be your way.

She circled in the damp air, and the prayer she hadn’t been able to cast aside, once again rose, words she refused to utter but couldn’t escape: Oh, Lord, may my sister never return. Celeste regarded self-serving prayers—in the priest’s lingo—to have no traction, especially something seeming like an invocation for a death. And what of herself? Maybe neither Heppermann woman should be permitted to return.

She had no urge to pray—only a wish to align herself with a new life. An hour later, she thought, Okay, damned dilemma! Be my way! Tossing through the night, just before dawn she rose, bathed, and left Silas a cold breakfast and L’Keesha’s phone number and a note: Try to be strong!

At the school, she joined three others for the drive to the science meeting in the river city. Men in the front seats and Celeste and Bess Sharpe, a chemistry teacher, age fifty, behind. During the three-hour trip, conversation wasn’t about science but about departmental personalities, topics leaving Celeste to doze. As they neared the hotel, Richard “Just Dick” Ketcham, saw her awaken, and he asked what school system she was transferring from.

—Not a school. A convent.

—A nunnery! I’ve always had a fantasy about nunneries.

Bess Sharpe said,

—In his schoolboy fantasies, somewhere he’ll find torn, pink underclothing.

Ketcham ignored her and said to Celeste,

—You don’t look like a nun.

—What’s a nun look like?

—Like a gal who couldn’t get a dance at the school prom if she stood holding a hundred dollar bill.

—That explains it. I never had more than two bucks.

After dinner in the hotel, the teachers stopped off in the lounge for a nightcap, and Ketcham made certain he sat next to Celeste. A teacher of middle-school general science, he was thirty years old with becoming features that masked his graceless movements. He made sure to let slip he was unattached. Celeste turned the conversation toward unreceptive students. He said,

—They like what I like. That’s what teaching is.

—Inculcating one’s own self-interests?

—We don’t want to talk shop, do we?

—What do we want to talk about?

—How about where I might meet a woman as lovely as you?

Ketcham had managed his left arm onto the back of the booth against Celeste’s head. She leaned away and whispered,

—When an aspirant leaves her convent, she pledges to God total chastity for seven years.

—Oh, get real.

—It’s a shame, but I don’t want God to get me.

—You’re not serious.

—Who knows? Besides, I don’t wear pink.

—I like a challenge.

—In a dozen sentences you’ve demoted me to a challenge?

—A challenge of the loveliest order.

—Order? This is getting embarrassing.

To help out, Bess Sharpe said,

—What are you going on about now, Dickie Doodle?

From her room, Celeste phoned L’Keesha who reported Silas cooperating despite spending much time snuggling with Morpheus. He’d not spoken of Celeste.

Faculty sessions on Saturday interested her, especially one given to engaging students devoid of curiosity about science. Joining other teachers for supper, Celeste mentioned ways to awaken twelve-year-olds to the sciences, and she described an astronomy platform, and echoed Silas in saying every child should be able to name and point out—in the sky—two planets and six stars. The teachers nodded, then returned to departmental politics. Celeste wondered how Silas might introduce real topics, only to remember she was there to aerate.

Ketcham wanted to stand them all a round of drinks, and he knew just the place. In the crowded car, he contrived to get her nearly seated on his lap before directing them to a former bait-shop—a crude sign on a rear wall: WE GOT WORMS—now a honky-tonk named called Juggs & Kiesters. In neon above the entrance:

HOUSE OF HOT POLER DANCING!
 WHERE MENS DREAMS COME TRUE!

Inside was a cramped circular stage surrounded by sticky tables. Forcing himself next to Celeste, Ketcham called for a round of drinks; trusting it would be watered down, she ordered a vodka tonic. Even though he didn’t touch her inappropriately, he did touch her—on the arm, on her wrist, once her hair—and he asked her to tell him about convent life, and she answered,

—Life? Convent? For me, oxymorons.

—What’s that?

She looked to see was he serious. The lights dimmed, a drum began thumping, and from a darkened doorway featured performer Topsy Throbs, Princess of the Pole—more furnished below the clavicles than is common in nature—stepped onto the stage, thrice circling it while rhythmically divesting herself of unnecessary attire, meaning everything except a mid-level shred of carmine fabric. Topsy stroked and fondled the chrome shaft at the center of the stage, sliding her hands along its gleaming length, stretching upward only to descend it slowly in a spread-thigh squat, then rising again, legs astraddle the sweaty pole.

Celeste had heard of dives like this, and she studied the thrusts and undulations, fascinated with the capabilities of the human pelvis. The dishabille caused Ketcham to forget who sat next to him, but when the performance finished, he maneuvered his arm from the top of Celeste’s chair to her shoulder, soon followed by a hand to the knee, and she said,

—Are you soliciting my attention?

—You think this guy has to solicit?

Taking a swallow from her drink, pretending to clear her throat behind her hand, Celeste slipped an ice cube under his palm. Hardly pausing, he lifted the cube to his lips and licked it, and with that she caught Sharpe’s gaze, and by expression said she was ready to leave. Bess poked Ketcham.

—Are you driving, Doodle-boy, or am I?

Ketcham joined Celeste in the back seat, and before his hands could start exploring, Sharpe said,

—How is it a man’s phallus fails to embrace the advanced ideas of his brain? Why is it he so truckles to his dumdum?
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On her return Sunday night, Celeste found the house in order, Silas asleep until her suitcase bumped down, and he said,

—Have we aerated ourselves?

—Not now, my man.

She stretched across her bed to ruminate: How to gain time for his recovery to complete itself? Then she might depart in good conscience.

But how does one gain time? Could she become a Scheherazade inventing stratagems to string out days to escape an otherwise inevitable end? Salt crystals had held him only briefly and postage stamps not at all. To get Silas to sing again Celeste needed bold ideas, perhaps something immoderate or even entailing jeopardy.

As she was disrobing for bed and caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror, an idea came that first alarmed her with its risk, but his slide into disengagement forced a reevaluation: the steamer trunk!

Unfolding apparel from the years after the Great War and laying it out on her bed, she saw an ensemble perhaps last worn on a packet leaving Rangoon. The finery retained enough brightness to catch a male’s eye.

The next evening, Celeste took a dropped-waist dress, and trimmed it to reveal her shoulders, and with a pair of clothespins drew it tight to her body, the fabric stopping an inch above her knees. She pulled on pink stockings that fit well—never mind the holes—but the high-heeled pumps required stuffing in a few facial tissues. To cover her hair and cast a disguising shadow over her face, she straightened the tasseled sombrero. The getup—for it was nothing more than a girl tricking out in what she found in grandmother’s trousseau—might work for an impersonation, if performed in low light.

Her face was still much too present, and she could think of no means to disguise it other than with cosmetics, of which she had none. With some distaste, she opened her sister’s box of toiletries to find a veritable salon de beauté of lipsticks in shades from black to coppery silver, foundations, face powders, blushes, concealers, lash-doubling mascaras, eye shadows, eye liners, eyebrow pencils, eyelash extensions, and nail polishes in a range of gaudy hues to please a Fauvist painter or a four-year-old. She thought, Here was a woman dedicated to cosmetology married to a man inspired by cosmology. And he ends up surprised by the result.

Most of the products the former aspirant’s face had not known, and she had little skill in applying them, but as she did, the mirror revealed a transformation into somebody else, and although Celeste hadn’t changed into Dolores, as actors can experience, she was no longer simply herself.

And this mutation on a visage, only weeks before, repeatedly and devoutly directed toward a holy monstrance. Those adorants who pronounced her an erring sister now would have confirmation of her peccant nature. Giving a theatrical wink, she dislodged a false eyelash; replacing it, she whispered to the mirror, You brassy hussy! Celeste had painted herself into a woman she’d not ever seen, a woman she never imagined she had the capacity to become, and the dissimilation lent a cheekiness she’d never felt. Costumed in raiment from another century, she was charged with excitement, and to her reflection she said,

—Showtime!

Silas lay asleep in the glow of a lamp. She put on one of his discs, Billie Holiday singing What a Little Moonlight Can Do. Coming from behind, she woke him with a finger snap, and he looked straight ahead into the night that altered the big window into a mirror, the double panes creating a thin echo image of Celeste.

For a moment he did not discern the reflections, but when he did, he froze before the figures on the glass. The phantasms, undulating in concordance with the music, raised hands, peeled off gloves, gave a rhythmic repetition of limbs as if a four-armed Hindu goddess, gracefully pirouetted to face him again and flip twin shrugs of seduction, pelvises undulating, hands sliding down hips.

Silas tried to slink from the glassy looming, and the wraith spoke in a low register.

—Let her go. Free yourself.

The distant music segued to I’m a Fool to Want You, and the reflection—repeating ever more softly, Free yourself—shook its smooth shoulders, then slipped into the shadows.

Staring, arms now uplifted in supplication, he waited for the window to reanimate itself.
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Celeste dressed in jeans and a sweater, face scrubbed clean of cosmetics, and went to the kitchen. The scent of fresh coffee awoke him.

—Morning, young fella.

He turned to her, his expression blank, and she warbled,

—Gooood morrrrrning!

He made no response, and she spoke louder.

—Silas?

A tilt of his head like a dog responding to its master.

—Speak to me!

Drawing no sign of recognition, she grew uneasy over her attempt to reshape his dreams. She was no psychiatrist. Or hypnotist. Certainly not an enchantress. Had she more amused herself than aided him? Taken him to a point of no return?

—Silas! Snap out of it!

He stared without comprehension.

—It’s me! Flesh and blood Celine!

She stroked his face.

—Oh dear god! What have I done?

She clapped her hands to his temples.

—Silas! Come back! You’re on Sachem Hill!

Blinking as he had when he awoke from the coma, he turned to her, then toward the window, and again to her.

—Silas? Silas!

—What the hell is it? Why are you shouting?

—Oh thank god! Where were you?

—Right the hell here. Where are you?

—I’m here! And I’m real!

—So they all say. I’m not, you know, hard of hearing.

—Are you hard of listening?

Silas smiled, took her hand and raised it to his lips. Then, surprised, he said,

—That scent! I smelled it in a dream. From a, a thing dancing in the window. I smelled her rouge. Or powder.

—What did this thing do?

—It said to free myself.

—And?

—She was different. Only once or twice before did the others speak. And I never noticed scent from them. In this room, her fragrance, I smell it! A perfumed woman again! Somebody not wearing Phantasia d’Amour.

—Do you—.

—The woman in the window danced. Said I was free.

—Is that what you want?

—How can I be free if I’m taking advice from an apparition about another apparition?

—Maybe this other wasn’t an apparition.

—What’s this? Now you’re talking apparitions?

—Maybe that’s how it works. One delusion erases another until all are gone.

Unsure of the outcome of her imposture, her whirl at exorcism, she was afraid to confess it. He said,

—The other figures were darkness embodied. This woman was, was a rainbow! She vibrated against the window. I couldn’t distinguish whether she was inside the room or out. But I know this—she was fine-looking.

—Fine-looking.

—If she hadn’t evaporated so damn fast I’d have liked—. There are things I shouldn’t say. An aspirant fresh from behind priory walls ought not to listen to certain talk from a crazed male.

—I’m no longer an aspirant, and you’re only a touch crazed. Even then, only at times.

—This haunted window has become a magical stage. And last night’s show—. The creation of desire that can’t be answered. Oy, sweet misery of life at last you’ve found me. But if she appears again, no laws protect a ghost. In dreamland I’m a man. I could totally do that phantom.

Silas watched their window reflections, and she said,

—Can this be progress? From being unmanned by grim reapers to humping a ghostly Jezebel?

