Scanned by goj ukai

From Tal es of Fantasy, Elsewhere Vol. 11
Edited by Terri Wndling &

Mark Al an Arnold

The Fall en Country

Somt ow Suchari t kul

He had bl ank, sky-blue eyes and confused bl ond hair.

He had a wy, dry voice with just a lenbn twist of longing in
it He was small for his age, alnost as though he had willed
hinself not to grow. As | dosed the door behind us, ny

hand brushed against his and he flinched away violently in
the split second before willing hinself to smle; fromthis
pegged himas a victimof child abuse.

"H," | said, answering him "My nanme is Dora Marx." 1
eased himinto the brown, wonbish chair that faced ny
desk. "You may call nme— | sat down nyself, with the

stuck-record-in-a-groove snoot hness that conmes from
seeing a thousand children a year for twenty years,
"—either Dora, or Ms. Marx. Wichever nmakes you fee
nore confortable."

"I think I'd prefer Ms. Marx,” he said. "But." he added,
"You can call nme Billy." Touche.

He didn't ook at ne. | went to the wi ndow to slam out
the eleven o' clock yelling fromthe school yard. God dam
it, they should never nmake you work under these condi-
tions .

| said, "You' re the one who—

"They found at five in the norning, dinging to the
steeple of Santa Maria's. You read the papers?”

"Sonmetines," | said, flicking the dipping out of his file.
BI LLY BI NDER. AGE 12—

"Where' d you get that scar?” —tike an albino earth-
worm wiggling into the sleeve of his teeshirt.

"Fell off ny bike." Sure.

—OUND HALF- DEAD ON THE LEDGE, HI S ARMS
AROUND THE STEEPLE ON THE S| DE OVERLOCK-

| NG ANGEL PLAZA. FATHER EPSTEI N, SUMVER-

TI ME PASTOR STANDI NG | N FOR FATHER SANTI NI,
VWH LE TRYI NG TO RING THE BELL—



"It says here,” | said, "that you were suffering from
severe frosthite.”

"Yes. Fromthe snow. "

"It doesn't snowin Florida in the mddl e of August—

No point trying to argue with himyet. My job was to listen
only to listen. | wasn't trained to root out traumas. It wasn't
up to me to pronounce the kid an attenpted suicide either

or to solve the mystery of how he got to the topnost turret

of a | ocked historical nonument, or to elucidate the nedi-

cal wonder of frostbite in a hundred-degree heatwave-

was only a counsellor in a parochial school too poor and
stupid to afford an expert.

| wouldn't get anywhere by questioning his story.

Perhaps | should start with sonething el se. "How often do
t hey beat you up?" | said.

"What ?" Terror flecked his eyes for a second. Then they
went dead. He said, "Alnost every day." It was in the
sane tone of voice

"Who?"

"Pete, ny Momis boyfriend."

"What ?"

He told ne about it, never raising his voice. | had been

doing this for twenty years. After a while you grow iron

railings round your brains. Nothing hurts anynore. | lis-
tened, staring at my hands and w shing a ton of Porcel ana
on them | knew | would sit there and endure until the

cat al ogue of beltings and poundi ngs had di ssolved into
i ncoherence, into tears, into hysteria, and then | would

flowInto the cracks in the kid' s soul |ike epoxy glue and
make him seem whole for a while . . . but he didn't give

me a chance. He went on in that sane nonotone, detai

after detail, until it was | who was ready to crack. | held up

ny hand. He stopped.

"Don't you ever cry?" | said.

"Not any nore," he said. 'I’ve promsed."

"What do you nean, you prom sed?"

"The Snow Dragon. "

"Tell me about him"

"I knew it!" he cried. Now he was exultant, taunting. |
wasn't prepared for the change in nood; | started nopst
unprofessionally. "You're supposed to be trying to help

me or sonething, but all you want to do is listen to me liel™

Shirting gears to accommodate his outburst "Is that
why he hits you?"



"Yes! Yes! But | won't stop!"

"It"'s all right," | said. "You can He if you want You can
tell all the lies you want in this room Nothing will ever
escape fromhere . "

"Li ke a confessional ? Like a black hol e?"

"Yes." Imaginative imgery, at |east This kid was no

dunmy. "Like a black hole." He | ooked me in the eye for

the first time. His eyes were clear as glass; | could read no
deceit in them

"Good," he said firmy. | waited. | think he had begun to
trust ne.

"So what were you really doing, then, up there. Strad-
dling the steeple, | nean."

"Rescuing a princess."

That's how he started telling ne the stories. The stories
They woul d have been the envy of any clinical psychiatrist
with a pet theory and a deadline and a paper to be churned
out in a fury. To ne they were only stories. O course 1 did
not believe them but my job was to listen, “not to judge.

