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and it doesn't matter, it doesn't mean what we think it does
for we two will never lie there
we shall not be there when death reaches out his sparkling hands

—Kenneth Patchen, “And What with the Blunders”
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let me look at you.

The room was broad, and lit from behind by massive windows that lined the dark mahogany-paneled wall. Light came through in a vague haze, sifted just beyond the glass by the leaves of the oaks from the street. A large man, my uncle, came around the desk towards me.

I, smiling, nodding, trying to look agreeable. My uncle fatter than he had been. But happy. Fat and happy. That's the way. An important man in the governing of the city, my uncle had always been far too busy to bother with such as me.

—My boy, you seem well. Not too long, coming down here on the train? There was an accident just yesterday. Someone got pushed.

The way he said it made it sound like the city was a sort of theatrical production.

—Not long, I said quietly. I had my book.

I held up a book. It was a book of letters that desperate Russian poets had sent to an old German poet and he to them during a summer near the beginning of the century. My uncle did not look down at the book, but came around it and slapped me on the back.

—Good, good, he said. (An embrace.)

—You've had your hair cut, haven't you? he asked. Cut with a straight razor, looks like.

—Yes, I said, just now. I do it myself, a couple times a year.

—You use a mirror? he asked.

—No, I said, just a razor and a comb. In fact, I close my eyes.

—Not bad, he said. It's the old way, isn't it? Way they used to do it … I'd like to see that. Tell me next time, and I'll send the car.

He gave me another pat, then unhanded me, went back around the desk, and sat down with the air of a man who has often sat down in the presence of others who remain standing.

—I have given your situation some thought, Selah. I understand there was this business in C, and I know it distracted you for a while, but god damn it, man, you've got to get yourself together. These scraps of paper …

He held up several of my pamphlets. I sat up straight.

—It just won't do you any good. No conceivable good.

—I …

—Enough of that, he said. I have conferred with some old friends and I am going to install you in a position of which I feel you are certainly capable. There is a man I know, Levkin. He's an odd man, but trustworthy. I think you can gain much from his acquaintance.

He pressed a button behind his desk, and a door on the far side of the room opened. A man came out. He had evidently been waiting there some time, but he gave no sign of it. Nodding to my uncle, he immediately addressed me.

—Selah Morse?

I nodded. A strange-looking man. He was the sort you could never recall anything about afterwards. Featureless. Not that he didn't have features. He was of a certain height, of a certain weight, etc., but they didn't add up to anything. He was more of an average weight, an average height. If he left the room, who would remember him?

—This way, please.

He looked at me as I stood there, book in hand.

My uncle nodded.

—I think you'll find the work pleasant. Come see me in a week or so. We'll lunch together. I know a place …

But already I was following the featureless man through the paneling and down a set of stairs.

At the bottom of the stairs there was a passage that let out onto the street. I tried to place it in my memory in case I ever needed to get up to my uncle's office on the quick. In my head I imagined an enormous house, a mansion I had visited once as a boy. I walked in the front door, along the central hallway. On the right was a room made expressly for telephoning. I entered it, pulled tight the door. Beside the telephone on the nightstand, I placed the idea of this secret entranceway to my uncle's office. Quietly then I exit first the telephone-room, then the mansion, shutting carefully the doors.

—Call me Levkin, the man said shortly.

I nodded. There was no need to say my name.

I followed Levkin down the block. He had a rapid way of' walking with hardly any wasted motion. He turned several times, finally coming to a sort of pocket-park. In the center, a building. We crossed the park, mounted the steps, and entered, he turning in the lock a sort of monkey-faced key.

Within there was a large room. A desk stood opposite the door. On it a girl lay sleeping. She was quite slender, and expensively dressed. She gave one the impression of a cat, insomuch as were one to wake her it seemed she would only stalk off to some other equally unlikely napping place, there to resume her slumber.

I looked at Levkin. He had his finger over his lips. Softly he said:

—That's Rita, the message-girl.

—Messages for what? I whispered.

—The Seventh Ministry. Municipal Inspection.

He passed on through a left-hand door into a long sort of sitting room. There were tables, chairs, and sofas, as well as a large armoire. He opened it. Inside were a great number of identical suits in various sizes. Identical to the suit he himselfwas wearing. It was an elegant suit, obviously costly, but very quiet.

—Size? he said.

I reached past him and took the appropriate suit.

—Your office is this way, he said.

We exited the sitting room and proceeded back past Rita, who was now awake and watching us with one of two eyes. I said nothing; she said nothing.

—In here, said Levkin.

Through the right-hand door we went. A hallway led to the back of the house. There was a ladder on one side and a stair on the other. Levkin climbed up the ladder. I followed. At the top, a landing and a door. He opened the door.

—Your office. On the desk, a letter in explanation. Rita may or may not be up soon with your tea.

Levkin did a sort of half bow, and vanished back through the door and down the ladder, leaving me to survey my new premises. It was a fine room. A very long window ran much of the way along the wall, giving a view out onto the park. A dog was chasing another dog, which was chasing the first dog unsuccessfully. I felt that this meant something. I wrote it down on a pad of paper.

Dog chasing dog itself chasing dog, but not fast enough.

I illustrated the note, took a tack, and pinned it to the wall beside my desk. As I did this, Rita entered and leaned against the wall.

—Dressing up the place? she asked.

—Is that my tea? I asked.

—It can be.

She crossed the room and set the tea down on a small table by the window. With a sigh she threw herself down into a large leather chair and sat watching me.

I shook my head. I picked the suit up, went into the bathroom, and changed into it, slowly and carefully. The experience was enormously pleasing. Never had I been in possession of such a fine suit. It fit perfectly. Pants, shirt, vest. There was even a pocket watch.

Rita entered the room.

—Not bad, she said, and held the suit coat up for me.

I slid it on.

—Milk and sugar, I said. Or, just honey. If you're going to do something, you might as well …

—I'll write that down somewhere and lose it, she said. The suit fits. Not bad. I imagine you don't know a thing about what goes on here, do you?

—I know enough, I retorted.

—We'll see, she said. If you know anything at all, then why do we keep all our clocks three hours ahead?

We went out into the main room. Sure enough, the clock was three hours ahead.

—Well, that's obvious enough, I said. But I'm busy. Don't you have something to do?

—Try figuring out why you have …

She reached into the sleeve of my suit and pulled a long white handkerchief out of a secret pocket. It was monogrammed: S. M.

— … secret pockets in your clothing. Tell me that, buster.

She spun around and left out a different door, one on the far side of the room.

Only after she was gone did I wonder, how had she climbed the ladder with a cup of tea on a saucer? Evidently there was more to Rita than met the eye, though what met the eye was just fine.

Turning back to the desk I found an envelope. Within there was a letter, two days old.
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Seventh Ministry

21 July xxxx

Mr. Selah Morse,

Imagine that you are being written to from a place no larger than a gourd. In this gourd, furthermore, the necessary supplies for writing letters do not exist. Therefore, we make do with other mediums. Or perhaps this business of the gourd is a lie, a simple way of beginning a letter that I had hoped I would never have to write. The simple matter is this—up until now there has always been one Municipal Inspector in the city. For there to be two, well, I simply was not prepared for the circumstance to arise. Yet here you are.

I have it on good authority from Rita, the message-girl, that you cannot be trusted with any task, and that we should despair of your ever becoming a useful member of our little cadre. However, at the time of her saying this, Rita was operating under the clever assumption that you were only an idea and not an actual person. The contrary, rather, is the case. You are an actual person, and the work that you have to accomplish here is merely an idea.

Do you understand? We inspect things. We go about the city and occasionally stir ourselves to inspect virtually anything we choose. Our authority is both unlimited and nonexistent. It operates on a case-by-case basis. On a given day I might have the power to shut down a dam. The next I cannot cause a street vendor to move from off a corner. Vaguer and vaguer! I'm sure you understand now. After all, you were recommended to us as a sly young man. This you had best prove.

Senior Inspector, Seventh Ministry

Mars Levkin
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I set the paper down. By the window I found my tea. It was quite cold. In fact, it looked like someone had been ashing a cigarette in it.

—That wasn't for you to drink, said Rita, opening the door again.

She had a tray this time. On the tray was another envelope, and a cup of tea. She brought it over and set it down gently.

—I'm Rita the message-girl, she said.

—I've been told that, I replied.

She adjusted the hem of her skirt.

—Any messages to send? she said.

—Could you tell Levkin that—

—No! she said. Only written messages. What sort of message girl do you think I am?

She stalked off, leaving me with the tea and letter.

I took a sip of the tea. Irish Breakfast, with just the right amount of milk and sugar. Thank you, Rita. I opened the letter.
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Seventh Ministry

21 July xxxx

M.I. Selah Morse,

I do hope you're settling in. Things have been dreadfully strange around here ever since Maude ran away (the gray tabby). I think you are quite handsome and pleasant to talk to, and you mustn't get the wrong idea about me. I am excited to see if you can do the work, and if you like it. Also, I had a cousin named Selah who died when he was very young. He died right after he learned to read. The doctor said some people aren't meant to read. No one knows if he was joking or not, but we have to assume so. Was it a funny joke? I have never been in a position to tell. Anyway, good-bye for now,

Rita Liszt, M.G.

Seventh Ministry
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I closed the letter and smiled to myself. On an ordinary day, I would be reading in the park or working on one of my pamphlets in my cramped apartment. Was it true? Had I really come up in the world? I inspected my clothing for secret pockets and found several more, including a rather clever one that went all the way down the pant leg, starting beneath a false belt loop. Or, I suppose, the belt loop was a belt loop truthfully. But it also had this other business of being the start of a secret pocket.

HOWEVER, the true business began later, and about that we will now speak.



Several months, perhaps six or nine, had passed since I had begun work as an inspector. I was quite used to my schedule and to my responsibilities. It was late in the day, when afternoon has begun quite visibly to crumple around the edges and one can smell rather than sense that evening will soon be upon us. Quite the opposite is true in winter, when one sees night approaching from afar on spindly noiseless legs. But now it was the spring, and I was heading towards a noodle shop happily situated between a sort of pretend-dadaist gallery and an old movie theater named the Grand Corazon. Whenever I was in that neighborhood I made a point of stopping by the noodle shop.

As I walked, a girl came out of a doorway ahead of me and paused in the street. She was very happy, perhaps as happy as a person could be; one could tell this at a glance. She looked up at the second-story window. It was closed. Presumably she had just come from the apartment to which it belonged. The girl was quite fine-looking, with bare shoulders and a beauty that I have always ascribed to the Han dynasty of ancient China. Not that she was Chinese. No, I didn't know what she was, Slavic maybe, and elegant.

Out of nowhere, a taxi came speeding. There was a great honking of horns, a shouting. The girl made as though to jump back onto the curb, but instead went the other way, out into the street. With a dreadful thud, the braking taxi smashed full into the girl, sending her flying up into the air to land flat on the pavement some twenty feet away. The whole thing was rather like a geometry problem. Except that one could see immediately how truly injured the girl was, and one oughtn't to say such things or even think them at such times.

I dropped the brown paper parcel I was carrying and ran to where she lay. One isn't supposed to lift or move people who have been struck by dynamically heavy and fast-moving objects; however, I couldn't help but lift the girl off the street. She was completely unconscious. All her gladness had paused a moment.

—Driver! I shouted.

The cabdriver approached reluctantly, looking away and mumbling things to himself. I could see he would be of little use in the fast-approaching solution. Nevertheless,

—Driver!

—Sir, and —I didn't see her, and —She came out of nowhere.

—We must get this girl to the hospital. Pull the cab up here.

In moments the cabdriver had pulled the cab up beside the struck girl. We lifted her into the back of the taxi. I climbed in the front with the driver. Away we went.

+++



An orderly came and took the unconscious girl away down the hall on a gurney leaving me standing before the emergency desk. I started to go after, but the clerk called out to me.

—What's her name? You have these forms to fill out.

—I don't know, I said.

—But you are the one who brought her in, no?

—Yes, but I don't know her. I only saw the accident.

—All right, well, do you think she would want you to stay with her?

—I suppose so, I said. If I were in an accident, I would want someone to stay with me.

—Me too, said the clerk.

—All right, I'll go down there then.

—Third room on the left, he said, and gave me an approving nod.

These sorts of nods, from complete strangers during trying circumstances, help to cement one's self-worth in a way that a compliment from a friend never can. All-embracing, they confer a general air of approval upon one's movements for a brief time. No price can be put on them.

The third room on the left was not really a room. It was just a screened-off area of a big room. The girl lay, still unconscious, breathing softly. The orderly looked up when I came in.

—Are you her boyfriend?

—Yes, I said.

—What's her name?

—Mora Klein.

The orderly wrote that down.

—And your name? he asked.

—Selah Morse.

—You know, she doesn't have any identification on her.

—I'm aware of that, I said. She doesn't like to carry identification. She never wants anyone to know who she is.

—Inconvenient, isn't it? asked the orderly.

—You have no idea, I said. When will she come out of it?

—Any minute, he said. I gave her a shot.

—What kind of shot? I asked.

—Just a shot, he said.

And just at that moment, she began to stir. Her eyes opened and she looked dazedly around. She started to sit up, but the orderly held her down.

—Where am I? she asked.

Her voice was very fitting. It sounded like the comforting noises that faraway things make in morning.

—Mora, you're in the hospital, I said. You were in an accident.

—It'll be all right, the orderly told her. Your boyfriend's here. He brought you.

—Yes, I said, I'm here.

She looked at me, smiled, and closed her eyes.

—Stay here, said the orderly. Keep talking to her. Try to keep her awake. The doctor will be here in a moment.

I looked down at Mora. Her face was a bit pale, but she seemed remarkably unhurt. I didn't see any bruises or lacerations on her face, arms, or hands. She must have landed entirely on her head.

—You've got to stay awake now, Mora. The hospital doesn't want you to fall asleep. If you do, you'll sleep forever, and that wouldn't be any good for any of us.

Mora opened her eyes again. They were gray. She looked up at me.

—Who are you? she asked.

—Selah Morse, I said again. You don't remember me?

—No, she said. I don't remember anything.

—Well, don't worry, I said. Things will be sorted out shortly. The important thing is that you're okay.

She smiled again and closed her eyes. The doctor came in.

—Mr. Morse? he asked.

I did a half bow.

—I'm Dr. Platt. You'll have to leave while we examine the patient. Someone will fetch you afterwards.

—Good-bye for now, Mora, I said, bending over the gurney and kissing her on the cheek.

