

	



The Root of Evil

From the crumpled bed the wife said, “I think today’s the day. Look how low I’ve gone.”

“Today? That would be like you, perverse and inconvenient,” said her husband, teasing her, standing at the doorway and looking outward, over the lake, the fields, the forested slopes beyond. He could just make out the chimneys of Rush Margins, breakfast fires smoking. “The worst possible moment for my ministry. Naturally.”

The wife yawned. “There’s not a lot of choice involved. From what I hear. Your body gets this big and it takes over—if you can’t accommodate it, sweetheart, you just get out of its way. It’s on a track of its own and nothing stops it now.” She pushed herself up, trying to see over the rise of her belly. “I feel like a hostage to myself. Or to the baby.”

“Exert some self-control.” He came to her side and helped her sit up. “Think of it as a spiritual exercise. Custody of the senses. Bodily as well as ethical continence.”

“Self-control?” She laughed, inching toward the edge of the bed. “I have no self left. I’m only a host for the parasite. Where’s my self, anyway? Where’d I leave that tired old thing?”

“Think of me.” His tone had changed; he meant this.

“Frex”—she headed him off—“when the volcano’s ready there’s no priest in the world can pray it quiet.”

“What will my fellow ministers think?”

“They’ll get together and say, ‘Brother Frexspar, did you allow your wife to deliver your first child when you had a community problem to solve? How inconsiderate of you; it shows a lack of authority. You’re fired from the position.’” She was ribbing him now, for there was no one to fire him. The nearest bishop was too distant to pay attention to the particulars of a unionist cleric in the hinterland.

“It’s just such terrible timing.”

“I do think you bear half the blame for the timing,” she said. “I mean, after all, Frex.”

“That’s how the thinking goes, but I wonder.”

“You wonder?” She laughed, her head going far back. The line from her ear to the hollow below her throat reminded Frex of an elegant silver ladle. Even in morning disarray, with a belly like a scow, she was majestically good-looking. Her hair had the bright lacquered look of wet fallen oak leaves in sunlight. He blamed her for being born to privilege and admired her efforts to overcome it—and all the while he loved her, too.

“You mean you wonder if you’re the father”—she grabbed the bedstead; Frex took hold of her other arm and hauled her half-upright—“or do you question the fatherliness of men in general?” She stood, mammoth, an ambulatory island. Moving out the door at a slug’s pace, she laughed at such an idea. He could hear her laughing from the outhouse even as he began to dress for the day’s battle.

Frex combed his beard and oiled his scalp. He fastened a clasp of bone and rawhide at the nape of his neck, to keep the hair out of his face, because his expressions today had to be readable from a distance: There could be no fuzziness to his meaning. He applied some coal dust to darken his eyebrows, a smear of red wax on his flat cheeks. He shaded his lips. A handsome priest attracted more penitents than a homely one.

In the kitchen yard Melena floated gently, not with the normal gravity of pregnancy but as if inflated, a huge balloon trailing its strings through the dirt. She carried a skillet in one hand and a few eggs and the whiskery tips of autumn chives in the other. She sang to herself, but only in short phrases. Frex wasn’t meant to hear her.

His sober gown buttoned tight to the collar, his sandals strapped on over leggings, Frex took from its hiding place—beneath a chest of drawers—the report sent to him from his fellow minister over in the village of Three Dead Trees. He hid the brown pages within his sash. He had been keeping them from his wife, afraid that she would want to come along—to see the fun, if it was amusing, or to suffer the thrill of it if it was terrifying.

As Frex breathed deeply, readying his lungs for a day of oratory, Melena dangled a wooden spoon in the skillet and stirred the eggs. The tinkle of cowbells sounded across the lake. She did not listen; or she listened but to something else, to something inside her. It was sound without melody—like dream music, remembered for its effect but not for its harmonic distresses and recoveries. She imagined it was the child inside her, humming for happiness. She knew he would be a singing child.

Melena heard Frex inside, beginning to extemporize, warming up, calling forth the rolling phrases of his argument, convincing himself again of his righteousness.

How did that proverb go, the one that Nanny singsonged to her, years ago, in the nursery?



Born in the morning,

Woe without warning;

Afternoon child

Woeful and wild;

Born in the evening,

Woe ends in grieving.

Night baby borning

Same as the morning.





But she remembered this as a joke, fondly. Woe is the natural end of life, yet we go on having babies.

No, said Nanny, an echo in Melena’s mind (and editorializing as usual): No, no, you pretty little pampered hussy. We don’t go on having babies, that’s quite apparent. We only have babies when we’re young enough not to know how grim life turns out. Once we really get the full measure of it—we’re slow learners, we women—we dry up in disgust and sensibly halt production.

But men don’t dry up, Melena objected; they can father to the death.

Ah, we’re slow learners, Nanny countered. But they can’t learn at all.

“Breakfast,” said Melena, spooning eggs onto a wooden plate. Her son would not be as dull as most men. She would raise him up to defy the onward progress of woe.

“It is a time of crisis for our society,” recited Frex. For a man who condemned worldly pleasures he ate with elegance. She loved to watch the arabesque of fingers and two forks. She suspected that beneath his righteous asceticism he possessed a hidden longing for the easy life.

“Every day is a great crisis for our society.” She was being flip, answering him in the terms men use. Dear thick thing, he didn’t hear the irony in her voice.

“We stand at a crossroads. Idolatry looms. Traditional values in jeopardy. Truth under siege and virtue abandoned.”

He wasn’t talking to her so much as practicing his tirade against the coming spectacle of violence and magic. There was a side to Frex that verged on despair; unlike most men, he was able to channel it to benefit his life’s work. With some difficulty she set herself down on a bench. Whole choruses were singing wordlessly inside her head! Was this common for every labor and delivery? She would have liked to ask the nosy local women who would come around this afternoon, growling shyly at her condition. But she didn’t dare. She couldn’t jettison her pretty accent, which they found affected—but she could avoid sounding ignorant about these basic matters.

Frex noticed her silence. “You’re not angry I’m leaving you today?”

“Angry?” She raised her eyebrows, as if she had never encountered the concept before.

“History crawls along on the peg legs of small individual lives,” said Frex, “and at the same time larger eternal forces converge. You can’t attend to both arenas at once.”

“Our child may not have a small life.”

“Now isn’t the time to argue. Do you want to distract me from holy work today? We’re facing the presence of real evil in Rush Margins. I couldn’t live with myself if I ignored it.” He meant this, and for such intensity she had fallen in love with him; but she hated him for it too, of course.

“Threats come—they’ll come again.” Her last word on the subject. “Your son will only be born once, and if this watery upheaval inside is any indication, I think it’s today.”

“There will be other children.”

She turned away so he could not see the rage in her face.

But she couldn’t sustain the fury at him. Perhaps this was her moral failing. (She wasn’t much given to worrying about moral failings as a rule; having a minister as a husband seemed to stir enough religious thought for one couple.) She lapsed sullenly into silence. Frex nibbled at his meal.

“It’s the devil,” said Frex, sighing. “The devil is coming.”

“Don’t say a thing like that on a day our child is expected!”

“I mean the temptation in Rush Margins! And you know what I mean, Melena!”

