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and it doesn't matter, it doesn't mean what we think it does
for we two will never lie there
we shall not be there when death reaches out his sparkling hands

—Kenneth Patchen, “And What with the Blunders”



 

let me look at you.
The room was broad, and lit from behind by massive windows that lined the dark

mahogany-paneled wall. Light came through in a vague haze, sifted just beyond the glass by
the leaves of the oaks from the street. A large man, my uncle, came around the desk towards
me.

I, smiling, nodding, trying to look agreeable. My uncle fatter than he had been. But happy.
Fat and happy. That's the way. An important man in the governing of the city, my uncle had
always been far too busy to bother with such as me.

—My boy, you seem well. Not too long, coming down here on the train? There was an
accident just yesterday. Someone got pushed.

The way he said it made it sound like the city was a sort of theatrical production.
—Not long, I said quietly. I had my book.
I held up a book. It was a book of letters that desperate Russian poets had sent to an old

German poet and he to them during a summer near the beginning of the century. My uncle
did not look down at the book, but came around it and slapped me on the back.

—Good, good, he said. (An embrace.)
—You've had your hair cut, haven't you? he asked. Cut with a straight razor, looks like.
—Yes, I said, just now. I do it myself, a couple times a year.
—You use a mirror? he asked.
—No, I said, just a razor and a comb. In fact, I close my eyes.
—Not bad, he said. It's the old way, isn't it? Way they used to do it … I'd like to see that.

Tell me next time, and I'll send the car.
He gave me another pat, then unhanded me, went back around the desk, and sat down with

the air of a man who has often sat down in the presence of others who remain standing.
—I have given your situation some thought, Selah. I understand there was this business in

C, and I know it distracted you for a while, but god damn it, man, you've got to get yourself
together. These scraps of paper …

He held up several of my pamphlets. I sat up straight.
—It just won't do you any good. No conceivable good.
—I …



 —Enough of that, he said. I have conferred with some old friends and I am going to install
you in a position of which I feel you are certainly capable. There is a man I know, Levkin.
He's an odd man, but trustworthy. I think you can gain much from his acquaintance.

He pressed a button behind his desk, and a door on the far side of the room opened. A man
came out. He had evidently been waiting there some time, but he gave no sign of it. Nodding
to my uncle, he immediately addressed me.

—Selah Morse?
I nodded. A strange-looking man. He was the sort you could never recall anything about

afterwards. Featureless. Not that he didn't have features. He was of a certain height, of a
certain weight, etc., but they didn't add up to anything. He was more of an average weight,
an average height. If he left the room, who would remember him?

—This way, please.
He looked at me as I stood there, book in hand.
My uncle nodded.
—I think you'll nd the work pleasant. Come see me in a week or so. We'll lunch together.

I know a place …
But already I was following the featureless man through the paneling and down a set of

stairs.
At the bottom of the stairs there was a passage that let out onto the street. I tried to place

it in my memory in case I ever needed to get up to my uncle's o ce on the quick. In my head
I imagined an enormous house, a mansion I had visited once as a boy. I walked in the front
door, along the central hallway. On the right was a room made expressly for telephoning. I
entered it, pulled tight the door. Beside the telephone on the nightstand, I placed the idea of
this secret entranceway to my uncle's o ce. Quietly then I exit rst the telephone-room, then
the mansion, shutting carefully the doors.

—Call me Levkin, the man said shortly.
I nodded. There was no need to say my name.
I followed Levkin down the block. He had a rapid way of' walking with hardly any wasted

motion. He turned several times, nally coming to a sort of pocket-park. In the center, a
building. We crossed the park, mounted the steps, and entered, he turning in the lock a sort
of monkey-faced key.

Within there was a large room. A desk stood opposite the door. On it a girl lay sleeping.
She was quite slender, and expensively dressed. She gave one the impression of a cat,
insomuch as were one to wake her it seemed she would only stalk o  to some other equally
unlikely napping place, there to resume her slumber.

I looked at Levkin. He had his finger over his lips. Softly he said:
—That's Rita, the message-girl.
—Messages for what? I whispered.
—The Seventh Ministry. Municipal Inspection.
He passed on through a left-hand door into a long sort of sitting room. There were tables,



 chairs, and sofas, as well as a large armoire. He opened it. Inside were a great number of
identical suits in various sizes. Identical to the suit he himselfwas wearing. It was an elegant
suit, obviously costly, but very quiet.

—Size? he said.
I reached past him and took the appropriate suit.
—Your office is this way, he said.
We exited the sitting room and proceeded back past Rita, who was now awake and

watching us with one of two eyes. I said nothing; she said nothing.
—In here, said Levkin.
Through the right-hand door we went. A hallway led to the back of the house. There was a

ladder on one side and a stair on the other. Levkin climbed up the ladder. I followed. At the
top, a landing and a door. He opened the door.

