


 
 
 



CLIVE

BARKER



SACRAMENT





http://www.clivebarker.com





CLIVE

BARKER



SACRAMENT

[image: image]



For Malcolm

I am a man, and men are animals who tell stories.

This is a gift from God, who spoke our species into

being, but left the end of our story untold.

That mystery is troubling to us.

How could it be otherwise?

Without the final part, we think, how are we to

make sense of all that went before:

which is to say, our lives?

So we make stories of our own,

in fevered and envious imitation of our Maker,

hoping that we’ll tell, by chance, what God left untold.

And finishing our tale,

come to understand why we were born.
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I



To every hour, its mystery.

At dawn, the riddles of life and light. At noon, the conundrums of solidity. At three, in the hum and heat of the day, a phantom moon, already high. At dusk, memory. And at midnight? Oh, then the enigma of time itself; of a day that will never come again passing into history while we sleep.

It had been Saturday when Will Rabjohns arrived at the weather-bullied wooden shack on the outskirts of Balthazar. Now it was Sunday morning, two-seventeen by the scored face of Will’s watch. He had emptied his brandy flask an hour before, raising it to toast the Borealis, which shimmered and billowed far beyond Hudson Bay, upon the shores of which Balthazar stood. He had knocked on the door of the shack countless times, calling out for Guthrie to give him just a few minutes of his time. On two or three occasions it seemed the man was going to do so; Will heard him grumbling something incoherent on the other side of the door, and once
the handle had been turned. But Guthrie had not appeared.

Will was neither deterred nor particularly surprised. The old man had been universally described as crazy: This by men and women who had chosen as their place of residence one of the bleaker corners of the planet. If anyone knew crazy, Will thought, they did. What besides a certain lunacy inspired people to build a community—even one as small as Balthazar (population: thirty-one)—on a treeless, wind-battered stretch of tidal flats that was buried half the year beneath ice and snow, and was for two of the remaining months besieged by the polar bears who came through the region in late autumn waiting for the bay to freeze? That these people would characterize Guthrie as insane was a testament to how crazy he really was.

But Will knew how to wait. He’d spent much of his professional life waiting, sitting in hides and dugouts and wadis and trees, his cameras loaded, his ears pricked, watching for the object of his pursuit to appear. How many of those animals had been, like Guthrie, crazed and despairing? Most, of course. Creatures who’d attempted to outrun the creeping tide of humankind, and failed; whose lives and habitats were in extremis. His patience was not always rewarded. Sometimes, having sweat or shivered for hours and days he would have to give up and move on, the species he was seeking, for all its hopelessness, preserving its despair from his lens.

But Guthrie was a human animal. Though he had holed himself up behind his walls of weather-beaten boards, and had made it his business to see his neighbors (if such they could be called, the nearest house was half a mile away) as seldom as possible, he was surely curious about the man on his doorstep, who had been waiting for five hours in the bitter cold. This was Will’s hope, at least; that the longer he could stay awake and upright the likelier it became that the lunatic would surrender to curiosity and open the door.

He glanced at his watch again. It was almost three. Though he had told his assistant, Adrianna, not to stay up for him, he knew her too well to think she would not by now be a little concerned. There were bears out there in the dark: eight hundred, nine hundred pounds some of them, with indiscriminate appetites and unpredictable behavior patterns. In a fortnight, they’d be out on the ice floes hunting seal and whale. But right now they were
in scavenging mode, come to befoul themselves in the stinking garbage heaps of Churchill and Balthazar, and—as had occasionally happened—to take a human life. There was every likelihood that they were wandering within sniffing distance of him right now, beyond the throw of Guthrie’s jaundiced porch light, studying
Will, perhaps, as he waited on the doorstep. The notion didn’t alarm him. Quite the reverse, in fact. It faintly excited him that some visitor from the wilderness might at this very moment be assessing his palatability. For most of his adult life he’d made photographs of the untamed world, reporting to the human tribe the tragedies that occurred in contested territories. They were seldom human tragedies. It was the populace of the other world that withered and perished daily. And as he witnessed the steady erosion of the wilderness, the hunger in him grew to leap the fences and be part of it, before it was gone.

He tugged off one of his fur-lined gloves and plucked his cigarettes out of his anorak pocket. There was only one left. He put it to his numbed lips and lit up, the emptiness of the pack a greater goad than either the temperature or the bears.

“Hey, Guthrie,” he said, rapping on the blizzard-beaten door, “how about letting me in, huh? I only want a couple of minutes with you. Give me a break.”

He waited, drawing deep on the cigarette and glancing back out into the darkness. There was a group of rocks twenty or thirty yards
beyond his Jeep; an ideal place, he knew, for bears to be lurking. Did something move among them? He suspected so. Canny bastards, he thought. They
were biding their time, waiting for him to head back to the vehicle.

“Fuck this!” he growled to himself. He’d waited long enough. He was going to give up on Guthrie, at least for tonight. He was going
to head back to the warmth of the rented house on Balthazar’s Main (and only) Street, brew himself some coffee, cook himself an early breakfast, then catch a
few hours’ sleep. Resisting the temptation to knock on the door one final time, he left the doorstep, digging for the keys as he strode back over the squeaking
snow to the Jeep.

At the very back of his mind, he’d wondered if Guthrie was the kind of perverse old bastard who’d wait for his visitor to give
up before opening the door. He was. Will had no sooner vacated the comfort of the porch light when he heard the door grinding across the frosted steps behind
him. He slowed his departure but didn’t turn, suspecting that if he did so Guthrie would simply slam the door again. There was a long silence. Time enough
for Will to wonder what the bears might be making of this peculiar ritual. Then, in a worn voice, Guthrie said, “I know who you are and I know what you
want.”

