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One

 

 

Two bright circles of light moved through the mists, drawing closer to the porch where Sarah sat. The truck wheezed and halted. Shivering in the damp morning air, Sarah rose and walked to the railing. Two men climbed out of the cab and wandered around to the back of the truck. One of them glanced at her before lighting his cigarette; the fog swallowed the smoke.

Sarah turned and went inside. The hallway was also damp. She stumbled on a piece of loose red carpeting, and reached for the banister to her right, steadying herself. As she entered her apartment and closed the door, she heard Gerard's movements in the kitchen.

Water was boiling on the Franklin stove. She said, “The new neighbor's moving in.” Gerard grunted as he picked up the kettle of hot water and moved toward the bathroom. She followed him and watched him pour some into the sink.

"Want a bath?” he asked. “I think there's enough left."

She shrugged. “Sure.” He poured the rest of the water into the tub, put the kettle on the floor, and shed his robe. He sponged himself off by the sink. Sarah ran cold water into the tub as she undressed. Her teeth chattered. “On days like this, I wish I'd gone to California with my parents."

"At least we have water."

"But they have the weather. I think the new neighbor's moving in,” she said again. Feet were stomping up the stairs outside. She climbed into the tub and turned off the water.

"Did you see him?"

"I don't think so. There were two men with a truck, but they looked like movers."

"Movers!” Gerard toweled off his stocky body. “If he has that kind of money, why's he moving here?” He put on his robe and left the bathroom. Sarah washed quickly, remembering baths with water up to her neck.

By the time she finished, she was shivering once more. She dressed and found Gerard in the bedroom, looking out the tall front window that faced the porch. A small blue car had pulled up in front of the truck. A tail man in a trench coat was talking to one of the movers.

"That must be him,” Gerard muttered.

Sarah nudged him. “You'll be late."

Gerard closed the heavy burgundy curtains. “If someone like that's moving here, we're in trouble. It means the rents might go up. Or else it means things are worse than we think.” He began to get dressed, sniffing and snorting as he did so, and she wondered if he was coming down with a cold. He put on his coat and left, mumbling something that might have been good-bye.

Sarah wandered into the living room. She always looked forward to sleeping late on her day off, yet her insomnia usually had her up before dawn. The day would be free for worrying while she went over her budget yet again and waited on lines at the post office and the grocery store. She would be exhausted by evening, and would go to work tomorrow drained. The sheets needed washing, and it was her turn to do them. She thought of scrubbing them in the tub and hanging them on the line, and felt tired already. Adding figures in her head, she tried to see if she could squeeze enough from her funds to go to the laundromat.

She went to the door and listened. The stairs creaked under the feet of the movers. She opened the door and stepped back, startled. The new neighbor was standing there, his back to her. He turned.

"Hello!” He beamed and thrust out a hand. His hair was dark and his teeth white, his nose a bit too large for his fine features. She took the hand and gave it as firm a shake as she could manage. “Is this your flat? I'm your neighbor, then. I just rented the flat on the third floor.” The movers disappeared up the curving staircase with a red velvet love seat. “I'm Raf Courn."

"Sarah Jaynes. I live here with Gerard Litvinov. Maybe you saw him on the way out.” He continued to grip her hand. At last she detached herself. “Raf Courn. That's an odd name."

"I'm an odd fellow.” He chuckled, as if finding that amusing. She tried to smile. “I hope we'll be friends."

"I'm sure we will,” she said, not sure at all. “Don't you think you ought to go up there?"

"I beg your pardon?"

"The movers. They might put things in the wrong place.” She paused. “We don't usually get anyone who can afford movers."

"Oh. Well, well, what could I do? I have to have someone do it, I certainly couldn't manage by myself. I suppose I must go and supervise. We must have dinner together sometime, you and your husband and I."

"He's not my husband."

"You and your inamorato, then. I'm so pleased to have met you.” She watched him bound up the stairs in strides, his pale coat lifting around him as he leaped.

 

"He's definitely strange,” she told Gerard that night as they ate their vegetable soup. “He wants to have dinner with us sometime."

"If he gives us a free meal, I don't care how strange he is."

"Kathy saw him, too. He told her the same thing. He may end up feeding the building."

"What's he do?"

"I don't know."

Gerard finished his soup. Sarah washed the dishes with more hot water from the kettle, hurrying to finish before the electricity was shut off. Gerard got out an old cigar box and began to sort coupons.

Sarah leaned over his shoulder. “How many?"

"We're almost there. I called up Mr. Epstein this afternoon. He says Kathy gave him her gas vouchers. With ours too, he can trade for the solar panels and have them installed before winter.” Gerard owned an old Toyota which he never drove, but owning it meant he got coupons for gasoline, and they could be traded for other things. “He'll up the rents for the other tenants afterward, and give Kathy and us a break. Or—"

"Or what?"

"Or we can pay a bit more than we're paying, but have an option. Epstein said he'd draw it up right away, if we want. As long as we pay our rent on time, we'll be fine, and at the end of four years, we'll own the apartment. We won't have to worry about eviction."

"We can't,” she said. “We'll need the extra money."

"Come on, Sarah. We'll have security. I think it's a good idea. Mr. Epstein's being very fair about it. He says in the end he'll do better with the panels, because he can charge everyone else more rent. Besides, he needs me here to do all that plumbing for him. Look, I'll be able to use my gas coupons on the black market now, so we should be able to get by."

"And what happens if we decide to move out? It'll be just as if we never owned it, and we won't have had the extra money in the meantime."

Gerard reached up and drew her around until she was facing him. He held her arms. “Face it, Sarah, we aren't going to move. Where would we go?” She tried to pull away, but he held on to her.

"Things might get better."

"They won't. They can't. At least think about it before you decide. You know I can't do anything, the apartment's in your name."

He released her and she sat down across from him. It was only temporary; that was what she had told herself. She would get a better job and be able to leave this rundown building and seedy neighborhood. The government would try a new policy, or a scientist would make a discovery that would change everything, or the weather would improve. She could stand anything, if she thought there would be an end to it. But she was lucky to have the job she had; there would not be a better one. She could not afford to move. She could not even have kept this apartment without Gerard. Her own salary could pay only for a room.

She looked at Gerard. His pale broad face was set in a frown as he closed his box of coupons and vouchers. She tried not to let her resentment show in her face. Why didn't he do something? Didn't he want anything better?

Gazing at the floor, she poked at a crack in the faded linoleum with her foot. She suddenly wanted to cry, but that would only make Gerard uncomfortable and angry.

"Maybe you're right, Gerry. I'll think about it.” She was kidding herself again, she knew, thinking that something might happen before she had to decide.

 

 


 

 

Two

 

 

Lita Rand approached Sarah just as she was getting ready to meet Gerard for lunch. “Can you lose five pounds before next month?” Lita asked as she leaned against the counter.

"I could if I didn't have to eat so much starch,” Sarah said bitterly. The gray-haired woman frowned. “Yes, I can lose. Why?"

"We need models for the fall show next month. I'm asking some of you girls for your services."

"Aren't you using the regular models?"

Lita frowned still more. “We can't afford them this year. You'll have to give up two of your days off, of course, one for rehearsal and one for the show. Can I count on you?"

"What's the pay?"

The older woman grimaced. The lines in her wrinkled face were deeper. “I thought I made myself clear, Sarah. We can't afford to pay models. I was certain that all of us here at Warwick and Baum's would want to help the store during a difficult period. You know we're barely keeping the store at the mall open, and here—” Her mouth twisted. “I'm not getting paid to arrange the show, either,” she murmured. “Of course, all you girls will get a thirty percent discount on any of the clothes you model if you wish to buy them."

"That's very kind,” Sarah said, feeling her mouth curve into her habitual salesclerk's smile as she spoke. Her lunch hour was slipping away as she stood there. “All right, you can count on me."

"I was sure I could.” Lita walked away, her slender back ramrod stiff. Sarah realized that she was still smiling. A customer approached the counter. Sarah stared blankly at the woman, then turned quickly and walked away. Almost immediately, she regretted the rebellious act. Lingering next to the skirts on sale, she peered over them at the customer. Althea was waiting on her now; the woman was not even looking directly at the red-haired girl. Sarah hurried toward the book department. The elegiac melody of the store's piped-in music faded, and was replaced by a frantic thumping, pushing customers to buy.

Gerard was arranging a display for a new book. He stepped back and eyed the paperbound copies of The Prophet's Message. “You didn't get very many,” Sarah said as she came up behind him.

"I don't think it'll do that well.” Gerard had an instinct for books, which was why his job was secure. Book sales had risen, and there had been fewer returns, ever since he had begun supervising the book department. He was now allowed to make decisions about how to run it.

"But The Prophet Speaks sold millions of copies."

"People are getting tired of this stuff,” Gerard replied. “There's a rumor that NBC might cancel the Imam's show, and if that happens, his book will be a dust catcher. If I can just sell these copies before they yellow, I'll be happy."

"Excuse me."

Sarah turned. Raf Courn, the new neighbor, stood near her, dressed in a camel's-hair coat. He smiled.

"I didn't know you worked here."

"I work in sportswear, Gerry works in books. Gerry, this is Raf Courn. He took the upstairs apartment."

"Delighted,” Raf said, shaking hands. “I was looking for a book."

"It's my lunch hour now,” Gerard said. “Maybe Rob can help you.” He gestured at the blond man near the data-links.

"I'll just be a moment,” Raf replied. “Ah, I've found it.” He removed a copy of Gone With the Wind. Sarah sighed, estimating that she had already lost almost ten minutes of her lunch hour. “I don't suppose you have a hardback copy."

"You'll have to go to a rare book dealer for that.” Gerard, out of habit, straightened his shoulders and smiled at his customer. He moved closer to Raf. The taller man stepped back. “They'll charge you a lot, though. The book's always in demand.” He leaned forward. Sarah saw what he was doing, and wondered if Raf Courn did. Gerard's body was making a statement, saying: I am not just a device for selling things, I am a person, and you are going to acknowledge that, at least for a moment. Her own way of retaliating was different. She would become vague, and slow, almost against her will; even having a customer think she was stupid was better than making no impression at all, being only part of someone else's background. Often she would feel herself disappearing, becoming only a smile and a soft voice saying “May I help you?” and a pair of arms holding out a garment.

"Well, well, it doesn't matter. I'll take this one. I've heard it's quite good.” Sarah found that an odd remark to make about Gone With the Wind. Raf rummaged in his pockets. The armed guard in the aisle peered at Raf for a moment, then turned his attention to three shabby-looking boys who were loitering near the candy counter. “My, my. I seem to have left my card at home."

"We don't accept bills for cash purchases,” Gerard said, still smiling.

"Well, well. Here you are.” Raf handed him two silver coins. “That should cover it. I do find a card such a bother anyway, one always pays more once the rate of inflation is figured in, doesn't one.” Sarah tried not to fidget, wishing he would leave.

"Would you care to look at our reading lamps? So handy when the power goes off.” Gerard waved with one hand.

"No, no. I'm so glad I ran into you both. Are you free for dinner tomorrow? I do hope so. I'm asking everyone in the building. Please say you'll come."

Sarah opened her mouth. “We'll come,” Gerard responded, and she closed her mouth again.

"I'm so delighted.” Gerard rang up the purchase and put the book in a bag. “See you anon.” Raf drifted away, leaving a scent of musky cologne.

"About time,” Sarah muttered. Gerard took her arm. “I thought he'd never leave."

"We're getting a free meal out of it."

"I just hope he doesn't serve anything fattening. I have to lose five pounds.” They moved toward the cafeteria in the back of the store.

"You're too thin now."

She began to tell him about the fashion show.

 

"It's a buffet,” Raf said, leading them to the heavy oak table. “It's so tiresome to serve a formal dinner, don't you think?” Kathy, seated on the velvet love seat, was already eating. She smiled at Sarah and her eyebrows rose under her dark bangs. Larry Belder, who lived in the other first-floor apartment, was sitting on a long couch under the windows. Martin, the young man with whom he shared his quarters, sat with him. Martin glanced sideways at Larry, and Sarah thought she saw malice in his tilted eyes.

She gazed longingly at the food on the white linen tablecloth. “I'm on a diet,” she said apologetically to Raf. Gerard was already loading his plate.

"Ah.” Raf seized a plate and filled it with caviar, three small meatballs, and fruit salad, then added a hard-boiled egg. “Not too many calories there, my dear. And do have some champagne.” He poured her a glass. She sat next to Kathy. The middle-aged woman smiled at her, then rolled her eyes.

Sarah surveyed the apartment. Raf's place took up the entire third floor; his bedroom and bathroom were in a gable. The rest of the apartment was one large room. Bookcases filled with hardcovers lined one wall. The kitchen was tucked into one corner. The wood floor was bare, with a few scattered cushions. She noticed an end table with a cloisonné dish and an odd-looking console on it; the console was not a computer, and could not be part of a stereo, since there were no speakers. She saw no television, and assumed he kept one in the bedroom. The kitchen held a refrigerator; Raf had apparently decided to pay the extra fee Mr. Epstein required for hooking up the refrigerator to the basement generator, which was used when the city shut off power at night.

"So.” Raf sat on a cushion in the center of the room, his red caftan billowing around him. “We're all here. At least all of us except Mrs. Ritter. I'm sorry to say that she declined my invitation."

"Believe me, it's no loss,” Kathy said. “Mrs. Ritter heartily dislikes all of us."

"She seemed quite an imposing old lady, I must say.” Raf smiled at Kathy. “Well, well, I certainly have a variety of people here. You, Mrs. Giordano, are a schoolteacher, are you not?” Kathy nodded. “And I met Mr. Litvinov and Miss Jaynes at Warwick and Baum's Department Store. But I don't believe I know what you do, Mr. Belder."

"I work for the government. Fuel stamp board.” Larry tilted his balding head. “Not a popular position, I'm afraid."

"And you, Mr. Simms?"

Martin was silent.

"Martin is my very good friend,” Larry answered. “Officially, I'd guess you'd say he's a homemaker.” Martin stroked Larry's arm while shooting him another venomous look.

Sarah sipped her champagne. “What do you do, Mr. Courn?"

Raf laughed. “Oh, my. At the moment, I suppose I'm at liberty. Or perhaps you could say I'm on a travel allowance, a tourist of sorts.” He chuckled some more. Sarah was feeling hot in her sweater, and wondered if it was the champagne. Raf's apartment did seem very warm. She recalled that heat would rise, but reflected that there was little heat in the building to rise.

"Yes, a tourist. That's what I'd call myself. Yes, indeed. You see, I'm an alien."

"What country?” Larry mumbled, his mouth full. “You must have had one hell of a time getting through immigration."

"Oh, my. It's not exactly a country. I meant another world. I'm an alien from another world, a spaceship sort of alien. You see, some of us have been observing you for some time, and I thought I'd come down and have a little look-see."

Larry cleared his throat. Sarah was afraid to look at Raf. Gerard rose. “Well,” he said, “I think I'll have seconds."

 

Kathy had come downstairs to have tea with Gerard and Sarah. “Party didn't last long,” Gerard said as he poured.

"Well,” Kathy said, “it does tend to put a crimp in the evening when you realize your host is a bozo."

"Still, it was nice of him to say I could borrow his books.” Gerard sat down. “He has quite a collection."

"Maybe he is an alien.” Sarah sipped her tea.

"You don't believe that ridiculous story.” Kathy stirred honey into her cup.

"I don't know. I suppose I don't, really. I asked him why his apartment was so warm when I was helping him clear the table. He just laughed and said, oh, my, heat's no problem with my little doo-hickey.” Sarah fluttered her hands, aping Raf. “I suppose he meant that thing near the sofa, on the end table."

"Heat rises,” Gerard said. “I wish I knew where his money comes from."

Kathy shook her head. “He's probably somebody's rich son, and he's slumming. Unlike those of us who have to work, he can afford to let his delusions flower. Maybe his father's in oil or coal, and that doo-hickey is one of those new developments they're supposedly sitting on until things get really bad. I looked at it, though, and it looks like an old stereo component. He probably keeps it there for effect. Have you decided what to tell Epstein, Sarah?"

"Not yet."

"Well, let me know when you do. I'm taking the ownership option. Of course, it's useless for getting a loan—I already asked my bank about that, and it's strictly enclave houses only as far as loans go—but I don't want Epstein evicting me."

"He wouldn't do that."

"You never know. If he gets a few more rich clowns like Raf willing to rent, and we don't have signed leases, even nice Mr. Epstein might give us all the heave-ho."

 

 


 

 

Three

 

 

Sarah counted out her silver coins and put them in Mr. Epstein's palm. The old man seemed tired. “Thank you, dear.” He gave her a receipt. “Tell me, have you decided about the apartment yet?"

"We'll take it,” she said. “I mean, we'll take ownership."

"We?"

"Both of us. I mean, it's silly for me to keep it just in my name. You can draw up the papers for both of us.” She had not yet told Gerard about that decision. She supposed he would be happy about having part ownership, and, she thought, he could share the problems if his ideas about owning it turned out to be wrong.

"I'm pleased. I think there's a good chance we'll get those collectors in before winter. Nice hot water again, and maybe we'll save a bit on wood, too. The pipes will give you a little extra heat.” Mr. Epstein sighed. “Things have been hard. The Guard's pulled out of Euclid Street, you know, and the police, too. I'm probably going to have to abandon my building there."

"I didn't know.” Euclid Street was just across the river, on the south side. “Where will they all go?"

Mr. Epstein stared at the floor. “Oh, some will stay, and live as best they can. Some of the young men and women will join the National Guard, as always. Some will go west, and get work on farms. I filed a protest. It won't help. I wouldn't take their rent for the month; they'll need it to resettle.” He paused. “I don't even know how much longer I can keep my own house, as it is. You may see me in this building yet, as a resident.” He cast his eyes heavenward. “Mrs. Ritter can't last forever, I'm afraid, especially if this winter is as bad as last year's."

Sarah decided not to point out that Mr. Epstein was almost as old as Mrs. Ritter. She now understood the extra luxury of hot water; Epstein was preparing his retreat.

"Well, I must go. I'll see you next month, maybe sooner, with the papers.” The old man opened the door and stepped into the hall, where his bodyguard was waiting. As he left the building, Clarisse Anthony entered with a small paper bag. She handed it to Sarah.

Sarah peered into the bag. “Is that all? These potatoes are kind of small."

"That's it for this year. If you want more next year, spend more time in the neighborhood garden."

"I don't have time."

"You could get Gerard to do some work."

"He hates gardening."

"It's your loss. If you want to throw your money away, you're welcome.” The young woman lowered her voice. “You have some weird guy in this place."

"What?"

Clarisse pulled up the collar of her spotted trench coat. “The guy who just moved in. I heard stories. I don't like him."

"You don't even know him."

"I don't like him. Strange people mean trouble.” Clarisse narrowed her eyes. “I like to see stable people live near me. You get one weird guy, pretty soon the Guard asks questions and then they pull extra duty and then they say the hell with it, close the street. You got to care about the neighborhood, you know."

Clarisse left. Sarah went back inside and stashed the potatoes in the kitchen. She could not, on her diet, eat them anyway. She leaned against the sink, knowing she would have only one more day off until the fashion show was over; so far, she had wasted this one. She found herself wondering if Raf Courn was home.

Entering the hall, she locked her door carefully behind her. As she climbed the stairs, she pondered the new neighbor. By the time she reached the third floor, she was no longer certain she wanted to see such an odd person by herself. She turned to go back down.

Raf's door was suddenly flung open. “Miss Jaynes. What a lovely surprise.” Raf wore a white cashmere sweater and a pair of brown corduroy slacks. “I thought I heard someone on the stairs. Please do come in.” She entered, feeling trapped. “Aren't you working today?"

"It's my day off.” She stood awkwardly in the door as he closed it.

"I was just about to have lunch. Please join me.” He ushered her toward the table. She sat down while he got out another plate and glass. “Nothing fattening, don't worry. Just a chef's salad.” He served her and poured her some white wine before seating himself. “I do so dislike eating alone."

Sarah inspected the glass that held her wine; the goblet seemed to be made of crystal. She picked at her salad. “This is very nice of you, Mr. Courn."

"Call me Raf. As I said, I dislike eating alone. You're favoring me with your presence.” He sighed. “I only wish the others here were as friendly. Somehow I feel they're avoiding me."

"We're all pretty busy. Except Mrs. Ritter, of course. And I think Larry and Martin are having problems. Martin seems a bit discontented.” Sarah chewed some salad. The lettuce was crisp, and she wondered where he had found it.

"My, my. Somehow I don't think that's it, Miss Jaynes. They avoid me even when they're not busy."

"Call me Sarah.” She paused, worrying about how frank she could be with Raf. She decided to chance it. “I think you might have put people off with that story of yours. You know, the one about—well, you know what I mean.” He was watching her calmly. “The one you told at your dinner party last week,” she finished.

"Oh. But it's true, Sarah.” He put his elbows on the table. His lashes fluttered over his dark eyes. He squinted, and his mouth was very straight for a moment. “I am an alien. Be honest, wouldn't you admit that I'm—well, a little different?"

"Not that different."

"My goodness. Well, I'm very humanlike, obviously, or I could hardly have come calling here without kicking up a ruckus."

"How did you get a card? What's your Social Security number?"

He laughed and tilted his head to one side. “Oh, come now. If one can cross space with no trouble, acquiring a credit card and Social Security number hardly presents a problem.” She recalled that he had not used a card at Warwick and Baum's. “You are suspicious, aren't you? Well, I suppose I would be in your place."

She studied him. He seemed perfectly sane, and that was more disturbing than obvious irrationality. The eyes gazing upon her were clear, the olive-skinned face composed, the body still. “You speak English well,” she said at last.

"Well, of course I do. How else could I communicate? It was easy to learn, too. Consider how many broadcasts of various kinds there are in English. And this country was the obvious place to try my wings, so to speak. There are so many different sorts of people here. I would have been quite conspicuous in certain lands."

"And you decided to come to a fourth-rate apartment building in a third-rate city."

"And why not?"

"You could have gone to Washington, or New York, or Los Angeles. You could have seen important people."

He shrugged. “Why do that? Such people are atypical. I seek the ordinary. One learns more that way."

"You're here because you're a fraud."

He smiled. It was a game with him. She could raise objection after objection, and he would have an answer for them all. His delusional system was well developed; it rested on one premise she could neither dislodge nor refute.

"If you wish to believe I'm a fraud, you may."

"Or else you're mad. You seem too steady to be really crazy, but then I'm no judge."

"I have my doo-hickey over there.” He motioned with one arm. “Doesn't that constitute proof of a sort?” He pointed languidly at the silver console.

"Oh, come on, Raf, that's probably an old component you picked up somewhere."

He got up and disappeared into his bedroom, returning with a pair of earphones. He gestured at her and she rose; he moved her chair closer to the console and seated her again; then handed her the earphones. “Put these on and close your eyes."

Sarah stared at him, stunned. Did he expect her to support his insanity, or was he waiting for another objection so that he could offer yet another clever answer? She did not know how he would react; he might be dangerous. She fumbled for words. “These are earphones, Raf."

"Well, of course. You don't expect me to have things about which look odd, do you? I must disguise them."

"I thought that thing heated your room."

"That's only one of the things it does. Put them on and close your eyes."

She wanted to throw the earphones to the floor and leave. She put them on, closed her eyes cautiously and waited.

—She was suddenly adrift in blackness. Mists of red and violet shimmered in the dark. A voice whispered to her from the center of her brain, but she could not understand its words. A dead rocky world was beneath her; a red globe swelled behind it. She dropped toward the rock. A tall thin latticework of metal jutted out of the rock. She dropped more quickly. She was falling—

She tore off the earphones, jumped up, and crumpled toward the floor. Arms caught her. She steadied herself and pulled away.

"You hypnotized me,” she cried. Raf was silent. She went toward the windows and looked out. The sun was lower in its arc; she had come up at noon. She rested her hands on the back of the sofa. “You hypnotized me."

Raf was unplugging the earphones. He crossed the room and stood at her side. “Perhaps I did."

She glanced at him. He put one hand between her shoulders and began to trace her spine. She shivered, but did not draw away. He pulled her to him. She seemed to be watching herself. Her mind raced as she thought, Now I'll find out, now I'll know. Then she stopped thinking.

 

Sarah stood on the stairs. She thrust her right hand into her sweater pocket; Raf had given her an envelope before she left. She shook her head, feeling disoriented. The afternoon had become scattered images and sensations of lips and hands and thrustings; she could not remember exactly what she had done. Something was wrong. Her memories of sex were usually so sharp that they would cause her to gasp involuntarily. She had been hypnotized. No, she thought, that was only her excuse, her rationalization.

Gerard would be home. She lingered guiltily on the staircase. The door to Larry's apartment opened and Gerard stepped out. He muttered something to Larry and the door closed. He looked up and saw her. “What are you doing?"

She did not answer.

"Come on down.” He went into their apartment. She hurried down the stairs and went inside, closing the door behind her. Gerard was sitting on the sofa, elbows on knees, head in hands.

"I hope Larry wasn't flirting,” she said lightly. Gerard was still. She sat down next to him and put a hand around his shoulders. He was going to tell her something bad, she knew it. She was going to be punished, as she deserved to be. She tried to tell herself that she and Gerard had never agreed to be faithful, and dismissed the thought; some things did not have to be spoken. “What is it, Gerry?"

"Larry told me some bad news. All private cars are going to be inspected in the next few months. If you don't pass the inspection, no more gas coupons."

"But that's nothing new. You always got that crate through inspections before."

He leaned back, resting his head against the back of the sofa. “This is a different inspection. Larry told me the specs. Nothing will get through except a car in perfect working order. I'd have to spend a fortune to get the Toyota through it."

"But they can't."

"They're going to. They want to get more cars off the road, and make a dent in the black market besides. Those coupons were our margin, Sarah, we're in debt as it is. I don't know what we're going to do."

"No.” She shook her head. “No.” Her voice caught on the word. “I can't stand it. One thing after another, and it just goes on.” She choked and tried to swallow.

"I don't know how we can take the apartment now,” he went on. “We may need the extra cash."

"I already told Mr. Epstein we would. I told him we wanted joint ownership."

He stared at her, then looked away. “That was kind of you.” She leaned against him, holding him. “Maybe there's another way. I've got some time, I'll think about it. We'll figure something out. I don't want you worrying about it."

She remembered the envelope in her pocket. “I was visiting with Raf Courn today.” She raced over the words. “He gave me this.” She pulled out the envelope and opened it, realizing abruptly that it might contain something incriminating. It was too late. Gerard took the envelope from her and read the note inside.

He handed it to her. Written in italics, it was an invitation to a party to be given next week.

"We might as well go,” Gerard said. “Maybe it'll take our minds off things. He might be crazy, but he served good grub at his last get-together.” He sighed.

She could not look at him. She had betrayed him, probably at the very moment Larry had been giving him the bad news about the inspection. No, she thought; neither of the men would have been home that early. She wondered if she was having a nervous breakdown, if that was why she had forgotten what she had done. She could not afford a nervous breakdown; unable to pay for private care, she would be sent to a state facility, where heavy doses of pacifiers combined with occupational therapy in the fields of nearby farms were the favored mode of treatment.

She drew away from Gerard. It was his fault; if she had been happy with him, she would never have turned to Raf. That was yet another unworthy thought.

"It's my fault, in a way,” he said, and she tensed at the words, then shook her head. He couldn't know. “I had my chance, right after I left school,” he went on. She had heard the story before, but he obviously needed to tell it again. “Terry Bloom wanted to open that bookstore with me. He'd put up the money, and I would have managed it. I could have done that. But I didn't want to give up a sure thing with Warwick and Baum's."

"You told me Terry's store went out of business."

