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has a dance to it,

a fish twitch,

alittle crotch dance

"CGodf at her Death," by Anne Sexton

The Gods only know how to conpete or echo.
_G | ganesh_

Part One

WYATT

Sophi e,

Just returned from Sardinia, where we'd planned to stay two weeks but
ended up driving away after only five days because it is one H DEQUS i sl and,
dahling, let me tell you. I'm always suckered by books |ike _The Sea and
Sardinia_ or _The Col ossus of Maroussi , where famous witers describe how
wonderful it was to be on wild and woolly islands forty years ago when the
nati ve wormen went gol den topless and neals cost |ess than a pack of
cigarettes. So, fool that | am | read those books, pack ny bag, and flea
(intended) south. Only to see topless wonen, all right -- two-hundred-pound
German frau-tanks fromBielefeld with bazoons so enornmpus they could wi ndsurf
on themif they only hoisted a sail, nmeals that cost nore than ny new car, and
accommmodations the likes of which you'd wish on your worst eneny. And then
because | have a linmp nmenory, | always forget the sun in those southern clines
is so deceptively hot that it fries you helpless in a quick few hours. Please
wi tness ny vol canic red face, thanks.

No, | ampast forty and consequently have every right to "just say no"
to things like these trips fromnow on. Wien we were driving back, | said to
Caitlin, "Let's just go to the nobuntains on our next vacation." Then, |lo and
behold, we came to an inn bel ow the nmountains near G az, next to a small
flickering brook, with the snell of wood snoke and slight dung,
red- and- whi t e- checked t abl ecl oths, a bed upstairs that | ooked down on the
br ook through swayi ng chestnut trees, and there were chocol ates wapped in
silver foil on our pillows. There's no place |ike hone, Toto.

Wiile we were in Sardinia, we spent a lot of tine in a café-bar that was
the only nice thing about the place. It was called the Spin Qut Bar, and when
t he owners found out we were Anerican they treated us |like heroes. One of them
had been to New York years ago and kept pinned on the wall a map of Manhattan
with red marks all over it to show anyone who cane in where he'd been there.

At night the joint filled up and could be pretty rowdy, but besides the
Nordi ¢ wi ndsurfers and an overdose of fat people in floral prints, we net a



nunber of interesting characters. Qur favorites were a Dutchwoman nanmed M ep
who worked in a sunglasses factory in Maastricht. Her conpani on was an
Engl i shman named McGann and there, ny friend, sits this story.

W couldn't figure out why Mep was in Sardinia in the first place,
because she said she didn't like a lot of sun and never went in the water. She
was happy to leave it at that, but McGann thought it germane to add, "She
reads a lot, you know. " Wat does she read about? "Bees. She |oves to study
bees. Thinks we should study them because _they_ know how to nake a society
work properly." Unfortunately, neither Caitlin's know edge of bees nor mine
ext ends beyond stings and various kinds of honey we have tasted, but Mep
rarely said anythi ng about her books or her bees. In the beginning Mep rarely
sai d anyt hing about anything, leaving it up to her friend to carry the
conversation ball. Wich he did with alarm ng gusto.

God knows, the English are good conversationalists and when they're
funny they can have you on the floor every five mnutes, but MGann tal ked too
much. McGann never _stopped_ tal king. You got to the point where you' d just
tune himout and |ook at his pretty, silent girlfriend. The sad part was, in
between all his words lived an interesting man. He was a travel agent in
London and had been to fascinating places -- Bhutan, Patagonia, North Yenen.
He al so told hal f-good stories, but inevitably in the m ddle of one about the
Sil k Road or being trapped by a snowstormin a Buddhi st nonastery, you'd
realize he'd already spewed out so many extraneous, _bo-ring_ details that
you' d stopped paying attention six sentences back and were off in your own
dream i nage of a snowbound nonastery.

One day we went to the beach and stayed too long -- both of us came hone
wi th wi cked sunburns and bad noods. We conpl ai ned and snapped at each ot her
until Caitlin had the good idea of going to the bar for dinner because they
were having a grill party and had been tal king about it since we'd arrived.
Gill parties are not ny idea of nirvana, especially anong strangers, but
knew i f we stayed in our barren bungal ow anot her hour we'd fight, so |I agreed
to go.

"Hell o! There you two are. Mep thought you'd be com ng, so we saved you
pl aces. The food is really quite good. Try the chicken. Lord, ook at your
sunburns! Were you out all day? | renenber the worst sunburn | ever had . . ."
was only part of McGann's greeting from across the roomwhen we cane in and
wal ked over. We | oaded up plates and went to sit with them

As both the evening and McGann went on, ny nood plunged. | didn't want
to listen to him didn't want to be on this burned island, didn't relish the
twenty-hour trip back honme. Did | mention that when we returned to the
mai nl and on the overnight ferry, there were no nore cabins available, so we
had to sl eep on benches? W did.

Anyway, | could feel nyself winding up for one hell of a tenper tantrum
When | was three seconds away fromthrowing it all onto McGann and telling him
he was the biggest bore 1'd ever nmet and would he shut up, Mep turned to ne
and asked, "What was the strangest dream you ever had?" Taken aback both by
t he question, which was utterly out of left field, and because her boyfriend
was in the mddle of a ranble about suntan cream | thought about it. | rarely
renenmber ny dreans. When | do, they are either boring or unimaginatively sexy.
The only strange one that cane to mind was of playing guitar naked in the back
seat of a Dodge with Jim Hendrix. Jim was naked too and we must have pl ayed
"Hey Joe" ten times before | woke up with a snile on ny face and a rea
sadness that Hendrix was dead and | would never neet him | relayed this to
M ep, who listened with head cupped in her hands. Then she asked Caitlin. She
told that great dream about naking the giant onelette for God and going al
over the world trying to find enough eggs. Renenber how we | aughed at that?

After we answered, there was a big silence. Even McGann sai d not hi ng.
noti ced he was looking at his girlfriend with an anxious, childlike
expression. As if he were waiting for her to begin whatever gane was to
fol | ow.

"Dreanms are how lan and | net. | was in Heathrow waiting to fly back to



Hol  and. He was sitting next to ne and saw that | was reading an article on
this '"lucid dreaming.' Do you know about it? You teach yourself to be
conscious in your night dreans so you can mani pul ate and use them W started
tal ki ng about this idea and he made ne very bored. lan can be very boring. It
is sonething you nmust get used to if you are going to be with him | stil
have trouble, but it is a week now and I am better."

"A week? What do you nmean? You' ve only been together that |ong?"

"M ep was com ng back from a beekeepers' convention in Devon. After our
conversation in the airport, she said she would cone with ne."

"Just like that? You cane here with himinstead of going home?" Caitlin
not only believed this, she was enchanted. She believes fully in chance
encounters, splendid accidents, and | oving soneone so rmuch right off the bat
you can learn to live with their glaring faults. | was nore astonished that
M ep had cone with himyet said openly what a bore he was. Was that how you
seal ed the bond of love at first sight? Yes, let's fly off together, darling,
I love you nadly and' Il try to get used to how boring you are.

"Yes. After lan told nme about his dreans, | asked if | could cone. It
was necessary for ne."

| said to McGann, "Mist have been some kind of powerful dream you had."
He | ooked pl ain, pleasant, and capable but only in a small way -- like an
efficient postman who delivers your mail early, or the salesman in a |iquor
store who can rattle off the nanmes of thirty different brands of beer.
assuned he was a good travel agent, up on his prices and brochures, and a nan
who coul d choose a good vacation for someone who didn't have rmuch noney. But
he wasn't inpressive and he tal ked forever. Wat kind of dream _had_ he had to
convince this attractive and nicely nysterious Dutchworman to drop everything
and acconpany himto Sardinia?

"It wasn't rmuch really. | dreamed | was working in an office, not where
| do work -- some other place -- but nowhere special. A man walked in I'd
known a long tinme ago who had died. He died of cancer maybe five years before.
| saw himand knew for sure that he had cone back fromthe dead to see ne. H's

nane was Larry Birm ngham | never really liked this fellow He was |oud and
much too sure of himself. But there he was in nmy dream | |ooked up fromny
desk and said, 'Larry. It's you! You're back fromthe dead!' He was very calm
and said yes, he'd conme to see ne. | asked if | could ask himquestions about

it. About Death that is, of course. He sniled, a little too anusedly | realize
now, and said yes. About this tine in the dream | think I knew | was

dream ng. You know how t hat happens? But | thought, Go on, see what you can
find out. So | asked himquestions. What _is_ Death |ike? Should we be afraid?
Is it anything like we expect? . . . That sort of thing. He answered, but many
of the answers were vague and confusing. |'d ask again and he'd answer in a

di fferent way, which at first | thought was clearer, but in the end it wasn't
-- he had only stated the nuddle differently. It wasn't much help, 1'Il tell
you. "

"Did you | earn anythi ng?"

I an | ooked at M ep. Despite her al oofness and his dialogue ten niles
long, it was obvious that there was great closeness and regard between these
two remarkably dissinilar people. It was a | ook of love to be sure, but a
great deal nore than that. Mdre, a look that clearly said there were things
t hey knew about each other already that went to the | ocus of their beings.

Whet her they'd known each other a short week or twenty years, the | ook
cont ai ned everything we all hope for in our lives with others. She nodded her

approval, but after another noment he said, gently, "I . . . I'mafraid
can't tell you."
"Ch, lan --" She reached across the table and touched her hand to his

face. Imagine a beamlight going directly across that table, excluding
everything but those two. That's what both Caitlin and | felt, watching them
What was nost surprising to ne was that it was the first time Mep had tal ked
of or shown real feeling for her man. Now, there was suddenly so nmuch feeling
that it was enbarrassing.



"lan, you're right. I"'msorry. You're so right." She slipped back into

her chair but continued | ooking at him He turned to ne and said, "lI'msorry
to be rude, but you'll understand why I can't tell you anything when |'m
fini shed.

"Excuse me, but before |l go on -- it's hard for me to tell this, so I'm

goi ng to have another drink. Wuld anyone like a refill?"

None of us did, so he got up and went to the bar. The table was silent
whi l e he was gone. Mep never stopped looking at him Caitlin and | didn't
know where to | ook until he returned.

"Ri ght-o0. Tanked up and ready to go. You know what | was just thinking,
up there at the bar? That | once drove through Austria and got a case of the
gi ggl es when | passed a sign for the town of Mdoskirchen. | renmenber so well
thinking to nyself that a bonkers translation of that would be Mdose Church
Then | thought, Well, why the hell not -- people worship all kinds of things
on this earth. Wiy couldn't there be a church to noose? O rather, a religion
to them You know?

"I"'mrattling on here, aren't 1? It's because this is a terribly
difficult story for ne to tell. The funny thing is, when I'mfinished you'l
think I'mjust as bonkers as my inagi ned worshi ppers at the Mbose Church, eh
Mep? Wn't they think |I don't have all ny bul bs screwed in?"

"I'f they understand, they will know you are a hero."

"Yes, well, folks, don't take Mep too seriously. She's quiet but very
enoti onal about things sonetinmes. Let me go on and you can judge for yourself
whet her I'mcrazy or, ha-ha, a hero.

"The morning after that first dream | wal ked to the bathroom and
started taking nmy pajamas off so | could wash up. | was shocked when | saw --"

"Don't tell them lan, show theml Show them so they will see for
t hensel ves! "

Slowy, shyly, he began to pull his T-shirt over his head. Caitlin saw
it first and gasped. When | saw, | guess | gasped too. Fromhis left shoul der
down to above his left nipple was a nonstrously deep scar. It |ooked exactly
i ke what ny father had down the mddle of his chest after open heart surgery.
One giant scar wi de and obscenely shiny pink. H's body's way of saying it
woul d never forgive himfor hurting it Iike that.

"Ch, lan, what happened?" Sweet Caitlin, the heart of the world,

i nvoluntarily reached out to touch him confort him Realizing what she was
doi ng, she pulled her hand back, but the | ook of sympathy franed her face.

"Not hi ng happened, Caitlin. | have never been hurt in my life. Never
been in the hospital, never had an operation. | asked Death some questions,
and when | woke the next morning this was here.” He didn't wait for us to
exam ne the scar nore closely. The shirt was quickly over his head and down.

"I"'mtelling you, lan, maybe it is a kind of gift."

"It's no gift, Mep, if it hurts terribly and | can't nove ny left arm
wel | anynore! The same with ny foot _and_ my hand."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

lan closed his eyes and tried once to continue but couldn't. Instead, he
rocked back and forth, his eyes closed.

M ep spoke. "The night before we net, he had anot her dream and the sane
t hi ng happened. This Larry canme back and | an asked hi m nore questions about
Death. But this time the answers were clearer, although not all of them He
woke up and he says he had begun to understand things that he didn't before.
He believes that's why the scar on the inside of his hand is smaller -- the
nore he understands of the dream the nmore it | eaves himalone. A few nights
ago he had another, but he woke with a big cut on his |leg. Mich bigger than
the one on his hand."

| an spoke again, but his voice was less. Softer and . . . deflated. "It
will tell you anything you want to know, but you have to understand it. If you
don't . . . it does _this_to you so you'll be careful with your questions.

The trouble is, once you' ve started, you can't stop asking. In the mddle of
nmy second dream | told Birm ngham!| wanted to stop; | was afraid. He said



couldn't.

"The ulti mte game of Twenty Questions, eh? Thank God M ep's here. Thank
God she believed ne! See, it makes me so much _weaker . Maybe that's the worst
part. After the dreanms there are the scars, but even worse than that is I'm

much weaker and can't do anything about it. | can barely get out of the bed
Most of the tinme |I'mbetter as the day goes on . . . but | knowit's getting
worse. And one day | won't . . . | knowif Mep weren't here . . . Thank God

for you, Mep."

| later convinced himto show us the scar on his hand, which was utterly
unli ke the one on his chest. This one was white and thin and | ooked years ol d.
It went diagonally across his palm and | remenber thinking fromthe first
time we'd met how strangely he noved that hand, how nuch sl ower and clunsier
it was. Now | knew why.

There's nmore to this, Sis. But what do you do in a situation like that?
When hal f your brain thinks this is mad, but the other half is shaking because
maybe it's real ? They asked us for nothing, although |I doubt there was
anything we could do. But after that night whenever | saw or thought of
McGann, | liked himenornously. Watever was wong with the man, he was
afflicted by sonething terrible. Either insanity or death dreanms were clearly
out to get him and he was a goner. But the man renmained a bore. A
good- nat ur ed, good-hunored bore who, in the mdst of his agony or whatever it
was, remai ned wholly hinself, as | assunme he'd al ways been. That's the only

real courage. | nean, few of us go into burning buildings to save ot hers. But
wat chi ng a person face the worst with grace, unconpl ai ningly, grateful even
for the love and help of others . . . That's it, as far as |'m concerned.

Two days later, Caitlin and | decided nore or |less on the spur of the
nmonent to | eave. We'd had enough and weren't getting any pleasure at all from
the place. Qur bags were packed and the bill was paid within hour and a half.
Nei t her of us likes saying goodbye to people and, as you can inagi ne, we were
spooked by McGann's story. It's not sonething anyone would be quick to
believe, but if you'd been there that night and seen their faces, heard their
voi ces and the conviction in them you'd know why both of us were
unconfortable in their presence. Then it happened that as we were wal ki ng out
to the car, we ran right into Mep, who was coming toward the office in a

hurry.

Sonet hing was clearly wong. "Mep, are you all right?"

"All right? Ch, well, no. lanis . . . lanis not well." She was totally
preoccupi ed and her eyes were going everywhere but to us. A light of nenory
cane on in them and her whol e being sl owed. She renenbered, | guess, what her

man had told us the other night.

"He had anot her dream today, after he came honme fromthe beach. He |ay
down and it was only a few m nutes, but when he woke --" |nstead of
continuing, she drew a slow line across the |ower part of her stomach. Both
Caitlin and | junped at that and asked what could we do. | think we both al so
started toward their bungal ow, but Mep shouted, really shouted, "No!" and
there was nothing we could do to convince her to let us help. If that was
possi bl e. Mdre than that though, the thing that struck me hardest was her
face. Wen she realized we weren't going to try to interfere, she | ooked over
our shoul ders toward their place, where lan was, and the expressi on was both
fear and radiance. Was it true? Was he really back there, scarred again by
death, scarred agai n because he hadn't understood its answers to his
guestions? Who knows?

On the boat back to the mainland, | renmenbered what he had said that
ni ght about the Mose Church and how peopl e should be all owed to worship
what ever they want. _That_was the |look on his girlfriend' s face -- the | ook
of one in the presence of what they believe is both the truth and the answer
tolife. O death.

Qur thoughts,
Jesse



Putting the letter down, | closed ny eyes and waited for her to speak
"Well, what do you think, Watt?"
| |1 ooked over, but the norning sun sat right on top of her head like a

hot yellow crown. | had to squint even to make out the shape of her face.

"I think it's intriguing."

"Whaddya nean, 'intriguing' ? Don't you believe it?"

"Sure | do. That's been my problemfor years -- believing. Sonetinmes |
think it's not |eukenmia that's killing me, but term nal believing. Term na
hope. "

"Watt, don't be facetious. This could be _it_; the thing that could
save you. Way aren't you nore --"

"More what? More excited? Sophie, | have cancer. They've assured me |I'm
going to die. That | don't have much longer to live. God's doing ne a big
favor by letting ne even be here today. Can you inmagine what it's like living
with that in your head every mnute of the day?

"I'n the beginning, when | first knew | was sick, there were all kinds of

things in me that sinply aren't anynore. | woke up every norning and cried. |
went through a period where | |ooked at the world twi ce as hard because
never knew if 1'd see any of it again. Life becane a three-D novie; | nade

everything stand out, stand at attention. But even that goes away after a
whi |l e, strangely enough.

"I read about a woman in New York who had her purse snatched. That's
[ ousy, right? But know what else the thief did? Started sending things back
pi ece by piece on special occasions in her life. She had a Filofax in her bag
where she'd marked her anniversary and kids' birthdays, things like that. So
on her first birthday after the purse was stolen, she got her driver's license
back in the mail. Along with a greeting card fromthe guy. Next, he sent back
her birth certificate. It went on and on. Such a perverse story, but clever
too, you know? The man was into dread. He figured out a perfect way to torment
her for years. He didn't want to steal a bag -- he wanted to burrow into her
life like a tick."

Sophi e nodded but snmiled too, as if she knew sonething | didn't. She
kept smiling when she spoke. "At the sane time, it's al nost sexy when you
think about it: all that attention and the tinme he spent at it. How nany
creeps would go to the trouble of stealing your purse and then sending you a
bi rt hday card?"

I knew | could count on ny friend to understand. "That's exactly ny
point. Death is like the purse snatcher and that's what's so goddamed mnean.
It steals things fromyou, and then slowy gives sone of them back so you
start getting confused but hopeful at the same tine. If it's going to steal ny
purse, then just take it and get the hell out of nmy life. Don't send back old
credit cards or a license |I've already repl aced.

"I read a letter like this, or an article in the paper, saying some
doctor in Osaka clainms to have found the cure for cancer in a derivative from

plumpits . . . | don't want_ to have any nore hope. | don't want to believe
somewhere in the world is a cure or an answer or a guru who'll be able to take
away my fear. | would like to learn howto die now "

She | ooked at ne disgustedly. "Your job is to find out what the world
is trying to be.' \Whatever happened to that, Watt? You were the one who gave
me that poem Does |earning howto die also nmean | earning howto stop |living?"

"Maybe. "

"Then maybe you're full of shit. | don't think that's how God wants us
to do it, and I'mnot tal king about going gently into some good night. |I'm not
experi enci ng what you are, granted, so nmaybe | have no right to talk about it
at all, but I"'mgoing to anyway. The only way to defeat the purse snatcher is
go find him Find him show himyour face, and say, 'l've found you and you
can't scare ne anynore.' |f Death keeps torturing you by sendi ng back stuff

you t hought was gone, then go find Hmand tell Hmto stop. | think you learn



how to die by . . . On, shit!"
| hadn't been | ooking at her as she angrily spoke so | didn't realize

she was crying till | |ooked up at that |last word. Her face was wet with tears
but her eyes were furious. "The minute | finished reading this letter | called
you, | was so excited. If you can find this lan guy, he could have the answer!

But it doesn't interest you?"

"Sure it does, but maybe finding the answer doesn't nean finding a cure
for my illness.” | picked up the glass of orange juice and took a long, cold
drink. Sophie always squeezed her own juice, and it was a delicious treat.
Fresh orange juice, tart and full of stringy pulp that burst with its own
taste when you nibbled it.

"Watt ?"

" HTR"

"What is_ it like?" Fromthe tone of her voice, it was clear what she
nmeant .

Rol i ng the gl ass between ny hands, | |ooked down into its orange swirl
"I met a young woman when | was taking ny last treatment. She couldn't have
been nore than twenty-five. Cancer of the throat that had spread down into her
chest . . . the works. She would have fooled me if | hadn't known what to | ook
for, because she'd done a good job of disguising herself. Had all her hair, or
at least a very good wig, and lots of natural color in her cheeks. But that's
anot her thing you learn to recognize -- what's real and what's nakeup, w gs,
tanning studios . . . This girl told me the only thing she could do now was
wait for the results of her treatnments and try to figure out ways of fooling
the world into thinking she was one of them Healthy, whole; a real human
bei ng. Because that's one of the things you | earn when you get sick

"What's it like? Get cancer or start to die and you quickly see how
people work. It's very different fromwhat you thought all your life, believe
me. Anyway, this woman told me sonmething chilling. Said she'd just received
her last radiation treatnent. There's only so much you can be given before it
stops hel ping and starts to destroy you. They give you so-and-so nany doses
and then that's it -- if all those rads or whatever they're called don't work,
you' re out of luck. But know what el se they told her? Not to get near babies.
And certainly don't _touch_ any, because she was so full of radiation that she
woul d be dangerous to them"

"Nol "

"That's the truth. As if dying's not bad enough, huh? It's that kind of
hum liation too. The worry you might throw up in the restaurant if you don't
take your medicine at the right time. O suddenly not being able to lift
yourself out of a chair. O when pain beconmes so unbearable that you have to
ask a stranger in a voice that won't scare themto call you an anbul ance.
What's it like? It's like being the radioactive woman. Except you're
radi oactive to the whole healthy world. Everyone | ooks at you as if there's
somet hing wong with you. As if you glow, or are infectious, and no natter how
many tinmes they're told that's not true, they secretly think it is. But there
isn't anything wong with _you_ -- it's what entered you that's wong. There's
. I"mgoing incircles. What's it like? It's like being the radi oactive
girl. You're not living anynore; you're juggling. It's such a mstake to think
you can escape."

"This makes ne so depressed, | have to eat sonmething. |'mgoing to the
ki tchen. Do you want some nore orange juice?"

"Yes, that would be very nice."

She got up and jingled her way across the patio, followed by Lulu. Lulu,
t he bl ack French bul Il dog who, hal fway through her confy life, grew cataracts
on her eyes and went blind. Sophie bought a small tinkly bell which she wore
on one of her slippers so that the dog al ways knew where to find her in the
house.

Sophi e and Lulu. The three of us spent a great deal of tinme together
Sophi e's | ate husband, D ck, had owned a rare bookstore in downtown L.A. that
was one of ny favorite hangouts. He was a man who | oved books and taught you



how to |l ove themtoo. | never could figure out which of the two I |iked nore.
When Di ck passed away, Sophie and | becane close. W tal ked on the phone

al nost every day and ate dinner together three or four times a nonth. She was
only in her md forties when he died and | eft her both a healthy business and
i nheritance. But she showed no interest in getting involved with another man.
For a while | thought she had fallen in love with a wonan who worked in her
store, but I was wong. | asked her about that side of her |life one day. She
said | was the only other man she had ever really | oved, but since |'mgay .

| said tell the truth. She said that was_the truth.

"Watt! Cone in here, you' ve got to see this!"

"What ?"

"Just cone in here. Fast!"

I qui ck-stepped fromthe baking sunlight into the shade of the eaves.
Swung open the screen door and wal ked up the two steps to her kitchen. First
thing I saw was Sophie with her hands on her hips, shaking her head. Then
heard before | saw the frantic clitter of Lulu's toenails on the |inoleum
Cickety-stickety-click she spun in panting, snuffling circles, then junped up
agai nst the counters all in a mad rush because she knew sonet hi ng wonder f ul
besi des her mistress was in the room

Sonet hi ng wonderful was a small calico cat sitting on the w ndowsi l
above the kitchen sink. It was cleaning its head by licking a paw and then
wiping it over its face. 1'd not seen the cat before, but it acted with the
cal m and deliberation of an aninmal conpletely at home in its surroundings.

"You gotta see this. It's our daily ritual. That's Roy, the neighbor's
cat. He clinbs in through the wi ndow and sits there, waiting for Lulu to snell
that he's here. Since she went blind, her nose has gotten extrasensitive. Once
she catches a whiff of him she proceeds to go nuts and hunt for himas if
he's the gol den fleece. But she's so stupid because he al ways does the sane
thing. In through the wi ndow, sit over the sink, wait. Now watch what
happens. "

The dog becane nore frantic the closer she got to the cat. Roy seened
bored by her scrabbling and tw tching. Perhaps he only saw it as his due for
deigning to be there. He kept cleaning his head, with an occasional frozen
pause to check on the whereabouts of his fan

"Every day this happens?"

"Every day. It's like a Noh play -- each goes through exactly the sane
noves, same roles, everything. Wait, though; part two is about to begin. First
Lulu has to get tired and give up."

W waited for that to happen and it did a few mnutes later. She
col l apsed in a gasping, exhausted heap on the floor, her head held up high so
that she could pull in nore air. Roy, finished washing, stared |like an
indifferent god at her. Lulu had definitely given up

Slowy H's Majesty dropped down fromthe windowsill to the sink to the
floor with nary a sound. But the dog heard; she perked right up again. Roy
wal ked over to her and swatted at her rear end, just barely touching it. She
turned, but he was already in front, swatting at her face. Now she went crazy.
Li ke a skilled boxer, the cat |eaped and parried and pranced and was wonder f ul
the way he stayed out of harms way. Sophie and | started |aughi ng because the
two of themreally got in the nost extraordi nary workout. After a few nore
seconds of this |eaping and | unging, Lulu now thoroughly out of her mnd with
excitement and frustration, Roy sprang back up on the sink and right out the
wi ndow.

"The phantom stri kes again."

"And it happens every day?"

"Mre or less.”

"Fabul ous. But | think she likes it."

"She loves it! Once by accident she got hold of his paw and was so
startled that she didn't know what to do. And you know, | was just thinking.
Know what it rem nds ne of, Watt?"

"What ?"



"Your thing with hope. Wat you were just tal king about."
"How do you mean?"
"You're like Lulu with the cat. You're blind, but you know it's there.

You can snell it and feel it. It keeps tweaking your tail. The closer it gets,
the nore you whip around and around, trying to catch it. Till now, when you've
gi ven up and are down on the floor."

"And whatever it is that'll save ny life pokes and torments nme to rem nd

me it's there? That's stretching it a bit, Sophie."
"It is not! You and | have been tal ki ng about this ever since you got

sick. | remenber the things you' ve said. Maybe you _want_ to give up hope or
thi nk you have now, but | don't believe it. And neither do you because both of
us know it's still there. 'Cause that's what hope _is_. W can't really see

it, but it keeps brushing its paw past our face close enough so that we fee
the breeze. It's always there but sonetimes we catch hold of it and having it
scares the hell out of us, and we let go. Like dunb Lulu the one time she
caught Roy.

"Anyway, here's your orange juice."

For a certain period in every life, a person can do no wong. That
period may | ast an hour, a nonth, or nuch longer, and that is the rea
unfairness of fate. But |ength aside, there does conme a nonent for everyone
when he is invincible, infallible, imortal. Even if it lasts only an
af t er noon.

| was lucky -- suprenely lucky. For sone years, | was the host of a very
successful children's show on television. It was not the best time inny life
because those years were all rush, deadlines, sprint fromhere to there,
hurry-up-and-get-it-done. But the nonmentum and energy that cane fromit were
exquisite. Solid gold adrenaline. The best you can hope for is to live in a
present so full and all-enconpassing that you | ose any sense of future or
past. For those years | lived in that kind of packed Now, and it was enough

My roonmate was the producer of the show and we thought we had the kind
of relationship that could survive Hol |l ywood, success, too nmuch noney, not

enough tinme, everyone and his brother comng out of the closet . . . all those
things. But it didn't. | fell in dubious love for a couple of weeks with a
filmecritic in New York and had a short frivolous affair with him | confessed

everything over the phone to nmy friend and partner in Los Angel es, hoping he
woul d under st and.

He didn't. When | returned home, he had al ready nmoved out. What was
worse, afterward he treated me with the same good will and ki ndness in our
working life as he had privately. What is nore distressing than being treated
wel I when you know you don't deserve it? | was dismayed, but | was also a
STAR, which flattered me into believing for a time that I was allowed to
behave badly and get away with it. Hey, all of television land still |oved ne.
They didn't know what | had done.

Not many peopl e know how to be fampus, to twi st the phrase, and that
i ncluded nme. | behaved atrociously toward sonmeone | genuinely |oved, then
tried to brush it away like Iint off nmy cashnere sleeve. Instead of atoning, |
deci ded on a spree. Went out and had a ball and _al nost__ forgot down deep what
a shit | was. Drinks on the house! Strike up the band!

Then one day while taping the show, | didn't see a thick cable on the
floor and tripped over it. | fell on ny armand got a nasty bruise. \Wich
didn't go away. It was the color of an angry thundercloud, and it stayed
around for weeks. Until then, |I'd been one of those |ucky ones who are rarely,
if ever, sick. | went to hospitals to visit others, never to stay. My nedicine
cabi net contained a bottle of aspirins and an unopened package of cold pills.

The doctor spoke slowy, as if soneone were carving his every word into
stone tabl ets as he pompously enunci ated each one.

"We're concerned about these test results, M. Leonard."

"But it's only a bruise that's stuck around, doctor."



"Unfortunately, it is nore than that."

| tried to shut ny eyes but fear wouldn't let ne. How quickly we
understand the worst. So many sinpler things in life we fail to grasp --
al gebra problens, trip directions, why |love failed. But we hear "it is nore
than that," and our understanding i ncreases a hundred thousand tines. More.
Take that quick desperate breath that is the only possible first reaction
t hen say, "What do you nean?"

He explains even nmore slowy. It is your first lesson in the | anguage of
deat h.

In the hospital the only two interesting people | nmet were Radi oactive
Grl and Liver Man. The others were a m xed bag and bl ur of panic, greed, and
resi gnati on. W knew why we were there, but our nmisery did not |ove one
anot her's conpany. It only rem nded us of our running clocks and isolation. W
wanted to be out of there, away, even without a clean bill of health. Just
_out_. Didn't want to wal k down those shiny corridors, |ook out the clean
wi ndows into gardens that were too silent and well kept, gardens that rem nded
you of cemeteries. In a hospital what you miss nost is the roll and tunble of
real life. A pastram sandw ch served by a surly waiter. Horns honking, people
passing in ani mated conversation . . . And there are really only two facial
expressions in a hospital -- great fear or calm Once in a while you see
sadness, but people try to hide that; it's either unprofessional or unfair to
show it. Hugh called them faces squeezed out of a tube.

