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“Maybe a late shift?” But Metzger only frowned. “Be back,”
Oedipa shrugged, heading for the ladies’ room.

On the latrine wall, among lipsticked obscenities, she noticed
the following message, neatly indited in engineering lettering:

“Interested in sophisticated fun? You, hubby, girl friénds.
The more the merrier. Get in touch with Kirby, through
WASTE only, Box 7391, L. A.”

WASTE? Oedipa wondered. Beneath the notice, faintly in
pencil, was a symbol she’d never seen before, a loop, triangle and

'O'm

trapezoid, thus:
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She knew a few things about it: it had opposed the Thurn
and Taxis postal system in Europe; its symbol was a muted post
horn; sometime before 1853 it had appeared in America and
fought the Pony Express and Wells, Fargo, either as outlaws in
black, or disguised as Indians; and it survived today, in California,
serving as a channel of communication for those of unorthodox
sexual persuasion, inventors who believed in the reality of Max-
well’s Demon, possibly her own husband, Mucho Maas (but
she’d thrown Mucho’s letter long away, there was no way for
Genghis Cohen to check the stamp, so if she wanted to find out
for sure she’d have to ask Mucho himself).

Either Trystero did exist, in its own right, or it was being
presumed, perhaps fantasied by Oedipa, so hung up on and inter-
penetrated with the dead man’s estate. Here in San Francisco,
away from all tangible assets of that estate, there might still be a
chance of getting the whole thing to go away and disintegrate
quietly. She had only to drift tonight, at random, and watch noth-
ing happen, to be convinced it was purely nervous, a little some-
thing for her shrink to fix. She got off the freeway at North Beach,
drove around, parked finally in a steep side-street among ware-
houses. Then walked along Broadway, into the first crowds of
evening.

But it took her no more than an hour to catch sight of a
muted post horn. She was moseying along a street full of aging
boys in Roos Atkins suits when she collided with a gang of
guided tourists come rowdy-dowing out of a Volkswagen bus, on
route to take in a few San Francisco nite spots. “Let me lay this
on you,” a voice spoke into her ear, “because I just left,” and she
found being deftly pinned outboard of one breast this big cerise
ID badge, reading Hi! My Name Is Arnold Snarb! AND I'm
LookiN’ For A Goop Tmve! Oedipa glanced around and saw a
cherubic face vanishing with a wink in among natural shoulders
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and striped shirts, and away went Arnold Snarb, looking for a
better time.

Somebody blew on an athletic whistle and Oedipa found
herself being herded, along with other badged citizens, toward a
bar called The Greek Way. Oh, no, Oedipa thought, not a fag
joint, no; and for a minute tried to fight out of the human surge,
before recalling how she had decided to drift tonight.

“Now in here,” their guide, sweating dark tentacles into his
tab collar, briefed them, “you are going to see the members of
the third sex, the lavender crowd this city by the Bay is so justly
famous for. To some of you the experience may seem a little
queer, but remember, try not to act like a bunch of tourists. If
you get propositioned it’ll all be in fun, just part of the gay night
life to be found here in famous North Beach. Two drinks and
when you hear the whistle it means out, on the double, regroup
right here. If you’re well behaved we’ll hit Finocchio’s next.” He
blew the whistle twice and the tourists, breaking into a yell, swept
Oedipa inside, in a frenzied assault on the bar. When things had
calmed she was near the door with an unidentifiable drink in her
fist, jammed against somebody tall in a suede sport coat. In the
lapel of which she spied, wrought exquisitely in some pale, glim-
mering alloy, not another cerise badge, but a pin in the shape of
the Trystero post horn. Mute and everything.

All right, she told herself. You lose. A game try, all one hour’s
worth. She should have left then and gone back to Berkeley, to
the hotel. But couldn’t.

“What if I told you,” she addressed the owner of the pin,
“that I was an agent of Thurn and Taxis?”

“What,” he answered, “some theatrical agency?” He had
large ears, hair cropped nearly to his scalp, acne on his face, and
curiously empty eyes, which now swiveled briefly to Oedipa’s
breasts. “How’d you get a name like Arnold Snarb?”
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“If you tell me where you got your lapel pin,” said Oedipa.

“Sorry.”

She sought to bug him: “If i’s a homosexual sign or some-
thing, that doesn’t bother me.”

Eyes showing nothing: “I don’t swing that way,” he said.
“Yours either.” Turned his back on her and ordered a drink.
Oedipa took off her badge, put it in an ashtray and said, quietly,
trying not to suggest hysteria,

“Look, you have to help me. Because I really think T am
going out of my head.”

