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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Introduction

WHEN CALLED UPON TO INTRODUCE A WRITER AS widely known to the general readership as Michael Bishop, I’m tempted to put aside the traditional notion of introductions and turn to the music business for a model, to the MCs of early rock concerts, hirsute young guys with no shame and freshly damaged brains who would stand before a shabby closed curtain at, say, the old Eastown Theater in Detroit, trying to appear cooler than the glassy-eyed stoners clamoring for music. These quasi-luminaries would invariably tell everyone to chill, the band was having set-up problems (code for the drummer’s passed out or some such), and when this admonition merely agitated the crowd further, they resorted to inept jokes, crude sexual allusions, and acts of self-debasement in order to pacify the beast. I had a particular fondness for this one kid, a lanky drug-inspired fellow with freckles and a prominent Adam’s apple, his dyed-red hair butchered into a mohawk, who—should all else fail—would fall on his back and hump his way back and forth across the stage. Though a literary approximation of this freakish yet (at the time) mildly entertaining performance might be appropriate to the moment in that it would serve less as an introduction than a delaying action, something to fill a few minutes before giving way to the featured attraction, I’m not sure such a display would suit the character of what is to follow.

But then thinking about Bishop in terms of a classic r&r band, a group whose music has survived shifts in fashion, changing hairstyles, et al., and still rocks as hard as ever, is not in the least inappropriate. Bishop’s lucid narration, his spiritually complex characters, and carefully employed moral sensibility have altogether fashioned a style that has managed to ring out clean and true above thirty years or thereabouts of science fiction’s ever changing Next Big Things, from bell-bottom prose to sampled tropes and acid house hallucinations. Indeed, it would be apt to view this collection of seventeen uncollected stories as an album of outtakes and singles that did not make it onto previous albums, not because they were of lesser quality, but because they did not quite suit the tone of those collections, and now, gathered together, can be seen to have themselves a unity that derives from a constancy of obsession. From “A Tapestry of Little Murders” (1971) to a group of stories that saw print in the new millennium, we are able to bear witness to the continual revitalizing of Bishop’s great themes and familiar passions (spirituality, family, paleontology, rock and roll, et al.). All in all, it’s rather like coming across the bootleg of a lost concert by Hendrix or the Clash.

Truth, like good whiskey, like a great song, burns along the nerves, and whenever I’ve read Mike Bishop’s work, I’ve gotten that burn. When I started thinking about trying my hand at science fiction and fantasy, it was the writers who gave me that burn—Le Guin, Disch, Wolfe, Ballard, Aldiss, to name a few others—who nourished what was then only a vague urge and caused it to grow into a firm intent. I took something from each of them—not elements of their styles, but a comprehension of what was possible to impart through fiction, of how truth (and by truth, I mean not what George Washington never strayed from, but a natural measure of the world distilled into words) could be injected into a story, how it could become the story. Attempting to say exactly what I derived from each of these authors would be a difficult chore, because the quality of this sort of honesty in fiction is ineffable, much easier to detect than to define. However, I feel more commonality of purpose with Mike than with the other writers named, and I believe that the apperception I had of his novels and stories, what gave me the burn, was the sense of a man with a clear moral focus who declined to make facile judgments about a clearly amoral world and, instead, allowed that world to speak through him. This is not to suggest that Mike is without bias or agenda in his writing, but rather to say that his biases and agendas always seem the servants of his experience and not its masters. And that strikes me as a remarkable and enviable quality, more remarkable and enviable even than Mike’s considerable gifts with language.

The thing that makes writing—art of any sort, for that matter—suspect as to its worth is that jerks can become proficient at it. Indeed, it might be said that being a jerk is something of an asset for a writer, affording him or her a flexible moral platform from which to declaim. But long before I met Mike, I was quite certain that he was no jerk. I actually thought I would be able to pick him out of a crowd by his expression and demeanor, despite never having even seen a photo (I failed in this, but was more or less right in my prejudgments concerning his general aspect). Though I had only exchanged a couple of phone calls with him, I knew him from his stories … and he is there in his stories with less deception and camouflage than any other writer of my acquaintance, visible as a good-humored, honest man who earns a living by telling exotic and mesmerizing lies, doing so with such heart and skill that we believe him utterly. I read somewhere that on the Hindu Wheel of Life incarnation as a poet precedes incarnation as a thief. If this is the case, then speaking as one of the jerks, it seems that Mike may be slumming from a much higher plane, for he brings uncommon honor and integrity to our profession.