Li ver Man Hugh Satterlee was all the things | missed outside. Aninated
and funny, he had, astoundingly, managed to retain his sense of bal ance
t hr oughout a ni ghtmare ordeal that made nme cringe just to hear about it.

Years before, they had found a tumor on his liver. It didn't respond to
treatment and worsened until he was close to death. Then, niracul ously, a
donor was found and Satterlee was given a transplant. He recovered. Hs wfe
died. A year and a half later, another tunmor was discovered growi ng on the new
l[iver -- in exactly the sane place as the old one. Inoperable. Tinme to die.
When | knew Hugh, he was about to be noved to a hospice in Palos Verdes so
that he could "at least die with a view"

"Bet you never heard a story like nmine. Spooky, isn't it? Maybe | should
start a tumor business. Bring ne your organs and I'll grow tumors on them for
you. Like those surrogate nothers, you know?"

The only thing that distracted me fromthe omnipresent fear and boredom
of hospital life was to ask people for their stories. Some were eager to talk,
but others regarded me distrustfully, as if | were trying to take fromthem
the last thing they would ever own -- their personal history. Before | was
di scharged fromthe hospital the first time, | sat for an afternoon w th Hugh
and told himsone of the stories |I'd heard. He was very ill. H s eyes were
exhaust ed and bl oodshot, although now and then he smiled or chuckl ed when he
heard sonething he Iiked. Wien | was finished, he sighed and wondered out | oud
if Death was the final pencil sharpener

When | asked what he neant, he said nost of the people |I'd tal ked about
had probably never once really used their lives, although it was the only
thing we ever truly own. Think of it like a pencil, getting duller and duller
until finally there's no lead left to wite with. Then Death comes al ong, and
if you're lucky, you're given a while before it happens to think things over,
put themin their place, whatever. Just |ike sharpening the pencil so that it
can be used again the right way.

Unable to stop a wave of bitterness flooding over and through ny voice,
| asked, "What good is sharpening it if you' re never going to use it again?"

"Because it's back the way it should have been all along, Watt. | don't
know about you, but | always found sharpening pencils a very pleasant thing to
do. And afterward, placing themon the desk ready to go. It didn't matter if |
was going to use themthen or in a nonth. Having themthere, seeing them clean
and sharp . . . that was the real pleasure for ne. These stories you' ve heard?



Doesn't it sound as if the people are finally savoring their lives for the
first time? It does to ne.

"But you know sonet hing el se |I've thought about? | was poor nost of ny
life. Have you ever been poor? | mean really rock-bottom poor, not a dime in
your pocket? It's a terrible, terrible place to be. Horrible thing to
experi ence. And you know what? You |l earn the experience in one second. Know
you' re poor for ten minutes, and you've |earned the | esson for the rest of
your life. You don't need to go through years of it, like school. One day, an
hour, and you know all about it. Same thing's true with dying. Know for sure
you're dying for even ten mnutes, and you' ve | earned the | esson forever."

"That contradicts what you just said, Hugh."

"Yes, it does." He closed his eyes.

A week after Sophie showed ne the letter from her brother, he
di sappeared. Jesse Chapnan worked for an agency in Vienna that hel ped refugees
fromthe East Bloc find places to live in the west. Consequently he was often
traveling, but this had nothing to do with that. Hs wife called after he had
been m ssing four days. Hi s enployer had no idea where he was. It was not |ike
Jesse to di sappear for even twelve hours without letting soneone know where he
was. He'd gone to work with a briefcase and an overcoat. No |uggage, and he
did not take his credit cards. At breakfast he'd been cal mand tal ked only
about what they were going to do that weekend.

Sophie and Caitlin Chapnan had been coll ege roonmat es and remai ned cl ose
over the years. Caitlin called Sophie first because she was her best friend as
wel | as her husband's sister.

I'd met Jesse a few tines when he was in Los Angeles, and he'd struck ne
as a stable, conpetent nman. H's suits were dark; he wore his hair |ong but
carefully cut; while on vacation he still shaved every day. He did not strike
me as a passionate man. His letter about the travel agent who dreaned of Death
was a surprise because | had never known Jesse to be the witty, observant man
who canme across init.

To be fair, | think it's al so necessary to say that Jesse Chapman didn't
like ne. No matter how open our society has becone about honpsexuality in
recent years, there are still a great many intelligent, sensitive people who
have real trouble dealing with gays. | amin no way sw sh, nor do
particularly like those who are. | don't believe in sexuality; as theater and
am unconfortable with those who feel conpelled to dance across |ife sw nging
pi nk boas behind them hooting and nmincing all the way. But | have never
hi dden what | ameither. | amnot sorry and | amnot ashamed. Apparently after
we net the first tine, Jesse asked his sister in alowvoice if | was a fairy.
When he heard | was, it colored every subsequent conversation we had. He
wat ched and listened to ne froma distance. Then one ugly night we got into a
stupi d argunent about boxing, which | know a | ot about because | used to do it
as a kid. Jesse didn't know a thing, but spoke with the assurance of one who
nost certainly did. To make matters worse, Sophie kept interrupting to tel
her brother he didn't know about boxing; why was he spouting off like this?
Which didn't help. | wasn't any better. | knew he was full of bal oney and
could have let himhave his rant and left it at that. But behind his words,
felt, was the distinct connotation that | was gay so how could | know about
the sport. So | got ponpous, he got defensive, and we ended up being barely
civil to each other.

When Sophie called to tell me about his disappearance, | was doing
not hi ng but readi ng nmedi cal textbooks about ny di sease and wondering what to
do next. When there is only so nuch time left, you becone schi zophreni c about
the I ast days. On one hand, you feel conpelled to try to nake everything
matter -- each neal a feast, any conversation full of wit and menorabl e |ines.
This mght be the last one, so make it matter. Even if it's ending, life is
full of treasures and it's wong not to savor themwhile you can. That's the
feeling when you' re positive and hopeful. On the other side of your noon is



t he despairing cynic who sees no point in getting out of bed in the norning
because sooner or later you'll end up flat on your back there till the
hopel ess end. It is a constant battle between the two. From one nonent to the
next you never know which will energe victorious. And whi chever one does w n,
the other is disgusted.

"Watt? It's Sophie. |1've got some bad trouble and you' ve got to help
ne."

The cynic ruled that day. One hand held the tel ephone to ny ear while
the other rested on a dull book of densely packed sentences explaining in
cruel detail howlittle hope there was. She had troubl e? How dare she even use
the word with nel

| listened while she expl ai ned what had happened but grew increasingly
nore inpatient as she continued. He had di sappeared? What of it? A nan had
dropped fromhis life like a pine cone off a tree. Was | expected to get down
on ny dying knees with the others who really cared about himand search for
where he night have fallen? Forget it!

After 1'd asked the appropriately synpathetic questions, a large silence
dropped over the conversation and each of us waited the other out to see who'd
speak first. Sophie finally did. Wat she said changed the trajectory of the
rest of ny life.

"You owe ne a wish, Watt.'

Said as quiet as a whisper and a final

sent ence.
| reared back, as if stung by the biggest bee on earth. "No! Sophie, you
know you can't ask that now It's too late. | don't want to hear about it."
"Tough! | don't care what you want to hear. You owe ne a wish and I'm

using it now. That was the deal. Those are the rules."

"Goddam you! Then what is it? What do you want ?"

"I want you to go with ne to Europe to find Jesse.”

"Are you _nad_? Europe?"

"You have to. We promi sed each other."

"Sophie, I've got |eukem a, remenber? Sonmetines | don't even have enough
energy to get out of a chair.”

"I know, but you're also the world's smartest person in a crisis.
There's nobody | trust as much, either. |If you get sicker there, they have
good hospitals. Don't worry, | checked. |'ve been talking on the phone for the
last three hours. You're the last call | had to make."

"Where is _there_, by the bye. Were would we be going? Europe is a
| arge pl ace."

"Austria. Hone of Mbzart, whipped cream and Nazis."

"Jesus Christ."

"No, he was fromlsrael."

When Dick died, | nmade a big mistake. After the initial shock and

funeral and the weeks needed to put a dead man's affairs in order, | suggested
to Sophie that we go away sonewhere together. | used the standard lines: it'll
be good for you; being someplace new will take your mnd off it . . . | was

extremely concerned about her and was convinced a good chunk of tine away from
hone woul d spark her spirits and help her to start fresh. To ny amazenent, she
i ked the idea.

"Where woul d you want to go?"

Surprised that she hadn't protested, | had no next sentence. | hadn't
t hought that far in advance because | was so sure the whol e conversati on woul d
be spent convincing her she should nmake a trip.

"Go? | don't know. W' ve got the whole world. You choose. \Were woul d
you like to go?"

"Switzerland. |'ve always wanted to go to Switzerland."
"You never told ne that."
"I know, but it's true. |I've always wanted to go in winter and be up

high in the Alps in a snowbound hotel. The mountains are all around and in the



nmorni ng you hear bi g boons because aval anche patrols are dynamiting pl aces
t hey think are dangerous."

"And you snell wood snmoke and wear sungl asses because the light off the
snow i s blinding."

"Right, but only during the day. Around four every afternoon it starts
to snow big lazy flakes and everything is quiet."

It was the happiest 1'd heard her in weeks, but | had to ask again to
make sure. "You really want to go to Switzerland? Because if you do, |'m going
to arrange it inmediately."

"Are you serious, Watt?"

"Yes. | think we could both use a vacation, and Die Schwei z sounds good

to ne.

" "Schwei z' ? Do you speak CGernman?"

"Hi gh school German, but it'd be fun to try it out again."

"Ch, let's go! It's a brilliant idea. You'll arrange it?"

"Every step."

But why oh why did | choose what | did? At the travel bureau | | ooked
t hrough handful s of brochures and leaflets prom sing Switzerland the way
Sophie wanted it. In the end, | signed us up for a week at a Cl ub
Mediterranean in Zins, a ski resort in the Berner Cberland that had a perfect
vi ew of the Eiger, Minch, and Jungfrau nmountains. |'d never been to a Cub Med
but had heard they were bustling, happy places where one ate well, danced at
ni ght, and sonetinmes net interesting people. | checked again wi th Sophie and
luckily she agreed that it sounded like fun, so when we | ater wal ked snack
into Uh-oh'sville, | didn't feel quite so bad for having steered us into it.

The trip over was a pleasure. W flewinto Zurich and then took
increasingly smaller trains fromthere toward the nmountains. At Interlaken it
began to snow. By the tine the little cogwheel chugger slowed to a stop in
Zims, the whole world was snow, |ow cl ouds, people speaking French and Gernan
stonping by with colorful skis over their shoul ders. W stood outside an
original Art Deco train station breathing in cold clean air. As if on cue, we
turned to each other at the same nonent and enbraced.

"Watt, you're a genius! It's perfect.”

Unh-huh -- for the next half hour

Club Med owned an inmense old resort hotel built in the 1920s that had
been one of the main reasons |I'd chosen to go there: in the photographs it
| ooked exactly |ike Sophie's description of her dream getaway hot el

But about thirty mnutes after passing through the front door, we knew
we'd made a serious mistake. Children ran shouting and screeching through the
| obby and corridors as if either they or the hotel was on fire. Instructors
and staff buzzed around like smling zonbies on nethedrine -- organi zing,
directing, telling you what to do, where to go, asking why when you weren't
out skiing, sledding, skating, signing up for the many splendid things the
Club offered. At all neals they told you where to sit. If you had the
uni magi nabl e cheek to say you didn't want to sit there, the smles slid off
their faces in an instant, |ike slush down a wi ndshield, and they becane nasty
as only the French can be. The brochures had nade it sound good-natured and
rel axed. Far too quickly we discovered it was both hyper and vaguely
fascistic. By the end of the first day we were calling it C ub Dread.

Yet we found our way through the week there because the | andscape was
stunni ng and we thoroughly enjoyed being with each other. W hi ked, went
sl eddi ng, wat ched skiers shush down the sides of white on bl ue-black
mount ai ns. It snowed every day, and every afternoon we wal ked together a
little farther up the trails that led into even deeper snow and sil ence.

W were resting on a black bench in the mddle of a snow field eating
tangerines warm from our pockets when Sophie first spoke of the idea.

"Nothing snells up here but the fruit. Did you notice that? Down bel ow
you snell the trees and the dung fromthe barns, but here it's only these. So
pungent and out of place, isn't it? | love it when nmy hands are full of the
scent. Dick and | were eating oranges in bed one norning. Before |I realized



what he was doi ng, he took up the peels and began rubbing themall over ny
body. They were cold and snooth. It was delicious. | smelled so wonderful

Then we made | ove, of course. The whol e roomwas a perfume of sex and oranges.
|'ve never eaten one since w thout renmenbering that norning.

"Watt, | heard sonething last night that got me thinking. I wanted to
talk to you about it, but held off 'cause | wanted to think it through first.
Don't say I'mnuts till 1've finished.

"After dinner when | was waiting for you in the | obby, there was a man
telling a little girl a story. He was speaking English, so it was kind of hard
not to listen. It was the fairy tale about the man who goes fishing and
catches a flounder, but it convinces himto throw it back in return for three
wi shes. Renenber that story?"

"Yes, 'The Fisherman and H's Wfe.' | did it on the show The w shes
ruin their lives."

"Sure, because it's a fairy tale. They're always so tediously _noral _.
Nobody gets away with anything fun and all the interesting people are bad
guys.

"But listen, this is different. | started thinking, wouldn't it be
wonderful if you had a partner or a friend you could make a pact with: each of
you woul d be granted one wi sh by the other. No matter what the wi sh was, the
partner woul d have to do everything in his or her power, short of comitting a
crime, to make it happen. | wish I'd been able to do it with D ck; he would
have | oved the idea. What do you thi nk?"

I ran ny tongue around the inside of my cheek and watched a bunch of

bl ackbirds flying over the snow. "It sounds |like a Sophie Chapman idea. Do you
want to do it with ne? You're willing to take that chance?"

"You and Dick are the only men |'ve ever trusted enough to | ove --
besi des ny brother. But he's bl ood, and you can't count family. | think this

is the kind of prom se people wouldn't dream of naking today because there's
no trust, and let's face it, it's dangerous. Wo knows what the other guy'l
want ?"

"True. And you're serious about this? W pledge to do what we can to
make each other's wi sh cone true, short of nurder?"

"No! We do _everything_ we can to nmake it cone true, not just what we
can. That's the difference. Everything."

"One hundred percent serious?"

"A hundred percent."”

"Il tell you truthfully, | Iike the thought very much, but it does
make ne nervous."

"Hey, me too! Wen the idea hit me, | thought about the people | know.
But which ones would | trust to do this with? Only you."

| looked at the birds again. | said yes to her deal because of the birds
at that nmonent nore than anything el se. More than ny |ove tor Sophie, nore
than our friendship. How the birds di pped and swooped beautifully as one; al
consummate faith in one another's novenments. Not having to think if going |eft
was correct because going left was the only direction in their one grand nind
then. Consummate faith. Sureness that if | ever did have sonmething | wanted
desperately, soneone would care enough to work hard, perhaps even harder than
| nyself, to bring it about. Conplete faith that they'd not ask nme to do
somet hi ng beyond ny powers for them Like birds flying together

"It's a deal."

As we shook, she craned her head back toward the tin-col ored sky and
said loudly, "Dick, you're the witness. You heard every word."

W j oi ned hands and wal ked back down to C ub Dread.

In the years since, neither of us had nade our formal w sh. Thus the
nmonent on the hill sank back into a pl easant snapshot in my mind s photo
al bum Renenber that afternoon? That bench? That's where we made our pact.
Just |ike Kkids.



Only it wasn't like kids today. Sophie was calling in the 10U, and the
tone of her voice said she nmeant it.

"Look, Watt, there are now only three people in the world who matter to
me. You, ny brother, his wife. If | were to | ose Jesse, that would take away a
third of the loves | have left. If | don't go over there to look for him 1'II
hate nyself forever. But | don't trust nyself in situations like this. | get
crazy and enotional and don't have any cal mplaces inside ne to go and think
or regroup.

"You do. You're the king of cool and order. | know how sick you are.
Believe ne, | know | lived with Dick, renmenber, right up till the end. Il
take care of you. | swear to God | will, but I need you to go with ne. If you
do . . . Come on, you can understand."

"I understand, but | don't want to go. You're creating an inpossible
situation -- a choice between our friendship and what's left of nmy health. I'm
dying, and a trip like this will exacerbate things. That's how _|I_ feel. If
you insist, I'Il go. But | don't want to and | resent you for it. There's

nothing el se to say."
Her voice came out as hard and cold as mne. "Fair enough.™

| tried on words like _Austria_ and _pack your bag_ as if they were
clothes I was nodeling in a mrror. None of themfit. | felt odd and
unconfortable in all of them How could I do this, friend or not? You're
dyi ng, man! People with cancer of the blood do not get up and head for the

airport.
Except ne.
But indignant and worried as | was, | knew | had nothing else to do.

Except die. Die confortably and safely in famliar surroundings with all the
best care in the world. If Sophie hadn't called and made her demand, what
woul d I have planned for the rest of that day? O week or nonth? Take ny pills
and drops as directed? Read a few pages in the book I couldn't get interested
in, eat, make sone phone calls? Such dreary, dreary stuff. If the |last days of
my life were so precious, why was | living themindifferently? | didn't want
to travel with Sophie because | was afraid of becom ng gravely ill in another
country, but what difference would that make? |1'd recently watched a
tel evi si on bi ography of the conposer Frederick Delius. Told he was going
blind, Delius had friends lead himup a favorite hill at daybreak so that he
could watch the sun rise for one of the last times in his life. | |oved that
nonent in the show, and whether or not it was true, | believed it. Now | was
in much the same situation. Only when | was offered the chance to see great
and possibly inmportant things for the last time, | cringed and whi ned.

wanted _ny_ bed, my doctor, the dumb book on the living roomtable that had
bored me fromthe first noment |1'd picked it up

Despi sing nyself for feeling that way, here is what | did to overcone
it. I went out for a long ride in the car to think things through. On the way
back to ny apartnent via Holl ywood Boul evard, | stopped at a toy store that
sol d rubber masks. The walls of the place were unfortunately covered with
fam liar faces made of |atex and fake hair. John Kennedy, Elvis, Santa C aus.
I could readily deci pher who the masks were supposed to portray, except for
certain uncel ebrated nmonsters with five eyes or a dwarf arm erupting out of
the top of the head. But a nunmber of them were very badly done. That is not
what | wanted. For what | had in mind, | needed the face of sonmeone | didn't
know.

The man who ran the store was a little bald guy who kept a constant
cigarette going in a marvel ous silver-and-black holder, a la Franklin D
Roosevel t.

"Can | help you?"

"Yes. I'mlooking for a mask, but it's gotta be of soneone unfamliar or
unknown. Know what | nean? It can't be M chael Jackson or Arnold
Schwar zenegger . "



"How about one ot Finky Linky?" He pointed to a face on the wall 1'd
al ready seen. There | was, in the rubbery flesh. The one-time famus Fi nky
Linky. | smiled at the store owner and we shook hands.

"A very popular mask in its time, and still requested now and then. Very
popul ar. You get your show syndi cated and you live forever. This we all know,
right? How re you doin', Finky Linky? | just want to tell you, ny
grandchil dren |l oved your show, and | watched it right along with them a couple
of dozen times nyself. W niss you! You had the only good kids' show on TV.
Now it's only Japanese space kid cartoons and big animals teaching you how to
spel | .

"But that's another subject, and you got busi ness here. How about
Cher nenko?" His eyes lit up. He had sonet hi ng cooki ng.

"Who?"

"I think I still got an Andropov too. WAit. | can probably sell you ten
of each, if you want." He began turning to sone drawers behind the counter but
stopped to ask a final question. "You're not in the party, are you? | nmean,
don't do this stuff out of any kind of disrespect, you understand. It's just
busi ness. Sinply business. ™

| was totally confused. "Wat party?"

"The Conmuni st Party, what'd you think? Not that there's much left of
it. Here. Here's the Chernenko and heeeere's, yup, here's the Andropov. |
thought | still had sone of each. Unfortunately. | probably will till the day
| die." He brought out masks fromthe drawers and handed nme two ol d, anonynous
faces. Although | didn't know the men, the masks thensel ves were superb

"Who are these guys? Are they fanous?"

"For about five mnutes each, much to ny bitter dismay. Each was genera
secretary of the Comruni st Party Central Comrittee. Don't you renenber? For
about a week apiece. Then each of the sons of bitches had the nerve to drop
dead and | got stuck with twenty units | ordered.

"See, when Brezhnev was around, | sold a ton of him People |oved those
eyebrows. That one big eyebrow going across the top of his head . . . a
wi nner! \Wen he croaked |I sold five that day alone. Collectors. So naturally I
t hought the next boss of Russia would be a popular itemtoo, and live as |ong,
so | ordered twenty. That was Andropov, right? O was it Chernenko first?
don't know, | always get them m xed up. No matter. One canme in right after the
other but they were in charge only a couple of nonths before they died. Then
they el ected CGorbachev. And let me tell you, ny thinking wasn't so wong there
because | sell a lot of him even today. A _|ot_ of Gorby.

"But you want unfamiliar, take your pick fromthese two old jerks. As |
said, | can give you one hell of a deal if you want to buy a few of them Your
speci al Finky Linky price."

Fi nky Li nky needed only one and chose Chernenko, sinply because it was
inm hand at the time. After 1'd paid and then signed the mask of nme so the

owner could put it up on his Wall of Fane at hone, | left. Two steps out the
door, | pulled the mask over my head to see how it felt. My plan was this. If

| was going to make this trip, | knew there would be many times when |'d be
scared and weak. That's what the nmask was for. | would keep it near ne at al
times and the noment | felt nyself weakening or the fear coming, I'd put it on
and |l et myself be scared or whatever. But after a certain tine | would tell ny
fear that's enough -- it had to go now because | had other things to do. That

seened a fair deal with fear. Recognize and accept it fully, conpletely,
totally. If it wanted ne to shake or cry, so long as | was wearing the nask,
I'd do it. But when its time was up, then it had to go away and | eave ne
alone. Dying, | would split nyself in tw. Traveling, |'d take both ne's al ong
and | et each have its time of the day. But if | could be strong and a little
| ucky, then the weak ne, Chernenko, would have less and less time. Like a
child throwing a fit in the mddle of the sidewalk -- down flat on the
paverent, Kkicking and screaning for the world's pity and attention -- he'd
burn hinmself out in his own furious flanes.

"Pardon me asking, but just what the fuck are you doi ng?"



The policeman was on a notorcycle at the curb in front of the store.
Wearing a white helmet and refl ective sungl asses, he gave ne a snile that
wasn't a happy one. It was the smle of a person who has seen al nost all and
has very little hunor or patience left for what he hasn't. "Conme here."

| wal ked over, still wearing Chernenko.

"What were you doing in there, party boy?"

"Buying this mask."

"What ? Can't hear you."

"Buying this mask. That's why |I'mwearing it."

"Issat right? Take it off."

| took it off, and he winkled his forehead, as if sonmewhere in his
macho brain he recognized ne. "What el se did you do?" He was a big nan,
whet her fromfat or nuscle | couldn't tell. Wen he shifted his body, the
bl ack | eather jacket he wore groaned and conpl ai ned quietly.

"I just told you, officer, | bought a mask. Go in and ask the man."

"Don't crack wise with ne, party boy. Hand it here."

Unl i ke many Angel enos, | like the Los Angeles police. The majority of
t hem are hard-worki ng, courageous people who do inpossible work pretty well.
Yes, they have a reputation for being stormtroopers, but | would stormtoo if
| had to do their job. That's not to say | hadn't had a few unpl easant brushes
with troglodytes in uniformlike this one: tough guys who held all the power
cards and knew you knew it. A friend had once chall enged one of them and ended
up in L. A County Hospital with a cracked skull. No, thank you. 1'd give him
my mask and let himbe King for a Day if that's what gave hima hard-on. There
were nore inportant things at hand.

"Ch-oh, what's this? Blood?" He was off the bi ke and had his gun out so
fast | barely had a chance to register what he'd said. Bl ood? What? Bl ood on
nmy mask? From what? Had | shaved that norning? Suddenly | couldn't renenber.
The fear cane hard and fast as a cranp across the gut. | couldn't renenber
somet hing as sinple as whether |1'd shaved that day. Before these thoughts
fini shed going through nmy head, he was standing next to me, his pistol against
ny tenple.

"Move slow, friend. We're gonna go slow back in there. Pull any shit and
you' re dead."

| put nmy hands up and | et himpush ne back toward the store. Shock
pani c, fear, and adrenaline all burst up through my body |ike fireworks,
maki ng me shake wildly.

"I don't -- what --"

"Shut up. Walk straight and don't say another word till | find out
what's going on."

Goi ng on? What _was_ going on? |I'd bought a mask, had a little chat with
the owner, wal ked out of the store --

"Open the door. Push it real slow and careful."

| did. There was the body. Starfished in the mddle of the narrow space
near the cash register, the owner's body lay in its final violence. H s head
was a splattered ness.

Soneone had shot himfromvery close range. | think. How el se could it
have | ooked like that? There were strews and whip |lines of blood on everything
-- the counter, the cash register, all over him

My knees buckled. | couldn't pull any air down my throat. Thirty
seconds. 1'd been talking with this man, this blast of body, thirty seconds
ago. What happened? What _coul d_ have happened? Wen coul d there have been a
hol dup? There'd been no gunshot or scream Standing right out in front, 1'd
heard not hi ng.

But | ook. Look, there's his cigarette hol der, a snmoking butt stil
inside. It had lived |onger than he had. |1'd seen death before, but not this
close. Not this foul and obscene and fresh. Fresh was the absolute word for
it. | said it aloud. "Fresh."

Then ny sl amed mind cane back to the world and realized the cop's gun
was still at ny tenple.



"Yeah, you freshed him party boy. Nuked his fucking brains, then you
wal ked out on the street wearing one of his masks. You're a very coo
customer, eh? A very cool guy you are, party boy. Get over to the counter
spread your arns and | egs, and don't nove an inch."

"Officer --"

"Do what | say. It's easier and sinpler to shoot you here and tell them
| caught you in the act. Alot sinpler for ne. But do what | say now and |'|
try not to. And put that mask on."

"What ?"

"Put the mask on. Do it!"

Madness. The cop, the dead nman, nme standing spread at the counter
weari ng a rubber mask, about to be arrested for nurder

Your mnd goes so fast. Whomcould | call? Sophie. 1'd call Sophie. Wo
was my lawer? | couldn't remenber his name. Ckay, okay, Sophie would know.
What proof did | have? Nothing. Wuld | die in jail? Wien would they put ne in
the police car

"I can't believe it." My mouth, or some part of me, spoke. "I didn't do
it! I just bought a --"

"Shut up. And take the mask of f now. "

"What ?" | turned to look at him He was down on the floor next to the
body.

"Take the nmask off and face the wall. |I'll be done in a mnute."

"Why did you want me to put it _on_?" | took it off and dropped it on
the counter. What was this hell? He was a nice man. W chatted. Now he was
dead and | was going to jail. Wiere had it cone fron? "This is wong! The
whol e damed thing is wong!"

"Does it make any difference w thout the mask?" The cop's voice was
quiet and calmfor the first tine.

"\What ? What do you nean?"

"Turn around. Look at me."

| turned. There was no |onger a body on the floor, but rather a picnic,
all set out. Beautiful food, a white tablecloth, red wine in crystal goblets.
Pl aces set for two. No body. The cop had renoved his sungl asses and was
standing a couple of feet back fromthe picnic. H s face was flat, eyes
wi de-set. A nondescript, healthy-Iooking man. That was all. Nothing nore.

"Do you feel better without the mask? Does the fear go away? Sit down,
Watt. Have sonething to drink."

"What is this?"

"Your mask plan -- to put it on only when you're scared? It won't work.
See what happened when you took it off just now? You felt exactly the sane,
right? Ready to piss in your pants. Fear's never friendly or reasonable. | had

to tell you that. Then | thought it better to show you. Wen it's Death and
Fear and Worry, all those big words that begin with capital letters, you can't
cut a deal with them nmake them di sappear by taking off a nmask. They're too
strong and nmean. They do what they want.

"You want to know who | am naturally." He bowed and put a hand on his
heart. "Death. Sinply Death. Sonetimes | come earlier than our appointment so
t hat people can get used to ne. But even then it's hard. Don't you want sone
wine? It's all very good. | have a | arge expense account!" He smiled. "Only
the best. My customer is king." He stuck his index finger into the air.

But it was He. Once He says Hi s nanme to you, there is no question. It is
Death. Death is talking to you now. He has come. He brings calm You are calm
al t hough Death is with you

He bent over, picked a piece of rolled hamoff a plate, and, dipping it
inalittle cup of the yellowest nustard, popped it into Hs nouth. "I'msorry
to di sappoint you with your mask, but | wanted to save you valuable tine."

"I amgoing to die. There's no hope? None?"

"None. Yes, you're going to die; so is everyone. Mst of themwon't get
to talk to me about it. Consider yourself lucky on that score.”

"Can | ask you questions?" As soon as | said it, | renenbered the dooned



man in Sardinia. How he had asked Death questions but suffered when he didn't
understand the answers. "Forget it! | don't want to ask! Forget it."

The policeman's eyes narrowed and he paused a norment as if considering.
He |icked his lips, and that dangerous nonment between us shivered down to
silence. Then his face softened again and he nodded. "GCkay, your only warning.

But if you ask that again, I'll say yes, and you know the terms." He noved to
go.

"Wait! Can | call for you? If | _do_ want to ask questions?"

"Yes. Consider this too: it's getting close to your time, Watt. Not
yet, | can say that. But soon. It might very well be worth it to take the
chance. Perhaps you'll understand ny answers. There are a surprising nunber of

peopl e who do. Honestly. And once you conmit yourself, we can tal k about
what ever you want." He gestured toward the untouched picnic. "Sonetinmes it's
better to | earn through shock than through persuasion. One last thing, if
you're interested: the travel agent, McGnn? He isn't dead. Let ne knowif you
want to talk."
"Wait! One question. Just one. But no ties, no obligations. Please?"
He nodded. "Ask and 1'Il let you knowif | can answer."
"How | live _till_ 1 die. . . is that ny choice? Is there free will?"
"Absolutely. We have no say in that. It's your cruise. W're only the
| ast port." He opened the door of the shop and wal ked out.

RCSE

Most often they ask what she | ooks |ike naked. Can you believe the
chut zpah? What does your best friend |Iook Iike with her clothes off. Wich is
hi | ari ous, because anyone who has seen Arlen Ford's films has seen her as
naked as she will ever be. Wat does she look like in her birthday suit, and
what is she really_ like are the two favorite questions. So okay, Wrld, are
you ready? Her right breast is slightly larger than her left, and she is
al nost entirely pleasant. But let's face it, info |like that is neither good
copy nor anmmunition, particularly for journalists. People want to know the

dirt, the snmudge, where this illustrious woman's secret moles are, and what
ki nd of tenper tantruns she has when no one's around to hear
She has tenper tantrums. Who doesn't? The only chocol ate she will eat

are Godiva "golf balls" at four dollars apiece, and she drives a ridicul ously
expensi ve autonobile. |Is that enough? Because that's about it for scam That's
all the dirt this horse's nouth has to offer the interested. But their problem
is, no one knows this woman better than | do, so they keep com ng back hopi ng
one day I'Il have nore or new ugly to give.

