


USA $24.95

{_ANADA $37.95

“Almost no one can imagine
a time or a place without the
fiction of Ray Bradbury. . . .
His stories are part of
the American language.”

—Washington Post

America has no finer teller of tales than Ray
Bradbury. For more than fifty years he has regaled us
with wonders, enchanted us with memories, and star-
tled us with simple truths, enabling us to view from
fresh perspectives the world we inhabit, and see others
we never dreamed existed.

Now the master treats us to another round—eighteen
brand-new stories and seven previously published but
never before collected—proof pesitive that his magic is
as potent as ever. Here is a rich elixir distilled from the
pungent fruit of experience and imagination, expertly
prepared by a superior mixologist whose hand is sure
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and whose eyes and ears have long taken in the shout-
ing, weeping, carping, reveling life all around him.

Sip the sweet innocence of youth, and the wisdom—
and folly—of age. Taste the warm mysteries of summer
and the bitterness of betrayed loves and abandoned
places. This glass overflows with a heady brew that will
set your mind spinning and carry you to remarkable
locales: a house where time has no boundaries; a movie
theater where deconstructed schlock is drunkenly
reassembled into art; a faraway planet plagued by an
epidemic of sorrow; a wheat ficid that hides a strangely
welcome enemy. The comivris of arguments eternal;
the addictive terror of a predavni phone call; the ghosts
of dear friends, of errant sons and lust fathers, and of
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lovers both joyously remiembered and never-to-be, are
but a few of the odients that have gone into
Bradbury’s savory cc.«'(a \. And every satisfying swallow
brings new surprises and revelations.

One More for the Road is superb refreshment served
with wit, heart, and flair by the incomparable Bradbury.
This one’s on Ray.

Drink up!

“Time has not dimmed Bradbury’s eloquent
and elegant voice or his lively imagination
that asks ‘what if’ and then answers.”
—San Antonio Express-News

The author of more than thirty books, RAY BRADBURY
is one of the most celebrated writers
of our time. Among his best-known
works are Fahrenheit 451, The Martian
Chronicles, The Illustrated Man, Dandelion
Wine, and Something Wicked This Way
Comes. He has written for the the-
ater and the cinema, including the
screenplay for John Huston’s classic film adaptation of
Moby Dick. He adapted sixty-five of his stories for tele-
vision’s The Ray Bradbury Theater, and won an Emmy
for his teleplay of The Halloween Tree. In 2000, Mr.
Bradbury was honored by the National Book Foundation
with a medal for Distinguished Contribution to American
Letters. Bradbury’s most recent work, From the Dust
Returned—his first new novel in nearly a decade—is
currently available in hardcover from William Morrow.
Mr. Bradbury lives in Los Angeles, California, with his
wife, Marguerite. Visit www.raybradbury.com.
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First Day

IT wWAS WHILE he was eating breakfast that Charles
Douglas glanced at his newspaper and saw the date. He took
another bite of toast and looked again and put the paper
down.

“Oh, my God,” he said.

Alice, his wife, startled, looked up. “What?”

“The date. Look at it! September fourteenth.”

“So?” Alice said.

“The first day of school!”

“Say that again,” she said.

“The first day of school, you know, summer vacation’s
over, everyone back, the old faces, the old pals.”

Alice studied him carefully, for he was beginning to rise.
“Explain that.”

“It is the first day, isn’t it,” he said.
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“What’s that got to do with us?” she said. “We don’t have
family, we don’t know any teachers, we don’t even have
friends anywhere near with kids.”

“Yeah, but . ..” Charlie said, picking up the newspaper
again, his voice gone strange. “I promised.”

“Promised? Who?”

“The old gang,” he said. “Years ago. What time is it?”

“Seven-thirty.”

“We’d better hurry then,” he said, “or we’ll miss it.”

“I’ll get you more coffee. Take it easy. My God, you look
terrible.”

“But I just remembered.” He watched her pour his cup
full. “I promised. Ross Simpson, Jack Smith, Gordon Haines.
We took almost a blood oath. Said we’d meet again, the first
day of school, fifty years after graduation.”

His wife sat back and let go of the cofteepot.

“This all has to do with the first day of school, 1938?”

“Yeah,’38.”

“And you stood around with Ross and Jack and what’s
i

“Gordon! And we didn’t just stand around. We knew we
were going out in the world and might not meet again for
years, or never, but we took a solemn oath, no matter what,
we’d all remember and come back, across the world if we had
to, to meet out in front of the school by the flagpole, 1988.”

“You all promised that?”

“Solemn promise, yeah. And here I am sitting here talking

when [ should be getting the hell out the door.”
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“Charlie,” Alice said, “you realize that your old school is

forty miles away.”

“Thirty.”

“Thirty. And you’re going to drive over there and—"
“Get there before noon, sure.”

“Do you know how this sounds, Charlie?”

“Nuts,” he said, slowly. “Go ahead, say 1t.”

“And what if you get there and nobody else shows?”
“What do you mean?” he said, his voice rising.

“I mean what if you're the only damn fool who’s crazy

enough to believe—"

He cut in. “They promised!”
“But that was a lifetime ago!”
“They promised!”

“What if in the meantime they changed their minds, or

just forgot?”

“They wouldn’t forget.”
“Why not?”

“Because they were my best pals, best friends forever, no

one ever had friends like that.”

“Ohmigod,” she said. “You’re so sad, so naive.”

“Is that what I am? Look, if I remember, why not them?”
“Because you’re a special loony case!”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it? Look at your office upstairs, all

those Lionel trains, Mr. Machines, stuffed toys, movie

posters.”

“And?”
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“Look at your files, full of letters from 1960, 1950, 1940,
you can’t throw away.”

“They’re special.”

“To you, yes. But do you really think those friends, or
strangers, have saved your letters, the way you've saved
theirs?”

“I write great letters.”

“Darn right. But call up some of those correspondents, ask
for some of your old letters back. How many do you think
will return?”

He was silent.

“Zilch,” she said.

“No use using language like that,” he said.

“Is ‘zilch’ a swearword?”

“The way you say it, yes.”

“Charlie!”

“Don’t ‘Charlie’ me!”

“How about the thirtieth anniversary of your drama club
group where you ran hoping to see some bubblehead Sally or
something or other, and she didn’t remember, didn’t know
who you were?”

“Keep it up, keep it up,” he said.

“Oh, God,” she said. “I don’t mean to rain on your picnic,
I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I've got a thick skin.”

“Yes? You talk bull elephants and go hunt dragonflies.”

He was on his feet. With each of her comments he got

taller.
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“Here goes the great hunter,” he said.

“Yes,” she exhaled, exhausted. “There you go, Charlie.”
“I’'m at the door,” he said.

She stared at him.

“I'm gone.”

And the door shut.

MY GoD, he thought, this is like New Year’s Eve.

He hit the gas hard, then released it, and hit it again, and let
it slow, depending on the beehive filling his head.

Or it’s like Halloween, late, the fun over, and everyone
going home, he thought. Which?

So he moved along at an even pace, constantly glancing at
his watch. There was enough time, sure, plenty of time, but he
had to be there by noon.

But what in hell is this? he wondered. Was Alice right? A
chase for the wild goose, a trip to nowhere for nothing? Why
was it so damned important? After all, who were those pals,
now unknown, and what had they been up to? No letters, no
phone calls, no face-to-face collisions by pure accident, no
obituaries. That last, scratch that! Hit the accelerator, lighten
up! Lord, he thought, I can hardly wait. He laughed out loud.
When was the last time you said that? When you were a kid,
could hardly wait, had a list of hard-to-wait-for things.
Christmas, my God, was always a billion miles off. Easter?
Half a million. Halloween? Dear sweet Halloween, pumpkins,

running, yelling, rapping windows, ringing doorbells, and the

(%]
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mask, cardboard smelling hot with breath over your face. All
Hallows! The best. But a lifetime away. And July Fourth with
great expectations, trying to be first out of bed, first half-
dressed, first jumping out on the lawn, first to light six-inchers,
first to blow up the town! Hey, listen! First! July Fourth. Can
hardly wait. Hardly wait!

But, back then, almost every day was can-hardly-wait day.
Birthdays, trips to the cool lake on hot noons, Lon Chaney
films, the Hunchback, the Phantom. Can hardly wait. Dig-
ging ravine caves. Magicians arriving in the long years. Can’t
wait. Hop to it. Light the sparklers. Won’t wait. Won’t.

He let the car slow, staring ahead across Time.

Not far now, not long. Old Ross. Dear Jack. Special Gor-
don. The gang. The invincibles. Not three but four, counting
himself, Musketeers.

He ran the list, and what a list. Ross, the handsome dog,
older than the rest though they were all the same age, bright
but no show-off, bicycling through classes with no sweat, get-
ting high marks with no care. Reader of books, lover of Fred
Allen Wednesdays radio, repeater of all the best jokes next day
noon. Meticulous dresser, though poor. One good tie, one
good belt, one coat, one pair of pants, always pressed, always
clean. Ross. Yeah, sure, R oss.

And Jack, the future writer who was going to conquer the
world and be the greatest in history. So he yelled, so he said,
with six pens in his jacket and a yellow pad waiting to un-
Steinbeck Steinbeck. Jack.

And Gordon, who loped across campus on the bodies of
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moaning gitls, for all he had to do was glance and the females
were chopped like trees.

Ross, Jack, Gordon, what a team.

Fast and slow he drove, now slow.

But what will they think of me? Have I done enough, have
I done too well? Ninety stories, six novels, one film, five plays—
not bad. Hell, he thought, I won’t say, who cares, just shut your
mouth, let them talk, you listen, the talk will be great.

What do we say first, [ mean as soon as we show up, the old
gang, by the flagpole? Hello? Hi. My God, you're really here!
How you been, what’s new, you okay, good health? Marriage,
children, grandchildren, pictures, "fess up. What, what?

Okay, he thought, you’re the writer. Make something up,
not just hi, a celebration. Write a poem. Good grief, would
they stand still for a poem? How about, would it be too much:
I love you, love you all. No. Above and beyond. I love you.

He slowed the car even more, looking through the wind-
shield at shadows.

But what if they don’t show? They will. They must. And if
they show, everything will be all right, won’t it? Boys being
what they are, if they’ve had a bad life, bad marriages, you
name it, they won’t show. But if it’s been good, absolutely
incredibly good, they’ll show. That’ll be the proof, won’t it?
They’ve done well so it’s okay to remember the date and
arrive. True or false? True!

He stepped on the gas, sure that they’d all be there. Then
he slowed again, sure that they wouldn’t. Then stepped on the
gas again. What the hell, by God, what the hell.
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And he pulled up in front of the school. Beyond belief,
there was a place to park, and not many students by the flag-
pole, a handful at most. He wished there were more, to cam-
ouflage the arrival of his friends; they wouldn’t want to arrive
and be seen right off, would they? He wouldn’t. A slow pro-
gression through the noon crowd and then the grand sur-
prise, wouldn’t that be the ticket?

He hesitated getting out of the car until a small crowd
emerged from the school, young men and women, all talking
at once and pausing by the flagpole, which made him happy,
for now there were enough to hide latecomers, no matter
what age. He got out of the car and at first did not turn, afraid
to look, afraid maybe there’d be no one there, no one would
come, no one would have remembered, the whole thing was
dumb. He resisted the temptation to jump back in the car and
go away.

The flagpole was deserted. There were a lot of students
around it, nearby, but nobody right at the flagpole.

He stood staring at it as if by staring someone would move
up, go by, perhaps touch it.

His heart slowed, he blinked, and started instinctively to
leave.

When, from the edge of the crowd, a man moved.

An old man, hair white, step slow, face pale. An old man.

And then two more old men.

Oh Lord, he thought, is that them? Did they remember?
What’s next?

They stood in a wide circle, not speaking, hardly looking,

making no move, for the longest time.
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Ross, he thought, is that you? And the next one: Jack, now,
yes? And the final one. Gordon?

Their expressions were all the same. The same thoughts
must have been moving behind each face.

Charlie leaned forward. The others leaned forward. Char-
lie took the smallest step. The three others took the smallest
step. Charlie glanced over at each face. They did the same,
trading glances. And then—

Charlie stepped back. After a long moment the other men
stepped back. Charlie waited. The three old men waited. The
flag blew, softly flapping, on the high pole.

A bell rang somewhere inside the school. Lunchtime over.
Time to go in. The students dispersed across the campus.

With the students moving away, with the crowd leaving so
there was no camouflage, no more cover, the four men stood
in a great circle around the flagpole, some fifty or sixty feet
separating them, the four points of a bright autumn day
compass.

Perhaps one of them wet his lips, perhaps one of them
blinked, perhaps one of them shuffled one shoe forward, took
it back. The white hair on their heads blew in the wind. A
wind took up the flag on the pole and blew it straight out.
Inside the school, another bell rang, with finality.

He felt his mouth shape words but say nothing. He
repeated the names, the wondrous names, the loving names, in
whispers only he could hear.

He did not make a decision. His lower body did it in a half
turn, his legs followed, as did his feet. He stepped back and

stood sideways.
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Across a great distance, one by one in the blowing noon
wind, first one stranger and then the next followed by the
next half-turned, stepped a half step away, and waited.

He felt his body hesitate and want to move forward and
not off toward his car. Again, he made no decision. His shoes,
disembodied, took him quietly away.

As did the bodies, the feet, and the shoes of the strangers.

Now he was on the move, now they were on the move, all
walking in different directions, slowly, half-glancing back at
the deserted flagpole and the flag, abandoned, high, flapping
quietly, and the lawn in front of the school empty and inside
the moment of loud talk and laughter and the shove of chairs
being put in place.

They were all in motion now, half-glancing back at the
empty flagpole.

He halted for a moment, unable to move his feet. He
gazed back a final time with a tingling in his right hand, as if
it wanted to rise. He half-lifted and looked at it.

And then, across sixty or seventy yards of space, beyond the
flagpole, one of the strangers, only half-looking, raised his
hand and waved it quietly, once, on the silent air. Over to one
side, another old man, seeing this, did the same, as did the
third.

