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Pou mystè ki te mande’m fè’l




 

I have always said that my work is dictated to me by daemons. People probably think that’s a figure of speech; maybe this book will prove it literal. Surely it is the most vicious and appalling story ever to pass through my hand to the page, so inevitably some people will hate it. I thank Jane Gelfman, Marie-Catherine Vacher, and Deborah Schneider for believing in its value when no one else did; Edward Kastenmeier, Sonny Mehta, and Diana Coglianese for the catalytic roles they played; and (especially) Dan Frank, for seeing in a different light.

This book was completed with support from the Harold and Mildred Strauss Living awarded by the American Academy of Arts and Letters.


 

Forgive is too weak a word. Recall the idea of Até, which was so real to the Greeks. Até is the name of the almost automatic transfer of suffering from one being to another. Power is a form of Até. The victims of power, and any power has its victims, are themselves infected. They have then to pass it on, to use the power on others.

—IRIS MURDOCH, The Unicorn
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Until the day the towers fell, I’d long believed that all the gods were dead. For years, for decades, my head was still. Only sometimes, deep in the desert, the soughing ghost voice of O——. But still, the bell of my head was silent, swinging aimlessly over the void.
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I could watch it again, as much as I wanted, since the TV kept playing it over and over like a game of Tetris no one could win. No limit to how many times I could consume, could devour those images. Again and again the rapid swelling, ripening to the bursting point, and then the fall. The buckling, crumbling, blooming outward in that great orb of ruin before it showered all its matter to the ground. Those gnatlike specks that swirled around it proved to be mortals, springing out of the flames. Wrapped in the shrouds of their screaming, they sailed down.

It didn’t matter how many saw one watching, since none can know another’s heart or mind. I had not known my blood could rise like that. Still, again, despite the years, the withering of my body.

Sometimes the television showed a plane biting into the side of a building, its teeth on its underside where the mouth of a shark is—then flame leaped up from the wound like the red surge from an artery. Then there were shots of living mortals on the street, wailing, raking the flesh from the bone of their faces, or some of them frozen, prostrate with awe.

So I saw Laurel for the first time again, Laurel kneeling on the sidewalk, her head thrown back, her hands stretched out with the fingers crooked, as weapons or in praise. Blood was running from the corners of her mouth, like in the old days, though not for the same reason.
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Inside the casino, it never happened. Nothing there can enter in. Only the whirl of lights and the electronic burbling of machines, rattle of dice in the craps table cups, an almost inaudible whisper of cards, the friction-free hum of roulette wheels turning. Nothing is permitted to change.

It is a sort of fifth-rate hell, and I a minor demon posted to it. A succubus too indifferent to suck. I have my regulars, of course. Sometimes I even know their names. I deal them cards and they lose money. Occasionally one of them wins, of course, but not for long.

“Mae,” tonight’s mark says. My name’s a little sinister in his faint Slavic accent. He’s told me his but I’ve forgotten. A retired airline pilot, I think he said. Some would find him good-looking, in that square-headed way all the pilots have. Silver hair and a face burnt to wrinkly leather. It takes a long time to catch a buzz from the watered drinks they give free here, but my regular has the determination to do it.

“When you get off work, Mae? When you coming home with me?” I part my painted lips to show my pleasant teeth to him, smooth away the black wing of my hair. I am conscious of not looking up at the dark bulb in the low tiled ceiling, where the two of us are captured by a fish-eye lens. I am older than he, perhaps a lot older, but as far as I know he doesn’t know it.

I show my hole card: eight to a jack. Not much of a hand, but my regular took a hit too many and he’s busted.

I might have worked a double shift, meaning sixteen hours straight. Sometimes I do. I don’t get tired. Even in a fifth-rate hell there is no sense of the passage of time. I don’t remember anything unusual that day—if there were fewer people than we normally got, a sudden emptying of the place, illumination from outside. No, I don’t think there was that. It hardly matters what I recall, since no one is going to call me to witness, at least not on that point.

Probably two hours of darkness remained by the time I got into my car. It takes barely a quarter of that to drive from the casino to my dwelling. I don’t listen to radio. I don’t like the chatter, and I don’t like music with singing in it, and I don’t like to hear guitars or strings. Maybe I listened to piano during the dark drive, Bach or Chopin, in a minor key. No voice told me what rent had been torn in the world that day. When I went into the desert, I still didn’t know.
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The trailer park was shut up tight with chain-link fence, but I had broken some of the links with a bolt cutter, right behind my tiny deck, so I could walk directly into the desert when I pleased. When I went through I pressed my palm against the jagged ends of the cut wire, not quite hard enough to break the skin, and then I pulled the pieces back together so the tear in the fence wouldn’t be too obvious, in case anyone were to look, which no one would.

