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The protagonist of each of these stories has the

same problem. Without really willing it, he finds him-

self involved with people whom he really does not like.

These people have little regard for his individuality

or for his welfare because they are so immersed in their

own worlds that they cannot imagine anyone existing

outside them. In both stories the protagonist realizes

finally that he is being dragged into these worlds

against his will. More importantly, both characters

realize that passive resistance will not work, that

they must resist actively if they are to retain personal

dignity and their very identities. Sammy, in "A

Cimmerian Holiday," rejects the Ashburns' world by

walking away; Andy, in "Darkling I Listen," repudiates

the various worlds of his acquaintances by withdrawing

into the solitary world of books and music.
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A CIMMERIAN HOLIDAY

Our ship came to the farthest realm
of deep-flowing Oceanus, where the country
of the Cimmerians lies shrouded in cloud
and mist. Bright Helius never looks down
on them with his rays . . . dire night
covers these poor mortals.

The Odyssey
Book XI

Cecil and the dog answer the chimes. Cecil is dressed

in a dirty white shirt and a gray sweater and is smoking a

pipe. He looks as usual--pale like he's been sick and

died once,

"Evening, Sam," he says like nothing has happened.

"We're having some snow I see." He pokes his head out the

door and sniffs, just like the dog does, then sticks out a

hand that feels cold like marble. I take it with reser-

vations, Two of the presents fall in the snow on the

porch. The dog wrestles with them, frothing away at the

mouth. I keep wanting to suggest they put it out of its

misery. It must be twenty.

"Ho! Ho! Ho!" Cecil says as he turns back into the

house. "Look what the reindeers brought. Santa Claus

himself! Yew, yell at Aillian, would you."

He turns around still holding my hand. He's not

pumping it at all, just holding it like he forgot he had
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it. His hand is colder than' it is outside and I feel like

pulling mine back outside to warm up.

"Well, Mr. Claus, we've been expecting you." He

chuckles at himself. I try to smile but I can't feel my

lips at all, I pull at the gifts the dog is trying to

devour, but it won't let go. Cecil looks out at the snow-

storm like he ordered it up himself. He's not looking at

me and the dog, so I slap the thing at the side of the

head. It lies down on its side like it's dead. I pick

up the goddamn presents. The paper is chewed away on the

corner of one, and I can see the kangaroo's ears.

Still gazing at the snow, Cecil moves to one side of

the doorway and I step inside. I am fingering the square

velvet box in my coat pocket. He asks about the tempera-

ture, I tell him I nearly froze to death.

"Good," he says. "It should be a good Christmas

then,"

The dog gets up and shakes the snow off, then wagging

its tail it comes inside and starts sniffing my feet like

it's my best friend. Cecil shuts the door. "Haven't

seen so much snow since the Depression," he says grinning

at me. Then his eyes turn off and he quits grinning and

looks at me like I'm there to rob his house. The dog

starts biting his pantleg and he leans down and pets it.

"Glad you could come," he says, still looking at me like
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I'm there to steal something. Then his eyes go completely

blank and he wanders off yelling for Aillian.

It was no use trying to tell him that she wasn't the

one I came to see. I tried it before, He's half deaf,

first of all, and second, I don't think he knows the dif-

ference between them.

The dog starts wheezing and licking the snow off

my feet, so I kick it. I look around to see if anyone

is watching. Just Lillian and Aillian when they were four

looking out from that picture frame. I go over to look

at it. The dog bites at my ankles, so I kick it again.

It lies over on its side like it is going to die.

They look exactly alike except Aillian's hair is

starting to turn red. They're both sitting with their

hands in the laps of their pink dresses, their hair is

fixed alike, their smiles look pinned on like the way

Cecil does with the bodies, and their eyes look black

and empty like the eyes of a stuffed animal. There's

a lot of pink smeared on their faces so they look just

like we used to make up dead babies if we had any.

Liquidy Christmas music is coming from the walls and

I feel like I'm in the waiting room at the doctor's office.

I look at another picture--this one of Cecil and Mrs.

Ashburn standing in front of the funeral parlor looking

a little like the two girls in that their eyes are black
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and empty. Like everything belonged but the eyes and

they were somebody else's. Like they never had any and

had to buy glass ones.

You can't look at those pictures very long or you

start having nightmares about them. I go over to the

picture window and look out at the snow. I can see Christ-

mas lights from the houses in the valley where I have

walked from. I wish that I were back there. I belong

down there. "I love it up here, " Lillian said once, like

it was the top of a mountain and she was ruler of everyone

in the valley below. She acted like she was a queen just

because she lived way up on Pill Hill, which is really

just a bump the rich people call a knoll. I don't know

why I got involved with somebody rich anyway. At least

she could have been the daughter of a doctor or dentist.

At least that would have made sense. At least they get

rich honestly. Hell.

Some talking down the hallway. The dog leaps up.

It's amazing how long it takes to get from one end to

the other of these houses on Pill Hill.

Cecil has managed to get the wrong person for me,

When Aillian sees me she groans. "Some surprise. Oh,

Father, he's not here to see me. He's here for Lillian.

Don't you know anything?"
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Cecil clucks. "Oh these girls of mine, I can't keep

track of them nohow." He looks at me like he wants me to

say something. I try to smile again, He seems satisfied

and goes off calling for Lillian.

Aillian detests me. She believes I am trying to ruin

her sister, I don't know why she believes this. She

warned her sister to stay away from me, and Lillian thought

it was thoughtful of her. It all has to do with Aillian's

charts and signs and questions about people's birthdates.

We stare at each other rudely before I ask, "When

are you leaving for Australia?"

"Never," she says.

I pretend to be worried. "Oh? Something come up?"

"I don't know why it's so hard for some people to

realize that New Zealand and Australia are different.

But I guess provincialism and ignorance go hand-in-hand,"

I nod. "I hear New Zealand is pretty provincial."

She gets mad then and looks like she might just burst

into flames any second--spontaneous combustion.

"Are you going to have a pet kangaroo?" I ask.

"Why is everyone so totally ignorant?" she says.

"Doesn't anyone know that kangaroos do not exist in New

Zealand?"

"I guess I'll have to read up on New Zealand," I

say, "Got an encyclopedia?"
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Cecil comes back with Lillian. She is out of breath

and flushed like a TV heroine running to meet her lover.

She always acts this way--like she is on stage, She kisses

me on the cheek like she did it every day--like I was a

businessman and she was my wife and she kissed me like

this every day when I came home. I'm not just making

this up. This is the sort of thing she watches on TV and

then starts doing with me. I don't know why I put up

with it.

"Oh ho," Cecil booms. "So Santa Claus is getting

his reward, eh?" He laughs big and rough like he's a

deckhand instead of a mortician and beats me on the back.

"What do you think of these two, Aillian?"

Aillian smiles like she is sick and says, "Father,

please tell me when Richard gets back." Stiff and digni-

fied she goes upstairs.

I don't know who Richard is and before I can ask,

Lillian is pulling me through the living room into the

kitchen, then down a hallway past a dozen bedrooms and

bathrooms and closets, until we finally get to the rec-

reation room.

They have a twelve-foot Christmas tree in one corner,

covered with colored lights and bulbs and icicles and

strings of popcorn and cranberries and with an angel on

the top looking over the room. There's a fire in the
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fireplace and the dog is lounging in front of it, When

it sees me it attacks, thinking to get revenge, I suppose,

for the kick I gave it in the living room. Lillian grabs

its collar, though, and says, "Naughty Snuffy. Naughty,

naughty Snuffy." It lowers its head and sniffs around

my feet, wagging its tail again like it's my best friend,

"There. You see? Sammy is our friend." She kisses me

to show the dog that we are all friends.

Lillian takes my coat and sits me down on the couch,

and then she goes to the kitchen for refreshments. I

watch anxiously as she takes my coat away. The dog stands

up and growls at me and I consider kicking it again but

decide it's not worth it. It has a sneezing fit and

settles down by the fire. I look at the tree and all the

presents in the bright-colored paper and ribbon and begin

to feel sorry for the pitiful things I'm holding. I con-

sider tossing them in the fireplace while Lillian is out

of the room. But before I have a chance to, an old bony

woman in a lavender housecoat and slippers wanders in,

She is wearing a cloth dusting hat and is carrying an old

ragged dust rag which she wipes over the coffee table as

she passes by. She acts like she doesn't even see me,

I figure it's the cleaning lady. She sits down at the

ping-pong table in the middle of the room and begins

studying a jigsaw puzzle lying there.



8

Lillian comes in with two steaming mugs of something.

When she sees the old woman, she gasps and rocks back on

her heels like somebody on TV might. "Grandmother! What

are you doing up here?" She sets the mugs down in front

of me and hurries the old woman out.

I wonder what she means by "up here." Maybe they

keep her tied in the basement and she got loose.

Mrs. Ashburn rushes in. "Hello, Sam," she says,

"Have you seen Lillian?"

When I tell her that she just left with her grand-

mother, she seems upset. "Mother! Oh misery. Which

way did they go?"

I point and she runs out.

I wonder if this is the way they always act on Christ-

mas Eve. It seems like none of them are in the same room

at the same time.

I stare at the mugs which are still smoking, I lean

over and look in. The drink is bubbling brown and thick

like hot mud. Lillian comes back. "Hi," she says like

she has just run into me on the street and gives me another

cold kiss, this time on the lips.

It took me quite awhile to get used to how cold her

skin was. I asked her about it once and she said it had

something to do with her blood. After shaking Cecil's hand

a couple times, I figured cold blood must run in the family.
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She sits down. "Have you tried your drink?"

"What is it?"

She smiles like it's a secret. "I won't tell until

you drink it all.!" She starts laughing at me. "Well,

don't worry. It's not poisonous, you know." She hands

me one of the mugs. I wait, thinking she will drink first,

but she nods towards my mug and smiles, "Go ahead. I

want to see your face." I see my face twisted in pain;

I see Cecil bent over working on me; I see Snuffy chewing

on my remains.

I drink. My throat and tongue are burning, my eyes

water. I try to smile but cannot. Lillian looks disap-

pointed, "You didn't like it,"

I wonder how I'm going to talk without a tongue.

"No, no," I finally say. "It's very good."

She smiles and drinks a long draught from hers,

"Mmm," she says. "That's so good."

My tongue is coming back. "What is it?" I say,

"Buttered rum." She looks proud about it. "It's a

family tradition."

Aillian comes in, still walking straight-backed and

dignified. "Richard is here and it's time to eat. Mother

wants you to cut up the carrots. The cook had a headache

and went home." She turns and walks boardlike from the

room,
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Lillian jumps up and grabs my arm, "Hurry, Sammy.

I've got to cut up the carrots for mother,"

"I know," I say, looking down at the presents in my

lap, "What should I do with these?"

She looks at me with the same eyes as those two

four-year-olds--as blank as marbles. "Pardon?"

"The gifts," I say. "What should I do with them?"

"Gifts?" She acts puzzled, like she doesn't know

it's Christmas, and that she has a twelve-foot Christmas

tree with dozens of presents under it, and that she has

invited me over for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.

"I brought gifts for your family." I find myself

speaking too loud, like to a deaf person or someone from

another country. I gather them up and show them to her.

"Even the dog."

She looks at them for maybe a split second--I think

she's probably embarrassed about how shabby they look--

and then starts crying. "Oh, Sammy, this is so sweet of

you." She kisses my forehead and looks grateful like a

mother would if her little boy brought her a broken-stemmed

flower. I wonder what show she's acting in now.

Her mascara is running down her cheeks and she is

just looking at me. Pretty soon I get uncomfortable.

"You're thoughtful," she whispers and kisses me on the
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nose. Then she jumps up. "The carrots. I almost forgot)"

She starts for the kitchen.

"What about the presents?" I say.

"Oh, just stash them under the tree someplace." Then

she is gone, disappearing down the long hall.

I wonder if carrots are another family tradition. I

take my gifts over to the tree, The dog sits up and barks,

sounding like it has asthma, then lies down again--to die,

I hope. I look at the fire and think how simple it would

be to just burn them all up--the presents, I mean. But

just then Lillian calls from the end of the hallway,

"Come on, Sammy. Aren't you hungry?" I scatter the

gifts around the tree, making sure that each one is buried

under some others. Lillian has gone back to the kitchen.

I take the mug of buttered rum from the coffee table and

put it on the floor, then I wave at the dog who leaves

its place by the fire and sniffs its way to the drink.

I make my way down the hall past the maze of bathrooms

and bedrooms and closets.

II

We are sitting at the table. I keep wanting to

brush the air out of my face because it's thick and

smokey. The others don't seem to notice. Mrs. Ashburn

is not at the table because she burnt the biscuits black,
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She said she wasn't used to cooking and then disappeared

amongst the bedrooms and bathrooms down the long hallway.

Every few minutes Cecil calls her: "Yew, come along now.

Nobody's asking you to be a French chef, you know."

Then he goes back to joking and shouting like he is one

of those jovial pirates you see on TV shows. He's really

putting on a show.

It's me and Lillian and Cecil and Aillian and Richard.

The old woman in the dusting hat must not be invited.

Maybe they just call her their grandma. I keep thinking

about them taking her back downstairs and about those

stories by Poe we read in school, thinking maybe she's

chained to the furnace and has to eat bread crusts and

water.

"Pass the carrots," Cecil says. He is trying to

sound like thunder rumbling. Like I said, he's really

putting on a show, the big clown. "When I was growing

up on the farm, carrots were our staple crop, by God.

During the Depression, you know. About the only thing we

could get to grow. The bugs ate the cabbage leaves and

the worms ruined the corn. All we had was our carrots

and maybe a beet or two. Why, when I got hungry I used

to dig 'em out of the ground with a penknife and eat 'em

dirt and all."
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"Oh Daddy, don't be gross," Aillian whines and screws

up her nose.

"Oh these daughters of mine. They're spoiled as

rotten as a barrel of rotten apples," He seems proud to

say it,

"And speaking of the value of a penknife, why when

I was a boy a man's penknife was as important as his

right arm, We didn't just dig up carrots with them, we

skinned rabbits, scaled fish, threw at rats, and played

mumblety-peg on the old sow's back." He starts thundering

again and beats Richard on the back.

"Oh Father, you're making me nauseated," Aillian

whines. "Must you be so crude?"

"Granted. Granted I'm crude, as you put it. I

can't deny it. That's the way I was brought up. Back

in those Depression days you had to live a little crudely.

And I've worked all these years so you daughters of mine

could be as genteel as you please." He starts looking

at us all like he's proud of us, like me and Richard are

his too. Then he looks at his carrots and gets mad about

something. "But by damn I'd take one good man tempered

in the Depression to a dozen of these new scoundrels.

Why, I don't think a one of them even knows the value

of a penknife,"
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I did, Once we had a guy whose hand was so swelled

up that his wedding ring was covered up. Well, his wife

told Cecil she wanted that ring to be in plain sight so

everybody could see it or she'd be upset. As soon as she

left Cecil started cussing and fuming because he didn't

know how to peel that skin back. So I suggested that he

just tell her either that ring stayed hid or we would

have to cut away half of her husband's finger. He looked

at me like I suggested we cut up the guy to see what made

him tick. "Good lord," he said, "we mustn't upset her.

What effect do you suppose it would have on her if I did

what you say? Did you even stop to consider that?" Then

he got fatherly. "Now listen, Sam, in this business just

remember one thing. Don't make waves. Don't get folks

upset. They've just been through a trying experience

and the last thing they want to worry about is their

loved one's finger. Just remember, in this business

we're trying to smooth things over. And not just bodies

either." He chuckled at himself, "We've got to smooth

over a lot of ruffled feelings as well."

Well, he started puzzling some more and reading his

manuals but he couldn't think of anything. He got out

his penknife and started paring his fingernails. He

always did this when he was nervous, Pretty soon he got

excited and said he had it. "You know, Sam," he said,
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"sometimes a problem can be dealt with in the simplest

ways." He started paring the man's finger away from the

ring with his penknife.

Cecil is joking around with Richard. He's putting

on a real show for the poor dumb sap. His name is Richard

Sexton and he's from New Zealand. He's what the Ashburns

got for Aillian. He's supposed to live with them for

nine months while Aillian is living with the Sextons.

Not much of a trade no matter which side you're on.

"You see," Cecil says like he's talking to a three-

year-old, "in our country we had a depression during the

thirties--"

"Nineteen thirties or eighteen thirties?" Richard

says, winking at Lillian. He's real witty acting some-

times.

Cecil starts in with the thundering again and acts

like he can't quit. Then he wags his finger at him.

