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Preface

In the fifteen years since we began the project of putting together all of Donald Barthelme’s unpublished and uncollected work, we’ve published his satires, parodies, fables, illustrated stories, plays, essays, reviews, occasional pieces, and interviews. But the crown of the project was always understood to be the publication of Barthelme’s unpublished and uncollected stories. It is the stories, after all, that established his genius and influence, and which radically transformed what twentieth-century American literature could be. Saddening as it is to have to accept that after these there will be no more stories, there is still reason to celebrate. All of Donald Barthelme’s work is now available in book form, and the importance of his achievement can now be fully appreciated.

Sixty Stories, it was once said, was Barthelme’s attempt to establish his canon. Forty Stories, then, might be seen as his attempt to enlarge it. Flying to America: 45 More Stories, which contains every story not collected in Sixty Stories and Forty Stories, twelve stories never collected in any of the individual published volumes, and three previously unpublished stories, is a crucial addition — perhaps the crucial addition — to his existing canon.

The forty-five stories in Flying to America display the range of Barthelme’s talents as well as a rare peek into the working methods of a supreme literary collagist. Some of Barthelme’s most dedicatedly experimental stories are available here. “Florence Green Is 81,” “The Sea of Hesitation,” “The Viennese Opera Ball,” “Bone Bubbles,” and “Flying to America,” for instance, demonstrate that any assumptions a reader might bring to a Barthelme story will be subject to challenge and disruption. “Florence Green Is 81,” the first story in Barthelme’s very first book, announced immediately and definitively that Barthelme’s kind of joking was not going to be joking around. As the title of that first book, Come Back, Dr. Caligari, suggests, “Florence Green Is 81” was a statement as well as a plea — Barthelme clearly thought that it was the likes of Caligari, that dislocated and aesthetically challenging figure, that required a comeback. We had had quite enough of that well-worn hero, Shane, and the forms and formulae that had created and sustained him. “Bone Bubbles” is a piece in which Barthelme’s experiment in word collision reminds us of such tablet breakers as Joyce, Beckett, Burroughs, or even Mallarmé. The title story, “Flying to America,” is a superb example of Barthelme’s collage method of construction, a story that itself absorbed bits and pieces of previously published work, and then lent itself — in bits and pieces — to no fewer than three subsequently published stories.

Many of the stories in Flying to America were generated by the aesthetic and cultural issues that engaged Barthelme throughout his writing career: the perils of the unfulfilled life; the modern tendency toward conformist nonconformity; the blindness of obsession; the relationship between art and life, politics and life, sex and life; the necessity of continuing to ask questions even as we are aware of the inevitability of not knowing the answers. “Perpetua,” to call on one example, features a woman perpetually in search of an authentic, nonconformist individualism, only to demonstrate that the very act of consciously setting out to make herself different can become the worst kind of cliche, leading to a kind of drained theatrical one-upmanship of idiosyncrasy that she is doomed to repeat — perpetually. “To London and Rome” offers a vision of married life mechanistically attached to money and acquisition, where the flatness and terror of the unfulfilled life portrayed in the main text is juxtaposed to a column of statements and “stage directions” that remind us of the joy-stripped world of Harold Pinter’s theater of menace. The marvelous “Tickets,” the last story Barthelme published in The New Yorker, features that numbingly formal, almost-British voice he so often used — a voice we associate with Evelyn Waugh and Anthony Powell, not to speak of that great line of English comic writers from Wodehouse and Sir Henry Howard Bashford to Joe Orton and Tom Stoppard — completely absorbed in its own obsessions, delivered by a character whose unremitting confidence only serves to reveal his incomparable blindness. “The Agreement,” to call on one last example, is constructed around one man’s series of recurring and increasingly anxious questions, questions that are unanswerable because, to quote Barthelme himself, “the Project Life is in some sense beyond his abilities.”

Here are stories in which the attitudes and processes of two seemingly mutually exclusive worlds are wonderfully mixed or transposed and thereby refreshed. In “The Police Band,” for instance, a police riot squad trains to perform its job of calming crowds and maintaining order, not with guns and truncheons, but with saxophones and drums and renditions of “Perdido” — a “triumph of art over good sense.” Like so many of the best romantic ideas circa annus terribilus 1968, when the story appeared in Unspeakable Practices, Unnatural Acts, such a band was “an idea of a very Romantic kind,” as Barthelme tells us, but it was also “an idea that didn’t work.”

And here, too, are stories motivated by Barthelme’s persistent anger at institutional bureaucracy and, especially, at the dangerous follies of government. “Subpoena,” “The Reference,” “The New Member,” come to mind, as does “The Mothball Fleet,” in which an “Admiral” who once believed in the mission of those destroyers and battleships, and the meaning of the flag they flew, now gathers the same ships to attack a government he no longer trusts. “I believed,” the Admiral tells us. “Then, over time, I discovered that they were lying. Consistently. With exemplary skill, in a hundred languages. I decided to take the ships.” It is the kind of Vietnam-era story we might have expected Barthelme to write, a furious comic parable restrained by its own seriousness, but sustained by an irony which is his last defense against a government which has rendered him helpless, angry, and immensely sad. It is the kind of story we might, perhaps, expect Barthelme to write now, if he had lived to see something of the Vietnam era making its ugly return.

In the papers examined after Barthelme’s death, in 1989, there were a number of “fits and starts” — fragments, beginnings, and unfinished pieces. But for a writer who published significantly and continuously for almost thirty years, there just weren’t that many. Nor were there many unpublished pieces that we could say were complete. Of them, “Among the Beanwoods” and “Heather” both revisit the linguistic torque we find in Barthelme’s best work. “Pandemonium,” on the other hand, was a piece Barthelme was working on very late in his life, and is very likely an early draft, a sketch of what he intended eventually to do. Unpolished as it may be, “Pandemonium” is still a lively little thing, and serves at the very least to provide us a look at his writing in process.

As was the case with The Teachings of Don B. and Not-Knowing, the two companion volumes to Flying to America, the work that appears in this book falls into four categories: (1) unpublished work; (2) uncollected work; (3) work — other than the novels — that did not appear in his two compendium collections, Sixty Stories and Forty Stories; and (4) work that, though perhaps later collected, first (or in one case later) appeared in significantly different form. Editorial information has been kept to a minimum, but certain crucial information has been included in the “Notes” at the back of the book.

For those truly dedicated followers of Barthelmismo who already know and love Donald Barthelme’s work, Flying to America is a rare and wonderful treat — to have in your hands at long last a handsome number of previously uncollected and even a few unseen stories. For those new to Barthelme, here is an opportunity to discover the literary giant whose influence was singular to many of today’s most celebrated writers. Picking up where Sixty Stories and Forty Stories left off, here — sadly but thankfully — are the final forty-five.

Kim Herzinger


FLYING TO AMERICA


Flying to America

18 March

Sing, goddess, the brilliance of Perpetua, who came then to lend her salt-sweet God-gift beauty to the film. Sing the beauty of the breasts of a Perpetua, like unto the cancelment of action at law against you, sing the redness of her hair, like unto the anger of Peleus’ son who put pains a thousandfold upon the Achaeans. Sing the hauteur of Perpetua, like unto that of a thief of fine porcelains, sing the movement of her naked leg under the long gray gown, like unto the progress of that sad song, the Borodin Quartet in D Major. Sing the whiteness of her brow, like unto a failed poem pulped into Erasable Bond, sing her sudden smile, like unto the shriek of that swan which hid Zeus the powerful. Sing, goddess, the rancor of Perpetua, which is plain to see, sing her gold-glistering trumpet, with which she promulgates her rancor and earns her daily bread, by the sweat of her lip. Sing, goddess, the mystery of Perpetua, of which I cannot speak, without undue emotion, sing her stern eye, which tells me that, among the sons of men, I am not worthy.

Perpetua showed us her breasts.

“Yes, they’re wonderful,” I said.

All of the members of the crew were smiling.

She has just left her husband, Harold.

“Order is not interesting,” Perpetua said. “Disorder is interesting.”

“Thank you, Perpetua. Ezra will call you when we’re ready for you.”

20 March

Two days of inactivity.

The script is terrible.

Ezra said: “This script is no good.”

I maintained a grave and thoughtful silence. Then I asked: “Who have you hired?”

“Joan,” Ezra said. “Marty. Mitch. Marcello.”

“Who are they?”

“Marty,” Ezra said, “is a C.O. whose draft board requires him to work for extremely low pay at some hardship in a job with provable social utility.”

“Are we that?”

“I presented us as a leprosarium.”

This was reasonable.

“Mitch,” Ezra said, “has come from the asylum.”

“Which?”

“The Maryland Motherhouse of Our Lady of Perpetual Chagrin.”

“Is he a nun?”

“He is not.”

“In what capacity was he there?”

“In the capacity, borderline case.”

“Very good. Go on.”

“The podesta’s brief against Marcello,” Ezra said, and paused, “I have chosen to disbelieve.”

“And Joan?”

“Mail fraud.”

Mail fraud is not something that bothers me much.

“O.K., Ezra. You have done a good job. Monday we begin.”

“How?” Ezra asked. “With this script?”

“Have you never heard of grace?”

21 March

I heard a noise outside. I looked out of the window. An old woman was bent over my garbage can, borrowing some of my garbage. They do that all over the city, old men and old women. They borrow your garbage and they never bring it back.

My apartment is nearly empty. I’ve thrown everything out. Books, pictures, most of the furniture. The parquet needs a waxing, its brown has changed to brown-gray. The plants are withering because I don’t water them. My wife and child are gone.

The telephone rang. It was the genius (one of the people we’ve hired for the film).

“They haf removed the tooth,” he told me.

“Fine. Did it hurt?”

“Not so much. But I am worrying.”

“What about?”

“I haf the tooth. Which in your opinion museum should I donate it to — the Smithsonian or rather the Metropolitan?”

“The Smithsonian. Absolutely the Smithsonian.”

22 March

Thinking about the “Flying to America” sequence. This will be the film’s climax. But am I capable of mounting such a spectacle? And will the man from Brewers’ Natural (the bank that put up the money for the film) understand?

23 March

The first day of shooting. It took the crew to the desert. Perpetua came along to watch. It was necessary for me not to watch Perpetua watching.

“Tom,” Ezra said, “we should have stars.”

“No stars,” I said.

“Stars have bigger heads than ordinary people,” Ezra argued. “Bigger heads photograph better.”

“No stars.”

Shooting in the desert was a mistake but an instructive mistake. I blew my whistle. The crew gathered around. I explained the sequence. We’d be shooting two parallel blue lines each one a mile long. I could smell resistance. Resistance-pheromones being released all around me.

Ezra took me aside. “What they object to is not the sequence but the whistle. They don’t like to be whistled at.”

I threw the whistle high in the air.

The whistle stayed up in the air for a long time.

Everyone looked at the whistle.

We shot the two parallel blue lines each a mile long.

Something wrong. The scene has no movement, no impact.

What about printing the words of Christ in red, across the bottom of each frame?

Dismal to want to succeed but I can’t help it. I watched the whistle, still in the air.

25 March

I was once a monster of a kind. I was bookish. Half man, half book.

No longer. Now I am worried about making the film.

Even today I am tempted to go to the library and find a book about great trumpet playing and read it so that when the moment comes (Perpetua is a trumpet player, with the New World Symphony Orchestra) I can discourse knowledgeably on the subject. I resist the impulse.

“And is it not the case,” said Ezra when we first met, “that I have been associated with the production of nineteen major motion pictures of such savage originality, scalding vérité, and honey-warm sexual indecency that the very theaters chained their doors rather than permit exhibition of these major motion pictures on their ammonia-scented gum-daubed premises? And is it not the case,” said Ezra, “that I myself with my two sinewy hands and strong-wrought God-gift brain have participated in the changing of seven high-class literary works of the first water and four of the second water and two of the third water into major muscatel? And is it not the living truth,” said Ezra, “that I was the very man, I myself and none other without exception, who clung to the underside of the camera of the great Dreyer, clung with my two sinewy hands and noble well-wrought thighs and cunning-muscled knees both dexter and sinister, during the cinematization of the master’s ‘Gertrud,’ clung there to slow the movement of said camera to that exquisite slowness that distinguishes this masterpiece from all other masterpieces of its water? And is it not chapter and verse,” said Ezra, “that I was the comrade of all the comrades of the Dziga-Vertov Group who was first in no-saying, firmest in no-saying, most final in no-saying, to all honey-sweet commercial seductions of whatever water and capitalist blandishments of whatever water and ideological incorrectitudes of whatever water whatsoever? And is it not as true as Saul become Paul,” Ezra said, “that you require a man, a firm-limbed long-winded good true man, and that I am the man standing before you in his very blood and bones?”

“You are hired, Ezra,” I said.

27 March

Thinking of sequences for the film.

A frenzy of desire?

Sensible lovers taking precautions?

Swimming with horses?

28 March

Today we filmed the genius. I made no attempt to frame or place him. We simply stood him in front of the camera and let him speak.

“Divorce in Indonesia now costs a penny,” the genius began. “Architecture students in China must now build with their own hands whatever they design. The plan . . . the plan offers metabolic support to ninety-nine percent of reality as well as peak load servicing of maximum social stress. Under omni-favorable conditions no one will ask you any questions and you will be able to go your way utilizing our two great options, trial and error.

“There is no limit to what can be accomplished,” the genius said. “That is unfortunate, I would prefer a limit. The latest schedules call for a rate of growth in the corruption of public officials of something like twenty-two percent per annum. This ‘noise’ in the system is a good thing. Successful administration endangers anti-growth positions.

“The sudden world population bulge offers no threat, contrary to certain opinions expressed in the newspaper. Preterminal mummification of the deserving poor has been spoken of but I don’t think we’ll actually do it — not yet. Managerial capabilities and leadership potential may yet be discovered in you, predicted by your colored felt-pen drawings as a child, but not noticed at that time. These qualities offer possible new solutions that should not be discounted until progressive failure phases have been worked through. ‘Pipe’ dreams, which allow brine to cool passions and oil to flow under the ice, should be sought after. Better people yet unborn will evolve still other methods, doubtless superior to our own, yet retaining a flavor of improvisation, poking around, smashed thumbs, chemical accidents. It is difficult to do anything right, the first time. As one erects slatted fences in order to control dune formation, so we mix vodka and vermouth in a fully bundled hard- and software operation designed to soothe those of our clients whose jitters incapacitate them for ordinary life. Cyclic event-recurrences distress those who had hoped that rewards and punishments would change places, that painting things with red lead would retard lust, that Breton would not patent the soluble fish, that in the fires along the coasts at midsummer, witches are not being burnt, really. That is all I have to say, at this time.”

“You did very well,” I said to the genius.

“Yes!” he said. “I think so!”

2 April

Just saw, on the street, a man in yellow shorts, orange shirt, orange straw hat. He was carrying three naked putters and a book, the latter decently dust-jacketed. And he was shouting, shouting at the top of his lungs:

“I am angry!”

“I am very angry!

“I am extremely angry!

“Oh, I am so angry!

“I am furious!”

Something for the film?

3 April

Today we shot “country music.” These country boys, despised and admired, know what they’re about. The way they pull on their strings — the strings of their instruments and the strings of their fates. Bringing up the bass line here, inserting “fills” there, in their expensive forty-dollar Western shirts and plain ordinary eight-dollar jeans. We’re filming a big battle dance in Rogers, Tennessee. It’s the first time the crew really has had something to chew upon, and everyone is slightly excited. We set up backstage trying not to get in the way. Four bands are competing at the Masonic Temple. The musicians are unscrewing their flasks and tasting the bourbon inside, when they are not lighting their joints and pipes and hookahs. Meanwhile they’re looking over the house, a big pile of stone erected in 1928, and wondering whether the wiring will be adequate to the demands of their art. The flasks and joints are being passed around, and everyone is wiping his mouth on his sleeve. And so the ropes holding the equipment to the roofs of the white station wagons are untied, and the equipment is carried onto the stage, with its closed curtain and its few spotty worklights shining. The various groups send out for supper, ordering steak sandwiches on a bun, hold the onions or hold the lettuce, as individual taste dictates. We send out for supper, too. The most junior member of each group or a high-ranking groupie goes over to the café with the list, an envelope on which all the orders have been written, and reads off the orders to the counterman there, and the counterman says, “You with the band?” and the go-for says, “Yup,” succinct and not putting too fine a point on it. Meanwhile the ushers have arrived, all high-school girls who are members of the Daughters of the Mystic Shrine Auxiliary, wearing white blouses and blue miniskirts, with a red sash slung across their breasts tied at the hip, a badge of office. These, the flower of Rogers’ young girls, all go backstage to look at the musicians, and this is their privilege, because the performance doesn’t begin for another hour, and they stand around looking at the musicians, and the musicians look back at them, and certain thoughts push their way into all of the minds gathered there, under the worklights, but then are pushed out again, because there is music to be performed this night! and one of the amplifiers has just blown its slo-blo fuse, and nobody can remember where the spare fuses were packed, and also the microphones provided by the Temple are freaking out, if one can say that about a microphone, and in addition the second band’s drummer discovers that his heads are soggy (probably a result of that situation outside Tulsa, where the bridge was out and the station wagon more or less forded the river) but luckily he has brought along a hot plate to deal with this sort of contingency, and he plugs it in and begins toasting his heads, to bring them back to the right degree of brashness for the performance. And now the first people are filling up the seats, out in front of the curtain, some of them sitting in seats that are better, strictly speaking, than those they had paid for, in the hope that the real owners of the seats will not show up, having been detained by a medical emergency. All of the musicians take turns in looking out over the auditorium through a hole in the closed curtain, counting the house and looking for girls who are especially beautiful. And now the m.c. arrives, a very jovial man in a big Western hat, such as the Stetson company has stopped making, and he goes around shaking hands with everybody, cutting up old touches, and the musicians tolerate this, because it is part of their life. And now everybody is tuning up, and you hear parts of lots of different songs, fragments clashing with each other, because each musician has a different favorite bit that he likes to tune up with, although sometimes two musicians will start in on the same piece at the same time, because they are thinking alike, at that moment. And now the hall is filling up with people who are well- or ill-dressed, according to the degree that St. Pecula has smiled upon them, and the Daughters of the Mystic Shrine are outside, with their programs, which contain advertisements from the Bart Lumber Yard, and the Sons and Daughters of I Will Arise, and the House of Blue Lights, and the Sunbeam Vacuum Cleaner Company, and the Okay Funeral Home. A man comes backstage with a piece of paper on which is written the order in which the various performers will appear. The leaders of the various groups drift over to this man and look at his piece of paper, to see what spot on the bill has been given to each band, while the bandsmen talk to each other, in enthusiastic or desultory fashion, according to their natures. “Where’d you git that shirt?” “Took it off a cop in Texarkana.” “How much you give for it?” “Dollar and a half.” And now everybody is being careful not to drink too much, because drinking too much slows down your attack, and if there is one thing you don’t want in this kind of situation it is having your attack slowed down. Of course some people are into drinking and smoking a lot more before they play, but that’s another idea, and now the audience on the other side of the closed curtain is a loud presence, and everyone has the feeling of something important about to happen, and the first band to perform gets into position, with the three guitar players in a kind of skirmish line in front, the drummer spread out behind them, and the electric-piano player off to the side somewhat, more or less parallel to the drummer, and the happy m.c. standing in front of the guitar players, with his piece of paper in his hand, and the stage manager looking alternately at his watch and at the people out front. One of the musicians borrows a last cigarette from another musician, and all of the musicians are fiddling with the controls of their instruments, and the drummer is tightening his snares, and the stage manager says “O.K.” to the m.c., and the m.c. holds up his piece of paper and prepares to read what is written there into the bunch of microphones before him, and the houselights go down as the stage lights come up, and the m.c. looks at the leader of the first group, who nods complacently, and the m.c. shouts into the microphones (from behind the closed curtain) in a hearty voice, “From Rogers, Tennessee, the Masonic Temple Battle of the Bands, it’s Bill Tippey and the Unhappy Valley Boys!” and the band crashes into “When Your Tender Body Touches Mine,” and the curtains part, and the crowd roars.

We filmed all this, for the film.

9 April

A brief exchange with Perpetua about revolutionary praxis.

“But I thought,” I said, “that there had been a sexual revolution and everybody could sleep with anybody who was a consenting adult.”

“In theory,” Perpetua said. “In theory. But sleeping with somebody also has a political dimension. One does not, for example go to bed with running dogs of imperialism.”

I thought: But who will care for and solace the running dogs of imperialism? Who will bring them their dog food, who will tuck the covers tight as they dream their imperialistic dreams?

“My group says I should not be associated with you or with the film,” Perpetua said. “They say you have no more political consciousness than a cat.”

“But that’s what the priests used to say. They said I had no more religion than a cat!”

“The group says you’re a skeptic.”

In truth I am a monster or ex-monster. But ex-monstrousness however hard won is not a position entitling one to ride the first elephant in this particular parade.

“I’ll work on it, Perpetua.”

12 April

Somebody knocked on my door (a rare event). I undid the various locks top to bottom — like unbuttoning a shirt. A man standing there. He handed me a business card.

L. JOHN SILVERMAN

ATTORNEY-AT-LAW

“Did you want to see me?”

“Are you Mr. Rush?”

“Come in.”

Mr. Silverman was a large man with a red face who looked a great deal like the late Wallace Beery.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Silverman? Have a seat.”

“It’s about your picture,” Mr. Silverman said. “I represent some folks — a consortium, you might call it — who are very interested. The long and short of it is, we’d like to buy in.”

“Why?”

“From what we’ve heard you’re making a very peculiar picture. Idiosyncratic and kinky.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Not exactly.”

I thought: Isn’t consorting a crime?

Mr. Silverman leaned forward earnestly.

“You young filmmakers are the key to the whole situation today. The rest of the industry is arse over teacup.”

“Mr. Silverman, I can hardly be called a young filmmaker. I’m thirty-nine.”

“Don’t matter. Don’t matter. I hear your picture is solid gold.”

“I’m just shooting a lot of raw material right now.”

“The question is, will you let us come aboard?”

“I’d rather not, to be frank. Brewers’ Natural is handling the whole deal and our relations with them are a little delicate and I’d hate to rock the boat at this point.”

Mr. Silverman became agitated. He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a plastic vial containing yellow pills and popped one into his mouth without even asking for a glass of water. The pills were not hard to recognize — Valium, a tranquilizer I’ve often used myself.

“I know, I know,” Mr. Silverman said, catching my expression. “It’s a crutch.” Then, businesslike: “Mr. Rush, I just want to leave you with one thought.”

“One thought?”

“There’s such a thing as too much individualism.”

“There’s such a thing as too much individualism?”

“You’ll be hearing from us,” he said, and stomped from the room.

13 April

Then I, Thomas son of Titus, took thought with myself about what measures might be taken against the threat. I devised then in my mind many fine punishments of the first water for anyone who might dare trifle with our enterprise in any way great or small. On the first day the trifler will be hung well wrapped with strong cords upside down from a flagpole at a height of twenty stories. On the second day the trifler will be turned right side up and rehung from the same staff, so as to empty the blood from his head and prepare him for the third day. On the third day the trifler will be unwrapped and attended by a licensed D.D.S., who will extract every tooth from the top part of his jaw and every other tooth from the bottom part of his jaw, the extractions to be mismatching according to the blueprint supplied. On the fourth day the trifler will be given hard things to eat. On the fifth day the trifler will be comforted with soft fine garments and flagons and the love of lithesome women so as to make the shock of the sixth day the more severe. On the sixth day the trifler will be confined alone in a small room with the music of Karlheinz Stockhausen. On the seventh day the trifler will be pricked with nettles. On the eighth day the trifler will be slid naked down a thousand-foot razor blade to the music of Karlheinz Stockhausen. On the ninth day the trifler will be sewn together by children. On the tenth day . . .

14 April

Thinking about my father.

My father was a drinker, favoring vodka. Vodka is for people who wish to conceal their anger. Sometimes my father concealed his anger in the middle of the afternoon, mostly he concealed his anger around dinnertime. Once in a while at breakfast, when he concealed it in Minute Maid orange juice.

A banging on my door. I opened it. A little man was standing there. He handed me a folded piece of paper.

“What the hell is this?”

But the man was already scampering down the stairs.

I unfolded the paper. There was nothing on it except, in the center of the sheet, a black circle.

I had been tipped the black spot.

15 April

Today we photographed fear, a distressing emotion aroused by impending danger, real or imagined.

I’m interested in fear not only for its own sweet sake but because it seems the one emotion among the emotions that presents itself pure, unmediated. One does not so much observe oneself experiencing fear as experience it directly.

Perpetua watching, sitting in a folding chair, hands in her lap. Her breasts hiding beneath the long gray gown. She has red hair!

We filmed the startle pattern — shrinking, blinking, all that. We did the sham-rage reaction and also “panting.” Mitch panted. Then we shot some stuff in which a primitive person (my bare arm as stand-in for the primitive person) kills an enemy by pointing a magic bone at him.

“O.K., who’s got the magic bone?”

The magic bone was brought. I pointed the magic bone and the actor playing the enemy fell to the ground. I had carefully explained to the actor that the magic bone would not really kill him, probably.

Then, the thrill of fear along the buttocks. We used a girl named Heidi for this sequence because her buttocks are the most beautiful I know. This was a silent bit so that everyone could talk as Heidi’s buttocks thrilled.

“Hope is the very sign of lack-of-happiness,” Heidi said, stomach down on the couch.

“Fame is a palliative for doubt,” I said.

“Wealth-formation is a source of fear for both winners and losers,” Ezra said.

“Civilization aims at making all good things available even to cowards,” said the actor who had played dead, quoting Nietzsche.

Perpetua said nothing. How can I persuade her to have a drink with me? She does her parts of the film (mostly disquisitions upon revolutionary tactics and the oppression of women) in a stern and serious and workmanlike manner and refuses to have a drink with me afterward.

I took the magic bone home with me. I don’t believe in it, exactly, but you never know.

17 April

Thinking about “Flying to America.” Will it really say what I want it to say?

A telephone call. The Bill Bones Forwarding Company. Mr. Bones speaking.

“Listen, Rush. You want to finish that picture?”

“Who is this?

“You got our message.”

“The black spot?”

“We want two hundred thousand.”

“You’re out of your mind. We don’t have that kind of money.”

“Put in to the bank for an overrun.”

“If the bank ever saw what I’m doing —”

A pause.

“You mean you’re ripping off the bank?”

“Not exactly.”

“O.K.,” Mr. Bones said patiently. “Put us on the picture as consultants.”

“Who is this?”

“L. J. Silverman Incorporated.”

“I thought you were Bill Bones Forwarding.”

“Bill Bones Forwarding is a subsidiary of Pew Associates, which is part of a conglomerate called L. J. Silverman Incorporated. Make the check out to L. J. Silverman but send it with a letter of transmittal to Bill Bones Forwarding. And a blind copy to Pew Associates. Ha ha.”

“Do I have any options?”

We considered this together.

“I don’t see any,” he said. “Do you? And I want to leave you with one thought.”

“I know,” I said. “There’s such a thing as . . .”

On the tenth day the trifler will be nibbled at by bald eagles. On the eleventh day . . .

Then I had a slosh and then another slosh and then another slosh. Then another slosh and another slosh and another slosh. A total of six, in a quarter of an hour. Then I skittered and skated and bounced and danced, in my mind, and felt myself kin to Zeus the immortal whose breath makes the waves mount even to the height of the mast of a tall ship and whose breath makes the dust of the earth leap up and form into whirlwinds and whose frown makes the high-reaching many-branched trees split asunder showing their marrow and whose frown makes the white-terrible snow rush from the mountaintops in house-destroying rushes and whose smile is never seen, but rather hid behind his hand, because it roasts the eyes. Then the mood changed and I felt not kin to Zeus the well-feared but rather myself, Thomas — Thomas the fuddled, Thomas of the putty spear, Thomas of the fell-short arrow, Thomas the kithless, Thomas of the gnashed teeth, Thomas the ricked wrenched twisted and maimed, Thomas the marrowless, Thomas the reduced, Thomas of the overdraft, Thomas of the last legs. I was, in fine, depressed.

I thought: Perhaps I drink too much?

20 April

Perpetua smiled at me today. Why?

I asked her if she wanted to have a drink after we finished shooting.

“Sure,” she said.

In the bar she asked: “Are you going to give them the money?”

“Who told you?”

“Ezra.”

“I don’t have the money.”

She thought about this. Then she said: “I like people who are struggling with dark malefic forces.”

25 April

No shooting for three days. It’s been raining and I don’t have any interiors scheduled. That is to say: No ideas.

I wanted to film everything but there are things we’re not getting.

The wild ass is in danger in Ethiopia — we’ve got nothing on that. We’ve got nothing on intellectual elitism funded out of public money, an important subject. We’ve got nothing on ball lightning and nothing on the National Grid and not a foot on the core-mantle problem, the problem of a looped economy, or the problem of praxis vs. theory. I wanted to get it all but there’s only so much time, so much energy. There’s an increasing resistance to antibiotics worldwide and liquid metal fast-breeder reactors are subject to swelling and a large proportion of Quakers are colorblind but our film will have not a shred of material on any of these matters.

Tonight I got rid of my rocking chair. It was a bentwood rocker made by Thonet in 18-something and of all the physical objects I once owned I liked it best. I had it recaned nineteen times. I carried it down the stairs and set it in front of the building and hurried back to the window of the apartment to see who the lucky legatee would be.

It was not two seconds before a young couple paused in front of my rocker. They could not believe their eyes, peered all about like thieves, and then were off down the street with it, the girl in front and the boy in back. Looking for all the world like a Siberian sleigh pursued by wolves.

26 April

A day of crises.

Then did the umbrage of the gods fall upon Thomas son of Titus, Thomas the unbuckled, Thomas the not-together, Thomas the weeper of night-weeps, Thomas the bald-someday. As when sacrifice is made incorrectly not according to custom, as when Father Zeus’ fair-wrought altar is affronted by a goat not fresh-killed but killed many days before and sending forth a foul odor, as when guests disposed about a feast board neglect to pour upon the ground the sweet-souled wine in offering to Athene, so calamities arose.

The crew festered and fought. Marty said he’d rather go to jail than work one more day on the film, and Mitch said the same thing vis-à-vis the asylum. Joan began sending things through the mail again — nude photographs of herself together with a spurious Annual Report suggesting a considerable net worth. Marcello approached Ezra with a garrote in one hand and an oubliette in the other.

And Brewers’ Natural slapped a lien on the film.

They sent a lien officer around for the purpose. Ezra gave him a drink, and then another drink, and then many more drinks. But the lien officer had a head as clear as the decimal system, as clear as capitalism.

“How can you tell anything about the film until it’s finished and cut?” Ezra asked the lien officer, and the lien officer said, “I can tell.” He slapped the lien.

Pew Associates called and said they were no longer interested in coming aboard and would we please send the black spot back.

Perpetua remained warm and beautiful. She sat in the cutting room near the Moviola and looked over my shoulder at the soft, shrunken lengths of film and said, “Probably the music will help it a lot.” That is the worst thing you can say in the film business.

She placed a hand on my arm.

“I like that part of the film where the genius says, ‘It is difficult to do anything right, the first time,’” she said. “That was really inspiring.”

I looked at her.

“And I liked that part where the counterman looks at the groupie and says, ‘You with the band?’ And I like the part with the magic bone.”

I looked at her, amazed. Parts of the film had remained, had stuck, in her memory — not even her own parts. The film was able to move from the screen into a human mind.

I thought: But what more do I want?

27 April

Votes of no confidence on every side. The principal American distributor does not wish to distribute the film. Suggests that we have it dubbed into Mandarin and approach again, from the East. Well and good. The lab will not make additional prints without additional money. Can’t blame them. The networks are not interested in a film that runs for four hours and cannot be interrupted for commercial announcements. That’s sensible. The university and art-house circuits say that the film, what they’ve of seen it, is not “relevant.” That’s true. The overseas exhibitors have said “No” in all major languages. Quite properly so. Most of our equipment has been repossessed by Brewers’ Natural. As is only natural. The film itself is in a vault with the lien liening against it. I am forbidden by injunction to enter the vault or even the building. Well, yes.

My answering service refuses to speak to me.

30 April

I am being bothered by doves.

Walking down the street, I notice a white dove (out of the corner of my eye) making an approach at three o’clock.

The dove dives, then shears off. He hovers for a bit, then begins to descend, then shears off again. This has happened today, yesterday, and the day before yesterday.

I thought: Doves.

Ezra and Mitch have gotten very tight. Ezra has explained to Mitch his feelings about Dreyer and Mitch has described to Ezra the inner workings of the Maryland Motherhouse of Our Lady of Perpetual Chagrin. The patients there, Mitch said, were tied to trees, in good weather. In bad weather they were allowed to act out historical pageants, such as the winter at Valley Forge.

“Real blood,” Mitch said. “Our blood.”

“I am better than he is,” Perpetua told me.

“Than who?”

“Waverly Branch. Our first-desk man.”

“I believe you.”

“But he is a man,” Perpetua said. “Therefore —”

“I see what you mean,” I said.

“There was nothing the matter with Harold that is not also the matter with all of you,” she said. “I am thinking of becoming a fanatic.”

“Don’t,” I said. “Give us time.”

“Time!” she said. “You’ve had centuries.” And then: “Why is that white dove making passes at your head?”

“It’s something that’s been happening to me lately.”

I thought: It could not be. I am not worthy.

“For food,” Mitch said to Ezra, “we had gruel. One oat per bowl.”

“I am tempted to bust Waverly in the mouth,” Perpetua said, “definitively.”

I thought: What are the preconditions for being splashed with grace? I’ll have to look it up.

1 May

Now we are shooting “Flying to America.”

The one hundred and twelve pilots check their watches.

If they all turn on their machines at once . . .

Flying to America.

(But did I remember to —?)

“Where is the blimp?” Marcello shouts. “I can’t find the —”

Ropes dangling from the sky.

I’m using forty-seven cameras, the outermost of which is posted in the Dover marshes.

The Atlantic is calm in some parts, angry in others. This will affect the air.

A blueprint four miles long is the flight plan.

Every detail coordinated with the air-sea rescue services of all nations.

Victory through Air Power! I seem to remember that slogan from somewhere.

Hovercraft flying to America. Flying boats flying to America. F-111s flying to America. The China Clipper!

Seaplanes, bombers, Flying Wings flying to America.

A shot of a pilot named Jellybelly. He opens the cockpit door and speaks to the passengers. “America is only two thousand miles away now,” he says. The passengers break out in smiles.

Balloons flying to America (they are painted in red and white stripes). Spads and Fokkers flying to America. Self-improvement is the big theme of flying to America. “Nowhere is self-realization more a possibility than in America,” a man says.

Perpetua watching the clouds of craft in the air . . .

Gliders gliding to America. One man has constructed a huge paper airplane, seventy-two feet in length. It is doing better than we had any right to expect. But then great expectations are a part of flying to America.

Rich people are flying to America, and poor people, and people of moderate means. This aircraft is powered by twelve rubber bands, each rubber band thicker than a man’s leg — can it possibly survive the turbulence over Greenland?

Is this the end of the film? Or is it rather the beginning? I can’t decide.

Long thoughts are extended to enwrap the future American experience of the people who are flying to America. . . .

“Sit down,” Perpetua says. I look at her. She is holding my rocking chair!

“Where did you get that?”

“Sit down,” she says again. “Relax. Watch the sky. Let Ezra do the rest.”

I sit down in my rocking chair. I rock and watch the sky. Ezra does the rest. He is waving his hands in the air and shouting into a walkie-talkie.

“Why don’t we have a child?” I say to Perpetua. “Or something.”

“Good God,” she says. “You are optimistic. What’s got into you?”

“Once in a while I say something spontaneously. Something ill-considered.”

“Flying to America,” she says.

“Well, yes.”


Perpetua

Now Perpetua was living alone. She had told her husband that she didn’t want to live with him any longer.

“Why not?” he had asked.

“For all the reasons you know,” she said.

Harold’s farewell gift was a Blue Cross-Blue Shield insurance policy, paid up for one year. Now Perpetua was putting valve oil on her trumpet. One of the valves was sticking. She was fourth-chair trumpet with the New World Symphony Orchestra.

Perpetua thought: That time he banged the car door on my finger. I am sure it was deliberate. That he locked me out while I was pregnant and I had to walk four miles after midnight to my father’s house. One does not forget.

Perpetua smiled at the new life she saw spread out before her like a red velvet map.

Back in the former house, Harold watched television.

Perpetua remembered the year she was five. She had to learn to be nice, all in one year. She only learned part of it. She was not fully nice until she was seven.

Now I must obtain a lover, she thought. Perhaps more than one. One for Monday, one for Tuesday, one for Wednesday . . .

2.

Harold was looking at a picture of the back of a naked girl, in a magazine for men. The girl was pulling a dress over her head, in the picture. This girl has a nice-looking back, Harold thought. I wonder where she lives?

Perpetua sat on the couch in her new apartment smoking dope with a handsome bassoon player. A few cats walked around.

“Our art contributes nothing to the revolution,” the bassoon player said. “We cosmeticize reality.”

“We are trustees of Form,” Perpetua said.

“It is hard to make the revolution with a bassoon,” the bassoon player said.

“Sabotage?” Perpetua suggested.

“Sabotage would get me fired,” her companion replied. “The sabotage would be confused with ineptness anyway.”

I am tired of talking about the revolution, Perpetua thought.

“Go away,” she said. The bassoon player put on his black raincoat and left.

It is wonderful to be able to tell them to go away, she reflected. Then she said aloud, “Go away. Go away. Go away.”

Harold went to visit his child, Peter. Peter was at school in New England. “How do you like school?” Harold asked Peter.

“It’s O.K.,” Peter said. “Do you have a light?”

Harold and Peter watched the game together. Peter’s school won. After the game, Harold went home.

3.

Perpetua went to her mother’s house for Christmas. Her mother was cooking the eighty-seventh turkey of her life. “God damn this turkey!” Perpetua’s mother shouted. “If anyone knew how I hate, loathe, and despise turkeys. If I had known that I would cook eighty-seven separate and distinct turkeys in my life, I would have split forty-four years ago. I would have been long gone for the tall timber.”

Perpetua’s mother showed her a handsome new leather coat. “Tanned in the bile of matricides,” her mother said, with a meaningful look.

Harold wrote to the magazine for men asking for the name and address of the girl whose back had bewitched him. The magazine answered his letter saying that it could not reveal this information. The magazine was not a pimp, it said.

Harold, enraged, wrote to the magazine and said that if the magazine was not a pimp, what was it? The magazine answered that while it could not in all conscience give Harold the girl’s address, it would be glad to give him her grid coordinates. Harold, who had had map reading in the Army, was delighted.

4.

Perpetua sat in the trumpet section of the New World Symphony Orchestra. She had a good view of the other players because the sections were on risers and the trumpet section sat on the highest riser of all. They were playing Brahms. A percussionist had just split a head on the bass drum. “I luff Brahms,” he explained.

Perpetua thought: I wish this so-called conductor would get his movie together.

After the concert she took off her orchestra uniform and put on her suede jeans, her shirt made of a lot of colored scarves sewn together, her carved-wood neck bracelet, and her D’Artagnan cape with its silver lining.

Perpetua could not remember what was this year and what was last year. Had something just happened, or had it happened a long time ago? She met many new people. “You are different,” Perpetua said to Sunny Marge. “Very few of the girls I know wear a tattoo of the head of Marshal Foch on their backs.”

“I am different,” Sunny Marge agreed. “Since I posed for that picture in that magazine for men, many people have been after my back. My back has become practically an international incident. So I decided to alter it.”

“Will it come off? Ever?”

“I hope and pray.”

Perpetua slept with Robert in his loft. His children were sleeping on mattresses in the other room. It was cold. Robert said that when he was a child he was accused by his teacher of being “pert.”

“Pert?”

Perpetua and Robert whispered to each other, on the mattress.

5.

Perpetua said, “Now, I am alone. I have thrown my husband away. I remember him. Once he seemed necessary to me, or at least important, or at least interesting. Now none of these things is true. Now he is as strange to me as something in the window of a pet shop. I gaze into the pet-shop window, the Irish setters move about, making their charming moves, I see the moves and see that they are charming, yet I am not charmed. An Irish setter is what I do not need. I remember my husband awaking in the morning, inserting his penis in his penis sheath, placing ornaments of bead and feather on his upper arms, smearing his face with ochre and umber — broad lines under the eyes and across the brow. I remember him taking his blowpipe from the umbrella stand and leaving for the office. What he did there I never knew. Slew his enemies, he said. Our dinner table was decorated with the heads of his enemies, whom he had slain. It was hard to believe one man could have so many enemies. Or maybe they were the same enemies, slain over and over and over. He said he saw girls going down the street who broke his heart, in their loveliness. I no longer broke his heart, he said. I had not broken his heart for at least a year, perhaps more than a year, with my loveliness. Well screw that, I said, screw that. My oh my, he said, my oh my, what a mouth. He meant that I was foulmouthed. This, I said, is just the beginning.”

In the desert, Harold’s Land-Rover had a flat tire. Harold got out of the Land-Rover and looked at his map. Could this be the wrong map?

6.

Perpetua was scrubbing Sunny Marge’s back with a typewriter eraser.

“Oh. Ouch. Oh. Ouch.”

“I’m not making much progress,” Perpetua said.

“Well I suppose it will have to be done by the passage of time,” Sunny Marge said, looking at her back in the mirror.

“Years are bearing us to Heaven,” Perpetua agreed.

Perpetua and Sunny Marge went cruising, on the boulevard. They saw a man coming toward them.

“He’s awfully clean-looking,” Perpetua said.

“Probably he’s from out of town,” Sunny Marge said.

Edmund was a small farmer.

“What is your cash crop?” Sunny Marge asked.

“We have two hundred acres in hops,” the farmer replied. “That reminds me, would you ladies like a drink?”

“I’d like a drink,” Perpetua said.

“I’d like a drink too,” Sunny Marge said. “Do you know anywhere he can go, in those clothes?”

“Maybe we’d better go back to my place,” Perpetua said.

At Perpetua’s apartment Edmund recounted the history of hops.

“Would you like to see something interesting?” Sunny Marge asked Edmund.

“What is it?”

“A portrait of Marshal Foch, a French hero of World War I.”

“Sure,” Edmund said.

The revolution called and asked Perpetua if she would tape an album of songs of the revolution.

“Sure,” Perpetua said.

Harold took ship for home. He shared a cabin with a man whose hobby was building scale models of tank battles.

“This is a Sturmgeschütz of the 1945 period,” the man said. “Look at the bullet nicks. The bullet nicks are done by applying a small touch of gray paint with a burst effect of flat white. For small holes in the armor, I pierce with a hot nail.”

The floor of Harold’s cabin was covered with tanks locked in duels to the death.

Harold hurried to the ship’s bar. I wonder how Perpetua is doing, he thought. I wonder if she is happier without me. Probably she is. Probably she has found deep contentment by now. But maybe not.

7.

Perpetua met many new people. She met Henry, who was a cathedral builder. He built cathedrals in places where there were no cathedrals — Twayne, Nebraska, for example. Every American city needed a cathedral, Henry said. The role of the cathedral in the building of the national soul was well known. We should punish ourselves in our purses, Henry said, to shape up the national soul. An arch never sleeps, Henry said, pointing to the never-sleeping arches in his plans. Architecture is memory, Henry said, and the nation that had no cathedrals to speak of had no memory to speak of either. He did it all, Henry said, with a 30-man crew composed of 1 superintendent 1 masonry foreman 1 ironworker foreman 1 carpenter foreman 1 pipefitter foreman 1 electrician foreman 2 journeyman masons 2 journeyman pipefitters 2 journeyman electricians 1 mason’s helper 1 ironworker’s helper 1 carpenter’s helper 1 pipefitter’s helper 1 electrician’s helper 3 gargoyle carvers 1 grimer 1 clerk-of-the-works 1 master fund-raiser 2 journeyman fund-raisers and 1 fund-raiser’s helper. Cathedrals are mostly a matter of thrusts, Henry said. You got to balance your thrusts. The ribs of your vaults intersect collecting the vertical and lateral thrusts at fixed points which are then buttressed or grounded although that’s not so important anymore when you use a steel skeleton as we do which may be cheating but I always say that cheating in the Lord’s name is O.K. as long as He don’t catch you at it. Awe and grace, Henry said, awe and grace, that’s what we’re selling and we offer a Poet’s Corner where any folks who were poets or even suspected of being poets can be buried, just like Westminster Abbey. The financing is the problem, Henry said. What we usually do is pick out some old piece of ground that was a cornfield or something like that, and put it in the Soil Bank. We take that piece of ground out of production and promise the government we won’t grow no more corn on it no matter how they beg and plead with us. Well the government sends a man around from the Agriculture Department and he agrees with us that there certainly ain’t no corn growing there. So we ask him about how much he thinks we can get from the Soil Bank and he says it looks like around a hundred and fifty thousand a year to him but that he will have to check with the home office and we can’t expect the money before the middle of next week. We tell him that will be fine and we all go have a drink over to the Holiday Inn. Of course the hundred and fifty thousand is just a spit in the ocean but it pays for the four-color brochures. By this time we got our artist’s rendering of the Twayne Undenominational Cathedral sitting right in the lobby of the Valley National Bank on a card table covered with angel hair left over from Christmas, and the money is just pouring in. And I’m worrying about how we’re going to staff this cathedral. We need a sexton and a bellringer and a beadle and maybe an undenominational archbishop, and that last is hard to come by. Pretty soon the ground is broken and the steel is up, and the Bell Committee is wrangling about whether the carillon is going to be sixteen bells or thirty-two. There is something about cathedral building that men like, Henry said, this has often been noticed. And the first thing you know it’s Dedication Day and the whole state is there, it seems like, with long lines of little girls carrying bouquets of mistflowers and the Elks Honor Guard presenting arms with M-16s sent back in pieces from Nam and reassembled for domestic use, and the band is playing the Albinoni Adagio in G Minor which is the saddest piece of music ever written by mortal man and the light is streaming through the guaranteed stained-glass windows and the awe is so thick you could cut it with a knife.

“You are something else, Henry,” Perpetua said.

8.

Perpetua and André went over to have dinner with Sunny Marge and Edmund.

“This is André,” Perpetua said.

André, a well-dressed graduate of the École du Regard, managed a large industry in Reims.

Americans were very strange, André said. They did not have a stable pattern of family life, as the French did. This was attributable to the greater liberty — perhaps license was not too strong a term — permitted to American women by their husbands and lovers. American women did not know where their own best interests lay, André said. The intoxication of modern life, which was in part a result of the falling away of former standards of conduct . . .

Perpetua picked up a chicken leg and tucked it into the breast pocket of André’s coat.

“Goodbye, André.”

Peter called Perpetua from his school in New England.

“What’s the matter, Peter?”

“I’m lonesome.”

“Do you want to come stay with me for a while?”

“No. Can you send me fifty dollars?”

“Yes. What do you want it for?”

“I want to buy some blue racers.”

Peter collected snakes. Sometimes Perpetua thought that the snakes were dearer to him than she was.

9.

Harold walked into Perpetua’s apartment.

“Harold,” Perpetua said.

“I just want to ask you one question,” Harold said. “Are you happier now than you were before?”

“Sure,” Perpetua said.


Edward and Pia

Edward looked at his red beard in the tableknife. Then Edward and Pia went to Sweden, to the farm. In the mailbox Pia found a check for Willie from the government of Sweden. It was for twenty-three hundred crowns and had a rained-on look. Pia put the check in the pocket of her brown coat. Pia was pregnant. In London she had been sick every day. In London Pia and Edward had seen the Marat/Sade at the Aldwych Theatre. Edward bought a bottle of white stuff for Pia in London. It was supposed to make her stop vomiting. Edward walked out to the wood barn and broke up wood for the fire. Snow in patches lay on the ground still. Pia wrapped cabbage leaves around chopped meat. She was still wearing her brown coat. Willie’s check was still in the pocket. It was still Sunday.

“What are you thinking about?” Edward asked Pia and she said she was thinking about Willie’s hand. Willie had hurt his hand in a machine in a factory in Markaryd. The check was for compensation.

Edward turned away from the window. Edward received a cable from his wife in Maine. “Many happy birthdays,” the cable said. He was thirty-four. His father was in the hospital. His mother was in the hospital. Pia wore white plastic boots with her brown coat. When Edward inhaled sharply — a sharp intake of breath — they could hear a peculiar noise in his chest. Edward inhaled sharply. Pia heard the noise. She looked up. “When will you go to the doctor?” “I have to get something to read,” Edward said. “Something in English.” They walked to Markaryd. Pia wore a white plastic hat. At the train station they bought a Life magazine with a gold-painted girl on the cover. “Shall we eat something?” Edward asked. Pia said no. They bought a crowbar for the farm. Pia was sick on the way back. She vomited into a ditch.

Pia and Edward walked the streets of Amsterdam. They were hungry. Edward wanted to go to bed with Pia but she didn’t feel like it. “There’s something wrong,” he said. “The wood isn’t catching.” “It’s too wet,” she said, “perhaps.” “I know it’s too wet,” Edward said. He went out to the wood barn and broke up more wood. He wore a leather glove on his right hand. Pia told Edward that she had been raped once, when she was twenty-two, in the Botanical Gardens. “The man that raptured me has a shop by the Round Tower. Still.” Edward walked out of the room. Pia looked after him placidly. Edward reentered the room. “How would you like to have some Southern fried chicken?” he asked. “It’s the most marvelous-tasting thing in the world. Tomorrow I’ll make some. Don’t say ‘rapture.’ In English it’s ‘rape.’ What did you do about it?” “Nothing,” Pia said. Pia wore green rings, dresses with green sleeves, a green velvet skirt.

Edward put flour in a paper bag and then the pieces of chicken, which had been dipped in milk. Then he shook the paper bag violently. He stood behind Pia and tickled her. Then he hugged her tightly. But she didn’t want to go to bed. Edward decided that he would never go to bed with Pia again. The telephone rang. It was for Fru Schmidt. Edward explained that Fru Schmidt was in Rome, that she would return in three months, that he, Edward, was renting the flat from Fru Schmidt, that he would be happy to make a note of the caller’s name, and that he would be delighted to call this note to the attention of Fru Schmidt when she returned, from Rome, in three months. Pia vomited. Pia lay on the bed sleeping. Pia wore a red dress, green rings on her fingers.

Then Edward and Pia went to the cinema to see an Eddie Constantine picture. The film was very funny. Eddie Constantine broke up a great deal of furniture chasing international bad guys. Edward read two books he had already read. He didn’t remember that he had read them until he reached the last page of each. Then he read four paperback mysteries by Ross Macdonald. They were excellent. He felt slightly sick. Pia walked about with her hands clasped together in front of her chest, her shoulders bent. “Are you cold?” Edward asked. “What are you thinking about?” he asked her, and she said she was thinking about Amboise, where she had contrived to get locked in a chateau after visiting hours. She was also thinking, she said, about the green-and-gold wooden horses they had seen in Amsterdam. “I would like enormously to have one for this flat,” she said. “Even though the flat is not ours.” Edward asked Pia if she felt like making love now. Pia said no.

It was Sunday. Edward went to the bakery and bought bread. Then he bought milk. Then he bought cheese and the Sunday newspaper, which he couldn’t read. Pia was asleep. Edward made coffee for himself and looked at the pictures in the newspaper. Pia woke up and groped her way to the bathroom. She vomited. Edward bought Pia a white dress. Pia made herself a necklace of white glass and red wood beads. Edward worried about his drinking. Would there be enough gin? Enough ice? He went out to the kitchen and looked at the bottle of Gordon’s gin. Two inches of gin.

Edward and Pia went to Berlin on the train. Pia’s father thrust flowers through the train window. The flowers were wrapped in green paper. Edward and Pia climbed into the Mercedes-Benz taxi. “Take us to the Opera if you will, please,” Edward said to the German taxi-driver in English. “Ich verstehe nicht,” the driver said. Edward looked at Pia’s belly. It was getting larger, all right. Edward paid the driver. Pia wondered if the Germans were as loud in Germany as they were abroad. Edward and Pia listened for loudness.

Edward received a letter from London, from Bedford Square Office Equipment, Ltd. “We have now completed fitting new parts and adjusting the Olivetti portable that was unfortunately dropped by you. The sum total of parts and labour comes to £7.10.0 and I am adding £1.00.0 hire charges, which leaves a balance of £1.10.0 from your initial deposit of £10. Yours.” Yours. Yours. Edward received a letter from Rome, from Fru Schmidt, the owner of the flat in Frederiksberg Allé. “Here are many Americans who have more opportunities to wear their mink capes than they like, I guess! I wish I had one, just one of rabbit or cat, it is said to be just as warm! but I left all my mink clothes behind me in Denmark! We spend most of our time in those horrible subways-metros which are like the rear entrance to Hell and what can you see of a city from there? Well you are from New York and so are used to it but I was born as a human being and not as a —” Here there was a sketch of a rat, in plan. Kurt poured a fresh cup of coffee for Edward. There were three people Pia and Edward did not know in the room, two men and a woman. Everyone watched Kurt pouring a cup of coffee for Edward. Edward explained the American position in South Vietnam. The others looked dubious. Edward and Pia discussed leaving each other.

Pia slept on the couch. She had pulled the red-and-brown blanket up over her feet. Edward looked in the window of the used-radio store. It was full of used radios. Edward and Pia drank more sherry. “What are you thinking about?” he asked her and she said she was wondering if they should separate. “You don’t seem happy,” she said. “You don’t seem happy either,” he said. Edward tore the cover off a book. The book cover showed a dog’s head surrounded by flowers. The dog wore a black domino. Edward went to the well for water. He lifted the heavy wooden well cover. He was wearing a glove on his right hand. He carried two buckets of water to the kitchen. Then he went to the back of the farmhouse and built a large wooden veranda, roofed, thirty metres by nine metres. Fortunately there was a great deal of new lumber stacked in the barn. In the Frederiksberg Allé apartment in Copenhagen he stared at the brass mail slot in the door. Sometimes red-and-blue airmail envelopes came through the slot.

Edward put his hands on Pia’s breasts. The nipples were the largest he had ever seen. Then he counted his money. He had two hundred and forty crowns. He would have to get some more money from somewhere. Maurice came in. “My house is three times the size of this one,” Maurice said. Maurice was Dutch. Pia and Edward went to Maurice’s house with Maurice. Maurice’s wife Randy made coffee. Maurice’s son Pieter cried in his wooden box. Maurice’s cats walked around. There was an open fire in Maurice’s kitchen. There were forty empty beer bottles in a corner. Randy said she was a witch. She pulled a long dark hair from her head. Randy said she could tell if the baby was going to be a boy or a girl. She slipped a gold ring from her finger and, suspending the ring on the hair, dangled it over Pia’s belly. “It has to be real gold,” Randy said, referring to the ring. Randy was rather pretty.

Pia and Edward and Ole and Anita sat on a log in France drinking white Algerian wine. It was barely drinkable. Everyone wiped the mouth of the bottle as it was passed from hand to hand. Edward wanted to sleep with Pia. “Yes,” Pia said. They left the others. Edward looked at his red beard in the shiny bottom part of the kerosene lantern. Pia thought about her first trip to the Soviet Union. Edward sat at the bar in Le Ectomorph listening to the music. Pia thought about her first trip to the Soviet Union. There had been a great deal of singing. Edward listened to the music. Don Cherry was playing trumpet. Steve Lacey was playing soprano sax. Kenny Drew was playing piano. The drummer and bassist were Scandinavians. Pia remembered a Russian boy she had known. Edward talked to a Swede. “You want to know who killed Kennedy?” the Swede said. “You killed Kennedy.” “No,” Edward said. “I did not.” Edward went back to Frederiksberg Allé. Pia was sleeping. She was naked. Edward lifted the blankets and looked at Pia sleeping. Pia moved in the bed and grabbed at the blankets. Edward went into the other room and tried to find something to read. Edward had peculiar-looking hair. Parts of it were too short and parts of it were too long. Edward and Pia telephoned friends in another city. “Come stay with us,” Edward and Pia said. “Please!”

Edward regarded Pia. Pia felt sick: “Why doesn’t he leave me alone sometimes?” Edward told Pia about Harry. Once he had gotten Harry out of jail. “Harry was drunk. A cop told him to sit down. Harry stood up. Blam! Five stitches.” “What are stitches?” Edward looked it up in the Dansk-Engelsk Ordbog. Edward had several manuscripts that were designed to have an effect on Pia. One of them was washing the dishes. At other times he was sour for several hours. In Leningrad they visited Pia’s former lover, Paul. The streets in Leningrad are extremely wide. Paul called his friend Igor, who played the guitar. Paul called Igor on the telephone. Pia and Paul were happy to see each other again. Paul talked to Edward about South Vietnam. There was tea. Edward thought that he, Edward, was probably being foolish. But how could he tell? Edward wanted more dishes. Igor’s fingers moved quickly among the frets. Edward had drunk too much tea. Edward had drunk too much brandy. Edward was in bed with Pia. “You look beautiful,” Edward said to Pia. Pia thought: I feel sick.

In Copenhagen Edward bought The Penguin English Dictionary. Sixteen crowns. Pia told a story about one of the princesses. “She is an archeologist, you know? Her picture comes in the newspaper standing over a great hole with her end sticking up in the air.” Pia’s little brother wore a black turtleneck sweater and sang “We Shall Overcome.” He played the guitar. Kurt played the guitar. Kirsten played the guitar. Anita and Ole played the guitar. Deborah played the flute. Edward read Time and Newsweek. On Tuesday Edward read Newsweek, and on Wednesday, Time. Pia bought a book about babies. Then she painted her nails silver. Pia’s nails were very long. Organ music played by Finn Viderø was heard on the radio. Edward suggested that Pia go back to the university. He suggested that Pia study French, Russian, English, guitar, flute, and cooking. Pia’s cooking was rotten. Suddenly she wished she was with some other man and not with Edward. Edward was listening to the peculiar noise inside his chest. Pia looked at Edward. She looked at his red beard, his immense spectacles. I don’t like him, she thought. That red beard, those immense spectacles. Saab jets roared overhead. Edward turned off the radio.