—Your o ce. On the desk, a letter in explanation. Rita may or may not be up soon with
your tea.

Levkin did a sort of half bow, and vanished back through the door and down the ladder,
leaving me to survey my new premises. It was a ne room. A very long window ran much of
the way along the wall, giving a view out onto the park. A dog was chasing another dog,
which was chasing the rst dog unsuccessfully. I felt that this meant something. I wrote it
down on a pad of paper.

Dog chasing dog itself chasing dog, but not fast enough.
I illustrated the note, took a tack, and pinned it to the wall beside my desk. As I did this,

Rita entered and leaned against the wall.
—Dressing up the place? she asked.
—Is that my tea? I asked.
—It can be.
She crossed the room and set the tea down on a small table by the window. With a sigh she

threw herself down into a large leather chair and sat watching me.
I shook my head. I picked the suit up, went into the bathroom, and changed into it, slowly

and carefully. The experience was enormously pleasing. Never had I been in possession of
such a fine suit. It fit perfectly. Pants, shirt, vest. There was even a pocket watch.

Rita entered the room.
—Not bad, she said, and held the suit coat up for me.
I slid it on.
—Milk and sugar, I said. Or, just honey. If you're going to do something, you might as well

…
—I'll write that down somewhere and lose it, she said. The suit ts. Not bad. I imagine you

don't know a thing about what goes on here, do you?
—I know enough, I retorted.
—We'll see, she said. If you know anything at all, then why do we keep all our clocks three



 hours ahead?
We went out into the main room. Sure enough, the clock was three hours ahead.
—Well, that's obvious enough, I said. But I'm busy. Don't you have something to do?
—Try figuring out why you have …
She reached into the sleeve of my suit and pulled a long white handkerchief out of a secret

pocket. It was monogrammed: S. M.
— … secret pockets in your clothing. Tell me that, buster.
She spun around and left out a different door, one on the far side of the room.
Only after she was gone did I wonder, how had she climbed the ladder with a cup of tea on

a saucer? Evidently there was more to Rita than met the eye, though what met the eye was
just fine.

Turning back to the desk I found an envelope. Within there was a letter, two days old.

Seventh Ministry
21 July xxxx
Mr. Selah Morse,
Imagine that you are being written to from a place no larger than a gourd. In this gourd,

furthermore, the necessary supplies for writing letters do not exist. Therefore, we make do
with other mediums. Or perhaps this business of the gourd is a lie, a simple way of beginning
a letter that I had hoped I would never have to write. The simple matter is this—up until now
there has always been one Municipal Inspector in the city. For there to be two, well, I simply
was not prepared for the circumstance to arise. Yet here you are.

I have it on good authority from Rita, the message-girl, that you cannot be trusted with any
task, and that we should despair of your ever becoming a useful member of our little cadre.
However, at the time of her saying this, Rita was operating under the clever assumption that
you were only an idea and not an actual person. The contrary, rather, is the case. You are an
actual person, and the work that you have to accomplish here is merely an idea.

Do you understand? We inspect things. We go about the city and occasionally stir ourselves
to inspect virtually anything we choose. Our authority is both unlimited and nonexistent. It
operates on a case-by-case basis. On a given day I might have the power to shut down a dam.
The next I cannot cause a street vendor to move from o  a corner. Vaguer and vaguer! I'm
sure you understand now. After all, you were recommended to us as a sly young man. This
you had best prove.

Senior Inspector, Seventh Ministry

Mars Levkin



 I set the paper down. By the window I found my tea. It was quite cold. In fact, it looked
like someone had been ashing a cigarette in it.

—That wasn't for you to drink, said Rita, opening the door again.
She had a tray this time. On the tray was another envelope, and a cup of tea. She brought it

over and set it down gently.
—I'm Rita the message-girl, she said.
—I've been told that, I replied.
She adjusted the hem of her skirt.
—Any messages to send? she said.
—Could you tell Levkin that—
—No! she said. Only written messages. What sort of message girl do you think I am?
She stalked off, leaving me with the tea and letter.
I took a sip of the tea. Irish Breakfast, with just the right amount of milk and sugar. Thank

you, Rita. I opened the letter.

Seventh Ministry
21 July xxxx
M.I. Selah Morse,
I do hope you're settling in. Things have been dreadfully strange around here ever since

Maude ran away (the gray tabby). I think you are quite handsome and pleasant to talk to,
and you mustn't get the wrong idea about me. I am excited to see if you can do the work, and
if you like it. Also, I had a cousin named Selah who died when he was very young. He died
right after he learned to read. The doctor said some people aren't meant to read. No one
knows if he was joking or not, but we have to assume so. Was it a funny joke? I have never
been in a position to tell. Anyway, good-bye for now,

Rita Liszt, M.G.