"That's because he decided to run it alone, and he didn't know a goddamn thing about books. You have to work pretty hard to fail at a rare book business, but he did it, he overpriced everything and stocked junk and paid too much for a lot of things. He was the kind of guy who thought that if a book looked nice and clean and had a pretty cover, it was worth a lot, and if it was old and beat-up, it wasn't. It didn't matter what was inside. I wouldn't have done it that way, it would have worked with me, and I'd have had a share in the business by now, and maybe my own collection."

"It doesn't matter now."

"I guess it doesn't. I'll figure out something before the inspection. Hell, maybe I can do some plumbing for people on the sly, get some extra money that way."

"Don't. If the plumbers’ guild finds out, you're finished.” She rubbed his back. There was not much else she could do.

 

 


 

 

Four

 

 

Raf's room was crowded with people. He was in a brown velvet suit, greeting people at the door. Sarah eyed the throng. A tight-lipped old man sat in a corner, eyes blank. Two young black women stood near him, giggling. Raf certainly had a lot of friends.

Gerard struggled toward the food while Sarah lingered near Raf. “Mrs. Denham,” Raf said. “So delighted you could come."

A thin red-haired woman was peering at Raf. “Have you received the message yet?” she asked him.

"No, I'm afraid I haven't."

"Has the Lord of the Forty Worlds revealed himself to you?"

"I'm afraid I've not had the pleasure of his acquaintance."

The woman looked at Sarah. “He's an imposter,” she said. “I've seen those on the higher frequencies, and he's not one of them. I would know, for they sent me here.” She fingered her necklace. “They taught me their science, a mental science far in advance of ours.” She shifted her eyes to Raf again. “You're naughty, pretending like you do. I hope I can intercede with the Lord of the Worlds on your behalf, or you will never be ready for the higher plane."

"Well, hello.” Sarah turned to face a portly middle-aged man in pinstripes. He drew her toward the center of the room. “Odd place Raf has now, don't you think?"

Sarah mumbled a few noncommittal syllables. The man looked down at her feet, then at her breasts. “Never can tell what he'll do, I guess."

She said, “He thinks he's an alien."

"Oh, everyone knows that. It's his little eccentricity, don't you know. It damn well put me off at first, I can tell you. But what the hell, if he wants to play his little game, he can play it. He came to me for some business advice, but I can tell you he gave me better advice than he got.” He raised his eyes to her face. “I don't suppose you'd be free after the party."

"I don't suppose I would."

"Too bad.” He wandered away. The room hummed with voices. Raf was at the door speaking to an old woman; Sarah recognized Mrs. Ritter. She was probably complaining about the noise. Raf leaned over her and then, astonishingly, wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Mrs. Ritter smiled. Sarah made her way to the door.

Mrs. Ritter was gone by the time she reached Raf. “What did you say to her?"

"Oh, not much. She's really quite nice. I'm going to have tea with her tomorrow. Whatever is the matter with your Gerard? He seems quite morose."

She searched the room for him. Gerard was at the kitchen counter, getting a drink. “We've got problems."

"Oh, my. Nothing serious, I hope."

"I don't know."

He took her arm and led her into the narrow passage outside his apartment. They passed a middle-aged couple; Raf hailed them and waved them toward the door, then paused by the stairwell.

"Your guests,” Sarah said.

"I'm sure they can take care of themselves. What is the matter?"

"Oh, you don't want to hear it."

"But I do."

"Gerry's afraid his car won't pass the new inspection. If it doesn't, we won't have any gas coupons, and we're going to be hard up. We were just starting to get ahead a little."

"Is that all?” Raf smiled. “Well, well. You people amaze me. There are such possibilities open to you, and yet you live, if I may say so, such a short-sighted existence. It's as if you were somehow perverse. It's one of the things that intrigues me about your ways."

She folded her arms, gripping her elbows. “You can't stop playing your game, can you? Not even when I tell you one of my worries. It's cruel."

"I assure you, I don't do it to be cruel.” He measured her with his eyes, and she felt as if she was being judged. “I'm not like you. I could never be like you.” He bent forward, and she stepped back. He stared past her, and she wondered if he was seeing her, or someone else.

"Maybe you think,” she said carefully, “that if people believe you're crazy, they won't hold you accountable, and you can do what you like."

"I'm not responsible for what others think."

"You're just a rich guy who toys with people. Isn't that true?"

Raf raised an eyebrow. “In a manner of speaking, I suppose it is.” She began to retreat and he reached for her arms. Pushing him away, she went back inside, then wondered if she should have risked antagonizing Raf. He had money; she might have hit him for a loan so that Gerard could get his car repaired. She hated herself for considering it.

She tried to push through the crowd toward the counter and bumped into a young blond woman. “Hi. Know Raf long?"

"Um,” Sarah replied.

"I've known him since he lived on River Drive."

Sarah stiffened. “Raf used to live in an enclave?"

"Didn't you know? He had a lovely house, an old stone castle, it looked like. But he wanted to do further investigation.” The woman lowered her voice and her eyelids. “That's why he moved to this firetrap. He wanted to do more research. He told me so."

"I live in this firetrap myself,” Sarah said.

The statement sailed past the woman. “He's going to learn all he can about our world.” The woman lit a cigarette and blew the smoke in Sarah's face.

"So you know about that. I guess everyone here does."

"But he really is from another world.” The woman waved her cigarette and Sarah shrank away, afraid of a live ash falling on her one good dress. “Don't you believe him? He is an alien. His people are tremendously advanced. He's sort of a scout, in a way. He'll find out about us, and then his people will come and everything will be settled. They'll give us all their knowledge and technology, and everything will be fine."

"Did he tell you that?"

"Raf? Oh, no, of course not. But that must be why he's here. Things are going from bad to worse, but I always knew something would happen. I always had hope. I just know things are going to clear up now."

"I sure hope they do.” Sarah moved through a knot of young men in the jeans and khaki shirts of the Guard, and found Gerard near the counter. His cheeks were flushed; his fair hair drooped. He had been drinking. She estimated the calories in scotch and decided to have one. Pouring herself a drink, she moved to his side.

"You all right?” she asked.

"Oh, yeah.” He stared straight ahead. “I was looking at the bookshelves, trying to figure out how much they'd fetch from a rare book dealer. Quite a lot. I was making a tally. I never used to look at books that way. That crap in the store, sure, but not real books, not that way."

"Hey, Gerry."

"I'm all right. I can't stop thinking about that damn Toyota. It's okay."

A voice rose above the hum and babble. The room grew quieter until Sarah could hear the voice. “You little bastard. You little prick.” It was a man's voice. She saw Martin rush from the room.

"Good God,” she muttered. She pushed her way toward the voice. Kathy was holding on to Larry; his face was red and contorted. He pushed Kathy away and shoved past Raf, stumbling into the hall.

Sarah followed Kathy out. Raf was circling the room, calming the guests. “What happened?"

The older woman sighed. “Larry and Martin had a spat. Martin was flirting a little with Raf and Larry was getting a bit annoyed. Then Martin dropped it on him. He's been sleeping with Raf while Larry was at work.” Sarah's neck muscles grew tight. “Larry just about died. I'm going downstairs and see if I can calm him."

Sarah watched her go. An arm touched her and she turned. Gerard said, “I'm not enjoying this party, are you?"

She shook her head.

"Let's go. Maybe we can come back later when some of them leave.” They walked toward the stairs. “Look.” Gerard had carried off a bottle of wine. “And that's not all. I've got caviar and sardines in my pockets, and some cheese."

"Oh, Gerry."

"Raf won't even miss it.” They went down the stairs slowly. Kathy's heavy tread preceded them. Sarah heard her knock on Larry's door below, then his answering wail. The door slammed.

"Larry and Martin had a fight."

"I heard. Jesus."

They went toward their own door and Gerard fumbled with the locks while she held the wine. They went inside. She put the wine on the coffee table while Gerard deposited the contents of his pockets. “I keep wondering whether to drink it or sell it,” he said, sprawling on the sofa. “Want to watch something?"

"I don't know.” She sat on the edge of the sofa, clasping her hands together.

"There might be a good film on. And I think there's a referendum on Shivers and domestic policy."

"Well, you can punch in my vote right now. They can impeach him.” She smoothed down her dress. Her face burned; she felt tired and soiled.

"Martin better come back before curfew,” Gerard muttered. “God, I can't get over Larry making a scene like that."

Sarah looked at him. He was wearing his old corduroy jacket, and his pants were baggy. She had been living with him too long. He seemed to take up the room, pressing her into a corner.

"I slept with him, too.” She had said it. Now she wanted to call back the words. For a moment, she thought he had not heard her. Then she saw his dead blue eyes, and knew he had.

She opened her mouth, ready to tell him about her feeling of being hypnotized, her inability to recall the incident clearly. She could not tell him that. He would despise the excuse, and her for using it.

"Jesus Christ,” he said. He did not move.

"It was just once. On my day off."

"Just once. What the hell's that supposed to mean, just once?” He said the words slowly.

"I don't know.” She plucked at her green dress, picking at the embroidery. She stilled her hands. “That it didn't mean anything, I guess. Apparently it didn't mean much to him, either.” She could not say Raf's name.

"Why?” The query was almost a moan. “Why, Sarah?"

"I don't know."

"Were you trying to get something from him? Was that it? Was that what it was?"

"I don't know. I didn't even think of that."

"Jesus. How can I ever trust you again?” He rose. She cringed, thinking he would strike her. He went into the bedroom and closed the door.

Sarah stared at her feet for a few moments. Then she stood up, surprised at how weary she felt. Her dress seemed heavy; her long hair was a weight pulling her head toward the ground. She went to the bedroom door and leaned against it. “Gerry?” Her shoulders shook; her face was wet. The room beyond was silent. “Gerry?” She sank to the floor, heedless of her dress, and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Gerry.” She pressed her forehead against her arms.

 

 


 

 

Five

 

 

The fall weather had turned bitter. The setting sun was a bright copper coin against the sky; blue-gray clouds drifted nearer to the sun until it divided into reddish streaks. Sarah waited for the bus in front of Warwick and Baum's, shivering. Her feet hurt. She had been a salesgirl for more than two years, and she wondered if they would ever stop hurting. The people standing with her were speculating about what would happen now that Citibank had collapsed.

The bus rumbled toward her. She climbed in, dropped her plastic token in the fare box, and pushed past the Guard, looking for a seat.

"Sarah.” She turned toward the voice, and saw Raf. The bus lurched, and she fell into the seat next to him. She could not look at his face. “I haven't seen you for a bit."

"I've been busy,” she said. “We have a fashion show corning up."

"My, my. Perhaps I'll be able to see it."

"What are you doing on a bus?"

"One must save fuel. I always take the bus when I can."

She stared at her lap. Gerard had withdrawn from her. He had burst into the living room the night of the party and begun the inquisition, as she had known he would once the shock of her confession had worn off. He had pelted her with questions, first about her motivations, then about her actions. She had soon been answering “yes” to all the questions, because she could not recall exactly what she had done with Raf and thus assumed she had performed most of the possible and likely acts. That had been their last real conversation for a week. He was punishing her, or flagellating himself. Their precarious finances, and the likelihood of an even more parsimonious life apart, held them together for now. Gerard regarded her as a warden, and himself as a prisoner—or maybe it was the other way around. She asked herself again if she felt guilty about sleeping with Raf, and decided that the only thing she regretted was telling Gerard about it.

She forced herself to look at her companion. Raf was watching her; she caught a melancholy expression on his face before he smiled. He couldn't be an alien, she thought. He wouldn't have been able to make love to her; it wouldn't have been possible. That proved it.

The bus groaned as it turned a corner, passing a park filled with black marketeers selling produce and coupons to people returning home from work. Some of the sellers wore uniforms.

"Don't you and Gerard get off work at the same time?” Raf asked.

"He's home. It's his day off.” She paused. She felt embarrassed even speaking of Gerard to Raf. “We wanted the same day off, but you can't have everything, and at least we have Sundays, except when the store has a special sale or something.” She stood up as the bus approached her stop. She was hoping Raf had somewhere else to go, but he too was rising.

They got off and walked down the street. A few lonely yellow leaves crackled under her feet. Raf reached for her arm, but Sarah kept it at her side. They passed a liquor store with a posted message:

 

GOLD AND SILVER ONLY

NO CARD'S EXCEPTED

ARMED MAN INSIDE

 

Sarah said, “When are you going to stop pretending you're an alien?"

"I beg your pardon."

"You heard me."

"But I'm not pretending, Sarah."

"Why don't you do something, then? Why don't you help us?"

"But I can't."

"I don't care if you're a rich man having your fun or an alien. It really doesn't make any difference, does it? You wouldn't enjoy having what you have unless there were others who didn't have anything. That just makes your pleasure greater; it gives you power. You wouldn't have power if things were different."

"You people have to settle those things, not I."

"Why don't you and your people come and help us? We could use it, can't you see that?” She stopped walking and he almost bumped into her. The wind shook the wire fence around the empty lot that was used as the neighborhood garden; the fence rattled. “Don't you care? There may be a war soon, don't you know that? They're getting so tired of unemployed people marching on Washington that they may just decide to draft everybody, and all you have to do is show up with a few spaceships and you could stop it. You could stop it all."

"I can't do anything about it, Sarah. Advanced cultures destroy lesser ones when they give them tools they're not ready to use. Believe me, I know. It's true of individuals as well.” His face was hidden in the shadows of dusk. For a moment, he seemed to change. His body was too straight, his voice dead and metallic.

She slapped him. He stumbled back and she hit him with her purse. He grabbed her arms, gently but firmly. She tried to twist away, but he held her. “Christ,” she said, “you've got me believing it now. I won't hit you again, Raf.” He released her. “I'm sorry.” She bowed her head. He took her arm and she did not resist.

They came to their building. The gables resembled turrets; the tangled bush branches in the small front yard were black snakes. “Would you like to have dinner with me?” Raf asked. “You and Gerard. Perhaps we could go out somewhere."

"I don't know.” The porch's boards creaked under their feet. Sarah tried the door, then remembered that it was locked; Mr. Epstein had installed a security system over the weekend. Raf got out his keys and they went inside. “I'd better not accept, Raf. It might be awkward."

"Perhaps another time.” He smiled, but his eyes, shadowed in the dim hall lighting, were sad. He went up the stairs slowly.

Gerard was reading and sipping a beer. He looked up as she entered. She stared back until he looked away. “Martin came back an hour ago,” he said. “There was a lot of screaming and yelling, and then it stopped. Either they made up, or one of them's dead."

"Oh, God, you don't really—” Sarah heard the sound of laughter next door and sighed with relief. Gerard was again frowning at his book. She moved closer to him.

"Gerry.” He did not look up. “Goddamn it, listen to me.” He raised his eyes and lowered the book. “Either make it up with me or help me decide who's going to move out, or something. I can't take this silent treatment of yours. I did something, and I'm sorry it hurt you. It won't happen again, so let's just forget it."

"It's hard just to forget it."

"All right, maybe you can't just forget it, but it doesn't have to be the central fact of our lives, does it?"

He looked down. “No, I guess it doesn't."

She took off her coat and went to hang it in the closet. When she returned, Gerard was still staring at the floor. She sat next to him and stroked his hair and at last he leaned against her.

 

Raf was in the hallway, carrying his console toward the propped-open front door. Sarah followed him outside and watched him put the component in the backseat of his car. She supposed even Raf was feeling the pinch and was taking his console to a pawnshop.

"Going somewhere, Raf?"

He turned and faced her. “My, my. You're not at work, I see."

"I work late tonight, so I don't have to be in until one."

He studied her until she looked away. “I was going to go tonight,” he murmured, “but I suppose I needn't wait until then. I must fetch one more thing from my rooms, and then I'll be set.” She glanced at him. He seemed to be talking to himself. “Do you want to come with me, Sarah?"

"What?"

"You heard me.” He led her toward the porch. “Come with me. I'll show you the proof of what I've said. I'll be right downstairs, and we can take a little drive."

"I have to be at work in an hour."

Raf drew his eyebrows together. “My, my. I offer you the chance of a lifetime, the opportunity to see for yourself that you have indeed met the representative of an advanced culture and civilization, and you're worrying about your job. You people will never lift your heads above trivialities, will you?"

"I suppose I could call in sick. I've never taken a day off for illness."

"Why don't you, then? Or do you still refuse to believe me?"

Sarah pressed her lips together, caught in indecision. At last she said, “All right."

 

Sarah waited five minutes for Lita Rand to come to the phone, and spent another five minutes convincing her that, although she was indeed very ill, she would surely be in tomorrow and would make up the lost time. When she went back outside, pulling on her coat as she hurried toward the car, Raf was waiting in the driver's seat.

She got in. As the seat belt encircled her, she realized that she was going to an unknown destination with a man who was probably insane. Raf pulled away from the curb. She was too suggestible, she was a fool; the man had a talent for involving her in his fantasy world. She was a prisoner in his car. He rolled to a stop at a red light, and Sarah reflected that she could, if she had any sense, get out of the car right now. By the time she decided to do so, the light had changed, and she had missed her chance.

"Where are we going, Raf?"

"Oh, it's quite a ways. Fortunately, I have a full tank."

Sarah leaned back and closed her eyes. She felt, for a moment, as ill as she had told Lita Rand she was.

 

The streetlights went off while Sarah was still almost two blocks away from her apartment. She began to run, then forced herself to slow to a walk; being seen running down a street after curfew was a sure way to get shot by the Guard or the police. She tried to think of a story she could tell a policeman if she was questioned. By the time she had made one up, she was almost home.

Gerard was on the porch, pacing. She hurried toward him. He took her hand and held her for a moment. They went inside. He took off her coat and wrapped her in an afghan, seating her on the sofa. “I was worried sick. God, Sarah.” He pressed his face against her shoulder. “When the lights went out, I nearly went crazy."

The flat television screen was still on, providing the only illumination in the room; it too ran on power from the basement generator. Gerard turned it off. “Come on in the kitchen; it's warmer there anyway. I'll fix some tea."

She moved cautiously through the darkness. Gerard lit a candle and put water on the stove, then sat down. “What happened, Sarah?"

"This is going to be hard to explain."

"When I went over to sportswear, Lita told me you'd called in sick, and when I tried to call you, no one answered. I was frantic. When I got home—"

"Gerry.” She folded her hands. “I met Raf outside, before going to work."

"Oh, no."

"It's not what you think. I called in sick because he said he was going to show me something that would prove his story about being an alien was true."

"Oh, Sarah."

"I got into his car. We drove out to the country for about two hours, anyway. Apparently he bought a big plot of land out near Hanover a while ago. I kept wanting to get out of the car, but the farther away we went, the more I realized I had no other way of getting back. The funny thing is, every time I got really scared, Raf would say something, I don't even remember what, and I'd be all right for a while, I'd feel safe. I can recall all that, but—"

"But what?"

"I can't remember what happened after we stopped. We parked on a dirt road near his land, and I remember him saying, ‘Now you'll see,’ and I got out, and then nothing."

The teakettle whistled. Gerard got up and poured the water, then put the teapot and two cups on the table. The candlelight flickered on his face. “Go on."

"You don't believe me."

"Yes, I do. No one would make up a story like that. You might be deluded, but you wouldn't lie. Go on."

"The next thing I knew, I was back in the car. It was already dark, the whole afternoon had passed, and I couldn't remember it. I was too scared to move for a while. Finally, I checked the car. That stereo component was gone, he'd put it in the back seat before we left. I didn't know where Raf was, and then I realized he wasn't coming back. I don't know how I knew it, but I did. I had the feeling he had shown me something and then changed his mind, but I couldn't be sure. I just don't know.” She reached into her sweater pocket and pulled out a small leather sack. “I forgot. This was next to me in the car."

Gerard hefted the small sack. He opened it and coins spilled out onto the table. “My God,” he said. “They're all gold and silver. There's enough here to fix the Toyota. Hell, maybe there's enough to buy a new car.” He began to stack the coins, then gave up and scooped them back into the pouch. “It's a fortune."

"Not quite. Maybe enough to settle some of our debts. Enough to fix the car."

Gerard shook his head. “You didn't have to show me this."

"Don't be silly. I want us both to have it."

He eyed the pouch. “We'll have to be careful. It might look funny, us having money all of a sudden. We'll have to make up a story. No one would believe yours. I hardly believe it myself. If it weren't for these coins...” He poured the tea. “You haven't told me the rest."

"There isn't much to tell. I drove back. I got lost on a side road for a bit, but I finally found the highway. I was afraid I'd run out of gas, but I didn't. When I got back here, I parked the car at St. Anne's and left the keys in the ignition. Somebody probably stole it five minutes after I left. Then I walked home."

"And he's not coming back."

"That's the one thing I'm sure of. I think he wanted me to cover his trail."

"So you don't know if he's an alien or not."

Sarah shook her head. “I can't be sure. I keep seeing something, but it's as if it's on the sides of my mind, or keeps slipping out of focus. He could have taken off in his ship or whatever, or he could have had another car parked somewhere else. All I can tell you is that he's a good hypnotist."

"And maybe an elaborate practical joker.” Gerard sighed. “Look, if he took off in a ship, wouldn't somebody in the area have seen it?"

"Not necessarily. It was pretty isolated, a lot of the land's been abandoned, and there isn't anyone in Hanover."

"Jesus.” Gerard clutched his cup. “You could go under hypnosis again. We could find an expert, and maybe you'd remember what happened. That might work."

"I doubt it. How could I be sure? People remember a lot of things under hypnosis that never happened, just because a suggestion is planted, or they want to give the questioner the right answer, or something."

"Well, what do you think he was?"

She cleared her throat. “Sometimes I think he was an alien. Then I think of how advanced they must be, and how heartless, to watch us go on the way we are, and I think of how inferior we must seem to them, and how they probably don't think we're worth the trouble, and then I want to believe he's just a trickster, a rich man having his fun. But that seems pointless, all that trouble for a joke.” She reached across the table for Gerard's hand. “I don't know."

For a moment, she thought she saw Raf's face, lit from the side by a yellowish light as he bid her farewell. The yellow candle flame fluttered, and the shadows danced on the face of Gerard.

"Well,” Gerard said, “what do we do now?"

 

 


 

 

Six

 

 

Sarah burrowed under the comforter, pulling the bedclothes up to her ears. Springs squeaked, and she heard a sigh. Opening her eyes, she turned over on her side. “Are you awake?” she whispered.

"I've been thinking."

"Try to get some sleep, Gerry. We have to go to work tomorrow. I mean today. What time is it?"

"I don't know.” The bed groaned as he moved. He fumbled for something on the night table. A circle of light illuminated the curtains. Gerard held his watch in front of the flashlight. “It's five already.” He put the watch and flashlight on the table and lay down again.

Sarah closed her eyes, drew up her knees and tried to go back to sleep.

"Sarah,” Gerard's voice said in the darkness. She was awake again. “You said you couldn't remember what happened."

"Yes, I know, we went over that. The funny thing is, it was like that when—” She paused, wondering if she should bring up her afternoon with Raf. “It was like that when I slept with Raf.” Gerard sucked in his breath. “I didn't tell you that, because I was afraid you'd think I was using that as an excuse. The truth is, I don't remember much about what we did, and then I thought I was just blocking it because I felt guilty. But I felt the same way then that I do now. I thought I was hypnotized. I mean, I think I can remember a little. It seemed as though we'd made love, but—"

Gerard was silent.

"I know it still isn't an excuse or anything,” she went on. “I really did forget. I did think I was in a trance.” Sarah huddled under the covers, glad that the room was dark.

Then he said, “Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"It makes a weird kind of sense. Listen, if he were an alien, he wouldn't be able to have sex, would he? I mean, he'd be a different species or something, wouldn't he?"

"I don't know. I thought that, too. He seemed awfully human."

"But he couldn't be, if he's from another world. There'd have to be differences. So he'd have to make you think you'd screwed around, even if you hadn't."

"Oh, Gerry, for God's sake. That doesn't make any sense. Why would he do that?"

"Maybe he thought it was our custom. Maybe he thought you'd be insulted if he didn't make the moves. Look, if he can block memories, maybe he can plant them, too."

"I suppose it is our custom. Sleeping around, I mean.” Sarah turned over and lay on her back, then folded her arms. Gerard had battled with her and had inflicted his silence on her afterward, and now he was calmly discussing the incident. She was suddenly irritated with him.

"You want to believe that, don't you,” she said. “You want to think nothing happened. But I went up there, and I was ready to sleep with him, so I might as well have done it. It's the same thing, isn't it?"

"But you said you didn't remember much."

"I was up there all afternoon. Maybe he slipped something into my wine.” She sat up. “God, listen to us. We're talking as if what he told us was true. We must be crazy."

Gerard climbed out of bed and went to the window. He lifted the curtain, then dropped it. “Let's make some breakfast,” he said as he came back toward her.

"Oh, Gerry. I have to sleep. How am I going to go to work?"

"It's after five already, you must have slept without knowing it. Besides, you told Lita you were sick yesterday. You don't want to look too healthy, do you?"

 

They ate cereal in the dark. By the time they finished, the sky outside was beginning to grow light. Gerard stood at the sink washing dishes while Sarah tried not to think of how tired she was.

"You said you parked the car at St. Anne's,” Gerard said.

"What?” She sat up.

"Maybe it's still there."

"Somebody probably stole it hours ago."

"Maybe not. The Guard patrols that area fairly well. I think we should go look. Curfew's just about over now. Why don't we go see? There might be something in it you didn't find."

"Gerry, we can't. What if somebody sees us? They might think we're stealing it."

He put the last dish in the rack and turned around. “Jesus, Sarah, you drive out to the middle of nowhere with Raf, and you won't even walk a couple of blocks with me. We don't have to be at work until nine-thirty. Maybe with these coins we have, we should just quit."

"We can't. We have to be practical."

"Let's go look. I want to see that car. I have a feeling."

She stared at the tabletop. Weeks ago, they had both watched yet another film about Dracula on television, and she had told Gerard that no one would have caught her going near the Count's castle. He had objected: Wouldn't she have been curious? No, she wouldn't. Wouldn't she have gone with him to explore the castle's environs? No, she would have tried to talk him out of it. They had joked about it before going to bed, safe in the dark under the bedclothes. Sarah yawned as she thought of the bed.

This wasn't a film on television; this was real. She massaged her hands. Her fingertips were cold. She would grow used to Gerard, taking him almost for granted, and then he would do something to surprise her, to show her that his thoughts were not hers, but his own.

"All right,” she said, “we'll go look.” She had gone out to the country with Raf, and that had been more dangerous; she had lost some memories, but had increased her wealth. The car would be gone, and that would be the end of it. She rose, stretching, and went to get dressed.

 

"It's still here.” Sarah shook her head. They stood in the parking lot at St. Anne's. The pale stone church was made pink by the morning light. An old man shuffled past them, carrying a brown paper bag. He peered at them. Sarah smiled nervously. The old fellow scowled and went around the corner.

Gerard took her arm and they walked toward the car. There were no other vehicles in the lot except a brown station wagon, which had been there the night before. The station wagon's dashboard was festooned with religious medals and security devices. Sarah assumed the car belonged to the priest.

Gerard opened a door. “Get in."

Sarah hesitated.

"Come on, get in. No one's going to pay any attention to people sitting in a church parking lot."

Sarah got in. Gerard entered from the driver's side and sat behind the wheel. The keys were still in the ignition.

"I don't understand,” Sarah said. “I practically hung a sign on this thing saying, ‘Steal me.’”

"Did you look everywhere?"

"Everywhere. Except in the back."

Gerard gaped at her. “Everywhere except in the back. My God.” He got out and opened the back door, then returned. “Nothing there except a spare tire.” He put the keys back in the ignition and tried to start the car.

The car was silent. Gerard tried it again. “No wonder no one stole it. I'm checking the engine."

He got out and opened the hood. She waited until she saw his arm motioning frantically to her, then climbed out and went to his side. “Look."

There was no engine under the hood, only a silvery powder. Sarah raised her eyes to Gerard's face. “Someone stole the engine."

He scowled. “Sure. Someone stood here after curfew, probably with a Guard patrol right there on the corner, and stole the engine instead of waiting and then driving the car away. Look at that dust."

