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and opinions, and had vowed that should Scheherazade ever attempt his life,
he’d manage himself somewhat similarly: that is (as he was twenty years
older, and more conservative), not exactly granting his wife the power tokill
him, but disarming and declining to kill her, and within the bounds of good
public relations, permitting her a freedom comparable to his own. The
harem was a royal tradition, necessarily public; Scheherazade could take

what lovers she would, but of necessity in private. Et cetera.

“Did you really imagine your sister fooled Shahryar for a thousand nights
with her mamelukes and dildoes?” Shah Zaman laughed. “A man couldn
stay king very long if he didn’t even know what was going on in the harem!
And why do you suppose he permitted it, if not that he loved her too much,
and was too sick of his other policy, to kill her? She changed his mind, all
right, but she never fooled him: he used to believe that all women were un-
faithful, and that the only way to spare himself the pain of infidelity was to
deflower and kill them; now he believes that all people are unfaithful, and
that the way to spare oneself the pain of infidelity is to love and not to care.
He chooses equal promiscuity; I choose equal fidelity. Let’s treasure each .

other, Dunyazade!”

She shook her head angrily, or desperately. “It’s absurd. You’re only try-

ing to talk your way out of a bad spot.”
“Of course I am! And of course it’s absurd! Treasure me!”

“I'm exhausted. I should use the razor on both of us, and be done with it.”

“Treasure me, Dunyazade!”
“We've talked all night; I hear the cocks; it’s getting light.”
“Good morning, then! Good morning!”

3

Alf Laylah Wa Laylah, The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night,
is not the story of Scheherazade, but the story of the story of her stories,
which in effect begins: “There is a book called The Thousand and One
Nights, in which it is said that once upon a time a king had twq sons,
Shahryar and Shah Zaman,” et cetera; it ends when a king long after
Shahryar discovers in his treasury the thirty volumes of The Stories of the
Thousand Nights and a Night, at the end of the last of which the royal cou-
@_mmllmrm,rw%m« and Scheherazade, Shah Zaman and Dunyazade—emerge
from their bridal chambers after the wedding night, greet one another with
warm good mornings (eight in all), bestow Samarkand on the brides’ long-
suffering father, and set down for all
Night.

If I could invent a story as beautiful, it should be about little Dunyazade

and her bridegroom, who pass a thousand nights in one dark night and in"

the morning embrace each other; they make love side by side, their faces
close, and go out to greet sister and brother in the forenoon of a new life.
Dunyazade’s story begins in the middle; in the middle of my own, | can’t
conclude it—but it must end in the night that all good mornings coine to

The Arab storytellers understood this; they ended their stories not “happily ;
ever after,” but specifically “until there took them the Destroyer of Delights -
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and Desolator of Dwelling-places, and they were translated to the ruth of
Almighty Allah, and their houses fell waste and their palaces lay in ruins,
and the Kings inherited their riches.” And no man knows it better than Shah
Zaman, to whom therefore the second half of his life will be sweeter than
the first.

To be joyous in the full acceptance of this dénouement is surely to pos-
sess a treasure, the key to which is the understanding that Key and Trea-
sure are the same. There (with a kiss, little sister) is the sense of our story,
Dunyazade: The key to the treasure is the treasure.
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‘Review (1985), remarked on “the descent of a writer into a labyrinth in which fact
and fiction become increasingly difficult to separate.”

From City of Glass
1

It was a wrong number that started it, the telephone ringing three times in
the dead of night, and the voice on the other end asking for someone he
.was not. Much later, when he was able to think about the things that hap-
pened to him, he would conclude that nothing was real except chance. But
that was much later. In the beginning, there was simply the event and its
consequences. Whether it might have turned out differently, or whether it

as all predetermined with the first word that came from the stranger’s
mouth, is not the question. The question is the story itself, and whether or
not it means something is not for the story to tell.

As for Quinn, there is little that need detain us. Who he was, where he
came from, and what he did are of no great importance. We know, for ex-
ample, that he was thirty-five years old. We know that he had once been
married, had once been a father, and that both his wife and son were now
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purpose Quinn had rented a numbered box at the post office. The same was
true of the publisher, who paid all fees, monies, and royalties to Quinn
through the agent. No book by William Wilson ever included an author’s
photograph or biographical note. William Wilson was not listed in any writ-
ers’ directory, he did not give interviews, and all the letters he received were
answered by his agent’s secretary. As far as Quinn could tell, no one knew
his secret. In the beginning, when his friends learned that he had given up
writing, they would ask him how he was planning to live. He told them all
the same thing: that he had inherited a trust fund from his wife. But the

dead. We also know that he wrote books. To be precise, we know that he
wrote mystery novels. These works were written under the name of William
Wilson, and he produced them at the rate of about one a year, which
brought in enough money for him to live modestly in a small New York
apartment. Because he spent no more than five or six months on a novel,
for the rest of the year he was free to do as he wished. He read many books,
he looked at paintings, he went to the movies. In the summer he watched
baseball on television; in the winter he went to the opera. More than any-.
thing else, however, what he liked to do was walk. Nearly every day, rain

or shine, hot or cold, he would leave his apartment to walk through the i
city—never really going anywhere, but simply going wherever his legs.
happened to take him.