"Oh no you don't. I see your game. You're not gonna

add another century to my age." Then he starts laughing

so hard that his face turns purple and it looks like all

his veins are going to pop.

Lillian takes my arm and acts real delighted. "Isn't

he wonderful?"

And I say, "Who?"

She gets impatient and says, "Richard, Who else?"
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I look at him and decide he's not so wonderful. Like

I said, he's a sorry-looking sappy guy. He has thin,

greasy hair like he oiled it. His eyes are beady and red

like a rat's. Half his nose is gone and he doesn't have

a jaw. I find out later that he has a twin brother and

that they're Geminis just like Lillian and Aillian.

Lillian thinks it's a phenomenon and Aillian says she saw

it all along in her star charts, I only wish I could see

if his twin brother has the rest of Richard's nose stuck

onto his and if he has two jaws.

After watching Lillian and Aillian for almost a year,

I have a theory about twins. Lillian seems like she got

all the beauty chromosomes while Aillian got most of the

brains. So I figure twins all have this tug of war before

they're born to see who will get what. It looks like

Richard lost out.

Cecil is going on with the history of the Depression.

"In all seriousness now, we had a depression here in our

country which lasted for an entire decade. And I'll tell

you, it was no easy--"

"Oh Father, really," Aillian says. "Richard isn't

a child. He probably knows more about American history

than any of us. Spare us your Great Depression lecture

for one night of the year at least. After all, this is

supposed to be a holiday."
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Cecil chuckles and starts in about his two rotten

apples. Then Richard gets real serious and starts asking

about the funeral business. I begin to concentrate more

on my turkey and mashed potatoes, but I can't concentrate

hard enough to miss Cecil's joke. "Well, contrary to

popular belief, we don't eat them for dinner, as you can

see."

While they're talking, I start asking myself ques-

tions. Why are you here? Why did you get mixed up with

them in the first place? Why are you sitting here lis-

tening to this mortuary talk? Why did you come back?

And I answer, Lillian. Her eyes. They're brown

and she's always looking at me with them like she's just

a kid and doesn't want me to be mad at her. Like if I

didn't pay attention to her she'd cry. And the way she

takes my arm all the time in public like she's showing

people I'm hers. And the way she puts her arm around me

when I'm depressed.

Then I think, But those are only the good things

she does and she only does them occasionally. Most of

the time she's acting like Doris Day.

And I answer, But that's only most of the time,

What about her family? I ask, Why did you go to

dinner that first time? Didn't you know enough to stay

away from them after you found out . . . ?
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No, I answer.. I didn't. How was I supposed to know

the first thing Cecil would say when we sat down at the

table was the joke about eating bodies for dinner?

But why did you keep going back?

Lillian. Her eyes . . .

From the beginning Mrs. Ashburn kept telling me that

morticians and their families were real normal people,

She said a mortician was like a surgeon in a way. I

figured that was why they lived on Pill Hill. Then after

I'd been there a couple times she started talking about

what a good job being an undertaker was and how I ought

to think about it. I told her I was going to be a chemist

and she said that was perfect, that morticians had to

know a lot of chemistry. And then she said how Cecil had

been looking for somebody to help him for a long time and

that if he didn't find somebody they'd probably have to

sell the business, which had been in the family for sixty

years. She seemed pretty desperate about finding some-

body--like those dynasties in England when there's no son
to take over the kingdom when the king dies. It looked

to me like Mrs. Ashburn had me picked out to be the heir.

She must have told Cecil I was interested in the

business because one day he asked me if I wanted to look

around the "shop." I didn't see any reason for saying no,
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so we got in the hearse and drove down to the parlor,

The first thing he said when we got in the preparation

room, or "kitchen" as he called it, was a mortuary joke

he heard at a Profession of Embalmers convention in

Chicago, "No-body gets out of here alive,"

After that, the whole family had this idea that I

wanted to become one of them. I kept trying to tell

Lillian that I wasn't interested in becoming an undertaker,

but she was so busy acting out her perpetual melodramas

she didn't hear me. Aillian started watching me like I

was going to steal something, I overheard her say to

Mrs. Ashburn, "He has everyone in this family hoodwinked

but me, Don't you realize he's just here to get our

money?" Mrs. Ashburn just answered, "It's so good to

have another man around, isn't it?"

I went along with it. That was my mistake. It's

taken me awhile but I've finally figured out that you

can't stay out of trouble just by minding your own busi-
ness. You've got to dig your heels in too. Otherwise

someone's going to shove you into something you don't

want to do or even be a part of. That's what happened to

me about the Ashburn funeral business. Before I knew it,

I was working for Cecil every afternoon after school.

He said he would start me gradually. He wouldn't

rush me because it would take some getting used to. "It's
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not every day you meet a dead body you know." He started

me on cosmetics and creams. It wasn't so bad really.

Pretty soon you get used to them, Cecil had been at it

so long that he even talked to them like he was a doctor

chatting with his patients.

It wasn't that bad. I liked to mix up the colors

so they looked tan--like they died sunning themselves on

the beach instead of lying in a hospital sickbed. Cecil

liked the idea so much he gave me a raise.

My job wasn't too interesting and I preferred it that

way, When it got interesting I started thinking maybe I
should get out quick. Like the girl who got decapitated,

Cecil thought it over for a half day, studying his manuals,

calling undertaker friends of his, even asking Mrs, Ashburn

what she thought. "I have faith in your judgment, dear,"

she said. "You've handled worse cases than this. What

about that man who got chopped to pieces in the meat-

packing plant? Everyone remarked afterwards how well

you had done,"

Cecil described the problem this way: "Well, Sam,

this is what we got. The head is flawless, as unbelievable
as it may seem after what the poor thing has been through.

And there's not a great deal wrong with the body, It's

the damned neck that's missing. Where in the hell do you
suppose it got to?" I didn't know. But I soon found out
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how to solve the problem. He got out the plaster of Paris

and we made what the manual called a Pre-Raphaelite neck.

Then I mixed up my tan specialty and we painted it.

Cecil thought it was a great success, and after the

funeral he shook my hand like we were partners.

He took this incident as a sign that I was ready to

be promoted. "I think you're ready for the whole bit,"

he said one day. "As soon as you learn how to embalm

and once you turn eighteen, I'll help you apply to the

state for a license to practice. But first," and he

waved his hand around like a magician doing a trick,

"the art of embalming."

Up until then I was just a restorer. I always

turned around during the embalming part: the bowls and

basins and tubes and pumps and clamps . . . and the trocar,

"I can understand your reluctance," Ashburn said.

"It takes some getting used to. I ought to know, I was

in your shoes once myself. But I got it, and so will

you!" I wasn't s.o excited about it. In fact, I asked

him if I couldn't just stick to cosmetics and creams.

That maybe I could just be a specialist in cosmetics

and creams and let somebody else do the embalming. Like

there are specialists in medicine--dermatologists and

gynecologists for example. When I said this he started
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in with his never-ending laugh and said he would tell that

at the next P.O.E. meeting.

And so I learned how to run the trocar. It was an

old gray man who reminded me of my grandfather. He (Cecil)

showed me on his belly where to jab it in and I did.

Everything looked red in my eyes and it took me a minute

to keep from falling over. Then he was guiding my arm

around and poking at things and pointing out organs like

a tour guide would point out interesting sights, I kept

getting dizzier by the minute. When we got to one of

the kidneys he said, "Kidney, Ready!" He drew back my

arm and rammed it forward like you might if you were

loading a cannon. I felt the needle go in, and at the

same time I got this pain in my groin. There was a real

bad smell, I got dizzy and saw red again, and I vomited

all over the body.

Cecil got real mad and started yelling about respect

for the dead and the profession and if a man couldn't

act decent he ought to be run out of society. He yelled

about the Ashburn name and respectability for sixty years

and his father's mansion in Cleveland and his ranch in

Colorado and how it was all built because of respect for

the dead. And he talked about his reputation and his fam-

ily and his dog and how a man couldn't trust anybody

anymore. He talked about what a mean trick it was and
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what the PO,E, ethics committee would have done if I had

been a member. And then I didn't hear anymore because

I fainted,

I listen for a moment to Richard and Cecil and start

seeing red like I did that day. Another mortuary joke.

"One thing you don't need to worry about in my profession

is running out of business," He starts the thundering.

I hope I never go back to the Ashburn Funeral Home.

I only hope I get buried at sea.

The rest of the Ashburns didn't seem too upset by

my quitting. I don't think Cecil ever told anyone what

actually happened. I told Lillian I didn't have enough

time for work and school both. She was cheerful about it,

"Well there's always next summer. And the rest of your

life, for that matter!" Mrs. Ashburn looked more and

more anxious about an heir. Aillian looked more suspi-

cious than ever, like now that I had fewer connections

with the family I was even more sinister than when I was

copartner in the family business, like I must be even

more underhanded than she thought. Snuffy didn't seem

to care one way or another.

"Pass the carrots, by God," Cecil bellows. "Food

for kings, eh Richard?" He has been drinking too much

wine.
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As I finish my mashed potatoes, Ashburn beats Richard

on the back and says, "Ya know, son, I think you got the

guts to be a damned fine mortician."

III

After dinner we go to the recreation room. Cecil

bellows at Mrs. Ashburn. "Come on out, Yew. Dinner is

over now." Drying her eyes with a handkerchief, she

comes from one of the dozen doors in the long hallway

and sits down on the sofa. Snuffy is found licking at

a glass of buttered rum spilt on the carpet and I am

pleased when it is punished. Lillian suggests a game

of ping-pong. "Ah, Richard should be good at that,"

Cecil says, "what with all that tennis you play over

there."

Aillian, who has made herself protectress of New

Zealand, makes a face at her father and says, "Can't

anyone realize that Australia and New Zealand are sep-

arate and distinct entities? The tennis stars come

from Australia, Father."

Richard lights a cigarette and I notice his hands

are shaking.

Lillian and me play Aillian and Richard. They

annihilate the old lady's half-finished jigsaw puzzle

and box it up. Mrs. Ashburn tells Aillian to put it
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up on the mantel, "Where she can't reach it, She's been

getting into everything lately."

The ping-pong game is a joke. Along with his jaw,

Richard must have lost most of his cerebellum to his

twin brother, because he doesn't have any coordination

or reflexes to speak of. Every time he muddles a serve

he says, "Sorry," until I get tired of reassuring him

and look the other way. Lillian is ruthless about playing

at his backhand since he doesn't seem to know what a

backhand is. I feel sorry for him and play at Aillian

as much as possible. We win 21-2.

Before the second game, Lillian demands some music.

"I play so much better with music on," she says, acting

dreamy and avoiding Richard's eyes. She's acting again,

I even saw the movie that line was in. It was about

this skating prodigy who couldn't skate without music.

We watched it together.

Richard is smiling at Lillian. "I find music re-

laxing myself," he says.

Lillian gets red in the cheeks and acts shy, She

won't look at him. She puts her ping-pong paddle to

her mouth and drops her eyelashes just like the paddle

is a Japanese fan and she is a geisha girl. I tell you

I've seen all this before. I can trace anything she

does to an afternoon movie.
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Aillian is looking at her and Richard like a tiger
ready to pounce. Her eyes are fiery-looking and I feel
like she'll explode in flames any second. Her face is
pasty which makes her freckles stand out like hot-looking
measles. Because she's standing with her back to the

fireplace, I can imagine her rising out of the flames

like a demon. I even think I see steam coming from her
ears, but it is only a smoking pot of buttered rum on the

mantel behind her head.

Mrs. Ashburn puts on a record. Lillian is still

talking about music like it's her favorite subject.

"Isn't it soothing though? I love to fall asleep at

night with a musical vision dancing in my head." Her

stupid little brain. Mixing up movies and music and

Christmas.

Richard acts delighted. "It is soothing, isn't it?"
Mrs. Ashburn drops the needle on "Jingle Bell Rock,"

The second game is closer than the first. I think
the reason for it is Lillian pretending to be a tennis

pro, She keeps forgetting she has a ping-pong paddle
instead of a tennis racket. With the score 20-6, I see
a chance to put everyone out of their misery by ending

the game with a smash shot. I aim at Aillian's forehand,

but the ball goes to Richard's backhand just out of her
reach, I watch as he twists up his arms and legs trying
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to get it and falls with a clatter at Aillian's feet,

Except for "Joy to the World" on the stereo, everything

is quiet. Then from the heap of tangled arms and legs

comes this muffled voice. "Sorry."

"Oh," cries Aillian like she's in pain. She turns

and throws her paddle at me. "I hate you, Sammy. You

knew Richard couldn't use his backhand and you deliberately

played the ball there just to make him look like a fool.

You did it the whole game. I saw you. Don't think you

were getting away with it. I knew you were evil from the

very beginning and now it's all confirmed." With tears

in her eyes, she turns to Lillian, shaking her head.

"Oh Lillian, now don't you see what I've been telling you

all along? How can you continue on with him when you know

he's bent on destroying our entire family?" With another

cry of pain, she rushes out.

I'm not sure what I should do. Everyone is looking

at me except Richard who still has his face in the carpet,

I decide the best thing to do is help him up and try to

explain. I give him my hand and as he pulls himself up,

he says, "Sorry."

"No," I say. "It was my fault. I was trying to--"

"That's o' right," he says. "No doubt my backhand's

my weak spot. Can't blame you for playing it. Serves

me right."
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"You've got it all wrong," I say. "I wasn't trying-r-"

"That's o' right. You Yanks are a tough lot, though,"

I know I ought to say something so they don't think

I'm guilty. Because if you don't defend yourself, you're

guilty. I didn't know that then. So I don't speak, I

can't. Snuffy pronounces the verdict with an accusing

bark.

"The poor boy," Mrs. Ashburn says, and I think she's

talking about me. Good old Mrs. Ashburn, I think, she's

always been on my side. "Lillian," she says, "take

Richard to the bathroom and put a cool washcloth on his

face, poor child," So I'm no longer the heir.

Lillian is looking stunned, like the lady on the

afternoon movies when she finds out her husband's been

killed in Korea. She looks at me like she's in a trance.

"She's right, isn't she? You have always hated us just

as Aillian's been telling me. And I've been blind to it

all this time . . "

Lillian, I think, this is no time for you to be

acting. Then I say, "I'm not plotting against you or

your family. That's just one of your sister's crazy

notions--something she made up out of those idiotic

cards of hers."

"Don't you call my sister idoitic."

"I didn't. I said her cards---"
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"I know what you said and I don't want to hear it

again and I don't want to ever see you again. Do you

understand?" She takes Richard's arm and drags him out
of the room. I keep thinking I've seen it all before.

As I watch her pulling the limping Richard down the
hallway, I hear Mrs. Ashburn whisper something about a
ruffian and Cecil reply, "It's a rough world, Yew."

I turn around. Mrs. Ashburn busies herself with her
knitting. Cecil sits calmly smoking his pipe and thinking

to himself like he has just watched a provocative news

special on television.

"I guess I better go," I say.

Mrs. Ashburn keeps on knitting. Cecil puffs on.
Neither looks up. The stereo is playing "Have Yourself

a Merry Little Christmas."

"If you'll just show me where my coat is . . . "
All of a sudden I get very worried about my coat. I'm
afraid they might not give it back.

Mrs. Ashburn is knitting faster now. She seems
excited to hear I'm going. Cecil shifts to a more com-
fortable position in his chair and puffs thoughtfully

like he's considering my proposal. He seems very

comfortable.

"Now Sam, I wouldn't be hasty. I'm sure the girls
will get over this soon enough, although it was a pretty
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mean trick on your part. But you know the girls, They

get excited easily and they're as spoiled as rotten apples

in a barrel. You ought to know that."

He's proud about it. All of it has some connection

in his mind--carrots, the Depression, sixty years of

Ashburn funeral homes, the P.O.E. His whole life seems

like it is devoted to making his girls as rotten as rotten

apples in a barrel.

"I still think I ought to go," I say.

He leans forward and gets stern. "Now Sam, I don't

want you to be stubborn about this, I won't have a guest

of mine turned out onto the street on Christmas Eve.

Understood?"

I nod, thinking how hospitable he is,

He settles back in his chair and looks comfortable

again, "That's better. Yew has a room prepared for you.

Third door on the left down the hallway. I want to see

you at our present-opening in the morning. Understood?"

Aillian swoops in. "He's going to be OK, no thanks

to you," She glares at me with her red eyes. "We put
ice packs on his head, Mother."

"That's quite all right, darling," Mrs. Ashburn says,

"Feel free to use all the ice you want."

