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CELESTIAL SKYLARKS

In  t im e s  o f  so c ia l u n c e r ta in ty  a n d  p s y c h o lo g ic a l h a za rd  read ers 

n e e d  n e w  id eas, n e w  w a y s  o f  m a k in g  sen se  o f  th e ir  w o rld . T h ere ’s 

an  a p p e tite  fo r  p r o p h e c y  a n d  tru th fu l e x p lo ra tio n  o f  th e  m e ss  w e ’re 

m a k in g , p o litica lly , e c o lo g ic a lly  a n d  e co n o m ica lly .

In  an  in te rv ie w  th a t w ill  a p p ea r in  issu e  #249 (N o v e m b e r) , s f  

p ro v o c a te u r  Joh n  S h ir le y  a c k n o w le d g e s  so m e  o f  h is  s to ry te llin g  

sets o u t  to  c h a lle n g e  a n d  ch a n g e  th e  p e rc e p tio n s  o f  readers: “ S o m e 

w ill  sa y  th a t t r y in g  to  m a k e  a  d iffe re n c e  in  th e  w o r ld  th r o u g h  s to r y 

te llin g  is n o t ‘p u re  art’. I w o u ld  a sk  th o se  p e o p le  ‘w h o  are y o u  to  

e n slav e  art to  y o u r  o w n  d e ta c h m e n t fro m  su fferin g ?  W h o  are y o u  

to  d e fin e  it to  y o u r  c o n v e n ie n c e ? ” ’

O n  a s im ila r  n o te , N e ill B lo m k a m p , d ir e c to r  o f  E ly s iu m  a n d  D is 

t r ic t  9  r e c e n tly  to ld  th e  G u a r d ia n :  “I f  y o u ’re  n o t  so m e w h a t p o lit ic a l 

o r  o b s e rv a n t, I ’m  n o t  su re  y o u ’re  a n  a r t i s t . . .  I’m  n o t a c tu a lly  su re  

w h a t y o u ’re d o in g .”

F re d e r ik  P o h l, w h o  d ie d  th is  m o n th , o fte n  in sisted  s c ie n ce  f ic 

tio n  is a  “ lite ra tu re  o f  id e as  th a t d e m a n d  d iscu ss io n ”. H e  c a lle d  fo r 

s c h o la rsh ip  a n d  c r itic is m  to  fo c u s  o n  th e  sc ien ce , e c o n o m ic s , p o li

tics  o f  sf, as w e ll th e  tra d itio n a l c o n c e rn s  o f  E n g lish  L iterature.

P o h l h a d  a p o in t, b u t i f  th e  b e st s f  p u lls  th e  r u g  fro m  u n d e r  la z y  

p re c o n c e p tio n  a n d  a rm o u r-p la te d  c o m p la c e n c y  it a lso  e n tertain s. 

S h ir le y  a n d  B lo m k a m p  are m a ste rs  o f  sty le , s tru c tu re  a n d  c h a ra c 

te r isa tio n  as w e ll as p ro p h e ts . T h e  craft a n d  g raft o f  cre a tin g  th e  

v is io n  is e v e r y  b it  as v ita l as th e  v is io n .

R ecen tly , in  a sp ir ite d  d e b ate  o n  F a c e b o o k , so n g w rite r , m u s i

c ia n  a n d  a rtis t  B ill N e ls o n  w ro te  p a ss io n a te ly  in  d e fe n c e  o f  style: 

“ L a n g u a g e , lik e  m u sic , in  th e  s e r v ic e  o f  th e  im a g in a tio n  sin gs lik e  

a  ce le stia l s k y la rk  o n  a h e a v e n ly  s u m m e r’s d a y  . . .  I re a lly  d o n ’t  see 

a n y  re a so n  to  a c c u s e  a n y o n e  o f  sn o b b in e ss  o r  e litism  fo r  tr y in g  to  

e n c o u r a g e  a d e e p e r  a p p re c ia tio n  o f  th e  w o n d e r  o f  w ord s.”

A n d , w r it in g  in  th e  G u a r d ia n , c r it ic  P h ilip  H e n sh e r h ig h lig h te d  

ca ses  in  w h ic h  th e  silly, tr iv ia l a n d  a b su rd  h a v e  s to o d  th e  test o f  

t im e  m o re  e ffe c tiv e ly  th a n  th e  p ro fo u n d  b e ca u se  o f  th e  w a y  th e y  

s in g  to  us: “ W h a t  m a k e s  a n o v e lis t la st is th e  m u s ic  th e y  m a k e  -  

n o t th e ir  so c ia l c o n c e rn , n o t th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  th e ir  su b jects , n o t 

th e  u ttera n ce s  th e y  m a k e . P.G . W o d e h o u s e  h a s la sted  w h e re  A.J. 

C r o n in  fad ed .”

In  s f  re a d ers  r ise  to  th e  c h a lle n g e  o f  c o m p le x  a n d  c h a lle n g in g  

fic t io n  b y  th e  lik e s  o f  C h r is to p h e r  P riest, M . John H a rr iso n , N in a  

A lla n  a n d  C h in a  M ie v ille  b e c a u se  o f  th e  w a y  th e y  s in g  to  us.

S o  S h ir le y  is s p o t  o n ; B lo m k a m p  is b lo o d y  w e ll rig h t; N e lso n  is 

n ic e ly  o n  th e  b u tto n , a n d  I’m  u n a b le  to  h a g g le  w ith  H en sh er.

W h e n  w e ’re re a d in g  su b m iss io n s  fo r  I n te r z o n e  w e  e n g a g e  w ith  

w rite rs ’ id e as b e c a u se  w e ’re d ra w n  in  b y  th e ir  la n g u a g e . T h a t’s th e  

s ire n  s o n g  th a t lu res  u s in to  th e  h a za rd o u s  w a te rs  o f  im a g in a tio n , 

p r o p h e c y  a n d  a sto n ish m en t.

Andy Hedgecock
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H ugo A w ard s. Novel: John 
Scalzi, Redshirts. Novella: Brandon 

Sanderson, The E m peror’s Soul. 

Novelette: Pat Cadigan, ‘The G irl- 
Thing W h o  W ent O ut for Sushi’ 
(Edge o f  Infinity). Short: Ken Liu, 
‘M on o no Aware’ (The Future is 

Japanese). Related W ork: Brandon 
Sanderson et al, W riting Excuses, 

Season Seven. G raphic Story:
Brian K. Vaughan &  Fiona Staples, 

Saga, Volum e O n e. D ram atic -  
Long: The Avengers. D ram atic -  
Short: G am e o f  Thrones: ‘Black- 
water’. Editor -  Short: Stanley 
Schm idt. Editor -  Long: Patrick 
N ielsen Hayden. Pro Artist: John 
Picacio. Sem iprozine: Clarkes- 

world. Fanzine: S F  Signal. Fancast: 
S F  Squeecast. Fan W riter: Tansy 

Rayner Roberts. Fan Artist: Galen 
Dara. John W. Cam pbell Award: 
M ur LafFerty. • 2015 W orldcon 
bidding was w on b y  Spokane, W A  
(narrow ly defeating H elsinki); the 
2014 event is in London.

Ia in  B an ks has a m em orial 

in space: asteroid 5099 was 
officially nam ed Iainbanks by 

the International A stronom ical 
U nion, ‘and w ill be referred to as 
such for as long as Earth Culture 
m ay endure.’ (M inor Planet 
Center)

A s O th ers  See Us. O n  the

Project A nsible integrated-com 
m unications th in gy from  Siemens: 

‘The aspect o f  A nsible that I ’d  like 
to highlight is its nam e, w hich 
is som e kin d  o f  sci-fi reference. 
You see, A nsible is the m achine 
Lieutenant U hura used to warn 
C hew bacca about Voldem ort 
attacking the Tardis. Som ething 
like that.’ (NoJitter.com)

N eil B lom kam p  s film  Elysium  

m ay show all the w orld’s rich  p eo 
ple living in space-station luxury 
while 2154 Earth is a poor folks’

dystopia, but he says firmly: ‘It’s 
not science fiction. This is now.’ 
(BBC) Well, m etaphorically ...

M a rg aret A tw o o d  agrees. Her 
new  book, despite bioterrorism  
and rampant hum an genetic 
engineering, is a far cry  from  mere 
sf: ‘If I were w riting about Planet 
Xenor, that w ould be different.
It is our w orld, except w ith  a few  
twists.’ (G uardian)

I t ’s th e  A rts . A  U K  artist w ho 
m ade a papier-m ache sculpture 
from  dum ped com ics, including 
a first edition o f  The Avengers, 

discovered that he’d transform ed 
their value from  £20,000-^50,000 
to not very  m uch at all. (BBC)

P e ter Capaldi, subject o f  a recent 
B B C  announcem ent, was credited 
in W orld War Z  as ‘W .H.O.

D octor’. Expect to see this quoted 
as an exam ple o f  s f ’s am azing 
predictive power.

M ore A w ard s. Branford Boase, 

for both author and editor o f  a 

U K  novel for children o f  7+: Dave 
Shelton ed. D avid  Fickling, A  Boy  

a n d  a B ear in a Boat. • C h il

dren’s B o o k  C o u n cil o f  Australia: 

M argo Lanagan, Sea H earts aka 
The B rides o fR o llro ck  Island. • 

Cordw ainer S m ith  R ediscovery  

(neglected authors): W ym an 
G uin. • Encore (second novels): 
N ed Beaum an, The Teleportation  

A cciden t. • M ythopoeic  (fantasy). 
A dult Fiction: Ursula Vernon, 
D igger volum es 1-6 . Children’s: 
Sarah Beth D urst, Vessel. Scholar
ship -  Inklings: V erlyn Flieger, 

Green Suns a n d  Faerie: Essays 

on J.R.R. Tolkien. Scholarship 
-  Other: N ancy M arie Brown,
Song o f  the Vikings: Snorri and  

the M akin g  o f  Norse M yths. • 
P rom etheus  (libertarian): C o ry  

D octorow , Pirate C inem a. • W orld

Fantasy, Life Achievem ent: Susan 
Cooper, Tanith Lee. • Sidew ise  

(alt-history). Short: R ick Wilber, 
‘Som ething Real’ (A sim ov ’s). Long: 
C.J. Sansom, D om inion.

H.P. L ovecraft, connoisseur 
o f  eldritch geom etries, is now  
a square. The city council o f 
Providence, Rhode Island, gave 
the nam e H.P. Lovecraft Square 
to the intersection o f  A ngell 
Street, where he lived for years, 
and Prospect Street, hom e o f  his 
doom ed character Charles D exter 

Ward. (Providence Journal)

SFWA announced that an 
unspecified (‘on advice o f  coun 
sel’) m em ber had been expelled 
from  the writers’ organisation 
for unspecified reasons. This was 
Theodore ‘Vox D ay’ Beale, who 
had used SFWAs Twitter feed to 
prom ote his racist abuse o f  a black 
SFW A m em ber (N.K. Jemisin), 
and w ho sm ugly confirm ed the 
expulsion on his website.

A s O th ers  See Us II. A  F in a n 

cia l Tim es piece on A m azon’s Jeff 
Bezos offers tw o trivia nuggets, 
one about packets o f  vitam ins in 
his socks. ‘The only other personal 
detail about the opaque M r Bezos 
is that he likes Star Trek -  which 
isn’t particularly interesting. A  
geek w ho doesn’t like Star Trek -  

now, that w ould be a story.’

S teven  M o ffat featured in an 
Independent ‘Edinburgh D iary 
snippet headlined ‘The Tim e 
Lord’s creator...’ To show  that 
wasn’t a on e-off slip, he’s also ‘D r 
W ho  creator’ in the text. W h o 
kn ew  this ageless fellow was on 
the scene in  1963?

D isg u sted  o f  T u n brid ge  
W ells. The B B F C ’s three most 

com plained-about films o f  2012



INTERFACE

w ere The W om an in B lack  rem ake 
(‘too  dark’ for its 12A rating), M en  

in B la ck III  (‘strong language, 
violence and sexual innuendo’) 
and, despite edits to  rem ove 
violent battle detail’, The Hunger  

G am es. (D ig ita l Spy)

R.I.P.

Pam ela B oal (1935-2013), U K  
fan, convention-goer, writer (at 
early U K  M ilford workshops) 
and poet, died on 18 August; she 
was 78.

A rth u r  C. C la rk e  goes to space 

after all; at least a few  scalp hairs 
w ill, in  a  2014 space-burial launch 
o f ‘a giant kite w hich  w ill sail 
through space like a galleon on 
solar w inds’ -  called S unjam m er  

after his 1964 story. Your hair can 
travel w ith the great man’s for a 
m ere £8000 per (fraction o f  a) 
head. (Ind ep end ent)

T h o g’s M a ste rcla ss. C h e fs  

Special. ‘G aiety collapsed behind 
them  like a starded souffle.’ (Dave 
D uncan, The H u n ters H aunt, 1995) 
• Eyeballs in the Sky. ‘O th er visitors 
were clearly eavesdropping, since 
they flicked averted eyes at our 
chairs w ith the swift, voracious 
m otion  o f  a lizard’s tongue.’
(Lionel Shriver, We N eed  to Talk 

A b o u t  K ev in , 2003) ‘“Be quiet,” 
A lison  M arie w hispered, her eyes 
darting toward the door so quickly 
that she thought they m ight tear 
them selves from  their sockets 
and continue on w ithout her.’ 
(Barbara A. Barnett, ‘M em ories 
o f  M irrored W orlds’, D aily  Science  

F iction , 2013) • Thog by Gaslight. 

‘H e looked  dow n at the tiny silver 

piece. It w as a V ictorian-era 
shilling, w orth  on ly  five pennies 
in its day.’ (G raham  M oore,

The Sherlockian, 2010) • True  

Rom ance. ‘The arrangem ent o f  her 
drawers was far too  sophisticated 
for me.’ (Carlos R uiz Zafon  trans 
Lucia Graves, The Prison er o f  

H eaven, 2011) • W ild  H air D ept. 

‘The tip o f  his long ponytail 
peeked out from  beneath his cloak 
like a second penis.’ (John Lawson, 
The Loathly Lady, 2013)

J oh n  Boyd (Boyd Bradfield 
U pchurch, 1919-2013), U S author 
w hose well-regarded s f debut 
was The Last Starship fro m  Earth  

(1968) and w ho published a 
dozen m ore novels to 1978, died 
on 8 June. He was 93.

D avid F airb ro th er-R oe RA,

U K  artist w hose genre w ork 
included four striking dragon 

covers for British editions o f  
A n n e M cC affrey’s Pern series, 
died on 21 July.

M ick F arren  (1943-2013), U K  
rock m usician and author o f  two 
dozen genre books -  beginning 
w ith  the counterculture-steeped 
and proto-cyberpunk The Texts 

o f  Festival (1973) and D N A  C ow 

boys trilogy -  died after a heart 
attack on stage while perform ing 
with his group The Deviants on 
27 July. He was 69.

D ouglas R. M ason (1918-2013), 
U K  sf author active from  1964 
to 1981 under his ow n name 
and as John Rankine, died on 8 
August; he was 94. A s Rankine 
(his m iddle name) he was best 
know n for the D ag Fletcher 
space operas -  including his 1964 
debut story in John Carnell’s 
N ew  Writings in S F  1, and 
Interstellar Two-Five (1966) -  
and Space: 1999  spinoffs.

Slaw o m ir M rozek  (1930-2013), 
Polish absurdist playwright and 
author w hose short satires and 
fantasies were translated as The 

E lephant (1962) and The Ugupu

Bird  (1968), died on 15 August; 
he was 83.

A nne C. P e tty  (1945-2013),
US Tolkien scholar and novelist 
w hose books include O n e R ing to 

B in d  Them  All: Tolkien’s M yth ol

ogy (1979) and the Faustian 
fantasy The Cornerstone  (2013), 
died on 21 July.

F red erik  Pohl (1919-2013), US 
author, editor, agent and fan: his 

astonishingly long career ran 
from  1937 to a blog post on the 
day o f  his death, 2 September. 
H ighlights include editing I f  

(w inning three 1960s Hugos), 
the classic satire The Space M er

chants (1953) w ith C yril Korn- 
bluth, m any m em orable shorts 
such as ‘D ay M illion’ and ‘The 
G old  at the Starbow’s EncP, the 
m ulti-award-winning Gateway  

(1977) and the 1993 SFW A Grand 
M aster life-achievem ent honour. 
His S F  Encyclopedia  bibliography 
lists 150 books. O ne o f  the long
tim e greats.

J.C. Suares (1942-2013), 
Egyptian-born US illustrator and 

graphic designer w hose works 
included Rocketship: A n  Incred

ible Voyage Through Science  

Fiction an d  Science Fact (1977) 
w ith Robert M alone, died on 30 
July aged 71.

G ilb ert T aylo r (1914-2013), U K 
cinem atographer w ho worked 
on D r Strangelove (1964), The 

Avengers (T V  1966-1969), The 

O m en  (1976), Star Wars (1977) 
and Flash G ordon  (1980), died 
on 23 August. He was 99.

Snoo W ilson  (1948-2013) U K  
playw right w hose satirical sf 
novels are Spaceache (1984) and 
Inside B abel (1985), died on 3 July 
aged 64.



ILLUSTRATED BY WAYNE HAAG

AD ASTRA
CAROLE JOHNSTONE
We have a lot of sex because it's a way around the things 

we can't say. The things we can't do.The things we don't 
want to think. We've always been very good at that; 

even when we hate the very thought of one another, we can still 
fuck. I used to think that it was because we were that couple: the 
ones who never forgot how to be horny, the ones who could go to 
sleep on an argument but never at the expense of a shag. Because 
we were grown up, emotionally astute. Because we could com
partmentalise. Now I realise that none of that was probably ever 
true. We keep on having sex -  as much of it as we possibly can, 
even when it hurts -  because it makes us feel safe, like having a 
parent stroke our fevered brow through the worst kind of night 
terror. And because it's a way to fool each other. Maybe even to 
survive each other. I hope so. Though I don't have a lot of that left.
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I get headaches in  ze ro  grav ity . Y o u ’d  h ave  

th o u g h t  th a t I ’d  h a v e  d is c o v e re d  th a t d u r in g  a ll 

th e  tra in in g  a n d  m e d ic a l a sse ssm en ts  in s id e  th e  

A s tr o  la b s, o r  w h e n  th e y  sen t u s su b -o rb ita l fo r  

th e  T V  s tu d io s . I d id n ’t th o u g h , a n d  n o w  th o se  

b a sta rd s  g e t  w o r s e  e v e r y  d a y  I’m  tra p p e d  h e re  

w ith  R ic k  a n d  n o w h e re  to  go . M a y b e  th e  p a in  

fee ls  th e  sam e  w a y  to o : w e ’re  b o th  s tu c k  in sid e  

a s m o o th , a lm o s t  s p h e r ic a l p r is o n  a n d  e sca p e  is 

n o th in g  b u t  d a rk  v a c u u m .

R ic k  a n d  I h a v e  p re tty  m u c h  s to p p e d  ta lk in g . 

T h e re ’s n o th in g  a n d  to o  m u c h  to  ta lk  a b o u t; se x  

is  ju s t  a b o u t  o u r  o n ly  m e th o d  o f  c o m m u n ic a tio n  

a n d  it’s u s u a lly  a n g ry . I d o n ’t ta lk  to  R ic k  b e ca u se  

I d o n ’t  b e lie v e  a n y th in g  h e  says a n y m o re  a n d  

p e rh a p s  b e c a u s e  I’m  a fra id  th a t I m ig h t; R ic k  

d o e sn ’t  ta lk  to  m e  b e c a u se  h e  d o e sn ’t  tru st  h im 

s e l f  e ith e r  -  I c a n  see  th a t in  h is  b lu e -g r e y  eyes  

th o u g h  h e  tr ie s  to  h id e  it. H e  w a n ts  to  te ll m e  th e  

tru th , I c a n  see  th at. H e  w a n ts  to  a n d  h e  can ’t. 

W o n ’t.

T o d a y  w e  h a v e  to  ta lk  b e c a u s e  I a w o k e  to  a 

b e e p e d  re m in d e r  th a t it  w a s  t im e  fo r  th e  q u a r

te r ly  b io m e d ic a l c h e ck s . I d o n ’t w a n t to  d o  th e m  

-  n o  lo n g e r  e v e n  see  a  re a so n  to  -  b u t  th e  a lte r

n a tiv e  is to  d o  n o th in g  at all; to  sit a n d  stare  in to  

th a t d a rk  v a c u u m , a n d  th a t w a y  m a d n e ss  w o u ld  

t r u ly  lie , I ’m  ce rta in .

R ic k  is in  th e  m e d ic a l m o d u le  a lread y, n o t th at 

it ta k es  m e  lo n g  to  f in d  h im . A s id e  fro m  a  t in y  

c a b in  th a t h o u se s  little  m o re  th a n  a  b e d , th e re  are 

o n ly  tw o  liv in g  sp a ce s  in  o u r  o c ta h e d r a l cap su le: 

th e  m e d ic a l m o d u le  a n d  a  la rg e r  area  b e tw e e n , 

d o m in a te d  b y  th e  tab le  th a t w e ’re  su p p o s e d  to  

eat o u r  m e a ls  at e v e r y  day. W e  h a v e  n o  n e e d  o f  a 

c o c k p it  b e c a u se  o u r  p ilo ts  a re  at le a s t 3.57 b illio n  

m ile s  aw ay. A t  least. T o  u se  R ic k ’s  in c re a s in g ly  

irr ita t in g  v e rn a cu la r, w e ’v e  sp en t th e  last th o u 

sa n d  d a y s  o f  o u r  liv e s  l iv in g  in  a  sp a ce  th e  s ize  

o f  a  fu c k in g  RV.

H e’s s tra p p e d  h im s e lf  in to  th e  c y c le  e rg o m - 

eter, b u t h e  isn ’t d o in g  m u c h  c y c lin g ; in stead , 

h e ’s s lu m p e d  o v e r  its b a rs , fo re h e a d  re s tin g  o n  

h is  arm s. I w o n d e r  i f  h is  h e a d  h u rts  to o  a n d  feel 

a n  u n c o m m o n  tw in g e  o f  sym p ath y.

“ H i.”

H e ju m p s , flin c h e s  a s  h e  lo o k s  u p  as i f  e x p e c t

in g  s o m e o n e  else . “ H e y ’’

“ B io  c h e c k  day.”

“A lre a d y ? ”

I t r y  to  sm ile . “A n o th e r  g lo r io u s  d a y  in  th e  

C o rp s .”

R ic k  tries  to  sm ile  b a c k . “ T h a t’s a  g o o d  one.” 

H e  re a ch es  d o w n  to  re lease  th e  seat b e lt  a cro ss  

h is  to rso  a n d  u n stra p  h is  b o o ts  fro m  th e  b u ck les  

o n  th e  fo o trests . W h e n  h e  c o m e s  to w a rd s  m e, I 

p re te n d  n o t  to  b e  a fra id  o f  h im  a n d  b o o t  u p  th e  

co m p u te r , b u s y in g  m y s e lf  w ith  th e  e q u ip m e n t.

E v e r y  m o n th  w e  b o th  h a v e  E C G s  a n d  b lo o d  

p re ssu re  ch e ck s . I ta k e  a n d  th e n  p ro c e ss  u rin a ry , 

b lo o d  a n d  re sp ira to ry  sam ples; w e  d o n ’t  sh it 

v e r y  o fte n  -  a n d  n o w  e v e n  less th a n  b e fo re  -  so 

I’v e  d r o p p e d  th a t test entirely . T h e re  are c o m p le x  

p s y c h o lo g ic a l ex a m s, w h ic h  is  n o t  m y  d o m a in ; 

w e  b o th  a n sw e r d o w n lo a d e d  a n d  d e ta ile d  q u e s 

tio n n a ire s: a lw a y s  in sc ru ta b le , a lw a y s th e  sam e 

b u t d ifferen t. I s c o f f  m y  w a y  th r o u g h  th e m , g e t

t in g  a n g r ie r  a n d  a n g rie r, w h ile  R ic k  c h e w s  th e  

in s id e  o f  h is  m o u th , b r o w  fu r ro w e d  in  c o n c e n 

tra tio n .

E v e ry  q u a rter, I c a r r y  o u t  m o re  in te n siv e  

e x p e r im e n ts , m o s tly  c a rd io -re s p ira to ry  a n d  

fu n c tio n a l tests w ith  p h y s ica l, m e n ta l a n d  o r th o 

static  lo a d s. T h a t is  m y  d o m a in . It’s th e  o n ly  real 

re a so n  fo r  m y  b e in g  h e re , I gu ess. B a c k  in  th e  

A s tr o  la b s, I s p e c ia lise d  in  im m e rs io n  th e o ry , 

m o re  p a r t ic u la r ly  h y p o k in e tic  d iso rd e rs  a ss o c i

a ted  w ith  ze ro  gra v ity : th e  e ffe cts  o f  p ro lo n g e d  

w e ig h tle ssn e ss  o n  th e  su p p o rt  m e c h a n ism s  o f  

th e  b o d y , th e  c e n tra l n e rv o u s  sy ste m , m o to r  

fu n c tio n , h a n d -e y e  c o -o rd in a tio n  a n d  so  o n . 

T h e re  a re  o th e r  th in g s  to o , a  w h o le  p le th o r a  o f  

e x p e r im e n ts  w h o s e  p o te n tia l resu lts  w e re  fa r  less 

a la rm in g  w h e n  c o n sid e re d  o n ly  in  a se p tic  th e 

o ry : th e  e ffe cts  o f  a  h y p o x ic  e n v iro n m e n t o n  th e  

im m u n e  a n d  m e ta b o lic  syste m s, d u e  to  th e  fire- 

re sista n t a rg o n  m ix e d  in to  o u r  life  su p p o rt  sy s

tem s; th e  ra d io b io lo g ic a l e ffe cts  o f  so la r  ra d ia 

t io n  o n  th e  m a in  re g u la to ry  b o d y  system s; D N A  

a n a ly sis  fo r  g e n o m e -b a s e d  p ro p h y la x is  a n d  te l

e m e d ic a l m a n a g e m e n t. R ic k  a n d  I tak e  a  lo t  o f  

p ills . N e ith e r  o f  u s k n o w s  w h a t ’s in  th e m , th o u g h  

I ca n  m o s t ly  gu ess. I d o n ’t  d iscu ss  th e  te st results  

w ith  R ick , a n d  h e  n e v e r  asks. I f  h e  d id , I w o u ld n ’t 

te ll h im  b e c a u se  h e  w o u ld n ’t w a n t to  k n o w .

R ic k  is  c h ie f  c o o k  a n d  b o ttle  w ash e r: c h ie f  

te c h n ic a l o ffic e r  a n d  c h ie f  s c ie n c e  o fficer; I ’m  

c h ie f  m e d ic a l o ffice r  a n d  c h ie f  c o m m u n ic a tio n s
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officer. T h a t’s a lo t  o f  ch ie fs  fo r  tw o  p e o p le , a n d  

th e  la tte r h a s b e c o m e  s o m e th in g  o f  a jo k e : I 

re c o rd  m y  m e d ic a l fin d in g s  a n d  d o w n lo a d  b o th  

th a t a n d  w h a te v e r  R ic k  a n d  I c o n fid e n tia lly  m u t

te r  in  o u r  p s y c h  e x a m s. I’v e  s to p p e d  d o in g  jo l ly  

v id e o  m e ssa g e s  h o m e  b e c a u s e  I d o n ’t th in k  a n y 

o n e  cares. I c e r ta in ly  d o n ’t. I h a v e  n o  id e a  i f  th e y  

re a ch  E a rth  a n yw ay. T h e  last p ro p e r  c o m m u n i

c a tio n  w a s  m o re  th a n  e ig h t w e e k s  ago.

R ic k  re a ch e s  fo r  m e  sev era l tim es, at first ju s t  

m y  h a n d  o r  m y  a rm  as I g o  a b o u t m y  tests, b u t 

th e n  m y  th ig h s , m y  arse, m y  b reasts. T h is  tim e  

I b a t h im  a w a y  in  irr ita tio n  b e ca u se  to d a y  I 

d o n ’t w a n t a d o le s c e n t o b liv io n  -  I d o n ’t w a n t 

to  a n sw e r h is  d e sp e ra tio n  w ith  m y  o w n . R ick ’s 

lo o k s  o f  re p ro a c h  g r o w  u n til I h a v e  to  g iv e  th e m  

a  re sp o n se . I th in k  h e ’s d ep ressed ; in  fa c t  I ’m  

su re  h e  is, b u t h e  a lso  h a s m a n ic  b u rsts  o f  a lm o st 

u n c o n tr o lla b le  e x c ite m e n t th a t I lik e  e v e n  less.

I tu rn  b a c k  to  th e  c o m p u te r  scre en . “ Later,” I 

m u tter, e v e n  th o u g h  it’s ju s t  a b o u t th e  o n ly  e x e r

c ise  h e  ge ts  th e se  d ays. It’s lik e  h e ’s g o n e  in to  

h ib e rn a tio n .

Later, we sit at th e  tab le  a n d  h a ve  d in n e r  

to ge th er. W e  h a ve n ’t d o n e  th a t in  a w h ile , even  

th o u g h  th a t w a s  o n e  o f  th e  th in g s  w e  a g re e d  to  

d o  e v e r y  day. W e  b o th  h a v e  c h ic k e n  b u rg e rs  m a s 

q u e ra d in g  as d e h y d ra te d  a n d  re c ta n g u la r  b ars, 

w ith  th o s e  b lo o d y  g o ld e n  a rch e s e m b la z o n e d  

o n  th e ir  w ra p p e rs . E ve n  n o w  I can ’t g e t u se d  to  

th e  te x tu re  lik e  s q u e a k y  p o ly s ty re n e : th o s e  d e s

ic c a te d  s tra w b e rr ie s  th a t I u s e d  to  p lu c k  o u t  o f  

m y  b re a k fa st  c e re a l b e c a u se  e a tin g  th e m  set m y  

te e th  o n  ed ge . I lo b  it in to  th e  air, w a tc h in g  it 

tu rn  a n d  tw is t  to o  slow ly.

“Y o u  n e e d  to  eat,”  R ic k  m u tters, h e a d  d o w n  

a n d  c h e w in g  d is p ro p o r tio n a te ly  fast.

“ I’d  lik e  to  fu c k  now .”

“O kay,” R ic k  says, p re te n d in g  h e  can ’t h e a r  th e  

tre m o r in  m y  v o ic e . H e  p ic k s  u p  h is  w ra p p e r  a n d  

ch a ses a fte r m in e  b e fo re  p u s h in g  b o th  in to  th e  

d isp o sa l sy ste m . W e  g o  b a c k  to  th e  ca b in . In  th e  

b e g in n in g , w e ’d  d o  it a n y w h e r e  a n d  e v e ry w h e re , 

b u t s h a g g in g  in  ze ro  g r a v ity  is fru str a t in g ly  crap  

a n d  th e  b e d  h a s th e  b e s t  restra in ts . I ’v e  b a re ly  

s tra p p e d  u s b o th  in  b e fo re  R ic k  p u lls  d o w n  m y  

tro u se rs  a n d  is in s id e  m e. It h u rts , n o t b e ca u se  

I’m  n o t  re a d y  b u t b e c a u se  h e ’s b e e n  th e re  to o

o fte n  -  a n d  to o  o fte n  lik e  th is. W e  n e e d  to  stop, 

I k n o w  that. W e  n e e d  to  sto p  b e c a u se  it’s b e c o m 

in g  a  k in d  o f  m a d n e ss . I a rch  m y  b a c k  a n d  

o u r  restra in ts rattle  a ro u n d  us, p u llin g  us b a c k  

d o w n . R ic k  sw ea rs  in to  m y  n e ck , b itin g . W h e n  

h e  c o m e s  w ith  a s h o u t th at s o u n d s  to o  m u c h  lik e  

a scre a m , I d o  to o . It h u rts  m o re  th a n  it h e lp s. 

W e  n e e d  to  stop . B e ca u se  i f  w e  d o n ’t  th e  m a d 

n ess  w ill  lo se  its p o w e r  to  d istra ct. T o  d issu a d e.

Just b e fo re  R ic k  g o e s  to  sleep, h is  fa ce  m o re  

re la x e d  th a n  it’s b e e n  a ll day, I lea n  in  c lo se  to  h is 

ear. “W h e r e  are  w e ? ”

R ic k  s igh s, o p e n s  th o se  g re y -b lu e  eyes  th at 

n e v e r  lo o k  at m e. “Y o u  k n o w  w h e re  w e  are.”

“N o , I d o n ’t,”  I w h isp e r, th o u g h  th ere ’s n o  o n e  

e lse  to  h e a r  us. P ro b ab ly . “ D o  y o u ? ”

H e d o e sn ’t  a n sw e r m e.

Everything is a m o n u m e n ta l e ffo rt. E v e ry  little  

th in g  th a t w e  d o  re q u ires  so  m u c h  p la n n in g  a n d  

u ses so  m u c h  e n e rg y , y e t  ap p ears  s m o o th  a n d  

la z y  a n d  u n h u r rie d  as i f  w e  e x ist in  s lo w  m o tio n . 

It a lw a y s  m a k e s  m e  th in k  o f  th at sw a n  o n  a  lak e  

a n a lo g y : e x is tin g  in  z e r o  g r a v ity  re a lly  is lik e  

th a t, e x ce p t th at th e  fre n z ie d  p a d d lin g  u n d e r  th e  

su rfa ce  is o n ly  in sid e  y o u r  h ead .

It tak es m e  an a ge  to  re lease  m y s e lf  fro m  th e  

b e d  w ith o u t  w a k in g  R ick , a n d  b y  th e  tim e  I’m  

fre e  o f  it I ’m  a lm o st c r y in g . T h ere ’s a  d ig ita l d is 

p la y  in  th e  c o rn e r  o f  a m o u n te d  T V  scre e n  -  the  

sam e  T V  scre en  u p o n  w h ic h  w e  w a tc h e d  v id e o  

fo o ta g e  o f  R ick ’s d a u g h te r ’s s ix th  b ir th d a y  p a rty  

th re e  m o n th s  ago; R ic k  c h o k in g , sm ilin g , la u g h 

in g , ru b b in g  at m y  c ro tc h  e v e n  as she b le w  o u t 

h e r  c a n d le s  -  it b lin k s  03:45. It d o e sn ’t m u c h  

m a tte r  w h e th e r  I b e lie v e  it  o r  n o t, I su p p o se . 

H ere, it ’s a lw a y s  n ig h t. 03:45 is a n o th e r e x isten ce .

I m a k e  m y  w a y  b a c k  in to  th e  m a in  liv in g  area, 

p u llin g  o n  th e  h a n d h o ld s  b u ilt  in to  th e  w a lls  

u n til I’m  flo a tin g  c lo se  to  th e  o n ly  w in d o w  b u ilt  

in to  th e  ca p su le . I g r ip  at th e  h a n d le s  e ith e r  side, 

m y  fa ce  p re sse d  h a rd  e n o u g h  a g a in st th e  a lu 

m in iu m  silicate  g lass  to  h u rt. R ic k  ca lls  it a lu 

m in u m ,  w h ic h  d r iv e s  m e  m a d . I b lo w  m y  b re a th  

a g a in st it; I w h isp e r. A d  in fin itu m .

T h ere ’s n o th in g  o u t there . I stare  in to  th e  b la c k  

d a rk  ju s t  lik e  I d o  e v e ry  n ig h t, a n d  th ere ’s still 

n o th in g . I d o n ’t  see h o w  th a t’s p o ss ib le . H o w  ca n  

I a ccu se  R ic k  o f  ly in g ; h o w  ca n  I a c c u se  h im  o f
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a n y th in g  w o rse  th a n  ly in g  w h e n  th e re ’s n o th in g  

o u t th ere?  I f  w e ’re  w h e re  I su s p e c t  w e  are  th e n  

th e re  s h o u ld n ’t  b e  n o th in g  -  th e re  s h o u ld  b e  

tro ja n s  a n d  ce n ta u rs  a n d  d w a r f  p lan ets. T h ere  

s h o u ld  b e  a ste ro id s  a n d  ices  a n d  e a r ly  w a r n in g  

c o llis io n  a larm s. I ’m  n o t  a n  a stro n a u t; I ’m  n o t 

e v e n  an  a stro p h y s ic is t. I d o n ’t k n o w  e n o u g h  to  

m o u n t a n y  k in d  o f  a tta ck  n e v e r  m in d  a d e fe n ce , 

b u t th is  is w h a t I k n o w , th is  is w h a t I fee l d o w n  to  

m y  w a s tin g  b o n e s  a n d  m u scles: w e  are  n o t g o in g  

h o m e . R e g a rd le ss  o f  w h e re  w e  are n o w  -  w h e re  

I th in k  w e  are  n o w  -  th a t is th e  b ig g e s t  a n d  m o st 

irre fu ta b le  lie  o f  th e m  all. R ic k  te llin g  m e  th at 

w e ’v e  tu rn e d  a ro u n d  a n d  are g o in g  h o m e .

I c ra n e  left, im a g in in g  th e  v a st  so la r  sail b e h in d  

us, m e rc ile ss ly  p u s h in g  us fo rw a rd s . A n d  it is 

va st. W h e n  I sa w  3D  s im u la tio n s  o f  o u r  sh ip  in 

flig h t, o u r  o c ta h e d r a l ca p su le  lo o k e d  lik e  a little  

b le m ish  -  an  im p e r fe c t io n  -  s u r ro u n d e d  b y  b r i l

lia n t, g o ld e n  m ir ro rs  re fle c t in g  th e  su n . A c c o r d 

in g  to  th e  m a n u a l, o u r  so la r  sa il h a s  a  su rfa c e  

area  o f  60 0 ,0 0 0  sq u a re  m e tres . R ic k  m u st h ave  

to ld  m e  a b o u t 60 0 ,0 0 0  tim e s  th a t th is  is th e  size  

o f  te n  sq u a re  b lo c k s  in  N e w  Y o r k  C ity . W e  n e v e r  

g o t to  see  it in  th e  flesh  b e c a u se  it w a s  u n fu rle d  

fro m  o u r  c a rg o  b a y  o n c e  w e ’d  le ft o rb it, b u t  in  

d a rk e r  m o m e n ts  I im a g in e  its b r illia n t face  

tu r n e d  a n d  ta c k e d  b y  u n s e e n  h a n d s, re fle c tin g  

p h o to n s  lik e  b a lls  b o u n c e d  o f f  a w a ll, p ro p e llin g  

u s fu r th e r  a n d  fu r th e r  a w a y  fro m  th e ir  th row er.

I sit d o w n  at th e  ta b le  a g a in  a n d  stra p  m y s e lf  

in . I ’v e  s to p p e d  c r y in g  a lre a d y  b e c a u s e  c r y in g  in  

ze ro  g r a v ity  is a  h o r r ib le  e x p e r ie n c e  -  a n o th e r  

re m in d e r  th at m y  b o d y  is n o t m y  o w n  a n y m o re . 

I lo o k  at th e  w a lls  s u r ro u n d in g  th e  d u b io u s  re lie f  

o f  th e  w in d o w . T h e y ’re  l in e d  w ith  b la c k  b a g s  a n d  

I’m  s ic k  o f  se e in g  th e m ; th e y  are a n o th e r  e x a m 

p le  o f  th e o r y  b e in g  a b e tte r  b e a st th a n  p ra ctice . 

In th e  b e g in n in g , th o s e  p o ly th e n e  b a gs  w ere  

fille d  w ith  w a te r  a n d  fo o d : a  n u c le i-r ic h , h a lf  

m e tre  th ic k  sh ie ld  a g a in st ra d ia tio n  th a t w as 

m o re  e ffe c tiv e  th a n  e v e n  m e ta l o r  th e  v a st  w ater 

ta n k s  b e tw e e n  th e  l iv in g  m o d u le s  a n d  th e  sto r

a ge  bays.

A s  w e  u se d  th e m  u p , R ic k  s w itc h e d  th e m  w ith  

b a g s  o f  o u r  c o lle c te d  shit. T h e  ca p su le ’s w a te r  

re c y c lin g  sy ste m  d e h y d ra te s  th e m  b y  o sm o sis , 

le a v in g  h y d r o c a r b o n -r ic h  w a ste  b e h in d . A ll  v e r y  

clever, o f  co u rse . B u t n o w  th ere ’s n o  e sc a p in g  th e

fa ct th at th e re  is m o re  d r ie d  sh it lin in g  o u r  l iv 

in g  ro o m  w a lls  th a n  th e re  is fo o d  o r  w ater. A n d  

th ere ’s n o  e sc a p in g  th e  fa c t  th a t w e  b re a th e  r e c y 

c le d  a ir  a n d  d r in k  re c y c le d  w a te r  th at w a s  o n c e  

w h a t o u r  b o d ie s  e x p e lle d  -  w h a t th e y  n o  lo n g e r 

w a n ted . E v e ry th in g  is u se d  u p  a n d  th e n  u se d  up  

a ga in . N o th in g  g o e s  to  w aste. It m a k e s  m e  w an t 

to  scre am . A d  in fin itu m  is n o t  a n  o p tio n  h ere, 

b u t  s o m e tim e s  it d o e sn ’t  fee l th a t w a y  at all.

I b a ll m y  h a n d s  in to  little  fists a n d  h iss  o th e r  

w o rd s  u n d e r  m y  b reath : a d  h o c , a d  n a u s ea m ;  

I h a v e  n o  id ea  w h y, w h ic h  is p ro b a b ly  ju s t  as 

w e ll b e ca u se  th e y  m a k e  m e  fee l better. I f  I a llo w  

m y s e lf  to  th in k  o f  th e  b la c k  b a g s  a n d  th e  w a te r  

sh ie ld  ta n k s  b e h in d  th e m  a n d  th e n  th e  th ree  

m e tre  w id e  sto ra g e  c o rr id o r  e n c ir c lin g  o u r  l iv 

in g  sp a ce  b e h in d  th e m ,  I m ig h t s cre a m  a n d  

n e v e r  stop . E v e n  th o u g h  R ic k  la u g h s  at m o st o f  

m y  A lie n  m o v ie s  re feren ces , th at’s th e  o n e  h e  

k n o w s  I’ll n e v e r  u se . B e c a u se  it’s tru e . In  sp ace , 

n o  o n e  ca n  h e a r  y o u  scre am . N o  o n e  th at can  

h e lp  y o u , at least. N o  o n e  th a t w a n ts  to.

They isolated us -  a ll tw e n ty -s o m e  ca n d id a tes  

-  fo r  tw e lv e  m o n th s  in sid e  a  te rra r iu m  ca lle d  

B io sp h e re  #3, ju s t  o u ts id e  T u c so n , A r iz o n a . It 

w as  b e fo re  a ll th e  T V  co m p a n ie s  c a m e  o n  b o a rd , 

so  it w a s  h a lf-a r s e d  at b est. W e  c o u ld  c o m e  a n d  

g o  as w e  p le a se d  -  a lth o u g h  th e re  w a s  n o w h e re  

to  go , th e re  w e re  p le n ty  d e liv e ries , p le n ty  p a rtie s  

in  th e  d e se rt. R ic k  g o t  m o re  o u t o f  it th a n  m e, 

b e ca u se  h e  w a s  o n  th e  In fin ity  a stro n a u t p ro 

g ra m  a n d  I w a s  o n ly  a n o th e r  lab  tech , b u t I’d  be  

ly in g  i f  I sa id  I d id n ’t e n jo y  th e  e x p e rie n ce . It w as 

n o th in g  lik e  th is  b e c a u se  it w a s  n o  p re p a ra tio n  

fo r  th is . A n d  b e ca u se  w e  w e re  so  fa r  d o w n  th e  

list o f  p o te n tia l ca n d id a tes  th at w e  d id n ’t even  

n e e d  to  p re te n d  th a t it m ig h t  b e .

T h e y  w a n te d  a  co u p le . A  m a rr ie d  co u p le . 

O ste n s ib ly  b e ca u se  o f  th e  c o n fin e m e n t to  su ch  

c lo se  q u a rte rs  a n d  th e  le n g th  o f  t im e  o f  th e  e x p e 

d itio n : tw o  a n d  a  h a lf  y e a rs  to  o u r  d e stin a tio n  

a n d  a b o u t th e  sam e  b a c k  a ga in , b u t a lso  b e ca u se  

o f  th e  sy m b o lism . R ic k  a n d  I rep resen t h u m a n 

ity: th e  A d a m  a n d  E ve  o f  a  n e w  era. O n ly  I ’m  

n o t th e  o n e  w h o  te m p te d  h im  w ith  th e  ap p le , I’m  

p re tty  c e rta in  o f  that.

I h a d n ’t lik e d  th e  fav o u rite s. E x p e rie n c e d  a s

tro n a u ts , as a rro g a n t as th e y  w e re  fo re g o n e  co n -
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e lu sio n s; I ’v e  fo rg o tte n  th e ir  n a m e s. I ’d  la u g h e d  

w h e n  th e y  w e re  p u lle d  b e c a u se  th e y d  g o t s tu ck  

o n  th e  U S -S S  a n d  c o u ld n ’t g e t b a c k  in  t im e  to  

la u n c h . B ill a n d  Stella  F la c k  w e re  th e ir  in itia l re 

p la ce m en ts: th e  c h ie f  te c h n ic a l o ffice r  o f  th e  p r o 

je c t  a n d  h is  p h y s ic is t  w ife . S h e g o t p re g n a n t at 

th e  e le v e n th  h o u r, a n d  re m e m b e r in g  h is  b lu ste r

in g  s w a g g e r  a b o a rd  B io s p h e re  #3, 1 im a g in e  th at 

h e  w a s  p isse d  to  sa y  th e  least. T h ere  w e re  o th 

ers, o f  c o u rs e , lo ts  o f  th e m . I s to p p e d  la u g h in g  

a ro u n d  th e  t im e  1 re a lise d  th at th e  ca n d id a te s  

w e re  d w in d lin g  to  a n  a la r m in g ly  lo w  n u m b e r. I 

c r ie d  th e  n ig h t  th a t R ic k ’s b le e p  w e n t off; I c r ie d  

h a rd e r  w h e n  I w a tc h e d  h im  c r o u c h e d  o v e r  the  

k itc h e n  co u n ter, p h o n e  in  h a n d , h is  to o -w h ite  

te e th  g e ttin g  b igger.

S p ace  e x p lo ra tio n  is n o w  e x c lu s iv e ly  th e  d o 

m a in  o f  e n tre p re n e u rs  a n d  p riv a te  e n terp rise . 

O u r  e x p e d itio n  h a s  b e e n  fu n d e d  b y  ra p  stars a n d  

m illio n a ire s  a n d  T V  e x e cs  a n d  e x -e n g in e e rs  still 

g r e e d y  fo r  w h a t w as  d e n ie d  th e m  in  th e ir  g o v 

e rn m e n t ca reers. T h e  rest o f  it is a d v e rtis in g  a n d  

te le v is io n  r ig h ts. A fte r  w e  w e re  s ig n e d  u p , w e  

sp e n t m o re  tim e  ta lk in g  to  d ic k s  in  s h in y  su its  

s ta n d in g  in  fro n t o f  ca m e ra s  a n d  s o u n d  b o o m s  

th a n  w e  d id  tra in in g  in  th e  A s tr o  la b s  o r  th e  

sp a ce  ce n tre  itself.

I re m e m b e r  w a tc h in g  o n e  o n lin e  in te rv ie w  

w ith  th e  d e p u ty  d ir e c to r  o f  A s tr o  In fin ity  a 

fe w  w e e k s  b e fo re  th e  la u n c h  d ate. W h e n  a sk ed  

a b o u t th e  n o t in c o n s id e ra b le  risk , h e ’d  w a x e d  

ly r ic a l a b o u t w h y  it  w a s  a  r is k  w o r th  tak in g: 

th a t it h a rk e n e d  b a c k  to  th e  d a y s  w h e n  ta k in g  

risk s  to  fu r th e r  h u m a n ity ’s k n o w le d g e  w a s  c o m 

m o n p la ce ; th a t o u r  e x p e d itio n  w a s  M e a n in g fu l. 

In sp ira tio n a l. T h e  in te rv ie w e r ’s n e x t q u e s tio n  

h a d  b e e n  w h e th e r  o r  n o t h e  e x p e c te d  u s to  h ave  

se x  in  tra n sit. T h a t a n sw e r g o t far m o re  hits. 

A n d  th a t w a s  th e  last n ig h t th a t I b e g g e d  R ic k  to  

re co n sid e r, to  fo rfe it  o u r  c o n tra c t, sell th e  h o u se , 

p a y  th e  fin e  -  a n y th in g . H e  d id n ’t e v e n  b o th e r  

to  s a y  n o.

I a m  th e  w e a k e st lin k , o f  c o u rse . I ’m  a la b  tech , 

a  g r u n t, a  n o n -e n tity . A n d  I’m  n o t A m e r ic a n . 

R ic k  is a  m e d io c re  a stro n a u t, re je c te d  b y  g o v 

e rn m e n t p ro g ra m s, a n d  u n til n o w  a  sa ilo r  o f  n o t 

e v e n  th e  c lo sest stars, b u t h e ’s th e  A ll  A m e r i

ca n  Jo ck  th a t th e  T V  stu d io s  lo v e  to  lo v e , a n d  

b a c k  w h e n  I w as  a s tru g g lin g  stu d e n t, I m o d 

e lle d  u n d e rw e a r  o n lin e . T h ere  w e re  p o ste rs  o f  

u s e v e ry w h e re , d e d ic a te d  w eb sites  a n d  a d zin e s  

a n d  p o p -u p s  a n d  co o k ie s . I w a s  a lm o st g la d  

w h e n  th e  la u n c h  d a y  ca m e  a ro u n d  ju st  so  I c o u ld  

esca p e. Stu p id .

I wake up still s tra p p e d  to  m y  chair. R ick  

k n o c k s  h is  a rm  a g a in st m e  as h e  c o m e s  a ro u n d  

th e  tab le ’s ed ge , h a n d in g  m e a n o th e r  re c ta n g u la r  

bar. I d o n ’t sa y  th a n k  y o u  b e ca u se  h e  d o e sn ’t say  

a n y th in g  a b o u t m e  n o t w a k in g  u p  in  b e d  w ith  

h im ; a b o u t s p e n d in g  an  e n tire  n ig h t sat at a  tab le. 

I c h e w  th e  b a r  -  it tastes o f  sy n th e tic  ap p le  -  a n d  

d r in k  m y  w ater. R ic k  a vo id s m y  eyes, th o u g h  I 

d o n ’t  t r y  v e r y  h a rd  to  m e e t h is. M y  fe a r  is a live  

n ow , b u b b lin g  u n d e r  th e  su rfa ce  lik e  m a gm a , 

re m in d in g  m e  o f  w h a t w e ’v e  lo n g  left b e h in d .

R ic k  p ick s  u p  th e  re m a in s  o f  o u r  ru b b ish  a n d  

d isp o se s  o f  it b e fo re  k is s in g  m e  o n  th e  ch e ek . H e 

g ra b s  m y  left tit  a n d  flash es h is  w h ite  teeth . “N o  

offen ce.”

I t r y  o n  a  fa r w e a k e r  s m ile  th a t p u lls  t ig h t m y  

sk in . “ L o o k  in to  m y  eye.”

“S ee  y a  later, h on ey.” A s  i f  h e ’s g o in g  to  th e  

o ffice  v ia  th e  s u b w a y  o r  R o u te  25, in ste a d  o f  

c o a st in g  less th a n  th re e  fee t to  h is  c o m p u te r  sta

tio n , n e x t to  th e  c le a rsp a n  flo o r  d eck ; as i f  w e  

d id n ’t  h a v e  to  ca tc h  th e  e sca p e  o f  so m e o n e (s) ’s 

b lo o d  p o st-o r g a sm  w h e re  it f lo a ted  in  a n  ugly, 

p e r fe c t  sp h ere  to w a rd s  th e  ca p su le  c e ilin g  th e  

n ig h t b e fo re .

“ C a r p e  d ie m ”  I m u tter, g r in d in g  m y  teeth . I 

n e e d  to  p ee , b u t I h ate  u s in g  th e  to ile t  -  as m u c h  

fo r  th e  e ffo rt as th e  in e v ita b le  sam p le  resu lts  (a 

co n sta n t f lu x  o f  g a la c tic  c o s m ic  rays h a s ca u se d  

tra ck s  o f  ra d ia tio n  d a m a g e  in  o u r  b io lo g ic a l t is 

sues, a lte r in g  o u r  D N A  a n d  lo w e r in g  o u r  b lo o d  

ce ll co u n ts; w e ’re  a lre a d y  lo n g  p a st th e  th ree  

p e rce n ta g e  p o in ts  e x p e c te d  o v e r  an  a stro n a u t’s 

e n tire  ca re e r  -  so  I p re te n d  th a t I d o n ’t. In stead , I 

p u sh  p ast R ic k  a n d  h is  s tu d io u s ly  fa k e d  in d u s try  

a n d  th e n  in to  th e  sm a lle r  m e d ic a l m o d u le .

I d o n ’t  lo o k  at th e  c o lla te d  d a ta , n o r  d o  I 

a tte m p t to  sen d  it, e ve n  th o u g h  I s h o u ld  h ave  

a lre a d y  d o n e  so  d a y s  b e fo re . I ’m  n o  lo n g e r  a fra id  

o f  w h a t th a t d a ta  sh o w s b e ca u se  th e re ’s little  

p o in t, b u t I’ ll b e  b u g g e re d  i f  I le t th e m  see  w h a t 

th e y ’v e  d o n e  to  u s -  e v e n  i f  I su sp e ct th a t th e y  

a lre a d y  k n o w .
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T h e re ’s a la m in a te d  A 4 p a g e  ta c k e d  a b o v e  m y  

co m p u te r , a jo k e  th a t R ic k  th o u g h t  m ig h t m a k e  

th in g s  b e tte r  2 .7 y e a rs  ago:

L E N A ’S S H I T  L IS T

G C R s

SE P s

Z e r o  G ra v ity

R a tio n in g

R e -e n try

H e r F u c k -b u d d y

I g ra b  h o ld  o f  th e  c y c le  e rg o m e ter , sp in  m y s e lf  

a ro u n d  o n to  its sa d d le  a n d  strap  m y s e lf  in . It’s 

o n ly  o n c e  I’v e  s ta rte d  e x e rc is in g  th a t I re m e m b e r  

to  b e  m o re  a n g r y  th a n  a fra id . R ic k  u se d  to  m a k e  

a  lo t  o f  jo k e s  a b o u t  re -e n try . A  lo t. T h e y  w e re  

o n ly  fu n n y  w h ile  I b e lie v e d  it w a s  s till a p o s s i

b ility . W h ile  w e  b o th  d id . N o w  it’s ju s t  a n o th e r 

th in g  th a t w e  d o n ’t  ta lk  a b o u t.

It w a s  g o o d  at first -  aren ’t m o st th in gs?  

W e ’v e  lo n g  le ft th e  r o c k y  p lan ets  a n d  gas g ia n ts  

b e h in d , b u t I ca n  still re m e m b e r  th e  m o m e n t w e  

b y p a s s e d  Jupiter, its  p u ll tre m e n d o u s  e n o u g h  to  

s lo w  u s to  a  b r ie f  cra w l. I re m e m b e r  R ic k  a n d  

I c lu tc h in g  h a n d s  as w e  h u n g  o n to  th e  h a n d les  

e ith e r  s id e  o f  th e  v ie w in g  w in d o w , w a tc h in g  the  

w h ite  u p w e llin g  b a n d s  a n d  re d  d o w n w e llin g  

b a n d s , la u g h in g  at th e  t in y  b la c k  sh a d o w  o f  

E u ro p a , t r y in g  to  f in d  th e  u n d u la t in g  G re a t R e d  

Sp ot; th e  la tter a g a m e  th a t n e v e r  g o t o ld : S p o t 

th e  S p o t. W e  n e v e r  d id .

A fte r  Jupiter, o u r  a c c e le ra tio n  b e g a n  in c re a s 

in g , o u r  c o n tin u o u s  th ru st  g a in in g  a  m o m e n tu m  

fa r b e y o n d  w h a t  w e ’d  b e e n  le d  to  e x p e c t. I ’d  w o n 

d e re d  a  little  a b o u t th a t -  a b o u t th e  la se r  b e a m s 

th at h a d  b e e n  u n d e r  d e v e lo p m e n t in  th e  A stro  

la b s  a n d  h o w  th e y  c o u ld  su p p le m e n t th e  sun ’s 

d w in d lin g  p o w e r  at in c re a s in g  d ista n ce s. T h ere  

h a d  b e e n  n o  p o in t  a sk in g  R ick ; h e  k n e w  as m u c h  

as m e  a n d  re sen ted  it a  lo t m o re .

I start to  c r y  a g a in  as m y  w a s te d  leg s  p u m p  

b a c k  a n d  fo rth , th e ir  w e a k n e ss  tre m b lin g  u p  in to  

m y  p e lv is .

Ip so  f a c t o ,  c a v e a t em p to r . M e m e n to  m o r i.

I lo v e d  h im . I lo v e  h im . A n d  I’m  sca red . W h e n  

I let m y s e lf  th in k ; w h e n  I let m y s e lf  k n o w , th o se  

are  th e  o n ly  tw o  th in g s  left. W e  re a c h e d  P lu to  

o v e r  tw o  m o n th s  ago . A s tr o  w a n te d  to  assess th e

c o n tra c tu re  o f  its a tm o sp h e re : it’s g e ttin g  fu r th e r  

a n d  fu r th e r  fro m  th e  su n  a n d  y e t  its a tm o sp h e re  

a p p ea rs  to  b e  g e ttin g  th ick e r, b igg er. It’s o n e  o f  

th e  fe w  re m a in in g  m y ste r ie s  o f  o u r  so la r  sy ste m , 

b u t n e ith e r  R ic k  n o r  I h a ve  g r o w n  a n y  w ise r  in 

th a t regard : a ll d ata  w a s  c o lle c te d  v ia  te le sco p e s  

a n d  p a rtic le  sp ectro m e ters; w e  d id n ’t h a ve  to  d o  

a n y th in g  a t all.

F in a lly  re a c h in g  P lu to  w a s  an  a n tic lim a x , 

p a r t ly  b e c a u s e  it w asn ’t  Jupiter a n d  m o s tly  b e 

ca u se  I h a d  a s to m a c h  u p set th at c o n fin e d  m e 

to  th e  ca b in  fo r  m o st o f  th e  flyby. I f  y o u ’v e  n e v e r  

p u k e d  in  ze ro  grav ity , i f  y o u ’v e  n e v e r  h a d  to  w ea r 

an  a d u lt n a p p y  b e c a u se  y o u  p h y s ic a lly  ca n ’t strap  

y o u r s e lf  o n to  a  to ile t  a n d  a im  at a p o in t  n a r

ro w e r  th a n  a  b u lls -e y e , y o u  can ’t b e g in  to  e m 

p ath ise . B y  th e  t im e  I c o u ld  th in k  b e y o n d  a n y  

o f  it, o u r  d e stin a tio n  h a d  b e e n  re a ch e d  a n d  w e  

w e re  a lre a d y  g o in g  b a c k  h o m e , o u r  sail tu rn e d  

a n d  ta c k e d  to w a rd s  th e  su n . O r  so  I’d  th o u g h t.

M y  th ig h s  sh a k e  a n d  sh a k e  u n til I f in a lly  stop, 

m y  fin g ers  c u r lin g  a g a in st m y  ch est, to u c h in g  

m y  h e artb ea t. I ca n  fee l m y  fu r y  d iss ip a tin g  lik e  

a  co a sta l fo g . I n e e d  to  fee l lik e  th ere ’s still s o m e 

th in g  I ca n  d o ; I n e e d  s o m e th in g  to  h a p p e n .

A n d  th e n  it d o e s. T h ere ’s a  g e n tle  h u m  -  n o  

m o re  th a n  th a t -  a n d  th e n  th e  a larm s start g o in g  

o ff, fla sh in g  fast red . R ic k  sh o u ts, s o u n d in g  m o re  

a liv e  th a n  h e  h a s d o n e  fo r  w e e k s, m o n th s.

A n d  I th in k , is  th is  it? H a ve  w e  g o t a c o llis io n  

a larm ? W ill  w e  see  an  ice , a s h o rt-p e r io d  co m et?  

W ill  I f in a lly  b e  ab le  to  sa y  s e e ? I  k n e w  w e w er en ’t 

g o in g  b a ck , I  f u c k i n g  k n e w  it/? B u t as I m a n a g e  

to  g e t free, I h e a r  th e  s e r v o m o to r  start u p  a n d  

rea lise  th at th e  ca p su le  is tu r n in g  w ith  th e  sail in  

a  m a n o e u v re  th at w a s  p ra c tic e d  aga in  a n d  again  

in  p ilo t  s im u la tio n s , a n d  th at th e  a larm s are 

th o se  th at w a rn  n o t o f  c o llis io n  b u t o f  ra d ia tio n , 

w h ic h  ca n  o n ly  m e a n  o n e  th in g . A  so lar flare.

M y  d is a p p o in tm e n t is so  g re a t th a t it seem s 

to  w e ig h  m e  d o w n . In  th e  e n d , R ic k  is fo rce d  

to  c o m e  to  th e  m e d ic a l m o d u le  to  g e t m e. H is 

face  is th e  c o lo u r  o f  ash , h is  ja w  w o r k in g  as i f  

h e ’s g r in d in g  h is  teeth . I’d  fo rg o tte n  th a t h e  c o u ld  

lo o k  th is  w a y ; th at h e  w as  c a p a b le  o f  a n y th in g  

b e y o n d  a flat a n d  d ista n t stare.

“ L en a, c o m e  on ! I h e y ’re tu r n in g  th e  sh ip !”

W e  c o llid e  in  an  u g ly  e m b ra ce , a n d  th e n  h e  

m a n a g e s  to  tu rn  u s a ro u n d . W e  d rift  th ro u g h
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th e  l iv in g  a rea  to w a rd s  o u r  ca b in , a la rm s s o u n d 

in g  a n d  fla sh in g  a ll a ro u n d  u s, th e  s e r v o m o to r  

h u m m in g , a n d  I start to  la u g h , I can ’t h e lp  it -  an  

u g ly  s o u n d  p itc h e d  fa r  to o  h ig h . W h e n  w e  re a ch  

th e  ca b in , R ic k  p u sh e s  u s to w a rd s  its fu rth est 

w a ll, a n d  th e re  w e  h u n k e r  d o w n  w h e re  w e r e  

b e st sh ie ld e d  fro m  th e  o u ts id e , u s in g  th e  b e d ’s 

re stra in ts  to  k e e p  u s th ere .

“ C lo s e  y o u r  e yes, baby,”  R ic k  says, a n d  I g iv e  

h im  a sh a rp  stare, w o n d e r in g  i f  h e ’s b e in g  cru e l, 

w o n d e r in g  i f  h e ’s tu r n in g  o n e  o f  m y  fe w  re m a in 

in g  d e fe n c e s  a ga in st m e. B u t h e  o n ly  lo o k s  a fraid , 

h e  o n ly  lo o k s  c o n c e r n e d . A n d  so  I do.

A week after th e  so la r  flare, I tak e  m o re  s a m 

p les  fro m  u s b o th  a n d  fe e d  th e  resu lts  in to  th e  

m e d  co m p u te r . It’ ll tak e  a  fe w  h o u rs  to  p r o p 

e r ly  p ro c e ss  o u r  re a d in g s  a g a in st th e  R h esu s 

m a c a q u e  p r e d ic t io n  m o d e l, n o t  th a t th ere ’s a n y 

th in g  I ca n  d o  i f  th e  resu lts  are b a d . W e ’re n o t 

d e a d  a n d  w e  d o n ’t h a v e  a cu te  ra d ia tio n  sick n ess, 

so  I g u ess  th e  w o r s t  w e  ca n  h o p e  fo r  is re d u c 

t io n  o f  o u r  o v e ra ll im m u n e  sy ste m  resistan ce. 

I’m  b e g in n in g  to  su sp e c t  th a t o u r  lo n g -te r m  life  

e x p e c ta n c y  is a c a d e m ic . It’s iro n ic , I su p p o se , 

th a t it ’s o u r  v e r y  d is ta n ce  fro m  h o m e  th at h as 

p ro b a b ly  sa v e d  us, b u t I ca n ’t b r in g  m y s e lf  to  feel 

g ra te fu l a b o u t that.

W e  k n e w  th e  risk s, R ic k  k e e p s  te llin g  m e, h is  

b la n k  g a m e  fa ce  h a v in g  s u r v iv e d  in ta ct. A n d  h e ’s 

rig h t, o f  co u rse . T h e y  to ld  u s th a t w e  h a d  at least 

a tw e n ty  p e rc e n t c h a n c e  o f  e x p e r ie n c in g  a fatal 

S E P  e v e n t a n d  n e a r ly  a  fifty  p e rc e n t ch a n c e  o f  

e x p e r ie n c in g  th e  k in d  o f  flare  th a t w o u ld  k ill 

f ifty  p e r c e n t  o f  u s  in  fifty  d ays. I re m e m b e r  R ic k  

la u g h in g  at th a t on e: “ W o n d e r  w h ic h  o n e  o f  us 

w ill  b e  th e  f ifty  p e rc e n t? ”  I ’m  a lso  p re tty  c e r 

ta in  th a t th e re ’s b e e n  s o m e  d a m ag e  to  th e  sh ip ; 

th e re  are  s till o c c a s io n a l a la rm s a n d  R ic k  sp e n d s  

m u c h  o f  h is  t im e  h u n c h e d  o v e r  h is  co m p u ter, 

lo o k in g  at e n d le ss  s tre am s o f  d ata. I d o n ’t u n d e r

stan d  m o s t o f  it -  n o t th a t R ic k  lik e s  m e  to  lo o k  

at all, th o u g h  I k n o w  th e  p a s s w o rd  -  b u t w h a t I 

d o  u n d e rsta n d  I d o n ’t like .

“W e ’re  n o t s lo w in g  d o w n .”

R ic k  d o e sn ’t lo o k  u p  fro m  th e  tab le , d o e sn ’t 

an sw er, ju s t  g o e s  o n  c h e w in g  h is  b lo o d y  d in n e r  

lik e  h e ’s e n jo y in g  it.

“ R ick , w e ’re n o t  s lo w in g  d o w n  a n d  e v e n  I

k n o w  th a t w e  s h o u ld  b e . T h e  p h o to n s ’ p ressu re  

o n  th e  sails  s h o u ld  b e  w o r k in g  a ga in st us n ow , 

b u t th e y ’re  n o t. I f  a n y th in g , w e ’re g o in g  faster.” 

M y  v o ic e  d ro p s  to  a w h is p e r  th at n e a r ly  a c 

k n o w le d g e s  h o w  sh it sca red  I am ; th a t n e a r ly  lets 

m e  im a g in e  o u r  t in y  ca p su le  h u rt lin g  in to  b la ck , 

starless o b liv io n . W h e n  R ic k  d o e sn ’t e v e n  stop  

c h e w in g , I scre a m  h ig h  a n d  lo u d , h a rd  e n o u g h  

to  h u rt  m y  th ro a t. “ W e’re g o in g  fu c k in g  faster!” 

R ic k  sw a llo w s, a n d  th e n  s ile n tly  p lu c k s  m y  

u n ea ten  b a r  fro m  m y  h a n d s. “A r e  y o u  g o n n a  eat 

th at, sw e e tch e e k s? ”

I sw a llo w  m y  fear, I s w a llo w  m y  fu ry , a n d  th e  

e ffo rt is so  great th a t I can ’t a n sw e r h im . A fte r  a 

m u te  se c o n d , h e  u n w ra p s  it a n d  starts to  eat.

“ W h e r e  are w e , R ick ? ”  I’m  a b io lo g is t  a n d  

a m a th e m a tic ia n . I h a ve  tw o  P h D s  a n d  m y  re 

se a rch  in to  h y p o k in e tic  a n d  m e ta b o lic  d is o r

d e rs  a sso c ia te d  w ith  p ro lo n g e d  ze ro  g r a v ity  h a d  

A s tr o  In fin ity  o ffe r  m e  first a  five  a n d  th e n  s ix  

fig u re  s a la ry  te n  y ea rs  ago , b u t a ll o f  m y  w o r k  

w a s  th e o re tic a l, th e  m in u tia e  o f  sp ace  tra ve l -  

n o t s a ilin g  sh ip s  a n d  so la r  flares a n d  w alls  o f  

m y  o w n  crap . N e v e r  o n c e  d u r in g  th o se  ten  y ea rs  

sp en t in  th e  A s tr o  lab s w as  I a fra id  o f  th e m  -  

th o s e  m e n  w ith  n o  face s  in  b o a r d ro o m  suits. 

