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EDI TORIAL:   
F ICT ION  

 

So we’ve reached issue 4 and this, let me tell you, is going 
to be an awesome issue. Not that the previous ones were-
n’t, mind you, but… well, keep on reading. 
First let me introduce our new non-fiction editor, Mr. Nas 
Hedron. From now on Nas will be the one to select the 
high quality non-fiction articles that ISF strives to bring to 
its loyal readers every issue. Mr. Hedron maintains a blog 
at www.NassauHedron.com that I urge you to seek out. 
It’s full of interesting stuff. 
 
On the fiction side this issue, as I’ve already hinted, is 
simply awesome. We’ve gathered a roster of fabulous 
authors, all of them winners of several awards. 
Zoran Živković is a writer, essayist, publisher, and trans-
lator from Serbia. The very first time I read his prose, as I 
recall, it was “The Violin Maker,” originally published in 
Interzone #176.  I was instantly captivated, so I’m ex-
tremely proud to have secured permission to reprint one 
of his stories, “The Astronomer.” This novelette, published 
in 1999, is the first in a series of short works of fiction that 
together make up the Time Gifts series, and after you’ve 
read it you’ll know what kind of gift he’s writing about.  
Finally I point you to Mr. Živković’s web site at 
www.ZoranZivkovic.com. 
 
And when my editor-in-chief emailed me to say that we 
had permission to reprint a novelette by S. P. Somtow I 
was, to put it mildly, flabbergasted. I mean, S.P. Somtow! 
Ever since I read his horror novel Vampire Junction back 
in 1984 I’ve been addicted to his prose. But Mr. Somtow is 
far more than just a writer of horror/fantasy. Perhaps not 
as well known is his work as a musician and composer, 
with five symphonies and a ballet to his credit, not to 
mention several operas. Currently Mr. Somtow is artistic 
director of the Bangkok Opera, and in 2006 he initiated a 
program to bring the entire Ring Cycle by Wagner to 
Southeast Asia.  We at ISF are extremely proud to bring 
you “The Bird Catcher,” a novelette that’s far more than a 
cautionary tale about the traumas of war and the boogie-
man. This story was nominated for Superior Achievement 
in Long Fiction in the 2001 Bram Stoker Awards and went 
on to win Best Novella in the 2002 World Fantasy 
Awards. As always I recommend that you visit Mr. 
Somtow’s site at www.Somtow.com. 
 
And rounding out the fiction in this issue, Mr. Ken Liu 
once again graces our magazine, this time with 
“Algorithms for Love,” a story that I can only describe as 
The Matrix for the thinking reader and far more interest-
ing and thought provoking than the movie could ever 
hope to be. Be sure to visit his site at http://kenliu.name/
about/. 

 
There’s more to this issue, but I’ll leave those introduc-
tions to Mr. Hedron. As always we’re very happy with 
this issue and hope that you find it interesting and well 
worth your time. Drop us a comment at: 
 www.InternationalSF.wordpress.com. 
Until then, farewell Dear Reader. 
 
Ricardo Loureiro, fiction editor 
April, 2013 
 

 

EDI TORIAL:   
NON -F ICT ION  

 
Before I talk about this issue, I want to say a brief but 
heartfelt thank you to the ISF team for inviting me 
aboard. Fábio Fernandes set a very high standard for ISF’s 
non-fiction and I have no intention of letting that stand-
ard slip. 
In this issue we have a real treat for you: a trio of pieces 
by and about Serbian author Zoran Živković. Ricardo has 
introduced the fiction side of the equation, but this is en-
hanced and contextualized by two non-fiction articles. 
Both come from Michael A. Morrison, who is not only a 
professor in the Department of Physics and Astronomy at 
the University of Oklahoma, but also an inveterate liter-
ary reviewer and essayist with a special interest in the 
fantastic.  
 
In The Metaphysical Fantasias of Zoran Živković, Morri-
son not only provides an overview of Živković’s fictional 
universe, he also locates the author in the larger context 
of literature. 
 
And in Fantastika and the Literature of Serbia, Morrison 
gives us an in-depth interview that ranges across a variety 
of topics, from the fantastic in literature, to Živković’s 
transition from scholar to novelist, to a detailed look at 
the author’s oevre. Morrison even draws Živković into 
giving a detailed commentary on his various works, 
something he’s refused to do in the past. 
 
ISF’s non-fiction offerings have frequently delivered 
breadth, taking readers from country to country and from 
one literary form to another, embracing all the variety 
that speculative fiction has to offer. In this issue we also 
deliver depth, giving you a taste of Zoran Živković’s im-
pressive fiction, delivering an overview of his work, and 
allowing you to meet the man himself. Enjoy the ride! 
 
Nas Hedron, non-fiction editor 
April, 2013 
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THE ASTRONOMER* 

Zoran Živković  

I 
 

He had to escape from the monastery. 

He should not have been there at all; he had never wanted to become a monk. He’d said so to his father, but his 
father had been unrelenting, as usual, and his mother did not have the audacity to oppose him, even though she 
knew that her son’s inclinations and talents lay elsewhere. The monks had treated him badly from the begin-
ning. They had abused and humiliated him, forcing him to do the dirtiest jobs, and when their nocturnal visits 
commenced he could stand it no longer. 

He set off in flight and a whole throng of pudgy, unruly brothers started after him, screaming hideously, torches 
and mantles raised, certain he could not get away. His legs became heavier and heavier as he attempted to reach 
the monastery gate, but it seemed to be deliberately withdrawing, becoming more distant at every step. 

And then, when they had just about reached him, the monks suddenly stopped in their tracks. Their obscene 
shouts all at once turned into frightened screams of distress. They began to cross themselves feverishly, pointing 
to something in front of him, but all he could see there was the wide open gate and the clear night sky stretching 
beyond it. The gate no longer retreated before him and once again he felt light and fast. 

He was filled with tremendous relief when he reached the arched vault of the great gate. He knew they could no 
longer reach him, that he had gotten away. He stepped outside to meet the stars, but his foot did not alight on 
solid ground as it should have done. It landed on something soft and spongy, and he started to sink as though 
he’d stepped in quicksand. He flailed his arms but could find no support. 

He realized what he had fallen into by the terrible stench. It was the deep pit at the bottom of the monastery 
walls; the cooks threw the unusable entrails of slaughtered animals into it every day through a small, decayed 
wooden door. The cruel priests often threatened the terrified boy that he, too, would end up there if he did not 
satisfy their aberrant desires. The pit certainly should not have been located at the entrance to the holy edifice, 
but this utmost sacrilege for some reason seemed neither strange nor unfitting. 

He began to sink rapidly into the thick tangle of bloated intestines, and when they almost reached his shoulders 
he became terror-stricken. Just a few more moments and he would founder completely in this slimy morass. Un-
able to do anything else, he raised his desperate eyes, and there, illuminated by the reflection of the distant 
torches, he saw the silhouette of a naked, bony creature squatting on the edge of the pit, looking at him mali-
ciously and snickering. 

He did not discern the horns and tail, but even without these features he had no trouble understanding who it 
was; now that it was too late, he realized whom the terrified monks had seen. He froze instinctively at this per-
nicious stare, wishing suddenly to disappear as soon as possible under the slimy surface and hide there. All at 
once the blood and stench no longer made him nauseous; now they seemed precious, like the last refuge before 
the most terrible of all fates. 

And truly, once he had plunged completely into that watery substance, it turned out that it was not, after all, the 
discarded entrails of pigs, sheep, and goats, as it had seemed to be, but was a mother’s womb, comfortable and 
warm. He curled up in it, knees under his chin, as endless bliss filled his being. No one could touch him here; he 
was safe, protected. 

The illusion of paradise was not allowed to last very long, however. Demonic eyes, like a sharp awl, quickly 
pierced through the layers of extraneous flesh and reached his tiny crouched being. He tried to withdraw before 
them, to retreat deeper into the womb, to the very bottom, but his persecutor did not give up. The thin mem-
brane that surrounded his refuge burst the moment he leaned his back against it, having nowhere else to go, and 
he fell out—into reality. 

And with him, out of his dream, came the eyes that persisted in their piercing stare. 

* Translated by Alice Copple-Tošić | First appeared in the mosaic novel Time Gifts (1997) | Runner-up for the 1998 NIN Award 
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He could not see them in the almost total darkness, but their immaterial touch was nearly palpable. Suddenly 
awake, he realized that someone else was with him in the cell. He had not heard them come in, even though 
the door squeaked terribly, since probably no one had thought to oil it in years. How strange for him to fall 
into such a deep sleep; the night before their execution, only the toughest criminals managed to do that. They 
were not burdened by their conscience or the thought of impending death, and he certainly was not one of 
them. 

He raised his head a bit and looked around, confused. Although he felt he was not alone, his heart started rac-
ing when he really did see the shape of a large man sitting on the bare boards of the empty bed across from 
him. If not for the light from the weakly burning torch in the hall that slanted into the cell through a narrow 
slit in the iron-plated door, he would not have been able to see him at all. As it was, all he could make out 
clearly were the pale hands folded in his lap, while his head was completely in shadow, as though missing. 

He asked himself in wonder who it could be. A priest, most likely. They were the only ones allowed to visit 
prisoners before they were taken to be executed. Had the hour struck already? He quickly looked up at the 
high window with its rusty bars, but there was no sign of daybreak. The night was pitch black, moonless, so 
that the opening appeared only as a slightly paler rectangle of darkness against the interior of the cell. 

He knew they would not take him to the stake before dawn, so he stared at the immobile figure uncertainly. 
Why had he come already? Would they be burning him earlier, perhaps, before the rabble gathered? But that 
made no sense. It was for this senseless multitude that they organized the public execution of heretics, to show 
in the most impressive manner what awaited those who dared come into conflict with the catechism. The sight 
of the condemned, his body tied or nailed to the stake, writhing in terrible agony while around him darted 
fiery tongues of flame, had a truly discouraging effect on even the boldest and most rebellious souls. 

Or maybe this was a final effort to get him to renounce his discovery. That would be the best outcome for the 
Church, of course, but he did not have the slightest intention of helping it; on the contrary, had he come this 
far just to give up now? If that was what was going on, their efforts were in vain. 

“You had a bad dream,” said the unseen head. 

The voice was unfamiliar. It was not someone he had already met during the investigation and trial. It sounded 
gentle, but this might easily be a trick. He was well acquainted with the hypocrisy of priests. His worst prob-
lems had been with those who seemed understanding and helpful and then suddenly showed their pitiless fac-
es. 

“Why do you think that?” asked the prisoner, stretching numbly on the dirty, worn blanket that was his only 
bedding. 

“I watched you twitch restlessly in your sleep.” 

“You watched me in the total darkness?” 

“Eyes get accustomed to the dark if they are in it long enough, and can see quite well there.” 

“There are eyes and eyes. Some get accustomed to it, others don’t. I ended up here because I refused to get ac-
customed to the dark.” 

The fingers in the lap slowly interlaced, and the prisoner suddenly realized that they looked ghostly pale be-
cause he was wearing white gloves. They were part of the church dignitaries’ vestments, which meant that the 
man in the cell with him was not an ordinary priest who had been sent to escort him to the stake. So, it was 
not time yet. 

“Do you think that you will dispel the darkness with the brilliance of your fiery stake?” The tone was not cyni-
cal; it sounded more compassionate. 

“I don’t know. I couldn’t think of any other way.” 

“It is also the most painful way. You have had the opportunity to witness death by burning at the stake, isn’t 
that right?” 

“Yes, of course. While I was at the monastery they took us several times to watch the execution of poor wom-
en accused of being witches. It is a compulsory part of the training of young monks, as you know. There is 
nothing like fear to inspire blind loyalty to the faith.” 
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“Yes, fear is a powerful tool in the work of the Church. But you, it seems, have remained unaffected by its influ-
ence?” 

The prisoner rubbed his stiff neck. He could still somehow put up with the swill they fed him, the stale air and 
the humidity that surrounded him, and the constant squealing and scratching of hungry rodents that he’d been 
told were able to bite the ears and noses off heedless prisoners. But nothing had been so hard in this moldy pris-
on as the fact that he did not have a pillow. 

“What do you expect me to answer? That I’m not afraid of being burned? That I’m indifferent to the pain I’ll 
soon be feeling at the stake? Only an imbecile would not be afraid.” 

“But you are not an imbecile. So why didn’t you prevent such an end?” 

“I had no choice.” 

“Of course you did. The only thing you were asked was publicly to renounce your conviction and to repent, 
which is the most reasonable request of the Court of the Inquisition when serious heretical sins are involved. If 
you had done that, you would have kept your title of royal astronomer and been allowed to continue teaching 
students.” 

“Who would attend the lectures of a royal astronomer who had renounced his discovery out of fear?” 

“There is a question that comes before that. Why did you have to announce it in the first place? What did you 
want to achieve by that?” 

“What should I have done—kept it a secret, all for myself?” 

“You were aware that it goes counter to the teachings of the Church. You should have expected her to take 
measures to protect herself.” 

“Of course I expected that. But I was relying on her hands being rather tied.” 

“It doesn’t look that way, judging by the sentence you were given.” 

“Oh, you know perfectly well that the stake is not what the Church wanted. It was a forced move after all 
attempts to talk me into cooperating failed.” 

“Based on your condition, I would not say that they tried all possible means. You do not look like someone who 
has been given the Inquisition’s full treatment.” 

“Well, I’m not a witch. They didn’t have to force me to agree to some meaningless accusation. I did not deny my 
guilt. That is why the whole investigation proceeded like some kind of friendly persuasion, even though, proba-
bly just to impress me, in the background stood the power of all the devices to mutilate, quarter, cut, break, and 
crush. But I was not even threatened with one of them, let alone put to any device. You do not torture someone 
who is valuable to you only as an ally. What good would it be if the royal astronomer were lame or blind?” 

“Not even after the alliance has been irrevocably called off? The Inquisition can hardly boast of the virtues of 
forgiveness and compassion.” 

“That is why it is renowned for its patience and acumen. The sentence was passed, but I have not been burned 
yet. There is still time. Attempts to win me over to the Church’s side will continue to the very end. In any case, 
that is why you are here, isn’t it?” 

There was an indistinct commotion from the end of the hall, followed by the sharp sound of a key unlocking a 
door and someone groaning painfully as he was thrown into a cell like a bag of potatoes. The Inquisition’s inves-
tigators did their work primarily at night. The main interrogation room was in the basement; in spite of the 
thick walls, horrible screams could be heard periodically, weakening the last remains of will and resistance in 
the other prisoners awaiting their turn to be taken down there. As they moved off after closing the door with a 
bang, one of the guards muttered something to the other, making him laugh raucously. For a long time his burst 
of laughter echoed like thunder through the stone hallway. 

“But you, of course, will not relent?” asked the voice from the darkness after the echo finally died out. 

“Of course.” 
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“What is the real reason for that?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You certainly are not a simpleminded idealist who has gotten involved in all this because you don’t under-
stand how the world works, what forces set it in motion. On the contrary, everything you have done from the 
beginning seems to have been carefully planned. You have lit a fire that only you can put out. It takes great 
resourcefulness to turn the tables on such an experienced service as the Inquisition, to tie its hands, as you say. 
And it takes the courage of a fanatic, which is always lacking in idealists at the crucial moment, the readiness 
to go all the way, no matter what the cost. You, naturally, shy away from the pain that awaits you at the stake, 
but you will go to your execution nonetheless just because that will harm the Church the most. What is it that 
she has done to you?” 

The prisoner started to rise into a sitting position on the hard bed, feeling a stab of pain run all the way down 
his stiff back. As he did so, a scene from his dream suddenly rose to the surface of his memory. It was very viv-
id, although fixed, like some sort of ugly picture: the twisted faces of the monks lustfully reaching for his tiny, 
helpless body. 

“Isn’t it still early for my last confession?” 

“I’m not here to listen to your confession.” 

“Oh, yes, I almost forgot. You are here to prevail upon me to change my mind. But if you truly believe what 
you just said, it must be clear to you that it’s impossible.” 

“It is clear to me.” 

“Then why are you wasting your time?” 

There was no immediate reply from the other side of the cell. A hand rose and reached for something that was 
lying unseen on the wooden bench. A moment later it returned to the flickering shaft of light from the torch in 
the hall. It was now holding a slender black cane with a carved white figure on the top. 

“I have more than enough time.” The voice seemed to become muffled, more distant. 

“But I don’t. My hours are numbered.” 

“That’s right. Soon they will come to take you to the stake, but before that you will be given one last chance to 
accept the Church’s offer. But, as we know, you will refuse. Although it makes no difference, really.” 

“It does make a difference. If I accept, everything I did will have been in vain.” 

“No, it won’t. The damage was done the moment you announced your discovery, and it cannot be undone. The 
fluttering of the butterfly’s wings should have been prevented before it initiated the storm. Even if the Church 
made a sincere ally out of you, it would only slow down the harmful repercussions.” 

“Do you really think that this is sufficient to make me change my mind? I expected you to come up with some-
thing more convincing.” 

“I have no intention of dissuading you. But that is the way things stand nonetheless. Heresy has been sown on 
fertile ground. Neither the stake nor repentance will turn your students away. They will start to spread forbid-
den knowledge, to add to it. Once set in motion, this course cannot be stopped, even though the Inquisition 
will take every measure to obstruct it. You have let the genie out of the bottle, and he can no longer return to 
it. The Church will finally realize this inexorability, but it will be too late then.” 

The prisoner strained to make out the hidden face in the impenetrable obscurity, but without success, even 
though his pupils were completely dilated. 

“Isn’t it unbecoming for a man of God to have so little faith in the future of the Church?” 

“Why do you think I am a man of God?” 

A shroud of silence suddenly descended on the cell. Several long moments passed before the prisoner realized 
what was wrong. He had spent many nights alone in this place, and he could always hear some sort of noise: 
moaning from one of the neighboring cells, the screech of rusty hinges, the murmur of the guards, muffled 
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cries from the basement, the rustling of mice and rats, the creaking boards on which he lay, distant sounds of 
the outside world. Now all of that had mysteriously disappeared. 

“Who are you?” he said, finally mustering the courage to break this tomblike silence. The darkness did not an-
swer; suddenly, once again the prisoner felt the stab of the piercing eyes that had followed him out of his dream. 
“The Tempter?” The word was almost inaudible, so that he didn’t know whether he said it or only thought it. 

“Why should that bother you?” The voice remained just as gentle. “If I am the Tempter, then we are on the same 
side. We have the same opponent.” 

“Why… why are you here? What do you want from me?” He had a strong urge to cross himself but at the last 
moment thought it somehow inappropriate. 

“I don’t want anything from you. On the contrary, I have a gift for you. Sort of a token of our alliance. A trip.” 

“A trip?” 

“Don’t worry, you won’t leave this cell, and you will get back in time, before they come for you.” 

“What kind of a trip will it be if I stay here?” 

“The only one possible under the circumstances: through time.” 

The prisoner blinked. This was not really happening. He was still asleep. However, there was none of the awak-
ening that necessarily followed such a realization. He brought his hand to his face and pinched his cheek hard. 
The pain was real. Only too real. 

“I don’t want… to go… anywhere.” 

“But you’ll like it there. I’m quite sure. The future has pleasant surprises for you.” 

“The future?” 

“Yes. Almost three hundred years from now.” 

“Why would I want to go… to the future?” 

“Out of curiosity, above all. Aren’t you interested in checking whether you really succeeded in outwitting the 
Church? Even though you certainly appear self-confident, there must still be a shadow of doubt in there. What if 
your sacrifice is in vain?” 

“But you said it isn’t. That my students…” 

“A moment ago that did not sound convincing to you. In any case, can you believe in the word of the Tempter, 
even when you’re on the same side as he is?” 

“What would the future corroborate? What would I see there?” As he asked these questions, he felt completely 
foolish. He had let himself be drawn too easily into a crazy, impossible conversation. Where was the common 
sense he took such pride in? Had he gone out of his mind? He had heard that this sometimes happened to peo-
ple waiting to be burned at the stake. Fear twisted their minds. 

“A better question would be what you won’t see. First of all, you won’t see a monastery on the top of this hill. 
Its walls will still be there, but it will no longer contain dark, humid cells, corridors all sooty from torches, or a 
torture chamber in the basement.” 

“The monastery will fall into ruin?” 

“No, it will be remodeled.” 

“What can you remodel a monastery into?” 

The answer was preceded by a brief silence that seemed to indicate a certain hesitation, indecision. “I suppose 
that in the end you would recognize it without my help, although it will certainly look… strange. But I would do 
well to prepare you. You will not have much time, and the future can have a stunning effect. At the time of your 
visit, instead of a monastery this will be an astronomical observatory.” 

He knew that he should say something in return, that it was expected of him, but he could not utter a word. His 
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vocal cords were vibrating, forming confused questions, but his throat had closed completely and no sound 
came 

out. He stared blankly ahead, his mouth a void. 

In the infinite silence that reigned once more, a white-gloved hand set the cane between the knees, then disap-
peared in the folds of the black robe. The hand took a moment to find something there, then emerged with a 
round, flat object on its open palm. Golden reflections shone from its engraved curves. The dark figure’s thumb 
moved along the edge of the object and the lid popped open. 

The hand extended toward the prisoner, but he remained stock-still. It was not indecision; the spasm that had 
closed his throat had now spread to his entire body. He wanted to move, do something, anything, he couldn’t 
stay there motionless forever, but his muscles refused completely to obey. 

“Yes, before you leave, there is one more thing you should know. It will please you, I believe. The observatory 
will be named after you.” 

The movement with which he accepted the watch had nothing to do with his will. It seemed to him that some-
one else received the Tempter’s gift, that he was just an observer who should in fact warn the incautious sin-
ner not to do it, that it was insane. He wouldn’t have listened, anyway, his soul was already lost, so it made no 
difference; actually, nothing could help him anymore. 

The watch face radiated a bright whiteness. In the dark cell it was a lighthouse summoning sailors, the flame of 
a candle attracting buzzing insects, a star luring the glass eye of the telescope. And over it were two ornate 
hands at a right angle, forming a large letter L. 

 

II 
 

Staring at the shiny surface, he failed to notice the changes that had started to take place. Something sparkled 
in the cell, apparitions passed through it more transparent than ghosts, and the specter on the other bed in-
stantly dissolved into nothingness. 

His attention was attracted only by sudden daylight in the high barred window. 

Isn’t it still early? he asked himself, raising his eyes in bewilderment. 

But the time of miracles had just begun. His eyelids barely had time to blink before it was dark in the window 
again. The astronomer in him opened his mouth to contend the obvious, but he was silenced by the stronger 
voice of the child who cares not at all whether something is possible or not, as long as it is fascinating. 

Many short interchanges of light and darkness took place before the child had had enough of this monotonous 
kaleidoscope, finally letting the scientist think about solving the mystery. There was only one explanation, of 
course. To accept it, however, one had to accept the impossible almost as an act of faith. 

Before him the days and nights were passing at accelerated speed, but he could not ask the questions dictated 
by his reason. He had lost that right the moment he took the watch. In any event, was the “how” important? If 
this was the way to travel to the future, so be it. 

Finally the hypnotic flashes of blue-gray and black images in the stone window tired even the astronomer. He 
turned around—and at first it seemed that the dizzy rush through time had stopped. Nothing was moving, eve-
rything looked fixed, unchanging. And then he realized that it was only an illusion. There could be no rapid 
changes here: the monastery walls were built to withstand the centuries. 

Nonetheless, there were a few things in the cell made of less durable material. He stood transfixed as he 
watched the boards on the bed across from him gradually swell up from the perpetual humidity and then split 
and fall to the ground, where they slowly turned into a shapeless mass on the flagstones. 
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He jumped up from his bed when it struck him that the same fate had to affect the boards on which he was 
sitting. Sure enough, they also ended up as a pile of sawdust. He, however, had not felt a thing: if this possibility 
had not crossed his mind, he would have continued to sit calmly on nothing, in midair. 

The wooden door was considerably thicker, but in the end it, too, succumbed to the effects of decay. First the 
steel bars fell off, then the hinges gave way, cracks appeared, then gaps and holes, until finally there was noth-
ing to stop him from going into the corridor. The cell ceased to be a prison. But on the other side of the thresh-
old, freedom was an impenetrable darkness, since no one lit torches to dispel it anymore. 

Thoughts of freedom reminded him of the many prisoners who must have sojourned here in misery after him. 
During this rapid movement through time he could not see them, of course, although here and there he had the 
deceptive feeling that there was someone else with him. During the instants of darkness that were nights, a 
shape seemed to bulge on the bed across from him, but this illusion was too brief to make anything of it. In the 
flashes of lightning that were days, something would flicker in front of him periodically, a certain hint of move-
ment, but it was as cryptic as a flash seen out of the corner of the eye. 

