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  THE WILD


  Part One


  City Life


  Life along the vertebrae of the earth,


  brown and slow, concentrates in the cracks,


  boiling down to harder forms,


  skin to stone, finger to claw.


  - Robert Duke,


  “Silent Transformation” (1987)


  Chapter One


  Cindy and Robert Duke were in the fifteenth year of a good marriage when something unusual happened.


  They had a twelve-year-old boy named Kevin Thomas for his paternal grandfather; they had an apartment in New York City; Bob had sold stock, brokered insurance, sold bonds, was now a computer consultant. He had never been much good at making money, but until now he had managed.


  Argument was past, anger was past, the sweated skin of Cindy’s girlhood was past, and they were really learning one another, growing close in ways so deep that they spent a lot of time infected with secret laughter.


  Cindy was heavier than she had been when they used to traverse Manhattan on roller skates, two cheerful Village types, a young poet and his wife. The need for money had ended those days; Bob was a poet now at night only.


  Recently Cindy had made a private decision that she would allow herself to widen out a little, to find in the long curves of a bigger body a comfort she had suspected but never dared try.


  Bob liked scallops and steak, he liked game and on occasion hunted grouse in the Catskills, where they were members of a hunt club. Cindy cooked the game intricately, her recipes running to Italy and garlic, and much invented, all good, the birds properly brown, the skin crisp and salty, the flesh tender and sweet, and her quail were delicious in steaming piles. They both liked to dig into homemade ice cream with the ice-cream paddle in the middle of the night. Young Kevin had read all of Jack London and Mark Twain. Recently he had turned—or been driven—to Kafka.


  Kevin smelled often of oil paint and his art teacher fluttered when speaking about him. Cindy disliked the man, but the school administration loved him. She was tortured with thoughts of kidnapping or more subtle predation, the caress, the boy gladdened by the attention and then the hands against his naked skin, and the parted cracks, the cries, the awful memories for her little son.


  She was a heavy sleeper, and did not know how difficult it was for her husband at night. He would read, he would lie looking at her, he would make a deer’s soft whistle when the shadows from the street trembled on the bedroom ceiling. Drawing down the sheets, he would see her golden body, and touch the down on her thigh, and listen to her weighty breathing. He loved her, he understood that, to distraction and to the exclusion of all others. Once he knew her, other women had come to seem ciphers.


  Now he sat beside her on a bench at the Central Park Zoo while Kevin sketched a tapir. Bob detested zoos; Cindy and Kevin loved them. When he was much younger, Bob had spent time in the wilderness. He had camped and hiked and canoed. The wilderness haunted him. Wolves haunted him. Freedom haunted him.


  It was an October Saturday, the third of the month. Cindy held a copy of the Times in her hands, twisting it until the ink was smeared. Bob ate the last of Kevin’s Cracker Jacks.


  “Look at that,” she said.


  “What?”


  “That wolf is watching us.”


  She was right: it was staring past the children, the men and women, the candy-apple stand, the popcorn vendor, the whole free crowd. From its prison, it was staring not at them, but at him. The wolf was staring straight into the eyes of Bob Duke.


  All of his life Bob had been fascinated by wolves. He enjoyed being near them so much that he had tried to track them. Often, he dreamed about them. In his childhood he had fantasized that he was a magic wolf, and could run through the night sky.


  He was unsettled by the feeling this poor, imprisoned wolf communicated to him. As he stared back he tore into the Cracker Jacks box. “Why doesn’t it look at somebody else?”


  “You’re the only poet.”


  He shot an angry glance at her. He could not help his infirmity. All of his life he had been a poet, unpublished, ignored, but nevertheless on the perfectly valid path of a poet. He hated his own love of poetry. Give him instead a good spreadsheet and some numbers to crunch. He was a bitter man.


  There was only one way to describe the look in the eyes of the wolf: horrible.


  In this regard it was brother to all the creatures here. Bob could feel the unfocused moaning of the place, the yearning toward a thousand different instinctual freedoms: to run, to hunt, to hide or fly. Love of trees, of animals, of the whole intricate, savage reality of the wild had always sustained Bob.


  As a boy in Texas he had watched the night sky, the racing moon, and dreamed his dreams of the wild.


  There was one dream he would never forget. Even though it had happened when he was eleven, it was still vivid in his memory.


  In this dream he had been a wolf. He had been awakened in the thick night by an amazing, intoxicating odor. His eyes had snapped open and his whole body had been quivering. The moon had shone down like the eye of some wild god. Waves of fierce pleasure had surged through him, deranging his senses, overwhelming his childish fear of the dark.


  He had leaped out of bed, unlatched the screen window with fumbling, desperate fingers, and rushed off into the night. He remembered scuttling across the porch roof beneath his window, then leaping into the moon-silver air. He’d landed as gracefully as an animal on all fours.


  Then there were dew-damp leaves slapping his face, and the pulsing, rushing of a beautifully muscled body, his heart breaking with obscure passions of overwhelming power, odors of the night filling his brain, intoxicating him—and then, for the first and only time, he was alive.


  It was like leaping and crawling at the same time. The world was transformed by a great magic, the moon spreading its glow everywhere, and he was happy, all the cares of a dull childhood gone, and he was suddenly free in the night and he threw back his head and shook his body and he howled out the piercing joy that filled him blood and bone and soul.


  Then he was awake. True, his pajamas were covered with grass stains and there was a dried leaf in his hair. True also, it was seven o’clock in the morning and he had a math quiz to look forward to.