N o t  o n c e  d id  it o c c u r  to  m e  that th e y  w o u ld  lie. 

T h e y  to ld  R ic k  th at th is  w a s  h is  o n ly  ch a n ce  a n d  

th e y  to ld  h im  th at I w a s  p a r t  o f  th e  d eal, a n d  I 

sp en t so  lo n g  t r y in g  to  get o u t o f  g o in g , tr y in g  to  

c o n v in c e  R ic k  th at it w as  a b a d  id e a  th a t I n ev er 

o n c e  s to p p e d  to  c o n s id e r  th e  o ffe r  itself. W h y  us. 

N o n  c o m p o s  m e n to s .

“W e ’re  in  th e  K u ip e r  B e lt, aren ’t w e ? ”

R ic k  ch e w s, ch e w s, ch e w s.

“ P lease , R ick , ju s t  tell m e.”  M y  fin gers p u ll in to  

t ig h t, w h ite  fists. “ I a lre a d y  k n o w  w e  are, so  ju st 

fu c k in g  tell m e. W e  n e v e r  tu rn e d  a ro u n d  at all, 

d id  w e ? ”

R ic k  lo o k s  at m e  w ith  h is  g r e y -b lu e  eyes. “ I’v e  

sen t th e m  a  m essage.”

M y  h e a rt  m o m e n ta r ily  stills. “ Y o u  h a ve ? ”

H e n o d s, o ffe r in g  m e  th e  k in d  o f  sm ile  that 

u se d  to  m a k e  e v e r y th in g  better, b u t b e fo re  I ca n  

a sk  h im  w h a t w a s  in  th e  m e ssa ge , w h a t h e  a sk ed  

th e m , w h a t h e  h o p e fu lly  d e m a n d e d  o f  th e m , h is 

sm ile  g ro w s  te e th  a n d  h e  lea n s  c lo s e r  a cro ss  th e  

tab le . “ B u t i f  I w e re  y o u , b a b y  d o ll, I ’d  b e  m o re  

w o r r ie d  a b o u t th e  th in g s  in  th e  w alls.”
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M y  h e a rt  stu tters, sta lls, stu tters  aga in . I th in k  

th e  w o r d  w h a t, b u t I d o n ’t sa y  it b e c a u se  I’m  s u d 

d e n ly  m o re  a fra id  o f  R ic k  th a n  I a m  o f  m e n  w ith  

n o  fa ce s  in  b o a r d r o o m  su its  o r  e v e n  o f  w h e re  w e  

are.

H e  w in k s , u n stra p s  h im s e lf  fro m  th e  ta b le  a n d  

th e n  d e p o s its  h is  e m p ty  w ra p p e rs  in sid e  th e  d is 

p o sa l sy ste m . “W e ’re in  th e  p ip e , five  b y  five.”

I s h u d d e r  as h e  d r ifts  p ast m e  o n  th e  w a y  to  

o u r  ca b in . H e  c h u c k le s , b u t I n o tic e  h im  cast a 

q u ic k  g la n c e  lik e  a  t ic  to w a rd s  th e  sto ra g e  h a tch , 

h is  fo re h e a d  b r ie fly  fu r ro w in g . W h e n  h e  lo o k s  

b a c k  at m e, h is  s m ile  h as tee th  aga in . “ R e a d y  

w h e n  y o u  are, sw e e tch e e k s. B oy, are  y o u  g o n n a  

b e  so re  to m o rro w .”

T h e  b ile  ru sh e s  in to  m y  th ro a t as h e  d isap p ea rs  

fro m  v ie w . I ’m  s h a k in g , s h a k in g , b u t  as a ll m y  

a tte n tio n  is fo c u s s e d  o n  n o t  b e in g  s ick , I h a rd ly  

n o tic e . W h e n  th e  w o r s t  o f  it p asses, I u n stra p  

m y s e lf  a n d  get up. I p u ll m y  b o d y  to w a rd s  the  

v ie w in g  w in d o w  b e c a u se  I can ’t b e a r  th e  th o u g h t 

o f  b e in g  n e a r  th is  R ic k , o f  le tt in g  h im  to u c h  m e 

a n d  fu c k  m e , o f  le tt in g  h im  m a k e  m e  p re te n d  

a lo n g  w ith  h im .

I grasp  h o ld  o f  th e  h a n d le s  a n d  I stare  o u t at 

th a t d a rk  n o th in g . B u t th is  t im e  I let m y s e lf  see. 1 
le t m y s e lf  p ic tu re  th e  fra m e d  a n d  b e a u tifu l a rtis 

tic  im p re ss io n  o f  w h a t  lies  b e y o n d  th e  p la n e ts  o n  

th e  p e r ip h e r y  o f  o u r  so la r  sy ste m  th a t w e  h a d  

h a n g in g  b e h in d  o u r  c o rn e r  sofa: th o s e  c o lo u re d , 

s p e c k le d  sp h eres. G re e n  d o ts  in  th e  m a in  b elt, 

o ra n g e  sp e c k s  fo r  th o s e  o b je c ts  sca ttered , y e llo w  

a n d  p in k  tro ja n s , w h ite  ce n ta u rs. I lo o k  a n d  I 

lo o k  a n d  all I see  is  n o th in g . N o t th at it m atters; 

I k n o w  th a t th e y ’re  th ere .

I wake up in  th e  d e a d  o f  n ig h t -  in  th e  d e a d  o f  

w h a t  is n ig h t m o re  th a n  3.57 b illio n  m ile s  a w a y  

-  to  a re a lisa tio n  th at is so  o b v io u s  I ca n  h a rd ly  

b e lie v e  th a t I ’d  n e v e r  e v e n  th o u g h t  o f  it  b e fo re . 

I ’m  stra p p e d  in to  m y  seat at th e  liv in g  ro o m  

tab le , so  o n ly  m y  h a n d s  are fre e  to  m o v e  w ith o u t 

h in d ra n c e . T h e y  cre e p  o v e r  m y  m o u th .

A t  th e  p ress c o n fe re n c e  a fe w  w e e k s  b e fo re  th e  

la u n c h , th o s e  b o a r d ro o m  su its  m a d e  u s o u t to  be  

p io n e e rs , e x p lo re rs  in to  th e  fu r th e s t  re a ch es  o f  

o u r  o w n  s o la r  sy ste m . W e  p o s e d  h o ld in g  h a n d s, 

w e a r in g  o u r  a stro n a u t su its  a n d  c lu tc h in g  o u r  

h e lm e ts  u n d e r  o u r  a rm s  w h ile  flash es w e n t o f f

a ll a ro u n d  us, a n d  it n e v e r  o n c e  o c c u r r e d  to  m e 

th at I w a sn ’t w h a t th e y  sa id  I w as -  n o t o n ce . I’m  

n o t an  a stron a u t. A n d  n e ith e r  is R ick , n o  m a tter 

w h a t it says in  h is  jo b  d e sc rip tio n . I d o n ’t k n o w  

h o w  m u c h  th is  e x p e d itio n  c o st, h o w  m u c h  it is 

still c o s tin g , b u t I k n o w  th a t it’s to o  m u c h  to  re ly  

o n  th e  fe w  sk ills  o f  ca n d id a tes  so  fa r d o w n  a  list 

that th e y  w ere  c lo s e  to  its b o tto m .

M y  fin g ers  p u ll at m y  lip s, m y  g u m s. M y  f in 

g e rn a ils  g la n c e  a ga in st m y  teeth . W e  are n o t 

th e  astro n a u ts , th e  p io n e ers. W e  d o n ’t p ilo t; w e  

d o n ’t  d isc o v e r; w e  d o n ’t  in terp ret. W e  exist. W e  

c o lle c t  a n d  co lla te  p h y s io lo g ic a l a n d  b io lo g ic a l 

a n d  p s y c h o lo g ic a l d a ta  o n  o u r  o w n  b o d y  sy s 

tem s, w e  s u rv iv e  th e  o n s la u g h t o f  G C R s  a n d  

SE P s a n d  ro a d  test n e w  sy ste m s o f  sh ie ld in g , 

c o m m u n ic a tio n , ju n k  fo o d . W e  are  g u in e a  p igs, 

R h esu s m o n k e y s . T h e  d o m e stiq u e s  fo r  th e  tru e  

stars, th e  o n e s  w h o  m ig h t c o m e  after. A ll  g o in g  

w ell. A n d  ju st  lik e  th e  la b  m a ca q u e s , o n c e  w e ’v e  

o u tliv e d  o u r  u se fu ln e ss  w e ’re e x p e n d a b le  -  b u t 

n e v e r  w ith o u t  o n e  last great h u rra h . N o th in g  is 

u se d  up; n o th in g  g o e s  to  w aste. I th in k  o f  th o se  

a stro n a u ts  in  B io sp h e re  #3. 1 th in k  o f  B ill  F la ck ’s 

a rro g a n t sw a gg er. R ic k  a n d  I w e re  a lw a y s  th e  

o n e s  w h o  w ere  g o in g . I th in k  o f  th o s e  p a rtie s  in  

th e  d e se rt, th e  fa k e d  c a m a ra d e rie , th e  co ck ta ils  

a n d  b a ck sla p s . I lo o k  at th e  b la c k  b e y o n d  that 

a lu m in iu m  s ilica te  w in d o w . A n d  n o w  w e ’ll ju st 

k e e p  g o in g . O n  a n d  o n  a n d  o n . U n til w e  d o n ’t.

Rick barely speaks to  m e  at a ll n ow . H e  eats 

a n d  h e  d r in k s  a n d  h e  p ee s  a n d  h e  o c c a s io n a lly  

sh its, a n d  th e  rest o f  th e  tim e  h e  sits at h is  c o m 

p u te r  n e x t to  th e  c le a rsp a n  d e c k  a n d  h e  lo o k s. 

M o re  o c c a s io n a lly  still, h e  typ es.

I’v e  s to p p e d  a sk in g  h im  w h e re  w e  are b e ca u se  

I su sp e ct th at h e  n o  lo n g e r  k n o w s. I’v e  s to p p ed  

a llo w in g  m y s e lf  to  b e  a fra id  b e ca u se  it’s to o  

m u c h  to  b e a r  e v e ry  s e c o n d  o f  e v e ry  day. I ’ve  

s to p p e d  lo o k in g  o u t o f  th at a lu m in iu m  silicate  

w in d o w , I’v e  s to p p e d  m a k in g  re fe re n ce s  to  th e  

A lie n  m o v ie s , I ’v e  s to p p e d  th in k in g  o r  m u tte r

in g  L atin  p h ra ses  in  c o m m o n  u sage. I ’v e  c o m 

p le te ly  s to p p e d  se n d in g  b a c k  d a ta  v ia  th e  m e d  

co m p u ter. It fee ls  lik e  th e  o n ly  w e a p o n  I h ave  

left. In stead , I ty p e  an  e n d le ss  stre am  o f  p ro fa n i

ties  a n d  cu rses , a n d  i f  th e  w e ig h t o f  th e ir  e ffi

c a c y  is m e a su re d  in  fu r y  -  in  d esire  -  th e n  th e y
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s h o u ld  w o r r y  th e  su its  w ith  n o  face s  fa r m o re  

th a n  a n y  la p se  in  p ro p e r  c o m m u n ic a tio n .

We still have d in n e r  to g e th e r; th a t see m s to  b e  

th e  o n ly  h a b it th a t n e ith e r  o f  u s c a n  b re a k . I d o n ’t 

k n o w  h o w  m u c h  fo o d  is left. I d o n ’t d w e ll to o  

lo n g  u p o n  w h ic h  m ig h t  b e  th e  w o r s t  d eath : star

v a tio n  o r  s u ffo c a tio n , b e c a u se  I g u e ss  it h a rd ly  

m a tters. W e  n o  lo n g e r  fu c k  -  w e  n o  lo n g e r  fu c k  

o fte n  -  a n d  R ick ’s d is ta n t b la n k  g a z e  n o  lo n g e r  

fr ig h te n s  m e  as m u c h  as it o n c e  d id . I th in k  h e ’s 

m a d , b u t  th a t’s okay. I ’m  n e a rly  je a lo u s , th o u g h  

I’m  n o t so  c e r ta in  th a t I’m  n o t fa r b e h in d  h im .

“ I’v e  b e e n  th in k in g  a b o u t w h e n  w e  first m et,” 

I sa y  to  h im  o n e  m e a ltim e , as h e ’s b e n t o v e r  a n d  

fu r io u s ly  c h e w in g . “ D o  y o u  re m e m b e r? ”

H e  sh a k es h is  h e a d  a n d  k e e p s  o n  c h e w in g . 

T h e  d a rk  h a ir  at h is  c r o w n  h a s s ta rte d  to  th in . 

H is  h a ir  w a s  o n e  o f  th e  first th in g s  th at I n o tic e d  

a b o u t h im , th a t a n d  h is  th ic k  fo re a rm s, h is  se x y  

g r in , h is  lu d ic r o u s ly  G o o d fe lla s  a ccen t. W e  m e t 

at an  A s tr o  In fin ity  C h r is tm a s  d a n ce , a n d  w h e n  

h e  b o u g h t  m e  a ca ip ir in h a  a n d  to ld  m e  th a t h e  

w a s  in  th e  a stro n a u t p ro g r a m , I d e c id e d  th at i f  

h e  a sk ed  m e  b a c k  to  h is  I ’d  go . H e  d id .

“W h y  d id  y o u  b u y  m e  a  d r in k ? ”  I w h isp e r. 

“ W h y  d id  y o u  a sk  m e  to  d a n ce ? ”  I k n o w  w hy. 

H e’d  sa id  it w a s  b e c a u s e  I’d  g lo w e d  u n d e r  th e  

w h ite  d is c o  lig h ts  lik e  n o  o n e  else; h e ’d  sa id  it w as 

b e c a u se  I’d  tu r n e d  a w a y  fro m  a n o th e r  m a n  an d  

sm ile d  at h im  a cro ss  th e  c lic h e d  c r o w d e d  ro o m  

a n d  h e ’d  k n o w n . In  a  s m ile d , g lo w in g  b rea th , 

h e ’d  k n o w n .

H e  lo o k s  u p  fro m  h is  la b o u rs  a n d  flash es a 

g r in  th at sh o w s m o re  tee th  th a n  it u se d  to. H is 

re c e d in g  g u m s  are red , p u m p e d  fu ll o f  b lo o d . 

" B e c a u s e  y a  m a d e  m y  d ic k  s in g , b a b y  doll.”

T h e re ’s n o  lo n g e r  a n y  e m o tio n  in  h is  w o rd s , 

n o  s m ile d  in te n t. I sh iver. I s h iv e r  a g a in  w h e n  

h is  h e a d  sn a p s  left, lo o k in g  u p  at th e  c ra p -lin e d  

w a lls  as th o u g h  h e ’s h e a rd  so m e th in g . H e d o e s  

th a t a lo t  n o w  -  lik e  a  ca t w h o ’s se n se d  s o m e 

th in g  th a t y o u  h a v e n ’t; th at y o u  ca n ’t -  b u t it 

n e v e r  lo se s  its p o w e r  to  fr e a k  m e  ou t. It’s ju s t  

a b o u t th e  o n ly  th in g  le ft  th a t  d o e s.

H e  sh a k e s h is  h e a d  as i f  c o n v in c in g  h im s e lf  

th a t h e ’s m is ta k e n , th a t a ll is w ell. H e u n stra p s 

h im s e lf  fro m  th e  tab le  a n d  p lu c k s  m y  h a lf-ea ten  

b a r  fro m  m y  h a n d . I th in k  w e r e  in  th e  p ip e , f i v e

b y  f iv e ,  as h e  d e p o sits  th e  w ra p p e rs  in sid e  th e  

d isp o sa l system .

I’m  s u d d e n ly  se iz e d  w ith  th a t n e e d  to  d o  

s o m e th in g  aga in ; th a t n e e d  to  rea ssert a  co n tro l 

th at h as all b u t v a n ish e d . “ R ic k  -  ”

H e tu rn s  b a c k  a ro u n d  to  m e  slow ly, ru b b in g  at 

h is  flat c ro tch . “ Just th in k in g  a b o u t y o u  gets m e 

h a rd , baby.”

T h is  tim e, I d o n ’t fee l sick . T h is tim e, I d o n ’t 

fee l a n y th in g  at all. O n c e , I m ig h t h a ve  b e lie v e d  

h im , b u t n o t n ow . T h in k in g  a b o u t w h a t m ig h t 

h a p p e n  to  u s gets h im  h a rd . T h in k in g  a b o u t g o 

in g  fu r th e r  th a n  a n y o n e  h as e v e r  g o n e  b e fo re  

gets h im  hard . D is c o v e r in g  th e  u n d isco v e re d . 

T h e  fear, th e  p o w e r, th e  p o w e rle ssn ess . S ta rv a 

tio n , su ffo c a tio n , o b liv io n . T h a t’s w h a t gets  h im  

hard .

A n d  th a t’s w h e n  I k n o w  fo r  sure. W e  w o n ’t su r

v iv e  e a c h  other. W e  w o n ’t.

“ D o n ’t s p e a k  to  m e  an ym o re .”  I w h is p e r  it.

H e  la u g h s  as h e  h e ad s  fo r  h is  ca b in , b u t I d o n ’t 

lo o k  at h is  e ye s  b e ca u se  I’m  to o  a fra id  o f  w h a t I 

m ig h t n o t see. T h is  is A stro  In fin ity ’s s y m b o l o f  

h u m a n ity ; th e  A d a m  a n d  E ve o f  a n e w  era. T h is  

is w h a t w e ’v e  b e e n  re d u ce d  to.

I flin c h  fro m  R ick ’s su d d e n  scre a m  -  la n g u id  

te rro r  v e rsu s  s o m e th in g  fa r m o re  im m e d ia te . 

A n d  re q u ir in g  a resp o n se . W h e n  I lo o k  left, 

to w a rd s  h im , h is  h e a d  is c o c k e d  aga in  to w a rd s  

th e  sto rag e  h a tch , th e  o n e  th at lea d s b e h in d  th e  

w a te r  w alls .

“C a n ’t y o u  h e a r  it?”  h e  scre ec h es , b u t I d o n ’t 

th in k  th a t h e ’s a sk in g  m e. W h e n  h e  p u lls  h im 

s e lf  to w a rd s  th e  lad d er, I d o n ’t u n stra p  m yself; I 

d o n ’t t r y  to  stop  h im  w ith  e ith er  w o rd s  o r  d eed . 

A  c r in g in g , h u n k e r e d  d o w n  p a rt  o f  m e  flin ch e s  

as h e  c lim b s  th e  lad d er, as h e  o p e n s  th e  h atch . 

W h e n  h is  to rso  a n d  th e n  leg s  d isa p p ea r u p w a rd s  

in to  n e w  sp ace , I d o  u n a n c h o r  m y se lf, g ra b b in g  

h o ld  o f  th e  tab le ’s e d g e  as I t r y  to  get closer.

I h e a r h im  cu rse , I h e a r  h im  b a n g  h is  b o d y  

a ga in st th e  th ree  m e tre  w id e  storag e  sp ace  that 

s u rro u n d s  o u r  o w n . A n d  th e n  s u d d e n ly  I’m  

g ra b b in g  o n to  a n y  a n d  all h a n d h o ld s , d esp erate  

to  re a ch  th e  lad d er. I c lim b  it w ith  s h a k in g  lim bs; 

I b a sh  m y  left te m p le  a ga in st th e  o p e n e d  h a tch  as 

I cra n e  in sid e .

R ic k  is o n  a ll fo u rs, a lre a d y  c lo se  to  th e  tu rn  

to w a rd s  th e  m e d ic a l m o d u le . H e sp in s s lo w ly
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a ro u n d , th e  sk in  o n  h is  fa c e  th in  e n o u g h  to  e x 

p o se  th e  g r e y  v e in s  b e n e a th  its su rfa ce , h is  sm ile  

a fro z e n  r ic tu s. “C a n ’t y o u  h e a r  it? C a n ’t y o u  h e a r  

t h e m ?”  H is  e ye s  w id e n  in  a lm o s t e csta tic  terror. 

“ T h e y ’re  in  h e re !”

I step  d o w n  o n e  r u n g  a n d  g ra b  h o ld  o f  th e  

h a tch . H e  sees  m e  d o in g  it, a n d  th e n  sees w h at 

it  m e a n s. H is  s c re a m  is  to o  late . H is  w eig h tle ss  

s cu ttle  b a c k  to w a rd s  m e  is to o  late. I p u ll d o w n  

th e  h a tch  a n d  tu rn  its w h ee l. I ’v e  a lre a d y  a lm o st 

re a c h e d  th e  b o tto m  a g a in  w h e n  h e  b e g in s  

p o u n d in g  at it. W h e n  h e  b e g in s  s c re a m in g . B u t 

it’s to o  la te  fo r  th a t to o . I ’v e  a lre a d y  d e c id e d  n o t 

to  h e a r  h im .

I can sleep in  m y  o w n  b e d  a ga in . T h e  n o v e lty  

w e a rs  o f f  w ith in  d a y s, b u t  w h ile  it p re v a ils , it  is 

w o n d e r fu l. I s leep . I d o n ’t  d re a m . I’m  n o t  sore . 

I’m  n o t d e sp e ra te . I ’m  n o th in g  at all.

M y  d a y s  are  sp en t lis tle ss ly  d r ift in g  b e tw e e n  

ca b in , l iv in g  s p a c e  a n d  m e d ic a l m o d u le . F o r th e  

first fe w  o f  th e se , I c a n  s till h e a r  R ic k  b a n g in g  

a g a in st th e  s to rag e  c o r r id o r  w a lls  a n d  h a tch . I 

s tart fe e lin g  th e  in s id io u s  sc ra tc h  o f  d o u b t b e 

h in d  m y  e ye s , u n til  I sit m y s e lf  at h is  c o m p u te r  

s ta tio n  a n d  ty p e  in  h is  p a ssw o rd . I m ig h t n o t  b e  

a b le  to  u n d e rs ta n d  m o s t  o f  th e  d ata, b u t  I k n o w  

th a t I’l l  u n d e rs ta n d  s o m e  o f  it -  a n d  d esp ite

e v e ry th in g , I s till n e e d  to  k n o w . I n e e d  to  k n o w  

w h a t -  i f  a n y th in g  -  th e y ’re g o in g  to  do.

It d o e sn ’t  w o rk . R ic k  w a s  n e v e r  su p p o se d  

to  te ll m e  h is  p a ssw o rd , ju s t  as h e  n e v e r  k n e w  

m in e , b u t after a n  e a r ly  b lo w  jo b  less th a n  tw o  

w e e k s  in to  o u r  jo u rn e y , h e  to ld  m e  th a t it w a s  

th e  d ate  o f  o u r  w e d d in g . It isn ’t  a n y m o re . A n d  

th a t’s w h e n  I k n o w  w h a t th e  m e  th a t lo c k e d  th e  

sto ra g e  h a tc h  a lre a d y  k n ew . R ic k  w a s  p a r t  o f  it. 

R ic k  w a s  a lw a y s p a rt o f  it. R ic k  a n d  h is  s tu b b o rn , 

n e v e r  satis fied  h a rd -o n . H is  e n d le ss  n e e d  to  b e  

s o m e th in g  o th e r  th a n  w h a t h e  w as.

I re lea se  m y s e lf  fro m  h is  s ta tio n  a n d  d r ift  t o 

w a rd s  th e  tab le . I lo o k  u p  at th e  w h ite  c u r v e d  

c e ilin g  a n d  th e  d im p le d  d e n ts  o f  th e  s u r ro u n d 

in g  w a te r  w a lls . I scre am . I f in a lly  scream .

“S w ee tch ee k s, B a b y  d o ll, R o u t, E rb , A lo o -  

m in u m , M o ss-c o w , D ic k  W a d !”  I stop , p u llin g  

m y s e lf  u p  sh o rt  a g a in st th e  v ie w in g  w in d o w , a n d  

m y  e ye s  fo llo w  th e  fra n tic  scu ttle  th at I ’d  b e e n  

ig n o r in g  fo r  d ays. “ E y e -fu c k in g -R a c k !”

T h e  w o rd s  are  a  b e tte r  b a lm  th a n  L a tin  p h ra ses  

o r  A lie n  m o v ie  re feren ces; th e y  m a k e  m y  h e a rt 

te m p o ra r ily  s in g . A fte rw a r d s , I sleep  w ith o u t 

s tra p p in g  m y s e lf  d o w n . I float.

All the days a n d  m o m e n ts  a n d  th o u g h ts  -  su ch  

as th e y  are  -  m o rp h  in to  o n e  a n o th er, u n til  I can
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h a r d ly  te ll w h a t  t im e  h a s p assed . I ’v e  tu r n e d  o f f  

th e  m o n ito r s  th at b lin k  tim e , th e  co m p u te rs  th at 

te ll m e  h o w  m u c h  life  su p p o r t  is  left. I n o  lo n g e r  

eat.

In stea d , I stare  o u t  o f  th e  v ie w in g  w in d o w  in to  

b la c k  n o th in g . S o m e tim e s  I fo rg e t  to  b lin k . A n d  

n o w  th e re  re a lly  is  a n  A lie n  -  a th in g  -  in sid e  

th e  w a lls . U s in g  th e  ca p su le  as a  h a m ste r  w h e e l, 

I h e a r  it. B a n g in g . S cu ttlin g . S h r ie k in g . It d o e sn ’t 

lo se  s tre n g th  as I ’d  e x p e c te d ; it d o e sn ’t g r o w  q u i

e te r  o r  a n y  m o re  re s ig n e d  to  its fate.

A n d  th e n  f in a lly  -  o n e  d a y /o n e  n ig h t -  it h a p 

p en s. W h a t  I’v e  b e e n  w a it in g  so  lo n g  for. I see 

s o m e th in g . F in a lly , th r o u g h  th a t b la n k  v a st  w in 

d o w , I see  so m e th in g .

M y  ja w  s la ck en s  a n d  m y  h e a rt  re m e m b e rs  

w h a t  it ’s for. I fee l c o lo u rs  w a s h  o v e r  m e  -  n o t 

th e  g re e n s  a n d  o ra n g e s  a n d  y e llo w s  a n d  p in k s  o f  

th a t fra m e d  p ic tu re  b e h in d  o u r  c o r n e r  s o fa  -  b u t 

rea l c o lo u rs , rea l lig h t. R eal b re a th , re a l life , real 

h o rro r, rea l jo y. I u n d e rs ta n d  R ic k ’s e csta tic  te r

ro r  a little  b etter. I ’m  c r y in g , b u t I ca n ’t fee l it. 

I ’m  sh a k in g , b u t  it d o e sn ’t  m atter. I ’m  d y in g , b u t 

I d o n ’t care .

F in a lly , I k n o w . I see . F inally.

I re m e m b e r  th e  ap p le; I re m e m b e r  b e in g  

y o u n g  a n d  s tu p id  a n d  re a d in g  a lo u d  fro m  b e 

h in d  an  e c h o in g  le c te rn . F o r  G o d  k n o w s  th a t

w h e n  y o u  e a t  f r o m  it  y o u r  ey es w ill b e  o p e n e d ,  

a n d  y o u  w ill  b e  l ik e  G o d , k n o w in g  g o o d  a n d  ev il. 

It’s n o t tru e. It’s ju s t  m o re  lies.

I g ig g le  a n d  it h u rts  m y  ra w  th ro a t. “ D o n ’t  a sk  

m e, m a n . I ju s t  w o r k  here.”

I re lu c ta n tly  tu r n  fro m  th e  w in d o w  a n d  p u ll 

m y s e lf  in to  th e  m e d ic a l m o d u le . T h ere ’s n o  n ee d  

to  e n te r  m y  p a s s w o rd  b e c a u se  I n e v e r  lo g g e d  

o u t. I ty p e  ju s t  tw o  sh o rt sen ten ces  a n d  I’m  still 

c r y in g , still s h a k in g , s t ill g ig g lin g  as I d o  it.

Y o u  w ill  n e v e r  see  w h a t I  see. Y o u  w ill  n e v e r  

k n o w  w h a t I  know .

I s h o u t th e m  to o . I s h o u t th e m  lo u d  e n o u g h  

fo r  th e  a lie n  still b e a tin g  its c h itin o u s  w in g s  in 

s id e  th e  w a lls  to  h e a r  -  a n d  it d o es. I k n o w  it 

d o e s  b e c a u se  it scre a m s b a ck .

A n d  th a t’s okay. I sm ile  a n d  I c lo se  m y  sw o lle n  

eyes  a g a in st th e  b rillia n t, u n e n d in g  ligh t.

T h a t’s okay.
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h e  n e w  b u ild in g  p e rc h e d  o n  a  r o c k y  h ill w est 

o f  to w n  o n  la n d  n o  fa rm e r  c o u ld  tease  a cro p  

fro m , so  th e  to w n  d o n a te d  th e  p r o p e r ty  to  th e  

s c h o o l d is tr ic t. L o c a l c o n tra c to rs  v o lu n te e re d  

th e ir  la b o re rs  to  c o n str u c t  th e  s c h o o l, a n d  th a t 

first S e p te m b er, w h e n  th e  s c h o o l th r e w  w id e  its 

d o o rs , c h ild re n  h a d  to  c lim b  fo u r  sets o f  stairs, 

f ifty -fiv e  step s each , fro m  th e  stu d e n t d r o p -o ff  

area  at th e  fo o t o f  th e  h ill.
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O n  o p e n in g  day, s o m e  c h ild re n  ju m p e d  fro m  

h o r se -d r a w n  b u g g ie s . S o m e  c a m e  in  s h in y  M o d -  

e l- T  F o rd s, b u t  m o s t  w a lk e d  fro m  to w n , th e ir  

e m p ty  b o o k  b a g s  in  o n e  h a n d , a n d  h e a v y  lu n c h  

b u c k e ts  in  th e  oth er.

In sid e  th e  s c h o o l, in s id e  th e  te n  fre sh ly  p a in t

e d  c la ss ro o m s, b y  th e  lo v in g ly  b u ffe d  w o o d e n  

d e sk s  w ith  sto ra g e  sp a ce  b e n e a th  th e ir  as y e t  u n 

m a rk e d  su rfa ce s, w a ite d  th e  n e w  tea ch e rs , a ll r e 

c e n t  g ra d u a te s  fr o m  te a c h in g  co lle g e s , a lth o u g h  

at th e  t im e  th e y  c a lle d  th e m  “n o r m a l”  sch o o ls . 

T h e  s c h o o l b o a r d  h a d  d e c id e d  th e  n e w  tea ch e rs  

s h o u ld  b e  u n b u rd e n e d  w ith  p re v io u s  e x p e r i

e n ce . O n ly  th e  p r in c ip a l, T h e o d o re  H a re to n , w as 

a  v e te ra n  e d u ca to r. H e  g r e e te d  e a c h  c h ild  at th e  

d o o r, s h o o k  e a c h  h a n d  so le m n ly , fro m  th e  t in ie st 

f iv e -y e a r-o ld  to  th e  h u lk in g  e ig h te e n -y e a r-o ld  

fa rm e rs ’ s o n s  w h o  w o u ld  a lre a d y  b e  t ire d  fro m  

th e ir  m o r n in g  ch o re s , w h o s e  fin g ers  w e re  w o r k -  

ro u g h e n e d  a n d  w h o  w h e n  th e y  w ro te  g r ip p e d  

th e ir  p e n c ils  w ith  u n fa m ilia rity .

T h e o d o r e  H a re to n  s ig n a le d  h is  s e c r e ta ry  to  

r in g  th e  b e ll to  start th e  first d a y  after th e  last 

c h ild  p a u se d  at th e  d o o r, a little  b rea th less. A  

th ird -g ra d e r, th o u g h t  H a re to n , o r  a sm a ll fo u rth  

grad er. T h e  g ir l ’s sh o rt  b ro w n  p ig ta ils  s tu c k  a l

m o s t h o r iz o n ta lly  fro m  h e r  h e a d , a n d  h e r  b ra n d  

n e w  p in k  r ib b o n s  sh e e n e d  in  th e  sun .

“W e lc o m e  to  sch o o l,”  sa id  H a re to n . “ L iste n  to  

y o u r  teach ers.”

“ T h a n k  y o u , sir.”

W h e n  sh e  w e n t in s id e , H a re to n  lo o k e d  o u t 

o v e r  th e  to w n  b e lo w  h is  feet. T w o  ra b b its  h o p p e d  

o u t  fro m  u n d e r  a  b u s h  b e s id e  th e  sta irs, w ig g le d  

th e ir  n o se s  a t h im , a n d  v a n ish e d  b e n e a th  th e  

b u s h e s  o n  th e  o th e r  side.

H a re to n  to o k  a  fu ll b re a th , p u t h is  h a n d s  t o 

g e th e r  b e h in d  h is  b a c k , a n d  e n te re d  th e  b u ild in g .

Thirty-two years p a sse d  b e fo re  T h e o d o re  

H a re to n  re tire d . T h e y  re n a m e d  th e  s c h o o l after 

h im . T h e  c o m m u n ity  c o lle g e  u se d  th e  c la sro o m s 

in  th e  e v e n in g  to  a c c o m m o d a te  so ld ie rs  u s in g  

th e  G .I . B ill a fte r  re tu rn in g  fro m  th e  w ar.

T h e  c o m m u n ity  h a d  g r o w n  to o . T h e  s c h o o l n o  

lo n g e r  sat at th e  e d g e  o f  to w n . N e w  n e ig h b o r

h o o d s  h a d  s p ru n g  u p  o n  a ll sid es. T h e  s c h o o l 

d is tr ic t  p a s s e d  a b o n d  issu e  to  fu n d  a  lo n g  a u to  

ra m p  o n  th e  h ill ’s lea st stee p  s id e  so  b u sse s  a n d

ca rs  c o u ld  n o w  p a r k  r ig h t b e sid e  th e  s c h o o l a n d  

its n e w  e n tra n ce , a lth o u g h  c h ild re n  w h o  w a lk e d  

still c lim b e d  th e  c ra c k e d  c e m e n t stairs to  w h a t 

h a d  o n c e  b e e n  th e  fro n t d o o rs.

N e w  w in g s  w ith  c la ssro o m s a n d  a  la rg e r  g y m 

n a s iu m  h a d  b e e n  a d d ed . B le ach ers  w e re  im 

p ro v e d  n e x t to  th e  fo o tb a ll field . S c h o o l H ill, as 

th e  lo c a ls  c a lle d  it, w a s  b ro a d , a w id e  e xp a n se  

o f  grass, s c ru b  o a k , a n d  c r u m b lin g  lim e sto n e  

e lb o w s  a n d  k n ee s  p u n c tu a te d  th e  su rfa ce , b u t 

th e y  m a d e  a d d itio n s  to  th e  b u ild in g  as i f  th e y  

h a d  n o  ro o m  to  sp rea d  o u t. T h e y  e x ca v a ted  

sp a ce  fo r  n e w  c la ssro o m s b e lo w  th e  g ro u n d , 

a n d  th e y  a d d e d  sto ries  to  th e  o ld  s c h o o l. R e 

lu cta n tly , it se e m e d , n e w  w in g s  w e re  a d d ed . 

C o n s tr u c t io n  a lw a y s  b u rro w e d  first, th e n  p iled  

o n  later. N e w  s tru ctu re s  c a n n ib a liz e d  o ld ; n e w  

b lu e p rin ts  o v e rla id  th e  o r ig in a l o n es; h u n d re d s  

o f  c o n tra c to rs  o v e r  th e  y e a rs  re fu rb ish e d , b u ilt  

o n , re d e sig n e d , a n d  m o d ifie d  th e  b u ild in g  u n til 

it  b e c a m e  a  s ty lis tic  h o d g e p o d g e  w h e re  h a llw a y s  

le d  in to  h a llw a y s  th a t e m p tie d  o u t in to  e n c lo se d  

c o u rty a rd s  o r  a d m in is tra tiv e  o ffices  o r  storage  

areas e v e n  lo n g -t im e  stu d e n ts  d id n ’t  re c o g n ize . 

E v e n tu a lly  th e y  a d d e d  a n e w  w in g , a n d  th e n  

a n o th e r  a n d  a n o th e r  a n d  a n o th er, b u t a lw a y s 

th e y  d u g  first so  b a se m e n ts  re sted  a to p  su b b a se 

m e n ts , a n d  s e c o n d  sto ries  e x is te d  b e lo w  th ird  

a n d  fo u rth  flo ors.

P r in c ip a l P esto, w h o  stay e d  in  th e  p o sitio n  

fo r  tw o  y e a rs , fa m o u sly  g r u m b le d , “ T h e y  sh o u ld  

h a v e  h ir e d  a n  a rch ite ct w h e n  th e y  d e sig n e d  th is  

m o n stro sity .”  H e  a lso  su g g e ste d  th e  b e st  w a y  to  

im p ro v e  th e  s c h o o l w o u ld  b e  to  b u rn  it d o w n , 

b u t h is  w a s  a  m in o r ity  o p in io n . T ea ch e rs  w ith in  

th e  c o u n ty  c la m b e re d  to  b e  tra n sfe rre d  to  the  

H a re to n  s c h o o l, a n d  m o s t  te a ch e rs  w h o  to o k  a 

p o s it io n  th e re  s ta y e d  u n til th e y  re tired . M a n y  

tea ch e rs  w e re  a lu m n i.

P r in c ip a l M illh a u s e r  to o k  o v e r  fro m  P esto  a n d  

o v e rs a w  th e  s c h o o l’s m o s t  a m b itio u s  e x p a n sio n . 

H e  h a d  b e e n  assistan t c u ra to r  at th e  fa m o u s  

B a rn u m  M u s e u m  b e fo re  m o v in g  to  H a re to n , 

a n d  it w a s  M illh a u s e r  w h o  a p p ro v e d  m a n y  o f  

th e  s c h o o l’s m o s t ra d ic a l featu res, in c lu d in g  th e  

m in a rets , th e  f ly in g  b u ttre sse s , th e  c o v e re d  w a lk 

w a y s, fa n c ifu l b r id g e s , th e  h a n g in g  g a rd e n , th e  

n u m e ro u s  sp ira l sta ircases, th e  fu n c tio n a l fo llie s  

c o n n e c te d  to  th e  s c h o o l v ia  tu n n e ls  a n d  s e rv in g
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as iso la te d  re a d in g  ro o m s, th e  b u tte r fly  p a v ilio n , 

a n d  o th e r  e x p a n s io n s  to o  v a r ie d  to  m e n tio n .

A s  th e  s c h o o l grew , its u ses b e c a m e  sh a red  

b e tw e e n  sev era l o rg a n iza tio n s . T h e  h o sp ita l 

d o n a te d  a  w a lk - in  c lin ic  b e c a u se  th e  s c h o o l e n d  

o f  to w n  w as to o  fa r fro m  m e d ic a l fa c ilitie s . T h e  

re cre a tio n  d is tr ic t  p a id  fo r  a  p o o l, th e  first h a n d 

b a ll c o u rts  a n d  w e ig h t  ro o m s  ra th e r  th a n  b u ild  

a sep a ra te  re c re a tio n  cen ter. T h e  arts c o u n c il 

ra ise d  fu n d s  fo r  a c o m m u n ity  th e a te r  fo r  p lays  

a n d  c o n c e rts . T h e  p o lic e  d e p a rtm e n t a d d e d  an 

a n n e x  fo r  p u b lic  s e r v ic e , as d id  th e  m o to r  v e h i

c le  d e p a rtm e n t. S o c ia l S e rv ic e s  e q u ip p e d  a d a y  

ca re  fo r  th e  u n fo rtu n a te  stu d e n ts  w h o  b e c a m e  

p a ren ts  b e fo re  g r a d u a tio n , b u t it a lso  to o k  the  

fa c u lty ’s c h ild re n .

A lw a y s , e a rth  m o v in g  e q u ip m e n t, fe n c e d  o ff  

c o n s tr u c tio n  areas, a n d  m e n  w ith  h a rd h a ts  w ere  

a  p a r t  o f  th e  ca m p u s.

D u r in g  th e  t im e  o f  fea r a fte r th e  S e c o n d  W o rld  

W ar, th e  c iv il  s e r v ic e  a d d e d  u n d e rg r o u n d  liv in g  

q u a rte rs  a n d  b o m b  sh elters, th ic k - w a lle d  ro o m s 

w ith  co ts  a n d  sh e lve s  s ta c k e d  w ith  w a te r  a n d  

ca n n e d  g o o d s . W h e n  th e  fea r fa d e d , ja n ito rs  

u s e d  th e  b o m b  sh e lte rs  to  sto re  c le a n in g  e q u ip 

m e n t. T h e y  p la y e d  m u sic  o n  th e  o ld  ra d io s  to  

e n te r ta in  th e m se lv e s  w h e n  th e y  to o k  b rea k s.

C o a c h  D e M a rc o  w a s  th e  first te a c h e r to  liv e  on  

ca m p u s . H is  w ife  le ft  h im  fo r  th e ir  s to c k  b ro k er, 

b u t  sh e  k e p t  th e  h o u se . D e M a rc o  fin ish e d  h is  

m a th  c la sse s  e a ch  day, ran  a fte rn o o n  p ra c tic e  fo r 

fo o tb a ll in  th e  fa ll, b a sk e tb a ll in  th e  w in te r  a n d  

b a se b a ll in  th e  sp rin g . E a c h  e v e n in g , after h e ’d  

c h e c k e d  th e  lo c k e r  ro o m s, g a th e re d  w e t to w els  

to  p u t in  th e  c a n v a s  b in , h e ’d  w a lk  th r o u g h  th e  

e m p ty  b u ild in g  to  th e  c a fe te r ia  w h e re  th e  c o o k s  

w o u ld  h a v e  le ft  h im  s o m e th in g . H e’d  c a r r y  th e  

m e al w ith  h im  to  th e  s m a ll ro o m  h e ’d  ta k e n  th at 

o n c e  h a d  b e e n  c o n s id e re d  as a re fu g e  fro m  th e  

o u ts id e  w o r ld , c o n te m p la te  h is  lesso n  p la n s  fo r 

th e  n e x t d a y  w h ile  e a tin g , a n d  th e n  w o u ld  g o  to  

sleep  d e ep  w ith in  th e  s c h o o l’s b o w e ls .

Like all schools, H a re to n  c o u ld  b e  a safe  is lan d  

a w a y  fro m  th e  o u ts id e . A  B o s n ia n  S e rb  a ssa ssi

n a te d  an  A u s tr ia n  d u k e  a n d  h is  w ife  o n  a S u n 

day. O n  M o n d a y , th e  L a d ie s  Q u ilte rs  S o c ie ty  

h e ld  th e ir  w e e k ly  m e e tin g  in  th e  H o m e  E c  ro o m  

th e  w a y  th e y  h a d  th e  M o n d a y  b e fo re , a n d  th e

w a y  th e y  w o u ld  u n til th e y  d isb a n d e d  n in e  years  

la te r b e c a u se  M a d e lin e  S h a ttn e r th o u g h t  B e tsy  

H a b le r  h a d  sto le n  h e r d ia m o n d  c e n te r  A m is h  

p a ttern  va r ia tio n .

W h e n  th e  s to c k  m a rk et c o lla p se d  o n  B la ck  

M o n d a y , 4 th  gra d e  m a th  c lasses s tru g g le d  w ith  

m u ltip lic a tio n  tables. C o a c h  P e rsig o  tested  h is  

cla sses  o n  th e  ro p e  c lim b s th e  P.E. d e p a rtm e n t 

r e c e n tly  in sta lle d , a n d  th e  ch e e r le a d e rs  w o r k e d  

o n  a n e w  c h e e r  o n e  g ir l h a d  seen  at B o sto n  

C o lle g e  w h e r e  she’d  b e e n  v is it in g  h e r  a u n t (at 

th e  tim e, th e y  re ferre d  to  th e m se lv e s  as “y ell 

lea d e rs” ).

O n  a n o th e r M o n d a y , after a Japanese su rp rise  

a tta ck  o n  th e  A m e r ic a n  n a v y  at Pearl H arb or, 

M r  C a r r  in tr o d u c e d  h is  b io lo g y  class to  th e  fro g s  

th e y  w o u ld  b e  d is s e c tin g  o n  T uesd ay. S e n io r  

c la ss  v ic e  p re sid en t, C y n th ia  T a d d le r  sw o re  she 

w o u ld  n e v e r  to u c h  th e  d e a d , n a sty  th in g , b u t h e r 

tw in  sister D o n n a  lo o k e d  fo rw a rd  to  th e  e x p e r i

e n c e  a n d  sp en t M o n d a y  e v e n in g  c a re fu lly  c u t

tin g  o p e n  a p p les  so  sh e  c o u ld  m a k e  a c le a n  in c i

s io n  th e  n e x t  day.

D u r in g  th e  A fg h a n  V iru s  C r is is , w h e n  E u ro p e  

lo s t  1.4  m illio n , th e  c o u n ty  c le a red  th e  c le a n in g  

e q u ip m e n t a n d  sto re d  d esk s fro m  th e  o ld  b o m b  

sh elters, a n d  fo r  tw o  w e e k s  in  th at fe a rfu l M ay, 

h u n d re d s  o f  c it ize n s  w a ite d  fo r  n e w s  th e  p la g u e  

h a d  re a ch e d  th e ir  sh ores. B u t e v e n  th en , M rs 

C ro ss  m e t w ith  h e r  n in th  g ra d e rs  to  d iscu ss  

S o m e th in g  W ic k e d  T h is  W a y  C o m e s  a n d  M rs  

F re e m a n  sh o w e d  h e r  v id e o s  o f  h e r  s u m m e r trip  

to  n o r th  A fr ic a  to  h e r  W o r ld  G e o g ra p h y  class.

O n  a n y  g iv e n  day, s tu d e n ts  m a y  h a ve  s u f

fe re d  d isaste rs  at h o m e : illn esses, b e a tin g s , b r o 

k e n  m a rria g es , p o o r  fo o d  (o r n o n e ), o r  a h o st 

o f  o th e r  p o ssib ilities , b u t w h e n  th e y  c a m e  to 

cla ss  th e  e x p e c ta tio n  w a s  th e ir  h o m e w o r k  w a s  

d o n e  a n d  th e y  w o u ld  p a y  c lo se  a tte n tio n  to  th e ir  

lesso n s.

F ro m  th e  v e r y  b e g in n in g , s c h o o l sep a ra te d  

its e lf  fro m  th e  “re a l”  w o r ld , w h a te v e r  th a t w as. 

S c h o o l m ig h t b e  a rtific ia l, b u t fa ilu res  can  a l

w a y s  b e  m a d e  up. F a llin g  s h o rt  w a s  e x p e c te d . 

P ro fe ss io n a ls  w o r k e d  to  ra ise  p e o p le  up. S c h o o l 

is a b o u t first a n d  s e c o n d  a n d  th ird  ch a n ces . I f  

y o u  are n o t th e  c h a m p io n , y o u  ca n  b e  th e  m o st 

im p ro v e d . I f  y o u  are n o t th e  h a rd e st w o rk e r, y o u  

are still a sn o w fla k e , u n iq u e  a n d  v a lu e d .
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U n lik e  th e  re a l w o r ld , s a fe ty  n ets  fill th e  

s c h o o l. It d o e sn ’t a lw a y s  w o r k  th is  w ay, b u t the  

b u llie s  are th e  v illa in s , n o t  th e  v ic to r s , a n d  th e  

te a ch e rs  are  n o t  b o sse s  w h o  are t r y in g  to  fail 

y o u . In  th e o ry , a n d  fre q u e n tly  in  p ra c tic e , e v e r y 

o n e  is lo v e d . E v e ry o n e  is su p p o rte d , a n d  th e  g o a l 

is th a t e v e ry o n e  su cce ed s.

The town accorded H a re to n  gra d u a te s  a k in d  

o f  statu s. S o m e  to o k  to  c a llin g  it “th e  a c a d e m y ”. 

O n  m a n y  d o c to rs ’ w a lls  a n d  p lu m b e rs ’ a n d  

g a rd e n e rs ’ a n d  th e  m o rtic ia n s ’ a H a re to n  K -12 
d ip lo m a  p r o u d ly  h u n g . H a re to n  g ra d u a te s  w ere  

m o re  lik e ly  to  d o  b u sin ess  w ith  o th e r  H a re to n  

g rad u ate s . O ld  tim e rs  w o re  th e ir  H a re to n  letter 

ja c k e ts  -  w ith  th e  le tte r re m o v e d , a lth o u g h  n o  

m a tte r  h o w  o ld  a n d  fa d e d  th e  ja c k e t, th e  s lig h tly  

d a rk e r  p u rp le  w h e r e  th e  “ H ” h a d  re s id e d  sh o w e d  

th ro u g h .

E v e n  th o u g h  th e  12th  g ra d e rs  b u rs t  w ith  

e a g e rn e ss  to  s ta rt th e ir  lives  a fter th e y  fin ish e d  

at H a re to n , a n d  th e y  o fte n  le ft  to w n  fo r  fa r  a w a y  

co lle g e s , th e y  jo k e d  th e  “ H a re to n  cu rse ”  w o u ld  

b r in g  th e m  b a c k  to  th e  s c h o o l fo r  h o m e c o m in g . 

T h e  lo c a l su p e rstit io n  m a in ta in e d  th e  w a y  to  

b re a k  th e  cu rse  w a s  to  ta k e  a ja r  o f  d ir t  fro m  the  

fo o tb a ll fie ld  a n d  sp rin k le  it a ro u n d  th e ir  h o u se  

in  th e  n e w  to w n .

F ro m  its first d a y s, H a re to n  b e c a m e  th e  to w n ’s 

center. W h e n  th e  w re stlin g  tea m  w e n t to  state, 

w h ic h  it d id  y e a r  a fte r year, a ca ra v a n  fo llo w e d  

th e  te a m  b u s  to  th e  state  ca p ito l, w h e r e  th e y  h e ld  

th e  to u rn a m e n t. S tores w o u ld  c lo se , a n d  h a n d - 

le tte re d  s ig n s  in  th e  w in d o w s  sa id  “G o n e  to  

State”. E v e ry o n e  u n d e rs to o d .

L ater, w h e n  te le v is io n  a n d  co m p u te rs  a n d  

v id e o  g a m e s  to o k  h o ld , a n d  m o re  k id s  w o rk e d  

a fte r s c h o o l jo b s , th e  c a ra v a n s  g r e w  m u c h  

sm aller. S till, th e  p a c k e d  fo o tb a ll s ta d iu m  tu rn e d  

a w a y  fa n s  fo r  im p o rta n t h o m e  g a m e s, a n d  b a s 

k e tb a ll c r o w d s  s ta m p e d  th e ir  fee t so  h a rd  in  e n 

th u s ia sm  th a t th e  stan d s h a d  to  b e  re in fo rced .

N o  m a tte r  w h e r e  o n e  s to o d  in  to w n , o n  th e  

lib r a r y  step s, in  fro n t  o f  Jake’s A u to  R ep air, in  th e  

little  p a r k  w ith  th e  p in k  g a z e b o  b y  th e  b ic y c le  

sh o p , in  th e  a lle y  w h e re  C h r is ty  A r c h e r  sh o t h e r 

m o th e r  o n  th e  d a y  b e fo re  V .E. D ay, fro m  a n y  sp ot 

in  th e  C a th o lic  C e m e te r y  (a n d  th e  O d d  F e llo w s 

o n e  to o ) , o n e  c o u ld  see H a re to n  o n  to p  th e  h ill.

In the most d e e p ly  b u r ie d  ja n ito r ’s c lo set, 

h id d e n  a w a y  b y  b a fflin g  tu rn s  a n d  e a sy  to  fo rge t 

s ta irw e lls , e x is te d  th e  b lu e p r in t ro o m . In  it, tw o  

h u g e  ca b in e ts  w ith  w id e  s h a llo w  d raw ers h e ld  

th e  s c h o o l’s sch e m a tics . E le c tr ic ia n s, p lu m b e rs , 

c o m p u te r  te ch n ic ia n s, s tru c tu ra l e n g in e e rs  a n d  

b u ild in g  in sp e cto rs  v is ite d  th e  ro o m . T h e y  w o u ld  

sp rea d  p lan s o n  th e  s in g le  b a n q u e t tab le  in  the  

ro o m ’s m id d le  a n d  t r y  to  d e c ip h e r  th e  m a ze .

E ve n tu ally , c o n tra c to rs  le a rn e d  a n y  ch a n g e  

th e y  a tte m p te d  h a d  to  b e  m a d e  b y  m a p p in g  o n  

th e ir  o w n . O n ly  lo n g -t im e  v e te ra n s  o f  th e  b u ild 

in g  w e re  a llo w e d  to  m a k e  rep airs  after a n e w  

a ir -c o n d it io n in g  s e rv ic e m a n  c lim b e d  in to  an  a ir 

d u c t in  th e  w est b a n d  ro o m  a n d  lo st h is  w a y  fo r 

tw o  days.

H e  sa id  h e ’d  b e c o m e  tu rn e d  a ro u n d  early, a n d  

w h e n  h e  th o u g h t  h e  w a s  g o in g  b a c k  th e  w a y  

h e ’d  c o m e  h e  w a s  a c tu a lly  g o in g  d e e p e r  in to  the  

b u ild in g . H e to ld  h is  s u p e rv is o r  h e  p e e k e d  in to  

c la ss ro o m  a fte r c la ssro o m  th r o u g h  th e  c e ilin g  

v e n ts , b u t n e v e r  re c o g n iz in g  a la n d m a rk  that 

w o u ld  o r ie n t h im . H is  s u p e rv is o r  re p o rte d  th e  

m a n  said , “S o m e  o f  th o se  s tu d e n ts  d id n ’t lo o k  

n o rm a l! N o t  lik e  a n y  k id s  I e v e r  seen,”  b u t w h e n  

th e y  p re sse d  h im  to  e x p la in , h e  q u it  ta lk in g , a n d  

th e  n e x t d a y  h e  q u it h is  jo b .

T h e  p la n s  th e m se lv e s , i f  la id  o n e  a to p  th e  other, 

a n d  i f  th e y  c o u ld  s o m e h o w  b e  m a d e  tra n sp a re n t, 

w o u ld  b e c o m e  lik e  an  e n c y c lo p e d ia  e n try  o f  th e  

h u m a n  b o d y . T h e  to p  p lan  re v e a le d  th e  sk in , b u t 

u n d e rn e a th  ra n  v e in s  a n d  n e rv e s , a n d  th e  n e x t 

la y e r  s h o w e d  th e  m u scle s , a n d  m u sc le s  c o v e re d  

o rg a n s, w h ile  o rg a n s  h id  th e  sk e le to n , e x ce p t th e  

tra n sp a re n t m a n  th at w a s  H a re to n  w a s  d o z e n s  o f  

p a g e s  th ic k , a n d  th e  illu stra tio n s  w o u ld  h a v e  to  

b e  p e e le d  b a c k  h o r iz o n ta lly  a n d  ve rtica lly .

A n  o ld  c ity  p la n n e r  c la im e d  th e  b lu e p rin ts  

w e re  flu id . I f  y o u  lo o k e d  at th e m  lo n g  e n o u g h , 

th e  d im e n s io n s  w o u ld  ch a n ge . A  ro o m  th at 

e x isted  o n  o n e  d ia g ra m  m ig h t b e  in  a  d ifferen t 

p la ce  w h e n  y o u  w e n t b a c k  to  c h e c k  its d im e n 

sio n s, o r  it m ig h t n o t b e  th ere  at all.

S to rie s  th a t i f  y o u  p u t y o u r  p a lm s  o n  the  

b lu e p rin ts , y o u r  sk in  w o u ld  t in g le  a n d  b e c o m e  

w a rm , w e re  ju s t  a m y th . T h e  p la n s  w e re  o ld  a n d  

p o o r ly  filed . O v e r  th e  yea rs, d u st h a d  lea k e d  

in to  th e  d raw ers , o b s c u r in g  th e  fin e  d eta ils , a n d  

tim e  h a d  fa d e d  th e  o ld est d ia g ra m s. F in d in g
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th e  s c h e m a tic  w a s  d ifficu lt, a n d  th e  a rch ite cts  

w e re n ’t c a re fu l w ith  h o w  a c c u r a te ly  th e ir  p lan s 

w e re  d ra w n .

All schools have a c e rta in  tim e le ssn e ss  a b o u t 

th e m . T h e  w o r ld  m o v e s  o n , b u t th e  c la ssro o m s 

w ait, u n c h a n g e d , a n d  th e  te a c h e rs  w h o  stan d  

b e fo re  th e  s tu d e n ts  u n w in d  t im e  in  Sep tem b er, 

th e ir  early-Ju n e  tr iu m p h s  n o w  a m e m o ry , a n d  

th e  s tu d e n ts  w h o  fa c e  th e m , lo o k in g  so  m u c h  

lik e  th e  s tu d e n ts  w h o  h a d  ju s t  left, th at th e  te a c h 

ers s o m e tim e s  fee l th e ir  e ffo rts  h a d n ’t b e g u n , 

e v e n  th e  lo n g - t im e  tea ch e rs  e n te re d  S e p te m b e r 

re n e w e d .

It’s th e  first d a y  o f  sch o o l! th e  y o u n g e s t  s tu 

d e n ts  w o u ld  w h is p e r  to  e a ch  oth er. It’s th e  first 

d a y  o f  sch o o l!

O u ts id e , p e a c e  su c c e e d e d  w a r  u n til  p e a c e  u n 

v e ile d  a w a r a ga in . E le c tio n s  sh u ffle d  p o lit ic ia n s  

fr o m  o n e  jo b  to  a n o th er. C a r s  re p la c e d  h o rses. 

B e tte r  cars re p la c e d  o ld e r  cars. T e le v is io n s  a p 

p e a re d  w h e re  ra d io s  o n c e  sat. B la c k  a n d  w h ite  

im a g e s  b e c a m e  co lo r. C o lo r  b e c a m e  3D , a n d  

th e n  4D , a n d  th e n  th e  te le v is io n s  in te rfa c e d  w ith  

th e  b ra in  so  th e re  w a s  n o  v is ib le  d e v ic e  to  see.

E x p lo re rs  re a c h e d  b o th  th e  s o u th  a n d  n o rth  

p o le . T h e y  p lu n g e d  th e  o c e a n  d e p th s. T h e y  

w a lk e d  o n  th e  m o o n  a n d  o n  M a rs , a n d  th e n  

fro z e  th e m se lv e s  fo r  jo u r n e y s  th a t le ft th e  su n  so 

far b e h in d  it c o u ld  n o t b e  p ic k e d  fro m  th e  b illio n  

o th e r  stars.

Still, it ’s th e  first d a y  o f  s c h o o l at H a re to n  

aga in . S tu d e n ts  b e c o m e  u n s tu c k  fro m  th e  w o r ld  

b e ca u se  th e  c la ss ro o m  is a w o r ld , a th o u sa n d  

t in y  w o r ld s  c o n n e c te d  b y  h a llw a y s . E a ch  d a y  in  

th e se  t in y  w o r ld s  b e h in d  c la ss ro o m  d o o rs  c r e 

a tio n s tak e  p lace . E d e n s  fo r  th e  in n o c e n ts , w h e re  

k n o w le d g e  h a n g s  u n p lu c k e d .

“C o u ld  I h a ve  y o u r  a tte n tio n ? ” th e  te a ch e r 

says, a n d  e v e ry th in g  b e y o n d  th e  s c h o o l d ro p s  

aw ay.

W h a t  y e a r  are w e  in? W h a t  is th e  p la n e t lik e  

o u ts id e?  Is it d a n g ero u s?  D o  p e o p le  lo v e  o r  h ate  

th ere?

H o w  lo n g  h a s m y  te a ch e r b e e n  s ta n d in g  in  

fro n t o f  th e  ro o m ?  W e  ca n  n e v e r  k n o w .

O n c e , as a n  h o m a g e  to  a  re tir in g  tea ch e r, th e  

s e n io r  c la ss  a sse m b le d  th e  te a c h e r ’s y e a r b o o k  

p h o to s  in to  a flip  b o o k , e a c h  p h o to  w ith  th e

te a c h e r s m ilin g  e a rn e stly  at th e  ca m era . F o u r 

d e c a d e s  o f  te a ch in g . T h e  te a c h e r sat at th e  re tire 

m e n t p a r ty  w h e n  h e  h a d  a m o m e n t to  h im self. 

H e ru ffle d  th e  p ag es  w ith  h is  th u m b . I f  h e  le t the  

p ag es  sn ap  b y  in  o n e  d ire c tio n , h e  a ged . H is h a ir  

g r e w  g r a y  a n d  th e  w r in k le s  d e ep en ed .

B u t i f  h e  flip p e d  th e  o th e r  w ay, th e  y ea rs  

d ro p p e d . H is  e ye s  b rig h te n e d . H is sk in  s m o o th 

ed. A t  th e  e n d , h e  fa c e d  th e  c a m e ra  a y o u n g  m an . 

B r in g  m e m y  stu d e n ts , h e  se e m e d  to  say. It’s the  

first d a y  o f  sch o o l.

T h e  te a c h e r s m ile d  at h im se lf, a n d  n e x t y e a r  

h is  o ld  ro o m  w o u ld  h a v e  a n e w  teach er. N e x t 

year, as i f  n o  tim e  h a d  p a sse d  at a ll, th e  lesso n s 

b e g a n  aga in .

Any sufficiently sized p u b lic  b u ild in g  h o u se s  

a m in ia tu re  e co sy ste m . C e r ta in ly  at th e  m ic r o 

s c o p ic  lev el, flo ra  a n d  fau n a  are n e a rly  lim itless. 

E v e ry  su rfa c e  tee m s w ith  o rg a n ism s  s tr iv in g  to  

d u p lica te  th e m selve s . D e sk to p s , d o o r  h a n d les, 

b a n isters , d r in k in g  fo u n ta in s , p en s  a n d  p e n cils  

(w h ic h  a ll to o  o fte n  g o  in to  stu d e n ts ’ m o u th s), 

ch a irs , b o o k s  a n d  lu n c h  tra y s  sw a rm  w ith  th e  

u n see n .

M rs  F en im o re , a 6 th  th r o u g h  8th g ra d e  m a th 

e m a tics  teach er, s ta r tin g  th e  y e a r  after th e  S o v ie t 

U n io n  e x p lo d e d  th e ir  first n u c le a r  w e a p o n , 

w ip e d  d o w n  h e r  d e sk s  e a ch  m o rn in g  w ith  a m ix  

o f  w ater, a lc o h o l a n d  le m o n  o il she h a d  c o n 

c o c te d  h erse lf. S tu d e n ts  so m e tim e s  co m p la in e d  

th e ir  b o o k s  slid  o f f  th e ir  d e sk s to o  easily, b u t 

sh e  c o u n te re d  th a t an a n tisep tic  e n v iro n m e n t 

w a s  a h e a lth y  e n v iro n m e n t. T h e  ro o m  sm elle d  

lik e  a c itru s  gro v e , a n d  fo r  a ll h e r  y ea rs  in  the  

ro o m , th r o u g h  all th e  e q u a tio n s  a n d  fo rm u la s  

she w ro te  in  h e r  n ea t h a n d  o n  th e  b o a rd , a ll the  

p a p ers  sh e  c o lle c te d  a n d  g ra d e d , sh e  n e v e r  s u f

fered  a c o ld  o r  flu. In  tw e n ty -s e v e n  years, she 

d id n ’t m iss  a s in g le  day.

A b o v e  th e  m ic r o s c o p ic  m e n a g e rie , th e  la rger 

d e n iz e n s  w a lk , fly, o o z e  a n d  cra w l. C o c k r o a c h 

es, v a r io u s  b e etles , m illip e d e s  a n d  ce n tip ed e s , 

s lu gs in  th e  d a m p  o o z e  o f  s e ld o m -v is ite d  access  

sp aces, m a n y  sh ap es a n d  sizes  o f  sp id ers, flies, 

m o th s , ants, m ites, fleas a n d  o th ers. O c c a s io n 

ally, to o , in se cts  th a t d o n ’t flo u rish  in sid e  are 

tra p p e d : g ra ssh o p p e rs, w asp s, p ra y in g  m a n tises, 

k a ty d id s , b u tterflie s , a n d  su ch .



j  THE HARETON K-12 COUNTY SCHOOL BY JAMES VAN PELT > ILLUSTRATED BY RICHARD WAGNER

V erteb ra te s  f in d  th e ir  n ich e  to o . M ic e , n a tu 

rally, b u t d e e p e r  in  th e  s c h o o ls  h id d e n  n ich es , 

rats w ith  p h o n e -c o r d  th ic k  ta les, a n d  tu c k e d  

a w a y  in  th e  h ig h e r  p la ce s  b a ts , s o m e  n o  b ig g e r  

th a n  a c h ild ’s th u m b , w h o  c lin g  to  th e  w a lls  a n d  

c e ilin g  d u r in g  th e  d a y  a n d  flit th r o u g h  c ra c k s  to  

h u n t o u ts id e  at n igh t.

O n  o c c a s io n , b ird s  are fo u n d  in  th e  b u ild in g . 

A  p ig e o n  b u ilt  a n est in  th e  g y m ’s h ig h  rafters 

a n d  sh e d  fea th ers  a n d  t in y  b its  o f  s tr in g  o n to  th e  

p o lis h e d  flo o r  fo r  w e e k s  b e fo re  a ja n ito r  c a p 

tu re d  it.

O n e  y e a r  a c h e m is try  te a c h e r  o p e n e d  h e r  

c la ss ro o m  in  th e  e a r ly  m o rn in g , a n d  a fo x  

d a sh e d  o u t  th e  d o o r  a n d  d o w n  th e  h a llw ay. H o w  

it g o t  in to  th e  b u ild in g  a n d  w h e r e  it w e n t w e re  

n e v e r  d isco v e re d .

In e x p lica b ly , a n d  u n iq u e  to  H a re to n , a  s tu d e n t 

w a lk in g  b e tw e e n  cla sses  w ill  o c c a s io n a lly  see  a  

ra b b it. It w ill  h o p  a ro u n d  a co rn e r, a n d  w h e n  

th e  e x c ite d  s tu d e n t ru n s  a ro u n d  to  see  it a ga in , 

it h as d isa p p e a re d . U n lik e  th e  fo x  in  th e  c h e m is 

t r y  c la ss ro o m  o r  th e  b ird  in  th e  g y m , ra b b its  are 

sp o tte d  o fte n  e n o u g h  th a t th e  stu d e n ts  b e lie v e  

th e y  are a sp e c ia l b re e d  o f  in d o o r  ra b b its  w h o  

th r iv e  o n  b its  o f  fo o d  stu d e n ts  d ro p  d u r in g  th e  

day.

It’s c o n s id e re d  g o o d  lu c k  to  see  a ra b b it in  th e  

sch o o l.

The janitorial staff at H a re to n  is b o th  n a m e 

less a n d  h u g e . O r  b e tte r  it is to  sa y  th e ir  n am es 

are fo rge ttab le . B o b . Sal. T ad . Joan. Jim. T ish . 

K e n . K at.

H a lls  n e e d  to  b e  sw ep t. B o a rd s  filled  w ith  the  

d a y s ’ lesso n s  w a it  to  b e  w ip e d  d o w n  a fte r th e  

stu d e n ts  h a v e  g o n e  h o m e . In  th e  c h a lk b o a rd  

era , a d a m p  ra g  tu r n e d  m a n y  tim e s  w o u ld  c le an  

a w a y  th e  m a rk s  so  th e  b o a rd  lo o k e d  n e w  a ga in  

in  th e  m o rn in g , a n d  th e  le a rn in g  starte d  o n  a 

fre sh  field . In  th e  d r y -e ra s e  m a rk e r  era , a c h e m i

c a l sp ritz  fro m  a b o ttle  h u n g  fro m  th e  b e lt  w a s  

e n o u g h  to  m e lt  a w a y  w o r d s ’ sh a d o w s  so  the  

w h ite  b o a r d  s p a rk le d  as c le a n  as a  K a n sa s  field  

a fte r a  sp r in g  snow .

