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Gatlin, Charles Morgan, Jr. Inventions. Dreams. Imitations. Master of Arts (English), 

August 1996,115 pp., references, 11 titles. 

Eight short selections of fiction. "Inventions" consists of two invented creation myths. 

The three stories in "Dreams" are fantasy tales set in a common dream-world. The 

selections in "Imitations" are neither fantasy nor science ficiton: "Time's Tapering Blade" 

is an experiment in form; "The Wake" concerns a group of friends dealing with a death; 

and "Janie, Hold the Light" is based on stories from the author's family about Christmas 

during the depression of the 1930's. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the preface to the 1989 edition of the essay collection The Language of the 

Night, Ursula K. Le Guin calls science fiction "one of the central fictional modes of our 

century" (5). She also laments the "genrification/devaluation of science fiction and fantasy 

by critics and academics" (3). More than half the stories collected in this thesis could be 

categorized as belonging to the genre of science fiction and fantasy, or speculative fiction 

(SF).1 

However, "genre fiction" is often used as a hierarchical term, the presumption be-

ing that there is a higher category of true literature, and that genre fiction does not often 

(or ever) measure up. This is a recent notion with a long ancestry. According to Orson 

Scoot Card (How to Write, 5-7) and Le Guin (Language, 229), "genre" in the modern 

world is often an economic, not an aesthetic, phenomenon; it has more to do with shelf 

space and untrained bookstore employees than with quality of writing. 

It may be objected that genre writing (or even "formula fiction," a nastier term) 

appeals to narrower, less educated audiences, or to readers looking only for "escape." 

speculative fiction is the term preferred by many critics of SF. It is more inclusive 
than "science fiction," because it also includes the related fields of adult fantasy (e.g., Lord 
Dunsany, James Branch Cabell, J. R. R. Tolkien), heroic fantasy or sword-and-sorcery 
(Robert E. Howard and his imitators) and scientific romance (H. G. Wells, E. R. Bur-
roughs). Most serious critics of SF avoid the slightly derogatory label of "sci-fi" except in 
referring to Hollywood B-movies that, more often that not, are horror films with pseudo-
scientific trappings. 



True, there are some people who will read only romances, or mysteries, or westerns. 

There are also readers who will only read dead authors, or feminist writers, or so-called 

mainstream authors—and there are plenty of those within the academic community. Even 

those who read broadly, and who should know better, sometimes disparage their own en-

joyment of mysteries, for example, or feel compelled to mount elaborate apologias for 

authors whom they consider somehow to rise above the genre. Escape has been dealt 

with thoroughly by Tolkien in his famous essay "On Fairy-Stories": 

Escape is one of the main functions of fairy-stories, and since I 
do not disapprove of them, it is plain that I do not accept the 
tone of scorn or pity with which 'Escape' is now so often used: 
a tone for which the uses of the word outside literary criticism 
give no warrant at all. In what the misusers of Escape are fond 
of calling Real Life, Escape is . . . as a rule very practical, and 
may even be heroic. In real life it is difficult to blame it, unless 
it fails; in criticism it would seem to be the worse the better it 
succeeds. Eventually we are faced by a misuse of words, and 
by a confusion of thought. Why should a man be scorned, if, 
finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and go home? Or 
if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics 
than jailers and prison walls? The world outside has not be-
come less real because the prisoner cannot see it. (147-148) 

Anyone who has read Tolkien's defense of subcreation in writing need have no apology 

for so-called escapist reading. 

This singling out of SF and the other genres is, however, a recent prejudice. Name 

almost any great 19th-century author—Poe, Dickens, Cooper, Hawthorne, Bulwer 

Lytton, Trollope, Twain, Kipling, Henry James—and upon examination of their works one 

will find that they all wrote in multiple genres (mystery stories, SF, historical fiction, 



supernatural fiction). According to Virginia Allen, Henry James even toyed with the idea 

of collaborating with H. G. Wells on a story about Mars ("Ethos," 320). 

The current prejudice also has a parallel in the 19th century. Jane Austen was re-

sponding to this when she wrote her celebrated defense of the novel in Chapter 5 of 

Northanger Abbey: 

Yes, novels;—for I will not adopt that ungenerous and impoli-
tic custom so common with novel writers, of degrading by 
their contemptuous censure the very performance, to the num-
ber of which they are themselves adding.... 'Oh! it is only a 
novel!' replies the young lady; . . . . in short, only some work 
in which the greatest powers of the mind are displayed, in 
which the most thorough knowledge of human nature, the 
happiest delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of wit 
and humour are conveyed to the world in the best chosen lan-
guage (57-58). 

One could almost substitute the term "SF" for "novel," with very little other change to 

that passage. 

As regards breadth of reading among genre readers, one has only to attend a sci-

ence fiction convention, ostensibly devoted to one genre, to discover that there is a tre-

mendous crossover in terms of authors and readership among the SF, mystery, fantasy, 

and western genres. For example, Armadillocon (a science fiction convention held each 

October in Austin) always has sessions devoted to crossovers in genre. I generally tend to 

think of myself as reading mostly science fiction, but a survey of my recreational reading 

for 1995 would show that I reread all of Jane Austen, seventeen novels by the historical 

novelist Patrick O'Brien, and three or four novels that could have been categorized as SF. 



Another objection to the genres, especially to SF, has been that the writing is gen-

erally insufficiently character-based. Tolkien discusses the confusion among literary critics 

of our century between drama and literature, and the unfortunate results for fantasy of a 

literary criticism that draws its aesthetics from dramatic criticism: 

Criticism in a country that has produced so great a 
Drama, and possesses the works of William Shakespeare, tends 
to be far too dramatic. But Drama is naturally hostile to Fan-
tasy. Fantasy, even of the simplest kind, hardly ever succeeds 
in Drama, when that is presented as it should be, visibly and 
audibly acted... .(140) 

[He cites the example of the witches in Macbeth—which 
are more effective when read than when seen on stage](141). 

. . . For this precise reason—that the characters, and even 
the scenes, are in Drama not imagined but actually beheld— 
Drama is, even though it uses a similar material (words, verse, 
plot), an art fundamentally different from narrative art. Thus, if 
you prefer Drama to Literature (as many literary critics plainly 
do), or form your crticial theories primarily from dramatic 
critics, or even from Drama, you are apt to misunderstand pure 
story-making, and to constrain it to the limitations of stage-
plays. You are, for instance, likely to prefer characters ... to 
things (142). 

The radical distinction between all art (including drama) 
that offers a visible presentation and true literature is that it 
imposes one visible form. Literature works from mind to mind 
and is thus more progenitive (159). 

Card points out, at some length, that portrayal of character is only one of several 

legitimate goals for the writer, and that the level of characterization depends on the type of 

story; i.e., what is the emphasis in the story?—milieu, idea, character, or event, all of 

which are legitimate types of stories (How to Write, 76-87). 



Speculative fiction, according to Card, is one of the places where "the American 

need for plain storytelling surfaced after nearly being drowned in the flood of modernism 

early in this century . . . , the literature of starships and aliens . . . [transformed]... into 

today's literature of imagined counterrealities" ("Books," 52). Card contends that SF 

"persists in being the literature-of-choice among the best and brightest American adoles-

cents, and retains a wide following among the adult reading public" (51). 

Speaking of SF criticism as a discipline, Virginia Allen makes an even stronger 

statement that I think can be applied to SF in general: "Science fiction... may be an ac-

quired taste accessible only to the enlightened few, but the legitimacy of our activity 

should never be argued; rather,.. . it ought to be presupposed" ("Ethos Continued," 324). 

I grew up reading SF as well as all other kinds of fiction, so it was natural that a 

large proportion of my own writing would fall into that category. This collection of sto-

ries has been arranged in three sections, entitled "Inventions," "Dreams," and "Imitations." 

The first section consists of selections from invented mythologies; the second section is 

made up of Dunsanian fantasy stories set in a common dreamworld; and the third section 

contains stories based more or less on real life. 

The first selection in "Inventions" is an Atlantean theogony feigned to be a post-

diluvian redaction of earlier mythology by a sort of Wandering Jew character (i.e., a long-

lived human under a burden of immortality). The attempt here was to invent a creation 

myth that would exhibit the same characteristics of etiology, poetry, and absurdity that are 

found in actual creation myths; in addition, since the systems of myths most familiar to 



Western students of myth (Graeco-Roman, Norse, Egyptian, Hindu) all show evidence of 

synthesis from several sources, I thought that an invented mythology should also exhibit 

that characteristic. There was an element of my version of Atlantis already in place that 

lent itself to this effect (the underlying conflict between the conquered Tlinezians and the 

sun-worshipping Atlanleans). Hence the smoothed-out redaction by Riemaryl betrays the 

existence of two pantheons, the elder assimilated by the newer as the Atlanteans con-

solidated their political and cultural hold on the conquered territories. 

Thus certain contradictions appear within the supposed redaction. For example, 

the first statement about the four beings awakening to the first lightning and leaping on the 

backs of the four beasts (p. 21) is followed by a more specific statement that Belovo was 

still asleep on the back of the Hell-Turtle (p. 22). This can be compared to the sections of 

Genesis often referred to as "J" and "P," which contain different names for the Deity and 

portray the creation of mankind in slightly differing terms. Within the frame of this in-

vented mythology, the discrepancy in Riemaryl's version is a result of his less than perfect 

smoothing of multiple sources; in the actual writing, however, it was part of the verisimili-

tude, deliberately chosen for effect. 

This brings up a point about verisimilitude in invented cosmological myths. The 

cosmogony presented in the Codex Riemarylis does not need to conform to my actual 

beliefs about the origins of the universe, any more than the account in Hesiod does. All 

that is required is that the myth hang together and match the appearance of the world as 

perceived by a pre-scientific people (i.e., it "saves the appearances"). The occurrence of 



elements such as the union of Treptores (volcanism) and Qeropalvoa (the Moon), which 

gives birth to Taramondit (Earth), shows that the ancient peoples of Atlantis (in the 

fictional frame) had observed the relationship between the moon, tides, and earthquakes. 

In this invented history, an earlier physical connection between the faerie universe 

of Atlantis and Tlinezia and our own world's prehistory is asserted. Hence, the mythologi-

cal creatures are identified in the notes with actual prehistoric animals. The MSS listed, of 

course, are all inventions in the vein of Cabell and Lovecraft. The invented language 

(mostly names) has been developed using a sort of latinate Tolkienian aesthetic, with the 

actual word roots being for the most part modifications of actual Indo-European (IE) 

roots.2 One exception to this IE origin is the element tara-, "queen," which was already 

firmly ensconced in this mythos before I realized that I had lifted it from Tolkien's Eldarin 

languages. I justify the theft by noting the Irish "Tara of the Kings" as another association 

of the syllable "-tar-" with royalty, not to mention the use of the same syllable as an ele-

ment meaning "white" in the name of Burroughs's Lord of the Jungle. 

The other selection in "Inventions" takes a different approach. It purports to be an 

excerpt translated from a long poem about the creation of Terenglin and the introduction 

of evil into the world. My intent was for this selection to read like a prose translation of 

the rhymed Terenglini original. Of course, although I have worked out the invented lan-

guage of Terenglin to a greater extent than the Atlantean-Hinezian language, there is in-

sufficient material in existence for the production of the original, even if I were poet 

Drawn largely from the appendix of IE roots in the American Heritage Dictionary. 
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enough to compose it. The prose version is actually based on a few rhymed stanzas writ-

ten in the early stages of the invention of the planet and its culture. The matter of these 

verses was suggested by my first reading (c. 1968) of Paradise Lost, and their form was 

greatly influenced by the narrative verse in the first volume of The Lord of the Rings and 

in The Hobbit. A short example will suffice to show what I mean: 

The Fall of Alrozmr 

In airy realms in days of old 
Before the birth of Eshmiu bold 
Who long upon the Eastern Wold 
Dwelt strong and free before the F lood . . . 

'Twas long, still ages ere the Word 
Was spoke that all the voidness stirred— 
In heaven were the voices heard 
Of Five who served the One Alone. 

The fiery Alpoctunz was there, 
With Intual the bright and fair, 
B'gralsen, and Alchimisar; 
Alrozmr stood before the Throne. . . . 

A comparison of these stanzas to the prose selection will suggest the means of 

composition of the "translation." The juvenile verses functioned as a rough outline for the 

sequence of episodes, while the poetic models for the translation were those of Classical 

epic poetry, mostly as translated in the prose versions published by Penguin Books, Signet 

Classics, and the Loeb Classical Library. For the hymns of praise interspersed throughout 

the narrative, the model has been mostly the Rite Two canticles for the morning and even-

ing office in the 1979 Book of Common Prayer of the Episcopal Church: that is, fairly 
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spare, somewhat rhythmic and straightforward translations suitable for recitation, pretty 

much in the style of the translated verses of the Psalter. 

The second section of stories, "Dreams," consists of three stories set in a common 

dreamworld. Lord Dunsany (1878 - 1957) is generally regarded as the creator of this 

genre. The other most notable practitioner was H. P. Lovecraft (1890 - 1937), who 

openly acknowledged the inspiration of Dunsany and Poe. 

Dunsany was an inimitable stylist—so inimitable that Ursula K. Le Guin has called 

him "the First Terrible Fate that Awaiteth Unwary Beginners in Fantasy" ("Elfland," 85). 

Lovecraft managed to carry it off, partly by injecting an even more nightmarish quality 

into his dream stories. 

The emphasis in this genre is almost always more on atmosphere than on event or 

character. The logic of the incidents is often not the logic of the real world, but the logic 

of dreams. Hence, in Lovecraft's "The Cats of Ulthar," the cats of the dreamworld have 

in fact the anthropomorphic features (intelligence, articulation) that pet owners wishfully 

bestow on their cats in the waking world (Dagon, 55-58). Likewise, in The Dream-Quest 

of Unknown Kadath, Lovecraft's cats have the ability to fly: they jump to the moon—a 

reasonable extension, by dream-logic, of their normal grace and agility (305). 

The story "Tectellure" is closely modelled on the early Dunsany tales in both at-

mosphere and incident: the disaster threatening the city, the decadence and effete nature 

of the populace and its inattention to the portents, the exhortations of the prophet, the mi-

raculous intervention of the god, and the coda that hints of a final destruction to come. 
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The names of cities and gods have been invented mostly for their sound—Tectell, Xul, 

Dindarnyon—and are clearly in the Dunsanian/Lovecraftian mode. Even the use of capital 

letters for the god's angry warning hearkens back to the practices of Poe, Dunsany, and 

Lovecraft.3 The narrative is deliberately remote and archaic, as in Dunsany's "The Gods 

of Pegana" (219-237) and such Lovecraftian tales as "The Quest of Iranon" (Dagon, 

111-117) or "The Doom that Game to Sarnath" (Dagon, 43-49). However, in rewriting 

the story from its earliest imitative version, I have attempted to replace the most obviously 

pseudo-Dunsanian passages with a less ornate style. 

This type of story must be written as if intended to be read aloud. (That may be 

where most of the unsuccessful imitators referred to by Le Guin go wrong.) The second 

story in this section was in fact originally written to be read aloud, as a birthday present 

for the young sister of a friend. In "BOUGA-ZAZA," the model shifts forward, here becom-

ing such tales as Dunsany's "How Nuth Would Have Practiced His Art upon the Gnoles" 

(67-71) and "The Distressing Tale of Thangobrind the Jeweller," (98-101) and Clark 

Ashton Smith's "The Tale of Satampra Zeiros" (150-163) The ending has the conven-

tional catastrophe for the adventurer. The tone in such tales sometimes touches on the 

ironic—the titles themselves are a clue to that—but as Tolkien (114) and Le Guin 

("Elfland," 87-88) both perceived, the fantastic elements, the "magic" itself, must be taken 

seriously or the story will fail miserably. 

3 Almost every book on SF writing has a warning against this practice; but the imi-
tative nature of this story made it essential to present the final warning in that form. 
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The invented names in the second story are still partly devised onomatopoetically, 

but there are a few Indo-European roots slipped in here and there, the conceit in this case 

being that the dreamer will hear his own language, but strangely altered, and with elements 

that make sense only on a subconscious level. 

The three stories in this section are connected by such common elements as deities 

and place-names, so that Dindarnyon is always far and Xul mystic. However, in 

"Tarantula Waltz" I was attempting to do something a little different. I wanted to increase 

the nightmarish element; I wanted to move even further from the Dunsanian/Lovecraftian 

style, being fairly much in agreement with Le Guin that attempting to closely reproduce it 

is a mistake. Another goal was to play around more with the idea of two separate worlds, 

that of dream and that of the waking world, and explore the relationship between them in 

this mythos. (This had been an aspect of the dream-stories of Dunsany and especially 

Lovecraft that first attracted me to them.) 

The title of the story is an allusion to the musical interval called the tritone, known 

in early music theory as diabolus in musica, the "devil in music." This is the interval 

almost invariably used in horror movie scores to herald the approach of the giant tarantula 

or an equivalent monster. The story's most obvious influences are Gian-Carlo Menotti, 

Clark Ashton Smith, and Oscar Wilde (specific references can be found to A Hand of 

Bridge and Salome). 

The stories in the third section, "Imitations," are based more or less on real life 

(hence, imitations in the sense of translation—characters based on people I have known; 
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incidents based on family legends I grew up with, or on actual experiences; but all 

"translated" for the purposes of the stories). The first story, "Time's Tapering Blade," is 

something of a formal experiment, an attempt to reproduce on a small scale the way we 

perceive the passing of time as we age. The first section of the story is twice as long as 

the next section; the section following that is half as long as the one preceding it, and so 

on. The final sections become extremely compressed. This was meant to parallel the way 

the early events in our lives play such a large part in forming memories. Everyone remem-

bers how slowly time passed at age six, and most of us learn how swiftly the years seem to 

come round at forty. 

The next story, "The Wake," is a story about grief; but it is not about the kind of 

grief that you feel at the death of a parent, a child, a sibling, spouse, or lover. It is not 

about the grief felt when your best friend dies. It's about the way "Dale's" biological and 

legally recognized family, who acted during his life like no family at all, shut out his surro-

gate family, who have no status generally recognized by society. 

"Dale" was a fairly isolated character. His best friend moved to California; his last 

lover ran off about the same time Dale discovered his HIV-positive condition. His next 

closest friends are Kent, Chris, and Bob. Tim and John are friends, not so close to Dale as 

the others, but close enough to feel that something is missing when Dale is dead and their 

mourning is thwarted. 

Dale is not the focus of the story, except in the sense that he is one of the foci of 

the ellipse of friends described. The story therefore deals not with a particular individual's 
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grief, but with the variations in grief of the whole circle, or rather, with the grief of the 

circle as a whole. The story really is about a bunch of guys eating dinner.4 

Several readers have suggested rewriting the story to tie it more closely to the 

viewpoint of one character. A good story could probably be written along those lines, but 

it would not be this story. There are lots of stories about personal grief, about the loss of 

a lover, about youth struck down by AIDS or consumption or wild exuberance gone too 

far. There have even been good stories about how a spouse or lover got shut out by the 

departed one's family after a death such as Dale's. That is not what this story is supposed 

to be. 