The stories in Brighten to Incandescence would be astonishing if we were only to consider their range. Here we have the comic metaphysics of “Simply Indispensable” cohabiting with the sinister allusiveness of “Thirteen Lies About Hummingbirds”; the Laffertyesque “Of Crystalline Labyrinths and the New Creation” cheek to cheek with the moving Vietnam piece, “The Tigers of Hysteria Feed Only on Themselves”; a powerful horror story, “Help Me, Rondo,” concerning the cult film actor, Rondo Hatton, sharing the covers with the quiet humanism of “With a Little Help from Her Friends,” a story that features an appearance by the Beatles (having always hated the Beatles—galled by their music, which my parents thought was “nice” and I considered overly sentimental—let me say that it takes an extremely persuasive author to get me to stick with a story involving them); the Cretaceous adventure story “Herding with the Hadrosaurs” in intimate propinquity with the marvelous 9/11 story, “Last Night Out.” My personal favorite of this collection, “Sequel on Skorpiós,” a stunning poetic recasting of the life of Christ, has the impact of a compressed novel, bringing to mind the effect—though not the dry academic tone—of Jorge Luis Borges’s fictions. It makes one wish that one could go on reading it, that the author had expanded upon his materials; but because he does not, it forces the reader to do his own expansion, and this is the finest gift any story can bestow—to fire the imagination, to create a fiction within the soul of the reader that is so real and important, it lives with him for the rest of his days.

This has happened to me with Mike’s stories more than once. For instance, I recall wandering around in Guatemala in 1982, stopping at a seedy hotel in Flores, a little regional capital set on an island in the middle of a jungle lake, and finding under the bedside table a coverless rain-damaged fragment of a Terry Carr anthology that contained the Nebula-winning story “The Quickening,” which illuminates the unsettling transformation of a culture. I was headed back to the States, having just left behind the brutality and turmoil in El Salvador, a country then being gutted by civil war, and partly because of my troubled mental condition, partly because of the shifting nature of rain forest culture, partly because of the strangely dissolute appearance of Flores itself, with its children’s playground half under water, swings and seesaws sticking up from the lake, and crumbling buildings whose support posts were lashed to telephone poles and whose porches were held aloft by crutches of wood and stone, but mostly because of the artfulness of the writing, I began to see Guatemala in terms that the story had imprinted upon me; to perceive that everything around me was at the point of potential transformation; to understand that our culture, all cultures, were fluid, malleable, amoeba-like in the resilience of their form, yet frail at the center—that the apparent iron of the world was supported by an illusion.

As every writer knows, finding a way out of a story, a means of exiting gracefully, is among the thorniest problems facing anyone engaged in the art, and I am discovering that this same problem is true of introductions. I had in mind to return to the conceit with which I began the piece, the rock and roll concert, and to conjure the image of a crowd (of readers, this time) stamping their feet and throwing lit cigarettes at the MC, demanding that this stammering preamble be done, calling for the curtains to open and the Michael Bishop Band to make its overdue appearance. But now that I’m here, I feel compelled to take the metaphor in another direction. Unlike the dinosaur bands of the ’60s who refuse to fade away, continuing to play on in retro-slanted clubs and VH1 specials, proving by their performances that the height of their creativity has long since passed and that they are merely cashing in, Mike Bishop continues to grow as an artist. I’ve been privileged to read several recent stories that have not yet seen print. They mark an astonishing evolution in his work, and I look forward to seeing them put between covers and celebrated for their beautifully etched particularity and their loving yet unflinching rendering of the American experience. Until that day, we have Brighten to Incandescence, a collection that not only offers seventeen wildly entertaining stories, but displays for us the paths its author has traveled and provides us with a strong intimation of the world he soon intends to show us, a world that—albeit familiar in its essential things—will seem newly immediate, freshly defined, and entirely Michael Bishop’s own.

Lucius Shepard
May 2002







Thirteen Lies About Hummingbirds

HER NAME WAS MEMORY YANG. AT KYSER, GODWIN & Kale, she had just come aboard as a junior marketing researcher. The first thing I noticed about her—once past the nifty frisson of her name—was the way her Amerasian features resisted pigeonholing. From certain angles, she radiated the pale gauntness of a film-noir beauty; from others, the innocent sultriness of a geisha.

I was smitten once again. Absolutely snowed.

One night about a month after she joined our firm, I stayed late, working on the secondary accounts that were my burden at Kyser. When Memory left, I followed her to the fourteenth-floor elevators, and we rode down together in a glass-faced capsule.

It was spring. Streetlights illuminated the eerie white plumes of the dogwoods in a pocket park across from our building. From my briefcase, I pulled three tissue-wrapped, long-stemmed red roses. One would have been too ostentatiously modest, a dozen too vulgarly smug.

“Pretty,” said Memory Yang. “And they smell nice.”

“They’re for you.”

Memory lowered her head in a parody of maidenly embarrassment. She was embarrassed not because she had attracted my attention and my unexpected gift. She was embarrassed for me.

“Corny?” I asked. “Too corny?”

Head still down, she looked aside.

“Memory?” No answer. “Miss Yang?”

“Mr. Jurusik—”

“Peter. Pete.”

“Mr. Jurusik, I hope what I tell you won’t endanger my job.”

That made me angry. “I’m not your boss, Memory.”

“Mr. Jurusik, the problem is this: You’re one of our hottest hot-shots in copy-and-layout, right?”

“So they say.”

“And your idea of a brilliantly rad come-on is … roses?”

“Three roses.”

She raised her eyes to me. I saw then that Memory was no kid. She was a woman at least as old as I: a woman of some experience, a late career-starter. Any advantage imparted by my position at KG&K or my man-about-town sophistication evaporated like windshield fog under a roaring defroster.

“I thought it was the thought that counts,” I said.

