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Preface

It may be necessary for me to tell you, since you probably know
very little about me, this being my first book and my having done nothing
of note but write it, that I realize that it is traditional for a book’s preface
to be written affer the book is finished so that the writer might have the
air of one who has completed a tremendous task and is looking back on
what has been learned. And itis true, I’ll admit, that I am, at the time of
writing this preface, not even finished with the rough draft of the novel,
though nearly. In my defense, however, I’d like to point out that, since
you hold the novel in your hands, it must now be finished, and that you
would have had no idea that I had not finished the novel before writing
this preface had I not been so truthful as to tell you. Even this, however,
assumes that you trust me, but, being a writer, my motives must always
be suspect, so both the novel and its preface could have been written at
any time and in any order as far as you, as a reader, should be concerned.
For myself as a reader, though, I would more readily believe the author
who writes his preface on the Eve of the Millennium and confesses that
the book itself is not finished than one who claims to have written both
book and preface just in time for his celebratory glass of midnight
champagne to be of dual import.

Of course, my emphasis on the date of this preface might be
considered premature in future days if our progeny take the line of those
stodgy academics who continue to insist that tonight is not really the
last of the millennium. Being human, we are all self-servingly fickle
and may, a year from now, declare that tonight’s global celebrations
were premature and that we must all drag ourselves out of our houses
for yet another millennial hoopla. I, however, will still contend that the
previous year’s celebration (i.e., tonight’s) was the true and honest night
to celebrate because we celebrate not the completion of a large chunk of
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time, for that would be a frightening reminder of our brief participation
in it, but the passage of time and our experience ofit. I, for one, do not
care a whit whether I live through some arbitrary measure of time that
we, as humans, have decided is large.

I do care, however, that tonight I say goodbye to being able to
correctly write the numbers of that arbitrary time to which all of us
alive have grown so accustomed (19xx) and look forward to being able
to write new ones of the kind that have been impossible for writers who
insisted on being true to their times and places for just under nine-hundred
years, in an era when perhaps some lucky ancient logged the time and
dateas 11:11:11, 11/11/1111. God willing, or medical science permitting,
I will one day note the time (and remind you all as I do it) 0f 22:22:22,
2/22/2222 (in military time, of course).

This is, to be sure, a silly line of thought, and not one that would
instill any faith whatsoever in you that whatever philosophy I prove to
have laid out through the following pages is of any significant truth or
import. On this count, perhaps putting myselfin relation to those who’ve
come before and those who will come after me might help. That is to
say that it is not just the fact that / will be writing new numbers (for that
would be a terribly self-absorbed excuse for asking the world to have its
millennial celebration tonight), but that future generations of our entire
species will now be called upon to write different numbers in reference
to me (and completely different dates for my birth and death). I realize
how this must sound; I really do. How pretentious, how ego-maniacal,
of me to attempt to verify my “truth or import” by suggesting that one
effect that the change of a millennium, 1,000 years, might have is of
significance because future generations will have to write these numbers
in reference to me! But, again in my own defense, I can assure you that
I am not the slightest bit concerned about future generations or what
they may be required to do. What matters to me is that I will now be
considered, since I failed to succeed in the 20" century, to be an author
of the 27*" century. This means that I will be thrown in among who
knows what riffraff of writers. We, authors that is, now face the challenge



A Whispering Through the Branches v

of defining a new era. We are no longer of the same century as
Hemingway or Fitzgerald, not even of Kerouac. What’s more, we are
two centuries removed from the likes of Hawthorne, Melville, and Twain
(and, if I must own him, Emerson).

But back to tonight... I argue that the millennium ends tonight
because, if we celebrate at all, we ought to celebrate the fleeting seconds
rolling over the momentary minutes, which pass the variable hours into
marching days. And on this day, not only are the days inclining the
months to turn the year, which is frequent in our lifetimes, not only is
this year bringing about a change of decade, which, even at my tender
age of twenty-four, [ have seen twice over, but the decades have grown
so many that they offer us a change in numbers through which many of
our grandparents have not lived: a century. But, grandest of all, tonight
we will be turning over the largest number that we people have had a
reason to invent thus far: the millennium!

This all said, I’ll admit frankly that all these changes of numbers in
and of themselves mean very little to me or any of us as individuals.
Tomorrow | will awake to the same problems and pleasures. A new
year, by virtue of its being called, arbitrarily, something different, brings
no magic change to our lives. I expect to be no less in debt nor any more
successful a writer when I awake in the morning. But I do believe that,
if we truly believe in it and if we truly want it, then things can change as
instantly as a clock passing from 11:59:59 12/31/1999 to 12:00:00 1/1/
2000. Very much like the loss of virginity (to which we’ve given a
magnitude that is perhaps excessive for a petty biological interaction
and a moment of pleasure that many, although likely more boys, have
experienced many times previous), we often feel our worlds to be entirely
different for our new experience. So, what I am celebrating, here alone
with my new wife, is the opportunity to have an excuse to change my
mind.

Point being that I’ve chosen to break with decorum and write my
first book’s preface before I’ve finished writing my first book in order to
catch the moment. Tonight, though I sit before a computer at a desk
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with Schubert’s Ninth playing a bit too loudly for me to concentrate on
the CD player, I envision myself as standing on a sylvan hill at the
beginning of this new millennium, looking into the valley of my future.
It is covered with a thick fog through which I am able to glimpse shadows
of the conceivable events of my life — here a church, there a hospital,
elsewhere a mansion — floating, much like the fog itself, through the
air. An occasional shout reaches my ear, though whether of lament or
cheer I cannot tell. I can see less obscure patches that [ yearn to find
and dark areas that send shudders of terror scattering across my skin at
the thought of ending up in their midst. But, since I cannot do otherwise
than continue on the path as [ am able to see it, taking what fork seems
most promising at the time, I cannot tell whether the choice of direction
can truly be said to be mine. I can only hope that, as I descend into the
fog, the path becomes more evident than it is now and that I do not stroll
right past life’s treasures because, by my own fault or the fog’s, I am
unable to see them.

Surely all of us have moments that make us wonder, if we are capable
of wonder, whether any of our successes or failures are entirely our own
doing. Myself, I look at the society that we’ve created (assuming that
we’ve created it) and could point out the instances, which often seem to
be a majority, where luck and placement have had more to do with success
and failure than any degree of devotion or in-born talent. This seems to
be increasingly the case. Perhaps the fog is thickening.

Even this book, inasmuch as it is written, would prove me liar if [
claimed to have done more than excavate it, and it has yet to lay claim to
any greater appellation than a “private success.” At best, I discerned a
handful of fictional moments and stumbled from one to the next. Ifitall
comes together, it is because the imposed restrictions allowed the raw
materials to only fit together as they have. Even so, I will not belittle my
effort by laying it all off to happenchance. I’ve made choices, both
about the story and about the writing, and pondered various significances
and done research, but the actual point at which I made any entirely
conscious decisions would be nearly impossible to find.
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For example, it was by choice that I’ve begun my writing career
with a complicated novel that is probably doomed to obscurity. But
then, I had to write it, this novel, now, for I wanted to capture my own
moment as a writer. Even this, though, could be said to be predicated by
other circumstances. I’ve occasionally felt, though it might resonate as
an unwise excuse to put it in writing, that should you find my writing to
be of arough and novice nature, if the story itself seems shaky, I may be
justified in stating that, having discovered these faults, you have stumbled
exactly upon my meaning because | have chosen to write a novel that is
far too complicated for my amateur ability exactly for the statement that
that makes, whatever that might be. Thus is my choice of timing really
based on a contrivance that makes my weaknesses my strengths.

Without following this trail of casuistry entirely through its course,
it is still questionable whether I have been the conscious actor even in
my contrivances because they, in turn, are based upon a perceived reality.
I have been told that, historically, one must establish him or her self as,
at the very least (and little more), capable before daring to attempt what
might be called brilliant. So, the intention to utilize, guerrilla-like, my
shortcomings, without which intention my exact creation would have
been rendered impossible, boils down to merely a desire to be renowned
and a reaction to a procedure of gaining fame that has been perennial.
In short, ifthis had been my way of thinking heretofore, a complicated,
easily botched project would increase my chances of seeming to have
only a promise of brilliance.

Another option in our modern society is, of course, to be brilliant as
a will-o’-the-wisp is brilliant — burning by means of an over-anxious
imagination in the viewer (the reader) that attributes what little true
glow there is to stagnant ideas that, were they unearthed, could be easily,
though squeamishly, embraced. Thus has merit become attached to
attrition, and success erroneously placed on those who are meretricious.
But it has seemed to me that, increasingly, as we’ve neared our present
time, we are simultaneously too apt to pronounce genius as gibberish
and see nonsense as the purest example, because unattainable, of truth.
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As aresult of our inability to recognize genius unless it bites us on the
ear after the death of its author, we pass our judgment on a living person’s
genius well before we’ve gathered any evidence but the opinions of
others.

So, if it is true that men and women will find what merit they
originally sought (based largely on the claims of third parties), allow
me to disassociate myself from myself for long enough to assure you
that I am a genius and that this book that you may still be willing to
read is the truest gospel that humanity has yet conceived during this
new millennium. I have done all that I am able to ensure that this
statement rings true. This is said, however, with the hopes that it will
take no less than a handful of generations of readers to figure out whether
I have, in the least, been telling the truth at all thus far. As for the rest
of the book, it cannot help but become better or more honest. I promise.

Be this all as it may, my first book is nearly finished, and I face the
task, over the course of this new year, of disseminating it, which, if the
painfully slow circulation of my lesser manuscripts can be taken as
evidence, may be nearly impossible. But, even as [ write this premature
preface, I take a naive, and perhaps silly, comfort in the idea that if
these words are being read, if you are reading them, then [ have already
succeeded to some degree. Thus, as [ look into an unsure future, where
even my existence as a writer is uncertain, | take solace in the fact that
it will not be the present and pray that it will prove no worse than the
past.

Well... Happy New Year, and best of luck. For myself, it is nearly
midnight and I’ve a life to attend to: my own.

Justin Katz
Fall River, MA
Friday, December 31, 1999
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Frelude

Shall we open with the trees? Would that we could all branch
outward from such serenity. To be so well centered. To be so balanced
by our roots! O to have the faith in the ground on which we stand to
dig as deeply inward as we reach out grasping toward the heavens!
And to have such little care concerning those with whom we mix our
leaves in our aspirations! The sweetly dominating Maple linking arms
with the stout Oak and the molting Birch; and the Pines, all yearning
to shed their innocent coats, as their cousins have, and show their
naked wrinkles to the world.

Yes, let’s open with the trees, because the Spring is looming lustily
over every field. Let us take shelter under those arms as they are
slowly renewed with each bursting bud until the sky is but a memory to
the ground. Let us lie upon the carpeting of leaves and needles,
patterned by the wind. We will create our own patterns, each of us
pushing our own imprint into the soft comfort — deeper and deeper,
and deeper still, until the wind, jealous of our forms, blows to dust all
of our endeavors.

But for now we spread ourselves atop our plots and the wind can
do no more than caress us. So will we open, each with a tree at our
heads, and breathe our bodies up through the branches. Let us close
our eyes to sleep and sleep until these new leaves turn old and weigh
on us as memories and sleep until the weight of those fallen leaves
presses us deep into the ground and sleep as the wind scatters the
memories and sleep with a tree at each of our heads and sleep.

And listen for the one song we 've yet to hear.

Past the birds with their endless chatter. We have heard every tune
they have to offer. Do not separate them now. Take them all as one
gliding wave of a lullaby and the breathing silence of one as filled by
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the hum of another. Taken as a drone they are easy to ignore. Listen
past their eternal chirp and past the panting pounded out in unison by
their wings.

Below the bitter old brook, grumbling her journey from high
beginnings to the low swirl of the anonymous ocean. Hers is a
melancholy ballad: bubbling and weeping as she is dragged over the
stones. With the return of her heaven-banished children, falling into
her bosom as rain, her bed will not contain her lament and she will
lash out, ripping trees from their uneasy stance at her side. But our
ground is removed enough that we no longer need to fear the flood.
And sad soft songs are the most lulling of all.

Listen. What is this new noise that blends its cries with her
mumblings? Why, those are human whimpers. Shh, shh, quiet. Let us
listen closely. Here is a sound of depth. A sweeping rhythm of echoes.
Are those tears that we hear dropping carelessly into the stream? Yes,
ves, and then a sigh. O what a sigh! A call to arms, that sigh. What
power in that thrusting of air! An endless source of sorrow. So much
have they to regret, and it is all there in that one sigh. We can hear in
that sigh the cries of every child left uncoddled and cold. In that sigh
the broken dreams of countless ages, each alike in nothing but their
differences. Each sadly aware of how little they matter. And yet so
many asking for aid. An exasperated sigh. A sigh begged for and
cherished by every injustice. A sigher spread too thinly in her attempt
to cover so many in her warm embrace. Here is your champion all ye
humbled poor! Curled up by the water s edge, here is one who dashes
her tears upon the stones for all of ye pariahs. But wait, she speaks:

“Who will save me?”

A cry for help? For what could such a savior need assistance?
For what such desperate phrasing? Perhaps we were mistaken. No,
perhaps we were correct before we started speaking, and there is no
hope for the downcast. Perhaps there are none truly worth saving,
anyway.

But such lovely tones of sorrow we cannot resist. Come, have we
not been wooed by this voice? Come, can we deny the seduction of so
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heart-torn an aria? Let us all rise up and offer consolation. Come
now, come.

Ah, but we are too slow to our purpose. We are beaten to it: another
approaches. Well then, we will postpone our slumbers and watch for a
while. Perchance to pick up the pieces. Perchance a chance for one
last souvenir.
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Chapter 1

The woman was kneeling penitently on a large stone, which jutted
out into the stream, watching her tears collide ripplingly with those that
rose upward from her oppositely kneeling reflection in the pool of calm
water that was created by the current and its eddy, and she nearly fell in
when a voice drifted across to her from a nearby cluster of bushes:

“You must learn to do without those if it is your intention to stay.”

As she turned, startled, to face the speaker of these words, she sat
back and, as a reflex, tried to dig her fingers into the rock to secure her
position. The fake nail from her left ring finger fluttered into the water
and floated down the stream. “Excuse me?” she responded.

“The tears,” replied the man from within his thick silver beard. “You
cannot scatter them here.”

He now stood at the edge of rock and earth, where the soil petered
off unevenly, looking very much the part of a roaming ascetic in his
sorely worn, off-white robe, his thumbs tucked each into a pocket. His
long gray hair hung loosely around a deeply wrinkled, gnomish face
that seemed to serve only as a contrast to his blue eyes, which had that
dull bloodshot glow that is falsely suggestive of depth.

“What?” asked the woman, stalling, gathering options with each
sidelong glance.

“Come, remove yourself from your headland, and I’ll relate the entire
story,” and with this puzzling promise he extended his hand.

“I think I’11 stay here for now.”