The emphasis in this narrative is on the plight of the friends, not lovers, who func-

tion as extended family for people who have been closed out by their recognized families. 

After all, Dale himself is dead. That's it as far as what his friends can do for him. They 

have to come to terms with their grief somehow, and society—as personified in the unfeel-

ing father and the hypocritical stepmother—has taken away from them the usually sanc-

tioned vehicles for doing so. 

By limiting the viewpoint closely to one character, the main point of the story 

would be subverted. It would be made too personal. Tim's concern is really more for 

Chris than for his own feelings about Dale, which should make him sufficiently removed 

4 1 wish that I could claim that the religious parallel had been deliberate; however, 
that aspect only occurred to me after I finished the first draft of the story. I suppose it 
should not be surprising that many religions' rituals have centered around such an impor-
tant activity as eating. 
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from the grief to have a less sentimental perspective on it (viz., his thoughts keep wander-

ing to events in his life with Chris, forming a sort of commentary on the situation). 

There are two other things about the story that I think are important. First, there 

is the deliberate delaying of positive identification of the gender of the characters (hence 

the use of names like "Dale" and "Chris"). That started out partly as a challenge ("How 

long can I keep this up?") and partly as a device to lead the reader into making assump-

tions that would later have to be questioned. Some readers find this extremely irritating; 

but if there ever were a type of story where the device might be justified, this is it. 

The second thing, more essential to the story than the gender device, relates to the 

story being an imitation or translation of actual events. There is a certain fidelity to the 

real events on which it is based (which, of course, the reader cannot know). These have 

to be transformed somewhat, with invented dialogue replacing the actual words spoken 

that evening. Overall, though, the events related are a selection of the historical events, 

and a selection made deliberately to promote the overall point being shown. Switching to 

the sister's viewpoint, or showing the funeral with the wicked stepmother, would com-

pletely redirect the aim of the story. Those characters were offstage in the story because 

they were offstage in the historical event, although their presence is felt in the story be-

cause it was felt in real life. 

Fidelity to actual events also plays a part in the final selection, "Janie, Hold the 

Light." This was an attempt to pull together a number of legends about Christmas and my 

mother's family into one narrative. Necessarily there are elements that will not resonate 
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with the general reader but which are important enough to be included as part of the leg-

end. (Why did the writer of John 7:53 - 8:11 think it necessary to include the detail that 

Jesus wrote with his finger in the dust?) Thus, Robert Allen shivers when he hits the frog 

with a stone. This is based on two elements. First, there is a family story about Uncle 

Bob as a very young child shooting some songbirds with a new BB gun, and crying after-

wards. Secondly, many years later, in describing a close call when he was shelled by the 

enemy during World War II, he used the example of tossing stones at a frog to get its 

range, and compared himself in a foxhole to that frog in a pond. 

This story also uses a first person narrator who is distanced. In this case, the nar-

rator is a woman in her early sixties, remembering the events of her childhood. This dis-

tancing is used deliberately. The first person aspect gives the reader the emotional and 

mental state of the child, but the narration long afterward provides a balancing maturity 

that reins in the sentiment. This is intended to work both ways. The innate selfishness of 

children is the quality that makes their spontaneous outbursts of generosity so overwhelm-

ing. The maturity of the narrator checks the intensity of the childhood emotion; the im-

mediacy of the child's remembered reactions moderates the nostalgic tendencies of the 

mature narrator. 

Literary criticism in our century has tended to reject sentimentalism and overvalue 

irony and cynicism. These distancing techniques are an attempt to use sentiment in the 

story without wallowing in the depths of 19th-century-style excess. 
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One factor present in "Janie, Hold the Light," more important here than in the 

other stories, is the oral tradition. The family legends drawn together in the written story 

have all been transmitted orally, told and retold over the span of many years. This strong 

oral tradition is the source of the heavy pointing and extreme use of parenthesis for which 

my writing style has often been criticized; the convoluted speech rhythms and intricate 

syntax of the Southern oral storyteller are the natural mode in which I learned to listen. 

(One writer referred to it, in an SF story, as "Space-Faulkner.") Like the sentimentality to 

which my writing is prone, this tendency to parenthesis has to be reined in for most narra-

tives; but this particular story seemed to require that the technique be indulged, given the 

source of the material and the distancing mode selected (older narrator remembering her 

childhood). 

This story brings the collection full circle, because in it a process has taken place 

similar to the redaction of the fictional Riemaryl. Characters have been conflated and 

events telescoped in order to produce a written narrative that, one hopes, will stand on its 

own as an artistic creation. 
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CONCERNING THE GODS OF THE FALLEN LANDS 

EDITOR'S NOTE:1 After the destruction of Atlantis, the sage Riemaryl wrote a com-

mentary on the Atlantean and Tlinezian mythologies and their development, using his 

unique perspective: As a child, he heard the early folktales of his own people, the indige-

nous inhabitants of Atlantis; he witnessed the influx of the Tlinezian invaders, and the rise 

and eventual triumph of the Sun-cult. Not only did he comment on the myths; he also 

furnished a "reconciled" summary that smoothed out some of the inconsistencies and ac-

cretions of the Atlantean mythos. This means, however, that some doubt remains about 

the accuracy of portions of the following redaction, which has been extracted from his 

treatise, Concerning the Gods of the Fallen Lands.2 

From the beginning there were the six elements: light, dark, fire, water, air, and 

earth.3 These elements were mingled throughout the universe, combining and reacting and 

in continual motion. Gradually the force inherent in the elements began to divide them, so 

1 Excerpted from "Opera Riemarylis," trans. Aliamirus Antiquus, in Galactic Crea-
tion Myths, ed. P. Kraemer (Supra-Terenglin: Kamesh k'lfmdium, 2996), 419-426. 

2 The major Taramondican MS is the rather late Latin translation found in the Codex 
avaloniensis (c. AD 450), in the Kraemer Collection at Eaglesfon on Terenglin. 

3 Or "heat, cold, combustion, moisture, breath/wind, matter." The original Atlan-
tean words can be interpreted several ways. The Codex avaloniensis has, for example, 
"lux etfrigus, flamma et aqua, spiritus et terra atque." 
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that the four tangible elements collected at the four poles of the world.4 The two 

perceptible elements5 also began to congregate, light suffusing the outer regions and 

darkness in the middle regions. But at the center, where the four tangible elements 

mingled, a seed of light was enfolded within an envelope of darkness, and the cold began 

to congeal the elements where they touched. As the four elements congealed, the Cosmic 

Egg6 was formed, with heat at its center but nested in darkness. The shell of the Cosmic 

Egg grew, layer upon layer, while the elements at the four poles of the world also con-

densed. As the egg grew, and the elements gathered and drew back, empty space 

appeared, suffused with twilight where the dark and light mingled. At last the egg ceased 

to grow, and the elements were gathered at their poles. So rested the universe for an age. 

Because the light in the egg seethed and heated the elements mingled therein, the 

thick shell slowly grew thinner. The entrapped light was seeking the light of the outer re-

gions, which revolved through the perimeter of the world, sweeping through the poles of 

air, moisture, earth, and fire. This perennial motion caused four beings to coalesce from 

the elements; but as yet they slept, still and void of life. 

4 The image is not that of a simple sphere, but of a tetrahedron enclosing a sphere. 
This is made clear by iconographical evidence in other Taramondican MSS, such as the 
compendious Aster Riemarylis. 

5 The six elements of the ancient Taramondican system were classified as tangible 
(fire, water, air, and earth) and perceptible (light/heat and dark/cold). 

6 Atlantean/T aramondican konsmalogeva. 
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When a second age had passed, the speeding light began to strike as lightning over 

the surface of the egg. Four times it struck and the shell endured it, though the nesting 

darkness now glowed with the energy of the lightning. Once more it struck, and the light 

within now answered the light without. The egg burst asunder, and lightning flashed from 

the fracturing shell, out to the four poles of the world. 

As the egg cracked, some of the shards flew outwards toward the poles, taking 

shape as they went.7 In the sky appeared the Guvoqondit (the Sky Cow)8. Beneath her 

appeared the Qelquetl (the Hell-Turtle),9 the Vedavasqus (the Water Bear),10 and the 

Tlungsivel (the Woolly Forest Lion).11 As each of these creatures approached the four 

poles, the sleeping beings, awakened by the lightning, leaped upon the creatures' backs. 

Qeropalvoa the Moon awoke and called to the Sky-Cow, who gladly bore her aloft. The 

Pale Queen set the tides of the world in motion, and because she was the first to wake, her 

7 The four creatures created from the shell of the Cosmic Egg seem to be the rem-
nant of an earlier creation-myth, perhaps that of one of the aboriginal tribes inhabiting At-
lantis or Tlinezia (the Terger-folk), who were conquered by the invading Atlantean race of 
mages. 

8 The Sky-Cow probably represents a form of domesticated titanothere, kept (much 
as our modern bovines are) for milk and meat. 

9 The Hell-Turtle is represented in surviving Atlantean art as a giant land-turtle or 
tortoise; but no exact correspondence can be made with any known species, living or ex-
tinct. 

10 The Water Bear seems to have been a giant panda-like raccoon similar to the 
fossil species of giant raccoon whose remains have been found in Florida. 

11 The Woolly Forest Lion seems to have been a maned version of the prehistoric 
cave lion, Felis leo spelaea, rather than a sabre-toothed tiger (Smilodon), as Professor 
Niltag speculated in his monograph on the materials in the Kraemer Collection. 
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abode became the direction from which all objects fall. And the smaller shards of the egg 

fell, forming the new earth. 

Next awoke the mist goddess Nebhelat, as the Water Bear rejoiced in the moisture 

of the second pole. Nebhelat beckoned with her hands, splashing the water, to summon 

Vedavasqus, so that ever after he washed his food in the water before he ate. The god-

dess turned her face toward the region of fire, for she desired the play of light on water, 

and would adorn her naked body with the rainbow. 

There she found Belovo sleeping still, on the back of the Hell-Turtle that bore him 

below the new earth. She dropped her moisture on his face, and he awoke. Eagerly he 

tried to embrace her. Great clouds formed to hide their lovemaking, and the first rains fell, 

mingling her water with flashes of his fire. From their union came two offspring: Savelo-

nis, who carries his father's fire to illumine the earth, and Posokenus, who is the father of 

waters above and below, now that his mother Nebhelat remains cloaked in her form of 

mist.12 

When the smaller shards of the egg fell to form the earth, the first of these struck 

the face of Treptores the god of volcanoes. He awoke and grasped the mane of the 

Woolly Forest Lion, who bore him to the new-formed earth. Treptores loosed Tlungsivel 

and walked on the firm ground. When he saw Qeropalvoa, her beauty so entranced him 

that he shouted, riving the earth and shaking the ground. At the sound, she harked, and 

12 This is an example of Riemaryl's "smoothing" of the narrative, since originally the 
water god Posokenus was the father, not the brother, of the sun god Savelonis. 
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flew down to its source. Seeing Treptores, she loved him, and they sank to the ground in 

an embrace. Therefore he is called the Shaker, for his desire for the Moon makes him 

quiver with excitement; and earthquakes increase at the approach of the moon. From their 

lovemaking was born Taramondit, fashioned of the stuff of the world; and as her father's 

tremblings reduce her substance, creating chasms and sinking islands, her mother draws 

forth new matter from her father, molten in the fires of his inward being, to replenish the 

earth.13 

And the water loved the earth, and they mated, and Tarmondica bore offspring to 

Posokenus: Alatot and Evantlo, the twin youths, the Aiviem, the Walkers of the Starry 

Way; Taracondica, Queen of Heaven, who resembles her grandmother, yet her orb is 

never pale; Nezatlamondit, who with her next-born brother Gelivasos, made vegetation 

grow to cover their mother (she the wild forests, he the corn that feeds mankind); and the 

last-born son of Taramondit, Axios the Moody.14 

13 An echo of this legend is found in a lyric attributed to Atlaxias, called "Watching 
the Game," from her collection Lyrics to Aivi: 

When you shouted, it was not to me; 
The earth gave no shake. 
But the pale orb in my heart heard you, 
And I was lost. 

This poem was copied by an unknown scribe in the margin of the Codex 
avaloniensis next to this passage. 

14 Most MSS insert the following bracketed [ ] passage here; however, the Schloss 
Niltag MS (perhaps the earliest surviving Atlantean codex) uses this passage to preface 
the Tale of Gavimotias. The version given here is translated from the Latin of the Codex 
avaloniensis. 
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[At the birthing of Axios, his mother suffered great travail, and Taravaqero (the 

Moon) served as midwife. When the child came forth, his grandam leaned forward with 

her lamp to examine him. His face was so ugly and his member so large that the Pale One 

took fright, and in her horror dropped the child, spilling hot oil from the lamp. It splashed 

into his eyes, so that ever after his vision was weak. From the time of the dropping, he 

was a moody child, so they called him Axios ("Moody").] 

Thus these are the first two families of the gods: Nebhelat and Belovo, with their 

offspring Savelonis and Posokenus, the first gods; and Treptores and Qeropalvoa, with 

their daughter Motamondit,15 the second family of the gods. The Sun took his niece16 

Nezatlamondit to wife, and begat on her the hearth-goddess Qerivania,17 and the ancestors 

of mankind. Gelivasos married his sister Taracondica, and begat the ancestors of el-

venkind. 

Now the four creatures of the Cosmic Egg roamed the earth and the sky and the 

waters and the fires below, each in his own domain. But the Lion was unruly, and hungry, 

and searched the earth for food. He lay in wait and slew the Corn God, and Taracondica 

waited for her mate in vain. For the Lion devoured his heart, and then his body, leaving 

15 Another name for the earth-goddess Taramondil/Taramondica. 

16 Or sister (cf. Note 11). 

17 A Riemarylian correction; actually, she was a member of the third family of gods 
(cf. Note 18). 
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only his loins.18 And the corn sprung up from the carcass, and Taracondica found it, and 

gave it to her sister Nezatlamondit to tend, as her children have done ever since. Then the 

Queen of the Skies cried out, and pursuit began of the Lion. He fled to the waters, and 

the Water Bear repulsed him; he fled beneath the earth, and the Hell-Turtle drove him 

away. He flew up to the sky, and was consumed with lust for the Sky-Cow. He tried to 

mount her, clawing her udder in the attempt. The pursuing Hell-Turtle snapped off his 

tail, and mingled blood and milk dropped to the earth, whence sprang the goddess of met-

als, golden Golivania;19 into a lake, whence sprang Lastuvania Quelpokivenia;20 and into 

the grasslands21 tended by the ancestors of mankind, whence sprang Pentaivo, the hunter. 

The Water Bear cast down the Woolly Forest Lion, who fell, with his hair streaming, to 

earth. The Water Bear and the Hell-Turtle took his pelt and brought it to Taracondica 

where she sat, inconsolable in her grief. She blessed the avengers of her consort and sent 

them with the furry hide to her mother, who to this day is adorned with vegetation.22 

Sometimes men digging in the earth uncover bones of the Lion, long since turned into 

18 Codex avaloniensis has lumbi, with a marginal gloss of verendi, "genitals." This 
agrees with the earliest MSS, the Schloss Niltag MS, the Aster Riemarylis, and Pseudo-
Riemarylis. 

19 Also known as Qercolivania and Qerivania (see Note 16 for another tradition of 
her birth). 

20 The goddess of love; cf. the birth of Aphrodite in Greek mythology. 

210r "cornfields," in several MSS. The grain in question has generally been identi-
fied as an ancestor of either Zea mays or Chenopodium quinoa. 

22 Cf. the other tradition of the origin of vegetation (p. 23), as the clothing provided 
by Gelivasos and Nezatlamondit. 
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stone. And at irregular intervals the tail of the Lion appears in the sky, carried on the 

winds of the high places, above the earth but beneath the milky path spilt from the udder 

of the Sky-Cow. 

Now the great gods were minded to welcome the new gods, and Savelonis the Sun 

especially, for he burned brighter with lust for Quelpokivenia. But she had no desire for 

him, and Axios foretold that the union of Lastuvania and Savelonis, Love and Sun, would 

consume the earth. Therefore Axios, with Love's connivance and the aid of Nezat-

lamondit, outwitted the Sun and made Lastuvania his own mate.23 The Sun then took 

Golivania to wife, and begat the ancestors of mankind.24 Taracondica still veiled her face, 

and went in disguise on earth among the elvenkind, until she met the hunter Pentaivo. He 

took her to wife, and both thought the other to be mortal. But on their wedding night, the 

full glory of each was revealed, and she brought the last of the Great Gods to the court of 

her father.25'26 

23 The Wooing of Lastuvania exists in several MSS as a separate poem (Aster Rie-
marylis, Codexpelagianus). 

24 At least two traditions have been conflated here (cf. the fragmentary Origin of the 
Sons of Men and Elves in the Codex avaloniensis. 

25 Even though Savelonis supplanted Posokenus as king of the gods, the assembly of 
the gods always remained "the Court of Posokenus." The Atlantean priests of the Sun-
cult explained this by making Posokenus the seneschal of his brother, who of course trav-
eled the skies each day, and needed such a deputy. 

26 The Lay of Pentaivo (also known as Gelivasos and Pentaivo) exists in one surviv-
ing early MS (Pseudo-Riemarylis), as well as in the Latin version of the Codex avaloni-
ensis and the Greek redaction (c. 400 BC) in the Codex mutinensis (Modena Codex) pre-
served in the Kraemer Collection. 



THE FALL OF ALROZMR: EXCERPTS FROM A TRANSLATION1 

In the realms of air,2 in the elder days it was, long before the birth of Eshmiu the 

steadfast and faithful, who ranged free across the Eastern Plains, a strong man, before the 

Flood; it was long before Auru father of mankind entered the sublime land of all delights 

(now distant as only years can be), where mankind first learned from him how to sin, 

staining paradise with blood red as his name; it was in the long silent ages of stillness ere 

the first Word of words was spoken that stirred the void into creation, when countless 

throngs of eothers3 dwelt in loud silence before the throne of the One God.4 In Teselzar5 

the Lord of the Airy Realm held continual converse with the loving hosts of spirits, hold-

ing their thoughts in His thoughts—like drops of water in a cloud, now billowing white, 

encompassed by the rainbow; now dark blue, ribboned by silent lightning— so that they 

touched mind to mind in that time before sound. And as clouds range across the mountain 

1 Nay'l Hrakesh,"Remish keAlrozmr," trans, with notes by K. Tram well as "The 
Fall of Alrozmr of Nay'l Hrakesh," in Terenglini Tales (Supra-Elrexia, Corexia-
Lerixia Books, 2659),7-38. This was excerpted, with summary and notes, by P. 
Kraemer in Galactic Dispersion Theories, (Varesofu: Libri Contubernii, 3028), 
127-138. 