I wasn't sure whether I was going to do it, and then I had done it. Her skin was very soft.

—Good-bye, she said.

+++



After fifteen minutes or so, an attendant came out to call me back in. He was a large man, quite hairy.

—Morse! he called out.

—Here, I said, and hurried after.

As we walked down the hall, the doctor emerged from a side room.

—Well, he said, she had quite a blow to the head. Strangely, her body is largely unhurt where the taxi hit her. The only damage is due to the concussion. She seems to have entirely lost her memory. It will come back, probably, but these things take time. It would be helpful for you to construct a book for her, detailing her past circumstances. Such memory aids can help patients regain what they've lost.

—I see, I said.

—The important thing for the next eighteen hours, he said, is to keep her awake. She can be discharged tonight, as long as you'll take her somewhere quiet and stay with her.

—I'll do that, I said.

We had paused in the hall. The hairy attendant had gone on. The doctor's expression was kind. He gave the impression of being in the process of doing a hundred things at once, yet having truly and certainly a moment free in which to stand here quietly speaking with me.

—I'll do that, I said again.

—Good, good. There'll be some papers to sign. Insurance, etc. You should go in now and see her. She's been asking for you.

I shook his hand.

—Thanks, Dr. Platt, I said.

—No trouble.

The doctor paused a moment longer. He looked on the verge of asking me a question.

—If you don't mind my asking, he said, where do you buy your suits?

I looked at him a moment.

—It's just that they remind me of the sort the secret policemen used to wear back in Albania. I was raised there. I'm sure it's the same design.

I held out my arm for him to feel the fabric. He did.

—From an Albanian tailor on East Fourth Street, I said.

I considered telling him about the secret pockets, but refrained.

—The man's a miscreant, I continued. He is difficult to deal with. The only way we can get him to do anything is by sending a girl named Rita over. She's lovely and young, and he'll talk to her.

—Thanks, said Dr. Platt. I'll look into it. East Fourth …

—Between First and Second, I finished.

—You make that book for her, he said. Everything you can remember about her life. No matter how small or picayune.

—I'm looking forward to it, I said.

+++



I went back into Mora's room. She was wearing a hospital gown, sitting up, and eating what looked like a bowl of vanilla ice cream.

—I thought that was reserved for children who've just had their tonsils out, I said reprovingly.

—Didn't I get my tonsils out? she asked, as if meanwhile winking, though she did not actually wink.

This was a special gesture that she had perfected.

—Not yet, I said. We can stay for that, though, if you like.

—I'd rather go, she said. Can we?

—Yes, let's, I said. Give me a moment.

I went back out into the hall and down to the clerks' counter. I showed them my Seventh Ministry badge and explained that this visit had never taken place. While there was no real reason for them to believe me, they did. Through a half-open door, the doctorwas watching me. I smiled and waved. He waved back. I returned to Mora's room.

—Well, Mora, I said. It's time to go. Get changed and well head out.

—To where? she asked.

—Well, I suppose well go back to my place.

—All right, she said. Close that curtain and help me with this thing.

I shut the curtain and turned around. She had gotten out of bed and was trying unsuccessfully to untie the dressing gown. She turned her back to me.

—Untie that, she said. You know, this is all very strange. I don't remember you at all. Not even a little. Are you sure you're my boyfriend?

—Quite sure, I said. You have a little tattoo of the Morton salt girl with an umbrella on the small of your back.

—Do I? she asked, trying to look over her shoulder.

—No, I said. I was just joking.

I untied the dressing gown. Underneath she had only her underwear on, and it was all I could do to act as though I had seen this spectacle a thousand times. I fetched her dress from off a chair and handed it to her. She pulled it over her head, then slipped on a pair of green shoes. Extending her arm, she said:

—Shall we?

—Yes, let's.

And so we left the hospital together. There was a line of taxis outside. I chose one at random and told the cabbie my address. Mora sat down in the taxi and I sat beside her.

—I'm not entirely sure, she said, that I ever knew you.

—Be sure of it, I said. You've got to stay awake.

—How will I manage it? she asked. I'm already tired.

—Easy enough, I said. I'll tell you stories.

—That sounds just fine, said Mora, resting her head on my shoulder. When will you begin?

—At the room I let, I said. Many things begin there.

+++



My apartment was in the top floor of an old building. It had an elevator controlled by cables, and wide factory windows. Mora was pleased greatly by the elevator, and even more so by my rooms. I had purchased an old printing press with the money I made from my new profession, and I had outfitted the place as a thoroughgoing pamphleteer's hideout.

She sat down on a sofa and looked around happily

—Something to drink? I asked.

—A mint julep, she said. That and only that.

Luckily I was in the habit of drinking mint juleps. I made a pitcher and brought it in. The making of mint juleps is a glad and pleasing experience, particularly when it is done on the behalf of a young woman who has lost her memory.

—And now, I said, handing her a tumbler full of ice, our story begins.

I took a long drink of mint julep.

—Young man, let me look at you.

The room was broad, and lit from behind by many tiny windows that lined the stark white walls. Light came through in a hideous clarity focused just beyond the glass by the shining leaves of the enormous oaks from the street. A thin man, my uncle, came around the desk towards me.

I, smiling, nodding. My uncle looked very glad to see me. Always pleasant to be seen by one who's glad to see you. That's the way.

—My boy, I heard the bad news. If there's anything I can do for you … I hope the car ride wasn't too long. I told them to come directly, of course.

—Not long. I had a newspaper.

—Good, good. (An embrace.)

—You've had your hair cut, haven't you? he asked. Cut with a straight razor, looks like.

—Yes, I said, just now. I do it myself, a couple times a year.

—You use a mirror? he asked.

—No, I said, just a razor and a comb. In fact, I close my eyes.

—Not bad, he said. It's the old way, isn't it? Way they used to do it … I'd like to see that. Tell me next time, and I'll send the car. Anyway, you might want to use a mirror. You missed a few spots.

He gave me another pat, then unhanded me, went back around the desk, and sat down with the air of a man who has often sat down in the presence of others who remain standing.

—I have given your situation some thought, Selah. It has come to my attention that you could use a bit of work. I thought about several of the many options that exist and I have come to certain conclusions.

—I …

—Enough of that, he said. I have conferred with some cronies of mine, and I am going to install you in a position, the duties of which I'm certain you will discharge.

He pressed a button behind his desk and a door on the far side of the room opened. A man came out. He seemed to be in a hurry. Nodding to my uncle, he immediately addressed me.

—Selah Morse?

I nodded. A strange-looking man. He reminded me of a devil-bird that once had roosted in the tree outside of my window. It would never leave, but would always sit upon a certain branch and cackle at me. Whenever it was present, I would have bad dreams. I passed two years of my life in this way with the devil-bird.

—Come with me please.

He watched me as I stood there.

My uncle nodded.

—I think you'll find the work fascinating. Come and see me sometime. Well go to the zoo after hours and shoot ducks.

But already I was following the birdlike man through the paneling. There was a chute there. I climbed into it and found myself shot out of a vent unit onto a grassy lawn at street level.

—Call me Levkin, the man said in a very comforting voice.

I nodded.

I followed Levkin down the block. He had a rapid way of walking with hardly any wasted motion. He turned several times, finally coming to a sort of pocket-park. In the center, a grand building in the Federalist style. We crossed the park, mounted the steps, and entered, he turning in the lock a sort of monkey-faced key

Within there was an entry room. A desk stood opposite the door. On it a very pretty girl lay sleeping. She was quite slender, and expensively dressed. She gave one the impression of a cat, insomuch as were one to wake her it seemed she would be likely to scratch or bite you with great animosity.

I looked at Levkin. He had his finger over his lips. Softly he said:

—That's Rita, the message-girl.

—Messages for what? I whispered.

—Just to keep us on our toes, you know, he whispered back.

He passed on through a left-hand door into a long sort of sitting room. There were tables, chairs, and sofas, as well as a large armoire. He opened it with the same monkey-faced key Inside were a great number of identical suits, in various sizes. Identical to the suit he himself was wearing. It was an elegant suit, obviously costly, but very quiet. As quiet as the passage of six mice over a carpet.

—Is it always that quiet? I asked.

—Generally, he said. What's your size?

I reached past him and took a suit at random.

—Your lair is up a ladder, he said.

I grinned. Whiat a fine fellow Levkin was turning out to be.

We exited the sitting room and proceeded back past Rita, who was still quite asleep. From this new angle I could partially see down the front of her shirt. It was very exciting.

—In here, said Levkin.

Through the right-hand door we went. A hallway led to the back of the house. There was a ladder on one side and a stair on the other. Levkin climbed up the ladder. I followed. At the top, a landing and a door. On the door there was a name-plate. It said, SELAH MORSE, MUNICIPAL INSPECTOR. He opened the door.

—Your office. On the desk, a letter in explanation. Rita will follow, perhaps bringing tea. She is difficult to predict.

Levkin did a sort of half bow, and vanished back through the door and down the ladder, leaving me to survey my new premises. It was a fine room. A very long window ran much of the way along the wall, giving a view out onto the park. A dog was chasing another dog, which was chasing the first dog unsuccessfully. I felt that this meant something. I wrote it down on a pad of paper.

Dog chasing dog itself chasing dog, but not fast enough.

I illustrated the note, took out a penknife, held the note against the wall, and stabbed the penknife through it. I checked. The note was held securely. As I did this, Rita entered and leaned against the wall.

—Dressing up the place? she asked.

—Is that my tea? I asked.

—It can be.

She crossed the room and set the tea down on a small table by the window. With a sigh she threw herself down into a large leather divan and sat watching me.

I shook my head. I picked the suit up, went into the bathroom, and put it on. It fit perfectly. Pants, shirt, vest. There was even a pocket watch. My old clothes I put into a chute labeled,

THE FIRE THAT AWAITS US

Rita came into the bathroom.

—Not bad, she said, and held the suit coat up for me.

She spun around and left out a different door, one on the far side of the room.

Only after she was gone did I wonder, how had she climbed the ladder with a cup of tea on a saucer?

Turning back to the desk I found an envelope. Within there was a letter, three days old.
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Seventh Ministry

20 July xxxx

Mr. Selah Morse,

I have it on good authority from Rita, the message-girl, that you cannot be trusted with any task, and that we should despair of your ever becoming a useful member of our little cadre. However, at the time of her saying this, Rita was operating under the clever assumption that you were only an idea and not an actual person. The contrary, rather, is the case. You are an actual person, and the work that you have to accomplish here is merely an idea.

An elephant wandered apart from Hannibal's army as he was crossing the Alps. It ventured into a Swiss town and befriended a man named Tulich. Tulich went on to become the greatest clockmaker the world has ever seen, mostly, we now think, because of the secrets the elephant told him.

Do you understand? We inspect things. Vaguer and vaguer! I'm sure you understand now. After all, you were recommended to us as a sly young man. This you had best prove.

Senior Inspector, Seventh Ministry

Mars Levkin
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I set the paper down. By the window I found my tea. It was quite warm still. The appropriate amount of milk and sugar was in it.

—Don't drink too much, said Rita, opening the door again. It's poisoned. Only slightly, but still poisoned. I had decided to poison you and give you the antidote every day so that you would be forced to obey me, but now I've changed my mind.

She had a tray this time. On the tray was another envelope, and a cup of tea. She brought it over and set it down gently

—Im Rita the message-girl, she said.

—I've been told that, I replied.

She adjusted the hem of her skirt.

—Any messages to send? she said.

—Could you tell Levkin that—

—No! she said. Only written messages. Or phone messages. What sort of message girl do you think I am?

She stalked off, leaving me with the tea and letter.

I took a sip of the tea. Earl Grey, with just the right amount of milk and sugar. Thank you, Rita. I opened the letter.
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Seventh Ministry

20st July xxxx

M.I. Selah Morse,

I do hope you're settling in. Things have been dreadfully strange around here ever since Maude ran away (the gray tabby with the cute limp). I think you are quite handsome and pleasant to talk to, and you mustn't get the wrong idea about me. I am excited to see if you can do the work, and if you like it. Also, I had a cousin named Selah who died when he was very young. He died right after he learned to read. The doctor said some people aren't meant to read. Giving him a book, say, Goodnight, Moon, was as good as murder. No one knows if he was joking or not, but we have to assume so. Was it a funny joke? I have never been in a position to tell. Anyway, good-bye for now.

Rita Liszt, M.G

Seventh Ministry
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I closed the letter and smiled to myself. On an ordinary day I would be reading in the park or working on one of my pamphlets in my cramped apartment. Was it true? Had I really come up in the world?

I went back into the bathroom and examined myself in the mirror. The suit did fit rather well. This was the first uniform I had ever worn, and it was pleasing to me in some sense to be a part of a larger endeavor. When I came out of the bathroom, Levkin was seated by the window.

—Can't stay in one place, can you? I said.

—Mostly, he said. Anyway, that's the job. Do you understand what's involved?

—When do we leave? I asked.

—Let me tell you a story, he said. By way of illustrating a point. There was a man named Carlov. He was a strongman in a circus. His trick—you know, all performers have to have some trick—was to pick himself up. Now most people, no matter how strong they are, cannot pick themselves up. Somehow Carlov was able to do this, I guess it was a matter of leverage or something. You know, where his muscles were connected, etc. In any case, he would come out onstage, pick himself up, stand there for a while, while everyone gawked—I mean, the thing looked totally impossible—and then put himself back down. He made loads of money, but most of it went to his manager, a guy named Wales Carson. In the end, I was asked by the city to investigate these proceedings. I went down there and watched the performance for days. I went dozens of times. I just couldn't figure out how he was managing to pick himself up.

Levkin took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, lit one, and leaned back in his chair.

—So what happened? I asked. How was he doing it?

—No one knows, said Levkin. Two days later he got pushed out a window on Fortieth and Third Avenue.

He took another puff of his cigarette.

—The point is, don't work too hard. Most things solve themselves. However, it is important for us to be mixed-up in things. You understand.

I said that I most certainly understood and that definitely we were all going to get on well together.

—Good, he said.

And so my time at the Seventh Ministry began. At first I accompanied Levkin on inspections. We burst into a tax office off Varick Street, demanding that all documents pertaining to the twelfth of February, 1995, be summarily destroyed. We watched over this destruction with a baleful eye, and forced the supervisor to sign a form agreeing that we had never been there. This form we posted on his office wall. Later that day we visited the police horse stables below Canal and spent a while feeding the horses carrots and cubes of sugar.