New York was an inexhaustible space, a labyrinth of endless steps, and |
no matter how far he walked, no matter how well he came to know its neigh-
borhoods and streets, it always left him with the feeling of being lost. Lost,
not only in the city, but within himself as well. Each time he took a walk,
he felt as though he were leaving himself behind, and by giving himself up
to the movement of the streets, by reducing himself to a seeing eye, he was
able to escape the obligation to think, and this, more than anything else,
brought him a measure of peace, a salutary emptiness within. The world
was outside of him, around him, before him, and the speed with which it
kept changing made it impossible for him to dwell on any one thing for very
long. Motion was of the essence, the act of putting one foot in front of the
other and allowing himself to follow the drift of his own body. By wander-
ing aimlessly, all places became equal, and it no longer mattered where he:
was. On his best walks, he was able to feel that he was nowhere. And this;’
finally, was all he ever asked of things: to be nowhere. New York was the;
nowhere he had built around himself, and he realized that he had no in
tention of ever leaving it again.

In the past, Quinn had been more ambitious. As a young man he had pub-
lished several books of poetry, had written plays, critical essays, and had
worked on a number of long translations. But quite abruptly, he had given’
up all that. A part of him had died, he told his friends, and he did not want
it coming back to haunt him. It was then that he had taken on the name of
William Wilson. Quinn was no longer that part of him that could writ
books, and although in many ways Quinn continued to exist, he no longer,
existed for anyone but himself.

He had continued to write because it was the only thing he felt he could
do. Mystery novels seemed a reasonable solution. He had little trouble in
venting the intricate stories they required, and he wrote well, often in spit
of himself, as if without having to make an effort. Because he did not con
sider himself to be the author of what he wrote, he did not feel responsible:
for it and therefore was not compelled to defend it in his heart. William Wi
son, after all, was an invention, and even though he had been born within
Quinn himself, he now led an independent life. Quinn treated him with de
erence, at times even admiration, but he never went so far as to believe th:
he and William Wilson were the same man. It was for this reason that he
did not emerge from behind the mask of his pseudonym. He had an agent,.
but they had never met. Their contacts were confined to the mail, for which

It had been more than five years now. He did not think about his son very
much anymore, and only recently he had removed the photograph of his
wife from the wall. Every once in a while, he would suddenly feel what it
had been like to hold the three-year-old boy in his arms—but that was not
exactly thinking, nor was it even remembering, It was a physical sensation,
an imprint of the past that had been left in his body, and he had no control
over it. These moments came less often now, and for the most partit seemed
as though things had begun to change for him. He no longer wished to be
dead. At the same time, it cannot be said that he was glad to be alive. But
t least he did not resent it. He was alive, and the stubbornness of this fact
ad little by little begun to fascinate him—as if he had managed to outlive
himself, as if he were somehow living a posthumous life. He did not sleep
with the lamp on anymore, and for many months now he had not remem-
: bered any of his dreams.

© It was night. Quinn lay in bed smoking a cigarette, listening to the rain
eat against the window. He wondered when it would stop and whether he
ould feel like taking a long walk or a short walk in the morning. An open
copy of Marco Polo’s Travels lay face down on the pillow beside him. Since
finishing the latest William Wilson novel two weeks earlier, he had been lan-
guishing. His private-eye narrator, Max Work, had solved an elaborate se-
ies of crimes, had suffered through a number of beatings and narrow es-
capes, and Quinn was feeling somewhat exhausted by his efforts. Over the
years, Work had become very close to Quinn. Whereas William Wilson re-
‘mained an abstract figure for him, Work had increasingly come to life. In
e triad of selves that Quinn had become, Wilson served as a kind of ven-
triloquist, Quinn himself was the dummy, and Work was the animated voice
hat gave purpose to the enterprise. If Wilson was an illusion, he neverthe-
ss justified the lives of the other two. If Wilson did not exist, he never-
heless was the bridge that allowed Quinn to pass from himself into Work.
And little by little, Work had become a presence in Quinn’s life, his interior
rother, his comrade in solitude.
Quinn picked up the Marco Polo and started reading the first page again.
We will set down things seen as seen, things heard as heard, so that our book
ay be an accurate record, free from any sort of fabrication. And all who
ead this book or hear it may do so with full confidence, because it contains
othing but the truth.” Just as Quinn was beginning to ponder the meaning
f these sentences, to turn their crisp assurances over in his mind, the tele-
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phone rang. Much later, when he was able to reconstruct the events of that}
night, he would remember looking at the clock, seeing that it was past twelve,’
and wondering why someone should be calling him at that hour. More than’
likely, he thought, it was bad news. He climbed out of bed, walked naked to
the telephone, and picked up the receiver on the second ring,

“Yes?”