“You have the wrong outfit, Arnold. Talk to your cler-
gyman.”

“T use the U. S. Mail because I was never taught any differ-
ent,” she pleaded. “But I'm not your enemy. I don’t want to be.”

“What about my friend?” He came spinning around on the
stool to face her again. “You want to be that, Arnold?”

“I don’t know,” she thought she’d better say.

He looked at her, blank. “What do you know?”

She told him everything. Why not? Held nothing back. At
the end of it the tourists had been whistled away and he’d bought
two rounds to Oedipa’s three.

“Pd heard about ‘Kirby,”  he said, “it’s a code name, nobody
real. But none of the rest, your Sinophile across the bay, or that
sick play. I never thought there was a history to it.”

“ think of nothing but,” she said, and a little plaintive.

“And,” scratching the stubble on his head, “you have nobody
else to tell this to. Only somebody in a bar whose name you don’t
know?”

She wouldn’t look at him. “I guess not.”

“No husband, no shrink?”

“Both,” Oedipa said, “but they don’t know.”

“You can’t tell them?”
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She met his eyes’ void for a second after all, and shrugged.

“T’ll tell you what I know, then,” he decided. “The pin 'm
wearing means ’'m a member of the IA. That’s Inamorati Anony-
mous. An inamorato is somebody in Jove. That’s the worst addic-
tion of all.”

“Somebody is about to fall in love,” Oedipa said, “you go sit
with them, or something?”

“Right. The whole idea is to get to where you don’t need it.
I was lucky. I kicked it young. But there are sixty-year-old men,
believe it or not, and women even older, who wake up in the
night screaming.”

“You hold meetings, then, like the AA?”

“No, of course not. You get a phone number, an answering
service you can call. Nobody knows anybody else’s name; just the
number in case it gets so bad you can’t handle it alone. We're
isolates, Arnold. Meetings would destroy the whole point of it.”

“What about the person who comes to sit with you? Suppose
you fall in love with them?”

“They go away,” he said. “You never see them twice. The
answering service dispatches them, and they’re careful not to have
any repeats.”

How did the post horn come in? That went back to their
founding. In the early ’60’s a Yoyodyne executive living near L.A.
and located someplace in the corporate root-system above super-
visor but below vice-president, found himself, at age 39, auto-
mated out of a job. Having been since age 7 rigidly instructed in
an eschatology that pointed nowhere but to a presidency and
death, trained to do absolutely nothing but sign his name to spe-
cialized memoranda he could not begin to understand and to take
blame for the running-amok of specialized programs that failed
for specialized reasons he had to have explained to him, the execu-
tive’s first thoughts were naturally of suicide. But previous train-
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ing got the better of him: he could not make the decision without
first hearing the ideas of a committee. He placed an ad in the
personal column of the L.A. Times, asking whether anyone who’d
been in the same fix had ever found any good reasons for not
committing suicide. His shrewd assumption being that no sui-
cides would reply, leaving him automatically with only valid
inputs. The assumption was false. After a week of anxiously
watching the mailbox through little Japanese binoculars his wife
had given him for a going away present (she’d left him the day
after he was pink-slipped) and getting nothing but sucker-list
stuff through the regular deliveries that came each noon, he was
jolted out of a boozy, black-and-white dream of jumping off The
Stack into rush-hour traffic, by an insistent banging at the door.
It was late on a Sunday afternoon. He opened his door and found
an aged bum with a knitted watch cap on his head and a hook for
a hand, who presented him with a bundle of letters and loped
away without a word. Most of the letters were from suicides who
had failed, either through clumsiness or last-minute cowardice.
None of them, however, could offer any compelling reasons for
staying alive. Still the executive dithered: spent another week with
pieces of paper on which he would list, in columns headed “pro”
and “con,” reasons for and against taking his Brody. He found it
imp'ossible, in the absence of some trigger, to come to any clear
decision. Finally one day he noticed a front page story in the
Times, complete with AP wirephoto, about a Buddhist monk in
Viet Nam who had set himself on fire to protest government
policies. “Groovy!” cried the executive. He went to the garage,
siphoned all the gasoline from his Buick’s tank, put on his green
Zachary All suit with the vest, stuffed all his letters from unsuc-
cessful suicides into a coat pocket, went in the kitchen, sat on the
floor, proceeded to douse himself good with the gasoline. He was
about to make the farewell flick of the wheel on his faithful
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Zippo, which had seen him through the Normany hedgerows,
the Ardennes, Germany, and postwar America, when he heard a
key in the front door, and voices. It was his wife and some man,
whom he soon recognized as the very efficiency expert at Yoyo-
dyne who had caused him to be replaced by an IBM 7094.
Intrigued by the irony of it, he sat in the kitchen and listened,
leaving his necktie dipped in the gasoline as a sort of wick. From
what he could gather, the efficiency expert wished to have sexual
intercourse with the wife on the Moroccan rug in the living room.
The wife was not unwilling. The executive heard lewd laughter,
zippers, the thump of shoes, heavy breathing, moans. He took
his tie out of the gasoline and started to snigger. He closed the
top on his Zippo. “I hear laughing,” his wife said presently. “I
smell gasoline,” said the efficiency expert. Hand in hand, naked,
the two proceeded to the kitchen. “I was about to do the Bud-
dhist monk thing,” explained the executive. “Nearly three weeks
it takes him,” marvelled the efficiency expert, “to decide. You
know how long it would’ve taken the IBM 7094: Twelve micro-
seconds. No wonder you were replaced.” The executive threw
back his head and laughed for a solid ten minutes, along toward
the middle of which his wife and her friend, alarmed, retired,
got dressed and went out looking for the police. The executive
undressed, showered and hung his suit out on the line to dry.
Then he noticed a curious thing. The stamps on some of the let-
ters in his suit pocket had turned almost white. He realized that
the gasoline must have dissolved the printing ink. Idly, he peeled
off a stamp and saw suddenly the image of the muted post horn,
the skin of his hand showing clearly through the watermark. “A
sign,” he whispered, “is what it is.” If he’d been a religious man
he would have fallen to his knees. As it was, he only declared,
with great solemnity: “My big mistake was love. From this day I
swear to stay off of love: hetero, homo, bi, dog or cat, car, every
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kind there is. I will found a society of isolates, dedicated to this
purpose, and this sign, revealed by the same gasoline that almost
destroyed me, will be its emblem.” And he did.

