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BABSON FITTERLEY AND THE PERFECT WOMAN 

     "Babson, are you awake?" 

     No response.  A hand shoves a shoulder. 

     "Wake up, you son-of-a-bitch, you.  It's time to go." 

     No response.  A foot, raised in mid-air, kicks Babson's posterior. 

     "Get up, you turd.  You know I don't have all day." 

     Babson Fitterley, bleary-eyed, rolls over and scratches his stomach.  He looks at his 

interlocutor and grins.  "Henry," he states. 

     "Goddamn you, you sod, pull your shorts up a notch, I don't want to see your bush!" 

     "Your heart's not in this, is it Henry?"  Babson yawns and sits up on the side of his bed, 

looking at his watch, the bedside alarm clock, and then the digital clock on the far wall.  "Yeah, I 

guess it's time.  Where do you think we ought to go first?" 

     "This is your big idea, why don't you decide?  I've got a woman." 

     "Really?  I'd call her more of a girlfriend." 

     "There's a crack out of a crack.  What's that supposed to mean?" 

     "Well, she's not very old, is she?  Hardly over the statutory line." 

     "So what?  She adores me." 

     "Still—well, 'woman' seems to suggest someone more mature." 

     "She's mature enough when and where it counts.  When's the last time you got laid?" 

     "Not that long ago, I don't know.  Why?" 

     "Are you talking about The Mole?" 
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     "Don't call her that, she wasn't that ugly." 

     "Her glasses were about a mile thick, man." 

     "Well, maybe she loved me more because she couldn't see me so well." 

     "All right, don't get depressed again.  It's not as if she broke your heart." 

     "No, I guess not.  I'm more relieved that I didn't break hers.  She was, I don't know, had a lot 

of issues.  I'm just glad I didn't end up one of them." 

     "Hey, look, I'm your best bud, but if someone offered me Paris over you, I'd take Paris too." 

     "It wasn't like that.  We sort of drifted apart.  She seemed vexed with me but not overly 

concerned, then she called me one day and told me, in a friendly enough manner, that her mother 

and father were getting divorced, her mother was moving to Paris, and she was going with her.  

And that was all." 

     "If you say so." 

     "I do.  Why is it you always want to make these things into male-female competitions and 

showdowns?  Sometimes, people just agree to differ." 

     "Babson, you're just too lazy to quarrel.  Who knows, if things had gone differently on her 

part, you'd probably have ended up married to her somehow.  Instead of 'drifting apart,' you'd 

have drifted together." 

     "I don't say whether that's true or not, but who's to say that some people don't drift and some 

people don't collide, the way you like to do?" 

     "I hope you don't fuck the way you conduct relationships." 

     "No one has ever complained much about the way I do either one.  If you're the only one 

who's dissatisfied, then don't fuck me or date me, and we'll get along just fine.  And anyway, I 

said I thought I might be getting a little lonely and depressed, I didn't say I was ready for the 
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funny farm and the white coat brigade.  I just thought you might like it, might be amused by an 

idealistic trip around the city in quest of the perfect woman.  We might not even find anyone 

today, or tomorrow.  I just like to look sometimes.  I'm not a pouncer, like you." 

     Babson's cell phone on the bedside table rings.  He looks at it, says, "It's Sally.  Hi, Sally.  No, 

Henry's here, we're just getting ready to go out in quest of the perfect woman.  Why, do you want 

to come?  A woman's opinion, huh?"  He looks over questioningly at Henry, who rolls his eyes, 

shakes his head, and points and shoots an imaginary gun at his temple.  "Well, the fact of the 

matter is, Sally, we're looking for straight women.  Or a woman, I guess.  Well, I don't know that 

I really mean to do anything with her, necessarily.  I mean, Henry insists that he's spoken for, so 

he's just along for the entertainment value, I suppose.  Yeah, I know I would have to get to know 

her and I know it's not just a matter of visual stuff, but that's how a lot of it starts out.  Look, if 

you're going to lecture me, I'd just as soon—yeah, okay.  Come on up, then."  He turns to Henry 

again.  "That was Sally," he says. 

     "It's not just straight women you waffle around with, is it?" 

     "Sally's my cousin.  We played together as kids." 

     "I know, I know, cowboys and Indians." 

     "They call it Native Americans now." 

     "Well, they don't play it anymore, except maybe in that backwater you come from, so what's 

the point you're trying to make?  If you're trolling for women, why invite along the competition?  

Any woman who sees you is going to see Sally too, and if she likes her, she's wrong for you, and 

if she even thinks she might like you, she's going to wonder what you're doing with Sally.  And 

me, where do I fit in?" 
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     "Despite your preferences for stereotypes, Sally doesn't look butch.  And who said I was 

trolling anyway?  Sally and I used to play knights in armor and ladies fair too; I think she 

understands the difference between trolling and just looking around to get a feel for the terrain." 

     "If you take all your time looking, you're not going to get any other kind of feel, that's for 

sure." 

     Babson suddenly launches himself off the bed and goes toward the closet, from which he 

selects a button-down shirt and a pair of khaki pants.  He wriggles into them after taking a swipe 

at his armpits with a stick of antiperspirant from the dresser. 

     "Not overly clean, are you?  Who crawls out of bed into that kind of clothes?" 

     "I had a shower last night, jerkwad.  Besides, Sally's only five minutes away, and regardless 

of how we dressed up as kids, I don't want to be in my shorts when she gets here." 

     "Tell me," Henry Murray puts on his best imitation of a high culture critic peering through a 

lorgnette, "were you one of the knights or the ladies?" 

     "Both, I guess.  We were only five or six." 

     "God, no wonder you're so confused." 

     "Look, dickface, you're starting to get on my nerves.  If you don't want to go, just say so, and 

Sally and I will go without you.  Though I must say, I thought you had more imagination than to 

bail on me when it was something in your general area of the woods anyway.  Let me put it to 

you this way:  do you like women?" 

     "Dumb question." 

     "Do you like looking at women?" 

     "Ditto." 
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     "Ah, then the only thing bothering you is that I won't have my relationship ‘credit card’ with 

me, is that it?" 

     "What?  What are you talking about?" 

     "I won't be planning to say ‘charge it’ on the spur of the moment." 

     "Oh.  Why can't you just put it simply?  Or did you and Sally play some other noxious little 

game with Monopoly money and fake credit cards as well?" 

     "I thought you liked Sally." 

     "I like her well enough to talk to.  It's just a little awkward, this thing you've got planned.  I 

mean, you and I were supposed to go, and then you invited her along.  It sort of changes the 

spirit of the thing, you know?" 

     "Ah, but now I'm not convinced that you ever correctly perceived the spirit of the thing the 

same way I did anyway.  You said it yourself, you thought I was 'trolling' for women." 

     "Look, with whatever additional fetishistic little habits or rituals you want to add onto it, at 

the end of the day you're either getting laid or you're not.  By all means, fall in love if you want 

to.  I seem to recall you had a habit of doing that in college.  I hope to fall in love with the best of 

them myself someday.  But in the meantime, I don't kid myself about what I'm doing now.  I'm 

getting a piece, and that suits me just fine." 

     "Okay.  So this is one of those situations we just talked about when people agree to disagree.  

Jesus, I don't mean for you to actually mark down women for me, or think that I mean to do it 

myself.  I thought of it as a nice, summer Saturday's jaunt around town, just hanging out and 

comparing notes on what we see, that sort of thing.  Not actually trying for the brass ring." 

     "Whatever.  I don't really see the point.  Of course, I like to think of myself as an honorable 

man, and I never do two women at the same time, not since my fraternity days, at any rate.  So
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I'm out of the picture anyway.  I only hope we don't get bored.  Make me a deal:  if we do get 

bored, we'll grab bat, ball and glove and go by the park and hit a few, or go rock-climb their new 

wall there, or anything else that's less boring than listening to Sally talk about other women." 

    "You sure can ruin a mood, you know it?" 

     The door panel buzzes.  Babson goes to the front of the apartment and speaks for a moment 

into the intercom while Henry sits perched on the windowsill in the bedroom window, soaking in 

the rays of the sun.  Then Henry hears the return buzz of Babson's thumb on the release button.  

Babson waits near the open door.  When Sally trips in through the door, her jet black curly mop 

of hair bobbing by at the level of Babson's shoulder, Babson enfolds her in a loose embrace, 

which she returns with fervor. 

     "Henry!  Let's go!  Sally's here." 

     "Hey, Sally," Henry says as he walks into the living room.  He nods to her stiffly, his smile a 

fair facsimile of a genuine welcome. 

     "Hey, yourself," she returns, winking at him in a flirtatious manner. 

      The three go out the door, casual conversation passing back and forth, and in the hall they 

stop while Babson locks and deadbolts the door.  Then it's out to the street and the park three 

blocks away, where all of the bench and table and ground sitters young and old congregate to 

play, eat, read, laze in the sun, and watch each other every Saturday and Sunday during clement 

weather, sometimes not-so-clement weather, and even sometimes (a few of them in desperation) 

during outright inclement weather.  And why should Babson Fitterley and Sally Paul and Henry 

Murray be any different from the rest of them? 
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     Woman #1.  Appearing to be in her late twenties or early thirties, a woman in a halter top and 

shorts comes zipping by on skates.  Her long strides emphasize the length of her legs.  She is the 

picture of grace, except for the odd way she balances, swinging her arms akimbo as she passes.  

She has passed our bemused group of three at their bench under an overhanging oak tree three 

times before the first opinion is offered. 

 

Henry:  She's a bit gawky, isn't she? 

Babson:  Well, no, but look at her bright red hair and natural skin tones.  She looks healthy. 

Sally:  That's deceptive.  She has back problems.  Look at the way she's moving her torso.  Back 

problems are a bitch. 

Henry:  So I guess she's out. 

Babson:  How do you mean, "out?" 

Sally:  He's referring to the possibility of a fuck.  She's healthy enough to skate, though; I 

wouldn't rule her out.  You'd just have to expect a certain amount of "down time," when her 

back's not right.  That's okay.  You could spend time improving your relationship. 

Babson:  Yeah, I guess.  Or did you mean like "going down?" 

Sally: (looking at his profile and grinning) Babson.  I'm proud of you.  Generating an implication 

I hadn't though of yet. 

Henry:  Bullshit.  My dad has back problems, and all he does is complain all the day long.  No 

sick puppies.  Babson's lazy, so this woman has to carry her weight. 

Sally:  Babson's laid back.  I don't know if "lazy" is the negative side of that or not.  But he can 

be quite sympathetic. 



 8 

Henry is firm.  Babson still likes the woman's overall appearance.  Sally, though, points out that 

the woman is busy unlacing her skates at a table across the wide, flat lawn space in front of them.  

The woman slings her skates across one shoulder and leaves.  The three look for another eye-

catcher. 

 

     Woman #2.  A riotously laughing woman in solid black tee shirt and capri pants comes 

bouncing across the lawn frolicking with a miniature Doberman.  She wears her honey blonde 

hair in a tight bun on the back of her head, which loosens a bit as she tumbles down onto the 

grass on her back, rolling around with her dog.  The dog jumps up from atop her stomach and 

races around her three times or so silently, then abruptly stops near the pavement and vomits.  

The woman pats the dog's head and croons indistinguishable words while the three adventurers 

look on. 

 

Sally:  Talk about your sick puppies. 

Henry:  Yeah, you got to get through the dog-love, and even a miniature is still a Doberman.  Not 

inclined to tolerate infringements on his territory. 

Sally:  Look at the dog more closely, Henry:  it's "her" territory.  But I'm inclined to agree with 

Henry, Babson.  Unless you're a dog fancier yourself, it could get a bit tedious putting up with 

Buffy the Bombadier. 

Babson:  Buffy? 

Sally:  Look at the jewelry that girl's sporting for a jaunt to the park with her dog.  Dog's name 

must be Buffy. 

Henry:  Are you stereotyping another female, Sally, even a dog? 
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Sally:  It's a dog, H.  Anyway, my cat would never forgive me if I didn't stand up for the 

possessive rights of animals. 

Babson:  I wouldn't mind a cat. 

Henry:  One thing at a time, dufus, one thing at a time. 

 

     Woman #3.  A ravishing brunette comes strolling down the sidewalk toward them with a 

group of three men, all apparently unattached to her emotionally, to judge by the physical 

distance among them.  They are involved in a serious and absorbing discussion and are in 

business attire, the woman in a fashionable dove gray dress and light jacket. 

 

Henry:  Woah, Babson, she's out of your league.  Look at those—man, wow, and three guys after 

her. 

Babson:  I don't know, I think they've come from a meeting somewhere, or are on their way to 

one. 

Henry:  Yeah, but they're all three paying close attention to everything she says.  What do you 

wanna bet, they'd all love to lay her? 

Sally:  That may be, but I doubt if any of them are going to get the chance.  She's the alpha 

female, and there's no alpha male there. 

Henry:  Ah, bull, how do you know that? 

Sally:  Look at her feet. 

Henry:  Her feet? 

Sally:  She's wearing flats.  No doubt expensive, designer flats in the latest style, but flats.  If she 

had to appeal to these men for her job, she'd be wearing heels, the pointier the better.  If you 
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want an introduction to her, Babson, you're going to have to refurbish your own style.  Not that 

opposites can't attract, but— 

Babson:  Yeah, but there's something familiar about her. 

Henry:  Oh, sure there is.  In your dreams, maybe. 

Babson:  No, look at her, Henry; she resembles someone we've met at a party or something. 

 

Just as the woman passes, she looks curiously at the three of them on the bench, then smiles 

vaguely to herself, and keeps on walking.  The three men glance over them, apparently to see 

what has attracted her attention, but seeing nothing important to them, they return to their own 

discourse, still hanging on her words.  Babson and his friends have already given her up when 

suddenly she turns back from her associates and approaches their bench.  She looks carefully 

over them, then in a clear, articulate tone says,  "Babson?  Henry?  And—Sally, is it?"  She holds 

out her right hand to Babson, as if to shake hands.  They just look back at her, as astounded as if 

she were performing a mind-reading trick.  "It's Romela.  Romela Lewis."  She grins slyly at 

Henry.  "Don't you remember me, Henry?  The Mole?" 

     "Rommie?" Babson can barely squeak this out, though he had recognized something familiar 

about her before. 

     "Stand up, Babson, let me have a look at you.  So you're affecting the rakish look now, are 

you?  Or is it just another of your unshaven mornings?"  She hugs him quickly, and he teeters off 

balance and grasps the back of the bench so as not to fall. 

     "He recognized you first, Rom," says Sally loyally.  "But my God, you've changed.  What's 

up with the new persona?" 
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     "Oh, I'm just seeing my mother's office employees off to their final destination here before 

they fly back to France.  I'm living here again now, as of last week.  As to my appearance, well, 

first of all I finally got up the courage to get that eye operation and get rid of those horrible 

glasses for good; my mother kicked in the money.  I've got 20-15 vision now.  And one thing led 

to another.  When in Paris, you know.  I don't always dress like this, though my mother's new 

husband, Raimond, has made it possible at last.  So, what are you guys up to?  Just bench-

sitting?" 

     A contradiction of voices arises, as the three awkwardly try to explain anything but what they 

are doing, almost as if it were a crime. 

     "Okay.  You don't know what you're doing here, I get it.  Well," she glances at a small gold 

filigree watch, "I've got to go on.  But here's my card."  She fumbles in an equally undersized 

purse on a long strap hung over one shoulder and hands a card to Babson.  "Give me a call 

sometime and we'll all get together.  For old times' sake.  Au revoir, like they say."  She gives 

one last tooth-flashing smile and quickens her pace to catch up with the group awaiting her, 

which passes on. 

     "I don't remember her teeth being that perfect, either," Henry says resentfully. 

     By contrast, Sally is jolly.  "Well, well, well.  We've seen the old sexist triumvirate—or 

maybe I should say triumhysterate—of a blonde, a brunette, and a redhead, and Babson already 

has an 'in' with one of them.  And the most astounding one at that." 

  "An 'in and out,' you mean," pipes up Henry.  "And why do gay women always have to use or 

make up weird words?  What's a triumhysterate?" 

     "Look, if a triumvirate, using the root word 'vir' for man, means a group of three male rulers, 

then a 'triumhysterate,' using the root word 'hustera' or womb—" 
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     "Oh, for God's sake!" 

     "—means a ruling group of three women.  And don't 'for God's sake' me, I'm already 

stretching a point by allowing the word 'hustera,' which in other contexts is featured in words 

such as 'hysteria,' once believed to be more the realm of women and their womb problems than 

of men." 

     "I've never seen a man get hysterical." 

     "You nearly did just now, just because I used the word 'womb.'" 

     "Never mind that.  The Mole won't have him anyway, you can bet on it.  Why, she's climbing 

the skies, and our boy here is 'raffish,' or what was it she said?  'Rakish?'" 

     "She seemed to say it with affection, though.  And they already know each other," Sally 

points out. 

     "Yeah, I don't know."  Babson ponders, then continues, "I think I'd rather not get involved 

with the same person twice.  Unless I was really sure I was interested, that is." 

     "Oh, c'mon," Henry pursues.  "You don't mean to tell me that you'd turn that down, if she was 

interested.  Gorgeous and rich." 

     "Yeah, maybe I am lazy, like you say.  I want somebody I can just kick back with sometimes.  

And I can't supply her with expensive jewelry and dinner out all the time, that sort of stuff.  I'm 

only an oboist, after all, and right now the orchestra's down in ticket sales.  I may be fighting for 

my chair soon." 

     "Nonsense, they have to have an oboist," Sally is reasonable. 

     "Yes, but they don't have to have three, and even though Joe Beltzwig is part-time and Nancy, 

the second chair, has been off having her baby, my future isn't secure as long as there's more than 

me there.  Which reminds me, I've got a rehearsal in three hours; I'd better get back and start with 
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my warm-up routine.  I shouldn't have eaten so much salty pizza with you guys before the park, 

my lips are getting dried out.  I know from before what that does to the old embouchure." 

     "His warm-up routine, the only routine in his life," Henry quips. 

     "Why are you complaining?  You're the one who said we didn't have all day." 

     "Okay, boys, enough quibbling.  Should we meet again tomorrow, or was I not invited for that 

session?  You did say this was a two-day experiment, didn't you, Babs?" 

     "Don't call him 'Babs,' that's a girl's name," says Henry irritably. 

     "I called him that all the time we were growing up.  And why it it just a woman's name?" 

     "It's short for Barbara." 

     "Says who?" 

     "Everybody knows that.  And it's old-fashioned, to boot." 

     "Now who's fighting?"  Babson is equally grumpy all of a sudden.  "Besides, I'm sleeping in 

tomorrow.  Maybe some other time." 

     "When did you decide that?"  Henry asks, sorry after all to relinquish the hook-Babson-up 

project. 

     "When I said I wanted to come along again," says Sally ruefully.  "I guess I wasn't much help, 

was I?" 

     "It has nothing to do with you, Sally," Babson pats her arm where it rests on the back of the 

bench, just behind his shoulder.  Henry, on his other side, has already stood up, shaking the 

wrinkles out of his pants and jingling his keys.  "It's just that I'd forgotten how late it's going to 

be tonight by the time the concert is over, and I'm going out for drinks and stuff with some 

people.  I'll really need to be home and quiet tomorrow.  But you guys can drop by if you want, 
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say anytime after 1 p.m.  At  3:30 I've got another rehearsal, but we play a shorter programme on 

Sunday night, so you're welcome to come over, say 12:00 tomorrow night?" 

     "Too late for me, I work on Monday," says Sally. 

     "Me too," answers Henry, "And we're vetting some new publication possibilities this week, so 

I won't be in touch.  By the way, before I forget—" he takes out his key ring and asks Babson—

"do you want your keys back?  I'm not going to be coming to wake you up every day, after all." 

     "No, just keep them; they say you should always have a friend with an extra key." 

    "Lucky me," Henry jests.  Restored to partial harmony, the three say their goodbyes and head 

off in separate directions, Henry shaking his head in silent thought, Babson moving his fingers in 

time to his own internal music, and Sally smiling softly to herself, casting an occasional glance 

back over her shoulder until the other two are out of sight. 
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     It had been Romela Lewis, The Mole, who broke it off first with all three of them:  first Henry 

and immediately afterward Sally, then later after hesitation and debate, Babson.  And it had been 

Romela also who had previously acquiesced in relationships with each of the first two 

unbeknownst to Babson, in her constant fits of self-loathing and lack of self-confidence.  Henry 

had been one in a string of young men from college on who had ashamedly used and discarded 

her, except that she beat him to the punchline by anticipating his psychic states.  A real 

achievement it had been, actually telling a man that she didn't want to see him anymore, didn't 

think they belonged together, that she wasn't getting that much from their sex life.  Which she 

wasn't, but that had never driven away her anxious clutch on men before.  Yes, Henry had been 

the first domino to fall in the stack of three.  And he had hated her at the time for breaking it off 

before he could. 

     Then, there had been Sally.  The remorsefully weeping Romela had turned up at Sally's door 

to be comforted for her strength in breaking up with Henry; only Sally had had other ideas, and 

had comforted her too well.  Within a few days, Romela was fairly sure that the cuddling and 

kissing and uncomfortable search for the right parts with another woman wasn't for her, and she 

told Sally, as gracefully as possible, that she didn't think it was her natural choice.  No doubt she 

was fueled not only by this basic truth, but also by her hurt at Sally's ill-judged but self-righteous 

and indignant revelation to her that Henry had given her the nickname "The Mole" while still 

deeply engaged in their affair.  So she left Sally. 

     Which made Babson the only man still standing, as it were.  At first, The Mole contented 

herself with his cozy friendship, and then they made it something more in a tepid, affectionate 

sort of way.  It was clear that neither Henry nor Sally was talking, so her secrets seemed safe, 

and Babson seemed safe, and that was enough for about a year or so.  Then, it became even 
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clearer to her that both Henry and Sally were older friends, and dearer friends to Babson, if it 

came to that, than she was, and she felt her heartstrings twang out of tune in a final way.  Babson 

and his friends were not for her, it seemed, and if the other two weren't talking, even less were 

they relinquishing Babson to her emotional control.  She didn't like it, giving up easy-going 

Babson, but it was time to go. 

     And so it had been, a month after her casual breakup with Babson, when her mother asked for 

her company to Paris.  Paris, where she didn't know anyone, had no nickname, and no past.  And 

while on the one hand she was too unattractive not to value being a woman with a past, it wasn't 

a quality past, but a rather undistinguished little sorry trail from bed to bed of mostly indifferent 

young men with nothing better to do.  She beat a hasty retreat to Paris, and soon she and her 

mother were both regrouping, the one from a divorce, the other from her own bad choices. 

     Which is why, of the three of them sitting on the bench before her today, once she had 

recognized them, Babson had seemed the most likely one to give her card to.  It wasn't that she 

hadn't forgiven the other two, only that they had been strangely less central in her rare thoughts 

of the place she had left.  She had been with Babson the longest, and even if he was rather a pale 

shade of some noncommittal color in her romantic color palette, he at least had not hurt her 

feelings.  He just had bad friends, or so it had seemed.  Or at least two of his friends had to her 

way of thinking of it taken advantage of her and her weaknesses, and if she had had something 

against Babson, it was that she couldn't tell him just how bad his friends were and expect him to 

do anything about it.  Not then, anyway. 
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     “I said I don’t want to play anymore, Babs.  Why don’t you listen to me?” 

     “I heard you.  But I do want to play.  C’mon, play.  I’ll do something you want later.” 

     “You said I was a stupid knight.  But you are a stupid lady.  She doesn’t fall down and die 

like that, it’s got to be little-by-little.  People don’t die all at once when they eat poison.” 

     “How do you know that, Sal, have you ever eaten poison?” 

     “I saw it on Dad’s cop show on tv.” 

     “Oh, that’s just a stupid show, and you’re a poopyface.  Girl!  You’re a girl!” 

     “I don’t believe I heard you correctly, Babson.  What was that you said?” 

     “Stop trying to act like a grown-up, Sal, you’re only a kid.  Why do you have to argue about 

everything?  Just when we were having fun, too.” 

     “All right, what are you two quarreling about now?  Does anyone need a time out?  Babson, 

you watch your mouth.  Sally, part of the fun of playing is that it can be any way you want it to 

be, it doesn’t have to be realistic.  Anyway, it’s nearly time for dinner, you two come along and 

wash up.” 

     Babson sighs heavily and pulls his forehead lock in a distracted way, moving forward slowly 

behind his father’s feet.  Sally, still encased partially in silver-painted cardboard armor, stands 

watching them for a moment, then crawls out of the armor and leaves it in the yard behind her. 

     “I don’t see why Sal has to win all the time.” 

     “Win what?  What did she win?  I just pointed out to each of you where you were wrong in 

fighting with each other.  But you’re right, I don’t hear Sally complaining.  Maybe that’s because 

she has a natural sense of justice.” 

     “Ha-ha, Dad said you had the natural sins of Justin.  Who’s Justin, Dad?” 
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     “Old pal of mine.  No one you know.  What I meant was that Sally plays more fairly than you 

do.  She bargains for what she wants instead of yelling or using bad words.  Most of the time, 

anyway.  Isn’t that right, Sally?”  A fond uncle’s hand rests for a minute on Sally’s tousled black 

curls. 

     “Yeah, I guess so, Uncle Pete.  Did you know Justin when you were our age?” 

      Peter Fitterley looks down at two curious upturned faces, wondering just how long the joke 

can last before he gets tired of being the only eiron.  Then he says, “No, I just got to know him 

gradually, as I grew up.  Sometimes I’m not always sure I know him even now.” 

     But this is too complicated for his audience.  Suddenly breaking free from his father’s 

shepherding influence, Babson shouts at the top of his lungs, “I’ll bet I can beat you to the sink, 

Sal!” 

     Equally restive from being restrained, Sally responds, “NO, you can’t!  You know I can run 

faster and better than you!” 

     Without a backward glance, the two of them rush out of the satellite pull of adult 

companionship and forward to the house, locked in another of their cousinly struggles for 

domination.  Peter strolls over to where the adults are gathering in a desultory fashion around the 

picnic table in the garden alcove.  Sally’s mother, her belly already big with another child, casts a 

glance at his face and asks, “Now, why are you laughing at us like that, Pete?  What’s tickling 

your funny bone?” 

     “Tales of my friend Justin.  Skip it, just a silly conversation with the kids.  Daniel, can I get 

you another glass of vino?  How about you, Malory?”  His brother-in-law holds his glass out in 

one hand and measures out a two-inch distance with the thumb and index finger of his other 
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hand.  Peter’s wife Malory says, “Sure, why not, Peter?  And maybe you can share your private 

joke with the rest of us.” 

     As the grown-ups listen to a joke which seems to them hardly worth the telling, except that 

they are enjoying themselves and are in a jovial mood, the children are locked in a deep debate 

over Justin and whether he is likely to have been a knight or a cowboy or a spy or “only a guy 

like Dad,” at once Babson’s secret fear and deepest wish.  He wonders if he will have the 

advantage over Sal of hearing bedtime stories about Justin, and decides that just this once he 

might ask for Sal to hear the story with him before she gets tucked up in the other nursery 

bedroom under the attic.  After all, he thinks to himself (both cagey and generous), he has the 

possible advantage of hearing all about Justin any old time.  And if he goes about it the right 

way, maybe he can play the part of Justin and Sally can be Dad, or would he, he wonders, want 

to play both parts?  While he is turning this plethora of delights over in his head, Sally shouts at 

him, “Babs, did you hear me?  Your mom is calling us again.  Hurry up with the soap; put it back 

in the dish, we have to go now.  I get to sit beside of Mom.” 

     Babson shrugs this off.  “I don’t care.  Dad is going to tell me about Justin tonight, and if 

you’re not nice to me, you won’t get to hear it.” 

     “I bet I will.  Uncle Pete said I was like Justin some way, and I bet he’ll tell me if I ask him.  

Besides, if you act mean, I bet you won’t get to hold my baby brother James when he’s born.  

You have to be nice to hold babies.” 

     “Okay, look.  I’ll let you hear about Justin with me if I can hold James.  But your dad said we 

could call the baby ‘Jamie’ for short.” 

      “Yeah, but Mom wants a different name.  Maybe she’ll pick the middle name and we’ll call 

him something else.  She likes ‘Alexander.’” 
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     “That’s too long.” 

     “Is not.” 

     “Is too.” 

     “Is not.  Shh!  Mom’s calling.  Let’s go!”  Sally races out the door and to the table without 

waiting for Babson. 

     “No fair,” he mutters half-angrily.  “Always has to have the last word.”  Slowly he paces out 

to where five faces are turned his way waiting for him to reach the alcove. 

     “Are your hands clean?”  His mother challenges. 

     “Yes,” he answers meekly, resigned to a certain discipline around the dinner table, even at a 

picnic.   

     The two families make their plate and napkin preparations, scolding the children through the 

routines they will someday be expected to follow without guidance.  Plates are filled, glances 

exchanged, instructions given, until everyone is ready.  After an initial toast, with wine for some 

and juice for others, they begin to eat and talk in the rapid-fire way families do, alternately 

talking while they chew and telling the children not to do so, then ignoring some other small 

flaws and rebuking too much noise when everyone speaks at once.  They are typical families of 

their time, if there is such a thing as typical, though special and grand in their own private 

histories.  Babson and Sally will remember these meetings long after the parents are retired to 

smaller homes and the old house with its grape arbor and garden alcove and generous yard space 

are under a highway, and there’s a gas station where they used to park the cars in the long drive.  

And Babson and Sally, being the basically lucky young people they are, born into fortunate if not 

rich families, will remember these as full and happy times, forgetting the childhood squabbling 

and the small dissensions of the adults, half-understood by them at the time.  They will grow up 
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close, separate and form their own friendships and networks, then meet as adults and grow 

together again, their personalities as adults those mysterious configurations which come about 

through all the contacts and conflicts they have experienced, not only those with each other.  And 

it is at this point in their lives, when they are in their late twenties, still unmarried and 

uncommitted but "looking" without being obsessive about it, that The Mole reenters the scene. 

     It’s not unexpected that Babson in his rather uncritical state should have picked up a 

friendship with the more sexist and unregenerate Henry Murray which he has neglected to drop, 

nor unusual that Sally, from whom he learned tolerant habits as they developed, considers herself 

a distant friend of Henry’s as well.  She, after all, has nothing at stake with Henry in her view, 

since she regards herself in private as his definite superior; she can afford to be accepting.  In 

fact, she thinks of Henry as something of a colorful character, a sexist whom she can challenge 

and educate when in his company with Babson, upon whom she intends none of this to be lost 

either, for that matter.  And she knows deep down that she is closer to Babson than Henry is, 

because having seen him grow up she has him at a disadvantage that even Henry can’t lay claim 

to. 

     The Mole is a different matter.  She has had old resentments against both Henry and Sally, 

who each in their different ways have robbed her of a part of herself, Sally with the best of 

intentions, Henry without caring much.  Only Babson of the three is fairly free of the taint of 

self-interest that Romela Lewis dislikes so much.  And Romela Lewis, The Mole or The Weirdo 

or That Girl With the Thick Glasses and Fat Face for years before she could just be simply the 

beautiful woman with the odd name of Romela, did not have a happy childhood with a 

comfortable cousin to look back on.  Even though she grew up without lacking material goods to 
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any great degree, she is alone and was alone, an only child of an unhappy marriage who has 

actually failed to make close connections with any other adults since her transformation either. 

The only person she has seen recently who has not tripped her psychic alarm has been the 

somewhat hapless Babson, sitting at ease on his park bench between the two almost symbolic 

guardians of his fate, her old nemeses, Henry and Sally.  And her problem now is:  how can she 

extract him from his unsympathetic surroundings? 
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     Peter Fitterley frowns.  He knows it isn't Alzheimer's or any kind of ordinary dementia, 

because his doctor, Dr. Greenbilge, whom he trusts for everything, has told him so.  It's only 

everyday forgetfulness of a perfectly mundane variety, the sort that creeps up on everyone as 

they age.  Still, he cannot do away with the shiver of fear that always possesses him when he 

can't find his address book, his batting cage charge card, his wallet, or any of a hundred other 

accoutrements that primitive man went without, especially in old age.  If he were primitive man 

personified, for example, he would either be left out in the cold to die the inevitable death that 

always comes anyway, or he would be treated with more respect and waited on hand and foot by 

youthful relatives and servitors.  Occasionally, he fantasizes about that other life, and thinks to 

himself that if he were left out in the snow by his hidebound (and imaginary) younger relatives, 

who would naturally obey the law of the wild in their eagerness to conform to their (imaginary) 

tribal beliefs, that another tribe, one not equally reactionary, would come by, find him, and 

rescue him as their sage and leader.  This fantasy too he recognizes as part of the symptoms of 

old age, feeling unappreciated by Babson, for example, and thinking that Sally has called him 

more frequently in the last few weeks, at least. 

     It's not so much that he thinks Babson derelict in his duty as that he wonders what his son is 

up to, his son who used to talk to him almost as an equal, treat him like an equal, a cohort.  And 

he knows that when Sally suddenly starts taking an abnormal amount of interest in her Uncle 

Peter, it's usually because of something Babson has done, or left undone, which in a holdover 

from her childhood habits, she longs to report to his father.  It's really not her fault, he thinks, her 

own father Daniel Paul hasn't often been heard from for four years now, not on any frequent 

basis.  As a former widower, he's busy roaming the globe with his new wife Alice, and can't be 

bothered to keep up himself more than occasionally with his own daughter and his son James 
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Alexander, a boy destined to carry the weight of both serious names at once since no one could 

decide exactly what nickname to give him when he was small.  Sally misses her brother, but 

Babson, a man actually her peer, doesn't encourage James Alexander to hang around.  It's the one 

feature that people still cognizant in the family’s politics find the least appealing in Babson, his 

disinclination toward James Alexander.  No one can exactly explain it.  He loved to hold the new 

baby, half-heartedly called "Jamie" at first until the baby himself proved unresponsive to 

anything but his full name, seeming to require the time to rotate his head around and fix his eyes 

on the person calling him.  And as the baby became a toddler, Babson held out toys and cooed 

and cosseted along with the best of them, an exhibition which made the adults "Oo" and "Ah" 

even more.  It was only perhaps when James Alexander crossed the line from exciting new toy to 

small human being, aping Sally and Babson and running after them calling, "Sally!  Bassin!" that 

he lost his appeal for his older cousin and even to some extent for Sally, unless she was alone 

without Babson and had no one but James Alexander to entertain herself with (though she 

always enjoyed vying with Babson for his attention in a sort of sporting way).  Then she would 

entertain James Alexander, in a superior, bored fashion that annoyed her mother considerably.  

Her mother, Anna Paul, had confided in Peter's wife Malory for years, and Malory in turn had 

confided in Peter, and Peter thinks of these things now as he searches for his appointment card 

that he feels sure Malory pinned to the kitchen note board, though he can't remember when he 

last saw it there.  Feeling something in his pocket, he sticks his hand in, and lo and behold!  

There is the card.  He looks at it blankly.  How did it get there?  Has he really been wandering 

around the house all morning long looking for it with it right there, in easy reach?  Abruptly, he 

remembers taking it down from the board the night before and placing it first in one of his dress 

shoes and then in his pants pocket, and then in his jacket for safekeeping.  And here it is now, 
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and he is late, and moreover is annoyed with Babson for not telling him what's going on, 

whatever it is, and with Sally for her tendency to tattle, though even as a child she had always 

done so with a certain grace, a soupçon of irony, as if she knew it was all a mug's game anyway, 

with the tale-bearer reproached as surely as the evil-doer.  And she is still on his mind as he 

drives at top speed backwards down the drive, narrowly avoiding the mailbox and a startled 

pedestrian neighbor, who shakes his head and glares.  Someone will be sure to tell Malory on 

him now, he thinks, these neighbors do nothing but gossip.  What was it Sally had said as she 

rang off last time?  "So, have you heard anything from Babson lately, Uncle Peter?  I haven't 

seen him for a day or two."  So innocent-sounding.  "'Oh, serpent heart, hid with a flow’ring 

face,'" he thinks to himself, in one of his rare recollections of Shakespearean verse.  He notes that 

she didn't say a week or two weeks, or a month.  She said she hadn't seen Babson "for a day or 

two," as if to let him know that the trouble is imminent.  And she knows and he knows what he 

will do about it, or what he usually does.  He usually asks Babson out to lunch, the two of them 

alone, and pumps him for information as tactfully as a suspicious parent can with a not 

particularly forthcoming child.  And Babson, never on the alert for this tactic, will sometimes if 

his father is lucky come straight out with whatever it is in genuinely innocent response.  If not, 

then Peter has to wait for another contact from Sally, or call her back himself to get "the real 

poop."  Shaking his head sadly, he thinks that it's rarely worth it.  Ah well, at his age, a well-

seasoned sixty-eight, so few things are, including taking a stress test, one of those automatically 

required tests that he has to go for today.  Pulling into the mid-stream of traffic on his way 

downtown, he tells himself that all this angst will be over once he can go for a post-test coffee 

and croissant at the local café and really relax.  It's the end of the week, a Friday, after all, and he 

and Malory will eat in tonight and share a bottle of wine, probably, and she will tell him all about 
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her day at the dress shop she still manages part-time, and he will tell her about Sally's call, and 

once again he will be a man with a tribe who admires him, even if it's a tribe of one. 
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     "I'm sorry, Rommie, I just don't think I can come tonight.  Well, for one thing, there's a 

woodwind rehearsal starting at eight.  The business manager is all in a shit-fit because a reviewer 

said the woodwinds were ‘wandering through the woods’ instead of playing in proper concert, or 

something like that.  The conductor was satisfied with our performance, but he has to go along 

with the manager….no, we'll let out late.  I'll tell you what, you could come listen to the 

rehearsal if you want, on the off-chance that we can go out for a drink afterwards, if it's not too 

late for you.  No, you know me, I keep odd hours still.  Yeah, sure, I'd like that.  No, just the 

Honda.  Really, a Jeep?  Whatever made you do that?  Yeah, pick me up out front, say 6:30?  

Great, I'll be ready.  See you then."  Not looking up at Sally and Henry, who are watching him 

closely, each in their own "tone" of mental reservation, Babson helps himself to a handful of 

peanuts from the bowl and sits down, munching thoughtfully.  The silence lengthens.  Testing 

them, he looks up briefly, only to see them still watching him.  "What?" he says, finally. 

     "And so it begins," remarks Henry histrionically. 

     "How long is it since you called her, Babs?"  Sally brushes some dust off her pants leg and 

grins absently. 

     "I called her yesterday, you know that, while you guys were here for lunch, just like today.  

Hey, I'm not complaining, but how come I'm standing us lunch twice this week already?"  He 

figures that going on the offensive, not his usual style or tactic, might be the best way to get out 

of being teased and just generally ragged for getting together with his old girlfriend again. 

      "If you can call nachos with chili cheese lunch," complains Henry.  "I'd call it more of an 

appetizer." 

     "Then don't eat here," says Babson crossly.  He revises this to "No, I'm sorry, but you guys 

have to leave me alone about Rommie.  I'm just sort of being her friend, she's like a new person 
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in a strange town since she's been away for a year or two now.  She says she hasn't picked up 

with many of her old friends." 

     "Oh, yeah?" says Sally.  "And what makes you so special?" 

     Since Babson is Babson and therefore not sufficiently suspicious, rather than picking up on 

Sally's sarcasm, he considers the question seriously, while taking oboe reeds in and out of their 

cases and inspecting them with a careful eye and a gentle fingertip.  Taking a drink of water and 

swishing all the peanut remnants down his throat, he licks the double reed first in his clutches, 

peers at it, places it in his mouth again, wets it generously with saliva, then gropes it with his 

tongue and lips.  "Shit!  Another split reed."  Tossing it onto the table beside the peanut bowl, he 

takes another reed out, and glances at it cautiously.  Having kept his audience waiting like a 

magician about to make one of them disappear, he then answers, "Why do you guys care so 

much if Romela wants to be friends again?" 

     Since unbeknownst to him this has hit right on target, the other two look at each other with all 

the comfort of two wild animals, competing predators, forced to inform their prey that they are, 

after all, his natural enemy.  "It's just that—" Sally starts. 

     "Well, really, she—" Henry begins with the notion that he can somehow do down Romela 

Lewis in the present, but gives it up when he notices that Sally is having the same difficulty.  He, 

unlike Babson, at least suspects that Sally and The Mole were close in the past, although he isn't 

quite clear as to what exactly happened between them.  Meanwhile, Babson is triumphant in 

finding a double reed that is correctly bound and isn't split.  Carefully, and ignoring the marked 

silence of his friends, he wraps it separately and places it back in the case it came in, putting it in 

a special section of his oboe case set aside for reeds and paraphernalia.  Calmed by this 

professional transaction between himself and his props, more, his weapons, his tools, his 
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treasures, he sets the closed case aside and looks at them.  It pleases him that they seem to 

squirm, because usually Babson is the one to be pushed and poked at, nagged, cajoled, and 

forced to respond.  Their silence grows and they busy themselves with food, though it is almost 

time for the two of them to return to their jobs—after Henry's usual lunch hour, and Sally's 

special concession of an hour's lunch from her boss at Dawson's DVDs, Videos, and More.  Even 

the naïve Babson realizes that there is something not right about their lack of rejoinder.  They 

always smart off at him.  Why not now? 

     Sally, finally accepting her self-assigned responsibility to enlighten Babson without 

committing herself too egregiously, changes tactics.  "Have you seen Dillingham's Ford, 

Babson?" 

     "Oh, that weird movie that takes place in some creepy country town with a polluted river, or 

something like that?  No, I haven't.  Why?"  He seems to have just discovered the facility and the 

virtue of brief and to-the-point questioning of other people.  Puts them on the spot, gives them a 

few fences to jump, for a change.  Use their own stratagems against them, the innocent Babson 

thinks. 

     "See it sometime," she recommends.  "I always think of Rom when I see it." 

     Henry peeks at his watch, jumps up, and scowls.  "How many times have you seen it?  

Frankly, I wasn't that impressed."  He makes ready to leave without waiting for an answer, 

shrugging into his tailored jacket and bending to brush a scuff off his dress shoes. 

     "Well," Sally is drawn into an angry and defensive posture by Henry, not by Babson who 

initiated the challenge, "female sexuality is an issue that I couldn't expect someone as 

unenlightened as you to take a serious interest in, Henry." 
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     "Why do women always assume that they're the only ones who know anything about female 

sexuality?" Henry asks.  "How about those of us who are on the receiving end of it?  Can't it be 

said that we know something too?" 

      "I shouldn't have said that you 'received' much at all, my dear.  You have always seemed too 

assertive to me.  Though 'giving' doesn't seem to be your specialty either.  My goodness, what 

category are we going to put you in, H?  I wouldn't like to be put in the situation of making a 

movie about your sexuality.  Where to begin, where to begin?" 

     Dimly aware of that feeling he has often had that something more than he knows is going on 

in the room all around him, Babson, in his respect for the tornado whose winds he has put in 

motion but longing to think it over in private, just rises and in a vague fashion accompanies his 

guests to the door as they bicker and argue.  Soon, they are gone.  The apartment is quiet.  

Humming a tune from Dvořák, Babson picks up a feather duster and starts to dust.  Dillingham's 

Ford, huh?  Well, if he ever takes an interest in Rommie for her sexuality again, he'll have to 

look into it.  After all, she certainly seems to have more sexuality now than before.  Too modest 

to think of himself as the prophet who spied the Promised Land from afar in his past with her, he 

reflects on this increase with the complacency of a man in whom a woman shows every sign of 

taking some sort of interest, in that stage before the interest becomes explicit or uncomfortably 

divisive, and therefore in the most flattering time of all, to Babson at least.  Yes, he'll have to see 

just what Sally was referring to. 

 

 

 

 



 31 

     (The sky above is greenish gray, matching the sluggish turbid flow of the water beneath, 

twisting away as it does between rows of naked and half-denuded pine trees, some the remnants 

of a burned-out forest, some the result of overcrowding along a stinking filth of liquid.  There's a 

swift shot upriver to a complexly structured but equally dull gray factory building; this state of 

despoliation is clearly being criticized as the work of humans.  Focusing next on a gangling 

group of mostly male factory workers straggling back over the bridge toward an asphalt parking 

lot which holds their vehicles, the camera then narrows to a section of the woods where two 

young women stand hidden in the trees, cigarettes between their fingers.) 

     Danny (woman #1, her back against a tree, wears a cheap brown leather jacket from which 

the surface has partially peeled, a pair of blue jeans, rather short on her long, lanky legs, and a 

nondescript brown tee shirt with worn insignia of a woman wielding a guitar as a rifle on it):  

They're late coming back today. 

     Jean (woman #2, against a tree facing her, leaning into their mutual space where their 

combined cigarette smoke coils together in the frosty air.  She too wears jeans, black, a fluffy 

white sweater, a short beige jacket, and a lot of chunky clay jewelry in her ears, around her neck 

and her wrists):  We still have time.  (Giving Danny a level look, taking one last drag on her 

cigarette then tossing it away, she pushes away from the tree and leans even closer toward her.)  

We do have time. 

     Danny:  He'll kill you if he finds out.  (But she too tosses away her cigarette, which is only 

half-smoked.) 