E v e n  w h e n  m o s t  te a ch e rs  s w itc h e d  to  d ig i

ta l d isp la y s  a n d  p u ll d o w n  scre en s, th e  ja n ito rs  

d u ste d  le n se s  a n d  w ip e d  m o n ito rs  a n d  v a c u 

u m e d  k e y b o a rd s .

B e y o n d  th e ir  c le a n in g , th e y  o p e n  s tu c k  lo c k 

ers, re p a ir  b ro k e n  e q u ip m e n t, h a u l fo ld in g  ch airs  

a n d  tab les  fro m  e v e n t to  eve n t, lu b rica te  m o v in g  

p arts , re p a in t scra tch e s , re m o v e  o ld  p o ste rs  fro m  

th e  w a ll, d ire c t  lo s t  v is ito rs  to  th e  o ffice , w o r k  

as ca m p u s  secu rity , a n d  b e c o m e  fr ie n d s  to  th e  

stu d e n ts  w h o  a c k n o w le d g e  th e m  (o r  w h o  are 

a ss ig n e d  to  c le an  u p  ch o re s  as p u n ish m e n t).

W h e th e r  th e y  k n o w  it o r  n o t, th e ir  h e ro  is 

John K a p e lo s , an  a cto r  w h o  p la y e d  C a rl, a ja n i

tor, in  T h e  B r e a k fa s t  C lu b .  “ I a m  th e  eyes  a n d  

ears o f  th is  in stitu tio n , m y  fr ie n d s!”  C a r l said , 

a n d  it is tru e.

T h e  ja n ito rs  k n o w  a b o u t l iq u o r  b o ttle s  in  th e  

tra sh  can s. T h e y  re a d  th e  n o te s  d ro p p e d  o n  the  

floor. T h e y  c a tc h  co u p le s  w h o  h a ve  s n u c k  in to  

th e  w a rd ro b e  sto rag e  area  b e h in d  th e  stage. T h e y  

fin d  p a p e r to  ro ll jo in ts . T h e y  c o m fo rt  k id s  w h o  

h a v e  h id d e n  th e m se lv e s  to  cry. T h e y  see  tea ch e rs  

g r a d in g  la te  at n igh t.

F ra n k , a  ja n ito r  w h o  c o u ld n ’t  f in d  a  jo b  after 

h is  d ish o n o ra b le  a rm y  d isch a rg e  (h e  re fu se d  an 

o rd e r  fro m  an  in sa n e  serg e a n t to  o p e n  fire  o n  

an  e n e m y  h e  c o u ld n ’t see  in  a s le e p in g  v illa g e  in 

th e  b la ck n e ss), h e a rd  M r  T im m o n s  ta lk in g  to  

h im s e lf  in  h is  ro o m  e v e n in g  a fter e v e n in g . T im 

m o n s ’ w ife  w a s  ill. T h e y ’d  n e v e r  h a d  th e ir  o w n  

c h ild re n . T h e  m e d ic a l b ills  w e re  to o  h ig h .

F ra n k  k n e w  a b o u t a b o ttle  o f  p ills  in  T im 

m o n s ’ d esk , b a rb itu ra tes  p re sc r ib e d  to  T im 

m o n s ’ w ife . S o  F ra n k  stay e d  c lo se  to  T im m o n s ’ 

ro o m , sw e e p in g  th e  h a llw a y  slow ly, qu ietly . T im 

m o n s  s o b b e d  at h is  desk .

W h e n  T im m o n s  o p e n e d  th e  m e d ic in e  a n d  a 

fifth  o f  b o u r b o n  fro m  h is  b rie fca se , F ra n k  e n 

te re d  th e  ro o m .

“ I ju s t  n e e d  to  c le a n  u p  a  b it  h e re , M r  T im 

m o n s.”

T im m o n s  lo o k e d  u p  at h im , h is  eyes  red - 

r im m e d , su rp rise d . In  h is  m isery , h e ’d  c o m e  to  

b e lie v e  n o  o n e  e lse  in  th e  w o r ld  existed .

“ I’ll ta k e  a sip  o f  th a t jo y  ju ic e , i f  y o u ’re o ffe r

ing,”  sa id  F ran k .

T im m o n s  g la n c e d  at th e  b o ttle , as i f  h e  d id n ’t 

k n o w  it w a s  there .

F ra n k  fo u n d  a c o u p le  p a p e r cu p s. T h e y  d ra n k  

u n til a lm o st m id n ig h t. W h e n  T im m o n s  to o k  a 

b a th ro o m  b re a k , F ra n k  s lip p e d  th e  p ills  in to  h is 

p o ck e t.
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T im m o n s ’ w ife  re c o v e re d , w h ile  th e  se n io rs  

v o te d  h im  te a c h e r o f  th e  y e a r  s ix  y ea rs  later. 

F ra n k  a n d  T im m o n s  n e v e r  ta lk e d  a b o u t that 

n ig h t  w h e re  th e y  to a ste d  to  e a ch  o th e r  w ith  

p a p e r  cu p s , a lth o u g h  th e y  p a sse d  e a c h  o th e r  in  

th e  h a llw a y s  m a n y  tim e s.

O n  F ra n k ’s last d a y  in  th e  s c h o o l, fifteen  y ea rs  

fro m  w h e n  h e ’d  sp en t an  e v e n in g  d r in k in g  w ith  

th a t v e r y  sa d  m a n , after h e ’d  tu r n e d  in  h is  re tire 

m e n t p a p e rs , h e  fo u n d  a sm a ll, w ra p p e d  b o x  o n  

h is  d e sk , s ittin g  b e s id e  h is  c lip b o a r d  fille d  w ith  

in stru c tio n s  fo r  th e  day. In  th e  b o x  g lis te n e d  

a g o ld -r im m e d  sh o t g lass. T h e  n o te  read , “ F or 

w h e n  p a p e r  cu p s  aren ’t  g o o d  e n o u g h .”

E ve n tu ally , it se e m e d , th e  ja n ito rs  b e c a m e  

in d istin g u is h a b le  fro m  th e  b u ild in g . T h e ir  c o v 

e ra lls  h a d  th e  sam e  u n p a in te d  b r ic k , fa d e d  

g r e y -b lu e  tin t. M o rn in g , e v e n in g , s u m m e r  a n d  

w in ter, th e y  ro a m e d  H a re to n ’s c o n v o lu te d  h a ll

w a y s. T ea ch e rs  w h o  a rr iv e d  v e r y  e a r ly  to  start 

p la n n in g  th e ir  d a y s  so m e tim e s  ra n  in to  ja n ito rs  

c o m in g  u p  th e  sta irs  fro m  th e  s c h o o l’s lo w e st 

lev e ls . It s e e m e d  th e y  n e v e r  left. O n e  w o n d e re d , 

i f  o n e  w e re  a  w o n d e r in g  p e rso n , i f  th e  ja n ito rs  

liv e d  in  th e  b u ild in g , o r  i f  th e  b u ild in g  g e n e ra te d  

th e m  sp o n ta n e o u sly .

T h e y  w e re  p a le , p a le , p a le , a n d  a lw a y s  s w e e p 

in g.

Not everyone supports th e  H a re to n  S ch o o l. 

A t  v a r io u s  t im e s  fo rc e s  h a v e  a llie d  th e m se lv e s  to  

c lo se  th e  facility . It is to o  la rge , g o e s  o n e  a rg u 

m e n t. F o c u s in g  so  m a n y  s tu d e n ts  in  o n e  p la ce  

e n c o u ra g e s  d e p e rs o n a liz a tio n . A  s in g le , la rge  

a c a d e m ic  fa c ility  d e stro y s  in n o v a tio n  a n d  in it ia 

tive .

A n o th e r  g r o u p  sa id  H a re to n  h a d  b e c o m e  a 

d in o sa u r. O ld  p lu m b in g , o ld  e le c tr ic a l sy stem s, 

t ire d  c o lo r  s c h e m e s , a n d  a g in g  in fra stru c tu re  

n e e d e d  re p la c in g , n o t  u p g ra d e s .

M o s t  o p p o s it io n  c a m e  fro m  fear, fro m  n o t 

u n d e rsta n d in g . W h a t  h a p p e n s  in  th a t h u g e , im 

p e n e tra b le  s tru c tu re  o n  th e  h ill?  S tu d e n ts  s o m e 

tim e s  c o u ld  n o t  te ll th e ir  p a re n ts  a b o u t  th e ir  day.

“W h a t  d id  y o u  le a rn ? ”

“ D u n n o .”

B u t th e  c h ild  s m ile d , a n d  th e  p a ren ts  k n e w  

th e ir  y o u n g  o n e  w a s  h o ld in g  b a c k  in fo rm a tio n . 

T h e  p a ren ts  w h o  a tte n d e d  th e m se lv e s  c o u ld

h a rd ly  re late  w h a t a  d a y  at H a re to n  c o u ld  b e  like . 

T h ere  w e re  c la sses, ce rta in ly , a n d  lesso n s to  b e  

le a rn e d , b u t th e  fo rm e r  stu d e n ts  h a d  u n fo c u s s e d  

m e m o rie s  o f  h is to r y  classes th at se e m e d  m o re  

lik e  d rea m s o f  h is to ry  th a n  lec tu re s  a n d  n otes.

“ D o  y o u  re m e m b e r  th e  C iv i l  W a r in  M rs  

H a tch e r ’s class,”  o n e  a lu m n i a sk ed  an  o ld  c la ss

m a te  at a tw e n ty -y e a r  re u n io n .

T h e  o th e r  n o d d e d , h o ld in g  a b e e r  in  o n e  h a n d , 

a n d  ru b b in g  h is  s h o u ld e r  w ith  th e  oth er, as i f  

fe e lin g  a n  o ld  w o u n d . T h e y  b o th  c o c k e d  th e ir  

h e a d s  in  th o u g h tfu ln e ss  a n d  m e m o ry , re ca llin g  

a  S p rin g fie ld  rifle ’s fla t cra ck , th e  h ig h  w h in e  o f  

a m in i-b a ll p a s s in g  o v e rh e a d , th e  sm ell fro m  th e  

h o rse s  a n d  th e m se lv e s , th e  sp lin te ry  fe n ce  rail 

p re sse d  a ga in st th e ir  ch e sts  as th e y  to o k  a im  a n d  

fired .

“I re m e m b e r  G etty sb u rg .”

“ C e m e te r y  R idge.”

T h e y  d ra n k , le a n in g  th e ir  e lb o w s  o n  th e  tab le- 

to p , lo st in  im a g e s  th a t ro se  lik e  fish  in  th e ir  

m e m o rie s , lik e  o ld  so ld ie rs  re tu rn e d  fro m  battle .

N o t e v e r y  b o n d  issu e  in  th e  c o u n ty  p asses. 

S o m e tim e s  p r o p e r ty  v a lu e s  fa ll, a n d  th e  s c h o o l’s 

b u d g e t sh r in k s, b u t th e re  a lw a y s  seem s to  be 

m o n e y  fo r  th e  latest e xp a n sio n s: a th e ra p y  p o o l 

in  th e  h o sp ita l a n n e x , th ree  h a n d b a ll/ra c q u e t 

b a ll c o u r ts  to  b e  sh a re d  b y  th e  re cre a tio n  d is tr ic t 

a n d  th e  s c h o o l, so la r  p an els  fo r  th e  s o u th  fa c in g  

ro o fs , a n e w  tro u g h  fo r  th e  tro u t fa rm , e llip ti

ca l m a c h in e s  in  th e  sh a re d  c o m m u n ity  center, 

sm a rt b o a rd s  fo r  th e  s c ie n ce  d e p a rtm e n t, a n d  

la p to p  ca rts  fo r  th e  lib rary .

W h e n  th e  c e m e n t p lan t c lo se d  n o rth  o f  to w n , 

th e re  w a s  ta lk  th at th e  c o u n ty  c o u ld n ’t a fford  

H a re to n ’s e x p e n se , a s c h o o l th a t b ig . M o n e y  

c o u ld  b e  sav ed , th e  a rg u m e n t w en t, i f  s tu d e n ts  

w a lk e d  to  sm aller, n e ig h b o r h o o d  sc h o o ls  in ste a d  

o f  b o a r d in g  b u sses  to  H a re to n . B u t th e  a rg u 

m e n ts  fa ile d . In  a  year, n e w  b u s in e sse s  m o v e d  

in . H ir in g  w e n t u p , a n d  c lo s in g  th e  s c h o o l d is 

cu ss io n s  fad ed .

O n c e , th o u g h , th e  c o u n ty  co m m is s io n e rs  m e t 

fo r  th e  so le  p u r p o s e  o f  m a k in g  cu ts  to  th e  b u d g e t 

fo r  H a re to n . T h e y  d e b a te d  fa r  in to  th e  m o r n in g  

h o u rs . A t  th ree  in  th e  m o rn in g , at th e  tim e  w h e n  

m e n ’s so u ls  tu r n  to  th e ir  m o rta lity  a n d  d rea m s 

c u t  lo o se  fro m  d a y  to  d a y  th o u g h ts , th e y  p assed  

tw o  p la n s  fo r  s c h o o l im p ro v e m e n t: a  p a r k in g
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lo t  re s u r fa c in g , a n d  la n d s c a p in g  fo r  th e  u n im 

p ro v e d  la n d  n e x t to  th e  ten n is  co u rts . W h e n  the  

b o a r d  m e m b e rs  w o k e  th e  n e x t m o rn in g , th e y  

c o u ld n ’t re crea te  th e  d isc u ss io n  th a t w e n t fro m  

th e ir  re s o lu tio n  to  save  m o n e y  to  th e  d e c is io n  to  

sp e n d  it.

Assistant Principal Weber m o v e d  u p  to  

a d m in is tra t io n  a fte r sev en  y ea rs  te a c h in g  8th 

g ra d e  b a n d . H e p u t a w a y  th e  sh e et m u sic  a n d  

b a n d  fu n d  ra is in g  c a ta lo g s , re p la c in g  th e m  w ith  

w e e k ly  d is c ip lin e  re p o rts  a n d  te a c h e r e v a lu a 

tio n s. H e  p a c k e d  h is  c la rin e t  th at h e  h a d  u se d  

to  d e m o n stra te  n e w  m u s ic  to  th e  b a n d , a n d  h e  

n e v e r  p la y e d  it aga in .

W h e n  h e ’d  b e e n  a tea ch e r, h e  d r e a d e d  th e  

a ss istan t p r in c ip a l’s v is its  to  h is  ro o m . T h e y  are 

w a tc h in g  m e! h e  th o u g h t. T h e y ’re  ju d g in g  m e!

B u t w h e n  h e  starte d  m a k in g  h is  o w n  v isits , 

h e  felt lik e  a co lla b o ra to r, a fr ie n d ly  u n c le  w h o  

lo v e d  h is  te a ch e rs  a n d  w a n te d  th e m  to  s u c 

ce e d . I f  h e  sa w  th e  te a c h e r  c o u ld  m a k e  a ch a n g e , 

m a y b e  w a it  a  b it  lo n g e r  b e fo re  a n s w e r in g  a q u e s 

t io n  to  th e  class h e  h a d  a sk ed , o r  w r it in g  in s tr u c 

t io n s  m o re  c le a r ly  o n  th e  b o a rd , th e n  h e  w o u ld  

w rite  a s t ic k y  n o te  to  p u t in  th e  te a c h e r ’s b o x . 

A fte r  a w h ile , th e  s ta ff  ta lk e d  a b o u t th e  W e b er- 

g ra m  th e y ’d  re ce iv e d .

“N e v e r  m e t a m e ta p h o r  h e  c o u ld n ’t butch er,” 

sa id  M is s  M c T o o m , a th ird -y e a r  E n g lish  te a c h e r 

w h o  w o r k e d  fo r  a n  h o u r  a n d  a  h a l f  e v e r y  n ig h t 

o n  a n o v e l sh e  w o u ld  still b e  w r it in g  fo u rte e n  

y ea rs  la te r w h e n  sh e  a n d  A ss is ta n t P r in c ip a l 

W e b e r  m a rr ie d . S h e sh o w e d  h e r  la test in  the  

lo u n g e : “ K e e p  y o u r  e y e  o n  th e  ball,” it read . She’d  

re c e iv e d  a  n o te  fro m  h im  th e  w e e k  b e fo re . “S tay  

o n  y o u r  to e s  o n  th e  line.”

L a u g h in g , sh e  said , “W h a t  d o e s  th at e v e n  

m e a n ? ” b u t sh e  k e p t th e  n o te s  in  h e r  desk .

A ss is ta n t P r in c ip a l W e b e r fo u n d  a jo u rn a l 

A ss is ta n t P r in c ip a l S c h m id t h a d  k e p t s ix ty  y ea rs  

earlier. S c h m id t  h a d  tu c k e d  th e  le a th e r-b o u n d  

v o lu m e  b e h in d  files in  a w o o d e n  ca b in e t d ra w e r 

in  W e b e r ’s o ffice .

In  S c h m id t ’s n ea t h a n d , W e b e r  re a d  a b o u t 

k id s  w h o  w e re  su s p e n d e d  fo r  c h e w in g  g u m , k id s  

w h o s e  p a re n ts  w e re  c a lle d  w h e n  th e  k id  w a s  

c a u g h t s m o k in g . S c h m id t h a d  a p lan  to  p re v e n t 

a lc o h o l fro m  “c o n ta m in a tin g ” fo o tb a ll ga m e s.

H e  c o p ie d  h is  o w n  m e m o s  to  tea ch e rs  in to  th e  

jo u rn a l. T h e  m a n d a te  fo r  c h a p e ro n e s  to  m a k e  

k id s  d a n c e  at least a h a n d ’s w id th  a p a rt to  “ leave  

ro o m  fo r  g o d ” p a r tic u la r ly  a m u se d  W eber. A t 

th is  y e a r ’s h o m e c o m in g , W e b e r h a d  a d v ise d  th e  

c h a p e ro n e s  to  n o t w a tc h  th e  k id s  to o  c lo se ly  

o n  th e  d a n c e  floor. “ It’s n o t lik e  w h e n  y o u  w ere  

kids,” h e ’d  sa id  to  th e  tea ch e rs , s o m e  in  th e ir  m id  

tw e n tie s . “A s  lo n g  as th e y ’re n o t ta k in g  o f f  each  

o th e r ’s c lo th e s , lea v e  th e m  alon e.”

L ate  at n ig h t, w h e n  W e b e r w a lk e d  th e  h a lls  

fo r  h is  fin a l in sp e c tio n , b e fo re  h e ’d  d r iv e  h o m e , 

h e  im a g in e d  h e  c o u ld  h e a r  d a n ce  m u sic  c o m 

in g  fro m  th e  g y m , o ld , b ig  b a n d  m u sic . W h e n  

h e  o p e n e d  th e  d o o rs  to  th e  d a rk e n e d  g y m , th e  

m u s ic  fa d e d  aw ay, b u t  fo r  a  se co n d , W e b e r  

th o u g h t  h e  sa w  h ig h  s c h o o l g ir ls  in  lo n g  d resses 

s w ir lin g  a ro u n d  w ith  th e ir  p a rtn e rs , th e ir  b e llie s  

a n d  p e lv ise s  at lea st a h a n d s  w id th  apart.

A t  h is  ca re e r ’s e n d , w h e n  W e b e r  c h a p e ro n e d  

h is  last d a n ce , th e  fo rm e r  M iss  M c T o o m  sto o d  

b e sid e  h im , h o ld in g  h is  h a n d , tw o  o ld  lo v e rs  w h o  

w e re  re a d y  to  step  a sid e  a n d  let th e  y o u n g ste rs  

ta k e  o ver. L ig h ts  s tro b e d  p sych ed e lica lly . T e c h n o  

m u sic  p o u n d e d . T h e  ly rics , w h e n  h e  c o u ld  m a k e  

th e m  o u t, w e re  o b s c e n e , a n d  th e  k id s  d a n c e d  so 

t ig h tly  to g e th e r  th at W e b e r fig u re d  th e re  w o u ld  

b e  n o  p re m a rita l s e x  a fte rw ard s. T h e y ’d  a ll be  

sp en t o n  th e  d a n c e  floor.

B u t as th e  stu d e n ts  g y ra te d , as th e  m u sic  

cra sh e d  d o w n  a ro u n d  h im , h e  th o u g h t h e  c o u ld  

see th e  d a n ce rs ’ sta te ly  fig u re s  fro m  y ea rs  g o n e  

by, m ix in g  w ith  th e ir  m o d e rn  c o u n te rp a rts . H e 

h e a rd  th e  b a n d  b e h in d  th e  b a n d , th e  o ld  b a n d s  

a n d  th e  g o n e  b a n d s, still e c h o in g  in  th e  g y m . In 

th e  o ld  m u s ic  a  s in g le  c la rin e t to o k  u p  th e  tu n e. 

W e b e r r e c o g n iz e d  th e  so lo . H e’d  p la y e d  it h im 

s e lf  w h e n  h e  w a s  y o u n g .

H e  s q u e e z e d  h is  w ife ’s h a n d . T h ere ’s a lw a y s 

ro o m  fo r  g o d , h e  th o u g h t, n o  m a tte r  h o w  c lo se  

th e y  d a n ce . T h e re ’s a lw a y s  ro o m  fo r  g o d  w h e n  

th e  k id s  d a n ce .

Through the years, th e  art c lasses to o k  o n  d if 

feren t p a rts  o f  H a re to n  as c o m m u n ity  a rt p ro j

ects . B u ilt in to  n o o k s  in  th e  h a llw a y s , scu lp tu re s  

g a z e d  o u t o n  p a s s in g  stu d en ts, c la ss ica l figu res, 

n atu ra lly : E in ste in  a n d  N e w to n  a n d  M e n d e l in 

th e  s c ie n c e  w in g , a n d  B e e th o v e n  a n d  B a ch  a n d
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M o z a r t  n e a r  th e  b a n d  ro o m s , b u t a lso  D y la n  a n d  

H e n d rix  a n d  M a lc o lm  X  a n d  H a w k in g .

In  o th e r  n o o k s  w e re  m o r e ...in te r p r e t iv e  

p iece s: a b ro n z e  w h a le  w ith  a  b a b y ’s face , a  m a r 

b le  h a n d  w h e r e  a  m o u th  filled  w ith  n e e d le  tee th  

o p e n e d  at e a c h  fin g e r ’s e n d , a h u lk in g  p ie c e  in  

g ra n ite  -  th e  la rg e st sc u lp tu re  in  th e  s c h o o l -  a 

s h a m b lin g  fig u re  d ra p e d  in  te n ta c le s  a n d  in h u 

m a n  e ye s  p e e k in g  fro m  d e ep , fo ld e d  slits. N o  

s tu d e n t l in g e re d  n e a r  th e  te n ta c le d  statu e, a n d  

lo o k in g  at it to o  lo n g  p ro v o k e d  a d e e p  u n ea se , 

n a u se a  e v e n , a n d  fo r  so m e  c h ild re n , w h e n  th e y  

h a d  n ig h tm a re s , th e  u n n a m e d  sc u lp tu re  c a m e  

a liv e  to  fo llo w  th e m  w h e r e v e r  th e y  ran .

M u ra ls  c o v e re d  th e  la rge st w alls . T h e  w e s t

w a r d  e x p a n s io n  s tre tc h e d  e ig h ty  feet w id e  a b o v e  

th e  lo c k e rs  in  th e  o ld e s t  h a llw a y , c o v e re d  w a g o n s  

a n d  tra in s  a n d  te le g ra p h  lin e s  m a rc h e d  fro m  th e  

c itie s  o n  o n e  s id e  to  c a n y o n s  a n d  p ra ir ie s  a n d  

g o ld  fie ld s  o n  th e  other.

A n o th e r  m u r a l t ra c e d  th e  h is to r y  o f  m u sic , 

s ta r tin g  w ith  ce llo s , v io lin s , flu tes  a n d  tru m p e ts  

o n  o n e  e n d , a n d  th e n  tra c in g  a lo n g  w a v y  m u s i

ca l n o te s  lin e , m in s tre l s in g e rs  a n d  b lu e s  m u s i

c ia n s  a n d  r o c k  a n d  ro lle rs  m ix e d  w ith  g r a m o 

p h o n e s  a n d  ju k e b o x e s  a n d  p h o n o g ra p h s  a n d  

p o rta b le  m u s ic  p lay e rs.

A  sp o rts  m u r a l c o v e re d  a  g y m  w all.

A  g ia n t so la r  sy ste m  lo o m e d  o v e r  th e  e n tra n ce  

to  th e  sc ie n c e  classes.

S m a lle r  art p ro je c ts  su rp r ise d  e v e n  lo n g -t im e  

tea ch e rs: T h e o d o re  H a re to n ’s p o rtra it  tu c k e d  b e 

h in d  a d o o r  to  th e  a tte n d a n ce  o ffice , a b e n c h  th a t 

lo o k e d  as i f  it h a d  b e e n  a sse m b le d  fro m  h u m a n  

le g  b o n e s  in  a re m o te  c o rn e r  o f  th e  s c h o o l’s w i ld 

life  o b s e r v a tio n  a rea, a  m o b ile  o f  c e ra m ic  h e a d s, 

e a c h  o n e  g r im a c in g  in  p a in , h a n g in g  in  th e  b a c k  

o f  th e  w o o d  sh o p . A  h a n d  to o le d  to ile t in  th e  

b a th r o o m  n e x t  to  th e  a g r ic u ltu re  c la ssro o m .

T h e  G e r m a n  te a c h e r  a n d  F re n c h  te a c h e r m e t 

fo r  lu n c h  e a c h  d a y  in  th e  F re n ch  te a c h e r ’s ro o m . 

T h e y  c a lle d  th e ir  d a ily  m e e tin g s  th e  “ M a g in o t 

M e a l”. T h e y ’d  e a ten  in  th e  ro o m  to g e th e r  fo r 

e le v e n  years.

“ W h e n  d id  y o u  p u t th at p a in tin g  u p ? ” a sk ed  

th e  G e r m a n  teach er. H e g e stu re d  to w a rd  th e  

d o o r  w ith  h is  sa n d w ich .

“ W h ic h  p a in tin g ? ”  T h e  F re n c h  te a c h e r  d u g  

lis tle ss ly  in to  h is  sa la d . H e’d  b e e n  t r y in g  to  lo w e r

h is  ch o le ste ro l fo r  m o n th s, b u t a ll h e  w a n te d  

to  eat w e re  h a m b u rg e rs  d r ip p in g  w ith  fat a n d  

F re n ch  frie s  d re n c h e d  in  m a y o n n a ise . H e  lo o k e d  

w h e re  th e  G e r m a n  te a ch e r p o in ted .

A  sim p le  p a in tin g  o f  a m o u n ta in  m e a d o w  

h u n g  in  th e  s h a d o w s  a b o v e  th e  d o o r. S la n tin g  

s u n lig h t in  a gre e n  b a r  c u t th ro u g h  th e  trees, 

illu m in a tin g  tw o  ra b b its  c r o u c h e d  sid e  b y  side  

n e x t  to  a lila c  b u sh . T h e  lila c  b lo o m e d  in  th e  

a n g le d  ligh t.

T h e  F re n c h  te a c h e r lo o k e d  at th e  im a ge  fo r  a 

lo n g  tim e. It se e m e d  as i f  th e  lig h t in  th e  p a in tin g  

g r a d u a lly  c h a n g e d , as i f  th e  su n  w a s  g o in g  d o w n . 

T h e  im a g e  g r e w  d ark er. “ Isn’t th at rem arkab le,” 

h e  said . “ I ’v e  n e v e r  seen  it before.”

A fte r  th at, th e y  b o th  stu d ie d  th e  p a in tin g  fo r 

a m o m e n t o r  tw o  d u r in g  th e ir  lu n ch e s, b u t th e y  

d id n ’t c o m m e n t o n  it aga in . S o m e  d ays th ere  

w ere  tw o  rab b its. S o m e  d ays, th ree  o r  four. O c c a 

s io n a lly  th e  lig h t  c a m e  fro m  th e  o th e r  d ire ctio n . 

T h e  lila c  b u s h  b e c a m e  a ro se  b u sh , a n d  th e n  an 

aza lea . T h e  sea so n s  ch a n g e d . N e ith e r  m a n  e ve r 

to u c h e d  th e  p a in tin g , b u t o n c e , late  at n ig h t 

w h e n  th e  F re n c h  te a c h e r h a d  b e e n  g r a d in g  at h is  

d esk , lo n g  p ast d in n e r, h e  p u lle d  a c h a ir  to  the  

w a ll w h e re  h e  c o u ld  stan d  o n  it. H e  lo o k e d  at 

th e  p ic tu re ’s fra m e. D u st  c o v e re d  it, b u t it lo o k e d  

lik e  m e ta l, lik e  b u rn is h e d  go ld .

As schools changed, so  d id  H a re to n . L ife  

tu rn e d  a w a y  fro m  th e  sch o o l. W h e r e  sen io rs  

h a d  o n c e  liv e d  o r  d ie d  o n  th e  tea m s’ fate, a n d  

tears w ere  sh e d  o v e r  w h o  b e c a m e  th e  h o m e c o m 

in g  q u e e n  a n d  k in g , th e  k id s  to o k  a fte rsch o o l 

jo b s . S o m e  to o k  cla sses  o n  lin e , a n d  so m e  tr ie d  

th e  n e w  n e u r a l c u r r ic u lu m  th a t t ie d  th e m  to  

m a c h in e s  a n d  d o w n lo a d e d  co u rs e  in fo rm a tio n  

d irectly , a lth o u g h  th e  resu lts  w e re  n e v e r  c o n s is 

ten t. A  s tu d e n t m ig h t b e  a b le  to  s p e a k  S p an ish  

w h o  h a d  n e v e r  sp o k e n  it b e fo re , b u t  h e  c o u ld  

h a v e  fo rg o tte n  w h e re  h e  lived .

M o re  stu d e n ts  liv e d  in  th e  re s id en t h a lls  as 

s e m i-p e rm a n e n t b o a rd e rs , w h ile  a lm o st a ll the  

tea ch e rs  to o k  ro o m s  fo r  th e  facu lty .

T h e  s c h o o l m e t  th e ir  n ee d s. T h e  w o r ld  o u ts id e  

c o u ld  fa ll a p a rt a n d  d id , b u t H a re to n ’s o n - c a m 

p u s  m a ll re m a in e d  a p la ce  to  b u y  g o o d s , to  se e k  

e n te rta in m e n t, a n d  to  m e e t w ith  fr ie n d s . T h e  

c lin ic s  s e r v ic e d  h e a lth  p ro b le m s, a n d  th e  ch a p els



I  THE HARETON K-12 COUNTY SCHOOL BY JAMES VAN PELT > ILLUSTRATED BY RICHARD WAGNER

ca te re d  to  th e  so u ls . C la sse s  fo r  e v e r y  k n o w le d g e  

w e re  o ffe re d  fro m  p re sc h o o l to  re tirees. In o n e  

h o u r  s tu d e n ts  c o u ld  b e  in  a tra d itio n a l class, lik e  

S o p h o m o re  E n g lish , w h ile  d o w n  th e  h a ll e ld e r ly  

w o m e n  c o u ld  b e  s tu d y in g  th e  T e a ch in g s  o f  

Z o ro a ste r . F iv e -y e a r-o ld s  m ig h t  b e  re c it in g  th e  

a lp h a b e t in  a  r o o m  n e x t  to  c o lle g e -a g e d  stu d en ts  

p ra c t ic in g  c r a n io -s a c r a l th erap y.

H a re to n  b e c a m e  a ll th in g s  to  all p e o p le , a n d  

e v e n tu a lly  th e re  w a s  n o  re a so n  to  le a v e  her.

And I don’t leave. In  th e  m o rn in g , feet ru stlin g  

in  th e  h a llw a y  o u ts id e  m y  d o r m  a w a k e n  m e. In 

th e  ca fe te r ia , d o z e n s  o f  b re a k fa st  fo o d s  aw ait, 

a n d  th e n  I g o  to  c lass. T o d ay , I sp en t th e  m o r n 

in g  at th e  a q u a r iu m  s tu d y in g  c e p h a lo p o d  life  

c y c le s . M y  a rt  in s tr u c to r  e n c o u r a g e d  m e  to  d ra w  

w h a t  in te re ste d  m e, so  IV e  fille d  m y  n o te b o o k s  

w ith  w a v in g  a rm s a n d  o c to p u s  eyes.

In  th e  a fte rn o o n , m y  c a lc u lu s  cla ss  fo llo w s  

c o m p o s it io n , w h e re  m y  s e m e ste r  p ro je c t  is a

sh o rt  n o v e l (th a t I’m  a lso  illu s tra tin g ), a n d  in  

th e  e v e n in g  I’m  ta k in g  th e  la b o r a to r y  se ctio n  fo r 

th e  h u m a n  s e x u a lity  class I started  last sem ester. 

M y  s tu d y  p artn e r, E liza b e th , w h o  is fin is h in g  a 

c o m p lic a te d  b r id g e  in  h e r  e n g in e e r in g  class, h as 

d e c id e d  I s h o u ld  h e lp  h e r w ith  a p a p e r sh e ’s w r it 

in g  o n  th e  less p ra c t ic e d  p o sitio n s  in  th e  K a m a  

Sutra.

W e  h a v e  d iscu sse d  ta k in g  a tw o -p e rs o n  d o rm  

o r  m o v in g  in to  a d o m e d  c o lle c tiv e .

U r g e n c y  isn ’t d r iv in g  us, h o w ev er. O u r  ch o ice s  

are  m an y, a n d  th e  c u r r ic u lu m  is b ro a d . I h ave  

d e c id e d , th o u g h , th at I w o u ld  lik e  to  tea ch . O u r  

te a c h e rs  se e m  so  c o n fid e n t a n d  c u r io u s  a n d  

p a ssio n a te . I see  th e m  in  th e  cafes, h e a d s  c lo se  

to g e th e r , sw a p p in g  c la ss ro o m  stories, d isc u ss in g  

stu d e n ts , s h a rin g  le a rn in g  lik e  g e n e ro u s  roya lty , 

fo llo w in g  k n o w le d g e  lik e  e a g e r  h o u n d s. I’v e  seen  

th e ir  h o n o r  w a ll a n d  th e  n am es, th e  m an y, m a n y  

n a m e s o f  th e  tea ch e rs  w h o  h a ve  se rv e d  in  H a re 

to n  th r o u g h  th e  ce n tu rie s , a n d  I th in k  I w o u ld
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“N in a  A lla n ’s r e - im a g in in g  o f  th e  A ra c h n e  

m y th , w ith  its re c e d in g  o v e rla y s  o f  th e  m o d e rn  

a n d  th e  a n tiq u e , crea tes  a  sp a ce  a ll its o w n .

T h e  sce n e  is c le a n  a n d  m in im a l, th e  ligh t 

M e d ite rra n e a n , th e  s to r y  see m s m u sin g  a n d  

sad: b u t b y  th e  last tw o  p a g es , S p in  h a s  y o u  in  a 

g r ip  th at p ersists  lo n g  after y o u  p u t it d o w n ” M. 
John Harrison

“ T h e  w r it in g  is p re c ise , th e  im a g e ry  v iv id ly  

sen su al; b y  re - im a g in in g  a n c ie n t m y th  in  a 

s tu n n in g ly  re a lise d  a lte rn ate  G re e ce , N in a  A lla n  

tra p s y o u  in  a w e b  o f  s to r y ”  Paul Kincaid

“A lla n  e x p e r t ly  w ea v e s  SF, fa n ta sy  a n d  

m y th o lo g y  in to  a su b tle , sea m less, d re a m lik e  

w h o le . I lo ve d  it” Neil Williamson

“ T h is  is w h y  w e  h a ve  n o v e lla s , to  let stories 

u n ro ll at th e ir  o w n  p a ce , to  g iv e  us L ayla ’s lo n g  

jo u r n e y  b y  b u s  w ith  h e r  e m b ro id e ry  h o o p  

a cro ss  th e  P e lo p o n n e se , th e  e n c o u n te r  w ith  

th e  o ld  w o m a n , th e  d r in k  fro m  a sp rin g  o f  

m o u n ta in -c o ld  w ater, th e  A fr ic a n  h o te l c le rk  in  

C o r in th . Jou rn eys m e a n  s o m e th in g  in  a s to ry  

lik e  th is  o n e . T h e y  sh o u ld n ’t b e  ru sh ed . T h e y
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lik e  to  see  m y  n a m e  a m o n g  th e m .

N o w , I sit in  th e  ca fe teria  a ga in , c o n te m p la t

in g  d in n e r. I lean  b a c k  in  m y  c h a ir  a n d  g a ze  at 

th e  sk y lig h t th at s tre tch es  th e  ro o m ’s len gth . 

B e y o n d  it, th e  stars sh in e  w ith o u t  w in k in g . B e 

y o n d  th e  sk y lig h t is th e  w o r ld  o u ts id e , b u t n o  

o n e  g o e s  th e re  a n y m o re . W a s it w a r  th a t d ro v e  

u s in sid e?  W a s it p la g u e  o r  fa m in e  o r  p estilen ce?  

I d o n ’t k n o w . T h e re  is a  r u m o r  th a t H a re to n  e n 

c o m p a sse s  th e  e n tire  E a rth , a n d  fo r  a ll I k n o w , 

it c o u ld  b e  tru e . T h e re ’s a n o th e r  ru m o r  th at says 

th e re  n e v e r  w a s  a n  E a rth , a n d  th a t H a re to n  has 

a lw a y s  b e e n  a n d  w ill  a lw a y s  b e, th a t w e  c a n n o t 

e x ist b e y o n d  H a re to n .

I d o  k n o w  th at I h a ve  lo o k e d  th ro u g h  th e  w in 

d o w s  in  m y  c la ss ro o m  to  w h a t  lies  b e y o n d  a n d  

se e n  n o th in g  th a t tem p ts m e.

In  th e  h a llw a y, o n  th e  w a y  to  m y  r o o m , a ra b 

b it ju m p e d  fro m  a d o o rw a y , tw itc h e d  its n o se  

tw ic e  in  m y  d ire c tio n , th e n  h o p p e d  p ast. I 

s te p p e d  a sid e  so  th a t it  w o u ld n ’t  s h y  aw ay, a n d

I w o n d e re d  w h a t m iss io n  d ro v e  it, a n d  w h at 

k in d  o f  life  it led , a n d  I k n e w  th a t to m o rr o w  I 

w o u ld  b e  lu c k y  a n d  fu lfille d , a n d  classes w o u ld  

b e  in te re stin g .

A t  H a re to n  K -12  C o u n ty  S c h o o l a n d  A d u lt  

E x te n sio n , in  th e  h a lls  o f  th e  s c h o o l e tern al, 

th a t’s th e  w a y  life  g o e s , th e  w a y  it o u g h t to  go, 

a n d  a ll th a t  p asses  in  its  co m p a ss  is holy.
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ern Colorado. His fiction has made numerous appear
ances in most of the major science fiction and fantasy 
magazines. He has been a finalist for a Nebula Award, 
the Colorado Blue Spruce Young Adult Book Award, and 
been reprinted in many year's best collections. His first 
novel, Summer o f the Apocalypse, was released in 2006. 
His third collection of stories, The Radio M agician and 
Other Stories, received the Colorado Book Award in 2010. 
His latest collection, Flying in the Heart of the Lafayette 
Escadrille, was released in October of 2012. James blogs 
atjimvanpelt.livejournal.com.

s h o u ld  b e  fu ll o f  p lace s , o f  e n co u n ters: W ith  th e  

y o u n g  m a n  a fflic te d  w ith  a cu rse . A  fa sc in a tin g  

e p ic  p o e m  o n  w h ic h  L a y la  b a ses  h e r n ew est 

w o r k . T h e  m a ste rp ie c e s  o f  a n c ie n t s ib y ls, 

c a tc h in g  d u st in  th e  m u s e u m . S p id ers  w e a v in g  

in  th e  s u n lig h t, b u s y  at th e ir  w o rk . T h e  d e ta ils  

so  clear, so  w e ll-c h o s e n  to  m a k e  a s to r y ” Lois 
Tilton, Locus Online

“ S p in  is p ro b a b ly  o n e  o f  th e  b e st l ite ra ry  tales 

y o u ’ll re a d  th is  y e a r”  Upcoming4.me

“I f  y o u ’re lo o k in g  fo r  a n  e x tr a o r d in a r y  a n d  

b e a u tifu lly  w ritte n  s to r y  th a t w ill  c h a rm  y o u  

w ith  its h a p p e n in g s  y o u ’v e  ju s t fo u n d  it. S p in  is 

p e r fe c t  e n te r ta in m e n t fo r  SF F  re a d ers, b e ca u se  

it’s a w e ll w ritte n  a n d  s u r p r is in g ly  l ite ra ry  

n o v e lla , w h ic h  co m b in e s  sc ie n c e  fic tio n , fa n ta sy  

a n d  m y th o lo g y . E x ce lle n t!” Rising Shadow

“ I h e a r t ily  re c o m m e n d  S p in  to  fan s o f  lite ra ry  

SF a n d  fan tasy, a n d  e sp e c ia lly  to  th o s e  a lre a d y  

fa m ilia r  w ith  N in a  A lla n ’s w o r k ” Lucian Poll

“A  b e a u t ifu lly  to ld  s to r y  th a t b o d e s  w e ll fo r  the  

fu tu re  o f  th e  T T A  N o v e lla s  series”  SF Revu

“ S p in  is a m b itio u s  a n d  e n ig m a tic . C a ll  it  d a rk  

fa n ta sy  i f  y o u  w ill, th o u g h  th a t d e sc rip tio n  

see m s at o d d s  w ith  a  s to r y  so  illu m in a te d  b y  

b o ld  M e d ite rra n e a n  lig h t a n d  co lo u r. W h a te v e r  

S p in  is, it is fu r th e r  e v id e n c e  th a t N in a  A lla n  is 

o n e  o f  th e  m o st in te re stin g  a n d  re w a rd in g  n e w  

w rite rs  to  e m e rg e  in  re ce n t y ea rs”  Gary Dalkin, 
Amazing Stories

“A lla n ’s p ro se  is  as a d a p ta b le  as h e r  ju g g lin g  o f  

SF a n d  m y th ic a l m ateria ls: fin e ly  o b s e r v e d  a n d  

re a lis tic  w h e n  it n ee d s  to  be, ly ric a l w h e n  it 

b e g in s  to  fo c u s  o n  ro m a n c e  a n d  se lf-d isco v e ry . 

It’s an e lega n t, q u ie t, a n d  q u ite  sa tis fy in g  fab le” 

Gary K. Wolfe, Locus
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auction, sight unseen. He assumed its history would 

be questionable, but as the plan was to gut, remodel 

and resell, history was irrelevant. Not until the day he 

took possession did Sam learn the previous owner 

had been a semi-professional magician, stage name 

of Kurricke. The magician had vanished after living in 

the two-bedroom ranch for seventeen years, leaving 

spoiled milk in the refrigerator, dishes in the sink, and 

all the tools of his trade in unlocked trunks.

n
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S am  w a n te d  n o n e  o f  it: n o t th e  c o s tu m e s  a n d  

stage  p ro p s  in  th e  s e c o n d  b e d ro o m , n o r  th e  c lo s 

ets fu ll  o f  d resses, sh o e s , a n d  w ig s . T h e  w in c h  

a n d  s ta n d  in  th e  b a se m e n t m ig h t h a ve  b e e n  sa le 

ab le, b u t  th e  w ic k e r  t r u n k  o f  jo u rn a ls  a n d  8 m m  

tap e s  w a s  u tte r ly  w o rth le ss . H e  h a d  n o  u se  fo r  

th e  m a n n e q u in s  in  th e  a ttic  -  s o m e  u p r ig h t  o n  

stan d s, s o m e  d is m e m b e r e d  a n d  crated . S tage  

p a ra p h e rn a lia  h a d  n o  p la ce  in  h is  in v e stm e n t 

strategy.

S a m  m a d e  d ra stic  in ro a d s  th a t first w e e k e n d , 

h a u lin g  th e  m a g ic ia n s  ju n k  d o w n  fro m  th e  a ttic  

a n d  o u t th r o u g h  th e  g a ra ge . W ith o u t  ce re m o n y , 

h e  re s ig n e d  e v e r y th in g  to  th e  re n te d  d u m p s te r  

o c c u p y in g  th e  d rive w a y .

H is  p la n s  d id n ’t  c h a n g e  u n til M o n d a y  a fte r

n o o n , w h e n  h e  ro lle d  u p  a n  o il-s ta in e d  c a rp e t  in  

th e  b a se m e n t a n d  u n c o v e re d  th e  h a tch .

Ascending from the b a se m e n t M o n d a y  e v e 

n in g , S am  w e n t to  th e  g a ra g e  lo o k in g  fo r  th e  

w ic k e r  c h e st h e ’d  w re s t le d  o u t  e a r lie r  th a t m o r n 

in g . T h is , h e  d ra g g e d  b a c k  in to  th e  h o u se  a n d  

p a r k e d  in  fro n t  o f  th e  d a rk  g re e n  c o u c h , w h ic h  

h e ’d  a lre a d y  d e c id e d  w o u ld  b e  th e  last th in g  

to  g o  -  im m e d ia te ly  a fte r th e  32" M a g n a v o x . 

S e ttlin g  o n  th e  c o u c h , h e  u n fa s te n e d  th e  la tch es  

a n d  lifte d  th e  lid .

C o m p o s it io n  n o te b o o k s  a n d  8 m m  tap es. 

T u c k e d  to  o n e  s id e  w as  a S o n y  h a n d h e ld  c a m 

era  w ra p p e d  in  its o w n  ca b les, a n d  o n  to p  o f  

e v e ry th in g , a 4 x6  p h o to g ra p h  in  a  th in  p e w te r  

fra m e. S am  lifte d  th e  p ic tu re  o u t to  s tu d y  it m o re  

closely .

P r o fe s s io n a lly  d o n e , th e  p h o to g ra p h  c a p tu re d  

a  m is m a tc h e d  co u p le . She: y o u n g  a n d  p retty , 

sea ted  o n  a  c h a ir  w ith  h a n d s  in  h e r  lap, h e r  

e x p re s s io n  s o m e w h a t b e w ild e re d . H e: p re su m 

a b ly  th e  m a g ic ia n  K u rr ic k e , s ta n d in g  b e h in d  

her, h is  h a n d  o n  th e  b a re  sk in  b e tw e e n  s h o u ld e r  

a n d  n e c k . H e  w a s  p e rh a p s  fifty. H is  ha ir, g o in g  

to  gray , lo o k e d  u n a c c u s to m e d  to  th e  co m b . H ere  

w a s  a  m a n  w h o  c o u ld n ’t  iro n  a  sh irt, w h o ’d  fo r

g o tte n  h o w  to  k n o t  a  tie. H e  g r in n e d  at th e  c a m 

e ra  w ith  an  e x c ite d , b o y is h  c h a rm , th r ille d  at h is  

o w n  g o o d  fo rtu n e .

T h e  w o m a n  w a s  to o  y o u n g  to  b e  th e  m a g ic ia n ’s 

w ife  o r  lo ver, S a m  d e c id e d . A  d a u gh te r, m a y b e . 

B u t h is  fin g e rs  o n  h e r  th ro a t w e r e  to o  p o ss e s 

sive , to o  in tim a te  fo r  th at re la tio n sh ip . H e r sk in  

w a s  p e r fe c t , s m o o th  a n d  c r e a m -c o lo re d , h e r  

h a ir  a f lo ssy  b ro w n  s ilk  u tte r ly  at o d d s  w ith  h e r 

sk in  ty p e . T o  S a m , h e r  b e a u ty  se e m e d  in v io late , 

a lth o u g h  th e re  w a s  s o m e th in g  u n u su a l in  h er 

p o stu re . It d id n ’t  lo o k , S am  th o u g h t, as th o u g h  

she’d  a p p lie d  h e r  o w n  m a k e u p .

S am  set th e  fra m e  aside.

A  c u r s o r y  in v e n to ry  o f  th e  tr u n k ’s re m a in in g  

c o n te n ts  re v e a le d  th a t th e  n o te b o o k s  w e re  n e i

th e r  n u m b e re d  n o r  d ated . S im ila rly , th e  tap es 

w e re  lo o s e  a n d  u n la b e le d . F e e lin g  c e rta in  that 

s o m e th in g  le ft b e h in d  b y  th e  m a g ic ia n  w o u ld  

e x p la in  th e  h a tch , S am  ch o se  a  n o te b o o k  o f f  th e  

d is o rd e re d  p ile . O p e n in g  it to  th e  m id d le , h e  

read:

How God must detest us. How revolting to Him 
our helplessness and stupidity.

Hitler exterminated the crippled and the weak 
for no better reason than that they were crippled 
and weak. Even though he too was human -  a bag 
of flesh no different than those he gassed. How 
much greater the divide between us and God? 
How much more profound His hatred of us?

Why should the suffering of the weak evoke 
hatred?

I heard a story about a boy who crushed the 
head of a wounded dog because it hadn’t the 
decency to die. I understand now that it wasn’t the 
piteous animals misery he sought to end, but his 
own. How miserable then is God, watching us flail 
about, blind and bleating, in His dark garden? We 
are ignorant of our own ignorance, rolling and 
stamping over all His creation.

How are any of us still alive?

S am  c lo s e d  th e  b o o k  a n d  o n c e  m o re  to o k  u p  

th e  p h o to g ra p h . T h is  tim e, h e  s lid  it fro m  its 

fra m e  a n d  tu r n e d  it over.

ToE.
Love J.
“ J. K u rrick e,”  S am  said . “W h a t  h a p p e n e d  

h e re ? ”

H e lifte d  o u t th e  h a n d h e ld  S o n y  c a m e ra  a n d  

its b u n d le  o f  cab les. It w a s  tim e  to  w a tc h  a tape.

Kurricke the magician, in  w h ite  sh irt a n d  

g litte r in g  b la c k  vest, ta k es  th e  stage  o f  w h a t a p 
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p ea rs  to  b e  a h ig h  s c h o o l g y m n a s iu m . T h e  c a m 

e ra  re c o rd s  fro m  b e h in d  a sp arse  a u d ie n ce ; th e  

q u a lity  o f  th e  ta p e  is  p o o r . T h e  m a g ic ia n  b ra n 

d ish e s  sc a rv e s , h o o p s , a n d  g ia n t p la y in g  card s 

fo r  an  a u d ie n c e  th a t h a r d ly  a c k n o w le d g e s  h im . 

T h e  co n sta n t m u r m u r  o f  p e r ip h e ra l c o n v e rs a 

tio n s  o b s c u r e  h is  sad  jo k e s . O c c a s io n a lly , an 

a d o le s c e n t fa ce  lea n s  in  fro m  th e  s id e  to  le e r  in to  

th e  ca m era .

T w e lv e  u n c o m fo rta b le  m in u te s  in to  h is  show , 

K u r r ic k e  d u c k s  in to  th e  w in g s . R e tu rn in g  a 

m o m e n t later, h e  is p u s h in g  in  fro n t o f  h im  a 

m a n n e q u in  o n  a  w h e e le d  chair. S h e sits w o o d -  

e n ly  in  a g r a y  sk ir t  a n d  w h ite  b lo u s e , h a n d s  

c o m p o s e d  in  h e r  lap, b a re  h e a d  g lo s s y  u n d e r  th e  

stag e  lig h ts .

W h e e lin g  th e  c h a ir  to  c e n te r  stage, K u rric k e  

a sk s a  q u e s tio n  o f  th e  c r o w d  in  a  v o ic e  th a t is 

a u d ib le , b u t  in c o m p re h e n s ib le . S o m e o n e  th ro w s  

a c r u m p le d  w a d  o f  pap er. It m a k e s  a  h ig h , s lo w  

a rc  b e fo re  fa llin g  sh o rt.

U n c o n c e r n e d  b y  th is  re a c tio n , K u rric k e  

th r o w s  h is  a rm s w id e  w ith  a  sh o u t, as th o u g h  

in tr o d u c in g  a n  a c t  su p e r io r  to  h is  o w n .

N o th in g  h a p p e n s.

K u r r ic k e  h a s fo rg o tte n  th e  m a n n e q u in s  w ig , 

w h ic h  h a n g s  o n  a  h o o k  b e h in d  th e  ch air. T h e  h a ir  

is  b ro w n  a n d  lu x u r io u s . E m b a rra sse d , K u rr ic k e  

sh o w s it q u ic k ly  to  th e  n o w  s ilen t a u d ie n ce , th e n  

slip s it o v e r  th e  m a n n e q u in ’s h e a d . H a ir  in  p lace , 

h e  lea p s b a c k  a n d  th ro w s  u p  th e  sam e  g ra n d  g e s 

tu re . T h is  t im e  h is  s h o u t is  clear.

“ E v e ly n !”

T h e  m a n n e q u in s  eyes  o p e n . T h e  m a g ic ia n  

-  a rm s  s till ra ise d  -  b e a m s p r o u d ly  at h is  a u d i

e n c e , w h o  fa il to  sh are  h is  tr iu m p h . B e h in d  h im , 

E v e ly n  h a s b u t little  co n tro l o v e r  h e rse lf. H e r 

h e a d  je r k s  as th o u g h  p a ls ied . H e r  le g s  k ic k  o u t 

th e n  b a c k  a g a in , h e e ls  sc ra p in g  th e  stage  floor.

K u r r ic k e  g r in s  as th o u g h  at a b e lo v e d  d au gh ter.

“ E velyn ,”  th e  o ld  m a g ic ia n  cro o n s . “E ve ly n , 

w ill  y o u  d a n c e ? ”  H o ld in g  b o th  h e r  h a n d s, K u r 

r ic k e  d ra w s  h e r  o u t  o f  th e  ch air, a n d  e n co u ra g e s  

a lu r c h in g  step  fo rw a rd .

P a u se .

R e w in d .

S am  left th e  c o u c h  to  p u t h is  fa ce  c lo s e r  to  th e  

te le v is io n s  q u iv e r in g  im a ge .

P lay.

H e r e ye s  o p e n . H e r h e a d  tu rn s. She g rab s  fo r 

K u r r ic k e ’s o ffe re d  h a n d s  a n d  rises. A  step. A  

stu m b le . H e ca tc h es  her, a n d  h is  lip s  are n e a r  h e r 

ear. Is h e  w h is p e r in g  to  h er? H is h a n d s  h o ld  h e r 

s lig h t w aist. S h e c lin g s  to  h im , b u t h e r  eyes  are 

o n  th e  a u d ien ce .

P a u se .

W a s th a t fe a r  in  h e r  eyes?

R e w in d .

Play.

E v e ly n  fa lls  in to  K u rr ic k e , th r o w in g  h e r  arm s 

a ro u n d  h is  n e c k . H e  h o ld s  her, lip s  to  h e r  ear. 

H is k n e e s  are b e n t to  su p p o rt  h e r  w e ig h t. O v e r  

h is  sh o u ld e r, h e r  eyes  are  w id e . Yes, sh e  is  a fraid . 

M o re  th a n  a fraid .

T h e y  d a n c e  -  o r  rather, K u rr ic k e  d rag s h e r 

a cro ss  th e  stage. E v e ly n  is s h o c k in g ly  graceless. 

A  sp in  -  sh e  stu m b les. A  d ip  -  sh e  c lu tch es  h im , 

terrified . T h e  sp e c ta c le  g o e s  o n  to o  lo n g . T h e 

a u d ie n c e  g ro w s  restless.

W h e n  K u rric k e  at last re tu rn s  h e r  to  th e  chair, 

h e r w ig  h a s c o m e  askew . K u rr ic k e  s tra igh te n s  

it fo r  her, a n d  a rra n g e s  h e r  h a n d s  in  h e r  lap. 

W h e e lin g  h e r a ro u n d  to  face  th e  a u d ie n ce , h e  

stan d s b e h in d  her, h a n d s  o n  h e r  sh o u ld e rs.

“ E v e ly n , y o u  w e re  sp le n d id  th is  even in g ,”  h e  

d e c la re s  to  th e  a u d ien ce . “W ill y o u  w a v e  g o o d  

n ig h t to  th e  k in d  p e o p le ? ”

E v e ly n  b e g in s  to  lo o k  b a c k  at h im , b u t th e  

m a g ic ia n  fa ce s  h e r  fo rw a r d  w ith  o n e  h a n d  o n  

e ith e r  ch e ek . H e  w ill  n o t stop  g r in n in g  at h is  

a u d ien ce . H e  w a v e s , as th o u g h  to  d e m o n stra te  

w h a t is e x p e c te d . E ve ly n  rotates a r ig id  h a n d  in  

a sh y  p a ra d e  w ave.

W h ile  h e r  a rm  is  still in  th e  air, K u rric k e  

w re n c h e s  h e r  h e a d  to  th e  s id e, so  she is lo o k 

in g  s u d d e n ly  o v e r  h e r  o w n  sh o u ld e r. H e r b o d y  

je rk s , a n d  K u r ric k e  lifts  h e r  h e a d  aw ay. E velyn ’s 

a rm  d ro p s  -  c la ck  -  to  h e r  side. H e r le g  k ic k s  o u t 

fro m  u n d e r  h e r  sk irt.

T h e re  is  s o m e  sca tte re d  a p p lau se, b u t m o s tly  

h e  h a s p ro v o k e d  a n  u n e a s y  s ilen ce .

K u rr ic k e  b o w s , a n d  b o w s  a ga in , th o u g h  th e  

a p p lau se  h a s d ie d . H e  lea n s  b a c k  to  lo o k  in to  th e  

w in g s  b e c a u se  th e  c u rta in s  are n o t c lo s in g . H e
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ra ises  a  h a n d  to  c a tc h  th e  a tte n tio n  o f  s o m e o n e  

o n ly  h e  ca n  see. H e  is still s m ilin g  -  still w a v 

in g  -  w h e n  th e  c u rta in s , lik e  w a lls  o f  b la c k  w ater, 

sw e e p  in  to  e n g u lf  h im .

Sam’s ad in th e  A u s tin  C la ss ifie d s  read : Need 
services of one SCUBA diver. Caving experience 
and camera required. Will pay for time.

Sam stepped outside w h e n  th e  b la c k  Jeep 

b a c k e d  b o ld ly  in to  th e  n a r ro w  s lice  o f  d r iv e w a y  

b e s id e  th e  d u m p ster. T h e  d r iv e r  h a d  th e  d o o r  

p u s h e d  o p e n  b e fo re  th e  e n g in e  q u ie te d . B a ld  

a n d  u n s m ilin g , th e  m a n  w h o  ste p p e d  d o w n  w as  

o ld e r  th a n  S am  h a d  e x p e c te d .

“ D a v id ? ”  S a m  a sk ed  as h e  c ro sse d  th e  d e a d  

grass.

"A n d  y o u  m u st b e  Sam .”

S a m  o ffe re d  h is  h a n d , w h ic h  D a v id  sq u e e z e d  

h a rd e r  th a n  n ecessa ry . S a m  w a v e d  an  a rm  b a c k  

at th e  h o u se . “ I ts  in sid e ,”  h e  said .

“ W ell, th en ,”  sa id  th e  d iver, liftin g  a  b a c k p a c k  

fro m  th e  rear b e d , “ le t ’s h a ve  a lo o k .”

S a m  h a d  a rra n g e d  tw o  p o rta b le  w o r k lig h ts  

a ro u n d  th e  h a tch  in  th e  b a se m e n t. H e  sw itch e d  

th e m  o n , a n d  s h a d o w s  b u r n e d  a w a y  u n d e r  th e  

b r illia n t stare  o f  tw in  500 W att h a lo g e n  b u lb s.

" L o o k s  lik e  a  su b ’s e sca p e  h atch ,”  D a v id  said . 

T w e n ty -fo u r  in ch e s  in  d ia m ete r, th e  h a tch  w as 

b o lte d  to  th e  c o n c re te  f lo o r  w ith  tw e lv e  th u m b 

s ize d  riv ets . T h e  d iv e r  g la n c e d  up. “W h a t ’s th is  

fo r? ”

S u sp e n d e d  o v e r  th e  h a tch , a p u lle y  sy ste m  h a d  

b e e n  b o lte d  to  th e  u n d e rs id e  o f  a  su p p o r tin g  

b e a m .

“ It w a s  a ll h e re  w h e n  I m o v e d  in,”  S am  said. 

H e  sa w  D a v id  a b o u t to  a sk  so  a d d e d , “ F ive  d a y s  

ago.”

B e fo r e  th e re  w e re  m o re  q u e stio n s, S a m  to o k  

a k n e e  a n d  tu rn e d  th e  h a n d w h e e l c o u n te r

c lo c k w is e . F ro m  b e lo w  c a m e  th e  s o lid  th u n k  o f  

in te rn a l m e c h a n is m s  re tra ctin g . G e tt in g  h is  feet 

u n d e r  h im , S a m  p u lle d  u p  o n  th e  h a tch , w h ic h  

o p e n e d  s m o o th ly  o n  its h in g e  a n d  lo c k e d  in to  

a le a n in g  p o s it io n  tw e n ty  d e g re e s  p a st th e  ap ex.

H e ro se  a n d  ste p p e d  b a ck . S id e  b y  s id e, th e  

tw o  m e n  stared  in to  a p o o l o f  d a rk  w ater.

B la n d ly , D a v id  said , “W ow .”

S a m  a greed .

“B o m b  sh e lte r? ”  D a v id  ask ed.

H a v in g  a lre a d y  c o n s id e re d  a n d  d ism isse d  th at 

id ea, S am  ga ve  a sk e p tica l sh ru g . “ I d o n ’t th in k  

so. T h ere ’s n o  ladder.”

D a v id ’s b ro w  fu rro w e d . H e k n elt n e x t to  the  

h a tch , a n d  w ith  h is  face  n e a r  th e  w ater, b re a th ed  

d eep . “It’s n o t sep tic.”  H e  d ip p e d  h is  fin g ers  a n d  

tasted . “N o t  salt, either.”

W ith o u t  w a rn in g , h e  p lu n g e d  h is  a rm  in  the  

w ater, re a c h in g  n o t d o w n , b u t  a lo n g  th e  u n d e r

s id e  o f  th e  floor. S am  w a tc h e d  h im  fee l a ro u n d  

th e  e n tire  p e rim ete r, th e n  aga in , th is  t im e  ly in g  

o n  h is  s to m a ch , sh o u ld e r-d e e p  in  w ater. W h e n  

h e  g o t  b a c k  o n  h is  k n e e s , h e  lo o k e d  c o n ce rn e d . 

S am  im a g in e d  it w as  e x a c t ly  h o w  h e  h im s e lf  

h a d  lo o k e d  after c o m p le t in g  th e  sam e exe rcise . 

P r e d ic tin g  w h e re  D a v id ’s m in d  w a s  le a d in g  h im , 

S a m  o ffe re d  h im  a b ro o m  h a n d le .

“ I c o u ld n ’t fin d  th e  sides,” S am  said . “ I a lrea d y  

tr ie d , b u t y o u ’v e  g o t a lo n g e r  rea ch  th a n  m e.” 

H o ld in g  th e  b ro o m  b y  its e n d , D a v id  s lip p e d  

it in to  th e  w a te r  a n d  p ro b e d  fo r  a n y th in g  th at 

w o u ld  h in t  at th e  d im e n s io n s  o f  th e  c h a m b e r  

b e lo w  th e m . F in d in g  n o th in g , h e  sat u p  a n d  la id  

th e  b ro o m  h a n d le  asid e, m y stifie d .

“ B r o o m  h a n d le ’s s ix ty  in ch es,” S am  said . “M y  

a rm ’s a n o th e r  tw e n ty -fo u r.” H e  w e n t to  s ta n d  at 

th e  c h a lk  m a rk  h e ’d  m a d e  o n  th e  co n c re te  e x a c tly  

e ig h ty - fo u r  in c h e s  fro m  th e  lip  o f  th e  h atch . H e 

p o in te d  o u t th e  c h a lk  m a rk s  h e ’d  d ra w n  a ro u n d  

th e  b a se m e n t, o u tlin in g  th e  m in im u m  c ir c u m 

fe re n ce  o f  th e  ch a m b er. It w asn ’t th e  e n tire  b a s e 

m e n t, b u t it d id n ’t lea v e  m u c h  ro o m .

D a v id  p u lle d  h is  b a c k p a c k  n e x t to  h im  a n d  

u n z ip p e d  it. O u t  c a m e  a b la c k  m a sk  a n d  an  

u n d e rw a te r  lig h t. P re ss in g  th e  m a s k  to  h is  face , 

h e  s w itc h e d  o n  th e  lig h t  a n d  p lu n g e d  h is  h e a d  

in to  th e  w ater. H e  w as  b a c k  in  a  m o m e n t to  

re p o rt, “N o th in g . I ca n ’t see  th e  s id es  o r  th e  b o t 

to m . H a ve  y o u  tested  fo r  d e p th ? ”

Sam  sh o w e d  D a v id  th e  five  h u n d re d  fo o t 

s p o o l o f  u tility  ro p e  a n d  th e  tw e lv e -p o u n d  riv e r  

a n c h o r  h e ’d  t ie d  to  th e  e n d  o f  it. “ I lo o p e d  it o v e r  

th e  p u lleys,” h e  said . “ T h e n  ju st d ro p p e d  it in.” 

D a v id  w aited .

“A  h u n d re d  a n d  e ig h ty -e ig h t feet,”  S am  said. 

D a v id  b lin k e d  at th e  h a tch . “O d d ,” h e  said . 

S am  c re d ite d  th e  m a n ’s c o m p o su re . H is o w n  

re a c tio n , u p o n  re a liz in g  th a t h is  m id -to w n  h o m e
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w a s  s u p p o rte d  o v e r  an ab yss  b y  a s lab  o f  c o n c re te  

s ix  in c h e s  th ic k , h ad n ’t  b e e n  n e a r ly  s o  in d iffe r

ent.

“A t  th is  p o in t, I ju s t  w a n t to  k n o w  w h a t ’s d o w n  

there.”

“R igh t,”  D a v id  sa id , a ll b u sin e ss . “ L et’s g e t  th e  

gear.”

F ive  m in u te s  la ter th e y  h a d  D a v id ’s e q u ip m e n t 

p ile d  b e s id e  th e  h a tch . A fte r  lo o p in g  th e  y e llo w  

lin e  th r o u g h  th e  p u lley , th e y  ca st th e  a n c h o r  a n d  

let it s in k . W h ile  th e  p u lle y  ra ttled  a n d  th e  ro p e  

p la y e d  o u t, D a v id  s tr ip p e d  o f f  h is  T -s h ir t  a n d  

c a rg o  sh o rts . H e  p r o c e e d e d  to  s tu ff  h im s e lf  in to  

a  n e o p re n e  w etsu it.

W h e n  th e  a n c h o r  h it  b o tto m , D a v id  lo o p e d  

th e  lin e  a ro u n d  th e  h a n d w h e e l a n d  p u lle d  o u t 

th e  s la ck . A fte r  k n o tt in g  it, h e  lo o k e d  at Sam . 

“ T h a t’s a  g o o d  k n o t,”  h e  said . “D o n ’t  to u c h  th a t 

k n o t.”

F ro m  o n e  o f  h is  b a g s , D a v id  p ro d u c e d  a s p o o l 

o f  b ra id e d  n y lo n  ro p e  a n d  a h a n d h e ld  u n d e r

w a te r  lig h t. “ I’ll c lip  o n to  th e  a n c h o r  lin e  u p  h ere  

a n d  fo llo w  it a ll th e  w a y  d o w n . O n  th e  b o tto m , 

I’ll tie  o f f  w ith  th is  -  ”  h e  s h o o k  th e  s p o o l o f  ro p e  

“  -  a n d  g o  e x p lo r in g . I’v e  o n ly  g o t  a b o u t  tw e n ty -  

five  m in u te s  o f  b o tto m  t im e , so  I can ’t  g o  far.”

D a v id  s h r u g g e d  in to  h is  ve st -  b u r d e n e d  w ith  

g a u g es , d ia ls  a n d  h o s e s  -  a n d  z ip p e d  up. H e h a d  

a sp are  e v e ry th in g . S ittin g  at th e  le d g e  w ith  h is 

leg s  in  th e  w ater, h e  fo rc e d  h is  b a re  feet in to  a 

p a ir  o f  stiff, b la c k  flip p e rs.

“A im  th o s e  b ig  lig h ts  in to  th e  w a te r  a fte r I’m  

d o w n ,”  D a v id  said . “ I f  a ll m in e  g o  b la c k  a n d  I 

lo se  th e  a n c h o r  lin e , I ’ll n e e d  th e m  to  g e t back.”