—What did I just hear?

—You leave me speechless.

—For once. What’s this about humping a Jezebel? Can our ex-aspirant envy a beautifully unholy ghost?

Celeste lowered her head, and he tut-tutted,

—Well, well. A new member in the Sachem Hill Phantasmagorical Society.

His suggestion of such a club drew a little gasp of surprise from her. Hadn’t she spent much of the past year on her knees in front of an incorporeal presence before finding herself unworthy? Could his mental disturbance carry contagion as she’d been warned in the convent? And the Heppermann sisters, both of them, were they infections? He was saying,

—Each of us carries within a future ghost awaiting its hour to rise and express itself. Ask Lazarus.

Later that day Celeste looked in on Silas, and he said,

—If you’re here to check on my ontological status, I’ll answer with an old Broadway tune.

He said,

Couldn’t sleep
 and wouldn’t sleep
 until I could sleep
 where I shouldn’t sleep
 bewitched, bothered, and bewildered am I.
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Packet of Tears

The mail brought a letter from Chamberlain Beckett saying he’d been in touch with two sheriffs’ offices in southeast Nevada, and neither had unearthed further information about a missing Dolores—a.k.a.—Dominique Heppermann, but the Federal Aviation Administration had released a preliminary report concluding Cessna 849 went off radar, and the cause of the crash was massive particulate matter infiltrating air intake systems to create a total blockage inducing engine failure. Additionally, the old transponder and emergency locator transmitter were both defective. Beckett wrote: Probate your wife’s estate so it can be settled. In short, Silas, hire counsel so you’re free of legal entailments.

Celeste feared Beckett’s words might exacerbate troubled dreams and interior shadows, yet for the first two days following it, Silas spoke of no other apparitions, even though he remained languid and withdrawn. Her temptation was to make the flapper reappear, but, if he learned of the deception, what then would happen to a man trying to escape delusions, including an invention by a woman professedly working to remove them? He might come to distrust or, worse, dread her. If dissembling was initially successful, that gave scant assurance it could succeed again; even if it did, wasn’t she creating a more dangerous possibility—another phantom that would sooner or later have to be dispelled? Had Celeste become competitor to herself and a baneful influence surpassing her sister’s?

Her concern increased on a dismal Sunday morning when he ignored her greeting. From the kitchen, she heard Silas droning,

Did you ever see a dream walking?

Well, I did.

Did you ever hear a dream talking?

Well, I did.

—Are you inventing those lyrics?

—A thirties song. Can’t bring it all to mind.

—Aren’t you encouraging your ladies of the night?

Silas fell silent for what remained of the afternoon. The next day, using a school computer, Celeste found the opening lines of Did You Ever See a Dream Walking:

Something strange and mystic happened to me,

something realistic and weird as can be,

something I feared,

somehow is now endeared to me.

Having overstepped herself, she had to figure a way out.
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On the morning for a follow-up examination, Celeste helped Silas into the car, wheelchair in the backseat, and drove him to the clinic. In the waiting room he sagged between the wheels, looking up only to ask how much longer he’d have to sit. Having nothing else to occupy himself, he half-listened to a young man whose right foot was wrapped in a bulky bandage. The fellow complained about his discomfort to a woman in a wheelchair. After a third puling from him, she said, I bet I could imagine the pain of an ingrown toenail if I had feeling below my waist.

With those words, Silas straightened himself in his own wheelchair and began talking to her.
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The steamer trunk held a final item that might draw his attention, involve him, and thwart descent toward disconnection. Inoculate him against suicide. Scheherazade contriving yet another tale to defer fate. Celeste rummaged the trunk for its remaining hope: a 1903 seed catalog from a southeast Iowa company in Viburnum on the banks of Okeedokee Creek. If a crystal garden of inert salt worked briefly, then why not a garden of plants where growth was not mechanical but biological?

At first, Silas only glanced at the booklet as if it were junk mail. The cover was fragile, but the interior pages and ink were of sufficient quality to retain the crisp illustrations of flowers and fruits and bulbs and blossoms. The preface finally caught his attention:


WHAT BUYERS SHOULD DO

One of the joys of the new year is the presentation of a copy of our new Catalogue to our customers, which we do believing they find pleasure and profit in receiving it. It is no small task involving no small outlay of funds to supply half a million Catalogues. While we receive a goodly number of orders to compensate for our costs in printing and mailing, yet when the country is not in a prosperous condition we have reduced monetary returns from our Catalogues, and that’s discouraging. Despite our pleasure in giving out this edition, we need the encouragement orders bring. If persons would acknowledge the Catalogue with an order such as they can send, though smaller than they would prefer, we could request nothing more.

When sent in letters, silver or gold coin need be sewn or pasted up in strong paper or cloth to prevent breakage through the envelope, which is frequently the case when enclosed loose. Orders paid for in stamps are acceptable but will earn no discount.

Please write your order plainly and do not mix it with anything else you may wish to say. A tidily written order will be filled with despatch and will receive valuable “extras.”

Thanks from your seedsmen on Okeedokee Creek. (Indian for “plenty-good-water”).
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The archaic language, the antiquated human candor, the obsolete seller-to-buyer respect, all of it suggested a now-eradicated way of commerce. Silas felt he knew the folks at Okeedokee Creek Seed Company, not because they pretended warmth—the Dear Friend approach—but because they spoke honestly and directly. He envisioned a clerk opening a sewn-up envelope from a customer and gold coins falling into her lap like Danae being showered by Zeus, her joy in handling briefly something so valuable and genuine. Silas called to Celeste. He read aloud to her a description of a seed packet:


Who ever saw a youngster not enjoy popping corn and watching kernels burst into golden bulbs, light as a feather and deliciously toothsome? Give your child a garden row to plant our Striped Pop Corn. Misses like pretty sorts, boys take to those bearing the most. With nuts and apples, games to play and corn to pop, our little folks will spend the long winter evenings in mirth and happiness at home rather than on the streets. —Pkt. 10c.



An hour later, he read her another passage:


SALSIFY

(VEGETABLE OYSTER)

A most delicious root vegetable. So hardy it can be left in the ground all winter and dug as needed after the soil thaws. Stew until tender, then cook exactly like oysters, with pepper, cream, and butter. Try a large bed of them. They are indeed delightful. —Pkt. 10c.



The pages showing vegetable plants charmed him with explications and illustrations, and for the rest of the morning she had to speak his name two or three times to loosen the spell of the catalog. From autumn artichokes through zebra zucchini, he read. In the adjoining room where she was preparing possible lesson plans she would take up whenever the first call came to substitute, Celeste could hear him chuckling, reading aloud to himself a complete paragraph or just the labels of seed packets. As a biologist, she recognized the curious and inexplicable enchantment—seduction—of not simply a living garden but also of garden catalogs: the promise of roses or rutabagas, caladiums and carrots, something for anybody alive to the witchery of a nine-foot stalk of corn rising in ten weeks from a kernel the size of a wisdom tooth.

In his journal Silas inscribed vegetable names: marblehead cabbage, snowball cauliflower, paper-sheath ground cherry, shoe-peg sweet corn, tattooed popcorn, white-spine cucumbers, golden-plumed celery, Hercules dipper gourd, buttercup lettuce, bush limas, Osage muskmelons, velvety okra, tree onion, Kentucky Wonder peas, black Nubian peppers, Quaker pie pumpkins, breakfast radishes, elephant rutabagas, crookneck squashes, blood turnips, ruby heart watermelons. He added his own note: Radishes for breakfast?

When she brought him a cup of green tea doctored with antidepressant, he showed her what he’d written into the journal, reading the names aloud, then he said,

—It’s more than a list. It’s a poetic cataloging. A Homeric inventory. A muster to make Whitman smile. You might hear a love song.

Looking at the list, whispering for a moment, he sang a faux Italian in the manner of a Puccini aria,

O cara lima, bella melone, carrota mia, cara gourdita, won’t you be mine?

Celeste stood stunned. Holding a century-old seed catalog as if a songbook, singing in a nonexistent tongue, here on the brink of continuance was a man who’d recently said, To continue cosmically one must first die. When he finished his riff, she applauded.

—Forgive me for not bowing. Could I rise, I would.

She extended her hand, and he took it in an operatically sweeping gesture, kissed it gently and spoke three of the few words of real Italian he knew, strange as they were:

—Mia cara fagiolini!

—Fagiolini?

—It’s the only vegetable I know in Italiano.

—I trust it doesn’t mean potato. Or turnip.

—Little green bean.

—What’s the word for nut?

Celeste had not seen him so animated since the night months ago on his observatory where he aimed the telescope at the rings of Saturn. When she checked on him later, he was still immersed in a forgotten garden world.

—You’re reading a seed catalog like a novel?

—There’s an incipient story here. Maybe my next play. A musical for children. Look, stuck in the back of the catalog.

Silas held up a sample packet and shook it to rattle the seeds. He read the label to her:


JOB’S TEARS

(COIX LACHRYMA)

This interesting ornamental grass produces silvery gray seeds resembling beads, or tears to some eyes. Children like to string them for necklaces with needle and thread. Teachers in kindergartens will welcome your contribution of the seeds. —Pkt. 10c.



Clipped to the packet were a yellowed order form and an envelope imprinted with the company address. He said,

—Let’s challenge old Job. Find out, after decades hidden in an attic, whether he has any remaining biological urge. Whether his cosmic spore yet lives.

—You want to plant seeds in the spring?

—I may not be around then. There’s a stack of flowerpots under the back porch. If you’ll toss in soil, I’ll plant Job and set him on this windowsill. A warm southern exposure there.

Slipping into a jacket, Celeste thought, The magic of gardens! The Job in the packet may have lost his spunk, but Silas hasn’t. Not yet anyway. From the old orchard she filled a pot with rich earth and carried it to the bow window. To water the seeds he drew himself into an upright, if hunched, position.

—Ye gods, Silas! You got to your feet! Sort of.

Glancing down, he said,

—How the hell did I do that?

—Can you step toward me?

Silas grasped her hand, and drew his left leg toward her, then his good right, until he was nose to nose with her, laughing, saying,

—Not much of a step, but the longest I ever made.

Turning unsteadily, he managed himself not to the bed but to the wheelchair where he could sit by the window to watch for a sprout to break through. Fearing his reaction should the old seeds fail, she reminded him of the withering power of time and attic heat, and he said,

—My lone ability is surviving failures. If temporarily.

—Does Silas have the faith of a mustard seed?

—I have the faith of reason. And, information on Egyptian tombs holding seeds that sprouted three millennia later.

When Celeste returned from upstairs, she said,

—There’s something else from the trunk.

She handed him an envelope postmarked Viburnum, Iowa. As he opened it, the letter parted at the fold so to read it he laid it onto his lapboard. In neat typescript with only two strike-overs was:


OKEEDOKEE CREEK SEED COMPANY VIBURNUM, IOWA

November 25, 1903


Dear Madam,

Please know your payment has been posted and yesterday we have despatched your three packets of variegated cabbage seeds @ 10c per, two packets of dwarf helianthus @ 10c per, and a trial packet @ no charge of our Sugarplum red raspberries which for your soil we think you will appreciate. The fruit is plump, borne abundantly, and quite luscious and sugary to the core. But be advised: The plant grows rapidly and can reach six feet in height.

We appreciate your custom and trust the dwarf blackberry you purchased two autumns ago has borne fruit sufficient for a Thanksgiving cobbler.

Yours faithfully,

Anna Cavendish (Miss).