Billy had been adopted by one set of parents after

another. He couldn't renenber the first few After the

di vorcees had pl ayed nusical chairs for a while he had
settled with the third or fourth nother, Joan, and they'd
nmoved to our town, a spiderweb of brash fast food pl aces
that circled the Ei ghteenth Century Spani sh church that
was the town's one attraction. Billy shed pasts |like a snake
sloughing its skin or a duck shaking off canal water. The
only thing he kept was the nane, Billy Binder. He'd al ways
been adamant about his name. He'd always gotten his

way about it sonmehow throw ng tantrunms, whining, run-
ning away. It was the only part of himhe' d ever kept
successfully. Days his nother typed accounts in a doctor's
of fice; nights she went to school, dream ng vaguely of a
softer future. As | grewto knowBilly I would go over and
nmeet her sonetinmes at the doctor's. She was a dark-

haired, tired, cowering, rake-thin wonman; | never got

much of a feel for her. And somehow | never net Pete.

never went to their house, except once, at the end of ny
association with Billy; and | shall never return there.

Pete came on a notorcycle and took over their lives. He
and Billy exchanged a single glance and understood each
other to the core: eneny. But Pete was the stronger
physically anyway. He wi el ded his |leather belt like a lion
tamer in a circus. Nights, after it was over—and it al nost
al ways happened, every night-Billy went to his closet of a
room and | ay down choked with anger. He never tried to

di sgui se his weals. He flaunted themin school, never

of fering any expl anation for them And no one dared ask
himfor one. They saw hi m shrouded in anger as in a
burning forcéshield, and they were afraid to touch his

| onel i ness.



A night came when the anger burst at last It was |ong

past m dnight and the pain had died down a little. Billy got
out of bed, wiggled into sonme old cutoffs, pulled on a
teeshirt, wincing as it raked against new welts. He tiptoed
out of the house. He found his old bi ke | eaning against the
front door, and then he hiked like a maniac into the
burning night. He did not know what drove him A quick

twi sty path rounded sone shadowy pal ns and crossed an

enpty highway and skirted the beach for sone niles. It

was a night wthout stars, the heat winging nmoisture from
the bl ackness. At first he heard the sea, but the surf-shatter
faded quickly. In the distance rose a wall of luxury hotels,
di stant giants tonbstones. In a while he made a left turn
into the town. He was not hiking with any particul ar pur-
pose. |t began to snow.

He didn't take it in at first H s anger was everything. But
it didn't stop. Fragnents of cold were pelting his face, and
then great sheets of white, but Billy had never seen snow
before, and he was too busy being angry to realize that this
was a blizzard.

(1" kill him he was thinking, forcing the pedal s agai nst
the ever-piling snow. . .)

And then it thinned. He canme to a stop, stuck against a

rock or a drift. A dead, sourceless light played over vistas of
whiteness. It didn't feel like the world at all. The snow

didn't stop. Sonetinmes it tickled his face. Sometines it

swirled in the sky, its flakes like stars in a nebula. There was
no sun or noon. Msty in the horizon, an inpossibly far

horizon, Billy saw white crenellated castle walls that ran
behind a white hill and emerged fromthe other side of it;

they went on as far as he could see, twisting |like marble
serpents. Billy began wal king towards the hill. He did not
wonder at where he was. The cold didn't touch him not

i ke sticking your hand in the freezer. He wal ked. By a
strange foreshortening or trick of perspective he found

hi msel f facing the hill —

The hill's wings flapped, eyes flared briefly, fire-brilliant
blue. It was a dragon. Again the eyes flared, dulled, flared,
dulled . . . Billy gazed at the dragon for a long tine. In a

rush that sent the wi nd sighing, the dragon spread its

Wi ngs, sweeping the snowinto fierce sudden flurries. Billy
saw that the dragon had no scales but little nmpzaic-things

of interlocking snowfl akes; when the dragon's eyes

flashed, the flakes caught rainbow fire and sparkled for a

f ew seconds.

The dragon said, "Billy Binder, welcome to the fallen
country."

Billy was afraid at last. "Send nme hone!" he cried. And
then he renenbered Pete and sai d not hi ng.

Wien the dragon spoke, its voice was piping dear
enotionless, like the voice of a child' s ghost. It wasn4 a



boom ng, threatening voice at all

"What are you thinking?" he said. "That | don't sound

fierce and threatening the way a dragon shoul d? That |

don't roar?" He did roar then, a tinny, buzzing roar like an
el ectric alarm cl ock.

Billy said, "Who has stolen your roar?" He felt a tw nge
of pity for the dragon; but then his anger slapped It down.

"This is the fallen country. Billy. Here there is no eno-
tion at all. W cannot |ove or hate. W cannot utter great
t hunderous cries of joy or terror. . .the world is nuted by
perpetual snow. That is why you are here,"

"What do you nean?" Billy was scared and wanted to

go back to his bike. He | ooked behind himand saw it,

i mpossibly far away; it seened strange that he could have

wal ked this far, through the trudge-thick snowdrifts, in only
a few minutes. Perhaps tinme was different here. He knew

that time was different in different countries.

The dragon said, "You are here because you are full of
anger. Billy Binder. In the fallen country we need such

anger as yours. Anger is strength here . . . if 1 could fee
such anger, such love, such hatred as you can feel, | would
die. Billy. . . ."

