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This book is for you, dear.

For Primavera, the month of April. Our time.
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ONE

Negative Tracings

THAT MORNING had come back to him many times. That simple morning, nearly a year earlier, long before the gypsies had come to South Haven.

He was sure that for some reason he had awakened at seven-thirty instead of at eight, and he remembered lying in the warm bed and feeling his dead weight sinking into the mattress. On his right, the slow breathing of his wife. On his left, a corridor of wind that blew from the open window near the foot of his bed to the open window behind him. He felt the cool brush of it against his eyelids; it brought the odors and sounds of midsummer: the smell of earth and wet bark, the rising six notes of the woodlark, the hollow thunking of a woodpecker high in a pine tree. And down by the road in front of the house, the smack of boots against wet pavement, and beyond that, a rooster from a nearby farm piercing the air with his thin, heraldic cry. The sounds were intermittent and arrhythmical, sometimes gathering into a chorus, sometimes narrowing to a duet or a single voice. And sometimes there were moments of perfect silence that hung briefly between all the sounds, moments that took their shape as shadows take their shape from the absence of light.

That simple morning had come back to him many times. And now he felt the slow sharpening and separating of his senses, the return of consciousness, like a cool draught of air filling his head. He believed, momentarily, that he was now sitting up in bed and had opened his eyes, but then he felt the covers over his face and knew that he was still remembering or dreaming of that other morning. The orange sunlight had fallen upon the mummified form of his wife—utterly motionless under the twisted sheet after a night of tossing and crying out—and upon the glittering mahogany chest, and upon the yellow wallpaper.

He did not remember getting out of bed or going to the bathroom. The memory went dark and then opened up again—he was yawning and leaning against the open doorway of his eldest son’s bedroom. Christopher, who was then still eight, was sitting in bed working on a kind of collage and singing to himself in that small, fuzzy, and impersonal voice that always meant he was reading, drawing, or building something. It was a song he had learned in second grade just before school had let out for the summer: Barges, how I want to go with you. I want to sail the ocean blue. Barges, have you treasure in your hold? Do you fight with pirates, brave and bold? By what magic, he wondered, did children turn barges into barques? Flatboats into frigates?

Dressed in his blue pajamas, Christopher squatted on his bed, surrounded by cuttings of colored paper, bottles of glue, a box of corks, and three pairs of scissors. He had glued cuttings of various shapes to a large sheet of blue poster paper which he had Scotch-taped to the wall. He was slender and pale and blond and a little tall for an eight-year-old. An indoor child, his mother had once said. A worker of puzzles and an engineer of Tinker Toys. And since the beginning of the summer he had drawn twenty-seven mazes, each with dozens of blind alleys and whorls and multiple branchings and twists and jogs, and no one but his father had ever found his way through any of them successfully. He kept them neatly stacked in the lower left-hand corner of his sock and underwear drawer.

“Morning, Christopher,” said his father. That summer he was still Christopher—the boys at school had not yet discovered “Christy.”

“Morning, Daddy,” he said without looking up.

“What are you doing?”

“Cutting,” he replied fiercely.

“I can see that. But what’s it all going to be?”

“A deesign,” said Christopher, pronouncing the word very carefully. “Or maybe a creature.” He pressed the snout of a glue bottle against another cutting and smeared brown circles of glue all over the surface. He watched his son’s hands as they pressed another shape against the poster paper, the small fingers tamping here and there, leaving small wet shadows where the glue came through. “One more piece,” said Christopher. “Then it’s going to be finished.”

“It’s really beautiful,” said his father. His admiration was quite genuine. When he looked at his son’s art work he often thought of his own efforts in third and fourth grade: endless fleets of blockish fighter planes and melting battleships forever destroying each other. Dinosaurs that looked more like cows. And once, he remembered, a pterodactyl that looked for all the world like a maple leaf with jaws. But Christopher’s art work never had anything to do with hunting, killing, or warfare. His pink people, with their enormous spongy hands, leaped into the air to pick green apples from blue apple trees. His birds flew into cloudy, golden sunsets. His fish smiled.

But it was Christopher’s abstractions that he most admired. The one before him now looked like an enormous map, an ocean filled with bright continents of color marked by inundations and promontories that made him think of the Northland—the coastlines of Canada or Scandinavia. Outlines torn apart by glacial flows. As he looked, the continents seemed to drift away from the blank center across a vast, cardboard sea.

From somewhere in the folds of his blanket Christopher found a dark blue magic marker and was now tracing the outlines of all the continents. He did this very carefully and slowly, sticking his tongue out and squinting a little every time he came to a difficult curve or squiggle. When he finished, he sat back on his hands and looked at what he had done. “It’s a creature,” he said.

“It looks like a map to me,” said his father. “The blue is water and the shapes are different countries.”

“No, Daddy. The blue is the shape. Do you see how the blue makes a shape?”

His father stared at the poster. Then he ran his palm over the smooth blue paper. “No,” he said finally. “I don’t see that.”

Christopher, still sitting on his haunches in the middle of his bed, pointed to the center of the poster. “You’re standing too close. Look, there’s the tummy. That little space on top is a head. The tail wags down between the purple shape and the green one. All the blue places around the tummy are snaky arms and legs. Should I put corks?”

“What?”

“I could use corks for pimples,” said Christopher, who now began to laugh. “Pimples,” he said again. “That’s a funny word. Pimple corks! Corky pimples!” He fell into the crevice between the bed and the wall, and for thirty seconds his father listened to giggles and thumps.

“Christopher, get out of there! You’ll get old chewing gum and dust all over your clean PJ’s!”

The boy’s head appeared over the edge of the bed. “I’m a sea monster!” he said. “And I’ve got pimples!”

“There’s only one cure for that,” said his father. “You need a treatment from Doctor Tickleberry.”

“Oh God no!” screamed Christopher. “Not Doctor Tickleberry!”

He leaned over the bed and grabbed Christopher under his armpits, lifted him back onto the mattress, tickled him on his stomach and ribs, threw him into the air, and watched him bounce once on the bed.

“I want Doctor Tickleberry to go away,” said Christopher, who was trying to defend his ribs with his hands and arms. “I want my daddy back.”

The father smiled and lay down beside his son and put one arm around him. Together they looked again at the poster. “I better be nice to you,” he said, “or your creature will eat me.”

“No,” said Christopher, “the creature is always friendly. He just lies there. He’s too big to be dangerous.”

“Too big to be dangerous? I thought the bigger a monster was the more dangerous he got.”

“Well,” said Christopher, “when you get real big you just lie there and look pretty. You’re so big that you’re just about everywhere, so nothing can bother you pretty much.”

“Too big to be dangerous,” said his father. “That’s a fantastic concept. No one but you would ever think to say that a sea monster might be too big to be dangerous.”

The boy put spots of glue on corks of various sizes and then pressed them against the poster. “See what I did?”

“You made pimples?”

“I changed my mind. I made eyes and horns and a point at the end of the tail.”

The father squinted, tried to force the blue water to become substance and the continents to become negative space. All at once he did see it. A blue serpent with seven arms, a spiked tail, protruding eyes and horns. The cutouts formed a many-colored background. It was like an angel standing before a stained-glass window. Or the shapes of silence hanging that morning between the songs of birds.

Suddenly a clunk from another bedroom and then the whisper of bare feet across the hallway carpet. Davy appeared in the doorway in his bright yellow pajamas, his blond hair, his sleepy eyes. Like his older brother, he was fair and slender.

“Hi, Davy,” he said. He was still seven then, and had not yet begun to insist on “David.”

“Wheresa creature?” he said in a loud, high voice.

“On the wall,” said Christopher.

Davy stared. “Lookslika octypus,” he said.

“That’s sorta the idea,” said Christopher. “Daddy thinks it looks like a map. I guess if you look at it that way it could show you how to go places across the ocean and maybe find a treasure.”

“Whatsa creature doing?” said Davy. He ran his hand through his blond curls and then scratched his bottom.

“Nothing,” said Christopher. “He’s just thinking about things. Just waiting around.”

“He’s a Ready Freddy,” said Davy.

“He plays rock and roll,” said Christopher.

“I’m going to get breakfast started,” said their father.

And then, for no reason he could discern, Christopher and Davy were running around the house gobbling and flapping their arms and laughing and singing a song they had made up the previous week about Herbert the chicken who had no feathers and was very miserable in all kind of weathers. Then they danced into the kitchen, bright and barefooted, to help their father with breakfast.

“Daddy, why do your ankles go crackle and pop in the morning?” said Davy.

His father tried to smile. “I don’t know, Davy. I’m thirty-four and I guess my bones are getting old.”

“Your ankles are just like Rice Krispies,” said Davy.

“Did you really like my picture?” said Christopher.

“Could we have cold cereal for breakfast?” said Davy. “I hate scrambled eggs and toast. We been getting scrambled eggs every day for the last sixty million weeks.”

“I love your picture,” said their father. “It’s much better than anything I could have done. Davy, we’re having French toast.”

Christopher looked up at him and smiled his puffy, adenoidal smile. “Really? You really mean it?”

“I hate French toast a hundred times to the North Pole,” said Davy. “Why does everybody in this family hafta love everything I hate for breakfast?”

He smiled down at Christopher, forgetting for the moment that his ankles were like Rice Krispies and that Davy, who loved French toast, had decided to hate it this morning. He was a possessive and loving father, but he wondered if his children would ever know how much he treasured their differentness, how much he loved them for doing what he could not do. It was as if they touched something in him that was asleep, something felt but unspoken. The feeling was so clear at night when he turned out the light and kissed them in the dark and felt their separateness pressed against him.

When breakfast was almost ready, Christopher and Davy went to wake their mother. He heard a long, lyric groan from the master bedroom. It was the sound Marilyn always made when her children crawled in bed with her.

As he set the table on the little screened porch they used as a breakfast nook in the summer, his mind returned again to Christopher’s blue poster. The real ocean, he thought, was not like that. It had no silhouette, no apparent shape. It curved away in all directions. The sea was an enormous miscellany of chance and change. The islands and continents were the fixed spaces, the solid territories where men struggled and lost and won, the places of departure and arrival. In childhood, he wondered, did one mistake one for the other? Did backgrounds seem like foregrounds? Did accident seem like design? Did the ocean look like a beautiful and blind creature?

“Good morning, dear.”

His tall wife, blond like the children, stood in the kitchen doorway in her periwinkle robe. Her hair fell in long locks down to her shoulders. She gave him a weak smile and then groped her way to the porch. It was the one time in the day when she allowed herself to be waited on, the one time she made a little show of feminine helplessness. But it was only that—a little show. A joke. Marilyn had not been helpless since the day she was born.

“Good morning, dear,” he answered.

They all sat down at the table. It was eight o’clock and the wind rose a little in the tall oaks, and the woodlarks, invisible in the high branches, sang their six-note melodies into the summer morning. How beautiful everything was, he thought.

“Mommy looks like the blue creature,” said Christopher in a loud whisper. “She’s all fuzzy and quiet this morning.”

“She’s playing it cool!” shrieked Davy.

“Mommy is a good creature,” said Christopher.

“That’s because she’s too big to be dangerous,” said their father.

Marilyn looked first at Christopher and then at him. “Am I in the wrong house?” she said sleepily.

“Mommy’s confused,” said Christopher.

“She can’t see a thing without her glasses!” said Davy.

And where had the morning gone from there? Perhaps he had played soccer with his sons on the side lawn. Perhaps he had worked in the garden or cleaned out the chicken coop. Or perhaps they had all gone for a long hike in the woods. He remembered there had been so much time that summer for all those things. But in one season everything had changed. His father had written him many times to tell him that the world as they knew it was coming to an end, but of course he had not believed it.

Now the suburbs were largely deserted, and the gypsies had come to South Haven.


TWO

Castles of Glass and Cities of Wood

SUDDENLY he found himself in his bathrobe in the middle of the bedroom, looking at his wife who stood now at the open window. She was leaning against the sill. The sun was rising. Now what had he been dreaming of? Something very close by, he thought. The whole morning whispered it and yet it would not come back to him. Without thinking, he touched the silver key that hung around his neck. Perhaps, he thought, the dream had something to do with his father.

“Arthur—”

He went to the window and touched her shoulder. She was naked except for the long nylon nightgown that hung about her, diaphanous in the sunlight, like a pink ghost. “The gypsies are still here,” she said quietly. She seemed frozen in place. Her face, like her voice, seemed fixed upon something distant and cold.

The window looked out over the side lawn and the ranch fence that separated their property from the Varringtons’. To the right he could see a piece of the long green slope with its tall broadleaf pines and the winding road below; to the left, the corner of the backyard with its walkways and the dark forest of elms and oaks behind it. Across the fence stood the Varringtons’ southern colonial house, its four pillars looming over a lawn the size of a football field. And on the other side, the rise of a green hill and three other houses with their lawns and gardens set on three sides of a looping cul-de-sac. The east end of a peaceful and expensive country development, all beautifully secluded, manicured, and set in a lake valley two miles from town. But now the grass everywhere was three inches too long and the flower beds were overflowing with uncut roses and marigolds and geraniums. Still, it was a beautiful and clear summer morning, filled with long shadows running across quiet lawns. How strange in the midst of all this to see the gypsies, the six ragged men with their lumpy canvas sacks, camped under the twin elms in the middle of the Varringtons’ vast green.

She shivered a little and then crossed her arms under her breasts as a little gust of wind blew in through the screen. “How long do you think they’ll stay?”

“I don’t know. They seem to be just passing through.”

He was pleased to see that they had not looted or even entered the house. They seemed content with their shelter of trees, content with their few belongings—blanket rolls, cooking utensils, and some things hidden away in bags. They sat in a circle now, dressed in patched sports jackets and plaid lumberjack shirts and blue denims. One was reading something from a notebook to the others. Another was separating out pieces of something, perhaps a radio, which he had spread out on a white cloth. Still another played a wooden recorder. A slow melody without any recognizable rhythm, the sound of it coming and going depending on the rising and falling of the wind. Others slept against their bags.

“They don’t look very dangerous,” said Marilyn.

“No. But I think we ought to stay out of sight until they’re gone.”

“It would be nice to talk to people,” she said. “Maybe they have some news from the North.”

“The news is all bad. Tomorrow morning we’re going to leave the news behind.” He put his arms around her and kissed her very lightly on the back of the neck.

“Arthur, please don’t do that.” She left the window suddenly, pulling away from him to find a robe in her closet. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but you know how things are.”

“I know how things are,” he said. “I just keep forgetting.” The sting of that knowledge poisoned him, filled him with hatred, and then left as quickly as it had come, leaving him unsettled and empty.

She glanced out the window again. “What were you saying before?” she said quickly.

“I was saying that we’re leaving all the news behind us. In three days we should be in the mountains.”

She shook her head. “That’s something I’m trying to forget,” she said.

“We’ll be safe there.”

“There’s no safety anywhere,” said Marilyn. “We’re losing everything and there’s no hope of getting any of it back. We have no one, nothing we can depend on. We’ll probably all be dead by next spring.”

She spoke very quietly, and there was a singsong weariness in her voice, as if the terrible had become ordinary and could be passed over lightly, like the weather report, and he thought of how he hated all her casual bitterness and how deeply it baffled and defeated him.

“Nobody’s going to die, damn it. I’ve got everything planned out.”

“Arthur, you’ve never planned anything out right in your whole life. You’re a sweet man, but your whole life is a daydream. God knows, I envy you in a way.”

“You’ve been telling me that for so many years. I think I must have heard it all on our wedding night. Is the car packed?”

She stared at him without answering.

“I said is the car packed?”

“Yes. I did all that last night while you were having your fun with the children. I stuffed it all in, all those huge, fat cans. Nothing but canned vegetables and prepared meats—all that soft, tasteless stuff. God, we’re all going to be so sick, and you think you’ve taken care of everything so beautifully!”

She sat down on the edge of the bed, closed her eyes, and pressed her hands to her temples. “Arthur, I am sorry. I have this terrible headache—”

“No one’s going to get sick,” he said quietly. “We have cereal grains, we have canned vegetables, powdered milk and eggs, iodized salt, canned meat, and vitamin C concentrate. Enough to last for weeks.”

“And then what?”

“We can live off the land. We can grow things. Hunt. There are still wild turkeys all over the mountain, Dad says.”

“It’s called Turkey Mountain, isn’t it? It’s probably a suburb of something by now.”

“Marilyn, we’ve been through this so many times—”

“I know. I read your father’s letters. The whole place is still wild and there are no roads up to it.”

“That’s right. He had to bring everything in by helicopter.”

“You and your father. Honestly, you really are a pair. Always thinking about paradise. Day and night you wear that key like a crucifix, and you think you’re going off to God’s own land of milk and honey and live happily ever after. Everything is lost and you go on torturing me with your dreams. You and your dreams have been killing me now for twelve years. Did you know that?”

“I suppose we could just shoot ourselves. But you did agree—”

“Yes, I did, didn’t I? I always do.”

“And now you blame me because you agreed?”

She took a deep breath and put her hands in her lap. “I shouldn’t blame you,” she said after a moment. “I shouldn’t blame anyone. I didn’t sleep well last night and I’m not feeling well. I’ve had this headache for days now and my back hurts again. The truth is I can hardly move. Could you get me some aspirin before breakfast?”

“You know it’s too dangerous to stay here, and we have no place else to go,” he went on relentlessly. “We went over all the possibilities, and you agreed that Turkey Mountain—” He felt foolish now, but he hated the way she conceded so easily, as one would concede an argument to a child.

“Arthur, could you please get me some aspirin? I’m thirty-six and my body is falling apart and I need some aspirin. It should be in the kitchen or on top of the TV.”

He cast about for something sympathetic to say, something that would show kindness and understanding. Her long and vague illness, which none of her doctors seemed able to treat or even define, had, he believed, nearly worn out his capacity for sympathy. After over a year it was difficult even to listen to her daily reports of back pain, headaches, dizziness, and cramps. But there was something at the edge of that notion that nagged him, made him unhappy with himself. He was unwilling to believe that she had suffered more than he had suffered because he was unwilling to believe that her feelings ran deeper than his. And yet he suspected, so often, that it was true. He remembered his elaborate displays of affection when they were first married, and he remembered how simple her love was. A look in her eyes. A hand on his cheek or shoulder. And now with the children, all his wrestling and running and games and stories in contrast to her long talks with them in the evening, and all her quiet acceptance. Love for her was so much less conditional, less dependent on the feeling or drama of the moment. And what he had once taken for depth of feeling in himself now seemed shot through with sentimentality. The reservoir of her feelings was at least as deep, and it had not sprung so many leaks.

But what a foolish thing to worry about! He loved as much as he could love. He would have died for his children, if necessary. Though dying for love, as Marilyn had often said with a bitter smile, was not as difficult as living for it. Living for love, she told him, meant a hundred little things every day, and none of them would get you into the history books.

“But you’re not falling apart,” he said finally. “You’re beautiful. Things would not be so difficult around here if you were not so beautiful.”

She looked up at him and smiled a little. “Thank you. You always tell me that, and I do appreciate it.”

He went into the kitchen to look for the aspirin and found Christy sitting in a chair looking lost, as if the room were too big for him. He saw in his face that he had heard the argument and that it had filled him with questions he could not put into words.

“I got breakfast ready for everybody on the porch,” he said in a small voice. “I fixed everything nice.”

AFTER BREAKFAST Arthur went out alone, his rifle slung over his shoulder. He waved once to the gypsies, trying to look casual. He checked the locks on the doors of the station wagon, harvested tomatoes and carrots and beans from the garden, and walked once around his property. He wondered if he had forgotten anything.

Seven months earlier, when the grocery stores were still open, he had bought what canned goods were still available. The powdered milk was a stroke of good luck. The drygoods he had purchased over a long period of time in various places: an alpine tent in case they had to leave the car or in case the cabin had been destroyed by marauders. Sleeping bags with face netting. Camping clothes for everyone. Four thermal blankets. Rope, a good knife, an ax, some shotgun shells he thought might be useful as barter, a green Coleman lantern, and a small butane stove with four cartridges for days when they could not build fires.

He had tried everywhere to find one good high-powered rifle, a 30-06, or perhaps an old army M-1, but nothing like that had been available for several years. He was not content with the twenty-two his father had given him when he was a boy, but he had kept it in very good condition. It was an old Marlin with a hexagonal barrel and mallard rifling, a lever-action repeater that carried twelve to twenty cartridges in its tube, depending on the size. He also had seven boxes of long rifle cartridges with hollow points. They would make him nearly the equal of a man with an army rifle, if it came to that.

If it came to that. The words made him shudder, for in spite of his brave speech to Marilyn, the future terrified him. He knew he was not prepared for the life of an adventurer. For years, it was true, his father had filled him full of wood lore, a love of camping, and a reverence for all the machines and devices of the woods—tents, canoes, maps, lanterns, knives, compasses. But it was his father who had had the energy, the freedom, and that magnificently selfish view of things that allowed him to pursue anything that for the moment seemed beautiful or interesting. Arthur had camped out three or four times when he was a boy. Later on, his father had invited him to spend summers with him in the North Woods, in Alaska, and in eastern Canada, but he had never gone. He had now only his father’s long, passionate letters about the need to get back to basics, his own guide to backpacking, and his few vague memories of sleeping in tents and canoeing in northern Wisconsin when he was nine. He was ill prepared—yes, he ought to admit that much, at least to himself. He had done nothing for ten years but work in a bookstore and play tennis and putter around his house, and he was in no condition, spiritually or mentally, to venture forth into the world, like Moses or Mohammed.

Or like his father. It was staggering, sometimes, to think of that towering, awkward man who had made money, machines, speeches, friends and enemies for sixty-eight years and showed no signs at all of slowing down. His last letter, dated the previous winter, had come just before the mails closed down permanently in South Haven. Written in his father’s eloquent, craggy prose, a thing that transcended all known laws of punctuation, it expressed the man’s cheerful pessimism as well as anything he could remember. It was upon that letter, which Arthur could recite nearly by heart, that so many of his present hopes were pinned:


Dear Kid—

Your last letter makes me wonder why I ever bother to write anything. I want to congratulate you on the way your mind works. I suppose all things considered I should congratulate myself for being your father I had a hand (or whatever) in bringing you here but your Ma is also partly responsible. Just now she is reading over my shoulder & giggling. You know I hate to give any credit to anyone but myself but the truth is that without your Ma you & I never would have made it she is the only one in the family with any common sense whatsoever.

But I didnt write to tell you how wonderful your Ma is you know that already. I wrote to tell you about the key I scotchtaped to this page. You see Im building this cabin up on Turkey Mountain just like I said I would. I got everything flown in via a company helicopter which I stole for three months as you probably know stealing is about the only way to get anything done nowadays in the business world. Things are desperate everywhere though on the surface everything continues to function. The cabin will be a sort of Dry Ark. I feel very strongly about this & I want you & Marilyn & the kids to quit everything by the middle of the summer & come up for a vacation. Ill try to convince you to stay on. Maybe by then no one will need any convincing god I hope Im wrong.

Anyway I figure we can read & talk & take long walks & grow our own food & stay out of trouble. Your Ma & I cant multiply & be fruitful like it says in the bible (though we do have a good time together) but maybe you & Marilyn can take care of that. Maybe Christy & David can carry off a couple of cute little girls for the future. I am only half kidding.

We got a good start on the cabin this last fall but had to leave in November when the weather got bad. I flew the helicopter back to Atlanta & then had to buy a car to get back home. Have you tried to buy a car recently? I found one in a junkyard run by this old geezer I got it for just under a thousand because he had no idea it would really run. He was making arrangements to have it humanely put to sleep when we arrived. The cylinders were out of round & the crankshaft was very cranky & complained of dizziness when turning I looked through the junkyard until I found a set of pistons that were the same degree out of round as the cylinders. Having something in common the pistons & cylinders were pleased to meet each other & got along beautifully. Its a lot of fun working in subzero weather on antique cars. Metal has this wonderful way of adhering to flesh in cold weather & so you almost never drop anything. We finally got the damn thing running & after 10 hours of bucking over potholes and railroad ties—have you driven in the south recently?—your Ma said Dont you think this might be injurious to the suspension system? You know what a lady your Ma is so you can just imagine how she said that. My own suspension system had several screws loose by this time but through chattering teeth I managed to reply Oh Im sure the stalward little bastard will make it! Christ I was glad to get home.

Just now we are watching TV the reception is awful and getting worse like everything else & all we get is political propaganda and sitcom reruns. Just now Im watching Governor Blando now theres a firstclass political hack deliver a sermon about the great land of Florida. Between all the platitudes he sometimes inserts some reference to literature or greek mythology which comes off very badly since he cant pronounce the name of anything thats not from this state. He & my car & the porno wars in Chicago just about summarize my feelings about the home of the brave & the land of the free.

Im going back to finish the cabin at the beginning of this summer & then I have some business affairs & political commitments that have to be taken care of here. But I should be back at Turkey Mountain this time for good sometime in September. I want us to live & love together & have a little peace with our nine bean rows like in that poem you read to me once god knows Ive tried to save the world & Ive even tried to love the world but I just cant any longer. The key is to a Yale lock I bought this morning that goes to the front door of the cabin. For gods sakes dont lose it. Wear it around your neck. Please please please get all your stuff together by midsummer so we can make our rondyvoo (sp?) by September god willing. We love you.

DAD



Arthur knew that his father would never change. He knew that his terrible prophetic utterances and his romantic hope of refuge were dramatizations of some deep uncertainty. His father’s father had given him nothing; his father’s mother had soothed him with clichés and psalms, and the world at large had starved him in the early 1930s when he was growing up. The only ultimates he had known then were money and success, and he soon found them both to be false. Like a Greek hero running from the destruction of Troy, he had moved from town to town, job to job, his sudden enthusiasms for people and places turning sour in his mouth. But Arthur had always known that it was not the world that his father hated and feared; it was the terrible cold inside him. He never trusted anyone in authority because he had never found any authority within himself. It was amazing to Arthur that such a man had the power to love. He and his father had always loved each other very deeply in spite of the pain and embarrassment they inflicted upon each other.

He had come around again to the western side of his fence, which marked off his property from the Varringtons’. The tall pines bent over a little and whispered. The green, waxy leaves of his boxwoods glittered in the sunlight all around the house. The bronze sundial near the driveway cast its shadow at nine-thirty. In the back, his narrow strip of lawn, his rock garden set under dogwood trees, and then the no-man’s-land of moss and toadstools and spunkweed and nameless broadleaf weeds growing in a tangle of decaying branches at the edge of the forest. It was like so many other summer mornings, all melting into each other, all beautiful and heartbreaking.

A house-length away, the gypsies laughed. Arthur looked up in time to see one of them do a little dance, a sort of jig, and then sit down suddenly. He leaned his rifle against the fence and then stood there for a moment, pretending to clean his nails. He gave one obvious yawn. He knew he was fooling no one, but that did not matter. He wanted to show that he was merely watching, merely curious. In a way he was glad they had come. The gypsies were generally quiet folk. The quiet dispossessed. They wore no armbands, they had no slogans, they had no roadway checkpoints, and their presence generally meant an absence of organized authority: no Green Legionnaires, no Librarians League, no Black Priests, and no Food Police.

He knew that his subdivision had been spared so far because of its distance from town—they were over a mile outside the city limits—and because a narrow strip of forest made Lakeside Village invisible from the highway during summer and autumn. Some months earlier Arthur and six of his neighbors had torn down the brick façade at the entranceway, burned the first house, the only one visible from the highway, and obscured the road with leaves and branches. Still, he knew it was only a matter of time.

Two months earlier he had seen a red glow in the sky for three hours a little to the north. Ten days after that they heard shouts and the buzz of motorcycles from the highway. A day or two later, a slow-moving truck and the sound of shotguns. A slow fear came over Lakeside Village. Neighbors stopped speaking to each other. Mothers kept their children inside in the late afternoons and evenings. Soon almost everyone had left. The people of Lakeside Village packed their campers and trailers with jewelry, liquor, guns, and frozen steaks and disappeared down the highway going south. Gone to parts unknown, as Mr. Tytell, their garage mechanic, was fond of saying.

He caught the eye of one of the gypsies, a man in a green hat, and he smiled. The man smiled and waved back. They all seemed so untouched by everything. They did not stand for anything or demand anything of the world. They lived quietly in the narrow spaces between disasters.

HE SPENT AN HOUR that afternoon in his living room trying to decide what books to take. As an educated man, a man who read the dust jackets of books and was fond of talking, he felt honor bound to begin with a Bible and a complete Shakespeare. From there he went to a poetry anthology—he wanted very much for his children to read and understand poetry, since he never had—a history of the world, a few novels, and some children’s books. But it was hard to narrow it all down. There was room for only one row in a utility cabinet he had built into the station wagon.

While he sat in front of the wall to wall bookcases in the living room, his wife was rushing from one room to another. She washed windows with vinegar and water. She sponged her kitchen floor. She watered all her indoor plants, made the beds, and scoured out the toilets.

“Marilyn, there’s no point in all this. You’re going to be exhausted and then you won’t sleep well tonight.”

“Don’t worry,” she said, “I’m not asking you to do anything. Just play with your books and leave me be.”

“I’m not playing with my books, damn it. I’m trying to choose what to take with us. Look, why don’t we sit for a while—”

“I don’t want to sit and talk about books. When I sit I hurt. I’d rather get everything clean, and then if we come back here someday—” She had stopped in front of the Baldwin spinet. It was an older model with fluted legs and a beautiful lyre-shaped music stand. Very tentatively she touched the smooth finish of the top and then brushed something off the edge. “Dust,” she said. “Everything gets covered with dust so quickly.”

“I wish we could take the piano with us,” he said, thinking how she played almost every evening for a half hour or so before going to bed. Something from her book of Mozart sonatas. Or a pair of Chopin nocturnes. Or an arabesque by Debussy, or a prelude. She would read and smoke and play the piano and then suddenly, in the space of a minute or two, she was in her nightgown, in bed, asleep. She was secretive and slightly nervous in the evening. Music seemed to answer something inside her, something obscure that she had never put into words.

“It might be nice to take just a few pieces of music,” she said firmly. “Yes. Just a few pieces. I can keep the memory in my fingers if I can just look at the music from time to time.” She looked down now at the piano and let her fingernails click over the black keys. Her face still seemed impassive, calm. Then she quickly sat down and began playing, something she had almost never done during the day, and after a moment she closed her eyes and began to lean a little from side to side. It was a piece whose name he had forgotten, or perhaps had never known. Something by Ravel, he thought.

After a while the children came in from the garden to sit on the floor and listen.

AFTER A LATE LUNCH, the children sat for a half hour watching the gypsies from the living-room window. They saw them fry fish, sing songs to a guitar and flute accompaniment, and tinker with various things from their knapsacks that were too small or far away to identify. Finally Christy lost interest and began to make lip marks on the clean window.

“What can we do now?” he said. “I’m sick of painting pictures and reading books and I cleaned my room twice and David won’t play checkers.”

“I hate checkers all the way to the ’lannic Ocean!” screamed David from another room. “And I hate people who play checkers and I hate people who ask me to play checkers!”

“Let’s get out the blocks and build something,” said Arthur.

“Dang,” said Christy, “we haven’t done that in a long time. Can you build with us?”

“Sure. We can make up a story to go with it.”

David appeared in the doorway. “Let’s build a city and then let’s smash it!” he cried.

They went into the playroom at the rear of the house. It had once been the laundry room, and in one corner stood a raised cement block with a drain and pipe connections. But Arthur had painted the walls green and had put in a brown and yellow linoleum floor over the concrete, a picture window in the outside wall, and chairs and cushions. The room was in full sunlight now, and as they sat down on the warm linoleum he wondered who would live and play here after they left. The gypsies? Perhaps for a day or two, now and then. Some starving family stumbling through Lakeside Village looking for canned goods? For a moment he had a vision of the house empty and cold in winter, perhaps with a window broken in the living room and strands of snow drifted on the rug and powdering the furniture. Stray cats would sleep and breed in the corners and under chairs and leave droppings on the beds.

He poured the blocks out onto the floor. “Let’s build a castle or a beautiful city,” he said. “We can have streets and skyscrapers and schools and hospitals and houses where the people live.”

“And a fire house and a police station,” said David.

“I can make a terrific church,” said Christy.

“I can put a moat and a fence and get my plastic alligators,” said David.

Christy laughed. “They don’t use that stuff except in real old cities where all the knights and ladies lived.”

“I didn’t say anything about that!” said David. “Christy, you’re so dumb you never understand anybody!”

“Our city doesn’t have to be new or old-fashioned or anything,” said Arthur. He reached out and put his hand on David’s shoulder. “We can build it any way we want to. It’s our city.”

From the mountain of wooden pegs, semicircles, pillars, rectangles, squares, and triangles, the father and his sons began to make a city. Arthur made tall buildings with towers and windows. Christy made a church with a spire, and a large, official-looking area marked by little abstract shapes that looked like a city square. David built a wall around everything, and then a road leading mysteriously to the cement block in the corner. When Christy pointed out that the wall made it impossible for anyone to get in and out of the city and that all the citizens would thus starve, David screamed and threatened to kick down everything. As Arthur turned to restrain him he was startled to see Marilyn sitting on a cushion against the wall, smoking a cigarette. He could tell by the way she leaned back and by the way she blew clouds of smoke toward the ceiling that she was at peace for the moment. Between storms. Even on her worst days there had been times when her strength mercifully gave way and she would sit mindlessly in front of the TV and watch daytime game shows, or read magazines devoted to gardening or fashion, or sleep. He smiled at her, and in her distant way, as if across the sad expanse of twelve years of marriage, she smiled back.

“How’s the project going?” she asked.

“We have a division among the city planners that threatens to destroy everything,” he answered. “As one of the city elders, I’m working for a compromise.”

She blew another cloud of smoke into the air and smiled again. “I hope everything works out,” she said.

“Our city will stand for a thousand years—right, guys?”

David hunched over one section of his wall, opened it up and put in a gate. “I was prolly gonna do this anyway before everybody started yelling at me,” he said.

“Nobody yelled at you,” said Christy. “You did all the yelling.” Christy spoke quietly and smiled his beautifully superior smile. David scowled, turned red, but miraculously held his temper.

It was nearly finished now. A dozen roads turned and crossed between the buildings. Flags made from crayoned triangles of paper and toothpicks waved from the tops of skyscrapers.

“What country are we a part of?” said Christy, who loved all things that were in their proper places.

“This is a free city,” said Arthur. “A thousand years ago on the planet Xia, four hundred refugees fled on winged horses into the mountains to escape the power of an evil sorcerer who ruled the planet. That’s how it all began.”

“What’s evil?” said David.

“That means ‘bad,’ ” said Christy. “Go on, Dad. What happened then?”

“They all got to the top of the mountain,” screamed David, “and they threw ketchup bottles down on the bad guys and sauced them to death!”

“Davy, will you shut up? Dad is telling a real story. Doctor Tickleberry will get you if you don’t shut up your face.”

“Anyway,” said Arthur, “they crossed six mountains pursued all the way by the sorcerer’s army. Finally the four hundred pilgrims walked into a mountain mist that covered up the ground for miles. They all held hands so they wouldn’t get separated from each other, and after a day of climbing they came to a green castle made of glass that sat at the very top of the seventh mountain.”

“A castle made of glass?” said David. His mouth fell open.

“They all went inside and locked the doors. The castle had no windows but they could see out anyway because everything was glass.”

“You mean they even had glass wallpaper?” said David.

“Right. And they were very happy about that because the green glass made the whole world outside look cool and beautiful, much nicer than it really was. But then the sorcerer’s men, who had been lost in the mist for a day or two, finally did find their way to the green castle. They banged on the outside, but at first they couldn’t get in. Then they began to hack away at the glass with axes and hammers, and the four hundred pilgrims inside knew that it would only be a matter of time before the sorcerer’s men captured them. They were sad about that, but they were even sadder about how the beautiful green world they saw outside was getting chipped and splintered and funny-looking.”

“They should fight back,” said David. “They should kick them in the guzzies!”

“They couldn’t very well,” said Arthur. “The sorcerer had an army of four thousand, and the pilgrims only had four hundred and many of them were women and children.”

“So what did they do?” said Christy.

“They ran through all the rooms of the castle looking for a secret passageway or some way to escape. Finally, one little boy named Schmenderheimer, who was exactly eight years old, found a big lever in a secret closet. He pulled the lever and guess what happened?”

“What?”

“Well, the castle buzzed and crackled and then unhooked itself from the ground.”

“It what?”

“It unhooked itself. You see, it was really a floating castle—there were a lot of those around at one time—built by some very ancient people who came even before the Indians. The whole castle had walls that were filled with gas that made it float up toward the sun as soon as it unhooked itself.”

“Wow!”

“So the four hundred pilgrims, including little Schmendelhoffer, left the sorcerer’s army far behind and floated around the sun for a thousand years. Finally the castle ran out of gas—that happens to most floating castles after a while—and it came down very slowly and landed in a peaceful jungle where the sun always shines and there is never any winter. And everyone lived happily ever after.”

The children gazed at their city, or castle, of wood. “Tell us another story,” said David quietly—how strange it was to hear him speak quietly—as he took another block out of the wall to make another gateway.

“I can’t just make up one story after another. I have to give my wordmaker a rest once in a while.”

Christy smiled. “Daddy has to recharge his batteries,” he said.

Marilyn laughed. “Arthur, you should have written children’s stories for a living.”

“I can’t write stories at all,” he said, shaking his head. “I can only tell them. I would have been very happy in the twelfth century.”

Marilyn snuffed out her cigarette and then, as if a sudden thought had struck her, she looked up in an expectant way at the window. Outside, the green lawn and the green forest behind it, the gray stones of the rock paths, the scattering of brown leaves in the dogwood trees. “We are living in the twelfth century,” she said after a moment. “The Dark Ages.”

Then she looked from the window to her children, caught herself, brightened. “Boys, what are you going to call the city?”

“Block City,” said Christy.

“Snufflesburg,” said David.

“The City of the Sun,” said Arthur.

All at once David grabbed three blocks and ran to the far corner of the room. “The sorser’s army!” he shouted. “Here comes the sorser’s army!”

Christy winced. “Just throw one block,” he said. “Then maybe we can repair the damage.”

But David threw all three blocks in quick succession. The first knocked over a portion of the wall. The second destroyed a tall building which in turn toppled another. The third clipped the edge of a tower and ended up in the city square. And then, after a moment, another building seemed to collapse of its own accord.

“Too much damage,” said Christy. “The four hundred pillgerms will have to build again somewhere else.”

“Someplace where no one can throw things,” said Arthur.

“There is no such place,” said Marilyn. “No matter where you go there is always someone who will throw things.”

“How about a mind city,” said Christy.

“What’s that?” said Arthur, who was now looking at his son with a bright and intense pleasure.

“I don’t know,” said Christy. He laughed. “Just something I said.”

“You mean a city made out of thoughts?”

“Maybe. Or how about a city made out of music?”

“How about a city made out of light bulbs?” said David. “Or how about a city made out of ketchup bottles and beer cans?”

Christy leaned over and patted his brother on the cheeks and then planted a huge wet kiss on his forehead. “You are Christy’s little cutey,” he said indulgently.

“You are a stinkbomb,” said David, who hated to be petted or mauled. He made a wild swing with his right arm and missed his brother’s nose by an inch. Marilyn slid from her pillow on the floor and grabbed him, whispered something in his ear.

“I think our best bet is a higher mountain,” said Arthur. He looked over at the cement block in the corner.

Christy picked up a green triangle, dropped it thoughtfully on another building. Arthur listened to the sound of the toy house collapsing: clickety-clickclickclick.

“That’s where we’re really going, isn’t it, Daddy? Into the mountains?”

“Yes. We’re going to the mountains.”

“Will we be gone for more than a week?”

“Yes. Much longer than that.”

“But we never go on vacation for more than a week.”

“This isn’t exactly a vacation, Christy.”

“You mean we’re moving to the mountains?”

“Yes.”

“Did someone buy our house?”

“Well, no. There just isn’t anyone around who wants to buy houses. Not any more. But if someone wanted to, he could just move in.”

“Gosh,” said David. “You mean people could just take our house without paying anything?”

Arthur looked at Marilyn who was sitting now with her arms around David, amid remnants of the ruined city. “That could happen,” she said. She brushed his hair out of his eyes and smiled at him. “But Daddy and I are hoping that people will just forget about Lakeside Village and that everything will be just the same when we finally do get back.”

“But I thought you said we were moving,” said Christy. “When you move to another place you never come back. Are we just—are we just running away?”

Arthur wanted to hold his son in his arms and tell him that the world was still a good place and that there was nothing to run away from. He wanted to tell him that in three days they would be with his grandfather and grandmother in a glass city at the top of a mountain where there would be many other children to play with. He wanted to tell them that the city would unhook itself and float around the sun for a thousand years. He wanted to say that nothing could ever hurt any of them because they lived in a city of thoughts.

“Well, Christy, we’re not exactly moving and we’re not exactly on a vacation and we’re not exactly running away. Maybe there’s no good name for what we’re doing. Maybe you could say that we’re going on a long journey and we’re going to have a lot of adventures. The important thing is that we all stay together and do the best we can.”

“You mean we’ll have adventures and voyages like Jason and Hercules and GI Joe and guys like that?”

He looked at his son’s face, thinking how beautiful and awkward he was. He saw the way the muscles of his cheeks lifted when he smiled, pinching his nose so that his nasal passages rattled when the smile turned to laughter. He saw how one side of his mouth smiled a little more than the other, exposing gums, stretching his chin a little so that the brave, square jaw looked even squarer. “I love that funny smile,” Marilyn had told him a dozen times. “He has his father’s tonsils and adenoids,” she would always add after a moment.

“Dad? Why don’t you answer me?”

“I’m sorry. You have a zit on your cheek.”

“Never mind my zits. Are we going on trips and voyages like Hercules and Sinbad?”

“Like Sinbad.” Suddenly it all seemed quite reasonable. “Well,” he said, “you have to remember we don’t have a sailing ship. We have a station wagon. But we are going to have adventures. We’re going to have glorious and beautiful adventures.”

“You mean we’re going to China and stuff like that?” said David.

“That’s too far away,” said Christy. “No one could go to China. It’s ’cross a big ocean and everything.”

“Somebody got there ’cause people live there,” said David. “I read all about the Five Chinese Brothers.”

“You never read that. Dad read it to you.”

“Well, I could if I wanted, you stupid. Daddy, I hate talking to Christy. Daddy, do you remember about the Five Chinese Brothers? About all the different guys that kept the first brother from getting killed by swallowing the ocean and growing a hundred miles tall and everything?”

“People can’t really do that in China,” said Christy.

“No, they can’t,” said Arthur. “But China is full of wonderful things. Ancient castles and forbidden cities and statues of dragons and gods a hundred times bigger than real.”

“I love all that ancient stuff,” said Christy. “I love castles and dragons and forbidden cities and all that stuff.”

“Wow!” said David. “China must be right next to Egypt!”

Marilyn, who had been looking out the window, turned to smile at him. She was smiling, he guessed, in spite of herself. “You and the children,” she said in a voice somewhere between love and despair. “You and the children are really something.”

Arthur and Marilyn looked at each other, and they felt the glow of the children between them. And then for a long while they sat in a circle talking together amid the ruins. The afternoon passed slowly. The shadows and streaks of light on the floor shifted. Then Arthur stood up, yawned, wondered what time it was. It was then he looked out the picture window and saw the gypsy standing there with his hands on the glass.


THREE

Apples and Water

HE WAS AN ORDINARY-LOOKING MAN. But before Arthur could form a clear impression of him in his mind—what was it that made him look ordinary?—he had disappeared around the corner of the house. Arthur hurried into the kitchen and caught another glimpse of him running across the driveway. A plaid wool shirt, bright orange and green and red in the sunlight. He stumbled into the living room just as a sharp rapping began and then ceased at the front door.

“Daddy!” came David’s unmistakable voice. “Someone is knocking with his knuckles!”

He peered through the tiny lensed opening and saw it was the same man. He was whistling, looking expectant, ready to smile. Like an encyclopedia salesman. Arthur opened the door.

The man who stood before him was perhaps fifty years old. He combed his thin hair straight back over the top of his head and above his ears, where it curled and turned gray. Deep creases cut under his eyes and ran obliquely down his cheeks. His nose slanted a little to one side as if it had been touched at an early age by a sledgehammer, and the lobes at the tip of it were uneven. He was not a handsome man, but he was trim and healthy-looking with his deep tan, his square shoulders, and his bright lumberjack’s shirt.

“Beautiful afternoon,” said the man in a clear baritone voice.

“Yes, it is beautiful,” said Arthur. It was his square chin that gave the man a look of character and strength, he decided. It was his father’s chin, and his grandfather’s.

“Hate to bother you in these bad times,” said the man. “A knock on the door is liable to scare lots of folks out of their wits.”

“That’s all right.”

The man smiled. “Well now, I suppose you’re wondering what I’m here for.”

Arthur was careful to smile back. “You need something to eat?”

“No, we have just about everything we need, at least for a day or two. But we did see your station wagon all packed up. Thought you were about ready to move. Wanted to tell you that the roads are dangerous all through South Haven. Of course we’d be happy to have you come with us. We travel on foot mostly, but we stay out of trouble.”

“You want us to leave our car behind and join you on foot?”

“We go a bit faster than you might think,” said the man. “Thought you might like to be with a group rather than out on your own. We always seem to find enough to eat and we always build a good fire in the evening and we have music. I play the flute and my friend Blackwood plays the guitar.”

The man seemed harmless enough. But it was queer the way he had come to the door and told so much so quickly, queer that he had made such a preposterous offer, and to strangers. He wondered if three or four of the others were at that moment stealing around the back to throttle his chickens.

“People ought to stick together when they can,” said Arthur carefully. “But how far could my children go on foot? My oldest is only nine.”

“I suppose you’d have to carry your sons on your shoulders from time to time,” said the man. “But I don’t suppose you’d find your own children much of a burden now, would you?”

Arthur looked into the man’s eyes and felt all his strategies collapsing. Of course he could not give up his station wagon, his supplies, all his careful plans, just to go nowhere with a band of gypsies. He felt annoyed, almost angry. Did he know how foolish his offer sounded? Or was there something oblique in the man’s words? Something casual and dangerous?

He felt Marilyn’s chin on his shoulder and her cool breath on his ear. “Marilyn, this man wonders if—”

“I heard. Mr.—?”

“I’m John Fielding,” said the man.

“And I’m Arthur Ferrier. This is my wife, Marilyn.”

She had pried her way into the front doorway by pushing gently but insistently on Arthur’s shoulder, and now she was giving the man named Fielding her dazzling cocktail smile.

“Well, Mr. Fielding, why don’t you and all your men come in for a few moments? I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer you. Our supplies are all packed in the wagon. But we do have apples and water. Our water is from a mineral well and it’s really very good.”

Arthur stared at her. “Marilyn, I don’t think Mr. Fielding—”

“No, I couldn’t impose. Not in these times. But you’re very kind—”

“Nonsense,” said Marilyn. She gave her husband a triumphant grin. “You all come in and have something with us. Perhaps I can find some pretzels or something to go with the apples. And you can tell us all the news. I imagine you’ve seen a lot of the country, Mr. Fielding?”

The man laughed. “Madam, I’m afraid you’re just about terrifying your husband with your bravery,” he said.

“My wife is full of surprises,” said Arthur. He hesitated a moment. “But do come in—that is, if you have time.”

“We have a great deal of time, Mr. Ferrier. You might say we tinker with time and use it to our own advantage.” He turned and whistled once. Two of the five men whistled back from somewhere near the road, and Fielding turned and took a few quick steps down the hill to meet them.

Arthur slammed the door. “Now you’ve really done it! Get the kids in the basement and tell them to be quiet.”

She put her hands on her hips. “We’ll do no such thing. We’ve been trapped in this house for a week now. Haven’t seen a soul. This may be our last day here, and the least we can do is be a little sociable and share what we can’t take with us.”

“And suppose they kill us for our sociability,” he whispered furiously.

“Mr. Fielding is obviously not a killer. Anyone can see that by just looking at him. Now stop seething over nothing and open the door. I’m going to bring out something to eat, and we’re going to have a nice talk, and you’re going to enjoy yourself.”

As he listened to his wife he realized that he did not want to like Fielding. “There’s something strange about him,” he said out loud. “He talks in circles.”

“He was quite plain and direct,” she said quickly. “You were the one who talked in circles.”

“Marilyn—” He felt angry again, but not because she had put them at the mercy of strangers. It was only that his careful plans had been disturbed. And more than that, she had taken the initiative that he knew he should have taken. He had chided her for years about not being playful, about not knowing how to have fun, about hating the parties he loved to give, about not taking an interest in people. And yet she was the one who knew how to meet strangers and make small talk, things that were an effort for him. He thought of himself as the sensitive one, the man who loved ideas and the arts. But it was Marilyn who played the piano, and so beautifully. She never played for praise, or to make an impression on his university friends at cocktail parties. It was the one thing, she often said, that she did for herself alone. For years he had looked for some clear distinction between their needs and feelings, something that would give him an advantage to play upon, but the distinction was never there.

He opened the door and then he was smiling, shaking hands, saying something about the weather, laughing about nothing, forgetting people’s names. The three men who had come in seemed like six, and he looked quickly toward the kitchen. Marilyn, walking on wheels, brought in a wooden plate filled with apple slices, crystal glasses, and a silver pitcher filled with well water.

“The others are traveling only as far as Odeon,” said Fielding. “So I’m afraid we are the only permanent members of the group so far. Mrs. Ferrier, this is Ralph Swain and Ewell Blackwood.”

Blackwood was a tall, lean picture of youth with his dark, oily hair, his large, lustrous eyes, his summer tan and his black shirt open at the collar. Around his neck he wore a silver medallion of Celtic circles on a silver chain. He was a striking and beautiful young man, but his beauty was marred by a weak chin and what Arthur took to be a self-conscious manner. Swain was a shorter, older man with a comfortable paunch. His baldness was surrounded by a ring of thin hair, a useless fringe that hung at the sides and back of his head. He wore a large silver belt buckle that made him look like a Pilgrim, and he carried two green notebooks to which he had clipped several ballpoint pens. Pirates without a ship, thought Arthur: an aging captain, a fighting helmsman, and a ship’s clerk.

“It’s nice to have you all here,” said Marilyn. “This house hasn’t seen any company for weeks.” She set the wooden tray on a side table in the living room and seated the three men in a circle of chairs near the fireplace. Columns of light from the tall windows on the opposite wall illuminated their faces and shoulders and cast shadows in the spaces between them.

“I used to long for coffee,” she said brightly, “especially at this time in the afternoon. I used to dream about coffee at night. Now I’ve forgotten what it tastes like. But I do fear running out of cigarettes. I have four cartons left and I’m going to have a fit when they’re gone.”

“The body can endure small privations,” murmured Blackwood. The young man gave Marilyn a hesitant smile that almost made Arthur laugh. Blackwood the pirate, he thought.

“We have endured many privations of many different kinds,” said Swain. “I wonder if I should make a note of that.” He began to turn pages in his notebook.

“I imagine you’ve seen a good bit of the country,” said Arthur. “Have you been traveling long?”

“We’ve been traveling since spring—about four months,” said Fielding. “Yes, we’ve seen a good deal. We’ve been—” he turned to Swain. “Well, just where have we been?”

“New York, Allentown, Harrisburg, Pittsburgh, Columbus, Cincinnati, Louisville, Odeon, Knightsbridge, and South Haven,” answered Swain, without looking up.

“You must have seen everything, then,” said Marilyn. “I mean, everything that’s happened.”

“No,” said Swain, “not everything.” Then he raised his eyebrows and looked down at his notebook as if he were in grave doubt about something. “Well, perhaps in a manner of speaking—that is—we’ve sampled just about everything.”

“And where are you going from here?”

“We’re not going anywhere in particular,” said Fielding. “There’s nowhere in particular to go, and that’s a fact.”

“We travel mostly by night,” murmured Blackwood. “We let the stars guide us.”

Fielding leaned forward in his chair and touched the tips of his fingers tentatively. “My friend Blackwood is quite young, you understand, and he has a poetic way of speaking. He’s a stargazer. Some men are astronomers and others are astrologers, but Blackwood here is a stargazer, which is something in between.”

Blackwood seemed only vaguely aware of what had been said. “I study heavenly bodies,” he said, looking wistfully at Marilyn.

“I’m afraid I’ve never had much faith in the stars,” said Marilyn. She pursed her lips and smiled a little, like a den mother. Arthur had seen this look many times before—it was something she reserved for her children and for older boys who fell in love with her.

“Stargazing does no harm,” Fielding continued. “The main thing is to do no harm. Lots of folks do evil, and lots try to do good, but it’s the exceptional man who really does no harm. Blackwood here has mastered that art completely.”

The young man blushed. “There are other things besides stars,” he said vaguely. “The stars are but a map of the true reality.”

“Of course,” said Swain, looking up from his notebooks. “There are many things besides stars and stargazing. Everyone knows that. But in a manner of speaking everything comes from stars. So I suppose in a way—in a way you could say that stars are everything.”

Blackwood stared at him. “Ralph, why do you do this to me?”

Swain blinked twice. “No need to get upset. I was just trying to—to put things in their proper places.”

“Swain is our chronicler,” said Fielding. “He’s the historian of the wandering peoples.”

“A gypsy historian,” said Arthur.

“We don’t use the word ‘gypsy,’ ” said Swain. “The gypsies were a noble race, but their history has little to do with ours. That’s a—that’s a misnomer.”

“The world is full of misnomers,” said Fielding.

“Yes,” said Swain, who was always looking up from his notebooks. “The names of things don’t seem to fit any more.”

Arthur heard a giggle behind him and turned to see that the children had come out of hiding. They sat now in front of the fireplace with a deck of cards, playing Crazy Eights, their skinny legs crossed, their backs bent like sickles, their heads bent forward a little as they looked into the cards which they held clumsily, like handfuls of sponges. The children were like flowers, he thought. Flowers with their yellow crowns bent in the wind. Flowers growing out of the golden shag carpet that had turned to soft fire in the afternoon light. Why do I love you, he had asked David one morning in the middle of the summer as he stood in his yellow pajamas, rippling the rug with his toes. Because I look like a flower, Daddy, he had replied in his high, frail voice.

Arthur saw that Fielding, who had raised his glass, was also looking at the children. “I’d like to make a toast,” he said quietly. “To the future.”

“Thank you,” said Arthur. “I’ll drink to that.” They all raised their glasses and drank water from the well. For a moment Arthur leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. The sun from the window warmed and blinded him, and the water tasted like dust and silver.

NEARLY AN HOUR PASSED, and for Arthur it was the slow realization of a miracle. They talked about the changing weather and about the way city life had been years earlier. Swain had been a law clerk who spent his nights in the library reading sea stories and ancient history. He was an only child and his parents had died when he was twenty-four, leaving him two thousand dollars and a small piece of property in southeast Boston. He had led a quiet and lonely life until the food riots. Blackwood was a student, a music major at a small college in Massachusetts. He left school in the early seventies when his parents ran out of money and organized an amateur astrology, poetry, and music society that met three times a week in a small cafe just off campus where he played the guitar. “But I was not a very good organizer,” he admitted. “Sometimes I was the only one who came.”

Such a quiet miracle, he thought. Marilyn brought more water and more apple slices. And then the last quarter of cheese from the cold-box. And, from somewhere in the recesses of her kitchen, a lost bag of pretzels. They had let no one in the house for weeks. They had not given a party for two years. That morning it would have been unthinkable to let any strangers in the house for any reason. And now they were talking and eating with these people as if they had known them all their lives. His children were playing at the hearth. His wife was humming under her breath. Perhaps, he thought, the man named Fielding had bewitched them all.

“You people are all from up North, then?” he said.

“Boston and New York,” said Swain. “But Ewell and me, we joined Mr. Fielding in New York last year when we were all looking for jobs. We been on the road now for one hundred and thirty-eight days.” He turned a page and then ran his index finger down the lines. His finger stopped. He squinted, then nodded. “One hundred and thirty-eight days,” he said again.

“We all left New York in April during the last smog,” said Fielding. “Two hundred people died during a two-week temperature inversion. That’s not so many what with all the millions of people still living there, but when the word gets around about pollution deaths, people get frightened. Nothing too sensational, you understand. You hear stories sometimes about how all the big cities came crashing down in one weekend, but the truth is, nothing like that ever happened. Everything was gradual. When we left in the spring there was just a little crumbling around the edges. Long distance telephone communications had broken down. ‘A temporary dysfunction,’ they said. Food was scarce, and cars got hauled away when people ran out of gas. Everyone was nervous, you could see that, but still people got up and went to work and hoped for the best even though there wasn’t much to eat and the sky kept turning all these funny colors.”

“You say you left in April?” said Arthur.

“Yes, in April. Ewell and Ralph and I worked in food distribution for a couple of weeks—that’s how we met. Then when the unions went on strike we decided to take my car and just get out of town. We ran out of gas the first evening near Allentown. We walked from there to Harrisburg, and from Harrisburg to Pittsburgh. Took us nearly two months, the way things were. Once an old woman gave us some potatoes and beets. We stayed with her for three days and weeded her garden and tarred her roof. Once we found a grove of apple trees, all different kinds. And once just before we reached Columbus we found a wrecked car off the freeway filled with canned goods.”

“Sounds like you had some good luck.”

“We came to depend on it. It was all we had.”

“So where did you go from there?”

“We got into Columbus by midsummer. That was a nightmare.”

“The city was in ruins?”

“No, no. We never saw any ruined cities. But at certain times of day things got strange. They have this new religious group in Columbus—they call themselves the Mumblers, or something like that. They come out in the streets at dusk and they kneel down and make these awful sounds. And all the young girls standing around on street corners painted with vegetable dyes. And all the hippies and yippies with their little booths all over the sidewalks selling charms and amulets and potions. It’s like the Middle Ages. But then in the morning they have the buses running again and people go to work. Business as usual. You’d think it was five years ago. Even the air seems to smell better in the morning.”

“How long did you stay in Columbus?”

“About four days. Then we went down to Cincinnati and camped out in the woods for a few days and then built a raft and floated down the Ohio River. That was something I’ll never forget. The stink from all those hundreds of thousands of dead fish and all that gray sky hour after hour after hour. We got back to land near Louisville and made our way southeast.”

“You had quite an adventure.”

Fielding smiled. “It was pretty sad. All that confusion and disorder. All those lost children.”

“Lost children?” said Marilyn.

“Out in the woods,” said Fielding. “So many times we saw children sitting under trees crying out for food.”

Arthur stared at him. “And what did you do when the children cried out for food?”

“We gave them everything we had.”

“You gave them everything?”

“Yes. All our food.”

“But then how did you survive?”

“We survived the same way the children survived. We gave to them. Other people gave to us.”

Fielding looked at the two boys growing from the golden rug in front of the fireplace. A light came into his face, a tenderness that Arthur had not expected.

He glanced around the circle, thinking how quiet the others had been. Swain was writing, his thick notebooks cradled in his right arm, his pen covering a page with his tiny, jagged printing. Blackwood was staring at the ceiling and crunching apples. Marilyn was leaning back in her chair looking at Fielding. Her long hair curled about her shoulders and fell in a profusion of tangles over her breast. She sat with her arms in her lap, her hands open. She had apparently been listening to Fielding’s account of his journey, but Arthur could not read the meaning of it on her face. It was as if Fielding’s words had enclosed her in some secret, frozen place. Her December look, the one she wore when looking out of windows at snow.

At the hearth, Christy and David had finished with Crazy Eights and were now building a house of cards on the rug. No, he thought, not a house: a castle. A labyrinth. A thing of corridors and false turns and multiple branchings. When they finished they began a smaller second story, and then a third story so that it resembled a step pyramid. They beamed at each other and then each, as if by a secret sign, removed a card from one corner. In a second, and with only the faintest rustle, the whole thing collapsed into a random field of cards. Christy gave a little cry of delight and clapped his hands. “It’s like it was never there at all,” he whispered to his brother.

Marilyn had left a window open all afternoon, and now the wind had risen a little, and there was a chill in the room. He could taste autumn in the air, though autumn had not yet come to South Haven.

“I should build a fire,” he said. “It’s getting chilly.”

“That’s a wonderful idea,” said Marilyn. “That is, if you can all stay for a while.”

Fielding looked up at Marilyn with a quick smile that was almost a wince. “We don’t expect to find such kindness and hospitality in this kind of neighborhood,” he said.

“That’s so true,” said Blackwood, looking at Marilyn with his dark melancholy eyes. “It’s terribly sad to think about.”

“Kindness hurts,” said Swain.

Marilyn smiled at him. “Yes, kindness hurts. And speaking of kindness, I think it would be kind of us to bring in the rest of your party to enjoy the fire.”

“They’re forest men,” said Fielding. “They fear houses. They say houses are inhabited by ghosts and curses.”

“They just go from place to place? They never settle down anywhere?”

“It’s not so bad,” said Fielding. “You learn to carry your home with you. Have you lived here a long time?”

“We bought this house three years ago,” said Arthur.

“We rented and saved for five years to get it,” said Marilyn. “My husband managed a bookstore in the mall over on the west side of town before he lost his job. I was a head nurse at South Haven Memorial.”

“You’re a nurse!” said Swain. “We’ve met three nurses now on our journey!”

Blackwood shook his head. “Ralph loves it when he can put things in boxes,” he said, shaking his head. “For myself, I’m not interested in categories. I deal in essences, in luminosities.”

“Luminosities?” said Marilyn. She folded her hands in her lap and smiled.

Blackwood blushed and then looked over at Fielding who was also smiling at him. “Feelings are so much clearer than words,” he mumbled.

“Most things—most things are simple now,” said Swain. “We meet men on the road and we know they are farmers or blacksmiths or beggars. A man is just what he does.”

“Except for the people in the guilds and political parties,” said Arthur. “They are never what they seem to be.”

“True,” said Fielding. “Party labels mean nothing. The New Christian Conservatives are neither Christian nor conservative, the National States Rights Party has nothing to do with states’ rights, and the American Liberal Alliance has nothing to do with liberalism.”

Arthur laughed. “We have our own version of that right here in South Haven. We have something called the Librarians League that has nothing to do with books. The Catholic Coalition of Priests and Laymen has nothing to do with Catholicism, the State Police don’t uphold the state laws. The Green Legionnaires have nothing to do with the environment, and the Hospital Knights of Mercy aren’t knights and they don’t minister to the sick.”

“Those are such strange names!” said Blackwood. “So artless!”

“Very confusing,” said Swain. “How do you spell ‘coalition’?”

“You can’t trust anybody who belongs to anything,” said Arthur. “You can’t trust anyone who wears an armband or a uniform.”

“That’s true!” said Blackwood. “That’s so true! Men in uniform have no reverence, no love for the stars!”

Arthur felt a vague need to be angry, but he could manage nothing more than embarrassment. Blackwood, he decided, was a very inexperienced pirate. He went out on the back porch to gather firewood, thinking what a fool the young man was, and how exquisitely his wife poised herself on these occasions between flattery and contempt. The wind blew his hair and he took a deep, cool breath. The sun in the West had filled the western clouds with a misty diffusion of orange light. A confusion of birdsongs, like the sunlight, merged in his inner ear to a vague color, an impression without a name.

When he returned she was talking about the hospital, and he wished he had stayed outside to watch the sunset. She was telling them, as she had told him so many times, that what had happened to the hospital was also happening to the world. By degrees it had become more selective, more secretive, as supplies diminished and needs increased. It was not long before the first Hospitalers were defending their institution against the sick and dying. He wished she would stop talking. Soon she would come to the final horror: the attack of the Green Legionnaires, the last of the doctors and nurses deserting their patients and running out into the snow to save themselves.

Christy and David, who were not listening to their mother’s story, began leaping up and down when they saw he had brought wood. They arranged the paper and kindling and then Arthur put in the pine logs. He opened the flue, lit the paper, and in a few moments the flames had burned up through the kindling and encircled the logs. As he sat there watching the fire grow, David leaped on his back and made buzzing sounds in his ear. Christy crawled in the cave Arthur made by leaning forward on his hands.

“Nice fire,” said Christy.

“Daddy, tell us a story,” said David.

“I can’t. My storyteller is turned off.”

“Davy, we just have to find the right button,” said Christy, who began poking his father in the ribs.

He listened, through the children’s voices, to the others. Marilyn was reaching her peroration. Blackwood was quietly sympathetic. Swain was asking how many doctors and nurses had worked at the hospital.

“You ought to come with us,” Fielding said. “Every day you spend alone here is going to be more dangerous for you. All these rich men’s houses. You’re bound to get raided soon by someone. If not by the police or the Green Legionnaires, then by someone else.”

“I’m afraid to stay and afraid to go,” said Marilyn. “Arthur wants to go. His father built this cabin about six hundred and fifty miles from here up near Troyton, where they lived when Arthur was a boy. We’re supposed to meet him there in September.”

“I know that area well.”

Arthur sat up quickly and David fell off him with a sharp cry of surprise and rolled onto the rug. “But you’re not from around here.”

“Passed through it once,” said Fielding. “And I’m cursed with something called total recall. I can remember in detail all sorts of things. Things from—well, from so long ago you couldn’t imagine.”

“Just where did you say you’re from?”

“Recently from New York. But you might say I’m originally from the north country,” he said with a smile.

“The north country?”

“Yes.”

“And just where are you going?”

“Nowhere. That way we’ll always be safe.”

“But could you take us where we’re going?”

“We can get you there in three days.”

“No one can go six hundred and fifty miles on foot in three days,” said Arthur.

Fielding narrowed his eyes and seemed to study the floor. “Well, of course, that is quite a distance. But as the crow flies—”

“It would take you months traveling through the woods,” said Arthur.

“Not really. We make very good time.”

“We take funny little turns and we cross bridges and cut an hour here, an hour there,” said Swain, smiling at his notes.

“We have a time machine,” said Blackwood quietly.

Fielding gave him a sharp look. “Now that’s a very misleading statement,” he said.

Arthur smiled. “A time machine? You mean a big sleigh with handles and gears and dials, like in H. G. Wells?”

Fielding waved the idea away. “No, no, nothing like that. No machine at all, in fact. No magic stuff. Ewell is just using—” he searched for a phrase and for a moment could not find it.

“A figure of speech,” said Arthur.

“Yes.”

“Well then, how do you get from here to Troyton on foot in just three days?”

Fielding was looking now at his shoes. “Well, actually, it might take a bit longer than that,” he admitted.

He stole a quick look at Marilyn, wondering now what she thought of Fielding’s strange remarks, and saw that she was smiling into the air, her mind clearly on something else. “Arthur,” she said suddenly, “you must forgive me for what I’m about to do.”

“What?”

She went into the kitchen. In a moment she had returned with what he knew was the last of their wine. She stood at the edge of the circle of chairs, smiling beatifically, holding out the plump half-gallon bottle that glittered in the firelight. “I want you to take this with you,” she said.

As Arthur looked at the wine he realized that most of the light in the room was coming from the fire. Night had come without his knowing. Outside the window, the smoky outlines of trees melted into the darkness.

“Wine?” said Fielding. “Is that wine?” The reverence in his voice seemed almost comic. “No, you mustn’t give us your last bottle. That must be your last bottle. South Haven has been dry ever since the food riots.”

“Arthur and I don’t enjoy just drinking together,” she answered. “And we may never—well, I mean the way things are going—we may never have another party.” She tried to smile. “I’ll think of the three of you in the forest somewhere passing the bottle around the fire. Yes, I’ll think of that often.”

So often he wanted to keep things that his wife gave away, and there were times when he hated her generous heart, but he was moved now by her words. To give the wine was to keep it, to hold the memory and the goodness of the gift freely given. As she put the bottle in Fielding’s hands, the man looked up at her and seemed to drink her in, not as Blackwood had done with his intense, romantic glances, but in a different way, as if the gift of wine had moved him to look into her soul. And then Arthur saw him draw back a little and shake his head, or tremble.

“Oh,” he said. It was only a wisp of sound, like a house of cards collapsing. A little gasp that found voice accidentally.

“Is something wrong?” said Marilyn. “Don’t you like the wine?”

“No, no. The wine looks wonderful.”

“You looked at me in the strangest way.”

“I’m sorry,” he said helplessly. “I’m so very sorry.”

“Well, I’m sure there’s nothing to be sorry about,” she said. “You take the wine and enjoy it.”

“You are too good,” said Fielding. And then he seized her hands and she drew back suddenly, surprised. When she found she could not escape from him she laughed nervously and looked quickly at Arthur.

“You are so very good,” said Fielding. Then he kissed her hands and released them. There were tears in his eyes.

“Why, Mr. Fielding—”

“You must forgive me. I’m such an emotional person. Never been very sophisticated. Cry at the least little thing.”

She bent over, hesitated for a moment, and then touched his shoulder lightly with her hand. “Mr. Fielding, you are full of surprises.”

“Yes, aren’t I? Well, the world is full of surprises. I’ve had almost nothing but surprises now for five months.”

Arthur felt that he ought to say something, but he was not quite sure what had happened. Many men had been moved by his wife’s beauty, or stung by her sudden wit or warmed by her hospitality. Fielding was responding to something quite different, something—but he was tired now, and the fire was warm. He lay back on the rug and closed his eyes for a moment. “Peace, Mr. Fielding,” he said. “Let us all have peace.”

“And peace to you, Mr. Ferrier. You look very comfortable there with your children.”

“I am comfortable. “And if you people are thieves, now is the time to rob us. I’ll be the saintly bishop and you can take the silver candlesticks.”

Fielding laughed. “You’ve already given us wine,” he said. “That’s something far more precious than candlesticks.”

“You could buy a hundred bottles of wine with one of our candlesticks. That is, if we had any candlesticks.”

“A king or a robber baron might trade wine for candlesticks,” he answered. “But kings and robber barons would sooner steal and murder than trade. So there you are. A half-gallon of wine and a good fire and a little taletelling to hold back the darkness for an hour or so are worth a thousand candlesticks.”

“You tell us a story, Daddy,” said Christy. He had crawled on top of his father and was now staring down into his face. David rested his chin on his father’s hip. “And don’t make it a plain story,” he added. “Make it a long, long, long story with lotsa different parts.”

“I can’t. My wordmaker is falling asleep.”

“Daddy, I’m going to squash your guzzies if you don’t turn on your wordmaker,” cried David.

Christy poked his father on the shoulder. “Maybe that man could tell us a story,” he said in a roaring whisper.

“I could tell you lots of stories,” said Fielding. “The world is full of strange stories now. We met some men in caves last month who said the Colorado and Arizona deserts are full of giant scarabs—those are beetles—that burrow under the sand. The northern people talk of sky demons—cold, gray men with leathery wings who fly over cities and screech at people. And some say the oceans are full of metal dragons, creatures that use sunken ships for houses.”

Arthur lay there with his eyes closed, picturing the beasts one after another. “People believe in these things?”

“They talk about them,” said Fielding. “They make jokes about them.”

“People tell fibs,” said David. “People tell terrible fibs all the time.”

“Do you know about the Silver Man?” said Christy. “Before school closed the kids were talking about the Silver Man.”

“Everyone talks about the Silver Man,” said Fielding. “The Silver Man with no face who walks through the forests of America. He’s been reported by hundreds of people. Used to get into the newspapers almost weekly, back when we had newspapers. Some say he’s the cause of all the trouble and that he quietly brings disaster wherever he goes.”

“Yes,” said Arthur, “I’ve heard that story. The man with no face.”

“He goes through the woods and the soil turns bad. He crosses a river and the fish die. He walks through a town at night and in the morning there’s another food riot or another police attack or another building collapses.”

Blackwood, who had been showing Marilyn a handful of rings he had collected in his travels, looked up suddenly. “The Metal Man,” he said. “Is that what they call him?”

Swain cleared his throat and turned a page. “The Metal Man, the Faceless Man, the Silver Man, the White Robot, the Steel Dragon,” he intoned. “He has many names. In every place we’ve been he has a different name.”

Blackwood frowned. “Your mind is like a wastebasket,” he said.

Swain winced. “I’m writing a book,” he said. “When you’re writing a book you have to have all the facts.”

Arthur realized how little he had seen of the outside world since the city had been closed off. He had a vision now of a place where man had gone back to witchcraft and superstition, a dark land where there was no border between the real and the unreal. In South Haven there was still some semblance of commerce, community, law, order. But out there—and now the impact of it hit him fully—good or bad fortune would show themselves in the entrails of dead beasts. Men would make blood sacrifices to faces carved in trees. The highway would be death itself. Perhaps it would be best to abandon the station wagon, which, he knew, was fast becoming a dangerous anachronism, and join the gypsies. He had always hated the idea of joining anything—clubs, movements, institutions—but now the notion of going with these strange, comfortable people filled him with relief. They would travel through the deep woods where no one would ever find them. They would sing songs at night by their fire and gather leaves for the children’s beds.

What were they talking about? He had lost the thread of the conversation. Blackwood was rhapsodizing about something in passionate low tones. Swain was asking questions, and Fielding was laughing about something. The children were inert in front of the fire. He could feel Christy’s hand on his face and David’s feet on his stomach.

“You know things I don’t know,” said Swain. “Things I can’t write down.”

“Not true,” said Fielding.

What were they talking about? Words floated in the air above him, turning pale, like smoke. The important thing was that they had risked being together. They were huddled around the fire and blades of grass were growing up through the rug, and the walls of the house had fallen away and the room was inundated with the sounds of beetles and crickets.

“You tinker with time,” said Swain.

“That’s all foolishness,” said Fielding. “Parlor games. Don’t let’s get into all that nonsense. You make us sound like witches. Fact is, there is no such thing as magic—”

What were they talking about? He could feel the crunch of the apples and the taste of the well water. The taste of dust and silver. Earth and stone and bark. All the things the water had touched on its dark, underground journey, sweeping through sediment and earth and deep roots, had left their trace upon his tongue when he drank. The history of the water separating and then melting into a single taste. The taste of dust and silver.

“It all comes natural to you so you just don’t know,” said Swain.

He was a shadow now, plunging into the earth, moving against the slow run of the well water seeping through stone toward a lake and a cabin high in a mountain over six hundred miles away. He slipped between the smooth sediments, moving with the grain, following one branch and then another, rubbing against the rough irregularities of fossils: the stone ribs of fish that lived before life came to the land, the dendritic tracery of Cycad fronds cut in stone, the tangled bones of giant beasts torn apart in battles millions of years past. And now he entered a field of deep loam and made his way through a pattern of roots and sunken logs and bits of glacial rock from the north country, deposited by the furthest reach of ice, just before the long retreat. He was racing beneath a pine forest that sloped upward toward the mountain range. He felt the sun and the wind high over the arch of stone and earth above him. He knew that the sun was leading him to the green mountain he had seen so many times in dreams, the green mountain with its mountain lake. He saw the folds and inundations of it so clearly now in his mind, like field water trapped in a piece of wrinkled canvas.

“I only wish you could do a little magic,” Marilyn was saying. “I just hate the winter. I get so awfully cold. My blood turns to molasses and my skin dries up and I feel like a hag for four months.”

“They say this will be the worst winter of all,” said Swain.

“The white worm is coming,” said Blackwood, with a smile and a whisper.

“My friend is full of melodrama,” said Fielding. “But there have been rumors. Men have fouled the air and so the sun is darker now, and the earth is colder. There’s talk of a glacier—”

But there was no glacier. He had come out into the sunlight and was standing on the green mountain at the edge of a clearing just above the lake. His father stood in the clearing, smiling at him. He wore a white shirt open at the collar, and he looked young; oh, so much younger than he had been. Art, he said, is that you? Oh kid, am I glad to see you. I’ve been waiting here all summer.…

“You’ll come with us then?” said Fielding.

“What?” He sat up and blinked. His wife and children had fallen asleep. Blackwood was at the window looking out at the night. Swain had fallen to one side in his chair, clutching his notebooks. “Did I say something?”

Fielding smiled. “I think you dozed off for a minute. You said something in your sleep. I won’t hold you to it.”

Arthur shook his head. The fire was still warm. He had fallen asleep among friends. It had been a long time since he had done that.

“Was I really asleep?” he yawned.

“Perhaps you were only daydreaming. But you did say something about how you might come with us in the morning.”

“What time in the morning?”

“About six?”

“I don’t think we can get ourselves together by then. I’d have to talk to Marilyn and then everything would have to be repacked—”

“Then we’ll come back for you in a day or two. We have to pick up another family on the south side of town.”

“Fine,” said Arthur. “We can be ready in two days.”

Fielding woke Swain, and in a moment they were all standing. “It’s getting very late,” said Fielding.

“Won’t you sleep inside? We have plenty of room.”

“We don’t want to leave the others for too long. Besides, it’s good for us to sleep out under the stars. It prepares us for the journey.”

He bent over and touched Marilyn on the shoulder, but she did not move. “Your wife is very beautiful,” he said. “And she is very good. But people who have been good do not always receive goodness in return.”

Arthur looked at his sleeping wife and then at the strange man who had been so moved by her. What sympathy had she awakened in him? What had she said or done?

“Good-by, dear lady,” he whispered. He touched her again on the shoulder and then turned to go.

Blackwood and Swain said their good-bys to the children, who had just begun to wake up. Then they shook Arthur’s hand, and a moment later they went out the door.

“Once more into the night,” said Blackwood.

“Back in two days,” said Swain.

“Wait for us,” said Fielding.

Their voices blurred together. They crossed the fence and became shadows in the moonlight on the Varringtons’ lawn. Their own campfire had gone out now, and for a few moments he saw them moving about amid their circle of bags, and then he saw them lie down in darkness.

A HALF HOUR LATER Marilyn awoke. She lit a candle and began to pick up glasses and plates and brush crumbs into a dustpan. She looked lost.

“We should have gone with them,” she said.

“I think we are going with them. They’ll be back in two days—”

“Almost anything could happen in two days. You should have told them we’d go in the morning.”

“But I thought you would at least like to be consulted,” he said. “And I thought we needed time to think. We’ve made no preparations for backpacking. You can’t just make decisions like this on the basis of a few hours of nice talk with strangers.”

She was silent for a moment. “Yes you can. You can do exactly that. You have to trust people sometimes. You have to take a chance. Arthur, you have always been like this. You never do anything when you have the opportunity. Tonight you could have saved your whole family, and you did nothing. God, it’s frightening. I mean, the way you are is frightening.”

“Marilyn, there really are times when I’d like to kill you.”

“You’ve been killing me for years.”

“I told you earlier, they’ll be back in two days. I told them we would be ready then.”

“You should have said we would be ready in the morning. They may never come back, I mean the way things are.”

“You’re always furious at me for not doing things you never asked me to do.”

“I can’t ask you to do everything, Arthur. You have to do some things for yourself.”

“But I’ve done everything! I’ve planned out this whole trip and bought all the supplies and worked out the mileage—everything! Now you want to change everything at the last minute, and you accuse me of being unprepared!”

