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Though all of these stories but one were written in the prolific, painful, and uproarious years of
my life from 1978-1980 (the exception was "A Matter of Chance," which was written in 1989),
they have never before seen the light of day in print, though they have had some private
readers. In 1989, I copyrighted them by common law copyright with the United States Post
Office, and set them aside, to go on with other work. Nevertheless, I feel that even complete
with the few anachronisms the stories sport resulting from changes in our personal lives due to
technology and other advances (not all of which we can rejoice in), the stories are still worth
sharing with what I hope is a tolerant public, and still speak to some ability with the English
language I can boast, though my style has so largely changed since then. I hope my readers will
agree.
To some of the stories, I have added explanatory notes, and others stand alone to explain
themselves, completed only by their titles. I meant them all to be serious endeavors at the
short story form in all its variety, whether of conventional or experimental nature, and only beg
indulgence for having held them back for so long, when otherwise they might've supplied a
valid link between the poems and the novels I've written before and since. I hope my readers
will enjoy them and find something both welcoming and thoughtful in these little essays at
composition and perspective, and will ponder the wide variety of human beings and their
characteristics which are I hope shown to at least some degree in these stories. Thank you for
reading.
Victoria (Leigh) Bennett

iii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
The Speed at the Moment of Impact

5

The Love-Feast

32

A Fixed Point

44

The Pen of the Gardener

55

Night Parties

58

A Letter to Samuel (In Two Voices)

66

A Matter of Chance

71

Minus

97

Sympathy and Centripetal Force

102

iv

The Speed at the Moment of Impact
Author's Note, 2013—When a close friend of the time came up with a title in which a tea garden
was involved, the spirit of imitation provoked me into playing a riff of my own on the subject of
tea, tea gardens, and quick life changes.
On Monday, Eldridge took his aunt to the tea garden. It was a garden where tea was served,
though it was an entirely fanciful departure from the Japanese original. In the bottom of the
garden was an open square space, and the floor was red brick. A modern white table bearing
jams, jellies, and portable heating units posed prettily on its one leg in the center of the floor.
The rest of the garden was tiered in ever higher squares which radiated up from the center. On
every level, there were four tables to a side, hidden from one another by massive, though neat,
vegetation. Each level was also visually protected from the next level by huge flowering shrubs;
four paths led up at the corners of the room, and would occasionally disclose a waiter, or a
customer leaving.
Eldridge had misgivings. Any place so entirely out of the ordinary was not what he would
have chosen. His object was to reassure his aunt as to his basic dependability, wherein nothing
erratic, erotic, exotic, or terribly expensive would find its place. His aunt, on the other hand,
didn't seem to be abandoning hope of him, and was even looking around expectantly. He guided
her toward a table which her eyes had chosen, and tried to get his bearings.
He looked up. The four-part kitchen was on the highest tier, between the four exits, one to a
side, where the cashiers were situated. Just above the kitchen windows, out of which the cooks
could look down on the guests, the ceiling rose to an expanse of greenhouse roof, carved from
glass. Eldridge felt he didn't care for the ceiling, but the four-sided symmetry pleased him, and
so he settled into his chair and turned his attention inward.
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There was much to occupy him there. He knew he had something to defend, and was often
burdened by a sudden influx of ideas on the subject, which he felt compelled to keep private; his
was a secretive nature. But every night in his imagination he fended off people he knew, people
he'd only heard of, and people he passed on the street. The method of his defense was most often
rational, knowing argument, though sometimes his appeals to the emotions made moving
oratory. Walking, standing, working, relaxing, a part of his mind was always occupied with
scenes of his justifying himself to someone. The subject of his defense changed from day to day,
and yet he knew that all the pitched battles were part of one large, ultimate war. He wasn't
certain as to what ideas his mother, father, or aunt might have about him, but he felt it was best
to subdue them, to make vague promises and undirected threats. If only he could thoroughly
silence any opposition, he would at last have the space he needed to maneuver in. Accordingly,
he found himself at the Versailles Tea Garden, Private Tea Parties 2-12 persons, by Group
Invitation Only. He had no idea how to begin, and he glanced at his aunt, hoping to find a clue.
She seemed slightly disturbed because she couldn't see through the foliage, whereas Eldridge
was annoyed by the fragments of conversation that drifted through even the densest leafy
partitions. Angrily, he stared at his shoes, hating himself, resenting his aunt, and disliking the
prospect of tea.
A peculiar noise caught his attention. His aunt was nodding her head and humming in
disharmony to the soft, unobtrusive musical sounds that floated through the tea garden. Her eyes
dilated and lost their focus, and Eldridge sighed. Unbidden memories intruded upon him
momentarily. He thought about Barbara Madison, his high school sweetheart whom he'd left for
college, and Penelope Austen, his college lover who'd left him to live with a washing machine
attendant.
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Two waiters came and went, chatting about Piero della Francesca, and a deep depression, like
a black snow, descended on Eldridge, impeding motion as well as thought. He felt like a lump;
he was a lump. Feebly, his mind searched for an outside interest, so he told his aunt about seeing
the tea garden advertisements on the street.
In moments when he'd felt more himself, the posters' pristine quality had indeed attracted
him. No "Adventurous about your cuisine?" or "For truly elegant…." The advertisement said
only:
Versailles Tea Garden
Private Tea Parties
2-12 Persons
By Group Invitation Only
Apply at 209 Walther St.,
2 weeks in advance
Confirmations will be
Mailed
Some of the posters were printed on dove-gray paper and others on pale pink, and the general
atmosphere appealed to Eldridge's sense of decorum. He was standing thoughtfully by one of
the posters when he noticed a short, thin, wizened woman vigorously stapling at the billboard
plank half a block to his right. Out of curiosity he meandered by, just as she was putting the last
staple in a dove-gray poster. Before he could lose interest and continue past the billboard, she
whipped around, fixed a pair of beady black eyes on him, and stood irresolutely, staring. He
stared back, and immediately her face cracked into a gap-toothed grin; she extended one arthritic
paw to him.
"D'ya want an invitation?" she croaked, when he'd duly touched her palm. "For the last few
months I've been passing out a few complimentaries to everyone I run into (who looks decent),
just to get things started. How about it?" She cuffed Eldridge's arm familiarly. He smiled and
nodded; but she wasn't at all like anyone he'd ever met.
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She was wearing tight denim jeans and a floral shirt; a straw sunbonnet with red silk ribbons
dangled down her back. Her mouth was little and pursed, her eyes snapped, and her frizzy hair
stood straight out from her head in all directions, in streaks of gray and brassy yellow.
"Who are you?" Eldridge asked.
"I own the tea garden," she answered indirectly. "My niece is the manager."
Did she drink tea? Eldridge wondered, as she took his information and busied herself with
filling out his application.
"You'll get your invitation in the mail," she looked up, "so come when it says to, and mind,
don't be late." She grinned again, grabbed his hand and shook it, then lurched and scurried down
the street like a water rat. Eldridge watched bemusedly, but she never once looked back.
His aunt's attentive and confused face hung in the air before him. She'd heard his lengthy
description of the street, the posters, and the woman, and sensed the absence of a punch line or
moral. Frantically, Eldridge rummaged in his mind's attic for ways to keep the tale alive, all the
while inwardly reflecting.
His aunt was very thin, yet for years Eldridge had seen her as a huge and portly woman with a
false, discontented face, as stately as an old Bentley or a grand piano. She should be portly; she
wasn't at all a thin woman inside; she would be portly in time, Eldridge knew. He almost wished
that she might read his mail or listen to his phone conversations; at least her distinction would be
proven false, and he would know about her. She hadn't even badgered him to bring her to the tea
garden, that'd been his own idea. In fact, when he'd told her about the tea garden as a
preliminary to inviting her there, she'd amiably suggested that he take his friends, turned back to
the fireplace, and leaned forward out of the deep armchair to warm her hands. Did she mean to
frustrate his attempts to know what she was like?
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He wasn't sure why it was important to him to try, but now that he stood on the threshold of
adulthood, it was as though he'd never been and grown but had blinked abruptly into existence.
Even stranger was that his aunt and the rest of his family seemed to have just appeared as well,
presented for his scrutiny.
The polite laughter of women inebriated by their own inner hysteria made Eldridge remember
where he was. He'd heard so many women laugh that way, and had embellished the value and
meaning of their underlying panic to such a degree that it tortured him, and he ran from the
sound whenever it was practically possible. Surely the management would hasten to eliminate
the noise, for the emphasis here was on privacy and quality. It wasn't that the near-silence was
so enticing, but that Eldridge preferred consistency. A moment later, he noticed a waiter
hurrying smoothly toward the sound, disappearing behind some foliage. Soon the muted clatter
told him that the waiter was making tactful enquiries about whether there was to be "anything
else." Eldridge felt vindicated and satisfied with himself, until a swift glance at his aunt told him
that she was reading his face, if not his mind. He rearranged his features, lack of generosity not
being a trait he wished to have ascribed to him.
With delight, however, he felt the long-awaited intrusion of his aunt, and the desired
resistance mounting in him to meet it. Finally, she was going to give him cause to break away,
she was going to put a face and form to the external pressure he'd felt most of his life. Would
she speak harshly, or query him in a manner inappropriate to his maturity? He thought he knew
what every shade of expression meant. But the motion of her facial muscles slowed, and he
knew it would be only gentle reproach, and then he knew it would be nothing at all. She flushed
ever so delicately and looked away. Eldridge's eyes glittered, then dulled as a waiter approached.
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First, she would speak with the waiter in her well-bred manner, then she would play with the
spoons, the napkin, and the menu until the waiter returned; another chance to confront one of the
puzzles in his life would be lost. But it was impossible to be rude or hostile to her. The only
time he'd ever been rude, she'd smiled into the distance as though he were a thought of hers,
about which she had an agreement with the future, and a particularly strange thought at that.
There was exactly that distance between them that kept him from speaking as harshly as he
would've to his mother, or as frankly as to a friend.
Eldridge's father and mother were in Africa. His father was a guy-rope specialist for a British
safari vacation firm. Eldridge's aunt casually managed the "business side" of an American
subsidiary. His brother now owned a branch of the subsidiary, and his two sisters taught
languages at the university night classes. Bertha, the elder, taught Yugoslavian, and Madeline,
the younger, taught German. Eldridge, soon to be in his third year at the city university, was
unsettled by his family's vocationalism. In a manner mysterious to him, every member of his
family felt some necessity to do what he or she did. No mere slipping into this or that job, no
drifting, no indecision. Eldridge kept this fact docketed away in the back of his mind. Every
now and then, he would pull it out and inspect it, like an overdue bill; then he'd put it back into
the mental drawer where his left-over ambitions were crammed like recipe cards.
His family's outward patience with him seemed to be asking him to please define himself,
they were waiting. He was having enough trouble defining them to his own satisfaction;
previous attempts to be something had ended in confusion and disappointment, so Eldridge and
Eldridge's family were waiting for the happy time and bright thought to coincide.
Now he felt like he was onto something. He didn't know what it was, except that it'd started
on the day he saw the woman pinning up posters. In spite of the woman's appearance, Eldridge
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felt that it was necessary somehow for him to visit this tea garden of hers. Not even his
apprehensions as to what the tea garden would be like had kept him away; as it was, the tea
garden was neither what he'd feared nor what he'd hoped.
He wished that his aunt would take his invitation as evidence of something and hold off
judgement for a while. He was half-afraid, however, that she was taking this not as his I.O.U.,
but as the beginning of a payment in full. She was waiting for him to pull the rabbit out of the
hat, with the Versailles Tea Garden as his stage.
But then, maybe it was. Eldridge had never lost faith in the wise, wide sea of the
subconscious from which impulses and spontaneous actions, like dead fish, washed up on the
shore of day-to-day life. Perhaps he knew something he didn't know that he knew. Perhaps as
an actor on this stage, all he had to do was remember the blocking, and from somewhere, from
the subconscious, maybe, his lines would sweep over him, and then other actors would roll onto
the stage.
Accordingly, Eldridge's expectations were as measureless as his aunt's, and as undefined. He
too toyed with the spoons and picked at the edge of the menu, until her blurry-eyed stare into the
far-away sharpened, and he realized that the small noise irritated her. He stopped and she
seemed not to notice.
What was she thinking? She'd always been an ordinary surrogate during his parents'
absences, wiping his nose and telling him what not to do. For the last four months since his
parents' latest safari, his aunt had been silent and reflective. He believed that her meditative air
had to do with him. She worked and came home and had dinner with Eldridge and his sisters;
then she went out with friends or sat in her parlor in front of the fireplace, reading until bedtime.
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The parlor was her mind, to him. The carpet and the curtains were an old deep maroon
velvet, fading slowly and good-humoredly, and the Victorian floral print of the couches and
chairs exuded decorum, sin, and comfort, all at once. Trapped within dark walnut picture frames
for all time were images of birds and washed out landscapes, there for their own sake less than to
preserve the sanctity and vintage of the room. A delicate incense infused and informed with
pious subtlety all that was said or that happened in the parlor. Never mind that the furniture was
placed there at first for storage after his grandmother's funeral, and that his aunt had only
adjusted, by degrees, what already existed when she moved in with them. Or that she slept in a
small bare room, just off the parlor, whose large, square windows and thick walls caused it to
resemble a cell in a cloister. That was not the room of the aunt in Eldridge's mind. He could
only visualize her somewhere mid-way between the dark, Spanish end tables and the crockery
tea set. He often asked himself why the tea set was not made of silver or delicate china, as he
thought she must prefer, and resigned himself to the imperfect correspondences in the haphazard
existences constructed by others.
Just then the waiter brought their order: twenty or so little cakes on a plate, slices of peach
and pear, a bowl of lemon wedges, and a Wedgewood tea set. The steam from the teapot drifted
up into Eldridge's face and soaked into his skin as he leaned forward across the small table.
"'God sees us not as we see ourselves, nor as others see us, nor yet as we are, but as we would
be,'" intoned Eldridge silently. Or conversely, he thought, "'Whosoever thou may be, observe
this rule for thyself: Be what thou art, for it is a great shame and abasement for a man not to be
what he is and what he ought to be.'" Amen, he posited. So then he was already something, he
just didn't know what. Since early adolescence, he'd heard guidance counselors, ministers, wellmeaning uncles with full lives and soaring stocks, advisors, and the latest pop lyrics all attest to
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the fact that time, circumstances, luck, personal effort and talent would work upon the rough and
baggy outer clothing of the spirit and cause it to fall away. His self and his cheekbones would
become higher and more interesting, the light shining forth would make his motives obscure and
his skin transparent. Transfiguration was no mean accomplishment; but was he, Eldridge
wondered, embarking on one of his favorite speculations, like a diamond or a flower?
Under the right conditions, would he bloom as a matter of course, or was it more difficult?
Except to a specialist, a diamond in the rough was nothing: it was necessary for an expert to take
a hand in the process of definition, or the diamond was forever just a rock. Eldridge considered
this as his aunt poured the tea. He made small talk with her and she accepted the gesture
patiently, still waiting. How could he tell her that he too was waiting for the action to begin?
That he was waiting for his own lines, spoken by himself, to ring in his ears and startle him with
their comprehension of destiny?
Four blocks away, Brenda walked briskly, clicking her heels, imitating the fashionably
dressed woman half a block ahead of her. The woman was tall, and though she weaved in and
out of the crowd, Brenda never lost sight of the pale yellow summer hat she wore. Poised at a
smart angle, the hat bobbed delicately up and down; when the woman turned her head, Brenda
saw gold earrings flashing like signals in the sun. The chest and shoulders were held high, the
hips rotated with a fine precision, the head moved as the woman regarded coolly and blankly all
that was on a level with her eyes.
Brenda was also attractive; she had the acquisitive habit that makes some women perpetual
borrowers and experimenters until they find the series of mannerisms that completes them. A
few additions and deletions here and there, some new gestures taken up, some old customs worn
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through and discarded every year. She knew that people found the same habits and opinions
distinctive and forceful for only so long.
But she was late to the tea garden, and she picked up her pace for the next three blocks. As
she navigated the corner and sailed into the air-conditioned foyer, panic danced down her spine,
and she thought of locking herself in her office before anyone else could see or talk to her. Or
maybe today…she could always leave early. Call Rudi in to take her place. Disappear. She
kept pushing these thoughts into the back of her mind, hoping that the mental auditor would add
them differently and come up with something other than near spiritual bankruptcy. She'd
daydreamed about countries, continents, planes, boats, trains, but travelling required money and
a willingness to be made uncomfortable; at the moment, her bank account and her tolerance for
change were both low.
When she reached her office, she took off her shoes and wiggled her toes in the mint green
carpet. Pine wood, delicately tinted walls, paintings of the horizon, and a fake Manet. She
stimulated contemplation by putting her feet on the desk, leaning back, and trying to convince
herself that the ceiling was a stark white surface clean to receive the mural of her thoughts. The
ceiling too was tinted, as insidious as everything else. What if the walls had been flat white, the
wood simulated maple, and the lights glaring florescent? She sometimes thought such
straightforward villainy would have been the better choice for the manager's office.
She shut her eyes and tried to imagine what it would be like to sit in the tea garden as a
customer who paid to drink tea among trees and flowers and knew nothing of the care and
expense involved in their maintenance. Every morning before opening time at 10:55 the plants
were diligently searched for dead leaves or drooping flower heads. And every night, or during
bad storms, a thick protective metal roof slid over the glass roof to prevent damage. During the

14

winter and on nights when there had not been enough sunlight during the day, tall plant lamps
would burn over certain plants all night. And then there was the watering and feeding, and…she
sighed.
The tea garden was an unqualified success. Brenda's father had refused to invest any time or
money in her aunt's scheme, and even so, the venture had paid off. The Versailles Tea Garden
had established itself as a meeting place of quality which would, in all likelihood, continue at a
profit for fifty years or so, and then gradually decline, a failing business concern of grandeur
still, best known for those who congregated within its walls.
She glanced over the desk top. It was bare and neat, a few gratuitous memos stuck on the
paper bar, a letter to be answered held down by the paperweight. At 2:00 the mail would come,
and then the prospective customers would arrive from 2:30 until closing time at 7:00, to arrange
for their tea parties two weeks later. I am not responsible for this, she thought. Her aunt had
hired an accountant, a lawyer, a business advisor, and an assistant manager named Rudi. These
four talented specialists presented details, and Brenda made decisions. The decisions made
themselves, Brenda thought. It was simply that her aunt wanted to go back to her ranch in
Nevada for most of the year, and Brenda, just out of school, didn't want to go back to the ranch.
Her aunt's keen business sense put her ahead of the game financially; she could afford to bestow
largesse: she allowed her niece, who'd graduated in ethics and social thought, to become the
figurehead of one of her businesses, and to receive a fat salary. Which Brenda had been
squandering for two months now, instead of saving up for an escape. I'm too demoralized by the
stratification of moral responsibility which projects on the individual striving for collaterative
cooptional personal differentiation in the middle economic bracket, she thought, disposing of the
butt-ends of specialized verbiage by stringing them senselessly together.
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After a light tap on the door, a waiter entered with her lunch. Brenda swung her feet down
from the desk and straightened her skirt. She ate. When the waiter was gone and her lunch
finished, she locked the door, swiveled her chair around and looked out the picture window
behind her. The tea garden stood at the top of a hill above the rest of the city, which was flat.
The buildings squatted in ugly gray clumps before her; at intervals there was a glint of windows
all evenly spaced, or a building that had a spire, was taller or shorter than its fellows, made of
tinted glass or red brick. Beyond the farthest cluster of buildings she could see the whitish haze
that hung over the harbor. On cold days when other sounds were muted, or early in the
mornings, she could hear the harbor bell toll slow pilgriming notes that ended in a pure tenor.
She sighed, rubbing her feet back and forth in the polysynthetic luxury of the shag carpet, and
breathed deeply of the cool, re-circulated air. She removed her stockings and jacket, relaxed her
spine, and sank into her chair. Her alpha waves gave way to words and graphic images, then
resumed, alternately clearing and crowding the space where neurons fired spontaneously in the
interstellar darkness of the closed eyelid. Every taut muscle, every pain or constriction became
clear and definite, and the vague discontent of her body was replaced by specific demands. She
put the intercom on automatic, took off her clothes, lay down behind the desk, and fell asleep
under her chair.
Eldridge and his aunt were half-finished with their tea, and Eldridge was playing a game. In
the pauses of the conversation, between what he and his aunt said, he must silently count ten of
the dots on the tablecloth. If his aunt spoke before he finished, she won a point. If not, he won.
He also had to count ten before he answered anything she said. Thus far the score was Eldridge
fifteen—Aunt eleven.
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His aunt watched Eldridge as they spoke. When she asked him something, his eyes travelled
rapidly across the table, then he looked up at her and answered. His eyes returned to their
downcast position immediately. She felt as though she were talking to a computer, programmed
to answer after a pause to compute. Tot, tot, tot, tot, Eldridge's eyes went across the table.
Eldridge, what are you doing next year? Have you given any thought to.…tot, tot, tot, tot….in
the opposite direction….No, Aunt Mary….tot, tot, tot, tot….Have you heard from….now back to
the right again, tot, tot….What on earth was he doing? Eldridge answered abstractedly; the final
score was Eldridge fifty—Aunt twenty-two. At last he gave full attention to his defeated aunt,
who was wondering what to say next.
As it happened, she bit just then into a stale biscuit, and Eldridge recognized his cue; he
refused to be startled by its suddenness. Holding the biscuit on the saucer in an accusing
manner, Eldridge rose and marched toward the kitchen so officiously that three be-hatted garden
club women asked him for more tea, and two elderly gentlemen whispered to ask where the
men's room was. But Eldridge went on, unheeding, looking to neither the right nor the left,
saucer and biscuit held in plain view. When he reached the top level, he whisked past the
register attendants. He had no illusions that anything but a complaint to the manager would do
the trick. He looked for a walnut wood door with the neat white letters "Manager" at eye level.
As a matter of fact, it was pine wood with black lettering which read "Management."
Undaunted, Eldridge tapped lightly on the door, with visions of interrupting boardroom activities
and fiscal misdemeanor; there was no reply. Just then, a higher level functionary came by, and
seeing the plate in his hand, assumed that he'd been called for. She stepped up to the door,
unlocked it for him, and said, as if to a new employee, "Just leave it on the desk. She'll probably
be back in a few minutes," and went on. He waited for a moment, then walked in, finding a