Seventh Ministry

I closed the letter and smiled to myself. On an ordinary day, I would be reading in the park
or working on one of my pamphlets in my cramped apartment. Was it true? Had I really
come up in the world? I inspected my clothing for secret pockets and found several more,
including a rather clever one that went all the way down the pant leg, starting beneath a false
belt loop. Or, I suppose, the belt loop was a belt loop truthfully. But it also had this other
business of being the start of a secret pocket.



 HOWEVER, the true business began later, and about that we will now speak.

Several months, perhaps six or nine, had passed since I had begun work as an inspector. I
was quite used to my schedule and to my responsibilities. It was late in the day, when
afternoon has begun quite visibly to crumple around the edges and one can smell rather than
sense that evening will soon be upon us. Quite the opposite is true in winter, when one sees
night approaching from afar on spindly noiseless legs. But now it was the spring, and I was
heading towards a noodle shop happily situated between a sort of pretend-dadaist gallery and
an old movie theater named the Grand Corazon. Whenever I was in that neighborhood I
made a point of stopping by the noodle shop.

As I walked, a girl came out of a doorway ahead of me and paused in the street. She was
very happy, perhaps as happy as a person could be; one could tell this at a glance. She looked
up at the second-story window. It was closed. Presumably she had just come from the
apartment to which it belonged. The girl was quite ne-looking, with bare shoulders and a
beauty that I have always ascribed to the Han dynasty of ancient China. Not that she was
Chinese. No, I didn't know what she was, Slavic maybe, and elegant.

Out of nowhere, a taxi came speeding. There was a great honking of horns, a shouting. The
girl made as though to jump back onto the curb, but instead went the other way, out into the
street. With a dreadful thud, the braking taxi smashed full into the girl, sending her ying up
into the air to land at on the pavement some twenty feet away. The whole thing was rather
like a geometry problem. Except that one could see immediately how truly injured the girl
was, and one oughtn't to say such things or even think them at such times.

I dropped the brown paper parcel I was carrying and ran to where she lay. One isn't
supposed to lift or move people who have been struck by dynamically heavy and fast-moving
objects; however, I couldn't help but lift the girl o  the street. She was completely
unconscious. All her gladness had paused a moment.

—Driver! I shouted.
The cabdriver approached reluctantly, looking away and mumbling things to himself. I

could see he would be of little use in the fast-approaching solution. Nevertheless,
—Driver!
—Sir, and —I didn't see her, and —She came out of nowhere.
—We must get this girl to the hospital. Pull the cab up here.
In moments the cabdriver had pulled the cab up beside the struck girl. We lifted her into

the back of the taxi. I climbed in the front with the driver. Away we went.

+++

An orderly came and took the unconscious girl away down the hall on a gurney leaving me
standing before the emergency desk. I started to go after, but the clerk called out to me.

—What's her name? You have these forms to fill out.
—I don't know, I said.



 —But you are the one who brought her in, no?
—Yes, but I don't know her. I only saw the accident.
—All right, well, do you think she would want you to stay with her?
—I suppose so, I said. If I were in an accident, I would want someone to stay with me.
—Me too, said the clerk.
—All right, I'll go down there then.
—Third room on the left, he said, and gave me an approving nod.
These sorts of nods, from complete strangers during trying circumstances, help to cement

one's self-worth in a way that a compliment from a friend never can. All-embracing, they
confer a general air of approval upon one's movements for a brief time. No price can be put
on them.

The third room on the left was not really a room. It was just a screened-o  area of a big
room. The girl lay, still unconscious, breathing softly. The orderly looked up when I came in.

—Are you her boyfriend?
—Yes, I said.
—What's her name?
—Mora Klein.
The orderly wrote that down.
—And your name? he asked.
—Selah Morse.
—You know, she doesn't have any identification on her.
—I'm aware of that, I said. She doesn't like to carry identi cation. She never wants anyone

to know who she is.
—Inconvenient, isn't it? asked the orderly.
—You have no idea, I said. When will she come out of it?
—Any minute, he said. I gave her a shot.
—What kind of shot? I asked.
—Just a shot, he said.
And just at that moment, she began to stir. Her eyes opened and she looked dazedly

around. She started to sit up, but the orderly held her down.
—Where am I? she asked.
Her voice was very tting. It sounded like the comforting noises that faraway things make

in morning.
—Mora, you're in the hospital, I said. You were in an accident.
—It'll be all right, the orderly told her. Your boyfriend's here. He brought you.
—Yes, I said, I'm here.
She looked at me, smiled, and closed her eyes.



 —Stay here, said the orderly. Keep talking to her. Try to keep her awake. The doctor will
be here in a moment.

I looked down at Mora. Her face was a bit pale, but she seemed remarkably unhurt. I didn't
see any bruises or lacerations on her face, arms, or hands. She must have landed entirely on
her head.