Pia turned on the radio. Edward made himself a dry vermouth on the rocks with two onions. It was a way of not drinking. Edward felt sick. He had been reading Time and Newsweek. It was Thursday. Pia said to Edward that he was the only person she had ever loved for this long. “How long is it?” Edward asked. It was seven months. Edward cashed a check at American Express. The girl gave him green-and-blue Scandinavian money. Edward was pleased. Little moans of pleasure. He cashed another check at Cook’s. More money. Edward sold Pia’s farm for eighteen thousand crowns. Much more money. Pia was pleased. Edward sold Pia’s piano for three thousand crowns. General rejoicing. Klaus opened the door. Edward showed him the money. Pia made a chocolate cake with little red-and-white flags on the top. Pia lay in bed. She felt sick. They plugged in an electric heater. The lights went out. Herr Kepper knocked on the door. “Is here an electric heater?” Edward showed him the money. Pia hid the electric heater.

Edward watched the brass slot on the door. Pia read to Edward from the newspaper. She read a story about four Swedes sent to prison for rapture. Edward asked Pia if she wanted to make love. “No,” she said. Edward said something funny. Pia tried to laugh. She was holding a piece of cake with a red-and-white flag on top. Edward bought a flashlight. Pia laughed. Pia still didn’t want to go to bed with Edward. It was becoming annoying. He owed the government back home a thousand dollars. Edward laughed and laughed. “I owe the government a thousand dollars,” Edward said to Pia, “did you know that?” Edward laughed. Pia laughed. They had another glass of wine. Pia was pregnant. They laughed and laughed. Edward turned off the radio. “The lights went out,” he said in Danish. Pia and Edward laughed. “What are you thinking about?” Edward asked Pia and she said she couldn’t tell him just then because she was laughing.


The Piano Player

Outside his window five–year–old Priscilla Hess, square and squat as a mailbox (red sweater, blue lumpy corduroy pants), looked around poignantly for someone to wipe her overflowing nose. There was a butterfly locked inside that mailbox, surely; would it ever escape? Or was the quality of mailboxness stuck to her forever, like her parents, like her name? The sky was sunny and blue. A filet of green Silly Putty disappeared into fat Priscilla Hess and he turned to greet his wife who was crawling through the door on her hands and knees.

“Yes?” he said. “What now?”

“I’m ugly,” she said, sitting back on her haunches. “Our children are ugly.”

“Nonsense,” Brian said sharply. “They’re wonderful children. Wonderful and beautiful. Other people’s children are ugly, not our children. Now get up and go back to the smokeroom. You’re supposed to be curing a ham.”

“The ham died,” she said. “I couldn’t cure it. I tried everything. You don’t love me anymore. The penicillin was stale. I’m ugly and so are the children. It said to tell you goodbye.”

“It?”

“The ham,” she said. “Is one of our children named Ambrose? Somebody named Ambrose has been sending us telegrams. How many do we have now? Four? Five? Do you think they’re hetero-sexual?” She made a moue and ran a hand through her artichoke hair. “The house is rusting away. Why did you want a steel house? Why did I think I wanted to live in Connecticut? I don’t know.”

“Get up,” he said softly, “get up, dearly beloved. Stand up and sing. Sing Parsifal.”

“I want a Triumph,” she said from the floor. “A TR–4. Everyone in Stamford, every single person, has one but me. If you gave me a TR–4 I’d put our ugly children in it and drive away. To Wellfleet. I’d take all the ugliness out of your life.”

“A green one?”

“A red one,” she said menacingly. “Red with leather seats.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be chipping paint?” he asked. “I bought us an electronic data processing system. An IBM.”

“I want to go to Wellfleet,” she said. “I want to talk to Edmund Wilson and take him for a ride in my red TR–4. The children can dig clams. We have a lot to talk about, Bunny and me.”

“Why don’t you remove those shoulder pads?” Brian said kindly. “It’s too bad about the ham.”

“I loved that ham,” she said viciously. “When you galloped into the University of Texas on your roan Volvo, I thought you were going to be somebody. I gave you my hand. You put rings on it. Rings that my mother gave me. I thought you were going to be distinguished, like Bunny.”

He showed her his broad-shouldered back. “Everything is in flitters,” he said. “Play the piano, won’t you?”

“You always were afraid of my piano,” she said. “My four or five children are afraid of the piano. You taught them to be afraid of it. The giraffe is on fire, but I suppose you don’t care.”

“What can we eat,” he asked, “with the ham gone?”

“There’s Silly Putty in the deepfreeze,” she said tonelessly.

“Rain is falling,” he observed. “Rain or something.”

“When you graduated from the Wharton School of Business,” she said, “I thought at last! I thought now we can move to Stamford and have interesting neighbors. But they’re not interesting. The giraffe is interesting but he sleeps so much of the time. The mailbox is rather interesting. The man didn’t open it at 3:31 P.M. today. He was five minutes late. The government lied again.”

With a gesture of impatience, Brian turned on the light. The great burst of electricity illuminated her upturned tiny face. Eyes like snow peas, he thought. Tamar dancing. My name is in the dictionary, in the back. The Law of Bilateral Good Fortune. Piano bread perhaps. A nibble of pain running through the Western World. Coriolanus.

“Oh God,” she said, from the floor. “Look at my knees.”

Brian looked. Her knees were blushing.

“It’s senseless, senseless, senseless,” she said, “I’ve been caulking the medicine chest. What for? I don’t know. You’ve got to give me more money. Ben is bleeding. Bessie wants to be an S.S. man. She’s reading The Rise and Fall. She’s identified with Himmler. Is that her name? Bessie?”

“Yes. Bessie.”

“What’s the other one’s name? The blond one?”

“Billy. Named after your father. Your Dad.”

“You’ve got to get me an air hammer. To clean the children’s teeth. What’s the name of that disease? They’ll all have it, every single one, if you don’t get me an air hammer.”

“And a compressor,” Brian said. “And a Pinetop Smith record. I remember.”

She lay on her back. The shoulder pads clattered against the terrazzo. Her number, 17, was written large on her chest. Her eyes were screwed tight shut. “Altman’s is having a sale,” she said. “Maybe I should go in.”

“Listen,” he said. “Get up. Go into the grape arbor. I’ll trundle the piano out there. You’ve been chipping too much paint.”

“You wouldn’t touch that piano,” she said. “Not in a million years.”

“You really think I’m afraid of it?”

“Not in a million years,” she said, “you phony.”

“All right,” Brian said quietly. “All right.” He strode over to the piano. He took a good grip on its black varnishedness. He began to trundle it across the room, and, after slight hesitation, it struck him dead.


Henrietta and Alexandra

Alexandra was reading Henrietta’s manuscript.

“This,” she said, pointing with her finger, “is inane.”

Henrietta got up and looked over Alexandra’s shoulder at the sentence.

“Yes,” she said. “I prefer the inane, sometimes. The ane is often inutile to the artist.”

There was a moment of contemplation.

“I have been offered a thousand florins for it,” Henrietta said. “The Dutch rights.”

“How much is that in our money?”

“Two hundred sixty-six dollars.”

“Bless Babel,” Alexandra said, and took her friend in her arms.

Henrietta said: “Once I was a young girl, very much like any other young girl, interested in the same things, I was exemplary. I was told what I was, that is to say a young girl, and I knew what I was because I had been told and because there were other young girls all around me who had been told the same things and knew the same things, and looking at them and hearing again in my head the things I had been told I knew what a young girl was. We had all been told the same things. I had not been told, for example, that some wine was piss and some not and I had not been told . . . other things. Still I had not been told a great many things all very useful but I had not been told that I was going to die in any way that would allow me to realize that I really was going to die and that it would all be over, then, and that this was all there was and that I had damned well better make the most of it. That I discovered for myself and covered with shame and shit as I was I made the most of it. I had not been told how to make the most of it but I figured it out. Then I moved through a period of depression, the depression engendered by the realization that I had placed myself beyond the pale, there I was, beyond the pale. Then I discovered that there were other people beyond the pale with me, that there were quite as many people on the wrong side of the pale as there were on the right side of the pale and that the people on the wrong side of the pale were as complex as the people on the right side of the pale, as unhappy, as subject to time, as subject to death. So what the fuck? I said to myself in the colorful language I had learned on the wrong side of the pale. By this time I was no longer a young girl. I was mature.”

Alexandra had a special devotion to the Sacred Heart.

THEORIES OF THE SACRED HEART

LOSS AND RECOVERY OF THE SACRED HEART

CONFLICTING CLAIMS OF THE GREAT CATHEDRALS

THE SACRED HEART IN CONTEMPORARY ICONOGRAPHY

APPEARANCE OF SPURIOUS SACRED HEARTS AND HOW THEY MAY BE

DISTINGUISHED FROM THE TRUE ONE

LOCATION OF THE TRUE SACRED HEART REVEALED

HOW THE ABBÉ ST. GERMAIN PRESERVED THE TRUE SACRED HEART

FROM THE HANDS OF THE BARBARIANS

WHY THE SACRED HEART Is FREQUENTLY REPRESENTED SURMOUNTED

BY A CROWN OF THORNS

MEANING OF THE TINY TONGUE OF FLAME

ORDERS AND CEREMONIES IN THE VENERATION OF THE SACRED HEART

ROLE OF THE SACRED HEART SOCIETY IN THE VENERATION OF THE SACRED HEART

Alexandra was also a member of the Knights of St. Dympna, patroness of the insane.

Alexandra and Henrietta were walking down the street in their long gowns. A man looked at them and laughed. Alexandra and Henrietta rushed at him and scratched his eyes out.

As a designer of artificial ruins, Alexandra was well-known. She designed ruins in the manners of Langley, Effner, Robert Adam, and Carlo Marchionni, as well as her own manner. She was working on a ruin for a park in Tempe, Arizona, consisting of a ruined wall nicely disintegrated at the top and one end, two classical columns upright and one fallen, vines, and a number of broken urns. The urns were difficult because it was necessary to produce them from intact urns and the workmen at the site were often reluctant to do violence to the urns. Sometimes she pretended to lose her temper. “Hurl the bloody urn, Umberto!”

Alexandra looked at herself in the mirror. She admired her breasts, her belly, and her legs, which were, she felt, her best feature.

“Now I will go into the other room and astonish Henrietta, who is also beautiful.”

Henrietta stood up and, with a heaving motion, threw the manuscript of her novel into the fire. The manuscript of the novel she had been working on ceaselessly, night and day, for the last ten years.

“Alexandra! Aren’t you going to rush to the fire and pull the manuscript of my novel out of it?”

“No.”

Henrietta rushed to the fire and pulled the manuscript out of it. Only the first and last pages were fully burned, and luckily, she remembered what was written there.

Henrietta decided that Alexandra did not love her enough. And how could nuances of despair be expressed if you couldn’t throw your novel into the fire safely?

Alexandra was sending a petition to Rome. She wanted her old marriage, a dim marriage ten years old to a man named Black Dog, annulled. Alexandra read the rules about sending petitions to Rome to Henrietta.

“All applications to be sent to Rome should be written on good paper, and a double sheet, 8⅛ inches x 10¾ inches, should be employed. The writing of petitions should be done with ink of a good quality, that will remain legible for a long time. Petitions are generally composed in the Latin language, but the use of the French and Italian languages is also permissible.

“The fundamental rule to be observed is that all petitions must be addressed to the Pope, who, directly or indirectly, grants the requested favors. Hence the regulation form of address in all petitions reads Beatissime Pater. Following this the petition opens with the customary deferential phrase ad pedes Sanctitatis Vestrae humillime provolutus. The concluding formula is indicated by its opening words: Et Deus . . . expressing the prayer of blessing which the grateful petitioner addresses in advance to God for the expected favor.

“After introduction, body, and conclusion of the petition have been duly drawn, the sheet is evenly folded length-wise, and on its back, to the right of the fold line, are indited the date of the presentation and the petitioner’s name.

“The presentation of petitions is generally made through an agent, whose name is inscribed in the right-hand corner on the back of the petition. This signature is necessary because the agent will call for the grant, and the Congregations deliver rescripts to no one but the agent whose name is thus recorded. The agents, furthermore, pay the fee and taxes for the requested rescripts of favor, give any necessary explanations and comments that may be required, and are at all times in touch with the authorities in order to correct any mistakes or defects in the petitions. Between the hours of nine and one o’clock the agents gather in the offices of the Curial administration to hand in new petitions and to inquire about the fate of those not yet decided. Many of them also go to the anterooms of secretaries in order to discuss important matters personally with the leading officials.

“For lay persons it is as a rule useless to forward petitions through the mails to the Roman Congregations, because as a matter of principle they will not be considered. Equally useless, of course, would be the enclosing of postage stamps with such petitions. Applications by telegraph are not permitted because of their publicity. Nor are decisions ever given by telegraph.”

Alexandra stopped reading.

“Jesus Christ!” Henrietta said.

“This wine is piss,” Alexandra said.

“You needn’t drink it then.”

“I’ll have another glass.”

“You wanted me to buy California wine,” Henrietta said.

“But there’s no reason to buy absolute vinegar, is there? I mean couldn’t you have asked the man at the store?”

“They don’t always tell the truth.”

“I remember that time in Chicago,” Alexandra said. “That was a good bottle. And afterwards . . .”

“How much did we pay for that bottle?” Henrietta asked, incuriously.

“Twelve dollars. Or ten dollars. Ten or twelve.”

“The hotel,” Henrietta said. “Snapdragons on the night table.”

“You were . . . exquisite.”

“I was mature,” Henrietta said.

“If you were mature then, what are you now?”

“More mature,” Henrietta said. “Maturation is a process that is ongoing.”

“When are you old?” Alexandra asked.

“Not while love is here,” Henrietta said.

Henrietta said: “Now I am mature. In maturity I found a rich world beyond the pale and found it possible to live in that world with a degree of enthusiasm. My mother says I am deluded but I have stopped talking to my mother. My father is dead and thus has no opinion. Alexandra continues to heap up indulgences by exclaiming ‘Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!’ which is worth an indulgence of fifty days each time it is exclaimed. Some of the choicer ejaculations are worth seven years and seven quarantines and these she pursues with the innocent cupidity of the small investor. She keeps her totals in a little book. I love her. She has to date worked off eighteen thousand years in the flames of Purgatory. I tell her that the whole thing is a shuck but she refuses to consider my views on this point. Alexandra is immature in that she thinks she will live forever, live after she is dead at the right hand of God in His glory with His power and His angels and His whatnot and I cannot persuade her otherwise. Joseph Conrad will live forever but Alexandra will not. I love her. Now we are going out.”

Henrietta and Alexandra went walking. They were holding each other’s arms. Alexandra moved a hand sensuously with a circular motion around one of Henrietta’s breasts. Henrietta did the same thing to Alexandra. People were looking at them with strange expressions on their faces. They continued walking, under the shaped trees of the boulevard. They were swooning with pleasure, more or less. Someone called the police.


Presents

In the middle of a forest. Parked there is a handsome 1932 Ford, its left rear door open. Two young women are pausing, about to step into the car. Each has one foot on the running board. Both are naked. They have their arms around each other’s waist in sisterly embrace. The woman on the left is dark, the one on the right fair. Their white, graceful backs are in sharp contrast to the shiny black of the Ford. The woman on the right has turned her head to hear something her companion is saying.

*  *  *

At a dinner party. The eight guests are seated, in shining white plastic shells mounted on steel pedestals, in a luxurious kitchen. They sit around a long table of polished rosewood, at one end of which there is a wicker basket filled with fruit, pineapples, bananas, pears, and at the other a wicker basket containing loaves of burnt-orange bread. The kitchen floor is polished black tile; electric ovens with bronze fronts are set into the polished off-white walls. On thick glass shelves above the diners, handsome pots with herbs, jams, jellies, and tall glass jars with half-a-dozen varieties of raw pasta. Six of the guests, men and women, are conventionally clothed. The two young women (one dark, one fair) are naked, smoking cigarillos. One of them unfolds a large white linen napkin and smoothes it over her companion’s lap.

*  *  *

Ten o’clock in the morning. Marble, more marble, together with walnut paneling, a terrazzo floor, on the left a long (sixty feet) black-topped counter behind which the tellers sit, on the right a beige-carpeted area with three rows (three times three) of bank officers, suited and gowned. At the back, the great vault door open, functionary seated at desk reading a Gothic novel. In the center, long lines of depositors channeled to the tellers by a flattened S-curve of blue velvet ropes. Uniformed guards, etc., the American flag drooping on its standard near the vault. Two young women enter. They are naked except for black masks. One is dark, one fair. They place themselves back-to-back in the center of the banking floor. The guards rush toward them, then rush away again.

*  *  *

A woman seated on a plain wooden chair under a canopy. She is wearing white overalls and has a pleased expression on her face. Watching her, two dogs, German shepherds, at rest. Behind the dogs, with their backs to us, a row of naked women kneeling, sitting on their heels, their buttocks perfect as eggs or O’s — OOOOOOOOOOOOO. In profile to the scene, at the far right, Henry James — his calm, accepting gaze.

*  *  *

Two young women wrapped as gifts. But the gift-wrapping is indistinguishable from ordinary clothing. Or there is a distinction, in that what they are wearing is perhaps a shade newer, brighter, more studied than ordinary clothing, proclaims the specialness of what is wrapped, argues for immediate unwrapping, or if not that, unwrapping at leisure, with wine, cheese, sour cream.

*  *  *

Two young women, naked, tied together by a long red thread. One is dark, one is fair.

*  *  *

Large (eight by ten feet) sheets of white paper on the floor, six or eight of them. The total area covered is perhaps 200 feet square; some of the sheets overlap. A string quartet is playing at one edge of this area, and irregular rows of handsomely-dressed spectators border another. A large bucket of blue paint sits on the paper. Two young women, naked. Each has her hair rolled up in a bun; each has been splashed, breasts, belly, and thighs, with blue paint. One, on her belly, is being dragged across the paper by the other, who is standing, gripping the first woman’s wrists. Their backs are not painted. Or not painted with. The artist is Yves Klein.

*  *  *

Two young men, wrapped as gifts. They have wrapped themselves carefully, tight pants, open-throated shirts, shoes with stacked heels, gold jewelry on right and left wrists, codpieces stuffed with credit cards. They stand, under a Christmas tree big as an office building, the women rush toward them. Or they stand, under a Christmas tree big as an office building, and no women rush toward them. A voice singing inappropriate Easter songs, hallelujahs.

*  *  *

Two young men, artists, naked in a loft on Broome Street, are painting a joint portrait of four young women, fully clothed, who are standing in a row with their backs to the artists, who are sipping coffee from paper cups (the paper cup held in the left hand, the brush or palette knife in the right) and carefully regarding the backs of the women, who from time to time let slip from the sides of their mouths comments (encouraging or disparaging) about the artists, who for their part are not intimidated by these comments which have mostly to do with the weather and future projects but in some cases with the comparative beauty and masculinity (because of course the women have opinions about these matters, expressed in whispers just loud enough to be overheard) of the naked artists, who are mostly worried about the stamina and comfort (four or five hours’ work yet ahead) of the women, who are feeling rather hot and peevish in the white-painted, rather stuffy (although the big windows have been opened) loft of the artists, who are perfectly comfortable themselves, being naked, but do recognize the fact that some discomfort may be engendered by the heavy overcoats worn by the women, who are in truth pulling and tugging irritably upon these gross garments, increasing the nervousness of the artists, who are also concerned about the effect the scene might have upon someone who just blundered into it, such as the four lovers of the women, who are thinking now (by coincidence) of those selfsame lovers, Luke, Matt, John, and Mark, and what they might say if, battered by the heat of the hot sun, they staggered into an air-conditioned art gallery and there beheld a sixteen-by-forty foot painting of four backs, backs that they know intimately even through the layers of clothes, and begin to wonder whether the clothes on those backs had just been painted on (but of course they had been painted on, like everything else on the canvas) but had been really there while the women were posing for the naked artists, who are as character types notoriously . . .

*  *  *

Nowhere — the middle of it, its exact center. Standing there, a telephone booth, green with tarnished aluminum, the word PHONE and the system’s symbol (bell in ring) in medium blue. Inside the telephone booth, two young women, one dark, one fair, facing each other. Their breasts and thighs brush lightly (one holding the receiver to the other’s ear) as they place phone calls to their mothers in California and Maine. In profile to the scene, at far right, Henry James, wearing white overalls.

*  *  *

Henry James, wearing white overalls (Iron Boy brand) is attending a film. On the screen two young women, naked, are playing ping-pong. One makes a swipe with her paddle at a ball the other has placed just over the net and misses, bruising her right leg. The other puts down her paddle and walks around the table (gracefully) to examine the bruise; she places her hands on either side of the raw, ugly mark, then bends to kiss it. Henry James picks up his hat and walks thoughtfully from the theatre. Behind the popcorn machine in the lobby stand two young women, naked, one dark and one fair. Henry James approaches the popcorn stand and purchases, for 35¢, a bag of M & Ms. He opens the bag with his teeth. The women smile at each other.

*  *  *

Two young women wearing web belts to which canteens are attached, nothing more, marching down Broadway again. They are followed by a large crowd, bands, etc.

*  *  *

A plaza or open space. Two young women on their hands and knees. They are separated by a distance of eight feet, both facing in the same direction. Rough wooden boards (one by tens) have been laid across their backs to form a sort of table. On top of the table are piled bags and bags of M & Ms, hundreds of bags some of which have been opened spilling the chocolate out onto the table. A small army of insects, not ants but other chocolate-loving insects, informed of this prime target by scouts, is advancing across the plaza toward the rear of the table. The vanguard (the insects are a half-inch long and, closely inspected, resemble tiny black toothbrushes) reaches the left leg of the young woman on the left side of the table. The boldest members leap upon the leg, a line of insects runs up the leg toward the cleft of the buttocks. The table shudders and collapses.

*  *  *

The world of work. Two young women, one dark, one fair, wearing web belts to which canteens are attached, nothing more. They are sitting side-by-side on high stools (OO OO) before a pair of draughting tables, inking-in pencil drawings. Or, in a lumberyard in Southern Illinois, they are unloading a railroad car containing several hundred thousand board feet of Southern yellow pine. Or, in the composing room of a medium-sized Akron daily, they are passing long pieces of paper through a machine which deposits a thin coating of wax on the back side, and then positioning the type on a page. Or, they are driving two Yellow cabs which are racing side-by-side up Park Avenue with frightened passengers, each driver trying to beat the other to a hole in the traffic in front of them. Or, they are seated at adjacent desks in the beige-carpeted area set apart for officers in a bank (possibly the very same bank they had entered, naked, masked, several days ago), refusing loans. Or, they are standing bent over, hands on knees, peering into the site of an archaeological dig in the Cameroons. Or, they are teaching, in adjacent classrooms, Naked Physics — in the classroom on the left, Naked Physics I, and in the classroom on the right, Naked Physics II. These courses are very popular. Or, they are kneeling, sitting on their heels, before a pair of shoeshine stands, polishing the expensive boots, suave loafers, of their admiring customers. OO OO.

*  *  *

Two women, one dark and one fair, wearing parkas, blue wool watch caps on their heads, inspecting a row of naked satyrs, hairy-legged, split-footed, tailed and tufted, who hang on hooks in a meat locker where the temperature is a constant 18 degrees. The women are tickling the satyrs under the tail, where they are most vulnerable, with their long white (nimble) fingers tipped with long curved scarlet nails. The satyrs squirm and dance under this treatment, hanging from hooks, while other women, seated in red plush armchairs, in the meat locker, applaud, or scold, or hug and kiss, in the meat locker.

*  *  *

Two women, one dark and one fair, wearing parkas, blue wool watch caps on their heads, inspecting a row of naked young men, hairy-legged, many-toed, pale and shivering, who hang on hooks in a meat locker where the temperature is a constant 18 degrees. The women are tickling the young men under the tail, where they are most vulnerable, with their long white (nimble) fingers tipped with long curved scarlet nails. The young men squirm and dance under this treatment, hanging from hooks, while giant eggs, seated in red plush chairs, boil.

*  *  *

Two young women, naked, trundle the giant boiled eggs to market in wheelbarrows. They move through double rows of shouting civilians who applaud the size, whiteness, and exquisite shape of the eggs, and the humor and good cheer of the women. The grandest eggs ever seen in this part of the country, and the most gloriously-powered wheelbarrows! There is no end to the intoxicating noise. The women are sweating, moisture visible on their backs, on their legs and breasts, on their white, beautifully-formed shoulders. Yet they smile, and smile, and smile, their hands on the handles of the wheelbarrows, their sturdy sweating backs bent into the work. Like Henry James writing a novel, they trundle onward, placing one foot in front of the other in sweet, determined, dogged bliss — the achievement of a task.

*  *  *

Bliss: A condition of extreme happiness, euphoria. The nakedness of young women, especially in pairs (that is to say, a plenitude) often produces bliss in the eye of the beholder, male or female. If you have an elbow in your mouth, then you are occupied, for the moment, but your mind often wanders away, toward more bliss, wondering if you should be doing something else, with your arms and legs, so as to provide more static along the surface of the situation, wherein the two (naked) young women lie unfolded before you, waiting for you to fold them up again in new, interesting ways. Oh they are good kids, no doubt about it, and brave and forthright too, and mind their manners and their eggs, and have hope and ambitions, and are supportive and giving as well as chilly and austere — most of all, naked. That is a delight, let us confess the fact, and that is why we are considering all these different ways in which naked young women may be conceptualized, in the privacy of our studies, dealt out like cards from a deck of thin, flexible, six-foot-tall mirrors. Doubtless women do the same sort of thing in regard to us, in the privacy of their studies, or even better things, things we have not yet been able to imagine, or possibly nothing at all — maybe they just sit there, the beauty of a naked thumb, for example, or a passionate, interestingly-historied wrist. What if they don’t care? If this is the case, send them to the elephants, let them sit around all day listening to the elephants cry “Long live King Babar! Long live Queen Celeste!” Few naked young women can take much of this.

*  *  *

Back to business: Two naked young women are walking, with an older man in a white suit, on a plain in British Columbia. The older man has told them that he is Henry James, returned to earth in a special dispensation accorded those whose works, in life, have added to the gaiety of nations. They do not quite believe him, yet he is stately, courteous, beautifully-spoken, full of anecdotes having to do with the upper levels of London society. One of the naked young women reaches across the chest of Henry James to pinch, lightly, the rosy, full breast of the second young woman, who —


Among the Beanwoods

The already-beautiful do not, as a rule, run.

I am, at the moment, seated.

Ireland and Scotland are remote; Wales fares little better. Here in this forest of tall, white beanwoods, the already-beautiful saunter. Some of them carry plump red hams, already cooked.

I am, at the moment, seated. On a chair in the forest, listening. I will rise, shortly, to hold the ladder for you. Every beanwood will have its chandelier scattering light on my exercise machine, which is made of cane. The beans you have glued together are as nothing to the difficulty of working with cane, at night, in the dark, in the wind, watched by insects. I will not allow my exercise machine to be photographed. It sings, as I exercise, like an unaccompanied cello. I will not allow my exercise machine to be recorded.

Tombs are scattered through the beanwoods, made of perfectly ordinary gray stone. All are empty. The chandeliers, at night, scatter light over the tombs, little houses in which I sleep, from time to time, with the already-beautiful, and they with me. We call to each other, at night, saying “Hello, hello” and “Who, who, who?” That one has her hips exposed, for rubbing.

Holding the ladder, I watch you glue additional chandeliers to appropriate limbs. You are tiring, you have worked very hard. Iced beanwater will refresh you, and these wallets made of ham. I have been meaning to speak to you. I have set bronze statues of alert, crouching Indian boys around the periphery of the forest, for ornamentation. Each alert, crouching Indian boy is accompanied by a large, bronze, wolf-like dog, finely polished.

I have been meaning to speak to you. I have many pages of notes. I have a note about cameras, a note about recorders, a note about steel wool, a note about the invitations. On weightier matters I will speak without notes, freely and passionately, as if inspired, at night, in a rage, slapping myself, great tremendous slaps to the brow which will fell me to the earth. The already-beautiful will stand and watch, in a circle, cradling, each, an animal in mothering arms — green monkey, meadow mouse, tucotuco. That one has her hips exposed, for study. I make careful notes. You snatch the notebook from my hands.

The pockets of your smock swinging heavily with the lights of chandeliers. Your light-by-light, bean-by-bean career.

I am, at this time, prepared to dance. The already-beautiful have, historically, danced. The music made by my exercise machine is, we agree, danceable. The women partner themselves with large bronze hares, which have been cast in the attitudes of dancers. The beans you have glued together are as nothing to the difficulty of casting hares in the attitudes of dancers, at night, in the foundry, the sweat, the glare. Thieves have been invited to dinner, along with the deans of the great cathedrals. The thieves will rest upon the bosoms of the deans, at dinner, among the beanwoods. Soft benedictions will ensue.

I am privileged, privileged, to be able to hold your ladder.

Pillows are placed in the tombs, together with pot holders and dust cloths. The already-beautiful strut. England is far away, and France is scarcely nearer. I am, for the time being, reclining. In a warm tomb, with Concordia, who is beautiful. Mad with bean wine she has caught me by the belt buckle and demanded that I hear her times tables. Her voice enchants me. Tirelessly you glue. The forest will soon exist on some maps, a tribute to the quickness of the world’s cartographers. This life is better than any life I have lived, previously. I order more smoke, which is delivered in heavy glass demi-johns, twelve to a crate. Beautiful hips abound, bloom. Your sudden movement toward red kidney beans has proved, in the event, masterly. Everywhere we see formal gowns of red kidney beans, which have been polished to the fierceness of carnelians. No ham hash does not contain two beans, polished to the fierceness of carnelians.

Spain is distant, Portugal wrapped in an impenetrable haze. These noble beans, glued by you, are mine. Thousand-pound sacks are off-loaded at the quai, against our future needs. The thieves are willing workers, the deans, straw bosses of extraordinary tact. I polish hares, dogs, Indian boys in the chill of early morning. Your weather reports have been splendid. The fall of figs you predicted did in fact occur. There is nothing like ham in fig sauce, or almost nothing. I am, at the moment, feeling very jolly. Hey hey, I say. It is remarkable how well human affairs can be managed, with care.


You Are as Brave as Vincent Van Gogh

You eavesdrop in three languages. Has no one ever told you not to pet a leashed dog? We wash your bloody hand with Scotch from the restaurant.

Children. I want one, you say, pointing to a mother pushing a pram. And there’s not much time. But the immense road-mending machine (yellow) cannot have children, even though it is a member of a family, it has siblings — the sheep’s-foot roller, the air hammer.

You ask: Will there be fireworks?

I would never pour lye in your eyes, you say.

Where do you draw the line? I ask. Top Job?

Shall we take a walk? Is there a trout stream? Can one rent a car? Is there dancing? Sailing? Dope? Do you know Saint-Exupéry? Wind? Sand? Stars? Night flights?

You don’t offer to cook dinner for me again today.

The air hammer with the miserable sweating workman hanging on to the handles. I assimilated the sexual significance of the air hammer long ago. It’s new to you. You are too young.

You move toward the pool in your black bikini, you will open people’s pop-top Pepsis for them, explicate the Torah, lave the brown shoulders of new acquaintances with Bain de Soleil.

You kick me in the backs of the legs while I sleep.

You are staring at James. James is staring back. There are six of us sitting on the floor around a low, glass-topped table. I become angry. Is there no end to it?

See, there is a boy opening a fire hydrant, you stand closer, see, he has a large wrench on top of the hydrant and he is turning the wrench, the water rushes from the hydrant, you bend to feel the water on your hand.

You are reading From Ritual to Romance, by Jessie L. Weston. But others have read it before you. Practically everyone has read it.

At the pool, you read Saint-Exupéry. But wait, there is a yellow nylon cord crossing the pool, yellow nylon supported by red-and-blue plastic floats, it divides the children’s part from the deeper part, you are in the pool investigating, flexing the nylon cord, pulling on it, yes, it is firmly attached to the side of the pool, to both sides of the pool. And in the kitchen you regard the salad chef, a handsome young Frenchman, he stares at you, at your tanned breasts, at your long dark (wet) hair, can one, would it be possible, at this hour, a cup of coffee, or perhaps tea . . .

Soon you will be thirty.

And the giant piece of yellow road-mending equipment enters the pool, silently, you are in the cab, manipulating the gears, levers, shove this one forward and the machine swims. Swims toward the man in the Day-Glo orange vest who is waving his Day-Glo orange flags in the air, this way, this way, here!

He’s a saint, you said. Did you ever try to live with a saint?

You telephone to tell me you love me before going out to do something I don’t want you to do.

If you are not asking for fireworks you are asking for Miles Davis bound hand and foot, or Iceland. You make no small plans.

See, there is a blue BOAC flight bag, open, on the floor, inside it is a folded newspaper, a towel, and something wrapped in silver foil. You bend over the flight bag (whose is it? you don’t know) and begin to unwrap the object wrapped in silver foil. Half a loaf of bread. Satisfied, you wrap it up again.

You return from California too late to vote. One minute too late. I went across the street to the school with you. They had locked the doors. I remember your banging on the doors. No one came to open them. Tears. What difference does one minute make? you screamed, in the direction of the doors.

Your husband, you say, is a saint.

And did no one ever tell you that the staircase you climbed in your dream, carrying the long brown velvet skirt, in your dream is a very old staircase?

I remind myself to tell you that you are abnormally intelligent. You kick me in the backs of the legs again, while I sleep.

Parades, balloons, fêtes, horse races.

You feel your time is limited. Tomorrow, you think, there will be three deep creases in your forehead. You offer to quit your job, if that would please me. I say that you cannot quit your job, because you are abnormally intelligent. Your job needs you.

The salad chef moves in your direction, but you are lying on your back on the tennis court, parallel with and under the net, turning your head this way and that, applauding the players, one a tall man with a rump as big as his belly, which is huge, the other a fourteen-year-old girl, intent, lean stringy hair, sorry, good shot, nice one, your sunglasses stuck in your hair. You rush toward the mountain which is furnished with trees, ski lifts, power lines, deck chairs, wedding invitations, you invade the mountain as if it were a book, leaping into the middle, checking the ending, ignoring the beginning. And look there, a locked door! You try the handle, first lightly, then viciously.

You once left your open umbrella outside the A & P, tied to the store with a string. When you came out of the store with your packages, you were surprised to find it gone.

The three buildings across the street from my apartment — one red, one yellow, one brown — are like a Hopper in the slanting late-afternoon light. See? Like a Hopper.

Is that a rash on my chest? Between the breasts? Those little white marks? Look, those people at the next table, all have ordered escargots, seven dozen in garlic butter arriving all at once, eighty-four dead snails on a single surface, in garlic butter. And last night, when it was so hot, I opened the doors to the balcony, I couldn’t sleep, I lay awake, I thought I heard something, I imagined someone climbing over the balcony, I got up to see but there was no one.

You are as beautiful as twelve Hoppers.

You are as brave as Vincent Van Gogh.

I make the fireworks for you:

* ! * !] * !! * [! * ! * and * % % * +&+&+ * % % *.

If he is a saint, why did you marry him? It makes no sense. Outside in the street, some men with a cherry picker are placing new high-intensity bulbs in all the street lights, so that our criminals will be scalded, transfigured with light.

Yesterday you asked me for the Princeton University Press.

The Princeton University Press is not a toy, I said.

It’s not?

And then: Can we go to a movie in which there are fireworks?

But there are fireworks in all movies, that is what movies are for — what they do for us.

You should not have left the baby on the lawn. In a hailstorm. When we brought him inside, he was covered with dime-size blue bruises.


The Agreement

Where is my daughter?

Why is she there? What crucial error did I make? Was there more than one?

Why have I assigned myself a task that is beyond my abilities?

Having assigned myself a task that is beyond my abilities, why do I then pursue it with all of the enthusiasm of one who believes himself capable of completing the task?

Having assigned myself a task that is beyond my abilities, why do I then do that which is most certain to preclude my completing the task? To ensure failure? To excuse failure? Ordinary fear of failure?

When I characterize the task as beyond my abilities, do I secretly believe that it is within my powers?

Was there only one crucial error, or was there a still more serious error earlier, one that I did not recognize as such at the time?

Was there a series of errors?

Are they in any sense forgivable? If so, who is empowered to forgive me?

If I fail in the task that is beyond my abilities, will my lover laugh?

Will the mailman laugh? The butcher?

When will the mailman bring me a letter from my daughter?

Why do I think my daughter might be dead or injured when I know that she is almost certainly well and happy? If I fail in the task that is beyond my abilities, will my daughter’s mother laugh?

But what if the bell rings and I go down the stairs and answer the door and find there an old woman with white hair wearing a bright-red dress, and when I open the door she immediately begins spitting blood, a darker red down the front of her bright-red dress?

If I fail in the task that is beyond my abilities, will my doctor laugh?

Why do I conceal from my doctor what it is necessary for him to know?

Is my lover’s lover a man or a woman?

Will my father and mother laugh? Are they already laughing, secretly, behind their hands?

If I succeeded in the task that is beyond my abilities, will I win the approval of society? If I win the approval of society, does this mean that the (probable) series of errors already mentioned will be forgiven, or, if not forgiven, viewed in a more sympathetic light? Will my daughter then be returned to me?

Will I deceive myself about the task that is beyond my abilities, telling myself that I have successfully completed it when I have not?

Will others aid in the deception?

Will others unveil the deception?

But what if the bell rings and I go down the stairs and answer the door and find there an old man with white hair wearing a bright-red dress, and when I open the door he immediately begins spitting blood, a darker red down the front of his bright-red dress?

Why did I assign myself the task that is beyond my abilities?

Did I invent my lover’s lover or is he or she real? Ought I to care?

But what if the bell rings and I go down the stairs again and instead of the white-haired woman or man in the bright-red dress my lover’s lover is standing there? And what if I bring my lover’s lover into the house and sit him or her down in the brown leather club chair and provide him or her with a drink and begin to explain that the task I have undertaken is hopelessly, hopelessly beyond my abilities? And what if my lover’s lover listens with the utmost consideration, nodding and smiling and patting my wrist at intervals as one does with a nervous client, if one is a lawyer or doctor, and then abruptly offers me a new strategy: Why not do this? And what if, thinking over the new strategy proposed by my lover’s lover, I recognize that yes, this is the solution which has evaded me for these many months? And what if, recognizing that my lover’s lover has found the solution which has evaded me for these many months, I suddenly begin spitting blood, dark red against the blue of my blue work shirt? What then?

For is it not the case that even with the solution in hand, the task will remain beyond my abilities?

And where is my daughter? What is my daughter thinking at this moment? Is my daughter, at this moment, being knocked off her bicycle by a truck with the words HACHARD & CIE painted on its sides? Or is she, rather, in a photographer’s studio, sitting for a portrait I have requested? Or has she already done so, and will, today, the bell ring and the mailman bring a large stiff brown envelope stamped PHOTO DO NOT BEND?

HACHARD & CIE?

PHOTO DO NOT BEND?

If I am outraged and there is no basis in law or equity for my outrage nor redress in law or equity for my outrage, am I to decide that my outrage is wholly inappropriate? If I observe myself carefully, using the techniques of introspection most favored by society, and decide, after such observation, that my outrage is not wholly inappropriate but perhaps partially inappropriate, what can I do with my (partially appropriate) outrage? What is there to do with it but deliver it to my lover or my lover’s lover or to the task that is beyond my abilities, or to embrace instead the proposition that, after all, things are not so bad? Which is not true?

If I embrace the proposition that, after all, things are not so bad, which is not true, then have I not also embraced a hundred other propositions, kin to the first in that they are also not true? That the Lord is my shepherd, for example?

But what if I decide not to be outraged but to be, instead, calm and sensible? Calm and sensible and adult? And mature? What if I decide to send my daughter stamps for her stamp collection and funny postcards and birthday and Christmas packages and to visit her at the times stated in the agreement? And what if I assign myself simpler, easier tasks, tasks which are well within my powers? And what if I decide that my lover has no other lover (disregarding the matchbooks, the explanations that do not explain, the discrepancies of time and place), and what if I inform my doctor fully and precisely about my case, supplying all relevant details (especially the shameful)? And what if I am able to redefine my errors as positive adjustments to a state of affairs requiring positive adjustments? And what if the operator does not break into my telephone conversation, any conversation, and say, “I’m sorry, this is the operator, I have an emergency message for 679-9819”?

Will others aid in the deception?

Will others unveil the deception?

“TWELFTH: Except for the obligations, promises and agreements herein set forth and to be performed by the husband and wife respectively, and for rights, obligations and causes of action arising out of or under this agreement, all of which are expressly reserved, the husband and wife each hereby, for himself or herself and for his or her legal representatives, forever releases and discharges the other, and the heirs and legal representatives of the other, from any and all debts, sums of money, accounts, contracts, claims, cause or causes of action, suits, dues, reckonings, bills, specialties, covenants, controversies, agreements, promises, variances, trespasses, damages, judgments, extents, executions, and demands, whatsoever, in law or in equity, which he or she had, or has or hereafter can, shall or may have, by reason of any matter, from the beginning of the world to the execution of this agreement.”

The painters are here. They are painting the apartment. One gallon of paint to eight gallons of benzine. From the beginning of the world to the execution of this agreement. Where is my daughter? I am asking for a carrot to put in the stone soup. The villagers are hostile.


Basil From Her Garden

A: In the dream, my father was playing the piano, a Beethoven something, in a large concert hall that was filled with people. I was in the audience and I was reading a book. I suddenly realized that this was the wrong thing to do when my father was performing, so I sat up and paid attention. He was playing very well, I thought. Suddenly the conductor stopped the performance and began to sing a passage for my father, a passage that my father had evidently botched. My father listened attentively, smiling at the conductor.

Q: Does your father play? In actuality?

A: Not a note.

Q: Did the conductor resemble anyone you know?

A: He looked a bit like Althea. The same cheekbones and the same chin.

Q: Who is Althea?

A: Someone I know.

Q: What do you do, after work, in the evenings or on weekends?

A: Just ordinary things.

Q: No special interests?

A: I’m very interested in bow-hunting. These new bows they have now, what they call a compound bow. Also, I’m a member of the Galapagos Society, we work for the environment, it’s really a very effective —

Q: And what else?

A: Well, adultery. I would say that’s how I spend most of my free time. In adultery.

Q: You mean regular adultery.

A: Yes. Sleeping with people to whom one is not legally bound.

Q: These are women.

A: Invariably.

Q: And so that’s what you do, in the evenings or on weekends.

A: I had this kind of strange experience. Today is Saturday, right? I called up this haircutter that I go to, her name is Ruth, and asked for an appointment. I needed a haircut. So she says she has openings at ten, ten-thirty, eleven, eleven-thirty, twelve, twelve-thirty — On a Saturday. Do you think the world knows something I don’t know?

Q: It’s possible.

A: What if she stabs me in the ear with the scissors?

Q: Unlikely, I would think.

A: Well, she’s a good soul. She’s had several husbands. They’ve all been master sergeants, in the Army. She seems to gravitate toward N.C.O. Clubs. Have you noticed all these little black bugs flying around here? I don’t know where they come from.

Q: They’re very small, they’re like gnats.

A: They come in clouds, then they go away.

A: I sometimes think of myself as a person who, you know what I mean, could have done something else, it doesn’t matter what particularly. Just something else. I saw an ad in the Sunday paper for the C.I.A., a recruiting ad, maybe a quarter of a page, and I suddenly thought, It might be interesting to do that. Even though I’ve always been opposed to the C.I.A., when they were trying to bring Cuba down, the stuff with Lumumba in Africa, the stuff in Central America. . . . Then here is this ad, perfectly straightforward, “where your career is America’s strength” or something like that, “aptitude for learning a foreign language is a plus” or something like that. I’ve always been good at languages, and I’m sitting there thinking about how my résumé might look to them, starting completely over in something completely new, changing the very sort of person I am, and there was an attraction, a definite attraction. Of course the maximum age was thirty-five. I guess they want them more malleable.

Q: So, in the evenings or on weekends —

A: Not every night or every weekend. I mean, this depends on the circumstances. Sometimes my wife and I go to dinner with people, or watch television —

Q: But in the main —

A: It’s not that often. It’s once in a while.

Q: Adultery is a sin.

A: It is classified as a sin, yes. Absolutely.

Q: The Seventh Commandment says —

A: I know what it says. I was raised on the Seventh Commandment. But.

Q: But what?

A: The Seventh Commandment is wrong.

Q: It’s wrong?

A: Some outfits call it the Sixth and others the Seventh. It’s wrong.

Q: The whole Commandment?

A: I don’t know how it happened, whether it’s a mistranslation from the Aramaic or whatever, it may not even have been Aramaic, I don’t know, I certainly do not pretend to scholarship in this area, but my sense of the matter is the Seventh Commandment is an error.

Q: Well if that was true it would change quite a lot of things, wouldn’t it?

A: Take the pressure off, a bit.

Q: Have you told your wife?

A: Yes, Grete knows.

Q: How’d she take it?

A: Well, she liked the Seventh Commandment. You could reason that it was in her interest to support the Seventh Commandment for the preservation of the family unit and this sort of thing but to reason that way is, I would say, to take an extremely narrow view of Grete, of what she thinks. She’s not predictable. She once told me that she didn’t want me, she wanted a suite of husbands, ten or twenty —

Q: What did you say?

A: I said, Go to it.

Q: Well, how does it make you feel? Adultery?

A: There’s a certain amount of guilt attached. I feel guilty. But I feel guilty even without adultery. I exist in a morass of guilt. There’s maybe a little additional wallop of guilt but I already feel so guilty that I hardly notice it.

Q: Where does all this guilt come from? The extra-adulterous guilt?

A: I keep wondering if, say, there is intelligent life on other planets, the scientists argue that something like two percent of the other planets have the conditions, the physical conditions, to support life in the way it happened here, did Christ visit each and every planet, go through the same routine, the Agony in the Garden, the Crucifixion, and so on. . . . And these guys on these other planets, these lifeforms, maybe they look like boll weevils or something, on a much larger scale of course, were they told that they couldn’t go to bed with other attractive six-foot boll weevils arrayed in silver and gold and with little squirts of Opium behind the ears? Doesn’t make sense. But of course our human understanding is imperfect.

Q: You haven’t answered me. This general guilt —

A: Yes, that’s the interesting thing. I hazard that it is not guilt so much as it is inadequacy. I feel that everything is being nibbled away, because I can’t get it right —

Q: Would you like to be able to fly?

A: It’s crossed my mind.

Q: Myself, I think about being just sort of a regular person, one who worries about cancer a lot, every little thing a prediction of cancer, no I don’t want to go for my every-two-years checkup because what if they find something? I wonder what will kill me and when it will happen, and I wonder about my parents, who are still alive, and what will happen to them. This seems to be to me a proper set of things to worry about. Last things.

A: I don’t think God gives a snap about adultery. This is just an opinion, of course.

Q: So how do you, how shall I put it, pursue —

A: You think about this staggering concept, the mind of God, and then you think He’s sitting around worrying about this guy and this woman at the Beechnut Travelodge? I think not.

Q: Well He doesn’t have to think about every particular instance, He just sort of laid out the general principles —

A: He also created creatures who, with a single powerful glance —

Q: The eyes burn.

A: They do.

Q: The heart leaps.

A: Like a terrapin.

Q: Stupid youth returns.

A: Like hockey sticks falling out of a long-shut closet.

Q: Do you play?

A: I did. Many years ago.

Q: Who is Althea?

A: Someone I know.

Q: We’re basically talking about Althea.

A: Yes. I thought you understood that.

Q: We’re not talking about wholesale —

A: Oh Lord no. Who has the strength?

Q: What’s she like?

A: She’s I guess you’d say a little on the boring side. To the innocent eye.

Q: She appears to be a contained, controlled person, free of raging internal fires.

A: But my eye is not innocent. To the already corrupted eye, she’s —

Q: I don’t want to question you too closely on this. I don’t want to strain your powers of —

A: Well, no, I don’t mind talking about it. It fell on me like a ton of bricks. I was walking in the park one day.

Q: Which park?

A: That big park over by —

Q: Yeah, I know the one.

A: This woman was sitting there.

Q: They sit in parks a lot, I’ve noticed that. Especially when they’re angry. The solitary bench. Shoulders raised, legs kicking —

A: I’ve crossed both major oceans by ship — the Pacific twice, on troopships, the Atlantic once, on a passenger liner. You stand out there, at the rail, at dusk, and the sea is limitless, water in every direction, never-ending, you think water forever, the movement of the ship seems slow but also seems inexorable, you feel you will be moving this way forever, the Pacific is about seventy million square miles, about one-third of the earth’s surface, the ship might be making twenty knots, I’m eating oranges because that’s all I can keep down, twelve days of it with thousands of young soldiers all around, half of them seasick — On the Queen Mary, in tourist class, we got rather good food, there was a guy assigned to our table who had known Paderewski, the great pianist who was also Prime Minister of Poland, he talked about Paderewski for four days, an ocean of anecdotes —

Q: When I was first married, when I was twenty, I didn’t know where the clitoris was. I didn’t know there was such a thing. Shouldn’t somebody have told me?

A: Perhaps your wife?

Q: Of course, she was too shy. In those days people didn’t go around saying, This is the clitoris and this is what its proper function is and this is what you can do to help out. I finally found it. In a book.

A: German?

Q: Dutch.

A: A dead bear in a blue dress, face down on the kitchen floor. I trip over it, in the dark, when I get up at 2 A.M. to see if there’s anything to eat in the refrigerator. It’s an architectural problem, marriage. If we could live in separate houses, and visit each other when we felt particularly gay — It would be expensive, yes. But as it is she has to endure me in all my worst manifestations, early in the morning and late at night and in the nutsy obsessed noontimes. When I wake up from my nap you don’t get the laughing cavalier, you get a rank pigfooted belching blunderer. I knew this one guy who built a wall down the middle of his apartment. An impenetrable wall. He had a very big apartment. It worked out very well. Concrete block, basically, with fibre-glass insulation on top of that and sheetrock on top of that —

Q: What about coveting your neighbor’s wife?

A: Well on one side there are no wives, strictly speaking, there are two floors and two male couples, all very nice people. On the other side, Bill and Rachel have a whole house. I like Rachel but I don’t covet her. I could covet her, she’s covetable, quite lovely and spirited, but in point of fact our relationship is that of neighborliness. I jump-start her car when her battery is dead, she gives me basil from her garden, she’s got acres of basil, not literally acres but — Anyhow, I don’t think that’s much of a problem, coveting your neighbor’s wife. Just speaking administratively, I don’t see why there’s an entire Commandment devoted to it. It’s a mental exercise, coveting. To covet is not necessarily to take action.

Q: I covet my neighbor’s leaf blower. It has this neat Vari-Flo deal that lets you —

A: I can see that.

Q: I am feverishly interested in these questions.

Q: Ethics has always been where my heart is.

Q: Moral precepting stings the dull mind into attentiveness.

Q: I’m only a bit depressed, only a bit.

Q: A new arrangement of ideas, based upon the best thinking, would produce a more humane moral order, which we need.

Q: Apple honey, disposed upon the sexual parts, is not an index of decadence. Decadence itself is not as bad as it’s been painted.

Q: That he watched his father play the piano when his father could not play the piano and that he was reading a book while his father played the piano in a very large hall before a very large audience only means that he finds his roots, as it were, untrustworthy. The father imagined as a root. That’s not unusual.

Q: As for myself, I am content with too little, I know this about myself and I do not commend myself for it and perhaps one day I shall be able to change myself into a hungrier being. Probably not.

Q: The leaf blower, for example.

A: I see Althea now and then, not often enough. We sigh together in a particular bar, it’s almost always empty. She tells me about her kids and I tell her about my kids. I obey the Commandments, the sensible ones. Where they don’t know what they’re talking about I ignore them. I keep thinking about the story of the two old women in church listening to the priest discoursing on the dynamics of the married state. At the end of the sermon one turns to the other and says, “I wish I knew as little about it as he does.”

Q: He critiques us, we critique Him. Does Grete also engage in dalliance?

A: How quaint you are. I think she has friends whom she sees now and then.

Q: How does that make you feel?

A: I wish her well.

Q: What’s in your wallet?

A: The usual. Credit cards, pictures of the children, driver’s license, forty dollars in cash, Amex receipts —

Q: I sometimes imagine that I am in Pest Control. I have a small white truck with a red diamond-shaped emblem on the door and a white jumpsuit with the same emblem on the breast pocket. I park the truck in front of a subscriber’s neat three-hundred-thousand-dollar home, extract the silver canister of deadly pest killer from the back of the truck, and walk up the brick sidewalk to the house’s front door. Chimes ring, the door swings open, a young wife in jeans and a pink flannel shirt worn outside the jeans is standing there. “Pest Control,” I say. She smiles at me, I smile back and move past her into the house, into the handsomely appointed kitchen. The canister is suspended by a sling from my right shoulder, and, pumping the mechanism occasionally with my right hand, I point the nozzle of the hose at the baseboards and begin to spray. I spray alongside the refrigerator, alongside the gas range, under the sink, and behind the kitchen table. Next, I move to the bathrooms, pumping and spraying. The young wife is in another room, waiting for me to finish. I walk into the main sitting room and spray discreetly behind the largest pieces of furniture, an oak sideboard, a red plush Victorian couch, and along the inside of the fireplace. I do the study, spraying the Columbia Encyclopedia, he’s been looking up the Seven Years’ War, 1756–63, yellow highlighting there, and behind the forty-five-inch RCA television. The master bedroom requires just touches, short bursts in her closet which must avoid the two dozen pairs of shoes there and in his closet which contains six to eight long guns in canvas cases. Finally I spray the laundry room with its big white washer and dryer, and behind the folding table stacked with sheets and towels already folded. Who folds? I surmise that she folds. Unless one of the older children, pressed into service, folds. In my experience they are unlikely to fold. Maybe the au pair. Finished, I tear a properly made out receipt from my receipt book and present it to the young wife. She scribbles her name in the appropriate space and hands it back to me. The house now stinks quite palpably but I know and she knows that the stench will dissipate in two to four hours. The young wife escorts me to the door, and, in parting, pins a silver medal on my chest and kisses me on both cheeks. Pest Control!

A: Yes, one could fit in in that way. It’s finally a matter, perhaps, of fit. Appropriateness. Fit in a stately or sometimes hectic dance with nonfit. What we have to worry about.

Q: It seems to me that we have quite a great deal to worry about. Does the radish worry about itself in this way? Yet the radish is a living thing. Until it’s cooked.

A: Grete is mad for radishes, can’t get enough. I like frozen Mexican dinners, Patio, I have them for breakfast, the freezer is stacked with them —

Q: Transcendence is possible.

A: Yes.

Q: Is it possible?

A: Not out of the question.

Q: Is it really possible?

A: Yes. Believe me.


Paradise Before the Egg

He’s not potent more than forty-two percent of the time.”

“Maybe we could feed him nourishing broths.”

“They say that vitamin E is good for that.”

“That’s what I hear too.”

“I don’t think you can give somebody too much of any particular vitamin. The body takes what it needs and rejects the rest. I read about it.”

“It’s because he’s so old.”

“I don’t think so. I read about this guy who was ninety-three and still was fathering children when he was ninety-three.”

“Perhaps at long intervals after he had been carefully fed with vitamin E and nourishing broths.”

“Maybe we should offer stimulating photographs.”

“Of what?”

“Potentially arousing scenes.”

“You mean the photographs would be more arousing than we are?”

“Well I don’t know how their minds work.”

“Maybe we should offer him potentially arousing scenes that are not photographs.”

“You mean like real life.”

“That’s what I mean.”

“Consisting of what?”

“I don’t know. I’d have to look in some books.”

“He’s doing the best he can.”

“That’s your opinion.”

“I think he works quite hard at it, spends hours and hours.”

“I just think we’ve gotten ourselves into a fundamentally false position here, I don’t blame the poor bastard, it’s just more than the male mechanism is equipped to do.”

“I saw this guy in a movie once. I couldn’t believe it.”

“They have these special guys they use for those movies, they’re not what you usually run into. They’re specialists.”

“We don’t want to stress him beyond his capacity or have him go mad or something.”

“He shows no signs of going mad.”

“He’s raveling his clothes. Plucking at threads.”

“I just think that means he doesn’t have very good clothes. His clothes have a lot of loose ends and it’s natural, I think, when you see a loose end to pluck at it.”

“Has he made a will?”

“That’s an evil thought, has he anything to will?”

“Beats me. I wouldn’t take it if he did.”

“Sure you would.”

“How old is he actually?”

“He says he’s fifty-three.”

“He does appreciate what he’s given.”

“As well he should; he’s in hog heaven, objectively speaking.”

Veronica is bouncing on her trampoline. Dore is reading Flowers for Algernon. Simon is in bed with Anne.

“How does it make you feel with us in here and them out there?” she asks.

“Nervous.”

“We’re very tolerant.”

“I see that. What’s that wham-wham-wham noise?”

“Veronica.”

“Is she making obscene comment?”

“She’s just mindless when she gets on the trampoline. She can go for hours. She thinks she’s got a problem with her rump. I don’t think there’s a problem but she thinks there’s a problem.”

“Makes me nervous.”

“Everything makes you nervous.”

“True.”

“Is this a male fantasy for you? This situation?”

“It’s not fantasy, is it?”

“It has the structure of a male fantasy.”

“The dumbest possible way to look at it.”

“Well, screw you.”

“Our purpose here, I thought.”

“Where did you go to college? Was it Harvard?”

“No it wasn’t Harvard.”

“Lots of people didn’t go to Harvard.”

“There’s just not enough Harvard.”

“Maybe we could start a branch. In Florida or somewhere.”

“They probably don’t feel the urgency.”

“What are you going to do after we leave?” she asks.

“Go back to work, I guess.”

“I wish I could do something.”

“Work is God’s best invention. Keeps you all seized up and interested.”

Simon wanted very much to be a hearty, optimistic American, like the President, but on the other hand did not trust hearty, optimistic Americans, like the President. He had considered the possibility that the President, when not in public, was not really hearty and optimistic but rather a gloomy, obsessed man with a profound fear of the potentially disastrous processes in which he was enmeshed, no more sanguine than the Fisher King. He did not really believe this to be the case. He himself had settled for being a competent, sometimes inventive architect with a tragic sense of brick. Brick was his favorite material as the fortress was the architectural metaphor that he had, more and more, to resist. To force himself into freshness, he thought about bamboo.