Rising cautiously to her feet, the woman wiped the dirt from her
hands and sized up the stranger. She was nearing a resolution that he
was, at most, 5:7, when her glance intermingled with his. He lowered
his hand and with the slightest of grins said, “Well, I guess you have that
right on Sabbath as much as any day.”
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At that moment, in the inexplicable fashion of divine whim, her
rubber soled hiking boots lost their grip, and she slid into the stream.
The water, still icy cold from a Winter not long thawed, seeped its chill
fingers into the fibers of her clothing and strove to pull her along on its
pilgrimage through the woods. Clawing instinctively at the stone upon
which she had so recently been standing, the woman was relieved to find
a hand reaching out for hers. She succumbed to its grasp and was
raised as though newly baptized from the pool, now missing another
nail: this time the right pointer.

The man stripped the jacket from his back and draped it over her
shoulders, “We’ll have to get you to some dry clothing. Come, [ don’t
live far from here.”

“W-w-wait,” she chattered through her shivering lips, “my c-car.”

“Think not twice on it. Things like that have a way of waiting for
their owners.”

“N-no, I have clothes.”

“Well, [ don’t see the point in removing one set of doused clothing
only to saturate another when I’ve a fire burning yet as we speak and a
pantry full of food. Just a short jaunt away, really. It can’t be much
farther than ta voiture, n’est-ce pas?”

“I ap-appreciate it, r-really, but I’d r-rather not.”

Smiling as only old men in the company of younger women can, the
man said, “So you’ve found me out. I must admit that ’'m not being
completely selfless. I haven’t had company these many months, and
I’'m afraid that I must insist on the pleasure of yours. Come, I’m being
as insouciant as I can, so it will be an insult to my veracity if you refuse.”

She paused, perhaps attempting to reconcile a justly imparted fear
of strange men in the forest with a poorly taught standard for etiquette,
then said blankly, “But I don’t even know who you are.”

“Alas, that is the way it must always begin,” he explained, gesturing
toward a path into the trees. “My name is John.”

He was a small man, after all, so what had she, a full grown and
independent woman, to fear?
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When motion had persuaded her blood to flow and moments had
helped to settle her meandering thoughts, the woman halted in her march
and leaned back, a sapling as her support, asking, quite appropriately,
“Who are you?”

“I’ve told you as much as you’d be apt to listen to for the time
being,” replied John in a rehearsedly candid way as he stopped his own
advancement and turned toward her, “Don’t worry, you needn’t fear for
your safety, my intentions are wholly ingenuous.”

“Be that as it may, I’'m not entirely comfortable with the idea of
being led off into the wilderness by a complete stranger.”

“Young lady, the only artifice I have is to assist you and to secure
for myself some companionship for the afternoon. You may, if you like,
depart from my company and make your escape back to the metropolis
from which you undoubtedly came, but let me assure you that we are
now approaching as civilized a home as you are apt to find in the whole
of'the modern world. As for my leading you, well, I can only opine that
you have made it thus far of your own volition and will most likely
complete the journey through mere happenstance if left to your own
devices. As importunate as our lack of acquaintance may temporarily
appear to be, it is an obstacle which can only be overcome by each of us
embarking on lengthy discourses, disclosing our chronologies and
ideologies: a procedure that would hardly serve to evade any onslaught
of influenza that may be impending in your future. So, ifit helps, let us
consider our cognizance of each other as inherently imparted and merely
pending a more opportune moment for aggrandizing.” His speech
complete, John resumed his singular procession and muttered to himself,
“Leading her into the wilderness, indeed.”

Gripping the stalk of the young tree for a moment longer, the woman
considered John, her head tilted like a curious puppy, and, at last, resigned
herselfto following. He had, after all, implied that he was alone. “Wait!”

John turned his head slightly toward the woman but continued walking.

“My name is D...”

Spinning quickly, though not gracefully, with his attempt to cut her
off, John spurted, “Utt-utt! That name will not do here. You must
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remain anonymous until you find one that better suits you.” And he
continued on his way.

Running the distance between herself and John, D. finally slowed to
a complementary pace at his side and, after a few moments of
consideration, asked, half jokingly, “Are there very many rules to name-
picking in your forest?”

“They are not my rules any more than this is my forest. Butitis my
firm belief that they are sound rules despite their dubious nature, laid
forth, as they are, by one so much greater than 1.”

“And who, pray tell, is that?”

“Why, Nathaniel, of course.”

“Is this his land?”

“No, this over-hallowed ground is merely the foundation upon which
he builds his cathedral, and these fruitless trees just the fodder for the
great fire he incites in all who come to know him. But he makes the
most prudent use of this otherwise barren society, so it is only fitting
that he impart the regulations.”

To assure herself that John was, in fact, alone, D. stated, reflecting
in sarcasm, “Well, I’1l have to look forward to meeting him.”

“You shall. He generally comes to call before the Summer’s quite
arrived.”

She chuckled. “That’s a bit longer than I plan to hang around.”

A cool breeze sifted through the branches and trifled John’s hair
like so many long blades of grass in a field. The playful gust seemed to
be more the cause of his dry chuckle than any precognitive knowledge
as he said, “Do as you like.”

“I’d like to get out of these clothes.”

“Again, do as you like,” he said with a wry smile.

D. was glad that she hadn’t decided to change in her car. John was
probably the epitome of a dirty old man, neither above nor beneath
hiding in the bushes to watch a pretty woman undress. Still, as is the
case with many dirty old men, there was something in John’s manner
that persuaded D. that he was harmless.

Stumbled by a protruding root, D. steadied herself on John’s arm



A Whispering Through the Branches 11

and regained her poise. “So do you stay out here by yourself all winter?”

“No, people pass through from time to time. Even when I’'m left on
my own, [’ve plenty to occupy myself. Plenty of wood to cut. Windows
to polish, stray nails to hammer.”

“You sound like quite a handyman.”

“In a way, but I prefer to think of myself as a straightener. I keep
things as they ought to be ordered. There’s much that can go awry in an
old house like ours when I’'m the only one around to fix it.”

“Do you get paid for the work or something?”

“Paid? What need have I for money? I’ve a shelter. I’ve bread
enough to eat. The sunrise, sunset, and plenty to read between.”

“Still, it seems a shame that you got stuck here.”

“Miss, I’ve been out there in the real world before, and believe me
when I tell you that I am much better off here.”

“So you volunteer to remove yourself from the world.”

“I consider it,” pausing to form the phrase, “one of the detrimental
quirks of modern society that none are any longer content to look after
the way station. And I suppose you will fault me doubly for keeping it
for somebody else rather than myself. But I will relinquish my own
causes. They’ve never done me aught but harm, anyway. If1 labor for
the tranquillity of others, then I am enlarged. If]am the main source of
support for the steeple, then am I not greater than the pews? It seems to
me an honor to be the voice shouting in the desert rather than the close-
mouthed whimpering begging aimlessly for forgiveness.”

D. let the subject drop. She knew what was at issue here. A pity
when people are so fooled into another’s dogma that they willingly forsake
their own right to self-realization. She wondered if she hadn’t fallen
into the hands of some diabolic sect and resolved to escape once her
shivers were calmed and her hunger sated. She had had previous
encounters with overzealous followers and self-proclaimed oracles and
would not consent to being corrupted and so was immune. Her will was
strong enough that she would not turn over her personality when she
knew in her own heart what was true: that people were, each of them in
their own right, both beggar and messiah. Perhaps she would report the
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cult to a friend of hers who dealt with deprogramming the brainwashed.

The pair, each considering the other’s covenants, wandered
wordlessly until they came to the peak of a hill, where the trees sprung
up less densely and the sun beat down with as much force as is possible
to muster in mid-March. As they began their descent down the other
side, it occurred to D. that the work is never done, and can be found
even in the middle of nowhere, for a person who would rid the world of
deception. Perhaps this disciple could be saved simply, D. supposed,
“He must be a great man, this Nathaniel.”

“He most definitely is. It is a rare thing, indeed, to have the
opportunity to call one so vital a friend.”

“How did you come to be his messenger?”

John stopped and looked into the face of this foreign lady who had
shown an interest in Nathaniel by expressing curiosity about himself,
but his look held a secret that made it seem as though he understood her
ulterior motive and had resolved to use it. For a moment, D. wasn’t
sure whether her question hadn’t been stated too sarcastically. He smiled,
revealing well-polished teeth that had at some previous time been left to
rot beyond a full recovery, and she returned the gesture. Looking up at
the sky and taking in the height of the sun, John bent to pick up a fairly
thick stick. He looked along its length, plucked from it the remnants of
broken twigs, and, slowly peeling the bark from one end to fashion a
handle, resumed his stroll at a more conversational pace. Realizing that
the bare wood was insufficient for the breadth of his hand, he stopped
and extended the flaying. Satisfied, he continued his progress. D.
followed and the tale was begun.

“First of all, 'm no longer young enough to be anybody’s messenger,
even if [ were so obsequious.” D. looked a little ashamed. “But I think
it might have done me good, as a child, to have somebody like Nathaniel
to admire, even to serve to a degree. I am much too old now to lament
the fact, but mine was not a pleasant childhood. This may be partly
attributable to my father’s being dumb-stricken when he learned of my
conception. I never did hear him utter more than a disapproving grumble.
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He had been a priest in the hills of Arizona, and after a scandalous affair
with one of his more elderly parishioners was discovered, his position
was forever irredeemable. Oh, he married her to prevent my being a
bastard, but I’'m sure, had he ever broken from his verbal impotence, he
would have condemned his virility and my intractable will to be born.
But such circumstances come to pass as they might, and he managed to
keep the three of us clothed and fed. In my life, I’ve recounted my youth
over-much, so I’ll not encumber the relation of my tale with such an
irreconcilable sheathing. Suffice to say, through all the drinking and
lambasting, with every shattered hope and disappointing embarrassment,
taking, sum-total, every indecency of the mind and body through which
my younger self was forced to persevere, mine was not a pleasant
childhood. True, yes, many the cause, and right, have I to lament, but
this is not a tale of disaffection. No, you’ve neither need nor desire, [’'m
sure, to hear the lugubrious discourses of an old man describing childhood
nights awoken by an hellacious hissing. Though many were the nights
I lay in bed and shivered at my cowardly inability to interrupt on my
mother’s behalf, there is one evening in particular that claws at my
memories in a manner far more excruciating than all the rest. When [
was around sixteen years of age, adolescence flared in me, and I
discovered within myself the power of will to charge into my parents’
room and, kicking open the door, declare that I would no longer sit idly
by while the cacophony of terror reverberated in my ears, ears that my
father promptly boxed and set to ringing. Yes, that night I was beaten as
my mother’s surrogate, but fixing door hinges with three broken fingers,
two at the knuckle and one at the larger joint on my right hand,” John
indicated the appropriate fingers, which apparently had healed quite
well as there was no noticeable crookedness, “yes, watching blood seep
through my makeshift bandages and drip upon the floor was therapy
enough without my describing to you every last horrific detail of the
dark stain, in the shape of a crucifix but with a seventeen degree angle at
the bottom, that is, to this day — as far as [ know — a monument to my
first and only battle against the tyranny of my father.”

John took a dramatic breath, as if for effect, to compose himself,
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then went on, “After graduating from high school, | managed to secure
aposition in the lower echelons of a local chapter of the IRS, and, over
the course of twelve years, managed to work my way to a comfortable,
unassuming living. I suppose I was your typical middle-class western
miscreant throughout my twenties, doing nothing but passing the time
from year to year, but when my third decade of life began, I lost my
impetus and the local bars and houses of ill repute lost my patronage.
Cleaning my face in the bathroom sink one evening, after another
drudgingly lengthened day, with a whisky consolation on the window
sill and a suicidal conviction in my soul, I gave up. I just put an extra
pair of shoes between two spare bottles of liquor in a bag and walked
from my modest efficiency residence into the great wide world.

“Here again I could elaborate on specifics; I could enumerate the
stars which shone down on me as I lay stretched out beside the gray and
mossy stones of a country wall wondering how much farther I would
go, could go, on, while six pebbles dug relentlessly into my back no
matter how much I tossed and turned; I could measure my progress in
footsteps and perform lengthy discourses on every grain which pierced
my feet once my soles had worn thin, embedding themselves in the skin
until they seemed as boulders and I thought that my limping, almost as
if to the beat of an indolent samba, would never allow me to walk
otherwise than obliquely again; oh, I could bore you to tears, because |
have been unable to erase from my mind one single animal that left me
scarred with biting and scratching, attacking me for no other reason
than that I did not belong, and likely smelled quite badly as well; nor can
I forget the jeering faces of every young boy who took my debasement
as a right of passage for himself, or one single passer-by who glared at
me in disgust when [ was forced to walk the highway or through a town;
though I must admit that if I ever come across a pale green Cadillac
with Pennsylvania plates and a faded yellow bumper sticker that reads
‘Go with God/or take a bus,” I may lose control and perform some
drastic act of contrition because I’'m convinced that I have still not
completely removed the mud that its squealing tires splattered upon me.”
He looked suspiciously at D. as if inspecting her face for a suble
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suggestion that she either knew or did not know of such a car. “Believe
me when I tell you that I could talk on for hours, for these are demons
that refuse to abate their tormenting. But mine is as little a story of
pilgrimage and discovery as it is of dysfunctionality, so I’ll not linger on
my life as a wandering hermit making dubious progress across the
heartland, getting lost on barren roads in Tennessee, and even walking
misguidedly westward for two weeks into Ohio, where [ was fortuitous
enough to stumble upon a fellow wanderer with an extra pair of shoes
that nearly fit, though they smelled of cat refuse, but speed forward to
my arrival in New York City, to which, for whatever reason, I was
drawn. No, the important part of my story, with the entrance of Nathaniel,
is yet to come, so I’ll waste no more time in getting to it.”

John paused to pick a pebble from the treads of his boot. He
examined every scar that time had etched into it and flung it far into the
darkening woods.

“It’s getting late,” said D. “Are we almost there?”

“Yes, the end of our jaunt is just over the next rise. We’ll double
our steps and arrive before the sun departs.”

D. was beginning to feel that she had made a mistake that perhaps it
was not too late to remedy. ‘“Maybe if you’d just walk me back to my
car,” she began.

“Nonsense,” was the quick reply. “We’ve come this far already; it
makes no sense at all to turn back now.”

Looking around, D. realized that, were she to excuse herself, she
would most likely be unable to find her way back to the car. She also
thought John might, at the very least, decide to prevent her from walking
back tranquilly, if only by insisting, after much complaint, that he lead
her back. With an attempt to subtly increase their pace, D. decided that,
even though she was already fairly dry despite the lack of heat, a warm
meal would be a pleasant respite before she insisted that John lead her
back.

When their new rhythm was established, John continued.