He watched as his hand and arm slowly lifted and the tips
of his fingers, up in the air, gestured the least small gesture. He
looked up at his hand and over at the old men.

My God, he thought, I was wrong. Not the first day of
school. The last.
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ALICE HAD SOMETHING frying in the kitchen that
smelled good.

He stood in the doorway for a long moment.

“Hey,” she said, “come in, take a load off your feet.”

“Sure,” he said, and went to the dining-room table and
saw that it was laid out with the best silver and the best din-
nerware and candles lit that were usually lit for a twilight
meal, and the best napkins in place, while Alice waited in the
kitchen door.

“How did you know I'd be here so soon?” he said.

“I didn’t,” she said. “I saw you pull up out front. Bacon
and eggs are quick, be ready in a sec. Sit down?”

“That’s an idea.” He held to the back of one chair and
studied the cutlery. “Sit down.”

He sat and she came and kissed him on the brow and went
back to the kitchen.

“Well?” she called.

“Well, what?”’
“How did it go?” she called.
“How did what go?”

“You know,” she said. “The big day. All those promises.
Did anyone show?”

“Sure,” he said. “Everyone showed,” he added.

“Well, spill the beans.”

She was in the kitchen doorway now, bringing the bacon

and eggs. She studied him.






Heart

Transplant

“WouLbD I WHAT?” he asked, in the dark, lying there
easily, looking at the ceiling.

“You heard me,” she said, lying there beside him with
similar ease, holding his hand, but staring rather than looking
at that ceiling, as if there were something there that she was
trying to see. “Well . . . ?”

“Say it again,” he said.

“If,” she said, after a long pause, “if you could fall in love
with your wife again . . . would you?”

“What a strange question.”

“Not so strange. This of the best of all possible worlds, if
the world ran the way worlds should run. Wouldn’t it make
sense, finally, for people to fall in love again and live happily
ever after? After all, you were once wildly in love with Anne.”

“Wildly.”
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“You can never forget that.”

“Never. Agreed.”

“Well, then, that being true-——would you—""

“Could would be more like it.”

“Forget about could. Let’s imagine new circumstances,
everything running right for a change, your wife behaving the
way you describe her once-perfection instead of the way she
acts now. What then?”

He leaned up on his elbow and looked at her.

“You’re in a strange mood tonight. What gives?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s tomorrow. I'm forty, next
month you're forty-two. If men go mad at forty-two,
shouldn’t women become sane two years earlier? Or maybe
I’'m thinking, What a shame. What a shame people don’t fall
in love and stay in love with the same people all their lives,
instead of having to find others to be with, laugh with or cry
with; what a shame . . .”

He reached over and touched her cheek and felt a wetness
there. “Good grief, you’re crying.”

“Just a little bit. It’s so damned sad. We are. They are.
Everybody. Everyone. Sad. Was it always this way?”

“And hidden, I think. Nobody said.”

“I think I envy those people a hundred years ago.”

“Don’t envy what you can’t even guess. There was a lot of
quiet madness under their serene no-talk.”

He leaned over and kissed the tears from under her eyes,
lightly.

“Now;, what brought all this on?”

She sat up and didn’t know what to do with her hands.
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“What a joke,” she said. “Neither you nor I smoke. In
books and movies, when people lie in bed after, they light cig-
arettes.” She put her hands across her breast and held on, as
she talked. “It just, I was thinking of good old Robert, good
old Bob, and how crazy I was for him once, and what am I
doing here, loving you, when I should be home minding my
thirty-seven-year-old-baby husband?”

“And?”

“And I was thinking how much I really, truly like Anne.
She’s a great woman; do you know that?”

“Yes, but I try not to think of it, everything considered.
She’s not you.”

“But what if, suddenly”—she clasped her hands around
her knees and fixed him with a bright, clear-blue gaze—
“what if she were me?”

“I beg your pardon?” He blinked.

“What if all the qualities you lost in her and found in me
were somehow given back to her? Would you, could you, love
her all over again?”

“Now I really do wish I smoked!” He dropped his feet out
onto the floor and kept his back to her, staring out the win-
dow. “What’s the use of asking that kind of question, when
there can never be an answer!?”

“That is the problem, though, isn’t 1t?”” She addressed his
back. “You have what my husband lacks and I have what your
wife lacks. What’s needed is a double soul—no, a double heart
transplant!” She almost laughed and then, deciding against it,
almost cried.

“There’s an idea there for a story, a novel, maybe a film.”
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“It’s our story and we’re sunk with it, and no way out,
unless—"

“Unless?”

She got up and moved restlessly about the room, then went
to stand and look out at the stars in the summer night sky.

“What makes it so rough is Bob’s beginning to treat me
the way he once treated me. The last month he’s been so . . .
fine, so terrific.”

“Oh, my God.” He sighed and shut his eyes.

“Yes. Oh, my God.” ‘

There was a long silence. At last, he said, “Anne’s been act-
ing better, too.”

“Oh, my God,” she repeated, in a whisper, shutting her
own eyes. Then, at last, she opened them and traced the stars.
“What’s the old thing? ‘If wishes were horses, beggars would
ride’?”

“You've lost me for the third or fourth time in as many
minutes.”

She came and knelt on the floor by him and took both of
his hands in hers and looked into his face.

“My husband, your wife are both out of town tonight, yes,
at the far ends of the country, one in New York, the other in
San Francisco. Correct? And you’re sleeping over in this hotel
room with me and we have all night together, but—" She
stopped, searched, located and then tried the words: “But
what if| just before we go to sleep, what if we made a kind of
mutual wish, me for you, you for me?”

“A wish?” He started to laugh.
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“Don’t.” She shook his hands. He quieted. She went on:
“A wish that while we slept, somehow, by a miracle, please
God, please all the Graces and Muses and magical times and
great dreams, somehow, some way, we would both”—she
slowed and then continued—*both fall back in love, you with
your wife, me with my husband.”

He said nothing.

“There,” she said.

He reached over, found some matches on the side table,
struck one, and held it up to light her face. The fire glowed in
her eyes and would not go away. He exhaled. The match
went out.

“I’ll be damned,” he whispered. “You mean it.”

“I do, and we are. Damned, that is. Would you #ry?”

i Trord=es?

“Don’t say Lord as if I had gone crazy on you.”

“Look—"

“No, you look.” She took his hands again and pressed
them, hard. “For me. Would you do me the favor? And I'd do
the same for you.”

“Make a wish?”

“We often did, as kids. They sometimes worked. They
worked because they weren’t really wishes, they were
prayers.”

He lowered his eyes. “I haven’t prayed in years.”

“Yes, you have. Count the times you wish you were back
in the first month of your marriage. That’s a kind of forlorn

wish, a lost prayer.”
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He looked at her and swallowed several times.

“Don’t say anything,” she said.

“Why not?”

“Because right now, you feel you have nothing to say.”

“I'll be quiet, then. Let me think. Do you, God, do you
really want me to make a wish for you?”

She sank back and sat on the floor, her hands in her lap,
eyes shut. Quietly, tears began to slide down her cheeks.

“Dear, oh, my dear,” he said softly.

IT WAS THREE in the morning and the talking was done
and they had ordered some hot milk and drunk it and
brushed their teeth, and now, as he came out of the bathroom,
he saw her arranging the pillows on the bed, as if this were a
special new theater in a special new time.

“What am I doing here?” he said.

She turned. “Once we used to know. Now we don’t.
Come along.” She gestured and patted his side of the bed.

He rounded the bed. “I feel silly.”

“You have to feel silly just so you can feel better.” She
pointed at the bed. 3

He got in and put his head on the properly plumped pil-
low and folded the sheets neatly over his chest and clasped his
hands on the sheets.

“Does this look right?” he asked.

“Perfect. Now.”

She put out the light and slid in on her side and took one
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of his hands and lay back perfectly straight and neat on her
pillow.

“Feeling tired, feeling sleepy?”

“Enough,” he said.

“All right, then. Be serious now. Don’t say anything. Just
think. You know what.”

“I know.”

“Shut your eyes now. There. Good.”

She shut her own and they lay there, with just their hands
clasped and nothing in the room now that stirred save their
breathing.

“Take a breath,” she whispered.

He took a breath.

“Now exhale.”

He exhaled.

She did the same.

“Now,” she murmured. “Begin.” She whispered. “Wish.”

Thirty seconds ticked by on their watches.

“Are you wishing?” she asked softly, at last.

“Wishing,” he said, just as softly.

“Good,” she whispered. And then: “Good night.”

Perhaps a minute later, his quiet voice, inaudible, moved in

the dark room:

“Goodbye.”

HE AWOKE FOR no reason except that he had had a
dream that the earth had shrugged, or an earthquake had hap-
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pened ten thousand miles away that no one felt, or that there
had been a second Annunciation but everyone was deaf, or
perhaps it was only that the moon had come into the room
during the night and changed the shape of the room and
changed the looks on their faces and the flesh on their bones
and now had stopped so abruptly that the quick silence had
stirred his eyes wide. In the moment of opening, he knew the
streets were dry, there had been no rain. Only, perhaps, some
sort of crying.

And, lying there, he knew that somehow the wish had
been granted.

He didn’t know it immediately, of course. He sensed and
guessed it because of an incredible new warmth in the room,
nearby, which came from the lovely woman lying by his side.

The sureness, the regularity, the serene rise and fall of her
breathing told him more. A spell had arrived, resolved itself,
and passed straight on into truthful existence while she slept.
Celebration was in her blood now, even though she was not
awake to know it. Only her dream knew, and whispered it
every time she exhaled.

He rose up onto his elbow, afraid to trust his intuition.

He bent to look at that face, more beautiful than he had
ever known it.

Yes, the sign was there. The absolute certainty was there.
The peace was there. The sleeping lips smiled. If her eyes had
opened, they would have been blazing with light.

Wake up, he wanted to say. I know your happiness. Now

you must discover it. Wake up.
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He reached to touch her cheek but pulled his hand away.
Her eyelids moved. Her mouth opened.

Quickly, he turned and lay huddled over on his side of the
bed and waited.

After a long while, he heard her sit up. Then, as if struck a
lovely blow, she exclaimed something, cried out, reached over,
touched him, found him asleep, and sat beside him, discover-
ing what he already knew.

He heard her get up and run around the room like a bird
wishing to be free. She came and kissed him on the cheek,
went away, came back, kissed him again, laughed softly, then
went off quickly into the sitting room. He heard her dialing
long distance and shut his eyes, tightly.

“Robert?” her voice said, at last. “Bob? Where are you?
Silly. Stupid of me. I know where you are. Robert. Bob, oh,
God, can I fly there, will you be there when I arrive, today,
this afternoon, tonight, yes? Would it be all right? . . . What’s
come over me? [ don’t know. Don’t ask. Can I come? Yes? Say
yes! . . . Oh, grand! Goodbye!”

He heard the telephone click.

After a while, he heard her blowing her nose as she entered
the room and sat on the bed next to him in the first light of
dawn. She had dressed quickly and haphazardly, and now he
reached out and took her hand.

“Something happened,” he whispered.

“Yes.”

“The wish. It came true.”

“Isn’t it incredible? Impossible, but it did! Why? How?”

2]
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“Because both of us believed,” he said, quietly. “I wished
very hard, for you.”

“And I for you. Oh, Lord, isn’t it wonderful that both of us
could shift at the same time, move, change, all in a night? Oth-
erwise, it would be terrible, wouldn’t it, if just one changed
and the other was left behind?”

“Terrible,” he admitted.

“Is it really a miracle?” she asked. “Did we wish hard
enough and someone or something or God heard us and lent
us back our old loves to warm us and tell us to behave, we
might never have another wish or another chance again, is
that it?”

“I don’t know. Do you?”

“Or was it just our secret selves knowing the time was
over, a new time had come, and time for us to both turn
around and go, is that the real truth?”

“All T know is I heard you on the phone just now. When
you’re gone, I'll call Anne.”

“Will you?”

“T will.”

“Oh, Lord, I'm so happy for you, for me, for us!”

“Get out of here. Go. Get. Run. Fly away home.”

She jumped to her feet and banged at her hair with a
comb and gave up, laughing. “I don’t care if I look funny—"

“Beautiful,” he corrected.

“Beautiful to you, maybe.”

“Always and forever.”

She came and bent down and kissed him and wept.
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“Is this our last kiss?”

“Yes.” He thought about it. “The last.”
“One more, then.”

“Just one.”

She held his face in her hands and stared into it.
“Thanks for your wish,” she said.
“Thanks for yours.”

“You calling Anne right now?”

“Now.”

“Best to Anne.”

“Best to Bob. God love you, dear lady. Goodbye.”

She was out the door and in the next room and the outside
door shut and the hotel suite was very quiet. He heard her
footsteps fade a long way off in the hall toward the elevator.

He sat looking at the phone but did not touch it.

He looked in the mirror and saw the tears beginning to
stream unendingly out of his eyes.

“You, there,” he said to his image. ““You. Liar.” And again:
“Liar!”

And he turned and lay back down in the bed and put one
hand out to touch that empty pillow there.
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You DO NOT build a Time Machine unless you know
where you are going. Destinations. Cairo after Christ? Mace-
donia before Methuselah? Hiroshima just before? Destina-
tions, places, happenings.

But I built my Time Machine, all unknowingly, with no
destination in mind, no happening about to arrive or, just this
second, depart.

I built my Far Traveling Device with fragments of wired-
together ganglion, the seat of invisible perception, of intuitive
awareness.

An accessory to this inner side of the medulla oblongata
and the brain shelves behind the optic nerve.

Between the hidden senses of the brain and the probing
but invisible radar of the ganglion I ramshackled together a
perceptor of future beings or past behaviors far different than

name-places and mind-shaking events.
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My Tin Lizzie watch, my dust invention, had microwave
antennae with which to touch, find, and make moral judg-
ments beyond my own intelligence

The Machine, in sum, would add up integers of human
rise and fall and mail itself there to shape destinies, taking me
along as blind baggage.