     Jean:  He won't even notice.  He's too taken up with Pearly Price.  He spends his money and 

his time hanging around her, buying her booze and weed.  I'm surprised sometimes that we even 

make the rent.  It mostly comes out of what I save, that's for sure.  (Moving closer, she touches 
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her lips gently to Danny's neck, travels on up to her temple, then down to her lips.  Danny places 

a firm arm around her, and standing nearly a head taller, responds in kind.  They press close, start 

at a loud calling and shouting from the area of the bridge, draw apart for a second, then as the 

noise recedes again, wrap their arms around each other and make for deeper into the shadow of 

the woods.  The ground before them is soft and covered with pine needles, and the trees part to 

reveal a small lean-to, three sides and a roof against the wind, which has started to pick up.  They 

sit and then lie side by side, holding each other close and touching in exploration, dealing slowly 

with snaps and fastenings.  The camera recedes, then pans back toward the bridge, where the last 

of the workers are drawing their garments close around them against the weather.  Another shot 

of the sky, now lowering with still darker clouds as evening comes on.  Finally, as the darkness 

deepens, all the workers are at their cars and trucks in the lot, where the camera registers them as 

small moving dots, making noise at a distance.  When all is quiet on the bridge, and the sound of 

the vehicles pulling away has stilled, two shadows creep out of the deeper shadows along the 

riverbank and into the light of the bridge, where the arc of radiance from the streetlight of one 

shore cuts across the glow from that of the other.  On the middle of the bridge, they look over 

into the murky water for a while, then kiss one more time and draw apart.  The camera zooms in 

and catches the planes and angles of their shadowed faces.) 

      Danny:  I guess I'll see you tomorrow.  Try to come early, after lunch. 

      Jean:  If he doesn't come home for lunch I will.  I can't stay long.  Tomorrow is Ricky's 

birthday party, and I won't disappoint my little boy, even if his daddy's a bastard.  Let me ring 

you for it, though.  He's getting suspicious of all the hang-up calls.  Talks about getting a trace. 

     Danny:  We've got to get out of this sometime, Jean.  We can take Ricky with us.  Go to the 

city, it's not that far away. 
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     Jean:  That's what worries me, it's not that far away.  He might come after us.  Oh, I'm not 

worried about him and me, I don't think he'd hurt me, just threaten, but he might try to take 

Ricky.  And I can't have that.  He's the only thing I have to show for twelve years of misery. 

I don't know what I'd do without you, Danny. 

     Danny:  Same goes here.  Well, and you and I have an anniversary coming up soon, too.  A 

year since we met at the party for that friend of Ricky's, what's his name?  Terry? 

     Jean (laughing):  And you in that ridiculous clown suit! 

     Danny:  Well, yeah, I make money however I can.  But I've been saving up for a while now, 

since I started working at the diner and the hardware store.  Just let me think you're thinking 

about it; going away, that is. 

     Jean:  I think about it all the time.  Every time I steal a nickel from him, every time I hide 

three dollars from my household money, what little he gives me, I think about it.  I'm saving for 

it, Danny, I just have Ricky on my mind too. 

     Danny:  Well, Ricky seems to like me well enough, but you said I better not come over too 

often or The Big Bastard would get mad about you having a friend.  I— 

     Jean:  I've got to go now, Danny, it's 5:30.  He's had time to get to his beer, and I need a half 

an hour to get home and start supper before he comes in from the bar.  He's not a drunk, you 

know that, but he's a harsh man, and an angry one, and he hangs with people who are drunks.  I 

got to go.  Like I said Pearly Price keeps him from worrying me with sex, but he wants his 

supper all right. 

(They embrace once more, then Jean runs for one end of the bridge, turning to wave before 

continuing, and Danny stands watching for a while before slowly walking toward the other end 
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and down a turn in the path.  The camera holds the shot of the deserted bridge and the light fades 

to black.) 

      Now it's Babson's turn to frown.  Unlike his father, he does not have a strongly developed 

sense of irony, though in his father's case, more often these days his sense of irony is aimed 

against himself.  The world has grown bigger for him, almost too big some days.  His son is 

more unreflective, more emotive, and it must be confessed, he is at least guilty of the laziness 

which Henry accuses him of on the thinking-about-relationships level.  Not that Henry has the 

right to remark in this respect, but even Henry spends more time thinking about how to outwit 

women and their supposed wiles than Babson does even wondering if they're practicing them. 

Unable to still his (usually remote) curiosity about Sally's hints, Babson has watched the 

introductory parts of Dillingham's Ford, which show the background of the factory town and the 

lives of the two women.  He has watched them meeting and giving each other significant looks, 

looks which with a certain amount of boredom he has assumed are meant to convey artistic 

intentions above and beyond his comprehension, a sort of dog's "dinner with André," a series of 

plays for attention of critics which fall far short of the famous movie.  Now, suddenly in the mid-

section of the movie (he checks his watch against the time of the movie printed on the DVD, and 

sure enough, it's only half-over) he finds himself observing a lesbian love relationship, and for 

the first time he can think of, he honestly feels annoyed with Sally for her proclivities. 

     Before, it's always been a part of Sally, her sexuality, something they discuss and joke about 

just as they do about his, and he has always found himself to be a reasonably liberal thinker, as 

Sally too has seemed to think him.  But now that she's comparing this movie somehow to 

Romela Lewis, he feels distinctly out of sympathy with her.  It's not that he's so sure he wants to 

hook up with Rommie again, it's that Rommie seems to be interested in him, and it's as if Sally is 
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trying to claim Rommie as her playmate.  That's only happened to him once before that he can 

remember, soon after James Alexander started to get older and wanted to play with them.  James 

Alexander was like a little man with too many stars in his heavens; he couldn't decide which one 

to follow first.  What annoyed the mild Babson about him was that every time Babson seemed to 

have his attention, James Alexander suddenly got distracted by the competitive and showboating 

Sally, who would do just about anything to call them from their game.  Rather than get mad at 

Sally, who after all was his regular playmate and equaled him in psychological strength, Babson 

simply exxed James Alexander out of his life, and once started, the habit was easier to continue 

than drop.  He still hasn't grown out of it.  Not that Babson has thought about it this clearly; he 

only knows that James Alexander annoys him, and so avoids him. 

     His mind goes back to the movie; he starts it again at the point where he left off.  Not in the 

frame of mind to be a critic, he feels only annoyance as the movie plot seesaws back and forth 

between the life of Jean at home with her husband, a continual series of rows and metaphorically 

"thrown pots,"—as his father used to call noisy domestic disputes—and her secret affair with 

Danny.  (Not that his father and mother had had many "thrown pots" between them, his mind 

takes time out to think.  But he misses an important piece of dialogue and has to go back over the 

movie portion again to get it.)  The final upshot of the whole movie is that Jean's husband, who 

goes without a name other than "The Big Bastard" or "The Son-of-a-Bitch" until the very end, 

when a melting Jean calls him Cal, gives up Pearly Price and reconciles with Jean—at least to his 

own satisfaction.  Jean's degree of satisfaction is left in doubt as she meets for the last time with 

Danny in the woods, uttering an emotionally inarticulate and non-explanatory "It's all been a big 

mistake, just a big mistake," and runs back across the bridge in the wrong direction, in Danny's 

previous direction rather than the one she herself had taken to get home quickly in one of the 
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previous scenes.  Babson turns the movie off, ejects the disk, then asks himself not for the first 

time what in the hell Sally had meant by saying any of this reminded her of Rommie.  It's not 

that he's stupid, after all, he's just not a deep thinker, and the simplest parallel (maybe even the 

one Sally meant, with a variation here and there) is one that he doesn't understand why Sally 

would make.  If Rommie is Jean, the main straight or at least bisexual female character in the 

movie, then that makes him himself "the bastard," which he knows for a fact that he wasn't to 

Rommie, not in a million years.  And who is the other female lead?  He accepts that knowing 

each other as casual friends, Rommie might still have confided something in Sally that she didn't 

tell him as the man in her life.  But why, oh why, need Sally bring it up now?  It's not that he is 

definitely planning to sleep with Rommie again, or that she even means for him to, but the hint 

of that flattering option in the background, with her now figuring as an exceedingly attractive 

woman in some kind of pursuit of him, is being given a strong knock in the head by Sally.  He 

has in fact nearly gotten over his assertion made at first to his friends that he would rather not be 

involved with the same person twice. 

     Picking up one of his old reeds and licking and sucking on it as he thinks, Babson wanders 

around the living room and into the kitchen.  He puts the reed down long enough to make a cup 

of coffee; it's two o'clock in the morning, and everything in the building around him is quiet, 

while others sleep the sleep of the regularly habited.  The coffee won't keep him awake, but it 

will make him have odd dreams.  He'll have to confront Sally sometime as to what she meant 

about Rommie; probably just wishful thinking, or so Babson hopes, wistful himself.  Yes, he'll 

have to ask her sometime, using the new tactic of asking a question when he wants to know 

something as opposed to just generating a likely (but not failsafe) assumption.  He wonders if 
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Sally will tell him, as he stands against the sink sipping his scorching hot coffee and nibbling on 

an Oreo.  She had better tell him; for once, Babson feels his anger might last longer than a day. 
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     "What's the matter, is your marguerita too sour?" 

     "What marguerita, Dad?  I'm having a ginger ale.  Why do you say things like that?" 

     "I was going by the acerbic expression on your face.  I'm getting tired of this back and forth; 

I'm too old for this stuff.  So I'm going to ask you again:  what have you done to provoke Sally 

this time?" 

      For one of the first times recently in a bit of a huff, Babson responds, "Well, if you wouldn't 

discuss me behind my back, you wouldn't have to ask, would you?  Come to think of it, lots of 

times when you ask me out, we end up talking about what I've been doing, how my life is 

going." 

     "That's natural, surely." 

     "Yeah, but we almost never talk about you."  He eats a little more of his gordita and waits for 

his father to answer. 

     "Well, let's see, I passed my stress test with flying colors; I'm thinking of coming out of 

retirement and working for Leech Insurance as an office manager part-time, to make a little more 

money for your mom and me; and your mom is continuing to do well at the dress shop, though I 

suppose that's really about her.  No, I got nothin' else.  Now, can I ask?  Why is Sally giving me 

delicate calls and asking if I've seen you or heard from you, and when I ask her why, saying 'Oh, 

nothing, I just wondered.'  Isn't she in close contact with you all the time?  I thought you guys 

hung together a lot."  His father pushes aside a half-eaten burrito and takes another sip of 

Mexican beer. 

     Babson sighs.  Once he and his father have descended to the level of direct question and 

answer, he realizes that he must follow through.  After all, it's never been his habit to be 
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querulous with his father, at least not since he was a moody little boy refusing to go to bed, and 

the questions have been polite enough. 

      "Dad, do you remember Rommie?  Romela Lewis?" 

      "The name sounds familiar.  Isn't that the girl you dated a few years back?  What about her?" 

      "Sally's got her nose out of joint somehow because I'm going out with Rommie again.  Just in 

a casual way, as friends really, not even dating.  But Henry doesn't seem to like it either.  I guess 

I'd have to say that neither of them seems to like her, especially since she's changed so much." 

      "Changed?  How?"  Peter Fitterley looks at the rest of his burrito, pulls the plate back 

towards him, and begins on the other half of his food.  It's not that he's hungry; rather, he's 

restless and needs something to do with his hands. 

     "Dad, she's gorgeous.  And very sophisticated-looking, way out of my range.  But for some 

reason, she seems to want to chum around with me.  Yeah, I'd say we're sort of chums.  But even 

though she's very polite to them, Henry and Sally are distant and offhand with her." 

     "Didn't she go off to Germany or Italy or somewhere?" 

     "France, for a couple of years.  She came back; she's living here now." 

     "So there's nothing romantic in it for you, then?" 

     Babson sighs again, takes a sip of ginger ale, then says, "I don't know.  Why is it that so many 

people box themselves in with goals and decisions like that and can't just wait to see what 

develops?  I'm curious, naturally, as to why she wants to spend time with me.  I more or less got 

the impression before she left that she was a little ticked off.  We didn't really have a huge 

dramatic breakup like, oh, Henry has sometimes had with his girls, for example.  We just parted.  

But still, you can tell when there's an edge to a woman's voice.  That's what it was, only it was a 

sort of edge to her personality.  But now she's magnanimous and big-hearted, and just plain fun 
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to be with.  More fun than Sally and Henry are these days.  So, who knows?"  He pauses for a 

minute, then decides to consult the man he has considered wise all his life, even at times when he 

was experiencing his lukewarm adolescent rebellion against considering anyone other than 

himself savvy.  "But Dad…have you seen that movie, that art film, I guess it is, Dillingham's 

Ford?" 

     "I'm unable to see where we're going with this, but yes, your mother and I saw it a month or 

so ago.  What's your point?  Or are we leaving the topic of your private life far, far behind, 'in a 

universe far, far away?'"  Burping  gently into his hand, the burrito all gone now, Peter Fitterley 

holds up his bottle at the approaching waitress and signals for another.  "Do you want another 

Schweppes?"  Babson nods, his mouth full, and Peter holds up that bottle too; without a sound of 

speech that they can hear above the lunchtime din, the waitress nods and disappears. 

     "Well, Dad, you know how possessive Sally is about her friends, especially me, but I didn't 

know that Rommie had confided anything particularly secret to her, if she has.  The other day, 

though, when Sally and Henry were over for lunch, she hinted that Rommie reminded her of 

someone in that film.  She said she thinks of her every time she sees it.  What am I to think but 

that Rommie has had—well, some affair with a woman, and told Sally about it?  I mean, that's 

really Rommie's business, not mine, but…maybe being with Henry so much is having an effect 

on me, you know how sexist he comes across:  but if I want a shot at a serious relationship at any 

time in the future, then aren't I wasting my time with a woman who likes other women?" 

     "One would think so," his father said cautiously.  "You are far more complex than your friend 

Henry, or so I judge by the remarks he made the times he came to lunch with us so far.  And 

while Henry would steer clear of any hint of such a thing, I can see you landing with both feet 
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square in the middle of that kind of confusion.  Just because you yourself believe in other 

people's complexity." 

     Babson nods.  He is willing to take this version of himself as read from the storehouse of his 

father's wisdom.  He waits, but his father waits too, giving him a measuring look.  Babson perks 

up; this look from his father means that something unusual is on the way.  The waitress appears 

with the beer and soda, intervening in the intensity, which seems to help Peter get on with what 

he has to say. 

     "Babson," he begins, then stops. 

     "Yes, Dad," Babson tries to sound obedient and trustworthy, since his father's tone warns him 

ahead of time that this is one of their "manly" talks. 

     "Babson, what I'm going to say to you is not to be discussed with your mother.  Do I make 

myself clear?" 

     Babson nods.  He waits.  His father is still watching him.  "And it goes without saying that it's 

not to be discussed with anyone else either, except me, and that not any more often than 

necessary."  Boy, Babson thinks, it must be a big one. 

      "Okay, Dad, sure."  And Peter knows he means it, because they're had confidential talks 

before, on other topics; Babson clamps down on a secret like a steel trap on a bear's paw. 

     "Well, back when your mother and I were first married, we had these friends, the Wards.  

You may remember that we still get a card from them every Christmas, and we hear from them 

sometimes, when they have family news.  They're in Arizona now, for the weather.  Alan's lungs 

aren't what they used to be."  He picks up a stray tortilla chip from the appetizer basket and 

crunches it, his eyes looking down at the table and his pupils large and dark. 
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      "Yeah, I remember the cards.  I never knew them though, I guess they moved before I was 

born." 

      "When you were a baby, they left for Florida, where Alan had family; remember, I told you 

that.  Well, to get to the part of my story that has to do with what we were discussing:  one day, 

and I don't know any complicated way to put this, so I'll just give it to you unvarnished, I thought 

I saw your mother locked in a close embrace with Greta, Mrs. Ward.  We had been having a few 

fights and quarrels, nothing much, we were just young and short on funds, and we had 

disagreements about what to spend our money on.  That sort of thing can really drive couples 

apart.  I wanted to ask her about it, because I tried to convince myself that what I saw was just 

your mother being comforted after some consultation with Greta over our private relationship.  

Well, that would have been all right, I was close with Alan and sometimes sounded off to him 

about Malory when I couldn't put up with the fussing.  The problem was, their posture was face-

to-face, not one's arm around the other, or hand patting, or anything that seemed more remote.  

They were actually holding each other close and swaying slightly, with both their arms locked 

around the other person, Malory's head turned into Greta's neck, Greta's head over Malory's 

shoulder.  They were in our dressing room where the old wardrobe and the second bed used to 

be, and Malory was only half-dressed, in her slip.  I was standing in the doorway quite silent 

with some sort of shock.  We didn't really openly discuss such relationships back then; at least 

when we did it was always in an objective, liberal way, and always about somebody else.  They 

didn't see me at first, not for several very long seconds, and I saw Malory kiss Greta on the ear.  I 

guess at that point I made some sort of noise, and slowly they unwound from each other, that's 

the only way I can put it, and Malory sat down on the bed.  Greta looked up at me, then sat down 

beside her and took her hand.  'We're all right now,' she said, which was evidently supposed to be 
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some sort of explanation, a suggestion that it had only been a moment of emotional crisis they 

had been sharing, and not anything else.  I turned around and walked away, not sure what to do 

or what to ask Malory when we were alone, or even if she planned to be alone with me again, or 

to leave me flat.  I waited downstairs until Greta came down, and although I desperately wanted 

a drink, I didn't dare get one.  I wanted my head clear.  Well, Alan came to pick up Greta, and I 

made small talk with the two of them at the front door, but Malory didn't come down.  I didn't 

know whether to go back up or not, and I think sometimes of it to this day that it balanced on the 

edge of a knife blade, what I did and whether it was the right or wrong approach, I mean.  Well, 

when I got back upstairs, Malory was in her housecoat and slippers and was taking her makeup 

off and washing her face.  I looked at her to see if she had been crying, but it didn't seem that she 

had.  Her eyes met mine in the bathroom mirror, but they didn't tell me anything.  'Malory?' I 

asked.  She turned to face me.  'Greta is my best friend,' she said, not defiantly, but very gently, 

as if telling me something I might not have thought of for myself already.  I didn't feel I could 

come the high and mighty, or ask for an explanation, though I sorely wanted one.  I mean, it was 

a sort of in-between thing that had happened, something that for all I knew might have been a 

regular occurrence, or might have happened only the once, something more than friendship, but 

less than romance, more than a family embrace but not definitely that of lovers.  Finally, I 

thought the best thing to do was just to ask the question that was really uppermost in my mind: 

'And am I still your husband?'  She touched my arm and said, 'How can you imagine otherwise?'  

I never said another word to her about it, and never have to this day.  When the Wards moved, 

there was of course a lot of emotion and crying, even some from Alan and me, men's tears, you 

know, quickly wiped away and accompanied by handshakes just to restore the correct 

testosterone level."  He stopped and looked at his son.  "It's not that I'm telling you not to talk to 
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Rommie about this sort of thing:  you'll do what you think best, knowing Sally and the girl from 

your own perspective.  But be warned, even your apparently simple friend Henry is a lot more 

complicated than he knows, and sex and love and the whole emotional panoply that goes along 

with them are more complex, just about, than any of people's other survival apparatuses." 

      "You're basically saying don't accuse her of anything, just ask, or do I tell her what Sally 

said?  I mean, she's going to want to know if I do ask why I'm asking." 

      "That's for you to decide, Babson, I've only met the girl a few times.  And that's all I have to 

say on the subject.  Case closed."  He presses his napkin firmly to his lips and casts it aside, then 

looks at his watch.  "Uh-oh, it's time to go.  I've got the check this time.  Do you want to take a 

walk with me to your mother's shop, or shall I go in the car alone?  I hate to lose a good parking 

place, though."  He peels four tens off the wad of cash in his money clip and puts them on the 

table under a water glass. 

       "Dad, if it's all the same to you, I'll see Mom on another day, without this particular 

discussion in the back of my head.  You know how she can sometimes seem to read people's 

minds." 

      "I know that she's good at that with us.  Maybe I've said too much, or maybe I shouldn't have 

said it to my own son, but I do think you're mature enough to handle it.  And when I think of 

some of the bits of advice I've heard your mother give you over the years, I know that she's 

capable of telling you some more obscure version of it herself, if she thought you needed to hear 

it.  She's a private person, but a selfless one.  Or maybe I didn't have the right to tell it; it's one of 

the things I'll think about at night now, in the small hours when I wake up restless, whether or 

not I had the right to tell my son something of the love between his mother and me.  For make no 

mistake about it, Babson, she overcame any doubts I might have had, and without a word more 
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being said about it.  We even started to get along better soon after that, and have done so since.  

Maybe I was too secure about her before, and that shook me up enough to make me a better 

husband, more considerate in the things I said and did.  And she may have felt that because I 

took it so well, and I think I did, whatever it was, that she should cut me some slack too.  Don't 

forget your coat, son," he gestures toward the back of the chair as Babson starts to walk out 

without his parka.  They part outside, after a handshake and a quick brotherly clap on the back, 

and Babson zips his parka and walks off, down the street toward the bus stop where he will catch 

the bus for a six-block distance that he feels too full to walk. 

      That night, Peter Fitterley has a dream, one of the many erotic dreams he has had in his life, 

with that particular quality of the libidinous interlude that is free of waking guilt, free of the 

bounds of reality, free of all but the emphasis of wish, desire, longing.  He is standing in the old 

dressing room, wearing nothing but his socks, which he is amused to notice are shaped like a 

cat's paws.  As he looks up, Malory and Greta drift toward him, like shadows but warm and full 

of pulsating life.  Malory gently inserts her hand in what seems to be a moist vulva situated just 

at his heart level; Greta grasps his penis.  They hold him close and manipulate his double organs, 

sighing and whispering and touching each other with their free hands as they touch him.  All 

three of them climax at the same time; he wakes up from this wet dream of old age with his heart 

pounding, looks over at Malory, sleeping peacefully, then goes to the bathroom to take care of 

his lubricious and still engorged member.  After cleaning up, he pads downstairs to the kitchen to 

make a comforting cup of cocoa.  It's four-thirty.  He sips the still too hot liquid, adds more milk 

and sips again, then full of the warmth makes his way carefully back up the condo stairs to the 

bedroom.  Malory stirs, but he waits to creep back under the covers until she is still again.  He 

moves over next to her in spoon fashion, putting his arm around her waist and bending his knees 
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to fit in against hers.  In a quarter of an hour, he's asleep, his slight snore alternating in gentle 

cadences with Malory's soft breathing.  The world holds them, for the time being, securely in its 

arms. 
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     Rommie the Mole turns her head into the pillow and softly purrs in sleep, a subdued whistling 

sound that except for her new, expensive and excessive femininity could be classed as a snore.  

One leg reaches out from beneath the toasty warm blankets and wraps itself around the edge of 

the comforter, bunching up the sheet, the frothy top covering, and the layers in-between.  She too 

is given to the erotic dream, though unlike those of Peter Fitterley, hers have strong elements of 

guilt, shame, and self-reproach for foolishness.  This morning, however, all negative feeling has 

passed with the darkness, and as the dawn peeks through the slats of her window shade, all that 

remains is the suggestion that she needs to be with Babson again.  Indeed, she can't remember 

why, as she wakes in some confusion over where she is, still not used to her new condo; but she 

knows after a moment or two that he was the inspiration for the torrid dream of which she retains 

only the heat and none of the details. 

     After lazing in bed for an interval of cozy daydreaming, she rises, fully awake, and goes to 

make her mochaccino.  The machine hisses and spits into the large, round latte cup she uses in 

preference to the tiny cappuccino cups which came with the set: she's a girl who appreciates 

quantity as well as quality.  For in spite of everything, in spite of eye surgery, hair straightening 

and recurling, and having tooth veneers applied to her teeth, she is still a bit of a girl inside, even 

at twenty-nine.  Though she trips gracefully and smoothly forward in her flats, in a coltish and 

engaging manner, she nearly trips for real when it's a matter of stilettos, which she rarely wears.  

People who can't put together the accomplished exterior with the keen though somewhat 

provincial mind behind it do her the dubious favor of assuming that she is scatter-brained and not 

all there.  In fact, among her mother's American friends it is widely bruited about that her 

stepfather Raimond is engaged in some sort of criminal activity, merely because of the vague and 

awkward way Romela answers questions about what he does for a living.  He is in fact a solid 
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and respectable French citizen engaged in financial activities on the Bourse, which is surely no 

more nor less criminal than Wall Street, though Romela feels uncomfortable with it because of 

her left-wing sympathies.  It is precisely this discomfort she projects which did her the most 

harm in the pre-Raimond past, though now that she is more at ease with her previously 

unattractive appearance, the discomfort is selective:  she has no job, yet lives in a fine condo 

building on Quinset Street, the main boulevard in the heart of the arty district of the city.  This 

was her choice when she came back, not to live again in the overpriced suburb where her parents 

had dwelt when their marriage was falling apart (this was happening over the course of her 

whole childhood, and only assumed a strange appearance to her when she came back from 

staying with college friends at their houses and living for a few days here and there in an even 

stranger harmony).  She thinks of the plays she meant to write when younger, the pretenses she 

made, and wonders if they are now viable.  In short, she hovers on the edge of attempting a 

theatrical career, of challenging the theatre and its denizens. 

     There are two tablets of paper and six black fine-point pens which have been sitting on her 

desk by the bay window for five days now.  After breakfast, she'll have to pick them up again, as 

she did yesterday and the day before that, and try to write down something which comes from 

deep within, though deep within has always been a surge of confused and violent storms of 

feeling which don't lend themselves easily to words.  After all, the world works, and she has no 

intention of passing on that and instead being a freeloader on her stepfather.  She has no friends, 

which will surely change once she is working—she feels that to pick up with any of the old ones 

from her neighborhood past would tie her down, reduce her to her previous status.  Even while 

wanting to be genuine, as genuine as they come, she still hopes to be a naturally superlative sort 
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of person.  Not intending to pretend, she wants her chance to win.  She wants what all the world 

wants.  And perhaps she needs Babson, too; she, like Babson himself, is undecided on this point. 

     She looks at the tablets of paper as she downs a bowl of warm oatmeal with strawberries.  The 

tablets seem the more intimidating the longer they sit there, the longer she regards them.  Perhaps 

she really needs to be composing on her laptop.  Finally, she decides to do a little research.  That 

should be good, giving her a point d'appui, the example of others like herself.  And she will start 

first by watching some DVDs, though writing for stage rather than film is what she aspires to.  

She passes one clear varnished nail down the pages of the telephone book until she finds 

Dawson's DVDs, Videos, and More, without realizing that she is bound to run into Sally, who 

works there.  She remembers that most branches of Dawson's also have book sections, which 

specialize in the most recent and the greatest classical books which have been made into movies, 

as well as biographies and autobiographies of actors, writers, and stage and screen people in 

general.  Yes, this is where she should start, filling her mind with "atmosphere," "ambience."  

Churning out her personal traumas and offerings on paper can wait.  A tiny little voice murmurs 

in her head that this sort of endeavor will bring her closer to Babson, who is also "creative," 

though he is a musician.  For a moment, she thinks back nostalgically on their earlier days after 

they met in the blues club, when they both had part-time jobs with the opera company, hers a 

grunt job as an extra stagehand, his a more glorified if only equally reimbursed stint as a sixth 

seat clarinet, with an option to become third part-time oboe if a space opened.  The long-

windedness of this explanation only sticks in her head now because Babson had made such a big 

deal about it at the time, giving it to everyone who asked what he was doing with his life.  She 

wonders if he even touches his old clarinet now, and feels an odd sympathy with it, as if she too 

is an instrument from his past that he may neglect. 
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     "Dressing for success" by dressing to suit what she imagines a successful playwright might 

wear, she sweeps her long auburn locks into a chignon on the back of her head, and slips into 

chic blue jeans and a taupe suede jacket with matching turtleneck sweater and matching shoes 

and canvas bag, the bag accented with red markings.  The final touch to her clothing is a long red 

scarf, which she winds casually around her throat.  Dangling earrings made of brown and yellow 

feathers along with lightly applied makeup and fire engine red lipstick complete her ensemble.  

Catching sight of herself in the mirror near the front door, though, she pauses.  The picture is 

perfect, but a lie.  She hasn't yet written anything.  Raimond paid for these clothes.  She sees the 

doubtful look in her own eyes, the slight stoop of her rangy shoulders.  Following the proverbial 

actions of squaring her shoulders and sticking her chin out, she takes another look.  That'll do; 

it'll happen when it happens.  She steps out, locks the door, and heads down the street, straight 

toward Sally and their mutual insecurities and imperfect solutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 51 

     It is now September.  There's a hot and steamy autumnal haze glistering over the city, and the 

cool mornings give way to midday heat with the surrender of a Southern belle kissing her hand 

to her favorite beau, letting him know who really wields the power.  The beau for his part makes 

the most of his opportunity and causes his horse to curvet dangerously on the pavement below in 

response:  the warmth is like hoofbeats slamming against the baking sidewalk.  In the fenced-off 

enclosure of the bird preserve at the park, the tall sunflowers wave their golden faces atop their 

stalky selves at passersby, representing all the other seed-bearing plants of shorter stature; the 

birds hover and peck and dart and dive, and make for the surrounding trees with what they've 

purloined.  A successful theft is to them a successful theft, permission and gift of the city 

notwithstanding. 

     Babson and Rommie have been doing something very like casual dating since the summer, 

for nearly two months now, and have still to do more than hold hands and exchange offhand 

kisses.  While this perplexes Babson, considering the previous relationship they have long 

behind them, it doesn't worry him particularly.  But when Henry finds out, after much taunting 

and teasing of his friend Babson, he is nearly driven into a foamy-mouthed frenzy; at least, he 

accidentally spits on Babson a lot while debating with him about it, and jumps up and sits down 

several times in quick repetition, so that Babson is bewildered then not only by the relationship 

but by his eventual suspicion that Henry himself must have something at stake, a suspicion 

which he comes to only after careful deliberation as to Henry's state of mind. 

     "What is it with you, Henry?" he questions half-angrily this particular day in mid-September. 

"Why are you so anxious for me to bed her?  What are we doing, having a contest?  Who's your 

contestant, by the way?  You still with the teen queen?" 
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     "Don't make this about me!  And she's not a teenager!  She's twenty.  You're the one who 

started that 'perfect woman' crap this summer!  You're the one who had to be escorted around 

while he looked for women, for what purpose I don't know, since the few times we went, we 

usually took that screwball cousin of yours with us, and all we did was sit in the sun like a bunch 

of retirees and watch everyone else.  And you're the one who started it over again with The 

Mole—" 

     "Her name is Romela.  Rommie, if you can't master the first."  Babson is on his dignity. 

     "It doesn't matter.  What was the point, if all you're going to do is hold hands and make out?" 

     "I probably shouldn't have told you that much, and you shouldn't have asked.  It seems 

disloyal now." 

     "But what are you being loyal to?  I mean, Jesus, you aren't even getting any!" 

     "Why do you care?  You didn't care that I was alone after she went to France.  You didn't care 

that I was alone for two years before she came back.  If anything, you patted me on the back and 

told me sympathetically that someone would come along for me someday, without doing a thing 

about it.  Now that it's Rommie in the sights, though, you're all steamed up and ready to go on my 

behalf."  Getting to his feet in front of their bench, he looks at Henry closely for a moment; 

Henry's gaze wavers and falls, then focuses on the scene across the lawn space, avoiding Babson.  

Henry's foot swings in mid-air nervously, where he sits with one knee crossed over the other.  

"Could it be that you're trying to live—what is it?—vi something, vicariously?  Do you have a 

thing for Rommie, by any chance?" 

     Henry swallows nervously; appears to be thinking; passes a hand over his wavy brown hair; 

and then looks up at Babson where he stands in front of him now on the bike path.  Two bikes 

whizz by in quick succession before he answers.  "No, and I never did," he avers stoutly.  "But 
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we did sort of have a brief thing—several years ago.  Before you did, you know; I didn't touch 

her after that." 

     "You?" queries Babson, in disbelief.  "You and Rommie?  Why haven't you ever told me?"  

Inside, a voice is asking, "Why didn't she tell me?" 

      "Oh, I don't know, one thing and another.  It seemed best not to."  Henry's hand passes across 

his hair again, as if he is trying to pat away the tension in the air around this discussion, brush off 

the agitation settling on his hapless head. 

     "Some friend," Babson mutters.  The day, though still bright, now seems falsely fair and 

treacherous to him, betrayed on two sides.  But no, maybe there's more excuse for Rommie than 

there is for Henry, he thinks.  Henry, he knows, takes advantage where he can, even Babson 

knows that about him.  But Rommie—well, after all, there's nothing obliging a young lady to 

reveal to every lover her previous resumé of men, especially when one of them is a personal 

friend of his own.  And he and Henry hadn't been at all close in those days, perhaps still weren't, 

only men who had once rented spare rooms from the same fraternity in college and kept in touch 

afterwards for the occasional evening drinking session.  In a moment of stunned quiet, he 

realizes that he has tried to make a real friend of this renegade from the fraternity hallways, but 

wonders now if he must choose between him and Rommie.  "So you and Rommie—before I met 

her—" 

     "Not before you met her, but before you started screwing her.  I mean look, she went with 

anybody back in those days—" but Henry stops talking as Babson leans over him menacingly, 

his hands aching to do something to Henry, making small windmills in the vicinity of Henry's 

neat collar.  Henry draws his neck back and says, "For God's sake, Babson, sit down!  You're not 
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going to commit violence on me in a public park, are you?  Why be jealous?  It was nothing to 

do with you." 

     "What do you mean, she went with anybody?  How do you know?  Who told you that?  Is that 

all she was to you?"  The questions can't stop coming, but they don't mean much alone, they have 

only a cumulative force. 

     Henry leaps to his feet, tired of being stood over, and says, "She got around, Babson.  

Anybody who wasn't like you, who didn't have his head up his ass half the time, would have 

known about that.  I don't care about it, I did the same thing myself.  But I guess I don't think of 

her as the type of girl I would hold hands with and moon over."  He is two seconds late with his 

defensive posture, however, and the irate Babson catches him off-guard with an inexperienced 

and lopsided haymaker, which hits him on the shoulder.  Henry lands on the seat of his pants on 

the wet and patchy grass by the edge of the bench, and gets up irritably, still not able to take the 

whole thing seriously.  "Okay, you've made your point, and proved your manhood, and now let's 

call it a day.  I've got to go back to work, after all, and my pants are grass-stained and dirty, 

thanks to you.  Lunch time's over, Babson, and if you want my advice—" 

      "I don't."  Babson sticks his chin out in challenge, and moves another step closer. 

      "Okay, already!  I'll see you some other time, when you're more reasonable."  Henry turns 

and stalks off, not looking back. 

     Satisfied with himself, but not satisfied with the news he has just heard, Babson sits back 

down on the bench alone, scowling and rubbing his fist, the one he has just knocked Henry off-

balance with.  Though no skin is torn, the fist feels a little tight and clinched muscularly 

speaking, and he flexes and unflexes it several times.  How could Rommie go to bed with 

Henry?  She had always seemed so sensitive, so thoughtful and insecure.  Surely Henry wasn't 
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her type.  Henry tended toward the overblown, sexy drama queen sort of woman, the kind who 

loved him and when he left her spray-painted his car with graffiti or poured buckets of some 

noxious substance under his apartment door.  Henry always claimed that the sex was great, while 

it lasted.  Babson wondered, too late to ask Henry, what if anything Rommie had done to him 

when he broke up with her, not cognizant of the fact from anything Henry had said that it had 

been the other way around.  Whatever it was, he thought, smiling grimly to himself, Henry 

wasn't talking.  And that must mean that it had been effective at getting her point across.  He 

thinks that if the possibility ever comes up, he will ask Rommie about the breakup as tactfully as 

he can, but then wonders if he'd better say nothing at all.  Maybe Rommie will come out with it 

on her own sometime.  Glancing at his watch and seeing that it's almost one-thirty and therefore 

time to start his practice on Nussbaum's "Concerto in D Minor for Tentative Oboe," he flexes his 

hand again, and gets up rotating his wrist.  He too walks off from the park, leaving behind an 

itinerant preacher who has been making his way across the green toward him in haste ever since 

he saw Babson knock Henry down, thinking perhaps to make a convert out of an angry young 

man.  After all, it's been known to happen before.  But the preacher, shapeless thin brown suit 

jacket flapping in the light breeze that's arisen, can't keep pace with Babson's suddenly energetic 

stride, and so half-lurches, half-runs after him, calling out and waving a tattered New Testament 

in one hand.  No testament in the world can keep pace with Babson's happy realization that he 

has really for the first time answered Henry's slurs and gibes, and all unconscious of his religious 

shadow, he speeds his way along the street outside the park, no longer tentative himself, however 

he might have to mimic that quality for his upcoming oboe solo during the fall concert season.  

He has flattened Henry, made a mockery of his lectures on the opposite sex, and won the day for 

Rommie, even if she can't know it.  For as Babson knows from the epics of knightly culture he 
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and Sally used to read years after they had given up playing knights and ladies themselves, the 

lady is to be shielded as much as possible from knowledge of her name being bandied in public.  

So, he supposes, finally resolved, he'll have to wait to discuss Henry with her until she brings 

him up herself, if she ever does.  And after all, he can wait until then to find out just what 

punishment she visited upon Henry; he hopes it was a good one. 
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     Romela and Grayce survey the DVD window before them, Romela (unbeknownst to Grayce) 

summoning up her courage to go in and do the deed she has thought up all on her own, Grayce 

(rather bored) wondering just why she has been dragged down here in the middle of the 

afternoon to pick out a movie, when she makes a habit of seeing a lot of movies at first-run 

theatres, and then again in revival theatres if she likes them, mostly eschewing the perfectly new 

and serviceable DVR she has at home.  She's wealthy and sees no need to hide the fact, sticking 

to low-cost and politically correct life habits for the most part, but her movies are something she 

has to have in a theatre, with the smell of fresh popcorn and the rattle of candy wrappers on all 

sides of her.  Even the occasional "Shh!" someone utters or the people who make a habit of 

crossing in front of her several times in a two-and-a-half-hour stint are part of the atmosphere she 

treasures.  Come to think of it, she can't find a reason for Romela's sudden invitation to see a 

movie, either; Romela has avoided her mother's friends in general with a thoroughness that they 

have remarked on amongst themselves, wondering if they are too old or too boring or too 

something else, they can't think what, to be of interest to a young woman like her. 

     But Grayce Noble is a bit different; for one thing, she doesn't look her age, except for the 

thick but short thatch of salt-and-pepper hair that curves smoothly around her head and nape.  A 

woman of fifty, she keeps trim and fit and looks more like a gray thirty-five in her jeans and 

fashionable sweaters, shirts, jackets, and her everlasting clogs.  Another reason Grayce is 

different from the run-of-the-mill matrons Romela's mother knows is that she is sexually 

ambivalent, at the very least, and Romela's motive for bringing her to Dawson's DVDs, Videos, 

and More at a time when Sally might be expected to be there is in fact to buy Sally off, as she 

does not quite phrase it to herself.  But that's what it is, an attempt to sneak Babson out from 

under Sally's gradually tightening clutch by distracting her with a potential mate of her own to 
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keep her busy.  Romela has clearly put her own short period of sexual variation aside, or at least 

does not care to group it with the kind of vivid sexual volatility Grayce has been rumored among 

her own set to practice.  

     The thought that this tactic might be necessary has been borne in upon Rommie gradually.  At 

first, Sally just seemed to turn up a lot when Rommie and Babson were otherwise alone.  Then, 

she got involved in planning activities for the three of them, sometimes even including the 

annoying Henry in the mix.  Though Babson never really objects in front of Romela, there is 

clearly something unsaid going on between him and Henry, which makes Sally watch them 

curiously, like a scientist about to take notes on an interesting experiment.  These evenings are 

pure murder for Romela, wondering just when someone is going to say or do something, either 

accidentally or deliberately and maliciously, to ruin her chances with Babson.  Her affection for 

him has grown into a near obsession; she knows this, but prefers to think that perhaps as soon as 

she gets her play underway—a play half-way done with which she has half-heartedly made the 

rounds of a few theatrical agents—he will assume only the ordinary importance a romantic lead 

might have.  Lately, however, Sally has shown signs of having something particular in mind to 

say to Romela, and Rommie is determined not to hear it, but to put a firm barrier in Sally's path.  

Hence Grayce Noble.  Romela enters Dawson's and glances around for Sally, Grayce trailing 

behind her in a lackadaisical way. 

     Sally, her pert head nodding and bobbing in agreement, is helping a patron at the front 

counter.  She steps out from behind the counter and leads the customer over to a narrow rack of 

films labeled "Bogart and Bacall," talking and gesticulating all the while, tilting her head to 

listen briefly, then going off again with another spate of conversation.  When this is finally over, 

the customer lingering at the rack and sorting through the films, she makes her way toward the 
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front, but catching sight of a disorderly rack stops long enough to straighten it.  Then, she ducks 

behind the counter again, looking around at her domain. 

     With what she considers a brave motion, Rommie shepherds Grayce toward the front and 

brightly brings Sally's attention to them by calling her name, in a voice which sounds a little loud 

and shaky in her own ears.  Sally is highly intelligent, she knows that.  What chance is there of 

fooling her into thinking this is an innocent quest for a good movie?  Still, now she is committed 

and must, she thinks, go on with it.  "Sally!  Hi!  We're looking for a good movie.  Got anything 

especially fine and dandy?"  Fine and dandy? she asks herself.  Where on earth did that come 

from?  Sally looks at her oddly for a minute, then glances at Grayce, who is standing there by 

them reading the back of a DVD. 

     "Depends, as always, on what you're looking for."  Before Rommie has time to wonder if this 

has special meaning, Sally continues.  "What category of film are you interested in?"   Her eyes 

rove over Grayce curiously.  Grayce looks up, smiles, and says, "It probably doesn't matter.  I've 

seen most of them, anyway, the good ones at least.  Surprise us."  Sally smiles, looks down at her 

hands, then over at Rommie, then back to Grayce.  "Have you seen Dillingham's Ford?"  Having 

seen the movie, Rommie wonders if this is an exploratory remark or only a question.   

     "I saw it six months ago, when it first came out in theatres," Grayce says.  "I see a lot at the 

theatre, whereas Rommie here waits to see stuff on DVD and video."  She jerks a casual thumb 

at Romela, but her tone is both kind and affectionate.  Rommie notes a slight wrinkly frown of 

confusion on Sally's face, but is unable to assign it a meaning. 

     "Okay, how about Murphy's Art of Reading Men?  It's a cult classic, sticks closely to the 

book, stars George Laycross, Jane England, and Harold Bimke—" 
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     "No, I haven't seen that!" says Grayce in a tone of mild astonishment.  "Which actor plays the 

gay man she's involved with?" 

     "Harold Bimke.  George Laycross is not at his best in this film, but Jane England is superb.  

Bimke's performance is a little mixed; he was much better in the filmed PBS stage version, if 

you saw that." 

     "Can't say that I did.  Did you read the book?" Grayce asks Sally.  As they embark on a 

discussion of the virtues and vices of the author, the book, the characters, and on Sally's part the 

movie, Romela gently moves away, pretending to be interested in the row of DVD's marked 

"classic action films."  Too late, she realizes that she should have introduced them, not only for 

politeness' sake, but also for the plan to work in its optimum fashion.  "No harm done, though," 

she thinks a few minutes later, as they shake hands and nod across the counter; maybe they 

would be more likely to think it was their own idea this way.  She reads the blurb from a Jackie 

Chan DVD, wondering how long she has to wait and what else to do to firm up what seems (as 

she watches surreptitiously) to be a budding acquaintance. 

     "Rommie?  Hey, Rom!"  Grayce and Sally are both looking at her as she swivels around in 

place, Sally calling her name and Grayce holding three DVDs.  "Your friend is ready to go," 

Sally grins at her knowingly.  Uh-oh.  Has Sally got the wrong idea?  Does she think that Romela 

and Grayce are a couple?  It's hard to know. 

     "What did you have your head buried in back there?"  Grayce asks. 

     "Jackie Chan films," Rommie can feel herself blush, but only Sally is watching her, Grayce is 

putting her own movies in the protective plastic bag the store provides. 
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     Both of them groan, but Rommie says, truthfully and also artfully, as if to let them know that 

she considers herself to be of another persuasion than they are, "I like him.  I think he's attractive 

and funny." 

      An odd tension eases; the three women laugh together, not one of them entirely sure of what 

she is laughing at.  "All right, Ms. Chan, enjoy your movies," Sally playfully mocks, wiggling 

her fingers in good-bye as they step away from the area near the front.  "See you again 

sometime, maybe, Grayce," Sally continues, but without any definite clue that Rommie can pick 

up on as to what if anything has happened between the two of them. 

     "Sure thing," Grayce's noncommittal tone doesn't match the emphasis of her words, and 

Rommie wonders if it was all a waste of time, letting herself in for an unwelcome nearer 

friendship with Grayce.  Then, however, Grayce looks back at Sally over her shoulder and smiles 

a warm conspiratorial smile, and Rommie feels heartened by this at least.  If nothing else, the 

other two women may become close friends, which could occupy Sally's free time as much as an 

outright romance.  But who doesn't want a romance? Rommie asks herself.  Yes, all in all it 

hasn't been a bad morning's work, even if she may have to watch a few films with her mother's 

friend and risk a misunderstanding. 

     "Is Sally a good friend of yours?"  Grayce asks, turning her head to regard Romela and nearly 

running into a mailbox in the process.  "Whoops!" she shouts, laughing.  She certainly seems to 

be in a good mood all of a sudden.  Rommie's heart flutters with excitement; did it work? 

     "Oh, I don't know," She hesitates to commit herself.  After all, if the other two women do get 

close, Sally may well tell Grayce about their mismatched and brief affair.  "I've known her for a 

few years.  I'm dating her cousin Babson right now." 