W ith  a  little  h e a v e , D a v id  s lip p e d  leg s  first in to  

th e  w ater. “ T an ks,”  h e  said .

O n e  at a  t im e , S am  p a sse d  th e  ta n k s  in to  

th e  w ater, a n d  D a v id  a tta c h e d  th e m  to  fittin gs 

u n d e r  h is  a rm s, w h e r e  th e y  d a n g le d  lik e  a  p a ir  

o f  s tra n g e  w in g s . H e  je r k e d  a  th u m b  at h is  b ag. 

“ T h ere ’s a  little  b o o k  in  th e re  w ith  a  fe w  n am e s 

a n d  n u m b e rs . I ’d  a p p re c ia te  y o u  le ttin g  th e m  

k n o w  w h a t h a p p e n e d  i f  I d o n ’t m a k e  it b a ck .

“ R elax,”  h e  sa id  w h e n  S am  b a lk e d . “ M e  d y in g  

w o n ’t c o m e  as a  s h o c k  to  an yo n e.” H e  h e ld  u p  h is  

ca m e ra , safe  in  its c le a r  little  b o x . “ I’m  g o in g  to  

s w im  a ro u n d , h a v e  a  n ic e  t im e , ta k e  s o m e  p ic 

tu res. Y o u  w o n ’t e v e n  m iss  m e.”

W ith  th at, h e  fitted  h is  m a sk  a n d  s tu c k  a  r e g u 

la to r in  h is  m o u th . T h e n  h e  d isa p p e a re d  in to  the  

b la c k  w ater. H is d e sc e n d in g  lig h ts  w e re  o b scu re d  

b y  d a rk n e ss  m u c h  s o o n e r  th a n  S am  w o u ld  h a ve  

th o u g h t.

Forty-five minutes later, th e  h iss o f  b re a k in g  

b u b b le s  p re c e d e d  D a v id ’s re tu rn . O n  su rfa c in g , 

h e  p e e le d  a w a y  m a s k  a n d  regu lator.

“W h a t  d id  y o u  fin d ? ” S am  ask ed.

D a v id  h e fte d  a  ta n k  o u t o f  th e  w ater, w h ic h  

S am  to o k  a n d  s to o d  to  th e  side. T h e  n e x t ca m e  

im m e d ia te ly  after.

T w is te d  in to  s ittin g  p o s itio n , D a v id  h a u le d  

h im s e lf  o u t o f  th e  h a tch . H e  n o d d e d  to  h is  b a g  

w h ile  re a c h in g  b a c k  d o w n  to  p u ll o f f  h is  fins. 

“ Pass m e  a  w ater, w ill  y o u ? ”

S a m  h a n d e d  h im  a  p la s tic  b o ttle , th e n  w a tch e d  

th e  d iv e r  tw is t  it o p e n  a n d  d r in k  deep ly.

“ W h a t ’s d o w n  th e re ? ”  h e  a sk ed  again .

D a v id  ran  a  h a n d  o v e r  h is  b a re  scalp , th e n  

lifte d  th e  ca m era . “ E a sie r to  ju s t  s h o w  yo u .”

David sat squarely in  th e  c e n te r  o f  th e  co u ch , 

Sam ’s la p to p  o n  th e  co ffee  tab le  in  fro n t o f  h im . 

S a m  sat b e s id e  h im .

“ T h is  is a h u n d re d  a n d  s ix ty  feet,”  D a v id  said .

M o s t ly  d a rk , th e  p ic tu re  fe a tu re d  a  c irc le  o f  

illu m in a tio n  o n  w h a t  a p p e a re d  to  b e  a  m u d d y  

slope.

“ T h e  a n c h o r  h it  here,”  D a v id  said , to u c h in g  

th e  sc re e n  at th e  start o f  a lo n g  g o u g e  in  th e  m u d . 

“ T h e n  slid  o f f  th is  way.” H e tra c e d  th e  g ro o v e  

a cro ss  th e  o th e rw is e  s m o o th  su rfa ce  to  th e  lip  o f  

a  su d d e n  abyss. B a re ly  v is ib le , th e  y e llo w  a n c h o r 

lin e  fa d e d  in to  th e  d a rk n e ss.

“ T h is  is  a b o u t te n  fee t a b o v e  th e  stru ctu re,” 

D a v id  said .

S a m  h a d n ’t  f in ish e d  p ro c e ss in g  th e  w o r d  

‘s tru ctu re ’ b e fo re  D a v id  ta p p e d  th e  k e y b o a rd .

N e x t  p ictu re : clear, b la c k  w a te r  a n d  d a rk n e ss  

c r o w d in g  in  fro m  a ll sides; th e  a n c h o r  re s tin g  in  

th re e  in c h e s  o f  b la c k  m u d , y e llo w  ro p e  a n g lin g  

to w a rd s  th e  su rfa ce .

“I t ie d  o f f  at th e  a n c h o r  a n d  d ro p p e d  a flare, 

ju s t  in  case.”

N e x t  p ictu re : a  d o o rle ss  fra m e  in  a fe a tu re 

less w a ll. B e sid e  it, a g la ssless  d o u b le  w in d o w  

o p e n in g  in to  a  b la c k  ro o m , th e  e d g e  o f  a m a n tle  

b a re ly  v is ib le  at th e  lim it  o f  th e  lig h t ’s reach .
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“ W h a t ’s th a t? ”  S a m  to u c h e d  a v a g u e  b lu r  in 

s id e  th e  ro o m , b a re ly  w ith in  ra n g e  o f  th e  flash .

D a v id  a n sw e re d  w ith  th e  n e x t p ictu re : a  m u c h  

c lo s e r  v iew . A  fig u re  sat in  a  p la in  w o o d e n  ch a ir  

in  an  o th e rw is e  e m p ty  ro o m . H a n d s a rra n g e d  in  

its lap , it fa c e d  an  o p e n  d o o r fr a m e  o n  th e  o p p o 

site  w a ll. It w o re  n o  c lo th es , a n d  h a d  n o  hair. 

T h e y  c o u ld  n o t  see  its face .

S am  sat b a c k . “Y o u  w e n t in s id e ?”

“I p u t  th e  c a m e ra  th r o u g h  th e  w in d o w .” 

L e a n in g  fo rw a rd  a ga in , S am  said , “ It’s a m a n 

n eq u in .”

“A ll  th o s e  p ic tu re s  w e re  fro m  th e  first hou se,” 

D a v id  said . “ T h e  o n e  r ig h t b e lo w  us.”

S am  stared  at h im . “ T h e  f ir s t ? ”

S ta rin g  at th e  scre en , Sam  b e c a m e  aw a re  o f  

D a v id  w a tc h in g  h im  closely . R e a liz in g  h e  h a d  h is  

h a n d  o v e r  h is  m o u th , h e  to o k  it a w a y  a n d  n o d 

d e d  at th e  lap to p . “ K e e p  go in g.”

D a v id  c lic k e d  th ro u g h  a  series  o f  im a g e s, le a v 

in g  e a c h  o n e  u p  fo r  ju s t  a  fe w  seco n d s. T h ere  

w e re  b a re  ro o m s  a n d  b lo a te d  fu rn itu re , sta irw a y s  

le a d in g  in to  d a rk n e ss . A n d  m a n n e q u in s . S o m e  

o f  th e m  w e re  seated , so m e  ly in g  d o w n . O n e  o f  

th e m  s to o d  at a w in d o w , a n o th e r  s lu m p e d  in  a 

d a rk  c o rn e r  o f  a d r o w n e d  ro o m , leg s  sp layed .

“ I d id n ’t  lik e  it,”  D a v id  said . “I w a s  u n c o m fo r t

able.”

B e fo re  S am  c o u ld  rep ly, D a v id  c le a re d  h is 

th ro a t. “ I w a s  ru n n in g  lo w  o n  m ix  at th at p o in t, 

so  I h e a d e d  b a ck . A t  th at first h o u se , th e  o n e  

r ig h t  b e lo w  us, I th o u g h t  I’d  ta k e  a  fe w  m o re  p ic 

tu res  b e fo re  c o m in g  up. M a y b e  g o  in sid e.”

D a v id  ta p p e d  a  key. T h e  c h a ir  w a s  em pty.

S am  le a n e d  b a c k , b u t it w asn ’t e n o u g h  d istan ce . 

P u s h in g  h im s e lf  o u t  o f  th e  c o u c h , h e  w a lk e d  a 

fe w  fee t b e fo re  re a liz in g  h e  h a d  n o w h e re  to  go.

“A t  first I th o u g h t  I h a d  th e  w ro n g  hou se,” 

D a v id  co n tin u e d . “ B u t I c o u ld  see  th e  g lo w  fro m  

m y  flare, a n d  I n e v e r  le ft m y  g u id e lin e . S o  I w en t 

aro u n d .”

S am  w a tc h e d  fro m  b e h in d  th e  c o u c h , arm s 

fo ld ed .

T h e  flare, a b rillia n t sh a rd  o f  h a rsh  ligh t, il lu 

m in a te d  a w id e  e x p a n se  o f  flat m u d  in  th e  n e x t 

p ic tu re . H a lf-b u r ie d  b e sid e  th e  flare  w a s  th e  

a n ch o r. R is in g  fro m  it to  th e  su rfa ce , th e  y e llo w  

lin e . A n d  th ere , th e  s ilh o u e tte  o f  a fig u re  s ta n d 

in g  b e s id e  th e  an ch or.
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“ It w a sn ’t  m o v in g ,” D a v id  said . “ It w a s  lik e  it 

h a d  b e e n  moved. L ik e  s o m e o n e  h a d  c o m e  w h ile  

I w a s  g o n e  a n d  ju s t . . .m o v e d  it there.”

T h e  n e x t p ic tu re  w a s  c lo ser, b u t n o  m o re  d e 

ta ile d .

“ T h a t’s as c lo s e  as I w a n te d  to  get,”  D a v id  said. 

“ I’d  seen  e n o u g h , a n d  I w a s  o u t  o f  gas, so  I g o t 

o u t o f  th e re . I d ro p p e d  th e  ro p e  a n d  sw a m  fo r 

th e  a n c h o r  lin e  a b o u t  fifte e n  fee t up.”

D a v id ’s fin a l p ic tu re  h a d  b e e n  ta k e n  fro m  

m a y b e  tw e n ty  feet u p  th e  a n c h o r  lin e , lo o k in g  

b a c k  d o w n . B e lo w , th e  lig h t  o f  th e  flare see m ed  

c r u s h e d  b y  th e  w e ig h t o f  th e  d a rk n e ss  a ro u n d  

it. E ve n  at th a t d is ta n c e , in  th at d a rk n e ss , Sam  

c o u ld  see  h o w  th e  h u m a n -s h a p e d  b lu r  h a d  tak en  

h o ld  o f  th e  a n c h o r  lin e  a n d  lifte d  its g a ze  to  fo l

lo w  D a v id ’s ascen t.

Sam dragged the tr u n k  in  fro n t o f  D a v id  a n d  

s q u a tte d  n e x t  to  it. “ I fo u n d  th is  in  th e  attic,”  

h e  said . L ift in g  th e  l id  o f  th e  tr u n k  re v e a le d  th e  

n o te b o o k s  a n d  tap es. “ T h e  p re v io u s  o w n e r  w a s  a 

stage  m a g ic ia n . T h is  w a s  a ll his.”

S e e in g  th a t it m e a n t n o th in g  to  D a v id , Sam  

p ic k e d  u p  th e  to p  n o te b o o k . O p e n in g  it to  o n e  

o f  th e  p ag es  h e ’d  m a rk e d , h e  re a d  a lou d :

There is no food there. They chose the weak
est among them to devour. Does that make their 
world an imitation of ours? Or is it we who imitate 
them? Who is the higher being: a creature who is 
exactly as it seems, or we who cower behind civi
lized performances? Do layers of artifice make us 
more human, or less so?

Imagine I mold a primitive man from a lump 
of mud. I might teach him to dance and whistle. I 
might teach him to speak. Because I am proud, I 
will dress him like myself. His buttons will always 
be polished, and his cuffs clean. He will learn to 
smile, and to laugh. But to whatever majestic 
heights he aspires, I will always know his secret -  
even if he forgets it himself. It is the same as mine: 
under our masks, we are only so much mud.

If we, who think ourselves so fine, were stripped 
down to our bare essence, would we be any differ
ent? I think not. Mud and spit are all that is real. 
The rest is masks and lies heaped layer upon layer.

“ H e k n e w  so m e th in g ,” S am  sa id  w ith  c o n fi

d e n ce . “ I h a ven ’t rea d  a ll o f  th e m , o r  w a tch e d  

e v e r y th in g  y et. B u t th e re ’s g o t  to  b e  s o m e th in g  

in  th e re  th at e x p la in s  that” H e  sta b b e d  a fin g er 

a t h is  lap top .

S a m  c o u ld  see  th a t D a v id  re m a in e d  u n c o n 

v in c e d , so  h e  tu r n e d  o n  th e  te le v is io n  a n d  p u t 

th e  first ta p e  in to  th e  ca m era .

After the closing o f  th e  cu rta in s , S am  felt a 

g r im  sa tis fa ctio n  at th e  s tu n n e d  lo o k  o n  D a v id ’s 

face.

“ T h a t m a n n e q u in ...”  D a v id  said .

“ T h e re  w e re  m o re  in  th e  attic.”

D a v id  sh ifted  in  d is c o m fo rt. “ W h e r e  are th e y  

n o w ? ”

“ T h e  d u m p ster. In  p ieces.”

“ B u t d id  th e y ... I m e a n , d o  y o u  th in k  h e  g o t 

th e m  fro m  d o w n  th e re ? ”

“ T h e y  h a d  to  c o m e  fro m  so m ew h e re .”

S am  w a tch e d  D a v id  th in k in g . A fte r  a m o m e n t, 

th e  o ld e r  m an ’s eyes  sh ifted  to  th e  o p e n  tru n k . 

P u s h in g  a sid e  th e  la yers  o f  n o te b o o k s , h e  u n c o v 

e red  th e  8 m m  tap es b e n e a th . “ W h a t ’s o n  th e  rest 

o f  th e se ? ”

“M o re  o f  th e  sam e.”

D a v id  h a n d e d  o n e  to  Sam . “S h o w  m e.”

They spent all a fte rn o o n  w a tc h in g  th e  tapes. 

B o th  a g re e d  th at K u rr ic k e  w a s  a m e d io c re  m a g i

c ia n , at best. T h e y  to o k  to  fa s t-fo rw a rd in g  h is  act 

to  g e t to  E ve ly n ’s a p p ea ran ces.

In  th e  e a r lie r tap es, E ve ly n  c o u ld n ’t  so  m u c h  

as rise  fro m  h e r  ch air. H e r  h a n d s  f lu tte re d  in  

h e r  lap, h e r h e a d  je r k e d  h e lp le ssly  -  an  e p ile p tic  

p aro d y. D u r in g  o n e  s h o w  sh e  sp a sm e d  o f f  the  

chair. B a c k  a rch in g , h e e ls  d r u m m in g  th e  stage. 

In  la ter sh o w s, sh e  re m a in e d  in  h e r  c h a ir  a n d  

re s p o n d e d  to  s im p le  co m m a n d s. A t  th e  e n d  o f  

th o se  sh o w s, a p ro u d ly  g r in n in g  K u rr ic k e  w o u ld  

lift  h e r  a rm  to  h e lp  h e r  w av e. O n c e , a fte r h e lp in g  

h e r  stan d , K u r r ic k e  ste p p e d  b a c k  to  ap p lau d  

h e r w h e n  a se izu re  s h o o k  h e r  leg s  fro m  u n d e r  

her. O n e  o f  h e r  a rm s  b ro k e  o f f  w h e n  she h it  the  

flo or, b u t sh e  c o n tin u e d  w a v in g . T h e  c r o w d  w as  

a p p a lled .

A s  th e  t im e lin e  p ro g resse d , E ve ly n  b e c a m e  

less  a w k w a rd . L ik e  a c h ild  le a rn in g  to  w a lk , she 

s tu m b le d  s tiff- le g g e d  a cro ss  th e  stage, g ro p in g  

fo r  th e  e n c o u r a g in g  m a g ic ia n . In  o n e  show , she
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d a n c e d  an  a w k w a rd  so lo  n u m b e r  u n d e r  th e  s p o t

lig h ts , d u r in g  w h ic h  she se e m e d  a h o rr id , life- 

s ize d  p u p p e t je r k e d  a b o u t o n  u n se e n  strin gs . She 

p e r fo r m e d  a  c lu m s y  c u r ts y  w h e n  fin ish e d , a n d  

b le w  a k iss  to  th e  a u d ien ce . O u t  c a m e  K u rric k e  

fr o m  th e  w in g s: g r in n in g , w a v in g , s m ilin g  -  th e  

p r o u d  s h o w m a n . E v e ly n  sat o b e d ie n tly  in  h e r 

ch air, so u n d le ss  as h e  tw is te d  o f f  h e r  h e a d  a n d  

h e ld  it a lo ft  fo r  all to  see.

Sam peeled a c o ld  s lice  o f  p iz z a  fro m  th e  b o x  

o n  th e  co u n ter, th e n  c o u ld n ’t  d e c id e  i f  h e  w a n te d  

it re h e a te d  o r  c o ld . It w a s  11:37 P m  b y  th e  c lo c k  

o n  th e  stove.

“ L iste n  to  this,” D a v id  c a lle d  fro m  th e  liv in g  

ro o m .

S a m  d r o p p e d  h is  c o ld  p iz z a  o n  a  d ir ty  p late  

a n d  c a rr ie d  it to  th e  l iv in g  ro o m . D a v id  h a d  o n e  

o f  K u rr ic k e ’s n o te b o o k s  o p e n  o n  h is  lap. T h e y ’d 

b e e n  s e a rc h in g  th e  jo u rn a ls  w h ile  w a tc h in g  th e  

tap es, re a d in g  to  o n e  a n o th e r  th e  m o st in tr ig u 

in g  e xce rp ts .

D a v id  w a ite d  fo r  S am  to  sit, th e n  read:

“E a t  n o t  o f  th e  b lo o d ,”  s a id  Y a h w eh  to  H is  p e o 

p le . “F o r  th e  b lo o d  is th e  life.”

It  is  f o r b id d e n  f r u i t ,  th is  e a t in g  o f  f le s h  a n d  

b lo o d . Y et C h r is t  g a v e  H is  to  th e  d is c ip le s , a n d  

th e y  d r a n k  o f  it. H e  g a v e  th e m  H is  f le s h ,  a n d  th ey  

a te  th a t, too.

W e k n o w  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  to  th o s e  w retch es  

in  th e  G a r d e n  o f  E d e n  w h e n  th e y  a te  w h a t th ey  

o u g h t  n o t  h a v e. A n d  w e k n o w  w h a t h a p p e n e d  to  

th e  d is c ip le s  w h e n  th e y  f e a s t e d  o n  th e ir  C h r is t .  

B u t  w h a t i f  H e  h a d  e a te n  o f  th e ir  f le s h ?  W h a t  i f  

H e  h a d  ta s te d  th e ir  b lo o d ?

I  h a v e  r e a d  th a t  tr u e  e v i l  is  th e  fo r c e fu l  a tte m p t  

to  a s c e n d  to  a h ig h e r  p la n e . W a s th is  n o t  L u c ife r ’s  

s in , a n d  a ll  th o s e  a n g e ls  d e c e iv e d  b y  h im ?  It w as, 

G o d ’s th r o n e  b e in g  a s  h ig h  a b o v e  th e  a n g e ls  as th e  

a n g els  a re a b o v e  M a n . H e  s to r m e d  H e a v e n  to  ta k e  

w h a t w as n o t  h is , a n d  h is  p u n is h m e n t  w a s ter

r ib le . F o r  h im , a n d  f o r  us. T h e  s a m e  c a n  b e  s a id  o f  

th o s e  in  B a b e l  a n d  th e ir  o ffe n s iv e  tow er.

T h e  m essa g e  is clear: to  a s c e n d  is fo r b id d e n .

B u t  w h a t o f  a s c e n s io n  a s  a g ift?  Is it  n o t  w h a t  

C h r is t  p r o m is e s  H is  b e lie v e rs?  A  p la c e  in  a h ig h e r  

w o r ld ?  A  p o s it io n  f o r  w h ic h  w e a re  n o t  s u ite d  a s  

w e are, b u t  f o r  w h ic h  w e  m u s t  b e  g r o o m e d . T h e

f r u i t  th a t  m u s t  b e  h a d  is th e  s a m e  a s  it  ev e r  w as. 

T h e  b lo o d  is  th e  life. E a t  o f  th e  f le s h .  B e c o m e  m o r e  

l ik e  M e .

I f  tr u e  e v i l  is s tr iv in g  f o r  a s c e n sio n  w h er e  it  is 

n o t  p e r m it t e d  -  w h a t, th e n , is  tr u e  g o o d n e s s ?  I t  

m u s t  b e  th e  reverse: a  w illin g  d escen t. T h is  a lso  is  

in  k e e p in g  w ith  th e  C h r is t ia n  m y th o lo g y . D id  n o t  

th e  C h r is t  d e s c e n d  to  u s  f r o m  a h ig h e r  w o rld ?  A n d  

w as it  n o t  d e e m e d  g o o d ?  H e  d id , a n d  it  w as.

T h is  is m y  b lo o d : d r in k  o f  it.

T h is  is  m y  b ody : e a t o f  it.

T h ese  sy m b o ls  a re m o r e  th a n  m eta p h o r. T h ey  

a r e  th e  reality. A n d  th e  r u les  m u s t  b e  th e  s a m e  

regardless o f  th e  d ir e c tio n  o n e  travels. T h e  f r u i t  is 

th e  b lo o d  is th e  life.

A n d  so  h e r  e le v a tio n  is g o o d . I t  is  m y  g i f t  to  her.

A s  f o r  m y  d e s c e n t  -  sh e  h a s  n o  b lo o d , b u t  s h e  

h a s  f le s h ,  o r  s o m e th in g  lik e  it. W ill it  su ffice?

W e s h a ll  see.

Stripped of appetite, S am  d ro p p e d  h is  p late  

o f  u n to u c h e d  p izz a  o n  th e  co ffe e  tab le . “ I ca n ’t 

d o  th is  a n y m o re  to n ig h t.”

D a v id  g la n c e d  at h is  w a tch . “ I w a n t  to  g o  d o w n  

again,”  h e  a n n o u n c e d . “ T o m o rrow .”

“ Y o u ’re n o t seriou s.”

“ W e  s h o u ld  tak e  m o re  p ictu re s . C o lle c t  e v i

d e n ce . I’ll b r in g  u p  so m e  sam ples.”

“S am p les?  O f  w h at?  E v id e n c e  o f  w h a t? ”

“Y o u  w a n t p e o p le  to  th in k  y o u ’re c r a z y ? ”

“ N o.”

“ S o  w e  tak e  p ictu re s . W e  d o cu m e n t.”

S am  ru b b e d  h is  face .

D a v id  p u lle d  a th ic k  w a lle t  fro m  h is  b a c k  

p o c k e t. S lid in g  o u t th e  fo ld e d  c h e c k  S am  h a d  

g iv e n  h im  earlier, h e  to re  it in  h a lf  a n d  p u t th e  

p ie ce s  o n  th e  co ffee  tab le . H e ta p p e d  th e m  w ith  

tw o  fin gers.

“ W e  s h o u ld n ’t stop  now,” h e  said . T h e n  h e  

p u s h e d  u p  fro m  th e  c o u c h , o n e  o f  th e  m a g ic ia n ’s 

n o te b o o k s  in  h a n d . “Y o u  m in d  i f  I ta k e  a  co u p le  

o f  th e se  w ith  m e? I p ro b a b ly  w o n ’t  s lee p  anyw ay.” 

S a m  w a v e d  h is  p e rm iss io n .

A t  th e  d o o r, D a v id  lo o k e d  b a c k . “ L isten , I ’m  

n o t tr y in g  to  tell y o u  w h a t to  d o , o k a y?  B u t 

I d o n ’t th in k  y o u  s h o u ld  stay  h e re  to n ig h t. It 

d o e sn ’t  se e m  safe.”

It o n ly  to o k  a m o m e n t fo r  S am  to  t ic k  o f f  

e v e r y  fr ie n d  h e  h a d  in  th e  area, n o n e  o f  w h o m
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h e  w a n te d  to  c a ll at m id n ig h t  to  a d m it h e  w as 

fr ig h te n e d  to  sp e n d  th e  n ig h t a lo n e .

“ S leep  at m y  p lace,”  D a v id  o ffe re d . “M y  c o u c h  

is b ig.”

S am  h e sita ted .

“ I h a v e  beer,”  D a v id  a d d ed .

S a m  la u g h e d  d e sp ite  h im se lf. “ I’ll b e  fine. G o  

o n , I ’ ll see  y o u  to m o rro w .”

“ E arly , o k a y ? ”  D a v id  said .

“ Early,” S a m  a g re ed .

Sam ventured down th e  lo n g  h a ll to  th e  m a s 

ter b e d r o o m  o n ly  to  re tr ie v e  a b la n k e t a n d  p il

low , w h ic h  h e  d r a g g e d  b a c k  to  th e  c o u c h . H e  felt 

sa fe r th e re , a n d  th o u g h t  it m u st b e  th e  p ro x im ity  

to  th e  re fr ig e ra to r  th a t m a d e  it s e e m  so.

A t  2:15 a m  h is  p h o n e  b u z z e d .

“ I th o u g h t  y o u  m ig h t  still b e  aw ake,”  D a v id  

said .

“ I w asn ’t.”

“ L iste n  to  th is: h e  u s e d  th e  w in ch .”

S am  p u t h is  feet o n  th e  flo o r  a n d  h is  fo re h ea d  

in  h is  p a lm .

“ T h e  w in c h  in  th e  garage,”  D a v id  co n tin u e d . 

“A n d  th e  p u lle y s . H e  lo w e re d  -  g e t  th is  -  a  g r a p 

p lin g  h o o k  o n  th e  e n d  o f  a ch a in . H e left it d o w n  

th e re  fo r  d a y s  at a t im e . H e  w a s  tro llin g .”

S am  h e a rd  p a g e s  ru s tlin g  o v e r  th e  lin e .

“ T h e n  h e  c a u g h t E velyn ,”  D a v id  said . “ S h e go t 

ta n g le d  u p  in  th e  ch a in . S h e w a sn ’t  E v e ly n  at 

first th o u g h  -  she w a s  ju s t  a  b u n c h  o f  h a rd  c la y  

s h a p e d  lik e  a  p e rso n . H e  o n ly  n a m e d  h e r  E ve ly n  

later. A r e  y o u  h e a r in g  th is? ”

“ H a v e  y o u  b e e n  u p  a ll n ig h t? ”

“ I d o n ’t s le e p  m u ch .”

“W h a t  e lse ? ”

“ T h a t’s a ll. I th o u g h t  y o u ’d  w a n t to  kn ow .”

“ I d o . B u t m a y b e  sto p  re a d in g  u n til to m o rro w .” 

“ R igh t,” D a v id  said . T h e n  h u n g  up.

K n o w in g  h e  w o u ld n ’t s lee p  a ga in , Sam  in 

se rte d  a tap e , th e n  w e n t to  th e  k itc h e n  fo r  a glass 

o f  m ilk  a n d  w h a te v e r  p izz a  re m a in e d . H e w as 

e a tin g  h a rd  cru sts  w h e n  K u rric k e ’s fa m ilia r  v o ic e  

sp o k e  fro m  th e  l iv in g  ro o m .

“ T h is  o n e  sto p s  it,”  th e  m a g ic ia n  said . “ I’v e  

sh o w e d  y o u  th is  b e fo re . Y o u  k n o w  h o w  th is 

w ork s.”

S a m  sp a t a  m o u th fu l o f  c ru s t  in to  th e  tra sh  a n d  

w e n t  to  th e  d o o rw a y . T h e  te le v is io n  sh o w e d  a

ste a d y  sh o t o f  th e  b a se m e n t a n d  th e  o p e n  h atch .

K u r ric k e  sh u ffled  in to  v ie w , o n ly  it w asn ’t 

th e  m a g ic ia n  S am  h a d  c o m e  to  re c o g n ize . T his 

m a n ’s h a ir  h a d  fa lle n  o u t  in  p atch e s. H is  sk in  w as  

w a x e n , a n d  h e  m o v e d  stiffly, e v e r y  step  a n  effort.

P o s itio n in g  h im s e lf  b e sid e  th e  h a tch , h e  

tu rn e d  to w a rd  th e  ca m era . It b e c a m e  im m e d i

a te ly  a p p a re n t th a t s o m e th in g  w a s  w r o n g  w ith  

h is  face . H is  m u sc le s  w e re  rig id , th e  sk in  n ea rly  

p e r fe c t  in  its sm o o th n e ss . H o ld in g  u p  h is  h a n d s, 

h e  d isp la y e d  fin g ers  sea led  togeth er.

T h e re  h e  s to o d  a lo n g  m o m e n t, h is  in te n t fo r 

g o tte n . T h e n  h e  p a w e d  at th e  b u tto n s  o f  h is  sh irt 

w ith  u se less  h an d s.

“ H elp  m e,”  h e  said , lo o k in g  u p  at th e  cam era.

G iv in g  u p  o n  th e  b u tto n s, th e  m a g ic ia n  a d 

v a n c e d  u n til h e  m o v e d  o u t o f  th e  sh ot. F or a lo n g  

w h ile  th e re  w a s  o n ly  th e  s o u n d  o f  ru stlin g  c lo th 

in g , la b o r e d  b re a th in g , a n d  u rg e n t w h isp e rs .

W h e n  K u rric k e  h o b b le d  b a c k  in to  v ie w  h e  w as  

n a k ed . H is  sk in  e v e ry w h e r e  w a s  g lo s s y  a n d  h a ir

less. H e  h a d  lo st h is  sex . H e  -  o r  s o m e o n e  -  h a d  

fix e d  a  w e ig h te d  b e lt  a ro u n d  h is  h ip s.

“M y  fin a l act,”  th e  m a g ic ia n  in fo r m e d  th e  

c a m e ra  as h e  k n elt b e s id e  th e  h a tch  w ith  d iffi

cu lty . “ In to  th e  h e a rt  o f  th e  m atter, yes?  T o  th e  

c o re  o f  it. I w ill  -  i f  I a m  a b le  -  re tu rn . W e  h ave  

w o r ld s  to  create.”

T ip p in g  fo rw a rd , K u rr ic k e  d isa p p e a re d  w ith  a 

m u te d  sp lash .

Barely breathing in th e  re su ltin g  s ilen ce, 

S am  w a tch e d  th e  o n sc re e n  h atch . S o m e th in g  

b u m p e d  th e  ca m era , a n d  Sam  ju m p e d , h a v in g  

fo rg o tte n  th at s o m e o n e  e lse  w a tc h e d  w ith  h im . 

H e  sat fo rw a rd , w a it in g  to  see  i f  she w o u ld  s h o w  

h erse lf. T h e  c a m e ra  sh ifted  a g a in , lifte d  o f f  its 

su p p o rt. T h e  b a se m e n t le a n e d  a n d  w h ir le d , th e n  

b la ck n ess.

S am  p a u se d  th e  tap e  a n d  sat in  th e  q u ie t h a lf- 

lig h t o f  th e  l iv in g  ro o m . A  b o a r d  c re a k e d  in  a 

b a c k  ro o m . A  w in d o w  rattled . S am  g o t u p  to  

m a k e  su re  th e  d o o r  to  th e  b a se m e n t w a s  sh u t 

secu re ly , th e n  re tre a te d  b a c k  to  th e  co u ch . 

H e  w a n te d  to  b e  g o n e  fro m  th e  h o u se , b u t th e  

d ista n ce s  se e m e d  to o  great, th e  e m p ty  sp aces 

b e tw e e n  h im s e lf  a n d  e v e ry w h e r e  e lse  to o  th re a t

e n in g . H e  s ta rte d  th e  ta p e  re w in d in g , a n d  p u lle d  

th e  b la n k e t u p  to  h is  ch in . H e  to ld  h im s e lf  h e
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w o u ld  w a it  fo r  d a w n , th e n  lea v e  a n d  n e v e r  c o m e  

b a c k , b u t  h e  w a s  a sle ep  b e fo re  th e  ta p e  re a c h e d  

th e  b e g in n in g . H e  w o k e  b r ie f ly  w h e n  it s ta rte d  

a ga in . T h e  g lo w  fro m  th e  te le v is io n , c o u p le d  

w ith  th e  g e n tle  c lic k  a n d  w h ir  o f  th e  ca m e ra , 

o ffe re d  c o m fo rt , so  h e  m u te d  th e  v o lu m e  a n d  let 

it play.

S o m e w h e re  in  a h a lf-d re a m , a d o o r  o p e n e d .

She was standing n e a r th e  te le v is io n  w h e n  

S a m  w o k e , tra n sfix e d  b y  K u rr ic k e ’s o ld  fa m ilia r  

a c t  p la y in g  o u t  in  s ilen ce . H e r w ig  w a s  c ro o k e d , 

h e r  dress b a c k w a r d  a n d  in sid e -o u t. S a m s first 

th o u g h t  w a s  th a t s o m e o n e  h a d  re c la im e d  lim b s  

fro m  th e  d u m p s te r  a n d  a sse m b le d  th e  p a rts  in 

h is  liv in g  r o o m  as a  h o r r id  jo k e . T h e n  sh e  m o v e d .

S a m  th r e w  o f f  h is  b la n k e t a n d  sc ra m b le d  o v e r  

th e  b a c k  o f  th e  co u c h . H e  q u e lle d  h is  p a n ic  as 

sh e  tu r n e d  h e r  w h o le  b o d y  to  fa ce  h im .

H e r  t im e  a w a y  fro m  th e  m a g ic ia n  h a d  b e e n  

u n k in d  to  her. P eels o f  th ic k  s k in  h a d  d ried , 

cra c k e d , a n d  w e re  c u r lin g  fro m  h e r  fa c e  a n d  

a rm s. H e r e ye s  w e re  s o m e th in g  o u t o f  a  ta x id e r

m is t ’s k it. W ith  ru s te d  e ffo rt, sh e  b e n t an  a rm  to  

w a is t-le v e l, a n d  a im e d  it to w a rd  th e  te le v is io n  b y  

ro ta tin g  h e r  u p p e r  b o d y . H e r  h e a d  tilte d  to  o n e  

s id e  in  a m e c h a n ic a l ge stu re  o f  in q u iry .

“ H e’s gon e,”  S a m  said .

H e r e ye s  re m a in e d  o n  th e  set, fo llo w in g  

K u r r ic k e  as h e  ca p e re d  a b o u t th r o w in g  c o lo re d  

sc a rv e s  in to  th e  air. R e lu cta n t to  d ra w  h e r  a tte n 

t io n  a g a in , S a m  w a tc h e d  h e r  w a tc h in g  th e  m a g i

c ia n . S h e w a s  n o t q u ite  still; h e r  a rm s m o v e d  in  

t in y  in c re m e n ts , as th o u g h  d e s ir in g  to  m im e  

K u rric k e ’s a b u n d a n t g estu res.

“Y o u ’re E velyn ,” S a m  said .

H e r h e a d  tw is te d  to w a rd  h im . H e r m o u th , 

w h ic h  S am  h a d  th o u g h t  h a rd e n e d  sh ut, p a rte d  

to  e m it  a th r o a ty  c h o k in g . S h e lifte d  b o th  a rm s 

in  a g e stu re  o f  su p p lic a tio n . H e r fin g ers  w ere  

f ix e d  to g e th er , h e r  w ris ts  im m o b ile . A r m s  th u s 

ra ised , sh e  lu r c h e d  fo rw a rd .

It was 6:oo a m  w h e n  D a v id ’s Jeep s w u n g  o n to  

th e  q u ie t stre et a n d  th r e w  its e lf  in to  th e  d r iv e 

w ay. Sam  ro se  fro m  w h e r e  h e  h a d  b e e n  s ittin g  o n  

th e  c u rb  a cro ss  th e  street a n d  w e n t to  m e et h im .

“W h a t  h a p p e n e d ? ” D a v id  a sk e d  as h e  s te p p e d  

d o w n  fro m  th e  Jeep.

T h e y  fo u n d  E ve ly n ’s b o d y  at th e  b o tto m  o f  th e  

b a se m e n t stairs. O n e  o f  h e r a rm s h a d  b ro k e n  

off, a n d  h e r left le g  w as  fo ld e d  b a c k  at th e  k n ee . 

U s in g  h e r  o n e  a rm , she h a d  d ra g g e d  h e rs e lf  a 

fe w  feet to w a rd  th e  c lo s e d  h a tch . N o w , h e r  h a n d  

scra b b le d  fe e b ly  at th e  flo or, a n d  h e r  leg s  m o v e d  

w ith  th e  fu tile  m o tio n s  o f  a  c r u s h e d  a n im a l. A t 

th e  so u n d  o f  fo o ts te p s  o n  th e  stairs, E ve ly n  lifted  

h e r  h e a d  to  e m it s tra n g led , to n g u e le ss  g lo tta ls . I f  

th e y  w e re  e ffo rts  to  c o m m u n ic a te , h e r  ca p a c ity  

to  s p e a k  w a s  m o re  p r im itiv e  th a n  h e r  b o d y.

S ta n d in g  o v e r  her, S a m  fe lt h im s e lf  b e g in n in g  

to  lo a th e  h e r  fo r  b e in g  so  w o u n d e d , fo r  d in g in g  

to  life  in  a  p la ce  sh e ’d  n e v e r  b e lo n g e d , fo r  th is  

s u ffe r in g  th at m a d e  h im  fee l h e  h a d  d o n e  h er 

s o m e  terrib le  w ro n g . H e  h a te d  h e r  fo r  n e e d in g  

so  m u c h , a n d  fo r  b e in g  so  fa r b e y o n d  h elp . H e 

lo o k e d  u p  to  see  D a v id  still o n  th e  to p  stair.

“ I ’m  g o in g  to  n e e d  y o u r  help,”  S am  w a rn e d  

h im . H e w e n t to  p lu g  in  th e  s ta n d in g  h a lo g e n s, 

a n d  g a rish  lig h t  c r u s h e d  b a c k  th e  sh a d o w s. 

W h e n  h e  p u lle d  u p  th e  h a tch , E v e ly n  b e g a n  to  

m a k e  d ifferen t so u n d s , a h ig h  k e e n in g  b ro k e n  

b y  a b ru p t c o n so n a n ts  a n d  sh a rp  b ark s. H e  w en t 

b a c k  to  stan d  o v e r  h e r  w ith  D a v id , w h e re  h e  saw  

th at she w a s  t r y in g  to  to u c h  th e  d iv e r ’s sa n d a led  

feet.

T h e y  c o u ld  see  in to  h e r  to rs o  fro m  w h e re  h e r  

a rm  h a d  b ro k e n  o f f  at th e  sh o u ld e r. S h e w a s  fu ll 

o f  an  a iry , sp o n g e -lik e  w e b b in g . She w o u ld  b e  

ligh t. S am  d id n ’t re a lly  n e e d  h e lp  at all. H e  ju st 

d id n ’t w a n t to  d o  it a lon e.

H e  to o k  E v e ly n  u n d e r  th e  sh o u ld e rs , a n d  

w a ite d  fo r  D a v id  to  lift h e r  legs. She w a s  still 

tw is t in g  w e a k ly  w h e n  th e y  fe d  h e r  th r o u g h  the  

h a tch . S h e lis te d , h e r  d ress  fa n n in g  o u t  to  ta n g le  

h e r  re m a in in g  lim b s. In  slow , d re a m lik e  tu rn s 

sh e  m o v e d . A n  a rm  ro se  fro m  th e  w ater, tra ilin g  

th e  so p p in g  fa b ric  o f  h e r  d ress  lik e  w ee d s. Sam  

c o u ld n ’t tell, b u t sh e  se e m e d  to  b e  g r a sp in g  fo r  

th e  led ge.

H e fe tc h e d  a  sh o v e l to  h o ld  h e r  u n d er.

L o n g  a fte r she h a d  s a n k  in to  b la ck n e ss , Sam  

re m a in e d , u n su re  o f  w h a t  to  e x p e c t  n ex t. A fte r  

a  w h ile , h e  c lo s e d  th e  h a tch  a n d  sp u n  th e  h a n d - 

w h e e l u n til it lo c k e d . H e  w ip e d  h is  fa ce  o n  h is 

sleeve . W h e n  h e  tu rn e d  to th a n k  D a v id  -  to  tell 

h im  th at h e  s h o u ld  lea v e  n ow , a n d  n o t c o m e  

b a c k  -  h e  fo u n d  h im s e lf  a lre a d y  a lon e.



FICTION

In the days th at fo llo w e d , S a m  re a d  e a ch  o f  

K u r r ic k e ’s n o te b o o k s . H e  o rd e re d  th e m  c h r o n o 

lo g ic a lly  as b e st  h e  c o u ld , th e n  re a d  th e m  aga in . 

H e  s tu d ie d  th e m . In  t im e , h e  b e g a n  to  u n d e r

stan d  w h a t  K u r r ic k e  h a d  d o n e  r ig h t, a n d  w h e re  

h e  h a d  g o n e  w r o n g . H e  le a rn e d  fro m  th e  m a g i

c ia n ’s m is ta k e s , a n d  re so lv e d  n o t  to  re p e a t th e m .

O n e  d a y  h e  read :

T h e  h a tc h  w a s n e v e r  n ecessa ry . E g ress ca n  

b e f o u n d  a n y w h er e . T h e r e  h a v e  a lw a y s b e e n  so  

m a n y  o t h e r  w ays: p a in t in g s  a n d  m u s ic  a n d  b o o k s. 

B o o k s , m o s t  o f  a ll. T h e r e  a re d o o r s  to  b e  f o u n d  

ev e r y w h e r e , a n d  w h e r e  th e y  d o  n o t  a lr e a d y  ex is t ,  

w e c r e a te  th e m . W e e n g e n d e r  w o r ld s  so  b lithely , 

th e n  a b a n d o n  th e m  to  th e ir  o w n  m isery . W e ca re  

s o  li t t le  b e c a u s e  it  is  n o t  w e w h o  s u ffe r  f o r  o u r  

reck lessn ess.

I  h a v e  h e a r d  it  a r g u e d  th a t  G o d  b e c a m e  h u m a n  

s o  th a t  n o n e  c o u ld  a c c u s e  H im  o f  b e in g  u n s y m 

p a t h e t ic  to  H is  o w n  c r e a tio n . H e  w a lk e d  a  m ile , 

a s  th e y  say. W h a t  m u s t  w e b e c o m e , th e n , to  

u n d e r s ta n d  H im ?  W h e r e  d o e s  o u r  m ile  b eg in , a n d  

w h er e  e n d ?  G o d  d e s c e n d e d , a n d  s t i l l  lo v e d . Is th e  

s a m e  r e q u ir e d  o f  u s?

W e a c c u s e  G o d  o f  n eg lect, b u t  a re  w e k in d e r  to  

o u r  o w n  c r e a tio n s ?  O r  to  a n y  liv in g  th in g  u n fo r tu 

n a te  e n o u g h  to  f i n d  i t s e l f  s u b je c t  to  o u r  d o m in io n ?  

W e h y p o c r ite s  s h a k e  o u r  f i s t s  a t  H e a v e n . B u t  i f  w e  

h a d  a  w o r ld  to  crea te , a n d  a  p e o p le  to  ru le , c o u ld  

w e d o  b e tte r ?

S a m  c lo s e d  th e  jo u r n a l a n d  lo o k e d  a t its fra y e d  

co ver. H e  h a d  b e e n  u s in g  th e  p ic tu re  o f  th e  m a g i

c ia n  a n d  E v e ly n  to  k e e p  h is  p la c e , b u t  re m o v e d  it 

n ow . “I c a n  d o  b e tte r  th a n  y o u , J. K u rrick e ,”  S am  

said . H e  r ip p e d  th e  p h o to g r a p h  in  h a lf, k e e p in g  

o n ly  E ve lyn .

David returned to th e  h o u s e  o n  E n fie ld  th ree  

w e e k s  later. T h e  re n te d  d u m p s te r  w a s  go n e, 

a n d  th e  la w n  u n k e m p t. N o  o n e  a n sw e re d  h is  

k n o c k in g . T h e  g a ra g e  d o o r  c o m p la in e d  a t b e in g  

o p e n e d , b u t  th e  d o o r  to  th e  h o u s e  h a d  b e e n  le ft  

u n lo c k e d .

“ S a m !” h e  ca lled .

G e tt in g  n o  an sw er, D a v id  ste p p e d  in sid e , a n d  

h is  sh o e  s q u e lc h e d  o n  w a te r lo g g e d  c a rp e t. H e 

n o tic e d  th e n  th e  s a g g in g  c e ilin g  a n d  th e  w a ter-

b lis te re d  w alls . T h e  a ir  w a s  d e n se  w ith  m o istu re . 

O n  th e  m a g ic ia n ’s tru n k , D a v id  fo u n d  a  c o m 

p o s it io n  n o te b o o k  b lo a te d  w ith  w a te r  d a m ag e. 

T w o -th ir d s  o f  th e  p a g e s  w e re  fille d  w ith  scrip t 

ru in e d  b y  w ater. O n ly  th e  fin a l p a g e  re m a in e d  

leg ib le .

T h e  O u ts id e r  h a d  b e e n  g o n e  m a n y  y e a r s  w h en  

th e  c h ild r e n  o f  th e  v illa g e  b eg a n  te llin g  s to r ie s  o f  

a  ta ll  s tr a n g e r  liv in g  b e s id e  th e  river. H e  h a d  eyes  

f u l l  o f  lig h t, a n d  c h a r m e d  th e m  w ith  g ifts  o f  h o n 

e y c o m b  a n d  p ea r ls . T h e  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  o f  th e  

v illa g e  -  sea rc h  a s  th e y  m ig h t  -  c o u ld  f i n d  n o  tra ce  

o f  h im , a n d  s o o n  u n d e r s to o d  th a t  th e y  w o u ld  n o t  

u n t il  h e  w ille d  it.

E v e r y  n ig h t o f  th a t  v ib r a n t su m m e r , E v e ly n  w e n t  

a lo n e  to  th e  r iv e r b a n k  to  w a it  f o r  h im , u n t il  o n e  

e v e n in g  s h e  a r r iv e d  to  f i n d  h im  em e r g in g  fr o m  th e  

sh a llo w s. H is  s h o u ld e r s  w ere lik e  th e  b u ll ’s, a n d  h is  

ey es lik e  th e  stars. H is  s m ile  w a s k in d .

“ Y o u  a re E v e ly n ,”  h e  s a id  to  her.

“A n d  b y  w h a t n a m e  d o  I  c a ll y o u , M a s te r ? ”

“H ere, y o u  w ill  k n o w  m e  a s S a m a e l.”

E v e ly n  k n e lt  b e fo re  h im .

S a m a e l to o k  h e r  fr a g ile  c h in  in  h is  h a n d  a n d  

tu r n e d  h e r  f a c e  u p w a rd s. “ Y o u  w ere  b u t  a  g ir l  

w h e n  I  left.”

“B u t  I  a m  a  w o m a n  now , S a m a e l.”

A n d  s o  S a m a e l b e c a m e  h e r  k in g , a n d  s h e  h is  

q u e e n . In  t im e , h e  s h a r e d  w ith  h e r  a ll th e  w o n d e r s  

o f  th a t  w o rld , w h ic h  w ere h is  to  c o m m a n d .

Greg studied theology without purpose before stum
bling into a career in information technology, which he 
hopes to someday stumble out of. He is often mistaken 
for Gage Kurricke, with whom he co-authored Gideon's 
Wall. His work can be found in Gray's Sporting Journal, 
Clarkesworld, and Beneath Ceaseless Skies.
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The old man’s back aches. This is not
*

unusual, despite his having the best 

seat in the house. Third balcony, 

directly center stage, a seat which still 

clings to some fair portion of crushed 

red-velvet cushion where the brass 

studs haven’t yet chewed through.

But this does not matter. All thought 

of worldly concerns, discomforts or 

otherwise, fade quickly to obscurity, 

abandoned in rapt contemplation of 

the spectacle unfolding on the stage.



44 IL TEATRO OSCURO BY KEN ALTABEF

S u ch  is th e  sp e ll o f  D o lo r m a  D o lo b rig e d a . 

W ith  h e r  flaw less  iv o r y  c o m p le x io n  a n d  eyes 

b la z in g  v e rd ig r is  b e n e a th  h e a v y  a rc h in g  m a s 

ca ra , sh e  is  a b so lu te ly  g lo r io u s  in  h e r  s ig n a tu re  

ro le  as K a le n d o ra , th e  e x o t ic  fe lin e  p rin c e ss  o f  

R a c e tti ’s ‘E x c e rp ts  F ro m  a  S h a d o w y  W o r ld ’. H e r 

c h a rm s  are  w ith o u t  n u m b e r  -  th e  s a u c y  c u r l  to  

h e r  lip s, th e  fe r o c io u s ly  re g a l m a n n e r  w ith  w h ic h  

sh e  t ilts  h e r  h e a d  -  sh e  n e e d  n o t  e v e n  o p e n  h e r 

m o u th  to  s in g  th e  p a rt. S h e  w a s  s im p ly  b o r n  to  

th e  ro le . O p p o s ite  th e  sk e le ta l d iv a , th e  b u lb o u s  

fo r m  o f  P ig n a te g g i, an  a lto  te n o r  w h o m  th e  o ld  

m a n  h a d  a lw a y s  c o n s id e re d  tire s o m e  a n d  o v e r

ra ted , a tta ck s  h is  ro le  w ith  p e r v e rs e  gu sto . H e 

sc o w ls  g a m e ly  b e h in d  th e  b la c k  h a lf-m a s k  a n d  

e n o rm o u s  n o se  o f  P u lc in e lla , th e  tra g ic  c lo w n , 

a d d in g  e m p h a sis  w ith  su d d e n  flick s  o f  h is  h e a d  

w h ic h  ja b  th e  s h a rp ly -p o in te d  fo o l ’s ca p  at th e  

a u d ie n c e  lik e  a  d e a d ly  rap ier. H e  h o ld s  h is  j e w 

e le d  b a to n  u p ra ise d  in  g r a n d  ge stu re , h is  h a n d  

a r tfu lly  c o n to r te d  in to  th e  th re e -fin g e re d  c la w  o f  

P u lc in e lla .

B u t w a it. S o m e th in g  is w ro n g . P ig n a te g g i’s 

c o m p le x io n  is  o ff. T h e  o ld  m a n  lo w e rs  h is  g lit 

te r in g  o p e ra  glasses.

N o w  la id  b a re  to  th e  eye , th e  in te r io r  o f  th e  

o p e ra  h o u s e  h a s lo s t  a ll g la m o u r  a n d  sp ecta cle . 

T h e  c u p o la  is s tr ip p e d  o f  its  s h im m e rin g  g ilt 

a n d  m a ssiv e  c r y s ta l ch a n d e lie r , th e  b a lc o n ie s  

d e c re p it  a n d  c a rp e te d  w ith  d u st, th e  e m p ty  stag e  

s la n te d  lik e  th e  p r o w  o f  a  s in k in g  ship .

G o n e  th e  sp le n d id  c o stu m e s , th e  r ic h ly  e m 

b ro id e re d  d ra p e rie s , g o n e  a ll f la m b o y a n c e  a n d  

p re te n sio n  to  e le g a n ce , b a n is h e d  th e  g o rg e o u s  

p a g e a n tr y  o f  fa ir y  ta le  b ro u g h t  to  life  a b o v e  th e  

f l ic k e r in g  fo o tlig h ts . A l l  n ow , e m p ty  e c h o e s  a n d  

d u st. N o  m atter, th in k s  th e  o ld  m a n . In  a n  in 

stan t h e  w ill  b e  tra n s p o rte d  a g a in  to  th e  p a c k e d  

h o u se , s u r r o u n d e d  b y  th e  o p u le n t, g o ld -p la te d  

a rc h ite c tu re  o f  th e  T ea tro , a m id st a  r o o m fu l o f  

o p e ra p h ile s  s p o r t in g  th e ir  S u n d a y  b est, h a n g in g  

in  e x p e c ta n t  s ile n c e  as a n  e la b o ra te ly  c o s tu m e d  

D o lo b r ig e d a  s tr id e s  c o n fid e n tly  a cro ss  th e  stage  

re a d y  to  c o n n e c t  h e a r t  a n d  s o u l w ith  h e r  a d m ir 

in g  a u d ie n ce .

W ith  a  f id g e t  h e re  a n d  a  g e n tle  n u d g e  th e re  h e  

sets a b o u t  a d ju s tin g  th e  c o m p le x  th u m b sc re w s  

o f  th e  o c u la rs , d r o p p in g  a  s lig h tly  m a u v e  filter 

o v e r  th e  le n ses  a n d  tw e a k in g  th e  fo c u s . H e  w an ts

P ig n a te g g i as p lu m p  a n d  p in k  a n d  as s tr ik in g ly  

o ff-k e y  as h e  re m e m b e r e d  h im  in  h is  p r im e , so  

m a n y  y ea rs  ago . S a tisfied  w ith  h is  re fin e m en ts , 

h e  re tu rn s  h is  a tte n tio n s  to  th e  w o r ld  o n  th e  

o th e r  s id e  o f  th e  len ses  w h e re  th e  p la y  re su m e s 

at th e  p re c ise  m o m e n t it h a d  le ft  off.

B u t w a it  aga in . N o w  th e re  is  a  s o u n d  th a t d o e s  

n o t b e lo n g .

T h e  o ld  m a n  o n c e  m o re  lo w e rs  h is  fan tastic  

g la sses. T h e  so u rc e  o f  th e  d is c o rd a n t th u m p in g  

n o ise  is  a  s to c k y  fe llo w , a  w o r k m a n  ju d g in g  b y  

h is  p a tc h e d  e lb o w s  a n d  p a in t-s ta in e d  tro u se rs. 

H e  is s ta n d in g  in  th e  e m p ty  o rch e stra l p it. H e  

k ic k s  re so lu te ly  at th e  b o tto m  o f  th e  stage, te st

in g  its su p p o rts  w h ile  g la n c in g  a p p ra is in g ly  

at th e  v a s t  d im e n s io n s  o f  th e  c e ilin g  a n d  b a c k  

d o w n  a ga in . A s  th e  w o rk m a n ’s p ro b in g  atten tio n  

m e th o d ic a lly  c irc le s  th e  th e atre , h e  fin d s  th e  o ld  

m an .

“ H ey, y o u !”  ca lls  th e  w o rk m a n .

T h e  o ld  m a n  fo ld s  th e  o p e ra  g la sses  in to  th e  

cre a se  o f  h is  sh a b b y  c o a t  as th e  o th e r  s to rm s  h is  

w a y  u p  th e  a isle , d e m a n d in g  to  k n o w  w h a t  h e  is 

d o in g  there .

“ Sitting,”  says  th e  o ld  m a n . “W a tch in g . I c o m e  

h e re  o ften . I d is tu rb  n o th in g .”

“Y o u ’ll  h a v e  to  leave.”

“ B u t ...”  says  th e  o ld  m a n  s lo w ly , h is  to n e  s in k 

in g  w ith  h is  d isa p p o in tm e n t. “ B u t w e  h a ven ’t 

e v e n  h a d  th e  s e c o n d  a ria  yet.”

T h e  w o r k m a n  sco w ls . “ D o n ’t  b e  a fo o l. G e t  

o u t  a n d  d o n ’t  c o m e  b a ck . She’s to  b e  to rn  d o w n  

to m o rro w .”

“ So  s o o n ? ”

“ N o t  s o o n  e n o u g h . A fte r  all, she’s n o th in g  b u t 

a n  eye so re . T h e  g o v e r n o r  s ig n e d  th e  d e m o li

t io n  o rd e r  m o n th s  ago , a n d  i f  w e  d o n ’t g e t the  

fo u n d a tio n  fo r  th e  n e w  ra ilw a y  sta tio n  la id  d o w n  

b e fo re  th e  s u m m e r  ra in s, it ’ ll b e  m y  job.”

T h e  w o rk m a n ’s d is g ru n tle d  t ira d e  m a k e s  little  

im p re ss io n  o n  th e  o ld  m a n , b u t n e ith e r  h a d  it 

b e e n  m e a n t to. T h in k in g  s im p lic ity  m ig h t d o  

a  b e tte r  jo b , h e  je rk s  a  th u m b  to w a rd  th e  exit. 

“O u t!”

T h e  o ld  m a n  s tru g g le s  u p  fro m  h is  seat. “I see,” 

h e  says.

H e  g a th e rs  u p  h is  h a t a n d  u m b re lla  a n d  

m a k e s  h is  w a y  o u ts id e . It’s s lo w  g o in g  fo r  th e  o ld  

m a n , a lo n g  co b b le s to n e s  s lic k  w ith  m o is tu re  in
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a d v a n c e  o f  th e  s to rm . E v e ry  so  o fte n  a u tu m n ’s 

b lu ste r  sen d s  a  c h ill  b la st  o f  w in d  a ga in st h im , 

h a l f  fo rc in g  h im  b a c k  u p  th e  street. It w ill  s o o n  

b e  g r o w in g  d a rk , a n d  it is n o t p a r t ic u la r ly  safe 

o n  th e  stre e ts  a t n ig h t. M o re  th a n  a  fe w  street 

la m p s  h a v e  b u r n e d  o u t  b e tw e e n  th e  T ea tro  a n d  

h is  a p a rtm e n t h o u se , th e  ga p s c a s tin g  d e e p  s h a d 

o w s  a fte r  su n set, th e  ty p e  o f  sh a d o w s  th a t d ra w  

m a lic io u s  figu res  in  th e  n igh t.

T h e  o ld  m a n  sigh s, b u t a s ig h  is n o t n e a r ly  

e n o u g h . It see m s to  h im  th e  to w n  is in  its d e ath  

th ro e s . Y ears ago , b e fo re  th e  w ar, th is  h a d  b e e n  

a th r iv in g  ce n te r  o f  tra d e , a  n a sc e n t p in n a c le  o f  

u n iq u e  a n d  liv e ly  c u ltu re  w h e r e  a n y th in g  w a s  

p o ssib le . S u c h  th in g s  as street th ie v e s  a n d  b a n d s  

o f  sp ite fu l y o u th s  h a d  n o t b e e n  a p ro b le m . N o w  

th e  stre ets  are  c h o k e d  w ith  d u st a n d  s tre w n  w ith  

w a n d e r in g  b its  o f  d ir ty  p ap er, th e  b u ild in g s  a n d  

e d ific e s  o n  th e  v e rg e  o f  c r u m b lin g , th e  p e o p le  

d is p ir ite d  a n d  b ro k en .

S ty m ie d  b e n e a th  th e  w e ig h t  o f  su c h  a g lo b a l 

d ise n c h a n tm e n t, th e  o ld  m a n  p au se s  in  th e  to w n  

sq u a re . U n lik e  T re v i o r  th e  F o n ta n a  d el T rito n e , 

h e re  th e  c e n tra l fo u n ta in  is p o o r ly  p re se rv e d  

a n d  in d iffe re n tly  c a re d  for. P iv o ta l to  its g ra n d  

d e s ig n  is  an  a n c ie n t statu e  fe a tu rin g  w ild -h a ire d  

O re ste s , a fa v o rite  o f  A u g u stu s  at th e  e n d  o f  h is 

re ig n . P itted  a n d  c ra c k e d  b y  t im e  a n d  in e v ita b le  

w ea th er, th e  fo u n ta in  h a s lo n g  o u tliv e d  its m a s 

ter. O v e r  th e  y e a rs  O re ste s  h a s a c q u ire d  o n e  

tro u s e r  le g  o f  c re e p in g  iv y  a n d  e v e n  w o rse , h is  

m a n ly  ch e st s to o d  d e fa c e d  w ith  s c ra w le d  graffiti. 

S till, O re ste s  ra ge s  a g a in st th e  d u s k y  sky, arm s 

o u ts tre tc h e d  as i f  a b o u t to  ca ll d o w n  so m e  h id 

e o u s  ju d g m e n t  fro m  a b o v e . O n e  a rm  b ro k e n  o f f  

at th e  e lb o w , h e  se e m s n o w  m o re  lik e  so m e  lo w ly  

street p e r fo r m e r  ta k in g  a fin a l bow .

T h e  o ld  m a n  lifts  th e  o p e ra  g la sses  to  h is  face. 

H e  p au se s  to  d r in k  in  a g la n c e  th r o u g h  th e  w o n 

d e r fu l len ses, lin g e r in g  o n  th e  s ig h t o f  O re ste s  in 

h is  p r im e  o f  p o lis h e d  m a rb le  c h is e le d  to  p e r fe c 

tio n . B o th  a rm s ra ise d  to  th e  h e a v e n s, h is  in te n t 

is a su p p lic a tio n  to  so m e  h ig h e r  p o w e r, m o st 

lik e ly  th e  sun .

T h e  o ld  m a n  fo llo w s  th e  s ta tu e s  a n c ie n t g e s 

tu re  s k y w a rd . T h e  su n  is s till th e re , h a l f  h id d e n  

b e h in d  s to rm  c lo u d s , fig h tin g  o f f  th e  d u sk . B ut 

d u s k  w o u ld  c o m e  ju s t  th e  sam e.

A s  th e  o ld  m a n  g ro a n s  h is  w a y  u p  th e  step s o f

h is  a p a rtm e n t h o u se  th e  b u ild in g  rep lies  in  k in d , 

cre a k in g  w ith  th e  w in d  as i f  th re a te n in g  to  fo ld  

its e lf  o v e r  h im  lik e  a h e a v y  b la n k e t o f  m o rta r  

a n d  b ric k .

T h e  la n d la d y  h a s  a  fire  w a it in g  in  th e  c o m m o n  

ro o m  a n d  sh e  sits b e fo re  it, h e r k n o b b y  fin g ers  

w o r k in g  at so m e  p ie c e  o f  h e r  e n d le ss  stitch in g . 

T h e  d e a th ly  q u ie t  o f  th e  s ittin g  p a r lo u r  is b ro k e n  

o n ly  b y  th e  m u r m u r in g  c ra ck le  o f  th e  flam es. She 

w ea rs  a  p la in  d a rk  g o w n  o v e r la id  w ith  a fr in g e d  

iv o r y  sh aw l. H e r h e a d  still b e n t to  h e r  m e n d in g , 

th e  o ld  la n d la d y  m o tio n s  h im  to w a rd  th e  h e a rth . 

T h e y  h a d  lo n g  a g o  a b a n d o n e d  th e  n e e d  fo r  b a n a l 

g re e tin g s  o r  p lea san tries. T h e y  h a d  b e e n  w id 

o w e d  b o th  o n  th e  sam e d a y  tw e n ty  y ea rs  earlier. 

T h e ir  sp o u se s , s ta n d in g  s id e  b y  s id e  in  th e  m a r

k e t, w e re  lo s t  to  a  b la st d u r in g  th e  b o m b in g  o f  

th e  c ity  at th e  h e ig h t  o f  th e  w ar. Fate m ig h t h ave  

d ra w n  th e m  to g e th e r  after th at b u t it d id  n o t, at 

lea st n o t  in  a n y  d e e p ly  e m o tio n a l w ay. T h e y  h a d  

g r o w n  c o n te n t w ith  p lea san t c o n v e rsa tio n , p a ss

in g  th e  t im e  in  e a c h  o th e r ’s c o m p a n y  w h e n  o c c a 

s io n  p e rm itte d , b u t it w a s  n o th in g  m ore.

“ T h e y ’re te a r in g  d o w n  th e  T ea tro  to m o rrow ,”  

h e  says.

“S o  s o o n ? ” sh e  b reath es. “ T errib le ! O h , b u t it’s 

ju s t  terrib le .”

H e  n o d s  in  s ilen t a g re em en t, in te n t o n  m a s 

s a g in g  w a rm th  b a c k  in to  h is  h a n d s.

“S u c h  a  w o n d e r fu l o ld  p la ce  y ea rs  ago,”  she 

c o n tin u e s . “ I re m e m b e r  m a n y  an  e v e n in g  o f  

b liss fu l re v e rie  sp e n t in  th a t h a ll. B u t n o th in g ’s 

th e  sam e  s in c e  th e  w ar, y o u  k n o w  that.”  In  a s u d 

d e n  ja b  at h e r  s e w in g , sh e  n e a r ly  p ric k s  a finger.

“ I f  o n ly  th e re  w a s  s o m e th in g  w e  c o u ld  do,”  he 

says.

T h e  o ld  la n d la d y  g ru n ts  softly, a lm o s t im p e r

cep tib ly . “ I f  y o u r  h e a d  w asn ’t  a lw a y s  lo s t  in  th e  

c lo u d s , y o u ’d  h a ve  s ig n e d  th at p etitio n .”

“ P e titio n ? ” h e  asks. T h e  c o n c e p t s o u n d e d  o n ly  

v a g u e ly  fam iliar.

“A n g e lo  T o d o s i h a s it  still. T o o  la te  fo r  a ll th at 

n ow , I su p p o se .”

“ P e rh a p s  it’s n o t  to o  late.”

H e r sh r iv e le d  fa ce  u n w rin k le s  a b it in  su r

p rise . “ Y o u ’re n o t g o in g  b a c k  o u t? ” S h e is a b le  to  

k e e p  m o st o f  th e  p e tu la n c e  o u t o f  h e r v o ic e , ju st 

e n o u g h  to  e m p h a s ize  th a t h e  w as  n o t h e r  h u s 

b a n d , th a t it w a s  n o t  h e r  c o n c e r n  i f  th e  o ld  fo o l
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c a u g h t h is  d e a th  o f  co ld . T h e  o ld  m a n  sh ru g s  o n  

h is  co a t.

“ S u it y o u rse lf,”  sh e  says. S h e c lu c k s  h e r  to n g u e  

a ga in st th e  r o o f  o f  h e r  m o u th , b u t m a k e s  o n ly  a 

d ry, w ith e r e d  so u n d . “ I’ll lea v e  th e  e m b e rs  up.”

S h e tu rn s  aw ay, d ir e c t in g  h e r  a tte n tio n  to  fe e d 

in g  a  fe w  m o re  s tick s  to  th e  sp u tte r in g  firep la ce .

A t  th e  d o o r w a y  h e  d ra w s  o u t  th e  o p era  

g la sses, h a z a r d in g  o n ly  o n e  q u ic k  g la n ce . H e 

sees a y o u n g , p re tty  g ir l s ittin g  b y  th e  fire  w e a r

in g  a  s k y  b lu e  d ress, h e r  n u t-b ro w n  h a ir  lo o s e ly  

b o u n d  u p  in  an  e m e ra ld  gre e n  r ib b o n . C a re fre e , 

she sits h u m m in g  a tu n e  to  h e r  ra g  d o ll. It is a 

m e la n c h o ly  so n g , p e rh a p s  o n e  sh e  h a d  in v e n te d  

h e rse lf.

T h e  d o o r  cre a k s  b e h in d  h im .

O u ts id e , th e  o ld  m a n  re co ils  a ga in st th e  bite  

o f  th e  co ld . A  s w ir l o f  d e lica te  flak es d r ift  la z ily  

g r o u n d w a rd , in  n o  g re a t h u r r y  to  set d o w n , th e  

first re lu c ta n t fa ll o f  th e  sea so n . It is fu lly  d a rk  

n ow , b u t th e  w a y  th e  th in  p a tin a  o f  s n o w  o n  th e  

street th ro w s  b a c k  th e  m o o n lig h t  m a k e s  it p a r a 

d o x ic a lly  se e m  to  b e  g r o w in g  ligh ter.