“As fortune had it, the towers of the grand metropolis rose from the
horizon with time enough for me to learn the routes and turns of homeless
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urbanity before the cold crept in. I quickened my step until the mighty
Hudson swept the ground from my path. In an urgency to reach my new
home, I chose, rather than extend my march any longer on the New
Jersey coast, to make the lethargically daring swim into a final trial. |
remember, very clearly, the rolling waves which so fiercely attempted to
topple me, cresting distant against the sky like a Red Sea cataclysm; I
can still feel the clutches of the deep trying to pull me down; the demon
flood strove with all its might to swallow me and replace my very breath
with its essence; [ was tossed, at times, almost entirely above the surface
of the water by the famously violent undulations; but my march had
made me strong, and my legs were able to propel me, against the
monstrous odds of resistance, to safety. I finally pulled myself from the
pummeling water, feeling cleansed and sedate as I lay on the stones to
dry myself and rest through the calm, mildly breezy Spring afternoon.
My future lay ahead, and my plan was clear. The last thing [ remember
definitively is spending the remainder of my funds on a cheap pair of
shoes and a liter bottle of rum.

“The life of the Big Apple Homeless is well enough documented
that there is little I could add that would be anything more than repetitive.
The Autumn floated by as so many colorful leaves used in a vain attempt
at a counterpane after an evening spent trying to discover which
dumpsters were particularly auspicious in their yield. The Winter was
a blur of shelters and half-filled bottles of nameless alcohol thrown,
when divested of their powerful fumigant, into a drum-fire. I sweated
so profusely through the Summer, because I was fully clothed for fear
of stripping a layer and losing it, that the smell of the urine flowing like
rivers all around me as I lay upon the ground hardly caused my nose to
quiver.

“Only the Spring was somewhat livable, and I recall that it was a
fine May day when I awoke, commonly, behind a dumpster in an alley.
The haze over my eyes and the pounding in my head were so eternally a
part of my morning ritual that, were it not for the coolness of the air, I
could have been five years younger in Tucson. Luckily, this fine morning,
I was still armed with ample remnants of my bender and was fully
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recovered within half an hour. Not without difficulty, I pulled myself to
my feet and resolved to take a walk through the park. Staggering around
for a bit, I was woozy enough to feel only moderately ashamed as I sat
to rest on a bench by Strawberry Fields. I lost myself for a while in my
palms and was watching the amorphously flowing forms of red on my
eye-lids as if hypnotized when some unascertainable impulse forced me
to belabor my head to rising, and I was caught forthwith in a glaring
match with a disheveled young waif who could not have been a day
older than sixteen years of age. The lad smiled impishly and skittered
into some bushes. In my state I had neither desire nor ability to give
chase, and, having never been duped into believing the fable of rainbows
and cauldrons, I acquiesced to my morosity and rolled along with the
day. By nightfall I had separated myself from that moment with ample
wandering and spirits to have completely forgotten not only the child
but nearly the existence of Central Park itself as well.

“Some of my compatriots, I use this term because people in that
state have neither friend nor acquaintance but all feel an ardent kinship,
had managed to encourage some kindling to blaze and a ghoulish glow
was cloaking every face and aspect of the alley with a crimson guise and
casting long fiendish shadows twenty feet high on every wall, the patrons
of our Medieval ball shuffling by like so many dwarves, phantoms, and
succubi, as if they danced a satanic jig to celebrate the flaming, crackling
warmth, and it was only by the sharp contrast of his azure hue that |
distinguished my little leprechaun galloping on an invisible horse to where
I lay.

“‘Come,’” he said, ‘I have chosen you as the harbinger of my
shibboleth. Come. Sleep.’

“He placed his hand over my eyes, and I was thrust at once into a
blessfully dreamless slumber. I awoke by the side of that very same
stream in which you were recently immersed, not knowing how long I
had slept, where I was, or how I had gotten there. Miraculously, my
head and vision were clear. At that moment, [ was able to distinguish
through the golden sunlight even the fringes of the sparse clouds. My
new friend was splashing about in the water and called out to me, ‘Hey,
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you’re awake. Come in and clean yourself.’

“It seemed the right thing to do, so I stripped myself from the clothes
that I had thought to die in and slipped easily into the brook’s embrace.
Handing me a bar of soap, he waded to a midsized stone and waited for
me to finish. If you’ve never gone over-long without a cleansing, you
have no idea the sense of rebirth and atonement which overwhelms you
when, having been dragged through the mire of society, you are offered
the opportunity to renew your husk. Irinsed with one final submersion,
and, upon rising, looked about for the child, but he was not to be seen.
Exiting the water, I shivered and, walking a bit from the shore, heard a
crystalline voice from behind.

“‘Are you not going to assist me?’

“I returned to the water’s edge, somewhat perplexed by this mild
tom-foolery, and, as I pulled the rapscallion from the water, for no
inferable reason said, “You are my own dear son with whom I am pleased.’

“‘No,” he cajolingly corrected, ‘no, it is I who am pleased.’

“Something in his tone drew me into an elucidative rumination, and
I was still dully considering the price of a revelation when I became
aware that my clothes were not where | had left them. Noticing my
quandary, the boy told me that his name was Nathaniel and that [ would
find an entirely new costume were I to make a short excursion.

“I admit that our bareness caused me a little consternation, but as
we progressed, his unassuming manner put me at ease, and he entrusted
me with his design.

“Quite some time has passed since that fateful day, but, memory
lapses not withstanding, I think I can recite verbatim his explanation.”
John cleared his throat, “‘I can feel within a great change arising,”” he
quoted,
convictions that I was first drawn to this forest. In my wanderings I had
the good fortune to stumble upon an old, abandoned, and neglected estate,
and it is there that I intend to repose when the outside world too much

1313

and it was in search of a place in which to nurture my new

inhibits my augmentation.” He gestured toward the horizon and
continued, ‘that other realm, the real world, as it is so incredulously
dubbed, however, still claims a hold on my allegiances, so [ will need a



A Whispering Through the Branches 19

surrogate to watch after the refuge and persevere in the progress of its
renovation in my absence.’

“It was at that moment that we broke through this wall of underbrush
up ahead and saw the house, our new tabernacle, and I knew that from
then on it would be my home.”

John cleared the way through the evergreen thicket of which he was
speaking, and the last traces of daylight seemed to linger just long enough
for D. to get a pure glimpse of the large building. And while something
indescribable in its design was undeniably engaging, she was too weary
from the walking and too dazed by John’s excessive narrative to be
appreciative of anything other than the chance for an intermission.

“So here we are at last,” whispered John, and the pair crossed the
short yard to complete their journey.

Pausing on the porch, D. perused the line of trees from which she
had just emerged. Just a meal and a rest and I'll go, she thought,
feeling the weight of the bones in her legs, or maybe even a short nap to
regain my strength. Then I’ll find my way back to the car. The world
seemed to gray around her as she watched. The sun had finished setting,
but the world had yet to admit it. Well, it looks to be awfully dark
tonight. Maybe if John has a room with a door that locks I'll stay until
morning. What could happen in one night? Really, just because ['m a
woman doesn't mean that I can't handle myself. So it settled then:
I’ll stay the night, and in the morning I’ll assert myself and have John
lead me to my car.

With this reassurance, D. followed John through the doubled width
of'the front doors, which closed behind them as if doing so at the urging
of some ghostly hand.

Twilight has fallen and the owls call out their alluring chant, so
different from the birds of the day. So refreshing. A raccoon waddles
around the porch and into the woods, his path erased by the breeze.
The wind has calmed and now whistles only delicately through the still
naked branches — it is cool and strokes our eyes awake. The trees are
silent. The lumber of the dark house creaks and groans as it settles.
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Quiet, listen closely. Do the sounds of the night blend their phrasings?
Does a voice materialize from the seamless nonsense? Sit back on the
soft earth, plush with dead grass. Close your eyes, but not to sleep.
Close your eyes for there is nothing to see but those minute details that
we would surely fail to see were our eyes open. Close your eyes and
listen as if you are running your ears like fingers across the cracks and
scrapes — the story lines — of the house: here is a story we’ve yet to
hear.
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Chapter 2

“Call me what you will. Some would say that I am the spirit of this
house. Others would say that I don’t exist at all. Perhaps you will
consider me to be only the voice that you give to your own observations
or the consciousness behind those random creaks and groans that haunt
your ears. Call me what you will. Named, I’ve been, the Pequod, but |
am not the house itself, though we twain are inextricable; no more is an
echo the mountain face nor the voice. I am the echo of time, of experience,
and for myself, I call me Ishmael. Listen closely, for, whomever or
whatever I am, I’ve tales as much as any voice.

“Listen and give me voice, for when a man has lost his way; when
the world no longer holds for him a single mystery; when stones are
merely cold, hard, and rough surfaces for the sitting and walls merely
planks for the sheltering; yes, when a man has lost his way, the world
seems to him only a stage upon which he performs. He reads as if he
himself were the author and lives as if he were God. Grand pity, then,
upon that man who will not believe that walls can speak (indeed, do you
not see the full extent of the modern man suggested here? Ask yourself:
do you believe in me?).

“All sympathy to the man who truly believes that a building’s
conveyance of ideas ends with the intent of the architect. Is a work of
art ever truly finished? Nay, lest that work be set off behind plates of
thick glass (or hiddenly preserved deep within an undiscovered cavern).
Or perhaps not even then. Is not a symphony reassessed with each
performance? Does not the conductor add to or take from the notation?
Does not the listener translate it to his own emotions? Is a novel not
expanded with each published criticism? Each pinned upon the dust
cover of the previous until six hundred and twenty-five pages are
augmented to tens of thousands? Or if not this, then consider the original
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text. Does a crisp new paperback tell the same tale as an antiquated
leather bound edition? Do not forget the underlines! It must be true that
every new crease, fold, or stray mark changes, somewhat, the message.

“Argue if you will that even here it is the influence of outside agents
inscribing the wall with character, that marks are placed upon the walls
and not derived from within them: a wall merely a slate. Yet what are
human beings if not similar tableaux? Who does the marking? Look
up. Stare at the wall to your opposite. Perhaps you will someday
describe, in writing, the crack which runs its length. Is not the wall then
making its own mark upon you? Then you upon the paper? Then that
paper upon a reader? And so on. Is not a wall that has been smeared in
chocolate by a child making its own smear upon the mother who then
relates the story to a friend (perhaps the stain sinks too deeply for
bleaching)? Yes, yes, and yes, again! A creation and a person are the
same in that they are nothing save the sum of their influences. Every
work of art is the inevitable outcome of the experiences of its creator! A
wall merely relates the story of all forces which have ever acted upon it,
but by relating that story it acts upon the viewer. So verily, any structure
can offer its own tale if there be an apt translator. Each has its own
identity.

“What of soul?, you may ask. What of the deep bottomless soul
that pervades the self-conscious? Don't thoughts have their value?
Can this great fluid body of judgment ever be scarred like so much
crumbling plaster? No, you say. Nothing marks a person'’s mind with
any perpetuity. It is the flow of intuition that cuts a canyon of ingenuity
and whittles away at continents of static belief. Ah but within your
argument is your own undoing: the moon conducts the tides, the density
of the ground influences the river’s path, and those obscure, gliding,
beautiful things that elude the senses in deep indiscernibility ripple, though
temporarily, the surface. A titanic wave is merely the piled up plungings
of unseen phantoms, and thoughts are merely the visible surge thereby
caused. A soul is as mutable as puddles in courtyard turf and so, though
I’1l not dispute that humans are more fickle than walls or stones, we,
material souls, are all either splashed, whittled, or chipped away.
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“There are no original thoughts, only new undulations of old ideas,
some higher and more powerful. This is why it is the easiest thing in the
world for a man to appear wise, as if he hides a great secret within him,
for the wisest thing to hide is an empty space because the true nature of
its contents cannot be divulged if the water holds its stillness. Because
people cannot claim their hard formed thoughts as their own, they merely
pretend that a nothingness is the fruit of their wisdom and they the only
ones able to see that it is of value. However, in a building, nothing can
be truly hidden. Pry up the correct boards, and all is there to see.

“For this reason, [ declare that a soul is a fifth wheel to a wagon and
a structure all the nobler for concluding not to develop one. A building
holds its mysteries without inhibitions. Take a look. Make what you
will of them, they are all given freely beneath that roof, though shingled
with riddles. Look again at the crack in your own wall: it is plainly
displayed. Dost thou find it distasteful and so wish to cover it with
paper. Perhaps the floor-boards upon which you tread are knotted and
so you carpet them. Do so. Then look at your handiwork. Does not the
crack show through? Do not the contortions of the planks create so
many frozen waves in your matting, even if only because you know they
are there? Now perhaps the years will pass and the cracks and bends
will expand. Perchance you’ve forgotten their origin. Oh the temptation
to rip off the superficial covering in order to find the sources of your
vain agony and level them! But you will never render the plane even,
for even these superficial marks but afford the basis for far other
delineations, and all indecipherable.

“So, finding that you will forever fail to cover faults, leave them be.
See if you cannot glean their story from the details, for it is only
consideration of these that leads to a thoroughly appreciative
understanding of signified revelations. Supply your own allusions.
Gather your acquaintances together and each impart an origin. What
caused this flaw? From whence this scratch? Ask a million men and
each will give you a different reading: one rendering after another and
another, all from one text. Just as there are all sorts of shades with
which to color, so are there of men in this one world, so are there tales to
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be told.

“But perhaps the crack shames you too much to lay it bare. Look
thee then upon this house here and, finding yourself so far from home
and your steps so untraceable, feel free to ponder. For itis a rare structure
indeed, a mansion of the old school, long-seasoned and weather-stained,
old antiquities renewed with each added feature in a curious quaintness
of material and device. Tricked forth in the remnant souvenirs of all its
ageless inhabitants. Marvel thee at the dark hue of its outer walls? ‘Tis
merely a touch of the noble melancholy appropriate to a house called
the Pequod.”

“How it came to stand here is unknown; rather, one explanation is
as provable as another. There is no road leading easily to or from it.
Perhaps (for nothing truly true can be bluntly stated, perhaps) the layer
of this foundation was wandering about the Catskills and chanced to
catch a glimpse of an eagle diving into a black gorge. Skirting down the
hillside and up the next he at last found himself at an impasse, even at
such a tremendous height, with no idea as to his location save that he
was still a great distance from the tauntingly hovering bird. Finally,
losing the bird in the sun, he decided to stand his ground, far from any
corrupting society: no one near him but Nature herself, and her he took
to wife in the wilderness with the whole of March to honeymoon. While
reclining in the embrace of his moody amore, he looked to the long-
drawn vales (which could no longer be said to be virgin) and the mild
blue hillsides, listening intently to the leafy sighs of the trees, the gurgling
of the stream, and the over-all hush and hum of solitude. Many a lovely
day he may have spent thus engaged.

“But a man will ever stray when pastorality’s motherly affection
takes him to breast and indulges him with calm and contentedness. Within
merely a month of marriage, linking arms with the red-cheeked, dancing
girls, April and May, he sent forth his sprouts and tried in vanity to
escape his homely bride. Thus scorned, the abandoned Gaea, though
matronly, still not above the pettiness common to all gods, took from
Apollo his song and translated the punishment of the fickle Daphne to
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her own adulterous lover. But improving upon her example’s design, to
separate her forbidden mate from his mistresses, she forbade him the
branches on which they might have begotten unto him the buds of their
affection, instead substituting lattice-work and lath for living bark. Hence
was he offered up as a haven for kindred spirits, and the coming of his
mistresses in the moist Spring would serve to further rot him through
rather than arouse him to life and ecstasy.