She pulled off her glove and felt the dust. It felt like iron filings. Some of the shiny substance was sticking to her fingers, and she tried to brush it off. “This doesn't make sense, Gerry. It's as if the engine disintegrated."

"Oh, it makes sense.” He closed the hood and sat down behind the wheel again, leaving the car door open. “If you think about it, it makes sense.” He bowed his head. A jeep on Main Street was moving toward the corner where the church was located. It pulled up and two Guards got out, to begin their morning patrols. One ambled up Main; the other moved toward the parking lot. He halted, brushing back his blond hair, and looked at Sarah.

"What do we do now?” she whispered to Gerard.

He got out, closed the car door, and handed her the keys. She put them into her pocket. He took her arm.

"We're going into the church. Try to look like you're here for early morning Mass.” They walked around the corner. The young man followed them and watched as they went up the gray stone steps. He shouldered his rifle and looked away. Gerard tried the door. It was open.

They went inside. The church was dark, its only light candles burning at the altar. The old man Sarah had seen outside was stretched out on one of the back pews. They crept down the center aisle. Two old women were kneeling in the front. There was no one else in the church.

They sat down in the center pew. “What did you mean?” Sarah asked.

"Keep your voice down."

"What did you mean when you said it made a lot of sense? About the engine.” She leaned closer to him so that he could hear her whisper. Her voice still seemed too loud.

"Listen, if you were going out camping, you'd take a tent, and a sleeping bag, wouldn't you? To someone like Raf, coming here must be like camping out, right? So he got a car, but he probably decided he didn't want to use our primitive engines, so he installed one of his own.” She opened her mouth and he raised a finger to his lips. “But he couldn't leave evidence like that behind, so he must have fixed it so it would disappear after you came back."

Sarah tried not to think of what would have happened if it had disintegrated on her way home. “I can't believe it,” she murmured.

"Keep your voice down. It makes sense, doesn't it? He probably had an engine that didn't need gasoline, so he could drive around."

"But he didn't drive around. He took the bus. He told me that."

"Sarah, think. He could take the bus all he wanted to, but he'd still need a car sometimes. Why mess with gas coupons if you can install a device that doesn't need gas?” He stood up. “Come on. That Guard's probably down the street by now.” Sarah rose. “We better go, or we'll be sitting through Mass."

 

Gerard repeated his hypothesis as they walked home. At last Sarah tugged at his arm and said, “This is crazy, Gerry. He's gone, and we're never going to know a thing."

"Don't you want to know? Aren't you curious?"

"Yes, I'm curious. But it's pretty obvious he covered his tracks. There's nothing to find.” She was suddenly sure Raf did not want to be found. “It's all a joke. It has to be."

"Look. I don't know about you, but to me that engine disappearing means something. If that hadn't happened, I could have believed Raf was just some guy with a weird sense of humor, and that you had some memory lapses. But this—"

"Why would he go around telling people he was an alien, if he didn't want anyone to know?"

"Jesus. We can't just figure it out in our minds, we need more evidence.” They approached their building and Gerard took out his keys. As he unlocked the front door, he turned toward her, eyes wide. “I just thought of something. You went up to Raf's place, and so did Martin."

Sarah followed him inside. The door swung shut. “So what?” She paused. “Oh, no. You're not going to—"

"I'll just talk to him. The same thing that happened to you must have happened to him. It'll be more evidence.” He drew her toward their door. They entered their apartment. “Larry's probably already left for work. We can talk to Martin now. I can bribe him with some coffee. Come on, Sarah."

She took off her coat and threw it on the sofa. She felt threatened by the thought of asking Martin about Raf, and did not know why.

"Come on, Sarah."

"All right, I'll ask him over for coffee."

 

She knocked timidly on Larry's door, hoping Martin would not hear her. She wished Gerard had come over himself. After she had knocked a second time, the door opened.

Martin, dressed in a long red woolen bathrobe, regarded her coldly. “Hi,” she said cheerfully. “Gerry wanted to know if you wanted to join us for a cup of coffee."

The young man lifted one dark eyebrow. “Coffee? Wherever did you get it?” He yawned. “But it's so early."

"It's just the thing to wake you up."

"I suppose I must accept.” He closed his door and crossed to Sarah's apartment. She led him toward the kitchen, hoping he was not judging their old furniture too harshly; Martin had once maintained that the only furnishings fit for human beings were cushions, chaise lounges, and beds. She averted her eyes from the white tufts escaping the confines of the sofa's beige fabric.

Gerard was brewing a pot of their precious coffee. He seated Martin near the stove. The young man put his hands on the table, peering through spread fingers at the gray Formica, then traced a scratch. Gerard poured him a cup of coffee. Martin sipped.

"Don't you want milk or anything?” Sarah asked as she sat down.

"Not at all. It ruins the flavor.” Martin glanced at her obliquely, as if he were a connoisseur of coffee. Sarah was certain he had not seen a cup of it in a long time.

Gerard served Sarah, then himself. Martin lowered his cup and gazed suspiciously at Gerard. “You're being very friendly. And so early in the day, too. I never suspected you were a morning person."

"Well, I brewed some, and I thought, why waste it? So I thought we'd ask you over."

"You could have asked Kathy Giordano. She hasn't left for work yet."

Gerard cleared his throat. “I did want to ask you something."

Martin pursed his lips. “Of course. Nothing's for free these days, is it? I'd better tell you straight out that I don't do threesies. Okay? Larry has been very forgiving of my little lapse, and I wouldn't want to hurt him."

Gerard looked uncomfortable. The skin over his high cheekbones was pink. “I just want to ask a question, that's all. See, we're ... well, we think that Raf ... I don't know how to put this. That he's some sort of hypnotist."

Martin's eyes widened a bit. He drank more coffee, then put down his cup. His lips twitched. “Whatever gave you that idea?” His voice was very low.

Gerard turned toward Sarah. “You see,” she said to Martin, “I was visiting Raf one afternoon, and I think he must have hypnotized me, because I can't remember much of what happened. I know I was up there for a while, because it was already evening when I left. And I guess I was wondering if the same thing happened to you."

Martin watched her for a moment. Then he lifted his cup and finished his coffee, still peering at her over the cup's rim. He knows, Sarah thought, sure that the young man had guessed the whole sordid episode. Her cheeks were warm. Martin put his hands on the table and stared at his bitten-down nails.

"Why, I don't know what you mean, Sarah,” he murmured. “I found Raf utterly charming. Quite forceful, too.” She could not look into Martin's eyes. “I don't wish to dwell on details, but it is true that these little encounters add a bit of spice to one's primary relationship.” He got up. “I must go. Thank you both for the coffee."

 

"He was lying,” Gerard said as they hurried to catch their bus. A group of women on bicycles passed them, pedaling their way to work. “I'm sure of it."

"You don't know that,” Sarah replied. “Maybe it's me, maybe I have a disorder of the brain or something."

"The car engine was missing."

"That can be explained. Or maybe we just think that's what we saw. I might be drawing you into my delusions, in a folie à deux or whatever."

"I don't think so. I know you. You're not crazy. There's only one thing left to do now. We'll have to drive out to that country spot of his. Maybe there's something there."

"How?"

"I'll get my car repaired. I have to do that anyway, for the inspection. Bruce Carulli will do the work right away for an extra bribe."

"But I'm not even sure I can find that place again,” Sarah said.

"It's worth a try. I'll get some extra gas coupons on the black market if I can. We can go out there on Sunday."

They stopped at the corner. Others were waiting for the bus, which, as usual, was late. The cool fall wind bore the odors of dead leaves, dirt, and exhaust fumes. The sky was darkening, its billowing clouds threatening rain.

Sarah moved closer to Gerard. “Maybe we should just call it a mystery, and let it go."

"I can't do that.” Gerard pointed his chin; his face was very hard. “This is the first interesting thing that's happened for a long time. I'm not going to let it go.” He put his arm around her. “Besides, aren't you curious?"

"Yeah, I suppose so. I have to find out if I'm crazy or not.” The enterprise seemed a game, a playing at adventure. It occurred to her that the search for Raf could be dangerous. She tried not to think of that.

 

 


 

 

Seven

 

 

They started at dawn, just after curfew was over. Sarah circled the city, drove to the highway, and turned south. The city, nestled in its valley, was veiled by fog and the haze produced by the burning of wood. The luster of a Russian church's gold onion-shaped domes had been dimmed by soot; near the church, a plume of smoke clung to the chimney of a red brick factory, and coal dust had darkened the bricks. Gerard had filled the Toyota's tank the day before, and had put extra gasoline in the trunk for good measure.

"It'll take a while to get to Hanover,” Sarah murmured, “and even then, I might have trouble finding the right road.” She swerved to avoid a pothole. “This is a hell of a way to spend Sunday. I was going to wash my hair and borrow the Sunday Times from Kathy."

"You can wash it tonight. Or tomorrow."

"I don't have tomorrow off, remember? We have to work on that damned fashion show."

The highway stretched before them, an asphalt snake among the tree-covered hills. The morning mist was lifting, revealing the red and gold leaves of fall foliage. “At least we'll have good weather,” Gerard said. “The sky's starting to clear."

"I wonder why he left so suddenly.” Sarah slowed as they approached a stretch of unrepaired highway, and drove carefully along the buckling road.

"I don't know. Maybe he thought things were getting out of hand. He might have realized that he didn't know as much as he thought he did, or that he was causing people pain. Larry did make a scene at his party. I wasn't exactly friendly to him after—well, you know."

"But why would he tell people he was an alien? It doesn't make sense, unless he was crazy or joking. He was just drawing more attention to himself."

"But who would believe it?"

"I know at least one person who believed it. I met her at the party. She told me Raf and his people were going to bail us out.” She saw a smooth stretch ahead, and accelerated.

"Well,” Gerard murmured, “I guess we believe it, too, or we wouldn't be out here."

"I don't know what I believe.” Sarah glanced at him, then returned her attention to the road. A bus, led by a jeep, was traveling on the northbound highway. Refugees, she thought. Few people went north now; she wondered where they would go.

The tops of the hills, still hidden, had been swallowed by the sky. The car bounced over another crack. “It might be true, you know,” Gerard said. “Maybe Raf is going to help us. Things don't have to be this way. He must see that. Everything could change. Instead of just hanging on like this, people could be doing things."

"What about the weather?"

"What about it? This kind of change has happened before, you know that. People have to find new ways of getting things done, that's all. We've lost our nerve."

Sarah held the wheel more tightly.

"When things started getting bad, what we should have done was pressed ahead, and instead we retreated. We could have had new power sources, we could have done more research, instead of cutting back. I'm not saying we can control everything, but..."

She drove to the side of the road and stopped, then leaned against the wheel. She took a deep breath. Her hands were shaking.

"Sarah.” He reached for her arm.

She pulled away from him. “I don't want to think about it.” Her voice shook. “It's easier just to live with things the way they are. It doesn't do any good to hope, it just makes everything worse. I want to be happy with what I've got, I'm sick of wanting more."

"I was just saying—"

"I don't care. You don't believe it, anyway. You're hanging on to your job, you're not taking chances. You dropped out of school, the same as I did, because you knew you'd never be able to do anything you really wanted. We don't matter, we can't do anything about the world. So why talk about it?"

"I wasn't talking about us. I was just mentioning things in general."

"You were talking about us."

She turned the key and restarted the car. They traveled in silence for a few minutes until Gerard said, “Rob was telling me about his fortress the other day."

Sarah did not reply.

"He has it all designed. He figures he'll find some land that nobody's using, and he'll put his house on that, but he'll build it underground, so nobody'll see it there from a distance. Then he and his brother'll start moving all their books into it, and then stock the place with food. He said even with the weather, they should be able to grow some crops. He's working on a greenhouse design, too."

Sarah had heard about Rob's plans before. “A greenhouse, huh?"

"Yeah. All his friends'll each get one wing of the house, and he'll build it in the shape of a rectangle, and, right in the middle, he'll have a swimming pool, so we'll all get plenty of exercise. Of course, he'll have to make it an indoor pool. Then we'll arm ourselves, and learn how to use weapons."

"Of course."

"Now he says he has to work on his society."

"His society?"

"All decisions would be made communally, he says, except for stuff that would have to be decided by experts in those areas. He says you could be the historian; you'd record everything that happens in the community, and there'd be a record for future generations."

She laughed. “Rob, of course, would be the leader."

"He says there wouldn't be just one leader. Everyone would work together."

"There's always a leader."

"Well, maybe there is, but everyone would be able to have a say, even the kids. There wouldn't be any television except for recordings of classic films, and the school's curriculum would concentrate on agriculture and literature."

Sarah raised an eyebrow. “There's going to be a school?"

"Oh, there has to be a school, if there's kids."

"What's he going to do about medical care?"

"Oh, he'll get a doctor as one of the settlers, and everyone will learn first aid."

She smiled. Fantasies like Rob's did not depress her; they were only games, playful ideas. She tried to imagine Rob excavating ground for a house with his slender white hands and frail body. Gazing through the windshield at the hills, she imagined little underground settlements with egalitarian societies, happy children, plenty of food, and lots of old books. They sped along the highway more quickly.

 

They arrived in Hanover by mid-morning. The town was deserted, too far from bus and train routes, abandoned by those who had depended on the surrounding farms; the growing season was now too short for anything but subsistence farming. They drove slowly down the bumpy main street, passing stores with broken windows and rambling Colonial houses, and pulled into the parking lot of a Carvel stand. Signs advertising ice cream specials fluttered behind shattered glass. The Carvel sign and a large plaster model of an ice cream cone lay on their sides in the empty lot.

"What now?” Gerard asked.

"I have to orient myself.” Sarah tried to recall where Raf had gone from here while Gerard knelt on his seat and rummaged through their picnic basket, removing a sandwich.

"Can't you wait?"

"I'm hungry now.” He sat back and began to devour the sandwich.

"It must be a conditioned reflex. You see a Carvel's, and the saliva starts flowing."

"Want one?” He waved the sandwich at her.

"No. If I'm not a size seven by next week, Lita's going to be very distressed.” Sarah leaned on the wheel, draping her arms over it. “I think he went up this road about a mile or so, then turned off. But I can't be sure."

"Well, the only way you're going to find out is to try.” Gerard paused. “Did you ever stop to think that Raf might have wanted us to look for him? I mean, consider it. He knew you might want to find him. He must have figured you'd want to know what happened to your memory. And he must have known you'd tell me everything, and I'd be curious. Maybe it's a kind of intelligence test. His people are testing us, to see if we measure up and are worthy of their help.” He threw out his arms. “With us rests the fate of all humanity,” he said in portentous tones.

She tried to chuckle. “He's not making it easy for anyone to find him."

"Well, he wouldn't, if it's a test. But he has left clues. He could have covered his tracks completely, you know. He didn't have to bring you out here at all."

She rested her forehead on her arms. “It's just as likely that he wants to disappear, and that he might be dangerous. We haven't even considered that, Gerry."

Gerard was silent. Sarah sat up and took a deep breath. “Well, we've come this far,” she murmured. “We might as well see it through."

 

By noon, they were hopelessly lost on a dirt road. Sarah pulled over to the side and stopped. “I don't recognize anything,” she said. “I'll be lucky if I can find my way back to Hanover."

"I can get us back to Hanover. Don't you remember the direction?"

"You know my sense of direction. And I wasn't exactly paying much attention at the time."

"Well, go on. We still have time, there's still enough gas. I figure we can look around for another hour before turning back."

Sarah started the car and drove down the dirt road and over a small hill. There was an intersection ahead; the roads forked. Another dirt road snaked through deserted fields. She stiffened. “I think that's it,” she said. “I think that's the road. I remember those bushes there."

She turned. The road was very narrow. The land to their right rose until they were between a steep slope and rolling hills. Wild grass, uncut and turning yellow and brown, covered the earth; blue wildflowers dotted the sides of the road. She slowed the car to a crawl. They passed a shack, then a worn sign at the end of a long rut: DUKE'S ROD AND GUN CLUB. “This is the road,” she said. They bounced over a bump and up a hill. Then she saw Raf's land. It dipped into a hollow that was hidden from the road. Plants and weeds grew on the land, meeting a grove of trees several yards away.

Sarah pulled over. “This is it."

Gerard surveyed the land. “There's nothing here."

"Looks that way.” She regarded the hollow and something stirred in her mind; then it was gone.

"Do you remember anything?"

"No."

"Didn't you get out of the car and look around?"

Sarah sighed. “In the dark? You must be kidding. I guess I must have gotten out with Raf, but I can't remember any of that."

"Well, let's go.” He climbed out and Sarah followed him. She was in her old boots and a parka; Gerard was wearing a plaid lumberjack's shirt. “Don't forget the keys."

"Who's going to steal it out here?"

"You never know.” He leaned toward her. “Maybe Raf's still here. Maybe he's hiding."

"Oh, God, don't say that."

He laughed. At last she laughed, too. Adventures, she tried to tell herself, were supposed to be fun.

She locked the car and took the keys with her. They made their way through the high grass toward the trees. The ground was rocky; Sarah trod cautiously, her mind on snakes and sprained ankles. She pushed the grass aside as they walked. They came to the trees and crept down a hill toward a small stream. Dead wood crackled under their feet and leaves rustled, crunching against their soles. The air was clean and piney. Gerard settled himself on a flat rock near the stream.

"I think he led us to a dead end,” he said.

Sarah drew her eyebrows together and tried to remember her journey with Raf once more. “I don't know."

"For Christ's sake, Sarah, stop saying you don't know. I know you don't know. I don't know, either.” Gerard looked weary and disappointed. He began to pick seeds and dead leaves off his boots.

She wandered along the bank of the stream, wondering if it would be worthwhile to haul dead wood across the field to their car; they could use it in their stove, and the trip would not be wasted. She gazed up through the tree limbs at the sky, then left the creek and climbed up the hill. Leaning against an oak, she stared out at the hollow.

"Gerry.” She turned. “Gerry, come here."

He got up and climbed toward her, his legs churning through the underbrush. “Look.” Sarah pointed.

A small square building, made of stone and wood, was in the hollow. They climbed over the rocks at the hill's top, and hurried through the field toward the dwelling. The one-story house looked as though it had been thrown together. The roof sagged.

"Clever,” Gerard said. “You can't even see it from the road. Do you remember anything now?"

"No.” She reached for his arm. “Maybe he's here,” she said in a whisper. They stopped by the door. The windows were shuttered. Gerard looked at her and she thought she saw fear in his blue eyes.

"Well,” he said at last, “there's only one way to find out.” He went to the door and knocked. “Raf?” He knocked some more. “Raf?” he shouted again. He tried the door.

"Gerry, we can't just go in.” The door opened.

"He didn't lock it."

"Why should he, out here?"

"Come on.” Gerard entered the house, and she followed. It was very dark; even the noonday sun did not penetrate the shutters. The room before them was bare. Sarah felt the walls for a light switch, then looked for a lantern or flashlight. She circled the room.

"Raf?” she called weakly. The door creaked on its hinges and closed. She jumped. Gerard went into the next room. She crept after him and peered over his shoulder.

She squinted; her eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark. This room was as bare as the first. There were no other rooms, only a trapdoor in the floor.

Gerard went over and lifted it. “There's a basement,” he said, “and a ladder."

Sarah shuddered. “I don't want to go down there."

"I was hoping I'd find the can. I'm going outside to take a leak. Just wait here."

Don't leave me here alone, she wanted to say. She bit her lower lip. Gerard left the room and she stared at the passage below.

"Raf?” she said, trying to tell herself that he was not here. “It's only us, Gerard and Sarah. If you don't want us bothering you, tell us, and we'll go away.” She heard the front door creak, and stifled a cry. The floorboards groaned as Gerard returned.

"I don't think he's here,” she said hastily. “And there's nothing else around. Maybe we should go."

"Let's try the cellar."

"I don't want to go down there."

"Come on."

He climbed down the ladder and she followed him. It was black in the cellar, and Sarah clung to Gerard, afraid she would lose him. She felt along the wall with one hand, finding only flat damp stone.

"Do you have any matches?” Gerard whispered. “You carry everything else in that satchel."

She fumbled through her shoulder bag and found a book of matches. She tried to light one, failed, and pulled out another. “Gerry? Don't wander away.” She lit the match.

At once she felt something brush against her. She saw the red plaid of Gerard's sleeve, and thought she saw a shadow near him. The match went out. There was a lump in her throat. She swallowed.

"God,” she heard Gerard say. “Something ran down my back.” He sounded frightened.

"Gerry?"

"Sarah.” His voice rose on the second syllable. “Sarah!” He screamed it in the dark. She froze, unable to move. “Sarah!” She reached out with her hands, afraid of what she might touch, and found his arm. “I can't see. Where are we?"

"Just follow me, Gerry. It'll be all right.” She pulled him toward the ladder, helping him up, then climbed up after him.

He stood in the middle of the room. His mouth was open and his face seemed very white. She seized his hand and led him into the front room and to the door. They went outside. Gerard searched the landscape, blinking and squinting in the light, then turned to her.

"Where are we, Sarah? What happened?"

"Don't you know?"

"I was in the living room. Then it was dark, and I thought I was blind. What happened? Where am I?"

"You don't remember?"

"I don't remember a thing."

 

Gerard sat silently, back against the Toyota, while she told him of their journey. “Don't you remember anything?” she asked when she had finished.

"No. All I remember is...” He wrinkled his forehead and ran a hand through his pale hair. “God, I can't remember anything.” He shook his head. “How did we get out here? My car doesn't run that well, does it?"

"Don't you remember? You had it repaired. Bruce did the work."

"How could we afford that?"

She sighed. “The coins. Don't you remember the coins? You remember Raf, don't you?"

"Sure. He's the guy upstairs, the one who's crazy."

"Listen, Gerry, maybe you'd better tell me what you do remember."

He rested his hands on his knees. “I can recall Raf. I remember his party. I remember going to work this week. I can't remember much about yesterday. Today's Sunday, isn't it?"

She nodded.

"We got up. But I don't remember coming here.” He frowned. “Wait, I think I see something. We drove to Hanover. Yeah, I see that. But I don't remember why."

"Do you remember our fight?"

"What fight?"

Her hands became fists. She thought of the fight, wondering if she wanted to bring that up again. She thought, We can go home, we can forget this, I can tell Gerry a story and make him believe it. Her shoulder muscles were tight. She was suddenly convinced that Raf had been in the house in the hollow. Her drafty apartment now seemed the safest place in the world.

Then she heard Gerard moan. “What's the matter with me?” he said sadly. “I never forget anything, not this way. Is there something wrong with me, Sarah? Am I going crazy?"

She would have to tell him. She could not leave him like this. Her neck was stiff; she reached up and rubbed it with one hand.

She said, “I'd better start at the beginning. Just listen. Maybe you'll start recalling things.” She began to relate her tale to Gerard. He winced as she told him of her assignation with Raf. She told him of the coins, Raf's disappearance, her own memory lapses, and the car at St. Anne's.

When she finished, he said, “That's the craziest story I ever heard."

"Except that I can prove it. We hid the coins under a loose board at home, and I can show them to you. Our car's here. Raf's gone.” She paused. “You remember everything except things to do with Raf."

Gerard rubbed his head. “I can't believe it."

"It's true.” She gazed at him resentfully. “If you hadn't insisted on coming out here, this wouldn't have happened. But you just had to come. It was your idea, whether you remember it or not.” She closed her mouth. This was no time for an argument.

Rising, she held out a hand. “Come on, Gerry. Let's fill the tank and go home."

 

Mr. Epstein was on the back porch, installing a lock on the door. Sarah closed the garage doors and crossed the stony grassless yard, Gerard trailing her. Mr. Epstein looked up as they climbed the three steps to the small back porch.

"Gerry,” the old man said. “I was hoping I'd get hold of you. Mrs. Ritter's been complaining about her kitchen sink again. The faucet's dripping. I think she needs a washer replaced."

Gerard nodded. “I'll go up now and check."

"Oh, you don't have to go right away."

"It's all right.” Sarah noticed a flatness in Gerard's voice. He went inside and unlocked their back entrance. She was just about to follow, then turned back toward the landlord.

"At last,” Mr. Epstein said. “Come on out, Sarah, I'll show you how it works.” He shot the bolts. “See, you need two keys for it, same as the front. Try it."

She tried the lock, and, after a bit of nudging, it opened. She handed the keys back and the old man gave her two envelopes. “Your set, and Gerard's. I wanted to get one of those new systems, with palm-print screens, but I'm not rich, and this isn't an enclave."

"Mr. Epstein,” Sarah said, and hesitated.

"What is it?"

"You haven't heard anything from Raf Courn, have you? The guy on the third floor."

"What should I have heard?” A cool breeze ruffled the old man's white hair.

"I don't know, but he mentioned something to me last week about going away for a bit, or maybe moving."

Mr. Epstein's brown eyes searched her face until she looked away, feeling as though the old man was reading her mind. She felt guilty and obvious. “He is a strange man, isn't he? I suppose it's too much to expect that he'll stay here, a man like that. But he hasn't told me anything. He's paid up until the end of the month, and he paid his security deposit, and as far as I'm concerned, he still lives here. Do you have any reason to believe otherwise?"

"Oh, no,” Sarah said quickly.

"Well, I'm not about to rent the place and charge double. I don't do that sort of thing. And I don't think he's going to leave all those furnishings, not to mention his deposit.” The old man began to put his tools away. “You know, Sarah, I've heard strange stories about that man. I rented to him, frankly, because I couldn't afford not to—he gave me his deposit in gold—and because there were no complaints about him, just odd stories. I have no right to judge my tenants. You haven't heard any odd stories, have you?"

"Not really,” Sarah replied, wondering what Mr. Epstein knew. “What have you heard?"

"A man I know was a neighbor of his at the Towers two years ago. He said Mr. Courn spent about two months avoiding everyone in the building, and they're all fairly sociable over there. Then he suddenly blossomed, began to invite everyone to parties. There were stories that he had an eye for the young ladies, and, if I may say so, for young men too.” He rolled his eyes in the direction of Larry Belder's back window. “He would disappear for a while, then return. For a time, he lived with a girl people said was his niece, then he finally moved out and bought a house. That isn't so odd, I suppose. But there were stories that he believed he was from outer space. Of course, no one put any credence in such tales, but why would a man say such a thing?"

"He told those stories here, too,” she said. “He had us all to dinner and just said it, flat out. He seemed sane enough otherwise."

"Well.” Mr. Epstein picked up his toolbox. “I must go, it's getting late. Good evening, Sarah."

She went back inside. Gerard was sitting at the kitchen table, his chin in his hands. The set of apartment keys Mr. Epstein had given him lay on the table.

"I thought you were going upstairs to fix a faucet."

"I will. I had to sit down. This bothers me, Sarah, losing my memory. I can't stand it. You think, even if you have nothing, you have your memories, that's the one thing you'll always own. I feel as though someone's broken into my home. Worse."

"Oh, Gerry.” She stood behind him and rubbed his shoulders; his muscles were tight. “Look, I've lost some memories, too. Maybe it's for the best, maybe our minds are rejecting all this stuff about Raf."

"And I have to trust that what you tell me is true."

She stopped rubbing. “Don't you?"

He reached for her hands and drew them around his face. “I have to. I do. I think I'm beginning to hate him. I'll catch up with him somehow. We'll find him."

I don't think we will, she thought. I don't think I want to. But she said nothing.

 

 


 

 

Eight

 

 

Gerard was awake and washing in the bathroom when Sarah arose. She went to the kitchen and made tea, then sat at the table. The thought of the winter ahead oppressed her. She considered taking the coins and going south with Gerard. Closing her eyes, she thought of palm trees and warm sand, dulcet breezes and salty air. The coins would eventually be spent, and then they would be stranded. There was more unemployment farther south, and she had few skills to sell.

Gerard was already dressed when he came into the kitchen. He began to make Cream of Wheat. “You usually get our mail today, don't you?” he said as he stirred the hot cereal.

