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THE END OF LIFE AS WE KNOW IT
Lucius Shepard

What Lisa hated most about Mexico weretheflies, and Richard said, Y eah, theflieswere bad, but it
was the lousy attitude of the people that did him in, you know, the way the waitersignored you and the
taxi drivers sneered, the sour expressions of desk clerks—asif they were doing you abig favor by letting
you stay in their fleabag hotels. All that. Lisareplied that she couldn't blame the people, because they
were probably irritated by theflies; this set Richard to laughing, and though Lisa had not meant it to be
funny, after amoment she joined in. They needed laughter. They had come to Mexico to Save Their
Marriage, and things were not going well ... except in bed, where things had dways gone well. Lisahad
never been lessthan ardent with Richard, even during her affair.

They were an attractive couplein their thirties, the sort to whom a healthy sex life seems an essential
of style, atrendy accessory to pleasure like a Jacuzzi or a French food processor. She was atal,
fey-looking brunette with fair skin, an aerobically nurtured dimness, and aface that managed to ex-press
both sensudity and intelligence ("hooker eyes and Vassar bones," Richard had told her); he waslean
from handba | and weights, with an executive touch of gray in hisblack hair and the bland, firm-jawed
handsomeness of ayouthful anchorman. Once they had held to the illusion that they kept fit and beautiful
for one another, but dl their illusions had been tarnished and they no longer understood their reasonsfor
maintaining them.

For awhile they made agame of hating Mexico, pretending it was anew bond between them, striving
to outdo each other in pointing out instances of filth and native insengtivity; finaly they redized that what
they hated most about the country were their own perceptions of it, and they headed south to Guatemada
where—they had been informed—the atmosphere was conducive to romance. They were leery about
the reports of guerrillaactivity, but their informant had assured them that the dangers were overstated. He
was a seasoned traveler, an elderly Englishman who had spent hislast twelve wintersin Centrd America;
Richard thought he was colorful, a Graham Greene character, whereas Lisa described him in her journal
as"aderacinated old fag.”

"Y ou mustn't miss Lake Atitlin," hed told them. "It's absolutely breath-taking. Revolution thereisan
aestheticimpossibility.”

Before boarding the plane Richard bought the latest Miami Herald, and he entertained himsalf during
the flight by be-moaning the decline of Western civilization. It was his conviction that the United States
was becoming part of the Third World and that their grandchildren would inhabit a mildly poisoned earth
and endure lives of back-bresking drudgery under an increasingly Orwellian government. Though this
conviction was hardly startling, it being evident from the newspaper that such aworld was close upon
them, Lisaaccorded his viewpoint the status of wisdom; in fact, she had relegated wisdom in generd to
be his preserve, staking claim hersdlf to thetraditiona feminine precincts of soulfulnessand caring.
Sometimes back in Connecticut, while teaching her art classat the Y or manning the telephonesfor PBS
or Greenpeace or whatever cause had enlisted her soulfulness, looking around at the other women,
al—like her—expensively kept and hopel ess and with an eye cocked for the least glimmer of excitement,
then she would see how marriage had decreased her wattage; and yet, though she had fdlen in love with
another man, she had clung to the marriage for dmost ayear thereafter, unable to escape the fear thet this
was the best she could hope for, that no matter what steps she took to change her situation, her life
would aways be ruled by a canon of mediocrity. That she had recently stopped clinging did not signd a
dackening of fear, only that her fingerswere dipping; her energy no longer sufficient to maintain agood

orip.



Asthe plane came down into Guatemala City, passing over rumpled green hills dotted with shacks
whose colorslooked deceptively bright and cheerful from a height, Richard began talking about his
variousinvestments, saying he was glad hed bought this and that, because things were getting worse
every day. "The shitsdorm'sa‘comin’, babe," he said, patting her knee. "But werre gonna be awright.” It
annoyed Lisano end that whenever he was fedling particularly accomplished hislanguage became
countrified, and she only shrugged in response.

After clearing customsthey rented a car and drove to Pangjachel, avillage on the shores of Lake
Atitlan. Therewas afancy hotd on the shore, but in the spirit of "roughing it" Richard ingsted they stay at
acheaper place on the edge of town—an old green stucco building with red trim and an arched
entranceway and a courtyard choked with ferns; it catered to what he called "the bleeding-ear s&t," a
reference to theloud rock 'n' roll that blasted from the windows. The other guests were mostly
college-age vacationers, a mixture of French and Scandinavians and Americans, and as soon asthey had
unpacked, Lisa changed into jeans and awork shirt so she would fit in among them. They ate dinner in
the hotdl dining room, which was cramped and furnished with red wooden tables and chairs and had the
menu painted on thewall in English and Spanish. Richard gppeared to be enjoying himself; hewas
relaxed, and his speech was peppered with dang that he hadn't used in amost adecade. Lisaliked
listening to the glib chatter around them, talk of dope and how the people treat you in Huehuetenango
and watch out if you're goin' to Bogota, man, ‘cause they got packs of street kidswill pick you
clean ... These conversations reminded her of the world in which she had traveled at Vassar before
Richard had snatched her up during her junior year. He had been just back from Vietnam, amedic, full of
anguish a the horrors he had seen, yet strong for having seen them; he had seemed to her a source of
grength, ashining knight, arescuer. After the wedding, though, she had not been ableto recall why she
had wanted to be rescued; she thought now that she had derived some chegp thrill from his aura of recent
violence and had applied it to hersalf out of aromantic need to fed imperiled.

They lingered over dinner, watching the younger guests drift off into the evening and being watched
themsaves—at least in Lisas case—by afortyish Guatemalan man with a pencil-line mustache, adark
auit, and patent-leather hair. He stared at her as he chewed, ducking his eyes each time he speared a
fresh bite, then resuming his stare. Ordinarily Lisawould have been irritated, but she found the man's
conspicuous anonymity appealing and she adopted aflirtatious air, laughing too loudly and fluttering her
hands, in hopesthat she was frustrating him.

"Hisname's Raoul," said Richard. "He'sawhite daver in the employ of the Generdlissmo, and he's
been commissioned to bring in anew gringafor the harem.”

"He's somebody'suncle,” said Lisa. "Hereto settle afamily dispute. He's married to adumpy Indian
woman, has seven kids, and heswearing hisonly suit to impressthe Americans.”

"God, you're aromantic!" Richard sipped his coffee, made aface and set it down.

Lisabit back asarcastic reply. "'l think he's very romantic. Let's say he's staring at me because he
wants me. If that'strue, right now he's probably thinking how to do you in, or maybe wondering if he
could trade you histruck, hismeans of livelihood, for anight with me. That's real romance. Passonate
stupidity and bloody consegquences.”

"l guess," said Richard, unhappy with the definition; he took another sip of coffee and changed the
subject.

At sunset they walked down to the lake. The village was charming enough—the streets cobbled, the
houses whitewashed and roofed with tile—but the rows of tourist shops and the American voices acted
to dispel the charm. The lake, however, was beautiful. Ringed by three volcanoes, bordered by pams,
Indians poling canoes toward scatters of light on the far shore. The water was lacquered with vivid
crimson and yellow reflection, and silhouetted againgt an equaly vivid sky, the pams and volcanic cones
gavethe place thelook of aprehistoric landscape. Asthey stood at the end of awooden pier, Richard
drew her into akiss and she felt again the explosive dizziness of their first kiss; yet sheknew it wasa



sham, afadse magic born of geography and their own contrivance. They could keep traveling, keep filling
their days with exotic sghts, lacquering their lives with reflection, but when they stopped they would
discover that they had merely been preserving the forms of the marriage. There was no remedly for their
dissolution.