  He had gone off to school, smell of paste, math exercise book, the classroom shades drawn against the glory of the morning sun. But forever after, he had wondered if perhaps, for a little while in the dead of the night, he had been a wolf.


  It was truly an intoxicating thought, a delicious thought. Man into wolf. Running. Howling. Leaping on the quaking innocent.


  But he had never really escaped that classroom he entered on the morning after his magic, and now the caged wolf’s eyes mocked him for it. And he thought, You, are you a man who became a wolf, locked in there now?


  It was hideous to think that he might be looking at someone who had a name and a past, who had tasted the freedom of the wild only to be locked up like this, a sort of double prisoner.


  “Let’s get Kevin and go. It’s lunchtime.”


  “We’ve only been here ten minutes.”


  The wolf’s eyes bored into him. He imagined long, thin claws extending out from the center of those eyes and into the center of his brain, and forming there a molten spot. “The animal’s angry,” he said.


  “I don’t blame him. He’s in a zoo.”


  “I hate this place.”


  “It’s only a perfectly ordinary zoo. Anyway, Kevin’s in the middle of something exciting. Look at him.”


  Bob envied and loved his son’s ability to draw and paint. But for a child of twelve, why such furies? He made Francis Bacon look cheerful. His son would climb into his lap and they would read together, and Bob would wonder what tormented the boy, who read Kafka’s “Hunger Artist” in a solemn, priestly voice, perhaps even in the voice Kafka had heard while he was writing it. Another jumbo jet would roar over the house, and to the west the sky would mutter, another restless night.


  Bob was trapped between the staring wolf and his son’s obvious excitement. When he moved, he was captured by his wife’s cool hand, which squeezed his own. “Relax. It’s a sunny day.”


  “The cages get to me.”


  “It’s only a zoo!”


  “Oh, come on, Cindy, can’t you feel the anger? What about that wolf? You can feel his anger.”


  “Maybe I’m not sensitive enough for it to matter. After all, I’m not a poet.”


  How he hated that word. He suspected that it had been invented for the specific purpose of being applied to those whom it would trap. Cindy read his poetry, and now also Kevin. “It’s good, Dad. It’s real.”


  Cindy might add: “Couldn’t it be a bit less sad? What about the beauties of the world?”


  “At Auschwitz Dr. Mengele used to issue what he called ‘standing orders.’ He and his henchmen would stand on the chests of prisoners until they died.”


  “That isn’t the answer I expected, at least I’ll say that for it. What if they lay there looking at the sky, looking past the men destroying them? The sky is made for joy.”


  “Romantic nonsense.”


  “It’s what I would have done.”


  “Fatuous. The agony was too great.”


  “Damn you, Bob, your ego’s always in the way. That’s the reason your poems don’t get published, you’re too proud of them, and it shows.”


  He threw his head back and stared into the sky. He imagined the feet on his chest, the boots slowly collapsing his ribs, the click of the man’s lighter mesmerizing him, the glow of his cigarette against the pearl-blue evening of Auschwitz.


  He stared up into the belly of a passing airliner, whose roar mingled with voices and the smack of eating mouths, and the cries of the animals.


  Inevitably, he looked back at the wolf.


  It had never stopped watching him. He decided that there is no such thing as a human being who is not terrified of the wild. His wife’s body touched him. Her hand still lay in his. Their love was so profound that there was nothing to be said about it. Anything could transpire between them, any anger, any hate, any outrage, and it would not matter to this love, which was like blood, like breath, more a part of the body than of the mind. Sometimes he knelt before her at night, and she drew him down into her cavern. Once she had said, “You cannot survive without me. I have become myth for you.”


  The ecstasy of love is what transmits human feelings. Without it children cannot be truly human. If Adam and Eve had not fallen in love after their first child, humanity would have ended with them, for Abel like his brother would have been a beast.


  “Don’t keep tilting your head back like that. You look like you’re having a seizure of some kind.”


  “I want to look at the sky.”


  “The pigeons are aiming for your mouth.”


  “You hope. But the statistics are on my side.”


  “Come on, sit like an adult. I don’t want people to think I’m married to an overgrown child.”


  “You are.”


  “You’re going to hurt your neck.”


  “Pain is good for me. Pain means something.”


  Cindy muttered a reply. What was it? Fatuous? He hadn’t heard, but he didn’t care, either, because he saw clouds. Another jet passed, and beneath the clouds it was so small. He imagined the people and the books up there, the copies of Time and Newsweek in the laps of the travelers, and their unimaginable dreams. He visualized the stewardesses stowing the empty food trays, the pilots reading off vectors, pulling and pushing levers, wheels, buttons, and the fire in the engines, the white fire of JP-6 waiting there to fulfill its dream, the dream of all jet fuel, which is to burn its creators.


  He would have to go down to Atlanta bright and early Monday morning, a guest of Apple Computer, to attend a two-day session about the Macintosh Office. Wonderful, crazy, impossible computer, the Mac. All the people from Apple would be smiling, everything calm and rich in the Westin Hotel, and at night, in their dark rooms, they would all be lying awake worrying about their jobs.


  He did not want to fly to Atlanta. He did not want to attend the conference with the despairing computer salesmen. He did not want to lie in an oversize bed in the Westin, wishing he was home in Cindy’s arms, listening to A Sea Symphony while the stars passed and the pacing in the apartment upstairs went on and on.


  I’m a selfish man, he said in his mind. A brat.


  He sat up straight, surprised.


  What was happening to him?