"Yeah. I always go later, though, when it's not as crowded. Maybe you can get it later this week. There probably isn't anything anyway, except for bills."

Gerard served the cereal and sat down. “Maybe Raf's mail is still there. Or maybe he left a forwarding address."

Sarah looked up. “I was hoping we were going to forget about Raf."

"Do you want to?"

"I guess not,” she said, and thought, Yes, I want to forget him. She recalled the dark, damp basement under Raf's abandoned house, and shivered. She gazed at Gerard, feeling cowardly and disloyal.

"We can't forget about him, Sarah. Or, rather, I can't forget about him because I've forgotten other things.” He smiled weakly. “Look, it won't be much trouble. We'll ask at the post office, maybe we can find out something."

"I can just see it. He probably gave them Mars as a forwarding address."

"Listen.” He leaned forward and put down his spoon. “We can pick up our mail before going to work. We can ask. If he picked his up, it means he's still around. If he left an address, I can try to get it, and if not, maybe they'll give us his mail."

"Oh, Gerry, they'll never just hand it over."

"We can try, can't we?” He picked up the dishes and took them to the sink.

"Maybe he works for the government,” she said.

"What?"

"Maybe he does. On a secret project. We could get into real trouble."

"People on government projects don't tell everyone they're aliens if they want to keep a project secret. And they don't go around stealing memories."

 

A bald post office employee ushered Sarah and Gerard to a queue. In a far corner, a young woman in the Postal Service uniform stood near a computer screen; she was in charge of giving zip code information to those waiting there. A long line had formed at the computer next to the scales used for weighing packages; a tall black man, also part of the Postal Service, stood near the computer, ready to advice those who did not know how to stat their letters into the system. A fat middle-aged woman in Postal Service gray roamed the room; Sarah did not know what her job was, but assumed it had some sort of title. The Postal Service people had job security, even if there was little for them to do.

The line inched forward. The old woman in front of them bounced restlessly from one foot to the other. Sarah sighed. Two young men in the adjacent line were murmuring something about gold shares. Her lips curled. Anyone who could afford gold shares would have data-links and a printout machine in his home, and would not be standing on one of these lines.

The people in front of them were finally dispatched, and the old woman approached the window.

"Why, hello, Mrs. Morris,” the young man behind the window said. “How's Jenny? Haven't seen her for a while."

"Fine, fine. She got promoted to sergeant last week, she might get transferred over to Scranton, though. Sad seeing all your children move away."

"Yeah, it sure is.” The young man disappeared for a moment, then handed her two letters and a package. Sarah waited impatiently for the old woman to move away.

"Hey,” the woman said, “this letter took three weeks to get here."

The young man's mustache twitched. “Sorry. You know how it is."

"When you delivered the mail, it took two or three days, and now you've got those whosits to stat letters into, and it takes three weeks."

"We do the best we can, Mrs. Morris.” The fat middle-aged woman moved closer to them, hovering near the gray-haired woman. The old lady turned suddenly, almost bumping into Gerard, then departed.

Sarah moved up to the window. “Sarah Jaynes and Gerard Litvinov, 141 Oak Street."

The young man left the window, then returned, shoving the mail through the slot under the glass.

"And do you have anything for Raf Courn?” Gerard said. “He's at the same address."

The young man exhaled loudly. “You picking it up for him?"

"Yeah,” Gerard said, sounding uncertain.

"Well, you can have it, Buster, it's just cluttering things up around here. But you should of told me when you asked for yours. Now I gotta go get his, too. If you're getting mail for your friend, tell me right off, okay?” He disappeared again.

"I think they'll just hand mail to anyone who asks,” Sarah muttered. Gerard motioned to her to be quiet. The man came back and handed them a letter.

"By the way,” Gerard said rapidly, “Mr. Courn didn't by any chance leave a forwarding address, did he?"

The man groaned, “Listen, Mac, if he'd done that, we would have sent this thing on, wouldn't we?” Sarah became conscious of restless mutterings and stirrings behind her. “Look, you tell your pal that we can't be efficient unless we get the right data. You tell him to fill out a change of address. Okay? We try, you know? Then we get complaints. You think it's just one lousy letter, but I say just multiply it by a million and see what you get, and then add on a million more special delivery letters people just got to send in the old way because they think we got nothing better to do than sit around and read what comes over the computers and they want their privacy. You tell your friend. Okay?"

Gerard backed away. “Sure.” They left the post office with the mail.

"What have we got?” Sarah asked as they descended the steps outside.

"Bills, as usual.” Gerard tucked their mail into his front coat pocket and ruffled Raf's letter. “No bills for Raf, though."

"Maybe he pays cash for everything.” They walked along the sidewalk. A blond Guard and a tall policewoman were moving toward them. Sarah glanced at the Guard, who seemed vaguely familiar.

"Hey."

Sarah turned her head. “Hey.” The policewoman was speaking to them. Sarah slipped her arm through Gerard's. The policewoman came nearer and hooked her hands through her belt. “Well?” she said to the Guard.

"That's them."

"Okay, you can go.” The policewoman eyed them and Sarah felt her breakfast curdle in her stomach. The blond man wandered off, shouldering his rifle awkwardly. “My friend there says he saw you at St. Anne's a few days ago."

"We were going to early morning Mass,” Sarah said slowly. She was certain she looked guilty. She tried to gaze directly at the officer.

The woman shrugged. “You got out of a car. He saw you. You went in. Later on, he noticed that the car was still there. And it's still there today. Father Gautier complained. He's not running a parking lot, you know."

Sarah, thinking of the absent engine, wondered if they had checked under the hood. “Well, you see,” she began, “we borrowed the car from a friend, and I guess we just assumed he'd pick it up. I guess he didn't."

"What's your name?"

"Sarah Jaynes. And Gerard Litvinov.” The policewoman took out a pad and wrote it down.

"Address?"

Gerard told her.

"All right, you go back there and drive that car away."

Sarah realized that the woman did not know about the engine. “Look,” she said, “we're on our way to work, and we don't have the keys. Can't we take care of it later?"

"What's your friend's name?"

"Raf Courn.” Sarah spelled it for her and she wrote it down. “Same address."

"Well, you or your friend had better get that car out of there by tomorrow.” She tilted her head and adjusted the cap over her short brown hair. “He didn't take off by any chance, did he?"

Sarah gulped. “Oh, no. I think he's visiting friends or something."

The policewoman regarded her for a long moment. “All right.” She tucked her pad and pen inside the pocket of her short blue coat. “Just take care of that car, or you get a citation and a fine.” She ambled down the sidewalk.

Gerard clutched Sarah's arm and they hurried toward their bus stop. “What are we going to do?” she said, trying not to whine.

"You said the engine disappeared."

"It did."

"I'll get Bruce Carulli to haul it away. I'll slip him some cash and he can sell it to a recycler."

"He's going to wonder where we got all this money all of a sudden. He fixed the Toyota, remember?"

"Oh, yeah. You told me that. I'll think of something to tell him."

"And he's going to wonder why the engine isn't there."

Gerard sighed. “I'll think of something. He knows Raf is a little weird, half the neighborhood knows that. I'll think of a story."

The cold wind whistled around them. Sarah squinted. A policewoman had their names; Bruce might wonder about the car. Even Mr. Epstein was probably curious about her interest in Raf. If Raf somehow turned up in a missing persons file, she and Gerard would be under suspicion. Someone might even think that they had murdered Raf and taken his money.

"We've got to find him now,” Sarah said, afraid she would begin to cry. She had not seen Raf since her lapse of memory, and now it occurred to her that she could have killed him and blocked it. She swallowed hard, denying the thought. “What's in the letter, Gerry?"

"Let's check.” They stood aside from the others awaiting the bus. Gerard opened the letter. It had been typed on a computer outlet, and was addressed to Mr. Raf Courn of 141 Oak Street. It said:

 

Raf—

You speak, but you do not listen. I am preparing for my search. Come with me, and let others watch. We are almost ready.

—M.

 

Gerard held the letter up and peered at it. “Maybe it's a code,” he said.

Sarah shook her head. “I don't think so. We just don't know what it means.” There was something wrong with the letter. She took the envelope from Gerard and inspected it, then looked at the letter again. “Gerry."

"What?"

"Don't you see? We don't know where the letter came from. Its point of origin isn't typed on the letter or the envelope."

He raised an eyebrow. “You're right. And if it was local, it would say so.” He searched the envelope. “It was typed out five days ago. The time's here, but how did it get into the system?"

Sarah shivered. “Inefficiency. That must be it. You know the post office. Or else someone in the post office itself sent it."

"God.” He draped one arm over her shoulders “We're getting in deeper and deeper. I'm losing my memories, we're under suspicion—Jesus.” He shook his head. “None of this makes any sense. He probably isn't anywhere around here by now."

"He has to be."

"Why?"

"Because somehow you lost your memory, out there in the country. I don't know how, because I don't know what he can do. And whoever sent the letter thinks he's still here."

"How the hell do we know what he would do, Sarah?"

She had no answer to that.

 

Gerard counted out the coins. Bruce Carulli tilted his hand and let them slide into his wallet, then upended his beer can. Leaning forward, he put the can on the coffee table.

"I'll get the car out of there tonight,” Bruce said as he rose. Gerard gave him the keys. “Kind of funny, him selling the engine separately, he could have gotten more for the whole car.” His eyes narrowed as he studied Gerard.

"Raf's funny."

"So I heard."

"Well, he's paying for it. He told me to have it hauled away.” Sarah, sitting by the television screen, was thinking that Gerard was a poor liar. She gazed wide-eyed at Bruce, trying to look ingenuous.

Bruce moved toward the door. “I better get going. Anyone stops me, I guess I can say Raf gave me the keys.” He glanced at Sarah, then left.

She said, “He's suspicious."

"I know. Wouldn't you be?” Gerard sat down.

"I hope we can trust him."

"Look, he can wonder all he wants to. He won't do anything about it unless he thinks there's something to gain."

"Or unless somebody starts asking questions, like the police."

Gerard leaned back and folded his hands. “There's one thing left we can do. We should have done it before."

"What?"

"Go into his apartment."

"We can't."

"I have the keys."

"Oh, no. Mr. Epstein trusts you with those keys."

"I know that.” He wrinkled his brow. “I don't want to do it, but I don't think we have any choice. Look, no one'll know, and if they do, I can say I was checking his faucets."

"I guess we have no choice."

"Get a flashlight, and let's go."

 

They crept up the stairs. There were no sounds from Kathy's apartment. Mrs. Ritter was apparently watching television; Sarah could hear the singsong voice of the Imam al-Takari. They tiptoed to Raf's door. Gerard pressed his ear to the door, and then unlocked it.

They went inside. Sarah closed the door and leaned against it. “I'm terrified,” she said. Gerard searched the room with the flashlight. All of Raf's possessions, with the exception of his console, were still there. “Where do we start?"

"Let's try the bedroom.” Their feet thumped against the floor. “Quiet,” he whispered, and she wondered if they should take off their shoes.

The bedroom contained a captain's bed and a television screen. Sarah moved the thin rectangular screen out of the way while Gerard rummaged through the bed, opened the drawer in its side, then checked the mattress. He searched the night table while Sarah held the light. He picked up the telephone and turned it over, then set it down.

"The books,” Sarah said. “Maybe he hid something in the books."

"Do you know how many volumes he has?"

"I don't care. Wouldn't you hide something there, if it were you?"

"If it were me, I wouldn't have left all this stuff. We don't even know what we're looking for.” They went out to the main room. “Maybe he's going to come back. He didn't move his stuff, right? He didn't give notice."

"I know. But I keep having this feeling that he said goodbye, that he wasn't coming back here. It's such a strong feeling. Maybe he planted it in my mind. Look, if he really is what he said he was, he's not going to care about any of this anyway."

"Let's look at the books, then. I don't suppose we can turn on a light."

"We'd better not. Those curtains are kind of thin. Someone might notice."

Gerard opened the glass doors and reached in for some books. He pulled out too many; several escaped his grip and slapped against the floor. Sarah jumped. She was afraid to breathe. She and Gerard stood still for a few moments. Then he bent over and picked up the books. “Let's get started."

 

Books were stacked around them on the floor. They had found nothing.

"How many are left?” Sarah asked.

"God, I don't know. A lot. Do we look through the rest?"

"We should. Let's rest a bit."

Gerard stumbled through the dark. Sarah followed him with the flashlight. She sat down on the velvet love seat and turned off the beam.

Gerard sighed. “A velvet sofa, for Christ's sake,” his voice said. “I can just see him sitting here on his can, if he has a can."

"Of course he does."

"How do we know? He might have something that looks like a can. His equipment might be pretty strange.” She thought of the dimly recalled afternoon with Raf, and felt queasy. “Maybe if he doesn't come back, we can have the books.” Gerard suddenly shifted his weight on the love seat and she heard him suck in his breath. “Listen. Do you hear that?"

She leaned forward. “There's someone on the stairs.” She fumbled for his arm. “Let's go out the back way."

"We can't. Those stairs are even noisier. We'll alert the whole building."

"Maybe it's Kathy,” she whispered. Then she heard the footsteps again, and knew it was not; the visitor was coming toward Raf's door. “Oh, my God, maybe it's Raf.” The room seemed very close.

"Just be quiet. Don't even move."

The footsteps stopped. There were three short, sharp raps on the door. Sarah chewed her lip. The visitor knocked again. At least, she thought, it couldn't be Raf.

A key was turning in the lock. The lock snapped. The door swung open. The dim light in the hall outlined a small, thin figure. Its arm reached out for the wall, and the overhead lighting went on.

Sarah blinked. “Hello, Mr. Epstein."

 

Sarah gazed despairingly at the old man as he closed the door and put his revolver back in his shoulder holster. His eyebrows arched as he surveyed the books on the floor.

"I guess you wouldn't believe us,” Gerard said sadly, “if we said we came here to check the faucets."

"No, I don't believe I would.” The landlord stared at them until Sarah lowered her eyes. “Stealing. Is that what you were up to, stealing? I never would have expected it of you. My trust has been abused."

"We weren't stealing, Mr. Epstein,” Sarah said. “I swear we weren't."

"What else could you be doing? Mrs. Ritter called me when she heard sounds up here. Naturally, I assumed Raf Courn had returned, but I thought I'd better check. When I got here, I considered calling the police, but they get nasty when they come and nothing's wrong, so—” He paused. “And here you are. And here I am, with this somewhat threatening but useless appliance.” He slapped his shoulder holster. “I should have you taken in for breaking and entering, but I'll have to content myself with eviction."

"No,” Sarah cried. Her eyes stung; she tried to control her tears. She swallowed. “No, please. We weren't stealing. I know we shouldn't be here, but we weren't stealing."

The old man crossed the room and sat on the sofa. “Then you have an explanation, I suppose. You were sleepwalking, or dusting Mr. Courn's books for him, or were engaging in perversions on that love seat there. Tell me your story."

"I guess I'll have to tell it,” Sarah said. “Part of our problem is that Gerry can't remember most of it.” She twisted her hands together, knowing she would have to trust the landlord, knowing as well that things could not get much worse.

 

She told almost everything, omitting only the tale of Raf's encounters with her and with Martin. Mr. Epstein listened, gazing calmly at her while rubbing his chin.

"Please believe me,” she pleaded as she ended the story. “I know it sounds crazy, and I can't prove it, but it's true. I can't show you the car because it's been towed away by now, and the coins by themselves don't prove a thing. Gerry's sitting here with partial amnesia, but we can't prove that, either. All you have is our word, and that probably doesn't mean much now."

Mr. Epstein studied her. She stared back at him. He furrowed his brow and drummed his fingers on his thigh.

"That is a very unlikely story,” he murmured. “But there are those tales I myself have heard about my absent tenant, and there is also the fact that you two have lived here for some time without causing me a moment's concern."

"The letter,” Gerard said. “We can show you the letter."

Mr. Epstein waved a hand. “You needn't bother, son. Either I must believe you, or throw you out. I have the highest respect for your mental abilities, but I somehow don't believe you have the creative talent required to concoct a story of that kind."

Sarah let out a sigh. “I swear it's true."

"I'll act on that assumption, for the time being. But I caution you—if I should see anything in your behavior to cause me worry, I'll contact the police. I'm a reasonable man, but I'm not an altruist. You are apparently already under suspicion, and little would be needed to have you hauled in for questioning."

Sarah folded her hands, not knowing whether to feel relieved or not. The old man frowned. “I have heard stories,” he went on. “Some of them were as strange in their way as yours. But those who are eccentric always suffer gossip.” He turned to Gerard. “I don't suppose you have much to add."

He shook his head. “I lost my memory."

"In the country."

"Search me. That's where I was when Sarah told me all this."

"Well, then, we'll just have to see if we can find it again."

Sarah raised her chin and opened her mouth.

"Don't sit there gaping,” the old man continued. “It's most unattractive. As I said, we'll see if we can find Gerry's memory, and Raf Courn, and, not incidentally, verify this tale of yours. I can ask around at the landlords’ association, and I have friends at the Chamber of Commerce who are realtors. If he's still in this area, I might be able to find him. I've had experience with this sort of thing, unfortunately, because so many try to put their rent on their Adidas account. Look at it this way—something interesting has happened to liven up things. Life can get very dull when you're my age, so maybe I should thank you.” He rose. “Right now, we'd better put those books away, if I'm to get home before curfew. And, Gerry, you'd better give me your set of keys. As I said, I'm a reasonable man, but I'm not a fool."

 

Sarah felt for the bed in the dark, turning down the sheet. She heard Gerard's footsteps as he entered the bedroom.

She said, “You got us into this mess."

"What are you talking about?"

"You had to go into Raf's apartment."

"You came along."

"And you had to drive out to the country."

"You went along."

"Did you expect me to let you go alone?"

"You went out alone with Raf."

"So?"

"You were just as curious, then. That's what got us into this."

"But I wanted to leave it alone after that."

"You went to his goddamn apartment, for Christ's sake."

"Don't start that again."

"You went up there. You screwed him."

"I don't know what I did."

"You must have wanted to, anyway."

"We went through all this, Gerry."

"I don't remember going through it. I wish you hadn't told me."

"I wish I hadn't, either."

"Damn it, Sarah."

"I don't owe you anything. You and all your crap about what you were going to do, running your own business. You were so ambitious once. I haven't heard you sound ambitious lately. You'll be working for Warwick and Baum's forever."

"You used to tell me to be realistic. Now I'm realistic and you want me to be ambitious. Why don't you look out for yourself once in a while, instead of expecting me to do it?"

"I did just fine before you moved in."

"I can always move out."

"Why don't you?"

He sighed in the darkness. She heard the bedsprings sing as he climbed in. She crept into bed carefully and kept to her side, afraid to touch him.

The mattress moved. “Sarah.” His hand was on her breast. She lay perfectly still. He pressed his head against her shoulder. At last she reached over and slipped her hand under his pajamas, kneading his buttocks. She pinched him. “Hey."

"Let's not fight, Gerry."

"I won't if you won't."

"I don't really want to fight."

"I don't, either."

"Stop doing that."

"I'll do what I want."

"I'll pinch you again."

"I'll pinch back."

"Gerry."

"Help me get these pajamas off."

 

 


 

 

Nine

 

 

Sarah was poised at the runway, waiting for her cue. Lita Rand's amplified voice sang, “And now we see Sarah—” and Sarah pranced out, swooped in the red cape, then strode toward the end of the runway. It was the last outfit she had to model. Lita's voice, giving the particulars of the cape, could hardly be heard over the loud, brassy music; the sound system was not working too well.

She saw Gerard near the back of the crowd; he grinned. As she came to the end of the runway, she saw another man, a tall one, at the edge of the crowd near the elevators. His face was turned away from her. She stopped.

Raf. She teetered on the runway. No, she was wrong; this man had blond hair. But the profile was the same. She recovered, made her turn, and almost bumped into Lacey Duncan, who had already come out. The tall black woman frowned at Sarah, then moved on.

Sarah retreated to the dressing room and heard the muted applause that signaled the show's end. Nancy and Irene were already changing into their own clothes. Sarah caught Lacey's arm as she entered. “Do we have to mingle with the crowd or anything?"

Lacey shook her head. “No, there's no point. Lita told me before the show that they didn't expect many sales. She'll probably tell you to go home."

Sarah took off the cape and searched for her own sweater and skirt. Lacey stroked the champagne-colored fur she had modeled. “God, I wish I could take this home."

"It looks beautiful on you."

Lacey shrugged. “Well, maybe it was worth doing it for nothing, just to get to wear it."

"That's just what they want us to think,” Sarah said. She sat down and began to brush her hair. She was not used to wearing so much makeup, and her eyes were tearing.

"By the way,” Lacey murmured, “are you all right?"

"I'm fine."

"You sure messed up on the runway, I thought you were going to drop, and then I thought you were going to knock me into the crowd."

"I thought I saw someone I knew."

Lita Rand came through the door, craning her neck as she peered around the room. “Sarah?” She came to Sarah's side.

"What is it?"

"I'd like to speak to you."

Sarah finished dressing and located her purse and coat. She straightened the coat's collar; the long, gray, double-breasted garment now appeared to be the old, worn coat it was. Sighing, she thought of Lacey's fur.

She found Lita on the stairwell outside the dressing room. “Look, I'm sorry about that business on the runway,” Sarah said quickly. “I don't think very many people noticed."

"It doesn't matter,” Lita replied in her hoarse voice. “I have to talk to you.” She went up the stairs and Sarah followed. Lita led her up into a small office and closed the door. “I'm afraid I have bad news."

Sarah clutched her shoulder bag and waited.

"I'm afraid we'll have to let you go."

Sarah could not speak. She continued to stare at Lita until the older woman looked away. “You see,” she went on, “Mr. Groves's daughter and her family just moved down from Albany. You know how things have been there. If the winters get much worse, they'll have to move the state government. And his granddaughter's just out of college; she needs a job. So we have to let someone go.” Lita was looking at the floor.

"Mr. Groves lives in an enclave, for God's sake. Why does his granddaughter need a job?"

"Things have been hard, Sarah, even for them."

"I've worked here for almost three years. I don't deserve this.” She gritted her teeth.

Lita raised her eyes. “I'm sorry. Mr. Groves would love to sell, if he could find a buyer. Of course, he can't. We'll give you a recommendation. I'll put it in the data banks myself. You're young. You'll find something else.” The lines around the older woman's mouth grew deeper. “Your work has fallen off recently. You seem distracted. Maybe it's time for you to find other work."

Sarah pressed her lips together. She swayed, and caught herself.

"Your pay's already in your account,” Lita murmured. “They punched it in this morning. I'm sorry, Sarah."

Sarah turned to leave, then looked back. “Tell me something, Lita. Did you know this was coming when you asked me to do the fashion show?"

The woman did not reply.

"Did you?"

"Yes."

"And you didn't say anything."

"No."

"Thanks, Lita.” She wanted to say more, but she remembered the needed recommendation, and kept silent.

She hurried from the office, moving toward the book department, then changed course. She could not tell this to Gerard in the middle of his working day; she would wait until evening.

She found Lacey Duncan behind the lingerie counter. “Guess what?” she said. “I'm in the shredder."

"What?"

"I got fired. Lita just told me."

"Oh, my God.” Lacey glanced at a prospective customer, but the woman was walking away. “Why?"

"Mr. Groves has a granddaughter who needs a job. I could have taken it if my work was poor, at least that would have been my fault, but not this.” Sarah rested her elbows on the counter.

"What are you going to do, sign up for unemployment?"

"Are you kidding? I don't want to be drafted."

Lacey leaned forward. “Don't you have a health problem or anything?"

"Insomnia. That's not enough. Even my eyesight is good."

"You could get pregnant."

"Oh, that's a great idea. We'd have even less money, and they'd put me in the Guard as soon as the kid's old enough for a center. Listen, Lacey, could you do me a favor?"

"Sure."

"Could you go over to books and tell Gerry I went home? Tell him I was tired or something. He was going to take a late lunch and go out with me. I don't want him to know about this yet."

"Sure.” Lacey touched her arm. “If I were you, I'd go eat anyway. Things look better on a full stomach."

"I may have to get used to going hungry."

 

The sun had come out, but the air was very cold. The clear blue sky made the downtown area of the city seem even shabbier. Slender bare-limbed trees lined the sidewalk at intervals along the curb. Several bolted-down benches lacked boards which had been stolen by thieves wanting firewood.

Sarah passed boarded-up stores. The Empire Newsstand and Tobacco Shoppe had gone out of business; so had Fanny Farmer's, Rosen's Jewelry, and Sikka Imports. Chase Manhattan had closed to prevent a run, and Boot Hill, one the few businesses she would have expected to survive, was bankrupt. Only the astrologer, whose sign labeled her a “character reader and advisor,” seemed to be doing well; several people sat on the modular furniture in her offices, looking away as Sarah passed the window.

She stopped at the corner. As usual, there was little traffic, so she crossed without waiting for the light to change. McDonald's was nearly empty, and she decided to salve her wounds with a hamburger. She went to the back, gave her order to the metal wall, and inserted her card in a slot. A window clicked and opened, offering her a Big Mac and French fries with a Coke; the slot extruded her card.

She carried her food to a window seat and stared out aimlessly. She tried to consider what she could do. She had no special training. She had dropped out of college after two years because she could no longer afford it and the school was closing anyway. Her lost job, except for a short stint in an office, was the only one she had ever held. She realized that she had never planned, had never really thought hard about what she might have to do.

She thought of the coins in her apartment, and wondered how long they would last. She could take some money to a private agency, which would keep her name off the list of those eligible for the draft while she searched for a job. But she was sure the agency would find nothing for her, and the coins would then be wasted.

She gazed unhappily at the cyclists and pedestrians passing by outside. A woman in a fur coat rushed past, tugging a child by the arm; an old man with a brown paper bag stopped to chat with an old woman in a ragged cloth coat. A tall man in shabby tweed was striding along on the other side of the street.

Sarah sat up. She watched the man, then jumped up from her seat, knocking over her Coke. She ran to the door and saw him stop at the corner, then cross the street to her side. Raf, she thought. He was meanly dressed, his hair was blond, and his skin seemed paler, but the loping stride was his. He did not see her. She watched as he turned and crossed to the next block, moving toward Seneca Street.

She hesitated, then began to follow him. As he walked, she became convinced that the man was indeed Raf; a man who could take away memories would have no trouble changing his appearance. He turned at the next corner, and she lost sight of him. She hurried to the corner, passed the tall granite building that had once housed the Mid-City Mall, and found him again.

He was walking down Seneca Street. Sarah moved more slowly, wanting to keep far enough behind him so that he did not spot her. He walked quickly, his coat lifting as if it were a cape. Soon she was almost running just to keep up with him.

He was more than a block away, passing an empty lot stacked high with cords of wood. He strode past the Little Naples Restaurant, glanced at the boards over its windows, then crossed the street. He was heading toward the train station. She prayed that he was not leaving town.

He swerved, and started to cross the bridge over the tracks. The bridge rose in an arc; he traveled over the curve and began to sink from sight. When his head disappeared, she began to run, cursing her boots with their too-high heels, slowing only when she saw a National Guard Jeep pass her. She would lose him. She went by the station, a rambling red brick Victorian structure, and hurried up the bridge. When she reached the top, she saw the man turning toward a side street.

She was near a closed-off area; the police and Guard, she knew, had abandoned streets not far from here. She considered possible dangers, then put them from her mind. She had problems enough; a few more would not make any difference. She approached the side street. The tall man was pushing his way past a soup line in front of the Salvation Army.

She followed, passing the soup line, and tried not to listen to the lewd commentary of the men standing there. Shabby houses, paint peeling, lined the sidewalk, facing the tracks. The tall man paused in front of a brown shingled house, then went inside.

Sarah moved closer to the house. He must live here, she thought. She could hardly believe it; she supposed he was doing more of his research. The house was crooked, its front porch slouching toward the street. She stared at it until she saw a light on the third floor. A shadow crossed the window.