We were down. Foyer ferns, a vast slab of water-smooth marble flooring, and a uniformed security guard slid into view.

“The thought does count,” Memory said. Side by side, we walked out to the hedge-protected parking lot.

“What’s the trouble, then? Do you doubt the sincerity of my thought?” I clamped my briefcase against my side and brandished the rejected flowers.

“Not the sincerity—the quality.”

“The quality? Then what would do it for you? The keys to my Audi? An airline ticket to Acapulco?”

Memory stopped walking. She took my lapel between a thumb and forefinger. “I’m not talking money.” She tweezered my lapel in a vaguely intimidating way. “Not necessarily, at least. I’m talking … imagination.”

“Imagination?”

Under the greenish-yellow arc lamps, Memory peered into my eyes without really seeing me. To reestablish contact, I had to twist free of her gently pinching fingers.

“Roses are better than a gold-plated zodiac charm,” she finally said. “But not much. For the charm, you’d’ve at least had to find out my birthday.”

“How about giving me some suggestions?”

For a moment, I thought she was going to climb into her car—a Volkswagen beetle, recently repainted—and drive off, leaving me to simmer in my chagrin. But she didn’t. Brow corrugated, she turned back to me, defiantly lobbing examples:

“A baseball signed by Hank Aaron. A full-color poster of the National Palace Museum in Taipei. A novel by García Márquez.”

“Great. Go on.”

“A shark’s tooth. A ginkgo leaf. A geode.”

(The self-conscious list of a Granola-eating nature lover.) “Fine. Anything else?”

“A hummingbird.” And then she did climb into her bug and putt-putt regally away.

A hummingbird? Had Memory given me her real wish list or just a suggestive schema? It would be easy to get Hank Aaron’s John Hancock on a National League baseball; a friend of mine labored in public relations for the Braves. Travel posters weren’t hard to find. And every bookstore in town had Love in the Time of Cholera stacked up so high that it looked as if Garcia Marquez had put a move on Stephen King’s floor space.

The hard part of making use of Memory’s examples, I saw, would come in determining beforehand what would suit her. How could I have known that she liked baseball, Taiwanese art, Latin American novelists? Or, finally, hummingbirds?

So I played detective. I found out that Memory’s birthday was less than a week away; that her ex-hubby was doing time for a drug conviction in Macon’s Central Correctional Institute; that, as a result of wounds sustained during a holdup at his health spa two years ago, her father, an immigrant from Taiwan, was now disabled; that, late in Carter’s presidency, her mother had suffered a fatal stroke; that her only brother, Tom, lived in Connecticut; and that her favorite poet was Wallace Stevens.

I did not go out and buy her a first edition of Harmonium. Not only would that have been nearly impossible, it would have been—in Memory’s eyes—show-offy and obvious.

Instead, I had the jeweler wife of a copywriter friend make a three-inch-long (i.e., life-sized) hummingbird out of semiprecious gemstones, gold wire, and lacquered cellophane. I lowered it into Memory’s cubicle on a thread. A hand-lettered card accompanied my gift.

The card said, “Happy Birthday, Memory. There are at least thirteen lies I can tell you about ruby-throats. This is the first one: ‘I am a hummingbird.’ The remaining lies will follow in turn.”

I signed it—almost sincerely—“Love, Peter.”

Memory, true to her name, remembered our less than auspicious meeting. She caught the nod to Stevens’s “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” She agreed to go out with me.

We began carefully. No pushing. Movies, not art films. Ball games, not museums. Del Taco’s, not Nikolai’s Roof. And when our inevitable shoptalk began to give way to heart-to-hearts, I cooled down and backed off.

Five good days, full of subsurface sexual tension. It was the first time in my life I enjoyed seeing Dale Murphy fan in four out of five at-bats. Or Sly Stallone do anything at all.

On our sixth day, I decided to tell her Falsehood Number Two. After work, Memory and I drove to an old-fashioned tearoom in Madison, Georgia, three counties away. We ordered spinach salad, scalloped potatoes, and lemon chicken. Later, our white-jacketed waiter came out and set a desert plate in front of Memory.

“Your fortune cookie, ma’am.”

Memory eyed it suspiciously. Then she cracked the cookie open, removed the fortune slip, perused it.

As I already knew, it said: “The blood spot on the gorget of the male is an outward sign of its passion.”

My tie was crimson silk. I waggled it at Memory—a lascivious Oliver Hardy impersonation.

“Two down.” Memory smiled, then added: “Female ruby-throats don’t have red gorgets, Peter.”

“According to Mr. Audubon, no, they don’t.”

Memory read the tiny scroll again. “So does this”—holding the fortune aloft—“imply that the females lack passion?”

I took the scroll from her and used a ballpoint to write on its unprinted side. “Here. A corollary to Lie Number Two.” I passed the slip back to Memory.

She read its message: “The female suppresses her blood spot from an inborn sense of propriety.”

Another smile. “You wish,” she said, and I didn’t know whether she meant that females actually did lack passion or that my attempt to unsuppress hers was a transparent botch.

Hopefully, I returned her smile.