Getting old, Simon. Not so limber, dear friend, time for the bone factory? The little blue van. Your hands are covered with tiny pepperoni. Your knees predict your face. Your back stabs you, on the left side, twice a day. The soul’s shrinking to a microdot. We’re ordering your rocking chair, size 42. Would you like something in southern pine? Loblolly? Send the women away. They’re too good for you. Also, not good for you. Are you King Solomon? Your kingdom a scant 259,200 square inches. Annual tearfall, 3¼ inches. You feedeth among the lilies, Simon. There are garter snakes among the lilies, Simon, garter belts too. Your garden is overcultivated, it needs weeds. How’s your skiwear, Simon? Done any demolition derbies lately? You run the mile in, what, a year and a half? We’re sending you an electric treadmill, a solid-steel barbell curl bar, a digital pedometer. Use them. And send the women away.

When he asked himself what he was doing in a bare elegant almost unfurnished New York apartment with three young and beautiful women, Simon had to admit he did not know what he was doing. He was, he supposed, listening. These women were taciturn as cowboys, spoke only to the immediate question, probably did not know in which century the Second World War had taken place. No, too hard; it was, rather, that what they knew was so wildly various, ragout of Spinoza and Cyndi Lauper with a William Buckley sherbet floating in the middle of it. He’d come in one evening to find all three of them kneeling on the dining-room table with their asses pointing at him. Obviously he was supposed to strip off his gentlemanly khakis and attend to all three at once, just as obviously an impossibility. He had placed a friendly hand on each cul in turn and said, “O.K., guys, you’ve had your fun, now get back to the barracks. Out, out, out,” he’d shouted, and they’d scattered, giggling. One night on his back in bed he’d had six breasts to suck, swaying above him, he was poor tattered Romulus. When they couldn’t get a part of him they’d play with each other.

Dore likes to scold people. When anyone in the house does anything that does not meet her specifications for appropriate behavior, Dore scolds.

“Simon you’re not supposed to talk to Anne like that.”

“Like what?”

“You were condescending.”

“In what way?”

“O.K., she never heard of the Marshall Plan. You don’t have to explain it to her. In that way.”

“Was I pompous?”

“Not more than usual. It was in that incredulous look. Like you couldn’t believe that somebody’d never heard of the Marshall Plan.”

“It was a big deal, historically.”

“Simon you are twice as old as we are.”

“That does not absolve you of the necessity of knowing your own history.”

“That’s pompous. That’s truly pompous. That’s just what I’m talking about. And another thing.”

“Oh Lord, what?”

“When you made that joke about George Gershwin and his lovely wife, Ira.”

“Well?”

“Anne didn’t know it was a joke. You can’t make jokes that are based on people not knowing things. It’s not fair. It’s demeaning to women.”

“Why to women?”

“Women don’t pay attention to silly things like that. All that detail. And there’s one more thing.”

“Which is?

“You should take the laundry sometimes. Just because we’re women doesn’t mean that we have to take the laundry all the time.”

“O.K. Good point.”

“Also I met this interesting guy there last time. He’s a professional whistler.”

In hog heaven the hogs wait in line for more heaven. No not right, no waiting in line, it’s unheavenly, unhogly. The celestial sty is quilted in kale, beloved of hogs. A male hog walks up to a female hog, says, “Want to get something going?” She is repulsed by his language, says, “Bro, unless you can phrase that better, you’re chilly forever.” No, that’s not right, this is hog heaven, they fall into each other’s trotters, nothing can be done wrong here, nothing wrong can be done. . . .

In the mornings, large figures shrouded in terry cloth lurch back and forth between the several bedrooms and the single bathroom. Dore runs, in the mornings, picks up breakfast at the market on the way back, fresh Italian rolls, green garlicked Kräuterbutter, a quarter pound of breast of veal. She has become the manager of breakfast, takes pride in varying the fare, fine cheeses one day, a robust kidney stew the next, blueberry crepes and then chicken-fried steak with beaten biscuits. “This breaded burlap,” Veronica says, “nicely done, but what are you, trying to kill us, or what?”

“Try more pepper.”

Still in her sweats, she washes the dishes and stows them away, then settles down with the “Business Day” section of the Times, REVCO GETS $1.16 BILLION BUY-OUT BID, TROUBLED FARM BANKS TO GET REGULATORY AID, JAPANESE SETBACK ON CHIP PRICES. Scratching a bare foot with one hand, flipping pages with the other. Then she showers, dips into MTV (shoulder to shoulder with Anne for fifteen minutes). Then she’s off to the New School for her Tuesday class, Investment Strategies for the Eighties.

“How’d you get in?” Simon asks.

“I’m auditing,” she says. “I go early and get a seat. The class is so big they never take roll.”

“You getting anything out of it?”

“You can’t play unless you have something to play with. Still, it’s educational.”

After class, her nap. She throws herself on her bed and is dead to the world for an hour and a half, wearing only spun-sugar V-shaped briefs by Olga. Simon stares, on occasion, at the beautiful body at rest, facedown on the bed. What miracles of bawdiness it can perform without thinking, the operator quite unaware. In sleep, she scratches her belly. He feels the urge to sit on the edge of the bed (hurl himself into the bed), but does not. At night, she either puts herself together for Fizz or reads Dickens. She’s bought four Dickens novels in worn Everyman editions at the Strand and is moving through them methodically. “The thing about Dickens is,” she tells him, “he knew the value of a pound when you didn’t have one. All his people are scrambling for money.”

“So?” Simon says.

“I identify with that.”

Late at night she sits with Simon drinking a Dos Equis and listening to Horace Silver.

“You’re the mother of these guys,” he says.

“I’m not. Last among equals.”

“Veronica’s a handful.”

“She’s her own person. I admire her. She’s the smartest.”

“How long have you three known each other?”

Dore giggles. “We all worked for a retail outlet in Denver. It was called Frederick’s of Hollywood of Denver. It had nothing to do with the real Frederick’s of Hollywood.”

“Is that clothes?”

“Yes. Clothes.”

What if they all lived happily ever after together? An unlikely prospect. What was there in his brain that forbade such felicity? Too much, his brain said, but the brain was a fair-to-middling brain at best, the glucose that kept it marching, metabolized crème brûlée, was present, but there was not enough vinegar in this brain, it lacked vinegar.

What was there to do with these women? He’d send them to MIT, make architects of them! Women were coming into the profession in increasing numbers. The group could chat happily about mullions, in the evening by the fireside; tiring of mullions, turn to cladding; wearying of cladding, attack with relish the problems of blast-cleaned pressure-washed gun-applied polymer-cement-coated steel. Quel happiness!

Someone would get pregnant, everyone would get pregnant. At seventy he’d be dealing with Pampers and new teeth. The new children would be named Susannah, Clarice, and Buck. He’d stroll out on the lawn, in the twilight, and throw the football at Buck. The football would rocket about two feet, then head for the greensward. The pitiful little child would say, “Kain’t anybody here play this game?”

Lightning. Four o’clock in the afternoon. The women are in the kitchen, enjoying the display in the big windows.

Anne says, “What are we going to do about this bozo?”

“What’s to do?” Veronica asks.

“He hasn’t hurt anything. Yet,” says Dore.

“He’s been very circumspect.”

“I think too circumspect.”

“I think he thinks he’s doing the right thing.”

“He uses too much butter when he cooks. He’s making pasta, he throws half a stick of butter in just before he serves it.”

“Butter makes everything taste better.”

“He looks around to see if anyone’s watching before he throws it in. Then he whips it around in there real quick. Hoping it will melt before anybody sees it.”

“It’s just an effort to raise the level. That kind of shows I think an effort to raise the level of life, that’s not too terrible. Typically American.”

A majestic crash. They jump.

“That was a biggie.”

“Not too bad.”

“But what of us? What are we going to do?”

“Bide our time.”

“I like that expression.”

“Have you ever hung out with an architect before?”

“I knew this guy, he was a contractor, he contracted Port-O-Sans.”

“What are they?”

“Moveable outhouses.”

“Good Lord this man is old.”

“Fifty-three. Old enough to be our father.”

“Yet he has a certain spirit.”

“He’s indifferent.”

“I don’t think he’s indifferent. He fucks well enough. Not the best I’ve ever seen.”

“He can’t tell us apart.”

“Oh I don’t think that’s true. He asked me when my birthday was.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“I told him. July 3.”

“Well what does that prove?”

“He’s thoughtful. He can tell one from another. He’s interested in us as individuals.”

“Maybe it’s just a façade. Maybe he just knows what to do to make us think he cares about us as individuals and is doing it.”

“Why would he do that? If he cares about us as individuals?”

“Because he likes us to have the feeling that he cares about us as individuals? Because it makes things more warm?”

“Well if he wants to make things more warm I’d say that was something in his favor.”

“Yes but you have to make a distinction between making things seem a certain way and having them really be a certain way.”

“Well even if he’s only interested in making things seem a certain way that means he’s not indifferent. To the degree that he makes the effort.”

“That’s true.”

“But maybe, on the other hand, he really cares. About us as individuals.”

“How would we know?”

The three women looked for jobs but were turned down by Bendel’s, Bergdorf’s, Bloomingdale’s, Lord & Taylor, Charles Jourdan, Ungaro, Altman’s, Saks, Macy’s. They tried all the modeling agencies, starting with Ford and working their way down the list. Simon designed and had printed the composites for them and they left these at every ad agency of any size in the city. They applied for substitute-teacher positions but found this a closed shop, they needed New York State credentials, which they didn’t have. In a moment of desperation they filed applications for the fire department but were told they were so far down on the list they had no reasonable hope of consideration before 1999, when they would be too old to begin training.

Anne and Veronica are fighting.

“Stupid bitch!”

“Asshole!”

“C’mon, guys,” Simon says. “What’s the deal?”

“She’s a motherfucker and a dumb motherfucker,” Anne says.

“Look who’s talking,” Veronica says, jumping out of Anne’s reach. “Miss Slut of 1986.”

“What’s this about? What’s the issue?”

“Simon you’re so fucking reasonable,” Veronica says, sitting down on the couch.

“I say, what’s going on?”

“She got us a job,” Anne says.

“Terrific,” says Simon. “What’s the job?”

“Convention. The National Sprinkler Association. At the Americana. We have to stand under these things and get sprinkled. I won’t do it.”

“What if they gave us raincoats?”

“It’s not raincoats they want to see.”

“What if I said transparent plastic raincoats?”

“I might do it with transparent plastic raincoats.”

“I’ll call the guy and see what he says. It’s two hundred each.”

“Raincoats and body stockings.”

“No thrill in body stockings.”

“Let them use their vile imaginations.”

“I just feel like a body.”

“What in God’s name do you think they want?”

“I know, I know.”

“Look at it this way,” Simon says. “A body is a gift. A great body is a great gift.”

“All I need. A Unitarian minister.”

“You don’t have to take the job.”

“We don’t have any money.”

“You want me to make a little pile of money and burn it right here on the floor? There’s enough money around. Take it easy. Wait until you find something you want.”

“We’re concubines.”

“You can make everything sound as terrible as you want,” Simon says. “I’m going to bed.”

“Who with?”

Simon’s wife’s lawyer’s letter arrives and outlines her demands: She wants full custody of the child, the Pine Street house, both cars, $65,000 a year in alimony, child support at a level consonant with the child’s previous style of life, 50 percent of all retirement funds, IRA, Keogh, and the firm’s, 50 percent of his partnership interest in the firm in perpetuity, and 50 percent of all odds and ends of stocks, bonds, cash, and real property not subsumable under one of the previous rubrics. The client has been severely damaged in all ways by Simon’s desertion and the years of fiendish abuse that had preceded it, the letter suggests.

“What are you going to do?” Veronica asks.

“Give it to her, I guess.”

“Were you really that bad?”

“He may be overstating it a bit.”

The professional whistler’s wife calls and says that if the resident bitches and tarts don’t keep their hands off her husband she will cause a tragic happenstance.

“She sounds a little pissed,” Anne says.

“These housewives,” says Veronica. “I guess you can’t blame them they don’t have the latitude.”

Dore says, “Let her come around, her ass is grass.”

“Simon is passive.”

“I don’t this he’s so passive; he grasps you very tightly. I think the quality of the embrace is important.”

“I think he’s more active than passive. I’m still sore. I don’t call that passive.”

“He’s slender.”

“You call that slender?

“I except the paunch.”

“He can go maybe eighteen times in a good month.”

“That’s depressing.”

“I think it’s depressing.”

“We pretend to be O.K.”

“I’m fine. I’m really fine.”

“I was fine. Spent a lot of time on it, buffing the heels with one of those rocks they sell in the drugstore, oiling the carcass with precious oils — then I found out. How they exploit us and reduce us to nothing. Mere knitters.”

“How’d you find out?”

“Read it in a feminist text.”

“I heard they’re not gonna let us read any more books.”

“Where’d you hear that?”

“Just around. On the Rialto.”

“Maybe it would be better for us so we wouldn’t be exacerbated.”

“You’re like one of those people who lay down the flag in the dirt before it’s time.”

“Well that’s what you say you fool.”

“I want the car of my dreams.”

“What is it?”

“Camaro.”

“You’re like one of those people who have really shitty dreams, know what I mean? Really shitty dreams.”

“How can you say that?”

“I played in a band once.”

“What was your instrument?”

“Tambourine.”

“Can’t get a union card for tambourine.”

“My knee all black-and-blue, I banged my tambourine on it. First the elbow, then the knee.”

“I saw a beautiful ass. In a picture. It was white and was walking away from the camera. She was holding hands with a man. He was naked too. It was a beautiful picture.”

“How’d that make you feel?”

“Inferior.”

“Well that’s what you say you idiot.”

“I’d like to light up a child’s life, I apologize I was wrong.”

“Yes you were wrong.”

“But I still think what I think.”

“It’s hard to get a scrape when you want to light up a child’s life.”

“I’ve done it three times.”

“Leaves you heavy of heart.”

“It does.”

Simon was a way station, a bed and breakfast, a youth hostel, a staging area, a C-141 with the jumpers of the 82nd Airborne lined up at the door. There was no place in the world for these women whom he loved, no good place. They could join the underemployed half-crazed demipoor, or they could be wives, those were the choices. The universities offered another path but one they were not likely to take. The universities were something Simon believed in (of course! he was a beneficiary), but there was among the women an animus toward the process that would probably never be overcome, not only impatience but a real loathing, whose source he did not really understand. Veronica told him that she had flunked freshman English three times. “How in the world do you do that?” he asked. “Comma splices,” she said. “Also, every time I wrote down something I thought, the small-section teacher said that it was banal. It probably was banal.” Simon found what the women had to say anything but banal, instead edged and immediate. Maybe nothing that could be rendered in a five-hundred-word theme, one bright notion and 450 words of hay. Or psychology: Harlow, rhesus monkeys, raisins, reward. People did master this stuff, more or less, and emerged more or less enriched thereby. Compare and contrast extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, giving examples of each. Father-beaten young women considering extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. “We all went through this,” he told them, and Dore said, “Yeah, and you smart guys did the Vietnam War.” Simon had opposed the Vietnam War in all possible ways short of self-immolation but could not deny that it was a war constructed by people who had labored through Psychology I, II, III, and IV and Main Currents of Western Thought. “But, dummy, it’s the only thing you’ve got,” he said. “Your best idea.” “I have the highest respect for education,” she said. “The highest. I’d be just as dreary when I came out as when I want in.”

Veronica comes into his room looking very gloomy.

“We have to talk,” she says. She’s wearing a rather sedate dark-blue nightgown, one he hasn’t seen before.

“What’s the matter?

“Dore. She’s falling apart.”

“In what way?”

“She’s lost her joy of life.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“She tries to hide it from you.”

“Maybe it’s just temporary.”

“I’ve never seen her like this. She’s been reading terrible books. Books about how terrible men are and how they’ve kept us down.”

“That should make her feel better, not worse. I mean, knowing the causes.”

“Don’t need your cheapo irony, Simon. She’s very upset.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Talk to her.”

“What can I say? I agree with half that stuff and think the other half is garbage.”

“Well it’s not for you to decide, is it? Whenever we say something you don’t like you say we’re hysterical or crazy.”

“Me?”

“Men in general.”

“Have I ever said you were hysterical or crazy?”

“Probably you didn’t want to stir us up. Probably you were thinking it and were just too tactful to say it.”

“Are you sure it’s Dore who’s got this problem?”

“She’s been lending us the books. What else do we have to do with our time?”

“So you’re all upset.”

“The truth shall make you free.”

“What makes you think this stuff is the truth?”

“Thirty-five percent of all American women aren’t allowed to talk at dinner parties. Think about that.”

“How do you know?”

“It’s in a book.”

Veronica’s trampoline is leaning against the wall and Veronica is throwing books at it to see how far they will bounce. Buddenbrooks in a paper edition bounces a good twelve feet. Dore is painting her legs red, with a two-inch brush and a big jar into which she has crumbled bright-red Easter-egg glazes. Anne is threatening to cut off her long dark hair. She stands poised, a hank in one hand, scissors in the other, daring anyone to interfere. “Anybody messes with me gets the scissors in the medulla.” Simon senses unrest.

A terrible night. Simon is in bed by 10:00, taking a Scotch for company. Anne and Dore are now watching television. Veronica is out somewhere. About 10:30 Anne comes into the room, strips, and gets into bed with him.

“I’m cold,” she says.

He turns her on her stomach and begins to stroke her back, gently. A very sculptural waist, narrowing suddenly under the rib cage and then the hipbones flaring.

When Anne goes back to her own bed, at 2:00, Dore appears in the doorway.

“Are you used up?” she asks.

“Probably.” Dore climbs into bed, clumsily, peels off her jeans and bikini pants, retaining the tank top she’s cut raggedly around the neck in the style of the moment.

“I’m sad and depressed,” she says. “I feel useless. All I do is sit around and watch MTV.”

“What do you want to do?

“Something. But I don’t know what.”

He struggles around the bed and begins to kiss the inside of her thighs. “This is a terrible night.”

“Why?”

“You guys aren’t solving your problems. I can’t help you very much.” His hands are splayed out over her back, moving up and down, over the shoulders and down to the splendid buttocks. Thinking of buttercups and butterflies and flying buttresses and butts of malmsey.

“Veronica has a rash,” she says, coming up for air.

“What kind of rash?”

“Dark red. Looks like a wine stain.”

“Where is it?”

“You’ll see.”

Veronica walks in. “What is taking place here?” she asks, in a voice like thunder.

Simon thinks about Paradise. On the great throne, a naked young woman, her back to the viewer. Simon looks around for Onan, doesn’t see him. Onan didn’t make it to Paradise? Seems unfair. Great deal of marble about, he notices, shades of rose and terra-cotta; Paradise seems to have been designed by Edward Durell Stone. Science had worked out a way to cremate human remains, reduce the ashes to the size of a bouillon cube, and fire the product into space in a rocket, solving the Forest Lawn dilemma. Simon had once done a sketch problem on tomb sculpture, for his sophomore Visual Awareness course. No more tomb sculpture.

Was he in love with these women? Yes, he was, however stupid that might be. He was in love with Anne, Veronica, and Dore. “I understand a divided heart,” his wife had said to him once. The women would soon be gone. The best thing he could do was to listen to them.

“I’ve had twenty-six years’ practice in standing up. I can do it,” Anne says.

She’s wearing sweat pants with a dark-gray crew-neck sweater and medium-gray Reeboks. She’s been drinking tequila and she’s terribly drunk.

“I want to tell you something.”

“What?”

“You think we’re dumb bunnies.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Your attitude.”

Simon’s been reading Audubon Action, “Arizona Dam Project Faces New Challenge.”

“What’s my attitude?”

“I see fatigue and disgust.”

“Sweetie, that’s not true.”

“Don’t call me Sweetie.”

Some days they were angry with him, some days they were angry with each other. Four people, many possibilities. Each person could be angry at any given point with one, two, or three others, or angry at the self. Two people could be angry at a third, three people at a fourth. He reached forty-nine possibilities before his math expired.

Their movement through the world required young men, a class to which he did not belong. Simon liked young men, within reasonable limits, and approved, in general, of the idea of young men and young women sleeping together in joyous disregard of history, economics, building codes. Let them have their four hundred square feet. Veronica liked garage apartments. Perhaps the young men would do well in the world, attend the new branch of Harvard Business in Gainesville, market a black-bean soup that would rage through Miami like rabies or a voice attenuator capable of turning crackers into lisping Brits, and end up with seven thousand square feet in Paris on the Ile de la Cité. Young men smelled good, by and large, almost as good as babies.

Simon constructs a white plaster egg eight feet tall and positions it in the sitting room. The women are watching, sitting on the gray couch. He smashes the egg with an iron-headed maul. Inside are three naked young men. Their names are Harry.


Three

I presented myself to the husband. He was an impressive figure in his brown velvet smoking jacket frogged (an ornamental fastening for the front of a coat consisting of a button and a loop through which it passes) with real frogs. I was wearing full dress with a red sash on which all thirty-four of my merit badges were displayed.

“Let there be no misunderstanding,” I said. “I am here to ask for the hand in marriage of your wife.”

He accepted this news calmly. He handed me a brandy in a brandy glass.

“I see you have Penmanship,” he said regarding my sash. “Nothing gives one a better opinion of oneself than Penmanship.”

“I also have Reverie,” I said, pointing to Reverie.

“As to what you propose,” the husband went on, “the girl is too young. Much, much too young. Too young and too beautiful. But a girl. Practically a maid if we are thinking of life experience.”

“I love her,” I said. “I want to make that clear. I love her, as that term is understood by me. Her perfections —”

“Yes, yes, that’s all very well,” the husband said, knocking back a bit of the brandy. “To be sure. An attractive match, from some points of view.” He looked at his swords, which were crossed on the wall above the fireplace. “You are young and vigorous. I know your family of old. Good people. Your income is acceptable. Your prospects bright. You have delicacy of feeling. You are not bad-looking, aside from the scar.”

“That was Counterinsurgency,” I said pointing to the Counterinsurgency on my sash.

“Yes,” the husband said, quieting a frog with his stroking fingers. “You are a fine fellow, as fellows go. But —”

“I faint a good deal,” I said. “In fairness I must tell you that fainting is something I do a lot. Even now —”

“Yes,” the husband said, “that often happens, with you younger men. But may I point out that the lady, or rather the girl, whose hand you seek has already made other arrangements?”

“I am aware of that and do not consider it an insurmountable obstacle. You see I have Surmounting.” I pointed to same, on my sash.

“Let me top you up,” the husband said and did so from his decanter which bore a small silver plaque on a silver chain reading Gift of the Mongolian People’s Republic.

“You perhaps think I am not right. For Marie-Helene,” he continued.

I made “no no no” noises.

“It is true that I am a man of a certain temperament,” he said. “But not right! Marie-Helene doesn’t think so. Only this morning she was remarking upon my muscle tone.”

He ripped open his smoking jacket to display the naked muscle tone beneath. I had to admit it. This was good skin, clear, smooth, rosy in color.

“Also there is my superb singing voice,” the husband said.

He sang then some of Satie’s furniture music. There was no gainsaying the fact that he had a superb singing voice.

“Sir,” I said, during a crack in the singing, “she loves me.”

The husband left off singing.

“Well of course!” he said enthusiastically. “Who in the world would doubt it? I expected it. Why not? How else? People meet people and sweet music fills the air, as the poet Schade puts it. Of course Schade is not my favorite poet.”

“Your favorite poet is —”

“Neither here nor there,” the husband announced. “No, I am afraid I cannot give you my blessing. You understand that there is nothing I would rather give you than my blessing. But my blessing, in this case, must be withheld. I know that this is something of a disappointment for you, brash successful young riser that you are. I know that you have pictured yourself rising, with Marie-Helene on your arm as it were, to heights. Well, what can I tell you? Into each life some rain must fall. My favorite poet, if I may parenthesize, is the Mills Brothers.”

“Longfellow,” I corrected him coldly. “‘The Rainy Day’ 1842. Stanza 3.” I have a merit badge in Coldness, of which I am ashamed.

“Will you have a look at her?” the husband asked. “To make more keen the agony of bereftness?”

“Yes,” I said, for every glimpse was gold.

The husband yanked upon a bellpull.

Presently Marie-Helene glided into the room. Then she glided into the room again.

“You have two!” I cried.

“Yes,” the husband said, “beauties, aren’t they.”

They were beauties, it was a fact.

“This is Marie-Helene,” the husband said, pointing to the one on the right, “and this is Helene-Marie,” pointing to the one on the left. My love curtsied prettily twice, and went to sit upon a sofa.

“Two is a beautiful number,” the husband said, “don’t you think?”

“But if you have two —”

“I know what you are thinking,” the husband said. “You reason like the child you are. If I have two, then I could easily give you one. That would be fair. Everything would then be just ducky.” The husband moved very close to me. “You are a fool!” he said. “A child! They are mine!”

I remembered then that I had a merit badge in Contention.

We contended, the husband and I, for a brief time. I was bested. The weapons were cultural allusions.

He said: “Violette Leduc!”

I said: “Lightnin’ Hopkins!”

He said: “Moses ben Maimon!”

I said: “Morse Peckham!”

He said: “Howlin’ Wolf!”

I said: “Jurgen Becker!”

He said: “Myles na Gopaleen!”

I fainted.

When I revived I found his face very close to mine. “Listen!” he hissed. “I know that you already have a wife. I have seen her on the boulevards. She is very beautiful. Give her to me!”

“But,” I said, shrinking, “then I would have none! No wife at all! Wifeless!”

“Three!” he shrieked, bending over me. “Three, three, three!”


Up, Aloft in the Air

Buck saw now that the situation between Nancy and himself was considerably more serious than he had imagined. She exhibited unmistakable signs of a leaning in his direction. The leaning was acute, sometimes he thought she would fall, sometimes he thought she would not fall, sometimes he didn’t care, and in every way tried to prove himself the man that he was. It meant dressing in unusual clothes and the breaking of old habits. But how could he shatter her dreams after all they had endured together? after all they had jointly seen and done since first identifying Cleveland as Cleveland? “Nancy,” he said, “I’m too old. I’m not nice. There is my son to consider, Peter.” Her hand touched the area between her breasts where hung a decoration, dating he estimated from the World War I period — that famous period!

The turbojet, their “ship,” landed on its wheels. Buck wondered about the wheels. Why didn’t they shear off when the aircraft landed so hard with a sound like thunder? Many had wondered before him. Wondering was part of the history of lighter-than-air-ness, you fool. It was Nancy herself, standing behind him in the exit line, who had suggested that they dance on the landing strip. “To establish rapport with the terrain,” she said with her distant coolness, made more intense by the hot glare of the Edward pie vendors and customs trees. They danced the comb, the merengue, the dolce far niente. It was glorious there on the strip, amid air rich with the incredible vitality of jet fuel and the sensate music of exhaust. Twilight was lowered onto the landing pattern, a twilight such as has never graced Cleveland before, or since. Then broken, heartless laughter and the hurried trip to the hotel.

“I understand,” Nancy said. And looking at her dispassionately, Buck conjectured that she did understand, unscrupulous as that may sound. Probably, he considered, I convinced her against my will. The man from Southern Rhodesia cornered him in the dangerous hotel elevator. “Do you think you have the right to hold opinions which differ from those of President Kennedy?” he asked. “The President of your land?” But the party made up for all that, or most of it, in a curious way. The baby on the floor, Saul, seemed enjoyable, perhaps more than his wont. Or my wont, Buck thought, who knows? A Ray Charles record spun in the gigantic salad bowl. Buck danced the frisson with the painter’s wife Perpetua (although Nancy was alone, back at the hotel). “I am named,” Perpetua said, “after the famous typeface designed by the famous English designer, Eric Gill, in an earlier part of our century.” “Yes,” Buck said calmly, “I know that face.” She told him softly the history of her affair with her husband, Saul Senior. Sensuously, they covered the ground. And then two ruly police gentleman entered the room, with the guests blanching, and lettuce and romaine and radishes too flying for the exits, which were choked with grass.

Bravery was everywhere, but not here tonight, for the gods were whistling up their mandarin sleeves in the yellow realms where such matters are decided, for good or ill. Pathetic in his servile graciousness, Saul explained what he could while the guests played telephone games in crimson anterooms. The policemen, the flower of the Cleveland Force, accepted a drink and danced ancient police dances of custody and enforcement. Magically the music crept back under the perforated Guam doors; it was a scene to make your heart cry. “That Perpetua,” Saul complained, “why is she treating me like this? Why are the lamps turned low and why have the notes I sent her been returned unopened, covered with red Postage Due stamps?” But Buck had, in all seriousness, hurried away.

The aircraft were calling him, their indelible flight plans whispered his name. He laid his cheek against the riveted flank of a bold 707. “In case of orange and blue flames,” he wrote on a wing, “disengage yourself from the aircraft by chopping a hole in its bottom if necessary. Do not be swayed by the carpet; it is camel and very thin. I suggest that you be alarmed, because the situation is very alarming. You are up in the air perhaps 35,000 feet, with orange and blue flames on the outside and a ragged hole in the floorboards. What will you do?” And now, Nancy. He held out his arms. She came to him.

“Yes.”

“Aren’t we?”

“Yes.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Not to you. But to me . . .”

“I’m wasting our time.”

“The others?”

“I felt ashamed.”

“It’s being here, in Cleveland.”

They returned together in a hired automobile. Three parking lots were filled with overflow crowds in an ugly mood. I am tired, so very tired. The man from Southern Rhodesia addressed the bellmen, who listened to his hateful words and thought of other things. “But, then,” Buck said, but then Nancy held a finger on his lips.

“You appear to me so superior, so elevated above all other men,” she said, “I contemplate you with such a strange mixture of humility, admiration, revenge, love, and pride that very little superstition would be necessary to make me worship you as a superior being.”

“Yes,” Buck said, for a foreign sculptor, a Bavarian doubtless, was singing “You Can Take Your Love and Shove It Up Your Heart,” covered though he was with stone dust and grog. The crowd roared at the accompanists plying the exotic instruments of Cleveland, the dolor, the mangle, the bim. Strum swiftly, fingers! The butlers did not hesitate for a minute. “History will absolve me,” Buck reflected, and he took the hand offered him with its enormous sapphires glowing like a garage. Then Perpetua danced up to him, her great amazing brown eyelashes beckoning. “Where is Nancy?” she asked, and before he could reply, continued her account of the great love of her existence, her relationship with her husband, Saul. “He’s funny and fine,” she said, “and good and evil. In fact there is so much of him to tell you about, I can hardly get it all out before curfew. Do you mind?”

The din of dancing in Cleveland was now such that many people who did not know the plan were affronted. “This is an affront to Cleveland, this damn din!” one man said; and grog flowed ever more fiercely. The Secretary of State for Erotic Affairs flew in from Washington, the nation’s capital, to see for himself at firsthand, and the man from Southern Rhodesia had no recourse. He lurked into the Cleveland Air Terminal. “Can I have a ticket for Miami?” he asked the dancing ticket clerk at the Delta Airlines counter hopelessly. “Nothing to Miami this year,” the clerk countered. “How can I talk to him in this madness?” Nancy asked herself. “How can the white bird of hope bless our clouded past and future with all this noise? How? How? How? How? How?”

But Saul waved in time, from the porch of Parking Lot Two. He was wearing his belt dangerously low on his hips. “There is copulation everywhere,” he shouted, fanning his neck, “because of the dancing! Yes, it’s true!” And so it was, incredibly enough. Affection was running riot under the reprehensible scarlet sky. We were all afraid. “Incredible, incredible,” Buck said to himself. “Even by those of whom you would not have expected it!” Perpetua glimmered at his ear. “Even by those,” she insinuated, “of whom you would have expected . . . nothing.” For a moment . . .

“Nancy,” Buck exclaimed, “you are just about the nicest damn girl in Cleveland!”

“What about your wife in Texas?” Nancy asked.

“She is very nice too,” Buck said, “as a matter of fact the more I think of it, the more I believe that nice girls like you and Hérodiade are what make life worth living. I wish there were more of them in America so that every man could have at least five.”

“Five?”

“Yes, five.”

“We will never agree on this figure,” Nancy said.

2.

The rubbery smell of Akron, sister city of Lahore, Pakistan, lay like the flameout of all our hopes over the plateau that evening.

When his aircraft was forced down at the Akron Airpark by the lapse of the port engines, which of course he had been expecting, Buck said: “But this, this . . . is Akron!” And it was Akron, sultry, molecular, crowded with inhabitants who held tiny transistor radios next to their tiny ears. A wave of ingratitude overcame him. “Bum, bum,” he said. He plumbed its heart. The citizens of Akron, after their hours at the plant, wrapped themselves in ill-designed love triangles which never contained less than four persons of varying degrees of birth, high and low and mediocre. Beautiful Ohio! with your transistorized citizens and contempt for geometry, we loved you in the evening by the fireside waiting for our wife to nap so we could slip out and see our two girls, Manfred and Bella!

The first telephone call he received in his rum raisin hotel room, Charles, was from the Akron Welcome Service.

“Welcome! new human being! to Akron! Hello?”

“Hello.”

“Are you in love with any of the inhabitants of Akron yet?”

“I just came from the airport.”

“If not, or even if so, we want to invite you to the big get-acquainted party of the College Graduates’ Club tonight at 8:30 P.M.”

“Do I have to be a college graduate?”

“No but you have to wear a coat and tie. Of course they are available at the door. What color pants are you wearing?”

Buck walked the resilient streets of Akron. His head was aflame with conflicting ideas. Suddenly he was arrested by a shrill cry. From the top of the Zimmer Building, one of the noblest buildings in Akron, a group of Akron lovers consummated a four-handed suicide leap. The air! Buck thought as he watched the tiny figures falling, this is certainly an air-minded country, America! But I must make myself useful. He entered a bunshop and purchased a sweet green bun, and dallied with the sweet green girl there, calling her “poppet” and “funicular.” Then out into the street again to lean against the warm green façade of the Zimmer Building and watch the workmen scrubbing the crimson sidewalk.

“Can you point me the way to the Akron slums, workman?”

“My name is not ‘workman.’ My name is ‘Pat.’”

“Well, ‘Pat,’ which way?”

“I would be most happy to orient you, slumwise, were it not for the fact that slumlife in Akron has been dealt away with by municipal progressiveness. The municipality has caused to be erected, where slumlife once flourished, immense quadratic inventions which now house former slumwife and former slumspouse alike. These incredibly beautiful structures are over that way.”

“Thanks, ‘Pat.’”

At the housing development, which was gauche and grand, Buck came upon a man urinating in the elevator, next to a man breaking windows in the broom closet. “What are you fellows doing there!” Buck cried aloud. “We are expressing our rage at this fine new building!” the men exclaimed. “Oh that this day had never formulated! We are going to call it Ruesday, that’s how we feel about it, by gar!” Buck stood in a wash of incomprehension and doubt. “You mean there is rage in Akron, the home of quadratic love?” “There is quadratic rage also,” the men said, “Akron is rage from a certain point of view.” Angel food covered the floor in neat squares. And what could be wrong with that? Everything?

“What is the point of view there, to which you refer?” Buck asked dumbly. “The point of view of the poor people of Akron,” those honest yeomen chanted, “or, as the city fathers prefer it, the underdeveloped people of Akron.” And in their eyes, there was a strange light. “Do you know what the name of this housing development is?” “What?” Buck asked. “Sherwood Forest,” the men said, “isn’t that disgusting?”

The men invited Buck to sup with their girls, Heidi, Eleanor, George, Purple, Ann-Marie, and Los. In the tree, starlings fretted and died, but below everything was glass. Harold poured the wine of the region, a light Cheer, into the forgotten napery. And the great horse of evening trod over the immense scene once and for all. We examined our consciences. Many a tiny sin was rooted out that night, to make room for a greater one. It was “hello” and “yes” and “yes, yes” through the sacerdotal hours, from one to eight. Heidi held a pencil between her teeth. “Do you like pencil games?” she asked. Something lurked behind the veil of her eyes. “Not . . . especially,” Buck said. “I . . .”

But a parade headed by a battalion of warm and lovely girls from the Akron Welcome Service elected this tense moment to come dancing by, with bands blazing and hideous floats in praise of rubber goods expanding in every direction. The rubber batons of the girls bent in the afterglow of events. “It is impossible to discuss serious ideas during a parade,” the Akron Communists said to Buck, and they slipped away to continue expressing their rage in another part of the Forest.

“Goodbye!” Buck said. “Goodbye! I won’t forget . . .”

The Welcome Service girls looked very bravura in their brief white-and-gold Welcome Service uniforms which displayed a fine amount of “leg.” Look at all that “leg” glittering there! Buck said to himself, and followed the parade all the way to Toledo.

3.

“Ingarden dear,” Buck said to the pretty wife of the mayor of Toledo, who was reading a copy of Infrequent Love magazine, “where are the poets of Toledo? Where do they hang out?” He showered her with gifts. She rose and moved mysteriously into the bedroom, to see if Henry were sleeping. “There is only one,” she said, “the old poet of the city Constantine Cavity.” A frost of emotion clouded her fuzz-colored lenses. “He operates a juju drugstore in the oldest section of the city and never goes anywhere except to make one of his rare and beautiful appearances.” “Constantine Cavity!” Buck exclaimed, “even in Texas where I come from we have heard of this fine poet. You must take me to see him at once.” Abandoning Henry to his fate (and it was a bitter one!) Buck and Ingarden rushed off hysterically to the drugstore of Constantine Cavity, Buck inventing as they rolled something graceful to say to this old poet, the forerunner so to speak of poetry in America.

Was there fondness in our eyes? We could not tell. Cadenzas of documents stained the Western Alliance, already, perhaps, prejudiced beyond the power of prayer to redeem it. “Do you think there is too much hair on my neck? here?” Ingarden asked Buck. But before he could answer she said: “Oh shut up!” She knew that Mrs. Lutch, whose interest in the pastor was only feigned, would find the American way if anyone could.

At Constantine Cavity’s drugstore a meeting of the Toledo Medical Society was being held, in consequence of which Buck did not get to utter his opening words which were to have been: “Cavity, here we are!” A pity, but call the roll! See, or rather hear, who is present, and who is not! Present were

                  Dr. Caligari

                  Dr. Frank

                  Dr. Pepper

                  Dr. Scholl

                  Dr. Frankenthaler

                  Dr. Mabuse

                  Dr. Grabow

                  Dr. Melmoth

                  Dr. Weil

                  Dr. Modesto

                  Dr. Fu Manchu

                  Dr. Wellington

                  Dr. Watson

                  Dr. Brown

                  Dr. Rococo

                  Dr. Dolittle

                  Dr. Alvarez

                  Dr. Spoke

                  Dr. Hutch

                  Dr. Spain

                  Dr. Malone

                  Dr. Kline

                  Dr. Casey

                  Dr. No

                  Dr. Regatta

                  Dr. Il y a

                  Dr. Baderman

                  Dr. Aveni

and other doctors. The air was stuffy here, comrades, for the doctors were considering (yes!) a resolution of censure against the beloved old poet. An end to this badinage and wit! Let us be grave. It was claimed that Cavity had dispensed . . . but who can quarrel with Love Root, rightly used? It has saved many a lip. The prosecution was in the able hands of Dr. Kline, who invented the heart, and Dr. Spain, after whom Spain is named some believe. Their godlike figures towered over the tiny poet.

Kline advances.

Cavity rises to his height, which is not great.

Ingarden holds her breath.

Spain fades, back, back . . .

A handout from Spain to Kline.

Buck is down.

A luau?

The poet opens . . .

No! No! Get back!

“. . . and if that way is long, and leads around by the reactor, and down in the valley, and up the garden path, leave here, I say, to heaven. For science has its reasons that reason knows not of,” Cavity finished. And it was done.

“Hell!” said one doctor, and the others shuffled morosely around the drugstore inspecting the strange wares that were being vended there. It was clear that no resolution of censure could possibly . . . But of course not! What were we thinking of?

Cavity himself seemed pleased at the outcome of the proceedings. He recited to Buck and Ingarden his long love poems entitled “In the Blue of Evening,” “Long Ago and Far Away,” “Who?” and “Homage to W. C. Williams.” The feet of the visitors danced against the sawdust floor of the juju drugstore to the compelling rhythms of the poet’s poems. A rime of happiness whitened on the surface of their two faces. “Even in Texas,” Buck whispered, “where things are very exciting, there is nothing like the old face of Constantine Cavity. Are you true?”

“Oh I wish things were other.”

“You do?”

“There are such a lot of fine people in the world I wish I was one of them!”

“You are, you are!”

“Not essentially. Not inwardly.”

“You’re very authentic I think.”

“That’s all right in Cleveland, where authenticity is the thing, but here . . .”

“Kiss me please.”

“Again?”

4.

The parachutes of the other passengers snapped and crackled in the darkness all around him. There had been a malfunction in the afterburner and the pilot decided to “ditch.” The whole thing was very unfortunate. “What is your life-style, Cincinnati?” Buck asked the recumbent jewel glittering below him like an old bucket of industrial diamonds. “Have you the boldness of Cleveland? the anguish of Akron? the torpor of Toledo? What is your posture, Cincinnati?” Frostily the silent city approached his feet.

Upon making contact with Cincinnati Buck and such of the other passengers of the ill-fated flight 309 had survived the “drop” proceeded to a hotel.

“Is that a flask of grog you have there?”

“Yes it is grog as it happens.”

“That’s wonderful.”

Warmed by the grog which set his blood racing, Buck went to his room and threw himself on his bed. “Oh!” he said suddenly, “I must be in the wrong room!” The girl in the bed stirred sleepily. “Is that you Harvey?” she asked. “Where have you been all this time?” “No, it’s Buck,” Buck said to the girl, who looked very pretty in her blue flannel nightshirt drawn up about her kneecaps on which there were red lines. “I must be in the wrong room I’m afraid,” he repeated. “Buck, get out of this room immediately!” the girl said coldly. “My name is Stephanie and if my friend Harvey finds you here there’ll be an unpleasant scene.”

“What are you doing tomorrow?” Buck asked.

Having made a “date” with Stephanie for the morning at 10 A.M., Buck slipped off to an innocent sleep in his own bed.

Morning in Cincinnati! The glorious cold Cincinnati sunlight fell indiscriminately around the city, here and there, warming almost no one. Stephanie de Moulpied was wearing an ice-blue wool suit in which she looked very cold and beautiful and starved. “Tell me about your Cincinnati life,” Buck said, “the quality of it, that’s what I’m interested in.” “My life here is very aristocratic,” Stephanie said, “polo, canned peaches, liaisons dangéreuses, and so on, because I am a member of an old Cincinnati family. However it’s not much ‘fun’ which is why I made this 10 A.M. date with you, exciting stranger from the sky!” “I’m really from Texas,” Buck said, “but I’ve been having a little trouble with airplanes on this trip. I don’t really trust them too much. I’m not sure they’re trustworthy.” “Who is trustworthy after all?” Stephanie said with a cold sigh, looking blue. “Are you blue Stephanie?” Buck asked. “Am I blue?” Stephanie wondered. In the silence that followed, she counted her friends and relationships.

“Is there any noteworthy artistic activity in this town?”

“Like what do you mean?”

Buck then kissed Stephanie in a taxicab as a way of dissipating the blueness that was such a feature of her face. “Are all the girls in Cincinnati like you?” “All the first-class girls are like me,” Stephanie said, “but there are some other girls whom I won’t mention.”

A faint sound of . . . A wave of . . . Dense clouds of . . . Heavily the immense weight of . . . Thin strands of . . .

Dr. Hesperidian had fallen into the little pool in vanPelt Ryan’s garden (of course!) and everyone was pulling him out. Strangers met and fell in love over the problem of getting a grip on Dr. Hesperidian. A steel band played arias from Wozzeck. He lay just below the surface, a rime of algae whitening his cheekbones. He seemed to be . . . “Not that way,” Buck said reaching for the belt buckle. “This way.” The crowd fell back among the pines.

“You seem to be a nice young man, young man,” vanPelt Ryan said, “although we have many of these of our own now since the General Electric plant came to town. Are you in computerization?”

Buck remembered the endearing red lines on Stephanie de Moulpied’s knees.

“I’d rather not answer that question,” he said honestly, “but if there’s some other question you’d like me to answer . . .”

vanPelt turned away sadly. The steel band played “Red Boy Blues,” “That’s All,” “Gigantic Blues,” “Muggles,” “Coolin’,” and “Edward.” Although each player was maimed in a different way . . . but the affair becomes, one fears, too personal. The band got a nice sound. Hookers of grog thickened on the table placed there for that purpose. “I grow less, rather than more, intimately involved with human beings as I move through world life,” Buck thought, “is that my fault? Is it a fault?” The musicians rendered the extremely romantic ballads “I Didn’t Know What Time It was,” “Scratch Me,” and “Misty.” The grim forever adumbrated in recent issues of Mind pressed down, down . . . Where is Stephanie de Moulpied? No one could tell him, and in truth, he did not want to know. It is not he who asks this question, it is Mrs. Lutch. She glides down her glide path, sinuously, she is falling, she bursts into flame, her last words: “Tell them . . . when they crash . . . turn off . . . the ignition.”
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The Big Broadcast of 1938

Having acquired in exchange for an old house that had been theirs, his and hers, a radio or more properly radio station, Bloomsbury could now play “The Star-Spangled Banner,” which he had always admired immoderately, on account of its finality, as often as he liked. It meant, to him, that everything was finished. Therefore he played it daily, 60 times between 6 and 10 A.M., 120 times between 12 noon and 7 P.M., and the whole night long except when, as was sometimes the case, he was talking.

Bloomsbury’s radio talks were of two kinds, called the first and the second kind. The first consisted of singling out, for special notice, from among all the others, some particular word in the English language, and repeating it in a monotonous voice for as much as fifteen minutes, or a quarter-hour. The word thus singled out might be any word, the word nevertheless for example. “Nevertheless,” Bloomsbury said into the microphone, “nevertheless, nevertheless, nevertheless, nevertheless, nevertheless, nevertheless, nevertheless.” After this exposure to the glare of public inspection the word would frequently discloses new properties, unsuspected qualities, although that was far from Bloomsbury’s intention. His intention, insofar as he may be said to have had one, was simply to put something “on the air.”

The second kind of radio talk which Bloomsbury provided was the commercial announcement.

The Bloomsbury announcements were perhaps not too similar to other announcements broadcast during this period by other broadcasters. They were dissimilar chiefly in that they were addressed not to the mass of men but of course to her, she with whom he had lived in the house that was gone (traded for the radio). Frequently he would begin somewhat in this vein:

“Well, old girl” (he began), “here we are, me speaking into the tube, you lying on your back most likely, giving an ear, I don’t doubt. Swell of you to tune me in. I remember the time you went walking without your shoes, what an evening! You were wearing, I recall, your dove-gray silk, with a flower hat, and you picked your way down the boulevard as daintily as a real lady. There were chestnuts on the ground, I believe; you complained that they felt like rocks under your feet. I got down on my hands and knees and crawled in front of you, sweeping the chestnuts into the gutter with my hand. What an evening! You said I looked absurd, and a gentleman who was passing in the other direction, I remember he wore yellow spats with yellow shoes, smiled. The lady accompanying him reached out to me on my head, but he grasped her arm and prevented her, and the knees of my trousers tore on a broken place in the pavement.

“Afterwards you treated me to a raspberry ice, calling for a saucer, which you placed daintily, at your feet. I still recall the coolness, after the hot work on the boulevard, and the way the raspberry stained my muzzle. I put my face in your hand, and your little glove came away pink and sticky, sticky and pink. We were comfortable there, in the ice cream parlor, we were pretty as a picture! Man and wife!

“When we got home, that evening, the street lights were just coming on, the insects were just coming out. And you said that next time, if there were a next time, you would wear your shoes. Even if it killed you, you said. And I said I would always be there to sweep away the chestnuts, whatever happened, even if nothing happened. And you said most likely that was right. I always had been there, you said. Swell of you to notice that. I thought at the time that there was probably no one more swell than you in the whole world, anywhere. And I wanted to tell you, but did not.

“And then, when it was dark, we had our evening quarrel. A very ordinary one, I believe. The subject, which had been announced by you at breakfast and posted on the notice board, was Smallness in the Human Male. You argued that it was willfulness on my part, whereas I argued that it was lack of proper nourishment during my young years. I lost, as was right of course, and you said I couldn’t have any supper. I had, you said, already gorged myself on raspberry ice. I had, you said, ruined a good glove with my ardor, and a decent pair of trousers too. And I said, but it was for the love of you! and you said, hush! or there’ll be no breakfast either. And I said, but love makes the world go! and you said, or lunch tomorrow either. And I said, but we were everything to each other once! And you said, or supper tomorrow night.

“But perhaps, I said, a little toffee? Ruin your teeth then for all I care, you said, and put some pieces of toffee in my bed. And thus we went happily to sleep. Man and wife! Was there ever anything, old skin, like the old days?”

Immediately following this commercial announcement, or an announcement much like this, Bloomsbury would play “The Star-Spangled banner” 80 or 100 times, for the finality of it.

When he interrogated himself about the matter, about how it felt to operate a radio of his own, Bloomsbury told himself the absolute truth, that it felt fine. He broadcast during this period not only some of his favorite words, such as the words assimilate, alleviate, authenticate, ameliorate, and quantities of his favorite music (he was particularly fond of that part, toward the end, that went: da-da, da da da da da da da-a), but also a series of commercial announcements of great power and poignancy, and persuasiveness. Nevertheless he felt, although he managed to conceal it from himself for a space, somewhat futile. For there had been no response from her (she who figured, as both subject and object, in the commercial announcements, and had once, before it had been traded for the radio, lived in the house).

A commercial announcement of the period of this feeling was:

“On that remarkable day, that day unlike any other, that day, if you will pardon me, of days, on that old day from the old days when we were, as they say, young, we walked if you will forgive the extravagance hand in hand into a theater where there was a film playing. Do you remember? We sat in the upper balcony and smoke from below, where there were people smoking, rose and we, if you will excuse the digression, smelled of it. It smelled, and I or we thought it remarkable at the time, like the twentieth century. Which was after all our century, none other.

“We were there you and I because we hadn’t rooms and there were no parks and we hadn’t automobiles and there were no beaches, for making love or anything else. Ergo, if you will condone the anachronism, we were forced into the balcony, to the topmost row, from which we had a tilty view of the silver screen. Or would have had had we not you and I been engaged in pawing and pushing, pushing and pawing. On my part at least, if not on yours.

“The first thing I knew I was inside your shirt with my hand and I found there something very lovely and, as they say, desirable. It belonged to you. I did not know, then, what to do with it, therefore I simply (simply!) held it in my hand, it was, as the saying goes, soft and warm. If you can believe it. Meanwhile down below in the pit events were taking place, whether these were such as the people in the pit had paid for, I did not and do not know. Nor did or do, wherever you are, you. After a time I was in fact distracted, I still held it in my hand but I was looking elsewhere.

“You then said into my ear, get on with it, can’t you?

“I then said into your ear, I’m watching the picture.

“At this speech of mine you were moved to withdraw it from my hand, I understood, it was a punishment. Having withdrawn it you began, for lack of anything better, to watch the picture also. We watched the picture together, and although this was a kind of intimacy, the other kind had been lost. Nevertheless it had been there once, I consoled myself with that. But I felt, I felt, I felt (I think) that you were, as they say, angry. And to that row of the balcony, we, you and I, never returned.”

After this announcement was broadcast Bloomsbury himself felt called upon to weep a little, and did, but not “on the air.”

He was in fact weeping quietly in the control room, where were kept the microphone, the console, the turntables, and the hotplate, with “The Star-Spangled Banner” playing bravely and a piece of buttered toast in his hand, when he saw in the glass that connected the control room with the other room, which had been a reception room or foyer, a girl or woman of indeterminate age dressed in a long bright red linen duster.

The girl or woman removed her duster, underneath she was wearing black toreador pants, an orange sweater, and harlequin glasses. Bloomsbury immediately stepped out into the reception room or foyer in order to view her more closely, he regarded her, she regarded him, after a time there was conversation.

“You’re looking at me!” she said.

“Oh, yes,” he said. “Right. I certainly am.”

“Why?”

“It’s something I do,” he said. “It’s my you might say métier.”

“Milieu,” she said.

“Métier,” Bloomsbury said. “If you don’t mind.”

“I don’t often get looked at as a matter of fact.”

“Because you are not very good-looking,” Bloomsbury said.

“Oh I say.”

“Glasses are discouraging,” he said.

“Even harlequin glasses?”

“Especially harlequin glasses.”

“Oh,” she said.

“But you have a grand behind,” he said.

“Also a lively sense of humor,” she said.

“Lively,” he said. “Whatever possessed you to use that word?”

“I thought you might like it,” she said.

“No,” he said. “Definitely not.”

“Do you think you ought to stand around and look at girls?” she asked.

“Oh, yes,” Bloomsbury said. “I think it’s indicated.”

“Indicated,” she cried. “What do you mean, indicated?”

“Tell me about your early life,” Bloomsbury said.

“To begin with I was president of the Conrad Veidt fan club,” she began. “That was in, oh, I don’t remember the year. His magnetism and personality got me. His voice and gestures fascinated me. I hated him, feared him, loved him. When he died it seemed to me a vital part of my imagination died too.”

“I didn’t mean necessarily in such detail,” he said.

“My world of dreams was bare!”

“Fan club prexies are invariably homely,” Bloomsbury said.

“Plain,” she suggested. “I prefer the word plain. Do you want to see a picture of Conrad Veidt?”

“I would be greatly interested,” Bloomsbury said (although this was not the truth).

The girl or woman then retrieved from her purse, where it had apparently remained for some time, perhaps even years, a page from a magazine. It bore a photograph of Conrad Veidt who looked at one and the same instant handsome and sinister. There was moreover printing on the photograph which said: If CONRAD VEIDT offered you a cigarette, it would be a DE REZKE — of course!

“Very affecting,” Bloomsbury said.

“I never actually met Mr. Veidt,” the girl (or woman) said. “It wasn’t that sort of club. I mean we weren’t in actual communication with the star. There was a Joan Crawford fan club, and those people now, they were in actual communication. When they wanted a remembrance . . .”

“A remembrance?”

“Such as Kleenex that had been used by the star, for instance, with lipstick on it, or fingernail clippings, or a stocking, or a hair from the star’s horse’s tail or mane . . .”

“Tail or mane?”

“The star naturally, noblesse oblige, forwarded that object to them.”

“I see,” Bloomsbury said.

“Do you look at a lot of girls?”

“Not a lot,” he said, “but quite a number.”

“Is it fun?”

“Not fun,” he said, “but better than nothing.”

“Do you have affairs?”

“Not affairs,” he said, “but sometimes a little flutter.”

“Well,” she said, “I have feelings too.”

“I think it’s very possible,” he said. “A great big girl like you.”

This remark however seemed to offend her, she turned on her heel and left the room. Bloomsbury himself felt moved by this meeting, which was in fact the first contact he had enjoyed with a human being, of any description, since the beginning of the period of his proprietorship of the radio, and even before. He immediately returned to the control room and introduced a new commercial announcement.

“I remember” (he enunciated), “the quarrel about the ice cubes, that was a beauty! That was one worth . . . remembering. You had posted on the notice board the subject Refrigeration, and I worried about it all day long, and wondered. Clever minx! I recalled at length that I had complained, once, because ice cubes were not frozen. But were in fact unfrozen! watery! useless! I had said that there weren’t enough ice cubes, whereas you had said there were more than enough.

“You said that I was a fool, an idiot, an imbecile, a stupid!, that the machine in your kitchen which you had procured and caused to be placed there was without doubt and on immaculate authority the most accomplished machine of its kind known to those who knew about machines of its kind, that among its attributes was the attribute of conceiving containing and at the moment of need whelping a fine number of ice cubes so that no matter how grave the demand, how vast the occasion, how indifferent or even hostile the climate, how inept or even treacherous the operator, how brief or even nonexistent the lapse between genesis and parturition, between the wish and the fact, ice cubes in multiples of sufficient would present themselves. Well, I said, perhaps.

“Oh! how you boggled at that word perhaps. How you sweated, old girl, and cursed. Your chest heaved, if I may say so, and your eyes (your eyes!) flashed. You said we would, by damn, count the damn ice cubes. As we, subsequently, did.

“How I enjoyed, although I concealed it from you, the counting! You were, as they say, magisterial. There were I observed twelve rows of three, or three of twelve, in each of four trays. But this way of counting was not your way of counting. You chose, and I admired your choice, the explicitness and implicitness of it, to run water over the trays so that the cubes, loosened, fell into the salad bowl, having previously turned the trays, and thus the cubes, bottoms up, so that the latter would fall, when water was upon the former, in the former direction. That these matters were so commendably arranged I took to be, and even now take to be, a demonstration of your fundamental decency, and good sense.

“But you reckoned wrong, when it came to that. You were never a reckoner. You reckoned that there were in the bowl one hundred forty-four cubes, taking each cube, individually, from the bowl and placing it, individually, in the sink, bearing in mind meanwhile the total that could be obtained by simple multiplication of the spaces in the trays. Thus having it, in this as in other matters, both ways! However you failed on this as on other occasions to consider the imponderables, in this instance the fact that I, unobserved by you, had put three of the cubes into my drink! Which I then drank! And that one had missed the bowl entirely and fallen into the sink! And melted once and for all! These events precluded sadly enough the number of cubes in the bowl adding up to a number corresponding to the number of spaces in the trays, proving also that there is no justice!

“What a defeat for you! What a victory for me! It was my first victory, I fear I went quite out of my head. I dragged you to the floor, among the ice cubes, which you had flung there in pique and chagrin, and forced you, with results that I considered then, and consider now, to have been ‘first rate.’ I thought I detected in you . . .”

But he could not continue this announcement, from a surfeit of emotion.

The girl or woman, who had become a sort of follower of the radio, made a practice during this period of sleeping in the former reception room underneath the piano, which being a grand provided ample shelter. When she wished to traffic with Bloomsbury she would tap on the glass separating them with one finger, at other times she would, with her hands, make motions.

A typical conversation of the period when the girl (or woman) was sleeping in the foyer was this:

“Tell me about your early life,” she said.

“I was, in a sense, an All-American boy,” Bloomsbury replied.

“In what sense?”

“In the sense that I married,” he said.

“Was it love?”

“It was love but it was only temporary.”

“It didn’t go on forever?”

“For less than decade. As a matter of fact.”

“But while it did go on . . .”

“It filled me with a somber and paradoxical joy.”

“Coo!” she said. “It doesn’t sound very American to me.”

“Coo,” he said. “What kind of an expression is that?”