     "Is Babson a man's name?"  Grayce is the one speaking in a cautious tone of voice now. 
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      "Yes," Rommie tries not to sound indignant.  She knows from things Babson has said that a 

number of his male friends in the past have teased him about his odd name and his choice of a 

career, Henry (for example) among them. 

      The look of concentration on Grayce's face clears.  "Well, she's a cute young thing.  That 

curly mop, and those deep blue eyes.  Is she with anyone?" 

      Romela waits for a moment again; should she speak for Sally, or deny all knowledge?  After 

all, it's not anything she's discussed with Sally herself lately.  But it does seem as if Grayce is 

falling right into the waiting trap.  She opts for honesty and as much sincerity as possible.  "I 

really don't know; she never talks about anyone, or brings anyone around."  She pauses just a 

fraction of a second, then adds, as if it's an afterthought, "She's gay, I think.  At least, I've never 

known her to date a man."  The element of doubt, she considers, will help seal the deal better 

than a definite answer, since a hint of sexual ambiguity is more in Grayce's line anyway. 

     But the older woman, shading her eyes against the fall sunlight with her hand above her 

designer sunglasses, disappoints Rommie by not saying much else.  An absent-minded "Oh, 

really?" is all she comes up with.  She moves quickly and lithely toward their destination, a 

snack stand that sells fresh-popped buttered popcorn among other things, and goes up to make 

their purchase.  She has been quite emphatic with Rommie that their popcorn is even better than 

what you can make at home, and she comes away with a huge bag containing not only two 

sealed cardboard buckets of popcorn, but Junior Mints, Starburst, and two Hershey's Symphony 

bars.   "I can't see movies without my junk food," she says.  "I save up calories all week for this 

stuff on the weekend, but since you've caught me mid-week, I guess I'll have to make up for it 

later.  Your place or mine, where do you want to watch the movie?" 
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     Grateful for the choice, Rommie says, "Your place; you've got the bigger screen," thinking to 

herself that this way she can get away when she wants to, especially if things become difficult. 

     They go in and start their first movie, and Rommie manages to convince Grayce to let her pay 

for half the cost of movie and junk food, even though she herself is trying to regard Raimond's 

monthly payments into her account as a thing to stretch out and save.  After all, they are using 

Grayce's expensive DVR and lounging around in her coastered, thickly carpeted, and fancily 

cushioned living room as if it were a place where buttered popcorn and potentially candy-slimed 

fingers belong.  The first movie is Murphy's Art of Reading Men, and it comes to a sad and 

wistful ending, with all parties in it dissatisfied with their lives.  Rommie likes to think of herself 

as big enough to appreciate the quality of the film despite her defensiveness on the part of 

George Laycross's character (he, like Babson, is someone saddled with an odd or sometimes 

feminine name, in his case Beverley).  But after two more movies on sexual themes, the second a 

violent and taut drama about two women who travel across country together in a lesbian version 

of Thelma and Louise, and the third a saccharine and old-fashioned love story about two people, 

a man and a woman, who realize after getting married that they each prefer their own sex, and 

who struggle to make the best of things, she wonders why on earth she tried to hook up Sally and 

another woman by this particular stratagem.  She can only hope that the choice of movies does 

not reflect anything to do with her, then laughs at herself for being an uptight and nervous 

straight.  That last film in particular is one she can't imagine a gay person subscribing to for a 

minute, far less enjoying.  She thinks that the characters' confusion and agony would be torture 

for her to watch, were she in Sally's or Grayce's shoes.  She pauses to consider that Grayce is 

divorced from a man and childless, so the last movie may be a "what would it have been like if I 

had done otherwise" choice.  After having watched films for eight hours, however, and 
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considering that it's now dark outside and time for her to make as graceful an exit as possible, 

she feels that she has done her part socially speaking, and perhaps even realized her goal. 

     Getting up and saying all the old familiar things about "how nice it's been to get together" and 

"I'll tell Mom you asked after her," and so on, she is suddenly taken aback when Grayce 

approaches her with open arms, and pecks her on the cheek.  True, it is not an intimate hug, just a 

friendly one, and she feels mild affection as she responds to her mother's old friend, but she is 

still nervous from defying Sally, whether Sally knows about it or not, and she leaves as soon as 

it's possible, not even offering to take the DVDs back herself. 

     The air is too cool for her denim jacket and jeans when she exits the building, and rather than 

walk the blocks to her condo, she stumbles onto an approaching bus, realizes it's the wrong one, 

but rides it anyway to the downtown terminal, thinking about her day and trying to overcome the 

dazed feeling from watching too many movies at once.  There, she gets on the correct bus and 

makes her way home, chilled but invigorated, as one might expect to be by the cold autumn air 

after sitting still too long inside.  When she gets home, she finds a message from Babson on her 

home phone, and wonders why he didn't call on her cell phone, which would've made a 

convenient way for her to show him off indirectly to Grayce. 

     "Hello, Rommie," he answers happily when she returns his call.  "I just got out of rehearsal 

and wondered if you might like to go for a beer or something.  Actually, I could eat a little 

something, too." 

     Surprising herself, Rommie says, all in a rush, "Well, I'll be glad to go with you, but I've eaten 

snack food all day long now and feel a bit grossed out by the thought of food.  If you must 

know," which must have bewildered Babson, since he had only paused slightly, without 

questions.  "I've been trying to fix Sally up today with a friend.  Only, Sally just got to meet her, 
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my mother's friend Grayce, while she was working, and I spent the day watching what I would 

call off-beat movies with Grayce, whom I took along to introduce to Sally.  A bit complicated." 

     Doubtfully, Babson replies, "That's nice of you, I'm sure, but Sally spends a lot of time alone.  

And for some reason, she doesn't usually date anyone for very long before they break up. 

Oh, well," he's cheerful the next second, "I'm sure it couldn't hurt.  Was Sally nervous?" 

     "I didn't tell her that I was trying to match her up, Babson.  Sally's too independent to put up 

with that.  I just took my mom's friend Grayce along when I went to pick up movies—she found 

Sally very appealing, by the way." 

     "Did Sally like her?" 

     "Seemed to.  It's early days yet.  But Grayce Noble is a persistent socializer, though she lives 

alone like all the rest of us, and she's joked a lot about being a "tri-sexual," whatever she means 

by that.  I think it must mean men, women, and other in-betweens." 

     Babson winces.  "Can you express that more delicately?  Sally is my cousin, after all." 

     Regretting her frankness a bit and deciding not to tell Babson why she wants to match Sally 

up, she says, "Sorry.  I just hate to see anyone lonely, especially since I've found you again."  She 

tries to keep the coo out of her voice because she knows Babson is smart enough to find it false, 

but since she really means it, the effort comes out sounding strangled and shy, just as it should. 

     "Well, then, since I feel the same, I'll be there to pick you up in twenty minutes, give or take.  

Do you care if we go to Pei Chang's?  You'll remember the great bar there, and I can get 

something to eat that won't break my budget." 

     "Fine, I'll be ready.  Just buzz and I'll come down." 

     "After waiting for me to identify myself, Rommie.  It's late, and you don't want to be 

incautious." 
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     "Okay, Babson," she says dutifully, glad that Babson has no precise idea of just how 

incautious she's been in the past, not with strangers, but with young men met through classes, 

jobs, friends, and the like.  She thinks to herself that she's getting rather tired of calling him 

"Babson," his full name, and can't use "Babs" because Sally already has dibs on that.  She 

doesn’t want to imitate Sally any more than necessary, though she's feeling rather more gracious 

toward her now that she feels she has outplayed her.  As far as she can remember from the past, 

she didn't often use his first name, or any other name at all, except for the occasional endearment. 

     As they are walking toward Pei Chang's, she hooks her arm affectionately in his and says, 

"Babson, what does the S. of your middle name stand for?" 

      He looks embarrassed and asks, "Why do you want to know?"  Before she can answer 

convincingly, he says, "Henry, you know, has his own take on what B. S. Fitterley means." 

     "Henry is the one who's all b.s.," she pats his arm.  "Well?  What does the S. mean?" 

     "Strickland.  I was born under an unlucky star.  Actually, I love my parents, but I can't think 

what got into them when I was born.  They must've thought I was going to be a great statesman 

or something." 

     "What would you think if I called you Strick?" 

     "Strick?"  His brow is furrowed.  "Why would you want to?" 

     "Oh, I don't know.  Maybe to make the second time 'round different from the first.  Just to 

mark that we're more grown-up this time, more aware of what we're doing.  You can pick a name 

for me too, if you want to.  Romela is a bit of a mouthful.  My second name is Johanna, with the 

'h' pronounced and a long 'a' like 'father,'" she says carefully, as if afraid he might laugh. 

     "Do you want me to use your middle name?" 

     "Well, my Aunt Isabelle used to call me 'Jo' when we were little.  Do you like that?" 
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     "Better than Rommie, or Rom?  I don't know.  Jo.  Sounds simple.  Wonder why we never got 

into that stuff when we were, well, when we were—you know?" 

     "Sleeping together, you mean?  Probably because we were younger and just out for more 

surface things.  I'll bet there's lots we still don't know about each other."  As they reach the door 

of the restaurant, she says giddily as he holds it open, "Babson Strickland Fitterley, a famous 

oboist, and Romela Johanna Lewis, a budding playwright, are partying tonight."  Then she flips 

inside in front of him and pulls open the second door, holding it for him.  Together they make 

their way to what used to be their favorite table, a small one next to the rear wall, before a 

hurried consultation and a movement instead toward a large, empty booth.  No time like the 

present to make the past the past, and the present the future. 

     In light of this idea, after he has finished eating and they are sipping their third Chinese beer, 

and Babson gets a little braver with what comes out of his mouth, he lowers his voice and seeks 

her closer attention.  "Rommie.  Or Jo.  No, Rommie, I just think of you that way, I can't call you 

Jo.  At least not now."  He pauses.  "I want to know something; it's okay if you get irked with me 

for asking, but I'm going to ask anyway." 

     She doesn't tense up as she would if she knew what's coming, but just assumes it's one of 

Babson's odd reservations which make him ask for clearance first.  "What is it, Strick?  Sounds 

like 'Strict,' doesn't it?  Are you going to be strict?"  The sexual innuendo goes right over his 

head, not a usual state of affairs, since even Babson Strickland has his sensual ploys and plays.  

But he is otherwise occupied, looking down at the condensation circle he is tracing with his 

bottle, and doesn't catch her double entendre. 

     "I'm not a parent, after all, Rom.  I guess I just wanted to know…why, in all this time I've 

known you—well, I know we were apart for two years, but still—why did you never tell me, 
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either then or now, that you and Henry had a—were together?"  He doesn't mean to stare at her 

so intently, but can't help himself when she draws in a sudden startled breath and avoids his gaze. 

"I mean, you can tell me now, can't you?  Why, that is."  He clarifies at the last. 

      Assuming that Sally has told him this, and full of anger and resentment at the woman she 

thinks is angling to break her up from Babson, she says, "Why does she have to try to make 

trouble?  She has always been stuck to you like glue, and even then, I could rarely get you to 

myself!  I'm sorry, Babson, but it's the truth." 

     Bewildered, Babson asks, "She who?  Henry told me.  He just said that you and he had a brief 

thing before you and I did.  He made it clear that there was nothing going on between you while 

you were with me.  I was just curious why you never told me."  He ponders a minute, mulling 

over her reaction.  "You must've thought I meant Sally.  I thought you liked her; I mean, just 

today you said you were trying to get her fixed up with somebody.  Don't you like Sally?" 

     Mulish in spite of her strong desire to attach Babson Strickland to her, she says, feeling her 

lower lip push out and drawing it hastily back in, "I like Sally just fine.  You know, I really just 

have had enough of her, that's all.  Since we're in the realm of open declarations, I might as well 

tell you that Sally and I, well, after Henry and I—Sally caught me on the rebound.  Well, just for 

about a week, before I called it off; I'm not gay enough, I guess, and it wasn't for me.  Does that 

really alienate you?  I just wanted sympathy over my having ended the thing with Henry—

Babson Strickland, what on earth?  Why do you have that weird expression on your face?  I 

know it's a lot to absorb at once, but—" 

     He interrupts.  "You ended it with Henry?  You yourself?  Not him?"  At first his facial 

features had registered a sort of ill-disguised disgust, at what she couldn't tell, but the news about 
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Henry seemed to sweep over him like a tide, and clear all the debris and detritus of aversion 

aside.  He smiles.  "That's my Rommie!  You gave it to old Henry!" 

     "I thought my having 'given it' to old Henry was what was causing at least part of the 

problem.  And why did you look so grossed out?  Not about me and Sally, is it?  I mean, I've 

never done anything like that before or since, and I have always assumed that you're, you know, 

a liberal.  You used to be, anyway."  She reaches across and touches the top of his hand 

experimentally.  He squeezes her hand, but then looks down and away for a minute. 

     "It's not because of the sexual stuff.  I guess I'm okay with that, or mostly.  It's—I mean, she's 

my cousin, you know?"  He wrinkles his nose with a small gesture of distaste.  "It seems a 

little—sort of—incestuous."  His last word is as tentative as her touch had been. 

     She sighs.  "Well, at least I told you.  I have been on pins and needles lest one or the other of 

them said something in all those cheery gatherings we kept having in the last couple of months.  

It was very uncomfortable.  Henry might've said something malicious when he got drunk, I 

thought, and Sally gets playful and lets something slip that she oughtn't, just to be cute.  If you 

don't want to see me anymore—well, I can't say I'll understand it, because you knew me back 

then, and you know how…how undeveloped my sense of—I guess my sense of self-respect—

was.  I suppose I just have to hope we can get over it."  She takes a long drink of beer and a 

surreptitious glance at her watch.  11:30.  Nowhere near time to wrap up the evening, as far as 

Babson is concerned.  Out of the aether, the thought occurs to her that at least she's looking her 

best, her long auburn hair draped casually around her shoulders, makeup scarcely there but 

perfect, her clothes casual but coordinated with careful haste. 

     Babson is having some thoughts that drift in from that same or another patch of peculiar 

atmosphere as well:  he is in fact thinking of some ancient song lyrics, something about "I want a 
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girl just like the girl who married dear old Dad," or words to that effect.  It stuns him for a 

moment as the thought of what his last session with his father had been about, the private peek 

into the sexual mores of his parents and their erstwhile friend Greta Ward.  But his mother and 

Rommie, "sisters" after all?  He is starting to cast his mind back to the few times his parents met 

Rommie, when his date calls him back to the present with a gentle nudge against his arm. 

     "Strick?  Babson?" 

     Before she can say anything else, Babson makes a decision.  "You know what, Jo, why don't 

we call it quits with this particular subject matter.  Let's be courageous and just see what falls 

out, okay?  I'm not as upset as I would've thought I would be if you had told me ahead of time 

what you planned sometime to tell me.  Does that make sense?" 

     "It doesn't sound like it would, but it does.  So, you're not mad?  I mean, you don't think I was 

really—I don't know, lascivious, or something?  Lacking in moral fiber?" 

     "Let me ask you this:  did you get in bed with Henry because you were desperately mad to 

sleep with him, just couldn't keep your hands off him, anything like that?" 

     She smiles.  "Hardly."  A moment's pause.  "I think it was just because I was lonely." 

     "And Sally pretty much the same, right?  With the sympathy stuff added, I think you said 

something about wanting sympathy." 

     "Yeah, that's fair." 

     "As to the lack of moral fiber…well, I'm still not sure what moral fiber is supposed to be for 

people our age these days.  I mean, as long as you don't commit crimes, don't tell big lies, don't 

hurt people intentionally…what's left?  I think your moral fiber must be okay.  One thing I want 

to know, though, is:  are we going to let on to Henry and Sally that we've had this little talk?"  He 

waits expectantly, hoping for an enlightening answer.  If he weren't tipsy, he wouldn't even ask:  
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it's not the kind of discussion likely to make the group of four more comfortable around each 

other. 

     Jo, as he has agreed to style her, however, has kept pace with him in bottles of beer, and it has 

suddenly gone to her head.  She is trying her best not to lose pace with the conversation.  

"Maybe?  Maybe not, now that I think of it.  We can present a united front if we keep the secret, 

I guess."  A momentary clearing of the fog leads her to believe that perhaps it's best to resist the 

temptation to score off Sally, especially since Babson Strickland had more difficulty with that 

portion of the evening's revelations than any other.  "Let sleeping Sallys lie," she thinks to 

herself, then giggles at the odd thought, not really a funny one, that it's not a "lie" Sally might've 

told which would've caused the problem, only the truth she has herself this evening shared with 

Babson. 

     "What's funny?" he asks grimacing at the bill which the waitress Ling Po has left on the table.  

It's not more than he can pay, but he realizes how long it's been since he's eaten here lately in the 

large price increase of their food and drink. 

     "Nothing really, Strick.  I'm just a little bit drunk.  Here, let me pay for my beers at least.  You 

didn't want your egg roll anyway, so you can pay for that.  It was good, though, just as good as it 

used to be.  We ought to come here more often."  Before he can protest, she places some cash on 

the table.  He puts his charge card with the bill in the bill folder and takes enough out of her cash 

to leave the tip.  Placing it under his water glass, he hands her the rest back. 

     "You can pay the tip," he says.  "This is on me, it was my invitation.  I do come here fairly 

often, but I seem to keep later hours than you do.  Twice recently when I've called, I've woken 

you up, remember?"  As Ling Po approaches the table, he hands her the bill folder and she softly 

goes away again.  A middle-aged woman who remembers them both from earlier days and who, 
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unlike others, sees something of the old Rommie in the Jo of the transformation, she pauses by 

the table while Babson is signing, and says, 

     "So nice to see you both again.  I have seen you many times," she nods to Babson, "but you 

not for a long time," she nods to Rommie.  "You look very nice.  And very nice together.  You 

come again, okay?"  They make polite and friendly noises with her as they are leaving, and then 

Babson pushes the inside door open and holds it for Rommie with one hand, the other clutching 

his coat up around his chin; it's gotten much colder since they came out. 

     "You know what, Strick?" Rommie says.  "I think it's gonna snow." 

     "Naw, it's just the beginning of October.  It's not ready to snow yet.  Rain, maybe."  He puts 

his arm around her and she wraps her arm around his waist in response as they walk off together 

back toward the general area of Quinset Street, where Rommie lives.  The wind whistles all 

around them, the grit and dirty papers on the street whipping around their ankles and feet, the 

mostly brown leaves flying in small tornados about their ears.  Pei Chang's is nearly equidistant 

between Babson's apartment and Rommie's condo, and though it is not too far for a vigorous 

young man to walk after midnight, Rommie's sigh of pleasure at the thought of her own warm 

bed upstairs makes her think. 

     "Strick?" she speaks barely above a whisper, for there are still people about on the streets 

around them, though none close.  "I know you've probably been wondering why I haven't asked 

you to stay over the night in this new thing we have." 

     "Probably for the same reason I haven't asked you," he ventured.  "Maybe a little more 

caution about treating each other well, and—oh, just liking a slower pace of things." 

     "That sounds about right.  But whatever we do after this, I wonder if for tonight you might 

just want to come up and stay with me, where's it's nice and warm, just to cuddle up together 
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inside and not have to walk all the way home, you know.  For the warmth and the 

companionship.  And then, as you say, if anything else happens, we can worry about it then."  

She gives him a tighter hug, then removes her arm and rummages around in her pocketbook for 

the keys. 

     If she had been trying to make the point in a physically rhetorical fashion, she couldn't have 

done better than she did in removing her arm.  The chilly wind makes Babson's teeth rattle, and 

he bites his cheek accidentally in his effort to keep them still.  "Did I say that?" he asks, unable 

to remember having said anything of the sort. 

     "Well, you said we should just be brave, or something like that, and let things develop 

naturally, something along those lines.  I'm just wondering if it's not more natural for you to 

come in and get warm and stay here than go all the way home in the cold."  In keeping with his 

"brave" advice, she makes a point of looking him directly in the face, to see how he is taking this 

(and to feel how she is).  She thinks she will be able to sense by his expression what she herself 

ought to be feeling.  All she really feels at the moment, though, is a desire to get in out of the 

wind, and a strong preference to take him along with her, a preference which at the moment has 

little to do with sexual proclivity. 

     "Still got an extra toothbrush?" he jokes, not unwilling to try the experiment.  Taking her 

elbow in a fashion he himself doesn't use, but which he remembers seeing his father use with his 

mother when they were dressed up to go out, he walks her up the steps to the point where he 

usually says "Goodnight" to women.  Rommie, of course, has had him in before, though he has 

always left before she goes to bed; this time, he feels, whatever else there is, the smoldering kiss 

she has been in the habit of giving him at their parting on the last few dates won't happen, or will 
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lead to something else.  He realizes that he does feel like cuddling up with a warm armful of 

woman, regardless of the eventual goal of the evening. 

     They step inside; Rommie locks and bolts the door behind them, and slowly shedding 

outerwear on top of the furniture, they make their way through the downstairs rooms to the 

kitchen.  She offers something to drink, he declines or accepts, it doesn’t matter much, because 

she has already offered the things he needs most, the warmth and affection and love, yes it can be 

said, it's actual love of an animal kind this time, the offer to share the cave behind the firelight.  

Intent on curling up together, they leave the kitchen after a while and go up the stairs, perhaps 

bearing hot cocoa with them or a newspaper from the unread stack on the kitchen counter.  In the 

bedroom, they look at each other, as if wondering what to do next.  Finally, after measuring 

Babson with her eyes, Rommie drags an old and tattered oversized navy blue robe of her own out 

of the cupboard and tosses it his way, smiling at him.  Then she goes into the bathroom and 

comes out holding up a new, unwrapped toothbrush between her tapered fingers.  To let him 

know as delicately as possible that he is first in the master bathroom as the guest, she sits down 

at her dressing table and starts to brush her hair with slow, even strokes; she is a delicate and 

ethereal creature in some of her moments.  Hurriedly, while Babson is busy, she creams away the 

light traces of makeup, but touches her bare lashes with petroleum jelly to keep them dark, and 

pinches her cheeks in the time-honored fashion to make their bare color match as near as 

possible what they were with makeup.  Then, there's the choice of what nightgown to wear.  

Though she has nightgowns that are both tasteful and seductive, she decides for tonight at least 

to appear friendly and not too intimidating:  her selection, a floor-length chocolate silk 

nightgown with matching short bed jacket, the bed jacket made with frog fastenings between the 
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breasts.  It's not that warm, but the color isn't startling, and after all, it never hurts to look your 

best.  And the covers are piled up thickly on the bed. 

     The bed.  She goes quickly to the bed and turns it down, putting all the extra pillows aside on 

the furniture.  Everything looks just right, and Babson chooses exactly that moment to come out 

of the bathroom, his hair tousled and seemingly wet, the capacious robe tied around him, and the 

bathroom behind him venting steam. 

     "I hope you don't mind," he says, "I took a short shower." 

     "No, that's fine.  My turn now.  Go ahead and get in bed, why don't you, and stay cozy?  That 

robe doesn't quite cover your chest, does it?  You must've filled out some." 

     He looks down in surprise.  "Is this that same old blue housecoat we used to wear to bed?" 

     "The very same.  A bit the worse for wear, by now.  I'll be out soon.  If you get sleepy, go 

ahead and snuggle on into bed.  I'm really sleepy myself, and I'll be right behind you." 

     When she comes back out after various bathroom activities including a hurried wash in the 

sink, having had her shower in a quick ten minutes before Babson picked her up for Pei Chang's, 

Babson's head is lolling on the pillow, and she feels let down, though she's not sure she's ready 

for sex.  But he perks up when the sound of the door reverberates, and smiles her way.  Creeping 

into the covers on her accustomed side—apparently without a thought Babson has left it for her 

(did he really remember?)—she reaches for the light switch at the head of the bed, which 

controls the light for the room.  Turning it off, she whispers, "I left a nightlight on in the 

bathroom; see, it's that dim glow." 

     "Thanks," says Babson, and moves toward the middle of the bed, his arms reaching out for 

her.  They intertwine and interlace themselves in a manner which feels totally comfortable and 

natural in the tunnel of the covers.  Babson has time to think, "It's the same as it was, only 
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different," before he sinks into a deep, fearless and dream-filled sleep, in which warm visions of 

female limbs predominate, despite the fact that he saw so little of Rommie's before she stepped 

into bed.  In the middle of the night, he feels himself erect against her, rubs against her 

questioningly once or twice to see if she is awake, but upon hearing her soft, rasping breath in his 

ear makes the best of things and rolls over onto his other side to calm himself down.  At first, she 

is all he can think of, especially since she soon after rolls over and wraps a sleeping arm low 

around his waist.  Finally, however, the waiting limbs of ladies of the lake drag him and his 

errant sword mercifully into the depths again, where sleep finds and soothes him with its other 

dreamless touch of forgetfulness. 
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     Sally is feeling frustrated.  She has been calling Babson's number all the morning, first from 

home then from work, trying to reach him.  Originally, she just wanted to say 'hello,' find out 

what had been happening with him, since she hadn't seen him for a few days.  Then, when no 

irritated Babson spoke slurrily into the phone to tell her he'd had practice late the night before 

and she was being inconsiderate, she'd wondered why he was out so early.  She left message 

after message, until his phone switched to his mailbox and left her more room still.  When by 

noon he hadn't called her, concern was warring with anger.  Where could he be?  Except for a 

few late nights out with people from the orchestra now and then, Babson was a homebody, 

preferred his early mornings spent in bed, and for all she knew of him in the last year or so, it 

had been his own bed.  What was going on?  In one of her previous lives, Sally had undoubtedly 

been a curious neighbor delivering a jar of her own home-canned jam in order to have the right 

to trespass on the old homestead and find out where the farmer and his family were hiding, if 

they had in fact killed each other or were busy with some less bloody, more tedious task which 

could be explained away in a few well-chosen and boring words. 

     Babson finally picks up the telephone at two o'clock, just after Sally gets back to work from a 

late lunch with a new co-worker, Daisy, whose training for the night shift she is undertaking.  

Sally is stunned.  He actually had had the nerve not to call back after all her messages, but 

simply to wait for her to call him again.  "But Sally," he says, "Nothing was wrong!  I just got up 

and had to respond to something that came in the mail, and I got lunch.  Then, I was just thinking 

about calling you when I got another call, from the conductor, and was tied up for a half an hour.  

After that, I decided to wait until you got home and call you then when you had more time to 

talk.  That's all," he explains, privately avoiding the fact that he is trying not to tell Sally about 
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his overnight at Jo's, as he has gotten into the firm habit of thinking of her, even more attached to 

his new nickname for Rommie than she is to her new nickname for him. 

     "Well, why didn't you answer early this morning?" 

     Instead of saying that he was not at home, Babson finds himself side-stepping around the 

possible issue of Sally and Jo not getting along because of the change in relationship; he says, 

"You know not to call me early in the morning; I get in late at night sometimes, and I need my 

sleep." 

     "Well, you must've gotten in really late last night to sleep so late in the day, straight through 

the sound of the phone ringing off the hook!" 

      "Hey," he tries for loftiness, but thinks he sounds conceited, and steps down a minute later, 

"if you really had anything important to say, you'd have said it by now.  I mean c'mon, Sally, 

twenty calls?  What's wrong on your end?  Anything happen?" he tries to sound sympathetic, but 

realizes that perhaps he sounds sarcastic and gives it up as a lost cause.  If she's going to be mad, 

she'll just have to be mad.  Knowing Sally, who rarely pouts, it won't last for long. 

      Her feelings are hurt, though.  "I just hadn't talked to you for a few days, and wanted to know 

how you were doing.  And yes, there is news.  I think I might've met someone.  Just thought you 

might be interested in my life, too.  Actually, your friend Rommie has met someone also, or at 

least has made a closer friend of a family acquaintance." 

     "Oh, yeah?"  Realizing too late that this sounds challenging, he modifies it to a cautious "And 

who would that be?" 

     "Oh, Babson, honestly.  My friend, since you really aren't interested, is Daisy, a new hiree 

here.  She's into the same kinds of film I'm into, and I'm pretty sure she's gay.  We had lunch 

together today." 
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      "It never rains but it pours," Babson mutters, then realizing that Sally is puzzling over his 

remark says, "That's great, Sally." 

     "Meanwhile, you're waiting to hear all about Rommie's new crush, aren't you?  Babson, I 

think you're going to be disappointed in love, I hope you haven't gotten in too far.  She brought a 

family friend named Grayce in with her yesterday, and by the noncommittal way Rommie 

treated her, sort of off-hand like, I could see she was trying to hide something.  And Grayce held 

my hand for just that instant too long when we were shaking hands that made me think she's my 

type of gal.  Well, except for Daisy.  Grayce's an older woman, maybe just what Rommie needs; 

she's a very attractive woman, and I can see why Rommie fell for her.  If I hadn't met Daisy first, 

who knows?  I might have given Rommie a run for her money, though I know her money has me 

outclassed by a mile these days." 

     Babson flinches at the mention of Jo's money, and remains silent.  He is torn between his 

lifelong habit of confiding in Sally and the recent and powerful pull on his mind, heart, and 

genitals exerted by his Jo.  Attempting to balance their claims, he answers, as fairly as possible 

not knowing Grayce, "Well, you know, J—I mean Rommie has met a lot of people through her 

parents, and probably sees some of them from time to time.  After all, remember those guys she 

was seeing to their hotel or plane or whatever the first day we met her again?  I wouldn't jump to 

conclusions, Sally.  For all you know, Grayce just held your hand by accident."  This sounds 

weak even to him, but it's the best he can think of on the spur of the moment.  He's far more 

interested in being alone and thinking over the night just gone and the nights still to come. 

      But Sally, however interested she is in her new friend Daisy, is not going to relinquish 

thoughts of Grayce that easily.  "Oh, Babson.  Don't you think I know when I'm getting the eye?  

I'm just saying, but for the grace of Daisy, there go Grayce and I, if you don't mind my mangling 
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the saying, or even if you do.  It's just as well to have a few strings to your bow.  And mind you, 

whatever Rommie the Queen of Fashion Passion might've been thinking or feeling, Grayce 

seemed more interested in yours truly." 

     Genuinely glad that Sally has found a wealth of women to interest her, but impatient with her 

self-assurance, Babson bites off his words, eager to be off the phone and for once not really 

caring about Sally's response, "'Getting the eye?'  'There but for the grace of--?'  'Just as well to 

have a few strings to your bow?'  'Yours truly?'  You really surprise me with the number of 

worn-out old clichés you can generate when the spirit of passion moves you, Sally.  I thought 

gay women were above that sort of trash."  When a stunned silence comes across the wire, he 

realizes finally that he's gone far too far, into the hinterland and onto the cold steppes.  "Sorry," 

his apology is lame, "I just wanted to get off the phone.  Maybe now isn't the best time for us to 

talk.  I'll call you back when I'm better company, okay?  Sorry, Sally, really I am."  No sex act of 

his life has made him feel as inadequate, however unfulfilling, as Sally's continued silence on the 

other end of the line.  He waits for her answer. 

     When it comes, he actually feels a chill in the pit of his stomach for his lack of understanding, 

but probably (he thinks later) it leaves him "a wiser and better man."  "You listen to me, Babson 

Strickland Fitterley.  Where do you think those old saws come from except from the hearts and 

minds of all humanity, seeking and longing for their own companions, somewhere in the push 

and crowd?  And who's always been excluded from being allowed to use those old ideas, who's 

always had to be at the forefront, looking ahead for the new ideas, trying to turn humanity from 

its old erring ways of exclusion, but longing to be included in the warmth and the love?  Gay 

people, Babson, and other damn queers, who only dare to use those expressions sincerely when 
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those they trust are around.  And you are acting today like someone that I can no longer trust.  Is 

that what your obsession with Rommie Lewis has done to you?  Well, good luck with it!" 

      Almost as if he can hear the rush of the phone through the air on its way back down to the 

base, he yells quickly, "Sally, wait!  Wait, Sally!  Don't go!"  His emotional register is still going 

haywire from the night of passionate longing, as well as from the acts of pure randiness and 

bawdiness finally celebrated at dawn when he and his Jo awoke equally inflamed.  Now 

desperate, he shouts into the wire a secret (of all things that which he has always securely 

treasured), "I know that Jo—Rommie isn't interested in anyone else.  It's me, I'm the one!" he 

shouts incoherently. 

     "Who's Jerome?  Babson?  What are you talking about?"  Diverted now from her anger by 

some apparent gibberish of Babson's, which however sounds more interesting than being angry 

at him, she waits.  That talk she gave Babson must've been the real stuff, she thinks to herself; 

she knows those feelings came from deep down inside her by the way they came out, but still, 

she had never expressed them to her cousin so forcefully before, and in such masterful words.  

No wonder he was impressed.  "Babson?" she prompts.  All of a sudden, she hears a wrenching 

sound on the other end, a sort of shrieking, pulling noise almost like a nail being dragged from a 

board.  It turns out to be Babson's attempt to suppress a bout of sudden tears. 

     "I knew something was wrong when you didn't call back," Sally responds now, all solicitude.  

"What's wrong, Babs, you can tell me.  Do you want me to take off early?  All I have to do is tell 

Pete and I can leave in, oh, twenty minutes or so, give or take.  Do you want me to bring 

anything?" 

     Abruptly, the sounds from the other end of the phone stop.  After a minute, Babson says, in a 

measured but certain tone, which suggests to Sally that he can't maintain his patience much 
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longer, "Sally, I assure you, I'm okay.  I've been through—what I've been through—I haven't 

been through anything that need worry you."  He stops again.  This is confusing to Sally.  

Accustomed as she is to nearly total frankness between herself and her cousin, his refusal to 

express what's on his mind creates one of those unfamiliar gaps, becoming familiar to us only 

through experience, which initiate and end relationships, or change their natures.  "Honestly, I'm 

tired, I need to get a soak, and even though I'm not playing tonight, I should practice.  Let's not 

make any plans for tonight, okay?" 

     "Tired?"  She wants to remind him that he has only recently gotten out of bed, according to 

his story, but a customer is approaching with a handful of DVDs and a grouchy expression, 

obviously intending to complain about something, so Sally decides that she'll have to go into 

whatever it is with Babson later, when she can watch him face to face and determine just where 

the lie is.  Something comes and goes swiftly in her inner ear, rather like "Tell me, where's a liar 

bred, in the heart or in the head?" which she realizes is bastardized Shakespeare, but then Daisy 

approaches from the front entrance, swaying her hips and moving her head graciously at the 

angry customer, and a light seems to break through the clouds, and all heaven is aglow.  The 

customer smiles, Daisy stretches out one bangled arm to receive the offending merchandise, and 

both relieved and impressed, Sally lets Babson off the hook.  For now.  "Okay, so call me when 

your schedule isn't so full of sleeping and bathing and practicing, Babs, and we'll hoist a few, and 

you can tell me the truth.  I've got a customer.  See you later, lovely boy," she intones in an 

entirely different tone of voice, batting her eyelashes at Daisy, who's actually watching her while 

pretending to listen to the tubby man's plaint.  Daisy flutters her hands and her eyes at the same 

time, miming an imitation to Sally of the man's general girth and expression as he looks down at 

his hands and the DVDs still there, but every time he looks up, Daisy is patting his arm and 
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giving him soulful, sad glances full of regret and sympathy.  Finally, she becomes so absurd in 

her renditions and so outrageous in the small amount of time she takes to make these 

transformations that Sally has to turn away, not only to hide her own shaking laughter, but also 

to remove the temptation from Daisy's path.  Once the man is gone and well away, they collapse 

into a mound of giggling sisterhood. 

     Still, when the workday is over, Sally is frustrated; only now, her frustration is with Daisy, 

who shilly-shallies around the subject of how they can meet, with one working days and one 

working nights, as if she is entirely unaware of Sally's feelings.  She is so convincing, in fact, 

that after one last affectionate hug given as freely by Daisy as if there were no such thing as 

alternate interpretations at all, Sally leaves with her heart pounding out a tango first, and then a 

dirge.  The dirge is in honor of seeing an attractive young man step up to the front counter, and 

then seeing Daisy lean down to him like a girl at a country fair kissing booth in an old engraving 

Sally's father had hanging in his home office when she was a girl.  Damn the woman!  Sally 

thinks, in unconscious echo of her father's infrequent and rarely overheard exclamation to 

himself when some ploy of his wife's had been too much for him.  A sudden sense of surprise at 

the familiarity of the sensation causes Sally to pause on the pavement on her way home.  So 

that's what Dad had been on about!  Could Mom have been a flirt?  Surely not!  She had flirted 

with him in front of the kids, Sally remembers that, but it was all broad, clean humor, and 

moreover well-acted comedy.  So what else was going on?  Was the flirtation more like sexual 

teasing sometimes, perhaps not so chummy, when they were alone?  Sally worries about this a 

moment, then in respectful consideration of the fact that her mother, Anna, has passed on already 

and her father, whatever his faults, is busy far away living it up with his new wife, Alice—she 

stops.  Damn the woman?  Damn the man!  Didn't even have to change the initials on the towels, 
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Sally thinks, though to be fair she remembers then that Alice painstakingly embroidered some 

towels and sheets for most of the family members she knew, including ones for Sally with her 

own initials.  Still, all in all, it has been an unsatisfying day for Sally, so Sally is frustrated. 
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     Hearing himself addressed by the dove-like Sally as "lovely boy" when she hangs up on him, 

Babson frowns, wonders briefly if he should worry whether or not it means something, then 

decides that after all it's not important, since he only came home to pick up his mail and eat 

lunch anyway.  For Babson, who early in the morning hours managed to distinguish himself as a 

lover (to no one's greater surprise than his own), Babson has been invited back for this evening 

as well.  He, Strick, as he's trying to get used to hearing himself called—though one particularly 

shuddering cry did articulate the old "Babsssonn!"—he will not be here should Sally decide to 

follow her former habits and just drop in unannounced. 

     He thinks about that a moment.  He doesn't remember being annoyed by Sally, or even by 

Henry's constant derision, half so much before Romela Lewis came back into his life.  He had 

just more or less accepted that he was their lonely friend Babson the oboe player, that Sally was 

his lonely lesbian cousin and friend, and that Henry was their never alone but truly lonely friend 

who always had an insult ready.  Now, he has been out of touch with Henry for more than a 

week, a bit unusual.  And he has refused to confide in Sally about having slept with Jo, barring 

his one anguished cry that Sally seems not to have understood correctly.  Give her time, he 

thinks grimly, and she'll ferret it out.  This too surprises him:  after all, Jo didn't say not to tell 

anyone.  It's just that it feels so nice to have a secret about love, and to hug it to his own chest 

after such a long interval of keeping other people's secrets.  And Sally too, according to Sally, is 

finding her way no longer barred by the mysterious attendants at life's fearsome gate of the 

passions, those attendants alternatively beseeched for admittance and reproached for compliance, 

then denounced for failures within their hallows. 

     When Sally crashes, though, thinks Babson, she does it with spirit and verve.  She never 

blames anyone but herself, but herself she blames fully and cogently.  Not that she doesn't 
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recognize the faults of her erstwhile lovers, but always opens with "I should've seen," "I must've 

really known somehow inside…."  This has always made Babson's job relatively easy, because 

all he has had to do is try to reassure her that there was no way she could've seen the problems 

coming, whatever they are, that she's a blind toy of an even more befuddled fate.  Such a belief 

would not comfort him, but for Sally personal responsibility is already such a load that relieving 

her of the occasional extra burden makes Babson feel he is earning his keep in the world of 

intimate situations, hence earning his right to make a few mistakes himself.  And as Babson 

knows from the few times he dated or bedded women from his own profession, girls from the 

opera company in earlier days, or the second oboist from the orchestra who, before she left for 

good almost took his chair from him, one of Sally's key rules is not to date women you are too 

close to professionally.  He sighs.  She just must be that lonely.  Of course, working mostly full 

time at a DVD store is not a profession, granted, just a job, but he wonders about Daisy.  If he 

were not too wrapped up in his own affairs, he would go on the spur of the moment down to the 

DVD store to see this wonder of womanhood for himself, and he and Sally would tear the subject 

to ribbons over a beer late some night. 

     He has finished lunch and cleaned his teeth.  He wants to pick up a vase of cut flowers for Jo 

before he goes back over there, but it's still not time to go yet.  As always when it's a question of 

his emotions assaulting him, the usually equable Babson sucks on a reed for a while, gently, and 

then starts to practice.  It's one of the reasons he is so good:  his emotions, though not always as 

turbulent as those that swept him away this afternoon, supply him both with the impetus to 

escape and the escape route, which leads straight through his musical career.  When he is 

finished, he softly wraps up the reed in its container and puts his instrument away, after polishing 

the metal just as gingerly and cleaning spit out of the oboe with his spit-cleaner and wipes, and 
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waxing the cork connections.  He loves his old oboe, though he has another newer one he doesn't 

quite trust yet, bought in a moment of flush exuberance when he first realized that he was in this 

for good, and could probably continue to make an adequate living at it.  His old oboe is Babson's 

pal and friend, the one he tells his most private secrets to, and who tells him things he needs to 

know about other people while he is playing along, attending to the quaver and pitch of notes.  

His oboe doesn't tell his secrets except to the whole world in music, which already knows what 

the oboe is probably going to say about things much larger than just Babson.  He takes comfort 

in the largeness of his oboe's revelations, because these betrayed secrets make Babson one with 

the world around him, not an object for pity or scorn the way most betrayed secrets do.  By 

contrast, the new oboe sits in the corner closet sulking, not trusted and therefore not trustworthy, 

liable to let out a squeak or a duck-like moan at a crucial moment, though Babson knows 

logically that with a good, wet, limber reed this shouldn't happen.  He tells himself that someday 

he will have to start retiring the old instrument, break in the new one, and just keep the old one 

for his own pleasure.  Someday, but not today.  He has had too much information to process 

today, and his old oboe was eager to hear and share secrets obtained in the travails of the night. 
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     Scene:  An upscale diner in the heart of the city's bistro and theatre district.  A man sits at a 

window booth, tapping a pencil softly against his cheek, checking his watch, taking off and 

putting on his maroon neck scarf, and apparently trying to make up his mind to leave.  In lieu of 

this, he looks at his watch one more time, then motions to the waitress and asks for a solitary 

menu.  Just then, a second man breezes through the revolving door with a great rush of billowing 

chocolate brown overcoat.  They both are dressed in formal professional attire, but the second 

man goes beyond this and reaches a true level of elegance in his various shades and hues of 

brown and royal blue.  The tiny white diamond shapes on his royal blue tie match the whitish 

silver shade of his glasses.   

     First man (standing to shake his hand):  Good of you to see me, Andrew.  I had begun to think 

you weren't coming.  You did say Friday would be more convenient. 

     Second man: (removing his overcoat and hanging it on the vintage hook by the booth):  You 

just can't imagine!  Fridays are usually murder, well, you know that, last day before that long 

open yawning space of the lonely weekend; but I thought at first this one would be different.  

Then, even though my ten o'clock cancelled, three more showed up unannounced; I had to admit 

one—well, I know I don't have to tell you.  What is it now, one-thirty?  Sorry, sorry, sorry.  Have 

you ordered, or eaten already, or what? 

     First man:  Just called for the menu, not to worry.  (As the waitress approaches, he stops to 

ask for a second menu, which she produces, giving them "a little more time" to get their order 

together.  As they exchange recommendations and finalize their preferences, a woman slips into 

the booth behind them, eyeing them curiously.  After they order and one man visits the restroom, 

they start on what is apparently the real order of the day.) 
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     Second man:  So, Burt, about this patient, I should say client, you want me to take over.  

What about her, or him? 

     First man:  Yes.  Well, I guess we're observing patient confidentiality enough by coming here.  

I don't know about the food, but they get mostly night business.  I never see anyone here much 

during the day when I pass.  (They turn to view the few other patrons, all sitting at a comfortable 

distance from them, assuming that they keep their voices low; except, of course, for the woman 

behind them, but she is busy ordering, and has a paperback book on the table beside her.)  Tell 

me, what made you say "her" first? 

     Second man (grinning slyly):  Instinct, Burt, sheer gut-driven instinct.  Your voice had that 

harassed sound over the phone that straight men only assume when there's a woman involved. 

     First man:  Hardly fair.  In fact, it's a cheat.  I might as well claim to have gaydar. 

     Second man:  To judge by some other patients you've sent me from time to time, I'd say you 

do.  So? 

     First man:  Well, she came to me from an apparent total loss of a psychiatrist; she had a 

prescription drug dependency and a very unconvincing borderline personality disorder diagnosis.  

According to her story, he's the one who got her hooked on the meds in order to sleep with her. 

     Second man:  Yowsuh!  Sounds like Running With Scissors. 

     First man:  Yeah, well, I think the diagnosis is a lot of horse pucky.  She's just a plain garden 

variety simple nymphomaniac, if anything is ever simple.  Slinky, slithery, sexy, and very sure of 

herself on the surface.  Swings both ways, on occasion. 

     Second man:  Not exactly objective terminology you're using there, Burt. 

     First man: (Grimacing wryly):  Blame my surroundings and not my nature:  I'm in a diner.  

Anyway, she presents with all the usual symptoms; it's just that it's becoming very inconvenient. 
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(He pauses, tracing a water circle on the table with his coffee spoon.)  Mary Ann and I are 

having problems, and I'm having trouble remaining objective. 

     Second man:  You and Mary Ann?  I'm sorry to hear that, Burt.  Serious ones, or the passing 

kind?  Or should I not ask? 

     First man:  Oh, you can ask, all right.  We always hope they're the passing kind, don't we?  

Anyway, transference took place a little too soon for my taste.  I've suddenly become the 

fascinating older man, and the girl knows exactly what she's doing. 