She wanted to go up there and confront him, demand answers to all her questions, then thought of Gerard's memory loss, and backed away. If she went up, he might take her memories, too.

She went back along the street toward the Salvation Army building, feeling confused and frightened.

 

Sarah spread the bag of coins on the kitchen table, arranged them in stacks, and counted them. Repairing the Toyota had taken several coins; traveling into the country and having Raf's car towed away had used up even more. Her riches no longer seemed as plentiful. If she had still had her job, the money might have been invested somehow, assuming that they could have found a way to do it without alerting the Internal Revenue Service. Without her job, budgeting it carefully, she and Gerard might be able to live at their current standard until spring at best.

She put the money back into the pouch and concealed it under the floorboard behind the refrigerator. Gerard was late; all she had for their supper was potato soup. It would have to do.

She tried to decide what to tell Gerard first; that she had lost her job, or that she had found Raf. She imagined the conversation: ‘He has different hair, and his complexion's lighter, and he seems a little shorter, and he lives in a slum, but he's Raf.” She would sound mad. She thought of calling Mr. Epstein, to save him the trouble of a search, and realized she could not tell him either. She was no longer so sure the man was Raf. His walk was the same, but what did that mean?

The telephone buzzed. She went to the living room and picked up the cordless receiver, holding it to her ear as she wandered back toward the kitchen. “Hello."

"Hello, dear, just wanted to see how you were.” The voice was barely audible; Sarah heard crackling in the background.

"Mother.” Sarah tried to make her voice more cheerful. “Is everything all right?"

"Not too bad. I just wanted to hear you. How is everything?"

Sarah wanted to weep and speak of her lost job and her desperation. “Everything's fine.” She tried to keep her voice from shaking. “Gerry's fine.” She could not think of what to say.

"Your brother joined the Guard. He really didn't have much choice, but they're giving him officer's training, so it's not too bad. Renée's thinking of joining up, too, they do all they can to keep husbands and wives together, and it's probably the only way she'll see much of him.” The telephone crackled again. “I wish we could see you, Sarah."

"I wish you could, too."

"Listen, if you can find a way to get out here, please do. You'd probably have to stay at a refugee camp for a while, but that's better than freezing."

"I'm not so sure."

"They probably won't let any more people in after this winter, dear, so you'd better decide. I mean, you might be able to visit for a bit, but then you'd have to go. They won't be able to take any more permanent residents pretty soon."

"What's the job situation?” Sarah kept her voice low.

"What?"

"What's the job situation?” she shouted over the crackling.

"Well, it's not good. You remember, Sarah, I told you that studying history and French Renaissance poetry wasn't going to keep the repossessors away.” Sarah swallowed; her brother had studied business administration, and it had not kept him out of the Guard. “But there's always the Army, or the Guard, or farm work, and with your brother being an officer, well, you might be able to do all right, you and Gerry."

"I'll think about it,” Sarah said, wishing she did not have to think about it. She leaned against the wall near the stove.

"Well, I'd better go, this is getting expensive. Your father sends his love. He had to go over to the church tonight to interview refugees, but he misses you, too. Give our best to Gerry. We'd love to meet him some day."

"I know. Good-bye, Mother."

"Good-bye."

She put the telephone on the kitchen table. Her face was wet and her jaw tight from her effort not to let her mother know she was crying. She stumbled toward the bathroom and dried her face on a towel.

I'm lucky, Sarah told herself. I'm not starving, I have some money, I'm young enough to find something else, I have a roof over my head. She repeated it in her mind as if it were a litany. She thought of Gerard, and the taste in her mouth grew bitter. That was unworthy; Gerard could not change the world, she had no right to expect it.

She heard the locks on the front door snap, and went out to the living room. Gerard was locking the door. He took off his coat and peered at her. “You look terrible. Is something wrong?"

"Mother called."

"I might have known.” He draped his coat over the sofa. “Sorry I'm late. Rob and I went to The Keg after work for a beer. You know how it is.” She sat on the sofa, trying to sort out her thoughts. “People love to hang out; it must be in our genes or something. We hung out for thousands of years when we were hunters and gatherers. I mean, it must have been like that, the whole tribe hanging out around the campfire after a hard day's hunting and gathering, and we're still doing it.” He sat next to her. “Lacey told me you were tired. Listen, do you want to go to The Keg for beer and pizza? Rob said he might still be there."

"We can't afford it."

"Just this once, I think we can."

She turned on the sofa and pulled up her legs. “A lot happened today. First of all, I lost my job.” He gasped and moved closer to her. “Second, I think I found Raf."

Gerard brushed back his hair. “You saw him? Where?"

"Downtown. I followed him. He didn't see me. I followed him down Seneca Street. He lives in an old house near the Salvation Army."

"You're kidding."

"He doesn't look the same, but I think it's him."

"Jesus.” He shook his head. “Wait a minute, you said you lost your job."

"I did. Mr. Groves's granddaughter is getting my job. Lita told me. Lacey knew, but I asked her not to tell you there."

"It's a good thing she didn't. I would have gone upstairs and pasted Groves."

"No, you wouldn't. Or you would have been fired, too.” She leaned back. “Gerry, I don't know what to do. Maybe we should take those coins and buy some train tickets, we could go to California. My parents could help us, we could get by somehow. We might not get another chance. We'd still have some money left over, and we might be able to do something with it."

"You know we couldn't. Out there, we'd get drafted for sure. I don't want to sit around guarding some dam or picking lettuce, do you?"

"What choice do we have? Do you think I'm going to find a job here? That money won't last forever."

He slumped against the sofa, resting his chin on her shoulder. “You said you saw Raf. I thought we were going to follow that up if it happened.” He sat up again. “You saw him."

"What good does that do? I think it's Raf, but I can't be sure. He doesn't look the same. What can we do, go up and ask him what he's doing. We don't even know how he'd react."

"We can take a chance. Why not?"

"Why bother?"

He put his hands on her shoulders and gazed into her face. “Maybe because it's time to take a chance. If we do what you want, we'll just keep sliding, you know that. I have this feeling."

She sighed. She had that feeling, too, irrational as it was, the feeling that finding Raf might mean something important. But she could, in her desperation, be fooling herself. “I'm sorry, Gerry. Maybe my mother got to me. I wanted to run out there and have her say she'd take care of me. That's all. What do we do, then?"

"I don't have a day off until Wednesday.” He drew his brows together. “God, what if he moves again? You're going to have to go over there and watch him. You can take the car."

"You're crazy. He might recognize it. What am I supposed to do, sit there like a cop staking him out?"

"You can park farther down the street, can't you? Besides, he won't expect it, and he probably won't be looking for you. And even if he did see you, what can he do out on the street?"

She considered that if Raf could vaporize an engine, he could probably make her and her car disappear.

"All right,” she said at last. “I'll watch him. But I don't know what good it's going to do."

 

 


 

 

Ten

 

 

Sarah drove Gerard to work, then proceeded to Seneca Street. She tapped lightly on the wheel with her fingers as Jehan sang; the singer's vibrato, accompanied by tambourines, and her song were becoming all too familiar. Sarah turned off the radio as she drove over the bridge, then went past the Salvation Army and parked. A large oak tree partially obscured the view from what she assumed was Raf's apartment, thus affording her some protection.

She had brought hot tea in a thermos and a copy of Rain Over the Pacific. She fluttered the pages of the paperbound novel as she glanced at the brown house. The heroine was trying to evade the draft and had still not escaped to Mexico, where, Sarah judged from the blurb, most of her adventures would take place. She sighed, thinking of that warm and more prosperous sanctuary, and opened the book. The yellowing, poorly proofread pages were light brown at the edges; tiny bits of paper broke off, sticking to her fingers.

 

Janice cast her glance upon the green hills, sucking in their fertile promise with her eyes as her weary heart throbbed with hope. There was food there and the pxymzse of a @ew life. Fervently she prayed that the fearsome border guards would not espy her as she crept through the fence trying not to alert the sensors for she knew that

 

Sarah lowered the book to her lap. Not long before, she had thought that her most difficult decision would be choosing between the study of history or literature; she had fed her mind, and forgotten the world outside. She tried to recall how it had felt to forget herself while writing an explication de texte or reading old documents on microfiche. She had thrown all that aside when she left school, telling herself that she had to be practical, but that had only been self-deception. She could not punish the world for neglecting her wishes, so she had punished herself. I'll be bitter and stupid, I'll show you. Now she sat in a car reading a bad book and staking out a house in a slum. A weight seemed to press against her chest; her vision blurred.

She wallowed, trapped by subjectivity; at least she could still afford self-pity, her last remaining luxury. She would not have it long if she found no new job before her money ran out. She tried to think about Raf, hoping her curiosity would lift her out of her mental morass.

She looked up, then started. Raf had come out to the porch. He came down the steps and began to walk toward the soup line forming at the Salvation Army. She threw her book down, wondering if she should get out and follow him. He stopped and nodded at a knot of men; they spoke for a few moments. Raf turned, leading the small group back to his house.

Sarah shrank behind the wheel, afraid that they would look in her direction. The group went up the steps and into the house. She drummed her fingers on the wheel; what had Raf told them?

A motor growled behind her. She peeked at her rear view mirror and saw that a military jeep had pulled up. A Guard was climbing out of the vehicle. She picked up her book.

Knuckles rapped on her window. She looked up at the bearded man and smiled nervously as she rolled down her window.

"What's up?"

"What do you mean?” she asked.

"What're you doing?"

"I'm waiting for a friend."

"Here? Kind of a funny place, you know?"

"He's supposed to meet me."

"Oh, he's supposed to meet you. You couldn't maybe find someplace else?” The Guard leaned against the door.

She licked her lips and lowered her lids. “Well, I couldn't meet him at home, you know what I mean."

"No, I don't."

"His wife."

He cocked his head to one side. “This car yours?"

"Yes. Well, no, it belongs to a friend. I can show you the registration."

He walked around to the back and looked at the license plate, then returned. “When's your friend due?"

"Some time this morning, if he can get away.” She tried to sound believable.

"You wouldn't be making a pickup, would you?"

"I don't understand."

"A pickup. Dope, miss, or maybe stolen goods. You wouldn't be making a pickup, would you?"

"Of course not."

"What's your name?"

She gave her name and spelled it, hoping that this Guard did not know the one at St. Anne's. He wrote it down.

"Okay, miss, I'll be back down here later, so just watch it, okay? If I see you around, I might have more questions.” He walked back to his jeep and she closed her window. The jeep rolled away.

She clutched the wheel. She could not wait here much longer. If her name was circulated around National Guard headquarters much more, they would soon be paying calls. They might ask too many questions she could not answer. She started the car and drove away.

 

Sarah had talked Gerard out of staking out Raf's place after curfew. He spent the night tossing restlessly in bed, awakening her with his movements. By dawn, she was exhausted.

"You shouldn't have left,” he told her when they were at last driving toward Seneca Street.

"What was I going to do, wait for that guy to haul me in for questioning?"

"He wouldn't have hauled you in. He probably questioned you because he was bored, it was just a break in his routine. The worst he would have done was come back and ask more questions."

"How do you know? If we keep looking suspicious, and they find out about what we've been doing, we'd never be able to explain it.” They went over the bridge. “I'm sure he's still there."

"He'd better be."

They turned the corner and drove down the street. Gerard made a U-turn and parked not far from where she had been the day before.

"All right,” she said, resting her head on the seat. “What now? What do you expect to do? Are we going to sit here all day, or go up there?"

"We could wait for him to come out. We could catch him outside."

"And do what?"

Gerard scowled. “I could take him, you know. He might be taller, but I have at least fifteen pounds on him."

"How do you know he doesn't have weapons?"

He glanced at her. “I guess I don't."

She stiffened. Raf had come out on the porch. “Look."

"Who's that?"

"That's Raf."

"You're crazy, Sarah. He doesn't look anything like Raf."

"He's Raf, Gerry. It's his walk, that's how I knew. You have to believe me. You lost your memory, you probably forgot things about him."

"I remember what he looks like."

"It's him."

Raf left the house and strode toward Seneca Street.

"Okay, listen.” Gerard had his hand on the door. “I'm going to follow him. As soon as we're gone, lock up the car and go up to his apartment. Hide yourself. As soon as I see he's going back home, I'll double back and meet you there. We can catch him when he comes up the stairs."

"But what'll I do?"

"Just wait. You've got your purse, haven't you? You can swing it at him if you have to, and besides, I'll get there before he does."

"But—"

Gerard was out of the car. He slammed his door and followed the tall man. Sarah locked the door and adjusted the security system on the dashboard. Gerard passed the Salvation Army and disappeared around the corner. She could no longer see Raf.

She got out and locked her door. As she walked down the street, it occurred to her that Gerard might lose Raf. She might have to face him alone inside the building. She cursed herself for her cowardice, stomped up the steps to the porch, and went inside.

The hall was dark, and smelled of dirt and urine. She climbed the stairs, almost tripping on a loose board. The wood squeaked and groaned. She passed the second floor and heard the sounds of crying children.

The third floor's ceiling was low, not far above her head. Raf would have to stoop up here. His apartment was probably little more than an attic. There were two apartments on the third floor, but the door to one was wide open. She looked inside. Except for several empty bottles, the room was bare. The other apartment had to be Raf's.

She sighed. She could conceal herself in the empty apartment behind the door; she would be safe. She went inside and looked around the room, supposing that derelicts camped out in it after curfew; they were probably on the soup line at present and might not return until later. She hoped she was right.

She closed the door, leaving only a crack. As she leaned against the wall, she was surprised to find that she was no longer frightened. She rubbed her hands, trying to warm them. The house was poorly insulated, and there was a long crack in one of the windows.

She paced the room, halting when she heard the floor creak, afraid she would alert someone below. She tiptoed back to the door. Raf's entrance was visible through the crack, though she would be alerted by the creaking stairs before Raf got that far, and Gerard would be with her before then.

She took several deep breaths, composing herself. Her heart raced as she pressed her forehead against the peeling wall. She might be waiting for a while.

A door below slammed; she straightened. Someone was coming up the stairs; the footsteps were slow and measured, unlike Gerard's. She waited, taking a cautious breath, and moved closer to the door. Now she could not see through the crack. The footsteps passed the second floor, and continued up the stairs toward her.

A derelict, she thought, readying her purse. Then she panicked and thought: Raf. Gerard might have lost him. She told herself that he would not look in here. The footsteps halted on the other side of the short hallway. The unseen intruder knocked on the other door, then rattled the doorknob. Then the footsteps moved toward her door.

She froze. She would have to get past him and flee down the stairs. Holding out her purse, she prepared to swing it and then run. She sidled away from the door on her toes.

The door swung open. She held her purse by the strap and began to swing it, then pulled it back.

"Mr. Epstein."

 

The old man came in and drew the door shut. “I saw your car when I pulled up,” he said softly. “I suspected that someone might be lurking here. Are you alone?"

"Gerry's following Raf.” She leaned against the wall. “What are you doing here?"

"You knew I was going to look for him. I went to several places before I heard about this one. I found men who fit the right physical description, but who weren't my absent tenant. Then I spoke to my acquaintance Mr. Arkadian, a slumlord, I'm afraid.” He adjusted his beret. Strands and tufts of white hair still stuck out from under the hat. “He is not very observant, but he told me enough. He'd rented a place here, on the third floor, to a tall man who was weird. That's how he put it. The man had paid for the place in gold. Others in this building began to complain to Arkadian that he was entertaining all sorts of low life and was a foreigner of some kind besides. That intrigued me, and I thought I should take a look. When I saw your car, I knew I'd struck pay dirt."

"I saw him by accident on Monday,” Sarah said quickly. “I followed him here."

"You should have told me. You could have saved me trouble."

"I was afraid you wouldn't believe me. He doesn't look the same. But I recognized his walk."

"Are you sure he's the same man?"

"I'm sure. I don't know how, but I'm sure. It's Raf, Mr. Epstein.” She searched his wrinkled face. “Why are you so curious about him?"

"I told you. I want to verify your strange story."

"There has to be more to it than that."

The old man nodded. “Perhaps there is. I'm curious, too, you know. I may look old to you, but in my mind, I'm still young. I live as I do because I must, but I too have my dreams.” He paused. “We are in danger, you know. If this Raf Courn is simply a trickster of some kind, he might be a wealthy man with some influence and the money for bribes. If we get on his bad side, even my few friendships among the police might not be able to help us. And if he is what he claims, we can't predict his behavior. I thought about all this, but I went ahead. I don't have many years left. Maybe it's time to gamble."

"That's what Gerry said.” She folded her arms. “He said he'd beat Raf back here if he saw him heading home. I just hope Raf doesn't see him."

"And what were you going to do then?"

"Confront him."

Mr. Epstein shook his head. “Then I suppose we must wait."

 

They had been sitting on the floor most of the morning. Sarah had been silent, listening to tales of how things used to be, when Mr. Epstein had been a wealthy man. He had spent everything, speculating in land, something he was sure would never lose its value. He had been wrong, of course. Sarah thought of her father; he had not speculated, he had saved and relied on the pension that would eventually be his. He, too, had been wrong. The house Sarah had grown up in, up near the Adirondacks, was too far north to be saleable, and the pension was close to worthless. She thought of her parents in California. Her father's singing, the hobby he had not been able to make a career, was keeping him alive now. His resonant baritone soothed refugees in encampments, his kindly spirit lifted theirs. The Army paid him, and other entertainers, to keep things calm, to dampen the hopelessness and keep it from becoming rage.

She lifted her head at the sound of footsteps below. “I think that's Gerry,” she murmured. She got up and opened the door a bit. She waved when she saw him on the staircase. “Gerry."

He came in, looking startled when he saw Mr. Epstein. “I think he's coming. I had to hurry. It looked like he was coming back here."

Sarah helped Mr. Epstein to his feet. “Was he alone?” she asked.

"I think so. I hope he doesn't pick up anyone along the way.” He glanced at Mr. Epstein. “What are you—"

"Later, Gerry. Right now, we must be quiet, and wait."

 

A few minutes later, they heard someone coming up the stairs. The visitor was alone. Sarah saw Mr. Epstein remove his gun from his holster, and shuddered. She had not expected violence, in spite of her worries and Gerard's talk about taking Raf on; now she knew it was a possibility.

"Can't you put that away?” she whispered.

"The safety's on,” the old man whispered back. A key rattled in the lock across the hall. Without warning, Mr. Epstein pulled the door open and moved across the hall, Sarah and Gerard close behind him after a moment's hesitation. The tall man looked up, apparently startled. “Inside,” the old man said rapidly, and they pushed their way into the apartment. Gerard closed the door.

"What is this?” the tall man said. His voice was accented and gruff, not at all like Raf's. “Is this a roust, or what?"

"Just be quiet and sit down.” Mr. Epstein pointed with his gun. “You have made a mistake, Sarah. This man is not Raf Courn."

Sarah searched the strange face as the man seated himself on a cot. Except for two old wooden chairs, it was the only furniture in the room. A sink was in the corner, its porcelain heavily stained. A door was near it. She went to the door, opened it, and saw a toilet inside, then turned and surveyed the stranger once again. His hair was short and blond, almost white. His eyes were slits, not large as Raf's had been. His nose was smaller, and his mouth was pinched; the skin of his face was pale, as if he did not get any sun.

"I know it's Raf,” she said, beginning to doubt herself. She had made a mistake. She remembered his walk, and realized how flimsy that evidence was. Wanting to believe he was Raf, she had fooled herself. “I don't know.” Her voice caught on the words. “I was so sure."

"Look, sister,” the man said. “I come back here to relax in my home, and I don't want no visitors. Now you and your friends better leave."

Something snapped inside her. “Admit it,” she cried. “Admit this is all a disguise. You stole Gerry's memories, for God's sake."

"Somebody stole your brains. You're nuts.” The man removed something from his pocket, opening his coat to show Mr. Epstein he had only a bottle of whiskey. He set the bottle on the floor. “Get the hell out of my room. No old geezer with a gun is going to push me around, or some dope like you, sister, or some Polski clown like you.” He glared at Gerard's broad face.

"I'm Russian,” Gerard replied.

"Some Russky clown, then."

Sarah lowered her eyes, staring at the whiskey bottle. “I think the man is right,” Mr. Epstein said. Her vision blurred. She continued to gaze at the bottle and thought she saw something shiny near it, almost concealed by the faded, pink bedspread draped over the cot.

"Wait,” Sarah said desperately. “Lift that bedspread.” The man looked at her warily, then lifted it.

A silver console was under the bed. “It's Raf's,” she said. “It's his component, his doo-hickey. Where did you get it?"

"I was going to pawn it, sister. I put it there so it wouldn't get stole."

"You're lying.” She raised a fist, and Gerard reached for her and held her hand. “You're lying."

The man stared at her for a long time. Then he leaned back, resting his head against the wall. “My, my,” he murmured in a soft voice. “Sarah, my dear, I did not expect you to take such umbrage, though I suppose I should have.” He smiled. His eyes widened, and became those of Raf.

 

 


 

 

Eleven

 

 

Sarah settled herself in one chair while Gerard sat in the other. Mr. Epstein was staring at his revolver. “You can put that away, sir,” Raf said. “I shan't do anything reckless."

"How do I know that?"

"My goodness, can't you take my word? I do have my sensibilities, after all. I didn't try to avoid my rent, you know. I even left my deposit, plus all my belongings."

The old man put the revolver away and sat carefully on the cot next to Raf. “You caused us a lot of trouble,” Sarah said. “You don't even know how much."

"I left you money, didn't I? I thought you would be quite happy to forget me. Then you turned up at my country hideaway. That came as quite a shock. I was afraid you might find certain things. I was there, you know. I was in the basement. I had to find a way to get you out of there, so I took Gerry's memories, the same thing I had done to you earlier. I'm afraid I botched the job, I didn't mean to remove so much, but I did achieve my purpose. He panicked, and you both retreated, leaving me undiscovered."

"Then it's true,” Mr. Epstein said. “Everything Sarah told me is true."

"Of course it's true."

Sarah suddenly felt weak. She took off her scarf, realizing that the room was growing warmer. Her hands were trembling.

"You didn't cover your tracks very well,” the old man said.

"My, my. I did the best I could. I didn't expect you to look for me. I underestimated you. But then you're familiar with this town, and I am an outsider, so to speak.” He raised his eyebrows. “Whatever did you expect to find by pursuing me?"

Sarah shook back her hair. “I don't know. Some explanation, I guess. You toyed with us, Raf, you played with us. Why?"

"To amuse myself."

She gripped the arms of the chair. “To amuse yourself."

"Well, why not? I didn't deprive you of anything, and I must have provided some entertainment to you also."

Gerard rose. “I want my memories back. I don't like having blank spots in my mind."

"Why, surely. I can't say I blame you.” Raf rose, circled Gerard, and ran a hand down his back. Gerard staggered, shook his head, and sat down again. “Is that satisfactory?” Gerard nodded.

"Is that all?” Sarah asked.

Raf shrugged. “Certain things become quite simple in time,” he murmured. “You have some blank spots too, Sarah."

She shook her head. “I'll leave things as they are.” She was not sure she wanted to know what had passed between them. “I suppose you can plant false memories, too."

"I could, though that's more difficult.” Raf sat down on the cot. “I could send you all from this room with a perfectly nice set of memories that would explain your actions, while leaving you oblivious of me. It might take a little time for me to develop such a scenario. But why bother? I doubt anyone else would believe your story."

"Mr. Epstein believed me,” Sarah replied.

"But, then, Mr. Epstein is an exception."

"Some of the people at your party believed you."

Raf frowned. “Oh, some of them found my little tales and hints amusing, that's all. It's fun to imagine that something of significance has taken place, that there is something beyond the ordinary. But then the routines of life swallow one again. You three have surpassed my expectations."

Gerard was scowling. “What kind of people are you?” he said suddenly. “Why do you do this? You run around here as if you can do what you please."

Raf smiled. “My, my, Gerard. You are testy, aren't you. I'm a tourist. You have people who travel in other lands, perhaps indulging themselves with the natives."

"There's nothing here for you,” Gerard replied. “Maybe you should just go home."

Raf stared at Gerard. For a moment, Sarah thought she saw a look of pain in the large, dark eyes; it passed, and she could no longer see any expression at all. She shifted her gaze from his face and stared absently at the spots of green paint scattered among shreds of fading beige wallpaper on the wall behind him. “I don't suppose,” Raf murmured, “that there's really much left for me to learn here."

Mr. Epstein exhaled loudly. “I would think you'd have laws,” the old man said, “some sort of restriction on what you can do. What kind of society is it that has no laws or principles? Or don't we count for anything?"

"Oh, there are restrictions.” Raf's voice had changed again; it was low and toneless. “There are rules."

"You haven't done much harm yet,” Mr. Epstein continued, “but—” He paused and raised an eyebrow. “You might, if you remain. You might even cause harm to yourself. Apparently you didn't realize, for example, that you'd be conspicuous by renting this place with gold. The people in buildings like this usually barter for their rent."

"And making your car's engine disappear,” Gerard said. “That caused a problem."

"And the letter didn't even have a city typed on it,” Sarah said.

Raf sat up. He stared at her so intensely that she had to avert her eyes. “What letter?"

"The letter you got. We went and picked it up. Somehow it got into the system with no point of origin listed."

"What did it say?” He was on the edge of the cot now, as if ready to leap at her. She shrank against the chair. “What did it say?"

"Something about a search, and being almost ready, and you going along.” She held the arms of the chair. “It was signed M."

Raf rose quickly and went to the window, looking up at the sky. He put his hands on the sill. Sarah thought she saw his right hand tremble. He crossed the room and sat down again. He bowed his head for a moment, then put his hands on his knees and leaned forward.

"I assume you all want something from me,” he said, “or you wouldn't be here. Well, what's it to be? More money, I suppose. That seems to be everyone's primary interest here. I can supply you with quite large sums."

Sarah tried to calculate how much she could request; enough for Gerard to open a bookstore of his own, another sum to migrate to a region farther south, something to live on while the business was being established, something for taxes and bribes. Raf's mouth twisted as he watched her; it was as if he could read her mind. She shuddered; maybe he could. He would buy them off and disappear again, probably for good. The mystery would remain. The money was beginning to seem less important. She grimaced; her mother was right, she had no practical sense at all.

Mr. Epstein cleared his throat. “I can't speak for Gerry and Sarah,” he said, “but I'll tell you what I want. Money means little to me now. I had it once and lost most of it, and restoring wealth to me at my age won't matter much; I have little time left to enjoy it. I want something else."

"My, my,” Raf said. “There are limits on what I can do, sir.” Sarah glanced at the old man, feeling as though they were natives trying to fleece a tourist.

"If you can take, you can give.” Mr. Epstein sat up and straightened his neck. “I want to see your world. I want to see what's beyond. You've traveled here. You can pay me back with a journey. Unless, of course, you're an imposter."

Raf smiled. Sarah folded her arms across her chest; there was something threatening about the smile. “Be careful of what you say, sir,” Raf said. “I haven't much of a world to show you."

"I've made my request. Either you can do it, or you can't."

"Others have made that request.” Raf's voice was flat. “Oh, yes, I have been here before, many times.” He glanced at Sarah and Gerard. “I suppose your jobs will prevent you from accompanying us on this junket."

"I don't have a job now,” Sarah said. “I got fired.” She looked at Gerard. “I'll go.” She tried to smile. She suddenly felt as though she was being manipulated, pushed along a path against her will.

Gerard said, “We'll both go. We'll take a chance. If we didn't, I think we'd be wondering about it for the rest of our lives. Why not?” His voice shook a little. “We'll go."

"Very well,” Raf said. “We'll go. We'll go now. We'll drive out to my country place. There is no point in a delay, is there?"

Sarah shook her head.

"You made your request,” Raf went on. “Just remember that. You chose. I very much want you to keep that in mind. I'm only obliging you."