The ceiling disappeared so suddenly that he did not have time to catch his breath. It was there one moment and 
then suddenly gone without a trace, as though a giant had taken a huge lid off the monastery. At the same time, 
all the partition walls were removed, leaving only the solid outer walls that no longer had any windows. 

The rapidly changing days and nights were incomparably more exciting with the entire firmament spread over 
his head than before, when he had only had a tiny corner of sky. The entire universe seemed to be hurriedly 
whispering some secret message to him… 

But he was not given the time to figure it out. Just as mysteriously as the lid was lost, it returned a few mo-
ments later, although not the old one. He found himself inside an enormous closed space over which there rose 
a gigantic dome. Only cathedrals boast such roofs, he thought, but this was certainly not a cathedral; their 
domes did not have a wide slit cut through the center, let alone a large cylinder pointing upward through that 
opening. 

He did not realize that the voyage was over because there was no slowing down; it happened all at once. He 
was looking at the empty opening in the vault over his head, but many heartbeats had to pass before he finally 
noticed that the alternating light and darkness had stopped. The night sky that settled in his eyes was sprinkled 
with the clusters of stars found in the thin air of mountain peaks. 

A click in his hand jolted him out of the paralysis that had overcome him. The watch had completely slipped his 
mind, although it had been in his outstretched palm the entire time. Now it had closed, since its magic work 
was finished. He originally thought to put it in his pocket but then decided he should keep it in his hand; his 
first idea would have shown inadmissible disrespect. 

He slowly and timidly began to turn around in the semidarkness of the large area. As wondrous things whose 
purpose he could not divine entered his field of vision, he remembered the Tempter’s words; he had said that in 
the end he would see for himself that it was an astronomical observatory. The Tempter must have greatly over-
estimated him. There was nothing here he could recognize: no telescope, sextant, map of the stars, or brass 
model of the planetary system. 

Instead, the circular wall was covered for the most part with unusual windows. They shone in a variety of col-
ors, but it could not have been the light from outside because it was night. Some forms were moving on them, 
and he cautiously went up to one part of the wall to get a better look. They turned out to be yellow numbers 
that proceeded as far as the eye could see in horizontal rows against blue or red backgrounds, appearing at one 
end and disappearing at the other, although the device that was writing them was nowhere to be seen. 

He would have stood there a long time staring at this sparkling display, whose meaning he had not even tried to 
penetrate, had it not been for the sound of quiet voices he suddenly heard behind him. He started in complete 
surprise. During his first moment of confusion, all he felt was the instinctive need to hide somewhere, but there 
was no time for that. When he turned around, just a few steps from him were two tall figures—a man and a 
woman—dressed in long white robes, heading his way, talking in hushed tones. 

They had to see him; it was unavoidable since he was standing right there in front of them, paralyzed and bewil-
dered. But they went straight past him, paying no attention to his conspicuous presence, as though he were 
completely invisible. He stood there for a long time, immobile, trying to get used to this impossibility, as his 
temples pounded fiercely. 
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The figures in white went up to one of the windows that was considerably larger than the others and was un-
lighted and started to touch some of the bumps that protruded under it. The window suddenly lit up, but it did 
not have the stream of numbers as on the others. It showed something that the prisoner could finally make 
sense of. The star field seemed far denser, brighter, and sharper, but basically did not differ from what he had 
seen through his small telescope. 

But how could the picture in the window and the telescope be the same? What kind of window was that? The 
answer soon followed, but his readiness to believe took considerably more time. The two people continued to 
touch the bumps, and the scene slowly started to change. The change itself was clear to him, but he could not 
figure out how it was done. He would have achieved the same effect if he were slowly to raise his telescope: 
some stars would disappear under the lower edge, while others would appear above. But here the window did 
not move at all. 

Then he heard something buzzing behind him. It was quite feeble, like the sound of a distant bee. He probably 
would not have turned around if he hadn’t been compelled by the pins and needles at the back of his head—the 
tension of premonition. Something was going on behind his back, something big was moving. 

The heavy, upright cylinder in the lower part of the slit in the dome slowly rose toward the highest point, alt-
hough he could not see how it moved. It seemed to be doing so by itself, without the help of ropes and a 
winch. 

He caught on to what was happening before the cylinder stopped at an angle of about seventy degrees. So, the 
Tempter had not overestimated him too much. In any case, it was only a matter of proportions here. Even 
though it was gigantic, the telescope had kept its original shape. What he could not understand was that the 
eyepiece had been moved. Instead of being in the only place it could be, at the bottom of the cylinder, it was on 
the wall like a big window that everyone could look at. 

The picture on it stabilized just for a moment, and then a new change started. The stars began to flow over all 
the edges as though the telescope were rushing through the air at an unbelievable speed, although it was rest-
ing immobile. It penetrated more and more into the dark expanse, reaching for unattainable infinity. 

The impression was intoxicating, delightful. And then, as if this were not enough, music echoed. The woman 
in white went for a moment to a smaller window and touched something. At the same moment, the crystal 
sounds of heavenly harmony reverberated from all sides. He could not see any musicians or instruments, he 
could not understand a thing, but he did not care. He was experiencing what one undergoes perhaps once in a 
lifetime: exaltation. 

The two climaxes merged into one. One point in the middle of the picture started to get bigger, to expand. At 
first it was a star like the countless ones around it, then it was a circle, then a ring, and then finally it burst 
into a lacy flower that filled the entire window. The moment it opened its rosy, vaporous petals, the music 
streamed upward, greeting with an upsurge of joy the appearance of the yellow nucleus—the hidden eye of the 
Creator himself. 

He was not filled with frustration when everything around him suddenly froze and became silent. He knew 
this would happen, that the watch cover had to open once again. The moment of the about-face was perfect. 
The epiphany had just taken place. Dared he hope for anything greater? 

Return trips always seem shorter than departures. There were no more surprises and wonders to slow down 
time. Even though he felt awe as he watched the reverse sequence of what he had seen before—the disappear-
ance of the dome, the return of the barred windows, the formation of doors and beds, the flickering of days 
and nights—his thoughts were elsewhere. 

His confused thoughts that gradually formed a crucial question. 

The end of the voyage came abruptly once again, just as when he had arrived in the future. At first, while his 
eyes were still blinded by the flashes, he could not make out anyone on the other side of the cell. Icy fingers of 
horror tightened around his chest. What if he wasn’t there anymore? If he had only been playing with him? 
That would be just like the Tempter. Then he never would know… 

“So?” came a gentle voice from the darkness. 
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He tried to muffle his sigh of relief, but such effort was futile in the murky silence of the night. “You said the 
observatory would be named after me, didn’t you?” There was no time to beat around the bush; he had to get 
straight to the point. 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

 

“What do you mean?” 

“Because of the discovery I made or because I was burned at the stake for not renouncing it?” 

“For both one and the other, although considerably more for the act of sacrifice. You know, in the age you just 
visited, your discovery has only historical value. It has not been refuted, but it is secondary, insignificant, almost 
forgotten. As you have seen, things have advanced much farther. But your burning will not be forgotten.” 

From somewhere in the heart of the monastery came the sound of heavy footsteps. It was not just two guards. A 
larger group was walking through the corridors. 

“Does that mean I have no choice?” asked the prisoner quickly. “If the observatory is named after me because I 
was burned at the stake, then it necessarily follows that there is no way I can avoid that fate. But I can still do it. 
I still have free will. They’re coming. What if I say yes when they ask me to renounce my discovery? That would 
spare me from the stake but would change the future, wouldn’t it? And the future cannot be changed; I saw it 
with my own eyes.” 

The steps ceased for a moment, and then in the distance there echoed the harsh sound of a barred partition door 
being opened. 

“That’s right. You can’t change what you saw. And you saw only that which is irrefutable, that which you can-
not influence in any way. What you did not see, however, is whether the observatory is named after you.” 

The prisoner opened his mouth to say something, but no words emerged. His sight had returned in the mean-
time, so that now in the obscure light of dawn pouring in from the high window he could make out the con-
tours of his visitor. His head was somehow elongated, as though he had something tall on top of it. 

“No, I did not deceive you, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he continued. “The observatory really will be named 
after you if you are burned at the stake. But if you are not, it will be named after someone else. One of your stu-
dents, for example, who will be braver than you. There is no predetermination. Your free will determines what 
will happen. You will choose between a horrible death in flames and the penitent life of a royal astronomer un-
der the wing of the Church, whose comfort will be disturbed only by the scorn of a handful of students and per-
haps a guilty conscience—between satisfying your own conceit and the wise insight that it actually makes no 
difference after whom the observatory is named. I do not envy you. It is not an easy choice.” 

The rumbling steps stopped in front of the cell door, and a key was thrust into the large lock. 

“You know what I will decide,” said the prisoner hurriedly in a soft voice. It was more a statement than a ques-
tion. 

“I know,” answered the gentle voice. 

The rusty hinges screeched sharply, and into the small cell came first a large turnkey with a torch raised high 
and after him two Inquisition interrogators in the purple robes of the high priesthood. The soldier who entered 
last was also holding a torch. There was no more room inside, so the three remaining soldiers had to wait in the 
corridor. 

In the smoky light the prisoner squinted hard at the figure on the bed across from him. The strange object on his 
head was some sort of cylindrical hat with a wide brim, and its slanted shadow completely hid the man’s face. 

He had not expected his visitor to stay there. Would he let the others see him? But no one paid any attention to 
him, as though he were not there, as though he were invisible. In other circumstances this would have confused 
the prisoner completely, but in the light of his recent experience he accepted it as quite natural. 

“Lazar,” said the first priest, addressing him in an official tone, “this is the last time you will be asked: do you 
renounce your heresy and penitently accept the teachings of our Holy Mother the Church?” 
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The prisoner did not take his eyes off the figure in black, but he had turned into a statue. He sat with head 
bowed, silent, just like an old man who had fallen asleep, with his white hands leaning on the top of his cane. 
He seemed indifferent, as if all this had nothing to do with him, as though he were not the least bit interested. 
The silence grew heavy with tension, with expectation. 

And then at last, the royal astronomer turned slowly toward the inquisitors and gave his monosyllabic answer. 
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The Bird Catcher * 

S. P. Somtow 
 

There was this other boy in the internment camp.  His name was Jim.  After the war, he made something of a 
name for himself.  He wrote books, even a memoir of the camp that got turned into a Spielberg movie.  It didn’t 
turn out that gloriously for me. 

My grandson will never know what it’s like to be consumed with hunger, hunger that is heartache.   Hunger 
that can propel you past insanity.  But I know.  I’ve been there.  So has that boy Jim; that’s why I really don’t 
envy him his Spielberg movie.   

After the war, my mother and I were stranded in China for a few more years.  She was penniless, a lady journal-
ist in a time when lady journalists only covered church bazaars, a single mother at a time when “bastard” was 
more than a bad word.   

You might think that at least we had each other, but my mother and I never intersected.  Not as mother and son, 
not even as Americans awash in great events and oceans of Asian faces.  We were both loners.  We were both 
vulnerable. 

That’s how I became the boogieman’s friend. 

He’s long dead now, but they keep him, you know, in the Museum of Horrors.  Once in a generation, I visit 
him.  Yesterday, I took my grandson Corey.  Just as I took his father before him. 

The destination stays the same, but the road changes every generation.  The first time I had gone by boat, along 
the quiet back canals of the old city.  Now there was an expressway. The toll was forty baht—a dollar—a month’s 
salary that would have been, back in the 50s, in old Siam.   

My son’s in love with Bangkok, the insane skyline, the high tech blending with the low tech, the skyscraper 
shaped like a giant robot, the palatial shopping malls, the kinky sex bars, the bootleg software arcades, the 
whole tossed salad.   And he doesn’t mind the heat.  He’s a big-time entrepreneur here, owns a taco chain.   

I live in Manhattan.  It’s quieter.   

I can be anonymous.  I can be alone.  I can nurse my hunger in secret. 

Christmases, though, I go to Bangkok; this Christmas, my grandson’s eleventh birthday, I told my son it was 
time.  He nodded and told me to take the chauffeur for the day. 

So, to get to the place, you zigzag through the world’s raunchiest traffic, then you fly along this madcap figure-
eight expressway, cross the river where stone demons stand guard on the parapets of the Temple of Dawn, and 
then you’re suddenly in this sleazy alley.  Vendors hawk bowls of soup and pickled guavas.  The directions are 
on a handwritten placard attached to a street sign with duct tape.   

It’s the Police Museum, upstairs from the local morgue.  One wall is covered with photographs of corps-
es.  That’s not part of the museum; it’s a public service display for people with missing family members to check 
if any of them have turned up dead.  Corey didn’t pay attention to the photographs; he was busy with Pokémon. 

 
Upstairs, the feeling changed.  The stairs creaked.  The upstairs room was garishly lit.  Glass cases along the 
walls were filled with medical oddities, two-headed babies and the like, each one in a jar of formaldehyde, each 
one meticulously labeled in Thai and English.  The labels weren’t printed, mind you.  Handwritten.  There was 
definitely a middle school show-and-tell feel about the exhibits.  No air conditioning.  And no more breeze from 
the river like in the old days; skyscrapers had stifled the city’s breath. 

There was a uniform, sick-yellow tinge to all the displays… the neutral cream paint was edged with yellow… the 
deformed livers, misshapen brains, tumorous embryos, all floating in a dull yellow fluid… the heaps of dry bones 
an orange-yellow, the rows of skulls yellowing in the cracks… and then there were the young novices, shaven-

* First appeared in the Anthology Museum of Horrors (2002) | Winner of the World Fantasy Award for best novella in 2000 
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headed little boys in yellow robes, staring in a heat-induced stupor as their mentor droned on about the transi-
ence of all existence, the quintessence of Buddhist philosophy.  

And then there was Si Ui. 

He had his own glass cabinet, like a phone booth, in the middle of the room.  Naked.  Desiccated.  A mum-
my.  Skinny.  Mud-colored, from the embalming process, I think.  A sign (handwritten, of course) explained 
who he was.  Si Ui.  Devourer of children’s livers in the 1950s.  My grandson reads Thai more fluently than I 
do.  He sounded out the name right away. 

Si Sui Sae Ung. 

“It’s the boogieman, isn’t it?” Corey said.  But he showed little more than a passing interest.  It was the year 
Pokémon Gold and Silver came out.  So many new monsters to catch, so many names to learn. 

“He hated cages,” I said.   

“Got him!” Corey squealed.  Then, not looking up at the dead man, “I know who he was.  They did a documen-
tary on him.  Can we go now?” 

“Didn’t your maid tell you stories at night?  To frighten you?  ‘Be a good boy, or Si Ui will eat your liver?’” 

“Gimme a break, grandpa.  I’m too old for that shit.”  He paused.  Still wouldn’t look up at him.  There were 
other glass booths in the room, other mummified criminals: a serial rapist down the way.  But Si Ui was the 
star of the show.  “Okay,” Corey said, “she did try to scare me once.  Well, I was like five, okay?  Si Ui.  You 
watch out, he’ll eat your liver, be a good boy now.  Sure, I heard that before.  Well, he’s not gonna eat my liver 
now, is he?  I mean, that’s probably not even him; it’s probably like wax or something.” 

He smiled at me.  The dead man did not. 

“I knew him,” I said.  “He was my friend.” 

“I get it!” Corey said, back to his Gameboy.  “You’re like me in this Pokémon game.  You caught a monster 
once.  And tamed him.  You caught the most famous monster in Thailand.” 

“And tamed him?”  I shook my head.  “No, not tamed.” 

“Can we go to McDonald’s now?” 

“You’re hungry.” 

“I could eat the world!” 

“After I tell you the whole story.” 

“You’re gonna talk about the Chinese camp again, grandpa?  And that kid Jim, and the Spielberg movie?” 

“No, Corey, this is something I’ve never told you about before.  But I’m telling you so when I’m gone, you’ll 
know to tell your son.  And your grandson.” 

“Okay, grandpa.” 

And finally, tearing himself away from the video game, he willed himself to look.   
The dead man had no eyes; he could not stare back. 

* * *  

He hated cages.  But his whole life was a long imprisonment … without a cage, he did not even exist. 
Listen, Corey.  I’ll tell you how I met the boogieman. 

Imagine I’m eleven years old, same as you are now, running wild on a leaky ship crammed with cool-
ies.  They’re packed into the lower deck.  We can’t afford the upper deck, but when they saw we were white, 
they waved us on up without checking our tickets.  It looks more interesting down there.  And the food’s got 
to be better.  I can smell a Chinese breakfast.  That oily fried bread, so crunchy on the outside, dripping with 
pig fat… yeah. 
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It’s hot.  It’s boring.  Mom’s on the prowl.  A job or a husband, whichever comes first.  Everyone’s fleeing the 
communists.  We’re some of the last white people to get out of China.   
Someone’s got a portable charcoal stove on the lower deck, and there’s a toothless old woman cooking congee, 
fanning the stove.  A whiff of opium in the air blends with the rich gingery broth.  Everyone down there’s clus-
tered around the food.  Except this one man.  Harmless-looking.  Before the Japs came, we had a gardener who 
looked like that.  Shirtless, thin, by the railing.  Stiller than a statue.  And a bird on the railing.  Also unmov-
ing.  The other coolies are ridiculing him, making fun of his Hakka accent, calling him simpleton. 

I watch him. 

“Look at the idiot,” the toothless woman says.  “Hasn’t said a word since we left Swatow.” 
The man has his arms stretched out, his hands cupped.  Frozen.  Concentrated.  I suddenly realize I’ve snuck 
down the steps myself, pushed through all the Chinese around the cooking pot, and I’m halfway there.  Mesmer-
ized.   The man is stalking the bird, the boy stalking the man.  I try not to breathe as I creep up.   

He pounces.  Wrings the bird’s neck … in one swift liquid movement, a twist of the wrist, and he’s already 
plucking the feathers with the other hand, ignoring the death-spasms.  And I’m real close now.  I can smell 
him.  Mud and sweat.   Behind him, the open sea.  On the deck, the feathers, a bloody snowfall. 

He bites off the head and I hear the skull crunch. 

I scream.  He whirls.  I try to cover it up with a childish giggle. 

He speaks in a monotone.  Slowly.  Sounding out each syllable, but he seems to have picked up a little pidg-
in.  “Little white boy.  You go upstairs.  No belong here.” 

“I go where I want.  They don’t care.” 

He offers me a raw wing. 

“Boy hungry?” 

“Man hungry?” 

I fish in my pocket, find half a liverwurst sandwich.  I hold it out to him.  He shakes his head.  We both laugh a 
little.  We’ve both known this hunger that consumes you; the agony of China is in our bones. 

I say, “Me and Mom are going to Siam.  On account of my dad getting killed by the Japs and we can’t live in 
Shanghai anymore.  We were in a camp and everything.”  He stares blankly and so I bark in Japanese, like the 
guards used to.  And he goes crazy. 

He mutters to himself in Hakka which I don’t understand that well, but it’s something like, “Don’t look ‘em in 
the eye.  They chop off your head.  You stare at the ground, they leave you alone.”  He is chewing away at raw 
bird flesh the whole time.  He adds in English, “Si Ui no like Japan man.” 

 
“Makes two of us,” I say. 

I’ve seen too much.  Before the internment camp, there was Nanking.  Mom was gonna do an article about the 
atrocities.  I saw them.  You think a two-year-old doesn’t see anything?  She carried me on her back the whole 
time, papoose-style.   

When you’ve seen a river clogged with corpses, when you’ve looked at piles of human heads, and human livers 
roasting on spits, and women raped and set on fire, well, Santa and the Tooth Fairy just don’t cut it.  I pretended 
about the Tooth Fairy, though, for a long time.   Because, in the camp, the ladies would pool their resources to 
bribe Mr. Tooth Fairy Sakamoto for a little piece of fish. 

“I’m Nicholas,” I say.   

“Si Ui.”  I don’t know if it’s his name or something in Hakka. 

I hear my mother calling from the upper deck.  I turn from the strange man, the raw bird’s blood trailing from 
his lips.  “Gotta go.”  I turn to him, pointing at my chest, and I say, “Nicholas.” 
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Even the upper deck is cramped.  It’s hotter than Shanghai, hotter even than the internment camp.  We share 
a cabin with two Catholic priests who let us hide out there after suspecting we didn’t have tickets. 

Night doesn’t get any cooler, and the priests snore.  I’m down to a pair of shorts and I still can’t sleep.  So I 
slip away.  It’s easy.  Nobody cares.  Millions of people have been dying and I’m just some skinny kid on the 
wrong side of the ocean.  Me and my mom have been adrift for as long as I can remember. 

The ship groans and clanks.  I take the steep metal stairwell down to the coolies’ level.  I’m wondering about 
the birdcatcher.  Down below, the smells are a lot more comforting.  The smell of sweat and soy-stained cloth-
ing masks the odor of the sea.  The charcoal stove is still burning.  The old woman is simmering some 
stew.  Maybe something magical… a bit of snake’s blood to revive someone’s limp dick… crushed tiger bones, 
powdered rhinoceros horn, to heal pretty much anything.  People are starving, but you can still get those 
kinds of ingredients.  I’m eleven, and I already know too much. 

They are sleeping every which way, but it’s easy for me to step over them even in the dark.  The camp was 
even more crowded than this, and a misstep could get you hurt.  There’s a little bit of light from the little clay 
stove.   

I don’t know what I’m looking for.  Just to be alone, I guess.  I can be more alone in a crowd of Chinese than 
up there.  Mom says things will be better in Siam.  I don’t know. 

 
I’ve threaded my way past all of them.  And I’m leaning against the railing.  There isn’t much moonlight.  It’s 
probably past midnight but the metal is still hot.   There’s a warm wind, though, and it dries away my 
sweat.  China’s too far away to see, and I can’t even imagine Boston anymore. 

 
He pounces. 

Leather hands rasp my shoulders.  Strong hands.  Not big, but I can’t squirm out of their grip.  The hands twirl 
me around and I’m looking inti Si Ui’s eyes.  The moonlight is in them.  I’m scared.  I don’t know why, really, 
all I’d have to do is scream and they’ll pull him off me.  But I can’t get the scream out.   

I look into his eyes and I see fire.  A burning village.  Maybe it’s just the opium haze that clings to this deck, 
making me feel all weird inside, seeing things.  And the sounds.  I think it must be the whispering of the sea, 
but it’s not, it’s voices.  Hungry, you little chink?  And those leering, bucktoothed faces.  Like comic book 
Japs.  Barking.  The fire blazes.  And then, abruptly, it dissolves.  And there’s a kid standing in the smoky ru-
ins.  Me.  And I’m holding out a liverwurst sandwich.  Am I really than skinny, that pathetic?  But the vision 
fades.  And Si Ui’s eyes become empty.  Soulless. 

“Si Ui catch anything,” he says.  “See, catch bird, catch boy.  All same.”  And smiles, a curiously captivating 
smile.   

“As long as you don’t eat me,” I say. 

“Si Ui never eat Nicholas,” he says.  “Nicholas friend.” 

Friend?  In the burning wasteland of China, an angel holding out a liverwurst sandwich?  It makes me 
smile.  And suddenly angry.  The anger hits me so suddenly I don’t even have time to figure out what it is.  It’s 
the war, the maggots in the millet, the commandant kicking me across the yard, but more than that it’s my 
mom, clinging to her journalist fantasies while I dug for earthworms, letting my dad walk out to his 
death.  I’m crying and the birdcatcher is stroking my cheek, saying, “You no cry now.  Soon go back Ameri-
ca.  No one cry there.”  And it’s the first time some has touched me with some kind of tenderness in, in, in, I 
dunno, since before the invasion.  Because mom doesn’t hug, she kind of encircles, and her arms are like the 
bars of a cage. 

* * *  

So, I’m thinking this will be my last glimpse of Si Ui.  It’s in the harbor at Klong Toei.  You know, where Anna 
landed in The King and I.  And where Joseph Conrad landed in Youth.   
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So all these coolies, and all these trapped Americans and Europeans, they’re all stampeding down the gang-
plank, with cargo being hoisted, workmen trundling, fleets of those bicycle pedicabs called samlors, itinerant 
merchants with bales of silk and fruits that seem to have hair or claws, and then there’s the smell that socks you 
in the face, gasoline and jasmine and decay and incense.   Pungent salt squid drying on racks.  The ever-present 
fish sauce, blending with the odor of fresh papaya and pineapple and coconut and human sweat. 

And my mother’s off and running, with me barely keeping up, chasing after some waxed-mustache British doc-
tor guy with one of those accents you think’s a joke until you realize that’s really how they talk. 

So I’m just carried along by the mob.   