17

naked woman behind the desk whose expression rivaled that of Reni's "Suzanne" and spoke
more of maidens swashbuckled than of Brooks Brothers pirates. Someone was coming down the
hall, and Eldridge shut the door quickly. He swallowed.
"This biscuit is hard," he said. "Too hard," he added, by way of elucidation.
Frozen, she examined the biscuit from a distance with all the careful respect that a wood
mouse accords a nearby adder.
"It's a Saxon-Dunbury biscuit," was her verdict. "It's supposed to be hard."
"Oh," Eldridge coughed, choked, patted his throat, then edged over to the desk and put the
saucer down with a clatter. Her body was rigidly still, but her neck was bent peculiarly, her head
perpendicular to the floor as she watched him. She looked absurd. As Eldridge gazed at her face
and body, the word "yoga" flitted through his mind, and he felt a glow of pride. How many of
his friends could have had the same thing happen to them? Success was slippery, eluding your
grasp until you definitely deserved all the good things coming to you, but every now and then
some angel spirit gave you a pat on the back to show you that you were headed in the right
direction. This was not only a pat, but a handshake and a cigar. Eldridge could almost imagine
that he heard a voice saying, "You're one of us now, m'boy." His vague, unfocused eyes
travelled toward the window.
He looked inoffensive standing there, and some frank impulse in Brenda told her to go ahead
and get up. She stood in front of him as though she were better dressed than he, Eldridge
thought. Brenda wasn't sure, but she suspected that her heretofore dreary existence was slipping
away; she liked standing naked in front of this clean, neatly-combed young man. There was
hope for him, she thought, noticing a slight untidiness around collar and cuffs, and his general air
of being an intellectual tv repairman in a congressman's clothes. She stepped behind her desk
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and sat down, the leather making a satisfactory smacking sound against her bare fanny. She
kicked her clothes into a pile, then waved him to the chair on the other side of the desk.
"Have a seat," she said. "Can I get you a drink?"
"Yes," Eldridge said, wonderingly, agreeing more for the pleasure of watching her assured
stride across the room than because he wanted the drink. Her step was spring and vital, and he
was aware of staring at her breasts as she strode across the room toward him with an ice-filled
glass. Not even knowing what the stuff was, he took a big gulp and closed his eyes. Tears
squeezed against his eyelids, and his throat did the fandango, but he thought, "This is living!"
Brenda thought so too, but she was in the position of hostess and had to think of what to do
next. Seducing or being seduced was out of the question, it would ruin the spirit of the thing.
"Well…" Brenda begin. "Well, why don't you make yourself more comfortable—you could,
if you wanted to, I mean, take them off," she told her feet, then looked at Eldridge.
Eldridge had just downed the last of the golden liquid from the tall, tall glass. He smiled at
her gratefully, and then paused, as if unsure of how to begin. It couldn't be done in the way he'd
done it every night of his life, this had to be different. So, he started with his left shoe instead of
his right shoe, but that didn't please him, it wasn't radical enough; after all, she had the
advantage, having been found stark naked in her office.
As he sat, shoe in hand, memories of childhood came to him, and he realized that he hadn't
always undressed himself in the way he did now. He used to take off his pants first and then his
shirt, until, when he was seven, his father had earnestly assured him that it was more
gentlemanly the other way around.
Eldridge grinned and reached for his fly. Brenda watched with interest as he dropped his
pants then corrected himself and hung them neatly across the back of his chair. When she saw
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his pale blue underwear, she knew that he would survive this experience after all. Blue
underwear, she cackled silently, blue underwear. He stepped out of those, and Brenda smiled
again. Well.
We're doing okay, Eldridge thought, as he removed his shirt and plopped back down in his
chair, looking at Brenda. Just to make double-sure, he swung his legs up and nonchalantly
crossed his ankles on the edge of the desk. It feels fine, really fine, to be sitting here, he thought.
He wondered briefly what nudist colonies had to offer, then discarded the idea; this was a oncein-a-lifetime experience.
It would be easy, Brenda thought, to seduce him; she sublimated the impulse. After all,, there
were always naked young men, but not this way, not like this; this was too good to waste on
mere sexuality. She wondered if this were spiritual perversion.
Meanwhile, Eldridge's self-confidence had grown immensely, and he got up to pour himself
another glass of whiskey. He didn't find it necessary to ask if she wanted one, because if she did,
she could damn well get it herself. He chuckled, and his cock rose and quivered expectantly,
respondent to exhilaration rather than excitement. Undisturbed, he sat down and leaned back,
feeling cosmic affinities with compasses.
Brenda felt that it was time to speak. She wanted to enjoy this more, and was relieved that
Eldridge'd poured his own whiskey; now they were on equal terms, but the experience mustn't
pall. Something philosophical, she thought.
"How do we really know anything?" was the surprising question that came out. She was as
instantly annoyed with herself as she would've been with anyone else who'd asked the same
thing.

20

"Well…we don't," Eldridge admitted, apparently accepting the question as legal tender. "But
we think we know, and we act the same as if we did, and it turns out the same. Or it turns out
differently. Or we have premonitions; I think I had one before I came in here. Or we just plain
don't know and wait to find out. Only sometimes, something in the way we wait makes things
happen, and then we understand what was going to happen all along." He figured that about
covered it.
"Yeah…well, what about being wrong? Aren't you ever wrong?"
Eldridge thought. "No," he said. "Well, yes," he said, "and no. That is, only when I really
don't want to know. If you really don't want to know, then you don't look as hard for the
truth….You know," he concluded.
"I suppose you're right," she conceded. "Only what if it's an unknowable kind of thing?"
Eldridge was getting bored. It had been fun, but he felt as though someone had made a
mistake that was going to drag them down.
"Then you can't know it," he replied irritably. Something else occurred to him suddenly.
"Say…can I have a job? Here, I mean."
Everything stopped. Brenda felt it stop. All the possibilities which she hadn't yet had time to
envision in their full glory ceased, on the instant, to be possibilities. He had reminded her of
where they were, frozen all the assets of the situation, she thought. Her mind travelled backward
and lingered on past events; warnings, omens, touchstones. She understood now that he was one
of those fidgety, frustrating young men who spent their lives agonizing about Life, so much so
that they made Life a malignant entity with distinguishable characteristics and mannerisms, a
restless ghost who paralyzed and poisoned the lives of anyone who took them or their fantasies
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seriously. Bewildered, indecisive; his face was so polite. Not at all like that of the angry young
man, popular in era after era.
The sympathy, motherliness, and protective instinct that Eldridge had provoked in her at first
changed. It was not the strong ones, the healthy, happy, yelling, thumping ones whose very
vigor excluded some measure of sensitivity, the degree of perceptiveness which was as natural to
Eldridge, she knew, as a sigh. It was the ones like him, some part of them still suffering a
miserable adolescence, whose inability to perceive pain as anything but their own personal
attendant, whose endearing and unconscious malignance made them more destructive than the
roistering and swaggering of ten armies of bluff-and-hearties who didn't philosophize. But
really, she thought, how ridiculous! Melodrama. This was a laughable, a perfectly inane
situation. A job. She didn't even know him. From out of nowhere….still he was the sort who
usually got along with Rudi. She glanced at him; he seemed comfortable. She needed the
change. She'd really been waiting for something to force her out…she could still draw thirty
percent of her salary for a while, and sell her car.
"As a matter of fact, I was just wondering if I should mention something like that to you," she
replied. He looked startled, and she was gratified to realize that she too could have secret
thoughts of which others knew only the outcome. She had rigorously inspected her own motives
for so long that it was a relief to discover that they were still a mystery to anyone else, even a
casual acquaintance. Strange, she thought suddenly; this is all very strange.
The door opened; it was Rudi. His jet hair and slightly protuberant black eyes shone at her
from the bland face of brown-ochre which hung above his white shirt collar. His eyes might
have been those of a cave dweller peering out holes in a sheer wall; caution was all. His face,
when he saw them, was as impassive as his eyes were expressive: disbelief, horror even, then
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slyness at what he thought he saw. Hesitation, as he realized that things looked very businesslike except for the two nude bodies: two drinks, Eldridge's feet crossed on the desk, the swivel
chairs as far apart as they were. Then his basic outlook on life reasserted itself. He nodded and
smirked urbanely, lowered his eyes to the carpet and prepared to shut the door.
It was now or never. "Oh, Rudi," Brenda stood up and smiled. Rudi looked up as though he'd
heard a voice from the grave. He stared at her crotch. He studied her face; he seemed to be
peeking coyly around the door, for he hadn't yet stepped back inside. He would've been happy,
he told himself, to oblige Brenda after hours, but he was the tiniest bit apprehensive that they
might want something "weird" with him; the deep-seated conservatism of his nature warred with
his state of randy bachelorhood and the two urges pulled him so equally that he remained
motionless, the doorway his fulcrum.
Brenda came over to him, delighted with her diminishing grasp on reality. She bent toward
Rudi and whispered, "It's okay; he is the representative of a peculiar Scottish religious
patriarchy. Conducting business in the nude signifies the frankness and honesty of their
intentions." She didn't much care whether he believed her or not.
Rudi gazed into her eyes, reading something written there; he regarded her breasts
thoughtfully, as though they were a plate of hors-d'oeuvres someone was holding out to him; he
leaned around her and stared at Eldridge, who hadn't heard, and who was sitting stiffly in his
chair, hoping to avoid whomever was behind him.
"He wants a job," Brenda said aloud.
Rudi blinked. "Here?" His imagination, stirred to the depths by the unbelievably palpable
stage setting of his fantasies, was nevertheless unable to comprehend the presence of an
additional character, and one who planned on staying a while. Here was Brenda, here were her
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breasts, her thighs, her warm body, already in an infinitely persuadable state; and there was the
carpet, the couch, on which…but there—his eyes went once again to Eldridge, who never
glanced back—there was someone else. Rudi stepped softly around Brenda, and went to stand
behind the desk in the place she'd vacated; he stared at Eldridge. He surveyed him intently, his
palms placed flat on the desk, fingers splayed, root-like, drawing sustenance from the wood
itself, and from the accoutrements of the business world scattered on the gleaming surface.
His arms in their slate-black cloth were stiff braces for his body, which leaned upon them,
bending forward at the waist inquisitorially. His white shirt was open at the throat, his vest
buttoned closely, fitting exactly. The mole to the left side of his upper lip was the only thing
besides his eyes which moved. Eldridge hastily covered his lap with his trousers. Rudi glanced
down; Eldridge's knees had no hair on them, and his wrists and knuckles were white as they
clutched the material closer. A blue-gray cloth. Rudi saw that the discarded shirt, and even the
underwear, were pale blue. He riveted his eyes on Eldridge's own pale blue ones, which looked
scared. They reminded him of the weeping eyes of a kitchen worker he'd had to dismiss for her
clumsiness; so nervous she'd jumped at a word, a sound. He'd wanted, then, to soothe her, to
touch her, to place his hands on her shoulders; maybe only a reprimand, if---he tried to make his
eyes friendlier. Eldridge's shoulders too were white, but not unmuscular; now they were
hunched forward, and to either side of his neck a smooth hollow was formed at the triangular
intersection of bone. It glowed softly on the inside, like a cup polished smooth. It would have
held water; to drink, water. Rudi wondered if a woman had ever touched him there, kissed him,
her mouth, her tongue….He looked at Eldridge's hair, corn-blond and curled tighter than the
fuzzy goldenrods that grew in the spare lot beside the tea garden. The hair on his chest too was
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so thick and pale that it seemed his chest glowed, or that light flickered across it when he moved
as he did now, shifting his weight uncomfortably.
Rudi's flinty eyes grew larger and more like night, no emotion in them smaller than
benevolence, opaque and placid. The mole moved up and down. Eldridge looked at the doublebreasted jacket and the vest, the formal snowiness of the lawn shirt, the trimness in evidence in
every aspect of Rudi's physicality, and thought that he would like to look like that. Rudi was
considering the possibility of a maitre d' with glossy bright curls, attired all in white, or perhaps
dove-gray, natty, cuffs edged with a darker gray. Not quite a uniform; just a graceful figure for
the customers to see. He wasn't even thirty-five himself, but….He contemplated Eldridge, whom
he saw was watching him and admiring his tonality, which had the force of one swift emphatic
sound or streak of night. Take him to Giacomo the tailor—who knows?
"What is your name?" he asked, smiling. His accent was slight. The Puritan splendor of his
face was profound and remained singularly unmoved by the strong sunlight which spilled over
one side of it from the window. By this time, Brenda was shrugging into her clothes, after
watching to see if Rudi and Eldridge were going to hit it off.
"This is Rudi Bacio, the assistant manager," she paused to say, one arm out of her blouse,
waving casually in Rudi's direction.
She was pleased to notice that Eldridge didn't even look at her, but grinned, finally, at Rudi,
and said,
"My name is Eldridge Forthworth."
"Eldridge Forthworth," Rudi repeated slowly, then smiled at the sound of his own voice
picking its way delicately among consonants as if they were so much street garbage. He stood
and watched Eldridge, whose eyes remained fixed on the edge of the desk. Brenda shut off the
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air conditioning and opened the window to let the sense of uncomfortable intimacy escape from
the room, and wondered again how this accident had happened, for she didn't have the same
belief in destiny that Eldridge had.
Five minutes later, when Rudi was looking out the window, Brenda having one last drink, and
Eldridge, with his shirt half-buttoned, putting one leg into his trousers, there came a timid tap at
the door. Eldridge slid into his pants with amazing alacrity while Rudi and Brenda pantomimed
back and forth with the result that Brenda approached the door and called out softly:
"I'm—it's—Excuse me, but I'm looking for my nephew, Eldridge Forthworth. Is he in there,
by any chance?"
Brenda opened the door and stood in the aperture. "Yes, as a matter of fact he is." She
glanced over her shoulder. "Won't you come in? You are—"
"Mrs. Bainbridge. Eldridge—?"
Eldridge stood up and put on a bilious grin which contained and revealed more of his
nakedness than his clothes and his nudity ever had; but his aunt was preoccupied with the half
hour she'd spent alone, first waiting then making polite enquiries, and didn't see. She drew
breath to ask for an explanation, but Brenda was quicker.
"Mrs. Bainbridge, I'm Brenda Mulcahey, I'm the manager, and this is Mr. Rudi Bacio, my
assistant manager. We've just been offering your nephew a job here."
"Oh…how nice! What sort of job, dear?" Frowning, she turned to Eldridge.
Rudi started to reply, figuring that since he had just given the matter some thought he might
as well speak up, but again Brenda spoke first.
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"Well, you see, I've decided to leave the city for a while—" she saw Rudi move—" and Rudi
will be the acting manager. Of course, he'll need an assistant, and after speaking with Eldridge,
we thought he would do very well."
She paused. Everyone relaxed a little, although Brenda didn't like to think of her aunt's
bewilderment and Rudi's questions, which were sure to come.
Eldridge's aunt hesitated, then glanced at her forlorn biscuit which Eldridge had brought in; it
was the only thing which offered no explanation.
"Given his appreciation of the many minute complications involved. I'm so glad that he
stopped in; otherwise we'd have missed the opportunity of offering him the job." She turned to
Eldridge. "You can start tomorrow morning, say at nine o'clock, for Rudi to start showing you
the ropes?"
Eldridge turned his ghastly smirk her way and nodded. They all saw it this time, and stood
staring at him. His face convulsed; he swallowed, then he said in a tight voice, "The only
problem is next fall, when term starts—"
"You're still in school? Oh well, you can work all that out with Rudi tomorrow, so we're all
settled. Thank you for stopping by." She shook his hand, his aunt's hand, and, following her
lead Rudi did the same then ushered them out the door. Mrs. Bainbridge had a long, grave face
that still appeared troubled as it disappeared through the door, no doubt because any thorough
interview that had taken place would have dealt with whether or not Eldridge was a student. But
that, Brenda thought, as Rudi stepped into the room again, is Eldridge's problem.
Since she was seated at her desk once more, Rudi folded himself into the chair opposite and
stared at her. "Brenda..." he began, then stopped.
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"For the first two months, I'm going to draw thirty per cent of my salary, like the contract
says. After that, you can have it re-written, or something, because I'm not coming back." She
felt the force of it as she said it, and couldn't understand how, suddenly, her life had become
groundless. She could do this; she had done it. The power of "fiat" was a confusing privilege.
No other thing she'd experienced in all her life had brought out the perversity in her nature like
this one day's meeting had. For a moment she felt like a victim of male closure. Was it
Eldridge's fault? Or was she so ready for a catalyst that the slightest change in daily routine
made things happen? Why had she taken off her clothes in the first place? She'd been
conspiring with two people for whom she had no natural affection, but conspiring against what?
For what? No, it was her own choice, after all.
Rudi was studying her face. It seemed to him that she was spinning through life at far too
high a speed, changing directions in swift and terrible ways, and he was shocked because the
thought had never occurred to him before. He couldn't imagine why, but knew that he didn't
want her anymore. Instead he felt fatherly, compassionate.
"Why did you do this?" Slightly amused, seriously troubled.
Her face was young and appealing, and the white and pink of it, tanned by the sun, looked
incapable of even wanting to be near the hard shale gray of her eyes. Her light auburn hair
curled wistfully in toward her face, caressing all but her stare into a soft, dreamy corner of some
work of art. An attendant nymph she might have been, if the variance in her entire look had not
been more intriguing still to some artist in his garret. Rudi wanted an explanation of that look
that dared, expressly dared him, to get in her way. And this from the childish, bored woman
who'd come to their business meetings, often late, agreeing to what they said without really
listening. Not even aware that her presence too served to protect her aunt's interests in matters at
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hand. On the rare occasions when she'd listened and contributed, out of boredom with
introspection, he supposed, her comments had been intelligent and well-considered. But her
aunt's unconscious tones when speaking of her niece were exasperated and pitying. Oh! there
would be no problem with her aunt, he thought. But for the first time he found himself curious
as to what was going to happen to Brenda.
"I just want to leave, Rudi," she said. "I'm tired of the tea garden. Seeing all those people
every day. It's stupid."
"You must do something," he answered gently. "Is there nothing at all to interest you,
Brenda? Or is everything out there—" he waved a hand toward the window—" equally boring?
She flushed and glared at him. "Well, I'll find out, won't I? In fact, if you'll take care of
customers today, I'm going to go out. Down to the harbor for a while, okay?" And without
waiting for him to answer, she got up and left.
Rudi sat thinking, smiling a little sadly. "Do not forget to feed the sea gulls," he said,
thinking that he knew what melancholiacs did in their spare time. And then he was relieved; the
tea garden would be so much easier to run without her to contend with, her pouting lip, her
petulant eye. Eldridge? Well, who could say what the connection was, but Eldridge's apparent
eagerness to please could be a positive quality. Rudi scratched his ear. He'd give him a week;
maybe he'd find out how all this happened. Two very dangerous people, in their way….
The first customer was tapping at the door to apply for a reservation, and Rudi straightened
his collar and got ready to begin the afternoon's work: they were, after all, selling exclusivity.
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*
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*

Six months later, Brenda sat in a rented car across the street from the tea garden. She'd stayed
with friends in New York, with relatives in Connecticut, and had been to an employment bureau
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in Tucson which had found nothing for her. She didn't want to live there anyway. But she'd
given up or given away all the boundaries of meaning and commitment which people keep neat
as fences around their lives, and she didn't know what to do. She was trying to decide whether or
not to go in, if she should try to get her job back, how much longer her money would last, when
Rudi and Eldridge stepped out of the tea garden together.
They looked different. Eldridge's face was relaxed and more mature. There was a natural
peace and gravity to his bearing which only made his light-hearted expression more graceful.
Funny that it would work out that way. The tea garden'd been nothing but a clutch at her guts
and a cause of silent rage. So otherworldly, such a foolish way of making money. She supposed
that it was Eldridge's first attempt at independence.
They stood at the corner bus stop, talking vigorously all the while. They were so obviously
alone together that they made a picture, a small quiet world on a busy corner. One a bit taller,
blond, dressed in pale gray, the other dark, in tones of sepia, grave, but smiling warmly at his
companion's sallies; both finely tailored and turned out like gentlemen.
And then it hit her that they didn't seem to know what was happening to them. She had
wondered, that first week, why Rudi gave in so easily, why it was so easy for her to control
events. Was it possible to love and not know it? But they would find out; soon they had to
know. Especially Rudi. He would know first. Or would he? What would he do? Something he
thought was responsible. What would Eldridge do? Strangely, she felt a little thrill of fear for
Rudi.
There was such self-respect and inner peace in their deportment. The world might soon
change that. But she knew her guess was correct, despite the fact that her mind insisted on
making the attempt to unravel, qualify, experience the why of the what. What was it about pure
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events that suspended commentary? She could perhaps say that Eldridge had helped ruin her
life, or that she had improved his, but whether true or false, it was only the description of a flash
of lightning, which might make tree into stump or house into cinders, but was itself unassailable
and nowhere to be found. And her gypsying had made her into an exile from the everyday world
in which explanations were prerequisites of existence. So what should she feel or think? She
tried to hope that Rudi would steady Eldridge; that Eldridge would keep Rudi from his
loneliness. And, if it weren't too much to expect, that she would find another system to live in.
She saw Rudi glance at his watch, and after a consultation, he and Eldridge disappeared
around the corner. Brenda stared at the pavement for a long time; then she scratched her chin,
straightened her sleeves, and started the car.
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The Love-Feast
When I was born, we lived in the big house on Chestnut Street. I never knew anybody famous,
except the daughter of the man who is going to be our mayor. She stole my Easter egg pin in the
first grade on the playground. She had three older brothers: one of them owns a furniture store,
and one of them owns a dry cleaning store, and the third one doesn't own anything. He sells
flowers for the flower store on Baker Street. He's the manager there. His name is Tim Dresser,
and he went to the college in Ridgeville a long time ago.