Wenching his feet out of the knee-deep col dl ess snow.
Billy forced hinself to walk toward the dragon. Even the
dread he had been feeling had passed away now. "But

who has done this to you? Who has stol en your feelings?"

"You know. You have touched his shadow. H s shadow
has come pursuing you. The Ringmaster. Wth his whip of
burni ng col d."

Pete.' "You should kill him"™ Whiteness burned al
around him making the tears run

"He cannot be killed. He slips fromworld to world as
easily as you have done." Again the pitiful whinebuzz that
passed for a roar. "But we can work against him Slowy,
slowy we can sap himof his strength. Your anger is

power ful here. Your anger can build bridges, can bum

pat hways through the snow. Try it, Billy."

Billy clenched hinself, feeling the rage course through
him and when he opened his eyes he saw greenery pok-
ing through the snow for a few seconds, but then it was
nm sted over by white again.

"Do you see?" the dragon said. "You are Binder,"

"That's nmy nanme," said Billy, "but—=

"Your roots are in the fallen country. That is why you
have never felt truly at honme in your world, why you have
been tossed from househol d to househol d, taking only the
nane Bi nder with you."



Thunder shuddered through the cloud-haze. For a no-

ment the sky parted. A whip cracking, halving the sky,
retracting Into the greyness, a burst of sound that could
have been appl ause or a circus band starting up or a crowd
deriding a fallen cl own—

"Pete!" he blurted out

"No," said the dragon, "only the shadow, the Ri ngmas-

ter has a thousand shadows, and it is only a shadow of his
shadow that has followed you all the way to your distant
world."

Bi I |y nodded, understandi ng suddenly.

Then he saw a red weal open on the dragon's neck

bl ood trickling in slow notion onto the snow, bl ood that
stai ned the whiteness |ike a poppy-duster—He's hurt

you!" he said. They were akin then, he and this alien
creature. Both were at the mercy of =Can't you cry out?"
he cried into the howing wind, "Can't you feel anything?"

"No." The dragon's voice did not change. "Here one
need feel no pain at all. It's better to feel nothing; isn't it?
Cone now. Ride ne."

He extended a wing; it fanned out into a di anond-

speckl ed staircase. Wen Billy stepped onto it he realized
that he felt no cold at all. He should be freezing to death
t hrough his worn sneakers, but he felt only nunbness. It
was | ess real than a dream

"Lets go now. We'll have adventures, rescuing prin-

cesses, fighting nonsters and such. Isn't that what every
child wants to do? Alot of children find their way into the
fallen country. And they find a use for thensel ves here

one day we'll have a whole arny of them™
"But | want to find the Ri ngmaster hinself! | don't want
himto hurt you and nme anynore. | want to kill him"

The dragon only | aughed, a wetched ghost of a |augh
Billy clanbered up the w ng.

"Every child who comes here dreams of reaching the

Ri ngmaster. O shaping his anger into a bridge that wll
touch the very heart of the Ri ngmaster and topple the
circus where he wields his whip. They learn better, Billy."

"I want to kill him"

Again a spectre of a laugh. Billy settled on the dragon's
back; it was ridged with soft dunes of snow. The dragon

fl apped his wi ngs, not resoundingly, but with a thud like a
cellar door slanm ng shut in a next-door house.

The dragon said, "You'll never need to cry again. Billy.
From now on you will have to save your grief, your anger
save it for here where it will be of sone use. Listen! | amthe



Snow Dragon, the last surviving dragon of the fallen coun-
try. | survived by purging nyself of all that made ne
dragon: my fire, ny rage, ny iridescing, sparkle-flashing
scal es that gleamed silver in the moon and gold in the sun
Now sun and nmoon are gone. And | have waited for a

t housand years, so long that | have lost the capacity to fee
any joy atyour coming. . . |, me Snow Dragon, tell you

to dry your tears for the last tinme. Prom se ne."

"I promise." Billy found hinmself accedi ng, on inmpul se,

wi thout thinking it out Already his eyes felt drained. Only
the nelting snowfl akes noi stened his cheeks. He felt no
nmoti on, but saw the ground fall fromthe dragon's cl aws.
They were rising.

They flew through snowstorns into | andscapes over cast

and lightly puffed with snow. here and there the outlines of
castles, here and there a spire poking through the white-
ness. There were oceans frosted with vanilla icing. There
were cities full of silent people, trudging listlessly, never
pausi ng to watch the dragon swooping in the sky, never
lifting their gl azed-dead eyes fromthe snow At tines the
sky opened, the whip cracked once, tw ce, thundercl ap-

swift, raising fresh welts in the dragon's hide. They flew on

and the Snow Dragon never seened to notice the Ring-
master's capricious puni shments,

"Do you still want to kill hin?" said the dragon. The air
streamed past Billy's face, and yet he felt nothing, as

t hough he carried around hima bubble of utter stillness.
"After what you' ve seen he can do—

"Yes! Yes!" Billy cried fiercely. Anger pounded inside

him "l see what | have to do now, | see why | was brought
here!" And he dosed his eyes, thinking of the bridge of
anger. And again and again the |ightning-whip cracked.

