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Enter the SF Gateway …
 

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



 

Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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my own back yard an introduction
 

i won’t say that the stories in this volume are particularly autobiographical (with the exception of The Other Side” which—as unlikely as it sounds—is largely drawn from life) but all of them are close to home in one way or another. “Small Houses” always reminds me of my old friend Mike Kelly, who had on his left arm a tattoo of a skeleton pitching a shovel full of dirt over its shoulder. Beneath a half dug grave were the words, “dig your own.” The main character in “Small Houses” decides to build his own coffin, and blithely informs his wife that he’ll use it as a tool box during his time on earth, and then as a casket during his time beneath it. If you’ve read the story you know that she’s less than excited about the idea.

In fact, that bit of inspiration happened to me in just that same way, and unhappened just as quickly. I had bought a couple of hundred board feet of red oak to build some furniture, and there was quite a bit left over, and it dawned on me one Saturday morning when I was pushing sawdust around out in the garage, halfway through my first cup of coffee, that with a couple of days’ work I could kill two birds with one stone: coffin and toolbox both.

I’ve always been most comfortable surrounded by stuff, mainly books and baubles—tin toys and ceramic Humpty Dumpties and salt and pepper shakers and other odds and ends of junk that I’d accumulated over the years. We’re told that you can’t take it with you, but I wondered about that. The old Egyptian mummies didn’t go empty-handed into the underworld, and I couldn’t see why I should either. Why not turn the coffin into a sort of portmanteau—corpse in the bottom and afterlife accoutrements in the lid? It wouldn’t be bad to have something to drink, for example, and so I would build into the casket a slot that would fit a bottle of Laphroaig scotch and another slot for a glass to drink it with. I’d pack some books, say five of them, including Huckleberry Finn and Tristram Shandy and a collection of Stevenson’s essays. The books would take some consideration. Maybe I’d want a pocketknife, maybe a half dozen of my favorite marbles and of course a couple of photographs. During the years that I played out my earthly existence, I could lodge a sliding T-bevel in the slot where the scotch glass would go, an assortment of hammers in the book niches, and so forth, maybe put the box on casters so that I could drag it down the driveway without throwing my back out. …

I went into the house in a rare state of excitement. Viki was washing dishes at the sink. “Listen to this!” I said, and then revealed the plan in all its glory, and all the time she kept washing the dishes, as if I weren’t there at all, the expression on her face unchanging. After I was done, or better yet, played out, she said, “No, I don’t think so.” She picked up another dish and put it into the sink, and I went back outside and built a table. About six months later Tim Powers heard that Mike Kelly had shot himself down in Mexico somewhere.

Later yet—several years later—I had one of my characters build the coffin for me, and it was in the writing of the story that I saw that he wouldn’t take anything with him after all, that the story was in fact about the difficulty of leaving earthly things behind. The tree house in which he’s living sits on stilts in an avocado tree in my own back yard; his goldfish belonged to my young friend Sarah Koehler; the bottle of sherry was one that Viki and I nearly bought when we were traveling through Spain, but didn’t, because it was too expensive—nearly eight dollars, as I recall.

“Home Before Dark” is a companion story, so to speak, to “Small Houses,” except that the main character is dead when the story opens, and he’s got a brief few hours to come to terms with that. Both of the stories are strange in one way: unlike the perhaps more typical story in which a character grapples with some variety of trouble, my characters had to grapple with a lifetime of relative happiness and with the sad fact that there’s an inevitable end to it.

I’ve always liked what Dorothy learns in The Wizard of Oz. I think that for most of us it’s true. I’ve noticed that Westerners are always scuttling off to the east in search of gurus, looking for the Way. Somehow I don’t see as many Easterners heading west in search of the same thing (unless the Way has to do with money), and maybe that’s because they believe what Dorothy came to believe, and which I’ve been convinced of most of my life, as sentimental as it sounds.

“His Own Back Yard” and “In For a Penny” started out as the same story, or were at least the product of the same thinking and note-taking. I wanted to write about treasures and about greed, and I had it in mind that my character would bury coffee-can treasures as a child, and then when he dug them up as an adult, they would have magically metamorphosed into authentic treasures, and he would fall under their spell, and dig himself silly before it was over. I myself, however, have buried a few coffee-can treasures in my life, back when I was a child, and then again when I had children of my own—there’s one or two out in the back yard right now—but I’ve never drawn a map, nor have I remembered their location for more than a week. Those small treasures, however, didn’t seem to want to be put into a story about greed. They had something to do with my abiding happiness with stuff, which I’d already meddled with in “Small Houses,” and something to do with nostalgia, and something to do with the sad passing away of bits and pieces of our lives. Greed just wasn’t in it, so I determined to write two different stories about treasures. As I pegged away at “His Own Back Yard” I saw that my character was suffering from a temporary case of the cup-half-empty syndrome, and had to discover that he was looking for something he already had, but had temporarily lost sight of. I concluded that to some small extent, if we’re lucky, we gain as much as we lose over the years. It was another story about happiness.

“In For a Penny” recalled a novel I wrote a few years back called All the Bells on Earth, which was about a number of things including what John Ruskin referred to as “the great fight with the dragon.” What is it, we might well wonder, that will defeat us if we don’t actively do battle with it on a daily basis? It seems to me that we’re in the deadliest sort of peril if we look at “down-going men” (as Robert Louis Stevenson refers to them in Jekyll and Hyde) and say, “that’s not me.” “There but for fortune” is a safer bet. I’m not at all certain that greed is one of my own dragons, but it has a certain luster, and it was that luster that attracted me to the story, which is simply about the common spiritual disease of believing too firmly in oneself.

As I said, “The Other Side” comes closest to home, at least in regard to the facts of the story, all of which are true except when the main character goes to the party at the house of the psychic. So far I haven’t hobnobbed with any psychics. My good friend Jeff is a Freudian, very highly regarded in the field of psychiatry and monumentally intelligent. He’s a rationalist through and through, and for him the fanciful is nonsense. I, on the other hand, firmly believe that rationalism is utterly irrational, and I read Charles Fort with enthusiasm. If I saw my grandmother’s ghost appear before me wearing her wedding dress and a blazing halo, I’d be a happy man (“thrilled” is maybe a better word) and her appearance would simply confirm what I already suspect to be true—not that there are necessarily ghosts in the world, mind you, but simply that there is much in the world that I don’t begin to understand, and quite possibly never will. In short, I very often favor the mystery over the solution. What would Jeff make of his grandmother’s ghost? Either that someone had slipped him a psychotropic drug or that he had gone off his chump.

From time to time I wonder whether I’ve gone off my chump. After the bizarre pair of phone calls that I recount in “The Other Side,” I wondered this out loud in a conversation with Powers. He suggested that I quit worrying about it, and file the mystery in the bin that’s marked “inexplicable” and let it go at that. As long as I’m not cutting the heads off dogs, he said, I shouldn’t worry too much. I think it was good advice. When one is caught up in the solidly irrational, one shouldn’t expect rational answers, and that’s what the story itself is about in the end. The happiest and most philosophical pigs I’ve ever witnessed possessed nothing more than a head of lettuce, and I’ll bet you a nickel they didn’t begin to understand it, or care to, either. As for the possum—that’s just exactly how it happened, a frivolous case of precognition apparently. It was the weirdest damned thing, at least from my point of view. The possum himself, on the other hand, was just getting to the other side.

Where does that leave me? With “The War of the Worlds” which isn’t really science fiction at all, and which (of all the stories) bears very little resemblance to anything in my own life. It was generated when a pal of mine bought the infamous eight-ball bowling ball after a night of long-neck Budweisers down at the lanes. His wife was pregnant at the time, and money was tight. The ball cost him over two hundred bucks, and he was still giddy enough when he got home to bring it into the house to show it to her, setting off a land mine that might have blown apart a marriage that wasn’t quite so solid as theirs. I ran into him several months later, and he was still carrying the ball around in the trunk of his car, and from time to time he would take it out and gaze at it. He hadn’t gone bowling since the night of the blowup, and he had no real desire to, but he has a hell of a bowling ball if he ever decides to take it up again. It reminds me of the geneticist who crossed a mink with a gorilla: it made a nice coat, but the sleeves were too long. There’s a downside to everything, I guess.

I don’t know entirely what all this means. Rethink coffins and bowling balls, that’s one thing. Your wife mightn’t be half as enthusiastic about them as you are. And don’t bury valuables in a coffee can without drawing a map: coffee cans rust to pieces surprisingly quickly, and at least for most of us, so does our memory. Remember that easy money can be a hard life after all, as the song said. When the poet tells you that nothing gold can stay, he’s probably right, but remember that there’s another poet who tells us that the world is always turning toward the morning, and maybe he’s right too. He just sees things from a different point of view, like the possum, and if you can manage it, it’s not a bad perspective to cultivate. As for phone calls out of the void, I have no advice for you at all, except that you should be leery about who you reveal them to, Freudians included.

James Blaylock
 Orange, California
 January, 2003
  

the other side
 

it was evening, half past five on a late autumn Thursday, and the sun had already gone down on the changing season. The homely smell of wood smoke from fireplace chimneys lingered in the air of the lamplit neighborhood, and there was the smell of damp vegetation from yesterday’s rain. Nina, Art and Beth’s five-year-old daughter, was at a friend’s house where she had stayed for dinner despite its being a school night, and Art was on a mission to pick her up and haul her home while Beth fixed their own supper of steamed crab legs and drawn butter, food that no right-minded child of five would eat, any more than she’d eat onions or mushrooms or a fish head at the Chinese restaurant.

He opened the car door and sat down on the cold upholstery, and in that moment, abruptly and incongruously, there came into his mind the starkly clear picture of a possum crossing a road, illuminated by a car’s headlights. Just as quickly the image was gone, as if he had caught a second’s worth of a television program while switching through the channels. He looked out through the windshield at the empty street, his thoughts interrupted and scattered.

As he drove, he recalled the image clearly, rerunning it in his mind out of curiosity—a dark grove of some sort, the weedy dirt shoulder of the road, the big possum angling across the asphalt, caught for a moment in his headlights as it scurried toward the shrubbery on the far side. He rolled the window down an inch to let in the night air and headed down Cambridge Street toward Fairhaven Avenue, barely seeing the human shadows in the silent cars that passed him, bound for their own lighted living rooms and fireplaces and suppers.

At the stop sign opposite the cemetery he waited for a car to swing past in front of him, and then he turned left onto Fairhaven, remembering suddenly that he was supposed to stop at the market for a container of sour cream for the baked potatoes. Thinking about it, his mind drifted back on course, which at this time of night inevitably meant food, and he realized that he was ravenously hungry and that the evening ahead looked to him like a paid vacation.

Fairhaven was dark, with only a few lights glowing in the cemetery chapel. His headlights illuminated the turned earth of the first rows of the orange grove on his left and the shadowy oleander bushes that hedged the shoulder on the right. And just then something appeared ahead of him, moving across the road. He braked the car, slowing down more out of amazement than necessity: a big possum had come out of the grove and was running with a heavy gait toward the oleanders, its fur showing silver in the headlights. In a moment the animal had disappeared in the night.

A horn honked behind him, and he accelerated, realizing that he had come to a full stop there in the middle of the road, and for a moment he was so addled that he couldn’t recall his destination. The thought came to him that he should pull over and go back on foot to see if he could find the possum, just to make sure that he hadn’t imagined it, but he gave the idea up as lunacy and drove on across Tustin Street and into the neighborhood on the far side, slowly returning to his senses.

. . .

“So you didn’t get the sour cream?” Beth asked him, setting the big plate of crab legs on the table. She poured him a glass of white wine as he hacked open his baked potato.

“I was too … shook up, I guess.”

“By a possum? You didn’t hit it, did you?”

“Heck no. I was nowhere near it. It was … seeing it, you know, after what happened when I got into the car. I don’t think you’re following what I’m saying. I’m not talking about a simple déjà vu or something.”

Nina came into the kitchen, dressed in her pajamas, skinny as an orphan. She had her mother’s dark hair and eyes. “I have homework,” she said. She held out an empty shoebox.

“In kindergarten you have homework?” Art picked up a crab leg and pulled it open along the slit that Beth had cut into it with a knife.

“She has to make a collection,” Beth said. “Mrs. Barnes was talking about it at back-to-school night, remember?”

“Sure,” Art said. “I think she told everyone it shouldn’t be bugs.”

“Nothing dead,” Beth said, taking the butter out of the microwave and sitting down. “You don’t have to kill things to have a collection.”

“How about leaves?” Art asked helpfully. He doubled a long piece of crab and dipped it into the drawn butter right up to his fingertips. “Do leaves count as dead?”

“Leafs?” Nina wrinkled up her nose in the style of a rabbit. “What’s that thing?”

“That thing is a crab leg,” Art said. “Hey! I’ll tell you what. How about a crab leg collection?”

Nina frowned and shook her head in small jerks. “Those smell.”

“And they’re dead,” Beth added. The telephone rang, and Beth stood up again to answer it.

“Anthony Collier,” Art said, looking up sharply. The name had simply popped into his head, arriving out of nowhere, like a light blinking on.

“Wait,” Beth told him, waving him silent and picking up the receiver, clearly assuming that he was starting to tell her something about his old friend Anthony, who had moved to New York the previous winter. “Hello,” she said, and then listened, double-taking just a little bit. She handed him the phone, her hand over the mouthpiece. “Anthony Collier,” she said.

“Hey,” Art said weakly. He realized that his heart was racing now, and he replied in half sentences, finally begging off to eat dinner.

“Wow,” she said. “That was a weird coincidence. What were you going to tell me?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean nothing? You started to tell me something about Anthony.”

“Just his name. His name sort of flew into my head. It was weird, like the thing with the possum.”

“I think feathers,” Nina said, looking at the parakeets, which had started chattering when the phone rang. They had two of them, both green, in a cage suspended from the ceiling. Nina climbed onto a chair and peered into the cloth seed guard that aproned the underside of the cage. She reached into it and pulled out a loose feather, smiling and holding it up for them to see before dropping it into the shoebox.

. . .

For the next hour Art was unable to concentrate on anything else. He tried to think out the meaning of the two incidents, possessed by the idea that they were a new category of experience, that they were evidence of … other things. He had never been a rationalist, and had always been willing to consider things he himself had never witnessed—ghosts, flying saucers, the hollow earth, New Zealand. But never had he ever been a party to a public display of these things. The paranormal was something he had read about, something that happened to others, whose stories were related in pulp-paper magazines.

During the evening the phone rang twice more, and each time his mind supplied him with a name as he leaped up to grab it, but he was wrong both times, and he realized that he had been merely guessing. With Anthony he hadn’t guessed. The information had come from outside of himself somehow, independent of his own thinking, exactly as if it had been beamed into his head.

He stopped himself. That kind of thinking sounded crazy even to him, and he wondered suddenly if this was some kind of schizophrenic episode, the precursor to a gibbering decline into nuttiness. Except, of course, that Beth had been a witness. She could misunderstand the possum, because she hadn’t been there, but she’d heard him come up with Anthony’s name out of the blue.

He went into the pantry and dug out a deck of cards, then returned to his chair in the living room, fanning the cards out on the coffee table. Coincidence wouldn’t answer the possum question. That much was clear to him. Beth came out of Nina’s room, where she had been reading the nightly story, and she stood watching him move the cards around. He could see that she was interested. This thing had gotten to her.

“Five of spades,” he said out loud, flipping over a random card from the middle of the spread. It was a queen of hearts. He tried again, naming the two of clubs, then the eight of diamonds, and then a half dozen other numbers and suits, dead wrong every time. The five of spades finally appeared, meaninglessly late. Beth had already lost interest and gone into the family room to watch television. He heard the theme song from Jeopardy! start up, and he put the cards back in the pack, giving up and going in to kiss Nina goodnight.

“Read me one,” Nina whispered, pulling the covers up to her chin so that she looked like Kilroy.

“You already had a story,” Art told her. By her bed lay the shoe box, empty except for the parakeet feather. “This is a good collection,” he said.

“It’s only one. Mom says one’s not a collection.”

“Maybe we should go feather collecting.”

“Do you know where?” she asked.

But just like that he had lost the thread of the conversation. In his mind’s eye he saw the possum again, returning to haunt him, its hairless tail vanishing into the oleander. Everything had been identical in his mind and on the road—the angle at which it crossed, the grove off to the left, the way the headlights picked it out of the darkness, the way the creature had been swallowed up by the shrubbery and the shadows. …

Something struck him then, something he hadn’t thought of before.

“Do I know where what?” he asked, finally reacting to Nina’s question.

“Where there’s feathers?”

“Sure. I know a place. We’ll go looking.” He tucked her in and went out, hurrying into the family room where Beth sat watching Jeopardy! He saw right away that the Double Jeopardy categories weren’t up his alley. “Listen to this,” he said to Beth, sitting down next to her on the couch. “The two incidents aren’t the same thing.”

“Okay,” she said, her eyes on the television screen.

“With Anthony, his name came into my mind the instant the phone rang. At the same time.”

“I still say it’s coincidence.”

“That’s all right. It might be. But listen to what I’m telling you. With the possum it was different. I predicted the possum. You see the difference? I forecast it. There was a five- or six-minute lag between when I pictured it and when it appeared.”

“I do see the difference. I don’t know what it means, but I see what you’re saying. The possum is kind of … psychic.”

“Yeah, I guess so. Actually they’re both kind of psychic, aren’t they? Unless you really think the phone call thing was coincidence.”

“I don’t know what I think. What’s the Santa Maria?”

“What?” he asked, utterly baffled by this.

“The name of Columbus’s ship,” she said. “Explorers for six hundred.”

“Oh.” He watched the game show for a minute. It was winding up. “You know why it’s not a coincidence? Because of the possum. That would make two weird things on the same night, which would be a double coincidence.”

“The Final Jeopardy subject is British History,” Alex Trebek said, looking shrewdly at the audience, and the program cut away to a commercial.

“Oliver Cromwell,” Art said, the name almost leaping out of his throat. This time he was sure of it. It was like the possum and like Anthony Collier. He hadn’t guessed. He hadn’t had time to guess. The name had simply come to him. Beth looked at him wonderingly and he nodded his head. “That’s it again,” he said. “At least I think it is.” Instantly he had come to doubt himself. Was this another guess, like the five of spades? Or was this the possum, crossing the road to get to the other side?

There were half a dozen commercials, interminable commercials, but finally the show was on the air again. Trebek read off the answer: “This Puritan Prime Minister of England was so hated by the populace, that after he was dead and buried his body was exhumed and …”

Art didn’t hear the rest of it. He sat with his mouth open, his mind swimming. Beth stared at him when the answer was revealed. “Now you’re giving me the creeps,” she said.

. . .

On Friday evening he tried again with the cards, and again he couldn’t make them work. He rolled dice, but that was a washout, too. He made a mighty effort to blank out his mind, to open himself to psychic suggestion, but it was no good. The harder he tried, the more he understood that it wouldn’t speak to him, whatever it was, and he tried hard not to try as hard. When the phone rang at eight o’clock he shouted “Jimmy Carter!” but it was the Fireman’s Fund selling tickets to a talent show. Beth humored him to the point of asking the caller whether his name was Jimmy Carter, but it turned out not to be, and the man hung up angry, thinking that she was making fun of him.

“I guess it’s not working as good as it was,” Beth said, and from her tone of voice Art could tell that her Oliver Cromwell enthusiasm had pretty much worn off.

. . .

On Saturday morning he stopped at Rod’s Liquors and bought five dollars’ worth of lottery tickets, marking the little ovals as random numbers wandered unbidden into his head, rejecting numbers that seemed too insistent or that appeared there twice or that were clearly ringers, like Nina’s birthday or his own age. Quickly, however, every number on the lottery ticket began to seem suspect, and he filled in the last two games by shutting his eyes and pointing.

On the way home, he stopped at the used bookstore where he found something promising: a book called A Field Guide to the Paranormal. He knew the clerk at the counter, a thin, owl-eyed man named Bob who had worked there forever and, in fact, lived a couple of blocks away from him and Beth.

“You’re interested in the paranormal?” Bob asked him, taking his money.

“Yeah,” Art confessed. “I find it kind of fascinating.”

“My sister’s a psychic. She has a sort of organization.”

“Really? What do you think about it,” Art asked. “Just out of curiosity.” He realized that he wanted very badly to tell someone about his experiences, and it dawned on him that he was more than a little bit proud of himself. He wasn’t the same man today that he had been last week.

“I’ve got no problem with it. There’s a guy at Krystal’s meetings that bends spoons. That and all kinds of other stuff. I’ve seen it. How about you?”

“Yeah, I’m a believer. A couple of things happened to me recently …” He realized that he couldn’t think of any way to relate the possum story or the phone calls in such a way as to give them the punch they deserved, and he wished that something more grand had happened to him, like predicting an earthquake or a train wreck. “What kind of things?”

“Oh, you know, knowing in advance who’s calling on the phone, that kind of thing. And I nailed a Jeopardy! answer before the question was asked.”

“You mean you got the question before the answer.”

“Yeah, that’s what I meant. It was Oliver Cromwell.”

“Cromwell? The host? I thought it was that other guy.”

“It is that other guy. I meant the answer was Oliver Cromwell.”

“I got Oliver Hardy once,” Bob told him, counting out change. “The category was silent films, I think. Or maybe it was comedians. Either way.” The transaction, just like the conversation, had run its course.

“Sure,” Art said. “I guess so. Look, what’s this thing with your sister? She has meetings or something?”

“Thursday nights, at her house. It’s a kind of support group, you know?”

“Psychics need a support group?”

“Hell, everyone needs a support group these days.”

“And her name’s really Crystal?”

“With a K,” Bob said. He wrote his sister’s name and number on the back of the sales receipt and handed it to Art, who slipped it into his wallet. When he got home he sat down in the overstuffed chair in the living room and thumbed through the book, but it turned out to be volume one of a set, mostly concerned with spontaneous human combustion and the aura phenomenon, neither of which, apparently, applied to his own situation.

He had the house to himself, and he decided to take advantage of the peace and quiet to meditate in order to foster psychic suggestion. As he sat there with his eyes shut, his thoughts spun idly, and he began to develop the notion that unwittingly he had managed to access a particular grotto inside his mind, a place where the subconscious depths lay like a hidden pool, where he might swim if only he could find it in the darkness. He pictured the pool itself, illuminated by moonlight, and he wandered toward it along shadowed corridors….

. . .

He awoke to find that Beth and Nina had gotten home from lunch. Nina had a nondescript gray feather to show him, probably from a pigeon. The thought came to him that he had wasted the entire morning chasing after psychic phantoms. It had been three days since Anthony Collier and Oliver Cromwell and the disappearing possum. Perhaps he had sailed temporarily into some sort of whimsical psychic breeze, which he would never again pick up no matter how much sail he loaded onto the masts.

The thought was disheartening, and he realized that the experiences of Thursday night were … special in some way. That they somehow made him special. They showed beyond all doubt that … He tried to grasp what it was they showed, exactly. They showed … that there were enormous things that were true about the universe, things that he now had a firsthand knowledge of. He recalled the derailed conversation at the bookstore, and he knew there must be a larger picture. There had to be. He had a handful of puzzle pieces, but he needed more if ever he were to get a clear view.

“Can we go feathering?” Nina asked him, coming out of her bedroom with the shoebox.

“Okay,” he said. “How about around the neighborhood?”

“But there was that place you said. With the birds.”

“There’s birds in the neighborhood,” he told her. “We don’t want to ignore them and go to the park, or they might feel bad.”

“I might go after groceries,” Beth said, coming out of the kitchen.

Art and Nina went out onto the sidewalk and into a perfect fall day. The wind gusted leaves along the pavement, and again there was the smell of wood smoke, perhaps someone burning tree prunings. The sky was as clear as water, inconceivably deep and blue between brush strokes of cloud drift. Art found that he was distracted though, unable to enjoy the afternoon, constantly anticipating another psychic interlude, reassessing what had been happening to him. He tried to keep his mind on the here and now, but he had to work at it. Several houses down they found a white feather lying forlornly on a clipped lawn, perhaps a seagull feather, and then, at the corner house, they discovered a dead mockingbird beneath a curb tree, torn apart by a cat.

“Yuck,” Nina said, “what is that?”

“It’s a mockingbird,” Art told her, picking up a long mottled feather.

“But is it guts?”

“Yep,” Art said, “it’s guts.”

“That’s yuck.”

They walked on, heading up the next block where an acorn woodpecker hammered away at the trunk of a palm tree. The bird stood upside down, defying gravity, showing off. “See his red head?” Art asked.

“Can we get a red feather …? Look!” Nina shouted, pointing at the sky. An airplane blew out a vapor trail off to the east, a skywriter, spelling something out. They waited for it, shading their eyes, naming the letters before the November wind bore them away. “April,” it said, and the plane circled back around and circumscribed it with a heart, although by the time the heart was completed it was blown to tatters, and the whole thing looked like an ill-drawn parallelogram containing ghostly hieroglyphics.

Art was suddenly overwhelmed with the idea that it meant something, that it was a sign, maybe some sort of spirit writing, perhaps intended for him…

…but just as soon as he conceived the thought, he realized that he was off his rocker, lost inside his own bafflement, confusing an endearment with a ghost. He forced himself to focus on the world around him, the weathered sidewalk, the comical dog that watched them through a picket fence, the wind in his hair. He put his arm on Nina’s shoulder as they walked, and immediately he felt steadier.

“There’s one!” Nina shouted, and she ran straight to a blue feather that lay half covered with dead leaves.

“From a blue jay!” Art said. “How many is that?”

Nina counted the feathers in the shoebox, making a laborious job of it, losing track and recounting to get it right. “Five,” she said finally.

They wandered home now, having pretty much run through the neighborhood birds. Beth’s car was gone. As they stepped up onto the front porch, Art heard the phone ringing, and instantly it came to him that it was Anthony again. He sprinted into the kitchen and grabbed it just as the answering machine picked it up. He punched the star sign to kill the recording.

“Yeah,” he said breathlessly.

“Art! It’s Anthony.”

“Wow,” Art said. “I guessed it was you.”

“Unlucky guess, eh?” Anthony laughed.

“No, really. I was out on the front porch, and when I heard the phone ring, your name popped into my head. The same damned thing happened the other night when you called. It was kind of spooky, actually.”

“Yeah, well, you sounded kind of spooked the other night. You didn’t say more than about ten words.”

“I’ll tell you what, I had some weird experiences that night. If you’ve got a second…?”

Art explained about the possum, giving the story slightly amusing overtones to diminish the kook factor, then told him about the phone call and Oliver Cromwell, before starting in on the interesting difference between the various occurrences. In the middle of the explanation the call-waiting signal went off in his ear. He kept talking, but Anthony interrupted him: “If you’ve got a call, grab it.”

“To heck with it,” Art said. He hated to interrupt a long distance call, especially on Anthony’s dime. It always turned out to be Jimmy Carter butting in, selling talent show tickets. He finished telling his story, then waited for Anthony’s response.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Anthony told him.

“I wasn’t really worrying about it,” Art said. “I want to know what it means.”

“I think it’s one of those things you never figure out. It’s better just to put it away, you know, back in the dead letter file. Worry about it when something starts to happen, like you start cutting the heads off of dogs or something. Until then, forget about it. You can’t explain it.”

“Sure,” Art said, let down by this advice. They chatted for a while longer and then Art hung up. Anthony was probably right, but right or wrong, apparently his sailboat had tacked back into the psychic breeze.

Feeling guilty about not answering the interrupting call, he picked up the receiver and punched star-six-nine into the keypad. The phone rang six times before a woman picked it up.

“Hey,” Art said, “it’s Art Johnson, did somebody there call me?”

There was silence on the other end, and then the woman said simply, “No.”

“Sorry to bother you, then,” Art told her. He hung up, embarrassed, wondering what the hell he could have done to star-six-nine a wrong number. That didn’t seem possible to him, unless there was some kind of crossed line. Wait, he thought suddenly, figuring it out. The woman probably had called him, but by mistake. Probably she’d dialed a wrong number but didn’t know it because he hadn’t picked up her call. She had assumed simply that no one was home where she thought she’d called, and …

The phone rang and he snatched it up, half expecting Anthony Collier. “Hello,” he said.

“Art …?”

“Yeah,” Art said. “Who’s this?”

“It’s Nancy. Nancy Bronson.”

For a moment the name meant nothing to him. Then he knew who it was—a woman he had known at college. Bronson was her married name. She’d moved to Texas a decade ago.

“Nancy? How the heck are you doing?”

“Did you just call me?”

“What do you mean?”

“I think it was you. You just called my number and asked if I’d called your house, and then you hung up when I said no.”

Art’s stomach turned over. He sat down in a kitchen chair, too confused to speak.

“Art?”

“Yeah. I guess I did call you. What happened was that I got a call, and I couldn’t answer it, so I hit star-six-nine to call back. Apparently it was your number.”

Now it was Nancy’s turn to be silent. “But I didn’t call you,” she said after a moment. “To tell you the truth, after you called me, I called Gayle to get your number. I don’t have it in my book. I didn’t want to use the star-six-nine function, because what if it wasn’t you? I’d end up talking to some nut.”

“You couldn’t have called me by mistake the first time?”

“Not if I didn’t have your number. And besides, I didn’t call anyone. I was doing the dishes. Do you have my number? My new number? Because we moved to San Antonio last year.”

“I don’t know,” Art said, although it came to him then that he in fact didn’t have it. Not a week ago Nancy’s name had come up in conversation with a mutual friend, and Art had realized in a moment of passing nostalgia that he had lost touch with her and most of the rest of his old school friends. He flipped through the pages of his and Beth’s address book now and read off the number written down there, apparently years ago, given its position at the top of the B page.

“That’s the old one,” Nancy told him, and she filled him in on the new phone and address before chatting some more and hanging up.

Art realized that he had been holding his breath off and on, and he let it out now and walked into the living room, swamped with a strange fear and nearly reeling with vertigo. Why Nancy? Only because her name had been in his mind a week ago, fleetingly, unimportantly? And now he had connected with her in this bizarre way. …

He saw through the sliding glass doors that Nina was out in the back yard, playing on the swing, which was good, because even a child like Nina could have seen that he was blasted, and he didn’t need that. He couldn’t let this affect Nina. He headed upstairs to the bathroom, where he was impulsively sick. Then he lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling, the pieces of the puzzle going around in his head.

. . .

“I don’t know if I can explain it,” Beth said, putting away the groceries. “It’s pretty weird. But there’s one obvious explanation, and you already know what that is, I think.”

“What?”

“That you’re going crazy.”

“Wait, though. I’ve been worrying about that. I thought that maybe I blanked out or something and called her up using her number, but I didn’t know I used her number, because I was blanked out, and when I un-blanked I remembered it as a star-six-nine call. You get what I’m saying?”

“Yeah. Maybe you did.”

“But where’d I get her number? We don’t have it. I couldn’t get it from information, because I didn’t know her address. I didn’t even know they’d moved to San Antonio till she told me. And Anthony heard the call-waiting click, too. I didn’t imagine that part.”

Beth shrugged. Apparently she had nothing to add. He wondered if her silence was fear, and, if so, what she was afraid of. Him? He didn’t like the thought, but he realized that he was fearful himself. Perhaps she was fearful for him. He saw that he had to work this out logically, find the rationale behind the irrational before it did drive him crazy.

“The thing is, if this is another psychic episode, it’s different again. This is way more complicated than the possum.”

“That’s for sure,” she said.