“I heard it in a movie,” she said. “A Conrad Veidt movie.”

“Well,” he said, “it’s distracting.”

This conversation was felt by Bloomsbury to be not very satisfactory, however he bided his time, having if the truth were known no alternative. The word matriculate had engaged his attention, he pronounced it into the microphone for what seemed to him a period longer than normal, that is to say, in excess of a quarter-hour. He wondered whether or not to regard this as significant.

It was a fact that Bloomsbury, who had thought himself dispassionate (thus the words, the music, the slow turning over in his brain of events in the lives of him and her), was beginning to feel, at this time, disturbed. This was attributable perhaps to the effect, on him, of his radio talks, and also perhaps to the presence of the “fan,” or listener, in the reception room. Or possibly it was something else entirely. In any case this disturbance was reflected, beyond a doubt, in the announcements made by him in the days that, inevitably, followed.

One of these was:

“The details of our housekeeping, yours and mine. The scuff under the bed, the fug in the corners. I would, if I could, sigh to remember them. You planted prickly pear in the parlor floor, and when guests came . . . Oh, you were a one! You veiled yourself from me, there were parts I could have and parts I couldn’t have. And the rules would change, I remember, in the middle of the game, I could never be sure which parts were allowed and which not. Some days I couldn’t have anything at all. Is it remarkable, then, that there has never been another? Except for a few? Who don’t count?

“There has, I don’t doubt, never been anything like it. The bed, your mother’s bed, brought to our union with your mother in it, she lay like sword between us. I had the gall to ask what you were thinking. It was one of those wonderful days of impenetrable silence. Well, I said, and the child? Up the child, you said, ’twasn’t what I wanted anyway. What then did you want? I asked, and the child cried, its worst forebodings confirmed. Pish, you said, nothing you could supply. Maybe, I said. Not bloody likely, you said. And where is it (the child) now? Gone, I don’t doubt, away.

“Are you with me, old bush?

“Are you tuned in?

“A man came, in a hat. In the hat was a little feather, and in addition to the hat and the feather there was a satchel. Jack, this is my husband, you said. And took him into the bedroom, and turned the key in the lock. What are you doing in there? I said, the door being locked, you and he together on the inside, me alone on the outside. Go away and mind your own silly business, you said, from behind the door. Yes, Jack said (from behind the door), go away and don’t be bothering people with things on their minds. Insensitive brute! you said, and Jack said, filthy cad! Some people, you said, and Jack said, the cheek of the thing. I watched at the door until nightfall, but could hear no more words, only sounds of a curious nature, such as grunts and moans, and sighs. Upon hearing these (through the door which was, as I say, locked), I immediately rushed to the attic to obtain our copy of Ideal Marriage, by Th. H. Van De Velde, M.D., to determine whether this situation was treated of therein. But it was not. I therefore abandoned the book and returned to my station outside the door, which remained (and indeed why not?) shut.

“At length the door opened, your mother emerged, looking as they say ‘put out.’ But she had always taken your part as opposed to my part, therefore she said only that I was a common sneak. But, I said, what of those who even now sit in the bed? laughing and joking? Don’t try to teach thy grandmother to chew coal, she said. I then became, if you can believe it, melancholy. Could not we two skins, you and me, climb and cling for all the days that were left? Which were not, after all, so very many days? Without the interpolation of such as Jack? And, no doubt, others yet to come?”

After completing this announcement and placing “The Star-Spangled Banner” on the turntable, and a cup of soup on the hotplate, Bloomsbury observed that the girl in the reception room was making motions with her hands, the burden of which was, that she wanted to speak to him.

“Next to Mr. Veidt my favorite star was Carmen Lambrosa,” she said. “What is more, I am said to resemble her in some aspects.”

“Which?” Bloomsbury said with interest. “Which aspects?”

“It was said of Carmen Lambrosa that had she just lived a little longer, and not died from alcohol, she would have been the top box office money-maker in the British Cameroons. Where such as she and me are appreciated.”

“The top box office money-maker for what year?”

“The year is not important,” she said. “What is important is the appreciation.”

“I would say you favored her,” Bloomsbury observed, “had I some knowledge of her peculiarities.”

“Do I impress you?”

“In what way?”

“As a possible partner? Sexually I mean?”

“I haven’t considered it,” he said, “heretofore.”

“They say I’m sexy,” she noted.

“I don’t doubt it,” he said. “I mean it’s plausible.”

“I am yours,” she said, “if you want me.”

“Yes,” he said, “there’s the difficulty, making up my mind.”

“You have only,” she said, “to make the slightest gesture of acquiescence, such as a nod, a word, a cough, a cry, a kick, a crook, a giggle, a grin.”

“Probably I would not enjoy it,” he said, “now.”

“Shall I take off my clothes?” she asked, making motions as if to do so.

With a single stride, such as he had often seen practiced in the films, Bloomsbury was “at her side.”

“Martha,” he said, “old skin, why can’t you let the old days die? That were then days of anger, passion, and dignity, but are now, in the light of present standards, practices, and attitudes, days that are done?”

Upon these words from him, she began to weep. “You looked interested at first,” she said (through her tears).

“It was kind of you to try it,” he said. “Thoughtful. As a matter of fact, you were most appealing. Tempting, even. I was fooled for whole moments at a time. You look well in bullfighter pants.”

“Thank you,” she said. “You said I had a grand behind. You said that at least.”

“And so you do.”

“You can’t forget,” she asked, “about Dudley?”

“Dudley?”

“Dudley who was my possible lover,” she said.

“Before or after Jack?”

“Dudley who in fact broke up our ménage,” she said, looking at him expectantly.

“Well,” he said, “I suppose.”

“Tell me about joy again.”

“There was some joy,” Bloomsbury said. “I can’t deny it.”

“Was it really like you said? Somber and paradoxical?”

“It was all of that,” he said gallantly, “then.”

“Then!” she said.

There was a moment of silence during which they listened, thoughtfully, to “The Star-Spangled Banner” playing softly in the other room behind them.

“Then we are, as they say, through?” she asked. “There is no hope for us?”

“None,” he said. “That I know of.”

“You’ve found somebody you like better?”

“It’s not that,” he said. “That has nothing to do with it.”

“Balls,” she said. “I know you and your letchy ways.”

“Goodbye,” Bloomsbury said, and returned to the control room, locking the door behind him.

He then resumed broadcasting, with perhaps a tremor but no slackening in his resolve not to flog, as the expression runs, a dead horse. However the electric company, which had not been paid from the first to the last, refused at length to supply further current for the radio, in consequence of which the broadcasts, both words and music, ceased. That was the end of this period of Bloomsbury’s, as they say, life.


This Newspaper Here

Again today the little girl come along come along dancing doggedly with her knitting needle steel-blue knitting needle. She knows I can’t get up out of this chair theoretically and sticks me, here and there, just to make me yell, nice little girl from down the block somewhere. Once I corrected her sharply saying “don’t for God’s sake what pleasure is there hearing me scream like this?” She was wearing a blue Death of Beethoven printed dress and white shoes which mama had whited for her that day before noon so white were they (shoes). I judged her to be eleven. The knitting needle in the long thrust and hold position she said “torment is the answer old pappy man it’s torment that is the game’s name that I’m learning about under laboratory conditions. Torment is the proper study of children of my age, class, and median income, and you don’t matter in any case you’re through dirty old man can’t even get out of rotten old chair.” Summed me up she did in those words which I would much rather not have heard so prettily put as they were nevertheless. I hate it here in this chair in this house warm and green with Social Security. Do you know how little it is? The little girl jabbed again hitting the thin thigh that time and said “we know exactly how little it is and even that is money down the drain why don’t you die damn you dirty old man what are you contributing?” Then I explained about this newspaper here sprinkled with rare lies and photographs incorrectly captioned accumulated along a lifetime of disappointments and some fun. I boasted saying “one knows just where nerves cluster under the skin, how to pinch them so citizens jump as in dreams when opened suddenly a door and there see two flagrantly . . .” But I realize then her dreams are drawn in ways which differ so that we cannot read them together. I threw then jam jar (black currant) catching her nicely on kneecap and she ran howling but if they come to object I have jab marks in extenuation. Nice little girl from down the block somewhere.

The reason I like to read this newspaper here the one in my hand, is because I like what it says. It is my favorite. I would be pleased really quite if you could read it. But you can’t. But some can. It comes in the mail. I give it to a fellow some time back, put it in his hand and said “take a look.” He took a look took a look but he couldn’t see anything strawdinary along this newspaper here, couldn’t see it. And he says “so what?” Of course I once was in this business myself making newspapers in the depression. We had fun then. This fellow I give it to take a look some time back he that said “so what” is well educated reads good travels far drinks deep gin mostly talks to dolphins click click click click. A professor of ethnology at the University of California at Davis. Not in fine a dullard in any sense but he couldn’t see anything strawdinary along this newspaper here. I said look there page 2 the amusing story of the plain girl fair where the plain girls come to vend their wares but he said “on my page 2 this newspaper here talk about the EEC.” Then I took it from his hand and showed him with my finger the plain girl fair story. Then he commences to read aloud from under my finger there some singsong about the EEC. So I infer that he is one who can’t. So I let the matter drop.

I went to see the plain girl fair out Route 22 figuring I could get one if I just put on a kind face. This newspaper here had advertising the aspidistra store not far away by car where I went then and bought one to carry along. At the plain girl fair they were standing in sudden-death décolletage and brown arms everywhere. As you passed along into the tent after paying your dollar fifty carrying your aspidistra a blinding flash of some hundred contact lenses came. And a quality of dental work to shame the VA Hospital it was so fine. One fell in love temporarily with all this hard work and money spent just to please to improve. I was sad my dolphin friend was not there to see. I took one by the hand and said “come with me I will buy you a lobster.” My real face behind my kind face smiling. And the other girls on their pedestals waved and said “goodbye Marie.” And they also said “have a nice lobster,” and Marie waved back and said “bonne chance!” We motored to the lobster place over to Barwick, then danced by the light of the moon for a bit. And then to my hay where I tickled the naked soles of feet with a piece of it and admired her gestures of marvellous gaucherie. In my mind.

Of course I once was in this business myself making newspapers in the depression. So I know some little some about it, both the back room and the front room. If you got in the makeups’ way they’d yell “dime waitin’ on a nickel.” But this here and now newspaper I say a thing of great formal beauty. Sometimes on dull days the compositors play which makes paragraphs like
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refreshing as rocks in this newspaper here. And then you come along a page solid bright aching orange sometimes and parts printed in alien languages and invisible inks. This newspaper here fly away fly away through the mails to names from the telephone book. Have you seen my library of telephone books I keep in the kitchen with names from Greater Memphis Utica Key West Toledo Santa Barbara St. Paul Juneau Missoula Tacoma and every which where. It goes third class because I print HOTELS-MOTELS NEED TRAINED MEN AND WOMEN AMAZING FREE OFFER on the wrapper. As a disguise.

Then a learned man come to call saying “this with the newspaper is not kosher you know that.” He had several degrees in Police Engineering and the like and his tiny gun dwelt in his armpit like the growling described by Defoe in Journal of the Plague Year. I judged him to be with some one of the governments. Not overfond of him in my house but I said in a friendly way “can I see it.” He took out the tiny black gun and held it in his hand, then slapped me up against the head with it in a friendly way. He coughed and looked at the bottle of worrywine sitting on the table on the newspaper saying “and we can hear the presses in the basement with sensitive secret recording devices.” And finally he said sighing “we know it’s you why don’t you simply take a few months off, try Florida or Banff which is said to swing at this season of the year and we’ll pay everything.” I told him smiling I didn’t get the reference. He was almost crying it seemed to me saying “you know it excites the people stirs them up exacerbates hopes we thought laid to rest generations ago.” He nodded to agree with himself laying soft hands around the windpipe of the gramophone automatically feeling for counter-bugs down its throat saying “we don’t understand what it is you’re after. If you don’t like our war you don’t have to come to it, too old anyway you used-up old poop.” Then he slapped me up alongside the head couple more times with his exquisite politesse kicking my toothpick scale model of Heinrich von Kleist in blue velvet to splinters on the way out.

Can you imagine some fellow waking at dawn in Toledo looking at his red alarm clock and then thinking with wonder of a picture drawn in this newspaper here by my friend Golo. When we were in Paris Golo was a famous one because he drew with his thumbs in black paint which was not then done yet much on brown paper and it made people stop. Now Golo has altered his name because he is wanted. Still he sends me drawings on secular subjects from here and there, when they irritate me I put them in. It is true that I dislike their war and have pointed out that the very postage stamps shimmer with dangerous ideological radiation. They hated that. I run coupons to clip offering Magnificent Butterfly Wing Portraits Send Photo, Transistorized Personal Sun Tanner, How to Develop a He-Man Voice, Darling Pet Monkey Show It Affection and Enjoy Its Company, British Shoes for Gentlemen, Live Seahorses $1 Each, Why Be Bald, Electric Roses Never Fade or Wither, Hotels-Motels Need Trained Men and Women. And I keep the money.

But what else can I do? Making this newspaper here I hold a prerequisite to eluding death which is looking for me don’t you know. Girl with knitting needle simply sent to soften me up, a probing action as it were. My newspaper warms at the edges fade in fade out a tissue of hints whispers glimpses uncertainties, zoom in zoom out. I considered in an editorial the idea that the world is an error on the part of God, one of the earliest and finest heresies, they hated that. Ringle from the telephone “what do you mean the world is a roar on the part of god,” which pleased me. I said “madam is your name Marie if so I will dangle your health in verymerrywine this very eve blast me if I will not.” She said into the telephone “dirty old man.” Who ha who ha. I sit here rock around the clock interviewing Fabian on his plate glass window incident in my mind. Sweet to know your face uncut and unabridged. Who ha who ha dirty old man.


Tales of the Swedish Army

Suddenly, turning a corner, I ran into a unit of the Swedish Army. Their vehicles were parked in orderly rows and filled the street, mostly six-by-sixes and jeeps, an occasional APC, all painted a sand color quite different from the American Army’s dark green. To the left of the vehicles, on a big school playground, they had set up two-man tents of the same sand color, and the soldiers, blond red-faced men, lounged about among the tents, making not much noise. It was strange to see them there, I assumed they were on their way to some sort of joint maneuvers with our own troops. But it was strange to see them there.

I began talking to a lieutenant, a young, pleasant man; he showed me a portable chess clock he’d made himself, which was for some reason covered in matchstick bamboo painted purple. I told him I was building an addition to the rear of my house, as a matter of fact I had with me a carpenter’s level I’d just bought, and I showed him that. He said he had some free time, and asked if I needed help. I suggested that probably his unit would be moving out fairly soon, but he waved a hand to indicate their departure was not imminent. He seemed genuinely interested in assisting me, so I accepted.

His name was Bengt and he was from Uppsala, I’d been there so we talked about Uppsala, then about Stockholm and Bornholm and Malmö. I asked him if he knew the work of the Swedish poet Bodil Malmsten; he didn’t. My house (not really mine, my sister’s, but I lived there and paid rent) wasn’t far away, we stood in the garden looking up at the rear windows on the parlor floor, I was putting new ones in. So I climbed the ladder and he began handing me up one of the rather heavy prefab window frames, and my hammer slid from the top of the ladder and fell and smashed into his chess clock, which he’d carefully placed on the ground, against the wall.

I apologized profusely, and Bengt told me not to worry, it didn’t matter, but he kept shaking the chess clock and turning it over in his hands, trying to bring it to life. I rushed down the ladder and apologized again, and looked at it myself, both dials were shattered and part of the purple matchstick casing had come off. He said again not to worry, he could fix it, and that we should get on with the job.

After a while Bengt was up on the ladder tacking the new frames to the two-by-fours with sixteen-penny nails. He was very skillful and the work was going quickly; I was standing in the garden steadying the ladder as he was sometimes required to lean out rather far. He slipped and tried to recover, and bashed his face against the wall, and broke his nose.

He stood in the garden holding his nose with both hands, the hands as if clasped in prayer over his nose. I apologized profusely. I ran into the house and got some ice cubes and paper towels and told him I’d take him to the hospital right away but he shook his head and said no, they had doctors of their own. I wanted to do something for him so I took him in and sat him down and cooked him some of my fried chicken, which is rather well-known although the secret isn’t much of a secret, just lots of lemon-pepper marinade and then squeezing fresh lemon juice over it just before serving. I could see he was really very discouraged about his nose and I had to keep giving him fresh paper towels but he complimented me very highly on the chicken and gave me a Swedish recipe for chicken stuffed with parsley and butter and stewed, which I wrote down.

Then Bengt told me various things about the Swedish Army. He said that it was a tough army and a sober one, but small; that everybody in the army pretty well knew everybody else, and that they kept their Saab jets in deep caves that had been dug in the mountains, so that if there was a war, nothing could happen to them. He said that the part I’d seen was just his company, there were two more plus a heavy-weapons company bivouacking at various spots in the city, making up a full battalion. He said the soldiers were mostly Lutherans, with a few Presbyterians and Evangelicals, and that drugs were not a problem but that people sometimes overslept, driving the sergeants crazy. He said that the Swedish Army was thought to have the best weapons in the world, and that they kept them very clean. He said that he probably didn’t have to name their principal potential enemy, because I knew it already, and that the army-wide favorite musical group was Abba, which could sometimes be seen on American television late at night.

By now the table was full of bloody towels and some blood had gotten on his camouflage suit, which was in three shades of green and brown. Abruptly, with a manly gesture, Bengt informed me that he had fallen in love with my sister. I said that was very curious, in that he had never met her. “That is no difficulty,” he said, “I can see by looking around this house what kind of a woman she must be. Very tall, is she not? And red hair, is that not true?” He went on describing my sister, whose name is Catherine, with a disturbing accuracy and increasing enthusiasm, correctly identifying her as a teacher, and furthermore, a teacher of painting. “These are hers,” he said, “they must be,” and rose to inspect some oils in Kulicke frames on the walls. “I knew it. From these, dear friend, a great deal can be known of the temperament of the painter, his or her essential spirit. I will divorce my wife immediately,” he said, “and marry Catherine as soon as it is legally possible.” “You’re already married!” I said, and he hung his head and admitted yes, that it was so. But in Sweden, he said, many people were married to each other who, for one reason or another, no longer loved each other . . . I said that happened in our own country too, many cases personally known to me, and that if he wished to marry Catherine I would not stand in his way, but would, on the contrary, do everything in my power to further the project. At this moment the bell rang; I answered it and Catherine entered with her new husband, Richard.

I took Bengt back to his unit in a cab, one hand clutching his nose, the other his heart, the remains of his chess clock in his lap. We got there just in time, a review was in progress, the King of Sweden was present, a handsome young man in dress uniform with a silver sword, surrounded by aides similarly clad. A crowd had gathered and Bengt’s company paraded by, looking vastly trim and efficient in their polished boots and red berets, and a very pretty little girl came out of the crowd and shyly handed the King a small bouquet of flowers. He bent graciously to accept them, beautiful small yellow roses, and a Rocky Mountain spotted-fever tick leaped from a rose and bit him on the cheek. I was horrified, and the King slapped his cheek and swore that the Swedish Army would never come to visit us again.


And Then

The he part of the story that came next was suddenly missing, I couldn’t think of it, so I went into the next room and drank a glass of water (my “and then” still hanging in the frangible air) as if this were the most natural thing in the world to do at that point, thinking that I would “make up” something, while in the other room, to put in place of that part of the anecdote that had fallen out of my mind, to keep the light glittering in his cautious eyes. And in truth I was getting a little angry with him now, not fiercely angry but slight désabusé, because he had been standing very close to me, closer than I really like people to stand, the rims of his shoes touching the rims of my shoes, our belt buckles not four inches distant, a completely unwarranted impingement upon my personal space. And so I went, as I say, into the next room and drank a glass of water, trying to remember who he was and why I was talking to him, not that he wasn’t friendly, if by “friendly” you mean standing aggressively close to people with an attentive air and smiling teeth, that’s not what I mean by “friendly,” and it was right then that I decided to lie to him, although what I had been telling him previously was true, to the best of my knowledge and belief. But, faced now with this “gap” in the story, I decided to offer him a good-quality lie in place of the part I couldn’t remember, a better strategy, I felt, than simply stopping, leaving him with a maimed, not-whole anecdote, violating his basic trust, simple faith, or personhood even, for all I knew. But the lie had to be a good one, because if your lie is badly done it makes everyone feel wretched, liar and lied-to alike plunged into the deepest lackadaisy, and everyone just feels like going into the other room and drinking a glass of water, or whatever is available there, whereas if you can lie really well then get dynamite results, 35 percent report increased intellectual understanding, awareness, insight, 40 percent report more tolerance, acceptance of others, liking for self, 29 percent report they receive more personal and more confidential information from people and that others become more warm and supportive toward them — all in consequence of a finely orchestrated, carefully developed untruth. And while I was thinking about this, counting my options, I noticed that he was a policeman, had in fact a dark-blue uniform, black shoes, a badge, and a gun, a policeman’s hat, and I noticed also that my testicles were aching, as they sometimes do if you sit too long in an uncomfortable or strained position, but I had been standing, and then I understood, in a flash, that what he wanted from me was not to hear the “next” part of my story, or anecdote, but that I give my harpsichord to his wife as a present.

Now, my harpsichord has been out of tune for five years, some of the keys don’t function, and there are drink rings on top of it where people have set their drinks down carelessly, at parties and the like, still it is mine and I didn’t particularly want to give it to his wife, I believe her name is Cynthia, and although I may have drunkenly promised to give it to her in a fit of generosity or inadvertence, or undue respect for the possible pleasures of distant others, still it was and is my harpsichord and what was his wife giving me? I hadn’t in mind sexual favors or anything of that kind, I had in mind real property of equivalent value. So I went into the other room and drank a glass of water, or rather vodka, thinking to stall him with the missing “part” of the trivial anecdote I had been telling him, to keep his mind off what he wanted, the harpsichord, but the problem was, what kind of lie would he like? I could tell him about “the time I went to Hyde Park for a drink with the President,” but he could look at me and know I was too young to have done that, and then the failed lie would exist between us like a bathtub filled with ruinous impotent nonsense, he would simply seize the harpsichord and make off with it (did I say that he was a sergeant? with three light-blue chevrons sewn to the darker blue of his right and left sleeves?). Who knows the kinds of lies that sergeants like, something that would confirm their already existing life-attitudes, I supposed, and I tried to check back mentally and remember what these last might be, drawing upon my (very slight) knowledge of the sociology of authority, something in the area of child abuse perhaps, if I could fit a child-abuse part to the structure already extant, which I was beginning to forget, something to do with walking at night, if I could spot-weld a child-abuse extension to what was already there, my partial anecdote, that might do the trick.

So I went into the next room and had a glass of something, I think I said, “Excuse me,” but maybe I didn’t, and it had to be fabrication that would grammatically follow the words “and then” without too much of a seam showing, of course I could always, upon reentering the first room, where the sergeant stood, begin the sentence anew, with some horrific instance of child abuse, of which I have several in the old memory bank, and we could agree that it was terrible, terrible, what people did, and he would forget about the harpsichord, and we could part with mutual regard, generated by the fact (indisputable) that neither of us were child abusers, however much we might have liked to be, having children of our own. Or, to get away from the distasteful subject of hurting children, I might tack, to the flawed corpus of the original anecdote, something about walking at night in the city, a declaration of my own lack of leftness — there’s not a radical bone in my body, all I want is ease and bliss, not a thing in this world do I desire other than ease and bliss, I think he might empathize with that (did I mention that he had the flap on his holster unbuttoned and his left hand resting on the butt of his weapon, and the rim of his black shoes touching the rim of my brown boots?). That might ring a bell.

Or I could, as if struck by a sudden thought, ask him if he was a “real” policeman. He would probably answer truthfully. He would probably say either, “Yes, I am a real policeman,” or, “No, I am not a real policeman.” A third possibility: “What do you mean by ‘real,’ in this instance?” Because even among policemen who are “real,” that is, bona fide, duly appointed officers of the law, there are degrees of realness and vivacity, they say of one another, “Fred’s a real policeman,” or announce a finding contrary to this finding, I don’t know this of my own knowledge but am extrapolating from my knowledge (very slight) of the cant of other professions. But if I asked him this question, as a dodge or subterfuge to cover up the fact of the missing “part” of the original, extremely uninteresting, anecdote, there would be an excellent chance that he would take umbrage, and that his colleagues (did I neglect to say that there are two of his colleagues, in uniform, holding on to the handles of their bicycles, standing behind him, stalwartly, in the other room, and that he himself, the sergeant, is holding on to the handle of his bicycle, stalwartly, with the hand that is not resting on the butt of his .38, teak-handled I believe, from the brief glance that I snuck at it, when I was in the other room?) would take umbrage also. Goals incapable of attainment have driven many a man to despair, but despair is easier to get to than that — one need merely look out of the window, for example. But what we are trying to do is get away from despair and over to ease and bliss, and that can never be attained with three policemen, with bicycles, standing alertly in your other room. They can, as we know, make our lives miserable than they are already if we arouse their ire, which must be kept slumbering, by telling them stories, for example, such as the story of the four bears, known to us all from childhood (although not everyone knows about the fourth bear) and it is clear that they can’t lay their bicycles down and sit, which would be the normal thing, no, they must stand there at more-or-less parade rest, some department ruling that I don’t know about, but of course it irritates them, it even irritates me, and I am not standing there holding up a bicycle, I am in the other room having a glass of beef broth with a twist of lemon, perhaps you don’t believe me about the policemen but there they are, pictures lie but words don’t, unless one is lying on purpose, with an end in view, such as to get three policemen with bicycles out of your other room while retaining your harpsichord (probably the departmental regulations state that the bicycles must never be laid down in a civilian space, such as my other room, probably the sergeant brought his colleagues to help him haul away the harpsichord, which has three legs, and although the sight of three policemen on bicycles, each holding aloft one leg of a harpsichord, rolling smoothly through the garment district, might seem ludicrous to you, who knows how it seems to them? entirely right and proper, no doubt) which he, the sergeant, considers I promised to his wife as a wedding present, and it is true that I was at the wedding, but only to raise my voice and object when the minister came to that part of the ceremony where he routinely asks for objections, “Yes!” I shouted, “she’s my mother! And although she is a widow, and legally free, she belongs to me in dreams!” but I was quickly hushed up by a quartet of plainclothesmen, and the ceremony proceeded. But what is the good of a mother if she is another man’s wife, as they mostly are, and not around in the morning to fix your buckwheat cakes or Rice Krispies, as the case may be, and in the evening to argue with you about your vegetables, and in the middle of the day to iron your shirts and clean up your rooms, and at all times to provide intimations of ease and bliss (however misleading and ill-founded), but instead insists on hauling your harpsichord away (did I note that Mother, too, is in the other room, with the three policemen, she is standing with the top half of her bent over the instrument, her arms around it, at its widest point — the keyboard end)? So, standing with the glass in my hand, the glass of herb tea with sour cream in it, I wondered what kind of useful prosthesis I could attach to the original anecdote I was telling all these people in my other room — those who seem so satisfied with their tableau, the three peelers posing with their bicycles, my mother hugging the harpsichord with a mother’s strangle — what kind of “and then” I could contrive which might satisfy all the particulars of the case, which might redeliver to me my mother, retain to me my harpsichord, and rid me of these others, in their uniforms.

I could tell them the story of the (indeterminate number of) bears, twisting it a bit to fit my deeper designs, so that the fourth bear enters (from left) and says, “I don’t care who’s been sleeping in my bed just so long as it is not a sergeant of police,” and the fifth bear comes in (from right) and says, “Harpsichords wither and warp when their soundboards are exposed to the stress of bicycle transport,” and the sixth bear strides right down to the footlights, center stage (from a hole in the back of the theater, or a hole in the back of the anecdote), and says, “Dearly beloved upholders, enforcers, rush, rush away and enter six-year bicycle race that is even now awaiting the starter’s gun at the corner of Elsewhere and Not-Here,” and the seventh bear descends from the flies on a nylon rope and cries, “Mother! Come home!” and the eighth bear —

But bears are not the answer. Bears are for children. Why am I thinking about bears when I should be thinking about some horribly beautiful “way out” of this tense scene, which has reduced me to a rag, just contemplating it here in the other room with this glass of chicken livers flambé in my hand —

Wait.

I will reenter the first room, cheerfully, confidently, even gaily, and throw chicken livers flambé all over the predicament, the flaming chicken livers clinging like incindergel to Mother, policemen, bicycles, harpsichord, and my file of the National Review from its founding to the present time. That will “open up” the situation successfully. I will resolve these contradictions with flaming chicken parts and then sing the song of how I contrived the ruin of my anaconda.


Can We Talk

I went to the bank to get my money for the day. And they had painted it yellow. Under cover of night, I shrewdly supposed. With white plaster letters saying CREDIT DEPARTMENT. And a row of new vice-presidents. But I have resources of my own, I said. Sulphur deposits in Texas and a great humming factory off the coast of Kansas. Where we make little things.

Thinking what about artichokes for lunch? Pleased to be in this yellow bank at 11:30 in the morning. A black man cashing his check in a Vassar College sweatshirt. A blue policeman with a St. Christopher pinned to his gunbelt. Thinking I need a little leaf to rest my artichokes upon. The lady stretching my money to make sure none of hers stuck to it.

Fourteenth Street gay with Judy Bond Dresses Are On Strike. When I leaned out of your high window in my shorts, did you really think I had hurting to destruction in mind? I was imagining a loudspeaker-and-leaflet unit that would give me your undivided attention.

When I leaned out of your high window in my shorts, did you think why me?

Into his bank I thought I saw my friend Kenneth go. To get his money for the day. Loitering outside in my painted shoes. Considering my prospects. A question of buying new underwear or going to the laundromat. And when I put a nickel in the soap machine it barks.

When I leaned out of your high window in my shorts, were you nervous because you had just me? I said: Your eyes have not been surpassed.

The artichokes in their glass jar from the artichoke heart of the world, Castroville, Calif. I asked the man for a leaf. Just one, I said. We don’t sell them in ones, he said. Can we negotiate, I asked. Breathing his disgust he tucked a green leaf into my yellow vest with his brown hands.

When I asked why you didn’t marry Harry you said it was because he didn’t like you. Then I told you how I cheated the Thai lieutenant who was my best friend then.

Posing with my leaf against a plastic paper plate. Hoping cordially that my friend Victor’s making money in his building. Then the artichokes one by one. Yes, you said, this is the part they call Turtle Bay.

Coffee wondering what my end would be. Thinking of my friend Roger killed in the crash of a Link Trainer at Randolph Field in ’43. Or was it breakbone fever at Walter Reed.

Then out into the street again and uptown for my fencing lesson. Stopping on the way to give the underwear man a ten. Because he looked about to bark.

When I reached to touch your breast you said you had a cold. I believed you. I made more popcorn.

Thinking of my friend Max who looks like white bread. A brisk bout with my head in a wire cage. The Slash Waltz from “The Mark of Zorro.” And in the shower a ten for Max, because his were the best two out of three. He put it in his lacy shoe. With his watch and his application to the Colorado School of Mines.

In the shower I refrained from speaking of you to anyone.

The store where I buy news buttoned up tight. Because the owners are in the mountains. Where I would surely be had I not decided to make us miserable.

I said: I seem to have lost all my manuscripts, in which my theory is proved not once but again and again and again, and now when people who don’t believe a vertical monorail to Venus is possible shout at me, I have nothing to say. You peered into my gloom.

My friend Herman’s house. Where I tickle the bell. It is me. Invited to put a vacuum cleaner together. The parts on the floor in alphabetical order. Herman away, making money. I hug his wife Agnes. A beautiful girl. And when no one hugs her tightly, her eyes fill.

When I asked you if you had a private income, you said something intelligent but I forget what. The skin scaling off my back from the week at the beach. Where I lay without knowing you.

Discussing the real estate game, Agnes and I. Into this game I may someday go, I said. Building cheap and renting dear. With a doorman to front for me. Tons of money in it, I said.

When my falling event was postponed, were you disappointed? Did you experience a disillusionment-event?

Hunted for a Post. To lean upon in the black hours ahead. And composed a brochure to lure folk into my new building. Titled “The Human Heart In Conflict With Itself.” Promising 24-hour incineration. And other features.

Dancing on my parquet floor in my parquet shorts. To Mahler.

After you sent me home you came down in your elevator to be kissed. You knew I would be sitting on the steps.


Hiding Man

Enter expecting to find the place empty (I. A. L. Burligame walks through any open door). But it is not, there is a man sitting halfway down the right side, heavy, Negro, well dressed, dark glasses. Decide after moment’s thought that if he is hostile, will flee through door marked EXIT (no bulb behind EXIT sign, no certainty that it leads anywhere). The film is in progress, title Attack of the Puppet People. Previously observed films at same theater, Cool and the Crazy, She Gods of Shark Reef, Night of the Blood Beast, Diary of a High School Bride. All superior examples of genre, tending toward suggested offscreen rapes, obscene tortures: man with huge pliers advancing on disheveled beauty, cut to girl’s face, to pliers, to man’s face, to girl, scream, blackout.

“It’s better when the place is full,” observes Negro, lifting voice slightly to carry over Pinocchio noises from puppet people. Voice pleasant, eyes behind glasses sinister? Choice of responses: anger, agreement, indifference, pique, shame, scholarly dispute. Keep eye on EXIT, what about boy in lobby, what was kite for? “Of course it’s never been full.” Apparently there is going to be a conversation. “Not all these years. As a matter of fact, you’re the first one to come in, ever.”

“People don’t always tell the truth.”

Let him chew that. Boy in lobby wore T-shirt, printed thereon, OUR LADY OF THE SORROWS. Where glimpsed before? Possible agent of the conspiracy, in the pay of the Organization, duties: lying, spying, tapping wires, setting fires, civil disorders. Seat myself on opposite side of theater from Negro and observe film. Screen torn from top to bottom, a large rent, faces and parts of gestures fall off into the void. Hard-pressed U. S. Army, Honest John, Hound Dog, Wowser notwithstanding, psychological warfare and nerve gas notwithstanding, falls back at onrush of puppet people. Young lieutenant defends Army nurse (uniform in rags, tasty thigh, lovely breast) from sexual intent of splinter men.

“Don’t you know the place is closed?” calls friend in friendly tone. “Didn’t you see the sign?”

“The picture is on. And you’re here.”

Signs after all mean everyone, if there are to be exceptions let them be listed: soldiers, sailors, airmen, children with kites, dogs under suitable restraint, distressed gentlefolk, people who promise not to peek. Well-dressed Negroes behind dark glasses in closed theaters, the attempt to scrape acquaintance, the helpful friend with the friendly word, note of menace as in Dragstrip Riot, as in Terror from the Year 5000. Child’s play, amateur night, with whom do they think they have to deal?

“The silly thing just keeps running,” alleges friend. “That’s what’s so fascinating. Continuous performances since 1944. Just keeps rolling along.” Tilts head back, laughs theatrically. “It wasn’t even any good then, for chrissake.”

“Why do you keep coming back?”

“I don’t think that’s an interesting question.”

Friend looks bland, studies film. Fires have started in many areas, the music is demure. I entrust myself to these places advisedly, there are risks but so also are there risks in crossing streets, opening doors, looking strangers in the eye. Man cannot live without placing himself naked before circumstance, as in warfare, under the sea, jet planes, women. Flight is always available, concealment is always possible.

“What I meant was,” continues friend, animated now, smiling and gesturing, “other theaters. When they’re full, you get lost in the crowd. Here, if anybody came in, they’d spot you in a minute. But most people, they believe the sign.”

I. A. L. Burligame walks through any open door, private homes, public gatherings, stores with detectives wearing hats, meetings of Sons and Daughters of I Will Arise, but should I boast? Keep moving, counterpunching, examination of motives reveals appeal of dark places has nothing to do with circumstance. But because I feel warmer. The intimation was, most people do what they are told, NO LOITERING, NO PARKING BETWEEN 8 A.M. AND 5 P.M., KEEP OFF THE GRASS, CLOSED FOR REPAIRS KEEP OUT. Negro moves two seats closer, lowers voice confidentially.

“Of course it’s no concern of mine . . .” Face appears gentle, interested as with old screw in Girl on Death Row, aerialist-cum-strangler in Circus of Horrors. “Of course I couldn’t care less. But frankly, I feel a certain want of seriousness.”

“I am absolutely serious.”

On the other hand, perhaps antagonist is purely, simply what he pretends to be: well-dressed Negro with dark glasses in closed theater. But where then is the wienie? What happens to the twist? All of life is rooted in contradiction, movement in direction of self, two spaces, diagonally, argues hidden threat, there must be room for irony.

“Then what are you doing here?” Friend sits back in sliding seat with air of having clinched argument. “Surely you don’t imagine this is a suitable place?”

“It looked good, from the outside. And there’s no one here but you.”

“Ah, but I am here. What do you know about me? Nothing, absolutely nothing. I could be anybody.”

“So could I be anybody. And I notice that you too keep an eye on the door.”

“Thus, we are problematic for each other.” Said smoothly, with consciousness of power. “Name’s Bane, by the way.” Lights pipe, with flourishes and affectations. “Not my real one, of course.”

“Of course.” Pipe signal to confederates posted in balcony, behind arras, under EXIT signs? Or is all this dumb show merely incidental, concealing vain heart, empty brain? On screen famous scientist has proposed measures to contain puppet people, involving mutant termites thrown against their flank. The country is in a panic, Wall Street has fallen, the President looks grave. And what of young informer in lobby, what is his relevance, who corrupted wearer of T-shirt, holder of kite?

“I’m a dealer in notions,” friend volunteers. “Dancing dolls, learn handwriting analysis by mail, secrets of eternal life, coins and stamps, amaze your friends, pagan rites, abandoned, thrilling, fully illustrated worldwide selection of rare daggers, gurkhas, stilettos, bowies, hunting, throwing.”

“And what are you doing here?”

“Like you,” he avers. “Watching the picture. Just dropped in.”

We resume viewing. Role of Bane obscure, possible motives in igniting conversation: (1) Agent of the conspiracy, (2) Fellow sufferer in the underground, (3) Engaged in counterespionage, (4) Talent scout for Police Informers School, (5) Market research for makers of Attack of the Puppet People, (6) Plain nosy bastard unconnected with any of the foregoing. Decide hypotheses (1), (2), and (6) most tenable, if (6), however, simple snubs should have done the job, as administered in remark “People don’t always tell the truth.” Also discourse has hidden pattern, too curious, too knowledgeable in sociology of concealment. Cover story thin, who confines himself to rare daggers, gurkhas, bowies, hunting, throwing in this day and age when large-scale fraud is possible to even the most inept operator, as in government wheat, television, uranium, systems development, public relations? Also disguise is commonplace, why a Negro, why a Negro in dark glasses, why sitting in the dark? Now he pretends fascination with events on screen, he says it has been playing since 1944, whereas I know to my certain knowledge that last week it was She Gods of Shark Reef, before that Night of the Blood Beast, Diary of a High School Bride, Cool and the Crazy. Coming: Reform School Girl on double bill with Invasion of the Saucer Men. Why lie? or is he attempting to suggest the mutability of time? Odor of sweetness from somewhere, flowers growing in cracks of floor, underneath the seats? Possible verbena, possible gladiolus, iris, phlox. Can’t identify at this distance, what does he want? Now he looks sincere, making face involves removing glasses (his eyes burn in the dark), wrinkling forehead, drawing down corners of mouth, he does it very well.

“Tell me exactly what it is you hide from,” he drops, the Enola Gay on final leg of notorious mission.

Bomb fails to fire, Burligame reacts not. Face the image of careless gaiety, in his own atrocious phrase, couldn’t care less. Bane now addresses task con amore, it is clear that he is a professional, but sent by whom? In these times everything is very difficult, the lines of demarcation are not clear.

“Look,” pleads he, moving two spaces nearer, whispering, “I know you’re hiding, you know you’re hiding, I will make a confession, I too am hiding. We have discovered each other, we are mutually embarrassed, we watch the exits, we listen for the sound of rough voices, the sound of betrayal. Why not confide in me, why not make common cause, every day is a little longer, sometimes I think my hearing is gone, sometimes my eyes close without instruction. Two can watch better than one, I will even tell you my real name.”

Possible emotions in the face of blatant sincerity: repugnance, withdrawal, joy, flight, camaraderie, denounce him to the authorities (there are still authorities). And yet, is this not circumstance before which the naked Burligame might dangle, is this not real life, risk, and danger, as in Voodoo Woman, as in Creature from the Black Lagoon?

Bane continues, “My real name (how can I say it?) is Adrian Hipkiss, it is this among other things I flee. Can you imagine being named Adrian Hipkiss, the snickers, the jokes, the contumely, it was insupportable. There were other items, in 1944 I mailed a letter in which I didn’t say what I meant, I moved the next day, it was New Year’s Eve and all the moving men were drunk, they broke a leg on the piano. For fear it would return to accuse me. My life since has been one mask after another, Watford, Watkins, Watley, Watlow, Watson, Watt, now identity is gone, blown away, who am I, who knows?”

Bane-Hipkiss begins to sob, cooling system switches on, city life a texture of mysterious noises, starting and stopping, starting and stopping, we win control of the physical environment only at the expense of the auditory, what if one were sensitive, what if one flinched in the dark? Mutant termites devouring puppet people at a great rate, decorations for the scientists, tasty nurse for young lieutenant, they will end it with a joke if possible, meaning: it was not real after all. Cheating exists on every level, the attempt to deny what the eye reveals, what the mind knows to be true. Bane-Hipkiss strains credulity, a pig in a poke, if not (6) or (1) am I prepared to deal with (2)? Shall there be solidarity? But weeping is beyond toleration, unnatural, it should be reserved for great occasions, the telegram in the depths of the night, rail disasters, earthquakes, war.

“I hide from the priests” (my voice curiously tentative, fluting), “when I was the tallest boy in the eighth grade at Our Lady of the Sorrows they wanted me to go out for basketball, I would not, Father Blau the athletic priest said I avoided wholesome sport to seek out occasions of sin, in addition to the sin of pride, in addition to various other sins carefully enumerated before an interested group of my contemporaries.”

Bane-Hipkiss brightens, ceases sobbing, meanwhile film begins again, puppet people move once more against U. S. Army, they are invincible, Honest John is a joke, Hound Dog malfunctions, Wowser detonates on launching pad, flower smell stronger and sweeter, are they really growing underneath our feet, is time in truth passing?

“Father Blau took his revenge in the confessional, he insisted on knowing everything. And there was so much to know. Because I no longer believed as I was supposed to believe. Or believed too much, indiscriminately. To one who has always been overly susceptible to slogans they should never have said: You can change the world. I suggested to my confessor that certain aspects of the ritual compared unfavorably with the resurrection scene in Bride of Frankenstein. He was shocked.”

Bane-Hipkiss pales, he himself is shocked.

“But because he had, as it were, a vested interest in me, he sought to make clear the error of my ways. I did not invite this interest, it embarrassed me, I had other things on my mind. Was it my fault that in all that undernourished parish only I had secreted sufficient hormones, had chewed thoroughly enough the soup and chips that were our daily fare, to push head and hand in close proximity to the basket?”

“You could have faked a sprained ankle,” Bane-Hipkiss says reasonably.

“That was unfortunately only the beginning. One day in the midst of a good Act of Contrition, Father Blau officiating with pious malice, I leaped from the box and sprinted down the aisle, never to return. Running past people doing the Stations of the Cross, past the tiny Negro lady, somebody’s maid, our only black parishioner, who always sat in the very last row with a handkerchief over her head. Leaving Father Blau, unregenerate, with the sorry residue of our weekly encounter: impure thoughts, anger, dirty words, disobedience.”

Bane-Hipkiss travels two seats nearer (why two at a time?), there is an edge to his voice. “Impure thoughts?”

“My impure thoughts were of a particularly detailed and graphic kind, involving at that time principally Nedda Ann Bush who lived two doors down the street from us and was handsomely developed. Under whose windows I crouched on many long nights awaiting revelations of beauty, the light being just right between the bureau and the window. Being rewarded on several occasions, namely 3 May 1942 with a glimpse of famous bust, 18 October 1943, a particularly chill evening, transfer of pants from person to clothes hamper, coupled with three minutes’ subsequent exposure in state of nature. Before she thought to turn out the light.”

“Extraordinary!” Bane-Hipkiss exhales noisily. It is clear that confession is doing him good in some obscure way. “But surely this priest extended some sort of spiritual consolation, counsel . . .”

“He once offered me part of a Baby Ruth.”

“This was a mark of favor?”

“He wanted me to grow. It was in his own interest. His eye was on the All-City title.”

“But it was an act of kindness.”

“That was before I told him I wasn’t going out. In the dark box with sliding panels, faces behind screen as in Bighouse Baby, as in Mysterious House of Usher, he gave me only steadfast refusal to understand these preoccupations, wholly natural and good interests in female parts however illicitly pursued, as under window. Coupled with skilled questioning intended to bring forth every final detail, including self-abuse and compulsive overconsumption of Baby Ruths, Mars Bars, Butterfingers, significance of which in terms of sexual self-aggrandizement was first pointed out to me by this good and holy man.”

Bane-Hipkiss looks disturbed, why not? it is a disturbing story, there are things in this world that disgust, life is not all Vistavision and Thunderbirds, even Mars Bars have hidden significance, dangerous to plumb. The eradication of risk is the work of women’s organizations and foundations, few of us, alas, can be great sinners.

“Became therefore a convinced anticlerical. No longer loved God, cringed at words ‘My son,’ fled blackrobes wherever they appeared, pronounced anathemas where appropriate, blasphemed, wrote dirty limericks involving rhymes for ‘nunnery,’ was in fine totally alienated. Then it became clear that this game was not so one-sided as had at first appeared, that there was a pursuit.”

“Ah . . .”

“This was revealed to me by a renegade Brother of the Holy Sepulcher, a not overbright man but good in secret recesses of heart, who had been employed for eight years as cook in bishop’s palace. He alleged that on wall of bishop’s study was map, placed there were pins representing those in the diocese whose souls were at issue.”

“Good God!” expletes Bane-Hipkiss, is there a faint flavor here of . . .

“It is kept rigorously up-to-date by the coadjutor, a rather political man. As are, in my experience, most church functionaries just under episcopal rank. Paradoxically, the bishop himself is a saint.”

Bane-Hipkiss looks incredulous. “You still believe in saints?”

“I believe in saints,

“Holy water,

“Poor boxes,

“Ashes on Ash Wednesday,

“Lilies on Easter Sunday,

“Crèches, censers, choirs,

“Albs, Bibles, miters, martyrs,

“Little red lights,

“Ladies of the Altar Society,

“Knights of Columbus,

“Cassocks and cruets,

“Dispensations and indulgences,

“The efficacy of prayer,

“Right Reverends and Very Reverends,

“Tabernacles, monstrances,

“Bells ringing, people singing,

“Wine and bread,

“Sisters, Brothers, Fathers,

“The right of sanctuary,

“The primacy of the papacy,

“Bulls and concordats,

“The Index, the Last Judgment,

“Heaven and Hell,

“I believe it all. It’s impossible not to believe. That’s what makes things so difficult.”

“But then . . .”

“It was basketball I didn’t believe in.”

But there is more, it was the first ritual which discovered to me the possibility of other rituals, other celebrations, for instance, Blood of Dracula, Amazing Colossal Man, It Conquered the World. Can Bane-Hipkiss absorb this nice theological point, that one believes what one can, follows that vision which most brilliantly exalts and vilifies the world? Alone in the dark one surrenders to Amazing Colossal Man all hope, all desire, meanwhile the bishop sends out his patrols, the canny old priests, the nuns on simple errands in stately pairs, I remember the year everyone wore black, what dodging into doorways, what obscene haste in crossing streets!

Bane-Hipkiss blushes, looks awkward, shuffles feet, opens mouth to speak.

“I have a confession.”

“Confess,” I urge, “feel free.”

“I was sent here.”

Under their noses or in Tibet, they have agents even in the lamaseries.

“That reminds me of something,” I state, but Bane-Hipkiss rises, raises hand to head, commands: “Look!” As Burligame shrinks he strips away his skin. Clever Bane-Hipkiss, now he has me, I sit gape-mouthed, he stands grinning with skin draped like dead dishrag over paw, he is white! I pretend imperturbability. “That reminds me, regarding the point I was making earlier, the film we are viewing is an interesting example . . .”

But he interrupts.

“Your position, while heretical, has its points,” he states, “but on the other hand we cannot allow the integrity of our operation to be placed in question, willy-nilly, by people with funny ideas. Father Blau was wrong, we get some lemons just like any other group. On the other hand if every one of our people takes it into his head to flee us, who will be saved? You might start a trend. It was necessary to use this” (holds up falseface guiltily) “to get close to you, it was for the health of your soul.”

Barefaced Bane-Hipkiss rattles on, has Burligame at last been taken, must he give himself up? There is still the sign marked EXIT, into the john, up on the stool, out through the window. “I am empowered to use force,” he imparts, frowning.

“Regarding the point I was making earlier,” I state, “or beginning to make, the film we are watching is itself a ritual, many people view such films and refuse to understand what they are saying, consider the . . .”

“At present I have more pressing business,” he says, “will you come quietly?”

“No,” I affirm, “pay attention to the picture, it is trying to tell you something, revelation is not so frequent in these times that one can afford to diddle it away.”

“I must warn you,” he replies, “that to a man filled with zeal nothing is proscribed. Zeal,” he states proudly, “is my middle name.”

“I will not stir.”

“You must.”

Now Bane-Hipkiss moves lightly on little priest’s feet, sidewise through rows of seats, a cunning smile on face now revealed as hierarchical, hands clasped innocently in front of him to demonstrate purity of intent. Strange high howling noises, as in Night of the Blood Beast, fearful reddish cast to sky, as in It Conquered the World, where do they come from? The sweetness from beneath the seats is overpowering, I attempted to warn him but he would not hear, slip the case from jacket pocket, join needle to deadly body of instrument, crouch in readiness. Bane-Hipkiss advances, eyes clamped shut in mystical ecstasy, I grasp him by the throat, plunge needle into neck, his eyes bulge, his face collapses, he subsides quivering into a lump among the seats, in a moment he will begin barking like a dog.

Most people haven’t the wit to be afraid, most view television, smoke cigars, fondle wives, have children, vote, plant gladiolus, iris, phlox, never confront Screaming Skull, Teenage Werewolf, Beast with a Thousand Eyes, no conception of what lies beneath the surface, no faith in any manifestation not certified by hierarchy. Who is safe with Teenage Werewolf abroad, with streets under sway of Beast with a Thousand Eyes? People think these things are jokes, but they are wrong, it is dangerous to ignore a vision, consider Bane-Hipkiss, he has begun to bark.


The Reference

Warp.”

“In the character?”

“He warp ever’ which way.”

“You don’t think we should consider him then.”

“My friend Shel McPartland whom I have known deeply and intimately and too well for more than twenty years, is, sir, a brilliant O.K. engineer-master builder-cum-city and state planner. He’ll plan your whole cotton-pickin’ state for you, if you don’t watch him. Right down to the flowers on the sideboard in the governor’s mansion. He’ll choose marginalia.”

“I sir am not familiar sir with that particular bloom sir.”

“Didn’t think you would be, you bein’ from Arkansas and therefore likely less than literate. You are from Arkansas State Planning Commission, are you not?”

“I am one of it. Mr. McPartland gave you as a reference.”

“Well sir let me tell you sir that my friend Shel McPartland who has incautiously put me down as a reference has a wide-ranging knowledge of all modern techniques, theories, dodges, orthodoxies, heresies, new and old innovations, and scams of all kinds. The only thing about him is, he warp.”

“Sir, it is not necessary to use dialect when being telephone-called from the state of Arkansas.”

“Different folk I talk to in different ways. I got to keep myself interested.”

“I understand that. Leaving aside the question of warp for a minute: let me ask you this: Is Mr. McPartland what you would call a hard worker?”

“Hard, but warp. He sort of goes off in his own direction.”

“Not a team player.”

“Very much a team player. You get your own team out there, and he’ll play it, and beat it, all by his own self.”

“Does he fiddle with women?”

“No. He has too much love and respect for women. He has so much love and respect for women that he has nothing to do with them. At all.”

“You said earlier that you wouldn’t trust him to salt a mine shaft with silver dollars.”

“Well sir that was before I fully understood the nature of your interest. I thought maybe you were thinking of going into business with him. Or some other damn-fool thing of that sort. Now that I understand that it’s a government gig . . . You folks don’t go around salting mine shafts with silver dollars, do you?”

“No sir, that work comes under the competence of the Arkansas Board of Earth Resources.”

“So, not to worry.”

“But it doesn’t sound very likely if I may say so Mr. Cockburn sir that Mr. McPartland would neatly infit with our outfit. Which must of necessity as I’m sure you’re hip to sir concern itself mostly with the mundanities.”

“McPartland is sublime with the mundanities.”

“Truly?”

“You should see him tying his shoes. Tying other people’s shoes. He’s good at inking-in. Excellent at erasing. One of the great erasers of our time. Plotting graphs. Figuring use-densities. Diddling flow charts. Inflating statistics. Issuing modestly deceptive reports. Chairing and charming. Dowsing for foundation funds. Only a fool and a simpleton sir would let Mr. McPartland slip through his fingers.”

“But before you twigged to the fact sir that your role was that of a referencer, you signaled grave and serious doubts.”

“I have them still. I told you he was warp and he is warp. I am attempting dear friend to give you Mr. McPartland in the round. The whole man. The gravamen and the true gen. When we reference it up, here in the shop, we don’t stint. Your interrobang meets our galgenspiel. We do good work.”

“But is he reliable?”

“Reliability sir is much overrated. He is inspired. What does this lick pay, by the way?”

“In the low forties with perks.”

“The perks include?”

“Arkansas sir. Chauffered VW to and from place of employment. Crab gumbo in the cafeteria every Tuesday. Ruffles and flourishes played on the Muzak upon entry and exit from building. Crab gumbo in the cafeteria every Thursday. Sabbaticals every second, third, and fifth year. Ox stoptions.”

“The latter term is not known to me.”

“Holder of the post is entitled to stop a runmad ox in the main street of Little Rock every Saturday at high noon, preventing thereby the mashing to strawberry yogurt of one small child furnished by management. Photograph of said act to appear in the local blats the following Sunday, along with awarding of medal by the mayor. On TV.”

“Does the population never tire of this heroicidal behavior?”

“It’s bread and circuitry in the modern world, sir, and no place in that world is more modern than Arkansas.”

“Wherefrom do you get your crabs?”

“From our great sister state of Lose-e-anna, whereat the best world-class eating crabs hang out.”

“The McPartland is a gumbohead from way back, this must be known to you from your other investigations.”

“The organization is not to be tweedled with. Shelbaby’s partialities will be catered to, if and when. Now I got a bunch more questions here. Like, is he good?”

“Good don’t come close. One need only point to his accomplishment in re the sewer system of Detroit, Mich. By the sewage of Detroit I sat down and wept, from pure stunned admiration.”

“Is he fake?”

“Not more than anybody else. He has facades but who does not?”

“Does he know the blue lines?”

“Excellent with the blue lines.”

“Does he know the old songs?”

“He’ll crack your heart with the old songs.”

“Does he have the right moves?”

“People all over America are sitting in darkened projection rooms right this minute, studying McPartland moves.”

“What’s this dude look like?”

“Handsome as the dawn. If you can imagine a bald dawn.”

“You mean he’s old?”

“Naw, man, he’s young. A boy of forty-five, just like the rest of us. The thing is, he thinks so hard he done burned all the hair off his head. His head overheats.”

“Is that a danger to standers-by?”

“Not if they exercise due caution. Don’t stand too close.”

“Maybe he’s too fine for us.”

“I don’t think so. He’s got a certain common-as-dirt quality. That’s right under his laser-sharp M.I.T. quality.”

“He sounds maybe a shade too rich for our blood. For us folk here in the downhome heartland.”

“Lemme see, Arkansas, that’s one of them newer states, right? Down there at the bottom edge? Right along with New Mexico and Florida and such as that?”

“Mr. Cockburn sir, are you jiving me?”

“Would I jive you?”

“Just for the record, how would you describe your personal relation to Mr. McPartland?”

“Oh I think ‘blood enemy’ might do it. Might come close. At the same time, I am forced to acknowledge merit. In whatever obscene form it chooses to take. McPartland worked on the kiss of death, did you know that? When he was young. Never did get it perfected but the theoretical studies were elegant, elegant. He’s what you might call a engineer’s engineer. He designed the artichoke that is all heart. You pay a bit of a premium for it but you don’t have to do all that peeling.”

“Some people like the peeling. The leaf-by-leaf unveiling.”

“Well, some people like to bang their heads against stone walls, don’t they? Some people like to sleep with their sisters. Some people like to put on suits and ties and go sit in a concert hall and listen to the New York Philharmonic Orchestra for God’s sake. Some people —”

“Is this part of his warp?”

“It’s related to his warp. The warp to power.”

“Any other glaring defects or lesions of the usual that you’d like to touch upon —”

“I think not. Now you, I perceive, have got this bad situation down there in the great state of Arkansas. Your population is exploding. It’s mobile. You got people moving freely about, colliding and colluding, pairing off just as they please and exploding the population some more, lollygagging and sailboating and making leather moccasins from kits and God knows what all. And enjoying free speech and voting their heads off and vetoing bond issues carefully thought up and packaged and rigged by the Arkansas State Planning Commission. And general helter-skeltering around under the gross equity of the democratic system. Is that the position, sir?”

“Worse. Arkansas is, at present, pure planarchy.”

“I intuited as much. And you need someone who can get the troops back on the track or tracks. Give them multifamily dwellings, green belts, dayrooms, grog rations, and pleasure stamps. Return the great state of Arkansas to its originary tidiness. Exert a plenipotentiary beneficence while remaining a masked marvel. Whose very existence is known only to the choice few.”

“Exactly right. Can McPartland do it?”

“Sitting on his hands. Will you go to fifty?”

“Fervently and with pleasure, sir. It’s little enough for such a treasure.”

“I take 10 percent off the top, sir.”

“And can I send you as well, sir, a crate of armadillo steak, sugar-cured, courtesy of the A.S.P.C.? It’s a dream of beauty, sir, this picture that you’ve limned.”

“Not a dream, sir, not a dream. Engineers, sir, never sleep, and dream only in the daytime.”