In one of the trailers behind me a television was muttering and in another an old woman wept, in harsh, ugly, choking sobs. I walked until these sounds disappeared, holding my back to the spangle of lights of the town behind. I could hear only my own rubber soles crunching on the pale dust of the desert, and that not much, for I walked very softly. Sometimes I took the rifle and didn’t kill anything. Tonight I had left the rifle behind and I was empty-handed.

I crossed fat tracks of an ATV in the sand, and farther south the string of S S S left by a sidewinder. No sign of the snake itself. The desert looked flat and empty as the moon. The moon, the real one, had not risen. Selene had not stepped into her car.

The stars were cold and far away and I stood under them with my knees slightly bent and my back to the desert wind, which rushed through my legs and the sleeves of my shirt and dragged my dark hair forward around my face. Ambient light from Las Vegas bled into the sky from the north and dimmed the stars. Rage. Rage. It grew and then faded.

The wind fell then and as it died a great owl stooped across my left shoulder, in a perfect silence that thrilled down my spine through the soles of my feet into the sand. As the owl struck silently, out of my sight, some rodent uttered a desperate shriek—piercing, but it didn’t last long.

There. That would do. But I remained, still where I stood for a few minutes longer. I curled my fingers into my palm, feeling an edge of nail against the skin. I would need to cut my fingernails before tomorrow. I keep them short.

The stillness surrounding me was not quite perfect; I could still hear the drone of cars on a highway somewhere, and maybe, on some distant ridge, white turbines of a wind farm. The wind returned, fitfully now, bringing a soughing sound as it dragged across some cavity, a set of lips, a hole. As sometimes happened, I seemed to hear O——’s voice singing in the space between the stars
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fitfully too, intermittent, senseless. Or I would not admit the sense
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the longing, the eternal sadness, vexed me. The sonority of his meaninglessness
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But of course it was only the wind after all. Or at least it stopped, before my heart turned completely black.

The wind switched direction, bringing grit into the corners of my eyes. I turned away from it, toward the vacant glitter of the town. Soon dawn would come. Fatigue was a gray square in my brain, between my eyes. I might almost be tired enough to sleep.

When I came back inside the trailer I cast about till I found my nail clippers, their cheap metal silver in the first thin light of the morning. I tore open a pack of jerky for breakfast, and without thinking about it I snapped on the television and there it all was. A hole in the world. Through the fissure of the TV screen it all came washing over me.
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I don’t know how to begin, because I have no desire to begin.

Again.

It’s again …
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The first time I ever saw Laurel, her head was thrown back, laughing. She had completely abandoned herself to that laugh, but I didn’t know what was so funny since I had just walked in the door. Or D—— had just sort of pushed me in, I think, and then he vaporized somewhere. I’m sure there must have been incense burning, and a few other people sitting around on cushions or a couple of bench seats ripped out of cars and dropped bang onto the splintery floor. Laurel looked soft to me, at first, and juicy. She was wearing a ribbed tank top and I could see the areolae of her breasts through the thin cotton. I looked a little longer than I should have, wondering why I might be interested in that. Then her chin came down and her chestnut curls flounced around her face, and she was looking at me steadily, seriously, though little chimes of laughter still spilled from the corners of her mouth. Her eyes were green and flecked with gold.

“So you’re it,” she said, and swallowed a giggle. “You’re the new thing.” The titter overcame her. She was higher than an asteroid, naturally; they all were. Whatever she was on I wasn’t, but I began to catch that chokey cedar smell, not quite covered by the incense smoke.

“The next new thing!” Laurel got up and whirled around with her hair flying loose and her plump little hands stretched out to show the room to me and me to the room. There were those other people there, disposable people, I’m not sure who, but certainly one or two of the other girls, and probably a couple of guys with the sunken chests and the Jesus hair … one with a silver ankh on a string of beads, hanging between the open panels of his vest. That would be Ned, I think Ned was probably there that first day.

Laurel sobered up and looked me in the eye again. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just … you know!”

But I didn’t know. I knew some things then, but I didn’t know that. She took my hand. It felt very natural, like a little girl taking the hand of her friend, and there was something maternal in it too, I can see now, and the rest was Laurel, being stoned. She was comparing my edge to her softness and showing it to the random people in the room—I don’t remember what they were doing, talking to each other or nodded out or looking at the two of us together. A 45 record was going around and around on a record player that opened up like a briefcase; it might have been one of O——’s early hits. The laughter bottled inside Laurel was making me start to smile, without meaning to, which was rare.