Roosters crowing waked her to gray dawn light. She remembered a dream about afacelesslover,
and she stretched and rolled onto her side. Richard was sitting at the window, wearing jeansand a
T-shirt; he glanced at her, then turned his gaze to the window, to the sight of a pale green volcano
wreathed in mist. "It'snot working," he said, and when shefailed to respond, still half-adeep, he buried
hisfacein his hands, muffling hisvoice. "I can't makeit without you, babe.”

She had dreaded this moment, but there was no reason to put it off. "That's the problem,” she said.
"Y ou used to be able to." She plumped the pillows and leaned back against them.

He looked up, baffled. "What do you mean?”

"Why should | haveto explainit?Y ou know it aswell as| do. We weaken each other, we exhaust
each other, we depress each other.” She lowered her eyes, not wanting to see hisface. "Maybeit's not
even us. Sometimes | think marriageisthisbig pasty spdll of cakesand veilsthat shrivels everything it
touches."

"Lisa, you know thereisn't anything | wouldnt ... "

"What? What'll you do?" Angrily, she wadded the sheet. "1 don't understand how we've managed to
hurt each other so much. If | did I'd try to fix it. But there's nothing left to do. Not together, anyway."

Helet out along Sgh—the sigh of aman who has just finished defusing abomb and can alow himsdlf
to bresthe again. "It'shim, right?'Y ou gtill want to be with him."

It angered her that he would never say the name, asif the name were what counted. "No," she said
diffly. "It'snot him."

"But you dill lovehim."

"That's not the point! | fill loveyou, but love ... " Shedrew up her legs and rested her forehead on
her knees. "Chrigt, Richard. | don't know what moretotell you. I've said it dl a hundred times.”

"Maybe," he said softly, "maybe this discusson is premature.”

"Oh, Richard!"

"No, redlly. Let'sgo on with the trip."

"Where next? The Mountains of the Moon? Brazil? It won't change anything.”

"Y ou can't be sure of that!" He came toward the bed, hisface knitted into lines of despair.

"WEell just stay afew more days. Well vist the villages on the other side of the lake, where they do
theweaving."

"Why, Richard? God, | don't even understand why you sill wantme.... "
"Please, Lisa Please. After leven yearsyou can try for afew more days.”
"All right," she said, weary of hurting him. "A few days."

"Andyoull try?'

I've dwaystried, she wanted to say; but then, wondering if it weretrue, astrue asit should be, she
merdy sad, "Yes"

The motor launch that ran back and forth across the lake between Pangjachd and San Augustin had
segting room for fifteen, and nine of those places were occupied by Germans, apparently members of a



family—xkids, two sets of parents, and apair of portly, red-cheeked grandparents. They reeked of
crudity and good health, and made Lisafed refined by comparison. The young men snapped their wives
bra straps, grandpa amost choked with laughter each time this happened,; the kids whined; the women
were heavy and hairy-legged. They spent the entire trip taking pictures of one another. They must have
understood English, because when Richard cracked ajoke about them they frowned and whispered and
became standoffish. Lisaand Richard moved to the stern, asuperficia union imposed, and watched the
shore glide past. Though it was till early, the sun reflected a dynamited white glare on the water; in the
daylight the vol canoes looked depressingly redl, their dopes covered by patchy grass and scrub and
sunted pams.

San Augustin was Situated at the base of the largest volcano, and was probably like what Pangjachel
had been before tourism. Weeds grew between the cobblestones, the white-wash was flaked away in
places, and grimy, naked toddlers sat in the doorways, chewing sugar cane and drooling. Insdethe
houses it was the Fourteenth Century. Packed dirt floors, iron cauldrons suspended over fires, chickens
pecking and pigs adeep. Gnomish old Indian women worked at hand looms, turning out strange
tapestries—as, for example, adesign of black cranelike birds against a backdrop of purple sky and
green trees, theimage repeated over and over—and bolts of dress materia, fabric that on first impression
seemed to be of ahundred colors, al in perfect harmony. Lisawanted to be sad for the women, to
sympethize with their poverty and particular female plight, and to some extent she managed it; but the
women were uncomplaining and appeared reasonably content and their weaving was better work than
she had ever done, even when she had been serious about art. She bought severa yards of the materid,
tried to strike up a conversation with one of the women, who spoke neither English or Spanish, and then
they returned to the dock, to the village's only bar-restaurant—a place right out of a spaghetti western,
with ahitching rail in front and skinned sapling trunks propping up the porch roof and a handful of young,
long-haired American men standing aong the bar, having an early-morning beer. "Holy marijuana” said
Richard, winking. "Hippies! | wondered wherethey'd gone." They took atable by the rear window so
they could see the dopes of the volcano. The scarred varnish of the table was dazzled by sunlight; flies
buzzed againgt the heated panes.

"So what do you think?' Richard squinted against the glare,
"| thought we were going to give it afew days," she said testily.
"Jesus, Lisal | meant, what do you think about the weaving?' He adopted a pained expression.

"I'm sorry." Shetouched his hand, and he shook his head ruefully. "It's beautiful ... | mean, the
weaving's beautiful. Oh, God, Richard. | don't intend to be so awkward."

"Forget it." He stared out the window, deadpan, asif he were giving serious consderation to climbing
the volcano, szing up the problemsinvolved. "What did you think of it?"

"It was beautiful," she said flatly. The buzzing of the fliesintensified, and she had the notion that they
weretelling her to try harder. "I know it's corny to say, but watching her work ... What was her name?"

"Expectacion.”

"Oh, right. Wdll, watching her | got the fedling | was watching something magical, something that went
onandon... " Shetraled off, feding foolish a having to legitimize with conversation what had been a
momentary whimsy; but she could think of nothing elseto say. " Something that went on forever,” she
continued. "With different hands, of course, but dways that something the same. And the weavers, while
they had their own lives and problems, that was lessimportant than what they were doing. Y ou know,

like the generations of weavers were weaving something through time aswell as space. A long, woven
magic." Shelaughed, embarrassed.

"It'snot corny. | know what you're talking about." He pushed back his chair and grinned. "How about
| get usacouple of beers?’

"Okay," she sad brightly, and smiled until his back was turned. He thought he had her now. That was



his plan—to get her alittle drunk, not drunk enough for amidday hangover, just enough to get her happy
and energized, and then that afternoon they'd go for arideto the next village, the next excotic attraction,
and more drinks and dinner and anew hotel. Hed keep her whirling, an endless date, an infinitely
prolonged seduction. She pictured the two of them asapair of silhouetted dancers tangoing acrossthe
borders of map-colored countries. Whirling and whirling, and the thing was, the very sad thing was, that
sooner or later, if he kept her whirling, she would lose her own momentum and be sucked into the spin,
into that loving-the-spin-I'm-in-old-black-magic routine. Then find rinse. Fina spin. Then the machine
would stop and she'd be plastered to the side of the marriage like awet blouse, needing ahand to lift her
out. She should do what had to be done right now. Right this moment. Cause ascene, hit him. Whatever
it took. Becauseif shedidn't ... He thunked down abottle of beer in front of her, and her smile twitched
by reflex into place.

"Thanks" shesaid.
"Por nada." He delivered agdlant bow and sat down. "Ligten ... "

There was a clatter from outside, and through the door she saw a skinny, bearded man tying a
donkey to the hitching rail. He strode on in, dusting off his jeans cowboy-style, and ordered a beer.
Richard turned to look and chuckled. The man was worth a chuckle. He might have been the Spirit of the
Sixties, the Wild Hippie King. His hair was aratty brown thatch hanging to his shoulders, and braided
into it werelong gray festhersthat dangled still lower; hisjeans were festooned with painted symbols, and
there were streaks of what appeared to be green dye in histhicket of abeard. He noticed them staring,
waved, and came toward them.