Memory didn’t lack passion. Even though the following day was a workday, she agreed to an interlude. At a bed-and-breakfast in a remodeled antebellum house, we spent most of that night playing out the feverish impulses of our blood.

In the morning, we made separate long-distance calls to KG&K to tell our bosses that we were sick and wouldn’t be in.

“This is something I don’t do,” she said.

Jaybird-naked next to her, I had to laugh.

“Lie about being sick,” she said sharply. “We can’t do this again, Peter.”

My stomach lurched as if I did have a virus. “Memory—!”

“During the week, I mean. It’s unprofessional.”

We argued, but Memory was adamant. Although I felt sure that later, under the lash of desire, she would change her mind, she never did. In fact, Memory went back to work that very afternoon, claiming that her attack of flu had been a feeble one. I, however, stayed out the entire day, angry and resentful. She had sabotaged the perfect pleasure jaunt.

The next weekend, I took Memory to my friend Jeremy Taggart’s hunting and fishing cabin in the mountains of Pickens County. This was no rustic, ramshackle hideaway, but a well-appointed bachelor’s lair featuring a music-and-video center, a wet bar, and a series of erotic lithographs at those spots on the walls where most Good Old Boys would have hung deer heads, shotguns, or purloined electric beer signs.

Memory thought the lithographs vulgar. Fortunately, the cabin had something that she liked: the hummingbird feeder hanging from a shingled eave of Jeremy’s toolshed. A picture window in the loft bedroom permitted us to lounge limb in limb on Saturday afternoon watching the fleet, metallic hummers (most, white-throated females) pop into sight at the feeder’s phony scarlet blossoms, hover there siphoning the sugar water that Memory boiled for them, and flit off into … maybe another dimension. They were feisty birds. One territorial female, feinting and attacking, repeatedly chased away all the others seeking to drink from the feeder.

“The little bitch,” Memory said.

Then that green-jacketed harridan vanished too, and for a long moment the air was birdless—spookily so. I used this interlude to tell her my third premeditated lie:

“‘Hummingbirds do not fly; they matter-transmit.’”

Memory considered this. Then she kissed me on the temple and pointed at a spot between the bed and the picture window.

“You’re right,” she said. “There’s one … now!”

I blinked. So emphatic was Memory’s suggestion, I thought a male ruby-throat had materialized in our bed loft. The sound of its whirring wings, the ebony syringe of its beak, and the pulsing fire of its gorget burned into my retinas as if a flashbulb had exploded. Then the mirage was gone, and all I could hear, as I clutched Memory’s warm, supple body, was laughter. The laughter of a sorceress.

“Another,” she demanded.

We wrestled. Memory kept laughing and, through this laughter, daring me to manufacture a fourth fantastic lie.

“‘Sex for hummingbirds is an exquisite agony,’” I finally said, spitting out my epigram. “‘To imagine it, stick your finger into the blur of an electric beater.’”

She liked that. “Very good, Peter. Nine to go.”

Yet more laughter, followed by a spontaneous binge of inventive sex—none of it, its exquisiteness aside, the least agonizing.

The next present I gave Memory was a circular aquarium containing a dozen flamboyantly colored tropical fish, several muck-eating snails, and an underwater forest of seaweed and sinuous ferns. I installed the aquarium in her apartment on a Friday afternoon while Memory was still at the office. When she arrived home, she found the glowing tank, the beautiful angel wings and clownfish, and, in a near-invisible Lucite cube suspended at the aquarium’s heart, one iridescent hummingbird.

“Peter!” she said, approaching the radiant tank.

The hummingbird wasn’t real. It was the same one I’d lowered to her desk as spectacular proof of my interest. Distorted by the fish-peopled water, though, it looked real. I kissed her on the forehead and slipped out the door, allowing her to find and read for herself the lie on the accompanying card:

“Eventually, a hummingbird in a tank of oxygenated sugar water will sip its way to freedom.”

A major Atlanta soft-drink firm employing Kyser, Godwin & Kale decided to create, name, and test-market an energy-boosting drink in direct competition with Gatorade. Logan Metasavage gave this account to me and told me to have my entire campaign worked out in brilliant detail yesterday. I got to it.

I named this drink—some sort of citrus-flavored, sugar-laden, cherry-colored, additive-doped swill—NRG-Assist, and I designed a bottle resembling a hummingbird feeder, a label on which a pair of cartoon ruby-throats are prominent, and a series of animated TV ads featuring the energetic hummers as product spokescreatures. The makers of NRG-Assist were delighted; they gave us a handsome bonus for executing the campaign so quickly. Thus did I vindicate—that week, at least—my reputation as a company hot-shot.

On Sunday, Memory and I attended a free symphonic concert on the grass in Chastain Park. Between sets, a light plane buzzed the crowd, trailing an advertising banner. This banner bore the burden of my sixth falsehood, a public falsehood for which the company and I were generously reimbursed:

“Hummingbirds prefer NRG-Assist.”

As an additional reward, KG&K gave me a twelve-day vacation in Palm Springs, Florida. Memory couldn’t go, but I stayed in touch with her via postcard and Southern Bell.