Al t hough he didn't feel its wetness he saw he was sitting in
a pool of congealing blood. Dragon's blood. Purple, snok-
ing in the chill air.

| pushed nmyself into a nice, controlled, professiona
posture.' 'l liked your story,'' | said, noting fromthe silence
t hrough the wi ndow that the forty-five mnutes were over.

HOW can he sit there and spin such a haunting web of

dreans—+ was shivering in ny chair. So was Billy, as

thought fromterrible cold. | thought. He has plucked, out

of the septic tank of the human unconscious, an inage

of such precision, such startling profundity, an inage of the
dark country we all carry inside us ... | checked nyself,
knowi ng I was beginning to sound |ike a pretentious

academ c paper. Get a grip on yourself.

"Billy," | said, trying to gauge ny tone, to show just the
right blend of concern and unconcern. His story cried out
for involvenent, for belief, the way poetry does even when
it lies. But ny job was not to sit back and revel in the
nystery and the beauty of his delusions. It was to help him
find reality ... to shatter the crystal goblet with ny



sl edgehamer of platitudes. "I liked it," | repeated-
"It wasn't a story."

"Of course not."

Pause. "See you next week," | tried a nonconmitta

hal f-snile
"Sure," And suddenly he was gone, |eaving ne alone to
hunt for shadows in the shadow ess sunshi ne.

The followi ng week, Billy said, "I wait until it builds up
until | can't stand it any nore. And then it bursts out of ne
and |'mfree to enter the fallen country. And afterwards, m
find nyself in bed or maybe in sone strange place, and
sometines FU be blue with cold and ny joints will feel Iike
icicles and I'Il be shaking all over "

I found the nmother, Joan, at a desk in an office in a huge
buil ding, coffined in by expanses of naked gl ass, al ways
reaching for the phone.

| said, "You know there's at |east one way of ending the
problem don't you?"

She said, "Yes." Wen she | ooked at ne she rem nded
me of myself, and | was unnerved by this. She was a
dar k- hai red, slight woman, who didn't look like Billy at

all—ell, that was only to be expected. Unlike her stepson
she did not hide her feelings well. 1 saw her guilt very
clearly.

| said, "Then why don't you get rid of the man?"

She paused to take an appointnment A crisp, mediciny

odour wisped by for a nmoment. CQutside, palmfringed con-
crete paths criss-crossed a carpet of harsh, brash green
But | was thinking of snow, of cold, numbing snow. Finally
she answered nme, speaking with difficulty.

"I can't,»i can't!" She was crying a little, and | found
nmysel f turning away, enbarrassed- "Wat can | do, Ms.
Marx? He's a force, not a person—he's not hunman. And
what about Billy's lies? WII they suddenly end?"

"By imagining that Pete is not human." | said cruelly,
"you make it a lot easier on yourself, don't you?" Mistn't
| ose control

Feeling very foolish, | turned around and wal ked out |

don't know what | was trying to acconplish. Al | knew was
.that I was well past ny good years, and that | |onged for the
snow, for the fallen country that we all keep | ocked in our
hearts. | wanted to be like Billy. | was | ooking forward to his
next appointnment, even as | felt guilty, because | had been
spyi ng on another's pain.

Then there were the princesses: sone were in dun-



geons, buried neck-deep in the snow, others were chai ned

in the topnost turrets of candycane castles of intertw sting
tourmal i ne and olivine, half-veiled by the clinging white-
ness. Billy saved a princess the second or third tine he
cane to the fallen country.

They were swoopi ng down from where the sun shoul d

have shone, and Billy saw the castle, a forest of ice-caked
spires, mst-shrouded, dull grey in the unchanging cold
light of the fallen country.

"Time to rescue a princess!" said the dragon

They circled the tower, for a mnute Billy revelled in the
rushi ng of the wi ng-made wi nd. The dragon's flight was a
dance that al nost seened like joy. But when Billy asked

t he dragon, "Are you happy. Snow Dragon? Has ny

conm ng done this to you, then?" the dragon's swoopi ng
seened to |l ose its passion

The dragon said, "Now, Billy, isn't rescuing princesses
one of the ol dest conpul sions of your world? Isn't it what
every earth creature longs to do?"

"I wouldn't know," said Billy, who didn't always do too
wel | in school, and did not know of such things as nyths.
"Where's the princess?"

"I'n the castle, of course. And now— they were skim
mng the turret's edge, alnost, and the w ndrush had
becorme still—you nust do what you know best how to
do."

"1 don't know what you nean!"
"Your anger, Billy . . ."

And Billy understood, then, what he was capabl e of

doi ng. He took the anger inside him he thought of Pete
and of terrible nights |ying awake and burning for ven-
geance, he concentrated all this anger until it took shape,
took form.. a bridge sprang up where the dragon had
hovered, claw ng the enpti ness—a bridge of thin ice, as

t hough soneone had sliced up a skating rink and slung it
into the sky. The bridge ran all the way to a round w ndow,
gaping with serrations like a nonster's nouth, at the top of
the tower. Billy sprang lightly fromthe dragon's back. He
| ooked down for a monment, thinking | should be scared

but I'mnot, I"'mtoo angry.