Oedipa, by now rather drunk, said, “Where is he now?”

“He’s anonymous,” said the anonymous inamorato. “Why
not write to him through your WASTE system? Say ‘Founder,
A2 #

“But I don’t know how to use it,” she said.

“Think of it,” he went on, also drunk. “A whole underworld
of suicides who failed. All keeping in touch through that secret
delivery system. What do they tell each other?” He shook his
head, smiling, stumbled off his stool and headed off to take a leak,
disappearing into the dense crowd. He didn’t come back.

Oedipa sat, feeling as alone as she ever had, now the only
woman, she saw, in a room full of drunken male homosexuals.
Story of my life, she thought, Mucho won’t talk to me, Hilarius
won’t listen, Clerk Maxwell didn’t even look at me, and this
group, God knows. Despair came over her, as it will when
nobody around has any sexual relevance to you. She gauged the
spectrum of feeling out there as running from really violent hate
(an Indian-looking kid hardly out of his teens, with frosted shoul-
der-length hair tucked behind his ears and pointed cowboy boots)
to dry speculation (a hornrimmed SS type who stared at her legs,
trying to figure out if she was in drag), none of which could do
her any good. So she got up after awhile and left The Greek Way,
and entered the city again, the infected city.

And spent the rest of the night finding the image of the
Trystero post horn. In Chinatown, in the dark window of a herb-
alist, she thought she saw it on a sign among ideographs. But the
streetlight was dim. Later, on a sidewalk, she saw two of them in
chalk, 20 feet apart. Between them a complicated array of boxes,
some with letters, some with numbers. A kids” game? Places on a
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map, dates from a secret history? She copied the diagram in her
memo book. When she looked up, a man, perhaps a man, in a
black suit, was standing in a doorway half a block away, watching
her. She thought she saw a turned-around collar but took no
chances; headed back the way she’d come, pulse thundering. A
bus stopped at the next corner, and she ran to catch it.

She stayed with buses after that, getting oft only now and
then to walk so she’d keep awake. What fragments of dreams
came had to do with the post horn. Later, possibly, she would
have trouble sorting the night into real and dreamed.