“Here fellows inflicted with similar meanderings of the eye would
meet with the sympathy of sailors in their common pursuit and their
shared privations and perils. ‘A home I’1l be for hermits, an asylum for
the romantic, melancholy, or absent-minded souls,” he would have cried
as his head peaked and his mouth opened into a row of sparkling windows.

“And so it stands, this house, eyes facing off into the hills, chin
rested atop a steep declivity. Reversed, as if rushing from the plateau on
which it stands into the next crevice.”

% & %

“Here a brief discussion of architecture may prove meritorious,
though it must be by necessity an incomplete one as the equal part of
that science is conducted from an internal perspective as yet unafforded.
To the untrained passer-by, this house appears to resemble many of
those yet extant examples of Early American domesticity, and indeed
they have much in common; but it would be overly dismissive to type-
cast it under this category because that would fail to take into account
the various quirks prevalent mostly by the manner and material from
which it was raised and the purposes for which it is used. Granted the
feel is much the same as that of the Parson Cape House of Massachusetts
with the dark weathered hue of its exterior walls; it shares a certain
educational designation on a level often rivaling that of any building on
Jefferson’s Quadrangle; in addition, especially given its name, it must
be considered as sharing some of the nautical flare reminiscent of that
Old Ship Meeting House of Hinghamshire, but that Old Ship has been
toppled, and its ribs open downward, whereas the Pequod still floats on;
but look here, there are two open towers of medieval stone on each
western corner, and the windows that grace the eastern side break any
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pretense at the symmetry customary in Early Americanism: with five
on the second level and two on the ground floor, on which the entry way
throws off any hope of evenness as a third entity (and groups of three,
I’m told, are never even-handed). No, there’s more to this building than
any puritan or forefather ever intentionally imbued: having sprung up
mythically as it did.

“The solid construction, in contrast to the perishable foliage all
around, exudes a sense of eternity only accomplished by those grand,
skyward pointing pyramids of ancient Egypt, and certainly the designer
had those far away erections in mind when considering the house, though
it is an elongated block in shape. How small the approaching visitor
feels when enshadowed by this magisterial imposition, especially when
approaching from down hill, but alas the morbid design of those deserted
tombs makes the difference irreconcilable on account of the drabness of
their effect: there is more here than raw magnitude. Perhaps you may
suggest that with their intricate friezes, Mesopotamian ziggurats would
bear more close an aesthetic resemblance; however, not only are those
too frighteningly covered in human-headed, winged lions, not only are
those temples inverted with their most important shrine singly on the
outside top, but look closely and you find that this comparison must be
discarded by the actuality that it is the corners of a ziggurat which
generally point to the four dominant directions of the compass and not
the walls, as is the case with the specimen being here considered.

“Now, if the mountains over which you’ve traversed remind you of
arolling green sea, so might the house remind you of the Cretan culture
of which Homer offered the slightest description in the //iad, yet, verily,
must the intelligent design be more like the democratic clarity of Athens’
buildings, which welcomed any and all to enter. And yes, the columns
that support the portico roof are almost overly Doric in their wooden-
beam simplicity, but the steps insinuate a Roman mentality by their
broken positioning on three sides only: a Grecian ideal would have
demanded that they be wound completely about the circumference. But
the Roman architects’ tendency toward derivativity disqualifies them
from the description, for this house here is the archetype of originality.
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Additionally, the intricate Composite style of many Roman columns
and the walls that grew up to twenty feet in thickness, as those of the
Pantheon, were indicative of an inapplicable and overstated philosophy
made apparent of that race in Virgil’s Aeneid. What’s more, Roman
homesteads tended to lean toward modesty, a quality which hardly
coincides in this case.

“Perhaps looking at churches will provide a more directly
enlightening path to a designation. And yes, it is true that the walls of
Early Christian churches faced the same directions of the compass as
this secular temple and that they share an emphasis on interior, but the
Christians’ use of plain wooden roofs hinted at an impermanence hardly
similar at all to a pyramid. Indeed, perhaps, the pagan churches of
India, such as the Dargan Temple of Aihole, as they were scatalogically
intended to be the seats of gods and the spots where worshippers could
enter into their wills, were more wisely designated by translating a wooden
erection into obdurate stone. But the Indians were too free with their
decoration and so ruined any semblance to the somber-looking mansion.
The same is true of the Byzantine Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and
the well-proportioned but morbidly decorative Islamic Taj Mahal.

“Verily, so can consideration of the entire Renaissance be ignored
for the opulence of the Louvre and the two-dimensionality of Pazzi’s
Chapel in Florence. Even Post-Renaissance Baroque, aided by Palladro’s
books and the sculptor’s eye of Michelangelo for the manipulation of
light, even these did not prevent the gaudy exuberance of Bernini and
Barromini. Only Versailles, with its windows facing out over extensive
gardens, bears any similarity in view to the structure in question. Though
the trends of those times may have been somewhat improved by the
intimacy of Rococo and the pedimented porticoes of the Georgian style,
still the ensuing nostalgia for preceding cultures undermines any perceived
redemption of the opulently vulgar Victorians. Only Eclecticism
incorporated a sufficiently scholarly sympathy for design to overcome a
reliance on the past, just look at the tasteful facade of General Lee’s
Mansion in Arlington, with its unpretentious wooden imitation of the
Greeks, and by contrast you will see that surely this northern structure
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outdoes any created through the 15th to 18th centuries.

“The studious listener may have noticed that one important
architectural genre has been conspicuously absent from this discourse
so far, and it is here that the grandest comparisons may be made. With
its infinite aspect and lack of definition, the Gothic style had an ambiance
that is directly parallel to that of the house. In English hands, the minsters
were surrounded by vast lawns and trees similar in texture to the forests
of New York State, and towers were erected on the western end in both
locales. Indeed, when considering the complementary harmony of John
Ruskin’s cathedrals in his Stones of Venice and his insistence on the
human beauty inherent in flaws, it looks as if this house has found a
home. Even the Gothic spirit, with the entire community hauling stones
upon their backs for the construction of Chartres, could hardly fail to
be, as a social statement, emulated by the Pequod’s folk. Truly, what
are radiating chapels, pointed arches, and flying buttresses but the
excessive, but forgivable, flamboyance of the Frenchmen who first
instituted the Gothic?

“Yet, still does this partial deliberation fall short. For what is this
house but the very transfer of the Forbidden City of Peking to America?
And what are the Appalachian mountains but an earthly version of the
Great Wall of China? And how, pray tell, does one account for the
deceptive normality of the thing? It looks much like any large house,
yet, itis not. No, this speculation is doomed to failure. Truth to tell, the
Pequod, having sprung from a human head, will ever defy description.
But is not the same true for all natural mysteries? And aren’t all hiuman
conventions and sciences really only a far-sighted search for themselves?
Ach, in codifying, the possibilities are endlessly obscure. So approach,
ye traveler, approach and look for truth, not explanation.”

* * %

“Properly approached from the east, the largely looming dark
homestead presents you with a verandah, slanted slightly with age as if
in a scowl, and not a single plant that hangs from the beams looks more
than a bead of sickly green-brown saliva frozen lustily upon the upper
lip of a letch. The windows on this side, denied even sunrise by the ever
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drawn curtains and bitter for their lessened view, seem to glare down in
jealous scorn at any creature with the ability to shift perspective.

“When one ascends from the sparse lawn to the buckled steps, the
ear is accosted by groans of agony, and it is a fortitudinous traveler
indeed who dares, unaccompanied, to cross the loudly protesting boards
to the double doors. Progressing nearer the entrance, with eyes somewhat
raised, a wooden sign, delicately carved but hardened by time, comes
into view:

ALL MY MEANS ARE SANE,
MY MOTIVE AND MY OBJECT MAD.

“Woe to thee if thou shouldst stop to consider. Best here to trudge
on, to rush, and thus pass the conundrum: to know not what lurks in the
heart of the engraver. Enter and do so quickly, because you can feel
eyes in the trees. With walls so close to surrounding you, the spirits
who’ve followed thus far find a new, desperate confidence and close in.
So enter. And ignore the creaking of the hinges and the wild wind which
seems to whip through the aperture, for once shutting the door on the
tornadoed rustling you may yet find a mute calm; and while ponderous
planets of unwaning woe revolve about you, deep inside you may still
come across an eternal mildness of joy.”

“Here above, the ceiling hovers, slipping, across from the door, into
an accentuated statement of space broken only by the chandelier dangling
down above some stairs, encandled for there is no electricity within
these confines but for the occasional flash of lightening. Bathed in the
murky illumination of a stained-glass mosaic window, the stairwell leads
abreast the far wall, curving counter-clockwise within the semi-circular
niche to the landing overhead.

“Though more mention of it will surely be made later by those more
qualified to discuss it, the mosaic glass levies a more enumerative account
presently, as some certain significance lurks in all things set apart and
sanctified by seeming to be misplaced. Much as in nature, when the sun
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goes down behind this window it illuminates three glass mountains,
clearly minted after the Catskills surrounding. On the leftmost peak, an
owl looks across at the steeple which protrudes from the rightmost. The
central summit, somewhat lower than the others, supports a clear circle
of convex glass directly in the middle, which completes the trinity but
once a year when it catches the sun and sends it radiating in a single
spotlight, illuminating the entrance and darkening the entire room by
contrast.

“Through an opening to the left, an elegant table that once served in
recreation of luminaries of every profession, each hanging by another’s
words, is covered with papers strewn about haphazardly, and the dozen
chairs, for all their lush velvet luxury, now host only to boxes of random
books and papers enveloping arts and sciences of all types, as if promoted
to supporting the stores of ideas rather than the medium through which
they are often expunged.

“To the right of the stairs, two swinging doors lead to and from
what proves to be a kitchen in which can still be found, through a thorough
search, evidence of dishes once prepared to please the palates of any
and all resident intelligencia.

“But strangest in this entrance hall is the tendency, when but a spine’s
length within the confines, to sneeze, and do so uncontrollably until
stumbling a few feet deeper into the room. But do you notice that the
boards on which you stand are particularly loose and pliant? No? Well,
would that you were provided a key to the more interesting aspects of
this bastille, for the explanation of the outbursts is no farther than beneath
your toes.

“Lean down and the effect is heightened; stand up and you are but
farther from the truth: for underfoot are the bones of the first wanderer
to cross this threshold. A man who took not the dry-boned hint and laid
his own beneath the very noses of every visitor. One morning, upon
waking from a restless slumber, he felt that old comrade (who but visits
once, and then only to pay his respects) nearing. Old as he was, and as
yet unblessed by senility, the longer he was linked to life, the less he
would have to do with aught that looked like death. No. No coffin for
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this old soul. His place, he knew, was as usher, and so, tearing up the
boards before the door, he awaited his settlement. Often would he pass
the better part of a day leaning back in his trench waiting for he knew
not whom. But, as none were quick to arrive, and because when a man
suspects any wrong, it sometimes happens that if he be already involved
in the matter, he insensibly strives to cover up his suspicions even from
himself, he drew the wooden slabs in above him. Thus lying did he
spend a quarter moon, until, deciding that time was poorly wasted in
this fashion, he resolved to pass on forthwith. How the wonderfullest
things are ever the unmentionable; deep memories yielding no epitaphs.
Dear man, if only you’d taken the time to inscribe a plaque in the center
of the great hall, then perhaps your company would bow their heads in
reverence rather than cursing the sudden onslaught and rushing to surpass
your station.”

“Onward. Overstep, with the imagined dinner party, the rabble and
pass beneath the stairs. Through a magic portal as if into another world
you find an opening. Sparse are the clouds which gather above this
central eye, yet tall are the flowers. An odd place for a garden, yes, but
odder still for the imposing willow that mourns its enclosure dead center
of the courtyard.

“The strange effect is immeasurably heightened because no longer
is the way consistently open to the sky. Perhaps it was the aristocratic
second denizen who decided to enclose this eye with a glass cataract.
Surely it was he who preferred a sky-light to illuminate inwards, for his
was the type that considers little of value in an outward view. Whatever
its origin, the translucent dome was over-spread; so, protected from
inclemency, you may take the time to look around.

“Fearless now of showers, with the space being continuously
habitable for the estudious, the perimeter grew shelves upon which sit
volumes of literature, each thrice perused: first in black ink marked,
then in blue. The third examination, when so deserving, is underscored
in green, until scarcely a word remains bare. However, and this is truly
rare, if an author has fabricated an uncommon amount of insight, his
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most discerning propositions are emblazoned with a red tetradinal
consideration. But cursed be all things which cast man’s eyes aloft to
the heavens to be scorched, for thus reading while reclining under the
glass ceiling, the bejeweled and oft-times tiaraed mistress of the manor
was inadvertently massacred by her progeny, who, offering a billiard
ball to the gods from outside of the house, discovered that his youthful
reach fell far short, and his mother’s vaulted canopy came crashing
down.

“The lesson well learned from this tragedy, the house was deserted.
Grass sprung up between the shards on the ground, and weeds invaded
the garden. Perhaps counseled by some prophetic oracle and encouraged
by that inexplicable force of nature called Fate, some future tenant found
the ingenuity to contrive a system of translucent and animate plastic
lenses which, with the simple turning of a crank, allowed the open air
access when tranquil and denied it when acrimony prevailed. Thus did
mankind convert the jaws of death into an easy chair, but take care if
you tread this carpet unsoled, for still may you be pricked by the conceits
of the past.”

“Tea time over, take your exit. Traveling along beneath but out
from under the second story balconies that shade the archives, letting
your fingers only briefly caress the grand piano that stands open to
catch the willow’s tears, make your way through another portal into a
more securely hooded chamber. Here, encompassing the entire width of
the western end of the structure, is what once served as the next stop in
the recreational series following reclination in the solarium at the time
of day when that indoor-outdoors had lost its direct line to the sun. The
only windows are those that look westward down the steep hill at the
back (or front, depending upon your attitude) of the house. Some years
ago, this wall of panes, as it may be properly called, offered a magnificent
view of the sunset, and so the room was a lovely setting for an after
dinner soirée. The design, so natural an orifice for the promotion of
acoustics, presented a mellifluous resonance for the lovely voices of
young maidens in their Summer dresses, and often, were the tune either
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particularly deserving of, or in need of, a rhythm section, the spectators
would add their own timpani by tapping their refined leather shoes upon
the large black and white marble tiles: doubtless it was also here that
the dwarves played their somber bout of nine-pins, the rumbling of which
lulled Rip Van Winkle into his famous slumber. But within the last
twenty years, the ever-growing partition of trees had gained a height so
as to leave the room in an eternal twilight during those months that
generally yield felicity most unhinderedly, forcing those who would watch
the sun descend to its evening’s rest to rise by means of the two wrought-
iron spiral staircases curling steeply up each far corner to the next level.
Considering the gloomy aspect which, now, through most of the day,
prevails, it seems only natural that even the furniture would have removed
itself from this shadow-laden ball room.