Beneath himthe whiteness stretched Iimtlessly. He

could not be scared; you could not gauge the distance of
things at all, the ground seemed cushi ony-soft, not a
death-trap at all. He took a couple of steps on the bridge. It
was slippery. He | ooked at the dark yawning jaws of the

wi ndow, feeling no fear, fuelled instead by his terrible
anger, and he began wal ki ng.

He | eapt gingerly fromthe bridge into the room he
expected it to be dark but it was lit by the sanme depressing



sourceless light mat illum nated the worl d outside. The
princess was-chained to the wall. He closed his eyes and
shattered the chains with a swift spurt of anger, and the
princess canme towards him She was a typical blonde,

boyi sh, unvol uptuous princess like the ones in D sney
cartoons, w th kohl -darkened eyel ashes fluttering over ex-
pressionless glittering eyes that seened al nost faceted |ike
an insect's. She did not snile, but wal ked towards him
stiffly and thanked him

"That’'s all | get?" he said.

"What did you expect?" said the princess. Her voice
was |ike the dragon's voice: thin, tonel ess, uninterested.

"Buy expected—

The princess | aughed. "Expected what? Sonet hi ng

strange and beautiful and romantic? How can that be, with
hi mup there, watching, watching? He'll catch nme again,
don't you fret."

“I want to kill him?”

"I know you want to kill him™" the princess said, seem
ing to read his nmind. "But you won't, you know. He is
nore real than you will ever be."

And then she stepped out of the wi ndow and |eft him
stranded; for the bridge was gone, nelted into the air. And
it was because he had | ain aside his anger for a nonent.

"That’s how | ended up on top of the church,” Billy told
me. But how could I believe such a thing? And yet it was so
neat, so cleverly paradigmaticized. That the real world and
the fantasy shoul d have such interfaces of confluence: the
church, the castle. Piety and passion, authority and rebel -
lion, father-shadow and princess-ani ma, superego and id.

An amat eur anal ysts dream

| said to Billy, "Let's work together now, you and |I. Let's
cone out of the fallen country into the real world, let's fight
this inner grief of yours." The words sounded so fal se,

They were fal se.

"You know what he told ne?" said Billy. "The Snow
Dragon, | nean."
"What ?"

"He told ne that | would never have to leave if | didn't
want to."

That bastard Pete! But ifs people Iike himwho pay ny
rent. | too ama vanpire, feeding nyself on children's
enotions. Wuld Billy understand, if | told him how we al
have api ece of Pete inside us?

Billy said, "CQur time's up, Ms. Mrx."
"Wait a monent— | had no busi ness going on | onger
than the allotted tine. "Billy, won't you stop and just |et



me hel p?"

He paused at the door. We confronted each other for a
nmonent, an innocent child who daily harrowed hell and a

m ddl e- aged, mi ddl e-cl ass, niddl e-grade counsell or Jaded
with trivialities who nust supposedly know all the answers.

H s face was trusting. He was a pathol ogical liar, a Bar of
frightening vividness, but all | saw was a frightened kid who
yearned for sonething | did not have to give. He said,

"How can | let you help me if you won't even believe ne?"

| said—+ couldn't lie, even to reassure him=No, | don't

bel i eve you."

"But until you believe ne, Ms. Marx, well never get
anywhere. "

To ny surprise | found nyself longing to agree with him

When | | ooked up he was gone. | saw that carefully,
nmet hodi cally, | had been shredding his file with ny finger-
nails. Hating the sunlight, | found nyself wal ki ng through

t he school yard. wi shing it would snow. .

I live in a luxury condom ni umthere are dozens such
in our town—where children cannot conme. There the old
peopl e hide. There | am protected fromthe ni ghtnares
that | nust face every day.

Usually I do not renenber any dreans; but that night—

the fourth week of Billy's visits with ne—+ do renenber

t hi ngs: dragons' wi ngs, leathery, hung with icicles - - . Dd
nmy father ever beat me? | couldn't even renenber, damm

it!

Waki ng up. Qutside—a hurricane buil ding up? Beating
of giant w ngs?

| sat up on the bed. Through the nosquito netting of the
open wi ndow | heard ni ght-sounds, insects, the ocean

hi dden by a dozen Hiltons and Ranada Inns. | thought of
calling Pop, whom | hadn't thought about in years, but I
knew it was too late to patch up ny Iife now—

There was a knock on the door

Not the buzzer, not the little | oudspeaker | use to force

strangers to admt that they came in peace. | did not nove.
It came again, and then that voice, that heart-wing-
ing voice: "I'mcold, Ms. Mrx."

Children may not enter this domain.

How had he gotten past the security? Unless he had just
materialized, like in his stories... | pulled on a bathrobe
and went, through the dusty little living room to the door

opened it-
He collapsed into ny arnms. It was like. . .when | was a
ki d, huggi ng a snowran. "For God's sake, Billy."