"Mindif | joinyou folks?' Before they could answer, he dropped into achair. "I'm Dowdy. Bdieveit
or not, that's aname, not a salf-description.” He smiled, and hisblue eyes crinkled up. Hisfeatures were
sharp, thin to the point of being wizened. It was hard to tell his age because of the beard, but Lisafigured
him for around thirty-five. Her first reaction had been to ask him to leave; theinstant he had started
talking, though, she had sensed a cheerful kind of sanity about him that intrigued her. "'l live up yonder,"
he went on, gesturing &t the volcano. "Been there goin' on four years."

"Indgdethe volcano?' Lisameant it for ajoke.

"Yep! Got mealittle shack back in under thelip. Hot in the summer, freezin' in the winter, and none
of the comforts of home. | got to bust my tail on Secretariat there—he waved at the donkey—"just to
haul water and supplies." In waving he must have caught awhiff of hisunderarm—he gaveit an
ostentatious sniff. "And to get me abath. Hope| ain't too ripefor you folks." He chugged down athird of
his beer. "So! How you like Guatemala?'

"Fine" said Richard. "Why do you livein avolcano?'

"Kindapeculiar, ain'tit,”" said Dowdy by way of response; heturned to Lisa "And how you like it
here?'

"We haven't seen much,” she said. "Just thelake."

"Oh, yeah? Wdll, it ain't so bad 'round here. They keep it nice for the tourists. But the rest of the
country ... whooeee! Violent?' Dowdy made a show of awed dishdlief. ™Y ou got your death squads,
your guerrillas, your secret police, not to mention your basic crazed killers. Hell, they even got apolitical
party called the Party of Organized Violence. Bad dudes. They liketo twist people'sarms off. It ain't that
they're evil, though. It'sjust theland's so full of blood and brimstone and Mayan weirdness, it fumes up
and freaks 'em out. That's how come we got volcanoes. Safety vavesto blow off the excess poison. But
things are on theimprove.”

"Redlly?" said Richard, amused.
"Yes, indeed!" Dowdy tipped back in his chair, propping the beer bottle on his somach; he had a

little pot belly like that of a cartoon éf. "The whole world's changing. | sposey'adl have noticed the way
thingsare goin' to hell back in the States?"



Lisacould tdl that the question had mined Richard's core of palitical pessmism, and he Sarted to
frame an answer; but Dowdy talked through him.

"That's part of the change," he said. "All them scientists say they figured out reasons for the violence
and pollution and economic failure, but what them thingsredly areisjust the sound of consensusredity
scrapin’ contrary to the flow of the change. They ain't nothin' but symptoms of thered change, of
everything comin' to anend.”

Richard made silent speech with his eyes, indicating thet it wastimeto leave.

"Now, now," said Dowdy, who had caught the signd. "Don't get mewrong. | ain't talkin' Apocaypse,
here. And | for sure ain't no Bible basher like them Mormons you see walkin' ‘round the village. Huh!
Them suckersis so scared of life they travel in pairs so's they can keep each other from bein' corrupted.
'Watch it there, Billy! Y ou're steppin’ in some sin!™ Dowdy rolled his eyesto the ceiling in aparody of
prayer. "'Sweet Jesus gimme the strength to scrape this sin off my shoe!' Then off they go, purified, a
couple of All-American haircuts with souls stuffed fullawhite-bread gospel and crosses ‘round their
necks to keep off the vampire women. Shit!" he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. "But |
digress. | got meardigion al right. Not Jesus, though. I'll tell you 'bout it if you want, but | ain't gonna
forceit down your throat."

"Well," Richard began, but Lisainterrupted.

"Weve got an hour until the boat," she said. "Does your religion have anything to do with your living in
the volcano?'

"Sure does." Dowdy pulled ahand-rolled cigar from his shirt pocket, lit it, and blew out a plume of
smoke that boiled into abluish cloud against the windowpanes. "I used to smoke, drink"—he flourished
his beer—"and | was abear for the ladies. Praise God, religion ain't changed that none!" He laughed, and
Lisasmiled a him. Whatever it was that had put Dowdy in such good spirits seemed to be contagious.
"Actu-dly," hesaid, "l wasn't ahell-raiser at dl. | wasapainfully shy little fella, come from backwoods
Tennessee. Like my daddy'd say, town so small you could spit between the city limitssigns. Anyway, |
was shy but | was smart, and with that combination it was anatural for me to end up in computers. Gave
me someone | could fed comfortabletalkin' to. After college | took ajob designin' software out in Silicon
Vadley, and seven yearslater therel was ... Livin'in an gpartment tract with no redl friends, no pictures
onthewadlls, and abunchaterminals. A real computer nerd. Well sir! Somehow | got itin mind to take a
vacation. I'd never had one. Guess| figured I'd just end up somewhere weird, dittin' in aroom and
thinkin' 'bout computers, so what was the point? But | was determined to do it thistime, and | cameto
Pangjachel. First few days| did what you folks probably been doin'. Wanderin', not meetin' anyone,
buyin' afew gee-gaws. Then | caught the launch acrossthelake and ran into o' Murcielago.” He clucked
histongue againgt histeeth. "Man, | didn't know what to make of him at first. He was the oldest human
bein' I'd ever seen. Looked centuries old. All hunched up, white-haired, aswrinkled asawanut shell. He
couldn't speak no English, just Cakchiquel, but he had this mestizo fellawith him who did hisinterpretin’,
and it wasthrough him | learned that Murcielago was abrujo.”

"A wizard," said Lisa, who had read Casteneda, to Rich-ard, who hadn't.

"Yep," sad Dowdy. "'Course | didn't believeit. Thought it was some kinda hustle. But he interested
me, and | kept hang-in' 'round just to see what he was up to. Well, one night he says to me-through the
mestizo fella'l likeyou," he said. 'Ain't nothin' wrong with you that alittle magic wouldn't cure. I'd be glad
to makeyou agift if you got no objections.’ | said to mysdlf, 'Oh-oh, hereit comes.' But | reckoned it
couldn't do me no harm to let him play hishand, and | told him to go ahead. So he does some singin' and
rubs powder on my mouth and mutters and touches me, and that wasit. Y ou gonna be fine now," hetells
me. | felt sortastrange, but no finer than | had. Still, there wasn't any hustle, and that same night | redlized
that his magic was doin' its stuff. Confused the hell out of me, and the only thing I could think to do was
to hike on up to the volcano, where he lived, and ask him about it. Murcielago was writin' for me. The
mestizo had gone, but held left anote explainin’ the Situation. Seems heéld learned dl he could from



Murcielago and had taken up his own pogt, and it was time the ol* man had a new apprentice. Hetold me
how to cook for him, wished me luck, and said held be seein” me around.” Dowdy twirled hiscigar and
watched smoke rings float up. "Been there ever snce and ain't regretted it aday.”

Richard wasincredulous. ™Y ou gave up ajob in Silicon Valey to become a sorcerer's apprentice?”

"That'sright." Dowdy pulled at one of the feathersin hishair. "But | didn't give up nothin’ redl,
Richard."

"How do you know my name?"'

"People grow into their names, and if you know how to look for it, it's written everywhere on 'em.
‘Bout half of magicisbein' ableto seeclear.”

Richard snorted. "Y ou read our names off the passenger manifest for the launch.”