     Second man:  Nymphomania and satyriasis are always transference, from start to finish, if 

there is a finish.  What makes this particular client so difficult? 

     First man:  I've told you, the timing.  And it doesn't hurt that she's not hard on the eyes.  I've 

had occasional problems before with attraction to a patient, but never to one who's so sure that 

she's right about me. 

     Second man:  Sure you don't want to re-think that borderline personality diagnosis? 

     First man:  No, I'm pretty sure not.  She's a very bright, lovely young woman, with an 

endearing personality.  It's just that she—oh, you know.  I'm not asking you to treat me for mid-

life crisis too, just take her off my hands for a while, until I get things settled down again with 

Mary Ann.  I've given the client to understand that the transfer is not permanent.  In fact (and it's 

his turn for a sly grin), I've let her think you're some minor kind of miracle worker, who can ease 

her lust for sex. 

     Second man:  Shame on you!  Letting her think she has a chance with me! 

     First man:  I didn't let her think she has a chance. 

     Second man:  You presented her with a challenge, which is the same thing.  Oh well, what 

else does an old fag like me have to do but play sex games with a nubile young female thing.  
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Yes, it takes me right back to the old days when I was the castrato keeping your harem.  Shall I 

sing my death aria in the scene where you punish me for presenting her with a dildo?  (He laughs 

throatily, and plunges an imaginary knife in his heart.) 

     First man (Laughing also, as if against better judgment):  You're in a fantastic mood today, 

Andrew.  I'll never know how you come up with these things.  (He looks at the other man 

closely.)  Do you really mind?  I can transfer to Janice Norton, I guess, only she was grousing 

just the other day about how full her schedule is. 

     Second man:  She's just bragging, probably.  No problem, I can take her.  Does she have my 

office number, or card?  Or were you really waiting to see if I said it was okay? 

     First man:  Of course I was.  No, I'll call and let her know who and where you are.  She 

doesn't even know your name, or whether you're male or female. 

     Second man:  See now, you've built me all up with a sense of mystery.  Oh my, what if she 

falls for me?  I guess I'll just adopt my usual tactic and let her know I'm spoken for.  Wallace 

may be a pug, but she doesn't have to know that.  "My roommate Wallace."  "My personal friend 

Wallace."  Sounds sufficiently daunting, doesn't it? 

     First man:  What about Jean-Robert?  Has something happened with him that you haven't told 

me about? 

     Second man:  Oh, my dear, he and I have been history for ages.  Too young and taken with 

his own looks for me.  He wasn't faithful, especially, which I didn't mind so much, but I did mind 

the messes he made in my house when he had his amours over.  And Wallace minded, they didn't 

get along.  No, I'll go it alone until I find someone better.  Like Neil Diamond, Solitary Man.  I'm 

still young, right?  
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     First man (chuckling again):  Perenially, I'm afraid.  (He hesitates, then reaches into his valise 

and draws out a folder.)  Well, then, here's her chart.  Call me up any time, as always, if anything 

happens that you want a consult about. 

     Second man:  A consult about a consult.  I guess that's the name of the game with some of 

these people.  It's to our disadvantage that she's being bumped around so much. 

     First man:  I don't really think that matters to her.  She seems to regard our sessions as a social 

hour, sometimes. 

     Second man:  It may not matter to her, but it has to matter to us.  Let me know when the coast 

is clear with your thing with Mary Ann.  I'll let you know when we've hit a breakthrough, if we 

do.  With any luck, which we have no reason to expect, but it sometimes happens, they'll come at 

relatively the same time.  Ah, food!  (He articulates this as the first man, Burt, slides the folder 

across the table to him.  For just a second, while he communicates with the waitress and his 

colleague over the food, Andrew leaves the folder on the table.  But it's a second too long.  As 

the woman gets up from the booth behind them and goes by toward the front to pay, she glances 

down at the manila surface; the name "Daisy Greene" leaps up at her from the red tab on the 

edge.  And the woman, suddenly pale and forlorn, is Sally Paul.) 

 

 

     "Babson, answer; pick up, Babson," Sally intones, leaning her tear-streaked cheek on the 

phone receiver.  It's six o'clock p.m.  But Babson, supposed to be in for the evening practicing or 

bathing or sleeping, all things which Sally has been allowed to interrupt before, doesn't answer.  

When the phone line clicks open for receipt of a message, Sally hangs up.  Who else is there for 

her to talk to?  Henry's no use; Daisy is the problem; she doesn't know where Rommie lives, and 
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thinks it would be awkward to confide in her anyway, though she's nearly that desperate.  She 

has other acquaintances, but no one she's really kept in decent contact with, not enough for them 

to listen to her wail and moan about what everyone wails and moans about with their closest 

friends.  Sally realizes that she has cut herself off too much.  Maybe Pete's at home, she thinks, 

drawn against her better judgment to call her boss, who knows she's gay, but is tolerant or at 

least indifferent. 

     "Hello?"  A woman's voice answers. 

     "Is Pete there?" she asks tremulously.  Her lip quivers. 

     As if she can see Sally and has misinterpreted the matter, the woman's voice hardens.  "Who 

is this?" 

     "It's Sally from work." 

     The woman's voice grows apathetic again.  "Pete!" she yells without holding the phone away 

from her mouth, so that the sound hurts Sally's ear.  "It's someone from work!" 

     "What do they want?" 

     The woman grows impatient.  "How should I know?  Come and get the phone!  I'm in the 

den!"  The phone clunks as she places it on some hard surface. 

     Pete answers, still chewing something.  "Yeah?  Who's this?" 

     Sally feels she's made a mistake, but can't think of a way out of the conversation.  She knows 

Pete has caller id on one of his phones, and that her call number is recorded somewhere if she 

just hangs up on him.  "I'm sorry, Pete, I guess I called at a bad time." 

     "Sally?  No, it's all right, I just finished eating.  What's up?" 

     "It's really nothing I can't handle, sorry I disturbed you." 
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     "Something go wrong down there?  Wait a minute, this isn't your shift.  You should be at 

home.  Did someone call you in?" 

     "No, sorry, just something—" Sally gets an idea.  It isn't her best idea, she realizes later, and 

it's damned unfair to boot, but all the same, it's an idea.  "I just wondered how long the trial 

period is supposed to be for new employees.  Tony trained very quickly, but then he transferred 

to that new branch, so I can't judge from his performance.  And he's the only other one I've 

trained before—before Daisy." 

     "What's the problem?  I mean, you're a smart girl, it's not rocket science.  Is Daisy not 

working out?  What's she doing that's causing the trouble?" 

     "Daisy…" she hesitates.  What will Pete think?  There's only one way to find out.  At about 

that time, she hears a soft click on the other end, as if someone has picked up an extension.  Pete, 

however, seems not to have heard it; this is the perfect opportunity.  "Well, Daisy—Daisy is a bit 

of a flirt.  I mean, more than a bit." 

     "Well, that's okay, as long as she's not whoring herself outright.  I need all the customers I can 

get."  Pete laughs and waits.  "Sally?" he queries, not hearing a response. 

     "No," Sally says cautiously, "I wouldn't say whoring, just really, really stirring a lot of people 

up.  I mean, she flirts with me, she flirts with Alex, she flirts with Ray, she flirts with Betty the 

doughnut lady next door when she comes in.  And nearly all the customers.  And she flirts in a 

way that seems to make fun of people at the same time." 

     Pete sounds perplexed.  "Is she really getting on your nerves?   Maybe that's just her way.  

You know, how she gets through the day.  Or in her case, the night.  Unless it really becomes a 

major problem, I'd like you just to ignore it." 
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     "Well, I'm not sure whether it's a major problem or not, that's why I thought I should let you 

know.  But if you think it's okay," she says, for the benefit of the hidden listener on the other end, 

probably the jealous wife, "then I'll put it out of my mind.  It does affect the work environment 

some." 

      Pete chuckles mischievously, almost as if he sees straight through Sally's manipulation.  "I 

can't say that being flirted with has ever provided me with the worse day's work I've had.  She's 

young, give her a chance.  If I catch her doing something bizarre, we'll get rid of her.  Is that all?" 

he asks, eager to be off the line. 

     "Yeah, that's all," says Sally, feeling not only unsuccessful but prim and schoolmarmish, not 

only unfair but downright devilish for her attempt to get Daisy out of her path.  What is wrong 

with me? she thinks as she hangs up from talking to Pete.  She's never (or at least not often) been 

so dishonest and conniving:  not only did she use a part of the truth to tell a lie, which seems 

worse than mere lying, but she attempted to get even with someone for not returning her love. 

She remembers with shame all the times her relatives, particularly her uncle, Peter Fitterley, 

praised her probity and worth to her brother and cousins as they grew up, pointing her out as a 

model of conduct.  Then she realizes she can call her Uncle Peter.  He will know what to say and 

do to make her all right with herself again; he knows her from the cradle, and holds her truth in 

his capable hands. 

     But when she calls, it's not a good evening for Peter Fitterley either.  Malory has been at him 

to take part in some amateur theatricals she's involved in in the suburban community of Pitstone 

where they live, and he is giving her a battle.  "It's right up your alley," she insists.  "Don't you 

remember how you used to love to dress up with the kids when they were small?" 
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     "They were my relatives, and that was in my home, and it was all for fun, none of it was 

judged!" 

     "Peter, nobody takes it that seriously, and it's just for fun here, too.  I mean, we all do our 

best, but we don't get bent out of shape by minor mistakes." 

     "What about great big, huge whopping mistakes?  Because that's the kind I make when I'm 

nervous." 

     "Peter Fitterley," her voices escalates, "How much longer are you going to keep this up?" 

     Raising his voice in response in the tenor of his ancestors, he yells, "Till Gabriel blows his 

horn!" 

     "Don't shout at me!  You're making me really mad!" 

     "Well, my dear," he says, reminding even himself of an old knot on a log, "You can just 

scratch your mad spot and get glad."  His father used to say that, and though his father was not 

Peter's equal in education or intelligence, Peter's basic qualities of earthy balance and wisdom 

come from him. 

     At this unpromising juncture, the phone rings.  Malory groans and puts down the hand sewing 

she's doing on a costume, looking at the caller id.  "It's Sally," she says. 

     "Great," says Peter.  "I wonder what Babson's done now.  Come to think of it, pick it up.  I 

haven't heard from either of them for about three weeks.  Someday, they won't need us, but as 

long as they do, I guess we should be here." 

     "Think how much they would enjoy seeing you in Starlight Follies," she hisses as she picks 

up the phone and places it to her delicately sculptured ear. 

     "Don't you dare!  I'll deny every word!" he answers curtly. 

     "Hello, Sally, dear, what's up?  Oh, just sewing my costume for the theatricals." 



 97 

     "Shut up!"  mutters Peter under his breath. 

     "What was that, dear?  Peter is making noise; I didn't hear you.  Oh, sure, here he is."  She 

shrugs, a little offended that Sally shows no interest in the main subject on her mind; then she 

hands the phone to Peter.  "Sally wants to talk to you," she informs him blandly, taking no 

responsibility for any way in which she might have put him on the spot.  But after all, he had said 

he wanted to talk to Sally.  "Ask her what Babson is up to," she tells him, but he is already 

wandering away with the telephone into the kitchen to check on the buffalo wings in the pot on 

the stove and the onion rings in the oven which he is getting ready for their late dinner.  Like the 

better prepared person she is, Malory has already made their salad and a light pudding dessert, 

which are both awaiting them in the refrigerator.  They don't usually eat such a large dinner, and 

when Malory hears Peter's conversation as he comes back into the room, she's glad they made 

such a lot. 

     "Don't cry, Sally, my dear.  No, I'm sure you didn't do anything very bad, after all.  Come 

along, my little Sals, my little Saltine Cracker.  Well, but you haven't told me what it is yet." 

     Malory makes a swift decision; she has all her life been a woman for quick action.  "Tell her 

to come for dinner.  Tell her I'll pick her up at the train stop." 

     "Just a minute," Peter places the receiver securely against his chest.  "The food's almost ready 

now, Mal."  He asks of the receiver, "Are you still there, Sal?"  He listens for a minute.  "But 

being in love's supposed to be good.  What's wrong, isn't it working out?" 

     "ASK HER TO DINNER," Malory says in such a forceful stage whisper that Peter is afraid 

Sally has heard this time. 
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     He sighs.  "Just a second, Sal, I've got to stir something on the stove."  He faces his wife, 

determined to carry his point.  "No mention of me being in any plays, songs, dances, skits, 

speeches, announcements—" 

     "All right, all right, 'fraidy cat.  'My bond is sealed, my wound is healed, my wedding bells 

are being pealed.'  Is that enough for you?" 

     With a great deal of dignity and not a little relief, Peter says, "Sally, we need a third for dinner 

tonight.  I've made tons of wings and onion rings, and Malory has a salad and some dessert that 

we need help with.  No, we didn't invite anyone else.  We're just piggish tonight.  Come along 

down to the Pitstone train station and Malory will pick you up.  How much time do you need?"  

After a consultation over train schedules, Peter and Sally settle on a time. 

     "And tell her to pack her jammies, Peter," Malory instructs, biting off a thread as she finishes 

a dart.  "We're not going to send our woebegone girl home late at night alone to a cold 

apartment." 

      "Did you hear that, Sally?"  Peter asks, then repeats Malory's speech word for word, to assure 

Sally that she is welcome.  "No, unless you have something against our guest room.  The couch 

isn't as comfortable, as I think you'll find.  No, really, nobody but us chickens here." 

     "Only one of us is a chicken," Malory observes with spirit unquelled as Peter and Sally hang 

up. 

     "No more about the theatricals.  I can't face more than one crisis at a time these days," Peter 

insists, glancing at his watch.  "Sally lives just a few blocks from the train depot, Mal.  You 

should be ready to go in fifteen minutes or so.  Are you sure you don't want me to go?" 

     "No, we've already told her I'm coming and she'll be looking for me.  Besides, it's well-lit and 

well-patrolled at Pitstone.  I suppose I should be there a little early, just in case." 
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     "Well, at least it's not about Babson, for once.  But it takes a lot to rile or upset Sally, and she 

was just coming to pieces.  Of course, she always was like that, even when she was little; she'd 

hold it all in forever, and then once she started to explode it was like Mount Vesuvius, or if she 

cried, it was like a tsunami.  She's very worked up about something wrong she's done." 

     "Follow me to the bedroom, Peter, I've got to change while we talk if I'm going to get there.  I 

just can't imagine what Sally thinks she's done.  Sally's never done anything I can think of…."  

Her voice trails away and he plods off patiently behind her, picking up a stray piece of fabric 

that's fallen from her lap and holding it while they talk, not knowing what it is by its appearance 

or what to do with it.  Absent-mindedly, he puts it in the lining pocket of her raincoat, which he 

takes down for her out of the hall closet because now it is starting to sprinkle outside, and he 

knows how easily Malory gets a chill. 

     When she is gone, he goes back to stirring the pot of chicken wings, and finally concludes 

that the onion rings may get cold out of the oven, but if they stay in any longer they're going to 

get too dark and crunchy.  He places a napkin in the center of a huge breadbasket and puts the 

rings in that, covering them with a second napkin.   Then, he sets the table with three place 

settings, and gets the salad out for a final toss.  Lots of extra paper napkins for messy fingers 

have to be put out by each place.  Looking at his watch, he realizes that she has only been gone 

about seven minutes; it's ten minutes to the station in suburban Pitstone, and ten minutes back, 

even assuming that the train is on time.  Turning down the heat on the chicken wings, he puts 

some ramekins on the table for the buffalo dipping sauce, and goes ahead and fills them with the 

steamy thick red chunky liquid.  It needs to cool anyway.  Theatricals.  Why not join in his 

gardening, or something else they can do quietly at home?  Not that he had minded seeing 

Malory perform the first time, but her desire to drag him into the act takes sharing a little too far.  
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Yes, and he remembers the night she came back from her triumph as Margaret Hayes, the 

gossipy society vamp in Big Ears, in which a juvenile lead nearly stole the show without 

resistance.  But Malory had refused to be upstaged, though her competition with the adolescent 

had been good-natured and full of fun.  She was so keyed up inside by all the adulation and 

applause that he had made love to her three times that night before she was tranquil enough to 

fall asleep, and he had awoken the next morning to hear her singing catchy tunes from the show 

in the hallway.  But it is threatening to be too much.  He is older than she by ten years, and every 

year, he finds another batch of gray hair which he is too proud to have magicked away, whereas 

women do that stuff all the time.  Looking at his watch again, he wonders a bit mournfully if she 

will be dancing and singing in theatricals when he is in his grave.  He hears a crunch on the 

gravel outside.  The car horn honks; they are back. 

     Peter turns the heat off under the wings and with slow haste dips a sizeable quantity of them 

out of the sauce into the giant serving bowl, which he takes to the table.  Malory has her keys, 

and she lets herself and Sally in, tiny droplets of rain falling from her coat to the floor.  Behind 

her, Sally enters, shame-faced, red-nosed, and puffy-eyed from crying, but smiling at him 

gamely and thumping her overnight kit down on the floor just inside the doorway. 

     "Hey, my Sally, you're here."  Peter goes to her and hugs her.  Malory meanwhile, frowning 

in bewilderment, is fumbling in the pocket of her coat lining.  She draws out the scrap of fabric 

and looks even more puzzled.  She starts to say something to Peter, but then thinks better of it, 

and goes to the living room and puts it on her sewing table. 

     "Dinner's ready, ladies," says Peter, pulling back two chairs at the table, though he can only 

seat one lady at a time.  He chooses Sally, and moves her closer in as she sits down.  With an 
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oddly formal gesture, he then goes to Malory and slips a kiss onto her cheek before seating her 

also. 

     "You may not have won, my man," whispers Malory in his ear as he leans above her. 

     Unheeding, Sally is situating herself in preparation for the meal.  When all are seated, she 

says, "You couldn't have picked something more likely to tempt my appetite.  I wasn't really 

feeling hungry until I walked in and smelled Uncle Peter's chicken wings.  And Aunt Malory, 

you know I love your cranberry-walnut dressing salad."  That is Sally, always even-handed.  

They relax a little, knowing that if she feels well enough to be this polite, she is on the mend. 

     After dinner, with Malory hemming a costume at her sewing machine and interjecting the 

occasional remark, Sally tells her aunt and uncle about her desertion of kind principles and her 

journey across into the dark areas of the human spirit.  When she finishes, Peter looks down at 

his hands, for once bereft of words of wisdom and comfort.  His irritable inner voice blames this 

on his being ballyragged all day long by Malory about putting on face paint and funny costumes 

and making a fool of himself in front of his friends and neighbors. 

     Finally, as Sally watches him with close and apprehensive attention, he decides to go the 

analytical route.  "Well, the worst part of it, I guess, is that you tried to get Daisy fired.  Your 

penance should probably be to fix that, somehow.  It may be hard to have her around, but I think 

you, Sally, as you are, would find it a lot harder to have her gone if you knew you'd 

accomplished that unfairly.  And after all, she works at night; when would you ever see her, 

except at the change of shifts?  Company picnic?" 

     Malory sticks her oar in.  "DVD stores don't have company picnics, Peter."  Her seam ripper 

takes out a stitch or two, and she's off again, concentrating on maintaining a straight seam. 
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     "Yes, but she really does the things I told my boss Pete about.  Only, I didn't tell him for a 

business reason, obviously.  She could do a lot worse and still keep her job with him."  Sally is 

calmer now too, and her coherent state has upped the ante for Peter Fitterley, keeping him on the 

very tiptop of his counseling toes.  "Well, I mean what else should I do?  Is there something you 

did when you were young and had problems coping?" 

     He shrugs, then smiles at some memory he doesn't share.  "Well, I used to go and talk to 

Father Ryan, I guess; that's a variation of what you're doing now, getting it all out in words and 

in some measure out of your system.  If I may be pardoned for comparing myself to a holy man." 

     Sally squints.  "Father Ryan, Father Ryan.  Why does that name sound familiar?" 

     "I've talked about him before now, I guess.  He was often in my life, growing up." 

     "Yeah, maybe I've heard of him from you.  But Uncle Peter, you're not Catholic.  I never 

thought of that before, even if you mentioned him.  How did you wind up talking to a priest?  Or 

was he Episcopalian?" 

     "No, he was Catholic.  And I wasn't.  But he was a good golfing buddy of my father's, and the 

first time I strayed from the straight and narrow in a serious way, my father sent me to talk to 

him.  I was seventeen, and had already decided to be an agnostic, but meeting Father Ryan gave 

me serious pause.  The next time I got into trouble, I just went to him on my own, hoping that he 

would break the news to my father for me.  But though he was flexible, Father Ryan wasn't 

malleable or complacent.  He refused, and I confessed what I'd done to my father.  Yeah, I talked 

to him a lot over the years.  Saw him just last year, not too long before he died."  He turns to his 

wife.  "Can you imagine that, Mal, ninety-two and still swinging a stick?" 

    "I didn't know you played golf either!" says a surprised Sally. 
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    "I don't.  I was at the country club for the darts tournament, and happened to meet up with him 

in the bar."  He sighs.  "So many of my old friends dying off, or losing their health, or their 

money." 

     "Watch the drama, Peter," his wife says, teasing him now.  "We don't want to see you act up 

too.  What I'm saying is, no need to make such a production of it." 

     Sally, wondering if this is aimed at her, gets a hurt and uncertain look on her face, but her 

aunt smiles at her in a mysterious and reassuring fashion that puts her fears to rest, though she is 

clearly missing something, she thinks. 

     "Anyway, back to you, Sally," her uncle frowns sternly at Aunt Malory.  "You need to be 

very objective about Daisy, and give her some sort of work evaluation that sets the record 

straight with your boss.  I mean, if he doesn't care about her flirting, then it's not really your 

concern, even though it hurts your feelings.  How much longer before she's only on the night 

shift and out of your hair?" 

     "As soon as I give her the all-clear.  There is some instability about her technique, her selling 

technique.  Well, it may sound pretentious to say that about working in a stupid DVD store, but 

she's kind of flighty sometimes, and a little absent-minded."  Sally pauses, searching for the right 

words. 

     "She's not the only one who's absent-minded," her aunt thinks to mention.  "Look what I 

found in my raincoat pocket, Peter."  Malory holds up the piece she is attaching now by one 

corner; it appears to be a pocket. 

     Preoccupied with Sally, he glances at it over the top of his spectacles.  "What is it?" 

     "The left-hand pocket to my robe.  I found it in my raincoat liner." 

     "So?  What was it doing there?" 
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     "You tell me.  You put it there." 

     "I didn't!" he says indignantly.  "You know that I never touch that stuff over there on your 

table." 

     "My guess is that it was lying somewhere else and you just pulled one of your usual tricks and 

put it in the first place you came to.  I know I didn't put it there." 

     Impatiently, he waves away her remark and looks attentively at Sally.  "So, Sally.  What can 

you say on the girl's behalf?  Or do you really think in your heart of hearts that she needs to find 

a job someplace else?  No, maybe the heart is an unsafe organ to mention in this connection.  

You know what I mean, though.  Can she do the work?" 

     "She can do it at least as well as Ray and Alex, who are also looking to pick up some hours.  

They're only part-time, and she came in ahead of them because of her resumé; she's worked 

several jobs like this already, and for stints like one or two years, which is surprising considering 

that she's only twenty-four years old.  Alex and Ray are just out of their teens, a little less stable 

professionally speaking." 

     "Then you can reverse the damage you did by giving her a good recommendation to the boss 

after all?" 

     Sally hesitates.  The depth of her iniquity has still not been revealed.  "Well, if Pete isn't 

already in knee-deep shit with his wife over what she heard us say on the telephone."  She 

describes for them her deliberate accentuation of the matter for the ears of the hidden listener 

during her call with Pete. 

     "Sally, Sally," her uncle shakes his head, and her aunt laughs a merry and unexpected laugh. 

     "Serves her right for eavesdropping," says Malory. 
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     "Malory, Sally isn't the Agent of Justice," he says, referring to a superhero created by Babson 

and Sally in their youth.  The Agent of Justice always knew people's secret crimes and sins and 

made sure they were punished with true poetic equity. 

     "That's just it," mourns Sally.  "I didn't have my head screwed on straight this time.  I acted 

like a child.  First eavesdropping my own self on those two doctors and peeking at their file, then 

taking matters into my own hands and trying to get Daisy fired.  After all, I'm sure plenty of 

people with problems like hers work at ordinary jobs; there wasn't even the hint of an excuse for 

what I did.  It was all personally motivated." 

     "Yes, but the doctors were partly responsible; they aren't supposed to conduct their business 

at diners.  It's very hard not to listen to an absorbing conversation you overhear in public.  I do it 

all the time.  And you said you didn't deliberately glance at the folder, so you can't really blame 

yourself for that."  He bethinks himself of another point.  "You didn't tell your boss about 

hearing that conversation, did you?" 

     "No, even I am not that bad." 

     "You're not bad at all, Sally, just human," Malory puts in. 

     They sit with this for a few minutes, Malory's sewing machine making a quiet hum and clack 

as she works on another seam.  After a while, Peter gets up and pours himself a diet Coke, which 

libation both of the others refuse.  He asks Sally in a moment of curiosity, "What did Babson say 

about all this?  Does he know this girl?" 

     "No, he doesn't know her, and I don't think he could care less.  He was very unfeeling with 

me about lesbian love this afternoon on the telephone, and then when I tried to get him again 

later, he didn't answer for the second time." 

      "For the second time?"  Peter asks, not too sure what this means. 
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     "The first time, when he was so insensitive, it took him all day to answer the phone, and yet 

he claimed to be sleeping.  I rang so many times, I don't see how that can have been true.  Then, 

after we talked and he snubbed me—and something has happened to him, I don't know what, he 

wouldn't tell me—then he wasn't in this evening.  He had said he was staying in and would be 

practicing, sleeping, or soaking in the tub," Sally dutifully quotes Babson's supposed regimen.  

"And I rang and rang the second time, too." 

      Peter and Malory exchange a private glance, full of unspoken things like "What's up with 

Babson?"  "Maybe he's just tired of being hounded by Sally."  "Should we call or go into the 

city?"  "I wish these kids would get their lives straightened out.  They're too old for this 

bickering and fighting."  But they say nothing immediately. 

     Suddenly, Sally yawns.  She places a quick hand over her mouth, but Peter looks at his watch 

and says, "Ah, well, it's eleven o'clock.  When's your bedtime now, Sal?"  He's hoping it's soon, 

because he's talked out of wise solutions and is ready for bed himself, even if Malory wants to 

stay up all night with that blasted fabric instead of in a warm bed with him. 

     "I'm tired now, Uncle Peter," Sally says obligingly, "although I'm usually up till one or two 

when I'm around Babson."  She goes to the front door and picks up her overnight kit, bringing it 

through to the living room.  Unzipping the side, she withdraws a box of expensive chocolates 

and hands them to her aunt.  "I stopped by the candy store on the way out.  I hope you still like 

this kind, you guys." 

     "Oh, Sally," gushes her aunt, "yes, thank you, we do.  But you shouldn't have.  You might 

have missed your train." 

     "No, they have a booth there, next to the train station.  I only hope they're fresh." 
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     Her aunt opens the box, takes out a piece, and hands the box to Peter and Sally, who each 

courteously make a selection.  "Thank you, Sally," her uncle says indistinctly around a mouthful 

of chocolate and caramel.  After this brief interlude, he stands up, stretches, and hoists her bag 

into the air.  "Come along, my dear, I'll carry your bag to the guest room, just in case you've 

forgotten where it is.  It's been so long since you've come to stay with us." 

     After Sally has gone to bed, Peter comes back and plants another kiss on his wife's cheek, 

then on her lips.  "Don't stay up all night, Mal.  Come on to bed.  It's your turn to fix breakfast 

tomorrow, remember." 

     "You never let me forget, Peter.  You want your egg on an English muffin, I know.  Should I 

put ham on it too, or not?" 

     "Sure, why not?  And thanks, Mal, for not mentioning the play."  He pats her shoulder and 

heads off for bed, happy in the thought that he has thoroughly routed all discussion of his 

thespian merits; likewise, his wife, wrapping up her sewing scraps in a bag a few minutes later, is 

blithely imagining ways of returning to the charge as soon as Sally is gone the next day. 
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     Outside the window, the rain is slanting down in sheets; Grayce sits, her legs drawn up on the 

couch, her knees a cushion for Daisy's head.  Daisy sits below her on a cushion between the 

couch and the coffee table, meditatively dipping chips and eating them.  Grayce's and Daisy's 

thoughts, however, are running in thoroughly different directions, in contrast with their close 

physical contact. 

     Daisy is dreaming a poor girl's dream, about a rich woman who comes along and adopts her 

sexually, letting her have the run of the place and all the lovers she can handle, without raising a 

stink, so glad to have her that nothing else matters.  Grayce is bored, thinks that this little fling 

has already run its course.  This has been so from the moment she found out that Daisy has less 

than no taste in movies, and isn't a reader or an artiste of any kind.  The peasant blouses, long 

skirts, and bangles are all just window dressing, recalling an earlier era in Grayce's life which she 

is nostalgic about. 

      "Isn't it time for you to go to work?" she prompts Daisy, thinking ruefully that if she had only 

stuck to going to Dawson's during the daytime, she might not be trying to oust Daisy now. 

     "Oh, Alex or Ray will keep things going till I get there.  Ray is so cute and adorable, we have 

to have him over sometime," Daisy vapors on, unaware of the reaction this gets from Grayce, 

who stiffens.  Not that she hasn't had some sexual adventures with threesomes, but she feels she's 

really getting too old for that sort of thing, and unlike Daisy, who has shared information about 

her diagnosis with Grayce, the older woman basically practices infrequent serial monogamy 

these days. 

      "What do you mean?" asks Grayce coldly, trying to freeze Daisy into some sense of decency 

about taking her for granted, for God's sake. 

      "Oh, you know," giggles Daisy, looking back over her shoulder at Grayce provocatively. 
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     Grayce sees there's no help for it but to be brutal, and bedamned to the consequences.  "I don't 

care what you mean, I think we have really just about finished this, my girl." 

     "Finished?"  Daisy's voice quavers with uncertainty.  "What do you mean?" 

     "I mean, I'd rather you found somewhere else to bunk up, especially if you plan to have a 

young man over.  I'm not much in the mood for young men these days, and I'd like my spare 

room back." 

      "Do you mean you're kicking me out?" 

      "When have you ever been in?  You've still got your place downtown, don't you?  Go back 

there."  Irritably, she goes for broke.  "Go anywhere, just clear out of here.  We're not alike, 

Daisy, we're very, very different." 

     "You're just casting me off, just like that?"  Daisy puckers up as if she might cry. 

    "If you must have it, yes; just like that.  I didn't take you to raise."  Then Grayce relents 

slightly.  "Look, Daisy, you're a young thing, lots of years left yet.  I've got years and years on 

you, and I need someone more complex, do you understand?  You're very simple, and I'm sure 

unspoiled in your own way, but I need an older someone to share with.  At least a little older.  

What are you, nineteen, twenty?" 

     "I'm twenty-four," says Daisy defiantly. 

     "Well, you neither act it nor look it."  Daisy is in fact looking mutinous, and Grayce tries to 

jolly her out of it.  "Go after Alex and Ray, and see if maybe you can get the two of them at the 

same time, that's probably what you really want.  I'm just one old woman who has more money 

than sense, but I can't allow you to take advantage of me, all the same.  We all get wise too late, 

Daisy.  I just realized sitting here than I need a more mature person to talk to about my interests, 

and you should realize that you need a younger person to celebrate your youth with." 
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     "I thought you wanted to celebrate my youth!" 

     "That's very self-centered of you.  Who's going to celebrate me and my age, my interests in 

film and art and fiction, and all the rest of it?" 

      "I work in a DVD store!  I watch movies all the time!" 

      "Excuse me, my dear, but you watch utter trash.  I have to tell you, you have absolutely no 

taste when it comes to film.  Take a film course, why don't you?  Maybe you'll be able to get 

some sort of promotion at work out of it, or a real vocation.  At the very least, you might learn 

something, and enjoy learning it." 

     Still not quite insulted enough to leave, Daisy tries again.  "Why can't you teach me what you 

know about film?" 

     Grayce groans dramatically and holds her ears.  "Daisy, go!  I don't want to teach you 

anything, I want to live what life I have left with people who already understand.  Please!  Let's 

not argue, this is very unpleasant.  C'mon, it's five-thirty, I'll drive you to work; that's the least I 

can do.  It's a miserable day.  I'll pack up your stuff and you can pick it up tomorrow morning, 

okay?" 

     Not answering, Daisy springs up and flounces into the spare bedroom.  After a few minutes, 

she comes out, wearing the long plastic rain slicker she always wears over her clothes on rainy 

days, and carrying the oversize canvas bag which contains all the possessions she considers it 

important to have at work with her, everything from a portable pencil sharpener to a thermos and 

cup.  "I'm ready," she is still sulking, but heads for the door ahead of Grayce, who grabs her own 

jacket and keys in haste in order to keep up with her. 

      In the back of her mind, Daisy is relying on this pouting routine to make Grayce feel guilty, 

but she has misjudged her audience.  Grayce is a woman who can admit a mistake, and moreover 
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one who knows what she wants.  On her way towards the door, she has grabbed up a newspaper 

section which has movie listings, and she waits while Daisy stalls around the door itself.  Daisy's 

fingers trace the curlicues of the knob as if she is making love to it, and she says, "Are you sure 

we have to go now?  We could go back inside.  You know," she pursues, sliding toward Grayce. 

      Grayce steps well back and holds the door open, saying, "Come along, my girl, we all of us 

have to work sometimes.  You're going to be late." 

      "You don't work," Daisy articulates sullenly, making her way slowly past Grayce.  Before 

she has time to do anything like step back inside, Grayce has locked the door behind them. 

      "I did until I married and divorced my old man," Grayce speaks stoutly, turning aside 

thoughts of how she might once have had some points in common with Daisy.  "There are lots of 

rich people in the city, Dais.  I'm sure you'll catch another one someday.  You've got plenty of 

time." 

     Daisy makes a sound as near as possible to a young person's humph! and straggles down the 

hall toward the elevator slowly.  But the elevator has a sign on it that says "Out of Order—Please 

Use Stairs—Management," and so the agonizing contretemps goes on, with Daisy putting forth 

all the objections she can think of, both verbal and physical, and Grayce sometimes angrily and 

sometimes nervously rebuffing her, until they finally reach the ground level. 

     "I suppose I should have seen this coming," says Daisy in a world-weary tone which makes 

Grayce smile grimly behind her head.  "I mean, when you wouldn't even give me a copy of the 

key." 

     "Are we really still discussing this?  What makes you want someone who doesn't want you?"  

This is finally effective, or seems so, because Daisy goes silent and doesn't talk again all the time 

they are going for the parking garage and getting in the car. 
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     Glancing down at the first stoplight to the newspaper page which has a blurb for a revival 

theatre showing of Notorious, Grace notes the time and location and then moves smoothly into 

traffic again and toward the DVD store to drop Daisy off.  Daisy looks with apparent interest at 

the people passing by, but it is only another maneuver to gain Grace's attention, as it turns out.  

She begins to play aloud a verbal game the two of them started their relationship with, a game of 

imagining what kind of character in a film a person on the sidewalk might be.  Trying to be 

patient with her, the more so since it will be so little time before she is out of the car, Grayce 

listens half-heartedly and makes a comment or two.  Finally, with the rain coming down even 

harder and the wind whipping it into building doorways and across intersections where people 

are trying to walk, they reach Dawson's. 

     "All right, Daisy, have a good night," says Grayce cheerily.  "I'll see you sometime tomorrow, 

when you come to pick up your stuff.  Try not to come before eleven, I may be out late tonight." 

     "Catting around, I guess," says Daisy resentfully. 

     "Cats have an undeserved reputation, and that's none of your concern.  You're a sweet girl 

when you try to be; I hope you find somebody, or several somebodies, who appreciate you." 

     Finally, Daisy opens the door, which the wind catches and whips back and forth, deluging her 

with water and pelting the inside of the car.  She slams the door good and hard, just so Grayce 

knows how she feels, but the gesture is an impotent one, because she has to make for the 

doorway of the store immediately to avoid getting swept away by the wind.  She fumbles with 

the door and goes on inside, passing another figure who is coming out as she enters. 

      Grayce is about to drive away when she takes a little closer look at the figure now huddled 

inefficaciously in the doorway against the wind and the rain.  It's the other woman, what's her 

name?  Grayce leans over and with an effort throws open the passenger door, while a taxi behind 
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her honks and then passes with one final outraged beep.  "Can I give you a ride somewhere?  

What's your name, Sarah, is it?" 

      "Sally.  Yeah, sure, what direction are you going in?"  Sally gratefully ducks into the car and 

shuts the door, glad that she didn't have to pass the time of day with Daisy, who has been very 

pert with her lately, for reasons known only to Daisy herself. 

      "Well, actually, I was on my way to see a revival theatre presentation of Notorious.  

Interested?  I know it's not in the comfort of home, but it's a cheap theatre, cheap seats, cheap 

popcorn with real butter on it, and with luck the projector will malfunction and we'll get to throw 

Milk Duds until they fix it.  Sound like your kind of show?" 

     Sally laughs whole-heartedly for the first time in weeks.  She has been alone a lot lately, 

because except for an occasional coffee with Henry, who's preoccupied with his work and his 

own love life, and a rushed lunch with Babson three or four times during which he seemed to be 

avoiding the main topic Sally wants to broach with him (his inaccessibility), she has lived a life 

devoid of contact.  It's not even that Daisy continues to occupy her thoughts so much as that no 

one else does.  She looks at Grayce with an open expression and confesses, "It may be the best 

thing I've seen in weeks." 

     "Good.  Hold onto your hat, we're going to have to hurry not to be late."  Looking into the 

rearview mirror, Grayce adds, for some reason that she doesn't examine at the moment, "Daisy 

and I are quits.  She's coming by for her stuff tomorrow." 

     "Oh.  I hope—I hope you're okay," says Sally weakly.  She hadn't realized that Daisy was 

even a part of Grayce's life.  Daisy hasn't let up on her strenuous social habit of flirting with 

everyone who might even be tempted to respond, though, so that's no wonder.  The wonder is 

that Grayce had been taken in, Sally thinks to herself. 
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      "Too young and concupiscent for me," says Grayce robustly.  "If you know what I mean 

about Daisy." 

     "Oh, I've seen her in action," laughs Sally.  "I think I know what you mean." 

     Grayce looks at her keenly.  "You too, huh?" 

     "A near miss, let's call it.  Lucky too, if you don't mind my saying so." 

     "Honesty is something I appreciate, I do.  Not to worry.  My heart wasn't really in it." 

     Sally can't actually claim the same, but she's thankful that it's no worse than it is.  "Ah, well, 

so it's on to Notorious.  What a mess it is tonight!" 

     "Yeah.  Maybe we can grab a bite and a brew after the show.  Let's see how we do for time." 

     "Sure, that's fine by me," agrees Sally, sinking into the ardent uncertainty of a new 

companionship. 
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     Sally is dozing away the late fall morning in an agreeable daydream; it is based on the 

evening before, which she has already started to think of as her "date" with Grayce Noble.  She 

wonders if Babson will be answering his phone or doorbell later so that she can tell someone all 

about it, but she's so deliciously warm and happy that she's indifferent to the possibility of 

indifference.  It's not that anything really romantic happened, only that everything clicked.  They 

laughed at the same things, understood each other's remarks instantly despite the generous age 

gap, and had many of the same preferences in films, stage plays, books, pictures and music. 

In their enthusiasm for each of these they also discovered an enthusiasm for each other, and vice 

versa.  Even their differences were a source of enrichment, instead of the estrangement Grayce 

recently experienced with Daisy.  They picked and chose their words with care around this 

phenomenon, but there was no denying that by the time the evening ended, they had formed a 

closer bond with each other, partly because of the miscreant Daisy.  There had seemed to be time 

to discuss everything, and they had wound up sipping cappuccinos at an after-hours coffee bar 

far into the deepening light of the morning hours, a gray and murky dawn with the wet streets 

hosting them as they bustled through the chill back towards the car. 

     Not wanting to rush things, Sally held back a little when they said goodbye, but there was no 

reason to fear that Grayce might do otherwise.  She only gave Sally a quick hug and kiss, so 

rapid and light that Sally felt it melt away almost before it had happened.  Thinking back on it as 

she slowly struggles to consciousness, Sally realizes that except for Grayce's reassuring call as 

she pulled away from the curb, "See you soon, Sal," there has been no indication of any further 

relationship to come.  This thought brings her fully awake.  Getting laboriously out of bed from 

underneath Miss Augustina, her cat, who digs her claws into Sally's leg in protest at the 

disruption of her slumber, Sally stumbles to the kitchen in her Batman pajamas, a joke gift from 



 116

Babson two Christmases ago.  The coffeemaker spurls and hisses out its product while Sally runs 

her finger down the page of the telephone directory, looking for the name "Grayce Noble."  Like 

as not, she doesn't keep a landline, doesn't list in the phone directory.  Sally has surmised this 

because of Grayce's upscale street address, which she had happened to mention the night before. 

Suddenly, her finger stops on the line which reads "G. K. Noble."  After follows her address.  So 

she does keep a landline!  Cautiously, Sally places the phone to her ear, starts to dial, then with a 

gesture of irritation slams it down again.  She mustn't run after the first woman she sees!  But 

what if the woman just happens to be the right woman for her?  She could at least call, thank her 

for the evening.  But she had paid her own way; Grayce didn't treat her, so all she can thank her 

for is the invitation and the transportation, pretty weak.  Though if she doesn't show some sign of 

interest, Grayce may find someone else.  This goes on for a while, back and forth, until Miss 

Augustina pads into the kitchen purring and meows for her food bowl.  About time.  Damn 

human has been up way too early anyway, thinks Sally, putting herself in the cat's place and 

setting the bowl on the floor.  "Is that right, Miss A., did I get up too early for you?" she croons 

to the cat, who answers with a strangled growling sound around a mouthful of food.  Sally bends 

to stroke the sleek back, then makes a decision.  Today is Sunday.  She doesn't normally work 

today, but she's supposed to relieve Alex at noon so that he can go to pick up a car a friend is 

selling him.  She'll call Grayce just before noon, when she may well be out, and give or leave a 

short message of thanks.  That's polite and fairly non-committal, and should keep her, Sally, 

from making a fool of herself by being clingy over the phone.  Discipline, that's the thing, she 

thinks.  If only in the meantime she had someone to talk to, someone to tell about it! 

     Giving Babson's number a try without much hope that he'll answer, Sally is startled by the by 

now almost unfamiliar sound of his voice as he says "Hello?" 
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     "Hi, Babs, it's Sally.  What are you up to?" 

     "Going out in a little while," he says unpromisingly.  "What's up?" 

     "Oh," says Sally, feeling like giving Babson his comeuppance in spite of herself, "nothing, 

only that I've just had a date with Grayce Noble, that woman I told you about, that friend of 

Rommie's.  I guess Rommie is plain out of luck.  She'll have to make do with you, I guess," she 

says meanly, then flushes with guilt at her spitefulness and hopes—she crosses her fingers—that 

she hasn't jinxed her new love interest by being hateful to Babson.  But then, she thinks, he partly 

brought it on himself. 

     "That's great, Sally!" he exclaims quite sincerely, making her feel even smaller by his 

enthusiasm on her behalf.  "I guess I can tell you now that Rommie and I—Jo, she wants me to 

call her—have been a serious thing for weeks.  Don't worry about her, I think I've got the 

situation covered," he says, rashly for him, considering that he normally takes a long time to 

think out any revelations he makes, even to Sally.  "That's part of the reason I haven't been 

around so much; she and I have been spending a lot of time with each other." 

     "Well, I hope you're both satisfied," she says, a bit annoyed that Rommie has seemingly made 

a commitment to the other side of the field, though she realizes this is unfair both to Babson's 

happiness and to the human labyrinth. 

     Babson reacts to this, though, as to the sound of a war bugle.  For the moment, he forgets all 

about his agreement with Jo not to discuss her confidences with anyone else.  "I know what 

happened with you and Jo, Sally, okay?  Give it a rest, why don't you?  Jeezalou, the whole 

world isn't gay!" 

     Surprised but not particularly upset at Babson's response, which disconcerts her even more 

when she realizes that she isn't bothered, Sally contents herself with saying, "Yeah, well, let's 



 118

wait till the end of the day to look at the scoreboard.  Anyway, if you're happy, I'm happy," she 

ends laconically. 

     "I'm happy, and probably likely to stay that way," asserts Babson, doing something mentally 

very like Sally's crossing of her fingers for luck earlier. 

     "That's just grand.  Do your dad and mom know?" 

     "Dad does, and what dad knows, mom knows, I guess." 

     "When did you tell him?" 

     "Oh, we've had a few conversations about it," Babson says vaguely, not letting on that it was 

months ago that he and his dad talked about Jo, back when she was still stuck in the pre-passion 

stage of being the old "Rommie" with only a new appearance to recommend her.  It seems very 

long ago, now that human yearning and even frenzy have found a place in their relationship, 

which makes it a very different thing indeed from the temperate companionship it was the first 

time round.  It is as if he and Jo are recovering the lost time from several years before, when he 

was more uncertain and shy and she was more unattractive and withdrawn.  Why is it Sally's 

business anyway, whether or not his dad knows? 

     "Well, I guess I've got to go," Sally says, looking at the clock and realizing that she will 

barely have time to get ready for work now, even if she hurries.  "Let's get together sometime, all 

of us, how about it?" 

     Confused, Babson says, "Do you mean you and me and Jo and Henry?" 