—You've got to stay awake now, Mora. The hospital doesn't want you to fall asleep. If you
do, you'll sleep forever, and that wouldn't be any good for any of us.

Mora opened her eyes again. They were gray. She looked up at me.
—Who are you? she asked.
—Selah Morse, I said again. You don't remember me?
—No, she said. I don't remember anything.
—Well, don't worry, I said. Things will be sorted out shortly. The important thing is that

you're okay.
She smiled again and closed her eyes. The doctor came in.
—Mr. Morse? he asked.
I did a half bow.
—I'm Dr. Platt. You'll have to leave while we examine the patient. Someone will fetch you

afterwards.
—Good-bye for now, Mora, I said, bending over the gurney and kissing her on the cheek.
I wasn't sure whether I was going to do it, and then I had done it. Her skin was very soft.
—Good-bye, she said.

+++

After fteen minutes or so, an attendant came out to call me back in. He was a large man,
quite hairy.

—Morse! he called out.
—Here, I said, and hurried after.
As we walked down the hall, the doctor emerged from a side room.
—Well, he said, she had quite a blow to the head. Strangely, her body is largely unhurt

where the taxi hit her. The only damage is due to the concussion. She seems to have entirely
lost her memory. It will come back, probably, but these things take time. It would be helpful
for you to construct a book for her, detailing her past circumstances. Such memory aids can
help patients regain what they've lost.

—I see, I said.
—The important thing for the next eighteen hours, he said, is to keep her awake. She can

be discharged tonight, as long as you'll take her somewhere quiet and stay with her.
—I'll do that, I said.



 We had paused in the hall. The hairy attendant had gone on. The doctor's expression was
kind. He gave the impression of being in the process of doing a hundred things at once, yet
having truly and certainly a moment free in which to stand here quietly speaking with me.

—I'll do that, I said again.
—Good, good. There'll be some papers to sign. Insurance, etc. You should go in now and

see her. She's been asking for you.
I shook his hand.
—Thanks, Dr. Platt, I said.
—No trouble.
The doctor paused a moment longer. He looked on the verge of asking me a question.
—If you don't mind my asking, he said, where do you buy your suits?
I looked at him a moment.
—It's just that they remind me of the sort the secret policemen used to wear back in

Albania. I was raised there. I'm sure it's the same design.
I held out my arm for him to feel the fabric. He did.
—From an Albanian tailor on East Fourth Street, I said.
I considered telling him about the secret pockets, but refrained.
—The man's a miscreant, I continued. He is di cult to deal with. The only way we can get

him to do anything is by sending a girl named Rita over. She's lovely and young, and he'll talk
to her.

—Thanks, said Dr. Platt. I'll look into it. East Fourth …
—Between First and Second, I finished.
—You make that book for her, he said. Everything you can remember about her life. No

matter how small or picayune.
—I'm looking forward to it, I said.

+++

I went back into Mora's room. She was wearing a hospital gown, sitting up, and eating
what looked like a bowl of vanilla ice cream.

—I thought that was reserved for children who've just had their tonsils out, I said
reprovingly.

—Didn't I get my tonsils out? she asked, as if meanwhile winking, though she did not
actually wink.

This was a special gesture that she had perfected.
—Not yet, I said. We can stay for that, though, if you like.
—I'd rather go, she said. Can we?
—Yes, let's, I said. Give me a moment.



 I went back out into the hall and down to the clerks' counter. I showed them my Seventh
Ministry badge and explained that this visit had never taken place. While there was no real
reason for them to believe me, they did. Through a half-open door, the doctorwas watching
me. I smiled and waved. He waved back. I returned to Mora's room.

—Well, Mora, I said. It's time to go. Get changed and well head out.
—To where? she asked.
—Well, I suppose well go back to my place.
—All right, she said. Close that curtain and help me with this thing.
I shut the curtain and turned around. She had gotten out of bed and was trying

unsuccessfully to untie the dressing gown. She turned her back to me.
—Untie that, she said. You know, this is all very strange. I don't remember you at all. Not

even a little. Are you sure you're my boyfriend?
—Quite sure, I said. You have a little tattoo of the Morton salt girl with an umbrella on the

small of your back.
—Do I? she asked, trying to look over her shoulder.
—No, I said. I was just joking.
I untied the dressing gown. Underneath she had only her underwear on, and it was all I

could do to act as though I had seen this spectacle a thousand times. I fetched her dress from
o  a chair and handed it to her. She pulled it over her head, then slipped on a pair of green
shoes. Extending her arm, she said:

—Shall we?
—Yes, let's.
And so we left the hospital together. There was a line of taxis outside. I chose one at

random and told the cabbie my address. Mora sat down in the taxi and I sat beside her.
—I'm not entirely sure, she said, that I ever knew you.
—Be sure of it, I said. You've got to stay awake.
—How will I manage it? she asked. I'm already tired.
—Easy enough, I said. I'll tell you stories.
—That sounds just fine, said Mora, resting her head on my shoulder. When will you begin?
—At the room I let, I said. Many things begin there.