Did I know this as I pasted and screwed and welded my
seemingly hapless mechanical child? I did not. I simply tossed
forth notions and needs, opinions and predictions based on
successes and failures, and at the end stood back to stare at my
useless creation.

For there it stood in my attic, a bright object, all angles and
elbows, purring, anxious for travel but going nowhere unless I
begged “go” instead of “sit” or “stay.” I would not give it
directions; I would simply at the right time shed my
“ambiance,” my soul’s light, upon it.

Then it would rear up and gallop off in all directions.
Arriving where, only God knew.

But we would know when we arrived.

So there is the start of it all.

A strange dream lurking in a dim attic, with two seats for
Tourists, a bated breath and a bright hum of its spidery nerves.

Why had I built it in my attic?

After all, it wouldn’t sky-dive midair, but only hang-glide
Time.

The Machine. Attic. Waiting. For what?

Santa Barbara. A small bookshop, and my signing a small

novel for an even smaller group when the explosion
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occurred. Which hardly describes the force with which it
slammed me back on my inner wall.

It began when I glanced up and saw this old, old man
swaying in the doorway, dreading to enter. He was incredibly
wrinkled. His eyes were broken crystal. Saliva brimmed his
trembling lips. He shook as if lightning struck him when he
gaped his mouth and gasped.

I went back to signing books until an intuitive cog slipped
in my head. I glanced up again.

The old, old man still hung there like a scarecrow, framed
against the light, his head thrust forward, eyes aching for
recognition.

My body froze. I felt the blood run cold along my neck
and down my arms. The pen fell from my fingers as the old,
old man lurched forward, giggling, hands groping.

“Remember me?” he cried, laughing.

I searched the long frazzled gray hair that blew about his
cheeks, noted the white chin stubble, the sun-bleached shirt,
the half-soiled denims, the sandals on his bony feet, then up
again to his demon eyes.

“Do you?” he smiled.

“I don’t think—"

“Simon Cross!” he exploded.

“Who?”

“Cross!” he bleated. “I am Simon Cross!”

“Son of a bitch!” I reared back.

My chair fell. The small crowd fell back, too, as if struck.

The old, old man, riven, shut his eyes, flinching.
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“Bastard!” Tears leaped to my eyes. “Simon Cross? What
have you done with your life!?”

Eyes clenched, he lifted his gnarled and shivering hands,
palms out, horribly empty to wait for my further cry.

“Sweet Jesus,” I said. ““Your life. What did you do to it?”

With a great thunderclap my memory reversed to forty
years lost, forty years gone, and myself, thirty-three, at the start
of my own career.

And Simon Cross stood before me, nineteen years old and
handsome to the point of beauty with a bright face, clear and
innocent eyes, an amiable demeanor, his bones relaxed within
his flesh, and a bundle of story manuscripts under his arm.

“My sister said—" he began.

“I know, I know;,” I interrupted. “I read your stories last
night, the ones she gave me. You're a genius.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” said Simon Cross.

“I would. Bring more stories. Without looking I can sell
every one of them. Not as an agent, but a friend to genius.”

“Don’t say that,” said Simon Cross.

“I can’t help myself. Someone like you lives once in a life-
time.”

I riffled through his new stories.

“Oh, God, yes, yes. Beautiful. Sell them all, and take no
commission.”

“I’ll be damned,” he said.

“No, blessed. Genetically blessed, by God.”

“I don’t go to church.”

“You don’t need to,” I said. “Now, get out of here. Let me
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get my breath. Your genius is blasphemy to plain dogs like me.
[ admire, envy, and almost hate you. Go!”

And he smiled a bewildered smile and got out, left me
with his white-hot pages burning my hand, and within two
weeks I had sold every one of these tales by a nineteen-year-
old man-child whose words walked him on water and flew
him midair.

The response quaked the earth across country.

“Where did you find this writer?” some said. “He reads
like the bastard son of Emily Dickinson out of Scott Fitzger-
ald. You his agent?”

“No. He’ll need no agent.”

And Simon Cross wrote a dozen more stories that leaped
from his machine into print and acclaim.

Simon Cross. Simon Cross. Simon Cross.

And I was his honorary father, visionary discoverer, and
envious but forgiving friend.

Simon Cross.

And then, Korea.

And him standing on my front porch in a pure salt-white
sailor’s suit, his face still unshaven, his cheeks sunburned, his
eyes drinking the world, a last story in his hands.

“Come back, dear boy,” I said.

“I'm not a boy.”

“No? God’s forever child then, burning bright! Stay alive.
Don’t become too famous.”

“I won’t.” He hugged me and ran.

Simon Cross. Simon Cross.
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And the war over and the time lost and him vanished.
Spend ten years here, thirty there, and just rumors of my wan-
dering genius child. Some said he had landed in Spain, mar-
ried a castle, and championed dove shooting. Others swore
they had seen him in Morocco, perhaps Marrakech. Spend
another swift decade and jump the sill into 1998 with a Travel
Machine treading useless waters in your attic and all Time on
your hands, and book-signing fans pressed close when crack-
ing the silence of forty years, what?!

Simon Cross. Simon Cross.

“Damn you to hell!” I shouted.

The old, old man railed back, frightened, hands shielding
his face.

“Damn you!” I cried. “Where have you been? How have
you used yourself? Christ, what a waste! Look at you!
Straighten up! Are you who you say you are?”

“p»

“Shut up! God, you stupid nerveless monster, what have
you done to that fine young man?”

“What fine young man?” the old, old one babbled.

“You. You.You were the genius. You had the world by the
tail. You wrote upside down backwards and it all came right!
The world was your oyster. You made pearls. Christ, do you
know what you’ve done?”

“Nothing.”

“Yes! Nothing! And all you had to do was whistle, blink,
and it was yours!”

“Don’t hit me!” he cried.
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“Hit you? Kill you, maybe! Hit you! My God!”

I looked around for a blunt instrument. I had only my
fists, which I stared at and dropped in despair.

“Don’t you know what life is, you damned idiot fool?” 1
said at last.

“Life?” gasped the old, old man.

“It’s a deal. A deal you make with God. He gives you life,
and you pay back. No, not a gift, a loan. You don’t just take,
you give. Quid pro quo!”

“Quid—?”

“Pro quo! One hand washes the other. Borrow and repay,
give and take. And you! What a waste! My God, there are ten
thousand people out there who’d kill for your talent, who’d
die to be what you were and now aren’t. Lend me your body,
give me your brain, if you don’t want it, give it back, but my
God, run it to ruin? Lose it forever? How could you? What
made you? Suicide and murder, murder and suicide! Oh
damn, damn, damn you to hell!”

“Me?” gasped the old, old man.

“Look!” I cried, and spun him to face a shop mirror and
see his own shipwreck. “Who is that?”

“Me,” he bleated.

“No, that’s the young man you lost! Damn!”

I raised my fists and it was a moment of stunned release.
Images knocked my mind: Suddenly the attic loomed and the
useless Machine waiting for no purpose. The Machine I had
dreamed wondering why, for what? The Machine with two

chairs waiting for occupants going where?

31



Ray Bradbury

32

My fists, midair, froze. The attic flashed in my mind and I
lowered my fists. I saw the wine on the signing table and took
it up.

“Were you going to hit me?” the old, old man cried.

“No. Drink this.”

He opened his eyes to the glass in his hand.

“Does it make me larger or smaller?” he said inanely.

Alice down the rabbit hole with the DRINK ME bottle that
grew her outsize or dwarf-small.

“Which?” he said.

“Drink!”

He drank. I refilled the glass. Astounded at this gift con-
founding my fury, he drank and drank a third and his eyes wet
with surprise.

“What?”

“This,” I said, and dragged him half-crippled out to the
car and slung him in like a scarecrow and was off down the
road, myself grimly silent, Simon Cross, the lost son of a bitch,
babbling.

“Where?”

“Here!”

We swerved into my front drive. I yanked him inside and
up into the attic without breaking his neck.

We stood, imbalanced, by my Time Machine.

“Now I know why I built it.” I said.

“Built what?” cried Simon Cross.

“Shut up. In!”

“An electric chair?”
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“Maybe. Jump!”

He jumped and I locked him in place and took the second
seat and threw the control lever.

“What?” said Simon Cross.

“No,” 1 said. “Where!”

Swiftly, I hit the tabs: year/month/day/hour/minute; and
just as swiftly: state/town/street/block/number; and yanked
the backward/turn/backward bar.

And we were off, dials spinning, unspinning suns, moons,
and years until the Machine melted to silence.

Simon Cross, stunned, glanced around.

“Why,” he said, “this is my place.”

“Your home, yes.”

I dragged him up the front walk.

“And there, yes, there, do you see?” I said.

On the front porch, in his sunbright sailor’s suit, stood the
beautiful young man with a clutch of story pages in his hands.

“That’s me!” cried the old, old man.

“You. Simon Cross.”

“Hello,” said the young man in the fresh white sailor’s
suit. He scowled at me, curious, then puzzled. “Hold on.
Why do you look—different?”” He nodded at his older self.
“And who’s this?”

“Simon Cross,” 1 said.

In silence, youth looked at age, age looked at youth.

“That’s not Simon Cross,” said the young man.

“That can’t be me,” said the old one.

SN
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Slowly, both turned to look at me.

“I don’t understand,” said Simon Cross, nineteen years old.

“Take me back!” the old man exclaimed.

“Where?”

“To where we were, wherever that was,” he gasped wildly.

“Go away.” The young man backed off.

“I can’t,” I said. “Look close. This is what you will become
after you’ve lost yourself. Simon Cross, yes, forty years on.”

The young sailor stood for a long moment, his eyes search-
ing up and down the old man’s body and fixing on his eyes.
The young sailor’s face reddened. His hands became fists,
relaxed, became fists again. Words did not convince, but some
intuition, some power unseen, an invisible vibration between
the old man and himself.

“Who are you really?” he said at last.

The old, old man’s voice broke.

“Simon Cross.”

“Son of a bitch!” cried the young man. “Damn you!”

And struck a blow to the older man’s face, and then
another and another and the old, old man stood in the rain,
the downpour of blows, eyes shut, drinking the violence, until
he fell on the pavement with his young self astride him star-
ing at the body.

“Is he dead?” he wondered.

“You killed him.”

“I had to.”

“Yes.”

The young man looked at me. “Am I dead, too?”
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“Not if you want to live.”

“Oh God, I do, I do!”

“Then get away from here. I'll take him with me, back to
where we came from.”

“Why are you doing this?” said Simon Cross, only nineteen.

“Because you’re a genius.”

“You keep saying that.”

“True. Run, now. Go.”

He took a few steps and stopped.

“Second chance?” he said.

“Oh, God, I hope s0,” I said.

And then added, “Remember this. Don’t live in Spain or
become the champion dove shooter in Madrid.”

“I would never be a champion dove shooter anywhere!”

“No?”

“No!”

“And never become the old, old man I must drag through
Time to meet himself.”

“Never.”

“You’ll remember all this and live by it?”

“It’s remembered.”

He turned and ran down the street.

“Come,” I said to the body, the scarecrow, the silent thing.
“Let’s get you in the Machine and find you an unmarked
grave.”

In the Machine, I stared up the v empty street.

“Simon Cross,” I whispered. “Godspeed.”

And threw the switch and vanished in the future.






After
the Ball

SOMEWHERE ABOVE THE building whose flake-
painted sign read MYRON’S BALLROOM the lights flickered as if
to go out and a small orchestra of truly fragile size played
“Good Night Ladies,” and there was a murmur of regret and
then a chorus of conversation and the rustle of bodies and
shuftle of feet as shadows moved toward exits and the orches-
tra stopped and half the lights blinked and went out com-
pletely.

After a moment a side door opened below and the five—
or was it six>—musicians emerged carrying their now-heavy
instruments and loped to the only visible cars as if to avoid
the larger flood of people talking and laughing, coming down
the main staircase to the pavement. By the time the ballroom
dancers, for that is what they were, touched ground by the

dozens, and finally a hundred in all—sixty old women and an
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almost similar number of old men—the musicians’ cars had
long since sped oft into a night with high fog above and a low
tog coming in from the sea.

Roughly thirty of the celebrants lined up on the south
side of the street awaiting rides on the inbound electric trol-
ley, while the rest, somehow much louder and more jolly,
waited across for the larger big train-size trolley that would
charge and bang them off toward the Pacific Ocean shore.

Lined up and beginning to shiver in the late-night always-
familiar California air (it had been 85 degrees at noon), the
men cursed while the ladies in flower-print evening gowns
peered down the tracks imbedded in asphalt as if staring
would bring locomotion.

Which, miraculously, it did.

“There, see!” cried the ladies.

“I’ll be damned,” said the men.

And all the while, not looking at each other, even when
the huge cross-country-size double car train pulled up in sparks
and brake steam, the men in their perspiration-crumpled
tuxes helped the evening-dressed women up the iron steps
without glancing at their faces.

“Upsy-daisy.”

“There we go.”

“Atsa girl.”

And the men clambered on like castaways, at the last
moment leaping aboard.

With a clang of bell and a horn blow, the huge cross-

continental train, only going to Venice, thirty miles away, cast
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all adrift and bucketed toward a one-o’clock-in-the-morning
perdition.

To the clamoring delight of ladies exhausted with inex-
pensive joy, and men longing to dislodge the stiff white shirt-
fronts and unstrangle their ties.

“It’s hot, throw the windows up!”

“It’s cold, put the windows down!”

And then, with equal parts arctic and equal parts equato-
rial, the old children of late Saturday plunged toward a sea
with no icebergs, a shore with wild hopes.

In the first car, a man and woman sat just behind a motor-
man deeply influenced by orchestra conductor’s baton gym-
nastics, as he rapped the brass handles left, right, between, and
glared out at a fog without cars, from which at any moment
some wreck might fully wreck itself.

Steel on steel, the train thundered them safely off from
Myron’s toward Neptune’s.

For a long while the couple sat silently swaying until at
last, watching the motorman’s acrobatics, the woman of some
years said, “Let me sit by the window, do you mind?”

“No, no, please, I was going to suggest that.”