With another red look at me, Aillian goes back to

the bathroom, Pretty soon Lillian comes in walking a
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little unsteadily. She has been crying and the rest of

her mascara has run in black streaks down both cheeks

like india ink, She doesn't look at me. "Mother. Father,

Did you know--" Her voice breaks, "Did you know that

Richard--our Richard--has motor dysfunction?"

Mrs. Ashburn gasps. Mr. Ashburn gasps, Maybe they

gasp up all the air in the room because suddenly Lillian

sways and falls to the floor. It reminds me of the Civil

War movie we watched where the woman who's been bandaging

the wounded comes out of the hospital and faints in the

street,

I am suspicious, and not just because of the movie,

She's always fainting. She says it's her blood, But

every time she faints she falls real graceful with her

skirt smoothed down to her knees. I didn't think much of

it until one day at work a woman came into the "kitchen"

while Cecil was embalming her husband. When she saw

what he was doing and who he was doing it to, she passed

out, But it was different from the way Lillian did it.

She landed all spread out on the floor with her dress

pulled up above her waist, and she got a nasty bump on

the head. Lillian never got a bump on the head. She

fainted as natural as though she was lying down in bed

for the night.
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The Ashburns nearly kill each other getting to her.

Mrs. Ashburn screams, which sets the dog to yelping.

"Oh my God, Cecil, she's died."

Aillian sweeps into the room; behind her hobbles

Richard. She pushes me aside, "I knew you'd ruin her,"

she says. "I tried to warn her. The poor kid." She

turns to Richard who is looking stupidly at Lillian's

legs. "I tried to warn her, Richard." She falls into

his arms and he almost drops her, "The poor kid. She

was so young."

Cecil is examining her, "Is she dead, Father?"

Aillian asks, and I get the feeling she'll be disappointed

if she isn't.

Mrs. Ashburn howls. "Oh my God, Cecil, has she

died?"

Cecil is bent over Lillian with his ear to her

left breast, "For God's sake, Yew, shut up. I'm trying

to find a heartbeat."

Richard looks very pale and I hope his motor won't

dysfunction again. I walk past him to the first bathroom

I come to, There are four on this floor to choose from

and I wonder what sort of habits these people have that

they need so many toilets. I wash my face and hands,

rinse out a washcloth, and go back to the recreation room

with it,
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"There it is," Cecil is shouting, "Her heart," I

half expect him to hold it up for everyone to look at.

"Oh dear," Yew says and topples onto the floor,

There she lies spread-eagle, her corset showing. And

right next to her, Lillian positioned as careful as one

of Cecil's bodies during calling hours.

I hand the washcloth to Cecil but Aillian snatches

it from my hand, probably to check for cyanide. I go

back to the bathroom.

When I get back, Lillian is sitting up and holding

Richard's hand. "Where am I? What happened?" I feel

disgusted. I hand the second washcloth to Cecil who

says, "Thanks, Sam," I can't help admiring his coolness.

I feel like his assistant again. I think of them all I

like him best--or least worst.

After awhile, Mrs. Ashburn begins to recover with

the help of Aillian's slaps in the face and Cecil's

coaxing. She has a headache and asks for an icebag,

but all the ice has already been used on Richard's motor

dysfunction. They pull her up to a sitting position

and put the cloth on her forehead. We're all watching

her face when suddenly she turns pale and stares behind

us like she sees a ghost. The dog growls and we all

turn to see in the doorway waving her dust rag the bony

old woman,
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IV

It was a family tradition for the Ashburns to have

someone overnight Christmas Eve. Lillian invited me but

I wasn't going to go. I had been there only two or three

times since the incident at the funeral parlor and it

hadn't been very comfortable. Besides, I began to realize

that I not only did not want to be the partner in a funeral

parlor business, but that I didn't want to marry the

daughter of a mortician either. In fact, I didn't want

to marry anyone, especially someone whose dowry would

be the next forty years of dead bodies. I kept remem-

bering what Lillian said, "Well, there's always next

summer. And the rest of your life for that matter."

Statements like this, plus Cecil's plans for expanding

his chain of parlors all over the midwest, and Mrs.

Ashburn's conniving for the future made me feel like the

rest of my life was being planned for me without me having

a say in it.

I am in the third door on the left remembering all

this and asking myself, Why did you come back then?

And I answer, I didn't have a say in it, remember?

Mrs. Ashburn worked it all out with Mother.

I remember I came home from school one day and

Mother said, "Yew Ashburn called to arrange your over-

night," "What overnight?" I said, "Christmas Eve



35

of course. You don't mean to say you knew nothing about

it?" "What did you tell her?" I said. "I told her it

would be fine with us of course." "Well you didn't ask

me," I said. "It isn't all right with me. Or doesn't

that matter?" "It doesn't," she said, "Make sure you

get something nice for Lillian."

And you got something too nice, I think to myself,

Why did it have to be so nice?

What else could I do? I answer. Get her a box of

candy? I've been going with her for nearly a year already.

You don't just sleep in somebody's house and spend Christ-

mas with her then give her a box of chocolates.

So here I am in the third door on the left worrying

about where they have my coat. After they took Madame

Usher back to her chambers in the cellar, the Ashburns

said they were exhausted and went to bed. I didn't want

another scene so I decided to give up the idea of leaving

until they were asleep.

In a way I am relieved about what has happened.

Lillian and her exchange brother are so taken with each

other that I don't need to come back anymore. More im-

portant, I don't have to give her the present. I don't

have to give any of them presents. I don't have to be

a mortician's son-in-law. All I have to do is figure

a way to get my gifts from under the tree before present-
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opening in the morning. But most important I have to

find my coat. I can't leave without it.

I wait for about an hour until everyone should be

asleep. Then I creep out to the recreation room. They

have left the Christmas tree lights on and the fireplace

still glows orange. Luckily Snuffy is not in sight.

I rummage around under the tree for awhile but I can't

find my presents. They are only four out of maybe a

hundred and forty. The Ashburns have elaborate Christ-

mases.

Then I hear this noise down the hall. I crawl over

the presents and get behind the giant tree, the pine

needles scratching my face. I am thankful the Ashburns

are rich enough to own such a large Christmas tree. I

do not know what made the noise but whatever it is is

standing in the doorway looking over the room. I feel

myself shiver and I wonder what all Cecil keeps in the

basement along with the old bony woman. I push as far

back against the wall as I can. It comes into the room

with its arms in front of it like it is someone sleep-

walking. As it comes closer, I see that it is a person

carrying a present before him, and then I see that he

has brown hair and I realize it is Lillian. She is

wearing a long white nightgown and seems to float across

the room. She looks like she has her eyes closed and I



37

think maybe she is sleepwalking, Then I remember that

movie where the princess of the tribe has to sacrifice

herself on the altar and walks with her eyes closed and

hands out just like Lillian. HeZZ, I think, she even does

this when she's by herself.

She bends down right in front of me and lays the

present under the tree like it is some sort of sacrifice.

Her hair is long and clean and falls down the front of

her. I could reach through and touch it if I want. I

wonder if the present is for me. She is looking at it

like it's a person. Her fingernails are long and polished

pink and she runs them over the wrapping and bow. Then

she picks it up and kisses it and whispers something,

Her voice sounds as soft as her nightgown looks, and I

feel like touching her. I wonder if maybe the present

is for me. If she still feels this way I wonder if

maybe I shouldn't stay. I wonder if maybe it isn't worth

it after all, I wonder what she would do if I jumped out

and kissed her.

But before I can do anything there's this flapping

sound like a big bird landing and in comes Aillian, "I

knew you were going to do it," she says. "I knew it."

She reaches down and grabs the present. "For my new

brother Richard," she reads in a nasty voice. "Love,

Lillian,"
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"Aillian, don't," Lillian says.

"I hate you. I hate you. I knew you'd do it. You

do it every time to me."

"What are you talking about?"

"I hate you, that's what I'm talking about. I knew

you'd do it, I should have known from my charts that

you'd interfere if I met another Gemini. I should have

known, And now I'm about to go thousands of miles away

and will never see him again. You'll capture him and it

won't be fair because he's mine. Oh I should have known

you'd ruin it."

"Don't be foolish," Lillian says. "He's our new

brother, Do you actually think I'd get ideas?"

"Yes, you have ideas. I saw you making eyes at him

all night long. You're always throwing yourself at every

male that comes along. You make me sick."

Lillian stands quietly with her hands folded in front

of her listening to these charges and I realize that she

has a look on her face like Joan of Arc had before she

was burnt at the stake. When Aillian runs out of breath

finally, Lillian says in a real dignified way, "Is that

all?" and walks away. Aillian goes after her.

I lean against the wall and look at myself in a red

Christmas bulb hanging from the tree, thinking how foolish

I am for being behind this tree, how foolish I am for being
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in this house at all. Suddenly I'm very tired. Tired

of Lillian's acting, tired of Cecil and Aillian and Yew

and the dog, tired of their house and their idea of Christ-

mas. I feel like lying under this giant Christmas tree

where no one can see me and hibernating for a couple

hundred years until all the Ashburns and their funeral

parlors and family traditions have disintegrated, the

dust long since blown to the wind. Then maybe it would

be safe to come out and go on living my life without

worrying about marrying a girl with cold blood or working

for a maniac mortician who eats carrots and believes in

the worth of rotten apples.

I must fall asleep for several hours because when

I wake up the fire is completely burnt out. I feel like

somebody is in the room with me. I listen but hear noth-

ing. Bars of moonlight lie across the pool table and

part of the couch. I can't see anyone. A sound. Like

branches in the wind. I look out through the tree.

Something gray moves around the room but I can't see it

well enough to know what. I lean forward and look from

under the tree. Beneath the ping-pong table I see a

pair of matchstick legs in a pair of lavender slippers.

She is carrying a candle in one hand and brushing

the furniture with something she has in the other. The
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candle makes shadows dodge back and forth on the walls.

She wears the dusting cap. As she comes closer I see

what she is dusting the room with is a pine branch. She

brushes it several times over the ping-pong table and

then across the mantel. On the mantel she finds something

which she drinks. She brushes around the room some more

but keeps coming back to the mantel like the branch is

a divining rod which keeps pulling her to some buried

secret hidden behind the bricks of the hearth. Finally

she sets the candle and branch down and on tiptoe she

feels along the top of the mantel. At the far end she

finds something and I remember the jigsaw puzzle. She

can't reach it so she drags a coffee table over and stands

on it. She must forget she's standing on something because

she just steps off and falls on the floor.

She scrambles up, though, and after setting the

candle carefully on the ping-pong table, she opens the

puzzle box and takes out the pieces. Her hands are quick

about it like they have put a lot of puzzles together.

Pretty soon she goes to the mantel and gets the green

branch. After brushing something from the table, she

looks satisfied and pulls up a chair and starts turning

over pieces again.

Until that day I never saw the woman before. But

I remember that a jigsaw puzzle used to be out nearly
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every time I went there. But no one was ever putting it

together. If we were going to play ping--pong Lillian

tore it up and put it away, like you might put a coat

away that someone has left lying out. Other incidents

came to mind. Snatches of conversation which never made

much sense before; "ran away again" and "call the police"

and "we need to tie her up I guess." I used to think

they were talking about Snuffy, but that didn't make sense

because Snuffy was always around. I don't think it smelled

fresh air in its entire life. Besides, Lillian said

it never ran away because it was castrated.

The old lady works busily. I feel tired and cramped

and want to leave. I wonder what she would do if I just

jumped out of the Christmas tree and went to bed, Probably

nothing. Earlier she acted like she was in a trance and

didn't notice me. I think of the presents and decide to

forget them. They will probably give them to the Salvation

Army,

I stand up and am ready to leave--if she dies of heart

seizure it will just be more business for Cecil. Suddenly

there's a loud crack like a baseball hitting a bat. When

I look out, the lady's head is lying in the midst of the

puzzle. I think she must have fainted. It seems to be a

family tradition. I am about to help her or call someone

when voices come floating down the long hallway.
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"What could it be, Cecil?" Mrs. Ashburn is whining,

"Damned if I know, Probably Snuffy,"

"I don't know who it could be, Cecil."

"Snuffy I suppose."

"You don't suppose it's prowlers, do you?"

They come into the room. Mrs. Ashburn is trailing

behind Cecil, her hand on the tail of his housecoat.

"Goddammit, Yew, would you let go of me. I said it

was probably Snuffy."

"Oh my God, Cecil, is that mother?"

Cecil lights the lamp and Mrs. Ashburn gets hyster-

ical. "Is she all right, Cecil? Oh my lord, what could

it be now? Oh misery." She remains in the doorway while

Cecil examines the old woman. I don't think he's as

worried about whether she is alive or not as much as how

he is going to go about embalming her. He feels around

the neck and I suppose his wife thinks he's looking for

a pulse, But after working with the man for three months,

I can tell he is actually looking for his favorite drainage

point, the jugular vein. He used to get upset if he

couldn't find it. It was like settling for second best

if he had to use another one. After a minute or so, he

must find it, because his hands stop and after a close

inspection he straightens up with a satisfied look on

his face,
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"Oh what is it, dear?" Mrs. Ashburn howls. "Will she

live? Tell me she hasn't died, Cecil,"

Before turning around, he quits looking satisfied.

"I'm sorry, Yew, but I'm afraid she has." He embraces

her, She wails for awhile. Then they approach the body

together.

"Oh Mother," she says, "you've been more of a bother

to us than Snuffy even, but we've always done everything

we could for you." She starts crying again.

They sit down and look at the body for awhile, I

squirm around trying to get the circulation going in

my legs. I'm tired and cramped and wonder again what

would happen if I just popped suddenly from behind the

tree, From what happened earlier at the ping-pong table,

I figure I would probably be accused of murder as well

as bad sportsmanship.

"If you had only waited, Mother. Now you've spoiled

our Christmas. We don't begrudge it though, do we, Cecil?

We've done our best. We've put up with a lot and no

one can deny that we've given her a home for the past

two years," She pats Cecil's hand and starts wailing

again.

Cecil seems to be thinking about other things, As

Mrs, Ashburn goes on crying, he begins to rub his hands

together like he's nervous. At last he jumps up. "Yew,
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I'm sorry, but if I'm going to get this done I'll have to

get to it quickly. You know how much trouble they are

when they sit around too long."

"Of course, dear," she says. "Do what you think

best. Will you have to go to the parlor?"

"I don't think so. I have some old things in the

basement. But I will need a large pan."

"How about the roasting pan? I can just dump the

rest of the turkey out. There's only some gizzards and

the liver , "

"Good. But save the liver for me." They beam at

each other, "Now help me carry her downstairs before

the girls stumble over her and have a fright." He

chuckles, then stops and looks serious again.

When they have carried her out, I leave my place

behind the tree. On my way from the room, I stop at

the ping-pong table. The pine branch is sitting there,

and beside it the candle still burns. I look at the

puzzle pieces--all carefully turned picture-side-up, only

a few edge pieces put together, On the front of the

box is a manger scene. I blow out the candle and leave

the room,
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V

Nothing could ever go right at the Ashburns'. I

figured I would stay in my room for an hour or so until

everybody was asleep again and then try to find my coat

and leave. But when I come out of the room I see a light

in the kitchen and hear the sounds of breakfast.

I go in. Mrs. Ashburn says good morning like nothing

has happened. Richard nods and looks like someone would

look at you if you had just shot him. Mrs. Ashburn asks

if I want any toast. It doesn't surprise me she's being

so nice. Nothing about them surprises me anymore,

I find out that Richard is still living on New

Zealand time and gets up every morning at four. "I guess

it's because I'm still a little homesick," he says.

"I think it's sweet," Mrs. Ashburn says. "There's

no need of your adjusting to our ways immediately. It'll

come in time." She is going to be patient with this one,

I also find out that Cecil has unexpectedly had to

go down to the parlor. Someone has died and he doesn't

mind sacrificing his Christmas to help the family choose

a coffin. Shame their Christmas is ruined, though.

I tell Mrs. Ashburn I don't want breakfast, but

she insists I drink some coffee. As I listen to Richard

talk about the differences in time between here and New

Zealand, I find myself searching for the roasting pan.
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I wonder if Cecil will save the old woman's liver, I

drink my coffee and watch as Richard smokes and eats

scrambled eggs. After he chews the end off one of his

cigarettes, he says, "Sorry."

I tell Mrs. Ashburn I'm sick and think I better go

home. "But the girls will be so disappointed," she says.

I don't believe her. Richard tells me how much he regrets

it, I don't believe him either. I don't believe any of
it. I don't believe Richard has a motor dysfunction, or

that an old woman died, or that I am sitting in the

kitchen searching for the roasting pan.

"The girls will be up in just an hour or so, Why

don't you wait? At least wait until Cecil comes back

with the car. He could drive you home. I'm afraid my

car is still in the shop."

