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Preface

Frank McConnell





HOW DO GODS DIE? AND WHEN THEY DO, WHAT BECOMES of them then?

You might as well ask, how do gods get born? All three questions are, really, the same question. And they all have a common assumption: that humankind can no more live without gods than you can kill yourself by holding your breath.

(Of course, you just may be the kind of arrant rational ist who huffs that modern man has finally freed himself from ancient enslavement to superstition, fantasy, and awe. If so, return this book immediately to its place of purchase for a refund; and, by the by, don’t bother trying to read Shakespeare, Homer, Faulkner, or, for that matter, Dr. Seuss.)

We need gods—Thor or Zeus or Krishna or Jesus or, well, God—not so much to worship or sacrifice to, but because they satisfy our need—distinctive from that of all the other animals—to imagine a meaning, a sense to our lives, to satisfy our hunger to believe that the muck and chaos of daily existence does, after all, tend somewhere. It’s the origin of religion, and also of storytelling—or aren’t they both the same thing? As Voltaire said of God: if he did not exist, it would have been necessary to invent him.

Listen to an expert on the matter.

“There are only two worlds—your world, which is the real world, and other worlds, the fantasy. Worlds like this are worlds of the human imagination: their reality, or lack of reality, is not important. What is important is that they are there. These worlds provide an alternative. Provide an escape. Provide a threat. Provide a dream, and power; provide refuge, and pain. They give your world meaning. They do not exist; and thus they are all that matters. Do you understand?”

The speaker is Titania, the beautiful and dangerous Queen of Faerie, in Neil Gaiman’s graphic novel The Books of Magic, and I don’t know a better summary explanation—from Plato to Sir Philip Sidney to Northrop Frye—of why we need, read, and write stories. Of why we, as a species, are godmakers. And spoken by a goddess in a story.

Books of Magic was written while Gaiman was also writing his masterpiece—so far his masterpiece, for God or gods know what he’ll do next—The Sandman. It is a comic book that changes your mind about what comics are and what they can do. It is a serial novel—like those of Dickens and Thackeray—that, by any honest reckoning, is as stunning a piece of storytelling as any “mainstream” (read: academically respectable) fiction produced in the last decade. It is a true invention of an authentic, and richly satisfying, mythology for postmodern, postmythological man: a new way of making gods. And it is the brilliant inspiration for the brilliant stories in this book.

Like most extraordinary things, The Sandman had unextraordinary beginnings (remember that Shakespeare, as far as we can tell, just set out to run a theater, make some cash, and move back to his hick hometown). In 1987, Gaiman was approached by Karen Berger of DC Comics to revive one of the characters from DC’s WWII “golden age.” After some haggling, they decided on “The Sandman.” Now the original Sandman, in the late thirties and forties, was a kind of Batman Lite. Millionaire Wesley Dodds, at night, would put on gas mask, fedora, and cape, hunt down bad guys, and zap them with his gas gun, leaving them to sleep until the cops picked them up the next morning—hardly the stuff of legend.

So what Gaiman did was jettison virtually everything except the title. The Sandman—childhood’s fairy who comes to put you to sleep, the bringer of dreams, the Lord of Dreams, the Prince of Stories—indisputably the stuff of legend.

Between 1988 and 1996, in seventy-five monthly issues, Gaiman crafted an intricate, funny, and profound tale about tales, a story about why there are stories. Dream—or Morpheus, or the Shaper—gaunt, pale, and clad in black, is the central figure. He is not a god; he is older than all gods, and is their cause. He is the human capacity to imagine meaning, to tell stories: an anthropomorphic projection of our thirst for mythology. And as such, he is both greater and less than the humans whose dreams he shapes, but whose thirst, after all, shapes him. As Titania would say, he does not exist; and thus he is all that matters. Do you understand?

Grand enough, you would think, to conceive a narrative whose central character is narrative. Among the few other writers who have dared that much is Joyce, whose Finnegans Wake is essentially one immense dream encompassing all the myths of the race (“wake”—“Dream”: get it?). And, though Gaiman would probably be too modest to invite the comparison, I am convinced that Joyce was much on his mind during the whole process of composition. The first words of the first issue of The Sandman are “Wake up”; the last words of the last major story arc of The Sandman are “Wake up”—the title of the last story arc being, naturally, “The Wake.” (All of Gaiman’s story titles, by the way, are versions of classic stories, from Aeschylus to Ibsen and beyond. A Brit, raised on British crosswords, he can’t resist playing hide-and-seek with the reader—rather like Joyce.)

Grand enough, that. But having invented Dream, the personified human urge to make meaning, he went on to invent Dream’s family, and that invention is absolutely original and, to paraphrase what Prince Hal says of Falstaff, witty in itself and the cause of wit in other men.

The family is called the Endless, seven siblings, in order of age—“Birth,” we’ll see, is not an appropriate term—Destiny, Death, Dream, Destruction, Desire, Despair, and Delirium (whose name used to be Delight). They are the Endless because they are states of human consciousness itself, and cannot cease to exist until thought itself ceases to exist; they were not “born” because, like consciousness, nothing can be imagined before them: the Upanishads, earliest and most subtle of theologies, have a deal to say on this matter.

To be conscious at all is to be conscious of time, and of time’s arrow: of destiny. And to know that is to know that time must have a stop: to imagine death. Faced with the certainty of death, we dream, imagine paradises where it might not be so: “Death is the mother of beauty,” wrote Wallace Stevens. And all dreams, all myths, all the structures we throw up between ourselves and chaos, just because they are built things, must inevitably be destroyed. And we turn, desperate in our loss, to the perishable but delicious joy of the moment: we desire. All desire is, of course, the hope for a fulfillment impossible in the very nature of things, a boundless delight; so to desire is always already to despair, to realize that the wished-for delight is only, after all, the delirium of our mortal self-delusion that the world is large enough to fit the mind. And so we return to new stories—to dreams.

Now that’s an overschematic version of the lineage of the Endless, almost a Medieval-style allegorization. For they’re also real characters: as real as the humans with whom they are constantly interacting throughout The Sandman. Destiny is a monastic, hooded figure, almost without affect. Death—Gaiman’s brilliant idea—is a heartbreakingly beautiful, witty young woman. Dream—is Dream, somber, a tad pretentious, and a tad neurotic. Destruction is a red-haired giant who loves to laugh and talks like a stage Irishman. Desire—another brilliant stroke—is androgynous, as sexy and as threatening as a Nagel dominatrix; and Despair, his/her twin, is a squat, fat, preternaturally ugly naked hag. Delirium, fittingly for her name, is almost never drawn the same way: all we can tell for sure is that she is a young girl, with multicolored or no hair, dressed in shreds and speaking in non sequiturs that sometimes achieve the surreal antiwisdom of, say, Rimbaud.