“Words are words, and what’s said is said!” she answered. “I don’t require all your attention, Frex, but I do need some of it!” She dropped the skillet with a crash on the bench that stood against the cottage wall.

“Well, and likewise,” he said. “What do you think I’m up against today? How can I convince my flock to turn away from the razzle-dazzle spectacle of idolatry? I will probably come back tonight having lost to a smarter attraction. You might achieve a child today. I look forward to failure.” Still, as he said this he looked proud; to fail in the cause of a high moral concern was satisfying to him. How could it compare with the flesh, blood, mess, and noise of having a baby?

He stood at last to leave. A wind came up over the lake now, smudging the topmost reaches of the columns of kitchen smoke. They looked, thought Melena, like funnels of water swirling down drains in narrowing, focusing spirals.

“Be well, my love,” said Frex, although he had his stern public expression on, from forehead to toes.

“Yes.” Melena sighed. The child punched her, deep down, and she had to hurry to the outhouse again. “Be holy, and I’ll be thinking of you—my backbone, my











Afterword

The World at Hand, the World Next Door

Once upon a time, once upon a time. What did we know back then, before we got so 1grown-up and tired and know what we know now?

Once upon a time we lived in the dark. All of us. We weren’t alone, but we felt alone. We felt warm. Usually we felt safe. The world was dark and oceanic.

Then we were born into the world next door, and time began. Light opened our eyes and we saw the world was bruised with color. But light was good. It taught us to look around.

Sometimes the light was broad, if we were a dawn baby, say, delivered in a meadow. Or the light was rich and green, if we were born under trees. Maybe the light was crystalline, concentrated—birth by candlelight or starlight.

Sometimes the only light was in our mother’s eyes, and that was always enough.

Once upon a time we all lived in the dark, but we all needed light to go on living. And we lived through our childhoods, various as they are.

Consider a bunch of kids in the early 1960s. Sometimes they write stories at the city desk of the local newspaper, where their father is a reporter. Like all children, they cannot see their future ahead of them. Right now they are playing so ferociously in a small urban backyard that the lawn has bit the dust, so to speak. Maybe a dozen kids between the ages of thirteen months and eight years. One family provides about half the population of this play group, so the oldest kid available from that family gets to be in charge. “What’ll we play?” says everyone else. The Boss Kid looks about. There aren’t any bats or gloves. The jacks have gotten thrown over the fence. The neighbor’s dog is sad and wise, so for safety from us he crawls under our back porch, through the convenient hole we dug to China last week.

“Let’s play church,” says someone. The Boss Kid shrugs. He knows that hardly anybody likes to play church because only one person gets to make up the nonsense Latin, and everyone else has to be quiet and holy. And being holy is no fun.

“Let’s play house,” says someone else, who shows a brand-new birthday present, a plastic Baby Sip-and-Drip doll. But we already have a real baby in a stroller, and our baby is much more talented, so the toy is launched over the fence to join the jacks in exile, and playing house is out.

“Let’s build a treehouse,” says someone, looking up at the lilac bush that looms all of six feet. But there’s nothing to build with.

“I know,” says the Boss Kid, “let’s play the Wizard of Oz.”

We go to it with a vengeance, since the 1939 film had aired on TV a night or two ago. The story is as real to us, as welcoming and capacious as any house or library or church. Boss Kid hands out the roles. Dorothy, Tin Man, Scarecrow, Lion, Glinda, Wizard, and the Wicked Witch of the West. Everyone else can be Munchkins. Nobody wants to be a Munchkin, they’re boring. So the baby in his diaper has to play the entire Munchkin population. But who can the extra kids be? Well, you can be Captain Hook, and you can be Peter Pan—but that’s not the right story—but in this story Captain Hook and Peter Pan and Tinker Bell can be here, says Boss Kid authoritatively. Besides, we need more than one bad guy. Let’s see what happens. It’s our story.

They start out. Dorothy is still moping around Kansas—the back porch.

Then the twister comes. The twister is played very well by the lilac bush; Dorothy stands in the middle of it, twirling around, breaking fronds in a realistic way and crying “Whoooooo!” The Witch goes by on her bicycle, which is played by a tricycle. Captain Hook chases the Witch on his own tricycle.

The twister is done. Dorothy’s house lands with a clump. Boss Kid gets a great idea. Who needs Munchkins? Let’s have the baby playing the dead Wicked Witch of the East! Let’s put the baby halfway under the back porch. His feet are too little to stay where they’re put, so let’s stick his head out where the fascia board runs along the ground. There’s that hole there from when we were digging China-ward last week. The baby doesn’t object. The baby can’t talk yet. The next-door dog begins to whimper at having his sanctuary invaded.

The story gets very exciting for a while. Tinker Bell announces that she alone has the power of life and death, and the story begins to take on the feel of church, though we weren’t going to play church. Tinker Bell throws a small magic stone at people and they have to freeze in their tracks until Dorothy releases them. The Wicked Witch of the West and Captain Hook get married and have twins, Little Snookums and Little Hookums. The Scarecrow is trying out the tornado for himself like a carnival ride. “Whoooooooooo!” The dog is singing along. The Cowardly Lion says, “Look, the Wicked Witch of the East is eating dirt.”

The baby has turned and his face is in the ground. He’s not supposed to do that. He’s supposed to be dead.

“Don’t eat dirt,” says the Cowardly Lion, who is the baby’s sister. She’s almost four years old and she knows how the world works. “Bad baby.”

The baby is turning blue and trying to cry but there’s too much dirt in his mouth. If he cries Mommy will come. We’re supposed to be babysitting him, not pushing him under the porch. We pat his head to make him stop crying.

The Cowardly Lion proves to have been well cast. She’s the first one to break out of character and call to the kitchen. “Mommy! Joe is under the porch and he’s stuck and he can’t breathe!”

“Stupidhead,” we all mutter.

Mommy comes running. The baby isn’t the Wicked Witch of the East anymore, it’s Joe, and he’s really stuck. Mommy tries to break the board with her hands; she can’t. Mommy runs. We didn’t know mothers could run. She is back in a flash with the first things she can lay her hands on, a big bread knife and a slotted spoon. Is she going to chop off the baby’s head? That’s not going to do much good. Is she going to kill us for suffocating the baby? She never uses the knife at all, and to this day I don’t know why it was there. She attacks the ground with the spoon’s wooden handle. One mother alone can dig to China faster than eight kids working all afternoon. She carves out enough earth so she can turn the baby around without wrenching his head off. She clears the dirt out of his mouth. She is swearing so bad that she can’t ever play church with us again no matter what. Even if we wanted her to. Which we don’t. The game is ruined, and it was going so well. Dorothy never gets back to Kansas. The Wicked Witch of the West is still on the loose. The story is still open. It’s very unsatisfactory.

Besides, the Boss Kid gets punished the worst, and he never understands it. We’re always blamed for not playing with Joe, and look what happens: The first time we let him play with us, he tries to smother himself. It’s not our fault.

I don’t know what happened to all those other kids, but I have it on the highest authority that the Boss Kid became a novelist. As you will have figured out.