"I don't blame you for thinkin' that," said Dowdy. "It's hard to accept the existence of magic. But that
ain't how it happened.” He drained the dregs of hisbeer. "Y ou were easy to read, but Lisa here was
sorta hard ‘cause she never liked her name. Ain't that so?

Lisanodded, surprised.

"Y eah, see, when aperson don't like their name it muddies up the writin' so to speak, and you gotta
scour away alotta haf-formed names to see down to the actua one." Dowdy heaved asigh and stood.
"TimeI'm takin' care of business, but tell you what! I'll bring o' Murcielago down to the bar around
seven o'clock and you can check him out. Y ou can catch the nine o'clock boat back. | know he'd liketo
mest you."

"How do you know?" asked Richard.

"It ain't my placeto explain. Look here, Rich. | ain't gonnatwist your arm, but if you go back to
Pangjachd you're just gonnawander 'round and maybe buy some garbage. If you stay, well, whether or
not you believe Murcielago's abrujo, you'll be doin' somethin’ out of the ordinary. Could be hell giveyou
agft”

"What gift did he giveyou?' asked Lisa

"The gift of gab," said Dowdy. "Surprised you ain't deduced that for yourself, Lisa, ‘cause | cantell
you're a perceptive soul. ‘Course that wasjust part of the gift. The gift wrappin', asit were. It'slike
Murcielago says, ared gift ain't known by its name." Hewinked at her. "But it took pretty damn good,
didntit?"

As soon as Dowdy had gone, Richard asked Lisaif she wanted alast look at the weaving before
heading back, but she told him she would like to meet Murcielago. He argued briefly, then acquiesced.
She knew what he was thinking. He had no interest in the brujo, but he would humor her; it would be an
Experience, a Shared Memory, another increment of momentum added to the spin of their marriage. To
pass the time she bought a notebook from atiny store, whose entire inventory would havefit in her
suitcases, and sat outside the bar sketching the volcanoes, the people, the houses. Richard oohed and
ahhed over the sketches, but in her judgment they were lifedless—accurate, yet dull and uninspired. She
kept at it, though; it beat her other options.

Toward four o'clock black thunderheads muscled up from behind the volcano, drops of cold rain
splattered down, and they retreated into the bar. Lisadid not intend to get drunk, but she found hersdlf
drinking to Richard's rhythm. He would nurse each beer for awhile, shearing away thelabel with his
thumbnail; once the labe had been removed he would empty the bottle in afew swallows and bring them
acouple more. After four bottles she was tipsy, and after six walking to the bathroom became an
adventurein vertigo. Once she stumbled against the only other customer, along-haired guy |left over from
the morning crowd, and caused him to spill hisdrink. "My pleasure,” he said when she gpologized,
leering, running his hands along her hips as he pushed her gently away. She wanted to pose avicious



comeback, but was too fuddled. The bathroom served to make her drunker. It was a chamber of
horrors, aholein the middle of the floor with aridged foot-print on either side, scraps of brown paper
strewn about, dark stains everywhere, reeking. There was anarrow window which—if she stood on
tip-toe—offered aview of two volca-noes and the lake. The water mirrored the grayish-black of the sky.
She stared through the smeared glass, watching waves pile in toward shore, and soon she redlized that
she was gar-ing a the scene with something like longing, asif the ssorm held a promise of resolution. By
the time she returned to the bar, the bartender had lit three kerosene lamps, they added a shabby glory to
the place, casting rich gleams aong the coun-tertop and gemmy orange reflections in the windowpanes.
Richard had brought her afresh beer.

"They might not come, what with therain,” he said. "Maybe not." She downed a swallow of beer,
beginning to likeits sour taste.

"Probably for the best," he said. "I've been thinking, and I'm sure he was setting us up for arobbery.”
"You're paranoid. If he were going to rob us, he'd pick a spot where there weren't any soldiers.”

"Well, he'sgot somethinginmind ... though | have to admit that was aclever story hetold. All that
stuff about his own doubts tended to sandbag any notion that he was hustling us."

"I don't believe he was hustling us. Maybe hel's deluded, but he's not acriminal.”

"How the hdll could you tell that?' He picked at astubborn fleck of beer labd. "Feminineintuition?
God, hewas only hereafew minutes.”

"You know," shesaid angrily, "I deservethat. I've been buying that whole feminine intuition chump
ever sncewe were married. I've let you play theintdligent one, while I"—she affected a southern accent
and abreathy voice—"I just get theselittle flashes. | swear | don't know where they come from, but they
turn out right so often | must be psychic or somethin'. Jesug!™

"Lisa pleas="

He looked utterly defeated but she was drunk and sick of al the futile effort and she couldn't stop.
"Any idiot couldve seen that Dowdy was just anice, weird little guy. Not athreat! But you had to turn
him into athreat so you could fedl you were protecting me from dangers | wastoo naive to see. What's
that do for you? Doesit wipe out the fact that |'ve been unfaithful, that I've walked al over your
self-respect? Doesit restore your masculine pride?!

Hisface worked, and she hoped he would hit her, punctuate the murkiness of their liveswith asingle

instance of shock and clarity. But she knew he wouldn't. He relied on his sadnessto defeat her. "Y ou
must hate me," he said.

She bowed her head, her anger emptying into the hollow created by his dead voice. "I don't hate you.
I'mjust tired."

"Let'sgo home. Let'sget it over with."

She glanced up, Sartled. Hislipswere thinned, amuscle clenching in hisjaw.

"We can catch aflight tomorrow. If not tomorrow, the next day. | won't try to hold you anymore.”

Shewas amazed by the panic shefdt; she couldn't tell if it resulted from surprise, the kind you fed!
when you haven't shut the car door properly and suddenly there you are, hanging out the side,
unprepared for the sght of the pavement flowing past; or if it was that she had never redlly wanted
freedom, that al her protest had been ameans of killing boredom. Maybe, she thought, thiswas a new
tactic on his part, and then she redlized that everything between them had becometactical. They played
each other without conscious effort, and their games bordered on the absurd. To her further amazement
she heard herself say in atremulous voice, "Isthat what you want?"

"Hell, no!" He smacked his pdm againg the table, rattling the bottles. "1 want you! | want children,
eternd love ... al those dumb bullshit things we wanted in the beginning! But you don't want them



anymore, do you?'

She saw how willingly she had given him an opening in which to assert his masculinity, hismora
position, combining them into aterrific left hook to the heart. Oh, Jesus, they were pathetic! Tears started
from her eyes, and she had a dizzying sense of location, asif she were looking up from awell-bottom
through the strata of her various conditions. Drunk, in afilthy bar, in Guatemala, shadowed by volcanas,
under astormy sky, and—spanning it dl, binding it al together—the strange webs of their relationship.

"Doyou?' Hefrowned at her, demanding that she finish the game, speak her line, admit to the one
verity that prevented them from ever truly finishing—her uncertainty.

"I don't know," she answered; shetried to say it in aneutral tone, but it came out hopeless.

The storm’s darkness passed, and true darkness dipped in under cover of the fina clouds. Stars
pricked out above the rim of the volcano. Thefood in the bar was greasy-fried fish, beans, and asdad
that she was afraid to eat (tains on the lettuce)—but eating steadied her, and she managed to Sart a
conversation about their recent meals. Remember the weird Chinese placein Merida, hot saucein the
Lobster Cantonese? Or what had passed for crepes at their hotel in Zihuatengjo? Things like that. The
bartender hauled out a portable record player and put on an dbum of romantic ballads sung by a man
with asexy voice and agaspy femade chorus; the needle kept skipping, and findly, with an gpologetic
smile and a shrug, the bartender switched it off. It came to be seven-thirty, and they talked about Dowdy
not showing, about catching the eight o'clock boat. Then there hewas. Standing in the door next to a
tiny, shrunken old man, who was leaning on a cane. He was deeply wrinkled, skin the color of weathered
mahogany, wearing grungy white trousers and agray blanket draped around his shoulders. All hisvitdity
seemed to have collected in an astounding shock of thick white hair that—to Lisas drunken
eyes—| ooked like awhite flame licking up from his skull.

