CHAPTER ONE

ustace Bogges was a man of words who considered himself a man of

deeds and so, emerging from the library, book in hand, he felt pleas-
antly resolute. He was a solid figure, thickset, not tall, with a vast belly and
small feet invisible from his presently upright position. His features were
broad and appealingly beastlike. He bore a strong resemblance to a benign
hippo. Bogges set off with care; his awkward physical arrangement made
forward motion a balancing act. He crossed Georgetown University’s
front lawn and glanced up at the Healy Building. He imagined the taste
of the gray granite, Gothic grit between tongue and teeth. A remarkable
pantomime, playing out on the grand stairway of the building, caught his
attention. A gleaming black poodle, which might have been mistaken at a
distance for a Great Dane, stood planted across several flights of steps in
three-quarters profile to Bogges. At the top of the stairs, a priest from the
Jesuit community was making shooing motions with both hands. The poo-

dle gazed up unmoved, indifference that might have been boredom. For
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a moment it turned eyes cracked and inflamed on Bogges and fixed him
with a crimson glare. Bogges seemed to hear a voice say that even a gambler
finds Hell more compelling than Las Vegas. Before he could consider this
unexpected thought, the poodle turned its gaze back on the priest. The
priest had stopped gesticulating. He proceeded to raise his right arm and
described a cross in the air.

“In Nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti,” he intoned.

The poodle stiffened along the length of its body. Alarming muscles
erupted through the black curls. The priest’s solemn look hardened. His
outthrust jaw hung like a lantern from a courtyard wall. Then the dog
yawned and relaxed its forequarters just as if it had shrugged its shoulders.
After a longish pause it turned away, its muzzle still pointed skyward and,
parading over the lawn, marched out the O Street gate. The priest caught
sight of Bogges and again described a cross before disappearing inside.
Bogges now also made for the gate. There was no sign of the creature out-
side in the cobblestone street. Bogges approached a group of students. He
wondered if they'd seen the dog, wondered what kind of impression it had
left on them. They were occupied taking pictures of themselves, laughing
and comparing the self-portraits. They didn’t notice or pretended not to
notice Bogges, who had to step off the curb to get around them. To distract
himself from thoughts of the unsettling dog, he turned his mind to the
present craze for auto-photographs—selfies. Why do they talk this way, he
wondered, veggies, doggies, foodies, lisping baby talk, sentimental kitsch
personas. These thoughts got him most of the way home. Only when Bog-
ges glanced around before turning the key in his front door did he imagine
that he'd glimpsed a black poodle tail vanishing up 29th Street at the end
of the block. He locked the door after himself, slid the chain home, set
his book atop the pile of unpaid bills on the mail table, and went to the
bar cart. He mixed a martini in a tumbler and settled into the small green
rocking club chair which fitted him like a glove. Alone in his front parlor,
he looked out vaguely through the dormer window to the street. He had
spent Sunday afternoon in the customary way since his divorce from Sal-

ly Benton: a double order of Smitty’s meat loaf at Martin’s Tavern a few
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blocks away, then a pleasant hour or two wandering the stacks of Lauinger
Library a few blocks farther on from Martin’s. The stacks, to Bogges, were
very much like the Elysian Fields as described in ancient times; here one
was free to converse with the wisest, the most charming, the most amusing
of all those who have lived. One never knew quite whom one would en-
counter. Today he'd stumbled on a curiosity, a shelf of Bollandist publica-
tions. The Bollandists, he learned, were a Belgian Jesuit society dedicated
to the scholarly study of saints and saintliness. He'd taken down a volume
at random and discovered the Bollandists also interested themselves in de-
monology. This made sense to Bogges: what would be the use of the one
without the temptations of the other. A Father Joseph de Tonquedec, SJ
had written an essay titled “Nervous and Mental Illnesses and Diabolic
Possession.” He'd thumbed through a few pages and was struck by Father
de Tonquedec’s observation that “Satan’s masterpiece, the great work of
the master of illusion, is his present success in passing himself off as nonex-
istent. He has every interest in doing so.”

Now, however, Bogges didn’t feel like reading further. He'd somehow
lost interest in the Devil. He began to muse about work and the workweek
ahead. It seemed to him that passing oneself off as nonexistent had useful
applications at the office; all the people one didn’t want to talk to would
never approach. It then occurred to Bogges that many of his colleagues
were already practicing a form of passing oneself off as nonexistent, not
recognizing him, or others, as they met in the corridor or riding in the
elevator. This led to the further thought that perhaps the office was even
more like the Devil's playground than had been apparent. His colleagues
made him think longingly of the Lauinger stacks. I should have become a
librarian, he told himself. Bogges’s eyes began to blink. He drowsed. Like a
heavily laden barge come loose from its moorings, Bogges drifted off.