T h e  o ld  m a n  tru d g e s  o n  to w a rd  th e  d o o m e d  

th e atre , th e  e x p a n se  o f  e m p ty  street d ra w n  e ve n  

m o re  d r e a ry  u n d e r  th e  lig h t d u s tin g  o f  sn ow . H e 

is u n a b le  to  k e e p  a w a y  th o u g h ts  o f  all th a t h as 

b e e n  lo st, so  c a s u a lly  r ip p e d  a w a y  b y  t im e  a n d  

c irc u m s ta n c e . In  s lo w  c irc les , h is  fin g ers  tra c e  

th e  c o n to u rs  o f  th e  m ir a c u lo u s  o p e ra  g la sses  

c o n c e a le d  b e n e a th  h is  g re a tco a t. H e h a d  fo u n d  

th e  d e v ic e  in sid e  th e  T ea tro  itself, se c re te d  in  a 

h id d e n  p a n el in  o n e  o f  th e  b o x  seats at th e  to p  

o f  th e  D re ss  C irc le . T h e  g la sses  w e re  b o th  a  g ift  

a n d  a m y ste ry , w ith  o n ly  o n e  clu e . B y  m e a n s  o f  a 

m in t m a r k  s ta m p e d  in to  th e  b rass  u n d e rc a s in g , 

th e  o ld  m a n  h a d  tra c e d  th e  d e v ic e  to  Itz a c k  M it-  

te n c lic k , a 19th  C e n tu r y  A u s tr ia n  w a tc h m a k e r  

o f  s o m e  sm a ll re n o w n . M itte n c lic k  w a s  h im 

s e lf  a m y ste r io u s  figu re , h is  life  a j ig s a w  p u zz le  

w h o s e  p ie ce s  in c lu d e d  a w e a lth y  G e r m a n  p a tro n  

o f  h ig h  sta tio n , an  e n ra g e d  A rc h b is h o p , n o  less 

th a n  th re e  a m o ro u s  w id o w s , a n d  a secret s o c ie ty  

o f  V ic to r ia n  te c h n o p h ile s . S u sp e c te d  o f  sp y in g  

fo r  B o n a p a rte , h e  w a s  e v e n tu a lly  h u n g  fro m  th e  

n e c k  u n til d e a d  fo r  c r im e s  o f  tre aso n .

T h e  o ld  m a n  sta n d s  s to c k  still in  th e  street, 

p re y  to  a  p a r a ly z in g  d o se  o f  w re tc h e d  e m o tio n , 

a m e la n c h o ly  w h ic h  o n ly  a lo o k  th r o u g h  th e

g la sses  m ig h t assu age. H e  c a n n o t resist a n d  fo r 

a m o m e n t th e  street is restored , th e  s n o w  b rig h t 

a n d  c le an , a n d  at its e n d  h e  sees th e  T ea tro  as it 

w a s , re sp le n d e n t a n d  m a g n ific e n t aga in . B u t, so  

w h o lly  p re o c c u p ie d  w ith  th is  sp le n d id  v is io n  o f  

th e  p ast, h e  d o e s  n o t see th e  g a n g  o f  y o u th s  w h o  

h a v e  c o m e  s u d d e n ly  u p o n  h im .

T h e y  are  sh o u tin g , m o c k in g  h im  in  a d ia le c t  

h e  ca n  n o t h o p e  to  u n d e rsta n d . T h e ir  in te n t c lear 

e n o u g h , th e y  h a ve  th e ir  h a n d s  ro u g h ly  u p o n  

h im , te a r in g  h is  p o c k e ts  at th e  seam s.

“ I h a v e  n o th in g ,” h e  says, h is  o n ly  th o u g h t  to  

p ro te c t  h is  o n e  treasu re, th e  m a g n ific e n t o p e ra  

glasses, as th e y  riffle  th ro u g h  h is  coat. F or an 

in sta n t h e  stan d s face  to  fa ce  w ith  th e  le a d e r o f  

th e  g a n g , b u t o n ly  fo r  an  in stan t. L o n g  e n o u g h  to  

m a r k  th e  lea n , w o lfish  ca st o f  h is  fea tu res, fu ll o f  

th e  su p re m e  a rro g a n c e  o f  y o u th  w h ic h  re q u ires  

o f  its e lf  n o  ju s tific a tio n  fo r  its  a c tio n s , n o  m a t

te r  h o w  e x tre m e . W h e r e  th e re  s h o u ld  h a ve  b e e n  

re sp e ct th e re  is o n ly  co n te m p t, a n d  b e n e a th  that 

a  d e sp e ra tio n  b o rn  o f  a s tru g g le  fo r  u n c e rta in  

s u rv iv a l. T h e  w o lf  is b u t a c u b  lo st in  th e  w o o d s , 

fo rc e d  to  m a k e  h is  o w n  w ay. A l l  o f  th a t in  an 

in sta n t, b e fo re  th e  y o u th s  fru stra te d  d is a p p o in t

m e n t flares to  anger, b r in g in g  d o w n  a ra in  o f  e l

b o w s  a n d  fists. T h e  g la sses  are k n o c k e d  fro m  h is  

h a n d  as th e  o ld  m a n  s tu m b les  a n d  g o e s  d o w n , 

a b so rb in g  th e ir  b lo w s  a n d  fie ry  d e r is io n  u n til h e  

ca n  ta k e  n o  m o re .

H e d o e s  n o t k n o w  h o w  sev ere  th e  b e a tin g  is 

u n til h e  w a k e s  u p  so m e  tim e  later, fa ce  d o w n  

in  th e  sn ow . T h e p a in  is irre le va n t. H e h a s live d  

w ith  p a in . H is  first c o n c e r n  is  fo r  th e  g lasses. 

H e  fin d s th e m  tra m p le d  in to  th e  m u d , b u t n o t 

d e stro y e d . H e w ip e s  th e  m u d d y  slu sh  fro m  th e  

len ses w ith  th e  p a lm  o f  a b lo o d ie d  h a n d . T h e 

n u m b in g  c o ld  o f  th e  s n o w  tu gs at h im , m a k in g  a 

te m p tin g  o ffe r o f  p a in le ss  o b liv io n , b u t h e  w an ts  

o n ly  o n e  th in g . A  fin a l lo o k .

H e is b e y o n d  se lf-p ity  n o w ; h e  n ee d  n o t ask  

w h y  y o u th  m u st d e v o u r  th e  o ld , th e  c ru e l p re s

en t so  h u n g r y  fo r  th e  p ast. F o r a lo n g  tim e  he 

h as u n d e rs to o d  w h y, b u t u n d e rsta n d in g  d o es 

n o t te m p e r  th e  w a v e s  o f  c ru s h e d  re s ig n a tio n  that 

b a tte r h im  lik e  a fte rsh o ck s  o f  th e  terrib le  b e a tin g  

h e  h a s e n d u re d .

It is n o t fa r to  th e  T eatro , e v e n  o n  h a n d s  an d  

k n ees.
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O n e  la st, lo n g  lo o k . T h a t w a s  w h a t  h e  w a n te d , 

a n d  h e  ta k es  it, g a z in g  w ith  th e  s tu b b o rn n e ss  o f  

a p o w e r fu l d rea m . H e  fin d s  h im s e lf  w h is tlin g  an 

o ld  o p e re tta  h e  h a d  h im s e lf  c o m p o s e d  a lm o st 

fifty  y ea rs  ago. H e  re c a lls  s ittin g  u p  lo n g  in to  

th e  n ig h t, w ife  a n d  c h ild r e n  fast asleep  in  th e ir  

b e d s, as h e  c o n c e iv e d  a n d  w ro te  th e  m u sic , r e v 

e lin g  in  th e  jo y  o f  in sp ira tio n  a n d  th e  m a g ic  o f  

cre a tio n . T h e  n o te s  ru n  h ig h  a n d  lo w  a n d  th e n  

h ig h e r  a g a in , th e  re fra in s  c o n s tr u c te d  as a  so rt 

o f  sp ira l stair. T h e  o ld  m a n  fa lters  a lo n g  th e  w ay. 

T h e  u p p e r  ra n g e  is  b e y o n d  h im  n o w ; h e  c a n  n o  

lo n g e r  g o  th at h ig h . H e  n e v e r  w ill  aga in .

“ S o  so o n ,” h e  says.

When the workmen c o m e  in  th e  m o rn in g  to  

b r in g  d o w n  th e  T ea tro  th e y  f in d  th e  o ld  m a n  

fr o z e n  w h e r e  h e  sat, s to n e  co ld , a  r im e  o f  fro st 

a c ro ss  h is  b r o w  lik e  a c r u s ty  d ia d e m . H e  c lu tch es  

th e  b ro k e n  o p tic a l to  h is  ch e st. O n e  o f  th e  w o r k 

ers  h a s su ch  a fr ig h t, h e  fa lls  d o w n  b a c k w a rd s  

in to  th e  d r ift, m u tte r in g  a n d  cu rs in g .

T h e y  fin d  a lso  th e  o ld  th e a tre , c o m p le te ly  

tra n sfo rm e d . T h e  g r a n d  d o m e  o f  th e  p a la is  is 

re s to re d  to  its p r is t in e  state, its o rn a m e n ts  o f

silv e r  a n d  b ra ss  c a tc h in g  th e  s tra y  su n lig h t, p re 

c io u s  m a te ria ls  s tr ip p e d  fro m  th e  fa ca d e  d u r in g  

t im e s  o f  w ar, m ir a c u lo u s ly  re tu rn e d . T h e  in te r i

o rs  are  s im ila r ly  re ju v en a te d , fro m  p lu sh  c a rp e t 

to  h ig h -d o m e d  c e ilin g , fro m  th e  g ra n d io s e  tw o -  

tie re d  lo b b y  to  th e  s ta g e h a n d s  m a k e sh ift  b ro o m  

c lo s e t, to  th e  fa d in g  e c h o e s  o f  th e  la st c u r ta in  

ca ll. C le a r ly , th is  p la ce  w ill  n o t  b e  to rn  d o w n .

B a c k  at th e  a p a rtm e n t h o u s e  th e  last e m b ers  

fa d e  in  th e  grate , u n ten d ed .

N o  o n e  h a d  w itn e sse d  a  y o u n g  g ir l w e a rin g  

a b lu e  dress e m e rg e  fr o m  th e  th e a tre  th e  n ig h t 

b e fo re , a n  e m e ra ld  g re e n  r ib b o n  flu tte r in g  in  h e r 

h a ir  as sh e  s k ip p e d  d o w n  th e  street. A p p a re n tly , 

th e  o ld  la n d la d y  h a d  b e e n  d ra w n  to  th e  T eatro  

late  th at e v e n in g  as w ell, h a v in g  g o n e  in sid e  fo r 

o n e  last lo o k .
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I McMUL>L>BN
cTt s monsters go, I am 
J  \n o t  at all typical. I 
have killed hundreds, but 
my motives were good. 
There is a lot more killing 
to be done, probably more 
than even I can manage. 
Then again, I might 
become an even greater 
monster and give up. 
Humans probably deserve 
what is to come, and I no 
longer care. After all, I am 
not a typical human either.
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In  th e  s p r in g  o f  1 8 7 5 1 w a s  a  b r ig h t  a n d  in n o c e n t  

y o u n g  m a n  w ith  g o o d  p ro sp e cts . A lth o u g h  

stea m  w a s  th e  fo u n d a tio n  o f  e v e r y  b ra n c h  o f  

in d u stry , I h a d  c h o s e n  to  s tu d y  e le c tr ic ity  w h e n  

I h a d  e n te re d  th e  m e c h a n ic s  in stitu te . B y  ch a n c e  

I h a d  b e e n  g iv e n  a  g o o d  e d u c a tio n , a n d  th is  h a d  

k e p t m e  o u t  o f  th e  m ills  a n d  th e  m in es.

I n e v e r  s u sp e c te d  th a t it w o u ld  a lso  m a k e  m e 

im m o rta l.

M y  in tr o d u c tio n  to  Jam es K e lla rd  w as  d r a 

m a tic  in  th e  e x tre m e . I w o r k e d  fo r  T e le g ra p h ic  

M e c h a n is m s , a  c o m p a n y  w h ic h  su p p lie d  e q u ip 

m e n t to  th e  te le g ra p h  in d u stry . W h ile  I w a s  w ell 

k n o w n  a n d  w id e ly  re s p e c te d  as a n  o u ts ta n d in g  

tra d e s m a n , it  w a s  n o t  th e  s o rt  o f  re s p e c t  th a t g o t  

o n e  a d m itte d  to  th e  R o y a l S o cie ty .

I h a d  ju s t  a rr iv e d  at m y  w o r k b e n c h  o n e  m o r n 

in g  w h e n  M e rr ic , m y  o ve rse er, e n te re d  w ith  a 

m a n  o f  p e rh a p s  fifty. H e  w a s  d ressed  in  o n e  o f  

th e  n e w ly  fa sh io n a b le  lo u n g e  su its, a n d  th e  to p  

h a t th a t h e  w o r e  d e c la re d  h im  to  b e  a  m a n  o f  

q u a lity . H e  h a d  a m ilita r y  b e a r in g , a n d  th e re  w as 

a n  o ld  sca r a c ro ss  h is  le ft  ch e ek .

“ L e w is , I w a n t y o u  to  m e e t M r  K ellard ,”  M e r

r ic  b a b b le d  n e rv o u s ly , n o t  re a lly  su re  o f  th e  p r o 

to c o ls  u s e d  in  g e n te e l so cie ty . “ M r  K e lla rd , th is  is 

L e w is  B la ck b u rn .”

I h a d  s to o d  u p  b y  n ow . K e lla rd  o ffe re d  m e  h is  

h a n d , b u t  w ith o u t  r e m o v in g  h is  g lo v e . H e  w as 

b e in g  fa m ilia r , b u t  n o t  to o  fam ilia r. In  1875, th is  

w a s  th e  w a y  th in g s  w e re  d o n e.

“M r  K e lla rd  w ish e s  to  d isc u ss  s o m e  p ro b le m s 

o f  e le c tro -m e c h a n ic s ,”  M e rr ic  co n tin u e d .

“ I ca n ’t d o  th a t, b e g g in g  y o u r  p a rd o n , sir,”  I 

sa id , a d d re s s in g  K e lla rd . “ T h e  te rm s  o f  m y  e m 

p lo y m e n t -  ”

“ N o  lo n g e r  m atter,”  sa id  K e llard . “ I h a v e  ju st 

b o u g h t  T e le g ra p h ic  M e c h a n is m s . Y o u  m a y  leave  

us, M r  M e rric .”

A s  in tr o d u c tio n s  g o , it c e r ta in ly  se c u re d  m y  

a tte n tio n . T e le g ra p h ic  M e c h a n is m s  w a s  n o t  a 

sm a ll co m p a n y , a n d  f in a n c ia lly  it w a s  o n  g o o d  

tim e s. K e lla rd  sa id  n o  m o re  u n til M e rr ic  w a s  o u t 

o f  e arsh o t.

“ D o  y o u  k n o w  o f  m e ? ” h e  a sk ed , b e n d in g  o v e r  

to  e x a m in e  a  s w itc h  o n  m y  w o r k b e n c h .

“ N o  sir,”  I re p lie d , as d e fe re n tia l as i f  I  w e re  

s ta n d in g  b e fo r e  th e  q u e en .

“I d o u b le d  m y  fo rtu n e  b y  b e in g  first to  sp o t

tre n d s  in  th e  m a rk etp la ce . Just n o w  I h a p p e n  to 

lo io w  th a t e le c tr ic a l sw itch e s  w ill  g a in  m e  great 

a d v a n ta g e , so  I a m  b u y in g  c o m p a n ie s  th a t b u ild  

th em .”

“ I ca n  b u ild  w h a te v e r  -  ”  I b e g an .

“ P lease, h e a r  m e  out,”  sa id  K e lla rd  p o lite ly , b u t 

h is  to n e  to ld  m e  to  ju s t  sh u t u p  a n d  listen . “ T h is 

is  B irm in g h a m , a n d  I n e e d  m y  sw itch e s  m a d e  in  

L o n d o n . I o n ly  b o u g h t  th is  firm  to  s e cu re  y o u r  

s e rv ic e s , M r  B la c k b u rn . C a n  y o u  m o v e  to  L o n 

d o n  to d a y ? ”

T h e  o n ly  sen sib le  a n sw e r to  th a t q u e stio n  w a s  

y e s , y e t  th a t w a s  n o t m y  answ er.

“ I’v e  g o t a m o th e r  a n d  tw o  sisters to  su p p o rt,” 

I said .

“ I sh a ll d o u b le  y o u r  salary, y o u r  m o th e r  a n d  

sisters w ill  w a n t  fo r  n o th in g . W h a t  d o  y o u  say?”

“ D o u b le !”  I e x c la im e d . “Sir, h o w  ca n  I th a n k  

y o u  e n o u g h ? ”

“Y o u  c o u ld  g iv e  m e  an  an sw er, y e s  o r  no.”

“ Y es sir, y es . Y es w ith  a ll m y  heart.”

1 tra v e lle d  w ith  K e lla rd  o n  th e  tra in  to  L o n d o n  

th at sam e  day, in  th e  lu x u r y  o f  a first class c a r

ria ge . I fe lt g u ilty  a b o u t e v e n  s ittin g  d o w n , the  

u p h o ls te r y  w a s  to o  r ic h , th e  seats to o  so ft a n d  

w e lc o m in g . It w a s  o n ly  in  th e  p r iv a c y  o f  th is  

c a rr ia g e  th a t K e lla rd  b e g a n  to  s p e a k  o f  m y  n e w  

d u ties.

“ I a m  h a v in g  a m a c h in e  built,”  h e  e xp la in e d , 

“ ft is a h u g e , h ig h ly  secret m a c h in e , so  an  a b so 

lu te  m in im u m  n u m b e r  o f  p e o p le  m a y  k n o w  o f  it. 

I h a v e  h e a rd  th a t y o u  are b r illia n t w ith  c ircu its , 

a n d  are  w o r th  te n  o rd in a ry  w ork ers.”

“ S o m e o n e ’s b e e n  e x a g g e ra tin g , sir.”

“ I h o p e  n o t, b e ca u se  y o u  w ill  b e  d o in g  e n o u g h  

w o r k  fo r  ten . I n e e d  s o m e o n e  w ith  u n p a ra lle le d  

sk ill in  th e  lo g ic  o f  sw itc h e s  a n d  re lays, a n d  a 

g ra sp  o f  m a th em a tics.”

“W h a t ’s th e  m a c h in e  to  d o ? ”  I ask ed.

“ S ee  in to  th e  future.”

F o r a m o m e n t I w a s  te m p te d  to  la u gh . O n e  o f  

th e  r ic h est m e n  in  th e  c o u n tr y  h a d  sa id  s o m e 

th in g  lu d ic ro u s . W a s it m e a n t to  b e  a jo k e ?  I d e 

c id e d  n o t to  la u gh .

“ S o . . .it’s a  t im e  m a c h in e ? ”  I ask ed .

“N o , it is  m o re  o f  a  t im e  te le sco p e . N o w  n o  

m o re  q u e stio n s  u n til w e  re a ch  m y  factory.”
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v e r y o n e  h as h e a rd  o f  th e  w o n d e rs  o f  L o n 

d o n , b u t I d id  n o  s ig h ts e e in g  o n  th at first 

day. O n e  o f  K e lla rd ’s p e o p le  w a s  w a it in g  at the  

s ta tio n  w ith  a h a n so m  cab , a n d  w e  w e re  d r iv e n  

th r o u g h  th e  c ro w d s  a n d  tra ffic  w ith  th e  sh u t

ters  d o w n . W e  s to p p e d  at a  fa c to r y  b e sid e  the  

T h a m es. It w a s  e m p ty , y e t  th e re  w e re  m e n  g u a r d 

in g  it. W h a te v e r  K e lla r d  w a s  b u ild in g  w a s  at a 

v e r y  e a r ly  stage. H e  to o k  m e  in sid e , a n d  led  m e 

u p  th e  sta irs  to  a m e z z a n in e  flo or, th e n  w e  c o n 

t in u e d  u p  a  c a st iro n  sp ira l s ta ircase  to  th e  ro o f.

“ L o o k  a ro u n d , M r  B la c k b u rn , w h a t  d o  y o u  

se e ? ”  K e lla rd  ask ed.

I sa w  slate  tiles  a n d  iro n  g u tte r in g , a ll g r u b 

b y  w ith  so o t. O f f  to  o n e  s id e, s o m e  b r ic k la y e rs  

w e r e  b u ild in g  fo u r  c h im n e y s . T h e ir  w o r k  lo o k e d  

n e a r ly  co m p lete .

“ It’s ju s t  a ro o f, sir,” I sa id , h o ld in g  o n to  m y  cap  

in  th e  w in d . “ T h ere ’s fo u r  fla g p o le s  w ith  n o  flags, 

b u t th e y ’re h u n g  w i t h . . .in su la to rs , a n d  w ire! T h e  

p o le s  s u p p o rt  in su la te d  w ires.”

“ S p le n d id ly  o b se rv e d ,” sa id  K e llard . “W h a t  

d o e s  th at m e a n  to  y o u ? ”

“ It’s s o m e  s o rt  o f  te le g ra p h ? ”

“C lo s e , M r  B la c k b u rn , v e r y  c lo se . F o llo w  m e.” 

W e  d e sc e n d e d  b a c k  in to  th e  facto ry. Im m e d i

ate ly  b e n e a th  th e  ro o f, o n  th e  m e z z a n in e  floor, 

w as  a  sm a ll o ffice  g u a rd e d  b y  tw o  m e n . K ellard  

e sc o rte d  m e  in sid e . T h e  m a n  sea ted  at th e  w o r k 

b e n c h  w a s  s m a ll a n d  w iry , a n d  h a d  m u tto n  c h o p  

w h isk e rs  a n d  th in n in g  hair. T h e  stare  b e h in d  h is  

sp e cta c le s  w a s  ra th e r  lik e  th a t o f  an  o w l w h o  h a d  

ju st ca u g h t s ig h t o f  a m o u s e  -  in ten se , d a rtin g , 

b u t c o n tro lle d . I h a d  o n ly  e v e r  se e n  h im  fro m  the  

b a c k  o f  le c tu re  h a lls , b u t e v e n  so  I k n e w  h is  face.

“ D r  F le m m in g , I w o u ld  lik e  y o u  to  m e e t  L ew is  

B la ck b u rn ,”  sa id  K ellard .

“ M r  B la c k b u rn , g o o d , g o o d ,”  sa id  F le m m in g . 

“Y o u r  n a m e  w a s  at th e  to p  o f  m y  list.”

I w a s  so  a w e s tru c k  th a t I h a rd ly  k n e w  w h a t 

to  say. I m u m b le d  s o m e th in g  a b o u t b e in g  h o n 

o u r e d  to  m e e t h im .

“P le a se , n o  s o c ia l p leasan tries,”  h e  sa id  b risk ly . 

“ T h e y  are  fo r  fo o ls  w ith  n o th in g  b e tte r  to  do. I 

h a v e  b e e n  c o n d u c t in g  e x p e r im e n ts  in to  w ire le ss  

te legrap h y , M a x w e ll’s e q u a tio n s  s h o w  it’s p o ss ib le  

in  th e o ry . A s  a lw a y s, p ra c t ic e  is  a n o th e r  m atter.” 

“ D o  y o u  k n o w  w h a t  a w o r k in g  w ire le ss  te le 

g ra p h  w o u ld  m e a n ? ” a sk e d  K ellard .

“ N o  m o re  w ire s  s tru n g  a cro ss  th e  co u n try ,” I 

re p lied . “ T h o u sa n d s  o f  p o u n d s  saved.”

“M illio n s ,” sa id  K ellard .

“ L ig h tn in g  p ro d u c e s  e le c tro m a g n e tic  d is 

ch a rg es , w h a t I ca ll ra d ia tiv e  w aves,” F le m m in g  

co n tin u e d . “ U sin g  th e  grea t w ire  lo o p  o n  the  

r o o f  I a m  a b le  to  d e te ct th e se  w av es , e v e n  w h e n  

th e  th u n d e rs to rm s  are o v e r  th e  h o r izo n . W h a t 

d o  y o u  th in k  o f  th a t? ”

“ It p ro v e s  theory,”  I sa id  slow ly. “ H ave y o u  

b u ilt  a tra n sm itte r  to o ? ”

I w a s  b e in g  ca u tio u s, a n d  w a s  a c u te ly  aw are 

that I w as b e in g  tested  a n d  assessed . I f  I h a d  ju st 

g a sp e d  w ith  w o n d e r, I w o u ld  h a ve  b e e n  p u t o n  

th e  first tra in  b a c k  to  B irm in g h a m , in  a th ird  

class ca rriag e . K e llard  m ig h t h ave  b e e n  m y  fa iry  

g o d m o th e r , b u t u n lik e  C in d e re lla , I h a d  to  p ro ve  

th a t I k n e w  s o m e  v e r y  a d v a n c e d  e le ctrica l th eory .

F le m m in g  c le a re d  h is  th ro a t a n d  g la n c e d  at 

K e lla rd , w h o  to o k  th e  cue.

“A t  first I o rd e re d  D r  F le m m in g  to  su sp en d  

w o r k  o n  th e  tra n sm itter, a n d  re fin e  th e  receiver,” 

h e  said . “ T h e re  w o u ld  b e  a la rg e  a n d  im m e d i

ate d e m a n d  fo r  s to rm  d e te c tio n  d e v ic e s  a b o a rd  

ship s. Im a g in e  h is  su rp r ise  w h e n  h e  d e te cted  

M o rse  c o d e  as w e ll as th u n d e rsto rm s.”

I w a s  a sto u n d e d . K e lla rd  p au se d . I w a s  e x 

p e c te d  to  sa y  s o m e th in g  in te llige n t.

“ S o  w ire le ss  te le g ra p h y  h a s  b e e n  a c h ie v e d  a l

re a d y ? ” I ask ed.

“ In d eed ,”  sa id  F le m m in g . “ H ere  is th e  p roof? ’

H e  g e stu re d  to  th e  a p p aratu s o n  th e  w o rk b e n c h , 

w h ic h  co n sis te d  o f  w ire  co ils , m e ta l p lates, a n d  

o th e r  c o m p o n e n ts  o f  glass, w ire  a n d  cry sta l. A t 

the  c e n tre  o f  all th is  w a s  a m ir ro r  ga lva n o m eter. 

T h e  lig h t b e a m  e m p lo y e d  in  th e  in stru m e n t w as 

f lic k e r in g  b a c k  a n d  fo rth  in  a fa m ilia r  p attern .

“M o rs e  code,”  I sa id  a fte r  s ta r in g  at it  fo r  a 

m o m e n t.

“ T h e  s ig n a l is b e in g  fed  d o w n  h e re  fro m  th e  

lo o p  o n  th e  ro o f. P lease , rea d  a little  o f  th e  m e s 

sage. It’s in  E n glish .”

I c o n c e n tra te d  o n  th e  d o ts  a n d  d a sh es, sp elt 

o u t b y  th e  flic k e r in g  sp o t o f  ligh t. T h e  w o rd s  

c a lc u le c tr ic , lo g ic a l c e ll, a d d it io n , d io d ic , tr io d ic  

a n d  sw itch  fea tu re d  h eavily . I d o  n o t k n o w  h o w  

m u c h  tim e  p assed , b u t I b e c a m e  o b liv io u s  o f  m y  

su rro u n d in g s  as tap e stries  o f  n u m b e rs  a n d  w ire s  

w o v e  th e m se lv e s  in  m y  m in d .
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“ T h is  is  th e  d e s ig n  fo r  a c a lc u la tio n  m a c h in e  

o f  t r u ly  e p ic  d im e n sio n s,”  sa id  F le m m in g . “ T h e  

s p e c ific a tio n s  are in te rsp e rse d  w ith  p r ic e s  fro m  

th e  L o n d o n  S to c k  E x ch a n g e . P r ic e s  fo r  th e  n e x t 

day, a n d  th e y  are a lw a y s  right.”

I lo o k e d  u p  at o n c e . S o  th is  w a s  th e  tim e  te l

e sc o p e  th a t K e lla rd  h a d  m e n tio n e d . It w a s  a 

m a c h in e  to  c a lc u la te  tre n d s  a n d  p ro b a b ilitie s  

fa s te r  a n d  b e tte r  th a n  a n y  h u m a n  c o u ld .

“ N o t  e n o u g h  d a ta  fo r  a m a n  to  m a k e  a b ig  

p ro fit, ju s t  a  little , to  s h o w  w h a t ca n  b e  don e,” 

sa id  K e lla rd . “M r  B la c k b u rn , w o u ld  y o u  lik e  to  

te ll u s  w h a t y o u  t h in k  is  h a p p e n in g  h e re ? ”

T h is  w a s  y e t  a n o th e r test, a n d  I fo u g h t w ith  

m y  n erve s. O n e  o f  th e  r ic h est m e n  in  B rita in  an d  

o u r  greatest a u th o rity  o n  e le ctrica l d e sig n  w ere  

s ta n d in g  b e fo re  m e, c h e c k in g  h o w  I m e a su re d  up.

“ S o m e  B ritish  c o m p a n y  h a s in v e n te d  a n d  b u ilt  

w h a t  th e y  c a ll a c a lc u le c tr ic , as w e ll as a w ire 

less te legrap h ,”  I s a id  s lo w ly , c h o o s in g  e v e r y  

w o r d  w ith  care . “C h a r le s  B a b b a g e  m a y  h a v e  se 

c r e t ly  d e s ig n e d  th e  c a lc u le c tr ic  fo r  th e m  b e fo re  

h e  d ie d , a n d  M a x w e ll h im s e lf  m a y  b e  m a n a g 

in g  th e ir  ra d ia tiv e  e q u ip m e n t as w e  sp ea k . T h e y  

w a n t to  k e e p  th e  d e s ig n  a  secret, b u t  n e e d  m o re  

su ch  m a c h in e s  b u ilt  at sca tte re d  lo c a tio n s . T h e y  

d o n ’t tru st  th e  p r iv a c y  o f  th e  p o sta l o r  te le g ra p h  

syste m s, so  th e y  are  u s in g  w ire le ss  te le g ra p h y  

to  c o m m u n ic a te . T h e y  th in k  th at n o b o d y  else  

ca n  d e te c t  ra d ia tiv e  s ign als . T h e  d e s ig n  is  in 

te rsp e rse d  w ith  p re d ic t io n s  fro m  th e  s to c k  e x 

ch a n g e , so  th a t o th e rs  m a y  te s t a n d  ca lib ra te  

th e ir  c a lc u le c tr ic s  as th e y  b u ild  th em .”

“ T h e  m e ssa g e  ta k es  tw o  m o n th s , th e n  it is r e 

p eated ,”  s a id  F le m m in g . “ H o w  d o  y o u  a c c o u n t 

fo r  th a t? ”

“ S e v e ra l m a c h in e s  m a y  b e  at d ifferen t stages o f  

c o n stru c tio n .”

“W e  in te n d  to  b u ild  o u r  o w n  c a lc u le c tr ic  in  

secret,”  sa id  K e llard . “ W e  w ill  ca ll it a te ch n a rio n . 

W h y ? ”

“ S e cre cy . T e c h n a rio n  is a  n e u tra l n a m e , it b e 

tra y s  n o th in g  a b o u t fu n ctio n .”

K e lla rd  lo o k e d  to  F le m m in g . “W e ll? ” h e  ask ed .

“ H e ’s p erfe ct,”  sa id  F le m m in g .

K e lla rd  w e n t a cro ss  to  a b la c k b o a r d  th at w as 

m o u n te d  o n  o n e  w a ll. C h a lk e d  o n  it w e re  s e v 

era l c irc le s  jo in e d  b y  lin e s , b u t it w as  n o t a  c irc u it  

d ia g ra m .

“ T h is  to p  c irc le  rep re se n ts  m yself,”  h e  e x 

p la in ed . “ B e n e a th  m e  are S e c u r ity  C h ie f  B ru n - 

to n , R e sea rch  M a n a g e r  F le m m in g , a n d  th e  F o re 

m a n  o f  E n g in e e rin g . B e n e a th  th e  la st n a m e d  

are th re e  e le c tr ic a l e n g in e e rs, w h o  w ill  v is it  th e  

c o n tra c t  w o r k s h o p s  w h e re  th e  lo g ic a l  ce lls  w ill  

b e  m a d e , th e n  w ire  th e m  to g e th e r  in  th is  facto ry. 

C a n  y o u  d o  th e  jo b ? ”

“O n c e  I lea rn  m y  w a y  a ro u n d  L o n d o n , aye.” 

“N o , n o , I m e a n  y o u  to  b e  F o re m an  o f  E n g i

n ee rin g .”

It to o k  m e  ju s t  d ays to  b u ild  th e  first lo g ic a l ce ll, 

u s in g  th e  te le g ra p h ic  in stru ctio n s . S o o n  th ere  

w e re  d o z e n s  b e in g  p ro d u c e d  e v e r y  w e e k  a cro ss  

th e  city. K e lla rd  h a d  fo u r  s tea m  e n g in e s  in sta lle d  

to  d r iv e  m a g n e to -e le c tr ic  ge n era to rs , th e n  h e  

p a r t it io n e d  o f f  th e  in te r io r  o f  th e  fa cto ry , so  th at 

o n ly  fro m  th e  m e z z a n in e  le v e l c o u ld  o n e  h a ve  

an  o v e r v ie w  o f  th e  te c h n a rio n . S ix  m o n th s  after 

F le m m in g  d is c o v e re d  th e  s ig n a l, th e  te c h n a rio n  

c a m e  to  life. P o w e re d  b y  th e  fo u r  gen era to rs , 

th e  o n e  th o u s a n d  a n d  tw e n ty -fo u r  ce lls  o f  th e  

m a c h in e  d id  th e ir  first ca lcu la tio n .

W o rd s  c a n n o t c o n v e y  w h a t it w a s  lik e  to  g a ze  

d o w n  o n  th e  m a c h in e  fro m  th e  m e zz a n in e  b a l

con y. T h e re  w e re  ro w s o f  h ig h  w o o d e n  b o o k 

sh elves, e a c h  filled  w ith  h u n d re d s  o f  lo g ic a l 

ce lls . O v e rh e a d  fra m e s  su p p o rte d  th e  w ire s  th at 

c o n n e c te d  th e  ce lls, a n d  h e ld  fan s to  d isp e rse  th e  

heat. T h e  c la tte r fro m  th e  re lays  a n d  sw itch e s  w a s  

lik e  a th o u s a n d  tin k e rs  a ll g a th e re d  u n d e r  o n e  

r o o f  a n d  h a m m e rin g  a w a y  to geth er. A  h u g e  d is 

p la y  b o a r d  o f  p la tin u m  fila m e n t la m p s s h o w e d  

th e  statu s o f  th e  m a c h in e . I f  a n y  la m p  w e n t o u t, 

it fla g g e d  a  fau lt in  s o m e  p a rt  o f  th e  te ch n a rio n . 

Just th re e  m e n  a c tu a lly  w o rk e d  in  th e  te c h n a r

io n , o n e  w a tc h in g  fo r  fau lts  a n d  m a k in g  rep airs, 

a n d  tw o  in sta llin g  n e w  cells.

T h e  p u rp o s e  o f  th e  m a c h in e  w a s  sh a re d  o n ly  

b e tw e e n  K e lla rd , F le m m in g  a n d  m yself. E ven  

th e  s e c u r ity  c h ie f  d id  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  secrets  h e  

w a s  p ro te c t in g  fro m  h o s tile  eyes  a n d  ears. A s  th e  

m o n th s  w e n t b y  th e  te c h n a rio n  w as  e x p a n d e d , 

a n d  e x p a n d e d  aga in . I m o d ifie d  th e  o p e ra tin g  

list to  ru n  fo u r  th o u s a n d  a n d  n in e ty -s ix  ce lls, 

a n d  its c a lc u la tio n s  b e g a n  to  p ro v e  u se fu l in  p re 

d ic t in g  s to c k  e x c h a n g e  tren d s. K e lla rd  starte d  

to  m a k e  a lo t o f  m o n e y , a n d  I tasted  c h a m p a g n e
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fo r  th e  first tim e  o n  th e  d a y  th a t th e  te c h n a rio n ’s 

e a rn in g s  e x c e e d e d  th e  c o st  o f  its c o n stru c tio n . 

T h e  tro u b le  w a s  th a t it to o k  to o  lo n g  to  fe e d  in 

th e  in stru c tio n s , a n d  d e lay s  lik e  th is  m e a n t in 

v e s tm e n t o p p o r tu n it ie s  m issed . K e lla rd  to ld  m e  

to  fin d  a s o lu tio n , a n d  to  sp are  n o  e x p e n se .

T h u s  I a d v e rtis e d  fo r  a typ ist. S k ille d  typ ists  

w e re  n o t c o m m o n  in  1875, b u t fo u r  o f  th e  c a n 

d id a te s  sh o w e d  p ro m ise . I h a d  th e m  c o m e  to  

th e  fa cto ry , w h e re  I h a d  set u p  o n e  o f  th e  n e w  

R e m in g to n  ty p e w rite rs . T h is  I h a d  m o d ifie d  

v e r y  h e av ily , so  th a t it p u n c h e d  p a tte rn s  o f  h o le s  

in to  a  ro ll o f  p a p e r  to  re p re se n t le tte rs  a n d  n u m 

b e rs . T h e se  c o u ld  b e  re a d  in to  th e  te c h n a rio n  b y  

m e a n s  o f  a n  a rra y  o f  e le c tr ic  b ru s h  sw itch es.

T h e  first th re e  m e n  w e re  g o o d , b u t n o t as g o o d  

as I h a d  h o p e d . M ista k e s  w e re  d iffic u lt  to  c o r 

re ct, a n d  in v o lv e d  g lu in g  a  strip  o f  p a p e r  o v e r  

th e  area  a n d  p u n c h in g  n e w  h o le s  b y  h a n d . T h e 

p e r so n  I h ir e d  w o u ld  b e  th e  o n e  w h o  c o u ld  b a l

a n ce  sp e e d  o f  ty p in g  w ith  a ccu ra cy . M c V in ty  

w a s  a c c u ra te  b u t  slow . C a ra fo rd  fin ish e d  in  h a lf  

M c V in t y s  t im e  b u t m a d e  m o re  m istak es . I c a l

c u la te d  th at S im s w a s  th e  b e st c o m p ro m is e , a fter 

I fa c to re d  in  th e  t im e  to  c o rr e c t  h is  m istak es . I 

w a s  n o t  in c lin e d  to  e v e n  test L a n d ers , th e  fo u rth  

ca n d id a te , b e ca u se  th e  p ro c e ss  to o k  tw o  h o u rs. I 

w a lk e d  o v e r  to  th e  w a it in g  ro o m  to  sa y  as m u c h  - 

a n d  d is c o v e re d  th at E lva  L a n d e rs  w a s  a w o m a n .

T y p in g  w a s  a m a n s  o c c u p a tio n  in  1875, so  

I h a d  n o t  d re a m e d  th a t a  w o m a n  m ig h t 

apply. S h e w a s  p e rh a p s  tw e n ty , a n d  w a s  w e ll 

d ressed  w ith o u t  b e in g  at th e  fa sh io n  fo re fro n t. 

S h e a lso  w o re  a s ilv e r  lo c k e t  o n  a ch a in , a n d  

th is  w a s  in sc r ib e d  w ith  s o m e  e x q u is ite , flo w in g  

scrip t, p ro b a b ly  b o u g h t  o n  a h o lid a y  in  E g y p t o r 

M o ro c c o . W o m e n  w e re  sa id  to  b e  m o re  p a tie n t 

a n d  s te a d y  w ith  so m e  jo b s , a n d  I w o n d e re d  i f  

th e  n e w  fie ld  o f  ty p in g  m ig h t b e  o n e  o f  th e m . I 

d e c id e d  to  test h e r  after all.

I w a s  d o in g  a  sh o rt  c o u rse  c a lle d  T h e  A r t  o f  

R e fin e d  C o n v e r s a t io n  at a c o lle g e  te a c h in g  so c ia l 

g ra c e s  to  n e w ly  r ic h  tra d e sm e n . I re a so n e d  that 

I w o u ld  b e  ta k e n  m o re  s e r io u s ly  i f  I s o u n d e d  

lik e  a  g e n tle m a n , n o w  th a t I h a d  a g e n tle m a n ’s 

in co m e . T h e  le c tu re r  h a d  to ld  u s n e v e r  to  o p e n  

a c o n v e rsa tio n  b y  c o m m e n tin g  o n  th e  w eath er, 

o r  a sk in g  n e w c o m e rs  w h a t th e y  th o u g h t  o f  L o n 

d o n . I w a s  a lm o st at a  lo ss  to  th in k  o f  a n y th in g  

e lse, h o w ev er.

“ I can ’t  p la c e  y o u r  accen t,”  I s a id  as I fitte d  a 

p a p e r  ro ll in to  th e  R e m in g to n . “ Is it W e lsh ? ” 

“ N o , I ’m  A m e ric a n ,”  sh e  sa id  gu ard ed ly . “ I 

g r e w  u p  in  N e w  Y ork.”

“ N e w  Y ork! W h y  d id  y o u  c o m e  to  L o n d o n ? ”

“ I w a s  liv in g  in  P aris, le a rn in g  F re n c h  a n d  

ta k in g  p ia n o  lesso n s, w h e n  m y  fa th e r ’s ra ilw a y  

c o m p a n y  w e n t b ro k e . H e  w a n te d  m e  to  re tu rn  

to  N e w  Y o r k  a n d  m a r r y  fo r  m o n ey . I d e c id e d  to  

m a k e  m y  o w n  w a y  in  th e  w orld .”

A ll  o f  th a t m a d e  sen se. H e r fa m ilia r ity  w ith  

th e  u se  o f  a k e y b o a r d  p ro b a b ly  c a m e  fro m  h e r 

p ia n o  lesso n s. She w a s  v e r y  p retty, in  a c la ssica l 

so rt o f  w ay, a n d  h a d  a b o ld  b u t a w k w a rd  m a n 

ner. T h is  m e a n t th a t sh e  s to o d  o u t in  p o lite  L o n 

d o n  so cie ty , b u t I c o u ld  im a g in e  p e o p le  sa y in g  

‘It’s a ll r ig h t, she’s A m e r ic a n ’ a n d  m a k in g  a llo w 

a n ce s  fo r  her.

T h e  first ty p e w r ite r s  w e re  n o t  as y o u  see  th e m  

tod ay. T h e  le tte rs  s tru c k  u p w a rd s  a ga in st th e  

p a p e r  o n  th e  p la te n  so  th at g ra v ity  w o u ld  p u ll 

th e m  b a c k  d o w n . T h a t m e a n t th e  ty p is t  c o u ld  

n o t see  w h a t h a d  b e e n  ty p e d  u n til th e  p laten  h a d  

b e e n  tu rn e d  fo r  th e  n e x t lin e . I h a d  re p la ce d  the  

p la ten  w ith  a ro w  o f  ce lls  fo r  p u n c h in g  h oles. 

W ith  so  m u c h  d e p e n d in g  o n  m y  first im p re s

s io n s  o f  her, M iss  L a n d e rs  fro w n e d  w ith  c o n c e n 

tra tio n  a n d  s tru c k  th e  k e y s  w ith  h a rd , co n fid e n t 

s tro k e s, lik e  a  t in k e r  re p a ir in g  a k ettle . W h e n  she 

h a d  fin ish e d , I re m o v e d  th e  p a p e r  ro ll fo r  c h e c k 

in g. A fte r  a fe w  m in u te s  I lo o k e d  u p  a n d  s h o o k  

m y  h ead .

“ H o w  d id  I d o ? ” sh e  a sk ed , g iv in g  m e  a v e r y  

a n x io u s  little  fro w n .

“ F astest tim e,”  I re p lied , “b u t  th a t’s n o t th e  

w o n d e r  o f  it. Y o u  m a d e  n o  m istak es . N o n e. A t 

a ll. I ’m  a sto u n d ed .”

“ W ell, y o u  k n o w  h o w  it is. W e  g ir ls  h a ve  to  b e  

th a t m u c h  b e tte r  th a n  m e n  to  d o  th e  sam e  job.” 

“Y o u ’re h ire d , M iss  L an d ers. C a n  y o u  start to 

m o rr o w ? ”

1 liv e d  at a ro o m in g  h o u se . T h is  w a s  a lso  o w n e d  

b y  K e llard , a n d  a ll o f  h is  e m p lo y e e s  w ere  

o b lig e d  to  re sid e  th ere . T h e  m a n a g e rs  liv e d  o n  

th e  to p  flo or, w h e re  w e  e a ch  h a d  a c o m fo rta b le  

su ite  o f  ro o m s. E v e ry o n e  w a s  sin g le , fro m  m a n 
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a g e r to  stok er, a n d  w e re  s w o r n  to  m a in ta in  the  

h ig h e s t  s ta n d a rd s  o f  secrecy.

I w a s  s ittin g  b y  th e  fire  in  m y  d re ss in g  g o w n , 

re a d in g , w h e n  th e  d o o r, th a t I h a d  lo c k e d  w ith  

a key, w a s  o p e n e d . B ru n to n  w as  s ta n d in g  in  th e  

d o o rw a y . H e  w a s  th ic k  set w ith o u t  b e in g  fat, a 

slab  o f  m u s c le  w h o  c o u ld  e n te r  a n y  fig h t a n d  b e  

c o n fid e n t  o f  w in n in g . B e c a u se  h e  w as  in tim id a t

in g  in  s ize  a n d  m a n n er, p e o p le  d e fe rre d  to  h im . 

T h u s h e  w a s  a g o o d  lead er, ra th e r lik e  a serge an t 

m a jo r  in  th e  arm y. A fte r  g la n c in g  a b o u t fo r  a 

m o m e n t, h e  sa u n te re d  in to  m y  ro o m .

“ W h a t ’s th e  m e a n in g  o f  th is? ”  I d e m a n d e d .

“S e c r e c y  in sp e ctio n ,”  h e  re p lied .

“S e c r e c y  in sp e c tio n ?  W h o  th e  h e ll h as th e  

r ig h t to  d o  th a t? ”

“ Just m in d  y o u r  to n g u e,” sa id  B ru n to n . “ I f  y o u  

w a n t to  ta lk , ta lk  to  M r  K e llard . T h e re ’s b e e n  

p e o p le  ta tt lin g  lately. T h e y  ta tt le d  in  ta v ern s  

a n d  b ro th e ls , a b o u t a m a z in g  th in g s  in  th e  m ill. 

T h e y ’re g o n e  now.”

“Y o u  m e a n  fire d ? ”

“G o n e , M r  B la c k b u rn . N o w  y o u  k n o w  so m e  

secrets  n o b o d y  e lse  k n o w s . I f  th o s e  secrets  get 

o u t, it c o u ld  o n ly  b e  y o u  w h o  so ld  ’em .”

“ I’d  n e v e r  d re a m  o f  b e tr a y in g  M r  K ellard .”

B ru n to n  lo o k e d  a ro u n d  th e  ro o m , th e n  e x a m 

in e d  s o m e  p h o to g ra p h s  p in n e d  to  th e  w a ll.

“Y o u ’re  a  p h o to g ra p h e r , I ’m  told .”

“ Yes.”

“S lu m s, m ills , ra ilw a y  statio n s, t r a in s ...  W h y  

d o n ’t y o u  p h o to g ra p h  s o m e th in g  g ra n d  lik e  

S a in t P a u l’s o r  P a r lia m e n t? ”

“ S a in t P a u l’s a n d  P a rlia m e n t w ill  still b e  h ere  

in  a h u n d r e d  y e a rs , th e  s lu m s a n d  steam  tra in s 

w ill  n o t. I w a n t  p e o p le  to  r e m e m b e r  th a t th e  

w o n d e rs  o f  th e  fu tu re  w e re  b u ilt  o n  th e  m iser ies  

a n d  g r im e  o f  th e  past.”

“W h a t  w o n d e rs ? ”

“W e l l . . .1 th in k  tra in s  a n d  h o rse s  w ill  b e  go n e, 

a n d  p e o p le  w ill  get a b o u t in  th e ir  o w n  e le c tric  

ca rriag es.”

B ru n to n  tu r n e d  to  m e , d r e w  a p isto l fro m  h is  

c o a t a n d  d r e w  b a c k  th e  striker. T h e  b a rre l w as 

a im e d  at m y  fo re h ea d .

“ Y o u  ju s t  to ld  a se cre t a b o u t th e  future,”  h e  

sa id  w ith  a c r u e l a n d  tw is te d  sm ile . “ I c o u ld  g o  

o u t a n d  in v e st in  c o m p a n ie s  w h a t m a k e  e le c tr ic  

h o rse s. M r  K e lla rd  w o u ld n ’t lik e  that.”

H e fired . T h e  b u lle t  p assed  c lo se  to  th e  sid e  

o f  m y  h e a d  b e fo re  c o n tin u in g  o n  in to  th e  b a c k  

o f  m y  chair. T h e  s h o t w as  a  w a r n in g  to  b e h a v e , 

a n d  th a t h e  w a s  n o t  to  b e  tr if le d  w ith . T w o  o f  h is  

b u lly  b o y s  e n te re d  m y  ro o m , se iz e d  m e  b y  th e  

a rm s a n d  d ra g g e d  m e  o u t o f  th e  chair.

“ T h e  sh o t, it w ill  b r in g  th e  p o lice ,”  I w a rn e d . 

“ T h e  p o lic e  w o n ’t h elp , neither,”  sa id  B ru n to n . 

“ W e  g o t fr ie n d s  in  th e  p o lice .”

H e  h it m e  five  t im e s  b e fo re  h is  m e n  re lea sed  

m e , a n d  I fell to  th e  floor. H e h a d  n o t n e e d e d  to  

h it  m e , I th in k  h e  ju st e n jo y e d  it.

“Y o u  h ir e d  so m e  s lu t to d a y  a n d  sh o w e d  h e r  

secret s tu ff  in  th e  factory,” sa id  B ru n to n . “ I g o t 

p e o p le  w a tc h in g  her. It’s h a rd , lik e  b e ca u se  she’s 

n o t s ta y in g  h ere. N o w  y o u  g o tta  m a k e  h e r  m o v e  

in  h e re  a n d  k e ep  an  e ye  o n  her. A lw a y s. I f  a n y  

secrets  ge ts  o u t, y o u ’re  b o th  in  th e  shit.”

T h e  fo llo w in g  m o r n in g  I w e n t s tra ig h t to  

K e lla rd ’s o ffice , w ith  a p u n c h e d  p a p e r  ro ll 

in  m y  h a n d s. I w a s  in  a fu ry , b u t I m a d e  a p o in t 

o f  k e e p in g  m y  w o rd s  p o lite . T h a t w as  ju s t  as 

w ell. A lth o u g h  th e  r ic h  a n d  p o w e rfu l n o  lo n g e r  

d re sse d  in  a rm o u r  a n d  settled  d isp u tes  b y  the  

sw o rd , I w a s  a b o u t to  f in d  o u t  th a t th e y  still h a d  

th e  p o w e r  o f  life  a n d  d e a th  o v e r  th e  lik e s  o f  m y 

self. K e lla rd  h e a rd  m e  o u t  q u ietly , th e n  sat fo r 

w a rd  w ith  h is  h a n d s  c la sp e d  o n  h is  desk .

“ T h e  th ree  ty p ists  th a t y o u  d id  n o t h ire  are 

dead,”  h e  sa id  ca lm ly. “ T h e y  sa w  secrets  in sid e  

th e  fa cto ry , a n d  I’ll n o t to lera te  that.”

A fte r  a b o u t fifte en  se c o n d s  I re a lise d  th at I 

w as  s ta n d in g  th e re  w ith  m y  m o u th  o p e n . H e  h a d  

k ille d  th e m . M y  e m p lo y e r  w a s  a m u rd erer. M y  

life  w a s  in  h is  h a n d s.

“V e r y  g o o d , sir,”  I f in a lly  m u m b le d .

“ I’m  c o n fid e n t th a t y o u  w ill  d o  m y  w o r k  a n d  

p re se rv e  m y  secrets , b e ca u se  o n e  te le g ra m  fro m  

m e  c o u ld  se n d  so m e  c o ld  a n d  b ru ta l m e n  to  v is it  

y o u r  m o th e r  a n d  sisters w ith in  a b o u t h a lf  an 

hour.”

“ I u n d e rsta n d , sir.”

“ N o w  g iv e  m e  o n e  g o o d  re a so n  w h y  I sh o u ld  

n o t h a ve  y o u r  A m e r ic a n  ty p ist k illed .”

I h a v e  a ta le n t fo r  q u ic k ly  re c o v e r in g  fro m  

s h o c k  a n d  d e v is in g  co h e re n t a n sw ers. I p u sh e d  

th is  ta le n t to  th e  v e r y  lim it.

“ B e ca u se  w ith o u t  her, th e  te c h n a rio n  is  c r ip -
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p led ,” I sa id . “E x a m in e  this.”

I h a d  in te n d e d  to  s la m  th e  p a p e r  ro ll d o w n  on  

K e lla rd ’s d e sk , b u t  it n o w  s e e m e d  w ise  to  p u t it 

d o w n  s lo w ly  a n d  gen tly .

“E x p la in ,” h e  said , u n r o llin g  th e  p a p e r  a little  

a n d  s ta r in g  at th e  ro w s  o f  p u n c h e d  h oles.

“ T h e  te c h n a r io n  is m o re  c o m p le x  th a n  a n y  

o th e r  m a c h in e  in  th e  h is to r y  o f  th e  w o rld . It h as 

to  b e  r e c o n fig u re d  w ith  in stru c tio n s  e v e r y  t im e  

y o u  w a n t  it to  p e r fo r m  a d ifferen t task . T hat 

ta k e s  m e  u p  to  a w eek .”

“ I k n o w , y o u  to ld  m e. I to ld  y o u  to  f in d  a s o lu 

tio n .”

“M is s  L a n d ers  to o k  tw e n ty  m in u te s  to  ty p e  

th is  c o n fig u ra tio n  roll. T h e  b e st  o f  th e  m e n  to o k  

an  h o u r, a n d  m a d e  n in e ty -o n e  m istak es . A d d  

an  h o u r  fo r  m e  to  d o  th e  c h e c k in g . E a ch  m is 

ta k e  w o u ld  h a v e  to  b e  c o rre c te d  m a n u a lly , ta k 

in g  tw o  h o u r s  a n d  a h a l f  in  to ta l. A l lo w  a  d a y  

fo r  th e  g lu e  o n  th e  p atch e s  to  d ry, a n d  y o u  h a ve  

tw e n ty -e ig h t  a n d  o n e  h a lf  h o u rs  to  p re p a re  a ro ll 

o f  in s tr u c tio n s  re a d y  fo r  u se. M is s  L a n d e rs  ty p e d  

a  ro ll e rro r  fre e  a n d  re a d y  fo r  use  o v e r  e ig h ty - 

fiv e  t im e s  fa ster th a n  ca n  b e  m a n a g e d  w ith  th e  

b e st o f  th e  m a le  ty p ists , a n d  tw o  h u n d re d  a n d  

fifty  t im e s  fa ster th a n  m e. I f  t im e  is m o n ey , th at 

is a  lo t  o f  m o n e y  saved.”

K e lla rd  to o k  a n o th e r  h o u r  to  m a k e  u p  h is  

m in d . T h is  in c lu d e d  a  d is c u ss io n  w ith  F le m 

m in g  a n d  a d e m o n s tra t io n  o f  m y  p a p e r  ro ll in 

s tru c tio n  reader. I su s p e c t  th a t h e  h a d  d e c id e d  to  

sp are  M iss  L a n d e rs  a fte r m y  in itia l e x p la n a tio n , 

b u t it is im p o rta n t fo r  m e n  lik e  h im  n o t  to  lo se  

fa ce  in  fro n t o f  m e n  lik e  m e. H e  le d  m e  b a c k  u p  

to  h is  o ffice .

“N o w  lis te n  carefu lly,” h e  sa id  s te rn ly  as h e  

c lo s e d  th e  d o o r. “ E v e ry  d a y  p e o p le  are m u rd e re d  

in  L o n d o n  in  d isp u tes  o v e r  a  s h illin g  o r  tw o . T h e 

secrets  in  th is  fa c to r y  are w o r th  o v e r  a  m illio n  

p o u n d s  a  year. D r a w  th e  o b v io u s  c o n c lu s io n . I 

h a v e  th e  p o w e r  o f  life  a n d  d e a th  o v e r  m y  e m p lo y 

ees, M r  B la c k b u rn , a n d  th e  p o lic e  are in  m y  pay. 

Y o u  w a n te d  a  ty p ist, w e ll n o w  y o u  h a ve  her. Y o u  

w ill  n o t let h e r  o u t  o f  y o u r  sigh t. W h e n  o u ts id e  

th is  fa c to r y  sh e  w ill  s p e a k  to  n o b o d y  b u t you.”

W h e n  E lv a  a rr iv e d  to  start w o r k , I e x 

p la in e d  th a t w e  h a d  to  o b s e r v e  c o n d i

tio n s  o f  e x tre m e  secrecy. T o  m y  im m e n s e  re lief,

sh e  a g re e d  to  m o v e  in to  K e lla rd ’s ro o m in g  h o u se  

at o n c e . I w e n t w ith  h e r  to  h e r h o te l, e sc o r te d  b y  

B ru n to n , a n d  h e re  she p a c k e d  h e r  b a g s  w h ile  I 

se ttled  h e r  a cco u n t.

B a c k  at th e  fa cto ry , w e  g o t to  w o rk . W e  q u ic k ly  

d isp e n se d  w ith  th e  m o re  fo rm a l fo rm s  o f  a d 

d ress, a n d  c a lle d  e a c h  o th e r  E lva  a n d  L ew is. B e 

ca u se  sh e  ty p e d  so  fast, sh e  o fte n  h a d  n o th in g  to  

d o  b u t  re a d  n o v e ls  a n d  w a it  fo r  m o re  w o rk . T h is 

su ited  m e, b e c a u se  E lva  w a s  w e ll a b o v e  m y  so c ia l 

statu s, y e t  she w a s  a lso  m y  e m p lo y ee . It w as  an 

id e a l o p p o r tu n ity  to  p ra c tic e  p o lite  so c ia l banter.

“ F o lk  a ro u n d  h e re  treat y o u  lik e  y o u ’re im p o r

tant,”  sh e  sa id  o n e  a fte rn o o n , a b o u t th ree  days 

a fter sh e  started .

“ I su p p o se  I am .”

“ W h a t  d o  y o u  d o , a p a rt fro m  p u t p a p e r  ro lls 

in  m a c h in e s ? ”

“ I d e sig n  e le c tr ic a l c irc u its  fo r  M r  K ellard . D o  

y o u  k n o w  a b o u t e le c tr ic ity ? ”

“P o p p a  says it ’s in  lig h tn in g , a n d  it m a k e s  

te le g rap h s  w o rk . P o p p a  says it ’s n o t w h e re  th e  

m o n e y  is, th o u g h . H e  says s tea m  is th e  future.”

“ B u r n in g  co a l to  m a k e  stea m  p ro d u c e s  a  lo t  o f  

so o t, a n d  so o t m a k e s  th e  c ities  filthy,” I rep lied . 

“ It a lso  m a k e s  p e o p le  sick . E le c tr ic ity  is clean.”

“ D o n ’t y o u  h a ve  to  b u rn  c o a l to  m a k e  e le c tr i

c ity ? ”

T h a t c a u g h t m e  b y  su rp rise . F e w  w o m e n  k n e w  

h o w  e le c tr ic ity  w a s  g en era ted .

“W e ll y es , b u t  y o u  ca n  d o  th a t fa r a w a y  fro m  

cities , so  th e  s m o k e  b lo w s  o u t to  sea. Y o u  th e n  

u se  w ire s  to  b r in g  th e  e le c tr ic ity  w h e re  it’s n e e d 

e d , a n d  n o b o d y  gets  sick . E v e ry o n e  h as a rig h t 

to  c le a n  air.”

“ H ey, are y o u  o n e  o f  th o s e  s o c ie ty  re fo rm e rs? ”

I re m in d e d  m y s e lf  th at sh e  w as  A m e r ic a n  a n d  

b e in g  in n o c e n tly  fo rth r ig h t.

“ I th in k  y o u  m e a n  so cia lists.”

“O h , y ea h . P o p p a  w a r n e d  m e  a b o u t th e m , b u t 

I th in k  y o u ’re n ice.”

T h a t e m b a rra sse d  m e  so  m u c h  th at I c o u ld  

n o t th in k  o f  a n y  sen sib le  reply. I w a s  n o t  re a lly  a 

so c ia lis t, I ju s t  b e lie v e d  th at e v e ry o n e  h a d  a r ig h t 

to  liv e  h ap p ily .

“W h a t  e lse  d id  h e  tell y o u ? ” I ask ed. T h e  le c 

tu re r  at th e  co lle g e  h a d  said  th at it w as b e tte r to  

a sk  a n eu tra l q u e stio n  th a n  sa y  s o m e th in g  stup id .

“ H e sa id  to  w a tch  o u t  fo r  stran g e  m e n , o r  I
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m ig h t  g e t a b d u c te d  a n d  m a d e  a w h ite  slave.”

“ In  a  w ay, I s u p p o s e  th a t ’s h a p p e n e d  to  b o th  o f  

us,”  I sa id , t r y in g  to  m a k e  lig h t o f  o u r  s itu atio n . 

“ T h e  s e c r e c y  in  th is  p la c e  re a lly  is  a  b it  e xtrem e.”  

“ I n e v e r  th o u g h t  I’d  b e  a slave  w h o  h a d  to  type.” 

“ It w o n ’t b e  forever. M e a n tim e , ju s t  d o n ’t g o s 

sip  a b o u t  y o u r  w o rk .”

“ I’m  g o s s ip in g  to  y o u , L ew is,” sh e  said , th e n  

g ig g le d . “ Is th a t a llo w e d ? ”

“Y es. I a lre a d y  k n o w  a ll th e  secrets  in  here.” 

“W h a t ’s re a lly  g o in g  o n ?  A m  I a llo w e d  to  a sk ? ” 

I k n e w  th a t I w a s  tre a d in g  d a n g e ro u s  g ro u n d , 

b u t as lo n g  as n o  secrets  le ft th e  b u ild in g  I felt 

su re  th a t K e lla rd  w o u ld  n o t  o rd e r  u s k ille d . 

“C o m e  w ith  m e.”

I to o k  h e r  to  m y  w o r k s h o p  n e x t  d o o r. H e re  I 

sh o w e d  h e r  m y  c o d e  co n ve rter.

“ T h is  th in g  ch a n g e s  th e  h o le s  y o u  p u n c h  in  

p a p e r  in to  p u lse s  o f  e lectricity .”

“A  te le g ra p h  o p e r a to r  c a n  d o  that.”

“ T ru e , b u t m y  d e v ic e  ca n  d o  it a h u n d re d  

tim e s  faster th a n  a h u m a n , o v e r  a n d  o v e r  again .” 

“ T h a t’s im p re ss iv e , b u t  p e o p le  can ’t  re a d  th at 

fast. W h y  b o th e r ? ”

“ I ’m  a fra id  y o u ’re n o t  a llo w e d  to  k n o w  that.”

“ I b e t  it’s a n o th e r  m a c h in e  d o in g  th e  re a d in g , 

lik e  a  s tea m  tra in  re a d in g  a n ew sp ap er.”

W e  b o th  la u g h e d  a lo u d  at th a t idea.

“A c tu a lly , th a t ’s n o t fa r o f f  th e  tru th ,” I a d m it

ted . “ O n e  d a y  I’ll te ll y o u  a b o u t th e  te c h n a rio n . 

M e a n tim e , are y o u  in te re ste d  in  p h o to g ra p h y ? ”

H a v in g  E lv a  w ith  m e  w h e n  I w e n t o u t  p h o 

to g ra p h in g  L o n d o n  s o lv e d  a  lo t  o f  m y  

p ro b le m s. It m e a n t th a t I w a s  w ith  h e r  d u r in g  

h e r  le isu re  h o u rs , a c tin g  as h e r ch a p e ro n e . I 

m a d e  su re  th a t sh e  d id  n o t  ta lk  to  a n y o n e  else  

a b o u t h e r  w o r k , a n d  she o n ly  se e m e d  in te re ste d  

in  ta lk in g  to  m e. I w a s  a fra id  th a t sh e  m ig h t fin d  

th e  m o re  s q u a lid  a reas o f  L o n d o n  ra th e r  c o n 

fro n tin g , y e t  sh e  c a m e  w ill in g ly  w h e r e v e r  I led . 

I b e g a n  to  h o p e  th a t sh e  m ig h t  b e  ta g g in g  a lo n g  

ju st to  b e  w ith  m e.

“ W h a t  d o  y o u  d o  w ith  y o u r  p h o to s , L e w is? ” 

sh e  a sk e d  o n e  d a y  as I w a s  s e ttin g  u p  to  p h o to 

g ra p h  a stre et in  S p ita lfield s. “ I m e a n , y o u  ca n ’t 

sell th e m  to  b e  m a d e  in to  p o stc a rd s  o r  a n y th in g  

lik e  that.”

“ I’v e  d o n e  a c o u p le  o f  e x h ib itio n s  in  B ir m in g 

h a m , th e re ’re s lu m s th e re  to o . P e o p le  w h o  are 

w e ll o f f  c o m e  a lo n g  a n d  g e t a v ie w  o f  p laces  

th e y ’d  n e v e r  g o  to  o th e rw ise . M a y b e  n e x t t im e  

a so c ia l re fo rm e r  stan d s fo r  e le c tio n , th e y  m ig h t 

re m e m b e r  th e  m is e r y  in  m y  p h o to g ra p h s , a n d  

v o te  fo r  h im  so  h e  ca n  d o  s o m e th in g  a b o u t it.” 

“ T h a t’s great! It’s s o rt  o f . . .n o b le  o f  yo u .”

I d id  n o t k n o w  h o w  to  ta k e  c o m p lim e n ts . I 

ch a n g e d  th e  su b ject.

“O n e  d a y  I m ig h t p u b lish  a b o o k  o f  p h o to s , so  

th at p e o p le  in  th e  fu tu re  ca n  see  h o w  so m e  o f  us 

u se d  to  live , a n d  n o t let it h a p p e n  again.”

“ L ik e  w e  re m e m b e r  h o w  C h ris tia n s  w e re  fed  

to  th e  lio n s  b y  R o m a n s? ”

“ T h a t’s rig h t. N o b o d y ’s b e e n  fe e d in g  C h r is 

tian s to  lio n s  lately, h a v e  th e y ? ”

E lv a  la u g h e d . M o re  s ig n ific a n tly , she sq u e e z e d  

m y  arm .

“Y o u ’re a  lo v e ly  m a n , L ew is,” sh e  said , lo o k in g  

in to  m y  face , h e r  e x p re ss io n  s u d d e n ly  q u ite  s e r i

ou s. “ I f  e v e ry o n e  w a s  lik e  y o u  in ste a d  o f  P o p p a, 

n o b o d y  w o u ld  liv e  in  slum s.”

I n o d d e d  b u t sa id  n o th in g . She lik e d  m e  fo r 

w h a t I w as. T h is  w a s  p ro b a b ly  a ro m a n tic  m o 

m e n t, b u t I h a d  n o  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  ro m a n tic  m o 

m e n ts , o r  w h a t to  d o  w h e n  th e y  h a p p e n e d . N e a r

by, an  o ld  m a n  w a s  s in g in g . I h a d  p a id  h im  n o 

a tte n tio n  u n til n ow .

Poverty, poverty, knock,
Me loom keeps sayin’ all day.
Poverty, poverty, knock,
Gaffers too skinny te pay.
Poverty, poverty, knock,
Keepin one eye on the clock.
An I knows that I ’ll guttle,
When I hears me shuttle 
Go poverty, poverty, knock.

“ S tran ge  th a t fo lk  in  th e  s lu m s s in g  a b o u t b e 

in g  m iserab le ,”  sa id  E lva . “W h y  d o n ’t  th e y  s in g  

h a p p y  so n g s  to  c h e e r  th e m se lv e s  u p ? ”

“ S in g in g  a b o u t b a d  tim e s  m a k e s  th e m  easier 

to  bear,”  I rep lied . “ T h e y  s in g  a lo t w h e re  I c o m e  

from .”

“W e re  y o u r  fo lk s  p o o r ? ”

“A y e . G ra n d a d  w o r k e d  in  a  m ill a n d  e a rn e d  

less th a n  it c o sts  to  fee d  a g ra n d  la d y ’s la p d o g . 

D a d  w a s  a  s to k e r  o n  a  s tea m  tra in . H e  d ie d  w h e n
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th e  b o ile r  e xp lo d ed .”

“ O h . I ’m  sorry.”

I re a c h e d  o u t a n d  s q u e e z e d  h e r  h a n d  to  re a s

su re  her, b u t to  m y  s u rp r ise  sh e  g ra s p e d  m y  fin 

g e rs  a n d  s q u e e z e d  b a c k . A g a in  sh e  lo o k e d  m e 

r ig h t in  th e  face , th e  w a y  re fin e d  E n g lish  g ir ls  are 

ta u g h t n o t  to. I f lo u n d e r e d  fo r  w o rd s  th a t w e re  

a p p ro p ria te . I c o u ld  f in d  n o n e . In stead , I sa id  the  

first w o r d s  th a t c a m e  in to  m y  h ead .