It took the old man dmaost a minute to hobble the length of the room, and a considerabletime
thereafter to lower himself; wheezing and shaking, into achair. Dowdy hauled up another chair besde
him; he had washed the dye from his beard, and his hair was clean, free of feathers. His manner, too, had
changed. He was ho longer breezy, but subdued and serious, and even his grammar had improved.

"Now ligen," he said. "I don't know what Murcielago will say to you, but he'saman who speaks his
mind and sometimes he tells people things they don't like to hear. Just remember he bears you no ill-will
and don't be upset. All right?!

Lisagave the old man areassuring smile, not wanting him to think that they were going to laugh; but
upon meeting hiseyes dl thought of reassuring him vanished. They were ordinary eyes. Dark,
wet-looking under the lamplight. And yet they were compelling—like an animal's eyes, they radiated
strangeness and pulled you in. They made the rest of hisruined face seem irrdlevant. He muttered to
Dowdy.

"Hewantsto know if you have any questions,” said Dowdy.

Richard was agpparently as fascinated by the old man aswas Lisa; she had expected him to be glib
and sardonic, but ingtead he cleared histhroat and said gravely, "I'd like to hear about how the world's
changing.”

Dowdy repested the question in Cakchiquel, and Murcielago began to spesk, staring at Richard, his
voice agravelly whisper. At last he made adashing gesture, signaling that he was finished, and Dowdy
turned to them. "It'slikethis" he said. "Theworld is not one but many. Thousands upon thousands of
worlds. Even those who do not have the power of clear Sght can perceivethisif they consider the myriad
redities of theworld they do see. It's easiest to imagine the thousands of worlds as different-colored
lightsdl focused on asingle point, having varying degrees of effectiveness asto how much part they play
in determinin’ the character of that point. What's happenin' now isthat the strongest light—the one most
respongble for determinin'’ this character—is startin' to fade and another is startin’ to shine bright and
dominate. When it has gained dominance, the old age will end and the new begin.”



Richard smirked, and Lisaredized that he had been putting the old man on. "If that'sthe case," he
sad snottily, "then ... " Murcidlago brokein with aburst of harsh, angry syllables. "He doesn't careif you
believe him," said Dowdy. "Only that you understand hiswords. Do you?'

"Yes." Richard mulled it over. "Ask him what the character of the new age will be."
Again, the process of interpretation.

"It'l bethe first age of magic,” said Dowdy. "Y ou see, dl the old tales of wizards and great beastsand
warriors and undyin’ kings, they aren't fantasy or even fragments of adistant past. They'revisons, the
first unclear glimpses seen long ago of afuture that's now dawnin'. This place, Lake Atitlan, isone of
those where the dawn has come early, where the light of the new age shinesthe strongest and itsforms
arevisibleto those who can see.” The old man spoke again, and Dowdy arched an eyebrow. "Hmm! He
saysthat because he'stdlin' you this, and for reasons not yet clear to him, you will be more a part of the
new agethantheold.”

Richard gave Lisaanudge under the table, but she choseto ignoreit. "Why hasn't someone noticed
this change?' he asked.

Dowdy trandated and in amoment had aresponse. "Murcielago says he has noticed it, and asks if
you have not noticed it yoursalf. For instance, have you not noticed the increased interest in magic and
other occult mattersin your own land? And surely you must have noticed the breakdown of systems,
economies, governments. Thisis dueto the fact that the light that empowered them isfadin', not to any
other cause. The change comes dowly. The dawn will take centuriesto brighten into day, and then the
sorrows of thisage will be gone from the memories of al but those few who have the ability to draw
upon the dawnin' power and livelong in their mortal bodies. Most will die and be reborn. The change
comes subtly, as doestwilight change to dusk, an almost imperceptible merg-ing of light into dark. It will
be noticed and it will be recorded. Then, just asthe last age, it will be forgotten.”

"l don't mean to be impertinent,” said Richard, giving Lisaanother nudge, "but Murcielago looks
pretty frail. He can't have much of aroleto play inal this"

The old man rapped the floor with his cane for emphasis as he answered, and Dowdy's tone was
peeved. "Murcidagoisinvolved in great Struggles againgt enemies whose nature he's only beginnin' to
discern. He has no time to waste with fools. But because you're not atota fool, because you need
ingruction, he will answer. Day by day his power grows, and at night the volcano is bardly ableto
contain hisforce. Soon he will shed thisfraility and flow between the forms of his spirit. He will answer
no more of your questions." Dowdy looked to Lisa. "Do you have aquestion?”

Murcielago's stare burned into her, and she felt disoriented, asinsubstantial as one of the gleams
dipping acrosshiseyes. "l don't know," shesaid. "Y es. What does he think about us?'

"Thisisagood question,” said Dowdy after consulting with Murcielago, "because it concerns
sef-knowledge, and dl important answers relate to the saif. | will not tell you what you are. Y ou know
that, and you have shame in the knowledge. What you will beis manifest, and soon you will know thet.
Therefore | will answer the question you have not asked, the one that most troubles you. Y ou and the
man will part and come together, part and come together. Many times. For though you are lovers, you
are not true companions and you both must follow your own ways. | will help you inthis. | will freethe
hooks that tear at you and give you back your natures. And when thisis done, you and the man may
share each other, may part and come together without sadness or weakness.”

Murcielago fumbled for something under his blanket, and Dowdy glanced back and forth between
Richard and Lisa. "He wantsto make you agift,” he sad.

"Whet kind of gift?" asked Richard.
"A giftisnot known by itsname," Dowdy reminded him. "But it won't be amystery for long."
The old man muttered again and stretched out atrembling hand to Richard; in his pam were four



black seeds.

"Y ou mugt swallow them one at atime," said Dowdy. "And as you do, hewill channd his power
through them.”

Richard's face tightened with suspicion. "It's some sort of drug, right? Take four and | won't care
what happens.”

Dowdy reverted to hisungrammaticd sef. "Lifeisadrug, man. Y ou think me and the ol' boy are
gonnaget you high and boost your traveler's checks. Shit! You ain't thinkin' clear.”

"Maybethat's exactly what you're going to do," said Richard stonily. "And I'm not fdling for it."
Lisadipped her hand into his. "They're not going to hurt us. Why don't you try it?'

"Y ou bdievethisold fraud, don't you?' He disengaged his hand, looking betrayed. "Y ou believe what
he said about us?'

"I'dliketo bdieveit," shesad. "It would be better than what we have, wouldn't it?'

Thelamplight flickered, and a shadow veered across hisface. Then the light steadied, and so it
seemed did he. It was asif the orange glow were burning away eeven years of wrong-thinking, and the
old un-paranoid, sure-of-himself Rich-ard was shining through. Christ, she wanted to say, you'reredly in
therel

"Aw, hdl! Hewho steals my purse steals only forty cents on the dollar, right?' He plucked the seeds
from Murcidlago's hand, picked one up and held it to his mouth. " Anytime."

