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ED’S LETTER

 


To Mel, my amazing
wife, and Elly and Reed, you are my world. I love you all so
much.

Tony/Dad

 

IN SOME WAYS IT WAS THE GIFT OF AN
iPod from my wife
that led to the birth of StarShipSofa and ultimately the
publication of this book. So I think we have to thank her.
Thank you,
Mel.

I am proud to hold my hand up and say “I
am a Geek.” I love computers and I love gadgets. With my iPod came
the discovery of podcasts. There was no more listening to radio
stations that bored me stupid. Podcasts were out there, and they were
playing what I wanted to hear, and this is still the case today. I
have fine tuned my listening pleasure down to precisely what I
want, all thanks to the iPod.

And what do I want to listen to?
Why, science
fiction.

But it wasn’t the first thing that came to
mind as I scrolled through the oodles and oodles of podcasts. I was
trying all things: geeks, gadgets, and gizmos. Then I stumbled upon
science fiction and, way back in my brain department, little motors
slowly began to whirr and clunk, hiss and spit, uwntil eventually
it coughed up the computation: You used to like science fiction! You used
to read it all the time. Why did you stop? I thought about why I had stopped.
There was a period in my life when the sole reason for me being me
was to read, but I’d drifted away and even to this day I cannot say
why. Maybe it was gradual and time tricked me -- who can
tell.

I have my iPod; I have discovered science
fiction podcasts; and now came another discovery. Anyone can make a podcast.
So began the teetering foundations that were to lead to where
StarShipSofa is today: one of the biggest SF literature podcasts in
the world. A grand statement, you might say, but nearly four years
down the line that is where we are. That makes me feel rather
proud. I didn’t get there by myself; StarShipSofa is a community,
and we are all here because we love science fiction. StarShipSofa
is made by many and put together by one. If it wasn’t for everyone
-- listeners, writers, and narrators -- being so kind and helping
out so much, I think the good ship Sofa would have crashed into a
star and burned long ago. The Sofa community has made this show
what it is today.

And so we find ourselves celebrating
StarShipSofa Audio Magazine hitting show 100, and this time it’s
done something quite remarkable: it’s evolved from digital bits,
servers, and drives into this fine printed book. Who would have
thought after listening to StarShipSofa -- a show made of kbps,
mono, stereo, mp3s, wavs, uploads, and downloads -- you would be
holding the StarShipSofa Stories: Volume 1.

I hope you enjoy reading it, and I’ll see
you in a year’s time for Volume 2.

 

Tony C. Smith

Newcastle, September 2009
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LONDON BONE

By Michael
Moorcock

For Ronnie Scott

 


-------------------- 1
--------------------

 

MY NAME IS
RAYMOND GOLD AND I’M a well-known dealer.
I was born too many years ago in Upper Street, Islington. Everybody
reckons me in the London markets and I have a good reputation in
Manchester and the provinces. I have bought and sold, been the
middleman, an agent, an art representative, a professional mentor,
a tour guide, a spiritual bridge-builder. These days I call myself
a cultural speculator.

But, you
won’t like it, the more familiar word for my profession, as I
practised it until recently, is scalper. This kind of language is
just another way of isolating the small businessman and making what
he does seem sleazy while the stockbroker dealing in millions is
supposed to be legitimate. But I don’t need to convince anyone
today that there’s no sodding justice.

‘Scalping’ is risky. What you do is invest in tickets on spec
and hope to make a timely sale when the market for them hits
zenith. Any kind of ticket, really, but mostly shows. I’ve never
seen anything offensive about getting the maximum possible profit
out of an American matron with more money than sense who’s anxious
to report home with the right items ticked off the
beento list. We’ve all
seen them rushing about in their overpriced limos and mini-buses,
pretending to be individuals: Thursday: Changing-of-the-Guard,
Harrods, Planet Hollywood, Royal Academy, Tea-At-the-Ritz, Cats.
It’s a sort of tribal dance they all feel compelled to perform. If
they don’t perform it, they feel inadequate. Saturday: Tower of
London, Bucket of Blood, Jack-the-Ripper talk, Sherlock Holmes Pub,
Sherlock Holmes tour, Madame Tussaud’s, Covent Garden Cream
Tea, Dogs. These
are people so traumatized by contact with strangers that their only
security lies in these rituals, these well-blazed trails and
familiar chants.It’s my job to smooth their paths, to make them
exclaim how pretty and wonderful and elegant and
magical it all is. The
street people aren’t a problem. They’re just so many charming Dick
Van Dykes.

Americans need bullshit
the way koala bears need eucalyptus leaves. They’ve become totally
addicted to it. They get so much of it back home that they can’t
survive without it. It’s your duty to help them get their regular
fixes while they travel. And when they make it back after three
weeks on alien shores, their friends, of course, are always glad of
some foreign bullshit for a change.

Even if you sell a show
ticket to a real enthusiast, who has already been forty nine times
and is so familiar to the cast they see him in the street and think
he’s a relative, who are you hurting? Andros Loud Website, Lady
Hatchet’s loyal laureate, who achieved rank and wealth by
celebrating the lighter side of the moral vacuum? He would surely
applaud my enterprise in the buccaneering spirit of the free
market. Venture capitalism at its bravest. Well, he’d applaud me if
he had time these days from his railings against fate, his horrible
understanding of the true nature of his coming obscurity. But
that’s partly what my story’s about.

I have to
say in my own favour that I’m not merely a speculator or, if you
like, exploiter. I’m also a patron. For many years, not just
recently, a niagara of dosh has flowed out of my pocket and into
the real arts faster than a cat up a Frenchman. Whole orchestras
and famous soloists have been brought to the Wigmore Hall on the
money they get from me. But I couldn’t have afforded this if it
wasn’t for the definitely iffy Miss
Saigon (a triumph of well-oiled machinery
over dodgy morality) or the unbelievably decrepit
Good Rockin’ Tonite (in
which the living dead jive in the aisles), nor, of course, that
first great theatrical triumph of the new millennium,
Schindler: The Musical. Make ‘em weep, Uncle Walt!

So who is helping most to
support the arts? You, me, the lottery?

I had another reputation,
of course, which some saw as a second profession. I was one of the
last great London characters. I was always on late-night telly lit
from below and Iain Sinclair couldn’t write a paragraph without
dropping my name at least once. I’m a quintessential Londoner, I
am. I’m a Cockney gentleman.

I read Israel Zangwill and
Gerald Kersh and Alexander Barron. I can tell you the best books of
Pett Ridge and Arthur Morrison. I know Pratface Charlie, Driff and
Martin Stone, Bernie Michaud and the even more legendary Gerry and
Pat Goldstein. They’re all historians, archeologists, revenants.
There isn’t another culture-dealer in London, oldster or child, who
doesn’t at some time come to me for an opinion. Even now, when I’m
as popular as a pig at a Putney wedding and people hold their noses
and dive into traffic rather than have to say hello to me, they
still need me for that.

I’ve known all the famous
Londoners or known someone else who did. I can tell stories of
long-dead gangsters who made the Krays seem like Amnesty
International. Bare-knuckle boxing. Fighting the fascists in the
East End. Gun-battles with the police all over Stepney in the
1900s. The terrifying girl gangsters of Whitechapel. Barricading
the Old Bill in his own barracks down in Notting Dale.

I can tell you where all
the music halls were and what was sung in them. And why. I can tell
Marie Lloyd stories and Max Miller stories that are fresh and sharp
and bawdy as they day they happened, because their wit and
experience came out of the market streets of London. The same
streets. The same markets. The same family names. London is
markets. Markets are London.

I’m a
Londoner through and through. I know Mr Gog personally. I know Ma
Gog even more personally. During the day I can walk anywhere from
Bow to Bayswater faster than any taxi. I love the markets. Brick
Lane. Church Street. Portobello. You won’t find me on a bike with
my bum in the air on a winter’s afternoon. I walk or drive. Nothing
in between. I wear a camel-hair in winter and a Barraclough’s in summer. You know
what would happen to a coat like that on a bike.

I love the theatre. I like
modern dance, very good movies and ambitious international
contemporary music. I like poetry, prose, painting and the
decorative arts. I like the lot, the very best that London’s got,
the whole bloody casserole. I gobble it all up and bang on my bowl
for more. Let timid greenbelters creep in at weekends and sink
themselves in the West End’s familiar deodorised shit if they want
to. That’s not my city. That’s a tourist set. It’s what I live off.
What all of us show-people live off. It’s the old, familiar circus.
The big rotate.

We’re selling what
everybody recognises. What makes them feel safe and certain and
sure of every single moment in the city. Nothing to worry about in
jolly old London. We sell charm and colour by the yard. Whole word
factories turn out new rhyming slang and saucey street characters
are trained on council grants. Don’t frighten the horses. Licensed
pearlies pause for a photo-opportunity in the dockside Secure
Zones. Without all that cheap scenery, without our myths and
magical skills, without our whorish good cheer and instincts for
trade -- any kind of trade -- we probably wouldn’t have a living
city.

As it is, the real city I
live in has per square inch more creative energy at work at any
given moment than anywhere else on the planet. But you’d never know
it from a stroll up the Strand. It’s almost all in those lively
little sidestreets the English-speaking tourists can’t help feeling
a bit nervous about and which the French adore.

If you
use music for comfortable escape you’d probably find more
satisfying and cheaper relief in a massage parlour than at the
umpteenth revival of The Sound of
Music. I’d tell that to any hesitant
punter who’s not too sure. Check out the phone boxes for the
ladies, I’d say, or you can go to the half-price ticket-booth in
Leicester Square and pick up a ticket that’ll deliver real value --
Ibsen or Shakespeare, Shaw or Greenbank. Certainly you can fork out
three hundred sheets for a fifty sheet ticket that in a
justly-ordered world wouldn’t be worth two pee and have your ears
salved and your cradle rocked for two hours. Don’t worry, I’d tell
them, I make no judgements. Some hard-working whore profits,
whatever you decide. So who’s the cynic?

I went on
one of those tours when my friends Dave and Di from Bury came up
for the Festival of London
in 2001 and it’s amazing the crap they tell
people. They put sex, violence and money into every story. They
know fuck-all. They soup everything up. It’s Sun-reader history. Even the
Beefeaters at the Tower. Poppinsland. All that old English
duff.

It makes you glad to get
back to Soho.

Not so long ago you would
usually find me in the Princess Louise, Berwick Street, at lunch
time, a few doors down from the Chinese chippy and just across from
Mrs White’s trim stall in Berwick Market. It’s only a narrow door
and is fairly easy to miss. It has one bottle-glass window onto the
street. This is a public house which has not altered since the
1940s when it was very popular with Dylan Thomas, Mervyn Peake,
Ruthven Todd, Henry Treece and a miscellaneous bunch of other Welsh
adventurers who threatened for a while to take over English poetry
from the Irish.

It’s a shit pub, so dark
and smokey you can hardly find your glass in front of your face,
but the look of it keeps the tourists out. It’s used by all the
culture pros -- from arty types with backpacks, who do specialised
walking tours, to famous gallery owners and top museum management
-- and by the heavy metal bikers. We all get on a treat. We are
mutually dependent in our continuing resistance to invasion or
change, to the preservation of the best and most vital aspects of
our culture. We leave them alone because they protect us from the
tourists, who might recognise us and make us put on our masks in a
hurry. They leave us alone because the police won’t want to bother
a bunch of well-connected middle-class wankers like us. It is a
wonderful example of mutuality. In the back rooms, thanks to some
freaky acoustics, you can talk easily above the music and hardly
know it’s there.

Over the years there have
been some famous friendships and unions struck between the two
groups. My own lady wife was known as Karla the She Goat in an
earlier incarnation and had the most exquisite and elaborate
tattoos I ever saw. She was a wonderful wife and would have made a
perfect mother. She died on the Al, on the other side of Watford
Gap. She had just found out she was pregnant and was making her
last sentimental run. It did me in for marriage after that. And
urban romance.

I first heard about London
Bone in the Princess Lou when Claire Rood, that elegant old dike
from the Barbican, who’d tipped me off about my new tailor, pulled
my ear to her mouth and asked me in words of solid gin and garlic
to look out for some for her, darling. None of the usual faces
seemed to know about it. A couple of top level museum people knew a
bit, but it was soon obvious they were hoping I’d fill them in on
the details. I showed them a confident length of cuff. I told them
to keep in touch.

I did my Friday walk,
starting in the horrible pre-dawn chill of the Portobello Road
where some youth tried to sell me a bit of scrimshawed reconstitute
as ‘the real old Bone’. I warmed myself in the showrooms of elegant
Kensington and Chelsea dealers telling outrageous stories of deals,
profits and crashes until they grew uncomfortable and wanted to
talk about me and I got the message and left.

I wound
up that evening in the urinal of The
Dragoons in Meard Alley, swapping
long-time-no-sees with my boyhood friend Bernie Michaud who begins
immediately by telling me he’s got a bit of business I might be
interested in. And since it’s Bernie Michaud telling me about it I
listen. Bernie never deliberately spread a rumour in his life but
he’s always known how to make the best of one. This is kosher, he
thinks. It has a bit of a glow. It smells like a winner. A
long-distance runner. He is telling me out of friendship, but I’m
not really interested. I’m trying to find out about London
Bone.

“I’m not talking drugs,
Ray, you know that. And it’s not bent.” Bernie’s little pale face
is serious. He takes a thoughtful sip of his whisky. “It is,
admittedly, a commodity.”

I wasn’t
interested. I hadn’t dealt in goods for years. “Services only,
Bernie,” I said. “Remember. It’s my rule. Who wants to get stuck
paying rent on a warehouse full of yesterday’s faves? I’m still
trying to move those Glenda Sings Michael
Jackson sides Pratface talked me
into.”

“What about investment?”
he says. “This is the real business, Ray, believe me.”

So I heard him out. It
wouldn’t be the first time Bernie had brought me back a nice profit
on some deal I’d helped him bankroll and I was all right at the
time. I’d just made the better part of a month’s turnover on a
package of theatreland’s most profitable stinkers brokered for a
party of filthy-rich New Muscovites who thought Checkov was
something you did with your lottery numbers.

As they absorbed the
quintessence of Euro-ersatz, guaranteed to offer, as its high
emotional moment, a long, relentless bowel movement, I would be
converting their hard roubles back into Beluga.

It’s a
turning world, the world of the international free market and
everything’s wonderful and cute and pretty and magical so long as you keep your
place on the carousel. It’s not good if it stops. And it’s worse if
you get thrown off altogether. Pray to Mammon that you never have
to seek the help of an organization that calls you a ‘client’. That
puts you outside the fairground forever. No more rides. No more
fun. No more life.

Bernie only did quality
art, so I knew I could trust that side of his judgement, but what
was it? A new batch of Raphaels turned up in a Willsden attic? Andy
Warhol’s lost landscapes found at the Pheasantry?

“There’s American
collectors frenzied for this stuff,” murmurs Bernie through a haze
of Sons of the Wind, Motorchair and Montecristo fumes. “And if it’s
decorated they go through the roof. All the big Swiss guys are
looking for it. Freddy K in Cairo has a Saudi buyer who tops any
price. Rose Sarkissian in Agadir represents three French
collectors. It’s never catalogued. It’s all word of mouth. And it’s
already turning over millions. There’s one inferior piece in New
York and none at all in Paris. The pieces in Zurich are probably
all fakes.”

This made me feel that I
was losing touch. I still didn’t know what he was getting
at.

“Listen,” I say, “before
we go any further, let’s talk about this London Bone.”

“You’re a fly one, Ray,”
he says. “How did you suss it?”

“Tell me what you know,” I
say. “And then I’ll fill you in.”

We went out of the pub,
bought some fish-and-chips at the Chinese and then walked up
Berwick Street and round to his little club in D’Arblay Street
where we sat down in his office and closed the door. The place
stank of cat-pee. He doted on his Persians. They were all out in
the club at the moment, being petted by the patrons.