There was a long pause on the other end, and for a moment Quinn.
thought the caller had hung up. Then, as if from a great distance, there came
the sound of a voice unlike any he had ever heard. It was at once mechan-
ical and filled with feeling, hardly more than a whisper and yet perfectly au-;
dible, and so even in tone that he was unable to tell if it belonged to a man
or a woman.

“Hello?” said the voice.

“Who is this?” asked Quinn.

“Hello?” said the voice again.

“I'm listening,” said Quinn. “Who is this?” 2

“Is this Paul Auster?” asked the voice. “I would like to speak to Mr. Paul!
Auster.”

“There’s no one here by that name.”

“Paul Auster. Of the Auster Detective Agency.”

“I'm sorry,” said Quinn. “You must have the wrong number.”

“This is a matter of utmost urgency,” said the voice.

“There’s nothing I can do for you,” said Quinn. “There is no Paul Auster
here.”

“You don’t understand,” said the voice. “Time is running out.”

“Then I suggest you dial again. This is not a detective agency.”

Quinn hung up the phone. He stood there on the cold floor, looking
down at his feet, his knees, his limp penis. For a brief moment he re-
gretted having been so abrupt with the caller. It might have been inter-
esting, he thought, to have played along with him a little. Perhaps he could
have found out something about the case—perhaps even have helped in

some way. “I must learn to think more quickly on my feet,” he said to him-
self.

crimination whatsoever. When he was in the right mood, he had little
ouble reading ten or twelve of them in a row. It was a kind of hunger
at took hold of him, a craving for a special food, and he would not stop
ymtil he had eaten his fill.
‘What he liked about these books was their sense of plenitude and econ-
my. In the good mystery there is nothing wasted, no sentence, no word
1at is not significant. And even if it is not significant, it has the potential to
e so—which amounts to the same thing. The world of the book comes to
ife, seething with possibilities, with secrets and contradictions. Since every-
thing seen or said, even the slightest, most trivial thing, can bear a connec-
tion to the outcome of the story, nothing must be overlooked. Everything
becomes essence; the center of the book shifts with each event that propels
orward. The center, then, is everywhere, and no circumference can be
awn until the book has come to its end.
The detective is one who looks, who listens, who moves through this
orass of objects and events in search of the thought, the idea that will
.m:: all these things together and make sense of them. In effect, the writer
and the detective are interchangeable. The reader sees the world through
the detective’s eyes, experiencing the proliferation of its details as if for
the first time. He has become awake to the things around him, as if they
: ma%: speak to him, as if, because of the attentiveness he now brings to
em, they might begin to carry a meaning other than the simple fact of
their existence. Private eye. The term held a triple meaning for Quinn.
ot only was it the letter “i,” standing for “investigator,” it was “I” in the
upper case, the tiny life-bud buried in the body of the breathing self. At
the same time, it was also the physical eye of the writer, the eye of the
man who looks out from himself into the world and demands that the
orld reveal itself to him. For five years now, Quinn had been living in
e grip of this pun.
+He had, of course, long ago stopped thinking of himself as real. Ifhé lived
ow in the world at all, it was only at one remove, through the imaginary
erson of Max Work. His detective necessarily had to be real. The nature
of the books demanded it. If Quinn had allowed himself to vanish, to with-
aw into the confines of a strange and hermetic life, Work continued to live
the world of others, and the more Quinn seemed to vanish, the more per-
sistent Work's presence in that world became. Whereas Quinn tended to feel
out of place in his own skin, Work was aggressive, quick-tongued, at home
f 0 whatever spot he happened to find himself. The very things that caused
problems for Quinn, Work took for granted, and he walked through the may-
m of his adventures with an ease and indifference that never failed to im-