I didn't like the idea of seeing Lillian and Aillian

again. And I wasn't going to be driven home in a hearse

either. "I think the fresh air will do me good," I say,

Snuffy comes in and is snuffing my shoes. It doesn't
like them so it moves around the table and starts chewing

on one of Richard's slippers. Richard seems pleased he
can attract the attention of a half crazy bulldog. He

takes it as a compliment.

I think how I'd like to pour the rest of my coffee

on the cur (the dog I mean) as a way of showing the
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Ashburns what I think of them, but I don't because Mrs,
Ashburn is showing signs that she might get my coat for

me after all, and I don't want to ruin my chance of

leaving. Besides, I get the feeling if I offend her

she might keep the coat just on principle.

"Well I shouldn't let you go," she says, "because

Cecil and the girls will be furious. But if you're really

sick . . . " She looks at me suspiciously. " . . , I

guess it's OK."

She gets my coat and I thank her, and with a last

kick at Snuffy I leave.

It is a clear calm sunny day, but very cold. The snow

has blown into drifts that look several feet deep. For the

first time I feel like I might enjoy the four mile walk,

I often enjoy things when I do them for the last time.

I feel relieved about a lot of things--mostly about

not having to get married. I finger the velvet case in

my coat pocket and wonder if I can get a refund. It

doesn't matter. A hundred and fifty dollars is a small

price to pay for your freedom. I have a sudden urge to

throw it far out into a field of drifted snow where it
would be buried, lost in the whiteness forever. But

then I figure someone would probably find it when the

snow melted and it would just cause more mischief.
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I am feeling very relieved, I don't have to worry

anymore about becoming a mortician. I don't have to

look forward to a life membership in the P.O.E. or the

joy of embalming members of my own family or using the

roasting pan for emergency operations. I don't have to

see Aillian's red hair and eyes anymore or Snuffy's

sniffing and frothing.

I scoop up a handful of snow and eat it. It is cold

and fresh, like I feel.

It doesn't even surprise me. Nothing surprises

me about them anymore. I hear this galloping and whinnying

behind me and I'm not even surprised. I don't even have

to turn around. I don't need to. But she paws at me

until I finally do. It doesn't surprise me that she isn't

wearing a coat or hat. In fact I'm almost surprised she's

not still in her nightgown.

She is breathing hard and flushed but I suppose she

has a right to be if she actually did run the whole two

miles from her house. "I had to stop you," she says.

"I couldn't let it end like this."

I can't think of anything to say. I'm so unsurprised

that I'm speechless.

"It was all a big misunderstanding. Nothing was

your fault at all."

I still can't think of anything to say.
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"You see, I made a big mistake about Richard. You

see, I went to his room last night."

"I don't want to hear about it," I say, thinking

about the night before and how her hair came down over

her shoulders and how soft the nightgown looked.

"But that's just the point. I mean we were talking

and he told me something. I mean he confirmed something

Aillian had told me and I didn't believe, so I went to

his room to find out." She is angry with me. "This has

to do with our whole future together. Would you at

least look like you're listening?"

'What did you find out?" I say. "Did he tell you

he still lives on New Zealand time?"

"No, no, Nothing like that. This is something

important. Really important. It's about his motor

dysfunction."

"The one I dysfunctioned?"

"Stop fooling around, will you?" She hits me in

the arm. "His motor dysfunction makes him impotent.

He's impotent, Sammy." She looks at me with her brown

eyes wide open expecting me to do something like hug her

or kiss her or shake her hand,

"So?" I say.

"Don't you see what this means?"

"It means he's truly dysfunctioned."
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"No, no, stupid. It means we can stay together."

Like I said, nothing surprises me anymore. Cecil

warned me that they were as rotten as a barrel full of

rotten apples and I am not surprised by anything they

do or say or expect.

"Well what do you say?"

I shake my head.

"Well what does that mean?" she demands.

"It means I can't believe what you're saying,"

"Why can't you? It simply means I want us to stay

together,"

I shake my head.

"I suppose that means you still can't believe it."

She tries to put her arm through mine but I won't let her.

I shake my head again. "No. It means no."

She looks at me as dumbly as she did when I told

her I had presents for her family and she acted like

it wasn't Christmas or like she never heard of the word

present before. Now she is looking like she never heard

the word no before, like it never occurred to her before

that somebody might say no and not let her do something

she wanted to.

"You mean you won't?" she says, and I notice that

even with a dumb look on her face she is pretty. But

I don't think about it. I just nod and start walking.
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Like I said, you can't keep going along with them, letting

them move you around like you were on a checkerboard,

Sooner or later you have to dig in your heels so you won't

get dragged in with them.

"But mother said there was-- She found the ring--

She said it was in your coat pocket--"

I find the velvet case and hold it tight. "She was

mistaken," I say.

"Oh, Sammy, I--I feel faint. The running. No

coat. Sammy . .

She falls like an angel, almost like she is floating

in air. And she lands perfectly, right onto a comfortable-

looking four-foot snowdrift, She even flaps her arms

once like I used to as a kid when I made angels in the

snow. It is a beautiful sight. Her dark hair is spread

out over the white snow, her eyes sleeping peacefully,

her arms spread out like she is waiting to put them

around somebody, her knees together like they were taught

to be in finishing school, her dress neatly pulled down.

The legs and the dress give it away. If only she

would spraddle out more . . . But that wouldn't be her.

Not Lillian Ashburn as rotten as a barrel of rotten apples,

I take a long look at her hoping maybe she will do

something to make it authentic-looking, hoping maybe I

have missed something--some small detail that is real about
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her. But there is nothing. She is flawless. Nothing

about her is real. Nothing.

Without worrying that it might be rude, I turn and

walk on home.



DARKLING I LISTEN

Darkling I listen; and, for many a time
I have been half in love with easeful Death

Call'd him soft names in many a mused rhyme,
To take into the air my quiet breath.

Keats--"Ode to a Nightingale"

He left as hurriedly and quietly as possible. The

cold October night was refreshing after the greasy atmo-

sphere of the caf6, and the sound of the wind like music

after the dissonant uproar inside, it doesn't matter about

Keats, he was thinking, I can always get another. He

crossed Lark Street. The wind blew someone's cowboy

hat off and the person turned right in front of him in

the street. A bizarre face with only one tooth and a

nasty scar. Below the tooth a small pink opening and

from it a girl's laughter. It startled him--the girl's

voice more than the mask. He hurried on, feeling strange

and hot all over. From the cafe a voice called something

which the wind carried off. Even the elements are on my

side, he thought. He pulled up his coat collar and went

on as though he didn't hear her, thinking maybe she

would give up and go back in.

"An-drew, where are y--"

The wind again. He hurried on past darkened store

53
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windows, a barber shop, an infernal looking poolhall,

not daring to acknowledge that he was he and she was she.

Because if he did that, even if he didn't go back with

her to the Keatsian parlance, she would have reclaimed

him.

"Andrew Secrest, would you kindly wait!"

She was too close. He ducked into the poolhall and

hid behind a cue rack. The players looked at him curi-

ously, so he began rubbing one of the cue sticks pretending

to be inspector of cues.

"Andrew Secrest, I know you're in there and why

are you avoiding me?"

The players looked at her; one's mouth was open,
his cigarette dangling precariously on the edge of his

lip. He peeked from behind the cue rack. She was

standing in the doorway, feet spread apart like a woman

police officer, surveying the room. In one arm, cradled

like a baby, was the nightingale.

"Will you come?" she demanded.

He was fiddling with a record--the one she had given

him for his birthday. He thought it foolish and modern

and never played it, Just fiddled with it when she

dropped by.
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He mumbled that his mother was sick and asked her if

she wanted some tea.

"Andrew, your mother has been sick for the past three

weeks. And what if she is? What can you do for her twelve

hundred miles away? I'm tired of your using that as an

excuse. Let me ask you this: Are you or are you not

doing your thesis on Keats?" She was beating on his

kitchen table.

He admitted that he was.

"Then why in the world are you not coming to our

meetings? Don't you see what an opportunity this is?

Perhaps you don't realize it, but Professor Spewer has

been to London three times in search of Keatsian material.

How can you refuse to take advantage of this? Can you

in all honesty profess to know anything about John Keats?"

"I was going to. work with his poetry."

"But don't you see?" She was beating on his refrig-

erator now. "The poetry is the man, and the man the

poetry. That's Professor Spewer's whole philosophy."

She opened the refrigerator and looked in. "But then I

forget. You're working with St. Clair. That was your

first and worst mistake, my boy." She pointed at him.

By now he was backed up against the stove. "Besides

being senile, he's a drunkard. Didn't you yourself say

you had talked with him in a bar?" She was standing
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nearly on his feet. "How, my foolish Andrew, do you get

yourself into so many fixes?" Her possessives made him

uncomfortable,

"Are you afraid of me?" she demanded.

He was bent backwards over the stove. He shook

his head.

"You act as if I had the plague. Why are you so

timid?"

Before he could explain his timidity, he burnt his

fingers.

"Do you have a first aid kit?" she demanded.

"Of course not."

"Do you have first aid cream or bandages?"

She looked at him in disbelief when he said no.

"You could die here if I didn't come and check on you.

Here, Put your hand under some cold water while I get

my first aid kit from the car."

Later, as she was wrapping his hand in gauze, she

demanded to know why he had taken St. Clair.

"I suppose because he's kind and--"

"Kind? Andrew, what does kindness have to do with

knowledge? I'm convinced the man knows nothing. A

friend of mine said that he came to class drunk one day.

That he forgot his briefcase another. That he locked him-

self out of his office yet another. And I stood and
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watched the man fall down two flights of stairs. And he

had the nerve to stand up and suggest that he had slipped,

when he was so drunk he couldn't even speak coherently.

I was so disgusted that I just turned and walked away

from him. He's a disgrace to scholarship and a disgrace

to the department. If he weren't retiring, I would

petition to have him fired." She looked around viciously

as though searching for something to strangle or bang

upon. "It's settled. You're coming to the meeting

Friday night. I'll pick you up at 6:30."

He started to object.

"No excuses. I will not hear of any, You have

been cooped up in this matchbox too long. I hardly ever

see you on campus. I mention your name and people say,

Andrew who? As if you were a stranger. I'm tired of

this misanthropy of yours. You have the potential to be

a truly superb scholar, and you sit herein this--this

excuse for an apartment and waste your life away mulling

over your books and that dusty old violin music. You're

not going to get anywhere like this. Don't you see what

a terrible terrible waste it is? I can't stand to see

what you're doing to yourself." She punched the refrig-

erator in frustration. "You don't have any friends,

you know."

"I do."



58

"No you don't. Unless you want to count that drunkard

St. Clair. And I would hardly consider him capable of

friendship, All you have is me, And, Andrew, I honestly

do not know how much longer you'll have me." She wiped

away an invisible tear. "I just can't go on like this.

Seeing you in this horrible little room is so depressing.

And you--you never shave anymore, Your clothes are always

dishevelled-looking and dirty. I've offered to wash them

for you, to iron them. But this false pride of yours ,,.

But perhaps I'm being too harsh. If so, it's only because

I worry about you, You rarely eat. You look like a

skeleton or something. You avoid people. You won't even

talk to me anymore. Just sit around brooding, brooding,

brooding. You shouldn't be so gloomy, Andrew. You should

look on the positive side of life. Are you listening to

me? I demand that this melancholia cease, Do you under-

stand?"

He nodded, thinking, Yes,, of course, I will go to the

monthly meeting of the Keats Society and rub shoulders

with humanity and shower in the wisdom of Professor Spewer

and listen to you, Sylvia, as you rant over some point

of scholarship, and jovially join my fellows with a cup

of coffee, and look on the positive side of life, And

perhaps I'll even iron my pants and shave and eat a little

something so I will have an identity, so people will not
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say Andrew who? when you talk to them of me, I will stop

brooding and direct myself outwardly and forcibly so that

I can make a dent in the world and then curl up in it and

say that I have made a place for myself and that I have

some significance. And I will renounce St. Clair because

he is old and forgot his briefcase and locked himself

out of his office and fell down the steps and because he

turned to drink. Then I will be human again, and then

I suppose you'll marry me.

On her way out, she checked the refrigerator again.

"How can you live on an empty refrigerator? I'll bring

you some groceries Saturday."

It had been difficult getting rid of her. She had

come into the poolhall and he had ducked into the Men's

Room. After a few minutes, a banging on the door and

Sylvia's impatient, "Andrew, I know you're in there and

if you don't come out by the time I count three, I'm

coming in after you." He had no choice. (There was no

window,) She took his arm and guided him out. The men

in the poolhall may have been frozen in the same postures

in which they were standing a few minutes before when she

had stood with the nightingale in the doorway. The ex-

pressions were the same, and the cigarette was still

balancing there on the one's lower lip.
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Once outside, she presented him with the stuffed

nightingale. Why did she bring this along? he wondered,

Was she afraid someone would steal it? When she had

finished buttoning her coat, she took the bird from

him, reached into her coat pocket and pulled out the

tea-stained Keats.. "Here," she snapped. "It's still

readable."

He took it. "The soggy corpus delicti."

"What?"

He handed it back to her, "I said, bury it. I

haven't any use for it."

"Oh don't be childish."

"I preferred it the way it was."

"Well certainly you're not going to hold me account-

able for an accidental-- It's only a book anyway. If

you insist, I'll pay for it."

"No, Just take it. I don't want it. If you don't

take it, I'll simply throw it in the garbage."

She was speechless for a moment, and then snatching

the book from him said, "I've never seen anyone so

childish, Imagine a grown man running away simply be-

cause of a little spilt tea, Why must you act to utterly

peculiar? I'm humiliated to death having to run from

the meeting after you as if I were your mother. I don't

even want to think of how Professor Spewer must regard me.
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Oh, Andrew, can't you please just act normal for once?

I am begging you!" She gazed at him meaningfully, but

a train had sounded in the distance and he wasn't lis-

tening. She interpreted his silence as acquiescence.

More tenderly she said, "Now, are you coming? They're

discussing the Urn now, and you'll recall I brought

mine-.the one Aunt Jaundice brought back from Mexico,

It' s just like the one Keats had, And you already know

that Johnny here is imported from England." She patted

the stuffed bird. "That's one reason I wanted you to

come, you know, to see these things."

He did not react.

"Well, are you coming?"

"No." It sounded too harsh. "I'm going to take a

walk."

The wind tried to blow the bird away, but she wrenched

it back and looked at him as if he had instigated it.

"You are so exasperating." She threatened to hit him

with the bird. "I'll never understand you. One minute

we're intimate enough that I can read you my poetry and the

next you're angry because I accidentally bumped into you

and you spilled your tea. If anyone's at fault, it's you

for spilling your own tea on your own book. And further-

more-" The wind took her breath away and she gasped.
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He took the opportunity to speak, "It's not the book

then. I just feel restless. You can understand that,

can't you?"

"No I can't. I can't understand anyone who doesn't

have proprieties. I have brought you here tonight to meet

Professor Spewer and some very special friends of mine,

and now you have humiliated me in front of them. What

shall I say to them'? 'Oh, Andrew was bored and decided

to take a walk.' Or, 'Andrew is a hermit who hates

people,' Well, is that what you want me to say?" She

stepped on his foot., "Don't you know how to act in public?

You act as if you were raised by gypsies. You don't have

a friend left, Andrew. Do you realize that? And I can

understand why. You're rude, inconsiderate, morbid. Why

do I put up with you? Answer me that." She shook him

by the arm very angrily. "Are you listening to me?"

Before he had to answer, however, the wind tore the

bird loose from her hand and slammed it against the bar-

ber shop window. One of the eyes popped out and rolled

into the street. She went after it howling and cursing

at him. The wind blew her dress up and she stumbled as

the wind nearly pulled her legs from beneath her, He

thought of helping her, but feared losing the opportunity

of escape. The last he saw of her she was chasing the

elusive eye down Avenue A.
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In the distance a train was bleating, "Well what

do you like about them?" Sylvia had asked once. And he

had equivocated, Then she had said, "My father saw a man

cut in half by one of them. I think they're monstrous."

And he had equivocated some more hoping she would drop

the subject, but with her usual exhaustiveness she had

gone on. "You surely can't like that ugly dissonance,

can you? It makes my skin crawl, Or the pollution,

Look at the pollution trains cause, They're so .. ,
dirty," She had made a face as if someone had wiped

train dirt on her nose and then had begun reading her

poetry again--all about fat women with beards and

varicose veins who couldn't get into corsets. She called

it comic realism; and as she read it, he listened to

the trains.