+++

My apartment was in the top oor of an old building. It had an elevator controlled by
cables, and wide factory windows. Mora was pleased greatly by the elevator, and even more
so by my rooms. I had purchased an old printing press with the money I made from my new
profession, and I had outfitted the place as a thoroughgoing pamphleteer's hideout.

She sat down on a sofa and looked around happily



 —Something to drink? I asked.
—A mint julep, she said. That and only that.
Luckily I was in the habit of drinking mint juleps. I made a pitcher and brought it in. The

making of mint juleps is a glad and pleasing experience, particularly when it is done on the
behalf of a young woman who has lost her memory.

—And now, I said, handing her a tumbler full of ice, our story begins.
I took a long drink of mint julep.

—Young man, let me look at you.
The room was broad, and lit from behind by many tiny windows that lined the stark white

walls. Light came through in a hideous clarity focused just beyond the glass by the shining
leaves of the enormous oaks from the street. A thin man, my uncle, came around the desk
towards me.

I, smiling, nodding. My uncle looked very glad to see me. Always pleasant to be seen by
one who's glad to see you. That's the way.

—My boy, I heard the bad news. If there's anything I can do for you … I hope the car ride
wasn't too long. I told them to come directly, of course.

—Not long. I had a newspaper.
—Good, good. (An embrace.)
—You've had your hair cut, haven't you? he asked. Cut with a straight razor, looks like.
—Yes, I said, just now. I do it myself, a couple times a year.
—You use a mirror? he asked.
—No, I said, just a razor and a comb. In fact, I close my eyes.
—Not bad, he said. It's the old way, isn't it? Way they used to do it … I'd like to see that.

Tell me next time, and I'll send the car. Anyway, you might want to use a mirror. You missed
a few spots.

He gave me another pat, then unhanded me, went back around the desk, and sat down with
the air of a man who has often sat down in the presence of others who remain standing.

—I have given your situation some thought, Selah. It has come to my attention that you
could use a bit of work. I thought about several of the many options that exist and I have
come to certain conclusions.

—I …
—Enough of that, he said. I have conferred with some cronies of mine, and I am going to

install you in a position, the duties of which I'm certain you will discharge.
He pressed a button behind his desk and a door on the far side of the room opened. A man

came out. He seemed to be in a hurry. Nodding to my uncle, he immediately addressed me.
—Selah Morse?
I nodded. A strange-looking man. He reminded me of a devil-bird that once had roosted in

the tree outside of my window. It would never leave, but would always sit upon a certain
branch and cackle at me. Whenever it was present, I would have bad dreams. I passed two



 years of my life in this way with the devil-bird.
—Come with me please.
He watched me as I stood there.
My uncle nodded.
—I think you'll nd the work fascinating. Come and see me sometime. Well go to the zoo

after hours and shoot ducks.
But already I was following the birdlike man through the paneling. There was a chute

there. I climbed into it and found myself shot out of a vent unit onto a grassy lawn at street
level.

—Call me Levkin, the man said in a very comforting voice.
I nodded.
I followed Levkin down the block. He had a rapid way of walking with hardly any wasted

motion. He turned several times, nally coming to a sort of pocket-park. In the center, a
grand building in the Federalist style. We crossed the park, mounted the steps, and entered,
he turning in the lock a sort of monkey-faced key

Within there was an entry room. A desk stood opposite the door. On it a very pretty girl
lay sleeping. She was quite slender, and expensively dressed. She gave one the impression of
a cat, insomuch as were one to wake her it seemed she would be likely to scratch or bite you
with great animosity.

I looked at Levkin. He had his finger over his lips. Softly he said:
—That's Rita, the message-girl.
—Messages for what? I whispered.
—Just to keep us on our toes, you know, he whispered back.
He passed on through a left-hand door into a long sort of sitting room. There were tables,

chairs, and sofas, as well as a large armoire. He opened it with the same monkey-faced key
Inside were a great number of identical suits, in various sizes. Identical to the suit he himself
was wearing. It was an elegant suit, obviously costly, but very quiet. As quiet as the passage
of six mice over a carpet.

—Is it always that quiet? I asked.
—Generally, he said. What's your size?
I reached past him and took a suit at random.
—Your lair is up a ladder, he said.
I grinned. Whiat a fine fellow Levkin was turning out to be.
We exited the sitting room and proceeded back past Rita, who was still quite asleep. From

this new angle I could partially see down the front of her shirt. It was very exciting.
—In here, said Levkin.
Through the right-hand door we went. A hallway led to the back of the house. There was a

ladder on one side and a stair on the other. Levkin climbed up the ladder. I followed. At the
top, a landing and a door. On the door there was a name-plate. It said, SELAH MORSE,



 MUNICIPAL INSPECTOR. He opened the door.
—Your o ce. On the desk, a letter in explanation. Rita will follow, perhaps bringing tea.