In regarding how children play, I remember games like “house” and “school.” In such improv rehearsals of adult endeavors, children manipulate what little they know of adult situations, and see if they can muddle their way through—which is how, they will later learn, most adults get through their own real adult lives, too. They take the material at hand and play with it—the shapes of houses, the rules of schools, and maybe if they are imaginative kids, the données of various fairy tales and popular stories. Little Red Schoolhouse easily can become Little Red Riding Hood as soon as the school lets out. After all, children look at adult lives to see what can be gleaned of the mysteries behind the curtain.

The author of the children’s novels about Mary Poppins was P. L. Travers. Her playground was in the bosom of her own family. She recognized the Three Fates as her great-aunts. Quote:

huge cloudy presences—with power, it seemed, to loose and to bind—perched watchfully, like crows on a fence, at the edge of our family circle. One of them, it was said—or rather, it was whispered, the rumor beings so hideous—one of them lived on her capital. What was capital, I wondered, wild with conjecture, full of concern. And the dreadful answer came bubbling up—it was herself, her substance! Each day she disappeared to her room, it was not to rest, like anyone else, but secretly to live on her person, to gnaw, perhaps, a toe or a finger or to wolf down some inner organ. The fact that there was no visible sign of this activity did not fool me for a moment. A strange and dreadful deed was here and not to be denied. Aunt Jane, stealthily nibbling at her liver, was at once her own Prometheus and her own eagle. The myth did not need to be told me. It rose and spoke itself. . . .

Travers concludes:

I am glad, therefore, to have kept my terror whole and thus retained a strong link with the child’s things-as-they-are, where all things relate to one another and all are congruous. Hercules, the Frog Prince and Joseph in his coloured coat march with the child to Babylon by candlelight and back. . . .

As a writer I, too, kept my terror whole, and I played with the most incendiary materials possible: the going story. I did it as a kid, with the Wizard of Oz, and I have made it a lifelong habit to play with rich and dangerous materials.

Let me digress here, a little informally, and show you proof that what I was suggesting at the beginning, about how the native childhood power of appropriation and play became a nascent impulse toward building stories of my own.

One of my heroes, although I come to him warily, is Hans Christian Andersen. I own a small autographed visiting card of the great teller of tales, and he has written—in Danish of course—across the bottom of it, “Life is the most wonderful of all fairy tales.”

Knowing that he felt this way, I turned to Andersen when I was asked by NPR to write for them a holiday tale for airing on All Things Considered on December 25 some years ago. “Give it the Maguire treatment,” they said, by which I assumed they meant “Indulge in a little petty larceny as you are known to do, steal someone’s story and make something new out of it.” I never mind playing with other people’s material, so I came up with an idea called “Matchless.”

The thing is, one of Andersen’s best-known tales used to be “The Little Match Girl,” but in our secular age the idea of a child freezing to death and going up to heaven to be with a beloved relative seems just as likely to be the delusion of suffering as it does the transcendence of a fairy tale. And “The Little Match Girl,” interestingly, has no magic in it but for the visions the girl sees as she lights her final matches. So what could I do to honor Andersen’s original tale but return to it some of the charm of the original, as it might have seemed to certain audiences in decades and centuries past?

I mention this to show you how a thief like me works, which, when dealing with something as combustible as someone else’s famous material, can be summed up like this: very very cautiously indeed.

To play with the material of L. Frank Baum, which in many ways was full of useful inconsistencies and moral conundrums, was relatively child’s play. Backyard theatrics. Likewise, in tussling with Grimm and Perrault in Mirror Mirror and Confessions of an Ugly Stepsister, respectively, I could insinuate my own narrative energies into the hollows that characterize these ancient tales, hollows both accommodating and even provocative, existing because bits of original narrative have worn away or lost their meaning.

The truth is, I have written about fantasy and fairy tales so often that ambushing the topic again gives me a case of existential pyemia, known in medical circles as the collywobbles. I don’t want to repeat what I’ve said before. By now it’s a matter of filling in gaps. And isn’t that what writing is, generally? I relish this quote from E. M. Forster, an apologetic about the limits and the range of his writing life: “My defense at any Last Judgment would be, ‘I was trying to connect up and use all the fragments I was born with.’ ”

I have to share this, too, by Albert Camus, with apologies for the gendered slant of its expression. Camus wrote: “A man’s work is nothing but this slow trek to rediscover, through the detours of art, those two or three great and simple images in whose presence his heart first opened.” (The New Yorker, September 24, 2018, page 65.)

I bet most of our hearts opened wide with the hope for an experience of life that was larger than our own private prison of here and now. That’s how we became readers, after all. Think of a map in whose corners you may still be able to make out the phrase HIC SUNT DRACONES. I’ve given you this map, now, to hold in your mind during the rest of this commentary. I’ve called it “The World at Hand, the World Next Door,” and it might have been subtitled, “Methods and Motivations of a Fantasy Writer.” But you don’t need a subtitle or an outline. You just need to imagine this map in your hands.

Not long ago someone posed this question: Have you ever gotten stuck in your work, and what has unstuck you—or are you still stuck?

This is equivalent to saying, Do you always know where you’re going? And how to get back? Do you have a map? What is your method?

I suffered writer’s block once. Almost two decades ago I had a couple of adopted children under the age of three at home, and another on the way. Now, at the point I’m talking about, eighteen years ago, I’d finally had a little luck in my career. After years of shantytown insolvency, I found that my first two adult novels were selling well enough to make my agent wish he’d taken a healthier percentage. But risking the adoption of three infants from overseas on the incomes of a freelance writer and artist—my then boyfriend, now husband, is a painter—still kept me up at night. I don’t know what the medical profession would call this condition. The British sometimes call it financial embarrassment.

I was about to launch into my fourth adult novel, called Mirror Mirror. I hadn’t wanted to become known as the adult writer who rewrites fairy tales for grown-ups, but my publisher insisted. It’s all about “branding,” she said. So throughout that summer, eighteen years ago, I’d been mulling over the story of Snow White. Was this famous fairy tale only about that truth that all glamorous parents must give way in time to even more glamorous youth? What is it that the young must relinquish in order to grow up? What are the costs of maturity?

I had decided to set my Snow White–ish tale of the education of innocence at a time in which the culture at large was doing something analogous to what a teenager does—to wit, enjoying the convulsions of sudden-onset pubescence. I would set my tale at the end of the quattrocento, in the hills of Tuscany, circa 1500, when the peasant culture and old beliefs were being driven underground by the sexy thrill of the latest thing, called the Renaissance.

Cesare Borgia, thought to be the inspiration for Machiavelli’s The Prince, could figure. So could his sister, the notorious Lucrezia Borgia. She could feature as the wicked stepmother. After all, she had a reputation for poisoning her enemies, so making a deadly apple for her ravishing new stepdaughter would be right in her wheelhouse. The dwarves in their humble outpost, the queen in her lofty tower—from their separate vantages, they would represent the pagan past and the brittle, intelligent future. I hadn’t wanted to write this book, really, but once I got an organizing concept up and running, I was ready to go. It might be fun. I could do it.

Then, in the week I was to begin chapter one, the day broke that we have come to know as 9/11. I rushed to the day care to collect our boys, and like everyone else, I filled up the car with gas, bought bottled water. I kept my voice level and scraped away tears with the side of my hand before the boys could notice. Aware again of the separate outposts of brutal reality and of innocence.