     "Screw Henry.  I mean you and me and Rommie and Grayce."  Nothing like taking the plunge 

off the deep end without a life vest. 

     "Yeah, sure, sometime," agrees Babson unconvincingly.  He and Sally bid goodbye, and he 

starts to take out his oboe, then remembers that he has just put it up; but he feels unsettled, 
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unnerved, wishes he hadn't answered Sally's call so bravely.  Maybe he should call Dad, maybe 

Sally's right and Dad needs to know.  Maybe Dad knows something he could stand knowing.  

The more he sits thinking about it, flicking a stray piece of sheet music back and forth across his 

lip, the more he thinks he needs to talk to Dad. 

     The phone rings six times before the message machine picks up, starting its obligatory "If you 

are receiving this message, Peter and Malory aren't in right now.  Please leave a name and 

number at the—" "Hello?" answers his father, out of breath, annoyed at the answering machine 

for doing its job, and trying, at first unsuccessfully, to cut it off.  "Hello, Babson, is that you?" 

     "Yes, Dad, it's me.  How are you?" 

     "Oh, rattling along, I guess.  How're you?" 

     "Better all the time, Dad, and I've got a lot to tell you.  Only, Dad—" Babson tries to think of 

the best way to put it, and dredging his memory, he finds terms that seem appropriate, though 

they come from childhood.  "Dad, I don't feel like sharing." 

      "Sharing?" His father is bewildered.  "What are you talking about?" 

      Babson draws a deep breath.  "I guess I'd better begin at the beginning." 

     "Is this going to be long, son?  Because if it is, let me go and retrieve my Campari and 

cranberry from the dining room.  I was just going over the Discovery bill.  God, things get worse 

and worse all the time."  He has evidently laid the phone down and gone off in search of his 

mixed drink.  In the background, Babson hears an agonized "Where are they now?" and then he 

hears his mother say, "I put them on your nightstand this morning, but you must've had them 

since then.  Why do you need your glasses to talk to your son?"  "I can't concentrate without 

them!" his father roars back impatiently.  After a further exchange of dialogue, more muffled this 

time, Babson's mother says, "Here they are, in the kitchen.  You were just doing the bills, don't 
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you remember going into the kitchen with them?"  "No, I was using my reading glasses for that.  

They're still there.  Honestly, Malory, sometimes I don't know about you!"  Having regained his 

drink, his glasses, and some of his dignity during this exchange, Peter Fitterley ignores the 

continued gentle reproaches of his wife and comes back to the phone. 

     "Now, son, you were saying?  Something about sharing?" 

     "I don't feel like sharing.  Jo with Sally.  I don't feel like sharing." 

     "Who's Joe, and just what kind of thing are we talking about?"  His father's tone is weighted 

and cautious. 

     Swiftly catching his father up to speed with all the changes in his relationship with the 

erstwhile Rommie, now Jo, Babson expels a huge gust of breath and says, "So you see what I 

mean, don't you, Dad?  I shouldn't have to share, should I?"  The question, so expressed, sounds 

infantile. 

     "Babson…I don't know what you mean.  Do you mean that Sally wants some sort of sexual or 

emotional contact with this woman?"  He seems to lower his voice a little unconsciously, but it 

does no good, for the next minute Babson can hear his mother in the background talking to his 

father, something about a buttonhole he wants repaired.  "Just a minute, Babson.  Malory, just fix 

it!  I don't care what it looks like, as long as it works!  Oh.  Well, mend it with the next closest 

color, then.  No, you don't need to go get thread.  Well, what about that huge lot of thread we 

have out in the garage, in the old sewing kit?  Sure, I think I saw some red in it.  Thank you, my 

dear.  Yes, thank you.  Okay, I have to talk to Babson now, he's waiting and I'm talking to you 

instead.  Thanks, Mal."  Silence.  Babson hears a door shut.  His father comes back on.   "Now, 

Babson.  Sorry, you know how we try to get all our household chores done on the weekend.  

What exactly is it that you don't want to share with Sally?  I know her too well to think that she 
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wants something involving the three of you; you're cousins.  Wait a minute, this is the woman we 

met a few times, right?  Does Sally call her Daisy, by any chance?" 

     Now Babson is nonplussed.  "Daisy?  Why should she call her Daisy?" 

     "Nothing.  Just a coincidence, I guess.  So?" 

     "Well…Sally seems to be finding it a little hard to believe that Jo wants to be with me, 

instead of with some woman somewhere." 

     "You can see her point.  I mean, not where you are concerned, but Jo was with Sally—" 

     "Only for a week, when she was getting over Henry that time several years ago.  And Jo says 

it didn't work out, it wasn't for her.  But Sally keeps acting funny about it, even though she's 

already got someone of her own." 

     Peter perks up his ears.  "What was that?  Sally has someone?  And who might that be?  Is it 

someone named Daisy?" 

     "What is it with you and this Daisy character, Dad?  Has Sally told you something she hasn't 

told me?  The last I heard, it wasn't definite yet.  I think it's someone else." 

     "I thought I was better informed, anyway.  Well, she came to see us a few weeks ago, said 

you weren't much interested in her lately, seemed to feel neglected." 

     "And there was someone named Daisy?" 

     "Well, you can talk to Sally about that, I think it was told in confidence.  So, tell me, is it a 

secret about her new love too, or can you tell a concerned uncle about it?" 

     "I guess.  Sally didn't say not to.  In fact, she seemed to be bellowing it from the rooftops.  

The woman's name is Grayce.  Grayce Noble."  He waits for his father to bring up the apparently 

magical name "Daisy" again, but it doesn't happen.  Instead, his father says, 
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      "Noble.  Grayce Noble.  I know that name.  Yes, got it!  She's a wealthy contributor to the 

theatres and an art gallery or two downtown.  Not in the top notch "Patron" category of 

contributor at any, but in the 'Friends of the—' category at several.  She's one of the fish people 

from your mother's group try to hook for funds to run the community theatre, but I don't know if 

she's really interested in community stuff.  Some of the ones your mother and her friends 

contacted gave funds, some didn't.  So anyway, she's with Sally now, is she?  Our little girl has 

hit the big time.  I hope Sally's okay," he finishes meditatively. 

     "She sure sounded okay to me," says Babson bitterly. 

     "So, you're just upset because Sally is insisting on bringing up what happened several years 

ago?  Has she thrown it in the face of the girl, this Jo?  That doesn't sound like Sally." 

     "No, she hasn't done that.  In fact, since Jo and I started—started sleeping together, she hasn't 

been around Sally." 

     "Uh-huh."  His father pauses.  "How well does she know Sally?  I mean, does she know her 

only through you?  I seem to remember the three of you going out to lunch with us at one point a 

few years ago.  Oh, and Henry, that character, he went.  What does he have to say about this, 

incidentally?" 

     "Too many questions at once, Dad.  Jo didn't know Henry and me and Sally until after 

college.  I met Jo somewhere, at a blues party, and introduced her to Sally and Henry.  Then we 

all four just started sort of hanging together, with breaks here and there, for example when Sally 

was in England, and when Henry was at that publishing course in Albany.  And of course, Jo 

used to have a lot of her own friends, people she's not interested in seeing any more.  She thinks 

they weren't good for her.  As to what Henry thinks, I punched him the last time he told me what 
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he thought, and he doesn't know just how close Jo and I are now because I haven't been in 

touch." 

     "Dear me, Babson, you are living high about this woman!  Punching Henry and shunning 

Sally!" 

     "Henry deserved to be punched, as usual.  Well, you know how he talks about women, Dad.  

And Sally, in her own way, does the same thing.  They both slept with her, and both of them 

want to mess me up with her.  Henry evidently wants me to use her and discard her the way he 

did, like it's some sort of contest or something, and Sally wants to argue over whether or not one 

sexual experience with a woman makes another woman gay or not.  She never even mentions the 

word 'bisexual,' as if that's not a possibility.  Anyway, Jo said it wasn't for her, and I believe her.  

Of course, I couldn't tell Sally what—well, what you told me about you and Mom, because it 

was said in confidence." 

     "And let's keep it that way," his father says austerely.  "In fact, let's leave it out of the 

conversation entirely." 

     "Okay, but from what you told me, you can see where I'm coming from, can't you?" 

     "If by that you mean do I think you're right in your argument with Sally, all I can say is that 

cases are different; surely you know that.  If you have the confidence to carry on, then that's your 

best bet.  Use your own judgment.  You and Sally are both a little too old to need the constant 

advice of two old frowsties like your mother and me." 

     "Well, it's affecting my friendships with Sally and Henry, as you can tell, and Sally all of a 

sudden wants us to get together, me and Jo and her and Grayce Noble.  I really don't think I want 

to subject Jo to that sort of pressure, that sort of atmosphere.  It just doesn't seem fair." 
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     "What sort of atmosphere are you assuming it will be, and how fair do you think it is for Sally 

to lose her childhood playfellow because he can't extend himself socially in the way she would 

like?" 

     Babson sighs mightily.  "So, you're saying I should let this happen, this get-together." 

     "I'm saying nothing of the kind.  But there are two sides to everything, don't forget.  Sally 

needs to feel accepted just as you do." 

     "But she's the one not doing the accepting!  I don't know what I can say to her to get her to 

stop shaking the gay subject in her teeth like a terrier with a rat!  I mean, Dad, like I told her—" 

     "As I told her—" 

     "As I told her, the whole world can't be gay just for her convenience!" 

     "And the whole world can't avoid the subject just for yours, Babson.  Can't Jo take care of 

herself?  Why are you fighting her fights for her?" 

     "Why should she have to fight a fight just to have a relationship with me?" 

     "Why don't you tell her the problem you're having with Sally and see if she wants to socialize 

with Sally and her new woman?  There's nothing like a united front to stop unwarranted 

interference.  And that I can tell you from my experiences through life with your mother." 

     Babson is about to tell his father that the idea of a "united front" has come up before between 

him and Jo, when it was the cliché she used to express the result of their not revealing to Henry 

and Sally that Babson had been informed about their previous relationships with Jo.  Well, Sally 

already knows that Babson knows now, thanks to Babson.  But the whole thing's too tangled to 

get his father involved in.  He gets distracted, however, by something he hears on the other end 

of the line.  His mother is back in the room.  She has caught the tail end of the conversation and 

is querying his father about something; his father says, "I just said, my dear, that you and I 
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always present a united front when people try to set us at odds."  His mother's voice murmurs 

interrogatively again, then his father says, "I don't know when, it doesn't happen much anymore, 

I don't guess.  Anyway, Babson," and his father is clearly giving him a cue to get off the 

telephone, "I think I've said all I have to say, I'm not really an advice machine, I can't just spew it 

out every time you or Sally have a problem.  And your problems seem to be mostly with each 

other and the other's love partners now, so why don't you just deal with each other directly?  I'm 

starting to feel like a badminton birdie, going back and forth across the net," he finishes, not 

really irritably, but quite clearly and concisely.  It's the first time his father has ever spoken so, 

usually taking advice-giving in stride, and it's Babson's guess that he doesn't mean to get caught 

out on this particular topic in front of Malory, Babson's mother.  After all, it seems that she still 

doesn't know that Peter has discussed the early sexual complications in their marriage with his 

son.  For once, Babson senses he is covering his father's ass instead of the other way around, and 

the activity feels positive, and mature. 

     "Okay, Dad, thanks all the same.  As always, you make me think of things I may be able to 

change." 

     "I'm glad to hear it.  Now, if you don't mind, I've got to get back to the Discovery bill.  I just 

don't know where all the money goes these days, it seems we hardly have it in our hands any 

time at all.  Love you, son.  Talk to you later." 

     "Bye, Dad."  Babson hangs up the line.  So, if Sally's serious about getting together socially 

and presses the matter, he can just settle the matter with Jo, just leave it up to her.  It's not that he 

thinks it's not his mess, but that it's more hers than his.  After all, she's the one who slept with 

Sally, not him.  Not that he ever would.  Well of course not, they're related, Sally's gay—she is a 

good companion, though.  He stops.  He wonders if he and his dad have both missed the point.  
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No, his dad glanced at it once when he said that it was unfair for Sally to lose her—what did he 

say?—"childhood playfellow."  Maybe it really has less to do with Sally's wanting to score off Jo 

as another gay woman hiding in the closet than it has to do with not wanting to give up her social 

time with him. 

     He considers.  He feels a bit indignant, as if he's just to stay single for Sally's comfort while 

she gallivants around with all and sundry, with always a Babson to fall back on when things 

aren't working out.  But then, to be fair, that's what both of them have done to each other, 

whenever things were going to hell romantically.  So it's really about abusing friendship, he 

thinks.  Wow, Dad is really good at this.  Hits on answers and throws them away and doesn't 

even know he's done it! 

     Babson stretches out a hand for the phone again, but it rings before he can pick it up.  It's Jo.  

"I was just about to call you," he informs her, delighted with the fact that this cliché of clichés 

can really be true.  It must mean, just as Sally said in her angry speech about other clichés, that 

they are in the very heart of human emotion, or whatever it was.  He can't be bothered to try to 

conjure up her exact words.  "We need to talk about this thing with Sally," he tells her. 

     "Do you want to come over here, or shall I come over there?" 

     "Which would you rather?" 

     "Are you playing tonight?" 

     "Not tonight, no.  But that doesn't mean anything.  It's your choice."  He can afford to be 

generous considering the request he's going to hit her with, he thinks, a request that they at least 

try once to mix socially with Sally and her new friend Grayce.  After all, Jo already knows 

Grayce, and it should be easier because of that, unless there's something else he doesn't know.  

What's he worried about?  He asks himself blithely; he and Jo are both adult liberals, not 
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sniggering little kids, or kids under attack from prurient adults.  It may be awkward, but it ought 

to be at least possible to keep Sally as a friend, even if he has to distance himself from her a little 

too.  He can't imagine a life without Sally in it.  She may not be the perfect woman for a man to 

sleep with, but she has always been the nearly perfect companion when his life has been celibate, 

which up until now it has been more often than not.  Why shouldn't he be the fictional rich king 

of Alcazar, with forty-one wives and—well, not with forty-one, but with one sleeping companion 

and one companion of an unspecified though non-sexual sort?  Surely it isn't too much to ask of 

life, he thinks. 

     Feeling lazy and lascivious, Jo asks him to come over and see her, and to bring some mint 

chocolate chip ice cream while he's at it.  She articulates this in a certain tone, a new tone that 

Babson has grown familiar with over the last month or so, which combined with her request 

from the old days for mint chocolate chip—a sign then that a sexual marathon was on the way—

really makes him very horny and extremely anxious.  True, in the old days their marathons were 

modest ones, homey and cozy, but Jo has chosen to mix this sign to him with the new fire they 

have ignited between them, and he can't really think straight.  All he can think of is to say a little 

weakly, "Okay, yes, I'll do that, but you know we do have to discuss this.  Sally wants to 

socialize." 

     "With us?" 

     "And with Grayce Noble.  They seem to be together somehow or other now." 

     "Ha-ha.  My plan worked.  But what does she want to get together with us for?" 

     Not wanting to get into the complexities of this and of his relationship with Sally over the 

phone, Babson comes up with his own tone, which lets her know that he is eager to be there, and 

would rather tell her things, so many things, in person.  She accepts this response, and so after a 
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minute or two of silly and fond farewells, he is able to put down the receiver and wander off into 

the bedroom in search of his blue sweater vest that she particularly likes, pulling off the red one 

he has on and pulling the blue one over his head with an impatient motion.  It takes more than 

one try, for the vest is a little tight.  Still, he thinks, smiling to himself, he won't have it on for 

long.  Checking his pockets for his wallet and credit card, Babson throws on his overcoat and 

wraps a scarf around his neck carelessly, touching inside the pocket of the coat to make sure his 

gloves are there.  After locking up and humming his way down the hall past Mrs. Butterfield's 

door (she is always there and peeps out at him with disapproval as he comes by), he rides the 

elevator to the first floor and steps off and forth into the fall chill.  Yes, it's probably going to 

snow soon, he thinks, holding a hand out to the slight spitting of precipitation which started 

around noon.  Ah, well, he thinks to himself, there's nothing like being inside with someone 

warm and affectionate when it's snowing outside.  And they may even go for a walk or 

something afterwards.  Then he recalls what they have to talk about, and stands up a little 

straighter, even though the wind is all about him, whipping into him.  Yes, after they talk, he 

thinks. 
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     "'Time,'" groans Peter Fitterley miserably, trying to lower his voice an octave or two. 

     "Peter, that's not how you're supposed to say it!" exclaims Malory. 

     "He forgets to step forth and pound his staff into the ground every time, too," points out Alan 

Brown, a minor talent in the community theatre heavens who's jealous of Peter for reasons which 

are unclear.  After all, Peter is in the main doing an execrable job. 

     "All right, Graybeard, let's try it from the top again.  'Time!'  Say it with conviction.  

Remember that you are the summation of all the other characters, the end they will all come to, 

in what?  In 'Time!'"  The director, James McCaffrey, is clapping his hands for silence as he 

talks, but he speaks at such a stagey volume continually that none of his words are lost.  So much 

the worse, thinks Peter Fitterley. 

     "I'm having trouble with the line," Peter complains. 

     McCaffrey stares at him in disbelief.  "Trouble with the word 'time?'  How?" 

     "Because it always reminds me of that line from the beginning of Star Trek; you know, 

'Space—the final frontier….'  And anyway, I'm only a stand-in, why does it matter how I say it?" 

     "To help the conviction of the other actors, poppet," mocks Alan Brown.  "Star Trek, indeed, 

what trash!" 

     "Look, Peter, you aren't a physicist.  You don't care about the physical relations of time and 

space.  Just say the line with resonance, strongly, as if it emanates from your chakra, or 

something like that.  Anything that helps.  Let's start again, people.  Two weeks until dress 

rehearsal.  And remember, two nights from now the author is going to be here again.  Let's show 

her what we can do for her little play!  You never know who might be watching some night!" 

     The director's spirit is contagious to everyone but Peter, apparently.  He has suddenly 

remembered in connection with the subjects of time and space that he forgot to put quarters in 
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the meter outside the Pitstone Civic Center where they are rehearsing.  "Sorry, got to go feed the 

meter.  Back in a jiff," he mutters, striding manfully in his long robe toward stage right; but he 

doesn't get away with the quick escape. 

     "I'll do that, Peter." Malory sounds put out, as well she might be.  She has spent the better part 

of a week rehearsing him in his lines for the Christmas production, and he has yet to memorize 

the part fully.  She, of course, plans a coup, for the other Graybeard, the 'real' Graybeard, is older 

and has a much feebler voice than her husband, and doesn't look nearly so trim and fit in 

costume.  It has taken her even longer to get Peter to agree to understudy the older man, John 

Fotz, and she is hoping without malice that John's slight indisposition which keeps him home 

tonight will hang around for a while, at least long enough for him not to be rehearsed in his part, 

so that Peter can step into his shoes.  As she makes for the exit, quarters in hand, she gives Peter 

a warning glance in parting.  Dragging his feet like a reluctant schoolboy, he goes upstage. 

     The room grows quiet.  Suddenly, in a burst of frustration, Peter strides swiftly downstage, 

strikes the floor with his staff as if to break the timbers beneath, and bellows out, "'Time!' Damn 

it to bloody hell!"  The swearing, though emphatic, is unconnected with his previous 

exclamation; actually, he has stepped forward onto the hem of his robe and is trying to edge 

backwards without stepping on the long train behind him. 

     "Excellent!" The director shouts approval.  "Lose the swearing, and that's it!  Isn't that grand, 

folks, a wonderful line from our Graybeard.  Don't worry about the robe; you'll get used to it.  

All of you who're in costume tonight, wear them around the house sometimes, doing ordinary 

chores, until you get used to the heft and drape of them.  You'll be glad for all the extra practice 

on opening night."  This remark is made to the handful or so of actors who've been asked to 

bring their costumes with them every night.  The director has had experience before with period 
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plays, with swords that won't stay in their hilts, with draperies that come off or hang awry, with 

crowd scenes and worse, stage duologues, in which the ladies and gentlemen of the stage look 

ludicrous because of constant nervous fiddling with parts of their costumes while they are 

supposedly cheering, making love, having an absorbing argument or philosophical discussion, 

and so forth.  For the director is a man who makes a living (just barely) doing regional theatre, 

and he has seen his share of stage nightmares. 

     This little playlet, Eternity's Hallows, modern and timeless and symbolic, as plays by new 

aspiring playwrights sometimes are, overleaps its rather small and at the same time huge and 

ungainly subject by a giant step forward beyond an average audience's range of good-natured 

tolerance for this sort of thing.  McCaffrey imagines to himself, somewhat snidely, that most of 

the audience will go one of two ways:  either they will pretend they understand the symbolism, 

which is a bit confused and ostentatious at the same time as it is vague; or, they will go home and 

complain unceasingly about not having seen a comedy, some "kitchen-sink" realism, or a 

musical revue.  He has heard about the troupe's moderate success with Starlight Follies earlier in 

the fall; but for some reason, they have chosen to do something entirely out of their range, which 

this play would be even if it were much clearer than it is.  A good troupe might be able to bring 

some credit to this murky mess, he thinks, but he is earning a living pretending to believe in their 

talents, so he resolutely keeps his opinions regarding ultimate success or failure to himself and 

his partner Ariana, a woman as thin as a stick who sometimes watches silently from the back of 

the auditorium before going on out to their car alone and waiting for him to finish. 

     Meanwhile, up on stage Peter has disentangled his feet from his dark blue velvet robe, which 

Malory made for him with a fair amount of proficiency and measuring, and an excess of zeal.  

He hates it.  The robe has come to signify all the artificial, inflated, bombastic and otherwise 
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unsatisfactory things in the play itself.  It also mocks him for his lack of ability to make these 

things convincingly valid and real to people, which in contrast to the others of the cast he has no 

illusions about.  Peter can hear already the nervous titters of a disgruntled audience if he's the 

one who has to step forward into the spotlight for his vapid declarations about the other 

characters and their actions, randomly occurring throughout the play.  Malory has thoroughly 

misrepresented his skills to the director, he thinks, and his responsibilities to himself.  She lauded 

him in his hearing as a good stand-in reader for those interlarded narrations and interjections as 

soon as his interdict about Starlight Follies had expired; it hadn't occurred to him that he had to 

set his foot down about each play separately.  Then, she had assured him a week ago that he was 

only going to have to read the lines, not act them out, and only until John Fotz came back from a 

bad cold.  But John is still not back a week later, and in that time Malory has provided a costume 

and the director has provided a staff and men's dance slippers just in Peter's size with an alacrity 

which made him suspect some complicity between them, a desire to be shut of their former 

Graybeard. 

     It's true, he had objected to Malory, "Mal, I'm no good on stage!  I fluff my lines; I can't find 

things to do with my hands; I would feel like some sort of singing waiter or something." 

     "I've told you, there's no singing in this one.  Not a word, not one note.  And your lines are 

short, your longer speeches few and far between.  As to what to do with your hands, you'll be 

carrying a staff in one hand a lot of the time, and the stage directions for your role actually 

dictate many of your gestures.  This is a very symbolic play, after all.  Don't worry, it's not a 

comedy, it's serious." 

     "Why did I ever agree to this?" he had said aloud, not reassured by the fact that the eventual 

audience—of other thespians or of the real thing—would be expected to take him seriously.  
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Meanwhile, in her usual callous fashion where his foibles were concerned, Mallory hummed and 

hemmed, hummed and hemmed.  Given all the hemming she did, he shouldn't still be tripping 

over the end of his robe, he thinks now, noticing with satisfaction that the very edge of the robe, 

his focus for enmity, is accumulating stage dust and looking a little the worse for wear.  Good, 

let it look bad!  Maybe they won't have time to make him a new robe if he wears out this one, 

maybe he might split a seam or rip the hood getting it off.  Still, as Malory comes back into the 

theatre and looks up approvingly at him where he stands glowering back at the director, he 

recognizes that he has a determined opponent in the wife of his bosom:  that glowing vision of 

loveliness who still lights up his dreams at night is the self-same houri who with a hidden 

athleticism keeps raising the bar and expecting him to jump over it. 

     For about fifteen more dreadful minutes, Peter is on stage, either declaiming or posing in 

attitudes which receive constant correction from James McCaffrey.  Then, Peter steps down from 

the stage to sit and watch in painful embarrassment the rest of Act I.  Malory, sitting beside him, 

says, "You spoke your last lines in that scene really well, my love.  You reminded me of the 

mysterious planet, I can't remember which it is, in Holst's ‘The Planets.’" 

     "I think it's Neptune," he whispers back.  "But Malory, this play—" 

     "What about it?" she is just a trifle defensive, as if she too is aware of something different 

about this particular play. 

     "It's horrible!  How could you promise Babson we would give it a go?" 

     "Oh, my dear, it's not that bad.  And Babson is so very proud of it.  Jo is such a sweet girl, and 

we needed a play, and she seems to love Babson so much.  Maybe everything will all come right 

by opening night." 
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     "Not likely.  Can you tell me you really understand any of it?  Such as, what Jo was thinking 

of?  And how could you tell how much she loves Babson by our lunch together with them?" 

     "Well, it's a very complex little play.  I'm sure the director could explain any of the 

symbolism in your part that you aren't getting."  She is silent about her intuitions as to Jo's 

feelings.  Peter also sticks to the issue of the play, since it is what bothers him more immediately. 

      "So, no, you don't understand it either." 

      After a few more minutes, a raised voice interrupts their soft colloquy.  It's the director.  

"Graybeard, get ready for your Act II cue." 

     Kicking his feet out in front of him in the way he has been taught so as not to have so much 

trouble with the robe, Peter also defiantly grabs a handful of it and holds it up around his knees 

as he makes his way down to stage left.  He creates a fair amount of clunking with the staff as 

well; Malory glances anxiously at the director, who says nothing but looks at her critically over 

his half spectacles to let her know that Peter is her responsibility, and she must take him in hand. 

     Into a total deafening silence, Peter takes a sudden step forth leading a four-person troupe of 

men who unfortunately for the symbolism of his next line, are all shorter than he is.  Pointing 

them out, he says in a tone of disapproval, "'These are the small men—'" Then he gestures to 

stage right, toward a group of women who issue forth from behind a panel and says, "'And these 

the women of hidden ways.  Mock them all, ye eternal hallows, mock them all, ye earthly 

pleasures—'" 

     "Okay, Peter, that's fine; except, don't wiggle your eyebrows.  You seem to be suggesting 

something with that gesture, something I don't think the play was meant to suggest.  Now, pick 

up with the second 'mock them.'  And, go!" 
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     Casting his eyes up a moment as if totting up a column of figures in order to remember his 

lines, Peter struggles on.  "'—Mock them all, ye earthly pleasures; seek out no longer the 

unblessed barbarians, oh gods of—'" and so it goes, on and on.  Malory is eating it up, he can 

tell.  It occurs to him in the middle of a line that if she really gets off on this Old Testament 

prophet attitude, he might perhaps incorporate a little more bossiness into their love life, and see 

how she likes that.  Not the robe, though.  But maybe a dressing gown; they make long ones for 

men too, though he's never owned a long one.  He's seen them in the catalogues they receive 

through the mail. 

     "Peter?"  A by-now-familiar voice tinged with exasperation interrupts this meditation. 

     "Yes?"  He answers, wondering just what James McCaffrey wants now. 

     "Finish your line and exit, stage right." 

     "Oh, my line.  My line." 

     "Rachel, give him his line again." 

     "'Weep for them not—'" 

     "'Weep for them not—'" He can't for the life of him remember why there's to be no weeping.  

He looks inquiringly down at Rachel, where she sits in the front row. 

     "'For they are the children—'" 

     "'For they are the children of iniquity!'" he exclaims triumphantly, then remembers at the last 

minute to look stern and censurious.  Kicking his robe out from under his feet as he walks, he 

strides off stage right, as requested.  He has just had an epiphany.  He waits impatiently for the 

rehearsal to be over, so that he can tell Malory his insight about this damnable play. 

     They are there another forty-five minutes, during which time Peter really makes an effort to 

say his lines creditably and perform the correct stage business.  As they are on their way out, 



 136

finally in comfortable clothes which don't let in a draft, he says to her, "Mal, you've got to hear 

this.  I know what this play reminds me of, in a funny way." 

     "What?"  She's so proud of him, that he has finally started to cooperate, that she pauses to 

look at him over the hood of the car as he unlocks it. 

     "You know that book we read once, Kahlil Gibran?  The Prophet, I think it was called.  Well, 

this is like that guy on steroids or something.  Something about the children of existence, along 

those lines.  Except in this play, the prophet is mad as hell.  I wonder if Jo has read that too, or if 

she's just picked up the tone out of the aether somewhere." 

     "That's funny," Malory muses.  "Now that you mention it, I see it too.  But I don't think Jo 

would plagiarize." 

     "That's not what I meant," he answers.  "I just meant that the sorts of lines you get are very 

similar, except The Prophet has a positive cast and Eternity's Hallows is full of gloom." 

     They continue to discuss the play all the way home, Peter making fun of some of the lines, 

Malory trying to make sense of them.  Peter is light-hearted at being released from his servitude 

to the stage, which Malory is interpreting as his taking—at last—an interest in the play.  When 

the real state of affairs finally occurs to her, she begins to worry about how to tell Peter 

something the director broke to her half-way through the rehearsal:  John Fotz, the original 

Graybeard, is not only not coming to rehearsals, but now has contracted pneumonia and won't be 

in the play at all.  She has asked the director not to make a public announcement of this before 

she has a chance to tell Peter, and she can't delay much longer. 

     Once they are home, Malory companionably offers to make some hot chocolate to drive off 

the chill.  Peter tosses his robe onto her sewing table, apparently in the illusion that he won't be 
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needing it anymore.  She says nothing until they are sitting comfortably in the living room, warm 

drinks in hand; then she gives him a measuring look which usually, he knows, bodes trouble. 

     "What is it, Mal?  Did I say your favorite line wrong?  You know, for a stand-in I think I did 

pretty well." 

     "You're going to have to do better.  James McCaffrey told me tonight that John Fotz isn't 

coming back." 

     "Fotz.  Fotz.  Wait a minute, that's the guy—" 

     "That's right.  You're our Graybeard now." 

     "Oh, no!  No!  I agreed to read, not act.  You've just let that robe go to your head.  I'm not 

going to walk around in that blasted thing banging that stick on the stage.  Did you hear how 

many times McCaffrey corrected my performance?  I'm surprised that anyone would even take 

me seriously as an understudy.  No, I'm not going to subject myself to that." 

     "But Peter, you have to!  All the other players have parts, except for those of us who are 

doing props and scenery, and no one else has even a passing familiarity with your lines." 

     "Rachel has been reading out all the lines when we need a prompter; why not let her do it?  

There's nothing in the play I've seen that says the Graybeard has to be a man.  Yeah, I mean, you 

could make it a really modern production by putting a woman in the part." 

     "You're being ridiculous!  Graybeard?  Women don't have beards, Peter." 

     He winks at her.  "They have them somewhere on their anatomy." 

     "Peter, really.  Stop trying to get out of it and just agree.  You know you can't let me down 

about this.  I've already committed both of us to this production.  Moreover, we brought the play 

in, we can't refuse to be in it!  Babson would never forgive us." 
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     In a genuine Old Testament prophet's tone, Peter inquires forbiddingly, "What does Babson 

know about this?" 

     Protesting, Malory says, "I didn't say you were definitely Graybeard, I just said I would be 

surprised if he didn't see his father involved somehow.  I knew you would want to make your son 

and his little playwright happy." 

     "The number of things you claim to know about me is really astounding, considering how 

many of them are erroneous."  Peter's tone is bitter, but as he finishes the last thick drink of his 

hot chocolate, he reflects that he is well and truly caught now.  Things have somehow gotten so 

far along already that he really can't gracefully withdraw without starting a community brouhaha 

with Malory at the center.  He suspects also that she has coyly hinted more than she lets on to 

Babson, whether she actually articulated the name "Graybeard" or not.  Yes, he's for it now.  

Might as well start practicing in earnest, though not taking the whole thing seriously has 

previously been his modus operandi, his charm against failure. 

     "I'm going to bed, Mal," he says wearily, shaking his head at the "iniquity" of "the women of 

hidden ways," and wondering if that play has some point to it after all. 

     Malory jumps up, clapping her hands together, and says ecstatically, "So you'll do it?" 

     "You owe me," he says, and kisses her on one temple.  She throws both arms around his neck 

and hugs him, then trails off behind him as he makes his way down the hall, he still fussing, she 

continuing to make plans and praising his acting skills.  So ends the long late November evening 

and so begins the frosty winter night. 
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     A slender young man with short dark curly hair stands on the icy stoop of Sally's building, his 

arms wrapped around himself.  Then, he carefully makes his way into the snow and wind back 

down to the sidewalk and peers up and down the street.  Seeing nothing that adds to his dubious 

comfort in this cold winter dusk, he steps cautiously back up the slick stairs and shelters in the 

narrow doorway of the building.  Twice, he has to step aside to let people out past him, but 

despite the fact that one of them holds the locked outside door open and offers to let him in, he 

abides by a renter's code of conduct and waits for Sally to come home and let him in herself, 

apparently scorning to catch her unawares upstairs outside her apartment.  It is fully another 

fifteen minutes before a Lexus pulls up to the front curb and he sees her sitting in the passenger 

seat.  "Rich friends," he thinks, not owning a vehicle himself and only having access to drive his 

friends' cars infrequently.  By now he is thumping himself with his arms to keep warm and 

stamping his feet, which even in his warm winter boots seem to have frozen solid.  He's not sure 

that he can still feel his toes, until he wiggles them to verify that they continue to work. 

     Sally doesn't seem to see him at first but is engaged in an absorbing conversation with 

someone in the car.  He waits patiently, noticing that next she is wrapping herself in a warm 

embrace with the driver.  In curiosity, he ducks his head a bit to get a glance at the woman's face, 

but it is in the shadow of the tree boughs which is cast from the tree at the sidewalk.  She, 

however, appears to see him peering, and toots the horn once rudely, waving her hand at him to 

go away.  When Sally turns and sees him, though, she rolls down the window after a hurried 

explanation to the other in the car and shouts out, "James Alexander!  Come and meet Grayce!  

Grayce, this is my brother, James Alexander."  She giggles.  "Sorry, I should've said that the 

other way around, shouldn't I?  James Alexander, what are you doing out here on my stoop at 

this hour and in this weather?  I thought you were in Hawaii!" 
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     He steps up to the car window and says obligingly, "Well, nice to meet you, Grayce.  I was in 

Hawaii, Sally, for about two weeks, but I came back.  Vacations don't last forever, you know.  

Dad's back in town.  He wanted you to come and see him and Alice sometime.  Did you know 

that Uncle Peter and Aunt Malory are in a play?  Or anyway, Uncle Peter is.  Aunt Malory is 

doing props, or scenery or something this time.  I knew she was involved in that stuff, but I never 

thought of Uncle Peter doing it.  Anyway, Dad got us all tickets for tonight, and he wanted me to 

see if I could rouse you out of your winter doldrums to come along." 

     "That would be great, James Alexander, but Grayce and I were going out for dinner tonight, 

and we would still have to get the train out to Pitstone.  Besides, Grayce doesn't have a ticket.  I 

knew about the play, but we were thinking of going next week sometime." 

     "Well, if you want to go, we can grab a bite to take on the train with us, and Grayce can have 

my extra ticket; I didn't bring a date for tonight.  Come on, it'll be fun.  Babson's going to be 

there with his girl, the one who wrote the play, and I'm meeting Dad and Alice at the Civic 

Center.  It can all be a great big pre-Christmastime family reunion.  And you can introduce 

Grayce to everyone." 

     Sally looks over at Grayce with a question in her eyes.  Grayce, however, is touched that 

these two ingenuous young things want her company in a family setting, and being a hardened 

case when it comes to potentially difficult social situations, she says to Sally, "Sure, that sounds 

great.  Where shall we stop to get take-out?  Any preferences?  Come along, young man, get in 

the back, you must be frozen out there." 

     "You can call me Lexi.  Sally always does, after she gets tired of dragging my whole long 

weary name in front of me like someone teasing a cat with a piece of string."  But he jumps in 
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the back seat, glad that Grayce's idea of comfort includes running the heat full force inside the 

car. 

     "How about Mahmoud's?" suggests Sally.  "Some cabbage rolls or falafel and tabbouleh 

might be nice.  His food is always fresh and hot, and the containers are sturdy, up to train travel 

in the dining car." 

     "Suits me," says Grayce.  "What about you Lexi?"  Without waiting for an answer, she 

continues, questioning Sally:  "How long is the trip, anyway?  Just how long are we going to 

have to eat?" 

     "Well, the train only takes about 25 minutes to Pitstone, but during evening rush hour, the 

commuters usually sit in the regular sections.  I guess there are a few cocktailers in the dining 

car, but most everyone else is just waiting to get home.  So I suppose we can sit in the dining car 

the whole way." 

     After checking Sally's train schedule and the time of their tickets for the production, they 

make quick work of getting their orders at Mahmoud's, and Grayce drives them to the train.  As 

they are sitting in the dining car, eating in more or less comfortable surroundings, Sally asks 

Lexi, "So, still no cell phone?  Why didn't you call?  Or why didn't you call from home?  Of 

course, if you had, you might've missed me, I was just planning to run in for a second and turn 

on my humidifier.  I wish I'd thought to do that before we left.  Oh, well, I guess it'll be okay.  

So, why did you just take a crazy chance that you might find me in, and on a night like this?  It's 

a wonder the way you gallivant around that you don't have your death of cold half the time!" 

     "You know me, Sal.  For one thing, I didn't have your number, and I couldn't find Dad's 

phone list.  Why don't you publish your number?  You could just put S. Paul if you're trying to 

avoid nuisance calls.  And you know Dad.  He just happened to get in touch with Aunt Malory 
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when he blew into town, and she invited him and Alice.  Aunt Mal was making fun of Uncle 

Peter for being 'surly as an ogre with a toothache' about being in the play.  He's evidently 

accepted it now, though.  It's a funny thing how different she and Dad are, to be brother and 

sister.  You know how he always treats Uncle Peter with the utmost gravity and respect.  Aunt 

Malory spends her time aggravating him and teasing him and beleaguering him with questions 

when there's anything she doesn't understand:  it's hard to believe they've both known Uncle 

Peter since college, they're all so different." 

     Grayce takes all of this information in stride, not anxiously but wisely storing it up for future 

reference.  "And you live at home, do you, Lexi?" 

     "Just for right now.  I only finished university three years ago, and since then I've been sort of 

casting about a bit, doing this and that.  My latest job is as a research assistant for The Practical 

Novelist's Travelogue." 

     "Is that what you were doing in Hawaii?" Grayce asks. 

     "Not really.  I mean, I did take a few notes, but Hawaii as a travel destination is sort of passé 

for a lot of people.  My notes will still come in handy, but I was just there because it was 

somewhere I could go myself that I was already very familiar with.  Of course, it's expensive 

there, more so than other places in the continental U.S." 

     "Well, that sounds like a very entertaining and rewarding job opportunity for a young man 

your age.  I'm trying to talk Sally into parleying her interest in film into a cinematographic career 

of some kind, but she baulks at borrowing money from me for her education.  Maybe you can 

talk her into it somehow," she grins lavishly at him across the formica table between their 

benches. 
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     Sally blushes, then smiles at Grayce.  "Shame on you, Grayce, for trying to align my brother 

against me.  Mom and Dad taught us very firmly on the Polonius model, you know, no big 

borrowing or lending sort of stuff.  Besides, I wouldn't know what to do behind a camera.  I've 

only taken plain photographs before." 

     While they continue a polite sort of bickering back and forth about whether or not Sally has 

any talent for a film career, Lexi chows down hungrily on his first solid meal of the day.  He has 

neglected to go to the grocery store, being a little short of funds after his trip, his next payday 

still a week away.  After some sorting through his pockets hurriedly while the two women were 

placing their orders, he had come up with enough for dinner, but in all likelihood he will get a 

ride back with his father and Alice at the end of the evening.  He knows Alice will see the empty 

refrigerator, with only a few sodas and a half-eaten can of pork and beans in it, as a challenge to 

her motherly ways with him, and she will see that he gets fed until he is in funds again.  And 

despite what Sally thinks about being brought up on the "Polonius model," in recent years he has 

not been above touching his father for the occasional donation.  This, it is true, has gotten harder 

as his father and stepmother have been travelling hither and yon just as he is, but usually his 

father has received his requests with indulgence and has ponied up by wire, fairly sure that his 

son will eventually repay him, as is often the case. 

     Perhaps if Sally made a habit of including her father as closely in her life as Lexi does, and 

asking for the odd loan, her father might oblige, but ever since her father Daniel froze out a 

young girlfriend she brought home in college, Sally has kept a gentle but firm distance, not sure 

whether it was the particular girl her father didn't like, whether he was just out of sorts because 

he was between wives, or whether in fact he disapproved of her gay lifestyle and planned to cut 

her out of his life.  He has since made slight overtures from time to time, most notably under 
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Alice's matronly auspices, for Alice wants to fit in, wants the family to love her, and wants them 

to continue to get along with each other.  But Sally, though she likes Alice well enough, still has 

some resentment banked up towards her father, and spends it in small ways such as being 

unavailable to come for Christmas in Verona one year when requested to do so late in the season, 

or to Paris for a week after her last job ended, both things her father offered and which she would 

otherwise have dearly loved to do.  She has before tonight more or less kept her distance, so 

tonight, for her, is a double-or-nothing challenge:  not only is she taking Grayce, her lover now, 

into a family atmosphere, but she is facing out the Babson-Jo situation, which has still continued 

to supply her with some grievances.  The main grievance is that she sees Babson so rarely 

nowadays, although once he and Jo had gotten together with her and Grayce, the tension about 

that particular aspect of things evaporated, due largely to Grayce's kindness and maturity, at least 

in Sally's view.  As a result, Sally has rather glossed over her one-time week-long stand with Jo, 

merely indicating that she and Jo used to be closer and leaving Grayce to imagine a casual 

friendship of a type that had never actually existed between them.  Babson and Jo have no 

investment in telling Grayce, so things go unsaid, such as that Sally and Jo were only 

acquaintances, mutual friends of Babson's and Henry's, until Jo cried on Sally's shoulder and got 

involved in more than she had planned.  The intensity of the-time-that-was is thus painted in pale 

pastel colors, rather like faded watercolors that were never that bright to begin with, or like the 

comfortable palette Babson and Jo had shared between them the first time.  But Sally has always 

been the type for the deep-dyed, as has already become apparent in her relationship with Grayce.  

She respects Grayce, listens to Grayce, adores Grayce, and Grayce treats her accordingly, almost 

afraid to believe that at this late date she has found one of the major loves of her life. 
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     The conductor opens the door, and in the time-honored fashion closes it behind him without 

looking.  "Pitstone next!  Pitstone!  Exit to your right!"  He passes by and they hear him at the 

other end of the car as he makes his way toward the next one.  "Pitstone!" 

     "Well, I guess we're here," says Lexi, ducking his head as he stands up to peek out into the 

blanket of blackness dotted with station lights and car beams.  "What do we do, get a taxi?" 

     "Yeah, we'll have to.  Uncle Peter and Aunt Malory must already be at the theatre by now, 

and you said we were meeting Dad and Alice there, too." 

     "No, I just meant—it's been a while since I've been here, is there still a city bus?  I'm just a 

little short of funds," he explains in embarrassment.  "I'd planned to get a ride back with Dad and 

Alice; they've got the car." 

     Sally laughs.  "Still the same old Lexi!  I don't know how you make your travel arrangements, 

I really don't.  Yes, there's a bus, but it's infrequent at this hour.  Never fear, a cab won't cost 

much split between me and Grayce.  C'mon, Lexi, our treat.  Move your buns, or we're going to 

be late for the curtain." 

     Lexi feels a moment's resentment of Sally's light and airy tone, since if he hadn't scraped up 

the money and offered to pay for all three of them for dinner, he would've had money for the cab, 

at least for his share of it.  But then he reflects that Sally's never been one to sweat the small stuff 

financially, and so tries to take it in the way she probably meant it, which is to say with a 

generous intention to pay for what she can pay for too.  He knows by little things in what Sally 

and Grayce have said and done that Grayce is well-heeled, as well as by their argument, half-

attended by him while he was eating, over Grayce paying for film classes for Sally.  It's often the 

way in his experience, though, that wealthy people let you pay for as much as they think you can 

stand, not always in a spirit of tightfistedness, but more in a spirit of comraderie, as if to treat you 
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as an equal until it's impossible to do so any longer.  Then, they spring for just enough not to 

embarrass you too much, just enough to set the standard that small bit higher that keeps them 

where they are.  He tells himself these things as he has thought of them before, while the three of 

them are getting into a cab and making arrangements with the driver.  Sally and Grayce, of 

course, will have to come back on a late train, or stay somewhere, or ride back in the car with 

Lexi and Alice and Daniel Paul, if there's room and everything goes well.  Typically, Lexi has 

just thought of their possible difficulty, and so hurriedly forgives them in his own mind for any 

possible social irregularity in Sally's treatment of him.  It was he himself who sought them out 

and invited them, after all. 