“You buy bird, little boy?”  I look up.  It’s a wall of sparrows, each one in a cramped wooden cage.  Rows and 
rows of cages, stacked up from the concrete high as a man, more cages hanging from wires, stuffed into the 
branch-crooks of a mango tree.  I see others buying the birds for a few coins, releasing them into the air. 

“Why are they doing that?” 

“Good for your karma.  Buy bird, set bird free, shorten your suffering in your next life.” 

  
“Swell,” I say. 

Further off, the vendor’s boy is catching them, coaxing them back into cages.  That’s got to be wrong, I’m think-
ing as the boy comes back with ten little cages hanging on each arm.  The birds haven’t gotten far.  They can 
barely fly.  Answering my unspoken thought, the bird seller says, “Oh, we clip wings.  Must make living too, 
you know.” 

That’s when I hear a sound like the thunder of a thousand wings.  I think I must be dreaming.  I look up.  The 
crowd has parted.  And there’s a skinny little shirtless man standing in the clearing, his arms spread wide like a 
Jesus statue, only you can barely see a square inch of him because he’s all covered in sparrows.  They’re perched 
all over his arms like they’re telegraph wires or something, and squatting on his head, and clinging to his baggy 
homespun shorts with their claws.  And the birds are all chattering at once, drowning out the cacophony of the 
mob.   

Si Ui looks at me.  And in his eyes I see… bars.  Bars of light, maybe.  Prison bars.  The man’s trying to tell me 
something.  I’m trapped. 

The crowd that parted all of sudden comes together and he’s gone.  I wonder if I’m the only one who saw.  I 
wonder if it’s just another aftereffect of the opium that clogged the walkways on the ship. 
But it’s too late to wonder; my mom has found me, she’s got me by the arm and she’s yanking me back into the 
stream of people.  And in the next few weeks I don’t think about Si Ui at all.  Until he shows up, just like that, in 
a village called Thapsakae. 

* * *  

After the museum, I took Corey to Baskin-Robbins and popped into Starbucks next door for a frappuccino.  Vis-
iting the boogieman is a draining thing.  I wanted to let him down easy.  But Corey didn’t want to let go right 
away.   

“Can we take a boat ride or something?” he said.  “You know I never get to come to this part of town.”  It’s 
true.  The traffic in Bangkok is so bad that they sell little car toilets so you can go while you’re stuck at a red 
light for an hour.  This side of town, Thonburi, the old capital, is a lot more like the past.  But no one bothers to 
come.  The traffic, they say, always the traffic. 

We left the car by a local pier, hailed a river taxi, just told him to go, anywhere, told him we wanted to ride 
around.  Overpaid him.  It served me right for being me, an old white guy in baggy slacks, with a facing-
backwards-Yankees-hat-toting blond kid in tow. 

When you leave the river behind, there’s a network of canals, called klongs, that used to be the arteries and ca-
pillaries of the old city.  In Bangkok proper, they’ve all been filled in.  But not here.  The further from the main 
waterway we floated, the further back in time.   Now the klongs were fragrant with jasmine, with stilted houses 
rearing up behind thickets of banana and bamboo.   And I was remembering more. 
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Rain jars by the landing docks… lizards basking in the sun… young boys leaping into the water. 
“The water was a lot clearer,” I told my grandson.  “And the swimmers weren’t wearing those little trunks… 
they were naked.”  Recently, fearing to offend the sensibilities of tourists, the Thai government made a fuss 
about little boys skinny-dipping along the tourist riverboat routes.  But the river is so polluted now, one 
wonders what difference it makes.  

They were bobbing up and down around the boat.  Shouting in fractured English.  Wanting a lick of Corey’s 
Baskin-Robbins.  When Corey spoke to them in Thai, they swam away.  Tourists who speak the language 
aren’t tourists anymore. 

“You used to do that, huh, grandpa?” 

“Yes,” I said. 

“I like the Sports Club better.  The water’s clean.  And they make a mean chicken sandwich at the poolside 
bar.” 

I only went to the sports club once in my life.  A week after we landed in Bangkok, a week of sleeping in a 
pew at a missionary church, a week wringing out the same clothes and ironing them over and over.   

“I never thought much of the Sports Club,” I said. 

“Oh, grandpa, you’re such a prole.”  One of his father’s words, I thought, smiling.   

“Well, I did grow up in Red China,” I said. 

“Yeah,” he said.  “So what was it like, the Sports Club?” 

* * *  

…a little piece of England in the midst of all this tropical stuff.  The horse races.  Cricket.  My mother has a 
rendezvous with the doctor, the one she’s been flirting with on the ship.  They have tea and crumpets.  They 
talk about the Bangkok Chinatown riots, and about money.  I am reading a battered EC comic that I found 
in the reading room. 

“Well, if you don’t mind going native,” the doctor says, “there’s a clinic, down south a bit; pay wouldn’t be 
much, and you’ll have to live with the benighted buggers, but I daresay you’ll cope.” 
“Oh, I’ll go native,” Mom says, “as long as I can keep writing.  I’ll do anything for that.  I’d give you a blow-
job if that’s what it takes.”  

“Heavens,” says the doctor.  “More tea?” 

* * *  

And so, a month later, we come to a fishing village nestled in the western crook of the Gulf of Siam, and I 
swear it’s paradise.  There’s a village school taught by monks, and a little clinic where Mom works, dressing 
wounds, jabbing penicillin into people’s buttocks; I think she’s working on a novel.  That doctor she was 
flirting with got her this job because she speaks Chinese and the village is full of Chinese immigrants, smug-
gled across the sea, looking for some measure of freedom. 

 
Thapsakae… it rhymes with Tupperware… it’s always warm, but never stifling like in Bangkok… always a 
breeze from the unseen sea, shaking the ripe coconuts from the trees… a town of stilted dwellings, a tiny 
main street with storefront row houses, fields of neon green rice as far as the eye can see, lazy water buffalo 
wallowing, and always the canals running alongside the half-paved road, women beating their wet laundry 
with rocks in the dawn, boys diving in the noonday heat… the second day I’m there, I meet these kids, Lek 
and Sombun.  They’re my age.  I can’t understand a word they’re saying at first.  I’m watching them, leaning 
against a dragon-glazed rain jar, as they shuck their school uniforms and leap in.  They’re laughing a lot, 
splashing, one time they’re throwing a catfish back and forth like it’s some kind of volleyball, but they’re 
like fishes themselves, silvery brown sleek things chattering in a singsong language.  And I’m alone, like I 
was at the camp, flinging stones into the water.  Except I’m not scared like I was there.  There’s no time I 
have to be home.  I can reach into just about any thicket and pluck out something good to eat: bananas, 
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mangoes, little pink sour-apples.  My shorts are all torn (I still only have one pair) and my shirt is stained with 
the juices of exotic fruits, and I let my hair grow as long as I want. 

Today I’m thinking of the birds.   

You buy a bird to free yourself from the cage of karma.  You free the bird, but its wings are clipped and he’s in-
side another cage, a cage circumscribed by the fact that he can’t fly far.  And the boy that catches him is in an-
other cage, apprenticed to that vendor, unable to fly free.  Cages within cages within cages.   I’ve been in a cage 
before; one time in the camp they hung me up in one in the commandant’s office and told me to sing.  

 Here, I don’t feel caged at all. 

The Thai kids have noticed me and they pop up from the depths right next to me, staring curiously.   They’re 
not hostile.  I don’t know what they’re saying, but I know I’m soon going to absorb this musical lan-
guage.  Meanwhile, they’re splashing me, daring me to dive in, and in the end I throw off these filthy clothes 
and I’m in the water and it’s clear and warm and full of fish.  And we’re laughing and chasing each other.   And 
they do know a few words of English; they’ve picked it up in that village school, where the monks have been 
ramming a weird antiquated English phrasebook down their throats. 

But later, after we dry off in the sun and they try to show me how to ride a water buffalo, later we sneak across 
the gailan field and I see him again.  The Birdcatcher, I mean.  Gailan is a Chinese vegetable like broccoli only 
without the bushy part.  The Chinese immigrants grow it here.  They all work for this one rich Chinese man 
named Tae Pak, the one who had the refugees shipped to this town as cheap labor.   

“You want to watch TV?” Sombun asks me.   

I haven’t had much of a chance to see TV.  He takes me by the lead and pulls me along, with Lek behind him, 
giggling.   Night has fallen.  It happens really suddenly in the tropics, boom and it’s dark.  In the distance, past a 
wall of bamboo trees, we see glimmering lights.  Tae Pak has electricity.  Not that many private homes 
have.  Mom and I use kerosene lamps at night.  I’ve never been to his house, but I know we’re going there.  Vil-
lagers are zeroing in on the house now, walking sure-footedly in the moonlight.  The stench of night-blooming 
jasmine is almost choking in the compound.  A little shrine to the Mother of Mercy stands by the entrance, and 
ahead we see what passes for a mansion here: the wooden stilts and the thatched roof with the pointed eaves, 
like everyone else’s house, but spread out over three sides of a quadrangle, and in the center a ruined pagoda 
whose origin no one remembers. 

The usual pigs and chickens are running around in the space under the house, but the stairway up to the veran-
da is packed with people, kids mostly, and they’re all gazing upward.  The object of their devotion is a television 
set, the images on it ghostly, the sound staticky and in Thai in any case… but I recognize the show… it’s I Love 
Lucy.  And I’m just staring and staring.  Sombun pushes me up the steps.  I barely remember to remove my san-
dals and step in the trough at the bottom of the steps to wash the river-mud off my feet.  It’s really true.  I can’t 
understand a word of it but it’s still funny.  The kids are laughing along with the laugh track.   

Well… that’s when I see Si Ui.  I point at him.  I try to attract his attention, but he too, sitting cross-legged on 
the veranda, is riveted to the screen.  And when I try to whisper to Sombun that hey, I know this guy, what a 
weird coincidence, Sombun just whispers back, “jek, jek,” which I know is a putdown word for a Chinaman.   

“I know him,” I whisper.  “He catches birds.  And eats them.  Alive.”  I try to attract Si Ui’s attention.  But he 
won’t look at me.  He’s too busy staring at Lucille Ball.  I’m a little bit afraid to look at him directly, scared of 
what his eyes might disclose, our shared and brutal past. 

Lek, whose nickname just means “Tiny,” shudders. 

“Jek, jek,” Sombun says.  The laugh track kicks in. 

* * *  

 
Everything has changed now that I know he’s here.  On my reed mat, under the mosquito nets every night, I 
toss and turn, and I see things.  I don’t think they’re dreams.  I think it’s like the time I looked into Si Ui’s eyes 
and saw the fire.  I see a Chinese boy running through a field of dead people.  It’s sort of all in black and white 
and he’s screaming and behind him a village is burning.   
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At first it’s the Chinese boy but somehow it’s me too, and I’m running, with my bare feet squishing into dead 
men’s bowels, running over a sea of blood and shit.  And I run right into someone’s arms.  Hard.  The comic-
book Japanese villain face.  A human heart, still beating, in his hand.   

“Hungry, you little chink?” he says. 

Little chink.  Little jek. 

Intestines are writhing up out of disemboweled bodies like snakes.  I saw a lot of disemboweled Japs.  Their 
officers did it in groups, quietly, stony-faced.  The honorable thing to do.   

I’m screaming myself awake.  And then, from the veranda maybe, I hear the tap of my mom’s battered type-
writer, an old Hermes she bought in the Sunday market in Bangkok for a hundred baht. 
I crawl out of bed.  It’s already dawn.   

“Hi, Mom,” I say, as I breeze past her, an old phakomah wrapped around my loins.   

“Wow.  It talks.” 

“Mom, I’m going over to Sombun’s house to play.” 

“You’re getting the hang of the place, I take it.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Pick up some food, Nicholas.” 

“Okay.”  Around here, a dollar will feed me and her three square meals.  But it won’t take away the other hun-
ger. 

Another lazy day of running myself ragged, gorging on papaya and coconut milk, another day in paradise. 

It’s time to meet the serpent, I decide. 

    * * *  

Sombun tells me someone’s been killed, and we sneak over to the police station.  Si Ui is there, sitting at a desk, 
staring at a wall.   I think he’s just doing some kind of alien registration thing.  He has a Thai interpreter, the 
same toothless woman I saw on the boat.  And a policeman is writing stuff down in a ledger.   

There’s a woman sitting on a bench, rocking back and forth.  She’s talking to everyone in sight.  Even me and 
Sombun.   

Sombun whispers, “That woman Daeng.  Daughter die.” 

Daeng mumbles, “My daughter.  By the railway tracks.  All she was doing was running down the street for an 
ice coffee.  Oh, my terrible karma.”  She collars a passing inspector.  “Help me.  My daughter.  Strangled, 
raped.”   

“That inspector Jed,” Sombun whispered to me.  “Head of the whole place.” 

Inspector Jed is being polite, compassionate and efficient at the same time.  I like him.  My mom should hang 
out with people like that instead of the losers who are just looking for a quick lay.   
The woman continues muttering to herself.  “Nit, nit, nit, nit, nit,” she says.  That must be the girl’s name.  They 
all have nicknames like that.  Nit means “tiny,” too, like Lek.  “Dead, strangled,” she says.  “And this town is 
supposed to be heaven on earth.  The sea, the palm trees, the sun always bright.  This town has a dark heart.” 

Suddenly, Si Ui looks up.  Stares at her.  As though remembering something.  Daeng is sobbing.  And the po-
liceman who’s been interviewing him says, “Watch yourself, chink.   Everyone smiles here.  Food falls from the 
trees.  If a little girl’s murdered, they’ll file it away; they won’t try to find out who did it.  Because this is a per-
fect place, and no one gets murdered.  We all love each other here… you little jek.” 
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Si Ui has this weird look in his eye.  Mesmerized.  My mother looks that way sometimes… when a man catches 
her eye and she’s zeroing in for the kill.  The woman’s mumbling that she’s going to go be a nun now, she has 
nothing left to live for.   

“Watch your back, jek,” says the policeman.  He’s trying, I realize, to help this man, who he probably thinks is 
some kind of village idiot type.  “Someone’ll murder you just for being a stupid little chink.  And no one will 
bother to find out who did it.” 

“Si Ui hungry,” says Si Ui. 

I realize that I speak his language, and my friends do not.   

“Si Ui!” I call out to him. 

He freezes in his tracks, and slowly turns, and I look into his eyes for the second time, and I know that it was 
no illusion before. 

Somehow we’ve seen through each other’s eyes. 

I am a misfit kid in a picture-perfect town with a dark heart, but I understand what he’s saying, because 
though I look all different I come from where he comes from.  I’ve experienced what it’s like to be Chi-
nese.  You can torture them and kill them by millions, like the Japs did, and still they endure.  They just shake 
it off.  They’ve outlasted everyone so far.   And will till the end of time.  Right now in Siam they’re the coolies 
and the laborers, and soon they’re going to end up owning the whole country.  They endure.  I saw their sev-
ered heads piled up like battlements, and the river choked with their corpses, and they outlasted it all. 

These Thai kids will never understand. 

“Si Ui hungry!’ the man cries.    

That afternoon I slip away from my friends at the river and I go to the gailan field where I know he works.  He 
never acknowledges my presence, but later he strides further and further from the house of his rich patron, 
towards a more densely wooded area past the fields.  It’s all banana trees, the little bananas that have seeds in 
them, you chew the whole banana and spit out the seeds, rat-tat-tat, like a machine gun.  There’s bamboo, too, 
and the jasmine bushes that grow wild, and mango trees.   Si Ui doesn’t talk to me, doesn’t look back, but 
somehow I know I’m supposed to follow him.   

And I do.   

Through the thicket, into a private clearing, the ground overgrown with weeds, the whole thing surrounded 
by vegetation, and in the middle of it a tumbledown house, the thatch unpatched in places, the stilts decaying 
and carved with old graffiti.  The steps are lined with wooden cages.  There’s birdshit all over the decking, over 
the wooden railings, even around the foot trough.   Birds are chattering from the cages, from the air around 
us.  The sun has been searing and sweat is running down my face, my chest, soaking my phakhomah.   

We don’t go up into the house.  Instead, Si Ui leads me past it, toward a clump of rubber trees.  He doesn’t 
talk, just keeps beckoning me, the curious way they have of beckoning, palm pointing toward the ground.   

I feel dizzy.  He’s standing there.  Swaying a little.  Then he makes a little clucking, chattering sound, barely 
opening his lips.  The birds are gathering.  He seems to know their language.  They’re answering him.  The 
chirping around us grows to a screeching cacophony.  Above, they’re circling.  They’re blocking out the sun 
and it’s suddenly chilly.  I’m scared now.  But I don’t dare say anything.  In the camp, if you said anything, 
they always hurt you.  Si Ui keeps beckoning me: nearer, come nearer.  And I creep up.  The birds are shriek-
ing.  And now they’re swooping down, landing, gathering at Si Ui’s feet, their heads moving to and fro in a 
regular rhythm, like they’re listening to… a heartbeat.  Si Ui’s heartbeat.  My own.  

An image flashes into my head.  A little Chinese boy hiding in a closet… listening to footsteps… breathing 
nervously. 

He’s poised.  Like a snake, coiled up, ready to pounce.  And then, without warning, he drops to a crouch, pulls 
a bird out of the sea of birds, puts it to his lips, snaps its neck with his teeth, and the blood just spurts, all over 
his bare skin, over the homespun wrapped around his loins, an impossible crimson.  And he smiles.  And 
throws me the bird. 
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I recoil.  He laughs again when I let the dead bird slip through my fingers.  Pounces again and gets me another. 

“Birds are easy to trap,” he says to me in Chinese, “easy as children, sometimes; you just have to know their lan-
guage.” He rips one open, pulls out a slippery liver.  “You don’t like them raw, I know,” he says, “but come, little 
brother, we’ll make a fire.” 

He waves his hand, dismisses the birds; all at once they’re gone and the air is steaming again.  In the heat, we 
make a bonfire and grill the birds’ livers over it.  He has become, I guess, my friend.  Because he’s become all 
talkative.  “I didn’t rape her,” he says.   

Then he talks about fleeing through the rice fields.  There’s a war going on around him.  I guess he’s my age in 
his story, but in Chinese they don’t use past or future, everything happens in a kind of abstract now-time.  I 
don’t understand his dialect that well, but what he says matches the waking dreams I’ve had tossing and turning 
under that mosquito net.  There was a Japanese soldier.  He seemed kinder than the others.  They were roasting 
something over a fire.  He was handing Si Ui a morsel.  A piece of liver. 

Hungry, little chink? 

Hungry.  I understand hungry. 

Human liver. 

In Asia they believe that everything that will ever happen has already happened.  Is that what Si Ui is doing with 
me, forging a karmic chain with his own childhood, the Japanese soldier?   

There’s so much I want to ask him, but I can’t form the thoughts, especially not in Chinese.  I’m young, Co-
rey.  I’m not thinking karmic cycles.  What are you trying to ask me? 

        * * *  

“I thought Si Ui ate children’s livers,” said Corey.  “Not some dumb old birds’.” 

We were still on the klong, turning back now toward civilization; on either side of us were crumbling temples, 
old houses with pointed eaves, each one with its little totemic spirit house by the front gate, pouring sweet in-
cense into the air, the air itself dripping with humidity.  But ahead, just beyond a turn in the klong, a series of 
eighty-story condos reared up over the banana trees.   
“Yes, he did,” I said, “and we’ll get to that part, in time.  Don’t be impatient.” 

“Grandpa, Si Ui ate children’s livers.  Just like Dracula bit women in the neck.  Well like, it’s the main part of the 
story.  How long are you gonna make me wait?” 

“So you know more than you told me before.  About the maid trying to scare you one time, when you were five.” 

“Well, yeah, grandpa, I saw the miniseries.  It never mentioned you.” 

“I’m part of the secret history, Corey.” 

“Cool.”  He contemplated his Pokémon, but decided not to go back to monster trapping.  “When we get back to 
the Bangkok side, can I get another caramel frappuccino at Starbucks?” 

“Decaf,” I said. 

        * * *  

That evening I go back to the house and find Mom in bed with Jed, the police detective.  Suddenly, I don’t like Jed 
anymore. 

She barely looks up at me; Jed is pounding away and oblivious to it all; I don’t know if Mom really knows I’m 
there, or just a shadow flitting beyond the mosquito netting.  I know why she’s doing it; she’ll say that it’s all 
about getting information for this great novel she’s planning to write, or research for a major magazine article, 
but the truth is that it’s about survival; it’s no different from that concentration camp. 
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I think she finally does realize I’m there; she mouths the words “I’m sorry” and then turns back to her 
work.  At that moment, I hear someone tapping at the entrance, and I crawl over the squeaky floor-planks, 
Siamese style (children learn to move around on their knees so that their head isn’t accidentally higher than 
someone of higher rank) to see Sombun on the step.   

“Can you come out?” he says.  “There’s a ngaan wat.” 

I don’t know what that is, but I don’t want to stay in the house.  So I throw on a shirt and go with him.  I 
soon find out that a ngaan wat is a temple fair, sort of a cross between a carnival and a church bazaar and a 
theatrical night out.   

Even from a mile or two away we hear the music, the tinkling of marimbas and the thud of drums, the wail 
of the Javanese oboe.   By the time we get there, the air is drenched with the fragrance of pickled guava, pea-
nut pork skewers, and green papaya tossed in fish sauce.  A makeshift dance floor has been spread over the 
muddy ground and there are dancers with rhinestone court costumes and pagoda hats, their hands bent back 
at an impossible angle.  There’s a Chinese opera troupe like I’ve seen in Shanghai, glittering costumes, masks 
painted on the faces in garish colors, boys dressed as monkeys leaping to and fro; the Thai and the Chinese 
striving to outdo each other in noise and brilliance.  And on a grill, being tended by a fat woman, pigeons are 
barbecuing, each one on a mini-spear of steel.   

And I’m reminded of the open fire and the sizzling of half-plucked feathers. “You got money?” Sombun 
says.  He thinks that all farangs are rich.  I fish in my pocket and pull out a few saleungs, and we stuff our-
selves with pan-fried roti swimming in sweet condensed milk.  The thick juice is dripping from our lips.  This 
really is paradise.  The music, the mingled scents, the warm wind.   Then I see Si Ui.  There aren’t any birds 
nearby, not unless you count the pigeons charring on the grill.  Si Ui is muttering to himself, but I understand 
Chinese and he’s saying, over and over again, “Si Ui hungry, Si Ui hungry.”  He says it in a little voice and it’s 
almost like baby talk. 

We wander over to the Chinese opera troupe.  They’re doing something about monkeys invading heaven and 
stealing the apples of the gods.  All these kids are somersaulting, tumbling, cartwheeling, and climbing up 
onto each other’s shoulders.  There’s a little girl, nine or ten maybe, and she’s watching the show.  And Si Ui 
is watching her.  And I’m watching him. 

 
I’ve seen her before, know her from that night we squatted on the veranda staring at American TV 
shows.  Was Si Ui watching her even then?  I tried to remember.  Couldn’t be sure.  Her name’s Juk. 
Those Chinese cymbals, with their annoying “boing-boing-boing” sound, are clashing.  A man is intoning in a 
weird singsong.  The monkeys are leaping.  Suddenly I see, in Si Ui’s face, the same expression I saw on the 
ship.  He’s utterly still inside, utterly quiet, beyond feeling.  The war did that to him.  I know.  Just like it 
made my Mom into a whore, and me into… I don’t know… a bird without a nesting place… a lost boy. 

And then I get this… irrational feeling.   That the little girl is a bird, chirping to herself, hopping along the 
ground, not noticing the stalker. 

So many people here.  So much jangling, so much laughter.  The town’s dilapidated pagodas sparkle with re-
flected colors, like stone Christmas trees.   Chinese opera rings in my ears, I look away, when I look back 
they are gone… Sombun is preoccupied now, playing with a two-saleung top that he just bought.   Somehow 
feel impelled to follow.  To stalk the stalker.   

I duck behind a fruit stand and then I see a golden deer.  It’s a toy, on four wheels, pulled along a string.  I 
can’t help following it with my eyes as it darts between hampers full of rambutans and pomelos.   

The deer darts toward the cupped hands of the little girl.  I see her disappear into the crowd, but then I see Si 
Ui’s face too; you can’t mistake the cold fire in his eyes.   