At some indefinite passage in night’s sonorous score, it also .
came to her that she would be safe, that something, perhaps only
her linearly fading drunkenness, would protect her. The city was
hers, as, made up and sleeked so with the customary words and
images (cosmopolitan, culture, cable cars) it had not been before:
she had safe-passage tonight to its far blood’s branchings, be they
capillaries too small for more than peering into, or vessels mashed
together in shameless municipal hickeys, out on the skin for all
but tourists to see. Nothing of the night’s could touch her; noth-
ing did. The repetition of symbols was to be enough, without
trauma as well perhaps to attenuate it or even jar it altogether
loose from her memory. She was meant to vemember. She faced
that possibility as she might the toy street from a high balcony,
roller-coaster ride, feeding-time among the beasts in a zoo—any
death-wish that can be consummated by some minimum gesture.
She touched the edge of its voluptuous field, knowing it would
be lovely beyond dreams simply to submit to it; that not gravity’s
pull, laws of ballistics, feral ravening, promised more delight. She
tested it, shivering: I am meant to remember. Each clue that
comes is supposed to have its own clarity, its fine chances for per-
manence. But then she wondered if the gemlike “clues” were only
some kind of compensation. To make up for her having lost the
direct, epileptic Word, the cry that might abolish the night.
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In Golden Gate Park she came on a circle of children in their
nightclothes, who told her they were dreaming the gathering. But
that the dream was really no different from being awake, because
in the mornings when they got up they felt tired, as if they’d been
up most of the night. When their mothers thought they were out
playing they were really curled in cupboards of neighbors’ houses,
in platforms up in trees, in secretly-hollowed nests inside hedges,
sleeping, making up for these hours. The night was empty of all
terror for them, they had inside their circle an imaginary fire, and
needed nothing but their own unpenetrated sense of community.
They knew about the post horn, but nothing of the chalked game
Oedipa had seen on the sidewalk. You used only one image and
it was a jump-rope game, a little girl explained: you stepped alter-
nately in the loop, the bell, and the mute, while your girlfriend
sang:

Tristoe, Tristoe, one, two, three,
Turning taxi from acvoss the sea . . .

“Thurn and Taxis, you mean?”

They’d never heard it that way. Went on warming their
hands at an invisible fire. Oedipa, to retaliate, stopped believing
in them.

In an all-night Mexican greasy spoon off 24th, she found a
piece of her past, in the form of one Jests Arrabal, who was sit-
ting in a corner under the TV set, idly stirring his bowl of opaque
soup with the foot of a chicken. “Hey,” he greeted Oedipa, “you
were the lady in Mazatlan.” He beckoned her to sit.

“You remember everything,” Oedipa said, “Jests; even tour-
ists. How is your CIA?” Standing not for the agency you think,
but for a clandestine Mexican outfit known as the Conjuracién de
los Insurgentes Anarquistas, traceable back to the time of the Flo-
res Magdn brothers and later briefly allied with Zapata.

The Crying of Lot 49 —~ 97

“You see. In exile,” waving his arm around at the place. He
was part-owner here with a yucateco who still believed in the
Revolution. Their Revolution. “And you. Are you still with that
gringo who spent too much money on you? The oligarchist, the
miracle?”

“He died.”

“Ah, pobrecito.” They had met Jests Arrabal on the beach,
where he had previously announced an antigovernment rally.
Nobody had showed up. So he fell to talking to Inverarity, the
enemy he must, to be true to his faith, learn. Pierce, because of
his neutral manners when in the presence of ill-will, had nothing
to tell Arrabal; he played the rich, obnoxious gringo so perfectly
that Oedipa had seen gooseflesh come up along the anarchist’s
forearms, due to no Pacific sea-breeze. Soon as Pierce went off to
sport in the surf, Arrabal asked her if he was real, or a spy, or
making fun of him. Oedipa didn’t understand.

“You know what a miracle is. Not what Bakunin said. But
another world’s intrusion into this one. Most of the time we coex-
ist peacefully, but when we do touch there’s cataclysm. Like the
church we hate, anarchists also believe in another world. Where
revolutions break out spontaneous and leaderless, and the soul’s
talent for consensus allows the masses to work together without
effort, automatic as the body itself. And yet, seid, if any of it
should ever really happen that perfectly, I would also have to cry
miracle. An anarchist miracle. Like your friend. He is too exactly
and without flaw the thing we fight. In Mexico the privilegiado
is always, to a finite percentage, redeemed—one of the people.
Unmiraculous. But your friend, unless he’s joking, is as terrifying
to me as a Virgin appearing to an Indian.”