In the seventh week of our itemhood, Memory had a pregnancy scare. It was only a scare, but it fell between us like a sword; and the lie I handed her on a postcard purchased during my getaway to Florida—a card showing a red-gilled lizard on a palm tree—did nothing to ease her mind, even though I’d meant it lightly:

“The first hummingbirds were the get of an oversexed chameleon and a bewildered dragonfly.”

What eased her mind was the arrival, nearly two weeks late, of her period. That tardy event calmed some of my midnight anxieties too. Some. Not all.

Two nights after Memory told me that everything was copacetic, I had a psychedelic nightmare. A plague of hummingbirds swept up from South America and hurtled into Atlanta in a whirring cloud of invisible wings and chittering, batlike squeaks—a cloud so dense, begemmed, and mobile that the sun was eclipsed; traffic disappeared behind a series of shifting emerald scrims; and hummingbird guano began to fall like wet caulking on sidewalks, gutter guards, window ledges, awnings, rooftops.

This vile bombardment went on and on. If you stuck your head outdoors, the backwind from a myriad ever-beating wings would knock you down. Rays of sunlight struggling to penetrate the metallic cloud sparked blinding flashes off it. Those Atlantans who weren’t cowering in parked cars, or in the revolving doors of department stores, or in streetside bus shelters, lay on the pavement with their hands over their heads, like actors in old Civil Defense films about the Soviet nuclear threat.

I woke up sweating. Is a plague of hummingbirds what I would have sired on my Oriental dragonfly if Memory had really been pregnant? Out of my lover’s womb, a noisy litter of ruby-throats?

A tape recorder lay on the end table next to my bed. I kept it there in case midnight inspiration seized me during my efforts to devise a full-bore ad campaign for one of our clients. I picked it up, found its built-in microphone, and spoke my lie:

“One plague in Egypt was of hummingbirds: Pharaoh’s people died with emerald plumage in their mouths.”

An evening later, when I played this back for Memory, she said, “There aren’t any hummingbirds in the Old World, Peter. And there never have been.”

“Don’t be so literal-minded,” I said.

Memory wanted me to meet her daddy. I needed to see that she had strong ties here in Atlanta. So, in her VW beetle, we drove to her father’s clapboard house in Decatur.

Mr. Yang, wearing a pair of smoky sunglasses, sat in a lawn chair illegally watering his drought-stricken grass. The hose lay in a narrow trench next to the driveway, eeled up into some weedy vegetation at his sneakered feet, and, thereby hidden, spilled its liquid bounty into all the nether reaches of the yard, which the hose had flooded to a condition of squishy marsh.

“Howdy,” the old man said, tilting his head like a dog.

He had on a Day-Glo orange jumpsuit and a paint-freckled Braves cap. At seventy-plus, he looked only about five years older than I did. Memory had told me that the bullet wounds responsible for his retirement included a blasted-away calf muscle, a shattered elbow, a mangled hand. But only when he stood to greet us did I notice his injuries.

“Daddy, there’s a water shortage. You could be fined.”

“Only if they catch me.” Limping, he herded us up the walk to his air-conditioned house.

In the tiny living room, Mr. Yang felt his way into a low-slung easy chair. Next to this chair lay the corpse of an aged, silvery, lion-maned chow, the handiwork of a taxidermist.

“That’s Chiang Kai-shek,” Memory explained. “Daddy’s last and longest-surviving seeing-eye dog.”

She said that her father had been a masseur in Taipei, Taiwan (blind persons have a monopoly on the massage profession in that island nation), and that he had founded a thriving, wholly upright massage parlor in Atlanta soon after coming to Georgia in the early 1950s. As Memory spoke, her father absentmindedly scratched the dead animal’s muzzle.

A shiver helixed my spine: I wasn’t much comforted to hear that Mr. Yang had had Chiang Kai-shek stuffed because the faithful chow had given its life for him in the same brutal robbery attempt that had forced his retirement.

While Memory was in the kitchen, Mr. Yang informed me that his daughter loved me. Moreover, I was the first man for whom she had felt such tenderness since her divorce.

“Memory tells me you lie to her, Peter.”

I was too stunned to reply.

“Lies about hummingbirds,” he specified, smiling. “As a way of wooing her.”

“I guess that’s so,” I said, only a little relieved.

“It can be hard, coming up with clever lies.” Mr. Yang tilted his blind head. “Would you like to borrow one?”

“I guess so.”

“Okay. Here you go, then. It’s a direct steal from Stevens, but it’s a ‘lie’ you must keep in mind if Memory is really in love with you.”

I waited, my hands clammy and my irritation building.

Mr. Yang stared through his silver lenses at me: “‘A man and a woman are one. A man and a woman and a hummingbird are one.’”

A coldness unrelated to the air conditioning bludgeoned me, for this “lie,” echoing some lines in Stevens’s blackbird poem, embodied a subtle threat. Mr. Yang wished me to understand that my intentions toward Memory had better be honorable.

“Lie Number Nine, Peter,” Mr. Yang said. “Feel free to tell it to Memory when you leave here this evening.”

“I will,” I said. “That’s exactly what I’ll tell her. Thanks, Mr. Yang. Thanks a lot.”

“I don’t think her ex-husband—the womanizing no-account doing time in Macon—ever saw the truth in that lie.”