“Seriously. It involves screwing around with the phone lines, you know what I mean? Manipulating them with my mind. I push a couple of buttons and come up with Nancy Bronson, just like that, out of nowhere. If she didn’t call me, then I had to have contacted her … psychically, I guess you’d say. And I used the telephone to do it. This involves electricity, numbers, distances….”

“How do you know she didn’t call you? That’s an easier explanation. Maybe she’s had a thing for you all these years and she did call you, but she won’t admit it, because she had second thoughts when she heard your voice. It’s an easier answer, isn’t it?”

“But she said she had to call Gayle to get our number. …” He stopped. Nancy’s calling or not calling Gayle had nothing to do with psychic phenomena. If this whole thing was initiated on Nancy’s end, then Beth was probably right. But the thought of Nancy “having a thing for him” didn’t seem likely, not after ten years. On the other hand, he had always thought Nancy had been attracted to him a little bit back in the old days. It wasn’t so hard to imagine that some sort of fresh spark had reignited an old flame.

Beth was grinning at him. “I love it that you came up with a lame-brained psycho explanation instead of the obvious thing. If Nancy calls back, let me talk to her.”

“Sure,” Art said, but he was somehow certain that Nancy wouldn’t call back. Beth’s explanation was too simple, too pat. There was a flaw in it somewhere. The mere fact that Nancy’s name had passed through his head a week ago had monstrous implication here, if only he could see what it was.

Now he thought of something else: who had made the first call, the call-waiting call? He could grasp the idea that a person might somehow make a telepathic phone call, that he might get Nancy on the phone for mysterious telepathic reasons. But if she hadn’t called him first, who had? Had he called himself? But how could he call himself if he was on the phone talking to Anthony? It suggested an independent consciousness—someone or something inside his head who, or which, had set off the call-waiting beep. His brain reeled. Again the specter of schizophrenia loomed in his mind.

He wandered out back to find Nina, who was in the sandbox building a fort out of twigs, and for a half hour he crawled around helping, finding sticks and leaves and rocks so that Nina could keep building. In the shrubbery he found a fallen nest, which he showed to her. Pushed down into the bent twigs was a plain brown and black feather, a sparrow feather, beautiful in its simplicity

. . .

It was three days later, after he’d had time to simmer down again, that there was another phone call. It happened the same way as before, except this time he ignored an incoming call because he was talking to his father, who was ninety and troubled and couldn’t grasp the idea of being put on hold. After hanging up, still worrying about their chat, he punched in the star-six-nine return without any anticipation at all, the Nancy episode temporarily forgotten. The strangely familiar voice at the other end brought him instantly to his senses.

For a moment he was at a loss, but then, as before, he identified himself and asked if anyone there had called him.

“Art? Is that you?”

“Yeah,” Art said, “it’s me.” He still didn’t place the voice.

“This is Steven. Steven Nichols.”

“Steven! How the hell are you doing?” His hand trembled so violently that he knocked the telephone receiver against his teeth, and he had to force himself to ask Steven the same questions he had asked Nancy. He was distracted the entire time by the uncanny coincidence of having seen Steven’s name on their Christmas card list just a couple of days ago. He hadn’t given it a moment’s thought at the time, just a glance, but he recalled that it had been there, on the dining room table along with four boxes of Christmas cards that Beth was determined to get into the mail early. Here it was again—the same damned thing as with Nancy. He hadn’t talked to Steven in years.

“Not me,” Steven told him when Art asked if he’d called. “I made a couple of phone calls fifteen or twenty minutes ago, but I didn’t call you. Mine were local calls anyway. What the hell’s your area code?”

“Seven-one-four,” Art said pointlessly. He already knew beyond doubt that Steven hadn’t called him.

“Not a chance, man. It’s good to hear from you, though.” There was doubt in his voice, however. Evidently it wasn’t all that good to have heard from Art, at least under the circumstances: five years of silence and then a nut call out of the blue. When he hung up he wondered whether to reveal this to Beth or to keep it to himself. He remembered what Anthony had said about cutting the heads off dogs, which had seemed funny to him at the time. Now it didn’t seem so funny.

Had he made the possum cross the road, just like he had apparently made the phone do his psychic bidding? Why not? And if he had, then where would it end? Airplanes plunging from the sky? Cars veering off the road? His own car veering off the road, just as his own telephone had veered off course?

He was full of a new fear, something that he hadn’t seen before, although it had always been right there in front of him: none of these episodes was within his conscious control. All of them had simply happened to him while he was thinking of something else, like the onset of a disease. He hadn’t wanted Nancy or Steven to call. He hadn’t been in high hopes of spotting a possum. This new aspect was horrifying in its simplicity. He had a sort of psychic Midas touch, only worse, because at least Midas had to put his finger out and poke something.

He took out his wallet and found the receipt from the bookstore, then punched Krystal’s number into the phone, counting the rings, ready to be connected to any damned thing at all. The telephone had become a monster of unpredictability. The world had become a monster of unpredictability. Krystal, God bless her, answered the phone with a simple hello.

“Yeah, hey, I’m a friend of your brother’s and he gave me your number,” Art said. “I’ll come straight to the point. I’ve had a couple of psychic experiences, and I’m really … mystified. He says you’ve got some kind of group.”

He half hoped that she would ask questions so that he could unburden himself right now, but she didn’t; she simply told him to come by on Thursday night at seven and to bring cookies. He wrote her address on the receipt and put it into his wallet again. Beth might roll her eyes at the very idea of him being involved in a society of psychics, but he had to go, and realistically she would agree that he had to go. After all, Nancy didn’t know Steven from Adam, and even a skeptic like Beth would admit that the two of them couldn’t be in cahoots to plague Art with some kind of complex phone prank. Beth’s attempts at simple explanations, even the theory that he was crazy, just didn’t work.

. . .

Beth turned out to be almost encouraging about the Thursday night meeting, not even objecting to Krystal’s name. She was simply happy that he would have another ear to bend. By now the paranormal had become virtually the only subject that he could focus on. All their discussions drifted in that direction—either that or his mind drifted that way and he left Beth and the discussion behind. He had promised Nina twice that he would go feathering with her, but had put it off both times, and Beth wasn’t picking up the slack there. She was leaving Nina’s project to him, giving him a chance to keep his promises.

Krystal’s house was in Santa Ana, a nice old Mediterranean place off Flower Street with arched windows and a tile roof. The door was opened by a small man in a goatee and startlingly thick eyeglasses, who took the cookies from him. “Welcome,” he said, showing Art in. “Krystal is meditating. My name is Roderick Gunther.”

“Art Johnson,” Art said, nodding. “Pleased to meet you.” There were a dozen others milling around inside. Art seemed to be the only one who had brought cookies, although there were pots of tea kept hot on metal racks. He could smell incense and burning Sterno.

He was a little unnerved to see that the rest of the crowd were members of an identifiable type—bookish and unstylish and evidently eccentric, except for one blonde woman who looked a great deal like Marilyn Monroe. She was attractive, with an evident sexual allure and a dress meant to emphasize it, but the word neurotic sprang into Art’s mind within ten seconds of being introduced to her. She had apparently led past lives, the same phenomenon that accounted for the presence of several others of the group. All of them had been of elevated rank centuries past, although the blonde woman, whose name turned out to be Cassandra, had been a peasant girl originally, only becoming a queen, like Ruth in the Bible, after catching the eye of the king. Art found himself uninterested in this kind of thing—not that he had any grudge against it, but because past lives were just that, past. His life and its weird complications was on the front burner right now. He thought of the man who could bend spoons, but noticed right off that the spoons by the teapots were made of plastic, and he felt a little bit let down.

After pouring a cup for himself and spooning in honey, he struck up a conversation with the man who had let him in, Roderick Gunther, who had written a book on Atlantis, and although Gunther’s connection to the lost city was obscure, there were hints that he could trace his lineage back to that far-flung time. His face was narrow and he was nearly chinless, and his forehead tilted back at a surprising angle. His heavy glasses magnified his eyes, which darted back and forth as he spoke, not as if his attention was wandering, but simply because of some optical tic. He showed Art a copy of his book, which was full of line drawings and maps, none of them very convincing. Art told him a little bit about his own adventures, the predictions, the telephone rigamarole. The man considered what he was saying with apparent interest.

“Which direction do you sleep?” Gunther asked.

“Pardon me?”

“Is your bed oriented east to west or north to south?”

“North to south,” Art told him.

“Good. And you sleep with your head to the …?

“South.”

“There’s a problem. It’s as simple as this—you’re incorrectly magnetized. Turn around. Sleep with your head to the north.”

“All right,” Art said, nodding at the man. But it was impossible, actually. Their bedroom was set up in such a way that there was only one good place for the bed. If he turned around, he’d have to have his head at the foot end, in the middle of the room, and that seemed simply wrong to him. Sleeping backwards would certainly be the first step on the slippery slope of eccentricity Art noticed then that Gunther wore shoes with Velcro straps instead of laces and that there was a trail of hooked-together paper clips attached to his heel through a brass grommet.

“I drink and bathe in ocean water,” Gunther was telling him. “Not mere salt water, mind you, but ocean water.”

“Can a person drink ocean water?” Art thought of sailors, dying of thirst in open boats.

“Oh yes, very much so—an astonishing array of minerals in ocean water. You want it from ten miles out, though, far beyond any sewage outfall, preferably from the depths. I have a contract with a fisherman out of San Pedro who keeps me supplied. If you’re interested I can increase the order. He’ll fill a ten-gallon drum for twenty dollars, but you’ll have to pick it up at the docks, and only on Sunday afternoon.”

A strange idea came into Art’s head—that Gunther ‘s high collar was intended to hide gill slits. Time to move on, he thought, and he excused himself cheerfully and wandered over to where a woman who must be Krystal talked to an older woman, perhaps in her seventies. “I’m Art Johnson,” he said, introducing himself to his hostess. “We spoke on the telephone.”

“It’s nice to see you, Art. Let me introduce you to Mrs. Selma Vallerian. She was deeply involved in the search for Dr. Halsey.”

Art smiled and nodded, wishing he knew whether Dr. Halsey had been found or if the search was still underway.

“Dr. Halsey, of course, was related to Admiral Halsey,” Krystal said, perhaps sensing that Art hadn’t connected with any of this.

A snatch of song came into his head. “The Admiral Halsey who notified Pete?” he asked brightly. She looked at him blankly. “That song by Paul McCartney,” he said. He decided against singing it when he saw that Krystal was nodding at him in much the same way that a few moments ago he had been nodding at Roderick Gunther about the idea of drinking ocean water. She slipped away then, leaving him with Mrs. Vallerian.

“And what brings you here?” Mrs. Vallerian asked him. She had wispy blue-gray hair and was very small and laden with primitive jewelry. She had such an open and natural smile that Art immediately liked her. At last he had an opportunity to talk about himself.

“I had a few … experiences. Psychic experiences, I guess you’d say, and I guess I needed to find people who …”

“Understood,” she said, nodding seriously. “That’s a basic human need, as fundamental as food and sex. Tell me about what happened.”

He told her happily, without any of the lightheartedness that he had affected in the past, even with Beth, in an effort to lighten things up when in fact they weren’t especially light. But no one would say he was crazy here. He was free to speak his mind. “It’s the phone calls that bother me,” he said at last.

“Of course. They can’t be coincidence. That word is the world’s great shield, you know. People wear it as a mask, in order to appear very rational, but there’s nothing rational about it, because it’s merely denial.”

“That’s exactly my way of looking at it,” Art said.

“But what we want is validation. We sensitives see things clearly, and yet here we are, finding comfort in each other’s company, because there’s no comfort in the world.”

“I’d kind of like to know what the whole thing means,” Art said.

“It means that you’re special. That you have a special insight. Our culture should honor and cherish it. In past cultures we would have been revered as shamans and mystics.”

“Yes, but what’s it an insight into? I feel like I need to get a grasp of it somehow. What good is it being a shaman if you don’t have a clue? With me it’s all … possums, if you know what I mean, wrong numbers.” Art wondered suddenly what he did mean. Had he come here for some sort of personal validation? Did Mrs. Vallerian see right into his heart? It struck him that he had come partly out of fear, too. “I’m a little scared by it,” he said, coming clean.

“Of course you are. You see the problem, don’t you? You’re taught to be frightened by it. A person is trained to disbelieve. No ghosts, you know. No alien visitations, no out-of-body experiences, no psychic phenomena. Then it turns out that there’s something in you that’s … sensitive. Something happens to you to shake your disbelief. And instead of cherishing that sensitivity, it merely frightens you, like the boogie man. But there are no boogie men here.” She gestured at the room, taking it all in, and Art glanced around in response. He saw that Krystal had taken out a Tarot deck and was giving a reading to Cassandra, the blonde woman, who was openly weeping.

He nodded at Mrs. Vallerian, considering her insights uneasily: he was sensitive and frightened, like a child just coming to know the world. Looking for validation, he had found these fellow travelers, this haven that was free of boogie men. He was among friends—lots of them, too, if you counted up their past lives. Gunther glided passed just then, heading toward the teapots, goggling at him pleasantly. “What’s the meaning of the paper clips in Roderick’s shoe?” he asked Mrs. Vallerian.

“It’s a grounding,” she said. “He’s really quite expert in magnetization and grounding mechanisms. He helped a friend of mine, in fact, who had excess energy in her joints. It was marvelous. He made her a tiara of copper washers.”

Art was suddenly deflated. He wanted a theory if he couldn’t have an outright answer—something consistent, something that added up.

He thought suddenly about Nina, and he looked at his watch. It was nearly eight, and she’d already be in bed. It was his night to read the bedtime story, although Beth had been covering for him and of course would fill in for him again tonight. Nina’s favorite book was something called Wacky Wednesday, a story about a day when everything went haywire—birds wearing shoes, turtles climbing trees, headless people going nonchalantly about their business, airplanes flying backward. She was perpetually fascinated by the book, marveling at the oddball illustrations, wishing she could wake up to wacky things.

“Would you like a reading?” Mrs. Vallerian asked him.

“Pardon me?” He realized that he had been far away—three miles, as the crow flew, but almost infinitely distant by any other measure.

She nodded in the direction of the kitchen, and he saw that Krystal was holding the Tarot deck up, as if to offer him another avenue toward enlightenment. Art shook his head at her. “I don’t think so,” he said to Mrs. Vallerian. “I just noticed how late it is. I want to thank you for hearing me out, though. You don’t know how much you’ve helped.”

“I hope we’ll see you here again,” she said to him, and he shook her hand before moving toward the fortune-telling table to thank Krystal, who was already manipulating the deck, drawing cards for a grizzled old gentleman in suspenders who wore a ratty T-shirt that read, “I crapped out in Las Vegas.”

Roderick Gunther had disappeared, which was disappointing, because Art would have liked to have said goodbye to the man. Their planets had momentarily converged, but they were spinning away again on celestial tradewinds. Art left, closing the door softly behind him, going out into a clear and starry night. In five minutes he was home, where he slipped into Nina’s room.

“Read me one,” Nina said, still awake.

“What one?” He switched on the bedside lamp.

“You know,” she said, smiling at him.

. . .

The country park was abandoned on weekday afternoons, which was good, because no one would have picked up the feathers dropped by wandering peacocks. They found three big tail feathers behind the zoo, in the high oak-shaded grass. There was a big speckled brown feather, too, the size of a quill pen, from a female peacock probably, and then at the far end of the park, deep in the sycamore grove across Santiago Creek, they found what must have been a wing feather from a big raven.

As they searched, there was a rustling in the treetops and a rush of wings, and Art looked up to see a big hawk swoop down, its talons extended, and snatch up a ground squirrel that ran along through a clearing. Clutching the animal, the hawk beat its wings, trying to gain altitude, and after a moment it soared straight up through the branches and disappeared. Art looked down at Nina, who was busy watching a passing parade of ants. She hadn’t seen the hawk, thank God. There’d be time enough for that in the years to come.

They hiked back up to the zoo and paid their dollar to get in, watching the keepers feed enormous pigs whole heads of iceberg lettuce, which the pigs rolled around the barnyard with their snouts in complicated and unfathomable patterns before tiring of it finally and tearing into the lettuce, eating, literally, like pigs.

“What are they playing?” Nina asked, climbing up to the second rung of the corral fence.

“Wackyball,” Art told her. “Only pigs know the rules.”

“Wackyball,” Nina said. “You’re wacky, I think.”
  

the war of the worlds
 

from their second-story bedroom window in the Berkeley hills, Ed watched strange lights flicker through the tree-tops a mile or so above the house, a two-story rental that backed up to the wooded area around Tilden Park. The October night was unseasonably warm, the window open to catch the land breeze that drifted through the screen, ruffling Ed’s hair. It hadn’t been the lights that awakened him, although they cast an eerie, moving glow on the bedroom wall opposite the window; he had been up and around anyway, disturbed by odd nighttime noises, unable to sleep, his troubles going around in his head. He and Lisa had argued late last night, and had left the argument unresolved.

Somewhere around four o’clock every small noise had conspired to awaken him: the slowly dripping faucet in the bathroom, Lisa’s rolling over in bed, the early-morning chatter of Lisa’s parakeets in their cage downstairs. And then he had heard a low, unidentifiable humming noise, like bees in an immense hive. He had gotten up and gone downstairs, draping the parakeet cage before searching for the source of the noise, going out onto the front porch, where it was quieter, the sound evidently blocked by the house itself. By the time he had gotten back upstairs he was fully awake, and it was only then that he had noticed the oddly moving lights shining in through the window.

His eyes searched the vast shadow of the eucalyptus grove now, where it merged with the darkness of the pine forest farther up, mostly piñon pines, all in all a couple of hundred densely-wooded square miles cut with trails and cleared patches of grass and wildflowers. The fall sky was clear of clouds and fog. There was no telltale sign of smoke, just thousands of stars and the moon throwing out its cold light—no fire or terrestrial tragedy to account for this display of light and sound, which made him increasingly uneasy. He watched the lights playing across the hillside, now and then shooting up into the air like beacons; mostly white light, but with red flashes spaced evenly in a circular pattern, as if they traced the perimeter of a landing pad or of a vast spherical ship.

He and Lisa had taken this house at the top of the world partly because of its proximity to Mother Nature, which was actually something Lisa appreciated more than he did. He had liked the two-bedroom flat off Telegraph Avenue just fine, where they had lived happily during the first two years of their marriage. But Lisa had wanted something farther from the scene downtown, especially because they planned to have a child. His stubborn objection to moving had been met with a resistance that still surprised him when he thought about it. That had been their first real argument as a married couple, the first time he had seen Lisa lose her temper. To use the word lose was to understate it, though. There had come a point when her temper had flooded over the top of the dam and he’d had to swim to safety.

He was big enough now to admit that he had contributed his small part to that one, especially since she’d been right about moving. The Berkeley flat was too small, the plumbing leaked, the heating was lousy There hadn’t really been room for Ed’s stuff, let alone for theirs, although Lisa wasn’t a stuff kind of person, not the way he was, which was their philosophical gulf. His HO trains filled eight big cardboard boxes—not the trains alone, but the papier-âmaché tunnels and mountains and the depot and houses and all—but during the years of their marriage the trains had been packed away, as had certain other of his collections. Out here at the edge of the wilderness they had an extra room, a piece of a basement, and forced-air heating. The monthly payment was more than they could afford, and that didn’t generate harmony, but then everything these days cost more than you could afford, so to hell with it, or at least to hell with it as regards the house and other domestic concerns ….

As for his stuff, it was still in boxes—a hell of a lot of boxes, admittedly—and the futile idea that the basement would become a train yard rather than a guest bedroom still haunted the new house like a dwindling ghost. But that was thin ice. There was nothing to be gained by skating around on it this morning.

There seemed to be some sort of increase in whatever was going on out in the woods, a series of blips and blaps that synchronized with the rising glow of a strangely purple light, like an old hippie nightclub. He could see movement now, too, large shadows shifting and growing and then shrinking away again. The bed creaked, and he turned around, thinking that Lisa had awakened, but she slept the sleep of the just, probably whacked out from yesterday’s work.

They had just gotten the last of the boxes from the move unpacked, putting in God knew how many hours, with the bulk of his crated-up stuff relegated indefinitely to the garage, which is what struck this off-key nostalgic chord in him. Lisa’s vast collection of films occupied an entire bedroom downstairs. She taught film classes at San Francisco State, so the films were her work, whereas his own stuff was useless trash. Being married meant making concessions, and of course now that she was pregnant, there would be more concessions. His simple observation that the concessions were largely his had spoiled their late-night dinner, that and his unfortunate mention of his bowling ball, which was one of the treasures living in the garage, and which was actually more of a sore point than any of the rest of it, his trains included.

He cocked his head, hearing a high-pitched, dog-whistle-type shriek, just barely audible, as if it were projected at an inhuman decibel. A dog immediately started howling some distance away, and the sound of the howling struck him as unnatural, as if the dog sensed the presence of something fearful out in the woods. The sound diminished, but the howling continued now that the dog was spooked.

Back when he was single, Ed had bowled in a Tuesday night league. He had enjoyed the bowling alley: the sound of pins falling, the smell of spilled beer from longneck Budweiser bottles, the predictable wit that followed a picked-up spare or a lucky strike. He still had his bowling shirt with their sponsor’s name embroidered on it: Nick and Fergy’s Appliances. But Lisa wasn’t a fan of bowling. That was the long and the short of it. She just didn’t appreciate the art form. She had tried to for a little while, but it didn’t wash, and, as with so many things, his bowling had gone by the boards as their marriage defined itself over time. He still wore the shirt now and then, although it made him feel like a fraud to invoke the names of Nick and Fergy now that he had become an outsider at the lanes.

The dog’s howling stopped abruptly, as if someone had shut the creature up. A long shaft of ruby red light shot straight up into the sky from the darkness of the woods, then blinked out, followed by a half dozen such shafts, perhaps beacons, projected skyward now from the red perimeter lights. He wondered if this was some kind of Air Force or Army maneuver—nighttime war games using infrared lights.

Suddenly cool, he walked across the room to find a sweater in his open closet. Inside hung his retired bowling shirt, a delicate robin’s egg blue that looked silver in the white light cast from the thing on the hillside. It was made of a high-quality rayon that could pass for silk, with royal blue embroidery—sixty dollars’ worth of peerless, hometown American shirt. It occurred to him that it wouldn’t be out of place framed, hanging on a wall, but then the very idea that it had become a mere keepsake depressed him, and he shut the closet door quietly and returned to the window, pulling on the sweater.

The bowling ball trouble had reared its ugly head several months ago, right after the move, when he had gone down to the lanes on San Pablo Avenue with his friend Jerry to bowl a couple of frames. He found that he hadn’t lost his touch, even after two years of abstinence, which had probably made him feel slightly self-satisfied and off-guard, affecting his judgment when, afterward, they had gone into the pro shop. Ed had never owned a ball that was worth a damn, even in his playing days, and he coveted Jerry’s ball, which was a rainbow swirl of colors that would have been right at home in an art museum. It had put Jerry back three hundred dollars, which was a hell of a lot of money, but to Ed it was like the house: these days nothing was affordable, so you bought it anyway.

In the pro shop, Ed had impulsively bought a ball of his own—a jet-black, oversized eight ball, which reminded him nostalgically of the fortune-telling eight balls of his youth. The transparently glossy finish was like water in a well, the sort of thing you sat and stared into, like a tidepool or a fire in a fireplace, and the figure eight itself, pearl white and with its suggestion of the infinite, hovered immensely deep within the black sphere. It had cost him nearly four hundred and sixty irretrievable dollars. The experience had been a little like getting a tattoo—once they drilled it, it was yours—and he had walked out of the pro shop in a rising tide of buyer’s remorse that was in utter conflict with the virgin object that he carried in its fleece-lined bag. Afterward he and Jerry had spent a couple of hours in the Triple Rock Brewery, and Ed’s doubts had dissolved.

It dawned on him now that the red lights in the woods must be lasers. He had read an article about them recently, about what they could do—drill teeth, slice neat little doughnut rings into your eyeballs, blast things to smithereens. Lisa had one that she used as a pointer in her film classes. The idea was unsettling, almost otherworldly. He had been unable to grasp the fine points of the article, why one laser would eliminate an incoming ICBM and another was just a jolly red dot, like the bouncing ball in old sing-along cartoons. …

Sober, he would have known enough not to bring the bowling ball into the house when he got home from the brewery. They had a little detached garage built into the hillside, and it would have been easy enough for him to hide it out there and visit it from time to time, sneaking it out if he went down to the lanes with Jerry. In a year or two, when it was scuffed up, he could have brought it in and made up a perfectly reasonable lie about buying it at a garage sale. But he had blown all of that in his porter-fueled enthusiasm and in the interests of honesty. Don’t lie to your wife; that’s what the good angel had told him, although why God had let the good angel drink beer was more than he could say.

Lisa had been puzzled by the ball at first, full of disbelief. If she hadn’t seen the receipt, he might have convinced her that he’d picked it up for $29.99 at Kmart, but his planning had been faulty. Following her puzzlement had come a measure of angry unhappiness. It was no problem now to see that a hugely expensive bowling ball might have had this effect on her, but at the time Ed’s rationale for the purchase had sounded as brilliant as Newton to him. Lisa had shown him their skyrocketing Visa bill and accused him of domestic crimes. She was pregnant, for God’s sake. The baby would need a cradle, a high chair, an advanced degree from a good university. Of course he hadn’t been able to use the ball, ever, and yet it had remained a sore spot in their marriage, the straw that could break the camel’s back if it ever landed there again. Buying the eight ball had quite simply wrecked bowling forever, like the stolen diamond that the heiress could never wear in public. Calling up its ghost last night had been an error.

No more errors, he told himself as he heard Lisa roll over in bed. You don’t need to be right to be happy: that would be his thought for the day. You could reach for the brake as easily as the accelerator. She put out her arm now and patted the place where he should have been. He wondered if his absence would wake her up, and he heard the rising shriek of the whistle noise out in the woods again. She raised herself blearily onto her elbows and looked around the room, as if trying dreamily to make out the source of the noise. The dog resumed its howling.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” he said, turning toward the bed. She sat up, pushing her hair out of her face.

“Some kind of thing up in the hills,” he told her. “Dwarves playing nine pins, maybe.” With my bowling ball, he thought, surprised to find the anger rekindle itself so easily. He would have to watch it. Cover the brake—that was what the good angel would whisper to him.

“What are those noises?”

“There’s something going on up there in the woods, maneuvers or something.”

“Maneuvers?”

“Yeah, lights, too. Take a look.”

She sat up and slipped on her bedroom slippers, joining him at the window. “That’s weird,” she said. “It looks like something from a UFO movie.”

The idea spooked him, and he realized that he had been thinking the same thing. Whatever was happening was unearthly.

“God,” Lisa muttered, “look at that”.

Ed stared out the window in disbelief, his mouth open: a vast moving shadow slowly ascended from the forest floor. At first he thought it was an optical illusion, but the thing continued to rise from the trees, a black, circular patch of darkness that hung now in the air, hovering just above the tree line. White lights revolved within it. It seemed to Ed that he could see the stars shining straight through the sphere, a translucent black sun encircled by a white aura.

“It’s a flying fucking saucer,” Lisa whispered.

He couldn’t argue with her. It looked like the Death Star, blotting out the sky.

The rest of the neighborhood was waking up. There were voices from down the block; a door slammed. Lisa pulled on her clothes and turned toward the stairs. “Let’s get moving!” she said, her voice full of sudden anxiety.

Her frightened tone was infectious, and Ed realized that he was holding his breath. He felt vulnerable and exposed standing there in his boxer shorts, and as he stepped across the bedroom to grab his jeans from where he had tossed them last night, a siren started up somewhere down the block, shutting off within seconds, followed by the sound of someone talking through a loudspeaker or bullhorn. Ed caught the gist of it. “Shit!” he said out loud. “They’re evacuating us!”

He heard Mr. Bord, his neighbor, shouting across the street, and an answering shout from Bord’s wife. Lights were coming on all over the neighborhood, and he heard a car engine starting up. He went after a fresh pair of socks, then headed for the bathroom, the word “evacuation” going around in his head. Brush your teeth, he thought, who knows when you’ll get another chance. … He pulled out his little travel kit from under the sink and sorted through it: razor, toothbrush, mini deodorant. Where would everyone go? Some kind of shelter probably, a school or church somewhere. To hell with that; he and Lisa would find a hotel. He wasn’t spending the night on a cot in a school auditorium.

“Bring down my purse! The big one!” Lisa shouted up at him. He found it on the floor at the top of the stairs. What the hell else? He checked his wallet, which lay on the nightstand. Eighty bucks and two credit cards. That would do the trick. They could easily find food and shelter, even if they had to drive down south, maybe over to the coast toward Halfmoon Bay or Davenport. He pictured the freeways heading out of the Bay area, clogged with people fleeing the saucers, and it dawned on him that they might possibly never be back.

“You coming down?” Lisa had turned on all the lights in the house.

“Yeah!” he shouted. “I’m just grabbing a couple of things!” He hauled his tweed coat out of the closet. Extra socks and underwear wouldn’t be a bad idea, either. And his bowling shirt! There was no way he was leaving that behind.

“They’re saying something!” Lisa shouted up at him, and he went to the window over the street and opened the casement.

“Do not panic!” a voice ordered, horribly magnified by whatever device the man was speaking through. It was coming from a fire truck, apparently, creeping up the street, its light revolving. Ed was distracted by the sight of Mr. Bord coming out through his front door carrying a cardboard box, a heavy box, from the way he was stooped over.

“… the neighborhood cleared in twenty minutes,” the truck was saying. Twenty minutes—they had some time yet! He walked to the opposite window again and looked into the hills. The inverted saucer still hovered there, a jet-black orb emitting a white corona, and he was reminded at once of his bowling ball, out in the garage along with the rest of his stuff, with the rest of his life, it seemed to him now.

He caught sight of the several books on the nightstand shelf—his bedside books, the marked-up copies he read and reread over the years, all of them keepers. He dumped the books and clothes onto his spread-out tweed coat along with his travel kit, then pulled the plug on his bedside lamp and laid that in among the rest, making a bundle of it. The lamp was an antique, with a mica shade shaped like a wizard’s cap and a solid copper post on a globular base that looked like an enormous pearl. Like the books, it was irreplaceable. He thought suddenly about his train set, his comics and record albums and God-knew-what-all out in the garage. His little bundle of stuff looked pitiful to him, and he saw that in some indefinable sense this small parcel was a living history: the life of Edward Kelly illustrated by a lamp, some books, an old tweed coat and a bowling shirt.

He headed downstairs, holding the bundle inconspicuously behind Lisa’s king-size purse. She met him in the living room, where she had already been rifling through the big drawer full of photos, loading them into a box. The parakeet cage sat by the front door, cleaned and replenished with food and water. Ed handed Lisa the purse and headed straight for the door.

“What’s that stuff?” she asked. “Your lamp …?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Travel kit.” But he was already out the door, fumbling in his pocket for the car keys. He opened the back door of their Ford Escort, put his stuff on the seat, and then sprinted up the side of the house. The gate was nearly blocked by yesterday’s empty boxes, and he picked a few up, pitching them back down the path, then kicked the rest aside in order to swing the gate open. He strode to the garage door, pulled it open, and flipped on the light, but instead of going in after more of his things now, he turned and sprinted back down toward the car, picking up two of the empty boxes in mid-stride. Virtually all of his neighbors were carting crap out of their houses. The air was full of the yap and howl of dogs barking and people hollering to each other. He could still make out the shrieking and humming from the woods, a counterpoint to the noises of earthly terror up and down the block.