His sister is dead. She died two weeks ago, but she was sick for a long time. Her name was
Marguerite. Her father and her grandfather pronounced it "Mar-gyer-eet." Her mother called her
"Margrrit." It was her mother who named her. Her grandmother pronounced it "Margarita." No
one called her by her name except her family and that was her proper name. Her real name was
Biddy.

I didn't know Biddy until the incident happened. It was when I was in first grade. I wanted to go
on the merry-go-round, but I didn't want to lose the pin my Aunt Helena sent me. The clasp
didn't work. I asked Biddy to hold my pin because she was playground monitor and older than
me. She never gave it back. I wondered if she lost it. Mama said how come I hadn't asked her
about it and I said I didn't think of it. Mama said that Biddy Dresser would not have
intentionally taken my pin, and Aunt Helena sent me a real live rabbit the next Easter, and that
was it. Tim Dresser was working in the flower store then, too. He was older than me and older
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than Biddy and older than his two brothers, and he bought me an ice cream cone and three red
roses to make up for Biddy taking my pin. He never said it, but I knew that was what it was for.
Mama said that Tim was nice to do that, and there were to be no hard feelings.

Mama thinks most people are nice. Except Mrs. Franklin at the end of the road who kept
chickens in her kitchen. She said they're good company, but Mama said that Mrs. Franklin
would be carried off by some chicken disease. Mrs. Franklin is still alive. The chickens are
dead. Mrs. Whitaker the social worker complains to Mama about a rash she caught from Mrs.
Franklin's chickens. If you go to see Mrs. Franklin, she will tell you the story about Mrs.
Whitaker getting mad and chasing the big, red pullet around the kitchen. It pecked her. Mrs.
Franklin says that the chicken was mad and diseased and she thinks it had rabies, and she laughs.
Mrs. Franklin laughs a lot. She leans out of her window to tell the story because most people
don't go in her house. Mama nods to her and holds my shoulder when we pass her in the street.
But the mailman likes the story the best, I heard her tell it to him. He went down the street
laughing and whistling, and I followed him, and when he got to our door my Mama said did poor
Mrs. Franklin get anything today, Pete, and the mailman said she's off at it again, Mrs. Wilson,
meaning that she was telling stories again. Probably lies, mostly. Mrs. Franklin's father and
mother were from Romania. They went back to an old country, Mrs. Franklin says. To die.

When Biddy died, there was a big funeral with a lot of flowers, but I didn't go. The shop where
Tim Dresser works gave flowers for free. To aid Timothy in his time of tribulation, said Mr.
Cunningham. Mr. Cunningham owns the flower store. He rolled the word off his tongue like it
tasted good: tri-bu-laaa-tion. He said it several times. Tim looked at him funny. There is a bus
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stop in front of the flower shop. Tim got a Coke and came to stand with me in the bus line. I
have three days off, he said. I might go on a trip or a picnic. He said it just to say something.
He didn't look sad. He counted the change in his pocket while we waited, and showed me a trick
with quarters. When we got on the bus, we had to stand up, and the whole way Tim Dresser kept
telling me what he was going to do with his three days off. When I got off the bus he got off too,
and he said my house is just a little down the road here, I'll walk with you, Ag. He calls me Ag,
and once he asked he if it stood for Agony, but I said no, Agatha.

He doesn't live with his family, he lives down the road from us. When we passed Mrs. Franklin's
house, she yelled out the window at us, and I waved, and Tim waved without looking up. He
said Ag, how would you like to go on a picnic with me? He used to take Biddy on picnics before
she got sick, but I had never gone on one before. I said sure, only we need a picnic to go on one.
He laughed and said would your mother cook a chicken? And I said I will if she won't, and he
said it's a deal. When we came to Mr. Daniel's store he told me to wait for him and he went in.
In a little while he came out with a big bag and we went home. When we got to our white gate I
asked him when the picnic was going to be, and he said why not tomorrow lunch, and I said
okay. Just then I heard Mama call Aggie is that you? and I said yes, Mama it's me. Then Tim
dropped a jar of pickles and bent over to pick it up, and when he stood up his face was red and he
rolled his eyes back and forth and I giggled. Then he got serious and said Ag, I want to ask you
a secret. Mama called something else and I said hurry Tim, I got to go. He looked at the front
door like it was going to open its screen mouth and interrupt him and he said Ag…and then he
said heck, if your Mama is going to make the picnic, maybe she would like to come too. I
bunched up my forehead the way Mr. Cunningham does when he's thinking, and after a minute I
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said I think she might, Timothy. I said it like Mr. Cunningham, and Tim laughed and looked at
the screen door again. I said she likes picnics. He said does she? and I said when I was little she
told me that she found me in the bushes at a picnic, like the baby Moses, only I was wrapped up
in a cabbage leaf and the angels were rocking it like a cradle. Tim laughed and put the bag of
groceries down on the walk. He bent over to tie his shoe, and I lowered my voice so that Mama
wouldn't hear. I bet that Tim knew from college that babies don't really come from cabbage
leaves. Then he called me Agony. He said Agony go ask your mother and just then Mama was
at the screen door and said Aggie, who are you talking to? And I said Tim, Mama. And Mama
patted back her hair and said hello Mr. Dresser. And Tim said hello Mary. And then Mama
came and put her arm around my neck and straightened my collar and said Well. And Tim stood
against the gate on the far side and said lovely day I was just asking Ag here if you might go on a
picnic with us tomorrow. And Mama said I don't know I got a lot of things to do I have to go
and weed the grave and go to town and I don't know what all but Aggie can go because
tomorrow is Saturday. And I said but Mama it'll take forever to pull those weeds up we haven't
been there since my birthday and Mama bent and pulled some weeds up in front of the gate. I
looked at Tim and shrugged but he was looking at Mama and he said devotion to the dead can't
help the living. And Mama said Tim the way she says Aggie when there isn't to be any argument
and he said Sunday's the day for penance and anyway it's a nice place for a picnic out at Harper's
Field. Mama's eyes went off for a minute then she looked mad and then she said what's in the
bag and Tim said the picnic. Mama looked at the bag and then at him and then at me and she
said well okay, and Tim said he would carry the groceries in the house. They went inside and
then Tim came back out and said see you tomorrow, Ag, and went off whistling like Pete.
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I locked the gate to keep strangers out and came in and sat in the kitchen. Mama was looking in
the bag and unpacking the groceries. I said, I locked the gate, and she said good Aggie. She
frowned at something in the bottom of the bag, and looked at me and wadded up the bag and put
it up in the high cabinet and said, we should weed your father's grave tomorrow. And I said
Mama what was the picnic like where you found me? And she said Aggie I told you I didn't find
you, you were born. And I said I know but what was it like? She said for goodness sake, it was
just a picnic. And I said did you go by yourself? That's not really a picnic is it, that's just lunch.
She didn't answer me, she started making devilled eggs and then she pinned her hair back on her
head until none of the little hairs hung down and she made some coffee and sat down. I poured
myself a glass of milk and played with the cat and read the back of the cereal box that said Win a
Trip to Disneyland. Mama got up to pour a last cup of coffee and said, no I didn't go by myself,
Maggie and Mr. Cunningham and Tim went too; and then she got the broom and swept the floor.
Is Maggie Mr. Cunningham's wife? And she said no, Aggie. Maggie is Mrs. Franklin's name.
Then I said, did Daddy go Mama? and she said no, that was just after your father went to
Vietnam. Then she stood by the counter, leaning on the broom and drinking her coffee, and
looking out the back door. Did she keep chickens in her kitchen then, Mama? Mama jumped
and looked at me, and said who? Mrs. Franklin, I said. Did she keep chickens—No, she didn't.
Hon, would you go get the dust pan and sweep this up I want to go check the clothes in the dryer.
So I did, and I tried to imagine Mr. Cunningham at a picnic in his gray suit eating pickles and I
couldn't. I kept seeing him say the word tri-bu-laaa-tion and Tim coming out of the store looking
down at the pavement.
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That night I dreamed about picnics, and about Mrs. Franklin with her long black hair and Mr.
Cunningham in his gray suit and they were laughing at Tim because he was doing his quarter
tricks and Mama was saying to me Aggie lock that gate when you come in, it's getting dark, and
when I woke up Mama was saying get up Hon, you have to help me get everything ready for the
picnic. She seemed happy, and we sang the songs she used to sing me to sleep with. When Tim
walked in, she handed him the basket and then said Tim do you really think you should…with
Biddy and all? and he shrugged and said she was sick for a long time; the funeral's not till
Monday and his face was all hard and flat. Mama patted his arm and said I have to go back for a
minute, and Tim watched her walk into the kitchen the way the cat watches me at dinner time,
when he knows I'm going to feed him. She came back with her white sweater and we walked out
to Harper's Field.

Harper's Field is a big meadow where Mr. Harper used to keep his cows when he had the dairy.
It's empty now, and Mama said that the road is going to take it in a couple of years. It has a
fence all around it, and if you walk to the edge of the trees at the top of it, there's a little stream
that runs down over the hill. When we opened the gate and went in, Tim said let's eat by the
stream under those three trees, and Mama said no and laughed, that's too far to walk, and Tim
said, it used to be easy to walk, and Mama smiled and took my hand and said alright then let's
hurry before the bread gets cold.

The three trees were all bunched together at the top of the hill with the tallest one in the middle,
but their branches drooped way down over the stream, and if you sat under them in the right
places, you could see Mrs. Miller's house at the bottom of the hill, but she couldn't see you. Tim
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put the blanket down and spread it out there, and Mama started taking things out of the basket.
She took out the chicken and pickles and potato chips and devilled eggs and Pepsi. Then she
took out the loaf of bread and a green bottle like the ones in Mr. Daniel's store window. Tim
brought a bottle of wine, she said to me, and I said I know. And she said, that means that just
this once you get both the bottles of Pepsi. And I said, thank you. And she patted back her hair
and said but you can try a sip of wine, I don't think there's anything wrong with that, do you
Tim? And he grinned and said no. And Mama said to me do you want to do that, Aggie, and she
smiled at me like she does after she's been mad and wants to make up. I said, okay. I won't get
drunk, will I? and she said Heavens no and Tim laughed. Nine years old is getting pretty big, he
said. Soon you'll be going to New York City and getting a job and dancing with all the beaus.
Mama said, New York is a long way off, Tim, she's going to be saving her allowance for a long
time.

I said grace, and then we started the picnic. Mama let me do everything, and I cut the bread and
poured the wine and passed the food around. I took a little sip of wine out of Mama's cup, and it
tasted sour and burny, but not as bad as that other stuff she let me taste at Christmas when we
went to Aunt Helena's. Tim said, this is a regular feast, it's better than the last past a dying man's
lips. Mama laughed and said Tim! and looked at me. I grinned back at her to show that I got the
joke, and asked for the other drumstick. After a while I got full, and I rolled over on my stomach
to watch the butterflies in the grass down the hill. I put a blade of grass between my teeth like I
used to see Mr. Harper do, and tried to hum on it. Mama and Tim were talking about Tim's
father becoming mayor and about the new road. It will bring business in she said, and Tim said
if they buy my house I could start my own shop and run Mr. Bob Cunningham out of business.
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Mama laughed and then everything got quiet for a while. Tim fell asleep against a tree trunk,
and Mama had her eyes closed and was humming to herself and rubbing the arm of her sweater.
I got up and went farther into the trees on the hill to climb the watchtree. The watchtree was a
big oak, and I could see our house from it and Tim's house and Main Street and Plummet
Avenue, and it looked like if I fell out of the tree that I would land square in the center of Mrs.
Miller's roof. I found my favorite limb where I could sit back and sing to myself. I wondered if
Mrs. Franklin and Mr. Cunningham would have come to the picnic if we invited them, and I
wondered where Mrs. Franklin's husband was. I had never seen him, but I didn't think he looked
like Mr. Cunningham, because if he did, Mrs. Franklin would have worn little hats with birds and
flowers on them on Sundays, and would have pinned her hair up like Mrs. Cunningham did.
Mrs. Franklin's hair is almost down to her waist, and she ties it with a red velvet ribbon behind.
When my hair was long, Mama got me ribbons like that, only then everybody got their hair cut
short, and I got my hair cut and had to wait for it to grow out again before I could use my hair
ribbons. My Aunt Helena didn't believe that a woman should cut her hair. She told me once, a
woman's hair is her glory, but Mama said don't be silly Helena, it's too hot in the summer.
Mama's hair is long, but she keeps it pinned up like Mrs. Cunningham's. Sometimes when she
takes it down at night, if it is late and I am still up, she lets me brush it, and it is dark brown.
Mine is blonde, even lighter than Tim's.

I watched the birds on Mrs. Miller's roof swoop out across the field and fly back to Mr. Miller's
bird feeder. They would sit on the roof and then on the telephone wires, and fly up to where I
thought Mama and Tim must be, and then fly back down to Mr. Miller's bird feeder. I held on
and leaned forward out of the tree to see if I could see Mama and Tim, but all I could see
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between the leaves was a piece of Mama's blue dress. Mama and Tim were talking, and I heard
Mama laugh once, and then the wind started blowing real hard and I had to grab the tree branch
and hang on so that I wouldn't fall. I thought about hanging upside down the way Billy Harper
used to do, but the wind was blowing too hard. All of a sudden I heard somebody yelling and I
looked down through the trees, and Mr. Miller was running up and down outside his house
chasing crows away from the feeder. Every time he ran toward the feeder the birds at the feeder
would fly away, but other birds would be flying behind him, and when he turned around and ran
the other way, they would light down on the feeder. He just kept running back and forth,
flapping his arms until he looked like a big bird himself with all the other birds flying alongside
of him. It reminded me of Mama running the sweeper and trying to get all the little bits of dirt
up every last one. And I always say Mama some of it isn't dirt just dust that's been sitting there a
while but she always tries to sweep it all away. I think dust is kind of nice and scary like in
attics, not like dirt.

I got lonesome and I came down to see if Mama and Tim were awake but they didn't see me.
Mama looked sick, and her head was in Tim's lap, and she was crying and I started to go over but
she said wait! She sounded mad but she didn't look at me, and then Tim said I don't want to
wait, I waited for nine years. They didn't see me. I sat down and didn't interrupt. Mama always
gets mad when I interrupt an argument with Aunt Helena. Mama said but Tim I don't want any
more worrying. Why would you have to worry? I should have been taking care of you and
Aggie I have a right to. Mama got mad and said Tim you don't know that, and Tim said well you
seemed to know it, or else why did you say it? Who's going to think there's anything wrong with
you marrying again? How are they going to know? Maybe you'd marry the right one this time.
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But what am I going to tell Aggie? And Tim if you go against Mr. Cunningham in business,
ever since Aggie was born he's looked at me in a way that I can't like, what will he say? He
won't say anything, he won't say one thing. He does what he can, there's nothing he won't say,
said Mama. Don't you remember what he spread around to get Mr. Twiller's? You don't know
that said Tim, and then got mad and wouldn't talk. Mama grabbed his shoulder and shook it and
said Tim don't you understand I got Aggie. I'm thinking of Aggie, Tim said. I'm thinking of all
three of us. I've been waiting a long time for things to be right, and they could be. And then he
looked at her funny. Mama said don't Tim and she moved off some but she didn't look scared
she just sort of stared at him like she couldn’t get away. Tim said the hell I won't and then he
kissed her. He got on top of Mama, and she said stop it, Tim and he said you don't want me to
and he touched her and she said don't don't and she was crying but she was holding onto his arms
and she said Tim and put her arms around his neck, don't, and Tim kept squirming around and
Mama started crying harder and all of a sudden she coughed and Tim started rubbing up against
her, and she didn't say anything she just sort of rubbed back and Tim said I love you and then she
laughed or something and Tim held her tighter. After a while, they just stopped. They just sort
of stayed there and I stood behind a tree, they didn't know I was there. And they listened to
something for a while, and then they looked at each other and smiled and Mama kissed Tim. She
said but Tim what about when Aggie comes back and Tim got up and turned around and then put
Mama on his lap and said she'll see her mama and her dad holding hands.

I went back to the tree. I didn't want to climb it. In a little while, Mama called Aggie it's time to
go home. I waited. Aggie, we have to go home! Come on! I came back to the picnic and
Mama and Tim were holding hands and Mama dropped it and said Aggie! your hair is a mess.
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Why is your face like that? How many pickles did you eat? Did the wine make you feel bad?
And I said I'm tired. Then I said, I fell out of a tree. Mama said what? Then she said Aggie are
you alright, we got to see the doctor. Let Tim carry you, and I said I'm alright. Mama looked at
Tim and then she said well let's get home then. We walked down the hill and all of a sudden
Mama tripped and fell and I grabbed her and Tim picked her up and said are you alright, and
Mama said I'm alright, Aggie's the one that fell out of a tree. Then she said, Aggie do you
remember Ridgeville that time we went there and I said no and she said remember I showed you
that house where Granny used to live and I said I don't remember and she said it has a tree right
in the back yard that's safe to climb not like these trees here; would you like to have a tree like
that and I said I guess. Tim said I think she's had a lot of picnic for one day, are you tired, meanwicked Agony? and he picked me up and threw me up in the air and caught me and the hill
swirled around and then he carried me upside down to the gate and all I could see was his boots.

After the funeral Mama and Tim came back and Mama said Tim would you like to stay for
coffee. I went and got the cat and held him but he scratched me and got away and Tim said that
cat's as mean as you are, what's his name and I said Rover and stuck out my tongue at him and
Tim laughed and said why didn't you get a dog? Some name for a cat! Rover! And Mama said
I don't know what's got into her, that cat's name is Jim. And Tim talked to Jim and Mama said
Aggie sit up straight and Jim licked Tim's fingers and jumped up on his lap and Mama said he's
not allowed up in the kitchen and Tim shook his finger in Jim's whiskers and frowned at him and
said don't get used to it and made a face at me. Cat, Tim said, you and I are going to have a
fleaing match, I can tell, and he scratched his leg and put Jim down, and Mama said that cat
doesn't have fleas he never gets out of the house there are other places where people get fleas like
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lounging around in meadow grass and she winked at me like she was teasing Tim, but Tim
started laughing real hard and when he stopped he said is that where I got them and Mama's face
got all red and she said Tim! but she was trying not to laugh. I picked up Jim and laughed into
his fur and he hissed and jumped through the air and Tim said better give her something to eat
she just bit the cat and then he picked me up and put me on his shoulders.

Tim and Mama went to Biddy's funeral, but I didn't go. I said, Tim do you miss Biddy and Tim
said yes Aggie I do, but Biddy was real sick. I said do you miss taking her on picnics? and Tim
said can I take you on picnics and I said yes. Mama said that we are going to Ridgeville to look
at Granny's old house and her and Tim are going to watch me climb the tree so I don't fall.