“I killed a nonster today!" Hi s voice frail, defiant. "But
now | ' mready for him""

"Don't try to attack Pete, he's too strong for you—=
"Pete? Screw Pete. | nmean him"

He's going into fugue. Got to keep himhere, got to keep
himwarm or God knows what he'll try—

"Look at me, you bitch!" He ripped his teeshirt open. |
saw bl ood. | saw scars. | saw blue bruises. Red, white and
bl ue, like the goddamm Anerican flag. But his eyes were
dry. And blazing. "Now try to believe. You're all | have,
Ms. Marx. |'mgoing back |ike nme Snow Dragon says,

maybe forever. O wuntil | kill the R ngmaster.”

"No!"" | tried to hold on to him but he tw sted away from
nme. Somehow he had warmed up, as though the very

fever of his anger could nelt away the cold. | knew how
unbearable the real world was, | knew the cold hard

beauty of his imaginary one, but | couldn't let himrun
-away fromreality, | couldn't let himhide inside hinself, I
was conditioned to hel ping the children face the truth—

"Believe ne!" he shouted. "Cone with ne!"

Grasping at straws, "All right Al right" Quckly I was
pulling on an old dress, not caring that he could see ny
saggi ng breasts—we had cone too close for nopdesty

now—+ was shepherdi ng hi mout of the door, down the

steps, into the car, thinking Hospital, doctor, shrink, any-
thing, just anything .

I am ashamed to admit that 1 was also afraid that seeing
me wal ki ng through the condo grounds at m dni ght woul d
Jeopardi ze ny rental agreenment, would force ne out of ny
own fallen country.

As we pulled out onto the highway, it began to snow

| pani cked, funbling for the wipers. Billy watched ne
solemmly, with a kind of 1-tol d-you-so superiority. The
snow grew from powder-fluffy to blizzard sheets;

stonped on the accelerator and slithered, | couldn't see
the road at all.

"I knewit," Billy was saying softly. "I knew you had it in
you to cone with ne."

He understands, | thought suddenly. About ny secret

fears, about the pain | think I hide so successfully. And al
the while | thought | was taking the |ead. W pl oughed

t hrough the thick whiteness, until —

| stalled out. | pushed hard on the door handl e, cursing
ol d clunkers. Wien 1 got the door open the snow flew in,
whi pping nmy face and flooding the car floor with chal ky
i ce.



"Qut of the car now, " Billy said.

"We'll freeze!" | didn't want to | ose control of the fan-
tasy. didn't want to relinquish nyself into the hands of a
denent ed ki d.
"No we won't," he said firmy. He scooted over ne, a

bony bread crust of a boy, and then he was wal ki ng out

into the billow ng whiteness, was striding, oblivious to the
cold, had beconme a grey shadowghost streaked with

white

| tried to remenber the things he'd told ne. Be angry! |
told nyself- Anger will warm you

Way didn't | ranch nyself? Wiy didn't | think | was
goi ng mad? | must have known all along, the real ness of
Billy's fantasy nust have touched ne all al ong.

| followed the kid cautiously. Soon | too felt nothing. The

wi nd | ashed nmy face and | could have been in a shopping

mal | buying shoes. | called out the kid' s name but he was

too Intent to answer. | fell into the fallen country's strange
detachrent; it lured ne, it drugged ny pain, | knew that I
could live there forever

The snow whirled around me and | saw not hi ng but
eye-smarting toothpaste conmercial dazzl ewhite, and
t hen, through the burning white, two pinpoints of blue fire.

The Snow Dr agon!

The storm subsided a little. There he hovered. | watched
him believing in himconpletely. The w ngs were not

| eat hery-~ny nightmares had lied to me—but like a

t housand | ayers of crystal-stitched gauze. He | anded,
shook a snowdrift from his back—whiteness peppering

whi t eness—and | saw the sky open and the whip crack and
| saw the blood trickle down him and he did not even
tense in pain. | called his name, "Snow Dragon."

"You have brought another one?" The dragon spoke
only to Billy. I was here only as an observer, then

"She's been hurt, too, Snow Dragon! Only she doesn't
see it; sometines she hides it too well."

"You are back too soon. Sonething is wong with
things. The fallen country is all disordered.™

"This tine |'ve cone to kill him"

"You cannot kill him" He sounded resigned. "You
haven't energy enough.”

"I am energy enough! She's seen! She can tell you!"

The dragon seened not to hear. The w ng cane down,
| ashing the snow and naking it dance for a nonent.



Wthout hesitating Billy leapt up. | followed, searching in
vain for ny fear.

And then we broke through the thick nmist, and still there

was no sunlight, only a kind of grey clarity in the air. | sat
hunched into a ridge on the dragon's spine, my shapel ess

bl otchy dress fluttering a little. 1 saw the castles bl anketed
with white; | saw the distant ice-sea, the snowforts ringing
the snow hills.

"My bridge of anger,"” Billy said. H's voice did not

waver. The dragon circled slowy, | felt the kind of unease
you feel on a plane in a holding pattern, but only for a
second; then | felt nothing again. It was good to fee
not hi ng.