“First,” he says, “I don’t
have to tell you Ray that this is strictly double-schtum and I will
kill you if a syllable gets out.”

“Naturally,” I
said.

“Have you ever seen any of
this Bone?” he asked. He went to his cupboard and found some
vinegar and salt. “Or better still handled it?”

“No,” I said. “Not unless
it’s fake scrimshaw.”

“This stuff’s got a depth
to it you’ve never dreamed about. A lustre. You can tell it’s the
real thing as soon as you see it. Not just the shapes or the
decoration, but the quality of it. It’s like it’s got a soul. You
could come close, but you could never fake it. Like amber, for
instance. That’s why the big collectors are after it. It’s
authentic, it’s newly-discovered and it’s rare.”

“What bone is
it?”

“Mastodon. Some people still call it mammoth ivory, but I
haven’t seen any actual ivory. It could be dinosaur. I don’t know.
Anyway, this bone is better
than ivory. Its in weird shapes, probably
fragments off some really big animal.”

“And where’s it coming
from?”

“The heavy clay of good
old London,” says Bernie. “A fortune at our feet, Ray. And my
people know where to dig.”

 

-------------------- 2
--------------------

 

I had to
be straight with Bernie. Until I saw a piece of the stuff in my own
hand and got an idea about it for myself, I couldn’t do anything.
The only time in my life I’d gone for a gold brick I’d bought it
out of respect for the genius running the scam. He deserved what I
gave him. Which was a bit less than he was hoping for. Rather than
be conned, I would rather throw
the money away. I’m like that with
everything.

I had my instincts, I told
Bernie. I had to go with them. He understood completely and we
parted on good terms.

If the
famous Lloyd Webber meltdown of ‘03 had happened a few months
earlier or later I would never have thought again about going into
the Bone business, but I was done in by one of those sudden changes
of public taste which made the George M. Cohan crash of ‘31 seem
like a run of The
Mousetrap.

Sentimental fascism went out the window. Liberal-humanist
contemporary relevance, artistic aspiration, intellectual and moral
substance and all that stuff was somehow in demand. It was
better than the sixties.
It was one of those splendid moments when the public pulls itself
together and tries to grow up. Jones’s Rhyme of the Flying Bomb song cycle
made a glorious come-back. American
Angels returned with even more punch. And
Sondheim made an incredible come-back.

He became
a quality brand-name. If it wasn’t by Sondheim or based on a tune
Sondheim used to hum in the shower, the punters didn’t want to
know. Overnight, the public’s product loyalty had changed. And I
must admit it had changed for the better. But my investments were
in Cats, and Dogs (Lord Webber’s last desperate attempt to squeeze from Thurber
what he sucked from Eliot), Duce!
and Starlight
Excess, all of which were now taking a
walk down Sunset Boulevard.
I couldn’t even get a regular price ticket for
myself at Sunday in the Park, Assassins or
Follies. Into The Woods
was solid for eighteen months ahead. I saw
Passion from the wings
and Sweeney Todd from the gods. Five Guys Named
Moe crumbled to dust. Phantom closed. Its author claimed
sabotage.

“Quality will out, Ray,”
says Bernie next time I see him at the Lou. “You’ve got to grant
the public that. You just have to give it time.”

“Fuck the public,” I said,
with some feeling. “They’re just nostalgic for quality at the
moment. Next year it’ll be something else. Meanwhile I’m bloody
ruined. You couldn’t drum a couple of oncers on my entire stock.
Even my ENO side-bets have died. Covent Garden’s a disaster. The
weather in Milan didn’t help. That’s where Cecilia Bartoli caught
her cold. I was lucky to be offered half-price for the Rossinis
without her. And I know what I’d do if I could get a varda at
bloody Simon Rattle.”

“So you won’t be able to
come in on the Bone deal?” said Bernie returning to his own main
point of interest.

“I said I was ruined,” I
told him, “not wiped out.”

“Well, I got something to
show you now, anyway,” says Bernie.

We went back to his
place.

       

He put it in my hand as if
it were a nugget of plutonium, a knuckle of dark, golden Bone,
split off from a larger piece, covered with tiny
pictures.

“The engravings are always
on that kind of Bone,” he said. “There are other kinds that don’t
have drawings, maybe from a later date. It’s the work of the first
Londoners, I suppose, when it was still a swamp. About the time
your Phoenician ancestors started getting into the upriver
woad-trade. I don’t know the significance, of course.”

The Bone itself was hard
to analyse because of the mixture of chemicals which has created it
and some of it had fused, suggesting prehistoric upheavals of some
kind. The drawings were extremely primitive. Any bored person with
a sharp object and minimum talent could have done them at any time
in history. The larger, weirder looking Bones, had no
engravings.

Stick people pursued other
stick people endlessly across the fragment. The work was
unremarkable. The beauty really was in the tawny ivory colour of
the Bone alone. It glowed with a wealth of shades and drew you
hypnotically into its depths. I imagined the huge animal of which
this fragment had one been an active part. I saw the bellowing
trunk, the vast ears, the glinting tusks succumbing suddenly to
whatever had engulfed her. I saw her body swaying, her tail lashing
as she trumpeted her defiance of her inevitable death. And now men
sought her remains as treasure. It was a very romantic image and of
course it would become my most sincere sales pitch.

“That’s six million
dollars you’re holding there,” said Bernie. “Minimum.”

Bernie had caught me at
the right time and I had to admit I was convinced. Back in his
office he sketched out the agreement. We would go in on a
fifty-fifty basis, funding the guys who would do the actual
digging, who knew where the Bone-fields were and who would tell us
as soon as we showed serious interest. We would finance all the
work, pay them an upfront earnest and then load by load in agreed
increments. Bernie and I would split the net profit fifty fifty.
There were all kinds of clauses and provisions covering the various
problems we foresaw and then we had a deal.

The
archeologists came round to my little place in Dolphin Square. They
were a scruffy bunch of students from the University of Norbury who
had discovered the Bone deposits on a run of the mill field trip in
a demolished Southwark housing estate and knew only that there
might be a market for them. Recent cuts to their grants had made
them desperate. Some lefty had come up with a law out of the
Magna Carta or somewhere
saying public land couldn’t be sold to private developers and so
there was a court case disputing the council’s right to sell the
estate to Livingstone International which also put a stop to the
planned rebuilding so we had indefinite time to
work.

The stoodies were grateful
for our expertise, as well as our cash. I was happy enough with the
situation. It was one I felt we could easily control. Middle-class
burbnerds get greedy the same as anyone else, but they respond well
to reason. I told them for a start off that all the Bone had to
come in to us. If any of it leaked onto the market by other means,
we’d risk losing our prices and that would mean the scheme was
over. Terminated, I said significantly. Since we had reputations as
well as investments to protect there would also be recriminations.
That’s all I had to say. Since those V serials kids think we’re
Krays and Mad Frankie Frazers just because we like to look smart
and talk properly.

We were fairly sure we
weren’t doing anything obviously criminal. The stuff wasn’t
treasure trove. It had to be cleared before proper foundations
could be poured. Quite evidently LI didn’t think it was worth
paying security staff to shuft the site. We didn’t know if digging
shafts and tunnels was even trespass, but we knew we had a few
weeks before someone started asking about us and by then we hoped
to have the whole bloody mastodon out of the deep clay and nicely
earning for us. The selling would take the real skill and that was
my job. It was going to have to be played sharper than South
African diamonds.

After that neither Bernie
nor I had anything to do with the dig. We rented a guarded lockup
in Clapham and paid the kids every time they brought in a
substantial load of Bone. It was incredible stuff. Bernie thought
that chemical action, some of it relatively recent, had caused the
phenomenon. “Like chalk, you know. You hardly find it anywhere.
Just a few places in England, France, China and Texas.” The kids
reported that there was more than one kind of animal down there,
but that all the Bone had the same rich appearance. They had
constructed a new tunnel, with a hidden entrance, so that even if
the building site was blocked to them, they could still get at the
Bone. It seemed to be a huge field, but most of the Bone was at
roughly the same depth. Much of it had fused and had to be chipped
out. They had found no end to it so far and they had tunneled
through more than half an acre of the dense, dark clay.

Meanwhile I was in
Amsterdam and Rio, Paris and Vienna and New York and Sydney. I was
in Tokyo and Seoul and Hong Kong. I was in Riyad, Cairo and
Baghdad. I was in Kampala and New Benin, everywhere there were
major punters. I racked up so many free airmiles in a couple of
months that they were automatically jumping me to first class. But
I achieved what I wanted. Nobody bought London Bone without
checking with me. I was the acknowledged expert. The prime source,
the best in the business. If you want Bone, said the art world, you
want Gold.

The Serious Fraud Squad
became interested in Bone for a while, but they had been assuming
we were faking it and gave up when it was obviously not
rubbish.

Neither Bernie nor I
expected it to last any longer than it did. By the time our first
phase of selling was over we were turning over so much dough it was
silly and the kids were getting tired and were worrying about
exploring some of their wildest dreams. There was almost nothing
left, they said. So we closed down the operation, moved our
warehouses a couple of times and then let the Bone sit there to
make us some money while everyone wondered why it had dried
up.

And at that moment,
inevitably, and late as ever, the newspapers caught on to the
story. There was a brief late-night TV piece. A few supplements
talked about it in their arts pages. This led to some news stories
and eventually it went to the tabloids and became anything you
liked from the remains of Martians to a new kind of nuclear waste.
Anyone who saw the real stuff was convinced but everyone had a
theory about it. The real exclusive market was finished. We kept
schtum. We were gearing up for the second phase. We got as far away
from our stash as possible.

Of course a few faces
tracked me down, but I denied any knowledge of the Bone. I was a
middle-man, I said. I just had good contacts. Half-a-dozen people
claimed to know where the Bone came from. Of course they talked to
the papers. I sat back in satisfied security, watching the mud
swirl over our tracks. Another couple of months and we’d be even
safer than the house I’d bought in Hampstead overlooking the heath.
It had a rather forlorn garden the size of Kilburn which needed a
lot of nurturing. That suited me. I was ready to retire to the
country and a big indoor swimming pool.

By the time a close
version of the true story came out, from one of the stoodies, who’d
lost all his share in a lottery syndicate, it was just one of many.
It sounded too dull. I told newspaper reporters that while I would
love to have been involved in such a lucrative scheme, my money
came from theatre tickets. Meanwhile, Bernie and I thought of our
warehouse and said nothing.

Now the stuff was getting
into the culture. It was chic. Puncher used it in their ads. It was
called Mammoth Bone by the media. There was a common story about
how a herd had wandered into the swampy river and drowned in the
mud. Lots of pictures dusted off from the Natural History Museum.
Experts explained the colour, the depths, the markings, the beauty.
Models sported a Bone motif.

Our second phase was to
put a fair number of inferior fragments on the market and see how
the public responded. That would help us find our popular price --
the most a customer would pay. We were looking for a few good
millionaires.

Frankly, as I told my
partner, I was more than ready to get rid of the lot. But Bernie
counselled me to patience. We had a plan and it made sense to stick
to it.

The trade
continued to run well for a while. As the sole source of the stuff,
we could pretty much control everything. Then one Sunday lunchtime
I met Bernie at The Six Jolly
Dragoons in Meard Alley, Soho. He had
something to show me, he said. He didn’t even glance around. He put
it on the bar in plain daylight. A small piece of Bone with the
remains of decorations still on it.

“What about it?” I
said.

“It’s not ours,” he
said.

My first thought was that
the stoodies had opened up the field again. That they had lied to
us when they said it had run out.

“No,” said Bernie, “it’s
not even the same colour. It’s the same stuff -- but different
shades. Gerry Goldstein lent it to me.”

“Where did he get
it?”

“He was offered it,” he
said.

We didn’t
bother to speculate where it had come from. But we did have rather
a lot of our Bone to shift quickly. Against my will, I made another
world tour and sold mostly to other dealers this time. It was a
standard second-wave operation but run rather faster than was wise.
We definitely missed the crest.        

However,
before deliveries were in and cheques were cashed, Jack Merrywidow,
the fighting MP for Brookgate and E. Holborn, gets up in the House
of Commons on telly one afternoon and asks if Prime Minister Bland
or any of his dope-dazed cabinet understand that human remains,
taken from the hallowed burial grounds of London, are being sold by
the piece in the international market place? Mr Bland makes a
plummy joke enjoyed at Mr Merrywidow’s expense and sits down. But
Jack won’t give up. They’re suddenly on telly. It’s
The Struggle of Parliament time. Jack’s had the Bone examined by experts. It’s human.
Undoubtedly human. The strange shapes are caused by limbs melting
together in soil heavy with lime. Chemical reactions, he says. We
have -- he raises his eyes to the camera -- been mining mass
graves.

A shock to all those who
still long for the years of common decency. Someone, says Jack, is
selling more than our heritage. Hasn’t free market capitalism got a
little bit out of touch when we start selling the arms, legs and
skulls of our forebears? The torsos and shoulder-blades of our
honourable dead? What did we used to call people who did that? When
was the government going to stop this trade in corpses?

It’s denied.

It’s proved.

It looks like trade is
about to slump.

I think
of framing the cheques as a reminder of the vagaries of fate and
give up any idea of popping the question to my old muse Little
Trudi, who is back on the market, having been dumped by her
corporate suit in a fit, he’s told her, of self-disgust after
seeing The Tolstoy Investment
with Eddie Izzard. Bernie, I tell my partner, the
Bone business is down the drain. We might as well bin the stuff
we’ve stockpiled.

Then two days later the TV
news reports a vast public interest in London Bone. Some lordly old
queen with four names comes on the evening news to say how by
owning a piece of Bone, you own London’s true history. You become a
curator of some ancient ancestor. He’s clearly got a vested
interest in the stuff. It’s the hottest tourist item since Jack the
Ripper razors and OJ gloves. More people want to buy it than
ever.

The only trouble is, I
don’t deal in dead people. It is, in fact, where I have always
drawn the line. Even Pratface Charlie wouldn’t sell his great,
great grandmother’s elbow to some overweight Jap in a deerstalker
and a kilt. I’m faced with a genuine moral dilemma.

I make a decision. I make
a promise to myself. I can’t got back on that. I go down to the
Italian chippy in Fortess Road, stoke up on nourishing ritual
grease (cod, roe, chips and mushy peas, bread and butter and tea,
syrup pudding), then heave my out of shape, but mentally prepared,
body up onto Parliament Hill to roll myself a big wacky-baccy fag
and let my subconscious think the problem through.

When I emerge from my
reverie, I have looked out over the whole misty London panorama and
considered the city’s complex history. I have thought about the
number of dead buried there since, say, the time of Bodicea, and
what they mean to the soil we build on, the food we still grow here
and the air we breath. We are recycling our ancestors all the time,
one way or another. We are sucking them in and shitting them out.
We’re eating them. We’re drinking them. We’re coughing them up. The
dead don’t rest. Bits of them are permanently at work. So what am I
doing wrong?

This thought is comforting
until my moral sense, sharpening itself up after a long rest, kicks
in with -- but what’s different here is you’re flogging the stuff
to people who take it home with them. Back to Wisconsin and
California and Peking. You take it out of circulation. You’re
dissipating the deep fabric of the city. You’re unravelling
something. Like, the real infrastructure, the spiritual and
physical bones of an ancient city...

On Kite Hill I suddenly
realise that those bones are in some way the deep lifestuff of
London.

It grows dark over the
towers and roofs of the metropolis. I sit on my bench and roll
myself up a further joint. I watch the silver rising from the
river, the deep golden glow of the distant lights, the plush of the
foliage, and as I watch it seems to shred before my eyes, like a
rotten curtain. Even the traffic noise grows fainter. Is the city
sick? Is she expiring? Somehow it seems there’s a little less
breath in the old girl. I blame myself. And Bernie. And those
kids.

There and then, on the
spot, I renounce all further interest in the Bone trade. If nobody
else will take the relics back, then I will.