Nevertheless: the Endless are an allegory, and a splendid one, of the nature of consciousness, of being-in-the-world. And it can’t be emphasized too much that these more-than, less-than gods matter only because of the everyday people with whose lives and passions they interact. The Sandman mythology, in other words, brings us full circle from all classical religions. “In the beginning God made man?” Quite—and quite precisely—the reverse.

And Dream, the Lord of Storytelling, is at the center of it all.

We begin and end with stories because we are the storytelling animal. The Sandman is at one with Finnegans Wake, and also with Nietzsche, C. G. Jung, and Joseph Campbell in insisting that all gods, all heroes and mythologies are the shadow-play of the human drama. The concept of the Endless—and particularly of Dream—is a splendid “machine for storytelling” (a phrase Gaiman is fond of). Characters from the limitless ocean of myth, and characters from the so-called “real” world—that’s you and I when we’re not dreaming—can mingle and interact in its universe: quite as they mingle and interact in you and me when we are dreaming. It’s often been said by literary critics that our age is impoverished by its inability to believe in anything save the cold equations of science. (Hence Destruction, fourth of the siblings, left the Endless in the seventeenth century—the onset of the Age of Reason.) But our strongest writers, Gaiman included, have always found ways of reviving the vitality of the myths, even on the basis of their unreality. Credo, quia impossibile est, wrote Tertullian in the third century A.D., about the Christian mystery: “I believe it because it is impossible.” Good theology, maybe; excellent theory of fiction, absolutely.

Now that The Sandman is over, and its creator has moved on, it continues to serve as a machine for storytelling. DC Comics provides The Dreaming, a series by various hands using the assumptions and the characters invented in The Sandman. And the volume you hold now, by gifted “mainstream” (i.e. non-comic book) writers, all of them expanding and elaborating the Sandman mythos, is perhaps only the first, rich fruit of Gaiman’s new technique for godmaking.

De te fabula, runs the Latin tag: the story, whatever story, is always about you. That’s the ancient wisdom The Sandman makes new: it’s why, finally, we read at all. It is—and I know no higher praise—another realization of Wallace Stevens’s sublime vision of fiction in his great poem, “Esthétique du Mal”:

“And out of what one sees and hears and out

Of what one feels, who could have thought to make

So many selves, so many sensuous worlds,

As if the air, the mid-day air, was swarming

With the metaphysical changes that occur

Merely in living as and where we live.”





Masquerade and High Water

Colin Greenland

I have known Colin Greenland (um, Ph.D.) at least three weeks longer than I have known anyone else in this book. That’s about thirteen years. In that time he has written elegant fantasies, romping space operas, and wise works of nonﬁction. He has also won many awards, including the Arthur C. Clarke Award for his novel Take Back Plenty. Oddly, he has not aged in any noticeable way, still looking a little like Gandalf’s rock-and-rolling youngest brother would, if he were secretly a pirate.

It’s a love story; which seemed like a good place to start.





SHERRI STOOD IN THE DOORWAY WITH A MUG OF ICE TEA, shading her eyes from the sun. “You missed the wedding!” she called.

Oliver shut the car door and went up the steps to the porch. “You had a wedding?” he said.

In fact Oliver had been aware of them all morning, the battered cars and bikes trailing up the road past his house. He had heard the laughter coming from up here, the distorted wail of old Jefferson Airplane albums. It was either a wedding or a wake. He kept away until the celebration all died down and everything went quiet. He didn’t know why he had come up here now. Just being neighborly, he supposed.

Sherri was pottering inside and out, picking up. There was enough mess: paper plates smeared with guacamole, empty bottles, half-empty cans. There was always mess at Sherri’s house, wedding or no wedding. Oliver kind of liked it. It helped confirm his resolve to keep his place down the road vacuumed and tidy, free of bachelor squalor.

“It was a great wedding,” Sherri said. “I married Johnny and Turquoise.”

She knew everybody in the hills for miles around, and always assumed he did, too. In fact in two years here she was the only one he had got to know at all. It was the solitude he liked—that, and the low property prices that meant he could own now instead of paying top dollar rent on some cracker box downtown. He liked living among the trees, in clean air, with the mountains in the distance. He sat on Sherri’s broken-down porch and looked out into the soft dark green of spruce, the shivering yellow aspen. Above his head hung the sign, black letters charred into a slice of birchwood: CHURCH OF THE WILD ELK.

“Want some of this?” She put a big cold bowl in his lap. “What is it?”

“Melon ginger ice cream.”

Probably half an ounce of hash in there too, knowing Sherri. “No thanks.”

Sherri half sat on the porch rail in her worn long tie-dye skirt, cradling the bowl. Her arms were sun brown and strong. “You know, I had this amazing dream,” she said, dipping her finger in the ice cream and licking it. “I dreamed I was sitting there where you’re sitting, only there was this big white cat in my lap. And I stroked it, and it got up and went away, and I looked down in my lap and there were all these tiny little kittens! It was ama-a-zing,” she said, drawing the word out into a whole drowsy musical phrase. “It was really amazing. Don’t you think that was a good omen for Johnny and Turquoise?”

“I never have dreams,” said Oliver.

IN HIS BLACK onyx boat in the form of a sphinx, Morpheus the Shaper and his sibling Desire float across the waters of the buried lake. The air is hot and gloomy. The sailors in their nightwear haul at the ropes, putting on more sail. Eyes closed, they trawl the darkness for the sluggish wind.

The two travelers lie upon cushions. They speak of responsibility. Desire says it is a tiresome illusion. Morpheus does not deny it, but claims it is inescapable in the human realm, inseparable from it as shadows from sunlight.

“People pursue things,” says Morpheus. “As soon as they have them they run away from them. But what they run away from stays with them, dragging along behind them like an ever-lengthening cloak.”

“Cloaks are nice.” Bright-eyed Desire bites its finger. “You can wear a cloak and have nothing on under it at all. And you can go anywhere you want like that!”