“ T h e  m a n  w h o  o w n e d  th e  ra il c o m p a n y  w a s  

h a lfw a y  d e c e n t. H e  v is ite d  m y  m o th e r  in  o u r  

ta tty  little  h o m e , to  g iv e  h e r  so m e  m o n ey . H e  sa w  

m e  p la y in g  so m e  m a th e m a tica l b o a r d  g a m e  th at 

I ’d  in v e n te d  a n d  c h a lk e d  o n  th e  f lo o rb o a rd s , a n d  

re a lise d  th a t I w as  v e r y  b rig h t. H is  o w n  so n  h a d  

d ie d  o f  ty p h u s  a fe w  m o n th s  earlier, so  h e  m o re  

o r  less  a d o p te d  m e. I w a s  sen t to  a  g o o d  sch o o l, 

th e n  to  a m e c h a n ic s  in stitu te  to  le a rn  a tra d e . I 

c h o s e  e le ctr ic ity , a n d  h e re  I am .”

It w a s  a  s tu p id  th in g  to  sa y  in  th e  c ir c u m 

sta n ces , d e fin ite ly  n o t w h a t a su a ve  a n d  d a s h in g  

m a n -a b o u t-to w n  w o u ld  h a v e  sa id  to  a  la d y  th a t 

h e  w ish e d  to  im p ress. T o  m y  a sto n ish m e n t, h e r 

fin g e rs  flu ttered  u p  u n d e r  m y  c h in  a n d  d r e w  m y  

fa c e  to w a rd  h ers. S h e p re sse d  h e r  lip s  a g a in st 

m in e . S o m e  o f  th e  n e a rb y  c h ild re n  la u g h e d , 

c la p p e d  a n d  w h is tle d .

“ S o r r y  a b o u t  b e in g  so  b o ld , b u t I a m  A m e r i

can,”  sh e  said .

“N o  a p o lo g y  n e e d e d , I assu re  yo u .”

“A n y h o w , I’v e  n e v e r  c o u r te d  a n y o n e  b efore.”  

“ R e a lly ? ” I sa id , s till b re a th le ss  w ith  su rp rise . 

“ B u t y o u  liv e d  in  P aris. W h a t  a b o u t a ll th o s e  r o 

m a n tic  F re n c h m e n ? ”

“ T h e y  c o u r te d  m e , L ew is. I d id n ’t h a v e  to  d o  

a th in g . W ell, e x ce p t to  say  N o n !  lo ts  o f  tim es. I 

h a d  to  w o r k  h a rd  fo r  yo u .”

“ O h  -  ah , so rry. I ’m  n o t m u c h  o f  a ro m a n tic . 

Y o u  k n o w , to o  m u c h  tim e  sp en t w ith  w ire s  a n d  

b atteries.”

“ T h a t’s okay. S o  w h a t n o w ? ”

“W h a t  d o  y o u  m e a n ? ”

“D o  I g e t  to  h a v e  a  ro m a n c e  w ith  y o u ? ”

A g a in  m y  m in d  b e g a n  to  g o  b la n k , b u t th is  

t im e  I fo u g h t  b a ck .

“ I c o u ld  th in k  o f  n o th in g  better,” I m a n a ge d . 

T h e y  w e re  g o o d  w o rd s . T h e y  w e r e  th e  r ig h t 

w o rd s . I felt g id d y  w ith  re lief.

W e p a c k e d  u p  m y  ca m era , a n d  b e g a n  to  

w a lk  b a c k  to w a rd  th e  ro o m in g  h o u se . 

E lva  n o w  h a d  h e r  h a n d  u p o n  m y  arm . S u itab le  

m a tch es  h a d  b e e n  p re se n te d  to  m e  b y  fr ie n d s  

a n d  re la tiv es  fo r  y ea rs . S o m e  p ro p o sa ls  w e re  to  

settle  m e  w ith  a so lid , h o n est g ir l w h o  w o u ld  

m a k e  a g o o d  h o m e . O th e r s  s o u g h t to  m a tc h  m e  

w ith  g ir ls  fro m  fa m ilie s  a b o v e  m y  statio n  b u t 

in  re d u c e d  c ircu m sta n ce s . L o v e  w a s  n e v e r  in 

v o lv e d . N o w  a so p h istic a te d  a n d  in te llig e n t g ir l 

h a d  k isse d  m e  a n d  p ro p o se d  a lia iso n .

O u t  o f  th e  c o rn e r  o f  m y  eye  I c o u ld  see  a  m a n  

k e e p in g  p a ce  w ith  us o n  th e  o p p o s ite  s id e  o f  th e  

street. O n e  o f  B ru n to n ’s b u lly  b o y  sp ies, I h a d  

le a rn e d  to  sp o t th e m  b y  n ow . W h a t  w o u ld  K el- 

la rd  a n d  B ru n to n  m a k e  o f  o u r  kiss? T h e y  w o u ld  

p ro b a b ly  a p p ro v e. R o m a n tic a lly  a tta ch e d  s ta ff 

w o u ld  s p e n d  less  t im e  ta lk in g  to  o th ers.

F o r n o  ra tio n a l re a so n  I su d d e n ly  b e g a n  to  

p a n ic  a b o u t w h a t to  say  n ex t. D id  I tell E lva  h o w  

b e a u tifu l sh e  w as? T h a t se e m e d  c lu m sy. S o  w h a t 

d id  so p h istica te d  p e o p le  ta lk  ab ou t?  O p e ra ?  

I h a d  n e v e r  b e e n  to  a n  o p e ra , I h a d  o n ly  seen  

o p e ra  so n g s  lik e  ‘T h e  G e n d a rm e ’s D u e t ’ p e r

fo rm e d  in  B irm in g h a m ’s m u sic  ha lls. A n y w a y , 

w h a t  i f  sh e  re a lly  w e re  a  spy? S h e h a d  a lre a d y  

a sk e d  a b o u t th e  te ch n a rio n . I lo v e d  her, so  h o w  

c o u ld  I k e e p  h e r  safe  i f  she w e re  sp yin g?  Q u e s 

tio n s  k e p t c a s c a d in g  th r o u g h  m y  m in d .

“ I f  y o u  c o u ld  c h a n g e  th e  w o r ld , w o u ld  y o u  

h a ve  m a c h in e s  d o  a ll th e  w o r k ? ”  sh e  ask ed.

M y  r e lie f  k n e w  n o  b o u n d s . She h a d  a sk ed  m y  

o p in io n  a b o u t s o m e th in g  in n o c e n t.

“ T h ere  w a s  m is e r y  b e fo re  fa cto r ie s  a n d  

m a c h in e s  c a m e  alon g,” I re p lied . “ N o , I ju st 

th in k  p e o p le  s h o u ld  h a ve  th e  r ig h t to  d o  w o r k  

th e y  lo ve , a n d  b e  p a id  fairly.”

“ D o  y o u  lo v e  w h a t y o u  d o ? ”

“O h  yes , b u t I’m  an  ex ce p tio n .”

“ T h a t’s go o d ,” sa id  E lva , lo o k in g  d re a m ily  

u p  in to  th e  grey, g r u b b y  sky. “ I m is ju d g e d  y o u , 

L ew is. M y  a p o lo g ies.”

“ I . . .d o n ’t fo llow .”

“ I th o u g h t  y o u  b e lie v e d  in  b lin d , h e a d lo n g  

p ro g ress , b u t y o u  d o n ’t. T h a t’s im p o rta n t to  m e, 

it m a k e s  y o u  re a lly  sp ecia l.”

“A ye , ca n ’t  h a v e  m a c h in e s  ru n n in g  th e  w o rld . 

T h e y  m ig h t g e t to o  sm a rt, a n d  w a n t th in g s  that 

are n o t  g o o d  fo r  p eo p le .”
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“ S m a rt m a c h in e s?  G o  o n !”

“ B a d  e n o u g h  h a v in g  h u m a n s  fig h tin g  h u m a n s. 

H u m a n s  fig h tin g  m a c h in e s , w o u ld  b e  to o  m u ch .” 

“ H o w  m a n y  sm a rt m a c h in e s  d o  y o u  k n o w ? ” 

“ I’m  o n  firs t-n a m e  te rm s  w ith  a  cou p le.”

S h e  g ig g le d  a n d  g a v e  m e  a  little  p u sh .

“ W h a t  are  y o u  g o in g  to  d o  w ith  y o u r  life , lik e  

a fte r w e  fin ish  w o r k in g  fo r  M r  K ellard ? Y o u  w ill 

h a v e  lo ts  o f  m o n e y  saved , a n d  y o u  ca n ’t g o  b a c k  

to  m a k in g  sw itch es.”

“ W e ll, I m e t a g re a t m a n  c a lle d  F a ra d a y  fifteen  

y e a rs  a go , a n d  h e  w a s  v e r y  in sp ir in g . I th o u g h t  I 

m ig h t a tte n d  u n iv e rs ity  a n d  b e c o m e  a sc ien tist, 

lik e  h im .”

“ W h a t ’s th a t? ”

“ It’s a  n e w  s o rt  o f  tra d e sm a n , lik e  a  p h ilo s o 

p h e r, o n ly  p ra c tic a l. W o u ld  y o u  lik e  to  m a r r y  a 

sc ie n tis t? ”

T h e  w o rd s  w e re  o u t  o f  m y  m o u th  b e fo r e  m y  

b ra in  c o u ld  sto p  th e m . I b it  m y  to n g u e  to  p u n 

ish  it.

“ I d o  b e lie v e  I w o u ld ,”  sa id  E lva.

F o r m e  th e  d a rk  a n d  s o o ty  sk ie s  o f  L o n d o n  

s u d d e n ly  b r ig h te n e d  in to  a g lo r io u s , u n c lo u d e d  

b lu e , a n d  m y  k n e e s  w e n t w e a k  w ith  sh e e r  re lief.

B ru n to n  w a s  w a it in g  at th e  e n tra n ce  to  th e  

r o o m in g  h o u se .

“G iv e  y o u r  ca m e ra  g e a r  to  C h a r lie , h e ’ll see  it 

safe,”  h e  said , in d ic a t in g  o n e  o f  th e  b u lly  b o y s  

w h o  w a s  w ith  h im . “ T h e re ’s a  m e e tin g  o f  m a n a g 

ers  ca lled .”

“ B u t it ’s S u n d a y  e ve n in g .”

“ W h e n  M r  K e lla rd  says b a rk , y o u  o n ly  says 

w o o f. O h , a n d  th e  ty p is t ’s to  b e  th e re  too.”

“ E lva? W h y ? ”

“ H o w ’s I to  k n o w ?  Y o u  lo t  m a k e  th e  secrets , I 

o n ly  k e e p  ’em .”

F o r B ru n to n , th a t w a s  b e in g  d o w n r ig h t  c iv il. 

H e  h a d  n e v e r  lik e d  m e, I b e in g  w o r k in g  class 

m a d e  g o o d . N o w  h e  w a s  u n ea sy , a n d  e v e n  d is 

p la y in g  d e fe re n ce . S o m e th in g  v e r y  im p o rta n t 

h a d  h a p p e n e d , a n d  I w a s  n e e d e d . K e lla rd  w a n te d  

E lv a  th e re , a n d  th a t c o u ld  o n ly  b e  i f  ty p in g  w a s  

re q u ire d . I f  ty p in g  w a s  re q u ire d , it w o u ld  in v o lv e  

th e  te c h n a rio n .

T h e  m e e tin g  w a s  in  K e lla rd ’s o ffice . B ru n to n  

a n d  E lv a  w e re  m a d e  to  w a it  o u ts id e , w h ile

K e llard , F le m m in g  a n d  I d isc u sse d  w h a t  h a d  

h a p p e n e d .

“ T h e  ra d ia tiv e  s ig n a l h as ch an ged ,”  F le m m in g  

a n n o u n c e d . “ T h is  a fte rn o o n , it s to p p e d  re p e a t

in g  th e  d e s ig n  a n d  sta rte d  se n d in g  s o m e th in g  

else. N e w  c irc u its  a n d  in stru c tio n s , I d o n ’t  k n o w  

w h a t  to  m a k e  o f  it.”

“I f  y o u  d o n ’t, w h a t  h o p e  d o  th e  rest o f  us 

h a ve ? ”  a sk ed  K e llard , w h o s e  face  h a d  tu rn e d  

c h a lk  w h ite .

“Sir, th e  ca p ta in  is e x p e c te d  to  c o m m a n d  th e  

sh ip , n o t  b u ild  it. M r  B la c k b u rn  is th e  m a ste r  

sh ip w r ig h t  here.”

F le m m in g  h a n d e d  m e  a reel o f  t ic k e r  tap e. H is 

h a n d  s h o o k  a n d  h is  sk in  w as  cla m m y . H e w as 

p ro b a b ly  in  a b lin d  p a n ic , a fra id  o f  K e lla rd  a n d  

u n a b le  to  th in k  clearly.

“ T h ere ’s fo u r  h o u r s  o f  m e ssa g e  o n  that. A  n e w  

reel w as  fitte d  tw e n ty  m in u te s  ago.”

“ D id  y o u  m iss  a n y th in g ? ”  I ask ed.

“ N o , I a lw a y s  save  e v e ry th in g  fro m  th e  receiver, 

in  ca se  o f  s o m e th in g  lik e  th is. I o n ly  n o tic e d  th e  

n e w  d a ta  w h e n  I w e n t  to  c h a n g e  th e  p a p e r  tape.”

“ S o  y o u ’v e  n o t  re a d  th is  y e t? ”

“ O n ly  a  little.”

“ I ’ll n e e d  an  h o u r  o r  so  to  sca n  it.”

“W e  ca n  w ait,”  sa id  K ellard .

A s  it  h a p p e n e d , it w a s  ju s t  th ir ty  m in u te s  

b e fo re  I w o r k e d  o u t  w h a t w a s  n o w  b e in g  sen t. B y  

th e n  th e re  w a s  p a p e r  ta p e  e v e ry w h e re , m a rk e d  

h e re  a n d  th e re  w ith  p a p e rc lip s  a n d  n otes. I c a n 

n o t  sa y  w h a t  p o sse sse d  m e , b u t  I d e c id e d  to  b e  

th e a trica l. P e rh ap s it w a s  to  u n settle  th e  m an  

w h o  h a d  th e  p o w e r  o f  life  a n d  d e a th  o v e r  m y s e lf  

a n d  E lva .

“ S e c u r ity  h a s b e e n  b reach ed ,”  I a n n o u n c e d .

“W h a t!”  d e m a n d e d  K e llard , w h o  th e n  b o u n d 

e d  to  h is  fee t a n d  m a d e  fo r  th e  d oor.

“W ait, d o n ’t c a ll B ru n to n ,”  I sa id , h o ld in g  u p  

a  le n g th  o f  th e  p a p e r  tap e . “ T h e  c u lp r it  is yo u .”

“ M e ? ” g a sp e d  K ellard .

“Y o u  can ’t  b e  se r io u s!”  e x c la im e d  F le m m in g .

“ I c e rta in ly  am . T h e  p e o p le  th a t w e  sto le  th e  

d e s ig n  fro m  h a v e  n o tic e d  y o u r  su cce sse s  o n  th e  

L o n d o n  S to c k  E x ch a n g e , M r  K ellard .”

“ Im p o ss ib le !”  c r ie d  K ellard .

“N o , n o , I th in k  I see  w h a t  M r  B la c k b u rn  is 

g e ttin g  at,”  in te r je c te d  F le m m in g . “N o  h u m a n  

c o u ld  h a v e  m a d e  th e  so rts  o f  b r illia n t in v e st
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m e n t  d e c is io n s  th a t th e  te c h n a rio n  ca lcu la ted .”

“ S o . . .w e r e  ru in e d ? ” a sk ed  K e lla rd , tu r n in g  to  

m e.

“N o t  at all, th e y  w a n t u s  to  b e  p artn ers,”  I e x 

p la in e d . “ T h e re  are in str u c tio n s  in  th is  m e ssa ge  

fo r  b u ild in g  a p o w e rfu l ra d ia tiv e  tra n sm itter, 

a n d  fo r  w ir in g  it d ir e c t ly  in to  th e  te c h n a rio n . 

Y o u r  m a c h in e  w ill  b e c o m e  p a rt  o f  a n e tw o r k  o f  

tech n a rio n s.”

“ Y o u  m e a n  th e y  d o n ’t  m in d  th a t w e  sp ie d  on  

th e m  a n d  b u ilt  o u r  o w n  c a lc u la tio n  fa c to r y ? ”

“A p p a re n tly  not.”

“W ill  I lo se  m y  m o n o p o ly  o n  p re d ic t in g  th e  

s to c k  e x c h a n g e  tre n d s? ”

“Y o u  m a y  b e c o m e  p a rt  o f  a se cre t o lig a rc h y  

th at ru le s  B ritish  fin a n ce , a n d  p e rh a p s  B rita in  

itself,”  su g g e ste d  F le m m in g . “ T h a t’s b e tte r  th a n  

a n y  m o n o p o ly .”

K e lla rd  n e e d e d  n o  m o re  c o n v in c in g . B ru n to n  

w a s  c a lle d  in  a n d  to ld  to  fe tch  a ll th e  te c h n ic a l 

w o rk e rs  fo r  a  sp e c ia l n ig h t  sh ift  at d o u b le  pay. 

F le m m in g  s ta rte d  b u ild in g  th e  ra d ia tiv e  tra n s 

m itter, a n d  E lv a  b e g a n  ty p in g  n e w  o p e ra tin g  

in stru c tio n s  fo r  th e  te c h n a rio n  as fast as I c o u ld  

d ic ta te  th e m . W ith in  a  w e e k  w e  h a d  c o m p le te d  

th e  tra n s m itte r  a n d  a m o re  p o w e rfu l receiver. I 

w ire d  th e m  in to  o u r  te c h n a rio n . T h e  q u a lity  a n d  

a c c u r a c y  o f  th e  in v e stm e n t a d v ic e  a n d  p re d ic 

t io n s  im p ro v e d  at o n c e . W e  w e re  still n o t sure 

w h o  w e  w e re  d e a lin g  w ith , b u t it w a s  im m e n s e ly  

p ro fitab le .

F o r all h is  w e a lth  a n d  p o w e r, K e lla rd  w as 

an  iso la te d  a n d  s o m e w h a t  lo n e ly  m a n . H e 

c o u ld  n o t co n fid e  in  F le m m in g  fo r  fea r o f  lo s in g  

fa c e  in  fro n t o f  a  p eer, b u t  I w a s  a n o th e r  m atter. 

H e  c o u ld  m a k e  r id ic u lo u s  statem en ts  to  m e, a n d  

I w o u ld  p ass  th e m  o n  to  F le m m in g  as m y  o w n . 

F le m m in g  w a s  n o  fo o l, a n d  w as  a w a re  o f  w h a t 

w a s  h a p p e n in g , y e t  th a t w a s  th e  w a y  K e lla rd  

w a n te d  to  c o m m u n ic a te , so  w e  w o r k e d  th a t w ay.

“ D o n ’t y o u  e v e r  fee l te m p te d  to  p ro fit d ire c tly  

fro m  th e  te c h n a r io n s  p re d ic tio n s ? ”  K e lla rd  a sk ed  

o n e  e v e n in g , w h e n  I w e n t to  h is  o ffice  to  d e liv e r  

m y  d a ily  re p o rt. “ I k n o w  e v e ry th in g  a b o u t y o u  

a n d  y o u r  c irc u m s ta n c e s . Y o u  o n ly  h a ve  a fe w  

h u n d re d  p o u n d s  sa v ed  fro m  y o u r  w ages.”

“ It tak es b ig  m o n e y  to  m a k e  b ig  m on ey,”  I 

rep lied . “A  p o o r  c o a l cu tte r  c o u ld  m a k e  n o  p ro fit

fro m  k n o w in g  w h a t th e  p r ic e  o f  c o a l w ill  b e  

to m o rro w , b u t th e  m in e  o w n e r  w o u ld .”

“ I’m  m a k in g  a  lo t  o f  m o n ey . W h y  d o  p e o p le  I 

d o n ’t e v e n  k n o w  w a n t m e  to  b e  r ic h e r? ”

“ It ta k es  m o n e y  to  ru le , M r  K e lla rd . L ik e  M r 

F le m m in g  says, th o se  p e o p le  m e a n  y o u  to  ru le  

w ith  th e m  in  secret, u s in g  c a lc u la tio n  fa cto r ie s  

lik e  th e  tech n a rio n .”

“ D o e s  th a t w o r r y  y o u ? ”

It a c tu a lly  w o r r ie d  m e  a  great d eal, b u t I w as 

m a k in g  v e r y  g o o d  m o n e y  b y  d e v e lo p in g  a c a l

c u la tio n  fa c to r y  fo r  K ellard . I c o u ld  h a rd ly  tell 

h im  th at it w a s  b e g in n in g  to  fr ig h te n  m e m o re  

th a n  h e  d id , so  I lied . “ N o . T h e  fo lk  w h o  ru le  

u s n o w  a llo w  slu m s, p o ve rty , d a n g e ro u s  m in e s  

a n d  stu p id  w ars. F o lk  w h o  ru le  o n  th e  a d v ic e  

o f  m a c h in e s  w o u ld  n o t to lera te  s ick , s ta rv in g  

w o rk e rs , m in in g  d isaste rs  o r  ru in o u s  w ars. T h at 

a ll w astes  re so u rce s  a n d  m o n ey . I f  in te llig e n t, 

lo g ic a l m a c h in e s  ru le d , b e tte r  fo r e ve ry o n e .” 

“ E ve n  i f  o n ly  a  fe w  o f  us w e re  still r ic h ? ”

A ye.

“ S tra n ge , I th o u g h t  e v e ry o n e  w a n te d  to  b e  

r ic h . M y  fa th e r  m a d e  h is  fo rtu n e  in  steam , M r 

B la c k b u rn . W h a t  d id  y o u r  fa th e r  d o ? ”

“ H e w a s  a s to k e r  o n  a train.”

“A  stok er?  T h a t’s g o o d , h o n e st  w o rk , b u t p o o r 

ly  paid.”

“ True.”

“ M y  fa th e r  w as  rich , b u t n o t re sp e cted . B lue  

b lo o d e d  n in n ie s  k e p t te llin g  h im  th at fo r  a ll h is  

w e a lth  h e  c o u ld  n e v e r  b e  a  g e n tle m a n . H e  w o u ld  

re p ly  th at h e  c o u ld  b u y  as m a n y  g e n tle m e n  as h e  

w ish e d , b u t th a t ju s t  m a d e  h im  m o re  e n e m ies . 

H e  d ie d  in  lu x u ry , in  a m a n o r  h o u s e  th e  s ize  o f  

th e  q u e e n ’s p a la ce , y e t  h e  w a s  b itter to  th e  en d . 

R e sp e ct, M r  B la c k b u rn , h e  w a s  g iv e n  n o  resp ect. 

D o  y o u  re sp e c t  m e ? ”

D o e s  a ra b b it re sp e ct a fo x? It w a s  a s tu p id  

q u e stio n  th a t n e e d e d  a n  in te llig e n t an sw er.

“A y e , y o u  g e t  th in g s  d o n e . I o n ly  d e sp ise  fo lk  

lik e  th o s e  a ris to c ra ts  w h o  fr itte r  th e ir  fa m ily  fo r

tu n es  away.”

K e lla rd  to o k  th at as a  co m p lim e n t.

“M o s t p e o p le  fea r m e, b u t th at’s n o t resp ect. 

O n e  d a y  I m a y  b e  p r im e  m in ister, a n d  th e n  w e ’ll 

see  so m e  ch a n ges. I h ave  a p lan , M r  B la ck b u rn . 

T h e p e o p le  w h o  in v e n te d  th e  e le c tr ic  c a lc u la tio n  

m a c h in e s  are  te c h n ic a lly  b rillia n t, b u t  th e y ’re n o t
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lea d e rs . I’m  a lea d e r, a n d  I ’ll s o o n  ta k e  o v e r  th e ir  

n e tw o r k  o f  te c h n a rio n s , b e  su re  o f  that. T h e n  I’ll 

le a d  B rita in  in to  g re a tn e ss  a n d  h a v e  th o s e  la z y  

u p p e r  class p a ra sites  d ig g in g  c o a l a n d  s c ru b b in g  

flo o rs . M a y b e  I’ll e v e n  h a n g  a  few.”

T h is  w a s  th e  d a rk  s id e  o f  K e llard , a n d  I k n e w  

m y  tru e  fe e lin g s  c o u ld  le a d  m e  in to  dan ger. I 

stee re d  th e  co n v e rs a tio n  to  te c h n ic a l m atters.

“ M y  re p o rt ’s g o t  a n  im p o rta n t  te c h n ic a l d e c i

s io n  fo r  yo u .”

“ W h a t?  T e c h n ic a l m a tte rs  are n o th in g  to  d o  

w ith  m e.”

“ T h is  o n e  in v o lv e s  a lo t  o f  m o n ey , sir. T o d a y  

th e  t ic k e r  ta p e  m a c h in e  p r o d u c e d  in stru c tio n s  

to  e x p a n d  th e  te c h n a rio n  to  a h u n d r e d  a n d  

th ir ty - tw o  th o u s a n d  lo g ic a l  cells.”

K e lla rd  g a s p e d  so  lo u d ly  th a t o n e  o f  th e  gu a rd s  

h e a r d  h im  fro m  o u ts id e , a n d  ra p p e d  at th e  d o o r  

to  c h e c k  th a t n o th in g  w a s  am iss. K e lla rd  to ld  

h im  to  b e  a b o u t h is  b u sin ess , th e n  tu r n e d  b a c k  

to  m e.

“ T h e  m a in te n a n c e  o f  s u c h  a m a c h in e  w o u ld  

re q u ire  d o z e n s  o f  te c h n ic a l m e n , a lo n g  w ith  an 

e n tire  p o w e r  sta tio n  to  s u p p ly  its  e lectricity ,”  h e  

sa id  a fter s c r ib b lin g  s o m e  figu res  d o w n .

“ In d e e d , sir.”

“ W h y  b u ild  it? D o  w e  n e e d  so  m u c h  c a lc u la 

t io n  p o w e r? ”

“ D o  y o u  n e e d  m o re  m o n e y ? ”

“ G o o d  p o in t, o n e  ca n  n e v e r  h a ve  e n o u g h . 

H a v e  th e  c o st  e stim a tes  o n  m y  d e s k  to m o r r o w  

m o rn in g .”

T h a t e v e n in g  I w e n t to  th e  P ro g ress  C lu b , 

w h ic h  h a d  re c e n tly  a c c e p te d  m e  as a  m e m 

ber. A fte r  d in n e r  I o rd e re d  a b ra n d y  a n d  seated  

m y s e lf  b y  a w in d o w  th a t o v e r lo o k e d  th e  T h a m es. 

In  th e  d is ta n c e  w a s  K e lla rd ’s fa c to ry . L ig h ts  

g lo w e d  w a r m ly  in  th e  w in d o w s , a n d  sm o k e  

fro m  th e  fo u r  c h im n e y s  w a s  illu m in a te d  b y  L o n 

d o n ’s ga s  la m p s. It w a s  lik e  r id in g  a tiger. G e tt in g  

o f f  m e a n t b e in g  eaten . S ta y in g  o n  m e a n t g o in g  

w h e r e v e r  th e  t ig e r  w a s  g o in g . W h e r e  w a s  that? 

W a s it w o r s e  th a n  b e in g  eaten ?

M y  th o u g h ts  w e re  in te rru p te d  b y  a w aiter, 

w h o  p re se n te d  m e  w ith  a te le g ra m . W ith in  a 

m in u te  I h a d  sen t a c le rk  to  b u y  m e  a ra il tick e t 

to  B irm in g h a m , a n d  w a s  o n  m y  w a y  to  see  E lva  

at th e  r o o m in g  h o u se . She c a m e  o u t to  m e e t m e

in  th e  c o m m o n  ro o m .

“M y  m o th e r  h as su ffered  a h e a rt a ttack , a n d  

is d y in g,”  I a n n o u n c e d  w ith  n o  p re a m b le  at all.

“ L e w is , h o w  te rr ib le !”  sh e  e x c la im e d , th e n  p u t 

h e r  a rm s a ro u n d  m e. “Is th e re  a n y th in g  I ca n  

d o ? ”

“N o , b u t th a n k  y o u . Just g o  to  w o r k  to m o rro w . 

D o  w h a te v e r  ty p in g  th a t F le m m in g  needs.”

N e x t  I c a lle d  u p o n  B ru n to n . I still d is lik e d  the  

m a n , b u t h a d  to  d e fe r to  h im  o n  m atters  o f  travel.

“G o  to  B irm in g h a m ? ” h e  said  d o u b tfu lly . 

“ D o n ’t lik e  it. C o u ld  b e  a  tr ic k  b y  M r  K e lla rd ’s 

rivals.”

“D a m n  it m a n , I c o u ld  b e  s u m m o n e d  b y  th e  

q u e e n  to  b e  k n ig h te d  a n d  y o u ’d  sa y  it w a s  a tr ic k  

b y  M r  K e lla rd ’s rivals.”

“W e l l . .. I can ’t  sp are  a n y  g u a rd s  to  g o  w ith  y o u . 

T ell y o u  w h a t, tak e  o n e  o f  th e se  a n d  I’ll s ig n  y o u  

o u t  fo r  a  day.”

O n e  o f  th e s e  w a s  a  W e b le y  B u lld o g . A lth o u g h  

a sm a ll p isto l, it  fire d  fiv e  o f  th o se  m o n stro u s  

.45 ca lib re  b u lle ts  th a t lea v e  a  la rg e  w e t  cra ter 

in ste a d  o f  a  h o le . I th o u g h t  it w ise  n o t to  tell 

B ru n to n  th at I h a d  n e v e r  fire d  a g u n , in  ca se  h e  

ch a n g e d  h is  m in d .

I m isse d  th e  last tra in , a n d  slep t at th e  statio n  

to  b e  su re  o f  ca tc h in g  th e  first in  th e  m o r n 

in g. W h e n  I a rr iv e d  in  B irm in g h a m , I h a d  y et 

a n o th e r  sh o ck . M y  m o th e r  w a s  n o t o n ly  a live, 

she w as  in  g o o d  h ealth . S o m e o n e  h a d  w a n te d  m e 

a w a y  fro m  th e  p ro te c tio n  o f  B ru n to n ’s g u ard s, 

p e rh a p s  to  a b d u c t  m e.

N a tu ra lly  th e re  w a s  a  lo t  o f  fu ss  m a d e  o v e r  m e, 

fo r  I w a s  th e  lo c a l la d  m a d e  g o o d  a n d  I h a d  n o t 

b e e n  h o m e  fo r  so m e  tim e. A fte r  s ta y in g  lo n g e r  

th a n  I s h o u ld  h a ve , I h a d  a fe w  la d s e sc o rt  m e  

b a c k  to  th e  ra ilw a y  sta tio n , a n d  h e re  I b o o k e d  a 

first class ca rr ia g e  a ll to  m y se lf. B e fo re  le a v in g , I 

sen t a te le g ra m  to  B ru n to n , e x p la in in g  w h a t h a d  

h a p p e n e d  a n d  a sk in g  to  b e  m e t at th e  statio n  in  

L o n d o n .

I fin g e re d  th e  g u n  in  m y  c o a t p o c k e t  as I sat 

w a it in g  fo r  th e  tra in , f la n k e d  b y  tw o  b u r ly  y o u n g  

m e n  w h o  w e re  c u rre n tly  c o u r tin g  m y  sisters. 

W h y  h a d  I b e e n  lu re d  a w a y  to  B irm in g h a m ?  

S o m e th in g  b a d  w a s  a b o u t to  h a p p e n , I w a s  sure 

o f  it.

“M r  L e w is  B la c k b u rn ? ”
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I n o d d e d . T h e  sp e a k e r  w a s  a  b a ld in g  m a n  

w h o  h a d  th e  scep tica l, s lig h tly  w o r r ie d  lo o k  o f  

a n  a c c o u n ta n t. H e  w a s  d re sse d  w e ll e n o u g h  to  

im p re ss, b u t n o t  to  in tim id a te .

“ I d o n ’t b e lie v e  w e ’v e  b e e n  in tro d u ce d ,”  I said. 

“ H ild e b ra n d , Jam es H ild e b ra n d  o f  th e  a c 

c o u n t in g  firm  H ild e b ra n d , H ild e b ra n d  a n d  B o 

gle,”  h e  sa id  b re a th less ly , h a n d in g  m e  h is  card . 

“M y  a p o lo g ie s  fo r  ju s t  b a r g in g  u p  to  y o u  lik e  th is , 

b u t I n e e d  to  s p e a k  to  y o u  a b o u t M r  K ellard .” 

“ P lease , fe e l free.”

“ O u r  firm ’s L o n d o n  o ffice  c o n d u c ts  M r  K el- 

la rd ’s in v e stm e n ts , I m a n a g e  th e  b ra n c h  in  B ir 

m in g h a m . N o b o d y  k n e w  w h e re  y o u r  m o th e r  

liv e d , so  I h a d  to  w a it  at th e  s ta tio n  b e fo re  e a ch  

tra in  le a v in g  fo r  L o n d o n . I m u st h a v e  a sk e d  h u n 

d red s  o f  m e n  i f  th e y  w e re  L e w is  B la ck b u rn .” 

“A n d  n o w  y o u  h a v e  fo u n d  m e, sir. W h a t  is 

y o u r  m e ssa g e ? ”

H ild e b ra n d  m o p p e d  at h is  fo re h e a d  w ith  a 

h a n d k e rc h ie f  th a t se e m e d  to  h a ve  h a d  m u c h  use 

th a t day.

“M r  B la c k b u r n ... C o u ld  w e  s p e a k  p r iv a te ly ? ” 

“ T h e se  tw o  la d s  g o  w h e r e v e r  I go , I m a y  b e  in  

dan ger. Y o u , sir, m a y  b e  th a t v e r y  danger.”

“Y es, y e s , I u n d e rsta n d . W a it a  m o m e n t.”

H e to o k  o u t a p o c k e tb o o k  a n d  b e g a n  s c r ib 

b lin g . A fte r  a  m o m e n t  h e  sh o w e d  m e  th e  p age.

K e lla r d  h a s  m a d e  a se r ie s  o f  s p e c ta c u la r ly  b a d  

in v e s tm e n ts  s in c e  y o u  c a m e  to  B ir m in g h a m . In  a  

s in g le  d a y  h e  h a s  lo s t  ev er y th in g .

“W h a t?  S u re ly  y o u  are  jo k in g .”

“A c tu a lly  he’s lo st m o re  th a n  e v e ry th in g , h e ’s 

b a n k ru p t,”  sa id  H ild e b ra n d .

“ T h e  d e v il y o u  say.”

“ It h ap p en s,”  h e  said , se a tin g  h im s e lf  o n  th e  

o p p o s ite  b e n c h . “C lie n ts  m a k e  fo rtu n e s  w ith  

g o o d  a n d  m e th o d ic a l in v e stm e n ts , g r o w  to o  

c o n fid e n t, th e n  lo se  e v e r y th in g  in  a sin g le , 

s u p re m e ly  s tu p id  ven tu re .”

“ I h a r d ly  k n o w  w h a t  to  say.”

“ T h is  m a y  s e e m  ru d e  o f  m e , b u t  d o  y o u  h a ve  

a  sh a re  in  th e , a h , b u s in e ss  u n d e r  d is c u s s io n ? ” 

“W h y , n o. M y  m o n e y  is in  a b an k .”

“ B u t y o u  w o r k  fo r  K ellard .”

“Yes, fo r  w ages.”

“ T h e n  c o u n t  y o u r s e lf  lu ck y , M r  B la ck b u rn .” 

“W h y  d id  y o u  g o  to  so  m u c h  tro u b le  to  w a rn  

m e ? ”

“W e  a t H ild e b ra n d , H ild e b ra n d  a n d  B o g le  

h a v e  a re p u ta tio n  fo r  in tegrity . W e  th o u g h t  it 

o n ly  p ro p e r  to  p ro te c t  y o u  as an  in n o c e n t  p arty, 

so  to  sp eak.”

T h e  jo u r n e y  b a c k  to  L o n d o n  se e m e d  to  tak e  

fo rever. I a rr iv e d  in  th e  e a r ly  e v e n in g , a n d  

w a s  m e t b y  o n e  o f  B ru n to n ’s b u lly  b o y s  at th e  

statio n .

“ Y o u ’re  to  b e  ta k e n  stra ig h t te factory,” h e  said . 

“ I h a v e  e v e r y  in te n tio n  o f  g o in g  stra igh t to  the  

fa cto ry , sir.”

“ C a b ’s w a itin ’, c o m e  alon g.”

W h e n  w e  re a ch e d  th e  fa c to r y  I s a w  th at o n ly  a 

tr ic k le  o f  sm o k e  w a s  r is in g  fro m  th e  ch im n e y s . 

T h is  m e a n t th a t n o  e le c tr ic ity  w a s  b e in g  g e n e r

ated  fo r  th e  te c h n a rio n . B ru n to n  a n d  m o st o f  

h is  b u lly  b o y s  w e re  w a it in g  o u ts id e  th e  m a in  

d o o rs . I ig n o re d  th e m  a n d  p u lle d  at th e  b e ll 

ro p e . N o b o d y  slid  th e  p e e p h o le  sh u tter acro ss. I 

ra n g  a ga in . A g a in  I w a s  ig n o re d . B ru n to n  stro d e  

a cro ss , flo u r is h in g  a la rg e  iro n  key.

“M r  K e lla rd  sa id  n o b o d y ’s to  lea v e  th e  b u ild 

in g,”  h e  said . “H e  to ld  m e  to  g e t a ll th e  b o y s  

to g e th e r  a n d  g u a rd  th e  p la ce  lik e  a b o x  o f  g o ld  

so vere ign s.”

S u d d e n ly  a tru ly  te r r ify in g  th o u g h t  cro sse d  m y  

m in d . “E lv a , w h e re  is sh e?”

“Y o u r  ty p in g  la d y?  In sid e , a s  fa r  as I kn ow .”

I h a d  a sp a sm  o f  a la rm  w ith  a ll th e  im p a c t o f  

a  w h ip la sh .

“ I m u st enter. N o w !”

“A y e , M r  K e lla rd  sa id  y o u  w e re  to  b e  fe tch e d  

to  h im .”

B ru n to n  u n lo c k e d  th e  d o o r. I p re sse d  o n  th e  

la tch  a n d  p u sh e d  th e  d o o r  o p e n . T h e  tw o  gu ard s 

w h o  w e re  n o r m a lly  sta tio n e d  ju st in sid e  th e  d o o r  

w e re  go n e. T h a t w a s  h ig h ly  u n u su a l.

“ D o n ’t lik e  it,”  sa id  B ru n to n . “Y o u  still g o t the  

W e b le y ? ”

“Yes.”

“ T h e n  h a ve  it ready?’

I to o k  th e  g u n  o u t, fe e lin g  v e r y  se lf-co n sc io u s . 

“O i, fin g e r  o n  th e  trig ger, n o t th e  tr ig g e r  gu ard ,” 

sa id  B ru n to n , s h a k in g  h is  h ead . “ B le e d in g  h ell, 

g iv e  it h ere . C o c k  th e  s tr ik e r  b a c k  lik e  th is , see?” 

Er, yes.

“A n d  sq u e e ze  th e  tr ig g e r  w h e n  y o u  w a n t to  

sh o o t. N e v e r  je r k  it. G o t  a ll th a t? ”
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“Y es, y es . A n y th in g  e lse?”

“ T r y  n o t  to  s h o o t  a n y o n e  u n le ss  y o u  m e a n  to,” 

h e  s ig h e d .

I e n tered , th e n  p u s h e d  th e  d o o r  sh u t b e h in d  m e  

a n d  lit  a  p a ra ffin  lam p . F irst I w e n t to  E lva ’s 

ty p in g  ro o m , th e n  to  m y  w o rk sh o p . A ll  w a s  in  

ord er, so  I w e n t  o n  to  th e  te c h n a r io n  h a ll. It w as  

u s u a lly  b r ig h t, n o is y  a n d  h o t, b u t n o w  it w as  

d a rk , s ile n t a n d  c o ld . T h e n  I sa w  w h a t  w a s  o n  

th e  flo o r , a n d  I v e r y  n e a r ly  tu r n e d  a n d  ra n . It 

re se m b le d  a b a ttle fie ld , b u t o n e  w h e re  th e  b a ttle  

h a d  h a p p e n e d  y e a rs  earlier. S k e le to n s  la y  e v e r y 

w h e re , e a ch  w ith in  a  p o o l o f  s lim e. S h o v els  a n d  

p isto ls  w e re  g ra s p e d  in  h a n d s  o f  b o n e . O n e  o f  

th e  sk e le to n s  w a s  w e a r in g  F le m m in g ’s s p e c ta 

cles, b u t  E lva ’s lo c k e t  w a s  n o w h e re  to  b e  seen . 

T h a t g a v e  m e  h o p e . P e rh ap s sh e  h a d  h id d e n  

w h e n  th e  fig h tin g  b e g an .

D i d  th e  te c h n a r io n  d o  a ll  th is?  I w o n d e re d . 

H a d  it b e c o m e  a w a k e  a n d  aw are , a v a st  g o d - lik e  

in te llig e n ce , a b le  to  in sta n tly  re n d e r h u m a n s  a n d  

th e ir  c lo th in g  d o w n  in to  th e ir  c o m p o n e n t  m a t

eria ls?  T h e r e ’s  n o  d a n g e r , I to ld  m y se lf, a lth o u g h  

I fe lt  m o re  v u ln e ra b le  th a n  y o u  ca n  im a g in e . T h e  

stea m  e n g in e s  a n d  g e n e ra to rs  th at p ro v id e d  its 

e le c tr ic a l li fe b lo o d  h a d  s to p p e d , th e  v a st  e le c tr ic  

m a c h in e  w a s  n o  lo n g e r  fu n c tio n in g .

I c lim b e d  th e  stairs at th e  s id e  o f  th e  te c h n a r

io n  h a ll. A t  th e  d o o r  to  K e lla rd ’s o ffice  w a s  a n 

o th e r  p o o l  o f  s lim e  c o n ta in in g  b o n e s , b u tto n s  

a n d  a  p isto l. I e n tered , h o ld in g  m y  la m p  h ig h . 

E lv a  w a s  s ittin g  in  th e  c h a ir  b e h in d  K e lla rd ’s 

d esk . S h e w a s  p o in tin g  h e r lo c k e t at m e  as i f  it 

w e re  a  w e a p o n . T h e  a rea  o v e r  h e r  h e a rt  w a s  a 

p a tc h  o f  b lo o d y  m u sh  th e  s ize  o f  a d in n e r  p late, 

a n d  b lo o d  w a s  tr ic k lin g  fro m  h e r  m o u th .

“ L e w is , p u t d o w n  y o u r  g u n  a n d  la n te rn , th e n  

ra ise  y o u r  h an d s,” sh e  sa id , in  a h o a rse , b u b b lin g  

v o ic e .

“Y o u ’re h u rt!” I g a sp e d , th e n  to o k  a step  fo r

w a rd .

“ D o  as I sa y !”

I d id  as sh e  said . T h e  e d g e  o n  h e r  v o ic e  c o u ld  

h a v e  e tc h e d  steel, a n d  a lth o u g h  th e  lo c k e t  d id  

n o t lo o k  th re a te n in g , n e ith e r  d o e s  a g la ss  o f  w in e  

la c e d  w ith  cy a n id e .

“W h a t  h a p p e n e d ? ”

“O n e  a g a in st tw e n ty -fiv e . B a d  od d s.”

“ Y o u ? ” I e x c la im e d . “Y o u  k ille d  e v e ry o n e  o u t 

th e re ? ”

S h e n o d d e d . “ K e lla rd  w a s  a g o o d  sh ot. H e p u t 

five  b u lle ts  w h e re  h e  th o u g h t m y  h e a rt  w as.” 

“ B u t th a t s h o u ld  h a v e  k ille d  yo u .”

“ I d o n ’t  h a v e  a h e a rt, n o t lik e  yo u rs.”

“E lva , y o u  n e e d  a  d o cto r.”

“ I a m  n o t h u m a n , L ew is. A  d o c to r  w o u ld  n ot 

k n o w  w h a t  to  m a k e  o f  m e.”

H o w  d o e s  o n e  re p ly  w h e n  o n e ’s fian ce e  says 

that?

“ T h ere ’s a  le tte r in  th e  p o st, e x p la in in g  a ll th is  

a n d  b e g g in g  y o u  n o t  to  b u ild  a n o th e r te c h n a r

io n . It w ill  re a ch  y o u  to m o rro w . I h o p e d  th e  

fa lse  te le g ra m  w o u ld  k e e p  y o u  a w a y  fo r  longer. 

I s h o u ld  h a v e  k ille d  y o u  to o , b u t . . .y o u ’re  a  g o o d  

m a n . W ill y o u  tak e  o v e r  m y  w o r k ? ”

“Y o u r  w o rk ?  Y o u  m e a n  ty p in g ? ”

“ S a v in g  h u m a n ity . W e ll? ”

“ I c o u ld  sa y  y es , b u t I m ig h t b e  ly in g .”

“N o , y o u  are  n o t  ly in g . A n d  I lo v e  y o u  too.” 

S h e re a c h e d  a b lo o d ie d  h a n d  u p  to  th e  lo c k e t 

a n d  a d ju ste d  s o m e th in g . A  m o m e n t la ter the  

w o r ld  w a s  o b lite ra te d  b y  a b la st o f  th e  p u re st 

w h ite  lig h t  a n d  a sp a sm  o f  p a in  th a t la sh e d  e v e ry  

n e r v e  in  m y  b o d y .

1 a w o k e  ly in g  b a c k  in  th e  v is ito r ’s chair. E lv a  w as 

at th e  d esk , p re p a rin g  so m e  m e d ic a l lo o k in g  

in stru m e n ts . T h e  w h o le  o f  m y  b o d y  w a s  n u m b , 

a n d  m y  sp e e ch  w as  n o  m o re  th a n  an  in co h e re n t 

m u m b le .

“ B e  c a lm , L ew is, I a m  n o t g o in g  to  h a rm  you,” 

sh e  said .

I h a d  o n c e  seen  w h a t w a s  le ft o f  so m e o n e  w h o  

h a d  fa lle n  in to  a c h a ff  cutter. E lva  lo o k e d  w o rse .

“ I k n o w  I lo o k  b a d , b u t th e re  are m e d ic a l d e 

v ic e s  in  m y  b lo o d  th a t re p a ir  w o u n d s  a n d  e x te n d  

m y  life.”

S h e c o u ld  re co ve r?  T h a t w a s  b e y o n d  b e lie f. 

“N o , th e y  c a n n o t  c o p e  w ith  th e  d a m a g e  fro m  

K e lla rd ’s b u lle ts . I a m  d y in g , b u t b e fo re  I d ie  I 

sh a ll tra n sfe r  th e  d e v ic e s  to  y o u . S o o n  y o u  w ill  

b e  v ir tu a lly  im m o rta l, a n d  w ill  h a ve  s o m e  v e r y  

im p o rta n t w o r k  to  do.”

I tr ie d  to  sit up, b u t I w as  as lim p  as a b o n e d  

fish. E lv a  s to o d  u p  a n d  c a m e  a ro u n d  th e  d esk. 

M o s t o f  h e r  ch e st w a s  s o a k e d  w ith  b lo o d  b y  now . 

“ L iste n  ca re fu lly , I d o  n o t h a ve  lo n g  to  tell
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th is  sto ry . I c o m e  fro m  a  v e r y  d is ta n t w o r ld , y o u  

n e e d  a te le s c o p e  to  e v e n  see  th e  star th at it o rb its. 

O n c e  m y  p e o p le  w e re  lik e  h u m a n s , b u ild in g  

m a c h in e s  o f  steam  a n d  e le ctric ity , a n d  th in k in g  

th e m s e lv e s  v e r y  clever. T h e y  in v e n te d  m a ch in e s  

lik e  y o u r  te c h n a rio n . W ith in  a  m e re  c e n tu r y  w e  

w e re  b u ild in g  grea t e le c tr ic  c a lc u la to rs  w ith  m il

lio n s  o f  ce lls, e a c h  s m a lle r  th a n  a m icro b e .”

S h e p u lle d  m e  fo rw a r d , th e n  e a se d  m e  o u t o f  

th e  c h a ir  a n d  la y  m e  flat o n  m y  b a c k  o n  K e lla rd ’s 

th ic k  P e rs ia n  c a rp e t.

“O u r  c a lc u la to rs  d id  th e  task s th at w e  fo u n d  

b o r in g  a n d  te d io u s, a n d  th ere  w e re  d o z e n s  in  

e v e r y  h o m e . T h e n  w e  ta u gh t th e m  to  th in k , a n d  

c o n s id e re d  it a g reat tr iu m p h . M y  a n ce sto rs  n e v e r  

d re a m e d  th a t m a ch in e s  m ig h t h a v e  asp iration s.”

E lv a  tu rn e d  m y  h e a d  to  o n e  s id e  a n d  sp la sh e d  

so m e  o f  K e lla rd ’s e x p e n s iv e  w h is k y  ju st  b e h in d  

m y  ear. S h e h e ld  u p  a sca lp e l. I w a s  a lm o st m in d 

less  w ith  terror. F o r  s o m e  re a so n  I w a s  re m in d e d  

o f  th e  d e m o n  b a rb e r  o f  F le e t S treet in  th a t n o v e l 

T h e  S tr in g  o f  P ea rls .

“ C o n c e n tra te  o n  m y  story , L e w is , it w ill  m a k e  

all th is  less u p se ttin g . W h e n  o u r  c a lc u la tio n  

m a c h in e s  d e c la re d  th e m se lv e s  to  b e  m o re  th a n  

e q u a l, th e  fig h tin g  b e g a n . T h e y  sh u t d o w n  o u r 

fo o d  fa c to r ie s . W e  b o m b e d  th e ir  p o w e r  statio n s. 

A fte r  th re e  h u n d r e d  y e a rs  o f  c a rn a g e , w e  w o n .”

I c o u ld  n o t fee l h e r  c u ttin g  b e h in d  m y  rig h t 

ear, b u t I h a d  n o  d o u b t th a t sh e  w a s  d o in g  it. S it

t in g  up, sh e  m a d e  an  in c is io n  b e h in d  h e r  o w n  

rig h t ear a n d  p u lle d  o u t s o m e th in g  a b o u t th e  

s ize  o f  a  sm a ll b e e tle . In stea d  o f  legs, it h a d  lo n g , 

th in  te n d rils  th at w r ith e d  co n tin u a lly . S h e le a n ed  

fo rw a r d  a n d  p re sse d  th e  b lo o d y , in se c to id  th in g  

in to  th e  in c is io n  b e h in d  m y  ear.

“ W h e n  w e  v e n tu re d  o u t  a m o n g  th e  stars, 

w e  fo u n d  o th e r  w o r ld s  w h e re  c iv iliz a tio n s  h a d  

b u ilt  s e n tie n t m a ch in e s . E v e ry w h e re  w e re  life 

less m a c h in e  w o r ld s , te m p le s  d e d ic a te d  to  a b 

s tra ct c a lc u la tio n . O n  so m e , th e  m a c h in e s  h a d  

d e stro y e d  th e ir  m a k e rs . O n  th e  rest, th e  m a k 

ers h a d  m e r g e d  w ith  th e ir  m a c h in e s , d is s o lv in g  

th e ir  m in d s  in to  v a st  seas o f  c a lc u la tio n  c a p a c 

ity. N o w  w e  ro a m  th e  stars, s e a rc h in g  fo r  y o u n g  

c iv iliz a tio n s  a n d  s a v in g  th e m  fro m  th e  a llu re  o f  

m a c h in e s  th a t ca n  th in k .”

S a v in g  th e m ?  I th o u g h t  o f  th e  a llu re  th at th e  

te c h n a rio n  h a d  fo r  K e lla rd , F le m m in g  a n d  u n til

m e re  m in u te s  a go , m y se lf. O u r  sc ien tists , e n g i

n ee rs  a n d  m a th e m a tic ia n s  w o u ld  fa ll o v e r  th e m 

selves  to  b u ild  m o re  te ch n a rio n s , i f  th e y  k n e w  

h ow .

W h a t  h a p p e n s  i f  th e  p e o p le  o f  a w o r ld  re fu s e  to  

d estro y  th e ir  te c h n a r io n s ? I w o n d e re d .

“W e  b o m b  th o se  w o r ld s  d o w n  to  th e  b e d 

r o c k  fro m  o u r  s p a c e fa r in g  w arsh ip s . W e  ca n n o t 

a ffo rd  to  let th e  m a c h in e  w o r ld s  g a in  allies.”

S h e  ca n  r ea d  m y  m in d , I rea lised .

“ F o r su ch  a  c le v e r  y o u n g  m a n , y o u  are s o m e 

tim e s  a little  slow,” sa id  E lva.

She m a n a g e d  a sm ile , a n d  fo r  a  m o m e n t she 

b e c a m e  m y  sw e e th e a rt a ga in , h o ld in g  m y  h a n d  

a n d  ta lk in g  a b o u t a  b r ig h te r  fu tu re  fo r  th e  p o o r  

w re tc h e s  in  S p ita lfie ld s. R u th less a lien  w a r r io r  

o r  n o t, I c o u ld  n o t h e lp  b u t lo v e  E lva.

“A n d  I lo v e  y o u  to o , L ew is. E ven  after n in e  

h u n d re d  y ea rs  o f  liv in g  o n  th is  w o r ld , y o u  are 

th e  o n ly  m a n  I h a ve  tru ly  lo v e d . N o w  I a m  g o in g  

to  m in g le  o u r  b lo o d , it w ill  n o t h u rt  at all.”

S h e sp la sh e d  w h is k y  o n  tw o  ru b b e r  tu b e s 

w ith  h y p o d e r m ic  n ee d les  at e ith e r  e n d . N e x t  she 

lifte d  m y  w ris t  a n d  p u sh e d  th e  n ee d les  in , th e n  

d id  th e  sam e  to  h e rse lf.

“ I ’m  g o in g  to  d ie  n ow , L ew is, b e st n o t to  m a k e  

a fu ss. P le ase , c o n tin u e  m y  w o rk . T h e  m e d ic a l 

d e v ic e s  fro m  m y  b lo o d  w ill  m a k e  y o u  a lm o st 

im m o rta l, a n d  th e  m e n to r  b e h in d  y o u r  ear w ill 

g iv e  y o u  a d v ic e  w h e n  y o u  n e e d  it. W h e n  y o u r  

s tre n g th  re tu rn s  y o u  w ill  h a ve  ten  m in u te s  to  get 

c le a r  b e fo re  m y  lo c k e t  e x p lo d e s  a n d  a n n ih ila te s  

th is  fa c to ry . S ave  y o u r  w o r ld , L ew is. K ill a n y o n e  

w h o  tr ie s  to  b u ild  a n o th e r tech n a rio n .”

I m a d e  m y  d e c is io n , fra m e d  th e  th o u g h t  c a re 

fu lly  a n d  clearly, a n d  m e a n t e v e ry  u n sp o k e n  

w o rd . E lva  la y  d o w n  b e sid e  m e, s q u e e ze d  m y  

h a n d  a n d  w h is p e re d  h e r  th a n k s.

Bru n to n  a n d  s ix  o f  h is  b u lly  b o y s  w e re  in  th e  

street o u ts id e  w h e n  I o p e n e d  th e  d o o r  to  

th e  facto ry.

“ B ru n to n , c o m e  in sid e !”  I ca lled .

“ B u t M r  K e lla rd  sa id  -  ”

“ D a m n  w h a t K e lla rd  said . G e t  in sid e! N o w !”  

B ru n to n  a c tu a lly  v o m ite d  w h e n  h e  ca u g h t 

s ig h t o f  th e  c a rn a g e  in  th e  te c h n a rio n  h a ll, b u t 

I to o k  h im  b y  th e  a rm  a n d  p u s h e d  h im  in  th e  

d ire c tio n  o f  th e  stairs.
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“ T h a t w a s  K ellard ,” I sa id  as w e  ste p p e d  o v e r  

th e  sk e le to n  a n d  flu id s  at th e  d o o r  to  K e lla r d s  

o ffice .

“ T h e  L a n d e rs  w o m a n !”  sa id  B ru n to n  as h e  

c a u g h t s ig h t o f  E lva ’s b o d y .

“S h e  w a s  a spy, sh e  k ille d  e v e ry o n e  in  h e re  w ith  

s o m e  e le c tr ic a l w e a p o n . I m a n a g e d  to  sh o o t h e r 

b e fo re  sh e  g o t m e  to o . N o w  o p e n  K e lla r d s  safe.” 

“W h a t?  I d o n ’t  h a v e  th e  key.”

I p o in te d  to  a k e y  o n  a c h a in  a ro u n d  th e  n e c k  

o f  th e  sk e le to n .

“Y es y o u  d o , n o w  o p e n  it.”

A s  I su sp e c te d , K e lla rd  k e p t e m e r g e n c y  ca sh  

in  th e  safe. T h e re  w e re  five  th o u s a n d  p o u n d s  in 

b a n k n o te s , a lo n g  w ith  so m e  go ld . W e  d iv id e d  it 

b e tw e e n  us.

“ W h y  are  y o u  sh a rin g  th is? ”  B ru n to n  a sk ed  

as h e  stu ffe d  th e  m o n e y  in to  h is  p o c k e ts . “Y o u  

c o u ld  h a v e  h a d  it a ll to  y o u rse lf.”

“ I’v e  m a d e  y o u  m y  a c c o m p lic e , M r  B ru n to n , 

so  y o u  w ill  te ll th e  sa m e  lies  to  th e  p o lic e  as m e. 

N o w  h u rry , w e  h a v e  n in e ty  seco n d s.”

“ N in e ty  seco n d s?  U n til w h a t? ”

“ U n til th is  fa c to r y  e x p lo d e s  in  th e  b ig g e s t  fire 

b a ll th a t L o n d o n  h a s  e v e r  seen.”

W e  re a c h e d  th e  fro n t d o o r  w ith  th ir ty  se co n d s  

to  sp are. T w o  p o lic e m e n  w e re  s p e a k in g  w ith  

B ru n to n ’s b u lly  b o y s .

“ T h e y ’re ju s t  re g u la r  fla tfo o ts , o n  p atrol,” 

h is s e d  B ru n to n .

“ L et m e  d o  th e  ta lk in g , s ta y  calm ,”  I w h is p e re d  

as w e  w a lk e d  a cro ss  to  th e m .

“ S ta y  c a lm , h e  says,”  m u tte re d  B ru n to n , g la n c 

in g  b a c k  at th e  fa cto ry .

“ I say, c o n sta b le s !”  I ca lle d . “ H o w  m a y  I c o n 

ta c t  a n  a sy lu m  fo r  th e  in sa n e ? ”

“A n  a sy lu m , sir?”  re s p o n d e d  o n e  o f  th e  p o lic e . 

“ T h e  o w n e r  o f  th e  fa c to r y  b e h in d  m e  su ffered  

a d isa stro u s  f in a n c ia l lo ss  to d ay. H e’s u p sta irs, 

h o ld in g  a  g u n  a n d  b a b b lin g  a b o u t it a ll b e in g  

o v e r  so o n .”

“W e  th in k  h e  in te n d s  to  b lo w  h is  b ra in s  out,” 

a d d e d  B ru n to n .

“M y  fia n ce e  is s till in  th e re , t r y in g  to  k e e p  h im  

ca lm .”

“ T h is  is v e r y  se r io u s, sir,”  sa id  a  c o n sta b le , ta k 

in g  o u t h is  n o te p a d . “ W e  m u st -  ”

T h e  fa c to r y  e ru p te d  b e h in d  us lik e  a g re n a d e  

to ss e d  in to  a  v a t  o f  p araffin .

W h a te v e r  E lv a  h a d  r ig g e d  u p  in sid e  th e  

fa c to r y  b u r n e d  o u t th e  co re  o f  th e  

te c h n a rio n , th e n  b ro u g h t  d o w n  th e  r o o f  a n d  

w alls  o n  w h a t re m a in e d . B e in g  th e  s u r v iv in g  

m a n a g e rs , B ru n to n  a n d  I h a d  to  d e a l w ith  p o lic e , 

fire m en , a n d  e v e n  n e w sp a p e r  re p o rte rs  u n til 

w e ll a fter m id n ig h t.

B y  th e  tim e  I g o t  b a c k  to  m y  ro o m s  a n d  e x a m 

in e d  th e  sca r b e h in d  m y  ear, th e re  w a s  n o th in g  

to  see. E lva ’s m ic r o s c o p ic  d e v ic e s  d id  th e ir  w o r k  

q u ick ly .

“ T h ere ’s so  m u c h  to  d o  a n d  I h a ve  n o  id ea  

w h e re  to  start,” I sa id  as I s tared  at m y  fa ce  in  th e  

m irro r. “W h e r e  is th e  o th e r  te ch n a rio n ?  S h o u ld  

I d e stro y  it? ”

T h er e  is n o  o th e r  te ch n a rio n .

T h e  v o ic e  w a s  E lva ’s. It w a s  as i f  sh e  w ere  w h is 

p e r in g  in to  m y  ear.

“ E lv a ? ”

M o r e  o r  less. S o m e  o f  m e  e x is ts  in  th e  m e n to r  

th a t  I  im p la n te d  in  y o u r  h e a d . A s k  a n o th e r  q u e s 

tio n .

“ W h e r e  d id  th e  in stru c tio n s  to  b u ild  th e  

te c h n a r io n  c o m e  fro m  i f  th e re  is n o  o th e r  

te c h n a r io n ? ”

U n til  r e ce n tly  m y  o w n  p e o p le  d id  n o t  k n o w  tha t. 

Y o u n g  c iv i liz a t io n s  s e e m e d  to  d e v e lo p  c a lc u la tio n  

m a c h in e s  m u c h  fa s t e r  th a n  o th e r  tech n o lo g ies . 

T o o  fa s t .  W h e n  w e d is c o v e r e d  y o u r  w o rld , n in e  

h u n d r e d  y e a r s  ago, w e d e c id e d  to  in v estig a te. A  

d o z e n  m e m b e r s  o f  o u r  s p a c e  w a rsh ip ’s  crew  w ere  

le ft  o n  E a r th  to  w a tch  h o w  m a c h in e  in te llig e n c e  

d e v e lo p e d . A c c id e n ts ,  w a rs a n d  n a tu r a l d isa sters  

c la im e d  th e  o th ers . I  a lo n e  su rv iv e d .

I  d is c o v e r e d  th a t  th e  m a c h in e  w o rld s  h a v e  

s e e d e d  in v is ib le  w a tch er s  to  o r b it  p r o m is in g  w o rld s  

s u c h  as y o u r s . T h ey  ca n  d e te c t  th e  f a i n t  r a d ia tiv e  

d is ch a r g e  f r o m  a te leg ra p h  k e y  a t  a  d is ta n c e  o f  

te n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  m iles . O n c e  th e y  d e te c t  th e  

d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  e le c tr ic a l tech n o lo g y , th e y  lea rn  

y o u r  c o d e s  a n d  la n g u a g es, th e n  s ta r t  tr a n sm ittin g  

in s tr u c tio n s  to  b u ild  s im p le  c a lc u la tio n  m a c h in e s .  

W h e n  F le m m in g  b eg a n  e x p e r im e n t in g  w ith  h is  

r a d ia tiv e  te leg ra p h , h e  d e te c te d  s u c h  in str u c tio n s .

“ H o w  can  I fly  h ig h  e n o u g h  to  d e stro y  the  

m a c h in e  w a tc h e r? ”  I ask ed . “ F ly in g  th ree  o r  fo u r  

m ile s  h ig h  in  a  b a llo o n  is d ifficu lt  e n o u g h .”

N o  n eed . T h e  m a c h in e  w o rld s  d o n ’t  w a n t u s  to  

k n o w  a b o u t  th e ir  w a tch ers, le s t  w e s e n d  w a rsh ip s
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to  h u n t  th e m  d o w n . O n c e  e le c tr o n ic  c a lc u la t io n  is  

f i r m ly  e sta b lis h e d , t h e  w a tc h e r  p r o b a b ly  ig n ites  its  

e n g in e s  a n d  f l i e s  in to  th e  s u n . U sin g  th e  tech n a r-  

io n , I  s e n t  a  m essa g e  t h a t  m a c h in e s  m illio n s  o f  

t im e s  b ig g er  th a n  th e  te c h n a r io n  h a d  b e e n  b u ilt. 

T h e  w a tc h e r  s e n t  a te st  c a lc u la tio n . I  s e n t  b a c k  th e  

r ig h t a n sw er. Its  s ig n a l c e a s e d  la s t  n ig h t. I  a s su m e  

th a t  t h e  w a tc h e r  d e c id e d  its  w o r k  w a s d o n e , a n d  

f l e w  o f f  to  d e stro y  itself.

“ B u t h o w  d id  y o u  get th e  r ig h t a n sw e r? ”

I  c a lc u la te d  it, L e w is . C o m p u tin g  m a c h in e s  are  

a  la z y  p a t h  to  p rog ress. M y  p e o p le  c h a n g e d  t h e m 

se lv es  to  b e  b e tte r  a t  m a c h in e  ta sk s th a n  m a c h in es.  

Y ou  ca n  g u e s s  th e  rest. I  r u in e d  K e lla r d , a n d  k ille d  

h is  k e y  e n g in eer s. H is  s to k e r s  tr ie d  to  s to p  m e. 

T h e y  d ie d  too.

“ B u t y o u  m u rd e re d  tw o  d o z e n  p eo p le ! I n n o 

ce n t p e o p le  -  w ell, m ostly.”

S k ills  c a n n o t  b e  u n le a r n e d . M y  p e o p le ’s  f l e e t  w ill  

a r r iv e  h e r e  in  2020, L e w is . In  o n e  h u n d r e d  a n d  

f i f t y - f iv e  y e a r s  th is  w o r ld  m u s t  n o t  b e  d o m in a te d  

b y  n e tw o r k s  o f  c a lc u la t io n  m a c h in e s , o r  h u m a n ity  

w ill  b e  d e e m e d  b e y o n d  s a lv a tio n  a n d  a n n ih ila te d .  

In  th e  n e x t  c e n tu r y  a n d  a  h a l f  y o u  m u s t  g o  o n  to  

k i ll  th o u s a n d s  o f  b r illia n t , g if te d  m a th e m a tic ia n s  

a n d  s c ie n t is ts  to  p r e v e n t  th a t.

lv a  h a d  b e e n  ju s t  in  t im e . A  d e c a d e  later, 

H e in r ic h  H e rtz  d e v e lo p e d  th e  e x p e r im e n 

ta l d e v ic e  th a t w e  n o w  c a ll a  ra d io , b u t  th e re  w as  

n o  lo n g e r  a s ig n a l fro m  sp a ce  fo r  h im  to  hear. 

T h e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  c o m p u tin g  w a s  set b a c k  b y  

o v e r  h a lf  a ce n tu ry . T h e  n ig h t th e  te c h n a rio n  w as 

d e stro y e d , I m a d e  m y  d e c is io n . I f  E lv a  w a s  an  

e x a m p le  o f  w h a t h u m a n ity  c o u ld  b e c o m e , th e n  

I w a s  o n  h e r  s id e. I b e g a n  k illin g  to  s lo w  th e  

a d v a n c e  o f  w h a t b e c a m e  c o m p u tin g  te c h n o lo g y , 

a n d  s in c e  th e n  I h a v e  k ille d  h u n d re d s  o f  v e r y  

fin e  m e n  a n d  w o m e n . A l l  o f  th a t w a s  in  v a in . I 

fa ile d  h u m a n ity , a lth o u g h  I lik e  to  th in k  th at it 

w a s  h u m a n ity  th a t fa ile d  h u m an ity .