The sound of the train whipped back and forth in

the wind, close by, then far away. He was thinking

of what had happened as he listened to the train and as
he watched the wind bend saplings in the fraternity

front yards along Lark Street.

If only it had spilled on me and these wretched

clothes. But I was stupid to go in the first place,

and stupider to take anything that belonged to me, that
meant anything to me. The idiots. The clowns. And what
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do they think they accomplished tonight besides ruining

my volume of Keats? What insight do they think they have

gained? Do they think that Spewer has some sort of

secret key to the poems and life of John Keats just because

he's been to England three times and talked to a lot of

other spewers at English universities and dug around in

a lot of ashes that don't belong to him? Do they think

that Sylvia's ungodly exhibitions have enhanced their

knowledge of-- I wish I could quit thinking of her, I

wish the wind would blow the sound of her voice from

my memory.

The wind blew the train sounds clearer and closer,

and it seemed to him that the train beckoned to him to

far places where there might be quiet, solitude. He

stopped and rubbed his hand along the rough bark of an

oak tree, Across Lark Street convivial and raucous

noises seemed to hang above the fraternity house like a

thick fog. The train called secretly with the promise

of somewhere far off, and private, and unscholarly.

II

On the north end of Sans Loy Street lived a girl

and her daughter. He went there hoping deep inside to

prove Sylvia wrong. He stood on the street corner and

looked at the lighted window above and at the red sports
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car parked on the street below. It made him angry to

think that she was entertaining someone on this night.

But why not? he reflected. Why should this night be any

different? Is she to drop everything, relinquish her

living, simply because I need her to prove something?

He knocked on the door hoping the sports car was for

someone else, but knowing otherwise. She opened the

door only as far as the chain lock would allow. "Who is

it?" she asked before looking. "Is that you, Andy?"

She undid the chain and opened the door wider. He felt

the warm light of the room on his face.

"Yes. Can I see you?" He stared at the golden hoop

earrings moving loosely from her earlobes.

"I'm sorry, honey, but George is here."

"What?" He was staring at the place on her leg

where the black velvet dress stopped and her thigh began.

He looked up. "George who? No, never mind. I don't want

to know. I'm sorry. I'll go." He was suddenly very

hot and confused.

"Wait!" She took his arm. "I would like to see you.

I've been hoping you'd come by. Pearl is sick and you're

the only one I trust about her. George doesn't even know."

She was whispering like they shared some childish secret.

A stupid voice inquired from within.
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She looked over her shoulder then back, "I really

wish you could stay but I don't think you two would hit

it off.?" She smiled sympathetically, then leaning out

the door she touched her cheek against his. A golden

hoop brushed his face. He sensed a faint mellow perfume

about her. She kissed his lips slightly with her eyes

open and he saw that they were heavily shadowed, but not

unattractively so, for the shadow brought out the deep-

ness in them, made them look dark, almost black.

"You're strange tonight," she said when he did

not respond to her kiss. "Is there something wrong?"

"No. I just came to see you," And then without

thinking he blurted, "I was lonely."

"I'm so sorry. If I had known . . . " He wondered

if she had said the same thing before to someone else.

"It's nothing." He looked at her leg again as she

moved it forward and back in the doorway. "I'll go."

"Come back later," she said taking his arm. "I

really would like to see you. He isn't staying the

night, Do come back. Are you all right?"

"Hey, what is this?" A stupid red face appeared

in the doorway. "What's it all about, Joy? I'm getting

lonely in here. You having an affair behind my back?

Hoy, hoy, hoy."
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He looked at the heavyset drunken man with the stupid

red face and then at Joy standing apart from him and

looking delicate in her golden hoop earrings and her

short skirt. "I better go now."

"Hell no. Stay awhile," the drunkard said. "There's

more than enough to go around. Hoy, hoy, hoy." He

staggered back into the apartment guffawing.

He looked at her and her face was worried, even

frightened a little, her eyes dark. "Come back later,

Andy. Will you?" She whispered it covertly and with

wide eyes as children do when they are keeping secrets

from adults. Yet there was a sincerity about it, almost

an urgency, that made him tremble.

"Yes. Perhaps." Flustered and hot again, he turned

and plunged away in confusion and in embarrassment and

with a strange longing inside.

Around a corner and several blocks away was the

little deadend called Honk Street. He plunged through

the night and the wind feeling angry and still confused

by what had happened. Why did I stand there so long?

Why didn't I leave when she said that moron was there?

Better still, why didn't I go when I saw the sports car?

Fool to think she had time for you. And she flatters you
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by saying she trusts you with Pearl and lies saying that

clown will not stay overnight.

At the dead end of Monk Street, at the edge of a

dark woods, was a friend's apartment. He lived up a

flight of rotten stairs. Once he had told his friend

about the stairs, and his friend had replied that it was

good that they were unsafe because that would discourage

visitors of the wrong sort. What sort his friend meant

he did not know, but he did know that the state of the

steps discouraged him.

The usual multitude of cats was gathered on the steps,

sliding and slinking by his legs like eels. He felt

like kicking them from his way but felt ashamed at the

thought. He always felt ashamed of something when he

came here.

He stepped carefully, wondering how his friend would

survive if the steps did finally fall down. How would

he eat? he wondered, But then I've never seen him out

of his apartment. Does he go to the grocery store or

has he trained himself not to need food? Perhaps he just

reaches out the window when he's hungry and grabs some

manna from the air.

He knocked. A faint orange light glowed inside. He

knocked several more times. The wind blew and made the

stairs creak. A cat rubbed against his pantlegs and he
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jumped sideways and overturned a saucer of milk. The cat

looked indifferently at it then slid like something

liquid down the steps. As the wind became more violent,

he began to fear for his life. Am I going to stand here

until the wind blows me and these steps to destruction?

He pounded harder.

When the door opened, he saw a straw mat on the floor

by the windows and an orange glowing candle making black

darting apparitions on the walls of the room, Yves, in

sandals and kimono, stepped magically from behind the door,

His beard was thin and wild-looking, and he glared out

from angry, tempestuous eyes as though he were regarding

someone who had come to murder him.

"Hello,"

The word seemed to inspire his friend. He drew him

into the apartment, and grasping his shoulders, gazed

deeply into his eyes as if trying to discern something

about his soul. Whatever he found was evidently satis-

factory because he soon let go and invited him in for tea.

Besides the mat and the candle and a small shelf of
books, the room was empty. Saying that he would make tea
and that he should make himself at home, Yves disappeared

into a yawn in the wall that was draped with beads and

bells which clacked and tingled forlornly. He could not
decide where to sit, so he chose to remain standing, It



70

was damp and cold in the room--colder even than outdoors,

as though no heat, other than the bleak light of the

candle, had ever reached it, He stood shivering and

pored over the books: the Bhagavad-Gita, the Koran, and

a dozen books by Kahlil Gibran, He opened one by Gibran

and read a parable about a pomegranate seed, then closed

it thinking that such wisdom ought to remain within the

pomegranate.

Soon Yves returned from the gloom with a steaming

mug. He hadn't made a sound, hadn't lit a light; yet,

as if by magic, here was a cup of tea. Wizardry. Imme-

diately he was ashamed. Here was his friend taking him

in on a cold night, offering him a warm mug of--"What

kind is it?"--peppermint tea, and here he was thinking

rude and ungrateful thoughts,

Yves told him to sit on the mat by him, then crossed

his legs behind his neck and buried his head in the mat.

He looked like a frog with its head stuck in the mud.

"I find this a most relaxing position for conversation."

He tried an understanding smile but failed. It

didn't matter because Yves was still eye-to-eye with

the mat. He looked into the peppermint tea at all the

swirling leaves and things and wondered why he had come

here: I hate peppermint. I hate pomegranates. I hate

cats, Why did I ever come here?
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"What have you been doing?" Yves was looking from

beneath one of his knees.

He told him about the Keats Society and Sylvia,

and about the tea-stained volume of Keats. As he spoke,

it occurred to him that perhaps he should have taken the

book back, that perhaps it was cruel of him to reject

it. Cruel to Keats of course. He said nothing of this

to Yves, however. Nor did he tell him about the train

sounds or of his secret alliance with the wind.

Yves was sympathetic and advised him to seek truth

in solitude rather than through the Keats Society, He

agreed, yet felt vaguely dissatisfied. Did Yves find

truth in the fibers of his mat? or in floating tea leaves?

or in pomegranate seeds? What truth did Yves' solitary

life reveal?

Yves got up and reentered the yawn. Soon he returned

with a box of crackers. "Here. Try one." Once again

he was ashamed of his rude thoughts, and with the enthu--

siasm of overgratitude, popped an entire cracker into

his mouth. It was as if he had stuffed his mouth with

a net full of the nastiest fish in the sea. Fortunately

Yves was preoccupied with reassuming his conversational

posture and did not see him remove the half-masticated

mass of seaweed. On the box it said: Natural Sea

Wafers.
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"Like them?"

"They're odd," he replied taking a long draught of

peppermint tea. His answer pleased Yves because he hated

the ordinary.

"Truth is elusive," Yves said peeking from beneath

his leg again. "I thought once I had found it, I had

been reading Gibran's marvelous parables out under an

apple tree. This was in the country, you see. I often

wander for days out in the country, It's refreshing

after the meanness of the city. I was reading these

marvelous parables and meditating in the sunlight when

suddenly something hit me on the back of the head. I

looked around and found a green apple--nowhere near

ripe--and I couldn't understand why it had fallen from the

tree. Why should it fall now? And right on my head, too.

And then it hit me. It was a godsend! It had fallen

out of season just to impress me with the truth of it--

its appleness, its thingness. I was ecstatic! I just

sat and held it for the longest time, feeling it, noticing

its color and texture and smell. Can you imagine how I

felt?"

He nodded, wondering, as he rolled the soggy sea

wafer into a ball with his fingers, what he should do

with it.
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"Well, after examining my apple, I couldn't retain

my curiosity any longer and bit into it. Like in some of

the parables, I had to get to the core of it--the heart.

Needless to say, it wasn't very tasty. Rather hard and

sour, Not to say it wasn't worthwhile. All experience

is worthwhile. Because all experience leads to truth,

even the sourest. Don't you think so?"

He nodded, wondering what truth he could glean from

his experience with Natural Sea Wafers.

"Well, I bit into the core. And there it was: the

truth of apples! The truth of life! Such a revelation!"

He was getting very excited. "You can imagine my ecstasy

when I took those greenish-white seeds in my fingers!

The seed--the truth. I had never seen, never known,

white appleseeds. Have you?"

He shook his head, but it really didn't matter to

Yves. He was lost in his vision and growing more and

more hysterical.

"I was in a sensual and spiritual ecstasy holding

the broken apple and its seeds in my hands! Its

juices running through my fingers! Life! The very

essence of life! Then suddenly without warning another

apple splattered against the tree trunk, another hit me

in the head. Nature was offering herself for my inspec-

tion! Then one hit me in the nose, another in the ear.
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A whole shower of apples pouring down upon me. I was

alarmed. Was I to be stoned to death by apples? Was I

to be sacrificed to Nature at the moment of ecstasy?

Stricken down at the climax of my life?"

Beneath his knee, his eyes were burning, his lips

contorted, His hair and beard wilder-looking, as if

they were growing out of the mat and he were tangled in

them.

"And then as I prepared to die, I heard laughing.

Cruel, cruel laughter. Looking up, I saw a whole gang

of boys leering at me and pelting apples. They began

shouting obscenities and mimicking me. When I stood up,

they ran off. My truthful vision was shattered,"

He thought he saw tears in Yves' eyes but it was

difficult to tell for sure because of the shadow from his
knee, Suddenly he felt ashamed that he had not eaten the

wafer,

"So you see how elusive truth can be. Just as you

think you have it, poof! it's gone." With this Yves
accidentally blew out the candle and they were in darkness.

He took the opportunity to press the wad of seaweed

beneath the window sill behind them.

He left while Yves was still reflecting upon his
melancholy experience. He had changed positions and was
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standing on his head, He said that it was his depressed

position, When he bade him good-by, Yves seemed not to

notice, Once in meditation he was unaware of anything

else.

Outside, there were a few dark figures on the side-

walk, It was entirely dark except for the moon which

occasionally slid from beneath the clouds to cast a dim,

deceptive light. The wind continued to blow. The farther

he walked from the campus and into the residential sections

of town, the more dark figures he saw--gliding along the

sidewalks, assaulting doorways, dancing about in front

yards. Soon he was amidst a group of them, wading through

phosphorescent skeletons, gypsies with scarfs on their

heads, vampires with bloodstained teeth, listening to

sibilant whisperings and muffled gigglings. They were

small--three or four feet tall--and he felt large and

awkward among them. They bumped into his knees, stepped

on his toes. A larger one, screaming, flew through the

group and kicked him in the calf. Shrieking and laughing,

the rest of the group ran after him. Then there was quiet

except for the soft crying of one of the smaller of the

group who had fallen and was left behind.

"What's your name?" he asked helping it up,

"Nana. Nana," a young girl's voice answered.



76

He helped her off with her satanic mask and took the

half full paper bag of candy. "Well, Nana, is one of

those your brother or sister?"

"Nana. Nana. "

"Is your mother or father around?"

"Nana loss-ed." Her lower lip came out and she

sobbed,

"Where do you live, Nana?"

"Nana loss-ed." Her little round face wrinkled

up in tragic grief.

He called to the group which had left her in its

wake, but they were gliding around the corner and paying

no attention. He and the little girl were the only

ones left on the street. An outside light shone from

one of the neighboring houses, so he took the child's

hand and led her up the walkway. She had quieted and

was looking at him with curious concentration. "Let's

see if anyone knows you. "

He had barely turned around after the car pulled

up when a woman, pulling at her own hair and screaming,

was upon them and snatching the child's hand away from

his. He tried to smile reassuringly to let the woman know

he wasn't carrying off her child, but she seemed to regard

the smile as something sinister because she threatened to

hit him with her purse. When she saw the woman, the child
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began sobbing and cried out, "Nana. Nana," as if she had

been tortured. He tried to explain, but the woman began

to scream louder. The more he tried to explain the more

threatening she became, so he gave up and watched as

she dragged the sobbing little girl, with her devil's tail

dragging behind her, to the car and roared away.

He was still holding the bag of candy. As he set

it down on the walkway, he saw a face disappearing from

behind the curtains in the picture window, Going to call

the police, he thought, and I'll be arrested for stealing

a child's Halloween candy and for molesting a minor,

But I can't stop to think about it now. Just hurry away

so I won't be caught having to explain to the police

department why they shouldn't lock me up. So I won't

have to face Sylvia's smug sympathy through bars, Away.

No use thinking about it. If the woman wants to believe

that I am Satan trying to carry off her child, why try

to convince her otherwise? She was frantic. A Demeter

come to rescue her daughter, I tried to reason with her

and she got hysterical. There's no use letting it bother

me. I don't know them and they don't know me. I'll

never see them again, Why get upset over it? It's

nothing. Could happen to anyone. A child molester,

How Sylvia would revel in it! She has always suspected

that I have some malignant secret hidden in my psyche,
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She keeps expecting some sort of confession. "Sylvia,

I confess that I Zike to rape little girls.' She'd

probably commiserate for a moment then escort me to the

police station, saying, "It's better this way. Suffering

is what you need." She said that once. "You have this

need to suffer, Andrew. That's why you walk around

dishevelled looking, why you ignore other human beings.

You're ashamed of something which you're afraid to

reveal. You should tell someone about it and then you

would feel better. You need other people, Andrew, No

man is an isZand, you know." "Yes, SyZvia, I know. I

confess to you, writer of comic realism, disciple of

spewers, interpreter of Keats, my caretaker, that I

rape children. Will you accompany me to Siberia?" Then

she would remind me of the paper she's reading in New

York City and about her scholarly ambitions and about her

teaching position, and with regret say, "I'm sorry,

Andrew, but you'll just have to go on without me. But

I will write you letters." Then perhaps I would tell

her about her letters and about how she is always plaguing

me with them when I think I've escaped her, Away, wretched

thoughts, Why must she always be in my mind? If she

isn't in my kitchen, then I find myself staring at that

horrible record, or having nightmares about her poetry.

Is there no escaping her?
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He felt hot and dizzy and sat down beneath a tree to

rest while the wind blew the sound of the trains in his

ears--with the promise of distance, the promise of escape.

III

There was a Halloween party at Richard Lacy's apart-

ment and he had been invited, but he had forgotten that.

He would not even have known that it was Halloween

except for his unfortunate encounter with Persephone and

her frantic mother. He simply went there because he

knew him--perhaps as a way of denying Sylvia's accusation

that he had no friends.