The water is dark and murky, like an old painting. Desire makes water lilies in it, green and white and golden as egg yolk. Morpheus broods, as he does so often, his long chin resting in his wax-white hand.

Far away across the water, at the Pavilion of Recurrence, the summoning bell is ringing.

“EVERYBODY DREAMS, OLLIE,” said Sherri, fetching him a beer. “They say you are what you dream. Did you ever hear that?”

“No,” said Oliver. “I never did.”

“You are what you dream,” said Sherri again, nodding, and smiled her blissed-out smile. Her eyes were pretty. She picked up some butts, an empty corn chip box. She came across a shawl and draped it round her shoulders, despite the warmth of the afternoon.

Oliver glanced at her. She couldn’t be much older than he, though she had a grown-up daughter somewhere running around. They always had dressed like grannies, the Earth Mother types, in long dresses and scarves and twenty pounds of beads. He did wish she wouldn’t call him Ollie.

Sherri was a nice Jewish girl from New York, originally. She had come out here to clean out her headspace.

HER HOUSE WAS a legally consecrated church, tax exempt. She had told Oliver she was figuring out a way to write off the hot tub as a baptismal font.

Oliver smiled and drank his beer. Sherri and her congregation. People who had crawled up in here when the sixties turned to shit and never crawled out again. But Sherri was okay. She had helped him the first winter, when he got sick, and when his Subaru went into that snowdrift she got somebody for him, somebody she knew who came with a tow truck and pulled it out and never even sent him a bill. Sherri was okay, when you had time for her. Sherri wouldn’t do you harm.

SOMETIMES THE PAVILION of Recurrence looks like an Arabian tent, a finespun marvel of white-and-scarlet cloth billowing in a place of sand and mirage. Sometimes it stands to one side of a grassy river meadow where swans glide beneath willows and great helms and targets with obscure devices hang amid the branches of bowed and ancient trees. Sometimes it is made of pellucid white marble, the Pavilion of Recurrence, with gilded balconies, and the sound of a piano tinkling lazily from an open window.

Sometimes, like today, the Pavilion of Recurrence has the aspect of an island monastery, with a bell tower and a thick coat of evergreen creeper. The bell tolls slowly, insistently, across the buried lake.

Inside the Pavilion of Recurrence, as anywhere else in the Dreaming to one extent or another, whatever is needed is provided. A morgue, where night after night forensic pathologists find members of their families stretched out on the slab, opened up for dissection, though still pleading to be released. A school where adults of all ages return again and again to face unprepared for and incomprehensible exams. A tram that takes commuters on an eternal journey to an ominous destination through unknown yet strangely haunting streets. A sepulchral secondhand shop, on whose shelves authors find dusty books with titles that are completely unreadable, but whose covers bear their own names.

Inside the Pavilion of Recurrence today they are assembling for a dream of masquerade and high water. The bell calls them in, the figments, the chimeras, the larval entities that make up the crowd. A raven perches on a sill above the jetty, inspecting them as they disembark. Beneath their long hair they are faceless. Smoke drifts from their unfinished fingers. One carries a tambourine. Others seem to be swirls of paisley and embroidered clothes with no bodies inside them at all.

A foreground character with the likeness of a placid child speaks to the librarian, who is consulting the index of a large book. “How many more times must we do this?”

The librarian answers, “Until he ceases to mourn.”

HER VOICE WAS harsh, roughened by smoke and bad habits. “What are you doing the rest of the weekend?”

“I’ve got some stuff to sort out. Some projections.”

“Astral projections?” she asked, teasing.

“Just the regular kind. Sales and budgets.”

“Shit, Ollie, they really got your feet nailed to the floor, don’t they.”

Oliver drank beer, licked his lips. “The work don’t do itself, Sherri,” he said. “It don’t go away.” He found himself saying things like that, don’t instead of doesn’t, when he talked to Sherri. It was more appropriate, somehow, out here where people wore beer brand T-shirts and drove around with their dogs beside them in the front seat.

“Sure it does,” she said. “When it goes away, that’s when you start to worry.”

He asked her: “What are you doing these days, Sherri?”

“I’m going into solar,” she said. “You know that little place down on the mall? They got a sales training program and incentive scheme and everything. You sell enough systems, they fit you one for free.” She braced her arms on the rail and beamed up at the sky as though she could already see the big glass panels erected on her roof, gathering heat from the benevolent sun.

“That would be good,” said Oliver.

Sherri never told you what she was doing, always what she was going to do. She never seemed to do anything, unless it was some crazy scheme, charting horoscopes, designing children’s clothes, selling tofu sandwiches out of the back of a truck. House painting, she did sometimes. There was a house across the valley she told him she had painted. It had a huge yellow sunflower on the side.

Sherri always made Oliver think of California, twenty years before. Nearer thirty now. She reminded him of when he had lived that way himself for a time, on the coast, in the days of Donna. It had been possible then. In the summer it was a gas—had they really said that? Something was a gas? The phrase seemed strange to him, as if it could not possibly have ever fit inside his mouth. In the summertime, anyhow, yes, the living was easy: plenty of work, warm nights, they slept on the beach.

In the winter it was different. Then there was no work, it was freezing cold and it rained all the time. You had to hole up in the empty tourist cabins, try to live on what you’d saved from the summer. The two of them had joined a commune, a bunch of psychedelic musicians and their “old ladies”—Jesus Christ, had he said that too, and called them chicks and talked about freaking out and scoring dope? Living on rice and beans, sleeping in bags on drafty floors, keeping watch for the Russian River to flood. Jesus Christ, he must have been crazy.

Oliver thought about Donna then, almost without knowing he did so; and as he always did, blanked out her features before consigning her to oblivion.

He drank his beer.

THE FIGMENTS TROOP into a small room. The room has walls and a floor of green jade. No matter how many of the figments come in, the room is always big enough to hold them.

In the green jade room the Continuity Girl checks their manifestations for them. The Continuity Girl wears gold bangles shaped like stirrups and a reassuring jacket of russet tweed. She tries to call the roll. “Parqua . . . Quarpa . . . Apquar . . .” The letters on her clipboard wriggle about.

“Minimum May . . . Dr. Scorpio Bongo . . .” The figments are ignoring her. Background characters settle into clusters, comfortably. Absentmindedly they start to merge.