She turned to the window. “Arthur, I don’t want to go on with this. We’ll have a horrible argument. Just forget it. I’m sorry I said anything.”

“I can’t forget it! You make me furious and miserable and then you ask me to forget it!”

“I’m sorry. It’s just that we had a chance and you’ve probably thrown it away. You’ve done that so many times. I know I should have said something. It’s my fault too.”

“Nothing has been thrown away!” he shouted, following her into the bedroom where she had begun to undress. “Everything is planned—”

“Nothing is planned! You had me put a load of canned mush in the station wagon and you drew pretty lines on your atlas and you mooned over your father’s letter for an hour or two! That’s about as planned as your life ever gets!”

He wanted to strike out at her, to smash her face. She had no right being so beautiful. But the thought of her lying there on the bedroom rug without her teeth filled him with shame and a feeling of comic absurdity. But how horrible she seemed at that moment! She would say anything to hurt him! He turned away so that she would not see the pain in his face and went back into the living room. The children were still asleep, closed up now in fetal positions, for the fire had gone out and the room was dark and cold. He bent down and picked up Christy and carried him, all arms and legs and gaping mouth, to his bedroom.

Then, a sound at the window. Something thin and silvery. He leaned over Christy’s bed and pushed the curtain to one side. Outside he saw that one of the gypsies had rekindled the fire while the others slept. He was playing a recorder. The instrument moved in his hands, tracing lines in the air, and the sound of the music transformed the lawn and the two elms and the shadows of the house above into something ancient and beautiful. A single thread of melody in a minor mode, unwinding slowly in all directions like an invisible web.

The music continued for nearly an hour after he went to bed. He lay close to his wife, feeling her wakefulness and her silence. “It’s so pretty,” she said after a long while. “So nice to think about. That man out there in the night playing his music by the fire.”

Then he remembered that he had dreamed about music that morning, or had thought about it while half asleep, he was not sure which. Birds in the morning. The melodies of birds and the spaces between them. For some reason, music had been given to the beginning and the ending of the day.


FOUR

The Datsun Desert

HE OPENED HIS EYES and it was morning. Again the warm wind, the birds’ voices spellbound in the blue and orange sunrise, the crowing of cocks from a nearby farm hanging in the long, balmy silences. The world was deep in summer. Davy, the dancer, would still be asleep. Christopher would be sitting in bed, smiling, full of secrets.

It was like the previous summer, an age ago, when the country was still whole and all the things gone wrong seemed temporary. It was like that morning of that day he had dreamed about so often, the morning Christopher had made the blue creature, and Davy, bursting into the bedroom, had seen what his father had not been able to see.

And where had the morning gone from there? Seen at a year’s distance, the days of peace and hope in South Haven had all melted together. Only certain moments stood out, spots of time isolated from the green history of that season. Once a branch from a pine tree had fallen suddenly and without cause as he stood alone in the front yard, watching his sons bicycle around the cul-de-sac at the top of the hill. It had fallen so unexpectedly, as if it had been a gesture, an embodiment of something. The tree seemed to tremble with sentience, and then the secret was gone into the air. Things were as they had been. The pine cones fixed to a black branch covered with brown needles lay near his feet. And once the Varringtons had given a lawn party. It was a brave gesture even then, and everyone in the neighborhood seemed grateful. The children hooted and chased each other around the three elm trees where the gypsies were now camped; three braziers of steaks and shishkabobs broiled near the driveway, where two tables, open to the sunlight, gleamed with tomatoes and greens and potato salad and pitchers of yellow beer foaming over. The women talked and watched the children, and the men cooked and sang barbershop and took turns watching the entrance to their street down at the fork a quarter mile away. And once, early, his wife had turned to him as they lay together in bed a few minutes before the children awoke. She pressed herself against him in her sleep and then, waking slowly, she sighed and trembled once, as if the cool air from the window had chilled her. She lifted her cotton nightgown and he felt her white legs and the beautiful tangle of her hair against him, and her open mouth and her breath against his cheek. He heard himself cry out, like a man released from some terrible bondage. “It’s all right,” she said quietly. And as he moved away from sleep into that sea of morning silence, her body was an island, an enormous place of mountains and forests and deserts that filled his consciousness, and he, like a pirate with his first treasure, hesitated in the rushing tidewater, and then went ashore.

But where had the morning gone from there? What thread from the tapestry of that beautiful summer? If he could remember one day, bring it back into focus in all its detail, then the past would not be lost. He would find the island and go ashore again to find the treasure he had buried somewhere. Like Fielding, he would tinker with time and be its master.

And then he remembered that his children had talked endlessly about the blue creature and had pestered him about going to the ocean for the weekend. But he had said no because—yes, it was Saturday and he was to take the car down to the Datsun place where Mr. Tytell had agreed to work on the engine in exchange for some Mason jars and a cartridge of butane gas.…

CHRISTOPHER AND DAVY were running in circles in the empty parking lot, screaming with happiness. Their voices came, as if from a great distance, through the dust laden glass and into the dim garage. The car loomed overhead on the lift, its thick, dirty oil draining into a pan.

The old man, Mr. Tytell, looked up at Arthur from the grease pit. He was tall and squinty-eyed with a hooked nose and a prim little mouth that made Arthur think of his long-dead grandmother. He wore a red baseball cap, the sort of thing that always made old men look comical, an undershirt, and a pair of baggy coveralls with crossstraps over his shoulders. He perched on his stool in the grease pit like an ancient eagle, still proud, still full of opinions.

“Folks don’t appreciate good service any more,” he said in a reedy voice. “But here they get it whether they want it or not. When everything goes to hell there are damn few who do a good job and damn few to appreciate it.”

“That’s true,” said Arthur.

“If everyone would just do their job we’d have a helluva lot better world,” he continued.

“Right.”

“The problem is that nobody’s professional any more. The whole sillyass world is being run by a flock of amateurs.”

“You can say that again,” said Arthur.

The old man gave him a sharp look. “You seem to agree with everything I say pretty easy,” he said.

“No, no, I really think you’re right. Nobody seems to care about standards.”

“That’s the thing,” said the old man. “That’s the main thing. You gotta have something you know you’re aiming to live up to. That’s why I’m a professional and that’s why all these cockaninny motor monkeys who fix your engine with goose grease and toothpicks—oh, God, it makes me sick to think about it. And o’ course they take over the whole operation. Just like how bad money drives good money into hiding, like they say.”

“How’s that?” said Arthur, who did not want to get caught agreeing too easily again.

“Well, it’s a basic economic principle. If you flood the market with cheap stocks or inflated bonds people try to use them and bury their gilt-edge securities until better times. Same thing with these Johnny-one-night repair garages. They do everything cheap and quick and they don’t charge as much, so everybody comes to them. The problem is that they got to come back the next week ’cause the job’s got to be done over.”

Arthur wondered about the strange analogy, but he nodded slowly and thoughtfully.

“Nobody could get away with that chickenlitter a year ago,” the old man continued. He took off his gloves, slapped them together, and laid them on the edge of the pit. With a grunt he swung one leg over the lip and rolled out. “We used to have the Better Business Bureau and Federal Work Standards and all, but now those things are just names. Fat pussies who sit in their offices up on Dickenson Street and rake in their monthly dues. Oh, I tell you, it’s awful everywhere. This country is in a terrible mess, that’s the main thing. It’s not just South Haven. It’s everywhere—”

The man went on for another ten minutes, sounding for all the world like his own father, who had tolled the bells of doom years earlier, who had traveled all over the East Coast looking for a Doomsday hideaway, and who, out of love and hate, had built a house secretly on a small mountain over six hundred miles from South Haven, a place where he had lived as a young man, a place that Arthur remembered as the diffused and edenic garden of his childhood. There was a lake there, he remembered. A lake with boat docks and cabins and a small restaurant.

“Did you leave the jars and the gas inside the office?” said Mr. Tytell.

“Yes.”

“Well, I trust you. I won’t even check. I can tell by talking to you that you’re a professional man who don’t need to be checked on.”

“Well, thank you, Mr. Tytell.”

“Don’t mention it. And like I say, there aren’t very damn many of us left. You can look thirteen ways from Sunday and not find one professional person on this whole damn highway.”

Arthur nodded and then squinted up at his car. “Are we about finished?”

“No, not quite. I could say I was finished of course, but the fact and truth of the matter is I’m not. I got to check out your points and tighten up your clutch some, that’s the main thing.”

“Are you sure I’m paying you enough for all this?” said Arthur.

Mr. Tytell gave him a swift glance as he dipped his hands into a dish of turpentine and began to rub them like a surgeon. “Fair is fair,” he said. “Fifteen good Mason jars for the missus’ canning, and a butane cartridge.”

Then the glass door behind him opened and his children’s laughter and quick footsteps filled the garage.

“Daddy, come and play with us,” said Davy, pulling at his sleeve. “We never been here before.”

“Let’s go for a walk,” said Christopher.

“Let’s explore the desert,” said Davy.

“Desert? What desert?”

The old man laughed. “I ’spect he means that sandy place off the parking lot,” he said. “You go on ahead with your boys. I’ll be another twenty-five minutes here.”

Arthur let his children pull him out into the sunlight. The old highway going east and west was marked by automobile dealers—PIERCE-AVERSON BUICK, DON MADEROS CHEVROLET, VIC COSTA FORD. A Mexican restaurant in pink stucco called The Bastille, built like a blockhouse with protruding beams and small, high windows. The Around the World Massage Parlor, which sported a forty-foot neon sign with a woman in a bikini standing astride a world whose continents flashed off and on after five. A half-dozen franchise food parlors with bright plastic exteriors, picture windows, vinyl booths, and immaculate steel cooking areas, all nearly deserted now at two in the afternoon. To Arthur it was all a terrible eyesore, a bright and winking commercial sprawl that resembled the outskirt jungle on access highways running in and out of every city he had ever seen. How pleasant to imagine that someday some great natural disaster would sweep all this away. Perhaps—and now he smiled—a glacier growling down from the North. Grinding up buildings and buckling highways and bridges, sending all the businessmen into a screaming retreat. A collage of plastic cups and french fries and auto parts frozen forever in the clean, northern ice.

The children had left him and run into their desert, a large and utterly useless area just to the left of Mr. Tytell’s parking lot. A flat, open place marked by occasional growths of weed and dumpings of various kinds: treadless tires, truck parts, pools of concrete, beer cans, and deserted market carts. It went on for a hundred yards or more and was nearly half as wide.

“Come on, Daddy!” shouted Christopher. “We’re hunting for treasure in the desert!”

“Gold!” screamed Davy. “Gold! Gold!”

He stepped over the little hedge that marked the end of Mr. Tytell’s property and then ran to catch up with his children. He saw that in a sense the place was a desert; the earth here was mostly sand and clay. Occasionally they came across a spill of concrete that made a hard pool or a meandering rill, branching like a river. Dandelions sprouted here and there, together with patches of wildflowers and spiny weeds that grew very tall and very green with serrated leaves. They inspected an old truck muffler with a section of pipe rusted brown and pitted with dozens of holes, the metal so brittle to the touch, thin as tissue paper. They poked at a tire worn smooth and faded to the color of gray velvet, marked by hundreds of tiny cracks, half filled with green scum.

“This is a neat place,” said Christopher.

“Don’t touch the sticky weeds!” said Davy. “The sticky weeds will kill your guts out!”

“Let’s go on a treasure hunt,” said Arthur. “Let’s see who can collect the most beer cans in two minutes.”

“Okay,” said Christopher. “But like Davy said, if anyone touches a weed he’s dead and he loses the game!”

After ten minutes of beer-can treasure hunting, Arthur thought of three variations, which took another half hour: find the ugliest thing; find the weed with the most flowers on it; find the smelliest thing. Christopher found the ugliest thing, a dead sparrow which made his lower lip tremble and which he would not touch, not even with a stick. But Davy, who was much faster-moving than his older brother, found a prickly weed with seven flowers on it. And a moment later he found the smelliest things, an oilcan and a bagful of rotten oranges and coffee grounds.

“Let’s follow the river to its source,” said Arthur. “That’s the kind of thing that real explorers do.”

“What river?” said Christopher. “We haven’t got any river.”

“Yes we have,” said Arthur. He pointed to the concrete spill that led around a clump of weeds, over a small hill and out of sight.

“Great!” said Christopher. “I’ll be Sir Button, just like on that program we saw a long time ago. We can find where the Nile comes from!”

“I’ll be Button’s right-hand man, Mr. Zipper!” screamed Davy, leaping into the air.

They followed the curve of sand, traced the branches and meanderings of the dry river. Higher on up, the flow thickened. Deep crevices and fissures appeared. Then, at the edge of the Datsun Desert, they found the source of the river: a five-hundred-gallon mixing drum turned over on its side. A surplus, apparently, from some nameless building project that had been dumped months or years earlier.

“Looks like we found a space ship,” said Christopher. “It crashed here and made a stone river.”

Davy poked tentatively at the drum with his foot. “Daddy, can space ships make rivers when they crash?”

“Anything is possible, right Daddy?” said Christopher.

“I guess so,” said Arthur. “I guess anything is possible.”

Scanning the horizon, Arthur saw that Mr. Tytell was watching them. He was standing very still at the edge of his parking lot, hands on hips, smiling at them across the Datsun Desert. Arthur waved and the old man waved back.

“We better be getting back to the car,” he said.

Davy’s eyes filled with tears and he pounded the air with his fists. “You always say that! You said it three days ago from now about a million times! You say it every single time we’re doing something terrific and if we’re doing something not so super we hafta stay forever!”

“Daddy, you’re always just leaving,” said Christopher in a quieter voice. “You never let us stay anywhere.”

He was surprised by their anger, and surprised even more by his own chagrin. Daddy, you’re always just leaving. Well, he thought, you have to leave things before they leave you. Everything comes to an end, there was no getting around that. Winter was a fact of life.

“C’mon, you guys. We had a great time, didn’t we? We can’t stay here forever. It’s getting late and it’s getting cold.”

“As soon as we get home,” shouted Davy, “you’ll prolly make us go somewhere else!”

“Yeah,” said Christopher, his anger now turning to playfulness. “You’ll prolly drag us out of bed tonight and find some mountain for us to sleep on so we don’t—so we don’t get too set in our ways!” He giggled at the adult turn of phrase and dug his toe into the sand.

“C’mon, Davy,” he said. “Let’s beat Daddy back to the car. Daddy is so slow and mushylegged, he’ll never catch us!”

“Mr. Mugwump can’t catch us quickies!” trilled Davy.

Arthur gave the furious cry of Groppo Mugwump, the horrible love monster who bit children on their elbows and covered their faces and necks with kisses and blew flatulent, noisy kisses against their soft stomachs. The children ran and their father followed. To him, they were a single creature sidewinding through the sand. Soon they touched the concrete apron of the parking lot where Mr. Tytell was waiting for them. Arthur stopped to say good-by while Christopher and Davy ran on to the far side where their car was parked.

“Play with your boys a good bit, do you?”

“Yes.”

“That’s one of the main things I regretted all my life.” The old man lifted the red baseball hat by the brim with his thumb and forefinger and scratched his head with the remaining three. “Never really played with mine much when they were young. Both in Peoria now, married and all, with their own shop. He looked across the lot to where Christopher and Davy had disappeared into the car. “Fine boys you got there,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Listen, about all that other stuff I was telling you. You musta thought I was an old fool for sure. My wife’d like to sew my lips together with darning needles. Says the air gets purple wherever I am for more than six minutes. Talk too much, I guess.”

“Oh no,” said Arthur. “Not at all.” But the old man’s words had touched him. Mr. Tytell had used him, he imagined, as he used everyone who came into the shop. He had trotted out all his tired old generalizations and Arthur had listened, which was part payment for work done. But then he had watched him playing with his sons and had found something human to affirm in that, something beyond all the sententious and dog-eared pages in his Book of Doom.

“You hold onto ’em as long as you can,” said Mr. Tytell as they shook hands. “That’s the main thing. Peoria is a long way off. No one can hardly get to Peoria any more.”


FIVE

Green Legionnaires

HE REMEMBERED the dust rising behind them on the deserted highway and the old man standing in the concrete parking lot waving good-by as they drove off. Mr. Tytell had probably lost his business by now. Only a handful of people still drove cars in South Haven. Or perhaps he was dead, or gone off to find his son in—where was it? The name of the city had come to him so clearly just moments ago.

He opened his eyes and saw that it was morning. The rain had come again during the night and the odors of midsummer filled the room, and light poured in through the open window. It was a perfect morning and a perfect time of year to go to the beach. But no, the beaches would be deserted and there was no way to get there. They were all going northwest toward the mountains, was that it? The car was all packed and they were bound away for Turkey Mountain to meet his father and mother.

Then the air in the room turned green, like seawater, and he knew that he had not opened his eyes at all. Something, perhaps the wind, brushed across his face. No, he thought, the gypsies had come and now all their plans were changed. They would travel together through the forests and Fielding would tinker with time and the children would be safe and they would all come to the mountain together. He opened his eyes again and everything looked dark, and he opened his eyes again and felt the sudden rush of the real morning, the cool, sharp air, the sunlight hurting his eyes.

He did not remember getting out of bed, but now he found himself walking across the bedroom floor into the hallway. He seemed to be floating, drifting like smoke through the hall without effort or desire.

The living room, touched by the sharp, sweet odor of charcoal ash and polished furniture, seemed to spell the presence of the gypsies. He could hear their voices in the room, and as he came to the circle of chairs near the fireplace he could smell the hair oil of the young man in black whose name he had already forgotten. Arthur had noticed many times how the upholstery and the shag rug held odors for weeks, even months, odors that would be released, like ghosts, with changes in temperature or humidity. Suddenly, in August, the smell of pine pitch and needles from December’s Christmas tree. There were traces in that beautiful room of everything that had ever happened there. Psychic residue, he thought. The sentient air was full of voices and odors, and he felt that with only the slightest effort he could bring Fielding back from wherever he had gone—Fielding or Christy’s birthday party or the gay cocktail party he had given for his university friends or the Christmas tree. And then, very close to him, he heard the sound of sobbing, and he turned, amazed, expecting to find a weeping woman or a child crouched in the corner. But when he felt tears on his own cheeks and realized that it was he who was crying, a strange terror overcame him. It was as if he were two people. One of him was calm, amazed, watchful, standing in that gray place between wakefulness and sleep. The other was a dark creature coming to the surface of his mind, a shrieking, misshapen beast, desperate for air and light.

Then the two of him came together and he knew at last that he was awake. He felt the sudden silence all around him. There was a taste in his mouth like ashes, and then he saw Marilyn standing in the hallway in her white nightgown, watching him. Another ghost, he thought. Or an angel. Her nightgown was luminous and feathery in the morning sunlight, and he saw beneath it the dark and perfect shadow of her body.

“Good morning,” she said. “I love you.”

He winced, reached out to touch her. “I love you too,” he said helplessly. She came to him and put her arms around him.

“Everything will be all right,” he said. “We’ll go with the gypsies and we’ll have a fine time.”

“Fielding and his men are gone,” she said quietly. “I was up last night for a while. Couldn’t sleep. I saw them leave by moonlight.”

“But they’ll be back. They said they would come back for us.”

She shook her head. She pulled away from him and turned to the window. “I don’t think so. I saw men with sticks and green armbands in the woods this morning. They seemed to be looking for someone. And I don’t think—I don’t think the gypsies will come back this way again.”

“They’ll come back,” said Arthur. “They said they would.” But as he spoke he could feel the conviction going out of his voice. He could no longer feel the presence of the gypsies in his living room. Their voices, so clear a moment ago, had slipped away. He was awake now, and the gypsies were gone.

AFTER BREAKFAST he went out to feed the chickens and watch them circle slowly in their wire compound, thrusting and withdrawing their necks, shuffling, scratching. The sun had risen, and the birds and insects in the forest behind his house sang together in a great confusion of voices. He walked around the house three times. There was no sign of the forest men with clubs that Marilyn had seen earlier.

For an hour the children came out to play. For a while they were Vikings on the wooden fence being attacked by fleets of German battleships. Then they played a game, something halfway between tag and hide-and-go-seek, in the intricate honeycomb of passages and dark alcoves they had made in the boxwoods and junipers that surrounded the house. Arthur often regretted that he was too big to follow his children. They often spoke of a room they had made inside one of the boxwoods, but it was a secret place and Arthur had never been able to find it. Of course, he had not looked too hard. It was such a lovely mystery.

He remembered now that they had first got the idea for the “Bushhouse” by watching the cat moving deftly among the boxwoods to the hidden lair where she kept her kittens. Thinking now of her, he looked up to the place just beyond the woodshed where she was buried. The stake, a yellow broomhandle, was lost in the heavy foliage.

Then David appeared out of a dark patch between the house and the first juniper. “Daddy! Can we bring some flowers to Moonbeam? I know right where her stick is.”

“I was just thinking about Moonbeam. You must have been reading my mind.”

“Can we, Daddy?”

“Sure.”

Christy poked his head up from behind another bush and waved to his father and smiled. In a few seconds his children had scampered into the woods behind the house to pick wildflowers. Moonbeam had been their first brush with death, and it had left a mark upon both of them. He remembered the day Christy had carried her around the house to smell the flowers and scratch the trees and feel the wind one more time before they took her down to the humane society to be put away. He had done this very quietly and calmly. What a solemn child, he thought. What a beautiful, sad, solemn child with his sweet, square head and his brave chin. Once Christy had set her down for a moment in the grass, and Moonbeam had scratched a little in the soil near the roses and then, quite to their surprise, began to chew a lump of soil, a dark glebe of turned earth that had spilled over the edge of the flower bed.

“Why is she doing that?” said Christy. There were tears in his eyes now, and a look of helplessness.

“Her stomach hurts,” he answered. “Sometimes animals eat dirt when their stomachs hurt. It helps to clean them out. Makes them go to the bathroom.”

Christopher looked down again at the beloved animal, the first creature he had ever loved and taken care of. “But will Moonbeam have time to go to the bathroom before she dies?” he said in a frail voice.

Arthur smiled. “I don’t know.”

The cat stopped now and looked up at Christy with her wide, opalescent eyes. She had been quiet and philosophical about the cancer that was eating away at her throughout her four weeks of suffering, and she had trusted Christy with all her pain. She was content to lie in the bathtub—the hard, cool surface was more comfortable, more supporting somehow, than the rug—and Christy would sit with her for hours in the afternoon and evening, reading her stories and petting her.

“Will Moonbeam be a part of the earth like other things that die?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Then maybe that’s why she’s eating the ground. Maybe she thinks that it will be easier—maybe she feels—” He struggled with the idea, looking down at Moonbeam crouching, all skin and bones now, at the edge of the rose garden.

Arthur put his arms around his son. “You mean she’s eating the earth because she’s getting ready to become a part of the earth,” he said.

Christy nodded, pressing his face against his father’s stomach.

“That must be it,” said Arthur. “It’s her way of telling us she’s ready.”

On the way home from the veterinarian Marilyn drove the car and Arthur sat beside her with a brown box in his hands. The box was warm. He was careful not to jiggle it because he did not want to feel the dead thing moving inside. This was the first time in his children’s timeless world of love and good health that something important had been lost, and he remembered now that he prayed for the impossible: that it would never, never happen again.

For a while he watched Christy and David gather wildflowers, and then he took a quick turn up the street and around the cul-de-sac. When he returned, Marilyn was sitting at the kitchen table, smoking furiously and staring at the wall.

“Don’t ask me now,” she said. “I’m not feeling well. I’m in pain, can you understand that? I don’t want to talk about leaving this house, or about how much gas we have, or about what our chances are, and I don’t want to hear about your father’s damn mountain.”

Arthur stared at her. “We had a nice evening,” he said. “We had a nice morning.” He was baffled. For Marilyn there had always been something vaguely dangerous about having a good time, about love, laughter, and idleness. It was as if somehow they had to be paid for. Or perhaps they seemed to her suspicious, like the halcyon eye at the center of a hurricane.

He went out into the living room and sat down. Better, he thought, not to say anything more. He could sense the shell growing around her, shutting him out. She was not feeling well. For him, illness had always inspired submission, dependency, and absurd gratefulness for small favors. It seemed grossly unfair to him that her responses were so different. Illness made her fearful, depressed, ready to lash out at anyone who offered her advice or help or sympathy. A wonderful nurse but a poor patient, as one of the doctors at the hospital had once said.

Her illness, her bad spells—it had no name that they had ever settled on—had a history that went back five years or more. She had always complained about stomach aches and pains in the back of her neck, but only in recent years had this become a major preoccupation, only since they had moved south and she had become day supervisor at South Haven General and things in the city had gone bad. It was as if there were some secret commerce between the history of her body and the history of the city: each was beautiful on the outside. Each was undermined by forces that never showed themselves, forces that seemed to have no name and against which no one knew how to take arms. Dr. Jordan, a blond lion of a man with an immense personal charm, had once told her that everything pointed to arthritis. She would have to wait and see, he said. Keep as active as possible in the meantime without overdoing, and take a little aspirin, he added. If things got worse in years to come, not that they necessarily would, then there was always cortisone and pain therapy, even surgery. The headaches? A mild form of migraine brought on by tension. The stomach pains? That was gastritis, another nervous condition. A little Valium on weekday afternoons, he said. And could Arthur possibly fix dinner two or three times a week and take the children on Saturday?

One January there were painful lumps in her breasts and she knew she was dying of cancer. But no, it was only a benign fibrous disease, quite common, said Dr. Jordan, in women past thirty, and quite harmless.

Arthur had listened carefully to the long account of her various visits to Dr. Jordan. “A benign disease?” he said at last. “Did he say a benign disease?”

“Yes. Isn’t that a riot? Then he gave me this little wink and said something about how everyone sags a little after thirty.”

In February her eyes would not focus and there was a ringing in her ears—a tumor for sure. March brought joint ailments which proved in April’s X rays to not be arthritis at all. “A pre-arthritic condition,” said Dr. Jordan with a mysterious smile. And May, which always promised too much, brought alternate depression and hot flashes. “Low blood sugar,” said her doctor, who no longer smiled to see her, but the consequent diet did no good at all until July, when all her symptoms evaporated in a month-long heat spell.

Her symptoms seemed independent of all medical diagnoses and cures; they came in cycles that waxed and waned with her monthly period and with the seasons of the year. In late spring and summer they gradually faded; in the winter her bones ached and her mood turned black.

When a new gynecologist came to town, a short, square man named Briggs with a loud voice and a pock-marked face, she canceled all her appointments with Dr. Jordan, and for the next four weeks Arthur again listened to his wife’s detailed accounts, thinking that there must be a pattern somewhere, or a reason.

“At thirty-five you’re still very young,” the new doctor had told her one afternoon as he held her X-ray negatives up to the luminous panel one by one, her organs and muscles looking white and vaporous, like spindles and threads of smoke. “But still you’ve got to take care of yourself. Thirty-five is not twenty-five. You’re too rigid. You work too hard. Your neck is like a steel spring.”

“So what am I supposed to do?” she asked Dr. Naismith, a mild little man with a useless mustache who had once treated Betty Varngton for nervous exhaustion, and who was her last hope. She had cried for twenty minutes in his office.

Dr. Naismith sat down beside her in the small white examination room, pressed his finger against his nose, and gave her a shy, helpless smile. “Little things go wrong,” he said quietly. “Little things that no one really has a name for. Things happen in your body every day that no one knows about, things that change your metabolic rate, your body chemistry, your blood pressure, even your brain waves. When you start to get a little older your body lets you know about these things. Little aches and pains. With some women this starts at thirty or thirty-five. Your muscles just don’t stretch the way they did when you were eighteen. And in your joints the fluid isn’t always sufficient.” And here she told him how the doctor had patted her hand and looked wistful. “The main thing is to lead a normal life. Plant a garden in the spring and play a little tennis when you can and go to the beach for a week in August. You know, Mrs. Ferrier, you really are a very lucky woman in many ways.”

In retrospect she had been furious. “So what am I paying him for?” she told Arthur one day. “Just to tell me that I’m a lucky woman and that I just have to go on and on like this because there’s nothing anyone can do for me?”

At first he had been sympathetic, and he masked his fears with a false gaiety and a statistical optimism: this sort of thing is almost never serious, he would say. But as the symptoms multiplied without producing any tangible illness, nothing more than weakness and depression and a running monologue of bitterness, his fear turned to anger and then to guilt. There was a thing that happened between them, an exchange that had been enacted so many times that he found himself rehearsing it at idle moments, savoring the pain in his mouth, like sour candy:

“I’m sorry, Arthur,” she would say. “I just can’t. I’m in pain and I’m just exhausted.”

“It might make you feel better.”

“Nothing makes me feel better, not unless you leave me alone to do my own work. Can you understand that? Can you understand that I’m a separate person with a separate career and that my body is not just somebody’s playground?”

“I’m sorry if I seem unreasonable.”

“You don’t recognize anyone’s needs but your own. You’re like a child. Now don’t scream at me and start throwing things. I know all this is partly my fault. I never was what you’d call a passionate mistress like in the books you read, but just for once you’ve got to accept things the way they really are.”

“My God, how you hate me,” he said. “I’ve tried so hard for so many years to please you, and I get nothing for it but hatred.”

“There was a time when I worshiped you, Arthur.” She was in tears now. “Oh, you could have made me bloom so easily then. But no, you were being sensitive that year. You were having your identity crisis, or whatever. You had the soul of a poet, but no talent, was that it? And then you were the great thinker, the great social critic. But you never even read all those highbrow magazines you used to subscribe to.”

You could have made me bloom. She had said that only once that he could recall, and the words had burned him, hurt him in a way that nothing else ever had. Yes, he thought, there was a time when he had felt worthless, and he had withdrawn from her. But he had not meant to turn away when she needed him. Just once, and only for him, she had opened herself up, and he had turned away. Was that the answer to everything, that one mistake? Marilyn was a beautiful and talented woman and she had fulfilled herself in many ways, and during the first two years of their marriage she had bloomed, yes, it was not that she had never bloomed—it was only that he had turned away. “Yes,” he would say after a long moment. “I was very ambitious and very lazy in those days. Not a winning combination. And oh, how you’ve made me pay for it! You remind me at least once a week that ten years ago I dropped out of grad school and six years ago I borrowed money to start a bookstore and that two years ago I went broke when B. Dalton opened at the Mall. You have no interest in all the agonies I’ve gone through. You have no idea of all the ways in which I’ve changed.”

“I grant you’re better than you used to be, but it’s too little and too late. You still need to be praised for every little thing you do. You expect so much for so little. You’re so hard on me, Arthur. And I don’t suppose you even know it.”

Listening to her words, trying to respond to her assaults, he felt himself sinking into some great, wet morass. It was like not being able to breathe.

“You say I have no sympathy. Well, it’s true I don’t. But you don’t sympathize with me either.”

“You hate sympathy!” he shouted. “When I show sympathy you always throw it back in my face!”

“That’s because your sympathy is so manipulative and so dogmatic. You get furious if I won’t take an aspirin or gargle. You never really—”

A terrible theme with many discordant variations, he thought. They made the same mistakes each time, knowing what would happen, and powerless to prevent it.

Outside the living-room window he saw that the children had gone off somewhere. He wondered if Marilyn was still immobilized at the kitchen table, and suddenly he had the urge to touch her, to tell her that everything would be all right. He got up from his chair and went back into the kitchen just as the children scampered down the hall. Loud whispers, then silence. Then, after a moment, Christy appeared in the kitchen doorway, smiling like a rainbow. David, standing behind him on his tiptoes, seemed to be growing out of his shoulder. They each held a sheet of paper which they had colored with crayons and to which they had glued a half-dozen wildflowers, gathered from the forest.

They shuffled up to their mother and gave her their papers. “These are feelbetter cards, Mommy,” said David. “They s’posed to make you happy.”

Marilyn gathered her children in her arms. “Oh!” she cried out. “Oh, oh, they’re both beautiful, and both of you are too good for this world!”

LATER IN THE AFTERNOON he went out again to circle the cul-de-sac. The underbrush and the trees at the edges of the clearings were full of shadows and whispers, and a half-dozen times he turned, expecting to see Fielding and his gypsies, or scavenger dogs, or Green Legionnaires with armbands and clubs, bounding out of the darkness. But there was no one. The street with all its beautiful houses sinking in the long shadows was like a deserted movie set, a place where something magnificent had once happened.

It was time to leave South Haven. He knew that, but he could not imagine now just when he would leave, or how. He had almost joined the gypsies and left with them; it seemed like the natural thing during those few hours of firelight and sunset and apples and water. But Arthur had never joined anything in his entire life—he had never been a boy scout, he had never joined any fraternal organization or been a member of any church, and he hated teams of all kinds. But something in him had given way to a stranger whom he had no reasons beyond that one evening to trust. Yes, he would have gone with the gypsies; he would have thrown all his plans over and struck out with them into the woods. Now that they were gone, he felt relieved—it had been only a temporary madness, he thought—and yet somehow dismayed, as if he had thoughtlessly closed a door against the glare of daylight and found himself locked in a dark room.

It was time to leave South Haven. The thought of it filled him with terror. We have nothing but supplies, Marilyn had said. And then, to his relief, he felt a surge of anger. That was not true, not true at all. They had their love for the children and they had the dream of his father’s mountain. He fingered the key around his neck. And yes, they had supplies. There was nothing wrong with supplies. And they had his father’s twenty-two rifle with seven boxes of hollow-point shells.

He ran back up his own driveway, his hiking boots crunching against the gravel, until he came to the small garage set back from the house. He threw open the doors and stared at the quiet, glassy face of his Datsun station wagon. He opened the rear hatchback door and crawled in among all the stacks of supplies and equipment. He closed his eyes and lay down in the sweet darkness: near the hatch and looming all around him were boxes with their brown smell of new cardboard, filled with cans of food and camping gear and books.

Then, a hundred yards into the forest behind him, he heard a car turn off the highway at the entrance to the subdivision.

He sat up too quickly, hit his head on the ceiling, cursed once, and slid out of the open hatchway. Then he ran out into the sunlight, and for a moment he went blind. First close the garage, he thought. Then get the kids into the basement. Then wait at the front window and see who comes.

About two minutes later a large black car appeared at the end of the street. It was moving slowly, like a police cruiser. Someone had painted a green stripe along the side and over the roof. As it came closer, Arthur saw that it contained four men.

He crouched at the living-room window, peering through the thin white curtains. Marilyn crouched behind him, her hand trembling at his shoulder.

“Oh God,” she whispered. “I’m going to be sick. I’m no good in emergencies.”

“They may not come here,” said Arthur. “They may just pass through. They may be trying to get to the other side of the lake where the main development is.”

One of the men pointed to the remains of the gypsies’ fire, and the car stopped abruptly in front of the Varringtons’ house. The four men tumbled out of the car, ran for a few feet and then fell to their knees. The three forward men had police clubs and green armbands. The fourth man held a rifle, and his green armband was marked with a single yellow slash. At his hand signal the other three men advanced on the Varringtons’ house. One went to the front door and knocked. When there was no answer he circled the house once, looking in all the windows. Then, with the thick end of his club, he smashed in the casement window in front and climbed up over the green shrubs into the Varringtons’ living room.

“Oh God!” said Marilyn, turning away. “I never thought it would come to this! I never thought people would be so awful! They’re just going to wreck everything, aren’t they?”

“Where are the kids?”

“In the basement. You told me to put them in the basement. Oh, my God, look what they’re doing! They’re going to be over here next!”

The man who had broken in now opened the door and the other two entered the house. Then the fourth man, the one with the rifle, came forward a little onto the Varringtons’ driveway and stopped. He looked in all directions and then took a few more steps up the driveway. Arthur stared at him, wondering what kind of a man he was, but at that distance his face was a blur and even his age was uncertain.

The men in the house emerged after a few moments with a wooden chest of silverware, a sack of canned goods, and an oriental rug. In fifteen minutes they had loaded up their car and strapped bags of loot onto the roof.

“They’ve raped the whole house,” said Marilyn quietly. “Now do you suppose they’ll burn it to the ground?”

Then, as if he had heard a noise, the man with the rifle turned to stare at their window. For a moment Arthur was sure the man had seen them—but no, that was impossible at eighty yards, and with sunlight shining on the curtains. The man stood there on the driveway, looking at the house, shifting his rifle from one hand to the other.

The three men finished loading and then came up to where the man with the rifle stood. He was talking to them now, and pointing with his rifle to the window where Arthur and Marilyn watched, frozen with fear.

“I’ve got a gun in the car,” he whispered.

“A lot of good that’ll do us.”

“I’ll go get it.”

“No! Stay here with us. Maybe they’ll just go away.”

He had never seen Green Legionnaires before. He knew that in the last two years they had become increasingly militant, that they were now at war with the Librarians and the Hospital Knights, and that some of the suburbs had turned against them since they had smashed the watermain at the beginning of the summer and the whole south side of the city had gone dry except for the suburban houses, like Arthur’s, that had their own wells. How far they had come from their gentle origins. Now they were barbarians running about breaking and stealing and calling to each other in short barking voices. They were beasts dressed as men.

“Go down and stay with the children,” said Arthur. “I’m going to make a break for the garage to get the rifle. They have only one rifle, and if I can surprise them—”

But they were all around the house now. He saw a flash of green past the kitchen window, and then boots on his driveway, and then the hysterical squawk of a chicken being murdered in the backyard.

He went to the back door, opened it, and ran out across the cement to the garage. He flung open the door. In the corner of his eye he saw a green man running through his garden.

HE DID NOT KNOW how long he had been standing there in his backyard, clutching his rifle, staring at his garden and chicken coop. Three chickens were missing. A line of bootmarks crossed the garden, crushing beet greens and tomato stalks. Marilyn was standing on the porch, and now the children poked their heads out a back window.

“Did the bad guys go away?” said David.

“Yes. They’re all gone now.”

Marilyn sat down at the porch table, the table where they had listened to the birds and felt the rising wind and smelled the odors of flowers during so many breakfasts on so many summer mornings. She put her arms around herself and began to rock slowly back and forth, like a hurt child.

“Can we come outside to where you are, Daddy?” said David.

“Yes. Everything is fine now.”

“Did you make them all go away with your gun?” he persisted.

“No. They just went by themselves. I don’t think they even saw me.”

Christy, who had not said a word, listened and did not take his eyes off his father. Presently he pulled his head in, disappeared, then reappeared on the porch a few seconds later. He ran out to his father and threw his arms around him.

“They didn’t see you?” said Marilyn from the porch.

“No, I don’t think so. But they knew we were here. But of course they wouldn’t know how many of us there were or how we were armed.”

“Then they’ll be back,” said Marilyn. “They know Lakeview is a gold mine now. Next time they’ll come with a dozen men and a truck.”

Arthur eased the hammer forward on his rifle and set the safety catch. The rifle felt very light in his hands. Like a toy. “I don’t know. They might never find us again. They might not have enough gas to come out again. Or they might get ambushed on the way back by the State Police or the Librarians or the Hospital Knights.”

The children were no longer listening. They had walked across to the Varringtons’ lawn and were examining the cold embers of the gypsies’ fire. Soon Marilyn came out into the afternoon sunlight. She stood by him for a long time, and together they watched the children playing. Then she put her arms around him and pressed her face against his chest.

“You were right all along. We have to leave South Haven. We have to leave today. Now. There’s nothing left here but death and sickness and bad memories.”

“They won’t be back tonight. We should be safe until tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning then,” she said.

The children were quiet that evening and went to bed without a murmur. It took them ten minutes to pack their overnight bag—all the rest had been ready for over a week. There was not enough to do. The air was hot and still and oppressive and he longed for a little rain. He sat in his chair in the living room while Marilyn lit candles that turned the room to a flickering yellow gold. He was listening for something, but he could not think what.

Marilyn played the piano for an hour in that dim light. First a simple piece she had composed years ago before they were married. Then the first movement of a Beethoven sonata. Then something else—Scarlatti perhaps?—that he did not recognize. Tonight she played slowly, tentatively, almost without phrasing, as if the separate notes and chords had assumed an importance that went beyond the music. Then he opened his eyes—he realized that he had dozed for a moment—and found again that he was listening for something.

Marilyn stopped playing in the middle of her piece, got up, and began to blow out the candles one by one. He had no idea what time it was. Outside he heard the terrible silence everywhere, and then, suddenly, he knew what he had been listening for.

“Do you remember how the gypsies played last night until we went to sleep?”

“Yes. That was lovely. We should have gone with them. Now it’s too late.”

“They said they were going in the same direction. We’ll find them somewhere along the way.”

“No, it’s too late. It’s always too late.”

“I have a feeling that we’ll find them somewhere. I have a feeling that we can’t possibly miss them.”

“It’s too late. Besides, they don’t travel the way we do. They’re going a different way.”


SIX

Freeway

AT SEVEN IN THE MORNING he came into Christy’s room and sat lightly on the corner of his bed. Christy moaned once and reached out over the edge of his mattress to grasp at nothing. He lay on his side with one leg bent and the other straight, as if he were climbing mountains in his sleep.

His mouth was open. In midsummer the air was filled with ragweed and goldenrod pollen that plagued him for weeks at a time, and at night his sleep was interrupted by violent sneezes and strange nasal snortings and gurglings. “The Ferrier nose,” his wife had once told him, “has always been at war with nature.” But this morning Christy was breathing easy; there was nothing but the open mouth to suggest the long struggle with his deviated septum and his battery of allergies. Perhaps, he thought, the war was over until autumn.

“Christy—”

The boy yawned, rolled onto his back, and opened his eyes. When he saw his father he smiled. “Hi, Dad.”

“Morning, Christy.”

He yawned. “I wanna sleep. Lie with me until the sun comes.”

“We have to go now, Christy. This is the morning we’re starting off for the mountains.”

He raised himself on one elbow to look at the silvery dark that hung on the edge of morning. A wind had risen in the trees. He yawned again, fell back, and closed his eyes.

“Will we ever come back?”

“I don’t know, Christy. We might.”

“It’s okay,” he said, his voice trailing off. “All my friends are gone so there’s nobody to play with anyway.” His voice was soft and high and hollow in the morning, like a clarinet. Singsong sleepy, Marilyn had once said.

“Maybe we’ll find children along the way,” said Arthur. He had searched for a comforting thing to say, and the words he found had surprised him. Children along the way. It began to form a picture in his mind.

Christy’s eyes flickered open. “Maybe we could find lost children and take them with us to the mountain,” he said, his face brightening like a sunrise.

And then, for the first time, Arthur knew where he was going. The contours of the journey were suddenly clear in his mind. They were all children of the earth. They were pilgrims on a long journey and they would join with other pilgrims on their way to the mountain. At the top of the mountain they would offer a prayer of thanksgiving, and then would plant a garden.

“Christy, I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad, but do we have to get up now?”

“I guess we have a little time. Tell you what. Why don’t I crawl in with you and we’ll talk and wait for the sunrise?”

Inside the covers the whole bed was warm—how did such a small body generate so much heat?—and he sank almost immediately into a half sleep. Outside the window, crowds of crickets and awakening birds brought in the morning with their music.

ALL THROUGH BREAKFAST he wanted to tell Marilyn of his vision, his sense of the rightness of what they were doing, but she would not look at him. Her hands trembled over the steaming plates of eggs and toast as she hurried everyone through breakfast. And gradually, as he watched her, the vision faded. The world outside was full of madness and disorder and threats to their safety that he could only begin to imagine. There was no way to prepare for madness. All they had was supplies. And now another vision replaced the one Christy had helped to give him: leaving South Haven would be like driving off the edge of a cliff. Or, like a frightened Columbus, he would sail to the edge of the world he knew only to find that all the myths and monsters were real. All at once it seemed infinitely better to stay and take whatever consequences that might come on familiar ground.

For an hour after breakfast he felt fluttery and sick to his stomach. There was not enough time to think. He found himself following Marilyn everywhere: into the living room, where she dusted furiously, into the bedrooms, where she picked up the children’s pajamas and made beds, back into the living room, where she sat for a moment at the piano, touched the keys lightly with her fingers, and cried.

“There’s one more thing,” she said suddenly, after another hour of silence. He followed her out into the garden and then to the chicken coop behind it. She stood still, then reached out and grasped the flimsy wire and wood door and tore it off its hinges, sending the chickens to the opposite end of the coop in a flurry of squawks and ruffled feathers. It was a thing so unexpected, so uncharacteristic of her, that he could only stand and gape.

“They say chickens can survive even in the winter if you let them go,” she said calmly. “And the garden will reseed itself. The rabbits and squirrels and mice will love it. I saw that happen—” She stopped in mid-sentence, but Arthur saw her lips continue to form words as she stared at the chickens. “—my uncle’s farm in Michigan,” she continued after a moment. “They just left everything to go South, and for two years the chickens ran wild, and the garden grew up in this huge tangle all over the back lawn—”

He tried to smile. “That’s good. Things will keep on going without us.”

“Oh yes,” she said. “Things always go on without you. That’s never a problem, is it?” She laughed.

He stared at her. “Marilyn, are you trying to scare me?”

“It’s getting late,” she said, looking at the trees. “Those people could come back anytime now. Everything’s ready. Why don’t we put the kids in the car?”

The children, chattering about “vacation time” and “adventure mountain,” climbed into the back of the station wagon with their stuffed animals and a box of Crackerjacks. Again he felt things were happening too quickly. The car was moving down the driveway now. He turned to catch one more glimpse of the house, but trees obscured the view as he turned into the street. My God, he thought, we’re leaving. We’re leaving our home and we’re never coming back.

“I forgot something!” cried Marilyn. He stopped the car. They were less than a hundred yards from their own driveway.

“You always forget things, Mommy, and then we always have to go back,” said David.

“I’m carsick,” said Christy.

“Shut up!” said Marilyn. “Shut up all of you! I have carried this whole family on my back for eight years—and now—I’ve forgotten something! No one even reminded me—” She sat rigid in her seat, staring at the street ahead. Then, suddenly, she left the car and began to run back toward the house.

“Dad? Is Mommy okay?”

“Mommy will be fine in just a minute. Just stay here. Don’t get out of the car. Don’t do anything, okay? Daddy will be right back.”

SHE WAS RUNNING down the middle of the empty street shouting something at the trees. The madness, he thought. One step outside their own land and the madness was everywhere. He was frightened now. He knew he could do nothing without her.

He caught up with her at the mailbox where she leaned for a moment to catch her breath. “I forgot to check the mail,” she said between gasps. “Always before we leave in the morning we should check the mail.” Her voice was high and brittle. One touch and it would break into pieces.

“Marilyn, there hasn’t been any mail for three months. They stopped delivering, remember?”

“I thought I’d better check before we go.”

“Marilyn, listen to me. There is no mailman and there is no mail. The last time there was mail they announced it on the radio, remember? It was in April. We had to go down to the post office—”

“We have to wait until the mail comes,” she said, looking beyond him now. Her voice had gone dead, and he thought of someone in a station announcing arrivals and departures.

He took her by the shoulders and shook her gently. “Marilyn, the children are in the car and we have to go now. We have to get out of here before the Green Legionnaires come back.”

“It’s your fault,” she said quietly. She smiled at him and he felt a thrill of terror in his stomach. “It’s your fault that the mail has stopped coming. No messages from anyone—from anywhere—”

“Marilyn, what can I do? I’ll do anything—”

“Too late!” she said quickly. “No love letters now.” And without warning she struck him in the face with her fist. The blow knocked him backward a little and brought tears to his eyes. He cupped his hand over his eye, feeling the pain, not knowing what to say.

“Marilyn, for God’s sake—”

But she had turned away. She was walking slowly back to the car. For a brief moment he felt paralyzed: everything—his wife, their home, their future—was lost. Torn between her and what lay behind, he looked back just once at the house, so brilliant now in the sunlight with its green lawn and its white trim that it dazzled him, blinded him with sorrow.

“Marilyn—Marilyn—”

“Gave you a scare, didn’t I?” she said.

“You—”

“Me? There is no me. There’s nothing left of me. You killed me so many times in so many ways.”

“The children are in the car.”

“Yes. I know. Don’t worry. I’m all right. Mama is dead but otherwise okay.”

“Did you really think—I mean, about the mail—”

“I don’t know what I thought,” she snapped. “Don’t ask. Just get us out of here.”

They passed the burned house and the felled tree that someone had dragged to one side, and turned onto the highway. There was no one in sight. The telephone wires dipped and rose past suburban houses, a golf course, and a rail crossing in a slow, uneven rhythm. Ten miles behind him the highway ended at the old state road that had fallen into disuse. A mile ahead was the freeway entrance to US 70 just outside Old South Haven.

The drone of the engine was comforting. He tried to think of nothing. Images of sunlight and mountains and the long, deserted beaches of the Outer Banks drifted through his mind. Once he looked askance at Marilyn. She was leaning back in her seat, her eyes closed, her lips set in a tight grimace as if she were holding her breath.

Up ahead he saw a stop sign, two gas stations facing each other, and a beer-wine carryout on a third corner. Six or seven men milled about near the pumps. They carried clubs and pitchforks, and they stared at Arthur as he turned right onto Industrial Avenue.

“Okay,” he said. “The regular freeway entrance is probably blocked like Fielding said, but about a mile up this street there’s a dirt road that runs off to the left. We can get onto the freeway from there.”

“Daddy, will you tell David not to cheat when he plays dominoes?”

“David, don’t cheat when you play dominoes.”

David giggled. “I’m Domino Man,” he said. “I steal dominoes from the rich and givum to the poor.”

Marilyn opened her eyes. “A dirt road. Yes, I remember.”

The narrow road ran between rows of industrial warehouses and outlet stores and junkyards and diesel fuel pumps. From time to time he caught a glimpse of the freeway through a cyclone fence and down a steep embankment. It was an ugly part of town, a sprawl of corrugated metal buildings where no one lived, a place where people went to buy damaged furniture, machine parts, discount tires, and cement blocks.

And then, up ahead, a roadblock made of downed telephone poles, and a dozen men in absurd-looking yellow hardhats walking back and forth or sitting on the curb. It was a terrifying and funny sight. A small triangular flag fluttered like a pennant from one side of the barricade. On a field of yellow, three words had been written in blue: BOOKS ARE POWER. Instantly he braked the car and slammed the gear shift into reverse. One of the men pointed to the car, one picked up a rifle, and a third held up an electric loudspeaker: PLEASE STOP WHERE YOU ARE WE HAVE NO WISH TO HARM YOU BUT WE DO NEED YOUR COOPERATION WOULD YOU KINDLY CONSENT TO A BRIEF SEARCH AND In less than ten seconds he had the car turned around. Then came a rifle shot, and a loud ping sounded on his rear bumper. He stepped on the accelerator and the car leaped forward over the edge of a small rise in the road and came down hard on the other side. The yellow men disappeared.

The children poked their heads over the back of the seats. “Daddy what was that funny sound and why are you driving so bumpy?” said Christy. “You knocked over our whole game.”

“Who were those people?” said Marilyn.

“Members of the Librarians League. As you can see, they stand for culture and other fine things. Their color is yellow.”

She shook her head violently and put one hand to her cheek. “Where can we go now?”

“Into town.”

“Isn’t that even more dangerous?”

“It’s the only way we can get on the freeway from the south side. All the suburban entrances are blocked.”

They came again to the crossing and turned north toward town. The loiterers they had seen there a few minutes earlier were gone.

Soon he crossed the bridge into Old South Haven. He had not seen that part of the city in nearly a year, and he was surprised at the terrible difference between what he saw and what he remembered. Erosion and the seasonal changes in temperature had cracked and rutted the tar and gravel streets, leaving craters and crevices that were nearly impassable. The houses, small square buildings of stucco and wood shingle, were the homes of millworkers and shopkeepers who had always kept their walls painted, their lawns manicured and green, and their shrubs and flower beds pruned and pretty. A perfect little village, an emblem of the workingman’s industry and pride. Now weeds had overgrown everything, corner shops were boarded up, and the stoplights had gone dead. Once he saw a small child in a tattered white dress playing on the sidewalk. Once a dead cat lying in the gutter. At the third intersection a pack of dogs roamed in circles, barking at anything that moved. Near one curb he saw they had torn apart something over which a cloud of blueflies now buzzed. Six or seven of the beasts hounded the car down the street, nipping at fenders and cutting in front of the wheels, leaping back just in time. They followed for three blocks, stopped, stared soberly at the retreating auto, then trotted back toward their pack.

The odor—a terrible and sweet mixture of oil and garbage and burnt wood—assaulted them from all sides. David was sobbing hysterically. His brother, his lips trembling, had wrapped a blanket around him and was holding him in his arms.

“Mama, could we please go home? This is terrible—”

Marilyn crawled back with her children, and Arthur could hear her voice crooning over the sound of the motor. Flashes of his family, their arms around each other, appeared and disappeared in the rear-view mirror as the car moved slowly over the uneven road.

“There ought to be a freeway entrance at the bottom of the hill just beyond the railway underpass,” said Arthur.

“You mean all the way downtown?”

“Yes.”

“We can’t go down there. Someone will stop us. They’ll have barricades and things.”

“We’ve got to try,” said Arthur. “There’s no place else to go.”

They came to the steep hill that led down into the underpass. He cut the engine and let the hill carry them down. A moment of darkness, a smell of coal dust, and they emerged into the business district. The rows of discount clothing and furniture stores leading to Main Street were all closed. Some were boarded up, some had their display windows smashed and looted. Dozens of cars had been driven up on the sidewalks or deserted along the curbs. It seemed to Arthur they were floating through a nightmare.

The wide downtown streets, littered with bicycles and boxes of discarded merchandise and furniture dragged out of store-windows, seemed at first to be devoid of any life. Then, at one corner near a red fire hydrant, he saw a cat plumped in a velveteen sofa.

“This is where we used to go to the movies and shop for clothes and where I used to buy sheet music,” cried Marilyn. “This used to be our city. My God, who did all this? Who wanted all this to happen?”

“No one,” said Arthur.

The freeway turnoff sign was farther along than he remembered. They drifted for a few more seconds, then Arthur turned the key and the motor came to life. Suddenly, at the sound of the motor, people began to appear everywhere. Men sat slack-armed in doorways, like apes. Ragged children ran after them. A young girl sat up in a large cardboard box on the sidewalk. At the corner, more children stood around a small van that lay on its side in a pool of burning oil.

“This is where we turn,” said Arthur. “About two blocks up there should be a ramp on the left—” He took a fast turn around the burning truck and then came to a stop. His view of the street ahead was cut off by a police barricade guarded by three men in blue uniforms. Then he heard the scream of a siren and saw in his rear-view mirror that a black police cruiser had parked twenty feet behind him.

“Don’t panic,” said Arthur. “Just stay in back with the kids. Maybe they don’t want anything. Maybe they just want to check us over.” Quickly he threw a blanket over the rifle that lay between the front seats.

A policeman got out of the cruiser and walked toward them. He glanced at the buildings around him and then smiled a little at his shoes. He recognized the cool, professional delay of the traffic cop, something he had seen dozens of times in his life. Somehow it was reassuring.

He was a big man, a little red in the face, perhaps forty or forty-five. He whistled as he approached their car, looking comfortable, like someone’s father. The word sauntering came into his mind. He was sauntering toward them.

“You folks live in town here?”

“No, Officer. We’re from Lakeview. But we used to pay city taxes.”

“Ah. I suppose you didn’t know that there’s a no-car ordinance in the city now for all outsiders?”

“No, sir. We don’t get any news from the city. Once in a while the Green Legionnaires come by with a patrol car and a loudspeaker, and that’s about it.”

“They get that far south?”

“Yes, sir. They came by yesterday to loot houses. They got guns and clubs.”

The policeman look at him, at Marilyn, and at the two grave children with their trembling, tear-stained faces, wrapped in blankets like refugees.

“Well, I should turn you all in. No one is allowed to leave the city and no one is allowed to drive here in the downtown area. Also, we’re supposed to collect a third of all merchandise found in outside cars.”

“A third of everything we have left?” He stared at the officer and the officer met his gaze calmly. Then he looked back again at Marilyn and the children.

“Do you have any guns?”

“Yes. A twenty-two rifle.” The words came out before he had a chance to think. Never lie to a policeman, said a child’s voice somewhere inside him.

The officer froze for a moment. Then he saw that nothing was pointed at him. Then he laughed. “You come right out and tell me you have a rifle in your car? You come right out and tell me that, and you with no permit for downtown driving?”

“But we need the gun,” said Arthur. “God knows what will happen to us without it. The Legion is taking over Lakeview. They’re probably burning houses today. We can’t go back—we can’t stay here—” He could think of nothing else to say. He looked into the policeman’s face, fought back the tears of despair, hoped against hope that he would be moved by their helplessness.

The officer straightened up and then took a deep breath. He glanced for a moment at the men guarding the barricade and then leaned down again, peering into the back of the station wagon.

“M’am, I see your boys are wrapped up in blankets. Are they sick?”

“No,” said Marilyn. “They’re just terrified.”

The policeman cursed under his breath. “You think I like doing this? I got four kids waiting in a hotel room across town—” He shook his head. “Oh for Chrissakes get out of here, then,” he said. “And you better not tell anyone you have a gun in the car.”

Marilyn began to cry. “Thank you,” she managed to say. “Oh, thank you—”

“Just get out of here. And remember what I said. You tell someone you got a gun and you’re liable to get killed for it.”

“God bless you,” said Arthur.

The policeman winced, as if someone had struck him in the face. “You better get the hell out of here before I change my mind,” he said. “The boys up ahead won’t be so goddamn easy if they catch you.”

Arthur shifted into reverse, backed around the police cruiser, turned the car around, and made his way back to the burning truck at the Grove Street intersection. For a few seconds he watched the shrinking form of the nameless policeman, their benefactor. The man stood motionless and then, briefly, raised his hand in a hesitant, fluttering gesture, as if he were waving good-by to someone who could not see him. Then he turned to confront the men at the barricade, who were suddenly shouting and waving their fists.

He turned south at Grove Street, driving very slowly. The wind rocked an empty pail back and forth in the street and blew sheets of newspaper across the sidewalks. A black man stood in a doorway. A large gray dog attacked the car, foaming at the mouth.

“Thank God for the few good people left,” said Marilyn. “I hope he doesn’t get into trouble for helping us.”

“He’s in trouble all right. I saw the men at the barricade coming for him.”

“Oh my God.”

Trying to stay close to the freeway, he turned right at Longacre Street and into a complex of old storehouses and coalyards and machine shops. Three blocks ahead he saw another police car. Without thinking, he spun the wheel to the left and the car lurched into an empty lot. On the far side, a narrow road led between old brick buildings to another lot, this one filled with thousands of old automobile tires. The pathways between the tires were littered with garbage, and as the car tipped from side to side over that uncertain landscape he heard the rising sound of a siren somewhere behind him.

At the end of the lot he found a cement road that ran along the base of an embanked highway. A chain-link fence ran the length of the embankment, but a few yards ahead he saw where it had been broken in. Again without thinking he swerved to the left, pushed through the broken fence and gunned the engine. The car shot forward and then shuddered, laboring up the embankment. He shifted into first and pressed the accelerator to the floor. The car lurched forward again, then slid to the right. And then, like a miracle, the sky turned above them and they came out onto a level place. A beautiful six-lane highway, utterly deserted at eleven in the morning.

He eased the car over the cement divider and turned west. In five minutes they passed three wrecked cars, a man and a woman holding hands and carrying rolled blankets, a dead horse, and a group of bearded men cooking something on the berm of the road. Then a row of deserted toll booths, and then a hysterical policeman at a barricade that someone had demolished, Arthur imagined, with a large truck.

The sound of the siren gradually faded. Off the highway he saw gas stations, a farm supply center, and then a windmill. Soon they came to the top of a long hill. The silver and gray highway extended miles in front of them. There was not a car, not a sign of life anywhere in sight, nothing but rolling meadowlands and forests. The sudden, sweet odors of cut hay and clover filled the car.

Once more he knew where he was going. The city he had loved was a sick animal snapping at its own haunches. Ahead of him the dream, the long odyssey, was taking shape in his mind, rising clean and looming like a mountain. His heart burst with infinite hope, and tears of relief and joy ran down his cheeks.

“Your father saved us,” said Marilyn in a broken voice. “We’re all safe now.”

She crawled back into the front seat. She ran her hands through her long hair and then began to laugh. The children emerged from their blankets and began to look about, their mouths open, their arms still around each other’s shoulders.

“My God,” she said, “we’re on the freeway. We’re free and we’re on our way.”


SEVEN

The Flash of Metal Men

THE SOUNDS AND IMAGES of the city faded from his mind, and after an hour of beautiful and repetitive scenery rushing past, he felt clean and awake and curious. Everything he saw seemed beautiful, sublime, tinged with mystery. Every thought was like a fresh gust of wind. The road map spread out on Marilyn’s lap was a kaleidoscope of bright possibilities. The children, asleep now with their arms around each other after their harrowing morning, were like angels, their faces touched by the intermittent sunlight breaking through the trees at the edge of the road.

Occasionally he saw threads of smoke rising from the hills a mile or so the the east. Campfires, he thought. He wondered if Fielding and his men were cooking their lunch by one of them. But no, they could not have come so far so soon. Apart from the smoke there was little sign of human life, not even dead animals on the freeway. Once they saw a deserted car that had run off the road into a yellow field. Once they passed another station wagon going in the opposite direction. A family of six. Arthur waved and beeped his horn. Hands and arms shot out of the windows of the approaching vehicle at various angles, and waved furiously. As they passed, the driver, a smiling young man with red hair and a sunburned face, shouted something across that swift and narrow space.

Marilyn nudged him. “What did he say?”

“I didn’t hear. Something about rainbows.”

“Rainbows?” She turned to watch the car disappear over the hill behind them. “I wonder where they’re going.”

“I don’t know. Soldier, I wish you well.”

“What?”

“That’s the end of a poem by Housman. It’s about how soldiers gather in the square and all the townspeople come to look at them. And a single redcoat turns his head to look at the guy who’s telling the poem. Something like that. Then it goes on to say that these two people never met before and will never meet again and each has no way of knowing even at that moment what the other is thinking. But dead or alive, drunk or dry, you have my best wishes. ‘Soldier, I wish you well.’ That’s the general idea anyway.”

“I keep forgetting you’re a literary person.”

“Yes, I used to own a bookstore, didn’t I? And all the professors used to come in and talk and smoke their pipes before I went bankrupt.”

“You used to read a lot then.”

“Yes. Well, anyway, I was thinking that that’s what we all are. We’re all soldiers, but we don’t know who we’re supposed to fight, and we don’t have any orders or uniforms, and we don’t even know who our generals are. So sometimes we just stand around and wave to each other.”

Marilyn smiled. “ ‘Soldier, I wish you well.’ I like that.” She turned to Arthur and put her hand on his arm. “Soldier, I wish you well,” she said again. “You and your musket and your map saved us all from certain death.”

“You’re saying that you like me.”

“Yes, soldier. I like you very much.”

“Mommy and Daddy are smooching,” said Christy.

“Daddy likes the way Mommy’s shape is all curvy,” said David.

“Smooch smooch and hug hug,” said Christy.

“Daddy likes Mommy’s big bosoms,” said David. “Mommy’s bosoms go all the way to California.”

“Now that’s enough of that,” said Marilyn.

“I thought you guys were asleep,” said Arthur.

“Who can sleep when you’re starving to death,” said Christy.

“Me too,” said David. “I could eat a buzzard.”

Arthur smiled. “Seems like we’re back to normal. Marilyn, you want to break out something?”

“Let’s stop somewhere. It would be nice to walk around.”

“I don’t know.”

“We’re free now,” said Marilyn. “We can do anything we want. There’s no one around for miles.”

“Let’s stop by one of the metal monsters,” said Christy.

“Let’s stay a million miles away from the metal monsters,” shrieked David.

“Let’s not talk about monsters,” said Arthur. “Let’s talk about wind and grass and trees and what we’re going to have for lunch.”

“But, dang, they’re all over the place. Davy and I saw a whole bunch since we woke up.”

“Christy, please quit.”

Marilyn turned around in her seat. “What your father means is that we’ve had a very hard time today and we ought to talk about something nice and forget all the bad things.”

“But Mom, the metal guys are not bad. They just stand around and look flashy.”

“Christy, what are you talking about?”

“Right there!”

Arthur looked up and saw a glint of something on a hillside two hundred yards off. A surge of fear ran through him. “Marilyn, what was that?”

“You mean that shiny thing? You know, I’ve been seeing little shiny things out of the corner of my eye ever since we left South Haven. On hillsides, usually.”

Madness, he thought. Myths, monsters, superstitions—it would all come true if he let it. The world had fallen into pieces, and it was up to him to make his own from what pieces he could find. Christy and David and Marilyn were real, he thought. The station wagon filled to the brim with supplies was real. The road was real. There were no metal men, and the forests and rivers were not peopled with dragons, sorcerers, omens, and curses.

“Christy, did you see them move?”

“No, they just stand there,” said Christy.

“Sounds like a real mystery.”

Christy grinned. “You mean we can stop and investigate? Can we Dad?”

“You tell me the next time you see one up fairly close, and we’ll stop.” Yes, he thought, a mystery. That was the way to look at it. Like the Loch Ness Monster or Sasquatch. One of those things that is never quite real or unreal, something that comes to the edge of reality but never steps over, never touches you in your home or on the way to the market.

Marilyn gave him a hard look. “Arthur, do you think this is wise? You just said we ought to be careful.”

“And you just said we’re free. No police, no Green Legionnaires, no one for miles.”

Ten minutes later they came to a crescent-shaped rest area scooped neatly out of the forest, with stone tables and benches, and little braziers standing on steel poles. At one end stood a little roofed platform where Coke and coffee machines rusted in the sunlight. At the other end, a dead phone booth. Marilyn set out sandwiches and carrot sticks and powdered milk while Christy and David, released from their confinement, ran in circles and shouted and then wandered into the maze of paths that wound through the pine trees beyond the clearing. The place was filled with stone steps and gravel and bark chips, and it looked unnaturally neat.

In a moment the children came running back, screaming with excitement. “Mommy! Dad! We found a metal monster! Come and see quick!”

The children disappeared down the path almost instantly, and Arthur set down the thermos and paper plates in his hands and ran after them, his heart filled with anxiety and wonder. What in the world had they found? He tripped over a root, sprawled forward, and saw a flash of something metallic through the branches of an evergreen just ahead.

“Dad! Over here! It’s really neat!”

He had come over a little rise and now stood on a small bluff, a clearing with a view of the highway a few feet below. Before him stood the metal monster. It was at least six feet tall, and it glittered silver in the afternoon sunlight. It was made of tin cans.

The cans had been peeled, opened at both ends, clipped with metal shears so they would fit together, and then made into a man. The feet were nailed to a piece of barnboard. The legs, built in triangular sections of three cans each, supported the torso, a lumpy conglomerate of sixty or seventy cans held together with three circles of aluminum wire. One arm was raised in greeting, its thick fingers spread apart, its weight supported by another twist of wire wound around the wrist and fastened to a pine branch three feet above the monster’s head. As the branch lifted in the wind, the arm squeaked and moved a little from side to side. Two tin-can eyes protruded from the creature’s face. The mouth, a single can set lengthwise, went entirely through the head.

“If he ever swallowed anything, the stuff would just dribble down the back of his neck,” said Christy.

“Look the way his lips are,” said David. “He can’t say anything but oooh.”

“He wants to say Hi but all he can say is oooh. I guess he’s not very smart,” Christy was smiling now as he stood, hands on hips, looking up into the monster’s face.

“I think he’s very bright,” said David. “He’s shiny all over.”

The children began to dance around the metal man, squeaking and making oooh sounds, and pressing and releasing their fingers from their lips, like cartoon Indians.

In some places the cans had been hammered a little to suggest more carefully the contours of the human body. In some places they stuck out a little or hung obscenely to suggest shagginess or misshapenness. The whole effect was surprisingly lively, whimsical, and vaguely disturbing. A metal man waving to no one in the middle of nowhere. Perhaps there were dozens, or hundreds of them standing around in the forests and meadows along the freeway. What could they mean?

Fielding, he remembered, had talked about the myth of the Silver Man, the terror with a dozen names: the Faceless Man, the White Robot, the Steel Dragon, Metal Man. In his wake came plague, drought, madness, death.

“It would be pretty scary to find him at night,” said Christy. He poked tentatively at Metal Man, who answered by rocking back and forth on his wooden stand and waving his arm.

Yes, he thought, superstitions were a disease of the night. But even as his children played around the squeaking, helpless creature, he saw that its enormous and grotesque shadow was already beginning to lengthen in the midafternoon sunlight.

AT THREE O’CLOCK they passed along the outskirts of Boonton and took the exit to state 67 which would take them to Knightsbridge. They moved in a slow, wide circle around the edge of the city. No cars appeared on the innerbelt, and they saw no direct signs of life in the downtown streets, though here and there fires burned on street corners. He wondered, were they markers? Gathering places? Garbage fires?

Then he caught a quick glimpse of a suburb—ranch houses and split-levels arranged on a hillside of meandering roads and cul-de-sacs. A man cutting his grass with a hand mower. Children on bicycles. Men with white armbands walking the streets. A gathering of people around a fire in someone’s fenced backyard. Life almost as usual, he thought. But apparently without gasoline, and perhaps without electricity, government, industry, or commerce. Like South Haven six months earlier: the suburbs had survived for a while after the heart of the city had died.

The city turned slowly on its axis, disappearing by degrees behind his left shoulder as if someone or something were cranking an enormous wheel under the earth. At the city limits, a green and white highway sign: KNIGHTSBRIDGE—100 MILES. The station wagon plunged on into the afternoon. There was no way to return to anything, no way to stop what was happening. He thought for a moment of the ruined city of South Haven, of the Green Legionnaires who were plundering Lakeview, the metal men who winked at him from hillsides, the policeman with his children waiting for him in a hotel room somewhere—the man who had dared to save them. He thought back to the temporary shutdowns and shortages, the day the supermarkets closed, the week when the television stations shut down, one by one. They were all pieces of some great disaster whose shape and size he could not assess or even imagine. There had been no nuclear holocaust, no great plague. The world had not been ravaged by fire or water or ice. The great glacier, a thing he had often dreamed of, an event predicted by many scientists, had never come to pass. He knew only that he was escaping from a nightmare, and pursuing a dream: his father’s mountain. He was rushing deeper into the country, turning northwest now into the farm and forestlands that bordered the foothills of the green mountains where he had lived as a boy.

And then he remembered a dream, something that had come to him while Fielding talked about his travels. He was slipping effortlessly through the soil, through the sedimentary histories of the earth. He was rushing like water through unknown caverns and subterranean rivers. He was returning to Troyton and to his father and mother.

“Arthur? You’re a million miles away.”

“What?”

“I said, you’re a million miles away.”

“I was thinking about—God knows what I was thinking about. Have you seen any signs? How far are we from Knightsbridge do you think?”

“Still a long way. You were looking so soulful.”

“I guess I was thinking about Troyton.”

“Ah. Your happy childhood.”

He was not sure how happy he had been at Troyton—they had moved there when he was ten and left two years later, and his impressions of the place were fragmented.

“We lived in a funny little house off the main road between Troyton and Troyton Corners. Troyton was the city and Troyton Corners was just a crossing a couple miles to the north where there was this little grocery and hardware store with a little hall in the back where the farmers came on Saturday afternoons to drink beer.”

“Sounds charming.”

“My mother hated it. And she hated the little house in the woods.”

“Why?”

“Well, it was a little stone house built by some eccentric old guy who hated people, cities, noise, just about everything. It was too small and too far off the highway and it didn’t have enough windows and there was no lawn at all—just this stone patio in back and a dirt parking lot in front. In the summer we had gnats. I remember this sweet-smelling oily yellow stuff Father used to buy. It would burn your skin and keep the gnats off for about twenty minutes. In the winter we would get snowed in for days, the road was so bad. But I think my father liked it because it was sort of rustic. The whole house was paneled in wood and we had this beautiful little breakfast nook with wooden benches where the sun would shine in the morning. And all the interior doors had these iron latches instead of doorknobs that you lifted when you went from one room to another. And there was a big stone fireplace in the living room that heated practically the whole house.

“What was the town like?”

“I’ve told you about all that stuff a dozen times.”

“Tell me again.”

“Well, I don’t actually remember too much about the town except that it was built on a steep hill, and one end of the main street was about four hundred feet higher than the other end. There were a bunch of dime stores and taverns and gas stations and a series of very old apartment buildings made out of wood that hung over the street. Made everything look sort of European. I remember on Fridays my father would take us to the movies and then to this little ice cream parlor. On the way home we would all sit together in the front and look out at the night and talk about the movie. That was the big night of the week. There wasn’t very much to do in the summertime, and I remember getting very depressed when we couldn’t go to the movies on Friday.”

“Did you go to school in Troyton?”

“The grammar school was just outside town. I guess it was a pretty awful school. Lots of tough farmboys and a few nervous little merchants’ sons and daughters that got picked on horribly. We used to play Larry Caw-Caw.”

“You used to play what?”

“Larry Caw-Caw. Didn’t you play Larry Caw-Caw when you were in grammar school?”

“No.”

“Well I guess you wouldn’t have. You had a very genteel upbringing.”

She smiled. “How do you play Larry Caw-Caw?”

“It’s sort of like hide-and-seek. You divide up into two teams, the ins and the outs. The ins run all over the playground trying to catch the outs. When you catch somebody you scream Larry Caw-Caw at the top of your lungs. Then sometimes another in will come and help drag the out to the in goal, or maybe three or four outs will come and beat on the in until he lets go of the out. If the ins capture all the outs by the end of recess then they win. But the problem is that sometimes an out would dart to the in goal and free all the captured outs. The ins always had a helluva time, and so they usually got pretty vicious. I remember once Alan Black broke somebody’s nose trying to drag him in, and the principal said we couldn’t play Larry Caw-Caw for a month. But we played anyway.”

“Alan Black must have been a terror.”

“He was my best friend. The teachers all hated him, and his father used to beat him with this leather whip and make him work in the fields twelve hours a day during harvest, and I remember once he broke into school one Saturday after he got expelled, and poured a quart of school glue into his teacher’s tropical fish aquarium, turned over her desk, and wrote ‘Fuck’ on her blackboard.”

“Some friend.”

“The very best. He would have killed anyone who stole my lunch or tried to hit me. Once this big kid tried to urinate on me in the boys’ room, and Alan Black knocked the wind out of him and then held his head in the toilet bowl for about fifteen seconds. Damn near killed him.”

Marilyn shook her head. “No one needs a friend like that.”

“I loved Alan Black. I told him once that he was the bravest and kindest person in the whole world. He sort of messed up my hair and then ran off to the locker room and cried. That gave me the funniest feeling. A big kid like that crying. I didn’t understand until after we left Troyton that I had moved him, and that Alan Black needed love the same as anyone else.”

“Was he—was he an ugly boy?”

“No, he was just big, with long stringy hair. He used to kind of lunge from side to side when he walked, like lots of farmers do in that area. He called me ‘little buddy.’ God have mercy on him. He’s probably in prison by now, or dead.”

“That’s very nice.”

“Nice? You’ve got a funny idea of what nice is.”

“No, I mean the way you feel about it. That’s something I’ve always loved about you. The way you feel about other people.” Then she smiled. “You’re kind of useless and impractical, but you do have nice feelings.”

“You and my father have a lot in common, you know that?”

“Your father and I have practically nothing in common. What else do you remember about Troyton?”

“Do you really want to hear about all this? I mean, isn’t it kind of boring?”

“I’m not going anyplace and I can’t read in the car. It gives me a headache.”

“Well, there was a place on the other side of Turkey Mountain just above Troyton Corners, a vacation resort called Deer Lake. It was about two miles long, I think. At one end they had this gorgeous beach and a bunch of little log cabins and a colonial restaurant with a big room for dancing. I remember we stayed there once for three days when some men came to gravel and tar our road.”

His memory of Deer Lake was among his most vivid memories of Troyton, and yet it too was fragmented: white sailboats skimming along the two-mile run of wind. Fires on the beach at night with beautiful songs rising up into the starlight. His father singing “In the Gloaming,” his face all red and gold and shadowy by the fire’s flames. His mother in a kind of sarong that was popular at the time, sashaying off to dinner and drinking so beautifully from an amber glass and talking about lovely things he did not begin to understand. An eleven-year-old girl with long black hair with whom he had shyly held hands and confessed secrets he had long since forgotten. What was her name? Mary Sterling, was that it? Mary Sterling. He wondered what in the wide world had ever happened to Mary Sterling and Alan Black.

There were other things: the skinny boy at Troyton Corners who shouted STUGATZ FONGULAH at every girl who passed (what in the world had he meant?). The little community of houses down the road toward Troyton, all built by that eccentric, gentle man who lived with his artist wife in a house of screens and tapestries and stone fireplaces. The day that he and Alan Black and Johnny Arno and Fuzzy Johnson and Buddy, his Irish setter, climbed to the top of Turkey Mountain and ate lunch on the forest rangers’ observation tower. The seven deer who came to the house once, just before dawn.

“—So this place where we’re going,” Marilyn was saying, “is the setting for your deliriously happy childhood.”

“Not exactly. I wasn’t exactly happy there.”

“It sounds like you were very happy.”

“I know. When I talk about Troyton it always seems like I must have been happy there, but that’s the funny thing. I really wasn’t.”

The shape of those two years in the woods was beginning to form now in his mind. No, he had not been happy there. It had been too beautiful for happiness, and too lonely. He had been stung by beauty, he had thought about death and been terrified by the possibility that someday his own consciousness would end, he spent too much time reading and daydreaming, and he had turned inward and peopled the dark place he found there with brilliant and immortal beings who had, in the end, broken his heart. He had fallen in love—with what or whom he was not sure—and he had been lonely. Troyton, he thought, was the imperfect gift of his father, just as the mountain and the new house was the gift of his father. Now he would give it whole and perfect to his own wife and children, and the chain of love would remain unbroken.

SUDDENLY it occurred to him that he had not seen or thought about the children for nearly an hour. He took a quick glance over his shoulder. They both sat crosslegged on the green rug, leaning over a book about sharks.

“Dang,” said Christy. “I’m hungry again. I could eat about sixteen buzzards.”

“I could eat sixteen buzzards and a herd of naked gophers,” said David, who loved to think up things that made no sense.

Christy crawled across the rug and tried to hug his brother. “Davy, you’re a naked gopher, and you got cute little naked gopher parts.”

“I am not cute!” screamed David. “And I’ll kill your guts if you tell me that stuff again! Christy, you better get off me or I’ll tell Dad what you said yesterday—”

Marilyn tapped him on the shoulder. “It’s time we stopped somewhere,” she said.

“But we’ve got three more hours of driving time. We could get past Knightsbridge—”

“The boys need exercise. They’ll never eat a good dinner no matter what they say unless they get to run around for a while before we eat.”