“Do you?” Will said, chancing a backward glance.

“I don’t let anybody take pictures of me or my place,” Guthrie said, as though there was an unceasing parade of photographers
at his door.

Will turned now, slowly. Guthrie was standing back from the step, and the porch light threw very little illumination
upon him. All Will could make out was a very tall man silhouetted against the murky interior of the shack. “I don’t blame you,” Will said, “not wanting to be
photographed. You’ve got a perfect right your privacy.”

“Well then, what the fuck do you want?”

“Like I said: I just want to talk.”

Guthrie had apparently seen enough of his visitor to satisfy his curiosity, because he now stepped back a pace and started to pull
the door closed. Will knew better than to rush the step. He stayed put and played the only card he had. Two names, spoken very softly. “I want to talk
about Jacob Steep and Rosa McGee.”

The silhouette flinched, and for a moment it seemed certain the man would simply slam the door, and that would be an end to it. But
no. Instead, Guthrie stepped back out onto the step. “Do you know them?” he said.

“I met them once,” Will replied, “a very long time ago. You knew them too, didn’t you?”

“Him, a little. Even that was too much. What’s your name again?”

“Will—William—Rabjohns.”

“Well  . . . you’d better come inside, before you freeze your balls off.”



II



Unlike the comfortable, well-appointed houses in the rest of the tiny township, Guthrie’s dwelling was so primitive it barely seemed habitable, given how bitter the winters up here could be. There was .a vintage electric fire heating its single room (a small sink and stove served as a kitchen, the great outdoors was presumably his bathroom), while the furniture seemed to have been culled from the dump. Its inhabitant was scarcely in better condition. Dressed in several layers of grimy clothes, Guthrie was plainly in need of nourishment and medication. Though Will had heard that he was no more than sixty, he looked a good decade older, his skin red-raw in patches and sallow in others, his hair, what little he had, white where it was cleanest. He smelled of sickness and fish.

“How did you find me?” he asked Will as he closed and triple-bolted the door.

“A woman in Mauritius spoke to me about you.”

“You want something to warm you up a bit?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“What woman’s this?”

“I don’t know if you’ll remember her. Sister Ruth Buchanan?”

“Ruth? Christ. You met Ruth. Well, well. That woman had a mouth on her . . .” He poured a shot of whiskey into a well-beaten enamel mug, and downed it in one. “Nuns talk too much. Ever noticed that?”

“I think that’s why there are vows of silence.”

The reply pleased Guthrie. He loosed a short, barking laugh, which he followed with another shot of whiskey. “So what did she say about me?” he asked, peering at the whiskey bottle as if to calculate how
much solace it had left to offer.

“Just that you’d talked about extinction. About how you’d seen the last of some animals.”

“I never said anything to her about Rosa and Jacob.”

“No. I just assumed if you’d seen one you might have seen the other.”

“Huh.” Guthrie’s face knitted up as he thought this through. Rather than be seen to be studying him—this was not a man who took kindly to scrutiny—Will crossed to the table to look at the books that were piled upon
it. His approach brought a warning growl from under the table. “Shut up, Lucy!” Guthrie snapped. The dog hushed its growl, and came out of hiding to ingratiate herself. She was a sizable mongrel, with strains of German shepherd and Chow in her bloodline, better fed and groomed than her master. She’d brought her bone
out with her, and dutifully carried into her master’s feet.

“Are you English?” Guthrie said, still not looking at Will.

“Born in Manchester. But I was brought up in the Yorkshire Dales.”

“England’s always been a little too cozy for me.”

“I wouldn’t call the moors cozy,” Will said. “I mean, it’s not wild like this, but when the mists come down and you’re out on the hills—”

“That’s where you met them then.”

“Yes. That’s where I met them.”

“English bastard,” Guthrie said. Then, finally looking at Will, “Not you. Steep. Chilly, English bastard.” He spoke the three words as if cursing the man, wherever he was. “You know what he called himself?” Will knew. But it would serve him better, he suspected, if he let his host have the moment. “The Killer of Last Things,” Guthrie said. “He was proud of it. I swear. Proud of it.” He emptied the remnants of the whiskey into his mug but didn’t drink. “So you met Ruth in Mauritius, huh? What were you doing there?”

“Taking pictures. There’s a kestrel there looks like it’s going to be extinct some time soon.”

“I’m sure it was grateful for your attention,” Guthrie said dryly. “So what do you want from me? I can’t tell you anything about Steep or McGee. I don’t know anything, and if I ever did I put it out of my head. I’m an old man and I don’t want the pain.” He looked at Will. “How old are you? Forty?”

“Good guess. Forty-one.”

“Married?”

“No.”

“Don’t. It’s a rattrap.”

“It’s not likely, believe me.”

“Are you queer then?” Guthrie said, with a little tilt of his head.

“As it happens, yes.”

“A queer Englishman. Surprise, surprise. No wonder you got on so well with Sister Ruth. She Who Must Not Be Touched. And you came all this way to see me?”

“Yes and no. I’m here to photograph the bears.”

“Of course, the fucking bears.” What little trace of warmth or humor his voice had contained had suddenly vanished. “Most people just go to Churchill, don’t they? Aren’t there tours now, so you can watch them
performing?” He shook his head. “Degrading themselves.”

“They just go where they can find a free meal,” Will said.