The day before the funeral Tim came with a little box and he said here Ag, here's that pin you
loaned Biddy once, she wanted you to take it back. I just never got around to bringing it over. I
didn't think Biddy did say that, but I told Tim I gave Biddy that pin for pushing me on the swings
and she said she would keep it, and Tim stared at me a minute and smiled and said okay. When
Mama came back from the funeral she said that was a nice thing you did Aggie, they put your
pin on Biddy's dress. I said what did she look like, Mama? She looked happy Aggie, and I said
I'm glad, Mama you know she didn't used to be happy. Mama looked at me and smiled and said
Aggie I love you.
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A Fixed Point

Author's Note, 2013—Though it should not be necessary to say so about a story clearly narrated
in the first person by a member of the opposite sex and different biography from the author of the
story, the opinions and prejudices of the story's narrator are his alone, and not mine.
Me and Zeno went out to the airport today. He ordered two whiskeys right off, but it was too
early in the morning for me, so he drank mine too.
Zeno id'n't Mexican. I don't know if he has any other name, but he's as white as you or me.
Whiter than me, in fact. Little fish-blue eyes and pale white hair, but inside he's the purest
Mexican you ever met. Always out after some worthless excitement, and then his eyes turn
violet. They get a shade darker after his first whiskey.
I watched the planes for a while, and smoked, and Zeno talked in that fast light way, not
having much to say. He talks gibberish all the time; the most sensible questions and answers you
get from him are direct ones like "Where's the john?" and "I got two cigs left." The rest of the
time he's as high as the planes, whether he's drinking or not. Manuel, my spic cousin, told me
that Zeno used to be a painter in a San Francisco colony, but I can't picture it. Zeno's thirty-five
if he's a day, and all squashed up and skinny like a wet piece of bread. I doubt if he can see
enough out of those eyes to paint it.
Being around whiskey and women and machines makes Zeno a little crazy. I have to watch
him every minute, to make sure he's not getting arrested for something. I don't know why I let
him come with me. I could use the sleep. Manuel says to pound him when he acts up, but that's
too much trouble here, with the bathrooms all guarded now. Anyway, I don't hold with what you
call violence; I don't take to it. Seems to me there's easier ways to do things.
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I don’t deny that I wouldn't mind getting on one of them planes right now to Hawaii or
somewhere. All the dressed-up women seem to be going someplace else, and all the scrubby
little girls in blue jeans are coming here. But Zeno is like a bad dream, or the uncommonest
sonofabitch you ever saw. He'll take off and follow them down the hall watching and waiting
like he thought something was coming to him. I try and tell him what good does it do, especially
when you look like Zeno. I don't bother.
Me and Zeno don't fit in at airports, but Zeno don't fit in at all, anywhere. Unless he really
was a painter and maybe there. But these airports in the North are full of people that own it all or
want to look like they do. They're all hurrying someplace and me and Zeno, sitting still, get
some side glances. Down south in the big airports, there's lots of people sitting around looking
like they don't belong there; still, they finally end up getting on a plane. When I was down south
I was working with Manuel, but he's worse than Zeno. More hot-headed, but kind of sissy, too.
He's set on being big-eyed and Spanish, so that the girls fall all over him. I think that's what's
wrong with him, when a man gets too much of women, he goes off his head. Zeno was off his
head before the women got to him. I guess the only woman that ever came close to him
willingly was one of these Krishna women with no hair. For some reason, Zeno didn't take to
her. Now I wonder why.
The women I know tell me that I'm good-looking, but they're waitresses. One day, though, in
Houston, I got a good shave and cut, and put myself in the only suit I kept. I knew right away
the difference, because it's one thing when women don't see you and another thing when they
pretend not to, and then suddenly smile as though you just come to their attention. I got tired of
it though, all that smiling and nodding back was making me angry inside. Why don't they just
spread their legs in the middle of the runway while they're at it? Two whores came up to me,
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and every now and then circled back around wherever I was to see if I'd changed my mind. It
was real funny fooling people whose business is to know better, but maybe they did and wanted
to see if I was going to play the part all the way through. I just wanted to see what it was like,
though. I think it'll be a long time before I pull that one again.
I mean, what I think is, why bother to offer something maybe they want and maybe they
don't, and wait while they decide; unless they're crazy enough to take you up on it right away,
and then you're not safe with them. It's better, more delicate, just to watch the way they walk,
and bear their heads, and rub themselves against the inside of their clothes. You think that
maybe someday there's gonna be a woman who has all that fanciness and manners on the inside
too, but I haven't seen one yet. They drop a nickel and bend over to pick it up, or they nick their
heels on something, or they think of something they didn't intend to, and it all comes out right in
their faces and behinds and the twist in their necks. I stop looking then, and look at something
else.
I was married to a woman once. There's few things I dislike as much as I did her. She wasn't
generally quarrelsome and she didn't have much to say only take me to bed every night. That
was hard enough before, but once she started eating like a horse, I give it up. I never have balled
a fat woman, and I never will. We could have ignored each other and got along okay. Only
when we got groceries, which I had to help her, I saw her looking, eyes open and bottom-hungry
at the check-out boy, who was about the sorriest thing I ever saw. And then it was anything that
had something in its pants. I don't think she ever did, and it wasn't the insult. But if there was
anything she could have done, she was already too fat and ugly to do it, and that's what made me
go. I married her because she was my best friend's sister, but by then my friend had died in a car
accident, and I didn't owe it to anybody.
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I was getting tired and itchy, so I got over to Gate 41 and waited. Zeno trailed along the way
he does, leaving a bad wind for a mile behind him. Finally here comes this stupid bastard
through the gate there all got up in a suit with this red-haired bosomy woman on his arm, and a
big suitcase that anybody with eyes could tell what it was. He got through the search okay, but
people were taking notice of him, big man in a flashy suit, the guards and everybody. I almost
broke Zeno's head for pure grief. These guys come in here looking like the Fourth of July,
nearly to Jesus getting us all busted, and you know it's the excitement they're after, will I get
caught or won't I. They're not in business, they're playing games. Then he walks right over past
me and Zeno, making his contact while the redhead's in the john. Zeno follows him, his tongue
hanging out, and I stand there wondering if it's safe or should I let the two of them go to hokey
together. Then I said, what the hell, the guy's getting in a taxi, I'm just another passenger. In
case the guards was watching us, I disposed of the butt in a tray, made up an enquiry by name of
Richard Jones at the luggage pickup, then went on out the door. I imagined that I looked like a
seedy college man.
I don't know how much more of these types I can put up with. I thought once I'd just sell the
stuff straight on the street, because I got enough sense to take care of my ass. But one time one
of those kids, a big spic like Manuel, all brown and black with girls hanging off him every which
way, grabs my hand for all the world as though I give him free ice cream and says, "Hey, friends,
man, right? Right?" I don't admire what I'm doing, I just gotta do it. It give me a distaste.

I wasn't alone from the very beginning. I had a mother, but she died, and then the old man
and woman, Mr. and Mrs. Pierpont, come to the orphanage and adopted me. When I was
fourteen, Mrs. Pierpont got hit by a vegetable truck backing up, and so I had to start cooking for
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us and taking care of the cats while Dad worked. There was a pretty good college in the town, so
later I went there for about a year, but I couldn' t concentrate very well. It seemed to me like
there was something else waiting out there that it was just going to take me a few years longer to
get to if I went to college. But anyway, I got to know French pretty well, and I wanted a chance
to try it out. There was this church group going to Europe the next year, so I attended a few
meetings and said I had some relatives in France, and they let me come along on the cut-rate fare
they got. They sure was surprised when I wandered off, telling them I'd been called back home.
The trick was, I had all my vouchers, and had to show up at the hotels after they had just left,
explaining how I'd had to go back to such and such a place alone and get my passport, and was
anxious either to get the money back for my voucher or stay at the hotel. It generally worked
pretty well, except at a couple of places. I even got the plane back. My French, though, wasn't
much earthly use at all. They didn't talk the way I did, and there was just nothing I could do
about that. I could usually make myself understood, though, after a couple of tries. I went quick
from place to place, because they had booked it that way, and I was generally travelling on a
busload of strangers. Only, in Tours I met one of the candlelighters, seventeen or so, who'd run
off with a Frenchman who worked in the bank there, a tall slender man with the peculiarest gray
eyes I ever saw. She didn't worry about seeing me, she worried about me seeing her. I promised
not to tell where she was. I wouldn't swear that she didn't have the right idea. Going through it
so fast, it seems like it was all bright colors and pretty things to me. The deepest blues and
greens I've ever seen, and flowers of all descriptions everywhere. Even the most ordinary thing,
like the sky, or water, was the richest color I'd ever seen. I dream like that now, sometimes,
seeing all those colors, and the funny way the buildings was built around corners. All the musty
little shops, and the looks of alertness when they knew I was a stranger. The trees all looked so
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old, not young like the trees at home. I mean, things at home seem so raw and dissatisfied, like
they really believed in something and got disappointed. People are like that too. But over there,
everything knows too much, and is just waiting for what next to happen. Like one of those old
trees outside of those castles. All dark and twisted with secrets. The whole thing only lasted two
months, though. I had to get home and work again. It came to me though, to wonder, one night
after I'd been home for about a year or so, how that girl stayed there for so long. Did she marry
that fellow right away, or did they go to some other town, or why didn't the church people find
her again? Or did they? But they had left the town without her when I got there. Who knows,
maybe she was older than she looked and just set her foot down. I did wonder about it, though,
at night in bed. And I guess I kind of wished that there'd been somebody in charge of me so I
could have broke away and stayed there, too.
I guess Dad would have missed me. Mrs. Pierpont was romantic, though, and if she was
living, she'd of gotten a big kick out of it. I did have some nights out with women, and there was
this one girl I got kind of fond of. She did some talking about coming to the U. S. in a year or so,
and I was keen on that and almost said so. Of course, I only knew her for about a week, when I
was in Evian. But the very first night we went out she took me home and let me sleep on her
couch so that I could collect that money from the hotel. The second night we slept together. I
liked her a whole lot. She didn't seem to be too free and easy or anything in her ways; I do
believe she just liked me that much, and that was what made it so special. We wrote for a while,
but then she sent a letter telling me how her mother was dying and she had to go home to this
little town about thirty kilometers outside of Evian, so she wasn't coming any time soon. She
kind of let me know that I shouldn't wait. Now I would tell her to take as long as she wanted,
and maybe I could even send her the fare. But then I figured that before long I'd be having too
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many things to do to be waiting on a woman, so I said alright. I wish now I'd said something
else, I liked her a whole lot. We wrote a couple more times, and then her mother died and she
said she was moving to a new place, but she didn't know where, and she quit writing. Dad used
to hang around the door when her letters came. He'd hold it up to his nose, sniff it and sigh, and
say, "Another letter from the madmyzel." Dad didn't joke too much, but he liked to tease me
about that.
When Dad died, I gave the cats away to a guy who owned a greenhouse down the road. He
promised not to separate them. Then I started to move around. Pretty soon I met my buddy, and
his sister that I married. I worked in his repair shop for two or three years before I give out.
Most of the time now I'm by myself, and I really don't mind it only now and then.

Last night, I dreamed I was taking care of Dad's cat again. I saw Prince and Froggie and
Buffo and Geordie and Dan and Estrella. Dan looked like a prophet with a striped coat. Estrella
was a quiet cat, and Prince and Froggie were hey-go-mad. Buffo had little curliwigs of hair all
out from his face, like a judge, and Geordie drank beer. He was the only one of them that liked
it. I'd let the beer foam over when I poured it and Geordie'd sit with his tail wrapped around him
and lick the foam off the floor. In the dream, they was all sitting there in a row just watching me
and everything I did. Not so much the way they used to, waiting for food, but like they were
memorizing what I did to report it somewhere later. Every now and then they glanced at each
other like they were checking in agreement about what they saw. It was like being watched by
computers.
It used to be that the woman I was married to did that sometimes. That was after the cats,
after Dad died, when I was working with my buddy at the radio repair shop and had decided to
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settle down. When she was angry past all repair, she'd watch me, just watch me. Everything I
did felt like it was lit up by neon signs and spotlights, till sooner or later I'd get nervous and do
something to fall foul of her. She'd save it all up and then let fly when I come home some
evening. Once when she's been storing it up for a considerable long time, not having found her
moment, I come home five minutes late. She wasn't at the door, or in the hall. I thought at first
she wasn't in the kitchen either, because it was dark, but then I saw something big and still in
front of one of the chairs. I turned on the light and there she was, standing looking at me,
swelled up twice as big as usual. Her face wasn't red like it usually was, but kind of orange, like
it'd settled in to stay a while. To this day, I can't remember whether she actually said anything or
not. I can still feel the words rushing past my ears, but I don't even know if she said them then.
It might have been another time. I stood there looking at her. I felt sort of useless, like a singer's
microphone waiting for the next stanza. All of a sudden she fainted on the chair and broke it. I
heard a snigger, and then I saw that the back door was open there by the table and George from
next door was at it. He laughed, and then I laughed, at the sight of a fat woman fussing herself
into a faint. He leaned on the door and looked at me when we finished, his head tilted to one
side, like to say something, then he thought better of it, shook his head and threw up a hand and
left. When she come to, I was fixing my dinner, and she was never quite the same woman. She
just sort of ignored me, and me and George had some awful good smokes at the bench down the
road after that.
But that was when I didn't move around much. I don't know what kept me in one place that
long if it wasn't sleeping on my feet. Easier to sleep in a warm house than to shut the door with
yourself on the outside, but pretty soon that's what I did. I've come to respect change better than
I used to. Zeno, now, everything to him is all the time change, but he's the same in the middle of
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it all: crazy. But I guess the only way you can know you're the same, even if you're not like
Zeno, is if everything around you is all the time changing; after a while, you know what it is you
do, and why. Some people, most people, are real good on why, till it comes to why what. They
aren't sure what they're doing, but they can give you a bunch of good reasons why they're doing
it.
I used to know folks who I would leave at a job and come back years later and they were in
the same job. I just settled once; how can you settle when you're sinking fast as you're setting
already? I'm not afraid to die, at least not more than anybody else, but there's no reason to
encourage it. There's places I wouldn't mind staying a while, but when you're by yourself, you
take a notion and it's the same as if you did it, because then you do it. There's no place shut to
you and sometimes that feeling like you own it all is worth it. You're just in trouble when you
run out of money or into folks who want you to stay put.
Sometimes, it's hard doing what I do. It's hard because people always want reasons for
things, and all my reasons are to myself; my reasons don't allow for their ways of looking at
things, and theirs don't allow for mine. I know that and try to avoid the subject, so as not to
separate us when we're trying to be friendly. But they must suspect that I'm different from them,
they sort of pry their fingers around the edge of my face to get at some mystery which just id'n't
there.
They can't let it alone. The more settled you are in life, the more you got to protect; they must
know that. If you're not settled, you got less to protect, and in a way, since you've pared your life
down to the bone, there's less of you hanging out for bad luck to gnaw on; you're safer than the
safe people. Still, your mind is wide open with all sorts of things blowing through it, and
sometimes you can't stop it. There was a house on the corner of my street once, and it had a little
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white picket fence, and flower boxes in the window, and so on. I left there for a while, and when
I come back, the house had pretty much fallen apart and the fence was mostly gone. I went and
stood in the middle of it, and when I looked up, the whole sky was there; the green roof shingles
were under my feet where they fell. That time, it was November, and the wind was blowing
through the empty window frames, and it just occurred to me that I didn't rightly appreciate
having a roof over my head. Thinking what you want and doing what you want can be cold
comfort when those bad thoughts come whistling through, just like in that house. I went and had
a drink and forgot about it.