  If only there was some way to tell her how he was suffering, surely she would have compassion—she would fill with compassion—and let them go out into the streets, go to a movie, to a restaurant, home, anywhere but this damned zoo.


  The wolf was still staring at him. Its ears were pricked forward, adding to the impression of almost supernatural concentration.


  Wolf, or man-wolf?


  It blinked its eyes as the sun emerged. The animal within Bob reacted: he felt a slow, intimate movement beneath his flesh. He recalled his wolf dream with the kind of insight that brings sudden and intense clarity. Raising a boy, loving a wife, writing poetry, selling, advising, flying, eating, waiting, he had driven himself insane. A wolf in the belly was not the fantasy of a sane man. Should he go into analysis? Expensive, and also the only psychiatrist he knew was Monica Goldman, who was Cindy’s dearest friend and the only woman he had ever desired to distraction, but for Cindy herself.


  At the Esopus Hunt Club one night Monica and Steve had come in, she flushed with pride at the pheasants she had taken, her gun on her arm, her birds at her waist, dangling and beautiful, her color high, her eyes sparkling. He had kissed her cheek, there had been wine and Steve’s bobbing bald head in the light of the kerosene lantern, the group of them with the enormous old club building to themselves but for the Brickmans from California, the deaf, smiling, ancient Brickmans, and he had thought of Monica in the night. Over the course of the evening he had contrived a plan that would enable him to accomplish his object without shame, or so he imagined. He had rehearsed the words, the gestures, the casual laughter if his suggestion failed. “It’s cold. Why don’t we bunk up together, all four of us?”


  A short silence. Steve’s pate reddened. Monica crossed her legs, put her chin in her hand. He could practically hear the phrases of her profession wallowing about in her mind: penile insecurity, death wish, sublimation.


  They all burst out laughing, so loudly that the Brickmans, who were sitting in armchairs reading Reader’s Digest Condensed Books, nodded and smiled, and Mr. Brickman went “ha-ha, a good hunt!”


  It was a night of false groping. For the longest time only Steve was potent. He and Cindy had coupled together with Monica sitting in a chair and Bob curled up under the covers at the bottom of the bed, praying to God it would end, but it was endless, on and on, booming through the night as if an artillery battery had opened up on his position.


  At three o’clock in the morning Bob had waked up, his body quaking with lust, and made furious love to Monica.


  Only at the end did he discover that the shadowy, grappling woman beneath him was Cindy. Monica and Steve had gone back to their own room hours before.


  Should he now sit across a desk from Monica and say, “I had a hallucination that there was a wolf in my stomach?” Well, she wouldn’t charge him too much. “A professional visit,” she would say, “of course.”


  The wind blew, and Cindy’s heavy thigh rested against him, and his son went on drawing the tapir. The crowd passed, a baby bobbing in a stroller, a couple with linked hands, a pale man who watched Cindy, his face in an agony of longing. Cindy’s eyes followed him. She carried a terrible electric stunner in her purse. She would not hesitate to use it.


  Something made Bob get up, made him stand full height. “Get me a Pepsi,” Cindy said.


  His mouth might as well have been sewed closed, for he could not even begin to answer. He found himself moving toward the wolf, threading through the crowd, or so he thought until he collided with a girl in shorts and a tie-dyed T-shirt, and smashed her orange drink against her naked midriff.


  Her voice chopped at him, a wave smashing on rocks. Seeing that she could not make him hear her, she stamped her foot and stalked off. The wolf had watched Bob until he reached the cage. Then it began to pace back and forth, its dewlaps wet, its eyes glancing from side to side, its tongue lolling. He watched the tongue, the black lips, the yellow, weak teeth, the eyes. The animal’s tail was down, and when it passed close to him, it growled.


  Was that entirely an animal sound?


  He realized that it was literally frantic to escape, that its problem, very simply, was boredom. It was made for the woods, this creature, it belonged in secret and limitless spaces. But where were they? The woods that weren’t being logged out were dying of acid rain. It belonged nowhere, this North American timber wolf. The animal was part of the past. Its last place was a cage in the middle of a zoo in the middle of a city totally beyond its understanding.


  What did it understand? It understood how to snatch trout from streams, how to eat voles and gophers, how to bring down deer and moose. Did it also understand how to turn a key?


  There was something about this creature, though, that Bob knew with crystal certainty could not be destroyed.


  “It’s beautiful,” Cindy said. She had come beside him. He felt what Monica would call “inadequate.”


  “I wish I was some kind of an activist. I’d like to come in here and free all of these animals.”


  “Kill them, you mean?”


  “Free them.”


  “To release them into the city is the same thing as killing them. Even in the wild, most of these animals would die.”


  The wolf remembers, though, the long shadows of evening and the darting movements of the muskrat. “You’re so controlled. I think you’re over-controlled. What if they made it, all of them, even the sloth and the anteater.”


  “The anteater’s cage is empty. I guess it’s dead.”


  “What about giraffes? What if I found them all an apartment? They could live in comfort then, no crowds, no cages.”


  “Who’d pay the rent?”


  “A secret zoo. Admission fifty dollars. Worth it to see a hippo cooking breakfast and a full-grown moose grazing the shag rug in the bedroom.”


  “I want to be together later. When Celeste takes Kevin and Joseph to the movies.”


  “I thought he and Joey were fighting.”


  “No. Now Dashiel and Kim are fighting. The rest of the class has suspended hostilities, pending the outcome.”