In the years intervening Oedipa had remembered Jesus
because he’d seen that about Pierce and she hadn’t. As if he were,
in some unsexual way, competition. Now, drinking thick luke-
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warm coffee from a clay pot on the back burner of the yucateco’s
stove and listening to Jesus talk conspiracy, she wondered if]
without the miracle of Pierce to reassure him, Jestus might not
have quit his CIA eventually and gone over like everybody else to
the majority priistas, and so never had to go into exile.

The dead man, like Maxwell’s Demon, was the linking fea-
ture in a coincidence. Without him neither she nor Jesus would
be exactly here, exactly now. It was enough, a coded warning.
What, tonight, was chance? So her eyes did fall presently onto an
ancient rolled copy of the anarcho-syndicalist paper Regeneracidn.
The date was 1904 and there was no stamp next to the cancella-
tion, only the handstruck image of the post horn.

“They arrive,” said Arrabal. “Have they been in the mails
that long? Has my name been substituted for that of a member
who’s died? Has it really taken sixty years? Is it a reprint? Idle
questions, I am a footsoldier. The higher levels have their rea-
sons.” She carried this thought back out into the night with her.

Down at the city beach, long after the pizza stands and rides
had closed, she walked unmolested through a drifting, dreamy
cloud of delinquents in summer-weight gang jackets with the post
horn stitched on in thread that looked pure silver in what moon-
light there was. They had all been smoking, snuffing or injecting
something, and perhaps did not see her at all.

Riding among an exhausted busful of Negroes going on to
graveyard shifts all over the city, she saw scratched on the back of
a seat, shining for her in the brilliant smoky interior, the post
horn with the legend DEATH. But unlike WASTE, somebody
had troubled to write in, in pencil: DON’T EVER ANTAGONIZE
TrE HORN.

Somewhere near Fillmore she found the symbol tacked to
the bulletin board of a laundromat, among other scraps of paper
offering cheap ironing and baby sitters. If you know what this
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means, the note said, you know where to find out move. Around
her the odor of chlorine bleach rose heavenward, like an incense.
Machines chugged and sloshed fiercely. Except for Oedipa the
place was deserted, and the fluorescent bulbs seemed to shriek
whiteness, to which everything their light touched was dedicated.
It was a Negro neighborhood. Was The Horn so dedicated?
Would it Antagonize The Horn to ask? Who could she ask?

In the buses all night she listened to transistor radios playing
songs in the lower stretches of the Top 200, that would never
become popular, whose melodies and lyrics would perish as if
they had never been sung. A Mexican girl, trying to hear one of
these through snarling static from the bus’s motor, hummed
along as if she would remember it always, tracing post horns and
hearts with a fingernail, in the haze of her breath on the window.

Out at the airport Oedipa, feeling invisible, eavesdropped
on a poker game whose steady loser entered each loss neat and
conscientious in a little balance-book decorated inside with
scrawled post horns. “I'm averaging a 99.375 percent return, fel-
las,” she heard him say. The others, strangers, looked at him,
some blank, some annoyed. “That’s averaging it out, over 23
years,” he went on, trying a smile. “Always just that little percent
on the wrong side of breaking even. Twenty-three years. I’ll never
get ahead of it. Why don’t T quit?” Nobody answering.

In one of the latrines was an advertisement by ACDC, stand-
ing for Alameda County Death Cult, along with a box number
and post horn. Once a month they were to choose some victim
from among the innocent, the virtuous, the socially integrated
and well-adjusted, using him sexually, then sacrificing him.
Oedipa did not copy the number.

Catching a TWA flight to Miami was an uncoordinated boy
who planned to slip at night into aquariums and open negotia-
tions with the dolphins, who would succeed man. He was kissing
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his mother passionately goodbye, using his tongue. “Tll write,
ma,” he kept saying. “Write by WASTE,” she said, “rememb.er.
The government will open it if you use the other. The c.iolphms
will be mad.” “I love you, ma,” he said. “Love the dolphins,” she
advised him. “Write by WASTE.”