Guthrie looked down at the dog, who had not moved from his side since her reprimand. Her bone was still in her mouth. “That’s what you do, isn’t it?” The dog, happy she was being addressed, whatever the subject, thumped her tail on the bare floor. “Little brown-noser.” Guthrie reached down as if to take the bone. The dog’s ragged black lips curled back in warning. “She’s too bright to bite me and too stupid not to growl. Give it to me, you mutt.” Guthrie tugged the bone from her jaws. She let him take it. He scratched her behind her ear and tossed the bone back on the floor in front of her. “I expect dogs to be sycophants,” he said, “we made ’em that way. But bears—Jesus, bears shouldn’t be fucking nosing around in our garbage. They should stay out there,” he vaguely waved in the direction of the bay, “where they can be whatever God intended them to be.”

“Is that why you’re here?”

“What, to admire the animal life? Christ no. I’m here because being with people makes me vomit. I don’t like ’em. I never did.”

“Not even Steep?” Will said.

Guthrie shot him a poisonous look. “What in Christ’s name kind of question is that?”

“Just asking.”

“Fucking stupid question,” Guthrie muttered. Then, softening somewhat, he said, “They were something to look at, both of them, and that’s the truth. I mean, Christ, Rosa was beautiful. I only put up with
talking to Steep to get to her. But he said once I was too old for her.”

“How old were you?” Will asked him, thinking as he did so that Guthrie’s story was changing slightly. He’d claimed to know only Steep, but apparently he’d known them both.

“I was thirty. Way too old for Rosa. She liked ’em real young. And of course she liked Steep. I mean the two of them, they were like husband and wife and brother and sister and fuck knows what else all rolled into one. I didn’t stand a chance with her.” He let the subject trail away, and picked up another. “You want to do some good for these bears?” he said. “Get out there on the dump and poison ’em. Teach ’em not to come back. Maybe it’ll take five seasons, and that’ll be a lot of dead bears, but they’ll get the message sooner or later.” Finally he downed the contents of his glass, and while the liquor still burned his throat said, “I try not to think about them, but I do—” He wasn’t talking about the bears now, Will knew. “I can see both of them, like it was yesterday.” He shook his head. “Both of them so beautiful. So . . . pure.” His lip curled at the word, as though he meant
its antithesis. “It must be terrible for them.”

“What must be terrible?”

“Living in this filthy world.” He looked up at Will. “That’s the worst part for me,” he said. “That the older I get, the more I understand ’em.” Were those tears in his eyes, Will wondered, or simply rheum? “And I hate myself for it so fucking much.” He put down his empty glass and with sudden determination announced, “That’s all you’re getting from me.” He crossed to the door and
unbolted it. “So you may as well just get the hell out of here.”

“Well, thank you for your time,” Will said, stepping past the old man and into the freezing air.

Guthrie waved the courtesy away. “If you see Sister Ruth again—”

“I won’t,” Will said. “She died last February.”

“What of?”

“Ovarian cancer.”

“Huh. That’s what you get for not using what God gave you,” Guthrie said.

The dog had joined them at the threshold now and was growling loudly. Not at Will this time, but at whatever lay out there in the night. Guthrie didn’t hush her, but stared out at the darkness. “She smells
bears. You’d better not hang around.”

“I won’t,” Will said, offering his hand to Guthrie. The man looked down at it in
puzzlement for a moment, as though he’d forgotten this simple ritual. Then he took it.

“You should think about what I told you,” he said. “About poisoning the bears. You’d be doing them a favor.”

“I’d be doing Jacob’s work for him,” Will replied. “That’s not what I was put on the planet to do.”

“We’re all doing his work just being alive,” Guthrie replied. “Adding to the trash heap.”

“Well at least I won’t be adding to the population,” Will said, and started from the threshold toward his Jeep.

“You and Sister Ruth both,” Guthrie hollered after him. There was a sudden eruption of fresh barking from his dog, a shrillness in its din that Will knew all too well. He’d heard camp dogs raise’s similar row at the approach of lions. There was warning in it, and Will took heed. Scanning the darkness to the left and right of him he was at the Jeep in a half dozen quickened heartbeats.

On the step behind him, Guthrie was yelling something—whether he was summoning his guest back inside or urging him to pick up his pace Will couldn’t make out; the dog was too loud. Will blocked out the sound of both voices, man and animal, and concentrated on making his fingers perform the simple function of slipping the key into the lock. They played the fool. He fumbled, and the key slipped out of his hand. He went down on his haunches, the
dog’s barking shriller by the moment, to pluck it out of the snow. Something moved at the limit of his vision. He looked around, his fingers digging blindly for the key. He could see only the rocks, but that was little comfort. The animal could be in hiding now and on him in five seconds. He’d seen them attack, and they were fast when they
needed to be, moving like locomotives to take their quarry. He knew the drill if a bear elected to charge him: drop to his knees, arms over his head, face to ground. Present as small a target as possible, and on no account make eye contact with the animal. Don’t speak. Don’t move. The less alive you were, the better chance you had of living. There was probably a lesson in that somewhere, though it was a bitter one. Live like a stone and death might pass you by.

His fingers had found the dropped key. He stood up, chancing a backward glance as he did so. Guthrie was still in the doorway; his dog, her hackles raised, was now silent at his side. Will hadn’t heard Guthrie hush her; she’d simply given up on this damn fool man who wouldn’t come out of the snow when he was told.