“Goddamn waste of time—”

“You’re getting crabby. Everybody’s getting crabby. Let’s get out and you can take the kids for a nice walk somewhere.”

The wind rose a little and suddenly a metal man waved at him from another hillside. Well, what was the big hurry? His legs and the muscles in the back of his neck ached; his eyes felt watery and he had to go to the bathroom. He took a deep breath. There was no hurry, no schedule to follow. The mountain would wait until they got there.

He came to a place where open fields flanked the highway on both sides. He let the car slow down, then drove off the road. The station wagon whispered through the tall yellow grass.

“Arthur, where in the world are you going?”

“Dang, this is neat, Dad,” said Christy. “It’s like we’re in a boat.”

“It’s too scary,” said David. “It looks all buggy. Like a place where dragonflies and moths go flattering in your face.”

“Flattering in your face?” said Christy. “Davy, I think you just made up another word.”

“It just bursted out,” said David.

At the edge of the field they came into a copse of poplars and elms, and from there into a small, rocky clearing which could not be seen from the highway.


EIGHT

Starry Night

THE CHILDREN, released from the station wagon, ran and leaped and shouted, their small voices dying in the vast, open air. He had stopped in a clearing encircled by tall birches and elms and marked by shallow protrusions of shale and sandstone covered with lichen and moss. Acid soil, he thought. The kind that would produce hundreds of toadstools after a good rain.

At the east end of the clearing a brook ran along the foot of a rocky hillside. It was clear now that the land along the highway was gradually changing. The plains and rolling hills were giving way here and there to geologic disturbances, sharp outcroppings of rock that buckled and rose under slow orogenic pressures that nothing could resist. It was as if he had come into the outlying regions of a land where some demon slept beneath the earth.

The children ran off and he stood for a moment with Marilyn in the middle of the clearing, their long shadows mingling with the shadows of tree. “Well,” she said, “it’s beautiful here. I’ll say that much.”

“Let’s follow the kids. Let’s take off our shoes and run in the water.”

“It’s too cold. Besides I’m not feeling that well. All those hours in the car are bad for my stomach.”

“Come on. It’ll do you good.”

“It’ll do me good to rest for a while. You go on ahead. I can carry the few things I need from the car and you can build a fire when you get back.” She began to walk around the clearing, stopping here and there to stretch her legs and look at flowers that sprouted in thick clusters between rocks. Then she came back to the car, opened the hatch, and brought out a gray blanket which she spread over the ground.

“I thought you said you needed a rest.”

“This is restful for me. Moving around a little, doing simple things. You go on ahead, but be back in twenty minutes. I’m going to need a fire.” She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “I know you want to be with your boys. Now go on, I don’t need you here until I unload and get my ducks in a row.”

“Okay,” he said. “We’ll all be back in twenty minutes.” He removed his shoes and socks, rolled up his pants, and followed Christy and David into the brook. The shock of the freezing water made him stiffen.

“C’mon, Dad,” cried Christy, “The water’s warm.”

“It’s freezing!” screamed David. “My feet just died!”

The three of them made their way upstream in the clear, swift water. How beautiful it was, he thought, with its sandy bed strewn with smooth rocks. Schools of green minnows darted into patches of yellow sunlight, then disappeared under the shadows of overhanging rocks. At one point a boulder split the brook into narrows that gushed and foamed into eddies that had carved small, dark pools at the edge. David took a step into the swirling water and nearly lost his balance. His lips began to tremble and his arms reached out to his father. Arthur lifted him onto his shoulders, held his small white hands in his own, and felt the cold water soaking his T-shirt and trickling down his back. Together they made their way upstream.

After five minutes of wading they came to a stone pool halfway up the long hillside, a natural reservoir cut out of the rock that ran, he judged, close to a hundred feet from side to side. Christy reached it first. He crawled up a mossy rise and came to the lip of the little waterfall that fed the brook they had followed. He stood there in silence until Arthur, with David still on his shoulders, caught up.

Clusters of hyacinths defined beautiful open spaces of green water where water spiders and the shadows of trees played lightly across the surface. Beneath, schools of sunfish made sudden, changing shapes, and crowds of seaweed turned in the slow-moving current. Near the center of the pool lay a table rock that had split and apparently fallen from the rocky slope above them. Arthur stepped into the pool, lifted David over his shoulders, and set him on the rock. Christy waded out by himself, braced himself with his hands, gave a little hop, and swung his legs over. They all sat for a moment without speaking.

“Boy,” said Christy, “are we far away from everything.”

“We’re safe,” said Arthur. “Here we are on our own island.”

“I wish Mommy was here,” said David.

“Mommy is fixing dinner. We have to go back pretty soon and build a fire so she can cook.”

“This is neat,” said Christy. “This is the best picnic we ever had.”

“We’re on a pirate ship,” said David. “And we’re gonna blast anybody who comes close.”

“No,” said Christy, “we’re explorers. We’re—we’re lost out in the stars on a space ship and we’re drifting farther and farther away from earth. And it’s a million years from now.”

While his children explored the universe, Arthur dipped his hands into the pool and spilled water on the table rock. The colors and textures of the rock emerged and separated, revealing tiny fissures, rills, and concentric ribs of sediment, a great skeletal view of seasons no one had ever seen. He ran his hand over the smooth and rough texture of the wet rock, feeling the ages under his fingers. Here and there he touched the fossil of a tiny shelled creature; at one spot he found a group of half-inch trilobites. They were not the familiar horseshoe kind he had seen in books, but smaller, and jointed, like scarabs. Or like tiny Coleman lanterns left in the rocks by elves.

“Fossils,” said Christy, looking over his shoulder. “We got fossils all over the place.”

“What’s a fossil, Christy?” said his brother.

“Well, a fossil is a real old animal or a leaf or something that gets stuck in a rock.”

“How does it get stuck in a rock, Christy?”

“You want to know about fossils?” said Arthur.

“I just want to know how they got here,” said David.

Arthur explained as best he could; he told them about the oceans that had advanced and receded before there were any people, and he told them how rocks formed from sediment that settled at the bottoms of seas and lakes.

David touched the tips of his fingers to the rock. “You mean this used to be just mud?”

“Yes. And you see all those lines. Each line shows all the mud that turned into rock for that year. So if you count up all the lines you get a record of a whole bunch of years and some of the things that lived back then.”

“Just this one rock that we’re standing on right here shows all that?”

“Yes. Nature is like a book. These rocks are like pages. After you study them for a while you learn to read them.”

“You mean right here there used to be water?” said David, who had grasped a piece of what his father had said. “Right here where the air is”—he waved his hand through the air—“there used to be water instead?”

“That’s right.”

“Sure,” said Christy triumphantly. “That’s why there’s all these little seashell fossils in the rock, right Dad?”

“You mean that’s the real way they used to look like?” said David.

He wanted to explain everything, to make them feel the enormous and impersonal permanence of the past against which the present was but a flickering vision. His own father had hated all organized religion but had given him that religious feeling, which was somehow comforting. We are born out of a great mystery, he had often said, and it is to that great mystery that we all return. Death, then, was a form of loyalty. You gave yourself to the earth, for the earth was your creator and would always find some use for you. It would conserve you and allow you to continue in some way. And perhaps, within its vast architecture, to remember something of all the things you were.

“Dad, how come you know all this stuff?” said Christy, who for years had admired his father’s inexhaustible fund of knowledge concerning all things.

“I used to read a lot of books,” said Arthur, without thinking. “You can learn so many things—so many things from books.”

When their feet had warmed a little, he led his children farther up the rocky incline. Beyond the pool, the brook separated into a series of streamlets that ran over wide steps of sedimentary rock. Slivers of mica streaked the surfaces where they climbed, and glinted through the thin film of water like bits of silver.

“Where does the river come from, Dad?”

“It comes from an underground spring. You see, water runs under the ground almost everywhere, and in some places it finds a way to come up, like a fountain.” Spring water, he thought. The taste of sedimentary minerals. The taste of silver and dust.

They came to a place where they could stand and look down at the steps of rock, the pool, the brook, and the meadow far below. He had not realized until then how far they had climbed, and he wondered, as an alarm went off somewhere inside him, how much time had passed since Marilyn had told him to be back in twenty minutes.

From this vantage, the highway and the plains beyond were also visible, and he saw in the distance a narrow white column of smoke rising in the windless air. A campfire, he guessed, where another band of travelers had gathered to talk and cook their meal. Men he would never know. Soldiers, he thought, I wish you well. Farther on, and higher, the silhouette of birds moved across the glow of the sinking sun. Christy and David stood with their father, holding his hands, pressing their cheeks against his arms. Christy shivered. The birds disappeared into the golden haze.

“Gosh,” he said quietly. “We sure are far away from everything.”

BY THE TIME THEY RETURNED Marilyn had removed four baskets from the car and washed all the vegetables in the brook and set up her kitchen on a flat rock. Arthur opened up their alpine tent, a pumpkin-shaped thing that made a garish contrast to the natural world around it, and set to building the fire. He cut twigs with his jack knife and made a little mound of shavings. Then he built a cone of larger twigs over the mound and lit it with a kitchen match. As the cone disintegrated in a puff of flame, he put on small branches and then heavier limbs with knots that he had chopped from a fallen tree nearby. When the fire was burning high he dug holes around the edge and buried potatoes, each wrapped with a slice of ham and covered with tinfoil, while Marilyn boiled beets and greens in a pot that hung from a tripod which he set to straddle the fire. He could not believe how smoothly everything went, and he was secretly pleased with himself. He had never done these things before, but he had a clear image of his father doing them in Troyton, years ago. Simple, he thought. Just one step at a time. Several times he caught Marilyn watching him curiously. Just a little basic woodsmanship, he wanted to say. Nothing to it.

The taste of food was enormously reassuring. He smiled, thinking how they had fled from a dying world to make their own in the safe hollow of nature’s green hand.

“Lord, what a day,” said Marilyn.

He laughed. “Here we are,” he said. “We’re here.”

“By the grace of God,” she answered. “Boys, do you remember where we were this morning?”

Christy looked up from his food, chewing thoughtfully. “Seems like a long time ago,” he said after a moment. “It’s hard to remember—oh, wait. Dad got me up this morning in our own house.”

“And then came all that scary stuff,” said David.

“You can thank your father we got through all that scary stuff,” said Marilyn.

“Thank you, dear old skinny Daddy for getting us through all the scary stuff,” said David, giggling.

“They’re happy,” said Marilyn. “Can you imagine?”

“You’re happy too.”

She smiled a little. “I guess I am. We have been through so much today it’s almost, well, funny. And here we are, safe, with full stomachs and a warm fire.”

David threw his paper plate in the fire and then went to his mother and began whispering in her ear. Arthur watched the look of concentration form in his wife’s face: the knitting of the eyebrows, the words forming silently on her lips as David whispered.

“David, I think you’d better talk to your father about that. That’s man’s business.”

“No, Mom! I want you to come—”

“David, I think your daddy knows more about—”

“Don’t say it, Mom! Just don’t say it!” He buried his face in her neck and she put her arms around him.

“Well then, you tell him.”

“Oh God!” he wailed. But then, with slow, scraping steps and averted face, he came up to his father and whispered, almost inaudibly: “Daddy, how do I make a BM in the middle of the woods?”

Arthur laughed. “Come on. I’ll show you.”

“Daddy, I’m scared to do it in the woods. Well, Dad, I really am! Oh, you just think everything is funny—” He beat his fists against the blanket and began to cry.

“David, I’m sorry. Come on, I’ll show you what to do.”

“You’re just like Christy! You think I’m cute and you call me awful names like Scampy Twinkleshoes and Davy Skinnylegs and all that awful bum shit talk—”

David had always been thin and pale, and when he cried he looked terribly fragile. Arthur feared sometimes that his deep, breath-catching sobs would shake the life out of him. “David, I’m sorry. I know I get pretty silly sometimes.”

“I really do have to go, Dad.”

“I know, David. Let me show you what to do.”

David wiped his eyes and stood up. “Okay, Dad.” He took his father’s hand and walked out toward the edge of the clearing.

“All you brave men out here in the wilderness,” said Marilyn. “I guess I’ll just have to let you all take care of me.”

Arthur spoke quietly to his son. He taught him how to bend his knees, hang from a low branch, and wipe himself with leaves.

Later the children hunted for lions and werewolves in the shadows of the firelight, whooping and singing and snarling at each other. Later on, when Arthur put three more logs on the fire, the children grew quiet. For a while they drew patterns in the dirt with sticks. Then they sat close to their parents and watched the flames rise and crackle over the new logs, filling the air with the smoky odor of pine and birch.

“Daddy, will you tell us a story?”

“It’s getting late,” said Marilyn.

“I think maybe I’ve got a quick one,” said Arthur.

She sighed. “It’s always the same. I try to get them to bed and you try to keep them up.”

“Isn’t it wonderful that life is full of universals?”

“Tell your story, nightowl. But make it quick.”

“Is our dad a nightowl?” said Christy.

“He goes hoot,” said David.

“This story,” Arthur began, “was told to me by Nightowl, also known as Nighthawk, who is a strange winged creature who lives in the woods and knows about everything that happens there.”

“He’s so magic that he makes BMs that turn into chocolate fudge sundaes!” said David.

“Shut up with that stuff,” said Christy. “Dad is trying to get his story started.”

“Anyway, Nightowl told me once about a group of children who had a picnic deep in the woods, and when they finished eating they decided to take all the tin cans they had left over and build a Metal Man.”

“Metal Monsters always make tin-can BMs,” said David.

“Davy, I’m going to pull your hair and sit on you if you don’t shut up,” said Christy.

“—and then one day another group of children found the Metal Man and decided to build one of their own. Pretty soon children were building Metal Men all over the place.”

“Is that the way it really happened?” said David.

“It’s a story,” said Christy, with vengeance. “Dang, don’t you even know what a story is?”

“I’m not talking about that!” said David. “You don’t even know what I’m talking about!” Again he was close to tears.

“Children, you’ve got just five minutes,” said Marilyn. “If you fight you won’t hear Daddy’s story at all.”

“—and then an interesting thing happened,” he continued. “Grownups kept coming across the Metal Men in the fields and forests where the children had built them, and each time they did they added something. An engineer found one by a river and put in springs and some oil. A mechanic found one on a mountain and put in a motor and some spark plugs. A doctor found one by a lake and put in some plastic tubing. A general found three of them in a field and gave each of them a map and a plan. A very rich man on a fancy picnic gave his pride.”

“What’s pride?” said David.

“That’s when you think you’re terrific,” said Christy. “Like Charlie Pratwell and Mary Sue Breckenridge.”

“—and a poor man found one in a cave and gave his feelings.”

Now the children grew quiet again, and he felt his wife’s soft eyes upon him as he spun his story out of nothing. He had no idea where it was going, but he was full of words now, words that came out of the fire and the darkness.

“Pretty soon the Metal Men began to walk around and talk to each other, and pretty soon they built a clubhouse which they called Metal Man’s Meetingplace. Pretty soon they had their own newspaper, the Metal Messenger, and their own church, Metal Man’s Mission. They also had their own forms of entertainment—metal mime, metal music, and metal magazines.”

“Did everything always start with m?” said Christy.

“Mostly.”

“Well, what happened then?”

“The Metal Men began to think that they were the longest-lasting and the strongest and the most logical—that means smart—of all the things that lived on the earth. They began to look down on anything that was not made of metal. Ordinary folks were afraid of Metal Men after a while, and soon all the fields and forests belonged to them. Then the Metal Men began to build factories that belched black smoke into the air, and they began to make terrible weapons so they could attack the towns and cities of living people all over the world. But then a very strange thing happened.”

“What?”

“Well, people couldn’t do much about Metal Men because it was true they were stronger and even smarter in some ways than anything made out of plain skin and bones. But just about then Mother Nature and all her friends rose up against the Metal Men. Mother Nature is millions of years old and she has a lot of experience in dealing with things like this, and of course she has all the mountains and rivers, and all the rain and thunder and lightning and all the trees and other living things on her side.”

“Wow!”

“So as you can imagine, the Metal Men got into trouble pretty quick. Landslides knocked them over and buried them. Rain rusted them. Lightning burned out their motors. Weeds wrapped around their ankles and tripped them. And all the poison that Metal Men had put in the sky rained down on them, and birds made do-do all over their maps and plans.”

“Arthur!”

“Hooray for bird do-do!” screamed David.

“Pretty soon all the gifts that men had given to the Metal Men had been burned, rusted, broken, or lost. Except for one thing. The feelings the poor man in the cave had given him was still there. They had no shape or size, so there was no way Mother Nature could take them away. So from then on the Metal Men just stayed in one place and squeaked, which, as everyone knows, is a very simple and friendly thing to do. So now they don’t think about anything except how pretty the world is and how nice it is to be around people, and they don’t do anything but wave a little when the wind blows, and they don’t have any purpose except to surprise us and make us laugh.”

“That’s a really good story,” said Christy, who had laughed through most of it. “I like the funny ones you tell.”

“I liked it ’cause it had a happy ending,” said David. “I hate stories that don’t have happy endings! I would like to shoot the guzzies out of every sad story with a shotgun! I could kill the guts of every sad storyteller!”

“Okay,” said Marilyn. “Time for bed.”

“Dad, where do your stories come from?” said Christy.

“I don’t know. Why do you ask that?”

“Well, everything has to come from somewhere, doesn’t it?”

“I guess so.”

“I came from Mommy’s stomach where you put your seed things, and apples come from trees and chairs come from a chair factory, so where do stories come from?”

“The imagination.”

“But that’s not a place.”

“No. It’s more like a power people have.”

“Does God give you your imagination?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if there is a God.”

“I think there must be,” said Christy. “I think he’s taking care of us right now.”

Arthur smiled and put his arms around his son. “I hope you’re right, Christy. I guess maybe you are right.”

David fell asleep against his mother. Marilyn carried him to his sleeping bag inside the alpine tent. Christy followed them, staggering a little with fatigue. Arthur took his hand and led him into the tent.

“Check on me later, okay, Dad?”

“I sure will, Christy.”

The four of them lay down together in the darkness, and as the air filled with incoherent whispers he touched his wife’s long hair, the face of his youngest son, the shoulder of his eldest son. Oh, thank God, he thought. Thank God, thank God, thank God—

“I’m sure glad all you guys are here,” said Christy.

“We’re all very glad to be here,” said Marilyn.

WHEN BOTH CHILDREN were fast asleep he put the last two logs on the fire, watched it flare up again, and wondered what time it was. Then he looked down and saw that his watch was missing. Marilyn’s watch had been broken for months—there was no jeweler to fix it—and the clock in the car had never functioned properly. For a moment he felt lost—timeless—and then all at once he realized that he was now living in another kind of time: sunset and sunrise, hunger and satiation, fatigue and strength, the circle of the seasons, and the great sidereal clock turning above him. Clocks were metal things, and metal things, like metal men, had run down, gone simple.

He heard a sound and turned to see his wife standing behind him. “The children are asleep,” she said.

“I’ll put on the coffee,” he said.

“Coffee? We haven’t had coffee for months.”

“My little secret. I saved this for the trip. A little jar of instant. Should last us a few weeks if we’re careful.”

“Real coffee? Arthur, you are full of surprises today. You’re wonderful, that’s what you are.”

“Sugar?”

“Yes. You know, it’s beautiful out here.” She sat down next to him and took a deep breath and then lit a cigarette. “I never thought it would be so beautiful. This can’t be what people mean when they talk about roughing it.”

He laughed. “No, I guess not.”

“I feel safe. Isn’t that strange? I’m the one who’s always hated tents and sleeping bags and mosquitoes and outdoor cooking.”

“Nice warm city houses are dangerous now,” he said. “But out here we can get lost. No one can find us.”

“Yes, everything is turned around, isn’t it?”

When the coffee was ready Marilyn put her cigarette down so she could hold her cup in both hands and bend over to smell the aroma. Then she took a small sip. “Oh,” she said. “This is a miracle. Unbelievable. You have no idea what coffee means to me. Coffee and a cigarette.”

He took the cup in both hands as his wife had done, and felt the warmth of it in his palms and fingers. They sat together drinking their coffee while the fire made a soft perimeter of light over the moss, the wildflowers, and the surfaces of rocks. Beyond the circle he heard the thin music of frogs and crickets and the rushing of the brook. From somewhere up the hill, an owl hooted its mindless question into the dark. Above them, a perfect starry night with a crescent moon rising in the east.

“I loved all those things you said today about Troyton,” she said after a long silence.

“But you’ve heard all that stuff a hundred times.”

“I know. But I guess I never really listened before.”

“But you did listen today.”

“Yes.” She bent over her coffee again and closed her eyes. “I was listening to your dreams, wasn’t I? Dreams are one thing we have left, and yours are so much stronger than mine.”

“Do you think so?”

“Oh yes. Your dreams have always been very strong. I think that’s why I married you.”

How beautiful she looked in the orange glow of the fire. And what a wonder, he thought, that so much between them had changed in a few hours. When she finished her coffee she set the cup aside and then tucked her feet under her on the blanket and leaned a little to one side, looking, he thought, like a portrait of a woman sitting in front of a fire.

“Christy told me about all your adventures this afternoon. He said you all found fossils.”

“Yes. I love fossils. They give me a feeling of permanence. Everything connected to everything else.”

“A very fossil feeling.”

“Like starlight. That’s also a record of the past. If I were a poet I would write a poem about how the sky is like a giant fossil.”

“You should have been a poet,” she said. “You have always been very fossil with words.”

He poked her. “That was a joke. You never tell jokes.”

“I’m feeling very good this evening,” she said.

A surge of pain and pleasure went though him as he thought back to what that casual remark, made with averted eyes, would have meant in the first years of their marriage. He remembered their honeymoon and their first three summers together: a small apartment in a shabby but grand old Victorian house in the Shadyside district of Pittsburgh where they had both gone to school. The backyard was filled with goldfish pools, porticoes, and floral gardens. She would whisper things to him and press the tip of her tongue in his ear as they walked arm in arm past the little stone cloisters with cracked statues of madonnas and saints. He would often imagine that he was seducing a nun, a prioress, perhaps, who had endured years of desperate, fantasy-ridden loneliness. It was thrilling and painful to remember. She was a beautiful young nurse with the hands of a pianist. He was still in school, a history major working on a master’s degree, unsure of his vocation but full of confidence.

“Marilyn, I’m sorry I never made you bloom.”

“Made me what?”

“Made you bloom. I meant to, but I never did.”

“Bloom,” she said, as if she had never heard the word before.

“Yes. It’s something you used to say. Well anyway, you said it once. You said there was a time I could have made you bloom. I’ve always known what you meant by that, and I know I didn’t do it, and I’m sorry. It would have changed everything.”

“When did I say that?”

“I don’t know. A long time ago.”

“I don’t think I meant much by it.”

“I think you did. After three years of marriage we were coming close to something wonderful. And I decided—I don’t know why—that I didn’t want it.” The irrevocability of that decision, a thing he had cursed so many times, caught in his throat like a terrible hook, and brought tears to his eyes. “I threw away the best thing I ever had, and I don’t know why. I wanted something else. I don’t know what it could have been.”

Marilyn picked up her empty coffee cup and rolled it a little between her hands, leaning into the firelight. She shivered, as if a cold wind had just touched her. Her face was quiet, impassive. She took one last puff on her cigarette and then dropped it into the fire. “There’s some truth in that,” she said. “But still, it wasn’t your fault, not all of it. I was so stupid.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You were like all romantic young men. You believed in absolute and perfect love. Most young wives are smart enough to be a little mysterious, a little subtle, and”—here she smiled—“a little more inventive than I was. But I was so naïve. I didn’t know anything about men when I married you. I was so obvious and so silly about so many things. I know I embarrassed you terribly. And I was so slow to understand what you wanted from me.”

“You’re saying that women have to play games to keep men interested.”

“No, it was more than that. You’re being too hard on yourself.”

“Well, anyway, I was insensitive. I never gave you a chance.”

“Now listen, Arthur. You’re a very good person. You’ve become a better person, a stronger person, every year I’ve known you. That business with the bookstore doesn’t count. It’s what happens to you inside that counts.”

He stared at her. “Marilyn, I can’t—”

“I know. I don’t usually say these things. It’s not often that I realize—that I realize how much I still love you.” She took his hand and pressed it to her cheek. “Love hurts,” she whispered. “Why does love hurt so much?”

He put his arms around her. “It hurts more than kindness,” he said. “Do you remember when you gave Fielding the bottle of wine and he—”

“Yes, I remember.”

Inside the tent they zipped into their sleeping bags and held hands. Outside, the forest was filled with beautiful noises. The owl, hooting his pointless question over and over, finally began to make sense: it’s only me, he thought. I’m a decent sort of fellow, and I’m doing the best I can.

He closed his eyes and it was as if the earth closed over him. He was traveling north again through underground rivers, caverns, and sediments. North toward his father’s mountain.


NINE

Deer in the Darkness

THE DOWNPOUR had begun sometime during the night, and now, just at the brink of morning, it settled into a steady rain. He turned once on his air mattress and pulled the quilted comforter close about his neck. He could see everything clearly without opening his eyes—the rain falling on the alpine tent and running off in sheets, falling on the canopy of leaves above him and on the tilted outcroppings that jutted from the ground near the black remains of their campfire. It was falling on the engorged brook and on the stone pool above them, transforming the still, green surface to a staccato blur. It was falling on the metal men who populated the hillsides along the highways between South Haven and Knightsbridge. It was falling everywhere, and from a great distance, keeping the populations of the world quiet and meditative. No one hunted in the rain.

The rain, he thought, was putting out the fires in South Haven. Soon it would blur the city, make it fade away even as all those summer mornings had melted into anonymity. But he remembered the morning Christopher had made the blue creature that was too big to be dangerous. The quiet breakfast on the porch and the sounds of birds. Wandering in the industrial wasteland where his children had hunted and explored. The eyes of Mr. Tytell, not long for this world, watching them playing in the sand and weeds and spilled concrete. The old man thinking about his lost sons in Peoria. All fragments now. Pieces of a life that had burned out and washed away in the rain.

Marilyn, elated that the car was again safe to drive, had wanted to go out that evening. The restaurants, the bars, and the bowling alleys were closed for the year, but the movie theaters were still open. Theater owners had bought old movies from defunct television stations, and through most of the summer large audiences filled the theaters with laughter and applause and cheers and enraptured silence at the visions that flowed in front of them: the image of Humphrey Bogart clunking down a river somewhere in Africa or sitting in a cafe in a white suit surrounded by Nazis and French patriots and clouds of cigarette smoke. Audrey Hepburn, a princess visiting Rome, saying good-by to the gentlemen of the press while her heart is breaking. Anton Walbrook standing in front of the velvet curtain, shouting in his beautiful European way, fighting back his tears, explaining to the hushed audience that Miss Victoria Page will not dance The Red Shoes tonight, or indeed, any other night. Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy singing through the North Woods, in small Parisian cafes, in New Orleans, and on barques bound for the South Seas. All pictures of a gone world, a safe haven so beautifully remembered on celluloid. Yes—that night they had gone to the movies, and he had been amazed at the shouts and sighs and laughter and applause. The guns of the invisible hunters boomed through the open fields as the deer ran for their lives and Christopher clutched his father’s shoulder and turned his head away. And to the fawn’s fearful question, the beautiful mother had replied very simply: Man was here. A very old story, he thought.

Rain on the car roof. The patter of children’s voices from the back seat. “Daddy, that was the bestest movie I ever saw,” said Christopher.

“I got twitterpated just watching,” said Davy.

“But why didn’t Bambi ever think about his mother again?” said Christopher. “After he’s sad for a minute with his father he never thinks about her.”

“That was the baddest part,” said Davy.

“Well, I’m sure he did think about her often,” said Marilyn. “But the movie just didn’t show that part.”

“The springtime comes too quick with all that singing and flower stuff,” said Christopher. “Everything gets happy too quick. He should be sad for a long time.”

“If anything ever happened to our mommy I would be sad forever,” said Davy, his voice dripping with melodrama. He reached forward from the dark and clutched Marilyn around the neck and kissed her on the ear. “Oh, Mommy,” he crooned. “My Mommy.”

Suddenly Davy was in the front seat in his mother’s arms. “Why do I love you so much?” she said, her voice and her smile touched by amusement and indulgence.

Davy popped his head up so that he could confront his mother nose to nose. “Because I look like a flower,” he said instantly.

Davy was like a flower. Then Arthur remembered that Flower was the name of a skunk, and when he laughed he came back with a rush to his own body, to the sound of his own breathing, to the rain in the trees. And then, smiling under his comforter, he lost track again in the rain. He seemed to be coming home from the Disney film in downtown South Haven, but now it was so cold, and he worried about his children without their jackets. Was it still summer? He sat between them, staring at the luminous dials of the old Ford coupé.

Where the road dipped, sheets of rain ran over the pavement. The car cut through the thin flow with a whirring sound, and sent sprays of water four feet into the air. Like white feathers. He was sitting between his mother and his father, his mind full of the images of the movie they had just seen, thinking now that the sprays of water looked like white feathers, or angel wings. In the distance, patches of snow showed faintly where the headlights illuminated the barren winter hillsides. It was Wednesday, not Friday. His parents had taken him early because his dog had not come home for weeks and he had cried all Tuesday afternoon, thinking of Buddy lost in the rain.

Now, his mother’s beautiful face floating above him as she adjusted his blankets and bent down to kiss him good night. Behind her, the window and the tangle of dripping branches against the blue moonlight.

“Are there many hunters around Troyton?” he had asked. “Do you think hunters might have got Buddy—”

“No,” she had answered quickly. “Hunters don’t kill dogs. Only a very bad man would kill a beautiful dog like Buddy.”

“But there are some very bad men in the world, aren’t there, Mommy? Aren’t there?”

His dog, his beautiful Irish setter, had been missing since midwinter. He had cried every night for him, dreamed about him, awakened suddenly to the sound of whimpering and pawing at the front door. He would run downstairs in the dark and open the latch and stand outside on the open porch. “Buddy—Buddy—Buddy—” he would call into the night. He felt so small standing there in his cotton pajamas, calling and calling, his hopes fading as the nights passed. Turning back, he would see his tall father standing at the foot of the stairs. “Come to bed, Arty,” he would say. “Buddy’s gone now. He’s just barking in your dreams.”

“Doesn’t Buddy love us any more? Is that why he went away?”

“No, that’s not it. Buddy could never stop loving you. But sometimes things happen. Things that are stronger than love. Maybe he had to go like the geese go away in autumn.”

He thought for a moment. “Why do the hunters hunt deer?”

“What?”

“Why do the hunters hunt deer, like in Bambi?”

“Oh, Arty, let’s not get into all that. It’s so late. You’re not supposed to get up like this and run around the house and ask me all these questions.”

But then the question seemed even more important. “Just tell me quick, Dad. Why do hunters hunt deer when the deer are so pretty and they don’t hurt anyone?”

“I don’t know, Arty. Maybe they really love the deer, but maybe—like I said—there’s something terrible inside them that’s stronger than love.”

In his father’s face he saw the pain of all the things he had lost, all the things left undone, all the things he was driven to do. And the knowledge that his son’s Irish setter had been hit by a truck on the state road between Troyton and Troyton Corners. He had crawled home with an eye missing, his side torn open, and two legs crushed, and his father had given him the porterhouse steak his mother had been saving for Sunday dinner, and then shot him in the back of the head. And now, as he gazed at his father standing at the foot of the stairs, he knew and he did not know that his father was sick with compassion; he knew and he did not know that Buddy was dead.

One night he dreamed he was running across the grassy summit of Turkey Mountain with Buddy panting at his heels, shooting suddenly ahead of him and then loping in wide, proud circles, wagging his tail and barking. His golden undertones, showing here and there where his fur was ruffled, shone in the sunlight. How much more beautiful than the dull, molasses-colored purebreds he had seen in kennels!

“Arty, quick! Get up—”

“Daddy, it’s dark. I’m sleeping—”

“Quick, you’ll never see anything like this again—”

His father lifted him gently out of bed and set him on his feet. He swayed back and forth in the gray light, reached out for the top of his dresser, rested his hand on the cool, solid wood. He felt rage and indignation. He hated his father for dragging him places, showing him things, assaulting him with his unexpected and endless enthusiasms. What could he want now in the middle of the night? Then he thought of his lost dog, and all at once he was awake.

“Dad? Is it Buddy—”

“No. Shhhhh. Come into our bedroom and look out the window. Be very quiet.”

His parents’ bedroom was flooded with moonlight, and against that silvery darkness his mother stood silhouetted in her housecoat against the open casement window. He rested his head against her quilted shoulder and looked outside. At first he saw nothing but a blur of trees and grass, the vague outlines of mountains in the distance, and a three-quarter moon hanging in the sky like a piece of white fruit. Then he heard hard footsteps on the patio, and then a scratching and pawing sound against the front door. His heart rose into his throat.

“Look down there,” his father whispered in his ear. “See them? They’re all around the house.”

Large shapes were moving about everywhere. Seven or eight of them. Hoofs picking their way across the flagstones. Heads lowered to nibble at the grass that grew tall around the edges of the parking area. Noses poking at windows. Antlers turning one way and then another.

“Deer!” he said in a hushed voice. “Oh gosh, there are deer everywhere!”

His father squeezed his shoulder. “Kid, this is one in a million. I’m going to get my camera. Maybe we can go downstairs and get a closer look out the living-room window. Go slow down the steps and try not to squeak—”

One large buck stood at the edge of the patio. He seemed to freeze in one position like a marble statue, then shift his weight and turn his antlers and then freeze again, as if each thing he saw was the source of some calm and carefully measured interest.

“But what are the deer doing here, Dad?”

“I don’t know, Arty. They just came. They’ll be gone before sunrise.”

His mother and father went downstairs, but he could not leave the window. They were all moving now through a gauze of mist and moonlight, and they seemed to drift, to float from one place to another. Sometimes they poked each other gently with their noses. He felt the presence of a quiet design, an unfathomable but real purpose in their movements and in their coming. It was as if they were emissaries of some unknown power.

Then the sentinel buck on the patio lifted his head quickly, and before Arthur could think or speak they were all dashing up the driveway, kicking up stones and dust into the moonlight, gone into the forest.…

Then he and his father down on their haunches, examining the footprints on the driveway in the sunlight. A wild pattern of ovals in the dirt, the leading edges deep enough so that two distinct toes were visible.

“But why did they come, Dad? They must have had a reason. We never saw deer before anywhere around here. Cornelius’ father said fifteen years ago there were deer all over the place but they all left when they built the state road and all the trucks came through.”

It was afternoon. The snow was gone and the air was clean and cool from the early spring rains. He was hunched over, sitting in his father’s shadow, trying to read the meaning in the clear pairs of footprints. “I don’t know, Arty,” his father said. “Sometimes things just happen. You see things and you feel things and you remember, but you don’t ever really understand.”

Later they followed the deer tracks up their driveway and down toward the state road. When the tracks turned off into the woods, they went on for another quarter mile until the footprints disappeared where a small sedimentary outcropping came to the surface.

“The rocks here are in a little circle, Dad,” he said. “The tracks must pick up somewhere at the edge.”

His father smiled. “Sometimes tracks leave off and they never do pick up again anywhere,” he said.

It was true. The deer had come out of nowhere and then gone back. And then the rain came that evening again and washed out all the tracks, the records of the comings and goings of all the animals in the forests near Turkey Mountain.


TEN

Things Without Names

“ARTHUR, you have to get up and start the fire. I’m no good with fires, and I don’t trust the children.”

He opened his eyes. The rain had stopped. The bright morning hurt his eyes. “Did the deer come?”

“What? Listen, you have slept an hour longer than everyone else. I’ve got everything ready for breakfast, but I need you to fix the fire.”

“I can’t think when you yell at me before I’m awake. I was dreaming—”

“Just get up. We’re late.”

“What are we late for?”

“Well, breakfast for one thing.”

He stepped out into the morning. A high wind had blown the rain clouds to the north, and the sun had risen in a blue sky. The air was cool and fresh, and pools of water had formed in the dips and crevices of rocks. Along the rocky hill to the east the brook had turned brown, spilling over its banks where the ground was low.

“We’re going to have trouble with the fire,” he said. “Everything is wet.”

“Well then, get the can of Sterno. That’s simple enough, isn’t it?”

“I never said it wasn’t simple enough. Why are you angry? Every time you have a really lovely evening you get mad the next morning.”

“I’m just anxious to get going, that’s all. You’re the one who slept late while the rest of us worked. You’re the one who—” She caught herself. “Let’s just have a pleasant breakfast,” she said quietly. “Let’s not fight. I have a headache this morning and my back is a mess and I just couldn’t take that.”

“Then shut up!” he said. “If you don’t want to fight, then shut up! Where are the kids?”

“They’re out in the woods somewhere,” she said vaguely.

He went to the station wagon to get the Sterno and saw, among the things she had put out on the open hatch door for their breakfast, her portfolio of sheet music. Three of the folded sheets lay open, like white wings, and he saw, marked into the score for a Debussy arabesque, her own minute crescendo and diminuendo markings in green ink. Then a gust of wind riffled through the music and blew one sheet into the air.

They ate breakfast, struck camp, and put the last of their camping gear in the station wagon while Christy and David ran into the forest again. Then, after five minutes of fruitless calling, Arthur got into the car and gunned the motor. The children came running out of the woods. Davy was carrying a large box turtle.

“Daddy, can I keep it, please? I promise to take care of it and feed it and everything.”

“Absolutely not. I don’t want turtles crapping on the rug and messing things up. We have enough to worry about.”

“For God’s sake, let the boy have it,” said Marilyn. “He’ll get tired of it in a day or two and then we can put it back in the woods.”

“It’ll be miserable in the car,” he answered, trying a different tack. “Turtles hate cars. It’ll probably die after a few hours from motion sickness, just like Mrs. Varrington’s cat.”

“Your father says you can’t have it,” said Marilyn. “Put it down and get in the car.”

David stood outside, holding the box turtle carefully in his hands, like a birthday cake. He looked from his mother to his father and then back again. Then his eyes crinkled and his mouth opened to an enormous square, the upper lip protruding pitifully. He began to cry.

Christy put his arm around his brother and helped him into the car. “You’re mean, Dad,” he said. “C’mon, Davy. I’ll read you a story from ’Rabian Nights or we can play cards.”

As they pulled out of the clearing Davy watched his turtle from the hatch window. “G’by, Max,” he said mournfully. Then he began to wail in a high, piercing voice that made Christy wince.

“I hope you’re satisfied,” said Marilyn. “You’ve made him miserable.”

“He doesn’t need a turtle. A turtle would get sick and make a terrible mess back there.”

“There’s going to be little enough happiness on this trip,” she said. “I don’t know why you have to deny him such a small thing. It would have made him so happy. He loved that turtle.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Arthur, his voice rising. “They weren’t even acquainted.”

“They were getting married,” said Christy, smiling merrily in Arthur’s rear-view mirror. David gave his brother a terrible look of betrayal, and then fought off his encircling arms, screaming, kicking, until Christy took a light blow to the ear and began to cry in a lower register.

“Oh God,” said Arthur. “We’re doomed.”

Marilyn glanced at him, a vision of smiling vengeance. “I could have told you that six months ago. Christy! David! Both of you stop this instant! Your father is going to have an accident if you keep screaming in his ears—”

Below them and to the left lay the city of Knightsbridge. As they came into an outlying district of small farms and housing developments, the children grew quiet. Large cities were places of fear and uncertainty now, and Arthur was glad that this was the last one they would pass through on their way to Troyton.

The long hill that led into the downtown section gave them an abrupt view of the city’s violent and recent history. It was as if it had been bombarded for days with cannon and then taken block by block by some barbarian army. He had never seen such devastation. The roofs had collapsed into the gutted buildings. The walls remained intact in some places; in others they ended two thirds of the way up in jagged irregularities, with cracks running like lightning down to the streets. Store fronts were destroyed, signs burned, merchandise demolished—there was a terrible unity, a faceless anonymity to everything. The streets, littered with garbage, newspapers, and mounds of fallen bricks were impassable in some places, and several times they came to dead ends and were forced to back out and detour. The skyway, upon which he had hoped to ride over the holocaust, had fallen, like a dead serpent, over the roofs of the city.

Although they saw no trace of human life, plump, gray rats were everywhere, traveling in twos and threes. They showed not the slightest fear of the station wagon, but only turned and pointed with their noses as it approached, twitching their whiskers and staring with pink, flaming eyes. Cats with matted fur and yellow eyes screamed from the tops of refuse heaps, and starving dogs, their rib cages heaving and rippling within their bags of loose skin, ran stiff-legged and waddled from side to side, the way he had once seen starving dogs run in a Puerto Rican ghetto. The place was alive with beasts. In the windows of one building he saw other shapes stumbling and barging about. Was that a pig? And was that a hyena? And the remains of a monkey? Perhaps the inhabitants of a local zoo had escaped or been set free to roam the city? As if in answer to his question, a pink flamingo flew overhead, a thing so utterly out of place, so completely a creature of fantasies and South Seas tales, that he could not even cry out in surprise. He felt that a dream, a madness, was closing in on him.

As they came to the western edge of the city, where the state highway joined with the shattered remains of the skyway, he happened to look up and see, in a second-floor window of a broken tenement building, a small human face. A child or a young girl. So pale. So slender. She looked down in quiet wonder, as if Arthur were the flamingo, and after a moment of hesitation she raised her hand and waved to him very solemnly. He stopped the car and smiled up at her, waving with all his might. Waving to someone was such a small gift, he thought. Such a small gift for such a brave soldier.

The city was no longer Knightsbridge. He imagined that the girl in the window had no name for where she was. What was it that Fielding had said about names? Something about how people used the wrong names for things. But when things changed so quickly, perhaps all names were false; perhaps there was no lexicon for chaos.

After two hours they finally passed through a toll booth and then onto highway 167 toward Odeon and New Rome. For the first time in a quarter of an hour he glanced behind at his children, who seemed not to have moved since entering Knightsbridge. They were riveted to the rug, their mouths open, their eyes fixed on the devastation all around them. Marilyn stared straight ahead, a terrible darkness in her face, as if the city had been her child, or as if the frightful aftermath into which they had plunged were her own soul.

“Look what people have done to each other, children,” she said.

“Marilyn, for God’s sake—”

“No, they should know. They should know the truth about us so they won’t ever expect too much. That’s the only strength we have left. Not expecting too much.”

“That’s not true. We got out of South Haven. We’re on our way. We’ll make a good life for ourselves when we get where we’re going.”

“Men always spoil the good life.”

“Marilyn, for God’s sake, let them have what’s left of their childhood. Don’t just destroy it out of bitterness.”

But the children seemed not to have heard. The ruined city had hypnotized them, kept them frozen on their knees staring out opposite windows. When they were safely out of the deserted western suburbs, Christy finally spoke: “Daddy, will we go through any more cities?”

“No more cities,” he answered. “Just two small towns, Odeon and New Rome. They should come and go before you can blink your eye.”

“Are all the cities like that now?” he pointed behind him.

“I don’t know, Christy. Some people say there are just a few cities in the Southeast that are like this. They say the rest of the country is fine. But we don’t get any newspapers or television any more, so we don’t really know.

“Dad, are we going on a twenty-year vacation?” said David.

“Who told you that?”

“Tommy Varrington said his parents told him they were going on a twenty-year vacation.”

Arthur tried to laugh. “Well, you might say that. But I hope it won’t last quite that long.”

As they came to the city limits he saw a line of automobiles parked by the side of the road, each with a green stripe on one side and across the roof. He was stunned to see the Legionnaires so far from home. He was under the impression that their influence was spreading, but Knightsbridge was two hundred miles from South Haven. Were they taking over the whole South?

Down in a valley several hundred yards off the highway he saw a dozen men in green armbands gathered around a fire where a large animal of some kind had been spitted. A fat, greasy-looking man with very bushy sideburns had been left to guard the automobiles. The man made no attempt to stop them as they passed. He simply watched them with raised eyebrows and a little smile. Then he fired one shot into the air. Arthur turned his head in time to see all the Green Legionnaires look up.

In less than five hours Arthur drove two hundred miles on State 167. At first they traveled west, and then northwest toward a rim of foothills. As the hours passed, the sky turned from blue to an ashy bronze, and began to smell of soot and burning oil. When the sun was high they stopped by the side of the road and ate their meal. In the distance they saw a series of one-story houses built in a circle out of sod and straw. Cows and horses grazed in a compound around the houses that was fenced off with poles and ropes. Women and children moved among the animals. The men were nowhere in sight.

When the sun was half-past its zenith a small town appeared a half mile off the highway to the east. A green church steeple rose from a hillside and rows of houses became visible here and there between groves of trees. From somewhere in the town a bell rang continually, and the sound of it echoed back and forth across the surrounding hills. Still later they passed through Odeon, which was no more than a long dip in the road into which three saloons, a boardinghouse, a wooden school building, an old-fashioned diner, and three gas stations had been squeezed. All the buildings were of wood and had been built so close to the curb that the entire main street was cast into shadow. Arthur gunned the engine, and they raced through so quickly that none of them could tell whether anyone lived there.

Many times they passed things that he was at a loss to explain to the children. Hundreds of automobile tires arranged in meaningless geometric patterns across the highway. Small trees wrapped in newspaper that had been pasted together into puffs of yellow light, the branches and foliage inside withering into skeletons. The intensely strange color of the sky. A forest of dead elms and sycamores, all stricken by some disease. A brown liquid, like tobacco juice, oozed between cracks in the bark.

Two hours before sunset Arthur stopped at the crest of a hill to take his last clear look in all directions. He got out, scanned the horizon, saw nothing of particular interest until he looked west—there something so strange appeared that at first he did not recognize it for what it was. At first it looked like an enormous shadow, a sea of spreading darkness, that moved slowly south. From the shadow came fragments of voices, people singing and crying out. Here and there someone lit a torch, though it was not yet twilight. It was a sea of people, a migration of thousands, all moving south across the plains and foothills. Arthur saw now that the leaders in front rode on horses, and strewn along behind them were wagons pulled by men and mules, and men carrying parts of bicycles on their backs, and children riding on their fathers’ shoulders, and women with infants strapped to their backs. The sudden sight of all those people and the sound of their voices, so dim and incomplete at that distance, filled him with uncertainty: it was a glorious sight. They were like pilgrims going to a new land. But they were exiles without property or vocations, blind wanderers going nowhere. They were the people—they ate hard bread that crunched in their mouths, and slivers of crust got stuck between their teeth. They sang their songs and suffered and huddled together and birthed their children in the sunlight. But they were barbarians—they had been hurt and they hated strangers, they plundered fields and farmhouses to feed their wives and children, and they burned down forests for warmth.

“Thousands of soldiers this time,” said Marilyn. “I wish them all well.”

Arthur squinted into the setting sun. “I could wish every child and every man and every woman well,” he said, “but I can’t wish them all well together. Together they are like a disease.”

“That’s an awful thing to say. Now you’re the one who’s being cynical.”

“There are too many of them,” he said. “Too many people do terrible things.”

AT DUSK they saw a young girl standing alone at the edge of the road. She wore a white dress. The kind, he thought, that girls used to put on to go to Sunday school when he was a boy. As they approached, the girl stared at them in a dull, passive way. She was tall and gawky, and now he saw that she bent over a little, as if she had hurt her spine.

“Arthur, stop the car.”

“Are you crazy? Think about all the trouble we’ve had with people.”

“Think about the policeman in South Haven,” she said. “I’ll never forget him as long as I live.”

“Never mind him. He’s the exception that proves the rule.”

“Stop the car.”

“She’s probably a decoy. Remember the Green Legionnaires back there on the road? They probably have ten men ready to jump us as soon as we stop.”

“That’s really dumb. They wouldn’t have a girl just stand there and keep ten men hidden in the bushes all day just hoping that someone might pass by. Stop the car.”

As they passed, the girl turned around and began to hobble a little, as if she were trying to follow.

“Arthur, I mean it. This is not a turtle. This is a human being. Stop the car.”

He put his foot on the brake. “We’re all human beings,” he grumbled. “The people who want to kill us and take everything we have are human beings.”

“Dad? Why are we stopping?” said Christy, looking up from The Wind in the Willows.

“Jerking the car when guys are trying to read is one of the baddest things you can do!” said David.

“We’re going to give someone a ride,” said Marilyn.

“Dang!” said Christy. Then he looked out the window. “Mom, she’s all dirty and sick-looking! She comes from the city!”

“We’re gonna catch the black smellyrots!” said David.

“Dad! Get us out of here quick!” Christy cried out in terror.

“Now listen! All three of you! We are very lucky to have all the things we have in this car! It’s about time we helped someone else instead of just thinking about ourselves! Arthur, you better support me! You said I was too cynical, remember? Well, all right. I’m doing something about it. I’m trying to help someone. This is my way—do you understand that? I can’t just sit around and decide to be hopeful!” Her voice rose in anger and passion, and the children, now silenced, turned to look again at the young girl who was painfully making her way toward the car.

The girl’s long dress, frilled with lace at the sleeves and neck, was soiled with grass stains and streaks of mud. She gathered one side of it in her fist and lifted, as though she were walking through water. He saw that she was about fourteen. Not a pretty child, he thought, with her stumbling walk and that queer look on her face. Spaces between her teeth. Matchstick arms and legs and knobby knees and elbows. A thistle blown by the wind. One of the thousands of children lost in the meadows of the world.

“Dad, this is too scary,” said Christy. “I don’t want any extra people that we don’t even know. She might go crazy or throw up or die or something.”

“Oh be brave, can’tcha, Christy,” said David, who worked hard to effect a piping, jaunty voice. He smiled a little at his brother and patted him on his shoulder. It was a rare moment when David had the upper hand; it only happened with running and jumping and in moments like this, moments that required a superior feeling, not a superior insight or knowledge. David would try new foods when Christy whined and shunned them like poison. David would follow a path alone, while Christy would take a step or two and then look back to see if his father was coming. And David would meet strangers and say hello. “Maybe she’ll be nice, Christy,” he said after a moment.

Marilyn opened her door and ran out to meet the girl. She put her arm around the girl’s waist and held her hand. She said something to her and the girl looked up at her once, nodded, and then looked back at the road. When they reached the car, Marilyn got in first.

“Take my hand,” she said. “You’re safe now.”

The girl took her hand and then, with a little breathless cry of pain, she stepped up onto the running board and then came down heavily in the front seat. Her skin was pale and powdery looking, foxed with splotches on her forehead and cheek—not bruises, he thought. Perhaps a vitamin deficiency. Deep circles cut under her eyes.

“I’ll go back with the children,” said Marilyn. “See if you can get her to talk.”

Arthur put the station wagon in gear and moved slowly off the berm of the highway. The girl’s head bobbed a little from side to side and her eyes wandered, trying to take in her new surroundings.

“How do you feel?” said Arthur. “Can I get you something to eat?”

The girl hunched her shoulders and shook her head vaguely, and then closed her eyes. Marilyn leaned forward between the seats and looked carefully at the blotches on her face and then took her pulse. When she lifted the girl’s wrist, the girl opened her eyes again without turning her head. Gently Marilyn felt her neck, her shoulders and her arms.

“Sweety, can you hear me?” said Marilyn. “Do you know where you are?” The girl stretched out her fingers a little, and then nodded.

“She looks terrible,” said Arthur.

“I think she’s bleeding a little down below,” said Marilyn. “It’s possible she’s been—molested.”

“What’s molested?” said Christy, who sat with his brother on the farthest corner of the green rug.

“Never mind,” said Marilyn. “It’s something that men do to women sometimes,” she added. “You might say it’s what men have done to the whole world.”

“Marilyn, for God’s sake—”

“I’m sorry. It’s just when I see something like this it makes me sick.” Tears were running down her face now, and her hands were trembling. “To think that people would hurt a young girl—do something like this—”

“Should I stop the car? Maybe we should get her outside where you can examine her.”

“No, just let her rest. Drive slowly and try not to hit any more potholes. I think she’s going to sleep. After a while maybe she’ll eat something and then we can stop and get her cleaned up and I can look her over. Of course I can’t really do much. She needs to be in a hospital. She needs a cervical examination and some plasma and a good shot of penicillin and a dozen other things probably. Oh, God. Arthur, I’m sorry about all this—”

“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “You were right all along. We have to take some chances. We have to be like the policeman, not like the Librarians League or the Hospital Knights or the Green Legionnaires.”

“Thank you, Arthur,” she said quietly. He saw in the mirror that she was holding the children in her arms and rocking back and forth with the motion of the car. “I needed somebody to tell me that.”

“Is that lady hurt?” said David.

“Yes, dear, she’s hurt,” said Marilyn. “But I’m hoping she will feel better after she gets some rest.”

“She smells awful,” whispered Christy. “She scares me to death.”

“That’s because she has been out in the woods for days,” she said.

“Remember how David smelled when he came home from three days at cub scouts?”

“Has she been camping all alone by herself?” said David.

“How long will she be with us?” said Christy. “What I mean is, will she be with us from now on?”

“I don’t know,” said Marilyn. “When you try to help someone you don’t think about how much trouble it will be or how long it will take. You just see that someone hurts and you try to stop the hurting.”

“I understand,” said Christy. “We have to be nice. And then maybe some other people will be nice back.”

“If nobody was nice then everybody would have to stay away from everybody and that would be the baddest thing that could happen,” said David, echoing his brother, but in a higher voice.

“Arthur, did you hear that?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, oh, oh,” she said. “You boys are wonderful. Your mom is going to hold you forever so that nothing can ever hurt you.”

A long silence touched by whispers and sighs. Then Christy’s hand reaching out from that matrix of love and safety to touch his father’s shoulder.

ARTHUR DROVE ON, knowing they had not made good time through Knightsbridge or over the rough, debris-strewn highway. It was very dark when they finally stopped. They had come into a pine forest. Arthur eased his foot off the accelerator. On his left he saw a small opening in the dense woods. He drove off the berm of the road, his high beams flashing on trees and ground as the station wagon rocked violently. He turned the steering wheel sharply and all at once they were in a small clearing, a little hollow where the trees loomed all around them, branches reaching overhead so that the stars were visible only in patches.

Marilyn leaned forward in the dark and touched the still form of the girl sitting next to him. “Boys,” she said, without looking up, “you get out now and help me look for wood. Hurry, it’s very late.”

“Marilyn?”

“Shhhh. Get the kids out of the car.”

They gathered wood. Marilyn opened the side door and brought out the picnic blanket and a basket and the steel tripod Arthur had built in South Haven. The girl lay motionless in the front seat. When the fire began burning, Christy and David sat down in pine needles and held their hands out toward the flames.

“Arthur, you better go look after her,” whispered Marilyn.

“But you’re the nurse. I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Just carry her away somewhere. I’ll keep the children occupied. I’ll tell them she ran away.”

He stared at her. “You mean—”

“Yes. I think so. But you make sure.”

He walked around to the opposite side of the car and looked through the window. The girl’s face silhouetted sharply against the glow of the firelight. Her nose, her lips, her eyelashes. He opened the door. He had never touched a dead person, and the idea of carrying a dead girl through the woods and burying her was vaguely terrifying. Her death was an assault upon him, upon his family. Death had invaded their station wagon, and he loathed her death, loathed her dead body, wished passionately that he had left her by the side of the road. For a moment he hated Marilyn, hated her mindless altruism. Let her drag the guts out into the woods and dig a hole somewhere.

The girl lay with her arms at her sides and her head back so that her Adam’s apple protruded and her mouth opened. Then, to his amazement, he saw a half-eaten banana in her lap and crusts of bread, and a canteen of water lying open at her feet—things that Marilyn kept in the glove compartment for the children between meals. While he had watched the road she had awakened, reached forward and taken a sandwich and a banana and a little water. She had eaten a little in the dark, and then died.

As he began to lift her from the seat he found a heart-shaped locket lying open in her cold hand. Without thinking, he took it and put it in his shirt pocket.

He carried the girl through the forest, brushing against pine branches, feeling the soft and uniform blanket of needles under his feet. She was very light in his arms, like one of his own children. Her face rested against his chest. He set her down in a dry ditch near the road where some poplars had made a small inroad into the pine forest, and he covered her body with leaves. Why, you were no trouble at all, he thought. No trouble at all. Wish to God I could have done more.

Later by the fire he looked at the girl’s locket. On one side was the photo of an older woman with gray hair and a wan smile. The same thin face, the same high cheekbones, the same chin. On the other side, an inscription: All my love now and in the many years ahead    Mother

THEY SAT IN THE FIRELIGHT eating canned beef and carrots and tomato slices from their garden in South Haven. They talked about small things: the book that Christy was reading to David; the mazes he had drawn that afternoon in the car; finding water in the morning for washing clothes, the names of the places they had passed and the names of the places that lay ahead of them. After they had eaten, Arthur put up the alpine tent and zipped Christy and David into their sleeping bags.

“Dad, why did that girl run away?” said Christy.

“Why did she—oh. Yes, she ran away, didn’t she?”

“Why did she, Dad?”

“Well, I guess she was afraid of us.”

“Why was she afraid of us? Did she think we were mean?”

“I don’t know. I guess she was just afraid. Sometimes you’re afraid and you don’t know exactly why.” Things happen and you don’t know why, he thought. Your dog is killed, and then the deer come to your house at night.

“Gosh,” said Christy. “We wouldn’t hurt anybody. In this family we don’t even step on bugs.”

“I wouldn’t even hurt a rat’s ghost,” said David.

Later, with the children asleep, they sat together for a few moments by the dying fire. He kept thinking as they talked that they had done all right so far. Of course they had not roughed it, as Marilyn had pointed out. They had taken civilization with them. They had come only four hundred some odd miles in two days, but even that was not bad, everything considered.

Marilyn looked up at him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Was it awful?”

“I thought it was going to be awful, but it really wasn’t bad at all. Just kind of strange.”

“I should have helped you.”

“No. You had to stay with the children. Besides, she—she and I—we managed everything just fine. We sort of got to know each other.”

Marilyn put her arms around him. “You’re a strange man,” she said. “You make me want to smile about terrible things.”

“There won’t be any more terrible things,” he said. “The worst is behind us now. We only have about two hundred miles to go.”

“I wish I could believe that. Do you really think your father and mother will be there when we get to Troyton?”

“We should get there a little ahead of them. Dad said in his letter that when the cabin was finished he and Mother would have to go back to Florida for a few weeks. He said they wouldn’t be back until September.”

“Do you believe there really is a cabin?”

“I know he got it started. He said so in his letter. He said it would be all finished by midsummer.”

“But we haven’t heard from him since last Christmas. We don’t know what’s happened since then. Everything depends on that damn letter. You know your father has let you down many times in the past, but still you sit and daydream and play with that key around your neck—oh, I don’t know. I shouldn’t talk about all this. I know it’s depressing, and I know it doesn’t do any good—”

He got up and put the last of the brush they had gathered onto the fire. He watched as it flared up suddenly and began to crackle. “You have to have a little faith,” he said.

“I have no faith in anything any more. Everything I’ve ever believed in has turned bad, and everyone I’ve ever loved has hurt me.”

“Even the children?”

“The children are beautiful now, but at sixteen they will turn into monsters.” Then she smiled. “Monsters,” she said again in a softer voice. “Just like all teen-agers, I suppose.”

“You have to have a little faith,” he said again.

“You’ll have to have faith for both of us, dear. Can you do that?”

“Yes, I can do that. But I think you do have faith. You wouldn’t have worked so hard at everything if you didn’t.”

She smiled again. “Sometimes I think hard work is a form of faith for me, but sometimes I think it’s just a way of not thinking about anything. Work is oblivion. Has that ever occurred to you?”

“Yes,” he said. “That’s occurred to me.”

She closed her eyes and pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose and then began to rub outward, over her forehead and then to her temples. She took a deep breath. “Well anyway, we seem to be going somewhere. We’re not just standing still. That’s something.”

The brush was already burning down, turning red, collapsing in sections into the coals. Marilyn arose from her place next to the fire, stretched, and took his hand. As they walked back to the tent together he thought again how painful it had been to love her all these years, and how necessary. One of the great confusions in his life, he thought, was that his disastrous marriage was the harbor for such a constant love.

“It’s awful that you can’t play the piano,” he said. “You always play at night before you go to bed.”

“I did play last night. I closed my eyes and moved my fingers and listened. It was very hard at first, but just before I fell asleep it all came very clear.”

He zipped the tent and took off his shoes. “Tell you what. I’ll lie down and be the piano. You can start with that Ravel thing that goes all up and down—what’s it called?” He managed to raise his eyebrows and look whimsical.

“I have another idea. How about if I stuff cotton in your mouth and tie your hands and feet together? That will give you something to think about, and the rest of us can get some sleep.”

“Wonderful. I’ll be at your mercy.”

“Shhhhh. The children are asleep.”

He listened to the steady breathing of the children, breathing that made him think of the wind in the trees above him. Then, listening to the wind, he heard, coming from what seemed to be a great distance, a thin, sibilant sound from some far hillside. A wooden flute or recorder. The sound came intermittently, between gusts of wind, as if a door somewhere were opening and closing at odd intervals. Fielding, he thought. The gypsies were not far away. He knew that was impossible and yet he believed it, poised as he was at the brink of sleep, hanging between his reason and his desire. Somehow Fielding and his gypsies had cut across the land at some unknown angle, had found another way across time and space. The longer he listened, the surer he was that the melody was the same. It resembled the six rising tones of the woodlark that came in the morning and in the evening at South Haven.

“Marilyn! Do you hear that?”

But Marilyn was asleep. Her crooked arm had fallen back on the pillow above her head, her head had fallen a little to one side, and she was breathing now with the children. He wanted to awaken her, thinking that the music would articulate her dreams and hopes as Fielding had done once before.

“Marilyn—listen!”

His mind narrowed to the sound of that melody, which rose now in counterstatement, just as it had before, and it seemed that his soul gathered itself in his forehead and then began to rise out of his body and sing its way to the hill where the gypsies’ fire burned, and then beyond to the green mountain where his father and mother waited.


ELEVEN

Larry Caw-Caw

FAR BELOW, he saw the calm face of the dead girl looking up at him through the ice. Elsewhere he saw thousands of people fleeing in great hordes from the approach of the glacier. Rivers of ice came down the valleys, tearing out everything in their paths. Ice covered the ruined city of Knightsbridge. As he looked down in mid-flight, it appeared as a great Atlantean ruin, a green mystery frozen beneath the surface. The shattered walls of buildings reached up to him, coming almost to the surface. Automobiles hung tipsy above the entombed streets. Bricks and newspapers caught in mid-air. Rats frozen in the ice. How strange, he thought, that the glacier had not ground the city into bits, but instead had preserved it, like a vision in a glass paperweight. Farther south, the white fingers of the glacier reached down the main streets of South Haven, driving everything alive out of the city, crushing the north walls of buildings, pulverizing the deserted autos, the metal crinkling like tinfoil in a fist. It was a terrible sight, and yet how wonderful it was to fly, to soar above all dangers and uncertainties.

He flew over the white land, lifting on the wind, and as he listened to it he heard the gusts of another wind rippling his alpine tent. From where he lay amid the sleeping shadows of his wife and children he saw that he was flying too high, and that his flight left no mark in that vast and lonely place. The clouds and mountains moved past him so slowly, and with such silent, panoramic indifference. But there was a grandeur in that loneliness and in the way his own consciousness rose above the giants of the earth and sky. He was flying north, though he could not think why. All his forgotten ten reasons moved along the surface of things, and he was flying too high now to touch them.

Now he was falling. He sank slowly through the blue air, through white clouds, wondering why so many people were afraid of falling. Falling was beautiful. He came down on a silent hillside marked by winding brick roads and dozens of small stone houses. It was spring. Flowers bloomed in narrow borderlands along the streets and in the gardens on the village square where a tall, bearded Neptune, holding his pronged trident, gazed down into a trefoil stone pool. Amazed stone fish with wide eyes and open mouths sprayed water onto the rippling, sun-flecked surfaces. He saw no people anywhere, and except for the sound of the fountain, there was a profound and absolute silence. It was Sunday morning, he thought. And this was a part of Troyton he had never seen before.

And then, very faintly, he heard the voice of Alan Black calling him. He looked in all directions but saw no one. But at the bottom of the slope upon which the village had been built, he did see a fenced playground. He ran down the brick street toward it, but at first it seemed to recede in front of him as he ran. He knew that Alan was there somewhere, but he could not see him. No matter how hard he looked, the playground appeared empty, a shimmering bright yellow square in the sunlight.

“Alan? Where are you?”

“Arty—Arty—c’mon back. We still got lotsa time—”

“Alan? Is that really you?”

“Larry Caw-Caw!” said Alan Black. “Larry Caw-Caw!”

Suddenly he was standing down in the yellow playground, and the strange silence melted away. The place was filled with children playing, and Alan Black, nearly a foot taller than anyone else in the sixth grade, was standing in front of him and smiling crookedly. He clamped his hand on Arty’s shoulder, and with his other hand he punched him on the chest.

“Jeez, it’s good to see you, Arty. You been away so long.”

“I tried lotsa times to come back,” said Arty, “but I couldn’t.”

“This time you made it, little buddy. C’mon, let’s play. We got ten guys on a side. You and me are captains of the ins.”

“But we’re not supposed to play Larry Caw-Caw. Teacher said.”

“Aw, don’t mind what they say. They can’t stop us—we just hafta make up our minds what we wanna do. They didn’t want you to come back. They said you couldn’t do it. But you did come back, dincha?”

Far across the yard he saw the second- and third-graders playing on the long row of swings that had been painted in bright stripes, like peppermint sticks. Near the fence the older girls, dressed in jumpers and white blouses and in print smocks, played hopscotch and skated along the walkway. Nearby, the boys, shouting and kicking up clouds of dust with their tennis shoes, had divided themselves into two restless circles. Watching them filled him with a sudden and unbearable sadness.

“We don’t have any time, Alan,” he said. “All our time is gone.”

He was ashamed to cry in front of Alan Black, and he was furious at himself because there was nothing to cry about. It was spring. He was home again with all his friends. Soon the summer would come and he and Alan and Fuzzy Johnson and Johnny Arno would carry their lunch, their first-aid kits, their bottle of water-purification tablets, a gallon of Kool-Aid and their “jungle knives” to the top of Turkey Mountain and spend the day skinny-dipping in the river and climbing the ranger tower and telling ghost stories. The person inside him who had started to cry was someone else, a stranger. And then he remembered another time. He was standing alone in a living room filled with odors of the past, and again there was someone else crying.

“Don’t talk like that,” said Alan. “Don’t cry. Listen, you’re gonna spoil everything! You’re my best buddy, aren’t you? How can you just give up and cry like that when you’re my best buddy?”

Now all the fifth- and sixth-graders were crying out, cawing like birds, and running in circles, taunting each other. The game had begun. Dust rose from the yellow playground. Arty began to run with them, wondering what had made him so unhappy. It was nothing, he thought. Just the wind blowing in treetops. Dreams. Shadows.

“Hey, Alan,” he shouted. “What side did you say we’re on?”

“We’re the ins, little buddy. You and me and Fuzzy and Johnny and three other eagles against the whole packa crows!”

Fuzzy Johnson caught the leader of the outs in the open and was trying to drag him to the prison post. Johnny Arno, the fastest runner in the sixth grade, was making a dash to help him. Already he had beaten out all the big kids, and the only person standing between him and Fuzzy was a runty fourth-grader with glasses who stood rooted to the ground, hypnotized by Johnny’s speed and by his raucous Caw-Caw cries.

Now Arty and Alan were running headlong into the outs first line of defense, hoping to divert them from their leader’s struggle. He felt wind through his fingers, wings on his feet. As they ran, side by side, he saw Alan throw back his head and laugh. Alan was always laughing, even when there was nothing funny to laugh at. He laughed at the spring, he laughed at the lightfooted speed of children, he laughed at time.


TWELVE

The Arrow

SOMETHING inside him cracked. He pitched forward, and he felt the earth under his knees and hands. “Alan, help me!” he cried out. “I fell down!” He was crawling out of his tent, his heart thumping, his lungs full of cool air. Something terrible had happened. Something was tearing him to pieces. Frantically he looked in all directions, shielding his eyes from the piercing sunlight. Marilyn had built her own fire. Pan biscuits and powdered eggs sizzled in the large frypan she had set over the coals. She stood motionless, holding a large can of orange juice.

“Marilyn? What happened? Where are the kids?”

He stood up. The station wagon was sitting quietly where he had left it. The children’s silhouettes appeared inside the tent. Christy was holding up a book and reading to his brother. His wife was standing motionless by the fire, staring off into the forest. The eggs and biscuits were beginning to smoke.

“Marilyn? Is everything okay?”

He shook his head and rubbed his eyes. He was baffled and angry now at the incomprehensibility of the waking world: he had awakened, terrified, for no reason. His wife would not speak. The breakfast was burning. His children had melted into shadows.

“There are people in the woods,” said Marilyn.

He looked into his wife’s eyes and then tried to follow her line of sight. And then he saw, through the trees, a small delivery van, the kind used by dry cleaners and electricians. Men were walking in the woods all around them.

The grease in the pan caught fire. Marilyn wrapped her hands in towels and withdrew the pan from the coals. She scraped the charred remains of breakfast back into the fire absently, without looking down. “Arthur, what are we going to do?”

His first thought was to put everyone in the station wagon and leave immediately. Leave everything behind. They could do without air mattresses and blankets. No, he thought, take your time. Put everything back in its proper order. Be calm. If the strangers entered the clearing, offer them coffee and smile. If they were good people, fine. If they were predators, well, perhaps they would be put off by their purposefulness, their lack of fear. Perhaps they could leave quietly before the strangers could make up their minds to attack.

He could see them quite clearly now. They were looking for something or someone. Three men with bows and arrows and green armbands. A tall man with broad shoulders and a hunting knife strapped into a sheath. But why were they circling around the clearing, like panthers? We’re here, he wanted to say. We have two small children and we wouldn’t hurt anyone. We are naked to our enemies. He felt sick with helplessness, weak in the face of men with uniforms, men who marched together, inspired by some code of loyalty. For a moment he felt that he had sinned, had run away, had failed to offer himself. All at once he had the urge to confess something, but what was there to confess? South Haven had been murdered and he was trying to get away, trying to save his family.

He heard a sound behind him and turned to see a man in a brown leather hunting jacket walking toward him. The man was smiling. On his right arm he wore a broad green armband with two yellow stars. He was middle-aged, and his receding curly hair, his puffy jowls, and his small prim lips gave the appearance of a chipmunk with his mouth full of nuts. There was nothing prepossessing or dangerous-looking about him. He gave Arthur a gratuitous little wave with one hand as he approached.

“Good morning,” said the man. “I do hope we’re not intruding. I’m afraid we gave your wife quite a start.” The man’s voice was overly distinct; he clipped the ends of his syllables in a way that sounded British, or perhaps Bostonian.

“That’s okay,” said Arthur. “You’ll have to give us a minute—” He yawned, smiled, tried to look unfrightened.

Christy was halfway out of the tent when he saw the man. “Dad, is he a nice man?” he whispered.

“Yes, Christy,” he answered in a louder voice. “These people are from the Green Legion and they take care of the forests.”

The man in the brown hunting jacket smiled again. “Many of the city people don’t say such nice things about us,” he said. “We thank you, sir. He bent forward a little and gave a soft salute.

Arthur pushed Christy gently back into the tent. “Are you on a mission in this part of the country?” he asked.

“Well, not much of one really,” said the man. “We have been asked to check out certain local reports. And this morning we came across a dead girl covered with leaves. Would you happen to know anything about that?” Traces of the smile lingered at the corners of the man’s mouth, and his brows arched in a way that made him look expectant, open. Or perhaps amused. He sensed in that look a certain subtlety, and perceiving that, Arthur felt a twinge of fear.

“Yes,” he answered. “My wife—that is, we found her on the road. I mean, we tried to help her. She rested on the front seat for a while and later she ate something. But by the time we stopped for dinner she was dead. It was a terrible shock. My wife said—she’s a nurse—that the girl had probably been raped.”

“Yes,” said the smiling man. “Our medics saw the blood, and our field doctor came to the same conclusion. And of course he thought that you people raped and murdered her and left her in the ditch. You’ll have to forgive me—there’s simply no other way to put these things. But why, I reasoned, would you have camped so close to the site of your crime? And why would you have bothered to cross her arms and cover her so neatly? Rapists are generally very messy people, you know. And now of course that I see you, Mr.—?”

“Mr. Ferrier. Arthur Ferrier.”

“—Now that I see you and your family, Mr. Ferrier, I understand perfectly. It’s painfully obvious that what you say is true.”

“Well, it’s very gratifying to—to have your confidence.” He gave a little laugh. “We certainly appreciate that.”

“Not at all, Mr. Ferrier. Not at all. Do you have a driver’s license with you?”

Again Arthur felt another small surge of fear. The smiling man was gently pushing him toward something. He saw that the tall man had come out into the open now and was poking at the coals of the fire. The three men with hunting bows stood in a file behind him at the edge of the clearing.

“No, I’m afraid not. You see this summer there was no one to give the examinations in South Haven. You know how things have been—”

“Ah, Mr. Ferrier, I’m not making myself clear. This is apparently one of my great failings if one listens to the criticism from—ah—certain quarters. I meant of course, do you have a license of any kind? One from a previous year?”

“Not any more.”

“Well, never mind. I do hope that didn’t seem like an intimidating question. We are a peaceful organization, and we have no wish to intimidate anyone. This part of the country is full of bullies and criminals, as you must well know. We believe, however, that sweet reason will prevail and that South Haven and Knightsbridge will be returned to law and order in a matter of weeks.”

Arthur wondered what the man could possibly have in mind. Knightsbridge was a ruined and deserted city, and South Haven was in the hands of barbarians and small, militant groups that plundered anything of value. It all seemed hopeless, irrevocable as a glacier.

“That’s wonderful news,” said Arthur. “Perhaps we can go home soon then. We’re from South Haven.”

“Yes, I know. We had a report on a Datsun station wagon escaping from South Haven two days ago. We have had several reports monitoring your progress since then. We do have a rather large organization now. Hundreds of men in over three states. Dozens of cars and a good bit of electronic equipment, a few weapons, and even a computer center.”

“It’s hard to believe that our little exodus from South Haven is of any real interest to you,” said Arthur, trying desperately to look cheerful.

The man shrugged. “Everything that goes on in our sector is of interest to us, and of course you must understand that a moving vehicle is quite an anomaly. Private citizens almost never have gasoline.”

“We—we saved for a long time. We were going to meet my father and mother in the mountains. Some people drove us out of our house in South Haven and so now we’re trying—we’re trying to bring the rest of the family together.”

“But you did leave the city against the wishes of the police.”

“But everything is turned around now. The police are not really the police. Our house was burned down. A policeman helped us get away. We have two children—two little boys. We have just this one chance—” He could hear himself talking too fast, and he could see the man’s eyes upon him. He was saying all the wrong things. He was pleading now, and he had not wanted that. He had wanted to play upon the man’s façade of gentlemanliness, his intellectual air. Perhaps he had wished for a moment to move the man who stood before him, to reduce him to tears. Somehow, now, he knew that this was impossible.

“Well, of course that’s really none of our concern, not directly at any rate,” the man was saying. “And you’re right, many of the new city ordinances are quite foolish. We don’t hold with anything that constitutes a restriction of personal liberty. Of course sometimes”—and here he made a judicious pause—“we are required to co-operate with local authorities just to keep the peace.”

“I can see,” said Arthur, seizing upon the man’s words, “I can see that your situation is a very delicate one. I suppose the Green Legion is often caught between the demands of local authority on one hand, and the needs of individuals.”

“That’s exactly it!” said the man. “How well you put it! I can tell you it’s a pleasure to talk with a man of your caliber, Mr. Ferrier. As a rule I don’t get much chance to speak with perceptive people like yourself. Tell me, just what is your profession?”

“I used to manage a bookstore.”

“I might have guessed! An educated man!” Again he made a curt little bow. They shook hands, and Arthur felt his face turn red. Discordant emotions swept over him. He was relieved at the direction the conversation had taken, pleased that the man felt the need to be friendly, and he felt a desperate and submissive hope that, like the miraculous policeman, the man standing before him would prove to be compassionate. But he feared the man’s fine manners and his quick, conciliatory attitude. They suggested a façade. How could such a man lead a military patrol and still be what he seemed to be?

The men with the hunting bows poked around the station wagon. He could not get a good look at them without turning around and staring, but a quick glance revealed that one was an older man, bald and with narrow shoulders, probably incompetent with his weapon. The other two looked more dangerous with their denim pants and jackets, their wide belts and silver buckles, their beards and pointed hats. One of them, the youngest of the three, leaned against the hatch, fingering the point of an arrow and humming quietly.

The big man by the fire, a farmer by the looks of his hands, wore blue overalls with broad cross straps over his shoulders, and no shirt. He was talking now to Marilyn, who was boiling water for coffee and watching the children, who still sat quietly in the tent. His long black hair hung over his shoulders, and his thick lips smiled when he saw the coffee. Arthur could not hear what the man was saying, but he saw Marilyn glance up at him quickly from time to time. Suddenly the man laughed in a low, muffled voice, and she spilled coffee over the coals, which sizzled, producing a cloud of steam.

“You must meet my wife,” said Arthur, moving toward the fire.

“That would be my pleasure.”

As they moved toward the fire, the big man in the overalls stopped in mid-sentence and moved away a little, looking down at his shoes. Marilyn glanced quickly at her husband and then smiled hesitantly at the man in the hunting jacket.

“I’m Marilyn Ferrier,” she said.

“I’m Howard Lanier. I’ve been telling your husband that my men and I have been on patrol in this area. If we can be of any service to you, we’d be pleased if you’d let us know.” He looked at Marilyn with obvious pleasure.

“Oh,” she said, “that’s wonderful. We’re so pleased to be among friendly people again. You can’t imagine what we’ve been through.”

“We have a fair idea. Our forces have been monitoring your progress ever since you left South Haven.”

“Oh, I see.” Again she glanced quickly at Arthur and then back at the man who had called himself Howard Lanier. “Would you like some coffee?”

“You’re very kind. Coffee is a rare luxury these days.” He took the cup in both hands and brought it under his nose and closed his eyes.

“I felt very sorry for the Green Legionnaires in South Haven,” said Arthur. “They had a terrible time with the police and with the Librarians League, and even with the Hospital Knights. I don’t think the police ever had much interest in protecting the environment or keeping up the city. They seemed so—so misguided.”

“Well, of course I do agree with you,” said Lanier. “But the police have their story too. You can’t have a city without law and order.”

The man’s heartiness was reassuring. Perhaps he was a simple fellow, pleased by clichés and slogans. Perhaps he was even harmless when he was not pushed into something by his superiors.

“I suppose there’s good and bad to be found everywhere,” said Arthur airily. “I just wish everyone could see the need to pull together,” he continued. “People think about their own rights, but they just don’t think much any more about the rights of others.”