 

They had left Gerard's Toyota at home and driven out in Mr. Epstein's car, filling it with fuel before leaving. As they crossed the field to Raf's stone house, Sarah found that she was neither curious nor afraid, only anxious. She imagined herself going into the house: Raf would tell them it was all a joke, and they would have a good laugh over their own gullibility before going back. She would feel very silly, but relieved.

Raf led them into the house and down through the trapdoor, guiding them with a flashlight through the dark, damp tunnel. They reached the end of the tunnel, and the wall slid aside.

Sarah saw a lighted room. The walls curved over her head. The room was cluttered with artifacts, books in stacks on the floor, goblets sitting on top of them, jewelry, manuscripts, and toys strewn in heaps. They left the room and entered another which had several reclining seats. Tapestries lined the walls, some bearing the geometric patterns of Oriental rugs, others showing scenes of medieval life.

"This is my ship,” Raf said in an expressionless voice. “I have kept it underground, though I don't suppose anyone was likely to find it out here. We shall make our journey in it."

"Okay,” Sarah said. Her voice was quavering. “You fooled us, you don't have to fool around any more."

"I beg your pardon."

She clutched Gerard's arm. “It's just a couple of rooms, right? A stage set."

Raf frowned. “I'm disappointed in you, Sarah."

She surveyed the room. At one end, there was a flat dashboard, which she assumed was supposed to be the control panel. Above it was a wide screen, which revealed only darkness. “Look at this,” she went on. “It's a mess in here."

"My, my. Whoever said interplanetary vehicles had to be tidy?” Raf shrugged. “You came because you thought I was joking, not because you believed me and were courageously entering the unknown. How disappointing."

She was beginning to feel apprehensive once more. “It seems very small,” she murmured.

"Well, we don't have far to go.” Raf waved at the chairs. “Be seated, and we'll depart."

She approached a seat hesitantly and sat down. She searched for a safety belt and found none.

"Don't we have to strap in?” Gerard asked as he and Mr. Epstein seated themselves.

"Not at all. This vessel is quite advanced, by your standards.” Raf sat in front of the panel of instruments. “I must ask you a favor. Do not disturb me during our trip. This vessel is fully capable of piloting itself, but I must concentrate and be alert, in case it's necessary to override or take over piloting for a time. It's both very simple and very difficult to operate this craft, depending on circumstances."

Raf made motions with his hands over the panel. The room shook slightly, and the darkness abruptly dropped away. Sarah saw the tops of trees on the large screen, then layers of clouds. But she could feel no movement. The Earth became a crescent, shrinking rapidly.

She gazed at Gerard. His eyes were wide. She looked back at the screen. Ahead lay darkness, pitted with points of light.

 

 


 

 

Twelve

 

 

Raf had been silent ever since the beginning of the journey. Mr. Epstein was in the other room, exploring its artifacts. Sarah got up and motioned to Gerard. He followed her into the adjoining room.

Mr. Epstein was leafing through an old leather-bound volume. He looked up. “What are we going to do?” Sarah said softly.

The old man put the book down. “There isn't much we can do."

"Oh, yes, there is,” Gerard whispered. “Look at this, we can walk around here instead of being in free fall. Don't you know what that means?"

"He said the ship was advanced."

"It means we're still on Earth,” Gerard responded.

The old man frowned. “What?"

"It means we're still on Earth. Do you still have your gun?"

"Why, no. I left it in the car. I didn't want to risk provoking our friend out there.” Mr. Epstein peered at them. “What about the screen? It certainly makes it look as though we're in space."

"Special effects,” Gerard mumbled. “It must be special effects or something."

Sarah shook her head. “No, Gerry. I don't think so. It's too elaborate. I believe Raf now.” She glanced around the room. “Look at all this stuff. He must have robbed plenty of museums.” She turned and went back to her seat, Gerard following her.

A reddish globe was growing on the screen. Mars, she thought, then remembered what she had seen when Raf had shown her his console. “Our destination,” Raf said, turning in his seat for a moment.

"Mars?” Mr. Epstein said from the doorway.

"Not exactly. Its satellite, Phobos. I had to move from the moon some time ago."

"You're from the moon? That's impossible."

"I'm not from the moon."

"You can't be from Mars, either.” Mr. Epstein sat down in his seat.

"Of course not. I have a base here, that's all."

"Mars,” Mr. Epstein muttered. The planet swelled, taking up the screen. They dropped toward an Idaho potato; the potato grew until it became a planetoid rushing up to meet them. Sarah could still feel no movement. An opening under a precipice swallowed the ship. They moved toward a lighted cave and landed in it. She caught a glimpse of two other objects, spherical but flattened at the top and bottom, that looked like ships.

"We have arrived,” Raf said as he rose. “In a few moments, we'll have air in the dock, and we'll be able to leave this vessel. I do hope you'll make yourselves at home."

 

They passed through a maze of corridors. The narrow halls were white. Sarah felt disoriented; she would never be able to find her way through them. They came to a hallway filled with more artifacts like those on the ship, urns and manuscripts and photographs, many of them yellowing. Raf led them to a room filled with Oriental rugs and large, red cushions.

"You may stay here, for now,” he said. “Please excuse the disorder. I left the Lunar base some time ago. I didn't want to be there when men landed, for obvious reasons. I had to move everything, and I didn't have time to organize it all. I thought my stay here would be temporary. I had expected human beings would be on Mars before now."

"They should have been,” Mr. Epstein said. “Here, and other places. I thought they would be."

Raf backed away toward the door. “Make yourselves comfortable.” He left, and the door slid shut.

Sarah roamed the room, then settled on a cushion. “I'm hungry,” she said. “I didn't have breakfast.” She felt lightheaded. She took off her coat and dropped it on the floor. It settled slowly on a rug.

"I hope he has food,” Gerard said as he sat next to her. “I hope he has something we can eat, not just alien grub."

"He said he left the moon,” Mr. Epstein said. “But we landed there more than thirty years ago.” He frowned as he took off his coat and beret. “He must be older than he looks.” He took a few steps. “Do you notice anything odd?"

"What do you mean?” Sarah said.

"Don't you feel it? I feel a little lighter. Believe me, when you're my age, you notice things like that.” He shrugged. “Well, I might as well look around. He didn't say we couldn't."

"Don't get lost,” she said.

The old man went to the door and waited. He pressed against it with his hands, then felt the walls. “Didn't Raf open it here?” he said. He pushed along the sides. The door remained closed. He hit it with a fist, then leaned against it. “We can't get out."

Gerard shed his coat. The old man came back and sat down across from them, lowering his body slowly. “I don't mind telling you I'm apprehensive,” he went on. “You didn't have to come, too. I feel responsible somehow."

"Don't,” Gerard responded. “We made our choice. You can't say we weren't warned.” He tilted his head. “I'm surprised at you. You really wanted to come, didn't you."

"Yes. I had my dreams once. Many of us did. You're too young to remember that. My family made me give up mine. I had to get my children settled, and had to take care of my wife before she died. I kept thinking things would change, and I would have my own life again. I never thought the world would become so cramped, so poor, though I should have seen it coming. I can't tell you what a shock it was when I realized I was an old man.” He paused. “You're lucky you're young. You don't miss our old dreams."

"I think we do,” Sarah said. “Maybe not the way you do, but—"

"I suppose you do. We let you down.” The old man stretched his arms cautiously. “I do feel a bit lighter."

"So do I,” Gerard said. “But there shouldn't be even this much of a gravitational pull in a little place like this, should there?” He shook his head. “Martin would love this room."

Sarah tried to laugh, then heard a hum. A panel had opened on the wall to her left. She got up and went to the opening, discovering a large salad, a bottle of water, and three plates with silver forks. Lifting out the provisions, she carried them back to the others. “Food,” she said. “I should have told Raf I was off my diet."

Mr. Epstein held up a plate. “Nice china,” he said, gazing at the blue and white pattern. He helped himself to salad, then filled a plate for Sarah.

She waved it away. “I'm not hungry, Mr. Epstein."

"I don't think we need to stand on formality, Sarah. Please call me Richard. My friends always called me Richie, but I think that sounds a little foolish at my age.” He pushed the plate at her.

"I've lost my appetite."

"You'd better eat,” Gerard said with a full mouth. “And then I hope I can find a john.” He smiled briefly.

"We're prisoners.” Sarah struggled to keep from giving way to hysteria. “We don't know what he'll do. Maybe he's watching us right now.” She got up and hurried to the door, feeling it with her hands, then beating her fists against it. “Raf.” She took a deep breath. “Raf!"

Gerard was near her. He took her by the shoulders. “Don't, Sarah.” He held her gently. “Look, he gave us food. Maybe he's protecting us, maybe he doesn't want us to wander around and get lost.” He led her back to her cushion.

"God,” she said, sitting down. “I'm scared, Gerry."

"So am I."

"It's starting to get through to me. We must have been crazy to come."

"Sarah."

"Well, at least we're together.” She raised her hands to her face, struggling with herself. Gerard pushed a plate of salad toward her. She left it on the floor, but accepted some water, swigging it from the bottle. She heard the crunching of the lettuce as the men ate and was suddenly angry with them for being able to eat when she could not. They would be at one another's throats if they were kept here too long. She wondered if that was what Raf wanted.

She got up again and searched the wall near the panel that had yielded the food. Part of the wall slid away. Escape, she thought, and then realized that there was no way to get off Phobos in any case.

She entered a small room. There was a receptacle, shaped like a bowl, with a swan-like neck of metal arching toward her. Next to it was a square box-like seat. She explored the seat, lifting its lid and looking down a large metallic funnel. She closed it again.

"I think I found the john,” she said to Gerard as she returned. She sat down and began to pick at her salad, then shoved the plate away. Gerard said, “Hey."

She looked up. The door to their prison was opening. Sarah raised her eyes slowly.

A small auburn-haired woman stood there, clad in a white shirt and loose pants. Her pale cheeks were pink; she looked almost like a girl. She entered the room, approaching them.

"Raf has brought you.” Her English was accented. “He should not have left you here as he did."

Mr. Epstein leaned forward. “But,” he said. “But who are you?” He did not wait for an answer. “You look—I don't quite know how to put it. You look human."

"But I am. As human as you are. As human as Raf, though he has lost part of his humanity."

"Raf?” Sarah said, puzzled.

"Has he told you he is from another place? He is not. He is human, whatever he has said.” The woman sat down in front of them. “Sometimes he pretends he is not, and sometimes I think he believes he is not. I have been with him for a long time. My name is Margaret."

Sarah did not know what to say. She glanced at Gerard. He stared back.

"I must explain,” Margaret went on. “Raf came to my village long ago. He was an outsider, and we were suspicious of him, believing him to be an alchemist or a magician. We feared him, but we accepted his gold, and there were those who thought he would protect us. I sought him out—not as others did, for his gold—but for his knowledge. He took my will from me, and my virtue, and told me my world was dying, and that I would die with it. He spoke of a far place where the world could not touch me, and showed me miracles. I asked him to take me to that far place, for I feared the plague that threatened us."

"The plague?” Gerard asked.

"The Black Death."

Sarah tensed. “But that was—"

"Hundreds of years ago?” Margaret paused. “Yes, I was taken by Raf centuries ago, and I still live, I am as I was. At first, he was gentle—he gave me this life, and taught me many things. But at times a spirit would come over him, and he would torment me, bending me to his will. I bowed to him, until I knew almost as much as he knew, and then I found out about the others."

"Others?” Sarah murmured.

"Other beings. I have felt their presence, as if in a dream, but I have not seen them. Why do you think we are here? We are observers, set here to watch our home by those others. We watch, and we record our observations. We are powerless to do more. Raf was not always alone. He had brought others from Earth even before he took me, but no one has remained—all have left to seek the others who gave Raf his post. I have traveled to Earth with Raf. Your world is dying, as mine did so long ago."

"But what do you do?” Gerard said.

"I have told you—we observe. We cannot do more. We have seen the hells you create for yourselves. Raf has been watching for many ages. Often I think it has driven him mad."

Sarah pressed her hands together. “Why did he bring us here?"

"Because he knows he will lose me, and he does not want to be alone."

"Lose you?” Sarah said. “But why?"

"Because I can no longer wait here as he has. I must search for the others, the ones we cannot see, the ones who brought Raf here. I want to find them, and discover their purpose. I believe they wanted us to search for them, and perhaps to lead other people to them in time.” Margaret gazed at the floor. “I have tried to leave before, and Raf has stopped me, taking my memories from me for short periods. But he could not rob me of my volition. Now you are here. It is a sign.” The small woman waved an arm. “He will keep you, and let me go."

"No,” Sarah whispered.

"You must understand. Raf has been here for many ages, he was taken from Earth long ago. He has watched our race try and fail, again and again. He has grown to hate us, and to hate what is human in himself. Sometimes he cries out in his sleep, and when I awaken him, I do not ask what visions he has seen."

"You sent him the letter,” Sarah said.

"You have seen it? He would not speak to me, so I sent it—penetrating your systems is not difficult. Perhaps I should have departed before he returned, but even now, I could not do that to him.” She gazed solemnly at Sarah. “I shall try to help you, I—"

"Margaret.” Raf was in the doorway. He strode into the room and stood near them. “Has she told you her story?"

Sarah nodded, unable to speak.

"It's very sad, isn't it.” He spoke in his flat voice. “But not as sad as mine. I have seen things you haven't even recorded, that you have lost, recalling them only in legends. I have seen the great drought, I have seen people learn how to toil with the plow and become the prisoners of towns and cities. I have seen them rise to heights even you have not dreamed of, only to fall. Now you are falling again. Perhaps that is all you can do. If you fall now, you will never rise again.” He laughed. “You will live, but more simply. Perhaps that is what is supposed to happen."

Margaret rose. She led Raf from the room, her arm around his waist.

 

Gerard picked up their dishes and returned them to the ledge on the wall. Sarah went to the door and stood there for a moment, hands in her pants pockets, then turned toward the two men. “I'm going to look around,” she said. “Want to come along?"

Gerard swayed. Mr. Epstein shook his head. Without waiting, she entered the corridor.

She moved down the hall. Trunks, covered with blankets, stood against the walls. She heard footsteps behind her and caught a glimpse of Gerard, then turned into another corridor, passing shelves of weapons; spears, bows, swords, and guns lined the hall. She saw no doorways. She went through a narrow passageway into a small, carpeted room, then out to another corridor. A wall blocked her way; she approached the barrier and felt its white surface with her hands.

The wall moved, sliding along her fingers. She saw a large, empty room bathed in harsh light. The ceiling was high, many feet over her head; large black disks dotted the floor next to the far wall. She could no longer hear Gerard's footsteps behind her.

"Gerry?” she called. She had lost him. She walked slowly toward the disks. Her shoes clattered against the floor. She stood at the edge of one disk and held out her hands.

She touched something and jumped back, startled. She reached out again with one hand. A hum penetrated her ears; the air seemed to slide against her palm. She circled the disk. It could be dangerous here. She heard the sound of steps, and looked up.

Raf had entered the room. “You shouldn't be here,” he said. His voice echoed against the walls. She stood very still. “Come out of there, Sarah."

"When are you going to take us home?” she asked.

He was silent.

"You have to take us home. If you don't, I'll ask your friend Margaret to do it."

He took a few steps toward her. “I wouldn't count on her if I were you,” he said. “She has her own little project at the moment. She knows very well that if she leaves, I won't want to be alone, and I'll have to keep you here. Think about that. Neither of you has anything to gain by helping the other."

"You're wrong. She said she would help us."

"She'll reconsider that."

"No.” Sarah stepped forward, oblivious of the disk on the floor. The air vibrated against her.

The room disappeared.

 

 


 

 

Thirteen

 

 

She was on a plain. Sarah coughed; the air seemed thin. Grass stretched before her to the horizon. There were no trees and no hills. The wind was swift and strong, but warm. It whipped her hair and stung her face. The brown grass rippled. The gray sky was miles above her head; the flatness of the ground disturbed her.

She swayed where she stood, afraid to move. She tried, frantically, to reason; if she stepped back, perhaps she would return to the room. She moved carefully to one side. The plain remained.

Her hands were shaking. She looked quickly from side to side. She had to find out where she was. A more disturbing thought reached her: I'm not on Earth. She knelt and peered at the grass. She knew little of plants, but was certain she had not seen these flat, thick reddish-brown blades anywhere before. She coughed, took a deep breath, and coughed again. The air stung her throat.

She shook. She was suddenly on the ground; her knees were weak. She leaned forward, shuddering, and put a hand over her mouth. She tried to keep calm, knowing that if she gave way to her fear, she would be swallowed by it. Her stomach cramped. She clasped her hands together, then looked up, peering over the top of the high grass.

Something moved on the horizon. She kept her head low. A line of small figures was silhouetted against the sky; she could not tell if they were people or beasts. Her throat tightened.

She wanted to run. She was almost on her feet before she realized that she would be seen if she ran. Her blue sweater would be easy to spot against the brown plants, and she would be moving away from the place where she had appeared.

The dark shapes on the horizon grew. They were moving toward her; she could not gauge their size. She squatted, ready to bolt. Small upright figures were riding the backs of hairy beasts. If she concealed herself, perhaps they would pass without seeing her.

They grew. They were coming in her direction. Despairing, she knew that they had seen her. She jumped up and ran away from them, knowing as she did so that she could not outrun them. She tripped and fell on the grass. She gasped; she was already out of breath. Staggering to her feet, she saw another figure in the grass near her.

Where had it come from? It stepped toward her. It wore a long robe, but she saw its face under the hood. Its nose was flat, its mouth a tiny hole. Its eyes, if they were eyes, were almost hidden by the planes that passed for its cheekbones. Its arms snaked out bonelessly in her direction. She pivoted on her toes. The beings on beasts were much closer.

The long figure seized her and she tried to pull away. She opened her mouth, but heard no scream. The hooded being tugged at her, pulling her through the grass toward the others. Then she heard their cries: high, thin shrieks. They rode more quickly. The creature with her sang in the same voice, its little mouth fluttering, and jerked her arm painfully.

She fell against him, and the plain was gone.

 

She was back in the room on Phobos. The creature was still by her side. She backed away. Raf was coming toward her.

"Sarah,” he said. She grabbed his arm. “Don't be afraid of him. If he had not been on his way here, you would have been lost."

The creature moved toward the near wall. A door opened and he went into a corridor. Raf started after him, then halted and came back to Sarah. He took her arm, leading her out another door and down a hallway. He pushed her into a small room and seated her at a table, then poured her a glass of amber liquid.

She sipped it, letting it warm her. Then she began to shake. She put the glass down. “Who is he?"

"He is one like us.” Raf sat near her and gripped her shoulder. “That was his world. Margaret tells me that his people are nomads, though they were once more than that. Imagine his sorrow.” Raf laughed hollowly. “There are many such stories."

"Why is he here?"

"He has come to speak to Margaret.” He frowned. “If you can call it speaking. They must use signs, and have difficulty communicating, though that hasn't stopped them from laying their plans. He is one like us. There are others. Many other worlds have observers of their own kind. He has been watching his world longer than I have been watching ours."

He rose and moved to the couch in the corner. His hair was tangled, and his face was drawn; there were bluish shadows under his eyes. She got up and sat next to him. “Why has he come for Margaret?"

"They wish to find the ones who are not like us, the ones who brought me here. I have taken others from Earth, but they always leave me, searching for those beyond, those whom we have never seen but have sometimes felt. Sometimes each went alone, sometimes with an observer of another world. No one has ever returned."

"Do they travel on those disks?"

"Yes. They are part of a vast Pathway."

"Then why haven't you left?"

His jaw tightened. “Because I'm a coward. Because I'm afraid. Because I feel I must wait, and because I think the others must have died during their search, or one would have come back. Pick any reason you like.” He paused for a moment. “I was the first taken from Earth, carried from it in an empty vessel by a cold presence I never saw, forty thousand years ago.” She recoiled. “Yes, I've lived that long, and I'll continue to live. I was carried from my home, and I believed for a long time that a god had captured me. I was left alone in rooms like this. Food appeared when I was hungry, and images were shown to me, but I was terrified, unable to make use of anything for a long time. It was many years before I understood that I was to watch Earth, return from time to time when its societies were on the verge of great change, and record my observations. It was even longer before I realized I could not die. I can be killed, of course, but I cannot die from disease or old age."

Sarah reached for his arm.

"I must review my own observations from time to time, for I've forgotten much. I can't even understand some of them, for they are written or spoken in languages I no longer know. But I do remember how I rejoiced in those early years. The entire destiny of my race would unfold before me, and I would see it all. Even the sorrows I saw didn't disturb me at first, for I was sure they would lead to other, greater things.” He removed her hand from his arm. “It wasn't too hard to set up on Earth in the old days. People were ignorant—most of them would accept whatever outrageous story I told. I could be a merchant from a far land or a magician or a messenger of the gods, depending on how sophisticated they were. I began to pose as a sorcerer, just to see how they'd react. And in your city, I called myself an alien. It hardly mattered. People act much the same in any age. How tiresome it is."

"You say that creature—that person—has come to see Margaret. Will you leave with her?"

"No.” He bowed his head and stared at the floor. “I don't know if I can. I tell myself it's because someone must stay, but I know it's because I can't bear facing the ones who brought me here, even if I could find them. Perhaps I'd rather have my hopes than an answer from them. Maybe they'll only tell me Earth is dying."

"It's not,” she said, trying to believe it.

"How do we know? We can't make a judgment about that. It might be best if it did. They might live as my people did, before I was taken. Such a life has its compensations, however fleeting. Its cruelties were thoughtless, while yours are premeditated and rationalized."

"You could do something,” she said. “You could force us to change, you could give us what you have."

"I've heard that idea before. Usually it is spoken by someone with a sword leading a warrior band. I can't do anything for you.” He was silent for a few moments. “My, my.” His old voice sounded hollow. “How tedious it must be for you to listen to me."

"No, it's not,” she said hastily.

He pulled her against him and they reclined on the couch. Sarah lay next to him stiffly, afraid to move.

"That afternoon, in your apartment,” she said carefully. “What did you do?"

"I tried.” His fingers were digging into her arm. “I needed to be with someone. But that is almost dead in me now. I left you with few memories, out of pride, I suppose. The same thing happened with your neighbor, Martin.” His face grew hard. “I thought Margaret would always be with me. She was an ignorant girl when I took her, I thought I would always have power over her. I was wrong, of course. Don't misjudge her, Sarah. She asked me to take her away, she abandoned her family and her village without a thought. She has lost part of herself."

Sarah tried to get up. He pinned her to the couch. “You refused to come with me when I showed you my ship the first time,” he murmured, “so I took your memories. You would only come when others were with you. You're as cowardly as I am."

She shook her head soundlessly.

"You can stay, Sarah."

"I can't."

"Is it that lumpish man of yours? He can stay, too, if you insist. He and that silly old man could provide us with some fun."

"No."

He rolled off her and sat up. At last he said, “It might have been amusing. We could have a lovely time. There is the solar system to see, and, though it's rather old hat as far as I'm concerned, you might find it delightful. At least consider my offer."

Smiling, he pulled her up. He brushed the hair back from her face. “Of course, you might say no. But then, you have time to think it over. Perhaps you need a few years to decide.” He backed away. “When there is nothing left on Earth that you know, you'll have to stay, won't you?"

He left the room. The sound of his steps grew fainter.

 

Sarah searched the corridors. She realized finally that she was lost. Leaning against the wall, she tried to think of what she would tell Gerard. She was afraid she might provoke him, leading him to a possibly dangerous confrontation with Raf.

She surveyed the corridor ahead, and saw an open door. Moving toward it, she looked in, and saw the room where she and Raf had just spoken. She pressed her hand to the wall and the door closed. She tried to orient herself. Ahead of her was the large room with the disks. From there, she should be able to find her way back.

Sarah walked down the hall, came to a wall, and pressed her hands against it. It slid open. She entered the large chamber. Margaret turned; the alien visitor was with her. He stepped on a disk and vanished.

"He found you,” Margaret said, “and brought you back. The Pathway had drifted—it happens on occasion—or you would have found yourself on his station instead of his world. He discovered the problem just in time, and went back for you."

"You're going to leave with him. Raf told me."

"Yes, I shall. He will return for me, and we shall join others. What is wrong?"

Sarah moved closer to the smaller woman. Margaret had said she was from the past; she was a living document. Sarah suddenly wanted to talk to her. “What was it like?” she asked. “Your village, I mean.” She paused. “I used to study history, but I never thought I'd see a witness to it in the flesh.” She tried to smile.

Margaret's mouth twisted. “We lived. Sometimes we had enough to eat and sometimes we did not. The world was as it was. Raf made me curious, that was part of it, but he also promised me food and deliverance from death. Why think of it now? I am no longer that girl. You look on the past as a story. You can read stories. Do not ask me to tell them to you."

"Raf's going to keep us here,” Sarah said quickly. “You must help. I don't know what to do."

Margaret lifted her chin. “I can do nothing."

"Please."

"What can I do? I was going to him now, to ask him if he would join me on my quest. If he does, he must leave you. It will take you many years before you learn enough to return home."

Sarah clasped her hands together. “No. You can't."

"There must be an observer here. You could be given long life, and take the post.” She shrugged. “Or you could come with me."

Sarah stared at the other woman. “Damn you,” she said, “We don't deserve this."

"Do you not? You must have sought Raf out, or he would not have brought you. He has told me he never took anyone who did not assent.” Margaret spun around and moved toward one of the doors. Sarah hurried after her and grabbed her arm.

"Help us, Margaret.” Sarah held on to her. “If you don't, I'll make sure you don't leave. I don't know how, but I will. If we stay, you stay.” She was sorry almost as soon as she had said it, and released the other woman.

"Very well,” Margaret responded. “Where is Raf now?"

"I don't know."

"We must find him.” Margaret led her through the door. “I think I know where we may find him.” She stopped in the corridor and took Sarah's arm. “Listen to me. I shall do what I can, but I cannot jeopardize my plans. If I am not here in time to join my companion, he will begin the search without me. It will be hard for me to follow, because I do not know the Pathway as he does, and even with the route set, a long time may pass before I find him, or learn enough to try again. I have waited for this. I have tried before, only to have Raf rob me of my memories.” She took a breath. “I am not going to wait here until I become one like Raf.” She walked away, and Sarah followed.

 

They came to a small room with a transparent door and several suits in carapaces on the wall. Margaret opened the door and led Sarah inside, then removed two of the suits. She gave one to Sarah. It looked bulky, but felt light.

"I was right,” Margaret said. “A suit is missing. Put this on."

Sarah dressed in the suit, then put on a helmet. “Stay close to me,” Margaret said. Her voice seemed to be next to Sarah's ear. “There is a field around this place I do not fully understand which holds us, but you can become disoriented on the surface. Be very careful how you walk."

The door slid open. They entered darkness. A cliff was before them. Margaret began to climb, showing Sarah the gouges and handholds along the sides of the scarp. Sarah crept up cautiously, afraid she would fall, and afraid to admit it. She did not look down. Margaret disappeared over the top. She crawled after her, and stood up.

Mars was below them. A dust storm raged across its surface, obscuring it with pink and yellow clouds. She watched it, unable to move, then looked away, following the small helmeted figure. She could see no horizon, and felt disoriented as she stepped carefully over the rocky ground. The light of Mars lit her way. She looked back, and could no longer see the crevice out of which they had climbed.

A third suited figure appeared ahead. It stood near a patch of jagged stone. Margaret lifted a hand. “Raf,” she said, hailing the other. “Raf."

Sarah watched him turn. His helmet was a small red globe; she could not see his face. “I thought you'd gone,” he answered in a weary voice.

"Be assured that I shall, and soon. But I had to speak to you. I must leave."

"I know. Everyone does. Everyone has."

"Please come inside, Raf."

His hands fluttered, then fell to his sides. Sarah supposed that Margaret could have spoken to Raf from below, and had come out only as a gesture.

Margaret held out her hands to him. “Come below, Raf. I must speak to you."