He had met Richard Lacy in French class, He smoked

a pipe and wore turtle-neck sweaters. His first impression

of him was that he was a homosexual, He could not explain

this impression because he knew nothing of homosexuality.

Later, he felt ashamed of himself for judging him pre-

maturely. What can one tell about a person from first

impressions? Still, Richard Lacy made him uncomfortable.

He was always complimenting him on the way he translated,

or about his accent, or about the clothes he wore, He

said that he had taken a special interest in him from the

first time he had laid eyes on him and just had to get to

know him. He began by asking him to coffee at the cafe,

then progressed to invitations to dinner and to parties,
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and ultimately he had suggested that the two of them go to

Mardi Gras together. Richard Lacy's personal interest

in him made him uncomfortable, in much the same way

Sylvia's did. Yet, after weeks of excusing himself,

he was on his way down to the south end of Sans Loy

Street to see him.

When he heard the turmoil inside the apartment, he

decided to leave. But as he retreated under the shadows

of some stairs, the door was flung open and a shaft of

light exposed him. Music and laughter followed the

light, then Richard Lacy with a girl on each arm, Richard

Lacy looked immediately at the stairs as if he had planned

all along to catch him retreating from his door. "I knew

you would come tonight. Come in and join the party. We

were going to get something to drink, but now I'll stay

and entertain you." He told the girls to go ahead without

him. The ugly one, whom he called Juanita, kept looking

beneath the stairs and back to Richard Lacy and grinning

as if she knew something. She had buckteeth and the grin

was obscene-looking. The other girl, who was very pretty,

only stared coldly. The two girls, it seemed to him, made

a strange pair. When they had gone, Richard Lacy grasped

him by the shoulders and after a long approving look

announced, "I'm glad you've finally come."



Inside, eight or ten people were engaged in different

kinds of ecstasy. Some were happily intoxicated, others

dancing violently to music, still others in the preliminary

stages of love-making, Richard Lacy took him into the

kitchen and made him a screwdriver.

"I knew you would come."

"How did you know?"

"I just knew it." He beamed. "It was your fate.

It's in the stars."

So that's it, he thought.

"Here." Richard Lacy opened the oven door. "This

is a ten dollar roast and at least half of it is yours."

"Why?"

"Because I prize you over everyone else here. Because

you have sensitivity. I could tell it from the very first
time I laid eyes on you. I said, 'Lacy, here is a young

man who is sensitive, so you must be careful of him. And
if you succeed, what a triumph! What an acquisition!"'

"Acquisition?"

"'No,no. I won't let you misunderstand. Too many

relationships are ruined because of misunderstandings.

Don't you agree? What I mean is the acquisition of a

friend. They are so rare,"

'What? Acquisitions or friends?"

81
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He looked hurt. "You make it very difficult, and

here at the beginning, the tenderest part of a relation-

ship, Please try not to be cynical. I'm being very open
and frank with you. I want your friendship, nothing more."

He managed to smile. Why be rude? he thought. Then

to Richard Lacy, "Give me some of my roast then."

Richard Lacy was happy again. "By all means. And

you must have plenty of turnips and carrots. Turnips

for potency, the carrots for your eyes. You know, I've

always admired your eyes. Your lashes--they're as long

and as dark as a girl's. And the color! Mon Dieu! They

sparkle like the sea! Have you ever been to the sea?

I'm speaking of the Gulf particularly. I grew up in

Mississippi on the Gulf, near New Orleans. I'd like

to take you there sometime. On sunny days the sea is

clear blue and sparkles. That is what your eyes remind

me of."

"I'm flattered."

"But now you are cynical again. You've never had

anyone seek your friendship like this, have you? You're

suspicious, and it makes me wonder what kind of friends

you have had in the past, I'll wager they weren't much

of anything, Probably had no depth. No sensitivity."

He looked at him intensely. His eyes a little wild,

voice quavering, a tenseness about him. "We're one of
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a kind you know." They stared in silence at one another,

then the wildness left his eyes and the tension relaxed.
"I suppose I've frightened you. Perhaps you will run

away from me now. It would be my own fault for coming

on so strong so quickly."

Richard Lacy placed an absurdly large portion of

roast and vegetables on the plate. The he nodded at it,
"I believe in eating and drinking the best. This is a
very expensive roast. And here," he reached for the wine,
"here is an excellent wine. Not cheap like college

students drink. This is a good wine. But now I've

offended you because you are a college student."

"Aren't you?"

"Absolutely not. I take French, yes, but I am

not a collegiate. I work at the phone company. I

have a sports car."

"What does that make you?"

"I don't know. What does it make me?" Richard

Lacy gazed at him as if they had come to some sort of
important understanding. "I'm not a scholar. You can
be sure of that. I'm not devoted to books. Let's just

say that I am a lover of life and the good things it

has to offer."

He looked at Richard Lacy's ten dollar roast and

silently gave thanks that he was fortunate enough to be
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partaking of the riches of life, Admittedly it was better

than sea wafers.

"I'm just glad you're finally here," Richard Lacy

said suddenly grasping his shoulders to emphasize his

sincerity. "Mon ami." With this he left the room.

What kind of an ami does he mean? he wondered. In

what sense? Why is he acting like I mean so much to

him when we have hardly exchanged a few dozen words

prior to tonight?

He went into the living room where people were

dancing and laughing. It was plushly decorated with

a fat sofa and several comfortable-looking, chairs, with

expensive-looking coffee tables, with French Impression-

istic paintings, with thick red carpeting. He sat down

on the sofa at the other end of which was a blind girl

who was holding a quart of beer in her hand and talking

excitedly to a Mexican who kept telling her that Ramos

was not his name. What they said to each other made no

sense, and he assumed that they were both drunk. Most

of the other people were dancing. Richard Lacy was not

in the room, and he discovered with satisfaction that

he could eat his roast in obscurity.

He had just gotten comfortable in this pleasant

sort of anonymity when the blind girl and the Mexican

whose name was not Ramos began to misunderstand each other,
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She was quite angry over something and he was trying to

joke with her to soothe her feelings. Pretty soon another

Mexican sat down on the other side of her and drunkenly

attempted to calm her down by putting his arm around her.

She pushed him away. The two friends leered at each other

and laughed. The blind girl threatened to shoot them,

at which they both began to howl and slap each other on

the back. Again they tried to calm her down by putting

their hands on her, which only angered her more. She found

her purse and after fumbling around in it, produced a tear

gas gun which she began waving at them. At the same time,

she threatened to break their heads with the bottle in

her other hand. The Mexicans backed away still leering

evilly,

He got up and hurried to the bedroom where he found

Richard Lacy unbuttoning an ugly girl's blouse. "The

blind girl is threatening to shoot off her tear gas gun,

Two Mexicans have been bothering her."

Richard Lacy leapt up in a rage. "I don't give a

damn. To hell with her. By God, no one is going to ruin

my party." He said it passionately.

"But it isn't her fault. They've been bothering her."

Without another word, Richard Lacy strode into the

other room, and with a wave of his arms and a few words

which he could not hear, he dispersed the Mexicans. Then,



86

after he had gotten another beer for the blind girl to

calm her, he turned triumphantly. "You see? I won't

allow anyone to ruin my party. It means too much to
me, This is too important an occasion to allow anyone

to spoil it."

He thought of the occasion and wondered at the

importance of it, Could Halloween be so important to

Richard Lacy?

"You understand, don't you?" Richard Lacy was

looking very hard at him. He nodded without understanding

and Richard Lacy returned to the ugly girl in the bedroom.

A half an hour later, after he had finished the
roast and two glasses of wine, he was feeling hot and
dizzy. The wine and screwdriver did not mix well. More-
over, the ugly Juanita and her pretty but sour friend

had returned with more vodka and orange juice, and Richard
Lacy was fixing him another drink. He stumbled to the

kitchen to tell him not to,

"You're just going to get hurt,t" the sour girl was

saying. "You know he's not--"

"It's worth it," Richard Lacy interrupted, then
silenced her with his hand when he saw him stumbling into
the kitchen. "Have you ever been drunk?" Richard Lacy

asked him,

"Ho, Now look, I told you not to make me anymore, "
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Richard Lacy looked at Juanita and they both grinned

knowingly. The sour girl smiled coldly. Juanita slobbered

something which he could not understand. It occurred to

him that she must have a speech impediment. Only the

sour girl seemed to understand, and she whispered it to

Richard Lacy who smiled in triumph and handed him a drink.

"Look," he said trying very hard to concentrate on

what he was saying. "I don't know what you're always

whispering and laughing about and looking at each other

every time I'm around but I'm not getting drunk and that's

all there is to it and besides I don't feel well either,"

The words jumbled in his memory. Had he said them right?

"You're paranoid," the pretty, sour girl said with

disdain.

"I am not." His brain was confused. What did I

say to show paranoia? he wondered. Why does she always

look at me that way?

"It's just a little drink. I'll water it down for

you." That was Richard Lacy speaking persuasively.

"You can't have fun without a drink. Let yourself go."

Covertly he motioned the two girls to leave, then looking

after them, put his arm around him. "They're in love

you know."

He was confused. "Who?"
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"Juanita and Ruth. They love each other." Richard

Lacy saw his confusion, and smiling, shook his head,

"You're very young. Do you know that?"

What does he mean young? he wondered, He's no more

than three or four years older. Puzzled he took a sip

of the watered down drink which he found in his hand,

"I don't know what you mean."

He smiled tolerantly. "Come here, I'll show you.

And bring that drink."

They went into the living room. Richard Lacy still

had his arm around him. The stereo was raging. The

blind girl was rocking forward and back contentedly.

Juanita and Ruth were laughing behind the closed bath-

room door. In the bedroom a number of people were sprawled

in and around the bed. Richard Lacy pointed out a couple

in one corner of the room--a large unattractive girl with

stringy dark hair and dark-rimmed glasses cradling the

onion-like head of her boyfriend who appeared to be asleep.

"I want you to look at them. They both work at the phone

company. She's divorced. Has two kids. He's married,

Hates his wife. Has three kids. This is their last

night together before he goes into the Navy. They love
each other and they're here--here at my party because

this is the only place they can go that's private. Do

you understand why these parties mean so much to me now?



These are real people with real needs," He gestured into
the bedroom as if it were all his own creation, "This is

truth,"

The girl was removing her glasses and smiling at them.
She leaned over her boyfriend allowing the stringy hair
to fall in his face, then began kissing the skinned head.

Richard -Lacy beamed paternally at them. He took a
deep breath and once again announced that this was truth.

"You won't find this in books, This is what life is all
about. This is the real thing. Truth." He turned and
embraced him. "You understand now, don't you? Why I

brought you here, I mean. We're a great deal alike, mon
cher, Don't you see that now? A great deal alike.

We're both lonely and sensitive and desperately in need
of friendship. No, don't try to deny it. You didn't
come here accidentally as you pretended. You sought

me out, just as these people did. It never fails, When
there is a need for love, people find me and I help them
find each other. These two need each other. Juanita

and Ruth need each other. And you, mon ami, need me."

IV

The wind, and then quiet. The wind, then quiet again.
One moment it was trying to tear his legs from beneath

him, the next, a dead calm, He found himself walking on

89
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the east side of town many blocks from Richard Lacy's

apartment. He did not remember walking that distance.

He did not remember walking through the square as he

certainly must have done to get where he was. It was

as though he were waking from a sleep. The last things

he remembered were hastening from Richard Lacy's apart-

ment in confusion, Richard Lacy chasing him and shouting

that he needed him, and then the wind blowing in his face,

blowing away all sound and all thought. And now he was

walking past secondhand stores and small markets and

past the newspaper office and factories, toward the

railroad tracks.

It was not surprising to him, perhaps because he was

still slightly drunk, to see St. Clair standing beneath

a solitary sycamore tree along the side of the road near

the tracks. He knew even before he heard him talking that

it was he. The gray felt hat, the topcoat that came:

too far below his knees, the way he had of always looking

into the sky instead of straight ahead. The thin, white

hair showing beneath the hat. The way he stood--like

an orator--with one hand poised before him as if about

to gesture to an audience, the other holding the lapel

of his coat. And as he got closer he saw that he was

speaking, seemingly to the branches of the tree: "Light-

winged Dryad of the trees, my heart aches not through
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envy of thy happy lot, but being too happy in thy happi-

ness, Oh for a draught of vintage that I might drink and
with thee fade away into the forest dim." He stopped and

drank from a bottle he pulled from his coat pocket. "Fade

far away, dissolve, and quite forget what thou among the
leaves hast never known, the weariness, the fever, and

the fret here where men sit and hear each other groan;

where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, where

youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies; where but

to think is to be full of sorrow and leaden-eyed despairs,

where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes, or new Love
pine at them beyond tomorrow." He ceased abruptly, still

looking upwards into the tree, muttering to himself,

When St, Clair was finally aware of him and had

turned around, he thought of what the old man had said

when he had first asked him to conduct his thesis: "Too
old for this. I wouldn't be of any use to you. All that
I ever knew is buried along with my notes in chests or
boxes somewhere in the attic. I'm all but retired now,

Can't even promise I'll be here in the spring, You ought
to find one of these younger men, one of these energetic

scholars like Spewer who'd help you along. I'm too old
for that. Lost track of scholarship ten years ago. Just
waiting to retire so I can have some time to myself

before . , . Just too old to keep up with youngsters like
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you, Too old , , . " And then he had wandered away,

forgetting to say yes or no, forgetting to say good-by,

forgetting that he was talking to someone. And now as

he stood before him in the moonlight, he saw for the

first time how thin and old he really did look.

St. Clair removed his hat and politely said hello

like they were meeting for the first time. He looked

even a little more disarrayed than usual. His white

hair now flying in the wind wildly; his topcoat, besides

being too long, wrinkled and missing buttons; his pants

too short; one sock chewed up by his shoe so that his

skinny pale ankle was showing; his shoes untied, He

looked like someone you might see on a park bench or

in the corner of a boxcar.

"I've been listening to a marvelous bird in this

tree," he was saying. "I think it's marvelous to hear

a bird on such a windy evening. Haven't you always

wondered where they go during storms and things? Never
hear them--as if they have some sort of private sanctuary

they all flee to. Marvelous animals. Are you a nat-

uralist?"

It frightened him that St. Clair didn't recognize

him. He waited, thinking he might remember. But the

old man only watched him inquisitively, smiling vacantly

like a mental patient,
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"No, I'm not a naturalist,"

"Funny. You look familiar. Thought perhaps I'd

seen you at the Audubon meetings. No matter. Would

you listen to that."

There was a bird (he had doubted it) and it was

chirping capriciously from above them.

"Isn't that marvelous? Oh how I envy them. So

young, vigorous. Have you ever seen an old bird? How

many have you ever seen die? A few get caught by cats

maybe. But where do the others go to die? Or do they

die? I often wonder about that. No one else does, not

even the Society, but I do. I wonder about it. Where do

they go during storms and where when they die." He

looked reflectively at his untied shoes,

"What kind is it?"

"Nightingale." He took him by the arm, "Look

here. He's on that second branch there."

"But I thought nightingales were only found in

Europe."

"Poppycock. That's what they say at the Society.

See him?"

The wind came and drowned the birdsong. He thought

he saw a fluttering of something gray but wasn't sure.

"There he goes back to that crook. See him?" The old

man was excited. After a moment the wind ceased and there
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was a reproachful silence from above. He still could not

see the bird. "Now he'll huddle up there in a furry little

ball until he's sure the wind's gone and then out he'll

come again. Watch closely now."

It called out--plaintively this time, as though in

protest, "Oh, Philomela. Mournful are you? What is it

you've lost?" As if prompted, the bird seemed to pose

several sorrowful questions, as if in imitation of St.

Clair's voice. "Marvelous, Ah, here he comes out again.

Now see if you can see him." The bird had reverted to

its joy song, He could not see it, Every time St, Clair

remarked something about it, the bird chirped a little

louder and with more variations, as if showing off. "He

must be especially inspired this evening."

Does he really believe it's a nightingale? he was

thinking. Is he mad? Is Sylvia right after all and is

he crazy as well as old?

A strong gust of wind blew St. Clair off balance

and he fell against him. He tried to help by grabbing

onto the old man's arms. They were frail like sticks.

His body was so light that he could have carried him

like a child,

"Thank you, good sir. What would an old man like

me do without strong arms like yours to aid me? Here

help me down. I'm tired of standing, Too tired." He
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helped him lean back against the tree trunk, "Where is

our bird? Gone back to his refuge has he? Probably with

his head under his wing. Aren't they wonderful animals

though?" He closed his eyes.