Slowly, I began to understand what was expected of me. We were a randomizing element in the psychology of the city. We were the practical element of the philosophy that all parts in a system should not react the same way As you may expect, this was enormously pleasing to me. I had never expected that my uncle, a man of sober resolution, could ever countenance such behavior. And yet he knew of it. In part it was his power, the power of men like him, that helped to lend the Ministry its dubious clout. All along I must have misjudged the man. Of course, I would never tell him. If he did in fact deserve this new standing in my esteem, then telling him would be pointless. He would already know.

Soon things started settling into a routine. I moved into a better apartment with the better money I was making, a place closer to the Ministry I was provided with many iterations of my suit, the which I kept in a large wardrobe. I began to feel confident about my work, and went around on my own, inspecting and interrogating. I found that the authority of the badge was virtually unlimited. Even the police force seemed to be a bit in awe of it. There was a number on the badge, and when they ran it in their squad-car computers, they would invariably return with apologies and a general go-ahead on whatever I intended.

In short, it was a very good life. I would wake up early in the morning, work for an hour or two on my pamphlets (which I had never stopped making), and then head down to the Ministry Rita would be there. She was always there. Lev-kin said once that it was likely there was more than one Rita, identical twins or triplets. Whatever the explanation, she was always there, with messages and a bit of repartee. If Levkin had requested me to make a particular inspection, I would go off to that. If not, I would sit around the office for a while, thinking up one or another scheme for the day. For instance, I once decided that all the dog parks in the city should be tested. So, I borrowed a friend's Airedale and went about from dog park to dog park seeing how he liked them. His name was Osip, and he was a rascally dog who was most certainly an expert on how much pleasure could be afforded any particular dog by any particular dog park. Once we had gone from park to park, and I had gotten a general sense of Osip's feelings on the matter, I wrote up a deafening memorandum on the subject, complete with schematics, possible improvements, dog baths, dog bridges, etc. I forwarded this to the Parks Department under the seal of the Seventh Ministry Within three months, the dog parks had been altered.

For so long I had gone about giving my opinion freely, never supposing that it would be taken. This is a great freedom, and makes it much easier to say whatever comes to one's mind. However, once one's opinion begins to be heeded, well, then one must take a bit of care.

Nevertheless, my career continued. Every Wednesday, before going to the big public library to annotate the permanent copies of the encyclopedia with my own insightful commentary in neat red pen, I would stop down on Bayard Street to visit a Shanghai joint of the old-style called New Green Bo. I was in the middle of eating a plateful of the best vegetable steamed dumplings in the whole city when one of the chefs, a Chinese woman, turned to me. Her face was stern, and I immediately knew she was going to tell me something of great weight.
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—Have you heard of the curling touch?

—No, I replied.

—Well, she said, when I was a child, we would go often through the countryside to visit my grandmother, who lived near a shrine. She was very old, and lived alone in a country of great rain. In her district, for whatever reason, the waters were always rising. Rain was always on the horizon or coming hard upon one. Lightning figured as certainly as the sun in one's estimation of the sky. It was on one such rainy day that we climbed the gray-green slope leading up to the shrine. Mist clung to the edges of everything, even to our clothing. We trailed little flags of mist as we ran back and forth along the slope. My mother called to us, and her voice was like the hailing of an unknown ship. We called back as though returning from impossible destinations. And up ahead, the light of my grandmother's house. For a moment we were far from it; the slope seemed to go on forever up and up. Then a bank of mist passed before us and passed away again, and there the house was, before us. My grandmother stood at the open door, beckoning. I ran to her, and she lifted me into her arms and said, Today my dear, I am going to tell you about the curling touch.

We gathered inside and were given something hot to drink and a sort of sweet grain cake to eat, and the fire was stoked, and the door shut. Outside the rain had begun in earnest. In my mother's eyes shone the old happiness that had always been hers when my grandmother was near. Then my grandmother began to speak.

—There was a man, a handsome man. He was not much to look at, no, he was not handsome in that way No, he was handsome in that he was the beloved of the world. Everything he did went well; everything he touched turned to gold. He was a gambler, but what he did was never gambling, for it seemed impossible that he should ever lose. If he touched a deck of cards, then they were blessed for him. If he lifted knucklebones, then they would only ever fall in patterns betokening victory. His name was Loren Darius.

Now Loren Darius grew to manhood in the bosom of his luck. He lived in a narrow country, and within its confines he grew strong and proud, such that when he departed into the larger world, that place too became fond of him in that peculiar way that seemed to others to be Darius s birthright. Not that his life was unchecked by disaster. His parents had passed away at an early age, leaving him, a boy of five, in the stewardship of his elder sister, who herself passed away before the year was out. Yet even at that age, Loren Darius could not be refused, and when he went to a stream with a fishing pole, or with his bare hands, that stream would give up fish to him, and when he bent over twigs, even in the midst of a storm, fire would rise up to warm him. And so, despite the misfortune of those around him, Loren Darius grew to manhood.

This was an earlier age of the world. You mustn't suppose that things were then as they are now. A city would be such and such a distance by horse, measured by how many nights one would be upon the road. There was less light in general.

Loren Darius traveled widely as a young man, along every frontier he could find. He did not know at the time what he was looking for, but he was troubled by strange dreams. He would fall asleep in a roadside inn or on a village green, or at the margin of a field, and he would dream himself into a hallway. Many doors then, along the hallway. Many doors, and great they were in size and finery. Each night he went farther down the hall, each night opening still another door.

What was behind these doors? None can say, for Loren refused to speak of it. Yet certainly as time passed he drew closer to what he sought.

Her name was Ilsa Marionette. She was the daughter of Cors Marionette, the famous hunter, he who drove the Corban Bull from Limeu all down to Viruket. You have seen monuments to his bravery. Anyway, it was not long before Ilsa was convinced that her life was with Loren, and not long before Cors was convinced of Loren's grace in the powers of life. For Cors was often heard to say, Strength is nothing, ferocity is a plaything; when life is waged as a war, grace is the only virtue, grace shown through nimbleness. And Loren was certainly nimble. This no one could dispute.

The pair went then back to the small land where Loren was born; they took up a household and her name became Ilsa Darius. It should be remembered too that Ilsa was the fairest woman that had yet walked beneath the sun. Where she went, events of any kind would stop, as men and women alike marveled at her and at her passing by.

And yet despite her beauty and his luck, they did not have between them a profession, for he had been a wanderer, traveling back and forth through the land, and she had been a virtuous daughter, kept indoors away from the mad horde. Some money they had had from her father, but it was not much, and it lasted them only a short while. So, Loren took to traveling to nearby cities, where his luck in gambling might provide them with the money to live.

This strategy proved sound, and for several years the couple lived in great wealth and affluence. Loren would go away to a city, win enormous sums, bring them back to his bride, and live alone with her in the hills some months before leaving again to procure more. And all the time that they were apart they thought only of each other, and it was a terror in the hearts of both that the other should ever come to harm.

One day it came to pass that Loren was returning from a city, his horse and mule heavily laden with his winnings. The day was hot, and the road was a yellow line through the dust. The sun obscured vision and glanced off all it encountered, searing the very ground.

Through it Loren stumbled, leading his horse and mule. Some hours he had been upon the road, and what water he had had been given his mule and horse, for they were bearing a far heavier load then he. Yet he was sore, thirsty, and tired of the sun. Perhaps its weight was even telling upon his mind, for when he saw up ahead a broad tree and shade beneath, he dropped his horse's reins and ran ahead to the shelter of the tree.

As he drew closer Loren saw that a man was there. He looked like some kind of merchant. He was dressed in green, in heavy cloth, even at this hour and heat. The man's horse was behind the tree, grazing in a patch of grass. The man sat, drinking water from a large skin.

Loren approached. Behind him his horse and mule caught up and passed around the tree to take up with the other horse, and with the green grass there afforded.

—Good day, said Loren.

—Sir, said the man, with a slight tinge of a smile. It is a hot day.

—It is that, said Loren, his words spilling out in haste. Could I have some of that water? I gave the last ofwhat I had to my horse and mule, and I have no more. Certainly I can pay you. Gold even.

The man's smile broadened. His features were odd, grand and haughty even as they were drawn and pursed.

—I have no need for gold.

The man had knucklebones in one hand. He was casting them out upon a flat stone, then scooping them up and casting them again.

—A wager, then? asked Loren. I would wager anything against you for that skin ofwater. My horse? My mule?

—I have a horse, said the man. And mules in a stable.

The man unstoppered the wineskin and took another draught of water. This was almost too much for Loren, whose face betrayed his desperation.

—Have you nothing else to wager? asked the man.

And then Loren thought of the one thing that was ofworth in his life, the one thing that nothing matched.

—Have you not a wife? asked the merchant.

—I have a wife, said Loren.

Now, never before had he ever considered wagering Ilsa. She was more important to him even than the good fortune that had hitherto sheltered him. But it was true that he had never lost a wager in his life.

—Then let us say, said the merchant, this skin ofwater set against your wife. Ilsa, her name is, no?

Loren drew back. How did the man know her name?

—She is a noted beauty in these parts, the merchant said, answering Loren's unspoken question.

Loren drew in a deep breath. He could win this with a single throw, get the water, take the horse and mule, and be home by nightfall. It would be over in a moment. He would be hazarding her only for a moment.

The man lifted the skin to his lips again. Soon the water would be gone.

Loren reached out his hand.

—Let's have it. Come now.

The merchant took from beneath his green coat a tattered leather cup. Into it he dropped the bones and handed them to Loren. Loren felt in himself a great unease. He looked into the merchant's face and was terrified by what he saw there. He knew then that he should stop. He felt a horror in himself and in the world.

He threw the bones down onto the flat rock.

They skipped out and landed in that series known as “bird's teeth.” It was the second-best throw. Never before had Loren failed to get the best throw. But “bird's teeth” was a good throw.

The merchant's hands moved almost faster than Loren could see, scooping up the bones, dropping them into the cup, and passing them over the rock once, twice, three times. On the third pass he let them slide out and drop, one two three four five. They dropped slowly, perfectly into the “widow's net,” the very best throw. Loren had lost.

With a cry he threw up his hands.

—This is foolishness, he said. I am leaving.

The merchant stood up to his full height, and he was a large man indeed. The dice cup fell from his hand.

—Loren Darius, I know you. I have known you long, and long you have been kept from my hand. But now my weight is upon you and I will never relent. Ilsa Darius is mine. I may not come for her today; I may not come tomorrow. I may not come for years. But when I do there will be nothing you can do. For on this day you have lost her to me. On this day you have given your wife for a skin of water.

The man turned and called out in a strange voice. His horse trotted up beside him. The man walked away down the road as Loren watched, and after he was gone a dozen paces, a fold of heat and light arose and the man was lost to sight.

At this, Loren stirred. He leaped onto his horse's back and, forgetting the mule, rode at breakneck speed the remaining miles home.

As he came up the path to his house, his horse foaming and lathering, he saw upon the porch, Ilsa. She was singing and singing the song he had heard every night in his dreams as he woke again and again into that grave hallway.

He leaped from off his horse and ran up the steps.

—Ilsa, he cried. Ilsa, are you well? Have there been any visitors?

And Ilsa looked at him strangely even as he caught her up in his arms.

—No, my love. No visitors. Only your absence, and your return.

Loren breathed a sigh of relief. It must have been a dream, he thought, a dream prompted by the heat. Yet when he looked down at his wrist he saw a mark, a mark as of a burn where the man had touched him when taking the leather cup in his turn. The curling touch. Loren had heard of it. He had not dreamed the wager. Yet who was this man? If he came here, Loren would slay him. That was all. He would slay the man.

And so their life continued. Things continued as they had, and Loren and Ilsa were glad in their days. Yet sometimes Loren would think that he heard things or saw things. He would be returning from a trip to gather wood and he would think he saw a man leaving the house. Or he would see from afar in the window of the bedroom a man's shape. Always he would run to the house and come shouting in, to find poor Ilsa all alone, seemingly confused at what had aroused her husband to such madness.

She bore such things well, yet as time went on, the occurrences began to come with greater and greater frequency. Loren would search the house from top to bottom. But never would he find anyone there, or anything not as it should have been. As had happened repeatedly in the past, the couple began to run out of money. But now', instead of going off to the city as he had before, Loren refused to leave the house. He was sure that as soon as he left, the man would come. Yet their money dwindled, and their food, and soon there was nothing for it but that he go.

So Loren left one day, and went along the road to the nearest city There he stayed six days gambling, and raised such a fortune as he had never seen. He took two mules and his good horse and set out home. Yet with each mile that passed, his anxiety increased, and it was all he could do not to cast aside the slower mules and gallop home.

As he came up the path to his house he saw tracks left by a horse not his own. When he reached the house, he found Ilsa sitting, wearing clothes he had not seen before. And so his greeting to her was not, as it had been, My love, how I have missed you, or Darling, how are you, but:

—Who gave you that dress? And what horse left tracks upon the path? You have had visitors; I know it.

Ilsa told him that it was a woman who lived nearby, who had come several times to see her, for it grows lonely here when no one is around.

To which Loren said, you have never grown lonely before.

And she replied, always before you have been here with me, even when you were not.

Then they both saw that something deep and terrible had happened. But they did not know how to fix it, or even how to name it.

The mark on Loren's wrist remained. The money he had made was enough to continue their life for a very long time without his going away. Yet still, he would go down into the meadow past the house, where a narrow path wound through trees to a brook, and the Cassila, with its flowering branches raves in good pleasure all through the spring, and even there, there with the bouquet of scent, the dazing pleasuring sunlight, the rushing swiftness of the brook, and the standing comfort of the grasses, he felt at his core the beginnings of a slight terror. It was then he would turn to the house and would see, or hear from afar, as though he were near, the sound of Ilsas love-making as she lay with another man, the sound of her calling out, the rustling of sheets, the noise of skin and skin.

He would rush, blue veined in anger, up the stairs, to find her at needlework by a window, or weaving in the parlor. Yet there would be to her then some slight disarray, a looseness to her hair, a flush to her lips, a half-buttoned dress or an uncaught breath, that to him would cement all his fears.

In his dreams, both waking and sleeping, he was forced to watch as different men, not just the merchant, but others, came to his wife, and she to them. Finally Loren's angers grew too great, and Ilsa fled the house in the company of a friend she knew only slightly, a girl she had encountered once, the supposed daughter of woman she knew. They fled to a nearby village, pursued by Loren, and took shelter in the uppermost room of an inn.