Lanier smiled at him and said nothing. The clichés had not gone down and Arthur had an unpleasant feeling that he had undershot his mark and betrayed himself.

“As I was saying, I think we can dismiss this whole business about the dead girl,” said Lanier. “But there are two other small matters.” He made his little bow to Marilyn. “Mrs. Ferrier, I can’t thank you enough for the coffee.” Then he clapped his hand on Arthur’s shoulder and led him away from the fire. As he did so, the three bowmen began to move away from the station wagon. They walked slowly across the clearing, talking quietly. As they walked, the youngest of the three casually feathered the arrow he had been playing with, drew back his bow, and sent it shrieking across the clearing into a pine tree. The arrow hit with a hollow thunk. The shaft quivered for a moment.

“Marilyn!” he called out. “Perhaps these men would all like some coffee!” He spoke in a loud voice and the three men seemed startled. Arthur smiled at them.

“I’m sorry,” said Arthur. “You said there were two other small matters?”

“What? Oh yes,” said Lanier. His hand was still on Arthur’s shoulder. “I was going to say that in our efforts to keep peace in this area we do request that you give up any weapons you may have. These will be kept for you in an arsenal and will be returned after a period of eight months. We have every reason to believe that this will have returned to normal by then.”

“And the other matter?”

“The other matter has to do with the new role of the Green Legion in this area. You see, we are no longer simply preservers of the environment. We have become of necessity an information-gathering agency. Many things have broken down, as you know. The center cannot hold, as they say. Families—whole communities—have been dislocated, scattered all over the country. Many records have been destroyed and communications have utterly broken down in some areas. It’s a mess, I can tell you. And so we see the need for a sort of master account. A chronicle of the times, as it were. We need to integrate all information about population shifts, natural disasters, people in distress—anything that might be relevant to the preservation and the bettering of all the things we hold dear.”

“I see.”

“And to that end we ask that you all return with us for a very short time to our central headquarters outside South Haven. Our experience has shown that anyone who travels collects a great deal of information, even information that he himself is not aware of. We have computers—as I think I mentioned—which all our gleanings are fed into, and from them we are able to map out our whole area from economic, military, political, and ecological points of view.”

“I see.”

Lanier laughed. “No, Mr. Ferrier, I’m afraid you don’t. I can see from your face that you are feeling a bit trapped. You have this feeling—let me put it bluntly—that my men and I are closing in on you.” He gave another dry chuckle. When he laughed, he made a sort of grimace which bared his small, yellow teeth. His puffy cheeks lifted, and his eyes disappeared into the creases. “I assure you,” he went on, “this is not the case. We have no wish to force you to do anything. We are a peaceful organization, as anyone who really knows us will tell you.”

“Many people have told me that,” said Arthur. “But I’m glad to hear it from—”

“Violence is just not our way of doing things,” Lanier continued. Then he lowered his voice and put his hands firmly behind him. “I think I can trust you, Mr. Ferrier. I don’t usually stress this aspect of our organization—there’s no point in advertising one’s weaknesses, is there?—but I have an intuition about you. I can tell from your whole manner that you are a civilized man, a man of principle. I’m fifty now, and at my age—and with all these young men around me—I have few vanities left. But I do have a certain faith in my knowledge of human nature—”

“I’m glad to have your confidence,” said Arthur hopelessly.

“—and I’m going to tell you something that ought to set your mind at ease. We are very close to incompetent when it comes to using force. We are just not trained in that area, and frankly we have no real heart for it. Look at these men, for example. Three high-school dropouts with bows and arrows with which they have had scarcely six days of practice. And an illiterate farmer with a hunting knife. I myself have a little pistol in my hip pocket. Now I ask you, could anything be more pathetic than that? Why, any trained patrol of, say, four good men could overwhelm us in seconds.”

“My family is not exactly a military patrol.”

“Well, of course not,” said Lanier, his eyes widening in amazement. “But that’s not the point now, is it? We are all co-operative people, and all this talk of weapons is really quite irrelevant.”

“I only meant—” but then he stopped, realizing that he did not know what he meant. Lanier’s useless courtesy, his inconsistencies and irrelevancies, and his vague presumptions of power were all exasperating. “I only meant,” he began again, daring for once to be sly, “that you have even less need to fear us than we have to fear you.”

Lanier gave Arthur a blank look. “Yes. Well, we do all have our enemies. The migrations from the north may overwhelm us all if we don’t work together—oh, Mr. Ferrier, you will have to excuse me for a moment. My men are getting restless. You understand.”

But Lanier’s men did not seem to be restless at all. Arthur saw that all four of them were standing by the fire talking to Marilyn. Minutes earlier they had terrified him with their lecherous looks and their soft laughter. But somehow she had tamed them. They were chatting about something, and Marilyn was gesturing with open hands; he heard her voice rising now to make a point. Something about how hard it was to stay clean out in the woods. Christy and David, hearing their mother’s wonderful, normalizing voice, had emerged finally from the tent and were standing with her, looking up with open mouths at the men in blue denim outfits with green armbands and longbows over their shoulders.

Lanier entered the circle around the fire, set his cup down on a rock, smiled, and said something cordial to Marilyn. Then he spoke briefly to his men and made a sweeping gesture toward the western edge of the clearing. Immediately the men were quiet and motionless. Then they set their cups down and hurried off into the woods. Arthur heard them scuffling about and saw them poke at things with their bows. Perhaps, he thought, Lanier suspected more than four Ferriers. Perhaps he did not wish to be surprised at a crucial point by a grandfather with a shotgun.

Lanier trotted back to where Arthur stood, smiling amiably. “If you agree we can begin immediately,” he said.

“If I agree?”

“We would like you to give up your weapons and come with us. But as I said, we don’t want you to take this as an imperative. There are—well—other alternatives.”

“Other alternatives?”

“Yes. Quite frankly, I would rather not get into them unless you think it’s necessary. The alternatives are rather complicated.”

Again Arthur felt himself sinking into an absurd submission. It was so much easier to be agreeably passive, especially with the children so near, and not think about the consequences. And yet he was frightened. He felt a desperate and heightened sense of things—he would keep his eyes open. Lanier was bound to underestimate him, and perhaps in that there was still a chance. In that, and in the man’s need to maintain the fiction of cordiality. He sensed that Lanier would do what he had to do, but he sensed also that he was a man who, like himself, disliked unpleasantness. He did not wish to appear vulgar or insensitive. He clearly thought of himself as a man of style, and he would avoid embarrassment if that avoidance did not cost too much.

“Well, of course we want to co-operate with the Green Legionnaires,” he said with hardly a pause. “We do have one weapon. There’s a gun between the front seats in our station wagon, a twenty-two lever action. But I think for your own peace of mind you’d better search the car.”

Lanier looked genuinely surprised. “Well,” he said. “I—”

“And of course we’ll be happy to go with you back to your headquarters. The fact is we’ve seen a great deal in the last two days you might be interested in hearing about.”

“You’re making me feel quite guilty,” said Lanier. He laughed, showing his yellow teeth. “I was quite prepared—that is to say—I was quite ready not to have you trust us. But I must say you have made everything very easy, and I assure you we’ll do all we can to make things easy for you.”

They shook hands again and Arthur felt that he had done the right thing. The farmer went swiftly into the station wagon to get the rifle, and the three bowmen, at some signal that Arthur missed, came quickly out of the woods.

“I want you all to hear this,” said Lanier in a loud singsong. “Mr. and Mrs. Ferrier are not fugitives from our justice, nor are they to be treated as such. They are due every courtesy, and they in turn have agreed to help us in every way they can. I want to make it very clear that your usual rudeness is not indicated.” He smiled again at Arthur and returned to his normal voice. “No sense taking chances with these people,” he continued. “One picks up one’s Legionnaires where one can. They are not very bright or very imaginative people, but they are loyal. That’s something, you’ll agree, the world being what it is.”

“Yes,” said Arthur. “The world being what it is.”

“This is all going to be very awkward, I’m afraid.”

“Awkward? In what way?”

For the second time Lanier grasped his shoulder in a fatherly way. He was leading him now toward the small van parked on the berm of the highway. “Well, I mean all this formal procedure—our way of doing things. I’m afraid it was not really meant for enlightened people like you and your wife.” As he brushed against him, Arthur felt something hard in Lanier’s right-hand coat pocket.

“The women and children will be traveling in the back of our van with Mr. Macdonald and one of my bowmen. You will be driving your own car with myself and the other two bowmen. You understand in matters like this we must treat everyone the same. We feel the need to be democratic in this way, to be fair to everyone. And of course we make every effort not to break up families permanently. Often the separation is only a matter of a few days, or even less.”

Arthur stared at him. “You mean—” Then without knowing why, he turned to look back at the camp. Marilyn was close behind him, her face full of desperate questions, her hands in the hands of her children. And behind them, Lanier’s men were going through the station wagon. He heard a jingling sound as one of them found the keys he had tucked up into the visor. “Your men seem to be looking for something else in the station wagon—”

“Another sticky point that I’m afraid requires your further tolerance,” said Lanier. “You see, our way of looking at this, our operational definitions, are so different now. Weapons are not just guns. Knives and axes are also weapons. And any long-range movement capacity—inordinate supplies of food or camping equipment—all these things are weapon-oriented. That is to say, they have an offensive capability in the logistical sense, if you follow.”

“Oh, I think I see.” Arthur tried to look thoughtful, as if he were trying to see everything from Lanier’s point of view. But in fact the whole horror was clear now. The man’s need for cordiality would buy them little or nothing. What a fool he had been! The Green Legion would steal everything they had, interrogate them, keep them separated for an indefinite period of time with no regard for the children, and then put them to work somewhere as they saw fit. Pity the children, he thought. Oh God, pity the poor children.

Just then a second automobile with a green stripe drove slowly over the edge of the road and stopped behind the van. Six more men got out. Suddenly the pattern froze in Arthur’s mind: the men standing idle for the moment on the road just a few feet ahead of them; Lanier, a pace ahead, raising his hand to hail them. His family walking together now in a tight bunch toward the road, his children whispering questions he could not begin to answer; the farmer, emerged from the station wagon with Arthur’s rifle, running toward them, holding it high for Lanier to see when he turned around. The others stalled in their thievery for the moment, coming out of the station wagon to see who had driven up.

“Oh, excuse me a moment,” said Arthur, as Lanier turned back. “I need to talk to your man about that rifle.” His voice tightened and almost failed him. He coughed once, as if to clear his throat of something, and then began to walk back toward the farmer who was still holding the rifle above his head. As he passed his wife he took her arm. “Follow me,” he whispered. “And hold onto the children.”

“Mr. Ferrier, is there something—” He felt Lanier behind him, sensed his hesitation.

Now he looked up at the farmer, who smiled down at him in supreme contempt. “Excuse me, sir, but about that rifle—”

Arthur brought the three middle fingers of his right hand together into a point and struck the man in the throat. As the man staggered backward into a tree, Arthur snatched the rifle away from him.

“Quick! Get the kids into the car and start the motor! Do you have your keys?”

“Arthur! You must be insane!”

“You know where they were taking us? Hurry up!”

“Daddy, that man is lying on the ground.”

“Dad, I wanna go home quick.”

For a moment no one seemed to know what had happened. The bowmen stared at him in wonder. Lanier smiled, as if to say, did you do what you wanted to do? Then he saw the man on the ground and his smile faded.

“Marilyn! Get the kids in the car!”

He fired three shots at the three bowmen standing by the station wagon. They hesitated, then ran off into the forest behind the clearing. Then he turned and blindly fired again in the direction of Lanier and the six men up on the road. Then he ran after his wife and children. An arrow struck a tree to his left, and then another hissed over his head. He fired three more times on the run, pumping the lever action from the hip. He heard voices retreating into the forest, and he saw his wife open the front door of the car. Christy and David leaped into the front seats.

“Get in the back and lie down on your stomachs!” he shouted at them.

Then he heard a shot behind him, and he remembered that Lanier had a pistol. He turned, heard another shot and saw a web of cracked glass spread on the right front windshield. Lanier was shooting from behind a tree somewhere.

Marilyn stood just outside the car, shielded by the open door. “Arthur, he’s behind that big tree—”

“Never mind! Get in the car!”

Then he heard a noise behind him and saw the blur of an arrow miss him and carom off the side of the car. Then, just as his wife was turning to get into the car, a second arrow whizzed past him and struck her just under the breast, making a terrible sound, like a hammer against a hollow tree. She cried out once and then, somehow, pulled herself into the car and closed the door.

For the next few seconds he seemed to lose consciousness. A red blindness engulfed him, and a roaring in his ears. Voices crying out. Pistol shots. And then he found himself gripping the steering wheel. Christy and David were lying on the green rug behind him, whimpering. His wife sat in the seat beside him. She was staring wide-eyed at the ceiling and her mouth opened in a rigid square of horror. With both hands she clutched at the terrible and obscene arrow that had pierced her.

He turned the key and gunned the engine. The car leaped forward, careening over the uneven landscape, smashing into small trees, scattering the green men this way and that. Then the car bobbed onto the state highway. He got out, rifle in hand, and fired three shots into the van and three more into the station wagon. Then he emptied the rest of his magazine into the forest. He cried out something incoherent, something he did not understand. Words that were not words. He stared into the forest, listening to the shouts and whispers. It made him weep to think that all the green men were still alive.

When he returned to the car he saw that the children were still hiding. David was weeping, and Christy was trying to ask something about could he get up now. His wife suddenly looked calm. The arrow had not gone in very far, he thought, and there was not much blood, though a little had run down her side and made a small, dark spot on the floor between the seats. Her face was very white.

He knew he had to stop somewhere quickly and take out the arrow and stop the bleeding completely. He drove down the highway for a half mile and then turned off at the first exit. He looked at the words on the sign, but he could not put the letters together. It was as if he had forgotten how to read.


THIRTEEN

One Hundred Times to China

HE STOPPED THE CAR at the edge of a large field full of late summer wheat that had already grown to nearly three feet. It shone a beautiful saffron yellow. We don’t have any more time, he thought, without quite knowing why. All our time is gone. An erratic wind touched the surface of the hay so that the heads of grain seemed to run one way and then another.

“What happened, Dad?” said Christy. “Did those men try to hurt us? Were they bad people?”

“I got so scared I wet myself all over,” wailed David.

“Are they gone now, Dad? Did they follow us?”

“No, Christy. They didn’t follow us. David, there’s some underwear in the brown bag right behind you.”

“I thought we were finished with all that stuff,” said David. “Two days ago from now you said all that bad stuff was over with and now the baddest thing of all happens.”

“Dad’s trying to find someplace that’s safe,” said Christy. “Isn’t that right, Dad?”

“That’s right, Christy. I’m doing the best I can.”

“You’re the best dad in the whole world,” said Christy. “Nobody could be as good a dad as you are.”

Then as he leaned forward to put his arms around his father, he seemed to freeze. “Oh,” he said. “Mommy—” He stared at the arrow.

“Mommy got hurt,” said Arthur quietly. “That’s why we have to stop here for a while. We have to take care of Mommy.”

Christy touched his mother on her shoulder, his hand trembling, his face full of terror. “Can Mommy talk?”

“Yes, Mommy can talk. She’s just resting now.”

“Mommy, can you talk?” cried Christy. “Mommy, can you talk to me?”

Marilyn turned her head just a little to one side and opened her eyes. She smiled at Christy. “Sure I can talk,” she said in a pale, breathless voice. “I’m okay.”

“Did Mommy get hurt?” said David.

Christy retreated into the back again and put his arm around his brother. “Mommy got stuck,” he said, looking down at the green rug.

“I’ll be all right,” said Marilyn. “I’ve been stuck before. I know just what to do.”

“You boys go out the side door,” said Arthur. “Look up on the freeway and call to us if you see any cars.”

“But we can see the highway real good from right here,” said David.

“David, you have to do just what I say, and you have to do it now. Both of you get out. Quick.”

David began to cry. “Daddy, don’t go away and leave us!”

“Oh my God, I would never do that!” said Arthur. “I would rather die than leave you!”

“C’mon, Davy,” said Christy. “Let’s go outside and look for cars. Daddy has to take care of Mommy.”

“He has to take care of Mommy because Mommy got stuck?”

“Please,” said Christy. Arthur could see that he was trying to shut out the vision of the arrow in his mother’s side. “Please—please—please—”

When the children were outside in the yellow field and the door was closed, Marilyn gasped once and then bit her lip against the pain.

“I have to get the arrow out,” said Arthur.

“You’ll do exactly what I tell you,” she answered. Her voice was a rasp, hardly above a whisper, but it stung him with her anger.

“But I have to,” he said, amazed. “You can’t leave a thing like that—”

“It’s my arrow,” she said.

“Now look, don’t be silly. We don’t have time—”

“This is all the time I have,” she said. And now she looked at him for the first time since the arrow had struck her. Then her eyes lost their focus and began to wander. Her lips, he saw, had gone dry. He had never seen anyone look so white. The arrow in her side was beautifully feathered in green, yellow, and white.

“Did the children see me? Do they know?”

“Christy saw the arrow. He’s pretty upset. David doesn’t quite understand.”

“Oh yes, I remember now. Christy told him I got stuck and I told him yes I’ve been stuck before. David thinks I got my foot caught or something.”

“I have to get the arrow out.”

“I don’t think you ever loved me,” she said.

“Marilyn, goddamn it, this is no time to—”

“But you never did. You never cared about anything but your precious sex life and your books—which you never read—and your freedom. God, how you guarded your freedom all those years. And all the while I was giving up everything, piece by piece. You left me with nothing, do you know that? God, men are so awful. They steal your life away and then they shoot you full of arrows.”

“Marilyn, I love you and I have to get the arrow out!” he shouted.

“When you lost your bookstore I was so sympathetic. I pampered you for a whole month. But when the hospital closed you never said a word. Not one word. I had to go through all that alone, and you, goddamn you, you kept telling me everything would be just fine!”

“I was relieved when the hospital closed. I was glad you didn’t have to go back. Now hold still.”

“And now this! Oh, I should know better than to trust you or depend on you! You actually courted those horrible men! You let that man in overalls handle me and whisper in my ear while you were smiling and talking about how lovely the Green Legion was! You could have grabbed your gun and ordered them away right at the beginning, but instead you invited them all in for breakfast and you forgot about your family! Oh, they saw so quickly how weak you were!”

He opened up her blouse and felt around the wound. The area had begun to swell and turn purple, and there was very little blood. The arrowhead had gone in between her ribs an inch or two under her heart.

“—and then, long after it was too late, you got violent! Didn’t you see how hopeless it all was then? We were bound to get hurt!”

“Marilyn, you have to be still now. I’m going to try and pull this thing out of you.”

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes again. “All right,” she said quietly, “now listen to me. Get the big first-aid kit. It’s under your seat somewhere.”

“But the arrow—”

“Shut up. We have no time to argue, and I have no strength for it. Take out the surgical knife, the plastic tape, two ABD dressings and the forceps.”

“What’s an ABD dressing?”

“Those big square things. Hurry. Oh, and you better get the penicillin stuff. The sterile water and the powder and the syringe and the needles are all taped together in a little package. See it?”

“Yes. I know how to make penicillin. You showed me last summer when Christy got sick.”

“Do you have everything?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, now listen. The arrowhead is flat and it’s lined up the way my ribs go. What you have to do is make a little incision on each side of the wound so that you can pull the arrow out without those barbs tearing me all to pieces. You have to make little cuts on each side so the barbs can just slide out when you pull. And you’ll have to hold the wound open with forceps, or you can use your fingers if that’s easier. You really need two people, but I’m in too much pain to help you. You’ll have to do the best you can.”

“Okay.”

“Now feel around where the arrow went in. Can you feel where the barbs are?”

“I think so.”

“Okay, now when the arrow comes out, have the two ABDs ready. There will be a lot of blood. Just press them hard against the wound and then use the plastic tape to hold them down. Use long strips so you can go around my back and pull the dressing tight. You’ve got to stop the bleeding, that’s the main thing. Otherwise the whole mess will get soggy and you’ll have to—”

“Never mind all that. What do I do next?”

“That’s it. Just button up my blouse.”

“What about the penicillin?”

“Oh, I forgot. God, it’s so hard to think. You say you know how to mix penicillin?”

“Yes.”

“Well, there’s always a chance of infection with a thing like this. The arrow is probably very dirty. If you give me two shots in the shoulder when you’re finished it should help. Now give me something to chew on.”

“Something to—”

“Do you have your leather gloves on the dashboard? Give me one of them. Fine. Now have you got everything set up? Got your ducks in a row?” She tried to smile.

“Yes,” he said. “I have everything set up on the dashboard.” He reached across and reclined her seat so that the shaft pointed to the ceiling.

“Fine. Now pick up the knife. Do it now. I’m going to lose my nerve in a minute if you don’t hurry.”

She trembled all over when he cut into the wound, and clenched her teeth into the glove. When the arrow came out she gave one great shriek of pain and then fainted.

He pressed the two dressings hard against the wound. He felt her heart pumping against his hand, and he felt the pressure of her labored breathing. By some miracle the arrow had not pierced her lung. There was no hiss of escaping air, no bubbles of blood. He leaned her forward and wrapped three strips of the plastic adhesive around her. When everything was finished he looked down at the head of the arrow that had dropped between the seats. A thin slice of sharp, glinting metal, barbed and pointed, that cut like a razor blade.

He saw that Christy was standing near the front window where he could see his father’s face. David had wandered off the road and was listlessly throwing rocks into the wheat field.

Marilyn opened her eyes. He saw from her wrinkled lips that she was very dry, and he poured her a drink from the canteen in the glove compartment. To his surprise he found it nearly empty, and then he remembered that a day earlier the girl with no name had drunk water from it and died.

“Does it hurt much?”

“It hurts but it feels better. You must have done a good job. Where are we?”

“Off the highway. By a wheat field.”

“Can you carry me outside? I don’t want—I don’t want to stay in the car.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if you just rested here? You’re not supposed to move, are you?”

“I want to go out in the sunlight. Just for a while. You can set me down somewhere in the hay field and I can rest there.”

He went around to her side, opened the door, and carried her out into the sunlight. Marilyn was a sunlight person, he thought. She tanned so beautifully in the summertime, and in August, when he was miserable, the pain around her eyes vanished and all her illnesses faded away. He carried her into the tall, yellow wheat. Christy and David followed. David held his arms out and watched the hay bow down as he passed.

“Daddy is carrying Mommy across the threshole,” said David. “They gonna get married.”

“Davy, don’t make jokes. Mommy doesn’t feel very well.”

“It’s okay, David,” said Marilyn. “I love it when you make jokes. Arthur could you set me down here? This is—this is a nice place.”

He set her down in the yellow field. He rolled up his driving jacket and put it under her head. Through a screen of wheat he could see the vague outlines of distant hills in all directions. Christy and David sat on their knees and bent over their mother.

“I got awful scared when I saw how you got stuck,” said Christy. “Did Daddy fix you up okay?”

“Your father did the best job anyone could do,” she said.

“Mommy, did you really get stuck?” said David. “What stuck you?”

“I’m feeling a little better now,” she said. “My three wonderful men are taking such good care of me.” She looked up at Arthur and smiled at him with her eyes.

“Dad scared off all those bad guys,” said Christy. “So we don’t have to worry any more.”

“He shot their car windows and now they got glass tinkles all over the seats so they can’t even drive,” said David. “I bet they’re all standing around screaming for their mommies.”

“Now we can really go places, Mom,” said Christy. “We can go to China if we like, just like Davy said. Mom, how far is China?”

“Thousands of miles,” said Marilyn in a weaker voice. She reached her arms out to her children. “Thousands and thousands of miles.”

“Or we can just stay right here, Mom,” said Christy with a sudden urgency. “Or we can go to Grandpa’s mountain like we planned. Mom, your face is all white.”

“I just need a love from my boys,” she said, smiling. “Give me a big love and I’ll feel better.”

Christy lay down next to his mother and wiggled until his body barely touched hers from his nose to his tennis shoes. He put his arm across his mother’s breast. David, on the other side, lay against her shoulder and began to caress her hair with the fingers of his right hand.

“Beautiful fresh flowers,” said Marilyn. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “My beautiful springtime flowers.” She took a deep breath and then, all at once, the creases in her forehead and at the corners of her eyes smoothed out. She took another breath. “The pain is all gone now,” she said. “I feel much better.”

“They love you so much,” said Arthur.

“I know,” she whispered. “That’s the only thing that hurts now.” She ran her hands over her face and then held her fingers to her temples. “Oh,” she said, “I am so tired. And I’m still thirsty. Boys, could you both go back to the car and get me the big canteen? It’s in the back somewhere. You’ll have to look for it.”

Christy and David disengaged themselves from their mother’s embrace, got up slowly, and then stood for a moment at her feet. “You guys stay here,” said Christy.

“Don’t move one germ from where you are now,” said David.

“We won’t,” said Arthur.

As Christy ran off through the wheat toward the station wagon, David lingered for a moment. “Mommy—” And then a smile engulfed his face and he raised his hands and opened his fingers and his hair and his fair skin were golden in the sunlight. “Mommy, I love you a hundred times to China!”

Marilyn lifted herself up on one elbow for just a moment. She did not seem able to speak. She nodded and smiled and gave a little wave with her hand. David waved back and then scampered off to join his brother.

“There’s something beautiful about the way children walk away from you,” she said after a moment. “I love the backs of their necks and their bottoms and the backs of their skinny knees. I loved them when they came to me and I love them now when they walk away.”

She sank back to the earth, the high wheat rising all around her. Then she pursed her lips and nodded to herself, as if answering some bitter, secret question. “You’ve got to keep their teeth brushed at least twice a day,” she said. “We will run out of toothpaste in a day or two, but you can use salt. It’s just as good, probably better. Remember you won’t have any dentist if their teeth go bad.”

“I know. I’ll remember.” He wanted to say that she had always taken care of the brushing and that it would be best if she continued once she got her strength back, but he could only look at her, fearing what her answer might be.

“And don’t let them eat baked beans and hot dogs and canned spaghetti all day long. Children love all that soft starch, but it’s not good for them. They need whatever greens you can find along the way, and you can also open those cans of green beans and carrots. They have half the vitamins cooked out of them, but they’re better than nothing.”

“I know, dear. I know all about that.”

“And don’t let them stay up until ten or eleven. They never make up in the morning what they lose at night. You could put them to bed at one o’clock and they would still wake up at seven-thirty.”

“I’ll put them to bed early,” he said.

Then she was silent for a long moment. “Arthur, you have tried so hard to be good. I’m sorry I’ve been such a pill.”

“I love you,” he said. “You’re a hundred times more than I ever deserved. You tried so hard and you did so much for all of us.”

She closed her eyes and she smiled. Tears were running down her cheeks again. She reached up for his hand and he took it, held it between his own two hands, felt how cold it was. But then, her hands had always been cold.

“I wonder if it’s always like this,” she said. “I mean, between men and women. I wonder if it always hurts so much.”

“I don’t know. But I think—I think men give too little and women give too much. I always wanted to know what you expected of me. I always wanted agreements and understandings. You were never like that. You loved me and you always did whatever had to be done.”

“I was bad for you that way,” she said. “I always jumped in too quickly. I couldn’t let things be. But you mustn’t worry about all that now. You are a good man. You gave me things no one else ever could have given me. If I had time to explain—oh, there were so many things—” She pressed his hand in a flickering, uncertain way. “What were the best times?” Her voice was distant now, and strange. “What were the best times we had?”

“Those summers on the beach when we were first married,” he said. The words poured out of him and it seemed that there was no end to the things he could say. “All the things we talked about and all the cheap novels we read over each other’s shoulders and the sun-tan lotion and picking up driftwood and the sound of the water. And the time we remodeled the old house together. And those three years when the children came. A million things.”

He felt that she had heard him, had understood, and he also knew that she was somewhere else. In a room, waiting.

“Yes,” she said. “Those were all good times. Don’t think—don’t think that I never bloomed. I bloomed so many times without your knowing. I bloomed secretly. I always loved you and I—I bloomed a hundred times for you and the children. A hundred times to China.”

Arthur wept. The tears of love and terror poured down his face and the wrenching sobs in his chest seemed to pour over him, carrying him off the edge of a precipice, and there was no end to his falling, no handholds anywhere. But in that terrible descent, one thing remained, one thing that the dark could not take away: the image of his beautiful wife who had bloomed for him and would never bloom again.

“Don’t dig anything,” she said. “Don’t put me in some terrible hole. Just leave me here. I’ll be just fine.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t do that—”

“You have to. It’s what I want. When the time comes, just go. I want to be out in the open. I want the sunlight and the moonlight and the wind. I don’t want—I don’t want dirt in my face.”

“All right.”

Then she smiled very faintly. Again she was in that far place, waiting. “Men live in events,” she said. “Women must live between events. Now here I am in a yellow field waiting. The sun is going down.”

“Marilyn—”

“What were you saying before? About the good times. Yes. So many good times.” Her voice was now flat and distant, less than a whisper through her rapid, shallow breathing, and, straining to hear her, he bent low over her mouth to catch the words before their sound was lost in the wide air.

“I have waited so long for the world to become a better place,” she said. “And now my patience has come to an end.” Her head fell to one side and she seemed to sleep for a moment.

“Are the children back yet?” she said suddenly. Her eyelids fluttered and she lifted her head, but the surge of strength left as quickly as it had come. Her head fell back and her lips parted. Her white face grew very still. Her hand, which he had held for an eternity, grew limp.

As he bent over her, looking into her face, Christy and David came with the water. Christy stared at his mother, and absently began to unscrew the lid of the canteen. “Is Mommy feeling better?” he asked.

“Mommy is resting now,” he managed to say. “Let’s all—let’s all give Mommy a hug for a minute. She’s very cold and she needs to get warm.”

Arthur lay down on one side, holding her cold hand and cradling her head. Christy and David lay on the other. Christy embraced her shoulders and buried his face in her neck. David wrapped his thin arms around her legs and rested his ear on her stomach. Arthur closed his eyes and felt the close presence of his family. We are sending you on your way, he thought. Our love sends you on your way, wherever you are going.


FOURTEEN

The Black Fountain

HE SAT UP IN THE DARK and knew that he was on the third floor of an old house. Christy and David were asleep beside him. Moonlight poured in through a window. He knew he was on the third floor, but he could not think where he was or how he had gotten there. Marilyn would explain everything when she came back. He remembered that she had gone out somewhere, to look for something. My patience is at an end, she had said. Then he thought of the beautiful woman lying in the yellow field. He had driven away very slowly and had glanced back several times. The wheat was a second planting and had not grown very tall. He could still see her there, so calm in the midst of that summer’s growth. Her eyes were closed and her hair was the color of the wheat and her hands were crossed over her breast. A beautiful woman in a yellow field.

But Dad! Mommy is still back there! The small, frantic hands grasping at his shoulder and arm. Dad! We forgot Mommy!

He had said something to them. His words were like the trees and the hills and the turns in the white road. We had to do what Mommy wanted. Mommy would have been very mad if we hadn’t done what she wanted. Mommy will—she will catch up with us later. He knew what they both saw in his face, knew there was no way to hide the truth that none of them believed or could speak. Mommy is magic now, Christy. Mommy is free. She can do anything she wants and what she wants most is to be with us. She’s going to be with us every minute.

He did not drive for long. He could not see the road clearly and his hands felt weak and his palms began to sweat and soon he was unable to hold the steering wheel. He stopped at an old farmhouse.

Smashed windows on the first and second floors. The lawn grown into a wilderness of thistles and crabgrass. A barn, a silo, a third outlying building filled with rusted farm machinery. Fields. But when will Mommy be with us? When can we see her?

And then he remembered David screaming over and over again, his body shaking so violently that he could not talk.

Christy and David sat quietly on the swing that hung at one end of the front porch while he explored the rooms. Broken furniture and dust and a damp, stone cellar. But wooden stairs led up to a single room on the third floor that had been cleaned out. A single large window faced over the front yard with a view of the road and the grassy hills beyond. He brought the green rug and all the blankets and pillows and food and cooking utensils up to the clean room.

You must both be hungry, he said to them. They did not answer. They huddled together in a corner of the swing and turned away when he tried to touch them. When night came, he took them up to the room and fixed cold sandwiches, but no one could eat. He wondered why the people who had left the house had bothered to clear the one room with a good view of the road. It was as if, months or years earlier, someone had known that he and Christy and David were coming.

Now he stood up in the dark and felt the moonlight across his shoulders and face. He went to the window and saw the station wagon, almost indistinguishable from its shadow and the shadows of trees. Soon, he thought, the morning would come and he would try to get the children to eat and then he would put everything back into the car and they would be on their way again to his father’s mountain. He no longer was sure that his father and mother would come, or even that the house had ever been built. Was it just another of his father’s dreams?

He longed to see his father. His father would understand everything. He too had once fled across an alien land to refuge. He too had been pursued by strange legions. As the days passed, most of the men in his platoon had died, but still they kept going, hoping against the odds to cross over into South Korea before the mainland troops caught up with them and before starvation made flight impossible. He had fled through swamps and forests. His men had been tormented by diseases and by their own hungers and fears.

Arthur retreated from the moonlight and felt his way along the wooden walls. He stumbled over a sack of something in the dark and fell to his knees. He heard Christy groan and turn over in his sleep. Arthur crawled back to his place on the rug and sank down against his pillow and closed his eyes. Now he was his own father, fleeing from the bandy-legs. He felt the meaning of his father’s flight and his father’s pain, and he wept now as his father had wept.

He remembered bowing and smiling in the prison compound, and his sons so thin and hungry and with no mother to take care of them. But that was behind them as they fled through the rain forest, the bandy-legs close behind with their bayonets and their high, piercing voices. Now he carries one of his sons, and the other runs beside him. Together they leap like deer across the shadows of trees and they feel the twilight wind in their faces. Soon the voices are left behind. They stop by a river and spear fish with pointed sticks and gather berries. They lie down in a drift of leaves and soon the darkness encloses them. All night long nightbirds sing in the trees, and the sounds of insects expand into the stillness, and a hundred miles above them the wind blows across the moon’s mountains.

Time passes and Arthur loses track. The moon slips away like a silver coin in a pool of water. Now they are walking up into green mountains, past castles and forbidden cities and statues of dragons and gods a hundred times larger than real. Is this China, he wonders. Have we come at last to the gates of China? The land of miracles? At the high summit they find a deserted city. The city is not made of glass, but the stone streets are polished and smooth, and the buildings are carved with designs that resemble mazes, and with inscriptions in some alien tongue. In the center of the city they come to a square dominated by a black fountain cut out of black volcanic rock that is scoriated, like the surface of a dead planet. Water gushes from the fountain into a black trefoil pool filled with bright fish and carvings of ancient ships and mermaids and sea serpents. A wonderful thirst overcomes them as they come near the fountain, and they drink from the cool, dark water. When they look up they see the people of the city all around them talking and drawing water from the fountain. The water has brought them into another time.

The father knows that this is the good place his own father told him about, but he wonders why the fountain is black, and he wonders why the fountain changes its shape as different people move about it and drink from it.

Look, the son cries out. The fountain is only the space shaped by the configuration of the people.

The father looks again and sees that it is true. They had drunk from a fountain with no water and had been satisfied. The fountain is a beautiful absence. It is perfect, and nothing further can be made out of it.

Then the people of the city gather around them and touch their faces and shoulders. Soon a leader emerges among them, a handsome man with slant eyes and yellow skin dressed in a blue tunic that seems to denote royalty. It is written, says the man, that a father and his two sons will one day come from the lowlands to drink at the black fountain. And it is written that his sons will transcend all other men and that their souls will be a perfect cup, and that all men will learn to drink from their goodness.

When Arthur opened his eyes, sunlight filled the room. It was late morning. He felt the presence of his children, but at first he did not look at them. He felt tears in his eyes and a flood of gratitude and a feeling of wet leaves and temples in the jungle. The dream faded. He wondered if Marilyn had started breakfast.

Then he saw Christy and David sitting together on the makeshift bed of rug and pillows and blankets. They sat with their knees up and their arms around their shins. They were looking at him in a strange and quiet way, and he knew they had been looking at him for a long time. Then he closed his eyes and remembered what had happened and knew that somehow he must undo yesterday. Yes, there was a way to undo yesterday because it was so close at hand, so tangible. It had not yet hardened into history. He made a long tunnel out of his mind and then sent his consciousness along the tunnel. He was reaching back. The dead girl was resting under her grave of leaves. The sun was at the horizon. Five miles down the road the Green Legionnaires were coming toward them. They were striking camp now. Hurry, Marilyn, he thought. Hurry, my darling. There isn’t much time. Our time is almost gone now. But then he felt his children’s eyes upon him as he lay on the floor of the ruined house, and he knew it wasn’t working. He would have to try harder, much harder. He wished now that he knew what Fielding had known. There was a trick you did to get around time. There was a different way to go. A direction he had never traveled.

Arthur sat up on the green rug and rubbed his eyes. What had he been dreaming of? He knew there were many things to do this morning—Marilyn would remind him of that soon enough—but he could not think what they were. The warmth and the silence and his children’s eyes insinuated that it would “be best not to do anything or think anything. He felt his wife’s death everywhere in his body, but he knew the thought of it would kill him and kill his children.

He got up and walked in little circles, feeling the stiffness in his legs and shoulders. Then he stopped at the big double window and looked out across the road. In the distance he saw three men cutting down wheat with scythes in a yellow field. They moved slowly and arrhythmically, each bending and striking at his own tempo. It gave him a strange, quiet feeling to watch them. Their movements seemed slow, almost careless, and yet, working side by side, they left a perfect swath behind them, a white river of cut grain against the yellow.

Farther away, gray foothills loomed against the sky and a thread of white smoke rose a hundred feet and then diffused into nothing. His eyes swept back and forth across the length and breadth of the fields and hills, and then he looked down at the lawn gone to seed under him. Near the road lay the twisted frame of a wheelless tricycle lying on its side, covered with rust.

He went down to the car and brought cans of food and a box of powdered milk, the butane stove and the last of the clean underwear up to the third-floor room. Then he fixed a simple breakfast of cold cereal and orange juice. His children ate quietly and then put down their spoons and began to put on their socks and shoes. Their movements were slow, like the reapers in the field across the road, and their faces were calm, like masks, as if the consciousness that had once animated them had retreated to some deep, inner place that no one could touch.

THEY SPENT THREE DAYS in the old house. The children slept during the mornings and afternoons, and then lay together at night holding each other and staring at the ceiling. They ate once or twice a day. They used the two bathrooms until the smell became overpowering and they had to shut the doors and use the field across the road. They found a well behind the house where they drew water. Once Arthur spent a morning washing clothes on a scrubbing board in an old bucket. One afternoon he took the children on a walk around the property. They stared at the barn and silo and at all the inert farm machinery in the storage building, but said nothing. They found the remains of a vegetable garden behind the barn. Everything had turned to seed except the tomatoes which had grown so heavy and in such red profusion they had pulled down their stakes. Arthur made a sack out of his shirt and they brought a dozen up to their third-floor room.

My God, he would think each morning when he awoke, my wife is dead. Without her, nothing would ever be right again. Nothing would be any good. The children would never speak again. There was no way out of the empty room, no way out of the ruined house. Nowhere to go. He had no strength for anything, and when his children cried in their sleep he held them and kissed them and tried to think of nothing.

But when he thought of nothing he saw the beautiful woman lying in the wheat field. He thought of her white face, her arms crossed like a dead queen, and a hot shame swept over him when he thought of her great strength and her impossible courage. Already unspeakable things were beginning to happen to her. In another day her body would writhe with activity. Nothing, he thought, nothing could be more blasphemous than that. That he would never forgive. But then soon there would be nothing left, and the unharvested wheat would die in November and settle over her hard remains and bury her forever. Rest in peace, he thought. Rest in peace my love, my only love.

He could not think of any way to save his children. On the third evening he lay awake in the dark with his arms around them. They were stiff and passive, like wooden carvings. Their food would be gone in a few weeks and there was nothing in the garden or barn to keep them going through the winter. When the snow came, they would starve. Suddenly he felt a flicker of anger.

“You children stay here,” he said. “Daddy will be back in five minutes. Just stay here.”

He went downstairs with his rifle, stepped out onto the porch. He heard the wooden swing creak and he remembered that late morning when Marilyn died and they had become one with the ruined house. He looked out across the road, but clouds blotted out the moon and stars and so there was nothing to see, and nothing to hear but the crickets. “You had better give me a sign,” he said, fingering his rifle. “Damn it, you better let me know, give me the word.”

He wondered who he was talking to. Vague shapes rose in front of him. The outlines of bushes and trees and hillsides. “I said you better give me a sign!” he shouted. “Don’t think I’m not desperate enough to do what has to be done! Don’t think I’m just going on like this until winter! You damn well better give me a sign!”

He stepped down from the porch into the tall grass. Then he sat down and closed his eyes and tried to adjust his ears to distant sounds. Suddenly inside his own head he heard Marilyn’s voice: What are you looking for, Arthur? A genuine mystical experience? Well, you’re not going to find one. You’re going to have to make it on your own. You’re going to have to keep after David until he brushes his teeth and you’re going to have to wash socks and weed your garden and scrub floors and a hundred other things, and no one will thank you for it. You’ll do it all because you love me and you love the children. Did you know that washing underwear is an expression of love? Did you?

He smiled for the first time in four days. He set the rifle on the ground. I love you, he thought. I have always loved you.

But slowly the anger returned. Was there anywhere to go without her? What if the mountain was only a dream? A rocky hill with a few wild turkeys? Christy and David would suffer blow after blow, wandering through the wilderness until—

He held his breath. He had heard something. The sound had not come suddenly; it had been with him for some time, he realized, but had not touched his consciousness. What was it? He strained his ears against the silence. A sign, he thought. God, please give me a sign.

It was music—yes, that was it. Or something that made him think of music. And then across the field where the reapers had worked, he saw—or thought he saw—a smudge of light halfway up one of the hills. And then a flicker that made him think of people sitting around a campfire.

It was as if the sign held itself in waiting.

ON THE FOURTH MORNING he awoke to find Christy standing at the window. David who had been restless and had cried out in his sleep all night long was still curled up on the green rug, his head buried under his blanket. Arthur stood up and went to the window and put his hand on his son’s shoulder. Outside, the reapers had finished their reaping and were now gathering in the wheat.

“Dad—”

He wondered why he had not spoken to them. How wonderful it would be to hear other men speaking! How wonderful to hear them talk about the old days, about how hardly anyone did a decent day’s work any more. He thought of Mr. Tytell, all full of opinions and spunk and motor grease.

“Dad?”

Then he realized that his son had spoken to him. The single word was like a miracle. Such a soft, fragile word. A whisper. Daaad. He looked down into his son’s brown eyes and saw all his fear and all his love and all his trust forming terrible questions.

“Dad, do you think Mom is okay now?”

“She’s fine. She loves you very much.”

“But did you say Mom was coming back soon?” His voice seemed hazy, like an instrument that had not been used in months. Or a boy with a cold.

“Mommy talked to me in a dream last night. She told me not to be so sad and to take good care of her two boys. She said she would talk to you soon.”

Christy turned away from the window, walked around the room once and then sat down on the bare wooden floor. “But weren’t we supposed to—I mean, weren’t we supposed to put Mom in the ground?”

Arthur sat down next to him. He was surprised by the question and he prayed for the right words. “Mommy didn’t want that,” he said. “She told me to just leave her the way she was. She wanted to be with the flowers and the sunlight and the moonlight. That was the very last thing she asked.”

Christy looked down at his shoes. “I guess she thought it would be all cozy that way. I guess she thought all the animals would be friendly.”

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s nice but it doesn’t really help. Mom is gone. Mom is—she—I’m so sad all the time—I can’t even talk—”

“I know, Christy. I feel the same way. But part of Mommy is in you, talking to you all the time. You have to learn to listen. Do you understand that?”

“No.”

“You were inside of Mommy once. A part of her became you. And all the things she taught you and all the different ways she loved you, that’s all a part of you now.”

“Is part of Mom in heaven too?”

“Yes.”

“But you told me once you didn’t even believe in all that God stuff.”

“There must be someplace where good people go,” said Arthur. “Otherwise—otherwise it just wouldn’t be fair.”

Christy nodded slowly. “Maybe she had an easier time getting to heaven. She didn’t have to get out of the ground. She was ready to go just where she was.”

“Oh. Well, I never thought of that.” Something inside him wanted to smile, just a little.

Christy began to trace the outline of a person on the dusty floor. “I want to see Mom,” he said. “I want to hear Mom’s voice. I just can’t keep getting up every morning and she’s not here—”

“She doesn’t come in the morning. She comes at night.”

“You mean in a dream? I don’t mean that. I mean something real.”

“Dreams are real, Christy,” he heard himself saying. “I’ve always believed that dreams are real.”

Christy rubbed out the figure he had been tracing on the floor. “My fingers are dusty,” he said. “This whole place is full of dust and dead flies and stuff.” Then he began to cry. First came the tears, and the soundless, convulsive sobbing. Then the sharp, deep intakes of breath. Then all at once he threw his arms around his father and began to shriek and wail. Arthur held him tightly against his chest, fearing that somehow he would fall apart if he let go.

“Mom is dead!” cried Christy. “Mom is dead and she’s never coming back!”

As Arthur held his son in his arms he saw that his brother had not moved except to push his blanket away from his face and clap his hands over his ears.

SOON THE SUN WAS HIGH. He left the breakfast dishes on the floor and went outside. He made a circle around the farm buildings and then entered the house again from the back door. As he did so he heard the sound of an automobile engine in the distance. He went upstairs and got his rifle and then came back down and waited in the front doorway. When he saw an old Corvair marked with a green stripe come to a stop behind his station wagon, another spark of fury came to life inside him. His throat buzzed. He felt a hot flush on his face. Never had he felt so fearless.

There were four men. When they emerged from the car he saw that three of them were strangers. A man with a shotgun and another man with a bow and a quiver of arrows tried the doors on the station wagon. The third man followed his leader up the lawn toward the house. The fourth man was Howard Lanier. When they all saw Arthur standing in the doorway with his rifle they stopped what they were doing. A look of alarm on Lanier’s face melted quickly into a grim smile.

He took another step forward and then hesitated, looking up at the windows of the house and then glancing over his shoulder at the men behind him. He stood there, perhaps twenty feet away, looking Arthur up and down and raising his eyebrows.

“Well, I must say, you did give us a merry chase,” he said. “But I am disappointed. You seemed for a while to be such a reasonable man, and there are so few reasonable men left. I did have hopes that we would become friends. But now I must insist that you all come with us. Perhaps later we will have a chance to—”

“You have less than a minute to get out of here before I kill you,” said Arthur. “Tell that man to drop his shotgun now.”

Lanier shook his head and pressed two fingers to his brow. “Now I just can’t believe you’re that naïve,” he said. “Do you think we’re alone? Do you think you can get ten miles in this country with my men all around you?”

Arthur fired his rifle at the car, smashing the side window. “All of you. Get in the car.”

The other three men stiffened, looked at Lanier questioningly. The man with the shotgun tightened his grip. “I assure you,” said Lanier, “that these strong-arm tactics—”

“You shut up,” said Arthur. “You have nothing to say about strong-arm tactics. You came and tried to take everything we had. You murdered my wife. We did nothing to you, but you would have killed or enslaved all of us just because we were strangers. Just because we had things you wanted.”

Lanier stared at him. “One of our arrows hit your wife? My goodness, that’s terrible! I assure you we had no intention—”

“You’re all going to be dead if you don’t leave now,” said Arthur. “You all murdered my wife. My children have no mother.” He fired again at the car and the right front tire hissed and went flat.

Lanier glanced again at his men and then back at Arthur. “Now look, you’ve got to put that thing down. We can’t even move now with a flat tire—”

“That man by the front fender has five seconds to live unless he drops the shotgun.”

The man dropped the shotgun.

“Good. Now I’ll tell you what. You are all going to get into the car and I’m going to shoot at you as you drive away. I’m going to shoot at you as many times as I can. If I can hit your gas tank the car with explode and you’ll all burn up. If not, you can drive along until your rims give out and then you can walk back to whatever devil sent you.”

He shot again and the right rear tire went flat. The three men got in the car, but Lanier did not move. Then he held out his arms in a final appeal.

“The general,” he said. “He just won’t appreciate this at all. You must come with us. Mr. Ferrier, I know you’re a reasonable man at heart. We’ll certainly give you every consideration. And I am just stunned to hear about your wife. Mrs. Ferrier was—”

“That was your last chance,” said Arthur. “I’m going to kill you now.” He raised the rifle and pointed it at Lanier’s face. Lanier did not seem able to move. His mouth dropped open and sweat formed instantly on his forehead.

“My God, that’s impossible!” he shouted, holding his hands as if to deflect the bullet aimed at his brain. “That’s impossible! I was a state senator at forty! I worked eighty hours a week for people I hated! I gave up my wife, my children, everything! What you propose—what you propose to do is impossible! Listen! I was born in Freeman’s Landing, can you imagine that? Freeman’s Landing! A mudhole! My father was a corner druggist! I left there when I was eighteen and I wouldn’t go back if my life—”

Arthur lowered his rifle. Lanier gaped at him for another second and then ran to the car. He had fully intended to kill the man, but had paused for a moment to puzzle over Lanier’s last words—so unlike the last words of his dead wife—and now, by the narrowest of hairsbreadths, Lanier had been permitted to live.

The car bobbed awkwardly as the driver tried to turn it around with two flat tires. Arthur cocked his rifle again and fired at one of the windows. Smash. A cry of alarm. He cocked and fired again as it bumped along at thirty miles an hour, retreating in the direction from which it had come. He hit the car three more times before it disappeared past a curve in the road.

And then Lanier’s meaning came clear to him. He could hear the man’s voice in his brain. Don’t kill me, he had tried to say. I have devoted my whole life to my own success, and surely the sacrifices I have made on behalf of myself should not go unrewarded. My pious love of myself cannot end here in this useless, lonely place, shot by a nobody with a boy’s bird rifle. Such a thing would prove there is no God in heaven, and surely you cannot shoot me to prove such blasphemy! Your own sweet reason appeals to you—

He began to laugh. He could not stop laughing, just as a day earlier, he could not stop crying. He ran upstairs and found his children standing together by the window. “Christy, David, we have to get out of here. We’re going to my father’s mountain. It’s very beautiful there and we’re going to be happy living there.”

“The bad guys came again,” said Christy. “I saw them.”

“I drove them all away,” said Arthur. “But we do have to go now before they come back. Now just pick up as much as you can and bring it down to the car. Let’s see if we can get everything in one load.”

He would fill the tank with his last ten gallons of gas. He would check the map to see just where he had turned off State 167 and whether this road made any connection with 314. He would see that the children went to the bathroom before they left. He would look through the house to see if anything valuable had been left behind by the unknown people who had lived here. He took a deep breath. There was nothing, he thought, like fury to clear the static out of one’s nervous system. He thought briefly of the things in his life he had bungled, forgotten, avoided, smashed, or misconstrued—the list was enormous. So often it seemed that his efforts on behalf of any cause or mission were the kiss of death. But now—just now—he had driven off four bad guys with a twenty-two rifle. Once more he was awake, living in the present tense, ready for anything.

HE DROVE SEVENTY-FIVE MILES NORTH on state road 15. He had meant to travel northwest on the state highway to New Rome and then go north on 74 to Troyton, but he had turned on 15 to find a quiet, safe place to stop and remove the arrow from his wife’s ribs. There had been a change in plans.

He decided to continue north on 15 and then turn west on 314 to reach Troyton. On the map, the stretch between the juncture of 15 and 314 and Troyton looked to be a clear and easy way to go, a morning’s journey at most. A little past the juncture, the map showed a freeway underpass and then a railroad crossing. Just past that a little jog in the road with a tiny, colorless circle and a name in italics on a country road that he had to strain to read: Ephesus.

The rough tar surface meandered through a thick forest land. Rocky hills rose and fell on both sides of the road, obscuring his view of the land beyond. He saw no houses, no signs of human life.

All at once he came to a deserted barricade. Three trees had been felled across the road and a cardboard sign was fixed to one of the branches:


Stop or smash
Food or cash
All riders, walkers and climbers
Pay tribute to the highway rhymers



On the other side, three German-style helmets had been set upon sticks. He stepped out of the car, leaving the motor running, walked up to the barricade and peered over the logs and branches. On the other side he saw two Harley-Davidson motorcycles parked by the side of the road next to a heap of charred wood and ashes and three army mess kits.

There was no way through the barricade, but to his left, through a thick growth of trees, he noticed an old gate, a cowpath, and a glimmering of meadow on the other side. He returned to the car and looked again at his map. From what he could see, the road to Troyton was only another mile or two away. Perhaps he could take another detour. Perhaps he could follow farmers’ paths and cross fields and find his way to State 314.

He drove the station wagon through the splintered wooden gate and then on down the cowpath that tunneled between the trees. A few moments later they came out into the sunlight again. Flowering ragweed and bluestem whispered against the car’s fenders.

“Where are we, Dad?” said Christy. “Is this a short cut?”

“I hope so,” said Arthur. “Thought we’d give it a try.”

At the northwest end of the field the road reappeared and wound past the shards of a farmhouse. He knew that roads like these, made so long before state roads and highways, followed early deer paths and Indian trails. They were the traces of a lost history, and their turns and rises seemed like the intonations of an ancient language.

The two-track dirt road came to an unmarked crossing and then plunged into the deep woods. Scrub brush grew halfway across in some places, and the roots of elms and oaks surfaced everywhere in a mazy tangle, making the car bump and lurch. The road dipped near the edge of a small lake, and the vegetation changed to cattails and swampweeds.

Past the lake they came to a place where a shallow river crossed the road and the wheels sank a little into the alluvial flow of sand and silt. On the other side they entered another forest filled with flowering weeds and lush ferns. The road twisted between oak trees under a dark canopy of leaves. Here there were no remains of campsites, no hunting shacks, no cultivated ground, and the air was warm and humid and very still.

Then soft pools of light opened up all around them, and Arthur saw that the road was following a line of trees whose roots held together a slender, crooked passage through a swamp. He drove on for a few yards, and then, without knowing why, he stopped the car.

“Dad, where are we?”

“I don’t know, Christy. Is David okay?”

“He’s just sittin’ back here looking at the rug. Why did we stop here?”

“I don’t know. I guess I got tired. Are you hungry?”

“I dunno. Is it time to eat?”

“I don’t know what time it is,” said Arthur. “I can’t see the sun. Did you say you were hungry?”

He got out of the car and looked around. On his side, the land softened into moss and spunkweed and then sank into a green swamp choked with water lilies and algae. Here and there, drifting bits of duckweed formed slow moving images in open pools. On the other side of the road the ferns and cattails grew so thick that he could not tell where land ended and swamp began. A little farther out, the decomposing remains of a brown rowboat lay half sunk in the buzzing water. And then the water became very shallow, and rows of skunk cabbage crouched like alien presences, their green leaves touched with bright overtones of red and purple, and clusters of flowering sumac and dragonroot and chickweed and a dozen other things he had never seen grew in a great and crowded profusion.

An immense silence lay across the swamp, but within that silence there were a hundred small voices. A frog leaped and splashed. Pockets of gas from the muddy bottom gurgled to the surface. Insects buzzed and whined. Dragonflies flitted above him, hovered in mid-air, the sound of their invisible wings barely touching the edge of his hearing.

He could feel himself losing track again, as he had lost track in dreams. Nothing seemed quite real. He could not think how he had gotten here, and he had no desire to leave. Where, he wondered, had all the fury gone? All the sense of urgency and purpose? The air was strangely thick, and he saw that he was sitting under a tree, that a cloth was spread out in front of him. He saw cups of powdered milk and cold biscuits and ham and carrot sticks. His children sat at the edge of the cloth with their legs crossed. They ate slowly, looking down at their plates. He had not thought about them in hours, and he wondered if they were all right. Are you all right, Christy, he wanted to ask. How are all your allergies? Is your nose stuffy? David, why don’t you and Christy go for a run after lunch and stretch your legs? How’s your stomach doing on Daddy’s cooking? But he said nothing. The words he wanted seemed so far away, so far back in his brain that he could not reach them.

My God, he thought, my wife is dead. The children have no mother. He leaned back against the tree. Wedges of white fungus clung to the bark, and under his legs a tangle of roots snaked across the ground. Near his left hand and across a tiny meadow of velvet moss, mushrooms clustered like Martian cities. Some were perfectly round and white. Some stood taller with bright red caps and gray webbing. My God, he thought, Marilyn is dead.

To wake up each morning for the rest of his life and remember that was like—but he could not think what it was like. Then he remembered a fragment of a dream: it was like waking to find raw stumps where your arms had been. He could not hold things, he could embrace nothing, he could go nowhere without staggering, always off-balance, always helpless.

There were things to do, so many things to do, but he had lost track. Perhaps, he thought, it was the heat and the humid air. Again, vaguely, he wondered where he was. No matter. No one would ever find them here. He would sleep for an hour and then he would wake his children and tell them a long story about all the beautiful things that lay at the bottom of swamps and then they would eat the most beautiful mushrooms they could find and go to sleep again with their arms around each other. He felt himself sinking, but a part of his consciousness waited at the brink, looking back just once more. Goddamn it, You better give me a sign. There is not one damn thing left, and you better give me a sign.…

He opened his eyes and saw the sweet moonface of his son, Christy, looking over him. His blond hair had not been combed for days, and it stood in thatched yellow peaks and swirls all over his head. The boy put his hands on his father’s cheeks. Such small hands, he thought. Such a thin face. Frail, like his brother.

“Dad? Are you okay? Don’t talk like that, you’re scaring me to death.”

Arthur sat up quickly. Had he been talking to himself? Dreaming?

“Dad?”

“I—I’m fine, Christy. I must have fallen asleep.”

“You were saying some awful funny things.”

“Never mind that. What have you and David been doing?”

“I saw you sitting there getting all sad and funny-looking, so I tried to take Davy for a walk,” he said in a small, doubtful voice. “I didn’t know what else to do. We looked at mushrooms and we saw a big frog and then Davy got scared by a dragonfly and started crying for Mom. He’s in the car now and he’s still crying. I don’t know what to do, Dad.”

Arthur stood up and steadied himself against the tree. Suddenly it seemed that they were in some kind of danger and he was ashamed that he had fallen asleep. “You did very well, Christy. You’re a wonderful boy and you always do well.”

“Could we get out of here?” said Christy. “Could we get out of here now?”

“But it’s such a beautiful place.”

“I hate it here. It’s all creepy and quiet and I feel lost.”

Arthur shook his head. “We need to build a fire so we can boil some water and clean our dishes and silver,” he said after a moment.

“Will it be getting dark soon, Dad?”

Arthur looked up at the sky. “Yes,” he said. “It should be dark in another hour or two. And you’re right. This is an awful place. We should get out of here before sunset.”

THE SWAMP was somewhere behind him. He was driving at an angle down the side of a cornfield, listening to the sound of the stalks breaking against his bumper. Then he was bumping down a cattle trail between two fields, and then, just a few yards ahead, he saw a straight gray line cutting across the landscape: State 314.

“Are we on the right road, Dad?” said Christy softly.

“Yes, Christy. We’re on the right road.”

He turned west and pressed down on the accelerator, and the station wagon moved swiftly past trees and telephone lines. He marveled at the smooth coherence of the road. He opened his window to feel the wind on his face. They were moving out again, the air was cool, and the orange sun touched the horizon. Another few miles and it would be dark.

His children sat next to him on the front seat, sunk in shadows. The fading light touched only their faces. They were both fully awake now, staring ahead. David was glassy and silent, his lips closed. Christy breathed through his mouth and brushed his eyes with his fist from time to time. It’s all the ragweed and hay, he thought, as he felt his own eyes watering and his own nasal passages begin to close.

As he drove on, he reached out now and then to touch his children. He ran his hand through David’s curly hair and over his birdwing shoulder blades. Just once David responded by grasping his father’s hand, and Arthur, haunted by the knowledge that David had not spoken in four days, felt again the terrible burden of hope.

Hills rose on both sides of the road. Then a brief, dark tunnel under the interstate freeway passing in a rush of wind. Then a railroad bridge. Then a white highway marker that he almost missed in the gathering darkness: Route 3 North. He remembered that on the map there was a small town a mile up Route 3 with a little road on the west side that angled back to the highway. Perhaps they could sleep indoors somewhere. He did not want to drive the last hundred miles to Troyton in the dark.

He made the turn too quickly and David fell against him and gave a little cry. Ahead he saw a thick run of trees on both sides of the road and another white sign: ENTERING EPHESUS POP 186. The trees gave way to two-story frame houses painted green and white and brown, all set close to the street with a sidewalk and a narrow strip of lawn running from lot to lot. Then a tiny commercial district: a notions shop, a hardware and post office, and then a small grocery and gas station.

He came to a stop at a three-corner crossing. The road to the left went back to the highway. The road straight ahead crossed railroad tracks and then disappeared over a hill. This was clearly the center of town. On the left corner stood a white church made of painted clapboard with an open belltower. On the right, a two-story building with a high gabled roof and a sign above the front door that said MILLER’S FEED AND GRAIN. In the center of the crossing was a tiny square not much larger than a traffic island, with grass and flowers and a beautiful stone fountain filled with rainwater. Someone must live here, he thought.

“Dad! I just saw someone!”

“Where?”

Christy pointed to a tree in front of Miller’s Feed and Grain. “I think—I think it was a little girl.”

“I don’t see anything now,” said Arthur. He rolled down the window and listened. Crickets chirruped and an owl hooted, and from somewhere he thought he heard the sound of running water. Then, looking back down the street, he saw a young boy standing in the dark square of an open garage. Then, all at once, there were children everywhere. Three popped up from behind a hedge. Another poked his head out from behind the fountain. A little girl with long hair stepped out from behind a tree.

Christy shook his brother very gently. “Davy! Look outside! There are children everywhere! The whole place is a children’s town!”

Arthur opened the car door. Where there were children there had to be mothers and fathers or at least someone who cared for them. Not murderers and thieves, but good people. He had to risk that much. If I’m wrong, he thought, they can come and kill me. He stepped out of the car and Christy and David followed. They stood together in the middle of the street holding hands. The children of Ephesus took a few steps forward and then stopped and looked the three of them over gravely and silently. It was dark now and Arthur could not see any of them very clearly, but he guessed from their silhouettes that none of them was over ten years old.

“Hello,” said Arthur.

Silence.

“These are my two boys. This is Christy and this is David.”

“Jocelyn! Tuck! Michael!” He heard a woman’s voice calling from up the street, and as he looked in the direction from which the voice came, he saw a light in one of the houses.

“Did you hear that, Davy?” said Christy. “It’s—it’s somebody’s mother!”

As Arthur looked up and down the street he caught sight of a man standing on the roof of the feed and grain store. For a moment the black silhouette terrified him. He had apparently been standing there all the while.

“Is that you, Mr. Ferrier?” the shadow called out.

Again, a rush of fear. How could the shadow know his name? It stood for another moment amid the black slants and peaks of the gabled roof, and then disappeared.

When the children of Ephesus heard the man’s voice they seemed to lose their shyness. They began to shout and chase each other around the street.

“Did you guys hear Mary call?”

“We didn’t hear a thing.”

“C’mon, let’s play at the fountain! We only got a minute before we have to go in!”

Now the fountain was alive with children balancing on the slender lip and splashing in the rainwater, holding their hands against the illumination from the car’s headlights which turned the stone fountain to a lambent yellow.

“Mr. Ferrier?”

The shadow from the roof reappeared at the front door of the feed and grain store. The man waved and then came smiling out of the darkness into the diffused glow of the headlights. He looked familiar. Deep wrinkles cut the corners of his eyes, and his thin hair was combed straight back.

“Mr. Ferrier! We have all been waiting for you!”

It was John Fielding, the gypsy who had spoken so kindly to Marilyn and had shared apples and water with them two days before they left South Haven.


FIFTEEN

Ephesus

HE DREAMED that he was going riding again with his father. He remembered that the horses had arrived at the beginning of the summer and that he had hated them at first sight. He hated their enormous appetites, he hated the way they rolled their eyes and kicked at their stalls, and he hated their feces, whose sharp odor filled the barn, masking the clean smell of new pine. After a week of riding, open sores appeared on the insides of his knees and on his buttocks, ugly things that made him think of sliced tomatoes, and for a month he felt the raw places rub against each other when he walked, and in the morning there was always blood in the toilet. But gradually he came to tolerate both the horses and his father’s husky, smiling enthusiasm for riding and grooming them. As his sores turned to calluses and his horsemanship improved, he began to enjoy cantering across fallow fields and down country roads in the afternoons.

And now he was riding with his father through a green wood. Rainwater from an overhang of luminous branches dripped onto the path, and the air was cool after the night’s storm. They crossed a narrow road just north of Troyton Corners, and a large plain lay ahead of them. He saw that lines of elm and poplar divided the ocean of wheat into great circular expanses. Beyond the plain lay a green mountain that Johnny Arno’s father said had once been a safe haven for wild turkeys. As he rode he felt the terrible, plunging power of the horse under him, and his father smiling back at him, signaling like a major, and the late summer morning blooming, opening out before him over the mountain like a bursting sunflower.

And then, halfway across the first rise, he saw a beautiful woman in a white dress lying in the field with her hands crossed over her breast. If I am Arthur, he thought, then this must be Guinevere. But where did she come from and what was she doing here in Troyton? She belonged to another place, another time. And then the woman opened her eyes and sat up as he rode by. She smiled into the distance but gave no sign that she had seen him or recognized him. This is not yet, he thought. First there were mountains to climb, and beyond all the mountains he could see was the edge of his childhood, and beyond that his life stretched out and away like the open sea. He was riding with his father, and his friends were waiting at the tower at the top of Turkey Mountain. Larry Caw-Caw. They were all soldiers and comrades running into the future. The sound of his confidence rose into the clear morning like a black crow calling.

But then he felt himself sinking and he felt his hands gripping the narrow steel frame of the bed, and he knew he was in the midst of another summer. Something terrible had smashed his life, and he was afraid to open his eyes. Something hanging over him would drop as soon as he moved or breathed or opened his eyes. The bandy-legs were bent over him, smiling. But when he did open his eyes there was no terror anywhere. Instead, a flood of sublime helplessness, a bafflement that bordered on joy. He was lying in a railroad station filled with sleeping children.

A very small station, he thought. A whistle-stop. A room with brick walls. An inlaid oak partition at one end with a counter and an arched window. A varnished wooden sign with the word “tickets” hanging by chains from a little wall bracket above the window. A long bench ran the length of one wall. Columns of dusty light poured in from a series of high, circular windows, light which diffused against the slate floor where, miraculously, children slept on cots arranged all over the room in a random pattern, like boats floating in a lake. Christy, David, and five others.

It was morning. Outside he heard a cock crow, a sharp, clear sound, surrounded on all sides by silence. Christy, lying in the bed next to him, poked an elbow up over his covers. David sighed and turned over. From all over the station he heard the snapping of bedsprings and yawning and then the soft curve of children’s voices.

“Jeez, does it hafta be morning?”

“I’m not getting up. Not fora milliondollars.”

One by one the children sat up in their beds, rubbed their eyes, and scratched their nightshirts.

“I got sleepy stuff all in my eyes.”

“Hey, Jocelyn, I can see your underpants.”

“Cannot, silly. I just got my nightshirt on.”

There were three older children, all boys, the oldest about twelve. A dark, black-haired girl of nine or ten whom he recognized as the one Christy had pointed to in the dark. And a very small child with mousy hair—a girl, he decided, after watching her for a moment. They all grew silent under his eyes after their first burst of conversation. They dressed slowly, looking down at their feet as they pulled their shirts over their heads and hitched their pants.

The oldest boy stepped into his overalls and glanced timidly at Arthur. “We saw you come in last night,” he said. “You looked real tired.”

“We came a long way,” said Arthur. “These are my boys. This is Christy. He’s nine and a half. And this is David. He’s eight.”

A boy with bright red hair sat down abruptly on Christy’s bed and began to pat the mattress with both hands. “Are you guys staying here?” he said in a much louder voice. “I mean, is there someplace you’re trying to get to or are you gonna live here with us?”

Christy played with the fuzzballs on his blanket and mumbled something inaudible. The boy stared at him and Christy met his gaze for a moment and then squinted at his father.

“We don’t know,” said Arthur. “We don’t really even know where we are. Is this a good place to stay?”

“Fielding says it is,” said the oldest boy. “He says anyplace else is too dangerous.”

“I heard that outside Ephesus the whole world is practically filled with crazy people,” said the boy with the red hair. “My mother told me that folks build metal monsters that go clunking through the woods and that people put bags over trees just to kill them and that some other people dress funny and talk so that nobody can figure out what they’re saying and that all the cities got burned down by witches. My mother, she said the whole world’s gone crazy.”

“Does your mother live here too?” said Arthur.

“Heck no, she’s dead. Both my folks are dead.”

The older boy with the quieter voice put his hands on his cheeks and shook his head. “Michael, you shouldn’t talk so much. No one wants to know about all that.”

“Well, heck, I was just telling him about what he asked, for cripes sake. You heard him ask, didn’t you?”

“No one wants to hear about all that stuff.”

The third boy stood a little behind the others. He was unnaturally tall and pale, with a large, round head like a puppet, and thin, straw-colored hair that he combed straight back to expose his curiously flattened forehead. After a moment Arthur saw that there was something wrong with the boy’s teeth. Nothing about him looked quite right. His bright eyes, his fixed, feverish smile, and his flushed cheeks all suggested a hectic, unnatural excitement.

“We’re all from right here,” said the boy in a foggy voice. He pointed emphatically to the floor. “We don’t need noplace else we’re all pals and we don’t wanna see the sights ’cause everything is fine right here in this place we are right now.”

The boy’s clothes were odd. He wore white ducks soiled with grass stains, and over his T-shirt a maroon sports jacket with a cloth shield sewed to the breast pocket that showed white skis crossed against blue mountains. A baggy little prince who smiled brightly at nothing.

“We wanna welcome alla you to be with us,” he said. A confusion of feelings seemed to push behind the foggy voice.

The girl with the long black hair sat quietly on her bed looking at Christy. She had dressed the little four-year-old who sat next to her playing with a necklace, and now she was putting her own hair up with a little clasp made of German silver. She seemed perfectly at ease with her distant smile and her hands working at the clasp behind her head. She was humming to herself, like a little housewife.

“Does Mr. Fielding live here with you?” said Arthur.

“He’s here most of the time,” said the oldest boy. “He’s a nice man and he takes good care of us.”

“He’s not too bad,” said the red-haired boy.

“He’s the govermit,” said the boy with the foggy voice. “He gives us alla rules and regulations and he reads books.”

“Mr. Fielding and the other men, they just got back three days ago,” said the oldest boy. “He goes on these little trips and then he comes back.”

Arthur smiled at his own children. “Boys, do you remember Mr. Fielding?”

Christy smiled a little, as if he were remembering that lost evening with his mother and father and the three strangers when he and his brother had fallen asleep in front of the fire. David blinked once or twice and then stared quietly at his father’s knees. And then, as if their father’s question had been a signal, they left their own cots and came to sit next to him, retreating from the semicircle of children that stood around them. He saw now that the other children wanted something of them, something they could give no name to. A shy urgency, a quiet hope seemed to shine in their faces.

“But he couldn’t have gotten back three days ago!” said Arthur. He was hundreds of miles away last week! He couldn’t have come all that way—” He was surprised at the vehemence in his voice. “What I mean is, I don’t see how he got here so quickly from so far away.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said the boy with the red hair. “Mr. Fielding does lotsa things no one else can do.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, I donno. Things. Tricks, I guess. Knowing all what’s going to happen next and stuff like that.”

“You better be quiet about that,” said the oldest boy. “Mr. Fielding hates it when we talk about that.”

“Oh heck,” said the boy with the red hair. “I can talk about anything I want. We live in a free town, don’t we? Fielding even said that.”

The little girl had pushed her way out past the other children and now stood directly in front of Arthur. She stared up at him and began to shake her finger. “Hate boys!” she said.

“What’s that?” said Arthur.

“Boys is mean!” she said, and everyone laughed.

“I pinched her once and she’s been mad at me ever since,” said the boy with the red hair. “She put jelly in my underpants once when I was asleep, and so I pinched her and she told Mary.”

“And who is Mary?”

“Oh, Jeez, you don’t know Mary yet, do you? Mary the Monster. She’s this horrible person made out of chicken feathers. She eats kids for lunch. There used to be seventeen of us and now there’s only five.”

The older boy was shaking his head furiously. “Michael—”

“And she hates it if you’re happy. She can’t stand happiness in any form whatsoever. She carries around these real sharp needles to stick in your eye if you get too happy.”

“Michael, that’s an awful thing to say,” said the older boy. “Mr. Ferrier is gonna think we’re all crazy if you’re not careful.”

Arthur looked down at his own children to see how they were taking all this. So far neither of them had said a word. Christy was staring at the beautiful girl with the black hair, the little housewife with the dark skin and the almond eyes. A vague, flickering smile touched his face from time to time. David looked quiet and ceremonial in his T-shirt and underwear. Solemn as a priest. And very thin compared to the others. Arthur knew the children would take his behavior for simple shyness. They could not know that Christy and David were still floating in space. Drifting. Things had happened too quickly. They had lost track.

And he knew that he had also lost track. All his preparations had come to nothing. All his supplies had not helped. All his cans and packages had not changed anything. His paper maps had not shown the real territory that lay before them. It was as if he had prepared for a land journey and then found himself lost in the dark spaces between the stars. Only a few mornings earlier he had stood in his own living room and felt the thick carpet under his bare feet. Marilyn had fixed breakfast while his children, still in their pajamas, had built cities out of colored blocks. Now his house was probably burned to the ground and he had traveled nearly five hundred miles and his wife was dead. Sometimes the thought of it was utterly devastating—he was a mountain climber who had lost his balance on the edge of a cliff; he was thrashing about desperately with his arms and legs; he was falling now and nothing could save him. At other times the thought of her death barely touched the edge of his consciousness, as if it were some annoying trifle, like a forgotten grocery list. Or a dream. She was the beautiful woman lying in a yellow field who had run out of patience and had been left behind with her arms crossed over her breast.

“Your kids don’t talk too much, do they?” said the boy with the red hair. “I mean, heck, that’s okay. Lotsa kids don’t talk much. I didn’t talk at all for two weeks once.”

Christy looked up at him with sudden interest. “You didn’t?” he said faintly.

“Nope. I was too upset.”

“My brother is upset too,” said Christy. His voice was small and faint, like a wisp of smoke.

“We’re all upset,” said Arthur. “We’ve had a bad time.”

“What happened? Did someone die in your family? When people in your family get killed is when you really get upset.”

“Michael, you talk too much and you’re too pushy,” said the older boy. “You’re not supposed to ask all those personal questions. Don’t you know that?” He spoke in a furious whisper.

“I’m always embarrassing Randall,” said the red-haired boy cheerfully. “Every time I open my mouth he gets upset.”

By then everyone was dressed, and the boy named Randall announced that it was time for breakfast and led them all out into the sunlight. At the door the dark-skinned girl with the long hair stopped for a moment, turned, and put her hand on Christy’s shoulder. “It’s nice to have new people come,” she said. “Nobody’s come for a long time.”

CHRISTY AND DAVID clutched at their father’s hands, and together they followed the others across the wooden station platform, onto the grass, and then down the sidewalk to the main street. The painted houses glittered in the sunlight, and ancient elms and oaks arched to form the beautiful green cathedral he had seen in so many small towns. The cool, bright silence touched by the songs of birds made him feel that he had been here before. Ephesus. Such a beautiful sound. So evocative, so musical, like leaves rustling in trees. And then he remembered the dream he had dreamed out in the woods: he had fallen into a quiet town with a white church and green lawns, and he had walked down a hill to a playground where all his childhood friends were playing. Larry Caw-Caw. A dream from long ago when boys could run and win.

The feed and grain store was only three doors down the street, and as it came into view he saw John Fielding walking across the lawn toward him. He had somehow expected, even in these few days’ passing, that the man would look very different. But no, he was still in the bloom of middle age. His dark skin, his oily black hair streaked with gray at the temples and curving at the back of his neck and behind his ears, his broad shoulders, his beautifully broken nose and the way he fairly bounced when he walked, like a man with springs in his legs—all these things suggested a man bursting with unreasonable good health.

“Good morning,” he said. “I see the children are taking good care of you.”

“They seem to be taking us to breakfast,” said Arthur. “But I don’t know if we should be taking your food—”

Fielding pursed his lips into a little smile. “I still have your bottle of wine,” he said.

“My bottle of wine?” It was a moment before he understood.

“You and your wife gave us apples and water and a bottle of wine and the warmth of your fire. We’ve always depended on people like you. Now will you come to breakfast?”

They all made their way to a place between the feed and grain store and the storage building just behind it. The area was closed off by a chain-link fence, and in the middle stood an iron pump with a bucket for priming dangling from the iron handle, a table filled with bowls of scrambled eggs and cheese and apple slices, a brick fireplace with a cooking grate, and two wooden barrels, one with soapy water and the other with clear. On opposite sides of this mess area sat two redwood tables set with tin plates, cups, and silver. At one he saw a young girl in a tattered dress, an older farm couple, and the two men who had visited with Fielding, the pirate and the ship’s clerk, whose names he could not remember.

He sat with Fielding and all the children at the second table, and the taste of food and the smell of the summer morning awakened his hunger. He had not been hungry for days.

“I’m sorry we have no coffee,” said Fielding. “For some people life is just not worth much without coffee.”

“I don’t mind,” said Arthur. “It’s good to be here. It’s good to sleep well and eat with other people. The air is so clean here. It’s very good to—” He looked down at the row of children eating and at the green trees and the painted houses standing in the sunlight. It was a miracle. His children were safe and it was morning and he was among friends, “—to just be here,” he said helplessly.

Fielding smiled across the table. “The apples are a little tart,” he said quietly. “They’re just beginning to ripen.”

He ate his meal slowly and listened to the children talking. Snakes and wild strawberries could both be found in the same place, they were saying. Mary’s playroom was an awful mess. None of the grownups told good stories. Pregunt was when girls ate too much and then lay out in the sun to let babies grow in their stomachs. Randall, the older boy with the shock of black hair, was easily embarrassed, couldn’t carry a tune, loved to read, organized the games and expeditions, and loved all animals. Michael, the skinny boy with the bright red hair, loved anything to do with pirates, caves, trains, airplanes, Africa, and monsters, hated waiting around, books, girls, raw carrots, and advice. Jocelyn, the fragile nine-year-old with dark skin and long black hair, loved stories, being alone in the afternoons, smooth things, birds, bright colors, and anything at all to eat. Marie, the five-year-old in the print dress and pigtails, disliked boys because they pinched, and hated nearly everything else except a stuffed panda named Littlejohn.