And, like most writers I knew, I found I couldn’t work. My only instance of writer’s block was imposed not from creative drought but from the world’s clamor. I needed to work—for cash, for steadiness, as if my ability to write a novel about Snow White in Tuscany would somehow prove that the terrorists hadn’t won—but I couldn’t. I could only listen to NPR and read the Times. And it wasn’t only my own work that seemed self-indulgent. I couldn’t read any fiction. Fiction couldn’t hold a metaphoric candle to the literal firestorm of reality.

So I put my work aside. I had to go on a book tour anyway, for an adult novel just out—a novel called Lost. No one in October 2001 wanted to read a novel called Lost. I didn’t want to promote it, either. But my commitments required me to leave my family and get on an airplane. I was clutching my first prescription of Xanax, for that month who could bear to take to the air unfortified with chemicals or booze or a rosary? As we advanced down the runway for takeoff of the flight to Denver, I was sure I’d never see my boys again. I would die of terror at the first moment of gentle turbulence.

I emerged from my Xanax haze somewhere over the Mississippi and the plane landed without incident. At the Tattered Cover, Denver’s great independent bookstore, my host told me that visiting authors were invited to select any book off the shelves as a present. On the bestseller list that season, alongside Islam by Karen Armstrong and Twin Towers by Angus Kress Gillespie and The New Jackals by Simon Reeve, were The Corrections by Jonathan Franzen and The Best Loved Poems of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. Somehow, nothing appealed. My doctor had told me I was suffering from anhedonia, an inability to experience pleasure.

Then I happened upon the Fantasy and Science Fiction corridor. I picked up Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring. I know it’s downright heretical for any modern fantasy writer to confess that Tolkien, meh—I can take it or leave it. While I had read the Lord of the Rings cycle in high school, I’d preferred the books of my younger childhood—the Alice books, the Narnia books, Peter Pan and The Wizard of Oz, the fairy tales of Grimm and Andersen.

Yet perhaps because I had read it once with only passing interest, the first volume of the Lord of the Rings found its way into my carry-on the next morning when I left Denver, heading for San Francisco. I can’t pretend I read on the plane—I was on Day 2 of my Xanax addiction—but sometime in the next few days I opened the volume and tiptoed back into Middle-earth.

Here is a quote from my journal at the time—October 25, 2001, in a hotel in Seattle:

Tolkien never a great favorite, but in these days post 11 Sept., the clear sentimental language, the palpable but distant danger, the broad otherness of it—it is the first thing I’ve been able to read, and Lord, how I’ve lost myself in it.

What I found in Tolkien was just exactly what I needed. In Middle-earth I could experience my sense of dread without being paralyzed by it. In approaching Middle-earth, the World Next Door, I could afford to feel shattered. And I had to feel shattered—in order not to be shattered. Is this part of what the Greeks meant by catharsis? I think so.

[Haldir said:] The world is indeed full of peril, and in it there are many dark places; but still there is much that is fair, and though in all lands love is now mixed with grief, it grows perhaps the greater. (“Lothlórien” chapter)

One of my articles of faith is a phrase from the British moral philosopher Roger Scruton. He said: “The consolation of the imaginary is not imaginary consolation.” He might as well have been talking about reading Tolkien during the time of Al Qaeda.

I finished that book tour and went home to my family. I was refreshed by my revived trust in the consolations of fiction and fantasy. So I tried again to find a way into the world of fairy tale, which when metastasized into novel-length can turn into a fantasy.

Snow White, best known for the Grimm version as coarsened and jollied up by Disney, has an ancestor in an Italian version, I recalled—is it in Il Pentamerone, perhaps—in which the seven dwarves are seven thieves who live under a hill. Like the seven dwarves, I became a hunter-gatherer. Theft. Appropriation. I went about collecting fragments.

I heard a story on NPR about how mercury poisoning can cause paranoia. I found out that some Renaissance guild or other actually made bathtubs out of hammered mercury. Then I remembered that some early mirrors were panes of glass laid over backing boards painted with mercury, the better to amplify mercury’s silvery reflective power. Could Lucrezia Borgia’s belief that the mirror was talking to her derive in part from paranoia brought on by mercury poisoning?

I read about the redoubtable Ms. Borgia and her father, Pope Alexander VI, and the supposed pornographic parties and orgies held in the halls of the Vatican. What a contrast to Snow White and her purity! The biographies of the Borgias all suggested that most of what is bruited about Lucrezia is what we would today call “fake news,” circulated by the enemies of the powerful clan. Still, the gossip is saucy enough that I’m not about to repeat it here.

I considered the name Snow White in the Italian language—I forget how it translates—not usefully. But with a little torsion, Snow White in Spanish becomes Bianca de Nevada. So her family was Spanish—how and why had they come to Italy by the end of the fifteenth century? Oh, yes—Torquemada and the expulsion of Sephardic Jews from Spain. Her family had gone underground in Italy—hiding in plain sight.

Going underground—what else was underground in Tuscany besides robber dwarves? The graves of the pre-Romans, the Etruscans. I read up on the myth of Proserpina, a sort of Persephone with a makeover, and remembered that her crime is also eating a forbidden fruit, and being hauled underground was her punishment. Being exiled, being underground—Bilbo Baggins in Gollum’s cave, Persephone, the Lost Boys, Alice herself . . .

Are you getting dizzy? My market basket was near to overflowing. But did the fragments connect? They could be made to connect, by bashing them, the way kids can force the wrong puzzle piece into place. But cramming doesn’t solve the problem of shapeliness, and shapeliness in a story, even a fantasy or a fairy tale, I think, depends first and last on following a map.

Meanwhile, my journal from that year tells me that one day at home my toddler son Luke asked me why I was crying. Some buildings fell down in New York City, I said, and some people were hurt. His response was, “Do you still love me?”

I was still blocked. I couldn’t write a word of narrative. So, having to do something, I decided to draft a series of poetic monologues. They were intended as a prewriting exercise, but almost immediately I found I could channel my post-9/11 trauma into language about characters dealing with their own traumas. Here are a few of the profiles that helped me break my one and only experience of writer’s block.

The first one, of Bianca de Nevada, was written with the thought of those who threw themselves off the burning towers of the World Trade Center, perhaps some of them trying to pray, hoping for miracles. These are the first words of fiction, if you will, I could write after 9/11.



I am a girl who did no wrong.

I walked this side of Gesù when I could.

I kept an angel in my apron pocket.

I do not think it did me any good.





As soon as I had something in the voice of the innocent, Lucrezia Borgia brashed forward, as if it were open mike night at a poetry slam, declaring this:



I am a woman who slept with my father the Pope.

They say I did, at least, and so does he.

And who am I to make of the Pope a liar?

And who is he to make a liar of me?





A character wandering in from any one of half a dozen fairy tales, a gooseboy who is also a simpleton, speaks a couplet bereft of punctuation:



I am a gooseboy or am I a goose

The margin that separates us is loose





And the dwarves, who in their poem almost have a common voice like a Greek chorus, are true denizens of the underground: they are some outmoded race of creatures who will not survive the bright gimlet focus of the Enlightenment—but perhaps only go deeper underground:



I am a rock and my brothers are rocks

And our family name is patience.

Grinding our lunch can take most of a decade.

Step soft, we’re a beach; step firmly, a landslide.