He read the note twice, saying to Celeste,

—Why not send a catalog order to the Okeedokee Creek Seed Company? I’ll use this printed form and envelope.

—How could the business still be around? You’re in for disappointment. And wasting your money.

—Not going to send money. Or a check.

—Then what?

—I’ll pay in rare postage stamps from the album. They might catch a clerk’s eye and cause her to give special attention to the order. People at Okeedokee Seed might be charmed.

—And if the order disappears into a dead-letter office?

—Tearful Job and I will sit here and weep over what God’s inflicted on us.
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A Little Sweet Earth

Silas filled out the order form for five seed packets: purple-top turnips, dwarf bell peppers, flageolet pole beans, big-head cabbage, and for Celeste, a Snow White moonflower. In a note to Miss Cavendish he told of finding the catalog and his delight in it, and he included a photocopy of two pages with appreciative notations. He enclosed several turn-of-the century stamps from the old album to equal the 1903 price of the seeds, and also a 1910 special delivery to offset inflation. The collector value of them all was about ninety dollars, but he said nothing of it. On the envelope he affixed the current correct postage in early twentieth-century issues covering everything but the imprinted address, forcing his return onto the reverse. Celeste said,

—You know, don’t you, this thing is eccentric enough to raise the question whether you’re in charge of your faculties?

—I’m aware the timing chain slips on the pistons of my perception.

—Do you think this order will elicit a response from somebody alive in nineteen-three?

—I’m amusing myself while I’m trapped in front of a haunted—. No, an enchanted window. Even if the letter comes back from nowhere, I’ve succeeded in killing a few hours. But if it draws a reply, Celine will have evidence for the deep reach of time, and witness the wonderment of Sachem Hill.

—You’re supposing an order will pass through a time warp and land on the desk of a woman a hundred and some years old?

—Cosmic time and human logic have yet to be introduced.

Celeste mailed the letter, and ten days later it was back and stamped ADDRESSEE NOT KNOWN, the postage nearly obliterated by cancellations, and a formerly complete collection of century-old commemorative stamps degraded. Misgivings about the failure affecting him made her hide the envelope.

The new semester started, and within a week she received a call at dawn to substitute for a high school biology teacher, and Celeste forgot about the seed order until Saturday when Silas was unusually torpid and spoke of another dream haunted by an impassive, cloaked figure. He said,

—What happened to my dancing flapper? Or even a lovely witch who could brew up a curative potion? Why does my damned—and I’m not swearing—my cursed sleeping brain insist on raising things that only disturb it? Why wouldn’t it want to help itself? To dream joy? How does it make evolutionary sense that a brain wouldn’t try to induce serenity and rest? A calm mind should favor survival.

—As far as I know, what may be the most complex biological structure in the world doesn’t come with an instruction manual.

—What can my faculties do with a dead woman except inflict pain on themselves? Where’s my dancing damsel?

—She may need your assistance.

—Every night I hear a great celestial voice say, Shut up you blind fool and give thanks you didn’t die yesterday.

He picked up the seed catalog and threw it at the pot on the windowsill, then said,

—And Job. Where’s he? Nary a sprout, nary a tear.

—When did you last offer him water?

—I water it every morning.

She pushed a finger into the pot.

—This soil’s too wet. You can’t force an organism to deny its inborn structure. You can’t change its nature with a watering jar, but you can kill it with one.

—The tale of my marriage—Silas and His Hand of Death. Even my note to Miss Cavendish of the Okeedokee Creek Seed Company. Buried in a dead-letter office.

—I warned you.

—Counsel’s wasted on the doomed. Aurelius said it. Something like, The elements in a man sink, but if raised, they exist in an unnatural position. Maybe he’s talking about hope.

—I have two things to say. First, why not have the patience of Job? Give him a chance to rise and shed a tear for Silas. The other, want a tuna sandwich?

—If you’ll add a sprinkle of hemlock. You’ll find it growing near the edge of the pond.

Celeste saw no other remedy for his gloom but, once again, a desperate measure. If her first fabrication had reanimated him, rekindled his passions, then perhaps something created from a more substantial and sustainable stuff than reflection on a window; such a something might present further opportunity for healing. She joined him for lunch, and when finished she mentioned needing to visit the school laboratory.

There, among cast-aside equipment in the biology-lab closet, under a box of broken Bunsen burners and cracked beakers, fouled test tubes and flasks, smelly retorts and a chipped Klein bottle was a typewriter with a serviceable ribbon. Using a school computer, she selected a font to suggest the Okeedokee letterhead and printed out a dozen sheets of stationery and put one into the old Underwood and began her second dissemblance.

At a hardware store she bought four packets of seeds, returned to the lab to put them into an envelope along with her typed message, added postage and a smudged cancellation mark she approximated with an ink pad and the lip of a test tube; she addressed the package to Silas, deliberately misspelling his surname, lightly crumpled the envelope, and held it up. It might pass for genuine.

Celeste found him dozing in the wheelchair, head hanging as if his neck had melted. He woke when she said, Mail call! Two offers for a free hearing test, a misdirected magazine for a neighbor, an announcement he could be a million-dollar winner in a sweepstakes, and his water bill. At the bottom was a fat envelope. Tossing the others, he held it up to her and said,

—Ye of little faith!

As he opened it, four seed packets dropped into his lap. They weren’t heritage varieties, but the order was otherwise correct: pole beans, cabbage, turnips, and bell peppers, but no moonflower, and he said,

—Instead, next time, for you I’ll order mustard seed.

Silas read the letter aloud:


SIBYLLINE BOOKS VIBURNUM, IOWA


Dear Mr. Fortunata,

I received your most unusual catalogue order. I’m sorry to say the business did not long survive the war, I mean the Second World War with its thousands of victory gardens that briefly gave the town a real boost.

I’m the granddaughter of Anna Cavendish who passed away some time back and left me what remained of the seed business, which was mainly a small storefront. The brick warehouse was demolished only two years ago and is now the parking lot for a Bucket O’Chicken franchise. (It’s not making money—everything’s pre-manufactured, and we Iowans know how good fried bird should taste.) My grandmother also gave me the Okeedokee research library, a fine collection but limited to books of a horticultural nature. I use them to help neighbors with their gardens.

Although I’m trained in botany, I’ve not found suitable employment in our small town—Iowa small—so I hauled the company library into its former storefront on Main Street and added Anna’s personal collection. Presto! The Sibylline Bookshop!

Your letter so intrigued me, I’m moved to answer it and include four seed packets from our local hardware store. This is thanks for your beautiful envelope which I’ve posted in my office. After your seeds sprout, I’ll quote the nursery rhyme, “How does your garden grow?” (I’ve forgotten why Mary was quite contrary.) Maybe she fell off a ladder like I did recently when I was putting up books. Severe ankle sprain. I wish recovery went faster, but I’ll make it—if I remain steadfast! I’m wandering from my thanks for the prettiest envelope I’ll ever receive.

May your thumb be as green as all of springtime Iowa!

Yours from the banks of the Okeedokee,

Flora Cavendish.





Rattling the words at Celeste, he said,

—I like this old gal. Miss Flora Cavendish. Flora, goddess of spring and blossoming and fruits of the field.

—You’re sure she’s an old gal? And a miss?

—Too thoughtful to be young. And a typed message?

—Miss Cavendish might be one socko woman. Hotter than a, a Bunsen burner. All you could handle.

—As an invalid?

—As a man.

—I’ll say this about her letter, and I quote my cousin in North Carolina who has a phrase she habitually uses when others would say, Well I’ll be! Or, No kidding! She’ll respond with, Ah cain’t even hardly believe it!

Silas read aloud the labels on the seed packets and said,

—My dear celestial pussytoes, would you bring in four more pots? And some sweet earth from the old orchard?

—Now?

—A couple of seeds from each packet to check their viability. Unlike Coix lachryma, old Job, whose germ’s expired.

From the back porch, Celeste fetched up four unbroken flowerpots, filled them with soil, and lugged them in. She stopped abruptly in her tracks, nearly dropping her armload, at what she saw: The wheelchair was in front of the window and beside it was Silas.

—Oh my hearty! You’re on your feet!

—My mother taught me to be an upstanding fellow.

—So why are you standing?

—To toss out Job and his unwept tears.

—Don’t cry for me, Lachrymina. Sang the diva.

She passed him the pots, and he arranged them just so on the sill, and with an index finger gouged in four holes, each to hold a pair of seeds. Silas managed himself—clumsily but unassisted—to a chair, choosing not the contraption with wheels but one with legs. He said,

—Five thirty. Granddad Sparky’s brain elixir calls us.

Celeste went to prepare the drinks, and from the kitchen he heard, Ah cain’t even hardly believe it!
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On Monday Silas took a place by the window, sunlight warming him and the pots, and he chose a fountain pen with a nib that added a quaint flourish to its strokes:



Dear Miss Flora Cavendish,

Forgive my term of address if I have it incorrect. Your kind response to my eccentric seed order lifted me on a morning I was doing nothing but waiting to be worked over by a physical therapist who’s trying to get my legs under me again after I fell out of a balloon. I remember only the flight and the first minutes of the descent. I’ve been convalescing for weeks—or it may be years. I’m fortunate to have my sister-in-law here. She’s a generally patient woman who recently left convent life to find freedom just as I’ve been forced to yield mine. I remind myself she’s relinquished her liberty to restore it in me. She’s a biologist. I’d like the two of you to meet. I’m a recent widower. Makes me sound elderly. I’m thirty-three pushing ninety-three—until I regain my legs.

I hope I’m not overstepping myself (as if I could), but I wonder what family you have other than Anna Cavendish. I’m also curious about your bookshop—probably because I’ve known moments when the quiet of a book den was a little heaven. (For me, the sweetest transition to whatever’s next would be to die amongst my books). I ought to say “haven” not “heaven.” I’m a student of Marcus Aurelius. In fact, I’m writing a play with a current, working title of “The Ordeal of Marcus Aurelius.”

Incidentally, if your shelves have a nice copy of his “Meditations,” I’d like to give it to Celine (my sister-in-law). Have it rebound in leather for her. I’m partial to ox-hide.

I’ve planted a sampling from the packets you sent, and I’m waiting for the witchcraft of sunlight and water and good earth. It’s only a window garden, but once I recover my mobility and can go into the field, I plan to restore an apple grove here. Surely then I’ll seek your counsel. There’s a world of jaws and craws on my place, hungry to get at whatever springs up.

Should you have the inclination, I’d love to hear from you again. If you don’t then I won’t, so I’ll let this be my thanks for helping me through today.

Silas Fortunato.
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L’Keesha arrived to observe his hobble behind the wheelchair, Celeste standing by. The therapist asked him to sit on the sofa. The sit was more of a collapse. She told him to get to his feet, which he was unable do without a pull from her, and she said,

—You may not see it, but you’re coming along.

—Oh yes. Our hero, Kinetic Man who’s unable to rise from a couch. Can’t climb stairs.

—Perfectionism doesn’t serve recuperation. Take it as it comes. Rolling today, struggling tomorrow.

—Have you been reading Marcus Aurelius?

—Don’t know who that is, but if he believed in taking things as they get chunked at us, then I’m with him.

—Stoicism.

—That I’ve heard of. Ready to kiss the wheels goodbye?

L’Keesha folded the wheelchair to carry to her van and came back with crutches, adjusted them for his height, passed them to him, and as he tried them, she stood humming at his side, and Silas said he knew the melody, and she sang,

If I can help somebody while I’m singing this song, my living shall not be in vain.

The immortal Mahalia Jackson used to sing it.

—Yes, yes! I remember now!