“With every door swung open, and by virtue of the broad hallways
that connect the dining room on one end and the kitchen on the other to
this side of the house, as well as the openings created by the stairwells,
even the most discreet of whispers throughout the building may be
discerned by any who might stand gazing out at the foliage from this
room. And it was here that a grand, ungodly, god-like man took to
fixing himself statuesquely: not so much seeming to think as to feel the
world groaning about him. Indeed, if his nose were not nearly pressing
up against the glass, irreparably fogging it with the acrid condensation
of each breath exhaled, he may have been some ancient biblical pillar
turned to salt for his refusal to flee the room at its loss of daylight.
Perhaps he stood so still for so long to augment his paltry baseness thus
furthering his infinite inferiority to his young cardinal: hereby, with his
close relation to a Divine Inert, though in a subservient manner, he ensured
his own fame. But still there can be little doubt that this incurable idea
of submission often gnawed at his insides, only relieved by the firm
belief that through his constant residency he was the real owner and
commander of this vessel, for it was his very conscience that daily stained
the walls. On occasion, he would twist his head as if hailed by some
silent spirit, then turn and pad bare-footedly, with but the slightest of
limps, across the cold and dimple fissured floor, white robe trailing behind
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in billows. Returning with a new acquaintance each time this happened,
and a human eye in which to look, his purpose was thus renewed and the
ball room would be host only to the occasional flurry of dust.

“In conjunction with the cycles of nature the company would come
and go, leaving John to remove that mask which form and usage insisted
he wear to disguise his more private ends, and he would return to the
gnarls of trees and marble alike. Often, at these times, a tear or two
would blur his vision, but whether they were for the resumed solitude or
the renewed affirmation of his status, is impossible to divulge. Leave
him now, sunset nears and demands that you climb to its spectacle.
Take the left stair. With your hand on the banner proceed up and ignore
the residual sob which explains from behind that, ‘to whom all eternity
is but time, all creativeness is mechanical.””

% & %

“My how the very air changes once the upper chambers have been
gained. Across from where you now stand, and above the entrance hall,
with a doorway accessible from an open hallway, sits the gray
dishevelment of John’s quarters, rarely visited and so partly free of the
dark disposition that his presence might have lain blanket-like over the
room. But so must this splotch, this obscurity, be forgiven, as it keeps
the two layers in harmony and eases the roamer from the bends.

“Five doors on each side separate the twin eastern and western master
bedrooms, but these doors are all firmly closed. Allow them to open of
their own accord. Were you to pass them by, you would have to walk
along a balcony overlooking the courtyard, and, thus forced with each
movement to be enlightened by the sun (or moon if your cravings are of
the midnight sort), would be presented to any who linger yet below. But
our path leads up at the moment, and not but for curiosity would you
find reason to cross to the darker side of this level.

“Before climbing the last coiling flight, take but a moment to glance,
yea briefly lest you be blinded, through the ever-open door to the bedroom
with the sunset view. This room, though of the same proportions, is only
the more light and airy in contrast to John’s across the yard, with three
broad windows standing watch over the courtyard and a similar door
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swung wide open on the northern side. Were all the windows boarded
and the doors forever locked, still would the zephyr send an elfin flourish
through the translucent silk canopy around the bed. But as it is, be
blessed by the scent of the breeze that caresses your eyes and bids you
close them. Ah, turn away newcomer, you are as yet unprepared. Take
to the flight.”

* * %

“Up, up the foremast of this solidly rooted vessel and through a
hatch. Spring now, and the fog lingers to cloud the vision, as ever all
clouds choose the loftiest peaks to pile themselves upon. But breaking
through to the open parapet and breathing in the purest crystalline air
that March has to offer, you find that the sky looks lacquered. Of clouds
there are none. Look thee to the horizon, the nakedness of unrelieved
radiance, the view infinite in scope. The insufferable splendors of God’s
throne! The mountains: a picture of their own merit frozen in time,
memories to which you may return as oft as you like (damned be those
clouds of mutable form). Earthward, only the hue is apt to change; for
now, even so early in the season, a browned sea of grass beats against
the mountainous islets, each haloed by its superimposition over the sun.
Whether these were the visions which so captivated the prototypal pioneer
will forever remain a mystery, but it cannot be doubted, nor can it be
ignored, that from this lucky point of view you will catch passing glimpses
of the immortal profiles of whales defined along the undulating ridges.

“Just so, while leaning on his elbows and gazing out at this great
gulf, at the time covered in a shroud of dead-Winter white, did the young
man who carved his name, NATHAMVIEL, in the stone of the tower, mutter,
‘let this be mine, the Pequod.” Perhaps it is a question whether the mist
which consistently lingers by the stair is but a remnant of the semi-
visible steam produced by this callow hermit’s ponderous profundities,
for there is none about the mizzen-tower, but it is certain that being left
completely to himself at such a thought-engendering altitude the lad
tackled greater ruminations than the average youth.

“Many years ago, he arrived as a sireless and damless fugitive on a
crisp Christmas morning and proceeded, as if drawn, to this very spot.
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What’ere his crimes, the icy steps melted to his footfall and the sky flew
open to herald his arrival as he thrust his arms heavenward. He was a
child of superior natural force, with a globular brain and a ponderous
heart. All nature’s sweet and savage impressions did submit, fresh from
her own confiding breast, to his scrutiny. His new life was begun. He
learned a bold and lofty language formed from the circumspect and
ponderous works to be found downstairs. When his was the sole heartbeat
of the manor, he spent many a night-watch beneath the constellations in
stillness and seclusion, but as with all men tragically great, his visits
became so much the sweeter for their brevity. His became an absentee
presence, but still the very walls rung with his resonance. Every lingering
vitality owed its debt to him, for just as his first sign of maturity brought
the Spring, so did every facet of the house with a need for renovation
rush forward in an unabashed flurry to be renewed, old as they were, by
his touch.”

But these have all been phantoms; and now it is night, and the
blossoms are sorely wanting Nathaniel s magic caress. They quiver in
expectancy at his proximate approach only to shy away at the passing
of another, an unknown figure. John sleeps fitfully in his cabin (for
both his physical and phantasmagorical surroundings are strange and
unaccustomed). The woman has drifted off easily behind the closed
door nearest Nathaniel s empty room on the northern side, inscribing
her essence upon her new chamber, untouched and anonymous in its
evenness, with each slumberous turn. But a third, vigilant occupant
marks his bare-footed strides in the thawing turf of the courtyard. A
single night owl coos softly from its perch in the willow. The stranger
glances upward into the branches and the bird takes to its wings.

A cloud passes from the moon, nearly full and bright in its reflection
of the sun, and two green eyes peer out at it from behind a shaggy
mane of blonde hair. He pauses. From a distance comes a low groan,
as if a mountain is inching its way through the waves of a pasture. The
restless interloper turns, but winces from a sudden stab at his heel. He
reaches down and removes a daggeresque piece of glass. Holding it
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up to the moon he examines it, five inches long and sharp as a razor.
His foot will heal; he pockets the shard. Whistling the melody of some
well rehearsed and often heard choral symphony, he strolls to the old
ballroom where he leaves his trail in warm pellets of salient blood
upon the cold, colorless marble.

The sleepers sing out mildly in unison. But now it is night. Time
will roll along. The green eyes stare through the panes at the dark
forbidding trees. Time will roll along. What's to be will be: it’s all
fixed, all arranged. Then again, perhaps the die is not so surely cast.
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Chapter 3

D. woke from a frightening dream and sat bolt-upright supported
by her arms, one of which had still not yet awakened and so buckled.
As she lay on her side her heart beat like crazy and she panted at the
scattered remains of her horrific illusory life. She had always believed
that dreams should be taken flippantly, if not altogether dismissively,
but of these dreams of hers she did not know what to make.

She had begun the evening, as it seemed, naked in a white world
though wrapped in silvery cellophane with malenky little flowers trapped
between her skin and the plastic. Writhing and gasping for breath she
got only the smallest sniff of pollen, and this got her to sneezing. With
each sneeze and then gasp combination the wrap around her head
loosened, dropping off in little pieces. When the piece that covered her
ears fell away, she could hear a single piano all around, and she was
very pleased and proud and feeling intelligent-like to be able to give a
name to the music, though she had to admit that it was one of the more
famous works by one of the more famous composers. It was the first
movement of Beethoven’s Pathétique Sonata (Opus 13 in c-minor,
although this she did not know), very dark and passionate. In her
wrapped-up dream, and wrapped in sheets on her bed, she flopped about
like a fish on the deck of some very cushy cushy like ship until two very
soft doves came to rest on her ears, and these were really the mattress on
the left and pillow on the right. All peaceful now, she rolled over and
the birds flap flap flapped away letting in the music. But this time it
was all nice and calm, being the beautiful second movement.

Out of the white around her, which now she knew was only a thick
thick fogiwog, came walking statues of men in the height of ancient
Roman fashion, followed by a man she knew, though she could not
recall ever seeing a picture of him, was P. B. Shelley, the poet, with long
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dainty scissors in his dainty hands. Off with the cellophane, and under
was areal sharpy evening gown, and on with the dance! A twirling and
a dipping in a slow sleepy two step, and then a faster but still
sohlenumkuous waltz. When the movement ended, Peebee stepped back
and clapped and like bowed as if to say, “Thank you for the dance my
lovely.”

Then the music was very sad but skorry, or quick, and D. saw that
her gown was now all grazzy and ripped, and her not looking much like
a princess but more like a peasant. Just then the piano started to swell
and grow-like, and this seemed as if it was meant to introduce an army
of little fairies, but without wings, who all linked arms to dance a jig
around her feet. Suddenly, the fairies or elves made to grab at her, so
she just stepped real easy over them all and started to run. Another
crash of the piano is what finally woke her up.

But the piano was still going on with its song and she was quite sure
now that she was awake, so she snatched up an ample white robe that
was just lying on a chair at the foot of her bed. She tugged on the door,
but it wouldn’t open until she unlocked it with the key that she had left
in the hole. When she had gotten out onto the balcony, she noticed that
the light that came into the courtyard was that colorless white or gray
dim twilight before dawn comes with its flaming ball. A thin ground
mist lay above the grass like dust on a carpet and twirled about the
maroon-slacks-covered legs of a youngish man at the piano under the
willow, his longish hair swinging here and there in front of his eyes in
time with the music. Just then, from the perpendicular side of the
courtyard, on the balcony outside his room, John shouted down through
the empty willow at the pianist:

“Alex! Damn it, there are people sleeping up here!”

Alex, as was apparently his given name, looked up, not at John,
which would have required a standing and a ceasing of the playing, but
at D. Something in his eyes, all radiant green like puddles of leaky anti-
freeze, sent little lizards running up her spine as he played the final
downward scale and chord.

Jumping up, he knocked loose the mast and the lid of the piano
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slammed shut with a loud Crash! As he disappeared into the ballroom,
D. noticed that his shirt was all chalky and frilly like a pirate’s. John
shrugged his shoulders in a silent guffaw and went back into his room.
Puzzled, D. returned to hers, turning the key in the door behind her.

Tightening the robe around her, D. lay on the bed without any
inclination toward sleep. Very strange was all this, indeed! A piano
player up and stroking away before the sun was full on the horizon. An
old man, who promised fires and food, delivering only brandy, fake
eggs, and stale toast the night before. But the room to which he had led
her once his persistent talking had begun to obviously drain her of her
consciousness was pleasant enough, when finally she was taken to it.

She sat up and looked around. The walls were covered with an old
and peeling patterned paper that had faded to a dull pink. Opposite the
entrance was a window, draped with an ancient dark green curtain,
looking out into a gnarling mesh of branches, the closest of which had
grown so near that a strong wind might send it crashing into the room.
There were no closets nor wardrobes nor dressers. Aside from the bed
and chair against the eastern wall, a free-standing mirror and a desk
touching the western were the only furnishings. On the desk was the
candle, thrust into an opulently ornate silver candelabrum with a coffee
cup ring for the grasping, with which John had guided her the night
before.

Next to the candle was a neatly folded white dress that D. had not
noticed before, though she was sure that she could not have missed it.
In fact, she was positive that she had thrown her own clothes, which had
actually dried before she had had the opportunity to ask for new ones,
on that exact spot. But she had locked the door. Yes, she had just had to
unlock it to get out. Well, John would have a key, I'm sure, she thought
and another shiver shook her at the thought of him standing over her
while she slept.

“That’s it, I’'m out of here,” she said out loud, springing from the
bed.

The dress was of an out-dated fashion, but was very pretty
nonetheless. Not too frilly, but with a lovely cut: the kind of getup
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people are only looking for excuses to wear. She slipped it over her
head and shoulders. Looking in the mirror, D. thought that she now
looked fit, in style and era, to dance with Shelley in the Spring English
country side. Forgetting for a moment her predicament, she giggled to
herself and was about to invite her reflection to the ball when she got the
strong feeling that somebody was watching her from behind and thought
she saw but the slightest of shadows in the glass. She spun and, of
course, found herself alone, but her desire to leave this place at once
became a desperate need, and she fled the room.

Padding quietly past John’s room, for she had not wanted to take
the iron staircases for fear of bumping into that Alex fellow, she made
her way as quietly as was possible down the front stairs, across the
entrance hall, and out the creechy protesting front door.

Outside, the cool air slid its fingers under her dress and up her legs
indecent-like and the skin goosed up all over her body. Crossing the
damp dewy lawn, she realized that she had no shoes for her feet, but
pushed on through the bushes from which she had emerged the night
before. Once out of sight of the house, and in the new world of like trees
all lonely and lovely and naked, she listened to hear the shoom of the
stream, but heard it not. Glancing around, she picked a way that looked
right and started off in a rapid march.

As she walked, the forest around her began to make strange sounds,
and she told herself it was just the trees and the earth and the wee-little
animals all waking up and rubbing their woodsy eyes and nothing to get
all poogly about. But when the thicket thickened so did her fear do the
same and she imagined she heard first a swish swish swish from the left,
and then a quick swoosh swoosh swoosh from the right. Not wanting to
lose her composure, but not really caring if she did, being all on her
oddy knocky and all (she hoped), she started to run, keeping a very
careful glaz on the ground for roots and such but not really noticing the
little branches and twigs that were whipping at her bare arms.

Soon, hearing a gurgle gurgle that would be the treacle of the creek,
she quickened her step in that direction, and all around her was like a
whispering of like filthy slovos, as she fancied, though it was only windy
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shushing. But then, with the treacle becoming more like a quiet roar,
she heard sure the cracking of a breaking branch and faltered. Whipping
her head to and fro she turned and ran contrary to the sound.

The shushing of the wind began forming slow and slurred and breathy
words, all around like coming from the air itself, though none with which
she was familiar with.

Just my mind hearing nonsense that isn t really there. Probably
the wind, she thought, but ran a bit faster.