I am Rose Cazalet, Arlen Ford's secretary and ol dest friend. She refuses
to call me her secretary, preferring instead either "adviser" or "conpanion."
Both certainly sound better, but unfortunately these days both words carry a
decidedly gay aroma with them so | prefer plain old "secretary."

Just to keep the records straight, we have known each other ever since
we were fifteen at a private girls' school in Connecticut, back when pl aces
like that were the rage (and not the plague). W both entered as tenth-graders
and were assigned to be roommtes. She was smarter than |, but | was better at
mat h, which saved us both. My fam |y had noney, but nmy new friend had al ready
had sex by the time we rolled around to tal king about it, so | was entranced.
Nei t her of us wanted to be there. Arlen was a schol arship student from New



York who spent the next three years at the school feeling insecure and
hopel ess anong all the noney and power that belonged to the famlies of the
Bitsys and Muffys. Arlen liked me because | was the first to point out that
Bitsy and Muffy, conbined, had the intelligence of a |lawn sprinkler

She was not yet beautiful. Good-I|ooking enough, but not THE FACE peopl e
know and worshi p any chance they get. That all canme after her mother died in
our senior year. Arlen returned to school stricken by the |loss and utterly,
overwhel mi ngly beautiful. Don't ask ne how it happened. | believe nost people
turn into adults when they reach puberty, while others change because of |ove
or adversity. Arlen Ford became the face that |aunched all the ships because

of the death of her nother. | would swear to that. | vividly renenber her
wal ki ng into our dormitory roomthat Sunday night after returning fromthe
funeral. She was all |oss and havoc, sorrow and anger too. But |ike nacabre

artistic fingers, those bad things sonehow conbined to scul pt her face into
the one we adore now.

She quit school a nonth later. So little time to go till graduation, but
no matter: one Saturday she packed a bag, gave nme a hug, and said she had had
it. She was | eaving. She's been inmpulsive as long as |'ve known her. Trusts
her instincts but is also willing to accept any consequences. | like that. |
like it in anyone. It ain't how high you junp, it's how you land. No natter
how t hi s woman has | anded over the years, she has al ways accepted ful
responsibility.

She was ei ghteen, beautiful, and broke. First she went honme to her
father in Manhattan, but on hearing she'd quit school, he (understandably) hit
the roof. They had a vicious fight that ended with her moving out. The first
time she called nme, she said she'd gotten a job as a sal eswonan at
Bl oomi ngdale's in the pillow departnent and was living at the YWCA. | was
totally inpressed and terrified for her. Selling pillows and living at the Y?
She was either crazy or an enviable character straight out of one of those
1940s' screwball comedi es: A Barbara Stanwyck or Jean Arthur "gal" who spoke
fast and smart and got the job done superbly. But even hearing about this
drastic change in her life, |I never really doubted she woul d succeed at what
she wanted. She was ny best friend and | honestly believed we special ones
could do anything. That's the real joy of being young -- pure dunb faith.
There's no way we're going to fail at what we choose to do with our |ives.

By the time | graduated, she had already net and noved in with Nelson
Crispi. Isn't that a great name? He worked at the Strand Book Store and wanted
to be a playwight. He was the one who got her into books. Before, she'd read
only for school and then the occasional mystery novel or thriller while on
vacation. Nel son gave her a lasting | ove and hunger for literature that was
i nval uabl e in nore ways than one.

When | visited themin their Houston Street wal k-up apartnent in New
York that sumrer, we drank Medaglia D Oro coffee thick as fur which they
brewed on their tiny stove in a weirdly shaped coffee pot Nelson had bought in
Italy. According to him it was the only way to make it.

| was so jealous and inpressed! W were all about the same age and | had
l[ived with Arlen until only a few nonths before, but both of them seened so
much ol der, so sophisticated and in the know. They talked about life in
Manhattan and people they knew. Actors, poets, a rich woman who kept a live
fox in her apartment. New novies, great cheap restaurants they'd discovered.
Fellini, Lermontov, the Second Avenue Delicatessen . . . Al the passwords to
the other side of life where the glittering secrets were. | wanted to rol
this know edge, these titles and names and places, off ny tongue too, like
Nel son, like Arlen. They weren't showi ng off; they didn't need to, because
this was only life as they were living it and they were sinply describing it
to nme. | was jealous as hell, of course, yet | loved themfor this know edge
and unconsci ous cool

Also for the first time inny life | recognized a tangible tightness in
the air around them if | can call it that. And innocent as | was, even
recogni zed that it was sex. They were crazy for each other, not that they ever



made a bi g show of kissing or touching when | was around. No, | just knew in
nmy quick-study heart that these two were in the mddle of a feast and were
reveling init.

What on earth could be better than that? She'd been right to | eave

school. I _ was the fool. The blindered goody-goody who did what she was told,
got good grades, and already woke up in the mddle of the night in a fever
wondering what to major in at college. The result? In the fall 1'd be sitting

in a classroomyet again, this time for four nore years. O what? Arlen would
be living in wonderful New York doing conpelling things, making |ove at al
hours of the day and night with her witer-paramour . . . while | studied verb
tenses or geography, or sat in the student center on a Saturday night w shing
to God in Heaven that | had a date. A date ! How could | ever take that
nonsense seriously again after seeing this? Here was ny best friend with her
own | over and apartnment and a life that scoffed at vacations and fraternity
parties on the weekend.

| returned hone both elated and mi serable. | would go to college to
satisfy nmy parents, but if it ever pissed nme off for one instant, 1'd pull an
Arlen and _|eave_. | knew people in New York now. | carried that know edge

within like a lucky charmin the pocket you can't help touching every few
mnutes. Arlen was mny talisman and exanple; she was the way |ife should be.

W kept in close contact. Through those phone calls and, |ater, our
endless letters | heard about her adventures, various |overs, travels,

di scoveries, and eventually her being discovered.

There has been a lot witten about how Arlen Ford was di scovered, nost
of it silly or maliciously wong. This is how it happened, plain and sinple.
Nel son read an ad in _The Village Voi ce_ about an open casting for a
| ow budget filmthat was going to be shot on the Lower East Side. Tal k about
the right place at the right time! The filmturned out to be Weber G egston's
first, _The Night Is Blond_, and although she'd gone along to it with her
boyfriend nore as a joke and to see what a novie casting was |like, Arlen
| anded a snmall role. A few years later in an interview, G egston said he
noti ced her because of the way she crossed the roomthe first tine he saw her

"Cod knows she was beautiful, but nore than that, she was one of those
charismatic presences you're forced_ to watch when they enter a room The
magneti sm s that strong. They can stand there doing nothing but you' ve got to
wat ch. "

I f you know anyt hi ng about Arlen's life, you know things got better and
wor se at about the sanme speed from here on. She began taking drama classes and
| oving them Then Nel son went into turbo-boost paranoi a-jeal ousy overdrive
about her sudden success. |If anyone shoul d have understood what was happeni ng,
why the world was suddenly paying attention to his girlfriend, it was this
guy, because no one was a greater Arlen fan than Nelson Crispi. But | think by
then he was so in love with her that he sinply did not want to share her
Whi ch was a very wrong nove on his part because she was al ready way beyond
that. She didn't use himas a stepping-stone (as his nasty book on their
rel ati onship snivels), but once he becane an inpossibly annoyi ng whi ner and
finger-pointer, it wasn't | ong before the rel ati onshi p ended.

One winter's day there was an urgent knock on nmy dormtory door and
there she was.

"\What are you doi ng here?"

"I came up for the big gane.'

She opened those mracul ous bl ack eyes

even wider than usual. "Didn't 1? Isn't there one this week? This is college.
There's al ways a big gane going on!"
W stayed up late filling in the blanks of our lives for each other and

| aughi ng. She'd net so many people in New York and done everything |I could
i magi ne doing. But the irony was that, despite all the wonder and excitenent
of life in New York, she had a terrific tinme being a plain old college girl
with ne for a week.

She thought | was amezi ng because | understood what the instructor was
saying in Russian class. She asked me so nany whi spered questions in art



hi story about the slides of Renaissance paintings that we both got the

gi ggl es. The teacher gave ne a | ook that would have frozen |l ava. Over ny
protests, Arlen insisted we go to a fraternity party. We didn't have a good
time and left quickly, but in the short hour we were there she managed to
provoke two hi gh-vol une, go-for-the-jugular argunents with two ponpous frat
brothers. I would have called themfools and narched off after five seconds,
but she enjoyed the confrontati ons and kept goadi ng her opponents. She al so
hel d an unfair advantage over them because in each argument, the guy woul d be
hal fway i nto nmaking his points, and then | ook at her and instantly get lost in
her magnificence. Al she had to do was give one of her you're-quite-a-guy

| ooks, and he was a goner. Her beauty could vacuumclean a man's nmnd in an

i nstant .

Arlen knew this and used it to her full benefit. Wen we got home |ater
and tal ked about it, she was cold as an arctic eel on the subject.

"Men want to go to bed, then maybe tal k. Wnmen want to talk first -- a
ot -- then maybe go to bed. That nuch |I've learned. So okay, if that's the
way of the world, then I'mgoing to use it nmy way."

"You sound cold and conniving about it, Arlen. Like there are no nice
men on the whole earth.”

"Sure there are nice guys. But I'll give you sonething else to think
about, Rosey, that's been bothering ne lately. Answer this. How many superb
worren do you know? |'mtal king about intelligent, sensitive wonen; ones you
like spending lots of tinme with because, anong other things, they're great
conpany. They know how to tal k, have a good sense of hunor, aren't just givers
or takers."

"That's a hard question. | need tine to think about it --

"Beep! Tinme's up. Wong! You need about one mnute because the answer is
al nrost none. Neither of us knows many great wonmen. They're rare birds. Wrse,
general | y speaking, we al so know wormen are ten tinmes nore sensitive,

t houghtful, et cetera than the male species . . . which leaves us in pretty
bad shape when it conmes to finding desirable nen. How many real wi nners do you
think are out there waiting to sweep us off our feet?"

Despairing, the innocent freshman romantic in ne frowned at her. "This
conversation is not lifting ny spirits, you know Wy are you saying this? Al
those great tines you' ve been having . . . It sounds as if the only trouble
you have is that too many nmen want to sweep you off _your_ feet."

"Yes, into bed. But do you want themin your life the next norning, when
your makeup's sneared and maybe you' ve got gas fromthe ritzy neal |ast night?
Do you want to spend the rest of the day with this nman doi ng nothi ng? Just
maybe read the paper or take a walk if the weather's nice? Hold his hand or
even pinch his ass not for any sexy reason but only because you like hin? O
can you i magi ne spendi ng the sane day inside because it's February and snow ng
out side, but you're both so content and caught up in what you're doing that
for long stretches you forget he's there? Except at the same tinme you know
he's there because he adds to the small bliss of the afternoon. It's rare. The
only thing I know, Rose, is be careful. Use what you've got, and don't let the
man get the upper hand. Not ever. Even when you love himw th every cell of
your skin, it can go bad really quickly. Even when you think you' ve got the
rel ati onshi p down pat. Even when you're positive you know all his nooks and
cranni es.”

| couldn't get out of her why she was so dammed defensive and skepti cal
especially in light of her recent triunphs. But she wouldn't reveal any nore,
and then our week together was over.

One of the results of her visit was that we becane devoted
correspondents. Tal king on the phone was nice and i mrediate and we did it
often, but both of us loved getting mail and trying to put the best, nost
insightful, witty parts of ourselves down on paper for the appreciation and
approval of the other. Arlen had discovered the letters of Frank Sullivan and
sent me a copy of that wonderful book. We read to each other fromit, saying
how rewarding it would be to go through Iife with a pen pal like Sullivan.



Let's do it. Let's make a vow that at |east once a week from now on we'll
wite to each other and try to make the letters as good as anything in our
lives. It is an agreenent | have cheri shed.

Arlen kept working at various jobs, continued her acting | essons and
auditions, and finally left for Los Angeles after being invited to join the
Swi ft Swi gger Repertory Conpany. | was depressed that she woul d be noving so
far away, but I'd assuned it woul d happen sooner or later. Al so the sneaky
t hought existed that if nothing came clear in ny mind after graduation, |
m ght go out there and stay with her a while, take a | ook around, and see if
it was the place for me too.

That spring she called to say she'd | anded a very good part in a film
which turned out to be _Standing on the Baby's Head_. Is it necessary for ne
to say nmore about Arlen Ford's career? Fromthe day the novie opened she was a
bona fide star.

| went to see it with none other than Matthew Fl aherty, the man |'d been
waiting for my whole life and the same fellow who later tried to kill ne.

Al t hough that sounds dramatic, it is true, but not an inportant part of this
story. Except what Matthew did nmoved me to L. A nore quickly than | night have
gone.

W net in the university library. | had been studying for an exam and
took off to go to the bathroom When | returned, there was a _nost_ handsone
man hol di ng my Russian history book in his freckled hand, looking at it with
conpl ete concentration. He was tall and virile. He worked on the railroad but
cane to this library whenever he got a chance in his tine off to read and
think. In his pants pocket was a collection of poetry by someone | had never
heard of. Inside were lines like this:

| have left ny breath with you_
It is there, warm and secret, _
_By your ear, on your collar_
_agai nst your throat _.

EEYON Are you kidding? Bull's eye! | was an indulged little patty-cake
col | ege student who thought | knew ny way around because | was studying
psychol ogy and dark Russian novels. Ergo | was a perfect sucker for this noble
railroad savage, who had poetry sticking out of his pocket and an obvi ous
interest in me. That he worked as a | aborer and had never gone beyond high
school made himall the nore alluring and heartbreaking. He was also the first
lover | ever had who took care that |I liked it and then made ne like it nore
t han anyone el se had.

Life was rapture for a while. Until he began saying he didn't |ike any
of my friends. To please him we saw no one el se when he was around. Small
sacrifice. W stayed | ocked away together in nmy place, in bed, or in his car
goi ng from wherever he wanted to wherever. | saw nothing wong with it -- we
were in love and lust. It was only on the weekends.

The end began in a bar when a nan a few stools away kept |ooking at ne.
Matt hew threw a quart-sized beer nug straight at his head. Blood, broken
gl ass, chaos.

I was so frightened and appalled that | wouldn't talk to himfor a
month. He left flowers in front of ny door, presents; he wote letters. He

tried so hard that, scared as I'd been, | was flattered. | agreed to neet him
for coffee. He was the king of charm ng, sexy, and decorous behavior. And I'd
m ssed him | longed to reach across the table and touch his nouth.

W started again, but it finished in bed one night a week before I was
to graduate. W had nmade |love and it was good. Both of us were tired and we
fell asleep imediately. | don't know how much later it was, but | woke to his
snoring. It was so loud it made me snmile. | gave hima little poke in the arm
but it did no good. | whispered, then spoke in a normal voice, then poked



harder. Nothing worked. Still smiling, | reached over and gently squeezed his
nose with two fingers. He breathed once; his throat choked and bl ocked. He
jerked straight up wi de awake. G abbing ny hand, he bent it back till |
screaned.

"Don't ever touch me when |I'm sleeping,"” he said, and sl apped ne ful
force across the face.

And then he beat ne.

Your own bed is where you never need be afraid, if you' re lucky. Forget
sex. Sleep and exhaustion, the pillow you know, your night |ight adjusted just
so; this is where you can let your guard down conpletely. Leave it in a corner
with the pile of still-warmclothes fromtoday. The Dutch say there's no sound
nore lovely than the tick of the clock in your own hone. You in your own bed
is even better. But when it goes wong, when you've nmade the prinmal mnistake of
inviting the wong person to join you in sex or sleep, oh, that is the worst
ni ght mare: com ng out of the black confort of sleep in your own bed to terror

| do not want to talk about it. Forgive ne, but | cannot. He hit me til
| bled and there were hanks of my hair on ny bed, sticking to the front of his
T-shirt. | screamed and screanmed. My despicabl e nei ghbors, the ones | baby-sat
for, did nothing for half an hour. Forty-five mnutes? | don't know The
police didn't come until a vicious eternity had passed and | was beaten beyond
hysteria. Wien they arrived, Matthew was on his knees in front of ne, crying

and apol ogi zi ng. Pl ease pl ease please. | love you so nuch. Ch, ny baby.
Two days later they released him The first thing he did was return to
my apartnment. | was there because | had to hide ny wecked face at hone. He

opened the door with the key 1'd given himon the anniversary of our first
nont h t oget her.

"Rose, honey, |'m honme! Are you here?"

That is exactly what he called out. As soon as | heard his voice, |
started screanming. He ran into the bedroom and caught ne by the foot as |
tried to clinb out the window. This tine the neighbors did act fast and called
the police, but not fast enough

In the fewmnutes it took for themto arrive, my |over had punched ne
in the throat, torn off ny sweatpants, and, forcing me to the floor, started
to rape me. Only now there was the shoe. New bl ack high heels |I had bought to

wear to commencenent. 1'd been trying them on when he pulled his key fromthe
lock and called ny nane. | didn't plan to go to graduation, what with my face
| ooking |ike bad neat, but they were new and | liked trying themon in the

safety of my little bedroom
There was the shoe on the floor. On ny back, coughing froma punch
feeling himpunp dry into me. Hs eyes were closed, his expression peaceful. |

turned away. Barely able to breathe, | saw the shoe. My hand was al ready
hal fway there. Snatching it up, | swng as hard as | could at him-- one two
three. On the third blow, |I felt no resistance when it struck -- no hard bone,

no bouncy skin. Soft, so soft. He froze, nmade a terrible strange sound, and
flipped off nme, roaring. The metal -ti pped heel had gone directly into
Matthew s right eye, into the delicate jelly that was his perfect vision, and
killed it.

CGod bl ess the rape victim Stabbed soul who's seen a face up too close
to ever forget it, felt the groping hands, the heat of the breath, known no
power and no hope. Who cannot go to the bathroomor welcome a |over there
again without remenbering, Once my body was not mine. Someone wong took it
and never gave it back. God bless you. |I know what you know.

| called Arlen and, genuine friend that she was, she flew east
i mediately to be with me. Denanded | cone back with her, come and sit in the
sun and do nothing as long as | liked. She would take care of everything. She
described life in Los Angeles as a nmix between _The Dating Gane_ and the



greatest neal you ever ate. | didn't understand what she nmeant by that, but
what was the alternative? Gaduate, and when the two bl ack eyes had heal ed
again so | wouldn't have to explain anything, go home and |ive? Everything
knew was finished; what I'd |lived and trusted was either over or dead.

Arl en was between novi es then and spent too much of her time ferrying ne
around, showing nme the sights, and trying to perk ne up. The irony was that,
after two weeks in California, ny spirits didn't need lifting anynore. | was
delighted to be there, eager to know as much about the place as | could and
how it worked.

Through a friend of hers, | got a job as a publicist at a nmovie studio.
It was interesting work, frantic and oddly fulfilling. I nmade friends, worked
hard, started dating again.

At Arlen's insistence, | continued living with her. W were entirely

confortable with each other and, as is often the case with peopl e whose
careers are neteoric, she liked being with someone who knew her from back when
and | oved her still.

She nade _Lazy Face_ and _Mdther of Pearl_ back to back. The critics
di sm ssed her as one-di nensional and flavor of the year. They said it was easy
to m stake her intensity for conviction. They said she was sinmply lucky; so
far she'd worked only with great directors who were able to take her under
their wi ng and show her what to do. GCh, yeah? To the di smay of her agent,

Rol and Jacobs, she agreed to make _The Ki ngdom of Jones_ with an obscure
English director. He thoroughly botched the film but not her performance.
When she cane home from shooting on location in Austria, she told nme she'd
fallen in love with Vienna and, when she had enough noney, was going to buy a
house there.

One of the fewthings | could not understand about my best friend was
her taste in nen. While we lived together we tal ked endl essly about what made
up M. Perfect. W were in alnost total agreenent about his qualities, but
t hen she woul d becone involved with either the strangest or nobst boring male.
Rock stars with nore tattoos than brains, actors or executives who |ooked in
the mrror too much and had seizures if there wasn't a tel ephone nearby. W
doubl e-dated a lot, and di nner conversation invariably revol ved around new
diets or tax shelters, new wonder(ful) drugs or personal gurus. | told her she
could do nmuch better than that and she agreed, but then another one would rol
up to our door in a vintage Cobra and the _de rigueur_ pal onmino haircut.

While she was filnmng in Austria, | began going out with her agent,

Rol and. He was quite a bit ol der, which nade ne hesitant at first when things
bet ween us went fromfun to very nice to sonething-is-happeni ng-here.

When Arlen returned and | told her what was goi ng on, she hugged ne and
said she was jealous. | asked if she and Rol and had ever gotten together, but
she waved it away with a smle. "I wish! No, | nade a pass at hima long tine
ago but in the nicest possible way he said | wasn't his type. You're a |ucky
girl.”

The only story | want to tell about the man | married has to do with the
first time we nade love. Al ny life | have had a very irregul ar period, so
irregular that | always carry tanpons in ny purse. God knows, | would not have
finally agreed to join Roland on the horizontal that night if I'd known it was
going to arrive. But arrive it did and enbarrassed the hell out of ne.
Normal |y that sort of thing didn't bother nme, even with a new | over. Love ne,
| ove ny body _and_ how it works. But conme on; going to bed with anyone the
first time is a fragile nmoment. Miultiply that by a hundred when you're goi ng
to bed for the first tine since you were raped.

Right in the mddle of a welcone and wonderful tine, both of us suddenly
felt wetter than we should. The lights were off. | reached across, turned them
on, and screeched. My bed | ooked |ike a massacre. Bl ood was everywhere.
| eaped up and ran to the bathroomfor a towel or wet sponge or just to get out
of there and hide. Standing on the cold white tiles of the clean bat hroom
floor, 1 hung ny head and chanted, over and over, "I don't believe this.
can't believe this happened _now !" When | had the courage to return to the



bedroom Rol and was already balling up the sheets he'd stripped off the bed
and was whistling to hinself. Wen he saw ne, he dropped the bundle of white
on the floor and spread his arnms |like an opera singer. "I |love dramatic
wonen! "

The next norning he had to | eave very early for a meeting. A couple of
hours | ater when | opened the front door to pick up the newspaper, a |arge
enpty box of Tide laundry detergent filled to bursting with a hundred red
roses was there on the step. The note taped to it bore Rol and's abom nabl e
handwiting, in a quote from _Anna Karenina_, my favorite novel: "Hi s heart
stood still at the nearness of his happiness."

Sone months |ater Arlen asked if | would consider becom ng her persona
manager, professional adviser, whatever | wanted to title it. The salary would
be three times what | was making and the work as she described it would be
chal | engi ng but not difficult. Mich of it was simlar to what | was doi ng at

the studio. Still, | was initially hesitant. But | knew, through living with
her, that the nore fanbus she becane, the nore puzzled and di sturbed she was
by a world that never stood still |ong enough for her to stop being dizzied by

it. Fromme or soneone el se, she definitely needed hel p.

At the dinner where Roland was supposed to hel p ne deci de whet her or not
to take the job, he proposed marriage instead. He said at that particul ar
nonment he didn't care about the fate of Arlen Ford; he cared about us, and
that was all he wanted to discuss. | said | already knew | wanted to marry him
and had for a long tinme. Which shut himright up. But later, after we had
hugged and toasted each other many tines with good champagne, | returned to
t he subject by quoting the adage about choosing your job nore carefully than
you do a spouse because you'll be spending nore time with it.

O course there were dangers invol ved, especially now that Rol and and
were going to marry and the connection between the three of us grew even nore
intimate (or claustrophobic). However, in the end | said yes, for all the
obvi ous reasons, but mainly because Arlen said she needed ne and neant it.
Never for an instant had | forgotten what she'd done when | needed her nost. |
woul d give the job a try. At the end of six nmonths, if it wasn't working,
either of us could push the ejection button. But she asked for a full six
nmont hs. She believed it would take at least half that tine for us to get used
to working with each other, then another three nonths to get used to working
t oget her against the world. Six nonths.

It turned into seven years. In that tine, anong other gul ps and hurrahs,
| learned two things. One, be suspicious of anyone who uses his or her niddle
nane in a professional capacity: Mark Gary Cohen, Susanne Britanny Marl ow,
Blah Blah Snith. For too long it seemed that any tine we had contact with one
of these trilogies it came to nothing but disaster. The doctor who delivered
our son had three nanes and | al nost di ed because of his inconpetence. Poor
Arlen got involved with several three-nane producers and the resultant films
were debacles or were forgotten in a week.

The other thing | |earned was when somnet hing drops, never try to catch
it before it hits the ground. Let it fall. If you don't, you'll catch the
wrong part or edge and hurt yourself. Naturally this applies to both objects
and people, including me. In those seven years, | had an affair and woul d not
listen to ny good husband, who kept trying to catch me as | fell into
di shonesty, ugly silliness, and maki ng those who |l oved ne suffer. It ended
only when | realized | was about to smash onto a floor of terninal selfishness
and desire. | survived, but didn't deserve to.

So it was ironic that | was the one who kept trying to catch Arlen as
she fell in so many different ways. The novie world is nade up of fabul ously

successful people who never believe their victories are genuine. Judging from
t he enornmous and often instantaneous turnover of fates in those high places,
they're right to be unsure.

| particularly remenber going with Arlen to a party at Malibu Col ony



j am packed with the fanmous and powerful. The biggest shots gravitated to the
living room At first glance it appeared to be a rel axed gathering of the gods
in jeans, swapping funny tal es about the business. Yet all of themwore a kind
of tensed-jaw, ready-to-spring expression. Their stories were great, but each
one had to be bigger or funnier than the last. These people weren't |istening
to one another; they were planning what to say next tinme they held the floor
It was exhausting to see themall straining for love and attention. It was as
if they were trying to suck every bit of air out of the room | stood up and
went out si de.

Sadly, Arlen was one of those straining people. She had begun as an
actress who nade it on talent and beauty. But then the novie comunity, and
|ater the world, said, That's fine but what el se do you have? She was
i ndignant. 1've given you everything I am Were do you get off asking for
nore? They were silent, but the tinme came when her new films didn't do so
wel I, and peopl e quickly began tal king about her in the past tense.

She pani cked, and her personal |ife began careering around |like the bal
in a pinball gane. There were bad, self-destructive love affairs, which in one
case resulted in her spending three weeks in a rehab center for cocai ne abuse.
And ot her unbelievably wong decisions that led to ugly celebrity behavi or
she was on the covers of sleazy magazines that cater to the failed, the
furious, and the niserable. The photograph of her comi ng off a plane at Rone
airport with an ugly snarl on her face and an arm cocked to punch the
phot ographer . . . Was that really Arlen Ford the novie star? Looking so old
and hysterical ? The woman we all once wanted to be or have? Falling w thout
trying, she gave them what they wanted. Enough to make them i ndi gnant and
fascinated with her again, but now for the wong reasons. She showed she was
human, and we're al ways nore confortable with people than with gods.

The grand finale cane not fromdeath or drugs but a tuna fish sandw ch.
One night after returning froma party, Arlen switched on the light in her
living roomand di scovered a m ddl e-aged wonman sitting on the sofa holding a
wr apped tuna fish sandwi ch in one hand and, in the other, the crowbar she'd
used to break into the house. "You're so skinny in your filnms, Arlen. | knew
you'd want this. Eat it."

There was no place left to hide, not even her own hone. So she luckily
did something very smart: dropped out for a year, noved to her bel oved Vi enna

(al one), and went house hunting. She bought an enchanting _Jugendstil_ jewel
on the outskirts of Weidling, a sleepy little village about six nmiles from
Vi enna. Her place sat on a hill in the mddle of a vineyard with a panoranic

vi ew of the Danube. It was lovely but in appalling condition, and by the tine
she finished renovating it, Arlen had spent alnost as nuch for the repairs as
for the house itself.

Her letters fromthat tine (at the beginning she forbade us fromcalling
unless it was an energency) were only about rebuilding a house in a foreign
country whose | anguage you barely understood. She dyed her hair henna, wore no
makeup, and enrolled in a beginner's German Course at Berlitz four days a
week. When she wasn't overseeing repairs or studying verb tenses, she drove
all around Austria in her new car. Her descriptions of buying wine in snall
towns on the Hungarian border, with nanes |ike Rust and Oggau, were cl assic.
She ate wild boar on a snowy Decenber evening in a Tyrol ean restaurant that
dated back to the fifteenth century. She floated down the Danube in a kayak
past castles and a ruin where Richard the Lion-Hearted had once been held
prisoner. She was stopped on narrow nountain roads by horse-drawn hay wagons
or farmchildren leading their herds of fat cattle, bells clanging, slowy
across her route. Friends were townspeople, the couple who ran the | oca
_Tabak_, an old man who rai sed hawks in the W enerwal d.

Sone peopl e there knew who she was, nost didn't, but fromwhat she
wrote, none of themcared. One of the good things about |iving there was that
Austrians were generally uninpressed with celebrities, unless they were fanous
conductors or opera singers. Leonard Bernstein and Jessye Norman were nobbed
for autographs on the street; Arlen Ford was not. She loved that. In one of



her letters she said, "Sonetines living here | feel like a child hiding from

nmy parents under the bed covers. | know they' |l be angry when they find ne,
but until then down here it's cozy and safe. | get the feeling if | just stay
still and don't nove, maybe they never will find ne."

W shful thinking. Her disappearance was quickly noticed, and runors
started flying. After the one about her committing suicide (they hadn't found
the body yet), Roland issued a press release saying only that she was very
much alive and well and was traveling in Europe. People believed what they
want ed. One whisper had it that she was at a rehabilitation center trying to
kick a drug habit, another that she was dying of cancer at the Mayo d i nic.
One runor even said she was married and living in Gslo. | sent that clipping.
Her response was "At |east they got the continent right. Please ask your
husband if he thinks married life in Gslo would be a good career nove for ne.
W worried about her, but also believed she was happy far away in her new
anonynous life.

Whi |l e she was gone there was certainly no |lack of offers of work. Roland
sent innunerabl e Federal Express letters to Vienna describing the nany
different roles being offered, not to nmention the princely salaries that
acconpani ed them Her answer was al ways no. She was too content, too involved
in work on the house, not ready to cone back yet. One of the few tines she
called us, | asked point blank if she thought she woul d ever be ready.

"Don't scold me for being happy, Rose. If you do, you're not ny friend."

She was right and | felt contrite, until | realized | hadn't asked the
guestion in a scolding tone. | sinply wanted to know if she would ever return
to acting. Since Roland had been listening in on an extension, | checked with
himto make sure ny voice hadn't had anything hard or accusing in it. Agreeing
with nme, he said he thought her remark came fromguilt at having dropped out
of alife so many nillions of people would | ove to have.

"Yeah, but that |life was destroying her. She didn't have anything left."

He shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not. Don't forget that guilt keeps score.
She' s happi er now in one way, but we both know the woman's tal ent and
potential; no matter how fulfilling it is to repair a door or plant roses,
something in her is probably howing to act again. The nore tal ented they are,
the nore voices are inside disagreeing about what they should be doing."

"That's sick! Wiy should anyone feel guilty for being happy?"