She follows the toy.  Si Ui pulls.  I follow, too, not really knowing why it’s so fascinating.  The toy deer 
weaves through the ocean of feet.  Bare feet of monks and novices, their saffron robes skimming the 
mud.  Feet in rubber flip-flops, in the wooden sandals the Jek call kiah.  I hear a voice: Juk, Juk!  And I know 
there’s someone else looking for the girl, too.  It’s a weird quartet, each one in the sequence known only to 
the next one.  I can see Si Ui now, his head bobbing up and down in the throng because he’s a little taller 
than the average Thai even though he’s so skinny.  He’s intent.   Concentrated.  He seems to be on wheels 
himself, he glides through the crowd like the toy deer does.  The woman’s voice, calling for Juk, is faint and 
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distant; she hears it, I’m sure, but she’s ignoring her mother or her big sister.  I only hear it because my senses 
are sharp now, it’s like the rest of the temple fair’s all out of focus now, all blurry, and there’s just the four of 
us.  I see the woman now, it must be a mother or aunt, too old for a sister, collaring a roti vendor and asking if 
he’s seen the child.  The vendor shakes his head, laughs.  And suddenly we’re all next to the pigeon barbecue, 
and if the woman was only looking in the right place she’d see the little girl, giggling as she clambers through 
the forest of legs, as the toy zigzags over the dirt aisles.   And now the deer has been yanked right up to Si Ui’s 
feet.  And the girl crawls all the way after it, seizes it, laughs, looks solemnly up at the face of the Chinaman— 

“It’s him!  It’s the chink!”  Sombun is pointing, laughing.  I’d forgotten he was even with me.   
Si Ui is startled.  His concentration snaps.  He lashes out.  There’s a blind rage in his eyes.  Dead pigeons are fly-
ing everywhere.   

“Hungry!” he screams in Chinese.  “Si Ui hungry!” 

He turns.  There is a cloth stall nearby.  Suddenly he and the girl are gone amid a flurry of billowing sa-
rongs.  And I follow. 

Incense in the air, stinging my eyes.  A shaman gets possessed in a side aisle, his followers hushed.  A flash of 
red.  A red sarong, embroidered with gold, a year’s wages, twisting through the crowd.  I follow.  I see the girl’s 
terrified eyes.  I see Si Ui with the red cloth wrapped around his arms, around the girl.  I see something glisten-
ing, a knife maybe.  And no one sees.  No one but me. 

“Juk!  Juk!” 

I’ve lost Sombun somewhere.  I don’t care.  I thread my way through a bevy of ramwong dancers, through men 
dressed as women and women dressed as men.  Fireworks are going off.  There’s an ancient wall, the temple 
boundary, crumbling… and the trail of red funnels into black night… and I’m standing on the other side of the 
wall now, watching Si Ui ride away in a pedicab, into the night.  There’s moonlight on him.  He’s saying some-
thing; even from far off I can read his lips; he’s saying it over and over: Si Ui hungry, Si Ui hungry. 

        * * *  

So they find her by the side of the road with her internal organs missing.  And I’m there too, all the boys are, at 
dawn, peering down, daring each other to touch.  It’s not a rape or anything, they tell us.  Nothing like the other 
girl.  Someone has seen a cowherd near the site, and he’s the one they arrest.  He’s an Indian, you see.  If there’s 
anyone the locals despise more than the Chinese, it’s the Indians.  They have a saying: if you see a snake and an 
Indian, kill the babu.   

Later, in the market, Detective Jed is escorting the Indian to the police station, and they start pelting him with 
stones, and they call him a dirty Indian and a cowshit eater.  They beat him up pretty badly in the jail.  The coun-
try’s under martial law in those days, you know.  They can beat up anyone they want.  Or shoot them. 

But most people don’t really notice, or care.  After all, it is paradise.  To say that it is not, aloud, risks making it 
true.  That’s why my mom will never belong to Thailand; she doesn’t understand that everything there resides in 
what is left unsaid. 

            * * *  

That afternoon I go back to the rubber orchard.  He is standing patiently.  There’s a bird on a branch.  Si Ui is 
poised.  Waiting.  I think he is about to pounce.  But I’m too excited to wait.  “The girl,” I say.  “The girl, she’s 
dead, did you know?” 

Si Ui whirls around in a murderous fury, and then, just as suddenly, he’s smiling.   
“I didn’t mean to break your concentration,” I say. 

“Girl soft,” Si Ui says.  “Tender.”  He laughs a little.  I don’t see a vicious killer.  All I see is loneliness and hunger. 

“Did you kill her?” I say. 

“Kill?” he says.  “I don’t know.  Si Ui hungry.”  He beckons me closer.  I’m not afraid of him.  “Do like me,” he 
says.  He crouches.  I crouch too.  He stares at the bird.  And so do I.  “Make like a tree now,” he says, and I say, 
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“Yes.  I’m a tree.”   He’s behind me.  He’s breathing down my neck.  Am I the next bird?  But somehow I know 
he won’t hurt me.   

“Now!” he shrieks.  Blindly, instinctively, I grab the sparrow in both hands.  I can feel the quick heart grow cold 
as the bones crunch.  Blood and birdshit squirt into my fists.  It feels exciting, you know, down there, inside 
me.  I killed it.  The shock of death is amazing, joyous.  I wonder if this is what grownups feel when they do 
things to each other in the night. 

He laughs.  “You and me,” he says, “now we same-same.” 

He shows me how to lick the warm blood as it spurts.  It’s hotter than you think.  It pulses, it quivers, the whole 
bird trembles as it yields up its spirit to me.   

And then there’s the weirdest thing.  You know that hunger, the one that’s gnawed at me, like a wound that 
won’t close up, since we were dragged to that camp… it’s suddenly gone.  In its place there’s a kind of nothing.   

The Buddhists here say that heaven itself is a kind of nothing.  That the goal of all existence is to become as 
nothing. 

And I feel it.  For all of a second or two, I feel it.  “I know why you do it,” I say.  “I won’t tell anyone, I swear.” 

“Si Ui knows that already.” 

Yes, he does.  We have stood on common ground.  We have shared communion flesh.  Once a month, a Chinese 
priest used to come to the camp and celebrate mass with a hunk of maggoty man to, but he never made me feel 
one with anyone, let alone God. 

The blood bathes my lips.  The liver is succulent and bursting with juices. 

Perhaps this is the first person I’ve ever loved. 

The feeling lasts a few minutes.  But then comes the hunger, swooping down on me, hunger clawed and rav-
enous.  It will never go away, not completely. 

                * * *  

They have called in an exorcist to pray over the railway tracks.   The mother of the girl they found there has 
become a nun, and she stands on the gravel pathway lamenting her karma.  The most recent victim has few to 
grieve for her.  I overhear Detective Jed talking to my mother.  He tells her there are two killers.  The second 
one had her throat cut and her internal organs removed… the first one, strangulation, all different… he’s been 
studying these cases, these ritual killers, in American psychiatry books.  And the cowherd has an alibi for the 
first victim. 

I’m only half-listening to Jed, who drones on and on about famous mad killers in Europe.  Like the butcher of 
Hanover, Jack the Ripper.  How their victims were always chosen in a special way.  How they killed over and 
over, always a certain way, a ritual.  How they always got careless after a while, because part of what they were 
doing came from a hunger, a desperate need to be found out.  How after a while they might leave clues… con-
fide in someone… how he thought he had one of these cases on his hands, but the authorities in Bangkok were-
n’t buying the idea.  The village of Thapsakae just wasn’t grand enough to play host to a reincarnation of Jack 
the Ripper. 

I listen to him, but I’ve never been to Europe, and it’s all just talk to me.  I’m much more interested in the exor-
cist, who’s a Brahmin, in white robes, hair down to his feet, all nappy and filthy, a dozen flower garlands 
around his neck, and amulets tinkling all over him. 

“The killer might confide in someone,” says Jed, “someone he thinks is in no position to betray him, someone 
perhaps too simpleminded to understand.  Remember, the killer doesn’t know he’s evil.  In a sense, he really 
can’t help himself.  He doesn’t think the way we think.  To himself, he’s an innocent.” 
The exorcist enters his trance and sways and mumbles in unknown tongues.  The villagers don’t believe the 
killer’s an innocent.  They want to lynch him.   
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Women washing clothes find a young girl’s hand bobbing up and down, and her head a few yards down-
stream.  Women are panicking in the marketplace.  They’re lynching Indians, Chinese, anyone alien.  But not Si 
Ui; he’s a simpleton, after all.  The village idiot is immune from persecution because every village needs an idiot. 

The exorcist gets quite a workout, capturing spirits into baskets and jars.   

Meanwhile, Si Ui has become the trusted Jek, the one who cuts the gailan in the fields and never cheats anyone 
of their two-saleung bundle of Chinese broccoli.   

I keep his secret.  Evenings, after I’m exhausted from swimming all day with Sombun and Lek, or lazing on the 
back of a water buffalo, I go to the rubber orchard and catch birds as the sun sets.  I’m almost as good as him 
now.  Sometimes he says nothing, though he’ll share with me a piece of meat, cooked or uncooked; sometimes 
he talks up a storm.  When he talks pidgin, he sounds like he’s a half-wit.  When he talks Thai, it’s the same way, 
I think.  But when he goes on and on in his Hakka dialect, he’s as lucid as they come.  I think.  Because I’m only 
getting it in patches.   

One day he says to me, “The young ones taste the best because it’s the taste of childhood.  You and I, we have no 
childhood.  Only the taste.” 

A bird flies onto his shoulder, head tilted, chirps a friendly song.  Perhaps he will soon be dinner.  
Another day, Si Ui says “Children’s livers are the sweetest, they’re bursting with young life.  I weep for 
them.  They’re with me always.  They’re my friends.  Like you.” 

Around us, paradise is crumbling.  Everyone suspects someone else.  Fights are breaking out in the market-
place.  One day it’s the Indians, another day the chinks, the Burmese.  Hatred hangs in the air like the smell of 
rotten mangoes. 

And Si Ui is getting hungrier.  

My mother is working on her book now, thinking it’ll make her fortune; she waits for the mail, which gets here 
sometimes by train, sometimes by oxcart.  She’s waiting for some letter from Simon and Schuster.   It never 
comes, but she’s having a ball, in her own way.  She stumbles her way through the language, commits appalling 
solecisms, points her feet, even touches a monk one time, a total sacrilege… but they let her get away with eve-
rything.  Farangs, after all, are touched by a divine madness.  You can expect nothing normal from them. 

   
She questions every villager, pores over every clue.  It never occurs to her to ask me what I know. 
We glut ourselves on papaya and curried catfish.   

“Nicholas,” my mother tells me one evening, after she’s offered me a hit of opium, her latest affectation, “this 
really is the Garden of Eden.” 

I don’t tell her that I’ve already met the serpent. 

                    * * *  

Here’s how the day of reckoning happened, Corey: 

It’s mid-morning and I’m wandering aimlessly.  My mother has taken the train to Bangkok with detective 
Jed.  He’s decided that her untouchable farang-ness might get him an audience with some major official in the 
police department.  I don’t see my friends at the river or in the marketplace.  But it’s not planting season, and 
there’s no school.  So I’m playing by myself, but you can only flip so many pebbles into the river, and tease so 
many water buffaloes. 

After a while I decide to go and look for Sombun.  We’re not close, he and I, but we’re thrown together a lot; 
things don’t seem right without him.   

I go to Sombun’s house; it’s a shabby place, but immaculate, a row house in the more “citified” part of the vil-
lage, if you can call it that.  Sombun’s mother is making chili paste, pounding the spices in a stone mortar.  You 
can smell the sweet basil and the lemongrass in the air.  And the betelnut, too; she’s chewing on the intoxicant; 
her teeth are stained red-black from long use.   
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“Oh,” she says, “the farang boy.” 

“Where’s Sombun?” 

She’s doesn’t know quite what to make of my Thai, which has been getting better for months.  “He’s not 
home, Little Mouse,” she says.  “He went to the Jek’s house to buy broccoli.  Do you want to eat?” 

“I’ve eaten, thanks, auntie,” I say, but for politeness’ sake I’m forced to nibble on bright green sali pastry.   

“He’s been gone a long time,” she said, as she pounded.  “I wonder if the chink’s going to teach him to catch 
birds.” 

“Birds?”   

And I start to get this weird feeling.  Because I’m the one who catches birds with the Chinaman, I’m the one 
who’s shared his past, who understands his hunger.  Not just any kid. 
“Sombun told me the chink was going to show him a special trick for catching them.  Something about 
putting yourself into a deep state of samadhi, reaching out with your mind, plucking the life-force with your 
mind.  It sounds very spiritual, doesn’t it?  I always took the chink for a moron, but maybe I’m misjudging 
him; Sombun seems to do a much better job,” she said.  “I never liked it when they came to our village, but 
they do work hard.” 

Well, when I leave Sombun’s house, I’m starting to get a little mad.  It’s jealousy, of course, childish jealousy; 
I see that now.  But I don’t want to go there and disrupt their little bird-catching session.  I’m not a spoil-
sport.  I’m just going to pace up and down by the side of the klong, doing a slow burn.   

The serpent came to me!  I was the only one who could see through his madness and his pain, the only one 
who truly knew the hunger that drove him!  That’s what I’m thinking.   And I go back to tossing pebbles, and 
I tease the gibbon chained by the temple’s gate, and I kick a water buffalo around.  And, before I knew it, this 
twinge of jealousy has grown into a kind of rage.  It’s like I was one of those birds, only in a really big cage, 
and I’d been flying and flying and thinking I was free, and now I’ve banged into the prison bars for the first 
time.   I’m so mad I could burst. 

I’m playing by myself by the railway tracks when I see my mom and the detective walking out of the sta-
tion.  And that’s the last straw.  I want to hurt someone.   I want to hurt my mom for shutting me out and 
letting strangers into her mosquito net at night.  I want to punish Jed for thinking he knows everything.  I 
want someone to notice me. 

So that’s when I run up to them and I say, “I’m the one!  He confided in me!  You said he was going to give 
himself away to someone and it was me, it was me!”  

My mom just stares at me, but Jed becomes very quiet.  “The Chinaman?” he asks me. 

I say, “He told me children’s livers are the sweetest.  I think he’s after Sombun.”  I don’t tell him that he’s only 
going to teach Sombun to catch birds, that he taught me too, that boys are safe from him because like the de-
tective told us, we’re not the special kind of victim he seeks out.  “In his house, in the rubber orchard, you’ll 
find everything,” I say.  “Bones.  He makes the feet into a stew,” I add, improvising now, because I’ve never 
been inside that house.  “He cuts off their faces and dries them on a jerky rack.  And Sombun’s with him.” 

The truth is, I’m just making trouble.  I don’t believe there’s dried faces in the house or human bones.  I know 
Sombun’s going to be safe, that Si Ui’s only teaching him how to squeeze the life force from the birds, how to 
blunt the ancient hunger.  Him instead of me.  They’re not going to find anything but dead birds. 

There’s a scream.  I turn.  I see Sombun’s mother with a basket of fish, coming from the market.  She’s over-
heard me, and she cries, “The chink is killing my son!” Faster than thought, the street is full of people, scream-
ing their anti-chink epithets and pulling out butcher knives.  Jed’s calling for reinforcements.  Street vendors 
are tightening their phakhomas around their waists. 

 
“Which way?” Jed asks, and suddenly I’m at the head of an army, racing full tilt toward the rubber orchard, 
along the neon green of the young rice paddies, beside the canals teeming with catfish, through thickets of 
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banana trees, around the walls of the old temple, through the fields of gailan… and this too feeds my hun-
ger.   It’s ugly.  He’s a Chinaman.  He’s the village idiot.  He’s different.  He’s an alien.  Anything is possible.   

We’re converging on the gailan field now.  They’re waving sticks.  Harvesting sickles.  Fishknives.  They’re 
shouting, “Kill the chink, kill the chink.”  Sombun’s mother is shrieking and wailing, and Detective Jed has his 
gun out.  Tae Pak, the village rich man, is vainly trying to stop the mob from trampling his broccoli.  The army is 
unstoppable.  And I’m their leader, I brought them here with my little lie.  Even my mother is finally in awe.   

I push through the bamboo thicket and we’re standing in the clearing in the rubber orchard now.  They’re 
screaming for the Jek’s blood.  And I’m screaming with them.   
Si Ui is nowhere to be found.  They’re beating on the ground now, slicing it with their scythes, smashing their 
clubs against the trees.   Sombun’s mother is hysterical.  The other women have caught her mood, and they’re all 
screaming now, because someone is holding up a sandal… Sombun’s.   

…a little Chinese boy hiding in a closet… 

The image flashes again.  I must go up into the house.  I steal away, sneak up the steps, respectfully removing 
my sandals at the veranda, and I slip into the house. 

A kerosene lamp burns.  Light and shadows dance.   There is a low wooden platform for a bed, a mosquito net, a 
woven rush mat for sleeping; off in a corner, there is a closet. 

Birds everywhere.  Dead birds pinned to the walls.  Birds’ heads piled up on plates.  Blood spatters on the floor-
planks.  Feathers wafting.  On a charcoal stove in one corner, there’s a wok with some hot oil and garlic, and 
sizzling in that oil is a heart, too big to be the heart of a bird… 

 
My eyes get used to the darkness.  I see human bones in a pail.  I see a young girl’s head in a jar, the skull sawn 
open, half the brain gone.  I see a bowl of pickled eyes. 

I’m not afraid.  These are familiar sights.  This horror is a spectral echo of Nanking, nothing more. 
“Si Ui,” I whisper.  “I lied to them.  I know you didn’t do anything to Sombun.  You’re one of the killers who does 
the same thing over and over.  You don’t eat boys.  I know I’ve always been safe with you.  I’ve always trusted 
you.” 

I hear someone crying.  The whimper of a child.   

“Hungry,” says the voice.  “Hungry.” 

A voice from behind the closet door… 

The door opens.  Si Ui is there, huddled, bone-thin, his phakomah about his loins, weeping, rocking.   
Noises now.  Angry voices.  They’re clambering up the steps.  They’re breaking down the wall planks.  Light 
streams in.   

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.  I see fire flicker in his eyes, then drain away as the mob sweeps into the room. 

                    * * *  

My grandson was hungry, too.  When he said he could eat the world, he wasn’t kidding.  After the second decaf 
frappuccino, there was Italian ice in the Oriental’s coffee shop, and then, riding back on the Skytrain to join the 
chauffeur who had conveniently parked at the Sogo mall, there was a box of Smarties.  Corey’s mother always 
told me to watch the sugar, and she had plenty of Ritalin in stock—no prescription needed here—but it was al-
ways my pleasure to defy my daughter-in-law and leave her to deal with the consequences. 

Corey ran wild in the skytrain station, whooping up the staircases, yelling at old ladies.  No one minded.  Kids 
are indulged in Babylon East; little blond boys are too cute to do wrong.  For some, this noisy, polluted, chaotic 
city is still a kind of paradise.   

My day of revelations ended at my son’s townhouse in Sukhumvit, where maids and nannies fussed over little 
Corey and undressed him and got him in his Pokémon pajamas as I drained a glass of Beaujolais.  My son was 
rarely home; the taco chain consumed all his time.  My daughter-in-law was a social butterfly; she had already 
gone out for the evening, all pearls and Thai silk.  So it fell to me to go into my grandson’s room and to kiss him 
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goodnight and goodbye. Corey’s bedroom was little piece of America, with its Phantom Menace drapes and its 
Playstation.  But on a high niche, an image of the Buddha looked down; a decaying garland still perfumed the 
air with a whiff of jasmine.  The air conditioning was chilly; the Bangkok of the rich is a cold city; the more 
conspicuous the consumption, the lower the thermostat setting.  I shivered, even as I missed Manhattan in Jan-
uary. 

“Tell me a story, grandpa?” Corey said. 

“I told you one already,” I said. 

“Yeah, you did,” he said wistfully.  “About you in the Garden of Eden, and the serpent who was really a kid-
eating monster.” 

All true.  But as the years passed I had come to see that perhaps I was the serpent.  I was the one who mixed 
lies with the truth, and took away his innocence.  He was a child, really, a hungry child.  And so was I.   

“Tell me what happened to him,” Corey said.  “Did the people lynch him?” 

“No.  The court ruled that he was a madman, and sentenced him to a mental home.  But the military govern-
ment of Field Marshall Sarit reversed the decision, and they took him away and shot him.  And he didn’t even 
kill half the kids they said he killed.” 

“Like the first girl, the one who was raped and strangled,” Corey said, “but she didn’t get eaten.  Maybe that 
other killer’s still around.”  So he had been paying attention after all.  I know he loves me, though he rarely 
says so; he had suffered an old man’s ramblings for one long, air conditioning-free day, without com-
plaint.  I’m proud of him, can barely believe I’ve held on to life long enough to get to know him.   

I leaned down to kiss him.  He clung to me; and, as he let go, he asked me sleepily, “Do you ever feel that hun-
gry, grandpa?” 

I didn’t want to answer him; so, without another word, I slipped quietly away.   

That night, I wandered in my dreams through fields of the dead; the hunger raged; I killed, I swallowed chil-
dren whole and spat them out; I burned down cities; I stood aflame in my self-made inferno, howling with ele-
mental grief; and in the morning, without leaving a note, I took a taxi to the airport and flew back to New 
York. 

To face the hunger. 
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He is the first recipient of Thailand’s “Distinguished Silpathorn” award, given for an artist who has made and 
continues to make a major impact on the region’s culture, from Thailand’s Ministry of Culture 
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Algorithms for Love* 

Ken Liu 
 

So long as the nurse is in the room to keep an eye on me, I am allowed to dress myself and get ready for Brad. I 
slip on an old pair of jeans and a scarlet turtleneck sweater. I've lost so much weight that the jeans hang loosely 
from the bony points of my hips. 

“Let's go spend the weekend in Salem,” Brad says to me as he walks me out of the hospital, an arm protectively 
wrapped around my waist, “just the two of us.” 

I wait in the car while Dr. West speaks with Brad just outside the hospital doors. I can't hear them but I know 
what she's telling him. “Make sure she takes her Oxetine every four hours. Don't leave her alone for any length 
of time.” 

Brad drives with a light touch on the pedals, the same way he used to when I was pregnant with Aimée. The 
traffic is smooth and light, and the foliage along the highway is postcard-perfect. The Oxetine relaxes the mus-
cles around my mouth, and in the vanity mirror I see that I have a beatific smile on my face. 

“I love you.” He says this quietly, the way he has always done, as if it were the sound of breathing and heart-
beat. 

I wait a few seconds. I picture myself opening the door and throwing my body onto the highway but of course I 
don't do anything. I can't even surprise myself. 

“I love you too.” I look at him when I say this, the way I have always done, as if it were the answer to some 
question. He looks at me, smiles, and turns his eyes back to the road. 

To him this means that the routines are back in place, that he is talking to the same woman he has known all 
these years, that things are back to normal. We are just another tourist couple from Boston on a mini-break for 
the weekend: stay at a bed-and-breakfast, visit the museums, recycle old jokes. 

It's an algorithm for love. 

I want to scream. 

 

* * * 
 

The first doll I designed was called Laura. Clever Laura™. 

Laura had brown hair and blue eyes, fully articulated joints, twenty motors, a speech synthesizer in her throat, 
two video cameras disguised by the buttons on her blouse, temperature and touch sensors, and a microphone 
behind her nose. None of it was cutting-edge technology, and the software techniques I used were at least two 
decades old. But I was still proud of my work. She retailed for fifty dollars. 

Not Your Average Toy could not keep up with the orders that were rolling in, even three months before Christ-
mas. Brad, the CEO, went on CNN and MSNBC and TTV and the rest of the alphabet soup until the very air was 
saturated with Laura. 

I tagged along on the interviews to give the demos because, as the VP of Marketing explained to me, I looked 
like a mother (even though I wasn't one) and (he didn't say this, but I could listen between the lines) I was 
blonde and pretty. The fact that I was Laura's designer was an afterthought. 

The first time I did a demo on TV was for a Hong Kong crew. Brad wanted me to get comfortable with being in 
front of the cameras before bringing me to the domestic morning shows. 

We sat to the side while Cindy, the anchorwoman, interviewed the CEO of some company that made “moisture 
meters.” I hadn't slept for forty-eight hours. I was so nervous I'd brought six Lauras with me, just in case five of 

* First appeared in Strange Horizons (12 July 2004) 
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them decided in concert to break down. Then Brad turned to me and whispered, “What do you think moisture 
meters are used for?” 

I didn't know Brad that well, having been at Not Your Average Toy for less than a year. I had chatted with him 
a few times before, but it was all professional. He seemed a very serious, driven sort of guy, the kind you could 
picture starting his first company while he was still in high school—arbitraging class notes, maybe. I wasn't 
sure why he was asking me about moisture meters. Was he trying to see if I was too nervous? 

“I don't know. Maybe for cooking?” I ventured. 

“Maybe,” he said. Then he gave me a conspiratorial wink. “But I think the name sounds kind of dirty.” 

It was such an unexpected thing, coming from him, that for a moment I almost thought he was serious. Then 
he smiled, and I laughed out loud. I had a very hard time keeping a straight face while we waited for our turn, 
and I certainly wasn't nervous any more. 