There’s no resolve purer
than the deter-mination you draw from a really good
reefer.
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So now there isn’t a
tourist in any London market or antique arcade who isn’t searching
out Bone. They know it isn’t cheap. They know they have to pay. And
pay they do. Through the nose. And half of what they buy is crap or
fakes. This is a question of status, not authenticity. As long as
we say it’s good, they can say it’s good. We give it a provenance,
a story, something to colour the tale to the folks back home. We’re
honest dealers. We sell only the authentic stuff. Still they get
conned. But still they look. Still they buy.

Jealous
Mancunians and Brummies long for a history old enough to provide
them with Bone. A few of the early settlements, like Chester and
York, start turning up something like it, but it’s not the same.
Jim Morrison’s remains disappear from Pere
La Chaise. They might be someone else’s
bones, anyway. Rumour is they were KFC bones. The revolutionary
death-pits fail to deliver the goods. The French are furious. They
accuse the British of gross materialism and poor taste. Oscar Wilde
disappears. George Eliot. Winston Churchill. You name them. For a
few months there is a grotesque trade in the remains of the famous.
But the fashion has no intrinsic substance and fizzles out. Anyone
could have seen it wouldn’t run.

Bone has the image,
because Bone really is beautiful.

Too many
people are yearning for that Bone. The real stuff. It genuinely
hurts me to disappoint them. Circumstances alter cases. Against my
better judgement I continue in the business. I bend my principles,
just for the duration. We have as much turnover as we had selling
to the Swiss gnomes. It’s the latest item on the
beento list. ‘You
have to bring me back
some London Bone, Ethel, or I’ll never forgive you!’ It starts to
appear in the American luxury catalogs.

But by now there are
ratsniffers everywhere -- from Trade and Industry, from the
National Trust, from the Heritage Corp, from half-a-dozen South
London councils, from the Special Branch, from the CID, the Inland
Revenue and both the Funny and the Serious Fraud Squads.

Any busybody who ever
wanted to put his head under someone else’s bed is having a
wonderful time. Having failed dramatically with the STOP THIS
DISGUSTING TRADE approach, the tabloids switch to offering bits of
Bone as prizes in circulation boosters. I sell a newspaper
consortium a Tesco’s plastic bagfull for two-and-a-half mill via a
go-between. Bernie and I are getting almost frighteningly rich. I
open some bank accounts off-shore and I became an important
anonymous shareholder in the Queen Elizabeth Hall when it’s
privatized.

It doesn’t take long for
the experts to come up with an analysis. Most of the Bone has been
down there since the seventeenth century and earlier. They are the
sites of the old plague pits where legend had it still living
corpses were thrown in with the dead. For a while it must have
seemed like Auschwitz-on-Thames. The chemical action of lime,
partial burning, London clay and decaying flesh, together with the
broadening spread of the London water-table, thanks to various
engineering works over the last century, letting untreated sewage
into the mix, had created our unique London Bone. As for the
decorations, that, it was opined, was the work of the pit guards,
working on earlier bones found on the same site.

“Blood, shit and bone,”
says Bernie. “It’s what make the world go round. That and money, of
course.”

“And love,” I add. I’m
doing all right these days. It’s true what they say about a Roller.
Little Trudi has enthusiastically rediscovered my attractions. She
has her eye on a ring. I raise my glass. “And love,
Bernie.”

“Fuck that,” says Bernie.
“Not in my experience.” He’s buying Paul McCartney’s old place in
Wamering and having it converted for Persians. He has, it is true,
also bought his wife her dream house. She doesn’t seem to mind it’s
on the island of Las Cascadas about six miles off the coast of
Morocco. She’s at last agreed to divorce him. Apart from his
mother, she’s the only woman he ever had anything to do with and he
isn’t, he says, planning to try another. The only females he wants
in his house in future come with a pedigree a mile long, have all
their shots and can be bought at Harrods.
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I expect you heard what
happened. The private Bonefields, which contractors were
discovering all over South and West London, actually contained
public bones. They were part of our national inheritance. They had
living relatives. And stones, some of them. So it became a
political and a moral issue. The Church got involved. The airwaves
were crowded with concerned clergy. There was the problem of the
self-named bone-miners. Kids, inspired by our leaders’ rhetoric,
and aspiring to imitate those great captains of free enterprise
they had been taught to admire, were turning over ordinary
graveyards, which they’d already stripped of their saleable
masonry, and digging up somewhat fresher stiffs than was
seemly.

A bit too fresh. It was
pointless. The Bone took centuries to get seasoned and so far
nobody had been able to fake the process. A few of the older
graveyards had small deposits of Bone in them. Brompton Cemetery
had a surprising amount, for instance, and so did Highgate. This
attracted prospectors. They used shovels mainly, but sometimes low
explosives. The area around Karl Marx’s monument looked like they’d
refought the Russian Civil War over it. The barbed wire put in
after the event hadn’t helped. And as usual the public paid to
clean up after private enterprise. Nobody in their right mind got
buried any more. Cremation became very popular. The borough
councils and their financial managers were happy because more
valuable real estate wasn’t being occupied by a
non-consumer.

It didn’t matter how many
security guards were posted or, by one extreme Authority,
land-mines, the teenies left no grave unturned. Bone was still a
profitable item, even though the market had settled down since we
started. They dug up Bernie’s mother. They dug up my cousin
Leonard. There wasn’t a Londoner who didn’t have some intimate
unexpectedly back above ground. Every night you saw it on
telly.

It had caught the public
imagination. The media had never made much of the desecrated
graveyards, the chiselled-off angel’s heads and the uprooted
headstones on sale in King’s Road and the Boulevard St. Michel
since the nineteen seventies. These had been the targets of first
generation grave-robbers. Then there had seemed nothing left to
steal. Even they had balked at doing the corpses. Besides, there
wasn’t a market. This second generation was making up for lost
time, turning over the soil faster than an earthworm on
E.

The news shots became
cliches. The heaped earth, the headstone, the smashed coffin, the
hint of the contents, the leader of the Opposition coming on to say
how all this has happened since his mirror image got elected. The
councils argued that they should be given the authority to deal
with the problem. They owned the graveyards. And also, they
reasoned, the Bonefields. The profits from those fields should
rightly go into the public purse. They could help pay for the
Health Service. “Let the dead,” went their favourite slogan, “pay
for the living for a change.”

What the local politicians
actually meant was that they hoped to claim the land in the name of
the public and then make the usual profits privatising it. There
was a principle at stake. They had to ensure their friends and not
outsiders got the benefit.

The High Court eventually
gave the judgement to the public, which really meant turning it
over to some of the most rapacious borough councils in our history.
A decade or so earlier, that Charlie Peace of elected bodies, the
Westminster City Council, had tried to sell their old graveyards to
new developers. This current judgement allowed all councils at last
to maximise their assets from what was, after all, dead land,
completely unable to pay for itself, and therefore a natural target
for privatization. The feeding frenzy began. It was the closest
thing to mass cannibalism I’ve ever seen.

We had
opened a fronter in Old Sweden Street and had a couple of halfway
presentable slags from Bernie’s club taking the calls and answering
enquiries. We were straight up about it. We called it
The City Bone Exchange. The bloke who decorated it and did the sign specialised in
giving offices that long-established look. He’d created most of
those old-fashioned West End Hotels you’d never heard of until
1999. “If it’s got a Scottish name,” he used to say, “it’s one of
mine. Americans love the skirl of the pipes, but they trust a bit
of brass and varnish best.”

Our place was almost all
brass and varnish. And it worked a treat. The Ritz and the Savoy
sent us their best potential buyers. Incredibly exclusive private
hotels gave us taxi-loads of bland-faced American boy-men, reeking
of health and beauty products, bellowing their credentials to the
wind, rich matrons eager for anyone’s approval, massive Germans
with aggressive cackles, stern orientals glaring at us, daring us
to cheat them. They bought. And they bought. And they
bought.

The snoopers kept on
snooping but there wasn’t really much to find out. Livingstone
International took an aggressive interest in us for a while, but
what could they do? W e weren’t up to anything illegal just selling
the stuff and nobody could identify what if anything had been
nicked anyway. I still had my misgivings. They weren’t anything but
superstitions, really. It did seem sometimes that for every layer
of false antiquity, for every act of disneyfication, an inch or two
of our real foundations crumbled. You knew what happened when you
did that to a house. Sooner or later you got trouble. Sooner or
later you had no house.

We had more than our share
of private detectives for a while. They always pretended to be
customers and they always looked wrong, even to our girls.
Livingstone International had definitely made a connection. I think
they’d found our mine and guessed what a windfall they’d lost. They
didn’t seem at one with themselves over the matter. They even made
veiled threats. There was some swagger come in to talk about
violence but they were spotties who’d got all their language off
old nineties TV shows. So we sweated it out and the girls took most
of the heat. Those girls really didn’t know anything. They were
magnificently ignorant. They had tellies with chips which switch
channels as soon as they detect a news or information
programme.

I’ve always had a rule. If
you’re caught by the same wave twice, get out of the
water.

While I didn’t blame
myself for not anticipating the Great Andrew Lloyd Webber Slump, I
think I should have guessed what would happen next. The tolerance
of the public for bullshit had become decidedly and aggressively
negative. It was like the Bone had set new standards of public
aspiration as well as beauty. My dad used to say that about the
Blitz. Classical music enjoyed a huge success during the Second
World War. Everybody grew up at once. The Bone had made it happen
again. It was a bit frightening to those of us who had always
relied on a nice, passive, gullible, greedy punter for an
income.

The bitter fights which
had developed over graveyard and Bonefield rights and boundaries,
the eagerness with which some borough councils exploited their new
resource, the unseemly trade in what was, after all, human remains,
the corporate involvement, the incredible profits, the hypocrisies
and politics around the Bone brought us the outspoken disgust of
Europe. We were used to that. In fact, we tended to cultivate it.
But that wasn’t the problem.

The problem was that our
own public had had enough.

When the elections came
round, the voters systematically booted out anyone who had
supported the Bone trade. It was like the sudden rise of the
anti-slavery vote in Lincoln’s America. They demanded an end to the
commerce in London Bone. They got the Boneshops closed down. They
got work on the Bonefields stopped. They got their graveyards and
monuments protected and cleaned up. They got a city which started
cultivating peace and security as if it was a cash crop. Which
maybe it was. But it hurt me.

It was the end of my easy
money, of course. I’ll admit I was glad it was stopping. It felt
like they were slowing entropy, restoring the past. The quality of
life improved. I began to think about letting a few rooms for
company.

The mood of the country
swung so far into disapproval of the Bone trade that I almost began
to fear for my life. Road- and anti-abortion activists switched
their attention to Bone merchants. Hampstead was full of screaming
lefties convinced they owned the moral highground just because
they’d paid off their enormous mortgages. Trudi, after three
months, applied for a divorce, arguing that she had not known my
business when she married me. She said she was disgusted. She said
I’d been living on blood-money. The courts awarded her more than
half of what I’d made, but it didn’t matter any more. My
investments were such that I couldn’t stop earning. Economically, I
was a small oil-producing nation. I had my own international
dialling code. It was horrible in a way. Unless I tried very hard,
it looked like I could never be ruined again. There was no
justice.

I met
Bernie in The King Lyar
in Old Sweden Street, a few doors down from our
burned out office. I told him what I planned to do and he
shrugged.

“We both knew it was
dodgy,” he told me. “It was dodgy all along, even when we thought
it was mastodons. What it feels like to me, Ray, is -- it feels
like a sort of a massive transformation of the zeitgeist -- you
know, like Virginia Woolf said about the day human nature changed
-- something happens slowly and you’re not aware of it. Everything
seems normal. Then you wake up one morning and -- bingo! -- it’s
Nazi Germany or Bolshevik Russia or Thatcherite England or the
Golden Age -- and all the rules have changed.”

“Maybe it was the Bone
that did it,” I said. “Maybe it was a symbol everyone needed to
rally round. You know. A focus.”

“Maybe,” he said. “Let me
know when you’re doing it. I’ll give you a hand.”

About a week later we got
the van backed up to the warehouse loading bay. It was three
o’clock in the morning and I was chilled to the marrow. Working in
silence we transferred every scrap of Bone to the van. Then we
drove back to Hampstead through a freezing rain.

I don’t know why we did it
the way we did it. There would have been easier solutions, I
suppose. But behind the high walls of my big back garden, under the
old trees and etiolated rhododendrons, we dug a pit and filled it
with the glowing remains of the ancient dead.

The stuff was almost
phosphorescent as we chucked the big lumps of clay back on to it.
It glowed a rich amber and that faint, rosemary smell came off it.
I can still smell it when I go in there to this day. My soft fruit
is out of this world. The whole garden’s doing wonderfully
now.

In fact London’s doing
wonderfully. We seem to be back on form. There’s still a bit of a
Bone trade, of course, but it’s marginal.

Every so often I’m tempted
to take a spade and turn over the earth again, to look at the
fortune I’m hiding there. To look at the beauty of it. The strange
amber glow never fades and sometimes I think the decoration on the
Bone is an important message I should perhaps try to
decipher.

I’m still a very rich man.
Not justly so, but there it is. And, of course, I’m about as
popular with the public as Percy the Paedophile. Gold the Bone
King? I might as well be Gold the Grave Robber. I don’t go down to
Soho much. When I do make it to a show or something I try to
disguise myself a bit. I don’t see anything of Bernie any more and
I heard two of the stoodies topped themselves.

I do my best to make
amends. I’m circulating my profits as fast as I can. Talent’s
flooding into London from everywhere, making a powerful mix. They
say they haven’t known a buzz like it since 1967. I’m a reliable
investor in great new shows. Every year I back the Iggy Pop Awards,
the most prestigious in the business. But not everybody will take
my money. I am regularly reviled. That’s why some organisations
receive anonymous donations. They would refuse them if they knew
they were from me.

I’ve had the extremes of
good and bad luck riding this particular switch in the zeitgeist
and the only time I’m happy is when I wake up in the morning and
I’ve forgotten who I am. It seems I share a common disgust for
myself.

Another
bloke, who used to be very rich before he made some frenetic
investments after his career went down the drain, called me the
other day. He knew of my interest in the theatre, that I had
invested in several West End hits. He thought I’d be interested in
his idea. He wanted to revive his first success,
Rebecca’s Incredibly Far Out Well
or something, which he described as a powerful
religious rock opera guaranteed to capture the new nostalgia
market. The Times, he told me, they were a-changin’. His show, he
continued, was full of raw old-fashioned R&B energy. Just the
sort of authentic sound to attract the new no-nonsense youngsters.
Wasn’t it cool that Madonna wanted to do the title role? And Bob
Geldof would play the Spirit of the Well. Rock and roll, man! It’s all in the staging, man! Remember
the boat in Phantom? I can make it look better than real. On stage,
man, that well is W.E.T. WET! Rock and roll! I could see that little wizened fist punching the air in a
parody of the vitality he craved and whose source had always eluded
him.

I had to tell him it was a
non-starter. I’d turned over a new leaf, I said. I was taking my
ethics seriously.

These days I only deal in
living talent.
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INTO THE BLANK WHERE LIFE IS
HURLED

By Ken Scholes

 

A SUDDEN,
SHARP INCREASE IN THE room’s temperature
signaled the Fallen’s arrival, and William scrambled to the floor
to prostrate himself. He averted his eyes, hearing the door the
open, and waited as the sweat trickled down his sides. Soft
footfalls passed his desk and he risked a glance up. The Fallen
strode through the office, arrogant and nude, the stubs on its back
twitching as if with memories of flight. William held his breath as
it opened Fisk’s door and slipped inside. Then, he waited to a
count of twenty and returned to his desk.

The
uncrowded newsroom remained silent though a hundred questions
begged for asking. The Fallen... here?
Why? Did you see its eyes? No... never, never the eyes.
The temperature dropped a hair and William went
back to the paper he’d been doodling.