He dumped the books into the bottom of one of the empty boxes, then packed the lamp in carefully, shoving the clothing in around it to protect the shade.

Lisa came up behind him, carrying a box of her own. “What are you doing?” she asked skeptically.

“What everyone else is doing,” he said. “Loading the car. One box for me and one for you, share and share alike.” He smile genially, taking the box from her and putting it on the seat, next to his own, realizing that he hadn’t chosen his words very well. This was no time to start implying things.

She lingered for a moment, as if there was something she wanted to discuss, but instead she grabbed the other empty box from him and headed toward the house. After three steps she stopped again and turned around. “We’ve got a lot of stuff to take,” she said raising her eyebrows at him.

“And not much time,” he answered. The loudspeaker started up helpfully, droning out its evacuation message somewhere up the adjacent street.

She set out again without another word, which perhaps wasn’t a good omen. But the truth was she had never understood the lamp any more than she had understood the bowling ball or the train set. Still, he was perfectly ready to be rational, to share the space in the car, what there was of it. They were a married couple; they could both make concessions, just like she had explained to him last night. He opened the trunk, which was empty aside from a couple of stadium blankets, the spare tire, and a map book. All of it could stay. He headed up the driveway again, through the open gate. If this was some kind of marital test that involved their capacity to meet each other halfway, then he was entirely up to the challenge.

He looked around the garage with an inquisitive eye. He couldn’t be excessive; the Escort wasn’t roomy enough for excess. The boxes containing the train set lay against the back wall, but there wasn’t a single one of them that would even fit in the Escort, even if he bungeed the trunk lid down. They’d need to be sorted and repacked, and there wasn’t time for that. My kingdom for a U-Haul truck, he thought, turning his back on the trains. Lying on the bench was the matched set of deer antlers his Uncle Oscar had given him twenty-odd years ago. They were mounted on a mahogany plaque with a tooled leather patch that had his name on it. Oscar, his favorite uncle, was dead now, which was reason enough not to abandon the antlers to the aliens. It dawned on him that the horns formed a cage the size of a large basket, into which he could load all manner of things, so they wouldn’t really consume excess space anyway.

The bowling bag sat on the bench, too, but he ignored it for the moment and went out into the night carrying the antlers, hurrying down to the car, where he put them in the trunk. Then he fetched the box full of clothing from the back seat and repacked the travel kit and odds and ends of clothing within the arched confines of the horns. He hesitated over the bowling shirt. Why not wear it? he asked himself, and he pulled it on over his sweater without another thought. It was a little bit wrinkled now, but it gave him an instant sense of security, a suit of armor against the alien threat. He fitted the lamp in among the clothes in the antler basket and checked his watch: a bare ten minutes to go.

Picking up another empty box, he returned to the garage. He would take another two minutes, and then, as his dutiful concession, he would give Lisa what time was left over. He heard the car door slam while he was in the garage—Lisa hard at work. Good for her. He grabbed his bowling ball, case and all, and a shadow box full of fishing lures that had belonged to his father. There was the box half full of old Mad magazines that he had saved from his childhood, and another of vinyl records. He didn’t have a turntable any longer, but he could always buy one. …

He studied a couple of the faded old record jackets, overcome by a wave of nostalgia. They were too much a part of his past, and without his past he was nothing, only a cardboard cutout living in the tiresome moment. He was struck again with the epiphany he had glimpsed upstairs, in the light from the alien saucer – hat these objects, cast away into the dark limbo of closets and garages, were him, in some essential way. One was defined by the stuff of one’s life. Even the shambling beggar had something in his stolen shopping cart, something he would struggle to keep, pitiful as it might be. Poets knew the truth in this. Wives, apparently, did not.

He dumped the records and magazines together and went back down the path carrying the lot of it. There was a new noise from the hills, what sounded like the roar and whoosh of vast engines coming to life, perhaps death rays warming up, blood boilers, vacuum devices, anatomical probes. He picked up his pace, loping up the driveway where he nearly stumbled over the deer antlers sitting on the lawn, his stuff still packed neatly inside them. Lisa had pulled them out of the trunk.

Three cardboard boxes full of photos sat where the antlers had been. Calmly and fairly, he eenie-meenied Lisa’s three boxes and removed the loser, pulling it out and setting it on the lawn before replacing the antlers. Then he loaded in the bowling bag and the carton of magazines and records, which killed the rest of his share of the space. Adjusting his thinking, he ran back toward the garage instead of into the house like he had vowed. Lisa’s hogging up the trunk had obviated one of his concessions. If it had come down to a street fight, then either she played by the rules or the rules took a hike. He glanced again at his watch, conscious that the seconds were ticking away at an alarming rate of speed, but when he reentered the garage, he was staggered by the sheer quantity of stuff that still littered the floor and benchtop. He shifted boxes around, pulling flaps back, searching for treasures, fueled now by nostalgia.

He found his old basketball, which a friend had inscribed with the legend “Sir Duke” in Germanic script, his nickname on the courts back in the day. He stuffed the ball into a fresh box along with a genuine Hawaiian tiki carved out of palm, then threw in his collection of baseball caps, many of which were collectible, or would have been if they weren’t worn out. He grabbed his old Red Sox jersey, which had fit him back when he’d played Pony League ball, but was too small for him now. Satisfied, he flipped off the light and shut the garage door, out of room and out of time. This was it, this pitiful little collection of trinkets. Trifles, he remembered reading somewhere, made the sum of life, and not always an elegant sum, either.

He wondered if he were being excessive with all this, and on impulse he tossed the Red Sox jersey into the bushes. What did he want with a jersey that didn’t even fit? As for the rest – hell, it was the principle of the thing, wasn’t it? That’s what it had come down to, the old clichè.

He was staggered to see that once again Lisa had emptied out every damned single thing he had put into the trunk. The box of records and magazines sat on the lawn alongside the antlers. She had been cool about it, very controlled, making a simple statement. And he could understand the statement. She didn’t want to argue about it. Setting his stuff on the lawn had made her simple point. He looked up at the open front door and saw her inside the house, pulling things hurriedly out of their china hutch – probably the silver and crystal, the “valuables,” if that was the quality of your thinking. Her wooden jewelry box sat on the porch, ready to go.

Across the street the Bords’ car fired up and backed out of the driveway, the family huddled inside, the windows rolled up against the terrible alien noise. In his haste, Bord knocked down the trash cans waiting at the curb, which rolled away downhill in the wake of the car, clattering and banging, bags of trash and lawn clippings spilling out onto the street. Other cars followed, running over the Bords’ trash, knocking through the metal cans. One of the cans picked up speed, revolving as it rolled, bang up against the curb a good sixty yards downhill where it scraped to a stop, its rear end pointed downhill like the exhausted first stage of a galvanized rocket.

Once again he took a rational look at the nearly full trunk, removing exactly half of what Lisa had installed there, and filling the remainder with his things, which he picked up from the lawn again. He crammed the basketball and the rest of the garage items behind the front seat, leaving room on the back seat itself for whatever else Lisa brought out. Abruptly he was aware that his bowling bag was missing. He looked around the lawn, but it wasn’t there. In a fit of anger he strode toward the house, but then he caught himself, forcing himself to take a deep breath. He started counting to level out his patience, but then stopped when he caught sight of his own trash cans there at the curb. Suspicious, he hurried down to them, and, sure enough, there lay the bowling bag in among the dead leaves and grass clippings, right where she’d dropped it, making the clearest sort of statement. Smiling grimly, he pulled it out, returned to the car, pushed aside the boxes in the trunk, and wedged the bowling bag in behind them, out of sight.

Lisa appeared just then, piled high with her jewelry box and the things from the hutch, coming up behind him silently. He steeled himself for the inevitable.

“Backseat!” he said helpfully, gesturing toward the open door. “Plenty of room left.”

“Get the parakeets?” she asked, phrasing it as a question rather than an order. He turned to obey. It was a reasonable request, but it would eat up the rest of the available space inside the car, the only real space for the china closet stuff and the jewelry box. But what the hell, he thought, life was nothing but one hard choice after another. He grabbed the cage, careful not to dump the water and food, and turned straight back toward the car.

Lisa had disappeared behind the raised trunk lid, and he saw only her hand and arm jerking and throwing. Magazines and records flew out onto the lawn in a hurricane of flapping paper and sailing cardboard. The whole damned box followed, end over end. He stood clutching the birdcage, suddenly humbled by this display of wrath. The antlers followed, cartwheeling into the neighbor’s hedge, littering the lawn with his clothes. The lamp rolled free of the bundle, and he set the cage down and ran to it, picking it up. It was apparently unhurt, and he hid it in the shrubbery in case her rage compelled her to track it down and destroy it. With an exaggerated lack of concern he walked back to the parakeets, watching as she heaved the basketball off into the night and then zingoed the shadow box onto the roof.

“Spare the tiki,” he muttered, but it did no good. The tiki sailed clear across the street, bouncing across the Bords’ driveway and up onto their front porch. She found his bowling ball where he had hidden it, and she hauled it out, swung the bag by the handle, and heaved it into the shrubbery. Then, coldly and steadily, she walked straight up to him and took the parakeet cage, turning around and walking back to the car, where she belted it securely onto the rear seat. She turned and strode past him into the house as if he didn’t exist, her jaw set, eyes straight ahead. He knew better than to say anything. He had forgotten about the brake, and instead had accelerated, picking up speed in his haste to save his things.

The fire truck swung around the corner again at the bottom of the hill, unimpeded by what was now a trickle of outward-bound cars. “Evacuate immediately,” the magnified voice intoned. “Leave at once.” The truck paused in front of their house, repeating the order for Ed’s benefit, and he waved and nodded seriously, pointing toward the house to show them that someone was still inside. The truck moved on. He looked at the junk on the lawn. There was no time to repack it. She’d had the last word.

He caught sight of her now, pulling on a jacket as she approached the door, keys in hand. This was it. They were leaving. So much for concessions. So much for fairness. But then she stopped, turning around, running toward the kitchen for some forgotten thing.

Just then he was struck with inspiration, one last vital statement. He ducked into the bushes, where he spotted the bowling bag in the dirt. Dusting it with the sleeve of his shirt, he hurried back to the car. He unbelted the parakeets and took them out, replacing them on the seat with the bag and ball, expecting to hear the door slam as he sprinted the six steps to the top of the driveway, where he set the cage carefully down on the concrete. At the car again he positioned the seatbelt across the bag, pulled it tighter, and secured it.

He climbed into the Escort and fired up the engine just as Lisa came out of the house, her purse over her shoulder, shutting the door behind her and locking the dead bolt. She must have heard the last warning, because she was nearly running when she passed the parakeet cage, not even seeing it in her fear and haste. She opened the door hard enough to test its hinges, and when the dome light blinked on, she glanced into the back seat, where the bowling bag sat securely, snugged down into the upholstery. The sight of it seemed to confuse her, as if it were an utterly alien thing, something from outside her realm of experience. The look of confusion passed away, replaced by something dangerously close to resignation, and immediately he regretted his little

“Just kidding,” he muttered, but already she had depressed the seat belt button, freeing the bag, which she opened in a single, swift motion, carrying it down toward the street. Ed climbed out, not quite knowing how to react, thinking that maybe she had come utterly unhinged and was simply walking away into the night.

The street was empty of cars. They were apparently the last ones left in the abandoned neighborhood. Lisa walked briskly out into the center, where she stopped, swept her arm back, and bowled the eight ball down the rough asphalt. Ed saw it hit a chuckhole, which deflected it toward the curb. It caromed off, bouncing a few times, then smashed through the closest of the Bords’ renegade trash cans, sounding like a train wreck in the silent night. He saw it bounce clear again, centrifugal force pinning it to the curb as it shot away downhill.

He was suddenly aware of the quiet. There were no more noises from the hillside, no whirring or shrieking, just an eye-of-the-hurricane silence. Horns honked in the distance, traffic moving out along Grizzly Peak or down Marin, heading toward Oakland and Richmond and the freeways. Lisa walked slowly back toward the car, passing him without looking at him. “Gutter ball,” he heard her say, but there was no spirit in her voice, no joking around. She simply looked tired. He felt the urge to rush to her, drop to his knees, recant everything. But she wasn’t in the mood for it. Not now she wasn’t. If the universe cut him any slack, he could think again about it later.

She picked up the birdcage from where it sat on the driveway and put it carefully back into the car, then climbed wearily into the front seat and belted in, waiting for him. There was a red glow in the air out over the hills, and he thought at once that it was the alien laser light, consuming the sky, but then he realized that it was merely the dawn, that the sun was rising on a warm and cloudless fall morning. He picked his way across the lawn, which was strewn with the litter of their lives – both of their lives, since Lisa had never had the chance to return her own stuff to the car from where he had ditched it.

The sound of the loudspeaker squawked again from up the road, breaking in on his thoughts. If the truck made the same circuit it had before, it wouldn’t take thirty seconds for it to get down here. …

He climbed in beside her and backed out, heading downhill and around the corner onto Grizzly Peak, where right away he saw activity in the street ahead – cars stopped, uniformed men milling around, leaning in open windows to say something to the evacuees. The first of the cars in line made a U-turn and motored back up hill, throttling past them. The driver’s face, visible in the glow of the instrument panel, was full of a visible rage, as if he had just been insulted beyond words.

“What the hell is this now?” Ed asked, but Lisa didn’t respond. The parakeets chattered happily in the back seat. He rolled down the window and nodded at an officer, apparently a fireman, who stepped off the curb and approached the Escort.

“You folks can go home,” he said. “Excitement’s over. Sorry for the panic.”

“It’s over?” Ed asked. “What the hell was it?” All that for nothing, he thought. But then he glanced over at Lisa and realized that it hadn’t been for nothing; he wasn’t that lucky. It might be the end of the world, one way or another. The aliens had won without firing a shot. “What was all that racket back in the hills?”

“Some kind of performance artists from Cal.” The man shrugged. His face was bland. Clearly he wasn’t happy to be up this early either, and he looked at Ed’s bowling shirt now, as if he didn’t quite understand why Ed would want to wear it over the top of his sweater like that.

“Artists?” Ed asked. This was astonishing.

“Yeah. They didn’t file a permit. Had a bunch of sound equipment and some kind of high-tech holographic stuff that they trucked back into the hills on an access road. Just a prank.”

Lisa laughed suddenly, shaking her head as if she’d just figured out the punch line to a joke. Apparently mystified, the fireman ducked a little in order to look in at her.

“It’s October thirtieth.” she said, and laughed again, shaking her head as if it beat all.

Ed patted her on the thigh good-naturedly. Clearly she’d snapped. And it was his fault, of course. His response to an apparent alien invasion had been to attack his own wife in an insidious and incomprehensible way.

“I’m sorry?” the fireman asked.

“October thirtieth, 1938-that’s the night Orson Welles pulled the War of the Worlds prank.”

The man looked as if he’d been pole-axed. “The tripods thing! He did that radio show! Well, I’ll be damned. …”

He laughed now and stepped away from the car, motioning Ed forward. Other cars had stopped behind them, and the Escort was blocking traffic. They made an easy U-turn and headed back uphill, Lisa still chuckling to herself. Through the open window, Ed heard the fireman shouting the news to one of his cohorts, the mystery solved to everyone’s satisfaction. He swung the car back up into the neighborhood, and between two houses he got a glimpse of the eastern sky, ablaze with color. The tall houses and curb trees shaded the streets and sidewalks, though, and there was still a lot of darkness in the morning.

He sensed that Lisa was looking at him, and he glanced in her direction as if he were checking his passenger-side blind spot, even though there was no lane there. In fact she was staring at him, an expectant grin on her face, as if she had seen the joke and wondered if he had, and when their eyes met, she burst into laughter again. “You’ve got to admit it’s funny,” she said, shaking her head in amused wonder. “The prank, I mean.” The parakeets in the back seat took up their merry chatter again, as if they, at least, were cheerful enough to admit anything.

Ed tried to laugh, but the sound he made was inhuman, and he was abruptly silent. The drive home, only half a mile, seemed an eternity now, and yet he dreaded arriving. But there was the bottom of their street just ahead, and as he turned the car toward home, he saw in the early morning twilight the Bords’ farthest-flung trash can lying in the gutter. Scattered, car-flattened trash littered the street above it. He glanced at Lisa again. She had a beatific half-smile on her face that was impossible to read. He slowed down a little as they passed the fallen trash can, then pointed toward the hills, hunkering down and looking out through the windshield. “What’s that?” he asked, knowing exactly what it was – a news helicopter sweeping low over the woods, getting the story.

Lisa peered up through the window, though, turning her head away, and at once he bent over and squinted into the side mirror, looking back down at the galvanized mouth of the Bords’ trash can, facing uphill so that it caught the first rays of the morning sun like a glowing metal halo. Inside the half-filled can lay the discarded bowling ball, a shining black hole against the white aurora of a kitchen trash bag.
  

his own back yard
 

the abandoned house was boarded up, its chimney fallen, the white paint on the clapboards weathered to the color of an old ghost. It was hidden from the street by two low-limbed sycamores in the front yard and by an overgrown oleander hedge covered in pink and white flowers. Alan stood by his car in the driveway, sheltered from the street in the empty and melancholy afternoon, half listening to the drone of an unseen airplane and to the staccato clamor of a jackhammer, that stopped and started in a muted racket somewhere blocks away in the nearby neighborhood.

More than twenty years had passed since Alan had last driven out to his childhood home. A year or so after he had married Susan the two of them had stopped on the road, and he had climbed out of the car with no real idea what he hoped to find. A new family had moved in by then – his own parents having sold the house and moved north a year before – and the unrecognizable children’s toys on the lawn were disconcerting to him, and so he had climbed back into the car and driven away.

His marriage to Susan was one of the few things in his life that he had done without hesitation, and that had turned out absolutely right. A few days ago she had gone back east for two weeks to visit her aunts in Michigan, taking along their son Tyler, who was starting college in two months in Ann Arbor. Alan had stayed home looking forward to the peace and quiet, a commodity that had grown scarce over the years. But somewhere along the line he had lost his talent for solitude, and the days of empty stillness had filled him with a sense of loss that was almost irrational, as if Susan and Tyler been gone months instead of days, or as if, like the old house in front of him now, he was coming to the end of something.

He walked into the back yard and tried the rear door, which of course was locked, and then tried without success to peer through a boarded-up kitchen window. He looked back up the driveway to make sure he was unseen, but just then a man came into view, walking along the shoulder of the road, heading uphill past the house. Alan moved back out of sight, waiting for an interminable couple of minutes before looking out once more. Hurrying now, he pried two of the boards off with his hands, wiggling the nails loose and setting the boards aside on the ground. He put his face to the dusty glass and peered through, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness within. There was a skylight overhead, which, like the oleander hedge out front, hadn’t been part of the house twenty years ago. Filtered sunlight shone through its litter of leaves and dirt so that the interior of the kitchen slowly appeared out of the darkness like a photograph soaking in developer. He had been afraid that he would find the house depressingly vandalized, but it wasn’t; he stared nostalgically at the familiar chrome cabinet pulls and the white-painted woodwork and the scalloped moldings, remembering the breakfast nook and curio shelves, the dining room beyond, the knotty pine bookshelves topped with turned posts that screened the hallway leading to his bedroom.

He stepped away from the window and walked along the side of the property, between the house and the fence, toward where his bedroom stood – or what had been his bedroom all those years ago. There were no boards on the window, but the view was hidden by curtains. He rejected the idea of breaking the window, and instead retraced his steps, his hands in his pockets, careful not to look over the fence, beyond which lay the back yards of houses built a decade ago. In his day there had been a farmhouse on several acres, belonging to an old childless couple named Prentice who had the remnants of a grove of walnuts and a chicken coop and goats. There had been fruit trees on their property, peaches and Santa Rosa plums that he had eaten his share of.

He paused in the shade of a big silk oak tree near the garden shed in the back yard and stood listening to the breeze rustle the leaves, hearing again the distant clattering echo of the jackhammer. The heavy grapevines along the fence hadn’t been pruned back in years, and the air was weighted with the smell of concord grapes, overripe and falling in among the vines to dry in the summer heat. The August afternoon was lonesome and empty, and the rich smell of the grapes filled him with the recollection of a time when he’d had no real knowledge that the hours and days were quietly slipping away, bartered for memories.

The shed at the back of the garage was ramshackle and empty except for scattered junk, its door long ago fallen off and only a single rusted hinge left as a reminder that it had once had a door at all. He remembered that there had been a brick pad in front of the door, but the bricks were gone, and there was nothing but compressed dirt. Inside, a short wooden shelf held a couple of broken clay pots, and on the wall below the shelf hung a single ancient aluminum lawn chair with a woven nylon seat. Alan was certain he remembered that very chair, in considerably better shape, hanging in this same place thirty years ago. On impulse he stepped into the shed, took the chair down, and unfolded it, wiping off dust and cobwebs before walking out under the tree, where he put the chair down in the shade and sat in it, letting his weight down carefully. The nylon webbing was frayed with age, and the aluminum was bent and weakened at the joints, but the seat held, and he relaxed and surveyed the back yard, feeling a sense of invitation, of growing familiarity. Now that the house was sold and abandoned, soon to be torn down, it was his as much as it was anyone’s, and it seemed to him as if the years had passed in the blink of an eye, the house having waited patiently for his return.

The quarter acre yard was smaller than he remembered, although it was immense by southern California standards, and the untended Bermuda grass lawn, flanked by now-weedy flowerbeds, stretched away toward the back fence and garden as ever, with the same orange trees and the big avocado tree that had shaded it since as early as he could remember. On impulse he stood up and walked to the edge of the lawn, where he pushed aside the high brown grass with the toe of his shoe until he found the first of the brick stepping stones that led out to the back garden. He recalled the countless times he had clipped away the grass that had overgrown the bricks, like a gardener edging headstones in a cemetery – an idea that was almost funny, since he had in fact buried something beneath this very stepping stone, which had seemed to him as a child to be permanently set in the lawn, like a benchmark.

When he was a kid he had put together little treasures, collections of marbles and pieces of quartz crystal and small toys that he buried inside foil-wrapped coffee cans around the back yard. The first of his treasures he had buried right here. And now, within a matter of weeks, bulldozers would level the house and grade the yard, and that would be the end of any buried treasures.

He bent over and yanked at the Bermuda grass, pulling out tufts of it in order to expose the edges of the brick. The roots were heavy, a tangled mass that had grown between and around the bricks, packing them together so tightly that they might have been set in concrete. He walked back to the garden shed and looked at the remains of old tools that lay scattered inside: a broken spade, the blade of a hoe, a bamboo rake with most of the tines snapped off.

He picked up the spade, which had about a foot of splintered handle, and went back out to the stepping stone where he slipped the blade in along the edge of the brick, leaning into it, pushing with his foot until he levered the brick out of its hole. The other bricks followed easily now, leaving a three inch deep square, walled and floored and criss-crossed with tangled white roots. Grasping the broken shovel handle he hacked through them, tearing clumps of roots and grass away with his hands, exposing the packed dirt underneath.

After scraping and hacking away an inch or so of soil he unearthed a rusty ring of metal – the top of a coffee can. A big shred of foil, stained gold, lay three-quarters buried in the orange-brown dirt, and he pulled it loose, the dirt collapsing into what must have been the vacancy left when the can had rusted away. Almost immediately he found a tiny porcelain dog – a basset hound that his mother had bought for him as a remembrance of their own basset, which had died when Alan was four or five years old. He tried to recall the dog’s name, but it wouldn’t come to him, and his losing the name filled him with sadness. It occurred to him that he couldn’t actually recall the living dog at all, but had only a memory built up out of a few of his parent’s stories, which had themselves been only memories.

He polished the dirt from the porcelain and set the figurine aside on the lawn. The wind rose just then, and the leaves overhead stirred with a sibilant whispering, and for a time the afternoon was utterly silent aside from the wind-animated noises. Fallen leaves rose from the lawn and tumbled toward the fence, and he heard a distant creaking noise, like a door opening, and the low muttering sound of animals from somewhere off to the east.

When he peered into the hole again he saw a tarnished silver coin, smashed flat, and instantly he recalled the morning that he and his parents had laid pennies and nickels and dimes on the train tracks near the beach in Santa Barbara, and how this dime had been flattened into a perfect oval, with the image still clear and clean, and had become his good luck coin. It reminded him now of the buffalo nickel that he carried for luck, one of his old childhood habits that he hadn’t given up. He found three more objects: the lens from a magnifying glass, a carved wooden tiki with tiny ball bearings for eyes, brown with their own rust, and a pint-sized glass marble, a light, opaque blue with pink swirls.

He scraped the hole out a little deeper, getting well down beneath the rusty soil, but if there were other pieces of buried treasure lying around he couldn’t find them. He pushed the soil and dug-up roots back in, rubbing the grass to disperse the leftover dirt, and then refit the bricks into their original positions as best he could, patting the edges back down before blowing the bricks clean. He sat down and polished the objects with the tail of his shirt, arranging them finally on the arms of the chair, remembering the day his father had come up with the idea of burying treasures and had helped him pick out these several trinkets from the scattered junk on the shelves of his bedroom. The two of them had made an elaborate map and burned the edges with a candle flame, but over the years he had lost track of the map, just as he had forgotten about the treasure itself.

He was vaguely aware again of the barnyard muttering from beyond the fence to the east. He closed his eyes, listening carefully, trying to puzzle out the eerily familiar noise, which faded now, seemingly as soon as he paid attention to it. He opened his eyes, looking toward the fence. A heat haze rippled across the old redwood boards and for one disconcerting moment it seemed to him that he saw right through the shingled rooftops of the tract homes beyond the fence. He blinked the illusion away and looked around uneasily, listening now to the ghostly whispering of the wind in the leaves. It seemed to him that something was pending, like the smell of ozone rising from concrete just before a summer rainfall.

He moved the treasure pieces around idly, letting each of them call up memories of his childhood. He recalled quite clearly his father’s telling him that a buried treasure was better than a treasure that you held in your hand, that sometimes it was better that your birds stayed in the bushes, a constant and prevailing mystery.

In his reverie he heard a hissing noise, interrupted by a ratcheting clack, and in the very instant that he identified it as the sound of a Rainbird sprinkler, he felt a spray of drops on his arm. He looked up in surprise, at the empty dead lawn and the deserted house, but the sound had already faded, and his arm was dry. He turned his attention back to the objects, suddenly recalling the name of their basset hound, Hasbro; but no sooner had he formed the name in his mind, and recalled with it a memory of the dog itself, than a blast of wind shook the garden shed behind him, and the limbs of the silk oak flailed overhead so that a storm of leaves blew down. He half stood up in surprise, leaning heavily against the chair arm to steady himself, and the flimsy aluminum frame collapsed beneath him. He fell sideways, dumping the dug-up trinkets onto the lawn, and lay there for a moment, too dizzy to stand, listening to the wind, the tree and clouds spinning around him. There was a glittering before his eyes, like a swarm of fireflies rising from the lawn straight up into the sky, and his face and arms were stung by blowing dust as the wind gusted, its noise a deep basso profundo that seemed to shake his bones. He covered his face with his forearm and struggled to his knees, turning his back to the wind, which died now as suddenly as it had arisen. When he opened his eyes he saw that the aluminum chair had been lifted by the wind and tossed into the grapevines.

He stood staring at the chair and the vines, uncomprehending: the vines were carefully pruned now, stretched out along tight wires affixed to the fence. And he realized that the silk oak beside him was a sapling, maybe twelve feet high, its little bit of foliage sufficient to shade a cat. A car throttled past on the street, and he looked in that direction, feeling exposed, standing in plain sight, a trespasser. The oleander hedge was gone. The sycamores stood as ever, but where the hedge had been was the dirt shoulder of an irrigation ditch. Another car passed on the road, an old Ford truck.

He stepped back out of sight, hidden from the street by the garage and shed, dizzy and faint and hearing from beyond the fence the muttering sounds again: goats, the muttering of goats and chickens from the old Prentice farm. The smell of the sun-hot grapes was cloying, and he had the displaced confusion of waking up from a vivid dream. He heard the ratcheting noise and once more was swept with water droplets that felt as warm as blood against his skin. The lawn was green, and cut short. A hose stretched across from a spigot in the garden to where the Rainbird played water over the grass, the spray advancing toward him.

He saw then that the gate they shared with the Prentices – had shared with the Prentices – stood halfway open. The rooftops of the tract houses that had occupied the old Prentice property were gone, replaced by the dark canopy of a grove of walnut trees that stretched away east like billowing green clouds. The limbs of a plum tree, heavy with fruit, hung over the fence. The windows of his own house were no longer boarded up, the chimney no longer fallen. He remembered the treasure now, lying out on the lawn, and he looked around in a new panic, gripped by the idea that he would want those five objects, that unearthing the treasure was somehow connected to his being here. Getting down onto his hands and knees, he ran his fingers through the grass, but there was no sign of them, the trinkets had simply vanished.

He recalled the little firefly swarm that had lifted from the lawn and blown away in the wind, and he was filled with the certainty that his treasure had decomposed, metamorphosed into some sort of glittering dust. And blown away with it was his return ticket home. …

He stepped between the vines and the rear wall of the shed and sat down in the dirt, his mind roaring with the dark suspicion that he was alone in the world, that there was no place in it where he wasn’t a stranger. With a surging hope he recalled the faces of old childhood friends; surely he could find his way to their houses. But what sort of greeting would he get, looming up out of the hazy afternoon, a forty year old man babbling about being displaced in time? He thought about Susan and Tyler, and his throat constricted. He swallowed hard, forcing himself to think, to concentrate.

An idea came to him with the force of an epiphany: the five objects, his small treasure, might still be buried in the ground. After all, he had dug them up twenty-odd years from now. He walked to the stepping stones, the grass around them now neatly clipped away, and without too much effort lifted one of the bricks out of its depression. He went back to the shed, opening the door and finding a trowel, returning to the hole and hacking into the soil underneath. The trowel sank nearly to its handle. There were fewer entangled roots, and the ground was wet from the recent watering. He wiggled out another brick and jammed the trowel into the dirt in a different place, but again the blade sank without contacting any resistance. He tried a third time, and a fourth and then simply hacked away at the soil until he forced himself to give up the futile search. There was no can, no treasure. Clearly it hadn’t been buried yet. When would it be buried? A week from now? A year?

Methodically now, he tamped the soil flat and refitted the bricks, tossing the trowel onto the lawn near the base of the tree and stepping across to where the lawn was wet in order to wipe the mud off his hands. He heard a screen door slam, and, turning, he saw movement next door through the narrow gaps between the fence boards: someone – Mrs. Prentice? – walking toward the gate. He ran back toward the shed, and slipped inside, pulling the door shut after him, tripping over the junk on the shed floor and groping in the darkness for something to hold onto.

The objects roundabout him appeared out of the darkness as his eyes adjusted. He recognized them from when he was a kid, doing chores: the rakes and shovels and pruning saws, the old lawn mower, the edger that he used to push around the edges of the stepping stones. Hanging on a peg was the aluminum lawn chair.

He peered out through an open knothole in one of the redwood boards, seeing that old Mrs. Prentice had just come in through the gate. She crossed toward the back of the yard and turned off the sprinkler, then came straight down the stepping stones and passed out of sight. He heard her footsteps on the concrete walk adjacent to the shed, receding down past the garage toward the front of the house, and he pushed the shed door open far enough to step out. Wafering himself against the wall, he edged toward the corner until he could look carefully past it.