She slid in along the hard wooden bench and gazed out
the window at the dark buildings passing and the night trees,
and only a few stars, and barely a sliver moon this night, this
month.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

The shadows passed, the shadows passed, the shadows
passed.
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“You ever think,” she said, quietly, half-seeing her silhou-
ette, also a shadow, on the window glass, “my land, being in a
rickety old wreck of a train like this, making such a racket on
the track, is like being a kind of traveler, I mean in time, we’re
going back, not ahead.”

“I never thought that,” he said, trying to crane around so
he could see her clearly, but her head was pretty well turned
to the window, which seemed like a TV window with stations
coming and going, unfocused, channels changing every sec-
ond. He looked down at his white-gloved hands. “Never
thought.”

“Well, think it,” she murmured.

“What?”

“Think it,” she said, more clearly.

“And another thing,” she said, just as quietly, watching the
passing night TV stations on their own quick circuits, come
and gone. “This isn’t only a time-and-place means of trans-
portation. I feel something else.”

“What?”

“Feel like I'm sort of melting away, I don’t know, kind of
losing weight, the more we move, the further we go, I feel
lighter, down some pounds and then more, isn’t that strange.
You feel that?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Go ahead, feel it, take your time. Relax. Doesn’t it sort of
just come up out of your feet, your ankles, get to your knees,
so you feel, I don’t know, let loose? You kind of hang inside
your clothes.”

He puzzled for a long moment, tried to look over her
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shoulder again, but all he saw in the colorless window glass
was the silhouette, a face with no visible features.

“Go ahead,” she murmured. “Relax. Let yourself go. Take
it easy. Well?”

“I sort of feel it.” He sat back, head down, examining his
knees and the shirt cuffs half shot out of his coat sleeves.

“Don'’t talk about it, just, nice and easy, do it,” she said, not
turning.

“Yeah,” he said, turning his gloved hands over and then
back down on his knees, massaging. “Almost.”

“Don’t lie.”

“No, no,” he insisted quickly. “Why would I lie?”

“Men always do. They’re good at it. Put in a lifetime at it.
Get good by now.”

“No, no,” he said. “I feel it.”

“Good boy,” she said. “Keep quiet now and feel it more.
There. There. You see?”

He nodded rather than reply. The big red car trolley train
rocketed out of one small area of houses and buildings into
and through an open field and then a few more nurseries, and
then empty land moving toward yet another small commu-
nity near the sea.

“You're pretty good,” he said admiringly.

“Shh,” she hissed.

“No, but I mean,” he whispered, “you’d be the life of the
party, telling people things, giving them ideas, half putting
them to sleep, saying ‘do this,” ‘do that,” and they do it. I'm
losing weight, like you said.”

“Good,” she said. “Shh.”
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He glanced around uneasily at all the night celebrants,
swaying in the motion of the train, traveling a long way in a
short distance.

“You ever notice,” he tried, “every single person, every
one, every woman, every man this evening is wearing white
gloves. You, me, everyone.”

“I wonder why?” she said, turned away.

“You got me.”

The train plummeted on into gathering mist and then
wisps of fog, and he sat rocking back and forth with the sway
of the big wooden-floored car and looked at the back of her
neck where the tender dark curls gathered and at last said:
“Your name. Out on the dance floor, you said, but the band
played so loud—"

Her lips moved.

“Beg pardon?” he said.

Her lips moved again and then a final time.

“Here we are,” she said.

“My name, now,” he said, “is—"

“Here we are,” she said, and brushed past him and was half
up the aisle to the door before he sensed she was gone and the
train was slowing. He saw a few lights outside, and the door
hissed open before he could proceed her and help her down
into the dark. But at last he stood beside her as the great night
train pulled away with a bell and horn and he looked to see
her standing motionless, looking up at the sky.

“We’d better not stand here in the middle of the street,”
he said. “Traftic.”
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“There are no cars,” she responded, calmly, and began to
walk.

She was half across the street before he caught up.

“I was just saying,” he said.

“A night with no moon, that makes me glad. There’s true
romance for you. A night with no moon.”

“I thought moons and moonlight were—"

But she cut him off. “No moon, no light. The best.”

And she was up over the curb and along the walk and
turning in at her place, which was upstairs, one fourth of a
fourplex.

“Quiet as a mouse,” she murmured.

“Yes!”

“Keep your voice down.”

“Yes,” he whispered, and they were inside at the staircase
and he saw that she was removing her shoes and glancing at
him, so he did the same. She moved up to the first tread,
soundless, and looked to see he was carrying her shoes, nod-
ded and repeated, “Like mice.”

And she ascended in a soundless glide with him fumbling
after. When he got to the top she was already in her apart-
ment, a large parlor with a double bed in its middle, and
beyond, a small dining room and a kitchen. The door closed
on the bathroom, soundless.

After a moment she called out, very quietly, “Don’t stand
there,” which he interpreted as meaning off with the tuxedo
coat and after some hesitation the white shirtfront and collar

and after another long while, unlatching his suspenders and
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folding them and his pants over a chair that he found in the
shadowed room, lit only by a small nightlight and a lamp on
the far side of the bed. Standing there in a half shirt and his
black socks and underwear, he wavered and dodged about
going in one direction, then the other, moving toward the
bed and backing away, with no map, no guide, no late-night
nstructions.

“Are you where you’re supposed to be?” she asked quietly
behind the door. He gazed at the bed.

“Are you?” she prompted, almost inaudibly.

He went to the bed and said, “I think so,” and got in and
one of the wire springs sang softly.

“You are,” she said.

The bathroom door opened. A tall silhouette was there.
Before he could see her clearly, the light went out and a
shadow crossed the room.

“Eyes shut?”

He nodded, numbly. He felt her weight upon the bed and
heard the sheets part and whisper as she drifted in.

“Open your eyes.”

He opened them but it was the same as on the train,
where, turned away, he saw only a silhouette cutout, and here,
though she faced toward him, she blocked the lamp so the
lamp made her a hillock of shadow with no features. He tried
to find her face, he knew it was there, but his eyes wouldn’t
focus.

“Good evening,” she said.

“Evening.”
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And after a moment as she gained her breath and he did
the same, she said, “My, that was a long trip.”

“Too long. I could hardly wait—"

“Don’t say,” she said.

He looked at the long shadow and the pale face with dim
outlines of features.

“But...”

“Don’t say,” she said.

He held his breath for he knew she would go on in a
moment. She did.

“Teachers say if you write a story you must never name
what you’re trying to write. Just do it. When it’s over you’ll
know what you’ve done. So . . . don’t say.”

It was the most she had said all evening. Now she fell
silent, a shadow against the light. And now the lamp went
dark without, it seemed, her turning to touch it. He saw the
merest gesture in the shadows. Something soft fell to the
floor. It was a moment before he realized it was her gloves.
She had taken off her gloves.

Surprised, he sensed that the only thing that he still wore
was his gloves. But when he tried to work them off he found
that he had already tossed them aside in the dark. Now his
hands were revealed and vulnerable. He pulled back.

He opened his mouth but she stopped him. “Don’t say
anything.”

He felt her move a small move, toward him.

“Say only one thing.”

He nodded, wondering what it would be.
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“Tell me,” she said very quietly. He could not make out
her face, it was still like the face in the window glass on the
night train, traveling from station to station, a dark silhouette
fixed between late-night TV channels, and pale and hidden.

“Tell me,” she said. He nodded. “How old are you?”

His mouth gaped. He felt his eyes panic in his head. She
repeated the question, implying the answer. Suddenly he
absolutely knew the right and amazing truth. He shut his
eyes, cleared his throat, and at last let his tongue move.

“I'm . ..” he said.

“Yes?”

“I'm eighteen, nineteen in August, five feet eight, one
hundred fifty pounds, brown hair, blue eyes. Unattached.”

He imagined he heard her very softly echo every word
that he had said.

He felt her shift, weightless, closer and still closer.

“Say that again,” she whispered.



In Memoriam

ALL THE WAY home that late afternoon, driving through
the winding streets, enjoying the weather, admiring the jac-
aranda trees and the violet snow they were letting down on
the lawns, he noticed, but merely from the corner of his eyes,
the apparatuses in front of almost every other garage. But they
passed behind him without being named. They were familiar
but there was no special reason to give them notice.

The basketball hoops and boards above the garages, wait-
ing for games.

Nothing special. No particular connotations.

Until he drove up in front of his house in the autumn
weather and saw his wife standing, arms folded, out on the
sidewalk, watching a young man up on a stepladder, his hands
busy with a screwdriver and hammer. Neither noticed him
until he banged the car. The young man looked down and his

wife looked over as he gave a surprising cry.
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“What the hell goes on?” he shouted, and was amazed at
his own emotion. His wife gave a calm response.

“Why, we're just taking it down, is all. It’s been up there
for years,and . . .”

The husband glared up along the ladder.

“Get down off there,” he said.

“Why?” his wife said.

“I don’t have to have a reason, dammit, get down!”

The young man nodded, rolled his eyeballs to heaven, and
climbed down.

“Now put the ladder away!” the husband said.

“You don’t have to shout,” his wife said.

“Am [? Well. Just put the ladder away. Thanks.”

“That’s more like it,” she said.

The young man carried the ladder into the open garage
and left, quietly, in his car.

The husband and wife, during all this, stood in the middle
of the driveway gazing up at the basketball hoop.

When the car was gone, she said, “Now what’s all this
about?”

“You know!” he cried, and lowered his voice. “Hell.” He
looked at his hands, on which had fallen a surprise of tears.
“What’s this?”

“If you don’t know, no one does.” She softened her voice.
“Come inside.”

“Not until we finish.”

“The ladder’s gone and the hoop stays up. For now, any-

”»

way.
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“No, not tor now,” he said, doggedly. “From now on.”

“But why?”

“I want it there. Just in case.”

“In case what?”

“There’s got to be one place in all the damned world that’s
his. There’s nothing out at the graveyard. There’s nothing any-
where in this country. Nothing in Saigon, especially Saigon.
So, when I look up at this, hell, you know what [ mean.”

She looked up at the net and the hoop.

“Next thing you'll put flowers—"

“Don’t make jokes!”

“I'm sorry. It’s just—you won’t let go.”

“Why should I?”

“For your own good.”

“What about his good?”

“I don’t know the answer. Do you?”

“It'll come. God, I'm sick to my stomach. Where’s the
damn ladder, I'll knock it all down.”

She stared at him so he wandered into the garage and
rummaged among newspapers and discovered the basketball,
looked out at the hoop, but did not bring the ball out.

She called into the unlit garage.

“You hungry?”

“No,” he said tiredly. “I guess.”

“I’ll fix something.” He heard her walk to the front porch.
As the door was shutting, he said, “Thanks.”

He walked out to stand under the hoop and watched the

wind shake the net.
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“Why?” he said quietly. “Why in hell?”

He glanced along the street west and then along the street
east. Down both ways there were garage fronts with basket-
ball boards and hoops, stirred by the same wind, never
removed, some for one reason, some for another.

He counted two on one side of the street, and three on the
other.

What a great way, he thought, to know what kind of fam-
ilies live in those houses.

He stood for a long while until he felt his wife move
behind the front screen door, then he shut the garage door
and went in.

There was wine with dinner, not often observed. She filled
his glass twice and waited.

“Forgive me,” she said at last. “But you do realize, don’t
you? He’s never coming back.”

“Don’t!” he said, and pushed his chair back and put his
knife and fork down.

“Someone’s got to say it.”

“No they don’t.”

“We said it all before. It’s been years.”

“I don’t care how many years.”

She looked down at her plate and said, “Drink your
wine.”

“I will when I feel like it.” At last he picked up the glass.
“Anyway, thanks.” He drank.

After a long silence she said, “How much longer will this

go on?”
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“Now that you’ve started it up again?”

“I didn’t mean to start it up. I just got out the ladder and
hired some help.”

“You just didn’t figure, is all.”

“It’s just,” she said, “you haven’t slept well lately. I thought
maybe if I—well, I wanted to find a way to help you rest.
That’s not so bad, is it? You’re worn out.”

“Am I?” He felt his knees and nodded. “Yes. I am.”

“It must be,” she said, at last, “you’re waiting for some-
thing. What?”

“I wish I knew.” He picked up his fork but did not eat.
“It’s just last night and the night before I listened.”

“For what?”

“Something. I must have lain there for an hour, just listen-
ing. Waiting. But there was nothing.”

“Eat. You're starving.”

“Yes, but starving for what?”

“Here,” she said. “Finish the wine.”

At bedtime she said, “Try to sleep.”

“You can’t fry sleeping, it’s got to happen.”

“Try anyway,” she said. “I worry.” She kissed his cheek
and went to the bedroom door.

“I’ll be in in a minute,” he said.

Far across town he heard a single university bell chime
midnight, and then one, and then two o’clock. He sat with an
unread book in his lap and a new bottle of wine to one side,
eyes shut, waiting. The wind outside rose.

Finally when the distant bell sounded three, he got up and
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walked out the front door and opened the garage. He went in
and stood for a long moment, regarding the basketball. He did
not carry it out in the light but simply let it sit on the cement
floor.

If T leave the garage door open, he thought, that should
do it.

He went out and almost glanced up at the net, but
thought, Don’t look. Don’t notice. That way, maybe—

He shut his eyes and turned to just stand there in the
moonlight, listening, aching to hear, swaying slightly, but not
once opening his eyes to look up at the board and the hoop
and the net.

The wind shivered in the trees.

Yes, he thought.

A leaf blew across the drive.

Yes, he thought, oh, yes.

A soft sound rose, like someone running a long way off
and then, nearer, walking, and then nothing.

And after a while a motion around him and other sounds,
some fast, some slow, circling.

Yes, he thought. Oh God yes.

And, eyes shut, he reached out both hands to feel the air,
but there was only wind and moonlight.

Yes, he thought. Now.

And again: Now.

And yet again: Now.

At dawn his wife came to sit on his bed. The motion wak-

ened him. He looked up at her face.
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“It’s gone,” she said.

“What?”

She glanced away to the front window.

He rose slowly and moved to the window and stared down
at the front of the garage.