Loren rode that day desperately after her. He remembered how it had been in what seemed now like their youth. He thought of her gentleness, her tenderness with him always, and how quick she had been in thought, yet always thinking of him. And as he rode, his anger softened, and he felt in his heart that he had wronged her. Yet then by chance his eye passed over the reins and over his wrist and he beheld there the raging mark, the burn of which he felt still, and with it his anger grew.

He made his way into the town and cast his luck in the air. It sent him to the inn. He tied his horse to a pole, threw open the door, and entered. A great many people were in the common room. A young man in a blue-gray suit. A woman with a fan. An old man whose age lay all about his feet, and a tall man tall with a broad, kind face, a black beard, black eyes and hair, a dog on hind legs holding a violin. The black-bearded man took Loren by the shoulder. He said,

—You think that by going upstairs, the world will continue. But there is more to it than that. He wants to go upstairs, said the man, pointing to the young fellow in the blue-gray suit, but he isn't going. He's staying right here. You sit here a moment.

Loren sat. His mind was in a seething fury.

The young man in the blue-gray suit came over and patted him on the shoulder.

—My friend, he said, this is for you.

He pressed an orange into Loren's hand. But it was not just any orange. It was the orange that Loren had been about to eat when news had come to him of his parents' death. How had the orange been preserved so long? How could it still be fresh? Yet itwas. Loren peeled the orange, and it was as perfect a fruit as he had ever seen. He took a portion and put it in his mouth, and the taste filled him. It was full of freshness and new promise, the lifting of obligation. He gave pieces of the orange to everyone in the room, and they all ate, smiling.

The young man knelt by Loren and whispered in his ear:

—Though we pass away now, the world will return to you again; fear not.

For at that moment the black-bearded blacksmith began to speak, and all that he said became more and more certain until only his subject remained.

—I heard tell once, he was saying, of a guess artist. He lived in a grand and impossible city, a place not out of a true future, but an imagined future. There were great wings that propelled men in gatherings through the sky, and tall, tall houses, called skyscrapers. In the water too there were massive ships that circumnavigated the world, bearing goods in trade. So many people lived in the city that they were forced to live atop one another. Houses atop houses atop houses. When the people went out into the street, there was one unending crowd through which they went and in which they lived.

There were many nations in the world, and all were linked, and the populace of this one city was composed of many of the peoples of the earth. Where this city met the ocean, on its southeast border, there was a great wooden plank-land, planks stretching out along the coast. They called it a boardwalk. And upon the boardwalk, the man ofwhom I speak, the guess artist, had a stand. Late in the day, when the heat had faded somewhat into the planks of the boardwalk and down into the sand that lay all around, he would take up his position in a tent behind a small counter adjoining the boardwalk, there to wait for customers.

The place was lit by electric light, something like the lightning that comes now from the sky, but harnessed, and set into veins called power lines. This energy was free to be used by anyone, and then night was not the serious affair that it is now. Lights lit the streets, lit the insides of buildings, and light lit the boardwalk, clear from one end of Coney Island to the other.

On this particular day the guess artist was sitting, looking out across the water, when a young Japanese couple approached. Across the way, a young man in a blue-gray suit had been waiting some time. The guess artist knew that the young man wanted to come to speak with the guess artist, but something was keeping him away.

The young Japanese couple looked at the guess artist's brochure. It was a flat card that said,

—In three guesses I will guess what you are thinking.

—How much does it cost? asked Takashi Kawagata.

—You will give me what you think I deserve, said the guess artist.

—That sounds fair, said June Kawagata. What am I thinking?

—You are both thinking the same thing, said the guess artist. You are wondering whether the sun will ever go down, since you have been traveling now for six years on airplanes, staying ahead of the sun, and you have finally decided today to let yourselves see a sunset.

—That's not true, said June. I design robots for use in private industry. We have an apartment on the West Side.

—Okay, said the guess artist. Three chances, right?

—Okay, said June. Shoot.

—You're thinking about the cat you had when you were a child. There was one spot on its fur, to the left of its tail, which would never sit smoothly. The fur always stuck up. Somehow you thought that because the fur was always sticking up there, the world could never reward anyone with exactly what they wanted. This beliefwas for a long time unconscious inyour head, but earlier today you realized why you believe what you believe. Furthermore, now you feel that it is certainly true. The cat died whenyou were nine. It is buried by the gate of your parents' house in Tensshu.

—What is the cat's name? asked June.

—You are being very careful not to think of the cat's name, said the guess artist.

Then his expression changed. He looked at Takashi.

—The cat's name was Octopus.

June gave Takashi a withering look.

—Don't you have any self-control? she asked.

Takashi shrugged.

June looked at the guess artist.

—You're pretty good, she said. What do you think?

—Aboutwhat? he asked.

—About the patch of fur, she said.

—I think you're right about the patch of fur. I could have told you more if you had brought Octopus here.

—But I was only a kid then. I didn't know about you.

—I know, said the guess artist.

Takashi took a chocolate-chip cookie wrapped very carefully in waxed paper out of his bag. It was obviously from an extremely expensive cookie boutique uptown. He gave it to the guess artist.

—Thank you, said the guess artist.

—See you around, said June and Takashi.

The guess artist watched them walk off down the boardwalk. What a nice couple, he thought to himself.

At that moment, the young man in the gray-blue suit approached the guess artist's booth. He was a serious young man with a way of moving that said, I am trying to be extraordinarily quiet right now even though it makes no difference.

—Hello, said the guess artist.

—Hello, said the young man.

—When you were standing over by the railing you were thinking about the time you parachuted from a small prop plane. It was your first time, and so you had to have someone jump with you, attached to your back. Nonetheless, the experience was wonderful. The daywas slightly cloudy, and soyou fell through hundreds of wisps of cloud, to emerge into an open sky over the Hudson Valley.

—Not really, said the young man.

The guess artist raised an eyebrow.

—Earlier today, I thought about that, said the young man. Just now I thought about how I had been thinking about that, to be precise. And anyway, the thing isn't what I was thinking about when I was standing over there. It's what I'm thinking about right now.

—True, said the guess artist. Give me a minute.

He looked at the young man again. Perhaps he resembled an animal that had been turned into a human being by some accident, and now was trying to make the best of the situation. Yes, said the guess artist to himself, that's the way it is.

—Well … said the young man.

—You're looking for a girl, said the guess artist. You had hoped she would be on the boardwalk, but she's not. She's upstairs somewhere, you think, though you don't know where.

—Well, said the young man again, I think—

—But, continued the guess artist, you're worried that you won't be able to find her alone, and in truth, you will not be able to find her alone. She is too hard to find. You will need help. Somehow you knew that I was the only one who could help you. That's why you've come here every day for the last week and stood over there watching me. Also, just now you noticed my chocolate-chip cookie and you want a bite. Ask me for a piece.

—Can I have a piece of your chocolate-chip cookie? asked the young man.

—Yes, said the guess artist. And, I will help you find this girl.

He broke the cookie into two halves. When he did this, the cookie broke beautifully The substance it was made ofwas quite obviously the most extraordinary substance that one could make a chocolate-chip cookie from and still call it a chocolate-chip cookie. The two ate the cookie in silence. When theywere done, the young man said, —That's the best chocolate-chip cookie I have ever eaten, or seen.

—Lets go, said the guess artist. There isn't much time. Do you have anything to show me, any clues to where she might be?

The young man slid an envelope out of his sleeve. He did it so quickly and well that the guess artist smiled at the artfulness of the gesture. There was a letter in the envelope. It said:
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Hey, you,

I'm in a hurry so I can't write much. Meet me at Pier 12 at four a.m. two nights from now. Is there such a thing as useless obfuscation? I don't think so.

Resolutely yours,
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—Hmmm, said the guess artist. What happened when you went to the pier?

—It was very strange, said the young man.

At this the guess artist straightened up in his chair. The young man did not seem like the sort of person who used the word strange lightly

—When I got there, there was some kind of selection process going on. There were many girls, all dressed alike in white linen sundresses. Also, they all looked vaguely like Her. But they weren't Her. None of them was Her. Some of them even, while they were waiting for their turn to talk to the judges, made little gestures reminiscent of Her. But they were clearly not Her. I waited until they all spoke to the judges. Then I spoke to the judges. Then everyone left. Then I left.

—What did the judges say?

—They said that I seemed very confused and that I should have that looked at. Also they said they were going to have a drink and that if I wanted I could come along.

—What did they look like?

—The judges?

—Yes, said the guess artist.

—More of the same, said the young man. They looked perhaps even more like Her than the contestants.

—Hmmm, said the guess artist. And they didn't say why they were there?

—There was a handbill, said the young man. He took it out of his other sleeve and gave it to the guess artist. The handbill was blank.

—Very interesting, said the guess artist.

He took a little bottle of rubbing alcohol from a cabinet that was hidden behind the counter and poured a little over the handbill. Letters emerged. The handbill now said:
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Pier 12, four a.m. Look-alike contest.
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—Did you go back the next night? asked the guess artist.

—Yes, there was a different contest. Everyone then also looked vaguely similar, but not to anyone I knew.

—Well, there's only one thing for it, said the guess artist. Let's go to the dead-letter office. There may be more correspondence for you there.

The guess artist came around the counter, turned, pulled the curtain to, and the new comrades headed off down the boardwalk in the direction of Manhattan. It was a fine night, and the people passing them all seemed happy in general about some unverified thing. The municipal inspector thought to himself that it was good in many ways that he did not know what this thing was, for perhaps in himself he carried the disproof of it, and that perhaps his knowing the falseness of their happiness would make it no longer real, whereas now it was real, real for them, and for him, protected by a veil of not-knowing. Meanwhile beside him the guess artist knew very well what it was about which the people were happy but he did not let himself think about it. In his head were many obscure structures for protecting himself from the thoughts of others.

They reached the subway platform and boarded the train, when it came, in silence. The municipal inspector sat beside the guess artist, and they looked out the window over Brighton Beach as the train sped west.

—What should I call you? asked the guess artist.

—S. is fine, said the young man in the gray-blue suit.

—S. it is, then, said the guess artist. Why is it that this girl needs to be found in the first place?

—Because, said S., she has lost her memory.

—Ah! said the guess artist decisively. Ah ha!

Across the way, a large building slid by. There was an open window on the third floor. A girl was leaning out of it and waving at the train. It was almost certainly the girl whom S. was looking for. But S. was looking elsewhere. Only the guess artist saw her.

—What? asked S.

—Well, if she has lost her memory, then I think I know how she can be found.

—Do tell, said S.

—By reconstructing her entire past. But first, let's look at the dead-letter office. There may be something there.

The train continued on its rambling way through Brooklyn and into Manhattan. The pair alighted at Thirty-fourth Street and made their way down to the enormous post office that sits like a behemoth in that section of the city.
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Crossing Eighth Avenue, the guess artist asked the municipal inspector how they would manage to enter the post office at this late hour. To which the municipal inspector laughed and explained that he was a municipal inspector. To which the guess artist explained that he knew that already, but nonetheless, did there not exist the chance that his badge would not be taken seriously? To which the municipal inspector said that it was better not to think of that, at least for the moment.

By that time they were up the steps and knocking on the front door. A guard came up with a flashlight.

—Who are you? he asked. What do you want?

S. held up his badge. The guard examined it, and unlocked the door. Opening it, he said,

—All right, well, come on in.

S. did a slight bow in the guard's direction, then continued past him into the post office.

—Do you know where we're going? he asked the guess artist quietly.

—Not really, said the guess artist. Give me a moment.

He looked in the direction of the security guard, who was examining the lock mechanism on the door. He closed his eyes for a second, then opened them.

—This way, he said.

—Did you just … ? asked S.

—Better not to think about it, said the guess artist.

They continued down a short stairwell to a lower level, then along a ramp, through a double door, into a right-angling hallway, through a sort of auditorium, and then up to a large locked door. Beside it was a bell.

The guess artist stopped in front of the bell.

—I think it's important that you ring the bell. We don't want to mess this up.

—You're right, said S. Do you remember what Ref the Sly said to his mother when he returned from killing Thorbjorn?

—It was a riddle, but I don't remember what, said the guess artist, unhappy that he had been caught forgetful of his sagas.

—He says that he probed the path to his heart. Also he says that he was offered a knife and a whetstone. I think Thorbjorn had it coming, don't you?

—Probably, said the guess artist.

S. pulled very hard on the bell cord. The resulting sound was quite loud, but neither of them stirred an inch. The municipal inspector was thinking about the girl and how she had lost her memory because of being hit by a taxi. The guess artist was thinking that the municipal inspector was thinking of the Thomas Gray poem that goes


Perhaps in this neglected spot is laid
        Some heart once pregnant with celestial fire;
Hands, that the rod of empire might have sway'd,
       Or wak'd to ecstasy the living lyre.



The guess artist was touched very much by this. He thought it wonderful that the municipal inspector should admire also a verse ofwhich he was so fond.

But, of course, he was wrong. The municipal inspector was thinking about how it was strange that Mora had managed to land entirely upon her head, and did things like that happen to her often? Perhaps they did, and if so, was she a good person to know? Perhaps not.

A little metal window slid open, and someone's eye was looking at them.

—What do you want?

—Is this the dead-letter office? asked S.

—Are you asking me? asked the dead-letter clerk.

—I suppose, said S.

—Then come back tomorrow. At this hour, we only deal with implacable demands, particularly those enforced with fists and knives.

He shut the metal window, and his footsteps were audible as he walked away from the door.

S. rang the bell again. After a moment, the footsteps could be heard again. Again the window slid open.

—What do you want?

The man's voice was a little whiny.

—Let us in, said S. I'm an Inspector.

He showed his badge again.

The metal window slid shut, and they could hear locks being unbound. Slowly the door swung open.

—Well, come on in. You're the first visitors in a long while, said the dead-letter clerk.

He was a tiny man, with a long face, long fingers, and a keen gaze like a lamp.

—We're looking for— began the guess artist.

—Don't tell me, said the clerk. You'll see why

He led them down a low hallway, so low that S. and the guess artist were forced to duck their heads as they walked. At the end there was a step down and a turn. As they came around the turn, they beheld an enormous room the size of a gymnasium. The entire room was piled high with letters of every kind. One huge pile of letters, perhaps two stories tall. Up above, on the ceiling, there was some kind of aperture that opened and closed. Through it, the guess artist surmised, the letters were dropped by some kind of machine.

On the far side there was a bed, a table, some chairs, a little bookshelf, a single burner, and a sink strapped to the wall.