He found himself in an office or study—there were books on the
shelves—although the plaster-of-Paris cats preening as bookends and
dividers suggested the hand of an amateur or Midwestern decorator.
Dusty Venetian blinds drawn against a bright sun gave the room a black-

and-white early camera light. Bogges was sitting semi-recumbent in a
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leather recliner before a metal desk looking up at a series of diplomas from
an obscure and remote university granted to one Grippin Fall, doctor of
psychiatry. Behind the desk, a tiny, sharp-faced man with a Van Dyke
beard whose point drew attention to a prominent Adam’s apple, wearing a
soiled white dress shirt, which emphasized the personage’s decisively seedy
aspect, spoke.

“These things you don’t like hearing about, Mr. Bogges, they include
the French, the Arabs, the Chinese, Canadians and Mexicans, English and
Irish, Germans and Africans, Indians both eastern and western; I believe
you also said, Christians, Jews, Hindus, and Muslims, liberals and conser-
vatives, writers, editors, actors, models, athletes, bankers and stockbrokers,
blacks and whites—I've got it right so far, have I?”

“Yes, any group.”

“But everybody belongs to a group of one kind or another.”

“Yes, the problems of the world are mostly caused by other people. It’s
only made worse when they group together.”

“Your objections have recently taken on a somewhat demonstrative
expression.”

“Some might think so.”

“You feel you can’t control yourself?”

“No, not at all. I could control myself if I wanted to. I don’t want to
anymore.”

Dr. Fall made a little tent with his hands and held them out in front of
his nose. “Why don’t we go over the incident that prompted this visit in
more detail,” he suggested.

The psychiatrist drew the tent closer to his eyes, and Bogges noticed
that the man’s arms were curiously foreshortened, almost dwarfish. The
doctor’s beard reinforced the impression of a mannikin or homunculus.
There was something counterfeit about him, this office, the whole setup.
Nevertheless, he launched into his narrative for a second time. After all, he
was paying for the doctor’s abbreviated hour.

“As I told you, I'm the editor of the letters page of The Washington

Oracle.”
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“An interesting job, I imagine.”

Bogges grunted. “I've begun ... I mean, from time to time I contribute
aletter of my own.”

“Is that why the letters all sound as though they’re written by the same
person?”

“No, that’s my editing. The letters are supposed to represent the readers’
opinions, not mine.”

“Then how can you edit them?”

Dr. Fall was missing the point. Bogges had an idea he was doing this
willfully and, somehow, malevolently. “You don’t understand. I've been
writing letters under pseudonyms and publishing them as though they
were from readers.”

“Does this have something to do with your dislike of groups?”

Bogges hadn’t thought of it this way. He didn’t much like writers. He
supposed it was only reasonable not to like readers. “I guess, up to a point,
but what I don’t like is how deadly earnest people are about their opinions.
It’s not just being pompous. They re trying to force their views on you, but
what they’re really after is getting their own way.”

“Tell me, Mr. Bogges, would you say that you get annoyed when you
don’t get your own way, that you don’t like it when things aren’t going just
right?”

“Only a hypocrite would deny that. On the other hand, I don’t see how
my getting annoyed distinguishes me from everyone else.”

“And you pride yourself on not being hypocritical”

“No, that’s not a matter of pride.”

“But wouldn’t you agree that hypocrisy is sometimes necessary, that
white lies are not particularly harmful and that they’re even useful to
smooth relationships?”

Having scored this point, Dr. Fall gave a hypocritical little smirk.

Bogges drew a breath. “You smooth a bird’s ruffled feathers or a dog’s
bristling fur, but people aren’t birds or dogs.”

“You are playing with words, Mr. Bogges. You do a lot of that, nest-ce

pas?”
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Bogges became instantly alert. Since his first youthful visit to Paris, all
his nightmares had begun with someone speaking French.

“Je suis aussi 'ambigu,” added the doctor.

“What did you say? Why are you speaking French?”

“Calmez-vous mon bon monsieur. I merely said, 4 fagon de parler, that
life is ambiguous, doubtful, contingent. You appear to want everything
cut and dried. You yourself are not so straightforward as you pretend. La
volonté et l'esprit, that is everything.”

“Answer my question. Why are you speaking French?” Bogges’s voice
was strained.

“Ca se sent, ¢a ne se dit pas. I'm so sorry. I did not mean to upset you.
Certain thoughts can best be expressed in the language in which they are
usually thought, in their native tongue, so to speak. I always speak French
when I wish to discuss life as it is really lived. Tell me, how are you feeling
now ? Do you have vertigo, for example?”

Bogges did feel off-balance, as though he or the chair he was sitting in
was floating at a sharp angle a foot off the carpet. “No,” lied Bogges.