2 Or "spiritual regions." 

3 Angels (literally, "living creatures," or "spirit creatures"). 

4 Uohwizhal (UHWH), always replaced in recitation of poetry with a paraphrase. 

5 Heaven. 
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wall of Sipp,6 and pass east over the Bay of the Whale,7 or over the Western Forest to 

Darfs or Lhor-dinum8 City of Horses, so the hosts of Teselzar flew out and back and out 

again from the throne of the One, ever held in the vessel of His mind. 

In that bright concourse there were Five whose silent voices rang out the thoughts 

of their minds like the colors of the rainbow—kingly Alchimisar, violet like an evening 

cloudbank; his comrade B'gralsen, whose unheard voice felt like the blue depths of the 

Soudh-Ern Trisf Intual, now cool and green as the leaves of the Korzasol,10 now bright 

and fair as the glint of gold in the filigree of a Healer's robe;11 and fiery Alpoctunz, like the 

gleam of the sun's ray at noon on the gilded shrine of the lord of Ifindium.12 But ever 

more fiercely burned the mind of Alrozmr, a red jewel smoldering emberlike before the 

Throne of the One, warming his comrades with the strength and depth of his loving 

thoughts and the piercing light and knowledge of God. Then the Lord Who Is bent his 

thought toward B'gralsen, bidding him call his comrades. As a blue wave in the midst of 

the Subglacial Sea passes south, rising above the slipping shore to crash against the out-

6 The Sipporm mountains. 

7 Tjand Murka, "Whale's Bay" or "Mouth of the Whale." 

8 Lhor-din is the Terenglini equivalent of the Terran horse, descended from Meso-
hippus. 

9 The ocean; literally, the "Subglacial Sea." 

10 The Eastern Forest. 

11 Green embroidered with yellow is the traditional color of the garb for the Guild of 
Healing. This is a reference to Intual's name, "God has healed." 

12 The fabled flying city. 



29 

walls of Castle Darfs or the breakwaters of Naiul, or the windy beaches of the Desert of 

Eagles, so the mind-voice of B'gralsen swept out through the heavenly host, as God's 

herald summoned his brethren to draw close to the Throne. 

First the fiery eother sped back; and spirits tumbled, laughing in their hearts like 

acrobatic children tumbling at play, as Alpoctunz heeded the call, heedless of order or 

rank. The mighty Alrozmr came next, and firmly chided his fellow for usurpation of place, 

though all without envy or wrath (for pride had not yet rooted in any heart). Fiery Alpoc-

tunz gladly gave way, allowing Alchimisar to follow the Light-bearer, as the kingly one 

drew nigh (he had first heard the call, being brother in mind to B'gralsen; yet he tarried for 

Alrozmr, as was fitting, out of respect and affection for the most honored spirit). Then 

followed Intual and Alpoctunz, and the remaining hosts in their train; and all the spirits 

englobed the Throne, with silent voices praising the Highest in an eternal hymn: "From 

every corner of Heaven have we heard the summons to attend you and learn your will, O 

thrice-holy Lord of Hosts; all Teselzar adores your throne." When the measure was 

completed, the mind of God touched His herald,13 as the tivan touches his scepter to the 

shoulder of his noble, bidding him to speak; and the message passed on like ripples in a 

pool touched lightly by a soft hand. 

13 Literally, "the Voice of the Lord," as translated below. This is another name for 
B'gralsen, formed by analogy to the term "the voice of the tivan," the regular epithet for 
an imperial herald. 
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"My brothers," spoke the Voice of the Lord, "That time has come that we have 

long awaited; hear now the plans that our Lord has devised and of the gift of the Most 

High." 

"Untold ages have passed since the mind of God brought forth the eothers into the 

realm of light, and the rays of Teselzar were with radiance reflected and reduplicated a 

thousandfold. Now the term appointed has ended, and God will embark upon the next 

measure of His creation."14 So B'gralsen related the knowledge that God had imparted, 

telling of the new creation, the world of matter, so that eternal light might be enhanced as 

it illuminated physical objects, and sound might break forth upon new-made ears. 

"So I have purposed to create a work15 and call it the world. It shall be apart from 

Teselzar and yet every point herein shall coterminate with it. Void and dark will I create 

it, until I put light therein. Like my eternal light in Teselzar it shall be, yet different: it 

shall arise, and collect together, and condense; and as it contracts, it will burn as fiercely 

as your spirits shone encircling the Throne in your hymn of praise. These lights shall shine 

all the brighter because of the void that separates them. 

"And in that void will I create smaller worlds, circling the lights and some of these 

will become the home of living creatures that shall blend spirit and matter." B'gralsen 

paused, and his brethren pondered at this new wonder, the creation-work of new life. 

14 Khoralos, literally "Gesamtkunstwerk.' 

15 Khoralos. 
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Then spoke Alrozmr, "Truly your worlds are great, O Lord; but in this new crea-

tion, is there a place for your children?" Thus fear (born of pride) entered Teselzar, and 

flickered like flame in many a heart, ignited like straw by a smoldering ember. Yet there 

was still no sin in any soul, much less in the gem-like eother, the light-bearer. 

And Teselzar rang with laughter of joy as the High God soothed all fears. "Think 

not that my purpose is to cast aside aught that I have created. Nay, you will find delight in 

this new thing—for it is created for my delight, and for love, as you were all created." 

The eother host burned bright with gladness, like the rays of the sun on the jeweled 

mountain tops in the Desert of Eagles.16 

B'gralsen spoke, the Voice of the Lord: "Nor shall you imagine that all this is for 

sight alone. You shall join me in my labors and my plan shall be executed with all my in-

tents, yet by means of your own freedom—for I grant your nature, as that of the work to 

be, freedom to choose the paths that lead to the appointed goal." 

Now B'gralsen ceased, and the Lord of Hosts spoke direct. "Yet more I purpose; 

for the great ones among you shall be highly favored, and through you your brethren shall 

be exalted. For to each of my Five, I will entrust a work, chosen for your gifts and for 

your instruction. Thereby you will grow and will more resemble me, being confirmed to 

my image. 

"I will give you, Alpoctunz, a world of ice, that you may learn to warm it with 

your once-hasty fire: for care it will need to hold from scorching the tender new life with 

16 The Damlo ke Traglos is continuous with the crystalline mountains at Traglosfon. 
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which I shall endow it. When you have warmed it, draw back, and learn to guide, and 

take measure before you act." Like the setting sun over Erifboz, the fiery one brightened 

at this honor. 

"You, Intual, I give a world that will burgeon swiftly with life. Lush and fertile 

you shall make it, the home of life that rejoices in growth. Learn how to teach, and be 

taught to heal—for with swift growing, matter will be prone to hurt: such are the laws of 

cause and effect." Rich came the jubilation of Intual, like the green of a new-sprouted 

leaf. 

"My herald," spoke the Lord, "to you I give a world of moisture, a world where 

life will burgeon in diversity. Teach it to always recognize itself, though the outward form 

be different." Like the blue of the eagle's wing17 shone the voice of the Lord. 

Now God paused in speech, regarding the mighty Alrozmr and the scarce less 

worthy Alchimisar. "To you, Alchimisar, is given a world of strong life, and mighty lust to 

strive, and great power to overcome. Use gentleness, learn firm resolve, and tame its life 

to use power in life's service." The deepening hue of Alchimisar's silent shout was like the 

embroidered hangings of Lhor-dinum. All Teselzar rocked with his delight in God. 

And all the while Alrozmr's hue slept, trembling, not in fear but in desire to know 

what lay next. 

"To you, Light-bearer, I give a world of darkness. Bring it the light not of matter, 

but of spirit; devise its wonders, make and teach its inhabitants, and raise them up to your 

17 That is, the Terenglini traglo. 
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image, as I have raised you to mine. Emulate me, in power, in forethought, in action, and 

in love." Where before fear had swept across wide heaven, now joy and praise rang out 

like a shower of jeweled fire from the throat of the mountain, like a red storm from the 

depths of the desert, but carrying no fear, only excited love. A sphere of eothers like a 

shining pearl around the Throne gave silent voice to praise: "Your lowly eothers have you 

honored, exalting them to your service. You are worthy of praise; may your servants be 

worthy of your gift, their duty. Honor to the Lord of the Heavens." 

When the full measure of the hymn had ended, the Most High arose from His 

Throne and passed in silence to the border of Heaven; before him flew the Five, behind 

followed the train of the remaining host. 

"See with my sight," thus said the Lord Who Is, "behold the void!" As when in 

the desert the sun is veiled by a sudden storm, or drawing a curtain envelops a chamber in 

darkness, so the host of eothers beheld a formless Void. The light of Teselzar all around 

was as naught—they saw the darkness, empty and void. 

[The description of creation follows in the original. The following passage occurs after 

the second day of creation, when God pauses before the next stage.] 

Then B'gralsen spoke aloud, first of all created beings, and his new-found voice 

was like a choir of trumpets or a crash of breakers on the shores of Naiul. All Teselzar 

proclaims your might; the new-made void that was dark and empty has been made full of 
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light, by your Utterance that revealed it to our eyes: Give praise to Him that spoke that 

Word! The universe has from its sleep awoken, and deep darkness turned to morning, 

from the lowest abyss to the steep borders of heaven: Give praise and honor to the Lord 

Who Is! And all the host of Teselzar took up the refrain, Give praise and honor to the 

Lord Who Is! 

Yet even as the measure of their praise was ended, Alrozmr, the mighty Light-

bearer, addressed the Most High, "When shall we enter on our appointed tasks? I chafe at 

delay, like my fiery brother. My heart desires to enter into the new-made world, to fly 

through the void and plunge through the heart of stars." 

Alpoctunz spoke. "Nay, brother, I am hasty no more." His voice ceased as if the 

wonder of sound were too great, both speaking and hearing at once his own words. 

The noble one, Alchimisar, spoke next. "O Father of the new-made world, your 

creation18 overawes me as well; its vastness and its particularity remind me of your infini-

tude and ubiquitous precision. Though I regard the honor that you have proposed for us, 

when I contemplate the reality of your creation, I scarce could believe that we could fulfill 

your plan, were it not that you yourself have said, and made it so." 

God spoke to the mind of B'gralsen, who uttered the command of the Lord of 

Hosts: "Let Alrozmr bear light to his brethren on this matter." 

18 Khoralos. 



35 

"Were this new place truly a place apart, no power of ours could accomplish the 

task that is set. But solely by the love and action of our God is its existence sustained, as 

indeed are Teselzar and we ourselves." 

"Thus only by seeming will we part from Heaven?" said Alpoctunz, like a young 

flyer19 torn between the fear and excitement of his first soaring glide, desperately checking 

his harness and wing, who will babble questions to his teacher, delaying his first leap from 

the cliffside. 

"Nay," Intual replied. "If God were to jest, even that would be made real. But did 

you not mark, as the stars were born, how it seemed as if the One Himself stood in the 

midst of the creation, and called it into being, both here in Heaven and within the world at 

once? As if the silent Word of Light, who spoke in Teselzar, creating heaven, also uttered 

itself in the world, manifesting therein even as It created matter?" 

The eothers murmured assent, and noble Alchimisar spoke. "Great wisdom you 

have revealed to us, Intual, healing our doubt and worry, but in what manner will the One 

Who Is sustain us in our tasks?" 

Intual spoke, his words flashing green and gold. "Even so, the God Who Is will 

sustain us and strengthen our will and powers for the tasks we have been set; and He will 

lend us a spark of His Light that we as vessels will preserve until time to mete it out to the 

new worlds of matter." 

19 That is, a student of the gliding sport turvol, similar to hang-gliding. 
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Immediately, the Five blazed forth in greater glory, so that the host of Teselzar 

grew dim by comparison, like the flames of a thousand candles faltering, when a shutter 

drawn back lets in the first pale rays of dawn. In equal splendor shone four—but the fifth 

was to the others as the Five to the company of Teselzar. 

Alrozmr spoke, the brilliant jewel of heaven: "I feel a double share, o Lord, of thy 

matchless glory. How shall this be?" 

B'gralsen spoke, the Voice of the Lord. "Even as Intual perceived, so it is; I am in 

My creation of the world even as I am in My created Teselzar. But I am minded to dwell 

therein more particularly, to reside in matter as God in creature indwelling. Five vessels 

have been prepared, but six worlds there are to come. And to Alrozmr is entrusted the 

power to kindle the sixth world, the world into which I will enter when the time is ap-

pointed." 

SUMMARY OF THE REMAINDER OF THE POEM 

The other eothers that wish to enter the physical universe along with the Five learn 

that they are to be subordinate to them, under their command as the worlds develop. The 

Five archangels are instructed to seek counsel from UHWH (i.e., to pray) to ensure that 

they fulfill His plans. The Five depart to their new worlds. 

Alrozmr prepares the planet Nilg'nereth20 for the introduction of life, pouring out 

the power of UHWH to create the first plants and animals. Eventually he raises up the 

20 Referred to hereafter using the Terenglinization of the name, Nalkaneresh. 
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Saurians, the dragon-like intelligent beings who rule Nalkaneresh for millennia. However, 

Alrozmr loves his people and planet so much that he decides that he will incarnate himself 

there. He sets in motion plans to do so, but stays his hand from the actual presumptuous 

deed. He avoids taking counsel with UHWH, lest He read the innermost desires of his 

heart. Of course, nothing is hidden from UHWH, but He forbears to stop the eother for 

the time being. 

Alrozmr grows impatient with the slowness of the passing time, and decides to 

meddle in the preparations on the other planets.21 This culminates in the destruction of 

much of the life on Terenglin.22 What Alrozmr should have done instead was to stay on 

Nalkaneresh to guide his Saurians into developing a civilization. Instead, he actually pre-

sumes to set foot on the world that UHWH has planned for His own incarnation, long 

before UHWH is ready for the eothers to visit that planet. He rebukes Alrozmr, and there 

is dissension in Teselzar, exacerbated by the revelation that certain subordinate eothers 

have followed the example of Alrozmr, causing all sorts of trouble. Some of these repent, 

and become known as the Cosmic Pranksters. UHWH declares that Alrozmr is unworthy 

21 The orthodox scriptures (the Irdzor Kamesh) differ slightly here from the Nay'l 
Hrakesh's account. The Terenglini "Genesis" clearly states that mankind did not originate 
on Terenglin, but on another planet under the care of Alrozmr, i.e., Earth. The poet con-
densed the three planets of orthodox tradition to two, following the rationalistic belief of 
his day, which dispensed of the third planet using Occam's Razor. In this case the ortho-
dox tradition was correct, as Homo sapiens terenglinensis actually did originate on Earth, 
being planted later on Terenglin by the Cosmic Pranksters, a group of eother-like beings 
opposed to the Saurians of Nilg'nereth. However, this fact was not confirmed until after 
the second Terran expedition to Terenglin, by Thor Kraemer (c. 2650). 

22 That is, one of the great extinctions on Earth. 
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of the custody of Terenglin,23 and removes him from authority.24 Alrozmr makes a half-

hearted attempt to offer Nalkaneresh as a sacrifice to show his repentance, but UHWH 

tells him that his offering has become unworthy because of his deceit and lack of respon-

sibility. He is banished to Nalkaneresh so that he can repent at length and make amends; 

the rebellious eothers are sent along. 

In the absence of the guidance they required from Alrozmr, the Saurians have be-

come violent and greedy sorcerers. Alrozmr is appalled and angry when he sees this; but 

instead of exercising control with moderation, he takes on flesh in the form of a Saurian 

and becomes a tyrannical ruler. He is entrapped by violence and blood, and becomes the 

greatest horror of this now-horrible world. Some of the eothers follow his example, but 

the repentant Pranksters flee back to Teselzar. They receive forgiveness, but are ordered 

to remain in the physical universe until they can fight the Fallen One and his Saurians no 

more. 

Even in his fallen state, Alrozmr longs for Teselzar; he breaks the banishment and 

flees from world to world. At last he resolves to return to Terenglin, where he will cor-

rupt Auru, Father of Mankind, the Adam of that world. The poem ends with a description 

of Alrozmr hovering over Terenglin, but stops short of showing the actual fall of mankind, 

as even the rationalizers of the poet's day had not rejected that orthodox account. 

23 Again, in the orthodox tradition, Earth. 

24 In the orthodox tradition, Alrozmr was confined to three planets: Earth, Ter-
englin, and Nalkaneresh. 
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TECTELLURE 

In far Dindarnyon, past the forest of deadly serpents, nigh unto the Great Abyss, 

lies the fair city Tectellure. High are its walls, builded out of rough, black stone quarried 

from the edge of the Deep in ages past. These rough black walls hide from the eyes of 

strangers the beauties and delights of Tectellure. No stranger may enter without the 

king's permission, and seldom is this given. The gates are guarded by dark, fearsome 

slaves from the land of Xul. 

Many years ago the city of Tectellure was surrounded by marble walls with ram-

parts of gold. The fame of that city went far and wide: merchants came from every land 

to sell their wares and buy the fair cloths and jewels fashioned by the children of Tectell. 

The armies of Tectellure were strong, though the ranks, marching under the red banner of 

Tectell, lightning emblazoned, dwindled with each passing year; the men were valiant and 

the women beautiful. 

But even as valiance and strength slowly decayed, envious eyes from other lands 

spied the fair and wondrous city. Jealous hordes from the conquered lands gathered, 

hoping that by banding into one enormous army they might win the city. In the month of 

Utmard (in the fourteen-hundredth year of the city) when the darkness reigns and the sun 

is not seen, the jealous, cruel enemy crept toward Tectellure and surrounded the walls of 

marble and gold with their secret encampments. 

40 
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They assembled war-machines and towers and catapults to assail the walls. Priests 

set up altars and prayed to their gods—strange, wild gods, servants not of the One God 

but of the Adverse One. They celebrated cruel rites, sacrificing ten young maidens: white 

throats slashed, life-blood draining into wooden bowls, libations to the Kormopoti, the 

Lords of Harm. The priests dismembered the fair bodies, laughing as they minced flesh to 

boil and eat. 

Inside the marble walls of Tectellure, the people paid no heed to the painful 

screams and odd noises of hammers and saws that occasionally came to their ears during 

lulls in their festivities. Some paused, thinking, "It is the wind from the Abyss, roaming 

the dark of Utmard, and the sun will soon banish such horrors." They shuddered, but 

quickly returned to their merrymaking. 

For in the month of Utmard, the people of Tectell had from time immemorial held 

a great festival in honor of the gods: ages before, a great battle had near been lost, but for 

the deeds of the gods, led by Tectell. Instead of defeat, Tectellure conquered the sur-

rounding enemies, and reigned preeminent among the realms of far Dindarnyon. Few in-

deed were those who remembered now that ancient battle, or worshipped the gods truly, 

yet still the people always assembled at that dark month's end when again the sun rose af-

ter the long dusk of Utmard, celebrating in ritual the memory of something they little un-

derstood. 

Only one blind priest, last of the line of high priests of Tectell, took time to search 

the graven tablets, and bade his servants read to him from many dusty books of lore: for 
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in time past, he knew, the city had been besieged, and always the attack fell in the month 

of Utmard. The blind prophet recalled dimly a tale of his youth, told by his grandfather—a 

tale of noises and screams, and of bloody sacrifices, which ended in war and much 

slaughter of the people. The faint sounds outside the city rang in his ears like steel on hard 

stone. 