There was no board, no hoop, no net.

“What happened last night?” she said.

“Something.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. The weather maybe. The moon moving
made things move and I asked all of it what?”

His wife waited, her hands in her lap.

“And?”

“Okay, I said, whoever you are, whatever this is, if we play
one last game, can I sleep? One last game? I could feel the
weather on my face and along my arms. The moon went out
and came back. That was the sign. I moved. The weather
moved.”

“And then?”

“We played a last game.”

“I thought I heard.” She took a deep breath. “Who won?”

“We did,” he said.

“You both can’t win.”

“You can. If you try.”

“And you both won.”

“Both.”

She came to stand with him and study the empty garage

front.






WE WERE WALKING along the boardwalk in Ocean
Park one summer evening, arm in arm, my friend Sid and me,
when we saw a familiar sight on one of the benches just
ahead, not far from the surf.

“Look,” I said, “and listen.”

We looked and listened.

There was this old Jewish couple, he I would say about
seventy and she maybe sixty-five, moving their mouths and
hands at the same time, everyone talking, nobody listening.

“I told you more than once,” he said.

“What did you tell? Nothing!” she said.

“Something,” he said, “I’'m always telling you something.
Of great importance if you’d give a try.”

“Great importance, listen to him!” she said rolling her

eyes. “Give me a list!”

“
w
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“Well, about the wedding . . .”

“Still the wedding?”

“Sure! The waste, the confusion.”

“Who was confused?”

“I could show you—"

“Don’t show. Look, 'm deaf!”

Et cetera, et cetera.

“I wish I had a tape recorder,” I said.

“Who needs a tape recorder,” Sid replied. “I could say
what I just heard. Call me at three in the morning and Il
quote.”

We moved on. “They’ve been sitting on that same bench
every night for years!”

“I believe it,” said Sid. “They’re hilarious.”

“You don’t find it sad?”

“Sad? Come off it! They’re a vaudeville team. I could put
them on the Orpheum circuit tomorrow!”

“Not even a little sad?”

“Stop. I bet they’re married fifty years. The yammer
started before the wedding and kept going after their honey-
moon.”

“But they don’t listen!”

“Hey, they’re taking turns! First hers not to listen, then his.
If they ever paid attention they’d freeze. They’ll never wind
up with Freud.”

“Why not?”

“They’re letting it all hang out, there’s nothing left to carp
or worry about. I bet they get into bed arguing and are asleep

with smiles in two minutes.”
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“You actually think that?”

“I had an aunt and uncle like that. A few insults shape a
long life.”

“How long did they live?”

“Aunt Fannie, Uncle Asa? Eighty, eighty-nine.”

“That long?”

“On a diet of words, distemper almost, Jewish bad-
minton—he hits one, she hits it back, she hits one, he hits it
back, nobody wins but, hell, no one loses.”

“I never thought of it that way.”

“Think,” said Sid. “Come on, it’s time for refills.”

We turned and strolled back on this fine summer night.

“And another thing!” the old man was saying.

“That’s ten dozen other things!”

“Who’s counting?” he said.

“Look. Where did I put that list?”

“Lists, who cares for lists?”

“Me. You don’t, I do. Wait!”

“Let me finish!”

“It’s never finished,” Sid observed as we moved on and
the great arguments faded in our wake.

Two nights later Sid called and said, “I got me a tape
recorder.”

“You mean?”

“You’re a writer, 'm a writer. Let’s trap a little grist for the
mills.”

“I dunno,” I said.

“On your feet,” said Sid.

We strolled. It was another fine mild California night, the
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kind we don’t tell Eastern relatives about, fearful they might
believe.

“I don’t want to hear,” he said.

“Shut up and listen,” she said.

“Don’t tell me,” I said, eyes shut. “They’re still at it. Same
couple. Same talk. Shuttlecock’s always in the air over the
net. No one’s on the ground. You really going to use your
tape recorder?”

“Dick Tracy invented, 1 use.”

I heard the small handheld machine snap as we moved by,
slowly.

“What was his name? Oh, yeah. Isaac.”

“That wasn’t his name.”

“Isaac, sure.”

“Aaron!”

“I don’t mean Aaron, the older brother.”

“Younger!”

“Who’s telling this?”

“You. And bad.”

“Insults.”

“Truths you could never take.”

“I got scars to prove it.”

“Hot dog,” said Sid as we glided on with their voices in

his small device.

AND THEN IT happened. One, two, three, like that.
Quite suddenly the bench was empty for two nights.
On the third night I stopped into a small kosher delicatessen
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and talked, nodding at the bench. I didn’t know the names.
Sure, they said, Rosa and Al, Al and Rosa. Stein, they said, that
was the name. Al and Rosa Stein, there for years, never missed a
night. Now, Al will be missed. That was it. Passed away Tuesday.
The bench sure looks empty, right, but what can you do?

I did what I could, prompted by an incipient sadness about
two people I didn’t really know, and yet I knew. From the
small local synagogue I got the name of the almost smaller
graveyard and for reasons confused and half-known went one
late afternoon to look in, feeling like the twelve-year-old goy
[ once was, peering into the temple in downtown L.A., won-
dering what it was like to be part of all that chanting and
singing, with all those men in hats.

In the graveyard I found what I knew I would find. The
old woman was there, seated next to a stone bearing his name.
And she was talking, talking, talking, touching the stone, talk-
ing to the stone.

And he? What else? Was not listening.

I waited, heard, shut my eyes and backed away.

With the sun gone and fog coming in with night I passed
the bench. It was still empty, which made it worse.

So what can you do?

I called Sid.

“About that tape recorder of yours?” I said. “And some of

those tapes?”

ON ONE OF the last nights of summer, Sid and I took our

usual stroll down the kosher esplanade, passing the fine pas-
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trami and cheesecake emporiums, stopped for some of that
and walked on near the two dozen benches by the sea, talking
and greatly contented, when Sid suddenly remarked, “You
know, I have often wondered—"

“What’s to wonder?” I said, for he was looking ahead at
that bench, which had stayed empty for almost a week.

“Look.” Sid touched my arm. “That old woman?”

“Yes?”

“She’s back! I thought she was sick or something, but
there she 1s.”

“I know,” I smiled.

“Since when? The same bench. And talking like crazy.”

“Yes,” I said, and we walked closer.

“But,” said Sid as quiet as he could, “there’s no one there.
She’s talking to herself.”

“Almost,” I said. We were very close. “Listen.”

“You give me the same smarts. Arguments, who needs?”
the old woman was saying, leaning forward toward the empty
half of the bench, eyes fiery, face intense, mouth in full
motion. “Arguments, who needs? I got plenty. Listen!”

And then, even more astonishing: a reply.

“Give a listen, she says!” a voice cried. “For what, how
come?”’

“That voice!” Sid exclaimed, then whispered. “His voice.
But he’s dead!”

“Yes,” I said.

“And another thing,” the old woman said, “look how you

eat. Sometime, watch!”
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“Easy for you to say!” the old man’s voice shot back.

“Go ahead, say!”

There was a click. Sid’s eyes slid down. He saw what I saw,
his borrowed small handheld recorder in the old woman’s palm.

“And another thing,” she said, alive.

Click.

“Why do I put up with this?” his voice cried, dead.

Click.

“I got lists you wouldn’t believe!” she cried, alive.

Sid glanced at me. “You?” he said.

“Me,” I said.

“How?” Sid said.

“I had your tapes from all those nights,” I said. “I cut them
together, him talking, and put spaces between for her to yell
back. Some places he just yells, no answer. Or she can click
him off so she can yell, then click him back on.”

“How did you know—2"’

“She was in the graveyard,” I said. “I couldn’t stand it. Her
just talking to that cold piece of marble and no answers. So I
recopied your tapes, just his raves and yells, and one late after-
noon looking into the graveyard I saw that yes, she was there
and might be there forever and starve and die being there. No
answers. But there had to be, even if you don’t listen or think
you don’t, so I just walked in by the grave, turned on the tape,
handed it to her where she sat by the stone, made sure he was
yelling, and walked away. I didn’t look back or wait to hear if
she yelled, too. Him and her, her and him, high and low, low
and high, I just left.
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“Last night she was back here on the bench, eating some
cheesecake. I think she’s going to live. Isn’t that swell?”

Sid listened. The old man was complaining. “Why do I
put up with this? Someone tell me! I'm waiting. So?”

“Okay, smartie,” the old woman cried.

Sid and I walked away in the late summer night. Her high
voice and his deep voice faded.

Sid took my arm as we walked.

“For a goy,” he said, “you make a fine Jew. What can I do
you for?”

“Pastrami on rye?” I said.
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Dragon Danced
at Midnight

REMEMBER THE AARON Stolittz jokes? How they
called him the Vampire Bat because he was a fly-by-night pro-
ducer? Remember his two studios? One a piano box, the
other a cracker bin? I worked in the cracker bin near the
Santa Monica graveyard. Great! Dead, you just moved ninety
feet south to a good address.

Me? I plagiarized scripts, borrowed music, and edited film
on Monster, The Creature from Across the Hall (my mother liked
it, it resembled her mother), The Mobile Mammoth, and all the
other Elephantine Aphid and Berserk Bacillus films we shot
between sunset and sunrise the next day.

But all that changed. I lived through that great and awful
night when Aaron Stolittz became world-famous, rich, and
nothing was the same after that.

The phone rang early one hot September evening. Aaron
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was up front in his studio. That is, he was hiding in one two-
by-four office, beating vinegar-gnat sheriffs off the screen
door. I was back splicing our latest epic film, using stolen
equipment, when the phone buzzed. We jumped, afraid of
bill-collector wives shrieking long-distance from forgotten
years.

Finally, I lifted the receiver.

“Hey,” a voice cried, “this is Joe Samasuku at the Sama-
suku Samurai Theater. Tonight at eight-thirty we scheduled a
genuine Japanese surprise studio feature preview. But the film
has been waylaid at a film festival in Pacoima or San Luis
Obispo—who knows? Look. You got ninety minutes of film
any way resembles a Samurai wide-screen or even a Chinese
fairy tale? There’s a fast fifty bucks in it. Give me the titles of
your latest somebody-stepped-on-Junior-and-now-he-looks-
better-than-ever pictures.”

“The Island of Mad Apes?” 1 suggested.

Uneasy silence.

“Tivo Tons of Terror?” 1 went on.

The manager of the Samasuku Theater stirred to discon-
nect.

“The Dragon Dances at Midnight!” 1 cried impulsively.

“Yeah.” The voice smoked a cigarette. “That Dragon. Can
you finish shooting, cutting, and scoring it in. .. eh ... one
hour and thirty minutes?”

“Monster apple pie!” I hung up.

“The Dragon Dances at Midnight?” Aaron loomed behind

me. “We got no such film.”
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“Watch!” I snapped some title letters under our camera.
“As The Island of Mad Apes becomes The Dragon Dances et
cetera!”

So 1 retitled the film, finished the music (old Leonard
Bernstein outtakes run backward), and jockeyed twenty-four
film reels into our Volkswagen. Usually films run nine reels,
but, while editing, you keep film on dozens of short spools so
it’s easier to handle. There wasn’t time to rewind our epic. The
Samasuku would have to make do with a couple dozen cans.

We dented fenders roaring to the theater and ran the reels
up to the projection booth. A man with a dire pirate’s eye,
and a breath like King Kong’s, exhaled sherry wine, grabbed
our reels, slammed and locked the metal door.

“Hey!” cried Aaron.

“Quick,” I said. “After the show may be too late, let’s go
grab that fifty bucksand . . .”

“I’m ruined, ruined!” said a voice, as we went down the
stairs.

Joe Samasuki, literally tearing his hair, stood staring at the
mob as it jostled into the theater.

“Joe!” we both said, alarmed.

“Look,” he groaned. “I sent telegrams warning them off.
There’s been a foul-up. And here comes lariety, Saturday
Review, Sight and Sound, Manchester Guardian, Avant-Garde
Cinema Review. Give me poisoned American food, go on!”

“Calmness, Joe,” said Aaron. “Our film ain’t all that bad.”

“It’s not?” I asked. *“Aaron, those supersnobs! It’s Hari-

Kari Productions after tonight!”
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“Calmness,” said Aaron quietly, “is a drink we can buy in
the bar next door. Come.”

The film started with a great explosion of Dimitri
Tiomkin themes upside down, backward, and super-reversed.

We ran for the bar. We were halfway through a double
glass of serenity when the ocean crashed on the shore. That is
to say, the audience in the theater gasped and sighed.

Aaron and [ raced out, opened the theater door to gaze in
at whatever dragon happened to be dancing that midnight.

I let out a small bleat, whirled, and leaped upstairs to beat
on the projection-room door with my tiny fists. “Nincom-
poop! Louse! The reels are reversed. You got the number four
reel in where it should be reel two!”

Aaron joined me, gasping, to lean against the locked door.

“Listen!”

Behind the door a tinkling sound like ice and something
that wasn’t water.

“He’s drinking.”

“He’s drunk!”

“Look,” T said, sweating, “he’s five minutes into the reel
now. Maybe no one noticed. You, in there!” I kicked the
door. “You're warned! Line ’em up! Get ’em right! Aaron,” I
said, leading him shakily downstairs, “let’s buy you some
more calmness.”

We were finishing our second martini when another tidal
wave hit the coastline.

I ran into the theater. I ran upstairs. I scrabbled at the
projection-room peekhole. “Maniac! Destroyer! Not reel six!

Reel three! Open up, so I can strangle you with my bare hands!”
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He opened up . . . another bottle behind the metal door. I
heard him stumble over tin cans of film strewn on the con-
crete floor.

Clawing my scalp, like a scene in Medea, I wandered back
down to find Aaron gazing deep into his glass.

“Do all movie projectionists drink?”

“Do whales swim underwater?” I replied, eyes shut. “Does
leviathan plumb the ocean seas?”

“Poet,” said Aaron reverently. “Speak on.”

“My brother-in-law,” I spoke, “has been projectionist at
TriLux Studios for fifteen years, which means fifteen years in
which he has not drawn a sober breath.”