     Lexi thinks for a moment of the last few years in which his father and Alice have been abroad 

and wonders just how much exactly the old man will carve up for, as the expression he has heard 

on less sanctified lips goes.  He remembers then that when he had expressed astonishment once 

during an infrequent phone call that they could still afford to be in France, Alice had said 

something about living on a farm and apple picking.  And in Italy, she had told him that she, at 

least, was doing some cooking for laborers in a villa, that the woman there was teaching her new 

recipes.  He supposes that it's not entirely out of the question that even at their age, in their 

adventurous and generally healthful sixties, they worked their way across Europe.  Yet, when 

they had set their bags down and paid the driver to bring in several parcels and packages, they 

looked like typical wealthy American tourists, tanned and glowing in the middle of winter, with 

stories to tell and gifts to give.  And their clothes were not such as laborers wear, though what 

would be in the suitcases, he thinks, may tell a different story.  Even the keepsakes and presents 

they had mailed home to friends and family from time to time, at least the ones he had seen, 

looked pricey and ornate.  Maybe they just had a good eye for a bargain, though.  It was hard to 
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tell; his father had only retired five years ago, and some of his old correspondents had been 

overseas.  Perhaps he just had made good contacts, good deals, good connections. 

     "You're awfully quiet, Lexi.  Shall I offer you the proverbial penny, or butt out?"  Grayce's 

tone is teasing. 

     "Just thinking about Dad and Alice.  I'm glad they're back; I've missed them.  Oh, I've talked 

to them over the phone now and then, mostly to Alice.  Dad was always out doing something and 

Alice did the same thing Mom used to do for him.  You know, keeping in touch with us kids by 

letter and phone, that sort of stuff.  But I've missed seeing them; I'm tired of being in that great 

big condo all by myself."  And this is true.  Lexi is not by nature a creature of luxury, though he 

can be impractical and thoughtless and absent-minded, not in the same way as his Uncle Peter, 

but in ways that endanger his own travel arrangements constantly. 

     When they finally arrive at the theatre, it is humming with pre-curtain activity.  The small-

town ushers, mostly teenaged pimply boys and giggling girls, all huddled together in the back 

making their share of noise when not busy, are showing people to their seats who are ready to 

settle down.  But the tiny cocktail bar is doing a booming business in cheap champagne and 

sherry, and for the teetotalers there is hot chocolate and warm cider.  Not a few of the older men 

have smuggled in their pocket flasks with them, anticipating a "frost" of a kind having nothing to 

do with the weather and resenting the price and lack of variety of the stage liquor.  People, 

clearly of a suburban and tolerant sort where the theatre is concerned, not a haughty uptown 

audience, are milling around and helloing each other in loud and cheery voices, so many of them 

knowing so many of the others that it is almost as much a community event as a church social 

was in the older days. 
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     "Oh, boy," Sally says under her breath.  Grayce and Lexi look at her.  "Uncle Peter certainly 

has a full house tonight." 

      "You say that apprehensively," Grayce smiles at her, knowing, as Sally has communicated to 

her before, that Uncle Peter is not as in favor of the play as his having a role would indicate.  It's 

not that Malory has voiced to Sally how hard she had to push and bully, badger and cajole, 

bargain and threaten.  She has only told Sally that her Uncle Peter is being a bit stodgy about the 

whole thing.  Her choice of words and her light communication regarding the play belie the 

playfulness of the charge in a way which an experienced deconstructer of Aunt Malory's 

messages (like Sally) translates more accurately than Malory knows. 

     Sally remembers from childhood, for example, the summer when Uncle Peter had begun to 

insist to Aunt Malory that he was too old to participate in the children's made-up plays anymore, 

a thing they had previously all enjoyed to the fullest.  It had been the summer of Babson's 

triumph as far as plays went, a play about the conquest of England in which strangely the Angles 

and Saxons were invading and the Normans were the indigenous population.  He had had a fair 

amount of characters' calling each other "pigs" and "dogs" in it, along with women locked up in 

towers à la Ivanhoe and other signs of the times that had been, and Peter had averred in private 

that he preferred to laugh himself silly quietly rather than to appear as the villainous sheriff or 

one of his henchmen.  These characters Babson had borrowed from the tale of Robin Hood, and 

had tried to insist that his father play.  In short, it had been the year when Babson and Sally were 

both eleven and should've mastered history in its basic outline.  Sally had agreed to be one of the 

ladies locked up in the tower, along with some of the neighborhood children, but only on 

condition that she also got to play the role of Will Scarlett in a slightly altered Christmas elf 

costume from the previous year's Christmas pageant.  Lexi had always had to play the roles of 
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babies or children, and the "goo-goo gaa-gaa" routine had evolved into an aside-making 

commentary comic in its own right. 

     "Oh, Uncle Peter will be all right," Lexi says.  "He may have protested, but this sort of stuff is 

right up his alley.  Community stuff, I mean.  Probably some of these people came by the house 

when we were little and saw him playing the parts of horses and cows and of course the 

Villainous Vampire Vlad, if I've got it right." 

     Sally chuckles at the memory of Uncle Peter and his low deep heartfelt moos with a water-

filled surgical glove tied at his waist to simulate udders.  She remembers also shrieking with 

laughter and being chased as quickly as her fat little legs would carry her around and around the 

yard by Uncle Peter dressed in an old opera cape saved from Malory's harrowing of the attic 

junk, with fake wax fangs in his mouth and speaking with an odd accent which they all accepted 

as Transylvanian.  "Yeah, I don't know," she answers doubtfully.  "Aunt Malory told me the play 

is a deeply serious one.  Uncle Peter was always good at comedy and farce and just plain goofing 

around, but I never saw him do anything serious.  I hope the acting troupe doesn't get the bird 

because of something he does."  They take their seats and wait for the curtain. 

     As it turns out, the play goes along swimmingly until about half-way through, when the 

audience begins to grasp the fact that all that is coming is more of the same.  Then they get 

restive, start rustling in their seats and murmuring, the polite audience's version of hissing and 

booing.  One character in particular begins to be the lightning rod for their displeasure, the 

Village Arbiter, a character for which Alan Brown, Peter's main critic in the troupe, has been 

injudiciously typecast.  It's as if his artistic judgments of the other characters strike the audience 

as frivolous, presented in the play as less final and more topical than the tolling-bell-death-scene 

sorts of condemnations handed out by Peter.   This is in part because of what they have been led 
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to expect will happen to the whole cast by the "all, all, all is vanity" tone Peter has assumed.  

Peter they like, they relax when he is on stage.  They assume that every time he steps on stage, 

they are witnessing yet another verbal pogrom of some part of the cast, and are thus that much 

closer to being able to leave.   Yet every time, it seems, the luckless Alan comes on again, 

engages in prissy dialogue with the other characters, ignores the voice of destiny and the play's 

finale which is contained only in Peter's asides to the audience, and in short aggravates them.  

They want to see him "buy the farm" but Peter withholds his hand from the Village Arbiter until 

the end, which has begun to seem like a perpetually receding possibility. 

     But it gets still worse for Alan.  If the audience only knew it, his final speech is coming up 

rapidly, more rapidly than he is prepared for, with the other actors rushing their lines and 

hastening on and off in an effort to avoid getting the actual raspberry.  Alan, however, refuses to 

be rushed.  For his final speech, he strides dramatically on stage and plops down on the rock that 

has been his seat of judgment.  He usually carries a book on and off, and at times pretends to be 

reading out of it.  This time, just as he opens it some overburdened, wearied, and probably 

inebriated soul in the audience groans mightily and loud.  This causes a ripple of sympathetic 

laughter to travel around the room.  Alan waits in offended dignity for the noise to clear.  Peter is 

standing in the wings waiting to come on and deliver his final speech—which puts paid to the 

Village Arbiter in a way the audience could only appreciate after their patience with Alan.  Peter 

rolls his eyes at Malory, who is standing anxiously backstage.  Alan, true to form, very unwisely 

attempts to quell his audience by glaring at them like a formidable professor and clearing his 

throat with authority.  At this point, the audience snickers, and someone in the back, the previous 

extempore groaner or another, says "All right, chum, get on with it, we don't have all night." 
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     Alan's jaw falls open in astonishment.  That an audience member would actually address him 

while he is trying to perform causes him to lose his line.  His mouth opens and closes, and still 

no sound comes out.  A couple near the front, whom Peter can see from where he stands, actually 

gets up and leaves, and then a couple near the back.  Before an absolute chaos of audience 

departures can result, Peter strides onstage in an unscripted moment, approaches the still 

wordless Alan threateningly, waves his staff in the air, and spouts his final lines with a vivacity 

and verve which keeps the rest of the audience in their seats, apparently uncertain whether the 

contretemps might not result in some exciting stage business of assault and self-defense.  Alan 

doesn't take this well, but he has no choice but to accept Peter's form of summary justice, 

because every time he hesitates in his departure from the stage and looks back at Peter as if he 

means to argue about it, Peter waves his staff like a magician and shoos him away again.  

Banging his staff on the stage for all he is worth, Peter occupies front and center for his last ten 

lines.  When he finishes with one final bang, the audience bursts out into uproarious applause. 

No one backstage who has been at the theatre all five nights can deceive themselves that this is 

more than joyous relief at the end of the entertainment. 

     Timidly, the other actors filter back onstage briefly for their bows, made as quickly as 

possible before an audience already starting to chatter and laugh among themselves.  The curtain 

swishes closed; the house lights come up.  Grayce is unable to keep a straight face, but finds 

herself grinning mightily at Sally and Lexi.  "So that's Uncle Peter," she manages.  "We were 

misinformed; he seems to be the star of the show."  She hopes she will not have to say 

encouraging things to the playwright, her friend Jo, but feels that perhaps with enough people at 

the family get-together the offense to serious theatre can be overlooked and she can think of 

something both kind and noncommittal, should the need arise. 
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     "Yeah, that's Uncle Peter," Sally says, wondering just how earnestly her uncle has taken his 

role, and what she can possibly say to him about the play.  It sucks.  Aunt Malory, of course, is 

another matter; she always takes her own optimism with her, and probably is thrilled just to have 

coaxed Uncle Peter onstage.  As to Jo, Sally feels that anything said to her must necessarily be 

insincere, since unlike Grayce Sally lacks confidence in her own ability to produce a snow job.  

All the same, the play sucks, and Sally knows Jo will ask their opinion or invite it, she just 

knows it. 

     "Look at this," Lexi points to the programme.  "This is the last night of the play.  It says 

'Friends and family are invited to attend a strike party backstage after the performance.'  Is that 

what Dad had in mind?  It doesn't seem to be his sort of function.  Oh, there he is, and there's 

Alice.  I'll go up and ask them." 

     Grayce answers, "With that minimalist set and so few props, it probably won't take them long 

to do." 

     "Come back and let us know, okay, Lexi?" says Sally. 

     "Will do," Lexi responds, starting to make his way forward through the surge of people to the 

seats a few rows ahead of where they have been sitting. 

     "I don't know what I'm going to tell Jo," says Sally.  "I think it's one of the worst things I've 

ever seen." 

     "Well, the situation being what it is, you can't actually say that, can you?" 

     "No.  But what if she reads my face?" 

     "May it do her good.  Just try to be generous, Sally.  That's all you can do when you know the 

perpetrator socially.  Remember that our tickets were free, and she didn't obtain any funding 

from either of us for this fiasco.  And keep your opinions to yourself with your aunt and uncle 
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too, if you want my advice.  They probably know how bad it is, they've been through five nights 

of it.  Still, they may not want to hear their own sentiments confirmed by those they know and 

love.  Just relax; it's a party, try to help the people who embarrassed themselves by public 

participation get really good and plowed, or at least try to help them celebrate their lucky 

release." 

     "By comparison with the others, Uncle Peter was actually good." 

     "He had the good sense really to throw himself into the part instead of being shamefaced 

about it.  And, he had the really good lines." 

     "Well, that goon with the book had some good lines too, but he delivered them in such a 

way—it reminded me of a Sunday school teacher, or a really prim lecturer, or someone like that.  

He stunk." 

     "He took himself seriously, which is a different thing.  He played the part as if he approved of 

it, which is totally different from what your Uncle Peter did.  Your uncle played it over the top 

with seriousness and doom, he may even have sent a chill down someone's back with his 

delivery.  But at no time I noticed did he give a sign of really believing that he was the character.  

He played the part, he didn't try to be the part.  Do you see?" 

     "I guess so," says Sally doubtfully.  "Oh, well, here comes Lexi.  So what's up, Lex?  Do we 

go backstage or not?" 

     "One always goes backstage at least for a moment, Sally," sticks in Grayce.  "One glass of 

low-grade sherry won't kill you." 

     "Well," says Lexi, "Dad said Uncle Peter and Aunt Malory are just going to help strike the set 

and then they're going to have a quick glass and go home.  They have a little private party set up 
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for all of us and Jo there.  In fact, you can hear the sounds of the strike already; I hear scenery 

being dragged across the floor." 

     "The audience has almost all filed out toward the coat room; I guess they figured it was okay 

to start the strike.  I thought it was bad luck to strike the set before the audience left the theatre, 

though."  Sally looks over to Grayce to have this notion confirmed or negated. 

     But Grayce laughs.  "What worse luck could they have than the reception they got tonight?  

No, I think their bad luck is behind them instead of in front of them, at least with this play.  Let's 

go, kiddies, it's time to make our courtesy call to the folks backstage."  And she leads the way 

down the aisle past the last few stragglers who're making their way out. 

     When they arrive backstage, a makeshift sign with "green room" on it and a red arrow points 

the way to where most of the actors and actresses are holding court.  There is sound as of a party 

in full swing already coming from that direction; it seems to matter not at all that the play was a 

dud and the performance ghastly.  They are still having their prescribed night of partying after 

the show.  A few of them like Peter Fitterley and one or two of the "small men" are in street 

clothes already and are just behind the curtain helping to disassemble parts of the stage scenery.  

Some of the "women of hidden ways" are helping Malory gather props together into a large box, 

and she herself is pushing around a clothes rack and hanging costumes up on it as the actors turn 

them in. 

     Just as Lexi, Sally, and Grayce reach Malory and introductions are being performed, they hear 

behind them the sound of a loud and somewhat drunken voice, which yet retains a precise and 

starchy quality, scolding and berating Peter Fitterley.  They turn to see Alan Brown, out of 

costume but still half in makeup, with cotton wipes in one hand and a drink in the other.  The 

actual text of his sermon becomes clear as others backstage turn quiet as well, listening in on 
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what seems to have the makings of a fine little drama all in itself.  "What I am saying is that if 

you should ever, God forbid it, step on the same stage with me at the same time again, Fitterley, 

you had better never interrupt the delivery of my lines, or I can't answer for the consequences." 

      Peter Fitterley reddens, but he has been prepared for this moment ever since the curtain went 

down, seeing Alan Brown look death at him from afar.  "Well, Alan, the fact is that there was no 

delivery of your lines.  You were just sitting on stage with your mouth hanging open, and we 

were losing the audience.  They were getting up to go, and I just figured since we were so near 

the end anyway, I'd give them what they were obviously longing for and put both them and you 

out of your misery.  Next time, don't sit on stage with your mouth ajar catching flies, and we'll 

wait for you." 

     "You waved that staff at me and threatened me with it!  You used it as a dangerous weapon!  I 

don't know why I don't call and complain of you to the police!" 

     "What, and have the whole police force laughing at you too?  Besides, the stage directions say 

'Graybeard shakes staff and walks toward stage left.'  Is it my fault you ran away in front of me?  

It was your time to exit anyway."  Peter deliberately turns his back on his accuser and exchanges 

glances with Malory, whose facial expression is a curious cross between loving adoration and 

fearful exasperation. 

     Alan Brown makes an irate sound in the back of his throat and prances off, back toward the 

party in the green room.  He has made his point, and has not gotten the better of the exchange.  

At least in the green room, he knows there are a few others who are equally put out with what 

they call Peter Fitterley's hogging of the limelight.  Look at him anyway, ignoring the others 

privileged this time to be actors and laboring away at the scenery like a mere stage hand!  Some 

actor he is! 
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     Peter dusts his hands off against his pants legs and approaches the group around Malory.  He 

sees Sally, a young man he recognizes after a moment as the far-travelled Lexi, and another 

woman, a woman nearly Malory's age, thin and silver-haired and tender to Sally.  That must be 

Grayce.  They are introduced.  Then he glances toward the green room where he left Babson and 

Jo sipping champagne with Daniel and Alice, and observes Daniel and Alice approaching.  

Babson and Jo are evidently finding it harder to drag themselves away from the fold. 

     "Hail, hail, the gang's almost all here," says Daniel.  "Well, Peter, you look about as well in a 

house robe in front of a crowd of people as any man your age has a right to look."  His tone is 

jocular, but at the same time he pats his brother-in-law on the back in a friendly spirit, and says 

in a lower tone, "You're the only actor in the whole play, old man.  Without you, we'd have been 

sunk." 

     Peter accepts the tribute and shakes Daniel's hand for the second time that evening.  He says 

in an equally jesting spirit, "I'll just bet you never thought it'd come to this when I had cow's 

udders tied to my waist, even less when I gave the kids rides on my back and galloped."  He 

glances up to where Malory is wheeling away the clothing rack, preparatory to joining them 

again, and says, "Well, I suppose you should never say never, which is what I started out saying 

to Malory about being in this play; but if it's all the same to you, I'd like to say 'never again.'" 

     "Say what you like.  I'm Malory's brother, after all, I know how she can be.  You have her for 

a wife.  Try having her for a younger sister sometime." 

     Peter grins.  "Thanks, I'm all set."  They laugh at his rueful expression. 

     Malory, returning, looks at them enquiringly, but the next moment is distracted from her 

implied question by the slow approach of Babson and Jo.  Babson has his arm around Jo and is 

clearly supporting her through some sort of soul-searching ordeal, to judge by her furrowed brow 
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and the serious looks on both their faces.  Her face crinkles up as if she is trying not to cry, and 

then she looks up and sees them all watching her, and it straightens out again.  They continue to 

come toward the compassionate group awaiting them, and Jo walks straight and proud.  

Reaching them, though, she sighs, puts a hand through her stylishly falling tresses, and says, 

"Well, as first plays go, I don't suppose it's the worst that's ever been written.  Close, maybe.  I 

guess you'll have to bear with me until I write something better, assuming you still have the 

stomach for it by then."  She smiles at them bravely, and they all flatter and speak at the same 

time, and even Grayce goes so far as to pat Jo's arm and say, 

     "I don't know how you think of these things.  I can critique drama, maybe, but I've never been 

much inspired myself."  This interesting but not particularly original evasion catches Jo's 

attention, though, and she offers an explanation. 

     "It's like this:  I was listening to a radio broadcast about Hillary Clinton's book, the one about 

how it takes a village to raise a child.  And then one thing led to another, and I just thought of the 

picture of an apocalyptic sort of world village.  That's all it was, really.  Probably I just should've 

stuck to simple drama, you know with some basic everyday conflict." 

     After introductions are made between Grayce and Daniel and Alice, the group joins in to help 

Peter and Malory finish the work they are doing, which is nearly done in any case.  Always the 

practical one when it doesn't involve one of her many enthusiasms, Malory says, "Well, folks, we 

have two cars, and we've got to get nine people back to the house.  How about if we take Grayce 

and Sally and Lexi in our car and Daniel and Alice bring Babson and Jo?  Babson left his Honda 

at our house.  We would even have room for one more, if Lexi had brought a date."  She looks at 

him affectionately, teasing him as only a privileged aunt has a right to do. 
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     "Yes, Aunt Malory, but we would have to ride in separate cars.  Never you fear, I'm not going 

to die alone."  Lexi gives her a quick hug.  Meanwhile, Babson and Jo have wandered off to 

another part of the backstage area to chat with what seem to be, incredibly, well-wishers.  The 

others turn back to the group as Peter announces, 

     "Well, Mal, we've got to go in for a few moments now and have a glass with the rest of the 

cast and crew."  He lowers his voice.  "Anyone else not get enough of the wonderful champagne 

and sherry that helped put our audience in such a loquacious mood?  Want to come along?" 

     Sally and Grayce elect to go along for the company, but Lexi says, "Thanks, I'll wait here and 

get caught up with Dad and Alice." 

     As the group of four approaches the green room, they hear lines from the play being spouted 

hither and yon by overacting cast members, who try to outdo one another in melodrama, a tactic 

that might've prepared some of them the better for their parts had they actually done so before 

appearing onstage.  Others are downing as much free liquor as possible, losing the unfortunate 

timidity that had kept them from doing their best at the crucial time; one or two have broken into 

songs totally unconnected with the play.  The actress who played Bellechance, the village witch, 

is still parading around with her underclothes and an untied wrapper on, her attractiveness plain 

even out of makeup.  She has elected, however, to leave the dramatic eye shadow and brow liner 

on with some adjustments, suggesting that she too, like Alan Brown, has an intimate connection 

with her character.  From somewhere unknown, a small keg of beer has made its appearance in 

the back corner, and Peter makes his way toward this area, probably in the belief that one cheap 

beer would do less harm to his palate than the other beverages being offered. 

     "Want a beer, Grayce?  Sally?" Malory asks, a sherry in her hand.  "Or do you prefer one of 

these?"  She points to the open bottles of champagne and sherry. 
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     "I think I'll stick with Peter and have a beer," Grayce says.  "What about you, Sal?" 

     "Yeah, the same for me," Sally says, smiling apologetically at Aunt Mal, who whispers to her, 

"The sherry isn't all that bad.  Peter's just a baby." 

     As they regroup and stand in a small space with their drinks, the director James McCaffrey 

approaches them, and slapping Peter on the back, says in a low voice, "Good save, Peter, good 

save.  We must see more of you on stage." 

    "I thought you were seeing more than enough of me in that robe.  I went home with a chill 

every night.  No, I think my advent is also my swan song, if it's all the same to you." 

     McCaffrey smiles mysteriously and conspiratorially at Malory, who tries to look innocent 

before Peter, as he catches the look and frowns at her.  "And who have we here?"  McCaffrey has 

recovered quickly from the disaster, well enough as usual to support his cast until he is alone 

with his mate Ariana and can dish out the dirt totally objectively. 

     Malory says, gesturing appropriately, "Oh, sorry.  Grayce Noble, this is the director, James 

McCaffrey.  And Sally Paul is my niece, James.  You may remember, you met her father and 

stepmother a little while ago." 

     "Ah, yes, nice folks.  The salt of the earth."  But he's more interested in the other introduction.  

"I'm sorry, did you say 'Grayce Noble?'" 

     "Yes," Malory waits in suspense. 

     "I've heard of you," James remarks to Grayce, with rising excitement which wars with his 

regret that she has come to see such a bad play.  "Don't you participate in some of the funding for 

theatres in the city?" 

   "I do, sometimes, yes."  Grayce waits a moment before dropping the bombshell.  "But tonight 

I'm here purely as a family friend." 
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     Not to be easily discouraged, James says, his voice pitched even lower, "Good God, no, I 

wouldn't think you—well, all I can say is—" he looks guiltily at Malory for what he had been 

preparing to say—"all I can say is that this troupe is much better with light comedy, musicals, 

period plays, things of that nature.  Come to see them with another play, and I—well, it's 

probably not entirely the fault of the play—" he suddenly remembers that Jo is likely Malory's 

daughter-in-law to be—"but sometimes plays and acting troupes are not good matches."  Not bad 

at the quick save himself, he adds, "This play needs a small uptown theatre and a dead earnest 

professional cast."  He stares a bit defiantly at Grayce, as the only person other than himself, in 

his opinion, who knows just how bad the evening was. 

     Grayce grins at this masterly stroke, but focuses her attention on moving aside slightly to 

allow Peter closer back into the group.  McCaffrey makes small chitchat for another few 

minutes, then with apparent regret (probably at not having landed the big fish) moves on. 

There's a short interlude of exchanging remarks and holiday greetings with others in the cast, 

some of whom are grateful to Peter for the authority of his performances and especially for his 

vanquishing of Alan Brown from the stage this very night.  Then, the group passes out of the 

green room and back to the immediate backstage area.  Just as they go, Sally and Grayce in the 

front, Peter pokes Malory in the ribs and nods his head back towards the green room.  They 

hear—and hope that Grayce doesn't hear—James McCaffrey announcing Grayce's presence in 

the audience to the rest of the cast.  As a matter of fact, Grayce knows that her attendance tonight 

will raise hopes likely to be vain, but theorizing that it is better to have some hope than none at 

all, she tells herself that both she and the troupe have gotten off lightly from their encounter. 

      Meanwhile, Sally says under her breath to Grayce, apropos of nothing that Grayce can put a 

finger on, though it has obviously been on Sally's mind, "You know, Grayce, I thought you and 
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Jo were a lot closer friends.  I mean, I thought you'd have seen her play before this; I guess I was 

wondering why she hadn't already asked you." 

     Grayce laughs merrily.  She glances back a minute at Malory and Peter, who are lagging 

behind in a tête-à-tête of their own.  Then she says, "She likes me less than she fears being like 

me, Sal.  I was once involved with a young man who had the same apparent feelings for me that 

she does, and at the time it was very uncomfortable.  It was a couple of years ago, I was already 

the same old crone I am now—" 

     "You're not an old crone!" 

     "Yes, young Sally, I am.  People like Jo have a lot invested in being young, or at least young-

looking and attractive sexually, even if they wind themselves into internal knots keeping up with 

their lovers emotionally.  They also shun or at least avoid people whom they feel are ugly or are 

in any way a social liability." 

     "How could anyone consider you ugly, or think of you as a social liability?" 

     "Basically, I'm nearer to death than she is, that's the real issue.  And people like her fear 

growing old and less attractive and getting joints that ache, because they fear death.  Hell, I'm not 

crazy about the possibilities myself, but I just try not to think of them." 

     "You've never said anything about your joints aching before." 

     "Et tu, Brute?" 

     "Don't be ridiculous.  I don't care about that.  I mean I care for you, if it's true, but I—" 

     "I know.  I'm just teasing." 

     "I guess lots of people fear death.  I didn't have Jo pegged exactly as being as shallow as you 

describe, just a nuisance because Babson doesn't seem to want to hang around together as much 

anymore.  On the other hand, I have you now, and I guess you and I have been spending some of 
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the time together that I used to spend with Babson and Henry.  Yeah, I think all-in-all it was a 

fair trade," she grins mischievously now at Grayce, who puts an arm around her shoulders and 

squeezes her for a moment. 

     "More than a fair trade for Henry, if all the things you say of him are true.  It doesn't surprise 

me that he and Jo were once an item, because Jo has always been a bit insecure and likely to fall 

for that sort of man.  Your cousin Babson sounds like a great step up for her.  Let's hope they 

make it work."  Then Peter and Malory catch up with them and private conversation is at an end 

for both couples.  They join the others and go out to the lot, loading up in the two cars, laughing 

and joking and huddled together for warmth.  Soon, all nine of the partyers are at the second and 

private party, their spiny social selves pointed outward against the world, their kinder and 

humbler selves gathered inward together, like some sort of odd porcupine.  They are celebrating 

the season and the snowiness, homecomings and the end of an evening. 

     Far into the night, as the stars' dancing casts cloudy shadows like smoke against the moon, the 

revels go on.  Peter somehow puts aside his forgetfulness, perhaps only a shade from the 

quizzical future, and acts the perfect host.  Malory, in her element, bustles around filling glasses 

and putting out even more plates of food.  Daniel and Alice are once more part of the group, and 

they tell folk tales and legends from Europe.  The whole tribe sings songs, Christmas carols and 

folk songs and drinking songs from older times.  They actually persuade Babson and Lexi to sing 

and perform a comic skit known to them from their teenaged years, which had always 

embarrassed them before they reached the age of discretion and drinking; now, they overcome 

the barriers between them and Babson affectionately casts his arm around Lexi's neck as they 

weave backwards and forwards, gesturing and swaying and seizing impromptu props from 

elsewhere in the living room.  Tomorrow, Babson may freeze Lexi out once more, but it is hard 
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to believe it seeing them together now.  Grayce elects to ignore age creeping up on her, and Sally 

fearlessly and freely embraces her in a place with friends where they feel safe and warm.  Jo 

forgets her old loneliness and the failure of her play, and feels that she is at the heart of the 

evening's glow.  But suddenly, and in a quiet moment, the clock strikes four, heartless and 

mechanical and decisive. 

     "Holy—" says Daniel, looking up at the clock's face on the wall above the dining room table.  

"It's time to go, folks.  I can take three.  Which three of you are riding back with me?" 

     "We've got the Honda, too.  I mean, if you want us to drop people off," offers Babson.  "It's a 

little crowded, but I think we could make it.  We have three seat belts in the back, anyway.  

That's more than enough." 

     "Oh, somebody stay over," Malory is on the spur of the moment mournful that the evening 

must end.  "We have a guest room and airbeds and a fold-out couch.  Well, in fact with a little 

careful arrangement, you could all stay over.  And we're well stocked with groceries for 

breakfast; we just went to the store yesterday." 

     Daniel comes up to her and gently pats her arm.  "Mal, my dear, you're a lovely hostess.  And 

Peter is the best man of my generation.  But we have unpacking and sorting out of things to do, 

and Sally I know probably has work tomorrow.  I don't know how she's going to roll out of bed, 

myself.  And Lexi, of course, has things to do for his job, though I've gotten the impression that 

he is more of a free man regarding hours.  About Grayce and Jo, I don't know, it's up to them, but 

Babson is playing tomorrow night, because we're going to hear him.  We'll all get together for 

the holidays, never fear.  Though perhaps you'll come to us some of that time, too." 

     Their travelling arrangements made, this time Lexi and Grayce and Sally go back with Daniel 

and Alice, as planned.  Babson and Jo linger for a few moments after the other have left, softly 
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turning aside Malory's insistence that they at least stay for the night.  As the Honda purrs out of 

the driveway and away from the condos, Peter gives Malory a hug and says, "Well, my dear, 

you've assisted at my public humiliation and fed people on the strength of it.  Now, why don't we 

settle down and watch the lights on the Christmas tree until the sun comes up?  It won't be long 

now." 

     And so they sit together, not in their separate armchairs but close together on the couch this 

time.  Peter puts his head on Malory's shoulder and stares at the twinkling lights and the glitter of 

tinsel and the round globes hung here and there amidst the green branches.  Malory strokes his 

graying temples with a stray finger absently, her mind roaming to other Christmases, busily 

seeking out the best moments, trying to think how she can combine them or top them this year.  

For there's no question, for sixty-eight, nearly sixty-nine, Peter is starting to slow down.  It may 

not be many years before—before—she stops herself firmly, in as no-nonsense a way as he 

himself would.  Well, anyway, there's no harm in making this Christmas special.  After a few 

moments, she hears a soft whuffling sound; Peter is asleep, snoring peacefully.  Leaning 

carefully forward, she pulls the old crocheted comforter from the back of Peter's armchair and 

puts it across them.  Then, she props up his head and her own with two extra cushions.  Now to 

wait for the dawn.  What a laugh she will have at him then, for falling asleep so soon!  Within 

half an hour, however, she too is drowsing off, the liquor and food they have imbibed and eaten 

creating extra warmth in the room.  And as the weak and liquid light of the sun pokes through the 

open shades, they sleep on yet, a couple verging on old age and still in love enough to sleep 

together sitting up. 
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     It's a clear, cold February day.  Henry is sitting alone in the park on a bench from which he 

has brushed off the snow.  He wears thick shearling boots and a lined camelshair coat, complete 

with a woolen scarf and gloves and a fur-lined hat.  He is warm on the outside, but his heart is 

chilly and forlorn.  Why did she leave him?  Why did she get off the mark so much more quickly 

than he could, and leave him before he could leave her?  Not that he wanted to leave her.  But 

why?  The only other experience with which he can compare it is the old one with Rommie 

Lewis.  He feels bitter about this as well.  That woman is a troublemaker.  He hasn't seen Babson 

for months now, except to bump into him once or twice in the shopping district during 

Christmastime, and both times Babson was preoccupied and only friendly as though to an old 

acquaintance of bachelor days.  He isn't a married man yet, for god's sake.  What was the title of 

that poem that they had had to read in freshman English, back in college?  "They Flee From Me, 

That Sometime Did Me Seek."  Is something really wrong with Henry lately?  Not likely.  Why, 

he is the same as he has ever been, happy and friendly, witty and hail-fellow-well-met.  They'd 

all thought he had a sense of humor.  Yet now both woman and men of his acquaintance seem to 

be giving him what he had heard his uncle Taunton, who had raised him from a boy, name "the 

bum's rush."  Uncle Taunton, in his own way, had been a bum.  A rich bum, but still "a boozy 

rum-hound of a son-of-a-bitch old bum," as he had once heard Uncle T.'s third wife, Aunt Matty, 

call him in a moment of despair over his wearing dirty socks with holes in the heels and toes to 

one of her fancy dinner parties.  He had been Uncle Taunton's pride and joy when he made it 

through the family prep school, Wytherungdalm.  Because he had a little later started university 

at the early age of sixteen-and-a-half, Uncle Taunton had taken him aside to give him what he 

called "good advice about the so-called weaker sex."  Henry had been no more impressionable 

than the average lad of his age, which is to say only half as sophisticated as he thought he was, 
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and twice as eager for news about anything to do with sex as a diffident external manner might 

suggest to the most cautious of adults.  When reproached by Aunt Matty for giving Henry his 

first real taste of whiskey the same year, Uncle Taunton had replied, "He's going to smell it 

sometime, Matty, and then take a sip, and then want a pint, and then starts the fun.  I'm taking it 

under careful consideration that he needs his first taste in a controlled atmosphere."  These two 

expressions, "taking it under careful consideration" and "a controlled atmosphere" were bywords 

with Taunton for things Matty disapproved of which he encouraged or at least condoned.  The 

argument about the original rightness of Taunton's actions didn't cease, since Matty loved having 

something to add to her list of grievances, but Henry showed no signs of becoming a bona fide 

toper, at least not before his aunt and uncle had passed on. 

     Lately, in his growing isolation from several of his erstwhile friends, Henry has found himself 

thinking of Uncle Taunton more and more, and naturally, somehow, of his fondness for rum and 

whiskey.  He nostalgically ponders cold winter evenings when it was warm inside, sitting on the 

old man's lap and smelling his breath sweetened by alcohol as he told story after story, until Aunt 

Matty scolded both of them to bed.  When Uncle T. died, Henry and Aunt Matty were left alone, 

he listening in dutiful and polite silence to her attempt to render the voices and scenes of 

collisions with the neighbors that had occurred while he was away at university.  He reflects now 

that Aunt Matty's stories and Uncle Taunton's stories were not so much dissimilar in dramatic 

quality as they might appear, only hers had not been filled with animals and magical creatures 

and touched equally by the mystical fumes.  Instead, hers had featured trespasses and petty thefts 

of things no neighbor could possibly have reached behind the secure doors of her luxury suite, a 

maid dismissed, a sassy cook, a doorman not satisfied with his annual tip, the women known to 

have dyed their hair whereas Aunt Matty insisted her own improbable tawny locks were natural.  
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As a young adult, Henry had often reflected that Aunt Matty needed to stop drinking her 

occasional sip of sherry and other wines and go instead for Uncle Taunton's area of endeavor, to 

give her stories the same kindly broadmindedness.  Now, he doesn't know.  Maybe his own 

experiences with drinking have led to some of the quarrels with his friends, who have certainly 

kept pace with him, to be perfectly fair.  That's what people say nowadays, anyway, he reflects, 

that alcohol loses friends. 

     The worst of his situation at the moment is that tomorrow is Valentine's Day, and for the first 

time since his début as a womanizer with a fake ID at the moderately tender age of eighteen, he 

doesn't have a date.  For the last ten years, he's been a regular at Mahoney's Valentine's Night at 

the bar, where a cover charge gets all sorts of free-flowing liquor and luscious treats to eat, and 

he has almost always ended up with the girl of the moment as a bedmate for the evening.  Since 

he has been busy and is out of touch with a good number of his acquaintances and friends at the 

moment—though he has resolved to make that change—they can't see his humiliation, alone at 

home with a bottle.  This is how he melodramatically sees himself, anyway.  He doesn't want to 

pay for a ticket for one and go stag to Mahoney's, as many a good man before him has done:  in 

his view, this is for losers.  Even though his friends can't see him, however, he sees himself; this 

may be the first time in his life that Henry actually becomes reflective, though it is a soppy and 

self-centered sort of meditation. 

     He really isn't sure why, at two hours after midday, he is sitting in the park.  The park is of 

course traversable at all seasons, due to the religious snowplowing efforts of the park authorities.  

But not many people are passing Henry where he sits on the bench, a beige mark against a field 

of white and black, the snowy hillside and the stark bare limbs of trees, as if he were himself 

some sort of winter animal spotted in the scene.  He sits for a while upright, then places both 
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hands on his decorative bear-head umbrella knob and leans his chin upon this foundation, 

musing morosely. 

     It is just half an hour later—as he has felt that lifting of the spirits which a brisk winter day 

can bestow upon those who allow themselves to be subjected to it—that he sees a couple 

approaching in the distance.  They are coming towards him chatting and laughing contentedly, 

the woman's arm tucked into the crook of the man's, her hair flying out in a fan from below her 

winter toque in a soft chilly breeze that has arisen.  As they approach, the scene before Henry's 

eyes jarringly shifts, back to the summer, and he realizes at one and the same moment that not 

only is he sitting on or near the bench he and Sally and Babson had occupied in summer, but that 

it is in fact Babson, with Rommie Lewis on his arm, drawing close.  Babson is apparently such a 

fine raconteur that the conversation he is generating keeps the laughter flowing gaily from his 

companion, and neither of them seems to notice Henry at first. 

     But Babson, far from remembering the last time they had met in the park in the fall, when he 

had knocked Henry down, appears to be in jovial mood, and when he sees who is alone on the 

bench, says, "Henry!  What are you doing out here in the cold?  You and the sparrows and 

pigeons!  How have you been?  I haven't seen you since we met Christmas shopping!"  He holds 

out his free hand to shake hands, and a newly sullen Henry complies, feeling unjustifiably hurt 

that Babson is so happy and Rommie so ornamental on Babson's arm, which is how Henry thinks 

of it. 

     "Babson.  Rommie," he acknowledges stiffly. 

     "Oh, Henry," she laughs, her breath expelled in warm gushes in the frosty air.  In what seems 

to him a pretentious tone, she informs him, "I don't go by that name anymore.  I go by my other 

nickname, taken from my middle name.  I'd like you to call me 'Jo.'" 
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     "Jo?"  Henry's grin at Babson is evil.  "Babs and Joe."  Then he notices that Babson is 

regarding him meaningfully.  The free fist is tightened and moving in a subtle movement by 

Babson's side.  Henry sighs, decides not to press his luck, and asks, "Well, what are you two 

doing here?  I just needed some fresh air, been working too hard," he finishes, anticipating that 

Babson may even go so far as to ask about the current and non-existent girlfriend. 

     The three stand together for another moment or two, making strained chitchat in the manner 

of people who have already defined all their meager boundaries and have nothing more to say 

because the boundaries and the interior limits of their discourse are bare bones and one and the 

same.  Then, Babson smiles a superior smile at Henry, and pats his arm in what is intended to be 

a brotherly gesture.  They part, Babson helping Jo pick her way across icy parts of the sidewalk 

with a courtly manner, until he himself takes a slipping slide, pulling her with him, and both of 

them go skidding and laughing along, protected from falling in any serious way by the spirit of 

Valentine's, which has looked over them with mercy and forbearance from afar. 

      Watching them disappear down the path and into an early deepening dusk which portends 

more snow and storm to come, Henry sighs again, a deep quivering sound, feels as if he might 

actually cry, then in shock at this emotion pulls himself together and gets up to go.  Murrays may 

be sots, but they don't cry like girls.  Not even the girls, he reassures himself, thinking of his 

taciturn female cousins.  He still has three batches of copy to read before the month is out; he can 

use the time for work.  Just as he is getting up to go, a man all in dark brown and frantically 

waving a book at him rushes up and says, "Brother, have you been saved?"  It is the same 

itinerant who tried to make contact with Babson in the summer and failed. 

      Henry expels an impatient breath and says, "Buzz off, you moron.  You have as much right 

to ask me that as I have to ask you if you have a date for a Valentine's dance.  Which is to say, 



 170

none at all.  Just screw off."  He turns a little too swiftly on the ice, and falls on his bum.  The 

park has thus twice been unkind to Henry's tender parts.  The preacher holds out a hand, but 

Henry scorns help gained from such a source and uses his umbrella to balance himself while he 

scrambles to his feet. 

     "Brother," says the reformer, "Valentine was a Christian, and a good man.  Now, I don't hold 

with any of that saint stuff, but if you will turn aside from the sin and damnation of drinking and 

carousing and dancing on Valentine's Day, God will bless and help you." 

      "Sorry, I prefer sin and damnation to talking to nut cases like you.  Get lost, why don't you?  

You've already caused me to fall once." 

     "Oh, my son, you were already among the fallen.  But He Who Has Arisen can help you to 

rise too—" 

     "I'm not your son or your brother either.  Beat it before I bean you one."  And Henry raises his 

umbrella above his head and brandishes it like a club.  The reformer takes a good look at Henry 

to see if he's really the type who means it, or if he's in a drunken state, but he hesitates just a little 

too long, as Henry had done with Babson in the summer.  Henry needs a whipping boy, and 

Fortune (for once in these desolate days) has smiled on him.  Now holding his umbrella like a 

baton, he pushes the preacher into a nearby snowdrift, where the man lands with a soft thud.  

Snow falls on top of the luckless one, and Henry Murray laughs and walks on, feeling good at 

feeling wholeheartedly mean. 
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     Babson's eyes are closed.  He is playing Dwimmer's "Air for Oboe in A Flat," a recently 

written non-masterpiece in his view, which yet satisfies his more sentimental longings with its 

saccharine melodic strain.  He frowns impatiently as he misses a note, thinking of the conductor's 

joke about the piece.  The conductor had noticed the lack of the cooler temperament in the 

melody, and had said it would benefit by becoming more "Air for Oboe in An Igloo" than "in A 

Flat."  The word play had annoyed Babson, offended his softer side, so that now he seems to 

make a mistake whenever his mind strays to the conductor's instruction to them to play it more in 

the "non-Rubensteinesque manner."  First of all, Babson resents the unjust aspersion cast on 

Rubenstein's Romantic genius with Chopin's "Nocturnes," which he knows was at the root of the 

remark, since the conductor has many times cautioned them not to pick up musical habits from 

the recordings of the great pianist.  Secondly, though he knows that Dwimmer is a currently 

famous hack rather than a true exponent of the Romantic temperament, he will take what he can 

get:  the conductor very seldom bows to pressure from the public or from the business manager, 

which appears to be the case in this instance.  To Babson's own way of thinking of things, 

Pachabel's "Canon" is far more offensive in the sentimentalist line, and has the added flaw of 

being played at far too many weddings and engagement parties.  It's possibly predictable, of 

course, but weddings and engagements are much on his mind these days. 

     He can't come to terms with Jo's family wealth, and though he has tried to voice this to her 

tactfully, all she does is point out that it's really her stepfather's and her mother's, not hers, and 

that she herself is actually a penniless playwright.  It doesn't help that the penniless playwright 

lives in a luxury condo and dresses much better than Babson can afford to do.  And lately, she 

has taken to buying him gifts of clothing, which to grant the truth suit him, but still, he is not 

happy about being a giant Ken doll for her to dress and take out and play with.  He has managed 
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to be the source of funding for most of their meals which are taken together, whether eaten out, 

taken-out, delivered, or made at home if they are in his apartment.  She cooks with enthusiasm, 

though not as well as he.  When they eat at her condo, they often order in and leave the mess to 

be cleaned up the next day, and since he has usually been allowed to pay, he feels that some 

degree of control over his own actions (even out of his own territory) isn't being taken totally 

away from him.  But it's a problem.  He's crazy about her, and cautious about giving entirely 

honest opinions as to her plays, but he just can't imagine a formal engagement and a big wedding 

and a fancy honeymoon and all the hoopla that he imagines she would want.  Still, he hasn't 

discussed it with her, hoping somehow to suss her out about these issues by some secret means 

before going so far as to obtain the modest kind of diamond engagement ring he has had his eye 

on for a while now.  Pachabel's "Canon," however, isn't even on the table, and he plans to stick to 

that quite firmly, no matter what anyone says. 

     In his heart of hearts, he wishes he could discuss the engagement issue with Sally, but while 

he and Sally still keep in touch, the old special fire of perfect companionship is gone; Sally is 

just another friend now, moreover one with her own private situation in hand, with Grayce.  

There is, of course, laughter among the four of them when they get together, which is not 

infrequent these days, but he finds himself meeting Sally's eyes wistfully, thinking of the kind of 

cross-gender joke one of them might make in the past which would cause both of them to chortle 

in recognition at people's foibles.  It seems that it was always other people they were laughing at 

in those days, when neither of them had anything at stake.  Now, they laugh more gingerly, make 

jokes less freely, careful to hurt neither their partners nor themselves with a callous word. 

     Babson goes through the after-practice routine of cleaning his oboe, still thinking of how 

things have changed since last March or April, when Sally was bemoaning her lone state to him 
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and he was alternately offering verbal comfort and making light of the issue.  He had tried to tell 

her that she would find someone sooner or later, just as Henry had told him of himself, all the 

while resenting it slightly that she kept up the complaining.  He, after all, had been alone too.  

But Sally had always insisted to him that it was harder for gay people to meet and stay together 

than it was for straight people; he had had no answer for this, because not being gay, he had had 

no basis for comparison.  It has only lately occurred to him that Sally, not being straight, has no 

basis for comparison either.  Sometimes it has annoyed him lately that he had accepted so many 

of her pronouncements about life in general as a good enough set of truths to live by.  Maybe he 

has been lazy, too indolent to bother figuring things out for himself.  Or maybe she was more 

often right.  Sally had been forceful enough anyway to take the responsibility of overmuch 

thinking off his hands, though.  It seems almost funny to him in the present to witness her 

bowing to Grayce's older and more experienced opinions, only now and then offering a hesitant 

rebuttal or a tentative negation.  All-in-all, he's glad that she's happy.  It makes him feel less 

guilty for being happy too. 