  The wolf turned and stood directly before Bob, lowering its head as if it wished it could ram itself into his belly. It growled—not a little, throaty sound, but a big noise.


  It was magnificent, it had the whole wild in it.


  Down the row of cages the baboon sat, its mouth lolling opened, its head resting against the bars, its eyes in Africa. The wolf paced and barked, and Bob knew that it was begging for freedom.


  No, begging for forgiveness. “It’s just their fate,” Cindy said, trying to be kind to him, “they ended up here.”


  Bob thought, What if it isn’t that way at all? The man-wolf knows…. “I’m no good today,” he said aloud. “I didn’t sleep. I don’t want to go to Atlanta.”


  She was hugging her shoulders, watching the wolf. “It is us it’s reacting to. There’s no doubt about it.”


  “I’m scared. Maybe it’s telling me not to fly. It’s a portent.”


  She shook her head as if trying to dislodge a gnat from her ear. “No, it—” The wolf threw itself against the bars, growling and yapping, dragging its teeth on the iron with a clacking sound. Cindy stepped back. Bob’s impulse was to throw his arms around the wolf, to kiss it, to caress it. He had kissed his dog Moe when he was a boy, had put his arms around Moe, and he remembered Moe’s smell, that musty dogginess, the fetor of his breath. Moe had been ground to wreckage beneath the wheels of the school bus. The bus had let Bob off. As it pulled out, there had been a crunch, a thud, a canine scream, and the bus had rumbled away with Moe’s tail fluttering out from under the fender. Bob had been left with his dog, its jaw torn back, gabbling against the street, making noises like wet paper being dropped from a height. Moe was a pulsating shambles, save for one rear leg, which was running furiously. There was nobody around, it was a block to home, and Moe was dying. Bob had screamed while Moe popped and spluttered.


  Bob ran through the lush neighborhood, which had become a moonscape of empty houses and houses that would not answer the door. He had gotten home to find his own house also empty. He had called his father at the office. “Moe can’t live, Bobby,” his father had said. “You take my shotgun down and help him out of his misery.”


  Then there was a twelve-year-old boy, his eyes soaked with tears, rushing down the hot, empty street with a big old Remington held at port arms, who aimed the gun at the flapping puddle on the street, and shot, sending up a great splash of blood from the body of his beloved. The boy then turned the shotgun on himself, only to find that his toe could not—by an act of the goodness of God—reach the trigger. He looked down the smoking barrel into his deepest, truest wish. At last, dragging the gun, he made his way home.


  The agony of that experience reasserted itself. Was the wolf rabid, sick, would it be taken up to the pound and gassed, ending its life in the ultimate prison, a chamber so small it would have to be stuffed in, with the gas hissing from the jet in the back? “Cindy, I am leaving this zoo. If you and Kevin want to stay, you can.”


  She knew him too well to abandon him. “Let’s go to a coffee shop and get some lunch,” she said.


  Their son was not unwilling to leave. Bob usually did not dare to look at his drawings, and yet these were the very opposite of violent. He had rendered a portrait not of the tapir but of the wolf, a full face, eerie with knowing. “It practically posed. It was staring at you, Dad. Do you think it knows you love wolves?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Kevin took his father’s and mother’s hands, and they went out into the streets of the strange old city. “I wish we were in the country,” Kevin said.


  “Not when your dad has to travel on Sunday night. It makes things too hectic for him.”


  He thought of their rented house up in Ulster County, of Mount Tucker jutting up behind it, and the loons calling on the lake and the doves, and the occasional scream when something captured something on the mountainside.


  Once he had watched a fox eating a small rabbit. The fox had torn out its bowels and was lapping at them while the rabbit shrieked. Or, another time, he had seen a rat taken by a red hawk. The rat knew what it was to be torn to pieces while being lifted into the happy sky.


  Sometimes, warm in bed in his apartment, his wife sleeping beside him, his son in the next room, he thought he was close to a secret of incredible importance, the secret of why life was so involved with suffering, the secret the north wind said when it roared through the snowy pines, the secret of the fire in the plains, burning because it had to burn, the dog dying because it had tried to bite a rolling wheel, or the secret the great timber wolf had dreamed as it succumbed to the zoo hunter’s numbing dart. But then something would happen, his own body would go urgent or something, and thoughts of secrets would come to an end.


  “Would you like a hamburger, Kevin?”


  “Fine, Mom.”


  Bob didn’t want hamburgers. He wanted to take his family to the Plaza, and dine in the Palm Court on finger sandwiches, followed by enormous slices of cake and strong, black coffee. He wanted to do this while listening to a Vivaldi concerto played by the Palm Court String Quartet. And perhaps to start with, a champagne cocktail. Furthermore he wanted to spend the rest of the afternoon in a movie, any movie as long as it was gaudy and loud, and he also wanted to float out of himself across the sky of the city, to float above the towers, off farther and farther, until the last sound from below whimpered out, and he could see stars in the middle of the day.


  He would let go the mystic chain, and fall then. But he would not end up back on Fifth Avenue, not at all. He would not fall back into the world but out of it. He would fall past the moon, past Neptune, past Arcturus and the Milky Way, fall past stars and galaxies with names like NC-2376, and past those without names, past them all, until he thudded softly against the purple velvet side of the universe.


  Then what would he do? Dig through? Maybe that was not such a good idea. Perhaps there was another universe on the other side, maybe worse than this one, a universe where no truth is real, where the child’s ball on the grass is a killing boulder, or all of fate is concealed in the toe of a shoe.