—Do you live here? asked S.

—We do, said the clerk. My wife and I.

A woman came out from behind the pile of letters. She looked identical to the dead-letter clerk except that she had long hair.

—Hello, she said.

Her voice was very pleasant. As soon as she said hello, both the guess artist and S. wanted very much for her to say something else.

—How are you? they asked.

—All right, she said. We have the devil at our necks down here. If we don't get something done with these letters, our home will be crushed.

And indeed it was true. The letters were already encroaching on the area where their little home was situated.

—Whose idea was it to put your things there? asked S.

—The director's, said the clerk. It's to boost productivity.

—But what are you supposed to do with the letters? asked the guess artist.

—We have to get rid of them somehow, said the clerk's wife. I often put them into other envelopes.

She took some out of her pocket.

—And then I mail them to other places.

—What do you do with them? the guess artist asked the clerk.

—I like to cut them up into bits and put them in the tube.

In one wall there was a large tube mouth. The clerk held up a set of cunningly fashioned shears. They looked like they would cut through almost anything.

—Those look like they could cut through almost anything, said the municipal inspector.

The clerk picked up a metal pipe that happened to be lying on the floor. He nipped at it with the shears and cut it in half.

—Pretty neat, said S.

—Thanks, said the clerk, blushing.

The clerk's wife came over and patted him on the shoulder.

—He's very proud of his shears. He just got them a week ago.

—Aweek ago? asked the guess artist.

—Yes, just a week ago, she said. It was his birthday.

At this the dead-letter clerk blushed even more.

—Well, happy birthday, said S.

—Thank you, said the clerk.

He looked down at his feet for a while and then managed to regain his composure.

—Was there anything you wanted down here? he said.

—We're looking for any letters having to do with a girl, said S. carefully.

—Hmmm, said the clerk's wife.

It was a really wonderful hmmm, and the other three smiled gently at the sound of it.

—Do you know her name? she continued.

—No, said S. She lost her memory and I'm in charge of finding it.

—A special case, then, said the clerk. I wonder if …

—Good idea! said the guess artist.

—What? said the dead-letter clerk.

—He's a guess artist, said S. Sometimes he can guess what you're thinking.

—Really? asked the clerk's wife. Would you try to guess what I'm thinking? she asked softly.

—Sure I would, said the guess artist.

He looked at her for a while.

—You want to take a trip to the country, but you're afraid that if you say so your husband might be sad because he loves it so in the dead-letter office, and doesn't really want to go anywhere else, and besides, you know that if you left, the work would pile up and you might come back and have nowhere to sleep and what would you do then?

—How did you know? she said, aghast.

—You want to leave? said the clerk to his wife. His eyes got very large and began to fill up with tears.

—Just for a few days, she said. Just for a weekend. You know, a weekend in the country!

Her face was radiant. She really did look not at all like him sometimes, and just like him other times.

—But, he said, the letters …

—I know, she said. Don't worry. We're not going anywhere.

There was not a trace of resentment in her voice.

—Now, she said, turning back, what are we going to do about your girl's lost memory?

—I had an idea, said the clerk, but I seem to have forgotten it.

—It was, said the guess artist, that you were going to use the dog to sniff the letter out.

—Dog? asked S.

—Whirligig! called out the clerk.

From the top of the pile of mail came bounding a miniature German shepherd. He was perfect in every way, but very tiny. He ran up to the clerk, who knelt down to receive him. The two exchanged greetings.

—Do you have anything that belonged to the girl? asked the clerk's wife. A sock? A scarf?

—I have her shoe, said S.

Out of a secret pocket he produced one of the two espadrilles that the girl was wearing during the accident.

—What a nice shoe, said the clerk's wife.

—You were carrying that all along? asked the guess artist.

—No, said S. It just occurred to me now.

The clerk held the espadrille for the dog to smell. He sniffed at it with his nose, then ran away into the pile of letters. Sometimes he climbed and sometimes he swam through them. Soon he had disappeared from sight.

—If anyone can find it, said the clerk, Whirligig can. He's quite a pup.

—Where did you get him? asked S.

—He was in a package that came here, said the guess artist. She heard barking coming out of a box; she opened it up, and there he was.

—Actually, said the clerk's wife, he was a gift from my sister, who lives in Idaho.

—But how did he arrive? asked the guess artist. Truthfully, now.

—In a box, said the clerk's wife. Wrapped up in a sweater.

—That's no way to send a dog, said S.

—But in this case, said the clerk, it worked just fine.

—Nobody's disputing that, said S.

—The other day, said the guess artist, I was down by the harbor and I saw the most horrible sight.

Everyone looked at him.

—A seagull was flying about, as seagulls often do. However, this one tried to fly beneath a dock, and it fetched up against one of the wooden supports. It must have broken its wing, because it fell there, right in the shallows, and was splashing around but going nowhere. Out from beneath the dock then came a large swan. It came closer and closer to the seagull, came right up over it and began to tear at the seagull with its beak. It started tearing off pieces of the seagull, eating it while it was still alive. I've never seen anything like it.

—That's horrible, said the dead-letter clerk.

—I wish I had never heard that, said the dead-letter clerk's wife.

S. nodded slowly to himself; he knew well the true nature of swans.

Just at that moment, Whirligig reappeared from the pile. He was carrying two letters in his dandy little mouth. He ran up to S. and dropped them at his feet. S. patted him on the head and picked up the letters.

The first letter came in a richly embroidered envelope. There were traces of gold in the fibers of the paper, and the address had actually been embroidered on. It said, Selah Morse, God Knows Where. He put that envelope on the bottom and picked up the other. It was a simple white envelope, one of the official sort that you buy at the post office, where the letter folds into being the envelope. This one said nothing on the outside. He opened it.
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14 Beard Street

Brooklyn, NY

Soon.



Or else.
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He narrowed his eyes.

—Very strange, he said, and his voice was loud in his ears.

—We had best be going, said the guess artist.

—But the other letter, said the clerk's wife.

—It's from his sister, said the guess artist. She died some time ago. I don't know that he was ever meant to see that letter.

—Then give it back to me, said the clerk's wife. She took a hold of the letter and began to pull it out of S.'s hand.

—No! said S. That's my letter. Let go!

The two were pulling back and forth on the letter. Whirligig began to bark and nip at the ankles of S. and the guess artist. Just at that moment, the aperture in the ceiling opened and letters began to pour in, pouring down over the pile, increasing its size with every second. The noise was tremendous. Also, the clerk began to shout.

The clerk's wife pulled the letter away from S. and ran off. He chased after her, but she was very fast, and also good at running on top of piled letters, which S. was not. She made it away past a sort of small portcullis, which she brought down immediately. S. halted before it.

—I'll be back for that letter, he said.

—Not on your life, she said. My husband's going to cut it up with his shears.

—You wouldn't do that, would you? asked S.

But the clerk was running around in circles, shouting and trying to save his home from the incoming flood, with Whirligig at, before, and around his heels. The mail continued to pour out of the ceiling at an increasing rate.

—We've got to go, said the guess artist.

—I guess you're right, said S.

Together they ran, half-bent over so their heads wouldn't knock against the low ceiling, back up one passage, then another, and out of the lower reaches of the post office.

As they reached the main level, they stopped, huffing and puffing, to catch their breath. The security guard came out of an alcove and shone a light on them. Everything was very quiet and still. None of the chaos they had seen below existed here.

—Odd down there, isn't it? he asked. I never go down there after dark.

—Who's in charge of this place? asked S.

—There's a big computer somewhere, said the guard, made out ofwood. That's what they make computers out of nowadays, the really fast ones, anyway.

—Right, said the guess artist. Well, goodbye.

Out, then, the front doors, and into the night.

—Should we go to the address now? asked S.

—It seemed urgent, said the guess artist. Not much else to be done about it, don't you think? Do you know where to go?

—I do, said S.

The two were quiet a moment. S.'s hands were making a sad expression, one not betrayed by his face or eyes.

—I wonder what that letter said.

—Probably something kind and useless, said the guess artist. You can assume that much.

The guess artist patted the municipal inspector on the shoulder.

They went down through the pavement and through a turnstile. A subway car drew up immediately, as though it had been waiting for them. The guess artist wondered how long it had been waiting there. The municipal inspector thought some more about his sister's letter and how horrible it was that he hadn't gotten to read it.

They sat down. The train began to move.

The municipal inspector took something out of his sleeve. He unfolded it, and as he unfolded it, it became bigger and bigger. The whole thing was covered in child's writing. It was in red crayon, with occasional blue and green. S. looked at it intently. He mumbled to himself and moved his finger over it slowly.

The train passed on at great speed.

—This must be the express, said the guess artist.

S. murmured something noncommittal.

—What is that? asked the guess artist.

—A map, said S.

—Ofwhat? asked the guess artist.

—Can't you guess? asked S., a bit brusquely.

He was still bothered by the loss of his sister's letter. Should he go back and try to claim it later? he wondered to himself. No, no, it was lost forever. He shook his head and returned to the matter at hand.

The guess artist was peering at him.

—No, I can't, he said. Where this map is concerned your mind is … blurry. I can't tell a thing.

—Well, it IS an odd business, said S.

He pointed to a spot on the map.

—We're here, he said.

The guess artist nodded.

—Is that me? he asked.

There was a drawing of a man with question marks shooting out of his head. As the guess artist looked closer at the drawing, it seemed to get larger and more detailed. He could almost make out his face.

—Yes, said S., that's you. Do you know how déjà vu occurs?

—No, said the guess artist.

—Well, said S., when you are a child, somewhere between two and four years of age, a night comes that you have a dream. In that dream you dream your entire life, from start to finish, with all its happinesses, its disappointments, its loves, its hates, its pains, its joys. Your entire life. The dream should have to last an equivalent amount of time, but somehow it happens in just one night.

The guess artist said nothing, but only stared at S. with a look of great and involved interest. This pleased S. He continued.

—Most people forget their dream. In fact, everyone forgets most of it. However, I was a precocious child. That morning I was left alone by myselfwith a large sheet of paper and a bucket of crayons. While my dream was still fresh in my head, I constructed a map of my life, using symbols and writing down what I could. Somehow I realized that to write too much would ruin it, and would make me sad in the end. Therefore, what I wrote down were mostly clues as to how to manage the difficult parts.

He closed the map up and returned it to his sleeve.

—Doesn't that make life rather complicated? asked the guess artist.

—I don't think it can become more complicated than it is. I think it has already inherently reached the ultimate level of complication.

—What does it say about our search? asked the guess artist.

—We're coming up to a tricky part. I think we may end up in a bit of trouble for a little while.

—All right, said the guess artist. I don't mind that. I don't have anything else to do. And I can always go back to my booth.

—Yes, said S. You can always go back to your booth.

Just then the train pulled into a station. The municipal inspector and the guess artist got off. They went down to the street level and walked for a while in the direction of Beard Street. The night had been passed in great industry and first false, then true exaggeration of circumstance. Both men felt this, and it was a pleasing feeling. The sun was coming up behind them to the left as they walked, and they could feel it warming their backs. The guess artist thought of his booth, and how the light would be warming the curtain that hung over it, how an old man might be walking along the boardwalk just at this moment, and how he might look at the guess artist's sign and think, I wonder if he can guess my thought. The guess artist tried, just to try.

—He is thinking of his late wife, who used to love to drink tea when the sun was rising. All the rest of the day for her was naught. Just drinking tea at dawn and having a bit of a walk to look for signs that the seasons were changing. And also there was the picture of her when she was a young woman and all the young men were after her for a date. And how she had asked him, she had asked him, if he wanted to go on the Ferris wheel, and how fine it had been that night, with all the lights of Manhattan far away on the horizon, and the feel of his own body, young in his young man's clothes.

—What are you talking about? asked S.

—Nothing, said the guess artist. Here we are.

Up ahead there was a sign.

BEARD STREET

it said.

—It's that way, said S., pointing to the left.

They walked along for a little ways. It was a Victorian house, quite a large one, standing all by itself on an overgrown block. There was a high stone wall around the premises. Farther down the street, S. could see the warehouses where ships would leave their goods, and the wharves. He could see in the distance Governors Island and the Statue of Liberty. Lower Manhattan sat quietly too, behind a veil of Brooklyn buildings. He thought then of the Seventh Ministry, of Rita sitting behind her desk, delicately writing out messages to bring up to him upon his return. He thought too of Mars Levkin, who might be wondering at that very moment just what the young inspector was up to.

Well, Levkin, thought S., I think you would approve.

—In we go, said S.

Up to the gate he proceeded. A metal plate was stamped and set upon the gate: 14 BEARD STREET, it said. He unbolted the gate, and passed through. The guess artist followed after. Up the stone stair they went to the door. S. knocked upon the door. There was no answer. However, there was certainly the hush of something about to happen, and the hush of a large number of people suddenly deciding en masse to keep quiet.

—What on earth? asked the guess artist.

S. closed his eyes a moment, took a deep breath, and stepped through the door. The interior of the house was somewhat dark. All the windows had been covered over, and lamps gave what little light there was.

—Hello! he said. Is there anyone here?

The guess artist came to his side.

—Many people are thinking, he said. But they are being very quiet, even about that.

A loud noise of bolting came behind them. S. spun around. The door had been shut. A large man stood in front of it, barring their way

—So you thought you'd come to Fourteen Beard Street? he said in a booming voice. Many people come, but no one has ever left. It is a sort of trap. We let people in. Anyone can come in. The door is often open. But once you are in, you are in. You may live here, happily People have lived happy lives within the confines of this house. We have a small population here. Imminently, you will be introduced around. I myselfwill perform this service for you.

He was wearing a scarlet dressing gown, and his fists were the sort of fists an oak tree might have if it balled up its roots and decided to hit you.

—I'm surprised, said the guess artist.

—Where is the girl? asked S.

—All your questions will be answered, or unanswered in time. For now', come and sit in the study. We shall have a cigar and talk of old times. If I am not mistaken, we know each other.

—I don't remember that, said S., but let's get along. The sooner we learn the facts of the matter, the better.

—Facts of the matter! snorted the man. You can't leave; that's the only fact. Haven't you read Dumas? Haven't you heard of the mousetrap? Everyone who enters the building is held there indefinitely This is the only real mousetrap there's ever been.

—Clearly insane, whispered the guess artist in S.'s ear.

—What is he thinking? asked S. quietly.

—He's thinking about flying a plane over a broad and tumultuous sea.

—Really? asked S.

—And the strangest thing is, the plane is shaped just like this house.