Tuck, the tall boy with the foggy voice and the maroon sports jacket, smiled effusively at everyone. Save for his bright cheeks, his skin was pale, almost bone white, and his teeth looked yellow and jagged, like broken pencils. He spoke in a stuttering jumble of syllables, as if he did not quite understand where one word ended and the next began.

He felt a small hand on his left shoulder and looked down to see Christy looking up at him, open-mouthed, with something like fear in his eyes. “Dad,” he whispered.

“Yes, Christy.”

“That big boy wants us to go off and play touch football. He says they all have enough for real teams now with us. Three on a side and the little girl can watch.”

“Who asked you? Randall?”

“I don’t know what his name is.”

“Do you want to go play?”

“Well, not really. I just want to stay here with you. But I thought—”

“Yes?”

“I thought it might be good for Davy.”

Arthur put his arms around his son. “You are a good brother. Do you think David would actually play?”

“I think he would sort of play. He just wouldn’t say anything.”

“Then why don’t you go ahead. I’ll come check on you in a few minutes.”

Christy took his brother’s hand and they began to drift away with the other children. He saw they were moving toward an empty field on the far side of a long drainage ditch that ran behind the storage building. Randall had run ahead to mark off the playing area with sticks that he was pounding into the soft ground with a flat rock.

“Can I bring you a cup of water?” said Fielding.

“What? Oh, no thanks.”

“There’s no need to panic. Your children will be just fine.”

“I know. It’s just that they haven’t been out of my sight for five days. Not since—”

“Randall will take good care of everyone. He always does. You come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

“To see Ephesus. It’s beautiful here in the morning.”

After a few minutes of walking up and down the two streets which comprised the town he saw that Ephesus was in the shape of a T. The cross of the T ran north to the brick station and the railroad crossing, and beyond that the road ran over a small rise and into the country. To the south it passed the old rooming house, the grocery store, and gas station, and two or three other businesses sprinkled between a half-dozen wood frame houses. At the nexus of the T was the little square in the center of the street with its water fountain. From there the other road ran west and curved out of sight, and the white church with its New England spire at its white shingles rose high into the morning. Yes, he thought, it was a beautiful place. A summer out of someone’s childhood. A magic circle of sunlight and fresh paint and quiet lawns and flower gardens. Everything so narrow and small and clean. He wondered how so few people took care of everything.

“The west road runs a hundred miles or more,” said Fielding. “It hits one little town after another and then veers south just past Troyton and rejoins the main highway.”

“It’s beautiful here,” said Arthur. “But I’m worried about the kids. Is it really safe for them to run around by themselves?”

“It’s safe enough,” said Fielding. “The closest town is twenty miles away and we’re about four miles from the freeway. No one ever comes up this way.”

“How long have you been here?”

“About three months.”

“And you found the children here when you came?”

“Yes. The children and the Pattersons and Mary Stockbridge.”

“But what happened to all the people who lived here? The sign says, Population one hundred and seventy-six.”

“That’s the question, isn’t it? I’ve been wondering about that myself. The Pattersons let things slip out from time to time, and sometimes the children talk. I never ask about it because it’s so painfully clear that no one wants to remember what happened. But I gather that one of the migrations passed through here about six months ago.

“A migration?” He saw in his mind the dark horde of people crossing the plains at dusk, like a slow plague. Horses and wagons and men carrying torches and pieces of machinery, and women with infants strapped to their backs. Yes, one day at dusk they had stopped by the edge of the road to watch. How long ago had that been?

“People from the North,” said Fielding. “I hear it’s much worse now in the northern cities. I hear sometimes whole suburbs just move out with everything they have to take their chances in the country. Of course they’re like locusts. They strip the land clean wherever they go.”

“But it doesn’t look like anything’s been touched.”

“I think they made their stand up near Germantown a few miles north of here,” said Fielding. “A few hundred men with shotguns and pitchforks, I imagine. They probably held out for a few hours and then got outflanked when the main body hit them. Numbers are everything now, you know. A few townspeople must have escaped and spread the word in time for the women and children to get their things together and move South. I suppose these few got left behind or forgotten. The Pattersons hid them out in their basement while the people from the North looted for a few hours and then moved on. Anyway, when we got here there they all were eating crabapples by the fountain.

Now they were walking down the center of the street. A light wind blew through the sunlight. Green trees whispered. Flowers bloomed everywhere, and from everywhere came the smell of cut grass.

“It doesn’t seem like anything ever happened here,” said Arthur. “It’s like everybody is in church. Everything is so beautifully kept.”

“Mr. Patterson cuts five lawns every day with his hand mowers. He has three of them he keeps oiled and sharpened. His wife digs weeds and plants flowers all day long. When they have time they work on the insides of the houses. Ralph and Ewell and I try to help when we can, but we’re mostly busy out in the fields. We planted seven acres in the spring and we’re hoping it will carry us through winter. That and the chickens and the apple trees up north of town.”

They stood now on the little square before the fountain. Surrounded by grass and with a border of daisies and marigolds around its pedestal, the shallow stone cup lifted four feet off the ground. At its center three stone fish, looking astonished with their wide eyes and open mouths, were caught in eternal leaps, each in an opposite direction so that the pool of brown leaves and water was divided into three sections. Along the edge of the lip he saw dozens of cracks and jagged places where small pieces had fallen away.

“A queer thing to find in a little farming town like Ephesus,” said Fielding. “It’s apparently very old. The Pattersons tell me it was here when they were children.”

Arthur looked past the fountain, past the spire of the white church, down the west road that led to Troyton. It was still over a hundred miles away, and the distance seemed so much farther than the five hundred they had already traveled. And what would he find at the end of that long journey? A few turkeys? A deserted campsite? A very cold winter?

“You must be wondering about my wife,” said Arthur.

Fielding shook his head. “I know about your wife. You lost her several days ago. She’s lying in a field somewhere.”

“How did you know that?”

“I saw her blood in the wine she gave me. I looked up into her eyes to see if it was true, and I saw death waiting for her. I saw her face go white.”

He followed Arthur’s gaze down the west road to Troyton, and tears came into his eyes. “Oh, she was such a lovely lady. So good and so full of feeling. It must have been terrible for the rest of you coming on alone to Ephesus. Blackwood and Swain and I hoped you’d make it before all the despair killed you. Blackwood wanted to come and get you, but that—well—that never works out. We never arrive on time. Always too early or too late.”

The strangeness of Fielding’s words disturbed him. He thought back to that evening two days before they left South Haven, the evening the gypsies had come into their living room for apples and water. People called them gypsies because they had no homes. They were wanderers who told stories and played their music. They hovered always on the edges, seen in silhouette passing over the crown of a hill at twilight. They lay invisible in fields during the day, like the dead. They looked out from the windows of deserted houses. How surprised he had been by their kindness and their trust. And now he remembered the moment when Marilyn, pleased that she had found a gift worth giving, had put the bottle of red wine in his hands. He touched her hand as he took the bottle and looked into her eyes, and his smile had faded. “Oh,” he had said quietly. As if he had seen death.

“Yes,” said Arthur, “it was very bad. But I really don’t remember much. It was like a dream. There were times when I hoped we would all just lie down in that old house and never get up again. Other times I got very scared for the children, and then that one time when the Green Legionnaires came I got very mad. I shot at them. Blew out their tires.”

“Nothing that terrible has ever happened to me,” said Fielding. “And you still—you still have a long way to go.”

“How do you mean?”

“Your mountain is still far away,” he said.

They turned away from the square and began walking back to the feed and grain store. The sun had risen almost to its zenith, and the long shadows of the cool morning had shrunk to small pools beneath the trees and beneath the stone fountain.

“I don’t know how you saw blood in the wine,” said Arthur. “And I don’t know how you traveled eighty-four miles a day on foot through the woods.”

“Eighty-four miles a day?”

“I figured it out. It’s about five hundred miles from here to South Haven. If you got here three days ago, that means you made the trip in six days. That’s about eighty-four miles a day.”

“I see.”

“What do you mean, I see? How did you get here in six days?”

Fielding shrugged his shoulders. “Would you believe me if I told you that I really don’t know?”

Arthur shook his head. “You have a private plane?”

Fielding laughed. “No. I haven’t seen an aircraft that could really fly in over two years.”

“Then you must work magic.”

“There is no such thing as magic,” said Fielding.

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” said Arthur. “I knew there must be some perfectly natural explanation. Perhaps you do it all with mirrors.”

“That must be it.”

“Seriously?”

“Mr. Ferrier—”

“Call me Arthur.”

“Gladly. Arthur, when I say I really don’t understand these things, you must try to believe me. We travel on foot. We try to move along the crests of hills whenever possible so we can see what’s happening around us. Sometimes we lose track of time and we find that time has passed rather strangely. That’s all I can tell you.”

Arthur thought about the metal men winking and creaking on hillsides, trees enveloped in newspapers dying of the heat and their own carbon dioxide, the myths, the rumors, and the haze rising over burning cities that obscured everything for miles. The world was full of madness as far as he could see, and even here in beautiful Ephesus Fielding seemed to be touched by it. “That’s all?” he said after a moment. “That’s it?”

“We have a way of finding our way between things,” said Fielding.

“Between things?”

“Yes. But there’s nothing magical about that.”

“I read a poem once about a magician who claimed there was no such thing as magic. It was his way of disarming the opposition.”

“I have no wish to disarm anyone,” said Fielding.

Arthur stared at him. “Well, you did get here somehow. That’s a fact.”

Suddenly he heard laughter and the frail, piercing shouts of children and the sound of feet running through tall grass. Then he saw them come out into the open up past the railroad tracks and run down the street toward him in their dungarees and tennis shoes and ragged, particolored shirts. The older children in front, the little ones a few yards behind, wagging the tail of the noisy monster that was all of them together. They engulfed the two men, waving their hands, pulling at their shirts, shouting each other down. Christy was shouting with the others. David stood quietly next to Randall, holding his hand and looking up at his father.

“Dad!” said Christy. “Dang it, we went into this old house and we found a loaf of bread that was just like a rock and a bunch of old phonograph records and a red hat and a dead pig! Boy, did he stink!”

“Mr. Ferrier, we’re taking good care of David, don’t you worry,” said Michael. “He didn’t cry once. Randall was with him all the time. He tells us all what to do and bosses us around just like a grownup!”

“Thank you, Randall,” said Arthur.

Randall flushed with pleasure. “That’s okay,” he said. “Davy, he’s a good boy.” He patted David on the head, and David hunched his shoulders, made a little grimace, and suddenly opened his hands. It was such a familiar gesture, a thing he had seen so many times before. What a kind of oblique pride it seemed to say, I guess I’m doing okay.

“I can’t stand not to eat any longer we should all go eat with all of our new best friends,” said Tuck.

“Mr. Ferrier, will you have lunch with us again?” said Jocelyn. She looked at him with a kind of calm expectancy. “I think Christy would like it better.”

“I’ll tell you a secret, Jocelyn,” said Arthur. “I can’t stand eating with grownups. They’re always telling me how to hold my silverware and they talk about things I don’t understand and they always get mad when I burp at the table.”

Randall smiled a little. The others roared their approval. And then, for no reason at all, Michael leaped high into the air and began to flap his arms. “You’re gonna be one of the bunch in no time atall, Mr. Ferrier,” he shouted. “Heck, I can just see that already!”

Then all the children were talking at once and scurrying about, and then suddenly, like waterbugs, they were gone. Arthur stood there in the midst of the white buildings, the blue sky, and the ancient fountain. Tears came to his eyes.

“I don’t know why children move me so,” he said. “But then, every silly little thing moves me. I’m just not a very profound person. You could scratch away on a violin and read the telephone directory and I would probably burst into tears.”

Fielding laughed. “I am very much like that,” he said. “And I also used to think my emotions were shallow because they came so easily to the surface. That is a very common misconception.”


SIXTEEN

Children’s Castle

AFTER LUNCH the children ran off to play and the adults gathered in the supply barn behind the feed and grain store. “We have these things every day after lunch,” Fielding whispered to him. “I give my state of the union message and then we have this town meeting. It seems to make everyone happy.”

The smell of old wood and damp soil and mold hung in the sour air. The earth and the weathered barn boards and the glints of sunlight blended into shades of brown and murky yellow. Enormous wooden pegs along the wall supported a miscellany of tools and implements—cultivators, grinding wheels, an old wood plow, harnesses, chains and hooks, and a block and tackle, its gears choked with rust. Above him, the rafters crossed over an empty hay loft, and higher up, where the slat-and-tar-paper roofing had rotted away, shafts of yellow slanted down through the dusty air, filling the barn with an oily light.

They sat at an ancient oaken workbench beneath the overhang of the hayloft. Mr. and Mrs. Patterson sat across from him, Swain and Blackwell to their left, and the young girl, Mary Stockbridge, at the foot of the table. Fielding sat at the other end hunched over a brown notebook in which he had made a series of entries in pencil. He looked up at everyone and smiled.

“As you all know we have a new person today,” he said. “This is Arthur Ferrier, and his children are Christopher and David.”

“Nice to see you again. Very nice indeed,” said Swain quietly. He gave Arthur a small, tentative smile. His thick notebook was spread out before him on the table, and his breast pocket bristled with ballpoint pens. Arthur caught a glimpse of lists and dates and simple drawings and long pages of what looked like a running narrative, all written in Swain’s beautiful, cramped printing. The world turned on sheets of green notebook paper. Turning like the odor of the barn and its labyrinth of associations, turning like leaves in autumn and time passing, turning like running water under the earth and the taste of dust and silver in his mouth.

Blackwood, the pirate with the beautiful hands, looked at him with a terrible, sudden sadness and did not seem to know what to say. He was no longer dressed for melodrama—Arthur had a clear image now in his mind of the handsome boy dressed all in black, wooing Marilyn with his longing looks and his talk of stars. But with his curly black hair, his soft face with its narrow chin, and his thin wrists and arms, he still seemed heartbreakingly and unintentionally comic, like a cartoon of a matinee idol. After a moment he waved awkwardly and whispered something across the table that Arthur could not catch.

“—nothing much has been reported since yesterday,” Fielding was saying.

Arthur took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. His stomach was full of chicken soup, and the cool, acid smell of the barn was deeply nostalgic. He closed his eyes and time began to blur as images from the past made little noiseless explosions in his mind and then drifted into each other, like smoke. His father’s barn and the whites of the eyes of horses in the dark. His wife walking near him in an antique garden, and the rough, crumbling touch of the stone vase at the end of the stone wall.

“—all the winter wheat is planted now, which fills the last of the seven acres. You remember we decided that with only one horse and no mules there would be no point in trying to do more, what with Mr. Patterson being the only experienced farmer. Everything seems to be doing well. Mr. Patterson tells me we should have vegetables until late September and that the corn will be ready in about a week and that the winter wheat can be harvested around the second or third week in December. Does anyone have anything to add to that?”

“We got buttonweed in the corn,” said Mr. Patterson in a reedy voice. “We’ll lose about a third of it if we don’t get to weedin’ in the morning.” He was a tall, spare man with a long neck and very thin lips. As he spoke to Fielding he seemed to look through him and smile vaguely, as if his thoughts were elsewhere. It was a look he had seen often on country people, a kind of pleasant, detached gentility. An image formed in Arthur’s mind of Mr. Patterson walking down the main street of Ephesus on a Sunday morning smiling that way and stooping over just a little as he tipped his hat to everyone. His wife sat next to him, straight as an ironing board, her hands resting in a tight little ball in her lap, her face frozen, her eyes fixed upon John Fielding.

“Do we have any morning reports?” said Fielding.

“I went south on the tracks this morning and saw three travelers over the viaduct,” said Swain. “Two men and one woman traveling southeast on the freeway. Dressed in rags.”

“Don’t like to see that,” said Mrs. Patterson. “Strangers coming so close. Where you see a few there’s usually a lot more.”

“We keep a close watch on the viaduct every morning, Mrs. Patterson,” said Fielding. “This is the first morning in a month that anyone’s seen anything.”

“Just the same I don’t like to see that.” She spoke in a thin voice very much like her husband’s, but in a higher register.

“I went north this morning,” said Blackwood. “I saw dust in the air above some of the fields. As if someone had passed through earlier.”

“It’s the people coming down from the North again,” said Mrs. Patterson. “All trying to get away before the winter comes.”

Arthur turned his attention to the young girl, Mary, who sat at the end of the table. So far she had said nothing. She picked at her fingers and twisted in her chair. She was by far the youngest person at the table, and as he watched her he found himself wishing that she were prettier. At the moment, he thought, she was distinctly unpretty, the kind of girl who got left out of everything in high school except the marching band and the girls’ softball team. Her dark, thin locks fell very evenly, like a bowl of hair, all over her head. Her pug nose, her thick lips, and her flat-chested, squarish figure made her impossibly plain without the distinction of real ugliness. But he saw now that her eyes were blue. They turned up a little at the inside corners, remarkably like Marilyn’s eyes.

She grew restless under his gaze, and finally looked up at him. For an instant her eyes went blank with uncertainty and her lips parted a little. Then all at once her face went cold and hard, as if she had seen something familiar and contemptuous. “This is all very interesting talk, I’m sure,” she said. “All you grown men running around like boy scouts to get all these little facts you put in your little notebooks, while here I am only nineteen years old doing all the cooking and most of the work in the vegetable garden. I say we got enough real problems without worrying about the Northerners. They might come, they might not. But winter is coming for sure, and I don’t mean all that fond and foolish talk about glaciers. I mean just an ordinary hard winter. We got no wood and no oil for the stoves, I’m sure. And the children got no winter clothing to speak of. Nothing but rags, and nothing fit to wear in any of the houses.”

“People took about all they had when they left,” said Mr. Patterson.

“We could make clothes!” said Blackwood.

“Out of what, I’d like to know?” said Mary.

“There’s some cattle running wild to the east,” said Swain, who was now turning back pages in his notebook. “We all saw them about a week ago on the way home from South Haven.”

“I remember that,” said Blackwood. “We traveled mostly at night. A beautiful dark journey under the moon and stars.” He gave Mary a gallant look, and she turned away suddenly with a hissing sound and a shake of her head.

“And sheep in a little valley up north a little toward Germantown,” said Swain, pointing to an entry near the bottom of a page.

“Well, if you can bring me hides I can try to make something,” said Mrs. Patterson. “Wool is another thing. You have to card it and make the fabric by hand, and it takes days and days.”

When the meeting ended he saw that Mary stayed behind in the mess area to stoke the wood fires under the barrels of water and stack dishes. When she walked, she bustled. That was the word. He saw in that muscular purpose the urge to straighten a picture or slap someone’s fingers. He could see that she was making a show of the maturity that had been forced upon her. She was sad inside, like a teenage refugee with a baby brother.

“Mr. Ferrier?”

“Yes?”

“I’m Mary Stockbridge, in case you didn’t catch the name. You have nice children. Will you put the rest of that stuff from the serving table on the big tray and bring it over here to the first bucket?

Everyone runs out on me after lunch before I can get any work out of them.”

“Be glad to.”

He brought the dishes and she scraped them and put them in a wire basket with a long wooden handle. “Did you bring any food when you came in last night?”

He hesitated. “Well, yes. We have a few cans of vegetables and some other things. By the way, where is my car?”

“Well, if you’re going to stay with us for any length of time you better bring it all up to the feed and grain store. All the food is common property around here. Mr. Fielding put it in the garage, the gray one with the broken window just across from the station where the children sleep. Your car, that is. Nothing from the garden will yield after September and we’re saving precious little, I’m sure. We’re going to be living on chicken and wheatbread, so we’re in a fix, as you can see. I’ve been through all these old houses and there’s nothing to eat in any of them. Not even a salt shaker. Nothing but rags and broke windows and dead animals. And you should see me trying to get these men to do a little gardening. Like pulling teeth, I’m sure. Everyone would rather have meetings and play games and that leaves it all up to me and Mrs. Patterson. I have your keys.”

“You—?”

“Got them here somewhere. Mr. Fielding gave them to me for safekeeping. You were so tired last night, I suspect you hardly remember going to bed.” She fished into the pocket of her dress and after a moment produced his leather key case.

“Thank you. You sound a lot like my wife.”

The girl gave him a quick glance. “I’m sure I’m nothing at all like your wife, and I don’t appreciate you saying things like that.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just that you remind me of her.”

“You want sympathy because you married an ugly lady, is that it?”

“My wife was very beautiful. She was murdered a few days ago by the Green Legionnaires.”

“And what’s your trade? You don’t sound much like a farming man.”

“My—” He had waited for her response, watched for the changes in her face when he spoke the words telling of his wife’s death. But she was—what? Incoherent? Or was it just that death was common enough to everyone in Ephesus? They had all lost mothers and fathers and relatives and friends and had lived through it. Death was something within them, something in front of them and in back of them, something they breathed in and exhaled. Something to be quiet about. And then, in a sudden, withering moment of self-contempt, he saw that Marilyn’s death was already becoming a bit of information to him, something to be manipulated and used.

“I have no profession,” he said with a misplaced anger. “I’ve never been much good at anything.”

“Everyone is good for something.” There was a singsong in her voice, as if she were speaking to a reluctant child. It made him smile to think that she was only nineteen.

Together they shook the wire basket in the barrel of boiling water, lifted it out, rinsed everything in the clear water, and then opened the basket on one of the tables and set things out to dry. She worked quickly, keeping her eyes on her hands as they talked.

“Can you work with wood? Build things?”

“No.”

“Can you cook?”

“Not worth a damn.”

“Bless and forgive you. Can you farm?”

“I had a vegetable garden back home, but I never did any real farming, no.”

“Well, what did you do before—before you left where you came from?”

“Nothing. I lived off my wife. I used to cut the grass and feed the chickens.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Well, it’s true. I went to college and then ran a bookstore for two years. It went bankrupt and then I lived off my wife. She was a head nurse in the city hospital and made enough money to support the four of us.”

She looked up at him. “You used to run a store for selling books?”

“Yes.”

“Well, there’s no call for anything like that around here, I’m sure. I declare I don’t know why Mr. Fielding wants you to stay so bad.”

“Is that what he said?”

“Not those words, but it comes to the same.”

“Mr. Fielding is long on compassion. Besides, my wife gave him a bottle of wine once. When it comes to giving a man a bottle of wine my wife was in a class by herself, and I guess he figured no woman like that could marry a man who was all bad.”

“Mr. Ferrier, you’re quite a talker, I’m sure. A college man and everything.”

“Yes, isn’t it wonderful?” He felt aggressive. Sure of himself. Slightly angry, but he was not sure what there was to be angry about. Standing in front of him was a transparent and very plain young girl with a hard way of talking and an angry manner, who knew nothing of the outside world. She would be easy prey for someone. Easy to confuse, easy to take advantage of. She had grown up too quickly and had seen too little, and too much.

“Well, you can’t just sit around and do nothing,” she said. “Everybody works. You can learn something new, I’m sure. What with all that education and book reading. Don’t ride your car around town. It gets the children too excited.”

He laughed. “Mary, do you always talk about two things at the same time?”

“Beg pardon?”

“Skip it. I won’t drive my car and I do have a trade—I just remembered. I’m a father.”

She pursed her lips, trying not to smile. “Now that’s not what we call a trade around here. That’s just something that men naturally fall into.”

“No, you don’t understand. I’m a professional father. Not too bright and not too much of a disciplinarian, but still pretty good.”

Mary stood back from the table and put her hands on her hips. She looked with satisfaction at the dishes and glasses drying in the sunlight. “Tell you what, then. I’m supposed to be in charge of the children all day, but the fact is I give them lessons in the mornings and then just let them run the rest of the time. Too much to do. I have the garden and the cooking and no help from anyone except Mrs. Patterson when she can spare the time. I need someone to take the children in the afternoons is what I’m saying. Someone to tell them stories and read to them and get them to clean up their house.”

“Their house? You mean the station?”

“No, I mean their house. They have a small house across from the station and up two doors. All the toys and games and such are kept there. It’s just one room inside and it’s a terrible mess.”

“Maybe I could get them started on that this afternoon. That is, if I can find them. Do you know where they are?”

“Playing football. I could send them down after a while if you like. They’ve played enough for one day, I’m sure.”

“Fine. But I have one question. If you have lessons every morning, how come they ran off and played this morning until lunch?”

“Today is Sunday.”

It was a staggering thought. “Sunday? My God, you mean you have days of the week out here? Jesus, I haven’t thought about days of the week since last spring. I thought they just ceased to exist.”

“Bless and forgive you.” She smiled at him. Her smile was not beautiful, but it seemed for the moment full of good humor. “Yes, we got days of the week,” she said. “Days of the week, seasons, mornings and evenings. All the comforts of home.”

THE CHILDREN’S HOUSE was a small place next to the garage where Fielding had parked his car. It was painted green. As Arthur approached he heard muffled shouts and stamping of feet from within. He opened the screen door and was appalled by what he saw inside.

Two walls had been torn out to make one large playroom out of what had been a three-room house. A square of orange linoleum lay across half the floor. The other half was covered by two rugs, both so badly soiled that he had no idea what color they were. The wallpaper, gray with dust, bloomed with grotesque purple orchids and red ferns outlined in gold. Little pyramids of spiderwebs and dead insects hung from the corners.

The room was a depository for everything that grownups thought might be of interest to children. Stacks of games rose in one corner. In the middle of the floor, six orange crates spilled over with wagon wheels and tricycles and sports equipment. Along one wall, a row of weary-looking dolls sat with empty faces and open eyes. Toy soldiers, metal cars, and collapsing piles of books covered the floor along with fossilized lumps of Play-Doh, now broken into shards or ground into powder on the rugs. Christy sat in one corner with a red fireman’s hat, listening to Jocelyn, who was talking to him very earnestly about rabbits. David was solemnly mowing the rug with a plastic lawnmower. Randall sat in one corner trying to read old magazines. Tuck and Michael were screaming and pushing each other in the center of the floor. Marie sat by a dollhouse playing with dead cockroaches which she had arranged in neat rows. She’s going to race them, he thought. She’s going to have a dead cockroach race.

“Hi,” said Michael. “Welcome to the junkhouse.”

“This place is awful,” said Arthur.

“It’s terrible, all right,” said Michael cheerfully. “But Mary the Monster said we all had to meet you here. She said you had something to tell us.” The more he saw of Michael, the more he reminded Arthur of David. Not the David he saw before him, the boy with downcast eyes who was mowing the rug, but the boy of three weeks earlier. The bony stalk of a boy with the face of an angel, who could leap and run like no eight-year-old he had ever seen. The flower-child. The essence of suddenness, of everything that was quick and shrill and tender. But Michael was older, of course, and he lacked David’s beautiful vulnerability and innocence.

“Yes,” said Arthur. “I do have something to tell you.”

“We’re yelling and we’re playing runaround!” said Tuck, who lurched when he ran, as if each step were the response to some unexpected thought. “We’re doing the runarounds and jumpyjerks and we’re chasing each other’s tails—it’s just our little game!” Tuck, he thought, was a different matter. He could feel only revulsion when the boy smiled at him. That terrible, hectic smile and those large, watery eyes and that pale, flat forehead.

“We have to have a conference,” said Arthur. “We have to sit in a circle and talk about what we’re going to do.”

Randall immediately put his magazine aside and came forward. On his way he lifted Marie from her dead bugs and deposited her on the floor in front of Arthur. “We needed this a long time ago,” said Randall. “If there’s one thing we really need around here it’s a conference.”

“My dad is terrific at conferences,” said Christy, who spoke very quietly and smiled in Jocelyn’s ear. “He thinks of all sorts of great things.” On his way to the slowly forming circle, he detached his brother from his lawnmower and patted him on the shoulder.

“Heck, what do we have to have a conference about?” said Michael.

“What’s a conference does it mean we have to sit and be quiet and read things and be fussy?” said Tuck. He was still smiling.

“I’m supposed to take charge of things in the afternoons,” said Arthur. “That’s what Mary said. She said she gives you lessons in the mornings and I’m supposed to be with you in the afternoons.”

“But suppose we don’t wanna do what you say?” said Michael. “Suppose we just wanna do our own thing?”

“That’s okay,” said Arthur. “I can do all the work myself. It’ll just take a little longer.”

“Work?” said Michael. “I hate work! Work is like poison horse turds! Work is what grownups hafta do and you know how sad they are all the time.”

“You say no to everything,” said Randall. “And you don’t even talk nice to people who are trying to help. Mary, she tries to help lots of times and all you do is talk nasty to her.”

“My first idea is that we could turn this place into a castle,” said Arthur.

“A castle? A real castle?” Randall stared at him. “You mean like in olden days?”

“Could we have sword fights and crocodiles in the moat?” said Michael.

“Castles are a long time ago they’re all dead by now,” said Tuck.

“ ‘The splendor falls on castle walls,’ ” said Jocelyn. “That’s a poem.”

“Now if you just knew what splendor meant you’d be all set for the races,” said Michael. He shook his head violently. “Anytime—I mean anytime—someone says a poem I just go crazy. Can’t stand the stuff. You know, like the bird flew away and crapped in the beautiful springtime, and all that stuff.”

Arthur looked at Randall, trying to pretend that no one else had spoken. “Not exactly like olden times. Our castle would be different because we’re different people and would probably do things our own way. But we could have a terrific time fixing this place up, and we could surprise the dickens out of the grownups. They don’t think we know how to do anything.”

“You’re a grownup,” said Michael. “And besides, they’re right. We don’t know how to do anything.”

“I’ll tell you a secret,” said Arthur. “I’m not really a grownup at all. I hate the way grownups do things, and I hate all the boring things they say. Never understood them at all. I’d rather play and fix things up my own way and tell stories.”

“Stories are another thing we hate around here,” said Michael.

“Stories are dumb,” said Tuck.

Jocelyn waved her hands in the air. “No, no,” she said. “What Michael means is that no one around here tells good stories. We love good stories.”

“Then you’re gonna love my dad,” said Christy. “My dad tells terrific stories. He tells the most terrific stories you ever heard. Right, Davy?”

David leaned against his brother and then reached out to touch his hand and then his shoulder, like a blind child feeling the shape of an unfamiliar object.

“Davy? You ’member the story about the metal monsters? ’Member how you laughed?”

“Well then, get your dad to tell us a story if you think he’s so good,” said Michael.

“First we have to make the castle,” said Arthur.

“How do we do that?”

“By making this into a terrific place,” said Arthur. “By making everything bright and getting rid of all the junk. We need a place of our own, a hideout with all our stuff in the right place.”

“That sounds great,” said Randall.

“But I could be making a bad mistake,” said Arthur.

A hush fell over the circle of children.

“A mistake?”

“Whatsa matter, what kinda mistake?”

“Maybe you like everything the way it is. Maybe you don’t know how to work at things. Maybe everyone just wants to be lazy today. Like I said, I could try to do everything myself.”

“No,” said Jocelyn. “We can work together and make the castle just like you said.”

“I hate working together,” said Michael.

“I hate all this talkytalk,” said Tuck, smiling brilliantly.

“I gonna bite your foot,” said Marie.

“Can I work with Christy?” said Jocelyn. “Christy and I would make a good team ’cause we’re both nine.”

Arthur felt a power, a spontaneity rising in him that he had not felt for days. It’s perfectly true, he thought. I’m not an adult. I never was an adult. He knew what to say to the children. He knew how to touch them and let them touch him, and he knew that his power was not over them but with them. Now everyone was moving around, asking questions. They began to push things into corners and haul away armfuls of junk into the backyard.

“Jocelyn, we need some water. Do you know where we can get water and maybe some buckets?”

“There’s a well two houses down and a whole buncha buckets,” said Jocelyn.

“And we need three people to roll up this rug, one at each end and one in the middle. Then we can carry it outside and beat the daylights out of it.”

“Beat the rugs?” said Michael.

“That’s right. “We’re going to beat them with sticks and brooms and any damn thing we can get our hands on. That will get out the dust and a lot of the dirt. Then we can scrub them and let them dry out in the sun.”

“Heck, I’ll help with that,” said Michael. “I’ll beat the crap out of ’em. I’ll throw rocks at ’em. They’ll be sorry they ever got dirty when I get through.”

“What can I do?” said Randall, who stood alone now in the middle of the floor looking tall and serious in his overalls. Arthur felt the enormous decency in the boy’s question. He saw that Randall was swallowing his pride, trying to offer his services like anyone else. He had been the leader, and now all the children had forgotten him.

“Randall, from you I need ideas. Walk around the room with me. Tell me how you think we should fix things up. Maybe we should divide everything into different play areas for people who are interested in different things. Maybe we should paint the walls. Do we have any paint anywhere? Maybe we should throw out most of this stuff or maybe we should build shelves and try to store everything neatly. You think about all that for a second—I’ll be right back. I got to help with the rugs.”

Randall continued to look at him very soberly, as if he did not quite understand or as if things were moving too quickly. Arthur had a strong intuitive feeling that the boy was strong but not quick, intelligent but not clever. His body had the strength of a farmer, not an athlete. His narrow shoulders and wide hips supported muscular arms and legs. It was the difference, he thought, between work and exercise. Suddenly Randall smiled. Arthur had never seen him smile before. “Okay, Mr. Ferrier,” he said. “I’ll look around and I’ll wait for you right here.”

In an hour they had beaten the rugs and scrubbed them clean and lined up five appliance cartons in the backyard. Two they reserved for junk and the rest they filled with games and toys. Before long they had thrown out mountains of utterly indescribable things: bright, broken objects with clips for batteries, smashed things with knobs and dials, cranks and tubes and handles and wheels and rods and plastic pieces to games no one remembered.

By sunset they had thrown out all the rotten linoleum, scrubbed the entire floor, sorted out all the books according to subject, and begun to scrub down the walls and windows with buckets of warm water and huge bars of soft brown soap that reminded Arthur of his six months in the Army Reserve.

“I get sick sometimes when I look at all those purple flowers,” said Michael. “It wasn’t so bad when they were dirty, but, Jeez, now they’re so purple. Can you paint over wallpaper?”

“Sure,” said Arthur.

“Well, do we have any paint anywhere?”

“We got all kinds of paint at the hardware store,” said Randall. “Paint and turpentine, that’s about the only thing the Northerners didn’t steal. I can take the wagon and bring back a whole bunch.”

“That’s great. Mr. Ferrier, what color should we make the walls?”

Arthur put down his scrub brush, stood up, and looked around him. The room was bare now, and the smell of dust and decay was giving way to soap and water. The purple flowers and red ferns loomed malevolently over him. “I think white. Yes. All white walls. That would make everything very bright, and all the colors will show up better.”

“And all the grownups will hate it,” cried Michael. “They’ll all say that white is so impractical.”

BY MARY’S SPECIAL DISPENSATION the children got out of their lessons the next morning, and by noon all the cleaning and painting was finished, and Blackwood and Swain brought in three loads of shelving wood, two quarts of walnut stain, a ten-pound bag of nails and four sawhorses. “We still need some varnish,” said Randall. “These rugs here, we can put them on the bad part of the floor, but we need varnish for the nice part. My dad varnished our floors once. It’s just like painting.”

“Okay, Randall, you check back at the hardware and see if they got varnish. And can you saw wood?”

“Sure I can saw wood. I’m twelve years old.”

“Good. I’m going to mark the wood where I want it sawed and you and Christy can do the sawing.”

The children worked on into the afternoon and evening for a second day, stopping now and then to munch on the basket lunches that Mary brought over and left on the porch. They stained boards and their hands turned brown. They nailed them together and mashed their thumbs and cried out at the moon. Randall and Arthur varnished the floor and built decorative railings with two-by-fours and brought in beautiful ceramic vases that someone had left that day on the front porch. Michael raided other deserted houses for pictures of sailing ships, airplanes, and wild animals. Arthur would look up from time to time, seeking out his own children in the welter of activity. Christy worked slowly but steadily, mostly with Jocelyn but sometimes with the other children. David followed his brother around, looking lost and blank. Sometimes he would pick up something that looked useless and take it outside. When he came back he would stand in the doorway for a moment, looking at the other children. God protect him, he thought. And God curse the bastards who left him without a mother.

Tuck, who seemed equally lost amid all the activity, sat with Marie, who was inconsolable without her dead bugs, and tried to play dolls with her.

“Dolls is wet,” she said petulantly.

“Everything’s wet,” said Tuck. “Everything smells funny everything is all silly.”

THEY ALL SAT on the front porch in the dark munching on apples and drinking soft cider that Mary had made the previous week, all but Marie, who had fallen asleep.

Michael yawned. “Now I know you’re not a grownup,” he said. “No grownup would let us stay up this late.”

“We’re going to have a little ceremony now,” said Arthur. “Then we can all go to bed.”

“What’s a ceremony?” said Randall. “Is that what the Catholics have?”

“A ceremony is when you make a big deal out of something,” said Michael.

“I have six candles,” said Arthur. “I got them from Mary this afternoon.”

“What do we need candles for? We can see in the dark.”

“Come on inside. I’ll show you.”

He opened the screen door and led the children into the dark house. The smell of clean wood and paint and varnish was stupefying. The soft miracle of the dry rugs was almost unendurable. Arthur struck a match, touched it to his candle, and instantly the wavering light caught the outline of his face, and then the faces of the children. One by one he lit the other candles. The tiny flames grew to ovals surrounded by circles of grainy light, and slowly the whole room came dimly into view.

They sat down on the rug and began to look at the miracle of bright, clean things all around them. Three rows of dark shelves ran the length of the north wall, filled with books and toys and games and writing and painting materials. Everything was in bright rows against the white wall. On the west side of the bookcase wall, the blue rug defined an area for the wooden trains, the alphabet blocks and dollhouses that Marie played with. The east side of that half of the room was separated from the blue rug by a little fence made of two-by-fours. Here they had put down the green rug and set up chairs and tables for reading and drawing and painting. The other half of the room was completely open—a rough wood floor gleaming yellow with varnish in the candlelight. The effect of the white walls and the pictures of ships and animals and the open spaces was so overwhelming that at first no one could speak.

“Look what we did,” said Randall.

“We did a miracle,” said Jocelyn. “We made a castle, just like Mr. Ferrier said.”

“It’s sort of like a church,” said Christy.

“God, I never worked so hard in all my life,” said Michael quietly. “I’ll kill anyone who tries to make me work this hard again.”

Quiet laughter. The sound of breathing. The flicker of candles. Tuck’s enormous, sad eyes. “I did take care of Marie, didn’t I Mr. Ferrier?”

“Yes, you certainly did, Tuck. We wouldn’t have gotten anything done if you hadn’t taken care of Marie.”

“This is our place,” said Jocelyn.

“Everything is going to begin here,” said Randall.

“Castles of glass and cities of wood,” said Arthur.

“What?”

“Oh, I was just thinking about a story I told Christy and David once. A story about building things.”

“Tell us a story,” said Jocelyn. “Tell us one of the stories you tell Christy.”

“Tomorrow,” said Arthur. “Tomorrow there will be lots of time for stories.”

The children drew closer to him and he smelled the salt on their skin and the oil in their hair. No one spoke as they looked around the room, lost in the wonder of their accomplishment, and in the peace that came with exhaustion, darkness, and candlelight. Arthur reached out and touched each child on the shoulder. “I’ll tell you a good story tomorrow, I promise,” he whispered.


SEVENTEEN

The Songs and Games of Love and Death

WHEN MARY DECLARED AT BREAKFAST the next morning that a small miracle had occurred at the children’s house, that the children had never before done anything useful on purpose, and that fathering must be Mr. Ferrier’s trade after all, everyone came to have a look. Blackwood intoned that it was a place for the little ones to live more creatively, and then he played the guitar for the children and sang them a song in his high tenor voice about a little boy who went away in a silver boat. Mrs. Patterson said the place was clean and goodsmelling with all the nice paint and varnish. She went on to say that there were strict rules about conduct and cleanliness in the string of outhouses Mr. Patterson had built behind the church. Just a place to do your business and leave quick, and not a place to say bad words, write things, or play “secret games” and such. Her husband squinted and smiled and nodded and said things were very nice indeed. Swain looked around and then made a note in his book. Fielding gave a little cry of surprise and pleasure. “My God!” he said. “You’re a genius! How in the world did you get all this done in two days?”

Arthur was amazed by his sudden prestige and success. In forty-eight hours he had become—what? An Ephesian? He was both pleased and revolted by the idea. Pleased to find a safe haven amid safe people where his children could forget their fears and sleep in beds and where he could be of some use. Revolted by the quickness and strangeness of the change, the fantastic improbability of his good luck, the feeling that it was temporary and undeserved. Then too, there was the dream of his childhood in Troyton, the mountain, his father’s hideaway cabin. Perhaps even now his mother and father were waiting for him. Perhaps even now they climbed to the top of the ranger’s tower to watch the road.

But the days passed quickly. In the mornings after breakfast he got the children off to their lessons at the feed and grain store where Mary lived. She had taken up quarters on the first floor, a huge open space divided now into three rooms by barrels of apples and potatoes and shelves filled with jars of pickles and canned vegetables and fruits. Each of the rooms had its own oval rug made in cords of bright orange and red and green, and its own odd assortment of heavy colonial furniture. The kitchen contained a sink, a pump, a work table, a dozen cabinets, and a stone hearth built into one wall. To the left of the kitchen was Mary’s bedroom. To the right was the school area filled with grammar school desks all set against the east wall where the morning light flooded in through greenhouse windows. Everything looked strong, bright, clean, and provisional. And everything was drowned in the transcendent odor of baking bread.

He had no idea what Mary did in her school, but he imagined she would have her hands full with David. For Christy, learning had always been effortless. He read children’s novels and wrote stories and did addition and subtraction all before he was seven. But David—even before the silence following his mother’s death—had been a problem. His mind was a study in contradictions. He could not recount any series of events coherently, but his memory for colors and shapes was usually better than Christy’s. He was easily frustrated by simple mechanisms, but he was more at ease with people, more tolerant and empathetic. His reading and writing were slow, inaccurate, and painful, but his speaking vocabulary was larger and more fanciful than his brother’s, filled as it was by surprises and inventions. A moth flattering in the corner scared the bejorns out of him. A scarecrow would hinge back and forth in the wind. And his mother, who was of Scandinavian descent, worked as a norse in the hospital.

“I need two tampons for my airplane,” he announced one day.

“Tampons,” said Arthur. “Did you say tampons?”

“Those long skinny things,” he said. “Like cigars.”

“What do you want them for?”

“So my airplane can land on water.”

He thought for a moment. “You mean pontoons.”

“Just what I said,” said David.

With the children safe in Mary’s school, he would go upstairs to Fielding’s paneled bedroom and browse through titles on his three walls of bookshelves. Fielding always seemed very glad to see him and insisted that he take the one easy chair, which sat by the tiny bay window. “You’re not depriving me of anything,” he would say. “I do all my reading in bed. I have this theory that all really important things are done in a horizontal position.”

It pained him to realize, looking at Fielding’s library, how uneducated he had always been for a man of his pretensions. As Marilyn had pointed out many times, he and David were both quasi-readers. He had heard of everything; he read very little. His literary talk at cocktail parties was based mostly on hearsay and upon the one book he had read that year. He dreamed that there would come a time in his life when he would hide away for a year and read fifty good books and emerge a wise man. How grand, he thought, to have his own small library high on Turkey Mountain. He would farm and hunt all day long and then read by lamplight through the lonely evenings, listening to the wind blow through the dark. He would fall asleep in that high place with his mind full of the images and ideas of other men, men long dead. He would feel what they felt and enter into their silent community. He would sense for the first time the continuity of human thought that stretched across the ages. In his heart he realized that such a time would probably never come, and that in any case wisdom, for him, was not found very often in books.

But he was curious about Fielding’s library. Fielding seemed to read constantly, though Arthur had never heard him talk about what he read. He expected to find books about history, geography, and the occult. Instead he found modern fiction and poetry, a smattering of Greek classics, a Shakespeare, and a long row of philosophical works beginning with Plato and ending with Edmund Husserl, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Gaston Bachelard. Arthur would sit for hours in Fielding’s easy chair, turning pages, reading sentences here and there, and daydreaming about Troyton.

As the cider grew harder, the adults lingered longer and longer over their daily meetings in the supply barn. Mary would sit quietly but impatiently at one end of the table examining her hands and throwing out an occasional impertinence. Curious, he thought, that in so many ways she seemed to be the oldest, the most dogmatic, the most parental of the group, with the possible exception of Mrs. Patterson. Fielding was clearly her senior by at least thirty years.

The barn talk was thick with fears and rumors. Swain had talked with a one-armed man traveling east on 314 a mile or two south of town. The man had mumbled something about a war between the Green Legionnaires and a horde of northern barbarians. Cities had been overrun, but finally the Northerners had been turned back in the ruins of Knightsbridge, and now the situation was unclear. The State Police had taken over for a brief time, and then a group of men who dressed in white—the man didn’t know what they called themselves—had gained a large following. One of the glacier cults, he thought. Arthur saw that everyone, even Mary, was hungry for news from the outside world, and for hours they would piece together what little they could from things they had seen, people they had met, recollections of their own journeys, and the broken, distant voices that came and faded on Mr. Patterson’s battery-operated radio.

But nothing was clear or certain. There were stories of monks carrying shotguns, and men and women with strings of tincans tied to their legs, clattering and smiling foolishly wherever they went. There were tales of how much worse things were up North. There, according to Fielding, mushrooms in hundreds of colors ran wild through forests of dead trees. Temperature inversions trapped domes of heat extending for miles and lasting for weeks at a time. A warm rain was almost constant through the summer months, and wild ferns grew in profusion while the northern flora sickened and died. “You hear a lot of things when you travel,” said Fielding. “I suppose some of it must be true.”

Swain reported that dogs traveled in wild packs just a few miles to the north, and that dead fish choked the rivers. The remains of thousands of birds, all killed by the acid rainfalls, littered the fields and roadsides. And there was talk of a river of death fifty to seventy-five miles wide that meandered through cities and down main arteries, a plague that left nothing alive in its wake. They were lucky, they all agreed, to live so near the mountains where the air was still clear and the land still fresh.

The only thing Arthur was sure of was that city life, at least in this part of the country, was beginning to die out. Except perhaps in towns where some country chief had managed to enforce the loyalty of the surrounding farms. Around these small pockets of strength flowed the shapeless and incoherent masses of people whose numbers seemed to grow as late summer touched the edge of autumn. Was there any way, he wondered, to understand what had happened? He had felt his way blindly down the days and nights. He had traveled a long way and seen and heard a great deal. Time had passed. Terrible things had happened and now he had come to Ephesus.

Late one morning Christy asked him just exactly where they all were, and he replied that of course they were in Ephesus.

“No, I mean what state is this and what year and month and all that.”

Arthur was not sure of the month and day, but for a moment he was sure he knew what state he was in, and what year. But then as he thought back over the weeks and months it was hard to remember anyone talking about their county or their state. His father and mother lived in Florida, that much was clear. But the rest seemed vague. And no one spoke of days, months, or years.

“We should Scotch-tape the names of things on everything before everything gets lost,” said Christy. “I asked Jocelyn and she said we live in the state of Illianasee, but Michael says no we live in the state of Confusion. So I asked Mr. Fielding and he said the names of all those big things slipped off and there’s no one to stick them back on again. He says the shapes of small things are sharper and they hold their names better. But, Dad, don’t you at least know what month it is? I’d feel a lot better if I knew the month.”

“It’s late summer, Christy. We’re in the month of late summer.”

Arthur’s afternoons began with two or three hours of running with the children. They played football and soccer with a fierce pleasure. They raced for a mile or more on the railroad tracks going north. They went on short hikes down the west road, past the apple orchards, past the deserted fields filled with ragged clumps of volunteer corn and five foot grass and giant weeds with broad, hairy leaves with white-veined surfaces, like green marble.

Then they would bring apples back to the castle, as the children had officially christened it, to read and draw and play quietly for an hour. Marie would fall asleep on the green rug by her dollhouse. Jocelyn and Christy would take down one of the games from the walnut shelves and carefully read the instructions to each other and then tentatively set the pieces on the board while David watched. Christy would put his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I’ll put this piece on for you,” he would say. “There, Davy, you see? You’re playing too. I’ll move your piece and everything. All you have to do is watch—”

Later on, just before dinner, they would all sit in a circle on the blue rug, Marie would wake up, and Arthur would tell stories. He went through all the ones he had told Christy and David in the first three days, and then began to make up new ones. Sometimes he would wonder where all the stories came from. It seemed that all he needed to do was fix his attention on something in the room or something that had happened that day, and a story would come into his head all at once, like a vision. A broken doll suggested a tale about a stuffed soldier searching through an enchanted forest for his lost arm, torn off by a wolf who did not know that dolls were inedible. Marie falling on the varnished floor inspired the story of Too Clean city, where the mayor decreed that everyone had to scrub and polish everything so hard that strangers often went blind from the shine, and even the streets were so smooth that people had to sit on rugs and slide to church on Sunday morning.

In the evenings after dinner the men gathered wood and built a fire, and Mary heated a bowl of cider and brought out slices of dark bread on a wooden tray.

“My, this is pleasant,” Mrs. Patterson would say, the firelight shining in her eyes. “But come September, it’s going to get cool. And come January, I hope all you men have done what’s necessary.”

“We’re going to gather in the harvest, don’t you worry,” said Fielding.

“We’ll have dozens of chickens,” said Swain. “Don’t know exactly how many.”

“And I’ll go hunting,” said Blackwood. “I’ll bring in all the leather hides we need.”

“So fine to have such a mighty hunter,” said Mary. “A man who can shoot cows in broad daylight.”

“How terrible,” said Blackwood, “to be hated by the most beautiful woman in Ephesus.”

“That’s a terrible insult, everything considered,” she would say, and then blush. “Tit for tat, I guess.”

Feelings began to rise out of the warm cider and out of the firelight. Mr. Patterson talked hesitantly of the old days in Ephesus before the Second World War, Fielding talked of what it was like to be a young man in New Orleans in the 1950s, and the children’s voices were like fireflies, points of light darting here and there, appearing, disappearing, beautiful and meaningless. His own children were invariably quiet, and they sat always within an arm’s length of their father. David would sit motionless for almost an entire evening. Occasionally he would raise his hands and arms to feel the heat of the fire.

Arthur could feel ghosts creep close to the circle of light. Things that no one dared speak of. The fire’s glow lit the nearby houses with a soft, pink lambency. Mrs. Patterson’s oil lamp burned from a window in the house next door where she and her husband had lived most of their lives.

When the fire burned down to coals, Fielding would bring out his flute and play the beautiful melody with the slow, haunting intervals that he had played in South Haven. More ghosts, thought Arthur. Beautiful ghosts of love and death. Then Blackwood would take out his guitar and play children’s songs about paper ships and rocking-horses and flying to the moon. And then he would sing in his high, cool tenor voice. Simple things about the seasons and about reaping corn and about meeting a woman in the woods. Arthur saw that when Blackwood played and sang, the pretty, self-conscious pirate faded away. His face went blank. He played hesitantly but clearly, his head tilted a little to the left, his eyes fixed upon the fingers of his left hand.

One night he played a song with a chromatic melody that rose and fell within a very narrow range, like a Gregorian chant. He plucked a repetitive three-chord accompaniment of parallel fifths, and for the first time he raised his head to sing, looking out now over the night’s horizon.


Across this lonely earth the paths are all the same

I am a man alone without a past, without a name

I hunt and sleep and see the towns go up in flame

At night I watch the stars      I listen to the sound

of my own breath

I know that all the roads I travel lead to death

And so I wonder as I watch the seasons turn

If there are traces in the stars of things I yet must learn

At night I watch the stars      I listen to the sound

of my own breath

I know that all the roads I travel lead to death



Later when the fire was gone he would put the children to bed. For two or three minutes the dark station would be filled with whispers:

“Good night, Dad. I love you.”

“I love you too, Christy. Thanks for helping me today. Thanks for being good to your brother.”

“Thanks, Dad. Good night, Dad.”

Then he would reach out for David. The boy’s hand was always there, fingers open, stretching up into the darkness. Arthur would take the hand, touch David’s face, and then slowly lower himself onto the cot and lie with his arms around his son for ten minutes until the trembling stopped and he heard quiet, easy breathing.

From three doors down he would hear Fielding’s flute music pouring out of an open window for an hour or more after the children had fallen asleep.

ON SATURDAY MORNING, just a week from the day he had arrived at Ephesus, he decided to take the children on a long expedition up the north road toward Germantown. The thought came to him as he was browsing listlessly through Fielding’s library up on the second floor of the feed and grain store.

“Our little group is getting too comfortable already,” he said to Fielding. “What we need is a really exhausting hike. Say two or three miles and then back again.”

“You wouldn’t think of taking the grownups, would you?” said Fielding.

“The grownups are all busy doing grownup things. Besides, I get along much better with children than I do with grownups. It’s true I love a good cocktail party and I did have some good friends at South Haven. But by and large adults tend to be a difficult and dangerous group.”

“That’s true of people who are adults by profession,” said Fielding. “Many of us are not adults by profession.”

“You’re suggesting that you are only an amateur adult?”

“Yes. I am an amateur at everything. I hate professionals.”

“But you’re the leader of the gypsies. That gives you a certain professional status.”

“I’m not the leader of the gypsies. First of all none of us are gypsies as I think I mentioned once. Second, we have no hierarchy. No king, no priest, no warriors, no commoners, no corresponding secretary.”

“But without order and leadership what do you and your non-gypsies hope to accomplish in this world?” He smiled to show he was only playing the devil’s advocate.

“We stay alive, we try to be good to everyone, we try to see the world.”

“You ought to join the Navy.”

Fielding laughed. “That’s just the point, isn’t it? We’re trying to see the world without joining the Navy.”

“People have been telling me all my life that you have to join something,” said Arthur. “They say you just can’t be a complete person unless you join the PTA, the Rotarians, the AAA, the Republican Party, the march against Cystic Fibrosis, and the Book-of-the-Month Club.”

“We’ve joined the earth,” said Fielding. “And we’re trying to be loyal.”

“Well, that’s fine,” said Arthur. “I believe I’ll take the children on a walk over what you’ve joined. You say the road to Germantown is safe?”

“Anything outside Ephesus is a risk,” said Fielding. “Death and madness are everywhere. But if you’re going to have an adventure, you have to take risks.”

“And the road north is a smaller risk?”

“Yes. I haven’t seen anyone come down from that direction. The Northerners cleaned out the whole area six months ago, apparently.” He put down the book he had been reading, closed his eyes, and leaned back on his bed. “You know, we need someone like you. Someone with a little initiative and a little organizational ability.”

Arthur gave him a hard look. “I always have this feeling that you’re joking with me. I have this feeling that you’re really a magician.”

Fielding laughed for the second time. “I’m not a magician, and there is no such thing as magic,” he said.

Randall and Michael led the way north toward Germantown, with Tuck, Christy, and Jocelyn close behind. At the end of the column came Arthur, carrying Marie, who wore a bright red dress, and holding David’s hand. Periodically the leaders would get far ahead and Randall would signal a halt, at which point Michael would swear and kick at the asphalt with the point of his tennis shoe.

“You guys are slowpokes you guys are just so slow you’re even slower than that,” said Tuck.

“I’m carrying a little girl on my shoulders,” said Arthur. “And I have a boy here who thinks his own thoughts and doesn’t want to race with the other children.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t mean anything I’m sorry. Mr. Ferrier you’re really a nice man you’re the nicest man in the whole world anywhere you are just so nice, Mr. Ferrier.”

“Tuck, why don’t you shut up?” said Michael. “No one wants to hear all that silly drool you talk.”

“It’s windy today,” said Jocelyn. “I like windiness.”

“Hope it doesn’t rain,” said Randall. “Sometimes when you start out on a long trip like this it rains.”

“My dress is red all over,” said Marie. She wiggled and patted the top of Arthur’s head.

As the familiar landmarks north of Ephesus receded behind them, the children lowered their voices. Soon they were all walking together in a slow group, looking from side to side, murmuring to each other at the smallest anomalies—a dead frog, a tree stump filled with toadstools, a pothole in the road, a thick growth of flowering weeds. Then, strangely, they seemed to detach themselves from the present. Tuck had vague memories of a long trip he had once taken with his mother to a “white hospital” somewhere up North where pretty nurses had “poked him all over” and made him sleepy. Michael talked about the ocean. Randall remembered camping with his father and mother in the mountains, and gave a clear explanation of how mountains were made. Arthur had never heard any of them talk about the past. It was as if getting out of Ephesus had unhinged them, made them think of the larger world. It was the world of their parents, who were dead. It was the world of listening to music on phonographs in quiet living rooms with rugs, eating in dining rooms, visiting museums and zoos on holidays and grandmother’s house at Christmas. The world of roses and death.

“Christy, what was your best trip?” said Jocelyn.

“I don’t know,” said Christy.

“Didn’t you ever go on trips?”

“I guess so.”

“Don’t you remember?”

“Sure I do. We went on lots of trips when I was real little. Once my mother and father—” His mouth opened and he looked up as if he had heard a noise in the sky. “My mother and father,” he said softly. “My mother and—”

David stumbled and fell against his father.

“Marie, are you still up there?” said Arthur. “Look, girl, I’m going to put you down for a while so you can walk with the others. I’m going to carry David now.”

“Few don’t carry me the whole way I won’ marry you,” said Marie.

“You’re breaking my heart, dear, but I’m going to put you down anyway. David? C’mon. Up you go. Just lean forward and close your eyes and listen to the wind. Everything is special today. Everything is nice, like the wind.”

They came to a place where the road plunged into a narrow forest and then emerged on uneven ground. To the left, a steep hill rose into the sunlight. To the right, a meadow slanted down into a small valley less than a hundred yards long and flanked on three sides by steep, rocky inclines. Much of the soil had blown off, exposing bright sheets of sedimentary rock. Crabgrass and moss and thistles grew in patches. From somewhere he heard the trickling of water. At one end of the valley the outcropping had flaked off at various levels to form a perfect place for climbing. It was an ideal place for children to run and play, he thought. Except that it was filled with dead sheep.

“Wow!” said Randall. “Willya look at that!”

“Are they all dead?” said Jocelyn.

“They don’t look like sheep any more,” said Michael. “They’re just lumps.”

“Let’s jump on the lumps!” said Marie. And then she sat down so abruptly that Arthur was sure she had hurt herself. “Let’s jump on the lumps!” she repeated.

“Bet they stink something horrible,” said Michael.

“Bet they don’t,” said Christy. He stared at the sheep and, to Arthur’s horror, he began to smile. “Let’s go down and get a close look,” he said after a moment.

“Christy, I don’t think—”

“Please, Dad? They can’t hurt us.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Jocelyn. “I’m not scared.”

“Christy, I don’t think—”

“We can play sheep tag,” said Christy.

“Boy,” said Michael, shaking his head, “you’re quiet for the whole trip and then when you finally do open your mouth it’s to say we should play games with dead sheep. I’m beginning to think you’re really weird, Christy. You may turn out to be weirder than Tuck.”

“You’re just scared,” said Jocelyn.

“Michael is scared of big woollylumps that can’t even hurt him,” said Tuck.

“Could we get a closer look?” said Randall. “Just getting close won’t hurt, will it, Mr. Ferrier?”

Arthur hesitated. On one hand he was enormously pleased that Christy had taken the initiative in something. On the other, he was repelled by the scene below and did not want any of the children to go anywhere near it. But his hesitation made the decision for him, and before he could speak, Christy, Jocelyn, and Tuck were running down toward the dead sheep. First a dead cockroach race, he thought, and now dead sheep tag. He could clean dead cockroaches out of rooms, but how could he clean dead sheep out of the world? He thought for a moment of his station wagon with the children playing in the back, Marilyn beside him, everything in its proper place, and the world outside filled with madness and terror. He had organized all his supplies but he could not organize the world. The world outside his car was too large and the world inside too small. He smiled. Perhaps I should have joined something, he thought. Perhaps Fielding is wrong—perhaps we all should have joined something.

Michael curled his lip in distaste. “God,” he said. “Christy and Jocelyn are really crazy to play with dead things.” But soon he was standing with the others, talking and poking the sheep with long sticks. Arthur stood at the edge of the valley, holding hands with Marie and David. This was one time, he thought, when the little kids were not under any circumstances going to play with the big kids.

It was not long before Randall, Tuck, Jocelyn, Christy, and Michael were running zigzag from one corpse to the next. At one place the sheep were close enough so the children could leap from the back of one to the back of another. The stiff bodies gave a little under the impact and the sheep seem to stir in their sleep. Clouds of insects rose into the air.

“Look at Michael,” said Jocelyn. “He’s poking up old fuzzy.”

“Old fuzzy kind of stinks,” said Michael.

“Old fuzzy really can’t help it,” said Christy.

“Old fuzzy’s got bad breath,” said Randall, in a rare attempt at humor.

“My sheep is deader than your sheep!” said Tuck.

“Oh God,” said Arthur. He sat down at the edge of the valley with David and Marie, feeling very much like an adult. “What will Mary and Mrs. Patterson say when they find out about this?”

“Tired sheep,” said Marie in a loud, thin voice. She sat spread-legged on the soft ground, her red dress pulled up almost to her waist. “Big lumpy sheep all tired down.”

David looked up at his father and smiled. It was the first time Arthur had seen him smile in days.

“Don’t you get upset, Mr. Ferrier,” cried Randall. “I’ll make everyone be real careful.”

“Sure,” said Christy with a broad grin that made Arthur think of South Haven. “This is good clean fun, Dad. We got good, clean dead sheep here. Listen, I know how we can play. We choose up sides and everyone gets one sheep for home base. No one can tag you when you’re on your home sheep. But you can only stand on your home sheep or run over it to get away from someone for the count of ten, and you can’t just go back the next second. If you get tagged by someone on the other team, you’re out. Okay?”

Arthur smiled. It was like hearing his own voice.

After five minutes of arguing over the uneven number of players, they were all playing dead sheep tag. The bodies lurched and rolled and trembled as the children landed on them, but otherwise seemed unruffled. He tried not to wonder what terrible disease or what agonies of starvation or thirst had brought all these animals to where they now lay, and he marveled at the innocence of the children. They walked through the valley of the shadow of death, and they feared no evil. Something comforted them. But as he watched them he saw that their innocence was touched by a certain propriety. No one touched the sheep with his hands. No one came near the terrible, black faces.

“Let’s have our snack now,” said Christy.

“Not here, for God’s sake,” said Arthur.

“The sheep won’t mind,” said Jocelyn. “They like us.”

“We keep them company,” said Randall.

“We munch and they crunch,” said Michael.

He thought of children spun from the wake of some terrible battle. He had read about that once. At Stalingrad, after the Nazis had surrendered, the children came out to play in the midst of that calm, corpse-strewn winter. The broken city, the million deaths, the lost fathers and mothers—all that faded away as they played together, shouting into the white silence. The corpses of German soldiers, frozen stiff, made marvelous sleds. But this was not winter, not yet. He looked up at the sky and felt a sudden chill. A branch on one elm sapling at the edge of the valley held leaves that were turning yellow.

They climbed to one of the rocky ledges and ate the hard-boiled eggs and bread and cider that Mary had prepared for them. The sun off the bright sediment dazzled them, and the wind blew in their faces, and a hundred feet below, the gray sheep wavered in the summer heat. From where he sat, Arthur could see the yellow road winding like a whip back to Ephesus and the tops of houses two miles off, poking through the trees.

Halfway back he could tell that all the children were tired, but no one complained except Tuck, who said his feet hurt, and Marie, who insisted on being carried.

“That was lots of fun,” said Jocelyn. “I never played a game like that before.”

“I wish we coulda stayed longer,” said Randall.

“I gotta admit it was fun,” said Michael. “But you gotta admit it was a little weird.”

“You really surprised me today,” said Arthur. “I thought you were always the first one to do the wildest things. I thought Randall would have to tie you down.”

“I guess I’m just not nuts about dead sheep. They don’t smell too good and they don’t look too good.”

“Our mothers and fathers are just like that,” said Tuck.

Jocelyn gasped. Michael stared at him, his face a bright red, his mouth trembling. “You shut up,” he said. “You shut up right now.”

But Tuck seemed pleased that he was, inexplicably, the center of attention. He smiled brightly at everyone, showing his broken, yellow teeth. “Your mother is like that Michael yes your mother is lying around somewhere just like the sheep you ran all over.”

Michael screamed and lunged at the larger boy, lashing out with his fists. Tuck backed away, still smiling, raising his long arms in an awkward cross over his face. A glancing blow struck him across the temple, and the smile faded. He seized Michael’s fists and pushed him hard against a tree.

“Okay, that’s enough,” said Arthur.

“Your mouth is full of dirt!” screamed Michael. “You got shit in your mouth! You’re not even human—you can’t do anything right—you—you can’t even walk right—everyone hates you—”

Arthur pulled Tuck away and Randall held Michael back. “—just take it easy,” Randall was saying. “You hit him once so it’s all even.” As he turned to look at Tuck, Arthur was surprised by the calm look on Randall’s face. “You don’t know the rules,” he said simply.

“I know everything I need to know,” said Tuck. “I know more than you do you’re so stupid I could beat you up anytime!”

“You don’t know the rules.”

“You just said that what rules I don’t know any rules you’re talking about!”

“Some things we don’t talk about,” said Randall. “You know that. All those weeks back when we cried and got sick and didn’t know what to do. And then after Mrs. Patterson and Mary found us and there wasn’t much to eat. We don’t talk about all that.”

“Well, I was just kidding!”

“We don’t kid about that,” said Randall.

“I’m sorry,” said Tuck. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean anything I know my legs are clumsy and my head is clumsy—” His face crinkled, like a piece of paper. He began to rap himself on the forehead and cry in a stuttering, high whine that was unlike any crying that Arthur had ever heard.

“My mother was beautiful when she died,” said Christy. The words were barely audible, but they had a sudden effect upon everyone. To Arthur it was like a quick blow to the stomach.

“Christy, you can’t talk about that. Look, Jocelyn is crying. We can’t—”

“She told us to go away and that she would be okay,” said Christy. “And when we drove away I saw her with her face up toward the sky lying in that field. I guess I won’t ever forget that. I felt awful and I didn’t know what—what was happening, but I ’member she was pretty. She was awful pretty. I kept thinking she would wave good-by, but she never did. Davy, do you ’member how pretty Mom was when we left? Dad told us then that she would come back to us in the nighttime when we were dreaming.”

The children stood staring at Christy, utterly transfixed, their anger at Tuck forgotten. Gently, Arthur set Marie down on the ground. She straightened her dress and then wandered off to look at a dead bird. Michael kicked at a rock. Tuck had run off into the trees, and Jocelyn had buried her face in her hands and was sobbing quietly.

Then Arthur noticed that David was looking up at his brother. “But Mom doesn’t come to me at night,” he said. “She forgot.”

Christy glanced quickly at his father, as if to confirm the fact that David had actually spoken. Then he looked back at his brother, shaking his head. “No, no, David. Mom would never forget you. She always—she always loved you best, don’t you ’member? She would always lie with you at night and Dad would always lie with me.”

“She forgot,” said David in his thin, frail, high voice. “She’s up in heaven somewhere and she forgot.”

Arthur picked up his son and pressed him against his chest, cursing himself for the desperate little myth he had created. “Mom could never forget you,” he said. “Mom couldn’t live without you.”

“But Mom’s not living,” said David. His body felt limp and passive against him. “Mom’s dead.”

THAT NIGHT in the railroad station he sat on David’s bed for an hour, watching him sleep. Every few minutes David’s eyelids would flutter and he would cry out.

“It’s okay, David. Daddy’s right here.”

Then David would reach for his father’s hand and, turning on one side, hold it against him like a stuffed animal. Finally Arthur lay down next to him in the narrow bed. A great deal of time seemed to pass. Was it morning now? He seemed to be moving through the earth again. There was a peculiar taste in his mouth and dark things lurked on all sides. Somewhere ahead glimmered a pale, silver light. He had the feeling that someone was following him, speaking to him, and once he felt cool hands on his chest and long hair spilling across his neck and face, but the dream would not come clear. Her voice would not come clear. He had lost track. He was drifting toward morning.

“—talking to me,” said David. “Told me to brush my teeth.”

He opened his eyes and saw that it was still night. “What? David, I was asleep. I don’t understand—”

“Mom came.”

“Your mother—”

“Mom came. She was trying to come all along just like Christy said, but I wasn’t sleeping right.”

“You weren’t sleeping right?”

“You have to turn on like a radio and keep on the right station,” said David. “That’s what Mom said.”

Then another sleepy voice from the next bed. “Dad? Was that Davy talking again?”

“Yes, Christy. That was Davy talking.”

A squeak from Christy’s bed and the rustling of sheets and then more hands on his face and chest. Hands and arms touching, crossing, holding onto each other in the dark. There was nothing, he thought, like the touch of children, and no music like the sound of children’s voices.


EIGHTEEN

David’s Gift

HE FOUND white wrapping paper and blue and red Christmas paper with bells and pine boughs, a package of pine sticks—God knew what they were made for—which he notched with a penknife, and white school glue, and hundreds of feet of string, and crayons and paint and a pile of rags. The materials lay all around him in the middle of the varnished floor.

“This is the biggest mess I’ve seen since Marie brought all the used corncobs from the outhouses into bed with her,” said Michael.

“Looks like you’re making model airplanes,” said Randall.

“Or a Chinese house,” said Jocelyn.

“Time to stop all this and play football ’cause this is our reg’lar football time,” said Tuck.

“I know what my dad’s doing,” said Christy. He smiled his brilliant smile, cocked his head knowingly, and leaned on one hip, like a teen-ager. He beams, thought Arthur. His face is like sunlight when he does that.

“Well then, tell us, silly,” said Jocelyn. Arthur smiled. Jocelyn said silly like a high school girl who in the gentlest of ways had learned to tease her best beau. Course I will, silly, he could hear her say. I was just waiting for you to ask.

“He’s making kites,” said Christy.

“Kites?” said Randall. “Kites that really fly?”

“How do they stick up in the sky?” said Marie.

“The wind does it,” said Jocelyn. “Just like it blows your dress.”

“Bad boys look at me when my dress blows up,” said Marie. “Bad boys like My-Kull.” She looked up at Michael and poked her lips out into a little rosebud.

Michael flushed. “What you’ve got in your pants is no news to me, you little snip,” he said. “Jeez, I saw my sister and my mother so many times it’s not even funny.”

Jocelyn giggled. “Michael, that’s the first time Marie ever ’barrassed you. Maybe that’s the first time anyone ever ’barrassed you.”

“I could really punch you out so easy if only you weren’t a girl, you know that?” said Michael.

“Michael you’re right Marie said a bad thing you’re absolutely right about that so let’s go play football insteada this silly stuff,” said Tuck.

“Kites,” said Randall. “Wow, that’s great. I didn’t know we had the stuff to make kites.”

“Will they really fly?” said Michael.

“They’ll fly,” said Arthur.

“How far up will they go?”

“With enough string and a good wind they’ll go a half mile.”

He made a box kite out of two squares of sticks joined together by four longer sticks. The ends he wrapped with bands of white paper decorated with stars and ringed planets and comets drawn with a purple crayon. Then he made a diamond-shaped kite with two more sticks and a piece of string to bow the crosspiece. This one he covered with Christmas paper. Soon Christy was showing Jocelyn how to fit the sticks together and cut the paper, and in a few moments all the children were hard at work, all except Tuck, who walked around in circles alternately smiling at Arthur and frowning at the other children, and Marie, who wrapped one of her dolls in white paper and gave it to Arthur. “Prezink,” she said.

“Dad, will you help me with mine?” said David. “I can’t do this. I never did this before.”

“Sure. But yours looks fine so far.”

“It’s all lumpy.”

“Well, you have to get a longer string so it doesn’t bow quite so much. There, see?”

“I guess so.”

“Are you going to draw a design or just leave it white?”

“I have this little trick up my mind, Dad, but it’s a secret. I don’t want you to see my picture till I’m all finished.”

“It must be really special,” said Arthur.

“It is, Dad. It’s real special.”

Later that afternoon the sky above Ephesus was sprinkled with kites. The children ran furiously across their meadow calling out to each other when their lines crossed, letting out string, shouting their kites to higher altitudes. There was a strange, nostalgic beauty in the way their earthbound running and calling set itself against the vast, uniform silence of the blue sky and the kites tilting and dipping, like bright charms from an invisible bracelet.

Randall had built three small box kites which he strung together into a dragon with a rag tail. Christy and Jocelyn had built beautiful bird kites painted purple and green. Michael’s was a floating vampire, a fanged face hanging in the wind. Tuck flew Arthur’s box kite. It lurched and buckled in an eddy of wind like a flying metaphor for the person who now held it captive. Marie ran from one person to another, shrieking and waving her hands in the air. “Want to fly it!” she was saying. “My turn now!”

David, so much slower than the others, was still trying to tie his tail of knotted rags to the end of his kitestick. He worked patiently, quietly, and Arthur saw that he had finally succeeded.

“David, you need someone to hold your kite while you walk away and let out the string. Do you remember how we used to do that?”

“Sure. We did this lotsa times.” A faint smile. “You can look at my kite now, Dad.”

He held the kite in front of him with both hands like a framed painting so that his father could see what he had done. It was a woman’s face, drawn with crayons. Large blue eyes, wide open, with eyelashes like exclamation points. The bright orange face, long and oval. The yellow hair falling all around the head in long, loose lines down to a narrow hint of shoulders from which sprouted puffy little wings, like clouds. David had never drawn neatly or well, but the face on the kite was clearly an inspiration. It was unmistakably Marilyn. The terrible, beautiful memory of his mother’s face. He had even caught the way her hair fell loosely on one side and was pinned back on the other. Above her head he had made moons and stars, and across these heavens he had written


God Luk Mom
I Love Yuo
David



in bright blue letters. Arthur let go of the kite on his son’s command, and then, when his vision cleared, he saw David running, running, running so much faster than all the others, and the kite rising, bearing the image of his mother surrounded by stars and moons into the blank sky. Now her face was no more than an orange smudge on a white diamond. David stood at the far end of the meadow, the last of his string wrapped around his wrist, tugging this way and that so that the kite, now higher than any of the others, would rock from side to side. Dancing your kite, he thought. That’s what we used to call it. David is dancing his kite for his mother.

Then, abruptly, the kite began to slip. Arthur turned and saw that David’s hands were empty. He had let go of the string. He smiled into the sky and shaded his eyes so that he could watch his kite ride a column of wind higher and farther out until it disappeared completely.

He ran across the meadow to where his son stood looking into the sky. “David, you let go of your kite. Did you mean to do that?”

David nodded. “Did you like my picture on it?”

“It’s the most beautiful picture I ever saw. No one ever made a picture as beautiful as that.”

“You mean it?”

“I mean it.”

David was still shading his eyes, squinting at the place where the kite disappeared. “I hope it gets where it’s s’posed to go,” he said very quietly.

DURING HIS SECOND WEEK at Ephesus the social world of the children, stirred up by the arrival of Christy and David, began to settle and clarify. Most often the children played in pairs. Randall and Michael studied, argued, and ate together. Michael learned and thought more clearly, but Randall, he saw now, had a better memory and a more comprehensive way of looking at things. Michael seemed to understand this without ever admitting it, and he emulated Randall in small ways—sucking on milkweeds and hitching his trousers and frowning at the ground.

Jocelyn and Christy were inseparable. Often they would disappear for an hour and then show up at the castle, whispering and smiling at each other. Christy, so fair and blue-eyed, so princely and gentle with his awkward, ten-year-old walk, his long blond hair, and his far-off, dreamy look. Jocelyn, so dark and Hasidic-looking with her almond eyes, her birdwing shoulders, and her black hair that shone in the sun like coal oil. What a strange and beautiful pair they made, he thought. A little Norman prince and a jewel of the East.

Christy was full of his father’s inventiveness and love of stories. He painted pictures, built a miniature jungle gym in the backyard of the castle out of the rungs from three broken swings, and constructed mobiles out of materials no one else found any use for.

“Mobile is the name of a city that used to be in Alabama,” said Michael one day as he looked up toward the ceiling of the castle, where four of Christy’s creations turned slowly in the air. “I don’t know what it’s got to do with these hanging nightmares you dream up,” he added.

One was fashioned entirely from pictures of people’s fingers glued onto cardboard squares of different shapes and sizes. Another consisted of dirty paper plates which he had cleaned and made into flying saucers with windows, antennae, and rocket tubes. A third was built from broken toys, garden tools, pipe fittings, and two bicycle chains.

“Jeez, that one would kill us all if it ever fell down,” said Michael. “No doubt about it, Christy. You’re a threat to all living things.”

“And you’re a threat to all dead things,” Christy would say, pointing to him and holding his nose. At this, Michael would laugh and hit Christy on the shoulder and Jocelyn would scold both of them for being silly.

Jocelyn did not make things that were tangible. But she had many secret places to show Christy. The bird nests in the second floors of deserted houses, a field full of woodchuck holes, the little graveyard just south of town where fifty-eight stones marked the lives and deaths of Ephesians going back eighty years, and across the tracks, a stone hideaway that some children had started years ago. She had secret names for everything. A frog was a sallywag, any bird with a crest was a woodpoker, and the moon was Wanda Obeo.

“Where do you get all these names?” Christy asked her one day.

“There’s a man who lives in the forest who knows the secret names of everything,” she said. “But no one has ever seen him.”

“Is he made out of metal?” said Christy.

“No, he’s made out of leaves and branches and spiderwebs.”

Arthur loved the differences between them, just as he loved the differences between himself and his sons. Christy and Jocelyn seemed so complementary. Christy could make things and write stories and read twice as fast as the average child, but Jocelyn had a finer sense of the moment, a feeling for intimations. She loved colors, textures, shapes, and sounds. For her, the letter A was a man with a turbin, the late afternoon was like the sound of insects in her inner ear, and the wind was an old man with a walking stick and long white hair. “Randall is like the moon,” she would say. “Randall Moon. Even the words go nice together. Michael is like a horse galloping. Michael Gallop. And Christy, you’re like a shooting star. Christy Shooting Star.”

“Christy Shooting Star,” he said. “Christy Shooting Star. And who is my brother?”

“David? Let me think.”

“Dad says sometimes he’s an elf named Scampy Twinkleshoes who dances in the forest.”

“Scampy Twinkleshoes. That’s a good name. But I think he’s changed now. He’s too sad for that name. He’s cool now. Like deep water.”

“David Pool?”

“David Pool! That’s perfect, Christy! David Pool!”

By the middle of the week David began to speak with the other children. Sometimes he would smile. In the soccer and football games he was the highest jumper, the quickest runner, and the best at feinting, darting, changing directions. The joy of being quick and light and eight years old was returning, the pleasure of being a twig, a flower, a flash of light on the green meadow in the morning.

Tuck, to Arthur’s horror, took to David very quickly. It made him cringe to see the tall boy with the crimson cheeks and the painted smile fondle his son’s face or tell him that he was beautiful. When he could not touch him, Tuck would leer at him, trying to attract his attention.