—You’re pretty smooth with those sticks.

—I had a torn tendon when I was twenty. Basketball.

—Any day, I’ll give you a chance with one prop. You won’t make it up stairs on crutches, but with a railing and a cane, you might. Then, out goes the hospital bed. Too many hours in bed make a patient feel like a patient.

—My good L’Keesha, you see that woman watching us? The emotional lady with damp eyes? I want to demonstrate I’m impatient to become a non-patient. To climb a ladder to the lower heavens and show her the moons of Jupiter and that Saturn still has its rings.
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L’Keesha returned a week later, worked Silas out, stretched his muscles and asked him to move across the room on a single crutch, only to take it from him and give him an aluminum, quad-footed cane. He tottered more than teetered, but he didn’t tumble, and he said,

—Not too bad for a claudicated man.

—I don’t understand that word.

—Watch me shuffle and you will. I’ll do better with a natural support from my own hand. A walking stick is to a cane as a stride to a hobble.

When Celeste came home, she told Silas to keep his distance because she felt unwell. A twenty-four-hour something had swept through the school. She went up to bed. Shortly past seven o’clock a noise on the stair woke her, and in the doorway she saw a looming figure. It spoke her name. She froze, afraid to answer. Again her name. The shadow moved forward. Then a voice,

—I have broth and non-sacramental soda crackers.

—Silas?

—What?

—How’d you get up here? Am I the one dreaming now?

—As I recall, arms and rump. I’d arrived sooner, but the tray slowed my ascending. My ass-ending. Can you tolerate soup?

—The last time anybody brought soup to my bedside I was sixteen. My mother—. You made it up here!
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At his next therapy session, while Celeste was teaching, L’Keesha wanted Silas to have a go at the stairs—using his feet. Taking the railing in one hand and a walking stick in the other and with her behind him—between him and the consequence of gravity—he didn’t climb so much as pull himself upward, needing no reminder to place both feet on a step before moving on up. Once at the top, he raised an arm in triumph. Even with L’Keesha humming gospel ahead of him, going down was a greater challenge, and as he neared the bottom he slipped and sprawled into her. He cursed his failure, and she advised waiting a few more days before trying a second descent, and then only with Celeste in front. Achieving the final stair, he said,

—Thank you. Thank you for everything. I’ll keep an eye out for a thirty-year-old pilot who wants to see the elephants of Africa.
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A medical supply company retrieved the hospital bed. With a walking stick serving as his third leg, Silas managed to reset the bay-window room to its former arrangement—ignoring the lifeless pots. Walking in after school, Celeste found him in a tuxedo and standing at the top of the stairs and leaning on a sycamore stick in the manner of a jim-dandy.

—Welcome, Mademoiselle, to the House of Second Chance.

—Did you crawl up there again?

—I approximated the normal. That is, using my feet bones.

Shifting the stick so he could seize the railing, Silas wobbled, then waited until she stepped up to front him, and together they descended, and when down he bowed to her, faltered, but this time laughed at his frailty.

—That sounds like our Silas of old.

—I prefer to sound like our Silas of new.

—Would the new Silas like a small libation to celebrate reaching the summit of his own private Denali?

—Miss, the spokes are gone, and I have hind legs under me again. The left not the most efficient stump, but for tonight it’ll serve. Stand back, Cosmos! Galactic Guy is ready to orbit!

That evening, as Celeste brought in a tray of Sparkys, he watched her billowy caftan, and he para-quoted Robert Herrick:

When as in silks my Celina goes, Then, then (me thinks) how sweetly flows That liquefaction of her clothes.

—Why, Silas, I do think you’re showing signs of life.

—That’s because I’m coming to see my marriage was fantasy over fact. A woman imagined as if a monstrance. She jobbed me for adoration. If love’s indeed a second gravity holding things together, then we had no sustainable gravitational mechanics.
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Silas, a much-practiced hand with walking sticks, now often gave one an unnecessary flourish, although his perambulation yet carried a wobble but not enough to prevent him from being able to get down to the road for the mail. On the second afternoon, what he’d been hoping for was in the box, and he did his best to posthaste himself to his study to read the typed letter.



Dear Silas,

I was happy to receive your message. Can you believe it arrived on the anniversary of opening my shop? I received no other greeting I enjoyed more.

In the upcoming weeks, I know you’ll tend to the progress of your seeds. I still am amazed when a sprout rises from the soil. William Blake, whose poetry I admire, wrote, “To create a little flower is the labor of ages.” I think I have it right. That “labor,” of course, has mostly already been performed for us by nature itself through the evolution of flowering plants. A million years to get a blossom to our gardens. A million-year-long miracle. George Washington Carver said the wonderful secrets he discovered lay within each plant, but to elicit them he first had to love the plant. As gardeners, we should ask what we want of our garden. The best gardens begin in the heart, and the best gardeners are those happy to swap a few ripe strawberries today for bird song tomorrow.

Your words about Marcus Aurelius motivated me to find a copy of his “Meditations,” and I’ve been reading in them. Yesterday I came upon this thought: “How is it we touch God, and with what part of our being?” One way might lie in the “miracle” of a seed. Assisting life express itself.

Your question about my family: I’m the last of us. My parents have passed away and an older sibling more recently. We weren’t a close family, but I wish it had been otherwise. My sister saw me as a competitor—something I never quite understood. After I graduated from college, I returned to Viburnum, but the smallness of the place and the minds, as if everybody lived behind walls, make an intellectual life here a challenge, though the bookshop and people who stop by to talk about their primroses and potatoes help out. I don’t want to suggest I’m lonely, but I do miss conversations about topics beyond roots and rhizomes.

You’re fortunate to have Celine with you. She must mean something to you if you’re looking for a special copy of the “Meditations” to give her. (That also tells me she has a good mind—so, if she’s attractive and kind, you have it all with her. Treat such specialness like a tender seedling.) In answer to your question, I don’t have a copy of the book in my shop, but if one shows up, I’ll hold it aside.

As we in the trade say, Garden that I may see thee! Yours from the shores of Okeedokee Creek,

Flora Cavendish.





Silas refilled his fountain pen and began a reply just as Celeste walked into his study. He held up the letter.

—From who? Whom?

—Flora.

—She sent more seeds?

—No seeds. I like this woman.

—Why? I’m starting to talk like you.

—There’s something about her. You two could be kissing cousins.

—That would be something to see.
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On a shining Saturday morning, Silas faced his play, but after so many weeks he floundered to enter the flow. Hobbled brain, hobbled words. He pressed on although his lines were bungled fragments. When Celeste saw him bent over his desk, she phoned the psychiatrist: Was it time to wean Silas from the antidepressant?

Writing a page for Aurelius in the Garden left Silas content to be working, and he took up a sheet of stationery.



Dear Flora,

Only a pair of letters from you makes me anticipate my trips down to the mail box, even though I try to convince myself it’s really the therapeutic exercise of the walking that pulls me down there.

I shared your words with Celine (whom you somehow remind me of) and that’s a real compliment. Had you been her sister, life would have been richer for her. Ha! Had you been the sister, her sister might be alive and I wouldn’t be writing you. What would Aurelius say about that twist?

I have occasional memory lapses since my accident, but I don’t remember telling you she’s a substitute science teacher. Her work goes well despite the difficulty of whacking awake teenagers with more interest in vampires than in real bats. Minds more excited with the explosion of a virtual starship than with the Big Bang. Too bad for them—she has much to share.

As I gain strength, I’m trying to be a better man, and lift from her the burden of me. My incapacities shouldn’t be a load on somebody else.

In that regard, I can say I’m again ambulatory, although with a hitch in my gait. Celine says I’ve gone from a totter to a toddle. Nevertheless, I’m embarrassed to be clumsy in front of her. Last evening I staggered and ended up falling into her with the both of us going to the floor, me atop her. I laughed but she seemed, I don’t know, flustered.

And that reminds me. Allow me to mention a dream. It’s the first pleasant one I can recall since my misadventure in the sky. In it I was married, although the wife didn’t appear. For reasons I won’t go into, that was a relief. I was trying to write a tract titled “Floraculture: A Guide to Gardening the Cosmic Way.” Floraculture spelled with an “a.” Given your work, your parents must have been hooked into some mystical flow in naming you. Or, perhaps your name inclined you that way. (Names can be powerful leashes—pulling us on, holding us back, or revealing who we are.) My actual marriage was full of trials, so it was good just to dream something better, and if it took your name to do that, then I thank you.

Of matrimony, may I ask, have you ever been there? With that bit of possible effrontery, I’ll close and begin another watch for our rural mail wagon.

—Silas F.





Celeste invited him to cocktail hour. He walked toward her, displaying a needless bodily arabesque for her benefit, and she told him not to show off, not yet. That time would come. He forced another jaunty step, and stumbled so that she had to catch him, and she said,

—Was that deliberate?

—What if I was faking it?

—If it was a genuine stumble, your potato vodka portion will be cut in half.

But her thought was, Next time, I’ll double it. He said,

—I’ll be pouring the Sparkys from here on, but what I’m asking is this—what if I faked it to get hold of you?

—Have you been writing to Okeedokee Creek again?

—What has that to do with anything?

—You act different. Differently. You’re different when she’s on your mind.

—She’s not on my mind.

—Don’t tell her that.

—What are you saying, my uncommon woman?

—Forget it.

He mixed their drinks, then read Celeste his letter which she heard with a divided heart but said nothing until he finished when, emphatically, she came out with,

—Floraculture?

—That was the title.

—Silas, I have to speak frankly.

—Speak on, dear soul.

—You’ve recently lost a wife. More recently you’ve awakened from a coma. Now you’re coming out of being disabled for I’ve forgotten how many weeks. You’ve been a man who couldn’t button his shirt, wasn’t always certain what time zone, even what year, he was in.

—Still isn’t.

—You don’t see you’re dangerously vulnerable?

—To what?

—Maybe this Flora woman. What do you know about her?

—I like what I see.

—See? So is she in your dreams now?

—I’ve seen letters.

—You’ve seen typing. Does that differ from your hooded women of the night?

—Never received a letter from any of them. Other than calling my name, only one ever bothered to speak to me.

—This Flora What’s-Her-Face—. What if she’s schizoid? Or scamming you? Didn’t one woman scam you enough?

He was taken aback not so much by her words as by the unexpected passion in them. He exhaled slowly to show he wanted to kill the topic, and he said,

—Time will tell. If you give time enough time. And as you and the Cosmos know, Old Sachem Hill is a repository for unused time.
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Tossing in bed, Celeste wondered what she had fudged together. Since arriving on the Hundred she’d fought his memory of her sister. Once again, here was further combat with a female—not one entrapped in his brain but sprung from hers. It was crazy to be jealous of what she herself had invented, a ghost with only the reality of two spurious letters: a botanical goddess created in her own image, an expression of self-adoration.

Knowing his susceptibility to phantoms, she had fabricated two of them in the guise of his salvation to allow him to realize Dolores had never been who she actually was but rather somebody he wanted her to be—until his wishful dream of a loving woman finally fell to earth.

Even if the Okeedokee stratagem had helped Silas escape the wheelchair to climb steps and had changed him from scribbling suicide notes to writing flirtatious letters, Celeste saw she’d worked a potentially cruel trick. At practicing guile, she proved herself as proficient as her sister. Could it be said, those Heppermann women are masters of dissimulation? And her chicanery coming from a former aspirant who believed morality was no more relative than mortality. Once, describing Dominique’s behavior, Silas had said, I can abide well-intentioned deception—a white lie—but calculated duplicity—that’s something else.