He’d
intended it to be a poem. The words rarely came to him but when
they did, his fingers looked for release to no avail. In this
place, pencil leads broke, words ran together, ink faded and all
lines of literary endeavor bled into a meaningless puddle of bits
and blotches. The only stories he wrote now... the only stories he
was allowed to
write... were the meaningless drivel the Gazette required of
him.

Long ago, before the War
that brought him here, he remembered a blossoming career as a
novelist. Tales of the fantastic and supernatural. Now, words
haunted him like unrequited love.

For five minutes longer,
he fiddled with the paper. The temperature shot up as Fisk’s door
opened again and William joined the others on the floor. The Fallen
rarely traveled to this ring and to his knowledge, they’d never
visited this building before today. This was the second he’d ever
encountered.

He waited, listening to
the footfalls, heard them stop at his desk, and forced his eyes
open to confront the bare feet before him. The Fallen hissed, then
continued on its way. As it left the building, the scattered
collection of reporters and support staff released held breath and
the temperature returned to normal.

“Hodgson... my office.
Now.”

William climbed slowly to
his feet and let them carry him to toward Vernon Fisk’s voice. The
others looked at him, faces still pale.

“Be a good chap and close
the door,” Fisk said from behind his desk, waving half of a cigar
at an empty chair. William pulled it shut and sat down. “Still
taking stabs at your passion, eh?”

Surprised, William
realized that he still held the pencil and scrap of paper tightly
in his fist. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“No need, no need.” Fisk
leaned forward. He was a fat man, his face pocked and perpetually
slick with sweat. “I was a brewer you know. Brewed great beers.
Even won an award. Of course, down here it comes to nothing. I
tried for years before giving up.”

William nodded.

“Well, enough of the past.
On to the future.” He nodded towards the door. “You’re probably
wondering what that was about. Special assignment... from the top,
or from the bottom if you prefer.” He snorted at his own joke.
“Story of the century for us, it is.”

The Gazette printed little that was news. During his time with the paper,
William had interviewed new arrivals, promoted local gossip, and
churned out propaganda on demand.

“Sir?”

Fisk stubbed out his
cigar. “Story of the century. Somewhat of a celebrity I’m told,
too. I guess you know him; he was after my time.”

“Who, sir?”

“Why... Harry Houdini,
that’s who. Just arrived and already at it.”

William’s mind lurched him
back to the turn of the century in a different life. A Blackburn
stage, an angry mob, an arrogant showman and the equally arrogant
young man William had once been. He could still hear the clinking
of the shackles.

“Smug bastard,” William
said in a low voice. “I’m not surprised.”

Fisk
looked up. “Yes, it said you’d met before. I trust it wasn’t a favorable
encounter?”

“I was young. He made a
challenge; I took him up on it. Went over two hours, he did, but in
the end he got out of it.” William chuckled. “Of course, I didn’t
see it. Afraid of the mob. I fled the scene and hid
out.”

“Well,
you’ve got the story. They
insisted.”

“An interview then, sir?”
Dread crept into him... this was the last person he wanted to sit
down with, even for half an hour in one of Hell’s more tolerable
rings.

Fisk
belly-laughed. “More than that, Hodgson. It seems Mr. Houdini has
announced his run for the Ear. You’re to accompany him, chronicle
the journey, and return with the story.” Fisk paused. “Well, no
guarantees on returning. It is
the Ear, of course.”

William knew little about
the Ear. Somewhere on some abandoned edge, it supposedly stood
alone. Whispered legends traveled the rumor circuit: Few had seen
it, few had spoken into its cool, crystal surface. Some believed
Michelangelo had carved it on some great Assignment of Grace from
Above, guarded by angels as he worked tirelessly. William believed
it was most likely bunk.

“But sir, I’m not sure I’m
the best -- “

Fisk
interrupted. “You’re not
the best. But They want you. And who am I to deny
Them?”

William swallowed. “He’ll
take one look at me and that’ll be that, with all due
respect.”

“How long’s it been since
you met him?”

Time was hard to count
here. He did the best math he could. “Over twenty
years.”

Fisk grunted. “I’ll book
you passage on the Titanic. You’ll leave at dawn for Hellsmouth.
Two weeks... enough time for you to grow out that beard of yours, I
should think. I don’t think he’ll know you, Hodgson.”

William stood. A heaviness
fell over him. Two ghosts rattling their chains from his past.
Houdini and the sea. It couldn’t get much worse.

 

William re-slung his
sea-bag at the tavern door. He’d waited a full five minutes, his
brain racing ahead to scout out the possibilities. Would Houdini
recognize him? During his two weeks on the black, oily sea his
beard had itched its way to fullness, but would that be enough? And
if he were recognized, what did it really matter? The night he had
bound the swaggering showman was long buried in the past. But
William had not forgotten; he doubted Houdini had
either.

Opening the door, he
pushed his way inside. The tavern was crowded with a scattering of
damned souls that drank in small groups talking in low
voices.

Houdini was not hard to
spot; all new arrivals carried an otherworldly quality and Houdini
transcended even that. He seemed the only unbroken man in the room,
sitting alone at a table in the back corner. He looked up, his face
an inverted triangle beneath tangled hair. He’d aged from the young
stage-hound he’d once been but his eyes still held their
brightness. He smiled as William approached.

“You’re the reporter
then?” Houdini extended his hand.

The grip
was strong and William returned it. “Yes. Bill Hopewell,
Graytown Gazette.”

“Englishman?”

William nodded and sat.
Houdini waved to the bartender, a misshapen, one-eyed dwarf in a
stained apron. The dwarf dried off his hands with a towel and moved
sluggishly towards them.

“I spent a great deal of
time in England,” Houdini said. “Great country, great
people.”

“Thank you, Mr.
Houdini.”

The bartender reached
their table, his one eye soaking in his newest customer. “What’ll
it be, gov?”

William nodded towards
Houdini’s empty glass. “The same.”

Houdini chuckled. “Water
then, Bulsby.” He leaned in towards William as the dwarf moved
away. “And call me Ehrich, William. Houdini was a stage name and
there is no stage here.”

They sat in silence, the
low voices from other tables providing a static buzz. The dwarf
returned with two glasses of slightly brown water and Houdini laid
a small, carved stick on the table. Most used coins here but some
few elite carried the badge of a Fallen patron. Curiosity and dread
danced slowly behind William’s eyes. A patron. For
Houdini.

The dwarf nodded. “On the
house of course.”

“Good man,” Houdini said.
He put the stick in his pocket. “These come in handy.”

William pulled a
travel-stained notebook and pencil from his jacket pocket and
placed them before him on the table. He sipped the tepid water,
grimacing as the slight taste of sulfur hit his tongue. “May I ask
you some questions, Mr. Houdini?”

Houdini looked up.
“Please. And again, call me Ehrich.”

William forced a weak
smile. “Very well. Ehrich.” He paused. This was always the
uncomfortable bit, the question he never wanted to ask. To him, it
implied rudeness and a lack of compassion. Still, he had to ask:
the inquiring minds clamored to know. “What brings you to
Hell?”

Houdini barked a short
laugh. “Direct, aren’t you, Bill?” He folded his hands and his eyes
shone in the dimly lit tavern. “A burst appendix and an inflated
ego.” William scribbled this down. “How about you,
Bill?”

The question caught him
off guard. No one asked, at least not in polite company. He felt an
embarrassed flush rise to his face like an unexpected house-guest
six o’clock of a Sunday morning. He cleared his voice, eyes focused
on the paper before him. “The war. Artillery shell I
think.”

“The Great
War?”

“There are no great wars.”
Suddenly his ears were full with the crash of rifles and the
screams of dying men. His nose was filled with the stink of blood
and smoke. He ventured a glance at Houdini. Sympathy etched the
older man’s features.

“Sorry Bill. You’re
absolutely correct.” Houdini grinned a weak grin. “If it helps at
all, we won you know.”

“I know. It doesn’t.” He
paused, took another drink. “You were a showman before.” It was a
statement, not a question.

“Of sorts. A magician. An
escape artist. A de-bunker of phonies. But that’s not important
anymore.”

“And you intend to run for
the Ear?”

“Yes. You and I, Bill.”
The light came alive in Houdini’s eyes. His face shone. “Know
anything about the Ear?”

“Michelangelo. Assignment
of Grace. Those who speak into it, speak to... well, speak to...
it’s bunk. Rubbish.”

Houdini nodded slowly.
“Perhaps. But it is out there, waiting, at the edge of Hell itself.
And I intend to say my bit into it.”

William forgot his
note-taking and looked up. “Why in Hell would you do such a thing?
Have you any idea what lives in those Wastelands? Have you --
“

Houdini interrupted him
with a wave of his hand. “I made a promise, Bill. I will keep that
promise.”

“You... we... may never reach it. And if we do, it may be for nothing.
And, regardless, we may never return to tell anyone.” He felt fear
now and agitation, hungry hands grabbing at him.

“It doesn’t matter if I
return.” Houdini’s eyes hardened. “It only matters that I go.” He
raised his glass to his mouth and gulped. He stood, somehow
towering larger than life despite his lack of height. “There will
be much time for questions on the way. We leave at
dawn.”

Deliberate in his step,
Houdini strode from the room. And William sat for a long time after
he left.

 

It took nearly a week to
reach the Wasteland’s edge. The film crew waited for them there, a
scattering of tents, two large trucks and a bullet-riddled biplane.
Over the days and nights of walking, William had found an
unexpected depth in his traveling companion along with answers to
the questions. At night, in his tent, he scribbled his notes by
candlelight, shaping a story that came so close to fiction that his
spelling faltered and his pencils broke. Still, he pressed on,
filling half of his notebook.

Surprisingly, he’d found
similarities between them and that identification led to the
beginnings of admiration. He himself had been the son of an
Anglican priest; Houdini was the son of a rabbi. Both had committed
themselves to a life of physical exercise. Both had written strange
tales of fancy. At first, it had unsettled him, recalling that
night long ago and the contempt they’d had for one another. But
with time, that bled away.

Now, they stood on a rise,
the film crew camped immediately below and the Wasteland stretching
out towards a line of broken-toothed mountains. William raised a
questioning eyebrow at Houdini’s smile. “What’s this about,
Ehrich?”

Houdini chuckled. “I
arranged it with His Lordship. It was really more of a suggestion
but the old bugger jumped on it. Did you know that in all of Hell
there are but three aeroplanes?”

William was not surprised.
He hadn’t seen one since the War.

“I thought it would do
nicely to capture the moment for posterity’s sake.”

A man in khaki saw them,
barked orders, and waved. He walked quickly up the hill towards
them, out of breath as he arrived.

“Ah,” he said. “There you
are.” He ignored William, shoving his hand into Houdini’s and
pumping it furiously. “Albert Maxwell the third.”

“Ehrich
Weiss. And William Hopewell of the Gazette.”

The director glanced at
William briefly, then shifted his attention back to his star. “No
need for modesty. You are Harry Houdini.”

Houdini shrugged. “Are you
ready?”

“Yes. We’ve all the
necessary precautions. We’ll follow behind in the trucks, out of
the way of course. We’ll use the plane to hop ahead, shoot the
scenes, and back to camp before nightfall.”

“Precautions?” William
knew a little about the Wastelands. The nights there belonged to
the Shriekers and Howlers... the days belonged to the
Abandoned.

“I’ll show you.” Maxwells
turned and started down the hill. Shouldering their packs, the two
travelers followed.

A mixed crew awaited.
Several Hindis, a few Arabs and a scattering of Irish-looking
scrawny men. Maxwell was American. The men looked up as they
approached, then went back to their work. They were disassembling a
vast array of vacuum tubes and unhooking wires from a gas
generator.

Shock grabbed William as
his memories played out the past. An electric pentacle, he
realized. Something his imagination had cooked up for stories he’d
written long ago. “Where did you get this?”

Maxwell shrugged. “It was
provided. Along with these.” He uncovered a tarp on one of the
trucks, then pried open a long wooden crate. It contained a dozen
Enfield rifles. He opened another box and dug out a handful of
shells. “Blessed by some Damned priest in Graytown.” He lowered his
voice. “Doesn’t mean much, but it should be enough to stop a
Howler.”

He saw the look that must
have been on William’s face. Houdini saw it too. “Not for us, Bill.
Part of the contract, I’m afraid.” He offered a reassuring,
sympathetic smile. “We’ll be fine without them. Trust
me.”

They spent the remainder
of the day in camp, Houdini and Maxwell off to the side excitedly
discussing logistics and filming techniques. They pitched their
one-man tents on the edge of the Wasteland, struggling to sleep as
the night desert came alive with unbearable noise.

In the morning, after a
brief session in front of the camera, they set out
alone.

True to his word, Maxwell
and the cameraman flew ahead in the two-seater, landing, shooting
film, leaving, returning and departing again as the sky grayed
towards night. William lost track of how many trips were made, and
gradually lost track of how many days had passed in this dead,
shattered place. Somewhere behind, the caravan crawled slowly
along. Some nights, he could see it glowing miles back.

Twilights, as they stopped
to make camp, Houdini always drew away, mouth working silently as
he etched signs and symbols into the hard-packed ground. William
avoided asking where he’d learned the protective ward-making. The
first night, he’d lain awake terrified as the screaming pummeled
his ears and shook the tent. But the wards had held each night and
the days had passed without incident or encounter.

Eventually, the mountains
loomed above them, casting long shadows that overtook them as they
trudged along. They could just make out the smallest speck of a
gated cave when they encountered their first Abandoned. Only they
didn’t know it at first.

A speck became a figure
became a child, sitting alone with its head in its hands. The
little boy looked up as they approached. His eyes were red from
crying. He wore a tattered overcoat and knickers.

“Papa?”

Houdini took a step
forward; William caught his arm. “Careful, Ehrich.”

He shot William an angry
glance. “It’s a child, Bill.” Houdini moved closer and knelt before
the boy.

William felt danger but
didn’t know what to do with it. “It can’t be. No child could
survive out here alone.” He swallowed, tasting the dust. “It’s
bait. Or worse.”

Houdini ignored him and
stretched a hand out to the boy. “What’s your name? What are you
doing here?”

The child’s lip trembled.
“I’m... lost.” William saw something, a darkly intelligent light,
behind the child’s eyes. “My name is Mayer Weiss.”

William saw Houdini flinch
and then tense. “Mayer?”

The child began to change.
Its mouth stretched and elongated, jagged teeth filling a gaping
hole. The eyes became black and it lunged forward with a deep
growl. It tackled Houdini, its claws grappling for a
hold.

William couldn’t move. He
willed himself to act but his rebellious legs held fast. Houdini
rolled in the sand, yelling, pushing and kicking at the
creature.

Even in the burning
Wasteland, he felt the temperature shift upwards. There was a dark
flash and suddenly Ehrich lay still and alone. The creature had
flown thirty feet to land heavily in the sand. Another flash and it
began to shriek. Flash after flash, the Abandoned was torn apart
and strewn onto the desert floor.

Fascinated, William forgot
to prostrate himself. When it had finished, the Fallen glared at
them, hissed disgust, and vanished.

William went to Houdini
and offered him a hand up. “Are you okay?”

Houdini
nodded, shaken, staring at the pieces of meat. “I wondered...” The
words drifted off. He brushed off his clothes. “I
thought it had been too
easy.”

William watched him
without a word. A knot of dread grew in his stomach.

“They’re protecting us,”
Houdini muttered. “As if They want us to succeed.”

Yes, William thought. And
he knew that no good could come of it.

 

The carved words above the
gate were Latin.

“Broken dreams, eh?”
Houdini said, smiling. “It’s not far now, Bill. Not far at all.” He
pointed to the dark opening. “Just beyond the caves.” He turned and
smiled to the camera, giving a thumbs-up sign.

Maxwell nodded excitedly.
“We’ll see you on the other side boys.” He’d briefed them that
morning. The caravan would stop here and they would make several
trips flying gear over the mountains to set up a small camp. There
would even be champagne.

Houdini handed Bill an
electric torch. He clicked it on and its tongue of light probed the
cave. The hair on his neck stood up. With a firm clap on the back,
his companion brushed past and into the cave. William
followed.