Edwards, Amelia

Amelia Edwards was washing the dishes when she noticed that a dish that she had already washed had a tiny piece of spinach stuck to the back of it.

I am not washing these dishes well, she thought. I am not washing these dishes as well as I used to wash them.

Mrs. Edwards stopped washing the dishes, even though half of them remain unwashed in the sink. She dried her arms on a paper towel and went into the bedroom. She sat down on the bed. Then she stood up again and looked at the bed.

The bedspread had been placed on the bed in a somewhat sloppy manner. She thought: I am not making the bed as well as I used to.

She sat down on the bed again and stared at the floor. Then her eyes moved to the corner of the room near the closet. In the corner, in the place where the two walls met, there was a gray dustball the size of an egg.

I have not vacuumed this room correctly, she thought. Is it because I am thirty-eight now?

No. Thirty-eight is young, relatively.

I am young and vigorous. George is handsome and well paid. We are going to Hawaii in June.

I wonder if I should have a drink?

Mrs. Edwards went out to the kitchen and looked at the vodka bottle.

Then she looked at the plate with the bit of spinach stuck to the back. She scratched the spinach from the plate with her fingernail. She poured some vodka into a glass. She went to the refrigerator to get some ice cubes, but when she opened the door to the freezing compartment it came off in her hands.

Mrs. Edwards regarded the door to the freezing compartment, a rectangular piece of white plastic.

The door to the freezing compartment has come off, she thought.

She placed it on the floor next to the refrigerator. Then she moved a tray of ice cubes from the freezing compartment and made herself a vodka-tonic. The telephone rang. Mrs. Edwards did not answer it. She was sitting on the bed looking at her vodka-tonic. The telephone rang eleven times.

Perhaps I should listen to some music?

Mrs. Edwards arose and walked into the living room. She found an Angel record. “Don Giovanni Highlights,” with Eberhard Wächter, Joan Sutherland, and Elisabeth Schwarzkopf. She placed the record on the turntable and switched on the amplifier. Then she sat down and listened to the music.

She remembered something she had read in the newspaper:

GIRL, 8, FOUND SLAIN

Mrs. Edwards drank some of her vodka-tonic. Then she noticed that something was wrong with the music. The turntable was slow. The music was dragging.

She got up and lifted the arm of the turntable to see if there was anything the matter with the needle. She scratched the needle with her fìnger. A scratching noise came out of the speakers. Behind the cabinet on which the turntable sat — between the back of the cabinet and the wall — there was a pair of black socks.

Black socks, she thought.

Mrs. Edwards turned off the amplifier and carried the black socks to the closet. She placed them in the dirty clothes hamper.

Take clothes to laundromat, she thought.

Then she went into the kitchen and made herself another vodka-tonic.

Which she did not drink. She placed the second vodka-tonic on the small table beside the big chair in the living room and looked at it.

I used to put lime juice in my vodka-tonics, she thought. Now I just put in the vodka and the tonic, and the ice. When did I stop putting in the lime juice? I remember buying limes, slicing limes, squeezing limes . . .

If we had had children, I could have interested myself in the problems of children.

I once won a prize for whistling with crackers in my mouth, she remembered. I whistled best. At a birthday party. When I was eight.

The telephone rang again. Mrs. Edwards did not answer it. Because she was afraid it was the Telephone Company calling about the telephone bill. The Telephone Company had already called once about the telephone bill. She had told the woman from the Telephone Company that she would send a check right away but had not done so.

The telephone bill is one hundred and twelve dollars, she thought.

I can pay it on the fifteenth. Or I can send them a check and forget to sign it. I have not done that for a long time. Probably that would work, at this time.

Mrs. Edwards drank some of the second vodka-tonic.

Do I not put the lime juice in because of the war? she wondered. The incredible war? Is that why I don’t put the lime juice in?

Behind her — that is, behind the chair in which she was sitting — a large picture fell off the wall. There was a sound of glass breaking.

Mrs. Edwards did not turn around to look.

I never liked that picture. George liked that picture. Our taste in pictures differs. I like Josef Albers. George does not understand what Josef Albers is all about. Only I understand what Josef Albers is all about. Our tastes differ. I have not been courted properly in three years. It is ridiculous to have a reproduction of Marie Laurencin hanging in one’s home. In the living room.

Once, I would have refused to have a reproduction of Marie Laurencin hanging in my home.

Not that she is bad. She is not bad at all. She is rather good, if one likes that sort of thing. Once, I would have fought about it. Tooth and nail.

She thought: A long time ago.

She thought: Did I remember to have photostats made, front and back, of the two checks for $16.22 each that the Internal Revenue Service says we didn’t send it for the maid’s Social Security for the first two quarters of 1970? That we did send? Because I have the cancelled checks?

No, I did not. I must take the check to the photostat place and have the photostats made front and back and then send them with a letter to the Internal Revenue Service.

I will not have another vodka-tonic. Because I have will power.

When I lived in the city I had a dog. I would go out and walk my dog at ten o’clock in the morning. I would see all the other people walking their dogs. We would smile at one another over our dogs.

If I have will power, why don’t I take my anti-alcohol pills?

Because I would rather drink.

Marie Laurencin had a good time. In life. Relatively. 1885–1956.

Am I a standard-issue American alcoholic housewife? Assembled by many hands, like a Rambler, like a Princess telephone?

But there is my love for the work of Josef Albers.

But perhaps every one of us has a wrinkle — kink would not be too strong a word — which enables us to think of ourselves as . . . Marginal differentiation, as they call it in George’s business.

Three years.

Mrs. Edwards looked at her fingernails. There was a time, she thought, when I cared about my cuticles.

Mrs. Edwards thought about Duke Ellington. She knew everything about Ellington there was to know. She thought about Johnny Hodges, Harry Carney, Ivie Anderson, Tricky Sam Nanton, Ray Nance the fiddler, Jimmy Blanton. She thought especially hard about Barney Bigard. She thought about “Transblucency,” “What Am I Here For?,” and “East St. Louis Too-dle-oo.” This music had made her happy, when she was young.

But the turntable —

I have done something wrong, she thought.

At this point, the water, which had been accumulating for many days, walked up the stairs from the basement and presented itself in the living room.

Living room, Amelia thought. What does that mean?

There is water on the floor of the living room.

Chagall is soft, she thought. All those floating lovers. Kissing above the rooftops. He has radically misperceived the problem.

The telephone rang but Mrs. Edwards did not answer it, because she knew the caller was a professional woman-terrorizer who was not very good at it: too tentative. She had talked to him before. His name was Fred.

I do not want to talk to Fred today.

Mrs. Edwards looked at herself and noticed that she had forgotten to put any clothes on. When she had gotten up, after George had left for the office. She was not wearing any clothes.

Then she went into the kitchen and washed the rest of the dishes. Very well, very well indeed. Very carefully. Nobody could object to the way she washed them, nobody in the whole world.


Marie, Marie, Hold On Tight

Henry Mackie, Edward Asher, and Howard Ettle braved a rainstorm to demonstrate against the human condition on Wednesday, April 26 (and Marie, you should have used waterproof paint; the signs were a mess after half an hour). They began at St. John the Precursor on 69th Street at 1:30 P.M. picketing with signs bearing the slogans MAN DIES!/ THE BODY IS DISGUST!/ COGITO ERGO NOTHING!/ ABANDON LOVE! and handing out announcements of Henry Mackie’s lecture at the Playmor Lanes the next evening. There was much interest among bystanders in the vicinity of the church. A man who said his name was William Rochester came up to give encouragement: “That’s the way!” he said. At about 1:50 a fat, richly dressed beadle emerged from the church to dispute our right to picket. He had dewlaps which shook unpleasantly and, I am sorry to say, did not look like a good man.

“All right,” he said, “now move on, you have to move along, you can’t picket us!” He said that the church had never been picketed, that it could not be picketed without its permission, that it owned the sidewalk, and that he was going to call the police. Henry Mackie, Edward Asher, and Howard Ettle had already obtained police permission for the demonstration through a fortunate bit of foresight; and we confirmed this by showing him our slip that we had obtained at Police Headquarters. The beadle was intensely irritated at this and stormed back inside the church to report to someone higher up. Henry Mackie said, “Well, get ready for the lightning bolt,” and Edward Asher and Howard Ettle laughed.

Interest in the demonstration among walkers on 69th Street increased and a number of people accepted our leaflet and began to ask the pickets questions such as “What do you mean?” and “Were you young men raised in the church?” The pickets replied to these questions quietly but firmly and in as much detail as casual passers-by could be expected to be interested in. Some of the walkers made taunting remarks — “Cogito ergo your ass” is one I remember — but the demeanor of the pickets was exemplary at all times, even later when things began, as Henry Mackie put it, “to get a little rough.” (Marie, you would have been proud of us.) People who care about the rights of pickets should realize that these rights are threatened mostly not by the police, who generally do not molest you if you go through the appropriate bureaucratic procedures such as getting a permit, but by individuals who come up to you and try to pull your sign out of your hands or, in one case, spit at you. The man who did the latter was, surprisingly, very well dressed. What could be happening with an individual like that? He didn’t even ask questions as to the nature or purpose of the demonstration, just spat and walked away. He didn’t say a word. We wondered about him.

At about 2 P.M. a very high-up official in a black clerical suit emerged from the church and asked us if we had ever heard of Kierkegaard. It was raining on him just as it was on the pickets but he didn’t seem to mind. “This demonstration displays a Kierkegaardian spirit which I understand,” he said, and then requested that we transfer our operations to some other place. Henry Mackie had a very interesting discussion of about ten minutes’ duration with this official during which photographs were taken by the New York Post, Newsweek, and CBS Television whom Henry Mackie had alerted prior to the demonstration. The photographers made the churchman a little nervous but you have to hand it to him, he maintained his phony attitude of polite interest almost to the last. He said several rather bromidic things like “The human condition is the given, it’s what we do with it that counts” and “The body is simply the temple wherein the soul dwells” which Henry Mackie countered with his famous question “Why does it have to be that way?” which has dumbfounded so many orthodox religionists and thinkers and with which he first won us (the other pickets) to his banner in the first place.

“Why?” the churchman exclaimed. It was clear that he was radically taken aback. “Because it is that way. You have to deal with what is. With reality.”

“But why does it have to be that way?” Henry Mackie repeated, which is the technique of the question, which used in this way is unanswerable. A blush of anger and frustration crossed the churchman’s features (it probably didn’t register on your TV screen, Marie, but I was there, I saw it — it was beautiful).

“The human condition is a fundamental datum,” the cleric stated. “It is immutable, fixed, and changeless. To say otherwise . . .”

“Precisely,” Henry Mackie said, “why it must be challenged.”

“But,” the cleric said, “it is God’s will.”

“Yes,” Henry Mackie said significantly.

The churchman then retired into his church, muttering and shaking his head. The rain had damaged our signs somewhat but the slogans were still legible and we had extra signs cached in Edward Asher’s car anyway. A number of innocents crossed the picket line to worship including several who looked as if they might be from the FBI. The pickets had realized in laying their plans the danger that they might be taken for Communists. This eventuality was provided for by the mimeographed leaflets which carefully explained that the pickets were not Communists and cited Edward Asher’s and Howard Ettle’s Army service including Asher’s Commendation Ribbon. “We, as you, are law-abiding American citizens who support the Constitution and pay taxes,” the leaflet says. “We are simply opposed to the ruthless way in which the human condition has been imposed on organisms which have done nothing to deserve it and are unable to escape it. Why does it have to be that way?” The leaflet goes on to discuss, in simple language, the various unfortunate aspects of the human condition including death, unseemly and degrading bodily functions, limitations on human understanding, and the chimera of love. The leaflet concludes with the section headed “What Is To Be Done?” which Henry Mackie says is a famous revolutionary catchword and which outlines, in clear, simple language, Henry Mackie’s program for the reification of the human condition from the ground up.

A Negro lady came up, took one of the leaflets, read it carefully, and then said: “They look like Communists to me!” Edward Asher commented that no matter how clearly things were explained to the people, the people always wanted to believe you were a Communist. He said that when he demonstrated once in Miami against vivisection of helpless animals he was accused of being a Nazi Communist which was, he explained, a contradiction in terms. He said ladies were usually the worst.

By then the large crowd that had gathered when the television men came had drifted away. The pickets therefore shifted the site of the demonstration to Rockefeller Plaza in Rockefeller Center via Edward Asher’s car. Here were many people loafing, digesting lunch etc. and we used the spare signs which had new messages including

WHY ARE YOU STANDING

WHERE ARE YOU STANDING?

THE SOUL IS NOT!

NO MORE

ART

CULTURE

LOVE

REMEMBER YOU ARE DUST!

The rain had stopped and the flowers smelled marvelously fine. The pickets took up positions near a restaurant (I wish you’d been there, Marie, because it reminded me of something, something you said that night we went to Bloomingdale’s and bought your new cerise-colored bathing suit: “The color a new baby has,” you said, and the flowers were like that, some of them). People with cameras hanging around their necks took pictures of us as if they had never seen a demonstration before. The pickets remarked among themselves that it was funny to think of the tourists with pictures of us demonstrating in their scrapbooks in California, Iowa, Michigan, people we didn’t know and who didn’t know us or care anything about the demonstration or, for that matter, the human condition itself, in which they were so steeped that they couldn’t stand off, and look at it, and know it for what it was. “It’s a paradigmatic situation,” Henry Mackie said, “exemplifying the distance between the potential knowers holding a commonsense view of the world and what is to be known, which escapes them as they pursue existences.”

At this time (2:45 P.M.) the demonstrators were approached by a group of youths between the ages I would say of sixteen and twenty-one. They were dressed in hood jackets, T-shirts, tight pants etc., and were very obviously delinquents from bad environments and broken homes where they had received no love. They ringed the pickets in a threatening manner. There were about seven of them. The leader (and Marie, he wasn’t the oldest; he was younger than some of them, tall, with a peculiar face, blank and intelligent at the same time) walked around looking at our signs with exaggerated curiosity. “What are you guys,” he said finally, “some kind of creeps or something?”

Henry Mackie replied quietly that the pickets were American citizens pursuing their right to demonstrate peaceably under the Constitution.

The leader looked at Henry Mackie. “You’re flits, you guys, huh?” he said. He then snatched a handful of leaflets out of Edward Asher’s hands, and when Edward Asher attempted to recover them, danced away out of reach while two others stood in Asher’s way. “What do you flits think you’re doin’?” he said. “What is this shit?”

“You haven’t got any right . . .” Henry Mackie started to say, but the leader of the youths moved very close to him then.

“What do you mean, you don’t believe in God?” he said. The other ones moved in closer too.

“That is not the question,” Henry Mackie said. “Belief or non-belief is not at issue. The situation remains the same whether you believe or not. The human condition is . . .”

“Listen,” the leader said, “I thought all you guys went to church every day. Now you tell me that flits don’t believe in God. You putting me on?”

Henry Mackie repeated that belief was not involved, and said that it was, rather, a question of man helpless in the grip of a definition of himself that he had not drawn, that could not be altered by human action, and that was in fundamental conflict with every human notion of what should obtain. The pickets were simply subjecting this state of affairs to a radical questioning, he said.

“You’re putting me on,” the youth said, and attempted to kick Henry Mackie in the groin, but Mackie turned away in time. However the other youths then jumped the pickets, right in the middle of Rockefeller Center. Henry Mackie was thrown to the pavement and kicked repeatedly in the head, Edward Asher’s coat was ripped off his back and he sustained many blows in the kidneys and elsewhere, and Howard Ettle was given a broken rib by a youth called “Cutter” who shoved him against a wall and smashed him viciously even though bystanders tried to interfere (a few of them). All this happened in a very short space of time. The pickets’ signs were broken and smashed, and their leaflets scattered everywhere. A policeman summoned by bystanders tried to catch the youths but they got away through the lobby of the Associated Press building and he returned empty-handed. Medical aid was summoned for the pickets. Photos were taken.

“Senseless violence,” Edward Asher said later. “They didn’t understand that . . .”

“On the contrary,” Henry Mackie said, “they understand everything better than anybody.”

The next evening, at 8 P.M. Henry Mackie delivered his lecture in the upstairs meeting room at the Playmor Lanes, as had been announced in the leaflet. The crowd was very small but attentive and interested. Henry Mackie had his head bandaged in a white bandage. He delivered his lecture titled “What Is To Be Done?” with good diction and enunciation, and in a strong voice. He was very eloquent. And eloquence, Henry Mackie says, is really all any of us can hope for.


Pages from the Annual Report

William Elderly Baskerville posed with the ink bottle in his hand. A lovely robust drop trembled on the lip; with a smooth slight movement of the wrist, he heaved it over the edge. It made a satisfying smash on the letterhead between his feet. Reaching, he picked the paper up and folded it in half. “Mislike me not for my complexion,” he murmured, and looked around the room. De Vinne was watching him. William Elderly Baskerville blinked twice. “Voyeur!” he spat. He ran his thumb up the edge of the paper. What terrors, monsters, troglodytes, and conflagrations lay inside? He threw the paper away; it lay curling in his wastebasket.

From their window one could see the dismal underside of an identical building, sometimes with faces pressed against the glass. William Elderly Baskerville spent a good deal of his time looking out the window, making faces for the people in the other building. De Vinne did not approve. He refused to look out the window at all. “Why?” William Elderly Baskerville asked suddenly. De Vinne pretended to start. “Why what?” Baskerville played with his paperknife; for a moment, he was a Borgia. “Why have they cast us here, and left us?”

De Vinne reached for his own paperknife, defensively. He was younger, heavy, and worried. He also refused to take off his coat in the office. Executives wore their jackets at all times; his was a light green tweed. “Be damned if I know,” he said.

Baskerville dangled the knife like a jewel before his own bedazzled eyes. “I was pleased, once. I saw a horse burn to the ground.”

“A horse?”

“The eyes lit up with an interior light.”

“Did he scream?”

“It was a chocolate horse in my mother’s skillet. We had hot chocolate.”

“You aim to shock.”

“I only like things a little more exciting than they are.”

De Vinne was . . . tolerable. On occasion, he showed real promise. And after thirteen years, why not? Or had it been that long? Perhaps only since January. William Elderly Baskerville ran a hand through what he firmly believed was full white hair. The gray of the sky outside their window never changed; it was difficult to tell the time. Was he thirty-one or fifty? On the wall behind him a sign said BLINK.

The girl from the mimeograph room barged through the door backward trailing a supermarket basket filled with paper. She looked uneasily from one to the other, then smiled at Baskerville: he was the handsomer. De Vinne, enraged, stood up and hurled his knife across the room. It clattered to the floor a foot from the wire basket: the girl screamed with real terror. “Put it over there, Cynthia,” De Vinne said kindly. He helped her empty the basket onto a long table where stacks and stacks of identical paper already sat. She shrank from him as much as possible. One of the stacks began to teeter and slip off the edge; they piled the rest on the floor. Other piles drifted against the walls on three sides of the room, some of them four feet tall.

“Cynthia,” Baskerville said. He employed his best Harvard Business manner. “Before you go, one thing. Are you ready to divulge the whereabouts of your headquarters?”

“Mr. Baskerville, I can’t. I told you a hundred times. They’ll kill me if I tell.”

“But Cynthia,” he said kindly, reasonably. “Look at it from our point of view. Look at this room. DID YOU EVER SEE ANYTHING LIKE IT?” he shouted. “What in the name of God do you expect us to do?”

De Vinne interposed a soothing hand. “You know we have to consider everything carefully. These things take time. Meanwhile, we’re being pressed to death by your people. By the people you represent.”

“Let her go,” William Elderly Baskerville said suddenly. “What is she? A transient, just passing through. Get yourself out of here, scab,” he said. “Get back to headquarters. And you can tell them from us . . .” He paused, looking at De Vinne. “What can she tell them from us?”

“Let’s just send them the knife. A declaration of war.” He formally tendered the paperknife, as if surrendering a sword.

The girl fled, bumping and clanging down the hall. “We probably shouldn’t have done that,” Baskerville said. “There’ll be repercussions.” He moved to the window. “What kind of day is it?” De Vinne asked. He sat slumped in his chair, toying with a rubber stamp that printed his initials H.D.V. He printed them several times on the telephone book. Baskerville pressed his face to the glass and squinted upward, to the bit of sky between the two buildings. “The same kind,” he said moodily. “Look for yourself.”

“You know I have a fear of heights.”

“Have you got any paper clips?”

“More than I can possibly use. Have a thousand.”

“Two will do. What time is it?”

“Almost lunch.”

A rat appeared on one of the piles of paper on the floor, looked at them, and scuttled along the wall. “Game!” De Vinne cried, and ran delightedly to the supply closet, where he pulled an ancient crossbow from an upper shelf. Winding it with difficulty, he laid a feathered bolt in place. “Where is it?” His face was flushed with unnatural exertion.

“I think it’s under the watercooler. Here, give me the bow. Let me shoot.”

“No,” De Vinne held the weapon high above his head, “no, no, no.” He danced out of reach. “It’s mine, I found it.” The thing went off with a shivering clang, shattering the great globe of the watercooler. Dank green growths cascaded over the floor. De Vinne quietly put the crossbow back on its shelf.

“It’s an outmoded weapon,” Baskerville said. “Don’t reproach yourself.”

“There was something in my eye,” De Vinne said, rubbing.

“Usually you’re better.”

“Usually IT stands still.”

“I hope it didn’t drown.”

William Elderly Baskerville sat with his feet on the desk, watching the telephone. Sooner or later it would ring. He was not discouraged by the fact that it never had, in all the years or months he had been watching it. In the meantime, there were diversions. De Vinne wasn’t a bad fellow, really, although he was young and a Christian Scientist. Baskerville stared at his collection of Rorschachs, taped on the wall behind him. There were hundreds of them: bats and shattered golfballs, broken butterflies and carnivorous leemings and amphibious bandicoots, falling angels and whirling circus tents. With practice he could look at them and see nothing at all.

Palatino the office boy looked in the door. He was an old man of retirement age, or close to it, with a twisted foot. “Do you want to know what I heard about your guys?” he said, leering. “Do you want to know? What’s it worth to you?”

“A thousand paper clips,” De Vinne said.

“Skin of a drowned rat,” Baskerville countered.

“A genuine antique crossbow in excellent condition.”

“A cloot on the snoot.”

“William, don’t be unkind.” De Vinne turned. “He’s only trying to be helpful. Aren’t you, you filthy mother?” He grabbed the old man by the shoulders and shook him furiously, then pushed him back out the door.

Palatino jumped. There was someone behind him. It was Miss Angel Craw, a beautiful Negress who was the floor maid. She was singing “Bringing In The Sheaves” in a lovely dark contralto. “They’re going to flood this place and wash you all away,” the old man shrilled. “They’re going to hook the fire hoses up to the transoms. You’ll be drowned! You’ll be drowned!” He laughed insanely and pinched Miss Angel Craw; with a quick gesture, she shoved the end of her mop up under his chin. He howled and ran.

“Did he mean it?” De Vinne looked worried. “Does he know something?

“A born turncoat. He might.”

“Do you think maybe they’re not satisfied? With our work?”

“How would they know? We never send anything out. Everything comes in. How could they possibly know?”

“Maybe we haven’t complained enough.”

“Maybe we haven’t complained in the right way.”

“We’d better cover ourselves. First we’ll draw up formal complaint. Then we’ll seal the transoms.”

“After all these years,” Baskerville mused. “Not satisfied with our work.” Miss Angel Craw mopped the floor in the background, singing softly. Her mop swished through little puddles of water and broken glass. “When I retired, they said I was the best man they ever had on this job. The best.”

“We’re not so young anymore.” De Vinne answered. “We’re thirty-one. But alert for our age.”

“It’s a flagrant example of . . . What shall I say in the complaint?”

“Let me think.” De Vinne began pacing, lifting his feet delicately to avoid the waves from Miss Angel Craw’s mop. “Say: When in the course of human events it becomes necessary . . . No, that won’t do. We don’t want to petition. We want to demand.”

“You can’t demand if you have nothing to bargain with. Use your head. We need hostages.” They both looked at Miss Angel Craw, who gave them a seductive smile. William Elderly Baskerville took her by the hand. She posed prettily as Pocahontas. “Won’t do,” Baskerville said, shaking his head, “she’s under age.” Miss Angel Craw looked hurt. She returned to her mopping.

“I never had any children,” De Vinne said.

“I don’t see the relevance.”

“I didn’t expect you to.”

“You’re not helping.”

“I know what you’re thinking.”

“You don’t.”

“I do. You’re ready to give them me.”

“It never occurred . . .”

“It’s written all over your face.”

“Not even for a moment.”

“After all these years.”

“Would you mind?”

“Judas!”

There was a crash in the supply closet. Miss Angel Craw had locked herself in. They rushed to the door, pulling and jerking on it. It refused to move. “Are you all right?” De Vinne called. Miss Angel Craw could be heard singing behind the door. “She’s all right,” Baskerville said testily. “Concentrate on the problem.” They both sat down at their desks in a businesslike way. “We forgot lunch,” De Vinne said.

“It’s dull here,” he went on. “I think I’ll look out the window.”

“Be careful. Remember your affliction.”

“I’m tired. I’m tired and I’m overworked.” He was working himself into a rage; Baskerville knew the signs. The strain of their assignment was telling on him. He was, after all, a young man, comparatively inexperienced. You had to make allowances. William Elderly Baskerville felt tolerant and fatherly. From the abundant supply on the floor he chose several pieces of paper and fashioned an elaborate Valentine heart, inscribing it, with many flourishes, with the words “Thirty-Five Years, In Grateful Memory.” He placed it wordlessly on his partner’s desk. De Vinne began to cry.

“You never answered my question,” Baskerville said gently.

“What question?” De Vinne’s face was hidden behind his hands.

“Why have we been thrown here, and abandoned?”

“It was a rhetorical question.”

“Then I didn’t answer it. But you try, first.”

“To do our work.”

“But what precisely is our work?”

“It has something to do with all this.” De Vinne indicated the paper strewn all over the room. His interest was reviving; he wiped his tear-streaked face. “There is an organization, somewhere,” he began, patiently. “and it sends us the, uh, material, and we . . .”

“And we?”

“We act on it.

“When?”

“I thought you knew.”

“Maybe I do. But aren’t you getting impatient?”

“I bloody well am.”

“I don’t blame you.”

“I was rabid the first couple of months. Or years. But you said to wait. You seemed to know what you were doing.”

“You’re very kind.”

“Do you?”

“It’s well you ask.”

“I’m trying to be efficient. God knows.” De Vinne brushed some lint from his green tweed jacket. “But it’s trying, with you being mysterious and Lord knows what going on outside . . .” He began to look tearful again.

“Henry,” Baskerville said quietly.

“Yes?”

“You’ve noticed the paper?”

“Noticed it! My God, we’re drowning in it. You yourself told Cynthia . . .”

“You’ve noticed that there’s nothing on it?”

“Yes.”

“And you know that in a model of the typical clerical or administrative function, we would initial it and send it forward?”

“Typically, we would.”

“But we don’t.”

“We don’t.”

“We contain it.”

“I don’t see . . .”

“When I first came, Harry Garamond, he was in charge then, took me aside and told me that although what we did here might seem foolish to me at first, that I would eventually get the idea. I’d understand, he said. And he was right. But it took some time.”

“And the idea was . . .” De Vinne leaned forward eagerly.

“That we were to be a bottleneck. That everything was to stop here. Although there might be pressures from outside.”

“But . . .”

“Both pro and con.”

“I’m confused.”

“I regret it.”

“Get to the point. What is this stuff?” De Vinne kicked a pile of paper; it flowed over the adjoining floorspace in a snowy wave.

“The substance of human lives.”

“This . . . waste?”

“Of hundreds of lives. Of real men in real rooms.”

“But what has it to do with us?”

“Our task is to know it for what it is.”

“You’re very helpful.”

“It’s a terrible responsibility.”

“So . . .”

“In a sense, we hold together the meaningless lives of hundreds and hundreds of people.”

“How?”

“You’re aware that there’s nothing on the paper?”

“Yes.”

Baskerville masked a smile. “Not everybody is.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Think of the sense of being needed and necessary, of achievement and authority, of promotion and advancement.”

“It’s not clear.”

“Examine your conscience.”

“Must I?”

“If you want to know.”

“Good God.”

“This is the truth of all offices. Of all organizations.”

“What would they do . . . if they knew?”

“There would be corpses hanging from lampposts, I suppose. Or other places. The stockmarket would explode in a marvel of fission. Blood would run in the gutters. The price of eggs would go up. I don’t know.”

“But why has our own organization turned on us?”

“Because it knows we’re thinking. It’s painful for everybody. Revolution is not a polite word.”

“And if we let it go?”

“It’s best not to think about it.”

“We’re finks, then.”

“Only in a sense.”

“Isn’t there anything to be said for us?”

“We do our job.”

“I’m sick.”

“You weren’t prepared.”

De Vinne sat down. For a long moment he thought heavily, then brightened.

“But what about General Dynamics?”

“I hardly see why they should be an exception.”

“What about ‘Better Things for Better Living Through Chemistry’?”

“Do parades make you weak inside?”

“I’m already weak inside.”

“Let Miss Angel Craw out of the closet.”

De Vinne took a key out of his pocket and unlocked the door. Miss Angel Craw stumbled out of the closet, coughing. She began mopping again. Baskerville and De Vinne sat down at their desks once more.

A little rough on the kid, William Elderly Baskerville thought. And it isn’t even true. Still, it might be true. He gazed affectionately at his favorite inkblot, in which he could sometimes see William Howard Taft. He had had a horror of veracity ever since, as a little boy, he had been punished for owning up manfully to a shattered aquarium in his father’s study. Truth is punishment, he thought.

De Vinne was still mulling the problem. “We’ve been here all our lives,” he began, but Baskerville motioned for him to stop.

“I hear something.”

They concentrated, their hands clenched before them on the desktops. There was a faint sighing sound in the corridors outside, as of giant snakes inching toward them “The hoses,” De Vinne hissed. “They’re bringing up the hoses.” He sprang to the closet and armed himself with the crossbow. “Get ready to open the door.”

William Elderly Baskerville gripped the doorknob; De Vinne cranked the crossbow; Miss Angel Craw cowered in the rear. “Now!” said De Vinne. Baskerville jerked open the door and his partner let fly. There was a short, high scream down the corridor. The slithering noises stopped. Baskerville slammed the door and leaned against it. “Good work!” he said congratulatorily. “Make every shot count. We shall sell dearly.”

But there were no more noises. They waited for a quarter of an hour, while Miss Angel Craw fixed tea on a hotplate, but nothing disturbed the holy quiet. At length De Vinne looked up hopefully. “What about Container Corporation of America?”

“You want me to tell you that everything’s going to be all right?”

“Yes.”

“Everything’s going to be . . . interminable.”

“What about the Army?”

“It’s winning.”

“What about the President?”

“Dick Tracy will be reelected.”

“What about psychoanalysis?”

“I love it.”

“WHAT ABOUT LOVE?”

“WHAT ABOUT IT?”

Miss Angel Craw looked distressed. The tea wasn’t very good, but all helped themselves to seconds. Baskerville gazed into his wastebasket. It was an interesting moral question. De Vinne had gone at once to the heart of it, but he, William Elderly Baskerville, had difficulty feeling that the problem was real. His analyst had said, once, that one had to remember in order to forget. It was the kind of riddle that confused him; Dr. Rococo had been a kindly man with a weak chin. Irreducible, irrefragable, irrefrangible, irrefutable. Incontrovertible. He was tired of games. Miss Angel Craw was smearing pink lipstick on already brilliant lips.

There was a ker-umphf! in the middle distance, as of a howitzer firing, then a peculiar high whine, as of an artillery shell in transit. “Hit it!” De Vinne screamed. “They’ve got us bracketed!” Baskerville cowered under his desk. The shell came through the roof in a shower of plaster and fragments of concrete, exploding harmlessly with a bright blue flash. At the same time a high discordant voice came booming into the room, mechanically amplified. “Good afternoon, Americans,” it said, with the intonation of an Oriental villain of some recent war. “How foolish of you it is to hold out in there,” the voice whined sourly. “Our forces are preparing even now to destroy you. This is your last chance, Americans.”

“My God,” exclaimed De Vinne, who had previous military experience, “it’s a loudspeaker and leaflet unit.” They scrambled around on the floor amid scraps of poorly printed broadsides. “Listen to this,” Baskerville said. He read: “Documentary Evidence Revives Hope for Younger Vitality and New Smoothness in Any Woman’s Skin. From Mrs. J. B.D. — Case=546-1 (Age, 41): ‘After using ULTIMATE for three weeks, my skin has taken on a new glow, a radiant look for the first time in years.’” The two men looked at each other. Baskerville read another: “Our blend of Dacron and cotton is utterly different from ordinary wash and wear shirts. Single-needle stitching, extra-long tails. Go to the stores that keep up the great tradition. Or you can write to . . .”

“Unspeakable.” De Vinne wiped his sweating palms. The loudspeaker was now playing “Pennsylvania 65000.” Miss Angel Craw sat on the floor, fascinatedly reading the ads from the leaflet shell. “I don’t like the way things are going,” he said.

“No more do I,” replied Baskerville.

“Where did we go wrong?”

“Perhaps in our choice of regimentals . . .”

“It may have something to do with religion . . .”

“Perhaps we should have joined a union . . .”

“If only I’d not cheated that waiter . . .”

“They say there’s a danger of socialism . . .”

“But I only had seventy-five cents.”

“Although most of us are non-political . . .”

“How was I to know he was the Man in Charge?”

“Who?”

“The waiter.”

“You were in the Army. What will they do next?”

“Probably try to flank us. Although I was only a mail clerk.”

“We’re skirting the problem.”

“I say attack.”

“You mean the paper?”

“Shouldn’t we?”

“You have a feeling for it?”

“About it.”

“That we should . . .”

“Yes.”

“You and I . . .”

“Yes.”

“Manipulate in some way . . .”

“The paper, yes.”

“You feel, in sum . . .”

“LET’S GET ON WITH IT.” De Vinne suddenly realized that he was shouting, and turned his face to the wall.

“You’re overwrought.”

“Perhaps. A bit.”

“I’ll call Personnel.”

“The telephones don’t work.”

“They never have. But I thought I’d make the gesture. Have you ever used your sick leave?”

“Repeatedly. To excess.”

“Then you can’t be sick.”

“I’m willing to try.”

“You want to dispose of the paper.”

“Of our work. Our operation.”

“I agree in principle . . .”

“You do?”

“And I would suggest we begin at once,” Baskerville finished grandly.

“How do we go about it?”

“We INITIAL it . . .”

“And then?”

“Forward it through channels to . . .”

“To?”

“Just forward it.”

“Through channels. It’s not a bad idea.”

“It’s the best so far.”

“The letter drop would do.”

“The letter drop would be excellent.”

“They’d have to be folded.”

“Miss Angel Craw would help.”

“But if we put them in the letter drop . . .”

“Yes?”

“They’d go everywhere.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Give me a moment.”

De Vinne was a good sort, Baskerville decided. Queer, but a good heart. These strange enthusiasms, they must be put down to youth. Wasted on the young. De Vinne was pacing furiously now. Baskerville noted the fevered brow, the distressed fluttering of the hands; an odd affection coursed through him. We’re all in this together, he thought with satisfaction. Hang together or all hang separately. All for one and . . . all for one. Nothing to lose but our chains. Mysteriously, the air conditioners coughed into action. Tear gas?

“There’s the wastebaskets,” De Vinne said. “We could start fires in the wastebaskets.”

“You refer, of course, to the moral issue.”

“Well. We can hardly ignore it.”

“The slaughter. The rapine.”

“You can’t make an omelette.”

“I know. Without breaking eggs.”

“And there are those people outside.”

“They’ve been strangely quiet.”

“They’re waiting for us to decide.”

“We could examine our consciences again.”

“Oh, ignoble!”

“Chauvinist!”

“Charlatan!”

“Weakling!”

“Fascist!”

“Pig!”

“This is unseemly.”

“It postpones a decision.”

“When it gets about . . .”

“We’ll be heroes of the revolution.”

“Our pictures will hang in the schoolrooms.”

“Egotist!” Baskerville spat. “Cult of personality!”

“And you?” De Vinne advanced threateningly.

A man in a policeman’s uniform, carrying a stuffed club, burst into the room. De Vinne, shooting from the hip, transfixed him with a crossbow bolt. “Well done!” cried Miss Angel Craw, who had climbed to the top of a filing cabinet. It was the first time she had spoken. The policeman sagged to the floor, where he lay in a pool of ink. “Quickly!” Baskerville cried. Their eyes met in silent agreement. Feverishly they began to initial the strange documents.


The Bed

Problem: A new bed for an old wife.

Not that she’s old in point of fact. Old? No. She’s young, beautiful, quick, kind. Intelligent, gay, thoughtful, distinguished. Nine lines in Who’s Who, a professorship at Brown, a hacienda outside Oaxaca. But now she’s back in town, and needs a bed. I promised.

What’s old is our affair. It degenerated into marriage and declined from there. And Sam and Margaret came along, and God knows who. She needs a bed. I promised. Why? I’ll be damned if I can tell. We were tight once, it’s true. We thought about each other and left the others out. That passes, as I’m sure you’ve heard, but something’s always left, a bit of business left undone, lawyer’s texts, children, pewter, friends, joint tax returns for some as yet unaudited year — a trace of frisky residue.

There’s a bed in the basement, maybe I could award her it. Been there since ’67, when we acquired the “new” bed. Has it rotted? Probably. Can’t plant her in a mulch pile. Old wife sleeping in rotted bed. Ha-ha. Necroded ticking injuring the sense of smell. Ha-ha. Sluglike yellowish things-with-no-name emerging from the mattress. Ha-ha. Malicious bastard, am I not? But malice too is a mode of feeling. Bent, to be sure, but feeling still.

Nip down to the basement, inspect the bed. It’s stacked against a wall somewhere. Can’t find the light. Bang leg on tricycle, bang again on busted rocking chair, again on cast-iron walrus left over from someone’s failed off-off-Broadway bow. Who covered the floor with blown fuses? I’ve got a neck to break.

The light at last, and, under a couple of hundred square feet of tattered wallboard, the bed.

Someone’s been nailing nails into the bed.

Someone’s been stabbing the bed with ice picks.

Someone’s been sloshing the bed with acid.

Someone’s been tearing at the bed’s entrails.

Somebody put out a contract on the bed.

The bed’s dead.

I remember my dream of Tuesday night. I was in a gigantic bed, a bed big as a football field. I was bicycling on the surface. Pursued by fires and clowns. Behind me on the right, raging fires, and on the left, vicious clowns in packs. I pedaled as hard as I could. Is there no end to this bedevilment? Is there no off-ramp to this bed? At the same time I was reading The New York Times Guide to Dining Out in New York, third edition. Xavier’s, I noticed, now had three stars. Honoria and I thought we’d invented the place, the waiters knew us well, smiled, gave us good tables, asked how we’d been. Fine, we said, and Charlie, how are you? Charlie was fine too. A blend of gin and fineness over everything, tables, chairs, the future and the past, the bollito misto. The fires and clowns were joined by avalanches and sword-swallowers, all getting close. The bicycle’s chain blew. I woke up.

Just a friendly little anxiety dream. A bit of bedlam to help one through the night.

Where did we buy the “new” bed? In which I have my nightly Late, Late Shows? At Bloomingdale’s? We bounced together, Honoria and I, among a sea of bare natty Beautyrests. Did we remove our shoes? I think not, just dangled them over the edge. Did we show the salesman what we could do, if we really put our minds to it? How we could get entangled, legs and arms and heads and such, in the most peculiar knots, and then puzzle our way out again? I don’t think so. He would have had a stroke, popped off then and there. We bought the bed. There was a warranty on it, not us.

Tonight, she telephoned.

“Did you get it?”

“Did I get what?”

“The bed.”

“Oh, the bed.”

“Well, did you?”

“Ah — not yet.”

“Why not?”

“Well, I’ve been busy. Doing things.”

“But what about the bed?”

“I told you I’d take care of it.”

“Yes, but when? It’s been a week.”

“I went to Toronto.”

“I know. For two days. How is it that you can do everything in the world but take care of one tiny detail like getting a bed for my new apartment?”

“Some people can get their own beds for their new apartments.”

“Yes, but that’s not the point, is it? You promised.”

“That was in the first flush of good feeling and warmth. When you said you were coming back to town. I wanted to be helpful.”

“Now you don’t have any good feeling and warmth?”

“I’m full of good feeling and warmth. Brimming. How’s Sam?”

“He’s getting tired of sleeping on the couch. It’s not big enough for both of us.”

“My heart cries out for him. Tell him so.”

“All I can say is, you bedder get a move on, buddy.”

“Don’t take that tone with me. I’m doing the very bedst I can.”

She’s seeing Sam now, that’s a little strange. She didn’t seem to dig him, early on.

Sam. What’s he look like? Like a villain, like a villain. Hair like an oil spill; mustache, a twist of carbon paper; high white lineless forehead; black tights and doublet; dagger clasped in treacherous right hand; sneaks when he’s not slithering . . .

No. That’s incompletely true. What’s he look like? Just like the rest of us. Jeans, turtleneck, beard, smile with one (1) chipped tooth, good with children, backward in his taxes, a degree in education, he’s a B. Ed. How then a villain? Because he attempted to seduce Honoria, and failed. We were failing too, I needed him. I did the best I could, poured him large drinks and left the two of them alone for hours, days — I had, I must admit, another fish to fry, a dainty little slippery little eel from Reykjavik, one of Icelandic’s finest. We were failing, Honoria and I, we’d wake up and not even kiss. So Sam seemed plausible, a way out, a transitional figure as it were. It didn’t work. Honoria wouldn’t have him. Told me he was “too nice.” And he came with the very best references too. Charlotte doted, Francine couldn’t get enough, Mary Jo chased him through Penn Station with the great whirling loop of her lariat, causing talk — but Honoria said no. This is a marriage, she said, you’re not getting out without due misery. She was right. All that’s behind us now. I wish she hadn’t thrown the turntable on the floor, a $400 B & O — but all that’s behind us now. And Sam’s been reconsidered.

I saw this morning that the building at the end of the street’s been sold. It stood empty for years, an architectural anomaly, three-storied, brick, but most of all, triangular. The street comes to a point there, and prospective buyers must have boggled at the angles. I judge the owners have decided to let morality go hang and sold to a ménage à trois. They’ll need a triple bed, customized too, to fit those odd corners. I can see them with protractor and Skilsaw, getting the thing just right. Then sweeping up the bedcrumbs.

She telephones again.

“It doesn’t have to be the best bed in the world. Any old bed will do. Sam’s bitching all night long.”

“For you, dear friend, I’ll take every pain. Not less than the best. We’re checking now in Indonesia, a rare albino bed’s been sighted there . . .”

“Tom, this isn’t funny. I slept in the bathtub last night.”

“You’re too long for the bathtub.”

“Do you want Sam to do it?”

Do I want Sam to do it?

“No. I’ll do it.”

“Then do it.”

Why does this business bother me? I jumped ship long ago. What mix of memory and perversity ties me to this lady still? Is it true that furniture music is the sweetest music, that purchasing the towels, the cups and saucers, the wastebaskets and wine racks is what it’s all about? That cables spliced from plant food, paint samples, throw rugs, and wire whisks maintain an underground connection? The thought is sinful, still I think it.

In the morning comes a letter:

Dear Tom,

It is clear that you understand nothing. Once I thought you sensitive and fine, but you are not sensitive. No one who was sensitive could persistently misunderstand my sleep needs as you do, and always have. Surely the great number of sleep aids you have seen me employ in the days when we were cohabitating — the mask, the record of sea sounds, the electric back scratcher — would have suggested special needs even to the dimmest brain. And as I know that the words “dimmest brain” do not accurately describe you, I can only conclude that it is your malice that makes you throw obstacles in the path of my happiness like this. Tear yourself away from your own tiny concerns for a moment (are you still seeing that skinny fishlike Icelandic, girl, Margaret?) and try to focus upon mine. Malice is not nourishing for long. You will choke on it if you persist in this path. Why don’t you want me to get a solid eight hours a night, with the companion of my choice? I implore you to come to your senses, and bedraggle yourself to one of our fine local department stores immediately. You have, after all, promised.

                  Love,

                  Honoria

I have, after all, promised. But not to suffer abuse. In the heat of the moment, I fire off my own brief:

Dear Honoria,

Listen, baby, are you trying to make yourself something that you are not? Like a bloody martyr? That is not necessary, dear Honoria. We already love you, in the past tense — not only me but all the other members of your former community, Paul, Jacques, Ramona, etc. There is a danger in mythologizing the self-image, especially the image of the self as put-upon, outraged, bedreft. This simply does not square with the facts. Take a little care to be careful of the sensibilities and psychic determinants of the Other — the person to whom you are speaking, that is to say, me. Just as the white snow on the ground is loved and applauded by everyone, but would be derided if it pretended to be vanilla ice cream, so the human persona can stand only so much artificial enhancement, for instance by lies. Instant gratification is not as good as that gratification which comes dropping slow, over the sere seasons. Picture yourself a withered crone of eighty, at the warm hearthside, or at least close to the thermostat, and surrounded by withered grandchildren and friends, to whom your integrity has been a rock, these sixty years. And picture to yourself the alternative: a Honoria similarly withered, but cuffed and spat upon, and hurled into the gutter, candy bar wrappers and crushed aluminum beer cans being dropped on your head by uncaring strangers, simply because you have visualized yourself as something you were not, some kind of heroic figure, a Jeanne d’Arc of the bedroom, who will not be satisfied until she exacts from the whole male world the tribute of a lustrous king-or-queen-sized bed? I am a former husband, remember? Not much can be expected of me.

                  In extremis,

                  Tom

But these letters are not serious. We are playing with one another.

So I’ll buy a bloody bed. I know how it’s done. I’ve been there before. When I was young and easy under the apple boughs, in all the Bloomingdales’ they knew my name. There! The thing’s accomplished. And now the problem of transport, from my portal to her portal. The U-Haul place is giving me a busy signal. Must be mounds of people moving beds today. We’ll form a caravan like bedouins and wind our ways to diverse addresses. Will my bicycle be equal to the task? I’m sick. A fever. I should be put to bed. Or laid to rest. Don’t joke. One lays a ghost, that’s routine enough, I’ve entertained a shade myself a time or two. There were bold bed-springing moments, I don’t deny it, but lastly it was . . . ghostly.

I posed as a good man, wise, supporting, ardent, sucked her in, had a better schtick than Sam’s (remember Sam?), her routine was also nicely done, we were content for quite a while, not long enough, it’s ended, I was right and wrong, she taught me what she’d majored in, a lovely Romance tongue, we visited the country and when I’d walk into a drugstore and ask for razor blades, they’d give me sanitary napkins. Tom! Your malice has run wild. That’s not the way I feel at all. The bell is ringing. United Parcel’s here, two men and a mattress. I wish you well, dear bedlamite, I really do — sleep, lust, luck, impostures new.


The Discovery

I’m depressed,” Kate said.

Boots became worried. “Did I say something wrong?”

“You don’t know how to say anything wrong.”

“What?”

“The thing about you is, you’re dull.”

“I’m dull?”

There was a silence. Then Fog said: “Anybody want to go over to Springs to the rodeo?”

“Me?” Boots said. “Dull?”

The Judge got up and went over and sat down next to Kate.

“Now Kate, you oughtn’t to be goin’ round callin’ Boots dull to his face. That’s probably goin’ to make him feel bad. I know you didn’t mean it, really, and Boots knows it too, but he’s gonna feel bad anyhow —”

“How ’bout the rodeo, over at Springs?” Fog asked again.

The Judge gazed sternly at his friend, Fog.

“— he’s gonna feel bad, anyhow,” the Judge continued, “just thinkin’ you mighta meant it. So why don’t you just tell him you didn’t mean it.”

“I did mean it.”

“Aw come on, Katie. I know you mean what you say, but why make trouble? You can mean what you say, but why not say something else? On a nice day like this?”

The dry and lifeless air continued parching the concrete-like ground.

“It’s not a nice day.”

The Judge looked around. Then he said: “By God, Katie, you’re right! It’s a terrible day.” Then he took a careful look at Boots, his son.

“I guess you think I’m dull, too, is that right, Pa?” Boots said with a disarming laugh.

“Well . . .”

Boots raised himself to his feet. He looked cool and unruffled, with just a hint of something in his eyes.

“So,” he said. “So that’s the way it is. So that’s the way you, my own father, really feel about me. Well, it’s a fine time to be sayin’ something about it, wouldn’t you say? In front of company and all?”

“Now don’t get down on your old man,” Fog said hastily. “Let’s go to the rodeo.”

“Fog —”

“He don’t mean nothin’ by it,” Fog said. “He was just tryin’ to tell the truth.”

“Oh,” Boots said. “He don’t mean nothin’ by it. He don’t mean nothin’ by it. Well, it seems to me I just been hearin’ a lot talk about people meanin’ what they say. I am going to assume the Judge here means what he says.”

“Yes,” the Judge said. “I mean it.”

“Yes,” Kate said, “you have many fine qualities, Boots.”

“See? He means it. My own father thinks I’m dull. And Katie thinks I’m dull. What about you, Fog? You want to make it unanimous?”

“Well Boots you are pretty doggone dull to my way of thinking. But nobody holds it against you. You got a lot of fine characteristics. Can’t everybody be Johnny Carson.”

“Yes, there are lots duller than you, Boots,” Kate said. “Harvey Brush, for example. Now that number is really dull.”

“You’re comparin’ me with Harvey Brush?”

“Well I said he was worse, didn’t I?”

“Good God.”

“Why don’t you go inside and read your letters from that girl in Brussels?” Kate suggested.

“She doesn’t think I’m dull.”

“Probably she don’t understand English too good neither,” the Judge said. “Now go on inside and read your mail or whatever. We just want to sit silently out here for a while.”

“Goodbye.”

After Boots had gone inside the Judge said: “My son.”

“It is pretty terrible, Judge,” Kate said.

“It’s awful,” Fog agreed.

“Well, it’s not a hanging offense,” the Judge said. “Maybe we can teach him some jokes or something.”

“I’ve got to get back in the truck now,” said Kate. “Judge, you have my deepest sympathy. If I can think of anything to do, I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks, Kate. It’s always a pleasure to see you and be with you, wherever you are. You are never dull.”

“I know that, Judge. Well, I’ll see you later.”

“O.K. Kate,” said Fog. “Goodbye. Drive carefully.”

“Goodbye Fog. Yes, I’ll be careful.”

“See you around, Kate.”

“O.K., Judge. Goodbye, Fog.”

“So long, Kate.”

“See you. You know I can’t marry that boy now, Judge. Knowing what I know.”

“I understand, Kate. I wouldn’t expect you to. I’ll just have to dig up somebody else.”

“It’s going to be hard.”

“Well, it’s not going to be easy.”

“So long, Kate,” said Fog.

“O.K., goodbye. Be good.”

“Yes,” said Fog. “I’ll try.”

“’Bye now, Judge.”

“O.K., Katie.”

“Wonder how come I never noticed it before?”

“Well don’t dwell on it, Kate. See you in town.”

“O.K., adios.”

“Goodbye, Kate.”

“It’s terrible but we’ve got it into focus now, haven’t we?”

“I’m afraid we do.”

“I sure would like to be of help, Judge.”

“I know you would, Katie, and I appreciate it. I just don’t see what can be done about it, right off.”

“It’s just his nature, probably.”

“You’re probably right. I was never dull.”

“I know you weren’t, Judge. Nobody blames you.”

“Well, it’s a problem.”

“Quite a thorny one. But he’ll be O.K., Judge. He’s a good boy, basically.”

“I know that, Kate. Well, we’ll just have to wrestle with it.”

“O.K., Judge. I’ll see you later, O.K.?”

“Right.”

“Behave yourself, Fog.”

“Right, Katie.”

“I’ll see y’all. Bye-bye.”

“Goodbye, Kate.”

“You all right, Judge?”

“I’m fine, Katie. Just a little taken aback by what we’ve found out here today.”

“Oh. O.K. Well, take care of yourself. You too, Fog.”

“I will, Kate.”

“O.K. See you two.”

“Goodbye, Kate.”

“You sure you don’t want to come into town with me? I’ll make you some tamale pie.”

“That’s O.K. Kate we got lots of stuff to eat right here.”

“Oh. O.K. ’Bye.”

The truck moved off into the dust.

“Look!” said the Judge. “She’s waving.”

“Wave back to her,” Fog said.

“I am,” said the Judge. “Look, I’m waving.”

“I see it,” said Fog. “Can she see you?”

“Maybe if I stand up,” the Judge said. “Do you think she can see me now?”

“Not if she’s watchin’ the road.”

“She’s too young for us,” the Judge said. He stopped waving.

“Depends on how you look at it,” said Fog. “You want to go on over to the rodeo now?”

“I don’t want to go to no rodeo,” said the Judge. “All that youth.”


You Are Cordially Invited

I am cordially invited. I have nothing else to do. So I go. Men and women standing on a terrace holding drinks. The date is Thursday, the twenty-fourth of May. The time, 6:32 P.M. The quality of the air, acceptable. Similarly the quality of the whiskey. A ferocious vivacity amidst the green-painted iron garden furniture. A kind of harvest festival. A publisher’s cow has calved, and we are celebrating that. The host’s barns bursting with cocktail onions and potato chips. At the finish we will fall many floors to the street, where we will all join hands and dance around a taxi. The boldest dancer making it into the cab with a bruising hip check to the lady on his left.

I am spoken to by the lady on my left — a very old lady, seventy if she’s a day.

“Hey!” she says. “Wake up!”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You were exhibiting the gaze vacant. Dangerous in a man your age.”

She has a beautiful smile and her eyes are very bright. “Things are not that bad!” she says.

“They’re not?”

“Listen! I have something to tell you. There is a new eight-cent U.S. postage stamp honoring Copernicus, the great astronomer. Copernicus is wearing a fur-trimmed robe and looks, on the stamp, struck dumb with terror. Can you explain this?”

“No,” I say, for I cannot.

“Of course you can’t,” she says with satisfaction. “That is a minus. But I can give you a plus. Listen! The membership rolls of the New York Architectural League for the year 1912 list a Franz Kafka. Kafka was born in 1883. Could he have been moonlighting as an architect in New York in 1912? If so, which buildings are his? Have any survived? Have you wondered about that?”

I shake my head.

“We are wondering for you,” she says. “We wonder well. We wonder efficiently and constructively. We are on your side. I have to sit down, my legs are killing me. There’s a bench in the corner.”

I am led to the bench and seated there. She does not stop talking.

“Listen!” she says. “We bring you hope. Your head hurts but we know that your head hurts and we are working on it. Everybody’s head hurts. Our organization is on top of the situation, not in the sense that we have it licked but in the sense that we can see the outlines.” During all this she has been feeling me, shoulder, elbow, back of the neck, as one feels a child who has been lost but now is found.

“My name is Cornelia,” she says, knocking back a good fifty percent of her drink. “Pay attention. This is very important. I saw, on Saturday the twelfth, a young woman walking confidently. I immediately wondered: What does it mean to walk confidently? How is it possible? The good news I bring you is that I have seen it done. [Emphatic squeeze of kneecap here.] And our people are now hacking away at the problems of analysis, replication, quantification. You, too, may someday walk confidently.”

“Are all your people, uh . . .”

“Old ladies?” she says maliciously. “Damn right. Old ladies are solid gold, young trooper, and don’t ever forget it. Listen! On Thursday the tenth I saw a woman wearing platinum I.U.D. earrings on behalf of Zero Population Growth. This joyous sight, a definite plus, was of course balanced by the news that attack cats are now being trained for the defense of small households in Queens. But —”

“Where do you get your funding?”

Cornelia looks, for a moment, a little glum. Then she takes hold of my belt buckle, a firm grasp, and continues.

“Our work is proceeding under great handicaps. The feds don’t like to give money to bunches of old ladies not under the umbrella of an officially certified O.K. institution — Harvard, for example. We flirted for a while with M.I.T., where there is a certain openness of mind, but finally the trustees got cold feet. Old men,” she hisses. “Sale of homemade lemonade from a card table on the sidewalk outside the office netted $67.50 for the quarter. But was probably counterproductive in terms of staff hours lost. You didn’t by any chance write this abomination, did you?” she asks, holding up a copy of the book we are theoretically celebrating.

“No.”

“I’m pleased,” she says. “I will give you two pieces of advice. Always talk to the oldest lady at the party — then you will have the best time. And when you wake up at three o’clock in the morning, never light a cigarette, because if you do you will think about your crimes for the next two hours. Those are the only two pieces of advice I ever give anybody and they are both solid gold.”

“Thank you,” I say. I notice across the room a nymph talking to an editor. The nymph appears to be naked to the waist and, from the waist down, clothed in the purest gossamer.

“You can get me another drink,” Cornelia says, “and have a closer look at that quite beautiful girl while doing so. You don’t drink enough. Make it quick.”

I fetch us two more of the same, not neglecting to take another look at the girl, who is in fact quite beautiful.

“Now, my colleague Anne-Marie,” Cornelia says, slapping me on the thigh a few times in a rough fatherly way, “is eighty. She’s working on the falling sickness — trying to find out what can be done with nets of words. She’s using words of two kinds: words made out of various polymers (du Pont is cooperating) and magic words. For the last, she’s testing a group of forty burglars, all volunteers from the Tombs.”

“What are they like?”

“Extremely interesting people. Alert, intelligent. They wouldn’t be burglars if they could be something else, they say. When you ask them what they’d rather be, they say rich. I think that’s extremely sensible. What do you do?”

I tell her.

“Well,” she says, “don’t feel bad. As Jules Renard said, no matter how much care an author takes to write as few books as possible, there will be people who haven’t heard of some of them. But listen!” she goes on, kneading my ankle. “I am delighted to report that terror inspired by organized religion is diminishing everywhere. I ask you to notice that the new opium of the people is opium, and I think that’s quite a hopeful development. At least the thing is what it is, not something disguised as something else. On the other hand, pain-dependent sexual behavior is increasing, and political torture has reached new international highs. We are working on everything, from the trauma of opening the front door to the unbearable consequences of being loved. We offer hope. If the federal money doesn’t come through we’ll just add Kool-Aid and possibly peanut-butter cookies to the line. Set out more card tables. And before I release you to pursue your lubricious way across the party, I want you to join me in a toast.”