In the convent Celeste knew an elderly nun whose early disillusionment in love came to distort her life thence all the way to the grave, a woman whose faith was driven by negative energy from being wronged. And, had not a postulant suggested aspirant Celeste might be in collusion with forces of the night? Wasn’t she herself now a force of darkness performing a sorcery of fabrications, only to realize, in just retribution, her spectral doppelganger was threatening to do her in?

She had to ask herself: If the truth should transpire, will Silas see a trickster who consciously, carefully, cleverly deluded him? If unable to love both women—the fiction and its author—he might not love either. If Flora was filling his dream realm, where was room for Celeste? She, Lady Pseudophakia, had already expunged a flapper who beguiled but at least did not betray. Now, with a phantasm yet more dangerous on the loose, there would have to be an abduction. Better yet, a Floracide.





35

Ganymede’s Moon

The next morning, a Saturday, Celeste found him writing in his study, a sure sign of recuperation, and she offered a coffee con cafeina, the first since the coma. She brought two cups, and noticed under his pen not a play about Aurelius but a letter to Flora.

—What’s happened to your noble Roman?

—I prefer writing to a living woman than about a man dead the last two thousand years. More conducive to renewal.

—A woman who exists only in your brain.

—The same place Aurelius lives. He who sends no letters.

—Marcus never posted ideas for you? You’ll betray a former flesh-and-blood man for a figure of ink on paper?

—Same thing as Aurelius.

—This Floraculture stuff shuts down your true work, words that might lead somewhere. Unlike valentines to Miss Okeedokee.

—Do I hear antipathy? Even with your sister you maintained equanimity.

—It’s not antipathy toward Okeedokee. It’s concern about you and what you might be opening yourself to. When you lost a wife it picked you to pieces. So, here you go again letting your imagination gain control. If you ask me.

—Don’t remember asking. Where’s the harm? I’m not going to marry the woman.

—How do you know?

—She’s too old for me.

—And you’re also certain of that?

—If she isn’t, then she’s wise for her years.

—She’s wise? She can’t screw up like the rest of us? What if she’s in over her head too?

—I find her, I’ll say, interesting.

—You’re idealizing her the way you did my—.

—Let’s leave her out of the mix.

—That’s one down.

—Curiosity isn’t idealization. Besides, knowing my luck, she’ll have three nostrils. I mean, she’s a bookseller.

—Haven’t come upon a bookman with an extra nostril since Friday last.

—Celine, let’s not engage in a conversation that’s turned silly if not stupid.

The exchange ended when Chamberlain Beckett phoned.

—Silas, this time the news isn’t mixed. The body in Hiko Canyon hasn’t been identified, but the forensics indicate it’s an Indian, probably a Paiute woman reported missing from the reservation over at Shivwits.

—It feels like I’m where I began. You’ll keep your private eye open?

—Count on it, amigo.
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The afternoon mail brought Celeste a letter from the prioress of the convent on the Smoky River:



Our dear aspirant, Celeste Heppermann,

We’ve not had word from you about your emergency leave to tend to the injured man. We trust his recovery is proceeding and that his wife has returned to lift the weight of care from your shoulders and allow you to come back into our fold and our sacred calling of perpetual Eucharistic adoration.

I’ve prayed the fardels you bear be lifted. While your stay with us did present you with some personal thorns of struggle, I foresaw then as I do now the promise of one day your rejoining us as a blessed sister.

The allurements of the world beyond our gates are many, but they are of the sort a hallowed human soul casts aside to leave darkness behind to stand with the Lord. The wiles of Satan are diverse, none so enticing as sin bound into the figuration of bodily man.

Let me urge you to return to our sisterhood ready to help you block the temptations and iniquity of the material world that can only distance you from the truth of Our Lord’s Grace. No matter how far youthful waywardness may have led, and remembering that our lone profit is salvation, divine forgiveness awaits here, where you may again don the mantle of our order. Recognize the peril in your mortal life and return to our garden of women of similar mind, each striving to free herself of complications that afflict the benighted. You’ll remember we say of our abbey, “where Earth meets Heaven.”

Yours in His Holy Name,

Sr. Agnes Benedictus, OPEA.

La Générale Supérieure

Convent of the Blessed Assumption





Celeste slipped the letter into the envelope, and to clear her thinking pulled on her capote for a walk in the cool air, the scent of early spring rising from the moist ground. She realized she’d become her own other woman, a hoax to do her in. And now the missive from the mother superior. Remembering Father Flanagan’s Boys Town, she thought, If only I could write to explain, He ain’t heavy, Mother. He’s my—. She stopped. That was it. Exactly what was Silas to her?

He had a point: Phantasms indeed carry a reality. Like gravity, they prove themselves by their effect. She heard the biblical Proverb: The bread of deceit is sweet, but afterwards the mouth shall be filled with gravel.

How confounding that he was the one she wanted to talk to about her dilemma, a discussion that would be a confession. The empirical man who, when it came to love, was so easily drawn into flimflams of the heart. Confession? How long had it been?

After changing her clothes she drove to town for the evening hearing of confessions, her first since leaving the convent. She ran through a couple of peccadilloes to gain nerve before bringing up her deceptions; the priest assumed she was referring to breaking a marriage vow, and she thought, Sometimes I wish life were less ironic.

Celeste told of the faked bookseller. Perhaps because she presented her motivation as a woman trying to pull a loved one back from the brink, he found her behavior commendable and advised her to explain to Silas the reason for her impostures. The priest interpreted her actions not as deception but as devotion, although he warned of creating a furtive projection of oneself to seduce others, since such a facade always collapses inward.

Dissatisfied, she realized her stratagems to help Silas, while honorably intended, were also self-serving. She kneeled in the quiet church, not as an adorant or a petitioner on another’s behalf but as supplicant to her own request. Believing she had little aptitude for prayer, Celeste combined it with the focused rumination Silas practiced: Heavenly Father, let me reason sensibly and unselfishly. She rose from the kneeler to sit looking not at the altar but up at the arched ceiling and its painted clouds and silvered stars, the frescoes showing an angel whose left eye disguised the lens of a security camera.

Silas once commented, were a Cosmoterian sanctuary to exist, it would be open to the sky with services given only on clear nights, and instead of a monstrance there’d be a telescope. He’d said, Where, pray tell, is the soul who doesn’t long to snatch a glimpse of heavenly magnitude and magnificence?

Her upward stare put a crick in her neck, and she stepped to the rear of the church to stretch and think: Somebody had to get snuffed. But how? And when?
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Monday morning Silas managed a slow descent to the kitchen where sunlight fell across a note saying she’d been called to teach. He boiled an egg, poured a coffee, and went to his study to take up his play. It didn’t go well. Words clogged the pen, and when they did slip forth they were more splotches than sentences. The divine afflatus refused him.

Distracted by Flora’s two-week silence, he quit Aurelius and composed a message expressing hope her silence wasn’t due to an inept remark from him. Had she the inclination, to hear from her again would be pleasant. He addressed the envelope, and carried it down to leave for the mail wagon. Again in the house, passing the bay window, he noticed the four pots, each pushing up tiny, folded ovals of bright virescence. He wrote another note:



Flora—Your gift of seeds have risen into the light! Tonight for the first time, they will look up at the stars. —S. F.





A week later both letters were back in the mailbox, and heavily stamped across them was ATTEMPTED—NOT KNOWN. He said into the air,

—What in the damn hell is going on?
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The following day was his thirty-fourth birthday. With much anticipation—and a trace of trepidation—he accepted Celeste’s suggestion to visit the No Name where she would convene a small gathering. Silas was a man with friends not legion but loyal, and though few, genuine.

When he escorted her into the tavern, his comrades loosed a chorus of Jolly Good Fellow. They hugged him, high-fived him, everybody asked how he was, and Jack Osgood toasted, To having good legs, bosom friend! Silas nodded thanks, and Osgood said,

—Not you, nitwit. Celeste. She’s the one with bosoms and good legs. Is that right, Silas?

—On the former, I can only presume.

More than any other, it was that moment Celeste realized she was truly out from behind priory walls, and she said,

—Presumption! Woman’s surest ally. May it so remain!

And they drank to that. Silas stood, raised his glass.

—To fairest Celeste who has engineered a man’s return. To my celestial mechanic!

With drinks uplifted, they sang For she’s a jolly good fixer. As the evening ended, Silas and Celeste went to the bar to pay respects to Ed. Chalked on the blackboard she saw:

LIES HAVE NOT LEGS BUT WINGS.

Silas shook Showboat’s hand.

—I’ve missed being here, Ed. I doubted I’d ever be able to get back. Seeing all of you again makes me happy.

—Oh yah?

On the drive home, Silas said,

—A fine spring night. Sky cloudless, moonless, windless. It ought to be good seeing on the astro-platform.

—What are you suggesting?

—I want to take a crack at the ladder. You’ll remember I promised L’Keesha I’d show you the moons of Jupiter.

—You’re sober enough not to fall?

—I’ll have you behind me. Won’t I?

The ladder to the belvedere appeared more intimidating than he’d imagined, but trusting his arms—and hers—he put both feet on one rung at a time, annoyed by his caution. She kept her upper body against his legs.

Slipping on the first rung, he fell into her, and she cried out,

—Damn! You startled the hell out of me!

Returning to the ladder, she said, too low for him to hear,

—Startle the hell out of me again. You ol Cosmoterian.

The telescope was boxed up in an alcove below the hatch to the roof, and she passed to him the instrument to assemble on the platform built when he believed saving a marriage might be accomplished with a spot of carpentry here and about.

Silas checked a star atlas to orient himself to the eternal black silence, and began assembling the scope as he happily rambled. Because he was talking, he struggled with the equipment, and his commentary was accented with an oath or two.

—This planet’s riddled with religious zealotry. Often the young in search of something meaningful to do with their lives. Blind quests leading toward—damn it!—toward fixed doctrines that block off inquiry and reasoning. The kids end up nowhere. Next thing that happens, they begin pulling triggers and heaving grenades and lifting greasy hands to praise some almighty.

His unsteady stance slowed the assembly but not his talk.

—Our new astronomical knowledge draws us beyond the old view that we’re insignificant motes in an unimaginably gigantic place unaware of us. What would Aurelius say?

—I don’t know.

—Neither do I, but I do know we’re not insignificant because we—hell!—excuse me—because we are that awareness. Even should we find other intelligences. Dump every homo sapiens brain of the last fifty thousand years onto a scale, and the total—damn this thing! Where was I?

—Fifty thousand years.

—Measured against what exists, those brains would be less than a quark weighed against Jupiter. And still, that quark has reached remarkable comprehension of its surroundings.

With a final cuss, Silas managed to bring Jupiter into focus, then moved aside.

—Put your eye to the scope, my fetching quark.

—Lord love a duck! Jupiter looks like it’s just above those trees. If we put on our hiking boots, we can make it there for breakfast. Do they serve buttered scones on Jupiter?

—It’s about four hundred million miles beyond that tree line. You see the red spot? Does it seem to throb?

—Throb? I thought it was me. Thought it was I.

Focusing on the umbra of a Galilean moon, Silas said,

—In all the Universe, there are only four natural sources of thermal light. Stars, meteors, lightning, volcanoes.

—What about love? Love can get thermal.

—Oh yes. I remember a love that lighted up my life.

—There’s the proof. Somebody here confused fluorescence with love.

When he had the focus correct, Silas said,

—Come and meet Ganymede. One of the four moons Galileo observed with his hand-made telescope. It’s the biggest of Jupiter’s sixty-some moons. And counting.