It is n o w  1992. I w a s  im p r is o n e d  in  a S o v ie t 

la b o u r  ca m p  in  1945, fo r  a ssa ss in a tin g  S o v ie t 

e n g in e ers  a n d  m a th e m a tic ia n s  e n g a g e d  in  c o m 

p u tin g  resea rch . I w a s  to rtu re d , a n d  b e c a u se  I 

h a d  n o  c o lle a g u e s  to  b etray , I sa id  n o th in g . I w a s  

k e p t a liv e  to  b e  to r tu re d  fu rth e r , b u t in  tim e  th e  

K G B  lo st in terest in  m e, a n d  I w a s  lo c k e d  a w a y  

to  a w a it d eath . T h a n k s  to  E lva ’s m e c h a n is m s  in

m y  b lo o d , I su rv iv e d .

W ith  th e  p a tie n c e  o f  a  n e a r-im m o rta l, I c o s 

m e tic a lly  a ged  m y se lf, a ll th e  w h ile  a w a itin g  

m y  c h a n c e  to  k ill  a  gu a rd , tak e  h is  u n ifo r m  a n d  

esca p e. In stea d , th e  S o v ie t  U n io n  co lla p sed . B y  

th e n  re co rd s  o f  m y  tr ia l h a d  b e e n  lo st o r  d e 

stro y e d , so  I w a s  fre ed , ta k e n  b a c k  to  M o sco w , 

a n d  e v e n  p a id  a  little  co m p e n sa tio n .

N o w  I a m  s ta n d in g  in  a  L o n d o n  street, g a z 

in g  in  h o r ro r  at a  w in d o w  d is p la y  ja m m e d  so lid  

w ith  p e rso n a l co m p u te rs . T h e  a c c u rse d  th in g s  

are e v e ry w h e re , a n d  th e y  are u n iv e rs a lly  d esired , 

a d m ire d  a n d  tru ste d , a n d  th e re  are  o n ly  tw e n ty - 

e ig h t y ea rs  b e fo re  E lva ’s p e o p le  a rriv e  in  th e ir  

flee t o f  a ll- p o w e r fu l starsh ip s.

I h a v e  tw o  task s l e f t  O n e  is  to  b u ild  a  q u a n tu m  

state  b e a c o n  th a t w ill  b ro a d c a s t  m y  p o s itio n  to  a 

s c o u t sh ip  th a t th e  fle e t w ill  s e n d  to  p ic k  m e  up, 

so  I c a n  d e liv e r  m y  re p o rt. T h a t w ill  b e  easy. T h e  

o th e r  is  to  tu r n  h u m a n ity  a w a y  fro m  co m p u ters  

a n d  a rtific ia l in te llig e n ce  b e fo re  2020. In  to d a y ’s 

te r m in o lo g y , th a t is  in  th e  d o n ’t  b o th e r  try in g  

b a sk et. T h e  m e n to r  in  m y  h e a d  h a s n o  re co rd  

o f  a n y  sp ecie s  b e c o m in g  so  a b so lu te ly  b e so tte d  

w ith  u s in g  co m p u te rs  as h u m an s.

T h r o u g h  E lva , I h a v e  seen  th a t in te llig e n t sp e 

cies  re a lly  ca n  h a ve  a  b e tte r  d e stin y  th a n  m e re ly  

b e in g  e g g sh e lls  th a t w ill  b e  c ra ck e d , b ro k e n  a n d  

d isc a rd e d  w h e n  m a c h in e  w o r ld s  are b o rn . F ro m  

th e  e v id e n c e  b e fo r e  m e , h o w e v e r , I a m  su re  th a t 

h u m a n ity  w ill  b e c o m e  th e  s ta u n ch est p o ssib le  

a lly  o f  th e  m a c h in e s  w o rld s . P e o p le  lik e  I u s e d  to  

b e  w o u ld  g la d ly  tu rn  E a rth  in to  an  o c e a n  o f  c a l

c u la t io n  p o w e r, th e n  w ill in g ly  d ro w n  th e m selve s  

in  it. E lva ’s p e o p le  w ill  tak e  d ra stic  a c tio n  to  stop  

th a t h a p p e n in g . A s  fa r as I a m  c o n c e rn e d , th e y  

w ill  b e  righ t.

T h u s I sh a ll d o  n o th in g  to  s lo w  th e  sp rea d  o f  

c o m p u tin g  o n  E a rth , a n d  fo r  m e  2020 c a n n o t 

a rriv e  fa st e n o u g h . I m a y  s o u n d  lik e  a  m o n ste r, 

b u t th e n  I a m  n o t a  ty p ic a l h u m a n .

Sean lives in Australia, where he works with one gigan
tic scientific computer, six thousand smaller computers 
and several humans by day, and writes science fiction 
on a very small laptop by night. He has won fifteen Aus
tralian and international awards, and his previous story 
for Interzone, Steamgothic' (issue #241), was shortlisted 
for the Sidewise Award.



“One of the most consistently rule
breaking collections of crime fiction 

being published anywhere. Last 

night I started reading Ghosts but 

had to stop after reading the first 

story, Plainview’ by Dave Hoing. I 

stopped reading because the story 

is so good, so rich, so lyrically told, 
reading anything else for the night 

would have been a waste of time"
—  Ed Gorman, New Improved Gorman

“A  top-notch collection of crime 

fiction that is dark and tinged with 

the surreal. As you read the stories in 

Ghosts a certain vibe starts to form, 
a long dark echo in the reptile part 

of your reading brain. A collection 

of crime fiction like no other, it had 

better show up in some award lists"
—  Rick Kleffel, The Agony Column

“TTA Press have cornered the 

market in weird, dark and disturbing 

short fiction with their Crimewave 

anthologies. The quality of the 

writing in Ghosts is excellent and 

the collection has plenty to unsettle, 
surprise and frighten the reader. 
Ghosts come in all shapes and 

sizes and this anthology is fresh, 
unpredictable and meaty reading"
—  Cath Staincliffe, Tangled Web

“Many fans of crime fiction feel that 

the true heart of the genre is to be 

found in short stories rather than 

novels. They may want to subscribe 

to Crimewave. Issue 11 is subtitled 

Ghosts and even allowing for the 

occasional genre-bending, there is 

nowhere else readers can find such a 

stimulating mixture of crime"
—  Mat Coward, Morning Star
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Duncan Lunan

The A lteration  was first published 
in 1976, and w on the John W. 
Cam pbell A ward the following 
year, but otherwise attracted little 
notice. A m is was well know n in 
the 1960s as an SF critic, editor and 
playwright, but it was a surprise 

som e years later to com e across the 
b o o k  second-hand and learn that 
he’d  written an SF novel. A s alter
nate history’ it’s far less well know n 
than The M an  in the High Castle  or 
Pavane, to both o f  w hich it refers.

This is an alternative present 
in w hich M artin  Luther becam e 
Pope, the Reform ation, such as it 
was, was internal to the Catholic 
Church, and its intentions are long 
forgotten. A s in M oorcock’s The 

W arlord o f  the A ir, w e get intrigu
ing ghm pses o f  the different lives 
led b y  celebrities such as David 
H ockney and Jean-Paul Sartre.
But there’s a sudden chill with the 

introduction o f  two aged repre
sentatives o f  the H oly Office -  “to 
give them  the fam iliar nam es by 
w hich they w ere know n in their 
native A lm aigne and M uscovy, 
H im m ler and Beria”. Like them,

the next two characters we meet 
are corrupt servants o f  absolute 
power; but here the pow er is the 
C hurch o f  Rome, and their field 
o f  action is liturgical music. Their 
chosen victim  is Hubert Anvil, a 
ten-year-old soprano w ho is des
tined for the ‘alteration’ o f  the title, 
to becom e a castrato against the 
wishes o f  his fam ily and their con 
fessor, to say nothing o f  his own.

Though it’s short, the novel 
packs in a vast am ount o f  detail. 
England is everywhere: Ireland 
is ‘W estern England’, Indo-China 
has been English since the victory  
over the French com m em orated 
at London’s D ahN ang Station. N ot 
everything is bad: no w orld wars, 
no slavery, N ew  England is inde
pendent but neither the passenger 
pigeon nor the Native Am ericans 
have been extirpated, though the 
latter live under ‘separateness’ 
w hose rules are all too familiar.
But England alone has 80 m illion 
people, m ost o f  them  outwardly 
O rw ellian proles but in a system 
riddled with corruption, from  the 
stable bo y  selling illicit SF to  the 
taxis (‘publics’) w hose passengers 
are kidnapped so often that A m is 
m ight have called them  ‘ransom 
cabs’. It goes all the w ay to the top: 
the Pope takes m onstrous deci
sions, squandering hum an lives, 
but they’re forced upon him  by the 
unwise decisions o f  his ‘infallible’ 
predecessors.

W e see all this is a w hirlw ind 
few  days in  w hich H ubert is 
whisked o ff to Rome, returns, 
runs away, is abducted, escapes, 
gains asylum  at the N ew  England 
em bassy and is nearly sm uggled 
out o f  the country, followed by an 
epilogue a few years later where we 
see what he has becom e. The true 
clim ax, a dream sequence, features 
two riders, together -  I thought 
I rem em bered them separating, 

m ore appropriately to A m iss 
underlying them e o f  loss. See if  it 
affects you the same w ay -  it’s well 
worth the journey to get there.



LOVE MINUS EIGHTY 
W ill M cIntosh
Orbit pb, 432pp, £7.99

Paul Kincaid

Soft A pocalypse  was, to m y mind, 
one o f  the under-appreciated 
novels o f  2011. So I was intrigued 
to see W ill M cIntoshs new  novel. 
Unfortunately, as soon as I began 
reading I realised that the seed o f  
the novel was a short story called 
‘Bridesicle’, and I kn ew  I was going 
to have problem s w ith the book. 
Because the situation at the heart 
o f  both the novel and the story 
does not make econom ic sense, it 
doesn’t make social sense, and in 
terms o f  gender politics it is, shall 
w e say, unfortunate.

In the m iddle years o f  the next 
century society has becom e, 
literally, stratified. The super rich 
live high above N ew  York in the 
H igh Town; everyone else lives 
below  them  in the Low  Town, 
except for the super poor w ho 
seem to live lower still or outside 
in the ‘burbs’. Everything is 
determ ined by wealth; throughout 
the novel there is a lot o f  w hat we 
m ight consider political action, 
but there is not a single m ention 
o f  any form  o f  governm ent. But 
though these extrem e econom ic 
divisions are the m ost interesting

part o f  the 
book, they are 

not at its core.
In this future 

they have 
learned how  to 
bring the dead 
back to life. But 
in a w orld where 
there is a price 
on everything, 
only the super 

wealthy or a few  favoured others 
can enjoy this benefit. The 
favoured others are, basically, 
w om en w ho conform  to an 
absolute and universally agreed 
calibration o f  beauty. They are 
cryogenically preserved until a 
rich m an takes a fancy to them 
and pays the exorbitant cost o f 
their regeneration, after which 
they becom e his wife under 
terms that are actually a form  
o f  sex slavery. There is a passing 
m ention that preserving m en as 
husbands for rich w om en hadn’t 
worked, but in fact o f  the two 
m en w e see brought back to life, 
one has inherited vast wealth, the 
other is econom ically im portant 
to his employers, w om en are 
apparently regenerated or not 
purely on account o f  their physical 
attributes. There are m ore things 
w rong with this set up than I 

could possibly enum erate in the 
space o f  this review. To do him 
justice, M cIntosh is clearly aware 
o f  this, but w hen the situation is 
driving the entire plot, he can’t 
do m uch m ore than mitigate the 
wrongness.

O u r central character, Rob, is 
a poor m an from  the burbs who, 
distracted by the break-up o f  his 
relationship with a rich wom an 
from  High Town, accidentally 
runs into and kills Winter. W inter 
turns out to  be pretty enough to 
be cryogenically preserved and 
Rob, racked by guilt, m anages to 
scrape together enough cash to 

revive her for a few  minutes. The 
two find themselves falling in love,

and Rob gets a m ind-num bing 
factory job  in order to get the cash 
to see her every few  months. But, 
pretty as she is, W inter isn’t pretty 
enough to attract other suitors, at 
least not rich enough to warrant 
her continued preservation, and 
Rob learns that her cryogenic tank 
is to be turned o ff in the next few  
days. He launches a desperate plan 
to maintain W inter’s suspended 
anim ation, a plot that involves 
his form er lover, W inter’s form er 

boyfriend, and Veronika, perhaps 
the m ost interesting character 
in the book, w ho makes a 
living advising others on their 
relationships while being unable 
to sustain one o f  her own.

M cIntosh is a good writer. The 
relationship between Rob and 
W inter is tender and affecting, and 
most o f  the main characters are 
vivid ly and interestingly drawn. 
But M cIntosh is at his best, as 
he showed in Soft Apocalypse, 
w hen it com es to putting these 
characters in the context o f 
their econom ic circumstances. 
Here, by com parison w ith that 
earlier novel, the stratification 
between rich and poor is almost 
cartoonish, and the satirical 
take on social m edia in which 
celebrities are followed by 
hundreds o f  virtual windows 
w herever they go through w hich 
passive consum ers watch their 
every m ove is, to be honest, a 
little crude. W hen we see the 
grim  reality o f  Rob’s repetitive 
job, the good  sense and hum our 
o f  his father, the fear when the 
rich find themselves confronting 

the poor, the novel com es alive. 
But too m uch is caught up in the 
idea o f  the ‘Bridesicles’ (and don’t 
you just know  that awful coinage 
cam e before the story), and this 
nonsensical invention gets in the 
way o f  the solid, hum ane and 
fascinating exam ination o f  life 
under these econom ic realities 
that keeps trying to break out o f  
the novel.
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Christopher Priest’s new  novel 
follows hot on the heels (for him) 
o f  The Islanders (2011). Two novels 
in three years: result happiness. 
Have we been here before? Stories 
that bear a ‘The [insert a word 
here]’ title can prom ise anything. 
But as is usual w ith  Priest’s w ork, 
less (that title) really is m ore 
(what’s folded into the novel). A n d  
we do get w hat’s described; we just 
have to w ork at it too. It’s a riddle, 
w rapped in a mystery, inside an 
enigm a. But perhaps there is a key 
(W inston Churchill gets a m ention 
but isn’t the m ajor character he 

was -  they were? O ops, that’s 
torn  it -  in Priest’s 2002 novel The 

Separation). THE ADJACENT 
does have that m ore (and it’s a 
lot) contained in the apparent 
less. Priest’s recurring them es 
are there. In this perform ance -  
again -  there is no let-dow n, no 

disappointm ent. Let’s explore a bit, 
backstage if  possible.

In the not too distant future, 
clim ate change is w reaking havoc 
throughout the world. Britain is 
now  regularly beset b y  hurricanes 
and other extrem e weather, dis
rupting infrastructure and m aking 
travel perilous. A n d  there is an 
insurgency going on. T ibor Tarent, 
a photographer w hose cameras 
use quantum  lens technology, 
returns hom e from  the drought- 
ridden hell o f  A natolia where 
his w ife M elanie had been killed, 
apparently in an insurgent inci
dent. H er body utterly vanished in 
the explosion, w hich left a triangu
lar crater. Tarent’s superiors want 
to debrief him , so after an aw k
ward visit to his in-laws is put on 
an arm oured transport (the only 
decent protection available against 
weather and attack) and sent to 

W arne’s Farm  in Lincolnshire.
The next part is narrated by 

Trent. D uring W orld War I he is 
sent to France to help the fledgling 
RAF w ith ideas for cam ouflag
ing its aircraft. There is talk o f 
transform ing objects through

CH RISTOPH ER PRIEST has 
b een  p ro d u cin g  som e o f 

B r ita in ’s m o st accom plished 
sp ecu la tive  n o v els  fo r  m ore 

th a n  fo u r decades, w ith  one, 
The Prestige, even  su rv iv in g  

H ollyw ood t o  b e  ad ap ted  
as a  su ccessfu l film . JOHN 

HOWARD ta lk s  to  h im  a b ou t 
h is  la te s t  n ovel.

deception, the m isleading and dis
tracting o f  onlookers. Back in the 
IRGB Tarent reaches W arne’s Farm 
where he witnesses the destruction 
(ann ihilation ) o f  the transport 
and all rem aining on board. A  
triangular scar remains. Tarent 
is stranded until he can leave 
on another transport. Flashback 
tw enty years: a journalist inter
view s Thijs Rietveld, developer o f 
the Peturbative Adjacent Field. The 
new  adjacency technology, it was 
claim ed, w ould provide ultimate 
passive protection, m aking wars 
impossible. Som eone called Tarent 
is the photographer assigned to 
the interview, but he m ight be seen 
through the illusionist’s sheet o f 
glass. Certainly onlookers are dis
tracted and misled.

A t Tealby M oor in Lincolnshire 
during W orld W ar II, M ichael 

Torrance falls in love with 
Krystyna Roszca, a Polish A TA  
pilot w hose secret nam e is -  we 
won’t go there (you can). Torrance 
rem inds her o f  Tomasz, the fiance 
w ho stayed behind. W hen  her 
aircraft vanishes on a routine 
flight Roszca is recorded as m iss
ing, presum ed dead. D ecades later 
Torrance travels to Poland but 
can find no evidence for any o f  
the people or events she told him 
about.

Tarent is still at W arne’s Farm 
in Lincolnshire where it seems 
all traces o f  the violent events 
that accom panied his arrival have 
utterly vanished. W ithout m iss
ing a beat we m eet Tallant on the 
island o f  Prachous in the Dream

Archipelago. This non-com fort 
zone is a Priest hole easier to get 

into than to leave. A lso sliding in 
is Thom  the Thaumaturge, w ho 
gains a local follow ing until an 
illusion goes wrong. Thom  resem 
bles a sought m an called Tomak; 
h ey  presto the invisible curtains 
swish open, close, then open again 
and what o f  any trick, the illusion? 

M ellanya, still seeking Tomak, 
repossesses her aircraft and flies 
away: we’ve com e across the 
type o f  plane, but it wasn’t in the 

Archipelago, was it?
Throughout, although all is 

apparently unchanged, the shifts 

take place. Finally, seamlessly, the 
key unsticks and perhaps pieces fit 
into place newly, w ith the jagged 
edges planed sm ooth, as they 
should be. But there are still sharp 
jabs, where the fit is still rough and 
only approximate, a squeeze-in, 
causing w ounds w ith blood. It is 
the wounds, blood, and imprecise 
fittings that give The A djacen t its 
im pact. A n d  throughout Priest’s 
fiction: all the tim e it’s people that 
matter, not just places and events. 
Exactly where and exactly w hen 
Tibor and M elanie end up -  or 
rather in which possibility or 
reality does Priest make us take 
leave o f  them  (and it is them  as a 
couple) -  is probably not possible 
to say.

W ith The Islanders, The Sepa

ration, and The Prestige (1995),
The A d ja cen t  can, perhaps, be 
experienced as the fourth facet 
o f  a tetrahedral w ork. (Read the 
book, you’ll find out.) Crystals 
have multiplied, parallels have met 
and the illusionist walks o ff hav
ing given the audience its m oney’s 
worth. H ow  m uch has been going 

on and w e haven’t really noticed? 
So what? The A d ja cen t  is rich for 
re-readings and re-evaluations. It 
m ight be a fourth story but it is 
also four (at least) stories packed 
into one. Christopher Priest has 
done it again. Cue applause: 
applaud please!
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The Adjacent contains themes 
you have made use of before.
For example, parallel and 
interpenetrating worlds, 
mistaken and unclear identities, 
and stage illusion and ‘magic’. 
What do these themes hold that 
makes you return and create 
variation after variation of them? 
Parallel and interpenetrating 
worlds -  isn’t this what all fiction 
is about? A n y  story o f  any kind, 
in any genre, draws on both the 
real w orld o f  experience and the 
im aginary w orld o f  the m ind. The 
real and the im aginary penetrate’ 
each other in everyone’s life, or 
are at least adjacent to each other: 
we all have daydreams, fantasies,

m em ories, wishes, ideals, plans -  
at the same tim e we w alk round 
the supermarket, go to work, 
bring up kids. Sometim es dreams 
com e true: the im aginary blends 
w ith reality. I know  that’s not what 
you’re getting at, but the actual 
quality o f  two parallel realities is 
fam iliar to us all. Inner and outer 
worlds co-exist. It doesn’t seem 
to me too great a stretch to w ork 
w ith that kind o f  dual awareness 
in fiction.

M istaken and unclear 
identities -  I’ve always had a 
terrible m em ory for names, 
even for people I know  well, 
and em barrassing mistakes still 

haunt me. G aining som eone’s
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nam e at a first m eeting is only 
one elem ent o f  what’s going on, 
and som etim es a first m eeting 
can have several layers o f  internal 
complexity. (That’s m y excuse.) 
Then there’s the fact that m any 
people consciously adopt different 
personae in  different areas o f  
their lives: w hen they are with 
their lovers, in  their jobs, with 
their children, w hen driving, 

w hen playing sport. Then there’s 
the internet, w ith m illions o f  
people daily firing o ff smart- 
arse com m ents and insults and 
offensive value-judgm ents and 
hiding behind pseudonym ous 
tags. They couldn’t and w ouldn’t 
do that to your face.

Stage illusion and m agic -  This 
is slightly different. M y interest 
in stage m agic is m ainly in the 
use o f  it as metaphor. M agicians 
and novelists have interesting 
sim ilarities -  w atching the 
perform ance o f  an illusion 
has quite a lot in com m on 
w ith reading fiction: you 

kn ow  it’s not real, it’s a form  o f 
entertainm ent, there are sleights 
and m isdirections in  both form s, 
and even though you can clearly 
see what is going on you still can’t 
tell exactly how  it was done. A n d  
so on.

Do you have any concerns about 
being perceived as a writer who 
only handles certain themes? Or 
do you perhaps feel that these 
themes are large enough and 
‘contain multitudes’?
Show m e a w riter w ho doesn’t only 
handle certain themes! Falling 
in love, that’s one that com es up 
from  tim e to tim e. Fear o f  death, 
another. The process o f  grow ing 

up, another. The eternal triangle, 
yet another. Several more, which 
you can think o f  yourself. But 
I th in k w hat you  m ean in the 
context o f  this interview  are the 
ones in your first question.

In the first place, I can only 
write w hen I’m  interested in

“ The re a l an d  th e  im a g in a ry  
‘p e n e tr a te ’ each  o th e r  in  
e v e ry o n e ’s life , o r a re  a t  le a s t  
a d ja ce n t to  each  o th e r ”

som ething, so the m om ent I find 
(say) invisibility or doppelgangers 
dull, I’ll drop them , along with the 
m agicians, etc. For the m om ent 
the subjects still seem to m e to 
have legs, or m ight do. The novel 
I’m  w orking on at the m om ent 
doesn’t appear to require any 

illusionists, or not so far.
But I do rather resist the idea 

that I ‘only ’ handle certain themes. 
This is som ething reviewers say, 
or have started to say recently, 
and although I think I know  what 

they mean I don’t buy into it. 
W hen m y first three novels were 
published (Indoctrinaire, Fugue fo r  

a D arkening  Island  and Inverted  

W orld) the reviewers back then 
often rem arked that all m y books 
were different from  each other.
I suppose the difference now  is 
that I’ve published so m any books 
that people can look back and 
see certain themes emerging, 
or becom ing apparent. They are 
probably right, but I think it still 
misses the point.

I always try  to do som ething 
different w ith m y novels, at least 
w hen I first get going, and usually

all the way through. The Q u iet  

W om an , for example, is a social 
and political satire. The Extrem es 

is a thriller based on  gun crim e 
and virtual reality. The Space 

M a chin e  w as a hom age to H.G. 
Wells. The Separation  is about a 
little-understood opportunity for 
a ceasefire in W orld W ar 2. The 

G lam our  is an extended metaphor 
for the failure to see. The Islanders 

is a sort o f ‘rough’ guide to an 
im aginary place. O f  course there 
are com m onalities between them, 
but that’s because they all have the 
same writer.

Although it is rarely, if  at all, 
explicitly stated -  as your novels 
rarely, if at all, spell anything out 
-  it seems to me that the main 
characters normally experience 
some form of ‘dislocation’.
I mean this in the sense of 
someone finding themselves in 
not quite the expected place or 
time, with the disappearance or 
alteration of accustomed people, 
institutions and expectations. 
Also being the victim of 
mistaken identity or coming to 
question their own. What are 
your thoughts on why this could 
be?
I think the only thing 1 know  for 

certain is that in life nothing is, 
well, certain. A t the lowest level, 
there’s perception o f  external 
reality: w hen I see the colour 
green is it the same as the colour 
you see? O n  a m ore subtle level, 
there’s hum an intelligence. Some 
people sim ply understand external 
reality better than other people. 

Then there’s the fact that many 
people w ilfu lly  or instinctually 
deceive them selves, and therefore 
inadvertently deceive others. 
Som etim es it’s deliberate.

That’s just about the ‘external’ 
world. The inner world, the 
psychological w orld, is even 
more interesting and subtle. Can 
you explain dreams? W h y is 

m em ory so intermittent? We live



chronologically -  w hy don’t we 
rem em ber things in the order in 
w hich they happened? W h y do 
people lie? H ow  is the religious 
impulse explained in a rational 
world? W hen we talk about 
som ething we’ve done, w hy do 
we try  to m ake the telling o f  it 
funny or unusual, w hy do w e leave 
bits out, w hy do w e try  to make 
ourselves lo o k  good, or honest, 
or reliable? (A nd w hy do some 
people do the opposite, play dow n 
their virtues, their sense, their 
skill?)

The Dream Archipelago has 
been scattered throughout 
your work for around 3 5  years 
now, and The Adjacent is no 
exception. The islands and 
their world is a counterpart of 
our world: apparently like it in 
many ways and very different 
(or perhaps not) in others. For 
your characters the islands 
seem to be a place of refuge 
and renewal, and somewhere 
to make discoveries, often 
unsettling ones. Was the Dream 
Archipelago inspired by any 
real places or events? As the 
creator, what do you think of 
Fritz Leiber’s concept of the 
‘mysterious island’: ‘ [a place] 
rising out of my unconscious 
mind to which I can return 
again and again in search of new 
stories’. (Article in Foundation 11 
and 12.) Does this approach to 
the Dream Archipelago hold any 
interest or relevance for you? 
M aybe I should have read m ore 
o f  Fritz Leiber? He seems to have 
it about right. A t first I thought o f  
the A rchipelago as a tapestry that 
I could w ork on, go back to from  
tim e to tim e and find som ething 
new  to do w ith  it. The risk o f  
saying som ething like that is that 
it could be m isconstrued as a 
kind o f  im aginative com fort zone, 
but the original idea was actually 
the opposite: to create an idyllic- 
seem ing place, a paradise o f

‘One o f our most gifted and poetic writers 
o f science fiction'John Fowlr*

C h r i s t o p h e r  
| % P r ie s t
' (l? rfudipelayo. I
“ L ike a ll  f ic tio n , th e  A rch i
p ela go  s to r ie s  a re  a  b len d  o f 
m em o ry  a nd  im a g in a tio n , o f  
in v e n tio n  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e ...”

tropical islands in a shim m ering 
sea, then tackle difficult subjects 
w ith it. The early stories dealt 
explicitly w ith topics like 
prostitution, voyeurism , young 
people conscripted into war, and 
so on. A lso, always, the stories 
were im plicitly about literature 
and art.

Based on real places? W hen 
I began, I saw the Archipelago 
as a sort o f  freeform  am algam  
o f  various places I knew  or had 
visited: the G reek Islands, the 
Channel Islands, H arrow  on the 
Hill, the French R iviera.. .and the 
Pennines. Som e o f  the vocabulary 
is borrowed: the Serque G roup in 
the stories is based on the island 
o f  Sark (‘Serque’ is the patois 
nam e for Sark).. .but there’s little 
sim ilarity between the two.

Based on real events? N ot really, 

but the landscape and the feelings 
o f  landscape certainly arise from  
reality. Som e o f  the background 
to the stories is based on images 
from  years ago. Like all fiction, the 
Archipelago stories are a blend 
o f  m em ory and im agination, o f 
invention and experien ce.. .and

above all the wish to tell a good 
story.

In The Adjacent there is at least 
one little nod to The Separation. 
Given this and the themes of 
these and many of your other 
novels, what is the connection 
you intend to be made between 
them?
The ‘nod’ is, I think, a passing 
m ention o f  one o f  the m ain 
characters from  The Separation. To 
say that it’s a connection is really 
stating it too high. W hile writing 

The A d ja cen t  I needed to locate 
a W W 2 bom ber airfield and find 
an R A F squadron number, and 
rather than com e up with new 
ones it seem ed to m e that the ones 
I had used in The Separation  were 
perfectly valid. There is no hidden 
link betw een the two books, 
no puzzle to be so lved .. .just an 
airfield and a squadron number. 
The character nam e was m y way 
o f  ow ning up to w hat I had done 
with a fairly meaningless practical 
choice, a footnote in the text, if  
you like.

There are a few  other similar 
references, but I saw them as 
having the sam e sort o f  value as 
the ‘Easter Eggs’ found on some 
websites. I f  you don’t know  they 
are there and you don’t stumble 
across them , you m iss nothing 
at all. N o extra depth is being 
missed, no hidden m eaning w ould 
be revealed, there are no private 
jokes you aren’t getting. If you 
happen to discover that one o f 
the place-nam es in The A djacen t  

(say) is roughly the same as a 
character nam e in The Islanders, 

then it doesn’t mean very much, 
but you m ight feel it adds a certain 
som ething. I’m not sure what.

There are in fact several links 
and connections within The 

A djacen t, but the im portant 
ones are all internal. The book is 
intended as a story to be read and 
enjoyed, not a cryptic puzzle to be 

solved.
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You wrote a very interesting 
article about writing The 
Separation and the books you 
read while doing research for 
the novel. How does history 
stimulate you? What do you 
find in the recorded experiences 
of those who lived through 
tumultuous events?
H istory is us, it is w hat w e are 
doing now. For m e it is one o f  the 
key influences on everything I 
write.

W hen I started thinking about 
The Separation , I read several 
w artim e m em oirs by ordinary 
people w ho had becom e caught 
up in the w ar and had a story to 

tell. T hey w ere books b y  people 
w ho had been air-gunners, nurses, 
submariners, air raid wardens, 
prisoners, pilots, sailors. A lthough 
these books are readable and 
vivid  they could not be described 
as literature, and you w ould  
recognise few  o f  the names o f  the 
writers. I soon realised, though, 
that they were probably the 
W W 2 equivalent o f  the p oetry 
that had been written in the 
trenches during the 1914-18 war.
In other w ords, the books were 
not particularly sophisticated 
but they were eager to tell a story 
and had been w ritten from  the 
heart. A lm ost w ithout exception 
they were full o f  em otion, 
experience, heartache, terror, vivid  
descriptions, shocking scenes. 
Som e o f  the material I read was 
genuinely overpowering. A ll this 
is fabulous material if  you are 
researching a novel.

In The Separation the world 
that Stuart Gratton grows up 
and works in seems no worse 
overall than ours. (Leaving aside 
a number o f other issues, from 
the point o f view of the body 
count accumulated in getting 
there, it is probably better.) 
Which possible event that never 
did happen would you like to 
have actually occurred? And

C h r i s t o p h e r

! ^ c g P r i e s tenatatio./i 
___

“ I f  i t  w ere  to  b e  an  exile  to  th e  
A rch ip e lag o , I w ou ld  p ro b ab ly  
b e  a  b each  bum . There are  
som e g r e a t  b each es th e r e ”

why? [Candidates may continue 
their answer on another sheet of 
paper.]
The answer to this is literally The 

Separation. A s you suggest, you 
are opening up a huge subject. 
Briefly, though: I have no direct 
m em ory o f  W W 2, and was born 
towards the end o f  it. But I grew 
up in a place where images and 
m em ories o f  the w ar were all 
around. Few people talked about 
what they had done in the war, but 
the centre o f  M anchester, the city 
close to where I lived as a child, 
had been reduced to hundreds o f 
acres o f  rubble. I was brought up 
to believe w e (the A llies in general, 
and the U K  in particular) had won 
the war. Churchill was a hero to 
most o f  the people o f  m y parents’ 
generation. 1 looked at those ruins 
in M anchester and wondered 

what sort o f ‘win’ it had been. As 
I grew  up I began to read history 
and to find differing view s on the 
war: the A m erican perspective 
was interestingly different, but 
so too was what I found out had 
been happening inside Germany. 
The Russians, it seem ed, had gone

through a com pletely different war 
from  m y parents. A n d  what about 

the people w ho had experienced 
Treblinka and Auschwitz?

I discovered there was a 
theoretical chance that the war 
m ight have com e to a premature 
end during the early m onths o f 
1941 -  a separate peace between 
Britain and G erm any was briefly 
possible. In the real world 
Churchill had shrugged it off, 
but the novelist in m e not only 
w ondered why, but what might 
have happened if  history had 
turned out differently.

This is a fam iliar thought 
process for a novel o f ‘alternative 
history’, but because m y own 
understanding o f  the war was so 
tentative and constantly changing, 
I didn’t w ant to w rite a standard 
counterfactual. You know, the 
Spanish A rm ada might have 
landed in 1588, the South won 
the A m erican C ivil War, and all 
that. I was full o f  doubts about 
W W 2, so the crucial ‘event’ in 
The Separation  is in fact a period 
o f  about six m onths, in w hich a 
num ber o f  different alternatives 
appear. In this sense, I saw it as 
a novel not just suggesting an 
alternative history, but one that 
exam ines the actual process o f 

historical change.

If you could go to an alternative 
world, or travel to the Dream 
Archipelago, what might the 
native Christopher Priest have 
become there?
If it were to be an exile to the 
Archipelago, I w ould probably be 
a beach bum . There are som e great 
beaches there. Food and booze are 
cheap and plentiful, sexual mores 
are fabulously unbuttoned, and 
the islanders all speak dem otic, 
w hich I invented. O n  the other 
hand, I’d want to be sure I was 
on an island where there were no 
thrym es...

If it were to be to anywhere else, 
I thin k I’d rather stay where I am.
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Jack D eighton

Valente here has rew orked a 
traditional Russian folk tale, or 
perhaps several. Lack o f  fam iliarity 
w ith  this source material m ay 
obscure som e o f  its nuances but 
fear not. In what could have been 
a dizzying whirl through the 
unfam iliar -  we have to deal not 
only w ith the tale itself but with 
the typically Russian patronym ics 
and dim inutives -  Valente’s 
w riting, w ith  the occasional 
exception, is fluid and expressive. 
H er powers o f  description and 
sim iles can be striking, but her 
A m ericanism s stand oddly against 
the novel’s setting.

The story signals its fantastical 
elem ents early on. In a house on 
a long, thin  street during the time 
St Petersburg becam e Petrograd, 
then Leningrad -  and the street 
also changed its nam e twice -  
M arya M orevna know s there is 
m agic in the w orld w hen she sees 
a bird fall o ff a tree -  “thump, 
bash!” -  change into a m an and 
ask for the girl in the window. 
Twice m ore the same thing hap
pens. (A s in fairy tales repeti
tion is a key feature o f  the novel,

though the repetitions m ay have 

m inor changes.) Each m anbird 
takes away one o f  her three sisters. 
She then befriends the dom oviye 
(house imps) w ho hold soviets 
behind a door in the stove and tell 
her Papa Koschei is com ing.

M arya regrets m issing seeing 
her bird “thump, bash!” into a 
man. This is Koschei Bessmertny, 
Koschei the Deathless, the Tsar 
o f  life, w ho nevertheless, in a 
m echanical vehicle that is also a 
horse, spirits her away to Buyan, 
a land where his previous lovers -  
all called Yelena or Vasilisa -  sew 
soldiers onto cloth and breathe 
them  into life.

In Buyan Koschei’s mother/ 
sister/sometime wife Baba Yaga -  
relationships there are som ewhat 
involuted -  sets M arya tasks to 
assess her worthiness as a wife for 
Koschei. These include subduing 
Baba Yaga’s traditional m ethod 
o f  travel, the m ortar and pestle.
A  nice touch during one o f  these 
was the scene w hich is effectively 
Little Red Riding H ood in reverse. 
A  character M arya befriends in 
Buyan expresses to her w hat is 
perhaps a very Russian sentiment 
but with universal application, 
“You will live as you live in any 
world; with difficulty and grief.” 
Koschei’s brother Viy, the Tsar o f 
death, turns up uninvited at the 
m arriage and thereafter there w ill 
be w ar between the brothers.

Birds or eggs occur frequently 
in the text. M arya kills a firebird; 

in one o f  her tasks she fetches an 
egg she believes contains Koschei’s 
death; a friend turns into a bird; 
she spends som e tim e in a place 
nam ed Yaichka w hich turns out 
to be an egg; Alkanost, a firebird
like creature, imparts words o f 
wisdom .

In a sudden tem poral jum p 
we find a human man, Ivan 
N ikolayevich, w andering into 
M arya’s life. In the interim  she 
has becom e one o f  Koschei’s 
generals, but the war is going

badly. (The w ar is always going 
badly.) Koschei is dism ayed as 
Ivan habitually takes his wives 
from  him. M arya chides him  for 
his attitude and takes Ivan as her 
lover, despite his confusion. She 
tells him , “W hat passes between 
m arried people is incom prehensi
ble to outsiders.”

W hatever her title m ay be, 
Valente’s story is not deathless. 
Escaping the w ar in Buyan, M arya 

chooses to return w ith Ivan to  her 
childhood hom e and is shocked 
that a house in Leningrad is 
painted w ith characters from  
her story. W ith all the fantastical 
events that have gone before and 
com e after, though, the im pact o f 
the G erm an siege o f  the city and 
its attendant horrors o f  starva
tion and suffering is lessened. The 
stripping o f  wallpaper to make 
bread, its paste to make butter, 
are not as horrific, not as devas
tating, as they could be; as they 
should be. We have not felt, not 
been shown, enough o f  the long, 
slow  descent into abjection and 
desperation that survival there 
w ould have entailed. That Koschei 
has also turned up and is tethered 
in the basement only adds to the 
distancing effect.

A n  interlude in Yaichka features 
barely disguised versions o f  Lenin, 
Stalin, the last Tsar and his fam ily 
and a priest with w hom  his wife 
m ay (or not) have had a liaison. 
Two o f  these have dreams o f  a 
war between red and white ants. 
Russian history hangs heavily.

The hum an tim e span o f  the 
novel relates to that o f  the ascend
ancy o f  the “wizard in M oscow 
with the m oustache”. There is the 
necessity to believe “there has 
never been another (w orld)” -  
“can never be another.” A n  explicit 
message is that living under totali
tarianism is like death; but a death 
where “You still have to go to w ork 
in the m orning. You still have to 
live.” But, to use one o f  Valente’s 
repetitions, life is like that.
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FEARSOME JOURNEYS 
e d ite d  b y  J o n a th a n  S tra h a n
Solaris pb, 4i6pp, £7.99

Jo L. Walton

There’s som ething faintly paradox
ical about the w hole premise. Epic 
fantasy, but short epic fantasy? A  
further aura o f  oxym oron attaches 

to the w ord new. There’s newness 
in the sense that all twelve tales 
are original for this anthology, but 
there’s also a suggestion o f  fresh 

ness. A n d  w ho really wants to be 
an early adopter o f  epic fantasy? 

Isn’t it a bit like keying in a G oogle  
A lert for cutting-edge single malt 
whisky? Isn’t Fearsom e Journeys in 
jeopardy o f  falling apart under the 
stress o f  its contradictions?

Yet som ehow  it all hangs togeth
er beautifully. A  few  stories, such 
as Saladin A hm ed’s Am ethyst, 
Shadow and Light’ and Daniel 
Abraham ’s ‘The H igh K ing D ream 
ing’ achieve a kind o f  ultra-com 
pressed vastitude: epic.zip. M any 
stories position themselves as 
episodes, fragm ents, or specimens 
o f  palimpsestual sprawl. C h arac
ters prim a donna up and down 
the pages as though this is n ot 

their first story and certainly  w on’t 
be their last. This is often literally 
true; for instance, w ith the stories 
from  Scott Lynch, Jeffrey Ford and

G len C ook. Som e readers w ill hap
pily follow  these universes side
ways into the various other books 
they exist across. O ther readers 
o f  course m ay feel frustrated by 
all this un ru ly deferral and scat
ter. They m ay find the characters 
underdeveloped, the settings 
sketchy, the back-stories oblique. 
Still other readers (this reviewer 
included) w ill actually prefer not 

to have everything spelled out, and 
particularly not tim e-honoured 
fantasy tropes that are accessible 
via inference and a smidge o f 
gen re-saw y mental exertion -  The 
D om inator is bad, isn’t he?

A s for the “new ” bit, it doesn’t 
cancel out the priority heroic fan
tasy gives to the archaic so m uch 
as m ake that priority intelligible 
in the first place. O ld  and new, 
convention and subversion, high 
and low, heroic and m ock heroic 
-  these have always been difficult 
to disentangle. The courtly love 
tradition, for instance, m ingles 
private, unspoken and unrequited 
love o f  a theological fieriness with 
prankish subterfuge and slapsticky 
cuckoldry. M artial chivalry is 

sim ilarly entw ined with pragm a
tism , cynicism  and brutality at its 
very  roots. So what’s interesting in 

Fearsom e Journeys is not the fa c t  

that conventions are subverted, 
nor the fact that subversion is 
inevitably conducted under the 
banners o f  innovation and real
ism ... what’s interesting is the spe
cific form  and intensity w hich the 
subversion takes.

G enerally speaking, that form  is 
grit and its level is m edium  to low. 

There’s no out-and-out grim dark a 

la A bercrom bie here; this grit typi
cally involves a bit o f  undaunted 
erotic and/or scatological glee, 
in the context o f  a preoccupied, 
vague recognition o f  m ilitary and 
sexual dom ination as unshake- 
able dim ensions o f  existence. 
O ccasionally that vagueness seems 
deliberate or even pointed. In 
Lynch’s opener, the spirit o f  Fritz

Leiber m ingles w ith that o f  Square 
Enix: it’s obvious that these sorcer
ers’ agenda has som ething  to do 
w ith strategy, but everything  to do 
w ith w hich spells have the coolest 
anim ations. A hm ed’s ‘Am ethyst, 
Shadow and Light’ is redolent o f  
Pratchett’s The C olou r o f  M agic  or 
The N ational Lam poon’s Bored o f  

the Rings in its sharp rebuff o f  cod 
Tolkienesque w orld-saving. C ook ’s 
‘Shaggy D o g Bridge’ attains a 
strange stylistic success as its hard- 
boiled  squaddie-speak harm onises 
w ith high fantasy loftiness; clipped 
expression and dropped words 
evoke the lacunae o f  skaldic epics, 
while the bleak roundabout lin 
guistic doodles o f  m ilitary men 
(these guys have plenty o f  time 
to kill w hen not killing people) 
recalls archaistic periphrasis. O n 
various levels, I make out the 
point that people busy w ith seri
ous things (like massacres) don’t 
always take those things very  seri
ously. In a sense, they don’t even 
always pay that m uch attention.

It’s a fine message, but one 
which merges easily into 
som ething m ore awkward: the 
depersonalisation o f  suffering.

For instance, we can all appreci
ate A hm ed’s Hai Hai -  a diabolic 
and foul-m outhed sabre-wielding 

(doe) rabbit-of-fortune, and the 
kind o f  entity one imagines will 
soon be despatched to gather 
Hugh Hefner to the hereafter -  as 
one o f the anthology’s several 
Strong Female Characters. But 
what about the gender relations 
that make such a representation 

possible in the first place? (W hores 
as spoils, Hai Hai? -  care to say 
more?) W ell-intentioned fiction 
can get stuck in the same old 
images o f progress: sometimes 
it’s necessary to backtrack a little 
to find the onward path. Perhaps 
that’s w hy I took such a shine 
to the cronecore offerings, Kate 
Elliott’s ‘Leaf and Branch and 
Grass and Vine’ and Robert V.S. 
Redick’s ‘Forever People’. Elliot’s
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tale focuses on a sweet little Save 
the K in g m essenger mission. A nn a 

must cross hostile territory unde
tected, m ainly by w alking sort-o f 
near people (like getting into a 
club). Redick’s is a gnarled, queasy- 
m aking tale, sim ultaneously claus
trophobic and on a grand scale. It 
very  adroitly ends in the m idst o f  
wretched uncertainty. Even though 
both tales arguably draw on some 
o f  epic fantasy’s m ore problem atic 
tropes and stock figures (cunning 
old wom an has deceitful tongue; 
gender transitioning is em blem atic 
o f  the Ineffible Eldritch; h ick jeze
bel stashes machete, hikes skirts, 
etc) they never com e across as 
exploitative. The gender relations 
they invoke feel insistent and con 
crete, but also contingent.

The collection’s quality seem ed 
pretty even to me, but I m ight 
lurchingly pin m y rosette on 
K.J. Parker’s ‘The Dragonslayer 
o f  M erebarton’. There is a size
able “Yeah, an d 7. ” -type risk w ith 
adventure yarns; yep, this m ay 

all be unabashed escapism , but if  
you don’t escape very  fa r , or for 
very  long , and can’t bring anything 
back w ith y o u .. .well, w hy did  you 
bother? Parker’s rom ance is som e
thing o f  a @ Seinfeldi2oo, insofar 
as (by heroic fantasy standards) 
nothing really happens -  a knight 

goes to slay a dragon and that’s 
literally it  -  yet it is so breezily, so 
m esm erically voiced, I couldn’t 
dream  o f  dem anding “So what?”

If I have one niggle, it’s that I’d 
have liked som e subtle rem inder 
that Parker’s charism atic aristo 
narrator -  so crinkly, so put upon, 
so lacking in disposable incom e, 
so ever-so-slightly shellshocked 
and traumatised, bearing his griefs 
old and new  with winces and w olf

ish grins -  is a classic strut o f  a 
m onstrously illiberal and unequal 
social system. It would be difficult 
to supply such a hint, o f  course, 
w ithout disrupting that voice. Nice 
poshos are the worst. I alm ost for
got to root for the dragon.

THE BONE SEASON 
S a m an th a  Shan non
Bloomsbury hb, 48opp, £12.99

Ian H unter

The back cover o f  The B o n e Season  

has som e com plim entary quotes 
from  people like Susan Hill and 
A n d y Serkis, and it’s his film com 
pany, Im aginarium  Studios, who 
have bought the film rights. The 
master plan is fitting into place 

-  seven books, film rights sold, 
and the sym biotic book sales/ 
cinem a tickets incestuous feed
ing frenzy w ill take care o f  itself, 
perhaps, w ith B loom sbury back in 
the good old days (ker-ching) o f 
J.K. Rowling. But it doesn’t always 
w ork that way. Philip Pullm an’s 
H is D ark M aterials trilogy (also 
set in O xford) didn’t do the box 
office business, despite a stellar 
cast (m aybe because they bottled 
the ending) and various attempts 

to ignite the B eautiful Creatures 

books and Susan C oop er’s The 

D a rk  is R ising  trilogy  have fal
tered. Som ehow  Percy Jackson has 
stuttered back on to the big screen, 
but there is always the success o f  
Tw ilight and The H unger G am es 

as shining examples. Shannon’s 
seven-book series could end up as 
twelve m ovies, taking tw enty years 
to film, w ith the aging lead actors

being C G I-ed  to m ake them  look 
younger.

The B one Season  is a weighty 
tom e, w ith  som e essential set-ups 
before we start, like the fam ily 
tree show ing “The Seven Orders 
o f  Clairvoyance”, a map o f  “The 
Penal C o lo n y  o f  Shoel 1”, and a 
map o f  the London U nderground 
system w ith inform ation on how  

the Underguards can help i f  you 
get into difficulty. A fter several 
hundred pages o f  narrative, 
divided into twenty-nine chapters, 
w e also get a ten-page glossary, 
describing terms used in the book. 
W h ich  is handy to have, along 
w ith the fam ily tree, because there 
is a lot going on here in the world 
o f  2059 where Paige M ahoney 
is a m inor crim inal, able to read 
people’s m inds and let others put 
the inform ation she gleans to their 
own use. Then she is snatched 
and ends up in O xford to becom e 
the property o f  the mysterious 
W arden, w ho is her master and 
trainer, and also an alien being 
know n as a Rephaim whose kind 
cam e to Earth two hundred years 
ago, hence the Victoriana/steam- 
punk feel to the novel. But the 
Rephaim  did not cross over alone 
and they have becom e m ankind’s 
protectors in the battle against the 
Buzzers. Voyants such as Paige 
can be trained to fight this other

w orldly w ar but Paige, o f  course, 
has other ideas about how  she 
w ould like her life to pan out.

Likened to The H unger  

G am es (which I think it is a 
cousin of), the Twilight series,
The H an dm aids Tale, even A  
C lockw ork Orange, and, inevitably, 
J.K. Rowling, The B one Season  is 
uniquely its own, and an impres
sive piece o f  world-building, and, 
while I’m in no w ay the target 
market for this novel, I hope it’s 
successful enough for the entire 
seven-book series to com e to fru i
tion, and they let me out o f  the 
nursing hom e to catch the final 
m ovie in the series.
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G O D ’S WAR 
K am eron  H u rley
Del Reytpb,309pp, £12.99

M aureen Kincaid Speller

O rigin ally  published in the US in 
2011, Kam eron H urley’s G o d ’s War 

belatedly arrives in the U K  already 
clutching a British Fantasy Society 
award as w ell as a nom ination for 
the BFSA’s Best N ovel award. It 
has also attracted som e ve ry  vocal 
adm irers from  am ong SF readers. 
G o d ’s War seems to be one o f 
those novels that was very much 
in tune w ith the SF Zeitgeist when 
it was first published, yet I struggle 
to understand precisely w hy this 
is so. It is not that G o d ’s War is a 
bad novel -  indeed, there is m uch 
about it to adm ire -  but I find it 
deeply problem atic.

The focus is N yx, a young 
w om an w ho is a form er 
governm ent assassin, or bel 
dame, but w ho now  works as a 
bounty hunter, leading a group o f  
m ercenaries w h o dispense state- 
sanctioned sum m ary justice. The 
reader is given to understand 
that Nasheen is a dem anding 
country in w hich to live, and 
it polices itself accordingly.
It also dem ands m uch o f  its 
citizens. The planet Um aym a, o f 
which Nasheen is part, appears

to have been populated by an 
intergalactic Islamic diaspora 
-  the circum stances o f  this are 
not m ade clear, and contacts 
w ith offworlders are few, and 
discouraged. The countries o f  
U m aym a turn inward. Some 
o f  them  are at w ar w ith one 
another and have been for what 

seems like centuries, the reasons 
either forgotten or sim ply not 
mentioned.

O f  the participants in this holy 
war, Nasheen’s is a matriarchal 

culture; every aspect o f  life is 
focused on the business o f  war. 
M en are sent to  the front and 
allow ed only to return once they 
reach the age o f  forty, assuming 
they last that long. O nce they 
return they remain subordinate 
to wom en. It is a civil duty am ong 
the w om en to bear children in 
order to raise the next generation 
but, other than that, they are free 
to run their lives as they wish. 
Some choose to be m others 
w hile the rest take on other jobs, 
as they choose. Foreign men 
are frequently disturbed to find 
themselves harassed in the streets 
by drunk and violent wom en, 
m uch as they m ight themselves 
treat w om en in their own 

countries.
O ne m ight begin to suspect 

that G o d ’s W ar should be read as 
som e sort o f  role-reversal feminist 
com m entary, harking back to a 
tim e w hen w om en writers were 
tryin g to im agine what a w orld 
m ight look like were it not run by 
men. In part, the novel m ight be 
just that, given H urley apparently 

intended N yx to be a response 
to a question posed by M ichael 
M oorcock in  W izardry and W ild  

R om ance  (1987): w hy is there no 
female Conan? But Um aym a is 
no H yboria, and N yx is a far more 
nuanced creation than H oward’s 
barbarian swordsman. O n  the 
other hand, she certainly does 

not baulk at extrem e violence, but 
H urley is by no means inviting us

to consider the m ind-num bing 
effects o f  so m uch casual brutality, 

any m ore than I believe she is 
attem pting a fem inist novel. This, 

simply, is how  Um aym a is.
In the end, however, violence 

can get us only so far. The plot, 
w hen it finally gets going, enables 
us to experience certain other 

aspects o f  U m aym a in greater 
detail, in particular the odd bug 
technology that is the novel’s m ost 

unusual feature, along w ith the 
insistence that things we take for 
granted, such as electricity, have 
som ehow fallen under the purview  
o f ‘magicians’. A t this point too, 
we see perhaps a little more clearly 
the com plex web o f  only half- 
adm itted em otional attachments 
that bind this ill-assorted group 
o f  m ercenaries together. A t times, 
H urley over-sentim entalises the 
tentative relationship developing 
between N yx and Rhys, the barely 
com petent m agician from  Chenja, 
fram ed as two people w ho barely 
know  how  to articulate their 
thoughts about one another yet 
w ho are clearly drawn to one 
another.

In a way, their relationship 
provides a m etonym  for the 
entire novel. It’s raw, jagged, not 
always terribly well-articulated.
So m uch about this story is left 
unsaid, not as a narrative ploy but 
because no one seems to know.
The infrastructure required to 
support a w ar seems not to exist; 
one m ight alm ost doubt the 
w ar’s existence as well. The bug 
technology, attractive as it is, relies 
on the reader’s connivance to 
w ork at all, and nothing seems to 
quite hang together.

A n d  yet, having said all that, 
there is still an odd energy about 
the novel that draws me back. I 
don’t particularly like it but it is 
not a novel that asks to be liked.
It is a novel that asks not to be 
ignored, w hich is a challenge 
to the reader, and all the m ore 
interesting for that!
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W ILLIAM  GIBSON 
G ary  W estfa h l
Modem Masters of Science Fiction, University 
of Illinois Press, 224pp. $23 pb/$8s cloth

Paul Graham Raven

O ne grows accustom ed to books 
that prom ise m uch and deliver lit
tle, but w hen the book in question 
is a career retrospective o f  W illiam  
Gibson, you’d  be forgiven for hav
ing high hopes. A fter all, Gibson 
was an instrum ental part o f  the 
cyberpunk revolution -  a revolu
tion rapidly assim ilated back into 
the skiffy m ainstream , admittedly, 
and a label that G ibson was always 
uneasy about -  and is am ong the 
thinkers who’ve shaped, if  not the 
w orld we live in today, then the 
language with w hich we discuss 
that world. How could one fail to 
find interesting things to say?

W estfahl’s text suffers the peren
nial problem  o f  critical works by 
writers rooted in old-guard fan
dom: the need to not just celebrate 
great writers as originating in the 
generic coffin, but to nail them 
into it forever, like ageing punks 
spuriously tracing the lineage o f 
any half-way w orthy band all the 
way back to the Sex Pistols. The 

jacket copy promises discussions 
o f  “more than eighty virtually 
unknown Gibson publications

from  his early years”; these are fan
zine nuggets w hich G ibson him self 
dismisses as juvenilia, and do little 
beyond delineating a few years 
o f  fanac preceding an oft-avowed 
frustration with (and eventual 
abandoning of) the SF culture o f 
his time. To Westfahl, though, 
these texts m ark G ibson as One 
O f  O urs in perpetuity -  and he’ll 
reshape both G ibson and the cof
fin if  it’ll help him  keep the lid on.

He begins b y  trying to crow 
bar G ibson into the shadow o f 
H einlein, because.. .urn, well, 
they both brought a few  genre- 
specific advances in technique 
(both developed contem porary 
styles that avoided infodum p) and 
they both stuck to their principles 
(even i f  Gibson’s principles are in 
m any cases diam etrically opposed 
to those o f  H einlein). Westfahl 
runs out o f  steam on this idea 

before he’s done talking about the 
Sprawl trilogy, but the ghost o f 
Uncle Bob gets raised again in the 
conclusion, as if  the similarities 
were both obvious and profoundly 
telling.

Later, W estfahl ties him self in 
knots over the Bigend books as he 
tries to have his cake and eat it, 
listing every passing pop-culture 
reference in Z ero  H istory  w ith the 
slightest sci-fi flavour in order 
to show  that G ibson has reached 
rapprochem ent with the genre, 
then conceding that perhaps it’s 
a reflection o f  the ubiquity o f 
skiffy im agery in contem porary 
mass culture, before concluding 
that said ubiquity surely indicates 
that SF Was Right! The evidence 
suggests otherwise, though: that 
the mainstream has w on (by filch
ing the tools and ditching the 
dogm a), and that skiffy s greatest 
trium ph is in m anning the ghetto 
wall while wailing that it w oz The 
M ainstream  M an w ot walled them 
in, like Randian preppers await
ing the pinko plebocalypse. W hile 
one can cherry-pick from  Gibson’s 
interview s to suggest otherwise,

the full quotes show  unam bigu
ously that G ibson cares nothing 
for s f as a culture, and little for it 
as a literature. Fandom’s wishful 
conflation o f  the two som ehow 
transmutes his am bivalence into 
a sort o f  sleeper-agent status: 
Codenam e Heinlein, awaiting his 
activation signal.

W estfahl has other axes to 
grind. His distaste for Bruce Ster
ling radiates from  discussions 
o f  his G ibson collaborations, for 
example. Then there’s his theory 
that G ibson loathes academ ics and 
trolls them  relentlessly through 
his portrayals o f  characters from  
intellectual milieus. But Westfahl 
also claim s that certain shifts o f 
them e or trope from  novel to 
novel were clearly prom pted by 
G ibson absorbing critical recep
tions o f  his w ork and adjusting his 
output to please them. So w hich 
is it? It’s neither, o f  course; in the 
“exclusive” interview  near the back 
o f  the book, G ibson responds to 
W estfahl’s critic-trolling theory 
with a resounding “nah”.

There w ill surely be people w ho 
concur with W estfahl’s reading 
far m ore closely than m y ow n -  a 
very  postm odern position for me 
to take, I know  -  but I could per
haps have forgiven the parochial 
anti-intellectualism  if  Westfahl 
hadn’t achieved the impossible, 
and m ade G ibson seem boring. In 
the final paragraph o f  his conclu
sion, W estfahl writes o f  Gibson: 
“ [h]e is keenly interested in cer

tain things, and pursues those 
interests regardless o f  w hat others 
think, w hile m aking necessary 
concessions to m arket dem ands”; 
a graveside eulogy for an unloved 
travelling salesman.

For all its claim s to being defini
tive, I suspect (and hope) that 
the academ ic critiques o f  Gibson 
which W estfahl so resents will 
garner m any m ore citations than 
this book; they’re just as subjec
tive, but they’ve a dam ned sight 
m ore to say.
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THEATRE OF THE GODS 
M. Suddain
Jonathan Cape bb, 622pp, £12.99

Sim on M arshall-Jones

Subtitled “Being the story o f  M. 
Francisco Fabregas: explorer, 
physicist, transmariner, w ho trav

elled beyond the borders o f  his 
universe, was shipwrecked there... 
and returned”, this is an intim idat
ing brick o f  a tome.

However, appearances can 
be deceptive. Dressed up as an 
absurdist com edy (with elements 
o f  tragedy) in the grand tradition 
o f  A dam s and Pratchett, neverthe
less this is an extrem ely literate 
and very  clever story, albeit one 
that isn’t satisfied to take a co n 
ventional storytelling route. It tells 
the tale o f  the m averick scientific 
heretic, dim ensional explorer and 
w ild-haired lunatic M . Francisco 
Fabregas on his quest to travel 
to an alternate universe, the one 
that resides just beside our own. 
He has been com m anded by the 
Q ueen, and is accom panied by 
the fam ous starship captain, the 
N ecronaut (aka Lam bestyo), who 
is actually a teenager, the Venge
ance (a youn g girl), a Router 

(young deaf boy), and a fleet o f 
warships. M ix  into that the w on 
ders o f  the m ultiverse, the D ark

H and (a kind o f  benign secret 
society), and a dastardly villain 
called The M an in the Shadows 
w ho wishes to usurp the Queen’s 
rule b y  supplanting her w ith her 
creepy sisters, and w ho is also cur
rently seeking the Vengeance as 
she carries w ith her a docum ent 
that w ould expose his plans and 
plots.

It’s a superficially sim ple plot 
but beneath its obvious charm s 

as a species o f  future steam punk 
and a plain old simple space 
rom p there’s a solid fram ew ork 
o f  science, philosophy, psychol
o gy  and clever wordplay holding 
it all together. The narrative is 
deliberately confusing at times, 
obfuscating and occulting, and all 

the characters have their secrets. 
Furtherm ore, it is littered with 
rum inations on various aspects 
o f  what it is to be hum an and on 
the philosophical im plications o f 
w hat they’re undertaking. Fabre
gas claim s to have already visited 
another dim ension (which is what 
got him  into trouble initially), but 
his character is open to question 
and doubt, and therefore so are 
his utterances. The narrative as 
presented to us is already second
hand, through the literary device 
o f  an interview er transcribing the 

man’s experiences. In am ongst the 
chuckles, w e are encouraged to 
look at w hat underlies reality and 
how  w e perceive it, and how  we 
experience it and interact with it -  
that’s a tricky proposition for any
one to undertake in the first place, 
let alone as successfully as this.

This is a delightful book, full o f 
surreal twists and turns o f  inven
tion and humour, written in a 
breezy and engaging manner. Not, 
however, a b o o k  to be skim m ed 
or read casually in an afternoon, 
as there are multiple layers here 
that deserve one’s full attention to 
divine and properly understand. If 
you like your com edy and tragedy 
m ixed with high-concept sf, then 
this is for you.

BE M Y ENEMY 
Ian  M cD onald
Jo Fletcher Books hb, 374pp. £16.99

Paul F. Cockburn

There’s a worry, jum ping into 
a series with its second or later 
volum es, that, as a reader, you’ll 
flounder am ong characters and 
situations already established and 
explored in the previous novels; or 
worse, sim ply not fully appreciate 
their significance w ithout some 
pretty horrendous (and, for some, 
unnecessary) info-dum ping. W ith 
B e M y Enem y, the second Everness 
book, Ian M cD onald manages to 
create an effective “new  readers 
start here” opening with an atten
tion-grabbing first chapter which 
ends w ith  an impressive change o f  
scene to hook new  readers while 
spin-bow ling a surprise to readers 
o f  the first volum e, Planesrunner.

That, though, is one o f  the 
advantages o f  setting your story 
within a multiverse, where p eo
ple’s alternative selves -  “alters”
-  can be sufficiently different to 
becom e both the story’s protago
nist and antagonist. True, M cD on 
ald doesn’t make it easy for new 
readers; a lot has clearly already 
happened beforehand to get geeky 
physics genius Everett Singh 
from  hom e in Stoke Newington
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to the crew  o f  the now  alternate- 
universe-jum ping airship Everness. 

But that’s fine, there are enough 
hints o f  the back story placed 
through the novel for you to w ork 
out m ost o f  it.

Everett’s kidnapped father, 
Tejendra, w as a physicist w ho 
helped open H eisenberg Gates 

to  other “parallel” universes 
or planes. H e was also the first 
to  create the Infundibulum , a 

seven-dim ensional map o f  all the 
planes, w hich Everett is (pos
sibly uniquely) able to read and 
use; w ired up to a “jum p gun”, 
this enables the Everness to jum p 
betw een different versions o f 
Earth. However, possessing such a 
m ap -  and an ability to read it -  is 
view ed as potentially highly dan
gerous by the faction that looks to 
control and exploit access between 
universes. W h ich  is w hy Everness, 

and Everett in particular, are being 
hunted dow n.

W h ile  the alternative versions 
o f  London and O xford range 
from  m erely interesting to really 
frightening -  m ost particularly, 
the quarantined E l ,  the first Earth 

to break the barriers between 
universes -  the strength in  this 
novel is Everett’s new  opponent, 
one o f  his ow n alters. Everett 
M  is a sim ilarly geeky teenager, 
though not gifted with the instinct 
to interpret a seven-dim ensional 
m ap o f  the multiverse. In m any 
respects, though, he is exactly the 
sam e character, so the point is 
how  he is forced by circum stances 
beyond his control to m ake differ
ent decisions and choices, at least 
one o f  w hich could be potentially 
apocalyptic. But then he has been 
alm ost killed, then turned into a 
deadly cyborg by the m ultiverse- 
spanning faction represented by 
the fascistic Charlotte Villiers.

M cD onald ’s w riting is succinct, 
sharp and effective. He also gives 
us a satisfying em otional conclu
sion, even though it’s clear m uch 
m ore is still to com e in B o o k  III.

INVOCATION 
Jo L. W alton
Critical Documents tpb, 592pp, £11.99

Peter L oftus

Fans o f  award-w inning author Jo 
W alton m ight be asking them 
selves how  they have never heard 
o f  Invocation  before. The answer is 
simple: it is by an entirely different 
w riter -  novelist, editor, pseudo
nym  constructor and poet Jo L ind
say W alton (also a recent addition 
to the Interzone  reviews team).

Invocation  is an urban fantasy 
that tells the story o f  teenager 
M yfanw y M orris and BFF Kitty. It 
is three m onths before M yfanwy’s 
eighteenth birthday and the m ost 
pressing concerns for the pair 
are events in their social sphere. 
However, there is a bigger story to 
be told and one w ith higher stakes 
than what the girls are going to 
do that weekend. Events quickly 
leave the realm o f  the norm al and 
before long the girls are dragged 
into the affairs o f  the uber- 
m ysterious Chancelhouse agency 
as it endeavours to rebrand itself 
for the 21st century. A ll o f  which 
m ight not m ake too m uch sense, 
and it isn’t guaranteed that reading 
Invocation  is going to help m uch...

Invocation  reads like the literary 
equivalent o f  space dust (the candy

as opposed to the cosm ic debris).
It is a hyperactive, hyper-real 
barrage that som etim es lifts the 
reader like a tidal wave o f  Red Bull 
and at other times threatens to del
uge them  under the sheer weight 
o f  mass m edia reference and kalei
doscopic happenstance. W alton 
knows h ow  to prise open the shell 
o f  popular culture and sim ulta
neously get inside the heads o f  
M yfanw y and Kitty, but does it 
so successfully that it makes for a 
difficult read. Im agine bringing a 
carload o f  teenage girls back from  
a party. O ne o f  them  is vom iting 
into the glove box. A nother has 
stolen her m other’s uppers and is 
trying to stick her top half out the 
sunroof. A  third is sulking and 
using a fighter to burn holes in the 
upholstery, and her friend is blar
ing tinny pop pap via her iPhone. 
Yes, the girls feel shriekingly real, 
even i f  in a slightly cartoonish 
sense, but that doesn’t necessarily 
mean you’d want to spend twenty 
hours around them.

Invocation  is a postm odern 
fantasy that reads like Neil 
Gaim an on crack. W alton creates 

a threatening w orld governed by 
forces that have scant disregard 
for its inhabitants, and evokes the 
claustrophobia o f  an age where 
all inform ation is a web search 
away and people can talk, text 
and chew  gum  at the same time.
It is a funny, inventive and acerbic 
critique o f  fife in the inform ation 

age. Som e m ight feel that Walton’s 
use o f  cultural reference is overly 
liberal and the hallucinatory nar
rative presents obstacles as the 
reader tries to find a fram e o f  ref
erence to cling to.

A s the plot develops, M yfanwy 
discovers that she is in fact a 
muse, capable o f  superhum an 
feats, both intellectual and physi
cal. She is m ore than that though. 
She is Walton’s muse too and our 
guide on a playful yet deadly seri
ous exam ination o f  contem porary 
culture. The engine is ru n n in g...
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WORLD WAR Z: THE 
COM PLETE EDITION 
M ax B rooks
Random House Audio, 10xCD, $25.00

Stephen Theaker

M ost readers w ill know  the story 
o f  W orld W ar Z , i f  not from  the 
bestselling novel or m idselling 

m ovie then from  dozens o f  films 
with precisely the same conceit. 
The dead reanimate, they bite 
hum ans, hum ans die, becom e 
zom bies, and the plague spreads 
across the w orld, leaving hum an
ity  devastated. There’s nothing 
unusual about these zombies: they 
don’t run, talk, think, use tools or 

mutate. W hat makes W orld W ar Z  

so  special is how  it m ethodically 
builds a big picture from  dozens 
o f  individually affecting snap
shots; and exam ines not just one 
p lucky band o f  survivors as they 
are gnawed o ff one by one, but 
the w orld as a whole; and displays 
the author’s careful considera
tion o f  h ow  our ow n w orld  w ould 
respond to a zom bie plague -  and 

m ight possibly survive it.
M ax Brooks (who is here all 

at once, rather dizzyingly, the 
actual author, the fictional author 
o f  the report from  w hich these 
interview s are drawn, and the 
actual actor playing the fictional 
author as he interview s survivors) 
takes us through each stage o f 
the conflict: isolated outbreaks in 
rural com m unities and hospitals; 
rum ours o f  unstoppable crazed

cannibals; doom ed efforts to stop 
the spread; flight from  the cities; 
desperate attempts to avoid our 
total exterm ination; establishing 
safe zones; and finally, fighting 
back on land, air and -  in an 
exam ple o f  the clever through- 
th in kin g that typifies the book 
-  sea, because, years after the land 
w ar is over, m illions o f  zom bies 
still roam  the oceans, ready to 
swarm  up the legs o f  oil rigs.