She is difficult to predict.
Levkin did a sort of half bow, and vanished back through the door and down the ladder,

leaving me to survey my new premises. It was a ne room. A very long window ran much of
the way along the wall, giving a view out onto the park. A dog was chasing another dog,
which was chasing the rst dog unsuccessfully. I felt that this meant something. I wrote it
down on a pad of paper.

Dog chasing dog itself chasing dog, but not fast enough.
I illustrated the note, took out a penknife, held the note against the wall, and stabbed the

penknife through it. I checked. The note was held securely. As I did this, Rita entered and
leaned against the wall.

—Dressing up the place? she asked.
—Is that my tea? I asked.
—It can be.
She crossed the room and set the tea down on a small table by the window. With a sigh she

threw herself down into a large leather divan and sat watching me.
I shook my head. I picked the suit up, went into the bathroom, and put it on. It t

perfectly. Pants, shirt, vest. There was even a pocket watch. My old clothes I put into a chute
labeled,

THE FIRE THAT AWAITS US

Rita came into the bathroom.
—Not bad, she said, and held the suit coat up for me.
She spun around and left out a different door, one on the far side of the room.
Only after she was gone did I wonder, how had she climbed the ladder with a cup of tea on

a saucer?
Turning back to the desk I found an envelope. Within there was a letter, three days old.

Seventh Ministry
20 July xxxx
Mr. Selah Morse,
I have it on good authority from Rita, the message-girl, that you cannot be trusted with any

task, and that we should despair of your ever becoming a useful member of our little cadre.
However, at the time of her saying this, Rita was operating under the clever assumption that
you were only an idea and not an actual person. The contrary, rather, is the case. You are an
actual person, and the work that you have to accomplish here is merely an idea.

An elephant wandered apart from Hannibal's army as he was crossing the Alps. It ventured
into a Swiss town and befriended a man named Tulich. Tulich went on to become the greatest



 clockmaker the world has ever seen, mostly, we now think, because of the secrets the
elephant told him.

Do you understand? We inspect things. Vaguer and vaguer! I'm sure you understand now.
After all, you were recommended to us as a sly young man. This you had best prove.

Senior Inspector, Seventh Ministry

Mars Levkin

I set the paper down. By the window I found my tea. It was quite warm still. The
appropriate amount of milk and sugar was in it.

—Don't drink too much, said Rita, opening the door again. It's poisoned. Only slightly, but
still poisoned. I had decided to poison you and give you the antidote every day so that you
would be forced to obey me, but now I've changed my mind.

She had a tray this time. On the tray was another envelope, and a cup of tea. She brought it
over and set it down gently

—Im Rita the message-girl, she said.
—I've been told that, I replied.
She adjusted the hem of her skirt.
—Any messages to send? she said.
—Could you tell Levkin that—
—No! she said. Only written messages. Or phone messages. What sort of message girl do

you think I am?
She stalked off, leaving me with the tea and letter.
I took a sip of the tea. Earl Grey, with just the right amount of milk and sugar. Thank you,

Rita. I opened the letter.

Seventh Ministry
20st July xxxx
M.I. Selah Morse,
I do hope you're settling in. Things have been dreadfully strange around here ever since

Maude ran away (the gray tabby with the cute limp). I think you are quite handsome and
pleasant to talk to, and you mustn't get the wrong idea about me. I am excited to see if you
can do the work, and if you like it. Also, I had a cousin named Selah who died when he was
very young. He died right after he learned to read. The doctor said some people aren't meant
to read. Giving him a book, say, Goodnight, Moon, was as good as murder. No one knows if he
was joking or not, but we have to assume so. Was it a funny joke? I have never been in a
position to tell. Anyway, good-bye for now.



 Rita Liszt, M.G

Seventh Ministry

I closed the letter and smiled to myself. On an ordinary day I would be reading in the park
or working on one of my pamphlets in my cramped apartment. Was it true? Had I really
come up in the world?

I went back into the bathroom and examined myself in the mirror. The suit did t rather
well. This was the rst uniform I had ever worn, and it was pleasing to me in some sense to
be a part of a larger endeavor. When I came out of the bathroom, Levkin was seated by the
window.