So it went. Oedipa played the voyeur and listener. Among
her other encounters were a facially-deformed welder, who cher-
ished his ugliness; a child roaming the night who missed the
death before birth as certain outcasts do the dear lulling blankness
of the community; a Negro woman with an intricately-marbled
scar along the baby-fat of one cheek who kept going through
rituals of miscarriage each for a different reason, deliberately as
others might the ritual of birth, dedicated not to continuity l.aut
to some kind of interregnum; an aging night-watchman, nibbling
at a bar of Ivory Soap, who had trained his virtuoso stomach FO
accept also lotions, air-fresheners, fabrics, tobaccoe.s and Waxes'm
a hopeless attempt to assimilate it all, all the promise, productiv-
ity, betrayal, ulcers, before it was too late; and even anotk}cr voy-
eur, who hung outside one of the city’s still-lighted vx.fmdows,
searching for who knew what specific image. Decoratlng each
alienation, each species of withdrawal, as cufflink, decal, aimless

doodling, there was somehow always the post horn. She grew so

to expect it that perhaps she did not see it quite as often as she
later was to remember seeing it. A couple-three times would
really have been enough. Or too much. : .

She busrode and walked on into the lightening morning, giv-
ing herself up to a fatalism rare for her. Where was the Oe-di.pa
who’d driven so bravely up here from San Narciso? That optimis-
tic baby had come on so like the private eye in any long-ago radio
drama, believing all you needed was grit, resourcefulness, exemp-
tion from hidebound cops’ rules, to solve any great mystery.

But the private eye sooner or later has to get beat up on.
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This night’s profusion of post horns, this malignant, deliberate
replication, was their way of beating up. They knew her pressure
points, and the ganglia of her optimism, and one by one, pinch
by precision pinch, they were immobilizing her.

Last night, she might have wondered what undergrounds
apart from the couple she knew of communicated by WASTE
system. By sunrise she could legitimately ask what undergrounds
didn’t. If miracles were, as Jests Arrabal had postulated years ago
on the beach at Mazatldn, intrusions into this world from
another, a kiss of cosmic pool balls, then so must be each of the
night’s post horns. For here were God knew how many citizens,
deliberately choosing not to communicate by U. S. Mail. It was
not an act of treason, nor possibly even of defiance. But it was
a calculated withdrawal, from the life of the Republic, from its
machinery. Whatever else was being denied them out of hate,
indifference to the power of their vote, loopholes, simple igno-
rance, this withdrawal was their own, unpublicized, private. Since
they could not have withdrawn into a vacuum (could they?),
there had to exist the separate, silent, unsuspected world.

Just before the morning rush hour, she got out of a jitney
whose ancient driver ended each day in the red, downtown on
Howard Street, began to walk toward the Embarcadero. She
knew she looked terrible—knuckles black with eye-liner and mas-
cara from where she’d rubbed, mouth tasting of old booze and
coffee. Through an open doorway, on the stair leading up into
the disinfectant-smelling twilight of a rooming house she saw an
old man huddled, shaking with grief she couldn’t hear. Both
hands, smoke-white, covered his face. On the back of the left
hand she made out the post horn, tattooed in old ink now begin-
ning to blur and spread. Fascinated, she came into the shadows
and ascended creaking steps, hesitating on each one. When she
was three steps from him the hands flew apart and his wrecked
face, and the terror of eyes gloried in burst veins, stopped her.
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“Can I help?” She was shaking, tired.

“My wife’s in Fresno,” he said. He wore an old double-
breasted suit, frayed gray shirt, wide tie, no hat. “I left her. So
long ago, I don’t remember. Now this is for her.” He gave
Oedipa a letter that looked like he’d been carrying it around for
years. “Drop it in the,” and he held up the tattoo and stared into
her eyes, “you know. I can’t go out there. It’s too far now, I had
a bad night.”

“T know,” she said. “But I'm new in town. I don’t know
where it is.”

“Under the freeway.” He waved her on in the direction she’d
been going. “Always one. You'll see it.” The eyes closed. Cammed
each night out of that safe furrow the bulk of this city’s waking
each sunrise again set virtuously to plowing, what rich soils had
he turned, what concentric planets uncovered? What voices over-
heard, flinders of luminescent gods glimpsed among the wallpa-
per’s stained foliage, candlestubs lit to rotate in the air over him,
prefiguring the cigarette he or a friend must fall asleep someday
smoking, thus to end among the flaming, secret salts held all
those years by the insatiable stuffing of a mattress that could keep
vestiges of every nightmare sweat, helpless overflowing bladder,
viciously, tearfully consummated wet dream, like the memory
bank to a computer of the lost? She was overcome all at once by
a need to touch him, as if she could not believe in him, or would
not remember him, without it. Exhausted, hardly knowing what
she was doing, she came the last three steps and sat, took the man
in her arms, actually held him, gazing out of her smudged eyes
down the stairs, back into the morning. She felt wetness against
her breast and saw that he was crying again. He hardly breathed
but tears came as if being pumped. “I can’t help,” she whispered,

rocking him, “I can’t help.” It was already too many miles to

Fresno.