She was out on the driveway now, stooping over to pick up a newspaper. She straightened up, looked at the front of the house, and started up the walk in his direction, reading the newspaper headline. He ducked back, hurriedly reentering the shed and pulling the door silently shut. Her footsteps drew near, then were silent as if she were standing there thinking.

The trowel! Of course she saw it tossed onto the lawn. He caught his breath. Don’t open the door ! he thought, and he grabbed a coat hook screwed into the top of the shed door and held onto it, bracing his other hand against the doorjamb in order to stop her from looking in. A couple of seconds passed, and then she tugged on the door handle, managing to open the door a quarter of an inch before he reacted and jerked it back. Again she pulled on it, but he held it tight this time. His heart slammed in his chest, and the wild idea came into his head to throw the door open himself, and simply tell her who he was, that he was Alan, believe it or not. But he didn’t let go of the hook. Finally, he heard her walk away. He peered out through the knothole, watching her retrace her steps across the lawn and through the gate, swinging it shut after her. When her screen door slammed, he stepped out into the sunlight. The trowel lay near the tree again, where she had returned it.

He hurried toward the house, keeping low. No one but a lunatic would assume that the shed door was latched from the inside. Along with the tossed-aside trowel it would add up to evidence. Would she call the police? Surely not now – not in the innocent middle of the century. He couldn’t remember if Mr. Prentice had a day job: perhaps he was home, and she had gone to fetch him. He glanced at the driveway and the street and was struck with the latent realization that his car was gone. Of course it was gone, left behind, sitting in that other driveway thirty years in the future. There was no car at all in this driveway, his or the family’s car. He looked around more attentively, forcing himself to slow down, to work things out. He saw that there were still puddles of water in the flowerbeds along the driveway, eighty feet from where the Rainbird had been chattering away before Mrs. Prentice had turned it off. The garden was wet, too. She had apparently watered the entire yard over the course of the day, which argued that maybe she wouldn’t be back, that she was finished with her work.

And she had picked up the newspaper, too, which made it likely that the family – his family – was away, and must have been away for a while, long enough for it to have fallen to the Prentices to watch over the house and yard. Which meant what? – probably one of their two week summer trips to Colorado or Iowa or Wisconsin.

Listening hard for the sound of the screen door slamming, he stepped to the back stoop, climbed the three stairs in a crouch in order to remain unseen, and tried the doorknob. Again it was locked. Again – the idea of it baffled him, and he was once more swept with a dizzying confusion. This wasn’t the second time today he had tried the knob; it was the first time. Although his own fingerprints might already be on it, they would be prints from a smaller hand. …

It dawned on him that the objects might be in the house right now, not yet buried. He had no real idea at what age he had buried them – ten, twelve? He heard the Prentice’s screen door slam, and almost before he knew he had thought of it, he was heading up along the side of the house toward the front. There, right at the corner of the house, just where he remembered it, stood a big juniper, growing nearly up into the eaves. He felt around on its trunk, waist high, his hand closing on the hidden house key hanging on a nail. The cold metal sent a thrill of relief through him, and a few seconds later he was on the front porch, glancing back at the empty street and sliding the key into the lock. He opened the door and stepped into the dim interior of the living room, recalling the smell of the place, the furniture, the books in the bookcase.

He locked the door carefully behind him and pocketed the key, then moved through the house, into the kitchen, keeping low. Through the window in the door he saw that old Mr. Prentice was in the back yard now. Mrs. Prentice stood at the open gate, watching her husband. He walked to the shed, looking around him. Cautiously he tried the door, which swung open. He looked in, then picked up the trowel from the lawn and put it away. He closed the shed door, and then walked back toward the grapevines. There was nowhere in the yard for a person to hide, except perhaps out in the back corner, where the limbs of the avocado tree hung almost to the ground, creating an enclosed bower. He walked in that direction now, cocking his head, peering into the shadows. But apparently there was enough sunlight through the leaves for him to see that no one at all was hiding there, because he turned and walked back toward the open gate, saying something to his wife.

Then he stopped and looked straight at the house. Alan ducked out of sight, scuttling back across the kitchen floor and into the dining room, wondering wildly where he would hide if the man came in. He heard a step on the back stoop, and the back door rattled as Mr. Prentice tried the bolt. Alan glanced toward the dark hallway. Could he even fit under his bed now? But Mr. Prentice descended the wooden steps again, and by the time Alan crept back into the kitchen and looked out the window, the gate was already swinging shut. For another five minutes he stood there watching, relaxing a little more as time passed. Probably old man Prentice would simply think his wife was nuts, that it was just like a woman not to be able to open a shed door.

The several hours before night fell passed slowly. The newspaper beside the living room couch revealed that it was July of 1968. He was, in this other life, ten years old. Hesitantly he made his way up the hall and looked into his old bedroom. Although it seemed to him impossible, it was utterly familiar. He knew every single thing – the toys, the tossed pieces of clothing, the window curtains, the bedspread, the bubbling aquarium on the dresser – as if he had carried with him a thousand scattered and individualized memories all these years, like the trinkets in the coffee can. He picked up a small net and scooped a dead angelfish out of the aquarium, taking it into the bathroom where he flushed it down the toilet. Then he returned to the room, possessed by the urge to lie down on the bed, draw the curtains across the windows, and stare at the lighted aquarium as he had done so many times so long ago. But he caught himself, feeling oddly like a trespasser despite his memories.

Still, he could be forgiven for borrowing a few things. He looked around, spotting the porcelain basset hound immediately, and then recalling in a rush of memory that the lens of the magnifying glass lay in the top drawer of his old oak desk. He opened the drawer and spotted it, right there in plain sight. The blue marble lay in the drawer too, rolled into the corner. It took him a little longer to find the tiki, which had fallen to the floor beside the dresser. He picked it up and cleaned the dust off it, noting that the ball bearing eyes were shiny silver. The train-flattened dime eluded him, though, until he spotted a small metal tray with a flamingo painted on it lying on the night stand, where, before bed, he used to put the odds and ends from his pockets. Seeing the tray reminded him that Alan would be carrying the dime in his pocket back in these days, just as he was carrying the buffalo nickel in his own pocket. So where would the dime be? Wisconsin? Colorado? Or homeward bound in the old Plymouth Fury, driving through the southwest desert? Maybe closer yet, coming down over the Cajon Pass, forty-five minutes away. …

He moved the four objects around on the desktop, arranging and rearranging them, waiting for the telltale rising of the wind, the sound of a door creaking open, signifying sounds. But nothing happened.

He thought about keeping the items with him, in his pocket, but in the end he set the tiki on the desktop, put the porcelain dog back on the shelf, and returned the lens and the marble to the drawer, where he could retrieve them all in an instant. He stepped to the window and unlatched it, pushing it open easily. There was no screen, so he could be out the window quickly. Their family had never traveled at night; they were motel travelers – five hundred miles a day and then a TravelLodge with a pool and Coke machine and, later in the evening, gin rummy around the motel room table. By nine or ten o’clock tonight he could safely fall asleep and then take up his worries tomorrow.

He spent the rest of the afternoon and evening reading his mother’s copy of Steinbeck’s The Long Valley. The book was in his own library at home now – whatever now constituted. The heavy paper pages and brown cloth binding had the same dusty, reassuring smell that he remembered, both as a boy and later as a man, and the stories in the book, existing as they did outside of time, felt like a safe and stable haven to him, a good place to wait things out.

He became aware that it was quickly growing too dark to read, and at the same time he realized that he was ravenously hungry. He walked into the dim kitchen and opened the refrigerator. In the freezer he found a stack of Van de Camp TV dinners, and picked out the Mexican dinner – enchiladas, beans, and rice – and in a moment of stupidity looked around for a microwave oven. Smiling at his own foolishness, he turned on the oven in the O’Keefe and Merritt range, slid the foil-wrapped dinner onto the top rack, and then went back to the refrigerator where he found a hunk of cheddar cheese to snack on. He opened a bottle of Coke to wash it down with and stood at the kitchen sink, watching the glow of sunset fade over the rooftops to the east.

The house was dark when he took his dinner out of the oven, removed the foil, and ate it at the kitchen table, thinking that the enchilada tasted better in his memory than it did now. Although this was something he had already come to expect over the years, it was still a disappointment. It occurred to him that he should look around for a flashlight: he couldn’t turn on a brighter light to read by, not with the Prentices next door, probably still spooked over the garden shed mystery. And he wondered idly about the trash: the Coke bottle and the foil tray and wrapper. Who knew what-all he would accumulate if he had to wait out a week here? And what would his mother say when she discovered that the TV dinners in the freezer had vanished? If he was here for the long haul, he would work his way through the refrigerator and freezer and half the cupboard, too.

Thinking about it made him feel more desperately alone, and his shoulders sagged as the enormity of his problem dropped on him like a weight. The empty house around him was true to his memory, and yet it wasn’t his anymore. He was reminded of the decades that had passed away, of the first happy years of his marriage when he and Susan had spent their money traveling, of Tyler’s childhood, of his mother’s death a few short years after she and his father had moved out of the house and retired up the coast in Cambria.

He breathed deeply and looked out the window, trying to focus on the night landscape. The lantern in the driveway illuminated part of the wall of the garage before it faded into darkness. A pair of headlights appeared out on the street, the car swinging around the uphill curve in the road, the noise of its engine dwindling with distance. At least, he thought, there was the happy coincidence of Susan and Tyler being away in Michigan. They might wonder why he wasn’t answering the phone at home, but it would likely be days before they began to worry about his absence. Then his mind revolved treacherously back around to his dilemma, and he recalled that Susan and Tyler weren’t away in the east at all, not now, not in this century. Tyler was a decade away from being born. Susan was a twelve year old girl, living in Anaheim, oblivious to his existence.

What if he couldn’t get back? Simply never returned? He saw himself living as a transient, as a ghost, waiting for the years to drag by until he could catch up with them again, drifting on the edges of Susan’s life and then of Susan and Tyler’s life – of his own life – haunting the same restaurants, hanging around the Little League field, watching the three of them from a distance. But he could never insinuate himself into their lives. A strange interloper – particularly a copy of himself – would never be welcome, not by Susan and not by Tyler and most of all not by him, by Alan, who wasn’t really the same him at all now that the years had passed, despite the blood that ran in his veins.

Of course on that far-off day when Susan and Tyler would travel back to Michigan, and Alan, feeling lonely and maudlin, would once again dig up the treasure, then a door would open and he could step in and fill his own shoes, literally, if he chose to. He could simply walk back into his old life, answer the long distance calls when they came, prepare himself to tell his phenomenal story to Tyler, whose father had now disappeared, and to Susan, whose husband had aged thirty years overnight, and might as well be her own grandfather.

This time he didn’t hear the sound of the car engine or see the headlights, but he heard the car door slam, heard a boy’s voice – his own voice! – shout something, his own father shouting back, telling him to carry his own suitcase. Without a second thought, Alan was on his feet, starting toward his bedroom. He stopped himself and turned back toward the kitchen table, picking up the TV tray and shoving it into the trash under the sink, cramming the empty Coke bottle in after it and wiping his hand across the table to clean up a smear of enchilada sauce. The back door, he thought, but even as he turned toward the service porch he heard his father coming up along the side of the house, headed for the back yard, and through the kitchen window he saw the shadowy figure carrying an ice chest. He ducked out of sight, hearing the clatter of a key in the front door lock, and slipped into the hallway, heading straight into his bedroom, sliding up the window. He stopped, hearing his mother’s voice in the living room now, followed by his own voice complaining about something. But there was no time to listen. He grabbed the porcelain dog and the tiki and slipped them into his pocket, then opened the drawer and snatched up the lens and the marble, shoving the drawer shut even as he was pulling the window curtains aside. He swung his foot over the sill and simply rolled out sideways into the flowerbed, scrambled to his feet, and quietly shut the window. He crouched there, catching his breath, and watched as the bedroom light blinked on and he heard the suitcase drop to the floor.

As silently as possible he walked up the side of the house, trying to stop himself from trembling. He was relatively safe right where he was as long as he made no noise: there was no reason on earth for his father to come out here to the side of the house. He heard a sound now – the shed door closing, the ice chest no doubt returned to its place on the shelf – and he peered out past the corner of the service porch to see his father head back down the driveway toward the car. He looked at his watch. It was just eight o’clock, early yet, and he recalled the familiar nightly routine, the Sunday evening television, probably ice cream and cookies. But first Alan would have put on his pajamas so that he was ready for bed, which would mean either emptying his pockets into the tray if he was feeling organized, or, equally likely, simply throwing his pants onto the bedroom floor.

Impatient, he walked silently back down toward the bedroom, where the light still shone through the curtains. Whatever he was going to do, he had to do it tonight. It wouldn’t get any easier. And what was the alternative? Spend his days and nights hiding in the garden shed, drinking water out of the hose, waiting for another chance? As soon as it was safe he would reenter the room, find the dime, and go back out the window. In the back yard he could take his time arranging the five items; he could take the rest of his life arranging and rearranging them until whatever had happened to him happened once more.

The moon had risen over the mountains to the east, and shone now on the wall of the house. He stood listening at the closed window, standing aside so that his moon shadow was cast on the wall and not on the curtains. The seconds passed in silence. It was impossible to tell whether Alan was still in the room or had gone out, leaving the light on. But then he heard the sound of the television in the living room, the channels changing. Had it been Alan who had turned it on? He held his breath, focusing on the silence, listening for movement.

Making up his mind, he put his hand softly against the top of the window sash and pushed on it gently and evenly. Just then the bedroom light blinked out, plunging the room into darkness. He ducked away from the window, his heart racing. Minutes passed and nothing happened, the night silent but for the sound of crickets and the muted chatter on the television. He stood up again, took a deep breath, and pushed the window open as far as it would go. After listening to the silence, he boosted himself up onto the sill, overbalancing and sliding into the room. He stood up, hearing voices – his mother and father, talking quietly but urgently.

He saw the smashed dime in the tray along with some other coins, and in an instant it was in his hand and he turned back toward the window, crawling through, his shoes bumping against the sill as he tumbled onto the ground. He clambered to his feet, grabbing the window to shut it. The bedroom light came on, and he froze in a crouch, the window not quite shut, the curtain hitched open an inch where it had caught on the latch. He hesitated, drawing his hand slowly away from the window frame, certain they knew someone had been in the house. And yet he couldn’t bring himself to move: getting away – getting back – meant nothing to him.

“Don’t say anything to him,” his father said, close by now. “There’s no use making him worry.” Alan saw him briefly as he crossed the bedroom, disappearing beyond the edge of the curtain.

“But the oven is still warm,” his mother said, following him in. “And sauce on the tray in the trash isn’t even dried out. I think he was here when we came home. What if he’s still in the house?”

Alan bent toward the window until he could see her face. Somehow it hadn’t occurred to him how young she would be, probably thirty-five or six. He had known that she was pretty, but over the years he had lost track of how absolutely lovely she had been, and he found that his memory of her was shaped by her last years, when she was older and fighting with the cancer.

“He’s not in the house,” his father said. “I’ve been all through it, putting things away. If he’s not in here, which he’s obviously not, then he’s gone. I’ll check the garage and the shed just to make sure. For now, though, let’s just keep this to ourselves.”

“But what did he want? This is too weird. He was reading one of my books. Who would break into a house to read the books?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think anything’s missing. There was money on the dresser in the bedroom, and it’s still there. Your jewelry box hasn’t been touched. …”

There was a sudden silence now, and Alan realized that the curtains were moving gently in the breeze through the open window. He ducked away down the side of the house as quickly and silently as he could, half expecting to hear the window slide open behind him or the sound of hurrying footsteps in the house. Without hesitating he set straight out across the back lawn toward the garden shed, looking back at the kitchen window and back door. The light was on in the kitchen, but there was still no one visible.

Should he get the chair out of the shed? Be sitting down for this? Reenact the whole thing exactly? He dug the five objects out of his pocket and held them in one hand, hopefully anticipating the disorienting shift, the rising of the wind, the rippling air. But nothing happened. He was simply alone in the moonlit night, the crickets chirping around him. His father appeared in the kitchen now, clearly heading toward the back door, and Alan moved back toward the grapevines, out of sight. He heard the door open as he sat down on the lawn, laying the objects on his knees, compelling himself to concentrate on them and not on the approaching footsteps, which stopped close by. He opened his eyes and looked up, feeling like an idiot. His father stood a few feet away, a golf club in his hands, staring down at him. Alan stared back in momentary confusion. He might have been looking at his own brother.

“Why don’t you just stay there,” his father said, “so I don’t have to bean you with this driver.”

“Sure.”

“What were you doing in the house?”

For a time Alan couldn’t answer. When he found his voice he said simply, “I’m Alan.”

“Okay. I’m Phil. Pardon me if I don’t shake your hand. What the hell were you doing in my house? What were you looking for?”

Alan smiled at the question, which was no easier to answer than the last one. “My past,” he said. “I was looking for my past. You don’t recognize me, do you? You can’t.”

“What do you mean, your past? Did you used to live here or something? This is some kind of nostalgia thing?”

“Yeah. I used to live here.”

“So what are you doing with my son’s stuff? That’s from his room, isn’t it? That dog and the tiki?”

“It’s from his room. But I didn’t steal it.”

“You’re just borrowing it?”

“Yes,” Alan said softly. Then, “No, it’s mine, too. I am Alan. … Dad.” He had to force himself to say it out loud, and he found that there were tears welling in his eyes. His father still stood staring at him, his own face like a mask.

Alan went on, pulling random bits from his memory: “You bought me the aquarium at that place in Garden Grove, off Magnolia Street. We got a bunch of fish, and they all ate each other, and we had to go back down there and buy more. And you know the cracked shade on the lamp in the living room? Me and Eddie Landers did that by accident after school on Halloween day when we were waiting for Mom to come home. That was probably last Halloween, or maybe two years ago at the most. I was the mummy, remember? Eddie was Count Dracula. He was staying here because his parents were out of town. Let me show you something,” he said, carefully laying the five trinkets on the brick pad in front of the shed door and then shifting forward to get to his feet. His father took a step back, and the head of the golf club rose where it had been resting on the lawn. Alan stopped moving. “Can I get up?”

“Okay. Slowly, eh?”

“Sure. Just getting my wallet.” Alan stood, reaching into his back pocket. He took his driver’s license out of his wallet and held it out. “Look at the date.” He pocketed the wallet, and his father took the card, turning it so that it was illuminated by moonlight. “Above the picture,” Alan told him. He heard laughter from inside the house now, and realized that it was himself, probably watching television, still oblivious to everything going on outside here.

After glancing at it his father handed the license back. “I guess I don’t get it,” he said. But clearly he did get it; he simply couldn’t believe it.

Alan put the license into his shirt pocket. “I came back from – from thirty years from now. In the future.” He pointed at the objects lying on the bricks. “You and I buried this stuff in a coffee can, like a treasure, under the first stepping stone, right there.”

“We did, eh? We buried them? When was that?”

Alan shrugged. “Any day now, I guess. Next month? I don’t know, but we buried them. We will, anyway. I came back and dug them up.”

There was the sound of the back door opening, and his mother came out onto the back stoop, looking in their direction. “What are you doing, dear?” she asked with feigned cheerfulness. “Is everything all right?” Probably she was ready to call the police.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” Alan’s father said back to her. “Just … putting some stuff away.” She stepped back into the house and shut the door, but then reappeared in the kitchen, where she stood at the window, watching. His father was still staring at him, but puzzled, less suspicious now.

“You remember the time we were up at Irvine Park,” Alan asked, “and we found those old bottle caps with the cork on the back, and you got the corks out and put the bottle caps on my shirt, with the cork holding them on from the other side? And I picked up that cactus apple and got all the needles in my hand? And it started to rain, and we got under the tree, and you said that the pitcher of lemonade would get wet, and mom ran back to the table to cover it?”

His father dropped the golf club to the lawn, letting it lie there. “That was thirty years ago,” Alan said. “Can you imagine? It’s still funny, though. And there was that time when Mom lost her purse, remember, and she looked all over for it, and you came home from work and found it in the refrigerator?”

“She put it away with the groceries,” his father said. “That was last month.”

Alan nodded. “I guess it could have been.” He realized now that his father’s silence was no longer disbelief, and he stepped forward, opening his arms. His father hugged him, and for a time they stood there, listening to the night, saying nothing. Alan stepped away finally, and his father squeezed him on the shoulder, smiling crookedly, looking hard at his face.

Alan reached into his pocket and took out the odds and ends that he carried, the buffalo nickel, his pocketknife. He showed his father the little antler-handled knife. “Recognize this? It’s just like the one you gave me, except I lost that one. I found this one just like it at the hardware store and bought it about a year ago.”

“I didn’t give you a pocketknife like that.”

“You know what? I guess maybe you haven’t given it to me yet.”

“Then I guess I don’t need to bother, if you’re just going to lose the damned thing.”

Alan smiled at him. “But if you don’t, then how am I going to know to buy this one at the hardware store?”

They listened in silence to the crickets for a moment. “How old would you be now?” his father asked him.

“Forty-two,” Alan said. “How about you?”

“Forty. That’s pretty funny. Married?”

“Yeah. Take a look at this.” He dug in his wallet again, removing a picture of Tyler, his high school graduation picture. He looked at it fondly, but abruptly felt dizzy, disoriented. He nearly sat down to keep himself from falling. His father took the picture, and the dizziness passed. “That’s Tyler,” Alan said, taking a deep breath and focusing his thoughts. But he heard his own voice as an echo, as if through a tube. “Your grandson. Susan and I gave him Mom’s maiden name.”

Alan’s father studied the picture. “He looks like your mother, doesn’t he?”

“A lot. I didn’t realize it until tonight, when she was standing in my bedroom. You must have seen that the window was open… ?”

“Your bedroom,” his father said, as if wondering at the notion. “Here.” Alan took his keys out of his other pocket. Among them was the loose house key that he had removed from the nail in the juniper. “That’s how I got into the house.”

Still holding Tyler’s picture, his father took the key. He nodded at the other keys on Alan’s key ring. “What’s that one?”

Alan held out his car key. “Car key. One of the buttons is for the door locks and the other pops the trunk open from a distance. There’s a little battery in it. It puts out an FM radio wave. Push the door button a couple of times, and an alarm goes off.” Alan pushed it twice, recalling that his own car, in some distant space and time, was sitting just thirty feet away, and he found himself listening to hear a ghostly car alarm. But what he heard, aside from the crickets and the muted sound of the television, was a far-off clanking noise, like rocks cascading onto a steel plate. The night wind ruffled his hair. And from beyond the fence, just for a split second, the dark canopy of walnut leaves looked hard-edged and rectilinear to him, like rooftops. Then it was a dark, slowly moving mass again, and he heard laughter and the sound of the television.

“Thirty years?”

“It seems like a long time, but I swear it’s not.”

“No, I don’t guess it is. What’s the date back where you come from? Just out of curiosity.”

Alan thought about it. “Eighth of July, 2001.” He found himself thinking about his mother, doing the math in his head. What did she have? Twenty years or so? His father hadn’t ever remarried. Alan glanced toward the house where his mother still stood at the window, looking out at the night.

His father followed his gaze. “Tell me something,” he said after a moment. “Were you happy? You know, growing up?”

“I was happy,” Alan said truthfully. “It was a good time.”

“You found your heart’s desire?”

“Yeah, I married her.”

“And how about your boy Tyler? You think he’s happy?” He held the picture up.

“I think so. Sure. I know it.”

“Uh-huh. Look, I think maybe it’s better if you go back now, before your mom flips. Can you? It’s getting late.”

“Yeah,” Alan said, realizing absolutely that the clanking noise he had heard was the sound of a jackhammer. He took the pocketknife and nickel out of his pocket again, and held them in his hand with his keys, then reached into his shirt pocket to retrieve his driver’s license.

“I’d invite you in, you know, for ice cream and cookies, but your mother – I don’t know what she’d do. I don’t think it would…”

“I know. Alan too. …” He nodded at the house. “We might as well let him watch TV.”

“Right. It would be like…a disturbance, or something. I guess we don’t need that. We’re doing pretty good on our own.”

“And it’s going to stay good,” Alan said. “Is there anything… ?”

“That I want to know?” His father shook his head. “No. I’m happy with things like they are. I’m looking forward to meeting Tyler, though.” He handed the picture back.

“If you can ever find some way to do it,” Alan said, taking the picture, “let Mom know that…”

But he felt himself falling backward. And although it came to him later as only a dim memory, he recalled putting out his hand to stop his fall, dropping the stuff that he held. He found himself now in bright sunlight, lying on the dead Bermuda grass, the words of his half-finished sentence lost to him, the onrushing wind already dying away and the smell of grapes heavy on the sun-warmed air. The telltale glitter shimmered before his eyes, and he sat up dizzily, looking around, squinting in the brightness, hearing the clanging of the jackhammer, which cut off sharply, casting the afternoon into silence. He saw that the shed was dilapidated and doorless now, the house once again boarded up. His car, thank God, sat as ever in the driveway.

His keys! He stood up dizzily, looking down at his feet. With his keys gone he had no way of…

“Hey”

At the sound of the voice, Alan shouted in surprise and reeled away into the wall of the shed, turning around and putting out his hands. He saw that a man sat in the dilapidated aluminum lawn chair beneath the silk oak – his father, smiling at him. With the sun shining on his face, he might have been a young man. Alan lowered his hands and smiled back.

“Welcome home,” his father said to him.
  

home before dark
 

blake heard the stones clatter down around him – three circular black stones of quartz-veined basalt that had fallen out of the sky like tiny meteors washed from a celestial river. Why they had fallen on him was a mystery that failed to engage his mind beyond a momentary puzzlement. Perhaps they were meant to draw his attention, or to hurry him along, although certainly there was no one else visible in the dry arroyo, which rose toward remote and hazy foothills in a broad and revealing vista. Nearer by, the scrub-covered canyon walls were steep and rocky, and on the sandy creek bed the sycamores and sparse stands of alder were nearly bare, the last leaves of fall drifting lazily in the still air, piling up in silent drifts among bleached stones and lengthening shadows like autumn memories.

From where he stood on a small rise, Blake could see for miles to the south and west, where the world he inhabited apparently ended in cloud drift, and beyond which lay a world in which he had become a mere memory, a world in which life went on without him. He couldn’t quite recall what had become of that world, or how long he had been waiting there on the hilltop. It seemed to him that he had merely stopped for a moment in passing, that his way lay farther on, and in the quiet of his surroundings he heard what sounded like the rush and roar of moving water, of subterranean cataracts flowing lightless and unseen beneath the living stone of the arroyo, and he was filled with a lingering fear that the water and the turning seasons were in that very instant pirating away his small accumulation of leftover memories.

He stooped to pick up the three stones, and like wind through a suddenly opened door, there came unbidden into his mind a recollection of his own vanished childhood, and he found himself within the home he had grown up in. He heard the drumming of rain on the porch roof and saw the passing clouds through his bedroom windows, the soft lamplight in the living room, the fire in the hearth, his own reflection in the mantelpiece mirror. As a young man, years later and after months of travel, he had come home unannounced one rainy October evening, and he had lingered in the wet street, possessed by the inexpressible sadness of lost and irretrievable things, silently watching that same homely lamplight shining as ever through the windows, beyond which his parents and his younger brother sat together in the living room: again the flickering firelight, the smoke from his father’s pipe rising above his chair like a ghostly wraith, his mother reading. …

He found himself openly and unashamedly weeping now, just as he had wept those many years past, before ascending the porch and opening the door to the happy surprise of his family, and he found that he had put his hand out as if to grasp a phantom doorknob.

. . .

Blake saw a woman walking way off in the distance, although he had the curious and passing notion that she was not in fact distant at all, but that instead he was seeing her through the wrong end of a telescope, as if the weight of the declining afternoon were compressing the remaining daylight into a lens. She flitted abruptly closer, then blinked away entirely before reappearing closer yet again, stooping to pick something up, perhaps a stone.

Her voice drifted down the canyon toward him like siren song, sounding to him like the voice of his wife, Molly. He found that he could picture her quite clearly: the way she had of pulling her wayward hair back from her face, her dark eyes, her figure the first time he had seen her stepping out of the bath. Beyond where she stood he could see the roofline of their house, the stone chimney and the big low-limbed sycamore that shaded the yard. It seemed to shimmer in a heat haze despite the cool afternoon, and the drifts of leaves stirred roundabout him so that they shifted and sighed. On the instant Molly vanished, if indeed it were she, leaving the arroyo empty.

Behind him, farther up the rutted dirt road that followed the creek deeper into the canyon, the peak of a mountain loomed craggy and tree-shadowed against the sky with such startling clarity that it might have been painted on a curtain, and he was struck with the notion that some unseen force might at any moment pull the curtain aside to reveal a sky infinitely more vast than the flat blue ceiling above him. As he walked he listened to the lonesome afternoon stillness, to his own quiet footsteps, and there arose around him again a myriad of voices in a babble of half-discerned conversation like watery echoes leaking out of an uncorked bottle.

He saw a moving dust cloud drifting over the arroyo, miles away toward the west, and as soon as he saw it he heard the muted, low-gear rumble and pop of an automobile with a hole in the muffler – the familiar sound of their old blue Plymouth. When he and Molly had crossed Canada back in ‘65, the muffler had rusted through outside Winnipeg, and the Plymouth had made a popping noise that they’d put up with until they’d driven into Rhinelander, Wisconsin, where they’d spent three Indian Summer days at the old Cranberry Inn Guest House. The memory of it was as fresh in his mind as if the years had been swept away, and he recalled the name of the waitress at the Copper Kettle steak house and the bottled Leinenkugel beer and the dark red of the fall maples that had been so at odds with the warm weather. He listened to the muttering of the distant engine and watched the dust cloud to see if it was approaching, but in his mind he was driving down along Lake Superior again, into Wisconsin, with his arm across the top of the seat and his hand on the glass steering wheel knob that encased a shamrock. Molly sat beside him, pointing out a big stilt-legged heron in a roadside pond.

She was Irish, a nurse. They had met after the war, when he was overseas, and she had come back with him to the states where they were married in California. When they’d sold the Plymouth he had kept the steering wheel knob as a memento, but when Molly had died, he had given it away along with a box of souvenirs and keepsakes to their eight year old grandson, who understood the seashells and quartz crystals and keepsakes in the box to be a great treasure, which it had been, in its time.

The dust cloud was diminishing now, the sound of the engine dwindling. Because of his singular perspective, and the peculiar distortions of distance, it was impossible at last to say in which direction the car had been traveling, if indeed it were a car at all, and in fact the dirt road along the creek bed was partly washed out by winter rains, and sections of it were green with wild mustard and castor bean plants. Soon, it seemed to him, time and weather might easily obliterate all signs that a road had ever existed.

He walked downhill a ways before once again ascending, the ground rising slowly out of the arroyo and into a narrow canyon, in among the shadows of black alders that grew along the creek. On the first faint breath of evening wind, the words, home before dark, muttered through his head as if someone – it sounded like Molly, exactly like her – had spoken to him through a cardboard tube. He turned to look at the sun where it hovered over the hills. In a half hour night would descend over the canyon, and it seemed to him that the waning daylight contained a lifetime of memories, that as long as the sun shone and the world was alive around him he might hold onto them. Nightfall promised an end to things, but the idea of letting go dismayed him. If he had the old Plymouth, by God, he might throw a few things into the trunk, fire it up, and drive out of there, back into the midst of things, before the road was utterly impassable.