—Can't stay in one place, can you? I said.
—Mostly, he said. Anyway, that's the job. Do you understand what's involved?
—When do we leave? I asked.
—Let me tell you a story, he said. By way of illustrating a point. There was a man named

Carlov. He was a strongman in a circus. His trick—you know, all performers have to have
some trick—was to pick himself up. Now most people, no matter how strong they are, cannot
pick themselves up. Somehow Carlov was able to do this, I guess it was a matter of leverage
or something. You know, where his muscles were connected, etc. In any case, he would come
out onstage, pick himself up, stand there for a while, while everyone gawked—I mean, the
thing looked totally impossible—and then put himself back down. He made loads of money,
but most of it went to his manager, a guy named Wales Carson. In the end, I was asked by
the city to investigate these proceedings. I went down there and watched the performance for
days. I went dozens of times. I just couldn't gure out how he was managing to pick himself
up.

Levkin took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, lit one, and leaned back in his chair.
—So what happened? I asked. How was he doing it?
—No one knows, said Levkin. Two days later he got pushed out a window on Fortieth and

Third Avenue.
He took another puff of his cigarette.
—The point is, don't work too hard. Most things solve themselves. However, it is important

for us to be mixed-up in things. You understand.
I said that I most certainly understood and that de nitely we were all going to get on well

together.
—Good, he said.
And so my time at the Seventh Ministry began. At rst I accompanied Levkin on

inspections. We burst into a tax o ce o  Varick Street, demanding that all documents
pertaining to the twelfth of February, 1995, be summarily destroyed. We watched over this
destruction with a baleful eye, and forced the supervisor to sign a form agreeing that we had



 never been there. This form we posted on his o ce wall. Later that day we visited the police
horse stables below Canal and spent a while feeding the horses carrots and cubes of sugar.

Slowly, I began to understand what was expected of me. We were a randomizing element
in the psychology of the city. We were the practical element of the philosophy that all parts
in a system should not react the same way As you may expect, this was enormously pleasing
to me. I had never expected that my uncle, a man of sober resolution, could ever countenance
such behavior. And yet he knew of it. In part it was his power, the power of men like him,
that helped to lend the Ministry its dubious clout. All along I must have misjudged the man.
Of course, I would never tell him. If he did in fact deserve this new standing in my esteem,
then telling him would be pointless. He would already know.

Soon things started settling into a routine. I moved into a better apartment with the better
money I was making, a place closer to the Ministry I was provided with many iterations of
my suit, the which I kept in a large wardrobe. I began to feel con dent about my work, and
went around on my own, inspecting and interrogating. I found that the authority of the badge
was virtually unlimited. Even the police force seemed to be a bit in awe of it. There was a
number on the badge, and when they ran it in their squad-car computers, they would
invariably return with apologies and a general go-ahead on whatever I intended.

In short, it was a very good life. I would wake up early in the morning, work for an hour
or two on my pamphlets (which I had never stopped making), and then head down to the
Ministry Rita would be there. She was always there. Lev-kin said once that it was likely there
was more than one Rita, identical twins or triplets. Whatever the explanation, she was always
there, with messages and a bit of repartee. If Levkin had requested me to make a particular
inspection, I would go o  to that. If not, I would sit around the o ce for a while, thinking up
one or another scheme for the day. For instance, I once decided that all the dog parks in the
city should be tested. So, I borrowed a friend's Airedale and went about from dog park to dog
park seeing how he liked them. His name was Osip, and he was a rascally dog who was most
certainly an expert on how much pleasure could be a orded any particular dog by any
particular dog park. Once we had gone from park to park, and I had gotten a general sense of
Osip's feelings on the matter, I wrote up a deafening memorandum on the subject, complete
with schematics, possible improvements, dog baths, dog bridges, etc. I forwarded this to the
Parks Department under the seal of the Seventh Ministry Within three months, the dog parks
had been altered.

For so long I had gone about giving my opinion freely, never supposing that it would be
taken. This is a great freedom, and makes it much easier to say whatever comes to one's
mind. However, once one's opinion begins to be heeded, well, then one must take a bit of
care.

Nevertheless, my career continued. Every Wednesday, before going to the big public
library to annotate the permanent copies of the encyclopedia with my own insightful
commentary in neat red pen, I would stop down on Bayard Street to visit a Shanghai joint of
the old-style called New Green Bo. I was in the middle of eating a plateful of the best
vegetable steamed dumplings in the whole city when one of the chefs, a Chinese woman,
turned to me. Her face was stern, and I immediately knew she was going to tell me
something of great weight.



 

—Have you heard of the curling touch?
—No, I replied.
—Well, she said, when I was a child, we would go often through the countryside to visit

my grandmother, who lived near a shrine. She was very old, and lived alone in a country of
great rain. In her district, for whatever reason, the waters were always rising. Rain was
always on the horizon or coming hard upon one. Lightning gured as certainly as the sun in
one's estimation of the sky. It was on one such rainy day that we climbed the gray-green
slope leading up to the shrine. Mist clung to the edges of everything, even to our clothing. We
trailed little ags of mist as we ran back and forth along the slope. My mother called to us,
and her voice was like the hailing of an unknown ship. We called back as though returning
from impossible destinations. And up ahead, the light of my grandmother's house. For a
moment we were far from it; the slope seemed to go on forever up and up. Then a bank of
mist passed before us and passed away again, and there the house was, before us. My
grandmother stood at the open door, beckoning. I ran to her, and she lifted me into her arms
and said, Today my dear, I am going to tell you about the curling touch.