The Crying of Lot 49 —~~ 103

“Is that him?” a voice asked behind her, up the stairs. “The
sailor?”

“He has a tattoo on his hand.”

“Can you bring him up OK? That’s him.” She turned and
saw an even older man, shorter, wearing a tall Homburg hat and
smiling at them. “I’d help you but I got a little arthritis.”

“Does he have to come up?” she said. “Up there?”

“Where else, lady?”

She didn’t know. She let go of him for a moment, reluctant
as if he were her own child, and he looked up at her. “Come on,”
she said. He reached out the tattooed hand and she took that, and
that was how they went the rest of the way up that flight, and
then the two more: hand in hand, very slowly for the man with
arthritis.

“He disappeared last night,” he told her. “Said he was going
looking for his old lady. I’s a thing he does, off and on.” They
entered a warren of rooms and corridors, lit by 10-watt bulbs,
separated by beaverboard partitions. The old man followed them
stiffly. At last he said, “Here.”

In the little room were another suit, a couple of religious
tracts, a rug, a chair. A picture of a saint, changing well-water to
oil for Jerusalem’s Easter lamps. Another bulb, dead. The bed.
The mattress, waiting. She ran through then a scene she might
play. She might find the landlord of this place, and bring him to
court, and buy the sailor a new suit at Roos/Atkins, and shirt,
and shoes, and give him the bus fare to Fresno after all. But with
a sigh he had released her hand, while she was so lost in the fan-
tasy that she hadn’t felt it go away, as if he’d known the best
moment to let go.

“Just mail the letter,” he said, “the stamp is on it.” She
looked and saw the familiar carmine 8¢ airmail, with a jet flying
by the Capitol dome. But at the top of the dome stood a tiny
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figure in deep black, with its arms outstretched. Oedipa wasn’t
sure what exactly was supposed to be on top of the Capitol, but
knew it wasn’t anything like that.

«please,” the sailor said. “Go on now. You don’t want to stay
here.” She looked in her purse, found a ten and a single, gave him
the ten. “T’ll spend it on booze,” he said.

«Remember your friends,” said the arthritic, watching the

ten.
«Bitch,” said the sailor. “Why didn’t you wait till he was

one?”
: Oedipa watched him make adjustments so he’d fit easier
against the mattress. That stuffed memory. Register A . ..

“Give me a cigarette, Ramirez,” the sailor said. “I know you
got one.” .

Would it be today? “Ramirez,” she cried. The arthritic
looked around on his rusty neck. “He’s going to die,” she said.

«“Who isn’t?” said Ramirez.

She remembered John Nefastis, talking about his Machine,
and massive destructions of information. So when this mattress
flared up around the sailor, in his Viking’s funeral: the stored,
coded years of uselessness, carly death, self-harrowing, the sure
decay of hope, the set of all men who had slept on it, whatever
their lives had been, would truly cease to be, forever, when the
mattress burned. She stared at it in wonder. It was as if shie had
just discovered the irreversible process. It astonished her to think
that so much could be lost, even the quantity of hallucination
belonging just to the sailor that the world would bear no further
trace of. She knew, because she had held him, that he suffered
DT’s. Behind the initials was a metaphor, a delirium tremens, a
trembling unfurrowing of the mind’s plowshare. The saint whose
water can light lamps, the clairvoyant whose lapse in recall is the
breath of God, the true paranoid for whom all is organized in
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spheres joyful or threatening about the central pulse of himself,
the dreamer whose puns probe ancient fetid shafts and tunnels of
truth all act in the same special relevance to the word, or whatever
it is the word is there, buffering, to protect us from. The act of
metaphor then was a thrust at truth and a lie, depending where
you were: inside, safe, or outside, lost. Oedipa did not know
where she was. Trembling, unfurrowed, she slipped sidewise,
screeching back across grooves of years, to hear again the earnest,
high voice of her second or third collegiate love Ray Glozing
bitching among “uhs” and the syncopated tonguing of a cavity,
about his freshman calculus; “dt,” God help this old tattooed
man, meant also a time differential, a vanishingly small instant in
which change had to be confronted at last for what it was, where
it could no longer disguise itself as something innocuous like an
average rate; where velocity dwelled in the projectile though the
projectile be frozen in midflight, where death dwelled in the cell
though the cell be looked in on at its most quick. She knew that
the sailor had seen worlds no other man had seen if only because
there was that high magic to low puns, because DT’s must give
access to dt’s of spectra beyond the known sun, music made
purely of Antarctic loneliness and fright. But nothing she knew
of would preserve them, or him. She gave him goodbye, walked
downstairs and then on, in the direction he’d told her. For an
hour she prowled among the sunless, concrete underpinnings of
the freeway, finding drunks, bums, pedestrians, pederasts, hook-
ers, walking psychotic, no secret mailbox. But at last in the shad-
ows she did come on a can with a swinging trapezoidal top, the
kind you throw trash in: old and green, nearly four feet high. On
the swinging part were hand-painted the initials W.A.S.T.E. She
had to look closely to see the periods between the letters.