"Speak to me here."

"Raf, I am leaving soon. I shall go with my friend to his station, and we shall search for those beyond us. You must come with me, and say good-bye. There may still be time for you to return these others to their home, and then you can follow me through the Pathway. We shall leave it set for you, so that you will be led to us."

"I have new friends. I don't need you now, Margaret."

"You have no friends, you have prisoners."

"Call them what you like."

Margaret turned, and motioned to Sarah. They left Raf and made their way back to the precipice.

 

Margaret did not speak until they were inside and had taken off their suits. She put them away, then turned to Sarah.

"I could not say more to him out there,” she murmured. “I was afraid of what he might do."

She led Sarah into the corridor. “There is only one thing I can do now,” she went on. “I must return you to Earth myself. I may have barely enough time to do so and return. We must get the others and go."

She darted through the hallways, Sarah following her into unfamiliar passages. She hurried to keep up with the smaller woman. Soon they came to a familiar hallway with manuscripts and photographs heaped against the walls. Margaret led her into their room.

"Sarah,” Gerard said. He came quickly to her side and held her. “I lost you, so I came back here. Where have you been?"

"There isn't time to explain,” she replied. “We have to go, we have to leave now. Margaret will take us back to Earth."

Mr. Epstein stood up slowly. “I haven't even had time to look around."

"You must leave now,” Margaret said. “If you do not, you will be prisoners here. You will remain as long as I have, perhaps longer."

The old man looked at Gerard. Sarah could see that he was undecided; even Gerard was hesitating. She tapped the floor impatiently with her toe. At last Gerard gathered up their coats. They moved toward the door.

It slid shut.

Margaret ran to it and hit the wall, slapping it with the palm of her hand. The door remained closed.

"No,” she cried. She hit it again. “He knew. He knew I would come here."

"Can't you get us out?” Sarah asked.

Margaret turned to her. “I do not know. If I had some tools with me, perhaps. But I have nothing. Raf can keep us here as long as he likes."

 

While they waited, Sarah told her story to the two men. Margaret paced the room nervously.

As Sarah finished, the old man shook his head. “If there is nothing we can do,” he said, “then we must wait. I wasn't sure I wanted to return anyway."

"You want to stay here?” she asked.

He shrugged. “There's a lot we can learn."

"There's a lot we can learn about insanity, with Raf here."

Margaret had stopped pacing. She sat on the floor, head bowed. Gerard stared angrily ahead.

"Margaret,” Sarah said. The small woman raised her head. “Can't you still follow your friend? Raf has to let us out eventually. Can't you go to that room—to the Pathway—and follow him?"

Margaret's mouth twisted. “Of course, if Raf does not tamper with the Pathway. My friend will try to leave me a route to follow. But Raf will tamper with it now, I am certain.” She bowed her head once more, then got to her feet. She went to the far corner and sat down, drawing up her legs.

Gerard motioned to Sarah. She followed him to the other side of the room, away from Margaret. He held her hand. “I'm sorry,” he said softly. “We may be trapped here, and it's my fault."

"It's not anyone's fault."

"I could have insisted that we not go with Raf."

"Maybe I wanted to go, deep down. Maybe I would have gone by myself."

"I don't think so."

She was suddenly irritated with him. “Don't be so sure.” She released his hand. “It doesn't matter now, anyway."

"Listen. If Margaret can escape through that Pathway you talked about, why can't we?"

"You don't understand. It's too dangerous. It won't take us to Earth anyway—even if it did, we wouldn't know how to get there. We don't know anything about it. Look at Raf—he knows about it, and he's still afraid of it, even after all this time."

"Then we're prisoners."

Sarah nodded.

"We can keep Margaret here,” he whispered, leaning closer to her. “We can help Raf make sure she doesn't go."

"Oh, no."

"He wouldn't have any reason for keeping us then. She can't stand up to all of us. Why not?"

"I said that to Margaret before,” she replied. “I wish I hadn't. Don't you understand how cruel that would be? We can't do that to her, she's waited too long for her chance. It wouldn't be fair."

"Who cares? What's Margaret to us?"

"Another person. I would think that'd be enough."

Gerard scowled. She could not tell what he was thinking. “Raf's playing with us,” she went on. “Don't you see that?"

The wall behind Margaret brightened suddenly. Sarah looked up. An image of Raf appeared. Margaret climbed to her feet.

"I see you are all present,” Raf said. “I hope you've had time to consider things. I would have been so unhappy to see you leave so soon. I'm sure that's what Margaret had planned for you. I'm going to open your door soon. Margaret, you don't have much time. I'll meet you all in the Pathway chamber, I'm sure you can find your way.” The image disappeared.

Gerard clutched Sarah's shoulder. “We can still keep her from leaving,” he said.

"She was going to help us. Do you want to do that to her?"

He sighed. “No, I guess I don't."

Margaret was watching them. She was very still. Sarah crossed the room to her. “You'll have to lead the way,” she said to the other woman. “We'd probably get lost. We'll see you off, we'll say good-bye."

Margaret gazed at her mutely.

 

Margaret opened the door to the large room, and led them inside.

Raf was waiting for them. Sarah looked for the disks at the far end of the room, and could not see them. The chamber seemed smaller. Raf raised a hand.

"You have put down the shield,” Margaret said. “You will not let me through."

Raf shrugged. “Just a safety measure. I should have put it down before, so that our guests wouldn't injure themselves.” He held out his right hand; he was wearing a slender bracelet on his wrist. “You can unlock it, of course. You'll have to go find your own controls, and circumvent this lock, but you can do that. In the meantime, of course, your alien friend may go on without you."

"You cannot do this, Raf."

"But I can."

Margaret looked like a bewildered child. She folded her hands and held them to her chest. Raf shifted his eyes to Sarah. “I'm helping you, my dear. Without Margaret, you shan't get home. I might take you back myself, if I know she's still here, but I am not willing to stay here alone."

Margaret's mouth twisted. “I have something to tell you,” she said. “Pay heed. If you stop me now, I shall depart at some other time, even if I must go to a place where I am not known, even if it means a greater risk. Do you understand me?"

The tall man laughed. His laughter was sharp, without cheer. “I don't believe you, Margaret. You fear death too much for that. You came to me on Earth long ago because of your fear. Have you forgotten? You'll take a calculated risk, but not a reckless one, I think."

"Let me go, Raf."

He crouched. “You can fight me. That's another way out. But I think I can beat you. Then I'll take your memory away. How does that sound?"

Margaret stepped to her right. She was suddenly throwing herself at Raf. His left arm went out and hit her on the side of the head, knocking her across the floor. She rose and aimed a drop kick at his torso. He fell, rolled, and reached for her, flinging her against the shield. She crumpled to the floor, moaning.

Mr. Epstein grunted. Gerard was running toward the tall man before Sarah could stop him. He grabbed Raf's left arm. Raf twisted away. His right arm moved. Gerard abruptly doubled over. Sarah strode to him and held him.

Margaret said, “Let me go, Raf."

He watched her with his large eyes as she got to her feet. “I know you, Raf,” she went on. “I have had many years to know you. You have done cruel things, but I know you are not a cruel man. Your soul can be reached. You have watched the Earth for so long that you have become despairing and angry. Unable to punish those who rise and then fall away, you punish those whom you bring here. And you punish yourself. You see your own failure mirrored in the failures of people, and you deny your own humanity."

A muscle in Raf's cheek was twitching. Sarah looked at his hands, and thought she saw them quiver.

"You punished me when I chose to remain here. But now I want to go on, as the others you brought here chose to go. You could have stopped them, too, but in the end you did not. You will let me go because, in your soul, you know I should, and that you should as well. You will let me go, and punish yourself for your fear by letting me go."

Raf was very still. Then he pressed his bracelet. The wall slid up and disappeared into the high ceiling. Margaret moved toward the disks.

Raf held out both hands, palms up. “Wait. It is not that simple, Margaret. I want to test you one more time. See these others I have brought here? They are my hostages. I promise you that, if you leave, they will bear the punishment you should have received. Consider that before you go."

Margaret hesitated.

"Think about that. If you stay, you can help them. I won't interfere. But if you go, you abandon them to me."

Sarah heard a hum. The hooded alien appeared. He uncoiled a jointless arm, holding it out to Margaret. She glanced at the alien, then back to Raf. The alien waited.

Margaret's mouth worked. She pressed her lips together. Sarah watched her helplessly. She and Gerard might be able to stop her, but she could not bring herself to move.

"Raf,” Margaret cried. “Come with us. You have been here too long. Join our search.” Sarah saw that the woman had forgotten them. “Come with us."

Raf walked toward her, his struggle showing on his face. He held out his hands.

"Join us,” Margaret pleaded. “We shall leave the route for you, and you can follow."

"I can't.” Raf staggered and almost fell. “I can't."

Margaret spun around quickly. The alien stepped on a disk, and disappeared. Margaret looked back. For a moment, her eyes met Sarah's. Then she stepped on the disk and was gone.

Raf ran to the disk. He teetered at its edge, then backed away. He stumbled toward them. “Margaret!” he cried.

 

 


 

 

Fourteen

 

 

The dispenser in their room offered them wine, bread, and beef stew for supper. Mr. Epstein removed the food and they served themselves, sprawling on the cushions while they ate.

"At least he's not going to starve us,” the old man murmured. He sampled the stew. “He doesn't run a greasy spoon, either."

Sarah was surprised to find that she was hungry. She gulped burgundy and devoured her bowl of stew, mopping up the gravy with a bit of bread.

"Where do you think he went?” Gerard said.

Sarah shrugged. “I don't know. He might be out on the surface again. He can't have gone far, Phobos isn't that large. On the other hand, maybe he went somewhere in one of those little spaceships of his."

"We could look for him."

"It might be dangerous, Gerry. We don't know our way; we'll get lost. We might find something as dangerous as those disks, we don't know anything about what's here."

"We can't just give up."

"We might have to. We can't get out of here without Raf's help, and he has no reason to help us right now."

Gerard finished his stew, then set his bowl aside. He poured more wine. “We could find some string,” he said. “We could tie it to the door there and go looking and make sure we don't touch anything that looks funny. With the string, we could find our way back."

"Where are we going to find string?"

"We could unravel some of our clothing, then. Or we could use this bread, and drop bread crumbs behind us, like Hansel and Gretel."

"I think Hansel and Gretel used drops of blood."

Mr. Epstein looked up. “He'll probably come back for us sooner or later. He's alone now, we're his only companions. I've been thinking."

Gerard propped his elbow against a cushion. “What?"

"Just think. We could learn much, remaining here. He might extend out lives, as he did Margaret's. Isn't that something anyone would want? We could observe Earth with him. When you think of it that way, does it seem so bad?"

"But look at him,” Sarah replied. “Look at what it's done to him. Look at how he treated Margaret. He told her he'd punish us somehow."

Mr. Epstein ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe he was only trying to frighten her. I don't know.” He paused for a moment. “You two are young. You see your life ahead of you, and, against all probability, believe, deep down, that it will change, that if you get back, things will work out somehow. I'm old. I know what's waiting for me at home. Death, and a nice monument over my grave from my children. You think death is far away. I know it's not. If I stay here, I can evade it, at least for a while, until I'm ready for it."

"Our lives are down there,” Sarah said. “You've had your life. We haven't."

"And when I look back on it, Sarah, it doesn't seem to mean much. I've done what Nature made me for, I have reproduced and given my genes to my children and grandchildren. I'm not necessary now. Here, perhaps I can go on to something else. Raf will want to keep us alive for our company, won't he? You can look on your presence here as a gift, or as a curse. It's all a matter of your perspective, isn't it?"

"It's your fault,” she said. “You wanted to come."

"You didn't have to come along.” He sighed. “I'm tired.” The old man rose and pushed two cushions together, then stretched out. “I wish I knew how to turn off those lights,” he murmured as he pulled his coat over his head.

Sarah put the dishes in the wall slot, leaving the bread in a bowl on the floor. Gerard got up and retreated to a corner. Sarah arranged some cushions, and stretched out beside him.

"I was right,” he said. “We should have tried to stop Margaret. When it came right down to it, she didn't exactly help us."

"You tried to stop Raf from hurting her."

"Yeah, I know. Dumb of me, wasn't it?"

"No."

"I probably lost my job by now,” he muttered. “Rob might have covered for me, or he might have seen a chance to grab my job. It's funny, I've known him for a while, but I don't know what he'll do."

Sarah turned on her side. “It all seems so far away."

"It is far away. Do you think we should stay here, Sarah?"

"God, Gerry, we aren't exactly free to choose."

"We can choose how we feel about it.” He pillowed his head on his arm. “Would you stay if I stayed? Or would you go home with me, assuming Raf would take us?"

"Maybe I'd do what you wanted."

"Goddamn it, Sarah, don't put it all on me."

She watched him. Gerard, removed from Earth, without the familiar things that defined him—his job, his friends, his routines and habits—seemed a stranger. She wondered if she was becoming a stranger to him. “What do you want, Gerry?"

"I won't tell you. Tell me what you'd want to do."

"I see. You want me to decide for you, though you'd never admit it.” He did not reply. “I think I want to go home,” she went on. “I know that there isn't much to go home to. Raf says we're declining, but he could be wrong. I guess I'd go back even if you stayed."

"Epstein could be right, you know."

"Maybe for himself. Not for me."

Gerard rolled onto his back and threw an arm over his forehead. “Why wouldn't it be right for you to stay?"

"I don't know if I can put it well. We're part of Earth. What right do we have to be exempt from what happens there? Raf must feel that way himself, that he's cut off and can't do anything about what's happening there."

"I don't see your point.” He lowered his arm and turned his head toward her.

"The point is that we belong on Earth, that we have to be part of whatever happens."

Gerard frowned. “Maybe that's just your excuse. You want to run home and hide and forget this ever happened."

"Maybe we could do something, Gerry. Maybe we could change things somehow."

"That's ridiculous."

"Why?"

"Look at Raf. He knows more than we can imagine, and he's watched without being able to do a thing."

"That's just it,” she responded. “He's watched. He hasn't lived there, and he's only gone back during the difficult times. Maybe he should have stayed."

Gerard snorted. “Sure. He might have been killed. That wouldn't have accomplished much. I assume he can be killed. He's not invulnerable, is he?"

"No,” she said. “He told me he wasn't.” She pulled her coat. “You still haven't told me what you want."

"I suppose I want to get out of here, but not for your reasons. I just don't want to be the prisoner of a psychotic. If Raf was rational, maybe I'd stay. I'm as curious as the next guy. Aren't you?"

"Yes.” She closed her eyes. “It's so crazy. How do we handle something like this?"

"There aren't exactly any handy guidelines."

Sarah pulled her coat over her head and hoped she would be able to sleep.

 

Mr. Epstein was already up when Sarah awoke. She sat up. Gerard turned over and mumbled unintelligible words, then rubbed his eyes and yawned.

"I've found a treasure in our food dispenser,” the old man called. They rose and crossed the room. “Coffee.” He held up the pot. “And Danish."

They gathered around the coffee. “Any cream?” Gerard asked.

"Afraid not. You can't have everything."

Sarah sipped her coffee. It was still hot. The feeling of oppression that had disturbed her dreams had lifted, at least for a time.

"I had a strange experience last night,” Mr. Epstein said. “I was half awake, and I thought someone was standing over me. I don't sleep so well any more. You know the feeling. You're lying in bed and you're sure someone has entered the room. I thought it might be Raf. I kept perfectly still, almost afraid to breathe, and then I opened my eyes. There was no one there."

"Maybe it wasn't a dream,” Gerard said. Sarah thought of Raf standing over them while they were asleep and helpless, and shuddered.

"I haven't finished,” the old man said. “There was no one I could see. But I had a strong, powerful feeling that some sort of presence was there, something invisible. The air around me was very cold, and I felt something of great power was there. I thought I saw it glow. Then it was gone. I went back to sleep, but not very soundly."

"You must have been dreaming,” Gerard said. “You thought you were awake, but you weren't."

"Young man, I know when I'm awake and when I'm not."

Sarah finished her coffee, telling herself that Gerard was right. “Well,” she said, “should we try to find Raf, or just sit here?"

"He'll come for us eventually,” Mr. Epstein said.

"Eventually. He's been alive for thousands of years. Eventually, to him, might mean a year from now."

"Do you still want to stay here?” Gerard asked.

"I did,” the old man replied. “Now I'm not so sure."

Sarah got up, went to the door, and pressed the wall. The door opened. “At least we're not locked in."

Gerard picked up the bread left over from the night before. He broke it in two. “We'll drop the crumbs behind us, so we don't get lost.” He laughed harshly. “Jesus. It seems so ludicrous, making our way through Phobos with a piece of bread."

"It's a real thigh-slapper,” Sarah said. She did not laugh.

"Richard can stay here,” Gerard murmured. Mr. Epstein nodded. “We can go in two different directions. If you need us for anything, just follow the trail."

"Wait a minute,” Sarah said. “What if we do find him? What do we do then?"

Gerard sighed. “I don't know. Play along, try not to antagonize him, see if maybe he'll consider what we want. We can talk to him. We can't do much more."

 

Mr. Epstein stationed himself near the door. “Okay?” Gerard said to Sarah. “I'll go to the left, and you go to the right. When you run out of crumbs, head back."

She nodded.

"If we don't find him, maybe we can try something else.” Gerard set off down the corridor. She went in the opposite direction, dropping her crumbs. She was sure she was moving toward the Pathway chamber, and wondered if Raf might be there. She halted. He could have followed Margaret. Her shoulders tightened. She glanced at a small side corridor, and decided to try it.

The light was dimmer here. She crept down the hallway apprehensively, looking quickly from side to side. She was suddenly conscious of being in a catacomb under rock surrounded by airless space. She might reach a room which led outside and never know it until the door slid open and her lungs drew in vacuum. She took a deep breath. She was scaring herself.

Ahead, the corridor curved. She came to the bend, went along it, and stared down the passageway at Raf.

"My, my.” He moved toward her. “Playing games, I see.” He reached for the piece of bread, but she held on to it. At last he took it from her.

"We were looking for you, Raf. We were worried."

"About yourselves, I trust. Not about me."

"We were worried about you, too."

He looked down at her. “I suppose you were considering your options."

"In a way. Of course, there isn't much we can do."

"I'm so glad you understand that, Sarah."

"Why don't you let us go?"

"Because then I'd be alone."

"You could find someone else."

"Bargaining with the lives of strangers. I'm surprised at you. You don't mind if I bring someone else here, as long as you're free."

She looked down at the floor. A crumb nestled against her foot. “I didn't mean that. You could find someone who wanted to come."

"You wanted to come. Don't tell me you didn't.” He paused. “What if I told you I would take Gerard back, but that you would have to stay?"

"You could do that without asking me."

"Answer the question. Would you go to him and tell him you wanted to stay, but I would take him home?"

She faced him. “I don't think he'd leave then."

"You'd like to believe that, wouldn't you. Let me ask another question, since you won't answer that one. What if I told you that I'd take you back, but you had to leave Gerard behind?"

"Stop it, Raf."

"I'm sorry, Sarah. I must amuse myself somehow.” He took her arm. “I think we should go back to your room.” He guided her down the hall.

Mr. Epstein was still waiting by their door. “You'd better go get Gerry,” Sarah said wearily. “I've found Raf."

 

Raf did not speak until the two men returned. Then he ushered them across the hall to another room as large as the one they had left. This room, except for five mats on the floor, was empty; the walls were white, the floor black.

"Please sit down,” Raf said. Sarah sat on a mat. Gerard glanced suspiciously at Raf before seating himself. Mr. Epstein lowered himself slowly, while rubbing at a shoulder. “I think I see the source of our difficulties,” Raf went on. “I need companionship, but you have little incentive to provide it."

"You're right about that,” Gerard said bitterly.

"Which means, of course, that I must give you an incentive to stay. I think I shall. I've watched you long enough. You're not the most promising material I've seen, but you might have potential."

He backed toward the door, then stepped through it. Gerard was rising quickly to his feet. The door closed. Gerard ran to it and pushed against it. “We're locked in.” He beat against it with his fists, then kicked it hard. He staggered.

Sarah hurried to him. “Are you all right?"

"I think I hurt my foot.” He tried to stand on both feet, and swayed. She held on to him. Then she heard the hiss.

White smoke was seeping into the room under the walls. She watched it, unable to move.

"Son of a bitch,” Gerard said. “He's going to kill us."

"No.” She raised her hands to her face. “He can't.” Mr. Epstein was standing now; white wisps obscured his feet. “Raf!” Sarah screamed. “Let us out."

The air was growing very cold. Slowly, the old man fell to the floor. She released Gerard and hit the door. The smoke was making her sleepy; she coughed and struggled to stay awake. She leaned against Gerard. The wall seemed to turn. She was on the floor. She tried to sit up. “Gerry.” Her head fell back. She was falling. The darkness caught her.

 

She moved. She stretched out her right arm and wiggled her fingers, then waited. After a moment, she realized she was breathing. She was afraid to open her eyes. She stretched out her legs and then tentatively moved her eyelids.

The ceiling glowed overhead. She began to cough. “Gerry,” she said, and coughed some more. She cleared her throat and managed to sit up.

Gerard was near her. He moaned and rolled over, then pulled himself into a sitting position, resting on his arms. “Jesus,” he said. “We're not dead."

"No.” Sarah began to shake. She pulled up her legs and wrapped her arms around them. There was no way to tell how long they had been unconscious; Raf might have kept them there for months. Years. Gerard moved toward her and they sat together in silence.

She remembered Mr. Epstein. She turned her head. The old man was sitting up also, his face hidden in his hands. He looked up at her. Shaking his head, he climbed to his feet. He stretched out his arms, then began to make circles with them. He stood on his toes and pranced, lifting his knees.

He came over to them, then sat down easily, folding his legs. “Did you see that?” he asked.

"See what?"

"How I did that.” The old man looked at her, and Sarah noticed that there was a little more color in his face; his cheeks were flushed. “My arthritis is gone."

"It must be because we've had a rest, a long rest,” Sarah murmured, wondering how long a rest it had been.

"Have we?” the old man asked.

"It seems that way."

Mr. Epstein flexed his arms. “It wouldn't go away just from rest, certainly not from an involuntary rest on the floor.” He raised his arms over his head, then let them fall. “Don't you feel different?"

Sarah moved her limbs. “I don't think so. What about you, Gerry?"

"Didn't I hurt my foot before? I can't remember. I'm sure I did. It seems all right now.” He got up and hopped on his right foot. “I did hurt it; I remember now. I guess it wasn't hurt as much as I thought it was."

"Perhaps,” the old man said, “but arthritis doesn't vanish like that. Once you have it, you're cursed."

Gerard stared at his foot. “Maybe it's the air here. Maybe it isn't as humid."

"Then why didn't I notice that when I first arrived?"

Sarah got up slowly, took a breath, and turned around. “Strange."

"What's strange?” Gerard asked.

"I feel healthy. I don't feel tired, and there aren't any of those little aches. You know what I mean—a backache, or a crick in the neck, or a slight headache, those sorts of things. They aren't there. Maybe it is the rest.” She reached for Gerard's hand. “I wonder how long we've been here.” His blue eyes found hers, and she knew he was thinking the same thing.

She released his hand and strode toward the door. It opened as she pressed the wall. She said, “We have to find Raf."

Both men approached the door. “How?” Gerard said. “We're out of bread crumbs,” he added, trying to smile.

"I think I know where he might be. We should be able to find our way."

She entered the hallway and turned to her left. Crumbs were still scattered along the floor; she followed them to the narrow corridor, then went along the route leading to the Pathway chamber. She heard the footsteps of the men behind her. As she felt the wall, the door slid open.

Raf was seated in front of the disks. “Is that you, Sarah?” he asked, without turning his head.

"Yes. We're all here.” Her heels clattered across the room, followed by Gerard's thumps and the old man's pats. She stood over Raf. “How long were we out?"

"I beg your pardon.” He glanced up at her; his olive skin looked sallow.

"How long were we asleep?"

"My, my. I really don't know."

She ground her teeth, wanting to kick him. “How long? A year? A century?"

"My goodness.” He tilted his head. “Perhaps a few hours, at most."

"What did you do to us?"

"Oh, not very much.” Raf rose in one swift movement and faced them. “I've given you that incentive to remain. I did the same thing to you that was done to me so long ago. I believe I was as frightened as you were. More frightened, perhaps.” He smiled.

"Damn it, what did you do?"

"Why, I gave you something of great value, something every human being craves. Do you understand? I've made you the way I am, I've made you long-lived.” He paused. “If you can keep away from fires, bullets, knives, slippery bathtubs, or various natural disasters, you will be immortal. Isn't that a nice surprise?"

Sarah could not speak. She heard Gerard sigh.

"I like my guests to stay awhile. You see what I'm driving at. You'll be safer here than you will anywhere else. You now have a compelling reason for remaining.” He turned and walked toward the door.

"I don't believe you,” Sarah cried.

"It's true. Don't be obstinate. Welcome your good fortune.” Raf disappeared behind the closing door.

 

 


 

 

Fifteen

 

 

"It hasn't registered yet,” Sarah said.

They were seated on cushions, eating dinner in their room. “Assuming it's true,” she added. She shook her head.

Mr. Epstein flexed his fingers. “Whatever he's done, I have my health,” he said. “And this chicken cacciatore should be giving me indigestion, but it isn't.” He drank some wine. “You're too young to feel it. You probably won't accept it until you're forty or so and notice that you look and feel the same. That's the only way we'll know for sure.” He helped himself to more food.

She glanced at the old man. His face was flushed with a healthy glow, and his skin seemed tighter; his hair was not quite as white and had taken on a silvery tone, but that might be the light. Gerard looked rested, but he had never been unhealthy.

The events of the past weeks seemed undifferentiated in her mind; they had become a blur of frantic movement. She tried to sort out her thoughts. Life without dying. There was a catch, of course. Even if it were true, she could still be killed; she was still vulnerable. She thought of the advancing glaciers, and the drought in the west. She could freeze to death; she could starve.

She suddenly realized that Raf might not have to struggle to bend them to his will; they might remain of their own accord, safe and cared for inside Phobos. It must have been easy for all the others to stay at first, before they saw what Raf had become, easy for them to hide from the uncertainties, dangers, and disappointments of home. It must become harder with time, not easier, she thought, to die.

She looked at Gerard. He was carefully stacking the dishes. She wondered if he was thinking the same thing, and tried to imagine what he would be like in years to come. I wonder what he'll be, how he'll look at me. Her muscles stiffened at the thought. Maybe I won't care. Lovers say forever, but they don't really mean it. She felt as though she was losing herself.

"Don't look so unhappy, Sarah,” Mr. Epstein said. “Consider how much we could learn here. Margaret, poor girl, was alone with him, but we aren't."

"Maybe he's joking,” Sarah said. “Maybe it's one of those cruel jokes of his. He'll keep us here, and one day we'll realize we're growing older after all. How can we believe him? He's lied before, plenty of times."

She scrambled to her feet and went to the door. “Raf!” she cried as it slid open. “Raf!” She entered the hall. “Raf!"

He came out of a room down the corridor and walked quickly toward her. She waited for him, tapping her foot. “You needn't assault my ears, Sarah,” he said as he came to her side. “I must teach you how to use the communications system."

She drew away. “You're playing with us again. You haven't made us immortal at all."

"But I have. Credit me with some kindness."

"It's a trick."

"You're afraid, aren't you. When you live a very long time, you find out what you really are. Did you know that? Every side of your character has time to develop, and you discover what you lack as well. You won't have any excuse for your failures. You're frightened of that."

"You're lying."

His face changed as he watched her. He seemed to be breathing more rapidly; his eyes narrowed.

The slap caught her on the cheek. Her head struck the wall. He hit her again, and she felt a sharp pain in her ribs. She gasped, and the pain grew worse. His hand chopped her right arm, and she heard the bone crack. She slid to the floor.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Gerard rushing at Raf. The taller man spun around and sent Gerard flying against the opposite wall. Gerard fell, crumpling to the floor.