     As he is musing, he hears the door buzzer.  It's Lexi.  Babson says "Crapcakes!" to himself in 

an annoyed tone, then lets Lexi in downstairs.  The expression "crapcakes" is a substitution from 

childhood that he, Sally, and an imitative Lexi had used for anything the adults ate which they 

didn't like, especially seafood.  Later, the expletive remained in use among the cousins as a sort 

of secret codeword for unsuitable things which they did like, or undesirable things which they 

abhorred.  The only key to interpretation of the expression was the tone of voice. 

     Babson has seen a lot of Lexi lately; their Christmastime closeness has apparently led Lexi to 

believe that he is welcome to drop in on Babson at any time, even when Babson is practicing.  Of 

course, the practice session is over, but Babson always enjoys the feelings of solitary joy and 
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peacefulness which descend after he has had a successful practice.  He has told himself that he 

feels rather like a polar bear lumbering into a bracing wind across an ice field, tasting the bite of 

the fresh air in his throat.  In the warmer seasons, he often stretches out on one of the couches for 

a nap in the sun after he plays, and then he likens himself privately to a lion in the grasses of 

Africa, yawning and showing admirable fangs. 

     Lexi taps at the door and Babson lets him in, putting on a polite face and trying to seem 

welcoming.  "Hey, Babson," Lexi says, giving him a light punch in the shoulder for good 

measure, or old times' sake, or for whatever unearthly reason. 

     "So, Lexi, here you are again.  How's life treating you?"  Babson knows he's not going to be 

able to stand the tête-à-tête without something liquid in his veins, so he takes out a six-pack of 

Magic Hat from the refrigerator and plonks it down on the coffee table between the couches in 

the living room, careful to set out coasters.  You can give Lexi that, he always uses a coaster 

when provided with one. 

      "Well, that's what I wanted to talk to you about, B."  He draws a deep breath and looks at 

Babson cautiously.  Babson is frowning:  he hates being called 'B,' Lexi's second childhood 

nickname for him after 'Bassin' got left behind.  "May I sit down?"  It doesn't bode well that he is 

being so polite and businesslike, but Babson waves a hand toward the couch farthest away and 

says, "Sure.  And help yourself.  I hope you like beer as much as you used to."  He hasn't had 

much private experience of Lexi's drinking extravaganzas, except for the assorted holidays when 

he and his cousin happened to cross paths at family gatherings.  As a university student, though, 

Lexi had been remarkable for the amount he could imbibe without showing impairment. 

     "Oh, I always have a little room for a good brew.  Thanks." 
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     Babson takes a beer likewise, opens first Lexi's beer then his own, clinks bottles with his 

cousin in an apparently friendly gesture, and swallows hugely.  He stifles a return belch and 

settles back into his couch.  Is there any way, he asks himself, that whatever Lexi wants could 

end well?  Or is this only an innocent if inconvenient visit? 

     Lexi takes a deep swig too, and then imitating Babson eases back comfortably into his own 

couch, eying him speculatively.  "Well, it's like this, B," he begins, then takes another drink as if 

somewhat nervous.  Maybe he's partially aware of Babson's antipathy after all.  Why else would 

he hem and haw like this?  Finally, as Babson waits without giving any sign of encouragement, 

Lexi comes to the point.  "You know I'm working as a research assistant on The Practical 

Novelist's Travelogue for Mary Bauer at the Longford Press." 

     "I heard something about that from Sally, yes."  What could it be?  What could Lexi have to 

say?  In spite of himself Babson wonders, thinking maybe that Lexi wants to borrow money.  If 

so, he'll be disappointed, because what Babson has these days is divided between his immediate 

bill paying, his meals and clothing, and his savings for the future (including some which he 

hopes may buy a ring for Jo).  He doesn't have any extra to lend. 

     "You see, in addition to that, I now have the opportunity to write something else, a book on 

Hawaii with Susan Leatmayer, one of my fellow grunts." 

     "Will they let you do that?  I mean, it seems like conflict of interest." 

     "Oh, yes, they're not interested in Hawaii anymore, or not yet.  And anyway, I'm not under 

contract to abstain from any other work, nor is she.  We're a couple of freelancers who get 

rehired every so often.  We're trying to think of a way to make Hawaii a less hackneyed, more 

exotic kind of destination again, the way it used to be before it got all farmed out by tourism.  

We've already sought out a few more unusual spots and activities.  It'll be a challenge, but when 
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we're through, we may even be able to sell it to Longford.  Of course, since we're free to sell to 

others, we thought it might be wise to up the ante by being able to inform Longford when we're 

done that there are other bidders for the book—even if we know they're not serious.  And then, 

they may be serious.  Do you see?" 

     "I see.  But it looks like a good way to lose a job, dicking around with other companies and so 

on and so forth," says Babson, never comfortable with conflict and stirring up competition in 

others. 

     "Well, Susan thinks that's the way it's done, and she has been doing it for longer than I have.  

Also, the other book is almost finished, and I have to continue to earn a living somehow.  I have 

some notes and photographs and stuff from my trip before Christmas and she has some too, and 

it seems a shame not to use the material." 

     "I see.  Do you want advice, or what?"  Babson hates to be so bald, but he doesn't see what it 

has to do with him. 

     "Not exactly.  Sally told me that your friend Henry—what was his last name, Middlebury—" 

     "Murray," says Babson, beginning to have an intuition that he is going to be asked to do 

something he won't like. 

     "That's it, Henry Murray!  I think I met him once at one of your parties, while I was still in 

college." 

     "Uh-huh.  And what does Sally say?"  It's hardly the moment for it, but Babson begins to 

sense a family resemblance between the way Sally edges people into things and the way his 

mother does.  First contemplation of the possibilities, then suggestion, then repeatedly offered-up 

arguments for or against something, then insistence.  Sally, though, hasn't contacted Babson 

directly.  He waits. 
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     "Oh, if you don't mind, Sally said that you might re-introduce me, possibly introduce Susan, 

so that we can pitch our book to him.  He's still at Jordana-Baines-Beaufield, isn't he?" 

     "Yeah, still there, as far as I know.  But Lexi, I don't really see him much anymore.  We've 

sort of grown apart.  I can't think why Sally didn't mention that too, she must be aware of it:  she 

never sees him here anymore when she and Grayce come over.  And if I did ask him—well, 

Henry's kind of funny, you know?  He might take it into his head to throw a wrench in the 

proceedings, just because he may not be entirely happy with me."  Maybe that solemn truth will 

stop Lexi. 

     "Yes, but see, all we really need is to be able to say that he's vetting our proposal, and that 

may give us a bargaining chip with Longford Press.  We have to have some way of getting over 

their—after all—quite reasonable objection to yet another book on Hawaii."  Now Lexi waits, 

taking another drink but eying Babson around the bottle as he does so. 

     Babson sighs.  "Lexi…I don't feel good about this.  Henry—well, Henry is just some guy I 

made acquaintance with in college, and we continued to hang around together after college out of 

habit.  He's been over here a lot, but I'll bet I haven't been over to his place more than ten times 

or so in years, and neither has Sally.  When the three of us had lunch together and it was his turn 

to provide, he'd always take us out to some restaurant or something.  Why, I've never even been 

in the office where he works more than once or twice, to pick him up for lunch."  He hesitates a 

moment, then decides to voice a private thought to his cousin, the kind of thing he has almost 

never done for Lexi.  "Henry isn't kind, or noble, or charitable or generous, Lexi.  I've only 

realized that lately.  He's a mean bastard, or can be.  I guess I can introduce you again, if you 

want—if he agrees, that is; but I can't answer for what will happen.  What if he purloins your 
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idea and gets some grunts of his own to bring out a book on Hawaii like yours before you can 

finish?  Honestly, knowing what I know I wouldn't put it past him." 

     "I think the key to that is getting the book together in as final a form as we can, then 

copyrighting it as if it's in final form.  If we make changes to suit an editor, which we more than 

likely will do, we can copyright that then.  He wouldn't infringe a copyright, would he?" 

     "You know, Lexi, I don't know.  I tend to doubt it, but then I don't know all the ins and outs of 

it.  Ask me about something I do know about, like music." 

     "C'mon, B.  Let me take the risk.  I promise I'll take your warning seriously, and won't blame 

you if anything happens.  Susan and I have most of the material gathered together already, we 

just need a little more time to shuffle things around.  We've even got a prospective title." 

     Against his preference not to be involved, Babson asks, "What is it?" 

     "Hawaii and the Jaded Traveller:  A Little Something New."  He pauses.  "Well, what do you 

think?" 

     "I'm not sure what to think.  It sounds—interesting, but I haven't seen the book."  Noting the 

bright glow of eagerness that comes to Lexi's face, he adds firmly, "Nor do I really have the time 

or the talent to be your informal editorial board.  Trust the people who know what they're doing, 

Lexi."  He draws another deep breath.  "I'll ask Henry if he has time to look at your book, or your 

draft, or whatever, whenever you get it done, or to meet with you if that's what you want.  But in 

my private mind I'm thinking you'd better be ready to take your idea and run with it immediately 

somewhere else if he expresses disinterest:  Henry, as it's occurred to me recently, has always 

had a competitive poacher's personality."  Now, curiously, Babson feels closer to Lexi, a little 

less critical and more encouraging, not because of something Lexi has done for him, but because 

he himself has made a commitment to Lexi.  How odd that it should work that way!  Maybe it's 
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like the Eastern proverb, he thinks, that says that if you save someone's life, you're responsible 

for him.  He even warms up enough to offer Lexi a hand to shake across the table, and says, 

"Okay, Lexi?  Now you can tell that schemer Sally that I've agreed to her plan.  I don't know 

what will come of it, but we'll give it a go.  Just let me know when you're ready." 

     Lexi laughs.  "It was Sally's idea, but I didn't need much encouragement.  Thanks a lot, B.  I'll 

call when we're ready.  We'll probably meet him, if that's okay, with our product in hand.  And 

thanks too for the heads-up.  It's just as well to know what to anticipate personality-wise." 

     It's a windy March day and Lexi isn't eager to go back out into the cold just yet.  Babson, for 

his part, has already been jolted out of his bad mood at being disturbed by the odd thought that 

really Lexi is less objectionable by far than Henry has become, and by the equally unusual urge 

to protect his cousin from disappointment and disaster.  As they sit drinking together in the warm 

and companionable silence, broken only by the odd comment from one or the other about things 

they both know, Babson thinks to himself "So, we're growing up.  Yes, I'm growing up.  

Growing old.  Lexi doesn't bother me anymore.  Not much anyway.  Still, it's early days yet." 
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     "What I don't understand," says Sally, "is what you hoped to accomplish by antagonizing 

Henry."  They are sitting in her kitchen drinking cappuccino, for once without Grayce and Jo.  

It's been a long time since Sally and Babson have had a simple conversation of any length with 

just the two of them involved, though both are wishing it was on a more pleasant topic. 

     "As I told you, Sal, at the time when Henry was so insolent and hateful about Jo, I had no 

idea, as you might imagine, that you might send Lexi to me with a request that I try to get a favor 

out of Henry for him and his co-author on their Hawaiian book.  What possessed you, anyway, to 

think up that strategy?  You must be aware that I haven't seen Henry for ages." 

     "Yeah, Henry's not the sort to put up with being knocked flat on his ass.  He's the resentful 

sort, stores it up for a long time just to get even.  Not that I've ever seen anybody do that to 

him—and I would've loved to see you do it—but I have heard him brag about how he does 

things to people who just annoy him, never mind punching him, and the tales aren't pretty." 

     "Well, I don't see why you care so much about me antagonizing him, aside from the 

possibility that he won't help Lexi, I mean.  I've never had the sense that you and Henry were that 

close.  You've many times put him down in person, and you've talked a lot about what a sexist he 

is, and a know-it-all.  You just really put us all in a tough spot, you know?  I mean, I hated to 

disappoint Lexi, so I agreed to contact Henry, but I feel I'm sending Lexi straight into the lion's 

den." 

     "When is the meeting set for?  Is Susan Leatmayer going to be there, too?" 

     "It's set for three o'clock this afternoon, and she opted out after some preliminary discussion.  

Apparently, according to Lexi, Henry only agreed to see him." 

     "That's weird." 

     "Not any weirder than anything else.  Why do you think it's weird?" 
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     "I've never known Henry to avoid meeting a woman before." 

     "Ah, but what kind of woman?  Henry tends to avoid capable, obviously intelligent women all 

the time.  He even boasted that his acquaintances at the publishing company have given him a 

nickname, 'The Primitive Victorian.'  He just barely skates by sexual harassment charges all the 

time." 

     Sally's brow is wrinkled as she gives Babson a censorious look.  "And why was it you said 

that you kept up a friendship with him for so long?  I mean, knowing that about him.  And why 

didn't you tell me?  I'd have put the fear of God into him.  He and I got into it often enough as it 

was, but he was so ridiculous I found it hard to take him seriously.  I guess I thought that he was 

doing it mainly to get a rise out of me." 

     "The only rise he cares about sometimes is the one between his own two legs."  Babson 

shrugs ruefully. 

     "Yeah, well, then I guess Lexi's friend Susan has lucked out that he doesn't want to see her." 

     "It's hard to tell.  I mean, she's key to Lexi's plans.  According to him, they've both been 

gathering material for the book, and if Henry would decide just to scoop the project up, he might 

try to exclude her from an equal role.  I hope Lexi is prepared to play hardball." 

     Sally's jaw sets.  "Lexi—Lexi's loyal, you know that.  But he's not what I would call a great 

negotiator.  This plan to maneuver publishing companies around must come from Susan.  So I 

guess however lucky she is not to have to face the music, Lexi is unlucky that she's not there to 

out-chutzpah Henry." 

     Babson looks at his watch.  Further conversation on these points is impossible for the time 

being.  "C'mon, Sally, I told Lexi we would be waiting at Duke's Coffee House for him to come 

from his appointment." 



 182

     "Aren't you getting ahead of yourself?  We've got another forty-five minutes before we even 

have to leave.  And you just had cappuccino." 

     "I know, but I want to get something to eat, have a few cups of coffee before he gets there.  

Dessert coffee doesn't have enough caffeine.  I know Lexi and I haven't been that close growing 

up, but I'm really anxious for him." 

     "You think the news is going to be bad." 

     "Of course I do, don't you?" 

     "Sort of, but Henry's unpredictable sometimes, too.  Remember that time, about two years 

ago, after I had gotten really mad at him for breaking up with the sweet little waitress he was 

dating?  And after I yelled at him and got really mad, he brought me a chocolate latte muffin the 

next day.  So it goes to show, you just don't know what he's going to do." 

     "A chocolate latte muffin is very different from a book contract." 

     "We'll see," Sally says, disinclined to look on the dark side. 
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     Lexi is perplexed.  More than perplexed, he is seriously stymied.  At three o'clock sharp, he 

had been sitting in one of the reception areas of Jordana-Baines-Beaufield, anticipating a longish 

wait.  He had looked around him at all the posh leather, glass walls, and brass fittings, finally 

wandering over to a window where he could look down twenty-one floors at the sidewalk below.  

Down below, tiny people rushed back and forth in the weak afternoon sun.  Up on the twenty-

first floor, people bustled back and forth in the hallways carrying papers, hand-held devices of 

every kind, and talking on cell phones, but all the bustle was muted and covered up by the thick 

layer of carpet on the wide, long floor, except for the quick tic-taps of heels further down the 

halls where the carpeting ceased.  He had expected to sit a long time cooling his heels, but at 

exactly 3:05 p.m., he was called to the office of Henry Murray by a tall, thin secretary with the 

hair on her head in a top-knot. 

     The first and most unsettling thing, oddly enough, had been the way Henry kept smiling at 

him.  At times, the smile relaxed, but every time Henry looked back across at Lexi from 

wherever his eyes had travelled to, he began to smile again.  Lexi wondered if it was only meant 

to put him at ease, then if Henry was the one who was ill-at-ease.  Finally, he ventured to look 

Henry straight in the eyes during one of these grinning, smirking, simpering interludes to notice 

with a nervous shock that the emotion registered in the cold blue eyes was something totally 

different.  Henry was watching him intently, which reminded the suddenly timid Lexi of the 

slitted eyes of a snake, except that snakes, as far as he knew, did not have blue eyes. 

     "Thank you for seeing me, especially on such short notice," he had chattered trepidaciously, 

then had shut his mouth as the rictus on Henry's face grew even wider. 
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     "No problem, not at all.  Especially not for the friend of a friend.  Or the cousin of a friend," 

he corrected himself in a near-whisper.  A cell phone on his desk rang, and he looked at it, but 

didn't answer after all.  "You have a book nearing completion, I hear." 

     "Yes, Mr. Murray—" 

     "No, no, it's Henry to people who know me.  I think Babson said we had already met once, 

am I correct?" 

      "Yes, at one of Babson's parties a few years ago." 

      "Oh, well, what's a few years between friends of Babson?"  His tone, however, was sardonic.  

"So now, what's this book about?" 

     Doing his best to remain coherent and yet suddenly cautious about just how much to reveal, 

Lexi had pitched his and Susan's book idea to the best of his ability, withholding what he felt 

were the especially precious details, the ones he suspected might do the most to help him sell the 

book.  But abruptly he had found that he did not quite trust his luck with Henry.  His voice 

finally quavered to a halt at a particularly weak point, and he damned himself internally for a 

coward and a fool. 

      As it turned out, though, it didn't seem to matter.  Henry was graciousness itself, smooth and 

calm and himself reciting the missing connections of information that Lexi had left out, almost as 

if he had previously read what they had had ready to present.  This reduced Lexi to trying to keep 

up by saying such things as "Yes, yes, that's exactly what we did with the material," and "Well, 

that's what we did," or "That's what we thought, said, wrote."  This was the only way he could 

think of to reclaim his and Susan's book from the (apparent) giant who now stood waiting to 

devour it. 
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     Henry Murray watched him for a moment when the presentation was finished (and Lexi had 

shown him some photographs), surveying him now in a measuring and non-humorous fashion.  

After a while of this inspection, which Lexi tried to withstand as well as he could, offering up a 

weak smile of his own and then ceasing on the instant when it became clear that it was not going 

to be returned, Henry said, "Come over here a moment, Lexi, by the window." 

     "By the window?"  Lexi was truly puzzled.  "Okay."  He tried to remember if Babson had told 

him anything about Henry being occasionally homicidal or likely to fight, but all he could 

remember was Sally's telling him that Babson had once punched Henry in the park.  She had 

refused to tell Lexi further details because he had almost given up the idea of going to see Henry, 

but Lexi couldn't help but wonder if the editor might not decide to hit someone else by way of 

revenge, like him.  Still, he was capable of defending himself, if it came to that.  He stepped 

around the edge of the desk and went to stand by Henry, who had risen from his chair and was 

himself looking down the twenty-one floors at the street. 

     "How many people, so many people, walk down this street every day!"  began Henry 

thoughtfully.  He sighed, and looked at Lexi a moment without further comment. 

     "Yes, I suppose that's true," said Lexi, wondering if Henry was getting ready to say something 

about how many of them might or might not use the Hawaii book, or just exactly what that had 

to do with him.  And Susan, he didn't want to forget Susan, though after one remark about "your 

co-author" Henry had dismissed her with a wave of a strong but delicately manicured hand. 

     "And how many of them, Lexi, do you figure come through the doors to this building, below?  

Take a look now, for instance."  He pointed downward. 

     Though he wasn't fond of heights and getting so close to the window gave him a slight touch 

of vertigo, Lexi moved slowly forward and looked.  Actually, a fair number of people from both 
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directions were entering the circular doors below.  He stood back and switched his attention to 

Henry, who was now sitting on the desk behind his chair.  "Well," said Lexi, "I'd say about 

twenty-five percent or so of all the people on this side of the street come in here, one way and 

another.  Well, I mean, I saw an insurance company, and something called the Gottleman 

Company on the first two floors, and then there's this company—" 

     "Ah, yes, I think you're probably right, Lexi.  I'm glad to see you're a man who plays the 

percentages.  But we don't care about those other guys, do we?  And about how many people out 

of that twenty-five percent do you think come here, to the four floors of Jordana?  Just take a 

wild stab at it." 

     Feeling that perhaps this odd lesson in mathematics was just some ornate way of refusing the 

offer of a manuscript, Lexi still believed that he should continue to play along until he was sure 

that he'd lost the toss.  "Well…if there are twenty-one floors, that's just over twenty.  Four floors 

out of twenty is one-fifth.  One-fifth of twenty-five percent is five percent.  I guess probably 

about five percent of the people on the street down below each day come in here.  Well, I mean, 

that's just a guess." 

     "Okay.  I can tell you that some days it really seems like far more than that; most likely some 

days too it's a little less.  If we assume that each hour one hundred people go by down below, and 

the day has eight hours, that's eight hundred people.  That's underestimating a good deal, but so 

be it.  What's five percent of 800 people?" 

     "Forty people.  Look, sir, Mr.—Henry, if you really aren't interested in the book, just tell me.  

I do have other options," Lexi finished up a little stiffly, trying to remain friendly while not 

wanting to be the joke of the day after he left. 
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     Henry reached across and patted him on the shoulder.  "Don't leap to conclusions.  I've not 

gotten to my point yet.  Or my offer."  He said this firmly, but somewhat oddly, grinning at Lexi 

again then shutting off the expression immediately as if it came out of a tap.  "My offer," he 

repeated to himself, rubbing his chin then putting a smoothing hand across the top of his wavy 

brown hair.  He cleared his throat.  "Now, Lexi, in addition to those imaginary forty or so people 

a day who walk in and manage to clear security, manuscript in hand—and that is a gross 

underestimation, I assure you—there are all the people who mail, who call in, who e-mail, who 

fax, who messenger, and who make themselves present in every other form of communication 

you can imagine, and most of them have to be dealt with by the staff, even if it's only politely to 

show them the door.  How many of them, do you think have travel books for me and the other 

editors here to look at?  Would you like to take a guess at that?  I mean, considering that we do 

have the Red Robin Series of American Travelogues and the new series we've started on 

European destinations, and the even more exotic series we have planned which I can't discuss 

with you right now.  And of course, you'd only go through me with a recommendation for further 

attention if we did want to look at your book, because Jonas James is currently in charge of the 

Red Robin Series."  He didn't say what he thought about Jonas James, which was that James was 

a willowy, lazy bugger who lived off the work of others in the company, always taking 

recommendations from other editors and getting the credit for the work from the higher-ups. 

     Abruptly, Henry waved a hand back toward Lexi's chair, and Lexi felt that though the 

interview was probably nearly over, given the negative turn things seemed to have taken, that 

he'd better comply.  So once again they sat down across the desk from each other, with the 

difference that there was a new intentness in Henry's method, whatever it was intended for. 

     "Well?" 
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     Finally Lexi sighed.  "I know there are lots of travel books out there, and a lot on Hawaii, but 

after all, ours is really different.  I mean, really different.  Well, I showed you the photographs.  

It took some time and trouble to get those.  And that's just how the book is written, with a 

difference.  I really don't think it should be hard to sell." 

     "Do you know, Lexi, what I like to edit for publication?  Oh, I mean, I'm in the general stable 

of editors here, I look at what comes my way and then pass it on to the appropriate person with 

recommendations.  But I like to edit drama.  You know, plays, dramatic monologues in poetic 

form?  I like literature in general, as a matter of fact.  And it happens to be my specialty."  He 

looked at Lexi and waited, a certain stillness then fully apparent about him, like a stalking animal 

about to pounce. 

     Lexi raised his hands helplessly.  "What—I don't write drama.  Well, I haven't since I was in 

college, and it was just for university students.  Why are you telling me this?"  He felt he had had 

enough of whatever this was about, and was ready to throw in the towel.  He and Susan would 

just have to try and sell their idea to Longford Press with the faint suggestion that Henry was 

looking at it too, if that's how she still wanted to do it. 

     "Are you in a hurry to be somewhere?  You seem in a hurry." 

     "No, I'm not in any especial hurry.  I mean, I have time to discuss this.  It's what I'm here for." 

     "Good, I like a cooperative spirit.  Well, Lexi, with your having been to college, I'm sure you 

know what quid pro quo means.  Want to give it a shot?" 

     "Of course.  It means 'tit for tat.'  But sir, Henry, with the best will in the world, I don't think I 

could write drama.  Not even to get the book published.  Maybe Susan can." 

     "Susan who?" said Henry, having forgotten and honestly at a loss. 

     "Susan Leatmayer, my co-author." 
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     "Let's leave her out of it for the time being, shall we?  I mean, until we're actually talking 

contract, okay?" 

     That sounded more promising, but still confusing.  "I'm sorry, but I'm still at a loss." 

     "That's because you keep trying to anticipate me.  You won't get anywhere by doing that, 

regardless of what you've written."  His voice was irritated, but at the same time he seemed 

preoccupied, as if trying to think of what he wanted to say next, or how he wanted to say it. 

     Lexi got quiet and waited.  It wasn't long in coming. 

     "You know, it's so odd, your coming here and asking me to publish you.  I mean, you know 

Babson, so you come to me from him.  And I know you.  Well, I know you now, anyway, at least 

better than I did before.  And there's someone I'd like to publish whom you know.  Well, I'm 

acquainted with her slightly, but I don't want either to embarrass her or get her hopes up too 

much about whether or not she'll end up published.  But I've heard she's writing playlets for a 

community theatre in Pitstone, and I'd like to see the scripts.  And her.  Nothing like getting 

reacquainted with old friends with whom one shares certain interests." 

     Lexi's brow was suddenly furrowed.  "Do you mean Johanna Lewis?" 

     "I first knew her as Rommie, but I'd rather you didn't tell her who exactly wants to look at her 

work; let it be a surprise.  Wouldn't it be nice if you both could be published?" 

     Lexi was struck by the oddness of this request.  "I don't mean to sound disobliging, but why 

don't you go out to Pitstone and have a look at her plays?  Isn't that the best way to get a look at 

them?"  Honesty unfortunately overcame compassion in this instance, and he added, "The first 

one wasn't really very good.  But she's a bright person, maybe she's doing better now." 

     "Yes, I've heard that," said Henry, his voice as smooth as melted butter.  "I'm a very busy 

man, Lexi, and I don't really have the time to travel out to those particular suburbs, on the other 
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side of town away from me, just to see an amateur theatrical production.  But the plays 

themselves are another matter.  I'd like to look at them.  Call it a whim, if you like.  Do you think 

you can get her to come up here with you sometime to visit a mysterious editor whom you just 

happened to meet while you were here?  I'd really have to insist on the secrecy." 

     Lexi had a foreboding that something wasn't right about this, but even if both Sally and 

Babson had warned him that Henry might be in a vengeful mood, this seemed so cozy and 

convivial and warm by comparison with what they had hinted that he wasn't really sure what to 

do or say.  It didn't seem like the posture of a man who resented being knocked on his bottom in 

a public park, though that had apparently happened months ago, according to Sally.  "So let me 

get this straight—excuse me for being blunt.  If I get Jo Lewis to come here without telling her 

who wants to see her, so that you can possibly publish her plays, then you'll recommend my—

our—book to the appropriate editor.  Is that it?" 

     "See how easy it is, once you've given me time to put my proposal before you?"  Henry was 

still watching him with some kind of special purpose. 

     "Well, but—I mean, I don't want to talk you out of publishing my book, far from it, but why 

haven't you asked Babson to bring her up?  She's his girlfriend, after all." 

     "Oh, I want it to be a surprise for Babson, too.  Especially for Babson.  I mean, we've known 

each other for so long."  He smiled in a manner which Lexi assumed was intended to be 

engaging, though he still wished he had been better briefed by Sally and Babson about Henry.  

There was something not quite right about it all.  Should he agree, and then not follow through?  

Should he agree and actually talk to Jo?  He didn't know her very well, had seen her a few times 

at a few parties of Babson's when everyone still knew her as Rommie, and then at her failed 

Christmas play in Pitstone.  Since then, he had seen her another time or two at Babson's or with 
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Babson, but what were the chances that she would come with him to see some mysterious editor 

about her plays?  She was far more likely to feel that Lexi had exceeded his degree of familiarity. 

     Then another point occurred to him.  "Listen, doesn't Jo know that you work at Jordana?  If I 

say I'm bringing her here, won't she know that I'm bringing her to see you?" 

     Henry waved his elegant hand in the air and said, "I've left some of the thinking to you.  

You've no doubt heard the saying 'Man proposes, God disposes'?"  Lexi shook his head in a 

hesitant negative.  Henry went on.  "Well, be that as it may, I am taking the humble role of Man, 

and leaving you the creative and imaginative role of God.  I have proposed something, and now 

it's up to you to dispose of the exact details.  To borrow a cliché relevant to both our fields of 

endeavor, are we on the same page?" 

     Lexi sighed again, but could only say, "I guess so.  I mean, I understand what you want.  I'm 

just not sure I can promise anything.  I don't know how it will all work out, you see." 

     "Nor can I promise anything.  Let's shoot for next week, shall we?  Sometime next week, let's 

say, I'll expect to see her—and of course, you—here in my office."  Before Lexi could say 

anything else, Henry picked up his desk telephone and spoke precisely into it.  Like a genie out 

of a bottle, the trim wasp-waisted secretary filtered noiselessly into the office with some papers; 

she stood at the door, officiously holding it open. 

     Lexi glanced unintentionally at her then saw that she was staring pointedly at him.  He 

stumbled to his feet and held out a hand to Henry.  "Thank you…for your time.  I'll see—I'll—I 

don't know what's going to happen.  I'll try," he amended. 

     Henry shook his hand gracefully, then said, "All one can do is try," though his tone was 

almost acid.  Doubtfully, wondering if he had exhausted the great man's patience, Lexi looked at 

him again, but he still had that smile on his face, though he looked a bit jaded.  Unbeknownst to 
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Lexi, Henry was a little tired of playing his work role of the worldly and mature editor and 

longed just to get home, kick his shoes off, and have a beer or a drink away from people who 

might think he'd never matured out of the college boozer and party-hound he'd once been and 

sometimes still was.  Lexi stumbled out, wondering if he should tell that hellion Sally about what 

had happened, try to convey it with all its subtle nuances and odd moments.  She, after all, was 

the one who had suggested all this.  If it was a surprise, really a pleasant and friendly sort of 

surprise for Babson and Jo, he didn't want to ruin it, but something primitive and remote in his 

being posed the question:  why did Babson knock Henry on his ass in the park several months 

ago, as Sally had reported that Babson had told her, and why would a man who'd been 

humiliated in such a way even still consider Babson a friend?  Was it just a boyish tussle?  He 

thought back over the times he'd been at Babson's lately, both alone and with a few other people:  

he hadn't seen Henry there at any time. 

     So now, walking back down the street toward Sally and Babson where they wait for him at 

Duke's Coffee House, Lexi is well and truly puzzled, confused, harassed, and confounded.  He 

pauses in place on the sidewalk in bewilderment, and a short fussy man all in black nearly runs 

into him from behind, giving him a nasty glare as he passes.  Then Lexi thinks to himself that 

though he may not be able to tell Babson about the "surprise" just yet, he can certainly discuss it 

with Sally later, when Babson isn't around.  He nods to himself, then frowns again.  Yes, it's a 

bizarre business. 
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     "You did what?  Lexi, how could you?  You can't take Jo into Henry's office.  At least, not 

without telling her and Babson what it's all about.  And I don't think Jo'll go with you anyway.  

Whatever made you agree to that?" 

     "I didn't absolutely agree, and why are you so opposed?  What is it you're not telling me?" 

     "Babson and Henry fought over Jo.  Or at least, Henry was involved with her at one time—

and so was I, for a week, in case anything else starts to happen; but that's old history.  And then 

Henry, in the park that day, insulted Jo to Babson's face, so Babson punched him.  And after that, 

they didn't really hang around together as much.  Babs said that he wasn't sure that Henry had 

forgiven him, and Babs was really on the alert for further insults to Jo." 

     "Then why in the blue heavens did you and Babson say it was okay for me to go and see 

Henry?  You must've known he might throw me a curve ball.  Really, Sally, I ask you!" 

     "I took a line through Babson's reaction to Henry the last time I saw them together, when we 

passed Henry in the street.  He seemed to think that Henry had matured a little, or something, 

and that if Henry was still sensitive about being knocked down, that he was trying to get over it.  

Oh shit, you know how Babs never stays mad at anybody for long.  He's likely not been mad at 

anyone over anything longer than he has with this thing, and I got the sense he was easing up 

about it since he felt more secure about Jo.  It was probably just wishful thinking on my part.  I 

think we got all muddled up.  I thought of suggesting this to you as a sort of test of Henry's good 

will, thinking that maybe he was ready to be readmitted into our little group." 

     "You're not a grade school teacher punishing a naughty student, Sally.  He's an adult human 

being, rather an adult human crocodile with long teeth and powerful jaws, and I don't like the 

feeling of being his prospective lunch.  Damn!  I'll have to tell Susan that we're pitching the book 
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to Longford after all.  And quick.  I don't want our crocodile to snaffle it up for a meal.  Though 

probably you just think I'm overvaluing myself." 

     Grayce is sitting on her couch by Sally, listening to this exchange and sipping a cup of coffee, 

smiling grimly all the while.  She looks at Sally, who is shrugging helplessly and looking at her.  

"So you had an encounter with Jo, young Sal.  I thought there'd been something more than you 

told me, the way you two dance around each other so uncomfortably sometimes when we're all 

together." 

     Sally makes a nervous movement with her hands.  "I didn't tell you because—well, because at 

first I thought you and Jo were a couple.  When you came into the store that first time together, 

remember?  And then, you were together with Daisy, or rather separating from Daisy, when you 

and I got together the first time, and I had just gotten over her.  I guess I just didn't want you to 

think of me as someone who was poaching on your territory." 

     Grayce throws back her head and laughs.  "Jo and I are a very unlikely combination—she's 

just the daughter of an old friend.  And Daisy, well, you know, as I realized after a while, where 

that girl's been is anybody's guess."  She pauses and looks at Lexi.  "So what're you planning to 

do about your problem, Lexi?" 

     "Just try to get Longford to publish us, I guess.  Susan still thinks that we ought to tell them 

someone else is considering the book, but I'd rather go for broke with the company I'm already 

with."  Lexi looks down at the coffee table, sipping gingerly from his tiny cappuccino cup.  Then 

he stares vaguely out the window, shaking his head.  He pulls at his curly locks distractedly, so 

like Sally's own only lighter, and says, "If only I'd known, I'd never have gone in there.  I can tell 

you what the problem is:  it's my keeping distant from you and Babson so much, Sally.  I mean, I 

think if I had been more of an integral part of the family scene with you guys over the years that 
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you might've told me the whole story so that I didn't go in half-prepared.  Or didn't go in at all.  

But all you told me was that—" 

     "Okay, okay, Lexi, we've got it, you feel left out.  The question is now what to do about this 

situation."  Sally looks as if she's thinking intently. 

     "Oh, no, Sal, not more of your plans and ideas.  Sometimes you remind me of Aunt Mal, you 

really do, landing Uncle Peter into something else he can't deal with.  Just let me and Susan 

Leatmayer figure this one out." 

      "Are you dead opposed to outside help, or would you appreciate a rather offbeat solution 

from someone else?  I mean, someone other than Sally?"  Grayce is watching the pair of them, a 

strange gleam in her eyes. 

      Knowing Grayce and her view of the punitive, Sally bounces up and down in place, almost 

shouting, "Yaa, Grace's got something that'll shiver Henry's timbers!  What is it, Grayce, what 

are we going to do to him?" 

     Grayce laughs again, with a deeper tone this time, but says, "Don't get your hopes up just yet, 

Sally.  First I have to call and see if my old friend Alice Redkin still works at Jordana.  She did 

six months ago, but I haven't seen her since she got back from San Francisco.  We'll see if the old 

girl's network can come up with a punishment for our Henry."  She thinks a moment.  "Is he, do 

you think, trying to have an affair with Jo by bribing her with publication?  Or is something else 

up his sleeve?" 

     Sally is loyal to her cousin's woman, however.  "Oh, I don't think Jo would agree to that.  And 

come to think of it, I don't think Henry's really that stupid.  Or that passionate.  I mean, he knows 

better than that what his own chances with Jo really are.  She and Babs are totally taken up with 

each other, and that's what Henry resents so much.  Babs told me that Henry (don't repeat this) 
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lost his chance to cast Jo aside like an old shoe, and is pissed off at Babson's not doing it.  Weird.  

Though of course that's what usually happens in Henry's relationships." 

     "Someone getting treated like an old shoe?" asks Grayce curiously, her head tilted to one side. 

     "Always the woman, or at least as far as I know, with the exception of Jo.  She broke up with 

Henry first, according to what Babson says.  Though we neither of us know what has been 

happening to Henry since last fall.  Maybe he's been having bad luck and feels that Jo brought it 

down on him somehow.  You guys can't tell Babs I passed this stuff on; I'm not sure he would 

like for me to gossip about him, even with friends." 

     "Sounds like Henry is something of a gambler; a gambler would think of it as having a losing 

streak brought on by a woman.  Now the thing is, can we stick his bad luck to him permanently?"  

Grayce picks up her knitting and knits a few stitches.  She puts the needlework back down, picks 

it up, stares at two stitches intently which have gone awry, pulls them aside and reworks them, 

then puts the piece down a final time.  "Does he have a lot of lady friends, Sally?  I mean, really 

a lot?" 

     Sally rolls her eyes at the two of them.  "Does he ever.  It seems that every six months or so 

he's with a new woman." 

     "Ah, then it's not women that he would especially feel the loss of.  That's what I thought," 

Grayce rubs one hand down the opposite forearm meditatively.  "Funny that not being the 

initiator of the breakup should make so much difference to him by now.  It seems like he would 

just accept it as part of the game and go on."  Suddenly she smirks.  "He's got an ego, a real ego.  

Well, don't we all, if it comes to that.  But I do love taking down a man with a gigantic ego." 
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     "Alice Redkin, please.  Yes, I'll hold."  Grayce runs a hand through her short bobbed hair and 

grins, giving Sally a thumbs-up.  Then she places her lips suddenly to the telephone again.  "Yes.  

Hi, Alice.  So are we still on for this afternoon?  Conference room all ready?  You're sure about 

the phone?  Okay, we'll be there with bells on.  Thanks a million."  A few minutes' silence.  Then 

Grayce speaks again.  "So he bought it, did he?  Yes, well, now we know what it was all about, 

anyway.  How convenient to have a senior editor as a pal!  You call him what?"  She burbles 

with laughter.  "Time for him to bite the dust.  Okay.  Thanks a lot.  Goodbye."  She places the 

telephone back down on the table and shrugs.  "He played right into our hands, almost before he 

could help himself." 

     "How?" asked Sally, catching her breath for fear their good luck wouldn't hold. 

     "Well, it seems that what 'The Primitive Victorian' was planning—that's his nickname even 

among some of the men, 'The Primitive Victorian'—was to put an insecure and unprepared Jo to 

pitch opposite the company's prize drama editor, Daniel Webster (no relation to the famous 

Webster, by the way).  He evidently counted on her plays not being good enough to merit any 

approval, and knowing Webster to be particularly acerbic with newcomers, he hoped to see her 

pitch hit out of the park.  Having seen some of Jo's work, that's what Alice thinks, anyway.  She 

says she thinks that Jo will eventually make a career of it, but she is a senior editor, and she says 

Jo's not ready yet, and that Henry must've known that.  He figured that would put her in her place 

and infuriate Babson at the same time.  And all he would get blamed for is trying to promote a 

new writer and possibly having little or no dramatic judgment in the case himself.  After all, he 

would have been leaving the dirty work to someone else.  Of course, Henry doesn't usually do 

favors for people, so Webster was already wondering why he himself had been jollied, cajoled, 
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and pushed into seeing someone whom Henry had just called an acquaintance.  He's already 

spoken to Alice about it.  This adds a whole new dimension to our plan." 

     "It does?" asks Sally.  "How?" 

      "How would you like to go through what we're planning to put Henry through and come in to 

find Babson and Jo sitting in the conference room with many of your fellow editors of the 

company?  Of course, the two of us will have to remain out of sight." 

     "Oh, I'd love to be there as myself, though," Sally breathes.  "I'm not sure I understand what 

you said about the two of us remaining out of sight." 

     "Alice says there is an anteroom where Babson is going to stay until Jo joins the group.  But 

you have to promise not to let Henry see you.  And I had to agree to the same thing.  For the 

ouster to be effective, unconnected outside influences can't be apparent.  By the by, you'd better 

be getting ready.  The three of us, you, Babson, and I have to meet Alice at the security desk and 

get up to the anteroom while Henry is at lunch.  Jo will keep the appointment with him and 

Webster in his office, and with any luck he'll never notice that the office phone is set to 

'conference call' until it's too late.  It's a really dirty trick, a very old one, and it constitutes some 

sort of invasion of privacy, but everyone's going to play ignorant who knows about it, and after 

all, one thing balances out another.  What he's trying to do constitutes harassment of a 

playwright, our Jo.  We already have Webster's word for it that Henry more or less encouraged 

him to be brutally frank at the same time as he asked for the favor.  And Webster didn't 

appreciate being manipulated, either." 

     "Too bad Lexi can't be there," says Sally, rearranging some of Grayce's African print cushions 

on the couch as she gets up. 



 199

     "I think Lexi is best out of it for now," Grayce responds, "especially since he and his friend 

Susan have already summoned up the courage to approach their own employers at Longford 

Press about publishing their book.  Don't want to create any rumors after the fact." 

     "But isn't Henry going to wonder why Lexi didn't come with Jo, as he was asked to do?" 

     "Henry, by all your accounts, never thinks of anything but himself and his own schemes.  

We'll come up with some excuse for Jo to offer, never fear.  Henry won't know what hit him." 
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     Henry frowns.  Somehow, this thing is not going quite as it was supposed to go.  For about 

fifteen minutes now, Dan Webster has had Jo with him in Henry's office, in his status as invited 

specialist editor.  He has thrown her a few bones at the beginning, complimenting minor details.  

Henry has wondered at first if Dan is off his game, and if he should've agreed to meet in Dan's 

office where the old geezer might be more at ease.  But then he realizes that Dan isn't off his 

game; on the contrary, he is settling down into a prolonged session of criticism.  And the bad part 

has been on the way. 

     Only, the bad part, when it comes, is so thoroughly over the top that it makes even Henry hold 

his breath.  Dan is really cutting into the small self-published volumes of plays that Jo had sent 

along half a week before, slicing verbally into what Henry knows are probably Jo's favorite parts, 

because he, of course, has had to read them too, in order to pretend that he is on her side in the 

negotiation.  And Jo has been looking at Dan and nodding, and for some reason stealing 

occasional peeks at Henry too, as if she wants to gauge the effects of all this on him.  At one 

point, she appears to tear up, but a warning glance from Dan silences her, and that isn't all:  as 

she starts to dab with her handkerchief, she looks at Henry again, as if she is about to make a 

stage aside to an audience, he thinks.  He wonders what's wrong with the woman, and why she 

doesn't just burst into tears, grab her little books back, and run away from him and Dan.  But she 

stays for it.  Henry tells himself that she's a masochist, that that's what her problem has always 

been, and that he's not getting as much mileage from this stunt as he should have. 

     But that's not all.  The strangest part of it is that Dan Webster seems to be on a streak of 

criticism not confined to Jo's plays.  Right in front of this supposed potential author of their 

company, Dan is skewering some of their fellow editors, and implicating Henry in the process.  

Henry has always been known to criticize people behind their backs, but previously Dan has just 
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looked at him wryly when he did so in front of him and said nothing.  Now Dan has hit his stride, 

and is quoting happily all the many things Henry has said about some of his fellow editors; and 

Dan has a capacious and an exact memory. 

     What the hell, Henry thinks, laughing at some of the things he has said.  He joins in.  He is a 

wit, after all, and he deserves the tribute.  Maybe the two of them can show that pretentious little 

twit of a rich girl.  He supplies several of his old jests, then corrects Dan's rendition of one.  "No, 

Dan, I didn't quite say that Marianne Ridgeway was an old witch with fallen tits, I said that she 

was a pretender with fallen tits who made the covens of Hell look good." 

     Dan chuckles uproariously, slaps his leg, and says, "Yes, and what was it about Martin 

Herrin's series on baseball?  What was that?" 

     "I think I said something to the effect that he didn't have the balls to play the game himself, so 

he made a career of playing with everyone else's balls." 

     Dan's eyes are watering with apparent humor, and Jo is gazing wide-eyed at the two of them, 

so wide-eyed that she looks like a real ingénue.  Henry is trying to figure out whether she is 

really that dense or is just appalled and acting dense to cover up the more basic reaction; Dan 

prompts his memory yet again with another quote about one of the senior editors.  "And tell me, 

I do remember something else.  There was something about Alice Redkin, I do believe.  Oh, my 

spotty memory," he adds, which is a bit odd, since his memory has been fairly exact to this point.   

     Shrugging and assuming that Dan has just been put in a satirical mood by the bad writing in 

Jo's plays, Henry grins across at her still goggle-eyed attitude, becomes more debonair, and says 

to her, "You can't take us seriously, Jo.  We're just exercising our wits, sharpening them on the 

dull old widgeons we find around here.  Alice Redkin?  I think I said that if she has one more 

husband leave her, she'll be able to get a set of tires made out of the rubber marks."  He laughs 
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cheerily, waiting for Webster to join in, but Webster is staring at him now with a most peculiar 

expression on his face. 