On the third try, the key went into the lock. Will hauled open the door. As he did so he heard the bear’s roar for the first time. And there it was, barreling out between the rocks. There was no doubting its intention. It had him in its sights. He flung himself into the driver’s seat, horribly aware of how vulnerable his legs were, and reached back to slam the door behind him.

The roar came again, very close. He locked the door, put the key into the ignition, and turned it. The headlights came on instantly, flooding the icy ground as far as the rocks, which looked as flat as stage scenery in their glare. Of the bear there was no sign. He glanced back toward Guthrie’s shack. Man and dog had retreated behind the locked door. Will put the Jeep in gear and started to swing it around. As he did so he heard the roar again, followed by a thump. The bear had charged the vehicle in its frustration, and was rising up on its hind
legs to strike it a second time. Will caught only a glimpse of its shaggy white bulk from the corner of his eye.
It was a huge animal, no doubt of that: nine hundred pounds and counting. If it damaged the Jeep badly enough to halt his escape, he’d be in trouble. The bear wanted him, and it had the means to get him if he didn’t outpace it. Claws and teeth enough to pry the vehicle open like a can of human meat.

He put his foot on the accelerator, and swung the vehicle around to head it back down the street. As he did so the bear changed tactics and direction, dropping back onto all fours to overtake the Jeep, then cutting in front of it.

For an instant the animal was there in the sear of the headlights, its wedge-snouted head pointing directly at the vehicle. It was not one of the pitiful clan Guthrie had described, their ferality dimmed by their addiction to human refuse. It was a piece of the wilderness still, defying the blaze and speed of the vehicle in whose path it had put itself. In the instant before it was struck, it was gone, disappearing with such speed that its departure seemed almost miraculous, as though it had been a vision conjured
by the cold, then snatched away.

As Will drove back to the house, he felt for the first time the poverty of his craft. He had taken tens of thousands of photographs in his professional lifetime, in some of the wildest regions of the planet: the Torres de Paine, the plateaus of Tibet, the Gunung Leuser in Indonesia. There he had photographed species that were in their last desperate days, rogues and maneaters. But he had never come close to capturing what he had seen in the Jeep’s headlights minutes before: the power and the glory of the bear, risking death to defy him. Perhaps it was beyond his talents to do so; in which case it was probably beyond anybody’s talents. He was, by general consensus, the best of the best. But the wild was better. Just as it was his genius to wait upon his subject until it revealed itself, so it was the genius of the wild to make that revelation less than complete. The rogues and maneaters were dying out, one by one, but the mystery continued, undisclosed. And would continue, Will suspected, until the end
of rogues and mysteries and the men who were fools for them both.



III



Cornelius Botham sat at the table with a hand-rolled cigarette lolling from beneath his blond
feather mustache, his third beer of the morning set at his elbow, and surveyed the disemboweled Pentax laid out before him.

“What’s wrong with it?” Will wanted to know.

“It’s broken,” Cornelius deadpanned. “I say we hack a hole in the ice, wrap it in a pair of Adrianna’s underpants, and bury it for future generations to discover”

“You can’t fix it?”

“Yes, I can fix it,” Cornelius said. “That is why I’m here. I can fix everything. But I would prefer to hack a hole in the ice, wrap it in a pair of Adrianna’s underpants—”

“It’s given good service, that camera.”

“So have we all. But sooner or later, if we’re lucky, we’ll be wrapped in a pair of Adrianna’s underpants—”

Will was at the stove, making himself a ragged omelet. “You’re obsessing.”

“I am not.”

Will slid his breakfast onto a plate, tossed two slices of stale bread on top of it, and came to sit at the table opposite Cornelius.

“You know what’s wrong with this town?” Cornelius asked.

“Give me an A, B, or C.”

This was a popular guessing game among the trio, the trick being to dream up alternatives more believable than the truth.

“No problem,” Cornelius said. He sipped mouthful of beer and then said: “Okay. A,
right? There aren’t any good-looking women in two hundred miles, besides Adrianna, and that’d be like fucking my
sister. Okay? So, B. You can’t get any decent acid. And C—”

“It’s B.”

“Wait, I haven’t finished.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Fuck, man. I got a great C.”

“It’s the acid,” Will said. He leaned toward Cornelius. “Right?”

“Yeah.” He peered at Will’s plate. “What the hell’s that?”

“Omelet.”

“What did you make it with? Penguin eggs?”

Will laughed, and was still laughing when Adrianna came in out of the cold. “Hey, we got more bears at the dump,” she said, her Southern drawl perfectly mismatched with every other detail of her appearance
and manner, from her badly trimmed bangs to her heavy-booted stomp. “At least four of ’em. Two adolescents, a female, and a huge male.” She looked first at Will, then at Cornelius, then back at Will. “A little enthusiasm, please?”

“Just give me a few minutes,” Will said, “I need a couple of cups of coffee first.”

“You’ve got to see this male. I mean,” she was struggling for the words, “this is the biggest damn bear I ever saw.”

“Maybe the one I saw last night,” Will said. “Actually we saw each other. Outside Guthrie’s place.”

Adrianna unzipped her parka and sat down on the beat-up sofa, flinging aside a pillow and: blanket to do so. “He kept you talking for quite a while,” she said. “What was the old fuck like?”

“No more crazy than anybody’d be, living in a shack in the middle of nowhere.”

“On his own?”

“He had a dog. Lucy.”

“Hey,” Cornelius cooed. “Does that sound like a man with a supply or what?” He grinned, his eyes popping. “Only a guy with a habit would name his dog Lucy.”