Stepping up to the reflector, Celeste said,

—Under the stars, you get cosmical.

—Galileo saw Ganymede as evidence for planetary motions.
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A finger pinched in the tripod didn’t impede his commentary.

—The Inquisition—with its ideas of heresy and blasphemy and apostasy—the papal investigators hammered him for the rest of his life. Those gentlemen religionists, believers in demons, set a standard for intentional, manipulative deceptions with us yet. They effectively denied that this moment, this day-after-day right now, is the greatest gift we’ll ever receive. Their straitjacketed logic devalues the meaning of our lives.

Remaining fixed on the planetary moon, she said,

—Years ago, why wasn’t I taught about what’s above us?

—Celestial awe—and appreciation—depend on knowledge. To our loss, such ignorance deprives our children.

—I’m imagining our planet with sixty moons. Might be tough to sleep—all that canine baying. Who’s Ganymede?

—Cup-bearer of the gods. Often depicted in Roman art as freeing men from bondage.

Silas paused, then added,

—Celine is my Ganymede. I walk because of her.

She turned to him, bumped the telescope, and he stretched forward to steady it, his arms ending up on each side of her, and from her hair, no longer the shorn locks of a cloistered woman, he smelled perfume, and when she looked up to say something, he kissed her, a deep and lingering kiss.

—Stop! Whoa! Who are you kissing? Me? Her? Whichever her it might be.

And Silas kissed her again.





36

To Disprove Gravitational Mechanics

Silas rose early, but she’d already left for school, and on the kitchen table, under a cup for his coffee, a note:



On the Oculus — and elsewhere — I’m ready to get cosmic again. — Ever thy Ganymede.





Celeste’s words made even more difficult what he knew he had to do, and as lightning back-lit grizzled fog, he struggled to elucidate his thoughts properly, since he didn’t understand what properly should be.

Brooding by the bay window, he nodded off once as the spring morning filled with birdsong, sending it into the rooms. Then, at the edge of the pond, in the lifting mist, a dark gliding faded into the cedars. He selected a walking stick and went to a trail and on to the blue house.

Knocking at the door he’d repaired, he called into the silence, knocked louder, waited, hallooed, then started for home when he heard a voice, and he spoke her name, and from within,

—Mon cher? C’est tu?

—Oui. C’est Silas.

—Silas from days gone?

—Silas from lands unknown.

—Push on the door. You can do that.

Lightning caught in her pendant of crystal otherite, and on the table crouched the cross-staring Kalisto, and Silas said,

—I’m glad, relieved, to find you here.

—Not for long, it appears. As for appearances, you’re a marked man.

—A locust thorn inscribed me. I ended up in a coma. Bedridden for some weeks. I apologize for vanishing. If you had a phone or mail service, I’d have been in touch.

—I know that because I know you. Join me for a tea?

When Silas was seated, the cat found his lap, made its throaty gargle, and settled across his legs.

—I counted on Kalisto typing a message about my situation.

—There was typing. I didn’t try to decipher it. You were elsewhere, so why bother with the musings of a cat?

The grains of old Ogg dropped through the hourglass and the timeless clock tocked as he told Kyzmyt about the balloon mischance, the coma, the arrival of Celeste. He told the story up to his birthday of the night before but left out the stargazing. During his telling, Kyzmyt kept her hands folded on the table, head tilted upward, eyes closed. He said,

—That’s my sorry tale of the last many days.

—A tale improves with a conclusion. I didn’t hear one.

—The tale still hangs. From the donkey.

—Quandary brings you?

—You’ve been a sage counselor to me, and I’ve been a negligent friend. I have cause but no right to ask for counsel.

—Yet you do.

—Yes.

—You’ve been away. Not negligent. We arrive at our fated destinations not when we wish but when we can.

She went to her cabinet of remedies, opened four canisters, and began brewing, and he said,

—If I could offer something in return.

—It’s not for nothing I am what I am, and that’s why I exist. Without a patient, a physician has no practice. To be able to do what I can do has required time. More time than you might believe. Here in the woods, isolated as I’ve been for a spell, I could practice my craft only when you came knocking. Silas has been a gift.

—Has been? You’re leaving?

—The unfortunate business that brought me to Sachem Hill and kept me sequestered—I foresee resolution. Home beckons.

She poured a tea and said,

—Good to clear agitation. And you are agitated, yes?

—I haven’t said everything.

—Ignorance blocks my craft.

—Now and then, your words sound as if from another time.

—A capable witch must speak from beyond time.

He finished his story, including the stargazing with Celeste. Kyzmyt listened, then said,

—You’re compelled toward Flora of the Sibylline Books?

—In some way, she’s part of the truth.

To temper his uneasiness, Silas paused to speak straight.

—I want the clarity of reason. I want release from delusions. To see who’s really who. What’s truly what. Discover real meanings of genuinely lasting worth.

His disquiet disturbed the cat, and it jumped from him to Kyzmyt’s chair, the slotted eyes focusing on Silas one at a time.

—The damnable uncertainty of it all! How can I be confident I’m actually here and not sleeping in a hotel in Las Vegas? Or dozing in my chair? And you, you my serene Circe who can so transform a man, do I see you or do I dream you?

—Between crib and coffin, we can enter many realities.

He watched the cat keeping watch on him.

—Can Silas accept that we all have to act as if what’s before us is real? If not, what’s the alternative?

Kalisto seemed to listen to something beyond the scrabble of mice in the walls, and Kyzmyt, standing near the cracked windowpanes that distorted the distant woods, only then saying to Silas,

—When last you were here, I suggested you go forth to seek your love. Do you remember?

—I do. I did. And I didn’t succeed.

—You’ve concluded your quest is finished?

—How can it not be? She’s dead.

—You found a presumed death. Whether she lives may no longer matter. Wherever she is, are you alive to her? Are you able to say what you found on the desert was your love?

—I don’t know what I found there. Or anywhere else.

—You have a choice. Being satisfied finding apparency or finding something yet farther. So difficult to exist between two realms! My counsel remains unfulfilled.

—Go forth and seek my love.

—Your life.

She touched his bowed head, and spoke gently.

—One’s own mind and heart—if listened to wisely, they are often useful guides. You’re too young—. Well, I must leave it now to you.

Silas raised the tea and drank it down, and said,

—This recipe—wonderfully piquant!

As he stepped toward the door she called to him and tossed him the fourth canister he’d asked about, and said to open it. It contained nothing but an empty, perforated sphere of silver.

Kyzmyt whispered,

—My philter.

On it was engraved, L’AMOUR.
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The next morning, Celeste at school, Silas wrote a note.



Dearest Celine, My Ganymede,

When you read this I’ll be on my way to Viburnum, Iowa. Staying at the hotel. It’s clear to me: No longer can I live with hauntings and phantasms. I’m going to track every one of them down and stake them through the heart. Phantacide. If I’m still standing and have a valid idea of where I am and who in reality is before me or within me, then maybe I’ll be a man fit for—for living. Please don’t worry. Whatever happens, whatever I discover—as long as it’s truth, however relative—I’ll come home to this chicken farm to live, to dream, to write, and I hope, to love. Kafka has it backward: The meaning of our lives is that they begin. From there, the meaning is choosing.

—Ever thine, S.





He packed a grip before walking to the blue house, the trail surprisingly overgrown. There was no answer to his knocking and calling out, and the door was bolted. Silas looked in: kitchen empty, no cat, cabinet doors missing, no canisters, pendulum on the old clock stilled at its eternal hour. He was almost surprised not to see Silas—asleep or awake, dead or alive— sitting in the chair of crooked branches grown from the dust of Indians ten thousand years gone. To himself: Back to Louisiana. Vanished as if she never was. Now of no more reality than memory of a dream. Yet, he thought he caught the scent of hibiscus.
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He vacillated in uncertainty during the two-hour drive to Viburnum, but once there, his thinking steadied. He cruised the lone main street of early twentieth-century brick storefronts, nothing quite matching images he’d formed from reading Flora’s letters, and nowhere did he see the Sibylline bookshop. By sunset he was in the obsolescent Hotel Viburnum, a two-floor building with a lobby of worn white tiles, a potted and feeble Norfolk pine in the corner, the registration desk next to an office, ten guest rooms above, none with a phone, all with sagging mattresses between steel bedsteads and the smell of yesteryear. His trip and weeks of immobility left him exhausted, and his leg ached, so Silas stretched out for a short rest, and when he awoke, it was two hours past dawn. He found the bathroom at the end of the hall, washed and shaved.

In the lobby was the spindly clerk—a Mister Julius whose affability had run thin with the years, whose disturbed wisps of white hair revealed he’d just been awakened from a snooze—neither smiled nor welcomed the stranger but was in no rush to move him on. Silas asked,

—By any chance, do you know a Flora Cavendish?

—I know some Cavendishes, but not by chance. Knowed the name for seventy years. Or thereabouts. When they’s only six hundred folks in a town, them’s that’ve been around more than a season or two, then you know them. Know who they is. Or was anyway.

Silas showed one of the returned envelopes and said,

—Could this be a correct address for a Flora Cavendish?

Mister Julius squinted at it, adjusted his spectacles upward and read it aloud.

—No sir. Don’t know this Flora woman, but I can tell you she don’t live on Twelfth.

—How could that be?

—Ain’t no Twelfth. Things peter out at Ninth.

—You have a county directory?

He found no Flora Cavendish. No Cavendishes whatsoever.

Under a morning sky heavy with clouds the color of old tin, Silas crossed the street to a lunch room and scanned the menu for anything not fried or cut from a pig. He persuaded the frowning cook to violate her policy of no breakfasts served after ten o’clock and make him an omelette sandwich.

Again on the street, he searched for what he’d imagined of Viburnum; he walked Main west to east, which didn’t take long. At the edge of town, painted on a disintegrating brick building, was a faded mural of a gigantic nasturtium and cabbage head, and almost invisible beneath,

OKEEDOKEE CREEK SEEDS FOR FARM AND HOME.

At what seemed confirmation he might not be dreaming, Silas shouted, Yes! Yes, yes!

To dope out a method to proceed, he strolled until he happened upon a side-street hideaway, the Alley-By Tavern: six bar stools, four booths, a pinball machine, and five beer signs providing what light there was. Glad to have a customer, the bartender needed no priming to talk, and after establishing Silas was from out of state, he cut loose: hogs, corn, rainfall, a fight at a ballgame over in Keosauqua, his fret-and-fume mother-in-law. Emptied of topics, he was forced to come up with a question to keep the tavern silence at bay.

—How come you to have that limp?

—An accident a few months ago.

—Some years back, I got all broke up when I fell down a silo. They had to put me together bone by bone they said. I was in a Dee Moines hospital for five weeks and was ready to hang it up, but my wife, she wouldn’t have it. She helped rebuild me like I was a wore-out engine. I fly her to Florida ever January for her aching knees. Wish I could heal her like she done me. How about yourself? Got you a good woman?

As if for the first time hearing him, Silas said,

—What’s that?

The bartender enunciated clearly.

—I say, have you got yourself a good woman?

—Funny you should ask. I’m here to find a woman.

—Your wife? Gal friend? A little something on the side?

—I don’t know.

—If I’d come as far as you have, sure as gospel, I’d know who I come for. Ready for a beer?

—Make it a coffee, heavy on the caffeine. To wake me up.

Silas moved to one of the booths to concentrate. Given his disposition to disparage assumptions, he recognized in himself a dedicated disciple of them. But now, without question a time for inductive reasoning, he felt his mind capable of eradicating suppositions. He closed his eyes to assemble facts.