“Davy and me are gonna get married when we grow up and boys can do that if they want to I had an uncle once who did that.” Tuck put his arm around David, and David smiled up at him.

“You can’t do that,” said Randall. “It’s too—it’s too embarrassing.”

“Tuck, if you keep talking about that stuff and acting like Davy is a teddy bear, no one is going to talk with you or play with you and Mr. Ferrier is not even gonna let you sleep in the same room with us, right, Mr. Ferrier?”

Arthur stared at Tuck. “Close, Michael,” he said. “Damn close.”

His fear of Tuck increased as he noticed that the children usually played in twos, with Marie darting in and out of things with her red dress and her militant irrelevancies. Sometimes, however, the children played together, and when this happened a subtle shift took place. Christy would stay in the background, quiet and unspontaneous, until an idea struck him—a new game, a way of building something. Then suddenly he would smile and begin to talk in a loud voice and shake his hands in the air. David became the forward scout, the roadrunner with the sharp eyes who could go where the others could not because of his size and quickness.

On these occasions when all the children came together, it was Tuck who seemed baffled by anything more complicated or innovative than football. He would circle around the outside of everyone’s meaning, smiling, poking at people, looking for a way in. “This don’t make sense not one bit!” he would say in a loud voice, pointing to the ground with one finger. “That’s the exact darn way it is and that’s the complete darn end of it what I mean is what I hafta say is let’s keep things not so hard and just play football!”

As the days passed, Arthur saw that the children took their happiness every day wherever they could find it. Brave little soldiers, he thought. But sometimes when there was nothing to do, Randall would look up at him in an expectant, fearful way, as if something awful were about to happen. Sometimes Michael would sit and rub his hands over the grass, as if to reassure himself that the earth was real. Sometimes Jocelyn would abruptly stand up and leave whatever she was doing, disappearing for a half hour or more at a time. Sometimes Marie would cry suddenly, and for no apparent reason. It was as if doors were opening and closing inside the children. He knew that the children were haunted, and that the ghosts were always close to consciousness. None of them would go into a house alone. None of them would go into the woods. None of them talked much about the past or the future.

But at odd times during the day the children would return to their sleeping room at the railroad station where they kept various mementos of their former lives in cardboard boxes under their beds. After several days Arthur realized that no child ever touched the box of another child. The boxes were private worlds, and even Marie seemed to understand the unwritten rule.

He saw, eventually, most of the things the children kept in their boxes. Michael kept a set of preschool alphabet blocks. He never played with them, though from time to time he would take one out and trace the outline of the letter with his thumb. He also owned an old box camera and three plastic coathangers. Marie’s box was filled with bits of fuzz, strips of colored paper, and several ragged dolls. Jocelyn’s held a collection of seashells, a box of buttons, and a white tambourine. Sometimes she sat on her bed and shook it very gently so that it made a silver whisper. “My tambourine,” she would say over and over again, very quietly. “My old, old, othertime tambourine.”

At night Arthur would go to sleep very quickly, but often nightmares roared through his head, dreams about trains puffing down the tracks toward Ephesus, trains bristling with guns and people in black uniforms. Once he awoke with the sound of it still in his ears. He bolted upright and looked around him. It was near morning. He felt with his left hand until he found the keys under his mattress, and then got up and went out into the gray light.

Across the street he came to the green garage of the house where no one lived. He lifted the door, which squeaked on its rusty hinges and then banged hard against the metal frame that supported it. There sat his blue station wagon, so alien, so familiar. He touched the cool sheet metal of the right fender and felt a shudder go up his arm. Images of the long-ago trip to Ephesus came back to him, images of Marilyn, the sunlight on the road. Images of their escape from South Haven and the wonderful moment on the freeway when they knew they were safe and on their way. And the ruined city of Knightsbridge. And the beautiful starry night, sitting alone with Marilyn, alone by the fire. The sick girl who had died in their car without anyone noticing, and how light she had been in his arms when he had carried her into the forest, like a bird with hollow bones. The flash of metal men. The face of Howard Lanier.

And then, for the first time since it had happened, he thought about the details of his wife’s death. One moment they were in the midst of their escape and the next she was stricken, and then his fear that she would die, and all her terrible, angry love for him coming out all at once together with her blood all over the green rug. And then her brave, careful directions about removing the arrow and binding the wound, and then the time out in the field with the children—oh, how long had they stayed there all together? How long had it taken her to die? She got very calm and very pale and he had asked her or she had asked him about the good times and then they had asked the children to go back to the car for something and they were alone at the end just as they had been alone at the beginning before the children came. And David, in one perfect, blind moment, had turned back from his errand to say that he loved his mother a hundred times to China.

His face was wet with tears at the memory of all this. He opened the door to the car and slid in the front seat and began to sob quietly. David out of faith and love had given his mother a kite, but what could he give to a dead woman? How would he go on without her? He could tell the children stories in the afternoon and put them to bed at night, but how would he go on without her? He could listen to the rumors after lunch about priests with shotguns and he could sit in John Fielding’s bedroom and stare at the titles of books and dream of Troyton and finger the key around his neck, but how would he go on without her? Perhaps in the mountains. Perhaps there with his parents there would be some continuity. His mother would take care of him and his father would complain about the world and make plans and argue with him and together they would plant beets and corn and potatoes and green beans and yes there would be some continuity.

He wiped his eyes and blew his nose once and then sat back, breathing deeply. The smell of the station wagon was like a visible presence all around him. Strange and distant, close and familiar. I have lived so many lives, he thought wearily. So many lives. It seemed incomprehensible that they had all passed so quickly and that Marilyn was dead. He thought again of the kite sinking into the blue air, and he wondered how long it would take a kite to reach heaven.

He put the key into the ignition, turned it, and instantly the engine came to life, throbbing quietly in the darkness like a beast awakening after a long sleep. Ready to go, he thought. They could leave anytime. And his father’s mountain less than two hundred miles away.

But then he remembered the other children and the way they had cleaned their castle and played dead sheep tag and flown their kites in the meadow, and he remembered that David had begun to speak again. No, he thought. It was time to stop running. Things changed, things happened too quickly because he had never stopped to take a stand.

He turned off the motor, crawled back between the seats, and opened the rear hatch. In ten minutes he made three trips across the dark street to the front porch of Miller’s Feed and Grain. He hoped Mary would be pleased with all the cartons and canned goods. He knew she feared the coming winter and worried about their dwindling supplies.


NINETEEN

Five Reasons Why the World Went to Hell

ON THE MONDAY that began Arthur’s third week in Ephesus, the men decided after breakfast that a long reconnaissance was in order. Reports of people on the roads and wandering across fields had come in all week long, and twice there had been signs of smoke. “If people are coming into town,” said Fielding very calmly, “it would be better to know who they are and when they are coming than to just wake up one morning and find them among us.” That, thought Arthur, was the best complexion anyone could put on the possibility of a barbarian invasion.

“Will you be back for lunch?” said Mary.

“I don’t think so,” said Fielding.

“Then you better take some apples and a loaf of bread in a sack,” she said. “And I’ll kill you if you don’t bring back my sack. I have only six left.”

“Miss Mary, you’re only nineteen years old,” said Blackwood. “You’ve got no call to talk to grown men that way. We’ll bring back your sack.”

Mary flushed. “I’ve never considered you a grown man, Mr. Blackwood. That’s ’cause you never act like one. You are so careless, just to begin with. All you men are careless—”

“Mary has every right to scold us,” said Fielding. “She may be nineteen but she does the work of two men.”

“But—”

“And furthermore, you’re right. We are careless. Just last week I broke one of your paring knives trying to carve a piece of wood, which I had no business doing, and a few days before that someone took your last bayberry candle without asking.”

Mary looked at him helplessly, her anger evaporating into gratitude and embarrassment. “I wish I had some cheese,” she mumbled. “You’ll be out all day walking in the sun and all I can give you is bread and apples and water.”

“Bread and apples and water,” said Fielding. “What could be more wonderful than that?” He put his arms around her and whispered something in her ear. Mary laughed.

Arthur was pleased, though he could not have said why, that Fielding and Swain and Blackwood had decided to follow the tracks. Raised a little on their embankment of soil and going straight as far as he could see, they made him think of other rail lines, roads, and freeways crisscrossing all over the country. The world was like a map-board divided into colored shapes and marked by lines and dots where man had made his neat, geometric inroads into nature. He stepped from one railroad tie to another, and then balanced on the smooth silver rail, holding out his arms as Christy would have done.

To the east Arthur could see patches of farmland and the narrow strips of timber that separated them. After a half mile the tracks crossed a wooden bridge over highway 314. His boots made a hollow clunk on the wood planks. The road below was grayish white and nearly deserted. To the west he saw the turnoff to Ephesus and he remembered how he had stopped the car there and stared at the sign. To the east, a brown dog trotted down the middle of the road, moving away from him, switching its tail a little from side to side, leaving a trail of dust rising in the air.

A few minutes later they passed under the smooth concrete arch of a viaduct where the freeway loomed above them like a great Roman waterway. As they stepped into the shadows Arthur felt a sudden change in temperature, and the voices of the men reverberated in the dim light. The wide concrete floor under the arch smelled sweet and powdery, and from somewhere above him he heard the trickle of water. He saw now that the arch had cracked in a hundred places. In another ten years, he thought, it would be a ruin.

“We slept here under the arch one night,” said Fielding. “We were coming home after a long trip and the men were very tired and it was raining.”

As they passed out of the shadow of the freeway he looked back and saw a column of men and women passing over the bridge a hundred feet above him. Men with walking sticks and bundles, and women carrying children. At that distance they were little more than silhouettes, impersonal figures from another world going in another direction. But still he stopped and waved to them. One man near the end of the line seemed to hesitate, and then he came to the edge of the rail and raised his hand to wave back. The others in the column passed him by, but the man continued to wave. The last man in the column said something to him, and Arthur, across that unbridgeable distance, heard the word “nightfall.” The man lifted his hand in a kind of salute and then turned to pick up his bundle. Soldier, I wish you well, he thought. Dear, brave soldier on a bridge without a name, I wish you well. But the words did not seem right this time. Too much had changed. The man wore a sack and carried his belongings in a cloth bundle and seemed to have no weapon. A pilgrim. Yes, that was it. Pilgrim, I wish you well.

The tracks ascended halfway up a long hill and then followed a narrow shelf that ran for another mile and made its steep descent into another broad complex of meadows and fields on the other side. From that high shelf he could see one lonely car moving like an ant on the freeway, and in the distance, the line of pilgrims disappearing across the horizon, and farther on south, four tiny stick figures on bicycles. At the southern horizon, a haze of smoke.

“The land is full of people,” said Fielding. “But you can’t see most of them. Out here they stay hidden during the day.”

“I’m starving,” said Blackwood. “Let’s stop here and eat.”

“Good a place as any,” said Swain.

They took out the apples and bread, and the jug of water. Then, from somewhere, Fielding produced a bottle of red wine, the one that Marilyn had given him.

“A special occasion?” said Arthur.

“Yes. The special occasion is that we’re alive and healthy. And by the wildest and most wonderful stroke of luck, Swain and Blackwood hate wine.”

“Gives me a headache,” said Blackwood.

“Makes me dizzy,” said Swain.

“Wonderful,” said Arthur. “Let’s eat, drink, and be merry.”

They spread everything out on the sack, and the crisp, heart-shaped apples fell apart into sections under Swain’s pocketknife, and the dark bread, still warm from the morning’s baking, smelled like sweet beer.

“It’s a miracle how good this tastes,” said Arthur. “There was a time when I would have been miserable out here without butter, ham, mustard, and a glass of two per cent milk.”

“Sardines,” said Blackwood. “I dream of sardines and sour cream on rye bread.”

“I think about peanut butter sometimes,” said Swain.

“I think about cigarettes and coffee,” said Fielding. “Aside from that, I’ve cut all the moorings. I don’t think about the past or the future. I am here with good friends, good bread, good apples, and a passable burgundy. That’s all that matters.”

“That’s all that matters at this moment,” said Arthur. “But in a half hour we will remember that Ephesus is surrounded by barbarians.”

“Thirty minutes is thirty minutes,” said Fielding. “What matters now is all that matters now. In thirty minutes something else will matter.”

“What I was getting at,” said Arthur, “is that we could stand to be a little better organized. We need to make plans.”

“I’m not very good at making plans,” said Fielding. “How would you like to make all the plans for us?”

“No,” said Arthur, “I’m not good at plans, either. I hate plans. But people with weapons are going to find us sooner or later, and then we’ll have to do something.”

“I never think about that.”

“You ought to think about it. We all ought to think about it. We’ll have to run away or we’ll have to stand and fight. Either way we need a plan of action.”

“Or we can do nothing,” said Fielding. “We can welcome them to Ephesus and do nothing. If we run they might chase us. If we fight they might kill us. But if we stand and do nothing, they will stand and wonder. And in that moment of wonder they become, in a sense, our disciples, if we can use that moment wisely.”

Arthur stared at him. “Now I understand. You have this Gandhi thing. You think we can win through passive resistance or through miracles.”

“I don’t want to win anything,” said Fielding. “And there is no such thing as miracles.”

“So you say.”

“You don’t agree. You do believe in miracles?”

“I didn’t—” He saw that Fielding was smiling at him, and he felt that he was about to fall into a trap. “I didn’t say that I didn’t agree.”

“Don’t ever argue with Mr. Fielding,” said Blackwood. “You never win.”

“I don’t see why anyone should argue with anyone,” said Swain. “If you know something is true you don’t have to argue. And if you don’t know if something is true, why then you have no reason to argue.”

“And never argue with Ralph either,” said Blackwood. “You can win, but you never get any satisfaction.”

“I don’t know why you say that, Ewell,” said Swain. “I don’t know why you say that at all.”

Blackwood raised his hands in a plea for mercy. “Look,” he said. “I’m just a poor musician, okay? I have no brains at all, as Mr. Fielding has pointed out so many times.”

“I never said that,” said Fielding. “You’re a very smart lad, actually.”

“I loved your music the other night,” said Arthur. “I especially liked that piece about the wanderer, the one with the very simple chords that sounded like a chant.”

“That’s my best so far. You know about music?”

“My wife used to play the piano. She used to play for a half hour or so before she went to bed. That was her quiet time. She liked Bach and Mozart and Debussy and Scriabin.”

“She could play Scriabin? She must have been very good.”

“Yes, she was very good.”

“I have a list of all the pieces Ewell plays,” said Swain. “Every time he does something new I write the name in my book.” He gave Arthur a tentative smile and then offered him another apple sliced into quarters with the core neatly removed.

The pumpwater, which Fielding poured from a clay jug into clay cups, tasted of iron. The thick slices of brown bread had a brittle, cellular texture and a slightly sweet flavor that made him think of molasses. Slivers of hard crust caught between his teeth as he chewed. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. This bread, he thought, this bread and the ironwater and the apples and the sunshine would keep him alive and young forever.

“Tell me, Mr. Swain—”

“Ralph. Everyone calls me Ralph.”

“Tell me, Ralph, what’s in your book? Do you just write down everything that happens? Everything you know?”

“Everything I have room for. This is a college ringed binder as you can see, and it has two hundred pages. I write small and never waste a line. I have thirty-six pages left and then I go on to another book. I have six more.”

“But just what do you write down in your book? For instance, will you write down that the four of us went on a walk today and that we saw certain things and said certain things? Or—”

“I write down everything that has to do with the earth and the weather and the seasons. And I write down events. Events are very important. For example if I meet someone on the road or if we see smoke or if one of the chickens dies, those are all events.”

“I see.”

“I can’t write down what everyone says. That would just be too much. But I do keep a little daily record that just mentions the important things. There’s no one else to do all this, you know. Everything would be lost if I didn’t write it down.”

“I see.”

“He sees that you’re a fool,” said Blackwood. “No one is interested in all your little facts. I mean, you just write down everything. There’s no sense to it.”

Swain looked down at his book and fingered the corner of one page. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said quietly. “I admit that I—I don’t know what things mean the way John does. That’s plain enough. I just write down what happens. Things I’m sure of. But isn’t it better to be sure of the facts than—than not to be sure of anything?”

“Look,” said Blackwood, “I don’t mean to hurt your feelings. I don’t mean to hurt anyone’s feelings—”

“I like your music so much,” said Swain. “And I like you. But you’re always mad at me. You don’t like anything I say or do and you’re always mad at me.”

“I’m sorry,” said Blackwood. He put his hands over his face. “Look, I’m really sorry. I just don’t seem to do anything right or say anything right.”

“Give yourself a little time,” said Fielding. “Everyone here loves you. Just don’t try so hard.”

Blackwood winced at the word love. “Then why does everyone boss me around?”

“No one bosses you around. You do exactly as you like.”

“Everyone bosses me around. Even Mary, and she’s six years younger than me.”

“She doesn’t boss you around,” said Fielding. “She rejects you. That’s quite a different matter.”

“Well, why does she have to do that? She’s kind of plain and you’d think she would jump at the chance to be with someone.”

“Why do you chase after her if she’s so plain?”

Blackwood smiled. “Well, she’s really the only game in town, isn’t she? I mean, I’m not going to chase after Mrs. Patterson.”

“That’s just it,” said Fielding. “Mary works very hard for all of us. She cooks and cleans and puts up preserves, and she loves the children to death, but she knows you think of her as an ugly girl who is the only game in town. She resents that terribly. Wouldn’t you resent it if someone thought that about you?”

Blackwood turned red. He stuffed the last piece of bread into his mouth and stood up, chewing furiously, not looking at anyone. “We been sitting here all day,” he said when he had finished the bread. “Shouldn’t we get moving? This is supposed to be a scouting expedition, not a—”

“Why don’t you and Ralph go on ahead?” said Fielding. “Leave the two old men to sit and drink wine.”

“Fine,” said Blackwood. “Be back in twenty minutes.”

“Oh,” said Swain. He gathered his notebooks together and got up too quickly, nearly dropping everything. “Ewell? Wait for me! Ewell—”

Fielding glanced after them as their figures receded down the tracks, and then squinted up into the sun and raised one hand to feel the direction of the wind. “Now where were we? What were we talking about?”

The dark red bottle of wine stood erect and militant on the sack between them. A good little soldier, he thought, with his brave, domestic coat of arms. Fielding opened it with a twist of his fingers and offered it to Arthur.

“We were arguing about something,” he said.

“I don’t remember what.”

“You were saying that there’s no sense in preparing for anything, and I was arguing that we damn well better get prepared. Something like that.” He took a sip from the bottle, and the taste of the red wine filled his mouth, nearly overwhelming him. He had not tasted anything stronger than apple cider for two years. How wonderful it was! Dark and dry and thick, with a bitter edge. And wine with John Fielding would be more than wine. Already it was full of premonitions. Suddenly, he had the urge to confront Fielding, to bring into the open some difference between them.

“We should scout more often now that there are so many people in the area,” he said. “Next time I’ll bring my rifle.”

Fielding did not look up. He wiped the mouth of the bottle and took another sip. “You have a rifle?” he said very calmly.

“Yes.”

“Then by all means bring it next time if you want to. It might prove useful in one way or another.”

“You have no objections?”

“None at all.”

“Aren’t you afraid it might go off by accident? Aren’t you afraid it might lead to a confrontation if we meet other people? Aren’t you afraid someone might get hurt?”

“I’m sure you’ve thought about all those possibilities, and I’m sure you know much more about rifles than I do,” said Fielding. “I would trust you to do the right thing.”

“But suppose I don’t want to do the right thing? Suppose there is no right thing?”

“There is a difference between good and evil. You’re a good person. I know that just by looking at your children.”

“You really don’t want me to bring the rifle, do you?”

“Not if you don’t want to.”

“Well, the fact is I don’t. It’s stupid to bring weapons on scouting missions. It’s just asking for trouble.”

“Well then, I guess it’s settled.”

“You’re goddamn right it’s settled.” He blinked at Fielding and then held out his hand for the bottle. “Well, you did it to me, didn’t you?”

“Did what?”

“The Gandhi thing. Passive resistance. Non-directive therapy. Whatever the hell you call it.”

“Arthur, I didn’t mean to manipulate you. I honestly don’t think I did. I’m not a general, a politician, or a sorcerer. I can’t lead anybody. I give a little speech or a little advice now and then, but mostly I just drift and enter into things with people. I forget myself. If I have any talent for anything, I think that’s it.”

Arthur took a quick gulp of wine and then thrust the bottle back into Fielding’s hands. “We have to make plans or the children will starve this winter,” he said.

“The children,” said Fielding. “Yes, you’re perfectly right. We mustn’t let the children starve. We mustn’t let anyone starve. But I’m afraid that the only thing I’ve ever known how to do is just try to do my best with things as they come.”

“But things as they come may be just awful,” said Arthur.

“Any alternative may be good or awful,” said Fielding. “If the barbarians come and we fight they could kill all of us. Or the first shot from that rifle of yours could kill their leader and scatter the rest of them. If we run we could lose everything and freeze out in the open when winter comes. Or we might come upon another deserted town that’s larger and better supplied than Ephesus. If we stay and do nothing they could turn us all into slaves. Or we might remind them of some local deities or seem to fulfill some prophecy and find ourselves in their good favor. Or I might say just the right thing to make them ashamed of their weapons and their superior numbers. All things are open. We have to make the best of the moment as it passes.”

“But if we plan ahead we can have a better moment, can’t we? Forgive me, but I just can’t—that is, I tend to agree with you too much. You appeal to all my weaknesses. And all my experience suggests that doing nothing leaves you at the mercy of everyone and everything.”

Fielding sighed. “Well, of course everyone agrees with you, not with me. People see the world in terms of causes and effects and qualities and quantities and purposes. They see lines connecting everything, or they see that the lines have been broken and that chaos has followed. I see the world as a glass ball upon which we have stamped—what shall I call it?—a sort of rhetorical topography. But that’s only a millionth of an inch thick. The ball itself is made up of billions of chance events.”

“Then you’re a nihilist,” said Arthur. “You don’t think anything makes any sense.”

“I have reason to believe that there is a great deal of meaning in coincidence,” said Fielding. “I just don’t know what it is. I feel the meaning sometimes in the seasons and in the children and in Blackwood’s music, but I don’t know what it is or where it comes from. It was an accident that we all came to your house in South Haven and that your wife gave us a bottle of wine and that I saw the color of it in her eyes and thought of blood. It was a coincidence that you all came to Ephesus and that we all happened to be here. It’s a coincidence that for weeks and weeks no one else has stumbled upon us—it’s almost as if God drew a little magic circle around Ephesus. And it’s a lucky thing that of the four of us here today only you and I drink wine, that only you and I need to have this talk together, that your wife’s gift is making this possible. The way one moment or day or season coheres to another is based on a fantastic pattern of coincidences upon which we superimpose a very glib rational order.”

“God, what a speech,” said Arthur. “Do you practice these things or do they just come to you? Never mind that. What you’re saying—I think—is that you’re a religious man. You have faith in some Eternal Plan.”

“That’s a medieval concept.”

“This is a very medieval world.”

Fielding smiled. “That’s true. But I’m afraid I don’t believe in God any more than I believe in magic.”

“Do you ever say exactly what you mean?”

“You think I am full of tricks,” said Fielding. “The truth is I have no tricks.”

Arthur saw that the bottle was already half empty, and he sensed that the intimations in the wine had taken the shape of images and words. He could feel them in his throat, and he could see them rising all cloudy in the neck of the bottle. He imagined that he was in the basket of a balloon looking down at two absurd men squatting like Indians on a railroad track going from somewhere to somewhere, talking about God knows what, all the words rising in all directions. He grinned at Fielding. He did not want to, because the grin had nothing to do with what he was saying.

“You have this terrific tolerance for mystery and confusion,” he heard himself say. “But I just can’t accept your notion that the best way to face adversity is to do nothing. Of course, I would like to believe that. I’m very good at doing nothing.”

“Well, I don’t mean nothing, exactly. I mean let’s do the best we can now, because now is all we have. Most people forget about now except when they are eating or making love. They forget that the prime fact of human life is consciousness. And for God’s sake, let’s have a little faith. Faith in man’s goodness, in good luck, in God’s grace. Let’s have a little faith in the impossible. Without that we’re all finished.”

“Faith in the impossible. Well, that’s just fine. That will take us far, I’m sure.”

“All the worthwhile things are impossible,” said Fielding. “All the great truths are also great lies. Language manufactures a world that simply doesn’t exist independently. Without a little faith in language we would all be insane. Without a love of fantasy we would all be beasts.”

“You’re a solipsist then? You think all meaning is in the head and that we shouldn’t worry since we have the power to create our own realities?”

“I don’t mean anything as definite as that,” said Fielding. “The trouble with you is that you want everything to be clear. You want dogma. Well, I haven’t got any dogma. And I am not a solipsist.”

“You have to have categories and criteria. You have to have ideas. You can’t live like a daffodil.”

“Granted. But do you know there are people who believe that each tree in the world is a divine thought in the mind of God and that if you wrap trees in old newspapers you preserve the essence? Did you know that? They burn them after a while for some reason. People like that are tree-blind. They would never do these things if they took the time to look at trees.

“You know, I think about God sometimes,” Fielding continued. “And I think in the last analysis—”

“Analysis? You did say analysis?”

“Never mind that. In the last whatever, we don’t really want to prove or explain God. The Deists were all wrong about that. Our minds are not telephone-exchange systems that deliver and receive and collate messages in thousands of little rooms. Our minds are theaters of longing. We don’t really want to analyze anything. We want to put our hand upon the living truth.”

“And what is the living truth? Is it just what you feel?”

“I don’t know. But I think if you could put the living truth into words it would be a series of contradictions. There’s something very healthy about that. It’s only the sick people of the world who want to reduce everything to logic. But still, there are times when I think—I don’t know. I have this dream that a long time ago everything was together. Then something happened. A great cataclysm. We have felt it all through history though it has no name. But some astronomers think they have computed the moment when everything fell apart.”

Arthur smiled. “You’re talking in metaphors.”

“I’m talking about the beginning of the great confusion. The Disaster at Babel.”

“Well, I can see that I was right. You do appeal to the very worst things in my nature. You’re saying that one should never take any responsibility for the future. You’re saying that things make whatever sense we want them to make and that we should live only for the moment. That’s a wonderful philosophy for someone who saw our world fall apart and did nothing about it.”

“You’re too hard on both of us. The people who did terrible things are much more responsible than the people who did nothing. At least we had a certain negative relevance. We harmed no one.”

“That’s cold comfort.”

He looked down the tracks, thinking that Swain and Blackwood might be on their way back. But they were nowhere in sight. “We’re sitting here on the tracks,” he said. “Look, here we are halfway between the future and the past.”

“That’s where we always are,” said Fielding. “Here, have another drink. Three more gulps for you and three for me.”

“On the tracks,” said Arthur very grandly. “And no idea how we got here.”

“We got here step by step,” said Fielding. “As for the tracks, they are a natural geological formation. There are no trains, no destinations. All that is myth. Steam engines and dragons belong in basically the same category.”

“I don’t know how we got here,” repeated Arthur. “I lost track.”

“You lost track. That’s good. I like that.”

“I knew the environment was getting ruined and I knew there was this terrible inflation and I heard about the porno wars and the food riots in the big cities, but I still thought there would be a party somewhere every Friday night and that we would still cut the grass on Saturday and that breakfast would be at eight and that if the gas ran short we could always take the bus to work.”

“We get this feeling from our childhood that we live on a plateau,” said Fielding. “It’s a kind of Victorian feeling. Nothing will ever change. Somehow we’ve come to the end of history. It’s only when you grow old that you see change. You see that you are dying and that everything around you has been changing all along.”

“But that’s not true any more. Everyone knows. Even the children know.”

“Yes. Now even the children know.”

He took his last three swallows of wine and, holding the bottle by its neck with two fingers as if it were a dead fish, he passed it back to Fielding. Fielding smiled, took his three swallows which emptied the bottle, and handed it back to Arthur. “Listen,” said Arthur, “I’m going to tell you how this all happned. I’m having a vision over here on my side of the railroad tracks, and I’m going to tell you all about it.”

Arthur had no idea what he was about to say except that he had a feeling it was going to be domestic—I have a feeling for domestic things, he thought to himself. In the microcosm one can always discern the macrocosm.

“I begin by saying that the universe is merely another kind of household,” he said.

“What?”

“I skipped something. Let me begin again. There are five reasons why the world has gone to hell.”

“Only five?” said Fielding. “I would have guessed something closer to seven hundred and thirty-nine.”

“Then let me open up the doors of truth for you. The first reason is that about three years ago I went down to the Quik-Pik to pick up a Veg-e-matic made by K-Tell for my wife who had seen a forty-five-second commercial for it on “Gilligan’s Island” reruns, which she watched when she got home from work because I was usually out somewhere that time of day and she was lonely and the news was really depressing. Well, somehow I got a Gas-Getter instead of a Veg-e-matic because it was also made by K-Tell and was also sold at Quik-Pik and advertised on “Gilligan’s Island” reruns. Marilyn told me when I got home that she couldn’t slice, dice, or shred vegetables with a plastic gas syphon.”

“That’s the first reason why the world went to hell? Because you confused a Veg-e-matic with a Gas-Getter?”

“Right.”

“Well, that seems reasonable. What’s next?”

“Next,” said Arthur, who was now pointing his finger at the sky, “is Bob Benzington’s refusal to go to Oregon with his wife and family.”

“Who’s Bob Benzington?”

“My neighbor next door on Lawrence Street. That was before Marilyn got made head nurse and I inherited ten thousand dollars from some German aunt who croaked in Michigan and we moved across town to Lakeside Village. One day Bob Benzington invited me over when his wife and children had gone to the store and we sat drinking whiskey sours and he told me that his wife inheriting that eighty thousand dollars from her mother was the worst thing that ever happened to him. Now she wanted to move to the Pacific Northwest where everything was beautiful and she could be near the ocean. Said he hated the ocean. What could you do with the ocean, he asked me. Same with mountains and national parks. Just things to look at that you could see just as clear in a picture book if you had a yen for that sort of stuff. And then she wanted to take the children abroad for a year. To go abroad would be broadening. He couldn’t understand why anyone would want to be broad. A total waste, in his opinion. People were people, he used to say. Buildings were buildings. Everyone sleeps and eats and craps once a day and screws his wife on Saturday night and dies of old age or gets killed early. The trouble with people, he used to tell me, is that they think too much. So what’s the big fuss? Can’t we leave well enough alone? She says I never read anything or listen to what people say or think about anything but work and getting a new car every year. She says I’m not sensitive, can you imagine that? She inherits eighty thousand dollars and suddenly I’m not sensitive. That’s what Bob Benzington used to say.”

“And that’s the second reason the world went to hell? Because your friend Bob Benzington hates to travel and doesn’t know how to read or listen?”

“Right.”

“Well, that also sounds reasonable. How about number three?”

“Glad you asked. The third reason concerns Mr. Penn and Billy Frolich. They lived about six blocks from us when we were on Lawrence Street, and they made the national news one night about four years ago, when there was still such a thing as national news. Mr. Penn was a furniture salesman who had a very skinny, very pretty wife with a bad ulcer. One night Billy Frolich’s cat jumped up on their fence and howled for about ten minutes and Mr. Penn came out very drunk and killed the cat with a piece of lead pipe. The next morning Billy found his cat and just went crazy. He loved that cat more than he loved his own brother, and he banged on the Penn’s front door and screamed and screamed until Mrs. Penn, who had a terrible time sleeping and was in acute pain most of the time, threw up, and Mr. Penn came to the door and said he was going to call the police. Billy, who was only about ten, said that he was going to call the police and that Mr. Penn would go to jail forever and ever for killing his cat, and then he threw the lead pipe and it hit one of Mr. Penn’s windows. And then Mr. Penn did a very bad thing. He didn’t really mean to, but he did it just the same. He picked up Billy and threw him down the cement steps of his front porch and then went back inside and slammed the door. What he didn’t know was that he had slammed the door on a corpse. Billy was only ten, like I said, and he hit his head a little too hard. So when Billy’s father got home that evening and found out what had happened, he went crazy too and went running over to Mr. Penn’s house with a shotgun. He began shooting out the windows one by one and screaming for Mr. Penn to come out so he could kill him. Well, meanwhile Mr. Penn and his dying wife had barricaded the house and began to shoot back and pretty soon Mr. Frolich got his face blown off and about then the police arrived with about four squad cars and tear gas and the whole works. And then Mr. Penn just fell apart and came out of the house and said he never meant to kill anyone and that he was just an ordinary person who sold furniture and wanted to send his kids to college and take care of his wife. He was sort of a fat man with curly black hair, and he cried all the way to the police station. I think he got three years for second-degree manslaughter, but it was the end of him. His wife died while he was in prison and his two kids had to drop out of college and he never held a steady job again. It was really awful.”

“So the third reason is that people get mad at cats and then at each other and things sort of snowball from there?”

“Right.”

“Well, that sounds reasonable too. Awful, but reasonable. What’s next?”

“The old lady who said ‘bah.’ ”

“Bah?”

“That’s all she said. It happened when I was five years old. I woke up in the middle of the night and saw that an old woman had turned on the light in my room. She had white hair down to her shoulders, and she wore this shabby old black dress and she had a hooked nose and these awful wrinkles under her eyes and a very small, prim little mouth. She shambled up to my crib and put her hands on the bar and looked down at me as though I were a dog bone or an owl pellet that had somehow found its way into a perfectly clean crib. Then she said ‘bah.’ And then she turned and left without so much as a howdoyado. I wasn’t frightened, not even after she turned off the light. I didn’t cry out or anything. I remember feeling a very strange emotion that was miles away from anything I had ever felt before. It wasn’t terror, or curiosity, or anger. It was dismay. A feeling that I had not done well. A feeling that things had not worked out and that the bottom of my life had fallen away. I knew the old woman hadn’t liked me, and I knew in my bones that she had good reasons. Reasons I had no chance at all of understanding. She had seen something. Something that made her say ‘bah.’ I’ve been wondering for twenty-nine years what she saw. Of course my parents thought it was very funny. Did Li’l Arfur see Bah-Bah Lady again? Was Li’l Arfur bad again? I remember when I was eighteen I had a furious argument about that with my father. He was amazed that I remembered the incident and that it still mattered to me. He pointed out that the babysitter that night was fifteen years old and that in any case no one, much less an aged woman, could have broken into the apartment. Both of the doors had deadbolts and the ground was about sixty feet below window level. I knew what the facts were, but somehow the facts didn’t seem to matter.”

“Facts account for very little in life that really matters,” said Fielding. “So what’s the fifth reason?”

“Christy’s blue monster.”

“Something he dreamed?”

“Something he made. It was last summer. He did it with poster paper and cutout shapes and glue and corks and crayons. He’s very good at that sort of thing. But the thing about the blue monster was that it was a negative tracing. That is, the shape of the thing was defined by the empty space, not by all the bright shapes. All I saw at first were islands in a blue sea, but David saw immediately that the body of the monster was made of nothing. Later when I was thinking about that I heard the birds singing, and I noticed that the silence between the notes was part of the song. Rhythm is how long the silences are. Silence has shape. Does that make sense?”

“Yes, and your not noticing it at first when David did—is that the fifth and last reason why the world went to hell?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that sounds reasonable too.”

“You say everything I say sounds reasonable.”

“Yes, I do say that, don’t I?”

“What’s so damn reasonable about saying that such a silly thing is one of the reasons the world went to hell? I don’t think that’s reasonable at all.”

“It’s just what I was trying to tell you earlier. There is a great negative presence in the world that people don’t understand. There is cause and effect, but there is also coincidence. There is doing, and there is merely noticing. There are useful things, like power and talent, and there are useless things, like love. There is the tree you see in front of you and the tree you imagine. Language itself is a sort of passive network superimposed upon sensations. Symbols make the empty space and time between sensations real. Symbols create bridges of different shapes that curve over nothingness. Women have a stronger sense of these two worlds than men do. That’s why women are generally wiser than men. Not more accomplished or more successful, but wiser.”

“Men screw and women get screwed, is that it? Oh God, I’m sorry. I know that’s not what you mean. The fact is I don’t understand what you mean. And I’m amazed that you’ve tried to make sense out of all that stuff I said about the world going to hell. Here I am being whimsical and silly, and you take it all seriously.

“Now you listen to me,” said Fielding. “You’ve said that modern civilization blunts the individual consciousness with slogans and abbreviations and half-truths. That’s true. You’ve said that we strike out at each other blindly, like beasts. That’s true. You’ve said that we die through a lack of imagination and play. That’s true. You’ve said that we place too much emphasis on fact at the expense of truth, and that sometimes the truest things in our lives are lies. That’s true. And you’ve said that the negative world that lies beneath our consciousness is just as real as the positive one we talk about with such clarity. That’s true. All those things are true, whatever truth is.”

“The two things in all those statements sound the same,” said Arthur.

“They are the same. But there is no name for what that sameness is. I’ve looked for it for years and never found anything.”

“For the time being let’s call it Life against Death,” said Arthur.

“That’s as good as anything,” said Fielding. “Death is stable and objective and divides nicely into parts. It’s life that slips away from moment to moment. We feel it without ever knowing what it is.”

Arthur seized the empty wine bottle like a German hand grenade, and with a very deliberate and considerable effort cocked his arm behind his head and threw it, end over end, as far as he could. It made a cush as it sank into a bed of weeds fifty feet away. He wondered how long it would lie there. Perhaps it would rest for a hundred years undisturbed. It is evidence, he thought vaguely, that this conversation took place. But it was evidence that no one would ever understand. The cloudy shapes of feelings and ideas were all consumed or evaporated, and there was nothing left but an empty bottle and the odor of warm wine. A corpse with all the feeling fled.

“What were we talking about?” said Arthur.

“Life.”

“Oh, that’s a fine subject. I’m going to lie down now.”

“That’s a good scout,” said Fielding. “A good scout always lies down occasionally. Preferably with a girl scout.”

They laughed together in strange, high-pitched voices and then stood up and leaned against the wind. They took three steps to the edge of the grassy embankment and then fell down.

“We can stand guard here until—”

“Sit guard?”

“We can lie guard here until Balkwood and Swain come back.”

“Blackwood and Swain.”

“Right.”

Arthur closed his eyes and felt the ground turning underneath him. If the ground was turning, he reasoned, then the tracks must be turning too. Like a compass gone mad, spinning in circles.


TWENTY

Nightmare Train

“—BLACK ENGINE!” said the voice in his ear. “We have to get back to Ephesus! It’s coming up the hill in about a minute!”

He was standing in the middle of the tracks, swaying from side to side. The air around him sparked and glittered. Blackwood’s face loomed in front of him, and he felt hands on his shoulders.

“This is no time to pass out!” he shouted. “We have to get out of here!”

And then behind him he saw Swain talking to Fielding, and from far off the roar of the train sounded at first like the dream-trains of his childhood, the ones that roared in echo chambers and detached themselves from their tracks to chase him down midnight roads, their lights blinking and stabbing into the darkness. Dream-trains, he thought. The devil come to Ephesus.

Then, a mile down the track, he saw a black steam locomotive with a black coal car and a red caboose. Steam poured out on both sides and the ground all around it was obscured so that the engine seemed to float toward them. Black smoke streamed out of the chimney and spread a long, dingy wake for a hundred yards or more behind.

He ran. Coming down the long hill he twice lost his balance, catching himself just in time to keep from falling into the cinders. He came into the shadow of the viaduct just as the train behind him let out a bleary shriek from its steam whistle. The terror of that sound gave him a sudden burst of energy that sent him flying through the dark tunnel. Once he turned, fearing that the train was about to run him over, only to see that the others were far behind and the train nowhere in sight.

When he staggered into Ephesus he saw Mary and Mrs. Patterson talking near the front of the church. He shouted that a train was coming and that someone should hide the children. But when he got back to the station with his rifle, everyone was standing on the tracks looking south. What are they all doing here, he wondered. Did they think that God himself had come to separate the just from the unjust? Then he saw that Fielding and the others were walking down the tracks and smiling. Fielding raised both his hands and waved to everyone.

“He seems to be saying that everything is all right,” said Mary. All the children huddled around her, and without looking down she touched each one of them with the tips of her fingers, as if to reassure herself that they were still there.

“Maybe it was just a paper train,” whispered Michael, and all the children made a brave little laugh.

“What happened?” said Arthur.

“The train never made it up the hill,” said Fielding. “Stalled about twenty feet off the top of the rise and then began to slide back down.”

“Has a cracked cylinder probably,” said Mr. Patterson. “And brakes that won’t hold.”

“That’s it, then,” said Blackwood. “A hundred men couldn’t push that thing up that hill.”

“No,” said Arthur, “but they may have a repair crew or they may decide to come the rest of the way on foot.”

“I wonder where they’re going?”

“We could be long gone by the time they get here.”

“Or we could stay and fight.”

“Or we could just wave to them and wish them well as they go by,” said Fielding. “And then go about our own business.”

That evening after dinner Arthur took another walk down the tracks, over the bridge, and under the viaduct. Then he left the tracks and approached to within forty or fifty yards of the train under cover of tall weeds. He saw six men sitting around a fire. They all wore the armbands of the Green Legionnaires, though none of them looked familiar. They were roasting something on a spit and laughing, their faces bright in the firelight, their bodies washed in shadows. One of the men cradled a rifle across his knees. Arthur crawled back through the weeds and underbrush and made a wide circle back to the tracks.

“Six men?” said Blackwood. “Did you say six men?”

“Not as many as we feared,” said Arthur. “But still too many.”

The next morning at breakfast it was decided that a scout would check on the train every two hours. When Arthur’s turn came in mid-afternoon, he found it abandoned. He circled the whole area carefully and then came out into the open. When no one challenged him, he approached the campsite and poked with a stick at the dead coals. Then, slowly, he approached the caboose. A Trojan horse, he thought. The thing was full of Greeks.

He mounted the steps, walking on the balls of his feet, and then listened at the hatchway. Nothing. He turned the knob and looked in. To his relief, the room was empty. Two cots, a table with a Coleman lamp, a little chest full of homemade sourmash, and a case of tomato soup took up most of the space. In the center of the floor a half drum of yellow cheese lay on a pile of oily rags. The room stunk of sweat and decaying food. It was as if the door had not been opened in days.

On his way back he left the tracks and descended the precarious wooden stairway that led from the bridge down to route 267. Padding along the hot asphalt in his tennis shoes, he came to the turnoff to Ephesus and stopped. Three weeks ago, he remembered, he had come this way in his station wagon, hesitated here, and then turned for no reason he could remember. Blind chance, he thought. The world was full of blind chances. Ephesus was a blind chance. It was also the name of an ancient city, and it occurred to him as he stood there, staring at the small green sign, that for weeks he had been moving into the past, sinking beneath the floor of his own consciousness into childhood memories, just as the world around him was darkening, returning to a former age.

AS HE WALKED UP THE NARROW ROAD that in a few yards would become the main street of Ephesus, his gaze wandered through the birch trees and into the rank and file of gravestones in the small clearing where Ephesians had been buried for eighty years. All at once his eyes began to sweep back and forth across that narrow area. He had seen something move.

He took a step off the narrow road up into the tall grass that whispered around him now as he walked. He hesitated. And then he saw what he had seen a few moments earlier. A dark child kneeling before one of the stones, her dress spread out over the grass like a blue quilt. It was Jocelyn.

He could hear her voice, like a thread of moonlight, touched here and there by a rising inflection. There in the still, sunlit afternoon with the shadows lengthening in rows from the granite stones, she would talk for a moment and then be silent as if she were waiting for an answer. After a while she got up and walked back to the road. She passed within fifteen feet of him without seeming to see him, and then walked up the road toward the first house.

Arthur turned back toward the graveyard. He took three more steps and then stumbled upon the small gravel road that led into it. In a moment he was standing at the edge, and he saw that he was its only living occupant. Jocelyn had been talking to no one. Or perhaps to the tombstone. He went to the place where she had kneeled and saw that the stone was made of a rough marble with a scrolled top and a polished square in the center where the inscription had been carved.


Here Lies
MARY ELIZABETH EMMERLING

1919–1951

Who prayed with her dying breath
that God and his angels would watch
over her infant daughter, Jocelyn,
whom she loved more than life itself.



The force of the simple words, so unexpected and so filled with helpless faith, brought tears to his eyes. But as he read the inscription for the third time it came to him that the dates were all wrong. Jocelyn would be in her thirties now if this were really her mother. And besides, Jocelyn was not from Ephesus. None of the children were from Ephesus. The little girl had simply come across the tombstone, seen her own name, and found some meaning or some comfort in the coincidence. Yes, he knew what a child like Jocelyn would do with that. She would make up a story, she would imagine that her own name was Emmerling, she would come to talk with her imaginary mother and introduce her to Sallywag and Woodpoker and Wanda Obeo. As he stood there in the graveyard he began to imagine her feelings, as if the residue of her emotions remained in the air, like dust. What a tenuous and exquisite hold on the past, he thought. A little girl who came, perhaps every day, to talk with a mother who was not only dead, but imaginary.

Coming into Ephesus at twilight, he saw no one. The mess area behind Miller’s Feed and Grain was deserted, as was the station where the children slept. Finally he saw Mary Stockbridge standing on the tracks, hands on hips.

“That you, Mr. Ferrier?”

“Yes. Where is everyone?” He walked out onto the station platform and felt the wind rising in the east.

“He’s going to have a sociable. Can you imagine? Here the Northerners are on the doorstep and he’s going to squander four chickens and keep the children up too late. Now I ask you, does that make any sense? Men. I got a picture of us all asleep tomorrow when them green men burn the station down. Saw Jocelyn’s place, didn’t you?”

“What sociable? Yes I did.”

“How’s that?”

“What sociable are you talking about and yes I did see Jocelyn’s place. She goes there to talk with her mother.”

“Except her ma’s not there. Just another lady who had a little girl named Jocelyn a long time ago.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Seems awful sad. Her being alone like that and never even knowin’ her own mother and finding a tombstone to talk to. I was so glad when she took up with your Christy. She needs a gentle boy, not a rowdy like Michael or a big lummox like Randall or a—I hate to speak plain—a halfwit like Tuck. God knows I love them all.”

“Tuck’s not really a halfwit.”

“Three quarters at the most.”

“Never mind that. Do you know anything at all about Jocelyn’s parents?”

“No one does. None of the children are from here. They all came down from the North months ago. It’s a brave world that makes war on children, I’m sure. Some days I want to burst into tears at the sight of them. Even Mrs. Patterson whimpered a little first day she saw Randall, and I can tell you that woman is all business. When her own died just two years ago she never said a sad word to anyone. Just stayed in her room for a day and then came to church Sunday with a nod for everyone and a dollar for the plate. I hate wasting the food. We eat twice as much at one of these things, and that’s something we can’t afford.”

“Mary, what are you trying to tell me? Are we having a party, for God’s sake?”

“Not for His sake, bless and forgive you. But yes, a church sociable in the basement of the church. It’ll go on till all hours, I’m sure.”

“What’s the occasion?”

“No occasion at all. There are no occasions any more in Ephesus. No regular church. No Christmas. Not even a regular sit-down dinner what with all the men running off as soon as they feed their faces and not even helping with dishes most of the time. A fine state of affairs, I’m sure.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with having a party just because you feel like it. It makes people happy to have parties. It makes the children happy.”

“Oh, I suppose. Guess I just don’t feel much like high jinks and frolicking when things are so bad outside.”

“Well then, lets us just run off into the woods together and ignore the party.”

“Are you crazy? Do you think—”

“Mary, you take everything too seriously. I was only joking.”

“I don’t like jokes. Never have.”

“Well, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

She sniffed once. “No, I don’t suppose you did. You’re not like Mr. Blackwood. I can see that.”

“No, I’m not. But Mr. Blackwood is a nice fellow too once you get to know him.”

“I suppose. But how”—and here she took a deep breath and shut her eyes as if what she was about to say took great effort—“how do you get to know other folks? Land sakes, what do people talk about? I just get all tongue tied unless there’s a chore to be done or a complaint to be made.”

“That’s what parties are all about,” said Arthur. “People out here in the country would never get to know each other or go courting or get married if they didn’t have parties.”

Mary blushed. “Well, I’m sure we don’t have to talk about that.

Come along, now. I’ve just been standing here on the tracks because no one else waited up for you and you’d a been lost out here in the dark with everyone else having a good time.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been to a church sociable,” said Arthur.

“First time for everything,” said Mary.


TWENTY-ONE

The Book of Thoughts

DESCENDING the stairway from the back of the church, he came into a long, open room with white stucco walls, a hardwood floor, and a stone fireplace at the far end where Fielding and Swain were busy laying logs over kindling. In front of the fire Randall and Michael and David and Tuck played marbles on a large oval rug made in bands of brown and green and yellow. Mrs. Patterson arranged bowls of chicken, baked apples, Swiss chard, hot bread, chicken gravy, and pitchers of water on two tables near one wall. On the other side of the room, Jocelyn and Christy picked out melodies on an old upright piano. Marie, in a fit of impatience, darted from her panda in the corner to the men at the fireplace to the marble players to the food to the piano and then back to her panda. Into any ear that was close enough to the ground she made a loud buzzing sound. She annoyed everyone without entering into anything.

Oil lamps burned at each of the tables, on the piano, and on an end table near the doorway so that the entire room bathed in a soft, orange lambency, and the polished wood surfaces gleamed like dark sunlight. Everyone stood around sniffing at the food and making small talk and smiling and bursting into laughter as if they had not seen each other for days. How beautiful, he thought. Like another world. He felt happy, as if he had returned to that first day at Ephesus. He felt safe and at home. Here he was at the church sociable.

Fielding turned from the fire and brushed fragments of pine bark onto the stone hearth. He gave Arthur a quick look. “Are the men still there?” he asked.

“What men?”

“The men at the train. Didn’t you have the late afternoon scouting assignment?”

“Oh, that. I’d forgotten about all that. No, the men are gone. But they left some things in the caboose. It looks like they’ll be back.”

“Well, that’s fine. We can at least celebrate in peace this evening,” said Fielding.

“I understand we’re not celebrating anything in particular. That’s what Mary said.”

“The gift of the moment,” said Fielding.

“Couldn’t we celebrate All Saints’ Day or the American Revolution or the Law of Diminishing Returns or People from Ohio or something really significant like that?”

Fielding laughed. “In heaven,” he said, “every moment is an occasion, a reason for celebration. In hell you get paid on the last day of each month, you get two weeks off in the summer when you are required to have fun and go to Florida or Las Vegas, you look forward to a promotion every five years and a new house every ten years, an early retirement with a nice little garden and a really good color TV, and five paid vacation days a year when everyone eats chicken and mashed potatoes.”

“Sounds terrific in an awful sort of way.”

“Yes, doesn’t it?”

He sat down in a rocker near the fireplace. He was content for the moment to let things float over his head, to listen to the crackling of the new fire and smell the baked chicken and the steaming bread. Ah, he thought, the gift of the moment.

He noticed that Swain had left his book open on the floor near where he was sitting. He could make out lists of things all printed out in green ink, or perhaps in a modified script that resembled printing. The letters seemed to move a little in the lamp and firelight. He bent forward in his chair and stared at the page until the letters steadied themselves and he was able to read words, then phrases and sentences.


July 20—We have left South Haven and we are now moving northeast toward Ephesus. The air smells bad sometimes in the morning, and sometimes we see metal men near the highways and trees covered with old newspapers and signs that warn people to stay away. Sometimes we travel in Fielding’s time and sometimes we travel in regular time. Fielding told us the name people call him up north which is not Fielding but something different. He made us promise never to write or tell it.

July 25—Now we are in Ephesus and everything is the same as when we left. Everyone is safe. Fielding expects Mr. Ferrier to come anytime now with his children. Mr. Ferrier will be sad because his wife has been killed. I never had a wife so I don’t know how that feels, but Fielding says it is very different from losing a friend.



He turned pages and saw that the book divided into three sections: the Book of Lists, the Book of Journeys, and the Book of Thoughts. The Book of Journeys was the chronicle, the record of the daily lives of everyone he knew. He saw that it began at a park in New York City two years earlier, when he and Fielding and Blackwood fled the city. The Book of Lists was a curious mixture of things, all in neat, narrow columns. The days of the first snowfalls for the last seven years. The days he saw geese flying south. Sixteen different ways he had seen light reflect off water. Nine ways to make coffee without a coffeepot. Eighty-four books that people said were important, together with a notation about who said what about which book. All the cities he had traveled through, together with descriptions of what he had seen there. Mythical beings that people talked about. Twenty-seven birds that no one had seen anywhere for three years. Different poisons, political parties, methods of execution, guilds and secret societies, the shoe size of every person living in Ephesus, the names of all the things he could think of that were soft to the touch. The Book of Thoughts was empty except for the first page, upon which Swain had made a single entry:


This is my book of thoughts. A thought is something that is not just a fact. I don’t have many thoughts now, but I hope to have more in the future. Thoughts are something between the facts. They are made out of nothing. This is a thought about thoughts, and so seems confusing.

Now it is tomorrow. There is no reason for me to feel bad just because I haven’t had a new thought. I feel good about all my records and lists and love to look them over. Flowers don’t have thoughts but they feel good about the sunlight and the wind and the earth they have their roots in.

I like all the things I write about. Would love be a better word?



He glanced up and saw that Swain was looking at him. There was a simple expectancy in his face that was something like a smile. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” said Arthur. “Your book was just lying open here and I—”

“Please, Mr. Ferrier, I don’t mind. Not many people are interested in my book.”

“But I thought there might be some personal things in here. I just began reading and didn’t think—”

Swain looked down at the book and frowned. “Personal? Oh no. I wouldn’t know—that is, I don’t know exactly what that would be. Nothing personal ever happens to me.”

“But your book is so interesting. So different. It is personal in a way. It makes me want to get to know you better.”

“Oh my goodness,” said Swain. “There’s just nothing much to know. I’m so simple. Everyone knows that. Just help out where I can and write things down.”

Such a brave little smile, thought Arthur. Such a brave smile from a little man who wrote history but lived only in the present tense.

“Your book is beautiful. That’s what I meant to say.”

“Oh.”

Arthur could see in that little gasp and in the way he quickly looked away that Swain was not used to having people talk to him in that way, and was now unsettled, unsure of himself. Swain was a soldier trying to feel and remember with part of his brain shot away. A soldier, home from the war, who sits in the hospital yard and feels the wind on his cheek and hears the songs of birds and the cries of children playing in a park down the street. A man who wishes somehow to begin again. A man who takes his pen in hand to write that there is earth, fire, water, sky, that there are also four seasons, and that light on water is different at different times of day.

Swain put his hands together very carefully as if he were holding something precious and easily broken. “If I ever do write more in my Book of Thoughts,” he said, “it will be about kindness. I would like to write about how a kind word makes people feel.”

MRS. PATTERSON announced that everything was ready, and the children shouted and ran to the tables, and the adults took whatever seats were left. Mary shushed the children and Mr. Patterson gave a brief prayer thanking God for the food and the safety of their town, and then they all ate.

For a while the adults talked about what they called the Old World, and then they went on to rumors and tales of the new one. Blackwood had heard somewhere that three families had pedaled three hundred miles on back roads and bicycle trails, avoiding the state police, the Librarians, the Green Legionnaires, and the Catholic Coalition, and finally set up a small colony in the mountains of Tennessee, which they named Schwinn. Mr. Patterson remembered hearing on the radio that the fire department had burned down the entire town of Drake, North Carolina. Swain heard from a stranger that a navy of metallic dragons had been built by a huge Japanese advertising conglomerate, and that it was now patroling the Mississippi River. Mrs. Patterson went on and on about the White Death, the glacier which she claimed had already covered all of New England and would soon inundate most of the Southeast.

“Is all this stuff true?” Christy whispered loudly.

“Heck no,” said Michael.

“Grownups are always lying about things. There’s a place somewhere where grownups get together and see who can tell the biggest fib. And the biggest fibber gets a million dollars, or something like that. I saw that once on TV a long time ago.”

“TV,” said David, dreamily. “I remember TV.”

“Saturday morning cartoons,” said Randall.

“ ‘Speed Racer,’ ” said Michael. “Does anyone remember ‘Speed Racer’?”

“And ‘Johnny Socco and the Flying Robot’?” said David.

“I remember ‘As the World Turns,’ ” said Jocelyn. “My mother used to watch that every day.”

“I remember the Dallas Cowboys,” said Tuck.

After they had all finished eating and the dishes were cleared away, Mary sat down at the piano and played “Waltz of the Flowers” while the children played musical chairs. They danced around the small circle of chairs set back to back, clapping their hands and whooping at each other. Marie was eliminated first. She cried bitterly until Fielding took her on his lap and kissed her. Then Randall was cut out of the circle. He gave a stoic smile and sat down with the adults. Finally Tuck and Jocelyn danced around the last chair, each dragging slowly past the front and then scurrying across the back. The music stopped for the last time, and Tuck sat down and blinked. At first he did not seem to realize that he had won. Then Jocelyn said something to him that Arthur could not catch, and then she shook his limp hand. Tuck looked up at her blankly.

“You mean I won?”

“Sure you won, Tuck. You’re the last one left.”

He stood up and stared at the other children. “You mean I won?” he repeated.

Now all the children whispered to each other. “Tuck, he never won anything before by himself,” he heard Randall whisper. Then all the children crowded around him.

“You won!” said Michael. “How about that, Tuck! You won! You beat everyone!”

Now Tuck’s eyes were shining and he smiled gently at the other children. It was not the hectic grin that had sent chills through Arthur so many times.

“I did, didn’t I?” said Tuck. “I won I’m the champeen and that means I’m the very best at whatever this is we did!”

The children gave him a loud cheer and then clapped him on the shoulder and messed his hair, and when he stood up they all paddled him on the bottom.

“I want to shake the hands of all these people I’m the champeen of,” said Tuck. “Yippee!”

“Mary can play more than ‘Waltz of the Flowers,’ ” said Mrs. Patterson. “Did you know that? She used to play for all the church parties, I hear.”

“Why don’t you play then, Mary?” said Blackwood. “Maybe if you play it’ll bring back everything just the way it was.”

“That’s a pretty thought,” said Mrs. Patterson. “If only we could bring back the old days that easy.”

Mary opened the seat of the piano and reached inside. “I have sheet music and books of songs,” she said. “I can play most of this if you’d all like to sing—” She looked quickly at Fielding, and then at Arthur.

“I didn’t know you played,” said Arthur.

“Oh, yes. Course, I don’t play well.”

“You come here in the evenings and play when everyone else is in bed?”

“Yes. How did you know that?”

“I didn’t. I just—I was just wondering. What kind of music do you play?”

“Just these old things,” she said. “This is all I have.”

They all gathered around the piano as Mary arranged the books and loose sheets of music in front of her. Some of the pages were so old that the paper felt soft and powdery, like the wings of moths. Ragged at the edges and curled and yellowed with age. Music from a time when men dreamed of love and adventure, and the country was growing and booming, and high school boys read pulp magazines and sipped sodas in cool drugstores with brown tinted glass windows and slow-moving overhead fans. Arthur felt a peculiar pleasure in the names of all the songs. This was not Marilyn’s music, but it was from an age she would have remembered as a small child.

“ ‘The Neapolitan Love Song,’ I remember that one,” said Fielding.

“ ‘In a Monastery Garden,’ ” said Swain. “My mother used to play that.”

“ ‘Whispering Hope,’ ” said Mrs. Patterson. “My goodness—”

“ ‘Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition,’ ” said Fielding. “Is that a song?”

“Very popular back in the forties,” said Mr. Patterson in a voice that was miraculously jaunty.

“Irving Berlin and Cole Porter and Sigmund Romberg,” said Blackwood. “My mother and father used to love all these things.”

Mary began to play very tentatively at first. Her short, thick fingers patted the keys like a country organist’s. How different, he thought, from the lyrical curve of Marilyn’s hands. The feather-soft runs and glistening arpeggios when she played Ravel and Debussy. The sharp, clean attack when she played Mozart. Here was a flat-fingered girl who could read notes and who had a feeling for old songs.

“What’s first?” said Blackwood. “Let’s start with something everyone knows.”

The children stood in a close, inner circle, their fingers touching the edges of the piano. Randall turned pages. The adults formed a sheltering outer circle. Fielding, Blackwood, and Swain stood with their arms around each other’s shoulders. Mr. Patterson stood very close to his wife and touched her shoulder. The lamp burned on the top of the piano, and the fire crackled in the fireplace. All their voices rose together into a bright flowering of sound and light.


In the gloaming, oh, my darling
When the lights are soft and low,
Will you think of me and love me
As you did so long ago—



Mr. Patterson hummed quietly, smiling his vague smile, mumbling a word or two when he came to something he knew. Mrs. Patterson knew the words to everything and sang in a high, thin voice that would have been piercing had it been louder. Fielding had a rich baritone voice that fell apart into vibrato on sustained notes. Michael, much to his surprise, was a beautiful boy soprano. Christy and David sang softly but very clearly and in perfect unison. Jocelyn’s voice was very high and breathy, little more than a whisper. Tuck watched and smiled.


I’m just a poor, wayfaring stranger
A travelin’ through this world of woe,
But there’s no sickness, toil, or danger
In that bright land to which I go—



They sang song after song until the lamps began to burn out one by one and the burning logs collapsed into embers.

“I hate to stop,” said Mary. “But the children should all be in bed.”

“That’s the plain truth,” said Mrs. Patterson. “But it has been lovely.”

“That kind of music does us a world of good,” said Fielding. “I wish you’d play for us every night like this.”

“Every night?” said Mary. “Oh no, you’d get tired of it pretty quick.”

“People never get tired of those old songs,” said Blackwood. “They seem new again every time you hear them. And, Mary, you play them so well.”

Mary glanced up at him and then suddenly brushed her hair back on one side. “Thank you, Ewell,” she said. “That was very nice of you. I mean considering that you play such fancy things I could never hope to keep up with.”

“Could Mr. Ferrier tell us just one story?” said Michael. “Just one story by the fire and then we’ll all go to bed with no fuss, okay?”

“I don’t believe I’ve ever heard one of Mr. Ferrier’s stories,” said Mrs. Patterson narrowly. “What kind does he tell?”

“Real good ones,” said Randall. “Even grownups would like his stories.”

“I think just this one time we ought to listen,” said Mrs. Patterson. “But just one story, mind you. And it better not take more than ten minutes. Like Mary says, it’s very late.”

“Wow,” said Randall. “This is the best church sociable we ever had. A real good time with music and everything, and now a story besides.”

The children huddled together on the oval rug in front of the fire. Fielding put another log on, and as the bark began to flame, their faces seemed to light up in anticipation. The adults sat a little further back in chairs they arranged in a semicircle. Now that the lamps had gone out Arthur could not see their faces. He had never made up a story for such a large audience before, and he had never made up a story for adults. For the first time, he felt mildly nervous. He sat down on the raised stone hearth and wondered how to begin.

“What kind of story do you want?” he asked.

“A big adventure,” said Michael. “Something that could never happen here in Ephesus.”

“How about one about a prince and a princess who get married?” said Jocelyn.

“Do you know a Bible story?” said Mrs. Patterson. “Scripture is always a good way to put children to bed. Settles them down.”

The children groaned. “Even what Jocelyn wants would be better than that,” said Michael.

“I’ll tell you what, Mrs. Patterson,” said Arthur. “I don’t do other people’s stories very well, but I will tell one about—about a man who went looking for God. How does that sound?”

“Oh, Mr. Ferrier, that sounds awful,” said Michael.

“Wait till you hear my dad tell it,” said Christy. “It won’t be what you think at all.”

Looking for God, thought Arthur. What can I say about a man who went looking for God? He thought back over the things he had done that day, and then he thought about his three weeks in Ephesus and then about the long journey from South Haven. It did not seem to him that he had been searching for God. He had been searching for his father’s mountain. But suddenly the story came clear in his mind.

“Once upon a time there was a man who went looking for God,” he began. “His mother and father wanted him to be a doctor and his uncle Fred wanted him to be a lawyer, but looking for God was the only thing that really interested him in the way of a career. But the years passed and he never did find God, and so instead he read books and talked to friends and told stories to children just like I’m doing now.

“One day he read a book by a man named Lowell. Lowell was extremely interested in Mars, which as you probably know is a planet millions and millions of miles away from earth out toward the stars. Mr. Lowell wrote about how he looked through his telescope and saw a whole bunch of ditches on Mars and all the ditches looked like they might be filled with water. He believed that someone must have dug the ditches. The man who was looking for God wondered about the ditch diggers of Mars. He wondered why they built all those ditches and what they looked like and what kind of language they used to talk to each other and what their cities looked like. But most of all he wondered if maybe they knew something about God that he didn’t know.

“Well, the man got very excited about Mr. Lowell’s book—by the way, the man’s name was Roger—and finally he decided to do what no man or woman had ever done. He decided to go to Mars himself. It took him twenty-five years, but he finally finished building his rocket ship. Before he left he thought maybe he could use some advice and some company, so he took a priest, a soldier, and a king with him on his trip to Mars.

“Well, when the four of them finally landed on Mars, Roger was an old man. He was nearly forty by that time. And the priest, the soldier, and the king were even older. They discovered that Mars was a beautiful pink color and that it was full of rocks and that most of the surface of the planet was desert. But they didn’t see any cities or any people or animals or plants or ditches. The old man named Roger was very sad, and it gave him a lonely feeling to think that Mars was deserted and that there was no one there to tell him anything about God. So what do you think he did?”

“He gave up,” said Randall.

“He threw up,” said Michael.

“He got very disgusted,” said Jocelyn, who had started to laugh.

“He sat down on a rock and thought very carefully about the whole thing,” said Tuck, who was still smiling like a champion.

“Well, you’re all right in a way,” said Arthur. “He did get very disgusted and he almost gave up and he did get sick for a while. But finally he decided to set out across the desert in the hope that he might find something, somewhere. And after three days when he was almost dead from thirst he came to a beautiful black fountain where he drank and drank. And when he looked at his reflection in the water he saw that he was a young man again. So he knew that it was not just a fountain—it was a magic fountain.”

“What did the fountain look like?” said Jocelyn.

“Well, like I said, it was black. Probably made out of very smooth black marble with little white cracks and lines all through it. And the water spouted up from seven different places and fell into seven different pools, and dozens of little fish all colored silver and green and blue swam in the pools.”

“Gee,” said Jocelyn, “who made all that beautiful stuff?”

“It must have been Martians,” said Randall.

“Little green guys,” said David.

“So what happened next?” said Michael.

“Well, the old man named Roger traveled three more days until he came to a mountain with a face carved into it. And he thought how smart the Martians would have to be in order to carve such a big face.”

“What did the face look like?” said Jocelyn. Jocelyn sat now with her head lifted and her eyes closed. She held her elbows and seemed to be rocking a little back and forth.

“It was a very kind and friendly face,” said Arthur. “And it seemed to be looking at something very far away. And do you know what the old man did?”

“He’s not an old man any more,” said Michael. “You forgot what’s in your own story.”

“Michael, you got to learn to shut up sometimes,” said Randall. “Mr. Ferrier is doing the very best he can.”

“Dang!” said Christy. “I know what he did! He followed the way the eyes in the stone face were looking!”

“That’s right,” said Arthur.

“Big deal, Christy,” said Michael. “You probably heard this story about a million times before.”

“No chance,” said Christy proudly. “My dad makes up his stories as he goes along and he almost never tells the same story twice.”

“What happened then?” said Jocelyn.

“Well, the old man who was not old any more did follow where the statue was looking, just like Christy said. And in three more days he came to a beautiful city made entirely of mirrors.”

“Wow!” said Michael.

“Boy, I bet he was surprised!” said Randall.

“I bet he saw millions and millions of reflections of himself that moved every time he moved,” said Jocelyn, who was still rocking, with her eyes closed.

“A city made out of little fish?” said Tuck.

“Mirrors, not minnows,” said Michael. “Boy, are you dumb.”

“Never mind,” said Randall. He poked Tuck on the shoulder. “You’re the champion, remember?”

“I’m the champeen,” said Tuck. “I don’t have to listen to Michael any more ’cause I’m the champeen.”

“Could we please get back to the story?” said Christy.

“I practically forgot what it’s about,” said David.

“Roger got to the city of mirrors,” said Michael.

“Right,” said Arthur. “And it was like a giant puzzle. All full of hallways and rooms and stairways so that once you got in you immediately got lost. And that’s what happened to the man who wasn’t old any more. He walked in and got lost. And everywhere he looked he saw his own reflection, which didn’t help one bit.”

“Are you sure this isn’t a ghost story, Daddy?” said David. “I really hate ghost stories. Especially when we hafta go to bed pretty soon.”

“By the way,” said Michael, “what happened to all the other guys who came with Roger to Mars? Did you forget about them too?”

“What other guys?”

“He means the priest, the soldier, and the king,” said Christy anxiously.

“Oh, those guys. They didn’t turn out to be too important in this story. They weren’t interested in finding God, so they never even bothered to make the trip across the desert. They just waited in the rocket ship and played cards and ate salami sandwiches and argued about which one of them was the most important.”

All the children laughed, and even the dark silhouettes of the adults behind the circle of light cast by the fire began to tremble a little. A few throats cleared.

“You see,” said Arthur, pressing his luck, “the priest thought he was the most important because he claimed to know God personally. The soldier thought he was the most important because he knew how to kill people. The king thought he was the most important because he had a piece of paper printed in gold ink that said so. But never mind them. The important person in this story is now lost in the city of mirrors.”

“So what happened to him?” said Randall.

“First of all he discovered that the mirrors were magic, just like the water was magic.”

“You mean they made him even younger?”

“No, I don’t mean in exactly the same way. You see, the mirrors didn’t just reflect him. They reflected everything he ever did or cared about. All the happy times and all the sad times. He looked at the mirrors for a long time and finally he figured out that the happy times in his life were the times he forgot about his pimples and whether anyone was looking at his knobby knees and whether he was smart or just average, and instead had fun being with other people and helping other people. And so he walked through the mirror rooms and the mirror hallways and the mirror streets until finally he came to a courtyard.”

“What’s a courtyard?” said David in a very sleepy voice.

“That’s a big yard where boys go courting,” said Jocelyn. “That means they chase after girls.”

“No,” said Christy. “A courtyard is a big square place with grass and statues.”

“That’s exactly the kind of courtyard I’m talking about,” said Arthur. “And the whole place was full of very friendly Martians, and they were all having a thousand-year party.”

“A thousand-year party?”

“Right. These Martians were really wonderful creatures and they really knew how to throw a party. They were all very tall with golden hair and beautiful tails that curled up at the end. And they just loved Roger because they could see just by looking at him that he was a very kind person who never hurt anyone’s feelings. So they asked Roger to join their party for a hundred years or so until he felt like doing something else.

“Well, Roger was having such a good time that it took him quite a while to remember why he had come to Mars in the first place. But finally he did remember and then he asked one Martian, whose name was Clyde, if he had seen God recently. The Martian said no, but that God used to live in the city of mirrors until he wandered off into the desert a few hundred years earlier. Clyde said that no one seemed to know just what God was looking for in the desert, but that when he left he did look like a man with a mission.

“Maybe I should go back and ask the king, the soldier, and the priest if they have seen him, said Roger. But Clyde said no. He pointed out that the king would have God thrown into prison for treason and other crimes against the state, that the soldier would fight terrible wars in the name of God that would kill off an awful lot of people without proving anything, and that the priest would explain that God wanted money and very long prayers and lots of things written about him and that all of this would make most people think that God was pretty boring.”

“Maybe God died,” said Randall. “I heard someone say once that God was dead.”

“That’s a terrible thing to even think,” said Mrs. Patterson.

“It’s funny you should mention that, Randall,” said Arthur, “because Roger asked Clyde that very same question. Clyde said that it didn’t really matter. He said that if God was dead or if God never existed in the first place that was a problem God would have to deal with in his own way. Our job, said Clyde, is not to worry about him but simply to love him and to continue our thousand-year party the best way we know how.”

“What’s a Martian thousand-year party like?” said Michael. “It must be different from an earth party.”

“Not really,” said Arthur. “A party is a party. When you go to work you have to do things. When you go to a party you notice and feel things, and sometimes wind up making things. That’s the main difference.”

“What do you make?” said Jocelyn.

“Dreams, music, stories, castles, bridges, and good food.”

“Gosh,” said Randall. “I guess parties must be about the best thing in the whole world.”

“This is kind of a funny story, Dad,” said Christy, who had been silent for some time. “You’re letting us kids talk too much and you’re talking to the grownups this time just as much as us.”

“I am not,” Arthur lied. “I hate talking to grownups. I almost never talk to grownups.”

From the shadows he heard Fielding laugh.

“So Roger lived happily ever after with his Martian friends. He married a Martian girl with a long tail, and the king, the soldier, and the priest finally went back to earth and reported that there was nothing on Mars except sand and an old man’s bones. And just once, toward the end of the party, the stone face on the mountain out in the desert lifted one of its eyebrows and smiled. How it did that without cracking up is really a wonder.”

“I get it,” said Randall. “The stone face was really God—”

“But you missed the joke,” said Michael. “Cracking up. Get it?”

“—people looked at him all the time but never knew who he was.”

“That’s the idea,” said Arthur. “Except that the face in the mountain was just that—it was only the face.”

“So the whole planet was his body!” said Christy. “Dang!”

“Yes. And the black fountain was his left hand, the one he used to work magic. And on the other side of the planet was a white fountain he used to do ordinary things like making mountains and rivers. So you see Roger and Clyde and all the Martians were with God all the time. God was everywhere. And the thousand-year picnic was really just a part of God’s million-year sociable.”

“That was a terrific story,” said Randall.

“It was a little too long,” said Michael.

“Tell us another story again sometime else,” said David, who had fallen over on his side.

Tuck and Marie had fallen asleep on the rug, and now the others put their heads down and watched the embers of the fire. Arthur watched their faces flicker in the dim light.

“Well, I loved the story,” said Fielding.

“So did I,” said Swain. “But I didn’t understand it.”

“I didn’t either,” said Arthur.

“I didn’t care much for it,” said Mrs. Patterson.

“Why not?” said Fielding.

“A little too adverturesome for my ears, I suppose,” she said. “All those strange things on another planet. Not my cup of tea. And certainly not very scriptural. Stories about God ought to be scriptural.”

“Stories about God ought not to be scriptural,” said Blackwood. “I would just love the Bible and everything in it if only it weren’t so damn scriptural.”

“Well, I’m sure I don’t know what you mean by that,” said Mrs. Patterson.

“Bless and forgive you,” said Mary.

Mr. Patterson smiled his polite smile and touched his wife’s elbow. “Well, I’m sure Cleora and I can’t fish or cut bait when it comes to understanding things or using words the way Mr. Fielding and Mr. Ferrier do,” he said. “But we read the Good Book and we believe what it says. We get up in the morning and we have our breakfast with all of you. And we love to plant flowers and keep our blades sharp and do God’s work in the fields as we were meant to do. And I suppose in doing all those things we feel God’s presence in our own way, don’t we dear? There’s not much scripture in that. Maybe that’ll please Mr. Blackwood, I don’t know.”

For a moment no one spoke. Then Mrs. Patterson stole a quick, frantic look at her husband, as if what he had said and the silence that followed required something of her, something that she could not begin to put into words in front of other people.

“I understand that,” said Swain. “Yes, I understand that.”

“It’s like what you were saying,” said Arthur. “What you wrote down in your Book of Thoughts.”

“Yes,” said Swain, his voice full of wonder. “What I wrote down in my book.”

Now all the adults were standing, raising their arms, talking in low voices so as not to disturb the sleeping children. Children weigh so little, he thought. Their bones are light. They do not lie heavily on the earth and wake in the morning with that hard, stiff sense of their own mortality.

Mary, who had spoken only once since she had finished at the piano, picked up Jocelyn in her arms, made her way across the room and then up the stairs. In a few minutes they managed to get all the children across the street and into their beds without waking them. ARTHUR LAY IN HIS OWN BED for an hour, listening to the quiet breathing all around him. Once he thought he heard the asthmatic wheeze of a train whistle somewhere in the distance. He arose from his bed and went out into the night. For a moment he stood on the tracks and looked down at the rails disappearing into the shadows. Then he put his ear to the rail. But he heard nothing but the sound of crickets, and once a thrashing in the underbrush when something, he imagined, had caught and killed something else.

And then he saw a black silhouette sitting on a stump to the left of the tracks. His alarm vanished when he saw the silhouette raise something to his mouth and heard the quiet burst of melody from Fielding’s flute that made him think of slow, ancient dances and hieroglyphs carved in stone. Gone was his night-fear of the black engine and the red caboose and men with green armbands. In its place was this beautiful and remote thing for which he had no name. It seemed to fill the sky, to expand into space like an odor, and now, when he breathed the cool air, it seemed that he was breathing in music.


TWENTY-TWO

Burning Houses

SOMEONE WAS SHAKING HIM in the dark. He heard voices, but he could not get his eyes open. Something that happened before was happening again. He was on the tracks, and he heard Blackwood’s voice telling him the train was coming. No, it was something else—something happening again that he could have prevented if only—if only—

He had dreamed that he was in the station wagon driving down an empty highway. The odd, particolored fields passed by like patches in an undulating quilt. The whistle of the train screamed in his ears and Christy and David were crying and the thing was happening all over again. He thought hard, but he had forgotten how to make it not happen, whatever it was.

“Daddy, the train is coming and we don’t know what to do—”

He had lost track again, as he had so many times. Death was coming and he did not know its shape or smell or what route it took. Death was a black locomotive, was that it? A black locomotive filled with sweat and rancid cheese and the smell of bad whiskey.

“But it doesn’t need to happen again,” he said out loud. “I’ve been good to everyone, not just my own—”

He opened his eyes and saw Christy and David sitting on his bunk. They had all slept late after the party and missed breakfast, was that it? But where were the other children? Then he heard the sound of the train whistle and he sat up and began looking for his pants and shoes. His head hurt. Where were the other children?

“All the kids ran over to the church when Mary came just a minute ago and told us,” said Christy.

“But we couldn’t wake you up ’cause you were dreaming so hard,” said David. “Daddy, is something bad going to happen again?”

“You both stay close to me,” said Arthur. “Try to be quiet and don’t think about anything except staying close to me.”

They ran together across the green lawns of Ephesus toward Miller’s Feed and Grain. As they ran, Arthur saw a dozen things happen. The impressions tumbled over each other in a series of meaningless tableaus. Mr. Patterson standing on the sidewalk looking down the street with a deer rifle crooked in his arm. His calm, formidable wife standing just behind him in a gray and white dress that made her look utterly sexless, like an umbrella. Michael racing across the street calling out something to someone. A black and gray car moving very slowly up the main street toward the station. He thought for a second of the car that stopped in front of the Varringtons’ house and of the men who had jumped out to plunder. The steam whistle sounded again, but when he looked up at the embankment behind the houses on the east side, he could not yet see the train. Things were happening again, he thought. Things were happening again and there was no power to stop them.