“He didn’t?”

“No, he didn’t. He was a runaround. When the feds arrested him on a drug charge, I told Memory to speak the truth about his activities. She did, too. In court.”

“Good. Good for her. Really great.”

“You’re tense, young man. I can tell from your voice. Let me give you a massage.”

This offer frightened me. The simple thought of the old man’s touch set goose bumps sprouting. “But your hand …”

“With one hand, I’m better than most sighted people who have a healthy pair. If I didn’t tire so fast, I’d still be working.”

For some reason, I submitted. In a back bedroom, I lay naked on an aluminum table. The old man kneaded the flesh at my nape, my shoulder blades, the small of my back, and my upper buttocks as if he wanted to sculpt them into completely other shapes—hummocks of loamy soil, maybe, or the body parts of a bipedal alien being. My muscles stayed as taut as clock springs.

“Try to loosen up,” the old man said.

“I can’t.” My face lay on a stiff folded towel.

“Maybe it’s because you’ve been mixing Memory and desire.” He chuckled, not kindly. “Do you suppose?”

“Mmmmf.” I had no memory. I had no desire.

“I can feel it in my fingers. There’s something cruel in you, Peter. Something bleak and unforthcoming.”

He told me my birthdate. He gave me the names of the last four women I had romanced “seriously.” He alluded to my parents’ divorce and told me where my father was buried. He informed me that I had never been a baseball fan and that I had no more interest in poetry than I had in hummingbirds. Never fear, though—he wouldn’t tell. Memory was a big girl and could find out these unremarkable secrets for herself—probably by a method akin to the tactile one that he was presently employing. Indeed, she might know my secrets already.

I wanted to flee, but the old man’s single good hand held me to the table. Neither his massaging technique nor his menacing patter seemed likely to freshen or relax me.

Twenty minutes into this delicate sadism, he said, “Do you know why I named my daughter Memory?”

“No, sir.”

“Memory is a form of knowledge.” Mr. Yang leaned the heel of his hand onto my spine. “What one remembers, one knows. Memory—Mnemosyne, the Greeks called her—was the feminine source of all human creativity. I hoped our daughter would please her mother and me just as happy memories do. Also, I trusted that memory—our daughter’s, I mean—would serve her as a shield and an ever-present solace. Do you see?”

“I don’t know. Yes, sir. I think so.”

“What one remembers—really remembers—one stores. I named Memory years before the personal computer; but, in terms of memory storage, Memory’s my computer. My memory is lousy, Peter. Some days, I scarcely know my own name. But if I want to hear about my late wife, Memory calls up her recollections and gives them to me in forms well suited to my sightlessness—stories, songs, poems. Do you follow, young man?”

“Yes, sir.” But I didn’t. I just didn’t want to give Mr. Yang an excuse to shatter a vertebra.

“I may forget, Peter, but Memory won’t. And when she tells me what she knows, I always remind her … not to forget it.”

Eventually, he released me. Eventually, the three of us—the old man slumped in his chair with a plastic plate on his lap and the silver-furred Chiang Kai-shek beside him—ate what Memory had so painstakingly prepared for us.

I don’t recall what that was, nor do I wish to.

Later, standing in the lobby of the Fox Theater on Peachtree, I told Memory her father’s lie: “‘A man and a woman are one. A man and a woman and a hummingbird are one.’”

“Nice,” Memory said. “But I hope it isn’t a lie.”

“It’s not my lie, Memory.”

“I tell Daddy everything, Peter.”

“You tell him everything,” I said numbly. Suddenly, I had an unsettling suspicion.

“In that robbery your dad got shot up in …”

“What about it?”

“Were the holdup men caught?”

“Chiang Kai-shek tore one of them up. That gave Daddy time to shoot the other. In fact, he crippled the second creep even worse than those cowardly bastards did for him.”

“Not bad for an old geezer shooting blind,” I admitted, without enthusiasm.

“No,” Memory agreed. “It wasn’t.”

On Friday afternoon, eager for solitude, I went up to Jeremy’s cabin by myself. I filled the hummingbird feeder and watched until dusk as a pair of females flew aerial dogfights around each other—a battle for exclusive sipping rights.

When no birds appeared the next morning, however, I hurried to check out the feeder. Small red ants paraded up the wall of the shed, under the eave, along the feeder’s drop line, and down the sticky glass bottle to the four plastic blossoms dispensing sugar water. Although a few ants had drowned in the clear syrup inside the cylinder, most hadn’t—they swarmed like coolies all over the bottle. No wonder my hummingbirds hadn’t returned.

I found a garden hose, leveled a cleansing spray on the feeder and the ants crawling over the shed, and tried to find a better spot for the feeder. Where? No place seemed absolutely safe from ant attack—so, finally, I dumped the bottle’s gluey contents on an ant hill next to the shed and lugged myself back inside.

Later, lying on Jeremy’s king-sized bed and staring at nothing, a fresh lie came marching into my mind—like a train of ants, each insect carrying one syllable of the conceit that I could not evict from my consciousness:

“Anteaters sometimes impersonate hummingbirds in order to gorge on the ants that have overrun their feeders.”