The low moan of a train, distorted by the wind so

that it sounded close, then far off, then close again.

He looked at the tracks and then at the rows of unpainted

houses on the other side, and then back at the tracks,

"Train," he said, then without thinking, "I'd like to

jump on it."

St. Clair stirred. "What's that? The train?" He

looked at him keenly almost as if he finally recognized

him. "Fascinated by them myself once, When I was young,

Wanted nothing more than to hop on and go. Didn't matter

where. I just wanted to get out of Texas and see new

places--felt like I'd break apart if I didn't, I was

young of course. That's the way with young folks. They

get full of an idea and can't let it alone." He peered

over his glasses at him. "Don't I know you from some-

where? No, that can't be. What's wrong with me? He's

been dead for five years. Things get mixed up and I hardly

know who's alive and who's dead anymore, who's young and

who's old. Forgive me, It's just that . . . yes, the

resemblance is there." He was peering again, "His eyes

were that dark blue and with long lashes. But what am I
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thinking of? He's been dead ten years now. What got me

thinking about him? Forgive me. My mind wanders, That's

what they say about me: his mind wanders. But what was

his name? We were going to jump on a boxcar and travel

all the way from Georgia back here and see our folks and

get some money and head for Mexico, But I didn't do it.

I was afraid. They would shoot you if they caught you.

Desertion you know, Liked the trains though. I liked

the idea of just riding along in the wind with my feet

dangling out. But I didn't do it. So he didn't either,

and then we went to France and he was killed and I wished

we had taken that train ride. Oh how I wish we had taken

that train ride. Feet dangling in the breeze watching

things just pass us by. But seems like I saw him not

long ago, Good Lord, what am I thinking of? He's dead

twenty, thirty years by now. Thought I'd like to take

that ride myself sometimes, but I got too old. A young

man's dream. Just another thing I won't get to, Ah,

there's our bird."

It had begun its levity again. Chirping and trilling

in falsetto. A kind of mockery of sobriety. "Thou

wert not made for death, immortal bird." He stopped

and peered again. "Don't I know you? Aren't you a

naturalist? No. It doesn't matter. How does it go

now?" He looked up into the tree as if for inspiration
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and the bird chirped blithely, coquettishly as though

conscious of St. Clair's attention. "Now more than ever

it seems rich to die, to cease upon the midnight with no

pain, while thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad in

such an ecstasy." He looked down at his untied shoes

and began to mutter, "Yes. That's it. 'Rich to die.'

I've always liked that 'rich to die. "' He continued to

mutter, and the more incomprehensible he became, the

more the bird mocked on.

Only he was awake to see the train pass. St, Clair

and the bird and even the wind were asleep. He watched

in silence, hardly breathing even, as it clattered by.

Some of the boxcars were open and beckoning, the places

where they belonged lettered on the sides--far and prom-

ising. After it had gone, he felt a burning, pent-up

desire. Almost as if he would break apart.

A blaring sound and then very bright lights and he

thought for a moment that he was in the middle of the

railroad tracks and about to be run down by a locomotive.

But as his senses returned, he felt his back against

the tree, and after the initial blindness, saw the out-

line of an automobile turned almost sideways in the street

so that the headlights were shining directly on him. The
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blaring stopped, but before the echo could fade away it

had begun again--impatient, demanding, inexorable, He

got the idea that whoever it was wanted him and St, Clair

and the tree to get out of the way; that if they did not

get out of the way, they would be mercilessly run over.

The blaring stopped. Soon he would wish that it had

gone on, He would have preferred an eternity of blaring

and bright lights to that one moment when the strident

voice demanded (even in posing a question, demanded),

"An-drew, isn't that you?"

"Who is it?" St. Clair hissed from the other side

of the tree.

But he did not hear, could not hear for the pande-

monium in his brain. How? Why? Why is she here? Where

did she come from? Is there no escaping? Has she pored

over the entire town searching for me? Why isn't she in

bed where she belongs or doesn't she sleep? Am I to be

pursued like this for the rest of my life?

"An-drew. Answer me. I know it's you. Who's that

with you?" She was walking around the car,

"Go away."

"I will not. You're feverish and need attention,"

"Let me be. I'm not feverish. Go away."

"Who is it?" St. Clair whispered.

"Tisiphone."
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In his madness he understood,

"You can be rude all you want." She was standing

directly before him--an imposing black figure in the glare

of the headlights, something dire and deathlike. "I

know you don't mean it. You're sick. I knew it when you

left the meeting in such a peculiar way. I knew there was

something wrong, and then I remembered what you said when

I came to pick you up about having a fever."

"That was a lie so I could get out of going to your

damnable meeting."

"I don't believe you. And besides you did feel a

little hot to me at the time. I only thought a little

fresh air would do you good. Your sickness is undoubtedly

due to the stuffiness of that--that horrid little matchbox

you live in."

"I'm not sick."

"You don't know what you're saying. Why, I believe

you're delirious." She approached and put her hand on

his forehead. "Don't flinch, I don't have the plague

you know."

St. Clair had risen uneasily, "I hope he's all

right."

"Why hello, Dr. St, Clair, I didn't even recognize

you," She was being very polite. "I thought Andrew

had made the acquaintance of a bum or a hobo here by
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the railroad tracks. He always comes here. He has some

sort of monomania about trains.1 "

"I must go," St. Clair said uncomfortably.

"I won't hear of it, sir! Let me take you home in

my car)"

"No, I must walk a little more. Some things to do

yet."

"At four in the morning?" She drew back in disbelief

and regarded him as skeptically as she could without

being rude.

St. Clair began muttering and shuffling, then looked

down at him with eyes that searched his. And he thought

that St. Clair must recognize him finally, that the

juxtaposing of Sylvia and him had made something click

in his brain.

Or does he? he wondered. Or is he just trying to

say something? (His eyes . . . ) But he can't because

Sylvia is standing there. Just like a dumb man, making

hand signals like I'm supposed to understand. (His

eyes , . . ) Just say it, why don't you. But I can't

blame you. Who can talk when she's around? So now you

understand why I want to jump on a train. And all you

had was a war in Europe facing you. If she's right and

you are insane then I am too because I'm not speaking

but I'm talking to you and you're not speaking but you're
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telling me you understand, that you understand about Yves

and Lacy and Spewer and her, (Your eyes , . . ) If

she's right and you're insane then I'm insane because I

can understand you and only insane people can understand

other insane people. (Your old man's eyes . . . ) I

can see what they've seen, a nightingale in Texas, Keats

without going to London. I see what you see and know what

you know and you don't need to talk because (your

eyes ,., ) All I need to know I see, and you see and

know all that I see and know. And she doesn't see and we

know that. Your eyes and my eyes know that.

St. Clair's shuffling and gesturing had stopped.

Avoiding her eyes, he turned back to Sylvia. "Got some

things to do yet."

As he started to go, the bird began its rather

irritating mockery again. "Isn't that a beautiful sounding

mockingbird!" Sylvia exclaimed.

St. Clair stared at her and then looked into the

tree, then back at her. Then he turned and looked down

at him, looking as he had before--searching his eyes--

and said, "Poppycock."

As he wandered away, Sylvia looked after him shaking

her head. When he was out of earshot, she turned trium-

phantly. "I used to think he was merely senile and a

drunkard, but now I'm convinced he's a madman. And do
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you mean to tell me that you have been out all night with

that man?" He could feel her eyes roaming his face, but

he would not look. Instead, he lay down and curled him-

self around the trunk of the tree. "What are you doing?"

He would not answer. She got down on all fours and looked

into his face, but he closed his eyes. "Andrew, would you

please speak to me? Oh my God, what has happened to him?"

She sounded hysterical and he opened one eye to look. She

was on her knees looking desperately at the sky. The bird

called out plaintively. He thought them a melancholy

couple. The wind began again, blowing her hair in all

directions. She looked at him. "It's all starting to

make sense now," she shouted into the gale. "You've asso-

ciated with that raving madman so long that he's turned

you into one too. Oh if you had only taken Professor

Spewer, That has been the source of all your problems.

My poor, dear Andrew." She reached out to stroke his hair,

He leapt up snarling. She drew back as if she

expected to be attacked. "Don't touch me or I'll scream,"

she screamed and put both hands in front of her face as

if fending off a demon. It was so ludicrous to him that

he began to laugh. The thought of murdering her seemed

preposterous and he fell weakly against the tree and slid

to the ground, The bird began its merry song and it made

him laugh more. It all came together at once: the
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carlights still illuminating them, Sylvia with gaping

mouth more horrified of his laughter than his threat of

violence, the chattering mockingbird.

He shouted into the wind. "Now more than ever it

seems rich to die, to cease upon the midnight with no

pain, while thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad in

such an ecstasy." And then blissful oblivion.

A revolting ammoniac odor. Someone hovering over

him, The face like a reflection in a pool of water.

Again the burning in his sinuses. A voice cooing,

"There we come. Wake up now."

"What are you doing?"

She jumped. "You startled me." She was a little

reproachful, "I thought you were still unconscious,"

"What are you doing?"

"This is ammonia. You fainted." She passed it

again beneath his nose.

He pushed her away and sat up. He was on the front

seat of the car. The glove compartment was open and

sitting on the door of it was the first aid kit. "How

did I get in here?"

"I dragged you." She snapped the kit with an effi-

cient smile and put it into the glove compartment. "Now

that you are back to the land of the living, we had better
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get going before it happens again." She closed the car

door, then went around and got into the driver's seat,

"Where?"

"Where?" She smiled grimly. "You're burning up with

a fever. I suspected as much. Lying out here half the

night with that madman in this kind of weather. Doing

God knows what." She started the car savagely and then

studied him closely as a doctor looking for a disease

might study a patient. "Did anything go on?"

"What do you mean 'go on'?"

"I think you know."

"Oh go to hell."

"I'll ignore that because you're sick and don't

mean it,"

"I do mean it. Where are you taking me?"

"To the hospital. I think it best. You're very

sick. Perhaps delirious. All I know is you're not

yourself."

"I'm not going to the hospital."

She drove to the railroad crossings. The bars were

down, lights flashing.

"I was afraid you'd be stubborn so I have an alter-

native."

He didn't ask, didn't want to know.

"My apartment ,"
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The train, with deep infernal blasts from its horn,

rumbled by. He tried the door, but it was locked, He

pulled the button, but it immediately relocked. He did

it again furiously. Again, like a toy made to frustrate

children, it relocked itself immediately, almost as if

that were what it was designed to do,

"What are you doing?" She regarded him with horror,

"I'm going to jump aboard that train. Let me out."

He pulled the button and wrenched up on the lever on the

door at the same time, But the button outwitted him and

he began to wonder if he weren't in a funhouse, or that

maybe none of it was really happening.

"I have no intention of letting you out. I refuse

to sit here and watch you cut in half by that--that

monster out there." Her hand was on a button on the

dashboard.

He dove for the button and she screamed as he tried

to wrench it from the car. "Are you insane?" she cried,

The train was gone. He stopped and sat back.

As she drove, she kept up a constant, nervous chatter.

"I'm going to talk about simple things first and
talk very very slowly. Try very very hard to concentrate,
Andrew, and see if you can remember. Do you understand

me?"

He did not answer. She went on anyway,
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"Do you remember where I'm going Thanksgiving weekend?

It's the reason I can't have you down to Mother and

Father's. Don't you remember we had it all planned?

Thanksgiving dinner with my parents?"

"Those were your plans, not mine."

"All right. Perhaps that one is a little difficult.

It has been awhile since we've talked about it. I'm going

to New York City (Does that ring a bell?) to read my

paper on Keats's and Shelley's return to the womb. And

I told you that there would be a total of six hundred

papers read over a three-day period,"

"And I said, 'You won't be in the limelight very

long.,'

"Andrew please. This therapy isn't going to work

if you are going to make things up. I don't remember

that,"

"Then you should be going to the hospital, not me."

"You did not say that."

"Then I thought it."

"You're just being as perverse as possible. You're

not even trying to get well. Oh, you didn't used to be
this way. What has happened to that clean, pleasant

scholar I used to know, with whom I used to chat about

bibliography problems in the library, with whom I used to
share my poetry? What has happened to him, Andrew?"
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"He learned better, He was a scholar and a fool

once just like you and your colleagues, but he learned

better."

"I refuse to believe that." She wiped his words away

with both hands and the car nearly swerved from the road.

"Now, let's try something a little more recent and con-

crete, I can see that we're not going to make much prog-

ress with the past. Do you remember this?" From beneath

the seat she pulled the stuffed nightingale.

He wouldn't look at it.

"You must try, Andrew. Try to remember, Please.

For me,"

"You think I'm crazy don't you?"

She thought a moment, seeming to search for a judi-

cious reply, one which would not arouse him, as if she

were in conversation with a maniac. "No, I don't. But

I do think you've been led dangerously close to it by a

certain teacher whom I shall not name." Again the

erasing movement and the car swerved across the center

line. "Now. Do you remember this?" She waved the

nightingale in his face,

"Yes."

"Thank God," she whispered.

"It's your odious nightingale which your Aunt

Jaundice sent from Mexico,"
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"I know you're ill but please do try not to be
insulting, Try to hold onto some propriety." She stuffed
the nightingale beneath the seat, "I'm afraid you're a
little confused at that. It wasn't the nightingale but
the urn that Aunt Jaundice sent from Mexico." She

pulled something else from under the seat. "Now what's

this?"

"My volume of Keats which you ruined."

"I did not ruin it, Andrew."

"You did,"

"I did not spill tea on it. You did. You ruined

your own volume of Keats."

"No, You ruined it, It was your contentious elbow
which jarred me which caused the tea to spill. Try to
concentrate now. See if you can remember. You were

engaged in a heated debate with your pedantic colleagues
over some trivial bit of scholarship. You were trying
very hard to prove your point because you were being
observed by the venerable eyes of Spewer . . .1

"That's absurd."

"I know. . . . and in your devout and frantic
dedication to learning you irresponsibly jabbed your
elbow into me causing John Keats to be drowned. You
are responsible for his death. Do you remember now?"
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She sobbed. "I'm afraid that you're very sick,
Andrew, Very very sick. I think I had better take you
to the hospital after all."

He cursed once, less obscene than brutal, and it

seemed to cut the flow from her mouth like a knife;

seemed to go to the very source of her speaking and

tear at it, just as he had torn at the apparatus that
locked the car doors. "Let me out."

He hadn't said it loudly or forcefully but she reacted
so swiftly that he might have screamed it. The car jerked
to a halt, the buttons on the doors popped up simultane-

ously, again reminding him of toys--sitting there through
the entire ride like so many jack-in-the-boxes primed and
cranked to the last possible fraction of an inch so that
just a touch of her shaking finger would set them off,

She was looking at him in terror as though he had
escaped from an asylum. He got out.

"But where will you go?" she protested weakly.

"To see a whore."

"Oh Andrew, don't resort to that."

He slammed the door.

V

"Oh Andy, I'm so glad you're here." She put her
arms around him and held him in the doorway.
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He was dizzy and hot and confused and still angry

about Sylvia, and his first thought was, What does she

want from me?

She let go of him, and taking his hand, drew him into

the apartment. He saw that she was still wearing hoops--

the large golden ones in her ears and now he noticed the

others which hung loosely from her wrists. Around her

neck was a black neckband with a smaller golden hoop at

her throat.

She kissed him and he saw that she has been crying.

Immediately he was regretful, ashamed.

"What's the matter?" he asked.

She turned her head away. "Nothing."

"You've been crying."

"No, I'm worried about Pearl, that's all."

"What's wrong with her?"

"George says she has the mumps."

"And you're crying about that?"

"No. Quit asking questions, would you?"

"Is it about George? Did he do something?"

"No. Of course not."

"Are you sure?"

"Of course. It's really nothing."

He looked at her and saw the worried, frightened look

in her eyes as he saw earlier in the evening. "You
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shouldn't worry about her if she just has the mumps. Why

don't you take her to the doctor tomorrow?"

She looked relieved. "Yes, that's what I'll do.

That's what I was planning to do." She wouldn't look
at him, "Well, what are you doing up at this time of
night? It's nearly morning." She was being cheerful.

Something about her bothered him but he was too

tired to figure out what.

"Would you like something to eat? Breakfast?"

"No. Just let me sit down for a minute."

She fixed a place for him on the couch, "Do you

want something to drink?"

"Are you trying out to be a waitress?"

She laughed nervously. "What do you mean?"

"Nothing. Let me sit down and rest a minute and then
I'll go. You must have people, callers . . . "

"No. I wish you'd stay."