Billy stood. The dragon braked in md-air, an eerie,
wei ghtless feeling. And then Billy began to dream his
bri dge into being,

At first nothing. Then the whip, cracking in the sky, over
and over, the dragon shivering hinself into stillness as

t hough concentrating the pain deep inside hinself, and

was sitting in fast-hardening purple blood, and the drag-
on's breath canme harder, clouding the chill w nd- And as

the cloud cleared | saw that a bridge was growing in the air,
a suspension bridge with great colums of ice sprouting up
fromthe m stiness bel ow, pathway of living ice, thrusting in
a rai nbow curve across the sky, reaching for the crack in
the sky where the whip still cracked, from which great

t hunder-how s of |aughter burst forth now, shrieks of a

bl ood- 1 usty crowd.

The bridge hung there. Grders, rainbowfringed from

the sourceless light, a boy-wi de road that thinned in the
di stance into a point.

"Your anger," the dragon said, "you are exhausting
your anger, see, it will soon be gone, Billy Binder."

"Never!" the boy cried resolutely. "Only when he dies,
that' Il kill nmy anger, only that." He stepped out onto the
ice. Again | felt a second's anxiety, and then the fallen
country's spell drug-dragged it from ne.

"Let me cone too!" | yelled after him Al ready he was

tiny in the distance. Space and tinme seenmed to work

differently in this country. An adventuress now, this old

worman who had nade nothing of her life, | ran after him

my | owheels clicking |ike castanets on the thin ice. | had to
be with him | was angry too, angry because of all the tines
I'"d listened to the kids and done not hing while they baw ed
their guts out onto the floor of ny little office-1 was going to
kill one child abuser in my lifetime! | was going to crush this
dreamPete that Billy had created, to throttle himto death
with ny twenty years of rage! Already | felt nmy fury fuelling
the bridge, making it firner, easier to run on

| was getting tired fast. But Billy still ran ahead, relentless
as a wwnd. Wth a burst of anger | caught up with him we



ran neck and neck for a noment, and 1 saw that he wasn't
even fired yet, and I knew | was wong to think I could help
or that | had anger enough in me—+ who had never been

hurt |ike that, who experienced the hurt only vicariously.
The bridge soared up, steep in the strange foreshortening,
and now even Billy was gasping. Then | was | urching

forward, seeing the bridge tel escope contact between ny
eyes, seeing the splitting sky.

A circus tent now, walls of flapping canvas painted sun

nmoon stars shivering sheep-cloudlets, floors of mst-

st eanm ng packed snow, countless rings where bone-bare
children |l eapt through fire-hoops, their faces tense with
terror, frightened seals with planets whirling on their noses,
scared to drop them elephants tranpling with earthquake

feet, toppling skyscraper buil ding-blocks, trunpeting

t hunder st or ns.

| stood there, panting, exhausted, couldn't take any-

thing in. But Billy ... he strode through the chaos,

si ngl e-m nded, seeking the centre of things. And then | saw
him alittle man with a whip, and he was dancing as he
waved the whip, his eyes were as cold and expressionl ess

as tundra-snow that has never thawed. And | knew his

face. My face, Pete's face, even Billy's face, a tenplate of
human faces, always changing. | even saw Pop. | swear it,
even Pop . . - Pop whom | couldn't renenber beating

me, until tonight.

The Ri ngrmaster bowed to the audi ence. The cackl ebuzz

that had been a constant background, soft-brush percus-
sion to the raucous band nusic, died down. He spoke very
quietly. | recognized a little of Snow Dragon in his voice.
and | was chilled by it.

The Ri ngmaster stepped out of his ring. He advanced

towards Billy; again | saw that | was being ignored, that I
was a watcher in another's confrontation, that | night as
wel | have been sitting at the desk In the office listening to
the scream ng children in the yard.

The Ri ngrmaster cracked his whip. Once. Wirlds
whirled! Children leapt! Blood spattered the sand! And

then, l|ike clockwork w nding down, they sank into slow
noti on.
"You cane, Billy Binder," said the Ri ngmaster. 'l’ve

been expecting you."

"You bastard!" Billy cried. "But |I'm strong enough to

get you!" Laughter echoed fromthe stands; | spun round

to watch, and | saw that they all had his face, his face that
was also mne and Billy's and Pop's and everyone el se's

and they all |aughed in unison, as though animated by a
singl e hand.

"So conme and get ne!"

Billy reached out with his rage, a fireball burning tracks
in the snow | saw grass for a split second.



"You've got it alt wong!" the Ringmaster said. "You

haven't cone here to kill ne at all! | sent for you. | bred you
to be anot her shadow, another Ringmaster even—that's
how you were able to find ne. | granted you this gift of

anger so you could build a way to ne
"No!" he shrieked.

"A shadow of mny shadow," said the Ri ngmaster, raising
his whip but never his voice, "You too are to becone a

shadow of my shadow, |ike Pete, like all the others.

"Billy, Billy . . ." the Rngnmaster said. "You could be

just like ne, | have no pain, | only give pain now, |'ve been
freed . . . Hate ne, Billy. Hate ne! Your anger only

makes me greater, only binds you nore to ne! For you
are ny son, Billy Binder, be free, Billy, be free, |ike
ne .