“Think of that.”

“I am thinking. Fifteen years seeing day after day the
rushes for Saddle of Sin, the rerun of Sierra Love Nest, the
recut of Pitfall of Passion. The concussion alone would give a
man bends. Worse in long-run theaters. Imagine, the nineti-
eth time you see Carroll Baker in Harlow. Think, Aaron,
think! Madness, huh? Up-the-wall panics. Sleepless mid-
nights. Impotency. So? So you start drinking. All across night
America at this very hour, conjure up the little settlements,
the brave small forts, the big neon cities, and in every one, this
second, Aaron, all the film projectionists, no exceptions, are
drunker than hoot owl skunks. Drunk, drunk, drunk to
aman.”

We brooded over this and sipped our drinks. My eyes
watered, imagining ten thousand projectionists alone with
their films and bottles far across the prairie continent.

The theater audience stirred.
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“Go see what that madman is doing now,” said Aaron.

“I'm afraid.”

The theater shook with a temblor of emotion.

We went out and stared up at the projection-room win-
dow above.

“He’s got twenty-four reels of film there. Aaron, how
many combinations can you put together out of that? Reel
nine for reel five. Reel eleven for reel sixteen. Reel eight for
reel twenty. Reel—"

“Stop!” Aaron groaned, and shuddered.

Aaron and I did not so much walk as run around the
block.

‘We made it around six times. Each time we came back the
shouts, squeals, and improbable roars of the crowd in the the-
ater got louder.

“My God, they’re ripping up the seats!”

“They wouldn’t do that.”

“They’re killing their mothers!”

“Movie critics? You ever see their mothers, Aaron?
Epaulettes down to here. Battle ribbons across to there. Work
out at the gym five days a week. Build and launch battleships
in their oft-hours. Naw, Aaron, break each other’s wrists, sure,
but kill their wmothers . . . 2”

There was a gasp, a hiss, a long-drawn sigh from the mid-
night dark within the California architecture. The big mission
dome of the theater sifted dust.

I went in to stare at the screen until the reels changed. I
came out.

“Reel nineteen in for reel ten,” 1 said.
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At which moment the theater manager staggered out, tears
in his eyes, face all pale cheese, reeling from wall to wall with
despair and shock.

“What have you done to me? What are you doing?” he
shrieked. “Bums! Bastards! Ingrates! The Joe Samasuku
Samurai Theater is ruined forever!”

He lunged at us, and I held him off. “Joe, Joe,” I pleaded,
“don’t talk like that.”

The music swelled. It was as if film and audience were
inflating themselves toward a vast ripped-forth explosion
which might tear mind from matter as flesh from bone.

Joe Samasuku fell back, pressed a key in my hand, and said,
“Call the cops, telephone the janitor service to clean up after
the riot, lock the doors if the doors are left, and don’t call me,
I’ll call you!”

Then he fled.

We would have dogged him out of his old California patio
and down the mean streets had not at that instant a huge
stolen chunk of Berlioz and a cymbal smash straight out of
Beethoven ended the film.

There was a stunned silence.

Aaron and I turned to stare madly at the shut-tight theater
doors.

They banged wide open. The mob, in full cry, burst to
view. It was a beast of many eyes, many arms, many legs, many
shoes, and one immense and ever-changing body.

“I’'m too young to die,” Aaron remarked.

“You should’ve thought of that before you messed with
things better left to God,” said 1.
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The mob, the great beast, stopped short, quivering. We
eyed it. It eyed us.

“There they are!” someone shouted at last. “The pro-
ducer, the director!”

“So long, Aaron,” I said.

“It’s been great,” said Aaron.

And the beast, rushing forward with an inarticulate cry,
threw itself upon us . . . hoisted us to its shoulders and carried
us, yelling happily, singing, slapping us on the back, three
times around the patio, out into the street, then back into the
patio again.

“Aaron!”

[ stared down aghast into a swarming sea of beatific smiles.
Here loped the reviewer of the Manchester Guardian. There
bounded the mean and dyspeptic critic from the Greenwich
Village Avanti. Beyond gamboled ecstasies of second-string
film reviewers from Saturday Review, The Nation, and The
New Republic. And far out on the shore of this tumultuous sea,
in all directions, there was a frolic and jump, a laughing and
waving of columnists from Partisan Review, Sight and Sound,
Cinema, multitudinous beyond belief.

“Incredible!” they cried. “Marvelous! Superior to
Hiroshima Mon Amour! Ten times better than Last Year at
Marienbad! One hundred times greater than Greed! Classic!
Genius! Makes Giant look like a Munchkin! My God, the
New American Wave is in! How did you do it?”

“Do what?” 1 yelled, looking over at Aaron being carried

for the fourth time around the lobby.
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“Shut up and ride high in the saddle!” Aaron sailed over
the ocean of humanity on a sea of smile.

I blinked up, wild strange tears in my eyes. And there in
the projection-room window above, a shadow loomed with
wide-sprung eyes. The projectionist, bottle in numbed hand,
gasped down upon our revelry, ran his free fingers over his
face in self-discovery, stared at the bottle, and fell away in
shadow before I could shout.

When at last the hopping dancing dwarfs and gazelles were
exhausted and laughing out their final compliments, Aaron
and I were set back down on our feet with: “The most
tremendous avant-garde film in history!”

“We had high hopes,” said I.

“The most daring use of camera, editing, the jump-cut,
and the multiple reverse story line I can remember!” every-
one said at once.

“Planning pays off,” said Aaron modestly.

“You’re competing it in the Edinburgh Film Festival, of
course?”

“No,” said Aaron, bewildered, “we—"

“—planned on it after we show at the Cannes Film Festi-
val competition,” I cut in.

A battalion of flash cameras went oft and, like the tornado
that dropped Dorothy in Oz, the crowd whirled on itself and
went away, leaving behind a litter of cocktail parties promised,
interviews set, and articles that must be written tomorrow,
next week, next month—remember, remember!

The patio stood silent. Water dripped from the half-dry
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mouth of a satyr cut in an old fountain against the theater
wall. Aaron, after a long moment of staring at nothing, walked
over and bathed his face with water.

“The projectionist!” he cried, suddenly remembering.

We pounded upstairs and paused. This time we scratched
at the tin door like two small, hungry white mice.

After a long silence a faint voice mourned, “Go away. I'm
sorry. I didn’t mean to do it.”

“Didn’t mean it? Hell, open up! All is forgiven.” said
Aaron.

“You’re nuts,” the voice replied faintly. “Go away.”

“Not without you, honey. We love you. Don’t we, Sam?”

I nodded. “We love you.”

“You’re out of your mother-minds.”

Feet scraped tin lids and rattling film.

The door sprang open.

The projectionist, a man in his mid-forties, eyes bloodshot,
face a furious tint of boiled-crab red, stood swaying before us,
palms out and open to receive the driven nails.

“Beat me,” he whispered. “Kill me.”

“Kill you? You're the greatest thing that ever happened to
dog meat in the can!”

Aaron darted in and planted a kiss on the man’s cheek. He
fell back, beating the air as if attacked by wasps, spluttering.

“I'll fix it all back just the way it was,” he cried, bending to
scrabble the strewn film snakes on the floor. “I'll find the
right pieces and . . .”

“Don’t!” said Aaron. The man froze. “Don’t change a
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thing,” Aaron went on, more calmly. “Sam, take this down.
You got a pencil? Now, you, what’s your name?”

“Willis Hornbeck.”

“Willis, Willie, give us the order. Which reels first, second,
third, which reversed, upside down, backwards, the whole
deal.”

“You mean . . . ?” the man blinked, stupid with relief.

“I mean we got to have your blueprint, the way you ran
the greatest avant-garde film in history tonight.”

“Oh, for God’s sake.” Willis let out a hoarse, choking
laugh, crouched among the tumbled reels, the insanely littered
floor where his “art” lay waiting.

“Willis, honey,” said Aaron. “You know what your title is
going to be as of this hour of this fantastic night of creation?”

“Mud?” inquired Hornbeck, one eye shut.

“Associate producer of Hasurai Productions! Editor, cut-
ter, director even—maybe. A ten-year contract! Escalations.
Privileges. Stock buy-ins. Percentages. Okay now. Ready,
Sam, with the pencil? Willis. What did you do?”

“I—" said Willis Hornbeck, “don’t remember.”

Aaron laughed lightly. “Sure you remember.”

“I was drunk. Then I got scared sober. I'm sober now. I
don’t remember.”

Aaron and I gave each other a look of pure animal panic.
Then I saw something else on the floor and picked it up.

“Hold on. Wait,” I said.

We all looked at the half-empty sherry bottle.

“Willis,” said Aaron.
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“Yes, sir?”’

“Willis, old friend . . .”

“Yes, sir?”

“Willis,” said Aaron. “I will now start this projection
machine.”

“Yes?”

“And you, Willis, will finish drinking whatever is in that
bottle.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you, Sam?”

“Sir?” said I, saluting.

“You, Sam,” said Aaron, flicking the machine so a bright
beam of light struck out into the quiet night theater and
touched an emptiness that lay waiting for genius to paint
incredible pictures on a white screen. “Sam, please shut and
lock that heavy tin door.”

I shut and locked the heavy tin door.

WELL, THE DRAGON danced at midnight film festivals
all round the world. We tamed the Lion atVenice at the Venice
Film Festival, we took first honors at the New York Film Fes-
tival and the Brasilia Special Prize at the World Film Compe-
tition. And not just with one film, no, with six! After The
Dragon Danced there was the big smash international success
of our The Dreadful Ones. There was Mr. Massacre and
Onslaught, followed by The Name Is Horror and Wattle.

With these, the names of Aaron Stolittz and Willis Horn-

beck were honey on the lips of reviewers under every flag.
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How did we make five more smash hits in a row?

The same way we made the first one.

As we finished each film we grabbed Willis, rented the
Samasuku Theater at twelve midnight, poured a bottle of the
finest sherry down Willis’s throat, handed him the film,
started the projector, and locked the door.

By dawn our epic was slashed to ribbons, tossed like mon-
ster salad, gathered, respliced, glued fast with the epoxy of
Willis Hornbeck’s subliminal genius, and ready for release to
the waiting avant-garde theaters in Calcutta and Far Rock-
away. To the end of my insignificant life I shall never forget
those nights with Willis shambling among his whirring,
shadow-flickering machines, floundering about from mid-
night until dawn filled the patio of the Samasuku Theater
with a gold the pure color of money.

So it went, film after film, beast after beast, while the pesos
and rubles poured in, and one night Aaron and Willis grabbed
their Academy Oscar for Experimental Film, and we all drove
XKE Jags and lived happy ever after, yes?

No.

It was three glorious, fine, loving years high on the avant-
garde hog. But . . .

One afternoon when Aaron was chortling over his bank
account, in walked Willis Hornbeck to stand facing the big
picture window overlooking Hasurai Productions” huge back
lot. Willis shut his eyes and lamented in a quiet voice, beating
his breast gently and tearing ever so tenderly at his own lapels:
“I am an alcoholic. T drink. I am a terrible lush. I booze. Just

name it. Rubbing alcohol? Sure. Mentholated spirits? Why
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not? Turpentine? Spar varnish? Hand it over. Nail-polish
remover? Pure gargle. Rumdummy, mad fool, long-time-no-
see-the-light-of-day Willis Hornbeck, but that’s all over. The
Pledge! Give me the Pledge!”

Aaron and I ran over and circled Willis, trying to get him
to open his eyes.

“Willis! What's wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. All’s right.” He opened his eyes. Tears
dripped down his cheeks. He took our hands. “I hate to do
this to you nice guys. But, last night . . .”

“Last night?” bleated Aaron.

“I joined Alcoholics Anonymous.”

“You what?” screamed Aaron.

“Alcoholics Anonymous. I joined.”

“You can’t do that to me!” Aaron jumped up and down.
“Don’t you know you're the heart, soul, lungs, and lights of
Hasurai Productions?”

“Don’t think I haven’t put it that way to myself,” said
Willis simply.

“Aren’t you happy being a genius, Willie?” shrieked
Aaron. “Feted wherever you go? Internationally famed? That
ain’t enough, you got to be sober, too?”

“We’re all so famous now,” said Willis, “and loved and
accepted, it has filled me up. I'm so full of fame there’s no
room for drink.”

“Make room!” yelled Aaron. *“Make room!”

“Ironic, huh?” said Willis. “Once I drank because I felt I
was nobody. Now, if I quit, the whole studio falls down. I'm

”
SOrITY.
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“You can’t break your contract!” I said.

Willis looked as if T had stabbed him.

“I wouldn’t dream of breaking my word. But where does
it say in plain English in the contract I got to be a drunk to
work for you?”

My tiny shoulders sagged. Aaron’s tiny shoulders sagged.

Willis finished gently.

“I'll go on working for you, always. But you know, and I
know, sober it won’t be the same.”

“Willis.” Aaron sank into a chair and, after a long and pri-
vate agony, went on. “‘Just one night a year?”

“The Pledge, Mr. Stollitz. Not a drop, not once a year,
even for dear and beloved friends.”

“Holy Moses,” said Aaron.

“Yeah,” I said. “We're halfway across the Red Sea. And
here come the waves.”

When we glanced up again, Willis Hornbeck was gone.

It was indeed the twilight of the gods. We had been turned
back into mice. We sat awhile, squeaking gently. Then Aaron
got up and circled the liquor cabinet. He put out his hand to
touch it.

“Aaron,” I said. “You're not going to . . . ?”

“What?” said Aaron. “Cut and edit our next avant-garde
epic, Sweet Beds of Revenge?” He seized and opened a bottle.
He swigged. “All by myself? Yes!”

No.

The dead rocket fell out of the sky. The gods knew not
only twilight but also that awful sleepless three o’clock in the

morn when death improves on circumstance.

~
~
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Aaron tried drinking. I tried drinking. Aaron’s brother-in-
law tried drinking.