This evening I met a woman at the luggage claim. She writes poems. I tried to shake her
because of what was in the suitcase. There was something written on one of the labels that she
was writing down, and I thought she was after me. She said she was making a found poem.
When we got talking, I figured she was just sort of crazy, but I had a cup of coffee with her just
the same, passing the time of day. I don't know about women like that, that don't have nothing
better to do than hang around airports. She showed me a little book of hers, just in case I didn't
believe her. It was funny, seeing her thoughts on the page, and seeing her at the same time. I
generally understood what she was getting at, but let me tell you, it wasn't Shakespeare, not what
I know about him. I told her that, and I don't know why I did, it wasn't very polite. She laughed
and pointed to the title, which was A Fixed Point. Then she asked me if I knew a poem where
William Shakespeare says, "Love is an ever-fixéd mark." I didn't remember that one, and she
said it for me, and I don't know about the way she was looking just then. Sometimes when
people start reciting poems they get funny ideas in their heads. Mom used to do that.
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Then she took me to a party, and for the first time I took out my percentage in grass. I never
had much use for the stuff before, but all those people was bringing things, so I passed some
joints around, and it was a real nice party. There was lots of food and a big fireplace, and after a
while we was all just sitting around, singing, keeping ourselves warm, and watching the
shadows. I think a lot of them wrote poems too, or something, but it was real nice anyway.
She wants me to come back and see her. I really don't know what to do. I got to go out to the
airport tomorrow, me and Zeno, to watch for that flight. Nothing came today. Maybe I'll sleep
on it tonight. Like that woman Scarlett in the movie Gone With the Wind. It'll be nice and warm
in the bar tomorrow, and I can have some beers and smokes and maybe get rid of Zeno for a
while. Maybe I'll think about it. Poems, huh. I'll think about it tomorrow.
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The Pen of the Gardener
Author's Note, 2013—A joust with the set phrases (and sometimes attitudes) of beginning
grammar drills written for learning foreign languages.
Where is my aunt?
I sat with my aunt yesterday during dinner.
She was happy because my uncle sent her (some) flowers.
Today, my aunt was in the kitchen.
She wanted to write a letter, but she could not find a pen.
My aunt said to me, "Go and find the pen of the gardener, please."
I cannot find the gardener or his pen.
I must talk to my aunt, but I do not know where she is.
I had found the pen of the gardener. It was not a thing amenable to signs and portents.—It
was a looking back, not a looking forward. Back, to bring back only what was good of what had
been. And what was good was the spirit, the feeling of joy and connection, the senses that were
still primitive enough to be caught up in optical illusions, imagination that made the things of the
world the stations of a religious observance, but one with an unholy ecstasy. Unholy, of course,
in the force of its exuberance, because we were taught that what is holy must conform and be
sedate; sedated. And the source of what had been was a younger, largely undisappointed self.
The pen of the gardener indeed! And to a lesser extent, because it could really exist, the hat of
my aunt. I hoped that if I could only put away all the nightmares and tensions of the present that
I would have free time, space, and heart, and that into that space, wide open in the middle of the
heart, the pen of the gardener would fall, could not help but fall into such fertile space, lying
fallow and free.
Everyone is looking for it. That's an old joke by now. At parties and in pairs, people say to
one another, "We are all looking for the pen of the gardener. Not only you, but Elise, Hansel,
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and I are looking for it. You are not alone. We think that the man in the marketplace has the pen
of the gardener."
They say it blithely, as though quietly to except themselves from the category, to say, "I know
my own failures and those of others equally well." But then, they think that the man in the
marketplace can avail them of everything; obviously they haven't been looking long enough.
Indeed, those who seem to have the pen of the gardener do not keep it for long, and they are
sorely envied; though it's all a matter of illusion, no one is able to decide whether the gods or
other people envy them more. And it's difficult to know who makes the more dangerous
predator.
There are all sorts of liars, and some people who don't scruple to tell you the truth. The latter
are the more disliked. They would lend a deaf ear to everything you could tell them about
gardeners and pens, your knowledge sprung from a long familiarity, conjugated on a personal
basis, with servitude to some concept or other. Why, that's only the perfect middle-class life,
isn't it? But these radicals want you to know that the gardener doesn't read, why and how should
he write? These incorrigible truth-tellers, some of them even old men with long white beards,
will tell you that they serve no concepts. Do you believe them? Do I believe them? I couldn't
tell you, I’m too occupied in the hunt.
Of all the things I've ceased to believe in, since my aunt sent me to look for them and I didn't
find them, the pen of the gardener certainly seems the most likely to exist; for we do have a
garden. A gardener is only a logical extrapolation. Would it have to be so very magical a thing,
then? And if a gardener, why not his pen? To mark the packets of seeds, oh, who knows the
paper chores a gardener might need to do with a pen, and yet not read. Maybe he knows only a
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few letters for each flower and bush, and writes them on tags, such as "Az." for azalea, or "Ho."
for holly.
I know that my aunt engaged in no such quibbles. It didn't even occur to her to wonder, to
doubt, to question, whether or not we have a gardener. Everyone has a gardener. Like the sacred
lamp which burns at the heart of the family, everyone has a gardener. It is only when we look
for them….And somehow I am always the one dispatched to look for what no one else doubts
the existence of.
Maybe if I believed? Or, since I do believe, if I didn't doubt? But then, it's likely that I would
find a haddock or a rake or (some) weed-killer, and my aunt, not recognizing it, knowing only
that it wasn't what she sent me for, would be angry. Well, then, she must have assumed, as I
must assume, that the pen of the gardener looks remarkably similar to the pen in my uncle's
black penholder in the library. And if it does….
Wait! Wait un moment! Would she know…would she think to question…if I brought her
my uncle's pen? You see, we're not welcome in my uncle's library, all his books are there. So, if
I brought her that pen…she might not know, and I could stop looking. And then, I would have
won. Because, you see, all along, for a long time now, I've had the pen of the gardener in my
back pocket. Oh, don't ask to see it! Seeing it is not the point, the question, the answer, to
anything! Just trust me that it's there: it's not a thing amenable to signs and portents.
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Night Parties
"Mister, you have about six seconds to get up and walk away from this table."
He looked down at the edge of the table just in front of her breasts, at a right angle from her
cleavage and his new blue shirt. It was a—what was it—a derringer? Her hand. He
remembered later the way her long, clean, short-nailed fingers gathered about the gun, so that it
looked more like the black heart of a large pale spider than anything else. He didn't stay to
puzzle over the statement, but took it at face value and moved off backwards until he fell under
the lights of the bar again. Even then, he didn't turn his back; she was still watching him, gun
pointed where it would do the most damage. He moved around to the side of the semi-circular
bar, facing the same way she was facing in her dark booth. Two salesmen intervened, their large
voices putting plenty of distance between him and the woman, as did their substantial, suited
bodies; they blocked his view and her aim.
"What'll it be, sir?"
"Another whiskey—double, up." Chat, chat, chat to his right. He was glad for the presence
of the men, their voices too big to fit through the door, pushed ahead of them by their
diaphragmous bellies. They ate and talked and laughed with their soft, fat stomachs, he thought,
and when they went jogging once around the block every morning their bellies went jogging too.
Whiskey. He spilled some of it on his napkin and put it back down until his hand stopped
shaking. Chortled to himself.
The bartender was surreptitiously grimacing at the two men, who were eating all the peanuts
and pretzels; he hadn't had to refill the bowl the whole night, and in a few minutes he'd have to
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do it for the first time. The man at the bar wondered why the peanuts weren't handed out in
separate bowls…more hygienic.
He glanced over at her. She wasn't moving; she sat looking at her clasped hands. No sign; no
nothing. No gun anywhere on the table, nothing that it might have come out of. The front of her
dress?...cheap fiction. The whole thing was something out of a detective thriller. Didn't she
recognize him? He puzzled it out, now that his fright was over. He felt lethargic. He could see
himself fading into a dim, unremembered presence at the bar, the sort who got killed, bought
drugs, sold drugs, and still remained indistinct; the sort found dead or alive by Sam Kane,
Hortensia Mallard, Eustace Clivepon. The man with whom the mystery began.
Two women, one blonde of a sort, one brunette, walked in, sat down, coolly smoked.
Brunette gazing often at the less than clean space of counter in front of the jeweled hands of one
of the men. Not at his face, never at his face. But oh, then so accidentally, their eyes travel from
hands to eyes, meet, the smile, the look away. Now the men went into their act, the louder-thanlife voices, peculiarly accented syllables to waft across on the clouds of cigarette smoke,
answering the women's desultory conversation. They filled in the space that he shrunk from,
they distracted attention, gave forth the sort of life that he'd sucked back into himself, amoebalike.
He remembered last week at the party. He'd gone, hating to go, knowing he would be drawn
into love with the night only to be spewn out again early in the morning, confronting his alarm
clock; washed ashore on a beach where the wind didn't sigh, the air was a vacuum, and the flight
of the birds had no sound. The land of three o'clock in the morning coming home alone. How
dead and still it would be, how tense, in spite of liquor, he would be. His stubborn mind could
even break through the pleasant and giggly haze of grass, relaxed but refusing to cooperate with
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lies, wanting mystery to be an actual entity, and not the wooly winter underwear of the mind. To
see clearly and still be enchanted, that was the thing.
He remembered he had seen her several times in the delicatessen on Calvin Coolidge Street,
and when he walked onto Darrell's smooth black lawn, brushing past the pines then past the
house, down the sloping yard to the lake, he saw her usurping his very place and stance. An
equal distance between the liquor table under the willows and the space of lawn that constituted
dance floor; peeking over the rim of her glass, responding to curious glances with a smile,
adjusting her clothing. Resigned, a little nervous. He was introduced to her in the first five
minutes, and seeing into each other's cool brown eyes, they knew they were alike; the shock kept
them apart for hours. Only, near the end of the party, her cheeks a little flushed, brown eyes so
open he could have fallen inside her, she bumped up against him, looked up, handed him the pipe
that was going round. He must have, he thinks he did, put his arm around her? Tickle her neck.
Kiss her. Something. Both of them so glad he was someone she knew, that a comfortable
intimacy existed where awkwardness had been before. She had confided—what had she
confided? Pressed close to him…he answered. What had his face looked like under the light of
the lanterns? Or in the dark near the trees? A secret face? Debauched? His enlarged pores
widening to suck her into him, crust at the corners of his mouth, something astray, the male odor
too strong? Something dispelling the so necessary fiction that they were entirely different from
people who picked up strangers in bars? If they were, neither of them could vouch for it. That
was an objective, outside matter. "Yes, yes, both wonderful people, met at one of our parties, in
fact." But she didn't recognize him.
She was looking across at him. Her hair was darker, not shiny as it had been against his
shoulder. But in the dark her perfume had filled in the spaces, glossed things over, told him what
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he wanted. The promise of night and dark, thighs and the loss of breath, the lurch of things and
the room crashed to silence. Her smooth, thin dress and herself filling it, so complete and
uncontradictory. She hadn't moved from him when the moment was over, or apologized, or gone
away. She had kissed him, touched his collar, traced his hairline. And they'd agreed to
meet…he opened his wallet and looked at the card; her number, no name but Janet. Janet—why
don't you remember me?
She was glaring at him. He tried a weak smile, and she looked away and stubbed out her
cigarette with too much force, and against the underside of the table instead of in the ashtray.
Coarse. He glanced at the women at the bar, then back at her. No, not her. Her mouth was
drawn in an impatient line, he could see her fingers hitting the table, she whipped her wrist
forward and studied the slender band on it.
"Janet!" he called, wanting her to know he wasn't late. People stopped and stared at him. The
bartender looked up, paused. The bar was rather empty, he was too loud, there wasn't enough
smoke yet to obscure his voice and carry his distress away. "Janet! It's me! I've been waiting
for you. Can I talk—"
"Why don't you go over there, Bud, 'stead of yelling?" The bartender.
Because she has a gun. She doesn't remember me, but she's here to meet me. Why does she
carry a gun? She's staring at me, tapping her nails…what to do about me. She's getting up,
coming, where's the gun, she's….
"Look. I don't know you. My name is not Janet." Sniggers from one of the men. "Now, I
am going to have a quiet drink by myself. Got it?" He knew what she meant, but no one else
did. They were all looking at him. One of the girls nudged the other.
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Dammit, of course her name wasn't Janet. Janet was the blonde woman who wanted to sell
the Persian carpet cheap….He'd forgotten her name. When he found the courage to look directly
at her again, she was back at her seat.
"Tough luck, eh? I don't think she works here. Now these girls—" Jovial, teasing, the fatter
one jerks a thumb at the women, who, the man sees now, are cocktail waitresses; one laughs
slyly at this witticism, the other protests. All four of them smirk at his confusion.
He puts his money down, and gets up to go. She's lit the candle at her table and he pauses to
gaze down at her. She sees he's leaving so endures it, just glares at him again. Her lids are
puffy, the dry blue eyes…blue eyes? But her eyes were brown before! God.
There's a phone booth across the street and he stumbles over to it, wanting almost—wanting
to call Darrell. Who was she? Darrell, be home, be home, Darrell.
Scotchy voice, more laughing, he can hear Lois in the background doing her water trick.
Darrell, who was she? Doesn't remember, doesn't know.
"You're lucky you got us, we're having a party. We had to come inside for Lois to do her
water trick. Say, did she have big tits? Nothing, Lois, it's Donald; do….no, he wants to talk to
me, sweetheart. Lois says hi, come on over, we're celebr—yeah, yeah, sure, calm down. She
wasn't blonde, was she? What? Wait—wait a minute. Lois, c'mere. Donald says—wants to
know…What? How's he supposed to…Jesus Christ—all right, all right. Lois wants to know
if she had a red dress—oh yeah, brown eyes? Little space between her front teeth?"
Yes. He remembered; his tongue…"Yes."
"You're kidding! That's Lois's cousin Mamie's daughter. No, daughter--hold on, I
can't
. hear--oh no, she's gotta be twenty-six...nice, huh? Sure, I sell you--here's Lois..."
Her name...Lois, her name...

62

"Hi, Donald, dear, so you liked Kara….oh, did she? That's too bad. No, no, she had to leave
early…just two weeks…no, no, Pittsburgh. Can you…No? The gang's all here…oh, I see. No,
it's over on the divan—'scuse me, Donny….I'm back. Well, we'll see you next week, won't we,
then? Comoan over if you change your mind. Everybody say goodbye to Don..."
Kara. Yeah, that little space in her teeth. Fuck. Stupid thing to happen. She was so perfect
the way she looked up---Pittsburgh's too far….What does she do in Pittsburgh? Little cap of
some kind on her hair; she smiles at people. Knows what she's doing, isn't high, isn't bewildered.
Crisp, alert…touchy, maybe, like that woman in the bar. I don't believe she had a gun. Says,
"Yes, thank you; next please…." "Well, Mr. Mert, just one more little thing here, do you think
you could lower your trousers for me….there, good for another six months. Now, your pills…."
"I'm sorry to have to inform you, ma'am, your checking account is overdrawn by six dollars and
fifty-three cents…." "Ace Credit Bureau, the business person's friend, may I—" God, I can't
stand it, she smiles at them.
Where was the car? He stopped. The air was sweeter now, and it dried the sweat in his hair.
He placed his hands on his hips to let the dark blue crescents of shirt under his arm dry out. He
felt thirsty. There it was. Now the keys. Maybe just drive by, get something to drink.
He drove in silence, and parked the car across the street. It was nice, being unseen, unheard.
The darkness by the hedge was viscous as blood, and the one light in the house gleamed dimly.
They wouldn't have heard him if he were twice as loud. And it was cool under these pine trees.
Maybe he would just get a drink without seeing Darrell, and then come back here, smoke a
cigarette. He picked his way over the pine needles. In spots where the moonlight came down,
the ground was dotted with small white circles like beach pebbles; a pale moth floated up silently
from under his feet. He could hear people laughing, a shout, silence, then music. He
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remembered being on vacation with his brother Jim, visiting their uncle who lived in Nice.
Himself bursting with lust at seventeen, his older red-haired brother, two French girls who
wanted to be asked out dancing, but to Jim they'd seemed awkward and jejune. He and Jim went
on down the unlit beach, tar sticking to their shoes, unable to see, the wash of air and water on
the right, the late-night smell of pastries and meat from the wagons on the left. Yards away on
the concrete walk, the occasional footsteps clicked slowly out of range. And intermittently, the
smell of perfume, a whisper of cloth or voices to one side, women on the beach somewhere,
passing them in the dark.
He smiled. The moth fluttered beside him, going up into the trees, coming down again with
the moon on its wings. There was a dark spot in the center of each wing, he saw, before it went
away again. Really, it was so nice here.
The laughter was closer, to his right, and he could pick out the far-away gleam of lanterns.
They penetrated the night so little that the party might have been miles away, in another place or
time, in a movie. When he was small, he remembered, he'd gone to bed on summer nights no
earlier than usual, but protesting because the sky was still light. As he complained and snuffled
into his pillow, the mild laughter of aunts and uncles floated up to his window from the patio
where the tiki torch was burning smutty black to keep away mosquitoes. The pale blue- and
white-checked curtains billowed inward gently and fully over his head, almost brushing his face,
as though voices, and not wind, were filling them. They hesitated, wavered, sank, then pushed
into the room full of laughter. He would drift off, unable to resist their motion, as sleepy and
gradual as water going out, coming in.
A lantern dimmed, then shone out bright again. There was Darrell, his bald spot glowing
under the orange light. Quiet for once, looking meditative, watching a tall man on the other side.
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Must be stoned out of his mind. People already thinning out, calling back and forth, laughing,
stumbling, going home to bed. He hadn't noticed before how illiterate they sounded in their
social conversations—he too, probably—when the mysteries of shadows and leaves, grass and
dark were stripped away. Reallys, ums, wells, broken by the clink of ice in glasses it was too
dark to see. The pauses sanctified by shouts, eruptions of throaty laughter, voices recognized at
a distance, the quick glimpse of a face under a lantern. What lights did for faces. Faces for
lights.
That woman in the bar—what was she thinking? What'n hell was she doing with a gun,
anyway?
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A Letter to Samuel
(In Two Voices)
She
I suddenly saw that I was sitting on a whole hillside of unbloomed devil's paintbrush. First I
noticed two or three that had bloomed, and searched until I saw a few others, half-out. Then I
noticed that the whole rise was covered with stalks, bearing at their tops dark green knobby
heads, through which a flash of orange or red sometimes showed.
I sat back down on the grave. The secret fastness of the center is a cemetery with no thing
alive in it but one. One that moves back and forth inside its borders reading names and epitaphs,
knowing time's distant events, each stone and date so final that it's all history.
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

It hardly concerns me now, I thought; unsure of which, if any, of the many things it was
applicable to, I meant. It was like another phrase that has popped into my mind during moments
of stress: "I don't know!" This latter most often in an anguished whisper, as though I were under
torture to wring from me a secret. Walking, I would speed up; still, make private gestures of
disgust and repudiation, angry for not knowing what I did not know. Or want to.
And yet, I had to watch her, read her letters that I knew must fall so short of actualizing
Samuel that they had no meaning; she was a world unto herself. I read the letters.
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*
She

Samuel,
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*

*

*

*

*

*

It's my ideas are the devil. It's the ideas of things, and only the ideas, which are continually
pleasurable. And a continual nuisance. Not just that all things must pass, but that it's the ideas
attached to them which gloss them over, like sugar on a pill. Their attendants which make them
beautiful, in the long run, the courtiers which make the king, not the other way around. The
ideas which say, "Love is great and powerful. There is a splendid god. Hail, god!" Things,
objects, people, for if we were content with the ideas of them, we wouldn't attempt to realize
them. And it's true, that what the human mind can imagine, it can create, and will. Reality
follows imagination. But the creation is ours; armed with ideas as blueprints we create
marvelous façades as for a theatre, a play; and if the façade is a mask for another person,
sometimes they will acquiesce in the part for as long as they can, before the workmanship on
both sides of the canvas gives way.
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

She's right. Thinking is not pleasant. I used to have no separation between thought and
emotion before logic and philosophy supplied me with the structures of dialogue and dialectic.
Then I could apprehend a thing greatly without being able to communicate it; now I can express
the merest shadow, which is a good thing, because shadows of meaning and understanding are
all that come these days. Something always lurking like a faun, just beyond my range of vision,
not there when I turn around; terrifying.
For the rest of the time, there is no feeling, adventures and unlikelihoods very much banished.
Except, that is, for omnicentripetal interpretation of random events. A crow (wasn't it a raven?)
flying to the left of a moving car—which of us was it for?
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

Dear Sammy,
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*

*

*

*

*

*

It's going to be a bad winter, and a cold one. I don't remember how the caterpillars' stripes are
supposed to go, but disregarding that, it's going to be as bad as that other winter. It's raining
here. I've often wished that you could be as restful as the rain, Sam. "Gallivanting everywhere,"
as Dad used to say. But the rain is mine, and I guess the wind is yours. How romantic! If I say
that we're only elements who got lost from where we belong, in error, in our deepest hearts
longing to return to chaos, and instead succeeding only at rendering the divisions which make us
separate…so complex that they form a systematized chaos; imitating the original? Then you
would call it looking for a grand general philosophy to soothe my particular ache.
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

Her brother. The same thing was wrong with both of them. They both wanted their enemies
to love them, and cast themselves forth on the hostile waters, wanting to drown in their enemies'
mercy.
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

She
Sammy,
I tell you that you just have to stay put to enjoy the rain; you spend too much time out in it.
Intimacy with things that have their cold side takes away their charm. What about me, Sam? Do
you think of that?
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

And out of the corner of my eye I saw a flash of white under the moon, like a child's clothing,
under the bushes hanging over the path. But when I looked, it was only the same over-burdened
leaf, tipping its weight of water sideways from the recent rain; as water dripped off the leaves
above, the leaf would fill, then as it tipped, a sudden white light, where the moonlight caught the

68

water pouring over the green edge. Then to be filled again; it was absurd to be so glad, as she
must once have been, that it wasn't a child.
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

She
Dear Samuel,
The moon is very big tonight. We are sitting on the porch with a tall lamp here beside us,
missing only the pleasure of seeing from a distance how cozy we look. I'm fine, Sam, I'm really
okay. That bad winter is almost all gone from my mind. I should have told you earlier, but the
two of you were such friends that you would have thought I did something to receive such
treatment. It's better since he's gone. Maggie is sitting here winding her wool and crooning over
it; people that need help can be such a comfort, sometimes they're such good examples.
I have been thinking about so many things, and trying to figure how to answer your
questions. If you didn't know me at all, it might almost be easier to do; you know me well and
have expectations of what I feel and say, but I wish I could give evidence to carry conviction that
you don't know what I feel about some things at all.
What you see of me is never what I intend you to see. I don't mean manners. I mean it
seems like I am always avoiding something or have something at the back of my mind which the
front of my mind flurries to cover up. And that flurry is what you see most often. Whenever I
let whatever it is out, you are amazed at my capacity for private reflection and quiet, and pleased
by my thoughts, which seem lacking in depth to me. As though I were an idiot whom everyone
despaired of teaching and who, unaccountably and at an unexpected juncture, began to learn. Pat
me on the back and give me my due. But then, delighted with my success, I try to astonish you
again, and it sounds like babble.
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*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

Her words are soft little-woman-prose.
The weather had been muggy and violent for days on end, and today it had rained several
times. Not the rains that only half-clear the air, but big rains, hard rains, big and slow, placid and
persistent, heavy and steady. There were rolls of thunder, not sharp and angry as they were when
the storm first began, but languid and periodic; there was at last so much time. Walking through
the rain without even an umbrella, she watched the lightning vibrate the sky like a sheet of tin,
and thought, this is life, this is living at its best. The journey from moment, as if minutes were
stops on a train ride where one would never stop again, and so one did not need to feel any
commitment to the passage of time; it was possible to co-exist with the time that passed swiftly
past your third-class window, without making the journey coherent, after all. The psyche should
travel, unafraid, only wondering, through life as the bemused senses through a steady rainstorm,
noting what the flashes of lightning revealed, each thing's life the moment it stood revealed, then
letting it pass, indeed, seeing it no more. That's what life was, after all, a delightful rainstorm, a
sensation. But people, she thought, their ideas, systems, prisons, torture—for themselves and
everyone else. The impulse: stockpile, guard jealously, preserve, keep; to possess.
At noon they found Maggie wandering in the yard; Maggie didn't know where she had gone.
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A Matter of Chance
Author's Note, 2013—Though there are times when it's difficult to enter into someone else's
grief, the more especially if it is someone with greater or more social privileges than those we
ourselves know, this story is a tribute to (though not a precise imitation of) a personal love story
told me by an older woman on a train some years ago.
I first met Charles in Paris, in the otherwise shoddy halls of the Pension pour les Etudiants
Etrangers, where the wallpaper must once have been something other than gray, but where time,
the steam from the British cook's inevitable boiled vegetables, and the charmed and sooty breath
of Paris had worn away whatever the paper had to offer of sheaves or wreathes and roses.
He was brought to my attention by my roommate, Chressy, who quite plainly could not take
her eyes off him, and who was standing quietly but persistently behind him at his hall locker,
directly across from ours, as he unpacked. I could see that she was longing to burst into speech
the moment he gave her the least hint that he was conscious of her continued presence, which he
seemed in no hurry to do. I was sitting down in the doorway of our room, not facing him but
giving him a side view of my profile as I smoked a cigarette. It must have been about four
o'clock in the afternoon. Ah, the leisure of smoke as it drifts unhurriedly toward the ceiling, and
one watches it slowly drift, encouraged to philosophy, or at least to the appearance of it. Chressy
was leaning against the wall almost directly behind him, peering over his shoulder whenever
possible, her lungs already expanded to their limit with the words she longed to utter, but I—I
was having my four o'clock smoke in my accustomed place, having every right to be there and
knowing it: I could wait.
His first appearance had been auditory, not visual. From the far end of the long, dim hall,
full of cool breezes at this hour because people had their doors open if they were in, I had heard
71