  Maybe that’s what the quasars that stand sentinel at the end of the universe are all about—they are the spots where people like Socrates and Christ dug through; they are windows into bright and terrible wisdom. They are warnings.


  Sometimes Bob agreed with the quantum theorists, that the world was a knack of chosen possibilities, nothing more substantial than that. Man’s true model was not Macbeth, not Othello, not even Gregor Samsa, but rather Puck the fairy, magical and insubstantial and so dangerous.


  “Bob—watch out! Honest to God, I never saw anybody so willing to walk in front of buses. What do you think the bus drivers are—gods? One of these days one of them’ll be blinking and he won’t see you in time to put on his brakes.”


  “Let’s not go to a coffee shop. Let’s go to the Palm Court.”


  “I’m wearing sandals, Bob.”


  “Champagne cocktails. Dancing to the music of Vivaldi.”


  “We can’t afford it. The American Express bill remains unpaid.”


  “Let’s have some fun for once.”


  She never let him down about things like this. The Palm Court it was, and Kevin got a Roy Rogers, she got white wine, and Bob finally settled on a Vodka Sunrise. He assembled a banquet for himself, managing to find goose with fresh snow peas, but no broiled wolf, frog legs, though, but no dog.


  The music was gentle, persistently civilized, and Bob managed to sustain the illusions you need to enjoy food. You cannot think of the way hogs knock against the walls of the slaughterhouses, or of the chickens scrabbling down chutes lined with knives. As he ate he thought he could feel the world turning, exposing each part of itself to the sun, so that the light could sustain it. The engine of life labors so hard, but why? Nothing survives, yet everything tries. Worms on the end of fishing lines struggle through hells beyond imagination, slowly drowning, impaled, while monsters loom at them. Fish in creels take hours and hours to die, and you make them live a little longer so that they’ll be good and fresh at the end of the day, a cheerful sight frying in the skillet.


  What eats us? We can’t understand it any more than the chicken can understand Frank Perdue. There is something out there.


  “Coffee, sir?”


  “I’d like to see the dessert cart.”


  Cindy luxuriated. Kevin’s eyes lit up when the glorious tray was brought over, its perfections of sugar and flour and cream enough to make any boy feel suddenly quite cheerful.


  When they came out of the Palm Court, it was nearly three o’clock. The sky had changed. Long, dark clouds rushed down from the north.


  Cindy called Celeste. They would not go home, they would go to a movie and take Kevin with them.


  The Ambassadors, a Merchant-Ivory picture based on the James novel, was playing at the Plaza Theater. In the dark of that theater, Bob felt delicious, immense relief. He closed his eyes and listened to the music, and made the words part of the music, and imagined that he was Henry James, and had succeeded in his creative life.


  That night Cindy asked him to come to bed naked, and she caressed him expertly, her fingers very slow. Even after all these years, the intimacy of her touch still made him shudder with embarrassed delight. He had not had many lovers before her, just one, as a matter of fact, with whom he had slept four times when he lived in London. There was another who had shared a single bed with him for a year, but without making love. It was the Catholic boyhood that had ruined his fun. When he made love, he still sometimes smelled the smoke of Father O’Reilly’s cigar drifting through the confessional screen.


  When he slept, draped across her, his chest half on her lap, while she read propped up against the head of the bed, he dreamed of a wide, empty walk. There were pizza crusts and popcorn boxes blowing, and on both sides of the walk there were cages, most of them alive with movement. A gibbon brachiated endlessly back and forth across a thirty-foot span, leopards paced, deer snorted, a weasel moved sinuously about, chimpanzees stared into the dark. The wolf watched him.


  If you listened when the wind blew through its hair, you could hear the rustling of the whole forest. It came soundlessly out of its cage, drifting between the bars like fog. Bob didn’t have to wait for instructions, he was familiar enough with the logic of dreams to start running at once.


  Inwardly he was calm. He knew that this was a dream. He was not running through Central Park being chased by a breeze that had become a wolf. He was in bed.


  The trees swept past him, their great trunks dimly lit by the antique pathside lamps. As he ran he found that he was moving along just above the surface of the path, almost as if he was about to fly like the wolf of his childhood dream.


  There was nothing behind him now, nothing but the long expanse of the Literary Walk, so elegant at night, as if waiting for the return of the civilization that had created it. It was a windy night and the trees sighed and tossed their heads. No voice sounded, no radio blared. The park was empty.


  The fear had left the dream, to be replaced by a sense of wonder. He had never been in the park in the middle of the night. Being here now filled him with sweet unease. Anybody he met would be dangerous, and yet it was also dark and he could hide. He could be the wraith in the shadows, the one who stalked the midnight lovers, the predator. He could be the one they all feared, the one who kept the park empty at this hour.


  He slowed down. The wolf was gone. The dream became a stroll between dark pillars of trees. One part of him was searching for symbols; he sought the sense of his dream. Its landscape seemed connected to some obscure inner resurrection.


  The wolf burst upon him, its paws outstretched, its teeth bared, its eyes dark beneath the hood of its brows. He fell back, hands out, kicking, pushing, and was swept along as if in water. He tumbled between the trunks of two trees. Then he gathered himself up, feeling the wolf right at his heels. Somewhere in his mind the voice of Walter Cronkite explained that wolves are shy and do not generally harm human beings. But the voice did not connect with the empirical reality. He tried to run but now he could not. He blew instead as a detached leaf blows, soaring past the crowns of the trees, high into the sky. Around the park the buildings glimmered, a wall of gleaming fortresses. Below and behind him the wolf rose amid flashes, as if its claws sparked against the air.