Brad and the young anchorwoman, Cindy, chatted amiably about Not Your Average Toy's mission (“Not Aver-
age Toys for Not Average Kids”) and how Brad had come up with the idea for Laura. (Brad had nothing to do 
with the design, of course, since it was all my idea. But his answer was so good it almost convinced me that 
Laura was really his brainchild.) Then it was time for the dog-and-pony show. 

I put Laura on the desk, her face towards the camera. I sat to the side of the desk. “Hello, Laura.” 

Laura turned her head to me, the motors so quiet you couldn't hear their whirr. “Hi! What's your name?” 

“I'm Elena,” I said. 

“Nice to meet you,” Laura said. “I'm cold.” 

The air conditioning was a bit chilly. I hadn't even noticed. 

Cindy was impressed. “That's amazing. How much can she say?” 

“Laura has a vocabulary of about two thousand English words, with semantic and syntactic encoding for com-
mon suffixes and prefixes. Her speech is regulated by a context-free grammar.” The look in Brad's eye let me 
know that I was getting too technical. “That means that she'll invent new sentences and they'll always be syn-
tactically correct.” 

“I like new, shiny, new, bright, new, handsome clothes,” Laura said. 

“Though they may not always make sense,” I added. 

“Can she learn new words?” Cindy asked. 

Laura turned her head the other way, to look at her. “I like learn-ing, please teach me a new word!” 

I made a mental note that the speech synthesizer still had bugs that would have to be fixed in the firmware. 

Cindy was visibly unnerved by the doll turning to face her on its own and responding to her question. 

“Does she”—she searched for the right word—”understand me?” 

“No, no.” I laughed. So did Brad. And a moment later Cindy joined us. “Laura's speech algorithm is augmented 
with a Markov generator interspersed with—” Brad gave me that look again. “Basically, she just babbles sen-
tences based on keywords in what she hears. And she has a small set of stock phrases that are triggered the 
same way.” 

“Oh, it really seemed like she knew what I was saying. How does she learn new words?” 

“It's very simple. Laura has enough memory to learn hundreds of new words. However, they have to be nouns. 
You can show her the object while you are trying to teach her what it is. She has some very sophisticated 
pattern recognition capabilities and can even tell faces apart.” 

For the rest of the interview I assured nervous parents that Laura would not require them to read the manual, 
that Laura would not explode when dropped in water, and no, she would never utter a naughty word, even if 
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their little princesses “accidentally” taught Laura one. 

“'Bye,” Cindy said to Laura at the end of the interview, and waved at her. 

“'Bye,” Laura said. “You are nice.” She waved back. 

Every interview followed the same pattern. The moment when Laura first turned to the interviewer and an-
swered a question there was always some awkwardness and unease. Seeing an inanimate object display intelli-
gent behavior had that effect on people. They probably all thought the doll was possessed. Then I would explain 
how Laura worked and everyone would be delighted. I memorized the non-technical, warm-and-fuzzy answers 
to all the questions until I could recite them even without my morning coffee. I got so good at it that I some-
times coasted through entire interviews on autopilot, not even paying attention to the questions and letting the 
same words I heard over and over again spark off my responses. 

The interviews, along with all the other marketing tricks, did their job. We had to outsource manufacturing so 
quickly that for a while every shantytown along the coast of China must have been turning out Lauras. 

* * * 

The foyer of the bed-and-breakfast we are staying at is predictably filled with brochures from local attractions. 
Most of them are witch-themed. The lurid pictures and language somehow manage to convey moral outrage and 
adolescent fascination with the occult at the same time. 

David, the innkeeper, wants us to check out Ye Olde Poppet Shoppe, featuring “Dolls Made by Salem's Official 
Witch.” Bridget Bishop, one of the twenty executed during the Salem witch trials, was convicted partly based on 
the hard evidence of “poppets” found in her cellar with pins stuck in them. 

Maybe she was just like me, a crazy, grown woman playing with dolls. The very idea of visiting a doll shop 
makes my stomach turn. 

While Brad is asking David about restaurants and possible discounts I go up to our room. I want to be sleeping, 
or at least pretending to be sleeping, by the time he comes up. Maybe then he will leave me alone and give me a 
few minutes to think. It's hard to think with the Oxetine. There's a wall in my head, a gauzy wall that tries to 
cushion every thought with contentment. 

If only I can remember what went wrong. 

* * * 
For our honeymoon Brad and I went to Europe. We went on the transorbital shuttle, the tickets for which cost 
more than my yearly rent. But we could afford it. Witty Kimberly™, our latest model, was selling well, and the 
stock price was transorbital itself. 

When we got back from the shuttleport, we were tired but happy. And I still couldn't quite believe that we were 
in our own home, thinking of each other as husband and wife. It felt like playing house. We made dinner to-
gether, like we used to when we were dating (like always, Brad was wildly ambitious but couldn't follow a reci-
pe longer than a paragraph and I had to come and rescue his shrimp étouffée). The familiarity of the routine 
made everything seem more real. 

Over dinner Brad told me something interesting. According to a market survey, over 20 percent of the custom-
ers for Kimberly were not buying it for their kids at all. They played with the dolls themselves. 

“Many of them are engineers and comp sci students,” Brad said. “And there are already tons of net sites devoted 
to hacking efforts on Kimberly. My favorite one had step-by-step instructions on how to teach Kimberly to 
make up and tell lawyer jokes. I can't wait  to see the faces of the guys in the legal department when they get to 
drafting the cease-and-desist letter for that one.” 

I could understand the interest in Kimberly. When I was struggling with my problem sets at MIT, I would have 
loved to take apart something like Kimberly to figure out how she worked. How it worked, I corrected myself 
mentally. Kimberly's illusion of intelligence was so real that sometimes even I unconsciously gave her, it, too 
much credit. 

“Actually, maybe we shouldn't try to shut the hacking efforts down,” I said. “Maybe we can capitalize on it. We 
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can release some of the APIs and sell a developer's kit for the geeks.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, Kimberly is a toy, but that doesn't mean only little girls would be interested in her.” I gave up trying to 
manage the pronouns. “She does, after all, have the most sophisticated, working, natural conversation library 
in the world.” 

“A library that you wrote,” Brad said. Well, maybe I was a little vain about it. But I'd worked damned hard on 
that library and I was proud of it. 

“It would be a shame if the language processing module never got any application besides sitting in a doll that 
everyone is going to forget in a year. We can release the interface to the modules at least, a programming 
guide, and maybe even some of the source code. Let's see what happens and make an extra dollar while we're 
at it.” I never got into academic AI research because I couldn't take the tedium, but I did have greater ambitions 
than just making talking dolls. I wanted to see smart and talking machines doing something real, like teaching 
kids to read or helping the elderly with chores. 

I knew that he would agree with me in the end. Despite his serious exterior he was willing to take risks and 
defy expectations. It was why I loved him. 

I got up to clear the dishes. His hand reached across the table and grabbed mine. “Those can wait,” he said. He 
walked around the table, pulling me to him. I looked into his eyes. I loved the fact that I knew him so well I 
could tell what he was going to say before he said it. Let's make a baby, I imagined him saying. Those would 
have been the only words right for that moment. 

And so he did. 

* * * 

I'm not asleep when Brad finishes asking about restaurants and comes upstairs. In my drugged state, even pre-
tending is too difficult. 

Brad wants to go to the pirate museum. I tell him that I don't want to see anything violent. He agrees immedi-
ately. That's what he wants to hear from his content, recovering wife. 

So now we wander around the galleries of the Peabody Essex Museum, looking at the old treasures of the Ori-
ent from Salem's glory days. 

The collection of china is terrible. The workmanship in the bowls and saucers is inexcusable. The patterns look 
like they were traced on by children. According to the placards, these were what the Cantonese merchants ex-
ported for foreign consumption. They would never have sold such stuff in China itself. 

I read the description written by a Jesuit priest who visited the Cantonese shops of the time. 

The craftsmen sat in a line, each with his own brush and specialty. The first drew only the mountains, the next 
only the grass, the next only the flowers, and the next only the animals. They went on down the line, passing 
the plates from one to the next, and it took each man only a few seconds to complete his part. 

So the “treasures” are nothing more than mass-produced cheap exports from an ancient sweatshop and assem-
bly line. I imagine painting the same blades of grass on a thousand teacups a day: the same routine, repeated 
over and over, with maybe a small break for lunch. Reach out, pick up the cup in front of you with your left 
hand, dip the brush, one, two, three strokes, put the cup behind you, rinse and repeat. What a simple algo-
rithm. It's so human. 

* * * 

Brad and I fought for three months before he agreed to produce Aimée, just plain Aimée™. 

We fought at home, where night after night I laid out the same forty-one reasons why we should and he laid 
out the same thirty-nine reasons why we shouldn't. We fought at work, where people stared through the glass 
door at Brad and me gesticulating at each other wildly, silently. 

I was so tired that night. I had spent the whole evening locked away in my study, struggling to get the routines 
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to control Aimée's involuntary muscle spasms right. It had to be right or she wouldn't feel real, no matter how 
good the learning algorithms were. 

I came up to the bedroom. There was no light. Brad had gone to bed early. He was exhausted too. We had again 
hurled the same reasons at each other during dinner. 

He wasn't asleep. “Are we going to go on like this?” he asked in the darkness. 

I sat down on my side of the bed and undressed. “I can't stop it,” I said. “I miss her too much. I'm sorry.” 

He didn't say anything. I finished unbuttoning my blouse and turned around. With the moonlight coming 
through the window I could see that his face was wet. I started crying too. 

When we both finally stopped, Brad said, “I miss her too.” 

“I know,” I said. But not like me. 

“It won't be anything like her, you know?” he said. 

“I know,” I said. 

The real Aimée had lived for ninety-one days. Forty-five of those days she'd spent under the glass hood in inten-
sive care, where I could not touch her except for brief doctor-supervised sessions. But I could hear her cries. I 
could always hear her cries. In the end I tried to break through the glass with my hands, and I beat my palms 
against the unyielding glass until the bones broke and they sedated me. 

I could never have another child. The walls of my womb had not healed properly and never would. By the time 
that piece of news was given to me Aimée was a jar of ashes in my closet. 

But I could still hear her cries. 

How many other women were like me? I wanted something to fill my arms, something to learn to speak, to 
walk, to grow a little, long enough for me to say goodbye, long enough to quiet those cries. But not a real child. 
I couldn't deal with another real child. It would feel like a betrayal. 

With a little plastiskin, a little synthgel, the right set of motors and a lot of clever programming, I could do it. 
Let technology heal all wounds. 

Brad thought the idea an abomination. He was revolted. He couldn't understand. 

I fumbled around in the dark for some tissues for Brad and me. 

“This may ruin us, and the company,” he said. 

“I know,” I said. I lay down. I wanted to sleep. 

“Let's do it, then,” he said. 

I didn't want to sleep any more. 

“I can't take it,” he said. “Seeing you like this. Seeing you in so much pain tears me up. It hurts too much.” 

I started crying again. This understanding, this pain. Was this what love was about? 

Right before I fell asleep Brad said, “Maybe we should think about changing the name of the company.” 

“Why?” 

“Well, I just realized that 'Not Your Average Toy' sounds pretty funny to the dirty-minded.” 

I smiled. Sometimes the vulgar is the best kind of medicine. 

“I love you.” 

“I love you too.” 

* * * 

 

Brad hands me the pills. I obediently take them and put them in my mouth. He watches as I sip from the glass of 
water he hands me. 

“Let me make a few phone calls,” he says. “You take a nap, okay?” I nod. 

As soon as he leaves the room I spit out the pills into my hand. I go into the bathroom and rinse out my mouth. 
I lock the door behind me and sit down on the toilet. I try to recite the digits of pi. I manage fifty-four places. 
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That's a good sign. The Oxetine must be wearing off. 

I look into the mirror. I stare into my eyes, trying to see through to the retinas, matching photoreceptor with 
photoreceptor, imagining their grid layout. I turn my head from side to side, watching the muscles tense and 
relax in turn. That effect would be hard to simulate. 

But there's nothing in my face, nothing real behind that surface. Where is the pain, the pain that made love 
real, the pain of understanding? 

“You okay, sweetie?” Brad says through the bathroom door. 

I turn on the faucet and splash water on my face. “Yes,” I say. “I'm going to take a shower. Can you get some 
snacks from that store we saw down the street?” 

Giving him something to do reassures him. I hear the door to the room close behind him. I turn off the faucet 
and look back into the mirror, at the way the water droplets roll down my face, seeking the canals of my wrin-
kles. 

The human body is a marvel to recreate. The human mind, on the other hand, is a joke. Believe me, I know. 

 
* * * 

No, Brad and I patiently explained over and over to the cameras, we had not created an “artificial child.” That 
was not our intention and that was not what we'd done. It was a way to comfort the grieving mothers. If you 
needed Aimée, you would know. 

I would walk down the street and see women walking with bundles carefully held in their arms. And occa-
sionally I would know, I would know beyond a doubt, by the sound of a particular cry, by the way a little arm 
waved. I would look into the faces of the women and be comforted. 

I thought I had moved on, recovered from the grieving process. I was ready to begin another project, a bigger 
project that would really satisfy my ambition and show the world my skills. I was ready to get on with my life. 

Tara took four years to develop. I worked on her in secret while designing other dolls that would sell. Physi-
cally Tara looked like a five-year old girl. Expensive transplant-quality plastiskin and synthgel gave her an 
ethereal and angelic look. Her eyes were dark and clear, and you could look into them forever. 

I never finished Tara's movement engine. In retrospect that was probably a blessing. As a temporary place-
holder during development I used the facial expression engine sent in by the Kimberly enthusiasts at MIT's 
Media Lab. Augmented with many more fine micromotors than Kimberly had, she could turn her head, blink 
her eyes, wrinkle her nose, and generate thousands of convincing facial expressions. Below the neck she was 
paralyzed. 

But her mind, oh, her mind. 

I used the best quantum processors and the best solid-state storage matrices to run multi-layered, multi-
feedback neural nets. I threw in the Stanford Semantic Database and added my own modifications. The pro-
gramming was beautiful. It was truly a work of art. The data model alone took me over six months. 

I taught her when to smile and when to frown, and I taught her how to speak and how to listen. Each night I 
analyzed the activation graphs for the nodes in the neural nets, trying to find and resolve problems before 
they occurred. 

Brad never saw Tara while she was in development. He was too busy trying to control the damage from Ai-
mée, and then, later, pushing the new dolls. I wanted to surprise him. 

I put Tara in a wheelchair, and I told Brad that she was the daughter of a friend. Since I had to run some er-
rands, could he entertain her while I was gone for a few hours? I left them in my office. 

When I came back two hours later, I found Brad reading to her from The Golem of Prague, ”'Come,' said the 
Great Rabbi Loew, 'Open your eyes and speak like a real person!'“ 

That was just like Brad, I thought. He had his sense of irony. 

“All right,” I interrupted him. “Very funny. I get the joke. So how long did it take you?” 
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He smiled at Tara. “We'll finish this some other time,” he said. Then he turned to me. “How long did it take me 
what?” 

“To figure it out.” 

“Figure out what?” 

“Stop kidding around,” I said. “Really, what was it that gave her away?” 

“Gave what away?” Brad and Tara said at the same time. 

 
* * * 

Nothing Tara ever said or did was a surprise to me. I could predict everything she would say before she said it. 
I'd coded everything in her, after all, and I knew exactly how her neural nets changed with each interaction. 

But no one else suspected anything. I should have been elated. My doll was passing a real-life Turing Test. But I 
was frightened. The algorithms made a mockery of intelligence, and no one seemed to know. No one seemed to 
even care. 

I finally broke the news to Brad after a week. After the initial shock he was delighted (as I knew he would be). 

“Fantastic,” he said. “We're now no longer just a toy company. Can you imagine the things we can do with this? 
You'll be famous, really famous!” 

He prattled on and on about the potential applications. Then he noticed my silence. “What's wrong?” 

So I told him about the Chinese Room. 

The philosopher John Searle used to pose a puzzle for the AI researchers. Imagine a room, he said, a large room 
filled with meticulous clerks who are very good at following orders but who speak only English. Into this room 
are delivered a steady stream of cards with strange symbols on them. The clerks have to draw other strange 
symbols on blank cards in response and send the cards out of the room. In order to do this, the clerks have large 
books, full of rules in English like this one: “When you see a card with a single horizontal squiggle followed by a 
card with two vertical squiggles, draw a triangle on a blank card and hand it to the clerk to your right.” The 
rules contain nothing about what the symbols might mean. 

It turns out that the cards coming into the room are questions written in Chinese, and the clerks, by following 
the rules, are producing sensible answers in Chinese. But could anything involved in this process—the rules, the 
clerks, the room as a whole, the storm of activity—be said to have understood a word of Chinese? Substitute 
“processor” for the clerks and substitute “program” for the books of rules, then you'll see that the Turing Test 
will never prove anything, and AI is an illusion. 

But you can also carry the Chinese Room Argument the other way: substitute “neurons” for the clerks and sub-
stitute the physical laws governing the cascading of activating potentials for the books of rules; then how can 
any of us ever be said to “understand” anything? Thought is an illusion. 

“I don't understand,” Brad said. “What are you saying?” 

A moment later I realized that that was exactly what I'd expected him to say. 

“Brad,” I said, staring into his eyes, willing him to understand. “I'm scared. What if we are just like Tara?” 

“We? You mean people? What are you talking about?” 

“What if,” I said, struggling to find the words, “we are just following some algorithm from day to day? What if 
our brain cells are just looking up signals from other signals? What if we are not thinking at all? What if what 
I'm saying to you now is just a predetermined response, the result of mindless physics?” 

“Elena,” Brad said, “you're letting philosophy get in the way of reality.” 

I need sleep, I thought, feeling hopeless. 
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“I think you need to get some sleep,” Brad said.  

* * * 
I handed the coffee-cart girl the money as she handed me the coffee. I stared at the girl. She looked so tired 
and bored at eight in the morning that she made me feel tired. 
I need a vacation. 
“I need a vacation,” she said, sighing exaggeratedly. 

I walked past the receptionist's desk. Morning, Elena. 

Say something different, please. I clenched my teeth. Please. 

“Morning, Elena,” she said. 

I paused outside Ogden's cube. He was the structural engineer. The weather, last night's game, Brad. 

He saw me and got up. “Nice weather we're having, eh?” He wiped the sweat from his forehead and smiled at 
me. He jogged to work. “Did you see the game last night? Best shot I've seen in ten years. Unbelievable. Hey, 
is Brad in yet?” His face was expectant, waiting for me to follow the script, the comforting routines of life. 

The algorithms ran their determined courses, and our thoughts followed one after another, as mechanical and 
as predictable as the planets in their orbits. The watchmaker was the watch. 

I ran into my office and closed the door behind me, ignoring the expression on Ogden's face. I walked over to 
my computer and began to delete files. 

“Hi,” Tara said. “What are we going to do today?” 

I shut her off so quickly that I broke a nail on the hardware switch. I ripped out the power supply in her back. 
I went to work with my screwdriver and pliers. After a while I switched to a hammer. Was I killing? 

Brad burst in the door. “What are you doing?” 

I looked up at him, my hammer poised for another strike. I wanted to tell him about the pain, the terror that 
opened up an abyss around me. 

In his eyes I could not find what I wanted to see. I could not see understanding. 

I swung the hammer. 

* * * 

Brad had tried to reason with me, right before he had me committed. 

“This is just an obsession,” he said. “People have always associated the mind with the technological fad of the 
moment. When they believed in witches and spirits, they thought there was a little man in the brain. When 
they had mechanical looms and player pianos, they thought the brain was an engine. When they had tele-
graphs and telephones, they thought the brain was a wire network. Now you think the brain is just a comput-
er. Snap out of it. That is the illusion.” 

Trouble was, I knew he was going to say that. 

“It's because we've been married for so long!” he shouted. “That's why you think you know me so well!” 

I knew he was going to say that too. 

“You're running around in circles,” he said, defeat in his voice. “You're just spinning in your head.” 

Loops in my algorithm. FOR and WHILE loops. 

“Come back to me. I love you.” 

What else could he have said? 
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* * * 
Now finally alone in the bathroom of the inn, I look down at my hands, at the veins running under the skin. I 
press my hands together and feel my pulse. I kneel down. Am I praying? Flesh and bones, and good program-
ming. 
My knees hurt against the cold tile floor. 

The pain is real, I think. There's no algorithm for the pain. I look down at my wrists, and the scars startle me. 
This is all very familiar, like I've done this before. The horizontal scars, ugly and pink like worms, rebuke me for 
failure. Bugs in the algorithm. 

That night comes back to me: the blood everywhere, the alarms wailing, Dr. West and the nurses holding me 
down while they bandaged my wrists, and then Brad staring down at me, his face distorted with uncomprehend-
ing grief. 

I should have done better. The arteries are hidden deep, protected by the bones. The slashes have to be made ver-
tically if you really want it. That's the right algorithm. There's a recipe for everything. This time I'll get it right. 

It takes a while, but finally I feel sleepy. 

I'm happy. The pain is real. 

* * * 

I open the door to my room and turn on the light. 

The light activates Laura, who is sitting on top of my dresser. This one used to be a demo model. She hasn't been 
dusted in a while, and her dress looks ragged. Her head turns to follow my movement. 

I turn around. Brad's body is still, but I can see the tears on his face. He was crying on the whole silent ride home 
from Salem. 

The innkeeper's voice loops around in my head. “Oh, I could tell right away something was wrong. It's happened 
here before. She didn't seem right at breakfast, and then when you came back she looked like she was in another 
world. When I heard the water running in the pipes for that long I rushed upstairs right away.” 

So I was that predictable. 

I look at Brad, and I believe that he is in a lot of pain. I believe it with all my heart. But I still don't feel anything. 
There's a gulf between us, a gulf so wide that I can't feel his pain. Nor he mine. 

But my algorithms are still running. I scan for the right thing to say. 

“I love you.” 

He doesn't say anything. His shoulders heave, once. 

I turn around. My voice echoes through the empty house, bouncing off walls. Laura's sound receptors, old as 
they are, pick them up. The signals run through the cascading IF statements. The DO loops twirl and dance while 
she does a database lookup. The motors whirr. The synthesizer kicks in. 

“I love you too,” Laura says. 
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The Metaphysical Fantasias of Zoran Živković 

Michael A. Morrison 
 

Behind a story read, a tale told, something else is said as well, like a nagging voice half heard amid a conversa-
tion. We have the certainty that this voice is important, a necessity, and yet we cannot exactly make it out.  

 
--Alberto Manguel, Black Water: The Anthology of Fantastic Literature  

 
 
A patient is told by his doctor that he has “Virus 451,” whose sufferers can recall nothing of their lives but have 
photographic memories of every book they have ever read. An elderly recluse who collects photographs of him-
self he has taken once a month for years discovers that his image has begun to fade from each photo. The teach-
er of a freestyle drawing class for autistic children one day plays for his class a recording of Chopin’s Second 
Piano Concerto, whereupon one of his wards does something impossible for any human to do. Such is everyday 
life in the worlds of Serbian fantasist Zoran Živković.  

Perhaps because his first novel, The Fourth Circle (1993), incorporates devices associated with science fiction 
(aliens, artificial intelligence, parallel worlds), Živković is often misconstrued as a “science-fiction writer”—a la-
bel he aggressively disavows. And rightly so. Živković does not write science fiction. Even when he appropriates 
science-fictional conceits, he does not use them as sf writers do. 

 Neither does he write fantasy. His story worlds are not those of faeries—Oz, Narnia, Middle Earth; they are fa-
miliar worlds of everyday. Nor does he write horror. The frisson of supernatural fear is as alien to his aesthetic 
as explicit sex and graphic physical violence. 

Živković belongs to no genre. He writes a modern form of the ancient storytelling mode of the fantastic, which 
he calls “fantastika” and which he elucidates in the interview that appears elsewhere in this issue. Laced with 
postmodern play, surreal juxtapositions, and (especially) absurdist humor, his stories mix, in varying propor-
tions, the mundane and the Marvelous. 

 Živković’s fiction issues from the central and eastern European tradition of metaphysical fantasy; in our inter-
view, he numbered among his literary influences Nikolai Gogol, E. T. A. Hoffmann, Mikhail Bulgakov, Stanislaw 
Lem, Karel Capek, Umberto Eco, and Russian symbolist Valerie Bryusov. In this respect, if in few others, his 
work follows longstanding trends in Serbian prose. 

The supernatural and the mystical have figured prominently in written Serbian literature from the first Christian 
religious and monastic works of the twelfth century. During the long “Turkish night” of domination by the Otto-
man Empire (1478-1878), written literature all but vanished. But fiction and poetry persisted in oral epic poems, 
legends, folktales, and parables. Following Serbian independence, written literature returned— primarily, realis-
tic accounts of peasant lives in small villages. By the late eighteenth century, however, Serbian proponents of 
European modernism began to challenge rural realists—first in poetry, then, after World War I, in prose.  
 