“Christ!” Adrianna shouted. “I am so thoroughly sick of hearing you talk about getting high.”

Cornelius shrugged. “Whatever,” he said.

“We came here to do a job of work.”

“And we’ve done it,” Cornelius said. “Every damn undignified, pitiful thing a polar bear can do we’ve got on film. Bears playing around the broken sewage pipes. Bears trying fucky-fucky in the middle of the dump.”

“Okay, okay,” Adrianna said, “we did good.” She turned to Will. “I still want you to see my bear,” she said.


“Your bear now, is it?” Cornelius said.

She ignored him. “Just one last shoot,” she implored Will. “You won’t be disappointed.”

“Jeez,” Cornelius remarked, putting his legs up on the table. “Leave the man alone. He doesn’t want to see the fucking bear. Haven’t you got the message?”

“Keep out of this,” Adrianna snapped.

“You’re so fucking pushy,” Cornelius replied. “It’s just a bear.”

Adrianna was up from the couch and over to Cornelius in two strides. “I told you: keep out of this,” she said, and shoved Cornelius’s shoulder just hard enough to tip him over. Down he went, clearing
half of the doomed Pentax from the table with his boot heel as he went.


“Come on,” Will said, setting down his omelet in case there was an escalation in hostilities. If there was, it wouldn’t be the first time. Nine days out of every ten Cornelius and Adrianna worked side by side like brother and sister. And on the tenth they fought like brother and sister. Today, however, Cornelius wasn’t in the mood for insults or fisticuffs. He got to his feet, brushing his hippie-length hair back out of his eyes, and stumbled to the door, picking up his anorak on his way. “See you later,” he said to Will. “I’m going to go look at the water.”

“Sorry about that,” Adrianna said when he’d gone. “It was my fault. I’ll make peace when he gets back.”

“Whatever.”

Adrianna went to the stove and poured herself a cup of coffee. “So what did Guthrie have to say?”

“Not a lot.”

“Why did you even go see him?”

Will shrugged. “Just . . . some stuff from my childhood . . .” he said.

“Big secret?”

Will offered her a slow smile. “Huge.”

“So you’re not going to tell me?”

“It’s nothing to do with us being here. Well, it is and it isn’t. I knew Guthrie lived on the bay, so I kind of killed two birds . . .” the words grew soft, “with one stone.”

“Are you going to photograph him?” she said, crossing to the window. The Tegelstrom children, who lived across the street, were out playing in the snow, their laughter loud. She peered out at them.

“No,” Will said. “I already invaded his privacy.”

“Like I’m invading yours?”

“I didn’t mean that.”

“That’s right though, isn’t it?” she said gently. “I never get to hear what life was like for little Willy Rabjohns.”

“That’s because—”

“You don’t want to tell me.” She was warming to her thesis now. “You know . . . this is how you used to be with Patrick”

“Unfair.”

“You used to drive him crazy. He’d call me up
sometimes and vent these streams of abuse—”

“He is a melodramatic queen,” Will said, fondly.

“He said you were cryptic. You are. He said you were secretive. You’re that too.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?”

“Don’t get intellectual. It pisses me off.”

“Have you spoken to him recently?”

“Now you’re changing the subject.”

“I am not. You were talking about Patrick and now I’m talking about Patrick”

“I was talking about you.”

“I’m bored with me. Have you talked to Patrick recently?”

“Sure.”

“And how is he?”

“Up and down. He tried to sell the apartment but he couldn’t get the price he wanted so he’s staying put. He says it depresses him, living in the middle of the Castro. So many widowers, he says. But I think it’s better he’s there. Especially if he gets sicker. He’s got a strong support group of friends.”

“Is whatsisname still around? The kid with the dyed eyelashes?”

“You know his name, Will,” Adrianna said, turning and narrowing her eyes.

“Carlos,” Will said.

“Rafael.”

“Close enough.”

“Yes, he’s still around. And he doesn’t dye his eyelashes. He’s got beautiful eyes. In fact he’s a wonderful kid. I surely wasn’t as giving or as loving as he is at nineteen. And I’m damn sure you weren’t.”

“I don’t remember nineteen,” Will said. “Or twenty, come to that. I have a very vague recollection of twenty-one—” He laughed. “But you get to a place when you’re so high you’re not high anymore.”

“And that was twenty-one?”

“It was a very fine year for acid tabs.”

“Do you regret it?”


“Je ne regrette rien,” Will slurred, sloe-eyed. “No, that’s a lie. I wasted a lot of time in bars being picked up by men I didn’t like. And who probably wouldn’t have liked me if they’d taken the time to ask”

“What wasn’t to like?”

“I was too needy. I wanted to be loved. No, I deserved to be loved. That’s what I thought, I deserved to be loved. And I wasn’t. So I drank. It hurt less when I drank.” He mused for a moment, staring into middle distance. “You’re right about Rafael. He’s better for Patrick than I ever was.”

“Pat likes having a partner who’s there all the time,” Adrianna said. “But he still calls you the love of his life.”

Will squirmed. “I hate that.”

“Well you’re stuck with it,” Adrianna replied. “Be grateful. Most people never have that in their lives.”

“Speaking of love and adoration, how’s Glenn?”

“Glenn doesn’t count. He’s in it for the kids. I’ve got wide hips and big tits and he thinks I’ll be fertile.”

“So when do you start?”

“I’m not going to do it. The planet’s fucked enough without me turning out more hungry mouths.”

“You really feel like that?”

“No, but I think it,” Adrianna said. “I feel very broody, especially when I’m with him. So I keep away when there’s a chance, you know, I might give in.”

