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“Okay, we’re going to try this one last time, but with different music. Now, I want you to listen very carefully—okay? And say the first thing that comes to mind.”

“Okay.” He stares at the painting of the man and woman in the moonlight—The Secret Courtship, he wants to call it. Or The Young Lovers. “But I don’t see what—”

“Just do it, Patrobus. Please.”

“Okay.” He watches as she moves the needle carefully into position and lowers it, then closes his eyes.

You never close your eyes anymore when I kiss your lips ...

“Smoke,” he says, seeing a red and black plume—roiling, billowing. “And fire. Rising like the moon, rising in the night. Not cold ... even in winter.”

And there’s no tenderness like before in your fingertips...

“Good—good. What else? What are you feeling?”

You’re trying hard not to show it ...

“Old. Tired. But satisfied, too. A sense of accomplishment. As though—"

(Baby ...)

“... as though I’m in the middle of a difficult job ...”

... but baby, baby I know it ...

“... one that is going well.”

“Excellent.”

You lost that lovin’ feelin’ ...

Whoa, that lovin’ feeling’ ...

She turns the music down slowly, incrementally. “Now I want you to stay exactly as you are—don’t open your eyes.”

“Okay.”

“And I want you to look around ... and tell me what you see. Okay?”

“Okay.”

He looks at the men in front of him, one of them tall, strapping, and the other slim, short, girlish almost. “I see two men, both of them dressed the same—all in black and white, like the clothes you say you found me in. They’re standing at attention, as though—”

“As though what?”

“As though I—as though—as though they are reporting to me. As though ... I am their leader.” He pauses, looking at the men. “Yes, yes, I know them. I even know their names: the tall one is named ... Jeremiah. And the other—the other—Aluka. They are men of good character, both of them.”

“Excellent, Patrobus. Excellent. And can you tell me where you are?”

He looks around, at the burning walls and the burning bodies, at the men with muskets spewing clouds of flame retardant. “I don’t know, some kind of apartment building, I think. We—we’ve torched it real good and are trying to put out the fire, but it’s fighting us. I think we’re afraid it’s going to collapse.”

“The men in front of you, Jeremiah and Aluka. Are either of them speaking?”

He shakes his head. “No, no—yes, before, not now.”

“And what did they say?”

“Jeremiah informed me that two Witch Doctors were missing, I don’t remember their names. And Aluka volunteered to make a sweep for them. But I—I said no, that I would do it myself, and that I wanted everybody to get clear.”

“You are the Captain, yes?” 

“I am the Captain.”

“And what does that mean, Patrobus?”

“It means that if anyone must go down with the ship—it should be me.”

“As opposed to one of your men.”

“Yes.”

The room falls silent.

“You love them, don’t you?”

“Yes,” he says, finally. “They are my brothers. But, because I am so much older—and also their Captain—they are like sons, too.”

Yet more silence, the deepest one yet. At last she says, “That’ll be all for today, I think. Now, I want you to just breathe deeply ... and count to ten. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes, Sister Sula.”

“Aloud, please.”

“One, two, thre—”

She snaps her fingers, bringing him back: back to the dirty hospital room and the painting of the young lovers on the wall. Back to the beautiful, clean-faced woman and her pendulum, which is shaped like a labrys, the symbol of female solidarity.

“Now ... what do you remember of the last several moments?”

He only shakes his head, remembering nothing.

“Good,” she says. “Then we’ll pick it up again tomorrow.”

She stands and clicks off his bed-lamp, gathers up his trays. “Goodnight, Patrobus. Sleep well and dream what thou wilt.”

“Goodnight, Sister Sula. Blessed be thy Way.”

And then she is gone and twenty minutes have passed and he is sleeping, dreaming: of music piped from loudspeakers and an enemy in abject terror; of men in black and women—witches—running for their lives; of fire and smoke rising into the night and the very building collapsing, burying him like a beast in tar, burying him alive.
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“YOU SAY THAT YOU LOVE your men,” she says, swinging the pendulum, her voice smooth, steady, mellifluous. 