He ran his hands over the rough characters in ancient books, reading them by feel. 

He listened to words haltingly spoken in forgotten tongues that he alone now understood, 

and his fears were confirmed by what he read and heard. Slowly he felt his way along wall 

and alleyway to the great plaza at the eastern end of the city, an open pavement of shapen 

stones flanked by the temples of newer gods next to the great gate of the city. 

He heard the sound of revelers, of the tabor, the pipe, and the lute; he smelt in-

cense and flowers and the spilled wine of flux; he tasted licentiousness in the air of the 

city, and his heart seethed with rage and fear. 

"Fools!" he prophesied, with a voice not his own but like that of a young god. 

"Ye fools! You mill about in your revels, decking the temples with garlands of flowers, 

yet remember not our lord Tectell who preserves us! You dance to the pipe, but have 

forgotten how to march to war! Your warriors shave their polls and your women disfig-

ure their faces—even the walls of the city you have painted like a harlot—but you have 

forgotten that courage is the child of sacrifice and cowardice the child of indulgence! 

Where are our warriors today? Asleep in the arms of their amazons and eunuchs. Even 

your king hearkens more to his harlots than his counselors." 
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So mighty was the voice that came upon him that the king halted in his revels and 

the multitude ceased its tumult, and hearkened for while. 

"Look! To the east rises the long-sleeping sun. Ere the week is past it shall rise, 

but its new rays will shine on a city in ruins. Even as you wait, the hordes from lands once 

conquered by our ancestors when the red banner flew free, its lightning trampling our foes 

under the hooves of horses, even now they come to ravage the city built by Tectell!" 

But the multitudes returned to their festival, their momentary uneasiness gone. 

"Mad mutterings of an old fool," they said, nodding their heads as they lifted their cups. 

Only a few of the young men believed the blind priest; as his strength left him, they 

stepped to his side, and vowed to band together for the safety of the city. 

That very hour they assembled in the Temple of Tectell, the old priest refusing to 

rest. For many hours they pored over the ancient records and discussed them. The priest 

told them of his search and the answers he had found. 

Six times had the enemies tried to conquer the city during the festal season. "It has 

been the same always: Before the rise of the sun after his long absence, the envious 

hordes crept, warily, craftily, up to the walls of the citadel. They climbed up the steep 

walls and attacked in force at the instant the sun rose. Each time, a group of warriors, 

straight from their revels, spied the enemy and sounded the alarm. But today we have no 

warriors—yet we must hope that Tectell will not allow servants of the Lords of Harm to 

ravage his holy city." 
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At the mention of the god, some muttered their unbelief and turned away. But 

others felt faith rekindle in their hearts, so that all that last night in the month of Utmard, 

while every other man and woman feasted and caroused in the temples and brothels of the 

lesser gods, one blind priest led his young followers in the simple rites of Tectell. 

An hour before dawn, the young men led forth the blind priest and joined the 

thronging people on the plaza. Despite storm clouds gathering above the city, the sun had 

begun to show above the distant mountains (the far range, beyond the nearer Sikklan 

Mounts) when the first death-scream rang out, a young man hewn down by the ax of a 

savage. 

Over the golden ramparts streamed the barbarian men of Ilux, the foul, yellow-

eyed savages of Eger, and the fiendish men of other savage lands. Women screamed and 

children cried; but, long unused to war, the men of Tectellure made little resistance. The 

young followers of Tectell left the old priest, running to engage the foe, but they quickly 

perished. Hearing the cries of their death-agonies, the blind priest shouted out, calling 

upon Tectell for deliverance. 

The dark storm-clouds thundered as the sun's rise halted. From the darkened sky 

a bolt of lightning struck the walls of the city, blue fire rushing around the entire circuit of 

the wall as marble crumbled and gold melted. Many of the enemy were burned and 

crushed as the smooth marbled walls and molten metal fell, revealing the ancient rough 

stone underneath. Buildings caught fire. The rallying men of the city drove the enemies 

toward the red flames that blazed up to engulf them. Thunder rolled and a stinging rain 
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fell, hissing as it struck the flames, sending up a loud wall of steam that masked the dying 

screams of the barbarians. 

The fires died down, the rain ceased, and a dull red glow reflected off the dark 

clouds overhead. Once again, lightning struck, and a huge, dark form appeared, manlike 

in shape, yet with eyes like fiery coals, a black form against the smoldering clouds. 

"Seven times have I rescued this city since first I made its walls and palaces four-

teen centuries ago. Six times have enemies attacked; six times I instilled courage into the 

warriors of Tectellure. This time I have had to reveal myself because you had grown too 

cowardly and weak to save yourselves. Will you never learn, o foolish men of my city? 

Cover not the rough walls with marble and gold. Admit few strangers to your city, and 

keep your men prepared for battle, for I, TECTELL YOUR GOD, SHALL NOT 

INTERVENE AGAIN!" 

With that, thunder rang out and he was gone. The blind priest stood for a mo-

ment, murmuring, "I saw. . . I saw . . t h e n he fell forward, dead, on the spot where 

Tectell had stood. 

So now the walls of rough black stone and the gates guarded by dark, fearsome 

slaves from Xul protect the fair city from her enemies. The body of the old priest was 

entombed next to the temple and he is worshipped as a minor god. 

But when last I was in that fair city, the merchants were appealing to the king to 

enhance the splendor of the city. "Let us adorn Tectellure with a covering of marble and 

gold for the rough walls. Allow the stranger through our gates, and all the city will pros-
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per!" Each year the numbers that oppose grow smaller; and it may be that soon the city 

will be opened to any and all who pass that way (for the greediness of the merchants and 

the courtiers is very great); and the worship of Tectell is being forgotten by most of the 

populace, his temple growing dusty and neglected. But the god has not forgotten his 

words, as he watches the growing envy of the men of Eger and Ilux: "I SHALL NOT 

INTERVENE AGAIN." 
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BOUGA-ZAZA 

Those who sit long enough in the common room at The Three Gargoyles, largest 

and most popular of the inns and taverns along Lotlar's waterfront district, can hear sto-

ries and wild tales from all the lands, from far Dindarnyon in the west to Norcardis in the 

South or mystic Xul in the north. Of all the ports in Seaeger, Lotlar is the most prosper-

ous. Not only do the richest pirate ships of the Seaeger main come here to sell their stolen 

cargoes, but also the great merchant sea-caravans with their small armed escorts frequent 

the harbor of Lotlar, for the law of Seaeger is that no ship shall molest another within a 

day's voyage of Lotlar. 

The waterfront district of Lotlar is full of markets and shops and warehouses. 

There are countless inns and taverns scattered among these other buildings, but none is 

larger or finer or more well-frequented than The Three Gargoyles (so-called because of 

the three gargoyles carved above the door). There is no better place in all Lotlar for a 

thief to learn when and where he may most profitably practice his art, so here it was that 

Gazgher came when the pirate ship Grasper docked in Lotlar port. 

Old Methmed, son of the ancient innkeeper, showed him to a table. There 

Gazgher sat in a dim corner, drinking the wine of the dwarf-grapes of Ilux, and listening to 

the whispered conversation and noisy ribaldry all around him. He sat alone for hours, 

musing over his successes and scrapes, his many disappointments. 

47 



48 

The voyage of the Grasper had been disappointing for Gazgher. Captain Ysstem 

was over-cautious in his choice of victims and less than generous in sharing the small 

amount of booty his crew garnered. This voyage had provided no opportunity for 

Gazgher to exercise his peculiar talents and phenomenal stealth. He quarrelled with the 

first mate almost every day. So after ten months—ten months that barely earned enough 

to re-provision the ship for another long, unprofitable journey—Gazgher had had enough. 

The captain blustered and ordered and threatened, but as soon as the Grasper was docked 

in the harbor, Gazgher slipped away in the confusion of unloading the pitiful treasure. He 

even managed to steal a jewelled dagger from the captain's cabin, but he was careful to 

hide it well in an old, worn scabbard. The golden scabbard that belonged with the dagger 

he planted in the first mate's bunk. 

The lamplight glinting off the yellow wine in his glass reminded him of the eyes of 

old Captain Crawg, skipper of the Wingfoot. That had been a ship. It had been years 

since he'd thought of the Wingfoot and his service aboard her, though his dreams had been 

full enough of the memory for months after. 

As a boy, Gazgher had been apprenticed to Morstrom the Nimblefingered to learn 

the esteemed art of burglary; but being of a contrary nature despite his knack for insinuat-

ing himself into strangers' good graces, he found Morstrom and his own duties unconge-

nial. So, having little patience for discipline and no scruples, he ran away to sea—not be-

fore, however, absorbing a great deal of the skill and lore of thievery. At sea Gazgher 

learned the various forms of piracy while in service to Captain Crawg of the late and little-
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lamented Wingfoot. It was during this period that Gazgher perfected his favoredl tech-

nique. He would book passage on a merchant ship on one of the Norcardis-Seaeger trade 

routes, and systematically pilfer jewelry from other passengers (occasionally planting sto-

len articles to draw suspicion elsewhere). His talent for winning the confidence of all he 

met made this both easy and profitable. Then, at the proper stage of the journey (decided 

upon beforehand with Captain Crawg), Gazgher would slip into the merchant-captain's 

cabin and sneak a knife into the sleeping man's ribs. In the dark of night Wingfoot would 

attack and quickly subdue the leaderless craft. All the passengers would be put to the 

sword or sold into slavery, and Wingfoot would sail into another port laden with treasure. 

After Gazgher's hasty departure from Crawg's employ came years of service on 

various ships, until the long and lean years on the Grasper, for Captain Ysstem took no 

chances. He avoided the main trade routes and raided only the occasional unescorted 

merchant ships that eked out their meager profits by traveling to the few cities of the 

wastelands of the north-coasts, between the River Ereimer and dark, fearsome Xul. 

Gazgher looked away from the glass and noticed his old friend and arch-thief 

Frackelmoss the Locksmith slinking through the door. He motioned silently, catching old 

Frackel's attention, and soon a barmaid had set another flask of Ilux wine before them. 

"You look as if you'd like to cut some old granny's throat and steal her mattress full of 

gold pieces, my friend," mumbled Frackelmoss into his tumbler of wine. 
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Gazgher laughed. "Aye, if I knew of such a granny and such a mattress. But there 

ain't no such rich old hags here, not in this part of town—unless you know of one?" 

"Nay, it's not of grannies I'm thinking, nor rich men nor poor. I've got me a caper 

bigger than that, if'n I find the right partner." Frackelmoss glanced around shiftily and 

lowered his voice to a whisper. "And I'm thinking you might be the man I need." 

"What do you want? Another burglar?" 

"Nah, not much more than first-rate sneaking is needed, though I know you're as 

stealthy as they come. A strong arm and a quick knife are more important, and your talent 

for making friends." He looked about nervously again. "Have ye ever heard of the Stone 

of BOUGA—ZAZA?" 

Gazgher started and bumped the wine-flask. "Our old skipper Crawg told me once 

about it. He was from the wilds south of Seaeger, and worshipped the wild gods. He 

even had a set of idols . . . " Gazgher thought about those yellow eyes and shuddered. He 

pushed aside his wine glass. 

"Cat-idols, eh? I never got so close with the old fellow—you'll remember we 

parted over the division of some loot. But he was a trusty sailor for the most part, until 

that last botched job." 

"Yes, the idols were shaped like cats." Gazgher hastily got away from the subject 

of Captain Crawg's fate. 'Three of 'em, lifelike and damned creepy—black IEMP, yellow 

JEHSSE, and that damned brindled BOUGA-ZAZA. He even had an emerald set between its 

paws." Gazgher had often regretted that the demise of the Wingfoot had prevented him 
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from pilfering that emerald. "Crawg said that in the temple of his gods, the largest emer-

ald in the world lay between the paws of BOUGA-ZAZA." In his mind, he heard again 

Crawg's catlike curses. 

"I've seen the stone myself. The temple lies in the forest, three or four days jour-

ney southwest of here. There are the priests, of course, but no doors on the temple, and 

anyone may enter freely, night or day. If we were to slip down there and slink around, I 

think we might manage to pick up a few nice things." He smiled, exposing his snaggly 

teeth. 

"But what about the priests?" 

"All they do is collect offerings and tend cats—the three stone ones and three live 

ones. They aren't even armed. Even if they were, who would suspect any foul play from a 

couple of innocent pilgrims? Especially someone as devout and outgoing as you are?" 

"If it's going to be so easy, how come you didn't lift the loot yourself?" 

"This job cries out for someone with your ways." Frackel gave a scowl. "Besides, 

the caravan I was traveling with suffered a series of mysterious thefts, a few days out of 

Norcardis. Piddling stuff, but their suspicions were up." 

After a long silence, Gazgher said, "I'm game." 

"Good. We'll leave in the morning. There's a pilgrimage leaving for Norcardis 

tomorrow, and we can travel with them. They'll stop for the night at the Temple, and we 

can do our work and be back on the Lotlar road before the next dawn breaks." 
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"Fine. Then it's a deal—" Gazgher stopped in mid-sentence, for a hand came up 

from behind Frackel and stabbed at Gazgher with a long knife. Before he had time to real-

ize that the hand belonged to someone standing behind Frackelmoss, Gazgher had already 

jumped up and turned over the table, knocking Frackel and the assailant over backwards. 

The knife slid silently across the old thief's throat, slitting it open from ear to ear. 

Gazgher whipped out the jewelled dagger and stuck it in the attacker's ribs as he ran for 

the door. As the man fell, Gazgher caught a flash of gold at the man's belt. It was Captain 

Ysstem of the Grasper. 

* * * 

That night, Gazgher dreamt he was back in Captain Crawg's service. Alas, poor 

Wingfootl On this, her last voyage, Gazgher was sick of the rigor of Crawg's discipline, 

profitabile though it had been. He failed to dispose of the merchant-captain of the vessel 

as he had promised; instead, Gazgher gave the alarm, so that Wingfoot was rammed, burst 

asunder, and sent to the bottom of the sea. The crew of the merchant vessel furled its sails 

and spent several happy quarter-hours practicing their aim with the spear, throwing at the 

few survivors who bobbed up and down in the waves—until the sharks came and gobbled 

up those not yet dispatched by the spears. Gazgher stirred uneasily in his sleep, recoiling 

from the glaring catlike eyes of Captain Crawg, who floated and shouted down curses on 

Gazgher with a curious feline scream. Gazgher sat up straight out of his nightmare, 

Crawg's scream still echoing in his ears. He wondered if it had been his own voice 

screaming. 
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Next morning a new pilgrim joined the group bound for Norcardis. Gazgher fol-

lowed the pilgrim customs very carefully. He slept lightly each night, but no one followed 

them or tried to molest him further. Only Gazgher's dreams bothered him. He relived the 

sinking of the Wingfoot each night, and woke sweating just as it seemed that the deafening 

catlike screams of Crawg were about to form into intelligible words. The other pilgrims 

assumed that their new friend had some past sin to expiate on the pilgrimage and, as was 

their custom, did not press him with questions about his uneasy sleep. 

On the fourth day they reached the Temple of BOUGA-ZAZA in the late afternoon. 

The fat slit-eyed priests in their black, yellow, and green robes ushered them into the cool 

temple, dimly lit with ruddy lamps and braziers, for the afternoon sun lay too low to shine 

through the temple skylights. To the right of the doorway, at one end of the long temple, 

sat the two giant statues of black IEMP and yellow JEHSSE. Between IFIMP's paws lay a 

cup of obsidian, full of black pearls; between the paws of JEHSSE stood a golden cup full 

of topazes. On the floor between the statues lay three pampered cats: one black, one 

yellow-striped, and one brindled. As the priests knelt before the great idols, the three cats 

glared at Gazgher with eyes like the eyes of Captain Crawg. One cat licked its lips. 

When the priests had finished their prayers, they rose and gave mice to the cats, 

who played with the unfortunate rodents and finally ate them. It was not a comforting 

sight, and at first Gazgher, who had caused the deaths of so many men, was disturbed at 

the cruelty of the beasts and had trouble keeping up his pretence of prayer; but mercifully, 



54 

the wind sighing through the eaves of the temple masked the cries of the cats and their 

victims, so that he passed off his agitation as fervor and soon composed himself. 

The pilgrims rose (when the last mouse had been devoured) and were led by the 

priests to the other end of the Temple. The pilgrims gasped at the sight. Greater by far 

than the giant IFIMP and the mighty JEHSSE was the tremendous carven feline that stood 

before them. High above the pilgrims towered the statue, carved of that rare substance 

brendlersten, which is textured like marble, but full of swirled browns and yellows and 

blacks so that it looks like the fur of a titanic brindled cat. The eyes of crystal reflected 

hollowly the dull red glow of the lamps. The mouth of the idol, Gazgher saw, held ivory 

teeth and a garnet tongue, while the neck was encircled with a golden collar. And be-

tween the paws of BOUGA-ZAZA lay her giant emerald, big as an elephant's foot. 

After more devotions, a priest fastened gold collars around the necks of the pam-

pered cats and chained them to silver rings set in the marble pavement between the idols of 

JEHSSE and IEMP. The pilgrims (and all but one of the priests) took their resting places on 

the grassy lawn outside the Temple. Soon all were asleep. Gazgher waited an hour after 

he was sure that they all slept, and only then crept silently toward the Temple doorway. 

His knife flashed quickly and silently it dispatched the fat priest sleeping inside the 

doorway. Gazgher went first to the idol of IEMP and slipped off his white pilgrim's robe, 

transforming it into a burglar's bag. As he scooped up the black pearls, the cats began to 

cry softly, as if they expected him to give them more mice. When he continued to gather 

the pearls, they began to curse him in their ancient language, louder and louder until he 
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feared that the sleeping priests and pilgrims would hear them above the sighing wind and 

awaken. So he deftly slit their throats, one, two, three, and returned to his plunder. 

He had emptied the cup of black pearls and had started on the topazes when he 

thought that he heard a low feline growl. He turned and looked; at the far end of the 

Temple he saw the emerald faintly glimmering. The brendlersten paws seemed to be 

drawn in closer to the emerald than before, but Gazgher dismissed the thought It's the 

darkness. My eyes are playing tricks on me. 

Soon the golden cup was empty of topaz, and Gazgher paused again at some in-

definite yet menacing sound. My imagination again. Should I stop now? These pearls 

and topazes alone are worth the whole kingdom of Norcardis. But that emerald . . . . 

Gazgher slinked his way down the length of the Temple. Now and then a rumbling 

seemed to purr out from the stone walls, but Gazgher dismissed it as the wind sighing 

through the openings above. The moon had risen and now shone through a skylight, so 

that the crystal eyes of the idol glared yellow at the thief. He glanced down at the floor, 

then back at the emerald. Concentrating on its pale shimmer, he finally arrived at the very 

base of the idol. He looked at the stone, then upended his bag. Topazes tinkled on mar-

ble, pearls were crushed to powder under his feet. 