. . . .

We are the bed on which the world rests,

Its criminal patience, its bleak stupid patience.





By serving up smaller blocks of text that could represent my characters as well as my distress about that moment in history, autumn 2001, I could do two things at once: I could trick myself back into writing, and I could approach horror, loss, grief, and the mystery of cruelty.

In talking about method, perhaps I’ve gone on too long about a single book. I promised to talk about fairy tales and fantasy. How about this: Why is “Snow White” a fairy tale and Mirror Mirror a fantasy?

There are several possibilities that only tangentially have to do with length. One difference between fairy tales and fantasy might be in the inevitability of the narrative. If you remember your high school chemistry, you may recall the single-displacement reaction versus the class clown’s shenanigans with vials of chemicals and a Bunsen burner. A fairy tale is the former—once the story is started, only one set of things can happen. It is a parable of sorts. There is only one outcome. The seed dropped on stony ground can only die. The seed dropped on fertile ground can only prosper. The seed sold to Jack can only become a mighty beanstalk. In a fantasy, however, anything can happen to a seed “dropped by a skybird halfway through the wood.” A fairy tale is Aesop, and a fantasy is Emily Dickinson’s “fairer house” of possibility. (And incidentally I love to remember that fairer has two meanings: more lovely—and also more just.)

Another difference between fairy tales and fantasy is the question of audience. People commonly give newborn babies board books of Mother Goose. Only at a christening to which he wasn’t invited would Dr. Frankenstein bring a board book called Baby’s First Kafka. The very young need fairy tales; while if a fantasy is built on possibility, some of those possibilities will be unsightly. Fantasy is unsettling, anarchic—anyway, it might be.

Thirdly, a fairy tale happens to a generic character. The nameless stereotyped character is usually straight out of central casting, the generic Beauty, or Belle, or Jack, which is as good as calling someone Boy, or Kid, or Buddy, or Miss. Such a stock character exchanges one thing for another—usually his or her charitable gesture for the chance to prosper through the help of magic. Likewise, the stereotyped villain is nameless in a fairy tale. The wolf, the king, the stepmother. But once the witch becomes Elphaba Thropp, she is in a fantasy. Once the wise woman in the woods becomes Mary Poppins, we have left the realm of cautionary tale and entered the more subtle, ambiguous arena of fantasy. There is no longer an inevitable through line to the narrative, but constellations of possibilities.

Another journal entry: June 11, 2003, about the formal out-of-town opening of the musical Wicked at the Curran Theater in San Francisco. I wrote:

Last night—maybe not yet the triumph it could be, but very solid, very funny, very moving in parts. . . . The audience is so with that witch. Oh, let it rip: it was a huge high. I had tears leaking from my eyes through the bottom of the first act and a good deal through the second. As I said to an interviewer recently . . . the idea of personal fame or recognition as an artist means only so much to me, though I’m glad I can pay my bills—what is really satisfying, or will be if it happens, is to name an anonymous person, and make her human.

I’ve been quoting from my journals. I hope this doesn’t sound self-admiring. The truth is, thirty-two years ago, at his request, I promised my friend and lawyer, Alvin Levin, that I wouldn’t burn my journals or leave instruction that they should be destroyed after I died. So recently I’ve been transcribing more than fifty-five years of handwritten journals into Microsoft Word. Not to publish them, horrors, but for the opposite reason: so that my estate can own the copyright and embargo any postmortem peeking.

Up till now, I’ve been describing the hunter-gatherer aspect of writing. Now I want to give you the agricultural instance—an instance of a seed dropped by a skybird in a distant wood, twenty-five years ago. A seed that takes a quarter century to send up a shoot from where it languished in the dark.

In October 1994—seven years before 9/11—I was about half through the revisions of my first adult novel, Wicked, which was still a year from showing up in print. Up until then I’d been a writer of harmless children’s books, let’s say, that flew well under the radar.

I was living in London. Because somehow I came across her address—perhaps in the phone book—I’d written the author of Mary Poppins, Ms. P. L. Travers, to thank her for her work. She’d replied in a shaky hand ordering me to come to tea Tuesday week. Perhaps she preferred to receive tribute in person, I thought. So my journal finds me in the King’s Road toward late afternoon October 27 or so, 1994. The preamble shows how I learned from Harriet the Spy to notice my surroundings: like many novelists of my generation, I am a writer because of Harriet.

Chelsea at the Picasso Café and Ristorante, 4 PM, at the intersection of Shawfield Road and the King’s Road. . . . the light is faint, translucent milk-blue glass to the northeast, and yellowy-gray bituminous clouds in the other direction. . . . I sit outside and sip a hot mocha, and watch business people, teens, elderly women pass by. An umbrella goes up, comes down again. . . . Now it starts to rain. Girls with sweaters on their shoulders, babies beneath plastic shields on top of prams. . . . Sun breaks through . . . backlighting the rain to silver. . . . I have eighteen red and white tulips for PL Travers. Here comes a man in a woolen uniform with a cap, and red and gold chevrons. A splendid rainbow . . . coming down beyond the Chelsea eye clinic. . . . Now the walk is shiny and wet. . . . The rainbow is nearly gone, when I look away and look back, I can barely see it. It breaks up. There is a strange and childlike thrill, as if in the presence of magic. I used to feel this way a lot. A single bird above the street. The sky overhead is Arizona blue. . . . A sexy motorcyclist wearing chaps comes to the next table. It’s nearly time to go—Number 29 Shawfield Street, London . . .

A Georgian [row] house with a broad single window . . . at street level. The doorbell sharp and hard. . . . A young woman, maybe part Jamaican, came in jeans and answered the door. . . .

P. L. Travers sat in a chair in the corner, angled so she could watch out the window. She looked up when we came in and said to me, “Who are you?” I introduced myself—and she seemed not to hear me, but when I said again, more slowly, “Gregory” she appended “Maguire.” “You invited me to come by, and so I have, for a very short time,” I said.

Mostly, in her face, were eyes and smile; she smiled like a small child; she seemed happy at everything, and smiled as a way of conversing. I had heard she was a bitch, a tart and difficult woman. . . .

Here I divert from my journals to insert a memory that I didn’t write down at the time. Ms. Travers addressed me as if she thought I was the man who came to read the meters, and kept telling me they were out back, through that door there. However, she seemed entirely unfazed that the meterman would arrive carrying rare copies of her hardcover books and would be conversant in arcane details of her career and work. I’ve often wondered if she wasn’t having me on.

What follows is a sort of dialogue I devised that day out of notes I scribbled down on the back of a checkbook immediately after I had left Ms. Travers’s home. By this I mean it is more scripted than it may have sounded as it occurred—one can’t help imposing logic on scribbled notes. But the exchanges are verbatim as I could recall them. Only a few words have been changed, for clarity.



		PLT:  I’ve been in the hospital and the nursing home for two years. I just got back. I can move very little.

    	GM:  Can you get out at all?

    	PLT:  Up and down the street.

    	GM:  To the end.

    	PLT:  To the second lamppost. My world has shrunk to the second lamppost. But when I was out the other day, looking down to watch my feet, I found a present—

    	GM:  —?

    	PLT:  A star. A star!—there in the pavement. I’d never seen it there before. There’s a story—the sixth brother. Give him something to do. The boy with a wing. You know the one I mean?