He canme up and put his arnms around ne. His famliar and bel oved snell
was suddenly there, as was his heavy chin on ny shoul der. "Real happiness
doesn't last long. If it goes on any |longer than a week or a nonth, all our
bad parts start shouting sonething's wong here. Fire!l Man overboard! Call the
cops!"”

I was nose to nose with him "Do you believe that?"

He kissed nme. "Yes, | do. W want happi ness, and we work hard to get it.
But when it conies, we end up |ooking over its shoulder for the bill or --"

| hated the thought. He was absolutely right but | hated it. To stop
what ever el se true and horrible he was about to say, | put a hand over his
nmout h, then nmy nouth agai nst ny hand. We stood | ooking at each other until he
cl osed his eyes.

When the repairs on her house were finished, Arlen invited us to spend a
few weeks in Austria with her. As usual, Roland was working too hard and said
it was inpossible for himto | eave. | blew ny top and gave so many good
reasons why we should go that it shamed himinto a conprom se -- a ten-day
trip to Europe.

W flew directly to Vienna, where we were net at the airport by a
curiously subdued Ms. Ford. Both of us had expected her to be exuberant, ful
of the lust for life and energy she had lost in California. It was only
| ogical to expect it after reading her sparkling letters fromhere. But
driving back to town, she was qui et and al nost nonosyl | abic when answering a
guestion. | was torn between wanting to see the sights and i medi ately getting



all the news fromthe new Arlen Ford. | kept | ooking to see if her face showed
any clues. Her hair was a shock and an indication of sonething. | just
couldn't figure out what. She'd cut it short as a man's, and | ooking at her
new profile, for a few beats you really didn't recogni ze the fanmous Arlen
Ford. The lines on her face hadn't di sappeared but had softened, despite the
fact she wore little makeup. Lines come from making the same faces a hundred

t housand tinmes. \Whatever had been happening to her in this European life, she
was not naking the sane faces here as she had in Hollywod. | thought she

| ooked nore beautiful than ever.

As we drove along the Danube a few nles fromher place, Roland slid
forward on the back seat till he was right behind me and said, "You don't
sound different, Arlen, but you do look slightly nore saintly. Probably from
all this spartan living you've been doing."

She glanced at himin the rearview mrror and pursed her lips. "There's

so nmuch going on that | have to tell you about. You know how much | |ove the
two of you, but it feels strange having you here. You guys are Anmerican and
L.A; thisis Vienna. | feel I've been living in a cloister all these nonths

and this is the first day |I've been allowed visitors."

"Yeah, to us Hollywood types you're Ford, the novie star. But to Vienna,
you're Sister Marie Théréese in the cloister.”

"Exactly! Well, not exactly, because Wber Gregston's at the house. He's
been here a few days. Broke into the cloister and pulled nme out before you
arrived."

" _Weber's_ here? Wy?"

"He wants nme to be in a new novie."

"And you said no."

"Roland, it m ght be too good a role to pass up, dam it."

Rol and grabbed the back of ny neck and gave it a quick squeeze. "Are we
going to talk about this now or should we wait till I've finished ny seizure?"

"W're going to wait and talk it all over together. |I want Wber in on
it. He's part of the famly too. But not now. Want to see the hospital where
Franz Kafka died? It's right near here.”

She _was_ a conpletely different person in Vienna fromthe one | had
known. Her house was the first indication. Inside, it was so enpty that it
gave nme the instant one hundred percent creeps. Her home in Los Angel es was
full of tsatzkes from everywhere -- flea markets, antique stores, the
different countries where she'd made films. | loved the way it exuded life and
a lovely eccentricity.

By conparison, the Vienna house was stark. A black |eather couch and an
exqui site bl ack-and-white Chinese carpet, and that was it for the living room
You coul d have gone bowing in there, it was so enpty. But conpared to the
other roons, it |ooked as crowded as a discount furniture showoom The floors
were all gorgeously finished parquet, the walls cloud white. There was a futon
in her bedroom even a television that sat on the floor in a corner squat and
lonely. Arlen liked to watch the news to see how much of the Gernman she coul d
pi ck out. But where were her clothes? The high piles of books that were
invariably in any Ford residence? A radi o? Pencils? Pots and pans in the
ki tchen? There was a pot, a pan. Wiere were the other things? The stuff that
goes into a day in the life of anyone? | didn't ask, for fear she'd say there
weren't any.

Wien we were finished with the tour, | told her it |ooked |ike the set
for a documentary about Zen Buddhi sm She nodded, with a | ook on her face that
said nmy remark satisfied her. I couldn't resist asking if she planned on

buyi ng any nore furniture or naybe even a picture. She said no, this was how
she saw the house. Mre inportant, this was how she saw her life in this
house, and was satisfied. Stripped bare, essentials only.

Luckily Weber wal ked in at that nonment. O herwi se we woul d have been
stuck in a silence that had cone too quickly after our arrival. He was barely



controlling a long |l eash attached to a reddi sh-gold puppy that was all |ong

I egs and loud skitter on the slippery wood floors. Before we had a chance to
say anything, Weber had undi pped it, and the beast galloped and slid across
the roomtop speed at us. It banged greetings first into Arlen, |eaped, turned
to ne, |eaped, then Roland, then Arlen, back to Weber . . . the wild joy only
a young dog knows in a roomfull of new faces. It was Mnnie, the Viszla Arlen
had bought on the spur of the monent while on a day trip across the border to
Sopron, Hungary. My friend' s pleasure and the dog's at seeing each other

appeared about equal. | don't like animals rmuch, but since nost of the rest of
the cosnmps does, | hold nmy tongue. | adnit, whenever | see someone nooning
over a cat or dog or whatever four-legged, |I'mindifferent, vaguely repelled,

or suspicious of their ardor.

W hadn't seen Weber in ages. Besides being a full-fledged genius (I say
that wi thout any hesitation), he's a genuinely good guy. Roland and | were
_so_ glad he was there. Too often, too dammed often in those subsequent days,
pauses and silences fell |ike heavy, deadeni ng snow over our conversations
with Arlen. Inevitably, Wber was the one to break themup with a funny story
or an insight that brought us back to noise and nmade breathing easier. Arlen
had grown so introverted that it was frightening. | could imgi ne her being
silent for a week if no one was there.

She and Weber had been an itema few years before; surprisingly, not
when they were working together, but after. She said he canme to visit her on a
set one day and that night they'd decided to nove in together. | had al ways
hoped the rel ati onship woul d work because he was such a good soul, but
Hol | ywood is not the best place to work on a relationship, nuch less its fine
poi nts. Not when the partners are high-strung and conpetitive, creative, and
prone to nood swings as grand and terrifying as Tarzan's through the vines.
They stayed together alnpst a year (a record for Arlen) and parted am cably,
sort of. Absence nade their hearts grow fonder. In the ensuing years they
became great tel ephone pals. They made a deal: either could call anytine,
anyplace if they ever needed help or only a synpathetic ear. She'd never made
a deal like that with _ne_ and | indignantly told her so. She answered
reasonably that one makes deals with | overs one woul d never rmake w th anyone
el se.

When her rising star began to | evel off, Wber's continued to clinb, but
they remmined cl ose. He kept asking her to be in his films. At first she was
still too busy. Later she took his concern for pity and refused. Wber went so
far as to ask Roland to intervene, but we knew that would never work with
Arlen. She piloted her own ship.

Now we were both excited to hear she was even considering going back to
work on his new film Yet each day went by wi thout her saying anythi ng about
it. Finally Roland got fed up and dragged Wber and the dog outside,
ostensibly for a walk. He grilled Wber on the project. Wen they returned
fromthe great outdoors, ny husband wore a snmile I'd seen usually only in bed
after good sex. "If she doesn't take this role, so help me God --"

"So help you God _what_? What will you do, strong-armher intoit? Hre
one of Don Corleone's men to shoot her in the kneecaps?"

"Rose, what's the matter? What's with the sudden grunpi ness? VWit til
you hear about this noviel"

"While you were gone | sat on her sun porch | ooking at this whol e thing
-- the river, everything. It's the Danube down there; you know what | nean?
It's the Danube, and this is Europe . . . It's really a delightful place, save
the nonk's quarters. She has a good life here. It's not our life, not what we
want to do, but she's happy. You can tell by the way she | ooks and how she
tal ks. What good would it do her to go back and face all that junk? She has
money and is fed up with fanme. GQuys gave her diseases; she took too many
drugs; her last filnms were crumy and she knows it. She's not even thirty-five
but has already lived one whole Iife. As her friends, shouldn't we encourage
her to go on living here if that's what pleases her?"

He shook his head. "Look, both of us |ove the woman and have never



wor ked agai nst her best interests. If she wants to retire here sonetinme to
live out her days on the Danube, studying Gernman and naking tortes, fine. It's
~not_ a bad life; | never said it was. But it's obvious to me fromwhat she's
been saying that she _isn't_ finished with acting yet. | honestly don't think
she's had her fill. Renenmber what she said the other night about still wanting
to work with Scorsese? Maybe she'll get fed up after doing this one with
Weber. But if she doesn't do it, she's crazy. It's undoubtedly the best role
she's been offered in years. Oscar stuff. Let nme tell you about the film Your
hair will stand up on your head."

On our last day in Austria the four of us, plus Mnnie, hiked from
Weidling over the Wenerwald to Ginzing, where we spent nost of the sunny
afternoon in a _Heurigen_, one of Vienna's fambus w ne gardens. The white w ne
was new and very strong, the food all delicious heart attack cuisine -- roast
pork, Schmral zbrot, deep-fried Canenbert with Preissel beeren. Mnnie sat at
stiff attention next to Arlen's leg, her shiny black nose periodically rising
up and over the edge of the table, periscoping where the good snells were. She
nmust have gai ned three pounds that day fromall the treats slipped to her

After we'd eaten and sat |like cats in the sun, we took a taxi back to
t he house. There, at long last, in her living roomfull of |late afternoon sun
Arl en asked Weber to tell us the plot of his new film _Whnderful . W knew
everyt hing al ready because of the secret pow wow between agent and director
but, described again so soon, the project still sounded irresistible.

For a while.

The problem was Weber. He was a superb director and a bona fide artist,
but a |l ousy describer. Clearly his talent was in his eyes and i magi nation --

not on his tongue. Because he told the story so badly and dully, | was dying
to tell himto junp up and dance around, act it out! It's a great story, so
tell it great! Gve it its due. | |ooked at Roland and could see fromthe

unhappy set of his nmouth that he felt the same. As far as the unsuspecting
Arlen knew, this was our introduction to the novie too. But the way the
creator-witer-director described it, this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity
sounded like a training filmfor shoe sal esmen in Idaho.

Naturally I'd thought a good deal about the story since first hearing it
and, as Rol and has prophesied, feeling ny hair stand on end at the
possibilities. Now |l was bursting to interrupt with i deas and suggesti ons,
clarifications, adrenaline. But | forced nyself to hold back at |east unti
Weber was finished. Oherwi se, the target of our affection would realize that
the three of us were in cahoots.

Silly me. Stupid me. What we don't understand, we condemm. Hal fway
t hrough Weber's nmonotone, _Arlen_ interrupted and began to talk. Starting with
"No, no, Weber! It's better than _that_!" she inpatiently took over the
telling as if he weren't even in the room Her voice began to dip and soar
wi th excitenent. She brought this magical story to life with the energy and
talent of a person who could hold the attention of a room whenever she want ed.
It was a star telling a story she loved, a story as great as her ability to
tell it. Unable to do it right sitting down, she stood and began novi ng around
in a growing fever of accents and actions, dial ogue and canera angl es,
fade-outs and back stories that brought it all roaring to life. She nade
_Wonder ful _ wonder ful .

| was so caught up in her magical account that it took sone tine to tear
nmy eyes away from her grand performance to see how Wber was taking it. He sat
back on the couch with hands | ocked over a knee, wearing a smile of total
triunph. He'd tricked her! Set her up! He'd purposely bored us so as to lure
Arlen into taking over and telling his story the way he knew it deserved to be
told: with the enthusiasm and delight of a zeal ous convert, of soneone
thrilled to see the Iight and cormitted to being part of the design

H s schene worked perfectly. When Arlen was finished, she was the npst
excited person in the room She could see the future and it was hers. She
ended by describing her role. Fromthe tone of her voice, if the filmhad been
a house for sale, she would al ready have bought it, noved in, and been readi ng



a magazine in the den

W sat in charged silence, the three of us in thrall to her performance.
Rol and was the first to speak. Arlen was still so into what she'd been doing
that her head jerked slightly at the sound of his voice.

"I think it's your cup of tea, sweetheart."

Turning to him her eyes slowy registered what he'd said and what it

meant. "It is. | think | have to do it, Roland. If | don't . . ." She wal ked
to the | arge wi ndow t hat | ooked out on the vineyards. "I was going to plant
sunfl owers over there. Sunflowers and punpkins over there. | |ove punpkins

when they've just begun to grow. They remind me of little Japanese |anterns.™
She stood at the wi ndow with her back to us for a long time. It was her nonent
and she owned it in all of our lives. Wen she turned, her eyes went right to
Weber. "You bastard. | don't know whether to thank or kill you."

"Ah, cone on. It's like eating grapefruit -- after the first bite it's
not sour anynore."

She gave him a fal se exaggerated snile that was gone in an instant.
"Fine, then _you_take the first bite."

| started feeling odd after we returned from Europe. Wen that noved up
to odder, | went to a doctor and found out | was pregnant. Unfortunately, | am
one of those wonen who has to fight their body the whole way to bring a child
to term There was one conplication after another. By the tine Arlen had
returned to Anerica and began filmng, | was flat on ny back in bed and thus
unable to work with her

Perhaps it was for the best, because fromday one, _Wnderful _ was
pl agued by difficulties that had everyone either pulling out his hair or
trying to avoid the wath and roll of studio executives grow ng ever nore
ballistic as they watched both the budget and shooting schedule clinb into the
i onosphere.

No one wanted to upset nme because | was having my own tough tine, so
what little | heard was watered way down. They were having "difficulties"; one
of the actors had taken sick (in fact, had had a major stroke), which threw
filmng off . . . that was what | heard. But then an article appeared in the
Cal endar section of the L.A Tines_ entitled " Wnderful  Chaos" which went
into delighted gory detail about what was happening on the set, and it scared
me good. When | told Roland |I'd seen the article and asked what the hell was
really going on over there, he sat on our bed and, sighing like a sick old
man, _began_ by saying it was a catastrophe and he'd be amazed if the novie
was ever finished. Wber was renowned for bringing every one of his pictures
in on time and under budget, so what was going wong on this one? My husband,
who ain't no dumtmy when it comes to maki ng novies, shook his head and said, "I

honestly don't know. |'ve never seen anything like it. | get the feeling he's
Job with this one. Anything that can go wong has or will. | gave hima
present the other day as a joke -- a notorcycle hel net. Know what he did?

Didn't smle. Said, "Good idea," put it on, and went right back to work.
Wr ked the whol e day wearing a goddammed hel net. And you know what's worse?
don't think anyone on the set |aughed when they saw himin it."

One of the people who saved the project was Arlen. Everyone connected
with it said she was inval uable. Wen she wasn't in front of the canera, she
was on the sidelines trying either to pep soneone up or soothe a savage
executive who was threatening for the fifteenth tine to shut the picture down.
Weber swears that when the head of the studio called himin for the inevitable
do-or-die neeting, Arlen insisted on being there. She spoke so logically and
conpel lingly about the filmthat the cynic in the two-thousand-dollar suit
across the table fromthem sai d okay, go ahead and finish. Weber won a great
many prizes for his work on _Wbnderful _, but to his credit each tine he gave
an acceptance speech he said without Arlen Ford they never would have
conpleted the film

To be honest, | don't like the movie. |I love scenes _in_it, especially



the opening. Al that hazy snow, silence; then as things start to focus, we
realize everything is upside down. Then the roar cones up and we're shown t hat
it's not snow, it's confetti. The world upside down in a snowstorm of
confetti. Canera rights itself, changes perspective, pulls back, and there's
the little girl being held out a wi ndow by her feet in the mddle of a
ticker-tape parade. | love that. | love many parts of the film but the story
Weber and Arlen told us in Vienna was far warnmer and happier than the fina
result. Real art shows you in great, eye-opening detail that, the world is
either a good or a bad place. Both are valid, certainly, and it is up to us to
deci de how we want to fit those unarguable truths into our own experience.
saw _Wonderful _ for the first time after I'd fought ny body and an inconpetent
doctor to give birth to a healthy child. | didn't want to be told life is a
series of flickering accidents and twists of fate that were here and vivid but
finally confusing. | believed inportant battles _could_ be won; that that was
so because we possess certain great weapons -- conmtment, stamna, |ove --
that can even the odds agai nst us.

Admittedly | amold hat and stuck in many of ny views. _Winderful _
touched of f enotional sirens and | oud debates wherever it was shown because,
if nothing else, it was a novie you had to see if you wanted to be consi dered
hip or informed. Critics and | oudnouths had a field day with it. It was a
mast erpi ece, an insult, an enpty diatribe, a cautionary exegesis (honestly,
they used that word) that brilliantly illumnated . . . It was a success. A
hi gh-brow fil mthat appealed to a wi de audi ence who willingly went back to see
it again in case they'd m ssed sonmething first time around.

To spice up the stew even nore, after it had been out a while and begun
Wi nni ng nom nations and prizes, Arlen announced at the Berlin Film Festival
that she was retiring fromacting. Wiy? Because she'd had enough. She was
charm ng and funny about it and very candid. She admitted that, with the
exception of this film her career had not been successful in recent years.
She preferred to retire now, having done the best work of her life, rather
than years down the Iine when she'd be thrilled just to get character roles.
"I like to believe | _have_ sone character, but would rather not think of
nmysel f _as_ one yet. That comes soon enough. It's just better to go out riding
the el ephant at the front of the parade. Sinple as that."

She continued to pronote the film but even after she was nom nated for
an Academy Award and the job offers increased to the point where she could

have had any rol e she wanted, she said no. Once when we were al one, | asked
why she was going through with it when it really seenmed again that the sky was
the imt for her career. She said, "I used to think that everything was in

acting. Do it right, and all the answers, plus all the rewards you' d ever want
inten lifetines, would be there at the finish line. You could find your

pl ace, you could find a hone and peace . . . Then after a couple of bad
choices | began realizing it wasn't so. But ny life was caving in then too, so
| thought maybe that's part of the disillusionnent. One of the mmin reasons |
made Wonderful _ was to see if this was true. Those last few filns | did
before quitting the first time were dogs. Just work to put nmoney in the bank

| was ashamed and enbarrassed when | saw them | thought, Fuck it, | can't do
this anynore. |'ve got to keep sone of ny soul intact. So | quit. When Wber
asked me to be in this, I knew, no matter what, it would end up being a great

novi e. The best possible environnent to work in. But even this one left ne
genui nely cold, Rose. Like going to bed with soneone you once |oved but don't
anynore. Don't even feel a spark for. No matter what, this'll definitely be ny
last."

The four of us went to the Oscar cerenony together. Before it began,
told nmy best friend that if she didn't win | would personally blow up the
Acadeny. | knew she was serious about her plan to stop. There had been a
gratuitously cruel article in a national magazi ne about her that inplied nasty
untrue things. It concluded by sneering how "tinmely" it was that Ms. Ford had
announced her retirenent |ong before the awards, inplying she'd done it to get
t he synpathy vote. She was the one who gave ne the article, saying only,



"Here's anot her good reason for going back to Vienna."

Wien Weber's name was announced as the wi nner of the best director
award, Arlen put her fingers together and whistled |like a doorman. Before
goi ng down to accept it, he pulled her up out of her seat and hugged her a
long tinme. She was crying when he let go. O apping madly, she didn't sit down
again until he started his speech, thanking everyone, but her nost of all.

It would have been perfect if she'd won for best actress, but she
didn't. Instead, sone old woman who shoul d have won years before for nuch
better perfornmances wobbled up and t hanked the Acadeny with a wink and a
nmeasured smle that said, All of us know | shouldn't be up here for this but

Crying, | turned to Arlen and said, "It's wong. You deserve it and
everyone here knows that. The whole world knows it, Arlen.”

She squeezed my hand and said, "Everything you want in life has teeth."

A week | ater she noved to Austria for good.

Part Two

WYATT

"Holy cow, it's Finky Linky! May | have your autograph?"

| love giving autographs, love the fact someone thinks ny signature is
i mportant enough to want to keep. Wat astoni shed ne was that people stil
asked for it years after I'd disappeared fromthe alm ghty tel evision eye. It
had been so long since | was a celebrity that it seemed like |ife on another
pl anet. So now when someone came up and recogni zed ne for the being | once
was, it was like a phone call from Saturn or Pluto. But a wel conme cal
certainly, one that | was glad to receive.

The only problemwas that Sophie and | had just finished a horrendous
trip fromLos Angeles, one of those flights fromhell the nmodern traveler is
subj ected to nore and nore. The ordeal began when our flight was del ayed for
an hour and we were stuck in the hot packed plane, our freshly pressed clothes
and spirits already sinking into wilt. Then, in evil stereo, two unhappy
babi es traded off shifts of how ing around us throughout nost of the flight.
Round the ride off with a pack of stewardesses so | acking in kindness and
pr of essi onal concern that you were afraid to ask for a glass of water for fear
of annoyi ng t hem

Twel ve hours to Europe, then a three-hour |ayover, where our jet-I|agged
and shel | -shocked burning eyes watched the frenetic race and flutter of that
giant airport. Finally back onto another plane for the flight to Vienna. On
arriving we were supposed to have been net by Sophie's sister-in-law Caitlin,
but she didn't show up, and we had to figure out how to get fromthe airport
to town in a | anguage that neither of us understood beyond ny high schoo



Ger man.

Wl come to Europe. W took a bus to the Hilton, and as | westled our
bags fromhere to there, | heard that normally wel come request. | was so
tired, stressed, and confused by the rush of what was going on and where we
were that | didn't think it strange to be asked for an autograph in Vienna,
Austria, where there couldn't have been a whole | ot of people who'd seen _The
Fi nky Linky Show_, nuch |ess recognized ne long after it was off the air.

When | turned to see who was asking, | laughed for the first tine in
twenty hours. One of the nost beautiful and, until a few years before, fanobus
worren in the world held out a cheap pen and a scrap of paper for nme to sign

"I'"'myour biggest fan, M. Linky."

"Arlen! My God, how long has it been?"

W enbraced. "Too |ong, Watt. Too dammed | ong."

"I completely forgot that you live here. How great! Arlen, this is ny
friend Sophie." The two wonmen shook hands. Sophie said hello but her face
didn't, which was strange because normally she's very open and pl eased to neet
new people. But it was plain she didn't take to Arlen, who, despite her fane,
happened to be one of the nicer people | knew. _The_ Arlen Ford too, the one
who had had the col ossal nerve and courage to wal k away from her novie star
career at its peak. Wber Gregston had introduced us years before, and for a
while we saw quite a bit of each other. She was smart and sensitive and great
conpany. Al so she had been generous enough to conme on ny show a coupl e of
times and be silly with us. Judging fromthe mail we received afterward, she
was a big hit with the kids.

W stood around chatting for a while until a man canme up behind her and
touched her shoul der. She whirled around and, on seeing him Arlen sinmply
bl asted out |ove and joy. \Woever this fell ow was, he owned nost of the rea
estate in _her_ heart; nothing could have been plainer. She took his hand and
gestured toward us. "Watt and Sophie, this is Leland Zivic."

"Hell o, Leland. Tell ne again how you say your |ast nane."

A warmand friendly smle broke across his face, revealing big white
teeth with an interesting gap between the front two. "Ziv-itch. | know, it's a
funny one. Part of me is Yugoslavian."

They were on their way to Italy. Wen I'd known Arlen in California, she
was cool and sophisticated and didn't suffer fools gladly. The same wonan now
rem nded me of a teenager in the first throes of |ove. She couldn't take her
eyes off Leland. In Hollywod she'd had the reputation for living close to nmen
who wor ked out too nuch or fought too nmuch and wore sungl asses after dark. But

fromhis |ooks, Zivic was definitely not one of those. Quite tall, he had
| ongi sh brown hair and a pl easant round face that appeared open and friendly.
| think his eyes were a bit small, but it was hard to tell because he wore

wire-rimed glasses with gray-tinted | enses. He had on a brown | eather jacket,
corduroy pants about the sanme color, and scruffy white sneakers. Confortable
clothes. That's all. Everything about himlooked confortable, even his face.
As if he were a living, breathing easy chair you loved to sink into whenever
you had the chance. Al this took place in no nore than five or six mnutes,
but | canme away with the inpression that Arlen was madly in love with a plain
nice man. | didn't knowif | was nore delighted or surprised.

She gave ne her tel ephone nunber and said to be sure to call in a few
days so that we could get together for a neal. She made a point of including
Sophie in her invitation, but again ny friend was nerely pleasant in her
t hanks. The happy couple got onto an airport bus and we went |ooking for a
taxi .

When we'd found one and were in it, Sophie dug her brother's address out
of her purse and slowy tried to pronounce the endl ess Gernan nanme to the
driver. He shook his head, turned in his seat, and gestured for the paper

"Lai ngrubengasse. Ckay!"

She sat back and turned to nme. "How conme every word in Gernman sounds
i ke a conmand?"

"They've had a lot of practice. Wiy did you give Arlen the cold



shoul der? That's not |ike you."

"Did 1?1 guess I'mtired. No, that's not the reason. It's because
never |liked her. Every filml saw her in, she gave the feeling she was so very
_pleased_ with her performance. Like Meryl Streep, another of ny | east
favorite actresses. Gangway for Her Mjesty, Queen Drama. Start polishing the
GCscars. "

"Ch, cone on! Did you see her in _Wnderful _? You' ve got to adnmit that
was a great film"

"Great film but she wasn't great in it. | clapped when she didn't wn
the GOscar."”

I wasn't in the nood to argue. Sophie was as fixed in her opinions as
any stubborn, self-assured person is. Once in a while it was fun trying to
argue her out of them but nost of the time it was useless and | had | ong ago
stopped trying. Right at the nmonment the only thing | wanted to do was sit in a
chair larger than an airplane seat, hold a drink in ny hand, and feel grateful
| didn't have to nove for a while.

Qut the wi ndow, Vienna |ooked much as | had expected it would. Mst of
the I arge European cities |'ve visited have a solid dignity and tinmel essness;

t he buil di ngs have been around | ong enough to see a good bit of history. |
know t hi ngs over here are as trendy and i npernmanent as they are anywhere el se,

but one constantly gets the feeling that these places will stay as they are
now, as they have been, for centuries. The inpressive streets, w de as airport
runways, wll be the sanme when people float down themin hover cars or
spaceshi ps or whatever the future invents. \Where Anerica is all fresh and
flux, Europe is like old wealth: no matter what happens, it will always be
there.

When we passed what we | ater found out was the State Opera House, the
driver languidly lifted an armin its direction and said, "_Opern_." Wen this

information didn't register on either of us, he shook his head at our
stupidity and put mad Arabic nmusic on the car stereo, top vol une.

"I's this Cairo or Vienna?"

"Should we offer hima big tipif he turns it down?"

Since we woul d have had to screamto be heard over the snaking and
screeching of the music, neither of us said another word for the rest of the
ride. Also, it seened every time | happened to |look into the rearview mrror
his eyes were there checking me out.

Lai ngrubengasse is a very narrow, short street that slants up sharply
and then angles into another small street. A few doors down fromthe Chaprmans'
buil ding was a restaurant called Ludwi g Van. A plaque on the facade said
Beet hoven had lived in the house when he was in Vienna.

The cab left us and drove away, nusic still attacking. | trudged our
bags over to the door, where Sophie was already pressing the intercom button
No answer. W | ooked at each other, clearly the same thought crossing our
m nds: What now? What do we do if no one's hone?

"I's Caitlin dependabl e?"

"Extremely. Something inportant or bad nust have come up for her not to
nmeet us at the airport. It worries nme." Sophie scowl ed and pressed the button
again for several seconds. "lI've got to talk to her and find out --"

"Hell 0?" A small voice came out of the intercom a wonan's, sounding
very far away.

"Hello, Caitlin? It's Sophie. Watt and | are herel™

"Hi, Sophie, Um Um"

"What's the matter? Let us in, willya? W've got all these bags."

"I . . . Sophie, I _can't_. There's a big problemhere. Look, um go
down the street, Laingrubengasse, till it nmeets with Gum pen-dor-fer-strasse.
On Gunpendorf go left and you'll see a café; it's called the Sperl. G in and
wait for ne. I'Il come in ten minutes."

Sophi e expl oded into the speaker. "Are you crazy? W're not going to any
café! W just flewa mllion mles and you're not going to let us _in_?"

Caitlin's voice cane back loud and just as angry. "Please do what | tel



you! I'Il be at the Sperl in ten mnutes. Yes, | know you came all this way,
Sophi e, but you'll understand why |I'm asking. Believe nme, it's inmportant." The
connection broke with a definite electric click. The two of us were |eft
| ooki ng at the nondescript apartnent building and a black pile of suitcases at
our feet that now needed to be |ugged again.

| slowy began pulling one up onto ny shoulder. "This is the strangest
wel cone |'ve ever had to a newcity. Don't get me wong; |'mnot conplaining.
Il only wish | were twenty years old and could appreciate it nore."

Cross as she was, Sophie canme and put her arns around ny tired neck. "Do

you want to kill me? | want to kill my sister-in-law, so you have every
right."

"No, but | do have to sit down soon. |I'mvery tired and need to take a
pill, or there'll be problens."

"Ch, Watt, | completely forgot . . . Here, let ne take those bags."

"No, | can handle them Let's find this café and have sone beer. |s the
beer in Austria as good as it is in Germany?"

"l don't know. |I've never been here before. What did she call it,

Qunper st or strada? Lai ngrubengasse. How conme every street here sounds like a
Hungari an reci pe?"

The Sperl was not hard to find. |Inmagine a European café, dust it with
age and romance, and there you are. Men played billiards quietly and seriously
in a corner, waiters in tuxedoes with white napkins draped over their arns
noved gracefully fromthe kitchen to the tables, where, with dramatic swoops
of the armand little murmurs as to what they were serving, they laid white
cups or plates of pastry on the marble tables. A d nmen and wonen read
newspapers in half a dozen | anguages, |overs huddl ed and cuddl ed in corners.
Because it was midafternoon, the café was only half filled. W found room for
us and our bags and settled into the pleasant drowsiness of the place. Qur
beers were finished in no time, and a pair of sausages with golden rolls and
bright yellow nmustard being served to soneone nearby | ooked so delicious that
we ordered sone and nore beer and went on waiting for Part Two of _The Vienna
Affair_ to unfold. Neither of us said nuch, not even when the original ten
mnutes turned into twenty and then half an hour. Wien | got up to go to the
bat hroom Sophie rose with me. "Maybe | should call her. Wat do you think?"

"I think you should wait a while longer and then do it. If she's as
dependabl e as you say, there's a reason that she's not here yet. Let her do it
her way."

"You're right. Ch, shit." She sat back down. "I don't want any nore beer
or hot dogs and | don't want to be in this café. And why don't | just shut up?
G to the bathroom Watt. 1'll be okay."