  The higher he flew, the harder it got to continue. Finally he felt himself begin to fall. He did not fall fast—in fact he could control it enough to avoid trees. The wolf, though, had not lost control of itself at all. Its whole attention was fixed on Bob, who lusted to reach the ground where he could run again. But he fell as softly as a bit of thread on the whipping air. Growing increasingly desperate, he kicked like a swimmer. He felt the breath of the wolf on his back, heard its urgent little cries as it closed the distance between them.


  Then his feet touched the ground. He was in the Sheep Meadow, running as fast as he could. A woman was running beside him, Cindy, calling to him in a shrill voice. He could not quite hear her, but he had the impression that if he could, her words would help.


  The wolf snapped. A flash of white shot through Bob’s brain and he tripped, falling head over heels in the rich grass. Then the wolf was upon him. Its claws melted his flesh with a puff of blue smoke and a hiss.


  Then the jaws opened, and began to work the flesh off his bones. He became a mass of conscious agony. He could see the red, pulsating walls of the wolf’s esophagus, could feel the sizzling acid of its stomach. He commenced a grim kneading suffocation. Then he began to dissolve. He became softer and softer until he seeped through the walls of the wolf’s organs and began to race through its body, his blood screaming in its hot, quiet blood. He was the living victim of the night, sacrificed to the life of another.


  Then he was seeing through the wolf’s eyes, hearing the great rustling, banging, honking, shouting, roaring city all around, and smelling waves of odors that were like bridges of leaves and memories, the smell of dark, sick gardens, and most of all the smell of people and metal bars.


  He was moving through the night in the body of the wolf when Cindy came into the center of his dream, her face streaked with tears, her hands on his wolf head, her voice begging, and this time the words made sense.


  “Oh, God, honey, please wake up!”


  By degrees, he obeyed the words. His wolf body fell away, smells turned back into sights, then the whole park seemed to melt. The trees flowed down like great candles, the grass shriveled into a pale Canon sheet, the cliffs of buildings became a cliff of pillows. Cynthia sat with his head cradled in her lap. He could smell sweat, his and hers. The bedroom light shone softly in his eyes.


  “Cindy?”


  “Thank God! Honey, it’s all right. It’s me. You’re all right.”


  He grunted; his throat was so sore he could barely talk. “I’m sorry,” was all he managed to say. There was terror in her eyes. He reached up, caressed her face, feeling her warm, tear-wet cheek.


  “I couldn’t wake you up!”


  “I’m sorry. Truly, Cindy. I wanted to wake up, believe me I did.”


  He got up and on wobbly legs went into the bathroom. When he drank he felt a thirst like fire and drank more. Again and again he drank. Finally, gasping, he leaned over the sink and splashed his face with more water. He coughed. Cindy came in and put her arm around him.


  The thing was, he could still feel himself inside the wolf. Somewhere in the night they were running together. Maybe they would always be together, running like this, running for the end of the universe.


  Cindy turned him around and enfolded him in her arms. He kissed her, and her response was hungry at first. Then she sighed. She caressed him, a sad, almost apologetic gesture. “It’s three o’clock in the morning,” she said. “Let’s try and get some sleep.”


  Chapter Two


  Some years before, Robert and Cindy Duke had tried to vacation on an island in the Caribbean. It was a beautiful island, its interior lush with waterfalls and orchids, its beaches chalk white, its lagoons as clear as air and swarming with colorful fish.


  The only difficulty with this island was and is that the best beach is located at the end of the airport’s one runway. The Dukes had just gotten to the island that morning, and having no time to discover its smaller hidden beaches—the pockets of sand secreted along its rocky harbors and lagoons—they were at this beach.


  Bob watched an airliner bank over the ocean, then aim for the airport. Fortunately the planes today were landing from the west, so all the beach had to endure was a roar and a blast of sweet, warm fumes when one came to the end of the runway and turned around. Otherwise they would be thundering overhead at an altitude of fifty feet.


  Dropping, the airliner disappeared below the edge of the dunes. A few moments passed. Bob heard a much louder roar than he had on previous landings. Then there was a dull thud and a cracking sound. Then silence, but for the bouncing of an enormous wheel, which bounded down the dunes, across the beach and splashed into the sea. People sat or stood, all turning toward the dunes, all freezing when they saw the nose of the airplane sitting there like a sculpture, not two hundred feet away. Bob was locked in a kind of silence. Two men in blue uniforms clambered out of the top of the plane and jumped down, disappearing among the dunes.


  Bob began to run. When he reached the top of the dunes, he found himself overlooking a scene of astonishing destruction. A huge jetliner lay in at least four pieces, festooned with wires and smoking tubes. Jet fuel poured out of half a dozen places, making foaming pools in the sand beneath the shattered plane. A man and a woman jumped off one of the sections of the plane and, arm in arm, began making their way back toward the airport. The pilots climbed up into another section, the main section, and started shouting into the jumble of detached seats and people.


  There was a soft rush of sound as the jet fuel under one section ignited. Bob could see the people inside struggling frantically, then they were obscured by thick, black smoke. The two pilots had begun dropping people out of the main section. Bob ran over and began leading them away from the plane. There were terrible screams coming from the burning part of the plane. A burning woman leaped out of the smoke and began to dance, her arms flailing as she slapped at herself with her flaming purse.


  Then the main section of the plane caught. The fire was for the moment confined to the rear. People kept jumping out of the front. The pilots and a stewardess could be heard inside, shrieking at them to hurry up.