“Vertigo,” continued Dr. Fall smoothly, “is or can be a psychological
condition manifested as a disturbance of the sensible equipment. But
where does that disturbance originate, Mr. Bogges? Nowadays, we would
say from a neurosis, a psychological trauma. It might interest you to note
that once vertigo was associated with the Devil. Of course, we no longer
believe in the Devil but, nevertheless, He had His uses. At least you knew
what you were dealing with. That should appeal to you. One might say
that His masterpiece, the great work of the master of illusion, is His pres-
ent success in passing Himself off as nonexistent. He has every interest in
doingso.”

For a moment, Dr. Fall flickered out of sight. Bogges blinked, and the
psychiatrist came back into focus, somewhat larger and for some reason
rather goatish. Bogges thought he detected an odor of burning hair.

Dr. Fall waved an arm, which seemed to extend itself unnaturally, and
the odor dispersed. “Spirit and free will, since you object to French, those
are also unfashionable. They disappeared with the Devil, not by accident.
You can’t have one without the other. What would be the use?”
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Again, Bogges felt himself lifted into the air. The chair tilted to the left,
gave a little shake and, as though exhausted, fell with two bumps. Bogges
experienced a profound lethargy. His tongue lay paralyzed.

“No, there’s no response, Mr. Bogges. It is true that free will, the spiri, is
a sanctuary, but only when you act is it inaccessible. That is why indolence
is so dangerous. Nevertheless, the Old Gentleman does not directly affect
the spiritual faculties, only indirectly, by disturbing from outside the sen-
sible equipment, your body,” the voice grew in volume. It seemed to roar.
“The senses,” said the roar, “material objects.” Then the volume was abrupt-
ly turned down, like a radio, “and so on,” said the now barely audible voice.

The time had come to act. Bogges rocked his haunches back and forth
in order to build up the necessary momentum to pitch himself out of the
recliner. When a sufhiciently acute angle was achieved, he tensed his thighs
and rose to the upright. He went 'round the desk and grasped Dr. Fall’s
goatee in both hands. He pulled, and the face came away with the beard.
The remaining blankness had an inquiring expression. Bogges had ques-
tions of his own. Then he woke in his green rocking club chair in the front
parlor. This is what came of reading Father Joseph de Tonquedec, S]. What
had possessed him to read such infernal nonsense ? He sat thinking over his
dream. He grew comfortable; a voluptuous indolence came over him. He
cast about for an activity which might count as an exercise of the will, to
prevent further demonic assault according to Dr. Fall’s analysis yet still al-
low him to remain sitting. The thought came to him that perhaps it might
actually be a good idea to contribute a letter to the paper. Framinga letter,
or finding a subject for a letter, or at least choosing a pseudonym for the
correspondent should count as exercising the will. After a while, the name
Chakravarti occurred to him; S. J. Chakravarti would do nicely, taking re-
venge in a mild way on the Jesuit priest who had conjured up the Devil and
exorcised sleep. Bogges was confident that now that he had a name, a sub-
ject would sooner or later present itself. Meanwhile, it was time for bed.

The next morning, Bogges got himself up, bathed, dressed, breakfasted,
and out the door with no more than the customary difficulties. Progress to

the bus stop on M Street was satisfactory. He encountered no dogs of any
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kind. The bus arrived promptly; there was a vacant seat near the front. He
sat down next to a hard-faced woman in a halter top and jeans that didn’t
quite cover her navel. Her hair had been made up into innumerable pig or
rat tails. Bogges looked away. Above, a poster exhorted him to consider
that if he were not part of the solution, he must be part of the problem,
solution and problem both unspecified.

He got off near the office, in front of Marina’s Italian Restaurant. Jesus,
the Guatemalan busboy, was sweeping the sidewalk. His face had a look of
the utmost seriousness, squat features and eyes like clay dinner plates were
a model for a totem. To aid concentration, Jesus was making gargling and
clicking noises from somewhere in his throat. While he’'d been walking
north to the border, he'd fallen in with a patrol of Mexican soldiers. They'd
kept him company for a few days, and Jesus had been glad of their com-
panionship. When their ways parted, the soldiers had robbed him. Jesus
had been grateful they'd left him his clothing and his sandals. But then the
soldiers had fought over the contents of his purse, and one had been killed.
At first the soldiers were going to kill Jesus too, but in the end they took
pity on him and only cut out his tongue.

“Hello, Jesus,” said Bogges.

Jesus stopped sweeping and rested on his broom. He gargled and
clicked solemnly, nodded his head once, and went back to work. Bogg-
es admired Jesus’s concentration on the task at hand, and then for some
reason he thought again about that puzzling exhortation from the poster
on the bus: If you're not part of the solution, you're part of the problem.
What could this have to do with Jesus, or Bogges for that matter? It was
the dictum of a professional busybody, a kind of terrorist, he at once de-
cided. People really should just mind their own business he told himself.
Bogges watched Jesus for a moment more, then hurried off to work, a
stout, preoccupied figure pitching and listing on stubby pins, eager to as-
sume the voice of that worthy oriental gentlemen S. J. Chakravarti and put

his thoughts on paper.