“Ohhhhhbollshhygroooodieeeshorrrorrrsshhhowwlusssciousss-
glorrrieee.”

These were starting to sound like words she might know, some of
them, so she knew she wasn’t verily by her lonesome. Through the
greening brown vesches and mist, she saw a twinkling of glass, and
there was her car. She made for it real skorry, but from behind came a
chumble chumble and a ringaling. Turning, she saw that Alex veck
holding out her keys and making them glitter and clang by twirling the
ring about his finger.

“What’s it going to be then, eh?”” he asked, like leering like.

But answer not did she, just by dashing off sidelong only responded.
From behind, a little smeck and then the sound of chasing footsteps.
And then a voice singing gromky-like, almost shouting at the peak of'its
goloss, and this melody she knew to be of the same composer as the
Sonata but this time his 9th Symphony:

Freude, shoner Gotterfunken,
Tochter aus Elysium,

A branch or rock scraped at her ankle and she stumbled anxiously.

Wir betreten feuertrunken,
Himmlische, dein Heiligtum!

The goloss stopped, and hope of hopes maybe so the singer did, but
then, and closer still, started up again, so she thought maybe his hands
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were near touching her shoulders and clawing at her trailing skirt in
time to the melody:

Deine Zauber binden wieder,
Was die Mode streng geteilt;

Panting, gasping, veering right then leftward D. cut suddenly.

Alle Menschen werden Briider,
Wo dein sanfter Fliigel weilt.

And then there was like a leaping sound and crash, Alex was on her
back and her face down on the cold dusty ground. Laughing, he forced
her over and like straddled her with his knees, all the time humming the
tune of poor Ludwig Van who never did anything to anybody but give
them music. He rip rip razrez skvatted tearing like at her dress. She
slipping and slithering. Up went his arm to tolchock her hard on the
litso. She twisted and pushed and kicked and clawed and pushed and
kicked.

“Oh my merzky yarbles!” he shouted, falling over and like grabbing
at his crotch, and she was free and running.

She ran and ran until she hadn’t heard anything from behind for
some time but the bushes and branches bouncing into their natural place
behind her and was turning her head to look back when she hit hard into
strong grasping arms.

“What’s gotten into you?” asked John’s voice. “Stop it! I’ve got
you.”

She stopped punching at him and stammered out, “Alex,” pant pant,
“just attacked me.”

John looked over her shoulder and, seeing nothing there, suggested,
“We’d best get back to the house for the time being.”

After a bit of quick walking, John told her, “When Nathaniel departed

last Autumn, he told me that if a man should come and be unwilling or
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unable to choose his own name, then I should call him ‘Alex’ if it suited
him.”

“Hmm?” asked D., who hadn’t been listening; she had been too
occupied casting glances all around, trying to see everything at once
and imagining that there was a shimmer of a shadow behind every tree.

John, either having not heard or not caring to hear her, went on, “In
the midst of January, late at night, a rapping came at the front door,
making me jump, because | had been reading an eerie book by candle
light.” He paused to consider, “What was it that  was reading? Hmm.
Well, it must have been Poe. Or was it Brown? No, it was definitely
Poe, but which story I cannot recall. Whatever it was that had gotten
my hairs on end, I was still a little apprehensive when [ walked through
the entrance vestibule to answer the door. Standing on the porch, all
hunched over and shivering from the icy rain that was falling was a
young man, looking as if he had been badly beaten. He didn’t speak,
but I fed him and gave him a change of clothes and put him to sleep in
the room nearest mine on the southern side of the house.

“He didn’t say much throughout the following weeks, and generally
in an odd nonsense slang when he did speak. After a while it seemed
apparent that he wasn’t going to name himself, so I started calling him
Alex to no objections. Strange lad, Alex. Ihardly ever see him during
the day, but he appears most evenings to play the piano, which, by the
way, he tunes himself. Pianists, as a rule, are generally mild in
temperament, and it is very pleasant to have music while I read at night;
so when next I see him, I’1] ascertain what it was that possessed him this
morning. [’m sure there’s a perfectly plausible expla...”

“That’s not good enough,” D. interrupted. “I want you to stop your
babbling and get my keys back right away and then walk me to my car.
He wouldn’t even have them if you hadn’t snuck in last night with this
stupid dress!”

“Excuse me?”

“This dress! The one that you put on the desk in my room last night
while I slept!”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. I read in
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the solarium for a while last night after you went to your room and then
I went to my own bed. Besides, I heard you turn the lock, and I haven’t
another key.”

“Then how do you suppose this dress was there in the place of my
own clothes this morning?”

“How am I to know? I slept directly through the night and there’s
no way Alex could have done it, because there is, as I’ve said, only the
one key. Perhaps it was the work of a phantasm,” John suggested with
a slight gleam of intrigue in his eyes.

Now the anger pulsed in D.’s temples, and she had nearly forgotten
the danger she might be in for all her exasperation. “What? I don’t
care. That’s it! I’m not going to listen to any more of this shit! I'm
going to go lock myself in that room, and you are going to go find that
psycho and get my car keys!” They had just pushed through the bushes
into the grassy yard of the house, and D. stormed up the first step to the
porch. “Come get me when you’ve got them.” She stopped in front of
the entrance and turned to face John, “And get my shoes back while
you’re at it!” Slamming the door behind her, D. tramped angrily to her
room and locked the door behind her, throwing the key on the bed.

She paced circles in the room, looking at the dirt and grass stains all
over the white dress reflected in the mirror when she passed that, glaring
at the entangled branches and budding leaves through the window when
she came to that. Conducting herself thus for what was perhaps nearly
an hour, D. heard a tentative knocking at the portal.

“You better have my keys!” she announced, but there was no answer.
Placing her palms against the wooden door, she called out, “John?”

Still receiving no answer, she pressed her ear against the door and
fancied she heard a like breathing sound. She started to shake as she
looked through the klootch hole, this being a very old-type lock. She
saw nothing but the top of the willow and the doors, all closed on the
other side of the house. Then suddenly, a green glaz sprung to the other
side of the hole. She fell back on her yahma.

“Goaway! You better leave me alone!” There was a smecking like
chuckle from the balcony. “I mean it,” she warned. Now there came a
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scraping as of glass on wood. She started to cry, “Leave me alone!”
Just then the front door could be heard shutting. There was a
shuffling of feet from outside her room. A moment later, John knocked
at the door, “I can’t descry him anywhere.”
Through her tears she managed to creech, “He was just here.”
“Oh,” said John, “did he give you your keys?”
Almost laughing, she told him that Alex had only come to the door.
“Maybe I can catch him then,” said John and then sauntered off.

After another long period of time, John’s voice called from outside
the room, “I can’t find him. I’m sure that he’s only playing around and
that I’1l be able to get your keys when he comes back, for supper most
likely. Would you like to come out and have some breakfast? It’s almost
eleven o’clock.”

D., who had skirted backwards to the wall across from the door
raised her head from her knees and told him that she was very happy
where she was, thank you very much.

“Then would you like me to bring you something?”’

“OK.”

“Do you want eggs and toast?”’

“No,” grimacing at the thought of instant egg.

“Then perhaps a sandwich?”

“That’s fine,” she said, and then added, “and some water, please.”

John acknowledged and went downstairs to prepare the meal. He
returned with a knock and said, “Open up, I’ve got your aliment.”

D. was in the midst of standing, when it occurred to her that it was
very possible, if not likely, that John and Alex were in cahoots. “Why
don’t you just leave it outside the door,” she suggested.

“Oh please, dear! You don’t think that Alex and I are in league
against you, do you?”

“How do I know you’re not?”

“All right, fine. I’ll just leave it here. If you need anything else just
cry out. You may need to open the door, a smidgen at least, for me to
hear you.” And with this she could clearly hear John’s exaggerated
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stomps moving toward the front stairs.

She rose and picked the key up from the bed. Placing her ear to the
door and looking through the key-hole, she satisfied herself that there
was nobody outside her room and cautiously opened the door, seized the
plate and glass that were waiting for her, and made sure she was securely
locked in. She pondered the food: smelling it and tasting for strange
flavors in every bite. The sandwich was only peanut-butter and jelly,
and the bread was a bit stale around the edges, but, as she was more
hungry than she had thought, it was truly a calming relief to eat something.
When she finished, she placed the dishes on the desk and lay down in
bed.

Wondering how best to proceed from here, she drifted off to sleep.

D. awoke with a bit of sun in her eyes, so she knew it had to be
sometime in the middle of the afternoon. She wiped a little crust from
her eyes and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. After amoment of
head clearing, she tried to call out to John, but a glop of phlegm prevented
her from making an ample sound. Encouraged by her dreamless nap,
she went to the door and opened it enough to fit her head. The weather
had turned quite fine, and the smells of early Spring had drifted into the
courtyard. Sticking her head out and glancing up and down the second
floor landings, she noticed John sitting in a plush but worn chair on the
opposite side of the tree from the piano. She called his name a bit more
unobstructedly, and he looked up from a book he had been reading.

“Have you gotten my keys?” she asked, having to raise her voice to
compete with the sound of birds.

“No, Alex hasn’t been by yet. Why don’t you come down for a cup
of'tea?”

Remembering that she had no reason to trust him, D. just asked
John what time it was.

“I think it’s about three o’clock. Are you going to stay up there all
afternoon?”

“At least until you get my keys.”

“Have it your way. Would you like something to peet?” he queried.
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Perhaps she misheard, but something in that last word brought
suspicion slinking up her throat and through to her eyes, “what did you
say?”’

“Drink. Would you like a drink?”

She glanced up and down the hallway again, thinking that perhaps
she was being tricked, “No thank you, I’m fine, really.”

“Well, if you’ve no desire for company and have resolved to spend
the entire day, and perchance, for fear, another night in that room, would
you like a book?”

She thought about this for a moment. “Yes, please.”

“What would you like to read?”

“I don’t know, what have you got?”

“Miss, there’s quite an extensive library here. Why don’t you just
come down and look for yourself. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Looking right and then left again, she stepped out to the railing, but
astrange sort of rustling of the willow frightened her back to the doorway,
“Why don’t you just grab one and throw it up here?”

John, appearing somewhat perturbed, strode to the far bookshelf,
looked for a moment, and grabbed a book. D. checked the landing again
and stepped out. Up came a formulaic romance novel, and back into her
room went D., locking the door once again behind her.

Night has come once more. John brings the woman another
sandwich and some more water, feeling unsettlingly like a prison warden
as he leaves the food and a bell-boy as he takes the dishes that she has
left on the floor outside of her room. He returns to his place in the
ballroom and D. slyly cracks open the door and snatches the food.
Her fingers, in nervous picking, have shed the six fake nails that were
left after her tromp through the forest.

While she munches on the sandwich, of the same flavor as the last,
she jumps at a tapping on the window pane. Silly woman! It is no
more than a twig on a branch on a tree, undulating to and fro with the
wind. She rises and glides to the window to check the lock and to close
the curtain.
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Two green eyes watch her by the light of the moon as she pauses to
look out into the darkness. She closes the curtain. Alex lingers for a
moment and then strolls away into the night whistling the first movement
of a symphony by Wolfgang Amadeus (Number 40 in g-minor) and
twirling something shiny around his finger.

The moon glitters against the keys. The branches continue their
swaying in time to the melody. The wind shushes still through the
branches.



50 Justin Katz

Chapter 4

The first thing D. noticed, after the throbbing pain in her bladder, of
course, was the feel of the hour. The darkness pressed in against her
open eyes and held, in its stillness, every hair on her body unquivered
and irresponsive. The late sounds of night had ended and the early
sounds of morning were yet to begin. The air tasted bland, not bland so
much perhaps, but tepid and clement like lukewarm water, even lacking
the mildly unpleasant taste of stagnant saliva. In everything around her
was a wordless and indescribable lateness that can only be expressed as
one unified sensation: it smelt late.

She slipped from the bed and into the robe and threw open the window
curtain. The moonlight blew in and cast her shadow clear across the
room. For a moment she considered opening the window a crack, but
the roof overhanging the verandah beneath her outside the window
persuaded her to tighten the window lock instead. And the branches
were ever so close.

Her bladder tugged her thoughts inward. She stepped out from the
reach of the moonlight and toward the door. The night before she had
used a bathroom adjacent to the kitchen, but she dreaded the thought of
sneaking down the old squealing front steps and even more the idea of
having to pass through the ballroom and hallway below (crossing the
courtyard was too frightening a prospect to even consider). Briefly, she
mused about slinking out onto the roof and urinating into the gutter, but,
femininity not withstanding, an image of Alex lingering among the bushes
out there sent a shiver through her. She decided that, this being a mansion,
there must be a toilette near at least one of the two master bedrooms. As
quietly as she could, D. unlocked and opened her door just an eye’s
breadth. In the moonlight, she could see that the corners of the second
story walls connected angularly on each side of John’s room, with no
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unaccountable doorways. She silently shut the door and held the knob,
thinking. Sliding her head into the corridor, she scanned first her hall,
then the opposite, and finally the courtyard: not a soul to be seen.

She slithered out of the room and pulled the door closed behind her,
turning the knob as she did so to avoid unnecessary noise. Glancing
about, she inched her way toward the west end of the house with her
back against the wall. At the point where her room ended, the hallway
opened up into a rectangular arcade, the width of Nathaniel’s room on
one side and her’s and the landing on the adjacent, with a window
overlooking the mountains on the far wall and a spiral staircase
descending from a hole in the ceiling through the floor at the center. She
stopped and inhaled deeply. Nearly expecting to find Alex waiting for
her, she peeked one eye around the corner. Set back a bit, so as to be
inconspicuous, was another small room.

The door to this room was open merely a sliver, with the darkness
seeming to undulate outward from the crack. By sheer force of will,
inspired by natural needs, D. slowly swung the door open enough to
make out a sink and a toilet. Stepping into the dimly moonlit room, she
noticed an old porcelain bath tub with curved legs supporting it and an
undrawn curtain hanging at its back. Just as with the one downstairs,
this bathroom was trapped somewhere between the advent of indoor
plumbing and that of hot water faucets: the water ran and the toilets
flushed, but the water needed to be pumped by hand and was deep-
crevice cold. The door closed quietly at her touch, and D. was thankful
to find that it sported a bolt-lock. She did what she had to there in what
little light was provided by a small, murky window and, without flushing
the toilet, snuck quietly back into her room, much relieved.

Early the following morning, D. lay in bed trying to cipher a way
out of her mess. Were she positive that Alex and John were both in the
building, she might be able to sneak out the window, or through the
house, were they both out of doors, but, either way, she still would have
been without her keys. That fact left her with two options: try to walk
out of the forest with no shoes or hide in the woods and lay for Alex,
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attempting to collar him from behind and escape by car when she got the
chance. It occurred to her that, for all she knew, Alex had passed her
keys off to John, or even to somebody that she had yet to encounter.
However she eventually escaped, she wasn’t going to stay cramped in
this room much longer.