She struggled to breathe. There was blood in her mouth; she could taste it. She spat. Raf was standing over her, long legs apart.

"You can't survive a fire,” he said, “because your body can't heal that quickly. You can't survive a few good stabs in the right places, because you'll bleed to death before you can heal. Bullets aimed at your head will destroy your brain, and being buried by a landslide would certainly cause your demise. But a few minor injuries are nothing.” He put his foot on her leg, below the knee, and bore down. “Gerard has a concussion, and possibly a slight skull fracture, but he'll be up and around in no time. So will you.” He pressed harder on her leg. “An hour or two at most, that's all. Broken bones are no worse than bruises. This is the only way I could prove it to you, outside of letting the passage of time prove it."

"No.” She struggled to speak. “You enjoyed it. You like to hurt people. You told Margaret you'd punish us."

He lifted his foot. Cringing, she closed her eyes, afraid that he would kick her. “I'm sorry,” he said. She squinted as she looked up. His chest rose and fell. Then he stepped back and was gone.

 

The pain filled her. She breathed cautiously, in small inhalations, waiting for the pain she knew would come with each breath. She postponed each gasp as long as possible, but that did not work; she gulped more deeply if she waited too long, and then the pain was much worse.

He could hurt her again when she healed, could hurt her over and oven. She would not question him any more, would not stand up to him. He could do what he wanted. She gasped and moaned.

"Sarah.” Mr. Epstein was kneeling near her. “Are you all right?"

"He said I'd heal.” It was hard for her to speak. She took a breath. “I think he broke my arm.” She breathed again. “And a rib. Maybe two."

"I'll check Gerry. I'll be back. Try to hold on."

"Okay."

He rose. His feet retreated. She tried to ignore the pain, but could not. As she gave in to it, the pain seemed to expand, filling up her mind; she could think of nothing else. She began to count her breaths.

When she reached two hundred and forty-seven, she noticed a pair of booted feet beside her head.

"Sarah.” Gerard knelt next to her. He put out a hand, then withdrew it. “I could kill him for this. I could kill him."

"Don't try."

His hands became fists. “I should have stopped him. I couldn't even do that.” He shook a fist helplessly.

She took a breath. The pain was easing a bit. Gerard sat with her; the old man was standing behind him.

"Are you all right?” she whispered.

"I'm fine."

"He said you had a concussion."

"I'm all right. Just a slight headache. It's going away."

She thought of how Raf had looked as he struck her. How often had he beaten Margaret? No wonder she had tried to escape. But even Margaret had turned to him before she left, asking him to follow her. He must have shown her some kindness. You find out what you really are, he had said. You find out when you live long enough. I don't want to know.

She tried to imagine Raf as he might have been before he was taken from Earth. Perhaps he had been hunting, quietly stalking a beast through thick forests, learning its habits. He had not changed; he still made his forays, then returned to his home.

She was like him; so was everyone else. Thousands of years had made little difference; only the surface had altered, not what was underneath. If Raf, with his long life and his knowledge, could not change, how could Earth? A pain in her side made her moan; she bit her lip.

Margaret had gone from here; so had others. They had, unlike Raf, managed to overcome their fear. But they too, in their own way, had fled from humankind. She thought of the beings Margaret was seeking. They must once have had only one world, yet they had escaped it; they had changed. Were they like Raf, despairing of others? Or were they only waiting until human beings were able to accept what they could offer? Did they still hope?

She breathed. The pain was almost gone. “Check my arm,” she said to Gerard.

He felt it tenderly. “I think it's healed. It's not broken now."

She moved her arm and wiggled her fingers. Her arm ached. As she inhaled, she realized she could take in more air.

She said, “I can't stand pain.” Now that it was almost gone, she felt as though she was going to cry. “You know what a baby I am. I can't even stand a blood test. I can't go through this again. He enjoyed it. I saw him. He said he was sorry, but he enjoyed it."

She lifted her head. Gerard eased her into a sitting position against the wall. Raf had convinced her; if he wanted her to stay, she would stay. She bowed her head. Some of the damage, she knew, would never be healed.

 

Sarah lay on her cushions. They were not terribly comfortable, and the room lights were still on, yet she had slept soundly. Her insomnia was gone. For a moment, just as she was awakening, she had thought that she was back in her apartment. Then she had remembered.

She rolled over and got to her feet. Mr. Epstein was already awake, and so, surprisingly, was Gerard. She went to them and accepted a cup of coffee from the old man.

They ate their breakfast in silence. Mr. Epstein cleared away the dishes and cups. When he returned, he began to exercise, bending over and touching his toes, experimenting with his non-arthritic limbs.

The door opened, and Raf entered. Gerard stared at the floor and did not look up. Raf came closer to them, stopping a few feet away.

"Well, well. How are we today?"

No one answered.

"I trust you're all feeling better now. I know recent events may have seemed somewhat disorienting, but you'll adjust. There is quite a lot for you to learn here, but then you have plenty of time to learn it in.” He lifted his hands, palms out, then let them fall. “I know I've been a bit harsh, but I did prove my point yesterday. You now must realize that your bodies are not as they were. I don't know how else I could have proved it."

Gerard raised his head, then rose. Sarah did not try to stop him. “You could have settled for a small cut, or a bruise,” he said. “We could have seen how quickly those healed.” He moved toward the corner. “Just keep away from me. I don't want to be anywhere near you. I don't even want to be in the same room with you. If you ever touch Sarah again, I'll kill you."

"That is a bit harder to do than you think, my man."

"I'll find a way. I have plenty of time.” Gerard sat down on the floor. “I'll make sure I think of something that'll hurt."

Sarah slouched, looking apprehensively at Raf. She could not stand up to him; she was too afraid. Mr. Epstein moved closer and patted her hand.

"I know you don't believe me,” Raf said, “but you'll forget about that recent unpleasantness. I have the ability to make you forget."

Sarah did not reply.

"Are we to stay here, then?” the old man asked. “I think Gerry and Sarah have mentioned wanting to go back. I'm willing to stay here alone.” Sarah looked at him gratefully.

"Well, they needn't go now. There's nothing for them at home, is there, Sarah?"

She bowed her head.

"Of course there isn't,” Raf went on. “I'm sure you'll be quite content here, in time."

She heard his footsteps, and looked up. He had left the room.

She found herself on her feet, moving toward the doorway; she hurried after Raf. Footsteps trailed her; she turned and saw Gerard enter the hallway. “Sarah?” She shook her head and followed Raf. The tall man stopped by a doorway and looked at her, then glanced toward the spot where Gerard stood. Gerard came closer to Sarah, then waited.

She had to speak. If she did not stand up to him now, she would always be afraid; the fear would never leave her. “Take us back,” she said.

"Oh, Sarah. You can't wish to leave now. You belong here now."

"I don't. Take us back."

"In time, you can return, to observe. But you're really not ready for it now."

"I don't want to observe. I want to live my life, however unimportant it might seem to you. I belong there. Maybe you belong there, too, instead of hiding here."

"I don't hide. I learn and record what I know."

She sighed, and felt a twinge in one rib. “You've buried yourself. You've lived for thousands of years, but you've buried yourself."

The tall man smiled. “Oh, come now, Sarah.” He took a step toward her, and Gerard moved forward. Raf stepped back. “I've returned to Earth several times. I can't say that the experience has been salutary."

"You could have tried to do something.” She rubbed her arm absently.

"Really? Should I have given you tools that would have distorted the course of your evolution? Perhaps I could have started another religion, and given you all yet another reason to love your charnel house.” He raised an eyebrow. “Is your arm bothering you?"

"Just a little. I guess I'm still healing."

Raf shook his head. “Oh, no. You've healed. But there are scars. You'd better think about that. Imagine how many you could accumulate in a thousand years if you didn't protect yourself. You'd better think about that whenever you long for Earth. You would be vulnerable."

She drew closer to Gerard.

"I could take your memories again,” Raf went on. “A long time would pass before you would know what had happened, and maybe you'd be happier.” He raised a hand. “But you'd also forget a lot that it might be better for you to recall."

Gerard straightened his shoulders and stared at the taller man. “You've been up here for a long time, Raf,” he said. “You could have tried to find friends—you could have had a community here, couldn't you? There's enough space. Margaret came here willingly, so did Richard Epstein, even Sarah and I did at first, but we didn't expect to become prisoners. There might be plenty of people who would have come, who would have helped you, but for some reason, you don't want that. You might get people who would disagree. You might find out they have their own ideas. You'd rather have someone you can push around."

Raf, still smiling, was silent.

"Margaret said you were human,” Sarah said. “But you're not, you've become something else. When you said you were an alien, you were right."

He shrugged. “You flatter me. Human history is not my history. I stand apart from it. It has nothing to do with me."

She walked past Raf and opened the door near him, entering the large chamber. Her shadow wavered, then led her toward the disks at the far end of the room. She heard the light tread of Raf's feet, and thought of Margaret. The air seemed cold near the disks. She stepped back.

Raf said, “You are drawn here. So am I."

"Haven't you ever stepped on one? Haven't you ever seen those other worlds?"

He lowered his head. “Never. My fear is too strong. I have learned about the Pathway, know of the other observers, and some have traveled here, but I have never used the disks myself. Once I sat here, long before Margaret came, so long ago it seems I dreamed it, and I felt the presence of one of those beyond us. I had felt this presence only once before, when I was taken from my people and carried away from the Earth. I knew it was here. I waited for it to speak to me, to tell me my purpose. Those others—they make a few powerful among the backward. It's nothing to them to give some of their power away, once in a while; it may help save a world.” He laughed. “Or destroy it. You see what they've left here. What has it done?” He held out his hands. “I waited for the being to speak. Then it was gone. I scanned the Pathway, but I couldn't find out where the being had come from, nor where it had gone. I thought it would return when I departed from the moon. I remained here while the tools they left me built my new home. This chamber was installed first, and I waited. Margaret believed she had dreamed of the ones beyond, but they never spoke to me."

Sarah said, “Maybe we were supposed to find you."

His eyes widened.

"Maybe you were supposed to stay on the moon, and let us decide what to do with what you have."

He shook his head and pressed a hand against his brow. “No. You could have done nothing with it."

"You think that because you've given up on us."

"You haven't seen what I've seen. I know your nature. Everything here would have been used only to torment and oppress."

"You don't know that. You haven't just observed. You decided things for us."

She was not afraid of him now. She gazed at the Pathway. “I could leave,” she went on. “I could step on one of those disks, and you would never come after me. We could all do that. You would be alone again."

"I could stop you."

"Maybe."

"It would be very unwise of you. The Pathway drifts. A disk could take you to a place where you couldn't breathe the air, or to a space between worlds."

"You know where the Pathways lead. You would know which ones had drifted."

"Of course. I could correct the malfunction. I could tell you which disks lead to the observers most like us. But I won't. You can take your chances. You'll have to learn about the Pathway, and mat will take time."

"I could follow Margaret."

"You don't know how to find her route."

"She told you that you could follow her."

"I can also erase her trail."

She stepped toward the disks. “I could go now."

"You could. But you won't."

Gerard had come into the chamber. Raf glanced at him, then sat down on the floor, facing the wall beyond the disks. Without turning, he waved Sarah away.

She left the room with Gerard. “He's not going to let us go,” she said.

"Did you expect him to?” He took her arm. “Look, there's nothing we can do about it at the moment. There's a lot to learn here. For starters, we ought to get hold of a map or blueprint so we can find our way around, you know, like those maps in shopping malls that have everything labeled and a little arrow saying, ‘You are here.'” He lifted his eyebrows; his lips formed a half smile.

She stopped. “You want to stay."

"Richard's willing to accept it, and we might as well get used to the idea. Otherwise, we'll go crazy."

"I thought you hated Raf."

"He's not my favorite.” His eyes stared past her. “I have a reason to stay, in a way. I have plenty of time to figure out how to get even with him. He thinks he can push me around, but he's wrong."

"And you might become like him. We all might."

"Maybe. Same stock."

She looked at Gerard. For a moment, he seemed as alien as Raf.
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Mr. Epstein had figured out how to control the room's lighting. “It's simple enough,” he said, demonstrating for Sarah. He put his hand over a small metal plate near the door, and the ceiling dimmed. He removed his hand, then made an upward motion without touching the plate. The light grew brighter. “See?"

"Great,” she said. “Maybe in another year or so we'll figure out how everything else in this room works."

Gerard was investigating the wall slot which gave them their food. He put in his hand and felt the interior. He withdrew his hand, and the door slid down. “It'd be nice to have a choice of menu,” he said as he turned toward Sarah. “Not that I have any complaints about the cuisine. Living a long time probably makes you a picky eater."

Sarah crossed the room and sat down on the floor. She had carried in a few books and manuscripts from the outside hallway, and was going through them, trying to find something that looked familiar. She picked up a small leather-bound volume which seemed well-thumbed, and opened it. "Meditationes," she read aloud.

"What is it?” Gerard said as he sat down next to her.

"A book of Raf's. It looks like he's read it a few times. These are the meditations of Guigo, a Carthusian prior of the twelfth century. I studied this stuff when I took history.” She glanced at Gerard, who seemed puzzled. “The Carthusians were hermits, extreme ascetics. They rejected anything which interfered with their contemplation of God. Even loving another person was wrong as far as they were concerned—you were supposed to love everyone as God does, without loving one person more than others.” She put the book on the floor, letting it fall open to a page.

"Can you translate it?"

She shrugged. “I don't know. My Latin's kind of rusty. I didn't exactly need it at Warwick and Baum's.” Peering at the page, she noticed marks beside a couple of phrases. “'The soul in itself,'” she translated tentatively, then paused. “'The soul in itself is tortured as long as it can be tortured—'” She skipped to another marked phrase. “'A long temptation—'” Sarah shook her head. “'Who seeks a long'—no, wait a minute. ‘He who seeks a long life seeks a long temptation.’”

Gerard was silent. She closed the volume. “Well, I have lots of time to brush up on my Latin, don't I.” She folded her hands in her lap. For a long time, she had feared dying alone and neglected; she had, during her bouts of insomnia, suddenly imagined herself old and helpless. Now she would be forgotten, but she would not die.

The room was growing cold. She shivered, looking around for her coat. She said, “We'd better learn how to fix the heat.” Icy air bathed her face. She looked at Gerard; he arched his eyebrows. Mr. Epstein came toward them, his arms out, his face turned up.

"It's here,” the old man said. “What I felt before.” His voice was muffled. The coldness embraced Sarah. She was afraid to move. She felt herself being lifted, and found herself on her feet. Reaching out with her hands, she touched an arm. Gerard was standing now. Clinging to him, she tried to breathe, and thought she heard a distant sigh.

A mist shimmered near the door, then vanished. She looked at the two men. “The Pathway,” she said, and then: “Raf."

They went to the door and hurried down the hall. The door to the large chamber was open. When they came to it, Sarah hesitated, then entered the large room.

Raf was sitting on the floor, legs folded. “It's here,” he cried, turning his head. “You felt it, too. It's here, one of those beyond us!” He flung out his arms. “Why?” He threw his head back, pleading with the air. “Why? Give me an answer. Has Margaret found you? Did she send you?"

The chamber swelled around them. As the walls receded, the ceiling rose until Sarah could no longer see it. Iciness touched her face and fingers, burning her. A shimmering form drew nearer to Raf.

"Why?” he asked again, and she felt the question. His body was blurred by a sea of air; his arms fluttered jointlessly. He disappeared. The form became a light, shining so brightly that Sarah had to cover her eyes, peering out through her fingers.

The light filled her field of vision, swallowing everything. Then it moved forward, shrank, and was gone. The chamber reappeared. Raf lay on the floor, arms out, eyes staring up at the ceiling.

Sarah went to him and leaned down. “Raf.” He still breathed; his chest rose and fell. He did not answer.

 

The old man had gone back for their coats, and had covered Raf with them. They sat with him. His eyes were closed now; his face was very pale.

Gerard said, “He might die."

"He can't,” Sarah replied. “He'll get well. He said he can heal himself."

"But we don't know what was done to him."

"That light,” the old man murmured. “Perhaps Margaret found the ones she was looking for, and sent one here."

Sarah reached under the coat for one of Raf's hands. The hand was very cold. She rubbed, trying to warm it. Mr. Epstein worked on his other hand. The tall man did not move.

She realized she was not frightened of him now, and would not be again. She continued to rub his hand, then glanced at Gerard. His head was bowed.

Raf moaned and stirred, shifting the coats. “Raf,” she said softly.

He opened his eyes. “One came here,” he said.

"We know."

"I have no answer.” His lips trembled. He clutched at the coats. She put an arm around him and eased him up. He rested against her. Gerard lifted his head and moved closer to Sarah, watching Raf with narrowed eyes. “They have left me here,” Raf went on. “For a moment, I thought I would be taken, but I was not. I was ready to leave. I touched its mind, and then my fear returned, and I didn't want to go. That was when it left me."

"Can you walk?” she asked him.

"I think so."

"We'll take you to our room."

"It's too far. There's a room near here, out that door."

They helped him to his feet, then guided him through the door and down the hall, Sarah on one side, Gerard on the other. Raf pointed with his head at a door. They led him into the room and helped him to a couch along one wall. He stretched out and closed his eyes; one arm hung limply over the side, fingers brushing the floor. The old man carried in the coats and covered him again.

 

They waited. At times, Raf turned, throwing off a coat. Once he moaned, and the misery in his voice frightened Sarah.

Gerard, who was sitting on the floor next to her, was quiet. She searched his face; his cheeks sagged, and the lines around his lips were more sharply etched. He had not spoken since they had come into this room. His mouth twitched, and she touched his hand gently. His body tensed, as if she had startled him.

Raf moved on the couch. He pushed the coats away, then sat up slowly. He glanced at Mr. Epstein, who was seated at one end of the long couch, then looked down at Sarah and Gerard.

He gazed steadily at them with his large dark eyes, and shook his head. “I'm all right now,” he said. His voice was very low. “You needn't worry."

Sarah nodded, unable to speak.

"I'll take you home, if that's what you want.” His voice was flat, and she could not read the expression in his eyes. For a moment, she was sure he was testing them, toying with them once more. “Would you like that? I'll give you enough to get settled, and you can resume your dreary little lives, though you may find them tiresome after a century or so."

"We can't just retreat,” she responded.

"You'll die there."

"Maybe."

"Don't think I'll come to your rescue.” He leaned back. “I'll be alone,” he said softly.

"No, you won't,” the old man said. “I'll stay. I may not be the best company, but I'm far from the worst. You won't be alone."

Raf suddenly smiled; he was staring at the door, as if seeing someone there. Sarah turned her head, but saw nothing.

 

The wind caught her as she stepped through the door. Sarah stood near the house as a gust swept toward the trees, making them sway. Gerard followed her outside.

"We can still change our minds,” he said.

"Do you want to?"

"No."

"I don't, either."

Mr. Epstein came out with Raf. The ship, surrounded by mounds of dirt, was in a depression behind the house. Raf gestured at them impatiently.

"You can leave,” he said. “I don't like long farewells."

"We might see you again,” Sarah replied. “You might want to come back."

"No, I don't think I shall.” Raf stuffed his hands into the pockets of his parka. “Go."

Sarah began to cross the field with Gerard, then looked back. Raf was leaning over Mr. Epstein, speaking; then he turned and walked around the side of the house.

The old man came after them. He was to drive them home, settle his affairs, then return. He carried a box with a console inside. Gerard took it from him.

"Are you sure you know how to use it?” Mr. Epstein asked.

Gerard nodded. Sarah glanced toward the house. Raf was shoveling dirt, covering the dull metal dome of his ship, burying it.

They reached the car. Mr. Epstein unlocked it. Gerard put the console in the trunk, then climbed into the back. Sarah sat next to the old man as he tried to start the car. The motor coughed, then whined. They pulled away and turned onto the road.

"I can straighten things out in a few days,” Mr. Epstein said. “I can't just leave a mess and a mystery behind. I'll get my house sold and the money sent to my kids, and my other property can go to those who live in it. I'll give you the Oak Street place. I think you can take care of it."

Sarah gazed at the leafless trees along the side of the road. “We'll try,” Gerard said from behind her.

"Do you have enough?” the old man continued. “Raf gave me more coins for you, and he said you could have the things in his apartment. I'll settle things with my lawyer, and tell him I'm off to Georgia, though of course I'll never arrive there. My children will mourn for a bit, and have my name mentioned in prayers at temple, but they'll go on. They may even be relieved that I won't be a burden in my old age."

The car bounced over the dirt road. Sarah leaned against the armrest.

"What will you two do?” the old man asked.

"I was thinking,” Gerard answered. “I might as well do what I wanted to do, open a rare books store. Raf's just about given me the stock, and it's something we can both do together."

They would be retreating, Sarah thought; they would run their business and lead their lives and it would be as if nothing unusual had happened. She wondered if returning had been the hard choice after all.

"Will you be all right?” she asked Mr. Epstein. “Up there, alone with him?"

He paused before answering. “He's an unhappy, sorrowful man. To say I feel sorry for him seems like an understatement. He's lost all hope; he has faith in nothing. It's an illness.” He sighed. “I'm so used to taking care of others that I'm still doing it."

The car came to the intersection and turned onto the road that would lead them through Hanover. Near the bend in the road ahead, Sarah saw a tall maple tree, trunk gnarled with age. Its limbs were bent and twisted, as if the tree no longer reached for the sky, but instead had been pressed toward the ground by the weight of its long life.

 

 


 

 

Seventeen

 

 

Sarah broke the patch of ice on the sidewalk in front of the driveway while Gerard, behind her, shoveled. He cleared away the broken ice, then surveyed the path through the snow. The path was a cement-gray right angle leading back to the porch. The wind whispered, lifting a veil of flakes, scattering white powder over part of the sidewalk, then died.

The sky was blue. The snow was still white and unsullied; the street had not yet been salted and cleared. Dunes of snow glittered in the sunlight. Three starlings flew overhead, cawing; the black birds alighted on the edge of the building's roof near one of the new solar panels.

Gerard stared at the driveway. “Maybe we can get Bruce to clear it,” he said. “Not that we'll be able to do much driving anyway."

They began to walk back to the porch. Across the street, on the door of the red brick apartment building which faced them, paper jack-o'-lanterns decorated the door; scenes of witches on broomsticks covered the windows of the green house next to it. The children who would come to their door trick-or-treating in a few days would have wan faces under their Halloween masks, and would accept coupons, copper coins, and pieces of fruit as well as candy.

They climbed the steps and entered the building. Their own apartment was warm, heated by the console they always hid in the closet when expecting callers. Above the mantel hung a picture frame holding the newspaper advertisement announcing the opening of their new bookstore; Sarah had designed the ad. They had rented their space at a Main Street intersection where three bus routes converged and where various black marketeers occasionally plied their wares: a good location. They had paid off the police, the small, sly man requiring five dollars a month for “protection,” and had bribed a Guard to pay extra attention to the store on her nightly rounds. Gerard had invented a relative who had made money in gold shares and died, leaving him money. The store would open for business in November.

Sarah took off her boots at the door, and sat down on the sofa, putting her feet up on the coffee table. Gerard perused a copy of TV-Cable Guide, then tossed it at the table; it teetered on the corner and plopped to the floor. “You excited?” he asked.

"About what?"

"The opening. I am. Rob promised he'd stop by on his way to work."

"You talked to him?"

"He called me. I think he was glad things worked out for me. I got the feeling he was feeling guilty about not covering for me with Groves. He's managing the book department now. He's seeing the girl who got your job."

"He doesn't miss a trick, does he."

"Nope. He says she's nice."

Sarah stretched out her arms. Everything was settled. Eventually, they would migrate, beginning life as other people in another place. They would wear a series of masks, while others aged around them. They would lose everyone they knew, and might cling to each other all the more. They might become as alienated as Raf, in spite of remaining. She remembered Raf's smile. They had been deceiving themselves, and he had known it.

"Gerry."

He looked at her. His eyebrows arched. She stared at his familiar face. “What?"

"Nothing."

He smiled. For a moment, she was content, thinking of Mr. Epstein on Phobos.

 

They could operate the console, though they did not understand how it worked. It contained visual records made by Raf; they had not viewed any of them. Sarah had avoided putting on the earphones that would show them to her, making her see them as he had; she was afraid she might grow to understand Raf's despair only too well. Eventually, she would have to look, her curiosity would prod her—but not now.

Gerard turned the knobs, searching to see if Raf or Mr. Epstein had left them another message. He adjusted the console and leaned back in his chair while Sarah handed him a cup of tea. She sat down on the other side of the kitchen table, and waited. They had not received a message for almost two weeks.

"Sarah, Gerry.” It was the old man's voice. Sarah leaned forward. “I have something to tell you, but I must start at the beginning.

"I told you how Raf was when we returned here. He had become gentler, almost placid. I was surprised at this, and vain enough to take credit for it, thinking he was happy to have a new friend. He took me around Phobos, showing me where everything is, and then he became quite insistent about two things."

"The first was showing me how to learn about the various machines and devices here, and how to program them. It's easier than it sounds. I put a band around my head, and when I remove it, some knowledge is there, though it'll take me a long time to perfect my skills. I need practice. The computers—or whatever you call them—almost seem to have minds of their own. It's my will and my desires that must be conveyed to them before they can act.

"I expected Raf to show me these things, of course, but his second demand was odd. He insisted that I spend time learning how to pilot the ships. This isn't as hard as it sounds, either, but it's tricky. The ships can run themselves, but the pilot has to concentrate, and you can't rely on your senses at all, only on what the ship shows you. It's disorienting, and very tiring. I couldn't understand why Raf placed such a high priority on that, but he mentioned something about my needing to get around in case something happened, and told me about how I could explore the solar system, and I accepted that.

"I made my first solo flight yesterday, at least I think it was yesterday. I lose track of time here, because I can follow my own schedule. I went down to Mars. Raf followed, just in case.

"I was on Mars. I stood on the desert in my space suit and saw the most desolate landscape I've ever seen, and I was filled with a sense of my own insignificance, but at the same time, I felt joy. How can I explain it? I thought of the people who should have been there, explorers from Earth, and it was as if they were with me for that moment. I knew they would come then, that they would come in spite of everything. People don't accomplish feats like that for the obvious reasons—they're an expression of faith, an honoring of our capabilities, a prayer. That was what I felt.

"I returned to Phobos, exhausted. Raf was delighted. We opened a bottle of wine—the machines here can give you almost anything; Raf programmed them well—and we toasted everything—you two, old friends of mine, I can't even remember it all. I was sure I'd have a hangover, since I've never been much of a drinker, but I awoke with a clear head. One of our fringe benefits, I guess.

"I found Raf in the Pathway chamber. He was staring at the disks, and seemed to be daydreaming. He'd often gone there, so I thought nothing of it. I came up to him and stood with him. He fiddled with that bracelet of his, then turned to me and put his hands on my shoulders. He smiled. He didn't say anything.

"Then he turned from me and ran. I saw him leap onto one of the disks. His arms were out, his face turned up. Then he vanished. I felt a coldness afterward, a presence in the room, and then it was gone. I knew we wouldn't see him again.

"I'm alone. There's a lot to learn, and it'll be a long time before I can come to Earth. I can't chance it until I have more experience."

The console was silent. Then the distant voice spoke again.

"It's up to us. We are the observers now."

The wind was howling outside. Sarah drew the curtains shut. For a moment, she thought she felt the cold air on her face. The wind shrieked.

She climbed into bed and pulled up the comforter. Gerard was with her, on his side of the bed, unmoving, but she felt alone. She wondered how he would change. She thought of Mr. Epstein, alone on Phobos.

She did not move. Her arms lay stiffly at her sides. The room was very dark. She was in a black tunnel that went up past the night sky and into space. She shivered.

Gerard's warm fingers touched her arm, then took her hand, pressing it against his palm.
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