When | was done, | spent quite a while at the sink washing ny face and
hands, trying with cold water to splash life back into nmy body and ni nd.
On ny way out, | collided with a woman who was in a hurry to get into

the [ adies' room Those quick jarring noments of _bunp, oops, excuse nme_ were
doubly disorienting because | was tired anyway. Rounding the corner thus
nmuddl ed, | saw soneone at the table with Sophie, but it didn't register that
it must be Caitlin Chapman. Perhaps because for a worman in the mdst of the
chaos of a m ssing husband, she | ooked fine. In fact, she | ooked better than
when |'d | ast seen her in Los Angel es. She was speaking animatedly, one arm
ext ended across the table, holding Sophie's wist. She wore a bl ack sweatshirt
and jeans, a silver bracelet high up on her left arm and her hair was conbed
in place. | watched thema few seconds. Both were bent forward; both appeared
to be talking at once. Two nice-1looking wonmen in early mddl e age chatting it
up in a Viennese café.

Wiy did | feel | would be trespassing if | interrupted then? Sophie had
forced me to come with her here. Didn't that nmake me as nmuch a part of the
strange adventure as either of thenf? No. Because ny bl ood and | ove weren't
i nvol ved. | was doing Sophie a favor, and grudgingly at that. | was in Vienna
because of a best friend. As ny part of a |long-forgotten deal struck on a
mountaintop in Switzerland. | was here not because |I was concerned or felt



conpelled to be here, so | hesitated to go forward and nake ny presence known.
But what _were_ they tal king about so ani matedly? What new thing had come up
since we boarded the plane in L. A that forced us to be neeting her here
rather than in her apartnent?

Trespasser or not, | couldn't stand not knowi ng what was up, and
wal ked over. Caitlin turned and saw nme. Springing up, she raced over and
hugged ne. | knew for a fact that Caitlin Chapman was not a hugger. Normally

she was a kind, albeit reserved and qui et wonan who spent nost of her life in
t he shadow of her outgoing and aggressi ve husband. Another thing that took mne
by surprise was her enbrace. It went on _so_ long that | started | ooking over
her shoul der at Sophie, who gestured with her hands for ne to put up with it
and |l et the poor woman squeeze as |long as she I|iked.

"Watt, it's good of you to conme! So generous."

"Caitlin, what's happening? Wat's the problen? Is it something new
about Jesse? Have you heard anyt hi ng?"

"Yes, | was just telling Sophie. Can we go back to the table so that she
can hear too? Jesse's back! He cane home this norning."

After hitting me with that |eft hook out of nowhere, she took ny hand,
and as we wal ked back to the table | | ooked at Sophi e and nout hed t he words
"He's back?" She nodded.

"Sit down, Watt. You have to hear all this because you're inportant to
it now "

I was_ in the nmddle of sitting, but stopped hal fway after a line as

om nous as that. "Mre than before?" The wonen | ooked at each other. | got the
hint. "Cbviously nore. Go ahead, start fromthe beginning."

Caitlin was sitting opposite Sophie and nme. | still couldn't get over
how neat and ordered she | ooked. Nothing frazzled or frizzy, not one hair out
of place. | know people deal with their problens in different ways, but how
could she go days nissing her partner, terrified every mnute that he m ght be
seriously hurt or dead, yet still look as if she'd just come fromthe

hai rdresser' s?

"Watt, you know ny husband pretty well --

"No, he doesn't," Sophie interrupted. "They've net only a few tinmes. You
were there when they had that stupid fight. Jesse doesn't |ike Watt because
he's gay."

Caitlin's eyes widened as she snatched a quick enbarrassed | ook at nme to
see how | responded to that. Sophie waved it away inpatiently. "Look, there's
no tine for decorumnow. My brother Jesse is a decent man. Too nuch of the
time he's a stiff tightass who refuses to accept that he could be wong about
things, but that's his failing. W all have ours. Wat you're going to hear
now you have to put in that context. What | nmean is, here's a guy -- Watt --
who is the original skeptic. He believes a deal is real only when the contract
is put infront of himto sign. He doesn't |ike French restaurants because he
can't understand the menu. You get the drift. Seeing is believing. Go ahead,
Cait."

Her friend | ooked at me and began again hesitantly. "About a week ago,

Jesse got up one norning and went into the bathroom-- to wash up and brush
his teeth, | thought. He's al nost always up before ne and starts making
breakfast for the two of us. This time -- | don't know how long it was, but
I'd guess half an hour later -- | got up and went in there. He was sitting on
the toilet with his head in his hands, not moving. | thought he was sick to
his stomach and had been throwi ng up, but then | saw that the seat cover was
down. | went over to ask if he was all right but the nmonent | touched him he

pul | ed back as if he'd been stabbed. And his eyes were as wild as a horse's in
a fire. The only other time I'd seen himthat way in our whole narri age was
once when we were in a bad car accident. Jesse's the ultimte M. Dependabl e
nothing rattles him But he was badly rattled that norning.

"When | asked what was wrong, he wouldn't say. | asked all the wifely
guestions, but that did no good; he wasn't going to tell me anything. Mybe, |
t hought, he was too enbarrassed to talk about it. Fine, |leave him alone; |et



himhandle it. | went out to the kitchen
"Jesse is a creature of habit and al ways eats breakfast. One of his

rules: always go out with a full stomach. | expected he'd at |east have
something to eat, a banana or a glass of mlk to calmhis stomach. But he
didn't, and the funny thing is, that worried nme nore than anything. | didn't

even hear when he left the house. A few hours later |I did call himat his

of fice and he sounded okay. And that night when he came hone he seened fine,

but he still wouldn't tal k about what had gone on that norning. You know how

it is--lifeis full of weird things, and you try to let themslip by wthout

a fuss if possible. Because if you take note or conplain, they stick around.

So | pushed this thing aside and blaned it on a full moon or whatever. Fine.
"Until the next night, when | woke after hearing himin the bathroom

crying out, 'l don't want this! | don't want it!' Again and again. It was the
m ddl e of the night, two or three, that tine when things scare you nost and
not just because you're com ng up out of sleep. | went in and saw hi m standing

in front of the mirror, staring at hinself. Again, when | asked what was going
on he wouldn't tell ne. He was shocked that I'd cone in while he was doi ng

what ever he was doing, and said only he'd been having nightmares. | knew it
wasn't the whole truth, but what could | do? He told me to go back to bed,;
he'd be in soon. | wanted to stay with him but he wouldn't allowit. God, it

was horrible and | felt so hel pless

"I waited for himin bed and he cane soon enough. \Wat was strange,

t hough, was that when he got there, he grabbed ne roughly and made | ove to ne
as if we were two high school kids in the back seat of a car. Al Kkinds of
fumbling, flipping around, and rough, nuch too hard. Wien he . . . when he
cane, he cried out again, 'l don't want this!' but before | got up the nerve
to ask what, he fell asleep. Absolutely exhausted. Jesse only snores when he's
totally pooped, and that night he sounded like a truck with no nuffler

"Next morning he was business as usual, although |I kept waiting for him
to tell me what the hell was going on. At least tell me sonething! But nope.
He left for work and that was the day he di sappeared. Wal ked out of the house,
went straight to the airport, and flew away."

"But now he's back?"

"Yes, he came this norning. | was out shopping, and when | got back
there he was, sitting in the living roomin his yellow bathrobe, drinking
coffee.”

"What did he say?"

"Not a thing. And I was so relieved that | didn't press himabout where
he'd been. He was very calmand didn't say much except that he was okay and
glad to be hone."

"But you did ask agai n?"

"Yes, finally. And then he said he'd been to London and Venice."

"Did he tell you why?"

Sophie interrupted again. "First tell himabout the bandage."

"Ckay. Well, the sleeves on his robe are long, but once when he nmade a
gesture | saw all the way up the left one. There was a flash of a big bright
white sonething. | asked whether it was a bandage, and he said he'd done
something to his armwhile he was away. | didn't ask about it because there

were too many other questions."

| 1 ooked at Sophie. "What does it nean, this bandage?"

"You'll hear in a mnute."

The waiter canme by and asked if Caitlin wanted anything. She spoke
qui ckly in German and he went away.

"What was | tal king about?"

"The bandage."

"Right. The whol e scene was | oony, but you regain perspective fast.
kay, husband, so now you're back. It's time to answer ny questions _p.d.q_.
What have you been doi ng? Wiy did you go to London? Venice?

"Then | got really wound up and started ranting and raving . . . but it
was relief and fury and angst and all that stuff coming out at once. He didn't



try to say anything till | was finished blowing nmy top. Wiy hadn't he called
and at least told nme where he was? Didn't he stop even once to think how
worried I'd be? Ch, yeah, ny gun was full of bullets.

"After a while, | ran out of themand we sat there, silent, |ooking at
each other. Then he asked if | had ever had a real eneny, sonmeone | wanted
ei ther dead or destroyed. Huh? \Wat? The question stopped ne cold. Wat was he
tal king about? | wanted to know about his di sappearance; what did eneni es have
to do with it? When | asked what he neant, he said, "Do you renenber |an
McGann in Sardinia?" Caitlin turned to Sophie and asked if | had read the
| etter. Sophi e nodded.

"What letter?" | definitely was not tuned to their channel

"The letter Jesse wote nme about their trip to Sardinia. Remenber |
showed it to you? About the man there who dreaned he tal ked to Death and asked
H m questi ons?"

The two woren wat ched ne expectantly, hoping |I'd make the essenti al
connection without having to be told. A quiet fell over the three of us that
| asted while | searched their faces for further hints. It was as if we were
pl ayi ng charades and they'd given a brilliant final clue.

"London. Venice. A bandage. The cut has sonething to do with all this?"

They nodded.

"McGann. His girlfriend s nane was strange. She was Dutch.”

"Mep."

My eyelids got it before my brain did. | felt themrising and for a few
seconds didn't know why. Then ny tongue knew it before my brain because _it_
started saying "M-_Gann_!" a noment before all the pieces snapped together
like train cars connecting. KA-CHUNK! MC- GANN!

"Jesse went to London to find McGann!"

Nei t her noved. Waiting to hear nore.

"The bandage. A wound. Like McGann's! OCh, Jesus Christ, your brother is
havi ng t hose dreans too?"

"Yes."

Then | renenbered with another KA-CHUNK the policeman, Death, in the
Hol | ywood mask store saying sonetimes He cane early so that people could get
used to Hmor ask questions. He had told ne Ian McGann was not dead. |'d not
forgotten any of that day; I'd sinply worked hard not to remenber. \When | was
in college, someone | knew had a snake for a pet. He fed the thing mce and
once asked if I'd Iike to watch what happened at nealtine. Wiat interested ne
nost was the nouse's reaction. After being dropped into the terrarium it ran
to a corner and washed itself furiously. Wen it was finished it stood there,
noti onl ess, and appeared to | ook out through the glass. Didn't it know what
was in there with it? Animals have all those hyperaware senses; didn't one of
them warn the poor creature that Death was nearby? Watch out! Run for your
life! No. The snake oozed over, opened its nmouth, and struck. The nouse got
away once, but not the second time. | couldn't believe it. So calm yet the
little thing had to know somewhere in itself its eneny was inches away. Wy
hadn't it run or gone mad? Then again, why hadn't | when Death offered ne a
pi cni c |unch?

"What did he mean when he asked if you'd ever had a real eneny?"

"Because the mnute he had the first dream he knew the person who spoke
to himwas his eneny."

"Who was it?"

"Norman lvers. Jesse's best friend when he was a boy. Norman drowned
their first year in high school."

"A boy? But it nakes sense. It could be anyone who's dead, right? Wy
not a boy? Did Jesse tell you what he said?"

"He couldn't. But he can tell _you_, Watt. He said he can tell you."

"Way ne?"

"You know why."

"No, | don't."

"Because you're terminal."



Sophie said it. Caitlin wouldn't even neet ny eye. Wen she did speak
she addressed the table top. "That's why | couldn't let you into our
apartment. Jesse and | were arguing about how it should be done. | said we
shoul dn't involve you, but he insists. He said you're the only one he can tel
these things to because of your condition. If he said anything to Sophie or
me, we'd get infected the way he did. We'd start dream ng the dreans and get
scarred when we didn't understand Death's answer."

"But what can | do? All | can do is listen

"He thinks that's terribly inportant. He said --" The |last word fel
apart as Caitlin began crying. Asilent crier. Tears rolled down her face, and
her vol uptuous mouth shrank into an old woman's nout h. Pinched, winkled,
not hi ng but years of sadness and pain there.

Sophi e got up and noved around the table to sit next to her. The silence
cane back. So did the waiter, who put a cup of coffee in front of Caitlin.
When he saw her face, he shot disapproving glances at Sophie and ne and |eft
in a hurry.

"You don't have to do it, Watt. You have enough trouble in your life as
it is. | told himl'd tell you but that | didn't think it was right. If you

don't want to see him he'll understand. | know he --" The tears got hold of
her again and she tried to wave the rest of the sentence to me with a hand.
" Sophi e?"
"Yes?"

"What do you think?"

"It's my brother. It's hard to be objective. | think different things
with ny head and ny heart. You know what they are.™

"I want to talk to himon the phone before | make a decision. Can | do
t hat ?"

"Of course.”

"Then let's call right now"

Caitlin and I went to the public tel ephone and she di al ed her hone.
Jesse nust have picked up on the first ring because she started speaking
al nost as soon as she stopped dialing.

"Honey? Yes. Yes, | told him He's right here with me. We're still in
the café. Watt says he wants to talk to you on the phone." She paused and
gave me a small false snile while he spoke. It didn't reassure ne. "No! But he
--" Her mouth noved to say nore but she was being interrupted and he was so
loud that |I could hear his flood of words coming in a junble. "No, but Watt
said --" Again she was stopped. She nodded, closed her eyes, tried to speak
couldn't. After many nore | ong seconds she was able to slip in "Yes. 1'll tell
him What? | said I'd _tell _him" Putting a hand over the nouthpi ece, she
seened to gather her strength before saying whatever it was to ne she was
meant to convey. "Jesse says he can't talk to you over the phone. It has to be

face to face. It can't be any other way. You'll understand when you see him"
What was this nonsense? | reached for the receiver. She pulled it way
back behind her ear, her other hand still over the Iower part. "No! He said

no. He can't talk to you this way. He's crazy over there, Watt. He's shouting
at me and cursing. He never curses at me, never. And now he's shouting and

he's crazy. | don't care what you do, but you can't talk to himthis way. |
can't let you. It'll make himeven crazier."

No one was crazier than Caitlin at that point. Her face was a shiny
nmess; she was holding the receiver so tightly that | could see the red and
white of her clenched knuckles. Crazy, crazy. Everyone around ne was bent in
different directions.

"Al'l right, all right! Tell himl'mcomng over now Tell himto take it
easy till we get there."

She nodded like a little girl getting reassurance froma parent after
havi ng had a nightmare. Slow di ps of the head, eyes w de and hungry to trust.

"He'll cone, Jesse. What? No, I'Il tell her to stay here. I'll bring him
to the door, then cone back here and stay with her till you're finished."

Sophie didn't protest. She took my hand, thanked me, and watched as we



wal ked out. Traffic on Gunpendorferstrasse was brisk. We had to stand in front
of the café a while before there was a chance to go. | w shed we could run
across, run to their apartnment, run to Jesse, get all the information in two
seconds -- everything fast forward. Wether it was going to be good or bad,
this was one of those times when | wanted the speed of life to double so that
I could know much sooner what was next. _Zip fast boom_ -- here we are; now
you know what's what.

"He's been tal king about birds since he cane back."

"Excuse me?" A | ong chanpagne-yel |l ow Mercedes shushed by, wearing a
German license plate. | was in Europe. God, | was in Europe again for the | ast
time inny life. Last times. Days full of last tines.

"Jesse's been tal king about birds, but |I don't understand what he's
getting at."

| looked at Caitlin, but before either of us had a chance to say nore
there was a break in the traffic, and we scurried across the street. Once
there, we wal ked qui ckly back toward Lai ngrubengasse.

"What about the birds?"

"He has this book with himconstantly that he brought back. He keeps
readi ng passages fromit to ne."

"Are birds his hobby?"

"Not at all. That's what's strange. |'ve never known himto be the | east
bit interested in them"

"What el se has he been tal ki ng about ?"

"This is it -- turn right here. About Venice; about how expensive it's
become and how grouchy the people are.”

"How | ong was he there? Wiy did he even go?"

"He got in touch with the place in Sardinia to ask for lan MGann's
address in London. He called and called, but there was no answer. So he went
up there to look for him It wasn't easy, because the people in the travel
agency where _he_ worked weren't hel pful. But he did get hold of McGann's
brother and learned that lan was in Venice with Mep; they'd been there since
they left Sardinia. He flew directly there from London, which, if you knew ny
husband, is so utterly unlike himit's astonishing. He doesn't just jump on
pl anes and jet off to Italy or England or anywhere. It's not in his nature."

"Way is McGann in Venice?"

"He wanted to spend time there with Mep before he died."

W arrived at their building. Caitlin started to open the door

"What's McGann's condition?"

She stopped turning the key and | ooked at ne, poised to say sonething,
but she stopped. "Jesse should tell you. | don't want to get anything wong."

The door was one of those enornobus wooden things you often see in Europe
that date back to a tine when the purpose of a door was not only to close off

the outside world, but also to keep out the denpbns and hounds of hell. Caitlin
needed both hands to struggle it open
A lovely thing appeared -- a shady silent courtyard with a marbl e water

fountain in the center and well-kept flower beds. The centerpiece of the
fountain was a child angel |ooking up to heaven with an inpish smile onits
face. Although we were in a hurry, | had to stop to have a | ook. The figure
was startling inits mx of the sacred and the naughty, with even a bit of the
sexy thrown in. A devout, naughty, erotic angel

"Isn't she a joy? It's one of the reasons we took the apartment. W get
to l ook at her every day. The first tine we cane here, both of us stopped as
you did and just gaped at her. Now | ook up for the full effect. See how the
wal s of the building are brown and narrow? It's as if the angel's sitting out
there in the mddle of the Hof taking a sunbath and sniling |ike that
because she's able to get a little light on her face."

"You think it's a girl?"

Caitlin smled, then checked to see if |I was kidding. "You _don't_?
That's funny, because both of us imrediately assuned it was a girl."

"I don't agree. 1'd have to study it a while. But no, | wouldn't junp



right in and say that."

"Ch, look, there's Jesse! Do you see? He's waving." She pointed up in a
vague direction, but I saw only wi ndows, nost of them sealed to the eye by the
afternoon's white sunlight. "Come on."

Wal ki ng around the fountain, | watched the smling angel as long as |
could, and then we entered a cool dark entrance-way with, far at the end, a
wi ndi ng staircase and a nassi ve wooden bani ster. Wien we'd wal ked to it, |
| ooked around worriedly for an elevator. There was none.

"Where's the el evator?"

Caitlin shook her head.

"How many flights up?"

"Three."

| took a deep breath and created a smle for her. "Let's go."

The steps were deeply worn stone and very wide. | watched Caitlin's feet
climb and tried to match her pace because, living here, she obviously was an
expert on climnbing stairs. Wen going up Mount Everest, aren't you supposed to
do what the sherpas do? Neverthel ess, | was quickly wi nded and had to stop

twice to catch nmy breath on the way up, while she danced her way farther and
farther ahead. "Didn't | read somewhere that for every stair you clinb, you
live three seconds | onger?"

"Something like that. If it doesn't kill you first.
over her shoul der and kept on cli nbing.

The door to the apartnment was high and wi de and made of some inpressive
wood. O d wood doors and stone steps. How many people had lived in this place,
cone to answer this doorbell when it rang? Lived on the stone and behind the
wood, planning and plotting, hopeful or weeping over things no one on earth
woul d renmenber today?

Caitlin rang the bell. Short seconds | ater Jesse opened the door as if
he had been waiting right on the other side.

"I"ll go back down to Sophie now, honey." She gave hima kiss on the
cheek and turned. When she got to the top of the stairs, she | ooked back once
over her shoul der and sm | ed, shrugged, and wal ked qui ckly down.

He was wearing gray: pullover, trousers, socks. No shoes. He saw ne
| ooking at his feet and grinned. "Hello, Watt. | changed, but didn't get
around to ny feet yet. Come in."

Their apartment began with a |long gloony hall that led into an equally
dark living roomcramred, to my great surprise, with gigantic pieces of
furniture. Hanging on every wall were corny oil paintings that hurt your eyes
just to look: mountain scenes or portraits of fat nen with thick beards and an
air of dunb self-satisfaction. | knew Jesse Chapman was square, but _this_
squar e?

He saw nme checking out the room "Wonderful pictures, aren't they?
They're _not_ ours, thank God. W di scovered a strange Vi ennese rul e when we
nmoved to this town. If you rent a place that's 'furnished,' that neans
what ever furnishings are there _stay -- _forever_ -- whether you like them or
not. We hate this trash. It looks as if soneone a hundred and fifty years old
lives here. But when we asked the landlord if we could nmove it out and bring
our own things in, he was really, seriously offended. So it's your hone and
you certainly pay enough for it, but at the sane tinme it's _not_."

"Like living out your life in sonmeone else's skin."

"Right."

"Well, what's up, Jesse? Sounds as if you' ve been having an adventure."

"That's a good word for it. Have a seat on Frau Spusta's couch." He
pointed nme to a plunp zeppelin of a thing, where we sat on either end and
faced each other.

"What do you know about birds, Watt?"

"Some of them sound nice and others taste good."

"That's true. But listen to this." Reaching to the coffee table in front
of the couch, he picked up a small blue book filled with white paper nmarkers
sticking out the top. He counted a few and then opened the book to one. "Have

She snil ed happily



you ever heard of the ortolan? It's called _Enberiza hortul ana_.

"No. "

"I guess it's delicious. Listen to this: 'Wen eating particularly
succul ent ortol ans, European gournands cover their heads with | arge napkins so
that oily juices do not squirt their dining partners.' Wat do you think?"

"I think | don't care about ortolans, Jesse. |'m exhausted and sick and
not in the mood for gournet fare. | think we'd better tal k about other things,
because you've got two wormen downstairs who are pretty dammed worried about
you. "

"But you're not?"

"You're not ny friend. Your sister is, and | worry about _her_.

"Fair enough. But listen carefully.” Annoyingly, he read the passage

about ortolans again. "lan McGann gave ne this book. He marked specific
passages for ne to read. That was the first one. | didn't understand what it
meant either. He sat and watched nme but | didn't know what to say. |I'd found

himto ask about these dreanms and what was happening to ny life. He was the
only one who woul d know. Instead of answering, he gave ne a book about birds.

"He and his girlfriend -- her name is Mep -- are in this small hotel in
Veni ce next to the Danieli. It has the sanme view of the water as the Daniel
at athird the price. Nice place. Cozy, and perfect for them He knows about
it because his agency sends custoners there on package tours. lan can't nove
wel | now, so he spends a lot of time sitting at the wi ndow watching the boats
and the water. O, if he really feels up to it, they go to Gaffe Florian
nearby for a few hours. It's amusing, because Mep told one of the waiters
there lan is a very fanobus English witer who's recuperating froma serious
illness. They treat himas if he's royalty. \Whenever he conies in, they clear
a table for himand nake sure he's given the very best service. Mep's
wonderful ; he's lucky to have her. Funny how sone peopl e have the best things
in their whole |lives happen when they're about to die."

He spoke quietly but warmy, as if recounting a particularly happy
anecdot e that had happened | ong ago but was so gratifying that it was stil

flower-fresh in his nmenory. | wanted to interrupt and ask my questions, the
ones that were burning up ny mnd, but | knew that wasn't correct. Jesse had
to tell it his way. Besides, | was sure everything would come out in tine.
Everything | needed to hear

"Actually, we were in Florian's when this happened -- when he showed ne

the book and told me to read the passage about ortolans. After | finished he
asked what | thought. What could |I say? It sounds funny. That's what | said.
The picture of people sitting at a table with napkins over their heads so they
don't squirt their neighbors with bird juice? Conme on, it's a giggle." He
rubbed his hands together, then held themout at armis length and turned them
up and down. "Don't you think? Anyway, | |ooked at Mep but she wasn't sniling
and neither was lan. He reached over and put a hand on ny knee. '"It's _nme_,
Jesse. | did that to you; squirted nmy dreanms all over you the nmonent | told
you in Sardinia. And see what's happened to you now because of it. I'msorry.
I"'mterribly sorry for what | did.' At that nmonent, even with all the terror
that was inside me, the only thing | felt was profound pity for the man."
"What does he | ook I|ike now?"

"Ah, that's interesting! He | ooks as if he's been very ill -- no
guestion about that -- but not nuch worse than when we saw himin Sardinia. |
was expecting nmuch worse; | was sure he'd be dead. But for a tinme when | first
saw himin Venice, | thought he mght actually be getting better."

"Does he still have the dreans?"

"Yes, but recently he's been able to understand sone of the answers.
That's why he hasn't gotten any worse. Unbelievable, but he's actually been
able to do it. He also said he's been reading all the literature he can find
on death and dying. One of the things he's discovered is that sonetinmes the
terminally ill cone to a kind of peace once they accept that they _are_ going
to die. That was one of the fundanental changes for lan: now in his dreanms, he
isn't angry anynore at Death for what He's doing to him He says that anger



wastes vital and inportant |ife energy. He's sinply trying nowto find the
right questions to ask so that he can keep Hmfromtaki ng anay any nore
t hi ngs."

| didn't say a word, because | had not had that experience. For ne,
Death was as viciously sadistic as the worst crimnal and | hated H m nore
than ever. My life had become worse _and_ nore painfully beautiful as the end
closed in. Besides the never-ending fear of the conmi ng unknown, the details of
the world I would soon | eave were now nore wonderful than ever. Each day |
lived, ny heart grew nore |love for what | was losing. That wasn't fair. Wasn't
right. One or the other, Death. Take your pick, but don't take them both.
Leave ne with sonmething at ny end.

"lan's |l earned, even in sleep, to ask only certain questions, small ones

that' Il bring answers he can understand."

"Li ke what ?"

"He couldn't tell me. O wouldn't. He's convinced that the nore he
tells, the nore things will worsen. Sardinia convinced himof that."

"Why hasn't Mep been infected? Wiy you and not her?"

"He doesn't know, but thinks it's because of love. There is definitely a
correl ati on between really | oving soneone and keepi ng Death away."

"So you're not worried about Caitlin?"

"She's the only thing | ever _have_loved in ny life, Watt. No, |'m
terrified for her, but | nust talk with someone about this or I'Il be lost. |
have to believe what |an said about |ove."

"Why do you want to talk to nme?"

"Because McGann said you'd be coming and that we're inportant to each
ot her."

| snapped to attention. "He knew? How?"

"In a dream he saw you here in Vienna with nme. He al so knew | would go
| ooking for him Besides the evil things, his dreans have becone nore
prophetic. The way he | ooks and tal ks, he even rem nds you of a G eek prophet.
Like Tiresias in _Cedi pus Rex_. You know, in those ancient stories seers are
al nost always blind or handi capped in some way. That's what allows themto
percei ve and understand things we can't."

"What did he say about ne?"

"He described you in detail and said you'd be in Vienna by the tinme |
returned. | swear to you | had no idea you and Sophie were com ng."

"Why? Wy is he dreami ng about me now?"

"Because you're the only person who can save ne, Watt. You're the only
person who can stop the dreams fromkilling ne."

" How?"

"By finding Death. That's what you want anyway, isn't it? That's why you
cane w th Sophie?"

"I don't know what you nean."

"Sure you do." | waited for himto go on but he only | ooked at his bird
book and slid a hand back and forth across the cover

"What are you sayi ng, Jesse?"

H s mouth tightened, and when he | ooked at ne, his face was set in fury.
"You said you didn't want to waste tinme! Okay, fine, Watt, so let's talk
about what happened to you before you came here. Let's talk about that cop you
met in the store and what he said to you. Ckay? Let's talk about that."

"How do you know --"

"I don't. lan did. He knows all of it now He's this wonderful sick man
who's fighting the nost inpossible battle, yet has time to worry about me. And
he worries about you. He knew about you. That's what I'mtrying to say -- he
can see things now "

"He's al so the one who nade them happen! What about that, Jesse? So what
if he can see? He's the one who infected you."

"Maybe we've got to wash our attitudes."

"Watch our --"

"I said _wash_, not _watch_. Maybe what | an's done is save ne. Maybe



it's the best thing that ever happened to ne."

"You'll have to explain that one. | don't see dying as being a best
t hi ng. "

"Do you have courage, Watt? Are you a courageous nman?"

"I don't know. |'ve never been in a position to find out."

"Neither have |. But wait a mnute. May | read you sonething else? It's
i mportant."

"Al'l right."

He sat unmoving for a nonent, as if making a decision, then got up and
t ook anot her book froma nearby table. "How s your Bible know edge t hese
days?"

| shook ny head.

"Listen to this.

" "And Jacob was left alone; and there westled a man with himuntil the
break of the day.

" And when the man saw that he prevail ed not against him he touched the
hol I ow of his thigh; and the holl ow of Jacob's thigh was out of joint, as he
westled with him

" "And he said, Let ne go, for the day breaketh. And Jacob said, | wll
not let you go, except thou bl ess ne.

" "And he said unto him What is thy nane? And he said, Jacob

" "And the man said, Thy name shall be called no nore Jacob, but Israel
for as a prince hast thou power with God and with nmen, and hast prevail ed.

" "And Jacob asked him and said, Tell ne, | pray thee, thy name. And
the man said, Werefore is it that thou dost ask after my nanme? And he bl essed
hi m t here.

" "And Jacob called the nane of the place Peniel; for | have seen God

face to face, and ny life is preserved.’

Jesse cl osed the book. "It's one of those fanmpbus stories we learn as
kids and end up ignoring for the rest of our lives. But | think this says it
all. These dreans have been forced on lan and ne. You are being 'forced to

die of cancer. They are the same thing. None of us is prepared for the
chal l enge. One minute we're alone, the next we're westling with a stranger
intent on hurting us. No matter what kinds of |lives we've |lived, we've never
been forced to 'westle' with anything until now. Can we do it? Do we have any
strength? Do we know even one hol d? Who knows?

"Now | ook at Jacob. He didn't know either, but he dropped everything and
junped right in. One nminute he's traveling with his famly, the next he's
westling with a total stranger. Then it turns out he's a good westler and
can fight this angel or whatever it is to a draw. To _fight . | never
under st ood the point of the story, though I've been reading the Bible ny
entire adult life. Courage. Courage neans facing what you have to and doing it

with no hope that you'll succeed. 'For | have seen God face to face, and ny
life is preserved.' That has got to mean sonething."

"But it isn't God we're westling," | interjected. "It's Death! He's not
going to bless us or let us go. He'll kill the three of us. There's no way to

wrestle Death to the ground or understand Hm There's only suffering and
fear. We're beaten before we start."

"Not true! Not if you accept the challenge; not if you're willing to
westle. Doesn't matter if this stranger is God or an angel or Death. If we
lie down and say, 'You win. | quit!'" then we _are_ dooned. Look at ne." He
pul l ed his sweater over his head and pointed to a bandaged shoulder. "I1'm
getting the same scars as lan. I'mterrified to fall asleep. Your wounds are
i nside. There's no difference; both are deadly. But what if we try to stop our
fear and try instead to understand? Only by accepting the challenge did Jacob
cone to understand who his opponent really was. And he won! He fought an ange
to a draw. "

"Death is not an angel!"