The raven perches on the librarian’s shoulder. It speaks. “What’s the story here?” it asks.

Patiently the librarian adjusts his glasses, dislodged by the raven’s landing, and turns over a page. He follows the line of an entry with his finger. “It looks like a dream about lost love . . .” he says.

“Yeah, well, typical,” says the raven.

“. . . and about a river rising.”

The raven nuzzles its purple plumage. “I think maybe I’ve seen it.”

The clustered figures are growing consolidated, like statuary groups. Their fringes are entwining, the patches on their denims running together. The Continuity Girl has not yet noticed. She is dealing with the thing that is Donna, helping it into a dress made of dried leaves and peacocks’ eyes.

Over the years the foreground characters have become quite stable. Some of them are acquiring memories—personalities, almost. A little brown thing like an elongated cherub with bat wings and a screwed-up, miserable face speaks about the wonderful dress.

“His mother had a dress like that. He remembers her in it, dancing with his father in a state of high excitement. It was at his cousin Mona’s wedding, but he has forgotten that. He was three. When they sat down after dancing he got under the table and put his head up his mother’s dress.”

A man with the beard of a lumberjack and the face of a turtle denies it. “She never had such a dress. No one ever had, not in the human realm. It is a piece of something else that has blown in from who knows where, and been caught between the teeth of the dream.”

A grainy boy in a headband laughs. “Like getting your shorts stuck in your zipper.”

“YOU EVER SEEN Texas, Ollie? El Paso? I’m going down to El Paso, going to see Pepper.”

Pepper was Sherri’s daughter. Short for Chili Pepper, Sherri had told him. “Because she was so red and wrinkly!” Oliver had never met her, only seen photographs. The girl looked half-Indian; half-something, anyway. Sherri was always taking off somewhere or other to go see her.

“You ought to come along,” said Sherri. “How’s Pepper?” he said.

“She’s going to Mexico. She’s driving a truck for this wildlife survey.”

Sherri always made her daughter out to be a conscientious person—“really focused”—but Oliver had noticed that whenever she went to see her, each time Pepper was in some new place, doing some different thing. Once Sherri had come back from Wyoming in a beat-up Oldsmobile with a story about her and Pepper meeting two rodeo riders in Cheyenne and everybody swapping cars with each other. Pepper, Oliver suspected, might be a lot like her mom.

Oliver glanced down at his car. The transmission needed looking at. And there was that little bit of rust that needed fixing before it got any bigger. The little bit of rust had been there since last winter. He didn’t want to think about it.

Sherri had left the porch and was doing something indoors behind him. Oliver pitched his voice to her.

“When are you going?”

There was a pause. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked; then another, and another. All along the valley, at all the houses hidden in the trees, dogs roused themselves on porches and in dustholes and under sheds. One after another they lifted their heads up and added their contribution to the neighborhood chorus. Whatever had woken them remained mysterious as always, remarkable only to canines.

Sherri reappeared. She was eating ice cream again. “Oh, I’m going real soon,” she said.

THE JANITOR SITS down on the set and lights a cigarette. His team is setting up the redwood forest, giant trees that shoot up hundreds of feet to spread their branches. There are bits of twig all over the janitor’s blue bib overalls. He says: “What I can’t figure is, we’re here luggin’ these goddamn trees around, yeah? But the guy’s got trees in the daytime, ya know? So what’s he need the goddamn trees in his dreams for?”

The librarian turns a page. “I think it’s other way round, Mervyn.”

A black dog that has been hanging around has turned into a squat bird with a long beak. When it lifts its wings you can see it has legs underneath like a crab. There are several of the things. They run quickly among the shapeless furniture.

The Girl flicks back her hair. “What are those?” she calls. “I’ve never seen those before.” Intently she searches her list. The list is getting longer. It slips between her fingers and drops to the floor, unrolling as it bounces away.

“No story is exactly the same twice,” observes a figment with paper lips. “Even written down and printed in a book.”

“Everything is the same as itself,” says another in a dry, whiskery voice. “That’s the way it is, man.”

“It’s not the same story because you’re not the same person,” says the first figment.

“I’m the same person, man,” the second asserts. “I used to be in another dream,” it recalls. “It was better than this one. It was all about flying and chocolate.”

“You’re not the same person because it’s not the same dream.”

Circling, the raven glides back to the librarian. “The Quapras are arguing, Lucien.”

“Sort them out, Matthew, for goodness sake, before they start attracting Delirium,” says the librarian. “Get everyone to their entrances.” It is like looking after a tour party of forgetful old people, always squabbling and repeating themselves, telling each other the same things over and over.

SITTING ON SHERRI’S porch, Oliver fell asleep.

ONCE AGAIN HE is standing in the cabin in front of the enormous closet, watching the clown take out clothes and throw them to the people all around the room. The clothes fly over Oliver’s head, very slowly. He is still in the cabin, but he can see gray sky beyond the floating Hawaiian shirts and party gowns, where the ceiling used to be. The people always catch the clothes with happy cries and put them on. They are dressing up as the summer visitors.

Some of the people are familiar. That boy with the snub nose and long curly hair, he is usually there. He called himself Dr. Scorpio. He used to take acid and play the bongos all night. Oliver had learned to sleep through the drumming. Dr. Scorpio puts on a pair of pajamas. For an instant the pajamas are a pair Oliver had when he was a little boy, with blue tugboats on, but he could not be expected to remember that. The clown has huge buckteeth. He is still throwing clothes. Oliver tries to catch some, but they seem to pass right through his hands.

He notices a man with a black beard who used to work at the funfair, and someone cooking food, and someone whose skin keeps changing color behind a pair of circular purple spectacles. “Fixing plumbing is Nixon cling,” a face swims up and tells Oliver, who folds his hands in his sleeves and laughs desperately. Donna is there—Donna is always there—in red-and-green-striped trousers, playing the piano. In the cavernous closet a placid child sits, contemplatively stroking the jackets and dresses of the absent guests. “These clothes are not our clothes,” it says. “That is why they suit us so well.”

Oliver laughs and laughs and laughs.

ON SHERRI’S PORCH, the sun sifted through the trees on Oliver’s still face. Sherri was talking to him about Turquoise and Johnny, but he was very far away.