“He must love that.”

“It drives him crazy. He’ll leave me eventually. He’ll find some Earth Mother who just wants to make babies.”

“Couldn’t you adopt? Make you both happy?”

“We talked about it, but Glenn’s determined to continue the family line. He says it’s his animal instincts.”

“Ah, the natural man.”

“This from a guy who plays in a string quartet for a living.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Let him go. Get myself a man who doesn’t care if he’s the last of his line, and still wants to fuck like a tiger on Saturday night.”

“You know what?”

“I should have been queer. I know. We would have made a lovely couple. Now, are you going to move your butt? This damn bear’s not going to wait forever.”



IV



i

As the afternoon light began to fail, the wind veered and came out of the northeast across Hudson Bay, rattling the door and windows of Guthrie’s shack like something lonely and invisible, wanting comfort at the table. The old man sat in his old leather armchair and savored the gale’s din like a connoisseur. He had long ago given up on the charms of the human voice. It was more often than not a courier of lies and confusions, or so he had come to believe; if he never heard another syllable uttered in his life he would not think himself the poorer. All he needed by way of communication was the sound he was listening to now. The winds mourn and whine was wiser than any psalm, prayer, or profession of love he’d ever heard.

But tonight the sound failed to soothe him as it usually did. He knew why. The responsibility lay with the visitor who’d come knocking on his door the night before. He’d disturbed Guthrie’s equilibrium, raising the phantoms of faces he’d tried so hard to put from his mind. Jacob Steep, with his soot-and-gold eyes and black beard and pale poet’s hands; and Rosa, glorious Rosa, who had the gold of Steep’s eyes in her hair and the black of his beard in her gaze, but who was as fleshy and passionate as he was sweatless and unmoved. Guthrie had known them for such a short time, and many years ago, but he had them in his mind’s eye so clearly he might have met them that morning.

He had Rabjohns there too: with his green milk eyes, too gentle by half, and his hair in unruly abundance, curling at his nape, and the wide ease of his face, nicked with scars on cheek and brow. He hadn’t been scarred half enough, Guthrie; there was still some measure of hope in him. Why else had he come asking questions, except in the belief that they could be answered? He’d learn, if he lived long enough. There were no answers. None that made sense anyhow.

The wind gusted hard against the window, and loosened one of the boards Guthrie had taped over a cracked pane. He raised himself out of the pit of his chair and, picking up the roll of tape he’d used to secure the board, crossed to the window to fix it. Before he stuck it back in place, blocking out the world, he stared through the grimy glass. The day was close to departure, the thickening waters of the bay the color of slate, the rocks black. He kept staring, distracted from his task not by the sight but by the memories that came to him still, unbidden, unwanted, but impossible to put from his head.

Words first. No more than a murmur. But that was all he needed.


These will not come again—


Steep was speaking, his voice majestic.


Nor this. Nor this—


And as he spoke, the pages appeared in front of Guthrie’s grieving eyes; the pages of Steep’s terrible book. There, a perfect rendering of a bird’s wing, exquisitely colored—


Nor this—


And here, on the following page, a beetle, copied in death; every part documented for posterity: mandible, wing-case, and segmented limb.


Nor this—


“Jesus,” he sobbed, the roll of tape dropping from his trembling fingers. Why couldn’t Rabjohns have left him alone? Was there no corner of the world where a man might listen in the wail of the wind, without being discovered and reminded of his crimes?

The answer, it seemed, was no, at least for a soul as unredeemed as his. He could never hope to forget, not until God struck life and memory from him, which prospect seemed at this moment far less dreadful than living on, day and night, in fear of another Rabjohns coming to his door and naming names.


“Nor this . . .”


Shut up, he murmured to memories. But the page kept flipping in his head. Picture after picture, like some morbid bestiary. What fish was that, that would never again silver the sea? What bird, that would never tune its song to the sky?

On and on the pages flew, while he watched, knowing that at last Steep’s fingers would come to a page where he himself had made a mark not with a brush or a pen, but with a bright little knife.

And then the tears would begin to come in torrents, and it wouldn’t matter how hard the northeasterly blew, it could not carry the past away.

ii

The
bears did not make a liar of Adrianna. When she and Will got to the dump, the remnants of the day still with them, they found the animals cavorting in all their defiled glory, the adolescents—one of them the best proportioned female they’d yet spotted; a perfect specimen of her clan—scavenging in the dirt, the older female investigating the rusted carcass of a truck, while the male Adrianna had been so eager for Will to see surveyed his fetid kingdom from atop one of the dump’s dozen hillocks.

Will got out of the Jeep and approached. Adrianna, always armed with a rifle under these kind of conditions, followed two or three strides behind. She knew Will’s methodology by now: He wouldn’t waste film on long shots; he’d get as close as he could without disturbing the animals and then he’d wait. And wait, and wait. Even among his peers—wildlife photographers who thought nothing of waiting a week for a picture—his patience was legendary. In this, as in so many other things, he was a paradox. Adrianna had seen him at publishing parties grinding his teeth with boredom after five minutes of an admirer’s chit chat, but here, watching four polar bears on a piece of wasteland, he would sit happily mesmerized until he found the moment he wanted to seize.