To remove the likelihood of dreaming, he ascertained the continuity of the last several months when four women engaged him in significant exchanges. What did they share? Nothing other than the Reaper’s capote? An empirical man raises such a question?

Each woman carried evidence of actuality by her presence in a continuum: present whenever she might be expected to be present, if only by letter, and—dreams excepted—never fading into thin air. On a bar napkin he wrote the names. Yes, all belonged within a continuity. Maybe also the Reaper. Was that five possibilities?

Then a disconcerting notion came to Silas: Why couldn’t he be dreaming he sees continuity? Or be sleepwalking? Apprehensive, he stood, and the bartender asked did he want a beer. Silas sat down. The psychologist in Phoenix. What did she say about noctambulism? The most real dream you’ll never wake from? No, that wasn’t it. It was, the most real dream you’ll never remember.

—But I do remember! And I remember them in sequence. The conversations. Their voices. Their scents!

So: In what they’d spoken to him, what might give a clue? He wrote out a dozen words or phrases, reread them, added several more, reread the list, searching it, trying to work inductively. One phrase proclaimed itself—Others before self—and next to it he put a checkmark.

What else could he do now but proceed on assumption? After all, that’s what we do every waking moment. We breathe, we assume a next breath, we breathe again, and so it goes until we cease breathing. There was no other choice.

Silas stopped and said to himself,

—Oh no. Oh god. What if I wake up in my bed?

He went back to the bar to say,

—Maybe you can tell me.

The bartender perked up at the offer.

—Ever hear of a business called Okeedokee Creek Seed Company?

—That’s like asking did I ever hear of Ford Motor Company. Okeedokee Seeds was the business here. Big warehouse on down Main. When it was alive, we had money. Five o’clock, and they was packed in here like pigs being trucked to market.

—Who was behind the business?

—Fella named Cavendish. Henry Cavendish. Made himself a bundle on our creek. Shipped seeds all over the world. We even had a man out of Japan come in to buy a load of Okeedokees. Asters. Maybe it was chrysanthemums. Coulda been hollyhocks.

—What happened?

—I guess he shipped them to Japan.

—No, I mean what happened to the Cavendish clan?

—They done went on down the creek.

—Did what?

—They left here for parts on beyond.

—Don’t we all? Don’t we all?

When he paid his tab, Silas asked,

—Is there—was there ever—a Flora Cavendish?

—Can’t say I ever heared of any Flora. On West is Cavendish Park. Henry Cavendish give it to the town. They say he rolled in here once and ordered a tomater juice. He asks was it pressed from Okeedokee seeds, and an old boy at the bar, out-of-towner like yourself—no idea who Cavendish was—and he says, How you gonna get squoze tomater juice out of a seed? And Mister Henry comes back with, Time, my friend. Time’s the great gardener.
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When Silas returned to the hotel, near the front window two geezers were playing checkers, and Mister Julius dozed in a lobby chair. Silas cleared his throat to wake him.

—Any messages for me?

The clerk pulled his spectacles from atop his head into proper position to squint at Silas. A black cat came up to slide along his leg, and Mister Julius scowled at it, and the animal darted under a chair to huddle into itself and turn its moonstone eyes onto Silas. The clerk said,

—They’s two. One from some Bucket feller. Said you knowed him. Said to call him real soon cause you got important news comin your way.

—The other?

Fumbling in a pocket of his baggy, suspender-hoisted trousers, Mister Julius pulled out a wrinkled envelope.

—A woman called not long ago. Had me write it down. Didn’t give no name. Said you was good at figgerin. Even knowed how come the Moon ain’t fell down yet.

On the back of the envelope, in an unsteady hand, the old fellow had written: Off to see Anna Cavendish.

—Anna Cavendish? You know an Anna Cavendish?

—No sir. Must be one of the clan.

—If I was going to find her, where would I go?

Without taking his eyes from the checkerboard, a player hooted.

—Ain’t about to find that gal less you can see the dead.

—Maybe I can.

The other player, he too keeping watch on the board, said,

—He means the statue. In the park. At her tomb.

—Tomb?

Mister Julius said,

—Go to the west end of Main. Keep straight. They’s a sign for Cavendish Park. Foller the brick trail up the hill, and about thirty yards on there’s a statue. Bronze. Or maybe it’s arn. Life-size. She’s settin against a wall and decked out in a cape. That’ll be your Cavendish dame.

As Silas went to the door, Mister Julius asked,

—So how come that Moon ain’t fell down yet?

Silas turned to say,

—It’s called gravitational mechanics.

The checker players snorted, and when the door closed, Mr. Julius said,

—And she done told me he was a smart man.

One of the players raised a white checker above his head and dropped the disk, thus demonstrating gravity and disproving the visitor. The men laughed, knowing they’d not been had.
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Silas got his limp into attenuated double time. Trailed by the cat, he walked the seven blocks to the park. A late-afternoon sun was breaking through overcast and directly into his eyes, the wind brisk. He paused to collect himself. At the far end of the brick path, silhouetted against the disappearing clouds, was a bemantled figure standing before a seated statue also cloaked. He started up the hill, his left leg slowing him. Halfway he stopped, the cat sprinted forward, and the standing figure turned toward Silas. Then, it was as if the firmament cracked open and he could feel the turn and tilt of the planet, and he saw who was within the mantle of cloth and knew he’d found what he’d set out for, and he heard,

—Let’s go home.
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Anna Cavendish Statue
 Viburnum, Iowa





A NINTH POSTULATE

I BELIEVE it is healthy—indeed, essential—to keep our fraility and fallibility firmly in mind. I worry about people who aspire to be “godlike.” As for a long-term goal and a sacred project there is one before us. On it the very survival of our species depends. If we have been locked and bolted into a prison of the self, here is an escape hatch—something worthy, something vastly larger than ourselves, a crucial act on behalf of humanity. . . . Pioneering psychologist William James called religion a “feeling of being at home in the Universe.” . . . Our tendency has been to pretend that the Universe is how we wish our home would be, rather than to revise our notion of what’s homey so it embraces the Universe.

—Carl Sagan, Pale Blue Dot, 1994.
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EBOOK SPECIAL FEATURE

Mud and Mortality

The university town isn’t big, the limits falling well short of connection with Old Sachem Hill lying distant enough to give a sense of a beyond removed from ready accessibility and the familiar, an acreage more peninsula than island, its reach more forgotten than rural.

The terrain is rippled, rumpled, corrugated, dissected, and all of it eluvial dust from the last ice sheet of a mile-high glacier ending right here at the edge of the big river taking its shape fifteen-thousand years ago from the erratic front of the frozen azure cliffs, abrupt terminals once edging forward to obliterate everything, glacial movements only the wobble of the planet able to halt, leaving melt-water to wash open the riverine valley from which arose windblown dust and grit falling onto the lifted bluffs and locking together like clenched hands that came to hold mosses and grasses, briers and trees, all clasping the dirt atop what had been a Paleozoic sea now turned into calcareous stone precipitated from brachiopods and gastropods and trilobites, crawlers of the ocean floor layered in with those fixed to the sediment—stemmed and jointed sea lilies huddled in groves, stalked crinoids unfitted to swim or even scrabble along, organisms knowing nothing more than absorption and digestion and reproduction, standing eyeless and mute and mindless, trapped to resolve into rock, a penalty for being blind to their approaching transfiguration into legs able to walk and eyes able to look up to where they all came from, and later some of that stony life slowly wrenched toward the light to be cut out for foundations and corridors when the university in the town was built of limestone, and even now, the new classrooms of concrete made from ancient critters of the sea mechanically pulverized and reconstituted so that cosmic efflux is transformed into a stair, a column, an auditorium.

Hooked thorns corrupt the greenery, vines snaking laterally, moving on vegetable bellies hunting a tree to encircle, serpentine tendrils grasping and spiraling up like constrictors, and the whole place in season abundant with ticks swelling into distortions of themselves from sucked blood gelled and darkened as if molasses, they growing obscenely fat to hang from dog ears like pendants of black pearl, and so bloated their eight legs can hardly drag them along after they release.

Northward is a small opening formerly a hemp field plowed from a shallow pond become terra firma lying level as if yet water, ground that now tasks a walker with nearly invisible vampiric harvest-mites. Only in such glades, few though they are, can a hiker gain a glimpse of the open sky or walk in moonlight. To go more than a few steps from the clearings, a human needs a depression worn in by red people following a game trail revealing itself after a light snow, embedded lines sinuously leading toward what seems a nowhere, a where yielding only an encounter with things primeval.

At the eastern edge of this home-place a big ravine opens, a water-broached route draining toward a yet larger gaping, crooked and deep and fed by clefts, a malformed maze for anyone trying to follow it along, an erosion difficult of escape once down in its V-shaped bottom treacherous for feet. A lost rambler will stumble forward in hope gullies and gulches, coulees and canyons have exits, and for the determined it does, south to a creek flowing three miles on toward the river. The broken terrain above is riddled with rifts and sinkholes that under a storm spin and suck down brown water, each a Charybdis ready to pull the unlucky into voids in stone once the inland sea. To so vanish is to complete a grand cycle, a fit end: From stars and seas the species came and to them it returns.

In the ravine, a visitor breathes the moist digesta of microbes, the exhalation of first life, the wheeze and suspiration of the planet when new. Such primacy can alarm anyone not accustomed to fundamental things, processes humanity prefers to live ignorant of.

Although abundant near margins of sinks, snails scarcely turn up in the ravine, their niche taken by slugs needing no shell, for what animal would risk a netherworld merely to eat gelatinous slime? Raccoons and possums, skunks and woodchucks, bobcats and foxes go another way around, but should one enter, it may not return, its carcass long remaining in the dismal hollow where sunrise and sunset are unknown, a dank world blind to the risings of moon and planets and the circumvolution of constellations.

When a sun shaft happens to flicker through the windshaken arch of branches overhead, it reaches the bottom broken and drained of any engendering energy, leaving the floor of the ravine thick with mud and mortality, sludge and smut which creation itself refuses to inspire into life. Mushrooms—pale death caps or slimy-capped poison pies or corpse finders—even they grow elsewhere.

In time past, a wandering crow flying near the margin got shot through the throat and rolled into the ravine where nothing came to eat it but invisible decay, even circling vultures, smelling the perfume of animal rot, they too stayed clear. No owl trusts its golden vision to penetrate the murk where shadows cast shadows, misshapen umbras the best light can do. Of death down in there, it would seem to be plentiful, but life can’t yield up what it’s unwilling to try.

Nearby stands a house—called the Old Sachem Hill place after the ancient burial mounds nearby—a worn but solid structure lying between two wooded slopes rising south of a level once a hemp plot when side-wheel steamboats carried baled crops to market downriver. The quondam field is today a throng of overgrowth and is scarcely discernible from the surrounding woods except for its east margin marked by the furrow aboriginal feet tromped in.

Along that path northward sits another house, this with a Gothic aspect to its twin triangular gables each punctuated by a dormer, a place known not for architectural charm but for washed-out blue paint. It’s unseen except on a winter night when a yellow luminescence from a window may waver through unleafed branches. Nearby is a deteriorating icehouse covering a deep pit now filled with black water making it seem bottomless, and it’s inexplicable that one of the many sinkholes hasn’t opened beneath to pull the pool down into concavities—some lined with crystals like little jewel boxes—and caverns hung with dripstone dissolving from the rock sea remaking itself, transubstantiation of the marine.