IT IS WINTER in the Pavilion of Recurrence. Oliver and a black woman he saw once on a street corner in Philadelphia are trying to warn everyone the river is going to flood. They are clambering up and down tiers of seats, like in a stadium, in and out of trapdoors, up and down ladders with just little stumps instead of rungs. Far below, the rest of the commune come running across the grass, fleeing from a huge wave of water. Oliver and the woman always slide down a chute in an upturned table with a placid child and a man with a fishing pole. Everyone passes around heavy packages wrapped in disintegrating paper. No matter how Oliver tries to hold on to the packages, the paper keeps tearing and the weight slides out of his fingers. The flood bears him away under the enormous trees. Oliver tries to hang on to the leg of the table, but there is no table anymore. Donna runs away between the trees, laughing. Oliver is not laughing now. He is always upset, or cross. Sometimes he tries to catch her, wading frantically through earth that has turned to water, or sometimes through the air. Sometimes she tries to catch him. They never catch each other, no matter what.

SHERRI CRUMPLED THE last paper cup into the garbage sack. She looked at Oliver, wondering how long he could hold on to his beer without spilling it. He had the can propped on his belly. He was getting a little pot there, the years starting to pile up around his waist. Why were all the guys she knew getting fat? Sherri had the strongest urge suddenly to put her hands on Oliver’s belly and feel the warm firm mass of it, to squeeze him awake and kiss him in his surprise. She snorted at herself and reeled back a ways on her heels. She was still a little stoned. Deliberately she went and got the cloth and wiped the tabletop, softly humming a tune that was going round her head, thinking about the wedding and the celebrations and all. Ollie was nice, Sherri thought, though he always seemed kind of sad, as if he was more alone, maybe, than he really wanted to be.

“Weddings always make me horny,” she told the sleeping man.

IN THE BURIED lake at the bottom of the Dreaming the black onyx boat in the shape of a sphinx bumps against a shadowy jetty. Its somnambulant crew begin to reef the sails.

Desire inserts a ripe cherry into its own mouth, and one into its brother’s. It draws its feet up and looks about. “I know this place,” it says.

“The Pavilion of Recurrence,” says Morpheus. This spot can be reached from any of their realms. All the Endless have sometimes been concerned in the ceremonies staged inside this gray secretive building, nightbound ceremonies of loss or discovery or consecration established and sanctified by repetition.

By the light of pale green torches Morpheus and his sibling climb the steps and walk directly through the wall into the flooded Pavilion. The wall grows vague and confused, admitting them.

Inside, enigmatic monumental furniture floats about, and vast trees seem to tower out of the thick brown water. A human man is being hounded this way and that by chuckling sprites. The Lord of Shapings points at him. “This is one encumbered by the cloak of his past,” he tells his sibling. As he speaks you can almost see it, a dim integument of ragged moonlight that clings to the toiler’s shoulders, holding him back like a spider’s web. He tries to lunge forward through the liquid wood, but the phantasms baffle him easily, driving him astray this way and that.

Desire gathers up a handful of air. It seems to have caught the hem of the human’s cloak, to be rubbing the unstable fabric between its fingers. With its free hand it points to a laughing woman hiding behind a tree.

“Who is that?”

“His first true love.”

“How sweet.”

Desire reaches into the dream, which seems to have become very small suddenly, like a toy theater, an enclosure of splashing, scampering little mammals. It does something to the face of the woman, turning her into someone else, someone older, with long dark red hair. “There,” it says, straightening up again. “That’s better, isn’t it?”

At first, the flux of wood and water is so complete it is impossible to notice any change. Then it becomes apparent the endless recircling rhythm of the piece has been disrupted. Individual phantoms are shrinking, dwindling, turning into sparks that go whizzing away into nothingness. Agitated memories are being smoothed and quelled and laid to rest like ironed clothes folded in sheets of tissue paper. The Continuity Girl waves her arms like a scarecrow in a gale. Already she is coming apart, in a flurry of dark green underwear. An infinite number of golden bangles go shooting away in a cylindrical stream. Meanwhile Lucien is crossing something out in a big book, writing hurriedly in the margin with a long stout jet black feather.

Morpheus fingers his jaw. “I wish you would not interfere,” he says mildly to his sibling, though anyone who knows his voice well might detect a touch of sardonic amusement.

Desire touches itself then in a way that makes even the Dream King inhale reflexively, narrowing his nostrils and hooding his fathomless eyes.

“Darling brother,” Desire sighs yearningly. “I never do anything else.”

OLIVER STARTED AWAKE to a blare of sound, guitar and electric violin. Sherri had put “It’s a Beautiful Day” on.

He sat blinking on the porch, entirely disoriented. The sun had gone down while he slept, and the sky was a rich thick wash of indigo. Soon it would be black, pricked and blazing, dripping cold silver fire from an inconceivable number of stars.

“Sherri?” he called. He could not hear or see her, and suddenly that seemed to matter.

He heard her footsteps inside the house and turned toward them from his chair, almost spilling the remains of his beer. “When you going to Texas?” he asked clumsily, before he could see whereabouts she was. It was hard to speak, sleep seemed to have gummed up his tongue.

“I don’t know,” her voice said, calm and easy as ever over the surging music. “Next week, maybe. You want to come?”

He saw her then, looking through the kitchen window at him. The smile on her face seemed to welcome him as though he had returned from a long absence, and not just woken from an unintended nap. Oliver had seen her naked one time, dropped in and found the door open and nobody home, he thought, until he came upon her sleeping out back in the yard in the sun. He had stood and looked at her curved and comfortable body, her lolling breasts with their broad dirt-brown nipples, her plump thighs drawn protectively up. He had stood looking at her a moment or two, and then he had returned to his car, got in, and parped the horn. He had sat and waited until Sherri had appeared with a dozy grin on the porch in her long gown of Laundromat gray, messing up her thick red hair with her hand.

“What about the solar job?” he asked, in a mischief-making drawl.

She caught his tone. Lifting a plate from a bowl full of suds she squinted at the sky. “I guess I missed the sun,” she said. Sherri, Oliver thought, was not afraid of time; and that seemed suddenly very important.

“You want to come?” she was asking him again. “To El Paso?”