The difference in
temperature was uncanny. Outside, the desert baked. Inside,
coolness prevailed. The cavern stretched deep into the mountain,
straight and wide enough for three to go abreast. They walked side
by side, Houdini whistling a circus tune as they went.

Behind them, the iris of
light gradually closed as they made their way.

“No broken dreams as yet,”
Houdini said.

William shrugged. He
thought back to the relative ease of the wasteland crossing and the
Fallen’s intervention. “Maybe They’ve come ahead of us.”

“Maybe.” Houdini paused.
“Did you hear that?”

William stopped as well
and leaned forward. “No.”

An hour
later, the straight, broad cavern spilled into a massive room.
Easily two dozen openings marked the opposite wall. Houdini rubbed
his chin. “I thought it was too easy.”

A drowsy fog settled onto
William.

Then Houdini’s eyes went
wide. “Papa?” He moved towards one of the openings.

William caught his arm.
“Ehrich?”

Panic laced Houdini’s
voice. “Surely you heard that?”

He shook his head. He’d
heard nothing. At first.

Then he heard the crying
from another opening at the far end of the room. He turned towards
it, the voice familiar. He opened and closed his mouth, then turned
back to where Houdini had stood. Houdini was already disappearing
into the opening, following a voice that William could not
hear.

“Oh William, why?” the
distant voice said between sobs. He turned away from his
companion.

“Mother?” He broke into a
trot.

“Oh William.”

He ran blindly, the light
bouncing over the narrowing walls as he followed the twisting and
turning passageway. After what felt like hours, he stumbled into a
small chamber. His mother knelt in the center, hands folded
imploringly, clutching a crumpled letter.

“Oh my boy. My precious
boy.”

“Mother?” He stopped and
crouched beside her, reaching for her. “I’m here.” Somewhere in the
back of his mind a nagging tickle tried to tell him that this could
not be his mother. But he could see her, hear her voice, smell the
lavender soap from her skin.

She looked up at him. “You
can’t be here. You’re dead.”

As he reached for her, she
pulled away. “Mother, I’m here.

She thrust the letter
under his nose. “No. Dead. It’s all right here. You couldn’t leave
well enough alone, could you?” She sneered and then spat at him,
the warm, dry phlegm splattering his cheek.

Frustration tightened his
throat in preparation for tears. “No Mother. I’m...” Another voice,
further away, called to him and something outside of himself forced
him to his feet.

“My Lord,” the voice said,
“Why have you forsaken me?”

“Father?”

“He’s dead too,” the old
woman spat. “Dead and in Hell, God Damn him.”

As he raced from the
chamber, she cackled wordlessly after him.

He found his father in
another room, trying to drink dust from a hollow in the floor.
“Son? Is that you?”

“Father, what are you
doing here?”

The old man looked up. His
clergy collar hung open at the neck of his ripped black shirt. “You
could’ve saved me.”

William moved closer but
another voice caught him. The frustration became despair and the
despair vented itself in his cry. “No.”

The voice was that of his
wife. Then another joined it. And another. Until it seemed that a
multitude surrounded him. The voices coalesced into a litany of his
misdeeds and good intentions gone wrong, every dream or hope
another had attached to him, every disappointed expectation. He
fell onto his side and clutched his head.

One more voice joined the
choir. A voice like nails on slate. “Enough.”

He sucked in hot air and
fought to control his breathing. He could not force his eyes
open.

The voice spoke again.
“You are the one called Hodgson.”



The heat became
unbearable. A rough hand grabbed at his arm and tore it away from
his face.

“You will
speak.”

William finally looked.
The Fallen stood over him glaring down, its black eyes burning into
him. “Y-yes,” he whispered. “I am Hodgson.”

The creature nodded. “Your
time is nearly come. On the third day you will bind the one called
Houdini. Is the meaning of this clear?”

William sat up, cowering.
Memories of that stage long ago leaped back to him. The Fallen
anticipated his question.

“This binding will hold.
This is what Hell has chosen for him.”

He swallowed. He wanted to
say no, wanted to strike back, to cry out to some God for
deliverance and bring down this demon. He swallowed again,
trembling with fear.

The Fallen dropped a small
black box. It landed with a thud and the creature turned its back.
“When you have bound him, this will be yours.”

William
took the box and fumbled it open. The pen inside was blindingly
beautiful, even in the dim cave. It shone with a sharp clarity like
nothing he’d ever seen in this place and he knew in a moment that
it was not of this place. He stroked it, feeling its power, and knew that
with this pen his curse would be lifted. With this pen, Hell could
become Heaven for him.

“Close the box. I can not
bear the blasphemy it contains.”

He closed it and the
Fallen turned, scooping it up.

“Is the meaning of this
clear?”

William licked his lips
and nodded. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again he sat
alone and the caves were silent but for Houdini’s sobs somewhere
far ahead.

 

They saw the camp first,
three tents pitched near the biplane. Two figures worked at
connecting the electric pentacle. Twilight was not far
off.

William had found Houdini
and dragged him from the caves two days before. Neither man spoke
of what they had encountered, but Houdini showed it in his eyes.
They had been bright and dauntless before. Now, loss swam in them
from time to time. Silence settled between the two more frequently
as they neared the end of their journey.

Now with the camp in
sight, Houdini grinned. They stopped, catching their breath. “There
it is, Bill. By God, there it is.” He pointed.

The desert became scrub
and then transformed into a patch of bright green. Centered in the
lawn, a large object sparkled and threw back light.

The horizon stood close
here at the edge of the Ring. Behind them, the mountains crawled
upward. Ahead of them, the Wasteland evaporated into a sheet of
blank gray just past the Ear. This, William knew, was the edge of
Hell itself.

He couldn’t share
Houdini’s joy. Tomorrow would be the third day and since the caves,
he’d realized exactly why their journey had been so
easy.

They entered the camp and
the small crew applauded as the camera rolled on. Maxwell broke out
a case of champagne and they drank it warm from the
bottles.

Houdini raised his bottle
in the direction of the lawn and its large crystalline ear. The
light had already gone but they’d seen it, massive and shining, set
into the ground and leaning slightly so that one could climb into
it and whisper homeward. “Tomorrow at first light,” he said
loudly.

Always the showman,
William thought. Somehow it made him feel better about what he must
do.

 

He slept fitfully,
awakening again and again in the tent. At dawn, he climbed into his
clothes to meet Houdini and the camera crew outside. The filming
commenced without a word and Houdini turned towards the grassy
plain. The ear, perhaps thirty feet in diameter, caught pink light
and winked at them from the center of the plain.

It’s beautiful, William
thought. He be-lieved the stories now. The sight of it easily
persuaded him.

Houdini started towards
the grass, then stopped. A large stake had been driven into the
desert floor. Near it, the Fallen stood grinning. Houdini took a
step back and in a flash, the Fallen had gripped his arms, holding
him tightly.

“Bind him, Hodgson.” Its
voice was a hiss.

Houdini
struggled, then recognized the name. “Hodgson?” He twisted, his
face going red with fury and effort. His eyes locked on William’s
and went cold. “You.”

Someone shoved chains into
his hands and the Fallen dragged Houdini to the stake. William
began binding him just as he had done on that Blackburn Stage so
many years before. Houdini spat and bit, writhing and
kicking.

“I should’ve known.
Hodgson, you bastard.”

William said nothing and
did his best to avoid the showman’s eyes. The accusations they
shouted were louder than Houdini’s words. In ten minutes, the
strong man was bound, facing the grass and the ear. Maxwell
grinned, the crew laughed and pointed. The camera rolled
on.

Houdini howled.

The Fallen dropped the box
at William’s feet. He picked it up, turned his back on them all,
and returned to the tent.

He wrote all day and into
the night, nearly oblivious to Houdini’s cries. Gradually, the
cursing had become pleading. At one point, William could have sworn
he’d invoked the faith of both their fathers, but then the pen
grabbed him and dragged him back into his passion.

The stories and poems
unfolded like magic onto the page, flowing out in ways they never
had during his life. He wrote until the cramping of his hand forced
him to stop, and then, he read what he had written.

The stories and poems
weaved a tapestry that blended into one monumental message that
Hell could not contain, and William’s heart could not contain it
either. He broke into tears and threw the pen away from him. He
grabbed up the strewn papers from his notebook in fistfuls and
shredded them.

He stood, grabbed up the
pen, and strode into the early morning. He could feel determination
and rage hardening his face and stiffening his limbs as he walked
towards the Ear.

Houdini hung limply by his
chains. He raised his head weakly. “It’s okay, Bill.”

William ignored him. The
Fallen stood nearby. Clutching the pen, William approached. “I’ve
changed my mind,” William said.

It hissed. “Take that
obscenity from my sight,” it said, waving the pen away, eyes
squinting to avoid the golden glare of light from its
surface.

Without a word, William
sprung forward, bringing the pen up and plunging it into the
Fallen’s white chest. It shrieked as the sliver of heaven slid into
its skin and black filth plumed out like a swarm of gnats. The
Fallen clutched at it and William kept his grip as he came down on
top of the demon.

Behind him, Houdini’s
voice took on new life. “The grass, Bill, by God in Heaven, the
grass!”

William’s body translated
the words before his mind could. Hand firmly on the pen, driving it
deeper, arms locked around the Fallen, he scrambled with his feet
to drag the creature onto the lawn. It screamed and bucked against
him, then melted into dust. William lay still, panting, feeling the
cool of the grass enfold him.

He sat up. Maxwell and his
crew stood in silence. Standing, he picked up the golden
pen.

“I could use that,”
Houdini said with a tired grin.

He took it to him and
crouched beside him while the escape artist did his trick. He
watched as Ehrich took the pen apart by touch, stripping it down to
its basic parts before selecting the piece best suited for picking
the locks that held him.

The film crew continued
shooting.

When Houdini finished, he
stood, rubbing his wrists. He winked at William. “I’m glad you
figured it out, Bill.”

William nodded. The
tapestry within the stories and poems he’d written. “It was never
about the Ear.”

“No.”

Maxwell stepped forward.
His face looked pale. Before he could speak, Houdini pounced and
spun him into a human shield. “The rifles?” he asked.

 

At last they approached the
Ear. Now armed, William and Ehrich cautiously watched the lone
cameraman that followed. They had tied the others up.

“It’s too big of news to
not film it,” Houdini had said, giving in to Maxwell’s pleas
despite William’s misgivings.

The ear stood before them
now and Houdini leaned his rifle against its base. Then, he leapt
into the air and caught the rim, pulling himself up and onto the
crystalline lobe. He climbed a bit, then looked down. “I think this
is it,” he said. His voice carried perfectly.

William put his attention
back on the cameraman while Houdini spoke slowly above
him.

“The message I want to
sent back to my wife is... ” Houdini paused, then spoke clearly and
firmly: “Rosabelle. Answer. Tell. Pray. Answer. Look. Tell. Answer.
Answer. Tell.”

He climbed down. The tears
ran freely down his face. “You’re sure you have nothing to
say?”

William nodded. “I’m
sure.”

They left the cameraman
untied and climbed into the waiting plane.

“Now for my last escape.”
Houdini released the brake and the sent them bouncing towards the
expanse of gray ahead. William heard Maxwell shouting for the
single man standing to keep shooting and then the voice was lost in
the roar of the engine.

They lifted into the air
and were swallowed by nothingness.

They flew
in silence, flew on for hours long after the fuel became vapor. A
random line of verse from his past floated to the surface of
William’s mind. Into the blank where life
is hurled. He didn’t realize he’d said it
aloud until Houdini asked.

“Something I wrote a long
time ago,” he shouted.

Now the engine coughed and
sputtered. Now the plane shuddered and bucked in the wind. Now the
gray around them took on tinges of blue. Now a green cliff soared
ahead of them and two waiting figures waved. A rabbi and a priest,
he knew, watching their prodigal sons come Home.

Houdini laughed. William
laughed with him.
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TIDELINE

By Elizabeth
Bear

 

CHALCEDONY WASN’T BUILT FOR
CRYING. She didn’t
have it in her, not unless her tears were cold tapered glass
droplets annealed by the inferno heat that had crippled
her.

Such tears as that might slide down her skin over melted
sensors to plink unfeeling on the sand. And if they had, she would
have scooped them up, with all the other battered pretties, and
added them to the wealth of trash jewels that swung from the nets
reinforcing her battered carapace.

They would have called her salvage, if there were anyone
left to salvage her. But she was the last of the war machines, a
three-legged oblate teardrop as big as a main battle tank, two big
grabs and one fine manipulator folded like a spider’s palps beneath
the turreted head that finished her pointed end, her polyceramic
armour spiderwebbed like shatterproof glass. Unhelmed by her remote
masters, she limped along the beach, dragging one fused limb. She
was nearly derelict.

The beach was where she met Belvedere.

Butterfly coquinas unearthed by retreating breakers squirmed
into wet grit under Chalcedony’s trailing limb. One of the rear
pair, it was less of a nuisance on packed sand. It worked all right
as a pivot, and as long as she stayed off rocks, there were no
obstacles to drag it over.

As she struggled along the tideline, she became aware of
someone watching. She didn’t raise her head. Her chassis was
equipped with targeting sensors which locked automatically on the
ragged figure crouched by a weathered rock. Her optical input was
needed to scan the tangle of seaweed and driftwood, Styrofoam and
sea glass that marked high tide.

He watched her all down the beach, but he was unarmed, and
her algorithms didn’t deem him a threat.

Just as well. She liked the weird flat-topped sandstone
boulder he crouched beside.

 

The next day, he watched again. It was a good day; she
found a moonstone, some rock crystal, a bit of red-orange pottery
and some sea glass worn opalescent by the tide.

 

“Whatcha picken up?”

“Shipwreck beads,” Chalcedony answered. For days, he’d been
creeping closer, until he’d begun following behind her like the
seagulls, scrabbling the coquinas harrowed up by her dragging foot
into a patched mesh bag. Sustenance, she guessed, and indeed he
pulled one of the tiny molluscs from the bag and produced a
broken-bladed folding knife from somewhere to prize it open with.
Her sensors painted the knife pale colours. A weapon, but not a
threat to her.

Deft enough -- he flicked, sucked, and tossed the shell
away in under three seconds -- but that couldn’t be much more than
a morsel of meat. A lot of work for very small return.

He was bony as well as ragged, and small for a human.
Perhaps young. She thought he’d ask what shipwreck, and she would
gesture vaguely over the bay, where the city had been, and say
there were many. But he surprised her.

“Whatcha gonna do with them?” He wiped his mouth on a sandy
paw, the broken knife projecting carelessly from the bottom of his
fist.

“When I get enough, I’m going to make necklaces.” She
spotted something under a tangle of the algae called dead man’s
fingers, a glint of light, and began the laborious process of
lowering herself to reach it, compensating by math for her
malfunctioning gyroscopes.

The presumed-child watched avidly. “Nuh uh,” he said. “You
can’t make a necklace outta that.”

“Why not?” She levered herself another decimeter down,
balancing against the weight of her fused limb. She did not care to
fall.

“I seed what you pick up. They’s all different.”

“So?” she asked, and managed another few centimetres. Her
hydraulics whined. Someday, those hydraulics or her fuel cells
would fail and she’d be stuck this way, a statue corroded by salt
air and the sea, and the tide would roll in and roll over her. Her
carapace was cracked, no longer water-tight.

“They’s not all beads.”

Her manipulator brushed aside the dead man’s fingers. She
uncovered the treasure, a bit of blue-gray stone carved in the
shape of a fat, merry man. It had no holes. Chalcedony balanced
herself back upright and turned the figurine in the light. The
stone was structurally sound.

She extruded a hair-fine diamond-tipped drill from the
opposite manipulator and drilled a hole through the figurine, top
to bottom. Then she threaded him on a twist of wire, looped the
ends, work-hardened the loops, and added him to the garland of
beads swinging against her disfigured chassis.