They came to the study. The man ushered them in. They sat in comfortable chairs. On the wall were many fine paintings, mostly impressionist.

—You like the French? asked S.

—I like vague things, said the man. The vaguer the better.

He turned to the door.

—You can come in now! he bellowed. It's safe!

Dozens of people, it seemed then, came running into the room, and as they did, the room grew larger to fit them. Or had the room been that large from the beginning? That was the only explanation. The people were all dressed as children, in odd nineteenth-century clothing. They had shrill voices, and made braying noises with their throats as they ran.

S. and the guess artist looked at each other in horror and drew back in their chairs.

—Just my little joke, said the man.

He clapped his hands and all the children went away. The room was empty again and small.

—Caroline, he called. We have guests.

A finely dressed woman in her forties entered the room.

—Patrick, she said, you should have told me we were having guests.

She gave him a sharp look.

The guess artist leaned over and whispered in S.'s ear.

—The plane just landed.

—Hello, said Caroline. I'm the mistress of the house. Can I get you something, a cold drink, perhaps?

—Yes, said S., I would like a cup ofwater, if it's not too much trouble.

—For me too, said the guess artist.

—All right, said Caroline in an angry voice.

If you want some goddamned water, you had best go and get it for yourselves. What do you think I am? Your maid?

Patrick looked very angry as well.

—Who do you think you are, he asked, coming into my house and ordering my wife around? Did I even invite you here? I think not.

S. held up the letter from the dead-letter office. Immediately, Patrick and Caroline grew quiet.

—Where did you get that? they asked.

—It doesn't matter, said the guess artist. We have it, and we're here. Where is the girl?

Caroline and Patrick left the room.

—I'm afraid we may be stuck here a very long time, said S. My map indicated something unfortunate was going to happen.

—You may be right, said the guess artist.

Patrick and Caroline came back in. Both of them had changed their clothing. To what purpose, S. could not say.

—I suppose we got off on the wrong foot, said Caroline. Now, do either of you want anything to drink? Something cold, perhaps?

—Nothing for me, said S.

—Nothing for me either, said the guess artist.

—Good, good, she said. Well, let's get down to business. I want you to have a nice stay here.

She smiled and crossed her legs. It occurred to S. that her legs were on backwards. Or for a moment they had been, but now they were on right again. He looked up at the man, who was carving something out of a piece of wood. He was completely intent on this, and did not seem to notice that S. was looking at him. What was he carving? thought S. It looked like a wolf, but it had a fish body.

The man looked up.

—It's a sea-wolf, he said. They are very hungry all the time.

—I would expect that, said S.

—Well, we'll leave you for a while, said Caroline. The other guests come and go—well, not from the house, I mean, but from the various rooms, so you should be meeting them shortly, or eventually, if you get my meaning. Anyway, goodbye. Ring that bell if you want one of the servants to bring anything.

On the wall beside a bust of Verlaine, there was a bell cord.

—I shall, said S.

Caroline and Patrick left the room. As they left, Patrick asked Caroline what color the sea-wolf should be, and Caroline told Patrick that sea-wolves are black with yellow blood, and that they are cowards at heart. At this Patrick became very quiet, even while he was walking. Now, it is not an easy task to become that quiet while walking, but he managed it.

Almost as soon as the couple had left, the guess artist and the municipal inspector became conscious of someone else in the room. A man was sitting in the corner by a lamp, reading a book. He wore a long beard in white, and was dressed as one imagined an old gentleman might have dressed in the year 1927 in the city of Warsaw. The old man noticed their attention, and looked up.

—Good afternoon, he said.

—Is it afternoon? asked the guess artist.

—Only just, he said. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Piers Golp.

—I'm Selah Morse, said S. And this fellow here is a guess artist.

—A real guess artist? asked Piers Golp. I didn't know there were any left.

—I'm not like the others, said the guess artist.

—I didn't mean to intimate that you were, said Piers Golp. I only wanted to get across to you my pleasure at your choice of profession, and at the means we now have at our disposal for a fine and elegant conversation.

—You speak well, said S. I like a man who knows how to converse.

—Thank you, said Piers Golp. I once had the pleasure of speaking to the great Oscar Wilde. You know, he was the greatest conversationalist we have yet had among us. We as human beings, I mean.

—I have heard that said, said S. It seemed true then, and it seems true now.

The guess artist stood up and went to the window. He tried to pull up the shutter, but it was stuck fast and wouldn't move.

—Don't even bother, said Piers Golp.

—I think I will have that drink of water, said S.

He went over to the bust of Verlaine and pulled on the bell cord.

—Don't do that! exclaimed Piers Golp. He hopped out of the chair he was sitting in and went behind the table, ducking down behind it so that he could not be seen.

Far away across the house, a bell could be heard ringing. A great sound of shouting could be heard coming closer. S. looked at the guess artist with a question in his eyes. The guess artist returned the question to him unopened. At that moment, the door was thrown wide, and Caroline stood there, in a fury.

—Did someone call for the servant? she asked.

—Not me, said the guess artist. I was just standing here by the window.

Without making any examination of the room, Caroline called out,

—Was it you, Piers Golp? Did you ring the bell?

—Not me, Mrs. O'Shea. It wasn't me.

He came out from hiding and stood there fragilely holding his hands.

—I can smell him, you know, even when he hides, she said.

At this the old Mr. Golp shrank even more, and seemed on the verge of breaking.

—Leave him alone, said S. I'm the one who rang the bell.

—YOU RANG THE BELL? she shouted.

—That's right, he said. I rang the bell because I want some water. Now go and fetch it, on the double.

—Very good, sir, said Caroline, curtsying.

She left the room.

The guess artist and Piers Golp looked at each other in shock.

—Not bad, said the guess artist. But how are we to get out of here?

—I have an idea, said S.

He drew his map out of his sleeve again and looked at it a moment.

—The next bit is a little odd, he said.

—Anything has to be better than this, said the guess artist. No offense intended to you, Mr. Golp.

Piers Golp sank into a chair and nodded to indicate that he had taken no offense and also to indicate that he knew very well the undesirable nature of life at 14 Beard Street.

S. came over and knelt down by Piers Golp's chair.

—Haven't you something to say to us, Mr. Golp? he asked.

—Well, said Piers Golp, as a matter of fact, I do.

A tiny bit of light came from the out-of-doors around the edges of the shuttered and draped windows. It made its way slowly and carefully over to the three friends and settled on them.

—There is, said Piers Golp, in this city, a certain anonymous pamphleteer whose work I greatly admire.

He held up the book he had been reading. This turned out in fact not to be a book at all but a substantial pamphlet, neatly and elegantly folded to produce the illusion of a book if viewed from a distance of twelve to fifteen feet. On its cover it said, An Inquiry into the Ultimate Utility of the Silly, as Prefigured in the Grave and Inhospitable.

—Is this a particularly good one? asked the guess artist.

—I've only just begun it, said Piers Golp. My very favorite is one entitled, Entering Rooms, a Grammar and Method.

To all this S. said nothing, but only sat upon his heels, watching very carefully the tides and eddies of expression pass over the face of Piers Golp.

—About this pamphleteer, Golp continued, almost nothing is known. A friend of mine who knows about my predicament here sends me every pamphlet he can get his hands on. He knows how I long for news of the outside world. After all, I was for many years a war correspondent.

—A war correspondent, exclaimed the guess artist.

—Except that, said Piers Golp a bit ashamedly, there were no wars at the time, so I stayed home.

The guess artist and S. nodded in an understanding way.

—The first of these pamphlets appeared about two years ago, said Piers Golp. Then, about a year ago, new pamphlets began to appear with much greater frequency. Also, they were better printed, and displayed an obviously greater degree of attention and skill. About him I can hazard little, save that he is a young man of great leaps. He is very sly and is best pleased only when he surprises himself. I think that it is most certainly the case that the best artists are the best because they have in their hearts an infinite affection for the objects of the world.

In one of these pamphlets, The Foreknowledge of Grief, he plots out a rubric for creating a person to fall in love with.

First, he says, you have to go out into the world. This is not a simple matter of going outside one's door. No, that is simply going out. That's what one does when one is on the way to the store to buy a loaf of bread, some cheese, and a bottle of wine. When one goes out into the world, one is shedding preconceptions of past paths and ideas of past paths, and trying to move freely through an unsubstantiated and new geography.

So, one goes out into the world, and then one wanders about.

The querist goes out into the world, and wanders about. Perhaps the day is a pleasant one. It has rained while he was still sleeping, and this rain brought with it an attendant coolness that remained after the rain had gone north or east with the wind. The streets are fresh as though a blanket of snow has fallen. Each square of pavement has yet to be trodden upon. All the weight of past footsteps has been lifted. Through it the young man walks, looking up at the tops of buildings and into the boughs of trees. How often in our progress we forget to look up! And how much there is to see. A bird takes off from a branch and lands upon another. His eyes trail this bird, follow the branch, then follow the trunk of the tree back down to the ground. A dog there is running past just at that moment. His eyes perch atop the dog's standing fur, and are shuttled back and forth along the street, far down and up to the dog's mistress, who, in a loose pair of trousers and a light jacket, is returning from a morning promenade. Her hair is unkempt and in a morning disarray. Her face is flushed with the pleasure of the day. The young man has approached her with his eyes, in the company of her dog, but he will go no farther himself. She and the dog move off through the streets, and the young man continues.

He remembers that the pleasure he has in morning comes in part from a time in childhood when he would leave school and wander through the quieted town. Shaded streets were lined with silent houses. The beds of lawns cried out to be lain in. And how then he would go up to the old cemetery on Cedar Hill and lie in the cool space between the graves and sleep while all around him was still, and while, to his great happiness and enduring pleasure, his fellow pupils were seated in rows in a classroom, learning lessons.

In the city too there is a girl. She is the appropriate girl. But she is still sleeping, having refused sleep for the better of the night, having gone along a path of streetlights until the streetlights themselves went out, and the paling horizon ushered her up to her door and into her small room.

It is for this girl that the young man is looking. Day after day he wakes in morning and goes searching for her. In his work, and in his life on mornings that are not miraculous and afternoons that are sundry and various, he saves the corners of his eyes for her, and watches at all times the entrances and exits of every establishment to which he comes.

For he knows that eventually, in time and given some protracted period of days, weeks, and months, he will come upon her, and know her in an instant for who she is.



He pauses sometimes in the rooms that he keeps, looking over the equipment of his chosen profession, the printing press, the lithograph machine, the rolls of butcher paper, and endless space of desks and typewriters. He looks at the stacks of pamphlets he has made that are piled in corners and pinned upon the wall. And he thinks and knows in his heart that there is one glorious pamphlet waiting yet to be made. He calls this pamphlet by its name, World's Fair 7 June 1978, and he longs for its arrival. Somehow he knows it is tied to the girl he cannot find.

Oh, the World'sFair. Whatwonders will fill its pages? He makes notes towards its construction, building in his head and upon the page schematics of impossible architecture, pathways that stretch out across water, preserving in themselves a flatness of the earth to oppose every roundness, or a house in which all sound is diverted and played both upon and with, moved here and there, at distance and closeness, words sometimes amplified, sometimes dampened, and phrases cast upon precise winds, both proscribed and known.

He ponders interviews with artists who were never born, who say things he himselfwould like to say. These persons, beginning with a perfect biography, an inexplicable and wondrous origin, go on to thunder out the objects of his own hope. Oh, the World's Fair. If there is an affection, a complete and dear affection, it is to this idea of the book that he will one day write.

He stood by the door one day, trying to replicate a posture he had seen in a mannequin, when the door sounded with a loud knock.

—Who's there? he asked.

—Let me in, came the reply.

The pamphleteer went to the door and slowly opened it. A girl was standing there, dressed in the sort of khaki suit that best befits early-twentieth-century female explorers of Africa.

—Sif! he said. How nice to see you.

—And you, she said. It has been some time, I think.

—Yes, he said. I have been busyworking on a pamphlet.

—Which one? she asked.

A glint came into her eye.

—Have you finished World's Fair 7 June 1978?

—Of course not, he said. This one is a method for how to enter rooms.

—Well, then, said Sif. Let this be a lesson to you.

She entered the room, doing a slow sort of pirouette.

—Will you get a girl a drink?

She sat down on the edge of the sofa and watched him as he brought out a glass bottle that perhaps had once held wine, but now looked very much like

—Iced tea? he asked.

—Yes, thank you, she said. You know, I was thinking about the story you told me the other day. The one about the gambler. I'm not entirely sure whether or not he was imagining the girl, what was her name, having affairs.

—Ilsa, said the pamphleteer.

—Yes, continued Sif. I think her dress was unbuttoned and her hair wasn't pinned up properly, etc., not by chance. I think it's very possible that a man who could disappear into, what was it, a fold of heat and light, could very easily appear in a room, ravage a woman, and then disappear.

—That's something to consider, said the pamphleteer.

—But on the other hand, said Sif, the story is interesting because it's also possible that he is just crazy, that he imagined the whole episode with the devil, and that he is imagining all her possible adulteries. I mean, the point of it could just be that it's ridiculous in the first place that she should be his property, that he should be able to barter her as an object in his possession in a wager with Satan. Am I wrong?

—Well, said the pamphleteer, there is the burn on his wrist. That's real.

—He could be imagining that too, said Sif. He's the only one who ever saw it.

—But the Chinese woman referred to it. And her grandmother too, said the pamphleteer. You can't just ignore their testimony.

—Sure I can, said Sif, tossing her hair. That means nothing, and you know it.

The two sat quietly, drinking their iced tea.

—Was there pinot noir in this bottle before the iced tea? asked Sif.

—Bingo, said the pamphleteer. Boy, you're good at that.

—Can't help it, said Sif. I just like wine. Next time you should try a young cabernet. I think that would contribute better to the taste of the iced tea.

—I'll put it under advisement.

—Oh, so did you hear about the guy who's down at Coney Island?

—No.

—The guess artist, there was a piece on him in the Times. Supposedly, he can guess what you're thinking in three tries.

—Most people think about a very limited number of things, said the pamphleteer. Especially when they're at the beach.

—No, you sap, said Sif. He can tell you exactly what you're thinking. I'm going to go down today and see. You want to come?

—I've got some things I have to take care of here, said the pamphleteer. But we're supposed to have supper later on. The Tunisian place on Third, right?

—Yeah, said Sif. Seven o'clock.

—I'll see you then.

Sif stood up, straightened her skirt, and, leaning over the pamphleteer, gave him a long and lingering kiss.