With Sherri driving, he thought cynically, probably they wouldn’t ever get to El Paso. Like as not they wouldn’t get to Texas at all. They would take her car and it would break down in New Mexico. Oliver could see it now, as clear as if it had been a memory, not a premonition. They would wind up waiting all day by the road in the middle of nowhere, comparing their childhoods, making lists of state capitals and singing all the songs they could think of, and finally a Navajo woman would stop in a truck full of paper flowers and take them fifty miles out of their way to go see some cave paintings and then on to a barbecue at the house of a professional hang glider, only the directions would be wrong, and they would wake up at noon the next day in the wrong town, still drunk, on somebody else’s floor, and they would have to come home on the bus in each other’s arms sharing a hangover and he would lie to his manager about the unprojected projections.

“Sure,” Oliver heard himself say. “Why not.”

Sherri paused, arrested over the dishes. Through the glass he saw her pretty eyes fill suddenly with hope and delight and not a trace of disbelief at all. “Really?” she said. It was like she was getting excited about something. “Really?”

“Sure,” said Oliver, and yawned, and laughed. “Sure, why not.”





Chain Home, Low

John M. Ford

John M. Ford is a genius, I think. He knows many things. He wrote about cyberspace before William Gibson; he won the World Fantasy Award for best novel with his alternate history The Dragon Waiting, and for best short story with his poem “Winter Solstice, Camelot Station”; he wrote The Scholars of Night, a modern spy thriller that circles and centers on a lost play by Kit Marlowe; and he wrote the only Star Trek novel without Star Trek characters (in The Final Reﬂection) and the only Star Trek novel with songs and me (in How Much for Just the Planet?).

Like Gene Wolfe, Ford writes stories that routinely function on a multitude of levels. This story takes place during the ﬁrst episode of Sandman (in the ﬁrst Sandman collection, Preludes and Nocturnes). On one level Dream and his family are conspicuous by their absence. On another level, they are all through it: Dream was a captive in Burgess’s basement, remember; and here Ford concatenates a chain of events about that captivity, a chain of puppets and of strings.

After all, we each of us begin in desire, and we all end in death.





IN 1916, THREE DAYS BEFORE CHRISTMAS, SIEGFRIED SASSOON wrote in his soldier’s diary: “The year is dying of atrophy as far as I am concerned, bed-fast in its December fogs.”

But he was writing about the war.

THE TOWN OF Wych Cross sits on the Sussex weald, midway between London and the Channel. “Wych” refers to elm trees, and the town, having been rather overlooked by the Industrial Revolution, did not feed its stands of stout elm to the fires of change. Elm was the material that Arthur’s knights used for their lances—at least, in legends. Wych is close to other words, of course.

The town was never large, and rates mention in Sir Nikolaus Pevsner’s exhaustive Buildings of England only for the manor house nearby. The house, called Fawney Rig, was founded in the late 1500s as a residence for the local magistrate, a comfortable distance from the court hall in Serecombe. Fawney Rig was frequently rebuilt, so that by the twentieth century it was only an architectural oddity, a polyglot house. (Pevsner was dismissive.) On the manor grounds was the only other point of interest in Wych Cross, a raised ring of earth, some three yards high and twenty across. It was known as Wych Dyke, and was said to be Roman, or Druid, or a Roundhead artillery revetment.

In 1904, Fawney Rig was purchased by a man who called himself Roderick Burgess. His original name, his background, and his sources of wealth were all obscure, though he carried himself as an aristocrat and his cheques always proved good. Burgess made further additions to the house: externally, he added Gothic ironwork, gargoyles that vomited rain, coiling dragons along the ridgeline whose iron scales discouraged birds. Interior alterations were made by a firm from the Continent, odd, dark, silent men.

There was a great isolation around Wych Cross; whatever the maps might show, it was a long way from anywhere. So it took a few years for the first scandal to break, and that happened in London, with a police raid on a house in Belgravia. Several socially prominent members of Burgess’s “Order of Ancient Mysteries” were involved, as was a naked woman. The papers were full of it for days.

Burgess went back to Wych Cross. That scandal, and those that followed, did not bother him. He swam in scandal, breathing and spouting it like Leviathan in the deeps. Burgess claimed to be a magus, a wizard of indefinably vast powers. People laughed at that. But not in Wych Cross.

IN THE SUMMER of 1916, in a trench in Belgium, a German soldier named Gottfried Himmels received a letter from home that filled him with an unidentifiable fear. Himmels had been in the trenches for almost a year, and got frequent letters from his wife; they were mostly about his daughter Magdalen. A few months ago, Himmels had sent home some of his pay—he said, “It is a foolishly large sum, but in mad times one ought to be allowed foolishness”—to buy Magdalen a coveted doll for her eighth birthday. Frau Himmels’s next letter had gone on for two full pages about the party, and the doll, and Magdalen’s delight.

This letter said, “Magdalen is happy.” Not a word more.

A few days after the terrible letter, there was a trench raid on Himmels’s sector. Men carrying bayonets and Mills grenades wired to sticks as crude maces—weapons from half a millennium ago—tumbled through the mines and the wire in the wet dark. They fought in silence for a while, except to gasp or groan when a knife or a rifle butt or the odd bullet struck home, and then they began to shout to one another, because all of them were so covered in mud and slime and each other’s blood that only the sound of a voice could separate friends from enemies. They yelled names, or “Kamerad” or “Ami” or “Kommen Sie an” or “Á bâs les Boches”; the sound counted more than the words. What Gottfried Himmels was shouting, over and over as he beat and stabbed and shot at faceless muddy men, was “Magdalen freut sich”—Magdalen is happy.

Trench fighting is desperate and fierce beyond even the imaginings of war. Of the forty-odd men involved in that particular action, Himmels was one of only three German survivors, and the only man not seriously wounded.

All three survivors received the Iron Cross First Class, and a period of home leave. When Himmels got home, he understood the letter. He understood why he had been afraid. He even understood, faintly, why it had seemed at the height of the battle that something greater than himself guided his hands, that the Angel of Death was standing apart from him and would not come near.

That same summer, with the lights of Europe dark for two years, sleeping people had begun to not quite wake up.

The victims of “sleepy sickness” were not inert. They would eat if fed, and responded, in a disconnected fashion, to voices and noises. They could and did move about by themselves, though the actions had no relation to the actual environment—walking purposefully into walls was common—and even if open-eyed they did not see.

Some people blamed the War; some thought it was a new manifestation of the terrible influenza that was affecting so many. But all the cases were isolated, and it struck in places the Great War had not touched. Missionaries and explorers brought reports of cases in the most isolated parts of the world. Sometimes the sleepers were called holy. Sometimes they were killed, or left to the elements. In the Western world they were kept in spare bedrooms, or hospitals, or nursing homes, or wherever seemed appropriate.