"Maybe it is, just not the kind we dreaned of as kids. | saw you | ooking
at the statue downstairs. That's what we hope for: children with hal oes and



smles and blessings for us all. But what if angels are as conpl ex as humans?
Good and bad, dangerous and benevol ent."

"That's clever but it's not real."

"How do _you_ know? \Wat if the whole world is Peniel? The angel changed
Jacob's name to Israel. And Israel becane a nation. Life is constantly
westling with forces we don't understand. Maybe if we win, those forces have
to bless us."

Al most to nyself, | murrmured, "The policeman in that store said there is
free will. W're allowed to live the way we want until we die."

Jesse nodded. "lan said the reason you're in Vienna nowis to find Death
inlife. Not in sleep |like us, because we don't understand the rules or the
territory there so we have no control. Here in the real world, |ike Jacob

Because Death _is_ here and only you can face H m successfully."

"What am | supposed to do if | find H n? Play chess with H n®?"

"No. Ask all the dangerous questions you can imagine. See if you're
cour ageous enough to do that. You're the only person who can save McGann and
me. He said that's one of the things he's ever fully understood in his dreans:
you're the one."

"Way ne?"

"Why Jacob? Why are we having dreans that eat away at us |ike hungry
nmout hs? Why do you have cells in your body that hate you so nmuch they want you
dead? Because everyone has to westle, and sone do it for all of us.

"Come over to the window Let's |ook at our angel again." He stood up
and smled. "Maybe she'll tell us sonething this time. | keep hoping."

| joined himat the wi ndow and we | ooked down at the pretty courtyard
bel ow. To ny surprise, standing beside the angel were Sophie and Caitlin. |
guess they couldn't see us because neither reacted to our presence, although
both were staring up at us with al nost identical expressions on their faces --
worry, confusion, hope. As if any mnute sonething would happen. As if it
al ready had.

ARLEN

April 20
Dear est Rose,
It was good to talk with you and Rol and | ast week, although | nust say

again that | like talking to you in these letters just as well. Tel ephones
make ne feel so pressured to say everything fast and conpletely and full and
precise and . . . unnatural. There's the word for it. Everything is unnatura

over the phone, no matter how close the friend or how | ong the conversation
Don't you agree? You hear the real, wonderful voice, which is frustrating
because it makes the friend al nost there; you're dying to reach through the
recei ver and pull her through so you can have the rest of her with you too.
And no matter how long the call lasts, if there's a lull or a pause, nmy mnd
starts working double-time to think up sonething, anything to say to fill that
dead space, like a disc jockey on the radio. Even with sonmeone |ike you, ny
other self -- alter ego-soul mate, | feel the need to entertain or at |east be
interesting so that we get our nmoney's worth fromthese transatlantic calls. |
know you' Il think that's stupid -- the paranoid actress at work in nme, because
| really don't have to feel that way with you, of all people. But | do, so
despite being alnmobst with you via the tel ephone, sometines | prefer witing



you anot her of our never-ending letters. How |l ong was ny | ast one, twenty
pages? Yummy. | love it. On a piece of paper | can take ny tine, stop for days
or hours to think about what | want to tell you with no pressure on, snoke ny
cigarettes (which you so dramatically hate), and if there are no matches
about, | can get up and go | ooking for sonme w thout worrying about irritating
you with snmoke in your face or |eaving you (via the receiver) down on the
chair too | ong.

Because | live so far out of town, the mailman usually doesn't arrive
here till after two in the afternoon, and if he brings something interesting,
| torture nyself by not opening it right away. Instead, like a stoical child
hol di ng a birthday present on her lap for mnutes before attacking, | put
whatever it is (a letter fromyou, a book |'ve ordered from America and am
dying to read) on the couch. | go to the kitchen, grind sone coffee, get out
that favorite fat gray cup and the rest of the fixings. Wait around till the
kitchen is filled with the great bitter snmell of fresh brewed, wondering al
the tine what's in that letter, what's back in the other roomwaiting for ne.
Waiting, waiting. Put the coffee on a tray along with a clean ashtray and a
Ki pferl or a couple of slices of bread if its fresh. Take the spread into the
living room Don't hurry, go slow Mke the wait even nore painful and
delicious. WAl k purposely by the couch and | ook hungrily at the white mail
sitting on that fat chunk of black leather. Go out to the terrace and arrange
everything just so. Only when the world out there is perfectly set up am|
allowed to go back for the letter and read it.

The irony of |ast week's conversation was that | got your |atest a day
after we spoke, but was just as excited to see your handwiting as | was when
| heard your voice on the phone. People will say we're in |ove.

Today | want to answer your question about l|iving overseas. You asked
what it was like to live in a place for a long time where no one speaks your

| anguage. As | said, it's lonely and certainly isolating in a way. | talk out
loud to nyself a lot nore than | ever have, but that could be a result of
growi ng ol der and nore -- gulp -- eccentric. One of the things that drove ne

mad about living in California was the sickening anount of talk | heard every
day that added up to nothing. Everybody tal ks out there, especially in the
bvi si ness. Everybody has lots and lots to say, but too often at the end of a
conversation, even when | thought hard about it, | couldn't remenber what
they'd said! And if you don't watch out, you becone |ike them-- both your
tongue and brain click onto that deadly L. A nental cruise control. Know what
' mtal ki ng about? When you' re awake and aware and not stoned and your |ips
are noving normally -- but what's com ng out of both your head and nmouth is
oatrreal ? No, right now | prefer the rigors of this goddammed German | anguage.
It's a nice challenge, staggering around ny short noronic sentences and being
proud when | get themright.

I'"ve lived here six nmonths now and think I've convinced both ny body and

spirit that I _am staying; this is not just another pit stop in the race to
some finish line far away fromhere. | have no idea whether I'll spend the
rest of nmy life in Austria, but | do want sonme years here. That's certain. At
first, I didn't like the al oneness caused by ny not speaking German well. On,
sure, | could go into the | ocal _Feinkost_ and chat slowmy with jolly M.

Pat zak behind the counter about this butter being nore _billig_, but that
doesn't count as real conversation -- it's nore kindergarten or begi nning

German class. Yet at the same time, the words you _do_ know and under st and
take on a hundred tines nore inportance and neani ng.

Put another way, living away fromhonme is |like being in a hot air
bal | oon hovering over the ground, say forty feet or so. Thirty -- a little
cl oser down. The perspective's conpletely different, though nost things down
there are still recogni zable. You float over people tal king and can nake out
scraps of their conversations, distinct words here and there, even whol e
phrases, but never the whole thing. And the world does becone different when
you experience it froma conpletely new perspective. In this case, being forty
feet away fromthe exi stence you knew. In America anmong English speakers,



was _part of , so | didn't watch closely. Here I'mforced to watch rather than
listen, and like the blind person, | have a greater ability to "see,” but in a
whol Iy different way. Hear too, only different things now -- things other than
| anguage.

On the other side of nmy life, |I've been in and out of those depressions
we tal ked about before. There's something terrifying about pulling up all your
stakes and noving to new territory. Sone days you adnmire yourself for your
spunk and courage; others, you wake up in the norning thinking, God, what am
doi ng here? And there's the constant question of what to do with the rest of
your life. Looking down the corridor of nonths and years that you hope are
still left, you have to wonder sonetimes, How am| going to walk all that way?
You ask the question no matter where you are, but it goes deeper when you're
far fromhone and can't |ose yourself in a famliar culture and years-old
daily routine. O else I'"'monly being self-indul gent.

Sweet Weber has been very good about sendi ng over books he thinks I'1l1I
like. Lots of novels and collections of poetry. |I'manazed at how he finds the
time to read with the schedul e he keeps. One poet he likes very nmuch and has
now addicted ne to is Charles Simc. Listen to this, froma poemcalled
"Eveni ng Tal k":

_Everything you didn't understand_

_Made you what you are. Strangers_

_Whose eyes you caught on the street
_Studyi ng you. Perhaps they were all-seeing_
_Illumnati? They knew what you didn't,
_And left you troubled like a strange dream .

That's how | feel so rmuch of the tinme, especially 'tvhen |I'm depressed.
There nust be peopl e around who know the big answers. If | could just find
them| know they'd help in a mllion ways. Is that silly? Is it silly to think
someone's out there who'll know just the right thing for ne to do to find | ove
and smal |l peace? Sounds optim stic, yet | never think of nyself as an
optimst.

In one of Weber's early poens (which |'ve al so been rereading), he
wote, "When we're old and hel d above the earth only by the hammock of our
menories." But what kind of menmories will we have if we don't live fully right
now? How come so many ol d peopl e | ook shriveled not only by age, but also by
hate and failure and di sappoi ntment? And how did you, my best friend, end up
with a good man who | oves you and a healthy child? Was it only luck, or living
correctly, or was there sonething el se going on?

I went to dinner at the Easterlings' the other night and had a terrific
time. | like them Both have a sense of calmand solidity that's deeply
reassuring. And they're funny! They told stories that cracked nme up and
swore to wite them down so you could enjoy themtoo.

Maris's first. Apparently her father was a grade A bastard and the whol e
famly lived in fear of him Lots of slaps in the face, mean puni shrments,
speak only when spoken to -- that sort of bully. Qur dad the shit. Mealtines
were always silent unless Dad had something to say or asked you a question
Even when they were eating, the children would keep their heads down because
just raising their eyes and | ooking at himwas an act of defiance as far as he
was concer ned.

One night the famsat down to dinner at the regular time, but Dad wasn't
hone yet, which was very unlike him About ten mnutes |ater he wal ked in,
| ooking as if he'd been bitten by a snake or had had a religious experience.

H s eyes were as big as hubcaps and his hair stood straight out from his head.
Hs |lips were wet and his hands were shaking. It was so strange to see him
this way that Maris couldn't resist asking what had happened. "|I was just
struck by lightning!" The guy had been wal ki ng down the street when it started



to rain, and suddenly a bolt zapped down and sizzled himon the spot. But he
was so awful that even lightning couldn't kill him It's a terrible story, but
Mans described himas such a skunk, and living with himsuch a reign of
terror, that when | heard what happened and what he | ooked |ike that night at
their dinner table, | |aughed.

Later we were tal king about high school and Wl ker said he knew a wonan
who went to a big gala party at the Palladiumin New York for Liza Mnelli
Al'l the chic'y-mckeys were there in their finest and the place was really
hoppi ng. Scene scene scene -- meet you at the bar. That sort of party.

After she'd been there a while, this woman had to go to the | adies
room She found a toilet, did her thing, then stood at a sink putting on fresh
makeup. A very beautiful woman wearing a tight, tight dress and | ooking
totally gl anorous cane up next to her and started staring.

"Birgit Thiel! My God, it's _you !" Birgit |ooked over at this goddess
at the next sink but didn't recognize her. Not at all. To help her out, the
other squealed, "It's me, Richard Randall! Don't you _remenber_? MII| Valley
H gh School, class of 'Eighty-six? W were in drama cl ass together!"

It took old Birgit about a solid red-hot minute of staring and
di sbelieving and renmenbering to realize who she was listening to. Wen she
did, she alnost went into neltdown. Richard Randall had been a little nerd in
the class no one ever noticed. Now Ri chard had becone Rochelle and | ooked Iike
a Las Vegas sex goddess. Qur girl was trying to regain her balance and gravity
in a wrld that had suddenly gone weightless, while Rochelle rattled on
wanting only to rem ni sce about the time they were in _Okl ahoma_ toget her
Whul dn't you have | oved to be there, watching the whol e thing?

Sone peopl e have to be struck by lightning; others cut up their bodies
to make change happen. | was much luckier. | only had to _look_at ny life to
see | loved no one, had no passion for anything, didn't care what happened
today or tonorrow or next week. You asked why | left all that and cane here.
Now that |'ve thought about it like this, | think the answer's kind of easy.
Life has to have sone geography. Col or, mountains, variety . . . If not,
you're just living on the moon or out in the desert. \Wen you watch those
nature documentaries, you learn that only the weirdest, nost sturdy |izards
and bugs can survive where it's either hot or cold and never anything el se.
That's not ne. Perhaps what | realized nost of all was that | was | osing ny
geogr aphy, whatever richness | had inside. No, wait a mnute: maybe what |
realized was | _was_ becomnming one of those nasty little desert bugs who spend
days diggi ng endl ess tunnels into the sand.

Enough of this.

G ao, Main --
Arlen
Dear Rose,
Here it is, the end of May and | haven't witten you in too long. Please
forgive. The truth of the matter is, |I've been in a funk for weeks, and no
matter how many Sacher tortes or glasses of new white wine | drink, | can't

seemto get over ny self-inflicted bruise. Part of it resulted froma big
nm stake | made after witing to you

Wien | retired and noved here, | swore | would not "be" Arlen Ford
anynore, not the Arlen that people knew me as. Ch, sure, once in a while
someone stops ne on the street to ask for an autograph, and that's nice, but
otherwise | don't want it. | recently rented an old Tony Curtis film _The
Great Inposter_, and watched it with the greatest |onging. The character fakes
his way through many different |lives and professions and gets away with al nost
every one because he's so good at what he does. People don't question his
authority. | knowit's naive of me to ask, but why can't we stop living a
certain way and sinply change direction w thout being brought to task by
others? | know it sounds bratty, but I do not want to be an actress anynore;



it left me enpty and hugely unhappy, and the time came when | realized
wasn't a person as nuch as a personality. Acting is a wonderful profession
especi ally when you're successful, but is it ungrateful to say |I've had enough
of it and want to do sonething el se now? What? What do | want to do?
Unfortunately, | don't know yet, but it took ne half ny life to decide
wanted to be an actress. Maybe it'll take the other half to decide what's
next. In the neantinme, the past sticks like sonmething ugly on the bottom of ny
shoe.

What am | tal king about? An Italian journalist appeared on the doorstep

recently and asked if he could do an interview | was surprised at his
chut zpah for just showing up without being invited, but | |ike people with
nerve as long as they aren't obnoxious. | invited himin for a cup of tea.

At first he seenmed an interesting guy. He knew a | ot about ny filns and
was a good tal ker. A pleasant chat on a Wednesday norning. Attractive too, in

a skinny way, and as | told you before, |1've been celibate a long time. The
fact that he was good-looking didn't hurt. | wasn't going to go to bed with
him but it's nice being in a roomwith a pretty boy. W tal ked, had a few
giggles, and | thought, On what the hell, let's do the interview Maybe it'll

be interesting.

It started out innocently enough. Stock questions: Wy did you retire?
Why did you choose to live in Austria? What was your favorite role? | tried to
be clever, sprightly, and anusing. But about hal fway through, an ugly I ook
cane into his eye that said he wasn't having any of it. Finally, | stopped
being darling Arlen and asked what he really wanted. He smled like a
barracuda with a mllion teeth and said he had enough material for the
interview, could we now talk off the record? What do you mean, M. Interview
Man? Well, the word's going around that the real reason Arlen Ford so
gracefully stepped down fromthe silver screen is that she has AIDS: she's
dying of the media's favorite disease but naturally doesn't want anyone to
know. As if | were going to pull a Freddy Mercury and tell the world a day
before | died.

Instead of getting riled, | said |I'd be happy to show himthe results of
a blood test |1'd taken three weeks before, when I'd had a full nedica
exam nation for my Austrian health insurance application. He said he'd like to
see that. Still calm | went to ny study and got the papers. See, no AIDS
Next question? The son of a bitch had nore!

The npst disturbing thing was that |'ve never spoken with a journalist
who had done his homework better. He seened to know nore about ne than was
possi bl e. When | asked where he'd found all this information, he said he had
spent a month and a half on special assignment researching nmy background. |
suddenly knew what it nust have felt like for people to go in front of Joseph
McCarthy's committee in the 1950s and be questioned about neetings they had
attended or people they'd talked to twenty years before. It was frightening,
but nmore than that it was terribly, terribly depressing. Once | got used to
them his questions were really no nore than annoyi ng; but what was awf ul
Rose, was that | started feeling |ike a drowni ng person whose |life was
flashing in front of her before she went under for the last time. And what |
saw, | hated.

What have we done to deserve grace or forgiveness? | gave up a career
because it left me enpty at the end of the day, which scared ne. But have your
life spread in front of you like a map, or flash in front of you as if you're
a dying man, and you cringe at the m stakes, the gluttony, the waste.
desperately wanted a conputer printout |like that AIDS test, a sinple piece of
paper that said in black and white that | was all right, clean. Only this
paper would testify in crisp scientific nunbers and reassuring nedical terms
that 1'd lived okay. There'd be a range fromzero to ten, and if you fel
anywhere in there, you were followi ng an essentially valid path and needn't be
concerned. But | didn't have a paper to shove in his face. This nasty little
nermat ode threw details and facts at ne: comments fromold |overs and
acquai ntances (he even had a statenent from our bel oved el event h-grade Engli sh



teacher), reviews of nmy work going all the way back to the first film ticket
sal e nunbers on the flops . . . and it all added up to a big _so what .

Wen | was a little girl, rny parents were lent a sunmer bungalow with a
bi g back yard. Mominvited a friend over for coffee one afternoon. Wile the
two of themwere talking, | was up in ny favorite tree, practicing |Indian war
cries and having fun. Momtold ne a fewtines to cal mdown but | wouldn't.
Finally her friend got ticked off and said, |oud enough for me to hear, "What
that girl needs is a good inferiority conplex.” Well, thirty years later it's
happened.

| didn't tell you about this, but |I've been doing volunteer work at the
children's hospital in Vienna. | said |I'd do anything they wanted, so they
assigned ne to a special ward of termnally ill kids who speak only English. |
go every day and read to themor play games -- basically, whatever they're in
the nmood to do. | got the idea from Wber after he told me about working with
cancer patients in New York.

As you' d expect, seeing those heroes battle not only for life, but for
just alittle peace and confort in their day, makes nme feel that my own
turmoil is stupid and repellent. Every day | |eave that building feeling
secretly happy to be healthy and alive -- only to get home and fall right back
into the apathy and self-1oathing that seemto be pernanent guests now in ny
life.

The shocker cane last night. | had just wal ked out of the hospital onto
the street. It was a beautiful, rich sunmer eveni ng when everything snells
heavy and warm 1'd played Monopoly for three hours with Soraya and Colin.
They' d screanmed and argued and cheated |ike normal, healthy kids. Geat stuff.
| stood on the sidewalk with my hands in ny pockets, in no hurry to go.

At that mnute there was a scuffling sound behind nme. | turned and saw a
very attractive young couple: the woman on her knees and the man bent over,
trying to help her up. Then | realized he was trying to _pull_ her up, but she
woul dn' t st and.

She stayed on her knees and started pounding her fists into her thighs.
"It isn't fair! It's not right! It isn't fair! Ch, CGod, it isn't fair!"

The only word for it is keening. She wasn't crying or noaning; she was
_keening_. The woman sang her grief. The husband was emnbarrassed but was
crying too. He kept tugging at her armand sayi ng, Cone on, get up, come on
But she woul dn't. What had happened in the hospital? Had their child died? Had
they been told it would die? Had they visited it for the fiftieth tine and
seen suffering and msery no child on earth deserves?

I ran over and asked if | could help; was there anything | could do?
Both froze and | ooked at me as if |I'd | aughed at them There was hatred in
their faces. 1'd interrupted their grief, so sonehow everything was now ny
fault. The woman staggered to her feet and, pushing ne out of the way, ran
down the street. The man ran after her. Looki ng back once at ne, his face
said, " _You_ should die!"

And they were right. If life was fair, what good do | do anyone,

i ncl udi ng nysel f? What good have | ever done, besides entertaining people for
a few hours and then sending them back to their lives no better, wiser,
calmer? | have no children, love no one special. | have nmore noney in the bank
than is decent, yet | worry that | won't have enough to live on for the rest
of my life. But what Iife? | don't even know if | have _ever_ |oved anyone,
and that in itself scares the shit out of me. | read nmy books, wal k the dog,
and work in a hospital where kids fight battles | cannot even inagine
fighting, much | ess enduring, fromone day to the next.

Here is ny resune: A Ford nade sonme novies, fucked a | ot of nen,
worried about herself an obscene amount of tinme, and was di scovered by an
Italian journalist and a Viennese couple to be exactly what she was -- a
shadow, a fake, an enpty pocket.

Love,
Arlen



H , Rose, honey. Yes, |I'msending a tape instead of a letter. I've had a
_strange_ couple of weeks that | want to tal k about. Wien | sat down to wite
to you about them ny fingers couldn't keep up with ny thoughts. | wanted to
tell you everything fresh off ny mnd; that's why the tape. If | ranble and
repeat nyself, please forgive, but 1'mgoing to try to tell all this and
anal yze it at the sane tinme. You know how t hat gets nuddl ed sonetines. But if
| can't ranble and get confused with _you_, then who's left?

As I'msure you got fromnmny last letter, life on this side of the water
has been very dark and full of doubt for me lately. To tell you the truth, it
got so bad that | realized | had to try to get out of this black hole, or
el se. One way of doing it was by jumping back into the outside world, rather

than hiding away on ny hill |ike a Kafka character

Now, don't short-circuit and call to see if |'ve hanged nyself on one of
the grapevines yet. All's well. In fact, it's so well that it makes ne
frigging nervous. Okay, um how do | begin?

Well, it began with the opera. Vienna has a giant festival every My

where they pull out all the cultural stops, and just about every big name in
musi ¢ appears here at the Opera, the Konzerthaus, Misikverein, or one of a
dozen other places in this nmusic-mad city.

I've never |iked opera. Yeah, | know, it's where the human voi ce becones
the nost beautiful instrument of all, the nusic is transcendent . . . |'ve
heard the arguments, but it still don't grab ne. Maybe because the singers
don't act; they stonp around, if they nove at all, flinging their arns out
like Big Bird trying to take off. Nope, | pass.

But | _am trying to turn over a new | eaf here, so | bought a ticket to

a premere and put on a nice dress. And everything that |led up to the damed
thing was delightful: the grandness of the building itself, the snobby

audi ence whose faces were all frozen with noney and di sdain. You got the
feeling you were in a place that was best friends with history.

But twenty minutes after the lights went down and the how went up, |
got totally claustrophobic, and I was out of that seat in seconds, shoving to
get outside. | didn't give a damm who | was disturbing -- | had to get out of
there before the top of nmy head blew of f. Ever had a panic attack? | never
did, and, boy, it scared me right down into ny soul. You have absolutely no
control over yourself. None! Everything' s pushed aside by fear |ike hot |ava
bubbling up and there's nothing you can do to stop it. | charged out of the
theater and right into a womman in front of the building who |uckily was happy
for my ticket when | offered it to her

You remenber where the Opera is -- right at the end of the
Kart nerstrasse, that snazzy wal ki ng street downtown? |In nice weather, street
nmusi ci ans and ot her perforners play for passersby. | was so glad to be out of
that airless, stifling place that | felt |ike dropping noney in every hat or
violin case that | passed.

Ambl i ng down the street, | stopped and watched two or three groups play.
Wth no plan in mind, | kept wal king and ended up at the Danube Canal. It was
a beautiful sumery evening. People were wearing shorts, eating ice cream
cones, and wal king slowy. Wwole fanmlies were out on their bicycles, and
groups of teenagers sat around on the benches by the water, snoking and
| aughing ten tinmes too |oudly.

At Schwedenpl atz there's a pernmanently docked ol d Danube steanshi p naned
the Johann Strauss_ that's been turned into a restaurant. |'d never been on
it, but it |ooked great that night: warmlighting, people all dolled up and
excited to be there, wonen hol ding their husbands' hands. The men acting like
big shots, squiring their |adies on board. Ahoy, mateys! It was so nice. |
stood around and watched. | wasn't jealous or sad. | felt Iike a kid watching
her parents get ready for a big night on the town.

| don't know how long | stood there before this friendly woman's voice
cane up behind and over nme like a sonic boom "Are you with the A 1.S. prom



party?" she asked in pure New York Gty English

| turned, and there was the face to match the voice -- a big sniling
worman in an ochre party dress.

"This is the boat, isn't it? I'mconfused. My husband shooed ne out of
the car and said, 'Just go down the stairs and there's a big boat. Get on it
and you'll find them' Easy for himto say; he's parking the car. But |ook --
there's another big boat down there. | know one is the sightseeing boat and
the other's the restaurant. W want the restaurant, right? Wich do you think
it is?"

Now | wanted to know how she knew | understood English. Then it hit ne:
| was standing in a formal dress next to a big boat, so of course she assuned
I was with her group, whatever it was. | played al ong and asked for the nane
of our boat.

She squinted at the boat, then started waving at someone up there and
said, "The _Johann Strauss_. Oh, | ook up on deck! There's C. J. Dippolito.
This's got to be it. If that's C J., then nmy son's gotta be nearby. Cone on.
didn't catch your nane. |'m Stephanie Singer." W shook hands and | rmunbl ed
somet hi ng, but Stephanie was already noving and | was part of it. She swept us
both onto the boat and right into the mddle of the senior class promof the
Anerican International School of Vienna.

| didn't go to our school prom and was al ways secretly sorry, although
never adnmitted it to you. Every girl should be granted one nmagic night in
spring with a date wearing a new haircut, English Leather cologne, and a white
di nner jacket. You get to wear sonething silk or floor length, a corsage, and
you have your hair done. The way | see it, after that life's all downhill. I
never had that mdsumer night's dream and it termnally deprived nme. But now
by sone marvel ous fluke, nmy opera dress and Stephanie Singer were giving it to
me. A promin Vienna on a boat on the Danube!

The _Johann Strauss_ was a vision of goofy-1ooking boys in white dinner
jackets and girls looking like angels with cl eavage. You could tell under

their dresses many still had baby fat around the edges, but they | ooked happy
and proud to be with their guys. Stephanie found us a table, but before
settling in with her, I excused nyself and wandered around | ooking at the

kids. Sone of the couples were in |ove, some were showi ng off, others were
terrified to even _look_at their partners. But this was their big night and
they were all trying to do it right. It turned out that the reason Stephanie
and her husband, A, were there was that the school needed sone parents to
hel p chaperone the dance and the Singers had been volunteered by their son. A
girl about sixteen told me this later. Wiile she spoke, | realized she thought
| was a parent too. That shook me up until | realized, hey, I _am old enough
to be nother to some of these kids. And that was okay because it was a speci al
ni ght and everyone there was | ooking as good as they ever will.

So Mama Arlen wal ked around with a gl ass of cheap chanpagne, having a
great time. One of the things that inpressed nme was the international mx of
the students. Although it's called the American International School, these
kids weren't only American. Arabs and Africans in djellabahs and dashi ki s,
girls wound in saris . . . A California blond boy had his armtight around an
exquisite Indian girl named Sarosh Sattar. Isn't that a beautiful nane?
There's a branch of the United Nations in Vienna and it would have done al
t hose bureaucrats a lot of good to be there and see how di verse people really
can get al ong.

I'd been on the boat about fifteen mnutes and was sitting with the
Singers when a girl came up and asked very hesitantly if | was Arlen Ford.
When | said yes, things changed a little but not nuch. Sone of the students
want ed aut ographs, and a couple of the boys asked nme to dance, but generally I
was just another chaperone having a good tine watching the dancers having fun
and acting like adults for a night before they went back to their |ast days as
ki ds.

Everyone had a canmera and was taking pictures. Flashbul bs popped and
kids shuffled their friends together for shots of them | aughi ng and hol di ng



their fingers up behind one another's head. GQuys stuck flowers down the front
of the girls' dresses or made silly faces. Photos you find curled in the back
of a drawer twenty years |ater when you're doing a thorough spring cl eaning.
You pick 'emup, blow the hair out of your eyes, and the nostalgia fromthe
pictures hits you so strongly you have to sit down. You renenber the snell of
that night in the car, driving over to the party, and the way your date kissed
you when it was al nost over

| hung around anot her hour and was interviewed for the school newspaper
by a boy named Fadil Foual. Al Fadil really wanted to know was whether 1'd
ever met Billy Joel or Stephen King, so it was a confier interview than the
one | did with the Italian journalist.

| went back to ny car feeling nuch younger at heart and very grateful to
the Geat Powers for allowi ng ne to have the night.

A few days later, the Easterlings called to ask if I'd like to go on a
picnic with themand Nicholas, their little boy. W nmet at their place and
drove to the Lainzer Tiergarten, way out on the edge of town. It's a big
forest reserve that used to be a royal hunting ground. But it was turned over
to the people of Vienna and is a nice place to go if you're in the nood for an
aft ernoon of back to nature. Animals run free, and you can take it for granted
you'll see deer or wild boar somewhere along the way if you spend a coupl e of
hours there. When we drove up, | thought that's where we were going, but
Wal ker strapped on the carrying bag with the baby and led us on a path
al ongside the park to a staircase that went straight up forever. \Wen | asked
if the top was worth the clinmb, Maris and he said yes. Unconvinced, | asked
what was up there. Maris said, "The Happy Hill." | couldn't very well say,
"Il wait down here," so | took a deep breath and foll owed.

The staircase _did_ go on forever, and when we finally got to the top
the two of them kept going. | thought we'd at |east stop for a cigarette
break, but no way. We wal ked t hrough woods a while until Wl ker veered left,
and suddenly we were out on a huge open nmeadow with a great view down over the
city. They called it the Happy H Il because it was one of the first places
Wal ker brought Maris to when they first nmet. They nmade ne prom se never to go
up there unless it was a great and special occasion. This was only the third
or fourth tine they'd been there together, and they'd decided to go there that
day because they wanted to bring their baby and show him

Their N cholas is a cute kid, fat and robust, but he was born with a big
hole in his heart. Maris said that's a relatively commopn occurrence and he's
in no real danger. Surgery will have to be done to correct it in a few years,
but now he's just a big happy baby who can't sit still and who | aughs all the
tine.

I'd brought the wine and dessert; they had everything el se. Cold chicken
and sal ad, three kinds of cheese and crackers, fruit. Just seeing all that
food spread out in the bright sun on a blue-and-white tablecloth, a breeze
flicking its corners, and holding Nicholas in ny lap while he patted nmy face
wi th one hand and drank his apple juice with the other . . . it was subline,
Rose. | had a baby in ny lap, nice people sitting near, food . . . | rnust have
sighed fifty times, | was so glad to be there. | kept thanking Maris and
Wal ker for inviting nme, but how do you thank people for giving you peace, even
if it's only for alittle while?

After lunch, Walker got out a Frisbee, and we put N cholas on the cloth
while the three of us spread way out over the field. W threw it back and
forth and watched it go crazy in the gusts. Right when we were growing tired,
a man appeared with a beautiful Viszla that |ooked very much like ny Mnnie
Only this was a mal e naned Red and his specialty was playing Frisbee. He
caught it no matter where or how far you threwit. He was amazi ng. The baby
was asl eep by now, the dog was |leaping ten feet off the ground to catch, Maris
and Wal ker held hands . . . it was bliss. Life doesn't get better than that.
didn't want to wal k down that hill again.