It was clear that he was not interested in either the adolescents or the female. It was the old male he wanted to photograph. He glanced over at Adrianna and silently indicated the path he was going to take between the other animals, so as to get as close to his subject as possible. She’d no sooner nodded her comprehension than Will was off, surefooted even on the ice-slickened dirt. The adolescents took no notice of him. But the female, who was certainly large enough to kill either Will or Adrianna with a swipe if she took a mind to do so, ceased her investigations of the truck and sniffed the air. Will froze; Adrianna did the same, rifle at the ready if the bear made an aggressive move. But perhaps because she’d smelled so many people in the vicinity of the dump, the bear wasn’t interested in this particular scent. She returned to gutting the truck seats, and Will was off again, toward the male. By now Adrianna had grasped the shot Will was after: a low angle, looking up the slope of the hillock
so as to frame the bear against the sky, a fool-king perched on a throne of shit. It was the kind of image Will had built his reputation upon. The whole paradoxical story, captured in a picture so indelible and so inevitable that it seemed evidence of collusion with God. More often than not such happy accidents were the fruit of obsessive observation. But once in a while, as now, they presented themselves as gifts. All he had to do was snatch them.

Typically, of course (how she cursed his machismo sometimes), he was going to position himself so close to the base of the hillock that if the animal decided to come after him he’d be in trouble. Creeping close to the ground he found his spot. The animal was either unaware of, or indifferent to, his proximity; it was half turned from him, casually licking dirt off its paws. But Adrianna knew from experience that such appearances could be dangerously deceptive. The wild did not always like to be scrutinized, however discreetly. Far less adventurous photographers than Will had lost their limbs or their lives by taking an animal’s insouciance for granted. And of all the creatures Will had photographed, there was none with a more terrible reputation than the polar bear. If the male chose to come after Will, Adrianna would have to bring the beast down in one shot, or it would all be over.

Will had by now found a niche at the very base of the hillock that suited him perfectly. The bear was still licking its paws, its face now almost entirely turned away from the camera. Adrianna glanced back at the other animals. All three were happily engrossed in their sports, but that was of little comfort. The geography of the dump allowed for there to be any number of other animals scavenging close by yet out of sight. Not for the first time she wished she’d been born with the eyes of a chameleon: side-rigged and independently maneuvered.

She looked back at Will. He had crept up the slope just a little and had his camera poised. The bear, meanwhile, had given up cleaning its paws and was lazily surveying its wretched domain. Adrianna willed it to move its rump, turn twenty degrees clockwise, and give Will his picture. But it simply raised its scarred snout into the air and yawned, its black velvet lips curling back as it did so. Its teeth, like its hide, were a record of the battles it had fought. Many of them were splintered and several others missing; its gums were abscessed and raw. No doubt it was in constant pain, which probably did nothing for the sweetness of its mood.

The animal’s yawn afforded Will a chance to move three or four yards to his left, until the bear was facing him. It was clear by the caution of his advance that he was perfectly aware of his jeopardy. If the animal took this moment to study the ground rather than the sky then Will would have a couple of seconds at best to get out of its way.

But luck was with him. Overhead, a flock of noisy geese were homing, and the bear idly turned its gaze their way, allowing Will to reach his chosen spot and settle there before it dropped its head and once again sullenly surveyed the dump.

At last, Adrianna heard the barely audible click of the shutter and the whir of the film’s advance. A dozen shots in quick succession, then a pause. The bear lowered its head. Had it sensed Will? The shutter clicked again, four, five, six times. The bear let out a sharp hiss. It was an unmistakable warning. Adrianna leveled the rifle. Will clicked on. The bear did not move. Will caught two more shots, and then, very slowly, began to rise. The bear took a step toward him, but the garbage beneath its bulk was slick, and instead of following through the animal faltered.

Will glanced back toward Adrianna. Seeing the leveled rifle he motioned it down and stealthily stepped away. Only when he’d halved the distance between the hillock and Adrianna did he murmur, “He’s blind.”

She looked again at the animal. It was still poised at the top of the hillock, its scarred head roving back and forth, but she didn’t doubt what Will had said was true. The animal had little or no sight left, hence its tentativeness, its reluctance to give chase when it was not certain of the solidity of the ground beneath its paws.

Will was at her side now. “You want pictures of any of the others?” she asked him. The adolescents had gone to romp elsewhere, but the female was still sniffing around the truck. He told her no; he’d got what he needed. Then, turning back to look at the bear, he said, “He reminds me of somebody, I just can’t think who.”

“Whoever it is, don’t tell them.”

“Why not?” Will said, still staring at the animal. “I think I’d be flattered.”



V



When they got back to Main Street, Peter Tegelstrom was out at the foot of his house, perched on a crate nailing a string of Halloween lights along the low-hanging eaves. His children, a five-year-old girl and a son a year her senior, ran around excitedly, clapping and yelling as the row of pumpkins and skulls was unraveled. Will headed over to chat to Tegelstrom; Adrianna followed. She’d made friends with the kids in the last week and a half and had suggested to Will that he photograph the family. Tegelstrom’s wife was pure Inuit, her beauty evident in her children’s faces. A picture of this healthy and contented human family living within two hundred yards of the dump would make, Adrianna argued, a powerful counterpoint to Will’s pictures of the bears. The wife, however, was too shy even to talk to the visitors, unlike Tegelstrom himself, who seemed to Will to be starved for conversation.

“Are you finished with your pictures now?” he wanted to know.

“Near enough.”

“You should have gone down to Churchill. They’ve got a lot more bears there—”

“And a lot of tourists taking pictures of them.”

“You could take pictures of the tourists taking pictures of the bears,” Tegelstrom said.

“Only if one of them was being eaten.”