She heard a sound, like that of a galloping horse, outside and made
it to the window in time to see a large black dog charge into the bushes.
The foliage swayed pliantly with the dog’s roundabout motion. Hearing
a loud double whistle, D. watched as the dog’s head appeared through
the twigs, looking expectantly toward the eastern end of the house. The
dog bounded in the direction of the whistle and returned again, then,
sniffing at the grass and bushes directly below D.’s window, looked
back and forth between the ground and whoever was at the front of the
house asking:

“What d’ya smell there, ay, Jim?” in a strikingly masculine voice
full of southern drawl.

D. leaned to the side and pressed her left cheek against the glass,
trying to see the speaker. The new arrival stepped into a spot of early
morning sun. His bare toes curled in the stiff dead grass with the rolled
legs of his over-sized denim slacks swinging bell like over them.
Unhooking his right thumb from his single suspender and running his
hand through his slightly auburn silvering hair, he said, “I reckon
somebody been doin’ some spyin’.” He looked up at D.’s window. She
shrank back into the shadows. With the sun at his back, the man had an
unwrinkled boyish appearance as he smiled, winked, turned away, and
whistled, “C’mon, boy.” The dog ran after him.

Moments later there was a knock on the door. “Hello, anybody
there?”

D. held her breath. The door knob jiggled.

“Well, I hope yer in there, ‘cause there ain’t no other key but the one
fer this door.”

Crossing the room, D. told him, “Not to worry, [’ve got the key.”

“Oh, well hello, missus. You figurin’ on stayin’ in there all day, are
ya?”
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“Not if I can help it,” she responded cynically.

“What’s preventin’ you if you got the key?”

Pausing for a second, wondering if perhaps the answer were truly
that simple, D. responded, “Because there are two gentlemen [’m not all
that anxious to bump into.”

The man outside her door laughed, “If one a’ them gentlemen’s
John, I reckon you ain’t got no reason to be afeared of more than the
other’n. Who’s he?”

“A younger guy, not much out of his teens, if at all, named Alex, I
think.”

“Well, as I don’t know him, I can’t offer no assurances about Ais
demeaner, but I brought some surplies with me if yer hungry. Between
Jim an’ me, we oughtta be able to protect you from the chile so’s you
don’t get ransomed to death.” Jim the dog barked in agreement.

Ignoring a hungry growl in her stomach, D. declined the offer, saying
that she’d rather stay put until she’d had time to consider her options.

“All right then. I’'m gonna fix myself an omelet with bacon ‘n’
cheese. Yer welcomet’ one if'y’like.”

D.’s mouth began to water, and she nearly swung the door right
open. Something in her upbringing forced her to stop. “Could you
bring it up to me?”

“Sure, if that’s whatcha want. How ‘bout some orange juice on the
side?”

“That’d be wonderful, thank you.”

“By the way, my name’s Huck. You picked your’n yet?”

Picked it yet? she thought, then remembered how John had nearly
fallen over himself to keep her from telling him her name. “No, but my
real one...”

“Hold it. Needn’t do what we ain’t supposed to. Rules is rules.”

“Don’t tell me you’re stuck on these silly rules, too. Is everybody
here nuts?”

“Well, I can’t account fer nobody but myself, but as fer me, I’'m
inclined to believe in the words of a wiser man’n me, that ‘it don’t make
no difference how foolish it is, it’s the right way, and it’s the regular
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way, and there ain’t no other way.” Once you go messin’ around an’
doin’ things diff’rent, yer liable to get it all muddled up.”

“Let me guess, you’re quoting that Nathaniel guy.”

“No’m, but I might as a-well be.”

Huck started to walk off, but D. called after him:

“Huck. Wait.”

“Yes’m?”

“How did you get here?”

“Over land, mostly.”

“No, I mean, do you have a car?”

“Yep, I reckon I do, but it’s a way far off in the hills as it’s supposed
to be.”

“Huck, would you be willing to take me to a nearby town? I could
catch a bus or something from there.”

“You got someone expectin’ you elsewheres?”

Before she had thought, “No,” slipped from her mouth. “No, I
don’t. But I’d like get out of this place nonetheless.”

“Leave here? I reckon you ended up here a-lookin’ fer a change,
and I reckon that you found one. Fer what would you wanna go
somewheres else fer?”

She couldn’t come up with a quick answer straight away; Huck
might not have expected one. He trundled off toward the kitchen.

Because everybody I've met out here has been absolutely crazy,
Mr. Huckleberry Finn, she thought, and my name isn't going to be
Alice.

D. put on her dress while she waited. Leaving the plate outside her
door without any wheedling, Huck had told her to holler out her window
if she needed anything else. The omelet, made with real eggs, was perhaps
the best she had ever had, and the orange juice tasted freshly squeezed.
She looked out the window. Jim was ambling toward Huck with a
medium-sized stick in his mouth.

Crossing the room, D. looked through the keyhole then unlocked
the door. She gathered up her dishes, and was opening the door when
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she heard something charging up the stairs and down the hallway. Before
she could react, Jim knocked the door open and jumped on her, toppling
her over. Her plate bounced and rattled in circles until it was flush on
the floor. She screamed a bit, but the dog was licking her face in such a
friendly way that the screams turned into giggles. When the giggles and
licks subsided, D. looked up and saw Huck standing in the doorway.
Jim scurried back and forth between them excitedly.

“Oh I see,” Huck said, “you’ll let in a dog but not a man.”

With her laughter still evident in her smile, D. stood and brushed off
the seat of her dress, “I didn’t have much of a choice.”

Up close, the wrinkles of later middle age were apparent at the corners
of Huck’s hazel eyes and in the smile-lines by his mouth. His hair was
neatly combed, and D. thought that he might look more himself'in a suit.
The oversized white button-down and lone suspender seemed contrived,
somehow.

“Y’want me to take ‘im outta here?”

Reminding herself that this was a new man and that she had a
generally trusting personality, D. decided that there was something about
Huck that made the idea of him being dangerous ludicrous. Perhaps it
was his laughing eyes. Feeling somehow more secure, “No, that’s alright.
To be completely honest, I could use the company.”

“Well, that is somethin’ no man nor woman should oft’ be without.”

D. sat on the bed, and Jim offered his head for scratching, “Have a
seat if you’d like.”

“Thank you, kindly. I think I might just do that. D’ya like me to
close the door?”

Reflecting for a breath D. responded, “No, I don’t see any need for
it right now.”

They were both quiet for a moment, watching as Jim leaned to one
side and scratched his own belly with a hind leg. D. thought he looked
like a lab/shepherd mix, but she suspected that the truth was more likely
that he was just a big black dog. Huck cleared his throat and said:

“So I reckon you’ve been havin’ some excitement ‘round here last
few days.”
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“I’ve only been here for two nights, and I wouldn’t call it exciting
as much as disturbing.”

“I’m always of a mind to hear a good story, if yer of a mind to
tell’'n.”

“There’s not much to tell, really,” D. said and proceeded to relate
the highlights of her arrival and residence at the old house, concluding
with, “So now the questions are whether or not John is in alliance with
Alex and how I get home.”

Huck laughed. “I realize things can change consider’ble when a
body’s off gettin’ sivilized, but John’s been through this all so many a-
time I don’t imagine he gives more’n a hoot if you stay or go. Sticks to
his own, mostly. As fer th’other guy, Jim ‘n’ me’ll keep an eye on ya.
Prob’ly don’t even need ta, but better safe than sahry.”

Turning her head a little to the side and considering Huck, whom
for some reason she was beginning to trust, D. asked, “So what is this?
A club, or a cult, or something?”

Huck laughed and smiled, but this time something in his eye hinted
at a keen intelligence behind his country-bumpkin posture, “Le’s go
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upstairs, so’s I can show you somethin.”” He stood and motioned toward
the door.

“Upstairs? What’s up stairs?”

Looking a little surprised, Huck asked, “Well, surely John showed
you the towers?”’

“No, he didn’t. Just the front hall, dining room, and courtyard.”

“You must’a been able to see’m from the other end of the yard.”

“It was night when I got here, and ever since then I’ve been too
concerned with what was going on around me to sight-see.”

“Well, there’s your problem. C’mon.”

Huck walked out the door and toward Nathaniel’s room with Jim at
his heal. D. followed, inspecting the halls and courtyard as she went.
Standing at the spiral staircase, Huck told Jim to “Set an’ keep an eye
out,” and began to climb the stairs.

The drop from the towers, mostly by virtue of the steep hill directly
behind the house, would most likely prove fatal. The mountains swelled
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and abated all around. The world was warming and greening. D. shivered
and made a complete circle around the tower, looking down into the
courtyard as she passed it.

“So what’dye see?” Huck asked her when she had settled at his
side, looking west, the sun nearly directly over them now.

“It’s pretty,” was the answer.

“Darn, woman, anybody could see that! What do you see?”

D. realized the game that Huck was initiating and looked around at
the mountains. One to the southwest peeked sharply and a cascade of
rocks coated the side facing the house. Pointing to it, D. said, “That one
there is bald.”

“Pfft! That one’s bald! Well, shoot! I reckon next you’ll tell me
that the grass is a-turnin’ green and the sky’s mostly blue where there’s
no white, and that the white’s a-cause a’ clouds!”

“What do you see, then?” She was beginning to fluster.

“D’you see that smaller’n off in the distance there?” he pointed to a
hill next to the balding mountain, “the one that’s got the small peak in
the middle with two big lone trees afront of it? And the rounded hump
at the back?” D. said that she did, and Huck continued, “See how it
shoots up perty much straight all around, on all sides but the back?”
Once again the answer was “yes.” “So what does that look like to
you?”

“I guess it looks a little like a steamroller going the other way.”

Looking slightly disappointed, Huck told her, “Maybe it does, at
that, but what I see’s a steamboat ferry without any lights.”

D. thought it did look like one, just a bit.

“Now, Nathaniel’1l tell you that from th’ other tower there’s a whale-
mountain to be seen up to the northwest there. I ain’t been up in that
tower but once, and then it was too dark to see it; but he takes these hills
to be an ocean and this house, a ship. The Pequod, he calls it, from a
book made by a man named Mr. Herman Melville. Fer my part, I like to
think of this here pile-a-wood as a raft on a wild river durin’ flood
season. A ship’s awf’ly cramped up and smothery, but not a raft. And
that’s the way to treat this house: free and easy and comf’terble. Yer on
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a ship ‘cause you got to be ‘till you hit land an’ can git off. Yer on araft
‘cause you wanna be, an’ can get off whenever you want. I reckon there
ain’t no home should be thought of but like a raft.”

Before Huck could go on, if such was his intention, the front door
squealed audibly open. The pair could hear Jim barking down the
hallway, and saw him disappear down the stairway across the courtyard.
Even from where they were standing, they could hear John’s faint groan
of slightly disgusted surprise.

“Hello, King John!” shouted Huck amiably when he and D. had
reached the mosaic window on the front stairs and could see John
struggling to keep Jim from jumping on him.

“Huck, you get this mongrel away from me before I give him a
swift kick!”

“Aw, he ain’t doin’ nothin’ but sayin’ hello and how-de-do, yer
majesty,” Huck responded but whistled Jim away for safety’s sake.

Brushing paw marks from the front of his white robe, John scolded
Huck, “You know that I don’t like to be called that.”

“Sorry, sir. I’ll stop, promise. Been visitin’ the Nonesuch Inn much
lately, old man?”’

“Don’t you old man me neither, Huck! I’m barely ten years your
senior.”

“Ah, more senior’n I’ll be in thirty, I reckon, and were I a hundred,
Ireckon I’d be the junior still! But why don’t we let bygones be bygones,
John? S’been nearly since you was my age that we been disagreeable
t’each other, ain’t it?”

Relaxing a bit, and subtly, very subtly, smiling, John said, “Huck,
you do this every time you arrive. You know that before you leave
you’ll have done yet another horrible and inconsiderate atrocity to me,
so why do you bother apologizing before you’ve even done it?”

“Aw, shucks, John, you know that what I want is fer everybody on
this here raft to be satisfied and feel right and kind towards each other!”
claimed Huck, winking at D.

“Yes, I’m sure that’s exactly what you’re after,” John retorted but
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let it lie at that, then, changing the subject, “I see you’ve rousted the
rabbit from her hole.”

“Naw, it was Jim. He’s always been a sight more person’ble than
me. What would you want to go scarin’ this girl into stayin’ hidden for
two days fer anyway?”

“It wasn’t anything [ did. I’ve been nothing but helpful to her. It
was the doing of the other new arrival, Alex. Wasn’t it, young lady?”

D. mumbled that she supposed that he was telling the truth.

“I really did attempt in earnest to retrieve your keys,” John avowed.
“In fact,” he continued, “I’ve managed, not to find your clothes, but at
least some comfortable looking slippers that might be fit for you to use
for the time being.” He raised a finger for them to stay put, disappeared
into the courtyard, and returned with a pair of slippers that did, indeed,
look comfortable. “It’s a petty conciliation, I know, but I searched them
out to show that I do not condone what has happened since your arrival.”

D. slipped them on; they fit perfectly. “Perhaps I have been a bit
too rash in suspecting you,” she acquiesced.

There was an awkward silence broken when Huck clapped his hands
and said, “Welp, I’'m glad we’ve got that settled. The lady ‘n’ me were
on our way for a stroll to wear out the new shoes, d’ye like to come, yer
emminence? Or would you rather stay here and partake of the provisions
I put in the pantry for you?”

John’s eyebrows raised, apparently catching the exact meaning of
“provisions.” “I’ve been walking all morning. I suppose I’ll have
something to eat and then relax with a good book.”

“Oh, yer welcome to the food, too, but I suspect you’ve a bout a’
thirst,” Huck said, laughing. “Just don’t stuff yerself so full that yer too
cross-eyed to read.” John shot a mildly nasty look at Huck, who only
laughed and clapped him on the back. Then to D., “Le’s go an’ leave
the king to his refreshment.”

She didn’t object, in large part because she hoped their walk might
bring them to Huck’s car, and neither did Jim, the dog, so out they went.
As soon as the door closed behind them, John marched hastily toward
the kitchen. On the porch, Huck whispered to D. that he thought John
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would be feeling considerably more mellow by the time they got back.

D. wanted to check on her car, but Huck convinced her that without
the keys there was no reason to frustrate herself further, so they walked
north rather than south. Between blitheful bouts of hopping around
them, Jim would charge far off into the woods until Huck whistled for
his return. The dog came back each time with a different stick, letting
his two companions take turns at trying to wrest it from him and running
off after a new one when they succeeded.

The foliage pressed in thickly around them.

“You must get lost out here quite a bit,” D. remarked.

“There’s paths if you know where to look.” Huck indicated the
direction they were heading, and D. saw that the bushes leaned just
slightly outward. She supposed that traffic on this particular highway
was light, and a fractional regret presented itself for ratification when
she considered that the scars left by her car would be a long time healing.
But toward her defense, she recalled that the road off of which she had
driven a mile-and-a-half from where her car now inanimately lingered
had been on a new map that she had bought the week before and was
already losing ground to the forest at it’s borders and gushing sprouts of
green at uneven intervals across the asphalt.