Beforeletting Richard swallow the seeds, Murcielago sang for awhile. The song made Lisathink of a
comic fight in amovie, the guy carrying on aconversation in between ducking and throwing punches,
packing hiswordsinto short, rushed phrases. Murcielago built it to afierce rhythm, signaled Richard, and
grunted each time a seed went down, putting—L isa thought—some magica Englishonit.

"God!" said Richard afterward, eyes wide with mock awe. "I had no ideal The colors, theinfinite
harmony! If only ... " He brokeit off and blinked, asif suddenly waking to an unac-customed thought.

Murcidlago smiled and gave out with agrowly, humming noise that Lisaassumed wasasign of
satisfaction. "Where are mine?' she asked.

"It'sdifferent for you," said Dowdy. "He hasto anoint you, touch you."

At thisjuncture Richard would normaly have cracked ajoke about dirty old men but he was gazing
out the window at shadowy figures on the Street. She asked if he were okay, and he patted her hand.
"Y eah, don't worry. I'm just thinking."

Murcielago had pulled out abottle of iodine-colored liquid and was dipping hisfingersinto it, wetting
thetips. He began to sing again—a softer, less hurried song with the rhythm of fading echoes—and
Dowdy had Lisalean forward so the old man wouldn't have to strain to reach her. The song seemed to
bedl around her, turning her thoughts dow and drifty. Calloused brown fingerstrembled in front of her
face; the callouses were split, and the splits crusted with grime. She shut her eyes. Thefingers left wet,
cool tracks on her skin, and she could fed the shape he wastracing. A mask. Widening her eyes, giving
her asmile, drawing curlicues on her cheeks and forehead. She had the ideathat he wastracing the
conformation of her rea face, doing whet the lamplight had done for Richard. Then hisfingers brushed
her eyelids. There was a stinging sensation, and dazzles exploded behind her eyes.

"Keep 'em shut,” advised Dowdy. "It'll pass.”
When at |ast she opened them, Dowdy was helping Murcielago to hisfeet. The old man nodded but

did not smile at her as he had with Richard; from the thinned set of his mouth shetook it that he was
ether measuring her or judging hiswork.

"That'sal folks" said Dowdy, grinning. "See? No dirty tricks, nothin' up hisdeeve. Just good of
new-fangled, stick-to-your-soul magic." He waved hisarms high like an evangdig. "Can you fed i,



brothers and sisters? Fed it wormin' its way through your bones?"

Richard mumbled affirmatively. He seemed logt in himsdlf, studying the pattern of rips his thumb had
scraped on the labd of the beer bottle, and Lisawas beginning to fed abit lost hersdlf. "Do we pay him
anything?' she asked Dowdy; her voice sounded small and metdlic, like arecorded message.

"Therell come aday when the answer'syes," said Dowdy. "But not now.” The old man hobbled
toward the door, Dowdy guiding him by the arm.

"Goodbye," cdled Lisa, darmed by their abrupt exit. Y eah," said Dowdy over his shoulder, paying
more attention to assisting Murcielago. "Seeya.”

They were mogly slent while waiting for the launch, limiting their conversation to asking how the
other was doing and receiving distracted answers, and later, aboard the launch, the black water shining
under the stars and the motor racketing, their silence degpened. They sat with their hips pressed together,
and Lisafdt closeto Richard; yet she dso fdlt that the closeness wasn't important; or if it was, it was of
memorial importance, atribute to past closeness, because things were changing between them. That, too,
she could fed. Old postures were being redefined, webs were tearing loose, shadowy corners of their
souls were coming to light. She knew this was happening to Richard aswell as hersdf, and she wondered
how she knew, whether it was her gift to know these things. But the first real inkling she had of her gift
was when she noticed that the stars were shining different colors—red, yellow, blue, and white—and
there were pale gassy shapes pass-ing across them. Clouds, sheredlized. Very high cloudsthat she
would not ordinarily have seen. The sight frightened her, but acalm presence inside her would not admit
to fright; and this presence, she further realized, had been there al dong. Just like the true colors of the
dars. It was her fearful sdif that was relatively new, an obscuring factor, and it—like the clouds—was
passing. She considered telling Richard, but decided that he would be busy deciphering his gift. She
concentrated on her own, and asthey walked from the pier to the hotel, she saw halos around |eaves,
gleams coursing aong dectrica wires, and opague films shifting over people'sfaces.

They went straight up to their room and lay without talking in the dark. But the room wasn't dark for
Lisa Pointilligtic firesbloomed and faded in mid-air, seams of molten light soread aong the cracksin the
wall, and once avague human shape—she identified it as aghostly man wearing robes—crossed from
the door to the window and vanished. Every piece of furniture began to glow golden around the edges,
brighter and brighter, until it seemed they each had a more ornate shape superimposed. There cameto be
S0 much light that it disconcerted her, and though she was unafraid, she wished she could have a
moment's normalcy just to get her bearings. And her wish was granted. In awink the room had reverted
to dim bulky shadows and arectangle of streetlight danting onto the floor from the window. She sat bolt
upright, astonished that it could be controlled with such ease. Richard pulled her back down beside him
and asked, "What isit?" Shetold him some of what she had seen, and he said, "It soundslike
hdlucinations."

"No, that's not how it feds," she said. "How about you?'

"I'm not hallucinating, anyway. | fed restless, penned in, and | keep thinking that I'm going
somewhere. | mean, | have this sense of motion, of speed, and | can almost tell where | am and who's
with me. I'm full of energy; it'slike I'm Sixteen again or something." He paused. "And I'm having these
thoughts that ought to scare me but don't.”

"What, for instance?"

"For ingance'—he laughed—"and this redly the most im-portant for ingtance, I'll be thinking about
usand I'll understand that what the old guy said about us parting istrue, and | don't want to accept it. But
| can't help accepting it. | know it'strue, for the best. All that. And then I'll have thisfedling of motion
again. It'slike. I'm sensing the shape of anevent or ... " He shook his head, befuddled. "Maybe they did
drug us, Lisa. We sound like a couple of acidheads out of the Sixties.”

"l don't think s0," she said; and then, after asilence, she asked, "Do you want to make love?



Hetrailed hisfingers along the curve of her somach. "No offense, but I'm not sure | could
concentrate on it just now."

“All right. But ... "

Herolled onto his side and pressed againgt her, his breath warm on her cheeks. ™Y ou think we might
not have another chance?’

Embarrassed, sheturned her faceinto hischest. "I'm just horny isdl.”
"God, Lisa Y ou pick the weirdest timesto get aroused.”
"Y ou've picked some pretty weird times yourself."

"I've dways been absolutdly correct in my behavior toward you, madam,” he said in an English
accent.

"Redly? What about the time in Jm and Karen's bathroom?"
"I wasdrunk."
"WdI?1'm nervous now. Y ou know how that affects me."

"A common glandular condition, fraulein." German accent thistime. "Correctable by smple surgery.”
He laughed and dropped the accent. "1 wonder what Karen and Jim would be doing in our shoes."