Like most people, Quinn knew almost nothing about crime. He had]
never murdered anyone, had never stolen anything, and he did not know
anyone who had. He had never been inside a police station, had nev
met a private detective, had never spoken to a criminal. Whatever he
knew about these things, he had learned from books, films, and newsp
pers. He did not, however, consider this to be a handicap. What inte
ested him about the stories he wrote was not their relation to the world ess his creator. It was not precisely that Quinn wanted to be Work, or even
but their relation to other stories. Even before he became William Wil- be like him, but it reassured him to pretend to be Work as he was writ-
son, Quinn had been a devoted reader of mystery novels. He knew that ing his books, to know that he had it in him to be Work if he ever chose to
most of them were poorly written, that most could not stand up to even .».., even if only in his mind.
the vaguest sort of examination, but still, it was the form that appealed ‘That night, as he at last drifted off to sleep, Quinn tried to imagine what
to him, and it was the rare, unspeakably bad mystery that he would refuse Work would have said to the stranger on the phone. In his dream, which he

to read. Whereas his taste in other books was rigorous, demanding to the later forgot, he found himself alone in a room, firing a pistol into a bare white
point of narrow-mindedness, with these works he showed almost no dis- all.
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“Always the same man. Auster. The one who calls himself Paul Auster.”
This time Quinn did not hesitate. He knew what he was going to do, and
now that the time had come, he did it.
“Speaking,” he said. “This is Auster speaking.”
“At last. At last T've found you.” He could hear the relief in the voice, the
tangible calm that suddenly seemed to overtake it.

“That’s right,” said Quinn. “At last.” He paused for a moment to let the
words sink in, as much for himself as for the other. “What can I do for you?”

“Ineed help,” said the voice. “There is great danger. They say you are the
best one to do these things.”

“It depends on what things you mean.”

“I mean death. I mean death and murder.”

“That's not exactly my line,” said Quinn. “I don’t go around killing
people.”

“No,” said the voice petulantly. “I mean the reverse.”
“Someone is going to kill you?”

“Yes, kill me. That’s right. I am going to be murdered.”

“And you want me to protect you?”

“To protect me, yes. And to find the man who is going to do it.”
“You don’t know who it is?”

“I know, yes. Of course I know. But I don’t know where he is.”
“Can you tell me about it?”

“Not now. Not on the phone. There is great danger. You must come
here.”

“How about tomorrow?”

“Good. Tomorrow. Early tomorrow. In the morning.”

“Ten o’clock?”

“Good. Ten o’clock.” The voice gave an address on East 69th Street.
“Don’t forget, Mr. Auster. You must come.”

- “Don’t worry,” said Quinn. “I'll be there.”

The following night, Quinn was caught off guard. He had thought the
incident was over and was not expecting the stranger to call again. As it
happened, he was sitting on the toilet, in the act of expelling a turd, when
the telephone rang. It was somewhat later than the previous night, per- -
haps ten or twelve minutes before one. Quinn had just reached the chap-
ter that tells of Marco Polo’s journey from Peking to Amoy, and the book
was open on his lap as he went about his business in the tiny bathroom.
The ringing of the telephone came as a distinct irritation. To answer it
promptly would mean getting up without wiping himself, and he was
loath to walk across the apartment in that state. On the other hand, if he
finished what he was doing at his normal speed, he would not make it to
the phone in time. In spite of this, Quinn found himself reluctant to move
The telephone was not his favorite object, and more than once he had con-
sidered getting rid of his. What he disliked most of all was its tyranny. Not
only did it have the power to interrupt him against his will, but inevitably
he would give in to its command. This time, he decided to resist. By the
third ring, his bowels were empty. By the fourth ring, he had succeeded
in wiping himself. By the fifth ring, he had pulled up his pants, left the
bathroom, and was walking calmly across the apartment. He answered the
phone on the sixth ring, but there was no one at the other end. The caller
had hung up.

The next night, he was ready. Sprawled out on his bed, perusing the
pages of The Sporting News, he waited for the stranger to call a third time
Every now and then, when his nerves got the better of him, he would stand
up and pace about the apartment. He put on a record—Haydn’s opera Il
Mondo della Luna—and listened to it from start to finish. He waited and
waited. At two-thirty, he finally gave up and went to sleep. ;

He waited the next night, and the night after that as well. Just as he was
about to abandon his scheme, realizing that he had been wrong in all his
assumptions, the telephone rang again. It was May nineteenth. He would
remember the date because it was his parents’ anniversary—or would
have been, had his parents been alive—and his mother had once told him
that he had been conceived on her wedding night. This fact had always
appealed to him—being able to pinpoint the first moment of his exis-
tence—and over the years he had privately celebrated his birthday on that
day. This time it was somewhat earlier than on the other two nights—not
yet eleven o’clock—and as he reached for the phone he assumed it was
someone else.

“Hello?” he said. ,

Again, there was a silence on the other end. Quinn knew at once that it
was the stranger.

“Hello?” he said again. “What can I do for you?”

“Yes,” said the voice at last. The same mechanical whisper, the same des-
perate tone. “Yes. It is needed now. Without delay.”

“What is needed?”

“To speak. Right now. To speak right now. Yes.”

“And who do you want to speak to?”
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