But, look, none of us had the euphoric muse which once
walked with Willis Hornbeck. In none of us did the small
worm of intuition stir when alcohol hit our blood. Bums
sober, we were bums drunk. But Willis Hornbeck drunk was
almost everything the critics claimed, a wildman who blind-
wrestled creativity in a snake pit, who fought an inspired alli-
gator in a crystal tank for all to see, and sublimely won.

Oh, sure, Aaron and I bulled our way through a few more
film festivals. We sank all our profits in three more epics, but
you smelled the change when the titles hit the screen.
Hasurai Films folded. We sold our whole package to educa-
tional TV.

Willis Hornbeck? He lives in a Monterey Park tract house,
goes to Sunday school with his kids, and only occasionally is
reminded of the maggot of genius buried in him when a
critic from Glasgow or Paris strays by to chat for an hour,
finds Willis a kindly but sober bore, and departs in haste.

Aaron and me? We got this little shoe-box studio thirty
feet closer to that graveyard wall. We make little pictures and
profits to match and still edit them in twenty-four reels and
hit previews around greater California and Mexico, smash
and grab. There are three hundred theaters within striking
distance. That’s three hundred projectionists. So far, we have
previewed our monsters in 120 of them. And still, on warm
nights like tonight, we sweat and wait and pray for things like

this to happen: The phone rings. Aaron answers and yells:
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“Quick! The Arcadia Barcelona Theater needs a preview.
Jump!”

And down the stairs and past the graveyard we trot, our lit-
tle arms full of film, always laughing, always running toward
that future where somewhere another projectionist waits be-
hind some locked projection-room door, bottle in hand, a
look of unraveled genius in his red eye, a great blind worm in
his soul waiting to be kissed awake.

“Wait!” T cry, as our car rockets down the freeway. “I left
reel seven behind.”

“It’ll never be missed!” Aaron bangs the throttle. Over the
roar he shouts, “Willis Hornbeck, Jr.! Oh, Willis Hornbeck
the Second, wherever you are! Watch out! Sing it, Sam, to the
tune of Someday Ill Find You!”

7






The

Nineteenth

IT WAS GETTING on toward dusk as I drove down
Motor Avenue one late afternoon and saw the old man walk-
ing on the far side of the road picking up lost golf balls.

I braked the car so fast I almost fell against the windshield.

I let the car stand in the middle of the street for another
ten seconds (there were no cars following), and then I slowly
backed up (still no cars), until I could peer over into the gully
by the golf course wire screen and see the old man bend to
pick up another ball and put it in a small bucket he was car-
rying.

No, I thought. Yes, I thought. No.

But [ swerved over and parked the car and sat a moment
trying to decide what to do, a mystery of tears in my eyes for
no reason I could figure, and at last got out, let traffic pass, and
crossed the street heading south in the gully as the old man
headed north.
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We finally came face to face about fifty paces from where
I had entered the gully.

“Hi,” he said quietly, nodding.

“Hi,” I said.

“Nice night,” he said, glancing around at the turf and then
down at his half-filled bucket of golf balls.

“Having luck?” I said.

“You can see.” He hefted the bucket.

“Darn good,” I said. “Can I help?”

“What?” he said, puzzled. “Look for more? Naw.”

“I wouldn’t mind,” I said. “It’ll be dark in another five
minutes. We’d better find the darn things before it’s too
late.”

“That’s true,” he said, regarding me curiously. “Why
would you want to do that?”

“My dad used to come along here, years ago,” I said. “He
always found something. His income was small and some-
times he sold the balls for extra spending money.”

“I’ll be,” said the old man. “I’'m out here twice a week.
Last week I sold enough balls and took my wife out to din-
ner.”

“I know,” I said.

“What?”

“I mean,” I said. “Let’s get going. There’s one down there.
And another by the fence. I'll get the one down there.”

I walked down and found the ball and brought it back and
stood holding it while the old man examined my face.

“How come you’re crying?” he said.
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“Am I?” I said. “Look at that. Must be the wildflowers.
I'm allergic.”

“Do I know you?” he said abruptly.

“Maybe.” I told him my name.

“I’'ll be darned.” He laughed quietly. “That’s my name,
too, my last name. I don’t suppose we’re related.”

“I don’t suppose,” I said.

“Because I'd remember if we were. Related, that is. Or if
we’d met before.”

Lord, I thought, so this is how it is. Alzheimer’s is one
thing. Going away forever is another. With both you forget.
Once you’ve passed over, I guess you don’t need your
memory.

The old man was watching me think. It made him
uncomfortable. He took the golf ball from me and put it in
his bucket. “Thanks,” he said.

“There’s another one,” I said and ran down the slope and
brought it back, wiping my eyes.

“You still come here often,” I said.

“Still? Why not?” he said.

“Oh, I was just wondering,” I said. “If I ever wanted to
come hunting again, for the hell of it, if you were here it
would make things easier.”

“It sure as hell would,” he agreed.

He studied my face again.

“Funny thing. I had a son once. Nice boy. But he went
away. Never could figure where he went.”

I know, I thought. But he didn’t go away, you did. That’s
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how it must be, when you’re saying goodbye, people seem to
go away, when all the while it’s you who are backing off, fad-
ing out, going and gone.

Now the sun was completely gone and we walked in half-
darkness lit only by a single streetlamp across the way. I saw a
last golf ball a few feet to the old man’s left and nodded. He
stepped over and picked it up.

“Well, I guess that’s it,” he said.

He looked me in the face. “Where to?” he said.

I churned my thoughts and said, glancing ahead, “Isn’t
there always a nineteenth hole on every course?”

The old man gazed ahead through the dark.

“Yeah. I mean, sure. There should be one up there.”

“Can I buy you a drink?” I said.

“Nice of you,” he said, his eyes clouded with uncertainty.
“But I don’t think—"

“Just one,” I urged.

“It’s late,” he said. “I got to go.”

“Where?” I said.

That was the wrong question. His eyes clouded even
more. He had to search around for a lame answer.

“Well,” he said. “You see,” he added. “I think . ..”

“No, don’t say. I hate being nosy.”

“It’s all right. Well. Got to be going.”

He reached out to take my hand and suddenly seized it
and held it tight, staring into my eyes.

“We know each other,” he cried. “Don’t we?”

“Yes,” I said.

“But where from? How far back?” he said.
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“A long way,” I said.

He wouldn’t let go of my hand, he clenched it tight as if
he might fall.

“What did you say your name wasz”

[ said my name.

“Funny,” he said, and then lowered his voice. “That’s my
name, too. Think. Us meeting here like this. And with the
same name.”

“That’s the way it goes,” [ said.

I tried to pry my hand free but it wouldn’t come. When I
finally burst free I immediately shoved it back and took his
hand in a similar vise.

“Next time,” I said. “The nineteenth hole?”

“The nineteenth,” he said. “You going to come back
through here again?”

“Now that I know where you are. On certain nights. It’s a
good walking and finding place.”

“Not many saps like me.” He looked around at the empty
grass path behind him. “Gets kind of lonely.”

“I'll try to come more often,” I said.

“You're just saying that.”

“No. Honest to God.”

“Honest to God is a good promise.”

“The best.”

“Well.” Now it was his turn to pry his hand free and mas-
sage 1t to get the circulation back. “Here goes nothing.”

And he ambled off. About ten feet along the far path he
saw a final ball and picked it up. He nodded and gave it a toss.

I caught it easily and held it like a gift in my hand.
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“You refuse to see the prevalence of evil in our world, so I use
the lightning simile to prove otherwise.”

“What’s the use of my recognizing evil if you won’t accept
good?”

“I do. But—"" said Smith. “Until men know two things, the
world will go merrily on to hell. First, we must see that in every
good man lurks a reverse image of evil. Conversely, in every sin-
ner, there is a marrow of good. Locking people into either cat-
egory spells anarchy. Thinking a man good, we risk his duplicity.
Thinking a man bad, we deny sanctuary. Most are sinner-saints.
Schweitzer was a near-saint who bottled his imp or at least let it
run on a leash. Hitler was Lucifer, but somewhere in him wasn’t
there a child frantic for escape? But that child in Hitler’s burnt
and gone. So slap on the label and bury his bones.”

“You’ve gone the long way,” said Conway. “Shorten it.”

“All right.” Smith laughed quietly. ““You! Your facade is all
stiff white wedding cake. Snow falls all year between your
ears. Yet, beneath that whiteness, a dark heart beats, black hairs
curl like watch springs. The Beast lives there. And until you
can face it, one day it will unravel you.”

Conway laughed. “Hilarious!” he cried. “Oh, God!
Funny!” A

“No, sad.”

“I’'m sorry,” Conway gasped, “to insult you, but—"

“You insult yourself,” said Smith. “And hurt your chances
for a good life, later.”

“Please!” Conway laughed. “Stop!”
Smith rose, face flushed.
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“Now I've made you mad,” said Conway, recovering.
“Don’t go.”

“I'm not mad.”

“You talk so, well, old-hat,” said Conway.

“New things often seem dated,” said Smith. “We surf and
think it’s bottom.”

“Please,” said Conway. “Your theories—"

“Discoveries!” said Smith. “I see you've learned nothing.”

“Business prevents.”

“And church on Sundays? Run by a preacher who hand-
laundered you for heaven? Shall I do you a favor? I wonder.
Open your eyes. Telephone PL8-9775.”

“Why?”

“Call and listen tonight, tomorrow, the night after. Meet
me here Friday.”

“Friday—?”

“Call that number.”

“Who’ll answer?”

Smith smiled. “The Beasts.”

Then he was gone.

Conway laughed, paid the bill, strolled forth in fine
weather.

“PL8-9775?” He laughed. “Dial and say what? Hello,

Beasts?”

HE FORGOT THE conversation, the telephone, and the

number during dinner with his wife, Norma, said good night
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to her, and stayed up late reading murders. At midnight the
phone rang.

He answered and said, “It must be you.”

“Hell,” said Smith, “you guessed.”

“You want to know if I've dialed PL8-97752”

“I know by your voice, no lightning’s struck. Dial the

number. Call!”

CALL, HE THOUGHT. Hell, no. I won’t call!

At one in the morning the phone rang. Who’s that? he
wondered. The phone rang. This late? he thought. The
phone rang. Who’d call now? The phone rang. Christ! The
phone rang. He reached out. The phone rang. He clutched
it. Ring! He held tight. Ring! Now he was wide awake!
Ring! Don’t! Ring! He grabbed but did not clap it to his ear.
Why? He stared at it as if it were a huge insect, buzzing.
Whisper. Clearer. Whisper. Very clear. Whisper. Click! He
slammed it down. Christ! He had heard nothing! Something.
Whisper.

He kicked the phone across the carpet. Jesus! he thought.
Why hit it? Why?

He left it on the floor and went to bed.

But he could hear it buzzing, protesting. Finally he went
in and slammed the receiver back into its cradle.

There. It was nothing. No. Someone. Smith? He switched
off the light. Why did he think he heard several voices? Stu-
pid. No!
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He stared back into the parlor.

The phone was silent.

Good! he thought.

But he had heard something.

Something that brought a dampness to his face?

No!

He lay awake until . . .

Three in the long dark morning. The soul’s midnight.
When the dying shed their ghosts . . .

Hell!

He got out of bed and stalked in to stand over that damned
Smith-inspired thing.

The mantel clock chimed three-fifteen. He raised the
phone and heard it hum. He sat with the phone in his lap, and
at last, slowly, dialed that number.

He had expected to hear a woman’s voice, Smith’s accom-
plice, yes, a woman. But only whispers.

And then a blur of voices, as if many calls had fused into a
cloud of static. He hung up.

Then, flinching, he redialed and got the same sounds. An
electric surf, neither men’s nor women’s voices, riding each
other, protesting, some demanding, some pleading, some . . .

Breathing.

Breathing? He stifled the phone. Breathing? In, out.
Phones, he thought, do not inhale, exhale.

Smith, he thought, you bastard.

Why?

Because of the strange quality of this breathing.
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Strange?

Slowly he brought it up to his ear.

The voices moved apart, and all . . .

Breathing heavily, as if they had run a long way. Running
in place. In place? How could these voices, male, female, old,
young, jog, race, run in place, hold still but rise, fall, up,
down?

Then all gave cries, shrieked, gasped, sucked in, blew out.

His cheeks burned. Sweat rained from his chin. Jesus!
Dear Jesus God!

The phone fell.

The bedroom door slammed.

AT FOUR-THIRTY AM. Norma Conway let her arm
fall near his face. She touched his chin and brow.

“My God,” she said. “You're sick.”

He stared at the ceiling. “I'm all right,” he said. “Go to
sleep.”

“But...”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Unless . . .”

“Unless?”

“I can come over on your side of the bed.”

“With that fever?”

“No, I guess not.”

“Can I get you anything?”

“Nothing. Something.”

He turned, his breath a furnace.

Everything, he thought, but did not say.
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HE ATE A large breakfast. Norma stroked his brow and
exhaled. “Thank God, it’s gone.”

“Gone?” He shoveled in the bacon and eggs.

“Your fever. 1 felt it across the bed. You’re ravenous. How
come?”

He stared at his empty plate.

“I'll be damned, yes,” he said. “Sorry about last night.”

“Oh, that.” Norma laughed gently. “I just didn’t want you
to hurt yourself. Better move. It’s nine. What about the
phone?”

On his way out, he stopped.

“Phone?”

“The wall socket looks broken. Shall T call the phone
company?”’

He stared at the phone on the floor.

“No,” he said.

AT THE OFFICE, at noon, he took the crumpled note
from his pocket.

“Stupid,” he said.

And dialed the number.

The phone rang twice and a voice came on. “The number
you have dialed is no longer in service.”

“No longer in service!”

Almost instantly, a single line of type jumped up on the fax

machine.
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PL4-4559.

No signature, no address.

He dialed through to Smith.

“Smith, you bastard, what’re you up to?”

“No good,” Smith said triumphantly. “The old number’s
out of commission. Good for just one night. Try the new
one. See you, drinks and dumb-talk, yes?”

“Bastard!” Conway yelled and hung up.

And went to the drinking, dumb-talk lunch.

1E

“SAY IT,” SAID Smith. “ ‘Smith, you s.0.b.” Sit. Your
martini awaits. Put a straw in it.”