the crisp, brisk tap-tap-tap of expensive male heels which usually signified the entrance of a male
inspector of some kind, bent on having one of the perpetual feuds which the city of Paris carried
on with Mme. Paron about her heat, or her water, or her sanitation, or the safety of the
construction. The fact was, we remained totally unaffected by these bad conditions, whatever
they were; they inconvenienced only the city of Paris. We had sufficient, if overboiled, food,
and warmth in the winter, and water in the taps, and a great time living there with Mme. Paron
bullying and mothering us all, just as if she had been taken straight out of a book all about what
youthful tenants like most, in their heart of hearts. So it was with resignation and a strong pinch
of dislike in advance that I poked my head around the corner to get a sort of preview of the man
who was shortly going to demand to inspect some portion of my room. Instead, I saw Charles
bearing down upon us like a locomotive but with more precision, with precision, in fact, the most
obvious element of his personality which I could sort out in so brief a time. I barely had time to
think before he looked imperiously down and bestowed a brief nod on me and then saw Chressy
already goggling at him and gave her only a glare before swinging his back to her and wrestling
with the locker.
He was obviously unacquainted with our custom of gathering round the newest arrivals for
friendship's sake, or perhaps for curiosity's sake, and for the exchange of vital information about
whom to contact and whom to avoid which spelled safety and comfort in a poorer section of the
city. Even now I am amazed at my coolness, my remoteness, my ability to sit and watch with an
impersonal eye, and I think that however deep inside me, in whatever deep, inexplicable place I
made the decision to hang back, it was my salvation.
Chressy saw him as a desirable male, it was obvious, as obvious as his wealth and impatience
were obvious, so desirable that she had abandoned her indifferent pose, the languishing mode
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which she used to disclose her ready availability to the men of the pension. I could see it as if it
were written on her forehead, that she was wondering if he would require a virgin, in which case
she was well out of the picture; yet on her face I saw also the determination to be a virgin for as
long as possible, and already her silliness was probably convincing him that she was indeed
inexperienced. If I had been taking chances on it, which I quite markedly was not, I would have
said that a virgin, like some holy relic for him to mutilate on his wedding night—however much
his family might like it, as they only too apparently would (this obvious from the air of petty
princedom which surrounded him)—was the last thing the man needed.
I sat quietly computing what I had seen of him: the smooth complexion; red cheeks; crisp,
wavy, dark hair; the general look of vibrant good health of the carefully nurtured Boston Back
Bay; and the navy blue pants and jacket with a crest on the pocket, which I first took for a school
jacket before getting a chance to see the name of a Parisian sports club on the pocket. Chressy
peeked over his shoulder. Already I felt, somehow, that I was the one thing in all this confusion
that he recognized, like a cool, remote distance, like a smooth marble surface in a room full of
bric-a-brac. I could hear a clock quietly ticking in some room of shadowed and tasteful
opulence, and it was not difficult to put myself in sympathy with it, my thoughts as careful and
regular as the pulses of the clock, my breathing as hushed and easy as the breath of the room.
I found that we were silently communicating, though he was still removing things from his
portmanteau and shoving them into the upper cabinet shelves of the locker—annoyed and
inconvenienced, I could only suppose, by the way Chressy's neck craned for a sight of his folded
foundation garments. There was something in the atmosphere which warned her not to speak,
and she leaned against the wall as negligently as she could, but peace would not come.
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Meanwhile, his irritability was growing to a fever pitch and, as I assessed it, not just because
of Chressy or even of me, calmly ignoring the point he was making, that she was annoying him
and that since I was the more mature party of the two, it was clearly my responsibility to take her
away and make her behave. But I was determined to be smoother, more relaxed than he, to go
beyond being the keeper of his toady, to be more than a woman at whom he might wink in
understanding. Of course, winking or clapping people on the back didn't seem to be much in his
line, it was true. But there was something in the stillness between us which necessitated
compassion. He was a man obviously out of place and in great discomfort because he knew how
out of place he was, and because no one else seemed to notice that he was entirely uncomfortable
there. It was more than irritability, it was deep distress, because I could also feel that he was
determined to make the best of it, and had no desire to offend anyone. Yet, he simply did not fit
in and did not know what to do about it. There was something else, too, something I sensed that
I could not delve into at the moment, a vibration of vivid pain lying just below the surface, not a
tragedy or a shock that was written on his face, but something extensive throughout his being, its
tremors threatening but never carrying out the threat. Still, I smoked and waited for him to
acknowledge that however little he liked it, the price for salvation was to treat me like an equal.
In fact, he seemed to like me the better because I refused to budge. At the last moment, I
heard Chressy gasp, and I looked up to catch in her face the reflection of whatever she had seen.
I was not rigidly controlling myself but was letting myself be controlled by an unprecedented
and superb sense of what to do and say, which had never visited me before in my life. There was
a luminosity to my perception. It seemed that I was only taking instructions, or following some
hidden instinct that I had not known I possessed. Because, of course, he was adorable and
wounded, and I knew it as his mother probably knew it, and I was determined not to let him
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make his mother out of me, but was already resigned to the fact that he would probably never
know the difference, since his mother seemed to stretch across the sky, I could feel it. And I was
taller and thinner than he, and therefore he was doomed to run to fat, except for my alternate
sense that we would never be old and contented, never have grandchildren, never sit together in
that room with the passively ticking clock, and I stopped right there for fear there would be no
present either. As Chressy gasped, he turned to look at her suddenly, his hands still busy stowing
his gear, and he said, "Well, now that we know we're both fascinated with the Middle East, can
you say anything intelligent to me about it?" This was too much for me, although it seemed to
refer to something inside his locker which Chressy, in her ocular impetuosity, had refused to let
alone. The remark was deliberately rude, and Chressy was startled enough to back off several
paces; yet it was not without humor, perhaps the best he could produce under such trying
conditions as these were for him. It may be that I appreciated the fun in it more than Chressy did
because Charles, somewhat subtly, was clearly speaking for another listener and not to Chressy
at all. He was not yet accepting me quite as an equal, but was faking me out to see if I knew the
difference between his making sport of Chressy and being matey with me.
Chressy turned to me in a silent plea for sympathy, and I gave it to her because she was my
roommate, and because he had been rude, and because whatever our deep, silent communication
had been, I did not want him to think he could presume upon it. There was no further move to be
made, this was the end of the line, so I glanced at my watch to see if it was quite time for the
British tea the cook insisted upon serving to a group of people mostly deriving from everywhere
but the United Kingdom. Seeing me looking, Chressy took the cue, poked her shoulder in the
other direction from him and her nose in the air, and was apparently determined not to do what
she would undoubtedly do at the first real opportunity, which was to speak to him.
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No sooner had she disappeared down the hall than there came the delicate tin-ker-ting of a
bell, and it was time to go to tea. I sensed that I must not delay at all or seem to want him to
come along. And all the while I was stubbing out my cigarette and making genuine haste,
locking my door to show him that the rooms must always be locked when we were away, even if
a prince did live next door, I was wondering how he would endure the boiled vegetables and the
brisk, rough friendliness and joking later at dinner. I also wondered if I should forfeit my
advantage for all time by having mercy on him and suggesting a nearby restaurant, thus
appearing to want to rub shoulders, when he caught gently at my arm as I was leaving and said,
"Excuse me, I am sorry. But—you wouldn't happen to know a more…a more secluded place
where I might get a bite, would you?" I had read his mind. And his words were so sincerely said
through some silent agony which he was too shy to confide—and anyway, it was too soon for
confidences—that I referred him to the Café des Trois Coqs, a favorite hiding place of my own
which I had never shared with anyone. I smiled at him and turned to go, and then to my great
surprise, since it spoke of a total collapse of his resources against me, he said, "I realize it's a bit
early, but—well, I'm quite lost in this quarter without a guide, and I wonder if I might stand you
a meal. Or perhaps later." He pulled back then, not wanting to be overly impetuous himself, and
added, "If you aren't already committed—" I could see that "to your friends" hovered on his lips,
but in some further concession he did not utter it, finally allowing me the total advantage.
I have since wondered how on earth I was able to play the role of his Judith from the
beginning, when I was everywhere else in the pension known and loved, as much as anyone, as
Judy. It was possibly an earlier irritable incursion upon my general lovability that had brought
me to such a pitch of ready sympathy with a type of man I normally resented for the wealth and
privilege which gave him social blinders to everything outside his own immediate experience,
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for an existence that seemed calculated to prevent even curiosity about the other paths of life. In
perfect strictness, I later found Charles to be not at all incurious, delighted equally with all
knowledge garnered in the course of living, once he got his bearings on a situation. But he was
of that general type, and I, as an insider already accepted, might have given him much harsher
treatment had not my own stock in the situation fallen low earlier in the day.
Despite every effort of television and film to romanticize the urchins and gamins of Paris,
living close to their level of poverty for any length of time will establish to most people's
satisfaction that in public places and sometimes in one's own residence, such as it was, one must
be on guard for them as well as for more serious situations of the same kind, because it is a
damned nuisance to find yourself without your wallet or your passport or some other important
feature of your survival equipment. After a while, it is possible to distinguish those who work
alone stealing the occasional piece of fruit or change purse, and who are perhaps indeed pitiable,
and those working in concert, à la Artful Dodger, with an adult ruffian, or apache, who teaches
them how to avoid "les flics" but who otherwise takes little responsibility for them except to
relieve them of most of their earnings. At any rate, under some new and ingenious tutelage,
these urchins had recently come up with what seemed like a troublesome but apparently
profitable scam, that of stealing clothes with long, shepherd-like crooks; these tools must have
been collapsible, since I never saw one toted around the market at full length. It was one of the
inconvenient features of our residence at Mme. Paron's that she had an old washing machine and
a large washtub basin, but no dryer. The nearest launderette was several blocks away and was
always so full of people that it seemed more like a cultural mosaic than a business, with the same
people eternally engaged in the washing of their clothes. So, we had got into the habit of
washing our clothes and then stringing them up on the outside walls of our balconies to dry, as
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many of the citizens of Paris around us did. A little soot and dirt, which forced us to wash the
clothes again sooner than usual, was a small price to pay for the time and money saved. Until, as
I said, the clothes started to go missing.
Only two days before, Daniel Alleveda had come in with the story of watching the gamins
steal laundry, and we knew at last how the trick was done. The problem was that a favorite item
of mine was missing, and I knew perfectly well that it was not an urchin who took it, but
Monique, a student from the West Indies who had disliked me on sight, but who seemed to have
an all-pervasive desire to own my skirt, my favorite olive one with the gold-and-black appliqué.
I had allowed her to borrow it twice, and had withstood increasingly greater monetary offers; I
was also aware that the skirt had begun to have less to do with the whole thing than that she did
not like me at all—because I was generally liked—and that I did not like her—because she
disliked me. Since none of us had a great deal of money, she could not offer me any price I
would accept, and I had no intention, however foolish it may seem now, of allowing her to buy it
in order to preserve the general peace, of which I was otherwise so much an advocate.
That particular day, I was sitting out on the balcony by my full clothes-line, alternately
reading and watching two men install a plate glass across the street, in a large shop window
which had been smashed the night before. Monique, who lived in the room next to me, was
sitting out combing her hair in the sun, our balconies almost—but not quite—touching, easy
enough to wriggle over in either direction. But I did not think of that at the time.
I was thinking about my uncle Henri, whose defection from his native country, as he thought
of his move from France to the States twenty years ago, had left him with a lingering desire that
one of us (his sister-in-law's children, since he had none of his own) should go to see how
beautiful his country was, at his expense. From the time I was fifteen, I had longed for this
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experience with a passionate, though carefully silent, desire, lest I should not be the one chosen.
But in the course of time, my older brothers and sisters had tactfully let it be known, both to me
and to my mother, that Uncle Henri did not, in all probability, have a red cent, and that isolated
in Midwestern fields of corn and wheat as he was, he was quite unable to make good on any such
offer. My mother apparently thought the same, and when the others made it clear that they had
other paths to pursue, she jokingly said to him, one morning after my college graduation, "Well,
Henri, I suppose Judy is the only one likely to take you up on your offer of France." She smiled
down at him affectionately and poured him another cup of coffee the way he liked it, steaming
hot with plenty of milk.
"France?" He looked at her in astonishment. "France? Ah, but it is not just France. It is
Paris!" The provinces were nice to look at, of course, but Uncle Henri had very settled ideas
about what exactly it was that he wanted us to bear witness to. To the surprise of all, he had
made good, and I was living in Paris for a year and reading and writing and going to the opera
and the cinéma and the plays and the cafés, and doing everything that Uncle Henri had wanted
me to do, while also trying to decide what I should do with my fresh and untried degree in
architecture.
Just at that moment, when I was back at the point from which my imagination refused to
budge in order to let me in on what might be my future, there came piercing screams from
downstairs, screams loud and sincere enough to rivet my eyes on Monique's, to bring us both up
out of our chairs and propel us back into our rooms, so different was it from the usual racket and
noise-making to which we had grown inured. I raced out of my bedroom and down the stairs
without waiting to see if Monique would follow or not, down to the kitchen where I found that
Mme. Paron and the students helping in the kitchen that day had sustained fairly serious burns
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from a giant kettle of water which had overturned. When I finally made my way back up after
doing all I could do, which was not much, such was the foresight and efficiency of Mme. Paron's
first-aid preparation, I wandered out onto my balcony, only to notice after a moment that my
skirt was gone from the line. I looked again. It was not there. I turned to speak to Monique, but
she was nowhere in sight; in fact, her chair and her art book, which she had been occasionally
glancing at before, were both gone, and her balcony door was locked. It was quite obvious what
had happened, because the gamins never took just one garment, and they had been known to take
worn-out items as well as new ones. They would never have taken one skirt and resisted all the
rest, which were still in fairly good repair. However unpleasant, it seemed there was only one
thing to do.
I tapped on her door, but received no answer, and asked myself if perhaps someone else
might have taken it, even if someone from the street might not have wandered in. Yet, the
pension was almost entirely deserted, and I had passed back and forth through the main hallway
several times in my efforts to help Mme. Paron and the others. I went downstairs in search of
Monique.
Just outside the front door of the pension was a little terrace of sorts, with a few flower boxes
and small trees, and café tables where the students of the pension could take their meals in nice
weather. We had often sat outside with the requisite carafe of wine and sufficient store of
romanticism, sticking together to maintain our illusions against the knowing smiles of passing
Parisians. It was here that I found Monique, bolstered by a full contingency of the other
students, who had suddenly returned in number from whatever exhibition or concert or café they
had been to. She turned to look at me slowly, in no particular hurry, smiled insolently, playing a
role—possibly to cover up her own discomfort at my quick discovery, since she had made no
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secret of the fact that she considered me slow-witted. She smiled and spoke to me in lazy,
taunting tones, and though infuriated, I could think of nothing to do. Those around her were
already frowning in the sun and looking up at me enquiringly.
"My skirt is gone," I said. "My favorite skirt." They swiftly took in by my manner and by
my particular application of the remark to Monique that I did not suspect the gamins, and a joke
which Andrei had been about to make trailed off and ended abruptly. There was embarrassment
and discomfort, and strange to tell, since Monique had committed the premier crime of stealing
from another student, a strong and vivid resentment of me for speaking the truth and even daring
to want my skirt back.
She only smiled and stroked her cheek in a babyish way she had and stared at me after
looking around at the tense faces of the others. "We are so sorry we cannot help you, Judy," she
said. "We do not know where your skirt is."
And thus she won the battle, because she had said to me quite clearly that however much a
foreigner I was here, she was even more so; if I accused her of theft, she would accuse me of
racism, a thing we all detested. She told me by her manner that they would all rather think me an
uptight white than she a thieving black, and despite my feeling that I had a right to what was my
own, I saw that she had struck exactly the right chord to subdue me and to prevent the others
from helping me in any way. We had all gotten along so well, had so muted and mingled our
differences, so intertwined our interests that it was worse for our harmony to be disturbed than
for one garment to go missing, even for all of us to lose things which would not later be found.
It was for this reason that we kept our doors locked, and our lockers firmly secured, that we
might all protect each other from the thing we had most in common, our lack of ready funds.
Even on Uncle Henri's money, I was eking out my daily bread.
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And she, raw opportunist that she was, opportunist enough to make use of the political
principles about which we all seemed to be in agreement, the beliefs about world community we
all shared, was not going to let me forget, for a day or a moment or a second after this that I had
been made the sacrificial animal under her sacerdotal hand on the altar of mutual harmony. I
hated her then, saying repellent things about her under my breath as I left the group. I slanged
her rotten mentally; I plotted revenge; I planned the securement of my room as fully as I possibly
could. And I still felt impotent, because she had outwitted me and proved her own thesis, that I
was some dundering blockhead of a big-eyed infant who could not manage herself, as she,
Monique, was demonstrably capable of doing.
It was in the calmness after this assault on my equilibrium that I sat to have a smoke and
assess the damage done, even laughing aloud at one point at the image which arose in my mind:
me, stretched across the doorway as if determined to protect my room bodily, sleeping outside
the tomb of my own inconsequence. And it occurred to me then that she was testing me, and that
the test was at the same time real, and that she fully intended to maintain her position unless I
could put some new twist and spin on the situation. It was a challenge from enemy to enemy, as
intimate as if from lover to lover, and my lack of ability to respond, my direct and naïve
approach, had already lost me points. I was acting like a dumb white snob to whom it did not
matter whether she ever recovered the garment or not, simply because a black woman had taken
it and had challenged with an obvious weapon, public opinion. And the embarrassment on the
faces of the others had been because they too had seen this tactic in the offing and were less
disturbed by the approaching disharmony than by my inability to stand up to the challenge.
Patently, she had always meant to challenge me, and I had just ignored it for my own comfort
until all opportunity to short-circuit her was impossible.
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It was at this point, as I was recovering and thinking of how to get even with Monique that
Charles entered my life, and my attention to the first matter shocked me, in retrospect, by totally
disappearing. Even when his tentative invitation came and I excused myself to get dressed, my
chief regret was that I did not have the skirt to wear, since nothing else I had was quite as
pleasing, at least not to my eye. The thought had previously occurred to me that I might simply
take my nail file and break in through her balcony window, though I would have to do it some
night while she was out romancing the town. Still, now that Charles was at our end of the hall, I
could not imagine what set of circumstances would lead me to enter Monique's room illicitly,
however badly I wanted my skirt back. Undoubtedly, she must have planned for the contingency
in some way, and short of humiliating myself by begging for it back in private and thus giving
her additional weapons, I decided that locking my door securely and going out with Charles was
the next best thing I could do for myself.
I barely remember what we said, and I don't know how we managed to talk. The Café des
Trois Coqs was tucked away at the end of a cul-de-sac, and having observed before the
conditions of small, delightful restaurants nevertheless doomed for some reason to go out of
business, I suspected even then that it was passing from the scene soon rather than late. I have
looked for it since, but have never been able to find it. In spite of the seclusion, however,
Charles seemed all but terror-stricken, and I caught not a glimpse of the pain I had previously
seen, so completely did his discomfiture with me now occupy every space in the picture. Don't
imagine that he was gawky, or awkward; he had been too well-trained for that, and he enquired
politely and discreetly about whatever it was acceptable to enquire about on such short
acquaintance. But despite the fact that my presence seemed to afford him some comfort, some
warmth of a depth which had no connection with the time we had known each other but only
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with our secret knowledge, our quiet and secure assurance of each other that was a bit off-center
from "falling in love at first sight," he did not know how to take hold of the opportunity to grant
himself the peace I offered him.
I found out that he had graduated from Harvard two years before and that he was the son of an
American diplomat who had been stationed in various places in the Middle East. His general
background I had more or less suspected from his tone, except that his dialect was not at all that
of Boston, or indeed of anywhere specific; he had been born in a tiny town called Mayfield in
Westchester County, and insisted that he was indebted to the state of New York both for the
lovely natural surroundings of his early years and for the excellent educational system, as long as
he had been allowed to partake of it. But then he had travelled with his father—I assumed that
his parents were divorced early, since he made no mention of his mother—from New York, to
Los Angeles, to Hopeville, Alabama, to London and Paris and the Middle East. Then back to
Massachusetts for school, and back to Afghanistan, and most recently to Paris, when his father
had had doubts about keeping him in the midst of an inflamed situation he was trying to settle
within the larger scene of mayhem. He said with some embarrassment that his father was afraid
of his being kidnapped and had sent him back to London to keep a low profile until his return.
But Charles, unable to make do with a few cousins-by-marriage and an uncle in the BBC, had
come to Paris on his own, intending to study Greek and Latin more thoroughly at the Sorbonne,
since he already spoke French quite well.
Only, there had then been problems with the bank, because it was impossible for his father's
London bankers to advance him any sum greater than what he had already withdrawn without a
signature from his father, who was still engaged at the time in delicate negotiations and could not
be contacted, and who had besides insisted that his son go to London. So, after buying a return
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fare to London in case of emergency, Charles had come to Paris and taken the cheapest safe
lodgings he could find, enrolling at the Sorbonne without difficulty for one semester of Classics.
You mustn't think that he boasted about these things, or that I had to pry them out of a man
stricken with modesty. Charles was private but he was not inept. As a matter of fact, it had been
my dubious privilege to meet children of important men and women before, and I knew perfectly
well what to think when I met a lug and a boaster. But Charles communicated easily and only
for me, the wine helping us both along. It was what people call an enchanted evening, with
nothing much to it but talk, and a lot of that. We were both in our early twenties, still students of
sorts, really, not too young to have had sex, but too young to know what to do about each other.
I have always thought that our bond was one of those special bonds which have nothing in
common with anything else around them, too unusual to be called love, more uncommon and
perhaps more binding.
There were even moments, as we walked back through the quarter and I pointed out pleasant
things and dangerous customers, when I felt like one of the two apaches Chressy and I had once
seen in the Métro. We had taken a train to a station near Les Invalides, and just as we
disembarked at the street level, we saw two men loitering near a flower stand in front of us.
Suddenly, too fast for us to be fully aware of what had happened, the first man broke into a run
toward a parked vehicle whose driver was just returning to the cab door. He jerked the keys
from the driver's hand and leapt into the seat, only to be hauled back out by the driver and
another man in a black coat, who proved to be an undercover policeman. They threw the man up
against the wall, turning their backs to the truck, the keys forgotten on the sidewalk.
While we watched, the second man crept to the side of the truck and started the motor, which
purred softly and went unnoticed in the sound of traffic; he had turned onto the street itself
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before the police looked behind them, by which time it was too late. Seeing Charles's dark curly
hair in the candlelight, listening to his diffident laugh, I felt like that second man, making away
with the loot after the first man—Chressy, in my simile—had botched the job.
Do you see, now? There was an inevitability to us. I could say that there was a fatality about
him which drew him blindly forward, and that I was the only thing standing between him and it,
only his death was so accidental, so much a matter of chance that I would sound ridiculous. And
I could say that my sense of his fatality made me unable to leave him alone, continually waiting
for him to need me, always assured that he would, yet not always sure that I could protect him
from whatever it was that troubled him, that interior cause as to which I had no clue.
Was I to turn on the searchlights, to put him in their full glare and say, "Charles, there is
something the matter with you and I demand to know what it is"? This was to call him to his
own attention, to say "Heal thyself" rather than to conspire with him for our mutual comfort.
And there were times, many times, when I thought him almost too close to the truth, when I
thought he was getting ready to burst forth in whatever terrible guise it was that haunted him,
that made him seem peculiarly ill-equipped to survive.
There were times when I might have had my answer, times quite early on when my own
insights should have warned me. One day not too long after our first excursion together, I passed
a small shop on my way to buy writing paper and noticed Charles with his head bent over
something in the corner. It was quite clear by now that I was not just a convenient friend, that
for all the strong male fortitude he quite genuinely possessed, my presence was needed to ease
his existence. Therefore, I felt no qualms at following him into the store and peering at him from
behind another counter, waiting for his approach. Eventually, he came toward me with two
small bottles of expensive perfume in his hands, one which I had worn and expressed fondness
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for and one unknown to me. My heart ached for him for no reason I could define, not as if I
cared about him, which I did, but as if I were sharing a deep grief with him that someone else did
not care for him. Yet, he seemed to find what he was looking for in me, and to need assurance
again and again that it was indeed there. He was no sissy, my Charles, but a very tough man
who once defended me from two drunks in an alleyway in what looked to my inexperienced eye
like excellent pugilistic fashion, without ever losing that aura of desperation he carried with him
almost constantly. He was weary with it, he was tired, he was old, and yet with his head bent
over the bottles of perfume, wrapped in indecision and choosing such a clichéd gift to give, he
was a little boy with a tender pink patch on his nape where the barber's razor had grazed his skin.
When he caught sight of me, he blushed and looked down, smiling but going to pay for his
purchases silently, only glancing back to see if I was waiting for him. When he had walked me
to the paper store and had waited, in turn, for me, we headed home to the pension again, and he
said:
"You didn't ask me whom it was for." He was still embarrassed, but his eyes sparkled at me
with the knowledge that he had been caught and that now there was no way out of it. I felt a
thrill of fear myself, a moment's doubt before I remembered him to be mischievous but not a
malicious tease.
Treating him to a little mischief in turn, I said: "No, because that's what your mother would
do." So many times since I have regretted that remark, and have only the comfort of knowing
that he forgave me almost immediately, as soon as the opaque expression had passed from his
face, and more, that he refused to hold it against me in memory, in a loyalty that could have
made me mourn just for the piquancy of it.
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But he was hurt, and it seemed to make him testy rather than angry; perhaps fearful that I
meant real harm, he was insulating himself from a kind of insecurity most unusual in him, of all
people. When we got back to the pension, he asked me into his room and presented me with the
bottle in such a formal way that I was quite ashamed of myself for having twitted him, and I said,
taking a risk which I fully felt to be commensurate with his own, "The question a woman might
ask, Charles, is 'Who is the other one for?'"
He laughed then and kissed me, and looked into my eyes to see if I had meant it, and replied,
"Chressy, of course." His appeasement of Chressy, obvious only to me, had gone on from
roughly the same time as his courtship of me, so that whether or not Chressy had been deprived
of the man, she had been deprived of very little else that his presence could have brought her.
From that point on, we became constant companions. I attended any lectures with him in
which the classroom was full enough for my presence to escape detection, and except when he
was out with the men of the pension, he spent his spare time with me exclusively.
His friendship with them had more than one benefit to me from the very beginning. On
Bastille Day evening, not too long after his arrival, we went out celebrating; he had no classes
the next day, and so we were free to roam as we liked, avoiding the more deserted side streets as
our steps became more uneven. At one of the corner cafés we passed, a long brown arm reached
out to grab my own, and I saw Abdul, the student from North Africa, weaving in and out of my
vision as I swayed, dreamy with alcohol. He pulled me over to him and down onto his lap and
whispered in my ear: "They say that living well is the best revenge. Eh? Eh?" He laughed and
waved at Charles, and I knew that he was referring to the scene with Monique the day Charles
arrived, and my subsequent absence from any group she occupied. "Don't take it to your heart,"
he continued. "She doesn't like me either, because she thinks it is more prestigious to come from
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North Africa than from the West Indies. Don’t worry about a thing—you have achieved much
more without the dress." I laughed with him then, and Charles, oblivious to the fact that he
himself constituted part of the subject of this oblique conversation, smiled contentedly and
swung my hand in his.
I found as well that the other men admired him for his nerve and the ease with which he
fronted a hostile challenge, and for some mysterious reason his credit with them transferred to
me too. I was suddenly a bold and brave woman, a clever lass, and a kind of attractive they just
hadn't happened to notice before. I was totally happy with Charles, and I hadn't even been to bed
with him yet, a matter of much astonishment to me, and perhaps to him. He did not mention it.
There were certainly moments when we found ourselves waiting for what the other might do, but
the peculiar thing about that time in Paris was our lack of hurry in everything we did, despite my
occasional feelings that something in him was rushing very swiftly through all the pleasant
things he could partake of so that he would miss as little as possible in all the long time to come:
without me, without Paris, and whatever else he was to be deprived of.
I even found myself pretending that he had a temperature or did not look well just so that I
might ask prying questions about the state of his health, sure that he must be on the verge of
some fatal illness, except that he always hooted me down and teased me in such merciless good
humor that I was forced to put the idea aside. This was not a man who suffered, was it? And
yet, and yet….
Then came the day when his money ran out, and he had to begin to think of leaving, and my
year was mostly up as well, and I had only the small, narrow streets of a residential section in a
small Midwestern town to go back to. One day, he simply said, "Come to England with me. I
want you to meet my—my family."
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"Do you mean your father? Your brothers and—"
"No," he snapped. He waited, in a temper with me, then said, "I mean my cousins, the ones
I'm going to stay with. You can leave from there as well as from here, can't you? And—" but
then he stopped and would say nothing else, though his contracted brows insisted that I make
choices, and soon.
And that is what led to our marriage. Oh, we stayed with the cousins. And one night I heard
Charles pacing up and down the hall outside my door for a long time, and I went to see what was
keeping him awake. He was unable to discover the derivation of a certain noun, he said, and was
convinced that he was missing it in the dictionary because his eyes were tired and he was weary
of sentences, anyway. I went back to his room with him, intending to be the person with fresh
eyes who can spot the overlooked word, but I never got that far. Whether it was the result of our
long abstinence or of some mutual and silent decision, we had apparently waited long enough; I
stayed the whole night.
It was only a while, a few days, before the cousins knew or perhaps intuited that things had
changed, and without any act of disapproval or censure whatsoever, they conveyed their sense of
