CHARLES BAXTER
THE CLIFF
ON THE WAY OUT to the cliff, the old man kept one hand on the wheel. He smoked
with the other hand. The inside of the car smelled of wine and cigarette ashes. He
coughed constantly. His voice sounded like a version of the cough.
"I used to smoke Camels unfiltered," he told the boy. The dirt road, rutted, dipped
hard, and the car bounced. "But I switched brands. Camels interfered with my eating.
I couldn't taste what the Duchess cooked up. Meat, salad, Jell-O: it all tasted the same.
So I went to low tar. You don't smoke, do you, boy?"
The boy stared at the road and shook his head.
"Not after what I've taught you, I hope not. You got to keep the body pure for the
stuff we're doing."
"You don't keep it pure," the boy said.
"I don't have to. It's been pure. And, like I say, nobody is ever pure twice."
The California pines seemed brittle and did not sway as they drove past. The boy
thought he could hear the crash of the waves in front of them. "Are we almost there?"
"Kind of impatient, aren't you?" the old man said, suppressing his cough. "Look,
boy, I told you a hundred times: you got to train your will to do this. You get
impatient, and you — "
"— I know, I know. 'You die.' " The boy was wearing a jacket and a New York
Mets cap. "I know all that. You taught me. I'm only asking if we're there yet."
"You got a woman, boy?" The old man looked suspicious. "You got a woman?"
“I’m only fifteen," the boy said nervously.
"That's not too old for it, especially around here."
"I’ve been kissed," the boy said. "Is that the ocean?"
"That's her," the old man said. "Sometimes I think I know everything about you,
and then sometimes I don't think I know anything. I hate to take chances like this.
You could be hiding something out on me. The magic's no damn good if you're hiding
something out on me."
"It'll be good," the boy said, seeing the long line of blue water through the trees. He
pulled the visor down lower, so he wouldn't squint. "It'll be real good."
"Faith, hope, charity, and love," the old man recited. "And the spells. Now I admit
I have fallen from the path of righteousness at times. But I never forget the spells.
You forget them, you die."
"I would not forget them," the boy said.
"You better not be lying to me. You been thieving, sleeping with whores, you been
carrying on in the bad way, well, we'll find out soon enough." He stopped the car at a
clearing. He turned the key off in the ignition and reached under his seat for a wine

bottle. His hands were shaking. The old man unscrewed the cap and took a long swig.
He recapped it and breathed out the sweet aroma in the boy's direction. "Something
for my nerves," he said. "I don't do this every day."
"You don't believe in the spells anymore," the boy said.
"I am the spells," the old man shouted. "I invented them. I just hate to see a fresh
kid like you crash on the rocks on account of you don't believe in them."
"Don't worry," the boy said. "Don't worry about me."
They got out of the car together, and the old man reached around into the back seat
for his coil of rope.
"I don't need it," the boy said. "I don't need the rope."
"Kid, we do it my way or we don't do it."
The boy took off his shoes. His bare feet stepped over pine needles and stones. He
was wearing faded blue jeans and a sweatshirt, with a stain from the old man's wine
bottle on it. He had taken off his jacket in the car, but he was still wearing the cap.
They walked over a stretch of burnt grass and came to the edge of the cliff.
"Look at those sea gulls down there," the old man pointed. "Must be a hundred."
His voice was trembling with nervousness.
"I know about the sea gulls." The boy had to raise his voice to be heard above the
surf. "I've seen them."
"You’re so smart, huh?" the old man coughed. He drew a cigarette out of his shirt
and lit it with his Zippo lighter. "All right, I'm tired of telling you what to do, Mr.
Know-It-All. Take off the sweatshirt." The boy took it off. "Now make a circle in the
dirt."
"With what?"
"With your foot."
"There isn't any dirt."
"Do like I tell you."
The boy extended his foot and drew a magic circle around himself. It could not be
seen, but he knew it was there.
"Now look out at the horizon and tell it what I told you to tell it."
The boy did as he was told.
"Now take this rope, take this end." The old man handed it to him. "God, I don't
know sometimes." The old man bent down for another swig of wine. "Is your mind
clear?"
"Yeah," the boy said.
"Are you scared?"
"Naw."
"Do you see anybody?"

"Nope."
"You got any last questions?"
"Do I hold my arms out?"
"They do that in the Soviet Union," the old man said, "but they also do it sitting on
pigs. That's the kind of people they are. You don't have to hold your arms out. Are
you ready? Jump!"
The boy felt the edge of the cliff with his feet, jumped, and felt the magic and the
horizon lifting him up and then out over the water, his body parallel to the ground. He
took it into his mind to swoop down toward the cliffs, and then to veer away
suddenly, and whatever he thought, he did. At first he held on to the rope, but even
the old man could see that it was unnecessary, and reeled it in. In his jeans and cap,
the boy lifted himself upward, then dove down toward the sea gulls, then just as easily
lifted himself up again, rushing over the old man's head before flying out over the
water.
He shouted with happiness.
The old man reached down again for his wine.
"The sun!" the old man shouted. "The ocean! The land! That's how to do it!" And
he laughed suddenly, his cough all gone. "The sky!" he said at last.
The boy flew in great soaring circles. He tumbled in the air, dove, flipped, and
sailed. His eyes were dazzled with the blue also, and like the old man he smelled the
sea salt.
But of course he was a teen-ager. He was grateful to the old man for teaching him
the spells. But this –the cliffs, the sea, the blue sky, and the sweet wine– this was the
old man's style, not his. He loved the old man for sharing the spells. He would think
of him always, for that.
But even as he flew, he was getting ideas. It isn't the style of teen-agers to fly in
broad daylight, on sunny days, even in California. What the boy wanted was
something else: to fly low, near the ground, in the cities, speeding in smooth arcs
between the buildings, late at night. Very late: at the time the girls are hanging up
their clothes and sighing, sighing out their windows to the stagnant air, as the clocks
strike midnight. The idea of the pig interested the boy. He grinned far down at the old
man, who waved, who had long ago forgotten the dirty purposes of flight.