He was sitting on the couch looking at her standing

before him. Her legs were long and tan-looking and her
black dress was short, and as she moved, the hem of it
brushed back and forth across her thighs.

"I'm really glad you're here," she was saying.

"It's strange, I was thinking about you before you
came earlier and then there you were. Earlier this

evening I was worried, so Pearl and I went to your
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apartment, but you weren't there. So I was really glad

when you came to the door, But I couldn't let you stay,

I hope you understood."

"It would have been awkward."

She nodded and looked relieved. "Yes. It would

have been. George has an awful temper. But I still

wanted to see you. You understand that don't you? I

mean, you're the only one of the whole bunch I really

can trust--especially about Pearl. I realized that today

when she started to get sick, I mean I remembered when

she had the measles and you came over and how helpful

you were. I don't know what I would have done .
Are you sure you don't want a drink?"

He looked up at her and she was biting her lip.

"Do you have any coffee?" he asked.

"Yes, I'll get it." She hurried out.

He thought that she seemed anxious to leave the

room. He thought perhaps she had George hidden somewhere

in back, But he was too tired to care. He rested his

head back on the couch and closed his eyes.

She was kissing his mouth. "You were asleep. You're
not sick are you?" She put her hand on his forehead.
Her eyes were blue and shiny like the surface of a lake
and then he realized that she must have been crying again,
"You're burning up, Andy, Why didn't you tell me you
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were sick?" She looked at him in a worried way and he

thought, She probably looks at them all that way, But

it didn't matter. He was too tired to care. If she wanted

to act nurselike he would let her.

"Here," she said helping him up. The hoops brushed

his wrists. "I'm going to put you in my bed. You can't

go home like this."

He could feel cool sheets on his feet and legs, and

it occurred to him that she must have taken his clothes

off, She was shaking him, "Here, take these," She

helped him sit up. "It's aspirin. Here's some water,"

She felt his forehead again and her hand was cool, A

hoop brushed his cheek. "You're very sick, Andy. How

long have you been like this?"

He was marvelling at how beautifully the golden

earrings complemented the blue of her eyes and the black

of her dress and the flesh of her face.

"You're beautiful," he said.

She looked down at the glass. "Are you finished?"

She took the glass and left the room, in a hurry again,

He was awake now and thinking. When she came back

in, he said, "Is there something wrong? You're acting

strange,"

"What makes you say that?" she said, going to the

mirror and taking out the earrings.
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"You've been crying."

"I already told you, I'm worried about Pearl. Now

lie down and go to sleep. You need a lot of rest." She
fixed the pillow for him then sat down on the edge of

the bed and began talking to him and stroking the hair

from his forehead. "I hardly know what to do with her

when she's sick, I get sort of hysterical. I know I
can take her to the doctor. It's before we get there--

like in the night when I'm alone with her, That's when
I get afraid. That's why it was so nice when she had the
measles and you were here. You knew right off what it
was and I didn't have to worry about her at all. That's

why I say you're the only one I trust about her. Take

George, for instance. The minute he saw her he said it
was the mumps then ran out like she had the plague. He
said he never had them and it was a lot worse when a
man got them. So he left. That's how much I can trust
him." She stopped talking and her hand stopped on his
forehead. He was awake but kept his eyes closed, "Even
with you asleep I'm not worried about her. Somehow we're
all right when you're here," He felt her cover him up,

When he awoke it was very light. The light hurt

his eyes it was so bright. He was lying on his back in
Joy's bed, Outside, the wind was blowing the trees, and



115

he could hear dry brittle leaves rustling like applause.

He was very warm in the bed, He sat up and parted the

curtains. A solitary student, in grave concentration

and carrying an armload of books, walked by. Why would

anyone want to go to school on Saturday? he wondered.

He closed the curtains and lay back down, Joy's black

dress was hanging on the closet door and he recalled

how short it was and how long her legs were and how good

she looked in golden hoops.

He tried not to think of anything but Joy. He

tried not to think of his volume of Keats or of the Keats

Society, or of Richard Lacy, or of Sylvia. He decided

not to have regrets. One could always get another copy

of Keats's poetical works; one could always ignore Richard

Lacy; pretend nothing had happened with Sylvia. Or I

could drop out of school, he thought, and be done with

all of them. I could take that train ride. Then I

wouldn't have to worry about Sylvia's proprieties or

about meeting her parents or about having mightmares

about her poetry. I would not have to worry about the

way she and her intellectual colleagues talk of St, Clair,

I would not have to listen to Yves and Richard Lacy and

their conceptions of truth. I would not have to drink

peppermint tea or eat seaweed. I would not have to suffer
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Lacy's compliments . . . Yes. The train. It must go

somewhere quiet, secluded , . .

Before long Joy entered carrying a tray with a bowl

of soup on it. "I thought you'd never wake up, How are
you feeling?" She was in flannel pajamas and had pinned
her hair to the top of her head. She acted efficient and
wifely as she sat him up in bed and set the tray before

him,

"How is Pearl?"

"She says she is feeling better but I think that's

because you're here. She wants you to go to the doctor's

office with us."

Being served lunch in bed and going to the doctor's

with Joy and Pearl were pleasant to him, and he felt glad
and forgot for a moment about Sylvia and the previous

night, Although still feverish, he felt rested, relaxed
for the first time in a year and a half. Like I've been
fleeing all this time and only now can I finally stop

and rest,

Pearl came in shyly. She wore a flannel nightdress
with small, fragile-looking yellow flowers on it. Her
mother had evidently brushed her hair because it was
shining and smooth. Small red sores peppered her face.

"Those aren't mumps, they're chicken pox," he told

Joy,
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"Do you think so? But George says-."

"What does George know?" Her mentioning George

irritated him, especially in relation to Pearl. "I

can't understand why you go on seeing someone so stupid.

Don't you have any discrimination?"

She bit her lip and got red in the face then hurried
from the room, He was immediately sorry. She was being
kind to him and her life was none of his business anyway.

He had no right to criticize her.

Pearl was watching him. "Hello, Pearl," She

smiled shyly and he thought that she was quite pretty,

like her mother, She was watching him think about her.

He couldn't help smiling at her, and as if that was

what she was waiting for, she climbed into the bed and
sat next to him. "Are you my daddy?"

He put his arm around her, wondering about Joy.
She pulled at his hand. "I said are you my daddy?"

He looked at her still wondering about Joy and the
night before with her sitting by him stroking his

forehead,

"Do you want a daddy?"

She thought about it, "I don't think so."

"Why not?"

"Because then I wouldn't have a mama. "
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He thought about this a moment and thought about the

evening before and George and how his face looked, "I

see what you mean."

Joy returned with a bottle of aspirin and a glass

of water. "Here, take some," she said opening the bottle.

She did not look at him.

"If I eat all my vitamins again I will die and go

for heavens," Pearl said.

"Did you eat all your vitamins?"

She nodded. "When George and Mama were sleeping

in this bed." She hit the mattress with a small fist,

"Mama and George should take better care of you,"

he said looking at Joy.

She didn't look at him, "You don't need to make

it any harder on me."

"I'm sorry."

"It's hard enough."

He hoped she would not cry anymore. Her crying was

starting to make him uncomfortable.

Pearl had jumped to her feet and was bouncing on the

bed. "Andy Secret. Andy Secret." She put her ear up

against his ear.

After he had told her a secret, she whispered some-

thing in his ear.

"We told secrets," Pearl said.
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Joy sat down on the bed tiredly, "What were they?"

"Andy says he likes me and you too. So I told him

if he wants to be our daddy he can."

She looked at him and blushed but he saw in the blue

eyes that she was not displeased. He felt himself tremble

as she looked at him and he wondered what it was in her

eyes, in her voice that made him a little frightened.

Why did she keep crying? Why was she so kind? So urgent?

So frightened? So desperate? He did not know which,

He just knew that something had changed, and suddenly the

peace he had felt when he awoke fled and he was confused

again and feverish, She was still looking at him with

her shiny eyes and he looked down at his hands, feeling

disoriented and perplexed and needing to go home and rest

and think, needing to flee her also, needing to be alone.

He lay back in the bed and closed his eyes.

On their way to the doctor's, Joy and Pearl dropped

him off at his apartment. Joy closed the car door and

followed him inside. "How is your fever?" She felt

his forehead. "You better take some aspirin and go right

to bed."

"I don't have any aspirin."

""I'll bring you some."

"No, " It sounded too abrupt, almost rude.
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"All right. I just wanted to help."

"I know. I'm sorry. I'm not feeling well, I need

some rest,"

She didn't want to go. "You know you're welcome

to stay with Pearl and me."

"No, I wouldn't trouble you like that."

"Oh no, it wouldn't be any trouble."

"But your , . . friends."

She bit her lip. "I've already told George not to

come back,"

He looked at her, at her urgency, at her wanting,

"I'm afraid you wouldn't take care of yourself,"

"No, I'll be all right," he said, thinking, But she's

not thinking of me,

She didn't want to go. "I guess you were right

when you said I was irresponsible. I can hardly take

care of Pearl anymore, Especially when she's sick, I

get hysterical."

"It's too much for one person to handle," he said

and then regretted it.

She did not look up. She was biting her lip and

picking at a piece of lint on her dress. "Yes, you're

probably right, It was all right when she was just a

baby, but now as she gets older she needs a father."



121

She waited for him to answer, He wanted to sit

down, to make the whirling in his brain stop. She kept

waiting,

"It's the strangest thing about her, She won't

say a word to George when he's there, but when you

come . , , She really likes you."

The waiting. The long pregnant silence, waiting

for him to say, to make some sign, to act, And he kept

wanting to lie down in his bed and not think anymore,

to find that moment of peace that he had felt when he

had first awakened in her bed, that moment before he

had to flee again.

"We both like you." As she took his hand he was

thinking, No. Not now. A year from now maybe, even

a week, and I could take it, But not now. She waited.

Not now, Too much has happened already. I'm too tired.

Too sick.

She let go of his hand. "All right. I'll go."

"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm not sure I know . .. "

She had started for the door, but now she turned

and looked at him fiercely. "It's simple enough, I'm

pregnant again and am looking for a husband. Is that

the way you want to hear it?"

"I didn't know."
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"You weren't supposed to. But you're so damned--

whatever you are, honest . ., I can lie to any of the

rest of them--"

"It's all right," he said. "I understand."

"It was wrong, a rotten thing to try to do--"

"That doesn't matter. Don't worry about that."

"But you were the only one I could trust with

Pearl, the only one decent enough to care about us--"

"I understand," he said. "It's all right."

"But I didn't ask you, Remember that. I didn't

ask you. That's one thing I won't do. I won't! Oh

how I hate you. I hate all of you!"

She ran, and he was left standing looking at the

door where it had slammed. She wasn't lying, he thought,

At least with her and Pearl it wouldn't be a lie.

He found the closet and opened it and looked at the

suitcase. But he was suddenly too tired and confused

and dizzy, Too much had happened already. He would

think about it after he had rested, after he had

ridded himself of this fever,

He went to the kitchen to make some tea before

he went to bed. On the kitchen table he saw a sheet

of paper, beneath it a book.
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He went to bed and stayed there for three days.

Occasionally he played music or tried to read, but mostly

he slept or stared at the ceiling, thinking always about

all that had happened, trying to get used to too many

things happening in too short a time. Worst of all,

trying to get used to the idea of what was lying on the

kitchen table. He had recognized immediately the hand-

writing on the note. And without looking beneath it,

he knew what book lay there.

Finally, on the morning of the third day, he got

up and went to the table,

Andrew:

I think you will agree that you have beenmore than a little rude to me over the past fewdays. I realize that you are suffering fromsome sort of mental disturbance, but there aresome things which are simply inexcusable. Icannot in all conscience go on with you after
what you have said and done to me. I have alittle pride you know! I am sorry it has to bethis way, but my mind is made up. I want you toknow, however, that I bear you no ill feelings,On the contrary, I wish you a speedy and completerecovery! Good luck in all you do. I am sureyou will be successful in something.

Sincerely,
Sylvia

P.S. I have left your volume of Keats. I thinkit best that we return everything of one another'sso that there will be no loose ends. Besides, Ihave decided that this book is your responsibility
and that it is not my place to dispose of it.Perhaps you could try the Salvation Army. Inreturn, I would like you either to bring by myapartment or leave with the secretary at school
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my Gladys Knight and the Pips album and my humorous
poem about the lady whose corset wouldn't fit.
Thank you.

Post P.S. Because I could not stand to think ofyou starving, I have left you some things in the
refrigerator as I promised,

He picked up the Keats volume. Why couldn't she

have just left me alone? he wondered. Without thinking,

he leafed through the pages. They were stained brown

and were crinkly like parchment. At least I've finally

learned that there's no such thing as passive resistance,

If you want solitude you have to get a club and beat

people away from your doorway to protect it.

He took up the Keats and put it on the bookshelf

between Byron and Shelley. Seeing it there where it

belonged relieved him and he began to feel strangely

contented. He was rid of Sylvia; Keats, although a

little damaged, was back in his place. He felt better.

His fever was gone. For the first time in three days

he opened the door and looked outside. It was bright

and cold and there was even a light shroud of snow on

the ground. He remembered that it was the beginning

of November. The thought of a beginning was exhilarating.

He went back inside leaving the door open and

looked at the books on his bookshelf. The Shakespeare

looked promising. Perhaps one of the plays he hadn't

read, He pulled the volume out and set it on the table.
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Then he looked for an equally promising record. Gladys

Knight and the Pips stared at him. With glee he flung

it out the door into the snow, thinking, I'm sorry,

Sylvia, but I misplaced it. It was there and then it

wasn't there. Are you sure you didn't pick it up when

you were here rummaging around my apartment? I'd gladly

pay you for it if you're going to be childish about it,

But then, it is your record and thus your responsibility,

He finally decided upon Beethoven's Third Symphony,

one that was rash and impetuous and ended victoriously.

With the music raging, he went to the refrigerator and

opened it. A quart of milk, a dozen eggs, a pound of

hamburger. In the freezer, Mexican TV dinners. He

opened the milk and dumped it outside in the snow.

Then hurled the eggs deliberately one by one at the

Gladys Knight and the Pips album. The rest he threw

into the garbage, thinking, It's not a waste. Nothing

that makes me feel this good is a waste.

He looked at the table. The note was still there.

He found her poem buried in a drawer. Deliberately

he tore both into pieces and then threw the scraps of

paper outside. A slight breeze was blowing and some

of the scraps blew back on him. He snatched the broom

from the closet and furiously swept them out again then

slammed the door. The first movement galloped to a close
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and the quiet and sorrowful second movement began. He

opened the Shakespeare and found himself amidst the

sonnets, and without thinking began reading of love and

the pains of mutability. He hadn't thought of the sonnets

when he chose Shakespeare. Nor had he thought of the

pathos of the second movement when he chose the symphony.

Yet, there was that side of life to reckon with. The

sorrow, the love, the sentiment. He slammed the Shake-

speare closed.

I won't do it, he thought. I can't. I'm just through

cleaning up one mess and I'm not going to give all this

up for another one. There'd be baby food and diapers

all over them instead of tea, God knows who its father

is, Probably George, and the kid would probably be a

boy and redfaced and loud. If it were just Pearl and

her, maybe. No. It would never work. Maybe George

will marry her. Jesus. What a thought. I can't. It's

taken me too long to get so I could finally throw that

record out. Too long. That dunce calling a chicken

pock a mump. Why does she get involved with people

like him? To hell with it. I'm not going to think

about any of them. My November first resolutions:

I vow never to have regrets again. I vow never to

involve myself with a woman again. I vow never to go

to any kind of meeting whatsoever, because where there
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is a meeting there is foolishness, I vow never to feel

sympathetic towards whores and almost marry them, even

if their children do deserve a father. Frightening,

Just as I finally crawl out of the abyss, I go running

back to the edge ready to throw myself in again. Why

am I so sentimental to think that I need people? When

all I really need is peace and quiet for awhile. Solitude.

And if they'd Zet me alone I wouldn't have to jump on

a boxcar to get it.

He opened the Shakespeare and began reading one

of the histories. By now the end of the last movement

of the symphony was playing--strong, willful, triumphant.

Soon the record was finished, but he did not notice,

He was deep in the world of kings and heirs apparent

and manipulating ladies and fools. The afternoon faded

into night and he lit a candle to read by. He was

hungry and made himself some tea, thinking that he would

have to buy groceries the next day. Then he went back to

his reading. A train sounded far off and the wind blew

a little, but he did not listen or remember. Just kept

reading, remembering nothing. Having listened, and

remembering nothing.