  Fire burst into the cabin from a thousand different directions, swirling in a vortex. One of the pilots rushed forward, leaped down, and ran away, his face black, his hair smoking. The other one could be seen in the fire, throwing seats, pushing people toward the gaping hole at the front.


  Bob sat in his seat in the plane to Atlanta, reliving as he always did that afternoon on the Island of Escape. The Island of Dreams. Pina colada, limbo, snorkel. The Island of Coral Bedrooms.


  “Will you be having dinner with us, sir?”


  He nodded.


  “Steak or chicken?”


  Always the same two meals.


  “I’ll have the duck à l’orange and a half bottle of Chablis. Maybe the saffron soufflé for dessert.”


  “That sounds like the chicken.”


  “It’s the chicken.”


  The flight attendant made a note on her little list and went away. This year he had earned over a hundred thousand miles on Delta. Soon he’d be able to cash his mileage in for a free trip somewhere. Maybe the Caribbees, maybe hell.


  For once he wasn’t lugging along boxes and boxes of seminar materials. Instead it was simply a matter of coming, listening, and going home again. The Apple Computer people were the ones with the boxes of junk.


  He tried to let his mind drift. Last night’s nightmare was still close to the surface, though, and when he drifted, he at once smelled its fearful scents: wolf breath, wet grass, and his own blood. The dream wasn’t really over, that was the trouble. Cindy shouldn’t have waked him up, as terrifying as it must have been to see him toward the end howling and snapping. She should have let the dream resolve. Now it persisted in him, lingering at the edge of memory, jumping for a split second into his vision.


  To quell it he forced his attention to the face of his watch. Nine P.M. She would just be turning off Masterpiece Theatre and probably fixing herself a cup of herb tea. Kevin would be asleep, the cats at the foot of his bed. When Cindy lay down they would come to her, their habit being to share the society of sleep between the two beds in the household. He wished that she was sitting in the seat beside him, Kevin in the window seat.


  If the plane was going to crash, though, better he be alone.


  When Kevin had been a baby, Bob had taken great pains to preserve his own life. He did not want to leave such a vulnerable little creature. When there was someone in the world whose eyes literally shone when they regarded you, how could you bear to die? Kevin had needed a male image, had adored Bob in a way he had not known was possible, had so relished his every attention. But now Kevin was twelve, and he could grow up without a father, if necessary. Or Cindy could remarry. Bob could be replaced.


  While these morbid thoughts passed through his mind, the stewardess dropped his meal on his tray. He nibbled at the chicken breast, ate the parsley, ate the half of a cherry tomato that was on the salad. He drank the club soda and ate a bite of the dense brownie. He had brought Max Brod’s book about Kafka. If he was going to keep up with his son, he was going to have to gain some sort of insight into Kafka. What were the parables about? And the “Penal Colony” —or, for God’s sake, the Metamorphosis? This morning, while Bob was looking through the Amusement Section of the Times for notices about ballroom dancing, Kevin had suddenly asked, “Where’s Away From Here? Is it away from here, or away from where Kafka was when he wrote the parable?” He had seen the mirth in his son’s eyes, and decided that he had to learn more about Kafka.


  He just stared at the pages, though. Half of his mind was waiting for the plane to fall out of the sky, waiting for the dreadful roar that would announce the explosion of a terrorist bomb, or the thuttering oscillations that would precede the separation of a wing.


  Why should I read about Kafka? I’m living in Kafka. I’m a Hunger Artist on trial in the Penal Colony. There isn’t any escape. Even death is no escape, not if there is reincarnation. Oh, God, what if I come back in Bangladesh or as a Shiite fanatic, or a Chinese peasant? What’s going on, how does it all work, why do I keep thinking I’ve lost my keys when I haven’t?


  I’m in the middle of the woods and I suddenly realize that I can’t get out. The wolf is no help, the wolf is only chasing me deeper.


  A cold hand covers mine. A face, rusty around the edges, skin as tight as that of a mummy, hair too blond, voice older than the polished nails, the pearl-hard face-lift. “Jesus will comfort you,” says the mask.


  Bob realized that he had been crying, his tears raining down on the chicken and Max Brod.


  “Jesus—”


  “Pray with me. It’ll help.”


  “I don’t go to church.” He thought: O’Reilly. Cigar. Communion. Then: Altar Society, mother picking up the lilies at Anne Warner’s house. Benediction, Mass, the Last Sacraments.


  “It doesn’t matter whether you believe or not. Jesus doesn’t mind.”


  Where was Father O’Reilly now? The Oblate Seminary, perhaps, teaching the dwindling few seminarians their truth and calling: “Don’t drink after midnight or before five o’clock in the morning. Beware of female converts, they are all after your tail. Remember that most questions cannot be answered. Remember that most sins cannot be understood. Nuns expect terrible penances. That is what their lives are about. The church is dying, this is the key truth of our time. Trust in God. Judging from the amount of notice He takes of us, He isn’t too concerned. Follow His example, He has perfect knowledge.”


  All things grow old. The girls of spring get face-lifts. Bob wondered how much skin the lady beside him had lost over the years, how much experience she had hidden in her waxed looks. Where was the skin? Incinerated, or lying in a bottle of formaldehyde in some plastic surgeon’s private museum? What would he have there—removed scars pinned to cards like butterflies, septums, big lips, bits of eye sockets and breasts? And, floating in formaldehyde, the discarded cheeks, jowls, and chins of his best customers?