    	GM:  Yes (I thought I might but wasn’t certain).

    	PLT:  At the end of the street is a pub called the World’s End.

    	GM:  At the other end, on the King’s Road, is a café called the Picasso Café. I sat there and a storm came up, and a rainbow came over—just ten minutes ago.

    	PLT:  That was for you, to show you that you’re welcome here.

    	GM:  You live between the star and the rainbow.

    	PLT:  Yes! . . . This is my whole world. There used to be . . . acres and acres of lavender, and cows mooing.

    	GM:  Where is Cherry Tree Lane?

    	PLT:  What?

    	GM:  Where in London is Cherry Tree Lane supposed to be?

    	PLT:  I don’t know what you mean.

    	GM:  The house that Mary Poppins lived in. Is it in Chelsea? In Kensington? . . .

    	PLT:  Oh! Well, no. Well, it’s . . . it’s . . . (she waves her hand). . . . It’s between here and someplace else.

    	GM:  Do you know, I grew up on Mary Poppins. When I was ten years old, I sat on our front porch and read the books and ate sour-apple hard candy. I never forget it.

    	PLT:  Do you know, when I came home from hospital, I picked up the second Mary Poppins book, and I began to read it. And I didn’t know what was going to happen! I turned the pages—I found it delightful. . . . I didn’t know what would come next.

    	GM:  I’m not surprised. She’s a mystery.

    	PLT:  I don’t think we’ve seen the last of her. . . .

    	GM:  Will you sign a few books?

    	PLT:  It is hard to do.

    	GM:  Maybe three? This is Mary Poppins and the House Next Door.

    	PLT:  And this is something special for you. (She draws a star.) William Butler Yeats told me only to sign my name, but this is for you.

    	GM:  Do you remember this? (A privately printed copy of Aunt Sass, which Travers had once had done up as a Christmas present for close friends.)

    	PLT:  (She opens it.) Look! Stars! Nine stars! Who put those there? But where’s my name?

    	GM:  On the front.

    	(She crosses out the printed name and signs her own name.)

    	And this last. Mary Poppins Opens the Door. It’s my favorite.

    	PLT:  It’s not for children.

    	GM:  It’s Mystery. Mystery is for children.

    	PLT:  Yes, but also for adults.

    	GM:  Yes. Of course.

    	PLT:  (She signs it.) I found a picture of myself in the chapter called “Balloons and Balloons.” Me and Mary Poppins and Mary Shepherd.

    	GM:  I’ll look for it when I go home. And I should go soon. I’m flying out tonight.

    	PLT:  Where?

    	GM:  Dublin tonight, and Boston tomorrow.

    	PLT:  I was at Radcliffe once, teaching. And at Smith. I loved Radcliffe. I hated Smith.

    	GM:  Why?

    	PLT:  A man from an American magazine called Life came to every lecture, and all the Smith girls threw themselves at him.

    	GM:  This has been an extraordinary afternoon for me. I will never forget it. Thank you. (I kiss her.) Goodbye.

    	PLT:  Goodbye. Write about this.

    	GM:  Pardon—?

    	PLT:  Write about coming here to tea.

    	The attendant shows me to the door. I leave PLT sitting in the corner of the room, all eyes and smile, in a blue cardigan, knees together, hands on her knees. The big square window is now dark with dusk.






A seed was planted in this conversation, one that took a quarter century to sprout. More on that shortly.

About the time of my 2001 writer’s block, Wicked was being developed for the stage. The composer Stephen Schwartz wrote an engaging first-glimpse song for Elphaba, otherwise known as Oz’s green-skinned Wicked Witch of the West. In the theater world, such a song is known as the “I want” song. All Eliza Doolittle wants, in her first song, is a room somewhere. All Annie Oakley wants is to get a man, even if you can’t get a man with a gun.

The initial “I want” song launching Elphaba in her character arc was replaced, in time, with a piece called “The Wizard and I.” This is a better song in most ways—it’s a showstopper fifteen minutes in—aggressive, bright, hopeful. The song it replaced was quieter. That song was called “Making Good.”

I’ve been talking about methods, the seeded inspiration, the hunter-gatherer phase, and so on—but I’ve hardly mentioned motivation. Yes, consolation for others is worthwhile, but there is also some measure of validation of one’s self, too. Specifically, the concept that Elphaba sings about: the hope that in one’s life, one can manage not just to “make do,” but to “make good.” Proving one’s self—that the effort of surviving has been worth it, has given something out.

While I was raised by two parents, nested happily in a band of seven children—I am the middle child—we older children learned the ways of the world from the woman we called our second mother. She was a hardworking, no-nonsense daughter of Irish immigrants, with a dynamic moral core that no amount of malfeasance around her could cause to melt down. She and my father both loved language and reading, and they treasured the library and taught us to do the same.

But my older siblings and I had a first mother, who died in childbirth when I was born. It sounds mawkish if not manipulative for me to bring this up, but it can’t help being true. I’m convinced that I took to the fairy tales more than the You-Were-There histories of Harriet Tubman or Teddy Roosevelt because fairy tales so often begin with the death of a mother, usually in childbirth. As Snow White or Cinderella or Dick Whittington did, I had to make my way in the world motherless, with lots of wonderful help—a pair of parents, siblings, nuns, librarians, priests, and most especially the authors of books for children. But I now accept that in childhood and young adulthood I labored under an undiagnosed burden of guilt—that my coming into the light of life caused our mother’s death. A single displacement reaction.

What fairy tales gave to me in childhood was invaluable—a set of object lessons to which I could relate: that one can survive the worst penalties of grief and morbid regret, and still thrive. With luck, one might even make good. Repay the debt one had not chosen to enter into at birth. I am sorry if this sounds soupy, but kids are both strong and frail at the same time, and I was a normal kid in this regard.

So Elphaba sings about how she will be “making good.” She will ransom the curse of her green skin, she will win her father’s approval, she will show herself she can survive her own mother’s death.

I suppose I wanted to do this, too. For a while I considered the priesthood. A young priest friend talked me out of it. “You have a gift that the Diocese will feel obliged to crush,” he told me. “You can make good without punishing yourself anymore. Write your stories.”

But why did I turn to fantasy, then? Why thrill to the open casements in Wendy Darling’s nursery bedroom, beckoning to Neverland? The rabbit hole on the banks of an Oxford river? The tornado to Oz? Isn’t the richness of the here and now, the blessed immediacy of life, enough?

I suppose the answer is the subtitle to The Hobbit: “There and Back Again.” One has to leave one’s comfortable or even wretched surroundings, experience life elsewhere, before one can come back and take measure of the value in what one had left behind. I turned to fantasy, and indulged in appropriation and homage, as a way to honor those fantasy writers whose work had helped me to survive my childhood.

Our species has always seemed to need maps of the Worlds Next Door. The oldest existing narrative in language that we have is Gilgamesh, which includes a trip to the underworld and to the magic cedar forest of Humbaba, where the gods lived. Homer’s Odysseus travels to places both real and fantastical, including the cave of Polyphemos the cyclops and the island of Circe the witch, who turns sailors into swine. But for most of the last two thousand years of Western civilization, our sense of our place in the universe has been described for us by cosmogonies and their coordinates—usually Christian ones. Dante gave us Purgatory and Hell; Milton told us of the wars in heaven. John Bunyan mapped a Pilgrim’s Progress. Malory gave us Le Morte d’Arthur, with its gathered Arthurian legends launching a myth of Camelot that has lasted another seven hundred years so far. What do these writers, centuries and kingdoms apart, have in common?