our fitness for each other and also their tactfully expressed notion that Charles's father, although
unlikely to disapprove of marriage per se, was more likely to approve of this marriage in
particular if it was presented to him as a fait accompli (because of some plans, already mentioned
to them in passing, to get his son a position in Afghanistan once his particular situation had
settled down). Neither of us cared for that idea, and so we went ahead with the wedding, sending
the news to the embassy where it could most quickly be expected to reach Charles's father. After
a suitable interval for speculation, we received a curt but polite note of congratulations and best
wishes, and Charles was requested to go and have an immediate conference with his father's
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solicitors in London. These arrangements observed, Charles found himself in possession of a
modest amount of money per year which would allow both of us to pursue our interests and
develop our careers without agonizing about the acquisition of every dollar.
Sometimes I have wondered whether the sense I used to get that Charles never would be old,
or conversely, that he had never been young, was due to his early possession of privilege and
cultivation of the social graces, but I have never answered the question satisfactorily. I only
know that I watched him go from pastime to pastime, from sport to sport with his friends, and
was always there to give comfort and love, always there to receive loyalty, love, and devotion.
I never felt that he was going to the bad nor that he was abusing the advantages which had come
to him unearned, nor did I feel that it threw him off-balance or made something less of him than
he had been before. But more and more the notion persisted that he knew what was wrong and
wasn't telling me, that he was keeping me in the dark about something which seriously affected
him, and therefore me.
There was one particular visit we paid to friends of his near Oxford, during which he and his
friends decided to make up a game which combined rugby and American football, and they
plotted and planned with great enthusiasm, drawing quite a few visiting American tourists as
well as any number of locals into the scheme. It was "ruggers, ruggers, ruggers" and "first in
ten" and so on and so forth for days, until both teams had their strategies mapped out. I have no
idea what they were talking about; the rules of both games and the terminology have always
eluded me. Still, Charles was playing on the British team with his cousins and playing against
the Americans who had been drafted for the other team. I had one of those irrational seasons of
heartbreak over this game, heartbreak of the kind one sometimes has, though I still don't know
how to explain it. But there was really no comfortable place to sit on the British side by the time
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I got there, that seemed to be at the root of it, and I had to sit with the Americans. Of whom I am
one.
It grieved me, and I still don't fully know why. After all, I'm neither a pretentious bumpkin
nor a social climber, and there was no reason to have more than a mild preference one way or the
other, as long as I could see the game from where I was. I suppose it was that the British team
eventually lost and took quite a time to do so, since the football-cum-rugby match still had a few
kinks in the basic rules which necessitated moderately long conferences, with the coaches and
officials thoroughly embroiled, waving their arms at each other. And when the victory—or
defeat—finally came, I listened to smug American remarks on all sides, just as bad in their way
as any snobbery practiced from the other direction, and I hated them and wanted to cry. To cry
for him because he was so disinherited, so separated from these people, who never even knew
that he was an American and wouldn't have cared if they had, who in fact would have made
biting remarks about traitors and snobs and so forth and would have expected him to take it all in
fun. And because he was the way he was, he would have. How much would he have understood
my feeling, after all?
And I have never understood the passion and the anguish which I felt whenever I looked at
him, the anxiety which seemed to parallel his fatality, the need to fend off what was stealthily
approaching. Was I being overprotective, was I mothering him? I took great care not to do so,
and he was a man well able to stand on his own. Still, I remember the morning after "that
ruggers game," as he insisted on calling it—ignoring the national sport of the victors—I
remember his stumbling into the kitchen of the house in which we were visiting, a small house
with a bright yellow kitchen, belonging to two friends of his who were taking degrees at the
university. He staggered in and looked at me in dismay, seeming to want to avoid my eyes.
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When I put my hands to either side of his head, forcing him to meet my eyes, he looked
unbearably guilty and unable to repent; yet all he ever did was to apologize for staying out all
night. I asked him quite seriously if he had done something to hurt me, if he had cheated on me,
for example, which restored him immediately to dignity and huffiness. Yet still he avoided my
eyes, and I noticed what I had noticed for the first time the night before, when his head was
between my hands and turned to the light: he had a few tiny, almost invisible freckles across the
bridge of his nose.
I could never notice them after that without feeling that they had appeared with his guilt, and
yet all he seemed to be guilty of was feeling the pain again, more pain, though from what source
I was unable to determine. It was clear to me that just as I had never, despite our intimacy,
looked at him closely enough to see the freckles, or had not looked at him in the right light, so I
had never insisted on turning a different kind of light on him and searching out the source of his
pain to destroy it and preserve the man it fed upon. Yet, what was he without it, what might he
have been without it? Just another over-privileged and spoiled son of a renowned man? Wasn't
it the pain that gave him his vulnerability, his openness to me, his desire to spare the feelings of
others? Didn't it make him a better person? Or did it make him lie to me, hide things from me,
do things he could not tell me about? I don't think he could have done anything wrong.
Inescapably, I found out what it was, to my infinite regret that I wasn't sensible of it from the
beginning, that I didn't insist on sorting things out before—before the accident occurred. And I
suppose most would insist that it was an accident, and that people in grief often feel guilt for
things they should have said or done before the chance was gone.
But if only I had listened to what my instincts had told me from the beginning, if only I hadn't
been so modern and American and practical-minded and had believed in the fatality which I
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perceived, if only I had had more of the romanticism which I already scorned myself for having
too much of! I was so grounded in everyday, pragmatic reality. I was never truly sensible and
frightened of his particular hell opening up before him without deriding myself after the terror
had passed, thus leaving him to face its approach alone.
And yet, it was so simple, so utterly simple, like all of the most basic things we suffer, it was
not complicated. We were on another visit to Aaron and Phoebe near Oxford. I remember how
perfectly clear the day was, what a bright English summer day it was. He stood in the sunlight in
the tall window and said, smiling, "Judith, Aaron and I are going over to the university for a
while. I won't tell you—oh well, I suppose I will. It's just that—there's someone he knows who
can get me a position—and he doesn't even know who I am. The professor at Oxford, that is. Or
at least, he pretends not to. It's based on my translations, the ones you helped me type. It's not
much; but when he enquired about me and Aaron finally told him my name, he looked totally
blank. He seemed to have no idea who my father is, and not much of an idea who Aaron is, if it
comes to that." His joy was transparent. He laughed again and came close to me, kissing my
cheeks and my lips and my neck as he always did when leaving. And then he went.
Later that day, as I was sorting through my things to pack for a weekend trip we had planned
with Aaron and Phoebe, the telephone rang. I did not trouble to answer it, since Phoebe was
there, downstairs and much closer to it. But I heard her tones of shock and panic, and in a
moment of perfect calmness, I knew that they also applied to Charles, to Charles and me.
I would feel guilty now about that tranquility, that odd silence inside that betokened already
the end of my guardianship of him and his of me. I would feel guilty except for the sense that I
had done all any mortal could do to save another from some fate only half-disclosed, only halfperceived. Phoebe came up and she said that there had been a gunman at an intersection, some
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sort of terrorist attack, Charles and Aaron both shot—my mind passed over her Aaron—and the
car out of control and off the road.
We got a lift in from the neighbor two lanes away, and I remember running to the stretcher
where an attendant stood by with Charles's passport, always carried quite properly in the lefthand jacket pocket. The driver was gesticulating furiously to a bobby and saying, "Sir, I think
you had better have a look—Sir! Have a look at this passport! Isn't this--?" and his voice faded
out and Charles was looking up at me, his fatality finally full upon him, and he knew and I knew
that he was going to die, and we didn't waste words on what wasn't important, but settled our
score with what had attacked us, by strengthening our hold on each other. And do you know
what he said? He grasped both my hands and he said, "Did you know, Judith, that my mother
was dead? My mother is dead. They shot her on a train in Italy. She died when I was eight
years old." For one blinding instant, I almost thought that he had saved it up all that time,
waiting to pay me back for one remark in the perfume store back in Paris, which I suddenly
remembered. And then I looked down at the adorable and wounded man and saw that he was
finally telling me what had been pursuing him, though I was left to understand by myself how it
had led to this intersection and this end to his life. It was so simple and so obvious, and in
respect for his privacy and dignity and because he had never volunteered the information, I had
never asked about her.
And do you know what he said last, the very last thing of all? They had shot him in the chest,
and all around him the police were deciding that it was an international incident of major
proportions because he was a diplomat's son, and he was saying to me—and I think there was a
smile in his own eyes for a moment, though I could see I should take him seriously—"I want to
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be buried in Westchester; in Mayfield. I want to be buried by her." His voice faded out for a
moment. He was looking at me and speaking, but no sound came, and then, "Judith!"
"I'm here," I said. "I'm here."
"You too, Judith. In Mayfield. You too." And then he died.
It's funny, isn't it, in a way? It's hard not to smile just a bit—even mourning people smile at
the fancies of those who lay dying. In Mayfield? Well, it's not Paris, is it? Or Flanders Field, or
Istambul, or Rome, or—it's not any of the places more suited to the burial of a prince or a
warrior. At any rate, that's all I know of the attack. We were never contacted or threatened
before, and never after. I know because he would have told me about that sort of fatality, if only
for my own safety. And I think that's all there was to it. A random attack, finally. Just a matter
of chance, wasn't it? Just a matter of chance.
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Minus
Author's Note, 2013—This story is a tribute to the many odd art films I have watched.
The story was about a woman who murdered a man. She was an ordinary sort of woman, not
a psychopath. The story might have been a French movie. Scenes of her day, from morning to
early afternoon. First waking. Her window was narrow and set back in a corner of the house,
which had many angles. The 9:00 morning light was dim, and fell on the rumpled bedclothes.
Her feet were the whitest and her face in near darkness. It was misting outside. The sky was
pale gray. The way the light fell was arresting in itself, as in movies of Leonardo da Vinci's life
which show a narrow lattice-work window where he worked and could well have gone blind.
She lay there, without illusions and therefore without dreams, maybe without ambitions. We
recognized something about her feet, but her hands seemed strange to us. Scenes of her making
coffee, looking at her face in a cracked bedroom mirror, reading a book and smoking a cigarette.
Then in the early afternoon, after snapping the radio on then off, she goes to the supermarket. As
the story had seemed so European thus far, it was difficult not to rewrite it and see, instead of a
parking lot packed with cars in front of a low square building, her, getting her string bag out of a
cabinet and making the rounds: first l'épicier on one of the main streets, then le boucher down a
cul-de-sac bourgeois; we know it is bourgeois because of the flashes in which our attention is
directed to some of the shop names and stupidities of the street, the insults children call to each
other as they rush past and nearly knock her down, the two women in a dressmaker's shop who
stare at her for no reason when she passes, one kneeling at a mannequin's hem fixing pins, the
other adjusting straps at the neckline, pins in her mouth; at the same moment their heads turn, the
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one's jaw drops open, the other purses her lips more primly, as though she were trying to
swallow the pins without opening her mouth. Then to la patisserie. But the story was about an
American woman; she went to the supermarket. As she got out of her car she saw a woman and
a child in the car next to her. The child was watching as if it were a game she would sometime
play, and the woman was writing a check. Probably answering the child's questions; her mouth
moved, she had a tender expression through the green-tinted glass windows of her husband's car,
the little girl wriggled closer to see what she was doing. Suddenly, the murderess realized how
alone the woman in the car was, replying, explaining, how her own thoughts had to be kept at
bay, maybe even for a lifetime while she patiently answered; a lifetime of answering a child's
questions.
She goes into the store and on the right there is a calendar on the wall which shows that it is a
dog day in August; it is, however, a cool dog day. She goes up and down the aisles as anyone
does, and when she finishes it is easy to see from what is in her basket that the person she might
have been, if the story had been a French movie, would have bought the same sorts of things:
the materials for a well-balanced diet, a little bit of this, a little bit of that.
Just outside the door there is a trash barrel with a hole the size of a plate in the top. She tears
to shreds a check she voided and throws it in; as an afterthought she floats the piece with her
signature on it in the rain pools on the surface until the name is unrecognizable, and a small river
carries the scrap, boat-like, down the concave surface into the black hole. She peers in to see
how black, and finds that her bark is stuck to a McDonald's wrapper; it oozes inky black liquid;
she shakes the barrel and it disappears in the mountain of garbage, leaving behind traces of inkblood.
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When she looks up, there is a young man leaning against her car; she has never seen him
before. Only maybe his jacket is familiar; maybe that was him at the meat counter. He waits for
her to approach then opens the back door and puts the groceries in for her. She is not aware of
coercion, only puzzled, and perhaps there is no coercion. In the French movie that it is difficult
not to imagine, he is a typical young Frenchman, tight pants, nice shirt, fashionable haircut, slim,
medium build and height. Even in the story as it is, he could be Jules or Julio, a foreignexchange student. But he isn't. He is perhaps five years younger than she, a young American
man, slim, medium build, dark hair, blue jeans and a suede jacket in a subdued shade of brown.
He asks for a lift downtown. There are scenes of slowly moving traffic; she with tight lip
muttering curses at drivers, the first sign of anything, emotion, that she has shown. The drizzle
becomes rain. There is the sound of the windshield wipers, and silence in the car. They both
look straight ahead through sounds of traffic; blinking lights are reflected in every direction in
the water on the windows, like tiny strobe lights in the middle of the day. She offers him a
cigarette, he accepts, they sit smoking, waiting for the lights to change. There are glimpses, the
light falls on their faces, the planes, the angles. Maybe the light is searching out some
information from these faces, or at the service of something else, is trying to find out why one
will become victim and the other killer. He carefully puts his sun visor up and the light falls
more strongly on his face so that it is as white as her feet were in the morning, when she first
woke up. Only, they were opaque, a fat white, though her feet are slim. His skin is transparent,
the blue veins show, when we look very closely at the eyelids they are red- and blue-veined,
slightly sick-looking like a baby's. The gray light becomes so white that the pattern of rain on
the windshield casts shadows on his face, but there is no yellow and no sun showing.
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She pulls up to the curb as if she'd known before where he lives, although he just told her.
There are raindrops on his jacket; it looks like a spotted animal skin. She looks at him and says,
"I'll come in." He doesn't look puzzled. He doesn't think that she wants to make love, doesn't
know what she wants or if she wants anything, only perhaps something to drink, in the same way
that he wanted a ride. They walk in. His apartment is efficiency, artsy, there is an easel near the
bay window with a fat red plum the size of an apple on it in the exact center of the paper. There
is a small grayish shadow behind the plum that spreads itself oddly across the pock-marked
surface of the rough paper; the paint is something between oils and pastel crayons. She sees the
painting from the door and we see it closely while the boy pours the drinks. She doesn't make
the gesture of going nearer to examine the painting. Instead she sits down on his couch and pulls
the end table drawer open. There is a gun, with a silencer. She takes it out. "Is this yours?" she
asks. "Yes," he replies, as he turns to look at her. She aims at his forehead and shoots. There is
a pock-thud sound, and a hole in the center of his forehead; he half-turns and falls flat on his
back.
She holds the gun up to her face, and it is hard not to imagine her blowing smoke from it. She
looks at the end of it intently, and then we notice that though the light is dim, her face looks
transparent; the gun held a few inches in front of it is very black and compact, its separate atoms
cannot be imagined. In her skin, all the spaces between many kingdoms could be imagined; the
longer her face is studied, the more it begins to seem an infinite distance between her mouth and
the corner of her eye. Or her skin could be a thin sheet of transparency stretched tightly over
pale pastel snows. She puts the gun down on the cushion of the couch, which is worn gold
velvet. There are no police, no one comes. If the story had been a movie the credits would
appear in silence, white on a black field, and gradually roll away. Then the wine-red curtains of
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the theatre would draw closed in front of the screen. The audience's characteristic response
would be to wait a moment, not sure or satisfied, then get up and leave. But the story ended just
that way, with just that feeling. The last important thing was the gun, black, lying on the couch,
gold.
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Sympathy and Centripetal Force
Author's Note, 2013—Sympathy is a nice, perfectly acceptable emotion, or rather, state. We feel
it for people with whom we think we have a little something in common. But empathy is
centripetal force, which sucks us in, willy-nilly, into relation sometimes with those with whom
we've never before believed ourselves to share a world. Empathy is the great moral force of our
inner selves, as long as we know how to receive and use it properly.
The fair in the story is loosely based upon an actual fair which takes place every year in a
small town in Kerry. Ireland in general is a beautiful place, but I fell in love with the intense
blues and greens and browns and yellows of Kerry in particular. The speaker in the story,
however, feels the need to follow elsewhere, being driven into an awareness of homelessness by
empathy. Whether or not the speaker makes the best use of his or her empathy I leave the reader
to decide.
The fair had barely begun. I watched from the teashop window, where the teashop nestled
into the curve of the hairpin street. On all the doors, ribbons hung down like bright iridescent
tongues, and the merchants had put up booths on the sidewalks in front of their shops. In the
alleys between tiny blocks, three or four shops to a block, some tinkers had parked their vans and
horses. Where the alleys opened onto the streets, they set up booths hung with layered swatches
of multi-colored cloth. Down the lanes behind them I could see the morning sky, a substantial
blue, and very far away.
At the end of the street was a wooden tower which stood powerfully tall, like the derrick of an
oil well. Underneath it was a box nearly five feet high on each side, rigged with a pulley to be
hoisted to the top of the tower. Here the king of the fair would stand for three days, his head and
body decked with floral offerings.
A few people wandered around the streets and walked in the center of the pavement, speaking
in the muted tones usually heard in a church before the service. The merchants had not yet
begun their singing calls; instead they leaned on tables and doors and the backs of chairs,
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keeping a speculative eye on the open end of the street. Even the teashop was quiet, though it,
like the other shops, small groceries and pubs, was packed with people in full Sunday regalia. A
tall waitress ducked her head to stare out the window, and her overworked companion muttered
fiercely to herself. Two smart young men strolled past the teashop grinning, hands in their
pockets, caps to the sides of their heads; one of them gave the thumbs-up to someone in the back
of the shop and he rose and lurched out, comments and laughter falling behind him like
woodwinds tuning up to the dry percussion of chairs thumping on the floor.
It was a warm summer morning. The shop door was propped open and outside on the street
three lanky acrobats drank stout and flipped coins to the vendor. They seemed out of place, until
I realized by their proud embarrassment that they were local, and ill-at-ease with their fame.
Their masks were pushed back and their wet hair too. The sweat beaded on their faces.
A man leaning against the door of the shop straightened suddenly and called out,
"There he comes! There's Caverty!"
Several people jumped up to look and another man replied, "No it's not, you bloody fool!
That's only Davis's vegetable cart."
"Hell to you too, and see if I let you have one drap! Now then…." He sat down at one of the
tables and pulled something out of his pocket. It was a small bottle of whiskey, and he mixed
some of it up in a concoction of cream and sugar, then drank with great satisfaction. He looked
up at the faces of the others, who were watching him, and frowned.
"Where's Kitty?"
A woman whom I took to be his wife answered, "I don't think I know, she must be outside.
William, where's your sister got to?" She turned to a redheaded boy of about fifteen. He replied
that she was just outside the window, and began to joke his father about what Mrs. Hallinan
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would do if she caught him with whiskey in the teashop. The waitress came by just then and
joined in the teasing, warning of the dire consequences of drink. People at several tables around
were listening in amusement, and contributing their own remarks in lowered tones. The boy
tired of the fun, and left the room just as a woman with dyed black hair and a robust figure
stepped up to the table. An anticipatory pause filled that corner of the room; the man seemed to
feel someone behind him. He turned and looked up, and his neck flushed a dark red. Smiling,
the woman spoke.
"How are you all today? That's a lovely dress, Eileen. What's that you've got there, Murty?"
"My tea, ma'am, my tea."
"Don't you think it's smelling a little strong for tea? But I've told those girls before, they don't
put enough water in. Just don't leave it in my shop and I'll wish you all you can want." There
was general laughter at this, and the talk went back to the subject of Caverty. Then Mrs.
Hallinan went on to another part of the room, and they all turned to those at their own tables.
I looked out. A little girl stood in front of the teashop window, bumping her back against the
sill and her head against the glass. With each bump, I could just hear her hum a note. She
counted the coins in her hand. I watched the red bows in her hair bob up and down as she tilted
her head from side to side, the braids flopping on either side of the straight white line of scalp.
She pressed her face to the window once and looked through at her mother who, catching her
eye, motioned her to come inside. Instead she turned around, bumped her head slowly three
more times, then wandered along the street to the left. The mother, whom Mrs. Hallinan had
called Eileen, nudged the man beside her to get up. She wore a big flower print dress, and it slid
up as she edged across the seat, working her legs a good bit to move herself along. She made for
the door, her head craned to the left as though she could see through the wall.
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The little girl had made good time; she was standing in front of the stall of a black-bearded
tinker, whose white face was streaked with dirt. He wasn't watching the street; he was looking
away to his left above the wooden tower, at the scattered low-hanging clouds. With one finger
he picked at a back tooth then brought his hand to his hip, grimacing. As she moved along the
front of the stall into his line of vision, he swung his shaggy head around, looked at her and
scowled again, baring his teeth. She stood very still. He leaned over the rows of toys and
baubles, twitching a doll at her; I could see that his tooth still bothered him. She reached out for
the doll, keeping her eyes on the tinker's face. Just then, the print dress darted into view and
pulled her away. Back to the teashop. The tinker watched indifferently for a moment before
resuming his study of the sky. Rain. Maybe not.
In a flurry of reproof, the woman and the girl came in again and sat down. Kitty, that was her
name. She studied the design on the sugar bowl with an impenetrable quiet like earnest prayer,
stopping now and again to look up at the oblivious faces around her, gauging their distance from
herself, hiding some secret deeper and deeper, their chatter a staccato above her own steady
depth. Then someone addressed her, an adult, and she put on an appropriate face and responded.
As the minutes went by, the voices seemed to accelerate, get louder, laugh more often, then
slowly sink, stop, gather themselves and begin again, like wind. Kitty sat very still, looking at
the squares on the tablecloth.
There was a quiet so deep, for just a moment, that I could hear the cows lowing in the byre
behind the last street of the town. I remembered walking past them, past sheep and pigs, startled
at how real they were. The mingled smells of manure and burning turf were always in the lanes
on the way into town, and the memory of them contrasted strangely with the design of roses and
little yellow flowers on the gold-rimmed teacups. And then I thought of how pleasant it was,
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after being lost in the endlessly intersecting roads outside town, to come in for cracked wheat
bread and tea, with fat curls of butter piled up on a plate.
People crossed glances and smiled without speaking, invariably turning their eyes to the street
stretching away beyond the open door. Someone outside shouted, and everyone jerked away as
though their names had been called. They turned and looked; it was quiet. They relaxed. But
then shrill screams of rage brushed away the last tinge of somnolence, the wind blew, and they
remembered that it was the first morning of the fair, that the sun was shining, and that it might
rain in the afternoon. They swung their heads towards the door.
Two dirty little tinkers were in the street, tugging a mongrel puppy back and forth between
them by a coarse rope and swearing. The dog had long since ceased to struggle and ran
cooperatively back and forth on the tips of its hind toes, following its fortunes as the insolent
eyes of two ten-year-olds warred over its head. With a hand each still on the rope, they fell to
the ground, throttling each other with considerable strength. Their voices were as lean and bitter
with hatred as the whistle of a knife through the air. They tangled in the rope, tripping as they
beat each other in the face, now kicking the ears or groin, then pummeling. Their passion was
uncomfortable because neither gave way nor lost, although each had his fingers crushed under
the other's foot, or his head kicked repeatedly until he could only stagger drunkenly to his feet,
fall on his enemy, and bring him down. The puppy howled and cried, drawing the waitresses to
the front to see what was happening. The boys' faces were streaked with blood and dirt, and
grotesquely swollen as they bared the stumps of their rotten teeth. They hung in each other's
faces and arms, bit and screamed and cursed and finally brought the waitress down upon them.
The puppy made a brief dash toward her and howled again, then choked on his own spittle when
the rope brought him up short.
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"Here now! You cannot do that here! Go on, now! Go back to wherever you came from!
Get out of the street, you filthy things! Get out of here—" as she stepped forward and made an
inadequate chicken-scattering motion with her hands, a large rock caught her squarely in the
face. It was followed by chunks of mud and dirt and a rain of pebbles and obscene syllables.
Three large men jumped up at the back of the shop and catapulted out the door. The first one out
picked up a boy and punched him so that he flew backward ten feet before he hit the ground.
Half-crawling, half-lurching, hands across his navel and snarling raw cries through the air, the
boy scrambled for the safety of an alley; the other followed swiftly after, too cagey to be caught,
although two of the men continued to pursue him for a short distance. Their feet made a
shuffling sound on the street, as if they darted after a soccer ball. As they stopped and turned to
walk back, with the puppy trotting closely behind trailing his noose, a belated jeer of triumph
rose and swelled from two hidden throats, alternating in pitch and squeal like the discord of
demon sopranos. It died away slowly as the two went further from the center of town, and
people glanced at each other then down at their plates and watches.
The waitress's face was streaming blood. She clapped her apron to her face and ran for the
kitchen, whispers of sympathy going with her. Two of the women rose and followed in her
wake, and the people who'd tensed and half-risen from their chairs subsided, contenting
themselves with a few murmured remarks about tinkers and horse thieves.
In the aftermath, fresh tea was brought to the tables, but just as people were working
themselves up to enthusiasm for it, there was a faint purring sound from outside. A purr, a hum,
then a gargle. A truck. No one said a word, but everywhere they crowded to the doors and
windows, not willing to anticipate too much and be disappointed.
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A truck slid into view, rattling and shaking in under the tower. Two men jumped out, shouted
for help to unload, then cursed good-naturedly when no one came. They looked around.
Abruptly, the paralyzed energy of the town roared loose in yells and cheers, while men ran
forward to grab the pulley rope. Others spread around the slatted bed of the truck and waited.
Everyone else had come out onto the street now and stood along the pavement crowded in
bunches. They watched the cab door. Again all voices hushed. Deliberately and calmly,
Caverty, for it was he, got out. He wandered to the back of the truck and stopped. He looked in.
He may have stood for fully three minutes in silence; then something in the truck bed thumped,
bellowed, rumbled. Caverty grinned and spit. He waited for the next thump, and the next, and
then he shouted,
"All right!" The men tensed. "We'll bring him out!"
As they surged into action, he stood back. His powerful blacksmith's figure was clad in black
pants and white shirt, with the sleeves shoved up to his elbows. A squashed birding hat was
lumped on his head, and his huge brown feet were bare. He rubbed them in the dirt, pushed his
hat down, and flexed his fingers. The men looked at him and he nodded. Slowly, they untied the
ropes from the iron bars of the cab. They lowered the back gate warily then jumped away as a
flash of white lashed out above their heads. I watched the ropes grow taut. They pulled. With
greater effort, they tugged. While the crowd murmured nervously they dragged a great wild
buck goat backwards down the ramp. Again Caverty rubbed his feet in the dirt, watching the
yellow eyes roll at the sun.
At the jerk of Caverty's hand, the men pulled the ropes even tighter, allowing him to work his
way into the goat's side, in next to the stomach, where the goat could neither kick him nor puck
him with its horns. Stepping sideways stiff-legged, the goat bellowed and tried to jerk its head
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free. Caverty grabbed a curling horn in each hand and pulled the head back, until the goat reared
on its hind legs, a few inches taller than Caverty. It bucked and called out in rage. Its tail
switched ridiculously, and Caverty's face got redder; he braced himself. Bit by bit, he worked it
nearer to the pen, while the other men pulled the ropes loose, keeping at a safe distance. When
the edge of the pen was reached, a man stepped up and dropped a few wreaths of flowers onto
Caverty's forearms. Caverty released and repossessed each horn and the wreaths tumbled over
the goat's head as it jerked and jumped. It strained forward. Caverty's muscles swelled and he
leaned forward with it and dragged it back.
"Open the gate!" The goat leaped, dancing on his back legs, and leaped again, and Caverty
went with him, pulling his head back, dancing with him, forcing him forward. They wrestled
into the pen; Caverty sprang backwards, and the gate snapped shut. The king butted and
bumped, kicked and pucked the rails of his pen, and was hauled up through the air to the top of
the tower.
The feat over, Caverty laughed once, then lowered his head and ducked into the nearest pub.
All his helpers melted away in various directions and the fair began in earnest. I wandered
through the effervescent crowd, nodding to people I'd met at Mrs. Kelleher's; she owned the
guest house where I stayed, just outside of town. She'd described the fair to me in great detail,
and urged me to miss none of it. For the first two days, there would be dances and competitions,
booths of toys and games, baking contests, amateur performances, races, and the decorous
pandemonium that breaks loose in a fair town where everyone's neighbors are there. On the third
day, under the king's tower for good luck, the livestock show and sale would begin, bringing in
all the more distant friends and relatives with their livestock. Many of the deals that would be
made were, in reality, made months before the fair, but that would take away nothing from the
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drama of bidding, which went on for all it was worth. Quite a few people had travelled in to
attend the sales, and to hear their communal hymn set to barkers' voices.
On the day before the fair, they had gone by the guest house in old cars and trucks; the
children waved and shouted to everyone on the road, and the gravel flew like grapeshot from
under the wheels. Later, two small trailer vans and several horse-drawn caravans passed. They
went slowly; I knew they were tinkers. The people were largely dark-haired and pale-skinned,
and they sat motionlessly, conspecting the road ahead. Almost without exception, they were
either bony and undergrown or very large and tall, with a certain hard look about them. They
were itinerants and Mrs. Kelleher said, thieves. While I was watching them go by, she came out
to the gate-post where I sat; she folded her arms and shook her head.
"They have no names!" she said, as though that were the worst of it all. "Who they are God
knows." She'd told me before that they were people put out of their places by the English, only
to be contradicted by Mr. Donoghue, who said they were "people here before us." Mr.
Donoghue delivered milk in heavy aluminum cans from his donkey-drawn cart, and maintained
that only the touch of a white-haired tinker woman could cure warts. The guest house was the
last stop on his way, and he would often come in for scones and tea before going back through
town.
In all the noise and exuberance, only the tinkers were immobile. They sat in their vans,
behind booths, brooding in front of them until they were approached. I rarely saw the women;
they stayed out of sight. Some of the children ran around in the crowd, but never in enjoyment,
always as if pursued. They sometimes were pursued, though rarely caught, and whatever booty
they had plundered was hauled back to the alleys where they disappeared. The men, waiting to
sell their leather or pots or handmade objects, might talk to an adult or solicit a child's attention