The car stopped near the tracks, and four men dressed in short gray robes and hoods thrown back behind their necks stepped out onto the street. Each carried a shotgun. Priests with shotguns, he thought. He never would have believed it. But then he remembered that they were not really priests and that he lived in a world where names had lost their integrity.

The four men checked the station, looked down the tracks, and then trotted down to where Arthur stood frozen with indecision, holding his children’s hands. Were the priests going to kill him? No, he thought, they would not do that. They were smiling. Priests were always glad to see a man with his children.

Three of the priests broke off in other directions, but the fourth stopped in front of him and smiled and produced a bundle of faggots from somewhere within his robe. The man was large and broad-shouldered, like Fielding. His gray hair, cut very short, made little more than a line of shadow above his ears and across his forehead. A gold tooth gleamed through his smile. Arthur looked at the bundle of faggots. He could think of nothing to do but smile back at the man he believed was about to burn them alive.

“I am Father Galen,” said the man in a deep voice. “Fear not, for you are among men, and men are all children of God and so are brothers.”

“Father Galen? Then you are a priest?”

“Yes. I take my name after the great lawgiver and healer.”

“Why are you here, Father?”

“I can tell you are a God-fearing man,” said the priest. “And I am here to take up the sword against your enemies, the Green Legionnaires, who are agents of the anti-Christ.”

“These are my children,” said Arthur quickly. “They are children of God and they too hate the anti-Christ. The anti-Christ killed their mother.”

“God reveals the truth in terrible ways,” said the priest. “Even unto children.”

“You fight with torches?”

“No, with shotguns. Steel against steel. The torch is our sign, our inspiration, our guide.”

“Your—”

“We must burn one house.”

“Burn a house? You mean here where we live?”

“We must burn one house wherever we go. We burn not out of anger or hatred. We burn out of love. Fire is an emblem of God’s transformation. Fire shows the temporality of matter and the vanity of human desire. Fire shows the power of God. God has revealed himself many times to man through fire.”

Looking down the street Arthur saw that one of the priests had lit his torch and was holding it under the porch of the children’s castle. In a moment the dry wood began to crackle and smoke.

“But your man—your fellow priest—is burning the castle. I mean, he’s burning the children’s playhouse with all their toys. We meet there every day, and we—”

“God chooses through our random choice,” said the priest. “God chooses and we obey. That is the way of all true priests.”

“Daddy!” shouted David. “Look at our castle! Look what that man is doing! Daddy—”

Just then the black locomotive, the coal car, and the red caboose appeared on the embankment. The windows of the train were full of faces. Then he saw the wheels lock and heard the terrible screech of steel against steel. The priest made a little sign with his hand as if he were offering a benediction or brushing away a fly. Then he left them and took up a position on one knee behind the Pattersons’ house and fired one shotgun blast at the train. All the priests, he saw, were firing at the train.

Arthur crossed the street, pulling his children along with him, and ran up onto the front lawn of the church. Rifle shots rang out all around him, and he pushed Christy and David to the ground and then flattened himself against a tree and looked back out into the street.

He saw that the train had stopped. As it let off clouds of steam, a dozen or more men jumped from the caboose and began advancing on the priests’ black and gray car, which was still parked near the tracks. The priests, using the car as a barricade, fired with their shotguns and the Legionnaires answered with rifles and bows and arrows. Soon the car was smoking.

And then, almost directly across from him, he saw Mr. Patterson lying in his own blood near the curb and Mrs. Patterson standing nearby behind a tree with the rifle against her shoulder. He saw that the five men who had killed him were advancing up the street from the south. Apparently they had jumped from the train early and had taken her and her husband for allies of the priests.

She cocked the rifle and then peered around one side of the tree, then the other. A wind ruffled the bottom of her gray and black dress. She held the weapon to her shoulder like a man, and as one of the five Legionnaires moved out into the open for a moment, she fired. For an instant Arthur saw a piece of his forehead fly into the air, then the man fell forward onto his face into the perfectly mowed Saturday afternoon grass. He crawled a few feet and then stopped moving, and Mrs. Patterson threw the bolt of the deer rifle and took aim again from the other side of the tree. Her face was impassive, masklike. The remaining four men advanced now in twos from opposite sides of the street, and Arthur saw that they hoped to trap her in the wide angle, cutting off her margin of safety behind the tree. But as another man darted into the open to reach the next bush, she lifted the barrel of her rifle to the other side again, sighted, and fired all in one smooth motion, as if she were spraying roses. The man gave a terrible gurgling cry, clutched his throat, and then the front of his shirt turned red. He dropped his bow and rested against a tree for a moment before he fell dead.

Then she fired three times in quick succession, snapping the bolt back and forth, and Arthur saw a bush shake and heard a voice cry out. One of the two remaining men ran down the sidewalk for a few yards and then disappeared behind a house. The other dropped his weapon and ran down the center of the street back south toward highway 314. Mrs. Patterson took three steps to the center of the road. She spread her legs a little and then bent her head and tucked her elbow against her ribs. It seemed as if she would never fire. The running man grew smaller, and it was only just before he came to the bend that she pulled the trigger. When the sound of the rifle shot faded away the man ran on for a few more steps, then began staggering from side to side. Then he fell to one knee, and then onto his side.

Arthur looked up and saw that the castle had turned into an enormous bonfire with flames leaping seventy or eighty feet into the air, and he saw that the Legionnaires to the north had driven the black priests away from their car and into the woods north of the railroad tracks. He heard them firing at each other, and then he saw a band of six Legionnaires crossing back over the tracks, trotting together down the main street of Ephesus.

“Look out!” he shouted. “Mrs. Patterson, look out behind you!”

At the sound of his voice Mrs. Patterson whirled around on one foot, swinging her rifle and tilting her head just a little as she turned so as to give him the briefest glance. He would never have believed that an old woman could be so quick, so graceful, and so consummately dangerous. But the six men with green armbands, alerted by his warning shout, saw her and fired before she could level her rifle. It was as if she had leaped backward into the air, it was as if invisible wings had heaved and lifted her, launched her beautifully from all harm. But when she came down there seemed to be very little left. Blood and feet and hands and an empty dress. Then he saw her head fall to one side and then, as the Legionnaires gathered around her, she raised her forearm and seemed to point at something with her index finger, and the men gasped and drew back. The deer rifle lay on the street five feet from her. None of the green men went near it.

While they stood in a circle looking at Mrs. Patterson, Arthur pulled his children to their feet and together they ran through the side lawn to the church garden. Michael and Jocelyn and Tuck and Randall huddled together by the goldfish pond. Swain and Blackwood hid behind trees. Fielding sat with his arms around Mary, who was crying. Marie sat calmly in a bed of flowers, picking the heads off marigolds.

He pushed Christy and David down into the flowers with Marie and then walked over to Fielding. “I’m going to get my car,” he said. “I’ll drive it back around the corner and then bring it up on the church lawns. You can all get in and we’ll be out of here in less than five minutes.”

“You can’t take everybody,” said Fielding. “Your car’s too small.”

“I’ll take the children then. And as many others as we can fit in.”

“Who will you leave behind?”

“What?”

“I said, who will you leave behind?”

“Look, we don’t have time to argue. The town is full of madmen with rifles and bows and arrows. They just murdered the Pattersons. We have to get out of here.”

“I think we should stay together,” said Fielding. “Whatever happens, I think it would be better if we stayed together.”

“The town is burning down,” said Arthur. “Look, four houses are already going up—”

Mary stopped crying. She sat in the garden with Fielding and pressed herself close against him and closed her eyes. “I knew that the men with guns would come,” she said to Arthur. “And I knew you wouldn’t stay. So I put something in the back of your car. Something to keep you going.”

“I’m bringing the car around,” he said. “Christy and David, you stay here until I get back.”

Arthur crossed the street, but instead of running down to the square and turning north toward the garage where his car was parked, he cut across the back lots. All the houses near the castle were in flames now, and as he made a sharp turn and ran between them he saw that the green garage had already caught fire. He opened the sliding door and raised his arm against the billows of smoke.

“You there! Townsperson! Turn around very slowly and put out your hands!”

The voice was coming from the street. He ran into the smoke and found the door of his station wagon. One moment he was gunning the engine, knowing absolutely that the car would explode. The next, he was careening out of the driveway, taking the turn on two wheels, turning again at the square, and then squealing and sliding over a bed of stones and dust at the edge of the road and plowing into the church lawn. When his own children saw him they got up and ran toward the car. When no one followed, they hesitated.

“Get in the car!” shouted Arthur. Christy and David scrambled in and pressed their faces and hands against the side windows.

“Everybody get in!” he cried.

“Everybody can’t,” said Fielding, who stood up and walked toward him.

“Goddamn it! You have to come before they kill you! Look! They’re coming up the street!

“Peace,” said Fielding. “And go if you have to.” Then he seemed to look beyond Arthur, and a terrible sadness came into his eyes. “We’ll see each other again soon,” he said quietly. “We have—how can I say it?—we have an appointment in the mountains that neither of us has the power to break.”

“I don’t understand. I’m sorry, but I don’t understand and there’s no time.” Arthur gunned the engine and took a last look at his friends the Ephesians.

Then he saw that Jocelyn had come out of hiding and was walking slowly toward the car. Something leaped inside him when he saw the little girl with her grave, quiet face. Yes, he thought, Jocelyn would make all the difference. To save her would be to save everyone.

“Please don’t go, Mr. Ferrier,” she said. “Please stay with us.”

“They can’t stay just now,” said Fielding. “But you’ll see Christy and David again very soon. I can promise you that.”

“We hafta stay!” said Christy. He pounded on the window as he stared at Jocelyn. “We can’t leave everything all over again!”

“We been leaving everybody a million times!” said David.

Arthur twisted in his seat and gave his children a sudden, withering look. “You want them to kill us too?” he cried out furiously. “You want them to kill us just like they killed your mother?”

David burst into tears and threw himself on the floor. Christy lay down with his brother, put his arms around him, and stared up at his father. Behind them on the main street something exploded and then he heard a cluster of rifle shots. Outside he saw Fielding talking to the other Ephesians and then he saw them all hurrying out of the church garden into the woods. Only Jocelyn remained. She reached up and touched the window where Christy had disappeared.

“Please come back soon,” she cried. “Come back when the bad men are gone. Tell Christy and David good-by. Say good-by, oh, say good-by, good-by from Jocelyn. Tell Christy he’s my best boy friend—”

She turned and ran through the garden toward the horizon of bushes where the others had gone. She ran blindly, with her hands over her face.

Things were happening too fast and he knew there was no right thing to do and he knew that everything was his fault and that at the same time it was not his fault at all. Waves of unfocused fury surged through him. He hated his own children, he hated Jocelyn, he hated Fielding and all the Ephesians and the Green Legionnaires, and he hated himself. His selfishness, his fear, his own desperate need to survive all filled him with loathing. All at once he knew what he would do. He touched the cold rifle that had lain between the seats, his and Marilyn’s, ever since South Haven. He would move down the middle of the street and shoot at anything that moved. He wanted to see the surprise on the green men’s faces when his bullets shattered their stomach muscles or exploded their lungs. He wanted to see blood in the streets. It was time to die, he thought. It was all happening over again and this time he was not going to run away. He would make amends for all the things he had done and all the things he had not done. Oh, they would remember him—they would all know he had been here. He would do at least as well as Mrs. Patterson. Bah, he thought. The old woman was standing at his crib again.

But as his fingers closed around the weapon, the blast from a shotgun shattered the back window of the station wagon. Men were running toward him.

“Death!” they all shouted in unison. “Death! Death! Death!”

Arthur let go of the rifle and turned the key in the ignition. Not my children, he thought. Let the rest of them die if that’s what they want, but not my children.

For one brief instant he saw Fielding’s face flash by the window. He had appeared out of nowhere. The face froze in Arthur’s mind—was this the last time he would ever see his friend?—and he saw again and again, in the moments that followed, the tentative, sad smile and the raised hand waving good-by.

He pressed his foot on the accelerator and the car shot forward. Oh God in heaven, he thought, let them be safe. Pilgrims of the earth, I wish you well. Pilgrims and soldiers and lovers and good people everywhere, I love you and wish you well and now I am deserting you and leaving you to the mercy of your enemies—

He came to a rise in the narrow road and, knowing that it would put Ephesus behind him forever, he turned in his seat and looked back and something inside him cried out at what there was to see. Burning houses. Men with green armbands a hundred yards away shooting at him with rifles.

The pictures and sounds of Ephesus loomed and faded. He heard again the words of the story he had told about the old man who left the priest, the soldier, and the king behind in order to search for God. He saw his hands shaping the images, tracing the shapes of things in the dark. He saw the blue sky full of kites. Good Luck Mom. I Love You. He saw the children leaping from one dead sheep to another and he saw them scrubbing the floor and painting the walls of their castle which even now was burning, burning to the ground. He saw the adults sitting in the brown light of the old barn and he saw Fielding smiling in the sunlight and passing him the bottle of burgundy. He saw Mrs. Patterson killing the Legionnaires one by one. A dead shot, he thought. He remembered that her name was Cleora and that she was sixty years old and that Mr. Patterson sometimes touched her on the elbow when they stood or walked together.

THE NARROW COUNTRY ROAD dipped and turned between the slanting angles of the hillsides. It seemed deeply unfamiliar. It seemed to go nowhere.

“Dad,” said Christy. “I really hate you.”

Arthur looked behind him. Christy sat crosslegged next to his brother who had cried himself to sleep on the bloodstained carpet.

“Davy and I will never have any friends now,” said Christy. “And if we ever get another house to live in or a nice lady to take care of us you’ll take us away somewhere just like you always do.”

“I had to save you,” said Arthur. “I did it the only way I could.”

“And don’t talk about Mommy any more. Don’t tell us about how Mommy is dead. Davy can’t think about that and I don’t want to think about it.”

“I’m sorry, Christy.”

“I don’t care if you’re sorry. I hate you. Dad, I’m tired and I’m going to sleep now.”

“That’s good. You sleep and then you’ll feel better.”

“Dad, where are you trying to take us?”

“We’re going to the mountains just like we planned.”

Something was dying inside him, and he tried to hold onto it, to warm it and keep it alive. He could not see very clearly. The road looked hazy in front of him, and his eyes felt puffy and his hands trembled on the wheel. The road plunged and veered and then rose again around the edge of a steep hill. Dimly he wondered what it was, the thing inside that was slipping away.

He drove for a while and then, without knowing why, he stopped in the middle of the road and shut off the engine. A crow cawed from a field somewhere. The air filled with the sound of katydids and whining beetles. Late August, he thought. A very hot day in late August about six miles from the burning city of Ephesus. Ephesus, a beautiful place and a beautiful sound. A woman lying in a wheat field with her arms crossed over her breast.

He wanted to turn the car around. He wanted to see Jocelyn’s face and he wanted to talk with Fielding and hear a little night music. He wanted to bring Mrs. Patterson back to life and tell her she was brave and had the eye of an eagle. He felt desolate. He knew that the sun was moving above him and that his children were breathing and sighing in their sleep.

An hour later the sky turned dark and it began to rain. He turned his head and saw the dust washing down the asphalt road, and he saw the leaves from an overhang of trees bending and turning in the downpour. He started the engine again and began to drive very slowly. He wanted to watch the rain and the trees and the wet, deserted farmhouses, and the windmills turning uselessly. A quiet rain, he thought, without thunder or lightning. But very cool.

He turned on the radio and listened for a while to the static. It comforted him to know that the air around him was filled with electromagnetic waves that went forever in all directions that no one could chart or predict. He listened to the crackling. Like someone crushing tinfoil in front of a microphone. He began to see the fleeting forms of it in the air, forms like the white outlines of mountains shooting through his head. And then, as he turned the dial back and forth across that empty expanse of frequencies, he heard a voice. It seemed to be coming from very far off and, masked as it was by the rain static, it came across as little more than a faint rising and falling of inflections and intonations. Once he heard the words New York. And then the word loving or living and then something about Baltimore. Soon the voice faded completely into the static. New York loves Baltimore, he thought. New York loves Baltimore.

When it got dark he pulled over to the side of the road and checked all the doors and windows. Then he made a brief search of the back of the wagon and found his rifle ammunition, his shotgun cartridges, the sleeping bags, the aluminum backpacks, a box of powdered milk, eight cans of food, three mess kits, and an ax. And then he found hidden under an oilcloth two miraculous loaves of bread neatly wrapped in clean newspaper. He put his hands on them and felt their hard, round solidity. He lifted them to feel their weight. He turned them over. Mary had said something about a gift—was this it? Of course. Bread was what Mary made and had to give. Bread and cleaning and cooking and lessons for the children. He shut his eyes and clutched the two loaves and saw her face in his mind’s eye. It was almost too much for him to bear. Now, for the first time, he felt a rush of love for Mary, a love as desperate and hopeless as his love for Jocelyn a few hours earlier. Bread is good, he thought. You chew on it and it breaks up into textures and flavors. It gets inside you. As he stared at the bread and listened to his children’s breathing and thought of Mary and Jocelyn a terrible fear touched him, and then something closed up somewhere inside him and the fear went away. He was empty again, and safe. The bread was merely bread. He opened his pocket knife and cut three slices.

He mixed powdered milk into one of the gallons of water and opened a can of pork and beans. He woke the children and they ate a cold meal out of their mess kits and then went back to sleep. Arthur took off their shoes and slid them into their quilted sleeping bags and then lay between them on a pile of blankets. He felt restless. His throat itched. After an hour, his bones began to ache and his forehead burned. He got up and fell into the front seat, fumbling for the medical kit in the glove compartment. It had stopped raining, and moonlight made a sheet of silver on the front windshield. He took three aspirin, drank a little water, and went back to his space between Christy and David and tried to sleep. His arms and legs shivered, and he pulled two of the blankets on top of him. I’ll be all right, he thought. As long as all the doors and windows are locked and I don’t think about anything I’ll be all right.

He slept a little and woke when the pain in his throat sharpened. He chewed up three more aspirin and then swallowed the powder with a little sip of water and then slept again. When he woke a second time, orange light was breaking behind him. His children were sitting against the window looking down at him. For a moment he was unable to move the weight of his bones.

Finally he sat up. “We better eat,” he croaked. The sound of his own voice terrified him. It was the sound of an old woman’s voice, and it was the sound of Marilyn telling him how to cut out the arrow, and it was the sound of burning houses.


TWENTY-THREE

Turkey Mountain

“DADDY, YOU DON’T LOOK TOO GOOD,” said David.

“I didn’t sleep well. I guess I’m still tired.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t drive for a while,” said Christy. “Maybe you should go back to sleep for a while and then David and I can fix you breakfast later.”

“That sounds like a good idea.”

“We don’t have far to go now, do we, Dad?” said Christy.

“No. Not far at all.”

“We’re going to that place you lived when you were little?”

“Yes.”

“Does everything around here look familiar then?”

“Not yet. It’s been such a long time since I’ve come this way, and we’re not quite to Troyton yet anyway.”

“Troyton? That’s the name of where we’re going?”

“Troyton is the city. I lived on the road going north from the city. And then just a few miles past my house you come to Troyton Corners. We’ll be coming into Troyton Corners from the east and then we’ll keep going west for a couple of miles until we come to two mountains. The first is Bear Mountain. The second is Turkey Mountain, and that’s where we’re going.”

“Oh.”

“So you won’t really see where I used to live. Not just yet, anyway. We have to get to the mountain first and find your grandfather’s cabin. We’ll be safe there. It’s a very remote place.”

“What’s remote?” said David.

“That means far away where nobody can find you,” said Christy. “Dad?”

“Yes, Christy.”

“Dad, I don’t hate you. I never shoulda said that. I know you did your best. I know it was crazy that nobody would leave when everything got so dangerous.”

“Dad is the best dad that ever lived for about a billion years,” said David.

Arthur closed his eyes. “Thanks, guys. I love you too. Don’t feel bad about what you said. Terrible things have happened and you’ve both been very brave. But don’t make me talk any more. It’s very hard for me to talk.”

“Can I fix breakfast for you, Daddy? I’m a real good breakfast fixer.”

“Maybe later on. But you better not hug me. I don’t want you to catch what I’ve got.”

“I thought you were just tired, Dad.”

“Well, I’m not just tired. I’m sick. I need to rest for a while longer.”

“We don’t feel too good either. We both got headaches and my nose feels runny.”

“Then I want you both to lie down for a while. We’re going to all take some aspirin and a drink of water. Then we’re all going to cover up for about an hour and then we should all feel better.”

“I can’t take those grownup aspirin pills,” said Christy. “You hafta swallow them without chewing.”

“They taste awful,” said David. “It’s like eating school chalk.”

“Just take them,” said Arthur. “I don’t care what they taste like.”

“I’ll throw up if I hafta take grownup aspirin,” said Christy.

“Look—I’m sick and I can’t argue with you. You have to do what I say and you have to do it now.”

Tears came into Christy’s eyes and his mouth began to tremble. “I just can’t, Dad.”

“You be nice to my brother!” shouted David. “See what you did!”

Arthur opened the medical kit and took out the aspirin. “Here’s one for each of you. Now I’m going to force them down your throats if I have to.”

“You can’t make us!”

Arthur lifted himself up on one arm and slapped Christy’s face as hard as he could. The boy’s cheek turned scarlet, and he began to cry.

“I’m going to slap you again in five seconds if you don’t take your aspirin.”

“He can’t!” screamed David. “He’s crying!”

“Three seconds.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” said Christy. He put the aspirin in his mouth and made a terrible face and began chewing. After a moment’s hesitation, his brother did the same.

“Thank God. Now lie down.”

“You never talked to us like that before,” said Christy. “And you never hit me on the cheek like that. Dad, you’re really scaring me—”

“I’m sorry, Christy, I don’t mean to scare you. But you’ve got to do what I say. I’m the only one who can take care of you now and if you don’t do what I say we could all get very sick or we could all get killed. Do you understand that?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“Now for the third time, don’t talk to me for a while. Every time I talk it feels like razor blades in my throat.”

“That’s only the second time you said that, Dad,” said David.

“Oh, God. All right, for the second time. Now for the third time. Okay?”

He took three aspirin with a long drink of water and then sprayed his nose with Benadryl. The Benadryl, he knew, would put him out for at least a half hour and give the aspirin time to work. He knew he was running out of gas and he knew that even if they got to the mountain that the climb would be strenuous now that he was sick, and he knew also that there was only enough food for two days. But none of that seemed to matter. He cared only for the hour at hand, which seemed to stretch out before him almost to infinity. He pulled the blanket over him and lay back again and closed his eyes.

When he awoke again the sun was high. A thought occurred to him: there were periods of wakefulness that were painful and hot, and there were periods of sleep. The day burned with a terrible fire and the night poured over him, cool and silver and quiet. So simple. Bright days and dark nights.

He gave each of the children another aspirin with a glass of canned orange juice, and then he fixed a small fire out on the road and heated a can of chicken soup and fried slices of Mary’s bread on sticks.

Back in the car, he turned the ignition and felt the hum of the engine. He shifted and felt the car begin to move under him. His eyes wandered to the dials and he saw that the car moved at thirty miles per hour and that the gas tank read empty. Sweat ran down his arms and the steering wheel slipped under his hands and now the bright fever burned in his throat again.

“Daddy, are you sure you’re okay? You look awful funny.”

He did not want to hear his own voice again. He raised his hand and made a vague gesture. Then he reached back and found, in the infinite space turning all around him, the bony shoulder of his youngest son.

“Daddy, are you okay?” He called out to his own father who was riding down the center of the road on an army horse named Suspense, who had been shipped cross country in a boxcar. The horse screamed and whinnied and shook his head as he galloped, his shoes clopping like hollow coconuts on the asphalt road that led north away from Troyton Corners toward Deer Lake. But when he saw his smiling father, the black reins in his left fist, sitting so tall and secure in the saddle, his fear vanished. My daddy can do anything, he thought. My dad is the bravest man in the world.

The sun on the windshield burned into his forehead and he wished that night would come or that it would rain. Had it rained yesterday? It had been a very wet summer. The water had run off the trees and rocks and collected in pools all over Troyton. He had never seen or heard so many frogs. Every night he had to clean the mud off his tennis shoes before his mother would let him in the house. Sometimes when he ran in the woods with Buddy after it rained his ankles would begin to itch. Oh, how he envied dogs, who never got dirty, who never wore shoes, who never got itchy ankles, who never went to school, and who could run like wind and were so much more beautiful than people.

Someone was poking him. “Daddy, you’re scaring us again. Daddy, you can’t drive and sleep at the same time.”

His brain felt loose inside his head and all his feelings and memories seemed to slip out the ends of his fingers, and the thing he could not name was still dying. He tried to concentrate on the voices of his children. What were they saying? They asked questions, one after another, not waiting for answers. Something about how the trees brushed the sides of the car and would he please watch the side of the road. Something about faces in the woods. Sometimes he felt the awful impact of the steering wheel going through his chest as he crashed head on into trees, and then he would look up and see that he had not crashed into anything. The car was still moving. The trees were still passing by the open windows and the thing inside him was still dying and the voices of his children still buzzed in the space just behind his ears.

He came to the top of a hill and saw that the world below was a blur of green in all directions. The sudden sense of height exhilarated him. He took deep breaths and looked around. The wind blew across his face. To be up so high, he thought. To be on top of things.

He stood on a wooden tower looking out into the soft brilliance of the red sky. It was sunset, or perhaps it was sunrise, and on the bright side of the mountain the pilgrims made their way up a meandering path that disappeared and then appeared again in the clearings between the trees. There was something beautiful in the way that intermittent pattern unfolded in the windy silence of that red morning or evening. The pilgrims disappeared beneath the green arches of trees and then appeared again, like ghosts, in the blue shadows of the steep hillside. A mystery seemed to hang about them. Perhaps it was only that they were still silhouettes, shapes in black cut out of the light that was either waxing or waning. The sight of them made him want to cry, and he wondered now why that was so, why they should move him, make him feel naked and childlike. At that distance he could not even see their faces.

But there was so much more to see beyond the mountain. He felt like a medieval knight who had come to a tower and saw below him the allegory of the world spread out in meadows and valleys. The things he saw were neither close nor far away. The design of the world was suddenly clear to him.

He was amazed at how perfectly everything fit together. Like a garden. The garden of the world. Everything gleamed with its own importance and separateness, and yet the pattern defined something beyond itself. Within and beyond the meadows and valleys and houses and roads he saw the living inference, the blue creature, the shape given to empty space by the things in the universe. And then he knew, as Christy had known, that the blue creature was too big to be dangerous.

He saw Fielding leading the way, and then Blackwood and Swain, and then Mary and Mr. and Mrs. Patterson and then all the children following them, their beautiful faces raised into the morning or evening light. As they came closer, their shadows fell across the pageant below them.

Marilyn stood next to him. He could not see her, but it was enough to sense her presence and to feel her invisible arms around him.

What are you doing here, she was saying. Oh, what are you doing here on the tower?

He felt her hands in his hair and he heard the boards of the tower creak under him and he heard voices in the wind, and he knew for the first time what the wind was saying and he knew why he had come to the tower.

“Daddy, are you driving or just what are you doing?”

He opened his eyes. The car had nosed into a soft ditch, and Christy and David were patting his shoulders and gently slapping his face. He felt groggy and very wet, but the burning in his throat was gone. He coughed several times and opened the door to spit phlegm onto the road. Then he yawned and rubbed the small of his back.

“Dad, you been very mean to us and you been acting very weird and scaring us half to death and I wish you’d just be our regular dad again,” said Christy.

“I hate it when you don’t answer or you act funny or get your hair cut or stuff like that,” said David.

“I was having a dream.”

“What kind of a dream, Dad?”

“I don’t remember exactly. Something about our friends in Ephesus. I think they were coming to see us on the mountain.”

“Do you think they ever will?” said David. “Do you think we can see them again sometime? I can’t stand to think we won’t ever.”

“You’ll see them again. I promise you you’ll see them all again.”

Christy shook his head. “But you said the reason we had to leave was because you said anyone who stayed would get killed. How can—how can we see them again if they all got killed?”

“I did say that, didn’t I?”

“Yep.”

“Well, I didn’t really mean it. Sometimes when you get scared you say things because you have strong feelings, not because they’re true.”

“But, Dad—”

“Christy, you’re a pest. Please don’t ask me to explain that more clearly. I just can’t. I’m very tired. I need some time to think about what’s coming up in the next few hours.”

“Okay, Dad. I’m sorry, Dad.”

As he drove on into the late morning, his head cleared and he began to notice with a peculiar poignancy the contours of the hills around him and the configuration of the road. Things looked familiar. He came to a country crossing where a white sign marked with an arrow pointed the way to TROYTON REGIONAL SCHOOL. It was as if he had fallen into another delirium. He was sinking again into the past. He looked down at his hands, at his T-shirt, at his scuffed tennis shoes, for the boy who had once been there. Larry Caw-Caw. Run fast and free all your friends. He half feared and half hoped that Alan Black would be waiting for him at Troyton Corners.

On the left ran a row of deserted white shingle bungalows, each with its own little garden. Twostone Park, he thought. And then on his right, a pond surrounded by cattails. Mud Lake they had called it. The image of a ruined rowboat that he and Alan and Johnny Arno had packed with mud to keep from leaking. Rowing out into the middle of the pond and the mud dissolving and the boat sinking and everyone rowing like mad for shore, always making it to shallow water just as the old scow settled on the weedy bottom.

The hills around him steepened, and the road cut between one jagged outcropping after another. Then a sharp turn. Another sign. A crossing dead ahead. He stopped the car. The place was almost exactly as he remembered it from when he was twelve years old except that it seemed much smaller. The wide street had shrunk to a narrow road. On the right-hand corner, a two-pump gas station with a one-room wooden shack a little farther back with a sign advertising canned goods, beer, ice cream, soap, and other necessaries. And behind the shack a few yards stood a farmer’s meeting hall with a tin roof and tar-paper walls. Across the street, a three-story house with a weedy lawn and a ruined picket fence leaning into the wind. Marvin Priggins had lived there with his four horrible sisters and his sick mother. In front of Marvin’s house, the wooden platform that was the pickup point for all the newsboys who worked north of the city.

Two miles to the south lay Troyton with its steep hills crowded with dimestores and bars and drugstores and movie theaters. To the north, Deer Lake. To the west, the stone quarry and the narrow trail leading up to Turkey Mountain.

He saw now that Troyton Corners was not at all deserted. A black Doberman growled and pulled at his chain to the side of the farmer’s meeting hall. A woman looked at them from a dark window on the second floor of Marvin’s house, and two boys in overalls sat in the front yard building a cart out of a ruined wagon and scrap lumber. A man sat on the front porch of the shanty behind the gas pumps, looking at him. He was a short, thick man with a massive jaw that made Arthur think of a bulldog. Like the boys in Marvin’s yard, he wore farmer’s overalls with straps that crossed over his shoulders, and brown boots. He wore a holster on his left side and a belt filled with brass bullets. He stood up instantly when Arthur pulled into the station.

Arthur rolled down his window. “Hello there.”

The man stared at him and nodded, almost imperceptibly. He flexed his jaw muscles and looked back and forth over the contours of the car.

“Are you open for business? I’ve got money and I’ve got things to trade.”

“Where you from, mister?” The man spoke without moving. He stood framed in the doorway of his store, blocking out any view of what lay inside.

“I’m from South Haven. That’s about six hundred miles from here.”

“Where you headed?”

“West. I got friends out West.” He thought it best not to mention Turkey Mountain. “I could use some cans of food—whatever you’ve got handy—and I could use a little gas. If you’re not open just now I can move on.”

“We don’t take money here no more and we don’t have no gas. Ran out afore last Christmas.”

“Then how about some food? I’ll trade you twenty shotgun shells for eight cans of food. Whatever you have. I don’t mind telling you we are a little short.”

The man came off the porch, swaying a little from side to side, and then stopped a few steps away from the station wagon. He looked up over the roof to a place across the street and then turned to look back down the road toward Ephesus. For one fearful moment Arthur thought he was surrounded. He took a quick look in all directions, but saw no one.

“Now look, mister,” said Arthur. “I don’t want any trouble. If you can’t do business I’ll go right now.”

“You say you have a shotgun in there?” said the man.

“No, I’ve just got these twenty shells I thought I could use for trading. I have a twenty-two here between the seats, but no shotgun. I’m not a dangerous man. I just want to take care of my children as best I can.”

“Don’t see no children.”

“They’re in the back hiding behind the rolled up sleeping bags. They’re shy of strangers. We’ve had—we’ve had some very bad experiences with strangers. We just don’t know who to trust any more,” he said, trying to appeal to the man’s sense of decency.

“You got a wife?”

“She’s dead. Killed by Green Legionnaires.”

“Well, that’s too bad, mister, but we’re just not open to strangers. Everybody’s got problems. If I started worrying about yours and other people’s I’d be dead inside a week. Got to take care of my own. Now my advice to you is to git outa here quick afore someone kills you.”

“How about three or four cans of beans? We really don’t have much to eat. We gave a bunch of stuff away to some children in Ephesus.”

“Don’t cry on my shoulder, mister. I don’t care who’s got your food.”

Arthur stared at him.

“Mister, you quit lookin’ at me. You and your children don’t mean nothin’ to me. Now git. And afore you go suppose you just give me them twenty shells.”

“You mean just give them to you for nothing?”

“Let’s just call it a road fee. You’re on my roads here at Troyton Corners.”

“These are public roads.”

“Mister, you just gimme them shells or we can have it out right here an’ now. I ain’t got no fancy rifle, but I got this quick little snubnose in my holster and I got friends all up and down the road I can signal in a second.”

Arthur gave him the shells. An ordinary man, he thought. An ordinary man with virtues and faults and fears like any ordinary man. Howard Lanier was an ordinary man who had murdered his wife.

He started the engine and gunned it in neutral so that the sound rose to a thrilling, useless peak. The man walked backward with the box of shells in his hand, never turning until he reached the doorway of the old shack. And then he set the shells on the porch and ran back toward the car just as Arthur pulled into the street. He rapped on the side window.

“Don’t go north or south!” he shouted through the glass. “All my friends got roadblocks set up north and south and they’ll take everything you have and then drive you all out into the woods where you’ll die for sure.”

The man pressed his huge hand against the window and bent over a little and squinted, tensing the muscles in his cheeks as if he were in pain. “You got to understand. These are all good people. But the Black Priests came through here a month ago and took all we had and burned three houses and made off with Bill Henderson’s sixteen-year-old girl. Apple of his eye, she was.”

Arthur reached over and pressed his hand against the glass, and imagined, for a moment, that he felt the warmth of the other man’s hand. “Thanks,” he said. “Thanks very much.”

He glanced at the gas gauge, which still read empty, pulled out into the street, and drove past Troyton Corners and back into the country.

THE EARTH ROSE in great breasts of green on all sides, and the color of the sky turned from gray to bright blue. It was the first truly blue sky he had seen for days.

“Daddy, are we nearly there yet?”

“Yes.”

“And will we be in Grandpa’s cabin soon?”

“Yes. It won’t be long now. Maybe a couple of hours.”

He no longer knew whether he was lying or telling the truth. Perhaps, he thought, that was something he had never been clear about. He had promised so many things to so many people. Now a cabin, safety, peace. An hour earlier, that they would see their friends again who even now might be lying dead behind the church garden in Ephesus. And beyond that he sensed another promise, something implicit in his willingness to bring children into the world and love them and watch them grow. I promise you that the world is good and that life makes sense and that the last word of life is not death. I promise you there is something to believe in.

Halfway up a hill the engine sputtered, caught itself, and ran smoothly for a few more seconds. Near the top it stopped dead. The station wagon coasted another fifty feet, came almost to a stop at the crest of the hill, then began its long, slow glide to the bottom. When there was still a little momentum he pulled over onto the berm of the road.

A light, high wind shut out all the small sounds of the early afternoon. Above the road, a steep upward slant disappeared into a tall forest of poplar and elm trees. He closed his eyes, reclined his seat as far as it would go, and rested for a moment. He wondered if he had the strength for what lay ahead.

Christy and David emerged from the car blinking in the sunlight and rubbing their eyes. “Dad? Are we out of gas?”

“Yes.”

“What are we going to do now?”

“We’re still going to our mountain. But we’re going a different way.”

“How can we get anywhere without a car?”

“We can take a short cut. Instead of curving around on the road we can pack what we really need and climb straight up Bear Mountain from here. We’ll come to the top and then go down into a valley and cross a river. On the other side is Turkey Mountain. When we get to the top we should see a wooden ranger tower. Then we’ll just walk south along the ridge until we get to Grandpa’s cabin.”

He looked up at the sun. “It’s about two o’clock now. We should be there long before dark.”

He laid out in the road everything he thought they would need. The sleeping bags, blankets, matches, the ax, the cans of food and what was left of Mary’s bread, a drinking cup, a can opener, the medical kit, the rifle, and the two boxes of cartridges. And looking through the station wagon one last time he remembered the children’s extra shoes and a change of socks for everyone. He rolled the blankets and most of the supplies into his own sleeping bag and then secured the roll with leather straps that hooked onto his aluminum backpack. The rest he did up in two smaller rolls, just as he had done in practice weeks ago in South Haven.

“What will the cabin look like, Dad?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen it.”

The children stood idle now at the edge of the road. Christy in his white polo shirt and jeans and sneakers, his blond hair rippling at his ears as he looked up at the climb that lay ahead. He had the beautiful angularity of a young boy in the midst of a growth spurt. His toes turned in a little when he walked because his bones had grown more quickly than his muscles. His sharp hips, his long waist, and his thin forearms gave him an antelope look. And as he stood there squinting up, with his weight shifted to one leg and his spine curved like a question mark, he looked unbearably, beautifully, heartbreakingly typical to his father. David was so different, so light-boned and slender and quick in his blue shirt and white shorts. He had been uniformly skinny through growth spurts and periods of quiescence. They were together now by the side of the road. Both blond and blue-eyed and a little pale, even after days in the sun, just as their mother had been.

“David, I love those white shorts, but you can’t wear them to climb mountains. You’ll get poison ivy and chiggers and a dozen other things.”

“I don’t care,” said David. “I wanna wear my shorts.”

Arthur stared at him.

“Okay, okay, okay,” said David.

“Let’s do whatever Dad says,” said Christy. “We don’t want him to get all strange again.”

“That’s right, Christy. If I get strange again you’re in trouble.”

“I guess you’re king of the mountain.”

“That’s right.”

“Dad?”

“Yes.”

“If you’re king then why did you give that man the shotgun shells without getting anything back?”

For the second time in his life he had the urge to slap his son in the face. “Why? You want to know why? I’ll tell you why. It’s because for a minute he was the king. He had a pistol he could use on us much quicker than I could use my rifle on him. That made him the king. Do you understand that?”

“I guess so.”

“And he had his friends all around us. We couldn’t see them, but they were there. Now let me help you with your backpack. We have to get out of here.”

After a hundred yards of climbing he felt exhausted. He sat down on a boulder and felt the earth turning beneath him, and he feared for a moment that his fever was returning. A second effort gained them another fifty yards. But after their third and fourth attempt they had still not reached the summit. They made their way to a narrow, treeless ledge where they could look back to the road.

“Daddy, look! Way down there by our car!”

“Shhh! Be quiet!” He followed David’s finger and saw four men cutting a tight, nervous circle around the station wagon on horseback. The horses pranced and snorted. The men held rifles on their hips that pointed to the sky, and they looked quickly in all directions.

“Boys, I think we better lie flat. And if you talk, be sure to whisper.”

One of the four men dismounted, opened the hatchback door, and threw the rest of the camping equipment, the books, and the children’s clothes out onto the road. Then he pulled out the green rug and sent it sailing into the weeds.

“Are they the bad guys?” said David. “Are they after us?”

“I don’t know who they are, but they have guns. It’s good to stay away from men with guns.”

“Dad, you have a gun.”

“Be quiet! Don’t let them hear you!”

At first he felt anger at what the men were doing. They were violating his property, the place where he had lived and where so many things had happened. But the more he looked the more the car reminded him of a dead animal surrounded by buzzing insects. Suddenly he was glad to be rid of it, glad to be climbing, coming nearer to the river and the mountain and the dream that his father had built. No matter that he and the children were alone now and that their climb might come to nothing. It was enough to be climbing, to be rising into the clear air. Things smelled different, and the sounds of the forest began to emerge under the wind as his senses sharpened. A few feet above his head a spindle of gnats hovered and twisted in the air.

“Daddy, those men are messing up our car something awful,” said David.

“It doesn’t matter. They can have the car. We won’t be needing it any more and we won’t be coming back this way.”

They climbed for another half hour, this time more slowly. Christy and David gasped and sweated under their backpacks but did not once complain or ask to stop. Finally they reached a rocky bald, and from there got their first view of the wide river, the valley, and the mountain that had become a myth in Arthur’s mind. Far behind and below them over a winding, silver-bright road, they saw the four dark men on horseback galloping back toward Troyton Corners. A cloud of dry, white dust rose behind them.

The bald where they stood was a burned-out section of the mountain. Before them stood a smooth, silver tree, its branches shattered and split, its main trunk reaching up to a fork that seemed to imitate the lightning that had destroyed it. Some things, he thought, die so beautifully. Other trees had fallen into the mossy ground and turned to soft punk. Farther on, the steep descent to the meandering river valley, and beyond that, the cliffs of slab rock, almost white in the sunlight, the tufts of grass and the stunted mountain laurel that clung to small faults and ledges, and beyond that, the green crest of Turkey Mountain.

“We still have a long way to go, don’t we, Dad?”

“About two more hours. Maybe a little less.”

“Do you think those men will come back? Do you think they could follow us?”

“I don’t think so, Christy. All they know is what they found in the car. They don’t know which way we came. They don’t know anything about us. We might as well be a thousand miles away.”

“I got scared when I saw the horses,” said David. “Horses can go much faster than us.”

“They could never follow us with horses,” said Arthur. “The ground is too steep and the woods are too thick.”

When they came to the floor of the valley he built a fire and cut slices of bread which he toasted on sticks. Then he heated a can of pork and beans and poured the contents into the children’s mess kits. When they finished eating, they drank from the river and washed their hands and faces.

They undressed in the sunlight, and Arthur showed his children how to clean their clothes with sand and water and bare feet. After they hung their clothes over bushes, they waded out into the water. It was tree-wide at its widest point, but no more than ankle deep in most places, although here and there they came across pockets of water where Christy and David sank almost to their shoulders. The river was a kaleidoscope of reflected light and colored stones and green moss growing over smooth boulders. Christy sat down and came up with handfuls of pebbles and yellow sand. David leaped in the shallow water on his narrow, twiglike feet, slipping and falling and laughing. They stayed close together. They splashed silver in the sunlight, and the sound of the water inundated them.

They came out of the river and rubbed themselves dry and lay down on their sleeping bags. He felt tired but very warm, and the illness of the previous night and morning was gone. How, he wondered, could the moment feel so good when things had gone so badly? So much had been lost. And then he felt Fielding’s smile growing inside him. It is a form of madness to deny the goodness of the moment, he would have said. Let the moment create you. Let the moment find its myth in the trees and in the water and in the nakedness of children.

When Arthur awoke he saw that it was mid-afternoon and there was still plenty of daylight left. They crossed the river and began their last climb. At first there was a steep path where they could climb by clinging to roots and branches. And then they came to a steeper place where they climbed to a rocky ledge not much wider than a man’s arm.

“We have to rest here for a minute,” said Arthur. “We have some tough climbing to do up the face of this cliff and we’ll need all our strength.”

“Daddy, do you really think we can climb up this steep place?” David looked at him, wide-eyed and trembling.

“It does look awful hard,” said Christy. “We might fall.”

“Of course we can make it,” said Arthur. “You two are the best climbers I’ve ever seen. And besides, just think about all the brave things we’ve done already and all the dangers we’ve faced.”

“I guess we just got this little bit left to go,” said Christy tentatively.

“That’s right! Just this little bit left to go!”

“Okay, Daddy,” said David. He was still trembling, and now tears ran down his cheeks. “You just tell us what to do and we’ll try to do it.”

He felt an intense love now for Christy and David as he thought about the uncertainty of the cliff. It was not much of a cliff really, but for the children it was a small Matterhorn. He was taking a chance, he knew that. And if something terrible happened now after all they had gone through, it would prove that he had never been worthy, that his love came to nothing, and that God was indifferent.

When he stood up and stretched as far as he could, he found that the next ledge was just a little beyond his reach. He leaped up, caught the rim with both hands, lifted himself up far enough to throw an elbow over, and then, with a final push, brought one hip up and rolled over onto the ledge, skinning his knee and bruising one cheek. He lay there until the pain began to go away and then he sat up and looked down at Christy and David.

“Now,” he said. “Listen to me. I’m going to lie down flat and reach down with one hand. Christy, you make a step with your hands and David, you go up on Christy and grab my hand. Then I’ll pull slowly while you climb with your feet and your other hand. Then, Christy, you just grab my hand and we’ll do the same thing. Okay?”

David hesitated and then stepped into his brother’s interlaced hands. He was trembling again, and close to tears.

“Jump up now, David. Just reach for my hand.”

“I’m scared, Daddy. Suppose I don’t make it? Suppose I fall?”

“You won’t fall! You’re the best climber in the family! Just do it quick right now without thinking about it! Just stretch out and reach for my hand and start climbing with your feet!”

David looked down at his brother and then up at his father and then he straightened his leg and reached, and for an awful moment it seemed that he could not reach far enough but then he did and Arthur closed his hand around his son’s precious fingers and the boy began to claw at the face of the cliff with his other hand. His feet swung free and he hung like a pendulum and then began to dig his feet into whatever chinks and juttings he could find. When he was high enough, David caught the ledge with his other hand and scrambled over.

Then Christy jumped and caught the edge by himself. Arthur seized his arm and pulled, and in a moment Christy had joined them on the high ledge. They sat together, breathing hard, their arms around each other.

“I told you we could do it! Didn’t I tell you we could do it? Didn’t I? God, we’re all right now!”

The rest of the cliff continued in a series of terraces, each two or three feet above the last, all sloping inward toward the high ridge of the mountain. David leaped from one to another, his feet barely touching the rocks. Christy moved more slowly, picking his way from one ledge to the next, going down on his hands and knees where the angle was steep. Soon the air seemed cooler and the terraces gave way to earth covered with thorned myrtle and sumac and laurel. Then the horizon curved abruptly and an open six-story wooden tower built from split logs came into view.

“Dad! Here’s the tower! It’s just like you said!”

“Is this the top?” cried David. “Is this really the top?”

“This is it. Everything is fine now. I know just where we are.”

“Can we climb the tower?”

“We’ll do that tomorrow. First we have to get where we’re going.”

They turned south and began to run along the broad spine of the mountain. Above them a few cirrus clouds brushed the surface of the perfect blue sky. The cool, damp air and the smell of pine and the dank, acid soil filled him with a peculiar excitement. He had come back to the mountains of his childhood. He had come home and he felt that he could run forever without tiring.

Sometimes they came to brief clearings and saw mountains all around them, silent and awful, descending into valleys of blue shadow. Sometimes the pines clustered so thickly that the world became a twilight wood filled with pine needles and mushrooms.

“Dang, Dad, could you slow down? I thought you were supposed to be sick.”

“Yeah, Daddy, could you be a little sick again? Could you sort of turn blue and slow down?”

The vision of the forest all around him was like music. The music hummed in his throat and filled his head with bursts of images from the life he had known here so many years ago. The tower was still there. Nothing much had changed. Everything had come back as if it had been born again out of some green, spinning place.

He saw that the forest was growing in size and in complexity. The hemlock and sugar pines soared a hundred feet or more into the sky, their black branches broken at lower levels and rising in thin growths near the top. The shorter spruce grew thick with branches and needles. And below them, the forest floor bloomed with clumps of mountain fern leaning in different directions to form a beautiful confusion of angles, sprawling wheels of rhododendron, and the baroque tracery of dogwood, their branches running in a hundred directions. The forest floor, he thought. What a lovely sound. The soft forest floor pricked with seeds and roots and beetles and odors and a trillion living things. As he ran, things touched him. Needles brushed his ears, and spiderwebs broke across his face and around his outstretched hand.

Gasping for breath, he walked with Christy and David into a clearing where trees had been felled and wild grasses grew here and there through the red clay soil. A few trees had been left standing so that shadows cut into the sunlight, giving an intimate, lyrical effect. A checkered shade, he thought. He remembered that from a poem he had read about men and women taking their leisure amid the beauties of nature. A checkered shade.

The thing that stood before them now in this mottled clearing was so totally unexpected, so deliberate, so bravely out of place, that none of them could speak. Seeing it, Arthur knew that he had never really believed in its existence until that moment. Thank you, Father, he thought. Thank you for a place to stay.

Solar panels filled a long, slanting wall that overshot the roof by several feet, while the lower end formed an overhang for the porch. The sod roof began high and then sloped down to within four feet of the ground on the west side. The cabin was made from red cedar boards, and it appeared to be trapezoidal, like a misshapen gun turret. It gave the impression of brightness and sharp angles and soaring planes and rough wood. A galvanized pole braced to the north wall supported a small windmill that oscillated back and forth to catch the changing gusts of wind. Yes, he thought. My father’s work.

He slipped out of the aluminum frame of his backpack and let it fall to the ground. The release of that weight seemed to lift him into the air.

“This is it,” said Arthur. “We’re here.”

“Did you hear Dad?” said Christy, looking down at his brother. “This is it. We don’t have any further to go.”

David dropped his pack and fearlessly ran up onto the porch. He raised his arms. “Welcome!” he shouted. “Welcome!”


TWENTY-FOUR

The Old Man on the Wall at the End of the Sky

HE LIFTED THE LEATHER THONG from around his neck and fingered the silver key. Suppose this was the wrong house? Was that possible?

“Daddy, are you sure we have the right address?” said David.

“Address?” said Christy. “Did you say address? You mean, do we have number 47 instead of number 49?” He began to laugh and poke his brother in the ribs.

“Daddy, could you tell my stupid brother to stop making fun of me?”

“Let’s ask a policeman,” said Christy gaily. “Let’s ask a policeman or a nice little old lady if we have the right address.”

“I want Christy to shut up and I want to see my grandmother and my grandfather,” said David.

“I don’t think they’re here,” said Arthur. “I don’t see anyone.”

He turned the key in the lock and the bolt snapped back on the other side. The door opened.

He took three steps down into what appeared to be a one-room cabin divided into four living spaces, with a half-room divider built out from the far wall, a vaulted ceiling, and a fireplace. Light poured in from wide windows across the red cedar floor. The overwhelming effect of the room upon his anxious hopes made it difficult for him to notice anything clearly. The room was an impression rather than a series of images. It was the smell of wood and lye soap and it was cleanliness and order. It was a miracle. He turned around, stepped outside, and blinked into the sunlight. The children slipped past him. They ran through the cabin touching everything, moving chairs, jumping on beds.

“We can eat outside tonight,” he said.

“We wanna eat in the house.”

“We don’t know how the house works yet. We have to look around. We have to be careful so we don’t mess up everything before we know what we’re doing.”

“But, Dad—”

“Get your packs and put them just inside the door. I’ll build a fire out in the clearing and we can cook something and then we can get some sleep.”

“But, Dad, it’s not even dark yet.”

“It will be soon and we’re all exhausted. Tomorrow we can look everything over. Your grandfather probably left us a note somewhere. Tomorrow we can figure everything out and make plans.”

He found a pile of brushwood near the south edge of the clearing and took an armful out near the middle where it would be safe. He sat down and began shaving twigs with his pocket knife. After his long exertion he felt the edge of the fever again, and the building of the fire seemed a terrible effort. He was glad to let the children fix the last of the bread and open another can and bring him a cup of water from the house. Far away he heard a dog barking. Nearby, the wind blew over the tops of trees. Nearer still, small rustlings in the underbrush.

It was cool, almost chilly, and Arthur was glad for the fire. Yes, tomorrow he would have to assess things, make lists, try to cope. But for now nothing was required, thank God, but to eat his bread and his canned tomatoes and drink his glass of water and get his children to bed.

“We get to sleep in beds with real mattresses tonight,” he said. “No sleeping bags or army cots.”

“Just like home,” said Christy.

“Home,” said David. The word was like a long, somber tunnel in his mouth.

“We’re going to invite all our friends from Ephesus out here so no one will be lonely,” said Arthur.

“But they don’t know where we are and we have no car to go looking for them,” said Christy.

“That’s true, but—” He thought for a moment, and then he remembered something from that last shattering morning in Ephesus. “Fielding knows right where we are,” he said. “He’s coming to visit and he’s bringing everyone.”

“He’s not magic,” said Christy, trying to be brave. “He doesn’t know where we are and even if he did he couldn’t just walk all this way.”

“He’ll find us,” said Arthur. “He has a way of getting where he wants to go and finding what he wants to find. I don’t know how, but he always does. He promised he would come, and Mr. Fielding always keeps his promises.”

“You gotta trust Dad,” said David. “He said about the tower, didn’t he? He said about the cabin and everything, didn’t he?”

He felt that he was grasping at nothing, saying whatever he thought would make his children feel better for the moment. Tomorrow he would say other things and hope that they were true. Everything, he knew, was provisional and temporary and accidental. He had made no real plans this time and had taken only what happened to be in the car, and he had driven blind, half conscious, running away from danger and toward a dream. And yet some miracle had kept them safe.

He had not thought clearly about anything for two days. But he knew that all the swift changes meant a corresponding change inside him. Things were secretly being replaced, exchanged, given away. A secret commerce went on inside his body, and the currency was strange to him. No matter. It would be dark soon. Time to sleep.

WHEN HE AWOKE the next morning he knew it was late. He lay there for long moments without moving or thinking. He had come to love silence and the white, empty spaces of awareness that hung between his thoughts. He moved his toes under the warm sheets. Outside, a woodlark sang his morning song.

He sat up in bed and looked around, trying to fix everything in his mind. In his corner, three twin beds covered by bright patchwork comforters pushed against each other to form a continuous sleeping area. A short room divider made of cedar dowels separated this from the kitchen, where a two-burner stove, a sink, and cabinets fit neatly into the wall. Nearby, a table and six chairs. The quarter in front of the kitchen served as a small living room. Three cushions and a square of gold carpet enclosed a triangular, free-standing fireplace set into the corner and vented out the side of the cabin with a black, L-shaped pipe. The quarter in front of the sleeping area served as a study. It contained a wooden worktable with an electric lamp, various notes and letters pressed under a stone elf paperweight, and a drawer full of writing tablets, pencils, erasers, and paper clips. Above the table, brackets screwed into the wall supported bookshelves filled with old magazines, a long row of paperbacks, and a world atlas.

The ceiling peaked sharply at the front of the cabin and then sloped down to the west end where two doors, just behind him, led to two small rooms. The first contained a flushless toilet and a shelf with a disconcerting box of dry poplar leaves to take the place, he assumed, of the traditional Sears catalogue. The second opened into a storage room filled with tools and extra cots, with hooks along the wall for clothing.

Everything looked new and clean and set perfectly in its own place. He loved the intimacy of the cabin, the feeling that he could see everything all at once and that nothing was more than seven steps away. He loved the smell of cedar. He loved the close, bright atmosphere, and the sunlight through the triangular windows striking the rough cedar surfaces.

And he loved his mother’s paintings. The walls were full of them. Pictures of small sailing craft—ketches and yawls and skiffs—moored at an ancient pier. Seagulls against an orange sunrise above a calm, shimmering lake. A jumbled forest of autumn leaves and white branches. A New England beach house that looked unnaturally tall and slender against sand and water. All beautiful things, images from the long summers of his childhood, images from vacations and old houses where he had lived and visited.

“Why don’t you ever talk about your mother?” Marilyn had asked him once. “She paints these beautiful pictures and she’s such a lovely, interesting person, but when you get onto your pastoral childhood it’s always your father said this and your father did that.”

For weeks he had thought about it, feeling guilty and baffled. His father had always been a dramatic presence, his entrances and exits and flourishes and alarums so well-defined and so memorable. His mother was not like that, had never used her time in that way. She painted, but it was what she painted that interested her, not the fact that her paintings were admired by everyone. She was a well-educated woman with a master’s degree in English literature and art history, but it pleased her to listen to others rather than talk about what she knew. There was a quietness in everything she did. She was always there in her own way, and she had given him the gift of peace.

As he looked at the paintings, one by one, he began to remember his mother’s hands. And then he saw her face, and the long chestnut-colored hair that his father loved.

While the children were still asleep he made a quick tour of the clearing. To the west, just under the edge of the forest, he saw a one-room shed with a gabled roof and a metal smoke vent. Inside it was empty save for a crosshatch pattern of rafters and a cream-colored wasp’s nest stuck to the ceiling. Not far from the shed lay a pile of scrap lumber and other discards—odd lengths of two-by-fours, a coil of wire, wooden boxes, empty cans, packing cases, sawdust. A path at the south end of the clearing led through a little copse of spruce trees to a place where the ground fell abruptly into a thicket of ferns and wildflowers, and then made another steep descent. He had come to the edge of the mountain, and here he found another of his father’s surprises.

A trickle of springwater ran over a sheet of sedimentary rock. At the rock’s lower edge, a narrow log resting on four stones had been set so that a wedge cut down the length of it caught the water and sent it spilling into another log a little farther down the hill. The second log poked through a high opening in a pineboard shack that tipped into the steep hillside. Wooden posts supported the outside corners. He made his way down to the little structure and found a door at the front. Inside he saw that the water spilled into a trough about three feet deep and two feet wide. At the top of the lower end, another cut log caught the overspill. Below it, a slide hatch so that the trough could be emptied.

A flickering mosaic of light touched the surface of the black water from the uneven cover of chickenwire and fallen leaves that formed the roof of the shack. He plunged his hands and arms into the trough. He brought his hands to his mouth. The cool water smelled like pinebark. He drank a little and then rubbed it over his face. Flecks of light moved all around him in the dark springhouse. He felt quick and eternal, like a forest spirit who had always been there. He sat down on a wooden bench and closed his eyes and felt the beads of black water on his face and listened to the trickle of the spring.

A while later he went out into the sunlight and urinated on the side of the hill. Then he fell back on a cushion of last summer’s leaves. A pungent, fuzzy, insect-laden silence closed in upon him, and, for the second time, he closed his eyes.

WHEN HE RETURNED to the cabin he found that Christy and David were still asleep. He sat down at the desk and glanced at the titles of the books and magazines in the shelves above him. Then he lifted the stone elf and began to go through his father’s papers. On top was an envelope addressed To ARTHUR—MY ELDEST & YOUNGEST & ONLY CHILD. He shivered a little as he opened the flap and withdrew four folded sheets of mimeo paper and saw his father’s peculiar script-printing running across the pages. What news, he wondered. What terrors and ecstasies? He unfolded the sheets and began to read:


Dear Kid—

I got your letter so I know you got my first letter & I know that you know your supposed to come here. As you can see Im not here. Im hoping Ill get here fast & burn this so you wont have to read what your reading now. Does that make sense?

When I write a letter like this I have this funny urge to say everything I can think of I want to tell you my whole life & all the secrets of nature & if there was such a thing as god I would want to tell you about that too. It would be wonderful if I could just write you this one letter & that would be all you would ever have to know but unfortunately Im not very smart & have been too damn lazy to learn anything very thoroughly & anyway people should never give advice. My father was always giving me advice but all I remember about him was that he would pour two heaping teaspoons of instant coffee into lukewarm water so that the whole surface of the cup was covered with brown scum that came off on his lips when he drank. It used to make me sick to watch him. Can you imagine remembering a dumb thing like that after all these years? I dont know why I get off on this stuff its all so much dribble my problem is I can never stand to write anything over & cross out the junk.

Well I hope you like the cabin. Its my answer to all the politicians & industrialists & soldiers who have made such a mess of things. I believe this country is headed for a terrible disaster. The environment is getting ruined city life is going to hell the churches are getting more dogmatic if thats possible & the politicians spent 6 hundred million dollars on the last presidential and senatorial elections thats over a tenth of the whole federal budget. I guess this cabin is really not much of an answer to all that. The cabin says only that people still matter—that life still matters. It says let the bastards burn up the whole world then maybe a few of us can start over. Maybe I should just say that here you cant do any harm. Ive come to the conclusion in recent years that not doing any harm is about the most important thing any of us can do. Its the quiet side of goodness. Some ancient philosopher told his disciples to bring everybody some cheese & sit in the garden with him while the barbarians burned down the city I guess I built a place where we can all sit & eat cheese.

Come to think of it all the good things in my life are personal things that have to do with you & your Ma. How fast you used to creep & the time you brought the dead rat in for me to pet (nice kitty!) & the first day you walked to school you wanted to run but dignity overcame you & you walked the whole way like a bank president. The time you came in on the New York ferry you had that little blue sailor suit on & you saw me on the pier and yelled THERES MY DADDY. At that moment I was terrifically glad to be me. The way your Ma used to look in that green dress & the way she got so excited when she found out she could paint with oils & some other private stuff I better not write down. My head is like a scrapbook & I keep turning pages. Anecdotage I guess they call it. But it gives me throatlumps.

I know you dont give a damn about anything practical but you will have to know something about this cabin if your going to survive here. First of all let me give you the basic idea. This is a solar cabin that is supposed to produce all its own energy. The sod roof and the low profile insulate very well and turn the whole place into a snowdrift in the winter. Snow is an excellent insulator. I stole the whole idea from some people at the University of Minnesota & changed a few things to fit my limited resources. It works this way—sunlight comes in through the panels & heats these metal sandwiches (thats what they call them) filled with water. The water goes down to this 1000 gallon tank under the house thats surrounded by crushed rock. You get heat from forced air that is run through the crushed rock & vented through the kitchen & bedroom ducts which come up through the floor. The electricity for the water pump & the heat fan & the 2 lights & stove comes from 50 2-volt batteries that are charged from the aerogenerator on the roof. There are probably about 17 things that can go wrong with this system please find under this letter my Notes & Pictures that explain just about everything I know concerning this house. The temperature gauges and switches for the pump and heat fan are all in the little metal box nailed to the wall above the kitchen table its all really very simple.

Try to use as little energy as possible. Even then it wont be enough. The stove is a special low-wattage unit that takes about 15 minutes to heat up thats annoying at first. In really cold weather you will only have about 60% of the heat your used to. Use the fireplace as much as possible that should help. I put heat tubes under the floor that might do a little good. Fireplaces are so damn inefficient. My own feeling is that man was not meant to squint at newsprint or read detective novels until 3 in the morning by the light of 100-watt bulbs & I also believe he was not meant to be equally warm in all seasons.

The composting toilet is based on a flushless Swedish model that was very popular over there. I know people who think that no catharsis is possible in life if your toilet doesnt flush. They say you need the beautiful sound of rushing water to wash away all the stinking sins of the day. Others disagree. I have suggested to Governor Blando (that crooked bastard) that this might form the basis of a 2-party system (the flushers & the non-flushers) that would make a helluva lot more sense than the one we have now. Anyway all the stuff from the toilet & the garbage from the sink go into a pit under the house. Aerobic bacteria work on it & after a few months you get this dry granular stuff that falls through a grid that you can collect & use on your garden. You can get at the composting unit & the batteries & the heat fan through a little door on the south side of the house. The sink faucet runs on a gravity flow from a plastic container that you have to refill the water supply is just over the south side of the hill.

You ought to start a garden quick. Even if you dont get here until September you can still get a good fall harvest. You can let vegetables dry out in the cold house & they should keep just about through the winter. You will also have to hunt and forage for roots & berries & in a valley not far from here there are three apple trees. Also theres a little hatch in the kitchen floor with a brass ring. Lift it up & youll find a pantry filled with canned goods. Try to hold off on that except for emergencies because once the pantry is empty your really on your own. I hope you brought your rifle I know you hate guns & I know youre a lousy shot but youll be damn glad you have it come January.

Your Ma is trying to open up the ironing board & she is telling me it wont open. Christ I could open it with my tongue. She is also telling me Im cute. Can you imagine that? Here I am 68 years old & she says Im cute. I think your mother really does love me in spite of everything. Thats probably because I am about as perfect as any human being could ever be except that I have no respect or interest in the opinions of other people.

Living in nature is wonderful but it takes some adjustment. Your Ma & I have been here about a month. As you know your Ma is a cute little old lady who is a lot of fun to be with. She is about twice as smart as I am in most ways though it kills me to admit it. We talk & she reads to me & we go for long walks & sometimes she forces me to play cards. God how I hate to play cards. The thing you have to get used to is that nothing ever happens up here. You are driven back upon your own inner resources. You have to learn to be passive & to contemplate & appreciate. There is nothing here to win & no one to impress the trees dont give a damn what you do or think or look like. After a couple of days you begin to slow down inside. You forget all about the kind of time you knew & you begin to operate on another schedule altogether.

I feel kind of funny writing you this letter I know it sounds like III never see you again. The truth is Im taking an awful chance going back to Florida. The Governor controls the radio stations now & also the trucking companies. Food is distributed to various cities on a sort of merit system. But I have friends who are depending on me for survival & I promised I would spend a few weeks with the Audubon people they are the only organization in the whole damn state with any power left for good. But Im too damned old for politics & I have never learned to keep a civil tongue when I talk to evil people which is what any sane man has to do to keep from getting his head cut off. Im also trying to convert some American money into Swiss gold so far no luck.

Give my best to Marilyn & Christy and David. Hang in there. We should be back by September god willing then you & I can talk every night til 3 in the morning.

Love  
Dad



He read the letter three times and then folded the pages and put them back into their envelope and then put the envelope, together with his father’s Notes & Pictures, back under the stone elf. He sat at the desk, hardly moving until Christy and David began to awaken.

AFTER BREAKFAST they walked back along the forest trail toward the tower. The first step, he reasoned, was to get the lay of the land and look for signs of life. He realized, now that he had thought about his father’s letter and now that the charm of déjà vu was beginning to fade, that the mountain would not endure their presence simply because they had found their cabin and eluded the Black Priests and the Green Legionnaires and other madmen. They needed to make plans. They needed to find whatever the mountain would give.

“Dad, is the tower very rickety? Does it sway much when you get to the top?”

“No, Christy, it’s very solid. It was built by forest rangers.”

“I’m not scared,” said David, as he looked up through the open labyrinth of split logs to the platform eighty feet above them. “We did a lot scarier things than just climbing this old tower.”

The log stairs rose and turned at right angles around the hollow center of the tower. The children gripped at the railing and kept their eyes ahead of them until they reached the high platform. When they got to the top, they stood above the level of the trees and could see in all directions.

“Dang,” said Christy, “look at all the stuff you can see from here. There’s the cliff we came up and the river we crossed way down there. And see the hill where we came down? See the silver trees?”

“This is like we got stuck up in an airplane,” said David. “This is the real way things look like.”

“And down there on the other side, that must be the lake Dad was talking about once.”

Deer Lake. He saw that the colonial resort buildings still lined the southern shore, and he thought of his beautiful mother in her sarong, and the little girl with whom he held hands, and he thought of the way the lake was so beautifully shallow for such a long way out, like a porcelain dish filled with blue water. Above them, three crows flew into the sun. By the river, a raccoon nosed back and forth along the bank. There was no evidence of human life anywhere.

But on the way back to the cabin a thing happened that took Arthur totally by surprise. A brown dog trotted out of the shadow of a spruce tree across the river.

“Look, Dad! Over there!”

The dog did not look up at the sound of Christy’s voice, but he stopped, sniffed at a bush, and seemed, even at that distance, obliquely aware of their presence. A beautiful creature, he thought. Not just brown, but with undertones of gold. The dog continued on after a moment to wherever he was going, disappearing into the trees. Another brief glimpse, like a flash of fire between the trees, then Arthur lost track of him completely.

That evening he built a fire in the fireplace and fixed a dinner of macaroni and cheese and beets and spinach. Later, as he cleaned up the dishes, the children sat crosslegged in front of the fire and talked of the day’s adventures. Just before bedtime they found toothbrushes and brushed their teeth with a little salt in the kitchen sink. Tomorrow, he thought, they would take baths in the springhouse.

In bed at last, Christy and David looked up at him, wide-eyed and for the moment happy. “I hope we stay here a long time, Dad,” said Christy. “I hope we stay here all winter long.”

“Real plates!” said David. “Just like home!”

“And toothbrushes!” said Christy. “I never thought I would have so much fun just brushing my teeth!”

“And a real toilet seat!”

“And beds with sheets!”

“The world is full of small miracles,” said Arthur. “Just remember this will give us a lot to take care of.”

“Don’t worry about that, Dad. We’ll help you. We will.”

“We really will, Daddy. We’re growing up fast now.”

Arthur smiled. “Yes,” he said. “But I wish you didn’t have to.”

“You don’t want us to grow up?”

“That’s a funny thing about fathers. Sometimes they don’t want their boys to grow up. They want everything to stay the same. Time moves so fast sometimes that you just wish you could reach out and stop it for a while.”

Christy looked up very softly at his father, and his mouth fell open the way it did when he thought hard. “We still have a really long time before we grow up all the way,” he offered.

“That’s true. Years and years and years. And we’ll be together all that time. We’ll have adventures together. Do wonderful things.”

David turned on his side and closed his eyes and put his arms around his pillow. “We had too many adventures already,” he said, his voice trailing off. “I just want to be here like this and have a fire every night—”

“And I want Jocelyn and Randall and Michael and everybody to come visit, like you promised,” said Christy.

“Most of all I want Mommy to come tonight,” said David. “Sometimes she comes and stays all night long—”

“Shhh,” said Arthur. “Go to sleep now. Tomorrow is another day.”

ON THEIR SECOND MORNING at the cabin Arthur worked out a daily schedule. Children thrive on regularity, Marilyn had told him a hundred times or more. They need to know that things happen at certain times and that certain things are expected of them. Yes, he would agree. Freedom comes out of order. First, breakfast. Then a half-hour’s scouting at the tower. Then foraging and hunting, each day in a different direction. Next, lunch. Then he would go out and cut wood for the evening fire while Christy and David had their quiet time—there were books to read, and old magazines to look at, and his mother’s playing cards. Perhaps later on he would formalize that into a study time. Then another tower watch, then dinner, and finally an evening in front of the fire and an early bedtime.

In the days that followed they saw little on their morning and evening vigils at the tower that suggested danger. Once three deer appeared on the crest of a distant hill. Once a small truck moving south on that small strip of the Troyton road that was visible to the southeast. Several times, in the distance, gray smoke from the direction of Ephesus. Only once did they see a human being. On the third morning after their arrival Arthur spotted a man on the shore of Deer Lake. He appeared to be fishing.

Their foraging expeditions met with little success except for the wild onions that grew everywhere. Hunting was also a problem. He knew that Christy and David both hated the idea of killing animals, and so he was loathe to shoot anything. The squirrels were very quick and did not look appetizing. The green snakes they saw in the thickets looked utterly inedible, though he noticed a recipe for snake stew in his father’s Notes & Pictures. Once he saw wild geese flying a half-mile overhead, but he knew it was hopeless to shoot at them with a twenty-two, or even with his father’s deer rifle. But turkeys were another matter.

“Turkey would taste wonderful,” said Christy.

“Turkeys sort of like to be killed,” said David thoughtfully. “They like to make us happy on Thanksgiving Day.”

But where were the wild turkeys, he wondered. Several times they heard rustlings in the underbrush which Christy claimed were “turkey scratchings,” but when they pushed their way into the thickets they found nothing.

Still, there was much to do, and small miracles continued to unfold daily. Once, a circle of mushrooms in a mossy clearing. Once a hawk hanging like a kite hundreds of feet above them, balancing on the shifting currents with its tail and wingtips. And once, very mysteriously, a scaly, mud-colored toad on the kitchen table.

On the fourth day the brown dog appeared again, this time much nearer to the cabin. They had come back from their morning trip to the tower and found the dog sitting on his haunches at the west end of the clearing some two hundred feet away. The dog sat without any sense of alarm or excitement, as if he had been watching for a long time. The size and the beautiful golden brown color made him think of Buddy. Buddy who had been lost and who had come to him again only in dreams. Ghosts, he thought. The mountains were full of ghosts.

ON THE MORNING of their fifth day in the mountains they began working on their fall garden. The soil up here is lousy, his father had written in Notes & Pictures. You see all the nutrients wash down the side of the mountains into the valleys. In a way it would have made more sense to build the cabin down by the river, but I just couldnt bring myself to do it. Ive always loved high places. Anyway Ive marked off the garden plot as you can see Q composted it three times Q I hope to hell its fit for growing vegetables.

The plot, about a hundred feet long and forty feet wide, was bordered with split timbers, and filled with rye grass. “Green manure,” his father called it in Notes & Pictures, but Arthur had no idea why.

“Let me put it this way,” said Arthur as the three of them stood out in the sunlight staring at the enormous square of green. “Either we grow a garden or we eat bark and pine needles this winter.”

“Looks like a lot of work,” said Christy.

“I hate work,” said David.

“So do I,” said Arthur. “I always have. But I think if we do this together it might be kind of fun. We can talk and keep each other company and watch everything grow. We can be three men working together, surviving in the wilderness.”

Christy looked around the clearing and then put his hands on his hips. “Things are different now,” he said vaguely. “We can’t just say no and run off to play. We have to do things.”

“This is gonna be worse than guitar lessons,” said David with a huge sigh.

Christy looked at his brother and then looked beyond him at what was to be the garden. “I don’t mind,” he said quietly.

“We can still play sometimes, can’t we, Dad?” said David.

“Sure. We can still play sometimes.”

Arthur stabbed the soil with his garden fork and then pressed with his foot and felt the fork sink eight inches into the ground. “I’m going to turn the soil like this,” he said. He lifted the forkful and turned it sideways. The lumps of earth glistened like oil slick where the tines of the fork had pierced the soil and compressed it. “And you two follow with the garden rake and the trowel and break up the clods and smooth it out.”

He turned over two more forkfuls and then Christy and David began to crawl in behind him, working the soil just as they had done in their little garden in South Haven that spring. He imagined how they would cultivate and then plant and then bring up buckets of water from the springhouse. In a few days the burst seeds would send up green shoots. The vegetables would grow and be eaten and give up their seeds for the next season. All so silent, so beautifully calm and impersonal.

As the sun rose, the knots in his neck and back loosened and gave way to the rhythm of his work. He began to smell the turned earth. He was a mountain man, a tiller of the soil, an extension of what he saw around him. He would teach his sons what they needed to know, and someday they would go on without him, just as the seeds went on season after season. It was the seeds that mattered. The green secret for which there seemed to be no name. In recent weeks he had thought often about the confusion that names bring to things. Was there, he wondered, a world of names and then a world of things as they really were? You’ll never be happy up here until you forget yourself, he had read in Notes & Pictures. You had best forget all your dreams of success, all the names that other men call you by. Here nothing has a name. Here things just exist from moment to moment.

In one day they finished the cultivating. The next morning Arthur made furrows with his trowel, and Christy and David followed behind him and did the sowing, the seeds falling one by one from their small, careful fingers, their knees apart so as not to collapse the rows as they crawled along. The next day they put in markers and watered the garden. A dozen times Christy and David filled the galvanized, four-gallon watering can at the springhouse and half dragged, half carried it up the hill. Walking up and down the narrow paths they had made between the rows of seeds, they would stop every two or three feet, set the can down, and together tilt it forward and watch the thin, silver lines of water bloom like a flower from the perforated head. When the can was heavy they were silent; as it grew light they scampered from one row to the next like elves and sang a song they had made up:


Peeing in the garden, makes the flowers grow
Peeing in the garden when you really have to go
Peeing in the garden is really lots of fun
But if Daddy sees you peeing, you better hide your buns.



“That’s an awful song,” said Arthur. “I hate it.”

“We think it’s cute,” said David, “and we’re going to sing it anyway. We’re going to sing it a million times a day for the rest of the year.”

“No you’re not.”

“Yes we are,” said Christy. “You can’t stop us.”

Arthur stared at them, thinking of all the work they had done. “I guess you’re right,” he said. “I guess I can’t stop you, can I?”

His children gave a shout of victory and leaped into the air and then ran off down toward the springhouse, the awkward metal can jerking along behind them, clattering on rocks and branches.


Peeing in the garden, makes the flowers grow—



The next afternoon when everything was finished, they sat down together on one of the split logs that marked the perimeter of the garden. “Now the garden has to do the rest of the work,” said Christy.

Arthur smiled. “That’s right. Except for the watering and weeding and scaring off the squirrels and raccoons.”

“How do things grow?” said David. “I mean, why don’t the seeds just sit there like little lumps?”

“That’s a mystery,” said Arthur. “No one knows why things grow.”

“You always say that, Dad. You always say everything is a mystery. I think things just grow because they’re s’posed to. God made things a certain way. It’s like when you take a ball and drop it, it falls because that’s what God thought balls should do when you let go of them. So he gave every ball the drops and he gave them the bounces ’cause he liked that too and it’s the same way with seeds growing.”

David laughed. “I’m God!” he said in a shrill voice. “And I’m going to turn you into a bottle of ketchup!”

“Davy, shut up. Dad, did you understand what I said?”

Arthur smiled again at his eldest son. Christy, he thought, had always been the family theologian. He was vaguely aware that this time Christy had turned to a medieval argument, a page from Saint Thomas. “I talk about mystery and you talk about God,” he said. “Maybe that’s the same thing.”

David looked out over the garden. “It’s going to be about fifteen million days before we get anything to eat from this place,” he said.

Christy made a face. “Every time David talks about something it always has millions or billions or zillions in it.”

“You think you’re so smart!” said David. “You think ’cause you played loveydovey with Jocelyn out in the woods and she told you all that God stuff that you know everything!”

Christy flushed. “Well, God is pretty important,” he mumbled. Arthur could see that he did not want to talk about being with Jocelyn. “He made the whole earth, didn’t he? That’s what—that’s what people say.”

“Well, there’s a lot outside the earth! Did you know that? I bet you never thought of that!”

“You mean the moon?”

“And what’s past the moon?” said David. “I bet you don’t know what’s past the moon!”

“That’s easy. The planets.”

“And what’s past the planets? Quick!”

“The stars. Davy, this isn’t going anywhere. I was just trying to—”

“And what’s past the stars? Betcha can’t tell me that! Mary and Mr. Fielding talked about that one day when you weren’t even listening! Boy, are you dumb! Boy do I have a dumb brother! Don’t even know what’s past the stars!” He raised his arms in a gesture of supreme disgust, shook his head, and walked off toward the cabin.

“The end of the sky?” said Christy, turning to his father.

“I don’t know if the sky comes to an end,” said Arthur.

“Sure it does,” said Christy, who was also the family metaphysician. “Everything has to come to an end. Nothing can go on forever.”

“Then what do you think is beyond the sky?” He looked at the garden, trying to remember how they had gotten from how things grow to the end of eternity.

Christy stared at the blue sky and for a long time he said nothing.