Ha ha, I thought bitterly. Very amusing.

At which moment I had a disturbing picture of Memory playfully straddling me, her glossy hair hanging down around my temples, her nipples moving over me like the pink felt nubs of Magic Markers. What was her eidolon doing? Tracing on my chest, I realized, the very words that she was whispering to me inside the hallucinatory veil of her perfumed tresses:

“Often, Peter, some of these imposters—anteaters pretending to be hummingbirds – have trouble staying aloft.”

Memory’s smart-ass corollary to Falsehood Number Ten. For, even after her naked phantom had vanished, there was no doubt in my mind that she was calling me—subtly, very subtly—an imposter.

By dint of real effort, I sidestepped her for a whole week. I took lunch an hour earlier or later than she did, I stayed well out of her territories in the KG&K building, I stopped telephoning her in the evenings, and I let my answering machine reply to every call to my apartment, even when I was there to interrupt my own recorded spiel. To Memory’s credit, or maybe as a sample of her shrewdness, she called me only once that week, and her voice among my messages sounded neither desperate nor sad:

“My father enjoyed talking with you last week, Peter. Let me hear from you in the next day or two, and he’ll stand us to dinner at one of his favorite restaurants. Love ya. ’Bye.”

I ignored the call, which came on a Tuesday evening. In fact, I made it until Thursday afternoon without Memory’s spotting me on the fourteenth floor or chasing me down in the parking lot. As it was, she cornered me right after an unscheduled marketing meeting called by her boss, Vivian DuPriest, to which Logan Metasavage, my boss, had sent me as his proxy.

Throughout this meeting, at which I learned that my animated NRG-Assist hummingbird ads would debut that evening on Ted Turner’s Channel 17, Memory behaved to everyone, including me, as if nothing were wrong. When she buttonholed me outside the meeting room afterwards, she displayed a possessiveness—fingering my tie, patting my pocket handkerchief—that nonplussed me.

“You must be busy, Peter. Well, Vi’s kept me on the go, too, and it won’t hurt Daddy to wait a while to see you again.”

“Ah.” (That old Jurusik wit in action.)

“Which reminds me. It’s time for a hummingbird lie, Peter.”

Criminy. The woman was insatiable.

“Don’t get uptight. I know you’ve been busy. I have too, but I decided it was time for me to do one.”

“Pardon me?”

“This one’s my treat. You should like it. It makes reference to advertising. Ready?”

I just gaped at her.

Memory laughed and kissed me on the forehead. “‘Hummingbirds regard the imperceptible eyeflashes of subliminal TV ads as heavy reading.’”

I heard the words, but they didn’t register at the level of my conscious understanding. Memory smiled and repeated them.

“Number Eleven,” she said. “The last two are yours, but if you want me to take over or just to drop the whole game, fine. We’ll find a less phony way to make our relationship meaningful. You’re too bright a guy for this crap, Peter.”

That night, I drove straight to my apartment, locked myself in, and heated a low-calorie gourmet dinner in the microwave. Peter, I told myself, switching on the TV, take a few minutes to review your situation.

Just then, one of my NRG-Assist spots came on. Two animated hummingbirds flew a pas de deux around a cartoonish bottle of the stuff, chittering lies like “For instant energy replenishment” and “Fly with the fleetest when you NRG-Assist.”

But I noticed something weird about the ad—an annoying blur at the bottom of the screen, twin streaks of spectral characters that came and went so fast it was impossible to tell if they were real. During the crummy sit-com afterward, I shoved my tray aside and went looking for my Polaroid. Finally, camera in hand, I returned to my chair for the next commercial break.

A repeat of my NRG-Assist spot was squeezed between an upbeat Toyota ad and a dull brokerage-firm come-on. During this rerun, I took four hasty pictures of the screen. One of my shots, developed, clearly disclosed the illegal eyeflash message that I had suspected to be there.

It said, in computer-printer letters that convinced me paranoia was a legitimate, survival-oriented response: “A hummingbird’s miniscule heart can beat up to thirteen weeks after the bird itself has died. How long do you think yours will beat?”

That was Lie Number Twelve. Truly heavy reading.

How had that ominous message appeared in my ad? Well, at least one version of the spot must have gone to our client’s offices from KG&K that way. I had a hunch that Memory was the marketing rep who had fed the doctored clip to our client—who, in turn, had passed it on to the TV people for broadcasting. Her doctoring was clumsy and obvious, but when it was discovered, as it eventually would be, I was the ad exec who’d catch the flak.

That night, I packed. On Friday, I went to work as if nothing were wrong. I continued to avoid Memory, whom I once saw staring into copywriting-and-layout from the edge of her research-and-marketing warren. Later, pleading a queasy stomach (the truth, the honest-to-Jesus truth), I left three hours early.


But I didn’t go home. I drove to the bank, withdrew every last cent in my savings account, and got on I-20 West out of Atlanta, to Birmingham and whatever unknown spots farther west the evil designs of Memory Yang might ultimately force me to flee.

I cruised for hours. I didn’t stop cruising until the air had an unfamiliar, high-altitude sting.