     "Shhh!" Webster says in a stage whisper, taking a moment to wink at Jo while Henry's head is 

turned.  "What's that?"  Henry too has just become aware of something, another voice in the 

room from a source other than the three of them.  He glances at the door, but there's no one there, 

and it's still closed. 

     "Mr. Murray," says a woman's voice with enough chill in it to freeze Henry in place, stricken 

as cold as a corpse with rigor mortis.  It can't be!  "Do you hear me?  Please respond."  It seems 

to be Alice Redkin, and it seems to be coming from the area of his desk.  He lunges for the 

phone, but the damage is already done:  even from where he stands up across the room, in the 

little round cozy area where their three chairs and a table have been placed, supposedly to 

facilitate discussion, he can see that the conference room button is glowing.  How the hell did 

that happen? 

     "Mr. Murray?"  the voice intones again, just as cold and unfriendly. 

     "Yes?  Is there something--?" he asks, hoping against hope that somehow a crossed wire has 

only just produced the glow from the conference room button.  Or maybe his secretary outside 

the door knows a way to patch her through, and she's just now come on.  Yes, that must be it. 

     "Would you be so kind as to join us in the conference room in ten minutes' time?" 

     Mustering up a streak of courage, Henry asks, "Of course.  And whom am I joining?" 

     "We will expect you," is the only answer. 

     "I suppose I'd better take off," says Jo, rather breezily for someone who's been shot down by 

an expert like Daniel Webster as many times as she has in such a short interval.  But she's aware 

that she has to get to the conference room before Henry does, so she holds out her hand for the 
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two copies of her plays, collecting one from Webster without comment and one from the still 

stunned Henry.  "Thank you so much for sponsoring me, Henry," she smiles across at him 

winningly, well aware that he's going to be so sorry in just the shake of a lamb's tail.  "And you, 

Mr. Webster—" 

     "Call me Dan, m'dear."  He's joviality itself to her, which Henry can't understand.  Everything 

is off-kilter today. 

     "Dan, then," she gushes.  "Thank you so much for agreeing to look at my work.  I promise to 

take your suggestions to heart."  She waves charmingly to both of them and ducks out the door.  

As soon as she hears it shut firmly behind her, she starts toward the conference room down the 

hall, eager to be with Babson and the others, though she thinks they are all likely to be just as 

intimidating as Daniel Webster had seemed at first.  But she knows they are on her side. 

     "I've got to head off too, Murray.  Say, what's up with your phone, anyway?  You don't 

always keep it set to the conference room, do you?  You know, I hope our fun and games with 

the others weren't overheard, or at least weren't taken in a bad spirit.  Oh well, anyway, I'm off to 

the races.  Got to finish that latest tri-partite drama by Isadore Quaile.  Let me know how your 

conference goes."  Daniel Webster heads out, whistling cheerfully, having been unable to resist 

twisting the knife in the wound a little.  After all, other people have passed along the occasional 

quip from Henry Murray which flew too near his door, too. 

     Henry darts hither and yon across the room, then reverses direction, then goes over towards 

the offending phone again.  The button is still glowing red.  He shuts it off.  "Damn, damn, 

damn, goddamn!" he says.  He jerks the office door open.  "Beth, get in here!" he yells at his 

secretary.  She is not in the loop of what has been going on in the office, the button having been 

set when she was out as well.  She has just assumed that everything is how it should be.  She's a 
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bit of a rounder herself, someone the other secretaries know not to quarrel with, but she's totally 

flummoxed by Henry's tone of attack.  He has often been a little irritable or querulous, but never 

has he sounded this vicious to her.  She moves quickly into his office and shuts the door behind 

her. 

     "What do you mean by putting my conference room button on and leaving it?  Did anybody 

ask you to do that?  What were you doing, clearing something off the desk, or what?  Why did 

you do that?  Why didn't you tell me it was on?"  Henry isn't making much sense, but an 

unaccustomed sense of doom has been hanging over him ever since Dan left in so blithe a mood. 

     Beth's tone is dry.  "Your conference room button isn't on, Mr. Murray," she reasonably 

points out. 

     "Yes, it—well, it was, it was, it was on.  And I don't know how long it was on.  Did you turn 

it on from your desk, or something?" 

     She looks at him now as if he is himself the anomaly.  Her voice becomes a little stern, even. 

"That's not how it works, Mr. Murray." 

     "Damn it, shit, fuck, then how does it work?  What was it doing on?"  Henry is forgetting to 

be the elegant gentleman of wit and irony that he usually tries to be at work, and instead is 

sliding into his language patterns of carefree and careless bachelorhood.  Not that he feels at all 

carefree.  She gives him a look of contempt, like someone about to crush an ant which has got 

into the picnic basket.  Then she turns on one heel and says over her shoulder while departing the 

room, "Mr. Murray, please.  I have no idea why your conference room button was on.  But I have 

been at my desk the whole day except for lunch, and I haven't been in your office at all.  You 

said yesterday that you wanted no interruptions today, and I do know how to take directions.  

Please moderate your language from now on.  I have no interest in being sworn at."  And she 



 205

shuts the door firmly behind her, trapping Henry for a few more moments at least in his own 

private little hell. 
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     The senior editors and the ten junior editors of responsible standing have left.  The conference 

room is now empty of all but the furniture, and totally quiet.  Even Babson and Jo have stepped 

out into the hall with the editors, where they are talking about things indistinguishable in a 

friendly manner.  Softly, Sally and Grayce step out from the anteroom where they have been 

stationed, their ears strained to catch the full panoply of humiliating remarks made to Henry 

Murray by his former workmates. 

     He had tried to argue a little at first, pointing out that he thought someone had left his 

telephone on maliciously, but since he had no proof and could not identify a culprit, that didn't 

last long.  He pointed out, judiciously as he thought, that at the first indication that his button was 

on, they should've spoken, coughed, somehow honorably let him know that he was overheard.  

The more he reproached, however, the icier the room became.  Then he tried to defend himself 

by saying that he was just making jokes, but that died an even quicker death when someone 

asked him why he never made jokes to the particular people's faces, if jokes they were.  Finally, 

he objected that he had a right to his opinions, and said that it was barbaric for someone to be 

fired from a publishing company for having opinions.  He swore that Babson and Jo were totally 

mistaken if they thought that he had any other than totally good intentions toward the two of 

them.  That ended the series of personal defenses he had to offer.  As his former colleagues made 

slighter and more frigid responses to the things he said, he ended by threatening to sue for 

wrongful termination.  He was informed by Alice Redkin that causing widespread discomfort 

and distress with his remarks and behavior—including the sexist material—had been something 

he'd been noticed for long before, and that his termination was not only not wrongful, but had 

been a long time in coming. 
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     Though they hadn't been able to see Henry, the exact moment when he stopped struggling 

was apparent to Sally and Grayce because of his sudden silence.  Sally moved toward the door of 

the anteroom quietly, driven to see the fallen foe, but Grayce gripped Sally's shoulder and shook 

her own head noiselessly.  If Henry saw Sally there, though chances were he wouldn't know who 

Grayce was, questions might arise, and no one wanted that, so near to success.  Therefore, they 

had waited.  And now they have to wait until the coast is clear for them to make their way to the 

stairwell, which they have opted for as a means of avoiding the area of Henry's office at the 

opposite end of the hall near the elevators.  They hear the group of people outside the door 

gradually moving away, dispersing, still talking.  In the distance, there is the sound of the 

elevator bell ringing melodiously as people get on and off. 

     "Wow, I even feel a little sorry for Henry.  I wonder what he'll do for a living now?" muses 

Sally. 

     "I wouldn't have missed it for the world," says Grayce. 

     "Yeah, but—" 

     "Oh, Sal, you're so soft-hearted.  He'll land on his feet somewhere else after a while; the 

Henrys of this world usually do.  Don't waste a thought on him.  Where are we meeting Babson 

and Jo?" 

      "At Duke's Coffee House.  They've got ahead of us by taking the elevator, probably.  Oh 

well, I guess what we got was sort of like a free peek under the circus tent.  We got to see the 

performing animals and their long teeth, and smooth, measured gaits."  They stick their heads out 

the door, and then, perceiving the hall to be empty, head for the stairwell. 

     Sally's quite correct in thinking that Babson and Jo have gotten ahead of them; in fact, they 

are walking into the coffee house as the other two finally exit from the stairwell of the building 
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which houses the publishing company.  But someone else has been thinking busily too about 

where Babson and Jo might be, and that's Henry.  He has gotten grudging permission to come 

and clean his office out the next day, since it's so near the end of the workday now; he has 

actually been brazen enough to think of facing his colleagues once more with them knowing 

what has happened.  Of course, in the back of his mind he is still thinking of fighting the firing. 

     But when he sees Babson and Jo enter the coffeehouse a half-block ahead of him, the fury at 

being thwarted and then punished pushes this thought aside for the time being, and he smirks 

maliciously to himself:  this scorpion still has a sting left in his tail.  He turns away from the path 

he had been prepared to take toward Mahoney's Bar and goes instead in the general direction of 

Babson's.  He fingers the keys to the front door and the apartment door which Babson had given 

him that long-ago day in early summer when they had first talked of his coming to make sure 

that Babson woke up for their walk through the city, when they had jested, he had thought, about 

finding the perfect woman.  He hopes Babson keeps a full kitchen cupboard.  He finds he's rather 

in the mood for some oatmeal. 
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     "Babson?"  Daniel Paul's voice is pressing and concerned.  He approaches the front door 

hesitantly, noting Babson's stunned expression and motionless stance.  Drawing even with his 

nephew, he pats him on the shoulder and says, "I see you've heard.  Who was it who finally got 

in touch with you?  And where are Sally and Grayce?  Lexi has been trying to reach someone all 

afternoon.  Finally, he reached Jo, and she said you came on home—" he stops.  Babson has just 

withdrawn his key from the open door and is still standing in place, but he doesn't seem to be 

listening to his uncle's remarks.  Rather, he is looking across the room, where something else 

apparently has his attention. 

      "Heard?" he repeats mechanically.  "Heard what?"  He enters slowly, looking all around at 

chaos and devastation, his uncle following sedately behind him until he also notes that the room 

is a nightmare of wreckage and something which from a distance looks like globs of wallpaper 

paste or papier-mâché.  They wander around with stupid expressions, looking at ripped drapes, 

overturned and cracked furniture, broken glass and porcelain ornaments, shredded coconut 

matting from the hallway into the living room, and stained and torn carpet.  And everywhere, 

festooning all the posters, pictures, ruin, and havoc, the pale-colored and now partially hardened 

pasty substance. 

     Babson lets out a startled sound, strangled in utterance and rather puzzled in intonation.  His 

uncle looks at him and says, "Babson, there was no need for such demonstrations of grief; 

everything's just fine." 

     His nephew's expression is uncomprehending.  "Grief?" he repeats.  He continues to exist in a 

state of total confusion until he notices that there is an odd design, made with the grayish-brown 

globulous stuff, in the center of the dining room table, the one undamaged piece of furniture in 

the main area:  the design is a rough circle, in the middle of which, shining as brightly as if 
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polished anew with metal polish, repose two keys.  The keys to his building and apartment.  The 

ones, as he now surmises, which Henry has chosen this method of returning after his afternoon of 

adversity at Jordana-Baines-Beaufield. 

     "What is that all over the apartment?  Babson?"  His uncle moves closer to where Babson 

stands, touches a hardened mass of slop gingerly, and disbelievingly stares at him.  "Oatmeal?" 

     Meanwhile, Babson is starting a slow burn, and says, half to himself, "I'll kill him.  I swear to 

God and Jehosaphat—!"  But suddenly and somewhat incredibly given all the mess, he notices 

something missing.  He rushes to the closet in the living room, his uncle standing back and 

watching him in a bemused fashion.  Only the new oboe is there, and it seems untouched.  Oh 

well, Henry knows how he feels about the new oboe, with its shine and newness and adolescent 

character.  No, what is missing from the living room, where it usually resides in a place of honor 

by the couch, is the old, honest, mature, seasoned, and matchless oboe.  Babson cringes 

internally at the thoughts going through his head. 

     His uncle follows again, intrigued in spite of himself and in spite of what he suspects is a real 

crisis in his nephew's life.  Babson goes first to the kitchen, but the oboe hasn't been water-

damaged, or burned in the oven or put through the microwave.  In fact, the kitchen appears to 

have escaped unscathed except for the large spaghetti pot still retaining traces of oatmeal, and the 

odd blob of cereal here and there on the floor.  The bathroom and the small bay window room 

where he keeps his plants on their little wooden tables of all different heights are clear of oatmeal 

and injury too.  With the sun shining in from an angle as it goes down in the west, the little room 

is a placid haven of peace and tranquility which makes all the rest of the destruction stand out 

that much more.  With a new thought, Babson turns swiftly toward the bedroom, an emotional 

supposition akin to certainty revolving through his mind.   He opens the door and throws it wide 
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before Daniel Paul, who has by now gathered that Babson is as much a stranger to this scene of 

demolition in his apartment as Daniel himself is.  And sure enough, as Babson emits a heartfelt 

cry and rushes forward, he knows that his nephew is well and truly hit. 

      Right in the center of the king-sized bed, enclosed by five gradually smaller circles of goop, 

ringed like those of a bull's-eye, lies the treasure-house of Babson's existence, his old oboe case.  

It is currently shut, with one huge central glop of oatmeal on top of it.  Babson grabs an 

undershirt from the drawer and reverently wipes off the outside of the case, at first relieved that 

the thing has been so simple.  Then it occurs to him to look inside.  He does.  His uncle does.  

Inside the case, the oboe resides, stuffed with oatmeal in each and every disassembled piece from 

end to end.  It's true, the oatmeal in the center of the tubes is probably not hard, because it's been 

enclosed, and even the oatmeal at the ends is a lot softer than that scattered around the living 

room.  But for Babson, this is the insult of insults, the catastrophe of catastrophes, at least as far 

as his possessions go.  Short of actual loss or destruction of the oboe itself, this desecration of his 

means of making an artistic living is an insult vying even with the real and imagined insults to 

Jo, perhaps even greater than those, if the truth be told, because Jo is an adult human being who 

has for years fended for herself.  This is only a poor, helpless, valiant and loyal instrument of 

self-expression, an oboe. 

     "Babson, I think I made a mistake."  Daniel Paul has finally decided that it would be better to 

distract Babson from this set of circumstances with what he has actually come for than to let him 

linger longer over his destroyed and misused possessions. 

     "You made a mistake?  I'll tell you who made a mistake, Uncle Dan, the lame-brained idiot 

who did this to my apartment and my oboe!—my oboe!—he's the one who made a mistake.  And 
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is he going to catch it!  Just wait until Henry goes to get the stuff he's left at the publisher's 

tomorrow—I'm going to make sure that the police are there.  He's going to do jail time for this." 

     "Well, but—do you mean to say you know who did this?"  Daniel is momentarily diverted 

from his message by this information. 

     "Henry Murray, a former friend.  No friend now, that's for damn sure."  He is back with his 

uncle in the living room, oboe case in hand, gingerly fastened around his treasure.  "I'm sorry, 

Uncle Dan, but I'm going to have to get this to Joe Nichols at the shop tout suite.  If he can ever 

get it cleaned.  I even saw oatmeal fragments in the crevices of the keys.  I'm going to kill that 

bastard."  Then he bethinks himself of what his uncle was saying, and pauses to wonder what his 

uncle is doing there, at roughly five o'clock on an early March evening.  "What did you mean 

about making a mistake?  What mistake did you make?" 

     "I just meant that I made an error at first in assuming that you had done this yourself in a fit of 

grief, and I just wanted to let you know that after all, your father is all right.  Sorry, that's rather a 

lot to take in." 

     "Is something wrong with Dad, too?"  Babson shrugs back into his coat after locking the 

closet door around the other, untouched oboe.  He'll lock them both up in there every night from 

now on, he vows silently.  Just in case Henry should come back with a duplicated key to the 

front door.  Now, however, his father is his main concern.  "Look, Uncle Dan, if you can give me 

a ride to the repair shop, you can tell me while we're going along what's wrong with Dad, and 

then I'll head out there to Pitstone this evening.  I'm not playing tonight anyway.  Why didn't 

someone call?  Oh, but that's right, we all had our cell phones off so they wouldn't ring while we 

were ousting Henry.  I wonder why Lexi didn't remember where we all were." 
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      "Is this Henry whom you were ousting the same one who has been redecorating your 

apartment?" 

      "One and the same.  He lost his job today because he was harassing Jo and a number of other 

people at his job, and we all just teamed up on him.  It's my fault he got in here, really, I 

should've thought to ask him for my keys back a long time ago, before it escalated to anything 

like this."  He shivers.  "I don't know when I've ever been so mad.  Except, maybe, when he was 

bad-mouthing Jo to me."  They go back to the door and Babson locks it behind them, preferring 

to deal with more important issues than the oatmeal-streaked apartment for the time being.  As 

they take the elevator and make their way to the car, where Daniel Paul has been lucky enough to 

find a parking place just across the street, Babson asks, "So, what's wrong with Dad?  And you 

said Lexi has been trying to find us all day?" 

     "Well, your Dad was light-headed and fainted away this morning.  Your mother got all upset 

and called me and Alice, of course.  When we got there, he was sitting up on the couch with a 

little lump on his head where he hit it on a chair in falling.  Apparently, all that had happened is 

that he had neglected to eat his breakfast this morning, and he stood up too fast from a squatting 

position where he had been trying to pick up one of his cufflink studs." 

     "Who squats to pick up something that small off the floor?" 

     "He says he had the wrong pair of glasses on and couldn't see it.  Anyway, we finally forced 

him to go to Pitstone Regional Hospital, and after checking his eyes and ears and other vitals, 

and making sure the bump wasn't serious, his doctor released him.  Gave him a clean bill of 

health, with the exception that he has to make sure to eat breakfast every morning an hour earlier 

now, and have his blood pressure checked more often.  You can imagine, well you know, your 

dad isn't the best patient.  He griped and snapped at us all until we got him home again and in the 
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living room sitting down for a rest.  He was annoyed most of all because this is one of the days 

when he works at the insurance company, and he had to call in sick.  Well, he feels that if they 

have an old-timer like him around who faints all the time, that's pretty much the way he put it, 

that they're going to fire him for using up health benefits.  It was no use Malory saying that he 

hasn't had a single sick or personal day since he started.  He's of the old school:  he's almost 

never late, almost never sick, and almost never changes jobs.  I mean, I know what it's like.  I got 

out of that routine myself a few years back, and I've never regretted it.  I guess that sounds lazy, 

but maybe people now have the right idea.  You know, changing jobs all the time, taking time off 

when they need it and expecting to have that right.  Of course, with the economy bad, it may be 

that things will swing back the other way, who knows?" 

     "Yeah, that sounds like Dad," says Babson absently.  "Look, I hope I'm not imposing with the 

ride and all, it's just with so much happening all of a sudden—well, I thought I'd better not be 

behind the wheel of the Honda for a while.  Road rage on top of everything else would be just 

too much," he concludes, though he still finds himself making slight but impatient and 

involuntary gestures in his seat while watching the traffic around them, as if these motions might 

move them along faster.  "Turn here, and then two blocks straight on, then turn left again.  It's on 

the corner," he instructs his uncle.  His uncle drops him off in front of the shop, after a few 

concerned and confusedly quick instructions as to how to look after himself vis-à-vis Henry. 

     It's now five-thirty, and just as Babson gets to the door, one of the employees meets him, 

ready to deny entrance on the basis that they are closing.  Joe Nichols, however, sees him from 

the counter where he stands, and tells him to come on in.  The employees turn the lock at the 

door and let themselves out one by one; Joe Nichols locks it firmly behind the last of them. 
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     When Babson places the instrument in front of his father's friend, the woodwind specialist 

opens the case, touches the mess inside the end of one section of the oboe with a quizzical glance 

at Babson, then looks at him more sternly and says, "Mr. Fitterley.  Do you think I have nothing 

else to do but clear away schoolboy pranks?  Would you like to explain this—this sacrilege of a 

fine instrument?  Why, this instrument was slated for another fifteen years at least, given careful 

handling, maybe more.  I remember the day you purchased it, a one-owner secondhand from my 

back storeroom, kept just for special customers.  What would your father say?"  Joe Nichols was 

an old acquaintance of Peter Fitterley's from their college days, and had enthusiastically 

encouraged Babson's interest in the orchestra, renting him first one instrument and then the other 

until he settled on the clarinet-oboe area.  Then, the older man had spent time searching out the 

instrument, channeling it through his back storeroom's inventory, adjusting it and adding new 

pads, replacing worn cork, and generally buffing it up.  He glares now at Babson, picking up one 

messy, gooey section between a gentle thumb and forefinger and holding it out at eye level; a 

small drop of oatmeal falls and spatters the already bedecked red velvet inside the case. 

     "Believe me, Mr. Nichols, it wasn't my doing or my idea.  It was sheer, spiteful vandalism, 

perpetrated by a former friend of mine.  He had my apartment keys, and got in.  This is only a 

small part of the total wreckage, although to me it's the most devastating part."  Babson watches 

the eyebrows of his father's friend arch upward toward his hairline with incredulity. 

     "Just what did you do to him first, my young friend?  It must've been something really….ah, 

well, that won't help now.  At least you got it here before this all turned to crust.  I might be able 

to have it for you in a week.  Cleaning the insides out is going to be the easy part.  Getting the 

hardened parts off the metal and pads, though—well, you may need new pads.  And the cork will 

be a problem.  Let's call it two weeks.  I've got a busy schedule, but I'll start on it tonight, to keep 



 216

it from getting any the worse.  You still with the orchestra?  Shall I hunt up a replacement 

instrument for the nonce?"  Babson looks into the now kinder bright gray eyes glinting behind 

the wire-rimmed spectacles; he can tell that just as he himself is an artist, so this artist of a 

different kind is readying himself for the challenge, even perhaps looking forward to it. 

     "Well, I still have that new oboe I bought from you a few years ago.  To be perfectly honest 

with you, I haven't properly broken it in yet.  I don't like it, really, or—well, I suppose that's 

ridiculous.  But I don't like it the way I like this one." 

     "Ah, yes, I remember that oboe.  But you're being unfair, playing favorites in that way.  It's a 

fine instrument.  Take a day or two of strenuous practice and break it in, you'll be surprised how 

quickly it responds to you.  That line looks like it might be discontinued, though the company is 

still planning to make oboes.  A bad thing, in my opinion, it's a really fine instrument.  But I'm 

repeating myself.  Well, I'll do the best I can for you."  He takes the case and the oboe to the back 

of the shop while Babson lingers in the front, looking down through the display case at the 

clarinet and oboe reeds, the trumpet and horn mutes, the cleaning kits and the other paraphernalia 

of his type of occupation.  Suddenly, his eye falls on a grayish beige spot on the display case, and 

with the edge of his sleeve he attempts to wipe it away, shamefaced. 

     Joe Nichols comes back.  He shows the interior of the sections of the oboe, which he has 

quickly reamed out of the oatmealy mass inside.  Seeing Babson's struggle with the remnant of 

oatmeal, he holds up a spritzer bottle of glass cleaner and says, "Here, let me get that.  So, you 

made someone pretty mad.  Still, it could be worse, I suppose:  you could be the subject of a 

tragic opera, about to lose your life or liberty or something more than the pretty penny it's going 

to take to clean that mess up.  Naturally, I'll give you a discount.  But you owe me a story in 

return this time.  What did you do, Babson, to bring this attack on?" 
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     In a few quick words, Babson sketches out the basic situation which has prevailed between 

him and Henry since last summer, and Joe Nichols agrees that even if Henry doesn't end up in 

jail, he should be fined for damages and repair costs.  He offers to keep careful tabs of all repair 

costs as usual, with the invoice filled out to the full amount (he says he'll give Babson the 

discount price under the table).  Babson thanks him, and then happens to mention that his father 

is ailing in a minor way and he has to go out to Pitstone to see him.  After they discuss this for a 

few minutes, Joe Nichols says, "Are you driving or taking the train?" 

     "Oh, my uncle gave me a ride here and dropped me off, but I was thinking of taking the train.  

I didn't quite trust myself on the roads with my life so eventful lately; I tend to be a little absent-

minded and obsessed when I'm angry, and though I've never exploded with road rage at anyone, 

today is really beyond anything I've experienced for a long time." 

     "Lucky you.  Had a young man come in here last week who'd had a guitar slammed down on 

his head, wondering if I could salvage any of the instrument parts.  Wanted to sell the pieces, if 

you'll believe that.  Anyway, I live out at Jauntry; I could give you a ride to the station there.  

That’s a bit closer to Pitstone, and you could take the train on out.  I'd like to see your dad; it's 

been a while since I've heard from him, but I can't do it this evening.  Maybe you could give me 

his home number again, and I'll give him a call in a day or two, after he's over his spill.  He never 

did like anyone to make a fuss."  They agree on this, and Babson roams around the store-cum-

repair-shop looking at the instruments with a fair degree of contentment considering what has 

happened, waiting for Nichols to finish his six o'clock counting of the till and the locking-up 

procedures.  Babson notices thankfully that Nichols has the oboe case with him, wiped of the bits 

of exterior crust which had been still clinging to it when Babson brought it into the shop; Nichols 

is evidently planning to take it home with him to work on, for he has it with him when they 
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finally exit.  He sets the code of the door alarm and when they are out on the pavement, locks the 

doors with a firm click.  Then, he pulls the metal door down in front of his shop and locks the 

lock on it. 

     As they head down the street toward the parking garage where Nichols keeps his car, he says 

to Babson conversationally, the humorous glint in his eyes again, "So, altogether you've had 

quite a busy day.  First attending a firing, then being vandalized, then finding out that your dad 

isn't as well as he should be.  I certainly hope that changes.  But I wonder what's next for you, 

my friend." 

     Keeping pace with the older man's brisk step and wrapping his jacket a little closer to shield 

himself from the chilly breeze, Babson says, "I'm beginning to wonder that myself, Mr. Nichols.  

I'm really starting to wonder about that myself." 
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     The judge has made his decision, and the decision stands:  Henry must serve two weeks in the 

county jail.  It would perhaps be more, only he has no previous public record of vandalism 

(though Babson could tell a tale or two of fraternity days which would set the judge's ears back; 

somehow, the ones who rented rooms in the fraternity had to prove that they were just as bad as 

the rest).  It was, however, significant to the court that Henry had not only destroyed a major part 

of his former friend's living area, but had moreover nearly ruined his oboe, a means of making a 

living.  This made an impression, and the accompanying penalties which went along with the jail 

sentence, as Babson was assured by the lawyer, were the stiffest which he could hope for Henry 

to get, given that he had loaned Henry his keys. 

     Henry at first kept playing with words concerning the actual confession of having done more 

than just return the keys and leave.  Luckily for Babson, this annoyed the judge so much that he 

pressed the point with Henry's expensive but much distraught lawyer about his client's attempts 

to bait the court, and finally and incredibly Henry more or less stuck his tongue out at the judge, 

metaphorically speaking, by piecing together an obviously insincere and mocking apology for 

both the vandalism and the freshness.  This seemed to Babson a totally foolish flame-out into 

self-destruction, but he was delighted with the final consequences:  Henry, in addition to his jail 

time (for vandalism and contempt of court), must pay a $2000 fine.  He must undergo informal 

probation, make Babson full restitution for damages (Babson is already planning privately to 

redecorate in style), and perform one hundred hours of community service.  Furthermore, the 

judge has stipulated that this community service be believably connected with Henry's erstwhile 

profession of editing, which as he points out is what Henry should've been doing instead of 

instigating trouble.  He has suggested working as a teacher's aide in an English classroom, 

editing students' papers.  Or perhaps, he suggests, Henry might like to offer free tutoring in 
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English to some needy university students.  All in all, Henry is bitter and unrepentant, and 

Babson is in general gratified at the legal outcome. 

     Sally goes beyond being gratified:  when she isn't feeling apprehensive about the discovery of 

her and Grayce's role in getting Henry fired, she is downright jubilant.  It has been necessary for 

her Uncle Peter—into whose bemused ears the whole tale was poured by Sally herself, Grayce, 

Babson, and Jo—to remind her once again that this is not a childhood game of The Agent of 

Justice, their youthful invented superhero.  They cannot know the entire picture which Henry's 

life bodies forth, and therefore can't be certain that their measures were fair and just.  Grayce 

listens thoughtfully, and in the main agrees with Peter Fitterley, but says she doesn't care if she's 

totally fair or not:  approximate measures will suit her just fine.  Peter smiles at her and says, 

"That's a position of cynical maturity, Grayce.  We have to manage these younger folks 

somehow with better ethical measures than what we ourselves might come up with."  Babson 

hoots at this, but he stops and quiets down at a warning glance from his mother, who thoroughly 

approves of the solutions the others enacted, but who doesn't want him to disrespect his father. 

     The room becomes silent.  The silence is not allowed to become awkward, however, because 

Peter Fitterley abruptly—and somewhat unpredictably, these days—remembers what the 

situation partially reminds him of.  He glances over at Malory, and says, "I think the children 

have forgotten about A-tilla-talla-toe."  Malory draws a breath and rolls her eyes, but pats his 

arm all the same. 

     Lexi, who has been sitting rather quietly, a bit envious of the others who have all assisted in 

Henry's downfall, happily says to Grayce, "Oh good, a story.  Uncle Peter, tell the one about how 

A-tilla-talla-toe outwits the red fox." 

     "No, the one about A-tilla-talla-toe and how he rescues the bushbaby," says Sally. 
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     Babson pipes up with "I don't know if that's a genuine one or not.  I thought a bushbaby was 

Australian, and A-tilla-talla-toe is supposed to be an African gray parrot." 

     Peter smiles at his son and says, "Well, I'm not above making up tales; I had to invent a lot of 

stories for you children to suit the occasion, rhetorically speaking.  But I do assure you, that one's 

genuine, and a bushbaby is an African animal."   He pauses as they all look at him expectantly.  

"No, the one I thought of telling you today reminds me in certain of its aspects of the attitudes 

and events you describe with Henry Murray.  Not that I expect you to see that right away, but I 

think you may see my point a little later.  Maybe when you're my age, and have spent a lot of 

time turning things around in your mind." 

     Always inclined to the pragmatic when it involves a form of play, Sally asks, "Well, if you're 

not going to tell the ones we like best, what are you going to tell us?" 

     "One that you're old enough to hear now.  Well, I mean, there are certain folk tales that 

children in our culture are not routinely told.  This one is about A-tilla-talla-toe's friendship and 

ensuing warfare with Bondo, the African chieftain." 

     Lexi shrugs.  "Oh, we've heard about Bondo.  Isn't that the one whose wives sewed glass 

beads into the sky to make the stars?" 

     Peter laughed and said, "Yes, but this one concerns Bondo's first wife, Sica, the one who 

rubbed his heels with magic bean paste to make him fleet, and who anointed his head with water 

from an enchanted fountain to make him wise." 

     "I thought his first wife was named Bonda, kind of like him," remarks Babson. 

     "No," corrects Peter patiently.  "That was his second first wife, after Sica left him to go with 

A-tilla-talla-toe.  Bonda's the one I told you children about when you were small.  Two different 



 222

cycles of tales.  It's a little like Adam and Lilith and their relationship, followed by Adam and 

Eve." 

     "Well, I'm always ready and willing to hear about a woman who's like Lilith," says Grayce.  

"She's more interesting and powerful than Eve anyway." 

     "Well, that's a matter of opinion, though you may be right," remarks Peter.  "In this case, 

however, Sica (the Lilith-like one) makes her husband Bondo powerful, and then leaves him, 

after being persuaded away by A-tilla-talla-toe." 

     "I see," says Sally.  "You kept it 'clean' for us kids.  Well, so are you going to tell us or not?" 

     "If I can speak without interruption, I will," answers Peter, happy that he can still occupy their 

attention the way he did years ago.  "'It wasn't long ago (though it was still a long time for some 

of the forest folk, who are young compared to us) that A-tilla-talla-toe sat high on a branch above 

the clearing, sharpening his beak on a branch, whistling, and watching what was going on below 

him at his friend Bondo's dwelling.  Bondo was a jovial, laughing warrior who liked to fight and 

drink, tell stories and make fun of his friends, not all of whom took it in good part.  Bondo had 

just taken a wife named Sica, who was known far and wide for her mastery of spells and magic, 

and A-tilla-talla-toe had taken a shine to her.  In fact, if the truth were known, A-tilla-talla-toe sat 

watching Sica grind the grain for bread and plotting how he could obtain such a wife for himself.  

He turned his little head to one side and then the other, his bright eyes shining as he considered.  

Well, he knew that Sica herself was a prize beyond counting, and though he thought and thought, 

he couldn't think of any other to compare with her.  Just then, Sica heard his friendly whistling, 

which had become brighter and cheerier as he cogitated privately, and she looked up at him and 

smiled.  Her smile was like the sun, and her dark eyes were like the darkling clouds over the 

moon, through which her spirit shone.  A-tilla-talla-toe, being the trickster he was, on the spot 
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decided that he would obtain no other bride but Sica herself, though he knew he was going to 

have to deceive both Bondo and her in order to do so.  He laid his plans carefully. 

     The next time Bondo and A-tilla-talla-toe were hunting together for the red fox's lair, A-tilla-

tilla-toe laid down his bow and arrow, and fetched a great, sad sigh.  "What's wrong with you, 

my friend?" inquired his friend Bondo, unhappy that his friend should be sad.  "Oh, I have no 

one to bear me company, no wife at home like you have."  Bondo laughed his mighty laugh.  

"Oh, well, if that's all, I'm sure there are plenty of females round about who would be happy to 

share your tree.  Come along, we've a fox to catch."  They went a few paces, and A-tilla-talla-toe 

sighed again.  "What's wrong now?" asked Bondo, concerned but not glad to have his hunting 

interrupted.  "I don't have your skill with words," replied Atilla-talla-toe.  "However shall I make 

a female listen to my courting talk?  All I have are borrowed words."  And this was true enough, 

because everything Atilla-talla-toe knew how to say, though that was a vast lot, was borrowed 

from somewhere else.  "Well," said Bondo obligingly, "I suppose I could tell you myself what to 

say.  Only, of course you have to suit it to a particular female.  Is there someone who especially 

takes your fancy?"  Cleverly, and because all lies really come from somewhere else, like the rest 

of the gray parrot's words, A-tilla-talla-toe responded, "Alas!  I am in love with the wife of the 

red fox, and until I have her, I won't be able to rest at night.  Do tell me what to say, Bondo!"  

"Are you sure the wife of the red fox will suit you?"  "Ah, yes, she's the one I must have!"  

Atilla-talla-toe answered fervently.  "Well, she'll certainly ruffle your feathers up for you," 

remarked Bondo.  But having offered his help, he had to consider now what his friend was to 

say.  The more he pondered, the more he grew silent, until Atilla-talla-toe asked, "Why are you 

having such difficulty, my friend?  I have always thought you wise beyond other men."  

"Well…it's just that I have never courted any woman but my Sica.  I don't really know what the 
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red fox's wife wants to hear."  "Oh, that's no problem," answered A-tilla-talla-toe.  "Just tell me 

what you told your Sica.  After all, one woman is much like another in some ways."  At first, 

Bondo was loathe to share his and his wife's secrets, but as A-tilla-talla-toe kept repeatedly 

praising Bondo and his knowledge of women, Bondo felt more and more like ruffling and 

preening his own feathers a bit.  Finally, he told the gray parrot what he had said to his wife Sica, 

which proved unfortunate for him, because they were magic words given him by a sage to ensure 

Sica's agreement to the marriage.  "But what will you do about the red fox?  He won't let you just 

take his wife away from him," said Bondo, deceived by A-tilla-talla-toe's tale of sorrow.  "In all 

likelihood, my friend, he will be dead soon," laughed the parrot, and this in fact proved to be the 

case, for they shot the red fox that very day, and Bondo took his hide back home to Sica.  She 

applauded them both for their hunting skill, and A-tilla-talla-toe told himself that her eyes shown 

especially for him.  The next day, while Bondo was away with the village elders seeking a new 

watering hole, the gray parrot began his campaign of flattery and praise against Sica.  She 

listened, and listened, and laughed and giggled at his adulation, but not until he spoke the magic 

words did she start to listen in earnest.  When Bondo came home that evening, there was no Sica 

outside his door.  There was no fire, either, and no dinner cooked for him, and he was very 

hungry, because he had journeyed miles and miles.  He looked up at the tree above the clearing 

to where he expected to see his friend Atilla-talla-toe, perhaps with the wife of the red fox 

already asleep at the foot of the tree, but there was only silence.  Not being a stupid man, though 

he had been blinded and made a fool of by the trickster parrot's cunning, Bondo first chopped 

down the tree which had been Atilla-talla-toe's home, to make sure the former friend would 

never have a home again anywhere near the village.  Then, he gathered up his bow and arrows 

and a knife and sought out the runaways, tracking them in the forest as he knew well how to do.  
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Knowing how cunning Atilla-talla-toe was, the village elders had threatened Bondo with 

punishment for destroying the tree, fearing that the parrot would bring down the wrath of the 

forest on the little village, but this didn't stop the mighty hunter.  He pursued Sica and Atilla-

talla-toe for a long time; they journeyed at night, by the light of the moon, which comes out 

dimly in early evening like Sica's smile hidden behind the parrot's feathers.  Bondo tracked them 

in the daylight, like the strong sun beating down on the earth beneath.  But every night when the 

moon didn't shine, the lovers lost time, and every day Bondo got a little closer, travelling even in 

bad weather.  Finally, he caught up with them.  First, he slew Sica, after stealing the charms she 

wore round her neck, then he started to pursue Atilla-talla-toe.  But the parrot was just that little 

bit too quick for him, and took flight into the sky.  Placing Sica's charms around his neck for 

their magic, Bondo took hold of the end of the parrot's tail, and they are in the sky still, with 

Atilla-talla-toe flying away and Bondo striving to catch up with him; the seasons revolve as first 

one then the other makes headway.'"  Peter falls silent.  The others digest this tale for a moment, 

then all start to talk at once. 

     The question which finally emerges as supreme is Babson's, somewhat indignantly delivered. 

"A very good story, Dad, but still, what does it have to do with my—with our—situation?" 

     "Why don't you tell me?" proposes Peter Fitterley, at his pedagogic best.  But after a few 

starts and stops, the younger members of the group all insist on hermeneutics, while Grayce 

smiles back at him without comment, and Malory pinches his arm in revenge for something, he 

can't think exactly what.  "All right," he says, "all right.  Well, taking Henry's point of view for 

the moment, he's Bondo, the hero who likes to party and joke about other people, and drink, and 

so forth.  That tallies pretty much with what I've heard of him anyway."  They groan.  "And Jo is 
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Sica, in a rough sort of way, because in some moments playwrighting is like magic, the use of 

spells, magic words, and so forth." 

     "In what sense is Jo Henry's wife?"  Babson is annoyed. 

     "I'm coming to that.  Apparently, psychologically speaking, Henry doesn't let go of his former 

loves; he just expects them to be somehow there for him in the back of his mind after he lets 

them go, free of other involvement.  And he does mind quite seriously, as far as I can see, that 

Babson and Jo are together.  He destroyed Babson's 'tree'—" Peter puts quotation marks around 

the word with his fingers in the air—"for example.  The village elders who threaten him with 

punishment are played by the judge, who fears the revenge of the forest upon the village, or 

disorder.   Punishment is in fact what Babson has achieved by taking Henry to court."  He looks 

at them, but Babson is still scowling at him. 

      "Dad," he says, "I think your story has a few parallels missing.  How am I a senseless parrot, 

just repeating to women what Henry tells me, and who is the wife of the red fox, about whom I 

supposedly lied?"  He folds his arms across his chest and sticks his chin out a little, not really as 

defiant as he looks, but challenging his father's interpretation nevertheless. 

      "Remember that we're looking at this from Henry's probable viewpoint for the moment.  You 

have said that he was always telling you what to say and do with women.  Even if you don't like 

his advice, or didn't follow through with it, from his point of view, you took his 'wife'—" again 

Peter makes the quotation marks around the word—"by doing what he told you to do with a 

woman, as he may think.  He certainly doesn't know the actual details of your second courtship 

of Jo, does he?"  Babson shakes his head.  "Therefore, he's free to assume what he chooses.  And 

he probably flatters himself, as we all do from time to time."  He stops, then starts again.  "The 

wife of the red fox.  Well, I think this ideal, 'the perfect woman' that you, Henry, and Sally went 
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out looking for a few times, is sort of the wife of the red fox.  A controversial and unlikely 

pairing, whether in terms of the tale or in terms of real life.  I mean, a fox's wife is likely to be 

another fox, and in terms of the tale, she would simply devour the parrot if she got a hold of him.  

And in real life, there's no such thing as a perfect woman, or a perfect person of any kind.  

Excepting just the kind who happens to suit you as you are, imperfect.  A perfect partner would 

make short work of any of us, really and truly."  But he looks over at Malory and returns her 

pinch, very gently, on the top of her hand. 

     "And are you trying to say that you think that Jo and I are going to be pursued by Henry 

forever, with him always trying to get revenge for what was his own stupidity?"  Babson is still 

insisting on a thorough explanation. 

     Softly, Malory interposes, "Well, he probably thought at least that he settled Jo's hash or 

'killed' her, with that interview with Mr. Webster.  As to the pair of you, represented by you, 

Babson, we have to hope that you travel in different circles.  From what you say, he wasn't really 

repentant in court." 

     "No, he wasn't, and that's part of what got him in further trouble.  But he and Jo do sort of 

travel in the same circles, literary ones at least.  What's to prevent him from continuing his 

harassment, if what you say is true?  I don't want to have him hanging on our 'tail feathers' 

forever," Babson laughs shortly, but he looks a little angry. 

     "Well," contributes Grayce, who has been mostly silent and considering, "You did put 

yourself in the position of the trickster, first by knocking Henry on his backside, then by making 

a public fool of him; we all did that last thing, for that matter.  He doesn't know about me and 

Sally being involved in the plot, but that doesn't change our involvement.  So maybe what Peter 

is saying is that you're—what's his name?—" 
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     "A-tilla-talla-toe," the three cousins answer in a chorus. 

     "—Yes, that you're A-tilla-talla-toe situationally; you've assumed the role onstage of the 

trickster, and with the role come certain liabilities.  Let's hope not.  I'm just stating the point for 

argument's sake."  She looks across at Peter, and he nods back and smoothes a wrinkle from his 

pants leg.  "After all, though, we're all in it with you now." 

     Jo, who has refrained from individual comment, asks of the room in general, "Is that the way 

everyone feels?"  They all look at each other uncertainly, not sure why she's asking.  Of course 

they support her and Babson in their struggle against Henry.  After all, they too have their 

situational roles to play.  Besides, there's love to be considered, and all things taken together,  

they love the hapless musician and fledgling playwright, love them singly but especially as a 

couple, now that other conflicts have been put to rest.  She glances at Babson, and says, 

questioningly, "Strick?" 

     At the sound of his new but infrequently used nickname, Babson looks at her intently, then 

fathoms her unspoken query.  "Yeah, sure, go ahead and tell them.  Now's as good a time as 

any."  He, though, lacks his father's air of comfort with new and unusual situations.  He moves a 

little restlessly. 

     "Well," Jo continues her address to them all, "Strick—Babson—is going to move in with me 

as soon as he's lived in his apartment long enough for the repairs to be made.  That's a favor to 

his landlord, who's nervous that the repairs won't be made unless Babson's on the premises.  And 

then—" she draws a deep breath—"we're going to go to Paris for a few weeks, to meet up with 

my mother, who's never met Babson, and my stepfather, Raimond.  But just for a few weeks," 

she says reassuringly to Peter and Malory, as if they might think she's planning to kidnap 

Babson. 
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      Malory is the first to speak.  "How wonderful!  Jo, Babson, that's marvelous news!"  

Everyone else joins in then in a chorus of congratulations and questions, and for the rest of the 

evening, until the guests all leave, the spirit of youth seeking youth prevails, even amongst those 

older ones like Grayce and Babson's parents, who feel a rejuvenation of their own adventurous 

spirits.  They laugh and make too much noise for the neighbors, and listen to a few more of 

Peter's stories, less pertinent ones this time, and finally it is time for them all to go.  Except for 

Peter and Malory. 

     As they sit alone in their retirement condo after the younger people have all gone home on the 

trails of their respective adventures, Peter says, "You know, Malory, for the longest time, I was 

afraid that our Babson was only going to find Sally at the end of all his searching, and she him.  

They used to spend so much time together that I wondered if either of them would ever grow up 

and make a household.  Now here we have Babson and Jo settling in together, and Sally has 

found Grayce to make her happy.  Our job is nearly done," he ends a little sadly.  Malory sees 

that his eyes are unaccustomedly bright with moisture, and she leans over and kisses his cheek. 

      "You can't have one thing without the other, you know, Peter.  After all, part of the reason 

that Babson is happy today is because for so long Sally was the perfect woman for him.  She 

educated him just as much as we did, and he her.  We old people aren't the only ones who teach 

the young; they learn from each other, too." 

     "I know that," Peter's voice is husky; he's ashamed of nearly crying.  But all of a sudden, he 

does feel old and out of the picture.  And he has another test tomorrow, this time a dental 

appointment.  A sigh.  A smile.  Then he says, trying to accept that his role as a graybeard is 

permanent now, "Well, I guess I've learned from and taught you too, my dear.  I hope that we 

have many more years together to argue about what it all means." 
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     And Malory laughs and tosses her head, just as she used to when she was young. 