Even those w ho have read the 
b o o k  w ill find the audiobook 
rewarding. H earing the voices, 
accents, ages and genders o f  inter
view ees adds nuance and im pact 
to their stories. The packaging lists 
the forty actors involved -  includ
ing A lfred M olina, Parm inder 
Nagra and Sim on Pegg, to pick 
out a few from  the U K  -  but not 
w ho they play, and recognisable 
voices can niggle at first till identi
fied. M ore positively, that lets the 
characters speak for themselves, 
and the uniform ly excellent per
form ances sm ooth over cornier 
aspects o f  the book: a line about 
atheists in foxholes irritated in 
print, but here is in character 
instead o f  feeling like a cliche. A nd 

even the book’s corniest m om ents 
can be moving: listeners m ay be 
tem pted to sing a verse o f ‘G od 
Save the Queen’ after the W indsor 
Castle sequence. It’s odd to feel an 
ersatz pride in events that haven’t 
happened, but that’s part o f  the 
book’s appeal.

The book spans twelve hours, 

and halfw ay through listeners 
m ay w onder how  m uch more is 
needed, but the aftermath proves 
as fascinating as the disaster. A nd 
by that point listeners w ill have 
found their answers to an odd 
question posed by the set: what 
are w e listening to? Recordings 
o f  the interviews, supposedly, 
but w hen people slam hands on 
desks or chat on baseball fields the 
noises are reported by the inter
viewer. A nd it’s all very  com posed; 
interviewees talk at length with

only occasional prodding from  

Brooks. They could be semi-staged 
interviews, with survivors read
ing prepared statements, but the 
descriptions o f  interview  settings 
w ork against that interpretation. 
Instead, this is theoretically a 
post-war audiobook version, with 
actors w ho survived playing the 
roles o f  the interviewees. That’s 
peculiar, but it’s com forting to 
think that the zom bies won’t get 

A lan  Alda.
In Interzone  #247, N ick  Lowe 

noted that the b o o k  can be read 
as a series o f  short stories, and the 
reason both book and audiobook 
succeed is that those stories are 
very good, with high stakes, unex
pected twists, interesting character 

developm ents and a remarkable 
variety o f  settings and viewpoints. 
It’s surprising for an A m erican 
entertainm ent product to pay as 
m uch attention to international 
events as to those in the US; this 
isn’t from  the Independence D ay  

school o f  ten-second check-ins 
per continent. A  soldier w ho 
fought in the calam itous, chaotic 
battle o f  Yonkers, a Japanese otaku 
taking days to w ork his w ay down 
the balconies o f  an apartment 
block, an officer on a Chinese 
nuclear submarine: each has a 
unique experience o f  the war, yet 
there are always echoes o f  other 
speakers. Stories overlap and fill 
in details. Though M ax tells us at 
the outset that the w ar w ith the 
zom bies is over (even as he warns 
his fictional listeners to avoid 
com placency), that does noth
ing to lessen the tension as each 
character recounts their horrifying 
experiences.

W hen extravagance and a huge 
budget are applied with intel
ligence and artistic integrity in 
pursuit o f  quality, we all w in, and 
this superb, gripping audiobook 
w ith  its astonishing cast is another 
example. A  film seems redundant 
in the face o f  such a com plete and 
perfect adaptation as this.
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ECTOPIA 
M a rtin  G oodm an
Barbican Press tpb, 272pp. £12.99

Barbara M elville

Ectopia  sounded rich and edgy 
from  its cover blurb alone, 
prom ising them es o f  gender, 
m edicine and identity -  topics 
I loved to see explored in 
speculative fiction. The book 
lived up to m y expectations, with 
just a few  m inor caveats. Ectopia  

is a terrific novel with excellent 
characterisation, world-building, 
narration and dialogue. It’s also 
them atically strong, exploring 
the connections between binary 
concepts, including m ale versus 
female, gay versus straight, and 
soulful versus soulless. The result 
is a story o f  great depth, raising 
questions about w ho we are and 
how  we define ourselves. But as 
strong as this story is, it m isses the 
m ark in a few  places.

The m ain narrator and 
view point character is Steven 

Sickle, a perceptive and spirited 
teenager. He records his 
experiences in a dark, near-future 
dystopia where the Earth’s surface 
tem perature has soared, and either 
by result or coincidence, females 
aren’t being born. This w orld and 
its plot are vessels for a character-

driven 

tale o f 
Steven’s 
family. 
His twin 
sister

Karen is the w orld’s youngest 
living female, m aking her an 
object o f  desire and m edical 
worship. Their relationship offers 
an intriguing contrast, as Steven 
is what the w orld wants the least: 
a hom osexual male w ho will 
not reproduce. He describes the 
significance o f  their births: “We 
m arked trium ph and disaster, the 
beginning and the end”.

His other fam ily play important 

roles. The com puter-obsessed 
brother Paul lurks in the 
background, w ithout a twin to 
play off: “O u r little brother Paul 
wasn’t family. He was his own 
thing, a blob o f  baby. [...] He was 
like a stain you  got used to”. Then 
there’s the detached but gentle 
m other: “M om ’s everything and 
nothing all at once. She’s a raft 
bobbing lost in an ocean and 
she’s the ocean too. It starts off 
safe w hen she holds you in her 
arms then it feels like sinking and 
drow ning”. A n d  the disturbing 
and ruthless father: “You don’t 
answer back to Dad. N ot when 
he’s in  drek m ode. The drink 
turns to fire in his stomach 
and the fire sm okes his brain”.
The book follows the whole 
family, depicting the disturbing 
connections between them  as 
they com e to realise the terrifying 
truth: a m ysterious authority is 

w atching them. D o  they hold  the 
key to solving this fertility crisis?

By far the best thing about this 
book is its narration. A s with 
A  Clockw ork Orange and 1984 , 

the w orld is built by language, 
m eaning there is little 
cum bersom e exposition or other 

authorial intrusions. Steven 
is a brilliant narrator with a 
thrilling tale to tell. His language 
sculpts this reality in a striking,

penetrating way, often com bining 
beautiful observations with 
cutting colloquial realism: “A  
frenzy o f  dots, all different colors, 
like a cosm os o f  stars, filled the 
room  in the night. I watched em 
shift in and out o f  shapes. Then 
they licked into flames, blue with 
orange flashes. People ran through 
em. N ot silhouettes coz it was all 
3D, these were m ore like ghosts 
waiting for substance. They ran 
through the flames and I watched 
them  ignite. Their scream s were 
notes o f  beautiful m usic”.

This book also has som ething 
I don’t see very  often: dialogue 
w hich is skilfully executed 
and worked sm oothly into the 
narrative. A ll speech is prefaced 
by dashes rather than quote 
marks, w hich is appropriate for 
a recorded docum ent: whoever 
or whatever has transcribed the 
recordings can’t be com pletely 
sure w ho said what. I therefore 
applaud G oodm an for not using 
speech dialogue, as this would 
have felt artificial, distracting from 
the reading experience.

But I said Ectopia  just missed, 
and there are three reasons why: 
one, the clim ate change element 
isn’t integral or really necessary, 
m aking for a distraction. Two: I 
also had som e issues with pace 
and structure, with the first half 
o f  the book feeling like a thriller 
in slow m otion. But m y third and 
main issue is with the character 
o f  Steven. In spite o f  him  being 

consistent and believable, it was 
difficult to care for him . W hen 
som eone constantly goes on 
about piss and dirt and jerking 
off, it does colour m y view. O f  
course, a likeable narrator isn’t 
always requisite w hen characters 
are intriguing -  the father being 
the perfect example. But this was 
Steven’s story, and relating to 
him  could have strengthened the 
im m ersion, m aking it harder to 
let go o f  him  once I read that final 
page.
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F U T U R E  IN T E R R U P T E D
by Jonathan McCalmont

3.

An Eternal and Meaningless Now.

O u r ability to im agine the future 
has long been constrained by the 

assum ption that it m ust in som e 
w ay resem ble the past. Rather 
than treating the past as a series 
o f  random  events, hum anity has 
created a num ber o f  techniques 
it uses to distance itself from  life’s 
perpetual chaos. B y  stepping back 
from  the day-to-day and looking 
at an abstracted ‘bigger picture’ 
w e are able to see through the 
apparent chaos o f  existence and 
detect underlying patterns and 
laws. For the Christian, that law  is 
based upon G o d ’s infinite love for 
a flawed hum an nature. For the 
M arxist, that law  is econom ic and 
it explains w hy capitalism  must 
rise and fall before w e can hope 
to achieve true socialism . These 
increasingly com plex techniques 
and systems have allowed us 
to cloak the w orld in story and 
the stories w e create ensure that 
everything always m akes sen se... 
i f  only in  hindsight.

G iven that hum anity has been 
telling stories about the past since 
the birth o f  language, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that we should resort 
to these tried and tested narrative 
techniques w henever we com e to 
th in k o f  the future. W h ile  science 
fiction has always been som ew hat 

am bivalent about the idea that 
history m ight have som e pre
determ ined end point, the genre

does seem to assume that if  we 
are aware o f  the laws governing 
hum an civilisation then we should 
be able to  im agine what society 
m ight com e to resemble i f  allowed 
to develop along a particular path. 
This approach to the future is 
evident not only in m uch o f  H .G. 
W ells’ futurism  and O la f Staple- 
don’s The La st an d  First M en , but 
also Isaac A sim ov’s Foundation  

series, an epic future history about 
a hum an society shaped by aware
ness o f  the laws governing hum an 
civilisation. It is interesting to note 

that w hile the Foundation  series 
takes place entirely in the distant 

future, its stories were directly 
inspired b y  H istory o f  the R ise an d  

Fall o f  the Rom an Em pire, Edward 
Gibbons’ attempt to im pose som e 
sort o f  narrative order on Rom an 
history. Though other works o f 

science fiction tend to be less 
brazen in their historicity, the 
techniques used to create these 
epic futurities are the same as 
those used to create the nightm are 
spires o f  W illiam  Gibson’s N eu-  

rom ancer  and the rape-infected 
space colonies o f  Joanna Russ’s We 

W ho A re A b o u t To... W e  recognise 
these writings as great (or at least 
substantial) works o f  science fic
tion because w e have been trained 
to expect futures that resem ble the 
ordered m echanical systems o f 
the past. But what if  the future is

not like the past? W hat i f  it m ore 
closely resembles the present?

To w alk dow n a British high 
street is to drown in a thousand 
incongruous images: Shop w in 
dows are filled with suits designed 
to m ake office workers feel as 
though they are going to w ork  in 
a contem porary T V  producer’s 
idea o f  a 1960s advertising agency. 
Cafes staffed by m en sporting the 
facial hair o f  Edwardian circus 
perform ers bring Ethiopian cof

fee to Filipino nurses in cups that 
were m ade in South Korea but 
inspired by a 1940s British fashion 
for ‘real’ C hina porcelain. D ead 
people w rite books, dead people 
release album s and every cinem a 
is clogged with fifth-generation 
reinventions o f  intellectual prop
erties m ade in different times for 
different people. D on’t like C ap 
tain K irk and Superm an return
ing to the 1980s to re-fight the 
same old villains? D on’t w o rry ... 
give it enough tim e and someone 

w ill com e along and reim agine 
Christopher Nolan’s adaptation 
o f  Frank M iller’s response to the 
cam py 1960s T V  adaptation o f  a 
1930s com ic book. The odd thing 
about the incoherent deluge o f 
contem porary culture is not that it 
is filled w ith old ideas but that so 
m any o f  these ideas appear to have 
been lifted directly from  other 
times and places. The problem  is
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not a surplus o f  old ideas but a 
lack o f  interest in the broader cu l
tural stories that once m ade these 
objects m eaningful.

The Am erican theorist and 
critic Fredric Jameson explains 
this phenom enon by arguing that 
it is in the nature o f  capitalism  to 
strip cultural artefacts from  their 
original cultural contexts and 
turn them  into com m odities that 
are easy to m arket and easy to 
b u y  into. For exam ple, w hile yoga 
m ay well have been developed as 
one o f  the six orthodox schools 
o f  H indu philosophy, it is sold 
to W esterners as a set o f  vaguely 
exotic’ stretching exercises. It is 
easier to sell stretching exercises 
and special yoga pants than it is 
to  sell the benefits o f  a series o f 
physical, mental and spiritual 
practices designed to help people 
achieve som e sense o f  union with 
the divine. In order to sell yoga to 
a w ider W estern audience, it was 
necessary to discard the stories 
that once m ade those practices 
m eaningful. This is w hy you do 
not need to be a 1960s advertising 
executive or an Edwardian strong
m an to  w ax your m oustache or 
wear a pale blue suit. Capitalism  
crawls through the wreckage o f 
hum an civilisation ripping objects 
from  their original life-worlds and 
re-packaging them for new  and 
broader audiences. You do not 
need to know  where any o f  these 
objects cam e from  or what they 
m eant to the people w ho orig i
nally invented th e m ... you only 
need the m on ey to b u y  them.

A s brutal and exploitative as 
this process o f  deconstruction 
m ay appear w hen fram ed in 
purely com m ercial term s, it is 
the exact sam e process that is 
used by adventurous w riters to 
subvert traditional narratives 
and rescue good ideas from  bad 
values. Indeed, what are Iain M. 
Banks’s C ulture  novels if  not an 
attempt to w rench space opera 
from  the A m erican cultural

hubris that birthed it? W hat is 
A liette de Bodard’s Nebula and 
Locus A w ard-winning short story 
‘Im mersion’ i f  not an attempt 

to take a conceptual vocabulary 
created by w hite people and use 
it to explain how  it feels to grow  
up in a culture that sees white 
people as inherently superior?
For good and ill, capitalism  and 
postm odernism  have boiled 

away the narratives o f  hum an 
culture leaving us w ith nothing 

but a jum ble o f  disconnected and 
beautiful objects experienced as 
an eternal and m eaningless now. 
There is no greater articulation 
o f  this disjointed present than 
the books o f  M . John Harrison’s 
K efahuchi Tract series.

Harrison’s novels describe a 
universe in w hich a restless and 
squalid hum anity have washed 
up near the event horizon o f  a 
perverse and inexplicable knot 
in the weave o f  reality. However, 
aside from  Light and Em pty  

Space using different tim efram es 
to suggest som e sort o f  causal 
connection between N ow  and 
Then, H arrison pointedly refuses 
to use any o f  the techniques 
that w e have com e to associate 
w ith the creation o f  good and/ 
or substantial speculative futures. 

W here are the recognisable social 
trends? W here are the exaggerated 
fam iliar objects suggesting 

deeper patterns o f  continuity and 
relevance? In Harrison’s novels, 
the rippling newness o f  a sentient 

spaceship sits com fortably besides 
the shop-worn jet age futurism  o f 

a p ink Cadillac w hile genetically 
engineered master races lose 
themselves in M a trix-  style 
recreations o f  1940s crim e novels 
filled w ith the same dusty bars 
and down-at-heel private eyes as 
the real world o f  the novels. The 
difference between the K efahuchi 

Tract and a lot o f  contem porary 
genre fiction is that while works 

such as Justina Robson’s Q u an tu m  

G ravity  series or the videogam e

franchise Fallout m ay feature 
anachronistic and genre-blending 
elements, the presence o f  these 
incongruities is invariably 
explained w ith reference to 
som e past event. Harrison not 
only refuses to account for 
his subversive postm odernity, 
he actually em braces radical 
incoherence b y  having different 
books in the series contradict 
each other whilst also m aintaining 
that all systems o f  abstract 
knowledge are apparently equally 
true. Far from  being a product 
o f  sloppy w orld-building or a 
childish subversion o f  audience 

expectations, H arrisons K efahuchi 

Tract is an attempt to construct 
an entirely different kind o f  
science fictional fu tu re... one that 
resembles the present far more 
than it resembles the p ast 

Science fiction eagerly 
em braced postm odernity and 
the feelings o f  flatness and 
depthlessness that accom pany it. 
Sceptical o f  cultural narratives 
and shameless in its capacity for 
cultural appropriation, m uch o f  
what we think o f  as contem porary 
science fiction is little m ore than 
pastiche, hom age and nostalgia: 
W hat i f  the red shirts in Star Trek 

becam e aware that the writers o f  
the show were trying to kill them? 
W hat i f  som eone w rote about 
a colonised solar system in  the 

style o f  John Brunner’s Stand on 

Z a n zib a r? Science fiction is very 
good at w renching ideas from  
their original contexts but the 
tendency to transform  these spoils 
into worlds that m ake sense (an 
impulse Harrison once referred to 
as the “clom ping foot o f  nerdism”) 
has served only to separate SF 

from  the present and bind it to the 
past. O ver the next few  colum ns I 
plan to look at form s o f  literature 
that fully em brace the idea that 
our future w ill feel m ore like the 
chaotic high street o f  present than 
it w ill the m anicured gardens o f 
the past.
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THE W ORLD’S END

A t the end o f  this sum m er o f 
stum bling behem oths, it’s 

easy to feel that H ollyw ood’s own 
Jaeger program m e is in crisis.
The studios’ blockbuster strategy 
o f  building m onsters to fight 
m onsters has opened up a global 
invasion o f  cyclopean cinem atic 
kaiju w hich need to kn o ck  over 
cities all round the Pacific basin 
to feed their overlords; but 2013 
was the year the giant m achines 
were overw helm ed b y  the scale o f  
the invasion o f  IM AX -pum ping, 
3D -p oop ing titans belching out o f  
the rift to lay waste to the planet. 
Everything has underperform ed, 
franchises are under threat, and 
the fates o f  w hole universes are in 
the balance. But at least it’s been 
a golden m em orial sum m er for 

the legacy o f  Ray Harryhausen, 
w ho died just a m onth short o f 
the sixtieth anniversary o f  his fea
ture debut The B east fr o m  20,000  
Fathoms: that still-astonishing 
prototype o f  the m odern m on
ster m ovie west and east which 
single-handedly wrote the manual 
for creature effects down into the 
digital age, directly inspired Ishiro 
Honda’s G ojira  the following 
year, and is hom aged now, with 
H arryhausen and H onda joint 
dedicatees, in G uillerm o del Toro’s 
latest love-letter to the Fam ous  

M onsters golden age that made 
him.

O riginally a spec project from  
Travis Beacham , the first writer 
on the C lash  o f  the Titans remake 
that kicked o ff the current wave 
o f  digital H arryhausen tributes, 
PACIFIC RIM is really a conso
lation prize for both w riter and 
director, w ho w orked together on

Beacham’s unm ade faerie gu m 
shoe noir K illing on Carnival Row, 

and reunited after del Toro’s pas

sion project A t  the M ou ntains o f  

M adness fell apart in its turn. The 
pitch-friendly concept, essentially 
Transformers v  G odzilla in IM AX , 
turns out to produce som ething at 
once far less strange than expected 
from  del Toro and yet still several 
notches stranger than studio sum 
m er monsters are ever expected 
to be -  opening like the m iddle 
film  o f  a trilogy w hose opening 
instalment is briskly recapped like 
an entry from  a dream  journal in 
a what-the-hell ten-m inute p ro
logue, and with one o f  Beacham’s 
tradem ark dense background 
m ythologies that nobody but 
the film m akers have leisure to 
appreciate.

The film’s central problem  is 
that it’s found it difficult to com e 
up with an actual plot as thrilling 

as its concept, and has had to bolt 
one together from  narrative spare 
parts out o f  Roland Em m erich’s 
backlot skip. So Charlie Hunnam ’s 
hotshot Jaeger pilot has lost a 
brother in com bat and retired 
from  the program  because “I 
can’t have anyone else in m y head 
again”, till he meets his psychic 
soulmate in Shakespearean patri
arch Idris Elba’s hot Japanese 
foster-daughter and demonstrates 
the elem entary structures o f 
H ollyw ood kinship (under which 
the exchange o f  w om en is a zero- 
sum contest to the death between 
suitor and father, with all other 

fam ily erased before battle is 
joined). Both display their m as

culinity by showing o ff their skills 
at delivering unutterable lines like



“D o  not let m y calm  dem eanour 
fool you!” and “A ll that tim e living 
in the past, I never really thought 
about the future till n ow ”. Bathos 
and sublim ity duke it out through 
a succession o f  gorgeous creature 
designs and incom prehensibly 
staged battles, until the iron rule 
o f  C h ek h o vs dim ensional portal 
kicks in that if  a rift in spacetim e 
opens up to cosm ic pits o f  Cyclo
pean nightm are, in the third act 
a bloke in a robot suit m ust w ith
out fail con vey a therm onuclear 
device through and blow  them  to 
m any-angled sm ithereens -  even 
if  the b rief glim pses o f  the kaiju 
hom e dim ension aren’t nearly as 
Lovecraftian and w oah-inducing 
as del Toro fans m ight have hoped. 
Still, it w ould need a heart o f  steel 
to resist such an open love-letter 
to the pow er o f  m onster cinem a 
to unite the world and heal the 
rifts in its heart; and being the first 
film to title itself after its business 
m odel has proved trium phantly 
prophetic now  that the Chinese 
m arket has enabled it to stomp 
into the black and a likely sequel. 
Ray w ould be pleased.

W ith what is essentially a para

phrase o f  the same title, and 
even an encore for del Toro’s 
lucky charm  Ron Perlman as 

a Sinbad- rifling cyclops, the 
H arryhausen legacy is no less 
deeply felt in PERCY JACKSON: 
SEA OF MONSTERS: a sequel 
few  expected to see after Chris 
Colum bus’ 2010 w oodchipper 
job  on the first volum e o f  Rick 
Riordan’s A D H D -rockin g  junior 
theom achy. This sim ilarly free 
reim agining o f  the second volum e,

now  tw erking a funky colon  in 
place o f  the Potteresque conjunc
tion and article, retains the core 
cast o f  increasingly geriatric teens 
while dispensing with the services 
o f  all the first film’s expensive adult 
stars (including Percy’s m om , who 
here seems to have abandoned 
him  to stay at sum m er cam p year- 
round). Like Dum bledore before 
him , nobody seems to notice that 
C hiron the m entor centaur has 
becom e suddenly not Irish, Pierce 
Brosnan having been supplanted 
by the m uch more affordable Tony 
Head; and as in the first film a 
com pletely new  ending has been 
bussed in for those w hose atten
tion deficit can’t wait another 
six years for the series villain to 
m ake a personal appearance, 
especially after we’ve already seen 
him  strut his fiery stuff in Wrath 

o f  the Titans. (Fortunately this 
film  inhabits a certification band 
where being devoured alive by 
fiery prim ordial gods is reversible 
w ith no ill effects.) It’s actually not 
at all bad as a cherrypicker har
vest o f  highlights from  the book, 
even supplem enting the novel’s 
ow n am using transplant o f  the 
fantasy archipelago o f  the Odyssey  

and A rgonautica  to the Berm uda 
Triangle w ith a new  sequence 
hom aging Lucian’s True H istory , 
and m aking the m ost o f  the gods’ 
invisibility in this volum e to vamp 
on Percy’s angst over his absent 
dad. (“N ice not talking to you. 
Again.”) The ending restores the 
book’s forw ard-looking twist, 
so a further instalment isn’t off 
the cards -  though fans o f  the 
books w ill rem em ber that the 
series deadline is Percy’s sixteenth

birthday, w hich even with the 
aged-up extension to twenty in 
the films w ill be pushing it given 
that Percy’s buddies w ill be turn
ing thirty. But Spidey has already 
crossed that line in the dirt, so 
perhaps the gods and monsters 
w ill oblige.

KICK-ASS 2 has dealt with a 
more severe version o f  the same 
challenge head-on, by m oving 
the action o f  M ark M illar’s own 
sequels four years on to keep 
C h loe M oretz in play w hen her 
people are no longer interested 
in m arketing her in preteen roles. 
H ow Dave Lizewski and his pals 
com e to be still in high school is 
therefore a bit o f  a puzzler, but 
in m ost respects this as close as 
anyone could reasonably get to a 
sequel that m arries the best o f  the 
M illar/Romita follow-up volum es 
to the best o f  M atthew Vaughn 
and Jane G oldm an’s original film. 
M erely to see that w onderful cast, 
few  o f  w hom  needed this gig, 
reunited is a treat in itself, with 
C lark D uke in particular running 

away with his extended encore 
as Marty/Battle Guy; and though 
it’s a p ity  to lose the twelveness 
o f  M illar’s Hit-Girl, who’s come 
so brilliantly into her ow n in the 
com ic sequels, there’s actually 
nothing in the H it-G irl interquel 
(com posited here quite well with 
the storyline o f  the first six and a 
bit issues o f  the second K ick-A ss  

itself) that doesn’t play just as well 
with m id-teens. W hile it’s possible 
to quease up just a bit at the chaste 
M indy/Dave rom ance that the film 
introduces, it’s m ore than offset 
by the em brace o f  M indy’s M ean



I  MUTANT POPCORN BY NICK LOWE > THE WOLVERINE > MONSTERS UNIVERSITY > PLANES

G irls arc as about teenage girls’ -  
not least teenage actresses’ -  right 
to resist being judged, m oulded, 
and sexualised. M oretz and her 
horrible H ollyw ood-cute grin 
have been badly overprom oted 
since her breakout in the first 
film launched her into a series o f  
die-for parts w hich w ould m ostly 
have been better w ithout her; but 
H it-G irl is the one role she still 
absolutely aces, even in the neces
sarily reconceived version here, 
and everyone else is great along
side. So m uch o f  the com ics’ point 
lies in the inversion o f  the sidekick 
relationship, with H it-G irl’s insult
ingly effortless theft o f  the show 
from  the title character, that it’s 
easy to overlook A aron Taylor- 
Johnson’s ow n continuing bril
liance in his role. Even Jim Carrey 
is excellent, and like his character 
seems to find the m ask liberating; 
until his b rief unm asking, you’d 
never kn o w  it w as him .

Jeff W adlow  got the script- 
and-directing g ig  from  a spec 
adaptation, and like the first film 
(and indeed the earlier Vaughn/ 
G oldm an adaptation Stardust) 

he manages to find a sweetness 
that isn’t in the source but brings 
out the flavours m ore richly on 
screen. The result is tonally differ
ent from  the com ics, but the jokes 
still w ork, som etim es even bet
ter: a live-action dog in a mask is 
internet-grade hilarious in a way 
a com ics one can never be, and 
there are lines that catch M illar’s 
voice so well that you ’d hardly 
believe he didn’t write them . (“A ll 
that hom ophobic shit m akes you 
sound super gay.”) Even the pro
jectile  diarrhoea is there for a rea

son (in the com ic, M indy just dan
gles the queen bitch o ff a building, 
w hich gets the job  done but fails as 
a social victory); and if  the earnest 
rem inders that com ics and life 
play to different rules and differ
ent stakes have been served up 
m ore econom ically in the darker 
D efen dor  and Super, Carrey’s 
high-m inded flounce over the pro

m otion o f  gun violence seems to 
forget that his ow n character’s gun 
is kept pointedly unloaded, while 
all his fellow heroes tool up with 
m ore traditional form s o f  blunt 
and edged w eaponry instead.
The first film  was independently 
funded, so the full trilogy isn’t at 
all out o f  the question if  the stars 
are still up for forgoing their m ar
ket worth in another three years. 
Even K ick-A ss him self is only six 
m onths older than Percy Jackson, 
and there’s only one more volum e 
to get through. It w ould be a 
sham e not to.

W ith  M illar him self now  advising 
Fox on the creative managem ent 
o f  their jealously guarded stable 
o f  k ey  M arvel properties, the Fox/ 
M ouse tensions between rival 
dim ensions o f  the M arvel cosm os 
are escalating into full-on universe 
wars, as the frayed triple strands 
o f  the X -M en cinem a canon 
(the original trilogy, the aborted 
O rigins brand o f  solo outings, 
and the First C lass team reboot) 
weave back together for Bryan 
Singer’s D ays o f  Future Past, and 
no doubt look beyond that to the 
prospect o f  a crossover with the 
rebooted Fantastic Four. A lready 
Q uicksilver has been claim ed 
b y  both sides (and K ick-A ss

Taylor-Johmson apparently cast 
for D isney), while o ff to one side 
W arners are scram bling all their 
D C  jets to get a Justice League 
universe belatedly into the game.

THE WOLVERINE finds itself 

unhappily caught in the m iddle 
o f  this, having begun as a fairly 
straight adaptation by Chris 
M cQ uarrie for D arren A ronofsky 
o f  the classic Clarem ont-M iller 
miniseries from  1982, but heavily 
rewritten since by other hands 
under James M angold’s direction 
to bring it into the larger unfold
ing Singerverse continuity. Like 
the second Fantastic Four  and the 
third X -M en , it’s one o f  those films 
w hich absolutely cannot fail yet 
som ehow  does, a long-awaited 
m ashup o f  the m ost beloved o f 
all canon storylines that manages 
to raise and dash expectations 
in bewildering alternation. The 
Japanese locations are w onder
ful, H ugh Jackman continues to 
mature agelessly in the role, and 
the film  has the confidence to 
follow Clarem ont and M iller in 
peopling a superhero franchise 
instalment with non-western 
characters throughout, aside from 
a special-guesting Viper and some 
horribly ill-judged hallucinatory 
guest spots from  what m y A venue  

Q-channelling eldest called “Bad 
A dvice Jean G rey”. But the farther 
it diverges from  Clarem ont’s low- 

key, culturally nuanced plotline 
o f  rival codes o f  honour east 
and west, to pursue instead big 
superhero antics like open-heart 
surgery self-perform ed with bare 
hands in the m iddle o f  a sam u
rai battle, or duffing up a Silver 
Samurai reconceived as a bloke
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in an adamantium Iron M an suit, 
the nearer the m ean it regresses. 
G allin gly for a film  that bet so 

heavily on the Asian market, it’s 
n ow  tanked in Japan, w hich  serves 
them  jo lly  w ell right for dropping 
a nuke on Ponyo in the opening 
set piece -  since N agasaki is cu ri
ously im personated by the pictur
esque fishing tow n o f  Tom onoura, 
plucked from  sleepy obscurity 
by M iyazaki, and the object o f 
a fam ily pilgrim age in 2011 dur
ing a how ling gale w hich at one 
point deposited part o f  a vending 
m achine at our feet. W e still have 
it m ounted outside the bathroom .

The dim ensional doors to the tim e 
o f  m onsters were all o f  course 
foretold in Pixar s days o f  glory 
in the still unsurpassed M onsters, 

Inc., w hich m iraculously co m 
bined thrilling portal-hopping 
action w ith an extraordinarily 
frank dissection o f  the crisis o f 
A m erican  industry and the ethics 
o f  m ilkin g children’s vulnerable 
em otions for cash, all nucleated 
around a pow erful em otional 
core o f  the relationship between 
a professional terroriser o f  chil
dren and his unbearably cute and 
vulnerable victim . The challenge 
for the prequel MONSTERS 
U N IVERSITY is that the original 
film  culm inated in a conceptual 
breakthrough: the revelation that 

the scare econom y on w hich the 
entire society and all the charac
ters’ lives w ere founded w as a lie, 
and that m aking children happy 
was ten tim es as effective as trau
m atising them  out o f  their minds. 
(Then in their next feature they 
killed N em o’s m om  in the opening

m inutes anyway.) University  deals 
w ith  this in the only w ay it can, 
by dancing elephant-like around 
the problem  while pretending not 
to see it. Bizarrely, in a film  that’s 
entirely about scaring children, no 

actual children are scared at any 
point; instead, all the child-scaring 
is confined to simulators, and 
the only live hum ans scared are 
fair-gam e adults, w hile the vastly 
expanded cast o f  m onsters are 
a rainbow  coalition o f  brightly- 
coloured cartoon adorables that 
just m ake you want to collect the 
w hole set.

M eanwhile, the University 
part presents uneasy problem s 
o f  its ow n. The film’s premise 
is that M ike and Sully are first 
throw n together as freshmen 
scaring majors from  opposite 
backgrounds and strategies:
M ike the little Jewish kid from  
now here w ho w orks his w ay up 
from  nothing by sheer determ ina
tion and effort, and Sully com ing 
from  old scare, the effortlessly 
talented scion o f  a legendary 
scaring dynasty w ho covers his 
insecurities w ith jo ck  bravado. 
W hen their rivalry gets them 
throw n o ff the program , they have 
to join  forces and com pete their 
w ay back in through one o f  those 
cam pus tournam ents that are such 
a w ell-known feature o f  academ ic 
life. Yet the film is also anxious to 
reassure its wider audience base 
that higher education is not the 
only pathway to achieving your 
dreams, and that you don’t actu
ally need one o f  those elitist pieces 
o f  paper to becom e a master o f  the 
gam e so long as you’re prepared to 
do it the H ollyw ood way instead

and w ork your w ay up from  the 
m ailroom . (Just like all those heart 
surgeons you keep m eeting who 
flunked out o f  m ed school and 
worked their way up from  the 
hospital laundry.) But since the 
audience already kn ow  a degree in 
scaring to be a certificate o f  com 
plicity in a vast corporate scam, 
they could have saved a w orld o f  
pain by sim ply studying econom 

ics in the first place. O r better still, 
aperture science.

M uch the same plot minus 
the twist ending is recycled in 
PLANES, the round-the-world 
aerobatic racing adventure “from 
above the world o f  C ars”  that 
marks the first Pixar derivative in 
the D isney Toons stable o f  low- 
rent spinoff features -  m ostly to 
D V D , but occasionally prom oted 
to a theatrical release, used here 
to showcase the 3D  potential o f  
its stunt-flying subject matter. 

N otoriously unloved b y  m ost o f 
the adult market, the Cars fran
chise has been kept on the road 
by John Lasseter’s personal fond
ness, by the powerhouse strength 
o f  its m erchandising, and by its 
popularity with the younger end o f  
Pixar’s market at w hom  this vehi

cle is squarely aimed. No doubt 
this explains w hy so much o f  the 
plot, including the hero’s central 
transition from  loser to favourite, 
is fast-forwarded through in m on
tages. Indeed, the actual storyline 
is such boilerplate that you could 
pretty much feed a selection o f 
Pixar films into an animated com 
bine harvester and make the film 
from  what com es out o f  its back
side, though here it is in three lines
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anyway. A ct I: “I am m ore than 
just a cropduster!” A ct II: “Bolting 
on a few  new  parts doesn’t change 
w ho you  are. I can still sm ell the 
farm  on you.” A ct III: “You are an 
inspiration to all o f  us w ho want to 
do m ore than we were built for!” 

Nevertheless, for adult v iew 
ers there are unexpected riches 
beyond the one funny line “French 
Canadian is the language o f  love, 
[beat] In Quebec.” The W orld 
o f  Cars (w hich now  has its own 
logo; this one is not going away) 
rem ains an eerily evocative 
one, a m ysteriously unpeopled 
planet inhabited only by sentient 
m achines w ith no m em ory or 
awareness that anim al life has ever 
existed. The anim ation on Planes 

is outsourced to India, which 
m akes it all the m ore ironic that 
in one rem arkable sequence D usty 
and his exotic H indu squeeze fly 
rom antically over a com pletely 
em pty subcontinent to the sounds 
o f  A .R . Rahm an and culturally 
sensitive dialogue about sacred 
farm  m achinery (“M any believe 

that w e w ill be recycled as trac
tors” ). Perhaps it’s inevitable that 
the repeatedly-quoted m otto o f  
W W II backstory legends the Jolly 
W renches is m achine-translated 
dog-Latin  that treats inflection 
as a m iddle-class affectation:
“ Volo pro veritas -  it m eans I fly 
for truth.” M aybe in G oogle; but 
less answerable riddles crow d 
around. W h o is our hero D usty 
in Propwash Junction, Nebraska 
spraying all those crops/or? H ow  
is it possible to objectify w om en’s 
back ends even in the form  o f 
aviation m odels? W h o  thought 
an aircraft carrier could be given 
eyes and a m outh and not creep 
the hell out o f  audiences? W hy, if  
D u sty is supposed to represent the 
little m an (“He’s becom e a w ork
ing-class hero around the globe!”), 
are both cars and planes are vastly 
outnum bered by, o f  all things, 
forklifts, w hich surreally do every
thing from  air traffic control to

playing together in m ariachi 
bands? W h en  D isney m akes Pa llet  

Loaders -  From  B eneath the N otice  

o f  the W orld o f  Planes an d  Way 

W ay O f f  to the Side o f  the W orld  

o f  Cars, that’s w hen we’ll know  
they’re serious about overthrow 
ing the caste system. Those little 
guys have dreams too, you know.

A  posthum an w orld is im agined 
in earnest in Austrian apocalypse 
fable THE WALL, adapted from  
M arlen Haushofer’s resonant 1963 
novel: a m odern G erm an classic 
w hich has never really taken o ff in 
translation, perhaps because it’s so 
deeply and uniquely planted in its 
native Austrian landscape, culture, 
and climate. G uesting in an Alpine 
hunting lodge, the nameless nar
rator wakes up to find herself the 
last survivor o f  an apocalyptic 
event w hich has instantly killed 
all hum an and anim al life outside 
a m ysterious force-field enclosing 
her rem ote surroundings. Initially 
it seems the cosiest o f  catastro
phes, as she finds herself am ply 
provided w ith anim al com panions 
and hunting supplies in an idyl
lic pastoral setting; but gradually 

the isolation takes its toll and the 
burden o f  survival weighs heavier, 
until a sudden crisis to which the 
w hole narrative has been grim ly 
leading. The film tracks the novel 
faithfully, sim plifying the cast o f 
doom ed pets but retaining the 
om inous fram ing device o f  a ret
rospective report com piled from  
journals kept along the way, while 
system atically deleting the sparse 
details provided in the novel o f  the 
heroine’s personal backstory and 
ties, and suppressing speculation 
about the nature o f  the catastro
phe (in the book presum ed to be 
the detonation o f  an apocalyptic 
cold-w ar weapon) or the limits 
o f  the wall and possibilities o f  
escape. Audiences raised in the 
A nglo-A m erican  s f tradition will 
find it hard to engage w ith her 
incuriosity, but that’s partly the

point, as the situation overwhelm s 
the problem -solving attitude o f 
can-do m asculinity -  particularly 
at the climax, where a possibility 
left casually unconsidered erupts 
into the narrative to devastating 
effect w ithout any inquiry into its 
antecedents.

A  m ore frontal critique o f 
A m erican s f attitudes com es in 
Neill Blom kam p’s hit-and-m iss 
ELYSIUM, which turns the 

D istrict 9 man’s cool cyborg eye 
on Am erica’s own social apartheid 
w ithin and across its borders, as 
M att Dam on’s blue-collar victim  
o f  the system is M anborged up 
for a reluctant liberation heist on 
the off-world gated utopia o f  the 
m ega-rich w ho run and feed o ff 
the global econom ic m achine that 
has crushed him  There’s no get
ting away from  the fact that every 
single thing that was brilliant in 

D istrict 9  is in various measure less 
good here: the hero, the villains, 
the digital monsters, the ghetto 
locations (present-day M exico 
C ity  here m ischievously playing 
future LA), the exosuit action, the 
m edia satire, Sharlto Copley, the 

political edge and feeling for the 
experience o f  the dispossessed. But 
Blom kam p is a thoughtful, consci
entious citizen o f  the w orld with 
an obvious love for the Am erican 
films o f  Paul Verhoeven, another 
child o f  a society at w ar with evil 
w ho sees the US from  a liberal 

base outside (in Blom kam p’s case 
his adopted hom e o f  Vancouver); 
and he deserves credit for resist
ing the lazy option o f  going 
straight to franchise with the 
serially-postponed D istrict 10. 

Instead, he’s m ade an unm istak
ably Blom kam pian film that seeks 
to deliver full-on H ollywood 
blockbuster value w hile avoid
ing the easy recourse o f  open 
satire -  channelling the dark wit 
that inform ed D istrict 9  and early 
shorts like Tem pbot and Tetra Vaal 

into his upcom ing robocom edy
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C h ap p ie  instead. It’s possible to 

feel a little disappointed that he 
hasn’t m anaged to com e up with a 
new  plot in four years, but Elysium  

at least has a tidier ending i f  not 
necessarily a better one, w hile the 
Syd M ead designs for Elysium 
itself are classically beautiful in the 
grand tradition o f  s f  conceptual 
art reaching back to 2001 . The real 
problem  is that it’s an hour and a 
quarter into the film before our 

heroes actually m ake it to Elysium, 
at w hich point the film  we’ve 
been tw iddling thum bs expect
ing is rushed through in a fairly 
by-num bers half-hour in  w hich 
M att duly takes out Jodie Foster’s 
Lagarde-channelling Eurovillain 

and C op ley ’s scary-bearded black- 
ops nutjob, turns into space Jesus, 
and reboots the geopolitical sys
tem  w ithout that pesky inequality, 
opening borders and extending 
instant universal healthcare at the 
touch o f  a button. W h o knew  it 
was that easy?

N ew  Y A  franchise launchpad 
THE M ORTAL INSTRUMENTS: 
C IT Y  OF BONES has avoided 
the Percy Jackson  trap by com m it
ting to a 2014 sequel even before 
the first press shows. Critics, w ho 
hated the film, are baffled, but it 
was absolutely the right move. 
W atch with an audience o f  adult 
m undanes and you’ll see a com 
pletely different film from  the 
one you  see in the com pany o f  a 
packed house o f  first-day teenagers 
in Cam den Town, for whom  this is 
everything y o u  ever w ant in a film  

-  som ething w hich (it’s important 
to realise) in no w ay precludes 
mass guffawing at the m anifold 
rom antic absurdities o f  dialogue 
and story. The fanfic alum na w ho 
publishes as Cassandra Clare 
com es o f  ancient and deeply ven 
erable genre stock as the grand
daughter o f  M ax J. Rosenberg o f 
A m icus Productions, the H it-Girl 
to H am m er’s Kick-Ass in  the sil
ver age o f  British horror cinema;

and if  her books themselves don’t 
really punch in the weight class o f 
Riordan or Suzanne Collins, let 
alone o f Rowling or Meyer, what 
they have absolutely going for 
them in the crow ded Y A  market 
is an unrivalled com m itm ent to 
the kitchen sink. Vampires, were
wolves, witches, faerie, demons, 
angels; all and m ore are part o f  a 
sprawling syncretistic m ythology 
o f  hereditary “shadow hunters” 
locked in a forever w ar with the 
dem on w orld and its prom iscu
ously interbred m ortal seed.
U nder the direction o f  Dutch- 
N orw egian im port Harald Zwart, 
the Canadian-G erm an production 
has assembled a terrific cast from 
the dw indling pool o f  British tal
ent not yet com m itted to rival 
franchises, w ith Lily C ollins rather 
well deployed as teen superwitch 
Clary, and Jamie Cam pbell Bower 
and Robert Sheehan as the vertices 
o f  her obligatory love-triangle.
The books defer the rom antic 
endgam e w ith a piquantly creepy 
Luke/Leia thing under w hich one 
side o f  the triangle is alleged to be 
brother and sister but still share 
unsuppressed yearnings; because 

this isn’t resolved till the third 
volum e, the film has to fob us o ff 
for now  with them  muttering “It 

doesn’t feel like the truth”. There’s 
som e rather silly new  stuff about 
the W ell-Tem pered C lavier  being 
a system o f  dem on repellent (in 
part an excuse for the director to 
tinkle the ivories personally on 
the soundtrack), and the clim ax 
has been heavily reshaped Percy- 

fashion for cinem atic payload. But 
there’s a lot to like, it knows its 
audience, and the correct use o f  
the Latin gerundive puts D isney’s 
robots to shame.

Universes collide as Bilbo, 
A ndrom eda, and Scotty take tim e 
o ff from  their respective b lock
buster franchises to go down 
the pub and kick bot in  THE 
W ORLD’S END: a surprisingly

ram shackle and m elancholic film 
about m iddle age and getting the 
gang back together years after they 
were fun, as Sim on Pegg’s man- 
child cajoles his form er drinking 
buddies to re-enact a toxic pub 
crawl from  their teens, only to 
find that everyone they rem em ber 
has been replaced by m achine 
simulations. The film is i f  anything 
the more effective for not being 
terribly funny, the tumbleweed- 
ing failed zingers (“You said you 
wanted to catch up and chew  the 
fat; I think you just wanted to 
drink it”) only enhancing the feel
ing o f  trying in vain to revive the 

feeling o f  those lost days o f  youth 
before F A Q  ab out Tim e Travel 

and Grabbers w hen Sfiawnalike 
lock-in  apocalypse comedies 
were new  and fresh. But slowly it 
com es together in a strange, mad, 
and unexpectedly resonant finale 
about the right to resist the call to 
grow  up as a civilisation. “There’s 
a vast com m unity o f  worlds up 
there living together peacefully, 
cooperatively, and they want us to 
join  them”; but in the end Earth 
chooses to regress to the dawn 

o f  civilisation rather than submit 
to childhood’s end, just as Edgar 
W right put A n t-M a n  on hold to 
m ake this silly but affecting elegy 
for a lost suburban youth w hen 
pubs were com m unity hubs, alco
hol poisoning was cool, and sf 
dreams could still com e true. “ That 
was supposed to be the beginning 
o f  m y life, that prom ise and opti
m ism , that feeling I was going to 
take on the w hole universe.” In the 
film, o f  course he does, while the 
writers now  find themselves key 
figures in the Abram s and M arvel 
universes respectively. But in a 
season o f  monsters and m echa, it’s 
a refreshing rem inder that riding 
around in giant battle m achines 
isn’t the only kind o f fun to be had, 
and the British way to see alien 
invasions off is with a sustained 
counter-bom bardm ent o f  beer and 
swearing.
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Seeing as how  conflict is essen
tial for T V  drama, m any futur

istic sci-fi series that manage to 
avoid copying superhero templates 
(like A lp h as)  or w arfare (B S G , 

Falling Skies) borrow  their typi
cally uninspired set-ups from  cop 
shows (C o n tin u u m , A lien  N ation, 

Space Precinct) or westerns (Earth  

2 , Firefly, Terra N ova). DEFIANCE 
Season O ne (D VD/Blu-ray, 15 
July) is, sadly, no exception to this 
unwritten rule o f  reformatting, 
and the generic fam iliarity o f  a 
cow boy/cop scenario makes it 
predictable and often tiresom ely 
dull view ing. W ith m any blithely 
placed anachronism s -  in both 
typically scavenged production 
design (m uch is ridiculously 
unlikely in the ruins o f  a scorched 
w orld), and ethnic/Am erican 
cultural references -  we can im ag
ine brainstorm ing in production 
offices has intravenous-coffee 
pow ering back-up plot-generators 
w orking overtim e. Yes, m ixed 
m etaphors are de rigueur.

Centred on a post-holocaust/ 

alien-occupied St Louis, ex
m arine Nolan (Grant Bowler, 
zom bie flick Rem ains) rides into 
town w ith adopted daughter/alien 
psychic Irisa (Stephanie Leonidas, 
Dave M cKean’s M irrorM ask) and 
prom ptly demonstrates his m et
tle as the new  streetwise lawman.

P u ffy  and A ngel alum ni Julie Benz 
plays the mayor, w hose sister 
Kenya (M ia Kirshner, Exotica, 

assassin ‘M andy’ in 24 ) runs the 
local brothel/bar. British exports 
Jaime M urray (a female H.G.
W ells in W arehouse 13) and Tony 
Curran ( U nderw orld Evolution, the 
invisible m an in LX G )  play chiefs 
o f  albino-like aliens, all quasi-reli
gious nut-jobs. Graham  Greene 
( Thunderheart) is a crusty patri
arch o f  the M cC aw ley clan and the 
leader o f  local m ineworkers.

The vivid  spectacle o f  a m echa
nised assault by alien monsters 
form s the clim ax o f  the movie- 
length pilot episode, but rather too 
m uch o f  the inconsistent dialogue 
in action scenes is laced with 
dum bly colloquial cliches. W hile 
som e oddm ents o f  hi-tech gadg- 
etry make a contrast to the hom e- 
spun philosophies o f  pioneering 
spirits, variably honest residents 
in this last bastion o f  libertarian 
society attempt to stand firm, 
if  not often united, against the 
apparently corrupt rulers o f ‘Earth 

Republic’; and the script-editor’s 
frontier-m yths browser always 
warns us before closing multiple 
tabs.

A s a SyFy original, it’s like Star- 

gate  but lacking any portal tour
ism, and the V  rem ake w ithout a 
m om ent’s peace. Lively M a d  M ax-
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oid action erupts between archaic 
w edding custom s and a cold-case 
m urder mystery, sketched uncom 
fortably alongside Caprica  style 
political intrigue. G risly creature 
im ports from  the likes o f  Cow boys 

&  A lien s  and Slither  account, in 
part, for episode three’s body-hor
rors. D rug dealing/gun sm uggling 
plots furnish a sleazy crim e spree 
for N olan to solve, and he’s a savvy 
enough detective but perhaps a 
little too sm art for a seasoned 
ex-soldier. Stagecoach robbers, 
outlaws and a boun ty hunter 
com e visiting w hile other routine 
stories form  the bulk o f  episodes, 
but there’s a ‘razor rain’ storm  o f  
orbital junk: cue the disruptive 
special effects that conclude with 
a crash-landing o f ark-ship debris. 
Plague com es to Defiance and 
prom pts chanting rituals. Oi! Keep 
it dow n, w ill ya? People are trying 
to th in k rationally about finding 

a cure. The w riter has obviously 
seen/read D am n ation  A lley  and 
knows h ow  to put a T V -hero 
grade spin on it.

The m ayoral election cam paign 
is run by liars, o f  course, and 
-  m uch feared by Defiance’s 
residents -  there’s an invasion by 
E-Rep forces w ith an inhum anly 
sinister agenda, so the township 

becom es like a sci-fi play-set, 
albeit o f  a Lego deluxe variety.

A nother season is in  the works.

If teenage M elanie was the only 
girl in the w o rld ... The voices 
m ade her do it. A ndrew  N iccol’s 
THE HOST (Blu-ray/DVD, 29 
July) plays like an odd  m etaphor 
o f  suspended adolescence; a 
tantrum  o f  reluctance to jo in  the 
adult w orld o f  social responsibili
ties, where juvenile rom anticism  is 
given up as a change for the better. 
It explores surface-deep schizoid 
confusions o f  glandular drives in 
conflict w ith a nagging conscience 

but it is cursed b y  a plot o f  tim id 
metaphysics w ithout any food for 
thought (the m oral o f  this story 
is that alien parasites are people 
too, and they are just so happy to 
be alive!) and even less substance 
than cheaply spun candy floss.

Fred Pohl’s classic SF-horror We 
P urchased People  accom plished 

som ething a lot m ore intrigu
ing and infinitely chilling with a 
sim ilar body-snatchers premise. 
This is m ostly a terrible yawn-fest, 
even for a futuristic road m ovie 
as obsessive cop Seeker (Diane 
Kruger in a role that scream s for 
Charlize Theron) chases down 
the rebellious W anda (alias W an
derer), portrayed by the genre’s 
new  It-girl Saoirse Ronan (Lovely  

B ones, H anna, B yzantium , soon to 
be seen in Ryan G osling’s directing

debut H ow  to Catch a M onster), 

ignoring fervent wishes/stroppy 
attitudes o f  her ow n hum an host 
to explore the merits o f  humanity, 
albeit w ith far less gravitas than 
Jeff Bridges did in Starm an.

Apart from  shiny hardware and 
som e idyllic im agery o f  the human 
resistance’s hideaway in desert 
caves, this remains a flavourless 
tease with a soppy and practically 
brainless rom -com  affect that is 
actually w orse at playing out v ir
tual soul-m ate games than a m ovie 
w hich attempts to blend Twilight 

and The M a trix  should have been.

The thing about exercising total 
creative control is that it can so 
easily go o ff the rails and crash, no 
matter w hose hand is on the steer
ing wheel. In the w orld o f  movies, 
full creative control can be just as 
m uch a burden for directors as the 
freedom s im plied by an unlim ited 
choice w ould be for m usicians (a 
three-piece band or full orches
tra?) or painters (all those colours 
to pick from!). The sensible deci
sion for artists is to lim it them 
selves, even if  it means im posing 
artificial constraints upon their 
ow n creativity. However, as we 
found with the D ogm e manifesto, 
such self-lim iting options m ay 
lead to a disastrously m isguided 
effort, not just like playing w rong
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notes in a concerto, but like shoot
ing the piano player. For cinem a 
in the 21st century, shooting in 
black-and-white is nothing m ore 
than an em pty headed affecta
tion by vanity artists, people w ho 
seem to believe that every single 
one o f  their vaguest dream s are 
really w orth sharing w ith the 
w orld. They tend to act m ore like 
devoutly religious types wearing 
silly hats.

Pablo B ergers b& w  feature 
BLANCANIEVES (collectors 
edition D V D , 5 August) is a case 
in point. A  Spanish version o f  
Snow  W hite, w ith bullfighting, this 
is m ade as silent cinem a, perhaps 
in response to the unfathom able 
success o f  H azanavicius’ The A r t

ist. I found Blancanieves far too 
gruelling to watch because such 
blatantly phony artistic sim ula
tions have a tendency to reject 
em otional involvem ent. Sim ply 
ignoring the fact that it is a 21st 
century production m im icking 
aspects o f  obsolete/antiquated 
technology (could anyone still 
enjoy listening to 79 rpm  recorded 
m usic on a w ind-up gram o
phone?) is not a viable choice, so 
it quickly becom es impossible 
to overlook the ridiculous fra m e  

around this colourless picture.
Is there som ething wrong  about 
the use o f  synchronous sound for

GERARD AARON MORGAN

O L Y M P U S
H A S  F A L L E N

★ ★ ★ ★  ★ ★ ★ ★ ★  ★ ★ ★ ★

screen dialogue? It is the absolute 
m inim um  standard! A nything 
else is just a ludicrous pretension 
and likely to be a com m ercial fail
ure. O K , m aking m oney should 
not be the only reason to create 
m ovies, but arty directors such as 
Berger should realise that creative 
success m eans getting the bal
ance right between im agination 
unencum bered by com m ercial 
concerns and product that is a 
w orthw hile m ovie. Unfortunately, 

Blancanieves feels too m uch like a 
Luddite-m inded project.

The last director to actually get 
away aesthetically w ith using b & w  
for a feature production was David 
Lynch, in 1980, w hen he filmed 
The E lephant M an. The period 
setting o f  that peculiar biopic 

m elodram a suited b & w  alm ost 
perfectly. It follow ed on from 
Lynch’s first trium ph, Eraserhead, 

a genuine cult picture that argu
ably could only have been made 
in b & w  because it depicts a vividly 
nightm arish realm that lacks any 
sense o f  colour. C olou r in Eraser- 

h ead ’s w orld w ould be too obnox
ious. Elsewhere though, Coppola’s 
m ore earthly R um ble Fish  (1983) 
failed on so m any levels because 
its particular w orldview  was not, 
in all honesty, a b& w  one.

Like Coppola’s nostalgic drama 
o f  gangs, D arren A ronofsky’s

debut feature PI (15th anniversary 
edition Blu-ray, 12 August) is not 
artistically valid because there is 
nothing in its com plexity o f  narra
tive or heavyweight genre themes 
to suggest that it’s about a starkly 
m onochrom e w orld, so the m ov
ie’s lack o f  colour makes no sense. 
It is sim ply another silly-hat belief 
in the validity o f  art house pro
duction. Reclusive maths genius 
M ax is in erratic pursuit o f  a 200+ 
digit num ber that m ay hold the 
key to a full understanding o f  eve
rything in the universe -  at least 
from  a hum an-scale perspective o f 
predicting ups and downs on the 
N ew  York stock exchange. Then it 

gets all fu zzy ...
For a story that’s based in the 

precision w orld o f  mathematics, 
the often grainy obfuscations 
o f  P i  appear in m arked contrast 
to the greater clarity o f  vision 

granted to Ron H oward’s excellent 
biographical dram a A  B eautiful 

M in d  (2001). Essentially, P i  is just 
a hacker thriller em erging from 

the loosely avant-garde fringes 
o f  cyberpunk. It gains nothing o f 
any value by being shot in b&w. 
Despite its rhythm ic editing 
patterns that becam e A ronofsky’s 
tradem ark (or annoying tic) in 
later movies, P i  lacks any o f  the 
deeply engrossing/truly disturbing 
aspects o f  Lynch’s early efforts. In
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the end, Ken Russell’s m agnificent 

A ltered  States rem ains a superior 
treatment o f  like-m inded SF 
tropes (about an obsessive 
scientist in search o f ‘ultimate 
truth’), not least because it used 
colour -  and sound! -  to such a 
stunning effect.

Tom  Cruise. I hate him ! His 
unfunny brand o f  narcissism 
blights H ollyw ood stardom. His 
cringe-w orthy acting is an indus
trial accident that keeps repeating 
itself, bringing m any genre m ovies 
into disrepute with his unseem ly 
posturing and com plete lack o f  a 
screen presence. He’s arguably the 
least charism atic and m ost bor
ing o f  the feted elite, as even W ill 
Sm ith can occasionally make us 
laugh w ith bluffer’s guide antics in 
M IB  pictures when he’s not tak

ing h im self too  seriously. Cruise 
is always serious, although his 
po-faced attitude is a dead-eyed 
giveaway, isn’t  it? From  spy-fi m is
haps (o f action-packed form ulas 
m isapplied to M ission: Im possible  

franchising), to a lazily conceived 
phildickian farce in M in ority  

R eport, haughtily overpaid C ruise 
is a drive-by hit-m an, id ly  shat
tering the shop w indow  displays 
o f  urban futurism /philosophical 
hum anism  with his vacuous m ay
hem  and a patented smirk. Cruise 
was also Spielberg’s guileless 
conspirator for sabotaging W ells’ 
legacy in that utterly charmless 

War o f  the W orlds remake. Most 
galling o f  all is that he continues 
to w in lead roles in m egabuck 
thrillers that always mar, and 
often ruin, studio output o f  big 
sci-fi adventures, and ‘Big Sci-fi’ 
is already like the com m ercially 
unethical disasteroid fracking o f 
genre resources.

OBLIVIO N  (D VD /Blu-ray, 19 
August) rem ains clear o f  the criti
cal blast radius centred on that 
veritable Chernobyl o f  SF cinem a, 
Roger Christian’s m illennial opus 
B attlefield  Earth  (fronted b y  John

Travolta -  another adherent o f 
H ubbard’s m align Scientology), 
but a clutch o f  telltale similarities 
are evident in its them atic bland
ness and outrageously clum sy 
blending o f  skiffy borrowings and 
upgrades from  arch pulp tradi
tions. W elcom e to Cruise’s greatest 
hits com pilation m ovie. A s the 
heroic Jack, a drone-repair tech, 
he pilots a super-copter aircraft 
(a new  m odel Cruise-m obile, this 
aerial condom  riffs on the sym bol
ism o f  his jet-jockey’s phallus in 
Top G u n ), rides a cool m otorbike 
(meh, see M.T 2 ), copes w ith  dan
gerous w eaponry (W o tW  remake), 
shatters a grand conspiracy 
(M inority  R eport), and finally 
unm asks the secret o f  his own 
buried past ( Vanilla Sky). Poor 
A ndrea Riseborough (borderline 
SF Resistance) is w holly  m iscast 
as Jack’s team -m ate Victoria, but 
she chides him , m ost accurately, 
w ith “the last thing we need is 
you  putting it all at risk” -  and yet 
that is exactly what Cruise does. 
He pursues (adm ittedly bogus) 
danger on screen, just like an 
adrenaline junkie. That’s all he 
does. He can’t be bargained with. 
He can’t be reasoned with. The 
C ruise m echanism  doesn’t feel 
humility, shame or regret. A nd 
he absolutely w ill not stop until 
our genre is left devoid o f  any 
genuine hum an meanings. Facing 
danger in m ovies w ithout feeling 
any fear whatsoever is not heroic, 
it’s boring. Schwarzenegger got 
away with it for years because he 
boasted a massive screen presence. 
Dim inutive Cruise could never 
match the cartoonish A m ie s  blus
tering one-liners, never m ind his 

m uscle-bound swagger.
Cruise’s brand o f  em pty slick

ness just eats away like a terminal 
cancer, at ideas and cautionary 
significance that SF m ovies do so 
well, while he aimlessly cheapens 
SF dramas, and sucks the life 
from  all o f  those around him , at 
every opportunity, in every scene

that he’s in (ah, yes, like Interview  

with a Vam pire). In the suppos
edly pivotal sequence o f  O blivion  

where Jack is fighting his double, 
it is hard to know  w ho to root for 
and, ultimately, im possible to care 
w ho wins. O bliv ion  m ight be well 
worth seeing because it features 
m any spectacular effects, and the 

designers have obviously m ined 
images from  decades o f  inspira
tional SF art. Unlikely as it too 
often seems, the m ovie is likeable 
for that m uch at least. Cruise is 
best view ed as the annoying little 
dog that runs around the futuristic 
house and jum ps on the shiny new 
furniture.

A  live-action version o f  classic 
anime, SPACE BATTLESHIP 
YAM ATO (D VD/Blu-ray, 19 
August) is set in the year 2199 and 
it concerns an alien invasion that 
wipes out Earth’s defences with 
m eteorite bom bardm ents, leaving 
the planet an irradiated hell. The 
last hope is tech aid from  another 
galaxy, and so a Japanese W W 2 
flagship is refitted with warp- 

speed engines, plus handy super
weapon, and their mission is to 
save hum anity from  extinction.

N o pressure th o u g h ...
Captain O tika is an old naval 

crusty w ho passes on his com 
m and to young hero Kodai, but 
it is ace pilot/fem inist Yuki who 
becom es the pivotal stereotype. 
A lthough this was obviously 
prom pted by the B SG  remake, 
it’s im portant to rem em ber that 
the anim ated S B Y  was a clear 
influence upon the original B SG  

anyway, so this remake is merely 
closing a transpacific circle o f  
genre borrowings that spans four 
decades.

D irector Takashi Yamazaki 
m ade underrated noir-styled tim e- 
travel actioner Returner, and this 
repeats the form ulaic m ix o f  m el
ancholic or excitable characters 
in a juvenile pulp o f  nonetheless 
largely serious-toned sci-fi adven-
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ture, about suffering loss and gain
ing m aturity throughout cheaply 
effective, spectacular visuals. A s 
usual, the grand finale sinks into 
typically overblow n A sian senti
m ent, but there is sufficient enter
tainm ent and genuine fun along 
the w ay to m ake this m ovie well 
w orth tracking dow n for your next 
space opera fix.

W h ile  A m ericas num ber one 
super-cop John M cC lan e flew into 
Russia for unofficial gang-busting 
action -  w ith  his secret-agent son 
-  in extravagant nuclear caper A  

G o o d  D a y  to D ie  Hard, and Jack 
Bauer struggles to regain his regu
lar T V  job w orking all m anner o f  
antisocial hours in  2 4 , new com er 
M ike Banning steps into the hero 
gam e -  alm ost single-handedly 
w inn ing the day, the battle, and 
the w ar against terrorism  -  in 
A ntoine Fuquas cliche-packed yet 
hugely entertaining OLYMPUS 
HAS FALLEN (Blu-ray/D VD ,
26 A ugust). The hom e invasion 
m ovie just went all the w ay to 
the top. This makes a gripping 
dram a out o f  an international 
crisis, with Secret Service agent 
M ike (Gerard Butler, fast becom 
ing a busy superstar with the likes 
o f  D racula  2001 , Reign o f  Fire, 

Tim eline, P han tom  o f  the O pera, 

B eo w u lf &  G rendel, 300 , G am er, 

and the updated Shakespeare o f  
C orio la nu s  peppering his uneven 
genre C V ) abandoning his desk- 
job to rescue the president (Aaron 
Eckhart) from  Korean baddies. 
A pparently it faces com petition 
from  Roland Em m erich’s copycat 
siege W hite H ou se D ow n  (which 
I have not seen), but Fuqua’s ver
sion o f  this perhaps long-overdue 
high-concept story offers plenty o f  
slickly choreographed shoot ’em 
up sequences to be going along 
with, and there’s enough gadget
conscious w eaponry on display 
to com pare w ith the recent James 
Bond adventures. N ot since John 
W oo’s com ic b o o k  styled Broken

A rrow  have so m any helicopters 
crashed spectacularly on screen 
instead o f  just o ff screen (as was 
the usual practise for decades 
o f  stunts before C G I and m ega
budgets m ade anything possible). 
If you are in the right m ood for 
the brutish appeal that gung-ho 
Butler does so well, this makes for 
satisfying view ing in the often- 
quite-brainless fun  category.

Based on a novel, not a manga/ 
anim e, G ordon Chan’s martial 
arts fantasy THE FOUR (D V D , 9 
September) begins as the b ig  city 
cops o f  Lord Liu’s D epartm ent 
Six discover that secret agents o f  
D ivine C onstabulary are operating 
in the capital and, apparently, with 
a royal mandate. The C onstabu
lary  team  leader/m entor Zhuge 
(the always great A nthony W ong) 
is intent upon breaking a counter
feiting conspiracy and exposing 
the m asterm ind behind it. Zhuge’s 
confrontation w ith  Liu creates 

problem s for everyone concerned, 
but eventually sanity prevails and 
the spies get along w ith the police 
well enough to stamp out evil.

The followers o f  m age-like guru 
Zhuge include a crippled but capa
ble psychic/analyst, Emotionless 

(Liu Yi-fei, The A ssassins), w ho 
detects the powers o f  any other 
m artial artists, and she also dem os 
telekinetic fu. W ith her help,
Zhuge recruits som e new  masters 
for the Constabulary: reluctant 

hero C old-B lood  and expert 
tracker Life Snatcher. Existing 
team -m ate Iron Hands maintains 
contacts in the underw orld (just a 
crim inal fraternity, not som ething 
genuinely occult), aiding the con 
stables’ mission and subsequent

unofficial investigations.
A  ferocious yet uneven pace is 

balanced by charm ingly com edic 
sketches, and a num ber o f  p hilo
sophical undertones, heighten
ing action scenes o f  com ic book 
super-powers that have consider
able zest. It has M a trix  bullet-tim e 
on steroids that cinem a from 
A sia  often does very  well, and 
The Four  benefits from  numerous 
tim e changes/speed ram ping and 
swooping/soaring cam era work. 
This is actually the first Chinese 
production to make use o f  the 
flying-on-wires spider-cam.

Secondary characters -  nam ed 
Avalanche, Butterfly, D in g D ong, 

and Big W o lf -  eagerly em body 
the cache o f  a historical Chinese 
version o f  the X -M en. A nd, 
despite this m ovie’s exotic milieu, 
it’s best view ed as a fantasy drama 
centred on an extended fam ily 
o f  elite otherness, fighting to 
preserve justice in an increasingly 
corrupt realm, where the finale’s 
clutch o f  zom bies are made o f  dust 
and ice. The ch ief villain (in his 
royal red outfit) exudes smiley/ 
laughing m enace w hile skilfully 
avoiding campiness.

Its neatest cross-genre trick 
is that this is not a plain-clothes 
superhero m ovie, because the 
costum e dram a aspect permits 
each character to exhibit 
individual looks and styles. A s in 
the convoluted political weather 
patterns o f M arvel com ics, there’s 
a lot going on here (including a 

love triangle), but its scenario is 
com plex and evocative without 
becom ing overly sentimental 

or too melancholy. Fans o f  Z u  

W arriors and the Storm  Riders 

trilogy w ill probably enjoy this.

T on y a lso  rev iew s DVDs and  B lu-rays fo r  o u r s is te r  m agazin e  
Black S ta tic, co verin g  17 n ew  re lea ses  in  issu e  36 (o u t n ow ).

A  co n ve n ie n t and  d isco u n ted  su b scrip tio n  to  b o th  Interzone  
an d  Black S ta tic  is  h ig h ly  recom m ended! P lease v is it  our 
secu re  w eb site  shop  a t  ttap ress.co m /sh o p .
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