Gazgher greedily reached out to grasp the giant green stone and lifted it to place in 

his bag of treasure. Closing the bag, he glanced up. Ivory teeth gleamed in the moonlight, 

the yellow eyes glared. Like the eyes of Captain Crawg! Gazgher sank to his knees. A 
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curious feline sound, half-growl, half-purr, slid from the carven mouth. The brindled fur 

rustled as one giant paw reached out. 

And BOUGA-ZAZA licked her lips. 



TARANTULA WALTZ 

When the Lords of Harm decreed their olympiad of pain, the inhabitants of the 

nether dreamworld cringed, crying out in terror. A tremor ran through the flat earth of the 

upper dreamworld—"Like someone walking over your grave." That was the way old 

Methmed described it, telling the tale to an audience of one in his inn The Three Gar-

goyles a few years later. 

"Toppled a few walls in the whores' quarter, it did. The tide was at ebb, so there 

was time to clear out of the lower waterfront." He closed his rheumy eyes in recollection. 

"I watched from the uppermost room. We had turned out all the guests and shuttered up 

the windows, barred the doors. My old dad weren't minded to leave the inn unwatched, 

so we hauled him up stairs, in case the tidal wave reached this far." 

Methmed's father had been keeper of the inn till he died in his ninety-sixth year. 

The dreamer well remembered the old hostler, perched in a big oaken chair, presiding over 

the inn like a superannuated vulture—sharp-eyed to the last. 

"A couple of foolhardy looters stove in the back-door. That's their skulls there, 

sixth and seventh on the third row up." Methmed pointed with a gnarled finger at the high 

shelves back of the bar, where two skulls gleamed white among the rows of crania yel-

lowed by the tavern-smoke of long dream-years. 
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The dreamer looked up at the wall-full of grisly trophies. Such sights had become 

common to him in the last few weeks of dreaming—or the past few years of the dream-

world. Time passed at different paces between the worlds. The dreamer drew Methmed 

back to his subject. 

"Was there much damage to the harbor?" 

Methmed spat behind the bar. Business was slow. "Not too much. Docks took a 

beating; Hamsson's merchant-galley was in drydock. It ended up in the courtyard back of 

Qarobat-Quan's house. She was madder than a cat, let me tell you. Had her servants out 

there pulling it apart almost before the water quit rising. Sold it for building material, 

made a killing. No one like a whoremistress for making money, eh?" He spat again. 

The dreamer nodded, although he wouldn't have had the temerity to call Qarobat-

Quan a whoremistress, not in a tavern only half a furlong away from her establishment. 

He had to agree, however, that her reputation for making money was exceeded only by 

her reputation for providing services found nowhere else in Lotlar, or all of Seaeger, un-

less it was down in the nether regions. Indeed, there were those who hinted that Qarobat-

Quan not only openly worshipped the wild gods, but secretly also worshipped the Lords 

of Harm. 

"Anyway, what with the damage to the waterfront, and all the construction going 

on, she made more than enough off of Hamsson to pay for the repairs to her courtyard— 

or rather, the well in her courtyard." Methmed looked up as the door to the inn opened, 

but instead of a customer, it was his serving lad, son of the old mute beggar who had been 
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sitting outside the stables of The Three Gargoyles as long as anyone could remember. He 

stood for a moment in the open doorway, as if he weren't sure about coming inside. The 

dreamer noticed the two cats waiting on the doorstep. The smaller grey cat stared intently 

with dark green eyes at the dreamer. The orange tabby, long-bodied and lanky, stood up 

on his hind legs and gestured with his right forepaw, almost as if he were pointing at 

something inside the inn, behind the bar. 

"About time you showed up," Methmed said to the boy, seemingly oblivious of the 

cats' behavior. He jerked his thumb toward the kitchen. "Get in there and cut up some 

vegetables for the stew. Morsey has been grumbling all morning." The boy looked as if 

he wanted to say something, but he ducked his head and did as he was told. 

The door closed, and the dreamer heard an annoyed meow from the gesturing fe-

line. The dreamer turned to stare at the rows of skulls. He thought he saw movement up 

there, between the jaws of one particularly mutilated cranium, but uneasily forced himself 

to ignore it. Before Methmed could get started on a long diversion about the failings of 

the younger generation, the dreamer asked another question. 

"Qarobat-Quan's has need of its own well?" 

"I've got my own well, don't I? Town well's not reliable enough for brewing year 

round. I expect she's got brewing to do, same as me." The guarded look in his eyes said 

that it was more than ale or beer that she brewed. Perhaps he was beginning to regret his 

earlier words, for that was the last he would tell the dreamer about Qarobat-Quan, or 

much of anything. 
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The dreamer paid for his ale. "I should be back for the evening meal. Stew, you 

said?" His eyes wandered involuntarily to the misshapen skull again. Something was 

moving—perhaps a large, hairy arachnid? 

"Morsey's best dish." The door opened again. This time it was customers— 

pilgrims bound for Norcardis, by the look of their travel-worn robes and wooden staves. 

Methmed spat once more, and said, hopefully, "May I help you, reverend travelers?" Pil-

grims were notoriously easy marks, in the innkeeper's opinion. As the dreamer pulled the 

door shut behind him, he could hear Methmed offering them wine of the dwarf-grapes of 

flux—a costly taste that had been the ruin of many a traveller's purse. Then from behind 

the closed door came a cry of "Damned attercop!" followed by the sound of crunching 

bone and breaking glass. The dreamer hurried down the steps. 

Outside the sky was cloudy and dull. The wind from the harbor was chill for this 

time of year—as chill as the eve of the month of Utmard, when the darkness reigns for 

thirty days and the sun is not seen. The dreamer adjusted his cloak around him. In his 

earlier visits to Lotlar, the weather had been balmy, but after all the changes he had ob-

served in the dreamworld since the announcement by the Lords of Harm, he was inclined 

to remain prepared for the worst. 

The two cats were nowhere to be seen, which disappointed the dreamer. He de-

cided that the orange cat had been pointing at the spider, but he wasn't sure why. Further 

inquiries would be in order when he found the cats again. 
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The dreamer found himself walking toward Qarobat-Quan's establishment, somewhat to 

his surprise. I don't really want to go there, he thought, and almost turned around to head 

in the other direction. He halted, looking around at the buildings behind the inn—the 

warehouses and merchant establishments, the smaller food-shops and street-stalls. Why 

not? he thought, and continued down the lane. Glancing down the cross-street, he noticed 

that Cuttongue, the mute beggar, wasn't in his accustomed spot by Methmed's stables. 

He wondered if that had anything to do with the serving boy's tardiness. 

Almost before he knew it, he had reached the stone walls surrounding the House 

of Qarobat-Quan—sometimes referred to as the Kennel of the Gaping Bitch, but never in 

more than a whisper, at least in this part of town. It was an imposing edifice, straddling 

the border between the waterfront inns, taverns, and merchant establishments that lined 

the southwest curve of the harbor and the whores' quarter that stretched a few furlongs to 

the military district on the north-curve. Neither strictly a brothel nor quite a legitimate inn, 

the House of the Yawning Dog was a large, square stone building, three stories tall, sur-

rounded by a paved courtyard dotted with a few oversized potted bushes. Over the gate, 

a stone archway, was carved the form of a sleeping hound—symbol, some said, of a god-

dess of love, though which goddess of the hundreds worshipped in Seaeger's largest port, 

only the gods themselves could be sure. 

The dreamer hesitated a moment before the gate. He had seldom sampled the 

fleshpots of Lotlar, although he knew that they were the chief attraction for a large num-

ber of dreamers. On the whole his own fleshly desires were satisfied in his waking life, 
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and he found little need to indulge very often in the less mundane excitements of the 

whores' quarter. However, his curiosity had been piqued by Methmed's truncated story, 

and he wondered about Qarobat's well. 

While he debated with himself, the decision was made for him. The porter opened 

the gate, beckoning him to enter. He found himself inside before he knew it. 

"The lady of the establishment?" he asked, and the porter, still silent (he looked, by 

his dark hair and his pale, ritually scarified skin, to be a slave from far Dindarnyon), bowed 

thrice and led the dreamer into the building. 

Inside the entrance hall stood silver-armored warriors from mystic Xul, dark and 

fearsome of aspect. At a sign from the porter, they uncrossed their poleaxes, allowing the 

dreamer to be guided up the wide, marble staircase to Qarobat-Quan's audience chamber. 

Outside her door stood two leather-cuirassed amazons and two similarly clad eunuchs, all 

four with painted beards and pates shaven in the style of the city of Tectellure in her last 

decline. Again the porter gestured silently, and the eunuchs lifted their swords. One an-

nounced the dreamer in soft, high tones. 

"A seeker, O our lady, a seeker from the town." 

The porter, after indicating that the dreamer should enter the room alone, with-

drew, bowing all the while. The audience chamber was well-lit—in fact, brighter than the 

dull day outside, with brazen lamps that sent up a glow with heat and the smell of incense, 

and glassy globes, suspended in nets, that held some glimmering substance that was like 

sunlight made viscous. Draperies of brocaded silk and damask lined the walls, and rare 
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patterned carpets from the forest-lands of Eger covered the marble pavement. On a dais 

at the far end of the room stood an empty great chair, richly upholstered, but the dreamer 

saw no one until he turned at the sound of a woman's voice. 

She was a small woman, richly appareled in silks and laces. Her voice was low and 

liquid, lower than the eunuch's voice that had announced the dreamer. Her skin was fair, 

her hair some pale shade of gold that might have been the result of artifice. 

"What do you seek, O dreamer?" she asked. 

The dreamer was uneasy at this salutation. "You know me already?" 

"I have some skill in divination, but I hardly need sorcery to recognize one who 

travels the sleeping road to our world. Many of my patrons—perhaps the majority of 

them—are dreamers seeking that which their own waking world denies them." 

"And you provide it to them?" 

"Here is the house of their innermost desires. Here their most secret wishes, in the 

waking world hidden from themselves, even, take tangible shapes." 

"You, I suppose, divine these wishes for them?" 

"Sometimes in this world they know them already, hidden though they be in your 

waking world. But often, yes, I draw the knowledge from them. Then I provide them the 

means of fulfillment." 

"For money." 

"For a price." 

"Your fellow inhabitants of Lotlar have it that your interest is in making money." 
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"I have grown rich, it is true, by wise investment of the material goods that have 

come my way." She paused, leaning forward, and the dreamer saw a light pattern of 

scarification on her cheeks. From Dindarynyon, then, he thought. 

Qarobat-Quan continued. "But the gods give greater blessings than mere wealth, 

however much that is to be valued. For instance, that which you desire is not wealth, but 

knowledge." 

The dreamer nodded assent. 

"Even knowledge that might not be safe for you to obtain, or to keep. Knowledge 

that might endanger your existence." 

"Yes." 

Qarobat-Quan rose. "Come with me then, if you would taste the knowledge you 

seek." 

"And the price?" 

"No charge for a mere taste—not, at least, the first time." She moved toward the 

draperied wall. Pausing there, she drew back a curtain, exposing a dark passageway. The 

dreamer followed her, shuddering as he noticed the rich brocade's woven pattern of skulls 

and spiders. 

The passage was dimly lit by glass spheres on sconces. The pale, bluish light, gen-

erated by a dim cousin of the luminous elixir that lit the audience chamber, gleamed faintly 

off long, metal reflectors at the joints between wall and ceiling, about a cubit above the 

dreamer's head. 



65 

They silently passed a number of open doorways, descended and ascended flights 

of stairs (mostly descended), turned down cross passages. Through some of the open 

doorways the dreamer saw horribly aesthetic and beautifully gruesome sights. In one 

room, six young girls and boys dressed as guardsmen flogged a gray-bearded man who 

was dressed as a young girl. In another, seven priests of Xul forced a screaming woman 

to gaze into a smoky crystal ball. A tall woman, her forehead bound with a fillet of snake-

skin, caressed the face of a fat man whose arm was staked to a wooden table, while a sur-

geon flayed back the skin and dissected the muscles of his forearm. In another cell, a 

scrofulous man lolled on filthy cushions, sleeping the fitful sleep of the black lotus, while 

hyenas licked his running sores. A baby lay sleeping on the coils of a giant serpent, while 

a gibbering madman tore wildly at his chains, straining to reach the child. While being 

fanned by twenty naked girls and twenty naked boys, a turbaned sage played at cards with 

a sphinx whose living headdress was a white peacock. A giant sow delivered litter after 

litter of human-headed young; a blood-covered midwife handed them to a red-coated 

acolyte who dashed out the brains of each monster and tossed the bodies back into the 

ravening maw of the sow. And there were countless other sights of relatively mundane 

copulations, flagellations, sodomies, bestialities, and mutilations, so that the dreamer tried 

in vain to keep his attention on his guide. 

At last they entered a large cavernous hall, as dimly lit as the passageways, so that 

the dreamer could not guess how large it might be. His impression was of vast, distant 

walls that receded upward into immense darkness. 
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Qarobat-Quan walked swiftly to a row of standing urns, carved from red jasper 

and cinnabar in grotesque shapes of fighting beasts and copulating deities. She paced 

along the row, pausing before now one, then another, until she chose the fourteenth urn. 

She clapped her hands thrice and salaamed, then lifted the lid of the urn and reached in-

side, drawing out a great serpent, mottled like a fungus. Over each eye it bore a horn. 

She held it, very carefully, just behind the head. 

"From the Dindar-Oghuidout?" asked the dreamer, using the ancient name for the 

Forest of Deadly Serpents that was rumored to lie past the Sikklam Mounts in far Din-

darnyon. 

"The elder speech sounds ill on your tongue, O dreamer. I think you are less than 

comfortable with my pet here." She lifted up the serpent, whose lidless eyes were yellow 

as topaz. "Hold forth thy hand." 

The dreamer suppressed an urge to bolt back into the relative security of the maze 

of hallways. He pushed back his left sleeve; his arm trembled slightly as he extended it 

toward his guide. 

"You fear the oghui?" Qarobat-Quan drew back the serpent, which hissed at the 

sudden motion. She flourished her free hand and held it out, palm upward. A black taran-

tula stood there, wiggling its front pairs of legs like the conductor of a demonic orchestra. 

"Do you prefer my other friend?" The spider moved from side to side on the outstretched 

palm, as if in the dance of the dead. 
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Sweat broke out on the dreamer's brow. There was a roaring sound in his ears, 

and his eyelids fluttered. He thought he saw a giant skull, round as the moon, hovering 

just beyond the edge of his field of vision. He tried to speak, but he could barely force out 

the words. "The serpent. . . . Please . . . please." 

Perhaps sensing that he was on the verge of waking, Qarobat-Quan motioned with 

her hand again and the spider was gone. "Oghui, then." Before the dreamer could draw 

back, Qarobat-Quan held out the serpent and let it sink its fangs into the dreamer's wrist. 

There was almost no pain, but a numbing coldness ran up his arm, into his chest, 

spreading rapidly to all his limbs. The faint, distant, obscure lighting seemed to fade, then 

brighten as the cold receded, replaced by a heightened awareness of his surroundings. He 

could feel every draft and current: the air was warm, and held the faint aroma of incense 

with an undernote of decay. From the salty, metallic tang in his mouth, the dreamer dis-

tantly realized that he had bitten his tongue, although he felt no pain. He savoured the 

taste. His sensations seemed at once more immediate and more remote. 

"The venom of the oghui is deadly, in sufficient quantity; but a small amount, 

properly applied, will dull one's pain and sharpen one's enjoyment." Qarobat-Quan's 

voice was a serpent's hiss, deadly and hypnotic. "Pleasing sensations are strengthened— 

the eyes drink in more light, the ears more sound. The skin on the back of your hand be-

comes as sensitive as your fingertips, and the faintest aroma intensifies into a perfume of 

delight." 
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The dreamer could almost feel the venom pulsing in every vein. The faint draft of 

air pushed like a heavy wind, and he swayed dizzily. 

"Do not fall," she cautioned, and steadied the dreamer with her free hand. 

In contrast to the sickly glow surrounding them, which he now realized emanated 

from Qarobat-Quan, the shadows above seemed to darken, drawing down like ragged 

wings to surround them beyond the glow. 

Qarobat-Quan beckoned—moving silently, her arm upraised, the oghui's thick 

body spiraling down her arm like the obscene caduceus of an infernal psychopompos—she 

beckoned, and the dreamer followed. 

The glimmer moved with them, and the darkness retreated before her and ad-

vanced behind him, less like wings than like the scuttling legs of a gigantic spider. The 

dreamer's heightened senses tantalized him with glimpses of obscure shapes moving 

quickly aside at the edge of the shadow, faint rustling sounds to the side and following, the 

distant clang of a metal door slamming shut—and worst of all, a soft but insistent under-

current of moaning, and a sour tang of copper and decay in the air. 

The dreamer stumbled against the low wall of a vast circular structure. Qarobat-

Quan turned back, steadying him again with her free hand. "Watch out," she said and 

grasped his shoulder as he reeled over the slimy brick rim of a great cistern or well, its 

farther edge obscured in darkness no less great than the darkness of its unfathomable 

depths. The dreamer lurched back, startling a hiss from the oghui as Qarobat-Quan swung 

her upraised arm away and stepped back to avoid the stumbling dreamer. She laughed. 
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The dreamer's eyes cast upward, where he saw that, far above, the well's rim was 

matched by a tunnel or chimney continuing up into equally unfathomable darkness. 

"It is dark, above, o seeker. The sun has set over the western realm. It is dark as 

Utmard above in my courtyard. Dark as the world below." 

Terrified, the dreamer darted his eyes down, up, across the gaping well, then back 

to the edge of the light, calming himself, letting the venom's spell assert itself again. 

There the indeterminate spider-shadows before them resolved into a great wall of black 

stone, and the carven colossal figure of a great faceless bird with outstretched wings. 

Faceless, that is, save for the gaping, shapeless yawn of a maw that surrounded a black-

ness denser than the darkest shadows. 

"Persw6ngo," whispered Qarobat-Quan. "The Fear-Singer." 

Despite the venom-induced euphoria, the dreamer's knees weakened beneath him. 

He had no need of her gloss, for he recognized the herald of the K6rmop6tin, the Lords of 

Harm. Persw6ngo, the Fear-Singer, dark bird whose song before the dark gods increased 

their pleasure in the torments of their victims, black hell-hound that bayed their prey to the 

place of sacrifice, steed of the Lord of Harm. He could scarcely bear the sight: one huge 

clawed foot upraised, talons extended; the other grasping the edge of the well. The mon-

strous idol, carved from the living rock, was a giant shadow against the sickly witch-light. 

But there was another sight he dreaded more. At the foot of the monumental 

structure stood a black altar of hewn stones. Instruments of torment—obsidian, gleaming 

steel, adamant—lay on a retable beneath the belly of the statue. And on the altar lay the 
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trussed body of a victim, already bleeding from a dozen ceremonial wounds. As the 

dreamer watched, the victim moaned and twitched, his skin moving like a horse's does, 

trying to dislodge a fly. It was Cuttongue the beggar. 