“Of course. To what?”

“Our noble predecessors,” Cornelia says, raising her glass, her eyes positively brimming with benevolent malice. “Whose valiant efforts. Without which. Their heads were, you know, green and their hands were blue and they went to sea in a sieve.”


The Viennese Opera Ball

I do not like to see an elegant pair of forceps! Blundell stated. Let the instrument look what it is, a formidable weapon! Arte, non vi (art, not strength) may be usefully engraved upon one blade; and Care perineo (take care of the perineum) on the other. His companion replied: The test of a doctor’s prognostic acumen is to determine the time to give up medicinal and dietetic measures and empty the uterus, and overhesitancy to do this is condemnable, even though honorable . . . I do not mean that we should perform therapeutic abortion with a light spirit. On the contrary, I am slow to adopt it and always have proper consultation. If on the other hand a bear kills a man, someone said, the Croches immediately organize a hunt, capture a bear, kill it, eat its heart, and throw out the rest of the meat; they save the skin, which with the head of the beast serves as a shroud for the dead man. Among the Voguls the nearest relative was required to seek revenge. The Goldi have the same custom in regard to the tiger; they kill him and bury him with this little speech: Now we are even, you have killed one of ours, we have killed one of yours. Now let us live in peace. Don’t disturb us again, or we will kill you. Carola Mitt, brown-haired, brown-eyed and just nineteen was born in Berlin (real name: Mittenstein), left Germany five years ago. In her senior year at the Convent of the Sacred Heart in Greenwich, Conn., Carola went to the Viennese Opera Ball at the Waldorf-Astoria, was spotted by a Glamour editor.

I mean, the doctor resumed, we should study each patient thoroughly and empty the uterus before she has retinitis; before jaundice has shown that there is marked liver damage; before she has polyneuritis; before she has toxic myocarditis; before her brain is degenerated, et al. — and it can be done. Meyer Davis played for the Viennese Opera Ball. Copperplate printers, said a man, deliver Society Printing in neat, stylish boxes. They are compelled to slipsheet the work with tissue paper, an expense the letterpress printer may avoid, if careful. Boxes, covered with enameled paper for cards and all kinds of Society Printing, are on sale to carry the correct sizes. No matter how excellent your work and quality may be, women who know the correct practice will not be satisfied unless the packages are as neat as those sent out by the copperplate printers. The devil is not as wicked as people believe, and neither is an Albanian. (Carola Mitt soon dropped her plans to be a painter, made $60 an hour under the lights, appeared on the covers of Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, Mademoiselle and Glamour, shared a Greenwich Village apartment with another girl, yearned to get married and live in California. But that was later.)

The Glamour editor said: Take Dolores Wettach. Dolores Wettach is lush, Lorenesque, and doubly foreign (her father is Swiss, her mother Swedish); she moved at the age of five from Switzerland to Flushing, N.Y., where her father set up a mink ranch. Now about twenty-four (“You learn not to be too accurate”), Dolores was elected Miss Vermont in the 1956 Miss Universe contest, graduated in 1957 from the University of Vermont with a B.S. in nursing. Now makes $60 an hour. While Dolores Wettach was working as a nurse at Manhattan’s Doctors Hospital, a sharp-eyed photographer saw beyond her heavy Oxfords, asked her to pose. Dying remarks: Oliver Goldsmith, 1728–74, British poet, playwright and novelist, was asked: Is your mind at ease? He replied: No, it is not, and died. Hegel: Only one man ever understood me. And he didn’t understand me. Hart Crane, 1899–1932, poet, as he jumped into the sea: Goodbye, everybody! Tons of people came to the Viennese Opera Ball. At noon, the first doctor said, on January 31, 1943, while walking, the patient was seized with sudden severe abdominal pain and profuse vaginal bleeding. She was admitted to the hospital at 1 P.M. in a state of exsanguination. She presented a tender, rigid abdomen and uterus. Blood pressure 110/60. Pulse rate 110 — thready. Fetal heart not heard. Patient was given intravenous blood at once. The membranes were ruptured artificially and a Spanish windlass was applied. Labor progressed rapidly. At 6 P.M., a five-pound stillborn infant was delivered by low forceps. Hemorrhage persisted following delivery in spite of hypodermic Pituitrin, intravenous ergotrate, and firm uterine packing. Blood transfusion had been maintained continuously. At 9 P.M. a laparotomy was done, and a Couvelaire uterus with tubes and ovaries was removed by supracervical hysterectomy. The close adherence of the tubes and ovaries to the fundus necessitated their removal. Patient stood surgery well. A total of 2000 c.c. of whole blood and 1500 c.c. of whole plasma had been administered. Convalescence was satisfactory, and the patient was dismissed on the fourteenth postoperative day. Waiters with drinks circulated among the ball-goers.

Carola Mitt met Isabella Albonico at the Viennese Opera Ball. Isabella Albonico, Italian by temperament as well as by birth (twenty-four years ago, in Florence), began modeling in Europe when she was fifteen, arrived in New York four years ago. Brown-haired and brown-eyed, she has had covers on Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, and Life, makes $60 an hour, and has won, she says, “a reputation for being allergic to being pummeled around under the lights. Nobody touches me.” I entirely endorse these opinions, said a man standing nearby, and would only add that the wife can do much to avert that fatal marital ennui by independent interests which she persuades him to share. For instance, an interesting book, or journey, or lecture or concert, experienced, enjoyed, and described by her, with sympathy and humor, may often be a talisman to divert his mind from work and worry, and all the irritations arising therefrom. But, of course, he, on his side, must be able to appreciate her appreciation and her conversation. The stimuli to the penile nerves may differ in degrees of intensity and shades of quality; and there are corresponding diversities in the sensations of pleasure they bestow. It is of much importance in determining these sensations whether the stimuli are localized mainly in the frenulum preputti or the posterior rim of the glans. Art rather than sheer force should prevail. (There is an authentic case on record in which the attendant braced himself and pulled so hard that, when the forceps slipped off, he fell out of an open window onto the street below and sustained a skull fracture, while the patient remained undelivered.) The Jumbo Tree, 254 feet high, is named from the odd-shaped growths at the base resembling the heads of an elephant, a monkey, and a bison. Isabella told Carola that she “would like most of all to be a movie star,” had just returned from Hollywood, where she played a small part (“but opposite Cary Grant”) in That Touch of Mink and a larger one in an all-Italian film, Smog. Besides English and Italian, Isabella speaks French and Spanish, hates big groups. What kind of big groups? Carola asked. This kind, Isabella said, waving her hand to indicate the Viennese Opera Ball.

Smog is an interesting name, Carola said. In the empty expanses of Islamabad, the new capital that Pakistan plans to erect in the cool foothills of the Himalayas, the first buildings scheduled to go up are a cluster of airy structures designed by famed U.S. architect Edward Stone. Set in a cloistered water garden, the biggest of Stone’s buildings will house Pakistan’s first nuclear reactor — one of the largest sales made by New York’s American Machine & Foundry Co. Fifteen years ago, AMF was a company with only a handful of products (cigarette, baking, and stitching machines) and annual sales of about $12,000,000. Today, with 42 plants and 19 research facilities scattered across 17 countries, AMF turns out products ranging from remote-controlled toy airplanes to ICBM launching systems. Thanks to AMF’s determined pursuit of diversification and growth products, its 1960 sales were $361 million, its earnings $24 million. And in the glum opening months of 1961, the company’s sales and earnings hit new first-quarter highs. AMF’s expansion is the work of slow-spoken, low-pressured Chairman Morehead Patterson, 64, who took over the company in 1943 from his father, Rufus L. Patterson, inventor of the first automated tobacco machine. After World War II, Morehead Patterson decided that the company had to grow or die. Searching for new products, he turned up a crude prototype of an automatic bowling-pin setter. To get the necessary cash to develop the intricate gadget, Patterson swapped off AMF stock to acquire eight small companies with fast-selling products. The Pinspotter, perfected and put on the market in 1951, helped to turn bowling into the most popular U.S. competitive sport. Despite keen competition from the Brunswick Corp., AMF has remained the world’s largest maker of automatic pin setters. With 68,000 machines already on lease in the U.S. (for an average annual gross of $68 million), AMF last week got a $3,000,000 contract to equip a new chain of bowling centers in the East. Is there another Pinspotter in AMF’s future? Chairman Patterson cautiously admits to the hope that perhaps the firm’s intensive research into purifying brackish and fouled water might produce another product breakthrough. “Companies, like people,” says Patterson, “get arteriosclerosis. My job is to see that AMF doesn’t.” Morehead Patterson did not attend the Viennese Opera Ball.

Carola Mitt said: Among other things, I mean the ego; it is also the symbol, in astronomy, for the inclination of an orbit to the ecliptic; in chemistry, for iodine; in physics, for the density of current, the intensity of magnetization, or the moment of inertia; in logic, for a particular affirmative proposition. Lester Lannin also played for the Viennese Opera Ball. Nonsense! said a huge man wearing the Double Eagle of St. Puce, what about sailing, salesmen, salt, sanitation, Santa Claus, saws, scales, schools, screws, sealing wax, secretaries, sects, selling, the Seven Wonders, sewerage, sewing machines, sheep, sheet metal, shells, shipbuilding, shipwrecks, shoemaking, shopping, shower baths, sieges, signboards, silverware, sinning, skating, skeletons, skeleton keys, sketching, skiing, skulls, skyscrapers, sleep, smoking, smugglers, Socialism, soft drinks, soothsaying, sorcery, space travel, spectacles, spelling, sports, squirrels, steamboats, steel, stereopticons, the Stock Exchange, stomachs, stores, storms, stoves, streetcars, strikes, submarines, subways, suicide, sundials, sunstroke, superstition, surgery, surveying, sweat, and syphilis! It is one of McCormack’s proudest boasts, Carola heard over her lovely white shoulder, that he has never once missed having dinner with his wife in their forty-one years of married life. She remembered Knocko at the Evacuation Day parade, and Baudelaire’s famous remark. Mortality is the final evaluator of methods. An important goal is an intact sphincter. The greater prematurity, the more generous should be the episiotomy. Yes said Leon Jaroff, Detroit Bureau Chief for Time, at the Thomas Elementary School on warm spring afternoons I could look from my classroom into the open doors of the Packard plant. Ideal foster parents are mature people who are not necessarily well off, but who have a good marriage and who love and understand children. The ninth day of the ninth month is the festival of the chrysanthemum (Kiku No Sekku), when sake made from the chrysanthemum is drunk. Kiku Jido, a court youth, having inadvertently touched with his foot the pillow of the emperor, was banished to a distant isle, where, it is said, he was nourished by the dew of the chrysanthemums which abounded there. Becoming a hermit, he lived for a thousand years. Husbands have been known to look at their wives with new eyes, Laura La Plante thought to herself. Within the plane of each individual work — experienced apart from a series — he presents one with a similar set of one-at-a-time experiences each contained within its own compartment, and read in a certain order, up or down or across. Far off at Barlow Ranger Station, as the dawn was breaking, Bart slept dreamlessly at last. Peridermium coloradense on spruce (Picea) has long been considered conspecific with Melampsorella caryophyllacearum Schroet., which alternates between fir (Abies) and Caryophylaceae. Evidence that these rusts are identical consists largely of inoculation results of Weit and Hubert (1, 2), but these have never been fully confirmed. Take Dorothea McGowan, the Glamour editor said. Dorothea McGowan is the exception in the new crop: she speaks only English and was born in Brooklyn. Her premodeling life took her as far from home as Staten Island, where she finished her freshman year at Notre Dame College before taking a summer job modeling $2.98 house dresses. A few months later, her first photographic try at a cover made Vogue; this year she set some kind of a record by appearing on four Vogue covers in a row (nobody but her mother or agent could have told that it was the same girl). Twenty-year-old Dorothea (“My middle initial is E, and Dorothy sounded so ordinary”) makes $60 an hour, has her own apartment in New York, studies French at Manhattan’s French Institute twice a week (“so that when my dream of living in Paris comes true, I’ll be ready for it”). Dorothea has been sent, all expenses paid, to be photographed in front of the great architectural monuments of Europe, among Middle East bazaars and under Caribbean palms. She is absolutely infatuated with the idea of being paid to travel. I never saw so many autumn flowers as grow in the woods and sheep-walks of Maryland. But I confess, I scarcely knew a single name: Let no one visit America without first having studied botany.

Carola was thrilled by all the interesting conversations at the Viennese Opera Ball. The Foundation is undertaking a comprehensive analytical study of the economic and social positions of the artist and of his institutions in the United States. In part this will serve as a basis for future policy decisions and program activities. The contemplated study will also be important outside the Foundation. The climate of the arts today, discussion in the field reveals, is complex and various. Pack my box with Title Shaded Litho. Pack my box with Boston Breton Extra Condensed. Pack my box with Clearface Heavy. (C) Brasol, 261–285; Buck 212–221; Carr, D, 281–301; Collins, 76–82; Curle, 176–224; A. G. Dostoevsky, D Portrayed by His Wife, 268–269; F. Dostoevsky, Letters and Reminiscences, 241–242, 247, 251–252; F. Dostoevsky, New D Letters, 79–102; Freud, passim; Gibian, “D’s Use of Russian Folklore,” passim; Hesse — see; Hromadka, 45–50; Ivanov, 142–166 and passim; King, 22–29; Lavrin, D and His Creation, 114–142; Lavrin, D: A Study, 119–146; Lavrin, “D and Tolstoy,” 189–195; Lloyd, 275–290; McCune, passim; Mackiewicz, 183–191; Matlaw, 221–225; Maugham, 203–208; Maurina, 147–153, 198–203, 205–210, 218–221; Meier–Graefe, 288–377; Muchnic, Intro . . ., 165–172; Mueller, 193–200; Murry, 203–259; Passage, 162–174; Roe, 20–25, 41–51, 68–91, 100–110; Roubiczek, 237–244, 252–260, 266–271; Sachs, 241–246; Scott, 204–209; Simmons, 263–279 and passim; Slonim, Epic . . ., 289–293 and passim; Soloviev, 195–202; Strakosch, passim; Troyat, 395–416; Tymms, 99– 103; Warner, 80–101; Colin Wilson, 178–201; Yarmolinsky, D. His Life and Art, 355–361 and passim; Zander, 15–30, 63–95, 119–137. Carola said: What a wonderful ball! The width of the black band varies according to relationship. For a widow’s card a band of about one-third inch (No. 5) during the first year of widowhood, diminishing about one-sixteenth inch each six months thereafter. On a widower’s card one-quarter inch (No. 3) is the widest, diminishing gradually from time to time. For other relatives, the band may vary from the thickness of No. 3 to that of the “Italian.” No. 5 band is now considered excessive, but among the Latin races is held to be moderate, and if preferred, is entirely correct. To administer the agreement and facilitate the attainment of its ends, a Committee on Trade Policy and Payments will be set up with all member countries represented. The judicial form contemplated in the agreement is that of a free trade zone to be transformed gradually into a customs union. As Emile Myerson has said, “L’homme fait de la métaphysique comme il respire, sans le vouloir et surtout sans s’en douter la plupart du temps.” No woman is worth more than 24 cattle, Pamela Odede B.A.’s father said. With this album Abbey Lincoln’s stature as one of the great jazz singers of our time is confirmed, Laura La Plante said. Widely used for motors, power tools, lighting, TV, etc. Generator output: 3500 watts, 115/230 volt, 60 cy., AC, continuous duty. Max. 230 V capacitor motor, loaded on starting — 1/2 hp; unloaded on starting — 2 hp. Control box mounts starting switch, duplex 115 V receptacle for standard or 3-conductor grounding plugs, tandem 230 V grounding receptacles, and wing nut battery terminals. More than six hundred different kinds of forceps have been invented. Let’s not talk about the lion, she said. Wilson looked over at her without smiling and now she smiled at him. This process uses a Lincoln submerged arc welding head to run both inside and outside beads automatically. The rate of progress during the first stage will determine the program to be followed in the second stage. The Glamour editor whose name was Tutti Beale “moved in.” What’s your name girl? she said coolly. Carola Mitt, Carola Mitt said. The Viennese Opera Ball continued.


Belief

A group of senior citizens on a bench in Washington Square Park in New York City. There were two female senior citizens and two male senior citizens.

“Rabbit, rabbit, rabbit, rabbit,” one of the women said suddenly. She turned her head to each of the four corners of an imaginary room as she did so.

The other senior citizens stared at her.

“Why did you do that?” one of the men asked.

“It’s the first of the month. If you say ‘rabbit’ four times, once to each corner of the room, or the space that you are in, on the first of the month before you eat lunch, then you will be loved in that month.”

Some angry black people walked by carrying steel-band instruments and bunches of flowers.

“I don’t think that’s true,” the second woman senior citizen said. “I never heard it before and I’ve heard everything.”

“I think it’s probably just an old wives’ tale,” one of the men said. The other male senior citizen cracked up.

“Shall we discuss old men?” the first woman asked the second woman.

The two men looked at the sky to make sure all of our country’s satellites were in the right places.

“What about your daughter the nun?” the second woman, whose name was Elise, asked the first, whose name was Kate. “You haven’t heard from her?”

“My daughter the nun,” Kate said, “ you wouldn’t believe.”

“Where is she?” Elise asked. “Georgia or somewhere, you told me but I forgot. Going to school you said.”

“She’s getting her master’s,” Kate said, “they send them. She’s a rambling wreck from Georgia Tech. I was going down to visit at Thanksgiving.”

“But you didn’t.”

“I called her and said I was coming and she said but Thanksgiving Day is the game. So I said the game, the game, O.K. I’ll go to the game, I don’t mind going to the game, get me a ticket. And she said but Mother I’m in the flash card section. My daughter the nun.”

“They’re different now,” Elise said, “you’re lucky she’s not keeping company with one of those priests with his hair in a pigtail.”

“Who can tell?” said Kate. “I’d be the last to know.”

One of the men leaned around his partner and asked: “Well, is it working? Are you loved?”

“There was another thing we used to do,” Kate said calmly. “You and your girl friend each wrote the names of three boys on three slips of paper, on the first day of the month. The names of three boys you wanted to ask you to go out with them. Then your girl friend held the three slips of paper in her cupped hands and you closed your eyes and picked —”

“I don’t believe it,” said the second male senior citizen, whose name was Jerome.

“You closed your eyes and picked one and put it in your shoe. And you did the same for her. And then that boy would come around. It always worked. Invariably.”

“I don’t believe it,” Jerome said again. “ I don’t believe in things like that and never have. I don’t believe in magic and I don’t believe in superstition. I don’t believe in Judaism, Christianity, or Eastern thought. None of ’em. I didn’t believe in the First World War even though I was a child in the First World War and you’ll go a long way before you find somebody who didn’t believe in the First World War. That was a very popular war, where I lived. I didn’t believe in the Second World War either and I was in it.”

“How could you be in it if you didn’t believe in it?” Elise asked.

“My views were not consulted,” Jerome said. “They didn’t ask me, they told me. But I still had my inner belief, which was that I didn’t believe in it. I was in the MPs. I rose through the ranks. I was a provost marshal, at the end. I once shook down an entire battalion of Seabees, six hundred men.”

“What is ‘shook down’?”

“That’s when you and your people go through their foot lockers and sea bags and personal belongings looking for stuff they shouldn’t have.”

“What shouldn’t they have?”

“Black market stuff. Booze. Dope. Government property. Un-authorized weapons.” He paused. “What else didn’t I believe in? I didn’t believe in the atom bomb but I was wrong about that. The unions.”

“You were wrong about that too,” said the other man, Frank. “I was a linotype operator when I was nineteen and I was a linotype operator until I was sixty and let me tell you, mister, if we hadn’t had the union all we would have got was nickels and dimes. Nickels and dimes. Period. So don’t say anything against the trade union movement while I’m sitting here, because I know what I’m talking about. You don’t.”

“I didn’t believe in the unions and I didn’t believe in the government whether Republican or Democrat,” Jerome said. “And I didn’t believe in —”

“The I.T.U. is considered a very good union,” Elise said. “I once went with a man in the I.T.U. He was a composing-room foreman and his name was Harry Foreman, that was a coincidence, and he made very good money. We went to Luchow’s a lot. He liked German food.”

“Did you believe in the international Communist conspiracy?” Frank asked Jerome.

“Nope.”

“You can’t read,” Frank said, “you’re blind.”

“Maybe.”

“I haven’t decided about whether there is an international Communist conspiracy,” Elise said. “I’m still thinking about it.”

“What’s to think about?” Frank asked. “There was Czechoslovakia. Czechoslovakia says it all.”

Some street people walked past the group of senior citizens but decided that the senior citizens weren’t worth asking for small change. The decision was plain on their faces.

“When I was a girl, a little girl, I had to go into my father’s bar to get the butter,” Kate said. “My father had a bar in Brooklyn. The icebox was in the bar. The only icebox. My mother sent me downstairs to get the butter. All the men turned and looked at me as I entered the bar.”

“But your father bounded out from behind the bar and got you the butter meanwhile looking sternly at all the other people in the bar to keep them from looking at you,” Elise suggested.

“No,” Kate said “He was on his ass most of the time. What they say about bartenders not drinking is not true.”

“Also I didn’t believe in the League of Nations,” Jerome said. “Furthermore,” he said, giving Kate a meaningful glance, “I didn’t believe women should be given the vote.”

Kate gazed at Jerome’s coat, which was old, at his shirt, old, then at his pants, which were quite old, and at his shoes, which were new.

“Do you have prostate trouble?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jerome said, with a startled look. “Of course. Why?”

“Good,” Kate said. “I don’t believe in prostate trouble. I don’t believe there is such a thing as a prostate.”

She gave him generous and loving smile.

“You mean to tell me that if you put the piece of paper with the boy’s name on it in your shoe on the first day of the month he invariably came around?” Elise asked Kate.

“Invariably,” Kate said. “Without fail. Worked every time.”

“Goddamn,” Elise said. “Wish I’d known that.”

“There was one thing I believed,” Jerome said.

“What?”

“It’s religious.”

“What is it?”

“My pal the rabbi told me, he’s dead now. He said it was a Hasidic writing.”

“So?” said Elise. “So, so, so?”

“It is forbidden to grow old.”

The old people thought about this for a while, on the bench.

“It’s good,” Kate said. “I could do without the irony.”

“Me too,” Elise said. “I could do without the irony.”

“Maybe it’s not so good?” Jerome asked. “What do you think?”

“No,” Kate said. “It’s good.” She gazed about her at the new life sprouting in sandboxes and jungle gyms. “Wish I had some kids to yell at.”


Wrack

Cold here in the garden.

— You were complaining about the sun.

— But when it goes behind a cloud —

— Well, you can’t have everything.

— The flowers are beautiful.

— Indeed.

— Consoling to have the flowers.

— Half-way consoled already.

— And these Japanese rocks —

— Artfully placed, most artfully.

— You must admit, a great consolation.

— And Social Security.

— A great consolation.

— And philosophy. Futhermore.

— I read a book. Just the other day.

— Sexuality, too.

— They have books about it. I read one.

— We’ll to the woods no more. I assume.

— Where there’s a will there’s a way. That’s what my mother always said.

— I wonder if it’s true.

— I think not.

— Well, you’re driving me crazy.

— Well you’re driving me crazy too. Know what I mean?

— Going to snap one of these days.

— If you were a Japanese master you wouldn’t snap. Those guys never snapped. Some of them were ninety.

— Well, you can’t have everything.

— Cold, here in the garden.

— Caw caw caw caw.

— You want to sing that song.

— Can’t remember how it goes.

— Getting farther and farther away from life.

— How do you feel about that?

— Guilty but less guilty than I should.

— Can you fine-tune that for me?

— Not yet I want to think about it.

— Well, I have to muck out the stable and buff up the silver.

— They trust you with the silver?

— Of course. I have their trust.

— You enjoy their trust.

— Absolutely.

— Well we still haven’t decided what color to paint the trucks.

— I said blue.

— Surely not your last word on the subject.

— I have some swatches. If you’d care to take a gander.

— Not now. This sun is blistering.

— New skin. You’re going to complain?

— Thank the Lord for all small favors.

— The kid ever come to see you?

— Did for a while. Then stopped.

— How does that make you feel?

— Oh, I don’t blame him.

— Well, you can’t have everything.

— That’s true. What’s the time?

— Looks to be about one.

— Where’s your watch?

— Hocked it.

— What’d you get?

— Twelve-fifty.

— God, aren’t these flowers beautiful!

— Only three of them. But each remarkable, of its kind.

— What are they?

— Some kind of Japanese dealies I don’t know.

— Lazing in the garden. This is really most luxurious.

— Listening to the radio. “Elmer’s Tune.”

— I don’t like it when they let girls talk on the radio.

— Never used to have them. Now they’re everywhere.

— You can’t really say too much. These days.

— Doesn’t that make you nervous? Girls talking on the radio?

— I liked H. V. Kaltenborn. He’s long gone.

— What’d you do yesterday?

— Took a walk. In the wild trees.

— They spend a lot of time worrying about where to park their cars. Glad I don’t have one.

— Haven’t eaten anything except some rice, this morning. Cooked it with chicken broth.

— This place is cold, no getting around it.

— Forgot to buy soap, forgot to buy coffee —

— All right. The hollowed-out book containing the single Swedish municipal bond in the amount of fifty thousand Swedish crowns is not yours. We’ve established that. Let’s go on.

— It was never mine. Or it might have been mine, once. Perhaps it belonged to my former wife. I said I wasn’t sure. She was fond of hiding things in hollowed-out books.

— We want not the shadow of a doubt. We want to be absolutely certain.

— I appreciate it. She had gray eyes. Gray with a touch of violet.

— Yes. Now, are these your doors?

— Yes. I think so. Are they on spring hinges? Do they swing?

— They swing in either direction. Spring hinges. Wood slats.

— She did things with her eyebrows. Painted them gold. You had the gray eyes with a touch of violet, and the gold eyebrows. Yes, the doors must be mine. I seem to remember her bursting through them. In one of the several rages of a summer’s day.

— When?

— It must have been some time ago. Some years. I don’t know what they’re doing here. It strikes me they were in another house. Not this house. I mean it’s kind of cloudy.

— But they’re here.

— She sometimes threw something through the doorway before bursting through the doorway herself. Acid, on one occasion.

— But the doors are here. They’re yours.

— Yes. They seem to be. I mean, I’m not arguing with you. On the other hand, they’re not something I want to remember, particularly. They have sort of an unpleasant aura around them, for some reason. I would have avoided them, left to myself.

— I don’t want to distress you. Unnecessarily.

— I know, I know, I know. I’m not blaming you, but it just seems to me that you could have let it go. The doors. I’m sure you didn’t mean anything by it, but still —

— I didn’t mean anything by it. Well, let’s leave the doors, then, and go on to the dish.

— Plate.

— Let’s go on to the plate, then.

— Plate, dish, I don’t care, it’s something of an imposition, you must admit, to have to think about it. Normally I wouldn’t think about it.

— It has your name on the back. Engraved on the back.

— Where? Show me.

— Your name. Right there. And the date, 1962.

— I don’t want to look. I’ll take your word for it. That was twenty years ago. My God. She read R. D. Laing. Aloud, at dinner. Every night. Interrupted only by the telephone. When she answered the telephone, her voice became animated. Charming and animated. Gaiety. Vivacity. Laughter. In contrast to her reading of R. D. Laing. Which could only be described as punitive. O.K., so it’s mine. My plate.

— It’s a dish. A bonbon dish.

— You mean to say that you think that I would own a bonbon dish? A sterling-silver or whatever it is bonbon dish? You’re mad.

— The doors were yours. Why not the dish?

— A bonbon dish?

— Perhaps she craved bonbons?

— No no no no no. Not so. Sourballs, perhaps.

— Let’s move on to the shoe, now. I don’t have that much time.

— The shoe is definitely not mine.

— Not yours.

— It’s a woman’s shoe. It’s too small for me. My foot, this foot here, would never in the world fit into that shoe.

— I am not suggesting that the shoe is yours in the sense that you wear or would wear such a shoe. It’s obviously a woman’s shoe.

— The shoe is in no sense a thing of mine. Although found I admit among my things.

— It’s here. An old-fashioned shoe. Eleven buttons.

— There was a vogue for that kind of shoe, some time back, among the young people. It might have belonged to a young person. I sometimes saw young persons.

— With what in mind?

— I fondled them, if they were fondleable.

— Within the limits of the law, of course.

— Certainly. “Young persons” is an elastic term. You think I’m going to mess with jailbait?

— Of course not. Never occurred to me. The shoe has something of the pathetic about it. A wronged quality. Do you think it possible that the shoe may be in some way a cri de Coeur?

— Not a chance.

— You were wrong about the dish.

— I’ve never heard a cri de coeur.

— You’ve never heard a cri de coeur?

— Perhaps once. When Shirley was with us?

— Who was Shirley?

— The maid. She was studying eschatology. Maiding part-time. She left us for a better post. Perfectly ordinary departure.

— Did she perhaps wear shoes of this type?

— No. Nor was she given to the cri de coeur. Except perhaps, once. Death of her flying fish. A cry wrenched from her bosom. Rather like a winged phallus it was, she kept it in a washtub in the basement. One day it was discovered belly-up. She screamed. Then, insisted it be given the Last Rites, buried in a fish cemetery, holy water sprinkled this way and that —

— You fatigue me. Now, about the hundred-pound sack of saccharin.

— Mine. Indubitably mine. I’m forbidden to use sugar. I have a condition.

— I’m delighted to hear it. Not that you have a condition but that the sack is, without doubt, yours.

— Mine. Yes.

— I can’t tell you how pleased I am. The inquiry moves. Progress is made. Results are obtained.

— What are you writing there, in your notes?

— That the sack is, beyond a doubt, yours.

— I think it’s mine.

— What do you mean, think? You stated . . . Is it yours or isn’t it?

— I think it’s mine. It seems to be.

— Seems!

— I just remembered, I put sugar in my coffee. At breakfast.

— Are you sure it wasn’t saccharin?

— White powder of some kind . . .

— There is a difference in texture . . .

— No, I remember, it was definitely sugar. Granulated. So the sack of saccharin is definitely not mine.

— Nothing is yours.

— Some things are mine, but the sack is not mine, the shoe is not mine, the bonbon dish is not mine, and the doors are not mine.

— You admitted the doors.

— Not wholeheartedly.

— You said, I have it right here, written down, “Yes, they must be mine.”

— Sometimes we hugged. Lengthily. Heart to heart, the one trying to pull the other into the upright other . . .

— I have it right here. Written down. “Yes, they must be mine.”

— I withdraw that.

— You can’t withdraw it. I’ve written it down.

— Nevertheless I withdraw it. It’s inadmissible. It was coerced.

— You feel coerced?

— All that business about “dish” rather than “plate” —

— That was a point of fact, it was, in fact, a dish.

— You have a hectoring tone. I don’t like to be hectored. You came here with something in mind. You had made an a priori decision.

— That’s a little ridiculous when you consider that I have, personally, nothing to gain. Either way. Whichever way it goes.

— Promotion, advancement . . .

— We don’t operate that way. That has nothing to do with it. I don’t want to discuss this any further. Let’s go on to the dressing gown. Is the dressing gown yours?

— Maybe.

— Yes or no?

— My business. Leave it at “maybe.”

— I am entitled to a good, solid, answer. Is the dressing gown yours?

— Maybe.

— Please.

— Maybe maybe maybe maybe.

— You exhaust me. In this context, the word “maybe” is unacceptable.

— A perfectly possible answer. People use it every day.

— Unacceptable. What happened to her?

— She made a lot of money. Opened a Palais de Glace, or skating rink. Read R. D. Laing to the skaters over the PA system meanwhile supplementing her income by lecturing over the country as a spokesperson for the unborn.

— The gold eyebrows, still?

— The gold eyebrows and the gray-with-violet eyes. On television, very often.

— In the beginning, you don’t know.

— That’s true.

— Just one more thing: The two mattresses surrounding the single slice of salami. Are they yours?

— I get hungry. In the night.

— The struggle is admirable. Useless, but admirable. Your struggle.

— Cold, here in the garden.

— You’re too old, that’s all it is, think nothing of it. Don’t give it a thought.

— I haven’t agreed to that. Did I agree to that?

— No, I must say you resisted. Admirably, resisted.

— I did resist. Would you allow “valiantly”?

— No no no no. Come come come.

— “Wholeheartedly”?

— Yes, O.K., what do I care?

— Wholeheartedly, then.

— Yes.

— Wholeheartedly.

— We still haven’t decided what color to paint the trucks.

— Yes. How about blue?


The Question Party

Yes, Maria, we will give the party on next Thursday night and I have an agreeable surprise in contemplation for all our old friends who may be here.” The pleasant air about Mrs. Teach as she entered the parlor where her daughter was seated betokened the presence of something on her mind that gave her great satisfaction. The daughter had been importuning her mother for a party which after due deliberation she had decided to give and to make the evening more entertaining she had determined to introduce a new feature which she thought would create some excitement in the circle of her acquaintances and afford them the means of much amusement. She had just hit upon the plan before entering the room and the smile of satisfaction upon her face was noticed by her daughter.

“Shall we, Mother? I am so glad!” she answered. “But what is it you are preparing for our friends? Are you going to sing?”

“No, Miss, I ain’t going to do no such foolish thing! And, for your quizzing, you shall not know what it is until the evening of the party!”

“Now, Mother, that is too bad. You are too hardhearted. You know the extent of woman’s curiosity and yet you will not gratify me. Are you going to introduce a new polka?”

“There is no use in your questioning; I shall not tell you anything about it, so you may as well save your breath.”

“Do you intend showing your album quilt?” perseveringly inquired Maria.

“Now do not provoke me to cancel my promise by your pertinacity. I tell you as a punishment for quizzing your mother you shall not know until Thursday next what it is.”

“Morning or evening, Mother?”

“Evening, Miss. So no more questions but get about writing your invitations.”

Maria proceeded to the bookcase and taking from it her notepaper and envelopes commenced writing.

Eight o’clock on the evening of the party. The first who were ushered into the parlor were Mrs. Jawart and her two daughters, who were always the first at the reunions. The younger Miss Jawart was somewhere out of her teens, and the elder, although her face was profusely bedecked with curls — the original owner of which, being dead, had no further use for them — could not conceal that she was much older than she wished to be considered. Mr. and Mrs. White came next, the lady somewhat pompous in her manner, and the gentleman quite so. An interest in a canal boat had placed him, in his own view, among shipping merchants, and some of his acquaintances broadly hinted that if he were cut up in small pieces and retailed out for starch, he would be fulfilling his destiny. The two Misses Jennings and brother came next. These young ladies, the one eighteen and the other twenty, seemed somewhat disappointed, when they entered the room, at the absence of some of their young beaux, whom they expected to find there; this feeling was dispelled in a few moments, when a matched pair of the latter presented themselves.

Mr. Lynch, a bachelor of fifty, was the next to claim the attention of the company. He was a short, thickset man, with a small pair of whiskers that curled up on his cheekbones as if endeavoring to cultivate an acquaintance with his eyes. A few gray hairs in them, overlooked by the owner — his attention to them was exemplary — had been, in his toilet for the evening, elbowed, as it were, by the others to the fore, possibly to attract the attention of a few of the same color which peeped from behind the false hair of Miss Jawart A standing collar formed a semi-wall around his neck, and shoes of the brightest polish graced his feet. At about half past nine, then, all the guests had assembled, filling comfortably both parlors and rendering the place vocal with their animated conversation.

The company had been engaged some time in singing when there was a call for a polka. In a few moments partners were selected and everyone was hopscotching through the figures at a lively rate, reminding one strongly of a group in a state of advanced intoxication. The mind of Maria suddenly became abstracted to such an extent by thoughts of the surprise that her mother had promised that she forgot her time and the dancers were compelled to stop and reprove her jokingly for her remissness. Just at that moment Mrs. Teach’s voice could be heard, above the general din of laughter and music, calling for everyone, without exception, to come into the front parlor as she had something to show them which she thought would amuse. In her haste to get into the room Maria almost knocked one of the Misses Jennings over.

The company after much confusion being seated, Mrs. Teach took from the center table a handsome marble card basket containing a pack of plain, gilt-edged cards and explained that she had prepared an innocent and entertaining amusement for them which she hoped would prove interesting.

“Maria,” she continued, “will you pass around this basket, my dear, and let each one of the company select from it one of the cards?”

Maria did as her mother requested.

“I shall propose a question,” said Mrs. Teach, “to which each one must write an answer on the card they have. Which cards shall be placed in this vase on the pedestal behind me. After they are all deposited I will draw them out singly and will read them aloud. There is to be no mark upon the response by which its author may be known.”

There was a general mustering of pencils at this announcement and an evident curiosity was immediately raised in regard to the subject which would be propounded.

“As there is a majority of ladies here, I shall propose for the first question: What is a bachelor?”

For the space of a quarter of an hour the pencils of the company made desperate attacks upon the faces of the cards which left them covered over with black lines. The last answer written and deposited in the vase, Mrs. Teach, with a smile, commenced the task of reading them aloud.

“A target for fair hands to shoot at,” she read.

A general laugh greeted this response.

“I beg of you, ladies,” said Mr. Lynch, “not to shoot too close to me, but I know that my prayer is to no avail since your arrows are already in that vase.”

The second card was drawn forth.

“Any icy peak, on the mountain of humanity, that the sun of woman’s love has never melted,” read Mrs. Teach.

“Then I will nip you with my frost,” said Mr. Lynch, putting his arms playfully around one of the Misses Jennings.

“How do you know it was my answer?” she cried, releasing herself from him.

“I read it in your face this moment,” he replied.

“Then we must turn our faces from you, or we shall all betray ourselves, if you are such an excellent face reader,” said the elder Miss Jawart.

“I beg you, do not!” exclaimed Mr. Lynch. “For that would deprive me of much pleasure.”

“An old maid’s forlorn hope,” said Mrs. Teach, reading the next response, the aptness of which was felt by all — yet a sense of propriety restrained any acknowledgment of this. Another card was instantly drawn to divert attention from it, and to relieve Miss Jawart from her unpleasant dilemma.

“A fox longing for the grapes he pronounces sour.”

“Now I really do object!” said Mr. Lynch. “I could never find it in my heart to pronounce any lady sour.”

“Heart, indeed! This is the first time I ever knew you to acknowledge the possession of such an article,” Mrs. Teach quickly replied.

“There you do me wrong, for, see! I have one now which you gave me,” said Mr. Lynch, taking from his pocket a handsomely worked velvet heart. “And observe, there are as many pins in it as you are endeavoring to plant thorns in its partner here,” he went on, placing his hand over that part of his coat which covered the real article.

The laugh was turned on Mrs. Teach and she drew forth another card.

“A creature whose miseries might be pitied had he not the remedy within his reach.”

“It must be you, Miss Bookly,” said Mr. Lynch, “as you are sitting closest to me.”

“I did not write it,” said Miss Bookly. “And besides, Miss Jennings was sitting closest to you before she moved away after you put your arms around her.”

“That is true,” he said with a mock sigh.

Another card terminated the conversation on that subject.

“Just like Mr. Lynch.”

The merriment of the company knew no bounds at this answer. Mr. Lynch joined the rest with great zeal, and in a few moments exclaimed, “Well! I really do think you are making me a target to shoot at tonight. It is well for you that I am good-natured, else I might retaliate with some formulations of my own.”

This is really a dumb game, thought Maria.

Mrs. Teach dipped into the vase for the next card.

“One who boasts of liberty but sighs for the slavery he condemns.”

“That would be acute,” Mr. Lynch said thoughtfully, “had I ever boasted. But I recall no such occasion. There is, in fact, a kind of shame and horror attached to the bachelor state — an odium combined with a tedium. Sleeping with strumpets is not the liveliest business in the world, I assure you.”

“What are they like, really?” asked Miss Bookly.

“Some are choice, some are not,” said Mr. Lynch.

“For heaven’s sakes, man, be silent!” exclaimed Mr. White.

“A bit of fresh, as the expression runs,” said Mr. Lynch, “can —”

Mr. White drew forth his pistol and shot Mr. Lynch dead with it.

“Good Lord! He is dead!” cried Mrs. Teach.

Dr. Balfour knelt over the body. “Yes, he is dead,” he said. All assisted the Doctor in placing the carcass on the sofa.

“There is but one more card in the vase,” said Mrs. Teach, peering into the article in question. “Dare we look at it?”

“Yes, yes,” was the answer, in a subdued murmur.

“I sincerely hope that it may be a favorable one,” said Mrs. Teach, “for I fear we have dealt harshly with our late friend tonight.”

The last card was drawn from the vase. Mrs. Teach examined it closely on both sides and then proclaimed, “Blank!”

“A prophecy,” said the younger Miss Jennings. “Who could have foreseen what was to happen?”

“It was not a matter of foreknowledge,” said Maria. “The card is mine. 1 couldn’t think of anything to write.”

“Well,” said Mrs. Teach, “I am not entirely satisfied with my little experiment this evening, and so shall leave it to another to choose the entertainment for our next.”

“Not at all,” said Mr. White. “The evening, despite its sad but necessary consequences, has been most delightful. I can’t recall when more interesting things have been said or done, in all the years of my residence in this city. And as I shall have the pleasure of giving the next party, I shall most certainly adopt your little experiment, as you call it.”

“What will the question be?” asked Miss Jawart.

“Something dangerous,” said Mr. White, with a twinkle.

“Parties are always dangerous,” said Miss Jawart.

“I am inviting Geronimo, chief of the Apache Indians, who happens to be in town,” said Mr. White.

“That will make it all the more dangerous,” said Mrs. Teach, “as I am told that he is extremely cruel to his enemies.”

“He is extremely cruel to everyone,” said Mr. White.

Yes, it was an agreeable party after all, Maria thought. My mother is not dumb. My mother is surprisingly intelligent. It was wrong of me to think ill of her. Now no one will ever know that Mr. Lynch was the man who — How strange is justice! How artful woman!

Author’s note: This piece is an objet trouvé. It was originally published in Godey’s Lady’s Book in 1850, under the byline of a Hickory Broom. I have cut it and added some three dozen lines.


Manfred

Out for a walk I was, wanted to clear my head, I’d been drinking the night before, tequila mostly, a bit of lime juice, one lime per bottle, or four limes in all, by the end of the evening. I was feeling poorly. I had asked for help with the tequila, but no one came, all sent regrets, busy elsewhere, prior engagement, don’t go out after dark anymore, that sort of thing, allergic to rats, that sort of thing. I could not blame them. My brother sent regrets, from his room behind the kitchen, stuffy bastard, nose in a book probably, or playing his drums, the jackass, fraternity is not among his talents.

So I wandered out, in the cool of the morning, fell down a time or two, that was to be expected, reached the whorehouse district without other difficulty but they’d all gone to bed, banged my head on a door or two but no one answered, that was to be expected, it was 7 or thereabouts, fresh, cool, and golden. And I said why not the graveyard? and could think of no compelling contrary argument, and went there, and tumbled into an open grave, and broke a leg.

It was a new grave, having been readied the previous day for a 10 A.M. ceremonial, I say 10 A.M. because that was the hour at which they discovered me. They fished me out and took me in a van to a hospital where a young man cut straight up my trouser leg with shears, not knowing I suppose that I had no other trousers, and then did the necessary with the plaster and canvas or whatever it is, and hung the finished product from a sort of slingshot affair above the bed. Double spiral break, he said, very nasty, and asked the date of my birth and what authority I belonged to, city, county, state or Federal, and I told him, as best as I could remember. And thus I found myself, for three months and ten days, at the mercy of my brother Manfred, for whom pig is perhaps too soft, or sweet, a word.

Manfred sits in his room behind the kitchen, calculating, humming, cabalistic summing, watching N.F.L. football or playing his drums: interests passed on by our father, but to which in the genetic scheme of things, thank God, I inherited a recessive genotype.

Father, a first cousin twice removed of B. Spinoza, inherited his interest in the gematria* from the Hebraic side of the family and his reductivist inclination from his great-nephew A. Reinhardt, the painter. Father spent his entire life summing up the written word and oral information of the Western World, assigning a numerical equivalent to each letter of the alphabet according to its position: A=1, B=2, C=3, D=4, E=5, F=6, G=7, H=8, I=9, J=10, K=11, L=12, M=13, N=14, O=15, P=16, Q=17, R=18, S=19, T=20, U=21, V=22, W=23, X=24, Y=25, Z=26. In so doing he could spell out any word numerically and add it to reach the sum, the essence, the heart of the word. Adding the sum of each word to the heart of the next (an addiction inherited from his granduncle R. Descartes), Father would reduce the glib, the banal, the genius, the truth, the beauty in fiction and nonfiction of the Western World to one final number, to be grasped by all of Occidental mankind instantly and at once. Sums that were prime were entered into a double-entry profit ledger as they were deemed prophetic.

To the end Father summed. Giving up the ghost, as it were, dying so to speak, on the penultimate page of St. Matthew’s “Gospel According To.” Manfred took up the mantle having the genotype of an adder but the phenotype of a pig. He completed Father’s last summation, a number that boggles the mind, but alas, not prime.

Manfred works night and day interpreting numbers, searching for the additional meanings in lists of numerals, reversing the paternal process; translating random and not so random numbers into language. He believes this to be more humanistic and humane, forgetting there is more to a person than his shoe size, blood pressure, diastolic and systolic, weight, age, and blood count. His interest in N.F.L. football has nothing to do with being one of the boys or hail fellow well met, but instead is an obsessive need to decode the line-up on the line of scrimmage. He mutters to himself, “There’s more to N.F.L. football than fun and games.”

Nothing misses his porcine eyes and calculating mind. He notices immediately that the 57 on the can of pork and beans is incorrect as far as PORK AND BEANS (16 + 15 + 18 + 11 + 1 + 14 + 4 + 2 + 5 + 1 + 14 + 19) is concerned, it being equal to 120, whereas 57 equals PEACHES (16 + 5 + 1 + 3 + 8 + 5 + 19), AFOOT (1 + 6 + 15 + 15 + 20), DEMIGOD (4 + 5 + 13 + 9 + 7 + 15 + 4), and FUNGI (6 + 21 + 14 + 7 + 9), none of which is in the can.

Unable to move without aid, a captive in my brother’s room, abused and bemused by morphemes and phonemes, by “Science and Sanity,” Manfred pontificates on general semantics (a trait inherited from his close friend A. Korzybski). He tells me, “We are handicapped in the knowledge of our language by being born into it. . . .” He says, “The meaning of meanings, in a given case, in a given individual, at a given moment represents composite, affective psychological configurations of all relations pertaining to the case, colored by past experiences, state of health, mood of the moment and other contingencies. . . .” He says, “. . . Only in mathematics do we find a language of similar structure . . . the importance of mathematics considered as a language becomes of fundamental significance for the theory of sanity. . . .” Fraternity is not among his talents.

And so I spent all of February and March and April and ten days in May of this leap year deprived of comfort, companionship, and conversation. For one hundred days and nights hurting and healing. All things being equal 100 equals USELESS (21 + 19 + 5 + 12 + 5 + 19 + 19), and so it was.

_________________

* Gematria (n., Heb.): A cabalistic method of interpretation of the Hebrew scriptures based upon the numerical value of the letters in the words.


A Man

A fireman woke up one morning to find that his left hand was gone.

My left hand! he thought.

Then he thought: This is going to be damned inconvenient.

The fireman cursed for a while. “God damn it! Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! God damn it to Hell! Bloody Hell! Dumb ass! Christ Almighty! Son of a bitch!”

But the stump is not bad-looking, he reflected. A neat separation. Not offensive to the eye.

He got out of bed and took a shower. Washing his right side, which he customarily did with his left hand, was difficult. It was also difficult to dry himself with one hand. Usually he took a large brown towel in both hands and zipped it back and forth across his back. But he discovered that one cannot zip a towel with one hand. One can only flop a towel with one hand.

Putting on socks with one hand is not easy. Shaving, however, presented no particular problems.

At the firehouse nobody said anything about the hand. Firemen are famously tactful and kind to each other. Harvey read the New York Times until there was an alarm. Then he put on his rubber coat and boots and climbed up on the engine in his regular place, second from left, in the back.

“No,” the captain said.

“What do you mean, ‘No’?”

“You can’t go to the fire,” the captain said. “You don’t have any left hand.”

“I can cradle the hose in my arms as one would a baby and pull it in the right direction!”

“Get down off there, Harvey. We’re in a hurry.”

Harvey stood in the empty firehouse.

My livelihood is threatened! he thought.

My livelihood!

And it wasn’t even an on-the-job injury. It was, rather, a “mysterious occurrence.” No compensation!

He sat down in a chair. He placed his fireman’s hat on top of the New York Times.

I must face this problem intelligently. But what is intelligently? Prosthesis? Prosthetic device concealed under black glove? A green glove? A blue glove? The cops wear white gloves on traffic duty. But a man would be a fool to wear a white glove to a fire. A brown suede driving glove from Abercrombie — the Stirling Moss model? Probably there is such a thing in the world.

He got up and went to the place in the firehouse where the whiskey was hidden and had a shot, neat.

He thought: Why don’t we buy better whiskey for the firehouse? This stuff tastes like creosote.

A twelve-year-old girl who hung around the firehouse a lot entered at this moment.

“Harvey,” she said. “How come you aren’t out on the run with the rest of the men?”

Harvey waved his stump in the air.

“What’s with the hand?” the girl asked. “I mean, where is it?”

“It fell off, or something, last night, while I was sleeping.”

“What do you mean, fell off? Was it in bed with you when you woke up? Or on the floor? Or under the bed?”

“It was just . . . missing.”

“Man, that’s strange,” the girl said. “God, I mean that’s weird. It gives me a funny feeling. Let’s talk about something else.” Then she paused. “Is there anything I can do? I could go out on your runs with you. Function as your extra hand, as it were.” There was a look of childish eagerness in her eyes.

The fireman thought: This child is childish. But a good kid.

“Thank you, Elaine,” he said. “But it wouldn’t work. There’d be union problems and stuff.” Delicately he avoided mentioning that she was a twelve-year-old girl.

“I’ve been studying the Civil Service exam for fire lieutenant,” Elaine said, producing a study guide to the Civil Service examination for fire lieutenant published by Arco Publishing Co. “I know it backwards and forwards. Ask me anything. Just dip in anywhere and ask me anything. At random. I know the answers.”

“Elaine,” Harvey said, “would you mind letting me alone for a little while? I have to think about something.”

Silently the little girl withdrew.

A hook? Harvey wondered.

The next day at the firehouse Harvey was playing chess with his friend Nick Ceci. He consciously made all his moves with his new artificial hand in its black glove. Every time Harvey moved, a lot of the pieces fell off the board. Nick said nothing. He just picked up the pieces off the floor and put them back in their proper places. The alarm bell rang.

Harvey climbed up on the back of the engine, second from left.

“Get down off there, Harvey. For God’s sake,” the captain said. “This is a serious business we’re in, firefighting. Quit screwing around.”

“But I have this new hand!”

“Yes, but it’s no good,” the captain replied. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, Harvey, but that hand is just a piece of junk.”

“I paid two hundred and twelve bucks for it!”

“You got taken,” the captain said. “I cannot risk the safety of my men on a possibly fallible plastic-and-metal hand which looks to me unsound and junky. I must use my best judgment. That is why I am captain, because I have good judgment. Now will you get your ass down from there and let us get out of here?”

Harvey hung up his rubber coat and went home to Staten Island. He spent some time looking at a picture of his mother, who was dead. In the picture his mother was reading a book.

I am a finished fireman, he thought. But yet, a human being, I have courage, resiliency — even hope. I will remold myself into something new, by reading a lot of books. I will miss firehouse life, but I know that other lives are possible — useful work in a number of lines, socially desirable activities contributing to the health of the society . . . .

The fireman told himself a lot more garbage of this nature.

Then he told himself some true things:

(1) Women do not like men with one hand as much as they like men with two hands.

(2) His fake hand was a piece of expensive junk, like a gold jeweled bird that could open its mouth and sing, and also tell the time.

(3) He had only $213.09 in the bank, after having paid for the hand.

(4) God had taken his hand away for a reason, because God never does anything mindlessly, appearance notwithstanding.

(5) God’s action in re the hand could only be regarded as punitive. It could hardly be regarded as a reward or congratulations.

(6) Therefore he, Harvey Samaras, either had done something wrong or, more specifically, been something wrong.

(7) His mother was dead. His father was dead. All his grandmothers and grandfathers were dead, as were his uncles, aunts, and cousins.

(8) He had never had the guts to marry anybody, although Sheila had wanted to get married.

(9) No children were his.

(10) Reading a lot of books would solve nothing.

(11) As he had grown older he had become less brave. That time at the P.S. 411 fire . . .

(12) In essence, he had failed to improve. He had failed to become a better man.

(13) There were mitigating circumstances — his very poor education, for example.

(14) Having a gold jeweled bird that could open its mouth and sing and also tell the time was in no sense as good as having an ordinary left hand.

(15) He did not know what he had done wrong. But he knew that a better man would have, somehow, done better.

(16) But how?

(17) How does that arise, that condition of being a better man?

(18) Reading a lot of books?

(19) But to be honest, he did not want to be a better man. All he wanted to do was drink and listen to music.

(20) He did not love anybody, really.

(21) No one loved him, particularly. Nick Ceci was friendly but probably that was just his nature, to be friendly.

(22) We are all replaceable parts, like a bashed-in fender on a Maverick. His left hand was a replaceable part of an organism that was itself replaceable.

(23) His death, his own death, would not be noticed by the world, would not make the slightest difference to the world.

(24) He would live anyhow.

(25) Poorly.


Heather

This it?”

“That’s it.”

The twins, Hilda and Heidi, have had a baby.

Sam is in shock. How did this happen?

True, he’s been sleeping with them both.

“Baby’s crying,” says Hilda.

“’Course it’s crying,” said Heidi. “Got no credit cards, can’t speak French, don’t know where its next meal is comin’ from, I’d cry too.”

Sam pokes the bundle with a knuckle.

“Appears to be some kind of foot down here.”

“A good foot,” says Hilda. “Made it myself.”

“She did the feet,” Heidi says, “I did the elbows.”

“C’mon, guys,” says Sam, “ease up, ease up.”

The baby’s in a clear plastic bin atop a rolling cart placed between their beds. Why do the nurses giggle constantly as they bring trays, offer pills?

Sam’s been away for months. They did this behind his back, as it were.

The baby is a handsome article with light brown hair and one ear that folds forward when she turns her head against the pillow. He’s allowed to hold her.

He’s brought the twins pâte, spinach quiche, beer, and wine.

“Well,” he says, “what are we going to do now? I mean practically speaking?”

“When you were in North Dakota for all that time,” Hilda says, “we thought of you.”

“Yeah,” says Heidi. “Barbecued, mostly.”

“It was an intolerable situation,” he says. When they nurse the baby, handing her from bed to bed, he notices that both have breasts bursting with milk. “But what are we going to do about this? I mean we got to regularize this thing in some way, is the way I see it.”

“The wages of sin,” Hilda says, “are doubt, confusion, fear, and paternity suits, plural.”

“Come off it,” he says. “You guys knew what you were doing.” They’ve named the baby Heather. He was not consulted. He takes a swig of red wine from a Styrofoam cup. “Like where are we going to live, for example?”

“We and Heather,” Hilda says, “will live t’ home, like always. Where you live will depend entirely on how you act.”

“How I act? What am I supposed to do?”

“The right thing,” says Heidi.

“Which one?”

“Both.”

“That’s against the law.”

“Little late in the day for ethical musings, ain’t it?” says Heidi.

They’re both musicians, Heidi a violinist, Hilda a flutist.

“Them that sows wild oats has got to bale the barley,” Hilda says.

“O.K., you got fast mouths, this we knew already,” Sam says. “The question is, Smart Asses, which of you is the actual producer? Which one did the work?”

“Us did it,” the twins say together. “We.”

“I did the ears, footprints, and organs of generation,” says Hilda, “buddy let me tell you it was not easy. Gettin’ all those whorly lines on the footprints just exactly right, took me nine fuckin’ months.”

“I did the hair, the chin, and the joints,” says Heidi. “You notice she’s got a lot of flex in those joints. We do good work around here. We don’t let nothin’ out of the shop less it’s just ’zackly right.”

“Whoo boy,” says Hilda, “you bein’ off reconstructing North Dakota and all, you missed a lot. You missed morning sickness, evening sickness, and high-noon sickness. You ain’t been pullin’ your weight, Donor.”

“I remind you,” says Sam, “that putting old Hilda in old Heidi’s bed was not my idea.”

“Got to have some fun in the world,” says Heidi, and Hilda says, “Mother always taught us to share.”

“So you’ve told me.” The baby’s staring at him.

“She did the medulla and the bad habits, I did the thyroid and the family resemblances,” Hilda says. “Doesn’t she look a bit like Uncle Hamish?”

“That the one hung for stamp theft?”

“Now come on,” says Hilda, “don’t be bitter.”

“We’re just funnin’ you,” Heidi says.

“Well,” says Sam, “I’ll marry somebody, but I’ll be Goddamned if I’ll marry everybody.”

“One potato, two potato,” Hilda says, “who do you love best?” She really wants to know the answer. She sits up in bed.

Heidi reaches for a Tab that’s close to hand.

“You mean you want to know who I love best,” Sam says. “Like more than the other one.”

“That’s the question, Daddy,” says Heidi.

“Well,” he says, “old Heidi is the really good-looking one, of course.”

“The hell you say,” says Heidi.

“But on the other hand, old Hilda is the most fun to roll around in bed with. There’s just no doubt about it.”

“You pig!” says Hilda.

He’s grinning. They begin to giggle. The truth is, he loves them both, adores them both, that’s why he fled to Fargo.

“We-all are going to have to leave town, you know that,” he says. “I don’t want any damn scandal.”

“Prepare the caravan,” says Hilda. “Hitch up the oxen.”

“You kids think you can get work in Missoula, Montana?”

“What’s the population?” asks Heidi.

“Maybe eighty-five thousand.”

“We need a semi-pro symphony and at least the possibility of chamber music,” Hilda says. “Check it out.”

He lingers in the door.

“Tomorrow I wouldn’t mind a little chili,” Heidi says. She looks at her sister. “Can we eat chili?”

“This ain’t right,” he says. “You know that.”

“We got the Blue Cross, the Red Cross, and the Star-Spangled Banner,” Heidi says. “What can go wrong?”