Sigmund Freud saw several cases, and wrote a careful but inconclusive monograph, Beobachtungs des Wahrschlafssperrung. The name was coined by Dr. Simon Rachlin, a young associate of Freud’s; with the ungainly precision of German, it meant Suspension of True Sleep. One of the observed patients, identified as “Fräulein H.”, was Magdalen Himmels, who had been found slumbering next to her dolls’ house in August 1916, one of the very first cases. Once or twice in a month, Magdalen would act out a formal ball, waltzing an invisible doll around her hospital room.

Nine months after Gottfried’s visit home, Peter Himmels was born. He slept in his mother’s room until he was nearly two, but he slept no more deeply than any other baby, and woke as often and loudly as any of them. Peter would believe himself to be an only child until he was eleven years old.

IN 1926 THE last confirmed case of the sleepers’ disorder was reported in Cape Town. It had been called sleepy sickness, sleepers’ flu, Wahrschlafssperrung, midwar hypersomnia, Delambre’s Disease (within the circle of Dr. Delambre), and the name that finally stuck, Encephalitis Lethargica. There were phantom reports for years afterward, other comas, other sleeps. None of them was quite E. Lethe, however: victims who could eat, could speak, could move, but were connected to life only by a heartbeat.

There were, at most, twenty thousand of the false sleepers worldwide, and perhaps that number again caught more shallowly, so they were never fully asleep or wakeful, still functional in a cruel way. Against the millions of casualties of the Great War, the influenza pandemic that followed on hard and killed twenty million, what were a quiet few, fading away? There was an entire war footnote to the Great War, an Allied invasion of Siberia to put down the filthy Bolsheviks, and it was entirely forgotten. The sleepers did not rave or suppurate or otherwise offend the wakeful; they needed no large amount of tending (indeed, many got no tending at all); they could hardly organize themselves, and no one in those days organized in their interest. Dopamine drugs were decades away. And so what had briefly been a great medical puzzle, a mysterious visitation, became a curiosity of medicine, a footnote, nothing.

IN 1927 A man known as William B. Goodrich directed Louise Brooks in Still Morning, about an E. Lethe patient finally awakened through the efforts and love of a brilliant young doctor. Photoplay said: “It must have sounded like a natural: Brooks in bed for four reels. Who would have expected her to sleep the whole time?” The picture was quickly withdrawn, before the public found out that Goodrich was actually the disgraced comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle.

Decades later, Louise Brooks said, “The real sleepwalker on that picture was Arbuckle. He’d been dead with his eyes open ever since his friends hung him in public. He said the idea came to him in his sleep. Maybe it did.”

A film critic who saw a “rediscovered” print half a century later said, “I know of no other film, even Pandora’s Box, that makes such extraordinary use of Brooks’s demonic innocence. If anybody but Arbuckle had made it, it would be in every film school in the world.”

The management of the Ufa studio near Berlin saw the failure of Still Morning and quietly shelved their half-completed Die Träumer, starring Lil Dagover and almost identical to the American picture. Its scenarist had also dreamed the story.

IN SERECOMBE, IN 1928, a young couple named Martyn had their first child, a boy they named Theodore after a favorite uncle of the mother’s.

Mrs. Martyn confided to her best friend that the couple had intended to wait for a year or two, putting money by, before starting a family. “But it really wasn’t carelessness, Rose. It was desire, just plain desire, like neither of us had ever thought on.”

Theodore Martyn was of course never told of this circumstance of his birth. He grew up fairly typical, fond of sweets, sports, adventure stories, and things forbidden to him. And since a boy like that couldn’t very well be called “Theodore,” he became “Tiger” at a very early age.

Of the forbidden things, there were two in particular. Tiger’s best friend Willy Bates was the son of the local newsagent, and thus had access to “Yank magazines,” the cheap American pulps with brightly colored covers that went to England as ballast in merchant ships. Willy’s father sold a few of them and tossed the rest into the bin, whence they were rescued by the boys.

The other thing was Wych Cross, three miles down the Wych Road. Tiger and Willy knew this had something to do with the mysterious manor house—everyone knew about the mysterious manor house—but exactly what put Wych Cross beyond the pale was delightfully vague.

FROM THE SECOND decade of the century onward, Roderick Burgess was perpetually locked in a battle for fame and followers with Aleister Crowley and a Cornishman known as “Mocata,” a sorcerers’ duel conducted mostly in journals of strictly limited circulation. The received wisdom was that Mocata was the most urbane and by far the handsomest, Crowley the most voluble and spectacularly degenerate, and Burgess the most philosophical and ruthless. (That he was Oxford, while Crowley was Cambridge, delighted the papers.)

Mocata died of apparent heart failure in 1928. Burgess lacked Crowley’s bizarre sense of humor (or any other sort) and eventually lost his taste for the spotlight. He was not seen outside of Fawney Rig after 1930, though there was a continual flow of visitors in Rolls-Royces and Bentleys and the occasional aeroplane.

It was said, though not closer than Serecombe, that Burgess had a devil, or the Devil, in the basement of Fawney Rig. It was said he had made a bargain with darkness and could not die. It was said that he had reached that curious state of wealthy old men, of being able to afford any pleasure and to appreciate none of them.

IN 1930, JAMES Richard Lee of Liverpool was eleven years old. He lived in a small coal black house with two other families, three couples and eight children all told. All the men were dockers, on different shifts, so that at any given time there was a man out working, one sleeping, one at the local or reading the Daily Worker, all interchangeably. There was the occasional raised voice, the good hiding for a proper infraction, but the three wives formed a unified front against tyranny of all sorts, and the small black house was happy, by the standards of the countless small black houses around it.

So there was nothing obvious that drove Dickie Lee down to the water-side in all his spare moments. He would sit, sometimes for hours, looking empty-eyed at the oily port water. This wasn’t something boys did in Liverpool. Anyone disturbing Dickie Lee, however, was met first with a word, then a stone thrown close enough to whistle in the ear, and then another stone to prove that the first was not lucky.

Not that he ignored his extended family. Dickie understood that a family, no matter how odd its structure might be, hung together, helped out when one of the members was in trouble. He helped as he could, and got into remarkably little trouble for a boy of his age.