“Yes,” he says, “more than anything in the world. Even New Salem.”

“I see. Well, that’s natural enough, given your position. But you have loved before, have you not?”

He freezes—resisting the question, resisting the spell, but nonetheless sees her: Jadis—as if it were yesterday, as if they’d never parted. 

“Yes, Sister Sula.”

“And was it the same—a brotherly love, a patriarchal one?” 

“No.”

“What was it, then?”

“It—it was a romantic love. An affair of the heart. But ... I do not wish to speak of—”

“Oh, but you must,” she urges, “you must! It is imperative to your treatment. Who was she, Patrobus? More importantly, when was she? Surely it was before—”

“The Pestilence, yes.” He struggles to remember, to visualize: sees casualty stats being posted on ticker boards and television screens. “Just before, although some had already died—enough so that people were starting to notice, including the authorities. But Jadis and I ... we were young, and so lived in our own world. Nothing touched us.”

“You were isolated?” She lowers the pendulum slowly.

“Yes—well, no, no, not physically, but mentally. Emotionally. We were artists—she was a mood dancer, and I had my poetry and paints. We lived in coffee shops, mostly—beer halls. Anywhere there was art and intellectualism, or what we perceived as those things. That’s where we were at when she told me—a beer hall. It’s funny because I can see it right now in perfect detail, even though it was thirty-odd years ago.”

“But it wasn’t thirty-odd years ago; it’s right now, Patrobus.” She touches his arm, gently, reassuringly. “You are there ... young ... right now. Describe her to me.”

He hesitates, not wanting to give in, not wanting to experience any pain. At last he says, “She is beautiful—much like you.” He stops staring into space long enough to look at her—at Sula. “I mean the kind of beauty which is born of itself and not arrived at through makeup and guile. Which is to say a natural one, a genuine one. A beauty without effort.”

She lowers her head briefly before lifting it again and seeming to nod, as if to say, Thank you. Then she refocuses on him abruptly, as though just remembering something. “What did she tell you?”

“I’m sorry?”

“This—Jadis. You said she told you something—in the beer hall. What was it?”

He smiles suddenly, appearing to light up as never before. “That she was pregnant, of course. That I was about to be a father.” He laughs abruptly. “Can you imagine?”

“A father? But you said before you had no—”

He waves her criticism away. “But don’t you see? That night I was. That night I—we—had created something, something more than just movements to music or words on paper; something both of us had secretly wished for, prayed for, even. And the next day there was still more, for I’d won a commission to create artwork to celebrate a wealthy patron’s marriage—a series of oil paintings and some verse—the proceeds from which would fund our lives, which were extremely modest, for 12 months at least—well beyond when the baby would be born.”

“Oh, Patrobus!”

“Yes, yes, it was magical, so magical that we hardly noticed the casualty reports—which were growing, some might even say doubling—nor that quarantines were being established and strange suicides and murders being reported, deaths in which the only victims were men, often at the hands of their own wives or mothers. Still, none of it seemed to concern us until it happened in our very own community—right there in Little Tripoli—when Jadis’ stage director was killed—by his own daughters. Only then did we start hearing talk of yet another virus, an entirely new one, called M24—the so-called ‘Witch’s Virus.’ Only then, when it began to effect women uniquely, mostly white women—draining them of color, turning many murderous—did anyone pay attention.”

“And the rest, as they say, is history.” She stroked his arm once before taking her hand away. “Let’s get back to you and Jadis. I want to know more about the pregnancy. Did she carry the child to term, for example? And what sex was it? That sort of thing.”

“I’m happy to say we were the parents of a beautiful baby boy,” he says, beaming with pride, his eyes appearing to sparkle. “A boy just as rambunctious and full of life as you’d expect; and one whom I dare say took after his father with pen and brush
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