Qarobat-Quan laughed again. She opened the bodice of her dress. Taking the 

oghui from her arm, she spoke a word of power and hung the serpent around her neck, its 

head and tail dangling limply against her bared breasts. Selecting an obsidian knife, she 

brandished it, cutting a mystic glyph in the air. Facing the altar and the image looming 

above, she began to speak in the elder speech, and though the exact sense of the words 

was lost on the dreamer, he caught enough of her meaning to understand that she was ad-

dressing her dark masters, calling down their deadly blessing on her offering. 

She paused in her black invitatory, turning to look past the dreamer. Up from be-

hind marched two of Qarobat-Quan's guards, warriors of Xul, their silver armor but dully 

reflecting the eerie light. They shouldered a burden dangling from a poleax like a hunter's 

catch. As they drew near, the dreamer recognized Methmed's serving lad, Cuttongue's 

son. His eyes were wide with fear as the slaves of Xul bore him past the dreamer. At a 

gesture from their mistress, the guards set down their cargo with surprising tenderness, 

carefully sliding the haft end of the poleax out from between the boy's bound wrists and 

ankles. One bent over and pulled the lad into a sitting position, facing the altar. He 

checked the gag and bonds, then brushed back a lock of the boy's hair from his face. 

Qarobat-Quan gestured again, and the warriors bowed low and backed away into the 

shadows. 
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When the guards had withdrawn, Qarobat-Quan moved closer to the altar. She set 

down the knife and took hold of the skin at the nape of Cuttongue's neck. To his horror, 

the dreamer realized that the beggar's oozing wounds were not mere ritual cuts, for with a 

sudden whisking motion, the votaress of the nightmare gods ripped away the beggar's skin 

and flourished it like a grisly banner over her head. Cuttongue's entire back had been 

flayed from neck to ankles. The dreamer sank to his knees. 

First spreading the beggar's skin like an altar cloth, Qarobat-Quan rolled his body 

over onto it. He screamed a tongueless scream; his limbs thrashed incontrollably against 

their loose bonds, eventually subsiding again into a milder twitching and moaning. 

Taking up up instruments steel and adamant, Qarobat-Quan began again to invoke 

her gods. "K6rmop6ti, Lord of Pain, dweller in the Black Dwelling; Night-Speaker and 

Death's-Pain, keeper of M£rpeletr6so and the Temokavfn: Black Maw, Death's Vale— 

summoned by the Fear-Singer, the Muse of Pain and Harm, attend my sacrifice; accept my 

offering, and grant me the marks of your favor. Blood for blood, pain for pain, fear for 

fear." She paused in her invocation, and addressed the dreamer, arms still upraised, blades 

flashing in witch-light. Her voice echoed strangely in the darkness. 

"Your blood has drunk of the oghui's nectar. You have sought the deep know-

ledge and entered the spider's lair. The answers to such questions are not lightly to be 

obtained. We have promised you a taste of the knowledge you seek—the mysteries of this 

nightmare world, the depths of the darkness in your own heart." 
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"The Mdraghea, the Nightmare Gods, decreed their contest of pain, and wells of 

darkness have pierced the fabric of the lands of dream wherever their worshippers have 

taken up the challenge. Here, where that power fountains near the surface, the darkness in 

your heart may exercise itself. Safely, in terms of your other existence, as long as you 

merely taste. But deep knowledge is only gained for a price—desire is only achieved at a 

cost—and if you drink continually, the price will be paid in the darkening of your dream 

self, and your soul, until the Persw6ngo sings to you, summoning the Lords of Harm: 

N6kutgaisn6kkai, T61kun6kut, Sw6rthogiepa, and the great K6rmop6ti himself. And then 

at last they will gather on the Plains of Terror, and feed on your soul." 

She turned again to the altar, and began once more to torment the beggar. The 

bound lad struggled vainly to free himself, crying with a muffled horror and rage through 

the gag in his mouth. 

The dreamer found himself unable to draw his eyes from the scene for some time, 

fascinated and repelled at the exquisite tortures inflicted by Qarobat-Quan. It was as if her 

black gods possessed her, guiding her knives in every delicate stroke. At particularly ter-

rible moments—piercing an eye, carving out a tooth, smashing the small bones in a hand— 

her body would go into a frenzy of movement, and with beautifully graceful gesticulations 

Qarobat-Quan would add delicate cuts to her own scarred face, chanting all the while her 

hymns of death. 

As the long minutes passed, the dreamer was horrified to discover that these 

enormities began to strike some sickened chord in his own heart, to vibrate some dark 
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sinew in his loins. His repulsion surged, then was replaced by excitement, which ebbed in 

return. The alternation of sensations grew more and more rapid as the venom of the oghui 

dissipated, until at a moment of unbearable ecstasy or disgust—he could never after re-

member which—his gorge rose, and he fell forward, vomiting. 

Qarobat-Quan was too engrossed in her marathon of torment to mock him. She 

noticed neither the dreamer's nausea nor that he had been joined from the shadows by two 

small forms. As he lay, spent, in his own disgorgements, he felt something furry touch his 

cheek, and he jerked violently aside, with no cry because his terror was so great. 

It was the two cats from the inn. The small gray cat once more touched him with 

her paw, while the orange tabby jerked his tail impatiently. Neither spoke, but it was ap-

parent from their posture and agitation that they intended for him to follow them. He 

crawled after them to the edge of the well where they both disappeared over the side. 

He pulled himself up to look over, and saw what he had not noticed earlier—a 

stair of uneven, worn steps leading down and around the inner wall of the well. He 

glanced back to be sure that his movements were still unnoticed—and for a moment was 

entranced again as he realized that Qarobat-Quan was about to deliver the death-stroke to 

her sacrifice. But his nausea rose once more, and he tore his eyes away and clambered 

over onto the slimy, uneven stairway. 

Hugging the wall, he moved slowly down the steps. The cats had vanished into 

the darkness before him, and he had to make his way mainly by feel. Once or twice he 
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glanced above, where the rim of the well was still partially illuminated by the ghostly 

gleam of the tormentor. 

Then came a cry of rage and thwarted hatred. His escape was evidently discov-

ered, and he tried to quicken his pace. In this he was hampered by the narrowing of the 

stairway and its increasing roughness. The shrieks of anger increased in volume, then 

suddenly cut off. 

He glanced upward again, misstepping in the process and almost slipping into the 

abyss. He slammed out with both hands, scrambling for a hold against the stone above. 

Looking up he saw Qarobat-Quan's head illumined by a ghastly halo as she peered over 

the edge of the well. She suddenly disappeared, only to quickly reappear with another 

figure at her side. With difficulty the other seemed to be crawling over the rim; but it 

tumbled down a few steps and fell, hurtling out to slam into steps twice before it passed 

the dreamer. He caught one horrible glimpse of a bloody face with empty eye-sockets and 

a mutilated mouth as it spun by in the air. It was the dead body of the tormented beggar 

that Qarobat-Quan had cast after him. 

The dreamer recoiled, and missed his step, one foot over not stone but air. Flail-

ing, he fell into the abyss after the beggar's mangled corpse. Above came the tormentor's 

cry of mockery, "Remember, o dreamer, I still have the lad. You must pay a price next 

time!" 

And he plunged further into darkness, falling like a stone. Air, or blood, rushed in 

his ears, as his plummeting body sped into the darkness. He was certain that he was about 
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to strike bottom—he feared he would fall forever, and tried to scream—then the dreamer 

heard the dull crunch of the beggar's body below him, and the scream tore itself from his 

l ips . . . 

He woke, screaming, in his own bed. Not pausing to catch his breath, he jumped 

out of bed and slapped on the light. 

It was only two in the morning, but the memories of the dream meant no more 

sleep for him. He walked through his home, turning on every light, eventually settling on 

the sofa where he stared at the dark screen of the television. Two cats, disturbed by this 

unaccustomed wandering about, sauntered into the room, demanding to be petted. "My 

little spirit guides," he whispered. 

He thumbed through magazines, picked up books, trying desperately to flush the 

awful images from his mind. Eventually, just before dawn, he slipped into a dreamless 

sleep on the sofa, one cat at his feet, the other nestled by his shoulder. 

He woke to sunlight and birdsong, but the wonted enjoyment of a late morning 

was gone. He felt as if he'd never slept at all, and the pictures were still in his mind—if 

anything they were stronger. He remembered his revulsion, he remembered his excite-

ment—and he barely made it to the toilet before the vomiting began. 

When the last of the dry heaves finally subsided, he pulled himself together enough 

to get into the shower. Hot water and steam seemed to push back the immediacy of the 

memories; but his mind wouldn't let go, and as he showered, toweled off, and lathered up 

to shave, he worried at his thoughts like a dog worrying a dead snake. 
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Standing before the mirror, washing lather from his face, he resolved that he must go 

back; but he could almost see the dark wings closing round him, could almost see the 

bones beneath his skin, the grinning death's-head where his face should be—he imagined 

his skin crawling at the touch of tarantulas waltzing across his shoulder. 

He had no fear that he could go back, to whatever dream-time and -place he 

chose. He was an experienced traveler in those lands. He had no doubts about his ability 

to rescue the lad, either. Enough of Qarobat-Quan's secrets had been revealed that he 

was confident that he could elude her sentries, maybe even suborn her guards from Xul, 

tempt them with a promise of freedom to betray her. 

It was another thought that twitched in his mind like a dancing spider, giving him 

pause. For if he went back, what price would he pay? Would it really be to rescue the lad 

from slow agony on the altar? Or would the darkness he had found within take over— 

would he displace the dark votaress and, this time, join eagerly in the torment? 
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TIME'S TAPERING BLADE 

Marcy, arms elbow-deep in soapy water, sweat tickling the small of her back, 

turned her head toward the big-screen TV that Tommy was watching. 

"Put it on something interesting," she said. Some scientist was droning on and on 

about billions and billions of something. 

"I'm interested in this," her kid brother said. "It's educational." 

The sixteen-year-old girl suppressed a groan. Education was the last thing that she 

was interested in at the moment. She hated high school, all the other girls in her class 

hated her, and the only boys who were even remotely interested in her were all geeks. 

High school seemed liked a prison sentence with no parole, and life at home was little 

better: no car, no friends (her best friend Joyce had moved to Florida at the end of the 

eighth grade), no money, and all this work at home, since Mom had gone back to night 

school ("So I can get a better job," she had said. Sure, so I can spend the rest of my life 

doing all the housework). 

Daddy came in, picked up the remote control, flipping through all the channels. 

He stopped again on the scientist, who was standing in a bare white room, a calendar grid 

painted on the floor. As her father walked over and began drying the dishes that were 

draining in the rack, Marcy noticed that his tee shirt was too tight and full of holes. 

"Gross, Daddy! Go put on a decent shirt." 
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He tugged at the bottom of his shirt, which had ridden up to expose his expanding 

paunch. "It's good enough for around the house, Marcita." 

"You know I hate being called that. I'm not a little girl, you know. Maybe I 

would get better treatment if I were still a kid." 

"What's the matter?" 

"Everything's the matter." She launched into a long tirade about school, boys, the 

dullness of life, and the interminable masses of dishes she had to wash every day. 

Her father grinned. "Dishes I can do something about, but school is another mat-

ter. Just be patient. Why, high school was the best time of my life—after my freshman 

year. That stunk." 

On the television the scientist was standing on the square representing the last day. 

"And all the millions of years of Homo sapiens's time on Earth would fit into the last min-

ute of the last hour of the three-hundred and sixty-fifth day of the cosmic year, 11:59 p.m. 

on December 31." Marcy rolled her eyes. 

"The Zen masters say that when you are washing a dish, you should be washing a 

dish. If you concentrate totally on doing a task, you'll be content while you're doing it." 

Her father was still grinning. 

The scientist droned on. "So we see that Time's scythe cuts with an ever-sharper 

and finer blade . . . " 

"Maybe you ought to listen to him," her father said, gesturing with a jelly glass at 

the television. Marcy rolled her eyes again. 
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'Tommy, can you get that phone?" Marcy shouted. "Daddy? Damn." Moving 

the pile of forms and catalogs from her lap, she got up from the couch. Tommy came in 

the kitchen door, grabbing the phone just ahead of her. 

"Joe's Mortuary--'You stab'em, we slab'em.' " 

"Give that here!" she hissed. 

"Hi, Julie. Yeah, she's right here. Ever seen her imitation of a tea kettle?" 

Marcy snatched the receiver. "Don't mind him—my real brother was stolen by 

UFOs who left this thing in his place. No, I was just going over some college application 

stuff." 

It didn't take her long to get Julie off the phone—Julie wanted to talk about boys, 

specifically Jimmy, who was Marcy's boyfriend. Marcy was really more interested in get-

ting back to her review of the college materials. Besides, she was getting bored with 

Jimmy. 

Marcy had begun to be popular late in her sophomore year. By the time she was a 

senior, she had gone steady with three different boys, each of whom had been an im-

provement on his predecessor. Marcy made new friends among the girls, too, and stayed 

in touch with Joyce by mail—Daddy said they couldn't afford long distance, after the 

layoff. So Mom's going back to school had been a good move after all. Daddy's misfor-

tune also turned out to be a blessing in disguise, because suddenly Marcy qualified for all 

sorts of college grants and loans, and she was intent on going to college. Her talent for 
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mathematics expanded under the influence of high-school algebra, geometry, and trig, and 

she won the senior math award. 

* * * 

After graduation, Marcy dumped Jimmy gently by the expedient of going to school 

in another state. College was wonderful. She excelled in her studies, and cheerfully gave 

up her virginity in her first semester to a nice but dull math major named Jack. The fol-

lowing spring she met Bob during spring break; he transferred to her school and they 

moved in together for the next three years. Jack was their best friend. 

sfe * sjc 

After graduation, Bob took a job in Seattle with an aircraft company, so Marcy 

married Jack after all. As their two sons grew up and had families of their own, Marcy 

wondered how marriage to Bob would have been. 

* * * 

On her fifty-ninth birthday, Marcy got a call. "Sorry I couldn't make it to Jack's 

funeral," Bob said. 

* * * 

Time cut down her last thirty years like the swift pass of a scythe. 



THE WAKE 

I heard about Dale's death on Friday. It was lunchtime, so when the phone rang, I 

put down my magazine, gulped some Diet Coke, and answered the phone in as surly a 

voice as I could muster (which wasn't very easy with a mouthful of pimento cheese 

sandwich). 

"Tim Gray speaking." 

My cousin John was on the other end. "Dale died last night." 

"Shit." 

"Yeah." There was a rather long pause, neither of us really knowing what to say. 

We all had known that Dale was going to die, but I had not expected it so soon. 

I finally broke the uneasy quiet. "Chris thought Dale had a few more months of 

fight left in him. Said so last night." 

"Apparently not. Kent said he lapsed into a coma about six." John was silent for a 

moment. "By nine it was all over." 

So Dale was already dead last night while Chris and I were talking about him, I 

thought, remembering the conversation, how it felt to lie talking in bed, fingers tangled in 

Chris's silky auburn hair. Another friend gone. "Does Chris know?" 

"I don't think so. Kent left a message this morning, about 9:30. I guess Chris had 

already left for school by then." 
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"When is the funeral?" 

"Kent didn't know yet. Look, I gotta go ~ I'm at work." 

"Okay. Talk to you later." I depressed the switch-hook, dialed our home number. 

Only the answering machine. I hung up, looked glumly at the remains of lunch, appetite 

suddenly gone. I really didn't want Chris to hear the news over the phone—Dale had 

been a longtime friend. Nothing to do but wait. 

I glanced at the clock. Ten minutes left for lunch. Opening a drawer, I pulled out 

a 1928 Book of Common Prayer (the old language is more appropriate for mourning), 

turned to the burial office. "In the midst of life we are in death ..." 

* sfc * 

When I pulled into the driveway, I saw that Chris's car was already in the garage. 

I cursed beneath my breath at the troublesome lock in the kitchen door, but my black 

mood didn't help me get inside any faster. Just as the lock relented, Chris came into the 

kitchen. One look at those reddened eyes told me that the bad news had been passed on. 

We held each other for a while. 

"Kent came by to see me this afternoon," Chris said. "I knew Dale was gone when 

I opened the door and saw Kent. He never comes by in the afternoon." Chris and Kent 

had known each other since they were ten and eleven, respectively, and Chris was in the 

habit of drawing the most elaborate—and almost always accurate—conclusions about 

Kent, his motives, and his plans from the simplest of actions or even a simple tone of 

voice. 
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"It was only three days ago that we went to see Dale at the hospital," Chris said, 

walking from the kitchen into the den, not sitting down. "Three days. I knew he was go-

ing to die, but I thought he had months left." Chris's voice was lowered and thickened. 

I recognized the note of extreme emotion—grief, sadness, I'm not sure what to call 

it, only I know that I've heard it too often in recent years. Both of Chris's parents had 

died, within five months, less than two years before. 

"Kent gave me Sarah's number," Chris said after an interminable minute or so. 

"Dale's sister? Didn't she move in with their real mother?" There had been some 

talk a while back about Sarah moving out of their father's house, after some falling out 

with their stepmother. 

"Yes. The number was busy, so I called the pastor of that church Dale used to 

visit. I got the Reverend Joyce on the phone, and told her about Dale." We had moved 

from the den into our bedroom. "I started crying, and she did too. She remembered Dale, 

or said she did. Anyway, I felt a little better then. I tried Sarah's number again, and their 

mother answered." 

"How's she taking it?" 

"Pretty well. I spoke with her a bit—told her who I was, how Dale had been our 

friend. I even told her about the Reverend Joyce." 

"Is she a Baptist?" 
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"I don't think so. That's something Henry took up after he married Kate." Kate 

was the wicked stepmother who Sarah had tangled with. Dale and Sarah always referred 

to her as "Horsechoppers" because of her large teeth and insincere smile. 

"Anyway," Chris said, "Dale's mother thanked me and asked for our prayers. She 

was sorry about the funeral—" 

"When it is?" 

"Oh, I forgot that. That's part of why I got so broken up on the phone to Rever-

end Joyce. Henry wants the funeral to be down in Godley. Family only, no 'outsiders.' " 

So the evening of the day that Dale was buried, his friends met for dinner. Since 

the restaurant was as crowded as usual for a Saturday night, our party of five wasn't sur-

prised at having to wait for a table. We passed the time outside, in the warm September 

night air, watching the people coming in, eyeing the good-looking ones and passing judg-

ment on the others. Chris and Kent, who had honed such cruising to a fine art over their 

twenty-six years of friendship, engaged in an obscene stichomythic interchange about a tall 

blond teenager who was dressed in cutoffs and a net shirt. The cutting little interjections 

from Bob, another old friend, couldn't match Chris and Kent when they were on such a 

roll. It was as if the sadness of the occasion had cast the whole world into a ridiculous 

state of mind. All five of us found ourselves laughing almost against our will. 
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I shifted from foot to aching foot, wishing I could sit down, and I said so. 