By 1948, the year of Živković’s birth, many Serbian writers had moved toward more modern, often experimental 
forms that included innovative uses of the fantastic. Notwithstanding the continued importance of realists such 
as 1961 Nobel Laureate Ivo Andrić (1892-1975) and regionalists such as Janko Veselinović (1862-1905), postwar 
Serbian literature abounds with writers such as Danilo Kiš (1935-89), Milorad Pavić (1929-2009), and Borislav 
Pekić (1930-92), whose works often combine realism with the fantastic, sometimes using tactics of postmodern-
ism. Anyone wanting an overview of contemporary Serbian fiction should seek out the invaluable anthology 
The Prince of Fire, edited by Radmila J. Gorup and Nadezda Obradovic (1998).   

Even readers familiar with the small fraction of Serbian literature available in translation will find Živković’s 
work atypical, for it in no way alludes to Serbia, its culture, or its tortured history. His work is largely indeter-
minate geographically, historically, culturally, politically, even temporally. While many stories contain markers 
to some time period--computers, horse-drawn carriages, an ancient monastery—very few contain dates or allu-
sions to events that would situate them more precisely. 

* First appeared in World Literature Today (November 2011) 
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Živković’s fictions are distinguished by their dreamlike reduction of story to essentials. With a few verbal 
brushstrokes Živković renders immediate settings so they come alive in our imagination. But that’s all we get. 
“Compartments” (2004) opens with a man rushing to catch a train about to leave the station. In what city is the 
station? In what country? What is the train’s destination? Why is he taking this trip? When does the story 
take place? We’re not told.  

As Živković renders setting, so does he render character. About the protagonist of “Compartments” we learn 
only that he is polite, amiable, and unflappable—traits he will need in order to cope with the bizarre encoun-
ters that await him aboard the train. What is his profession, his background, his name? We’re not told because 
we don’t need to know.   

Elision of the extraneous is essential to Živković’s art. His stories’ lack of peripheral context, their spatial and 
temporal indeterminacy, makes them accessible to any reader, anytime, anywhere. By omitting characters’ 
nationalities, backgrounds, cultural, political, and social contexts, but vividly rendering their inner lives, Živ-
ković connects the personal—meticulously individuated people—to the universal—commonalities his charac-
ters share with all humans.  

Živković populates his worlds not with superheroes, serial killers, masterminds, or evil villains, but with ordi-
nary, if often eccentric, human beings whose quotidian realities are as familiar as yours or mine. Their imme-
diate environs are city streets, coffee shops, bookshops, antique stores, hospitals, libraries… each vivified with 
precise details.  

True, readers may find it hard to identify with Miss Tamara, a lifelong reader who one day decides, on the ba-
sis of no evidence whatsoever, that to read even one sentence in any book in her library will result in her in-
stant death; or with the nameless bibliophile in “Noble Library,” a story in the award-winning The Library 
(2002), who wages war with a miraculously empowered paperback that, for all his increasingly hysterical 
efforts, persistently reappears in his fastidiously arranged bookshelf. But anyone can empathize with the mid-
dle-aged undertaker in Hidden Camera (2003). A slave to routine and ritual, he daily deals with the dead but 
never engages the living. His most intimate relationship is with his fish, with whom he shares “nothing more 
than reciprocated indifference.” Then one day, on impulse, he gives himself over to unseen forces that guide 
him through a heroic struggle to regain his humanity.  

Whether we can identify with Živković’s more neurotic characters, such is his art that we can understand 
them. They are us writ large. To some degree, their virtues and vices, foibles and faults, afflict us or people we 
know. Their dilemmas and moral choices are our own.  

Unlike most American fantasy, Živković’s stories feature very little action. In each story in Twelve Collections 
(2007), for example, either a single character ruminates on a collection he has accrued—fingernail clippings, 
spam emails, other people’s collections—or a character engages in conversation with a collector—one collects 
hopes; another, deaths (“It’s not as unusual a hobby as it might seem. There are stranger ones.”); another, the 
final signatures of people about to die. While such stories could descend into tedium, Živković’s don’t. They 
enter the mind like fleeting, vivid daydreams, then are gone, leaving behind traces of wonder, marvels to pon-
der.  
 
The engine of his stories is an unbidden intrusion of the impossible, the Marvelous. Some characters encounter 
impossible beings, others gain access to impossible knowledge, still others undertake impossible journeys. For 
the fortunate, these incursions open up possibilities for renewal, for re-creation of self. At the heart of their 
stories—an essential issue in Živković’s work—is how they respond to the Marvelous. Responses range from 
terror to wonder, from denial to acceptance. The narrator of “Home Library” (2002), for instance, one day finds 
that a huge book entitled simply World Literature has appeared in his mailbox. Upon its removal, a second 
volume instantly appears. Then another. Pragmatic to a fault, he becomes immersed in the practicalities of 
hauling the accumulating volumes, which eventually number 8,305, to his second-story apartment: “In my 
place somebody else would probably have found many reasons to be surprised by this sudden apparition… I, 
however, wasn’t surprised at all… Unusual things should be accepted for what they are, without explanation.” 
 
Živković’s major contribution to the fantastic is the mosaic novel. At first, each such work appears to be a col-
lection of short stories. But as we read, each story interacts with others to generate the thematic richness of a 
novel. Collections of linked stories are a venerable form—in the United States, Sherwood Anderson’s 
Winesburg, Ohio (1919); in Colombia, Alvaro Mutis’s The Adventures and Misadventures of Maqroll (1992); in 
Serbian literature, Danilo Ki’s A Tomb for Boris Davidovich (1976), and so on. But a mosaic novel is something 
new.  
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In each, one story alters, often radically, the ground rules of the book’s story world. All the stories thereby gain 
new dimensions, hitherto inadmissible interpretations. The shift is not arbitrary: its logic and consistency be-
come evident upon reflection and, especially, rereading. But its effect is transformative, epiphanic, vertiginous.  
 
In each of the four stories in Živković’s first mosaic novel, Time Gifts (1997), a mysterious, indistinct figure—
who, we are led to believe, may be the devil—visits, respectively, a royal astronomer awaiting execution for 
heresy, an aging scientist plagued by insecurity about the value of her lifelong study of primeval languages, a 
watchmaker haunted by the death long ago of his fiancée, and a painter immured in a sanatorium. In the first 
three, the visitor sends each protagonist on a journey through time that forces them to make life-changing 
choices. In the fourth, however, Živković shifts profoundly our perspective on this story world (in ways I will 
not spoil), altering and expanding our understanding of all four tales. The last letter of this last story opens new 
doors to interpretation.  

Živković subsequently refined this form in nine additional mosaic novels. Linkages—how stories interact—
become more subtle: rather than a shared character such as the bearer of Time Gifts, stories are linked by, say, 
patterns of events, recurrent images, or sensory leitmotifs, such as a color in Twelve Collections. The number of 
interlocking narratives grows, and their interactions become more generative of meaning. By Four Stories Till 
the End (2004), Živković had developed the mosaic novel into a unique way of imbuing compelling tales with 
rich philosophical questions. 

 Živković’s eight other novels share with his mosaic novels an overt concern with narrative form. Typically, he 
brings the structure of story to the surface, forcing readers to consider form on a par with setting, plot, charac-
ter, and so on. Živković does this not to play literary games, but to elucidate meaning. In, for example, “The Tea-
shop” (available online at worldliteraturetoday.com), the frame story comments on the intertwined tales each 
person tells the protagonist, Miss Greta.  

Less common in Anglophone than in European literature, this postmodernist propensity for drawing attention 
to the underlying structure of story is prominent in much contemporary Serbian literature. It is perhaps most 
familiar in the novels of Milorad Pavić (1929-2009), whose Dictionary of the Khazars (1984), for example, offers 
three different versions of a lexical history of the Khazar people, versions whose alphabetized entries the author 
says can be read “in any order the reader desires.”  

Živković never goes this far. But starting to read, say, the three stories in The Bridge (2006) feels like entering 
some crazed literary funhouse where events adhere to no rules whatsoever. Gradually, though, the form of 
these stories reveals that the world of The Bridge is governed by rules, albeit ones to which we are not privy, 
and that the book’s essence is embedded in its structure, its artifice, its theatricality. Although filled with ab-
surdities, The Bridge does not deny meaning; rather, it’s like a set of variations on a theme known only to the 
composer. This propensity attains a kind of apotheosis in the aptly named Escher’s Loops (2008), a novel of four 
increasingly elaborate sections, each consisting of myriad interconnected stories. Yet, even this, Živković’s most 
intricate work to date, has a story line attentive readers can follow.  

Every new book by Živković is a surprise. In 2007 he published the last thing any of his readers would have ex-
pected: a classic detective thriller. In part a worthy homage to Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose (1980), The 
Last Book is as gripping as any murder mystery. Yet although Živković assiduously plays by the rules of the 
genre, this is no ordinary detective story. He plants sufficient clues for us to solve the mystery, but to do so we 
must think far outside the box of conventional detective fiction. The final chapter of The Last Book, in which the 
detective explains (“And what kind of detective  

story would it be without a resolution to the plot?”), is a tour de force of the imagination. It offers an explana-
tion that is both logically consistent and a startling reversal—one that, in typical Živković fashion, transforms all 
we have just read, deepening what seemed a conventional thriller into a thought-provoking work of serious lit-
erature. The final word of The Last Book provides one of the most emotionally satisfying endings of any novel I 
know. 
 
Death haunts Živković’s stories—less the event itself than its inexorability and the loss of capacity that accom-
panies its imminence. Lest this make Živković’s fiction sound drear and heavy, I hasten to add that many of his 
works are very funny. Even Four Stories Till the End (2004), among his deepest meditations on death, is leav-
ened by laughter.  

 
 
Fundamentally an optimist, he sees laughter—and love, for him inevitably linked to death—as a balm for the ex-
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istential despair that is our lot: we are born to die, victims of the implacability of time, the relentlessness of 
entropy, and the caprices of chance. Laughter offers a possible answer to the metaphysical question that un-
derlies all Živković’s fiction: how can we find fulfillment, let alone joy, in the face of death’s inevitability?  
 
Živković’s works are best read slowly, attentively, in a quiet place—sipped like liqueur, not guzzled like beer. 
No matter how bizarre a story’s events, his narrative voice never loses its cool: whether describing a park 
bench on a bright summer’s day or a book that blinds anyone who reads it, his tone remains elegant, unruffled, 
almost serene. This uniformity of voice heightens the impact of the ruptures of reality that typify his tales. 
Even a work with very short chapters, such as Twelve Collections, will reward being read over several ses-
sions, between which your mind will begin to make unexpected connections. And if, like me, you come to the 
last page compelled to return to the first, give in. Živković’s works are eminently rereadable.  

The best of his fiction possesses the rare quality Julio Cortazar described as “that fabulous opening-out from 
the small to the great, from the individual and bounded to the very essence of the human condition.” Živ-
ković’s books belong on your shelves next to those by Borges, Calvino, Kafka, and Poe. Not because his fiction 
is like theirs; Živković is sui generis, a true original. But because he is their literary heir—the finest contempo-
rary practitioner of the art of the literary fantastic.  

Norman, Oklahoma  
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Fantastika and the Literature of Serbia:  

A Conversation with Zoran Živković 
 

Zoran Živković (b. 1948) is the author of nineteen works of fiction. Translations of Živković’s prose books have ap-
peared in more than sixty translated editions. Živković is professor of creative writing at the Faculty of Philology, 

University of Belgrade. In this interview, the author discusses Middle-European “fantastika,” the development of his 
oeuvre, and his own creative process. 

 

Part I 

Fantastika and the literature of Serbia 

 

Michael Morrison: You have allied your fiction with the literary tradition of Middle-European “fantastika.” How 
do you define this tradition? Which of its authors have influenced your work? 

Zoran Živković: The literary and geographical areas of “Mitteleuropa” (“Central Europe”) don’t coincide. The 
former is much wider, encompassing the European part of Russia. In the nineteenth and part of the twentieth 
century, it was culturally, intellectually, and artistically rather united, particularly when it comes to literature. 
Valery Bryusov’s novel The Fiery Angel (1908) is very illustrative in this regard. It is set entirely in sixteenth-
century Germany, but if you didn’t know that it was written by a Russian, you could never have guessed it: the 
novel seems so authentically German. 

The term “fantastika”—used in slightly different ways in many European languages—doesn’t seem to have a sat-
isfactory English equivalent. It could have been “fantasy” if that term hadn’t been reduced to a marketing label 
that means “Tolkienesque” fiction. Fantastika is by no means limited to that narrow section of the spectrum. It 
is, in fact, the spectrum itself—all nonmimetic prose. Nearly 70 percent of everything written during the past five 
thousand years is nonmimetic and belongs to one of many forms of fantastika: folklore, oneiric, fairytale, epic, 
and so forth. 

“Middle-European fantastika” was never a literary movement amalgamated by a common poetics. It was, rather, 
a tradition that shared some traits but was otherwise heterogeneous. Its most common trait was its minimal fan-
tastic content. It features only slight deviations from reality, never large-scale dramatic events. Its protagonists 
are not heroes, but marginal individuals trying to find their way in a changed world. 

I owe various debts to grand masters of Middle-European fantastika. From E. T. A. Hoffmann I learned how to 
discreetly introduce fantastical elements, from Gogol how to increase the symbolic value of a fantastic story, 
from Bryusov how to achieve authenticity, from [Mikhail] Bulgakov how to make the most of the humor in a 
fantastic context, from Kafka how to handle absurdity, from [Stanisław] Lem how to search for new paths of 
fantastika. 

MM: You have described what you learned from previous writers regarding technique. I’d like now to turn to 
the content of your fictions, which I think of as “metaphysical fantasias.” What writers, if any, have influenced 
the conceptual aspects of your fiction? 

ZZ: I agree that most of my fictions could be considered “metaphysical fantasies” in that they deal with so-called 
ultimate questions. Although it might seem that ultimate questions are the exclusive concern of philosophy, it is 
only apparently so. Other disciplines and arts can substantially contribute to their pursuit. Among the arts, fic-
tion probably has the greatest potential in this regard. One might say that dealing with ultimate questions is its 

* First appeared in World Literature Today (November 2011) 
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ultimate challenge. 

It is by no means a simple task, however. The trap of turning a work of fiction into a tedious tract is always 
there, threatening an inexperienced, careless, or simply untalented writer. Such a work betrays the very es-
sence of the art of prose: that it is the art of storytelling. 

A reliable way to avoid this trap is to master various fictional techniques. This was the reason I emphasized, in 
my answer to your previous question, the technical aspects I have learned from the masters of Middle-
European fantastika. These aspects are essential. In my creative writing course at the University of Belgrade, I 
spend the first three out of four semesters teaching my students basic prose techniques. Only the final semes-
ter is devoted to content. 

Although necessary, prose techniques are not sufficient for dealing with ultimate questions in the art of fiction. 
Many writers who mastered these techniques never consider ultimate questions. I suppose one has to have a 
special inclination toward them. Besides, it isn’t always pleasant and inconsequential to deal with ultimate 
questions. There are much safer and less demanding types of fiction. 

Many teachers shaped my approach to ultimate questions. In fact, almost everything I have read contributed to 
some extent to my becoming an author of “metaphysical fantasies.” But if I had to choose one writer who in-
fluenced me most fundamentally, I would pick without hesitation Fyodor Mikhaylovich Dostoyevsky. I have 
spent the last year and a half rereading his entire fiction opus for the third time. It was as if I had never read 
him before—as if only now, in my early sixties, I have proper eyes for his magnificent work. 

MM: During the twentieth century, the Balkans suffered political upheavals, ethnic dislocations and violence, 
and economic hardships on a scale difficult for an outsider to imagine. Many Yugoslav and Serbian writers 
have addressed these and other historical events in their fiction, such as The Houses of Belgrade by Borislav 
Pekić, Knife by Vuk Drašković, In the Hold by Vladimir Arsenijević, and, in the fantastic, Milorad Pavić’s Dic-
tionary of the Khazars. By contrast, the characters in your work seem largely detached from history, politics, 
and society at large. How, if at all, has the tumultuous situation in Serbia influenced your fiction? To what ex-
tent was the decision to not address such matters premeditated as opposed to a consequence of the process of 
creation? 

ZZ: The simplest answer would be that I am not a mimetic writer and therefore my books are not fictional 
“comments” on reality, even when reality is literarily very stimulating, as it certainly was in the twentieth cen-
tury in the Balkans. But how is it possible, one might wonder, to be a nonmimetic writer under such circum-
stances, to neglect the strong historical challenges to which almost all other Serbian writers responded? 

I have often faced this question, locally and internationally. For quite some time the Serbian literary establish-
ment didn’t really know what to do with my humble self. It still sticks to a century-long tradition of favoring 
realistic over fantastic fiction, although this goes against the very roots of our national literature: our folklore, 
which is so abundant in fantastic elements. Even in the early twenty-first century, a Serbian author must write 
about themes from our national history to be taken seriously by the establishment. 

At first, they simply ignored my books or, if pressed, labeled them as science fiction (in their vocabulary, a syn-
onym for trivial literature), which showed that they actually hadn’t read my work at all. But then I gradually 
became by far the most widely translated contemporary Serbian author (at the moment, sixty-one foreign edi-
tions in twenty-one languages) and could no longer be ignored, for few Serbian writers manage to reach the 
world. A major part of the establishment finally accepted my fantastika as serious literature. For another, 
smaller, nationalistic part, however, precisely the fact that my books are so widely translated implied that I had 
turned my back on what they see as Serbian national literary interests. 

Similar dilemmas occasionally appeared abroad. Some foreign critics found it rather curious that a Serbian au-
thor wasn’t recognizable by what he wrote about—Serbian themes (usually narrowed to the Balkan civil wars 
of the 1990s). Moreover, had they not known where I came from, they would never have been able to figure it 
out from my stories and novels. I had the impression that they implicitly reproached me for betraying a 
strange literary canon. 
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I believe this whole misunderstanding originated in a misconception of the act of literary creation. To put it 
simply, a writer doesn’t choose a theme; a theme chooses an author. At least, this is the case with me. I don’t 
start working on a new piece of fiction by asking myself what I am going to write about this time. When I come 
to my desk to begin a new story or a new novel, I know very little about it, at least on a conscious level. It is in 
my subconscious that the work is already fully formed, waiting to be transferred to my monitor via my key-
board. While I am writing I am little more than a typist—and a reader curious to know what his subconscious 
will come up with this time. So far, for some mysterious reason, it has delivered only nonmimetic fiction… to my 
satisfaction as the reader. 

MM: Does the Serbian public share the attitudes of the literary establishment? More broadly, how healthy is fan-
tastika in Serbia and southern Europe today? 

ZZ: The reading public doesn’t share these attitudes. The majority have no prejudices whatsoever toward fantas-
tic fiction. People read what they like. Some dislike fantastika, which is quite normal and legitimate. The influ-
ence of the conservative part of the contemporary Serbian literary establishment is limited mostly to the highest 
literary circles—institutions like the Academy of Sciences and Arts, some faculties and institutes. 

There is continuing interest in books of the fantastic throughout Serbia and southern Europe. But this is largely 
limited to foreign works in translation. Even if there were excellent local writers of fantastika, their books could 
hardly compete with imported best sellers, no matter how poor these might be. Print runs of my books in Serbia 
rarely exceed two thousand copies, while a typical product of the publishing industry—a vampire novel, for ex-
ample—sells up to ten thousand copies, which is a lot here. But this is only natural. It would be pointless for me 
to fantasize about having as many readers as an author of trivial fiction. Readers of vampire novels have no ears 
for my music, nor have I music for their ears. 

Considering the sad fact that the local literary establishment doesn’t favor fantastika, it is no wonder that pro-
fessional writers of the fantastic are very rare here. At the moment, I am probably the only author with a certain 
international reputation. Works by the few amateur writers of the fantastic are not considered “official” litera-
ture, although some of their books are rather good. 

MM: Beyond the obvious fact of your nationality, to what extent do you consider yourself a “Serbian writer”? 
What role, if any, does your national identity play in the dominant concerns of your fiction? 

ZZ: I certainly consider myself a Serbian writer. I am a Serb writing in my mother tongue, Serbian. On the other 
hand, I am aware that I am not a typical Serbian writer. Of my nineteen books of fiction so far, in only one, The 
Last Book, do characters have Serbian names. Otherwise, there appear to be no Serbs in my fiction. This fact, 
probably even more than my writing fantastika, turned the literary establishment against me—particularly the 
nationalistic part, which was rather influential during the 1990s, in the Milošević era, and is still present, alt-
hough not as strong. 

Just as there are no Serbs in my fiction, neither are there other nationalities. No Americans, no Russians, no Chi-
nese, no Croats, no Eskimos… For the characters of my stories and novels, national identity is irrelevant. Also, 
they are either nameless or have “international” names used in many languages. Finally, their whereabouts are 
mostly vague, not determined. 

These aspects of my protagonists follow from the themes I write about: Love and Death. These are the two pivot-
al themes of the art of fiction. We write fiction in the first place because this is probably our best way to ap-
proach the two major determinants of our lives: our greatest sentiment and our mortality. 

Paradoxically, it appears that there can’t be love without death. They seem inseparable. The other side of the 
coin of our greatest misfortune is our greatest fortune. No philosophical, religious, or scientific system can cope 
with this ultimate duality. Only art is capable of that, and among all the arts literature can penetrate most deeply 
into this most tragic secret of being human. Basically, these two themes are what we have been writing about 
for roughly five thousand years, ever since literature was invented. And they are still far from exhausted. They 
never will be, and in precisely this lies the eternal importance of literature. 
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In these highest registers of the art of fiction, we are all just human beings; our ethnic, religious, social, or any 
other contexts play no role whatsoever. On the other hand, although my protagonists are not explicitly Serbs, 
they could be, or any other nationality. This absence of nationality is the quality that has enabled readers 
throughout the world to identify with my characters, to understand their situations and dilemmas. My loyalty 
in literature belongs to a much larger group, humanity, of which my fellow countrymen are just a part—a not 
very big part and certainly in no way special. 

 

PART II 

A career in transition: 

  
From scholar, translator, and publisher to author of fantastika 

MM: You devoted the first part of your career to scholarship on science fiction. This period culminated with 
the publication in 1990 of your Encyclopedia of Science Fiction. Three years later your first novel, The Fourth 
Circle, was published in Serbian. Since then you have published a total of nineteen books of fiction, none of 
which can meaningfully be considered science fiction. The Fourth Circle seems a transitional work, in that it 
prominently uses science fictional devices absent from your later work. What role did writing this book play 
in your career change and in your subsequent realization that science fiction was too limiting a storytelling 
mode? 

ZZ: The writing of The Fourth Circle was in many ways a new kind of experience for me. First, although litera-
ture was an essential part of my life—my constant and insatiable reading ever since I became literate at the age 
of six, my university education (in comparative literature), both my academic theses, my activities as transla-
tor (more than seventy translated books, mostly from English), editor and publisher (more than three hundred 
published titles), and, finally, my nonfiction writing—I had never been tempted to try my hand at writing fic-
tion. Actually, the idea never occurred to me. 

I began when I was forty-five, but not as a consequence of premeditation. I wrote my first fiction sentence 
(“The circle.”)—there can hardly be a shorter one—quite spontaneously, in February 1993, in a mountain resort 
in southern Serbia. My wife, Mia, was (and still is) a passionate skier, and we went each winter to her favorite 
Kopaonik mountain. Since, however, I was never a skiing fan, I spent my mornings and early afternoons first 
in long walks and then mostly reading in the large and conveniently empty lobby of the Grand Hotel. 

I still vividly remember the urge to write that suddenly came upon me on a brilliantly sunny day, while read-
ing. I closed the book, went to a nearby bookshop, and bought a notebook and a pen. As soon as I returned to 
the hotel, I started to write. By the time Mia returned from her skiing session, the first chapter of what be-
came The Fourth Circle was completed. 

The fact that I was writing fiction quite astonished me, but what amazed me even more was my lack of any 
rational control over it. The process was very different from composing my nonfiction texts, when I knew pre-
cisely what I wanted to do and how to do it. When I wrote fiction, sentences kept flowing, apparently out of 
nowhere, as if someone was inaudibly dictating them to me.  

Only four months later, after The Fourth Circle was completed, did I realize the nature of this unique experi-
ence, the true source of my first piece of fiction. Somewhere beneath my conscious level, quite unknown to 
my rational self, a critical mass was gathering. My knowledge of literature, accumulated over previous dec-
ades, gradually transformed into something new. When the moment came to be released, it erupted almost 
like a volcano—quite appropriately, on top of a mountain. 