“So?”

The presumed-child brushed the little Buddha with his
fingertip, setting it swinging against shattered ceramic plate. She
levered herself up again, out of his reach. “I’s Belvedere,” he
said.

“Hello,” Chalcedony said. “I’m Chalcedony.”

 

By sunset when the tide was lowest he scampered chattering in
her wake, darting between flocking gulls to scoop up
coquinas-by-the-fistful, which he rinsed in the surf before
devouring raw. Chalcedony more or less ignored him as she activated
her floods, concentrating their radiance along the tideline. A few
dragging steps later, another treasure caught her eye. It was a
twist of chain with a few bright beads caught on it -- glass, with
scraps of gold and silver foil embedded in their twists. Chalcedony
initiated the laborious process of retrieval --

Only to halt as Belvedere jumped in front of her, grabbed
the chain in a grubby broken-nailed hand, and snatched it up.
Chalcedony locked in position, nearly overbalancing. She was about
to reach out to snatch the treasure away from the child and knock
him into the sea when he rose up on tiptoe and held it out to her,
straining over his head. The flood lights cast his shadow black on
the sand, illuminated each thread of his hair and eyebrows in stark
relief.

“It’s easier if I get that for you,” he said, as her fine
manipulator closed tenderly on the tip of the chain.

She lifted the treasure to examine it in the floods. A good
long segment, seven centimetres, four jewel-toned shiny beads. Her
head creaked when she raised it, corrosion showering from the
joints.

She hooked the chain onto the netting wrapped around her
carapace. “Give me your bag,” she said.

Belvedere’s hand went to the soggy net full of raw bivalves
dripping down his naked leg. “My bag?”

“Give it to me.” Chalcedony drew herself up, akilter
because of the ruined limb but still two and a half meters taller
than the child. She extended a manipulator, and from some disused
file dredged up a protocol for dealing with civilian humans.
“Please.”

He fumbled at the knot with rubbery fingers, tugged it
loose from his rope belt, and held it out to her. She snagged it on
a manipulator and brought it up. A sample revealed that the weave
was cotton rather than nylon, so she folded it in her two larger
manipulators and gave the contents a low-wattage microwave
pulse.

She shouldn’t. It was a drain on her power cells, which she
had no means to recharge, and she had a task to
complete.

She shouldn’t -- but she did.

Steam rose from her claws and the coquinas popped open,
roasting in their own juices and the moisture of the seaweed with
which he’d lined the net. Carefully, she swung the bag back to him,
trying to preserve the fluids.

“Caution,” she urged. “It’s hot.”

He took the bag gingerly and flopped down to sit
crosslegged at her feet. When he tugged back the seaweed, the
coquinas lay like tiny jewels -- pale orange, rose, yellow, green
and blue -- in their nest of glass-green Ulva, sea lettuce. He
tasted one cautiously, and then began to slurp with great abandon,
discarding shells in every direction.

“Eat the algae, too,” Chalcedony told him. “It is rich in
important nutrients.”

 

When the tide came in, Chalcedony retreated up the beach like
a great hunched crab with five legs amputated. She was
beetle-backed under the moonlight, her treasures swinging and
rustling on her netting, clicking one another like stones shivered
in a palm.

The child followed.

“You should sleep,” Chalcedony said, as Belvedere settled
beside her on the high, dry crescent of beach under towering mud
cliffs, where the waves wouldn’t lap.

He didn’t answer, and her voice fuzzed and furred before
clearing when she spoke again. “You should climb up off the beach.
The cliffs are unstable. It is not safe beneath them.”

Belvedere hunkered closer, lower lip protruding. “You stay
down here.” “I have armour. And I cannot climb.” She thumped her
fused leg on the sand, rocking her body forward and back on the two
good legs to manage it.

“But your armour’s broke.”

“That doesn’t matter. You must climb.” She picked Belvedere
up with both grabs and raised him over her head. He shrieked; at
first she feared she’d damaged him, but the cries resolved into
laughter before she set him down on a slanted ledge that would
bring him to the top of the cliff.

She lit it with her floods. “Climb,” she said, and he
climbed.

And returned in the morning.

 

Belvedere stayed ragged, but with Chalcedony’s help he waxed
plumper. She snared and roasted seabirds for him, taught him how to
construct and maintain fires, and ransacked her extensive databases
for hints on how to keep him healthy as he grew -- sometimes almost
visibly, fractions of a millimetre a day. She researched and
analysed sea vegetables and hectored him into eating them, and he
helped her reclaim treasures her manipulators could not otherwise
grasp. Some shipwreck beads were hot, and made Chalcedony’s
radiation detectors tick over. They were no threat to her, but for
the first time she discarded them. She had a human ally; her
program demanded she sustain him in health.

She told him stories. Her library was vast -- and full of
war stories and stories about sailing ships and starships, which he
liked best for some inexplicable reason. Catharsis, she thought,
and told him again of Roland, and King Arthur, and Honour
Harrington, and Napoleon Bonaparte, and Horatio Hornblower and
Captain Jack Aubrey. She projected the words on a monitor as she
recited them, and -- faster than she would have imagined -- he
began to mouth them along with her.

So the summer ended.

By the equinox, she had collected enough memorabilia.
Shipwreck jewels still washed up and Belvedere still brought her
the best of them, but Chalcedony settled beside that twisted
flat-topped sandstone rock and arranged her treasures atop it. She
spun salvaged brass through a die to make wire, threaded beads on
it, and forged links which she strung into garlands.

It was a learning experience. Her aesthetic sense was at
first undeveloped, requiring her to make and unmake many dozens of
bead combinations to find a pleasing one. Not only must form and
colour be balanced, but there were structural difficulties. First
the weights were unequal, so the chains hung crooked. Then links
kinked and snagged and had to be redone.

She worked for weeks. Memorials had been important to the
human allies, though she had never understood the logic of it. She
could not build a tomb for her colleagues, but the same archives
that gave her the stories Belvedere lapped up as a cat laps milk
gave her the concept of mourning jewellery. She had no physical
remains of her allies, no scraps of hair or cloth, but surely the
shipwreck jewels would suffice for a treasure?

The only quandary was who would wear the jewellery. It
should go to an heir, someone who held fond memories of the
deceased. And Chalcedony had records of the next of kin, of course.
But she had no way to know if any survived, and if they did no way
to reach them.

At first, Belvedere stayed close, trying to tempt her into
excursions and explorations. Chalcedony remained resolute, however.
Not only were her power cells dangerously low, but with the coming
of winter her ability to utilize solar power would be even more
limited. And with winter the storms would come, and she would no
longer be able to evade the ocean.

She was determined to complete this last task before she
failed.

Belvedere began to range without her, to snare his own
birds and bring them back to the driftwood fire for roasting. This
was positive; he needed to be able to maintain himself. At night,
however, he returned to sit beside her, to clamber onto the
flat-topped rock to sort beads and hear her stories.

The same thread she worked over and over with her grabs and
fine manipulators -- the duty of the living to remember the fallen
with honour -- was played out in the war stories she still told
him, though now she’d finished with fiction and history and related
him her own experiences. She told him about Emma Percy rescuing
that kid up near Savannah, and how Private Michaels was shot
drawing fire for Sergeant Kay Patterson when the battle robots were
decoyed out of position in a skirmish near Seattle.

Belvedere listened, and surprised her by proving he could
repeat the gist, if not the exact words. His memory was good, if
not as good as a machine’s.

 

One day when he had gone far out of sight down the beach,
Chalcedony heard Belvedere screaming.

She had not moved in days. She hunkered on the sand at an
awkward angle, her frozen limb angled down the beach, her necklaces
in progress on the rock that served as her impromptu work
bench.

Bits of stone and glass and wire scattered from the rock
top as she heaved herself onto her unfused limbs. She thrashed
upright on her first attempt, surprising herself, and tottered for
a moment unsteadily, lacking the stabilising of long-failed
gyroscopes.

When Belvedere shouted again, she almost
overset.

Climbing was out of the question, but Chalcedony could
still run. Her fused limb plowed a furrow in the sand behind her
and the tide was coming in, forcing her to splash through corroding
sea water.

She barrelled around the rocky prominence that Belvedere
had disappeared behind in time to see him knocked to the ground by
two larger humans, one of whom had a club raised over its head and
the other of which was holding Belvedere’s shabby net bag.
Belvedere yelped as the club connected with his thigh. Chalcedony
did not dare use her microwave projectors.

But she had other weapons, including a pinpoint laser and a
chemical-propellant firearm suitable for sniping operations. Enemy
humans were soft targets. These did not even have body
armour.

 

She buried the bodies on the beach, for it was her program to
treat enemy dead with respect, following the protocols of war.
Belvedere was in no immediate danger of death once she had splinted
his leg and treated his bruises, but she judged him too badly
injured to help. The sand was soft and amenable to scooping,
anyway, though there was no way to keep the bodies above water. It
was the best she could manage.

After she had finished, she transported Belvedere back to
their rock and began collecting her scattered treasures.

 

The leg was sprained and bruised, not broken, and some
perversity connected to the injury made him even more restlessly
inclined to push his boundaries once he partially recovered. He was
on his feet within a week, leaning on crutches and dragging a leg
as stiff as Chalcedony’s. As soon as the splint came off, he
started ranging even further afield. His new limp barely slowed
him, and he stayed out nights. He was still growing, shooting up,
almost as tall as a Marine now, and ever more capable of taking
care of himself. The incident with the raiders had taught him
caution.

Meanwhile, Chalcedony elaborated her funeral necklaces. She
must make each one worthy of a fallen comrade, and she was slowed
now by her inability to work through the nights. Rescuing Belvedere
had cost her more carefully hoarded energy, and she could not power
her floods if she meant to finish before her cells ran dry. She
could see by moonlight, with deadly clarity, but her low-light and
thermal eyes were of no use when it came to balancing colour
against colour.

There would be forty-one necklaces, one for each member of
her platoon-that-was, and she would not excuse shoddy
craftsmanship.

No matter how fast she worked, it was a race against sun
and tide.

 

The fortieth necklace was finished in October while the days
grew short. She began the forty-first -- the one for her chief
operator Platoon Sergeant Patterson, the one with the gray-blue
Buddha at the bottom -- before sunset. She had not seen Belvedere
in several days, but that was acceptable. She would not finish the
necklace tonight.

 

His voice woke her from the quiescence in which she waited
the sun. “Chalcedony?”

Something cried as she came awake. Infant, she identified,
but the warm shape in his arms was not an infant. It was a dog, a
young dog, a German shepherd like the ones teamed with the handlers
that had sometimes worked with Company L. The dogs had never minded
her, but some of the handlers had been frightened, though they
would not admit it. Sergeant Patterson had said to one of them, Oh,
Chase is just pretty much a big attack dog herself, and had made a
big show of rubbing Chalcedony behind her telescopic sights, to the
sound of much laughter.

The young dog was wounded. Its injuries bled warmth across
its hind leg. “Hello, Belvedere,” Chalcedony said.

“Found a puppy.” He kicked his ragged blanket flat so he
could lay the dog down.

“Are you going to eat it?”

“Chalcedony!” he snapped, and covered the animal
protectively with his arms. “S’hurt.”

She contemplated. “You wish me to tend to it?”

He nodded, and she considered. She would need her lights,
energy, irreplaceable stores. Antibiotics and coagulants and
surgical supplies, and the animal might die anyway. But dogs were
valuable; she knew the handlers held them in great esteem, even
greater than Sergeant Patterson’s esteem for Chalcedony. And in her
library, she had files on veterinary medicine.

She flipped on her floods and accessed the
files.

 

She finished before morning, and before her cells ran dry.
Just barely. When the sun was up and young dog was breathing
comfortably, the gash along its haunch sewn closed and its
bloodstream saturated with antibiotics, she turned back to the last
necklace. She would have to work quickly, and Sergeant Patterson’s
necklace contained the most fragile and beautiful beads, the ones
Chalcedony had been most concerned with breaking and so had saved
for last, when she would be most experienced.

Her motions grew slower as the day wore on, more laborious.
The sun could not feed her enough to replace the expenditures of
the night before. But bead linked into bead, and the necklace grew
-- bits of pewter, of pottery, of glass and mother of pearl. And
the chalcedony Buddha, because Sergeant Patterson had been
Chalcedony’s operator.

When the sun approached its zenith, Chalcedony worked
faster, benefiting from a burst of energy. The young dog slept on
in her shade, having wolfed the scraps of bird Belvedere gave it,
but Belvedere climbed the rock and crouched beside her pile of
finished necklaces.

“Who’s this for?” he asked, touching the slack length
draped across her manipulator.

“Kay Patterson,” Chalcedony answered, adding a
greenish-brown pottery bead mottled like a combat
uniform.

“Sir Kay,” Belvedere said. His voice was changing, and
sometimes it abandoned him completely in the middle of words, but
he got that phrase out entire. “She was King Arthur’s horse-master,
and his adopted brother, and she kept his combat robots in the
stable,” he said, proud of his recall.

“They were different Kays,” she reminded. “You will have to
leave soon.” She looped another bead onto the chain, closed the
link, and work-hardened the metal with her fine
manipulator.

“You can’t leave the beach. You can’t climb.”

Idly, he picked up a necklace, Rodale’s, and stretched it
between his hands so the beads caught the light. The links clinked
softly.

Belvedere sat with her as the sun descended and her motions
slowed. She worked almost entirely on solar power now. With night,
she would become quiescent again. When the storms came, the waves
would roll over her, and then even the sun would not awaken her
again. “You must go,” she said, as her grabs stilled on the
almost-finished chain. And then she lied and said, “I do not want
you here.”

“Who’s this’n for?” he asked. Down on the beach, the young
dog lifted its head and whined. “Garner,” she answered, and then
she told him about Garner, and Antony, and Javez, and Rodriguez,
and Patterson, and White, and Wosczyna, until it was dark enough
that her voice and her vision failed.

 

In the morning, he put Patterson’s completed chain into
Chalcedony’s grabs. He must have worked on it by firelight through
the darkness. “Couldn’t harden the links,” he said, as he smoothed
them over her claws.

Silently, she did that, one by one. The young dog was on
its feet, limping, nosing around the base of the rock and barking
at the waves, the birds, a scuttling crab. When Chalcedony had
finished, she reached out and draped the necklace around
Belvedere’s shoulders while he held very still. Soft fur downed his
cheeks. The male Marines had always scraped theirs smooth, and the
women didn’t grow facial hair.

“You said that was for Sir Kay.” He lifted the chain in his
hands and studied the way the glass and stones caught the
light.

“It’s for somebody to remember her,” Chalcedony said. She
didn’t correct him this time. She picked up the other forty
necklaces. They were heavy, all together. She wondered if Belvedere
could carry them all. “So remember her. Can you remember which one
is whose?”

One at a time, he named them, and one at a time she handed
them to him. Rogers, and Rodale, and van Metier, and Percy. He
spread a second blanket out -- and where had he gotten a second
blanket? Maybe the same place he’d gotten the dog -- and laid them
side by side on the navy blue wool. They sparkled.

“Tell me the story about Rodale,” she said, brushing her
grab across the necklace. He did, sort of, with half of
Roland-and-Oliver mixed in. It was a pretty good story anyway, the
way he told it. Inasmuch as she was a fit judge.

“Take the necklaces,” she said. “Take them. They’re
mourning jewellery. Give them to people and tell them the stories.
They should go to people who will remember and honour the
dead.”

“Where’d I find alla these people?” he asked, sullenly,
crossing his arms. “Ain’t on the beach.”

“No,” she said, “they are not. You’ll have to go look for
them.”

 

But he wouldn’t leave her. He and the dog ranged up and down
the beach as the weather chilled. Her sleeps grew longer, deeper,
the low angle of the sun not enough to awaken her except at noon.
The storms came, and because the table rock broke the spray, the
salt water stiffened her joints but did not -- yet -- corrode her
processor. She no longer moved and rarely spoke even in daylight,
and Belvedere and the young dog used her carapace and the rock for
shelter, the smoke of his fires blackening her belly.