For awhile they told stories about what their various friends might do, and afterward they lay quietly,
arms around each other. Richard's heart jolted against Lisa's breast, and she thought back to the firgt time
they had been together thisway. How protected she had felt, yet how fragile the strength of his heartbesat
had made him seem. Sheld had the ideathat she could reach into his chest and touch his heart. And she
could have. Y ou had that much power over your lover; his heart wasin your care, and at momentslike
thisit was easy to bdieve that you would always be caring. But the momentsfailed you. They were
peeks, and from them you did into amire where caring dissolved into mistrust and selfishness, where you
saw that your fedling of being protected wasillusory, and the moments were few and far-between.
Marriage sought to ingtitutionalize those moments, by law, to butter them over aridiculous number of
years, but al it did waslessen their intengty and open you up to anew potentid for failure. Everyone
talked about "good marriages,” onesthat evolved into hallowed friendships, an emeritus passion of the
spirit. Maybe they did exist. Maybe there were—as Murcielago had implied—true companions. But
mogt of the old marrieds Lisa had known were smply exhausted, weary of struggling, and had reached
an accommodeation with their mates based upon mutual despair. If Murcidlago wereright, if the world
were changing, possibly the condition of marriage would change. Lisadoubted it, though. Heartswould
have to be changed aswell, and not even magic could affect their basic nature. Like with seashells, you
could put your ear to one and hear the sad truth of an ocean breaking on a deserted shore. They were
aways empty, aways unfulfilled. Deedsfill them, said an dmost-voice indgde her head, and she dmost
knew whose voice it had been; she pushed the knowledge aside, wanting to hold onto the moment.

Somebody shrieked in the courtyard. Not unusud. Groups of people frequently hung around the
courtyard at night, smoking dope and exchanging bits of travel lore; the previous night two French girls
and an American boy had been fighting with water pistols, and the girls had shrieked whenever they were
hit. But thistime the shriek was followed by shouts in Spanish and in broken English, ascream of pure
terror, then silence. Richard sprang to hisfeet and cracked the door. Lisamoved up behind him. Another
shout in Spanish—she recognized the word doctor. Richard put afinger to hislipsand dipped out into
the hal. Together they edged aong the wall and peeked down into the courtyard. About a dozen guests
were standing againgt the rear wall, somewith their handsin the air; facing them, carrying autométic rifles,
were three young men and agirl. Teenagers. Wearing jeans and polo shirts. A fourth man lay onthe
ground, his hands and head swathed in bandages. The guests were very pae—at this distance their eyes
looked like raisinsin uncooked dough—and a couple of the women were sobbing. One of the gunmen
was wounded, a patch of blood staining his side; he was having to lean on the girl's shoulder, and hisrifle
barrd was wavering back and forth. With all the ferns sprouting around them, the pots of flowers hanging



from the green stucco wall, the scene had an air of mythic significance-a chance meseting between good
and evil inthe Garden of Eden.

"Sssst!" A hissbehind Lisas shoulder. It was the Guate-mal an man who had watched her during
dinner the night before; he had amachine pistal in one hand, and in the other he was flapping aleather
card case. ID. He beckoned, and they moved after him down the hall. "Policia" he whispered, displaying
the I1D; in the photograph he was younger, his mustache so black it appeared to have been painted on for
ajoke. Hisnervous eyes and baggy suit and five o'clock shadow reminded Lisa of 1940s movie heavies,
the evil flunky out to kill George Sanders or Humphrey Bogart; but the way his breath whined through his
nodgtrils, the oily smell of the gun, hisradiation of callous stupidity, al that reduced her romantic
impression. "Mdod" he said, pointing to the courtyard. "Communistas! Guerrillagl" He patted the gun
barrdl.

"Okay," said Richard, holding up both hands to show his neutraity, his non-involvement. But asthe
man crept toward the courtyard, toward the balcony railing, Richard locked his hands together and
brought them down on the back of the man's neck, then fell atop him, kneeing and pummeling him. Lisa
was frozen by the attack, half-disbelieving that Richard was capable of such decisive action. He
scrambled to hisfeet, breathing hard, and tossed the machine pistol down into the courtyard, "Amigos!”
he shouted, and turned to Lisa, his mouth still open from the shouit.

Their eyes met, and that stare was adivorce, an acknowledgement that something was happening to
separate them, happening right now, and though they weren't exactly sure what, they were willing to
accept the fact and dlow it to happen. "I couldn't et him shoot,” said Richard. "'l didn't have achoice."
He sounded amazed, asif he hadn't known until this moment why he had acted.

Lisawanted to console him, to tell him he'd done theright thing, but her emotions were locked away,
under restraint, and she sensed agulf between them that nothing could bridge—all their intimate
connections were withdrawing, receding. Hooks, Murcielago had called them.

One of the guerrillas, the girl, was sneaking up the stairs, gun at the ready. She was pretty but on the
chubby side, with shiny wings of black hair falling over her shoulders. She motioned for them to move
back and nudged the unconscious man with her toe. He moaned, his hand twitched. Y ou?' she said,
pointing a Richard and then to the man.

"Hewas going to shoot,” said Richard hollowly.

From the girl's blank expression Lisacould tell that she hadn't understood. She rummaged in the
man'sjacket, pulled out the ID case and shouted in rapid-fire Spanish. "Vamanos!" she said to them,
indicating that they should precede her down the stairs. As Lisastarted down there was a short burst of
automatic firefrom the hall; startled, she turned to see the girl lifting the barrel of her rifle from the man's
head, a stippling of red droplets on the green stucco. The girl frowned and trained therifle on her, and
Lisahurried after Richard, horrified. But before her emotiona reaction could mature into fear, her vison
began to erode.

Glowing white flickers were edging every figure in the room, with the exception of the bandaged man,
and asthey grew clearer, she redlized that they were phantom human shapes, they were likethe
afterimages of movement you see on benzedrine, yet sharper and dower to fade, and the movements
were different from those of their originds—an arm flailing, ahalf-formed figurefaling or running off.
Each time one vanished another would take its place. She tried to banish them, to will them away, but
was unsuccessful, and she found that watching them distracted her from thinking about the body upgtairs.

Thetdlest of the guerrillas—agangly kid with a skull face and huge dark eyes and askimpy
mustache—entered into conversation with the girl, and Richard dropped to his knees beside the
bandaged man. Blood had seeped through the layers of wrapping, producing a grotesque striping around
the man's head. The gangly kid scowled and prodded Richard with hisrifle.

"I'mamedic,” Richard told him. "Como un doctor." Gingerly, he pedled back some layers of bandage



and looked away, hisface twisted in disgugt. " Jesus Chrigt!"

"The soldierstorture him." Thekid spat into the ferns. "They think heis guerrillero, because he's my
cousn."
"Andishe?" Richard was probing for apulse under the bandaged man's jaw.

"No." Thekid leaned over Richard's shoulder. "He studies at San Carlos University. But because we
have killed the sol-diers, now hewill haveto fight." Richard sighed, and the kid fatered. "It isgood you
are here. Wethink afriend is here, adoctor. But he'sgone." He made a gesture toward the street.
"Pasado.”

Richard stood and cleaned hisfingers on hisjeans. "He's dead.”

One of the women who had been sobbing let out awail, and the kid snapped hisrifleinto firing
position and shouted, "Cayete, gringal" Hisface was stony, the vein in histemple throbbed. A bading,
bearded man wearing an embroidered native shirt embraced the woman, muting her sobs, and glared
fiercely at thekid; one of hisafterimagesraised afist. Therest of theimprisoned guests were terrified,
their Adam's apples working, eyes darting about; and the girl was arguing with the kid, pushing hisrifle
down. He kept shaking her off. Lisafelt detached from the tension, out of phase with existence, asif she
were gazing down from a higher plane.

With what seemed foolhardy bravado, the bearded guy caled out to Richard. "Hey, you! The
American! Y ou with these people or somethin?’

Richard had squatted beside the wounded guerrilla—a boy barely old enough to shave—and was
probing hisside. "Or something," he said without glancing up. The boy winced and gritted histeeth and
leaned on hisfriend, aboy not much older.

"You gonnalet 'emkill us?' said the bearded guy. "That'swhat's happenin’, y'know. The girl's sayin’
to let us go, but the dudée'stellin’ her he wants to make a statement.” Panic seeped into hisvoice.
"Y'understand that, man? The dude's lookin' to waste us o he can make a statement.”