Billy stood, catapulting firedarts of anger, and the

Ri ngmast er absorbed themall and grew tall, and snow

tenmpests swept around him blurring him Once | tried to

step in, to add to Billy's store of rage, but I was frozen to the
fl oor of snow.

The Ri ngmaster went on, "Ch, Billy, how can you turn
your back on this? W are alike, you and |I. You too can
wi el d the whip and nake a thousand universes dance with
pai n, and never feel the pain yourself."

"Til never be like you! Never, never, never— Billy
screanmed, and then | saw a final blast of rage explode from
himand the canvas wall split open for a monent and | saw
for an instant another whip, and another face of another

Ri ngmaster up in the sky above us, and behind him

anot her and anot her'

Then | | ooked at Billy, saw hi mshrunken, spent, the

anger burned fromhim | |ooked at the R ngnaster

pani cking, thinking: W' re stranded here now, we'll never
get back to the real world; we'll stay and rescue princesses

and fight nonsters and see the princesses get recaptured
and the nonsters get reborn, for ever and ever.

| began to yell hysterically at the R ngmaster. He stood

for everything I'd ever been angry about. | shouted:' 'l hate
you! There's no reason for you to be; you're senseless, you
screw up the whol e universe!™

But Billy said, very quietly, "I don't have any anger left."
And the Ringnaster's face grew pale, and he said, "But
you nust hate ne! | bred you to hate nme! | followed you

and beat nme hatred into you ..

Billy turned and spoke to ne at last "Don't you see?"

he said, "I could have been like that He's not the rea
Ri ngmaster at all. You glinpsed it, didn't you? | was so
angry that | opened up ... another country, the fallen

country behind the fallen country, and | saw that the



Ri ngmaster was only a shadow hinsel f, that he danced to
the whip of a higher ringnaster. . . How can | hate hinP' '«

"Don't. . ." the Ringmaster said. | saw angui sh cross
his face for the first time. O naybe | was just imagining it It
was only for a second.

Del i berately, quietly, Billy turned his back on him

| followed the boy like an idiot. The dragon waited by

the bridge, the bridge was already dissipating into mst, the
dismal, cold Iight was brightening into sunlight, and—

By the car, patches of green

Billy said to the dragon, "It's true. isn't it? What he said.
That he's ny father."

The dragon said nothing. | knew, though, that he did not

di sagree. And then Billy said, "It's strange, isn't it, how he
plants in all his kids a little shred of sonething . . . that
could destroy him 1like he was dancing for his Ri ngmaster

and secretly working to sabotage himat the sane tine'

The dragon said, "I too ampart of the shadow. Billy, the
part that seeks the shadow s own death, the | eft hand that
does what the right hand dares not know about You have
killed us both: himby your conpassion, ne by conpelling
me to feel love for you .

"The snow is nelting. The fallen country will be dosed

to you now " He did not speak again, but uttered a roar
that rent the sky as sunlight broke the cloud-veils, a cry
both of heartache and of joy. and he spread his w ngs and
soared upwards with a heart-stopping whistlerush of w nd.

And then he was gone, disintegrated Iike a wi ndgust, like a
dream like a half-stirred nenory.
There was the car. | drove like a madwoman, churning

up snow, bursting suddenly into the known world of con-
crete roads and forests of hotels and condoni ni uns
bl eached lifel ess by |oneliness—

Police sirens! Lights! 'The house!" Billy cried. W
rounded a turn, he sprang out and sprinted towards the
house, red blur of revolving sirens everywhere, swirl-
ing ... W watched, silently. They brought Joan out.

shaki ng, and then a stretcher, a covered one, | heard the
onl ookers nuttering, |ooking curiously at Billy, avoiding
his eyes, heard them say how Pete had gone crazy and j ust
gone and crashed his notorbi ke into the house.

"I killed him" Billy said softly, for ne al one. And
bel i eved him For he had found the way into Pete's soul
and in understanding it, in giving it peace, had destroyed
it. The inner and outer worlds are congruent in a thousand
pl aces. Werever we stand, we are within a hair's breadth
of the fallen country.

Billy had understood things which | had never under-
stood, |, whose job was understanding. |I'd been so



sure of nyself, coaxing traumas out of children, beating on
their tittle mnds until they danced out their pain for me in
nmy of fice- But where was ny peace? My suffering was

trivial, and so was ny reward—+to be beset by little

things only, to be a watcher, not one who can conpress

t he shadow substance of her dreans until they becone

di anond- hard, like truth.

| moved closer to him trying irrationally to shield him
fromthe screaming sirens. Quietly, but openly, wthout
shame, he had begun to cry.

If only we could wear our griefs as lightly as the snow
wears the sneakerprints of children's dreans.

| went closer to him alnost touching himnow, and
began to do what | amtrained to do. At first no words
woul d come. Damm it, Dora Marx, | thought- \Wo has
stol en your roar? | groped—

"Sure," | murnured. "Sure." | wondered if he woul d
flinch if I tried to hug him