Oedipa settled back in the shadow of a column. She may
have dozed oft. She woke to see a kid dropping a bundle of letters



106 —~ Thomas Pynchon

into the can. She went over and dropped in the sailor’s letter to
Fresno; then hid again and waited. Toward midday a rangy
young wino showed up with a sack; unlocked a panel at the side
of the box and took out all the letters. Oedipa gave him half a
block’s start, then began to tail him. Congratulating herself on
having thought to wear flats, at least. The carrier led her across
Market then over toward City Hall. In a street close enough to
the drab, stone openness of the Civic Center to be infected by its
gray, he rendezvoused with another carrier, and they exchanged
sacks. Oedipa decided to stick with the one she’d been following.
She tailed him all the way back down the littered, shifty, loud
length of Market and over on First Street to the trans-bay bus
terminal, where he bought a ticket for Oakland. So did Oedipa.

They rode over the bridge and into the great, empty glare of
the Oakland afternoon. The landscape lost all variety. The carrier
got off in a neighborhood Oedipa couldn’t identify. She followed
him for hours along streets whose names she never knew, across
arterials that even with the afternoon’s lull nearly murdered her,
into slums and out, up long hillsides jammed solid with two- or
three-bedroom houses, all their windows giving blankly back only
the sun. One by one his sack of letters emptied. At length he
climbed on a Berkeley bus. Oedipa followed. Halfway up Tele-
graph the carrier got off and led her down the street to a pseudo-
Mexican apartment house. Not once had he looked behind him.
John Nefastis lived here. She was back where she’d started, and
could not believe 24 hours had passed. Should it have been more
or less?

Back in the hotel she found the lobby full of deaf-mute dele-
gates in party hats, copied in crepe paper after the fur Chinese
communist jobs made popular during the Korean conflict. They
were every one of them drunk, and a few of the men grabbed her,
thinking to bring her along to a party in the grand ballroom. She
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tried to struggle out of the silent, gesturing swarm, but was too
weak. Her legs ached, her mouth tasted horrible. They swept her
on into the ballroom, where she was seized about the waist by a
handsome young man in a Harris tweed coat and waltzed round
and round, through the rustling, shuffling hush, under a great
unlit chandelier. Each couple on the floor danced whatever was
in the fellow’s head: tango, two-step, bossa nova, slop. But how
long, Oedipa thought, could it go on before collisions became a
serious hindrance? There would have to be collisions. The only
alternative was some unthinkable order of music, many rhythms,
all keys at once, a choreography in which each couple meshed
easy, predestined. Something they all heard with an extra sense
atrophied in herself. She followed her partner’s lead, limp in the
young mute’s clasp, waiting for the collisions to begin. But none
came. She was danced for half an hour before, by mysterious con-
sensus, everybody took a break, without having felt any touch but
the touch of her partner. Jests Arrabal would have called it an
anarchist miracle. Oedipa, with no name for it, was only demoral-
ized. She curtsied and fled.

Next day, after twelve hours of sleep and no dreams to speak
of, Oedipa checked out of the hotel and drove down the peninsula
to Kinneret. She had decided on route, with time to think about
the day preceding, to go see Dr Hilarius her shrink, and tell him
all. She might well be in the cold and sweatless meathooks of a
psychosis. With her own eyes she had verified a WASTE system:
seen two WASTE postmen, a WASTE mailbox, WASTE stamps,
WASTE cancellations. And the image of the muted post horn all
but saturating the Bay Area. Yet she wanted it all to be fantasy—
some clear result of her several wounds, needs, dark doubles. She
wanted Hilarius to tell her she was some kind of a nut and needed
a rest, and that there was no Trystero. She also wanted to know
why the chance of its being real should menace her so.