“Look at us,” she said, a mad look dancing with the gold spots in her eyes. “You’re the knife. And I’m the butter.”

The laughter overflowed from her again. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s blow.” She tugged me toward the back door of the room, onto the gangplank that ran along the other rooms of the crazy structure I had just entered. The room we’d left had begun with a school bus that had sort of sunk into the sand when its tires went flat, I suppose, and when they needed more space than the bus, they’d knocked out the panels from one side and framed a bigger room against it and tacked on a tin roof that overlapped the rusted yellow metal of the bus. The whole thing straggled on from there.

The gangplank had a tin roof too, and from under its eaves I could see away, away across the desert to the mountains on the horizon, turning a brilliant violet color as the sun began to sink into them. But Laurel was tugging me along to her room. There wasn’t a door, just a bead curtain. We rattled through it. Another joss stick burned inside. More cushions and a double mattress on the floor, a little table with an oval mirror reflecting up. Instead of a roof on Laurel’s room there was canvas stretched over the two-by-six A-frame, which made it feel like some nomad’s tent.

On a wall was one of those throbbing op-art circles, and I had to look away from that right away so I wouldn’t throw up or have a seizure. My eye caught on another poster, black-and-white: a pale, slender woman lying naked on her back, with her head turned to the right, looking somewhere away. The pool of her thighs was filled with jewels; a vagina dentata with diamonds for teeth. Of course that’s not the way I saw it then. The caption was the sort of thing that passed for insight in those days: The jewelry is worth such-and-such. The rest is priceless.

The room had filled up with sunset light, and above us the canvas sighed with the breeze. Laurel had let go of my hand, though she still stood close, appraising me. There was a touch of red in her hair, I saw now, and she had a scatter of cinnamon freckles over her cheekbones, and a pleasant scent of musk and light sweat. I began to feel the reef under her fluid surface. Her eyes were taking my measure now. Of course she had to be balling D—— too—we all did that, if we liked it or not. In his theory there was no such thing as jealousy but in practice he used it as a sword.

“Mae,” Laurel said, tasting my name with the tip of her tongue. I was sure I hadn’t told her my name. I had not yet addressed her one word.

“You can stay here, Mae,” she said. “With me.”


[image: ]

The town where I now lived had been made for the people who built Hoover Dam, and for a long time there was no gambling there, because the workers didn’t want it, or because the powers that then were didn’t want them to have it. The nearest casino was to be found in a slash through the mountains just to the north, first cut for the railroad to go through. It always looked calm from the outside, at evening especially, a great sand-colored rectangle, nothing but functional, but with clean square lines that gave it, sometimes, the aspect of a temple. A wide range of stone steps spilled down from the entrance, a recession of squares outlined in tubes of red and blue neon. The lights around the doorway didn’t flash. On September 12, I entered at dusk.

Business as usual. My table was three-quarters full for most of the night. A few regulars, and a few strays, as usual. It’s possible they talked more among themselves than they normally did, exchanging horror stories and conspiracy theories. I don’t know; I never listened to what the mortals said to one another. It meant less than birdsong to me.

There was one I had never seen before, an Indian, or he looked like one. He was big and broad, with blunt features softening with age, with alcohol too, more than likely. The whites of his eyes were caramel colored, but black in the center, distant and deep. He wore a perfectly round black hat with a band of silver and turquoise medallions, and several heavy bracelets in the same style on both arms. He played without looking at his cards, it seemed. He was looking at me the whole time, or through me, without appetite or desire or any form of interest I could understand. It made me wonder what he was thinking, not something I usually do.

Around midnight he had lost all he had, about eight hundred dollars, I think. He heaved himself up from his chair and left. In an hour or so he had returned, without his hat or the bracelets or the belt with the big silver-and-turquoise buckle. I don’t think he’d had a watch to begin with. He started with a hundred fresh dollars in chips and by two in the morning he had won more than a thousand. He shoved eighty dollars’ worth toward me for a tip, and carried the rest to the cage to cash out. Something changed in his look when he pushed out of his chair the second time, nothing measurable in his expression, but still some difference was being expressed. A bear might look at you that way if it wasn’t hungry. A couple of hours later I saw him again across the floor. He was wearing the hat and all the rest he’d had when he first came in. He might have looked my way for a second, but his
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