John hadn't said much so far—he worked at an electronics store, and it was obvi-

ous that after a long day of waiting on customers, he didn't have much sympathy for me. 

"You haven't been on your feet all day." He ran his hand through his dark blond hair. 

"No, but mine are having to support about a hundred pounds more than yours 

are." 

"Then lose some weight." It was a familiar exchange. 

"Great suggestion, standing in line at a restaurant." I pulled out a pocket handker-

chief and mopped my brow. 

Chris glared at both of us. "Am I going to have to separate you?" He said to 

Kent, "The Stevens boys are at it again." John's father and my mother are brother and 

sister. 

"Oh, get a load of that!" Bob said, as another attractive couple walked up, slim 

and athletic-looking. 

After twenty minutes of Chris and Kent scandalizing the other people waiting in 

line, the hostess looked out the door and called "Gray, party of five?" We hurried inside. 

On the way to the table, Chris said to Kent, sotto voce, "Five thrones, please." 

Laughing, Kent almost tripped over a busboy who was clearing a large corner booth. 

"I bet he did that on purpose," John whispered to me. I nodded. 

The hostess must have sized up Kent's and my girth, because she seated our party 

at a table rather than a booth. I sat at one end, Kent at the other. We're almost the same 
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size, shape, and age—six foot one, two-fifty pounds, late thirties, glasses—although Kent 

had sandy red hair, a mustache, and a noncommittal expression. Bob, who was older than 

the rest of us (short-cropped grey hair and mustache, ruddy complexion, and not exactly 

svelte, either), sat on my right, across from Chris and John. The waiter passed out menus 

and disappeared. Kent's eyes followed him. Bob and Chris exchanged knowing looks. 

If Dale were still alive, at this moment he and Kent would be exchanging furious 

signals in a sort of cryptic semaphore over that one, I thought. 

Conversation dwelt a while on Kent's upcoming move to California, ostensibly to 

work for his cousins. We all suspected that wouldn't last till Christmas. 

"When are you leaving?" I asked. 

Chris answered for him. "Monday—his birthday." 

"He's going to eat his way across the state, courtesy of Denny's," said Bob. 

Thinking that we had avoided the subject long enough, I brought out the obituary I 

cut from my mother's newspaper that morning. 

" 'Henry Dale Ringer, Jr.,' " I read. "No cause of death listed." I handed the 

clipping to Chris. 

"That might be too difficult to explain at the Baptist Church," said John. 

Chris said, "It says that donations can be sent to the Crohn's Disease Foundation. 

Crohn's Disease! People don't die from that. Who do they think they're kidding?" 

"Obviously they were afraid for any of Dale's real friends to show up. Why else 

have the funeral down in Godley, for 'family members only'?" said Kent. He was eyeing 
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at the graveside." 

John said, "I kinda wish we had crashed the funeral. Those people didn't care 

about Dale, even if they are his parents." 

I was silent, thinking about my own mother's indignation when I told her about 

Dale's father and stepmother, and the way they had shut out all Dale's friends. 

"Funerals are supposed to be for the living," she had said, "to help them deal with 

their grief, to help them face the loss of someone they loved. Sounds to me like Dale's 

family is more concerned with not facing Dale's death." 

I had agreed. "And by keeping his friends away, they're shutting us out of the 

normal means of dealing with it ourselves. So we've got to find a way on our own." 

The waiter came back to take our orders, which slowed the conversation for a 

while. Afterwards, Kent said, "On the way over, Bob and I drove by Dale's apartment. 

Kate's Suburban was backed up to the door." 

"Horsechoppers was clearing out Dale's things?" Chris said angrily. "She really is 

the wicked stepmother. At the hospital, Sarah said that Henry told her she would have a 

week to do that if Dale died." 

Kent shook his head. "Yes, Henry said she'd better be ready to clear out anything 

she wanted when Dale died, because after a week it would all be thrown out. But he 

didn't say anything about Horsechoppers pawing through it all." 
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You could almost see the wave of outrage move around the table. Chris said, "I 

wonder what the pillar of the Baptist church will do when she finds Dale's collection of 

porno?" 

"More than that," Bob said, with a salacious grin, "when she finds Dale's little box 

of 'toys'?" 

"I'd forgotten about that," said Kent. "Dale did have one or two interesting little 

items hidden away, didn't he?" 

Bob said, "The one I'm thinking of in particular was a very lifelike, rubber twelve-

incher." He paused. "Black. Imagine Kate's face when she comes across that! She'll 

have a heart attack!" 

"Or fall in love," Chris said. 

As the laughter died down, our food arrived. 

After some more small talk, Chris reached into his shirt pocket. "I almost forgot. 

I brought some pictures of Dale." 

There were several pictures of Christmas and Halloween parties, with Dale usually 

at the edge or with his back halfway turned. A few others were of picnics or outings—Six 

Flags, the lake. One picture showed Dale in front of the first new car he bought on his 

own, grinning widely. 

As we passed around the snapshots and Polaroid prints, I thought about the ritual 

of going through old photos. That seemed to be what Chris did anytime he was feeling 

especially sad or especially happy—at times of significant emotion. It had been a recurring 
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image for most of our seventeen years together. Chris always seemed to find something 

to pass on to someone else, so that a ritual which could have been morbid and depressing 

instead struck me as very positive. 

There was one picture of Dale that everyone seemed to linger over. Dale was 

smiling, something he rarely did in photos. This smile was not as goofy as Dale's pictures 

usually were; his curly, light brown hair had a few flecks of confetti in it. 

Bob asked to borrow it. 

"You can have it if you like," said Chris. "It's an extra." 

"When was it taken?" John asked. 

"You should recognize it, you were there," Chris said. "At our bon voyage party 

in 1989, before our first cruise." 

Bob piped in. "Your first cruise was considerably earlier than 1989, my dear." 

Chris shot him a look of mock exasperation. "You know what I mean. Our first 

ocean cruise." Kent had accompanied Chris, John, and me on a Caribbean cruise a year 

after Chris's parents died, courtesy of Chris's inheritance. 

I remembered that party well, and the cruise; and at this moment, sitting at table 

with lover and old friends, came the sudden memory of an evening aboard ship. Chris and 

I had stood on the stern of the Seaward, listening on headphones to a CD of La Mer, 

watching the churning white trail of the ocean liner, waves glittering like fish-scales in the 

moonlight, the ship's wake an expanding path fanning out and diminishing behind the ves-

sel into the glowing haze of the horizon. What sort of wake do any of us leave behind? 
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What sort of path did Dale cut? Always on the edge of the group, never the center of at-

tention, but still playing his part—dropping a spoon at the right moment to punctuate a 

remark, trading lines from a song or an old movie with Kent or Chris. 

The conversation moved on to Kent's imminent departure. He really was planning 

to eat three birthday meals at three different Denny's restaurants. I could tell that Chris 

was feeling melancholy about Dale's death and Kent's leaving. The synchronicity of the 

events was almost too much. His oldest friend leaving town on the heels of Dale's 

death—everything was moving too fast. 

"I still feel cheated, being dis-invited to the funeral," John said as we were polish-

ing off dessert. 

Chris said, "Maybe we could put together some sort of memorial." 

Bob suggested an obituary in This Week in Texas, a free magazine with statewide 

distribution. "I'll get some copies of that photo to go with it," he said. 

Everyone liked that idea. Chris offered to write up a suitable notice. That seemed 

to bring the evening to a close. We soon left, subdued in mood, but feeling as if we had at 

least made an effort to honor our friend, to formally deal with our loss, done something 

born not of show but of the true feeling of our hearts. 



JANIE, HOLD THE LIGHT 

Christmas of 1936 looked to be a bleak holiday at best. Our father lost his job at 

the dry goods store the summer before I was to start the first grade. I remember lying 

awake at night, listening to my parents talk over the situation. 

"Thank goodness that we have the farm to fall back on," I heard my mother say. 

My father was silent for a moment. "With all the rain earlier this year, the crops 

got put in pretty late. Who knows how they'll turn out? It'll be tough for awhile, Janie, 

especially with the new little one on the way." 

"We'll make it through." 

We moved out of the rented house in town into the farm house. Instead of new 

clothes to wear to school, my mother began fixing up some old dresses—hand-me-downs 

from my older sister— in what spare time she had from getting ready for the new baby. 

Then about the time I started school, the baby was born and we all had our hands full, es-

pecially us girls. 

It had been a hard year. 

As my seventh birthday approached—December 4—we were still working hard in 

the cotton fields. School let out early each day for the harvest, and the new motorized 

school bus, successor to Papaw's old mule-drawn bus, would drop us off at the fields. 

92 



93 

Our father would already be there, with a sack neatly folded at the end of the row he 

wanted each one of us to start on. 

Times were hard, but the grownups' talk of cotton prices and price supports went 

over my head. All I knew was that those rows were mighty long for a little girl to trudge 

down every day pulling a big old cotton sack. My fingers hurt from the sharp pricks of the 

burrs on the cotton bolls. The strap of the cotton sack had rubbed a sore place on my 

back; that was my fault, I suppose, as Daddy had showed us how to arrange the strap so 

as to minimize any chafing. I was so worn out each evening that it seemed my head hardly 

touched the pillow before Mother was waking us up to get dressed for school. 

I thought that it would be different on my birthday, but it was even worse. That 

week our parents kept us home from school entirely, because that late crop had to be 

picked. There was no telling when the winter weather, which had been unseasonably 

warm, would turn cold or rainy. 

Of course, what mattered to me was that I had to pick cotton on my birthday. My 

sister Mary had come down with a cough, and that morning (a Friday) she was much too 

sick to work in the field—even I could tell that she wasn't in any shape to pick cotton. So 

there was no reprieve for me. I felt sorry for myself all day. Every so often I'd get so mad 

at the injustice of it that tears would start to flow. That made me feel even worse, because 

I was sure somebody else would notice, and I'd grit my teeth to keep the sobs from burst-

ing out. 
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In the late afternoon, as I reached the end of a row, I paused for a moment. My 

father was standing nearby with one of the hired pickers. There were only a few, all we 

could afford even if they hadn't been in short supply. I saw him lift his hat to mop his 

forehead with a bandanna. As the hat settled back on his head, he said, "I think we've 

gotten about all we're going to out of this field. Frances! Robert Allen! You can go on 

up to the house and get cleaned up for supper—but first put those sacks in the wagon, 

hear? Then see if your mother needs help fixing supper." 

When I dragged the sack over to the wagon (it was longer than I was tall), my 

brother picked it up and put it in the wagon for me, then heaved his own in. We started 

up the hill from the cotton field to the house. At the cistern, I stood far back while Bob let 

the bucket down to draw up water—I had gotten a whipping once for playing too close to 

it. Bob set the bucket on a bench outside the kitchen door, and we proceeded to wash our 

faces and hands. 

"Robert Allen! Come in the house for a minute, son!" our mother cried. Bob 

hopped up on the back steps and stuck his head in the screen door. I could hear them 

talking, but couldn't make out the words. 

In a moment he was back outside. "Let's go down to the pond for awhile. Sup-

per's not ready, but Mama said she didn't need any help. Mary Florence is feeling better." 

Tired as I was, the prospect of a little free time spent playing at the pond perked 

me up. That's how it was back when we were kids—you grabbed any spare moment you 

could, and took off away from the sight of any grownups. Otherwise, they might think up 
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some chore for you to do. So Bob and I lit off down the hill behind the house, heading 

south across the ditch (a small vale between two hills, really) and up the slope into the 

woods where the pond lay. 

The warmth of the unusually late Indian summer meant that there were still bugs, 

minnows, and frogs aplenty in the pond. I busied myself arranging fallen branches into the 

outlines of pretend farm buildings, while Bob sat on a stump and skipped rocks across the 

little pond. 

"This warm weather's going to be over soon. See how fuzzy those woolly bears 

are?" he said, gesturing with his foot at a mass of caterpillars on a scraggly bush. "It 

might even snow for Christmas." 

"That's a long way off, isn't it?" I said. It didn't feel like Christmas, or winter, to 

me. It didn't even feel like my birthday. 

Bob didn't laugh. "It's only twenty-one days, Frances. That's exactly three 

weeks." 

It might as well have been three months, the way I felt. Nevertheless, I began 

running over my Christmas list in my mind again. "Does it take very long for a letter to 

reach the North Pole?" 

Robert Allen was still very serious. "Didn't Mama mail your letter with Mary 

Florence's and mine? I thought I heard you telling her what you wanted." 

"She wrote it out for me, and made a list for Jimmy and T.H. at the same time." I 

was only a first grader, what with my birthday falling in December, and we hadn't gotten 
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very far with writing yet. I had thought that when I started school it would be no time at 

all before I was reading and writing as well as my older brother and sister. It had galled 

me that I had to have my mother write my letter to Santa Claus, like she did for my 

younger brothers, four and three years old. "I guess she mailed them all at once." 

"Well, I imagine a letter takes about the same time to reach the North Pole as it 

would to reach China." Bob had stopped skipping stones. Now he had amassed a few 

larger rocks and was trying to hit a big bullfrog whose eyes were visible as it floated out in 

the middle of the pond. The first stone went past the frog, which ducked briefly under the 

water, only to surface again in the same spot a few seconds later. 

"Maybe I'll get what I asked for this Christmas. I've tried real hard to be good," I 

told him. 

His second toss fell short of the frog. When it ducked down and up, ripples ringed 

outward, making an undulating mesh that glittered in the late afternoon sun as the rings 

crossed the ripples from Bob's second missile. 

"Do you think Santa Claus really knows when we've been bad and good?" 

"Sure he does." Bob weighed a third rock in his palm, judging how far and how 

hard to throw it. 

"How?" I was curious rather than skeptical. "Can he see us all the time like God 

can?" 

"No, I don't think so. He's at the North Pole, not up in Heaven. I think he finds 

out from the mothers and fathers, somehow. Just like they always find out things. Maybe 



97 

a little bird tells him." He threw one more time. KER-PLUNCK! The rock hit the frog 

smack on the back, just behind its head, and it disappeared in a flurry of convulsing limbs 

and splashings. I looked at my brother, smiling, ready to congratulate him for his marks-

manship, and was surprised to see him shiver. I realized that the air had gotten cold. 

"The sun's going down, Frances. We'd better get back to the house." 

As we scrambled down the slope toward the ditch, dodging branches and tangles 

of himalaya berry vines, Bob was very serious. "You know, I wouldn't get your hopes up 

too high for Christmas this year. Daddy said times are so hard, Santa Claus might not 

have very many presents left by the time he gets down here to Mississippi." 

It seemed to me, as we clambered up the slope to the house, that a Christmas 

without presents would be even worse than a birthday spent picking cotton. 

When we got to the house, of course, all the sad thoughts went away for a while, 

because Mother had baked a cake—white cake with caramel frosting. That's why she sent 

Robert Allen and me off to play, so she could finish icing the cake in silence and save the 

surprise. And for a birthday present, I got a new school dress at last—a dress made just 

for me, not a hand-me-down. Lord knows where Mother got the material or the time to 

work on it and still keep it a surprise. 

The weather turned cold that weekend, and we nearly froze each morning, stand-

ing out by the road for the school bus from Bucksnort. I tried not to think too much 

about Christmas, remembering Bob's warning, but my mind kept veering back, like a moth 

batting against the chimney of a hurricane lamp. At school my friends and I would discuss 
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what Santa Claus might bring, until Miss Todd, our teacher, would hush us. That would 

quiet us for a while, but at any moment, almost, the murmuring would break out again. 

That's what led to the calamity. 

I'd been caught talking as often as anyone, I suppose, and taken my raps on the 

knuckles from Miss Todd's metal-edged ruler; but on that Friday afternoon, one week 

before Christmas Day, I had decided that being good probably also meant obeying the 

teacher. 

I had known Miss Todd all my life as May Linda, as she was some sort of rela-

tion—not that that meant so much, since Daddy always said that half of Tate County was 

related to us. One of his favorite sayings was "Throw a rock into any crowd in Bucksnort, 

and all you'll have to say is 'Excuse me, cousin.' " He had also impressed on me that 

while I was in her class (it was her first year to teach), I was to call her Miss Todd and do 

what she told me to do. 

For the most part, I had either obeyed or taken my punishment when caught dis-

obeying. Between the pricks of the burrs on the cotton bolls, the effects of the cold 

weather, and the too-frequent raps of May Linda's ruler, my hands were in a pretty rough 

state. Sometimes it was difficult to hold a pencil in that cold schoolroom. The stove in 

the schoolroom made it so stifling hot that the teacher would open a window, and those of 

us who sat in the back row would alternately sweat and shiver. 

As Christmas approached, though, I reasoned that Santa Claus might not think that 

Miss Todd's punishments were sufficient, and that he might leave me ashes and switches 
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instead of presents if I got in trouble too often. So I decided that when she told us to sit 

quietly and not talk, I had better behave, even though I had been one of the chief offenders 

up to that time. 

Of course, as soon as she left the room, first one, then another of my classmates 

started to talk. I kept to my resolution, and didn't say a word, though that didn't prevent 

me from listening to the others. Once or twice I almost gave in, but I managed to bite 

back the words before they slipped out. Finally I turned back to my schoolwork (we were 

supposed to be practicing the lowercase letters), only to discover that I had broken the 

lead of my pencil, so I went up to the front of the room to sharpen it. On my way back to 

the desk, Miss Todd opened the door to the classroom, and I guess she saw me sitting 

down as a sudden hush fell over the room. 

"I want you children to come up to my desk," she said, and began to call out 

names, in alphabetical order (I'll give her this, she was nothing if not organized). I was 

silently congratulating myself on having turned over a new leaf, when I was astonished and 

dismayed to hear her call out the last name: "Frances Walker." 

Automatically I followed the other four or five children up to the place of execu-

tion, getting my story ready to explain how I hadn't been misbehaving. If she would give 

me the chance. 

After lecturing us for a while about disobeying her orders, taking advantage of her 

absence, and so on, she said, "What have you got to say for yourselves?" Now her usual 

method of punishment was to give the offenders "licks" on their hands with a ruler. I had 
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suffered this punishment before, and dreaded it, but I wasn't prepared for the prospect of 

being punished for something I hadn't done. So while the other children bowed their 

heads and murmured that they were sorry, I looked the teacher in the eye and said, "I 

didn't do it." 

I think she was somewhat taken aback by such a frank denial, but she didn't let it 

slow her up much. "Don't make it worse by telling stories, Frances," she said, and hushed 

me when I continued to protest. 

Addressing the whole line of us, she reached behind her for a ruler that lay on her 

desk. "Hold out your hands," she said, and began at the top of the alphabet, delivering 

sharp raps on the knuckles offered reluctantly for punishment. When one girl held her 

hands back, the teacher grabbed her fingers, and pulled her hand forward, the ruler de-

scending inexorably. After execution was meted out, each offender returned to his seat, 

some sobbing, some resolutely holding back the tears. 

I stood with my arms stiffly at my sides, fists clenched. At last it was my turn. 