Just then he heard the clatter of another stone hitting a tree trunk some few feet to his right, followed by the sound of it falling into dead leaves. He bent down to pick it up: the same sort of circular black stone, with its rune-scrawl veins of quartzite like a cryptic x-ray message. He put it into his pocket, then walked farther along the creekside trail, his mind wandering, haphazardly sorting images and memories. Another stone clattered against a shoulder-high boulder next to him, and he stepped behind it as another small scattering of stones fell out of the clear sky, tearing down through the limbs of the alders in a rain of leaves and twigs.

He picked several of them up, wondering at the suggestive patterns of their imbedded designs, hearing voices in the creek water babbling over mossy stones and in the wind rustling the leaves – his own voice, quite distinctly now, explaining to his sons about winding a piece of string around a wooden top, and then Molly’s voice, clear as anything: “Can I join you?” she asked, and there was the clatter and hum of the top spinning on concrete, and himself saying, “Do we look like we’re coming apart?” and then laughter, his sons’ laughter and Molly’s laughter and his own. He could recall the very afternoon, the way their old terrier had gone sniffing after the spinning top, the sound of which was as loud in his ears as the hum of bees in a hive.

He saw something stirring back in among the twilight shadows of the woods, and he paused, hidden by the broad trunk of a sycamore, peering into the gloom. He glimpsed it again – a furtive shifting against the canyon wall where a little brush-choked defile rose into a leafy and impenetrable darkness. For a brief moment a human figure separated from the background shadows and stood frozen against a pale granite wall like a silhouette cut-out: Molly; he was sure of it now. She stood watching him, and he thought he saw her nod, as if they shared some secret knowledge, but then her shadow merged once again with the darkness of the underbrush, and he was left alone, listening to the freshening wind in the treetops and the faraway drone of an airplane invisible in the sky overhead, a lonesome sound that stirred in him a nostalgic regret for remembered places.

He crossed the creek, stepping from rock to rock. On the other side lay a clearing, which he crossed anxiously, listening now to what sounded like the scratching of a nail on weathered concrete. The heavy limbs of an oak hung nearly to the ground ahead, shading the mouth of the defile into which Molly had vanished and making a leafy bower littered with acorns and dead leaves. He ducked within, where he saw that something lay nearly hidden behind the vast trunk of the oak tree, a wooden box the size of a packing crate. He walked toward it warily, the scratching noise rising and falling, revolving in his head.

It was an old gramophone that lay in the leaves and sparse weeds behind the tree trunk, its ornately etched metal cone facing skyward like an immense black lily, the familiar circular stones scattered on the ground beneath the cone as if they had dribbled out of its open mouth. A heavy disk of waxy black glass revolved on the turntable, the bent gramophone arm pressing the needle against it, making the incessant scratching noise until after another moment it ground itself still. He bent over and lifted the needle from the disk, cranked the handle a half dozen times, then lowered the needle into the first deep groove.

At once the woods were filled with music, calling up memories of the early years of their marriage, when he and Molly had danced on weekends at the old Moonlight Ballroom in Long Beach, how they had put records on their phonograph at home and practiced dance steps in the living room, laughing, breaking off to start the music over and over again and to hell with the casserole growing cold in the turned-off oven.

He stood in the deep shadows, reliving those days, past times revolving in his head like the stars going round in the sky, passing away relentlessly below the horizon of his mind as the breezy music swirled around him. He had read once that if in God’s mercy you awakened to find yourself in heaven, you would realize with a happy shock of recognition that you had been living in a tiny corner of that bright country all your life. But if that were true, how much harder it would be to give up earthbound treasures, to let go of the people, the places, and the things you’d grown to love during your brief span of years. …

The song played itself out, and he bent down and lifted the needle, pushing the arm aside, and then ducked out from under the tree, walking back across the clearing, easily finding the creek crossing and the narrow path that led back up to the road. The sun had gone down behind the hills, and he had a growing apprehension of being abroad in the darkness, although he knew that what he feared was not so much the coming of night as it was the loss of the day.

Ascending the hill, he saw that the sun had disappeared and that a mist was rising from the sandy arroyo, an obscuring fog drawn from subterranean wells, up through the rock and sand, through the dense tangle of roots and dead leaves, ghosting uphill in the evening gloom on a languid and fitful breeze. He hurried down into the gray murk, which swirled up around his feet like a cloud of uncertainty, hiding the rocks and vegetation along the road. Within the fog there arose a grinding noise, like a mill wheel turning or the grinding of the gramophone needle, and deep within it, like a far-off echo, he could hear what sounded like the repeated opening and closing of a heavy wooden door.

He heard his name spoken, Molly’s voice reaching him from a great distance, and he felt his way along hurriedly, his hands in front of him like a sleepwalker, peering into the curtain of fog that swirled up from the lower elevations. Through a sudden window in the mist he saw their house against the cliff, murkily out of focus. He headed toward the garage, the door of which stood open, and although it was nearly dark within, he could see the shadow of his old Plymouth. It seemed to him that the fog wasn’t rising out of the arroyo at all, but was leaking in great billowy clouds out of the car’s tailpipes, and he could hear the creak and mutter of the engine cooling down, as if the car had just been driven some distance.

He was swept with another moment of dizzy confusion, as if the murk settling in around him were swirling through his head. Of course he and Molly had sold the car, hadn’t they? – a long time ago, to be sure. They had bought a Buick and then a couple of other cars after that. But the Plymouth dated from that part of their lives when they had been – what? He would have said when they had been happiest, but that wasn’t true. They had always been happy in their marriage, even when things had been troubled. Happiness wasn’t a day-to-day thing so much as something that you saw most clearly looking back, having found the right perspective. It was simply that they had put the most road miles on the Plymouth – two trips to the east with their sons, day trips to Palomar and Ramona and Joshua Tree, weekend runs to his sister’s place up at Lone Pine. Now here it sat, like a gift horse, and he was happy to see it.

He hurried into the dim interior of the garage, which was a lumber of disorienting shadows in the fading twilight, and switched on the overhead bulb, a single incandescent trouble light that hung from the rafters. For an instant it seemed to him that Molly herself sat in the front seat, as if once again they were setting out for parts unknown, and he could hear her voice again, just as clear as rainwater. He ran his hand across the front fender, the cool steel solid under his palm. The paint was like new after all these years, a robin’s egg blue as deep as the sky. He saw that the key was in the ignition.

“Nearly ready to go,” he said out loud, and for one rash moment he considered simply backing out of there and driving away down the arroyo.

But he had things to settle yet, indefinable things, and he was swept with the notion that it was a long time since he had been home, a long time that he had been wandering in the canyon. He went out into the air again, feeling the cold and damp of nightfall. The house lights were already on, and smoke was tumbling up out of the stone chimney. The illuminated house was an island in the murk, which had closed in around him, settling over his world with a ghostly pallor, the silence broken only by water dripping from the eaves and by the sound of activity in the kitchen, the muffled clank of pots and pans and the whir of an electric can opener.

Going in through the screen door, he stood for a moment in the room that Molly had always called the breakfast porch. It ran the length of the front of the house, its screened windows looking out onto the arroyo. There were faded Navajo rugs on the floor, patterned with gray zigzags the color of weathered asphalt, shapes that suggested the pale runes on the stones in his trouser pocket. The painted parchment shades on the wall sconces and standing lamps threw a sunset glow over the rugs and the old wooden furniture and the glass-fronted case that housed souvenirs of back country highways: broken geodes and iron-red chunks of desert rose, hand-sized slabs of amethyst and quartz crystal. There were seashells, too, black murex and top shells that entombed the faintly audible spirits of seacoast dreams, ghosts that seeped up through the floor like water through sand, immersing him in whispered memory.

He took the fallen stones out of his pocket and set them atop the case, hearing their low voices fabricate dusty conversations like the drone of an airplane invisibly distant in a lonesome sky. He heard the sound of singing from some far room in the house, and he moved anxiously to the doorway, where he caught a brief glimpse of Molly, or perhaps her shadow, crossing the open door of the kitchen, once again disappearing in the instant that he saw her.

In the living room the fire burned in the stone hearth, and he piled on the last of his oak logs and fanned them to flame, not yet ready to give up the heat and the light. It seemed to him that only yesterday there was half a cord of split logs stacked behind the house. But what he pictured in his mind – their spacious back yard with its shade trees and patio, its vegetable garden and tiki torches – was inconsistent with the looming darkness of the cliff face just beyond the lamplit window in the far wall. 

The house was increasingly full of voices, his own among them, murmuring the tale of his life in halting fragments, the utterances shifting into place like puzzle pieces moved about on a tabletop, the picture increasingly filled out, very nearly finished. He put his hand to his chest, catching his breath, the firelight casting staccato silhouettes across the walls like a shadow play. He stoked the fire with the iron poker until a nebula of sparks flew up the chimney. The room brightened, and in the glowing moment before it dimmed again, he looked around one last time at the fading souvenirs of his life, the photographs and books, the stones and seashells, the sheet music on the piano. …

The very doors and windows were veiled with mist, and the lights flickered and began to go out one by one. He was happily conscious that in some far room of the house Molly herself was getting ready to go, perhaps checking her purse, looking into the mirror to get her hair right. He heard her footsteps echoing on the hardwood floor, heard her singing as she descended the porch steps outside, and at last he turned to follow her, leaving behind him the dying fire and all the rest of what he had been.

. . .

Outside, he headed toward the garage, feeling his way through the obscuring fog and hearing the door slam on the passenger side of the Plymouth. He opened the driver’s side door and slid in behind the wheel, looking carefully ahead, sensing Molly’s presence on the seat next to him, hardly daring to believe that this time she’d linger. He pumped the accelerator twice, all the way to the floor, then turned the key. The car started easily, and he let it idle itself smooth before he backed out of the garage, looking over his shoulder, his hand clutching the steering wheel knob with its frozen shamrock.

He glanced at her hopefully now, and there she sat, smiling beside him as ever. She patted his knee. “I can drive if you’re tired,” she said. But he wasn’t tired, not in the least. Although he had always loved driving at night, he had never looked forward to it more than he did right now. In the thinning fog the headlights shone on the trees and stones and shrubbery of the arroyo, and as he angled the car out onto the road, he saw that what appeared to be impenetrable darkness behind them was actually the high mountain that shadowed the canyon. And now, as Blake accelerated up the long rise that would lead them out of the canyon, he saw the mountain slide sideways in the rearview mirror like a theater curtain on a wheeled traveler, revealing at last the starry radiance of the infinite night sky.
  

in for a penny or the man who believed in himself
 

why George Mason decided to take a look into the garage sale he couldn’t say, although it might have had something to do with the weather, with the pleasant Saturday morning and the promise of the empty day ahead. He often took walks in his neighborhood, invariably watching the ground for a lucky find. Lost dollar bills were more common than a person would think, and if he went walking early it was a rare day that he didn’t at least spot the odd nickel or dime.

The garage sale sign was tacked to the post of a curbside mailbox. The name on the box was “Fortunato” and an arrow on the sign pointed toward the open garage door, a looming rectangle of darkness imbued with shadowy promise. Inside it took a moment for his eyes to adjust, but then he saw quickly that it wasn’t his kind of sale despite the propitious name on the mailbox. It was all junk, knickknacks from Pic n’ Save and the worst kind of book club books and a rack of worn-out old clothes. He had the abrupt inclination to leave—a feeling strangely close to dread—and as he began to turn back toward the street he saw, with a shock that took his breath away, the disembodied head of an old woman hovering in the air in the corner of the garage.

He stared at it, his mouth open, taking in the bare light bulb in the rafters overhead, and the way the rafter itself cast a shadow across her shoulders, creating the illusion that had so unnerved him. She nodded at him now and smiled obscurely, but her smile and nod seemed to him to be false, the irritating private gesture of someone who had just confirmed a secret knowledge. Next to her sat a TV tray with an open cigar box on it. There were a few coins in the box, no paper money at all.

Leave, he told himself, but instead he examined the scattering of odds and ends on a rickety card table: a glass tumbler, a Pet Rock with the paint chipped away, a filthy old hair brush, a souvenir letter opener with a wooden handle that had apparently been chewed by a dog, and a few other objects equally depressing. The only object that wasn’t sadly pathetic was a coin purse sewn up out of thin leather and with a palm tree painted on it, the purse small enough to fit into his hand. It was the kind of thing a child would buy at a tourist shop at the seashore, and he felt an odd nostalgic attraction to it. The brass clasp clicked apart easily when he tried it, the purse expanding like an open mouth. Inside lay a single penny.

“How much for the coin purse?” he asked, breaking the silence. But as soon as he said it he realized that he had left home without any money. He hadn’t even brought a pocket comb. He started to put the purse down.

She shrugged. “Tell me what it’s worth to you.”

He took another look at it, suddenly picturing himself owning it, carrying his coins in it, maybe a spare house key. The painted palm tree had an enticing desert island look, with a reddish sunset behind it and a streak of blue water. After the space of a few seconds he said, “All I’ve got is a penny,” and he secretly and shamefully let the contents of the purse slide out onto his hand. His face was hot, and he realized that he was blushing because of the lie: he didn’t have a penny. The purse had a penny.

“I’ll take a penny,” she said flatly.

He heard a creaking noise just then that sounded like a door opening, and a breath of wind found its way into the garage and kicked up a little dust devil that stirred the clothes on the metal rack before dying out in a ghostly whisper. He had the uncanny feeling that someone had leaned close to him and said something into his ear, but there was no one else in the garage except the woman, Mrs. Fortunato, who watched him frowningly from her chair.

“I left home without any money,” he said in sudden confusion, reaching into his pocket, still hesitating. He drew out his hand and looked at the penny that had already been in it. “You can’t take just a penny for this. …” He smiled crookedly at her. The few coins in her cigar box couldn’t possibly amount to more than a couple of bucks. At this rate she wouldn’t make enough to keep the light bulb burning. Still, garage sale money was usually pin money anyway, and a penny earned is a penny earned, according to the ancient wisdom.

He realized that the woman was saying something to him: “It’s worth what someone gives for it, just like anything else.”

“Well, it’s just that a penny is all I’ve got,” he said weakly.

“I don’t despise a penny. There’s better things been sold cheaper. And worse things too.”

“I guess that’s true,” he replied, not bothering to make sense out of this. Wanting merely to leave now—leave and take the purse with him—he gave her the penny, thanked her, and walked out into the morning, which now had most of the promise drained out of it. A memory of childhood flitted into his mind, making him feel even more shameful. Once when he was about ten he had shoplifted some marbles from a dime store and had gotten caught. He felt like that now, except this was worse: this was an old lady and not Woolworth’s, and he wasn’t a child anymore, and he hadn’t gotten caught.

Perhaps he could find some excuse to go back into the garage sale and put the purse back onto the table without her knowing it, and with another penny in it, too. That’s just what he would do—go home, find a penny to put into the purse, and then haul it back down here, good as new. It wouldn’t take ten minutes, and it would satisfy his conscience. If he put a quarter into it, it would satisfy his conscience twenty-five times. The idea of it picked his spirits up.

But of course he could simply turn around right now and take the purse back. That would be the honest thing. He wouldn’t even have to come clean, just put the purse back onto the table. Except that the old woman hadn’t really liked the look of him; he had seen that much in her face. She would almost certainly think he was up to something, which of course he was. And he had to admit, she had obviously been happy enough to get the penny. She thought she had made a sale.

So there was nothing wrong with the result of the transaction, he told himself as he continued up the sidewalk. The whole thing was a means and ends puzzle, really, although in this case the means and the ends seemed to be the same thing. Maybe they were always the same thing. Abruptly he wondered what Peggy would say. Probably she would tell him to quit worrying so damned much. You could twist anything around if you worked at it hard enough. For God’s sake, he thought, most people don’t even pick up a penny when they drop one. It’s not worth the effort.

And right when that thought came to him he spotted a penny on the sidewalk, which perfectly illustrated his point as he walked past it, letting it lie, although on any other morning he would have picked it up. It occurred to him that if he did bend over to pick it up, it could become the penny in the purse, and he could turn around right now and head back down to the garage sale. But he didn’t turn back: he took the purse out of his pocket and had another look at it. Out here in the sunlight it looked brighter and newer than it had in the old woman’s garage, and he realized how at odds it had been on that table with the rest of the junk, almost as if it had been put there on purpose—a silk purse among a bunch of sows’ ears.

Had he been set up? Was this some sort of penny-ante sting operation? The idea was ludicrous. No one would go to the trouble to set a man up over a penny. …

He found that he was home again, and he climbed the front steps, crossed the porch, and entered the living room, feeling a grateful relief in the cozy familiarity of the place, a safe haven from his teapot tempest. But now he was at loose ends. Peggy still wasn’t home, and he had nothing planned for the day. A half hour ago that had seemed like a good thing. He found his pocket change where he had left it on the kitchen counter, and he put it into the purse, which slid neatly into his pocket, barely making a bulge. He had been making a mountain out of a damned mole hill, he told himself. It wasn’t worth another thought, even if someone offered him a penny for it. He laughed out loud at the joke, but his laughter had a hollow echo in the empty house, and he fell silent, wandering back into the living room where he sat down in an easy chair and tried to read a book. But it wasn’t any kind of day to be reading—better to get some work done while the sun shone. He went out into the garage and looked around at his tools and at the half-finished wooden lamp that he had been building in his spare time over the last couple of weeks. The lamp’s boxy walnut frame looked ugly to him today, and the idea of working on it was infinitely tedious. He went out again, closing the door and aimlessly heading down the driveway just as Peggy turned in off the street.

“I’ve had the worst damn morning,” he admitted to her, helping her pull grocery bags out of the car, and following her into the house. As Peggy rearranged the refrigerator, finding room for lettuce and broccoli, Mason talked about the purse and the penny. 

“I forgot eggs,” she said, interrupting him. “I’ll have to go back down to the market.” She shut the refrigerator door and leaned back against the counter.

He stared at her. “Never mind the eggs,” he said. “I’ll pick them up later. I’m telling you about my morning.”

“Sorry,” she said, “but I don’t see the big problem.”

“Well, it was that damn penny.”

“You’re that worried about a penny?” She grinned at him, pulling a lock of hair away from her face. It fell in front of her eyes again, and she looked up at it, her eyes crossing, and blew at it, letting it fall again.

He found himself smiling. Peggy had some goofy mannerisms, and he loved her for it. But her thinking wasn’t usually goofy, and right now he wanted counsel. “I guess there’s no good reason to be worried about it,” he said. “It’s just been bugging me, like a song in your head that you can’t get rid of.”

“Great. If there’s no reason to worry, then quit worrying. Case closed.”

“Well…Okay, I am worried. I took the woman’s penny. That’s the…case.”

“But you say you left the penny with her. You didn’t really take the penny?”

“No, but that means I took the purse.”

“Exactly. But the purse, according to its owner, is only worth a penny. So one way or another the whole issue is over a penny.”

“Yeah, now that you put it that way.”

“Then you’ve got an Abraham Lincoln complex.”

“I guess so. What the hell are you talking about?”

“Abraham Lincoln walked ten miles through the snow to return a penny that he borrowed.”

“Why would Abraham Lincoln borrow a penny in the first place? I mean … a penny?”

“Maybe he needed to buy a coin purse.” She smiled at him. “Let me have a look at it.”

He took the purse out of his pocket and handed it to her.

She gazed at the painting, still grinning. “Wow,” she said. “This is really … something. I think she saw you coming.”

“For a penny it’s a bargain.”

“Well, for the kind of penny you paid, it’s a bargain.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. That’s the hardest penny I ever spent. It’s been eating me up for the last hour.”

“Okay. I can settle this. Ask yourself a question: of the various choices open to you, which one’s the hardest?”

“Going back down there and confessing.”

“Then that’s what you should do. When it comes to moral issues, the hard choice is always the right one. In this case it’s easy. Just bring the woman another penny. Then your conscience can take a rest.”

. . .

No doubt it was good advice, but when he passed Mrs. Fortunato’s house, driving his car this time, he was relieved to see that her garage door was shut and the sign was no longer tacked to the mailbox. She had closed up early. He noted the glow of a lamp through the drawn curtains in the front window, and he actually started to pull over to the curb with the idea of knocking on the door. But then, as if drawn back out onto the street by a magnetic force, he headed instead for the county park.

What he would do was finish his walk in peace. Mrs. Fortunato could wait. As for his conscience, it could wait with her. She owned it right now anyway.

. . .

He walked uphill at the park toward the trees above the picnic grounds, loafing along with the vague idea that he was still looking for something, something in particular. He had told Peggy that he was going down to the bookstore, which wasn’t a lie yet. Maybe he would go to the bookstore. Maybe he would do this, and maybe he would do that. He was living in a land of uncertainties. He must have been susceptible as hell this morning to have gotten so worked up over a damned penny. Somehow it had made him feel very small, that penny had, but he felt considerably larger now, and he had no intention of confronting Mrs. Fortunato. Neither did he have any intention of not confronting her. He had moved into neutral territory, wait-and-see territory.

The afternoon was empty and quiet, and it seemed to him that there was a strangely suggestive quality on the wind, although what it suggested he couldn’t quite say. He cut across toward the deserted baseball diamond to get a drink out of the fountain before heading uphill again, in among a stand of sycamores. There was a pile of fallen leaves twenty feet ahead of him, as if someone had made a half-hearted attempt to rake them up, and on impulse he jogged toward it, giving the pile a tremendous kick so that dry leaves flew into the air, the wind carrying them away across the grass. He watched the flying leaves, caught up in the lonesome atmosphere of the deserted park, and when he turned to walk back downhill, his eye was drawn to an immense leaf, dry and curled and looking uncannily like a severed human hand.

He bent over and picked it up; beneath it lay a twenty dollar bill, crisp and flat as if newly minted—very like a leaf itself.

He stood for a moment, filled with both wonder and fear. The bill was utterly incongruous, lying there on the grass, and the idea came into his head that it belonged to Mrs. Fortunato, and that this was some kind of trick or test. He picked it up gingerly—a garden-variety twenty and nothing more. “Finders keepers,” he muttered, turning it over in his hand. Almost immediately the glow of the found money began to cast the morning in a new light, and he was struck with a new way of seeing things. …

Perhaps he had been dead wrong about the coin purse incident. Perhaps finding the purse and being given the means to buy it were nothing less than the launching of his lucky day. And this twenty dollar bill, he saw now, was Karma paying him back for a morning’s worth of rough usage, balancing the scales, realigning his universe by lining his wallet. Happy with this fresh insight, he hurried toward the car, folding the twenty and slipping it into the coin purse, which, despite its tiny size, had begun to feel like the golden goose.

. . .

At the bookstore, it didn’t take him five minutes of browsing before a volume caught his eye, a heavy old collection of stories by Ambrose Bierce. He had always wanted to read Ambrose Bierce, one of the more mysterious and misanthropic literary figures, who had disappeared into Mexico under uncertain circumstances. He opened the book to a random page and looked at the top paragraph, reading the first full sentence: “One evening the devil put it into my head to be an unspeakable idiot.” He slammed the book shut and started to put it back on the shelf, his hand trembling, although it hadn’t been trembling a second ago.

But then he stopped himself. Talk about unspeakable idiots, he was apparently turning into one, reacting to every damned thing as if he had learned nothing at the park. He headed straight for the checkout counter now, where he set the book down, paying for it with the newfound twenty dollar bill, which covered the price with money to spare. He put the change into the purse and went out into the sunlight, superficially satisfied, but all the time, in the back of his mind, wondering if the book had in fact spoken to him. The idea was preposterous: a message from what?—the good angel? He stopped where he stood and let the book fall open in his hand, giving it a chance to speak to him a second time if it wanted to.

“You’ve got my whole attention,” he said under his breath, although when he said it he knew it wasn’t true. He didn’t give a damn, really, for what the book had to say, because no book had anything to say that was half as useful as a twenty dollar bill. But he pointed with his finger anyway and read the indicated line: “Architecturally and in the point of ‘furnishing’ the Snakery had a severe simplicity befitting the humble circumstances of its occupants …” and so forth. Nothing. Nonsense. The Snakery!

He shut the book. What luck demanded was vigilance and a willing mind. Doubt would kill it. He turned his attention instead to the parking lot pavement, watching for something more. The twenty dollar bill, he told himself, was nothing but a precursor. If there was twenty dollars to be found, then there was forty. It stood to reason. But there was nothing on the ground except the usual litter, and so he got into his car and started for the grocery store two blocks away. He would buy Peggy’s eggs, do his good deed for the day, which would take care of any restless angels.

It was at the edge of the lot, while turning onto the street, that he saw a Coke bottle half hidden by overgrown ivy in a flowerbed. Struck with a sudden compelling hunch, he pulled over and cut the engine, climbing out to take a closer look. It was one of the traditional ten ounce bottles, the glass laced with the rainbow discoloration of years of sunlight and weather. When he picked it out from among the ivy vines he saw that it was full of silver dimes.

He stared at it in disbelief, then shook one of the dimes out into his hand. It was an old Liberty dime. Yes, he thought. Real silver! How many in the bottle? A couple of hundred? This wasn’t luck; it was something else, something that … something that he couldn’t put into words. But he realized one thing for certain: that for the first time since early morning he felt sure of himself; he believed in himself. He was his own man at last, calling his own shots, with faith in his own, his own …

But his thought evaporated when he spotted a Taco Bell wrapper in the gutter. He hurried to it, unwadding it carefully and looking inside—nothing but cheese shreds and taco sauce. He got into the car and drove toward the grocery store, stopping a half dozen more times to investigate castaway trash, but with no result, and by the time he parked outside Albertson’s it seemed to him that every single object that he saw must hide some valuable thing. Project, he told himself, trying to think a treasure into existence. Concentrate, damn it. Nothing happened: there were no hundred dollar bills within the pages of the advertising pamphlet lying in the shopping cart, no gold nuggets rattling around in the empty Dr Pepper can that he drop-kicked toward the wall of the market.

But when the can stopped spinning he saw that it lay next to what looked like a small round fishbowl sitting beneath the downspout that drained the roof, and he knew at once, with the certainty of an epiphany, that he had once again struck pay dirt. Breathless with anticipation he hurried toward it, looking around to make sure that no one else had seen it, and he actually got down onto his knees to peer at the bowl: a quart-sized globe with a fluted rim, the glass encrusted with tiny barnacle-like calcifications, as if it had sat for years on the ocean bottom. It was rim-full of water, and within the water, magnified by the curve of the glass, were scores of pearls, nearly invisible against the white-painted concrete of the wall behind them.

. . .

On the way home his head spun with the problem of Peggy — what a man owed his wife by way of explanation; and it struck him that this was a clear case of what-you-don’t-know-won’t-hurt-you. He was quite certain of that. Entirely certain. Obviously it wouldn’t be fair to Peggy to involve her in the mystery at this point. Something was going on here, he told himself. He would be a creep to include her before he knew what the dangers were.

It dawned on him that in his excitement he had never gone into Albertson’s after the eggs. “Let them eat cake,” he said, laughing out loud, then remembering immediately that Marie Antoinette’s head had been cut off for expressing that same sentiment.

When he turned up his own street, he realized that Mrs. Fortunato’s house was drawing near on his starboard side, and for a moment he was awash with indecision. The light still shone behind her curtains, and he took his foot off the accelerator and let it hover above the brake for the few seconds that it took him roll past her property and on toward home.

Of course the idea of stopping was ludicrous now. He saw quite clearly that it had always been ludicrous—more than ludicrous, unwise. And right then all thoughts of Mrs. Fortunato were swept away by something even more worrisome: that the pearls might easily be paste. What he knew about pearls he could put in his hat.

But then the dimes certainly weren’t paste, he thought, as he cut the engine. Or whatever it was they made fake dimes out of—if in fact anyone would go to the trouble of counterfeiting dimes, which would be lunacy. And why, on a fortunate day like this, on the day of all days, would he chance upon paste pearls? He looked at the luminous little orbs in their fishbowl, glowing in the sunshine through the windshield, and his mood brightened again.

Getting out and easing the car door shut, he slipped the Coke bottle into his pocket, cinching up his belt when the weight of the silver threatened to haul his pants down. He headed silently up the driveway and into the garage, carrying the fish bowl so that it was hidden from sight, just in case Peggy spotted him through the window. Without bothering to turn on the light, he hid the bottle and bowl in a drawer in the bench and then hurried back out, down the driveway again and in through the front door, where he stood listening to the sound of Peggy’s sewing machine whirring away upstairs. In the study he shelved Ambrose Bierce and then stood for another minute looking at a history of ancient Egypt, which he opened to the index in order to find the chapter on the life of Cleopatra, who, legend had it, had been famous for dissolving a pearl in red wine and then drinking it in order to make a show of despising riches.

He found the passage and read it as he walked into the kitchen, where he took a bottle of cabernet from the cupboard, setting it on the counter and then retrieving the corkscrew from its drawer. Excited with the apparently failsafe test, he hastily shoved the corkscrew into the cork, screwing it down hard and fast. …

“It’s early for that, isn’t it?” Peggy’s voice nearly struck him dead, and he jammed the cork down into the bottle so that wine geysered a foot into the air, splashing back down onto the countertop.

“It’s Saturday,” he said lamely, glancing at the clock on the wall. “And it’s after four, for God’s sake. I just thought I’d call it a day early and relax with a nice glass of wine.”

“Okay. Sure. Why not?”

“Something’s wrong?” He tried to stare her down. “If you’re going to start breaking up the bar with an ax, I’ll relax with a cup of tea instead.” He put the bottle back into the cupboard and shut the door.

“What a grouch,” she said. “Have your glass of wine. I really don’t care. But don’t be so defensive about it.”

“Now I’m defensive. I hate that ploy. It’s one of the five unanswerable allegations.”

“For God’s sake, no one’s alleging anything! What’s wrong with you?

“With me?”

For a moment she simply looked at him, but then she grinned, her mood changing on a whim like a storm passing. “This is so goofy,” she said. “Listen to us.”

He frowned at her, not willing to be mollified that easily. Peggy’s way of instantly getting over things always made him a little angry, because it seemed to him to be another way of winning. But now his mood changed, when into his mind came a small epiphany: that he, in fact, was the big winner—silver, pearls, God knew what else out there waiting for him—and that she had no notion of it. It was his goddamn lucky day, not hers. That thought was followed by a question: whether in the case of a divorce the wife got half of the loot that the husband had stashed in the garage, or whether she got damn-all because she didn’t know there was any loot stashed in the garage.

But he banished the thought from his mind as unworthy, vaguely ashamed of himself for having let it enter in the first place.

“Are you okay?” she asked. She appeared to be troubled now, her mood having shifted again. “You look kind of wrecked or something.”

“Wrecked?” He glanced into the mirror over the kitchen sink, and what he saw made him blanch. His hair had apparently lost its mind, and looked bushy and standuppish, as did his eyebrows, as if he had been working hard to turn himself into a Halloween devil. His face was pasty, too, his skin grainy and old-looking, his mouth set in a rictus of unidentifiable emotion. He tried to push his hair flat and to compose himself, to relax his face.

“I guess I am a little tense,” he said. “Sorry to lose my temper like that.”

“Wait a minute,” Peggy said, a look of comprehension coming over her face. “You didn’t take that penny back, did you? That’s it. You’re still suffering from guilt. It’s been eating you up all day long.”

“Sure I took it back,” he lied, “purse and all. Nothing’s eating me up. I feel fine.”