Peter was much amused by this. His arranging of the lights finished, he climbed down the ladder and switched them on. The children clapped. “There isn’t much here to keep them occupied,” he said. “I feel bad for them sometimes. We’re going to move down to Prince Albert in the spring.” He nodded into the house. “My wife doesn’t want to, but the babies need a better life than this.”

The babies, as he called them, had been playing with Adrianna and at her bidding had gone inside to put on their Halloween masks. Now they reappeared, jabbering and whooping to inspire some fear. The masks were, Will guessed, the shy wife’s handiwork Not gleeful vampires or ghouls, but more troubled spirits, constructed from scraps of sealskin and bits of fur and cardboard, all roughly daubed with red and blue paint. Set on such diminutive bodies they were strangely unsettling.

“Come and stand here for me, will you?” Will said, calling them over to pose in front of the doorway.

“Do I get to be in this?” Tegelstrom asked.

“No,” Will said bluntly.

Affably enough, Tegelstrom stepped out of the picture, and Will went down on his haunches in front of the children, who had ceased their hollering and were standing at the doorstep, hand in hand. There was a sudden gravity in the moment. This wasn’t the happy family portrait Adrianna had been trying to arrange. It was a snapshot of two mournful spirits, posed in the twilight beneath a loop of plastic lights. Will was happier with the shot than any of the pictures he’d made at the dump.

Cornelius was not yet home, which was no great surprise.

“He’s probably smoking pot with the Brothers Grimm,” Will said, referring to the two Germans with whom Cornelius had struck up a dope-and-beer-driven friendship. They lived in what was indisputably the most luxurious home in the community, complete with a sizable television. Besides the dope, Cornelius had confided, they had a collection of all-girl wrestling films so extensive it was worthy of academic study.

“So we’re done here?” Adrianna said, as she set about making the vodka martinis they always drank around the time. It was a ritual that had begun as a joke in a mud hole in Botswana, passing a flask of vodka back and forth pretending they were sipping very dry martinis at the Savoy.

“We’re done,” Will said.

“You’re disappointed.”

“I’m always disappointed. It’s never what I want it to be.

“Maybe you want too much.”

“We’ve had this conversation.”

“I’m having it again.”

“Well I’m not,” Will said, with monotony in his tone Adrianna knew of old. She let the subject drop au moved on to another.

“Is it okay if I take a couple of weeks off? I want to go down to Tallahassee to see my mother.”

“No problem. I’m going back to San Francisco to spend some time with the pictures, start to make the connections.”

This was a favorite phase of his, describing a process Adrianna had never completely comprehended. She watched him doing it: laying out maybe two or three hundred images on the floor and wandering among them for several days, arranging and rearranging them, laying unlikely combinations together to see if sparks flew; growling at himself when they didn’t; getting a little high and sitting up through the night to meditate on the work. When the connections were made, and the pictures put in what he considered to be the right order, there was undeniably an energy in them that had not been there before. But the pain of the process had always seemed to Adrianna out of all proportion to the improvement it was a kind of masochism, she’d decided; his last, despairing attempt to make sense of the senseless before the images left his hands.

“Your cocktail, sir,” Adrianna said, setting the martini at Will’s elbow. He thanked her, picked it up, and they clinked glasses.

“It’s not like Cornelius to miss vodka,” Adrianna observed.

“You just want an excuse to check out the Brothers Grimm,” Will said.

Adrianna didn’t contest the point. “Gert looks like he’d be fun in bed.”

“Is he the one with the beer belly?”

“Yep.”

“He’s all yours. Anyway, I think they’re a package deal. You can’t have one without the other.”

Will picked up his cigarettes and wandered over to the front door, taking his martini with him. He turned on the porch light, opened the door, leaned against the doorjamb, and lit a cigarette. The Tegelstrom kids had gone inside, and were probably tucked up in bed by now, but the lights Peter had put up to entertain them were still bright: a halo of orange pumpkins and white skulls around the house, rocking gently in the gusting wind.

“I’ve got something to tell you,” Will said. “I was going to wait for Cornelius but  . . . I don’t think there’s going to be another book after this.”

“I knew you were fretting about something. I thought maybe it was me—”

“Oh God no,” Will said. “You’re the best, Adie. Without you and Cornelius I’d have given up on all this shit a long time ago.”

“So why now?”

“I’m out of love with the whole thing,” he said. “None of it makes any difference. We’ll show the pictures of the bears and all it’ll do is make more people come and watch them getting their noses stuck in mayonnaise jars. It’s a waste of bloody time.”

“What will you do instead?”

“I don’t know. It’s a good question. It feels like  . . . I don’t know—”

“What does it feel like?”

“That everything’s winding down. I’m forty-one and it feels like I’ve seen too much and been too many places and it’s all blurred together. There’s no magic left. I’ve done my drugs. I’ve had my infatuations. I’ve outgrown Wagner. This is as good as it’s going to get. And it’s not that great.”

Adrianna came to join him at the door, putting her chin on his shoulder. “Oh my poor Will,” she said, in her best cocktail clip. “So famous, so celebrated, and so very, very bored.”

“Are you mocking my ennui?”

“Yes.”

“I thought so.”

“You’re tired. You should take a year off. Go sit in the sun with a beautiful boy. That’s Dr. Adrianna’s advice.”

“Will you find me the boy?”

“Oh Lord. Are you that exhausted?”

“I couldn’t cruise a bar if my life depended upon it.”

“So don’t. Have another martini.”

“No, I’ve got a better idea,” Will said. “You make the drinks, I’ll go fetch Cornelius. Then we can all get maudlin together.”
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