—That's so you remember me all day.

—Wow, said the pamphleteer. You need to leave right now.

—See you round, said Sif.

In a blur of Nordic grace and khaki, Sif disappeared out the door. The pamphleteer sat, and looked at the bottle of iced tea. Cabernet, he thought to himself. Cabernet next time.

Sif left the pamphleteer's building and hailed a taxi with a peculiar and effective gesture known only to her and the people to whom she had confided it. This gesture was so effective that with it one was able to steal taxis from people who were upstream. One can imagine how valuable a technique this was in the devil-may-care world of New York City.

She got into the taxi.

—Coney Island, she said, and step on it.

Out of her bag she took a booklike object. First there was a thin card-stock cover. Entering Rooms, a Grammar and Method, it said in neat black letters. Out of this cover, she slid the pamphlet of the same name. She opened it and began to read.



Upon coming to a threshold one should always consider the possibility that there may be something hostile awaiting one within. Also, there may be some great pleasure, which, with its sudden and implacable onset of joy, may disarm one even more than the deepest hostility. Sometimes one must be more careful of being seen in happiness than in grief or anger. A great deal may be told from the expression of a happy man or woman. In any case, one must be prepared for the worst, and ready Therefore, pause a moment before passing through a door, unless, of course, one is being watched on the outside, or one's approach to the door is being timed, as in a situation when one is buzzed through an exterior door. In that case, one does not have the leisure to pause, for that pause would in its turn be noted and interpreted in a variety of ways, some of which would be harmful. Therefore, perhaps we should say, make the pause a mental pause, a sort of inner unveiling of precaution. It should last barely a second, and immediately preface the entering of the room in question.

Now, when one enters a room one should consider all the angles that are now present from which one's person may be approached. One should instantly scan the room, looking not with a particular gaze, but with a gaze in general. This second sort of gaze is a more comprehending gaze, and allows the faculty of the mind a greater freedom.

Gunfighters, when entering a hostile situation, have a vague eye that assesses the room at once with a piecemeal faculty, and at once in a coherent vein. They arrange in a flashing second the hierarchy of shooting ability on the part of every man, woman, and child there present. Thus when the gunfighter begins to shoot, killing the various inhabitants, he kills them not from right to left, or left to right, as we often see in films, but according to the prescriptions of his established hierarchy, from strongest to weakest. First he might shoot the old man half-hidden by the bar. He knows the old man was a captain in the Mexican cavalry and that, furthermore, there is a shotgun behind the bar that must not under any circumstances come into use. Then next he spins and takes out the wealthy rancher on the stairs. He has been guested several times at the ranch and knows the rancher's prowess with the silver-touched pistols he keeps at his side. These two gone, the gunfighter may continue, shooting down first the youngster with the Winchester, leaning against the faro table, and then and only then the cowboy on the near side of the bar. Now, you may say, why wait that long to shoot the cowboy? Alone among the people in the bar, the cowboy has two pistols, and one drawn already at the gunfighter s approach. Well, it is true that the cowboy may be able to get off two or even three shots before the gunfighter can attend to putting a bullet through his hardy skull. However, the gunfighter relies upon the fact that the cowboy is a terrible shot, this fact gleaned from the state of his pistols, which have obviously not been cleaned or attended to for some time.

So you can see, the proper method of entering a room has more to do with observation than with any particular grace or finesse. A girl who is a real knockout and carries herself with verve and élan must necessarily …

—Coney Island, said the cabbie. That'll be seventeen dollars.

Sif reached into her wallet, took out a twenty-dollar bill, folded it twice, and then handed it through the portal.

—I have to get my luggage out.

—All right, said the driver.

They got out of the cab and went around to the back. The cabdriver opened the trunk. Inside there was a birdcage with a canary in it. The birdcage was finely crafted, made from some exotic wood that matched in its texture the feathers of this rare canary.

—Did you put that in there? asked the cabdriver. I don't remember you putting that there.

—I called ahead, said Sif.

She took the birdcage out and walked up the steps to the boardwalk. It was a very sunny day and there were many people walking arm in arm. Damn that man, thought Sif to herself. This would have been such a fine day to be in love.

She observed in the distance a booth that resembled the picture from the Times, and she walked in that direction. When she arrived, the booth did indeed say, GUESS ARTIST, but the man did not look like the man she had seen in the article.

Must be a copycat, she thought to herself, and continued down the boardwalk. After a few hundred yards, about six hot-dog stands, and nine crying babies, she came to the booth of the real guess artist. A very carefully old-fashioned man was speaking to the guess artist quietly.

It must be hot, thought Sif, in all that black clothing. But the man looked very happy standing there speaking to the guess artist. When the man was done and had left, Sif approached.

—And the JMaccabean Revolt? she asked.

—A little, said the guess artist. But mostly we talk about the phenomenal calendars of the Aztec civilization. That man is an expert on calendars of all kinds. Probably the foremost calendar expert in the world.

—Does he have the one with the cats dressed up like people? asked Sif, who liked always to say things both carelessly and with a touch of sarcasm.

—No, he appreciates cats for what they are and hates it when their owners dress them up.

—Good, said Sif. I like him already. So, I brought you this.

She set the canary down on the counter.

—If you're right, you get the canary. If you're wrong, I go and give the canary to the fake guess artist down the block. She gave the guess artist a merciless look.

—But I get three tries, said the guess artist.

—Three tries, agreed Sif.

She lifted herself up onto the counter, crossed her legs, and leaned against one of the booth poles. Her eyes were very keen and sharp, and she fastened them on the guess artist's temples. Let's see how good he really is, she thought to herself.

The guess artist stood up and came around the counter. He leaned against it and peered at her. She inclined her feet and let her sandals fall onto the boardwalk, one, two.

—If you think you're making it harder for me, you're not, said the guess artist.

—Stop stalling, said Sif. What am I thinking?

—You're thinking, said the guess artist, that this whole business of there being only seven days to the week is a big lie, and that there are actually eight, but that one is hidden, and that if you can discover it, your life is lengthened by that exact proportion, but better even than that, you get one day a week when only the people in the know are out and about, and it is on that day that all the best conversations happen.

—I think you're still stuck on that calendar expert, said Sif. I wasn't thinking anything like that at all.

—All right, said the guess artist. You're thinking about the fact that the cage and its canary were in the trunk of the cab by chance and that it was only by chance that you thought to tell the cabdriver to open the trunk and that you lied to him about it, and should you feel bad about lying to him? Because you don't, but you wonder if a regular person would.

—No, said Sif. Not me. Try again.

The guess artist gave her a searching look. He nodded to himself.

—You're thinking that the pamphleteer whom you are in love with maybe doesn't love you as much as you would like, and perhaps you should put some kind of truth serum into the Tunisian food at supper tonight so that you can ask him questions about what he does when you're not around.

—Geez, said Sif. You are the real guess artist. Do you know where I can get truth serum from?

—Sodium Pentothal? asked the guess artist. There's a Russian guy several blocks that way, on Avenue Y He supposedly sells old Soviet army gear. He's the one to talk to.

He wrote the address of the store down on a piece of paper.

—Well, said Sif. Thanks.

—No problem, said the guess artist.

—One more thing, said Sif. You don't get the canary until you tell me what he's thinking. And don't lie, because I can tell when people are lying.

—I know that, said the guess artist. Give me a minute.

He looked intently at the canary. Then he reached out and rattled the cage a little. The canary leapt from one spot in the cage to another. The guess artist began to cry.

—Shit, said Sif. I was afraid that would happen.

—Don't worry about it, said the guess artist, wiping his face with a handkerchief. However, I refuse to tell you what he's thinking. It's too sad. Nothing so sad has ever been said out loud.

Sif shrugged her shoulders. She opened the cage and let the canary out. He flew up and landed on her shoulder.

—Later, she said.

—So long, said the guess artist.

Sifwalked off down the boardwalk, canary clinging to her shoulder. The guess artist sat down behind his booth. What a day, he thought. Just then a kid ran up to the counter. It was the guess artist's apprentice, Gustav.

—Hey, Gustav, how are you? he asked.

—I'm all right, said Gustav. My frog died.

—That's too bad, said the guess artist.

Someone came up to the booth. A very heavy man with a large briefcase. The guess artist made a signal to Gustav to come around the counter.

—Hello, he said to the man.

—Hello, said the man. Quite a day.

—Yes, said the guess artist, a day for painting eyes onto the eyelids of the dead.

—I haven't heard anyone say that in a long time, said the heavy man. Anyway, can you guess what I'm thinking?

—I can, said the guess artist. And so can my apprentice here.

He pointed to Gustav and smiled proudly.

—But it takes him more tries. Do you have a minute? he continued.

—Sure, said the heavy man. Go on, then.

—By the way, said the guess artist, leaning over the counter and whispering: His frog just died, so take it easy on him.

—All right, said the heavy man.

Very quietly, then, to the guess artist, he said,

—I'll think of something historic.

He closed his eyes and then opened them.

—Go on, he said.
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Gustav made little fists and hunched over. He growled a little bit like a dog and then straightened up. His eyes had gotten very big.

—Itwas in Russia, many years ago. Perhaps it was the reign of the empress Elizabeth. Her palace in Moscow was as grand a palace as had ever been, and all her courtiers were beautiful and elegant, and any one of them was wiser than the wisest man could ever be today. Now, Elizabeth was a virgin empress. She had never taken a lover, and once she came into her majority, she began to look around for an appropriate man upon whom to fasten. Before her gaze, then, the Count M.

M. was a renowned man. An accomplished horseman, a deadly duelist, a killer of bears, a tried soldier, and an excellent dramatist; whatever he turned his hand to flourished. He had been at court when the empress was a young girl. At that time he had gone away to make his reputation. Having made it he had returned, and she longed for him to think of her not as the girl she had been but as the woman she was. And so she lavished every reward she could on him. She gave him a great estate in the western marches; she gave him servants and a large house in the city. She brought her gifts to bear upon his friends and acquaintances. To those whom he showed favor, she showed favor. In short, the star of the Count M. rose as never any star had risen before.

And for these gifts of favor, all the count had to do was make attendance upon the empress, and bring her things that she desired. She loved, for instance, the tiny flowers that bloom only at dawn on the wayward side of hills that have not seen human step in six generations of man.

For these flowers he would hunt, on his splendid charger, galloping with his Cossack guard up and down the broad plains.

Her joy upon the reception of these little nothings was boundless, and she longed to throw herself into his arms. However, she was the empress and he a mere count. Things had to be done properly, and that would take time.

It was at this moment in the empress's reign that a certain grand duke came to court, and along with him his daughter. This girl was unremarkable in any way, save that for some reason, the count was riven by her, and could think of nothing else, could stir to no action but to go to the grand duke's house, day and night, and pay court to her hand. The girl was sensible of the great honor being done her, but was frightened by the possible anger of the empress. The affair was hushed up for a fortnight, but when it became obvious to all that the count no longer was coming to see the empress, all wondered where he was going instead. And in that time the Count M. was married to the daughter of the grand duke. So soon the truth came out.

The empress, needless to say, was pierced to the heart. She wept and cast herself repeatedly onto the ground in her opulent dressing chambers. She looked into the mirrors there surrounding her and could find no reason in her own appearance and grace, for there had rarely been a woman born in the world so lovely as the empress.

Then her sorrow turned to rage. She called to her ministers and convened a council ofwhich it has been said no council ever bore so particularly upon a single hatred as this of the empress Elizabeth.

Her first act was to call to her first minister.

—Inovsky she said. I want you to strip the Count M. of all his lands. I want you to strip him of all his honors. I want you to strip his family of their lands and honors. I want you to cause terrible things to happen even to people he vaguely regarded from afar with affection.

—Very good, said the Count Inovsky, who had long despaired of regaining the empress's ear in light of the dominance that the Count M. had recently enjoyed.

—Torvald, she called out.

—Yes, Empress, responded her second minister.

—I want you to have the marriage of the Count M. and the grand duke's daughter annulled. I want her to be married off again to the most brutal man you can find, perhaps that Italian ambassador, Balthazar something, whatever his name is.

—At once, my empress.

—Third Minister, she shouted.

Her third minister then came out from the dark, shaded portion of the room, where he had been standing quietly. The first two ministers were astonished to see him. They had not known he was still living, and they certainly had not thought he retained any of the power that he had once used to scourge the land in the reign of the empress's father. For the third minister was a dastardly and evil man, infamous for his depravity.

—Yes, my dear, he said, presuming even then upon her diabolical favor.

—I want you to search throughout our land of Russia. Search everywhere, in and out of borders, frontiers, estates. I want you to find for me the ugliest woman who now lives in our broad and implacable land. Bring her here.

—Thy will be done, said the third minister.

One week passed, then another. The Count M.'s life was ruined in a single blow. His wife was married off to another; his fortunes were dispelled with an imperial stamp. He tried even to kill himself, but was stopped by the first minister's soldiers, and kept under watch to await the empress's pleasure.

All up and down the land the third minister traveled in a dark coach, sampling the ugly wares of this burg and that hamlet. He traveled even into the depths of Siberia, along obscure trade routes to forgotten principalities. After two months he returned, and in his train was the ugliest woman that ever man had set eyes upon. He brought her in secret conference before the empress, and the smile that rose then upon her face would have lit a ballroom.

—We are pleased, she said. You do no disservice to your own twisted reputation.

—I thank you, he said, and did a manic little bow.

Meanwhile, the ugliest of women stood by, worrying at the sleeve of her shift.

—Where did you find her? asked the empress in the tone of voice a botanist might use in conversation with a colleague, a tone of clinical curiosity.

—In Szarthel, said the minister. She is the daughter of a wealthy merchant. For many years he kept her in his house, her only company the many books that lined the walls. One of my soldiers saw her through a window, and brought me word.

The empress nodded. Her lovely features tensed a moment in a paroxysm of cruel thought.

—Organize for me, my minister, said the empress, a parade of misshapen and frightening folk. Bring me dwarves and giants, beasts and patch-skinned dogs. Arrange for me a parade. For I mean to marry the Count M. to this our lady, and I mean to have a wedding party that the world shall remember.

Out then the minister went, and he gathered together the makings of this parade. As per the empress's plan, he commissioned the building of an ice palace at one end of Moscow. The parade was to begin at the other.

The day in question dawned slowly and silently. The empress went down in the dissipating darkness to the room where the ugliest of women was being kept.

—You, she said.

The ugliest of women said nothing.

—Today you are to marry the man whom I once loved. Do you know this?