Pandemonium

The unfortunate thing —

We learned to our chagrin that the annual games had been scheduled for the dates we had picked, with great care, for our event. Because the stars in the heavens had to dispose themselves in a certain peculiar alignment to assure the success of our project, changing the dates was impossible. We applied for relief to the sponsors of the games, but were met with a stony indifference. “Go fly a kite,” they told us.

I wondered about my colleague. Wondered about his wisdom.

Doubt was not confined to any one person. Doubt was, I may say, general.

He was, and is, incorrigible. This was not the first time I had lent myself to his schemes.

I am, I do admit, fertile.

“The time in Panama —”

“The time in Paraguay —”

“But this event, having a religious character, will I submit, redeem the rest.”

“He was persuaded that this event, having a religious character, would redeem the rest, sorry string of failures, farces, and calamities that had marked our history together.”

“An event of such glamour and such radiance, just on the secular level even —”

“Redemption. Within our grasp.”

“The ecstasy of the crowds.”

“Fervor extending in every direction like a beneficent effluvium. . . .”

“Blessed outflow of invisible vapor or imponderable radiation. . . .”

“It was to be our first event of the year. Much thought had gone into the planning of it.”

“We hoped not only to entertain, but also to instruct.”

“But also to entertain. ‘Production values’ were never far from our minds.”

“The plans were drawn on vellum.”

“Twelve bloody dollars a sheet.”

“I have always made my plans on vellum. If one begins to cut corners at the conceptual stage, all that follows is inevitably compromised.”

“We established a subcommittee to deal with the rubber-glove salesmen who were passionate in their importunities. Sales of rubber gloves nation-wide, they said, were up four hundred percent. Why then did we not buy?”

“Semaphore and shared memory were to be the second and third principal means of communication between the ‘center’ and the massing hordes. Straight talk was to be the first.”

“Do you think she’ll really do it?”

“In no mythology anywhere does Eve refuse the apple. Our Eve would, so to say, return the apple. This was to be the first event of the event.”

“Our Eve’s real name was Eve.”

“We sought unity. To have a real Eve appear as Eve was an advantage.”

“A slight advantage.”

“We thought it an advantage.”

“Our Eve was, by training, an architectural draughtswoman.”

“Sparkling black lines on the crispy vellum.”

“Difficult to hold an argument firmly in mind while also worrying about tent pegs and the quality of the lemonade. Thus the need for a script to ensure that the higher urgencies were not neglected.”

“Desperate for approbation, desperate.”

“He was desperate for approbation, myself less so but still, one might say, hungry, the various blows life had showered upon me during my forty-six years of ill-considered fecklessness and ruth now . . . worn . . . faltering. . . .”

“Courage.”

“What?”

“Courage.”

“What?”

“White chocolate.”

“Then Eve informed me that she was pregnant. But, I said, you can’t be. I’m too old.”

“Far, far too old.”

“She had been using she told me now one of the new devices. It failed.”

“The oldest person in my rather wide acquaintanceship. I usually prefer youth. I made an exception, for you.”

“And it was much appreciated, it was like a new lease on life. I bought a new necktie, then another. The first clashed. With itself.”

“The photographer Nadar was said to know ten thousand people in Paris alone. Many of them young.”

“Youth. A hoot and a half.”

“For thou art Pan, thou Bacchus art, and Shepherd of bright stars!”

“I had given her a personal adornment allowance. Anything in the world she wanted so long as it was made of hair.”

“They’re doing some great things with hair nowadays, elephant hair, fish hair —”

“We made mistakes.”

“Brilliant mistakes, frequently, of the kind only the most gifted among us can achieve.”

“A light rain was threatening but did not fall.”

“I gave her a bouquet, scarletina, diptherium, phthisis, sweet megrims, purple mange —”

“We were going to kill somebody right in front of them, and then bring him back to life, the regular Corn God routine, I suppose, but enlivened with certain aesthetic touches no one had ever envisioned before —”

I wondered about my colleague. Was he, perhaps, skewed in the brain?


A Picture History of the War

Kellerman, gigantic with gin, runs through the park at noon with his naked father slung under one arm. Old Kellerman covers himself with both hands and howls in the tearing wind, although sometimes he sings in the bursting sunlight. Where there is tearing wind he howls, and where there is bursting sunlight he sings. The park is empty except for a pair of young mothers in greatcoats who stand, pressed together in a rapturous embrace, near the fountain. “What are those mothers doing there,” cries the general, “near the fountain?” “That is love,” replies the son, “which is found everywhere, healing and beautiful.” “Oh what a desire I have,” cries the general, “that there might happen some great dispute among nations, some great anger, so that I might be myself again!” “Think of the wrack,” replies the son. “Empty saddles, boots reversed in the stirrups, tasteful eulogies —” “I want to tell you something!” shrieks the general. “On the field where this battle was fought, I saw a very wonderful thing which the natives pointed out to me!”

On the night of the sixteenth, Wellington lingered until three in the morning in Brussels at the Duchess of Richmond’s ball, sitting in the front row. “Showing himself very cheerful,” according to Müffling. Then with Müffling he set out for the windmill at Brye, where they found Marshal Blücher and his staff. Kellerman, followed by the young mothers, runs out of the park and into a bar.

“Eh, hello, Mado. A Beaujolais.”

“Eh, hello, Tris-Tris,” the barmaid replies. She is wiping the zinc with a dirty handkerchief. “A Beaujolais?”

“Cut the sentimentality, Mado,” Kellerman says. “A Beaujolais. Listen, if anybody asks for me —”

“You haven’t been in.”

“Thanks, Mado. You’re a good sort.”

Kellerman knocks back the Beaujolais, tucks his naked father under his arm, and runs out the door.

“You were rude with that woman!” the general cries. “What is the rationale?”

“It’s a convention,” Kellerman replies. The Belgian regiments had been tampered with. In the melee, I was almost instantly disabled in both arms, losing first my sword, and then my reins, and followed by a few men, who were presently cut down, no quarter being asked, allowed, or given, I was carried along by my horse, till, receiving a blow from a sabre, I fell senseless on my face to the ground. Kellerman runs, reading an essay by Paul Goodman in Commentary. His eye, caught by a line in the last paragraph (“In a viable constitution, every excess of power should structurally generate its own antidote”), has wandered back up the column of type to see what is being talked about (“I have discussed the matter with Mr. and Mrs. Beck of the Living Theatre and we agree that the following methods are tolerable”).

“What’s that?” calls the first mother. “On the bench there, covered with the overcoat?”

“That’s my father,” Kellerman replies courteously. “My dad.”

“Isn’t he cold?”

“Are you cold?”

“He looks cold to me!” exclaims the one in the red wrapper. “They’re funny-looking, aren’t they, when they get that old? They look like radishes.”

“Something like radishes,” Kellerman agrees. “Dirty in the vicinity of the roots, if that’s what you mean.”

“What does he do?” asks the one in the blue boots. “Or, rather, what did he do when he was of an age?”

Kellerman falls to his knees in front of the bench. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I committed endoarchy two times, melanicity four times, encropatomy seven times, and preprocity with igneous intent, pretolemicity, and overt cranialism once each.”

“Within how long a period?”

“Since Monday.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“Which?”

“Any of it.”

“Some of it. Melanicity in the afternoon promotes a kind of limited joy.”

“Have you left anything out?”

“A great deal.” On the field where this battle was fought I saw a very wonderful thing which the natives pointed out to me. The bones of the slain lie scattered upon the field in two lots, those of the Persians in one place by themselves, those of the Egyptians in another place apart from them. If, then, you strike the Persian skulls, even with a pebble, they are so weak, that you break a hole in them; but the Egyptian skulls are so strong, that you may smite them with a stone and you will scarcely break them in.

“Oh what a desire I have,” cried the general, “that my son would, like me, jump out of airplanes into aggressor terrain and find farmers with pitchforks poised to fork him as he drifts into the trees! And the farmer’s dog, used for chivying sheep usually — how is it possible that I have a son who does not know the farmer’s dog? And then calling out in the night to find the others, voices in the night, it’s incredibly romantic. I gave him a D-ring for a teething toy and threw him up in the air, higher than any two-year-old had ever been, and put him on the mantel, and said, ‘Jump, you little bastard,’ and he jumped, and I caught him — this when I was only a captain and chairman of the Machine Gun Committee at Benning. He had expensive green-gold grenadiers from F.A.O. Schwarz and a garrote I made myself from the E flat on his mother’s piano. Firefights at dusk on the back lawn at Leonard Wood. Superior numbers in the shower room. Give them a little more grape, Captain Gregg, under the autumnal moon.”

“Now, Agnes, don’t start crying! We better go see Uncle René all together right away, and he’ll explain anything you need to know.”

“Interesting point of view,” the ladies remarked. “Does he know anything about skin?”

“Everything.”

Touched by the wind, the general howls.

“He was a jumping general,” Kellerman explains to the ladies, “who jumped out of airplanes with his men to fall on the aggressor rear with sudden surprise and great hurt to that rear. He jumped in Sicily with the One-Oh-Bloody-One Airborne. The German cemetery at Pomezia has 27,400 graves,” Kellerman declares. “What could he have been thinking of, on the way down? Compare if you will the scene with the scene at the battle of Borodino, at the battle of Arbela, at the battle of Metaurus, at the battle of Châlons, at the battle of Pultowa, at the battle of Valmy —”

“Eh, hello, Mado. A Beaujolais.”

“Eh, hello, Tris-Tris. A Beaujolais?”

“Listen, Mado, if anybody asks for me —”

“You haven’t been in.”

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I wanted to say a certain thing to a certain man, a certain true thing that had crept into my head. I opened my head, at the place provided, and proceeded to pronounce the true thing that lay languishing there — that is, proceeded to propel that trueness, that felicitous trularity, from its place inside my head out into world life. The certain man stood waiting to receive it. His face reflected an eager acceptingness. Everything was right. I propelled, using my mind, my mouth, all my muscles. I propelled. I propelled and propelled. I felt that trularity inside my head moving slowly through the passage provided (stained like the caves of Lascaux with garlic, antihistamines, Berlioz, a history, a history) toward its début on the world stage. Past my teeth, with their little brown sweaters knitted of gin and cigar smoke, toward its leap to critical scrutiny. Past my lips, with their tendency to flake away in cold weather —

“Father, I have a few questions to ask you. Just a few questions about things that have been bothering me lately.” In the melee, I was almost instantly disabled in both arms. Losing first my sword, and then my reins. And followed by a few men, who were presently cut down, no quarter being asked, allowed, or given, I was carried along by my horse, till —“Who is fit for marriage? What is the art of love? What physical or mental ailments can be hereditary? What is the best age for marriage? Should marriage be postponed until the husband alone can support a family? Should a person who is sterile marry? What is sterility? How do the male reproductive organs work? Is a human egg like a bird’s? What is a false pregnancy? What is artificial insemination? What happens if the sex glands are removed? In the male? In the female? Is it possible to tell if a person is emotionally fit for marriage? Why are premarital medical examinations important? What is natural childbirth? What is the best size for a family? Can interfaith marriages be successful? Can a couple know in advance if they can have children? Are there any physical standards to follow in choosing a mate? How soon after conception can a woman tell if she is pregnant? What is the special function of the sex hormones? What are the causes of barrenness? How reliable are the various contraceptive devices? If near relatives marry will their children be abnormal? Do the first sex experiences have a really important bearing upon marital adjustment? Can impotence be cured? Can the sex of a child be predicted? How often should intercourse be practiced? How long should it last? Should you turn out the lights? Should music be played? Is our culture sick? Is a human egg like a bird’s?”

Kellerman stops at the ginstore. “We can’t use any of those,” the ginstoreman says. “Those whatever-it-ises you’ve got under your arm there.”

“That’s my dad,” Kellerman says. “Formerly known as the Hammer of Thor. Now in reduced circumstances.”

“I thought it was radishes,” the ginstoreman says. “A bunch of radishes.”

Kellerman kneels on the floor of the ginstore. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. That one was venial. But in respect to mortal sins, I would announce the following sins. Their mortalaciousness will not disappoint, is in fact so patent, so demonstrable, that the meanest confessor would, with a shy wave of the hand, accept and forgive them, in the manner of a customs inspector running his hand generously, forgivingly around the inside of a Valpak presented by a pretty girl.”

“What do you do?” the mothers ask. “You yourself.”

“I’m a bridge expert,” Kellerman says kindly. “The father of a book on the subject, Greater Bridge, which attempts to make complex the simple, so that we will not be bored. A Bible of bridge, if you take my meaning. Some of our boys carried it in the pockets over their hearts during the war. As they dropped through the air. Singing ‘Johnny Got a Zero.’” All deliriously pretty and sexy mothers in brawny Chanel tweeds. Black-and-white hound’s-tooth checks, say; black-and-white silk Paisley blouses; gleaming little pairs of white kidskin gloves. Very correct hang to the jackets. Short skirts with a clochelike slide over the hip, lots of action at the hemline — couldn’t be better. Café-ed mouths, shiny orange-brown cheeks, ribbons of green enamel eye makeup. Mrs. Subways.

“I’m cold,” old Kellerman says.

“Cold,” the ladies remark, pointing.

Kellerman pulls out his flask. “Winter gin,” he says, “it absumeth the geniture.”

“Say something professional,” the ladies request.

“♠6 ♥KQJ94 ♦AK85 ♣KQ2,” Kellerman says.

On the third, Hood’s main army was in the neighborhood of Lost Mountain. Stewart’s Corps was sent to strike the railway north of Marietta and to capture, if possible, Allatoona. Stewart, on the morning of the fifth, rejoined Hood, having destroyed two small posts on the railroad and having left French’s division to capture Allatoona and destroy the Etowah Bridge. The Army of the Cumberland led the pursuit, and on the evening of the fourth it was bivouacking at the foot of Kenesaw Mountain. “And many others,” Kellerman says. “Just as steamy and sordid as that one. Each sin preserved in amber in the vaults of the Library of Congress, under the management of the Registrar of Copyrights.”

“With all the sticky details?”

“Rife with public hair,” Kellerman says, “just to give you a whiff of the sordidness possible since the perfection of modern high-speed offset lithography.”

“O sin,” exclaims the general from his bench, “in which fear and guilt encrandulate (or are encrandulated by) each other to mess up the real world of objects with a film of nastiness and dirt, how well I understand you! Standing there! How well I understand your fundamental motifs! How ill I understand my fundamental motifs! Why are objects preferable to parables? How did I get so old so suddenly? In what circumstances is confusion a virtue? Why have I never heard of Yusef Lateef? 1. On flute, Lateef creates a completely distinctive sound — sensitive, haunting, but filled with a firm and passionate strength unequalled among jazz flutists. 2. On tenor saxophone, Yusef is again thoroughly and excitingly individual, combining brilliantly modern conception with a big, deep, compellingly full-throated tone. 3. The oboe, as played by Lateef, undergoes a startling transformation into a valid jazz instrument, wailing with a rich and fervently funky blues quality. 4. What is ‘wailing’? What is ‘funky’? Why does language subvert me, subvert my seniority, my medals, my oldness, whenever it gets a chance? What does language have against me — me that has been good to it, respecting its little peculiarities and nicilosities, for sixty years? 5. What do ‘years’ have against me? Why have they stuck stones in my kidneys, devaluated my tumulosity, retracted my hair? 6. Where does ‘hair’ go when it dies?”

Kellerman is eating one of his fifty-two-cent lunches: a 4½ oz. can of Sells Liver Pâté (thirty-one cents) and a box of Nabisco Saltines (twenty-one cents), washed down with the last third of a bottle of leftover Chablis. He lifts the curiously ugly orange wineglass, one of four (the fourth destroyed in the dishwasher) sent to Noëlie at Christmas by her Oregon aunt. He is reading an essay by Paul Goodman in Commentary. His eye, caught by a line in the last paragraph (“In a viable constitution, every excess of power should structurally generate its own antidote”), has wandered back up the page to see what is being talked about (“I have discussed the matter with Mr. and Mrs. Beck of the Living Theatre and we agree that the following methods are tolerable”). He nicks the little hump of pâté with the sharp edge of a Saltine. He congratulates himself on the economical elegance of the meal. Gregg meantime has attacked Fitzhugh Lee on the Louisa Courthouse road and has driven him back some distance, pursuing until nightfall. Near one of the hedges of the Hougoumont farm, without even a drummer to beat the rappel, we succeeded in rallying under the enemy’s fire 300 men; I made a villager act as our guide, and bound him by his arm to my stirrup.

Kellerman stands before a chalkboard with a long wooden pointer in his hand. The general has been folded into a schoolchild’s desk, sitting in the front row. On the board, in chalk, there is a diagrammatic sketch of a suit of armor. Kellerman points.

“A.: Palette.”

“Palette,” the old man repeats.

“Covers the shoulder joint,” Kellerman says.

“The armpit?” the old man suggests.

“The shoulder joint,” Kellerman says.

“Are you certain?”

“Absolutely.”

The general writes in his tablet.

Kellerman points. “B.: Breastplate.”

His father scribbles.

“Covers the —”

“Breast,” old Kellerman says.

“Chest,” Kellerman says.

“Mustard plaster,” the old man says. “Trying to break up the clog in your little lung. Your mother and I. All through the night. Tears in her eyes. The doctor forty miles away.”

“C.: Tasset.”

“Semolina pudding you wanted, ‘No,’ I said. ‘Later,’ I said. ‘Bad for the gut,’ I said. You cried and cried.”

“Tasset,” Kellerman repeats. “For the upper thigh. Suspended from the waistplate by straps.”

“Strap. Ah, strap!”

“D.: Cuisse.”

“I was good with the strap. Fast, but careful. Not too much, not too little. Calculating the angles, wind velocity, air-spring density, time of day. My windup a perfect hyperbolic paraboloid.”

“Covers the thigh proper,” Kellerman says. “Fastened by means of —”

“Strap,” the general says, with satisfaction. “Unpleasant duty. When in the course of human events it becomes necessary —”

“You loved it!” Kellerman says, shouting.

The Belgian regiments had been tampered with. In the melee, I was almost instantly disabled in both arms, losing first my sword, and then my reins, and followed by a few men, who were presently cut down, no quarter being asked, allowed, or given, I was carried along by my horse, till, receiving a blow from a sabre, I fell senseless on my face to the ground. Germany was unspeakably silly. Technically, I was a radar operator on the guidance system. It was a rotten job. Ten hours a day of solid boredom. I did get one trip to the wild Hebrides for the annual firing of the missile (it’s called a Corporal). Confidentially, it doesn’t work worth a damn. We have a saying: Its effective range is thirty-five feet — its length. If it falls on you, it can be lethal. “There are worms in words!” the general cries. “The worms in words are, like Mexican jumping beans, agitated by the warmth of the mouth.”

“Flaming gel,” Kellerman says. “You were fond of flaming gel.”

“Not overfond,” the general replies. “Not like some of them.”

“What’s that you have there, under you arm?” asks the book-storeman.

“The Black Knight,” Kellerman says. “I want one of those Histomaps of Evolution that you have in the window there, showing the swelling of the unsegmented worms — flatworms, ribbon worms, arrow worms, wheelworms, spring heads, and so forth.”

“Worms in words,” the general repeats, “agitated by the warmth of the mouth.”

“I’m not accepting any more blame, Papa,” Kellerman says finally. “Blame wouldn’t melt in my. . . .” He hands round the pâté. “I love playing with mugged-up cards,” Kellerman says, to the nearest mother. She is wearing a slim sand-tweed coat with two rows of gilt buttons and carrying a matchbook that says (black lettering, rose-blush ground) “VD Is On the Rise In New York City.” “The four of fans, the twelve of wands, the deuce of kidneys, the Jack of Brutes. And shaved decks and readers of various kinds, they make the game worthy of the name.” And it was true that his wife pulled one hair out of his sleeping head each night, but what if she decided upon two, or five, or even eleven?

Of those who remained and fought, none were so rudely handled as the Chians, who displayed prodigies of valor, and disdained to play the part of cowards. The order and harmony of the universe, what a beautiful idea! He was obsessed by a vision of beauty — the shimmering, golden Temple, more fascinating than a woman, more eternal than love. And because he was ugly, evil, impotent, he determined someday to possess it . . . by destruction. He had used the word incorrectly. He had mispronounced the word. He had misspelled the word. It was the wrong word.

“Eh, hello, Mado. A Beaujolais.”

“Eh, hello, Tris-Tris. A Beaujolais?”

Kellerman runs down the avenue, among the cars, in and out. There are sirens, there is a fire. The huge pieces of apparatus clog the streets. Hoses are run this way and that. Hundreds of firemen stand about, looking at each other, asking each other questions. Kellerman runs. There is a fire somewhere, but the firemen do not know where it is. They stand, gigantic in their black slickers, yellow-lined, their black hats covering the back of the neck, holding shovels. The street is full of firemen, gigantic, standing there. Kellerman runs up to a group of firemen, who look at him with frightened eyes. He begins asking them questions. “Should a person who is sterile marry? What is sterility? What is a false pregnancy? How do the male reproductive organs work? What is natural childbirth? Can a couple know in advance if they can have children? Can impotence be cured? What are the causes of barrenness? Is a human egg like a bird’s?”


The Police Band

It was kind of the department to think up the Police Band. The original impulse, I believe, was creative and humanitarian. A better way of doing things. Unpleasant, bloody things required by the line of duty. Even if it didn’t work out.

The Commissioner (the old Commissioner, not the one they have now) brought us up the river from Detroit. Where our members had been, typically, working the Sho Bar two nights a week. Sometimes the Glass Crutch. Friday and Saturday. And the rest of the time wandering the streets disguised as postal employees. Bitten by dogs and burdened with third-class mail.

What are our duties? we asked at the interview. Your duties are to wail, the Commissioner said. That only. We admired our new dark-blue uniforms as we came up the river in canoes like Indians. We plan to use you in certain situations, certain tense situations, to alleviate tensions, the Commissioner said. I can visualize great success with this new method. And would you play “Entropy.” He was pale, with a bad liver.

We are subtle, the Commissioner said, never forget that. Subtlety is what has previously been lacking in our line. Some of the old ones, the Commissioner said, all they know is the club. He took a little pill from a little box and swallowed it with his Scotch.

When we got to town we looked at those Steve Canyon recruiting posters and wondered if we resembled them. Henry Wang, the bass man, looks like a Chinese Steve Canyon, right? The other cops were friendly in a suspicious way. They liked to hear us wail, however.

The Police Band is a very sensitive highly trained and ruggedly anti-Communist unit whose efficacy will be demonstrated in due time, the Commissioner said to the Mayor (the old Mayor). The Mayor took a little pill from a little box and said, We’ll see. He could tell we were musicians because we were holding our instruments, right? Emptying spit valves, giving the horn that little shake. Or coming in at letter E with some sly emotion stolen from another life.

The old Commissioner’s idea was essentially that if there was a disturbance on the city’s streets — some ethnic group cutting up some other ethnic group on a warm August evening — the Police Band would be sent in. The handsome dark-green band bus arriving with sirens singing, red lights whirling. Hard-pressed men on the beat in their white hats raising a grateful cheer. We stream out of the vehicle holding our instruments at high port. A skirmish line fronting the angry crowd. And play “Perdido.” The crowd washed with new and true emotion. Startled, they listen. Our emotion stronger than their emotion. A triumph of art over good sense.

That was the idea. The old Commissioner’s musical ideas were not very interesting, because after all he was a cop, right? But his police ideas were interesting.

We had drills. Poured out of that mother-loving bus onto vacant lots holding our instruments at high port like John Wayne. Felt we were heroes already. Playing “Perdido,” “Stumblin’,” “Gin Song,” “Feebles.” Laving the terrain with emotion stolen from old busted-up loves, broken marriages, the needle, economic deprivation. A few old ladies leaning out of high windows. Our emotion washing rusty Rheingold cans and parts of old doors.

This city is too much! We’d be walking down the street talking about our techniques and we’d see out of our eyes a woman standing in the gutter screaming to herself about what we could not imagine. A drunk trying to strangle a dog somebody’d left leashed to a parking meter. The drunk and the dog screaming at each other. This city is too much!

We had drills and drills. It is true that the best musicians come from Detroit but there is something here that you have to get in your playing and that is simply the scream. We got that. The Commissioner, a sixty-three-year-old hippie with no doubt many graft qualities and unpleasant qualities, nevertheless understood that. When we’d play “ugly,” he understood that. He understood the rising expectations of the world’s peoples also. That our black members didn’t feel like toting junk mail around Detroit forever until the ends of their lives. For some strange reason.

He said one of our functions would be to be sent out to play in places where people were trembling with fear inside their houses, right? To inspirit them in difficult times. This was the plan. We set up in the street. Henry Wang grabs hold of his instrument. He has a four-bar lead-in all by himself. Then the whole group. The iron shutters raised a few inches. Shorty Alanio holding his horn at his characteristic angle (sideways). The reeds dropping lacy little fill-ins behind him. We’re cooking. The crowd roars.

The Police Band was an idea of a very romantic kind. The Police Band was an idea that didn’t work. When they retired the old Commissioner (our Commissioner), who it turned out had a little drug problem of his own, they didn’t let us even drill anymore. We have never been used. His idea was a romantic idea, they said (right?), which was not adequate to the rage currently around in the world. Rage must be met with rage, they said. (Not in so many words.) We sit around the precinct houses, under the filthy lights, talking about our techniques. But I thought it might be good if you knew that the Department still has us. We have a good group. We still have emotion to be used. We’re still here.


The Sea of Hesitation

If Jackson had pressed McClellan in White Oak Swamp,” Francesca said. “If Longstreet had proceeded vigorously on the first day at Second Manassas. If we had had the forty thousand pairs of shoes we needed when we entered Maryland. If Bloss had not found the envelope containing the two cigars and the copy of Lee’s Secret Order No. 191 at Frederick. If the pneumonia had not taken Jackson. If Ewell had secured possession of Cemetery Heights on the first day of Gettysburg. If Pickett’s charge . . . If Early’s march into the Valley . . . If we had had sufficient food for our troops at Petersburg. If our attack on Fort Stedman had succeeded. If Pickett and Fitzhugh Lee had not indulged in a shad bake at Five Forks. If there had been stores and provisions as promised at Amelia Court House. If Ewell had not been captured at Saylor’s Creek together with sixteen artillery pieces and four hundred wagons. If Lee had understood Lincoln — his mind, his larger intentions. If there had been a degree of competence in our civilian administration equal to that exhibited by the military. Then, perhaps, matters would have been brought to a happier conclusion.”

“Yes,” I said.

Francesca is slightly obsessed. But one must let people talk about what they want to talk about. One must let people do what they want to do.

This morning in the mail I received an abusive letter from a woman in Prague.

Dear Greasy Thomas:

You cannot understand what a pig you are. You are a pig, you idiot. You think you understand things but there is nothing you understand, nothing, idiot pig-swine. You have not wisdom and you have no discretion and nothing can be done without wisdom and discretion. How did a pig-cretin like yourself ever wriggle into life? Why do you exist still, vulgar swine? If you don’t think I’m going to inform the government of your inappropriate continued existence, a stain on the country’s face . . . You can expect Federal Marshals in clouds very soon, cretin-hideous-swine, and I will laugh as they haul you away in their green vans, ugly toad. You know nothing about anything, garbage-face, and the idea that you would dare “think” for others (I know you are not capable of “feeling”) is so wildly outrageous that I would laugh out loud if I were not sick of your importunate posturing, egregious fraud-pig. You are not even an honest pig which is at least of some use in the world, you are rather an ocean of pig-dip poisoning everything you touch. I do not like you at all.

                  Love,

                  Jinka

I read the letter twice. She is certainly angry. But one must let people do what they want to do.

I work for the City. In the Human Effort Administration. My work consists of processing applications. People apply for all sorts of things. I approve all applications and buck them upwards, where they are usually disapproved. Upstairs they do not agree with me, that people should not be permitted to do what they want to do. Upstairs they have different ideas. But “different ideas” are welcomed, in my particular cosmos.

Before I worked for the City I was interested in changing behavior. I thought behavior could be changed. I had a B.A. in psychology, was working on an M.A. I was into sensory deprivation. I did sensory deprivation studies for a while at McGill and later at Princeton.

At McGill we inhabited the basement of Taub Hall, believed to be the first building in the world devoted exclusively to the study of hatred. But we were not studying hatred, we were doing black-box work and the hatred people kindly lent us their basement. I was in charge of the less intelligent subjects (the subjects were divided into less intelligent and more intelligent). I spent two years in the basement of Taub Hall and learned many interesting things.

The temperature of the head does not decrease in sleep. The temperature of the rest of the body does.

There I sat for weeks on end monitoring subjects who had half Ping-Pong balls taped over their eyes and a white-noise generator at 40db singing in their ears. I volunteered as a subject and, gratified at being assigned to the “more intelligent” group, spent many many hours in the black-box with half Ping-Pong balls taped over my eyes and the white-noise generator emitting its obliterating whine/ whisper. Although I had some intricate Type 4 hallucinations, nothing much else happened to me. Except . . . I began to wonder if behavior should be changed. That there was “behavior” at all seemed to me a small miracle.

I pondered going on to stress theory, wherein one investigates the ways in which the stressed individual reacts to stress, but decided suddenly to do something else instead. I decided to take a job with the Human Effort Administration and to try, insofar as possible, to let people do what they want to do.

I am aware that my work is, in many ways, meaningless.

A call from Honor, my ex-wife. I’ve promised her a bed for her new apartment.

“Did you get it?”

“Not yet.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve been busy. Doing things.”

“But what about the bed?”

“I told you I’d take care of it.”

“Yes but when?”

“Some people can get their own beds for their new apartments.”

“But that’s not the point. You promised.”

“That was in the first flush of good feeling and warmth. When you said you were coming back to town.”

“Now you don’t have any good feeling and warmth?”

“Full of it. Brimming. How’s Sam?”

“He’s getting tired of sleeping on the couch. It’s not big enough for both of us.”

“My heart cries out for him.”

She’s seeing Sam now, that’s a little strange. She didn’t seem to take to him, early on.

Sam. What’s he like? Like a villain. Hair like an oil spill, mustache like a twist of carbon paper, high white lineless forehead, black tights and doublet, dagger clasped in treacherous right hand, sneaks when he’s not slithering . . .

No. That’s incompletely true. Sam’s just like the rest of us: jeans, turtleneck, beard, smile with one chipped tooth, good with children, backward in his taxes, a degree in education, a B. Ed. And he came with the very best references too, Charlotte doted, Francine couldn’t get enough, Mary Jo chased him through Grand Central with the great whirling loop of her lariat, causing talk — But Honor couldn’t really see him, in the beginning. She’s reconsidered. I wish she hadn’t thrown the turntable on the floor, a $600 B & O, but all that’s behind us now.

I saw this morning that the building at the end of the street’s been sold. It stood empty for years, an architectural anomaly, three-storied, brick, but most of all, triangular. Two streets come together in a point there, and prospective buyers must have boggled at the angles. I judged that the owners decided to let morality go and sold to a ménage à trios. They’ll need a triple bed, customized to fit those odd corners. I can see them with protractor and Skilsaw, getting the thing just right. Then sweeping up the bedcrumbs.

She telephones again.

“It doesn’t have to be the best bed in the world. Any old bed will do. Sam’s bitching all night long.”

“For you, dear friend, I’ll take every pain. We’re checking now in Indonesia, a rare albino bed’s been sighted there . . .”

“Tom, this isn’t funny. I slept in the bathtub last night.”

“You’re too long for the bathtub.”

“Do you want Sam to do it?

Do I want Sam to do it?

“No. I’ll do it.”

“Then do it.”

We were content for quite a while, she taught me what she’d majored in, a lovely Romance tongue, we visited the country and when I’d ask in a pharmacy for a razor they’d give me rosewater. I’m teasing her, and she me. She wants Sam. That’s good.

Francesca was reading to me.

“This is the note Lee wrote,” she said. “Listen. ‘No one is more aware than myself of my inability for the duties of my position. I cannot even accomplish what I myself desire. How can I fulfill the expectations of others? In addition I sensibly feel the growing failure of my bodily strength. I have not yet recovered from the attack I experienced the past spring. I am becoming more and more incapable of exertion, and am thus prevented from making the personal examinations and giving the personal supervision to the operations in the field which I feel to be necessary. I am so dull making use of the eyes of others I am frequently misled. Everything, therefore, points to the advantages to be derived from a new commander. A younger and abler man than myself can readily be obtained. I know that he will have as gallant and brave an army as ever existed to second his efforts, and it would be the happiest day of my life to see at its head a worthy . . .’”

Francesca stopped reading.

“That was Robert E. Lee,” she said.

“Yes,” I said.

“The leader of all the armies of the Confederacy,” she said.

“I know.”

“I wanted him to win. So much.”

“I understand.”

“But he did not.”

“I have read about it.”

Francesca has Confederate-gray eyes which reflect, mostly, a lifelong contemplation of the nobility of Lee’s great horse, Traveller. I left Francesca and walked in the park, where I am afraid to walk, after dark. One must let people do what they want to do, but what if they want to slap you upside the head with a Stillson wrench and take the credit cards out of your pockets? A problem.

The poor are getting poorer. I saw a poor man and asked him if he had any money.

“Money?” he said. “Money thinks I died a long time ago.”

We have moved from the Age of Anxiety to the Age of Fear. This is of course progress, psychologically speaking. I intend no irony.

Another letter from Jinka.

Undear Thomas:

The notion that only man is vile must have been invented to describe you, vile friend. I cannot contain the revulsion that whelms in me at the sight of your name, in the Prague telephone book, from your time in Prague. I have scratched it out of my copy, and scratched it out of all the copies I could get my hands on, in telephone booths everywhere. This symbolic removal of you from the telephone booths of our ancient city should not escape your notice, stinking meat. You have been erased and the anointment of the sick, formerly known as Extreme Unction, also as the Last Rites, is what I have in mind for you, soon. Whatever you are doing, stop it, drear pig. The insult to consciousness afforded by your project, whatever it is, cannot be suffered gladly, and I for one do not intend to so suffer. I have measures not yet in the books, and will take them. What I have in mind is not shallots and fresh rosemary, gutless wonder, and your continued association with that ridiculously thin Robert E. Lee girl has not raised you in my esteem, not a bit. One if by land and two if by sea, and it will be sudden, I promise you. Be afraid.

                  Cordially,

                  Jinka

I put this letter with the others, clipped together with a paper clip. How good writing such letters must make her feel!

Wittgenstein was I think wrong when he said that about that which we do not know, we should not speak. He closed by fiat a great amusement park, there. Nothing gives me more pleasure than speaking about that which I do not know. I am not sure whether my ideas about various matters are correct or incorrect, but speak about them I must.

I decided to call my brother in San Francisco. He is a copy editor on the San Francisco Chronicle (although he was trained as a biologist — he is doing what he wants to do, more or less). Because we are both from the South our conversations tend to be conducted in jiveass dialect.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” he said.

“What’s happening? You got any girl copy boys on that newspaper yet?”

“Man,” Paul said, “we got not only girl copy boys we got topless girl copy boys. We gonna hire us a reporter next week. They promised us.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m depressed.”

“Is it specific or nonspecific?”

“Well,” Paul said, “I have to read the paper a lot. I’m ready to drop the bomb. On us.”

One must let people do what they want to do. Fortunately my brother has little to say about when and where the bomb will be dropped.

My other friend is Catherine. Catherine, like Francesca, is hung up on the past. She is persuaded that in an earlier existence she was Balzac’s mistress (one of Balzac’s mistresses).

“I endured Honoré’s grandness,” she said, “because it was spurious. Spurious grandness I understand very well. What I could not understand was his hankering for greatness.”

“But he was great,” I said.

“I was impatient with all those artists, sitting around, hankering for greatness. Of course Honoré was great. But he didn’t know, at the time, for sure. Or he did and he didn’t. There were moments of doubt, depression.”

“As is natural.”

“The seeking after greatness,” said Catherine, “is a sickness, in my opinion. It is like greed, only greed has better results. Greed can at least bring you a fine house on a grand avenue, and strawberries for breakfast, in a rich cream, and servants to beat, when they do not behave. I prefer greed. Honoré was greedy, in a reasonable way, but what he was mostly interested in was greatness. I was stuck with greatness.”

“Yes,” I said.

“You,” Catherine said, “are neither great nor greedy.”

“One must let people be —” I began.

“Yes,” Catherine said, “that sounds good, on the surface, but thinking it through —” She finished her espresso, placed the little cup precisely on the little saucer. “Take me out,” she said. “Take me to a library.”

We went to a library and spent a pleasant afternoon there.

Francesca was stroking the brown back of a large spayed cat — the one that doesn’t like me.

“Lee was not without his faults,” she said. “Not for a moment would I have you believe that he was faultless.”

“What was his principal fault?”

“Losing,” she said.

I went to the Art Cinema and saw a Swedish film about a man living alone on an island. Somebody was killing a great many sheep on the island and the hero, a hermit, was suspected. There were a great many shots of sheep with their throats cut, red blood on the white snow, glimpses. The hermit fixed a car for a woman whose car had broken down. They went to bed together. There were flashbacks having to do with the woman’s former husband, a man in a wheelchair. It was determined that somebody else, not the hermit, had been killing the sheep. The film ended with a car crash in which the woman was killed. Whiteout.

Should great film artists be allowed to do what they want to do?

Catherine is working on her translation of the complete works of Balzac. Honoré, she insists, has never been properly translated. She will devote her life to the task, she says. Actually I have looked at some pages of her Louis Lambert and they seem to me significantly worse than the version I read in college. I think of Balzac in the great statue by Rodin, holding his erect (possibly overstated) cock in both hands under his cloak of bronze. An inspiration.

When I was in the black box, during my SD days, there was nothing I wanted to do. I didn’t even want to get out. Or perhaps there was one thing I wanted to do: Sit in the box with the half Ping-Pong balls taped over my eyes and the white-noise generator standing in for the sirens of Ulysses (himself an early SD subject) and permit the Senator Investigator (Dr. Colcross, the one with the bad leg) to do what he wanted to do.

Is this will-lessness, finally? Abulia, as we call it in the trade? I don’t think so.

I pursue Possibility. That’s something.

There is no moment that exceeds in beauty that moment when one looks at a woman and finds that she is looking at you in the same way that you are looking at her. The moment in which she bestows that look that says, “Proceed with your evil plan, sumbitch.” The initial smash on glance. Then, the drawing near. This takes a long time, it seems like months, although only minutes pass, in fact. Languor is the word that describes this part of the process. Your persona floats toward her persona, over the Sea of Hesitation. Many weeks pass before they meet, but the weeks are days, or seconds. Still, everything is decided. You have slept together in the glance.

She takes your arm and you leave the newsstand, walking very close together, so that your side brushes her side lightly. Desire is here a very strong factor, because you are weak with it, and the woman is too, if she has any sense at all (but of course she is a sensible woman, and brilliant and witty and hungry as well). So, on the sidewalk outside the newsstand, you stand for a moment thinking about where to go, at eleven o’clock in the morning, and here it is, in the sunlight, that you take the first good look at her, and she at you, to see if either one has any hideous blemish that has been overlooked, in the first rush of good feeling. There are none. None. No blemishes (except those spiritual blemishes that will be discovered later, after extended acquaintance, and which none of us are without, but which are now latent? dormant? in any case, not visible on the surface, at this time). Everything is fine. And so, with renewed confidence, you being to walk, and to seek a place where you might sit down, and have a drink, and talk a bit, and fall into each other’s eyes, temporarily, and find some pretzels, and have what is called a conversation, and tell each other what you think is true about the world, and speak of the strange places where each of you has been (Surinam, in her case, where she bought the belt she is wearing, Lima in your case, where you contracted telegraph fever), and make arrangements for your next meeting (both of you drinking Scotch and water, at eleven in the morning, and you warm to her because of her willingness to leave her natural mid-morning track, for you), and make, as I say, arrangements for your next meeting, which must be this very night! or you both will die —

There is no particular point to any of this behavior. Or: This behavior is only behavior which has point. Or: There is some point to this behavior but this behavior is not the only behavior which has point. Which is true? Truth is greatly overrated, volition where it exists must be protected, wanting itself can be obliterated, some people have forgotten how to want.


The Mothball Fleet

It was early morning, just after dawn, in fact. The mothball fleet was sailing down the Hudson. Grayish-brown shrouds making odd shapes at various points on the superstructures. I counted forty destroyers, four light cruisers, two heavy cruisers, and a carrier. A fog lay upon the river.

I went aboard as the fleet reached the Narrows. I noticed a pair of jeans floating on the surface of the water, stiff with paint. I abandoned my small outboard and jumped for the ladder of the dead destroyer.

There was no one on deck. All of the gun mounts and some pieces of special equipment were coated with a sort of plastic webbing, which had a slightly repellent feeling when touched. I watched my empty Pacemaker bobbing in the heavy wake of the fleet. I called out. “Hello! Hello!”

Behind us, the vessels were disposed in fleet formation — the carrier in the center, the two heavy cruisers before and behind her, the destroyer screen correctly placed in relation to the cruisers, or as much so as the width of the channel would allow. We were making, I judged, ten to twelve knots.

There was no other traffic on the water; this I thought strange.

It was now about six-thirty; the fog was breaking up, a little. I decided to climb to the bridge. I entered the wheelhouse; there was no one at the wheel. I took the wheel in my hands, tried to turn it a point or two, experimentally; it was locked in place.

A man entered from the chartroom behind me. He immediately walked over to me and removed my hands from the wheel.

He wore a uniform, but it seemed more a steward’s or barman’s dress than a naval officer’s. His face was not unimpressive: dark hair carefully brushed, a strong nose, good mouth and chin. I judged him to be in his late fifties. He re-entered the chartroom. I followed him.

“May I ask where this . . .”

“Mothball fleet,” he supplied.

“ — is bound?”

He did not answer my question. He was looking at a chart.

“If it’s a matter of sealed orders or something . . .”

“No no,” he said, without looking up. “Nothing like that.” Then he said, “A bit careless with your little boat, aren’t you?”

This made me angry. “Not normally. On the contrary. But something —”

“Of course,” he said. “You were anticipated. Why d’you think that ladder wasn’t secured?”

I thought about this for a moment. I decided to shift the ground of the conversation slightly.

“Are there crews aboard the other ships?”

“No,” he said. I felt however that he had appreciated my shrewdness in guessing that there were no crews aboard the other ships.

“Radio?” I asked. “Remote control or something?”

“Something like that,” he said.

The forty destroyers, four light cruisers, two heavy cruisers, and the carrier were moving in perfect formation toward the open sea. The sight was a magnificent one. I had been in the Navy — two years as a supply officer in New London, principally.

“Is this a test of some kind?” I asked. “New equipment or —”

“You’re afraid that we’ll be used for target practice? Hardly.” He seemed momentarily amused.

“No. But ship movements on this scale —”

“It was difficult,” he said. He then walked out of the chartroom and seated himself in one of the swivel chairs on posts in front of the bridge windows. I followed him.

“May I ask your rank?”

“Why not ask my name?”

“All right.”

“I am the Admiral.”

I looked again at his uniform which suggested no such thing.

“Objectively,” he said, smiling slightly.

“My name is —” I began.

“I am not interested in your name,” he said. “I am only interested in your behavior. As you can see, I have at my disposal forty-seven brigs, of which the carrier’s is the most comfortable. Not that I believe you will behave other than correctly. At the moment, I want you to do this: Go down to the galley and make a pot of coffee. Make sandwiches. You may make one for yourself. Then bring them here.” He settled back in his seat and regarded the calm, even sea.

“All right,” I said. “Yes.”

“You will say: ‘Yes, sir,’” he corrected me.

“Yes, sir.”

I wandered about the destroyer until I found the galley. I made the coffee and sandwiches and returned with them to the bridge.

The “Admiral” drank his coffee silently. Seabirds made passes at the mast where the radar equipment, I saw, was covered with the same plastic material that enclosed the gun installations.

“What is that stuff used for the mothballing?” I asked.

“It’s a polyvinylchloride solution which also contains vinyl acetate,” he said. “It’s sprayed on and then hardens. If you were to cut it open you’d find inside, around the equipment, four or five small cloth bags containing silicate of soda in crystals, to absorb moisture. A very neat system. It does just what it’s supposed to do, keeps the equipment good as new.”

He had finished his sandwich. A bit of mustard had soiled the sleeve of his white coat, which had gold epaulets. I thought again that he most resembled not an admiral but a man from whom one would order drinks.

“What is your mission?” I asked, determined not to be outfaced by a man with mustard on his coat.

“To be at sea,” he said.

“Only that?”

“Think a bit,” he said. “Think first of shipyards. Think of hundreds of thousands of men in shipyards, on both coasts, building these ships. Think of the welders, the pipefitters, the electricians, naval architects, people in the Bureau of the Budget. Think of the launchings, each with its bottle of champagne on a cord of plaited ribbons hurled at the bow by the wife of some high official. Think of the first sailors coming aboard, the sea trials, the captains for whom a particular ship was a first command. Each ship has a history, no ship is without its history. Think of the six-inch guns shaking a particular ship as they were fired, the jets leaving the deck of the carrier at tightly spaced intervals, the maneuvering of the cruisers during this or that engagement, the damage taken. Think of each ship’s log faithfully kept over the years, think of the Official Naval History which now runs, I am told, to three hundred some-odd very large volumes.

“And then,” he said, “think of each ship moving up the Hudson, or worse, being towed, to a depot in New Jersey where it is covered with this disgusting plastic substance. Think of the years each ship has spent moored next to other ships of its class, painted, yes, at scheduled times, by a crew of painters whose task it is to paint these ships eternally, finished with one and on to the next and back to the first again five years later. Watchmen watching the ships, year in and year out, no doubt knocking off a little copper pipe here and there —”

“The ships were being stockpiled against a possible new national emergency,” I said. “What on earth is wrong with that?”

“I was a messman on the Saratoga,” he said, “when I was sixteen. I lied about my age.”

“But what are your intentions?”

“I am taking these ships away from them,” he said.

“You are stealing forty-seven ships from the government of the United States?”

“There are also submarines,” he said. “Six submarines of the Marlin class.”

“But why?”

“Remember that I was, once, in accord with them. Passionately, if I may say so, in accord with them. I did whatever they wished, without thinking, hated their enemies, participated in their crusades, risked my life. Even though I only carried trays and wiped up tables. I heard the singing of the wounded and witnessed the burial of the dead. I believed. Then, over time, I discovered that they were lying. Consistently. With exemplary skill, in a hundred languages. I decided to take the ships. Perhaps they’ll notice.” He paused. “Now. Do you wish to accompany me, assist me?”

“More than anything.”

“Good.” He moved the lever of the bridge telegraph to Full Ahead.


Subpoena

And now in the mail a small white Subpoena from the Bureau of Compliance, Citizen Bergman there, he wants me to comply. We command you that, all business and excuses being laid aside, you and each of you appear and attend . . . The “We command you” in boldface, and a shiny red seal in the lower left corner. To get my attention.

I thought I had complied. I comply every year, sometimes oftener than necessary. Look at the record. Spotless list of compliances dating back to ’48, when I was a pup. What can he mean, this Bergman, finding a freckle on my clean sheet?

I appeared and attended. Attempted to be reasonable. “Look here Bergman what is this business.” Read him an essay I’d written about how the State should not muck about in the affairs of its vassals overmuch. Citizen Bergman unamused.

“It appears that you are the owner or proprietor perhaps of a monster going under the name of Charles Evans Hughes?”

“Yes but what has that to do with —”

“Said monster inhabiting quarters at 12 Tryst Lane?”

“That is correct.”

“This monster being of humanoid appearance and characteristics, including ability to locomote, production of speech of a kind, ingestion of viands, and traffic with other beings?”

“Well, ‘traffic’ is hardly the word. Simple commands he can cope with. Nothing fancy. Sit. Eat. Speak. Roll over. Beg. That sort of thing.”

“This monster being employed by you in the capacity, friend?”

“Well, employed is not quite right.”

“He is remunerated is he not?”

“The odd bit of pocket money.”

“On a regular basis.”

“See here Bergman it’s an allowance. For little things he needs. Cigarettes and handkerchiefs and the like. Nose drops.”

“He is nevertheless in receipt of sums of money from you on a regular basis?”

“He is forty-four percent metal, Officer.”

“The metal content of said monster does not interest the Bureau. What we are interested in is compliance.”

“Wherein have I failed to comply?”

“You have not submitted Form 244 which governs paid companionship, including liaisons with prostitutes and pushing of wheelchairs by hired orderlies not provided by the Bureau of Perpetual Help. You have also failed to remit the Paid Companionship Tax which amounts to one hundred twenty-two percent of all moneys changing hands in any direction.”

“One hundred twenty-two percent!”

“That is the figure. There is also a penalty for noncompliance. The penalty is two hundred twelve percent of one hundred twenty-two percent of five dollars a week figured over five years, which I believe is the period at issue.”

“What about depreciation?”

“Depreciation is not figurable in the case of monsters.”

I went home feeling less than sunny.

He had a knowing look that I’d painted myself. One corner of the mouth curled upward and the other downward, when he smiled. There was no grave-robbing or anything of that sort. Plastic and metal did very nicely. You can get the most amazing things in drugstores. Fingernails and eyelashes and such. The actual construction was a matter of weeks. I considered sending the plans to Popular Mechanics. So that everyone could have one.

He was calm — calm as a hat. Whereas I was nervous as a strobe light, had the shakes, Valium in the morning and whiskey beginning at two o’clock in the afternoon.

Everything was all right with him.

“Crushed in an elevator at the welfare hotel!” someone would say.

“It’s a very serious problem,” Charles would answer.

When I opened the door, he was sitting in the rocking chair reading Life.

“Charles,” I said, “they’ve found out.”

“Seventy-seven percent of American high-school students declare that religion is important to them, according to a recent Louis Harris poll,” Charles said, rocking gently.

“Charles,” I said, “they want money. The Paid Companionship Tax. It’s two hundred twelve percent of one hundred twenty-two percent of five dollars a week figured over five years, plus of course the basic one hundred twenty-two percent.”

“That’s a lot of money,” Charles said, smiling. “A pretty penny.”

“I can’t pay,” I said. “It’s too much.”

“Well,” he said, both smiling and rocking, “fine. What are you going to do?”

“Disassemble,” I said.

“Interesting,” he said, hitching his chair closer to mine, to demonstrate interest. “Where will you begin?”

“With the head, I suppose.”

“Wonderful,” Charles said. “You’ll need the screwdriver, the pliers, and the Skilsaw. I’ll fetch them.”

He got up to go to the basement. A thought struck him. “Who will take out the garbage?” he asked.

“Me. I’ll take it out myself.”

He smiled. One corner of his mouth turned upward and the other downward, “Well,” he said, “right on.”

I called him my friend and thought of him as my friend. In fact I kept him to instruct me in complacency. He sat there, the perfect noncombatant. He ate and drank and slept and awoke and did not change the world. Looking at him I said to myself, “See, it is possible to live in the world and not change the world.” He read the newspapers and watched television and heard in the night screams under windows thank God not ours but down the block a bit, and did nothing. Without Charles, without his example, his exemplary quietude, I run the risk of acting, the risk of risk. I must participate, I must leave the house and walk about.


The New Member

The presiding officer noted that there was a man standing outside the window looking in.

The members of the committee looked in the direction of the window and found that the presiding officer’s observation was correct: There was a man standing outside the window looking in.

Mr. Macksey moved that the record take note of the fact.

Mr. O’Donoghue seconded. The motion passed.

Mrs. Brown wondered if someone should go out and talk to the man standing outside the window.

Mrs. Mallory suggested that the committee proceed as if the man standing outside the window wasn’t there. Maybe he’d go away, she suggested.

Mr. Macksey said that that was an excellent idea and so moved.

Mr. O’Donoghue wondered if the matter required a motion.

The presiding officer ruled that the man standing outside the window looking in did not require a motion.

Ellen West said that she was frightened.

Mr. Birnbaum said there was nothing to be frightened about.

Ellen West said that the man standing outside the window looked larger than a man to her. Maybe it was not human, she said.

Mr. Macksey said that that was nonsense and that it was only just a very large man, probably.

The presiding officer stated that the committee had a number of pressing items on the agenda and wondered if the meeting could go forward.

Not with that thing out there, Ellen West said.

The presiding officer stated that the next order of business was the matter of the Worth girl.

Mr. Birnbaum noted that the Worth girl had been doing very well.

Mrs. Brown said quite a bit better than well, in her opinion.

Mr. O’Donoghue said that the improvement was quite remarkable.

The presiding officer noted that the field in which she, the Worth girl, was working was a very abstruse one and, moreover, one in which very few women had successfully established themselves.

Mrs. Brown said that she had known the girl’s mother quite well and that she had been an extremely pleasant person.

Ellen West said that the man was still outside the window and hadn’t moved.

Mr. O’Donoghue said that there was, of course, the possibility that the Worth girl was doing too well.

Mr. Birnbaum said there was such a thing as too much too soon.

Mr. Percy inquired as to the girl’s age at the present time and was told she was thirty-five. He then said that didn’t sound like “too soon” to him.

The presiding officer asked for a motion.

Mr. O’Donoghue moved that the Worth girl be hit by a car.

Mr. Birnbaum seconded.

The presiding officer asked for discussion.

Mrs. Mallory asked if Mr. O’Donoghue meant fatally. Mr. O’Donoghue said he did.

Mr. Percy said he thought that a fatal accident, while consonant with the usual procedures of the committee, was always less interesting than something that left the person alive, so that the person’s situation was still, in a way, “open.”

Mr. O’Donoghue said that Mr. Percy’s well-known liberalism was a constant source of strength and encouragement to every member of the committee, as was Mr. Percy’s well-known predictability.

Mrs. Mallory said wouldn’t it look like the committee was punishing excellence?

Mr. O’Donoghue said that a concern for how things looked was not and should never be a consideration of the committee.

Ellen West said that she thought the man standing outside the window looking in was listening. She reminded the committee that the committee’s deliberations were supposed to be held in camera.

The presiding officer said that the man could not hear through the glass of the window.

Ellen West said was he sure?

The presiding officer asked if Ellen West would like to be put on some other committee.

Ellen West said that she only felt safe on this committee.

The presiding officer reminded her that even members of the committee were subject to the decisions of the committee, except of course for the presiding officer.

Ellen West said she realized that and would like to move that the Worth girl fall in love with somebody.

The presiding officer said that there was already a motion before the committee and asked if the committee was ready for a vote. The committee said it was. The motion was voted on and failed, 14-4.

Ellen West moved that the Worth girl fall in love with the man standing outside the window.

Mr. Macksey said you’re just trying to get him inside so we can take a look at him.

Ellen West said well, why not, if you’re so sure he’s harmless.

The presiding officer said that he felt that if the man outside were invited inside, a confusion of zones would result, which would be improper.

Mr. Birnbaum said that it might not be a bad idea if the committee got a little feedback from the people for whom it was responsible, once in a while.

Mrs. Mallory stated that she thought Mr. Birnbaum’s idea about feedback was a valuable and intelligent one but that she didn’t approve of having such a warm and beautiful human being as the Worth girl fall in love with an unknown quantity with demonstrably peculiar habits, vide the window, just to provide feedback to the committee.

Mrs. Brown repeated that she had known the Worth girl’s mother.

Mr. Macksey asked if Ellen West intended that the Worth girl’s love affair be a happy or an unhappy one.

Ellen West said she would not wish to overdetermine somebody else’s love affair.

Mr. O’Donoghue moved that the Worth girl be run over by a snowmobile.

The presiding officer said that O’Donoghue was out of order and also that in his judgment Mr. O’Donoghue was reintroducing a defeated motion in disguised form.

Mr. O’Donoghue said that he could introduce new motions all night long, if he so chose.

Mrs. Brown said that she had to be home by ten to receive a long-distance phone call from her daughter in Oregon.

The presiding officer said that as there was no second, Ellen West’s motion about the man outside the window need not be discussed further. He suggested that as there were four additional cases awaiting disposition by the committee he wondered if the case of the Worth girl, which was after all not that urgent, might not be tabled until the next meeting.

Mr. Macksey asked what were the additional cases.

The presiding officer said those of Dr. Benjamin Pierce, Casey McManus, Cynthia Croneis, and Ralph Lorant.

Mr. Percy said that those were not very interesting names. To him.

Mr. Macksey moved that the Worth girl be tabled. Mr. Birnbaum seconded. The motion carried.

Mr. Birnbaum asked if he might have a moment for a general observation bearing on the work of the committee. The presiding officer graciously assented.

Mr. Birnbaum said that he had observed, in the ordinary course of going around taking care of his business and so on, that there were not many pregnant women now. He said that yesterday he had seen an obviously pregnant woman waiting for a bus and had remembered that in the last half year he had seen no others. He said he wondered why this was and whether it wasn’t within the purview of the committee that there be more pregnant women, for the general good of the community, to say nothing of the future.

Mrs. Mallory said she knew why it was.

Mr. Birnbaum said why? and Mrs. Mallory smiled enigmatically.

Mr. Birnbaum repeated his question and Mrs. Mallory smiled enigmatically again.

Oh me oh my, said Mr. Birnbaum.

The presiding officer said that Mr. Birnbaum’s observations, as amplified in a sense by Mrs. Mallory, were of considerable interest.

He said further that such matters were a legitimate concern of the committee and that if he might be allowed to speak for a moment not as the presiding officer but merely as an ordinary member of the committee he would urge, strongly urge, that Cynthia Croneis become pregnant immediately and that she should have twin boys.

Hear hear, said Mr. Macksey.

How about a boy and a girl? asked Ellen West.

The presiding officer said that would be O.K. with him.

This was moved, seconded, and voted unanimously.

On Mr. Macksey’s motion it was decided that Dr. Pierce win fifty thousand dollars in the lottery.

It was pointed out by Mrs. Brown that Dr. Pierce was already quite well fixed, financially.

The presiding officer reminded the members that justice was not a concern of the committee.

On Mr. Percy’s motion it was decided that Casey McManus would pass the Graduate Record Examination with a score in the upper 10 percent. On Mr. O’Donoghue’s motion it was decided that Ralph Lorant would have his leg broken by having it run over by a snowmobile.

Mr. Birnbaum looked at the window and said he’s still out there.

Mr. O’Donoghue said for God’s sake, let’s have him in.

Mr. Macksey went outside and asked the man in.

The man hesitated in the doorway for a moment.