The teacher said, "Frances," in a warning tone, but I was adamant. 

"I didn't do anything wrong." 

"Frances, I saw you when I came back in." 

"I was sharpening my pencil. I didn't do anything wrong." 

"Don't tell any more stories, young lady. Hold out your hand and take your pun-

ishment." 

"You're not going to punish me for something I didn't do." 
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By this time she had had enough. She reached for my hand, and I jerked away. 

She grabbed again, getting my upper arm this time, and I began to struggle like only a six-

or seven-year-old can, wiggling my torso, kicking with my feet, and flailing with my other 

arm. Then her ruler connected, not with my hand, but with the sore place on my back. In 

my pain I struggled even more wildly. Maintaining her purchase on my upper arm, she 

tried to shake me, but only succeeded in spinning us both around. 

As I tried to regain my balance, my hand closed on fabric, and I pulled in an at-

tempt to right myself. I heard a ripping sound, and before I knew it, I was sitting on the 

floor, half of Miss Todd's skirt in my hand. As the dress ripped, she had released my arm, 

dropped the ruler, and grabbed at the remains of her skirt, trying to hold it around her. 

The class was too shocked to make a sound, not even a giggle from the back of 

the room. May Linda snatched the cloth from my hands and attempted to reconstruct her 

dress. I was so dumbstruck by the enormity of my crime—my frenzy was calmed and I 

slowly stood back up. 

Miss Todd walked sideways to the door, carefully holding her ripped skirt. 

"Frances, please step out into the hall with me." Outside, she told me to go the office. 

"Ask them to send me some safety pins." 

Looking back, I'm a little amazed that I did what I was told. It was a long walk to 

the principal's office—down two long halls, outside and across the courtyard and up a 

flight of stairs to the office. Every step was full of dread. I was firmly convinced that a 

heavy judgment would fall on me, both at school and later at home. 
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Surprisingly, all they did at the office was make me sit there after I had delivered 

the message. No criminal on death row ever waited more anxiously than I did. Worries 

about the expected punishment gave way to a realization that the afternoon's events had 

probably ruined my chances of anything but ashes and switches from Santa Claus. 

After what seemed hours, the school secretary told me that it was time to get on 

the school bus. She pinned a note to my coat. "That's for your mama and daddy," she 

said. "Be sure that you give it to them." 

Immediately a new set of fears pushed the worry over Santa Claus right out of my 

mind. I had a pretty good idea that my parents wouldn't approve of the goings-on in the 

classroom. All I had to hold on to was a little scrap of my earlier conviction that I should 

not have been punished for something I hadn't done. A might little scrap that was, too. 

On the bus on the way home, some of the other kids taunted me in a singsong 

voice with "France's gonna catch it, when she ge - ets ho - ome!" This lasted about 

halfway through the bus route, until Mary Florence told the ringleader, Tommy Macmil-

lan, to shut up. 

"Who's gonna make me?" 

"I will," said Robert Allen and Mary, simultaneously. This united front was suffi-

cient to quell the taunter's enthusiasm, at least until Tommy got off the bus. He started the 

chant again from the safety of his own property. But no one still on the bus had the te-

merity to join in and risk facing the Walker wrath. 
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However, Mary Florence leaned over and whispered, "You know, that stinker is 

probably right." 

"I know," I sniffled. 

"Just tell them the truth, the whole story, and it'll go easier," Robert Allen told me. 

"Okay." 

The expected high justice did not materialize at home, either. Daddy was in the 

kitchen, bouncing the baby on his knee, talking to Mother while she was fixing dinner. 

She noticed the note immediately, of course. "What's happened now," she asked, exas-

perated, as she unpinned the note. She read it through and then handed it to Daddy, "It's 

from the principal." 

To my embarrassment, he began to read it out loud, still holding the baby with one 

hand. Robert Allen and Mary Florence were sort of lurking in the doorway, curious about 

my fate. Mother noticed this and took the baby, handing him to Mary. "You and Robert 

Allen run along to find something else to do. Curiosity killed the cat." When they lin-

gered, Daddy said, "Scoot!" and they did. 

Daddy read the whole note, but, thankfully, not out loud. "What's your side of it, 

Frances?" he said when he'd finished. I went through he whole business, including the 

ripping of the skirt. "But I didn't talk, and I didn't lie about it," I said, my eyes tearing up 

as much with anger at the injustice as fear of punishment. 

Mother and Daddy exchanged glances, and she abruptly turned back to the dough 

she had been rolling out. Daddy had a funny look on his face, but his voice was solemn. 
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"Your mother and I believe you, Frances. You haven't been in the habit of telling 

stories, and we're not going to punish you for telling the truth. But you're going to have 

to learn to mind in school." 

Mother said, "You put the teacher in a difficult situation, Frances. She made an 

honest mistake, and she doesn't know you as well as we do. It was only natural that she 

would think you were acting up. If you hadn't been up with those others, she wouldn't 

have thought you were misbehaving, would she?" 

"N-no." 

Daddy spoke again. "You know you can't go around tearing off people's clothes 

in school, don't you?" 

"Herman! You're not making this easier." She turned back to me. "What do you 

think ought to happen to you for tearing Miss Todd's dress?" 

"I don't know." I had a good idea what was coming, and I didn't like it much. 

"I think you ought to apologize to May Linda after church this Sunday." 

I'd almost have preferred a whipping. But I answered, "Yes ma'am." 

"Run along now. Your father and I have a few things to discuss." 

I didn't have to be told twice. 

Apologizing on Sunday went more smoothly than I'd feared. Our family happened 

to arrive at the church just as Miss Todd got there. "Better get it over with," Bob whis-

pered in my ear. I shuffled forward, head bowed. 

"Good morning, Miss Todd." 
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"Good morning, Frances." She paused and I glanced up at her face and back 

down again. She wasn't smiling. 

I became aware of my mother standing beside me. "Frances has something she 

would like to say, May Linda. Don't you, Frances?" 

"Yes, ma'am. Miss Todd, I'm sorry I made such a fuss at school on Friday. I 

didn't mean to tear your dress, and I'm sorry." 

"What a nice apology. I'm sure we won't have any more trouble in the future, will 

we?" 

"No, ma'am." 

"May Linda, if that skirt is beyond repair, I'll be glad to make you a new one." I 

glanced at my mother, then at Miss Todd. 

She was smiling now. "Oh, Miss Janie, it's not so bad. But I do have some cloth 

that would make a lovely dress, if you'd consider..." My mother was known all through 

the community as an excellent seamstress, and getting a new dress made to replace a torn 

skirt was greatly to May Linda's advantage. 

"Of course not. Maybe in the New Year.. 

They continued their conversation as they walked to Sunday School. 

If I had any thought that my apology had wiped the slate clean, the sermon that 

day, on the text "Proverbs 16 verse 18: 'Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty 

spirit before a fall,' " quickly rid me of it. I moped around the whole day, and the next 

one, too. 
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By Tuesday, I was beginning to give in to the excitement again. Mother started 

popping corn for us to string into garlands. Over the next two days, Mary Florence and I 

mixed dough to make "clay" for ornaments. We painted them and baked them in the 

oven. We cut out colored paper and pasted rings together to make multicolored paper 

chains. Even the little ones got in on the fun, wrapping tin foil around sweet gum balls to 

make silver stars. 

Thursday morning, Daddy and Robert Allen got up to do the milking early, then 

set out to cut the Christmas tree. Before noon I heard the jingle of harness and ran to the 

front window to see. There on the horse-drawn sledge lay the tallest cedar tree my seven-

year-old eyes had ever seen. Daddy had to trim off the lower branches and cut off part of 

the trunk before it would fit into the front room without touching the ceiling. 

Once the tree was set up in its bucket, we spent what seemed like hours hanging 

the garlands of popcorn and paper, the shiny gum-ball stars, and the baked ornaments. 

Daddy sat smoking in his chair and Mother rocked the baby and gave directions about the 

even placement of ornaments and garland. Bob stood on a chair to put the tinfoil-covered 

cardboard star on top. 

At last we were finished. Mother put the baby down to sleep and went to the 

kitchen to make dinner, while Daddy came in and admired our handiwork. 

"Why don't ya'll hang your stockings now," he said, and we scrambled to get 

stockings and tack them up over the mantel. That still left more hours until dark, until 

supper, until bedtime. 
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But supper came, and dark, and the coal-oil lamps were lighted. We sat around 

the tree, watching the lamplight glint off the shiny tin-foil, and our mother began to read 

the familiar story; "And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from 

Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed " 

When she finished reading, my younger brothers were dozing. She and Daddy 

carried them to bed, then told us older ones to go, too. Robert Allen looked like he 

wanted to say something about staying up, but a stern look from our mother decided him 

otherwise. Daddy said, "The sooner you get to sleep, the sooner Santa Claus will come. 

If he's coming." 

Mary Florence and I got undressed and into our nightgowns in a flash. We 

crawled in under the big quilts in the old cast-iron bed, shivering as our bare feet touched 

the cold sheets. We snuggled up close for warmth and whispered in each other's ear. "Do 

you think you'll get a doll?—I want a toy airplane—That's a toy for boys!—No it isn't— 

Yes it is!" Before we knew it, the whispers became loud enough to disturb the boys, and 

one of them asked, "Is it Christmas yet?" 

"You kids better quiet down in there," my father spoke loudly enough to start the 

baby crying, provoking a "Herman! Shssh!" from my mother. 

We went back to whispering for a while, but by then sleep was impossible. Again 

the voices got louder, and this time my mother walked in. She tucked the quilt in around 

my little brothers. "If you all would just lie still for a bit and quiet down, you'd be asleep 

before you know it." 
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We were too excited, I guess. Daddy came in the next time, with some ominous 

remarks. "If you don't get to sleep, Santa Claus won't even stop to leave ashes and 

switches." That didn't work. Nothing did, until we heard the sleigh bells up on the roof. 

What we found out, years later, was that our parents had decided on a little extra 

encouragement to get us quieted down. My mother was firmly convinced that if they 

could get us to stop fidgeting and whispering, we would go to sleep. 

The plan was Daddy would go up in the attic with some sleigh bells while Mother 

provided appropriate remarks in our hearing. That way we'd finally go to sleep, and Santa 

Claus could fill our stockings and put our presents under the tree. 

The access to the attic was through a closet that stood behind Daddy's chair. 

Mother lit a candle and extinguished the hurricane lamp. She held the candle for Daddy to 

see by as he stood up on the chair and hoisted himself up in to the boxed-in area at the top 

of the closet. Mother handed up the sleighbells, set the candle on the table by the chair, 

then moved over to the door outside our room. 

We were chattering away, Mary Florence and I in our bed and the boys in theirs. 

Then I heard the bells. Way up in the sky they sounded, jingling away faintly and slowly 

growing closer. 

In the other room we heard our mother say, "Herman, I think I heard something 

up on the roof. Can it be a reindeer sleigh? I hope those children are sound asleep by 

now." 
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I froze, scarcely breathing. My eyes were squeezed tight in my most sincere imita-

tion of a sound sleep. Did I hear tiny hoofbeats above our heads? There, I'm sure that 

was footsteps, I thought. 

Beside me, Mary Florence whispered, "It's Santa Claus!" 

"Ssshsh!" I hushed her, eyes still screwed shut. The footsteps were moving to-

ward the other side of the house, the bells still jingling. Then they stopped, but I still 

didn't move an inch. 

All through this, of course, my father had been feeling his way along the attic 

pretty much in the dark, lit only by the dim flickering of the candle on the table outside the 

closet. When he got back toward the well at the top of the closet, he called out softy, 

"Janie, hold the light so I can see." 

What Mother heard, though, was "Janie, blow out the light." So she did, just as 

Daddy was stepping down into the lower portion at the top of the closet. 

My ears were straining when the sleighbells ceased, and I had just hazarded a cau-

tious opening of my left eye when I heard a tremendous crash followed by a man's voice 

raised in extremely loud, extremely profane shouting. 

Who could have imagined that Santa Claus would turn the air so blue? This time it 

was my turn to whisper. "Is that Santa?" and Mary's turn to indignantly shush me. The 

shouting went on for a while; but the overall objective was achieved, because we were all 

petrified. What if Santa Claus had fallen down the chimney and broken all the toys? What 

if whoever was shouting brought the switches in and began to use them on us? (I knew 
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well the sting of a switch on the tender back of my legs.) Not a one of us dared to utter a 

peep or to twitch, with the result that soon after the commotion died down, we were all 

sound asleep. 

I remember lying very still, shrunk down with my nose just out of the covers, eyes 

shut, thinking the night would never end—and the next instant Mary Florence was jabbing 

me in the side, saying "Wake up!" 

I opened my eyes. The window shade was yellow with daylight. 

"Wake up, it's Christmas." 

"Stop - poking - me," I said, with gritted teeth, but I was up out of bed at once. 

The linoleum floor was cold on my bare feet as I peeked through the doorway into the 

front room. Even from that far away, I could tell that the stockings were full. 

Meanwhile, Mary Florence had wakened Robert Allen and together they got the 

little ones up. When they saw the tree, with presents stacked under it (five of them, I 

counted them—one for each child) little Jim and T.H. were all for tearing right in. 

Bob grabbed one in each hand. "Hold on, boys. The rule is that you can get your 

stocking down, but we have to wait for Daddy and Mother before opening any presents." 

Bob and Mary got the little ones' stockings down for them, but I insisted on 

climbing up on a chair and getting my own by myself. I looked into the fireplace as I 

clambered down, and almost dropped my stocking. There in the ashes were two very dis-

tinct boot-prints. We all agreed this was incontrovertible proof that Santa Claus had really 

been there. 
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We sat down on the floor by the hearth and emptied the stockings. There were 

brazil nuts, pecans, walnuts, a chocolate bar, and candy canes. And fruit! We each got an 

apple, a banana, and most precious of all in those days before supermarkets, an orange. 

There were little packages of firecrackers. In each of these boys' stockings there 

was a new, shiny, black comb; for us girls, a little bottle of Jergen's lotion—a miniature 

version of the big bottle on Mother's dresser, the one we were strictly forbidden to touch. 

My poor little chapped hands never had it so good! There was also a little toy or gadget 

for everyone: for example, Mary got a little china dog, wrapped in tissue paper so it 

wouldn't get broken. I got a little kazoo. Bob had to show me how it worked, but one I 

understood the principle, I was delighted. I kept humming "Froggie Went A'Courtin', He 

did ride," until everybody was sick of it, I'm sure. 

We had been trying to be quiet, but without much success. Mother came in, 

sleepily, followed by Daddy, who was limping. He tried to pick up little T.H., but his back 

was hurting him too much. "I think I'll just lie here on the sofa while you kids open your 

presents. My back is killing me." He and Mother exchanged looks, but Mother only 

"hmphed" as he lowered himself carefully onto the couch. 

Once again the two little ones had to be restrained from tearing into the presents. 

There was a protocol to be observed. Mother held little T.H. (the baby was still asleep) 

while Jim was allowed to pick up a present and bring it to Bob or Mary Florence, who 

took turns reading the name on the tag and handed it to the proper recipient. 
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Mary had counted the presents as they were distributed, noticed that we were 

short two. "Mama, where's yours and Daddy's presents? Didn't Santa Claus bring you 

anything?" 

From his prone position on the sofa, Daddy said in a sleepy voice, "Santa Claus 

doesn't bring things to grown-ups. They're all too mean." 

"Herman! No, Mary, that's not the reason. It's just that children get a lot more 

joy out of the presents than grown-ups do. The grown-ups get joy from watching you 

kids, isn't that right, Herman?" 

Daddy made a noncommittal noise. He was drifting off. Just then, the baby 

started fussing in the other room, and Mother went out to check on him. I had opened my 

package but was having a little trouble with the taped cardboard box inside. I couldn't 

quite make out the words on it. I tried spelling it out. A...I...R...P... 

"Airplane," I said, finally wresting open the cardboard before figuring out the 

word. It was a cast-metal airplane, dark blue, with three tiny hard rubber wheels. Exactly 

what I wanted. I was so proud of it that I flew it around by waving my arm, almost 

braining T.H. I hopped up and ran over to my father. "Look, Daddy," I said, and shoved 

it up to his face. 

The cold metal on his nose shocked him out of his nap and made him sit straight 

up. "What in the dickens do you think—" he shouted, then stopped when he saw me 

clutch the toy to my chest. 
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"Herman, your back!" my mother cried, standing in the doorway with the baby in 

her arms. 

Daddy felt with both hands at the small of his back, then started laughing. "I guess 

this little humbug here scared it back into alignment. It feels as good as new! Can I take a 

look at your airplane, Frances?" He examined it dutifully, made a few passes with it, and 

handed it back to me before I had time to get antsy about it. 

Then Mother said, "Robert Allen, go fetch me that package from under the buffet. 

Hand that to your father." 

"I thought grownups didn't get presents from Santa Claus," Daddy said, opening 

the package. 

"Santa Claus didn't bring that one. He didn't know anything about it." 

I began, "But Santa is supposed to know everything" but Bob hushed me up. 

"A new white dress shirt. Where'd you get this?" 

"None of your business. I have my ways." 

"So do I. Mary, go look in the corner behind the Christmas tree. There's one 

package y'all missed back there." 

Sure enough, there it was, a small box wrapped in plain paper. Mary said, "Mama, 

it says 'To Miss Janie.' " 

It was a box of chocolate-covered cherries, Mother's favorite treat at Christmas 

time. "You didn't forget." 

"Not me." 
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"Daddy," I said, "We all got some candy, and Mother has too—do you want some 

of mine?" I held out my chocolate bar. This wasn't so altruistic on my part, as I much 

preferred the candy cane. 

"No, Frances, you keep it. Santa Claus had some extra candy left over after he 

filled all those stockings, so he put it in a big box and shoved it under our bed. Isn't that 

so, Janie?" She nodded. "In fact, I'm a little hungry for some candy myself—why don't 

you kids go investigate and bring me a piece?" 

We all rushed in there and dragged out the box. Sure enough, there were candy 

orange slices, marshmallow peanuts, hard Christmas candy, chocolate mint drops, and 

striped coconut candy. The candy box under the bed became a yearly fixture. Many years 

later, when the baby was a grown man, he told his buddies in Vietnam one Christmas that 

one of the things he missed most was that box of candy under his parents' bed—and the 

next year, arriving safely home for Christmas, that's the first thing he looked for, and 

found. 

As we grew older, we learned more about what had happened that Christmas Eve, 

and of the special bond between parents and Santa Claus. Many's the time we've laughed 

with each other, or with our own families, over "Janie, hold the light," and Santa's com-

mand of profanity. 

More than fifty Christmases have passed since then. Daddy's been gone for the 

last twenty-five, and Robert Allen won't be here for this one (nor for Mother's ninetieth 

birthday, the day after Thanksgiving). Some of those Christmases have been sadder than 
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that year; most have been fuller, in terms of activities and material things, and few have 

been leaner. But though some have been better, in various ways, I don't think any 

Christmas has been richer, for the family I grew up in, than the year that Janie blew out the 

light. 