“A wall,” he said at last. He gave his father a sneaky smile. “And you know what’s sitting on the wall?”

“No. What’s sitting on the wall?”

“A little old man.”

“A little old man?”

“Yep. Just one little old man.”

“Just sitting there?”

“No, he’s not just sitting there.”

“Well, what’s he doing?”

“Making more sky,” said Christy.

ON THE MORNING of the eighth day of their stay at Turkey Mountain, Arthur opened the hatch under the kitchen floor and noticed how much the supply of canned goods his mother and father had packed away for emergencies had dwindled. Putting in a garden was one thing, he thought. Foraging and hunting for today and tomorrow was clearly another. He realized that he had stayed too close to the cabin, been too timid, and patted himself on the back too often for all his hard work in the garden.

“We need to make a longer trip this morning,” he said when they returned from the tower. “We’ve never seen the western side of the mountain.”

“We need to look for food, right, Dad?” said David.

Arthur looked up in surprise. “Yes. That’s right.”

“I’ll get the gun and the bullets,” said Christy.

“And I’ll get the binocleyers we found in the closet so you can look around better,” said David.

“Great,” said Arthur. “I don’t know what I’d do without you guys.”

“You’d go bonkers!” said David with a high, soprano trill.

Arthur touched his pale cheek and ran his hand through his blond curls. He laughed. “I’d go bonkers a million times,” he said.

At first their walk along the western spine of the mountain revealed the same familiar landscape. Tall sugar pines and hemlock with jagged, black branches at lower levels pointing to the high green boughs that made their voiceless sighing when the wind blew. The brown carpet of needles underfoot that choked off grasses, weeds, and flowers. But soon the land sloped into a damp pocket of variegated growth. The high forest was largely the same, with the pattern of pines broken occasionally by tall elms and oaks. But here a lower forest also bloomed, a forest of dogwood and laurel sumac, short, thick-branching trees so intertwined and bent over that it was impossible to tell where one began and another ended. Patches of ferns feathered the land, and sprouts of yucca, and patches of moss and blue-gray lichen crawled over sheets of rock jutting to the surface. Here and there, fallen branches hovered over this welter of green undergrowth, limbs leaning at delicate, improbable angles, balanced against each other to form asymmetric triangles and pyramids—a random, ephemeral geometry that hung over the forest floor. Occasionally they came upon pools of clear, cold water surrounded by a flurry of ferns and spiny, broadleaf weeds. Soon the forest path disappeared completely, and they walked on blindly through the thick woods.

Finally they stumbled into an open place along the slope and saw that it was covered with blueberries. The sight of them—dozens and dozens of bushes all clustered together, all full of ripe fruit that for some reason had not been plundered by birds or squirrels—was almost too much to come upon so unexpectedly. With cries of delight they filled their hands with the dark berries and stuffed them into their mouths, staining their cheeks and lips and tongues. They laughed at the sight of each other. Oh, he thought, if this could be a blueberry summer. If all of life could be one long blueberry summer.

Arthur watched his children, wishing he had a camera. But then he thought no, there was no one to develop the pictures and besides he did not wish to stop time with snapsnots. He could live within the rush of time here in the mountains without interrupting the flow of it, making pictures of yesterday’s world. He would live now in the present tense, simply and without a name. He would tell no more stories.

They made sacks out of their T-shirts and filled them full of blueberries, and then went on. When they came up out of the pocket the land changed again. The pines gave way to a thin, sunlit forest of broadleaf trees, and the terrain, after rising briefly, began to sink again. Boulders, some upended and some lying flat, were strewn everywhere. He had come into a glacial slide where, thousands of years earlier, a finger of ice had pushed through and then melted. From here, he knew, it was a short descent to the stone quarry and from there to the path leading to Troyton Road.

Suddenly in a thicket just to his right he saw branches shaking violently. Then three large, feathered creatures beat their way out into the clearing, squawking and sending a cloud of dust into the air. Christy and David screamed and threw their arms around their father, and then, before he could lift his rifle to his shoulder, the bustling, noisy things were gone. He fired several times into the indefinite area where they seemed to have vanished, but the sound of his shots raised nothing more than echoes.

“Dang, Dad, what was that?”

“A fox!” said David. “A giant fox!”

“Turkeys,” said Arthur. “Three of them. I sure hope I can find this place again.” He took out his pocket knife and made a large X on the nearest tree.

They went on for a while without finding the path, and finally stopped at a clear place near the edge of the cliff where the view opened up for a mile or more to the northwest.

“Let me take one final look around,” said Arthur. “Then I think maybe we ought to start back.”

He focused the binoculars and then made a sweep of the green valley below. At first he saw nothing but a blur of trees.

“The sun is straight up,” said Christy. “That means it’s noontime.

“I’m hungry,” said David.

All at once he saw that he was not as far from civilization as he had hoped. Sections of a road came into view between the trees, and then a cluster of five houses. Automobiles parked in a small field. A circle of men and women around a bonfire.

He pressed his elbows into his chest to get a steadier image, and turned the focus knob a hair to the right. Now he saw six men from the Catholic Coalition of Priests and Laymen, all dressed in black robes. They stood near the fire, their shotguns pointing toward the sky. One by one, the townspeople approached to throw their bookcases and chairs on the fire. Stars and circles had been drawn in chalk in the road. One small, withered tree was enclosed in a flimsy globe of yellowing newspaper. Madness, he thought. Wherever one went, the madness of the world was not far off. He tried to see the faces of the men and women standing around the fire, but at that distance the images were hazy and granular, like pictures from an old movie.

“Dad? What do you see down there?”

“Nothing. Let’s go back now. Like you said, it’s lunchtime, and then we have to have our quiet time.”

“We have to stick to our schedule, don’t we, Dad?”

“Yes. That’s important. It keeps us going, doesn’t it? Keeps us on the right track—”

On the way back he smiled and sang songs and told the children over and over again what a success the trip had been. They had found blueberries and they had found a thicket where turkeys could be hunted. Halfway home he found himself running as he had run on that first day before they had come upon the cabin. The forest was again like music to him, and then, turning his head, he saw the miraculous brown dog running parallel with them. The dog was only a few yards away, and this was the first time he had come so close. “Here, Buddy,” he called out. But the dog did not turn or break stride. He ran on with them for a while and then veered off in a different direction and was gone.

THAT EVENING by the fire the children stayed up late, talking about the events of the day and about the books they were reading. David talked about Paddle to the Sea. He did not understand all the words, but he seemed to feel the mood and intention of the book. Christy talked about Animal Farm. He understood all the words, but had no feeling at all for the satirical meaning. When they finally fell asleep on the rug, Arthur carried them in to their bed. Then he put another log on the fire and lay down between his children and listened to the bark crackle and burst into flame.

The Black Priests, he thought, would never find them here. Nothing could disturb the slow peace all around them. The cabin was secure and quiet. Shirtfuls of blueberries lay on the kitchen table. Outside, the garden was growing, and tomorrow pale green shoots would pierce through the soft earth they had worked with their own hands.

And yet a restless excitement flowed through him, and he could not sleep. He got up and turned on the reading light over the desk and began to thumb through his father’s papers—the letter and the Notes & Pictures he had come close to memorizing. And the clippings from magazines with notations written in the margins, and a few dreadful poems his father had written about poets weeping golden tears over the ruination of nature, and a green notebook in which he had made a series of rambling commentaries about anything that came into his head. His father’s undisciplined, impatient, and clever brain had touched upon nearly everything there was to think about in the sixty-eight years he had lived. Arthur turned pages in the notebook and his eyes skimmed through passages about the Loch Ness Monster, the discovery of the Great Plains, the vulnerability of monocultures in reforestation, the discovery of a planet beyond Pluto, pulsars, quasars, the law of diminishing returns, and a dozen other things. What a restless man, he thought. Never settling anywhere.

Halfway through the notebook he came to the last entry. BLACK HOLES, his father had written in large letters. Arthur had once read something about black holes. He remembered they were all the rage in astronomy just before astronomy ceased to exist.

Black Holes are formed when a very large star exhausts its nuclear fuel & begins to collapse upon itself. Its stupendous gravity overwhelms what little explosive power the star is still able to generate the result is that molecules are shredded atoms are stripped of their electrons & a tremendously dense body of stuff is all that remains. This dense body in turn exerts such terrific gravitational force upon itself that it CRUSHES ITSELF OUT OF EXISTENCE. Having done this impossible thing it continues to exert its gravity on anything nearby. The fact that it no longer exists seems not to trouble it. Its like the grin remaining somehow on the cheshire cat after the cats mouth has vanished along with the rest of him. All this goes to show even to an illiterate like me that common sense views of the universe apply only at the surface. We think of life as substance & action & reaction. We usually define things in terms of their power. Maybe this is wrong. The Black Hole seems to be at its strangest & most powerful when it is nothing—that is when it has no substance and no power. Can the absence of something be real? As usual I am getting all bawled up in my own thinking. I read somewhere about a madman named Kammerer who I guess gave up completely on cause & effect & he spent his time counting the number of blue hats he saw in the park on Thursdays. He thought chance (which is nothing) was as powerful as cause and effect (which is something?) Ive been an engineer all my life so none of this makes too much sense to me. Maybe the thing to do is jump into a Black Hole and see whats on the other side.

Arthur turned off the light and lay down between his children. He thought for a moment about power and the absence of power, and then he thought about love. He imagined that Marilyn stood naked before him and it was their wedding night. He reached out and touched her, and there was no power between them except the power of love. He imagined he was in high school, and he remembered the terrible and beautiful desire that rose in him when young girls ran on the playground, their skirts flying up around their thighs. He thought about Ephesus and Deer Lake and he thought about all the rivers of feeling that had run through him for so many years. He thought about turning earth in the garden and running in the forest.

He wanted to leap out of bed. He wanted to run forever, to go wherever he was going. He was crying and he had no reason to cry and he did not know in his terrible urgency whether he was happy or unhappy. “I love you,” he said into the darkness.

He could feel the trembling, the tears, the thickening in his throat, but he did not know to whom he was speaking. “I love you,” he said again. “I love you.” And in his mind he threw himself against the mountain again and again, each time falling back, each time knowing he would not find the thing he and all other men sought.

One of his children sighed and turned in his sleep. “Daddy,” he whispered, just once. The word quieted him. He came down from the mountain to a meadow where his thoughts mingled with the grass and with the dreams of his children. Somewhere, very far away, an old man sat on a wall at the end of the sky.


TWENTY-FIVE

Coming Ashore

THE NEXT MORNING, after the tower watch, he decided to go hunting again for wild turkey. He knew that if he did not go out that day while the way was still fresh in his mind, he would never find the tree where he had marked his X. He was not keen on hunting, and the idea of gutting and cleaning a dead animal filled him with loathing, but he had begun to worry about the dwindling food supply under the kitchen floor. Try to hold off on that except for emergencies, his father had written. Once the pantry is empty your really on your own.

“You boys stay here today, okay? I won’t be gone long and the garden needs watering, and someone needs to rake leaves into a compost heap.”

They stood outside together in the mottled clearing. The elm and birch trees cast long watercolor shadows of pale blue across the patches of orangey soil that showed through the random pattern of last summer’s leaves. A light wind touched the tops of the trees and spun the aerogenerator. It was a dream morning. That swift, evanescent half hour when the soft world is full of pastel colors and sweet odors.

“We’ll be okay,” said Christy bravely, his face full of grave misgivings.

“Dad, you never went off like this before,” said David. “We usually do stuff together.”

“I know, David. But you and Christy are big boys now and I stand a better chance of surprising a wild turkey if I go by myself.”

“Guess you’re right, Dad,” said David. “I can take good care of Christy and Christy can take good care of me.”

“That’s my good boy. I won’t be gone long. Just an hour or two.”

“Be back before lunch, okay, Dad?” said Christy.

“Long before that, I promise.”

Then—on an impulse—he took the key on its leather thong from around his own neck and placed it around Christy’s. “You may need this,” he said. “In case I’m late or in case you need to get into the house.”

He went back into the cabin and loaded his twenty-two rifle, and when he came out the children had already brought out the watering can and the rake. When he came to the edge of the clearing, he turned back to look at them. He did not know why—he had not meant to. He stood at the edge of the forest watching his sons. Christy was now raking leaves into a heap. David had already struggled up the hill from the springhouse with the watering can half full. On his way to the garden he touched his brother on the shoulder and said something as he passed. And then, by chance, they both looked up and saw their father looking at them. They both smiled in the sunlight and waved, one with his rake and the other with his free hand, both looking small and distant against the clearing with its backdrop of trees.

How far they had all come. How many miles and how many adventures, though not the ones they had imagined. The castles and the forbidden cities and the dragons of China were still far away, as were the four Chinese brothers who saved the fifth brother from certain death with their magic powers. But love, he thought, as he looked one last time at his children, love is a hundred times to China.

HE TRAVELED SILENTLY through the woods, holding his rifle loosely in the crook of his right arm. Soon he passed through the dark pocket, and then he came into the sparse, open wood where he had seen the three turkeys. He made a large circle around the tree where he had made his mark, but found nothing.

After a half hour of searching, the balm and glow of the early morning was gone. Without Christy and David the forest seemed lonely. You are driven back upon your own resources, his father had written. And he wondered now just how their lives would go out here away from everything, week after week and month after month. What would they talk about around the fire at night? What would they do in the afternoon when the chores were done and all the old magazines had fallen apart? Even now, sometimes, he could see the question in his children’s faces. Daddy, what are we going to do here?

How wonderful it would be, he thought, if he could only talk to Fielding. The children gave purpose to everything—without them he would be lost. But still there was so much he could not tell them, so much they could not understand. His fears, his uncertainties, his dreams and passions. How easily he had once said he hated talking to adults, and half believed it. The adult world with its bloody ambitions, its hypocrisy, its cruelty and its bitter dogmas had sent what he knew of America back into the dark ages. Some adults had made that happen. Others, like himself, had simply let it happen. But he had not meant to reject Fielding and Swain and Mary, and he had not meant to lose his beautiful wife. They were adults too, and he missed them all.

He set his rifle against a tree and picked some berries from the red stalk of a perfectly symmetrical weed that branched at ninety-degree angles, like a paper Christmas tree. The berries were plump and dark blue, and he expected a wild, fruity taste just on the edge of sweetness. But the berries were inedible as few things are inedible. His mouth felt assaulted, violated, as if he had tried to swallow blue ink, or cleaning fluid. He spit the mess out onto the ground and wiped his mouth.

He had read his father’s letter again that morning, and the phrases and paragraphs ran through his head and filled him with longing. It was late September now, and he knew that his father and mother were not coming to the mountain. Perhaps they had been caught by the Florida border guard. Perhaps they ran out of gas somewhere on the freeway. Perhaps they were dead, or had never left home. Perhaps, he thought, there was no longer any way of finding out about anything beyond the here and now.

Suddenly the despair that had hovered so close for so long burst in upon him. Why had he come here? How foolish it was to leave South Haven! He had imagined a mountain paradise where they would all live simply, but well. But without Marilyn and without his friends from Ephesus there was too much silence, too much time, too much of this vast loneliness which he held at arm’s length only by holding his children close to him and working in the garden and cooking and cleaning. From time to time he had been touched by intimations of paradise. But now, alone in the forest with the bitter taste of the nameless berries in his mouth, he knew that he was different from his father. His inner resources were not so vast or so innocent.

He wished that the intimations could have prevailed, colored his whole life, as they had when he was twenty. Now they came only during these initiatory moments of wonder when his mind and senses were touched by something beautifully unfamiliar—his first night in the woods with Marilyn, his first morning in Ephesus, his first run, as a grown man, through the woods of his childhood—and they came for brief moments with the epiphanies of the forest, with the blueberries and the brown dog and the soft, unexpected colors of sunrise. But when they faded, as they always did, there remained his knowledge of all the mistakes that had brought the three of them to where they now stood, and there remained his fear that their lives here would run down and that even the passing of the seasons would coalesce into a green and white loneliness. There were so many ways, he knew, to explain how he had made all this happen. He had not felt or believed deeply enough; he had not planned well enough; he had not worked hard enough.

But then, as he lifted his rifle and began to walk again, he imagined that he had risen above himself and was looking down. He was a man with a rifle walking through a forest. The vast canopy of trees closed above him, making him invisible from the sky.

He began to whistle. He imagined how that jaunty, tuneless sound expanded and dissipated all around him, finally losing itself in the high branches of trees that burst from seeds fifty years before he was born. He knew that the forest did not care whether he whistled, and he knew that in any case whistling would not change anything, and in a curious, negative way that he did not quite understand, that gave him pleasure. He knew that he was no more and no less than what he was. He was a decent man who had done his best. He was a pilgrim, not a soldier, and for the first time in his life he wished himself well.

On his return he passed through the boulder-strewn glacial path. On a whim, he decided to follow it for a little way down the mountain. He had come this way often with Alan Black and he knew that the rock quarry was not far, and that just a little beyond that was the path to Troyton Road. Perhaps, he thought, he would find something interesting. Perhaps the dog would come again. He had expected, somehow, to see the brown dog waiting for him at some turn in the path. Each time he had come a little closer. Perhaps this time he would come when he called, and wag his tail.

He made his way down the slide, looking at the rocks, some of which stood precariously on their narrow sides like sentries. He knew that such rocks, deposited by glaciers, often had their origins hundreds of miles away. How cold it must have been, he thought. The glacier grinding up hills and even mountains of rock in its long advance, here extending one last, tentative member before the long retreat. Now only the boulders, the droppings of the great snow dragon, remained to tell the story of what had happened so very long ago.

Two men stepped out from behind a rock thirty feet in front of him. The terrible surprise of their presence somehow did not frighten him. They were ordinary-looking men. The younger one, not much more than a boy, wore a cowboy shirt with a pattern of blue and green stars and flags over the shoulders and something that looked like rhinestones sewed into the cuffs and collar. The shirt fit very poorly over the young man’s narrow shoulders and thin arms. His thin, straw-colored hair blew in the wind. Freckles marked his pale face, and he smiled queerly over uneven teeth. The other man was the store owner that Arthur had talked to at Troyton Corners. He wore the same overalls and had the same squat, bulldog look. Together they looked comical—perhaps that was why he was not frightened. The store owner held a high-powered rifle. The young man swung what looked like a twelve-gauge shotgun from one shoulder to the other. Powerful guns, he thought. Much more powerful than his own. But then, all men had guns now. He too had a gun.

“We found your car,” said the store owner. “Thought you might be up here somewheres.”

“We’re staying up on the mountain,” said Arthur. “We’re pretty far away from everything. We won’t be bothering anyone.”

“Should of left when you had the chance,” said the store owner. “Like I told you, we don’t take to strangers around here. We figure you’re tied up with them greenfolk or them blackfolk in robes up on Arch Road.”

“I’m not tied up with anyone,” said Arthur. “I’m just trying to take care of my kids. They killed my wife a couple weeks ago—these people you’re talking about—and we’re just trying to hold out as best we can up here on the mountain.”

“We figure you told them where we were. We figure now them greenfolk know we came back after they drove us out and took all we had.”

“You don’t understand. I’ve got two boys up there on the mountain. We’re afraid of the same people you’re afraid of. They hurt us too.”

“You got a car!” said the thin man with the blond hair. He spoke with a high, grating voice, like a hysterical teenager. “Uncle Billy here, he says good folk don’t have no cars! He says only the bad folk thet belong to them religions have cars and trucks and things!”

“You better come along with us,” said the store owner. He gave Arthur a calm, dangerous look.

“I can’t do that. I can’t leave my kids. They expect me back in an hour. They’re all alone. They have no mother. They have nothing—no one but me.”

The store man pursed his lips and sniffed the air. “There’s a demon up there on that mountain,” he said. “Crazy Willy saw it set down two year ago. No good man can live up there, leave alone children. Only rattlesnakes and lizards and the ghosts of folks who died painful.”

“But that’s not true. We live up there. We—”

“You heard Uncle Billy!” said the thin man. “There’s demons up there!” He gave a high, raucous laugh that ended in a fit of coughing. “Your little boys most likely over on Bear Mountain playing shameful nekked games with the greenfolk. Doin’ the devil’s work.”

Arthur shook his head. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m not a dangerous person. Do I look dangerous? Do you really think my kids are dangerous? You think our garden is dangerous? We just planted a garden a few days ago. We’re trying to make it through the winter—”

“I can tell by your way of speakin’ thet you think you’re bettern just about anyone,” said the thin man. “But I s’pect you get nekked and talk trash just like the rest of us. I s’pect you go over on Bear Mountain at night with the greenfolk and you have yourself a fine old time.”

“That’s enough o’ that, Brandy,” said the store owner. “Like I said, mister, you better come with us. If you got your boys up there like you say they’ll be okay for a day or two. When they get hungry they’ll come down and we’ll find ’em. We got women in town with no children. They—”

“Listen to me,” said Arthur. “My kids won’t be all right. They’re not from the country, and they’ve had one terrible shock after another and they won’t be all right if I don’t come back. Listen to me. I’ve never hurt anyone in my whole life. You—all you people—you drove us out of our house and you ruined the city where I lived and you murdered my wife and drove us out of Ephesus and now you want to do God knows what. Listen to me—I can’t go with you and I can’t run away anymore. There’s no place to go—”

The store owner clenched his rifle. “Now you just listen to me, stranger. I never knew your wife and I never drove you out of anywhere. But I know this much. My sister and my daughter might could starve this winter ’cause of them devils. Now somebody’s got to pay for that. And you are going to come with us and tell us every damn thing you know about them greenfolk and them blackfolk with the robes, and you’re going to give us every damn thing you have, and then we’ll just see what we’ll do with you.”

Arthur could feel the terror rising now in his throat. He felt helpless, angry. He wanted to murder the two men, and he wanted to throw himself on their mercy. He wanted to strike their faces with his fists, and he wanted to fall down and cry out and shame them with his fear and his weakness.

He took a step back toward a large boulder. He knew how transparent this was, but he could think of nothing more to say and he could not help himself and he felt they were coming for him.

“You better not fire that thing,” said the store owner, who had not moved. “You don’t have a chance against us. Brandy here, he’s got a twelve-gauge shotgun and I got a deer rifle. We can cut you down afore you fire that peashooter twice.”

He felt paralyzed. He could not fight and he could not run, and these were the only things he could think to do. And he knew he could not just stand and let the black locomotive run over him. And then he felt Fielding’s melancholy smile inside him, and then he heard the man’s voice: Put down your gun and show them where the blueberries are, it said. Touch them and find the goodness left in them. Show them the hexagonal barrel on your old rifle and tell them your father gave it to you along with all the stories about his childhood in Michigan.

“You can’t turn evil into good,” said Arthur out loud.

Yes you can, said the voice. But it takes courage and faith and a really tremendous sense of humor.

“A sense of humor? You think this is a time for jokes?”

Yes. There never was such a good time for jokes. But you must tell the big one first. The one about being human.

“Suppose they won’t listen?”

The thin man gave a nervous laugh and looked at the store owner. “He talkin’ to us or to the demon?” he said. “Hey, mister, you talkin’ to us?”

If worst comes to worst, then go with them. Talk to their women. As a rule, women understand the important things in life much better than men.

But Arthur was afraid of the men’s guns. He stepped backward and took a desperate leap to one side, hiding himself behind a tall boulder. Then came the ear-shattering report from the thin man’s shotgun and the spatter of pellets on the surface of the rock. In response, he fired his own rifle. He did not fire it in their direction, but he wanted them to know that he was there and that he was healthy and that his rifle worked.

“You shoulda got out when you had the chance!” shouted the store owner. “I told you back at the store you better go as far as you could and not look back—”

Fielding’s voice was gone now. With the sound of guns it broke into pieces and faded into nothing. Arthur fired his rifle again and heard immediately following it the much louder bark of the deer rifle and a zinging sound, and he saw a sudden puff of rock dust at the top of his boulder. He ducked, then took a quick look over the top. The store owner was still standing out in the open, but he saw with a thrill of fear that the thin man had disappeared. He knew they would try to come at him from two directions, as they had tried to come at Mrs. Patterson.

He turned and ran for another boulder behind him and a little higher up the slide. Two shots rang out from the deer rifle. He made the boulder and saw that the store owner had come up behind the boulder he had just left. He leveled his rifle and fired it three times, hoping to frighten the man, to show he meant business, and hoping that perhaps the man would decide to look up over the boulder at just the wrong time.

He heard a noise in the grass a few feet to his right. He turned in time to see the thin man with the cowboy shirt level his shotgun at him. He knew for one terrible moment that the man was going to fire and he knew that there was no time to move or to think, no time at all. The enormous blast of sound and force lifted him into the air, just as Mrs. Patterson had been lifted into the air. The sky turned red.

He found himself lying on the ground. A sharp pain shot through his right shoulder and down his right side and he felt blood all over the side of his face, and he tried to turn his head to spit out pieces of bone and teeth. When his vision cleared he saw that the two men were standing over him.

The thin man was laughing. “We got him, Uncle Billy! We opened him up seven ways to Sunday!”

“You shut up,” said the store owner.

“Well, Uncle Billy, it was either him or—”

“You just shut up, you hear Brandy? I don’t want to hear one more word from that cesspool you call your mouth.”

The thin man hunched his narrow shoulders and shivered and began to cough again, looking hurt and miserable. The store owner stood for a moment longer, looking down at Arthur. Arthur wanted very much to speak with him. He recalled that he had not spoken with an adult for several days now, and he wanted to tell the man about his cabin and about his children and about the terrible things that were happening in the world. He wanted to tell him about the joke of being human and make him laugh. He lifted himself up on one elbow, but he could not open his mouth.

“Now listen, mister,” said the store owner. He looked so much less like a bulldog now up close. He looked taller, and not so close to the earth. His eyes were blue. Arthur had not expected his eyes to be blue.

“We can’t take you back with us in the condition you’re in,” the man was saying. “I could strap you to my horse but you’d be dead in ten minutes. But I can send my daughter and the doctor out here when they get back to town this evenin’. They can come with my buggy and bring you in, that is if you can hold out till nightfall.”

“He shore does look pekid,” said the thin man.

“I’m sorry,” said the store owner. “That’s the best I can do.”

The man shook his head and then turned away. The thin man followed, swinging his shotgun over his shoulder. Arthur watched them walking down the hill, thinking not of them but of Christy and David, his beautiful, fragile sons in the high cabin waiting for him to come back. The thought of them alone was death itself.

How would they eat and keep warm in winter and wash their clothes and tend the garden, and how would they live with terror and loneliness, their mother dead, their father never returning? This was a cruelty beyond all understanding and he knew that he would never, never forgive it. Pity the children, he thought. Pity the children who are all that is left of goodness and who are dying everywhere. Pity the children. Pity the poor children.

His body felt very light now, and the pain was going away. He found that with a great effort he could sit up, and then he found that he could stand. He began walking back up the ancient glacial pathway toward the spine of the mountain. Sometimes he would lose his balance and stagger to one side. Sometimes he lost consciousness and then opened his eyes to find that he was falling very slowly, and he would try to catch himself by reaching out for the branch of a tree or the edge of a high boulder.

Dimly he realized that he had fallen again. He lay on a table rock, and, reaching out with his left hand, he came to the edge of it and found the soft earth a few inches beneath. He wondered if there were fossils on the rock. He remembered, weeks earlier, that he and Christy and David had found fossils on a table rock when they had stopped on their way to somewhere.

He felt that it was afternoon. There were tears in his eyes and he knew that he had been crying, but he could not think what there was to cry about. The weather was pleasant enough. Soon it would be autumn on the mountain. Then he thought about his wife lying in the yellow field, and he wanted to lie next to her. Yes, that was it. He had been crying like a child because he had left his wife behind. He would go back now and lie next to her once more, just as he had on their honeymoon, just as he had during those early years when they had been very young and lived in the city whose name he had forgotten.

There seemed to be plenty of time now for everything. Christy was standing with a garden rake and David with his watering can and they were smiling and waiting for him. Nothing loved is ever lost, he thought. All sad partings are meetings in another place. He knew he was asleep now, and he knew that she was lying next to him. “It’s all right now,” she said. “Everything is all right now.” The taste of dust and silver was in his mouth, and he felt a kinship with rocks and earth and water. A feeling of permanence was coming over him. Something he had looked for.

He was riding again with his father. They had come through a vast meadow and reached the edge of a blue gulf, and now the horses plunged into the water. Far out he saw an island where everyone seemed to be waiting for them. The island loomed larger and larger until he could see mist floating in the green highlands, and then he felt his horse gain his footing, and he knew at last that he was coming ashore.

As the image faded there was a final tingling moment of awareness, a dip and turn at the end of his consciousness. It was merely that his fingers pressed into the earth.


TWENTY-SIX

Brown Dog

ALL MORNING the children worked in the garden. David watered the long furrows and then picked at small weeds that had already begun to grow between them. Christy opened the basement hatch, removed the fertilizer that had fallen through the grid on the composting unit, and carefully handcast it between the rows.

The sun rose to its zenith. High winds that barely touched the tips of the tallest trees at the edge of the clearing sent the cumulous clouds tumbling through the sky. Christy saw a lion change into a lamb, and David saw an old man’s face melt into a lady’s boot. As they worked, they sang songs their mother and father had taught them. By eleven-thirty they were hungry.

“Daddy’s not back yet,” said David.

“We better go in and fix something to eat,” said Christy.

“Too much work,” cried Davy. “All we ever do around here is work. I’m gonna leave this yucky mountain first chance I get.”

“We got to be grown up,” said Christy. “Things are very hard for Dad. He has to worry about us and he has to plan everything and he has no one else to help.”

“I’m not talking about that!” said David. “Oh, never mind, just skip it—you don’t understand.”

“You always say that when you’re wrong about something,” said Christy. “C’mon, we can fix a plate for Dad, too.”

They fixed a lunch of blueberries and powdered milk and baked beans. Christy, who loved to measure things, was careful to fill up his father’s plate with three times the amount of food he put on his own. “Dad has been running around in the woods using up a lot of energy,” he said. But their father did not appear for lunch. The boys ate silently and then went out to play.

That afternoon under the long arch of the yellow sun they built a castle. They dug in the red earth and raised three towers, and then, with cupped hands, scooped out a moat and pieced together a fence out of sticks. Finally they stuck a maple leaf flag into the top of each tower. The wind rose a little later in the afternoon, and the trees near the children nodded to the east. A little later throngs of birds, invisible in their green eyries, sang their evening songs. It was as if the vast forest had in some quiet way assented to the presence of the children.

Hand in hand, Christy and David walked to the edge of the clearing and called for their father with frail, small voices. They made a slow circle, stopping every few feet to call again. Their voices carried only a little way into the green darkness.

Together they trudged back to the cabin. Christy took the key from around his neck and opened the door. But just then they heard a sound at the entrance to the path going west. They both turned back, breathless with sudden hope, and saw the brown dog sitting on his haunches.

“Here, boy,” said Christy. “Nice dog.”

He left David at the doorway and approached the brown dog. The dog watched him, lifted his nose, turned his head, and gave three soft, whining whistles through his nose—a doggy sound that was very familiar to Christy, a sound that meant fear or confusion or sadness or love. Christy stopped a few feet away and hunched over a little and put his cupped hands on his knees.

“Are you all alone, boy?” he said. The dog sat down in the pathway, still watching him.

“Have you—have you seen my dad?”

The brown dog rested his nose on his paws. To Christy he seemed very sad and gentle. He wished the dog would come up to him, would consent to be petted and then follow him into the cabin. But presently the animal got up, turned tail, and disappeared into the forest. For a long moment he stared at the place where the dog had disappeared, and then he saw, just at the horizon, a thin slice of light, like a knifeblade. The last trace of twilight. He wished suddenly that he could run fast, grab the edge of the sunset with his fingers, and pull himself into yesterday.

That evening they were not hungry and it never occurred to either of them to fix dinner. For an hour after dark they looked at magazines together and then, with nothing else to do, they talked about their friends in Ephesus and reminded each other that Fielding had promised to visit. But soon they were both afraid to speak, afraid of what they were thinking and of what they might say. They went into the bedroom and lay down in the darkness with their arms around each other. David began to weep. Christy stared up at the ceiling, trying to see in the dark, trying with all his might to penetrate the cedar boards and look far out into the universe of stars and planets. God, he thought, making the words slowly and deliberately in his mind so that God could hear, I will never ask for anything again in the whole world and I will be good forever if you will just please please please bring my dad back safe tomorrow morning.

“Everything’s going to be okay, Davy,” he said. “Dad will be here in the morning.”

Two miles away across the mountain, their father lay on the cold rock where he had fallen. The moon was near full and very bright that evening, and an elm sapling, brooding over the fallen man, cast fleeting, indistinct shadows across his face.

WHEN THEY AWOKE they felt the coming of a new season. From their bed they saw clouds blowing across the sky and leaves on trees beginning to crinkle and turn brown. Unknown to them, a tiny mercury pendulum leaned to one side in its metal casing near the ceiling. It sparked, and a soft blow of warm air gushed up from a wooden grid under the bed.

For a few seconds Christy wanted to call out to his father and ask if he needed help with breakfast, and then, suddenly, he remembered. And he saw that David had also remembered.

“I’m just going to wait here in bed until Daddy comes home,” said David.

“We can’t do that,” said Christy. “We hafta get breakfast and do things. If we don’t do things—” He reached for the idea but it would not come clear in his mind. He wanted to tell David that somehow it would be dangerous to do nothing, that things would fall apart. “If we don’t get up now we might never get up,” he said finally.

They dressed slowly, lulled by the soft sound of the fan and the touch of the warm air. They ate blueberries and powdered milk and pieces of fried Spam left over from the breakfast their father had fixed for them the previous morning. When they finished, they made their morning journey to the tower.

Christy felt numb and fluttery and cold, and the food he had eaten lay uneasily in his stomach. It was all he could do to keep going. He thought of the blowing fan, the warm bed, and how easy it would be to do nothing. But Dad wouldn’t like that, he thought. Dad would say this is good for us.

The climb to the top of the tower was painful and frightening. He sensed as he never had before the perilous distance that gathered under them as they climbed, and he feared the open spaces between the steps and the flimsiness of the outside railings. He shivered. Dad would have remembered to bring our jackets. He wouldn’t let us ever be cold.

At the top of the tower the contours of the mountains spread out around them as they had every morning and evening.

“Dad—”

“Daddy can’t hear you if you whisper,” said David. “It’s a long way down there and you have to call loud.”

“I know,” said Christy. “I know.”

At the bottom of the tower the brown dog was waiting for them. The children came all the way down before they saw him, and at first their surprise bordered on fear. They saw he had no collar and they saw he was not panting the doggy welcome of domestic canines.

“Nice boy,” said Christy tentatively.

“Christy! Don’t get too close!”

But Christy took a step toward the dog and put out the back of his hand as his father had taught him to do. The dog sniffed once and seemed satisfied. He ran his rough tongue over Christy’s wrist.

“Nice boy,” said Christy.

They both knelt down and put their arms around the brown dog. Their fingers sank into the long curling fur that was fine and soft, almost like their mother’s hair, and they smelled the smell of the earth on him and touched his cold nose.

“Beautiful dog,” said Christy. “Beautiful, beautiful dog.”

They ran back to the cabin, and the brown dog came with them, running far ahead then stopping, making large, invisible circles around them, coming up behind and panting and lolling his tongue, and brushing against their legs as he raced ahead again.

When they reached the clearing the dog trotted up onto the porch and stood quietly at the door.

“He sure makes himself at home,” said Christy.

“He prolly knows all about these woods,” said David. “He prolly knows where Daddy is and he prolly wants to take care of us until Daddy comes back.”

They watered the garden together and then Christy made warm cereal for the brown dog out of a box and put in powdered milk and the last of the fried Spam. The dog sniffed at the bowl and then ate the pieces of meat. Then he sniffed again and began to lap at the milk. When the milk was gone he swallowed chunks of the lumpy cereal and then licked the bowl clean.

“He’s going to stay with us,” said David. “He’s our dog now. We can make a fire tonight and he can sit in front of it and be warm and cozy.”

“I don’t know,” said Christy in a quiet voice. “Sometimes things—things don’t work out like you think.”

“He’s our dog now,” said David. “He won’t go away.”

That night they tried to get the dog to come up on the bed with them, but he clearly preferred the gold rug in front of the fire. He sat with his nose toward the firelight. Every few minutes he would raise his head and look around the cabin.

The children turned both lights on and put their last log on the fire before they went to sleep. Gradually, as the night deepened, the solar power waned and the lights dimmed. Finally, early in the morning, everything shut off and there was no sound in the cabin but the crinkle of embers in the cold fireplace.

THE NEXT DAY Christy awoke early just as his father had done on their first mountain morning. He heard rain on the porch and on the roof, and he dressed quickly and went outside to stand for a few minutes under the overhang. He knew by the look and feel of things that the long summer was over. The chill on his bare arms and legs made him think of going back to school and evenings by the fireplace in South Haven. All those things, he knew, were from long ago, and he knew, though he shook his head and trembled at the thought of it, that his father was also slipping into the past, like Halloween and Christmas and the sharp, painful image of his beautiful mother.

He could not think of the days ahead without his father. He knew how much his father had loved him, and that had sustained him in one disaster after another, but now his mind went blank with fear at the prospect of what lay ahead. And then he thought that perhaps he and David would have a few quiet days in the rain and then go to sleep and never wake up. There was not much food left. He did not know what starvation was, but he imagined it would be a quiet, easy thing. You would feel hungry and then sleep for a day or two and then your heart would stop and you would go wherever your mother and father had gone.

But when the rain stopped he walked out into the clearing and saw that water had collected in small pools on the faces of rocks, and that where grass or moss had not grown, the earth had turned to red mud that sucked at the heels of his shoes. He felt a cold nose against his leg. He had left the door open and the brown dog had followed him out into the wet morning.

For three days the children lived alone. Small sores appeared on David’s groin, and he itched at them constantly until by the second day they began to bleed. He complained of a stomach ache. He ate very little. For hours in the afternoon he lay in bed turning the pages of magazines or staring at the ceiling.

At first Christy tried to keep things going. He tried to work in the garden when it wasn’t raining and fix regular meals. He tried to feed the dog and keep the tower watch. And once he went halfway to the place they had found blueberries before his courage failed and he returned, his sack empty. I’m only nine, he thought to himself. His eyes filled with tears. I’m only nine years old and it’s just not fair.

On their third day without their father it rained all afternoon and he was glad to stay in bed and do nothing. But finally the rain stopped and the sky cleared for an hour before sunset. Christy got up to go to the bathroom and let the dog out, and then he walked slowly through the cabin and tried to look at everything. Dirty dishes lay all over the kitchen table and sink. Dirty underwear and socks made a drift against one corner of the room. A tangle of soiled sheets and blankets spilled from the bed onto the floor, and the sharp smell of decay was everywhere. He picked up things and then dropped them again, not knowing where to put anything. Then he retreated into the walk-in closet and closed the door.

Orange light spilled into the room from one small window on the west side. Tools leaned against one wall, and near the door winter clothes hung on a row of hooks. For a moment he felt dizzy, and he tried to steady himself by focusing his attention on the objects around him and thinking what he must do first to put his life in order.

And then he saw his father’s second pair of dungarees, his underwear, and two of his cotton shirts hanging all together on a hook. He remembered that the day his father had not come back was a laundry day. He would have taken these down to the springhouse in the afternoon along with all the socks and underwear. He reached out and touched his father’s clothes. Then he pressed his face into the shirts and put his arms around the pants and closed his eyes. Now there was nothing but the smell of his father and the ache in his own arms as he held the clothes against him. He began to cry. He had not cried out loud in a long time. He sobbed until he could not catch his breath. He fell to the floor and the clothes came down with him. He gathered them all into a ball in his lap and felt the weight of them in his arms. He could not stop crying. My father is dead, he thought over and over. He won’t ever come back. I can’t even say good-by.…

He felt a touch on his arm. At first he thought it was the brown dog, but when he looked up he saw that David was standing in front of him, naked except for a T-shirt and a pair of mismatched socks.

“Christy?” he said in a faraway voice. “Are you okay?”

Christy shook with the final, empty spasms of his weeping, and he could not answer.

“I didn’t want you to be all alone out here,” said David.

Christy nodded and reached out his hand and his brother took it and they sat together on the floor and David rested his head against his brother’s bony shoulder.

“There’s nothing we can do any more,” said Christy between gasps.

“But I can help you tomorrow.”

“No you can’t. You’re too sick.”

“I’m feeling much better now. I got these scratchy pimples on my crotch and I got this cough but I’m okay.”

“I don’t know what to do about the pimples,” said Christy. “I thought and thought but I don’t know what to do.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said David. He patted his brother on the shoulder. “I just scratch ’em and then when they bleed they feel better for a while.”

“That’s awful,” said Christy.

“Just let me help you tomorrow,” said David. “I know I hafta help more than I used to yesterday.”

“But there’s no hope now,” said Christy. “Dad’s gone.”

“Maybe he’ll come back tomorrow,” said David. “Anyway you still got me and I still got you. We’re—we’re brothers. You—you’re the best brother in the whole world a million times to California. We’ll be okay. Mommy and Daddy told me that just a little while ago.”

“But that’s just a dream, Davy. That’s not real.”

“If you saw them the way I did you wouldn’t say that. Anyway that’s all—that’s all I can think of.”

“What do you mean that’s all you can think of? I don’t—”

“Something has to be true,” said David, his thin voice rising. “There can’t be just nothing. I don’t know how to say it, Christy. I never knew how to say hard things so you and Mom and Dad could understand.”

“But I think I get it now,” said Christy. “I think I know just what you mean.” He looked at his brother and saw his lips tremble and his cheeks working up and down, and he saw the watery, changing surface of his face, and he knew that somehow David had reached out beyond his own sickness and withdrawal at the sound of his brother’s weeping. Christy shifted his weight a little so that he could share his father’s clothes with his brother, and for a long time they sat together in the silence, their shoulders touching, their hands together, engulfed by the smell of their father and by the soft, cool weight of his shirts and pants.

As the days grew cooler, the autumn colors bloomed over the mountains. Orange and bright yellow and scarlet leaves grew thick among the green pines. The morning rains came almost daily, washing away the dust of summer and filling the air with the smell of bark and wet earth. Flights of wild geese flew south in the morning and afternoon and evening, and sometimes David, watching from the window, imagined he could hear the swift beating of their wings and the sound of their contented voices as they called to one another on their long, high journey.

The garden grew unattended in the morning rain and the afternoon sunlight. The red stems of beets grew in crowded rows an inch above the ground. Tiny leaves of kale began to curl and thicken, and the ragged stems of tomato plants divided and bent down to brush their green leaves against the soil.

In the afternoons when the rain stopped, David would get out of bed and open the door. The brown dog would leave for an hour to hunt and drink from the river, and then return to find the door still open. Carefully he would hop up onto the bed and lie down between the children, who would reach out in their delirium and touch his soft, curly fur to reassure themselves of his presence. “Nice dog,” David would murmur. “Good dog.” And his thin, pale face would wrinkle into a smile.

ONE AFTERNOON David awoke early. He opened his eyes and saw through the open door that the brown dog was out on the porch barking at something. David had never heard him bark before. He stumbled to the door and looked out. The dog was pointing toward the tower path and wagging his tail. Now, in the distance, David heard the sound of hoofbeats.

“Davy? Are you going outside? Davy, what’s happening?”

“People are coming,” said David. “We should—we should be outside to meet them.”

David brought a blanket outside and spread it on the ground in the middle of the clearing. Soon Christy appeared in the doorway. He wore his father’s green cotton shirt. The shirt tails hung down to his knees, and the cuffs flapped uselessly a foot past his fingers. David, still dressed in his T-shirt and socks, stood on the blanket waiting for him.

While the brown dog barked and ran in wide circles around the clearing, Christy shaded his eyes, stumbled down the porch steps, and finally joined his brother. He knelt down on the blanket, and the green shirt fell all around him like a wilted flower. He sat blinking into the sunlight for a few seconds and then lay down and closed his eyes. His brother sat crosslegged, staring at the edge of the forest and listening to the sound of the hoofbeats.

Six men came riding down the path and poured into the clearing. Leather saddlebags hung from the sides of their black and gray horses. The horses whinnied and pawed the wet air when their masters reined up. David saw their muddy hoofs, and he saw the wild whites of their eyes against their black faces.

Five of the men wore green shirts and had longbows strapped across their shoulders, along with sheaves of arrows. The sixth man came last into the clearing and stopped his horse ahead of the others. He was large and dark, with square shoulders and a body slowly going to fat. He wore a soft velvet shirt open at the neck. His luxuriant, dark hair fell in crisp curls over his forehead and around the back of his head. It had been clipped into little peaks in the Italian manner, and he had oiled it that morning. An old army rifle, gleaming from a linseed rub, stuck straight up from its saddle holster, like an exclamation point. The man, whose name was Petracco, looked down at the children on the blanket. His eyebrows arched a little, as if a small surprise had grazed the edge of his impassivity.

Then a second rider, one of the five Green Legionnaires, brought his horse up next to the fat man. The second man was shorter and thinner and considerably older. His cheeks puffed out in a way that made David think of a small animal. He knew he had seen him somewhere before, but he did not remember that this was the man who had murdered his mother.

“The children do not look well,” said the fat man.

“I think I recognize them,” said Howard Lanier. “The father is very dangerous. There’s no telling how many Legionnaires he’s killed. We have every reason to believe that he has worked with the Black Priests and with the hordes coming down from the North.’

The fat man nodded. “Search the house. And watch that dog. Don’t let him get too close to the horses.”

Lanier turned immediately and gave instructions to one of the horsemen behind him. The man cantered up to the porch, dismounted, and went inside.

“A pity,” said the fat man. “It’s always the children who suffer in times like these.”

“The sins of the father visited upon the children,” said Lanier.

The fat man smiled and turned a little toward his companion without looking at him. “That is a very Christian outlook,” he said.

“I have always considered myself to be a religious man,” said Lanier, “though my present profession gives little vent to this spiritual side of my nature. But I am hoping, my dear friend, now that our forces have combined with yours, that we can bring peace to this part of the country and perhaps a return to the old ways. We of the Green Legion have every hope that with your inspired guidance and with the help of your Librarians that this will come to pass.”

“That’s very flattering,” said the fat man as he ran his thick fingers through his curls. “And I do thank you, Howard, for your vote of confidence. “As he glanced for just an instant at Lanier’s tense, expectant face, there was a trace of amusement, perhaps even contempt, in the fat man’s smile.

The Green Legionnaire emerged from the doorway of the cabin and wrinkled his nose. “Nothing but garbage,” he called out.

David watched the man’s face and listened to the words he spoke from the doorway. The man had a hooked nose. David had never seen a man with a hooked nose before.

The fat man brought his horse forward a few steps. “Boy,” he said.

“Has your father gone away? Are you and your brother alone up here?”

David could smell the horses now, and he could see the sweat running down the animal’s dark neck.

“Boy,” echoed Lanier. “Tell us your name.”

The fat man turned again in his saddle. “The child doesn’t hear us,” he said. “And his name is of no consequence.”

“But surely—”

“There is no point in interrogating children. Children can tell us nothing.”

“You’re right of course,” said Lanier. “Children can tell us nothing.”

The man with the hooked nose returned to his leader. He fingered his bow and glanced questioningly at the children.

“Of course not,” said the fat man. “Let them be. They are only children. Orphans in this terrible wilderness.”

“We could take the dog,” said the man.

“The dog is their only comfort,” said the fat man. “Surely we must not deprive them of that. Their lot is hard enough without the loss of their only friend.”

Lanier stared at the man with the hooked nose. “Heineman,” he said, “you get back with the others.” He flashed a nervous smile at the fat man. “You must forgive my man,” he said. “He is a brutish farmer whose farm was burned by the Priests, and he does not understand your compassion and your wisdom.”

The fat man nodded. “If we see the old women when we return to Troyton, we will tell them of this. Old women have a fondness for orphans and no doubt will care for them.”

He raised his right arm and made a little circle in the air with his stiff fingers pressed together, and the six Legionnaires dug their heels into the ribs of their horses. They made one large circle around the clearing and then left by the tower path from which they had come.

“Pity the children,” said the fat man. “Pity the poor children.”

The man with the hooked nose brought up the rear. A few seconds before he disappeared he twisted in his seat and in the same motion removed his bow and feathered a razor-sharp hunting arrow. He drew back the string and hung there for a moment, leaning back in his saddle. Then he let go, and the arrow flew across the clearing toward the brown dog’s throat. The dog sat on his haunches watching the horses vanish into the forest. He did not bark or move.

The arrow passed so close to his throat that from where the Legionnaire sat it seemed to strike the dog and go through without harming him. The man with the hooked nose gasped when he saw the apparent miracle. David saw the man’s jaw fall open in wonder and fear just before he disappeared in the enfolding colors of the autumn leaves. Years later he would remember the face of this man who had tried to kill his dog for no discernible reason. A very thin man without much hair. A man with a hooked nose and a little round plug for a mouth.

The brown dog trotted over to the blanket and licked at Christy’s face. Christy moaned and reached up in his sleep to touch the dog’s head and neck. David smiled. He leaned down and kissed his brother on the cheek, something he had not done for years. His mother and father had told him that afternoon that strangers were coming, and that no harm would come to anyone, and so he had not been afraid of the man with the gun and the others with their bows and arrows.

It was peaceful to sit in the cool sunlight with his brother and the brown dog and listen to the hoofbeats fading into the sounds of the forest—the quiet dripping of water from the overhang of branches around the clearing, the hooting of an owl. And far, far off, the honking of geese, bound south, flying high over the rim of Bear Mountain.


TWENTY-SEVEN

Autumn Journey

TWO DAYS after the departure of Petrocco and Lanier, the small band of pilgrims from Ephesus crossed the river and began climbing the steep slope of Turkey Mountain. A twelve-year-old boy named Randall Wellman led the way. He was tall and very strong for his age. His mother and father had been killed when the Northerners descended upon Germantown, and he had stood next to their bodies in a cornfield for two days until the Pattersons found him. Next came Michael Shedd, a slender, quick child with bright red hair. When he spoke he often lifted his chin and put his hands on his hips. Mary had found him crying and throwing rocks at a dead man whom he believed had murdered his father. Third in line was Reuben Tucker, a tall, pale, awkward boy with enormous eyes and a foggy, asthmatic voice. He had mercifully forgotten that his parents had left him behind in their rush to escape from Germantown, but he remembered his six weeks in a northern hospital where they had repaired his misshapen face, the bones in his left hand, and his left heel, though his mind, the doctors said, would never be like the minds of other children. Behind him was a star-struck child named Jocelyn Pater, who had lost her father and her beautiful Iranian mother when the Northerners swept down from Germantown. For months she had talked secretly to her dead mother. Now she talked to Christy, her lost but best boyfriend, with whom she had shared secret words like Wanda Obeo, which was the moon’s face. Next came Mary Stockbridge, an orphan who had lived with the Pattersons for five years. She had grown up too quickly and had never learned to speak properly to people. When she looked in the mirror she never failed to remember that a boy named Ricky had called her fishmouth when she was in eighth grade. The little girl, Marie Turner, held her left hand. A day after the Northerners had left Ephesus, Mary had found her standing in the middle of the street in her underpants scolding a dead cat. Next came Ralph Swain, who had been a clerk in a law office, and Ewell Blackwood, who had been a piano and voice major at an eastern university, and finally John Fielding, the man who had once been a physician in New York City and had made a great deal of money, who had once gone by another name, who loved everyone he met, even men he knew to be evil, and who had, among other real and imaginary talents, the gift of prophecy.

Together they came to the ranger tower and from there turned onto the western path that led to the cabin.

AFTER THE WINDS AND COLD RAINS, a brief Indian summer came to the mountains, and the second day after the Legionnaires left, David managed to bring his brother out into the sunlight again. They sat together on the blanket, the brown dog between them, and presently they fell asleep together in the warm shadow of an elm tree.

The brown dog sat up and barked three times. Christy opened his eyes and lifted himself up on one elbow and saw people walking toward them. He knew them all but he could not remember their names.

Michael was the first to see them. He leaped into the air, the way Christy had seen him do a hundred times, and he shouted something. Then all the children came running, and then Fielding and the others followed along with their blanket rolls strapped to their shoulders.

Now Mary was standing over him dressed in a shapeless burlap shirt, looking for all the world like a tree trunk. “Oh my God,” she said. “Someone quick get water and someone get some sticks and build me a fire.”

“Now don’t get all upset,” said Michael. “Just let us kids handle this.”

“Christy, are you and David okay?” said Randall.

“Of course they’re okay!” said Jocelyn. “Why wouldn’t they be okay? Christy? Are you okay?”

“Davy gots no pants on,” said Marie.

“Now don’t worry your little tookus about that,” said Michael.

“Christy?” said Jocelyn. “Christy, is it really you?”

“Could we fix something to eat?” said Randall. “They look awful hungry.”

“Hi,” said Tuck. He smiled hesitantly and made a little circle in the air with his open hand. He wore the same maroon jacket with the ski emblem that he had worn on that first morning in Ephesus.

“You’ll have to get used to Tuck all over again,” said Michael. “He’s all different now.”

“He thinks he did something wrong and that’s why so many bad things have happened,” said Randall.

“We try to tell him it’s not his fault but that makes him even quieter,” said Jocelyn.

Jocelyn sat down on the blanket. “Christy and David,” she said. “David and Christy.” She smiled and tears came into her eyes.

“Where didja get the neat dog?” said Michael. “I haven’t seen any kinda dog in about a year.”

Christy looked at the brown dog and then at his brother and then at all his friends and at the grave, smiling faces of the adults who stood behind them. “I thought we were going to die,” he said quietly. “Aren’t we going to die?”

“Oh, you can’t die!” said Jocelyn. “You just can’t ever die! I won’t have anyone to marry when I grow up if you die!” Then, remembering where she was, she blushed.

“Oh God, here we go,” said Michael. “Jocelyn is going to get all weepy and mushy. Jesus, I hate it when things get mushy. It’s like when my mother used to watch afternoon television.”

“People do get married, you know,” said Randall, smiling.

“I know,” said Michael. “But I just can’t face up to horrible things like that. I’m just too sensitive, I guess.”

Randall and Jocelyn laughed. Then they reached down and helped Christy and David to their feet, and then all at once they began shouting and dancing in a circle around them and Christy thought of the last night in Ephesus when they had eaten and played games and listened to his father’s story by the fire.

“I did it,” said Michael. “I made everybody laugh and get happy. How did I do that, anyway?” He messed Christy’s hair and patted David on his bottom. “We’re gonna be okay now,” he said. “We hafta be okay.”

Christy smiled at the circle of children. He did not really want to go on living but it would be nice, he thought, to spend his last days with friends. He felt calm now. Everything would be all right.

“My brother saved me,” he said. “I just gave up a few days ago, and Davy brought me food and covered me up and everything, and he was real sick himself.”

Everyone looked at David, who lifted his eyebrows and hunched his shoulders and made a queer, thin-lipped smile that had always been his way of accepting praise obliquely.

“You’re lucky to have a brother like that,” said Randall. “You’re lucky—”

His voice trailed off. No one else spoke. The children stood in their circle, glad to be together, afraid to ask questions, knowing and not knowing what had happened. It was a moment of deep contraries, and they had no way of expressing their happiness and their fear. The brown dog panted and seemed to smile at each of the children, and then he trotted to Fielding and barked several times until Fielding bent over and petted him and spoke softly in his ear.

“Our dad is gone now,” said Christy. “We waited and waited for him to come back and I kept hoping he would, but he never did.”

“Mommy and Daddy both loved us millions of times to Texas, but now they’re both gone,” said David in a calm, high voice that was barely audible.

“We’ll all help you,” said Jocelyn. “We know what that’s like.”

“Yes,” said Randall. “We all know what that’s like.”

Mary had gone off to find water, and Fielding stood a little outside the circle with Swain and Blackwood and the brown dog. “Listen to the children,” he whispered. He put his face in his hands and wept. “Listen—listen to the children talking.”

Swain and Blackwood had both heard John Fielding weep many times, and they understood that for him courage and tenderness were more deeply moving than any tragedy. “I can write this all down, Mr. Fielding,” said Swain. “I can write it simple so no one will ever forget.”

“That would be good,” said Fielding. “That would be very, very good.”

“How do they manage?” said Blackwood. “They get smashed again and again, but they—they—I don’t know how to say it—”

Swain and Blackwood built a fire near the garden, and Mary brought water from the springhouse. First she and Blackwood fed all the children, and then she undressed Christy and David on the blanket and rubbed them with sponges soaked in water heated over the fire. And then she lathered them with a brown soap that Mrs. Patterson had taught her to make from corn oil and salt and animal fat. She scrubbed their hair and their faces and necks and backs. She rubbed the soap very gently into their soft gluteal folds, and into the open sores between David’s legs. She scrubbed their thin legs, their bony ankles, their heels, and very carefully between their toes. Then she poured warm water over them again, soaking the blanket and rinsing them clean. Steam rose from the ground and curled in the air before it disappeared, and there was a brief fragrance all around them. Soap and earth. And then the smell of the Indian summer.

THE EPHESIANS rested for two days. The children cleaned out the cabin and remembered Christy and David’s father. This was their last gift to a man they knew had loved them. Blackwood and Swain built a wooden tub out of scrap lumber, and each day the children undressed inside it and threw their clothes on the ground and Mary would pour warm water over them. Mary’s Little Ocean, Michael called it. Fielding weeded the garden and spread compost between the rows and stacked a load of cut wood against the coldhouse.

“For the next people who come,” he said. He stood now by the garden with Blackwood, watching the sunset.

“There’s a good chance the Legionnaires or the Librarians or the Priests or the Northerners will come up here and wreck everything,” said Blackwood.

Fielding smiled. “Then all our work will have been in vain,” he said.

“You think that’s okay? You think it’s okay for us to do all this and then have the barbarians come and ruin everything?”

“Our work here is a little act of faith. The faith is ours no matter who comes or what happens.”

Blackwood shook his head. “I hate them all for what they’ve done. Cities burning down and people wandering around lost—”

“The power of evil has brought about some very devastating and dramatic results,” said Fielding, “but I think in the end it’s a little overrated. Evil men always take the short view, and they never understand anything deeply because they never love anything deeply. They are ruled by whims and hungers and fears and superstitions. The world would have been overrun by vampires long ago but for their foolish fear of crosses.”

Blackwood smiled. “I read once that Attila was defeated by a cross.”

“Yes. The power of God over the power of darkness.”

“You’re becoming a Christian in your old age,” said Blackwood.

“No, I am still an atheist.”

“But when you say you are an atheist, you don’t mean what most men mean.”

“God is what lies between all the powers. God makes power possible, but he has no power himself. God is all the sensations of the moment, the feeling that things are real. Of all the things in the universe that don’t exist, God is certainly the most important. Does that make sense?”

“I don’t think so,” said Blackwood. “Do things have to make sense in order to be true?”

Fielding looked down at the garden, thinking about what Blackwood had said, wondering if anyone would be there to harvest vegetables before the winter came. He dug the toe of his boot into the soft soil that Arthur Ferrier had cultivated with such energy and hope. “I sometimes think that only miracles are true,” he said. “I sometimes think that anything that makes a great deal of sense is true for only a very short time.”

He looked up now at Blackwood and smiled and shook his head as if he were waking from a dream. “Ewell, you’ve changed. You’re not the stargazer in the black shirt I knew three months ago.”

“I guess not. My black shirt wore out. And I don’t have much time now to look at the stars. Actually I never really did much stargazing. I used to talk about it a lot.”

“I hope you get back to the stars someday,” said Fielding.

“I suppose I will. But maybe in a different way. Maybe next time I’ll really look at them. Maybe I’ll see what’s really there.”

THE NEXT MORNING Christy awoke and saw his friends sleeping all around him as they had in Ephesus when his father was alive and taking care of them. He knew he was safe now, and he knew that as long as they all stayed together there would be food and a place to sleep and fires in the evening and music. He knew that he was going on a long journey and that he would never see South Haven, Ephesus, or the cabin ever again. But there was one thing he did not know.

Swain built a fire near the garden and they all ate breakfast outside. Then the children took their last bath together in the wooden tub and dressed in clean dungarees and sweaters that Mary had brought from Ephesus. When the dishes from breakfast were cleaned and put away, Blackwood and Swain gave each child a blanket into which he rolled his personal belongings, securing them with a leather belt.

Christy knew this was the last day of Indian summer, and he knew it was time to go. He looked around the clearing at the garden where his vegetables were growing and at the cabin and at the little storage house, and then he looked at the way the morning light and the trees made streaks of blue shadow across the red earth. He was glad that it was still early in the morning. A long trip, he thought, goes so much better if you start early. He remembered how at the beginnings of vacations his father would awaken everyone before sunrise, and he remembered his father’s husky, early morning whisper. Bacon and eggs and sunrise all coming in ten minutes, he would say. Bacon and eggs and—

He saw that Fielding was standing apart from the others. Christy felt that he was smiling at him, but the smile was not on his face. Fielding would know the answer. He did not want to ask, but he knew they were leaving the mountain and that this was the last day of Indian summer. He would never have another chance.

“Mr. Fielding?”

“Yes, Christy.”

“Could I talk to you for just a minute?”

“Sure. I’ve been wanting to talk to you, too.”

“I sort of have this problem.”

“Well, let’s you and I sit down here together. You just take your time and tell me whatever you feel like telling me.”

“My problem is that I think I’m going to die pretty soon now.”

Fielding was silent for a few seconds. He sat down on the soft earth, and Christy, without thinking, sat down with him. Fielding stared off into the distance, and at first Christy wondered if the man had heard him.

“I can’t live without my father,” he said very calmly. “I thought about it and thought about it and I just don’t think I can.”

“And you don’t want to leave this place?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“And you don’t want to grow up?”

Christy hesitated. “Grownups do awful things,” he said.

“Yes,” said Fielding. “Many grownups do awful things.”

“Not many grownups are like my dad.”

“That’s true. But if you grow up you won’t be like those other grownups. Your father is still inside you. You take him with you everywhere you go. If you listen carefully you can even hear his voice sometimes. He and your mother will help you to grow up to be the person you want to be.”

“That’s sort of what David says, but that doesn’t help me. Dad just went away and I never—I wanted—I wanted at least to say goodby.”

“Would that help?” said Fielding. “If you could say good-by to your father?”

“Oh gosh, yes, if I could just see him one more time—”

A strange look came into Fielding’s face. He seemed to look through Christy at something very far away. “Just one more time,” said Fielding. “Yes. Just one more time.”

“But there isn’t any way I can do that, is there, Mr. Fielding? There isn’t any way I can really see him to say good-by.”

Fielding’s lips were dry and there were lines around the corners of his eyes, and Christy could hear him breathing and feel his hands trembling as if a chill had passed through him.

“You look awful tired, Mr. Fielding. Maybe you need to rest.”

Fielding smiled. “I’m okay,” he said. “But I need to know if you trust me.”

“Sure. You were my dad’s friend.”

“Then I want you to play a little game with me.”

“A game? I’m not very good at games. Specially not now.”

“I know, Christy. But will you do this for me? Will you do it for your father and mother?”

“Is this game a way of saying good-by?”

“It might be. I can’t say for sure.”

“What’s it called?”

“It doesn’t really have a name.”

“How do you play?”

“Well, you begin by just standing against a tree very quietly without moving, and you pretend that all the voices of all the people around you are very, very loud but very far away. Then after a while you imagine that you’re crouching down inside your forehead looking down at everything. Your body is like a tall statue, something that’s not really a part of you.”

“Sounds awful weird.”

“Yes, but it’s not scary at all. And if you keep on with it another funny thing happens. Everything slows down.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Everything is like in slow motion. Like people are when they try to move underwater.”

“Oh.”

“Do you know how a movie projector works?”

“Sure.”

“Well, time will be like that. A bunch of pictures one after another, but getting slower all the time. And pretty soon you will be able to see between the pictures that show all the people and the clearing and the trees and everything. There will be white spaces in between the pictures.”

“I saw Mr. Varrington’s home movie camera slow down once. But there was no white spaces, there was just—”

“Here you should see white spaces. And when you come to a white space, I want you to jump out.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Your body is a statue, remember? You’re crouching inside your forehead. When the pictures of the world outside get very, very slow, just jump out into one of the white spaces. It’s the only way to get outside time.”

“It sounds like magic.”

“Yes, but it really isn’t. It’s just a trick. It’s like something a magician does with mirrors.”

“It sounds so complicated,” said Christy. “I don’t think I can remember it all.”

“You’ll remember. It will all seem very easy and natural.”

Fielding screwed open the lid on his canteen and poured a drink into his tin cup. He offered it to Christy. “Here,” he said. “Drink this. It will help you to begin the game.”

Christy took the cup in both hands and felt how the water instantly cooled the thin, powdery surface of the metal. His hands shivered. He lifted the cup to his lips and drank. The water tasted bitter, like quinine. But the bitterness was not unpleasant. He handed the cup back to Fielding, never taking his eyes from the tall man’s face.

“That’s a good boy. Now you’re going to be just fine. You go play now and think about what I said. If you feel like playing the game just go ahead and play it. Remember I’ll be right here if you need me. Just turn around wherever you are and I’ll be there.”

Fielding shut his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “Just this once,” he whispered. “Just this one time. It can’t change anything, and God knows it’s not for me—”

Christy was sorry that his father’s friend looked so tired and so nervous. He wanted to tell him to go down to the springhouse and wash his face and sit for a while, but before he could speak, Fielding was up, brushing off his pants and looking around the clearing. It was obvious he had things to do.

“Well, thanks, Mr. Fielding.”

“You’re welcome, Christy. We’ll have a lot of talks together in the next few weeks. I’m looking forward to getting to know you better.”

Christy walked back to where the children were playing. Michael had organized everyone into an army. They marched around the clearing with their packs, with Michael shouting orders to halt and march to the rear and to the right and left. But the cold, bitter water left a queer feeling in Christy’s stomach, and after a while he wandered off by himself.

A few minutes later Mary gathered all the children together under the elm tree near the garden. “We’re going in about three shakes now,” she said. “And I want all of you to sit. We have a long trip ahead of us this morning and no one’s going to tote you anywhere when you get tired. So you all just sit down here and rest your heads till it’s time.”

The children offered only token resistance, and soon they were all sitting together, talking about how the climb down the mountain would be, and whether or not they would meet any Legionnaires or Priests. Soon they were all quiet. Randall and Michael played cards. Jocelyn looked at trees. Marie picked at her toenails and sang very quietly to herself. Something about a mouse that got too close to the cat. Tuck stared at nothing. David closed his eyes.

This would be a good time, he thought, to try the game that Fielding had told him about. His stomach felt warm now, and his fingers tingled a little, and he tried to imagine that the quiet voices of the adults were very loud but very far away, and that he was crouching inside the stone statue of his body looking out the windows of his eyes and listening.

Nothing happened. He did not know what to expect and he did not remember the rest of what Fielding had said, but he was vaguely disappointed. He tried again for another few minutes and again nothing happened, but when he looked down to where his brother lay with his head against his blanket, he seemed much farther away. He knew he could reach out and touch him. He did not look farther away—he felt farther away. Then he began to feel the strangeness and massiveness of his own body, and he realized that the living part of him was in his head, just behind his eyes. The voices around him boomed out and echoed a hundred miles away.

Then he saw that Mary and Swain and Blackwood moved very slowly, and the trees had stopped blowing in the wind. Soon the movements all around him were a series of flashes, brief vignettes changing from moment to moment. He saw the spaces between the flashes and felt the immensity of what lay beyond time. He watched the white light come and go and then, with all the effort he could muster, he sprang out of the high window of his eye into one of the white spaces, slipping between time, and he heard a loud roar in his head, and he went blind.

THE CHILDREN were standing around now and Mary was telling them that if they tightened their straps their shoulders would not get tired.

“Christy, are you okay?” said Randall.

“Sure.”

“Well, I was just wondering. You didn’t talk to anyone for so long. You looked kinda misty, like you were sleeping with your eyes open.”

“I did sort of fall asleep.”

“But you never sat down.”

“You can sleep standing up,” said Christy. It was as if he were listening to words spoken by someone else. “My dad told me lotsa times how he used to sleep in the army while he was marching.”

Randall stared at him. “As long as you feel okay,” he said.

Everyone was ready to go. They stood together in a circle, kicking dirt over the remains of the fire they had used to cook breakfast.

Fielding raised his hand. “We start this morning on a long journey,” he said. “I don’t know where we’re going, but I have faith that everything will turn out all right as long as we stay together and take care of each other.”

“Amen,” said Mary. “May the Lord be with us.”

“I’m starting a new notebook today,” said Swain. “A new book for a new journey.” He held the notebook out for everyone to see. “All the pages are green,” he added after a moment.

Blackwood laughed. “That’s good,” he said. “I’m glad all the pages are green.”

Fielding led the way toward the western path, and as they all turned to go Christy looked up and saw his father standing on the opposite edge of the clearing near the tower path. The brown dog sat at his feet. He wore the same faded jeans and sneakers and the same green shirt he had worn on that last morning when he went off by himself to hunt wild turkeys. Christy wanted to run to him, wanted to cry out, but somehow he knew that this was not the thing to do. His father smiled at him and then raised two fingers to his lips in a gesture of secrecy and silence, and then Christy knew for certain that his return was a secret, something he must not speak of.

They walked down the forest path two by two. Christy held his brother’s hand. He wanted very much to tell David what he had seen, but he did not know how. Again and again he looked behind him and each time he saw his father following at a distance, the brown dog running at his heels.

“David,” he whispered, “do you know what’s happening?”

“I knew before you did,” said David.

“You knew what? Did you know—”

“I asked Mom last night. Anytime I ask Mom about something she tells me pretty much about it.”

“But do you know who is following us? Do you?”

“Up ahead there’s some apple trees.”

“I don’t get it.”

“You don’t hafta get it. Just wait till we get to the apple trees.”

Christy looked ahead at the winding column of children and adults as they made their way along the crest of Turkey Mountain. Shafts of yellow light lanced down through the tall sugarpines and elms, and the smell of crisp leaves and mold rose into the air, filling him with a terrible nostalgia for all the other autumns he had known with his father and mother in South Haven. He thought again of going back to school. He thought of Halloween and Christmas and the world that was gone forever. I won’t forget, he promised himself. I won’t ever forget anything. I’ll write it all down like Mr. Swain does, so I won’t ever forget anything about my mother and father.

They came to the edge of the glacial slide and passed within thirty feet of the spot where his father, his arms and legs spread apart, lay like a dark star against the flat rock. Oak leaves lay in drifts along the ground and in small pools where they had fallen into the shallow depressions of flat boulders or into irregular angles where outcroppings of rock surfaced. Here, where the water could not drain off but only evaporate slowly, the spiny leaves had turned purple and steel blue and yellow and red and dark brown. Even now they were going soft, spotting with mold, breaking off around the edges so that the veins lay exposed like the bones of fish. Christy looked up just once from the kaleidoscope of leaves and saw, far back, that his father was still following.

They climbed down the northern slope of the mountain, passing through the now barren blueberry patch where they had stuffed themselves less than two weeks earlier. Soon they came down to a narrow landing where wild green apple trees grew in a yellow clearing. On the north side, a steep slope ran down another hundred feet to a deserted wheat field.

The children began to eat the green apples, picking the best ones off the ground and polishing them on their shirts. The adults removed their forage sacks from their belts and began to fill them. Was this the place? He wandered around the landing looking for David, but his brother was nowhere in sight. The crisp fruit crunched under his feet. Sometimes the apples hissed as they broke apart. The sounds of the children’s voices were very loud, but very far away. All these apples, he thought. The meat and the seeds of all these apples autumn after autumn after autumn. He knew now that this was a secret place and that the trees had waited for him.

Fielding touched him on the shoulder. “Christy,” he said. “We have a few minutes now. We’re not in any hurry.”

Christy understood. He walked to the edge of the landing and looked back up the path. His father stood just a few feet away. He ran to him and threw his arms around him. He feared that he would simply go through, but his father’s body seemed real enough. He felt his long arms and his large hands, and he felt his father’s mouth and his rough whiskers pressing against his cheek.

“Gee, I’m awful glad to see you, Dad,” said Christy. He kept his eyes shut for a moment, still fearing his father would disappear if he looked too close.

“I’m glad too,” said his father. “We really never had a chance to say good-by, did we?” Christy trembled with pleasure at the sound of his father’s voice. It was deep and a little nasal, just as it had always been.

“Is Davy here too?” said Christy. “Davy should be here.”

“He’s with his mother now. They should be coming in just a minute.”

“Mom is here? I can see Mom too?”

“Yes. We can all sit here together. We have a little time while the others are picking apples.”

Christy looked up into his father’s face and he knew again how much his father loved him. “What are things going to be like now, Dad? Can Davy and I see you sometimes?”

“You’re going on a long journey,” said his father. “I can’t come with you but I’ll always be with you. When you look at a pretty girl you’ll feel the way I felt, and when you have your own children and you love them just as I love you, then you’ll feel me inside you. Nothing loved is ever lost, Christy. I’ll never lose you and you’ll never lose me.”

Farther up the path he saw his mother walking toward him carrying David. She looked just as she had always looked. Her blond hair, her perfect, white skin, her thin lips that reminded him of an English lady he saw once in an old movie. David clung to her with both arms, his nose buried in her neck. She put David down, and then the four of them sat down together on the path.

“My goodness!” she said in her cheerful, Sunday morning voice. “Christy, I can’t believe how much you’ve grown in just a few weeks! Soon you’ll be bigger than your father!” She touched his cheek with her cool palm and then put her arm around him, and Christy gave a little breathless cry, as if the intense joy of seeing his mother had overflowed into pain.

“Hi, Mom,” he said. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too, Christy.”

David leaned close against his mother, his arm over her shoulder and his face pressed into her breast. Blindly he reached out with one hand to his father, his fingers wiggling in the air. Then they were together again with their arms around each other and their shoulders and cheeks touching, and above them the autumn colors burned in the trees.

“Mommy and Daddy,” said David. “Mommy and Daddy and Daddy and Mommy.”

“Mom, you’re all perfumy,” said Christy. “You smell so good.”

He knew his mother and father were in the earth now, and he felt peace in the leaves and veins of them, and peace in the wind of their breathing, and peace in the flowers of their eyes. Nothing loved is ever lost, his father had said. In the midst of death, he felt something turn green inside him.

“I wanted to tell you one more story,” said his father. “It’s about a man who walks through winter woods and everywhere he goes he leaves flowers in the shape of footsteps, and it’s about a boy who tries to find the flowerman by following his trail all through the world.”

“Maybe I can finish the story,” said Christy. “Maybe I can pick up right where you left off.”

“Well,” said his mother, pressing her hands together as if it were time to fix lunch or go shopping, “I don’t know about all these stories, but I do know it will take a miracle to make the world right again for children. But the world is full of miracles, isn’t it? Yes, thank goodness we have no shortage of miracles!”

“I believe in all that stuff now,” said David. “I believe in just about everything!”

“David is a better believer than I am,” said Christy. “He saved me after I gave up.”

“We’re all strong in different ways,” said his mother. “That’s why we need each other. Why is that such a hard lesson for people to learn?”

“They sat in silence for a while and then the feeling began to wear off and Christy sensed that time was passing all around him.

“Dad, are we going to—are we going to have to say good-by and then just turn around and go away?”

His father touched his son’s face and for a moment Christy saw the same strange, sad look he had seen in Fielding’s eyes that same morning. For the last time in his life Christy reached out and took his father’s hand.

“No, Christy. You won’t have to do that.”

And then he found himself walking down the steep path, holding his brother’s hand and not looking back. For a moment he could not remember who he was or where he was going. Then when he saw the others had gone ahead and were waiting for him in the wheat field below the landing—then he remembered the mountain and the cabin and the strange thing that had either happened or had not happened. His parents had given their last gift, and he did not want to turn around and wave good-by. He did not want to see them dissolve into shadows. He tried to think about the wheat field and the lake beyond it and the mountain rising on the other side of the lake.

They caught up with the others and walked in silence through the tall wheat, which gave way here and there to weeds and dry cornstalks and patches of ryegrass. It was still early morning. The brown dog was barking and running in huge circles. Crickets chirruped in vast, invisible fleets all around them. Soon the children, who as usual had run a little ahead of the adults, began to talk of the weather. Why, he wondered, was it always such a cheerful thing to talk about the weather?

“It’s still real early,” said Randall. “If I hadda watch it wouldn’t say even nine o’clock yet.” He raised his arms and the stiff blades of wheat toppled all around him as he walked.

“It’s bright and clear as an eaglebird going on forever and there’s just no words for it I like it so much,” said Tuck.

“Bright as an eaglebird?” said Michael. “Is that what you said?”

“That’s like a poem,” said Jocelyn. “Tuck just said a poem.”

Tuck smiled insanely at the blue sky. Marie picked three dandelions and lifted them as high as she could for Jocelyn to look at. Jocelyn smiled, took the dandelions, and tucked them in her pocket.

“But my allergies are killing me,” said Christy. “I hate it when my eyes get all watery in the autumn and my nose stuffs up.”

Randall laughed. “Christy, you sound just like a grownup. Grownups are always talking about their aches and pains.”

“You do, Christy,” said Michael. “You sound like my father and my grandfather. They both used to go to bed with their nosedrops for about a week every October.”

“Just wait till winter, Christy,” said David. He patted his brother on the shoulder. “All that sniffy stuff goes out of the air as soon as it gets cold.”

“Did you know we’re having Christmas this winter?” said Jocelyn. “Mary promised us a tree and she’ll make presents and everything.”

“Christmas!” said David. “Wow!”

“And did you know Blackwood is in love with Mary?” said Michael. “Isn’t that awful?”

Christy sneezed. “I don’t think it’s so awful,” he said.

Then he held his hands out and looked helplessly in all directions, and Jocelyn, sensing his sudden need, reached into her pocket and gave him her handkerchief and three dandelions. I have to write everything down, he thought. I have to write everything down from this second on so I won’t ever forget my father and my mother and all my friends.…

BUT CHRISTY never did write down the story of what had happened to him. The art of writing was largely forgotten in the world that came to be. But as the years passed, Christy and David thought of their parents often, and they remembered those last weeks, and they remembered their father’s lonely courage.

They knew that their grandfather and grandmother had given their father a gift, and they knew that the gift was imperfect, though it was all they had to give. And they knew that their own mother and father had given the gift to them. And so they came to believe that life is a chain of love, and that love conquers death, and that their mother and father would always be with them. It was an old story, the story of growing up and leaving everything behind on a mountainside, but it was the only story they knew, and in their own way they told it to their own children.

They knew the story was fantastic and improbable. It suggested something beyond power, something that held itself in waiting between the stars. But they both came to understand that this is necessary in any story that tries to tell the truth. They knew what their father had believed all his life but never put into words: there is no truth or beauty anywhere if the heart has never loved the impossible.
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