110

with the toys. But they never smiled. Their customary sales pitch was a silent examination of
their own wares, which they performed as though unaware of their audience. They didn't eat,
drink, or talk among themselves. The town merchants around them chanted their own wares,
sing-songing and grinning at the friendly detractors who hooted in return.
As I was straying back toward the teashop, I saw the black-bearded tinker whom I'd watched
out the window. He was paying particular attention to the row of toys on the front of his booth,
those within reach of children's hands. There was no one in front of him to see, but across the
street, Kitty stood watching. She started for the booth once, then halted and took him in as
though measuring his great size. I stepped forward and stopped. She fixed me with that walleyed stare which children give strangers. Again she looked at him then turned away, examining
the goods of a candy booth with interest. She seemed not to hear the complacent voice from the
other side of that booth asking which she'd have; she didn't reply. When she peeked at me, I
smiled to indicate my friendliness or complicity. She turned away; I'd seen her earlier escape.
Or maybe her shyness and my interest prompted her to do something bold. She glanced down
the street once; she'd been told not to waste her money. I knew she must want some toy,
undoubtedly worthless, without which all the prize pigs, fine acrobats, and well-made ruffled
dresses in the whole afternoon would pall and seem bare and bleak. She made up her mind.
Solemnly she approached the rail and stood before the tinker, who held out first her change and
then the doll she'd had her eye on; he hadn't forgotten which one. Her purchase made, she
walked away and I came up to have a look.
It was a parasoled doll she'd bought, with a frozen leer on its face; its head was graced with
red curls and framed by a pink hat. All of the dolls were dressed in laces and velvet,
preposterous combinations of color and pattern that never appeared in the world of wealth, dingy
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and magnificent. The male dolls were grimly bearded, tinkers through and through but for their
smug faces.
I glanced up and the tinker was watching me. His gray eyes saw what I was thinking. They
were like dusty bones burned clean of meat, gray among the ashes. What I knew of harshness
wasn't enough smoke to make him blink. He felt neither adventure nor the lack of it, and I was a
tourist. Fingering the mocking dolls made for virtuous children to buy, wandering wide-eyed
through the streets where his children ran fighting, raucous as starlings, clean of attitude or
composure. His eyes travelled across me to the street and beyond, without a blink; so death
might have stared at the white, sunlit wall where children's shadows fell in high ceremonious
play, stared without bothering to count the hours until dusk.
"Will you have it or not?" He had a voice that echoed flat and deep in his chest, leaving space
but no vibration when it ceased; was he concerned with the coins I might, I might not, drop into
his hand? I put a doll back on the rack and walked away.
Looking around, I discovered that Kitty had disappeared. I walked up the street and had a
Guinness. She was probably hiding from her mother. Disobedience, I thought, was an earnest
transgression that required privacy. But did she really like the doll? I could imagine her hugging
it until its insides fell out, putting it in places of prominence where it would be the object of
delectable emotions, having nightmares about it, acquiring it by every means possible short of
ingesting it. Grotesque as it was, it was a proper pound's worth of cotton and velvet, thread and
straw, bought with her own money at the fair.
I looked into the fat round face of abstraction. A vendor. The vendor grinned at me as I
stood at his counter next to the others in their rough tweeds. Waking up, I slid a few coins across
and demanded a shot of whiskey.
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The wills of some sit mannered and quiescent, I thought. I sipped. Stern white walls. Vows
of silence. Loyal to their order, they still try to escape. Constraint and license, sin and grace
have such palatable textures. Kitty hiding. Brooding proudly over her escape—bits and
swatches of screaming velvet cloth handled and stroked and well-kept in a convent drawer. I
drew a breath and thought it must be a sudden comfort to the tinkers to destroy and be handled
roughly in return, to be assured of violence. Another way of knowing what to expect. Fear must
die then, fury and resentment become a kind of homeostasis. No teashop. No flower print
dresses. No pennies or cracked wheat bread. No fair, no goat, no Caverty. I turned my back to
the counter and leaned to it, watching for the little girl.
Sure enough, she came along, the mother hauling her by the hand, minding more than I'd
supposed she would, scolding all the way. Give it back to the man and get your money, you've
spent all but ten pence and not been here a day. No Kitty do as you're told. Give it back. Think
of the fine cakes, and you'll not have any. It's not such a fine doll as that I made you. Shall I
make you another one then, when we're home? The older brother William came along, and
seeing his sister rake her dirty hands across her face, streaking tears and grime, he took her side.
It was just as well, because the tinker wasn't refunding. The mother glared at him and William;
when she raised her hand to her hat at a gust of wind, I saw the wet stain under her arm, and
thought she must be tired of walking around in the sun. Her feet were swollen at the ankles, like
those of many country women. Kitty would not give up the doll. Under cover of crying, she
looked at me, where I was drinking at the vendor's, at the tinker, who showed no signs of hearing
and was looking at the sky; beseechingly at William, who loyally tucked more pennies into her
hand; not at all at her mother, whose energy was exhausted but whose principles were sound.
Children must they must Kitty must. It was hot. Pretending not to weaken, William you get that
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doll away from her, she dropped the wet little hand; William took Kitty to the lemonade stand.
And don't let her get away from you again. When they were all farther down the street, the
tinker turned to glance after them; the woman's big hat and her round behind swathed in cotton
bumped down the street, two circles nudging each other up and down, and she went into the
teashop again.
The day was getting on. I felt like going down to the pier and sticking my head in the water,
to come up and see how low the clouds were, so low the clouds in front of the mountains across
the narrow bit of water coming inland from the bay. No boats come there, only people to fish,
and across from the pier the Kerry mountains are Prussian blue, the fields green and yellow and
fine brown. So bright are the colors, like in a doll's house. But no, then, the barrenness of
Donegal, the thick turf like tundra, the stark rocks and sea, silver and strange lights from the
clouds glittering on the white houses, and gray rocks piled up, the sea blue and silver and so
cold. Clean, spare, hungry; without. I'll leave, I thought. I'll go there.
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