“Huck?” she hailed.

“Yes’m?” he responded as he threw yet another stick out of sight
between the trees. Jim watched it fly, then bounded briskly in the opposite
direction.

“You said you parked your car quite a distance from the house right?”

“Yes’m.”

“Then you must not have been able to bring all that many provisions
with you.”

Chuckling, as if he thought that she was trying to catch him in a
contradiction, “There’s a wheelbarrow I leave near the spot when I go.”

“But still...”

“I left most of the stuff that’ll keep in my truck. I reckon I’ll go
back and get the rest in time.”
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“Oh,” she said, somewhat dejected, then, “Would you like some
help?”

“Naw, it’s my part to do. House rules.”

“Oh great, more rules.”

“You’ll catch on.”

“To be honest, I don’t think [’'m going to be making that a priority.”

“Do what you like, but there’s a bundle a’ int’resting characters to
be met here.”

“T"ll bet.”

They walked on. D. would have asked about some of these
“int’resting characters,” but she figured that Huck would only tell her
that she would see when she would see, or something along those lines.
Spotting a squirrel sniffing around under a nearby tree, Jim took after it.
The squirrel ran around in a confused circle and leapt up the harboring
trunk, halting in alertness fifteen feet above the barking dog, who began
running around the tree and stopping every few revolutions to make
sure the squirrel knew that he was still there. Whistling, Huck threw a
stick away from the scene. With his tongue lolling out the side of his
mouth, Jim disappeared in the stick’s general direction and returned
with a rock that was one size too big for his mouth. Huck laughed and
told Jim to drop the stone. Doing as he was told, the dog fell into a
meandering amble a pace ahead of the people, looking back and waiting
whenever the distance grew to a dozen yards or so. A bird called out
above them. Another responded with a counter melody a few trees over.
D. looked at Huck.

“So what’s this Nonesuch Inn.”

Huck smiled fondly to a memory, “Oh that goes back to the beginnin’
of my knowin’ of John and Nathaniel.” He snickered.

“A funny story?”

“If you know how to look at it.”

“Well, I’'m of a mind to hear a good story if you’re of a mind to tell
one.”

Huck smiled kindly, old age obviously loitering behind his pensive
posture as he glanced out over the field to which they had come. The
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grass was wild and dead, but still high, and the wind blew across it in
waves of life. Huck smiled again, this time with a bit more enthusiasm,
the old age, if it had not been an illusion, skittered away or was sucked
into the boyishly glinting hazel of his eyes.

“I reckon I was the first to come along after Nathaniel invited John
to the house,” Huck began. “Back then it seemed John found his way
into some town or other an’ got himself a jug a’ somethin’ to help thicken
him up when he needed it, which was most a’ the time. He’d been
storin’ the bottles, when empty, in his room so long that there warn’t no
wheres left in there to put any more. By the time I got here, he’d got in
the habit of usin’m as decoration where there warn’t no books on the
shelves.

“Things was quiet for a while, and time went quick on account of
there bein’ so many books to read and me an’ Nathaniel havin’ such
prime talks all the time. He had an amazin’ head fer jest a boy! Well,
we’d talk all the time, an” when we warn’t a-talkin’, I was a-readin’.
Finally one day, Nathaniel was playin’ at the piano when [ walked up to
him an’ told him my name. He said it suited me just fine and we set
about rumagin’ through all the rooms to find me an outfit. What we
found was the same as what I’'m a-wearin’ now, only a sight older an’
more authenticated, an’ when I had got it all on, Nathaniel laughed an’
whistled. ‘I do b’lieve we done found a match,’ he said, an’ I was awful
glad to know who [ was, ‘cause now we could get on in a suitable way.

“‘Round this time, John’s bottles had got so they filled all the empty
spots on the shelves, an’ he started puttin’m on the railin’ outside his
room. Well, Nathaniel saw this an’ was tolerable mad. ‘I’ll never
b’grudge a man his whiskey,” he said, ‘but perty soon we’ll be throwin’
out the drinkers to keep what’s been drunk outta.” An’ I could see that
this gave him an idea.”

“Hold it,” interrupted D. “John told me that he was homeless before
he came here and that he doesn’t get paid for watching the house.”

“Yes’m, that’s true enough, from what I’ve heard.”

“Then how could he possibly afford to fill the bookshelves with
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bottles, let alone his room?”

“Well, that’s a question I’ve yet t’have answered fer me, so I’ll be
darned if I ¢’n give’n to you; but I ‘magine Nathaniel’d been givin’ him
some comp’nsation on top a’ providin’ all his food an’ housin’. Now
where he got it from, I daren’t even guess.”

“Why didn’t Nathaniel just cut John off'if the drinking was becoming
aproblem?”

“Well, darn, woman! What good would that do but creatin’ an
ornery an’ sober ol’ man to deal with? Nobody minded the drinkin’.
Truth be told, we would sometimes take a peck at the stock, an’ stoppin’
the flow would ‘a’ been like dryin’ out a toilet to keep a chile from
playin’ in it!”

D. had to mull that one over a little, and Huck let her. They had
reached the tree-line at the other end of the field when he started up
again.

“While John was off restockin’, or wherever, me and Nathaniel
borrowed a dozen ‘r so bottles from his room, ‘cause we knowed he
wouldn’t miss them from that mess. The coll’rd ones, that was about
six of’m, an’ two of the clear ones that had vodka labels, we filled with
water from the bathroom; and we took the rest of the clear ones down to
the stream to fill’m with muddy water that didn’t look much like the
dark rum that John drinks, but would pass from a distance if ya shook it
first. We tucked all the water bottles away up in the south tower an’
waited for John to git back.

“He was already a-whoopin’ an’ a-hollerin’ drunk by the time he
walked in the door, an’ it warn’t long before he was snorin’ away in that
big ol’ chair a’ his. Gatherin’ up all his new jugs, ‘bout seven all told,
we lugged ‘em up to the tower and started workin’ our way to rip-
roarin’. After one a’ the bottles was tapped, we was makin’ such a
racket that John sort of waked up a little, but not enough for what we
wanted, so Nathaniel woops to him an’ shouts down:

“‘Hey there John! What’s a fella gotta do to getcha outta that there
chair?’

“John didn’t pay no never mind to that, except to sort of mumble a
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yell and slip back to nappin’ a bit. So Nathaniel woops again and yells:

“‘What if I told you that if you didn’t come help us out with these
here drinks, I don’t reckon we’ll be able to finish’m before earlier than
six in the mornin’, just the two of us?’

“This got John a-rollin’ enough to get ‘im outta the chair, an’ he
screams that we best not finish them all without him and he warn’t of
the mood to drink no more.

““Well then,” says Nathaniel, ‘I reckon we’ll have to find ourselves
some other way to unload this here burden.” An’ he takes a big swig
outta’n bottle a’ rum, an’ drops his hand enough so John couldn’t see
that he was switchin’ it fer a bottle a’ nothin’ but dirty water. Nathaniel,
he takes an’ holds it up so’s John gets a good enough look to think it was
the rum and chucks it right off into the trees. I ain’t never heard the
woods so quiet as when waitin’ fer that bottle to fall, an’ when it did, it
was the most God awful and beautiful crash a body ever heard.

“Now John’s purty well stirred, with this look on his face like bloody
murder, an’ he comes a-rushin’ up the stairs an’ I barely had the time to
throw myself over the hatch so he couldn’t lift it. I’ve always been a
damn sight heavier than John could hoist. So there we are, Nathaniel a-
laughin’ like to raise the dead, John a-swearin’ cusses that [ knowed he
made most of ‘em up, an’ tryin’ to get through, an’ me just bouncin’ up
an’ down on the hatch and a-gigglin’ away like a Sunday School girl at
a circus clown. Eventu’lly John gets tired an” we heared him goin’
down the stairs; next we knowed, there he was on the other tower a
rantin’ an’ ravin’ an’ carryin’ on like the house was on fire. When he’d
got a hold a’ his self, Nathaniel takes up a bottle a’ clear water, takes a
sip an’ makes like it’s the worst moonshine he ever tasted and then
throws that bottle far off into the trees.

“John couldn’t take no more a’ this, so he climbs all shaky like
down th’other tower an’ starts crossin’ the peak a’ the roof with his
arms out fer balance. Well, I was mighty impressed, ‘cause he made it
‘bout halfway without fallin’, an’ when he did fall, he didn’t stop swearin’,
not for one second. No sirree, he just kept on a-yellin’ at the top a’ his
voice an’ tryin’ to stand. He got to his feet an’ starts swingin’ his arms,
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an’ I don’t think I ever seen a man so sober or scared as when he
discovered that he was a-goin’ to topple anyway. He rolled over
backwards once’r twice, an’ slid the rest a’ the way ‘till his feet was
danglin’ over the edge of the roof an’ he was grabbin’ at the shingles to
save his neck, all the time slidin’ just a little more.

“I reckon me an’ Nathaniel sobered up then just about as fast as
John did, an’ we shinned it down into Nathaniel’s room. And there in
the window was two hairy legs all bare an’ naked an’ white as a ghost,
just a-swingin’ an’ trying to get back up to safety. His robe was all
bunched up by his waist, an’ I seed that he was wearin’ a brand new
pair a’ boxer shorts with little paisley designs all over ‘em. We throwed
open the window and grabbed those kickin’ legs an’ told John to just let
go so we could get ‘im in. After a minute of arguin’ he just let go his
faith an’ slipped over the edge an’ into the room.

“Well, me an’ Nathaniel felt a world a’ sorry for what we’d done,
an’ fixed John up with a rum ‘n’ coke. He went on fer a while ‘bout us
tryin’ to kill such an’ old an’ kindly gentl’man who’d never been nothin’
but good to us, an’ we just kept on apologizin’ until he wore himself out
an’ we all went to bed.”

Huck and D. had come to the edge of a small lake (or big pond), and
Huck skimmed a rock across its surface. The sun had dipped out of
sight behind a mountain to the left, turning the water a pale and silent
kind of black. Except for the faint buzzing of mosquitoes and the more
vehement tweeting of the birds, the air was still. About twenty feet to
the right of where they stood, D. saw a haphazardly built gazebo
beginning to bend in on one side with the weight of a drastically tilted
roof. The pair walked past the structure, keeping to the water’s edge,
and Huck skimmed another stone. Jim dove in and swam to the spot
where it had sunk, paddling about and looking for it before giving up
and swimming back to shore.

“Me an’ Nathaniel agreed to be nice to John for the time bein’, an’
there warn’t nothin’ we didn’t do to help him out an” make him feel all at
home an’ ‘mongst friends again,” Huck continued. “He started hidin’
all his bottles but the one he’d be drinkin’ at all the time, so a’ course we
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couldn’t help but try to find ‘em all out. One of ‘m he put in the piano,
which warn’t too hard to ‘cipher out on account of it rattlin’ so every
time you hit the lower keys. There was a couple behind the bathtub
upstairs and a cartload under a loose board in the front hall. ‘Bout the
hardest one to find was away behind some books by a man named James
Fenimore Cooper. I found that one detective fashion, ‘cause I figured
nobody’d ever take them books down off’n the shelves t* actuly read
‘em.

“Well, it got to where we knowed where just about ev’ry bottle was.
Nathaniel an’ me was out explorin’ one afternoon when he turns to me
an says, ‘Well, Huck, I reckon that it ain’t no use havin’ all this
infermation an’ not usin’ it.” I told him I reckoned he was right, so he
goes on, ‘and [ don’t think it would hurt the ol” man all that much if we
was to fool with ‘im jest a little.” Itold him I reckoned he was jest about
on the mark again.

“The first thing we did next time John was a-snorin’ in his chair,
which warn’t too long away, was to switch all the liquors around. We
got an ol’ crystal pitcher with a real slim spout from the kitchen an’
went an’ put vodka from the bathroom in the Kahlua bottle from the
front hall an’ filled the vodka bottle with water, an’ swapped the whiskey
in the piano with the Southern Comfort behind that Muleravisher book
or whatever it’s called. Next all we did was wait.

“The afternoon after, we climbed up into the willow, which was all
thick with leaves, an’ watched John take his sweet-tooth over to the
bookshelf. He looked around like he was bein’ sneaky, and took down
the bottle a’ what he thought was SoCo. He sort a’ smiled to himself
an’ went off into the ballroom. We dropped down from the tree just in
time to hear his loud ‘yeck’ when he discovered that his Southern Comfort
was beginnin’ to taste awful sim’lar to Jack Daniel’s. We strolled in to
where he was an’ Nathaniel says:

“‘What’s all the gaggin’ fer John?’

““Well, this here bottle’s supposed to be full of Southern Comfort,
but I’ll be damned if it ain’t J.D.,” John snarls back, an’ in a voice that
showed that he suspicioned what we was up to.
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“‘Give it here,” says Nathaniel, an’ he takes a big pull, ‘tastes like
SoCo to me. Here, Huck, you give it a try.’

“I took the bottle an’ says that I hope’ts the Comfort, ‘cause Jack
Daniels makes me powerful sick from just a sniff. So I takes the bottle
an’ smells the top with one eye all squinted so’s it looks like I’m really
makin’ sure, an’ then I gulped down a good amount a’ the whiskey an’
says, ‘well, I ain’t a-pukin’, so’s I guess it’s just what it says on the
bottle.”

“‘Gimme that,” says John, not believin’ us more’n a bit. He took a
sip an’ gave us a look like either we was foolin’ with him or he was
goin’ crazy. He ordered us out to the courtyard an’ to close our eyes.
We did what we was told an’ I heared him gettin’ the Jack Daniel’s
bottle that was full a> Southern Comfort out from where it was hid in
the piano. ‘Now you two are gonna drink this’n here with yer eyes shet
an’ tell me what yer tastin’. And don’t say nothin’ ‘till you’ve both had
yer go.’

“First Nathaniel took a drink an’ then smacks his lips real loud.
Next John shoves the bottle against my chest and says it’s my turn.
Well, I hardly had the bottle to my lips an’ I starts gaggin’ an’ makin’
like I’m gonna throw up. [ was bent over on my knees an’ spittin’ on the
ground when Nathaniel says, ‘I reckon Huck agrees with me that that
there is Jack Daniel’s.’

“John took a swig an’ swore up ‘n’ down that what he was a-tastin’
was Southern Comfort. Nathaniel chimes in with, ‘Well, I see what’s
goin’ on here.’

“‘Really? An’ what’s that?’

““You’ve been mixin’ an’ matchin’ these diff’rent liquors so much
yer heads gone an’ switched ‘em all around.” So John says we’ll see
about that, an’ marches up to the bathroom. I guess he didn’t want to let
on where his big stash was, ‘case we hadn’t found it yet. Well first he
takes a drink a’ the gin that was there, points to the label an’ says, ‘now
that says gin, it smells like gin, it tastes like gin, an’ I’ll swear by God
that it ain’t nothin’ else!”’

“We didn’t say nothin’ diff’rent, so he takes up the vodka bottle an’



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