But things weren't finished. When we got down, Maris suggested we wal k
into the Tiergarten a fewmnutes to see if any wild boars were around. And



al nrost as soon as we were through the gates we saw a smal |l pack being fed
stal e bread by one of the ganekeepers. Have you ever seen boar up close?
They' re adorabl e, ancient-1ooking beasts; they rem nd you of what animals mnust
have | ooked like in cavenen times. These guys were not exactly tame, but
they'd cone close for dinner. The keeper called them by name -- M ckey Muse
was the biggest, the head of the clan. He got first di bs on whatever was
thrown. A crowd had gathered to watch, and the ganekeeper cane over and handed

me a |oaf of black bread. I was wary, but went close enough to snell them
I ndescri babl e. Tal k about the forest prineval! Their snorts and tusks were
enough to knock you over. Wen | turned around, | noticed |ots of people were
taki ng pictures, but assuned they had M ckey Muwuse in mnd and not me. | was
wrong. You'll see why in a mnute.

kay, | took a little break and now I'm back for the next install nment.

Wal ker was going out of town for a week, so before we said goodbye,
invited Maris and Nicholas to spend a day at ny place. It gave nme a good
excuse to do sonething | relish these days -- clean the house. | know, | know,
| used to be one of the world's great nesses, but this is nmy new phase. O
el se cl eaning nmy house is only good therapy now when | don't have a clue about
how to clean up the rest of nmy life. Whatever, | went at it hamrer and tongs
even though it was already tidy. | mean, how much is there to do when you own
five pieces of furniture? The answer is if it's already okay, then polish it
or get down on your knees and attack, swab, scrub it to death. O naybe ny
obsessi ve ground assaults result fromnot having slept with anyone since

nmoving to Europe. That's the truth! | told you | was going to refrain, and
have. | amgradually regaining ny virginity. Someday ny prince will come and
this time | want it to be an _event .

After cleaning, | went into Vienna to shop at the Naschmarkt. I'ma

sucker for open-air markets. Seeing all that variety laid out in front of ne,
snelling the sexy spices, the spreads of strange foods you can only guess at.
It nakes me want to cook col ossal nmeals that take forever to prepare. | never
enj oyed cooking till | noved here. Then Weber started sendi ng over great
cookbooks, and the last few times he cane we spent whol e days in the kitchen
whil e he taught ne how to do things right and well. Another thing |'m grateful
to himfor. I"mlucky to have you all as friends.

Anyway, | drove to Vienna with a shopping list a nile |ong. Besides the
Austrian stands at the Naschmarkt, there are Turkish bakeries, shops of
natural foods, an Islamc butcher, and a store that sells the world's nost
wonder ful peanut butter from Indonesia. Fresh fruits and vegetables from
Bul garia, Israel, Africa. Big tomatoes from Al bania, Enmenthal er fromthe Al ps

it's a place you get lost in for hours.

| was so involved in shopping that | didn't notice the sound till my bag
was al nost filled. The Naschmarkt is all noise anyway, so it's hard to pick
out one as snmall as a camera click. But as | was squeezing a nelon, | heard
t he sound and | ooked up. The woman who ran the store was sniling at something
over my shoulder. | turned and saw a big man aimng a canera at ne. | was in a
good mood and rugged for him putting a nmelon to nmy cheek and maeking a face
like a girl in an advertisenment. He smled and took a few nore shots. | put
t he nel on down, waved at him and nmoved off. Vienna's a town full of people
taking pictures. | paid no attention

Until a few minutes later, when | heard the sound again and saw him
still aiming it at me. That tine | frowned and turned away. | have too nany
bad menories of people who didn't give a damm about how | felt and only wanted
to take pictures. At least _ask , damm it. Renmenber when we were at the
Sundance Festival and the lunatic from Japan did that crazy thing with his
canera bag? Even if this Naschmarkt guy was harm ess and just liked the way I
| ooked, I didn't want it. | turned and wal ked away fast.

About hal fway down the market on the other side of the street is a funky
old café called the Dreschler. A lot of heavy-duty characters and |owrents



hang out there, munbling into their beer. But the place has a rea
Vi enna- 1950s feel to it and | often stop in for coffee before headi ng hone;

take a wi ndow seat and watch the action at the market. | did exactly that, and
instantly realized I was being watched right back by ny new nenesis, M.
Canera Head. He made no attenpt to hide -- he stood directly across the street

and pointed his Nikon at ne. It was equipped with a telephoto lens as |ong and
wide as a weightlifter's arm

| tried to ignore himbut couldn't. And he wouldn't go away.
Exasperated, | started to nove to a table back fromthe w ndow but then
t hought, _The hell I will_! Wy should he ruin my peace? | was on the verge of
giving himthe finger but got up instead, told the waiter to | eave ny coffee
where it was, and marched out. To his credit, the guy didn't nove. Mst photo
creeps have no guts when you confront them They'll take pictures of you in
t he nude or having sex or conmitting suicide, but face themoff, and they run
i ke chickens. This guy saw me coming but held his ground. In fact he kept
shooting as | steamed across the street, battle flags flying.

I know |l live in a Germanic country and _am trying hard to adapt, but |
still junmp into English when | get nad.

| said, "Wat do you think you' re doing?"

He had a nice face. Mad as | was, | couldn't help noticing that. Plain,
but alive and anused.

"Taking your picture. | don't often see novie stars."

" Goody- goody. You've got enough, so stop now and | eave ne al one. Stop
sticking your lens in nmy day."

Hs face fell. No, it _collapsed_ in confusion. Then he asked if it
really bothered ne.

"More than you can imagine. If you know who | am then you know I'm
retired. No nore novies, no nore public face. No nore pictures, okay? Be nice
and go away."

He did something strange: put out his hand as if we were being

i ntroduced. He said, "My nane is Leland Zivic. |I'mvery sorry, M. Ford. 1"l
stop. | only thought --" He was on the verge of saying sonething nore but
st opped and shook his head.

"Thank you, Leland. I'd be grateful.” | started to |eave, but an ugly

t hought stopped nme. "Wat are you planning to do with thenP"
He held up the canmera. "Wth these? Onh, don't worry! They're only for

me. I'mnot going to sell themor use them Please don't worry about that."
"Good." | turned and wal ked back across the street to the café w thout
| ooki ng again. When | sat down at ny table, | glanced at where he had been

st andi ng, but he was gone.

I had so much to do at honme that | didn't think about himagain unti
that night in bed. | hoped he was telling the truth when he said he woul dn't
use them for anything nore than a souvenir. But there was nothing |I could do
about it. Anyway, what difference did pictures of ne shopping nmake?

The next norning | got up early and went outside to wal k the dog.
Usual ly we have a good |ong wal k then because Mnnie's full of energy, and if
| keep her outside for a while, she'll race around till she's exhausted. Then
we cone back home and she curls up in her bed and sl eeps for hours. W went
over the vineyards and into the forest where you and | sat that day and
tal ked. Renenber?

When we were com ng back up the path to the house, | saw a large nmanil a
envel ope propped against the front door. | live so far away fromthe nmain
routes that the postman | eaves packages out in the open |ike that without
worrying they'Il be stolen. But it was eight in the nmorning, too early for
him so it had to be either Federal Express or special delivery. But _they_
requi red signatures when they bring anything. | picked up the envel ope, sat
down, and opened it on the spot.

There were seven | arge photographs inside. The first one stopped the air
in m throat. The second nmade me curse, and the rest were so startling that
t hey zipped both ny nouth and mind totally shut.



The first was of me through the dirty wi ndow of Café Dreschler. One
hand's in ny hair pulling it back off my face. That sounds |ike nothing

special, | know, but the art of the picture's in the fram ng of the scene and
the expression it's caught. You know nme, Rose: when it cones to visual inmages
of Arlen Ford, I"'mthe world's coldest, cruelest critic. What was so stunning

here was the | ook on ny face and the way the hand was pulling at the hair. It
made you think this woman, whoever she was, was goi ng t hrough sone
heart-searing pain. The head's thrown back, eyes closed tight. The nmouth's so
twisted that it makes you think she's either crying or snarling. She's just
found out soneone she | oves has died. O the man she adores just said fuck
of f. She looks as if she's tearing her hair out and being killed by whatever
she's heard. Even crueler, behind her in the café is an old woman wal ki ng by
with a deadpan face. Qutside on the street, directly in front of the w ndow,
is a couple passing in the other direction, |laughing. Mystery, isolation, and
pain all together in one photo! It was so haunting. If you saw it in a gallery
you'd want to go forward and recoil at the same tinme. You' d wonder, Ch, God
what's happened to her? How was the photographer able to catch that nonent of
agony and the world's indifference to it?

When | saw the photo, | was so shocked that for a few seconds | didn't
even realize it was _ne_ there; that | was the woman. | didn't renenber
pulling back nmy hair. | certainly wasn't unhappy in the café that day. Maris

and the baby were conming to visit. The only nmenory | had was of being glad to
sit down after shopping and then ny annoyance at realizing the guy was stil
taking pictures. That's all

| flipped to the next one. Lainzer Tiergarten the day of the picnic with
the Easterlings. I'"'moffering bread to M ckey Muse, the boar. W seemto be
smling at each other. Love at first sight. Maris is standing nearby with the
baby in her arms. N cholas has his hands in the air and is laughing. If that

first picture was Hell, this one was Heaven. Everyone, including the boar, is
happy. |'d been shaken by the first picture, but this one exuded such
happi ness that, despite nyself, | grinned.

As | said, there were five other shots: two on the _Johann Strauss_ the
ni ght of the prom one in front of the Opera, one wal king ny dog down by the
river. The last was of nme frombehind as | crossed the street back to the
café. An old man in a silly hat is watching ne and pointing. He's telling his
wi fe something and they're both | aughing. That son of a bitch phot ographer
t ook another picture of me five seconds after saying he'd stop! But it was
such a funny picture that | giggled; if you didn't know what was goi ng on
you'd think the old man's pointing out nmy ass to his wife. After 1'd | ooked at

t hem over and over, | dropped theminto nmy lap and pulled the dog over to hug.
Who was this guy? How | ong had he been foll owi ng ne around taking pictures?
And what pictures! Each one was startling, special. | was suspicious, but
intrigued as hell. It was perverse and inpressive.

Maris cane over |ater that day. After she put down the baby for his nap
| got out the pictures and showed themto her w thout saying where they cane
from | wanted her first inpression. You know how fanobus Maris is becoming for
her nmodel cities. | wanted to hear what an artist had to say before | took any
further step.

They were in the original order. She spent the nost time on the first,
but stopped al nost as | ong on the one of me wal king the dog. Wen she asked if
they were done by the same person and | said yes, she said it was hard to
beli eve. One | ooked like part of the series of me in _Vanity Fair_ by Herb
Ritts, but the Opera one rem nded her of a 1920s Bauhaus phot ograph, sonethi ng
by Mholy or Herbert Bayer. The corker, though, was the café shot; it was as
good as any picture she'd ever seen. Who was the photographer? She wanted to
know i f he had a book out because she'd get hold of it.

| told her howl'd net the guy. She shook her head but didn't stop
| ooking at the pictures. | asked if she didn't think the whole thing was
bi zarre and she said yes, but they were brilliant neverthel ess. Maybe it was
her own strange sensibilities, but she didn't think the nan who took them was



strange. | rolled ny eyes and said, hey, he followed me around for days,
obvi ously, w thout nmy ever knowing it. He was James Bond and Peeping Tom
rolled into one! Not to nention a good photographer. How | ong had he been
there before | knewit?

She said if he ever came around again and bothered me, | should just
tell himto go away. But she didn't think he was going to do that. Then she
said something that got me. "We're afraid of everything these days, you know?
Terror dominates pity." | had no idea what she neant by that and asked her to
be clearer. Shuffling through the batch, she held up the picture of me in the
café. "This man doesn't want to scare you. He doesn't want anything from you.
I f anything, he wants to tell you something. He's saying that you're in
trouble."

My stomach cl enched and | asked whether it was so obvious. She said
“"Well, kind of."

| have that small television in the kitchen which | usually turn on to
CNN when I"min there for any length of tine. Once in a while | ook up if
somet hi ng sounds interesting, but usually it's only background noise in
Engl i sh.

Yugosl avia's only a few hundred mles away from here, and since it
expl oded, Austrians have kept a close eye on what's going on down there, for
obvi ous reasons. Dubrovnik is the favorite target these days, and it's obscene
the way they're destroying that beautiful town for no reason other than spite.

Two days after Maris's visit, | was making lunch while listening to the
| atest report fromthe battle zone. Bombs expl oded and people ran for shelter
There was the sound of machine gun fire and an anbul ance raced by. An old
worman | oomed up in front of the camera, hands to her face.

A reporter's voice cane on, describing what was happening. | was
choppi ng onions and trying to remenber if |1'd bought chives. The voice on TV
said, "Blah blah blah Leland Zivic." | knew in the back rooms of ny brain that

t he nane neant sonething, but | was too concerned about choppi ng and chi ves.
Anot her voice cane on, this one snoother and sweeter than the other. |
| ooked up only because soneone | aughed, which sounded strange in the m ddl e of
all that gunfire
There he was! H's nane was witten across the bottom of the screen with
PHOTO JOURNALI ST below it. | grabbed a marker and wote it with indelible ink

on the wood chopping block. I'd worry about scrubbing it away | ater
The reporter said Zivic was fanous for his photographs of trouble spots
around the world. He'd been in Rumani a when Ceausescu fell, Liberia when Doe

was executed, Sonmalia at its raging worst. \Wen asked what he thought about

t he Yugosl avian conflict, he said sonething like "Forty years of peace in this
country. Then fromone day to the next they're going into maternity wards and
shooti ng newborn children. Does anyone besides the politicians understand how
t hat happened? The trouble with wars is that they all |look alike to the people
who aren't involved. Only the skin color of the dead is different."

The reporter said, "If that's so, why do you keep risking your life to
t ake these pictures?"

Zivic nodded as if the reporter had made a good point. "Because if | do
nmy job well, people will see wars _aren't_ the same; they aren't just body
counts and anonynous casualties. Death should be shown in such a way that it
will be renenbered.”

I know one of the filmcorrespondents for CNN. After a long tine on the
phone, | got through to her in Hollywod. Explaining what was up and where 1'd
just seen him | asked her to trace down Leland Zivic for me. Good wonan that
she is, she didn't ask why | was interested.

It turned out he had an apartment in London and was represented by an
agency there. She gave ne both of the addresses and phone nunbers. | assuned
if he was on television in Yugoslavia, it wasn't likely he'd be answering his
phone in London, so | called and left a nessage on his machine: "This is Arlen



Ford. Please call me when you get a chance."

| expected to hear fromhimsoon but didn"t. At first | thought he
hadn't answered because he was still on assignment. In grisly nmonents it
struck me that he might be dead. | tried to put the whole thing out of ny
m nd, but his photographs sat on the table in the living roomand naturally I
| ooked at thema lot. H s London nunbers were stuck on a yellow slip above the
tel ephone, and "Leland Zivic" was big and black in nmy handwiting on the
chopping block. 1'd give it a week or two before trying to wipe it off.

Opening the mail box one morning, | saw it was enpty except for a
postcard. The witing was unfamliar: neat block letters; postmark, Sarajevo.
A 1930s' phot ograph of New York's Thanksgi ving Day parade. G ant floats of
Pi nocchi o, Uncle Sam and the Tin Wodnman of Oz drifted at odd angl es above
the street, casting huge shadows across the buildings. They were tethered by
ropes to ant-sized peopl e bel ow

| read: "I'mafraid to call you and will do so only if you give the al
clear. Since | dropped the pictures off, |I've been wearing a crash helnmet in
case you go nuclear. On a scale of one to ten, how angry are you at me for
t hen? How did you get ny tel ephone nunber? Is there Iife on other planets?
Answer any or all of the above questions at your |eisure.”

Saraj evo had recently been under fierce attack. Was that still going on?
| pictured himin an underground shelter or conmand post, witing the card as
bonbs fl ew overhead. How amazing of himnot to mention what was goi ng on
t here! People have so little courage nowadays that when we do neet sonmeone who
has it by the pound, it's hard not to be inpressed. Only a little tw st of
fate had pernmitted nme to know what Leland did for a living. Gtherwise, 1'd
still have thought himjust another geek with a camera who'd gotten too close.
Yes, | was unconfortable with what he had done to nme, but also touched and
intrigued that this interesting, nodest nman liked me. | called his London
apartment again and said only, "The coast is clear," and then started waiting
agai n.

Did you ever notice how life picks up when you're expecting an inportant
or interesting call? The tel ephone itself starts to dominate the room You're
al ways on edge as you nove around the house because any minute it could ring

and be he. And if it doesn't ring at all, you becone even nore nervous. O |
do. | didn't know this guy, yet he had taken these remarkable and di stressing
pi ctures and | ast been spotted dodgi ng bullets in Yugosl avia. Days went by.
God knows, | wanted himto call. Then | thought maybe nmy phone nessage had
been too curt and he'd been scared off. | thought about what to say if he did
call. Ask about his job? Or why he took the pictures? Wuld he turn out to be
interesting, or only brave and dull, with an eccentric fix on retired

actresses? | never said his name out |oud but once in a while would try it out
on nmy mind s tongue. Leland. That sounded American. Zivic did not.

It was late at night. | was in bed, rereading _Mariette in Ecstasy_ --
have you gotten it yet? Please do. It makes life in a cloister sound
transcendently beautiful and full of possibilities. The phone rang. | was sure
it was you because you're the only person who calls so late. But | didn't
recogni ze the voice, so when he said ny nane, | asked, "W is this?"

"Leland Zivic. Can we talk?" H's voice was conpletely different fromthe
way | renenbered it. OF course, what did | have to remenber fromthe only tine
we had tal ked? Three sentences? Thi nking about him | nust have inmagi ned nany
different voices to suit the image in ny menory. The one | heard now was soft
and neutral. Low, but not so that it was distinctive or anything special. He
said he'd planned to be witty and make excuses, but he coul dn't today; he just
wanted to talk. Was that all right? | asked what was the matter, and he said
he was in Yugoslavia near the war. | told himl knew because |I'd seen himon
TV. Hs voice got very quiet then and, oh, wow, you should have heard it. He
said he'd seen things the |last couple of days | wouldn't believe. He was a
phot ogr apher and took pictures of war. Normally it never bothered hi m because
it was just a job. But maybe because his father's famly came fromthere, this
time it was bad, really bad. Wait a minute, Rose, |'ve got to stop and light a



cigarette. Just renenbering his voice gives nme a chill.
Here we go. Anyway, his voice sounded scared and lost. He'd called

because he wanted to talk to ne. H's words were rushed and breathless, like a
confession to me and a conversation with hinself. It took ne conpletely off
guard. 1'd hoped when we first spoke that it would be interesting but rel axed.
This was already a hundred thousand volts in my ear. | told himto say
what ever he wanted and tell me anything. | sat up in bed and pulled nmy pajana
top tighter. | wanted to | ook presentable for himeven though he was a world
away!

He said, "I'min a _slasticarna_. That's a Yugosl avi an pastry shop

There's cake all over the floor. Can you imgi ne that? Cake. The whol e fl oor
is fluffy goo. The man and wonan who own the place are down on their knees,
trying to clean pink and blue icing off the floor. Al the w ndows are bl own
out of the shop and everything's a mess, but their phone's working and they
let ne use it."

| asked whether there was fighting where he was and he said yes, but it
wasn't bad now. It _had_ been a couple of hours before, but it had cal ned
down. He said it was very kind of ne to talk to himso late. | told himit was
nothing, that 1'd only been reading and trying to fight off the urge to sneak
into the kitchen for something to eat. He asked ne to tell himabout ny
ki tchen, which took me conpletely by surprise. When | said, "_Wat_?" he said,
"Describe it. | want to have a picture of Arlen Ford's kitchen in ny nmind."

"Um okay. The kitchen. Well, it's white and wood. Very sinple, but
everything's there."

"Do you like to cook?"

"Very much."

"Me too. That's when | feel cleanest. Everything makes sense. A wonan
who snokes and |ikes to cook. That's good."

There was a loud netallic noise, a scraping sound, fromhis end.

"What's that?"

"It's outside. A worman and boy are draggi ng a man on an upsi de-down car
hood past the store. There's a hospital near here." He stopped and there was a

Il ong pause. | felt | was right there and could see that nman on the car hood.
asked if he wanted to tal k about what he'd seen there. There was anot her
silence, as if he were trying to decide. "No. | want to tell you why | took

t hose pictures of you."
Naturally my heart hopped into nmy head and started pounding all across

nmy tenples. The nonent of truth! Let ne tell it to you in his words, as best |
can remenber. It was so beautiful and touching.

He said, "I've been down here for a few weeks. It was all right at the
begi nning. | was here before on vacation and on assignnment for the wi nter
A ynpics a few years ago. But now the whole country's eating itself alive.
When it got too rmuch, |I asked for Rand Rin Vienna. Gve ne a few days off
and some cal mscenery and 1'll be ready again. I'll give you all the blood and

flames you want for your front pages. They said okay, so | went up there and
just wal ked around, did nothing. Went to nuseuns, took off my watch, nade no
plans. But | couldn't stop thinking about what |I'd seen, which is rare for ne.
Maybe because there are so nany Yugoslavians in Vienna. |'d see them and
wonder if they'd | ost soneone in the war, or if they were worried about famly
back hone. Overload. Sonetinmes you get overl oaded doing this and can't shake
it off by closing your eyes or taking a vacation. It sticks |like a cockleburr
on your brain.

"I rented a bicycle at Nussdorf and rode it up along the river to
Kl ost erneuburg. | was black. My thoughts were so dark and sad that day. What
was | going to do? Go back to Yugosl avia and take nore pictures of dead
peopl e? Bl ood and bodi es? | know a phot ographer who changes the position of
bodi es so that they'll |look nore fascinating in his pictures.

"Right in the mddle of that darkness, | saw you. You and your red dog.
Unbel i evabl e! A vision! As God said, There _are_ nice things in the world too.
Arlen Ford wal ks her dog by the Danube. What were the chances of that



happeni ng? Meeting up with you like that?" He stopped and said sonething in
anot her | anguage to someone nearby. They spoke quickly back and forth before
he cane back on. | asked what was happening. He said the guy who owned the
store "wanted to know when he was getting off, so Leland had just given hima
hundred dol | ars American and woul d hand himanother fifty if we tal ked much
longer. | told himthat was crazy, but he said it was the best-spent noney in
weeks.

Then he said, "Let nme finish this story. | was about to take a pernmanent
swimin the Blue Danube when you suddenly appeared, |ooking even better than
you did in your novies. | felt like a thirteen-year-old. First, | alnost fel
of f the bike, nmy eyes bulged out . . . So | stalked you. | adnit it. There you
were; | had a canera. | wanted one shot. One great shot of Arlen Ford to put
up against all the others of Hell I've had to do recently. And then | got
greedy. After that one by the river, | followed you home and staked out your
pl ace."

Naturally, | told himthat nade ne _very_unconfortable. He said he knew
and apol ogi zed, but wasn't sorry. That's kind of ballsy, huh? | nean,
especially if he wanted me to like him But he did it because they were
necessary pictures. That was his word. It wasn't only nme he was phot ographi ng;
he was trying to take pictures of things that woul d keep himalive. Good
things: nmovie stars and their red dogs, people in w ne gardens, old couples
sitting in their Sunday best on a bench by the river. It became a kind of
crusade for him There's that nice _Heuriger_ down the street fromny pl ace,
and the _Gasthaus_ that has the good fried chicken? He sat there and talked to
peopl e, then watched ny house a while. | told himit was weird and wanted to
go on with the thought, but his voice hardened and he said, "Wait a minute."

Lul  ed by our conversation, |I'd forgotten where he was and what was
goi ng on around him | heard hi m speak anot her unknown | anguage to soneone
nearby. A man barked sonething and Lel and said, "Shit! They're that close?"

| asked, "What's wong? Wiat's wong?" He said they were about to be a
bull's eye and he had to go. He'd call again when he could. Was that al
right? | said of course, but he'd already hung up, and that was that. | magi ne
what | went through trying to sleep that night!

The next postcard arrived two days later froma town nanmed Mstar, which
rem nded me of North Star. | went around thinking he's on the North Star now.
Al he wote was:

Two friends nmeet on the street.

FIRST: "I just married a wonan with two heads."

SECOND: "Is she pretty?"

FIRST: "Well, yes and no."

That was it. No nmessage, no further report.

"Then | canme in from shoppi ng one day and saw t he answeri ng- machi ne
light blinking: "Arlen, it's Leland Zivic. Sorry you're not there."

| was furious that | hadn't been hone. So furious that, stopping nyself
inthe mddle of ny rant, | smled and said, Wll, well, well. Wat's
happeni ng here, m ssy?

After that he didn't call for a while, which would have worried nme if
the mail hadn't started bringing things I'd only previously seen typed on the
i nside of ny forehead. Hi s postcards and letters were full of observations,
soliloquies, quotes fromwhat he was reading at the nonent, nore jokes.

Al together in one. | didn't know who he was tal king to, but was glad to hear
what he had to say about npbst anything. Here's a few

So many soldiers are crazy -- their daily Iife of war has kicked themin
the head and crushed a small but key center of bal ance and longitude in there
that's critical.

A d nen shoul d have gardens. Unlike nen, old wonen have an inner peace.
They' ve done their job the best they can and know it; they've used their



energy-well and are now done. But fromthe look on their faces, life is never
finished for old nen; never enough, never conplete. So put themin gardens,
where they can pretend their work is useful or they're keeping order. They're
pat hetic; hunor them

Seen in a ruined town: a pair of red plastic children's handcuffs at the
base of a tree.

My brother |ikes readi ng books about fampus failures. They reassure him
that no matter how dull his life is, at |east he's safe and sound. He's in no
danger of the kind of self-made catastrophes that destroyed the Iikes of
Fitzgerald or even Elvis Presley. My brother is dull and unnenorable but he's
safe, which is nmore than can be said for those other dead | egends, fireworks
and all.

Then this quote from Di ane Ackerman's _A Natural Hi story of the Senses_:

A breath is cooked air; we live in a constant simering. There is a
furnace in our cells, and when we breathe we pass the world through our
bodies, brewit lightly, and turn it |oose again, gently altered for having
known us.

Cooked air? Photos that showed ne parts of nyself | was never aware of,
letters | carried around and reread constantly . . . Who _was_ this guy? |
tried hard to reconstruct what he | ooked |like, but all | ever came up with was
a nice face, glasses, tall. So when he called again, the first thing |I asked
himwas to tell me what he | ooked |ike. He said enjoynent, spontaneity, and
affection. | went, Excuse ne? And he said, You asked me to describe nyself. |
sai d, Yeah, _physically_. Know what he said?

"I knew what you meant. Next question."

| took a deep breath and said, "WII|l we ever see each other again?"

"I don't know. Do you think it's a good idea?"

| said, "Don't be coy."

"Ch, I'mnot being coy. If we were to neet and it was a di saster, what
t hen?"

"Well, it wouldn't be, because we've already had our disaster; the day
we net | thought you were a canera creep." He said, "I am |1'ma professiona
canera creep. | don't know, Arlen. | love witing those cards to you; they're
my oasis down here, but getting together . . . ahh, that's sonething else.”

"\Why 2"

"Because we both have expectations. W each know how we want the ot her
to be. But hopes don't usually work out in real life. As long as | can talk to
you i n postcards or over the phone, then you're the Arlen | love fromthe
nmovi es -- Lady Cool, pretty . . . And face it: you were put off by ny photos,

but I was the one who saw you that way. Wiy woul d you want to meet the guy who
i nsulted you?"

| screaned at himthat | wasn't insulted. | |oved nost of them and the
others . . . Medusa wouldn't be thrilled to see herself in a mrror! | told
him Maris saw the one of ne in the café and said | |ooked Iike the Masque of

the Red Deat h!

He | aughed and said, "But don't you love that story? Al those dunb
people trying to party their way through the end of the world? Death has a
sense of hunor. He didn't just cone in and bust up their soiree; He dressed up
in a costunme like themand walked in with a drink in H s hand!"

| was not interested in Edgar Allan Poe and asked hi m poi nt-bl ank when
he was coming to Vienna again. He said he didn't know and wanted to think
about it some nore, the shit! | was dying, Rose! | was throwi ng nmyself at his
feet, and he had to _think_ about it some nore. Tal k about a smack in the
face!



So fade out on that and fade in on Mnnie and nme sitting out on the
front step, taking in the first sun of the day, when he arrived. My eyes were
cl osed and ny hands were w apped around a hot rmug of coffee. The best part of
the nmorning. Then | felt her tense against ny leg. | slowy opened ny eyes
when | heard the sound of a car drive up nearby and a door click open. A taxi
stood at the bottomof the hill and someone was bent into the back door
pulling a duffel bag off the seat. Wen he had it out, he turned and waved at
me. Ch shit, oh shit, there he _issssss_! | didn't have nakeup on, hadn't
brushed ny teeth, and had had garlic soup with dinner last night . . . Geat,
huh? Perfect timng. But _that's_ what he | ooked |ike! Everything about his
face came back in a second, and | didn't know whether to stay where | was or
go down to greet him | was calnm not one quiver or tingle of worry. He was
finally here. | guess |I'd been ready all al ong.

| stood up and started down the path, Mnnie running ahead of ne. Wile
she stood at the gate, waiting and wiggling to get out, Leland closed the door
of the taxi, which took off. He tried to pull the bag onto his shoul der but

stunbled and let it fall heavily to the ground. | was cl ose enough to see him
lick his Iips.
I kind of joked and asked if it was such a heavy bag. | opened the gate

and M nni e | aunched herself onto him

He said it was just a little tricky and | asked whether | could help. He
said no but that he'd done something to his side. | |ooked and saw he was
bl eeding! He smiled and said _that_ was the problem He was wearing a white
shirt with the sleeves rolled to his el bows. R ght where the roll touched his
side was a |l arge patch of dark red. | asked hi mwhat happened and snatched the
bag away.

Absolutely calmy, as if he were describing breakfast, he said he'd been
hit by shrapnel and that he'd have a nice scar if he was |lucky. Macho idiot. |
told himto cone in the house, for God's sake. He said | couldn't carry his
bag because it was too heavy. Can you imagi ne, saying that while bl eeding
through his shirt?

The bag was_ heavy but | got it up to the house and put it down at the
front door. When | asked if he should go to the hospital to have the wound

checked, he said no, it wasn't serious, just nmessy. | said that sounded a
little too fucking heroic.
Once we were inside, | asked if he was hungry, and as | started for the

kitchen, he touched nmy arm "Was it all right to come here? | know | should
have called first --"

"OfF course it's all right! Now sit down and take it easy. I'll nmake you
somet hing." But he followed ne to the kitchen and sat at the table. Mnnie
kept right up with himand | owered herself onto his foot. | asked whether he'd
i ke sone bacon and eggs; he loved the idea. | said, Fine, nowtell what
happened to you

He' d been riding in a UN convoy when sonme bastards strafed it. | said

_that _ hadn't been on the news, and he |aughed. A lot of stuff isn't on the
news, he said, and that's one of the first things you learn as a journalist.
They say they're telling people the news, but usually it's cleaned up and
defanged, no matter how gritty it | ooks. People say they want to know the
truth, and think they're interested in seeing death and bodi es, but _show_the
reality, and they're horrified.