Dante was exiled from Florence when he wrote The Divine Comedy in the early fourteenth century. Dante wrote out of a passionate anger and, I suspect, nostalgia for a world he would never see again. Likewise, three hundred fifty years later, at the time of the composition of “Paradise Lost,” John Milton was twice exiled: from the world at hand, through blindness, and from the world at hand, through imprisonment. Almost simultaneously John Bunyan was scribbling The Pilgrim’s Progress during his twelve-year stint in jail during the restoration of the monarchy in the seventeenth century. Malory is said to have been imprisoned in Newgate Prison, London, when he composed his great cycle. Are you seeing a pattern here?

Exiled from the World at Hand, Dante, Malory, Milton, and Bunyan were liberated into being able to conceive of a map to the World Next Door.

Four years ago I brought out an adult novel called After Alice. In it there is a World at Hand—Oxford, circa 1863—and the World Next Door—the Wonderland underground that is so surreal, dangerous, unnerving. My story runs on both tracks, concerning Ada, Alice’s friend, and also Alice’s older sister, who was supposed to be babysitting and who now is in a high degree of panic about Alice going missing. The world at hand, of course, includes Darwin, whose On the Origin of Species was published in 1859, and whose theory of evolution had been debated in Oxford shortly thereafter. If there is anything that put paid to the maps of scholastic piety like those Dante and Milton gave us, it was Darwin.

At just the point in which the old maps of heaven and hell were losing their authority, deteriorating, if you take it like that, into quaint pictures of outmoded beliefs, Lewis Carroll gave us Wonderland. It is as incoherent as our own native life and times, but it is different. It is the World Next Door scaled to be suitable for children, which means, of course, that we grown-ups are welcome, too. If adults will no longer believe in the sacred forest, we must leave it to the children to hold our faith for us.

In the youth of our species, we believed in the island of the Cyclops, the underworld of Hades, the corridors of the Minotaur’s maze, and that the dark wood in the center of Dante’s life opened into Purgatory. Maps of otherness. Then comes the Enlightenment, then comes Darwin, and the old maps are folded up and stored in the attic as curiosities of the white-headed generation, like their walking sticks and reticules and collapsible spectacles. We say, Did they really believe this stuff literally? The old darlings. The old duffers.

But on some level we still need to believe. The World Next Door is crucial to our ability to survive the World at Hand. We need a Middle-earth when there is an Al Qaeda. We need to go there and back again so we can see more clearly where we really stand, and what to do next.

My last point then, is about those who have stood in for the Miltons and Dantes and Homers of a former day, and given us Wonderland, Neverland, Where the Wild Things Are. Who they were, and how they made good.

Lewis Carroll may have had a divinely satisfying adult romance with a woman, or even with a man, but if so there is little proof remaining of it. After his death certain pages of his journal were torn out and destroyed by his kin. Though for me the jury is out, many people today find Carroll’s interest in prepubescent girls not only unseemly but downright creepy. In any case, it’s incontrovertible that while Carroll stuttered in adult society and never married, his ability to make immediate and memorable contact with little girls was profound. He could speak directly to them. Perhaps precisely because he couldn’t find in the World at Hand the socially acceptable consolation as an adult man, he was in his own way blinded, imprisoned, exiled; and he made a map of the World Next Door out of his need and longing. And he gave it to us.

Let’s think about James Barrie. His marriage to his wife ended in divorce. The marriage was unconsummated, according to biographers. James Barrie, a very small gentleman from Scotland bobbing along in London society, found the society of small boys playing pirates more engaging—perhaps more real—than dinner parties and theater openings. Their imaginations fired his. Out of his exile, I submit, theoretically, J. M. Barrie made a map of Neverland, and he gave it to us.

My dear friend Maurice Sendak, famous curmudgeon, had a head so full of capacity it nearly smoked. I’m not saying he was unhappy in love, but he was lonely. He had few peers. Was the size of his talent and ambition so colossal that he lived in a prison of his own ego and its demands? To be friends with him, one had to park one’s own ego at the door and become a supplicant, nearly a toady. (Oh, it was worth it to be near genius.) Out of his isolation and dread he made a map to show us how to get to Where the Wild Things Are. And how to get home to the World at Hand. Where the supper was still hot.

Listen, I’m not proposing that one needs to be psychologically deranged in order to be a fantasist. I myself enjoy robust mental health. So, too, I suspect, did L. Frank Baum and P. L. Travers, and Tolkien, and their contemporary counterparts like Philip Pullman and Susan Cooper and Ursula Le Guin and J. K. Rowling. I only suggest that sometimes storytellers, out of their woundedness or exile or unfulfilled longing, can create something that the rest of us need, too. Those mapmakers give us the chart to get to a home from which they, perhaps, are forbidden.

My most recent book for adults is Hiddensee, subtitled A Tale of the Once and Future Nutcracker. It is about the life of the toymaker known as Godfather Drosselmeier. In my telling, Drosselmeier suffered a trauma in his boyhood; his father took him out to the woods to kill him with an axe. The lad survived, but ever after he was lopsided, awkward; his life was untenable. He didn’t fit in anywhere. He fell in love only twice and both times it ended badly. He never married, never had children. He did nothing but make toys. What sort of a contribution to the universe is that? And yet, when his goddaughter Klara was in distress, it was he in his undiagnosed weakness who carved the Nutcracker. It was he in his frailty who made her a plywood fairyland in which she could dance her toys on Christmas Eve. He was both bruised enough and attentive enough to be able to help. And he died not knowing what he had done for her, really. But he had given her the map, if you will: the map to the sacred forest.

[Godfather Drosselmeier] . . . told her again. . . . “I know of a sacred grove that needs to have a home. It needs someplace to grow. But I don’t know where it should be.”

“Is this real,” she asked, “or is this a story?”

“Well,” he said, “that I don’t know, either. But I’m afraid I’m getting too old to find out. If I haven’t located a home for the sacred forest yet, I shall have to leave the job to someone else. Will you take on that chore?”

“Where is the sacred forest?”

“I’m not certain,” he said. “I suppose it may be all around, disguised as the garden. Or perhaps it is hiding in the depths of the Black Forest. I think it’s been wandering for a very long time looking for a place it can root, and grow, and make itself at home. If you could go to the fairy-tale land last night, perhaps you can find a way to send the forest there, too. It might be willing to grow and thrive in a place like that.”

“Godfather,” she said, “but you made the fairy-tale land.”

“I only built it,” he said. “You visited. I gave you the key. You opened the lock.” (chapter 95)

As I reviewed my close encounter with P. L. Travers, I came upon this line. Ms. Travers saying, totally out of the blue:

There’s a story—the sixth brother. Give him something to do. The boy with a wing. You know the one I mean?