“Okay,” she said, giving up. “I’m going back to my sewing. What are the other four, by the way?”

“The other four what?”

“The other four unanswerable allegations?”

“I just made that up.”

“Then answer me this one: you didn’t happen to stop by the grocery store did you?”

“No. I guess I forgot about the eggs. I’ll get them, though. Don’t even think about going yourself, or else I will be mad.” He smiled at her to show he meant it, although he was abruptly conscious of the deception, of the lie within the smile, of the entire fraud, and in that instant he almost blurted it out—the money at the park, the dimes, the pearls, the weird notion that he hadn’t returned Mrs. Fortunato’s purse because it was …

… he couldn’t say quite what it was. But that alone was troubling, troubling enough, certainly, to warrant against haste. Until he understood things, he told himself as Peggy started up the stairs, he would keep his own counsel. The phrase appealed to him immensely—his own counsel. There was wisdom in it, as there was in all those homely old phrases. Whose counsel would you keep if it weren’t your own?

He realized that Peggy was speaking to him. “What?” he asked.

“I said give me till six.”

“Sure,” he said. “Take your time.”

When she was gone he picked up his book, hauled the wine bottle out of the cupboard, and went out through the back door, closing it softly and ducking into the garage where he turned on the trouble light above the bench. There was no reason to light the place up like a carnival; it would merely attract Peggy’s attention. He took the bowl of pearls out of the drawer. They were big damned things, some of them the size of his thumbnail.

Three lucky strikes in one day, by God! Four if you counted the penny. What did they say about that? Once was a fluke, and twice was a hell of a coincidence. But the third time was something more: the third time was the charm—a plot, a pattern, a cold fact, hard and bright as a diamond. Diamonds! The idea transported him. A basket of cut stones would do the trick. He would be happy then. Not that he despised the pearls—not at all—but a handful of diamonds would be another matter entirely.

Carefully he poured a coffee mug full of wine, read hastily through the passage in the book, and then dropped one of the smaller pearls into the mug. The wine clouded almost at once, as if the pearl were emulsifying. He watched in fascination as the surface of the wine grew turbulent, eddying and roiling for a full thirty seconds before it calmed again and grew translucent, a faint afterimage of the pearl seeming to hover within the depths, like the moon in a night sky. Slowly the wine became transparent, like blood-red Kool-Aid, and he saw that the pearl and its image had vanished utterly.

“Over the river,” he said out loud, and drank the wine in the spirit of Cleopatra. He gagged, nearly retching at the vinegar taste of the tainted wine, and then realized that he was already drunk as a lord, the pearl-enriched elixir having gone straight to his head. Rich as a lord, too, he reflected, steadying himself against the bench. He laughed hilariously at his own wit, muffling his mouth with his hand until he could contain himself. In the ensuing silence he heard an echo of the departed laughter, far removed, but coming so distinctly from behind him that he turned toward the window, where he saw what appeared to be a face peering in at him.

A hoarse cry strangled out of his throat as he lurched forward, nearly knocking over the pearls. Slowly he turned again to the window: it was apparently his own face that looked back at him—the face he had seen in the kitchen mirror, but even more misshapen and pale and bloated, the old glass no doubt distorting the image. The years of dust lent him a ghostly pallor in the feeble garage light.

On a whim he picked up the jar of pearls and held it up so that it, too, was reflected in the windowpane alongside his own face, which smiled back at him with an unspeakable satisfaction as he nodded his head. “A king’s ransom,” he said out loud, the words tasting like the pearl-infused wine, and then, as with the laughter moments earlier, he heard the phrase re-uttered in a drawn-out sibilant whisper. His ears savored the sound, and the bowl full of pearls shone with an opalescent light.

He caught sight of his upraised wristwatch then—nearly five o’clock. In only an hour Peggy would have him in her grasp, and the day wouldn’t be his any longer. “I don’t mean to be impolite,” he said, winking theatrically at the reflected image, “but I’m in something of a hurry.”

“Hurry,” the face in the window repeated back to him, and he returned the pearls to the drawer and turned toward the door with a renewed sense of urgency, heading straight out to the sidewalk.

. . .

He spent the next hour simply wandering, looking into bushes, turning over leaves and scraps of paper, peering into back alley trash cans, his quest taking him into uncharted neighborhoods. Although he was at a fine pitch of expectation, nothing at all spoke to him. There had been something about the dimes and the pearls that had done just that—spoken to him, compelled his attention—but by the end of the hour, when he was forced to turn his steps toward home, the silent world seemed to him to be very nearly empty of hope, and he had to brace himself and manufacture a smile when he entered his house.

. . .

“Let’s get Chinese and stay home,” he said to Peggy, the two of them standing in the kitchen. “And maybe a movie.” He forced himself to remain still, although he was nearly beside himself with the urgency of getting back outside. “It’s been a long day. Last thing I want to do is go out again.”

“Sounds good to me,” Peggy said cheerfully.

He fetched the take-out menu from where they kept it on top of the refrigerator. “Kung pao chicken?” he asked, glancing out the window. It was twilight. In ten more minutes night would fall. In the darkness, he reflected, he would never have seen the dimes in the flowerbed or the pearls either, even if they’d shouted at him.

“Wonton soup,” she said. “And I think broccoli beef. What do you want? Would you rather have orange beef?”

“Broccoli’s fine,” he said, already dialing the number of Mr. Lucky’s Chinese restaurant, which was a half mile from the house. Even the name of the place was heavy with promise. Twenty minutes before the food was ready, they said to him. Not much time. He gave them his telephone number and hung up. “Half an hour,” he told Peggy. Maybe forty minutes. They’re busy.”

“I’ll pick it up,” Peggy said. She was already holding a sweater now. “I’ll grab a movie on the way.”

“No, let me,” he said. “You make a better pot of tea than I do. Seriously. I could use some air. Besides, I’ll get those eggs while I’m out.” He took the sweater from her and hung it over the back of a chair.

“But you’ve been running around all day,” she told him. “You said you didn’t want to go out. And besides, you don’t know what movie to get. You’ll rent The Godfather again.”

“I promise I won’t. It’s your pick. Anything you want. I’m easy tonight,”

“Are you?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows at him.

“How about something romantic?” He wiggled his eyebrows back. For God’s sake hurry up, he thought.

“Okay,” she said. “Somewhere in Time.”

He hesitated, nearly backing off in order to argue with her. He would rather put his head in a clothes press. “Sure,” he said. Time was wasting. Minutes might be worth millions.

“We could get something else. How about…I don’t know. Give me some ideas.”

“Nope. I’m on my way. Somewhere in Time it is. It’ll for sure be there, anyway.”

He went out the door and made a beeline for the car, checking his watch. When he got to the boulevard he instinctively turned toward the downtown, away from Mr. Lucky’s and the video store, following a hunch. The light ahead of him turned yellow, and he stepped on the accelerator, running through it on the red, seeing a car swerve past his rear bumper as a horn blared. A second later he heard what sounded like the heavy metallic crash of the car hitting something solid, and he looked into the rearview mirror in time to see an old junker up over the curb half a block back, the driver already climbing out, apparently unhurt, shaking his fist. Water from a broken hydrant was shooting into the air, falling back down onto the hood of the car.

He turned down an alley and slowed the car, his mind racing with fear, and briefly he pictured himself going back down to the boulevard to see what had happened, to see if he could help, to trade insurance cards. …

The picture had no reality in his mind, though. It was spilt milk—or spilt water, he thought, pulling out of the alley onto a residential street, hearing the rising note of a siren from the direction of the fire department. Several blocks farther down he once again followed his hunches and pulled into a parking lot, which was dim in the evening twilight, although a mercury vapor lamp threw a bright glow over two trash bins and illuminated the doors that led into the backs of shops. A half dozen pigeons had congregated on the asphalt and were pecking at fallen crumbs near the bins, their heads darting forward and backward like an evolutionary mistake.

He pulled into a stall and got out, crossing straight to the bins and looking in, letting intuition guide him, barely breathing with anticipation as the pigeons flew away in a rush of beating wings. In the first of the two bins he saw nothing even remotely interesting—some broken pieces of particle board shelving, a wrecked overstuffed chair crammed in sideways, and, visible beneath the chair, a stack of flattened cardboard boxes.

He leaned in and pulled out the chair cushion, which was torn open and soiled. He punched it a couple of times, feeling for the crinkle of paper money or the clink of coins, then threw it aside, pushed himself further over the edge, hauled the chair out of the way, and yanked aside some of the cardboard, spotting a paper bag beneath that was stuffed with something. Money?

Picturing tightly packed hundred dollar bills, he shoved half his body into the bin to reach it. Why not thousand dollar bills, he wondered, flailing at the bag, ten thousands. But when he pulled the bag out he found it was full of Styrofoam popcorn, and he hurled it back in angrily, noticing then that there was a line of greasy dirt across his shirt from where he had pressed against the edge of the bin. He cursed as he hurried to the second bin, which looked even less likely than the first, full of restaurant garbage that stank to high heaven. A mop handle thrust up out of the refuse, and he pulled it out to stir things with, moving aside greasy paper wads and dead vegetables and immense coffee filters full of wet grounds.

The wooden handle clanked against hollow metal, something that must be nearly at the bottom of the bin. The sound of it resonated up his arms, stopping him cold. Full of excitement, he dropped the stick, leaning into the bin and tossing aside trash, trying to expose whatever it was that lay beneath. The trash and garbage cascaded back down, thwarting his efforts, and he was forced simply to pitch it out onto the asphalt of the parking lot, whole handfuls of debris, the reek of old meat and garbage nearly making him weep.

One of the shop doors opened and a woman stepped out into the glow of the light, looking at the debris on the ground and then at Mason with a mixture of loathing and repulsion. “I’ve already called the police,” she said simply, dusting her hands together in a meaningful gesture. “Scrounging in these trash cans violates the city ordinance. It’s right there in plain sight. Right on the side of the bin. And this is littering.” She gestured at the ground, which was an ungodly mess. “You can wait for the police or you can damn well get the hell out of here.”

The word ‘police’ struck him with an intense fear, an image of the car wreck and the shooting hydrant appearing in his mind. He let go of the mop handle and moved away from the bin as the woman disappeared back into the shop, slamming the door behind her. He heard the dead bolt slam home as he took off toward the car. Halfway there he hesitated, his mind a furor of contradictory impulses: surely she was lying about the police. … He nearly turned back, recalling the hollow sound of the mop handle against metal, imagining what might be inside such a box, and he heard on the evening wind the voice of the face in the garage window. “A king’s ransom,” it whispered.

But at that moment he heard another siren—a police car? —somewhere off in the night, and he realized that he was dangerously close to disaster. This was no time to take chances. He hurried to the car, sliding in and firing it up, looking longingly back at the trash bin, which glowed with a golden halo. The dashboard clock caught his eye: seven o’clock! He had killed twenty-five minutes.

In order to avoid the scene of the fire hydrant collision he took backstreets as he headed east, silently cursing the woman at the shop. On the boulevard Saturday night traffic slowed him down. He honked the horn at a slowpoke in front of him, then zoomed around, passing the car on the right, braking and swerving back into the lane in order to avoid hitting a car exiting a freeway offramp, then pulling across two lanes and into the video store parking lot to the sound of car horns. When he finally strode into the video store and found the movie, the checkout line was apparently petrified, and he waited impatiently as the minutes ticked past. People glanced at him and glanced away, as if he were on display, and he tried to smooth his hair down and compose himself. His shirt, with it’s dark line of greasy dirt, was half untucked, and somehow all of the Dumpster diving had pushed the zipper on his pants halfway down. He arranged himself, scowling openly at a teenager who gawked in his direction. To hell with all of you, he thought, crossing his arms in front of himself to hide his shirt.

By the time he hurried out the door again he was another fifteen minutes behind, and during the trip to Mr. Lucky’s he hit every possible red light, his mind almost unhinged with anger at the people and traffic that conspired against him. He forced himself to breathe regularly and to picture the pearls and silver in the garage, but the thought of them only made him see how pitifully insufficient they were—a treasure for a poor man, the kind of treasure that he would have to budget and conserve. On some not-so-distant day he would find himself like a character out of a French novel, bartering his last pearl, cursing the day that the fates had raised his hopes to such a point and then laughed in his face. The image of Mrs. Fortunato came into his mind, and he was full of hatred for her, for what she had done to him. …

Suddenly he was aware that he was passing Mr. Lucky, and he cursed out loud again and hung a squealing right hand turn down a street adjacent to the parking lot, where he pulled over to the curb. Get a grip, he told himself, looking at his shaking hands. This was no time to lose his mind. If he could keep his wits about him he still might find his heart’s desire, unless, of course, he had left it lying in the trash bin. 

When he entered the restaurant the crowd was as bad as it had been in the video store: half a dozen people at the bar and another dozen waiting for tables. He saw what must be his food on the counter, the carryout boxes packed into a grocery sack with a receipt stapled to the top, and he sidled towards the register, pulling two twenties out of his wallet, waiting while the host seated one party after another. Finally he paid the tab and went out again into the night. He could tell just by holding the bag that the food was cold, which wasn’t surprising: he would have been gone nearly an hour by the time he got home.

As he hurried down the sidewalk he passed the open rear door of the restaurant. He could see into the kitchen, where several white-aproned cooks worked furiously at long chopping blocks. Just outside the open door there was a pile of discarded boxes, and farther on, in a shadowy little recess in a cinderblock wall, was the usual trash bin, full to overflowing.

Hell, he thought, hesitating there on the sidewalk. It wouldn’t take another thirty seconds to peek inside a couple of the boxes. One lucky strike, after all, and virtually everything would be justified, even cold Chinese food. And this was Mr. Lucky’s for God’s sake. …

He set his bag on the ground and started picking up and discarding boxes, all of which were empty. But each empty box fueled his resolve, arguably narrowing his search, which at the same time became more apparently futile. His angry mood surged back in like a tide when he picked up the last box from amid the now-scattered cartons. It was full of wadded up newspapers, but by God it was heavy enough to house something more than that.

He yanked the paper out, his mouth open in anticipation, his heart pounding, only to find that beneath the paper was a litter of cigarette butts and a broken Jim Beam bottle lying in a pool of spilled whiskey, which leaked like a faucet through the torn corner of the box and down the front of his shirt and pants. He threw down the box, cursing at it, and tried to wipe himself dry with the wadded newspaper, which smeared his clothes with newsprint and cigarette ash.

“Shit!” he hollered, pitching the crumpled paper against the wall. He saw that an Asian man was regarding him from the open kitchen doorway. Mason picked up his bag of food and moved back toward the car, getting in and driving away without a backward glance. Five minutes later he was home. He held the bag in front of him when he entered, hoping that Peggy wouldn’t spot him until he’d had time to change out of his shirt. But she was right there in the kitchen. He worked his face into the semblance of a smile.

“What happened?” she asked anxiously. Clearly she was worried. But before he could answer the worry went out of her eyes. She wrinkled up her nose and said, “You smell like a distillery.”

“Can you believe they didn’t have the order?” he said, lying through his teeth. “So while I was waiting I managed to spill liquor on myself. It was a hell of a thing.”

“You were drinking again? Like whiskey or something this time?”

“No, I wasn’t drinking. It was just a whim. Anyway, I didn’t get to drink any of it. My shirt had the pleasure. And what do you mean, again?”

“You smell like a wet ashtray, too,” she said, ignoring his question. “Good God, what’s all that…filth?” She gestured at his shirt.

“I tried wiping it off with newspaper.”

“That was wise,” she said. But when she spoke again her tone had changed. There was worry in her voice again, the anger and irony gone. “You don’t look too good,” she told him. “You should have your blood pressure checked or something.”

“Okay,” he said, “That’s a damned good idea.”

“Maybe you better go change.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Maybe I should.”

He turned around and headed up the stairs, and when he looked into the glass he scarcely recognized the bloated and ugly face that looked back out at him. Maybe his blood pressure was at some kind of terminal level. Or maybe, and much more likely, the long and demanding day had simply beat him up. He put his head under the faucet and soaked his hair with cold water, rubbing his face with his hands as if to massage it back into its familiar shape. He smiled at himself in the mirror, winking and nodding, but the gesture was merely grotesque, and he toweled himself dry, combed his hair, put on a clean shirt, and went back downstairs, restless with the knowledge that the night was wearing on.

Peggy had the food on plates and the tea poured, but once again she didn’t look happy; she looked like the camel right before the last straw was laid on. “It’s cold,” she said.

“Cold?” He tried to look flabbergasted.

“Room temperature cold.”

“I guess I’m not surprised,” Mason said. “It took twenty minutes to get the video because of the crowd. And then, like I said, when I got to Mr. Lucky they’d mislaid the order, and so they had to start over again. The place was packed. It took about a half hour and then they brought me this. Now you’re telling me it’s cold?”

She stared at him fixedly now, as if he were the fabulous liar of the world, but he brassed it out: this was no time to change horses. “I bet I know what it was,” he said, inspiration striking him like a clapper. “I bet they had it all along but the cashier didn’t see it. You know, in the corner of the kitchen or something. And then they gave it to me anyway, when they did see it, instead of throwing it away and cooking it over again. That kind of lying pisses me off, but it’s got to be what happened.”

“Yeah, it kind of pisses me off, too,” she said, but he wasn’t sure what she meant.

“What do you want to do?” he asked. “I can take it back down there. Just say the word.”

“Let’s just try putting it in the microwave. But I’m going to call them up and tell then. I mean, thirty dollars worth of cold food …”

“I’ll do it. They’ll remember me.”

“I’m certain they will,” she said, and while she put one of the plates into the microwave he dialed the number of the time operator.

“At the sound of the tone …” the recording said.

“Yeah, hey, this is George Mason. I was just in there to get a to-go order. That’s right, the kung pao chicken and broccoli beef? Well, it’s stone cold. We’ve got a house full of hungry people here and the chicken’s like a cesspool or something.” He winked at Peggy to show how clever the cesspool remark was, but she didn’t respond. He listened to the time again, and then, covering the mouthpiece, he said to her, “You want them to do it again? If you want I’ll go back down.” Go for it, he thought, sending out the message as hard as he could.

“Yeah,” she said. “The microwave’s turning it into leftovers.”

“We’re on our way,” he said, and hung up the phone. It was 7:38 and thirty seconds.

“I’ll go this time.” Peggy told him.

“No. You do another pot of tea.”

“We don’t need another pot of tea.”

“Then get the tape started. This is my screwup. I’ll go straight down there and make sure they get it right.”

He couldn’t fathom the look on her face this time, but there was no time to worry about that. He had to get the hell out before she wanted to argue. This was another lucky break, but he couldn’t expect any more.

. . .

In the golden lamplight he stood looking at the trash bins again. Someone had cleaned up the litter, probably the old woman from the shop. Serves her right, he thought, finding the mop handle again and prodding around in the trash and garbage, keeping quiet about it. Almost at once the handle thunked against it again, whatever it was, still waiting patiently for him.

He found the cushion from the stuffed chair in the adjacent bin and laid it onto the trash, then boosted himself into the bin and knelt on the cushion in a vain effort to keep himself clean. He moved debris aside gingerly, but the bin was at least as full as it had been, and time was wasting. Half measures weren’t going to cut it. In for a penny, he thought, simply digging down into the refuse until he found it—a box: smooth sides, small hinges and a metal ring in the front. He had to bury his arms up to the shoulder in order to heave it out. It was a bread box, painted white and with red roosters on it. He felt the heavy contents inside shift when he moved it, and there was the clink of metal on metal, like heavy coins.

Painstakingly careful, he climbed out of the bin and set the box on a wooden crate, getting down onto his knees before it on the dirty asphalt, desperate to look into it, certain beyond doubt that here in this Dumpster full of garbage he had found the rainbow’s end. In the yellow lamplight, the red-painted roosters might easily have been devils, and the rust that lined the edges of the metal was the ochre color of dried blood. As he reached for the pull on the front of the box, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up, and there came into his mind the curious notion that he was being watched, as if a silent, staring host had materialized behind him in the parking lot. He slowly turned his head to look, but of course there was no one: the lot was empty and dark, the night silent and waiting. Gingerly, tilting the box back so that nothing should spill, he took hold of the wire ring and raised the hinged front lid. The bread box was full of jewels, stuffed with them.

Gasping out loud, he slammed the lid shut, stood up, and trod backward, dizzy and stumbling, his heart pounding like a nail press. He had caught only a glimpse of it. Surely he was mistaken! He must have seen a piece of paper with a picture of jewels on it. He knelt before it again, grasped the ring, and raised the lid an inch, peering inside. What he saw wasn’t paper.

He pulled the lid entirely open and took a good look now. Costume jewelry? Surely these couldn’t be diamonds and rubies and emeralds. But by God they looked real enough! They didn’t have the cheap and gaudy look of costume jewelry. The pendant lying in front had a diamond in it as big as a half dollar, surrounded by green stones that looked prodigiously deep, like transparent, mossy wells. What had he heard about diamonds? He remembered now: they didn’t fog up when you blew on them. Glass fogged up. That was one of the simple tests.

He drew the diamond pendant out of the box and blew gently from deep in his throat. No fog. Still…He shoved it back in, shut the lid of the box, stepped back, and blew on the face of his watch, which fogged instantly, the moisture evaporating slowly in the cool air. Without a backward glance he picked up the box, walked to the car like a man carrying a live bomb, shoved it into the back seat, and without a second thought headed straight for the secrecy of his garage, his head aswirl with kaleidoscopic visions of jewelry.

. . .

Safe at last, with the door shut behind him, he set the box on the bench and then switched on the trouble light clamped to the peg board on the wall, once again foregoing the overhead light, which would be too bright, too revealing. Licking his lips, he opened the bread box, flabbergasted at what he saw despite his expectations. He’d had only a quick glimpse of it in the parking lot, but now he saw the extent of the treasure, and the immensity of what he saw confounded him. He disentangled the diamond pendant from a gold tiara set with rubies, the tiara incredibly heavy in his hand: easily a pound of gold and gems. There were bracelets that looked like they’d been cast in Atlantis or some other fabled place, and loose cut stones the size of birds’ eggs. This wasn’t fashionable jewelry; it was the kind of thing you found buried on a desert island—pirate jewelry, King Solomon’s mine, Aladdin’s cave.

He hefted a necklace of giant sapphires, all of them cunningly faceted, each as blue as a tropical ocean. Beneath it lay a flat, diamond-encrusted broach, thick with intricately woven filigree gold, the diamonds spiraling like a starry nebula disappearing into its own infinite center. The floor of the box was layered with gold coins, heaped with them, old and foreign looking, immense and fabulous. There were ropes of gold chain with arcane links, links that seemed to him to be multiplying through a strange alchemical parthenogenesis even as he watched, and which cascaded out onto the bench top like an autumn harvest out of the mouth of a cornucopia. His hands trembling, he hung chain after chain around his neck, encircling himself with gold, and still there were more chains within the box, shoved back into the dim corners, glittering and winking, coiling and moving like golden serpents. He clasped the sapphire necklace around his neck and then hung the diamond over all, the gold and jewels making such a combined heap that the diamond pressed against his chin. He slipped jeweled bracelets over his wrists and wound chain around his forearms until he was literally bowed beneath its golden weight, and then he cinched up his pants and shoveled coins into his pockets, filling them front and back, stooping over to slide coins into his shoes, caught up in the overwhelming certainty that there was no end to the treasure heaped within the bread box and spilling out of it. If he chose he could bathe in it, swim in it, bury himself beneath it.

The garage itself was gold with reflected light, light that tinted his flesh so that he himself might have been cast of the metal. Sounds of unspeakable glee escaped his throat, and he heard answering sounds from behind him, from the direction of the window, and he turned with an expectant avidity, anxious to gaze upon the reflected splendor, to see what he had become simply because he had believed in himself, played his own hunches, trusted the fates, cast caution to the winds, put first things first.

Within the dim glass floated the familiar orb-like face—his own face, hanging like a single pale pearl on an invisible thread, staring back at him, the anxious whispering starting up again like a voice on the wind, punctuated with tinny laughter that sounded like an echo of his own glee bouncing around in a coffee can. He was filled with the overwhelming sense that the whispering voice offered some final bit of secret knowledge, a chance to apprehend something that, if he hesitated, would be forever denied to him. Encumbered by the weight of the treasure, he slogged heavily toward the window, his heart laboring in his chest. For a moment he saw his own distorted face quite clearly in the glass, his neck encircled with gold and jewels, as if his severed head stood atop a small mountain of treasure. But as he stared into his own hollow eyes, they slowly transposed themselves into a single staring patch of darkness that took on the semblance of a cave, and he saw that the darkness within was mysteriously deep, and that there were even deeper shadows within the darkness, and shadows within the shadows.

He felt himself unmoored from the earth, from the concrete floor of the garage, and he drifted weightlessly forward down that tunnel, drawn on a draught of cool air and following the shadow of the face that receded before him now, appearing and disappearing in the gloom, whispering secrets through a mouth that was a dark and vaguely moving smudge. Around him lay a vast empty space, and on the dead air there sounded the low whispering, sometimes like a voice, sometimes like the suggestion of a wind blowing across the cave mouth far behind him. A pinpoint of radiance glimmered overhead like the pole star, a radiance that held within it an immensely rich promise, a decoction of all the gratification and wonder and riches of creation. Its pale light grew steadily brighter until it illuminated a cathedrallike cavern, the shadows separating out as in a dawn landscape, shapes growing distinct.

He found himself looking down on a vast subterranean treasure room, a vault apparently limitless in extent. Within it lay open chests of jewels: ropes of pearls, cut stones spilling over the sides, the chests themselves half sunk in gold coins that stretched away in dunes, all of it sparkling in the opalescent radiance of reflected light that jumped and leaped and died away and flared up again like witch fire to reveal further treasures on ever more distant shores of heaped coin. And as he looked down upon the immensity of that place he knew quite clearly what the whispering voice had promised him, what it was he was being offered. And the odd certainty came to him that in a single gulp he might swallow it all, that he might drink it all in, and so gain the world itself just as he had consumed the pearl in wine.

He was abruptly aware of a knocking sound, and the awareness brought him part way back to his senses. It was the rattling knock of knuckles on glass, insistent and distracting. The cavern with its treasures winked away, and the familiar whispering face hung before him again, blind and idiotic and already evaporating, growing transparent, replaced by another face that for one long moment Mason failed to recognize. And then, with a shock of surprise, he realized that he was looking into a woman’s face and that his own drooling mouth was hanging open stupidly. With an effort he focused his eyes and saw that it was Peggy, standing outside the window, looking back in at him, her face a mask of disbelief. He tried to smile at her, but couldn’t, and the effort was merely disfiguring. She disappeared, and the garage door opened, the overhead light blinking on in a revealing wash of illumination that was very nearly painful to Mason’s eyes, which had grown used to the darkness.

She didn’t look angry, but instead was once again worried and obviously mystified, as if what she saw were beyond her capacity to understand. Mason was instantly infected with the same confusion, and the total clarity that he had felt only moments before, the sharp focus of desire and anticipation and knowledge, evaporated like steam. He looked around himself at the brightly lit garage, its entire demeanor altered now that the shadows were gone, and there came into his mind the realization that he hadn’t gone back down for the Chinese food as he had intended, that he had simply forgotten it in his greed and excitement, and he wondered what time it was, how long Peggy had waited for him to return.

His clothes, he realized, were a cornucopia of stinking filth from his wallowing in the trash bin, and around his neck, to his surprise and horror, hung a collection of yanked-open coat hangers and frayed bits of greasy twine and loops of rusty chain from a swag lamp. Rubber bands and string and ribbon encircled his wrists, and his shoes were stuffed with broken plastic spoons and forks discolored with old food. The gold and jewels that he had decorated himself with were gone, metamorphosed into trash.

“I thought …” he started to say to Peggy, but what he had thought was too ludicrous to express. He wore the evidence of it. The bread box, he thought, turning to the bench, still faintly hopeful. But the breadbox was empty of its riches and contained only a few bits of leftover mouldering trash, the sight of which nauseated him. He sat down in a heap on the cold concrete floor, the rafters and the workbench and window spinning around him, and began to tug at the coat hangers and string, trying to cast off the trash that he had used to ornament himself. He couldn’t look at Peggy, although his mind was consumed with the fear that he would hear the door shut behind him, that she would simply walk away and leave him there.

He realized then that she was bent over him, and that his own efforts to disentangle himself were simply getting in her way. She pulled a scissors down from the peg board and cut the string and twine as he pulled off his shoes, dumping the debris out onto the floor. He struggled to his feet finally and opened the bench drawer, silently pulling out the Coke bottle, which was half full of cigarette butts. The fishbowl contained a few wet stones lying on a bed of dirt. He set both of them into the open bread box and started to shut the lid, noticing then that the overhead light glinted on a single penny lying in the back corner of the box.

For a time he stood staring at it. “A penny,” he said to Peggy.

“I see it,” she said. “I guess it’s your lucky day.”

“Yeah,” he said. He reached into his pocket and brought out Mrs. Fortunato’s coin purse, snapped it open, picked up the penny, and dropped it inside. Then he closed the bread box and shoved it into the garage trash can, putting the lid on after it.

Together they went out into the night, walking the two blocks to Mrs. Fortunato’s house, which was dark and closed up. He laid the purse and its penny on the welcome mat, and the two of them walked home again.
  

small houses
 

the windows in the tiny wooden house faced east and west so as to get the most out of the sunlight, which was filtered by avocado leaves the year around. And it was in the west window that Johnson now placed an empty fishbowl: sparkling clean, its gravel rinsed, its glass walls wiped clean of algae—not a bowl at all, strictly speaking, but a three gallon lidless cube salvaged from a chemistry laboratory. In the height of the summer, which was by now two months gone, the sun crossed the sky almost overhead, and the house was illuminated by leafy sunlight through a bank of windows under the shallow eaves, but in the autumn the sun fell away again in the direction of the ocean, and the interior grew dim, so that Johnson needed a lamp to read by even at midday.

With the turning of the seasons he shifted the fish bowl around the small room, because he took a keen enjoyment in the rays of sunlight that rippled in the clear water and shone through the translucent green leaves of the waterweeds. It occurred to him now that a competent engineer might have designed the house to spin on a sort of lazy-susan platform, like a rotating stage in a theater, so that it could be moved on its axis to take advantage of natural light.

But he was no engineer; he was at best a carpenter, or had been before he retired. He had built the house in the avocado tree forty years ago out of redwood fence lumber, setting it not on the tree branches themselves, but within them, resting it on posts fixed in concrete pilings. In the years since, the tree limbs had bent and bowed and draped around and over the rough-cut wooden walls and roof as if to embrace them. As time passed and the foliage thickened, the natural light had dwindled, which was to be expected, since that was the way with everything.

Johnson had made a few additions and changes to the treehouse in more recent years—in the years, that is to say, following Myrtle’s death on the eve of their anniversary—enclosing the posts to make a garden shed of the space below, and more recently digging a trench across the back yard to pipe in water and electricity and to pipe out sewage, turning the treehouse into something more livable. He had enclosed a cold water shower, too, the kind of thing that he couldn’t have done when Myrt was alive, nor would have had any need to do, except as an antidote for idle hands.