What I went through while writing The Fourth Circle was almost a personality split. I was simultaneously a 
writer, rather unconscious of what he was doing, and a reader, impatient due to the slowness of the writer’s 
typing. (I type using only my right hand index finger). It became particularly frustrating during the closing 
chapters of The Fourth Circle, the Sherlock Holmes pastiche, when I could hardly wait to see whether and how 
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the novel’s several seemingly unrelated structural threads would merge to form a consistent tapestry. 

Since The Fourth Circle was in a way a recapitulation of my previous forty years of intensive living with liter-
ature, it inevitably contained traces and reflections of science fiction. After all, I was closely involved with this 
genre for about a decade and a half. But I don’t see it at all as a science-fiction novel. And it certainly isn’t SF 
by the standards of the English-language publishing industry. Actually, it doesn’t fit any marketing category. 
This is one reason it appeared—in a very nice small-press edition—only a decade after I started submitting it to 
US and UK publishers. 

The science-fiction elements are far scarcer or even nonexistent in my eighteen fiction books written after The 
Fourth Circle. That isn’t because I consider science fiction less valuable than I used to. That would be betray-
ing that long and fruitful period of my life. I still think science fiction is, at its best, one of the two major 
forms of fantastika in the second half of the twentieth century (the other is, of course, magic realism). But it 
seems to me that science fiction has passed its zenith and can no longer contribute to fantastika in any sub-
stantial way. We are currently in the process of defining a new form of the fantastic for the twenty-first cen-
tury. I would be truly honored if my fiction could be a brick in this new wall. 

MM: Clearly, writing The Fourth Circle was a very intuitive process. Would you briefly describe your creative 
process now? How do stories originate? How do you develop the seed of a story? How extensively do you 
revise your works? 

ZZ: As a professor of creative writing, I am often asked by my students to tell them more about how I write 
fiction. I assume the real motivation behind this question, apart from their natural curiosity, is rather practi-
cal. Their reasoning goes like this: If our professor, who also happens to be a successful author, tells us the 
secret of how he creates fiction, and if we follow his steps, we might also produce good stories. 

I do explain to them, as best as I can, my creative process, but I hasten to add at the end that it would be 
pointless to imitate me (or any other writer). First, there is nothing special about my way of writing. In fact, 
there isn’t any privileged way of writing. Any method is as good as its final outcome: a new work of fiction. It 
doesn’t matter whether you have reached that goal by a shortcut or a very roundabout route. Every author 
has his or her unique manner of composing fiction. Instead of following my steps, my students should try to 
find their own way of writing. Only if they succeed in this endeavor can they hope to become good writers. 

All my books of fiction originated in exactly the same way. A sort of critical mass gathers in my subcon-
scious—a place where everything I have ever felt, heard, seen, experienced, read, or learned is permanently 
stored. My entire past is there, in incessant turmoil, seeking something new. At least, this is how I imagine 
it—the creative mind at work, the most subtle and precious process in the universe. Consciously, I am in no 
way in control of it. Nor can I penetrate any deeper into how it works. But as long as it works, I don’t mind 
being blissfully ignorant. 

Once the critical mass is reached, I get a clear signal from my subconscious in the form of an image from, or 
the introductory sentence of, a future story or novel. This usually happens in the morning, when my mind is 
in its best shape. At first, I hurried to my computer to start writing right away, anxious that the “inspiration” 
might disappear. But eventually I became experienced enough to know that this isn’t just a brief, temporary 
state. A work of fiction, fully formed in my subconscious, forever remains there, patiently waiting to be 
written down. 

I am aware that this might sound quite unlikely, but I do not revise my fiction. Apart from some typos, the 
first version is also the final one. Initially this rather confused even me. All my education in literature insisted 
that some revisions would be required, but I couldn’t find any way to improve my initial manuscript. Now, 
after nineteen books, I would know for sure that the time has come to stop writing fiction if I ever had to do 
any revision. 

It is fortunate that I have a reliable witness in this regard—my English translator, Alice Copple-Tošić, who has 
translated seventeen books of mine, starting with Time Gifts. From the very beginning we stuck to the same 
routine: the writing and translating went on simultaneously. As soon as I completed a chapter from a novel or 
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a story from a mosaic novel, I emailed it to her. While she was translating it, I was writing the next chapter/
story and so on, till the end. I never asked her to do any revisions simply because none were necessary. 

MM: The process you’ve described strikes me as quite remarkable. The narrative structure of many of your 
works is very elaborate, often containing networks of leitmotifs and subtle, sometimes multileveled intertex-
tual connections. Moreover, at a sentence-by-sentence level, your fiction is exceptionally precise. Nary a word 
is wasted; the only details present are those required to evoke clear images and clarify character and theme, 
and many sentences are quite lyrical. How do you understand this ability? Might your proficiency with math-
ematics and chess somehow play a role? 

ZZ: I would say that your intuition is quite right. Although, as I mentioned, I lack full insight into how my 
creative process works, I am rather convinced that, in a certain way, it must be related to my inclination to-
ward both mathematics and chess. In my younger days, I was considered very talented in both these areas. It 
was mere chance that I didn’t become a professional mathematician or chess player, but a writer. Sometimes, 
when I am feeling at odds with myself, I wonder whether chance is not culpable. 

MM: Over the years you have made trenchant comments about the effects of market forces on literature. 
What are your views of the current state of, and future prospects for, literary fiction? What recent develop-
ments seem particularly auspicious or worrisome? 

ZZ: I am quite aware that the market is the best regulatory mechanism in many human endeavors. But not in 
all. If there were only the publishing industry—focused entirely, like any other industry, on profit at all costs—
we eventually would end up with almost nothing but the most trivial of literature. The situation is governed 
by a simple equation: triviality equals popularity equals marketability equals profit. There is definitely some-
thing fundamentally wrong with a system in which the decision makers—those who, in the final analysis,  
determine what we read—are my favorite villains: marketing directors and literary agents. Anna 
Karenina would have absolutely no chance with these guys. (The world of the publishing industry is the sub-
ject of my satirical novel The Book.) 

My prime ambition is by no means to become a best-selling author, to get rich. My kind of fiction will always 
have a limited readership, and I have no intention of changing it to make it more “marketable” or to increase 
the number of my readers. (Actually, even if I wanted to do that, I doubt I would be able to.) Much more than 
quantity I am interested in quality when it comes to readers. My ideal is to have only quality readers, and they 
are, by definition, a rare breed. 

It is no wonder then that all my attempts to find a major US or UK publisher have failed. My fiction simply 
does not fit the requirements of the publishing industry, at least not in the English language. Besides, I am a 
foreign author. But I have no reason to complain. Nearly all my books have been published in the US and UK 
by small presses. These are mostly beautiful editions of which I am very proud. My three Aio Publishing 
books are, as graphic products, real objets d’art. Also, my seven PS Publishing books are exquisite limited edi-
tions. 

I see small, independent presses as a sort of resistance movement. The enemy they are resisting is strong and 
merciless, but not without certain weaknesses. The more trivial books the publishing industry produces, the 
more small presses can publish quality literature, including translations. And small presses are very fortunate 
not to have marketing directors and not to need the services of literary agents. They could even bring 
out Anna Karenina. 

MM: How do you think technology—especially the Internet and the e-book—will affect the evolution of seri-
ous fiction? How do you view the imminent republication (by PS Publishing) of several of your works as e-
books? 

ZZ: The introduction of digital books is revolutionary in many ways. There is no doubt that an e-book has 
many advantages compared to its paper ancestor. This step is much bigger than the previous revolution, when 
printed books replaced handwritten ones. The possibility of having a huge library in a device smaller than an 
average paper book is truly amazing. Besides, the revolution is far from over yet. 
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But although revolutionary, this development is basically a change of form, not essence. Regardless of its numer-
ous excellent features, a digital book is still a book. A container for text. The quality of the container is very wel-
come, of course, but it’s useless if the content is worthless. The essence is the quality of text—what we read, not 
what container we use for reading. A cheap secondhand paperback edition of Anna Karenina is far superior to 
the most sophisticated digital edition of a trivial piece of fiction. 

By the time this interview appears, all seven of my books that PS Publishing brought out in the previous decade, 
plus The Fourth Circle and The Ghostwriter, will be available from them in digital editions. (Only Hidden Cam-
era and The Five Wonders of the Danube are not included.) It remains to be seen how digital readers will re-
spond to my e-books, but in any case I am glad I made this step into the future. I am still not old or conservative 
enough to believe that all good things are in the past. 

 

PART III 

Živković on Živković 

 

MM: In all previous interviews, when asked to comment on individual works, you have demurred. Would you 
now, at this point in your career, be willing to discuss briefly the role your works played in your development as 
a writer of fiction? 

ZZ: My fiction books didn’t originate in what one might define as a “natural” order—from simpler to more com-
plex. In my opus there isn’t, in fact, any linear development. I didn’t start with the simplest and least ambitious 
works and advance toward the other end of the spectrum as I became more skillful and experienced. In such a 
linear spectrum, I couldn’t have possibly begun with The Fourth Circle—in many ways still the most complex of 
my books. 

Considering the complexity of The Fourth Circle, it is no wonder that it took me so long to take the second step. 
It seemed that nothing less ambitious and comprehensive would have been appropriate. During nearly four 
years (1994–97), I was eager to start working on a new book—all the more so since I seemed to be getting occa-
sional signals from my subconscious that a new critical mass had almost gathered. But all these signals proved to 
be false alarms. It was very fortunate that I was able to recognize the real nature of these apparent inspirational 
signs. If I hadn’t, I would have turned into one of those numerous authors who keep writing basically the same 
book all their life. For four years, everything new I was tempted to start writing was basically a continuation, in 
one way or another, of The Fourth Circle, so greatly was I influenced by my first book. 

I embarked on a genuinely new fiction voyage only after I had managed to fully detach, to “decontaminate” my-
self, from The Fourth Circle. It was a long process that required a lot of patience and determination. I was, how-
ever, constantly aware that I had to go through it if I wanted to be an author. Many people manage to write their 
first book, but one truly becomes a writer only after the second book, which doesn’t happen very often. 

Although, not being clairvoyant, I couldn’t have known it when Time Gifts appeared in late 1997, this tiny book 
was in many ways a landmark in my opus. First, it taught me that complexity is not the only virtue a writer 
should aim at. Equally virtuous is its exact opposite: simplicity. If The Fourth Circle was like a baroque cathe-
dral, Time Gifts was like a Doric temple. I was so enchanted by its elemental architecture that it would be more 
than a decade before I returned to the baroque with Escher’s Loops (2008). 

Second, Time Gifts was the beginning of a long series of books, more or less of the same modest size, now 
known as Impossible Stories. It comprises ten titles (Time Gifts; Impossible Encounters; Seven Touches of Mu-
sic; The Library; Steps Through the Mist; Four Stories till the End; Twelve Collections; The Bridge; Miss Tamara, 
the Reader; and Amarcord), containing a total of sixty-five stories. I introduced the title Impossible Stories in 
2004 when the first five parts were collected in one volume for a Serbian publication. The only complete edition 
of Impossible Stories so far appeared in 2010, published by the Belgrade-based publisher Zavod in two editions, 
one in Serbian, the other in English. 
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In an ideal world, Impossible Stories should be considered a single work, which brings me to the third im-
portant feature of Time Gifts—its composition. To put it simply, its whole is larger than the mere sum of its 
constituent parts—an amalgam, not a conglomerate. Each of the four stories in Time Gifts can be read as a 
stand-alone story, but only in the context of the whole book, especially the final segment, do they acquire full 
meaning. The same is valid for the entire series. Each of the ten titles can be published as a separate, stand-
alone volume (how they mostly appear in various languages), but one gets the sense of completeness only 
after reading them all. 

The fourth trait that made Time Gifts a landmark in my literary opus was the introduction of one of my pivot-
al motifs: the encounter and crossing of two realities, the world of the author and the world of his books. This 
was already hinted at in The Fourth Circle, in which a book is the first “object” to penetrate the barrier be-
tween parallel worlds. Books and their authors featured as protagonists in many of my subsequent fiction 
works—The Book; The Writer; Impossible Encounters; The Library; Hidden Camera; Four Stories till the 
End; Miss Tamara, the Reader; The Last Book; and The Ghostwriter—more than half of what I have written so 
far. 

The two books that followed Time Gifts were important for their general humorous tone: satirical in The 
Book (the decline of the Gutenberg era) and ironic in The Writer (the clash of two authors’ vanities). It was 
essential that humor already appeared in my early books because it is probably the greatest challenge for an 
author. One either passes that exam or fails as a prosaist. 

There is a curiosity related to each of these books. Although my third published, The Writer was my second 
written piece of fiction. It was completed in a mere two weeks, while I was on vacation on the Mediterranean 
island of Malta, in summer 1996. It was so hot there that—unlike my wife and twin sons, who can stand almost 
any heat and even enjoy it—I spent most of my time in a well-air-conditioned hotel lobby. It happened to be a 
rather convenient environment for writing this brief novel—so brief that I published it only after Time Gifts 
because I was unsure it could be considered a stand-alone work, even by my standards, which are far more 
flexible than those of the publishing industry. When eventually it did appear, I decided to add a subtitle, just in 
case: “A very brief novel, without chapters, about writing and darkness.” The Writer is unique in a more tech-
nical way. I wrote it entirely by hand, in a notebook. The laptop era was then more than a decade in the future. 

I wrote The Book on my computer in spring 1999, during occasional intervals when there was electricity, be-
tween air raids in Belgrade. That was the time of the NATO campaign against my country that lasted nearly 
three months. I remember my frustration when I couldn’t use my computer during blackouts (still no laptops 
then). I tried to write with a pencil on paper, but for some reason I wasn’t able to repeat what I managed to do 
so easily on Malta. 

It might seem paradoxical that my most humorous book originated in the least humorous circumstances. But 
there isn’t actually any paradox. Writing The Book was my vital response to the threat of death that, quite lit-
erally, constantly hovered above us. (I almost got killed, together with my family, when the Chinese Embassy, 
just across the street, was bombed, allegedly by mistake…) The biophilic forces in me were strongly opposing 
the thanatotic ones. 

It was also between air raids that I got an offer from Northwestern University Press for publication of Time 
Gifts. In any other circumstances this would have been a cause for celebration, but at first I was totally con-
fused, not knowing what would be a proper reaction. A U.S. publisher was interested in my book at the same 
time U.S. bombers were fatally active in the skies of Serbia. Elemental patriotic imperative required that I de-
cline the offer, but after a careful consideration I realized that this situation was not that elemental. At North-
western they were certainly aware not only of my position but also of their own. They risked being accused of 
lack of patriotism even more. If in that situation they decided to extend their hand, I simply had no moral right 
to refuse it. I accepted—and never regretted it. 

In quick succession, in just over three years after The Book (2000–2003), I wrote four more mosaic nov-
els: Impossible Encounters, Seven Touches of Music, The Library, and Steps Through the Mist. With the excep-
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tion of The Library, they all originally appeared in English in the UK monthly magazine Interzone, the only place 
for my fiction in the English language during that period. With as many as nineteen published stories, I was one 
of its most frequent contributors at that time. The Library had a privileged position in the third issue of 
the Leviathan series of anthologies, which were brought out in the United States: each of its six parts began with 
one of the stories in The Library. It was that edition of The Library that won the World Fantasy Award in 2003 in 
the novella category. 

Although I consider each of the first five Impossible Stories significant in its own way, The Library is probably 
the most important. It is my most widely translated book, with fourteen foreign editions so far and several more 
forthcoming. The second of its six parts, “Home Library,” is, I believe, exemplary of my idiosyncratic approach to 
the art of the fantastic. All the essential keys of my poetics are contained in it. 

After Steps Through the Mist I took a welcome break from writing mosaic novels. Although I was certain that 
the series was far from complete, if I had continued to write it, I would have become a far too “specialized” au-
thor. The time had come to show some versatility. Again, two humorous books ensued—Hidden Cam-
era and Compartments. 

With its specific humor of the paranoid, Hidden Camera inaugurated another pivotal motif: the idea of art and 
love as our ultimate line of defense against mortality. Eros and thanatos perform an intricate dance in this novel. 
Without humor, its choreography would be too macabre, not, as seemed to me far more proper, a delicate ballet. 

Compartments is based on a different kind of humor—the humor of the absurd. The progress of an innocent pas-
senger through a train coach (the word “train” is never used in the book), full of bizarre and absurdly comical 
travelers in their six compartments, with the conductor as a modern-day Virgil, was meant to be a metaphor for 
life and our uncertain and unreliable quest for its meaning, which is often full of absurdities. The most we can 
hope for when we leave the final compartment is hope itself. 

The second half of Impossible Stories (Four Stories till the End; Twelve Collections; The Bridge; Miss Tamara, the 
Reader; and Amarcord) is founded on two elements pivotal in Hidden Camera and Compartments. Thematically, 
these books are variations of the dance of eros and thanatos, although humor is their dominant tone. I used 
mostly darker shades of humor, as appropriate for the context of the stories. The only exception is probably 
Amarcord, which is more akin to the first five mosaic novels, thus closing the entire series in a circle. 

I am not supposed, of course, to have favorites among my own books, but were I to do so, it would be Miss 
Tamara, the Reader. In this book I believe I came as close to my ideals of a mosaic novel as falls within my abili-
ties. 

The four novels published after the Impossible Stories series was completed are rather different among them-
selves—a quality important for an author whose opus consists of close to twenty titles, by which point certain 
similarities between books seem more or less inevitable. The Last Book is a kind of metafictional thriller. Alt-
hough the finale—with its intersection of two realities, that of the writer and that of the characters—probably 
betrays the expectations of fans of the classic detective novel, it is by far my best-selling book. In Italy alone it 
sold nearly twenty thousand copies in a mere year and a half—quite an achievement for a writer whose natural 
print runs are rather smaller. 

Escher’s Loops is—as discreetly pointed out in its dedication—an experiment in what I call “nonlinear narrative 
geometries.” This book is not about Escher (his name is mentioned only in the title), but its structure is based on 
his non-Euclidean geometries. Its complexity requires a very attentive and patient reader. I tried to do in fiction 
what Escher did in his paradoxical weird drawings. Who knows? In the long run, this might be my principal 
contribution to the art of literature. 

The Ghostwriter is my second novel to contain some autobiographical elements (the first is The Writer). I simply 
had to pay a huge debt to my tomcat Buca (“Fatty”) who, since 2001, has always been somewhere in my vicinity, 
mostly on my desk, while I was writing my fiction. With time, Buca became sort of my literary alter ego. The 
Writer and The Ghostwriter are also my only two entirely realistic novels. In both of them I tried to penetrate as 
deeply as I could into one of the greatest mysteries of all—the mystery of literary creation. Curiously, I didn’t 
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need any fantastical elements for that purpose. 

I was convinced that The Ghostwriter appropriately concluded my literary opus. The more so since a year after 
it was published (2009) my collected fiction appeared in two volumes (Novels and Impossible Stories) in both 
Serbian and English editions. Besides, at that time I had a strong impression that I had said what there was for 
me to say in literature. As I teach my students, one of the greatest virtues of an author is to know when to 
stop writing. Alas, only the rare ones choose the right moment. 

I did, however, continue, and in the most unusual way. As if, by a miracle, I found myself in the world of The 
Ghostwriter, I got an offer to write a novel about the Danube River. A member of the Serbian government ap-
proached me in early June 2010 and told me that they were supposed to provide a Serbian cultural contribu-
tion to a big international project called “The Danube Initiative.” 

At first I refused. Not because I thought I was not a writer for hire, but for a simpler reason—I knew I wouldn’t 
be able to write anything that wasn’t already fully shaped in my subconscious. But about two weeks later I 
called the minister to accept their offer. I didn’t go into detail. How could I explain to a politician that it was 
actually my subconscious mind that had decided to accept the challenge? 

Writing The Five Wonders of the Danube in a mere 164 days nearly killed me. Quite literally. Under the terri-
ble tension of a very tight deadline, the necessity of coordinating its translation into four languages, as well as 
my numerous professional and other obligations, my blood pressure soared dangerously high. It took me a 
long month and a half, in late December 2010 and January 2011, to get it back under control. Had it killed me 
at that dramatic time, I could think of only two consolations. First, it wouldn’t be entirely in vain because I 
was aware I had written a novel I had no reason not to be proud of. Second, such an ending would be very 
seemly for a writer. Indeed, what more can an author hope for but to die for his art? 

Fortunately, I survived the ordeal. My rational self now warns me that I should learn a lesson from what I 
went through. Writing a new book could easily be counterproductive. I can’t hope to create good books forev-
er. No one can. A poor book, however, would cast a shadow over my entire opus, and it could well be the next 
one. Also, I have to be very careful about my writing circumstances. I am not getting any younger. Deadlines 
or similar technical restrictions could be rather hazardous to my health. No benefit, however lucrative, is suffi-
cient compensation for ruined health, let alone for the worst outcome. 

Unfortunately, I have another, dark, irrational self that shares the same space from which my fiction origi-
nates. It very rarely, if ever, listens to the voice of reason. If it decided to accept a new challenge, to awaken 
me one morning with the initial sentence of, or an image from, a new literary work, I would have no alterna-
tive but to obediently accept its gift. For better or worse. 

August 2011 
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Reviews by Sean Wright 
 

“One of the best things about folklore and fairy tales is that the best fantasy is what you find right around the 
corner, in this world. That’s where the old stuff came from.” 

          Attributed to Terri Windling 

It is the quality that Windling alludes to in the quote above that really sits at the core of my appreciation of 
the writers and works in this issue’s column.  That combining of the familiar and the magical, to give us some-
thing that we can relate to but that will also enchant us.  

Some of the works are a retelling of fairy tales, some use folklore or tradition as a springboard, and others 
maintain this atmosphere despite the absence of fairies or glass slippers. 

It is with a work of fairy tale retelling that I will begin.  Rabia Gale is a Pakistani born author now living with 
her family in the United States.  She grew up in the bustling city of Karachi, and her reading canon was one 
many Commonwealth readers would be familiar with: Enid Blyton and Rosemary Sutcliff, to name but two.  

Gale is largely a self-published writer.  My discovery of her writing grew out of that organic web of connec-
tions that forms through writer and reviewer networks.  It was her friendship and interaction with Australian 
Aurealis Award-nominated Jo Anderton that led me to her writing and to discovering a gem in the rough. The 
two have since gone on to pen a collaborative work for the soon-to-be-released One Small Step anthology 
from Australian small press FableCroft. 

I am still wary of self published works offered for review, because there are fewer filters for the writer to go 
through to get to me. So I derive great pleasure from discovering works and authors that are good, if not great, 
from this section of the writing community.  

Gale’s published work stretches back a decade, but it was the release of her self-published collections of short 
stories that snared me.   Shattered: Broken Fairy Tales, is a retelling of “Snow White,” “Beauty and the Beast” 
and “Cinderella.” These stories are so well known that the audience is looking beyond the plot to find excite-
ment, in either language and style or the twisting or inverting of tropes.  Gale does two things that as a lover 
of reworked fairy tales excite me: she gives us a new angle and makes the conundrum, the moral, relevant to 
modern readers. 

In “The Most Beautiful Woman in the World” (“Snow White”), Gale has the Mirror as the centerpiece, the cen-
tral character. Like a good traditional folk tale there is wisdom to be gained, a philosophical conundrum to 
examine. This story strikes at the heart of the perception of beauty and how destructive and unrealistic mis-
guided perceptions can be. It highlights the cost of chasing beauty that is only skin deep.  

“Beauty, Unraveling” is a twist on “Beauty and the Beast” with a suggestion that happily-ever-afters are not 
always inevitable. I detect Gale raising a cautionary note about our ability to deceive ourselves if our will is 
strong enough.  She also highlights our tendency to project our wants and hopes onto others and the disaster 
that can bring. 

“Lily in Winter,” the final piece, asks a “what if” about the tale “Cinderella.” What if someone else fit the shoe? 
A love gained by deception will destroy itself, seems to be the strongest wisdom imparted by this piece. 

I sense in Gale someone who is comfortable writing across the speculative fiction genre.  Leaving aside her 
fairytale retelling, she gives the reader a cybernetic Rapunzel in her post-apocalyptic short “Wired” and then 
treads carefully into supernatural territory with a short story double in “Unseen.”  Her skill and dexterity has 
her work being favourably compared to Catherynne M. Valente by editor Tehani Wessely.  