Still the ugliest of women said nothing.

—I am giving to you possibly the most remarkable man that was ever born and raised in this our land of Russia. He is a king among men. His tastes are the most refined tastes, his passions the most refined passions. I am giving him to you, forcing you upon him, because I know how horrible it will be for him who was once raised above all other men to taste the wares of a creature as despicable as you. What do you have to say to that?

To that, the ugliest of women said nothing, and the empress went away. But there in the dawn, the ugliest ofwomen smiled, and she said to herself, Still I will make him happy. Ugly as I am, I will please him, if he is so great a man.

The guard who had admitted the empress came then again to the ugliest ofwomen.

—There is someone to see you, Kolya, he said.

—Thank you, said Kolya quietly. I would like that.

Then a young woman entered the room, dressed strangely. She sat down beside Kolya and took her hands into her own.

—This is how things are going to proceed.

And she told Kolya the remainder of the story. This heartened Kolya tremendously and she thanked the girl, even going so far as to kiss her hand. The girl gave Kolya a drawing that looked like this:

[image: ]

and then went away. The guard came soon after, with waiting women who bore Kolya's wedding gown. Bells rang out across Moscow. The populace was roused. All the major nobles were forced to be in attendance upon the empress for the spectacle that was about to unfold.

Out then into the street came the ugliest of women, dressed in a gown so lovely that none who saw it could report ever having seen anything its equal. The empress was a brilliant general in this her war, and she had realized the glorious touch that a faultless gown would give to the proceedings. She had hired the best dressmakers in all of Russia, and even brought in an expert from France who was later strangled in a town near the border.

The ugliest of women stood defiant as the crowded street prodded her with jibes and the throwing of small stones. The empress had approved the throwing of stones no larger than a certain size. Such stones, she reasoned, would not harm the parade's participants, but might help in breaking their will. She had many stones of the precisely correct proportion distributed along the parade route in buckets stamped with her insignia. Such preparations she had made.

The ugliest of women waited, but not long, for after a moment a gate behind her was thrown open, and out of it poured the parade, gamboling on its hind legs, crawling and lurching, laughing and shrilling madly back and forth. But she did not stir from her expression, or tense a muscle towards flight. Quietly she turned her back upon the parade, and began to walk.

The empress was ahead, awaiting the coming of the parade, her court about her. And, tethered, as he had once tethered many a bear, the Count M. in rags, he too awaiting the coming of the parade. He did not know what was to happen, for he had been kept until this time in an oubliette beneath the empress's chamber. However, since emerging he had heard already six of the fifteen rumors that were circulating.

Up the boulevard, the ghastly parade! It rounded a slow curve and emerged into view. The Count M., seeing for the first time his fate, recoiled slightly In his defense, perhaps he recoiled less at the horror of the features of the ugliest of women, and more at the lengths he suddenly saw that the empress had gone to in order to destroy him. By God, he thought. That woman must really have loved me. And for a moment he regretted having spurned her.

The empress's lovely breast meanwhile was heaving with pleasure and grand anticipation. She had seen the count twitch, and she had desired no more than that, had, in fact expected far less. For as we have said, the count was a redoubtable man, and not to be shaken easily.

The sound of bells as lepers ran around the edges of the pack. The rushing back and forth of the giants, trampling even into the crowd. The dwarves upon dwarves' shoulders, lighting fires and shouting the names of all the great wizards of the past. At their heels, the patchcoat dogs, and at the fore, the ugliest of women.

She approached the makeshift dais, and mounted one by one the stairs, prodded by soldiers with bills and halberds. Her dress was already filthy from the dwarves' Greek fire and the dirt of the street. She went before the empress and looked for the first time upon the Count M. He returned Kolya's gaze, held it gently in his own and did not look away.

For that I thank you, thought the ugliest of women.

Up then the priest onto the dais, elbowing his way through the throng. Shouts and cries abounded, and though it was winter, the heat of the press made sweat run down the hungry faces.

The count was untethered and forced to the side of his soon-bride. A stave brought them both to their knees, and as they fell, the count whispered in her ear,

—Pretend that you love me. I will do the same.

The ugliest woman nodded. To herself, she thought, You will love me yet, and not in jest.

The priest pronounced over them a joining, and to it they gave their agreement. The count and his new bride were raised then to their feet. The empress climbed onto horseback, with the members of her court. A great quantity of hounds was brought then into the streets.

—My count, called out the empress. And for the first time the count turned his eyes upon her.

—My count, she said, we will harry you through the streets as once you and I followed prey on the paths in the country of my youth. Do you see the palace in the distance?

Turning, the count beheld a palace of ice at the edge of the city

—To that you must go. Raising a horn to her lips, the empress blew a loud clear note.

The count took the hand of the ugliest of women.

—Do not stumble, he said.

—I am ugly, she said, but I am quick.

And they were off.

It is lucky that they had the parade of dwarves and giants and patch-skinned dogs between them and the hunt, for otherwise they would not have reached the palace in safety. Yet as it was, the hounds took great pleasure in ravaging the lepers, who rang their bells for all they were worth, but did not fare so well in the hounds' sharp teeth.

Soon they were come, breathless and half-mad, to the ice palace. Rarely in the history of the great Russian Empire had such an ice palace been seen. A replica of the empress's own, this palace had in addition to many of the other rooms a bedroom set apart from the rest, with a bed constructed of ice, and a viewing chamber beyond.

As the Count M. stepped onto the threshold of the ice palace, the empress dismounted with her court. Soldiers once more took charge of the count and his bride. Together they were delivered to the bedchamber and made to stand fast by the bed of ice, facing the viewing chamber.

Into the viewing chamber, then, the court in general, and at its head the empress. All the nobles, the lords and ladies that the count had known, now looked upon him with a cruel and sneering eye. But what they saw in the count was nothing they had seen before. He looked back at them as though he were a man staring up into the night sky, with nothing more than idling and evening in his hand.

Out of a small door, then, the third minister. To the soldiers, he said,

—Off with their clothing. Force them onto the bed.

The count closed his eyes, then opened them. Without a word, he removed his own clothing and stood, naked, shivering only slightly from the deep cold.

For her part, the ugliest of women could not remove her dress on her own, for she had been sewn into it. With sharp knives the soldiers cut it off, and all of her was soon visible to the count's eye. He looked at her still and did not look away.

For this too I thank you, thought the ugliest of women. To him then she spoke.

—I am Kolya, she said.

—Think no more of the cold, Kolya, than of the audience, for they are the same. Here we will do what we must. If there is life beyond this, so be it.

The Count M. took Kolya to him then, and began to kiss her. In the viewing chamber the empress looked away. Tears started from her eyes, and she rushed from the room.

—Kolya, murmured the count. They lay upon the cold bed of ice, side by side. An hour had passed, and they were wrapped now in their rags and torn clothing. All the court had left, and all the soldiers too. They were alone, and had become inured to the ice.

—My count, said Kolya. My life has been till now a life of books. My father never took me out upon the street, to the marketplace or the promenade along the river. I never had schooling, or lessons on how to sew or cook. He kept me instead in his study and he told me, Learn all of this. Read every book and understand the things there writ. This will be your path to joy

There was a book there, she continued, my favorite of them all. It constructed architectures, impossible places, dreams of impossible places. Of these a needle, larger than the tallest house, stabbed down into the sand at the sea's edge. It rises from the sand only enough for a single plank, a walkway, to run out from its center. This plank runs out across the sea, inches above the shuddering waves. It runs for miles, and a curious thing begins to happen as the walkway tends farther and farther from the shore.

—I have read this book, said the count. Beneath the plank, the sea begins to fall away, and the plank becomes steeper and steeper, and harder to climb. Miles pass in this way. Finally, there begin to be handholds, and footholds, ladder rungs in the plank. For one has come so far that one must climb. At the top, one finds that one has reached another needle, this sunk into an island so far offshore from the first needle that it was not visible, though from the top of the second needle the first needle is plain in the far distance, as the path's terminus.

—It is so lovely, said Kolya, how then there is another ladder, down along the side of the needle. One proceeds to the island of the anchored needle, where a small cabin sits, and someone is waiting with a bit of lunch and a pot of tea. Someone kind whom you have known a very long while. She comes to the door and plain upon her face is her joy at your arrival.

—You have come along the needle? said the count, in the voice of the someone-who-waits-in-the cabin. How long and tiring the route of needles, for it passes through the core of things.

—To this you say nothing, said Kolya, but only smile, admitting to the general truth of her words. And she brings you into the house and sets before you a fine meal. And afterwards, there is dancing and laughter, and it is the dancing one does when one is not observed, which is the best dancing of all.

—And all the while, said the count, someone murmuring, Who can say therefore where a certain person is, for what is it that anchors a person? Is it their place in the story to which you are a part? Many stories hereabouts run side by side, and you cannot be at pains to unpin them, for they are sharp, and you will only sting the tips of your fingers.

Their voices grew quiet, and they lay, staring up at the icy ceiling. The count ran his fingertips along the back of her neck, and a look of helplessness came over her face.

—The empress was right about you, she said.

—No one has ever been right about you, said the count.

—Not yet, said Kolya. Not yet. But this is my debut.



The count began to say something about the events of the day, but Kolya put her hand over his mouth and stopped him.

—Today we will speak only of absurd and improbable things, things far from us.

The count nodded.

—Of absurd things, and of the World's Fair 7 June 1978. An impossible date, said the count. The world will have ended long before that.

—And a good thing too, said Kolya. There is nothing so awful as a world that continues after it ought to have failed.

—I had a dream once, said the count, and as he drew in his breath to speak, it seemed the very air around him grew insubstantial, a dream in which I was visiting friends at a country estate. They were people I had never met in my true life; however, in this dream we were the best and oldest of friends. I arrived in some kind of mechanical apparatus, and was left by the gate, holding a sort of leather rucksack with my clothes and things. My friend's wife ran down to meet me from the house. She was wearing a thin cotton dress with a flowery print. I dropped the bag and caught her up in my arms. In the dream I remembered then a past in which she and I had been lovers, long ago, when we were young, and how all that was behind us, and there would be no more of it, but that it had been a glorious thing for us both, and still was, and that she was glad that I had come, and I was glad to have come, and it felt good to lift her up and feel her body against my own. We walked up to the house, talking of nothing, of small things, really, of cats and the distance of the sun. My friend came out into the doorway, tall, strong, a man of whom one says afterwards, I wish that he were here, for our troubles could be dealt with so easily. He embraced me too, and with him there was a sudden and long past, brought up like a bucket the size of a well out of a well the size of the sea. And how we had missed each other. How so many times I had resorted to remembering things he had said or done and how that had pleased me in my time. I was welcomed into their house and our holiday began.

They lived on a sort of vineyard, and in the first days they began to teach me how one keeps a vineyard, how one cares for the grapes, how certain fields lie fallow and others bear fruit. I learned about the shade of the porch in the long afternoon, where we would sit, drinking iced drinks from tall glasses, and watching the dogs sleep and wake and sleep again.

But something began to happen. There were other people present too, people who worked at the vineyard, as well as a few servants to see to the house. There was a sort of human drama always going on, with people entering rooms and leaving them. One man would stick his head in a window, another would emerge from a cellar. People were always conversing and talking about this or that. At some point I was walking, crossing a field beside my friend. He was dressed, I recall, in a linen shirt with deep brown pants, rolled up, and bare feet. His hair was unkempt, and his eyes had that incredible quality that eyes have that are blue and also long beneath the sun.

He began to speak to me on some subject, and I responded. Someone shouted something from across the field, and then I realized what had been lurking just beyond the edges of my comprehension: the things that people were saying to one another, the way that one action blended into another, the shifting times of day, and the pleasures of companionship, but most of all the dialogue: we were in a novel. There was no other explanation. No one spoke like this in ordinary life, picking up every inch ofwhat had been said, and delivering it back with a twist and a nuance. It had not happened just once. I felt that each remark somehow carried with it the implication of all others previous. One felt very clearly a comprehending intelligence strung through the air, setting each new moment into motion. I wrested myself out of the necessity to do and say without decision, the leash that had accompanied my passage hitherto through the book that was all about me, and a further thought occurred to me: how could a person wander into a novel? It must be a dream. Then, realizing that I was in a dream, all became possible.

I said to my friend, This is a dream. And he looked at me blankly.

—That's ridiculous, he said. But funny. Imagine that! You, Robert, saying that this is all a dream with that dead serious expression on your face. I can't wait to tell Isabel. She'll laugh and laugh. Let's go back to the house and tell her.

He pulled on my arm, touching me with that tacit permission that is between the best of friends.

I looked at him sadly. For we had had such a fine time, but now it was all over.

—Good-bye, my friend. I'll miss you.

—I'll see you at dinner, he said, still smiling, unbelieving, and turned away, already crossing the field.

But I, I rose up straight into the air, and saw beneath me the vineyard spread out, and beyond that, unestablished country, unestablished for I had not yet flown over it and decided in my passage what might or might not exist, creating it even as I glanced in depth upon each thing in turn.

Yes, I was flying and dreaming and shooting through the air at blinding speed. The feeling is glorious, and better than anything in this world. But at some point the dream can again take hold, and one forgets that one is dreaming. One stumbles, and again is bound to the dictates of something half created, half imagined.

—You see! he said, striking his hand upon his knee. That's the difficulty. Things must be done easily and well or not at all. For instance, in the city even now a young man has entered the Seventh Ministry building. It is a fine and beautiful day in the fall. Fall is, of course, the best season in that city of cities.

The air is crisp and the leaves on the trees that line the streets have begun to change. As he crosses the doorstep and passes within, he sees behind the desk dear Rita the message-girl.

—Rita, he says.

—Selah! We haven't seen you in quite some time.

—Any messages?

Rita pushes down an intercom button on her desk.

—He's back, she says into a tiny microphone hidden in the flower vase. He looks a bit skinny, but otherwise no worse for wear.

—I was working, he replies. I heard a story, a good one: There was a municipal inspector who, on a day in October, returned to his work after some time away. He entered the building and saw his dear old friend Rita the message-girl. She was pleased very much to see him and reported his presence to the chief inspector. Afterwards, he took her hand and they did a minuet all around the room.

Rita stands, offers her hand to the young inspector. He takes it and they do a minuet all around the room. Rita is looking especially beautiful on that day, and the young inspector has the urge to kiss her. However he does not, because he likes the way things are at the ministry and does not want them to change.

Into the room then, comes the chief inspector, Levkin.

—Selah, he says. Come here. I have something to show you.
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