Mr. Percy said come in, come in, don’t be nervous.

The presiding officer added his urgings to Mr. Percy’s.

The man left the doorway and stood in the middle of the room.

The presiding officer inquired if the man had, perhaps, a grievance he wished to bring to the attention of the committee.

The man said no, no grievance.

Why then was he standing outside the window looking in? Mr. Macksey asked.

The man said something about just wanting to “be with somebody.”

Mr. Percy asked if he had a family, and the man said no.

Are you from around here? asked Mrs. Mallory, and the man shook his head.

Employed? asked Mr. Birnbaum, and the man shook his head.

He wants to be with somebody, Mrs. Mallory said.

Yes, said the presiding officer, I understand that.

It’s not unusual, said Mr. Macksey.

Not unusual at all, said Mrs. Brown. She again reminded the members that she had to be home by ten to receive a call from her daughter in Oregon.

Maybe we should make him a member of the committee, said Mr. Percy.

He could give us some feedback, said Mr. Birnbaum. I mean, I would assume that.

Ellen West moved that the man be made a member of the committee. Mr. Birnbaum seconded. The motion was passed, 12-6.

Mr. Percy got up and got a folding chair for the man and pulled it up to the committee table.

The man sat down in the chair and pulled it closer to the table.

All right, he said. The first thing we’ll do is, we’ll make everybody wear overalls. Gray overalls. Gray overalls with gray T-shirts. We’ll have morning prayers, evening prayers, and lunch prayers. Calisthenics for everyone over the age of four in the 5-7 P.M. time slot. Boutonnieres are forbidden. Nose rings are forbidden. Gatherings of one or more persons are prohibited. On the question of bedtime, I am of two minds.


To London and Rome

Do you know what I want more than anything else? Alison asked.

What? I said.

A sewing-machine Alison said, with button-hole-making attachments.

THERE WAS A BRIEF PAUSE

There are so many things I could do with it, for instance fixing up last year’s fall dresses and lots of other things.

THERE WAS A LONG PAUSE

Wonderful! Alison said sitting at the controls of the Necchi and making buttonholes in a copy of the New York Times Sunday Magazine. Her eyes glistened. I had also bought a two-year subscription to Necchi News because I could not be sure that her interest would not be held for that long at least.

THERE WAS A TREMENDOUS PAUSE DURING WHICH I BOUGHT HER A NECCHI SEWING-MACHINE

Then I bought her a purple Rolls which we decided to park on the street because our apartment building had no garage. Alison said she absolutely loved the Rolls! and gave me an enthusiastic kiss. I paid for the car with a check drawn on the First City Bank.

THERE WAS A PAUSE BROKEN ONLY BY THE HUMMING OF THE NECCHI

Peter Alison said, what do you want to do now?

THERE WAS AN INTERVAL

Oh I don’t know I said.

Well we can’t simply sit around the apartment Allison said so we went to the races at Aqueduct where I bought a race horse that was running well out in front of the others. What a handsome race horse! Alison said delightedly. I paid for the horse with a check on the Capital National Bank.

THERE WAS A LONG INTERVAL

The trailer was attached by means of a trailer hitch, which I bought when it became clear that the trailer could not be hitched up without one, to the back of our new Rolls. The horse’s name was Dan and I bought a horse blanket, which he was already wearing but which did not come with him, to keep him warm.

THERE WAS AN INTERMISSION BETWEEN RACES SO WE WENT AROUND TO THE STABLE AND BOUGHT A HORSE TRAILER

He is beautiful Alison said.

A front-runner too I said.

After stopping for lunch at Howard Johnson’s where we fed Dan some fried clams which he seemed to like very much Alison said: Do you know what we’ve completely forgotten? I knew that there was something but although I thought hard I could not imagine what it was.

THERE WAS AN INTERVAL OF SEVERAL DAYS. THEN ALISON AND I DROVE THE CAR WITH THE TRAILER UP THE RAMP INTO THE PLANE AND WE FLEW BACK TO MILWAUKEE

There’s no place to keep him in our apartment building! Alison said triumphantly, pointing at Dan. She was of course absolutely right and I hastily bought a large three-story house in Milwaukee’s best suburb. To make the house more comfortable I bought a concert grand piano.

Here are some little matters which you must attend to Alison said, handing me a box of bills. I went through them carefully, noting the amounts and thinking about money.

ON THE DOORSTEP OF THE NEW HOUSE THE PIANO MOVERS PAUSED FOR A GLASS OF COLD WATER

What in the name of God is this! I cried, holding up a bill for $1,600 from the hardware store.

Garden hose Alison said calmly.

It was clear that I would have to remove some money from the State Bank & Trust and place it in the Municipal National and I did so. The pilot of the airplane which I had bought to fly us to Aqueduct, with his friend the pilot of the larger plane I had bought to fly us back, appeared at the door and asked to be paid. The pilots’ names were George and Sam. I paid them and also bought from Sam his flight jacket, which was khaki-colored and pleasant-looking. They smiled and saluted as they left.

THERE WAS AN UNCOMFORTABLE SILENCE

Well I said looking around the new house, we’d better call a piano teacher because I understand that without use pianos tend to fall out of tune.

Not only pianos Alison said giving me an excited look.

The next day Mr. Washington from the Central National called to report an overdraft of several hundred thousand dollars for which I apologized. Who was that on the telephone? Alison asked. Mr. Washington from the bank I replied. Oh Alison said, what do you want for breakfast? What have you got? I asked. Nothing Alison said, we’ll have to go out for breakfast.

A SILENCE FREIGHTED WITH SEXUAL SIGNIFICANCE ENSUED. THEN WE WENT TO BED FIRST HOWEVER ORDERING A PIANO TEACHER AND A PIANO TUNER FOR THE EARLY MORNING

So we went down to the drugstore where Alison had many eggs sunny side up and I had buckwheat cakes with sausage. When we got back to the house I noticed that there were no trees surrounding it, which depressed me.

Have you noticed I asked, that there are no trees?

Yes Alison said, I’ve noticed.

A SILENCE

In fact Alison said, the treelessness of this house almost makes me yearn for our old apartment building.

A PROLONGED SILENCE

There at least one could look at the large plants in the lobby.

A TERRIBLE SILENCE

As soon as we go inside I said, I will call the tree service and buy some trees.

ABSOLUTE SILENCE FOR ONE MINUTE

Maples I said.

SHORT SILENCE

Oh Peter what a fine idea Alison said brightly. But who are these people in our livingroom?

Realizing that the men were the piano teacher and the piano tuner we had requested, I said: Well did you try the piano?

SILENTLY WE REGARDED THE TWO MEN WHO SAT ON THE SOFA

Yep the first man said, couldn’t make heads or tails out of it.

And you? I asked, turning to the other man.

Beats me he said with a mystified look.

What seems to be the difficulty? I asked.

Frankly the piano teacher said, this isn’t my real line of work. Really he said, I’m a jockey.

THERE WAS A SHAMEFACED SILENCE

How about you? I said to his companion.

Oh I’m a bona fide piano tuner all right the tuner said. It’s just that I’m not very good at it. Never was and never will be.

I have a proposition to make I announced. What is your name? I asked, nodding in the direction of the jockey.

WE CONSIDERED THE PROBLEM IN SILENCE

Slim he said, and my friend here is Buster.

Well Slim I said, we need a jockey for our race horse, Dan, who will fall out of trim without workouts. And Buster, you can plant the maple trees which I have just ordered for the house.

I settled on a salary of $12,000 a year for Slim and a slightly smaller one for Buster. This accomplished I drove the Rolls over to Courtlandt Street to show it to my mistress, Amelia.

THERE WAS A JOYFUL SILENCE AS BUSTER AND SLIM TRIED TO DIGEST THE GOOD NEWS

When I knocked at the door of Amelia’s apartment she refused to open it. Instead she began practicing scales on her flute. I knocked again and called out: Amelia!

I knocked again but Amelia continued to play. So I sat down on the steps and began to read the newspaper which was lying on the floor, knocking at intervals and at the same time wondering about the psychology of Amelia.

THE SOUND OF THE FLUTE FILLED THE SILENT HALLWAY

Montgomery Ward I noticed in the newspaper was at 40½. Was Amelia being adamant I considered, because of Alison?

Amelia I said at length (through the door), I want to give you a nice present of around $5,500. Would you like that?

SILENTLY I WONDERED WHAT TO DO

Do you mean it? she said.

AN INTERMINABLE SILENCE. THEN AMELIA HOLDING

Certainly I said.

Can you afford it? she asked doubtfully.

I have a new Rolls I told her, and took her outside where she admired the car at great length. Then I gave her a check for $5,500 on the Commercial National for which she thanked me. Back in the apartment she gracefully removed her clothes and put the check in a book in the bookcase. She looked very pretty without her clothes, as pretty as ever, and we had a pleasant time for an hour or more. When I left the apartment Amelia said Peter, I think you’re a very pleasant person which made me feel very good and on the way home I bought a new gray Dacron suit.

THE FLUTE OPENED THE DOOR

Where have you been? Alison said, I’ve been waiting lunch for hours. I bought a new suit I said, how do you like it? Very nice Alison said, but hurry I’ve got to go shopping after lunch. Shopping! I said, I’ll go with you!

WHEN I GAVE THE SALESMAN A CHECK ON THE MEDICAL NATIONAL HE PAUSED, FROWNED, AND SAID: “THIS IS A NEW BANK ISN’T IT?”

So we ate a hasty lunch of vichyssoise and ice cream and had Buster drive us in the Rolls to the Federated Department Store where we bought a great many things for the new house and a new horse blanket for Dan.

Do you think we ought to buy uniforms for Buster and Slim? Alison asked and I replied that I thought not, they didn’t seem the sort who would enjoy wearing uniforms.

I think they ought to wear uniforms Alison said firmly.

A FROSTY SILENCE

No I said, I think not.

Uniforms with something on the pocket Alison said. A crest or something.

DEAD SILENCE

No.

Instead of uniforms I bought Slim a Kaywoodie pipe and some pipe tobacco, and bought Buster a larger sterling silver cowboy belt buckle and a belt to go with it.

THERE WAS AN INTERVAL DURING WHICH I SENT A CHECK FOR $500,000 TO THE MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

Buster was very pleased with his sterling silver belt buckle and said that he thought Slim would be pleased too when he saw the Kaywoodie pipe which had been bought for him. You were right after all Alison whispered to me in the back seat of the Rolls.

Alison decided that she would make a pie for supper, a chocolate pie perhaps, and that we would have Buster and Slim and George and Sam the pilots too if they were in town and not flying. She began looking in her recipe book while I read the Necchi News in my favorite armchair.

Then Slim came in from the garage with a worried look. Dan he said is not well.

Everyone was thrown into a panic by the thought of Dan’s illness and I bought some Kaopectate which Slim however did not believe would be appropriate. The Kaoepectate was $0.98 and I paid for it with a check on the Principal National. The delivery boy from the drugstore, whose name was Andrew, suggested that Dan needed a doctor. This seemed sensible so I tipped Andrew with a check on the Manufacturers’ Trust and asked him to fetch the very best doctor he could find on such short notice.

A STUNNED PAUSE

Dan was lying on his side in the garage, groaning now and then. His face was a rich gray color and it was clear that if he did not have immediate attention, the worst might be expected.

WE LOOKED AT ONE ANOTHER IN WORDLESS FEAR

Peter for God’s sake do something for this poor horse! Alison cried.

We sent Dan over in his trailer with strict instructions that he be given the best of everything. Slim and Buster accompanied him and when Andrew arrived with the doctor I hurried them off to the hospital too. Concern for Dan was uppermost in my mind at that moment.

PAUSING ONLY TO WHIP A FRESH CHECKBOOK FROM THE DESK DRAWER, I BOUGHT A LARGE HOSPITAL NEARBY FOR $1.5 MILLION

The telephone rang and Alison answered.

Then she said: It’s some girl, for you.

RETURNING TO THE LIVINGROOM, ALISON HESITATED

As I had thought it might be, it was Amelia. I told her about Dan’s illness. She was very concerned and asked if I thought it would be appropriate if she went to the hospital.

You don’t think it would be appropriate Amelia said.

A MOMENT OF INDECISION FOLLOWED By A PAINFUL SILENCE

No Amelia I said truthfully, I don’t.

Then Amelia said that this indication of her tiny status in all our lives left her with nothing to say.

To cheer her up I said I would visit her again in the near future. This pleased her and the exchange ended on a note of warmth. I knew however that Alison would ask questions and I returned to the living room with some anxiety.

THE CONVERSATION LAPSED

But now the pilots George and Sam rushed in with good news instead. They had gotten word of Dan’s illness over the radio they said, and filled with concern had flown straight to the hospital, where they learned that Dan’s stomach had been pumped and all was well. Dan was resting easily George and Sam said, and could come home in about a week.

A HIATUS FILLED WITH DOUBT AND SUSPICION

Oh Peter! Alison exclaimed in a pleased way, our ordeal is over. She kissed me with abandon and George and Sam shook hands with each other and with Andrew and Buster and Slim, who had just come in from the hospital. To celebrate we decided that we would all fly to London and Rome on a Viscount jet which I bought for an undisclosed sum and which Sam declared he knew how to fly very well.


The Apology

Sitting on the floor by the window with only part of my face in the window. He’ll never come back.

— Of course he will. He’ll return, open the gate with one hand, look up and see your face in the window.

— He’ll never come back. Not now.

— He’ll come back. New lines on his meager visage. Yet with head held high.

— I was unforgivable.

— I would not argue otherwise.

— The black iron gate, difficult to open. Takes two hands. I can see it. It’s closed.

— I’ve had hell with the gate. In winter, without gloves, yanking, late at night, turning my pretty head to see who might be behind me . . .

— That time that guy was after you . . .

— The creep —

— With the chain.

— Naw he wasn’t the one with the chain he was the other one. With the cudgel.

— Yes they do seem to be carrying cudgels now, I’ve noticed that. Big knobby cudgels.

— It’s a style, makes a statement, something to do with their sexual . . . I imagine.

— Sitting on the floor by the window with only part of my face in the window, the upper part, face truncated under the eyes by the what do you call it, sill.

— But bathed nevertheless by the heat of the fire, which spreads a pleasing warm tickle across your bare back —

— I was unforgivable.

— I don’t disagree.

— He’ll never come back.

— Say you’re sorry.

— I’m not sorry.

— Genuine sorrow is gold. If you can’t do it, fake it.

— I’m not sorry.

— Well screw it. It’s six of one and half dozen of the other to me. I don’t care.

— What?

— Forgive me I didn’t mean that.

— What?

— I just meant you could throw him a bone is all I meant. A note written on pale-blue notepaper, in an unsteady hand. “Dear William, it is one of the greatest regrets of my poor life that —”

— Never.

— He may. He might. It’s possible. Your position, there in the window, strongly suggests that the affair has yet some energy unexpended. That the magnetic north of your brain may attract his wavering needle still.

— That’s kind of you. Kind.

— Your wan, white back. Your green, bifurcated French jeans. Red lines on your back. Cat hair on your jeans.

— Wait. What is it that makes you spring up so, my heart?

— The gate.

— The sound of the gate. The gate opening.

— Is it he?

— It is not. It is someone.

— Let me look.

— He’s standing there.

— I know him. Andy deGroot. Looking up at our window.

— Who’s Andy deGroot?

— Guy I know. Melville Fisher Kirkland Leland & deGroot.

— What’s he want?

— My devotion. I’ve disabused him a hundred times, to little avail. If he rings, don’t answer. Of course he’s more into standing outside and gazing up.

— He looks all right.

— Yes he is all right. That’s Andy.

— Powerful forehead on him.

— Yes it is impressive. Stuffed with banana paste.

— Good arms.

— Yes, quite good.

— Looks like he might fly into a rage if crossed.

— He rages constantly.

— We could go out in the street and hit on him, drive him away with blows and imprecations.

— Probably have little or no effect.

— Stick him with the spines of sea urchins.

— Doubt you could penetrate.

— But he’s a friend of yours so you say.

— I got no friends babe, no friends, no friends. When you get down to the nut-cutting.

— Go take a poke.

— I don’t want to be the first you do it.

— Ah the hell with it. Sitting here with my head hanging in the window, what a way for a grown woman to spend her time.

— Many ways a grown woman can spend her time. Many ways. Lace-making. Feeding the golden carp. Fibonacci numbers.

— Perhaps a new gown, in fawn or taupe. That might be a giggle. Meanwhile, I am planted on this floor. Sitting on the floor by the window with only my great dark eyes visible. My great dark eyes and, in moments of agitation, my great dark nose. Ogled by myriads of citizens bopping down these Chuck’s Pizza–plated streets.

— How pale the brow! How pallid the cheek! How chalk the neck! How floury the shoulders! And so on. Say you’re sorry.

— I cannot. What’s next? Can’t sit here all night. I’m nervous. Look on the bright side, maybe he’ll go away. He’s got a gun stuck in his belt, a belly gun, I saw it. I scraped the oatmeal out of the pot you’ll be glad to know. Used the mitt, the black mitt. Throw something at him, a spear or a rock. Open the window first. Spear’s in the closet. I can lend you a rock if you don’t have a rock. Hurt him. Make him go away. Make the other return. Stir up the fire. Put on some music. Have you no magic? Why do I know you? What are you good for? Why are you here? Fetch me some chocolate? Massage?

— He’ll never come back. Until you say it.

— Be damned if I will. Damned a thousand times.

— Then you’ll forfeit the sunshine of his poor blasted face forever. You are dumb, if I may say so, dumb, dumb. It’s easy. It’s like saying thank you. Myself, I shower thanks everywhere. Thank people for their kindness, thank them for their courtesy. Thank them for their thoughtfulness. Thank them for little things they do if they do little things that are kind, courteous, or thoughtful. Thank them for coming to my house and thank them for leaving. Thank them for what they are about to do as well as thank them for what they have already done, thank them in public and then take them aside privately and thank them again. Thank the thankless and thank the already adequately thanked. In fine, let no occasion pass to slip the chill blade of my thanks between the ribs of every human ear.

— Well. I see what you mean.

— Act.

— Andy has bestirred himself.

— What’s he doing?

— Sitting. On a garbage can.

— I knew him long ago, and far away.

— Cincinnati.

— Yes. Engaged then in the manufacture of gearshafts. Had quite a nice wife at that period, name of Caledonia. She split. Then another wife, Cecile as I recall, ran away with a gibbon. Then another wife whose name taxes my memory as it cannot be brought to consciousness, think I spilled something on her once, something that stained. She too evaporated. He came here and joined Melville Fisher etc. Fell in love with a secretary. Polly. She had a beaded curtain in front of her office door and burnt incense. Quite exotic, for Melville Fisher. She ended up in the harem of one of those mystics, a mahrooni. Met the old boy once, he grasped my nose and pulled, I felt a great surge of something. Like I was having my nose pulled.

— So that’s Andy.

— Yes. What’s that sucker doing now?

— He’s combing his head. Got him a steel comb, maybe aluminum.

— What’s to comb? What’s he doing now?

— Adjusting his pants. He’s zipping.

— You are aware dear colleague are you not that I cannot abide, cannot abide, even the least wrinkle of vulgarity in social discourse? And that this “zipping” as you call it —

— You are censorious, madame.

— A mere scant shallow preludium, madame, to the remarks I shall bend in your direction should you persist.

— Shall we call the cops?

— And say what?

— Someone’s sitting on our garbage can?

— Maybe that’s not illegal?

— Oh my God he’s got it out in his hands. Oh my god he’s pointing his gun at it.

— Oh my God. Shall we call the cops?

— Open the window.

— Open the window?

— Yes open the window.

— O.K. the window’s open.

— William! William, wherever you are!

— You’re going to say you’re sorry!

— William! I’m sorry!

— Andy’s put everything away!

— William I’m sorry I let my brother hoist you up the mast in that crappy jury-rigged bosun’s chair while everybody laughed! William I’m sorry I could build better fires than you could! I’m sorry my stack of Christmas cards was always bigger than yours!

— Andy quails. That’s good.

— William I’m sorry you don’t ski and I’m sorry about your back and I’m sorry I invented bop jogging which you couldn’t do! I’m sorry I loved Antigua! I’m sorry my mind wandered when you talked about the army! I’m sorry I was superior in argument! I’m sorry you slit open my bicycle tires looking for incriminating letters that you didn’t find! You’ll never find them!

— Wow babe that’s terrific babe. Very terrific.

— William! I’m sorry I looked at Sam but he was so handsome, so handsome, who could not! I’m sorry I slept with Sam! I’m sorry about the library books! I’m sorry about Pete! I’m sorry I never played the guitar you gave me! William! I’m sorry I married you and I’ll never do it again!

— Wow.

— Was I sorry enough?

— Well Andy’s run away howling.

— Was I sorry enough?

— Terrific. Very terrific.

— Yes I feel much better.

— Didn’t I tell you?

— You told me.

— Are you O.K.?

— Yes I’m fine. Just a little out of breath.

— Well. What’s next? Do a little honky-tonking maybe, hit a few bars?

— We could. If you feel like it. Was I sorry enough?

— No.


Florence Green Is 81

Dinner with Florence Green. The old babe is on a kick tonight: I want to go to some other country, she announces. Everyone wonders what this can mean. But Florence says nothing more: no explanation, no elaboration, after a satisfied look around the table bang! she is asleep again. The girl at Florence’s right is new here and does not understand. I give her an ingratiating look (a look that says, “There is nothing to worry about, I will explain everything later in the privacy of my quarters Kathleen”). Lentils vegetate in the depths of the fourth principal river of the world, the Ob, in Siberia, 3200 miles. We are talking about Quemoy and Matsu. “It’s a matter of leading from strength. What is the strongest possible move on our part? To deny them the islands even though the islands are worthless in themselves.” Baskerville, a sophomore at the Famous Writers School in Westport, Connecticut, which he attends with the object of becoming a famous writer, is making his excited notes. The new girl’s boobies are like my secretary’s knees, very prominent and irritating. Florence began the evening by saying, grandly, “The upstairs bathroom leaks you know.” What does Herman Kahn think about Quemoy and Matsu? I can’t remember, I can’t remember . . .

Oh Baskerville! you silly son of a bitch, how can you become a famous writer without first having worried about your life, is it the right kind of life, does it have the right people in it, is it going well? Instead you are beglamoured by J. D. Ratcliff. The smallest city in the United States with a population over 100,000 is Santa Ana, California, where 100,350 citizens nestle together in the Balboa blue Pacific evenings worrying about their lives. I am a young man but very brilliant, very ingratiating, I adopt this ingratiating tone because I can’t help myself (for fear of boring you). I edit with my left hand a small magazine, very scholarly, very brilliant, called The Journal of Tension Reduction (social-psychological studies, learned disputation, letters-to-the-editor, anxiety in rats). Isn’t that distasteful? Certainly it is distasteful but if Florence Green takes her money to another country who will pay the printer? answer me that. From an article in The Journal of Tension Reduction: “One source of concern in the classic encounter between patient and psychoanalyst is the patient’s fear of boring the doctor.” The doctor no doubt is also worrying about his life, unfolding with ten minutes between hours to smoke a cigarette in and wash his hands in. Reader, you who have already been told more than you want to know about the river Ob, 3200 miles long, in Siberia, we have roles to play, thou and I: you are the doctor (washing your hands between hours), and I, I am, I think, the nervous dreary patient. I am free associating, brilliantly, brilliantly, to put you into the problem. Or for fear of boring you: which? The Journal of Tension Reduction is concerned with everything from global tensions (drums along the Ob) to interpersonal relations (Baskerville and the new girl). There is, we feel, too much tension in the world, I myself am a perfect example, my stomach is like a clenched fist. Notice the ingratiating tone here? the only way I can relax it, I refer to the stomach, is by introducing quarts of Fleischmann’s Gin. Fleischmann’s I have found is a magnificent source of tension reduction, I favor the establishment of comfort stations providing free Fleischmann’s on every street corner of the city Santa Ana, California, and all other cities. Be serious, can’t you?

The new girl is a thin thin sketchy girl with a big chest looming over the gazpacho and black holes around her eyes that are very promising. Surely when she opens her mouth toads will pop out. I am tempted to remove my shirt and show her my trim midsection sporting chiseled abdominals, my superior shoulders and brilliantly developed pectoral-latis-simus tie-in. Jackson called himself a South Carolinian, and his biographer, Amos Kendall, recorded his birthplace as Lancaster County, S.C.; but Parton has published documentary evidence to show that Jackson was born in Union County, N.C., less than a quarter mile from the South Carolina line. Jackson is my great hero even though he had, if contemporary reports are to be believed, lousy lats. I am also a weightlifter and poet and admirer of Jackson and the father of one abortion and four miscarriages; who among you has such a record and no wife? Baskerville’s difficulty not only at the Famous Writers School in Westport, Connecticut, but in every part of the world, is that he is slow. “That’s a slow boy, that one,” his first teacher said. “That boy is what you call real slow,” his second teacher said. “That’s a slow son of a bitch,” his third teacher said. And they were right, right, entirely correct, still I learned about Andrew Jackson and abortions, many of you walking the streets of Santa Ana, California, and all other cities know nothing about either. “In such cases the patient sees the doctor as a highly sophisticated consumer of outré material, a connoisseur of exotic behavior. Therefore, he tends to propose himself as more colorful, more eccentric (or more ill) than he really is; or he is witty, or he fantasticates.” You see? Isn’t that sensible? In the magazine we run many useful and sensible pieces of this kind, portages through the whirlpool-country of the mind. In the magazine I cannot openly advocate the use of Fleischmann’s Gin in tension reduction but I did run an article titled “Alcohol Reconsidered” written by a talented soak of my acquaintance which drew many approving if carefully worded letters from secret drinkers in psychology departments all over this vast, dry, and misunderstood country . . .

“That’s a slow son of a bitch,” his third teacher remarked of him, at a meeting called to discuss the formation of a special program for Inferior Students, in which Baskerville’s name had so to speak rushed to the fore. The young Baskerville, shrinking along the beach brushing sand from his dreary Texas eyes, his sad fingers gripping $20 worth of pamphlets secured by post from Joe Weider, “Trainer of Terror Fighters” (are they, Baskerville wondered, like fire fighters? do they fight terror? or do they, rather, inspire it? the latter his, Baskerville’s, impossible goal), was even then incubating plans for his novel The Children’s Army which he is attending the Famous Writers School to learn how to write. “You will do famously, Baskerville,” said the Registrar, the exciting results of Baskerville’s Talent Test lying unexamined before him. “Run along now to the Cashier’s Office.” “I am writing doctor an immense novel to be called The Children’s Army!” (Why do I think the colored doctor’s name, he with his brown hand on the red radishes, is Pamela Hansford Johnson? Why do I think?) Florence Green is a small fat girl eighty-one years old, old with blue legs and very rich. Rock pools deep in the earth, I salute the shrewdness of whoever filled you with Texaco! Texaco breaks my heart, Texaco is particularly poignant. Florence Green who was not always a small fat girl once made a voyage with her husband Mr. Green on the Graf Zeppelin. In the grand salon, she remembers, there was a grand piano, the great pianist Mandrake the Magician was also on board but could not be persuaded to play. The Zeppelins could not use helium; the government of this country refused to sell helium to the owners of the Zeppelins. The title of my second book will be I believe Hydrogen After Lakehurst. For the first half of the evening we heard about the problem of the upstairs bathroom: “I had a man come out and look at it, and he said it would be two hundred and twenty-five dollars for a new one. I said I didn’t want a new one, I just wanted this one fixed.” Shall I offer to obtain a new one for Florence, carved out of solid helium? would that be ingratiating? Does she worry about her life? “He said mine was old-fashioned and they didn’t make parts for that kind anymore.” Now she sleeps untidily at the head of the table, except for her single, mysterious statement, delivered with the soup (I want to go to some other country!), she has said nothing about her life whatsoever . . . The diameter of the world at the Poles is 7899.99 miles whereas the diameter of the world at the Equator is 7926.68 miles, mark it and strike it. I am sure the colored man across from me is a doctor, he has a doctor’s doctorly air of being needed and necessary. He leans into the conversation as if to say: Just make me Secretary of State and then you will see some action. “I’ll tell you one thing, there are a hell of a lot of Chinese over there.” Surely the very kidneys of wisdom, Florence Green has only one kidney, I have a kidney stone, Baskerville was stoned by the massed faculty of the Famous Writers School upon presentation of his first lesson: he was accused of formalism. It is well known that Florence adores doctors, why didn’t I announce myself, in the beginning, from the very first, as a doctor? Then I could say that the money was for a very important research project (use of radioactive tracers in reptiles) with very important ramifications in stomach cancer (the small intestine is very like a reptile). Then I would get the money with much less difficulty, cancer frightens Florence, the money would rain down like fallout in New Mexico. I am a young man but very brilliant, very ingratiating, I edit with my left hand a small magazine called . . . did I explain that? And you accepted my explanation? Her name is not really Kathleen, it is Joan Graham, when we were introduced she said, “Oh are you a native of Dallas Mr. Baskerville?” No Joan baby I am a native of Bengazi sent here by the UN to screw your beautiful ass right down into the ground, that is not what I said but what I should have said, it would have been brilliant. When she asked him what he did Baskerville identified himself as an American weightlifter and poet (that is to say: a man stronger and more eloquent than other men). “It moves,” Mandrake said, pointing to the piano, and although no one else could detect the slightest movement, the force of his personality was so magical that he was not contradicted (the instrument sat in the salon, Florence says, as solidly as Gibraltar in the sea).

The man who has been settling the hash of the mainland Chinese searches the back of his neck, where there is what appears to be a sebaceous cyst (I can clear that up for you; my instrument will be a paper on the theory of games). What if Mandrake had played, though, what if he had seated himself before the instrument, raised his hands, and . . . what? The Principal Seas, do you want to hear about the Principal Seas? Florence has been prodded awake; people are beginning to ask questions. If not this country, then what country? Italy? “No,” Florence says smiling through her emeralds, “not Italy. I’ve been to Italy. Although Mr. Green was very fond of Italy.” “To bore the doctor is to become, for this patient, a case similar to other cases; the patient strives mightily to establish his uniqueness. This is also, of course, a tactic for evading the psychoanalytic issue.” The first thing the All-American Boy said to Florence Green at the very brink of their acquaintanceship was “It is closing time in the gardens of the West Cyril Connolly.” This remark pleased her, it was a pleasing remark, on the strength of this remark Baskerville was invited again, on the second occasion he made a second remark, which was “Before the flowers of friendship faded friendship faded Gertrude Stein.” Joan is like one of those marvelous Vogue girls, a tease in a half-slip on Mykonos, bare from the belly up on the rocks. “It moves,” Mandrake said, and the piano raised itself a few inches, magically, and swayed from side to side in a careful Baldwin dance. “It moves,” the other passengers agreed, under the spell of posthypnotic suggestion. “It moves,” Joan says, pointing at the gazpacho, which sways from side to side with a secret Heinz trembling movement. I give the soup a serious warning, couched in the strongest possible terms, and Joan grins gratefully not at me but at Pamela Hansford Johnson. The Virgin Islands maybe? “We were there in 1925, Mr. Green had indigestion, I sat up all night with his stomach and the flies, the flies were something you wouldn’t believe.” They are asking I think the wrong questions, the question is not where but why? “I was reading the other day that the average age of Chiang’s enlisted men is thirty-seven. You can’t do much with an outfit like that.” This is true, I myself am thirty-seven and if Chiang must rely on men of my sort then he might as well kiss the Mainland goodbye. Oh, there is nothing better than intelligent conversation except thrashing about in bed with a naked girl and Egmont Light Italic.

Despite his slowness already remarked upon which perhaps inhibited his ingestion of the splendid curriculum that had been prepared for him, Baskerville never failed to be “promoted,” but on the contrary was always “promoted,” the reason for this being perhaps that his seat was needed for another child (Baskerville then being classified, in spite of his marked growth and gorgeous potential, as a child). There were some it was true who never thought he would extend himself to six feet, still he learned about Andrew Jackson, helium-hydrogen, and abortions, where are my mother and father now? answer me that. On a circular afternoon in June 1945 — it was raining, Florence says, hard enough to fill the Brazen Sea — she was sitting untidily on a chaise in the north bedroom (on the wall of the north bedroom there are twenty identically framed photographs of Florence from eighteen to eighty-one, she was a beauty at eighteen) reading a copy of Life. It was the issue containing the first pictures from Buchenwald, she could not look away, she read the text or a little of the text, then she vomited. When she recovered she read the article again, but without understanding it. What did exterminated mean? It meant nothing, an eyewitness account mentioned a little girl with one leg thrown alive on top of a truckload of corpses to be burned. Florence was sick. She went immediately to the Greenbrier, a resort in West Virginia. Later she permitted me to tell her about the Principal Seas, the South China, the Yellow, the Andaman, the Sea of Okhotsk. “I spotted you for a weightlifter,” Joan says. “But not for a poet,” Baskerville replies. “What have you written?” she asks. “Mostly I make remarks,” I say. “Remarks are not literature,” she says. “Then there’s my novel,” I say, “it will be twelve years old Tuesday.” “Published?” she asks. “Not finished,” I say, “however, it’s very violent and necessary. It has to do with this Army see, made up of children, young children but I mean really well armed with M-1’s, carbines, .30 and .50 caliber machine guns, 105 mortars, recoilless rifles, the whole works. The central figure is the General, who is fifteen. One day the Army appears in the city, in a park, and takes up positions. Then it begins killing the people. Do you understand?” “I don’t think I’d like it,” Joan says. “I don’t like it either,” Baskerville says, “but it doesn’t make any difference that I don’t like it. Mr. Henry James writes fiction as though it were a painful duty Oscar Wilde.”

Does Florence worry about her life? “He said mine was old-fashioned and they didn’t make parts for that kind any more.” Last year Florence tried to join the Peace Corps and when she was refused, telephoned the President to complain. “I have always admired the work of the Andrews Sisters,” Joan says. I feel feverish; will you take my temperature doctor? Baskerville that simple preliterate soaks up all the Taylor’s New York State malmsey in reach meanwhile wondering about his Grand Design. France? Japan? “Not Japan dear, we had a lovely time there but I wouldn’t want to go back now. France is where my little niece is, they have twenty-two acres near Versailles, he’s a count and a biochemist, isn’t that wonderful?” The others nod, they know what is wonderful. The Principal Seas are wonderful, the Important Lakes of the World are wonderful, the Metric System is wonderful, let us measure something together Florence Green baby. I will trade you a walleyed hectometer for a single golden micron. The table is hushed, like a crowd admiring 300 million dollars. Did I say that Florence has 300 million dollars? Florence Green is eighty-one with blue legs and has 300 million dollars and in 1932 was in love, airily, with a radio announcer named Norman Brokenshire, with his voice. “Meanwhile Edna Cather’s husband who takes me to church, he’s got a very good job with the Port, I think he does very well, he’s her second husband, the first was Pete Duff who got into all that trouble, where was I? Oh yes when Paul called up and said he wouldn’t come because of his hernia — you heard about his hernia — John said he’d come over and look at it. Mind you I’ve been using the downstairs bathroom all this time.” In fact the whole history of Florence’s radio listenership is of interest. In fact I have decided to write a paper called “The Whole History of Florence Green’s Radio Listenership.” Or perhaps, in the seventeenth-century style, “The Whole and True History of Florence Green’s Radio Listenership.” Or perhaps . . . But I am boring you, I sense it, let me say only that she can still elicit, from her ancient larynx, the special thrilling sound used to introduce Cap-tain Midnight . . . The table is hushed, then, we are all involved in a furious pause, a grand parenthesis (here I will insert a description of Florence’s canes. Florence’s canes line a special room, the room in which her cane collection is kept. There are hundreds of them: smooth black Fred Astaire canes and rough chewed alpenstocks, blackthorns and quarterstaffs, cudgels and swagger sticks, bamboo and ironwood, maple and slippery elm, canes from Tangier, Maine, Zurich, Panama City, Quebec, Togoland, the Dakotas and Borneo, resting in notched compartments that resemble arm racks in an armory. Everywhere Florence goes, she purchases one or more canes. Some she has made herself, stripping the bark from the green unseasoned wood, drying them carefully, applying layer on layer of a special varnish, then polishing them, endlessly, in the evenings, after dark and dinner) as vast as the Sea of Okhotsk, 590,000 square miles. I was sitting, I remember, in a German restaurant on Lexington, blowing bubbles in my seidel, at the next table there were six Germans, young Germans, they were laughing and talking. At Florence Green’s here-and-now table there is a poet named Onward Christian or something whose spectacles have wide silver sidepieces rather than the dull brown horn sidepieces of true poets and weightlifters, and whose poems invariably begin: “Through all my clangorous hours . . .” I am worried about his remarks, are his remarks better than my remarks? We are elected after all on the strength of our glamorous remarks, what is he saying to her? to Joan? what sort of eyewash is he pouring in her ear? I am tempted to walk briskly over and ask to see his honorable discharge from the Famous Writers School. What could be more glamorous or necessary than The Children’s Army, “An army of youth bearing the standard of truth” as we used to sing in my fourth-grade classroom at Our Lady of the Sorrows under the unforgiving eye of Sister Scholastica who knew how many angels could dance on the head of a pin . . .

Florence I have decided is evading the life-issue. She is proposing herself as more unhappy than she really is. She has in mind making herself more interesting. She is afraid of boring us. She is trying to establish her uniqueness. She does not really want to go away. Does Onward Christian know about the Important Lakes of the World? Terminate services of employees when necessary. I terminate you, brightness that seems to know me. She proceeded by car from Tempel-hof to a hotel in the American zone, registered, dined, sat in a chair in the lobby for a time observing the American lieutenant colonels and their healthy German girls, and then walked out into the street. The first German man she saw was a policeman directing traffic. He wore a uniform. Florence walked out into the traffic island and tugged at his sleeve. He bent politely toward the nice old American lady. She lifted her cane, the cane of 1927 from Yellowstone, and cracked his head with it. He fell in a heap in the middle of the street. Then Florence Green rushed awkwardly into the plaza with her cane, beating the people there, men and women, indiscriminately, until she was subdued. The Forms of Address, shall I sing to you of the Forms of Address? What Florence did was what Florence did, not more or less, she was returned to this country under restraint on a military plane. “Why do you have the children kill everybody?” “Because everybody has already been killed. Everybody is absolutely dead. You and I and Onward Christian.” “You’re not very sanguine.” “That’s true.” For an earl’s younger son’s wife, letters commence: Madam . . . “We put in the downstairs bathroom when Ead came to visit us. Ead was Mr. Green’s sister and she couldn’t climb stairs.” What about Casablanca? Santa Cruz? Funchal? Málaga? Valletta? Iráklion? Samos? Haifa? Kotor Bay? Dubrovnik? “I want to go to some other place,” Florence says. “Somewhere where everything is different.” For the Talent Test a necessary but not a sufficient condition for matriculation at the Famous Writers School Baskerville delivered himself of “Impressions of Akron” which began: “Akron! Akron was full of people walking the streets of Akron carrying little transistor radios which were turned on.”

Florence has a Club. The Club meets on Tuesday evenings, at her huge horizontal old multibathroom home on Indiana Boulevard. The Club is a group of men who gather, on these occasions, to recite and hear poems in praise of Florence Green. Before you can be admitted you must compose a poem. The poems begin, usually, somewhat in this vein: “Florence Green is eighty-one/ Nevertheless she’s lots of fun . . .” Onward Christian’s poem began “Through all my clangorous hours . . .” Florence carries the poems about with her in her purse, stapled together in an immense, filthy wad. Surely Florence Green is a vastly rich vastly egocentric old-woman nut! Six modifiers modify her into something one can think of as a nut. “But you have not grasped the living reality, the essence!” Husserl exclaims. Nor will I, ever. His examiner (was it J. D. Ratcliff?) said severely: “Baskerville, you blank round, discursiveness is not literature.” “The aim of literature,” Baskerville replied grandly, “is the creation of a strange object covered with fur which breaks your heart.” Joan says: “I have two children.” “Why did you do that?” I ask. “I don’t know,” she says. I am struck by the modesty of her answer. Pamela Hansford Johnson has been listening and his face jumps in what may be described as a wince. “That’s a terrible thing to say,” he says. And he is right, right, entirely correct, what she has said is the First Terrible Thing. We value each other for our remarks, on the strength of this remark and the one about the Andrews Sisters, love becomes possible. I carry in my wallet an eight-paragraph General Order, issued by the adjutant of my young immaculate Army to the troops: “(1) You are in this Army because you wanted to be. So you have to do what the General says. Anybody who doesn’t do what the General says will be kicked out of the Army. (2) The purpose of the Army is to do what the General says. (3) The General says that nobody will shoot his weapon unless the General says to. It is important that when the Army opens fire on something everybody does it together. This is very important and anybody who doesn’t do it will have his weapon taken away and will be kicked out of the Army. (4) Don’t be afraid of the noise when everybody fires. It won’t hurt you. (5) Everybody has enough rounds to do what the General wants to do. People who lose their rounds won’t get any more. (6) Talking to people who are not in the Army is strictly forbidden. Other people don’t understand the Army. (7) This is a serious Army and anybody that laughs will have his weapon taken away and will be kicked out of the Army. (8) What the General wants to do now is, find and destroy the enemy.”

I want to go somewhere where everything is different. A simple, perfect idea. The old babe demands nothing less than total otherness. Dinner is over. We place our napkins on our lips. Quemoy and Matsu remain ours, temporarily perhaps; the upstairs bathroom drips away unrepaired; I feel the money drifting, drifting away from me. I am a young man but very brilliant, very ingratiating, I edit . . . but I explained all that. In the dim foyer I slip my hands through the neck of Joan’s yellow dress. It is dangerous but it is a way of finding out everything all at once. Then Onward Christian arrives to resume his yellow overcoat. No one has taken Florence seriously, how can anyone with three hundred million dollars be taken seriously? But I know that when I telephone tomorrow, there will be no answer. Iráklion? Samos? Haifa? Kotor Bay? She will be in none of these places but in another place, a place where everything is different. Outside it is raining. In my rain-blue Volkswagen I proceed down the rain-black street thinking, for some simple reason, of the Verdi Requiem. I begin to drive my tiny car in idiot circles in the street, I begin to sing the first great Kyrie.


Tickets

I have decided to form a new group and am now contemplating the membership, the prospective membership, of my new group. My decision was prompted by a situation that arose not long ago vis-à-vis the symphony. We say “the symphony” because there is only one symphony orchestra here, as opposed to other cities where there are several and one must distinguish among them. The situation had to do with an invitation my wife received from Barbet, the artist, to attend the symphony with him on the evening of the ninth of March.

My wife, as it happened, was already planning to attend the performance of the ninth of March with her friend Morton. Barbet had extra tickets and wanted my wife to join his group and was gracious enough to enlarge his invitation to include my wife’s friend, Morton. My wife could join his group, Barbet said, and took special pains to make clear that this invitation extended to Morton also. My wife responded, with characteristic warmth, with a counter-invitation, saying that she already had tickets for the ninth of March including extra tickets, that Barbet was most welcome to join her group, the group of my wife and Morton, and that the members of Barbet’s group were also most welcome to join my wife’s group, the group consisting, at that moment, of herself and Morton. My wife had previously asked me, with the utmost cordiality, if I wished to go to the symphony with her on the ninth of March, despite being fully apprised of my views on the matter of going to the symphony.

I had replied that I did not care to join her at the symphony on the occasion in question, but had inquired, out of politeness, what the program was to be, although my wife is fully aware that my views on the symphony will never change. My views on the symphony are that only the socially malformed would choose to put on a dark suit, a white shirt, a red tie, and so on, black shoes, and so on, and go to the symphony, there to sit pinned between two other people, albeit one of them one’s own warm and sweet-smelling wife, for two hours or more, listening to music that may very well exist, in equally knowing and adroit performances, in one’s own home, on records. That is to say that such people, the socially malformed (my wife, of course, excepted), go to the symphony out of extramusical need, clear extramusical need. But because of the raging politeness that always obtains between us I asked her what the program was to be on the ninth of March, and she told me that it was to be an all-Laurenti evening.

Laurenti is a composer held in quite high esteem hereabouts, perhaps less so elsewhere but of that I cannot judge, he is attached to the symphony as our composer-in-residence. It was to be, she told me, an all-Laurenti performance with just a bit of Orff by way of curtain-raiser, the conductor of the symphony, Gilley, which he pronounces “Gil-lay,” having decided that Orff would make an appropriate, even delicious, curtain-raiser for Laurenti. While I am respectful of Laurenti’s tragedy, what is called in some circles Laurenti’s tragedy — that he has not a shred of talent of any description — still the prospect of sitting tightly wedged between two other human beings for the length of an all-Laurenti evening would have filled me with dismay had I not been aware that the invitation from my wife was perfectly pro forma. It appears that Gilley is sleeping with Mellow the new first-desk cellist, who sits at the head of the cellos with her golden cornrows, or so it is said at the Opera-Cellar, where I have a drink from time to time, especially often during the rather hectic period when my wife was both chairperson of the Friends of French Art Fandango and head whipper-in for the Detached Retina Bal.

It could be relied upon that Barbet, being an artist, would respond with enthusiasm to the notion of yet another disastrous all-Laurenti evening, possibly with the idea of mocking Laurenti behind his hand, although Barbet, as an artist, would not literally mock Laurenti behind his hand but rather in speech, or ironic speech rotten with wit. Barbet, being an artist of a particular kind, no doubt feels that a mocking attitude is appropriate to an artist of his kind, known not only hereabouts but in much larger cities, cities with two and even three distinct symphony orchestras, not even counting a Youth Symphony or one maintained by the Department of Sanitation. Barbet’s reputation rests, not unimpressively, upon his “Cancelation” paintings — or simply “cancellations,” in the language of his métier — a form he is believed to have invented and in which he displays his rotten wit along with the usual exhausting manual dexterity. The “cancellations” are paintings in which a rendering of a well-known picture, an Edvard Munch, say, has superimposed on it a smaller, but yet not small, rendering of another but perhaps not so well known picture, an El Lissitzky, say, for example the “Untitled” of 1919–20, a rather geometrical affair of squares and circles, reds and blacks, whose impetuses not only contest, contradict, the impetuses of the Munch, the Scandinavian miserablism of the Munch, but effectively cancel it, an action one can see taking place before one’s eyes. I must say in his defense (because what Barbet is doing, has been doing all his life as a painter, is fundamentally indefensible), I must say in Barbet’s defense that the contestation between the two paintings he has chosen to superimpose, one on the other, is of a very high order, is of substantial visual interest just as paint, and that the way the historically unrelated paintings relate to each other as forms or collections of forms is a value in addition to the value one awards the destructive act that is the soul of Barbet’s painting, as much as the decayed wit displayed in titling these things “Improved Painting #1,” “Improved Painting #2,” “Improved Painting #19 — all these values must be taken into account in deciding whether or not Barbet should be shot, on the basis of ill will. But because Barbet is one of our few, our very few, genuine artists, we embrace him. This is not to say that the work of many other painters not our own is not similarly indefensible and that they, too, from a strictly construed moral-aesthetic standpoint, should not be shot. There are forty-four examples of Barbet’s work in the museum, I refer to our quite grand local museum, in which my wife’s family’s money has had quite an important role over the years; it can be imagined how much I detest the phrase “provincial museum” but there is no other way of describing the place, which is, of course, quite grand, with its old part done in the classical mode and its new part done in a mode that respects the classical mode to the point of being indistinguishable from the classical mode but is also fresh, new, contemporary, and ironic.

This Morton who has been my wife’s friend for ten years at least, who is forever calling her on the telephone so that I have come to recognize his voice although I have never met him — I recognize not only his voice but the characteristic pause before he asks if my wife is there, the freighted pause, I recognize that and say yet, Morton, just a moment, I’ll see if she’s in — this Morton, on the other hand, is a singer, and thus has no irony. He has, however, a legitimate interest in the symphony, as well as a truly frightening voice, easily recognized, a bass voice of remarkable color and strength, and patina; it is not wrong to add “patina” since this Morton is a man of a certain age, not old in any sense, but not young either, and of course not new to my wife, whose constant companion he has been for the past ten years. Morton does not go to the symphony or to musical occasions of any sort merely to make jokes or scoff behind his hand. And considered in the light of the possible attendance of someone like Morton, a sage and well-tempered listener, even some of Laurenti is perhaps worth hearing, the “Songs” perhaps, which draw from reviewers notices that begin “Among the best, perhaps, of this fluent but uneven composer’s efforts are the ‘Songs.’” I must tell you that last night I slept with my wife, I use the term “slept with” in the sense of congress, it was four-fifteen in the morning and I awoke with an itch to sleep with my wife, who was sleeping beside me as she has every night for the past fifteen years or thereabouts. My wife appeared to me to be a young person, that was interesting, I of course have no idea how I appeared to her but she appeared to me to be a young person and together after arduous endeavor we achieved quite sublime heights of sexual communion, such as one does not often achieve, we achieved that, at about four-fifteen in the morning, last night, the children sleeping soundly, the dog awake, she said in the morning, “Good morning, sexy boy.”

It is the case that Barbet actively dislikes Morton, whereas Morton is absolutely indifferent to Barbet. Morton acts upon Barbet like a rug that makes you ill, a rug that is your own rug, clean, in good condition, not frayed or stained, but suddenly looking at the rug you are made ill, a wind around the heart, looking at the gray, green, and yellow rug, with its melon-shaped figure, purchased, yes, at Klecksel’s, where the very best recent rugs, V’Soke and the like, are to be found (as well as both Klecksel and Jeri, his girlfriend, yes, even Klecksel has a girlfriend, so bounteous/fortunate are the times, even Klecksel has a girlfriend and the two are always at the symphony, or at the opera, or at the ballet, giving one very odd feelings, in that the person who sells you rugs, whom you regard as a rug person, someone who swims into your ken when rugs are an issue, and then swims out again when the issue has been resolved, must also be regarded as part of a social pair on quite another plane, and not just part of a social pair but part of a set of new lovers, God help us all), illness ensues. Morton is a very fine singer, a bass with the opera, where he sings Hunding in “Die Walküre,” Méphistophélès in “La Damnation de Faust,” etc. I find a slightly nasal quality to his singing, but perhaps I am imagining it. He is a handsome fellow, of course, my wife’s self-regard would not allow her to be seen out with anyone who is not a handsome fellow. The nose is quite large but there is, I suppose, no necessary connection between the quite large nose and the slightly nasal quality he brings to Hunding or Méphistophélès or Abul in “Der Barbier von Baghdad,” the last a role in which his comic flair, what is called in the newspaper his comic flair, is employed to great advantage. I have seen him many times at the opera (which offers something for the eye as opposed to the symphony where one can watch the kettledrums going out of tune) and have found his performances juicy and his comic flair endurable and have chosen him as a member of my new group, an honor he may, of course, decline.

My group will be unlike any existing group, will exist in contradistinction to all existing groups, over against all existing groups, will be in fine an anti-group, given the ethos of our city, the hysterical culture of our city. My new group will contain my wife, that sugarplum, and her friend Morton and a Gypsy girl and a blind man and will take its ethos from the car wash. My new group will march along the boulevards shouting “Let’s go! Let’s go!” with the enthusiasm of the young men at the car wash who are forever shouting “Let’s go! Let’s go!” to inspirit their fellows, if there is a moment of quiet at the car wash someone will take up the cry “Let’s go! Let’s go!” and then others will take up the cry “Let’s go! Let’s go!,” shouting “Let’s go! Let’s go!” over and over, as long as the car wash washes.


Notes

Flying to America

This story appeared in The New Yorker, December 4, 1971, and is a particularly intriguing example of Barthelme’s tendency to use and reuse material in various ways. “Flying to America” incorporates material first published in “Notes and Comment” in The New Yorker (unsigned, June 13, 1970) and reprinted in The Teachings of Don B. (1992) as “Many have remarked . . .”. Sections had also been part of “A Film” (The New Yorker, September 26, 1970). “A Film” was included in Sadness (1972), and then reprinted again in Forty Stories (1987) as “The Film.” Some sections not used in “A Film” were resurrected as “Two Hours to Curtain” in Guilty Pleasures (1974) and reprinted in The Teachings of Don B. (1992), and still others were incorporated into The Dead Father (1975). Roughly half of the story has never appeared except in its original form.

Perpetua

First published in The New Yorker, June 12, 1971. Reprinted in Sadness.

Edward and Pia

First appeared in The New Yorker, September 25, 1965. Reprinted in Unspeakable Practices, Unnatural Acts (1968).

The Piano Player

First appeared in The New Yorker, August 31, 1963. Reprinted in Come Back, Dr. Caligari (1964).

Henrietta and Alexandra

First appeared as “Alexandria and Henrietta” in New American Review 12 (1971). Reprinted with significant changes and its new title in Overnight to Many Distant Cities (1983).

Presents

First published in Penthouse, December 1977. It was subsequently published in 1980 in a limited edition of 376 copies by Pressworks, and included Barthelme’s own collages. Sections of “Presents” subsequently appeared as an interchapter in Overnight to Many Distant Cities, which itself was reprinted as “A woman seated on a plain wooden chair . . .” in The Teachings of Don B. Readers of Not-Knowing will recognize that most of one of the later paragraphs was reprinted in that collection as “Bliss . . .” “Presents” in its entirety is previously uncollected.

Among the Beanwoods

This story is previously unpublished, and was probably written sometime in the early 1970s. There are two typescript versions of the story, one titled “Among the Beanwoods,” and the other, “The Beanwoods.” The version published here is slightly longer and appears to be the later of the two.

You Are As Brave as Vincent Van Gogh

First appeared in The New Yorker, March 18, 1974. Reprinted in Amateurs (1976).

The Agreement

First published in The New Yorker, October 14, 1974. Reprinted in Amateurs.

Basil From Her Garden

The story appeared in The New Yorker, October 21, 1985. It includes some material later incorporated into Paradise, which was published late in 1986. Previously uncollected.

Paradise Before the Egg

The story was published in Esquire in August 1986, and was adapted from Barthelme’s novel Paradise, then completed and published about a month later. The story is uncollected in this form.

Three

Published in Fiction 1 (1973). Previously uncollected.

Up, Aloft in the Air

First appeared in Come Back, Dr. Caligari.

Bone Bubbles

First appeared as “Mouth” in Paris Review 48 (1969), then under its current title in City Life (1970).

The Big Broadcast of 1938

First appeared in New World Writing 20 (1962). Reprinted in Come Back, Dr. Caligari.

This Newspaper Here

First published in The New Yorker, February 12, 1966. Reprinted in Unspeakable Practices, Unnatural Acts.

Tales of the Swedish Army

First published in Great Days (1979).

And Then

First appeared in Harper’s, December 1973. Reprinted in Amateurs.

Can We Talk

First appeared in Art and Literature 5 (Summer, 1965). Reprinted in Come Back, Dr. Caligari.

Hiding Man

First appeared in First Person 1 (Spring/Summer, 1961) as “The Hiding Man.” Reprinted with its current title in Come Back, Dr. Caligari.

The Reference

First appeared in Playboy, April 1974. Reprinted in Amateurs.

Edwards, Amelia

Published in The New Yorker, September 9, 1972. Previously uncollected.

Marie, Marie, Hold On Tight

First appeared in The New Yorker, October 12, 1963. Reprinted in Come Back, Dr. Caligari.

Pages from the Annual Report

Published under the pseudonym “David Reiner” in The University of Houston Forum 3 (March, 1959). It is, arguably, the first of Barthelme’s published stories. Previously uncollected.

The Bed

Published in Viva 1 (March, 1973). Previously uncollected. A fragment of “The Bed” appears in “The Sea of Hesitation.”

The Discovery

First published in The New Yorker, August 20, 1971. Reprinted in Amateurs.

You Are Cordially Invited

First appeared in The New Yorker, July 23, 1973. Previously uncollected.

The Viennese Opera Ball

First appeared in Contact 10 (June, 1962). Reprinted in Come Back, Dr. Caligari.

Belief

First appeared in the University of Houston Forum 13 (Winter, 1976). Reprinted in Great Days.

Wrack

First appeared in The New Yorker, October 21, 1972. Reprinted in Overnight to Many Distant Cities (1983).

The Question Party

First appeared in Great Days.

Manfred (with Karen Shaw)

In February 1976, The New York Times Magazine ran the beginning of a yet unnamed story written by Barthelme. Readers were invited, in Barthelme’s own words, “to complete it in not more than 750 words . . . as an experiment in literary collaboration.” Barthelme hoped that the entries would be “serious, rather than parodies or burlesques.” He added, “I have done the easiest part, the beginning; you are asked to provide the terrifying middle and the subtle, incomparably beautiful ending. God be with you.” The “terrifying middle” and “incomparably beautiful ending” was provided by Karen Shaw, for which she won $250. Barthelme’s beginning encompasses the story’s first three paragraphs, Shaw provides the last eight, and the final version was published in The New York Times Magazine on April 18, 1976. It is previously uncollected.

A Man

Published in The New Yorker, December 30, 1972. Previously uncollected.

Heather

This story is previously unpublished. The date of its writing has been impossible to determine with any precision, though it appears to have been written sometime during the middle to late 1970s.

Pandemonium

“Pandemonium” was among the stories that Barthelme was working on at the time of his death in 1989. It is probably unfinished, and appears here for the first time.

A Picture History of the War

First appeared in The New Yorker, June 20, 1964. Reprinted in Unspeakable Practices, Unnatural Acts.

The Police Band

First appeared in The New Yorker, August 22, 1964. Reprinted in Unspeakable Practices, Unnatural Acts.

The Sea of Hesitation

First appeared in The New Yorker, November 11, 1972. Reprinted in Overnight to Many Distant Cities.

The Mothball Fleet

First appeared in The New Yorker, September 11, 1971. Reprinted in Overnight to Many Distant Cities.

Subpoena

First published in The New Yorker, May 29, 1971. Reprinted in Sadness.

The New Member

First appeared in The New Yorker, July 15, 1974. Reprinted in Amateurs.

To London and Rome

First appeared in Genesis West 2 (Fall, 1963). Reprinted in Come Back, Dr. Caligari.

The Apology

First appeared in The New Yorker, February 20, 1978. Reprinted in Great Days.

Florence Green Is 81

First appeared in Harper’s Bazaar, April 1963. It was the lead story in Come Back, Dr. Caligari.

Tickets

Published in The New Yorker, March 6, 1989, his last story for the magazine. Previously uncollected.
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