Where I have seen Gale’s work and ability blossom is in her novella Rainbird. In a relatively short word count 
she delivers a world that has aspects of steampunk without slipping into cliché or trope, a fusion of magic and 
technology—a not quite Dickensian England  engineered onto the decaying skeleton of a giant, not quite dead, 
dragon.  In my imagining it is reminiscent of the atmosphere in the screen adaptation of Jeanne Duprau’s City 
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of Ember. It cries out for a larger treatment, a further exploration.  

Rainbird is, at its heart, however, a tale of acceptance, of struggling to find a place. Rainbird, our main character, 
is caught between worlds, between races, between cultural and mores. Gale delivers a strong female lead, and 
nail-biting action and suspense, without resorting to excessive violence. The villains, male and female, are intelli-
gent adversaries. On the strength of Gale’s skill displayed in Rainbird I bought her latest dark fantasy novella, 
Mourning Cloak, the minute it was published.  

I interviewed her recently and queried her on the decision to go the self-publishing route.  Her answer was in-
teresting and illustrative for writers who may be considering a similar path.  Gale had been successful in getting 
her work published in paying markets, but increasingly she was finding that her work was getting knocked back, 
not because of quality but because it didn’t fit the market. 

There, I think, lies the issue: like some better exponents of the craft, Gale has the skill and facility to make genre 
conform to the stories she wants to tell.  In essence, making genre elements work for her and not the other way 
around.  She has decided what she needs to write and the path she needs to tread to do it.  

Gale’s plan is long term; she home schools her children and her plan is to devote what time she can to producing 
quality work. As her children age, she wants to take writing from being self-sustaining to a  profitable business.  
It’s a calculated plan, not a get-rich-quick scheme, and as such her turnaround time on work is not that much 
different than if she were traditionally published.  There’s a solid and professional process of employing beta 
readers and trusting in their judgments, of line editing, of employing the best people she can find to  give her 
work the best presentation to the reading public. Her recent covers, employing the artist Ravven, round out a 
solid, professional product. 

Gale’s also determined to explore the freedom that being your own publisher brings by experimenting. Current-
ly she is serializing her first full-length novel, Quartz, on her website.  

Eliza Victoria’s, A Bottle of Storm Clouds, makes me yearn for closer writing relationships between the Australi-
an and Filipino speculative fiction communities (considering our relative geographical closeness).  Here is a writ-
er that many Australian fans of the weird, of the dark and edgy modernization of folklore, would love.  

This collection brings together short stories published over the past five years, a number winning awards and a 
significant number being regularly shortlisted. 

Similar to Gale, Victoria has the ability to turn genre to her own ends.  The work has a local focus, but is accessi-
ble, the prose poetic, not purple.  The majority of the collection has the naive quality of folktales, a lack of arti-
fice. Victoria lets the stories tell themselves, making the act of telling stories seem effortless—a sign of good craft, 
you will agree. The stories that are more structurally complex, that diverge from this pattern, are also very well 
done.  

My favorite, “Sugar Pi,” won third prize in the 11th Amelia Lapeña-Bonifacio Literary Awards in 2005.  A beauti-
ful tale of love and maths.  A tale that I will not spoil because it is wonderfully constructed and revealed.  A tale 
that should be read as naively as possible.  It’s also one of the lightest stories in terms of tone. 

Victoria has a delicious darkness to some of her other stories that would enthrall fans of Margo Lanagan or Kaa-
ron Warren. “Once In A Small Town,” rounds out the collection and could almost qualify as flash fiction, being 
just shy of two pages. It delivers, however, an uncompromising emotional punch and leaves the reader question-
ing what we love our about those dearest to us—their memory or their reality.  

“The Just World of Helena Jimenez” imparts an imagery so vivid I can still see and hear the Wardens as they deal 
out justice.  The sound of ball and chain moving through the air and impacting flesh and skull. It’s a dark tale of 
justice, fantasy spliced with the very real occurrence of racial hatred and violence.  We are treated to the Gothic 
imaginings of a victim of crime, whom the system has failed.  It begs the question, I think, as to whether justice 
is the best form of treatment. 

Out of all the dark fiction, though, I probably enjoyed “Monsters” the most.  We are presented with a doting fa-
ther unable to leave his daughter alone, caring to the point of being suffocating.  We come to learn that the 
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daughter has survived some terrible incident, something that requires them to live away from family and 
friends, safe in the obscurity of the city.  The story tugs strongly on themes of family and on one’s true nature 
and whether you can escape it.  It also cleverly realizes ancient folklore in a modern context. 

“The Storyteller’s Curse” and “Reunion” deal with religion or belief, and being non-religious I find neither story 
patronizing or discomforting.  Stories with a biblical allusions, or theological questions, can be very enjoyable 
when done well and Victoria does so here.   “The Storyteller’s Curse” is possibly the most structurally complex 
story in the collection and she uses the temporal shifting of scenes to great effect, building anticipation, weaving 
a story within a story, with skill. 

A Bottle of Storm Clouds is a collection I will try and find time to return to. Reading for review places certain 
time pressure on the reviewer and does not always allow a story to get under your skin. With A Bottle of Storm 
Clouds, Eliza Victoria is almost always leaving us something to think about, asking a question of the reader. It 
deserves to be experienced in a relaxed manner. 

The strength, the attraction, of these two writers is in their focus on elements of character that are broadly relat-
able.  Their characters are, at their core, like us, they express our desires and hopes. Whether it is maintaining 
the skeleton of an ancient dragon-turned-skyscraper or imagining sinister revenge.  Both take the mundane and 
weave magic and wonder through it. 

 

Note:  I wish to offer a formal apology to Viki Chua whose name I misspelled in last issue’s column.  

 

Shattered: Broken Fairy Tales, Rabia Gale, (Self-published, ISBN 1230000037239, AUD $0.95, 42pp, ebook) De-
cember 2012. 

Rainbird, Rabia Gale, (Self-published,  ISBN 1230000030959 , AUD $2.88, 94pp, ebook) October 2012. 

A Bottle of Storm Clouds: Stories, Eliza Victoria, (Visprint Inc., ISBN 9789710545155, AUD $6.00  + postage, 
201pp, pb) July 2012.  Note:  an eBook version with wider distribution will be released shortly. 
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Reviews by Jorge Candeias 
“A Casa de um Homem,” which could be translated as “A Man’s House,” is a science fiction short story by Portu-
guese author Luís Filipe Silva set in a future that combines deep political dystopia with equally deep technologi-
cal sophistication, in which people’s homes are managed by somewhat temperamental AIs and are no longer 
limited to the location where they were built, having instead their own means of locomotion. The concept of mo-
bile home amplified to the size of mansions—somewhere between a common trailer and Blish’s cities in flight. 
 
The protagonist is a man with connections and a past that allow him to gadget his house up even further than is 
usual for the time (with gadgets proper and with software), while giving him pretty powerful and determined 
enemies as well. And then the house gets stolen, putting him on the track of the house and whoever it was that 
managed to do something he or she shouldn’t be able to do. That search is what drives the story—the search and 
the reason why the protagonist is so keen in undertaking it. 

What I liked the most about it, though, is that this setting might have been used to produce one more of those 
boring shoot-em-up type of stories, with film-flat characters and lots of unlikely plot twists. And explosions, of 
course. Plenty of them. But it wasn’t. Instead, Silva wrote a subtle story with deep emotional undertones, which 
are very, very subtly hinted at throughout the text and revealed in full only at the end… but only if the reader is 
able to decode the hints. It’s a very well done piece of work, probably the best he has produced during the last 
decade. 

---- 

In “Kaishaku”, a novelette by the Cuban writer Yoss, we are introduced to a future Earth, devastated by an alien 
species that pops up suddenly and mysteriously in the Solar System. The same devastation happens wherever 
humans had established a foothold in other Solar System bodies and their orbits, with a single exception: a space 
station, orbiting Earth, is the only place the aliens didn’t thoroughly destroy. It, alone, gathers the last represent-
atives of our species. Therefore, that becomes the point of origin for the protagonist of this story: a young wom-
an who leaves, alone, to investigate how and why the genocide happened. 

This is a story that includes a few too many infodumps, and I see that as a problem. It’s also a profoundly ideo-
logical story, one of those stories that strive (too much?) to show the reader how inhuman humans really are. 
There’s more than a bit of implicit Christianity here; the aliens function as some kind of extraterrestrial Knights 
of the Apocalypse that descend upon Earth to punish the sinful, which, in this case, is the whole species—albeit 
sparing a few survivors, maybe to let them start over, or perhaps to teach them the error of their ways in the 
hope that they will henceforth try to avoid repeating the mistakes and crimes of the past. 
 
I don’t have a problem with that, not per se at least. The only literature that isn’t ideological is the one that has 
no ideas at all. All the rest is. Even those stories that try their very best to stay clear of politics are political to the 
core—usually in a conformist and conservative kind of way. So that isn’t the problem. 

I do have a problem with stories in which the message gets in the way of the story itself, though—when one can 
no longer believe in the fictional reality with which one is presented because of the philosophical or ideological 
questions the author wants to tackle… or, which is worse, when he feels the need to explain those questions. In 
short, when the stories lack subtlety. 

And this is where I believe this story fails. It could be a good story if it were longer, allowing for more space so 
that all the information that gets dumped is more diluted and much less “in your face” than it is. It does have 
some qualities: it is pretty well written, showing Yoss to be a talented stylist. But overall, I’m afraid this is not 
one of his best efforts. 

If you speak Spanish, you can read the story at: http://axxon.com.ar/rev/142/c-142Cuento2.htm 
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About George Munteanu 
 

 

As far back as I can remember, I’ve always been surrounded by art and I always wanted to draw. I have to thank 
my mother for that, for always drawing cars for me as a kid whenever I wanted. Naturally, I went to an art school 
early on, with a real passion for sculpture, and I continued studying sculpture throughout my college years at the 
George Enescu University of Arts in Iasi, Romania. 
 
I started College in 2002 with no perspective on the future and no plan for my career as an artist, and that didn’t 
really change for three years. It was the most unproductive time of my life—I didn’t paint, draw or model as much 
as I should have—but it was an important transition to where I really wanted to go with my art.  
 
I’ve always been fascinated by science fiction and fantasy. I’ve always wanted to create new worlds, fantastic pla-
ces, and amazing creatures, over which I had total control, and sculpture wasn’t helping me achieve that, so I star-
ted to look for inspiration in other media. The first time I had contact with concept art was while playing a videoga-
me in 2005. It had the original art work in the menu and I immediately, instinctively knew that I could create this 
kind of art. I was completely astonished by the beauty of certain works of fantasy art, and so my adventure began. I 
graduated college with a degree in sculpture, but in my heart I wanted to paint the future and explore my own wor-
lds.  
 
After college I moved to Madrid, Spain, and continued working as a sculptor, but my relationship with sculpture 
broke down completely and I gave up everything in order to pursue my dreams. I started learning Photoshop using 
tutorials in my spare time and I cared about almost nothing else. It soon paid off when I got my first job in the ga-
mes industry as a 2D Graphic Artist at Ubisoft. I was ecstatic about the job, and I consider it to be a milestone in 
my career, but in reality it was just the beginning.  
 
I learned everything I could, from everybody, at any time, anywhere, and soon I got my first job as a Concept Ar-
tist. The projects we had and the people I met were amazing to me, and really pushed back my limits, which is so-
mething I’ve always loved. I worked as a Texture Artist on Tom Clancy’s HAWX (2009), as a 3D/2D Generalist on 
Red Steel 2 (2010), and as a Concept Artist for Tom Clancy’s H.A.W.X. 2 (2010) and THI (cancelled).  
 
My quest for more pushed me to change studios, moving to Gameloft, where as a Concept Artist I was able to parti-
cipate in several sci-fi and fantasy projects before moving to City Interactive Romania as a Senior Concept Artist, 
working with an incredible team of artists. It was the chance of a lifetime, and I was honored to be part of that ama-
zing team. Unfortunately the project was eventually cancelled, but the knowledge we gained throughout our year of 
collaboration was fabulous. 
 
I then switched to the film industry, where new doors opened for me. I started to work as a Senior Concept Artist 
for Trixter Film Studio in Germany, where I got the chance to work on major feature films and 3D Animations, cre-
ating a huge variety of concept designs, mood paintings, illustrations, and color scripts. 
 
I am currently living back in Bucharest, where I started a new chapter of my career as an Art Director for Gameloft 
Romania. I am now creating more and more complex worlds and my ambitions continue to grow. 
 
I’ve done a lot of professional work done throughout my career, but I’ve always tried to separate the professional 
from the personal. Through my personal work I get away from everything, abolish everyday boundaries, and just 
explore and enjoy the universes I create. There are no boundaries to what your mind can create and I’m eagerly 
waiting to see where my mind will take me in the future 
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About ISF 
 

 

International Speculative Fiction (“ISF”) is a free online magazine published every three months. It featu-
res speculative fiction by international authors, with special attention given to non-anglophone writers. 

ISF publishes three to four short stories per issue, along with one article and one interview. Our articles 
cover the speculative fiction scene in a variety of countries. We also regularly publish short stories and 
articles on our website. 

The current issue and all back issues of ISF are available for free on InternationalSF.wordpress.com. 

If you’re an author and would like to submit fiction or non-fiction for future issues of ISF, please see our 
submission guidelines (in this e-book or on our website) and start submitting! 

 
—Roberto Mendes, Editor In Chief 
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 Submission Guidelines 
 

Fiction: 
Length – Less than 7.500 words; 

Language – English; 

Nationality of the author – We will consider fiction from authors of any nationality, although we will give prefe-
rence to non-anglophone writers. 

Type of document – We will appreciate doc. files (Arial 11, single space); 

Essential Elements - Small biography and picture of the author and an abstract of the short story; 

Themes – We are looking for International Speculative Fiction submissions. Pieces of fiction of various genres such 
as Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror and many other sub-genres. Please consider the following definition to get 
an Idea : 

“Speculative fiction is an umbrella term encompassing the more fantastical fiction genres, specifically science ficti-
on, fantasy, horror, supernatural fiction,superhero fiction, utopian and dystopian fiction, apocalyptic and post-
apocalyptic fiction, and alternate history in literature as well as related static, motion, and virtual arts.[1]“  

(in Wikipédia) 

We are looking for original pieces of fiction. However we will also appreciate pieces of fiction published solely in 
their original languages; 

Submit to – correiodofantastico@gmail.com with the subject  ”Submission of Fiction to ISF”. 

 

Articles: 
Length - Less than 7.500 words; 

Language - English; 

Nationality of the author - All nationality’s. 

Type of document - We will appreciate doc. files (Arial 11, single space); 

Essential Elements - Small biography and picture of the author and an abstract of the article; 

Themes - We are looking exclusively for articles about any kind of International Speculative Fiction. 

We are looking for original articles. However we will also appreciate articles published solely in their original lan-
guages; 

Submit to - correiodofantastico@gmail.com with the subject  ”Submission of Article to ISF”. 
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Meet the ISF team 

 
Editor In Chief: Roberto Mendes (Portugal) 

I’m a 24 years old Portuguese Trainee Lawyer with a tremendous passion for Speculative Fiction.  I ha-
ve created a Portuguese e-zine called “Correio do Fantástico” in 2008 and edited two Portuguese fanzi-
nes/magazines called “Dagon” and “Conto Fantástico”. I also edited “Vollüspa”, a recent anthology of 
Portuguese Speculative Fiction featuring 15 authors. 

 

Fiction Editor: Ricardo Loureiro (Portugal) 

So, a phone call later and I was left with the dreaded mission of writing a bio and, worse, pick a photo 
of me. 

Well, I wouldn’t go so far as saying that along with watching paint dry and grass grow that may well 
be the most boring stuff anyone could ask of me but it surely it’s not far away from being that. 

Usually I take out my satirical hat and promptly make something up along the lines of being someone 
up to no good. Strangely for this project I felt that was not the right aproach and after a lot of brains-
torming with me and myself I came up with the solution. Incredibly I decided to play it safe and, for 
once, tell the truth. Or at least as near to the truth as anyone will ever get from me. So, without further 
ado here it is. 

Born in the year of the Monkey, anyone who knows me can surely atest to the fact that from all the 
animals monkey is the most suitable to describe me. Always swinging from tree to tree, always looking 
for another prank, always making fun of everything and making a habit of taking everything in super-
ficially as possible. 

Well that describes me. As much as the iceberg we see above the waters describes the real iceberg be-
neath those same waters. 

Because, you see, being a cynical, satirical, incredibly nauseating son of a bitch is only a third of what I 
am. The other two thirds you’ll have to discover through my work and what better place to judge it 
than right here at ISF? 

 

Non-Fiction Editor: Nas Hedron (Canada/Brazil) 

Nas Hedron is a writer, editor, and artist. He is originally from Canada, but now divides his time between 
his Canada and Brazil. 

He is the author of Luck and Death at the Edge of the World, The Virgin Birth of Sharks, and 

Felon and the Judas Kiss, among other works. His story Siren Songs in Deep Time appeared in issue 2 of 
ISF. 

Nas is also the editorial half of the team at IndieBookLauncher.com, which provides services to indepen-
dent authors including editing, cover design, and e-book formatting. IndieBookLauncher.com provides 
copyediting for each issue of International Speculative Fiction (starting with #2), as well as its annual an-
thology. 
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Nas’s blog, with links to his books and other projects, can be found at NassauHedron.com 

 

Interviewer: Cristian Tamas (Romania) 

Cristian Tamaș is a romanian essayist, translator and SF fan active within the speculative fiction do-
main since the 80s. 

He was founding member of the Romanian Science Fiction&Fantasy Society (SRSFF = Societatea Ro-
mână de Science Fiction& Fantasy, www.srsff.ro/)  in January 2009, and coordinated the ProspectArt, 
the SRSFF’s SF club relaunched in April 2009 in Bucharest (Romania),  and the yearly Ion Hobana Col-
loquium.  He is a member of the Ion Hobana and a SRSFF’s jury Awards. 

He is also Editor of  „Bella Proxima”, a trilingual croatian SF anthology, together with Antuza Genescu 
and Aleksandar Žiljak (Eagle Publshing House, Bucharest, 2012). 

He had interviewed David Brin, Prof. Rachel Haywood Ferreira (Division Head of the International 
Fantastic division of the International Association for the Fantastic in the Arts, Iowa State University, 
USA ; research focus is Latin American science fiction), Prof.Arielle Saiber (Bowdoin College, USA; re-
search focus : italian science fiction), Mariano Martín Rodríguez (SF scholar, Spain), Alexandre Babeanu 
(Solaris awarded canadian SF author), Ugo Bellagamba (french SF author awarded with Grand Prix de 
l’Imaginaire & Prix Rosny ), and Judit Lörinczy , an interview that will be published in the first number 
of ISF magazine (hungarian SF author). 

 

Head Designers: 
Rafael Mendes (Portugal) 

Hi my name is Rafael Mendes, also known as Designed Head. I’m Portuguese and I’m 16 years old. I’ve 
been working as a freelance Digital Artist for 5 years now and I am about to graduate as a Digital Ar-
tist student.  I love all about design, 3d models and cinematography. I have worked with Roberto in 
many projects, such as “Dagon Magazine”, “Vollüspa – Anthology of Portuguese Speculative Fiction”, 
“Conto Fantástico Magazine” and more.  I’m happy to be invited to this project and I will surely give 
my best to bring success to it. 

 

João Paulo Sinal (Portugal) 

I’m a 29 year old Communication Designer student and a corporal at the Portuguese Air Force. I was in 
the start team of “Correio do Fantástico” with Roberto Mendes but never got really into the Project due 
to massive life changing events. I like photography, digital painting and anything that relates with new 
Technologies. I’m very curious about everything and I’m a self teaching student in terms of software 
and hardware. Roberto invited me for this new Project and, although I’m dead with work from the de-
gree, I’m going to do everything I can to contribute to the success of his new project. 

 

Magazine Designer: Ana Ferreira (Portugal) 

Ana Ferreira (also known around the internet as Adeselna Davies), is a Portuguese, English and Ger-
man teacher that started in the magazine business as a slush reader for the Portuguese webzine 
“Nanozine”. Eventually she took over the design section and is now preparing an edition dedicated to 
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Steampunk. Besides designing, Ana writes mostly short-fiction as a hobby and keeps the tradition of 
starting stories, but refuses to finish them. She maintains her blog “Illusionary Pleasure” dedicated to 
book reviews of every genre written in Portuguese. As inspiration, a lesbian Swiss writer Annemarie 
Schwarzenbach is always mentioned, as well as the Pre-Raphaelite and German expressionism period. 

 

 Slush readers: 
Ana Raquel Margato (Portugal) 

I’m Ana Raquel Margato (or Tomoyo, how some may know me from the Web) and I’m 21 years old. I 
have a degree in Education, but didn’t fit in that area so I’m currently studying Communicational Scien-
ce. My first contact with the magazine world was with “Waribashi”, a Portuguese e-zine about Japanese 
culture (with which I’m completely passionate about).  I wrote  articles and helped in the organization. 

I love reading, specially the Fantastic and Historical Romance, but I’m not very good at writing (seeing 
as I never seem to be able to finish any story I start). 

Slush Reader and Proofreader: Diana Pinguicha (Portugal) 

I was born in Lisbon, Portugal on the 6th of May 1989, but lived in Estremoz for the next eighteen 
years. I moved to Lisbon in 2007 so that I could take Computer Engineering classes at Instituto Superior 
Técnico and I have been there ever since. I live with my Persian and Maine Coon cats, Sushi and Jubas, 
who’re the cutest kitties in the world! 

 

Editor of the Official Facebook Page:  

Alexandra Rolo (Portugal) 

Alexandra Rolo was born in the great year of 89, in Lisbon and is a history college student that always 
loved to try new things, to write poetry and, more recently, to write short stories. She is a bookworm 
and a blogger also known as Pantapuff. She was always curious about social networks, and manages 
several Facebook accounts, she also collaborates with a few other blogs besides her own. She might be 
the one who caused the death of some blogs, but, so far, there aren’t any proofs of that. She is one of 
the founders of a Portuguese Webzine (Nanozine) and the author of a couple of poetry books. Usually 
she can be seen with phones in her ears and her kindle in one hand while the other has her cell phone, 
that one day might be seen flying out of some window. 

 

Pod Cast Director:  

Joana Fernandes (Portugal) 

Since I was born, 27 years ago, I’ve been passionated by literature. Now I decided to use my professio-
nal skills spreading the work of unknown authors. I studied journalism and worked on a national Radio 
for a short time. Now, I’m Project Coordinator on a Communication and Events Agency. I’m currently 
working on a book that should be realeased by the end of this year and that I wish can be a very perso-
nal tourist guide of Rio de Janeiro. 

 

The ISF Consultant Panel:  
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Ellen Datlow: 

Ellen Datlow has been editing science fiction, fantasy, and horror short fiction for over thirty years. 
She was fiction editor of OMNI Magazine and SCIFICTION and has edited more than fifty anthologies, 
including the annual The Best Horror of the Year, Darkness: Two Decades of Modern Horror, Naked 
City: Tales of Urban Fantasy, Blood and Other Cravings, Supernatural Noir, Teeth: Vampire Tales, 
and After: Dystopian and Post-apocalyptic Tales  (the latter two young adult anthologies with Terri 
Windling). 

She’s has won nine World Fantasy Awards, and has also won multiple Locus Awards, Hugo Awards, 
Stoker Awards, International Horror Guild Awards, Shirley Jackson Awards, and the 2012 Il Posto Ne-
ro Black Spot Award for Excellence as Best Foreign Editor. Datlow was named recipient of the 2007 
Karl Edward Wagner Award, given at the British Fantasy Convention for “outstanding contribution to 
the genre” and was honored with the Life Achievement Award given by the Horror Writers Associati-
on, in acknowledgment of superior achievement over an entire career. 

She lives inNew York. More information can be found at http://www.datlow.com or at her blog: http://
ellen-datlow.livejournal.com/. You can also find her on twitter. 

 

Paul Di Filippo 

Paul Di Filippo began reading science fiction at the age of five, when he encountered his first Mighty 
Mouse comic.  He published his first story in 1977, and has since become responsible for thirty books 
under his byline.  He hopes to keep at this game for some time yet.  His tastes in fantastika are omni-
vorous. 
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IndieBookLauncher.com helps self-publishing authors navigate the e-publishing process from start to 
finish. Founded in 2012 as a partnership between indie author Nassau Hedron and graphic designer Saul 
Bottcher, we offer professional editing, cover design, and e-book production services at affordable rates. 

 We’re excited to work with International Speculative Fiction to help them promote the work of non-
anglophone authors to a wider audience! 

If you’re an author looking for a partner to help you e-publish, you can visit our site 
at www.IndieBookLauncher.com. Our editor, Nassau Hedron, has experience working with non-
anglophone authors and can help you prepare your manuscript for publication to the English-speaking 
market. 
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