He emptied bottled water into the fishbowl now, filling it to within an inch of the top, and then, in the bucket on the floor, he swirled debris out of the waterweeds before wiggling them down into the gravel in the bottom of the bowl, burying the lead weight wrapped around the base of the clump. Beside the greenery he placed a porcelain castle with an arched tunnel. Even if a man couldn’t live in his castle, he could at least pass through it from time to time. He bent over the bucket again to net out the fish, a Chinese telescope moor, uncommonly fat and with bulging eyes. It had been Myrt who had named the fish Septimus, which was a damned good name for a fish. When he released it into the clean water, the sunlight shone on the gold stomach scales and glowed through the jet black translucent veiltail and fins, and the bowl was transformed into the living ornament it was meant to be.

. . .

It had been forty years ago that Johnson had been working in his garage shop, stacking boards and drinking coffee, when he had abruptly gotten the idea of building his own coffin, or better yet casket, just like the tattooed cannibal in the story: a simple wooden box, without the morbid shape of old-fashioned wooden coffins, that would function during his life as a toolbox. He envisioned compartments for hammers and saws and planes, for squares and levels and a set of bits and augers; cubbyholes for nails and screws and wood dough; slots and panels that could be arranged and rearranged over the passing years until, when the sun was setting at last, metaphorically speaking, he could remove the interior complications more or less altogether, leaving only a nook and a cranny for the few things, beside himself, that he wanted to take along to the afterlife.

He had instantly pictured the finished box in his head: its length, its width and depth, the arrangement of tools, the sliding panels and cubbyholes. And in that same instant he had picked out what he would take: the several books that he would want in the end, what he and Myrt liked to call their desert island books, which, along with a cribbage board, a deck of cards, a bottle of sherry, and a couple of glasses would very nearly do the trick. A bowl of popcorn suggested itself, but he couldn’t see any way to make it work.

. . .

The fish moved lazily around its kingdom now, going to the surface to gulp air, swimming awkwardly in its obese way, peering myopically out at the world. “Why two glasses?” he asked the fish aloud, watching it wiggle its way through the arch of the castle. “In case rigor mortis should set in,” he answered, laughing shamelessly at the old joke.

Watching the fish swim through the clear water, he noticed a gently moving reflection in the glass itself now, although when he tried to make it out it disappeared. When he looked beyond it again, focusing on the now-hovering fish, the reflection reappeared, a shadowy bending motion, as of someone reaching down into a trunk or a box to retrieve something, and then standing and turning away. He looked behind him, and through the window saw that a limb from the avocado tree was bowing in the afternoon breeze, but he could see nothing in it that suggested the reflection in the glass. When he turned back to the bowl, Septimus was still hovering in the water beyond the open arch of the castle, looking back out at him, but the sun seemed to strike the glass from a slightly lower angle, and the reflection was gone.

. . .

On that morning forty years ago he had come into the kitchen for another cup of coffee, where he found Myrtle washing dishes at the sink. In an ill-thought-out rush of enthusiasm he had told her about the “box,” as if she would be placated by the euphemism. She hadn’t even looked up: no shock of horror, no gasp of surprise, certainly no notion that his idea had any value. She had simply gone on with the dishes as if she hadn’t heard him. He laughingly mentioned the two glasses and the sherry in order to work the rigor mortis joke on her and lighten the leaden silence, but it hadn’t helped, and her wordless dismissal of the subject had lasted the rest of her life.

Afterward he had gone walking by himself in the neighborhood, designing the fine points of the box in his head: the joinery and the finish, how he would cleat the outside with cross members, top and bottom both, to keep the planks from cupping over the years. He had some heavy brass screws that would make a nice pattern against the oiled oak. Beyond the exposed screws, however, and the finger-jointed corners and the cleating, there would be no ornamentation at all. When it came to the afterlife, fancy gewgaws were like coals to Newcastle, or worse, shameless marks of vanity. The same could be said about a toolbox, which was meant to be functional rather than decorative.

On his walk he had gone some distance beyond his usual haunts, and could not recognize the name of the tree-shaded street that he found himself on. He was on the point of turning around to retrace his steps when he saw an open garage door. In the dim interior a sheet of plywood was set up across a couple of big cardboard boxes. Odds and ends of old junk lay on the floor, and although there was no sign posted, and no one visible inside, from the look of things it was pretty clearly a garage sale. He stepped in out of the sunlight, and right off he found a half dozen things to buy: a keyhole saw, an old bottle jack, some heavy brass strap hinges for a nickel a throw that even back then were worth five bucks. They were more showy than a piano hinge, but they were solid enough to work first rate on the casket lid.

At about the time he had these treasures collected, an old woman came out from inside the house with a shoe box full of barware that had seen its day. Among the muddlers and swizzle sticks and cork pullers was a single sherry glass, lead crystal etched with a likeness of Queen Isabella of Spain. The glass held perhaps three ounces, and had an octagonal base and a gold rim, the gold worn thin from long years of use. Johnson bought it at once, thinking about the afterlife again. Of course in time he would want two of them, one for himself and one for Myrt. If she made it to the next place before he did, then he would bring the glasses and the sherry and the rest of it along and catch up with her there. If he went on ahead first, then he would be ready for her when she arrived.

And of course buying the single glass right now pretty much justified his building the casket—which, he would readily admit, tempted the hell out of fate—because the single glass answered that particular superstitious dread with a counter-element of superstition: you could safely tempt fate, he reasoned, by building your own coffin, if you challenged fate to find you a matching sherry glass. Fate wasn’t always dealt the high card; like anyone else, it had to wait for the aces to come around.

Even the likeness of Queen Isabella was a kind of portent, or at least it was another piece that fit in with the growing puzzle of their lives: Myrt enjoyed a glass of sherry, a habit she had acquired years ago during their European travel, and Johnson had developed a taste for the stuff himself, at first out of deference to her. In Barcelona they had found a dusty old rectangular bottle in a market off a narrow alley, estimating from the layer of dust and from the price that the contents must somehow be remarkable. At their pension, Johnson had accidentally dropped it onto the stones of the courtyard, and the wine had certainly smelled as good as it must have tasted. Myrt had soaked the label off the shards and pressed it in a big dictionary. Much later yet—twenty years? twenty-five?—Johnson had found an identical bottle on the shelf of a Vietnamese liquor store in Little Saigon, entirely by chance, the squatty green bottle catching his eye. He had brought the wine home and given it to her with a bouquet of roses, and Myrt had dug the old label out of the dictionary to compare it.

It was still faintly scented with sherry after the long years, and had called up memories. Swept with nostalgia, Johnson had shown her the garage sale sherry glass, making up a stretcher about why and when he had bought it. Having only one of them, they had found two other glasses to toast with, and early the next morning, while Myrtle was still sleeping, he had retrieved the sherry glass from where it still sat downstairs and returned it to its lonesome double niche among the tools in the box, sliding the little protective panel door closed in front of it.

. . .

Nowadays his shop was closed up, locked with a big padlock. The few tools he needed for routine maintenance he kept below the treehouse in the renovated garden shed. The key to the shop padlock, along with his long disused house keys, also lay in a niche in the casket, or more accurately in the toolbox, since he was still living and breathing. Over these last few years he had become a man who carried with him only a single key—only the one key for the old Cadillac, which with a certain artistic foresight he’d had re-keyed a decade ago so that the ignition key and the trunk key were the same. It was true that he had a copy in a magnetic Hide-a-Key box hidden beneath the bumper, but a copy wasn’t the thing itself, and anyway the magnetic box might have lost its hold and fallen onto the roadway years ago, as often happened.

Septimus nosed the top of the water, and he pinched some flakes out of the canister of food and sprinkled them into the bowl. Someone had told him that a goldfish’s stomach was only as big as its eye, in contrast to people, whose eyes were often bigger than their stomachs. Whether any of this was true he didn’t know, but it was true that a well fed fish could easily live for a month or more without food, and for that he was grateful, because he wasn’t such a recluse as all that: if he were to pass away—when, that is to say—the postman at least would find the mail piling up in the box out front, and one thing would lead to another.

He picked up the empty bucket and went out, hauling it down the stairs that wrapped around the tree trunk and setting it in the shed below. Then he ascended the stairs again, stopping for a breather on the first landing. His heart fluttered like a small and helpless bird, and he felt the familiar faintness coming on, profound enough so that he sat down hard on the plank stair and focused all of his energy simply on the moment, on his own being and on the sun-dappled shadows that moved roundabout him. He leaned his head against the railing post, breathing in the scent of weathered redwood mingled with the sharp bay leaf smell of dead avocado leaves. After a time the pain in his arm faded and he stood up again, got his bearings, and climbed to the tiny verandah, where he entered the small house, stepping onto the little piece of Turkish carpet and lying down on the bed. He gazed again at the sunlit fishbowl, listening to the rustling of leaves in the afternoon wind. It occurred to him now that his existence had largely been that of a beachcomber on the lookout for seashells and flotsam, finding lucky odds and ends by chance up near the high tide line, as he had found the first sherry glass or the second bottle in the market, and that although the swiftly passing days were slipping away from him at last, they hadn’t failed to cast up their small bounty of souvenirs. He closed his eyes finally and drifted off to sleep, the noise of the wind dwindling in his ears.

He awakened when the sun was lower in the sky, and the small room had gotten dim. He lay peacefully, watching the curious shadowy movement in the glass of the goldfish bowl again, and again there was something about the movement that didn’t look like leaves and branches at all, that had something of a human shape and purpose, like successive moving images of someone, or an infinity of someones, returning again and again to perform a small task, bending and reaching and straightening up like the staccato moving images in an endlessly repeated film strip.

Johnson’s heart had evened out again, although he still felt weak. He stood up, getting his sea legs under him, and clicked on the gooseneck lamp that lit the fishbowl. At once the moving shadows disappeared, the illuminated glass harboring no reflections. There were a couple of hours at most before dark, and he had some little distance to travel before he could sleep—not miles to go, like the poet, but if he was any judge of the ocean, the tide was making, and wouldn’t wait for him any more than it would wait for the next man. He descended the stairs and entered the garden shed, where he lifted his carpenter’s tools out of the box, laying them carefully on the several shelves lining the wall. He found his house key at the bottom and put it into his pocket along with the key to the Cadillac, then walked out onto the back lawn, finding with unexpected happiness that the autumn sun had a certain amount of warmth in it. The fig tree was shedding enormous yellow leaves, one of which drifted to the ground beside him as if to illustrate the passing of the season.

He crossed to the carport, looking at the closed-up house, the clapboards layered with dust, and he swung open the little gate, heading out toward the front sidewalk, closing the gate behind him. He opened the driver’s side door on the Cadillac, leaned in, and slipped the key into the ignition, then closed the car up. Out front, the neighborhood was going about its usual Sunday afternoon business. He waved cheerfully at a neighbor, who, after a seemingly puzzled moment, waved back at him, and he stood for a moment to watch a dozen crows hard at work in the branches of a pecan tree across the street, the broken husks of the pecans littering the sidewalk below, staining the concrete with brown streaks as they had done every autumn without fail.

He turned to look at the front of his house, taking it all in: the broad front porch with its rusted porch lamp and swing with rusted chains, the overgrown bushes in the flowerbeds, the big glass picture window with dusty and sun-faded curtains long ago drawn across it. He climbed up onto the porch and fitted the key into the doorknob, pushed the door open, and, after locking the door behind him again, walked into the kitchen, breathing in the dusty, closed-up scent of the place. He half expected the kitchen clock to have stopped at some defining moment, but it hadn’t, and the seconds ticked away as ever. The clock was a white porcelain Delft affair with blue Dutch children wearing wooden shoes standing in front of a blue Dutch windmill—something Myrt had found in one of the antique shops that she had frequented downtown. The clock’s old thread-wrapped cord wasn’t in the least frayed, a testimony to better days, when the things of man were built to outlive their owners.

He had felt that way about the casket when he had built it, and he still did. Despite its destination, there was no reason that the joinery shouldn’t be tight and square and the materials first-rate. He had driven into Los Angeles, to a big lumberyard that sold hardwoods, where he had picked out quarter-sawn oak planks without any checking or splitting. They had cost him plenty, in time and money both. He had hand rubbed tung oil into the wood to finish it, renewing it every New Year’s Day through all the years since, making up excuses for the hour or so he spent in the shop while Myrt watched the Rose Parade. All in all it was a shame that a man’s coffin couldn’t be left to later generations, like a well-built chair. But like the man himself, it was a piece of furniture that was meant to be buried. Time and dust, he thought, running his finger over the Formica countertop and smiling at his own joke, happen to us all.

He went into the living room now and sat down heavily on the couch to rest. Dust motes swirled in the sun rays that slanted between the window curtains, and the clock ticked away heavily, filling the house with its solemn reminder. He looked around, recalling those times when he had lived in this room every day and evening, when he had come down the stairs before dawn and turned on the lamp, when he had gone to bed at night and turned the lamp off again. His eyes were drawn to the narrow hallway that led back to Myrt’s sewing room. She had long ago hung a framed mirror on the hallway wall to give it the illusion of size, and from where he sat, looking at the mirror nearly edge-on, the glass was a confusion of shadows, which, like the ghostly reflections in the glass of the fishbowl, seemed to him to be moving. He watched curiously—seeing in it the same suggestive shape, the bowing and reaching and turning insistently repeated—and after a moment he stood up and walked toward the hallway, regarding the shadows until they faded from view and it was his own face he was looking at in the mirror.

He opened the door to the sewing room and walked in, seeing the cut-out pattern parts still lying on the long table—pieces of a shirt she had been sewing for him. The old ironing board with its ivy-decorated cloth stood against the wall in the corner. Nearby sat the silent sewing machine, and next to that the sewing cabinet that he had built with wood left over from the casket. He wondered suddenly if his building the sewing cabinet had been inspired by guilt: probably it had—but good things sometimes resulted from dubious motives, and in the end it was all one. On the opposite wall the closet door stood partway open, and he shut it now, admiring the doorknob, which was made of old leaded glass that had turned purple in the sun, another of Myrt’s antique store purchases. It had always been the loveliest doorknob in the house, and Johnson had never been the type to despise a doorknob or any other simple and unadorned thing. Taking out a handkerchief now, he wiped the glass clean of dust and peered into its transparent depths, where he saw once again the familiar shadowy movement. Knowing that the room behind him was still, the curtains drawn across the windows, he abandoned the idea that what he saw was a reflection. It was rather the presence of something, or of someone.

He turned slowly, expecting he knew not what, and for a brief moment there appeared on the wall behind the sewing cabinet the same moving shadow, which dimmed and disappeared in the moment that his mind acknowledged what it was—the shadow, or perhaps the shade, of a woman opening the lid of the sewing cabinet and removing something from inside—or else putting something there. He stepped to the box, put his own hand on the dusty wooden pull, and opened it. There, lying among bobbins and spools of thread, lay a small package wrapped in white paper and a ribbon and bow. There was a card attached, the corner of its envelope slid through the ribbon.

It was an anniversary card from Myrt, undelivered. Clearly she had hid the package in the sewing chest, waiting for the day of their anniversary. He read the card twice and put it into his pocket, and then slipped the ribbon off the box and pulled the paper loose, balling it up and tossing it into the trash. Inside the box was a tissue-wrapped gift the size of his hand. He hesitated, stopping to catch his breath, to listen once more to the now-muted ticking of the clock. Slowly he removed the tissue, finding inside a sherry glass identical to the first: the same etching, the gold rim, the octagonal base. …

Carrying the glass he walked back out into the hallway, across the living room, and into the kitchen again. He opened the cabinet that held the few bottles that he and Myrt had kept for company, and took out the square bottle of sherry, put away at the rear of the shelf since that first toast when he had brought it home from the Vietnamese market.

At the back door he hesitated for a moment, leaning his weight against the wall and looking back one last time, before tossing the house key onto the kitchen floor and closing the locked door forever behind him.

When he stepped into the sheltered darkness of the garden shed, the casket was a long shadow on the low saw-horses that supported it. He had always noticed that there was a time right at dusk when, even with the lights on, things were darker than they would be a half hour hence, when it was night, and this was surely such a time. He set the bottle and glass down and leaned against the casket itself, catching his breath for a moment before going on, letting his eyes adjust, wanting to get through this in what was left of the light of day.

Earlier he had emptied the tools out of the box, and now he slowly and carefully disassembled the various notched-together panels that had defined its useful existence, laying the wooden dividers behind him until the casket contained only the built-in compartments, most of which already held his afterlife accoutrements. He slipped the bottle down into its own narrow space and the sherry glass into its niche, and just like that the thing was finished. He stood for another moment regarding it. The cribbage board and the deck of cards were one of the travel sets they had used early in their marriage, and he found that they were only barely familiar to him now. He took the plastic wrap off the first of the books, Priestly’s The Good Companions, and riffled the pages, finding an old postcard bookmark with a picture of Yosemite Valley on it. The sight of the card made him think of the label on the first sherry bottle, still pressed in the dictionary inside the house, and for a moment he regretted the loss of the house key. But the label wasn’t useful, really. It was mere nostalgia, and there wasn’t a lot of room for nostalgia in a casket. The idea almost made him laugh, but his heart began to skip and flutter, and abruptly he found himself sitting on the floor, looking up at the tarnished brass screws in the wooden cleats that crisscrossed the bottom of the box.

He realized that he had passed out, and he sat there recovering for a minute before he hauled himself heavily to his feet and made his unsteady way back outside, looking up into the sky. There was still enough sunlight in the west to call it dusk, and a scattering of fleecy white clouds made the sky above the sunset look interminably deep. He rested three times ascending the treehouse stairs, and used both hands to turn the doorknob. He was tempted to lie down on the bed for a breather, but he knew it was unlikely he would rise again.

Septimus bumped around as usual, looking for food, and Johnson fed him again, a healthy pinch, deciding to leave the light on over the bowl. He looked around him one last time, then bent over to straighten the covers on the bed. “Well …” he said out loud, but he couldn’t find any useful way to finish the thought. Sentimental old fool, he thought. Myrt had called him that more than once, and apparently she’d been just as right as rain. Closing the door behind him, he went back down the stairs, haltingly, holding on tight to the rail and planting his feet carefully.

In the shed he realized that his mind was made up, and had been since Myrt had shown him where to find her anniversary gift. It had been a day of indecision, but the second sherry glass had finished the forty year job of putting together the casket and had made the way clear to him at last. He removed the bottle and the two glasses now and set them on the closed bottom half of the lid. A clutching pain shot down his left arm, and he held his chest, stopping dead still and closing his eyes until it receded to a dull ache. He had to use his teeth to pull the cork from the bottle, and his right hand shook when he poured the two glasses full.

“Over the river,” he said, carrying the first of the glasses to his lips and draining it. He winked at Queen Isabella, and then threw the glass against the wall of the shed, where it shattered and fell. He picked up the second glass, raised it in a silent toast, and drank it too, and then, using up what was left of his strength, he hurled the glass after the first, the shards scattering among the others on the floor. A weight as vast and as heavy as the sky and earth together seemed to be crushing his chest as he fumbled the cork back into the bottle and put it back into the casket.

But now he was free to go, out at last into the waning sunlight. His breath came in shallow gasps as he tottered across the yard and sat down hard in the open air among the fallen fig leaves, resting his back against the tree trunk, the evening clouds and the first stars turning far far above him in the sky, and the wind rustling the foliage around his small house, hidden now within that leafy darkness. The glow of the fish bowl shone as ever through the shifting foliage, casting its dim light out into the night.
  

the trismeaistus club
 

the Vicar’s Bookshop lay in Avebury, not far from the churchyard, and was built of the same stone and oak as the church itself, with heavily mullioned windows and a roof of weathered slates that would soon need work. A leaky roof isn’t a good companion for books, and there was a ring the color of weak tea in the plaster ceiling over the counter, ever so slightly expanded by this year’s rains. Whether the time-dilapidated roof would outlast Ian Henley, the owner of the shop, was a good question. He was feeling dilapidated himself these days. He didn’t care much about the money that the repairs would cost, but he cared very much about the upset—nearly as much as he cared about his books, although not quite. And anyway, in his will he had left the shop lock stock and barrel to his nephew Jack, who could fix the Vicar’s roof himself if it mattered to him. If it didn’t, the boy would probably sell the shop and pass the leaky roof on to someone else, and, being dead, Ian Henley would be none the wiser.

The bookshop—Henley’s home in recent years—had in fact been a vicarage in the distant past, and it was ideally situated, looking out across a gap in the hills toward where the standing stones shone now in the moonlight, the road a dark ribbon winding around past the West Kennett Long Barrow, past wheat fields and lonesome farm houses. Three wings had been added to the building over the years, so that the shop comprised more than a dozen wainscoted rooms, with wall-hung shelves and with easy chairs for the leisure of the customers. Books occupied most of the rooms, and aside from the kitchen and bathroom, Henley kept only a couple for himself. He found that he didn’t need much space for living these days, now that his life had narrowed. He kept a guest room with a made-up bed and a small bathroom of its own, but he’d had no guests in several years and wasn’t likely to anytime soon.

Henley sat now in Ghosts and Houses, the largest of his several rooms of specialized books, almost all of these having to do with supernatural subjects—ghost stories and allegedly true accounts of hauntings and paranormal phenomena—nearly two thousand volumes that spilled over into a doorless closet and into an antechamber that had once been a large dressing room. The antechamber also contained Henley’s collection of unframed etchings and photographs of English houses, many of which photographs his wife Iris had taken in their travels.

Henley looked at his watch, set his book down, filled one last pipe full of tobacco, tamped it, and lit it, drawing the smoke in contentedly. At his age he was damned if his doctor was going to make him feel guilty about indulging in simple pleasures. But this was his last pipe; it was late in the evening, and tomorrow would be a long and busy day. He had contracted to pick up a small library from an old gentleman in Little Comberton—or rather from the old gentleman’s daughter, the old gentleman himself having passed on—enough of a library for him to have to borrow a small lorry from the museum rather than make six trips back and forth in the Morris. The man hadn’t been dead more than a week, but the daughter was evidently in a tearing hurry to sell off the estate, and she had agreed to let Henley have the library at a fire-sale price. In fact he hadn’t done quite this well all at one stroke since he and Iris had set up the bookshop twenty-odd years ago. Why he was still buying books in quantity he couldn’t quite say, because at seventy-two, and with his precarious heart, he ought to be at the downhill stage of things, his estate-buying days over. Earlier in the day he had twice taken a nitroglycerin tablet to head off episodes of a particularly suffocating angina, and even now he felt the phantom tightness in his chest and jaw, lurking there like an assassin.

The book business was all Henley knew or had ever known. Certainly he knew it far better than he had known the business of being a husband, which he had come to fairly late in life when he had married Iris and moved to England. It was merely a happy chance that she had walked into his first shop in Vancouver, one thing leading to another in the changeable days that followed. He had been a younger man then, with the fire and stamina necessary to pull up stakes and move, and to do it for love. But as the poet said, way leads on to way, and Iris’s death only ten years later had left him alone and far from Canada and the life he had left behind. The truth was, however, that he hadn’t left much behind at all, except a lonely bachelorhood, which is exactly what had been returned to him upon Iris’s death. In the years that followed his marriage, Wiltshire had become his home, and in the past ten years he had lost all desire to return to Canada or to do any sort of traveling, especially without Iris to travel with him. New places were empty of interest to him. Old places were golden with nostalgia, but were lost to him now that Iris was gone and his life with her was a memory.

Another writer had said that with a good book in his hand, a man is never alone, or something of that nature, and the sentiment was no doubt at least partly true. The part of it that wasn’t true, however, loomed a little larger and darker as the years passed, and he more and more often thought of Iris and their life together, and although he could still lose himself in a book, he lost less of himself, and his mind was more often content to wander alone through old memories instead. And it was ironic, too, that largely out of sentiment he had managed to buy the libraries of dead friends, so that he was surrounded not merely by books, but by books that called up further memories, as if the shop itself were a churchyard and the books were paper and ink headstones.

When he stood up now to go to bed he spotted an out-of-place book lying on top of a shelf in the antechamber. It was a copy of one of Britnell’s Catalogue: he recognized the blue cloth and gold print on the spine of the narrow, oversized binding. He kept the old catalogues behind the counter, where customers couldn’t get at them, and yet here one was, moved from its spot and relocated. …

Curious, he stepped across to have a look. He picked up the catalogue and found that there was an etching slipped into it, and he saw straight off that it marked a page that advertised the very etching that marked the page: “978.—Unknown. Interesting mezzotint: View of a manorhouse, early part of the century.” Which would be the last century, he thought, but then he caught himself: century before last, although it hardly seemed possible. The picture was long ago dimmed with time and sunlight. That it was more than one hundred and fifty years old added little to its value. The catalogue listed it as framed, and he could see an unfaded border around the print, so it had lost the frame somewhere along the line. Both the etching and catalogue sat atop a volume of stories by M. R. James—a book from the library of his old friend Lambert Swann. He picked up the collection, and it fell open to a page with the corner folded down. The story at the folded page was titled “The Mezzotint” and he sat down curiously and read the story through, his mind increasingly gripped by wonder. The plot involved both the imaginary history of the etching on the table beside him and the very edition of Britnell’s catalogue that he had found the etching tucked into.

He found that he was oddly disturbed when he completed the story, and not only because the story itself was disturbing, but because of the puzzle of how the items had come to be gathered together and moved into the antechamber. Not only were the three pieces so closely connected as to be almost fabulous, but someone had known about the connection and deliberately gone to the trouble of searching them out, which must have taken an inordinate amount of time and attention.

Perhaps that someone had been thinking about stealing the pieces, but then had abandoned the idea and the pieces themselves and fled. But how, Henley wondered, had the would-be thief smuggled the catalogue from its place behind the counter and into the antechamber? Henley himself sat behind the counter during store hours, so it was unlikely that such meddling would have gone unseen. His mind spun with unlikely possibilities. He couldn’t recall having looked into Britnell’s at all in years; surely he himself hadn’t gathered these three pieces together, set them aside, and forgotten about them …?

… unless of course he had. His memory was a wreck, especially his short-term memory, something the doctor blamed on his bad heart and the congested plumbing that went along with it. His memory of the past was undiminished, though, and he often wished that the reverse were true. The past could be a burden, especially if it had been a happy past, and so there was more to regret about its passing. As it was, if his memory went, he himself would become the burden as he declined with age, and that was something he didn’t like to contemplate.

He rejected that entire line of reasoning. He himself hadn’t been the culprit. This had taken some work—a knowledge of the items in the catalogue and possibly hours of poring over the stock of photos and etchings, and all on the monstrously unlikely chance that the mezzotint would be among them. If he himself had gone to that trouble but couldn’t remember having done so, then he was clearly so far off his rocker that solving the mystery was beyond his capacity anyway.

He thought about his regular customers. There was Mrs. Beckett, a thin, wizened woman who stopped in regularly but almost never bought anything. She had the habit of removing books only to blow the dust off the top and then replace them, rarely even reading the title, but as far as Henley could make out she was a harmless old crank. Certainly she wouldn’t have trespassed behind the counter to get at the catalogues. There were a couple of local boys who were enthusiastic about the subject matter in the ghost room, but again, he couldn’t imagine when they’d have found the leisure to peruse the Britnell’s catalogues, or to give a damn about them in the first place.

Suddenly weary of speculating, he picked up his pipe and can of tobacco, switched out the light and went out into the front room where he laid everything on the countertop. Johnson, the shop watchdog, was asleep on the rug in the center of the floor, breathing heavily and twitching his feet, evidently engaged in a dream. A week ago Henley had found Johnson wandering on the highway and had taken him back to the shop, advertising in the newspaper and putting up signs around the village. To Henley’s relief, no one had claimed him, for if ever there was a dog built for a bookshop, it was Johnson. He was apparently some variety of vastly overgrown pug or misshapen bulldog—a hairy, wall-eyed creature, very stout and immensely comical. His evident likeness to Samuel Johnson had brought the name to Henley’s mind, especially since Henley had for the past ten years kept a cockatoo named Boswell in the shop, despite the bird’s occasional savage treatment of the stock.

Above Johnson’s sleeping form Boswell sat on a heavy perch, which hung by two chains from a block and tackle mechanism affixed to the roof beam. A rope, which Henley had rigged to raise and lower the perch, led from the block to a halyard over the window and then dropped to a little iron bollard on the wainscot where he could tie it off. Boswell opened one eye now and regarded him for a moment, and then shut the eye again and dozed off.

Henley went out through the kitchen and opened the rear door, blocking it open with a dictionary. Before the season turned he would have a doggy door installed so that Johnson could go in and out as he pleased, but for the past few days he had simply left the door cocked open all night, taking advantage of the fine summer weather and letting Johnson avail himself of the fenced back garden. He emptied a carton of yogurt into Johnson’s bowl and broke some Carr’s oatmeal biscuits into it. Tomorrow he would buy some proper dog food when he went through town.

From his bedroom he heard Boswell’s sudden raucous squawking at the front of the shop, and then the word “wolf!” shouted three times in rapid succession, after which the bird fell silent. Yesterday Henley had thought Boswell was attempting to bark like a dog, perhaps encouraged by Johnson, but then it had dawned on him that the bird was literally crying wolf, which was much more in keeping with Boswell’s usual style. His vocabulary was made up almost entirely of wild alarms, but it was only this week that he had mastered this new one, getting the intonation down perfectly. Who had taught it to him Henley couldn’t say: certainly he himself hadn’t, although he had his suspicions about the ghost room boys. If they were secretly teaching Boswell new words, however, they were very damned secretive about it, and so far the bird hadn’t taken to profanity, which was a small blessing.

Johnson wandered into the bedroom now, his muzzle smeared with yogurt, and lay down on the rug, regarding Henley uneasily “It’s nothing,” Henley said to him, pouring himself a glass of whiskey. “He’s all talk. You’d best just ignore him.” He switched on the reading lamp beside his chair, sat down with a book, and tasted the whiskey. Some time ago he had given up Laphroaig in favor of Talisker, which meant that he wasn’t too old a dog to learn a new trick, and he swirled the amber liquid in his glass for a moment, breathing in the smoky vapors. It was true, though, that he couldn’t drink much, whether he wanted to or not, because his head wouldn’t stand it and because his doctor forbade it.

“Doctors is all swabs,” he said to Johnson, quoting Billy Bones, and he opened the volume on the table—a collection of epigrams bound in green cloth with embossed vines and flowers in the arts and crafts fashion popular early in the last century. He had kept the book out of the collection he had purchased from Swann’s estate. There was a bookplate on the inside cover: “From the library of Lambert Swann.” Seeing it brought to Henley’s mind his acquaintance with the man, which had been quite pleasant. Iris and Henley had been at Niagara Falls, honeymooning, and had met Swann at the hotel, where they had eaten a couple of meals together. Henley realized that his memory of those days had grown a little dim, and that some of the memories were in fact not actual memories at all, but were left over from conversations he’d had with Iris over the years since—recollections of that happy time, and perhaps recollections of the recollections, the events themselves having receded into the mists. He could recall Swann’s face quite clearly, though. He and Iris had stopped in to visit him up in Windermere, and he had always intended to return, but time had passed and it hadn’t happened, something that he still felt guilty about. Swann had lived alone, with his books and a view of the lake, and in their correspondence Henley had come to understand that the man was essentially lonely. It was because of that correspondence that Henley had still been in the picture two years ago when Swann died, and in a position to wind up with his collection of ghost books.

He opened the book of epigrams at random and read the first line on the page: “… we have heard the mermaids singing, and know that we shall never see dry land any more.” Henley closed the book. Dry land, he thought, and he tried to remember when he had set out on this particular cruise, the last he would make. He poured himself a second glass of Scotch now, said, “Cheers,” to poor old Swann, and took a generous sip. Before he had read much further, though, his head nodded and he fell asleep in his chair with his reading glasses on and the book in his lap.