She was hoarding energy.

By mid-November, she had enough, and she waited and spoke
to Belvedere when he returned with the young dog from his rambling.
“You must go,” she said, and when he opened his mouth to protest,
she added “It is time you went on errantry.”

His hand went to Patterson’s necklace, which he wore looped
twice around his neck, under his ragged coat. He had given her back
the others, but that one she had made a gift of.
“Errantry?”

Creaking, powdered corrosion grating from her joints, she
lifted the necklaces off her head. “You must find the people to
whom these belong.”

He deflected her words with a jerk of his hand. “They’s all
dead.”

“The warriors are dead,” she said. “But the stories aren’t.
Why did you save the young dog?”

He licked his lips, and touched Patterson’s necklace again.
“’Cause you saved me. And you told me the stories. About good
fighters and bad fighters. And so, see, Percy woulda saved the dog,
right? And so would Hazel-rah.”

Emma Percy, Chalcedony was reason-ably sure, would have
saved the dog if she could have. And Kevin Michaels would have
saved the kid. She held the remaining necklaces out. “Who’s going
to protect the other children?”

He stared, hands twisting before him. “You can’t
climb.”

“I can’t. You must do this for me. Find people to remember
the stories. Find people to tell about my platoon. I won’t survive
the winter.” Inspiration struck. “So I give you this quest, Sir
Belvedere.”

The chains hung flashing in the wintry light, the sea
combed gray and tired behind them. “What kinda people?”

“People who would help a child,” she said. “Or a wounded
dog. People like a platoon should be.”

He paused. He reached out, stroked the chains, let the
beads rattle. He crooked both hands, and slid them into the
necklaces up to the elbows, taking up her burden.
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VINEGAR PEACE

(OR, THE WRONG-WAY,
USED-ADULT ORPHANAGE)

By Michael
Bishop

 

ON
THURSDAY EVENING, YOUR DOOR-BELL RINGS.
Two small men in off-white shirts and black trousers, like
missionaries of a dubious religious sect, stand outside your
threshold giving you scary pitying looks.

Are you Ms K----? they
ask.

When you assent, they say
they’ve come to transport you to the Vinegar Peace Wrong-Way,
Used-Adult Orphanage thirty minutes north of your current residence
in a life-help cottage of the Sour Thicket Sanatorium, where your
father died seven years ago. But you don’t wish to be transported
anywhere.

The
smaller of the two small men, seizing your arm above the elbow,
says that an order has come down and that they must establish you, before
8:30PM, in a used-adult orphanage -- upon penalty of demotion for
them and unappealable eviction for you. If you don’t cooperate,
they will ransack your cottage and throw you out on the street with
your musty belongings.

Why now?
you ask. Neither stooge manifests a glimmer of humanity. After all,
you’ve been an orphan -- as they insist on terming your condition -- since you were
a vigorous fifty-nine. They should show some
respect.

The man
holding your bicep smirks. That’s why they call it a
Wrong-Way, Used-Adult
Orphanage, he says. You get into one not
because you’ve lost a parent. Your last living child has to
die.

Jesus, blurts the other
man. That goes against all our training.

You say nothing. You feel
as if someone has opened a trap in your stomach and shoved in a
package of wet cement. You sink to your knees, but not all the way
because the smaller small man refuses to release your
arm.

You feel you’ve just
climbed twelve sets of stairs. Someone has injected stale helium
into your head, inflating it to beach-ball size.

O
God, you cry: O
God, O God.

Even to yourself you sound
like a scared puppy, not a woman. Your only living off-spring, one
of only two who bore your genes, has just died in the interminable
War on Worldwide Wickedness, probably in a snowy province of
R----.

Because Elise and her
earlier-lost brother died childless years after Mick, your husband,
passed away, you have passed from a state of natural, late-life
orphanhood to the sad, wrong-way orphancy of the issue-shorn. Only
someone similarly bereft can know your devastation.

Put your stuff in two
plastic duffels, the cruel stooge says: Only two.

Please don’t make me leave
my home, you beg of him. Just give me a knock-me-out so I can
die.

Your lightheadedness
persists: your dead daughter swims before your eyes like a lovely
human swan, but the rock in your stomach keeps you from taking
pleasure in her shock-generated image.

Against your will, you
must say goodbye to Elise forever, as you once did to Mick and
later to your darling son Brice.

Eventually, despite your
protests, you cram clothing and toiletries into a duffel bag and
some file discs and image cubes into another. Then the cruel stooge
and his only slightly kinder partner escort you out to the van for
transport to Vinegar Peace.

 

Mr Weevil, director of this
Wrong-Way, Used-Adult Orphanage looks maybe twenty-six, with
slicked-back hair you’ve seen before on leading men in old motion
pictures, but he greets you personally in the rotunda-like foyer,
points you to a chair, and triggers a video introduction to the
place. His head, projected on a colossal screen at gallery level,
spiels in a monotone:

The death
of your last surviving child (good
riddance) in the War on Worldwide
Wickedness makes you too valuable (unfit) to continue residing among
the elder denizens (constipated old
fools) of your life-help cottage
(costly codger dump). So
we’ve brought you here to shelter (warehouse) you until our Creator
calls you to an even more glorious transcendent residency
above (blah-blah,
blah-blah).

The
talking head of Mr Weevil -- whose living self watches
with you, his hands
clasped above his coccyx -- remarks that you can stroll inside the
orphanage anywhere, but that you can never leave -- on pain of solo
confinement (for a first violation) or instant annihilation (for
any later misstep).

The
building has many mansions (rooms), viz., 1) Cold Room, 2)
Arboretum, 3) Mail Room, 4) Guest Suite, 5) Chantry, 6) Sleep Bay,
7) Refectory, 8) Furnace Room, and 9) Melancholarium. Orphans will,
and should, visit
all nine rooms at some point, for every room will disclose its
significance to its visitors, and these elucidations will charge
any resident’s stay with meaning.

Don’t be
alarmed, the director’s talking head
concludes, if I haven’t mentioned a room
you view as necessary. The existence of restrooms, closets,
offices, kitchens, servant quarters, attics, basements, secret
nooks, and so forth, goes without saying.

A young woman dressed like
the men who snatched you from your lodgings takes your elbow --
gently -- and escorts you from the rotunda. And as Mr Weevil’s body
glides smoothly away, his face fades from the gallery-level
screen.

Where are we going? you
ask the woman.

She smiles as she might at
an infant mouthing a milk bubble.

Where are the other
residents? Will I have my own room?

That the director included
a dormitory in his list of mansions suggests otherwise, but you
have to ask. Still, you have begun to think you’re in a reeducation
camp of some sort. Your stomach tightens even as you tighten your
hold on the duffels, which now feel as heavy as old lead sash
weights.

Miss, you plead. Why am I here?
Where are we going?

She stops, stares you in
the eye, and says: Oldsters who’ve lost children in the war often
make trouble. Hush. It isn’t personal. We’re sheltering all
orphaned adults in places like this, for everybody’s benefit.
You’ll meet other orphans soon, but now Mr Weevil’d like you to
visit the refrigitorium.

What?

The Cold Room. Relax, Ms
K----. It’s nice. It’s a surprise, sort of.

 

It’s a
surprise, all right, and no sort of
about it. Your escort has abandoned you inside
the Cold Room, which drones like a refrigerator but sparkles all
about you as if you were its moving hub. Ice coats the walls in
ripples and scales, each its own faintly glowing
color.

Effigies of frozen liquid
occupy shallow niches about the walls, and you soon find that three
of these, interleaved with simulacra of unfamiliar persons,
commemorate your dead: Mick, Brice, and Elise.

As if over a skin of
crushed Ping-Pong balls, you totter gingerly to each beloved ice
figure in turn.

Tears spontaneously flow,
only to harden on the planes of your face. You clutch your gut and
bend in agony before each image of loss. You sob into the chamber’s
dull hum, stupidly hopeful that no one’s wired it for video or
sound, and that your pain has no commiserating spies.

You’ve done this before.
Must you indulge again? Have you no shame?

Over time
your tears re-liquefy, and the ice effigies glisten
more wetly. The Cold
Room has grown imperceptibly warmer. The ice on its walls stays
solid, but the statues -- by design or accident, but more likely
the former -- begin to shimmer and melt. Do they stand on hotplates
or coil about intricate helices of invisible heating wires?
Whatever the case, they dissolve. They go. And there’s no reversing
the process.

So much water collects --
from your tear ducts and the de-solidifying statues -- that puddles
gather in the floor. Even the ceiling drips.

If you stay here out of a
misbegotten desire to honor your treasured dead, you’ll wind up
drenched, ill, and soul-sick.

Freezing, sweating,
weeping, you back away. You must.

 

You have a
slick card in hand: a floor diagram of the Vinegar Peace Wrong-Way,
Used-Adult Orphanage. YOU ARE HERE, it asserts in a box next to the
blueprint image of the Cold Room, BUT YOU COULD BE HERE.

An arrow points to Room 2,
the Arboretum. Well, you could use a sylvan glade about now -- an
orchard or a grove -- and because you walk purposefully, the room
pops up just where the arrow indicates.

Like the Cold Room, the
Arboretum is unlocked. Unlike the Cold Room, it soars skyward four
or more floors, although its dome has an ebony opaqueness that
hides the stars. You gape. Willows stretch up next to sycamores,
oaks shelter infant firs and pines, disease-free elms wave in the
interior breeze like sea anemones in a gnarl of current, and maples
drop whirling seeds, in windfalls lit like coins by the high
fluorescents.

Twilight grips the
Arboretum.

Out of this twilight, from
among the pillars of the trees, figures in cloaks of pale lemon,
lime, lavender, ivory, blue, pink, orange, and other soft hues
emerge at intervals. They amble forward only a little way, find a
not-too-nearby tree, and halt: they decline to impose
themselves.

None of these persons
qualifies as a wrong-way orphan because all are too young: between
thirty and forty. All stand on the neat margins of this wood like
passengers with tickets to bleak destinations. Although none seems
fierce or hostile -- just the opposite, in fact -- you prepare
yourself to flee, if your nerve fails you. Your heart bangs like an
old jalopy engine.

Pick one of us, a woman in
a lavender cape tells you. She speaks conversationally from under a
willow in the middle distance, but you hear her just fine. The
acoustics here are excellent: maybe she’s been miked.

Pick one of you for
what?

Condolence and
consolation: as a sounding board for whatever feeds your angst. The
woman advances one tree nearer.

You snort. You’ve had more
sounding boards than a cork-lined recording room. Why take on
another?

The people in coats and
capes approach in increments, picking new trees much nearer you.
They appear devoid of menace, but you think again about fleeing.
Even in this twilight, their pastel garments are tinged by the
shade thrown by overarching foliage: a disquieting
phenomenon.

Pastel
shades, you think. These people are pastel
shades.

Soon your gaze picks up a
man approaching steadily through a sycamore copse, a figure in grey
twill pants and a jacket the pale ash of pipe dottle. He has boyish
features, but crow’s feet at his eyes and a salt-and-pepper beard
lift him out of the crib of callow naïfs. He wears a mild
don’t-patronize-me smile and doesn’t stop coming until he stands
less than an arm’s length away.

Ah, Ms K----, I’m
delighted to see you, despite the inauspicious circumstances that
bring you here. His elevated vocabulary satirizes itself,
deliberately. Call me Father H----. He gives his hand, which you
clasp, aware now the pastel holograms beneath the trees have
retreated. Their withdrawal has proceeded without your either
ignoring or fully remarking it.

You’re not wearing colors,
you tell Father H----.

Tilting
his head, he says: Colors?

A host of pastel shades
besieged me just now, but you, well, you wear heartsick grey. To
illustrate, you pinch his sleeve.

Father
H---- laughs. Grey’s the pastel of black, and I’m a child of the
cloth who always wears this declension.

If you say so, you reply
skeptically.

He chuckles and draws you
-- by his steps rather than his hand -- into the nearest glimmering
copse. Tell me about Elise, he says. Tell me all about
Elise.

Later, drained again, you
return to the entry clearing still in the father’s company, unsure
of the amount of time that has passed but grateful for the alacrity
with which it has sped. Twilight still reigns in the Arboretum, but
the clock-ticks in your heart hint that you have talked with Father
H---- forever. You touch his shoulders and yank him to you in an
irrepressible hug.

Thank you, you tell him.
Thank you. I may be able to sleep now.

The grey-clad pastor
separates from you and smiles through his beard. I’ve done nothing,
Ms K----.

You’ve done
everything.

His smile
turns inward: But I feel
like a little boy who makes mud pies and carries
them to the hungry.

 

Padre H---- takes your
plastic card, which he calls a crib sheet, and accompanies you to
the Mail Room.

If you use this thing --
he fans himself with the card, like some dowager aunt in an airless
August sanctuary -- you’ll look like a clueless newbie. He chuckles
and shakes his head.

Am I the only
one?

Hardly. Soldiers die every
hour. But try to look self-assured -- as if you belong.

The corridor now contains
a few used-adult orphans, some walking in wind suits, some pushing
mobile IVs, some hobbling on canes or breathing through plastic
masks as they enter lifts or try the stairs. None looks
self-assured, but all appear to know their way about. None wears an
institutional gown, but beiges, browns, and sandy hues characterize
the garments they do wear.

Raw depression returns to
knot your stomach and redden your eyes. One or two residents glance
toward you, but no one speaks.

Friendly bunch, you
mumble.

They just don’t trust
anyone they haven’t met, says Father H----. And who can blame them?
You could be a security creep or an insurance snoop.

Carrying these
bags?

What better way to
insinuate yourself among them?

You enter the Mail Room by
a door near the screen on the second gallery. This shadowy chamber
teems with ranks of rainbow-colored monitors, not with persons, and
Father H---- bids you goodbye. (Where is he going? Maybe to hear
the confession of a sinful yew?)

A young person in a
milky-orange vest approaches. You can’t really tell if she’s male
or female, but you decide to think of her as a woman.

May I help you?

I don’t know. I’ve just
come. You hoist your duffels, aware now that they prove absolutely
nothing.

Tell me your name,
ma’am.

You do,
and she takes you to a monitor, keyboards briefly, and summons a
face-on portrait of Elise in her battle regalia. Several other
people sit in this room (you realize now) before pixel images
of their dead,
trying to talk with them, or their spirits, through arthritic
fingertips. You touch the liquid shimmer of the screen with an
index finger, and Elise’s skin blurs and reshapes after each gentle
prod. Your guide asks if you would like to access any family
messages in her unit file, for often soldiers leave private
farewells in their unclassified e-folders.

You murmur a supplicating
Please.

A message
glows on the monitor: either Elise’s last message or the message
that she arranged to appear last.

 


Dear Mama,

Do you
remember when Brice died? (Well, of course you do.) I recall you
telling somebody after they’d shipped Brice’s body home,
Elise was Mick’s and Brice was mine; now I’m
forever bereft. You didn’t see me in the
corner, you had no idea I’d heard.

From that
day on, Mama, I began thinking, What can I
do to become yours, if I’m not yours now?

Then it
hit me: I had to change myself into the one you claimed -- without
betraying Dad or Brice or my own scared soul. So I tried to
become Brice without
pushing away Dad or undoing myself.

As soon as I could, I
enlisted. I trained. I went where they sent me. I did everything
you and they said, just like Brice, and you sent me messages about
how proud you were -- but also how scared.

If you’re
reading this, your fears have come true, and so has my wish to do
everything just like Brice, even if someone else had to undo me for
me to become just
what you loved. With all my heart, I wish you pleasant mourning,
Mama, and a long bright day.

Love,

  
Elise

 

You read this message
repeatedly. You must wipe your eyes to do so, also using the linen
tail of your blouse to towel the keyboard and your
hands.

Upsettingly, you have
something else to tell Father H---- about Elise, and indeed about
yourself.