Most of the year, the blue house is unoccupied, but there’s rumor of a somberly robed woman who appears from time to time, a crone who may know something about—in the county lingo—that icehouse business out there at Sachem Hill. Eastward is a family plot of leaning grave markers, weeds kept cut by a hired-hand who ignores the earthen mounds built some thousand years ago. The humps contain burials, indigenous skeletons in a flexed position, jaws agape as if crying out, the remains resting between stone slabs stood upright and shaped like little barges headed for an existence on the far side of elsewhere. Even more and larger mounds are two miles away atop bluffs along the river flowing toward stars reflected in back-water pools.

Old Sachem Hill is also known as the Hundred, an approximation of its acreage recorded on the old deed kept in the county-courthouse vault. In places, the Hill is dense with snares of impenetrable briers and cat claw and multiflora and bindweed and horse nettle and poison ivy, and it is surrounded by big druidical oaks and also less majestic hickories and ashes and cedars in a teeming growth making fences of no more purpose than a rock wall through a stone sea. And everything lies in isolation waiting to become desolation.

The two dwellings have access to a thread of a graveled track called the Old Timber Bridge Road after a span now collapsed into a dead end. Going the opposite direction, the route wanders toward a narrow lane headed for town, yet despite that link, the houses, imperceptible from the road, are isolated and appear vulnerable to what surrounds them.
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EBOOK SPECIAL FEATURE

Chapter One Witchism of York

Witchism, also called the Craft, is the oldest world religion, almost certainly pre-dating writing and the civilizations of the Fertile Crescent. Innate in the human being is a desire to shape existence toward ends both social and personal. The earliest manifestation of this urge, no matter how primitive, is prayer, be it of adoration, appeasement, or supplication. To accompany such prayer, as archaeological research makes clear, were associated practices of offerings, including food, drink, material objects, and sacrificial organisms—animal and human. All of these elements meant to further the efficacy of the prayer.

With the invention of writing, the platforms of expression began to change as words became stories and stories became texts. For those of us raised in the Western world, our understanding of Witchism in 1894 has been influenced—nay, controlled—entirely by the later development of Judeo-based Christianity. Early practitioners of Witchism, unlike their fellow Iron Age peoples, failed to see the power of written stories, and they failed to understand that narratives of light and goodness have a greater appeal than ones entirely dark. They failed to expunge the dominance of the maleficent and reduce it to a mere competing element. They refused to see the necessity of enemies to continually incite followers. Imaginary adversaries are as useful as real ones.

No story points up such failures more poignantly than the Christ story with its rise and fall of a demonstrably good human possessed of purported links to an all-powerful deity. Instead of bubbling caldrons seasoned with serpent fangs and lizard spittle, the Christian finds chalices of wine; instead of pots of toad entrails and spider venom, the Christian has loaves and fishes and a grand last supper. Larks instead of bats. Sunrise instead of dark of a new moon. Above all, rather than death ending existence, there is promise of resurrection. Jews and Christians began to see—as adherents of Witchism did not—that to accumulate and write down and polish good stories was to create powerful agents. For its followers, Witchism created grimoires but not a bible; what it needed was not a collection of formulas but one of stories—and in that failure its eventual demise was guaranteed. Above all, our early craft failed to address the greatest fear in the human heart—death—in positive, even up-lifting terms. For us there was no myth of human resurrection and subsequent eternality.

Judeo-Christian creators understood the power of stories, and they knew a good tale needs a bogeyman. What better bogey than iniquity personified? Judaism took an angel of the heavens and cast it out to become a force of darkness and evil: Lucifer (i.e., “light,”) became Satan (i.e., “adversary”), the D[evil], a potent opponent, a perfect foil, an antagonist to create drama. Where would God be without his Devil? Satan is necessary to the story. We can see that early Witchism did not grasp the power of the told tale, the effective use of the written word. Christianity, from its earliest days and on into the Middle Ages and continuing into our time, has never missed an opportunity to cast earlier religions, especially Witchism, as a “black art” or “black magic.” It presents witches as old and foul and warped, wart-ridden hags who copulate with slot-eyed animals and demons. Christians have long worked to reduce its adversaries to one-dimensional figures of unredeemed evil.

Witchism failed to keep up with civilization, and tied itself too long to darkness and fears and things that go bump in the night. It developed no theology, no catechism, no commandments. It functioned with directionless adherents, each pursuing her (his) own craft. Too often that craft was little more than chanting over admixtures of natural ingredients of this or that, and hoping for a certain outcome. Without a hierarchy to establish and enforce a direction, Witchism let itself get bullied into three-thousand years of infantilism. It got locked into its most primitive beliefs and practices until today the term “witch” connotes evil and wrongdoing, and children are instructed to fear the very word and to frighten each other with moronic impersonations and nonsense about flying on brooms through the night sky—this at the same time children are taught to believe in a man who walked on water and turned one fish into hundreds, and, zombie like, rose from the unliving, he whose blood would be drunk in communal ritual and his body eaten. Symbolic vampirism and anthropophagy. Through its backwardness, Witchism, the earliest of religions, lost the argument for the human soul. Those early practitioners of the craft were like cave artists who avoided the light of day where they could invent paper and perspective.

There is, however, an arising awareness of a new Witchism of light, based on new knowledge of the universe and the human place in it—not something to replace current religions but to exist alongside them. It seeks to bring forth an earth-centered religion drawn not on fossilized beliefs and prehistoric worship but rather on the innate desire to align oneself with natural and celestial forces where the first commandment is Harm none, and the continuing effort is to recognize the sacred in all creation and to seek and honor the divine source of all existence and maintain a spiritual connection to all that exists. Our goal must be one of healing and our watchword tolerance—as nature herself demonstrates.

Modern Witchism should recognize its advantage over contemporary religion in that those of us most adept have not forgotten the power and efficacy resident in nature herself: the medicinal and therapeutic benefits of natural potions, curatives, emollients, and tonics. Using nature’s cabinet, we know how to make a person see the face of deity, and through our ancient chemistry we know how (even if sometimes prevented by laws) to make a follower fearful, sorrowful, mirthful, hopeful, joyous, meditative. (Can a sip of communion grape juice produce even one of these responses?) Why should laws limit natural chemistry to the physician and deny it to a natural practitioner? Few things assist belief more than does cerebral-oriented chemistry. To affect the brain is to affect perceptions and beliefs. (Imagine the preacher of fire-and-brimstone allowing his congregation a few draughts of cannabis sativa before the sermon!)

The time has come for new thought and new ways for us to encourage a broad and genuine ecumenism. Let us no longer forego the light. Let us no longer turn from natural goodness. Let us raise a reborn and rethought Witchism not of yore but of tomorrow!






AURELIUS ASCENDING

A Play in Two Acts by

Silas Fortunato








ACT TWO
 Scene iii

[Curtain rises to an atrium in a home. From beyond comes a continuing drone of a mob milling about a small forum in Rome. Aurelius, recently returned from the northern front, stands listening at a window. His wife, beautiful Faustina, enters without his seeing her, and Marcus starts when she speaks.]

FAUSTINA: What’s that din? Is it the Cult again?

AURELIUS: The devils trouble me more than the Germani. They’re finding their way into Rome. Into her heart.

F: Can that be so dangerous? A mob without weapons?

A: They believe they wield a sword of truth.

F: You’re the emperor. You command the armies. The ships. You can smite them.

A: My lady wife. Hold forth your hands. Those beloved companions have brought you your world. They’ve cared for our fourteen children. As you stand here, can you imagine, when your divine spark has passed and the inevitable dissolution has begun, the only three futures awaiting those beautiful fingers? To rot, to turn to ashes, to mummify. But those conditions are also only temporary because they too must continue passage toward the source to find reassignment in the universe. The pharaohs, lying alongside their bestial-headed gods in their tombs—could they now see—they would understand immortality differently.

F: Why are you like this tonight? The war’s torn at you. Your mind tears at you.

A: Our inevitable transition, we must honestly address it. To deny it is the wish of a child or one alien to reason. To embrace the truth of death and accept it—that’s the way of a soldier. One without his shield, his sword lost. One armed with only courage to face our reality. The discharged arrow ascends toward the heavens, but when its energy at last fails, it falls to earth.

F: I thought it was the Cult on your mind.

A: And it is. It gains influence because their priests are succeeding in directing narrow and blunted intelligences riddled by superstition given them by the Canaanites. Men certain they know the mind of God. Men of certainty are dangerous. Cult leaders understand to offer not what men need but what they crave because the demos cower before the great truth of their inescapable decay and disappearance. This Cult outside is rising through the work of its priests speaking the greatest wish of men—immortality. One earned not through works but by the illusions of unreasoning faith.

F: But I’ve heard you yourself often speak of the immortality of the All.

A: I refer to elements, to our constituent parts—never mind how poorly we understand them. The Cult speaks of faith in one who offers a theology of blind belief in an immaterial godhead whose reality is that of Osiris or Isis. The clamor outside comes from worshipers of a holy ghost. A chimera. They build their ideas around salvation of the soul. Tell me, just what is this thing called soul?

F: You, you too have spoken of the soul.

A: It’s only a useful term. To talk about salvation of my soul, you could as well speak of salvation of my shadow against that wall. We may know our character, but never our soul. If I am wrong, wife of mine, then bring me a speculum and hold it before me that I might see my soul. Many in Rome have seen my character, but no man my soul. Nor can he. Ever. Nor can I. Ever. One cannot know what can only be presumed. And so the question: Why build our lives on presumption, when the whole universe moves so visibly and palpably around us? Isn’t the grandeur of a living Earth greater than an imagined heaven?

F: Please, no more tonight. Your thinking disturbs me. I’ll not sleep.

A: When I was a child, I pulled from the garden a peculiar vegetable root that appeared to have a torso and legs. I thought it was trying to grow into a human. In its way, it was. We ate those tubers. Now, before you may stand a particle of that two-legged root.

F: You’ve worked too long on your meditations. Let the rabble have whatever it believes it must have. If they’re simple, then leave them to drone on in their consoling simplicities.

A: Above all, they must have just that—belief. A belief revealed and driven into them by priests. Belief unable to derive from natural philosophy. Belief that must be made personal. The leaders of the Cultists outside our wall understand the masses will forever resist the rigors of reasoning.

F: So you have said. And I reason now, my husband, my emperor must—.

A: He must address the truth of the grades of intelligence among the citizenry. Few are those capable of explorations beyond the comfort of their hearth to follow ideas on into the discomfort of what may lie beyond light . Otherwise, by now, we might have ascended to the stars. We might walk the face of the Moon and see the crystalline spheres beyond Earth in their perfection.

F: If you encourage—or even just permit—men’s thoughts to run free, you endanger the republic. I’ve heard you voice that.

A: A harsh truth. But can a republic survive if it locks in minds and fixes the meaning of the universe? I almost admire the Cultists’ obstinate adherence to principles woven from the shadows of gossamer.

[A loud huzzah from outside interrupts Aurelius.]

A: It saddens me. Those voices must be granted their trivialities, and we must remember that we reign because we give them distractions. We must see how those we lead lack an unflinching intellect able to face mysteries of the Cosmos. To survive with what we have, we must urge them to live in unquestioning mystification, believing themselves blessed to live blindly. We’d be fools to take away their faith and leave them to their feeble powers of reason. They’re children without the ability to ask why. Should they begin to reason, should they ever replace faith with cogent thought, we’ll be dragged from this house and nailed to a temple door. We at the top depend on their willingness to be deceived.

F: Then let us live quietly in their willing deceptions.

A: Surely. But if they ever inquire into the construction of the Cosmos, our world will vanish. Even sooner than it must. Wise is the emperor who encourages his people to believe temporary equilibriums will eternally function.
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