This is the buried seed I mentioned. Step one of the method, an inspiration; step two, hunting and gathering. Travers’s comment came out of nowhere and went nowhere, twenty-five years ago. Yet as I transcribed that passage, I got a certain chill. I have a new adult novel in progress. It is based on a story by Hans Christian Andersen called “The Wild Swans.” The title of my novel is A Wild Winter Swan. The boy with a wing. P. L. Travers told me twenty-five years ago to give him something to do. And without remembering her command, this year I have done just that. She had given me the key. She had dropped the seed.

The buried seed taking its time to germinate; the hunter-gatherer method of finding things to ornament the central stem of story. These strategies are for all storytellers, not just writers of enchantments. But sometimes enchantments emerge.

E. M. Forster, a reprise: “My defense at any Last Judgment would be, ‘I was trying to connect up and use all the fragments I was born with.’ ” That’s been my modus operandi in this essay. A patchwork, a potluck, jum-jills. I find as I review these pages that twenty-five years ago, P. L. Travers also asked me to put my meeting of her in a story. So now that is done, too. I can cross it off my list. I have connected it up, used it up.

Perhaps, just perhaps, my own thieving is pardonable. I started as a bruised kid for whom stories were balm, salve, oxygen, and protein. I scavenged and I imitated and I invented, and I played The Wizard of Oz, abridging and adulterating to my heart’s content. It is what artists do; it is what children do.

Wicked is the first of four novels in the series I called the Wicked Years. They include Wicked, Son of a Witch, A Lion Among Men, and Out of Oz.

In terms of my work in the merry old land of Oz, I sometimes feel I suffer something I call a “Google Oz” syndrome. I feel, when I am gripped by an avarice to invent, to play with fire, I feel as if I could take virtually any concept, conundrum, conceit that is apprehensible in the workaday world we all share and I could apply it to Oz, see what it looks like there. I feel invincibly accurate and—what’s that word about the Pope—infallible. If I say the Wicked Witch of the East has no arms and can’t walk without magic, then it is so. If I say the Wicked Witch of the West had a lover and an illegitimate son by him, who is going to prove me wrong? (As it happens, long after I wrote Wicked, I had the chance to read an early shooting script of the 1939 film The Wizard of Oz by Noel Langley, and guess what: In his version, the Wicked Witch of the West had a son living in her castle with her.) In any case, I have a long history of biographical scrutiny of her, starting with what I figured out in my childhood concerning her little-known first marriage to Captain Hook, about which all information seems to have been suppressed.

Wicked was written as a one-off, as the British say. The disappearance of the Witch at novel’s end was meant to be read as a tragedy. So how does one write sequels to a novel whose main character dies or goes underground? Here is where the subtitle of The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West came in handy. It can be said that our own times survive us; as long as we are alive in the memories of our family, friends (and enemies), their years of life are still “our times.” Perhaps this is especially true for those who die prematurely. So The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West continued into the lives of her son, Liir Thropp, chronicled in Son of a Witch; of the Cowardly Lion, in A Lion Among Men, and of Glinda, Liir, and Elphaba’s granddaughter, Rain, in Out of Oz. The quartet is known as The Wicked Years. (A young reader, having breathlessly finished the final volume, understood why I felt I could not continue the series, but proposed I come up with a new sequence called The Happy Years.)

Son of a Witch was released about ten years to the day after Wicked was published. By then, the musical by Stephen Schwartz and Winnie Holzman had opened on Broadway and was on its way to settling down into a very long run. (Currently it is the fifth-longest-running play in Broadway history.) I went back to Oz not to capitalize on the expanded interest in Elphaba as a character, but for other reasons. The play is amusing, clever, bittersweet, and tender, and I adore it. But my Oz was even more toxic and dangerous than it appears on the stage. In the wake of 9/11, in the rush to invade Iraq, and in the release of photos of prisoners in Abu Ghraib, I found I needed to consider the new ugliness and treachery of human behavior in the only sane way I could manage—by writing about it in fiction. By the time Out of Oz came out ten years ago, I felt I had—at least for now—learned as much as I could manage about how private citizens duck or embrace their responsibilities in times of great moral crisis, one that occurs either on a personal or on a national scale.

And all of this was still a kind of tinkering with found materials—the Oz given to all of us in childhood by L. Frank Baum and by MGM.

I believe that childhood play prepares us to understand the places in the mind that are always accessible to us, whether they be invented or historic or actual. I believe that story is the natural household of the paradox first learned in childhood and retained as perhaps the final consolation of the dying: Story allows at one and the same time both permanence and change. It’s the perfect tool for playing with.

In my childhood, that fantastic time, the idea of Oz implied by vintage film footage and by novels on yellowing paper can and did and does coexist with the humble terrain of a small and ill-kept backyard. I lived in Oz by playing it. The Oz in our games and the Oz in the stories existed simultaneously. The more we played it, the more we owned it; the more often we saw the film in its annual rebroadcast, the more we studied it to understand it.

All my life what I have found so interesting, and find interesting still, is that once story takes over, it rushes into every cove and cranny of your life. If creativity is playing with matches—arson and larceny at once—it is a permeating condition.

My novel Wicked continues the game we played in the backyard fifty-seven years ago. The green-skinned witch is, who guessed it, talented. At a gathering of students in a bar, following a funeral, Elphaba, the least likely to succeed, is pushed to sing. (Yes, she could sing in my novel, long before Broadway got a hold of her.) From Wicked:

The room quieted down. Elphaba made up a little song on the spot, a song of longing and otherness, of far aways and future days. Strangers closed their eyes to listen.

Elphaba had an okay voice. Boq saw the imaginary place she conjured up, a land where injustice and common cruelty and despotic rule and the beggaring fist of drought didn’t work together to hold everyone by the neck. No, he wasn’t giving her credit: Elphaba had a good voice. . . . Later he thought: The melody faded like a rainbow after a storm, or like winds calming down at last, and what was left was calm . . . possibility . . . relief.

Some readers will realize that, copyright considerations aside, it’s clear that what Elphaba, the Wicked Witch of the West, is singing at this funeral is “Over the Rainbow.” From her point of view, anyplace else would be better than Oz. She needed her own “once upon a time.”

Once upon a time, not all that long ago, we were all born in the dark. We huddled together for warmth. I believe we probably told one another stories to give ourselves hope. Some of the stories began “Once upon a time,” and one of them continued, “and then a magic helper came swimming out of the dark flood to bring us food and light and a promise to rescue us. He brought us a map to the world next door.”

Once upon a time, between here and somewhere else, we were a team of boys, young soccer players living in the dark, in a cave in Thailand. Like Milton and Homer, we were blind. Like Dante and Bunyan and Andersen and Lewis Carroll, we were exiled from the society we craved. We were cold and hungry and scared. We licked the condensation from the walls of the cave to stay alive in the dark. Then we were born, and time began, and light opened our eyes and we saw the world was bruised with color. But light was good. It taught us to look around.

We could see our beloved families at the rescue camp, and the international press, and the blessed world, and we knew that the magic that powers fairy tales is real. That magic is often nothing more than human charity, a common stick painted up to look like a magic wand, a map drawn on the back of a packet of freeze-dried emergency rations. Good enough. We can use it. In time, maybe one of us will survive to write a new map out of our days of darkness. Not a moment too soon. By all available evidence, our kind is still in need of maps.
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