Conway swayed over the luncheon table, making fists.

“Sit,” said Smith.

Conway downed the martini.

“My, my, you're thirsty. Well,” Smith leaned forward. “Tell
Papa. Upchuck. Confess.”

“No confessions!”

“Well then, what almost happened? Are you guilty, inno-
cent, asking for mercy?”

“Shut up and drink your gin,” said Conway.

“Thanks, I will. In celebration.”

“Celebration?”

“Of the fact you now have the new number. The old one
was a freebie. The new, if used, will cost fifty bucks. Tomor-
row night, another new number, will run two hundred.”

“My God, why?!”
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“You’ll be fascinated. Hooked. Not able to stop. Next
week, eight hundred. You’ll pay.”

“Will 12! Conway cried.

“Softly. Innocence rides free. Guilt costs. Your wife will
question your bank balance.”

“She won’t! It won’t happen!”

“Lord, you're Joan of Arc run amok. She heard voices,
too.”

“God’s voices, not phone-sex whispers.”

“True, but still she died. Waiter! Keep the drinks coming.
Agreed?”

Conway jerked his head.

“Why so mad?” Smith asked. “We haven’t started lunch
and—"

“I haven’t been told things!” Conway said.

“All right, all right. Are you ready?”

Smith drew on the tablecloth with his knife, and talked to
the lines.

“Are you familiar with the storm drains under L.A., the
dry tunnels that channel our rains, our floods?”

“I know them, yes.”

“Uncover any manhole on any major street, step down in
tunnels twenty miles long, all heading for the sea. All of a
rainless year it’s empty as a desert runoft. You must walk to the
ocean someday with me, under the civilized world. Bored?”

“Continue,” said Conway.

“Wait.” Smith moistened his lips with his martini. “Imag-

ine that every night at three A.M. the doors of every house on
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the block, every block in the tract, opened and shadows, men
in their middle years, walked into the street and lifted the
storm drain lids and stepped down into darkness, eh?>—and
moved toward that far sea they could not hear. But then it
sounded louder and louder as they walked closer and closer
with more shadows, all heading toward that surf at three in
the morning, inhaling, exhaling, murmuring, sighing, and as
they moved, as the fever from their faces lit the storm-drain
walls, no need for lights, the fever does it, and the men find
more tunnels in motion, a flood under houses, and the city
asleep above, not knowing the surge of shadows yearning for
a warm sea, whispering, wanting, in love with what? A crazed
internet of flesh and blood.”

“Internet, no. Crazed? Yes!”

“But this is real! Not laptop films. Hungry men, rushing,
whispering, elbows knocking, shoes scuffing cement, on, on,
until they find that far shore on a night with no moon and
dawn a salvation a million miles off, but no one wants saving
as they flood the shore of that hot sea and stand, trembling,
eyes wild, by the thousands, watching volcanic waves burn the
shore.”

“What,” said Conway, “are they doing there?”

“Doing? They swim that roaring furnace, that suction, to
drown, inhale, exhale out, far out. You heard it last night. So
you had to come. The hairs all over your body jumped. Your
mouth eats cold steel, gasps flames, right?”

“No!”

“Liar!”

“No,” said Conway. “What are those voices?”
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“Homeless libidos, love-starved wannabees.”

“What love is starved, what do they wannabe?”

“Together.” Smith stirred his drink with his little finger.
“To be wildly together.”

“How?”

“By its sound, can’t you guess? To be part of that lost soul
circuit. To throw themselves in that sea of lust. Ever read
Thoreau? He said most men lead lives of quiet desperation.”

“Sad.”

“True. Ours is the sad, desperate channel that brimsVenice
with unclean floods of driven men. Remember that comic
strip Desperate Ambrose? The world swarms with men want-
ing, not getting, sleepless night Ambroses. Desperate. My
God. Body says this, mind that. Men say yes, women no! Were
you ever fourteen?”

“For a few years, yes.”

“Touché! You discovered wild hot flesh, but it was years
before you touched someone else’s arm, elbow, mouth. How
long?”

“Six years.”

“Forever! Alone twenty thousand nights. Loving mirrors.
Wrestling pillows. Damnation! Use the new number. Come
back tomorrow.”

“You’ve told me nothing!”

“Everything. Act! If you cancel now, to rejoin listening
again costs six hundred!”

“Based on what!?”

“On the heavy breathing that made you trash your phone.
The Bell Company reported the repairs.”

7
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“How could you know that?”

“No comment.”

“Smith?”

Smith waited, smiling.

“Are you,” said Conway, “God’s Angel, or his dark son?”
“Yes,” said Smith, and left.

CONWAY TELEPHONED NORMA to have the phone
canceled.

“Why, for God’s sake?” said Norma.

“Get the phone out. Out!”

“Madness,” she said, and hung up.

He arrived home at five. Norma toured him through the
house.

“Hold on,” he protested, “the phone’s stll in the library
and—"

He glanced toward their bedroom.

“They’ve put 2 new phone in there!”

“They said you insisted. Did you change the order from
take out to put in?”

“My God, no,” he said and walked over to stand by the

599

new device. “Why would I do that?

AT BEDTIME HE pulled both phones’ jacks, slapped his
pillow, lay down, and shut his eyes.

At three in the morning the phones rang and kept ringing.
Norma’s put the jacks back in the wall, he thought.
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Finally, Norma stirred. “God, I’ll do it!” She sat up.

“No!” he cried.

“What?”

“No, me!” he shouted.

“Calm down.”

“I'm calm!” He seized the phone, which rang and rang as
he carried it on its long cord to the other phone, which still
rang and rang. He stood motionless. The bedroom door
opened wider.

“Well, what are you waiting for?”” Norma said.

Ignoring her, he bent to touch and then take the phone
but only hold it away. The phone whispered.

At last Norma said: “So? Private calls? Is that some male-
menopausal bimbo?”

“No,” he said. “It is not a floozie-bubblehead-camp-
tollower bimbo!”

The list was so headlong that Norma laughed and shut
the door.

No lie, he thought. No bimbo, floozie, bubblehead . . .
[t’s—he hesitated, what? Cloud-cuckoo-land, a sinking love-
boat of lost women, crazed bachelors, dry heaves, plea-
bargaining, salmon migrations upstream to nowhere! What?

“Well,” he said at last and went to open the bedroom door
and study the cold white arctic wilderness of bed and its
snowblinding empty sheets.

There was a faint rattling behind the bathroom door. The
sound of aspirin shaken out as a faucet filled a glass.

He stood by the glacier bed where the floe moved never,

and shivered.

99



Ray Bradbury

100

The bathroom light went oft. He turned and went away.
He sat quietly for an hour and then dialed the new number.
No answer. And then . . .

A whisper so vast, so loud, it might comb the dead to wak-
ening. The whispers panted from one line, two, four, ten
dozen voices erupting, fused.

And it was the sound of all the girls and women he had
always wanted but never had, and it was the sound of all the
women he had wanted and had never wanted again, their
whispers, their cries, their laughter, their mocking laughter.

And it was the sound of a sea moving in on a shore, but not
the tidal floe beyond the trembling surf but a flood of flesh strik-
ing other flesh, bodies rising to fall, rising to fall and fall again
with vast murmurs, incredible whispers falling, rising, until the
whole volcanic mix exploded into downfalls into mindless dark.
An entire population of field gymnasts rushed to leap hurdles,
shouting, to drop in surfs of bodies to whine ascramble, to clutch
at limbs, to writhe in midnight calisthenics, explorations,
arrivals, departures clutched to teeter-totters of ascension and
decline, breakaway trapeze actors who reached, seized, held,
and let you plunge to strike catchers on a wild field of grab-
bing, rejecting arms, legs, torsos in full chorus! Orchestras of
hands snatched up to grip, hug, mold. Hurricanes of cries
stormed in need, dislodged their holds, then fell in rains of
cooling sheets to night calms. All was silence at last except a
kind of sigh that dogs might sense, and admire with barks.

Then, a buzz. “Deposit cash!”

“Smith, you son of a bitch,” Conway said.
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“That’s me. Well?”

“What in hell are these voices!?”

“Aliens, neighbors, high-class Party Liners, like when we
were small-town kids and our randy neighbors broadcast their
pillow talks.”

“Why is everyone calling at once?!”

“They’re cowards, nervous Nellies, afraid of ravenous insa-
tiables. Long-distance sumo wrestling, kick-boxing, mattress
turning, top back row Elite Theater Saturday nights, drive-ins,
motors killed, cars jouncing to pig squeals, weight-lifter
grunts, raped canaries.”

Conway was silent.

“Cat got your tongue? You a party pooper?”

“Is that a party?”

“Yes! Where they say what they want to say, hidden, old
maid in Vermont, wino in Reno, Vancouver priest, altar boy
Miami, stripper in Providence, college president Kankakee.”

Conway was silent.

“Still there? Hate facts? Damn reality? Pay nothing! Hang
up!”

Silence.

“Goodbye! Cut off, damn me, jump in bed, harass the
wife! Still there? Still hot-flash wild-love delicatessen curious?
Temperature a hundred and two? I'll count to three. Then
triple cash for this midnight matinee. One, two . . .”
Conway bit his lip.

“You’re hooked!” Smith brayed. “Got a mirror? Look!”

Conway stared at the mirror on the wall. A strange mad
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pink face, slick with sweat, eyes fired, burned there. The
phone voice barked!

“See? Bright cheeks. Sweat! Jaw clenched. Eyes like July
Fourth!”

Conway exhaled.

“Is that a yes!?” cried Smith. “Last chance. Hang up or a
Johnstown Flood of volcanic Krakatoa lava burns your bed.
Yes? No? Gotcha!”

Conway at last said: “Dozens of people on-line?”

“Thousands! Once the word spread, mobs joined, the
more mobs the higher the rates. Mobs didn’t drive rates down
but up. Whoever ran this late-night bender figured it was spe-
cial, why not lift all the money boats in the same used bath-
waters? Lots of sleepless hungers, plenty of walking wounded,
much nameless dark-meat game. You never know who’s talk-
ing. That lady, woman, girl squealing with delight, is she your
old-maid schoolmarm, your sad aunt who while the old man
sleeps punches Dial-A-Ride? Or your loving dad, loving the
Night Family more? The Night Family, all night each night,
screaming, snorting, thrashing, drained at dawn coughing
hairballs with each unseen mattress-jump. Listen up! Ten
thousand raw bods, Freud-crippled Christians, devoured by
hello-goodbye panthers, ocelots, raw-tongued lions. Kill, kill
me with love, they shout, yell, cry, please, thanks. You there?”

“Here,” whispered Conway. “Do they ever meet?”

“Never. Sometimes.”

“Where?”

“The bait must home where the carnivores roam, right?

They don’t want to meet. The wires suffice for nightmare



One More for the Road

fevers, their barks so high just hyena laptop lapdogs hear.
Listen.”

A bedlam choir drowned in static. Yes, yes. More! Oh, yes,
yes. More!

“Like them apples?” Smith cut in. “Fresh oft Eden’s tree.
Sold by the Snake. Midnight park rentals. You will not be
driven forth! Drop coins for virtual garden beds.”

“Stop!” said Conway.

“Stop? Taffy-pulling your ravenous groin? Lunch, mariana?
If you can creep or crawl to weep thanks to this sinner
friend?”

“Kill you,” said Conway.

“I'll duck faster than you shoot. Jump back on line. Be a
torn party favor. Ciao!”

Click! He was gone. The storm of fevers poured in, firing
his brain. More heavy breathing. He glanced up.

The wall was lit by the wild fire in his cheeks.

He let the phone fall to lie gasping unspeakable raw things
as he staggered toward bed, the flames in his face lighting the
floor.

He lay down with whispers and clenched his eyelids and in
a moment of sleeping dream heard, far off, the clang of a
metal storm drain manhole lid, lifted and slid. He blinked and
jerked his head to stare across into the outer room.

Where Norma stood, the telephone thrust to her ear, eyes
shut in pain as her color melted and she swayed, breathless, lis-
tening, listening.

He lifted up to call but in that instant she seized the cord
and, eyes still shut, yanked the whispers out of the wall.
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Sleepwalking, she glided toward the bathroom door. With
no light he heard her shake and spill the aspirin bottle. The
tablets rained in the toilet. The bottle fell to the floor. She
flushed three times and turning, walked to stand by the bed
for a moment, then lift the blanket and climb in.

After a long moment, he felt her hand touch his elbow.
After another moment she whispered. Whispered!

“You awake?”

He nodded in the dark.

“Well,” she whispered. “Now.”

He waited.

“Come over,” she whispered, “on my side of the bed.”



Autumn

Afternoon

“IT’S A VERY sad time of year to be cleaning out the
attic,” said Miss Elizabeth Simmons. “I don’t like October. 1
don’t like the way the trees get empty. And the sky always
looks like the sun has bleached it out.” She stood hesitantly at
the bottom of the attic stairs, her gray head moving from side
to side, her pale gray eyes uncertain. “But no matter what you
do, here comes October,” she said. “So tear September off the
calendar!”

“Can I have September?” Juliet, the small niece with the
soft brown hair, held the torn calendar month in her hands.

“I don’t know what you’ll do with it,” said Miss Elizabeth
Simmons.

“It isn’t really over, it’ll never be over.” The little girl held
the paper up. “I know what happened on every day of it.”

“It was over before it began.” Miss Elizabeth Simmons
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puckered her lips and her gray eyes grew remote. “I don’t
remember a thing that happened.”

“On Monday I roller-skated at Chessman Park, on Tuesday
I had chocolate cake at Patricia Ann’s, on Wednesday I got
eighty-nine in spelling at school.” Juliet put the calendar in
her blouse. “That was this week. Last week I caught crayfish
in the creek, swung on a vine, hurt my hand on a nail, and fell
off a fence. That takes me up until last Friday.”

“Well, it’s good somebody’s doing something,” said Eliza-
beth Simmons.

“And I'll remember today,” said Juliet. “Because it was the
day the oak leaves started to turn all red and yellow.”
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