"Takeit easy.” Richard got to hisfeet. "The bullet needsto come out,” he said to the gangly kid. "I

Thekid swiped at Richard's head with therifle barrdl, and Richard staggered back, clutching his
brow; when he siraight-ened up, Lisasaw blood welling from hishairline. ™Y our friend'sgoing to die," he
said subbornly. "The bullet needsto come out.” The kid jammed the muzzle of therifleinto Richard's
throat, forcing him to tip back his head.

With atremendous effort of will Lisashook off thefog that had enveloped her. The afterimages
vanished. "He'strying to help you,” she said, going toward the kid. "Don't you understand?’ Thegirl
pushed her back and aimed her rifle at Lisas ssomach. Looking into her eyes, Lisahad an intimation of
the depth of her seriousness, the ferocity of her commitment. "He'strying to help," Lisarepeated. Thegirl
studied her, and after amoment she caled over her shoulder to the kid. Some of the hodtility drained
from the kid's face and was replaced by suspicion.

"Why?' thekid asked Richard. "Why you help us?'

Richard seemed confused, and then he started to laugh; he wiped his forehead with the back of his
hand, smearing the blood and sweat, and laughed some more. The kid was puzzled at firgt, but afew
seconds later he smiled and nodded asif he and Richard were sharing a secret male joke. "Okay," he
said. "Okay. You help him. But hereis danger. We go now."

"Yeah," said Richard, absorbing this. ™Y eah, okay." He stepped over to Lisaand drew her into a
smothering hug. She gripped his shoulders hard, and she thought her emotions were going to bresk free;
but when he stepped back, appearing stunned, she sensed again that distance between them ... He put
his arm around the wounded boy and hel ped him through the entrance; the others were aready peering
out the door. Lisafollowed. The rows of tourist shops and restaurants |ooked unreal—a deserted stage



set—and the colors seemed streaky and too bright. Parked under a streetlight near the entrance,
gleaming toylike in the yellow glare, was a Suzuki mini-truck, the kind with a canvas-draped frame over
the rear. Beyond it the road wound away into darkened hills. The girl vaulted the tailgate and hauled the
wounded boy after her; the other two climbed into the cab and fired the engine. Only Richard was | eft
standing on the cobblestones.

"Baseprisal” Thegirl banged onthetailgate.

AsRichard hesitated there was avolley of shots. The noise sent Lisa scuttling away from the entrance
toward the lake. Three policemen were behind a parked car on the opposite side of the street. More
shots. Thegirl returned their fire, blowing out the windshield of the car, and they ducked out of sight.
Another shot. Sparks and stone chips were kicked up near Richard's feet. Still he hesitated.

"Richard!" Lisa had intended the shout as a caution, but the name floated out of her, not
desperate-sounding at all—it had the ring of an assurance. He dove for the tailgate. The girl helped him
scrambleingde, and the truck sped off over thefirst rise. The policemen ran after it, firing; then, like
Keystone Kops, they put on the brakes and ran in the opposite direction.

Lisahad aflash-feding of anguish that dmost instantly began to subside, asif it had been the freakish
firing of anerve. Dazedly, she moved further away from the hotel entrance. A jeep stuffed with policemen
came swerving pagt, but she hardly noticed. The world was dissolving in golden light, every source of
light intensifying and crumbling the outlines of things. Streetlights burned like novas, sunbursts shone from
windows, and even the cracksin the sdewalk glowed; misty shapes were fading into view, overlaying the
familiar with tal, peak-roofed houses and carved wagons and people dressed in robes. All rippling,
illusory. It was asif afantadtic illustration were coming to life, and she was the only redl-life character |eft
in the story, a contemporary Alice with designer jeans and turquoise earrings, who had been set to
wander through a golden fairytae. She was entranced, and yet at the same time she resented the fact that
the display was cheating her of the right to sadness. She needed to sort hersalf out, and she continued
toward the lake, toward the pier where she and Richard had kissed. By the time she reached it, the lake
itself had been transformed into a scintillating body of light and out on the water the ghost of adeek
sailboat, its canvas belling, glided past for an instant and was gone.

She sat at the end of the pier, dangling her feet over the edge. The cool roughness of the plankswas a
comfort, aproof againgt the strangeness of theworld ... or wasit worlds? The forms of the new age.
Was that what she saw? Weary of seeing it, she willed the light away and before she could register
whether or not she had been successful, she shut her eyes and tried to think about Richard. And, asif
thought were avehiclefor sght, she saw him. A ragged-eyed patch of vision appeared against the
darkness of her closed eyes, like ahole punched through black boards. He was sitting on the oil-smeared
floor of the truck, cradling the wounded boy's head in hislap; the girl was bending over the boy, mopping
hisforehead, holding onto Richard's shoulder so the bouncing of the truck wouldn't throw her
off-baance. Lisafelt apang of jealousy, but she kept watching for avery long time. She didn't wonder
how she saw them. It dl meant something, and she knew that meaning would come clear.

When she opened her eyes, she found it had grown pitch-dark. She couldn't see her hand in front of
her face and she panicked, thinking she had gone blind; but accompanying the panic was a gradua
brightening, and she realized that she must have willed away dl light. Soon the world had returned to
normd. Almost. Though the dopes of the vol canos were unlighted—shadows bulking against the
stars—above each of their cones blazed animbus of ruby glow, flickering with an incongtant rhythm. The
glow above Murcielago's volcano was the brightest—at least it was for afew seconds. Then it faded,
and inits place afan of rippling white radiance sprayed from the cone, penetrating high into the dark. It
was such an eerie sight, she panicked. Christ, what was she doing just Sitting here and watching pretty
lights? And what was she going to do? Insecurity and isolation combined into an ectricity that jolted her
to her feet. Maybe there was an antidote for this, maybe the thing to do would beto go see
Murcielago ... And she remembered Dowdy's story. How he'd been afraid and had gone to Murcielago,



only to find that the old apprentice had taken up his own post, leaving avacancy. Shelooked back at the
other two volcanos, till pulsing with their ruby glow. Dowdy and the mestizo? It had to be. The white
light was Murcielago's vacancy Sign. Thelonger she stared &t it, the more certain that knowledge
became.

Stunned by the prospect of setting out on such an eccentric course, by the redization that everything
she knew was dissolving in light or fleeing into darkness, she walked away from the pier, following the
shordine. She wanted to hold onto Richard, to sadness—her old familiar and their commons woe—but
with each step her mood brightened, and she couldn't even fed guilty about not being sad. Four or five
hourswould take her to the far sde of thelake. A long walk, done, in the dark, hallucinations lurking
behind every bush. She could handleit, though. It would give her time to work &t controlling her vison, to
understand some of what she saw, and when she had climbed the volcano she'd find arickety cabin back
in under thelip, aplace as quirky as Dowdy himsdlf. She saw it the same way she had seen Richard and
thegirl. Tilting walls, ferns growing from the roof; a door made from the sde of apacking crate, with the
legend THIS END UP upside down. Tacked to the door was a piece of paper, probably Dowdy's note
explaining the care and feeding of wizards. And insde, the thousandfold forms of his spirit compacted
into agnarled shape, anugget of power (she experienced an upwelling of sadness, and then shefelt that
power surging through her, nourishing her own strength, making her aware of the thousands of bodies of
light shewas, al focused upon this moment in her flesh), there Murcielago would be waiting to teach her
power's usage and her purposein the world. Oh, God, Richard, goodbye.
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