 

The young woman, or young
man, from the Mail Room gives you directions to your next stop. You
ride a slow glass-faced elevator up two gallery levels to the Guest
Suite, which has this legend in tight gold script across its smoky
door:

Grief is a species of
prestige. -- Wm. Matthews

A bellhop
-- or an abrupt young man in the getup of a bellhop -- takes your
duffels. I’ll take these to the Sleep Bay, ma’am, he says. Stow
them there later, under your cot or whatever. And he swings
away.

Old people in brown
evening clothes stand at the bar sipping whiskey or imported dusky
beer. A gaunt pretty woman detaches herself from the bar and moves
insouciantly into your space. Her nose tip halts only inches from
your own.

It’s
terrible when a child dies, she declares, but people
treat you so well, at
least for a while.

You take a step back. Is
that right?

Didn’t you find that to be
true after your son was killed?

I
suppose. I didn’t know much of anything then. I just sort of -- You
stop, stymied by the task of saying exactly what you found to be
true.

An IED
transformed our son into rain. It fell red, you understand, but he scarcely
suffered. And afterward -- afterward, everyone was very sweet. For
as long as they could stand to be, of course.

You gape at the
woman.

To save
him from an IED, I could have used an IUD -- but that occasion was
so long ago I never imagined a
child of mine facing such danger. You just don’t
think.

That’s
true, you reply, because You just don’t
think rings with more truth than any other
utterance out of her mouth.

(And, by the way, has she
just equated an Improvised Explosive Device with an intra-uterine
contraceptive?)

And, she continues,
people’s kindness toward the bereaved merits our notice and
gratitude. She waves at the bar -- at the banks of flowers, an
alcove of evening clothes, the teeming buffet, a table of
architecturally elaborate desserts.

You say: I’d prefer people
rude and my children still alive.

Come now, the woman
counters. Bereavement bestows glamour. Pick out a gown, have a dry
martini.

No, you say. You plant a
dismissive kiss on the woman’s papery brow and weave your way back
to the door.

The nearby glass-faced
elevator drops you into the mazelike basement of the Wrong-Way,
Used-Adult Orphanage, where you sashay, as if by instinct, to the
Chantry. The Chantry now accommodates Father H---- and several
old-looking women, virtual babushkas, so unlike the denizens of the
Guest Suite that they appear to belong to a different
species.

These women groan on
kneelers before the altar at which Father H---- stands, his arms
spread like those of the military effigy impaled on an olivewood
cross hanging overhead. They wear widows’ weeds, which strain at
the seams about their arms, waists, and hips. Maybe the father has
shrived them. Now, though, he blesses a monstrance of tiny spoiled
rice cakes and a syringe of red-wine vinegar, and moves along the
altar rail to dispense these elements.

Ms K----, he says upon
noticing you: ’S great to see you again.

You stand
inside the door, appalled and humbled by the warrior Christ
floating in shadow above the altar. It wears Brice’s face, but also
Elise’s, and surely the faces of all the babushkas’ lost children.
You see that two or three of these wrong-way orphans have stuffed
their smocks with tissues or rags, and that a few, whatever their
burdens of flesh, look barely old enough to have
babies, although they
wouldn’t be kneeling here -- would they? -- if that were true. They
gaze up raptly, not at the padre but at the suspended effigy:
Sacrificer and Sacrificed.

The father nods a welcome.
Care to join these communicants?

I’m not of your creedal
persuasion, Father.

Oh, but
you are, Ms K----. He gestures welcomingly again. The Church of the
Forever Bereft. Come. I’ve got something better than mud pies. He
lifts the chalice and nods at the monstrance: A little better,
anyway.

You walk to the front and
kneel beside a woman with a heart-shaped face and the eyes of a
pregnant doe. She lays her hand on your wrist.

Our kids didn’t deserve to
die, she says. Them dying before us turns everything upside-down.
And when our high and mighty mucky-mucks aren’t having whole towns
blown up, they spew bunkum to keep us quiet.

Bunk
cum? you ask yourself, too confused to
take offense. But maybe you should tell the father how you slew
Elise.

Says Father H----: The
more the words the less they mean.

-- Yeah,
say several women. -- We know that’s scriptural. -- You said a throat’s
worth. -- Selah to that, padre. And so on.

Let me give you vinegar
peace, he interrupts their outburst. Take, eat; take, drink: the
flesh and blood of your offspring in remembrance of a joy you no
longer possess; in honor of a sacrifice too terrible to
share.

He lays a rice cake on
each tongue and follows it with a ruby squirt of
vinegar.

You can hardly keep your
head or your eyelids up. The evening -- the devastating news --
your exile from your life-help cottage -- have exhausted you beyond
mere fatigue, and you collapse over the altar rail. Father H----
lifts your chin and pulls your lip to give you the
elements.

The babushka with the
heart-shaped face braces you to prevent your rolling to the floor.
You behold her from one bloodshot eye, knowing you must seem to her
a decrepit old soul: a fish with fading scales and a faint
unpleasant smell.

The
Eucharist clicks in: You see Brice and Elise as preschool children. In stained
shorts and jerseys, they dangle a plump Siamese kitten between them
and grin like happy little jack-o-lanterns. Click. In some adolescent year they
are videotaping each other with recorders long since obsolete. Then
-- click --
you’re gaping at a ticket stub, drawn months later from a jacket
pocket, from a ballgame you attended the day before you got word of
Brice’s death. Click. Elise poses saucily in an ice-green gown with a long-stemmed
rose between her teeth. Click.
Much too soon: Elise in khaki.

O
God, you say under the floating soldier
Christ. Forgive, my children, my failure to march ahead of
you...

 

Who helps
you to the Sleep Bay on an upper gallery you cannot, in your
febrile state, tell. But when you arrive, you find this space
larger than the fenced-in confines of a refugee camp, with so
many used adults milling about that it seems, also, a vast carnival lot. TVs
on poles rest at intersections amidst the ranks and files of cots
and pallets, most of these showing black-and-white military sitcoms
from your girlhood, with a smattering in color from more recent
years:

There’s Rin Tin Tin.
There’s F Troop.
There’s Hogan’s
Heroes. There’s Sergeant Bilko. There’s
McHale’s Navy. There’s Gomer Pyle, USMC.
There’s m*a*s*h. There’s China Beach Follies. There’s
My Mama, the Tank. There’s I Got Mine at Gitmo.
There’s Top Gun,
2022. There’s... but they just go on and
on, the noise of gunshots, choppers thwup-thwuping, ieds exploding, and combatants
crying out in frustration, anger, or pain punctuating almost every
soundtrack.

The young
woman -- anyway, the young person
-- from the Mail Room waves at you across an
archipelago of pallets.

Ms K----!
she shouts. Over here, over here!

And you
stagger toward her through the crowds, past heaped and denuded
cots, past old folks and younger folks: some blessedly zonked, some
playing card games like Uno, Old Maid, pinochle, or Cut Throat, and
some gazing ceiling-ward as if awaiting the Voice of God the
Freshly Merciful. One bearded old guy chunks invisible missiles at
the actors in I Got Mine at
Gitmo.

Barely upright, you make
it to the person who called to you.

These are your duffels,
she says. This is your pallet -- unless you’d like to look for
something nearer a wall.

Where are the
restrooms?

She points. Through there,
Ms K----. You peer down a crooked aisle of bedding at a wall of
wrong-way, used-adult orphans obstructing any view of the
lavatories she has tried to point out. I know, I know: Just walk
that way and ask again.

No, you
say. No. You crawl onto the raised pallet -- it’s resting on a pair
of empty ammo crates -- and curl up in a fetal hunch between your
duffels. The woman, the person, touches your shoulder
gently, and departs.

Before you can fall
asleep, a line of people forms in the aisle. Your pallet rests at
its head while its tail snakes back into the depths of the bay like
a queue from Depression Era newsreels.

Everybody has photographs
or image cubes of their slain warrior children, and as the line
advances the people in it squat, kneel, or sit to show them to you,
even though you see in each face either Brice’s or Elise’s, no
matter how minimal the resemblance or how weary your
vision.

-- Very pretty. -- Very
handsome. -- A smart-looking fella. -- What a shame you’ve lost
her. -- How can he be gone? -- Golly, what a smile!...

You compliment ten or
twelve orphaned parents in this way until your tiredness and the
faces of Brice and Elise, rising through the images of these other
dead children, make it impossible to go on. Still horizontal, you
press your palms to your eyes and shake like a storm-buffeted
scarecrow.

Leave her alone, somebody
says. For Pete’s sake, let the woman rest.

A hand
shoves your head down into your rough olive-green blanket, but the
voice that you attach to the hand’s body roars, Heal, O Lord, heal! Take her hurt away tonight, and torment
her no more!

But you
don’t want that. You don’t. All you want is sleep and the
honest-to-God resurrection of three particular persons, but sleep
is all you’re likely to get. Somebody big perches on the pallet
edge and lullabies in a guttural whisper All the Pretty Little Horses; he
kneads your spine with fingers that feel more like metal bolts than
flesh and bone. And despite the Sleep Bay’s din and stench (and
despite the hole in the middle of your chest), you drift down into
a Lost Sea of Consciousness and let go of all pain but a last acrid
fuse of heartbreak...

 

A twin rumble ghosts
through the Sleep Bay, an outer one from the old orphans waking to
face their pain afresh and an inner one from your complaining gut.
You sit up and peer about at this new Reality.

The lavatories have to be
packed -- so, casting about for a solution, you find a wide-mouthed
jar inside one of the crates supporting your pallet. After shaping
a tent with your blanket, you relieve your bladder -- no easy task
-- into the jar and stand there amidst the chaos wondering how to
proceed.

Slops!
Slops! cries an electronic voice, and a
simulacrum of a person, smaller than the small cruel man who helped
transport you from your life-help cottage, rolls through the crowd
with a slotted tray hooked to its midsection.

It takes jars, bottles,
beakers, and suchlike from other bleary residents and rattles them
into the partitioned tray going before it like an antique
cowcatcher. You hand over yours uncertainly.

The
simulacrum -- a dormitron or a
refectorian, depending on its duty de jour
-- asks what you’d like for breakfast. You recoil at taking
anything edible from this rolling slops collector, but say, Some
toast, I guess, it really doesn’t matter, to keep from stalling it
by saying nothing. It rolls on.

Another refectorian
-- for at mealtimes the Sleep Bay becomes the
Refectory -- cruises up behind a serving cart, the cart a part of
its own fabricated anatomy, and lets you fumble at its topmost
shelf for a cup of tea and a slice of toast and persimmon jam.
Other such simulacra tend to others there in the bay, sometimes
dropping plastic crockery or spilling sticky liquids. From a few
pallets away, a woman as thin as a spaghetti strap sidles into your
space.

What did your children
like to eat? she asks.

Ma’am?

Your dead kids -- what’d
they like to eat? You can get it here, whatever it was. I always do
-- what mine ate, I mean. I eat it for them and feel connected to
them the rest of the hideous day.

Our son liked cold pizza,
our daughter even colder fresh fruit.

Want me to get you tidbits
of those things?

You hesitate.

The strap-thin woman
mumbles into a diamond of perforations on her inner wrist. They’re
on their way, she tells you afterward.

And so you wind up with
two slices of cold garbage-can pizza and a bowl of even colder
cantaloupe, pineapple, muskmelon, and kiwi wedges, which you down
between bites of pizza. Your benefactor watches in approval, then
asks you to tell a breakfast story about Brice and
Elise.

A breakfast
story!

You think
first of a morning on which teenager Brice sat slumped at the
table, his eyes lazing in their sockets like gravid guinea pigs.
Mick directed him to have some juice and cereal, to clean up
afterward, and to take his sister to school, but Brice dawdled.
Stop dicking around, Mick cried. Then, infuriated, he wrestled
Brice from his chair, apparently to frog-march him to the cupboard,
but Brice flopped deadweight to the floor; and though Mick twisted,
prodded, and even tried to snatch
him erect, neither his body nor his smirk budged,
and he remarked, dryly, that Mick’s parenting skills had gone so
far south that he’d just resorted to all-out child abuse. Stunned, Mick let Brice
go and stormed outside. You and Elise exchanged stunned looks of
your own.

Come on, the woman prompts
again: Every mama has a breakfast story.

So you tell about the time
when Brice and Elise, then nine and five, got up early one morning
and made Mick and you breakfast in bed: mounds of toast, two eggs
each, orange juice, and so on. But thinking it olive oil, they had
scrambled the eggs in rancid tuna juice, and despite their hard
work and the eggs’ lovely sunrise yellowness, you had to throw them
out.

The eggs,
you say, not the
kids. Mick and I felt like total Egg Benedict Arnolds. Just like I
feel now.

The woman
laughs and then purses her lips in sympathy. Good story, Ms K----.
Just remember: You’ll always
feel like that. She grimaces grotesquely, as much
for her sake as yours, and places a call via her wrist perforations
to somebody in another part of the Refectory.

Meanwhile, the servitors
roll on.

 

Feeling
each of your years as a blood-borne needle of sleet, you ride a
glass-faced lift to the Chantry level and follow the wives of two
sick old men to the Furnace Room, which turns out to be an
intensive care unit (ICU) for last-leggers and a crematory for
those who don’t make it. Indeed, when you arrive, an orderly
slouches past pushing a sheeted figure on a gurney toward an oven
down a claustrophobia-inducing tributary corridor. You think about
following this gurney but instead continue to tag along behind
the icu widows
and at length reach the care unit’s hub.

The arc of the hub’s
perimeter is lined with windowed rooms in which you can see the
orphans in extremis. They lie here in weirdly tilted beds, attended
by dormitrons and tightlipped RNs. Tubes and electrodes sprout from
their bodies like odd mechanical fungi. All of them seem to be
equipped with oxygen masks, tracheotomies, or respirators. Even
over the machines laboring to sustain them, you can hear them
breathing from fifty or sixty feet away.

Father H----, a grey
silhouette against a luminous white backdrop, stands at the bedside
of one such person. His posture tells you he is listening to the
patient’s whispers or measuring his or her laggard unassisted
breaths. The TV set in this room, muted, runs through a succession
of familiar images from the War on Worldwide Wickedness: statues
toppling, buildings dropping in cascades of dust and smoke,
warriors on patrol through rubble-strewn courtyards or past
iced-over stone fountains.

The
patient couldn’t care less. Neither could you, if this enterprise
had not also devoured Brice and Elise, many thousands of their
contemporaries, and so many civilian slammies -- as the media now insists
on calling civilian natives of foreign war zones -- that not even
the Pan Imperium can number them.

Mr Weevil, the director,
enters from an outer corridor with several cronies, five or six
small men and women, wearing ivory smocks and sneakers. They float
past you to a treatment unit. Mr Weevil slides the glass door open
and calls the doctor and his team to the portal to report on the
patient’s condition.

Dr S----, a cadaverous
Dravidian with lemur eyes, flatly and loudly says that his patient
is a near goner whose lungs need help, whose liver has badly
deteriorated, whose kidneys have failed, and whose blood, despite a
full course of antibiotics, still teems with pernicious
microbes.

None of
this person’s organs retains its original life-sustaining function,
says Dr S----, and he must soon die. I say must in the sense of an eminent
inevitability, not as a Hippocratic
recommendation.

The doctor might just as
well have spoken over a PA system. His words echo through the hub
like the pronouncement of a god.

Helplessly, you step forward. I’ll bet he can still
hear, you
say.

Everybody turns to look.
You bear their gazes as the Incredible He-She at an old-time freak
show would bear those of a paying crowd.

What? Mr Weevil says. What did you
say?

I said I’ll bet he can
still hear. Hearing is the last of the senses to go, so even this
patient may still be able to hear you.

Dr
S----’s mouth quirks sourly. And what good does that do him? None. No good at
all.

The director and his
cronies agree, as do the RNs and the promoted dormitrons at the
doctor’s back. You dwindle before them like a melting ice statue in
a time-lapse video. Amazingly, not one of these obtuse brains gets
the poignant underlying import of your observation.
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