. . .

Johnson raised his head, perking up his ears, and listening curiously as Henley snored in his chair. “Assassin!” Boswell shouted from the front of the shop, a little too shrill to be convincing. Henley slept on undisturbed. After a moment Johnson stood up, watched Henley’s sleeping form for another moment, and then trotted away down the hall.

. . .

The Little Comberton heiress turned out to be more pleasant than Henley had anticipated, and when she asked him to stay for supper he felt absolutely guilty that he had thought badly of her. Easy money had nothing to do with her haste in getting rid of her father’s things: she simply didn’t want to live with them—too many dusty memories. He understood that well enough. After supper he found it hard to work up a second wind, but he was damned if he wanted to stretch this into tomorrow, and so he pitched in resolutely, filling cartons and hauling them out. After a couple of hours of it he was compelled to swallow a nitroglycerine tablet, and he thought again about giving it up—what the doctor would order—but he was too close to finishing, and so he worked on, and it was midnight by the time he was back on the road, wearily heading south. Outside Evesham he fell asleep at the wheel, but woke up to the sound of a horn honking and pulled the lorry back into the lane. He was utterly worn out—a danger to the world. Without a second thought he turned off the highway and into the lot of an inn where a light was still burning. As usual, he had blocked open the rear door back at the shop, and had left a torn up ham sandwich and a pile of chips for Johnson, who would have to get along for better or worse without him tonight.

. . .

Johnson went out through the open door and made a circuit of the moonlit garden, peering into the shrubbery here and there but finding nothing very interesting aside from an indifferent hedgehog that stepped out from the bushes and hurried out through the fence pickets without looking back. Johnson sniffed after it and then watched it disappear into the high grass beyond. He turned and padded back toward the door, nosing it farther open and entering the shop, where he stopped to look into his empty food bowl, staring at it for a time as if in hope that another ham sandwich might appear there. He moved on to the water bowl where he refreshed himself, and then headed toward Boswell’s room where there was a heavy braided rug on the floor. He paused abruptly in the doorway, though, the fur on his neck and back standing up, and he growled low in his throat.

The room was dimly lit with a foggy glow and was occupied by four men, one of them standing at the counter, two sitting, and one browsing through the books. Through another door, with a sign over it that said “Ghosts and Houses,” yet another man could be seen moving both his hands like an orchestra conductor, an orchestra that was playing something very slow and ponderous. There was the smell of pipe tobacco in the air and also of whiskey, and an open decanter sat on the wood and glass counter. Next to it a can of Dunhill Nightcap tobacco lay open.

“Here’s the creature now,” one of the sitting men said. “Look at that flattened face, Algernon. Apparently he was born in a stiff wind.”

“Dogs are sensitive beasts, Swinton. Take care what you say to it. And your own face isn’t any sort of prize, either. Here, boy.” Algernon made a clicking sound, and Johnson turned his head and peered into the room, then took a tentative step forward.

“I was actually considered quite good-looking in my day,” Swinton said. Swinton was short and heavy-set, almost round, with shaggy eyebrows and a formidable nose. “In fact many people have told me that I looked a little like Edward VII in his prime.” There was a wheeze of laughter from the direction of the counter, and Swinton looked up sharply at Patrick Clemens, the man standing there, who was now waving his hand over the top of the whiskey decanter as if performing an incantation.

Patrick bent forward and breathed in a lungful of fumes. “Water of life,” he said, looking across at the man looking through the books. “Come over here and take a snort, Algernon.”

“I never could stand the taste of it.” My old dad drank it by the quart, but I never developed the habit. I was strictly a beer man.” He bent closer to a shelf of books, reading the faded titles on the spines.

“Come here, young fellow,” Swinton said to Johnson, and he held out his hand, waggling his fingers. Johnson approached skeptically.

“Thieves!” Boswell shouted from his perch, and Johnson, apparently taking it as a warning, stopped and looked up at the ceiling. Boswell strode across to a food dish attached to the perch, took out a peanut, cracked it neatly, nibbled the peanut out, and dropped the shell, which landed in an enormous flat brass basin that hung suspended below the perch. “Arson!” he said.

“Ghosts!” Swinton shouted back, and then summoned Johnson again, and this time the dog walked to the foot of the heavily upholstered chair that Swinton sat in. Johnson looked around uneasily. “He needs a good brushing, I’d say. Quite a coat for something that looks like a demented bull-dog.”

“More like hair than fur, isn’t it?” Algernon observed. “There must have been a spaniel in the woodpile.”

Patrick wafted whiskey fumes into his face again. “Some people think that he looks like Edward VII.”

“No doggy brush lying around?” Swinton asked, ignoring him.

John Lanyon, the man sitting near the window, in the chair opposite Swinton, looked up from his book. “Henley’s only just had him a week,” he said.

“Look here,” Algernon said abruptly, pointing at a shelf. “This set of Gaboriau was mine—nearly all that’s left of the lot that Gwen sold to Henley. Henley moved most of the collection to that pig Whiting, out in Chiswick.

“Whiting!” Swinton said derisively. “Now there was a pickpocket.”

“Do you know that we used to call him ‘hogfish?” Algernon said. “Not to his face, of course.”

“And now the man’s got your books,” Swinton said. “There’s justice for you. I can’t read French mysteries at any rate. Too tedious for me. Too many people dying of love. When it comes to mysteries I stay close to home. Henley’s got most of my books in Science and Nature, but I suppose he’ll sell them off to your man Hogface before it’s over.”

“Anything in the astronomy line?” Algernon asked.

“Insects. Illustrated and pre-twentieth century volumes on lepidoptera mainly Quite a nice collection, I seem to recall. Funny how you lose interest in things you had an earthly passion for, isn’t it—the books and the bugs?”

“It’s just as well,” Lanyon said. “You also lose a certain regret for the passing away of those things, which is a blessing.”

“Poor old Swann doesn’t seem to have lost much of either one.”

They looked through the doorway into Ghosts and Houses where their friend pored earnestly over the books, so apparently caught up in his study that he was oblivious to them. There seemed to be an aura around him that faded and then brightened feebly again like a battery running down.

“The books were all he had,” Lanyon said. “The rest of us were luckier.” There was a pause in the conversation, as if the comment had silenced them. After a long moment Lanyon asked, “Are we going out tonight? Perfect weather for it, I should think.”

Algernon moved to the window and looked out into the darkness. “I say we do. What time do you have, Lanyon?”

Lanyon looked at his pocket watch. “Nearly one.”

“Will we ask Swann?” Patrick gestured toward the farther room. “Maybe he’d fancy a stroll, just to kill the time.”

“I shouldn’t think so,” Lanyon said. “He’s past that sort of lark. He’ll be moving on soon, I should think.”

Swinton laughed abruptly, looked up, and then laughed again. “I’ve got a fine idea,” he said. “Before we go out, let’s give this beast a coiffure. He’s a challenge, but nothing we haven’t faced before. What do you think, Algernon?”

“I think it’s a first rate idea, but make it quick for God’s sake. I’m feeling boxed up suddenly, and I’d like to take the air.” He glanced at Swann again, as if the sight of the old man’s activities disturbed him.

Swinton passed his hand over Johnson’s back, raising the hair in a broad line. Then he moved the fingers of his hand in a little grasping motion, like a spider on a mirror, twirling a patch of hair on the dog’s back into a neat little ringlet and laying it flat. Johnson peered around suspiciously, but wasn’t evidently unhappy.

“Cannibals!” Boswell hollered from his perch. He strode back and forth excitedly, hung upside down, and swiveled his head back and forth.

“Ghosts!” Swinton shouted. “Hogfish!” He made another gesture at the dog’s back, this time as if he were playing the piano one-handed. An inch-long line of hairs parted, exposing Johnson’s hide, which was pink. Swinton added another ringlet and then another part, and was very soon lost in his work, both of his hands moving nimbly, like a hula dancer’s. Johnson lay down on the rug, put his head on his paws, and fell asleep.

. . .

Henley drove the lorry across the North Down, the road virtually empty of cars. He felt rumpled and dog tired, having slept badly at the inn, where the mattress was apparently stuffed with lengths of chain. He had awakened so many times during the night that he had finally simply gotten up and left, and even now it wasn’t much past five in the morning. The moon hovered just a thread’s width above the horizon: in another moment it would be gone. Tomorrow night that same moon would be diminished, Henley thought, and soon it would pass away into darkness and all that darkness implied.

His stomach rumbled suddenly, fishing his thoughts out of the slightly morbid pool they’d started to sink into, and his mind turned to coffee and to Johnson, who had no doubt spent a more comfortable night of it than he had. Probably Johnson wouldn’t have any interest in coffee, although he might be keen on coffee creamer.

He rounded Silbury Hill as the top of the sun rose above the white chalk horse on Pewsy Vale, generating its own hopeful but generally unheeded metaphor. When Henley passed the henge bank with its standing stones, the lorry angling around toward Avebury village, the dawn sun shone atop the tallest of the stones, crowning it in a golden morning light.

“And the earth abideth forever,” Henley whispered, nearly home at last.

. . .

“Isn’t that Henley?” Swinton asked Algernon as the lorry sped past them. They were half a mile from Silbury Hill, and their companions, Lanyon and Patrick, were some distance ahead—two moving shades in what was left of the early morning twilight. It had been a long night, but they had done some good work. If they didn’t hurry, the sun would catch them at it, but who the hell cared, really? They weren’t vampires, after all.

“Henley’s home early,” Algernon said. “Probably worried about the dog.”

Swinton laughed. “I wish we were there to see the reunion.”

“I understood Henley to say that it was old Hoover’s library that he bought, up in Little Comberton. Lanyon knew the man fairly well. He tells me that Hoover was one hundred and three years old when he died.”

“I’m not envious,” Swinton said. “That’s too damned many years.”

“I say we browse through the new books tonight,” Algernon said.

“We could simply shelve the books for Henley,” Swinton said. “Like the elves and the shoemaker.”

“Maybe,” Algernon said doubtfully. “Except next thing you know he’ll be calling in a priest, and the dear Lord knows where we’ll find ourselves and our club meetings, just like happened at that pub full of old dead topers out in Greenwich. I’m worried about Patrick, to tell you the truth. I haven’t seen him sober after midnight for over a month. And poor Swann—he can’t keep his … hands off the books, so to speak, and he can’t remember to put them back, which reminds me that it’s too damned late for us to do anything about it if anything’s out of order right now. Henley’s already suspicious of everything being shifted around willy nilly and left lying about.”

“Well, they were Swann’s books, weren’t they?” Swinton said. “You’d think that a man has some small right of property that lingers beyond the grave. And what do you and I care about club meetings when all is said and done? We’ll go the way of poor old Swann ourselves in due time, and there’s an end to the Trismegistus Club, at least for us. Patrick might as well go out drunk, like a sailor breaking into the spirit room when the ship’s sinking. A glass for Davy Jones, you know. All things must pass, old boy, you, me, the Trismegistus Club. … Here it comes!”

The sun rose above the hills in earnest then—a bright day and a warm summer morning. In the first sunbeams that washed the road the two figures farther up the hill vanished from sight.

Swinton and Algernon parted company as the night shadows fled away, the dawn spreading out to reveal an immense crop circle spun into the field of grain on the hillside behind them. The circle was made up of series of commas or apostrophes: little pinwheels of decreasing size sweeping around in a larger arc like the tails of comets and enclosing on each of four sides a quartet of concentric rings. The field round-about was utterly untrodden, as if the circle had been woven from the air, perhaps by a spirit wind or by genies riding carpets.

. . .

Henley went in through the back door of the shop, hauling a carton of books, and at the sound of his footsteps on the floorboards Boswell hollered “Ghosts!” in a raucous voice.

“Ghosts to you, too,” Henley said, happy to see Johnson appear from the dim room beyond. Then he saw that there was something strange about the dog, an odd tangling of its fur. Henley bent over to look more closely, setting the books on the linoleum. Johnson’s fur had been … styled was the only word that came into his mind. It was uncanny—swirled around in little ringlets and circles, impossibly neatly, as if someone had labored over it. At first it appeared as if the pattern were shaved into the fur, but he could see that it hadn’t been: the strands of fur appeared to be woven, very neatly woven—braided and then laid flat.

The first thing that came into his mind was that he had to start locking the rear door. Then suddenly he wondered whether the open door—that is to say an intruder—could explain things, including the mystery of the three misplaced items that he had found night before last. It was an unlikely damned idea; thievery he could understand, but breaking in simply to move books about or to decorate a dog’s fur, that was something else again.

He realized then that there was the lingering smell of whiskey in the air, and he went into the front room and looked around suspiciously. Johnson followed him, lying down in his usual spot and looking faintly embarrassed. Boswell wasn’t on his perch, but had climbed down to the book shelves and hung now from the spine of a narrow volume of detective stories. The bird regarded Henley through a single eye, letting go with one of his claws and hanging on with the other, his body swaying back and forth.

“What’s going on, Boswell?” Henley asked the bird, but Boswell was silent now, and at any rate his answer would no doubt involve goblins or wolves or assassins, and none of those explanations seemed entirely likely.

Just then the weight of the dangling bird pulled the book he was hanging from forward and off the shelf, crashing down onto the carpet. Johnson leaped to his feet and stood gaping at Boswell, who walked across the floor with great dignity and started climbing back up another set of shelves.

Ghost … The word came into his mind, and he didn’t reject it out of hand, at least not quite. He looked around, taking stock.

The whiskey decanter sat as ever behind the counter. Its glass stopper, however, wasn’t in the neck of the decanter, but was lying on the countertop, which accounted for the fumes in the air. He returned it to the decanter, noticing then that spilled crumbs of tobacco lay next to his open can of Dunhill Nightcap, which again was puzzling. Although he wasn’t above spilling tobacco, he hadn’t actually smoked since night before last, and he recalled having wiped the counter clean yesterday morning before setting out for Little Comberton. Or at least he thought he remember doing so. On the other hand, he never twisted the lid onto the can, but simply set it on, because it was too damned difficult to remove. Possibly he had given it an inadvertent knock after wiping down the counter. …

Had someone been at his Scotch and tobacco? Boswell stepped down from a book shelf and onto his shoulder then, and immediately began nibbling at his ear lobe, muttering in the language of the cockatoo. He encouraged the bird to climb onto his forearm and then put him back onto his perch. Boswell might conceivably have made his way down to the floor, across the room, and up onto the counter in order to investigate the tobacco, which would quite likely look interestingly shreddy to a bird. But surely the creature wouldn’t be interested in the whiskey. …

A car horn beeped out on the road, and without thinking Henley glanced through the window, focusing first on the car that drove past, and then on the distant hillside wheat field out beyond the standing stones. He walked to the window and stared at it in growing disbelief. In the center of the field, glowing in the morning sun, lay an intricate crop circle. He must have driven right past it in the early morning darkness.

He looked back at Johnson, who lay on the rug with his head on his paws, and then back out the window again. There was no mistaking it: the pattern in Johnson’s fur was identical to the pattern in the wheat, although on the hillside it had been repeated several times. He stared at the circle for a long time, trying to come to grips with what this might mean, his mind grappling again with his growing collection of small mysteries and with Boswell’s strangely broadening vocabulary. …

“Hogfish!” Boswell shouted, as if reading Henley’s mind, and the unlikely although familiar nature of the word, or rather of the name, stopped Henley cold. Who on earth…? he asked out loud, looking up at the bird in disbelief. But Boswell peered back down at him inscrutably, and was silent.

. . .

Henley spent the rest of the day unloading and uncrating Little Comberton’s books, sifting out the keepers and re-boxing the chaff, until by four in the afternoon he was forced to resort to the nitroglycerine tablets again and sit down for a rest. Leaning down from his chair, he browsed idly through a newly-opened carton, stopping to take a closer look at a worn copy of a volume titled simply Mechanical Traps and How to Build Them by a man with the unfortunate name of Willis Hollis. The book was far more interesting than Henley would have guessed, being a definitive study of traps of all varieties, many of them highly improbable, and before long he found himself immersed in it.

. . .

On the library table before him lay a small and empty wooden box with a hinged lid that had once held a bottle of brandy. Next to the box lay a tube of epoxy glue, two pieces of a broken mirror that he had found in the garage, and a roll of tape. There was hole drilled through the end of the box where a rope handle had been affixed, but he had cut the handle loose and thrown it out, because what he wanted was just the box with the unobstructed hole. After referring to the book again, he squirted epoxy on one of the inside walls of the box and pressed a piece of mirror into the glue, holding it for a minute till it was set. Then he glued the other piece of mirror opposite the first one. The result seemed to him to be entirely satisfactory: if you were tiny enough to fit inside the box, the mirrors would reflect each other infinitely.

And that was it: the trap was built. It was a little like the monkey and the coconut: lure the prey into the box where it will find something so vitally interesting that it won’t go back out, even to save itself. The book suggested various sorts of bait, all having to do with the standard human vices, including, a little nastily, a pornographic photo, but he settled on pipe tobacco, just on the likelihood that he wasn’t the only … person in the shop who was fond of it. Also, he happened to have the can of Nightcap handy, which wasn’t the case with photo. He closed the box lid, taping it shut for good measure, and left it sitting on the library table.

Henley realized that once again he was dog tired—worse than tired: his heart was fluttery, and he felt weak. It had been a long damned day and night, and he was as weary as he could remember having been in a decade. His mind drifted to thoughts of retirement. It would be an easy thing to take the sign out of the window and the placard off the hooks in the yard and simply lock the door and take to his bed. But as tired as he was, the thought didn’t appeal to him. Not quite yet. He had always imagined that he would die among his books, perhaps clutching at a shelf as he toppled over, precipitating an avalanche of books that would bury him right where he lay. …

He felt the sensation of a breeze just then and what sounded like the lingering echo of a sigh. Johnson, who lay on the floor in front of him, stared intently into the corner of the room, where there was a clutter of open cartons. The curtains moved, although the window was tightly shut. Henley peered into the corner, holding his breath and listening hard for a repetition of the sigh, for any noise at all. There was nothing—nothing but a strange misty glow, like dust motes in the moonlight, taking on a shape that was vaguely human. After a moment, when the moonlight faded behind cloud shadow, the illusion evaporated, and the suspended dust appeared to rain downward into the boxes of books.

. . .

In his bedroom Henley sat down heavily on the bed. Thank God it was Sunday and the shop was closed tomorrow, because he would have to take it easy, very easy. Mrs. Cobham would come in at noon to give the place a cleaning, and she’d find it cluttered with books. But it wouldn’t be the first time, and he was simply finished—bed-raggled, as his nephew Jack used to say. Entirely bed-raggled, he thought, and fell asleep in his clothes.

. . .

“This is exactly what I was afraid of,” Algernon said. “Henley’s trapped poor Swann in the box there, and next he’ll be after the rest of us with some sort of device that he’s found in this damned book.”

“Can you blame him?” Swinton asked. The living aren’t fond of the dead except as memories.”

Algernon bent over and peered into the hole in the wooden box. Inside, a firefly light moved slowly and continually back and forth between the endless reflections, the tiny, played-out ghost of what had been Lambert Swann, searching for a door into the infinite.

“Just the last spark of earthly energy,” Lanyon said. “Watch out you don’t get lured in after him.”

Algernon straightened up, turning away from the trap and surveying the hundreds of books in cartons on the floor. “Tobacco hasn’t ever been one of my vices,” he said.

“A glass of Scotch whiskey, though—that would do it, eh, Patrick?”

“I’ve never known it to fail,” Patrick said, not looking up from his book. The Scotch decanter sat beside him on the table, open as usual.

“Watch this,” Swinton said, and he pointed at the topmost book in the box at his feet, then waggled his finger three times. The book rose into the air, opening up spine-upward, its pages ruffled by a slight wind. Slowly it sailed birdwise toward a shelf along the far wall and hovered in the air, its covers flapping languorously. Swinton gestured with his other hand, and the line of books on the shelf slid down a couple of inches, opening up a space just wide enough for the hovering book to slide in.

“Impressive,” Algernon said. And then he waved both hands at another open box and six books rose at once, each of them flitting off toward their respective places.”

“Not bad,” Swinton said. “But you’ve got them in upside down.”

“Hell,” Algernon started to say, but he was interrupted by a flickering in the corner of the room, in among a heap of open boxes. A glittery little dust devil spun up out of the books, the dust motes hanging in the air, the light within them pulsing faintly, brightening and dimming and then brightening again.

“Here’s Mr. Hoover, if I’m not mistaken,” Swinton said. “Our new member.”

The light steadied, and the swirling dust grew increasingly opaque, the suspended particles coalescing, shadow separating from shadow to form a tall, thin human figure, the features growing solid and clear. A very old man stood before them finally, looking around at first with a bewildered countenance, but then casting a suspicious eye on the four men in the room, as if they were up to something.

“John Lanyon,” Lanyon said, stepping forward and holding out his hand. “Perhaps you remember me, Mr. Hoover.”

“John Lanyon’s dead and gone this past year and half,” the man said, looking at him shrewdly.

“And you’re dead and gone, too,” Swinton said. “We’re all dead and gone.”

“Don’t be so infernally blunt,” Lanyon said to him.

“Right,” Swinton said. And then to Hoover he said, “Welcome to the Trismegistus Club. You’re now part of the … corpus. You’ve been duly elected by the fates, and nobody yet has refused his membership.”

The old man stared at Swinton now. “Who the hell are you?” he asked.

“Miles Swinton,” Swinton told him. “Erstwhile book trader.”

“Swinton’s catalogue? The insect Swinton?”

“In the flesh, figuratively speaking.”

“But you’re dead, too. You died two months ago. I heard you drowned at Blackpool.”

“I won’t deny it.”

“Algernon Brewer,” Algernon said. “London. And this is Patrick Clemens.”

“Never heard of either of you,” Hoover said.

He looked around slowly at the open cartons on the floor. “These are my books. …”

“In fact they are,” Swinton said. “We’re just putting them up. It passes the time, you see.”

“Did my daughter Sarah …? I mean to say …” He looked confusedly at Lanyon. “We’re all dead men, like he says?”

“Yes,” Lanyon said. “Sarah sold your books to Ian Henley—after you were gone.”

Hoover nodded his head now, as if he were coming to grips with things. Lanyon took him by the elbow and led him out into the front room, where the old man sat down in the chair by the window. “It seems like such a long time ago,” he said, and then after a moment of silence he began to weep. Lanyon gestured toward the door, and the rest of the men stepped silently out through the back kitchen and into the moonlit garden, where Johnson was on the lookout for the hedgehog.

. . .

It was just two in the morning when Henley awoke to the realization that his heart was once again fluttering like a weak bird, and that there was a sharp pain in his upper chest and left arm. This is it, he told himself, and he breathed very evenly and lay still, utterly focused on his heart, waiting for it to happen, although time passed and nothing did. He became aware as he lay there of what sounded strangely like muted weeping, and then the low muttering of voices. He pushed himself up onto his elbows finally and swung his feet off the bed, sitting up, wavering there for a moment until he found his balance. His medication was on the dresser. He tottered across to it, uncapping it and shaking out two pills, swallowing them dry.

He heard a dog bark out in the back garden, and he moved the curtains aside and looked out onto the moonlit night. Johnson stood near the shrubbery, apparently peering in at something, and beside him stood four men, engaged in conversation. Henley stared at them in wonder. They were dressed in dark suits and wore ties, as if they’d just come away from church or the theater. Clearly they weren’t house thieves.

And there was a smoky essence to them, so that they looked like half-faded old photographs. Henley couldn’t quite make out their features, although there was something in what he could see of the face of one of the men that was almost familiar to him. A hedgehog appeared just then, and Johnson followed it across the lawn. One of the men pointed at the two beasts, and Henley could distinctly hear laughter, but just the echo of it, as if it were coming to him from very far away. Then another of the men looked up at the window and pointed straight at Henley, and the other three looked, too.

Hallucination, Henley thought, pulling the curtain shut. I’m having a near-death experience. He listened for the sound of weeping again, but couldn’t any longer make it out. Nor could he say when it had stopped, or if he had really ever heard anything at all. He peered out through the curtain again, but the back garden was empty of anything but moonlight, the dog Johnson, and the solitary hedgehog.

He walked to the chair and sat down, realizing that even though the pain in his chest had diminished, he felt distinctly badly—not merely weary, but ill. Tomorrow morning he would pay a visit to the doctor, where he would have to mention hallucinating the men in the garden, just in case they were symptoms and not ghosts. But if the doctor told that he needed a bypass or some damned thing … He sat down in the chair, briefly considered the bottle of Talisker, rejected it as being too late—or rather too early—and instead doggedly lit his pipe. If he dropped dead, at least he would have had one last smoke.

. . .

Hoover still sat in the corner, caught up in his own thoughts and memories. The others knew that it would take him a while to come around, and also that he wouldn’t come around by any conscious effort or encouragement, but rather by the dwindling of regret for what he had left behind, and the certain knowledge that he was forever beyond it, like a man awakened from a long and tiring dream. In a few earthly hours the world and its toil and trouble and joy and hope would simply have ceased to concern him.

“Let’s get to work,” Algernon said. “If we’re going to be elves, we might as well stitch up some shoes.”

With that, Lanyon and Algernon went into the ghost room, and Swinton made his way to Science and Nature. Patrick announced that he would work in History and Philosophy, where, the others knew, he would spend most of his time snorting fumes from the Scotch decanter, which he had happily took with him, the levitated bottle floating along in front of him on a waft of spirit wind.

“I got the distinct feeling that Henley saw us from the window,” Algernon said to Lanyon after they’d worked for a while.

“I shouldn’t wonder. It’s very nearly his time. He’s starting to sense things that he was unaware of earlier.”

“Aren’t you just a bit envious of old Swann?” Algernon asked, glancing at the ghost trap. “I’m a little weary of making up amusements in order to kill time. The crop circles are a good lark, mind you. It’s absolutely healthy for people to be baffled once in a while, and we’ve given them some top notch bafflement, but there comes a time when it’s also good to be at an end of things that have an end to them.” As he spoke, he waved at one of the open cartons, lifting half a dozen books at a time and sending them off toward various shelves. One of them sailed away into the antechamber and disappeared from view.

A series of books rose from Lanyon’s box, like stair steps and moved away one by one, finding room on the shelves.

“Very impressive,” Algernon told him, “but I’ll show you how it’s done.” He waved with both hands at his carton, which lifted entirely into the air and turned upside down, the dozen volumes inside floating out of it and moving away in all directions. Algernon conducted them with generous sweeping motions and a narrow concentration.

“Don’t over-reach yourself,” Lanyon said, and just as he uttered the warning, Johnson wandered into the room and barked in apparent amazement at the floating books. Algernon, taken unaware, flinched in surprise, and the books fell to the hardwood floor, making an amazingly loud banging noise in the still house. Out in the front room Boswell shouted, “Help! Ghosts! Murder!”

. . .

The sound of heavy objects thudding down onto the floor, followed by Boswell’s shouting, had brought Henley to consciousness, and he realized that once again he had fallen asleep in the chair. He stood up dizzily, and only just caught himself before he fell. When he was steady again he headed for the hallway, moving with slow determination. Hallucinations didn’t knock books off shelves. Boswell might pull one down now and again, but it would take a host of marauding Boswells to make the kind of racket that had awakened him.

If anything he felt even worse now that he was moving. He was out of breath, and his heart was fluttering again, and there was a hazy glow at the periphery of his vision. When he passed the door of Science and Nature the glow expanded to fill the room, as if a fog-shrouded lamp were burning within, and to his amazement he saw a three-volume set of books moving slowly through the air at head height. A voice very distinctly said, “Good evening, Henley,” and he saw what appeared to be the dark shade of a small fat man surrounded by a glowing aura. The floating books slipped into an open bit of shelf as two others arose from a box on the floor.

He heard Boswell chuckling out in the front room now, and saw Johnson step into the far end of the hallway, look at him curiously, and turn away again. Henley moved on by sheer will, steadying himself against the wall and fumbling to tie his robe shut. He looked into History and Philosophy, where his decanter of Scotch hovered tipsily, perhaps four feet off the ground, the glass stopper hanging inches above the decanter. Both of them turned in lazy circles, the amber liquid in the decanter swirling in a little maelstrom, the air heavy with the peaty smell of the whiskey. Again there was a diffused glow in the room, and again an aura that surrounded the dense shadow of someone who sat in the stuffed chair against the wall.” Cheers,” a voice said to him from the chair. Henley very nearly stepped in to secure the bottle, but he noticed out of the corner of his eye that whoever it was who haunted Science and Nature was apparently peering at him from the open door. He stepped away toward the kitchen, overwhelmed by the sensation that his chest was seized up in a vise and desperate now to find a chair of his own before he fell over.

But when he entered the front room he saw that there was still another ghost in the chair by the window—quite clearly an old man—and not merely a shadow now, but very nearly fleshed out, sitting with his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands. Henley felt an overwhelming grief in the air of the room, and without thinking he put out a hand and placed it on the man’s shoulder, but his hand passed right through, and the man didn’t look up.

Two other luminous spirits stood in Ghosts and Houses, apparently watching him. The shop was evidently alive with dead men. He distinctly heard one of them speak, suggesting to him that he sit down for the good of his heart. “Thank you,” he said, and from the doorway he looked in at the empty chair in the room and at the ghost trap that sat beside it on the table. Within the trap a tiny light burned, waxing and waning as it traveled past the aperture.

I’m dying, Henley whispered, filled with the immediate certainty of it, and in that moment his heart seized painfully in his chest and the gauzy light in the room seemed to him to expand into natural lamplight, the misty quality of it evaporating, and the man who was gesturing toward the chair was clearly his old friend John Lanyon. Henley felt a flush of happiness at seeing him, even as he toppled forward, borne down by a slow gravity, utterly unable to save himself except to clutch at a shelf of books, exerting the last of his earthly strength. The shelf gave way under his weight, and he fell to the floor, vaguely conscious of the small avalanche of books that pelted down onto him as he lay there, and then, in his last moment, of the pleasantly bookish smell of dusty paper mingled in the room with the smoky essence of whiskey and tobacco.

. . .

He awoke at night to the sound of rain. He was in Ghosts and Houses, although he had no idea how he had gotten there or what time it was or what day, and a little bit surprised to find that he didn’t care. He was wearing a suit, as if he had been meaning to go out. But if he had, he had no recollection of it. The pressure in his chest, blessedly, had subsided, and when he moved he could feel no twinge of lurking danger, and it occurred to him now that in fact he had never felt better in his life, with none of the old stiffness or achy joints. Johnson came into the room just then and looked around, cocking his head and peering at him undecidedly, as if his eyesight were weak.

“Here, boy,” Henley said, and the dog walked closer to him, stopping a foot or so away and then stretching out his neck and sniffing, regarding him suspiciously. After a moment Johnson wagged his tail.

“Ghosts!” Boswell shouted from his perch out in the front of the shop.

A figure appeared in the doorway—John Lanyon again. He smiled at Henley and turned back toward the front room. “Henley’s come round!” he said, and at that moment Henley’s nephew Jack walked into the room, carrying an arm full of books and stepping straight through Lanyon as if Lanyon weren’t there at all.

“Jack!” Henley said, happily surprised to see him, but Jack ignored him utterly, setting the books on the counter and taking a dog biscuit from his shirt pocket. He offered it to Johnson, who gobbled it up greedily, and then he picked up the books and set about shelving them.
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