For the past ten or twelve days, I have been writing this on motel stationery in a variety of motels across the Rockies and the Pacific Northwest: Econolodge, Day’s Inn, Motel 6, Scottish Inn, you-name-it.

I jump every time I see a Volkswagen, and yesterday morning my heart nearly burst when I entered a mom-and-pop grocery in Klamath Falls, where I’d been holed up for two days, and saw a hummingbird broach on the floral-print blouse of the proprietress.

“Where did you get that?” I demanded.

“Pretty lady handed it to me yesterday right after you’d bought something from us. Said, if I didn’t mind, to let you have it the next time you came in.”

She shouted something after me as I fled, but with no time to waste I beat it back to the motel to gather up my belongings and hit the road again. I drove south, into California, and continued treading asphalt long after night had fallen.

Two nights ago, in a ramshackle boardinghouse in Bakersfield, California, I dreamed that a wrinkled, gnomish old man sat astride my hams pulling my spinal cord, knob by Tinker Toy knob, through a hole he had punctured at the base of my neck. He reeled it out (even flat on my belly, I could see the moist, cartilaginous column emerging from between my shoulder blades) like a man drawing a knotted rope out of a well.

On each knob—on each knot—shone a tiny photo-booth portrait of a young woman I had pursued, screwed, and alienated. The gnome on my back felt the blood-smeared face on each picture with a crooked thumb, grunted his pitying recognition, and continued extracting my spine. At last, finished, he climbed down from the bed and stumped out onto the boardinghouse’s second-story landing using my flaccid backbone as a not very serviceable walking stick.

Later, a series of noises wakened me. It was a dog’s furious barking.

Face down on my room’s lumpy daybed, I could not move. It took an hour—at least—to scrunch myself into a wormlike parody of uprightness and to shuffle to the door. The moon was still up, and standing on the sidewalk across the street from the boardinghouse was a silvery, lion-maned dog. Even as it barked, it snapped and slavered at me.

I slammed the door, grabbed my gear, and hustled down the rear steps to the eucalyptus-guarded yard sheltering my Audi.

I have just returned to my roach-infested second-floor room in a motel on the outskirts of Socorro, New Mexico. I was out less than forty minutes, long enough to buy some Kentucky Fried Chicken and a new set of fingernail clippers. The first thing I saw when I came back in—a shock worse than those afforded by either Memory’s hummingbird pin or her father’s resurrected seeing-eye chow—was a small hardcover book lying open on my bed.

A tiny creature rested in the crease between the book’s yellow pages, a creature that I could not identify until I went across the room and lifted it squeamishly by a tail feather. I don’t know whether this bird is male or female, for the blood spot on its gorget consists of real blood—as if whoever brought it to me first sliced its throat with a razor blade. Some of its blood stains the elegant poetry of the volume, a first edition of Harmonium.

My phone line has been cut. When I peeked through the curtains a few minutes ago, two shadowy figures stood on the landing across the courtyard from my room. And the silhouette of a lion-maned dog wavered in the gloom beneath their lodgings, a canine statue no more substantial than moonlight.

The dead telephone rings. I answer it with a nervous “Hello.”

“Hello,” says the party calling me, a young woman. I already know who she is, of course. “This is your imagination speaking,” she goes on, but it is so obviously Memory that I must clench my teeth to keep from calling her on her lie. “And you have a good one, Peter, better than I would have ever guessed. Forgive me for doubting you.”

“What do you want?”

“That first lie you told me: ‘I am a hummingbird.’ Don’t you remember it, Peter?”

I grip the dead phone, resolutely saying nothing.

“It wasn’t a lie. That makes it the truth. Which, given the game we were playing, makes it a lie again. See?”

“I’m finished,” I blurt. “I’m finished playing.”

“Close your eyes, Peter.”

I try to resist this command, but I can’t. Memory’s powers of coercion, even through the cut line, are preternatural.

“You’re not finished until the last lie is spoken, Peter. But even though you started the game—and even though you’ve long since broken your promise to play it through to the end—I’ll let you off the hook. I’ll be Official Finisher, okay?”

I start to open my eyes.

“Don’t!” Memory shouts at me through the handset. Both she and her blind daddy can see what they shouldn’t be able to access. How do they do that? Imagination or memory?

I keep my eyes closed.

“Here,” Memory says. “Our thirteenth lie. ‘A dead hummingbird symbolizes unspeakable grief.’”

Does she mean me? Is her lie, like Mr. Yang’s, a barbarous physical threat? No, I don’t think so.

But my eyes open anyway, and when I look at the bed, I see that the first edition of Harmonium is really a Socorro phone book and that the butchered hummingbird in the crease between its pages has turned into the jade-green hand comb that I ordinarily carry in my pocket with my car keys.

Doesn’t Memory understand—didn’t she ever know?—that hummingbirds don’t pair-bond? That’s the truth, perhaps the first truth I ever learned about myself.

Suddenly, there is a low hum in my ear—a busy signal, abrupt and raucous―and I am all alone in a shabby little room somewhere not too far from either the White Sands nuclear testing grounds or the treacherous Jornada del Muerto.

How did I get here? I can’t help wondering. And why do people always lie to one another?
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