  “Pray with me. You might find it helpful.”


  Her intrusion made him feel mean. “Play?”


  “No, pray!”


  “You said play.”


  “Well, hardly that. Play—I mean, oh dear, pray with me.”


  “Freudian slip. I don’t remember any prayers except the Hail Mary.”


  “I don’t believe in Freud. He knew nothing of Jesus. What is the Hail Mary? I don’t know that prayer.”


  “Moslem.”


  “Oh.”


  She began leafing through the Airline Gift Guide. If you fill out the card—say, order a friend some golf shoes with retractable cleats—and the plane crashes and they find the card, do they mail it for you and take the charge out of your estate? Is there an airline policy covering this matter?


  Until the island Bob had always assumed that people were just pulverized in jet crashes. But they had all been alive, broken arms and legs no doubt in the twisted jumble of seats, but alive. Twelve got out.


  He imagined being twisted practically in two, the seat on top of him, his face against the floor, and the floor getting hotter and hotter and he cannot get free.


  “Please fasten your seat belts, ladies and gentlemen. Captain Garner has begun our final approach into Atlanta’s Hartsfield International Airport.”


  The flight attendant hurried along collecting the last of the meal trays and plastic cups. The landing was completely normal. Bob moved past the smiling crew members and out into Hartsfield’s silly vastness without any difficulties. Maybe he only imagined that his life was running out. Perhaps this was an illusion, there to mask the far more horrible reality that he was going to live a long, long, long time.


  My problem is, I’m in a panic state. I’m panicked about death. Over death. Death and going broke. At the moment I have no accounts receivable. I’ve got to drum up some new business. Dying and going broke are similar, except death is less embarrassing. He hurried along a moving sidewalk. But what do I do? How do I drum up business if I’m not sure what it is I do?


  Maybe the Apple people would have some ideas. Maybe he ought to start advocating the Macintosh Office after all. A point of difference. “Spend your money with me. I advocate the Macintosh Office.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Nothing.” The man beside him had responded to his thoughts, not because he could read minds but because he had obviously spoken out loud. All right, so you pass age forty and you start talking to yourself.


  Nose, ears, and penis all continue to grow, even as your overall body mass starts to decline. Short-term memory is going. And now you mutter.


  Silently, over the past year, Bob had begun to engage in the battle of the nose hair. You couldn’t very well just leave it to grow longer and longer, curly and gray, like smoke flowing out your nostrils. You had to cut it. Bob used nail clippers, and the process made him sneeze. The more he cut it, the stiffer the hair became. Maybe he was one of those unlucky men whose beards grew inside their noses.


  He would have drunk, but he had swallowed so many gallons of alcohol in his youth that he was almost unable to stimulate himself. He didn’t smoke, drink, or chew gum.


  He was nostalgic for the time in London he had been given some brownies laced with hash by a lush daughter of the nobility—possibly the only lush noble daughter—and had wound up writing a seventy-page epic poem about the death of Nebuchadnezzar.


  This part of any trip was the worst, the cab ride from the airport to the hotel. You were alone and you were angry and you were bored. Stone bored watching the passing exit signs, the cars, a Camaro driven by a blonde so enormous she might be a depilated man. Maybe she was. What would that be like? A violation, thrilling … or depressing, a sexless struggle with someone too strong to escape.


  The dull, steamy thoughts of the traveler. Already 10:35. Get checked in, for God’s sake, you can’t call Cindy after eleven. That’s the rule, that way you don’t inconvenience anybody. Too bad he couldn’t afford a portable phone.


  The cab hurtled around a corner and he finally accepted the feeling that the world was ending, or rather, he was ending. “It felt like I died and the whole world died with me,” a man had once said upon awakening from a particularly severe auto accident.


  “May I take your bag, sir?”


  God, I wish you would! “No, that’s all right.”


  Check in: the people ahead have no reservations. Then they have a credit card on the Bank of Pakistan. They speak little English. Bob would carry them on his back to their room if it would hurry things up. The lobby smells faintly of cigarette smoke and food. Liquor. Steak. Later, he’ll come down to the bar with all the other lonely men and sit staring around, looking for the Woman Who Is Not There.


  He’s being processed now. Credit card. Guest of Apple. Oh, that’ll be the fourth floor. She says it like it’s the bomb shelter. Go right up, you’re already checked in, Mr. Drake.


  Duke.


  Okay.


  Fourth floor: a woman of twenty in a tan suit with the Apple logo on her pocket comes forward. “May I take your bag, Mr. Drake?”


  “Duke. No thanks.”


  “Let’s see, you’re in 403. Lucky you, you’ll have a view down Peachtree Street.”


  Oh, how wonderful! What luck!


  The room is very nicely packaged. Little soaps and creams and things, and a shoeshine rag that doesn’t quite work, the bed turned down with a mint on the pillow. A bowl of apples and a lot of literature. A Macintosh on the desk to play with. Very posh. Apple wants to win.


  Brochure: Apple and Your Corporate Clients. Oh, God, I haven’t got any corporate clients. I’ve got to make some calls, but I hate to make calls. “Hello, may I speak to the president of the company? Hello, my name is Robert Drake—I mean Duke—I’d like to send you some information about—hello, yes, this is Robert Hack, I’d like to send you—this is who—oh, no, I need to speak to your podiatrist—or president. Well, good-bye.” That’s called a line of gab.


  Look at you, strutting around in the dreary room, proud and scared, an ego on a stick, signifying nothing. The girl left
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