We gathered inside and were given something hot to drink and a sort of sweet grain cake
to eat, and the re was stoked, and the door shut. Outside the rain had begun in earnest. In
my mother's eyes shone the old happiness that had always been hers when my grandmother
was near. Then my grandmother began to speak.

—There was a man, a handsome man. He was not much to look at, no, he was not
handsome in that way No, he was handsome in that he was the beloved of the world.
Everything he did went well; everything he touched turned to gold. He was a gambler, but
what he did was never gambling, for it seemed impossible that he should ever lose. If he
touched a deck of cards, then they were blessed for him. If he lifted knucklebones, then they
would only ever fall in patterns betokening victory. His name was Loren Darius.

Now Loren Darius grew to manhood in the bosom of his luck. He lived in a narrow
country, and within its con nes he grew strong and proud, such that when he departed into
the larger world, that place too became fond of him in that peculiar way that seemed to
others to be Darius s birthright. Not that his life was unchecked by disaster. His parents had
passed away at an early age, leaving him, a boy of ve, in the stewardship of his elder sister,
who herself passed away before the year was out. Yet even at that age, Loren Darius could
not be refused, and when he went to a stream with a fishing pole, or with his bare hands, that
stream would give up sh to him, and when he bent over twigs, even in the midst of a storm,

re would rise up to warm him. And so, despite the misfortune of those around him, Loren
Darius grew to manhood.

This was an earlier age of the world. You mustn't suppose that things were then as they are
now. A city would be such and such a distance by horse, measured by how many nights one
would be upon the road. There was less light in general.

Loren Darius traveled widely as a young man, along every frontier he could nd. He did
not know at the time what he was looking for, but he was troubled by strange dreams. He



 would fall asleep in a roadside inn or on a village green, or at the margin of a eld, and he
would dream himself into a hallway. Many doors then, along the hallway. Many doors, and
great they were in size and nery. Each night he went farther down the hall, each night
opening still another door.

What was behind these doors? None can say, for Loren refused to speak of it. Yet certainly
as time passed he drew closer to what he sought.

Her name was Ilsa Marionette. She was the daughter of Cors Marionette, the famous
hunter, he who drove the Corban Bull from Limeu all down to Viruket. You have seen
monuments to his bravery. Anyway, it was not long before Ilsa was convinced that her life
was with Loren, and not long before Cors was convinced of Loren's grace in the powers of
life. For Cors was often heard to say, Strength is nothing, ferocity is a plaything; when life is
waged as a war, grace is the only virtue, grace shown through nimbleness. And Loren was
certainly nimble. This no one could dispute.

The pair went then back to the small land where Loren was born; they took up a household
and her name became Ilsa Darius. It should be remembered too that Ilsa was the fairest
woman that had yet walked beneath the sun. Where she went, events of any kind would stop,
as men and women alike marveled at her and at her passing by.

And yet despite her beauty and his luck, they did not have between them a profession, for
he had been a wanderer, traveling back and forth through the land, and she had been a
virtuous daughter, kept indoors away from the mad horde. Some money they had had from
her father, but it was not much, and it lasted them only a short while. So, Loren took to
traveling to nearby cities, where his luck in gambling might provide them with the money to
live.

This strategy proved sound, and for several years the couple lived in great wealth and
a uence. Loren would go away to a city, win enormous sums, bring them back to his bride,
and live alone with her in the hills some months before leaving again to procure more. And
all the time that they were apart they thought only of each other, and it was a terror in the
hearts of both that the other should ever come to harm.

One day it came to pass that Loren was returning from a city, his horse and mule heavily
laden with his winnings. The day was hot, and the road was a yellow line through the dust.
The sun obscured vision and glanced off all it encountered, searing the very ground.

Through it Loren stumbled, leading his horse and mule. Some hours he had been upon the
road, and what water he had had been given his mule and horse, for they were bearing a far
heavier load then he. Yet he was sore, thirsty, and tired of the sun. Perhaps its weight was
even telling upon his mind, for when he saw up ahead a broad tree and shade beneath, he
dropped his horse's reins and ran ahead to the shelter of the tree.

As he drew closer Loren saw that a man was there. He looked like some kind of merchant.
He was dressed in green, in heavy cloth, even at this hour and heat. The man's horse was
behind the tree, grazing in a patch of grass. The man sat, drinking water from a large skin.

Loren approached. Behind him his horse and mule caught up and passed around the tree to
take up with the other horse, and with the green grass there afforded.

—Good day, said Loren.
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