By the fall of 1930, when Dickie was eleven, this had been going on for nearly two years, and he was largely let alone. When someone came up, quietly, behind him this time, he turned, the stone invisible in his palm.

It was his father. Dickie waited a moment, then turned back to the sea.

His father crouched beside him in the gray air, great muscles poised without tension. At some length the man said, “Do you see that seagull yonder, on the post?”

Dickie nodded.

“Can you scare’m off, without ‘urting’m?”

The boy’s hand flicked back and out, as if it were the only living part of him. The flat rock skipped off the top of the post not half an inch from the seagull’s feet, and it screamed and fluttered off.

“Someone you ought to meet,” Dickie’s father said, and they went off together.

The someone to be met was Davy Cale, who ran a corner shop. Every boy in the neighborhood, except Dickie Lee, knew that Cale had been a footballer of some note, and every boy but Dickie knew he was trying to put together a club for boys.

“He dun’t seem to understand what a team’s for,” Dickie’s father said, very mildly. “But trying ’im as goalie might bring him halfway out.”

Dickie was asked again to show what he could do with a rock. Handed a football, he looked at it with vague interest, but demonstrated that he could put it anywhere it needed to go. So did the least likely boy in England become the starting goalkeeper for the Liverpool Junior Racers.

As a movement in James Richard Lee’s life, it worked, as his father had said, halfway. He never became one of the lads, still didn’t play with them, club football excepted, still did his time alone defended against all comers.

But he was supernatural on the field. He seemed to begin an interception before the goal attempt was fairly begun, and once blocked, the ball would infallibly go to the boy best placed to return it. The Racers were champions; and Deadeye Dick Lee was champion of champions. So, for a while at least, the rest of it didn’t matter.

IN 1933, THE man who had designed the fastest aircraft on earth went to visit Germany. R. J. Mitchell was not a well man; he had undergone a lung operation during the testing of his latest plane, and the trip was supposed to be part of his convalescence.

Mitchell met with a number of young German pilots. They spoke about what airplanes could do, what they might do. Something happened inside the Englishman’s mind.

Mitchell went back to England deeply troubled, with a vision of something to come. The design he had been working on was flying, awkwardly, by the end of the year. Mitchell saw that it would not do, and began to work at it obsessively, continuously, with no thought of his physical condition, possessed by a dream of shapely wings and destruction.

IN 1934, WHEN Peter Himmels was sixteen, he was aware that his sister existed and had a terrible sickness. It did not frighten him. He began to visit the hospital regularly, got to know the nurses and Simon Rachlin. Dr. Rachlin was delighted by Peter’s visits; the other Wahrschlafssperrung patients seemed as forgotten by their families as the disorder had been by the world at large.

“Why do you think she dances?” Peter said.

Dr. Rachlin said, “I do not know, though I hope to someday. I have asked her, when she seems aware, but as I have told you, the Schlafssperr’ patients almost never answer.”

“Do you think I could dance with her?”

Dr. Rachlin smiled. “I cannot imagine any harm in it. Would you object to my watching you?”

Peter and the doctor cleared a space in the dining room. One of the nurses got some waltz music on the radio, and Dr. Rachlin sat by with a notebook as the young people danced.

Peter tried to look as if he were leading, but in fact Magdalen was pulling him around the floor. Nor, though it kept vaguely to the radio’s waltz time, was the dance much of anything formal—perhaps, Rachlin wrote, an eight-year-old’s imagining of a waltz.

“Do they not look lovely?” one of the nurses said.

When the dancers finished, Peter stepped back from his sister and bowed from the waist.

Magdalen curtsied in reply. She had never done that in her solo dancing.

“She wakes!” a nurse said.

“If she does, we shall all take dancing lessons,” Dr. Rachlin said, and his hand was shaking as he scribbled the description; but a moment later Magdalen was standing still, unseeing, as ever.

AT EIGHTEEN, JAMES Richard Lee got a docker’s button as his father and the other men in the black house wore. In an attempt to get the best out of his talents, he was made a crane operator, and after the first weeks’ training, never dropped a pallet or missed a hold. His fellow dockers felt safe with Dick on the crane; management liked that, while he was certainly a union man, he didn’t seem too Bolshie about it.

In early 1938 his old coach Davy Cale had another proposal: for a while now the Royal Air Force had been training a “Volunteer Reserve.” Local flying schools would teach young men to fly, tuition paid by the government; in addition, the volunteers took night courses in gunnery and signals. They would be sergeants, if some other things happened: if a war broke out, if Britain entered it.

As usual, Lee did not oppose a reasonable suggestion. He joined the RAFVR.

Then some other things happened.

In 1940, not long after the fall of France, Dick Lee was posted to RAF Crowborough, in East Sussex, part of 11 Group of Fighter Command. It was farther from home than he had ever been, and for a few days he seemed dazed by the greenness of the fields, the clarity of the air, far from the Mersey quay. It was apparent soon enough that his quietness was not a response to anything, but an essential bit of Lee himself.

He was friendly without being convivial, well liked without any special likability. Once the German air attacks began in earnest, with the inescapable tensions and terrors, it was accepted that whatever kept a man sane and able in the cockpit was right. Lee got the squadron’s second confirmed kill, and was a good man to have on your flight; that, for the second time in his life, paid for any other failings.

Lee’s one actual friend in the squadron was a Lieutenant called Chips Wayborne, a wealthy young man, three years older than Lee, who had been in one of the Auxiliary Air Squadrons before the war. Wayborne had scored the squadron’s first kill, on the same flight as Lee; it was the closest thing to a cause the friendship had. The two men seemed to have nothing else in common.

On a late night in August, after a long dogfight in which Wayborne had gotten his fifth German and Lee his seventh, they sat in the barracks with cold cigarettes and staling beer, talking.

“Do you sleep bad, after a fight?” Wayborne said. “I always do. When we’re warming up, I think about the other chap, the one I’m trying to kill, but once the wheels come up I don’t anymore. It’s just our machines and their machines. But the night after, I see them again. In









































































































































































OEBPS/images/FM_X.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780063286559_Cover.jpg
INCLUDING

/<. ORIGINAL

' STORIES BY

\ SUSANNA CLARKE,
' GENE WOLFE,

i AND

~ TAD WILLIAMS

GAIMAN





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
The Sandman:

Book of Dreams

EDITED BY

NEIL
GAIMAN

WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