After | digested that, | asked what really was going on in Yugoslavi a.
He said everybody wants to be free of everybody el se these days. Fifty years
ago, you had wars because one country wanted to own another. Today it's
because _parts_ of countries want to be free of other parts. The Croati ans
fromthe Serbs, Czechs fromthe Slovaks, every part of what used to be Russia.

While | was cooking, | listened with nmy back turned. Wen | glanced over
nmy shoul der to check on him he was resting his head on his fists and seened
to be speaking to the far wall. | wanted to ask lots of things but knew he

needed to tal k about what mattered to him so | kept quiet.
M nnie was |ying next to himand he asked her name. | told himand said



if she gets to be too nmuch, give her a shove. She thinks everybody | oves her
as nuch as she | oves them
He nodded. "You know what's funny? When | got hit and they were patching

me up, | couldn't think of where to go. | nean, | have ny apartment in London
and there are people | could stay with, but still. It's no big deal -- it's a
flesh wound, but it frightened me. When | was nost scared, | realized | wanted
to come to Vienna. | wanted to see you. After we talked last tine, | was sure
| wouldn't do that, but here I am | hope |I'm not intruding, breaking your
peace . . . If | am just say so."

"Your eggs are ready. You're not intruding on a thing. Notice how busy I
was when you arrived. Here, eat." How else could | have said it, Rose? |'ve
never been so happy in ny life to see a man? That woul d have gone over big!

He eats just like me: hasn't swall owed a nout hful of food before the
next is going in. I told himthat and he said it was a habit frombeing in
dangerous places -- you eat when you can and as fast as you can. | told himhe
could sl ow down because it wasn't dangerous here. He stopped and, pointing his
fork at me, said, "Wanna bet?" My heart vaulted into nmy throat and there was
this big silence, but then | got up the nerve to ask why he _had_ cone.

"Because | still need to wite ny life in what remains of this noment."
That was what he said, exactly that.

The Iine stung and thrilled ne at the sanme tinme. Wat a strange,

conpelling thing to say! | understood it at first, then didn't. | wanted to
ask himto say it again but instantly knew | shouldn't, because when he | ooked
at me after saying it, his |look said, "Understand ne." | didn't, but never

woul d have told himthat.

Thank God M nni e broke the tension by biting her ass and chewing at it
furiously. We both watched, smiling, and | was glad for the distraction

He went back to his food, and when he was finished he stood up slowy
and asked if | knew of a good hotel nearby. | said, "Don't be ridicul ous, stay
in my guest room there's a separate bathroom clean towels." But he woul dn't
do it. The _Gasthaus_ down the road has a couple of roons above it, so
cal l ed and found the roons were available and reserved one. | didn't know
whet her | was happy or sad that he'd refused. My mi nd was a sew ng basket ful
of different-colored, tangled enotions. He was wounded, | wanted to talk to
him get to know himbetter. But his staying with ne woul d nean a whol e bunch
of other things, and we both knew it.

Now, was | attracted to hin? No, he's not ny physical type. At first
gl ance | thought he | ooked like an old college fraternity brother. N ce face,
very ani mated when he spoke, but not one that would stop you dead if you saw
himon the street. He | ooked Iike soneone's |ikable brother, if that nakes
sense. So no, it wasn't that. You know I think about sex a lot, particularly
when | haven't been with sonmeone for a while. Leland nmade ne feel that he was
listening carefully to every word. He seemed a good person to confide in, but
not someone you'd junp on and drag into the bedroom

We brought his bag out to the car and | drove himto the _Gasthaus_. On
the way, he said he was very tired and was going to sleep for a few hours.
After that he'd be fine again; could he call? | invited himfor dinner and
of fered to pick himup. He said dinner was great, but he'd wal k over, because
it would be a joy to go sonewhere on foot w thout having to worry about being
shot at al ong the way.

The rest of the norning | cleaned and planned. | pored over ny cookbooks
and came up with sonething delicious but easy to prepare. It needed the
freshest ingredients, so | drove back to the Naschmarkt in Vienna for the
things | needed. Passing his hotel, | snmiled and said a quiet "Hello there."
And when | got to the market | kept thinking about the tinme I'd met himthere
and what had fol | owed.

Because | knew he'd been there and was so near now, the city itself took
on anot her kind of pleasant weight and feel. You know what | nean? \Wien he
felt better I would show himthe places | liked. W'd go there and there.
wonder ed how | ong he'd stay.



"Because | still need to wite ny life in what remains of this noment."
Jeez, what a |ine!

The ride hone was one of those small, wonderful half hours you later
t hi nk back on and cherish. There were fresh strawberries in the bags, |eeks
and fresh Hungarian paprika for the soup, vegetables big enough to hold in two
hands. | thought about how |I'd spread them out on the white kitchen table and
prepare them as best | knew how. |1'd nade the neal before and it was al ways
good. A long afternoon in the kitchen ordering and anticipating. Use the good
china and beautiful Czech crystal glasses. Was there enough wi ne? Should | buy
a cake for dessert?

Standing in the kitchen again all ready to begin, | alnost didn't want
to start, because every step would lead nme closer to conpletion and his
arrival. In conparison to this day, how quiet ny life had been recently; how
peaceful yet faint. Wber once sent a postcard saying, "Live every day as if
your hair is on fire." For a long time, | thought |1'd had enough of that fire,
with all the years of California burning up my head. But now | knew by the
excitement in ny heart that the nmonths in Vienna had been too nmuch the ot her
extreme; too quiet, renmoved, and nonklike. The time had made nme think _too_
much about life and frankly scared nme with the darkness that was there.

Lel and's arrival was the best deterrent to biting into nyself with ny own
poi sons.

I'd only just begun to cook when the doorbell rang. He stood there,
hol di ng a bouquet of flowers.

"I thought you were going to sleep!”

"I did alittle, but it's too nice outside to sleep. May | take Mnnie
for a wal k?"

| suggested he take her up to the vineyards and she'd show hi m her
favorite path. | stood at the door and watched them head out. She ran a way,
then turned to see if he was following. He ran after her a few steps and
worried that he mght hurt his side. Ch, God, Rose, | was so happy watchi ng
them So happy and excited!

The rest of the day was great too. The nmeal didn't turn out as well as
I'd hoped, but he devoured it and conplinented every dish. The conversation
filled me much nmore than the meal did. You think you've led a zippy life til
you neet soneone |like Leland; after hearing _his_life story, you feel as if
you' ve spent all your days in a nouse hole.

He dropped out of college at nineteen when he realized the only thing he
wanted to do was take pictures. Went to New York and worked as an assistant to
Ovo, the fashi on photographer, but the glitzy scene disgusted him He quit and
went on vacation to what was then Rhodesia. Their revolution began about five
m nutes after he arrived, so he was stuck in the country with little to do but
t ake phot ographs of what was going on. That's how he got started in photo
journalism and since then, it sounds as if he's been in every ugly and
dangerous place on earth. | asked if he was ever scared. He said all the tineg,
but fear made the experiences richer and nore satisfying. For fun, | started
nam ng odd pl aces, and he'd either been to nost of them or his plane had
touched down in their airport on the way to sonewhere even closer to the end
of the world. He rode in a canmel caravan with Mauretani an sl ave traders, saw a
ghost hovering outside a Buddhi st nobnastery in Nepal, was in Beijing when the
Chi nese arny cracked down on the students. Stories on top of stories. He's
been in renote jungles and seen ani mal s naned the bongo and the arnor-plated
pangolin .

What do you ask someone who's done all this? | wanted to know if he'd
cone to any conclusions. He said, "You know those strange spi derwebs you run
i nto when you' re wal ki ng down a maj or street sonetinmes? What are they doing
there? How d the spiders nanage to stretch their strings all the way from
there to there w thout breaking then? How did the webs survive all this tine
wi t hout soneone wal ki ng t hrough t henf"

| asked what he neant by that but he shrugged, got up, and said he had
to go to the bathroom He didn't cone back for a long time and | got worried.



| went to the doorway and called to see if he was all right. No answer. |

wal ked to the bathroom and saw that the door was open and the |ight was off.
Where was he? | scooted around the first floor of the house | ooking for him
sure he was coll apsed on a floor or leaning against a wall with his eyes

cl osed, barely able to stand. | scol ded myself for not remenbering that he was
wounded and that tal king had probably tired himout terribly. There was a
decent hospital in Kl osterneuburg and | could have himthere in ten mnutes if
necessary. But where was he?

“Arlen?"

| stopped and realized that | was so worried, | hadn't noticed the front
door was open.

"Lel and? Are you out there?"

"Yes, come quick. Look what we found."

This is what | saw when | rushed out -- but there's no way in the world
I can ever do the picture justice with words. He was sitting on the front step
with his back to the house. Exactly where |'d been that norning when he drove
up. Mnnie was against himw th that wonderful full-bodied | ean she uses when
she | oves soneone and wants to be as close as she can possibly be. Just the
two of themsitting out there on that stone step together, |ooking like
drunken sailors, was enough to nake ne put a hand over ny nouth and al nost
cry. Then | noticed she was craning her head up as far as it would go to see
what ever it was Leland held in his cupped hands. The picture rem nded ne of a
parent and child, or a teacher showi ng a student sonething interesting.
wal ked over and canme up right behind him Before | focused on his hands,

M nni e | ooked at me not with her normal crazy excitement, but with calmlove
in those gol den eyes.

There was a small gray-and-brown fur ball in Leland' s hands and | was
about to say sonething when it slowly uncoiled fromits protective tuck and
stuck a tiny, shiny black nose off the edge of his fingers. Kilroy was here.
That time | couldn't stop an _oh_! fromjunping out of ny throat. It was an
igel, Austria's version of a hedgehog. It's the cutest animal in the world,
and sonetines at night, if you re lucky, you see one tiptoeing slowy across
t he ground, stopping here and there to | ook around arid sniff. Mnnie isn't

interested; if she does come across one, she'll nose it and nobve on. But when
you touch one, it normally tucks itself into a tight ball |ike a porcupine and
stays there till the danger has passed. Here was ny dog | ooking at the

adorable thing as if it were a friend. And the igel was unafraid enough to
cone unwound and snoop around in Leland' s hand.

| asked where he found it and he said it'd been on the step when he cane
out. I was amazed -- who was this guy? Robert Capa, Indiana Jones, _and_ Saint
Francis of Assisi? He asked what the creature was called, and I told himand
said |'d always wanted one for a pet. Did | want that one, he asked, but I
said no; | just liked the picture of the three of themtogether. He turned
around with a beautiful smile, then put the igel down on the ground. The
little thing just waddl ed off in no big hurry. Mnnie didn't nove, but | ooked
back at nme as if to say, "See? Did you see that?" | asked Leland how he felt
and he said fine. He put a hand on Mnnie's head and she | eaned into himeven
nore. The sound of a plane swept over us, and a few seconds later its flashing
lights and dark shape noved across the sky. Leland took his hand off the dog's
head and reached up. He pretended to grab the fist-sized plane and bring it
down slowy. Then he opened his hand to nme and said, "It's for you."



WYATT

My second day in Vienna | raised the dead.

Jet lag set in right after Sophie, Caitlin, and | had dinner at a
restaurant near our hotel. One minute | felt fine; the next, | was so
exhausted that | didn't know if |I'd have the energy to get up fromthe table
and stagger back to the room | did, but once there |I sinply dropped ny
clothes on the floor and fell into bed.

At six-thirty the next norning | was wi de awake and on the phone to
Jesse Chapman, telling himto come get me in his car because we had to go
somepl ace right away. He didn't sound surprised. The only thing he asked was
if it had to do with what we'd discussed the day before. Yes, it did. Cone get
ne.

| was standing in front of the hotel when he pulled up half an hour
| ater.

"Hi, Watt. Wiat's up?" There was an eagerness on his face and in his
voi ce that hadn't been there the day before.

"Do you know where the Friedhof der Namenl osen is?"

"Cenetery of the Namel ess? No."

"Do you have a map of the city?"

"Yes, in the glove conpartnent. What is the place?"

"I don't know. |'ve never been to Vienna before, remenber? | just know
we have to go there now 1Is it this one?"

He | ooked at nme a |l ong second, then nodded. "What's going on?"

Wt hout knowi ng anything about the city or this place we had to visit, |
| ooked at the map for no nore than a few seconds before finding the cenetery.
"Here it is. | don't _know_what's going on. Do you know how to get here?"
poi nted. He took the map and | ooked at it for a nonent.

"It's out by the airport. Yes, |I can find it."

There was a great deal of traffic, so it took us half an hour to get
there. The only time he spoke was to point out certain fanous sites -- the
Hof burg, the Prater, a building where Freud had lived early in his career. It
was a clean, orderly city that didn't strike me as very interesting. There
were ot her places | would rmuch rather have visited before | died. |I'd always
wanted to go to Bruges; always wanted to see that spectacul ar view of the sea
from Santorini.

We rode for a while beside the Danube Canal. The water was brown and
slow. There were no boats on it, not one, which | thought strange. Fishernen
stood on the bank with their shirts off; bike riders pedal ed by. A high sunmer
day in Vienna. Jesse said they were in the mddle of a drought -- every day at
| east ninety degrees and no sign of rain. Trees drooped and the grass near the
wat er was spotted with brown. A news broadcast in English came on the car
radi o and the commentator went into long details about the terrible war in
Yugosl avi a. Thousands dead, concentration canps; no one had any idea of how to
make peace.

Jesse switched off the radio as soon as the report was finished. "Can

you tell me anything about this, or do | have to wait till we get there?"
| ignored his question and kept |ooking out the w ndow. How coul d
explain? | hardly understood it myself. | did _not_ understand it.

W were on an autobahn a few m nutes, then off and w nding over back
roads that bordered a giant oil refinery and gray bl ock housi ng. Mre back
roads. Billboards advertised famliar things in an unfamliar |anguage. Orange

soda lived here, as did panty hose and Bic pens. | wanted to be hone, seeing
t hese products advertised in nmy |language. | wanted to be hone. Warehouses wth
trailer trucks parked in front with bold Cyrillic witing on their sides.

Russi an and Bul gari an |icense pl ates.

| said, "This really _is_the East, isn't it?"

W sl owed, bunped across railroad tracks, and stopped. He took the map
fromme and checked where we were. "W should be almost there. It must be just



up the way a little."

We drove a bit farther and then | knew before he did that we had
arrived. "Here, stop the car on the other side of the circle. It's up that
hill."

He parked and we got out. On our left was a high warehouse with many
br oken wi ndows and gi ant cranes in front that |eaned out over a spur of the
canal . The top of a black barge peeked over the edge of the pavenent.

"There. Go up those stairs.”

He didn't nove. "How do you know, Watt?"

"Austria's a Catholic country. If you're Catholic and kill yourself,
church | aw prohibits your being buried in consecrated ground. City officials
put this cemetery here for two reasons. They needed somewhere to bury their
sui ci des, and when they were building the canal, nmany of the workers drowned
or were killed on the site and they needed a nearby place to put them"

I nstead of asking how | knew these facts, he started up the narrow
staircase. At the top was a strange building that | ooked |ike a stone beehive.
It was the chapel for the burial ground. The light switch was on the outside
wal I . When you pressed it, you could see behind an ornate | ocked gate a small
but gaudy altar loaded with fresh flowers and one lit candle. Wose job was it
to come out here first thing every norning to check on the candle and |i ght
it?

Down anot her short set of steps to a waist-high cement wall with
FRI EDHOF DER NAMENLCSEN in thick block letters. On the other side of the wall
were perhaps a hundred graves. Al npost all had identical black netal crosses at
the head of the hunps of earth. At the bottom of each cross was a square that
| ooked li ke a small chal kboard for sonething to be witten, but only a handful
had names and dates recorded in white script. The rest were bl ank
Nevert hel ess, there were a surprisingly |arge nunber of flowers and w eaths on
these graves. It touched ne to think that people came out here to pay tribute
to the anonynous dead. What inspired themto do that? Someone kept the candle
burning in the chapel; sonmeone brought fresh bouquets of flowers. Was it
someone's job? Did the city of Vienna pay salaried homage to a few dead no one
knew or cared about? Or was it sinply the kindness and respect of some good
soul s? | hoped it was that. A sudden rage in my chest hoped it was that. Here
and there stood a few regular stones with nanes and dates and the causes of
death. But they were rare and | ooked out of place anmong all the other black
crosses.

| wal ked to one anonymous grave and, putting a hand on the marker
| ooked at Jesse. "This was a man. H s nane was Thomas Wdhalm Committed
suicide in 1929 by junping into the Danube. Hi s body washed up, as did a | ot
of the others, right over there on that hook of |and that divides the cana
fromthe river. He was fromthe town of Oggau but cane to Vienna to study
nmedi ci ne. The great pride of his fam|ly. But he was gay, which nobody knew of
course, and when he found out he had gotten syphilis fromsleeping with a
fellow student, he killed hinself. After the fanmily hadn't heard from him for
two nonths, they sent his younger brother Friedrich to Vienna to find him But
Friedrich hated Thonas, and after a week of hal fhearted searching, he went
hone and told their nother her favorite boy had run off to Germany. At the end
of the war, Friedrich was killed by the Russians when they invaded Austri a.
They shot hi mwhen he tried to keep themfroma cache of Nazi bicycles."

A couple of feet over, | touched the top of the next anonynous cross.
"Margarete Ruzicka. She cane from Czechosl ovaki a. From Bohemi a." | cl osed ny
eyes and thought a minute until | saw her face clearly and knew everyt hi ng

about her. It was like driving through thick fog into cl earness. One nonent
not hi ng; the next, a view that went on for nmiles. She had been hired by a

weal thy Viennese fanmily with a villa in Hi etzing and a sumrer residence in
Meran to take care of tw n baby boys. | saw her packi ng her cheap suitcase,
sayi ng goodbye to her famly, riding the train to Vienna with her head pressed
to the cold glass window. Trying to see everything at once. She said to
herself a hundred times, "I'rn going to Vienna; | have a job in Vienna." Then



her shy dip of the head and curtsey when she was introduced to the master of
the house. Her terrible claustrophobia that first week away from honme. In her
tiny roomat night she tried to read the Bible but had no heart for it; she
tried chanting "Vienna" to herself as she had on the train, but nothing

hel ped.

Things slowy got better for her, but what she _didn't_ understand,
because she was naive and silly, was why the naster, who snelled of wirst and
"4711' col ogne, was around too nuch of the tinme, watching her, watching her
constantly. Then that night in spring when he canme to her room and t ook her
for the first time. She thought, There is nothing I can do now. Nothing | can
do about this. I"'mnot pretty; why does he want me? For the first tine in her
life she began looking in mrrors whenever she got the chance. Rape had nade
her vain. He ignored her after that, stopped |ooking at her altogether, except
when he took her. His breath was always bad, his skin always cool. She would
ook at him thinking all the tinme, What will | do if he tells? Wat will | do
if he tells nmy nother? And then her period didn't come and another maid who
was kind and jeal ous told her she nmust run. So she |eft the house and
di sappeared into the city.

One afternoon a customer wouldn't pay her for the ten mnutes of sex
he'd just had, and when she conpl ained, he slit her throat as neatly as if he
were opening a letter.

"How do you know?"

| blinked and realized nmy mouth was open. | closed it and | ooked down at
her grave. "Because | had one of your dreans last night. | dreanmed | net
Philip Strayhorn. Do you know who he was?"

"No. "

"He was a well-known actor who killed hinmself a while ago. W were
| overs once for a short tine, but that wasn't what we were about. He was ny
friend and | admired him"

"Can you tell me what happened?"

"Come on. Let's go sit on the wall there. | could tell you the names and
histories of every person in here. Al their hopes and hatreds; the secrets
t hey thought were so inportant but weren't . . . Not that it matters. Did your

per son gl ow?"

W were up on the wall and he turned to nme, confused. "d ow? What do you
mean?"

"The dead person you talked to in your dream Wo was it?"

"A kid | knew in school. What do you nmean, glow?" Hi s voice was testy
and suspi ci ous.

"Strayhorn glowed. Not like a lanmp, but there was a definite
illumnation to him Hi s whol e body.

"I dreaned | was sitting in a steak house |I like in New York
Gal l agher's. | was | ooking at the nenu and Phil cane in as if we had a date
for dinner. W shook hands, and he sat down and asked what was good here. It
was all very calmand confortable."

"Were you surprised?”

"No. | understood i mediately why he was there and what was about to
happen, but it didn't bother ne. We both ordered sirloins and mashed pot at oes.
Dinner with a dead nman."

"What did he say?"

"He asked if | had any questions. | asked why he glowed. He explained it
to me and | understood."

" What _?" Jesse's eyes wi dened, and, sitting up straight, he pushed
hinsel f forward with his hands. "You understood? Wat did he say?"

"I can't tell you. You know that. But | _did_ understand."

"I can tell you anything |I heard, Watt. | can tell you anything you
want to know about ny dreans. Ask whatever you want."

"1 _can't. My situation is different fromyours."

"Why? Well, what the hell _can_ you tell me? Did you | earn anything
that'1l help us?"



"Yes. | understood every answer he gave to my questions.”

"Nol "

"Every one. But | was careful. Mst of the tinme we just chatted. |1'd ask
hi m something only if | thought | could understand the answer, and it worked."

"Was he surprised?”

"No, he seened pl eased, even congratul ated nme once."

"What can it do for us?"

"It neans that for the time being you and McGann will be all right.
Not hi ng nore will happen and you will not dream again. Strayhorn specifically
said that -- you two are okay as long as | continue to understand his
answers. "

"Then McGann was right: you _are_ the one who can save us."

"Save? | don't know At |east for now But who knows what wll happen
next? It rem nds nme of the Arabian Nights. But instead of having to tell good
stories night after night to keep frombeing killed, | have to understand a
dead man's answers. So far, so good after one night. Wat'l|l happen in the
| ong run? Anyone's guess."

"But you're sure for now that McGann and | wll be okay?"

" You_wll, yes. | don't know about me. He didn't say anythi ng about
that. Plus, | didn't ask to be saved -- | asked for know edge. He asked
whet her 1'd rather survive or _know ? | said, 'Wwn't | be able to protect
nmysel f better if | know sone things? He nodded and, well, that's when he
congratul ated ne. "

"I don't understand this. Wat do you nean, know or be saved? Wat is
there to know? You nean the big questions? That's stupid! You'll get all those
answers when you die, if there's anything _to_ know Wat's nore inportant for
any of us now than surviving?"

"When | knew | was terminal, | told Sophie the only thing |I wanted
before | died, if it were sonmehow possible, was to neet Death and ask H m
questions. Phil did that for me. | don't knowif he _is_ Death, but he's close
enough. He obviously speaks for his Boss." | smiled while Jesse shook his head

di sgustedly and mi m cked the word _boss_.

"But what does it do for you, Watt? Gve you the ability to recognize
bodies in a graveyard? So what? Does that give you new insight into the way
God works? Huh? Is that hel pful ?"

"I't mght save your life for now "

He put a hand on ny shoulder. "I know that. Please know |'m grat eful
But |I'mthinking of you now | don't want anything to happen to you."
"Thank you, but it already has -- |'ve been dying for a while. That's a

big difference between us."

"He can stop it!"

| shook ny head. "Maybe, but you've got to realize that there's another
big difference. You and McGann both have partners who | ove you very nuch. You

al so have Sophie. | don't. |I'm al one and have been dying alone a long tinme. |
don't | ove anyone the way you love your wife. | wish | did. That's the heart
of the matter. Since there's no one to love, |I've got to love nyself the best

way | know how.

"Listen, when ny father died a few years ago he went out in the worst
possi bl e way. No heroics, no last-mnute grace. Just pain and suffering al
the way down to the end. Wbrst of all, he made those of us who | oved him
suf fer too.

"One day toward the end, when he was still coherent, | sat with himand
said, 'Dad, even with the agony, you're still much |uckier than nost people.
Mom and | are here and we | ove you, there's enough noney in the bank to pay
for your care, and you've lived a wonderfully long and full life." | knowit's
easy to say those things when you're not in another person's skin, but it was
the truth. | really believed that if he could somehow turn his nmind s eye
toward that truth, it would be easier for himto |l et go. You know what he
said? '"Wait'll you're where | am buddy boy; then let's hear you tal k about a
good life."'



"Well, here | am Pop, right behind you on the oblivion express. On ny
way to knowing _exactly what it's like to be there. But you know what? My
opi nion hasn't changed, and I'mdying a | ot younger than ny father. He had a
great life, so he felt cheated by what was happening to himat the end. How
dare things go bad! They had a deal: he'd live, and |life would be good to him
How dare his health fail and all those strengths and fail-safe systens stop?
He' d al ways ignored final things because he had no use for them and when they
started arriving, he only knew how to be bitter and confused. Not me. Not if |
can help it.

"If you have soneone loving you, then it's different. That gives you al
sorts of real reasons to go on living, but | don't. I _don't_ want to die, but
when Strayhorn of fered the choice between possi bl e understandi ng and survival,
| thought, What's surviving if you don't understand anything? Better to know
somet hing about it. Isn't that what religion teaches? Christ was at peace and
so were Miuhanmed and Buddha, the saints . . . That peace can cone only from
under standi ng, not fromliving another ten years. If | can |earn sonething
fromthese dreams, then I'Il be all right, no matter what happens. Mybe it
woul d be different if | had a great love like you, but | don't. \Wether it's
now or later, | would love to | earn enough so that when | saw Death com ng, ny
only reaction would be to say, 'Ckay.' "

"No one does that! Forget the saints. No one ever reaches that kind of
final peace. It's not peace when people give up because their bodies are
exhausted and anything has to be better than all that fucking pain and fear!"

"A week ago | would have agreed with you, Jesse, but today |I'm not so
sure. "

"But you can't trust these dreans!"”

"Why not ?"

"Because it's Death talking. Death's the _eneny_, Watt. Wiy should He
make deal s, give you a peek into the cosnic consci ousness, when He hol ds al
the cards? You can't_trust Hm"

"I agree, but maybe I can find enough so that | only have to trust
nmysel f, and that'll be plenty."

There are tinmes, maybe once a nonth, when nmy mind goes absol utely bl ank
For several seconds | truly do not know who | am where | am-- anything. Wen
| was younger, these forced visits to the outer limts scared ne, because
t hought | was going nmad. But over the years |'ve |earned alnost to enjoy them
Bef ore, when the spells canme, | would becone petrified and think as hard as |
could: Who am|? What's happening? Find the thread, dam it, find the thread!
Now that I'molder | knownmy mind is only taking its foot off the gas and
coasting. It'll start again in a mnute, so | don't worry.

The first time | saw Enmmy Marhoun in Vienna, | had just energed from one
of these | apses and ny head was readjusting to the world. Jesse and | had | eft
the cenetery after arguing some nore about what to do with the powers ny
dreans gave ne. | had no idea what el se | was capable of now, but we both
stuck to our beliefs, and the discussion degenerated into his anger and ny
st ubbornness. W drove back to the city, with himdoing nost of the nuttering.
Back at the hotel, | didn't want to see Sophie yet and have to explain where
we'd been, so | waited till Jesse pulled away and then | went for a wal k.

There was a small pastry shop across the street fromthe Opera House and
the aroma drifting out of it was so delicious that | went right in. The place
was jammed but luckily one small table in a corner was free. | ordered nmy cake
and cof fee and sat down, feeling happy for the first tine that day. No desire
to think about anything. | wanted only to be in that hot little shop full of
anbrosial snells, surrounded by chattering old wonen, and eat an _echt_ piece
of Viennese torte. Afterward 1'd . . . | know soneone who signs all his
letters After Wrds_. That's exactly how it would be now | was past words
and wanted to let ny tongue and senses have rein for a little while.

As if in agreenent, my mind went into a full-fledged zone-out and | was



suddenly nowhere in particular. It lasted | ong enough for the waitress to
bring my order. Com ng back to earth, | blinked a few tines at the black cake
on the table. Then while nmy head continued to clear, | |ooked at the people
standing at the counter. Up there waiting for an order was Enmy Marhoun.

But that was inpossible. Emy Marhoun had been dead for at |east three
years. | knew her when she worked as an editor at a New York publishing house.
My tel evision show was at the height of its popularity then, and we net when
she wote to ask if 1'd be interested in doing a book for her conmpany. W had

dinner a fewtines and |I liked her. She was smart, witty, and the kind of
aggressive, enterprising woman who usually gets what she wants. It didn't hurt
that she was also quite beautiful. If |I were straight, 1'd probably have
fallen in love with her. As it was, | did fall in love to a certain harnless
degree, and that was why we continued seeing each other after | said no to the
proj ect .

One day soneone told nme she had died. Fallen off a horse and been ki cked
in the head. There are many strange ways to die. As we grow ol der we becone

accustoned to bizarre accounts of how So-and-So went. Still, there are tines
when you hear sonething |like Enmy's story and your only reaction is "Wat do
you mean, kicked by a horse?" | didn't mourn because we hadn't been cl ose, and

it was a long tinme since we'd seen each other. But | had loved her a little,
and it was surprising how nuch I thought about her after hearing the news.

Today she stood ten feet away and even touched her hair in that showy
pat-pat way | renmenbered. | got up and went over, but she didn't see ne unti
the I ast nonent. Then she turned away fromthe counter, and we were face to
face.

" Ermmy 2"

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously, then wi dened. "Ch, ny God, Watt
Leonard! What are _you_ doing here?" She brought her hands together in front
of her face and cl apped them quickly like a delighted little kid. |I had to
touch her to see if she was real. | did. She o was.

"Do you have sone tinme?"

"OfF course! It's so good to see you! Were have you been? It's been so
many years!"

While we were sitting down at the table, ny shock left, and one word
cane to mind that explained everything: _Strayhorn_. Last night's dream
Knowi ng the nanes in the graveyard had been Part One of whatever was goi ng on
This was Part Two. Everything was happening at once. Dinner in a dreamwith a
dead man; breakfast in real life with a dead woman.

| was astonished, but | knew since last night's dreamthat ny life had
shifted into high gear, at which any speed or event was possible. Now it was
up to me to handle it. So instead of running away or goi ng nmad because | was
sitting dowmn to coffee with a dead friend, | spoke as normally as | could and
did okay. Now and then | caught myself hyperventilating or wetting ny lips for
the hundredth tinme, but generally | was all right.

The greatest horror was that she didn't know. The woman did not know she
was dead. W talked like old pals catching up. About nutual friends, evenings
shared, what we'd been doing since we last net. She filled ne in on everything
but what was nost inportant.

How then did | know for certain that she was dead? Because | had read
accounts in different newspapers of her accident. Because |'d actually heard
the funeral described by two people who were there and saw her body in the
open casket. What other proof was there? The npst inportant of all: she
gl owed, exactly like Philip Strayhorn. Was | the only one who saw or noticed
it? | don't know. Certainly no one in the café seened to take any speci al
notice, except for one young nman who couldn't take his eyes off her and was
clearly smitten. | wanted to go over to himand ask, "Do you see it coming off
her skin? That faint blue? The slight shimer |ike a road mrage in sumrer?"
But he wouldn't have seen it. These things were only mne today because of the
Strayhorn dream and because | was dyi ng.

Whil e working for the publisher in New York, Emy had met a nan and



fallen deeply in love. He was the nost extraordi nary person she had ever known
and she was convinced he was the one for her. She lived on the top floor of
joy for a few exquisite nonths. Then this special man told her she bored him
and he was leaving. | admired her for admitting that; it would have been easy
to say only that they broke up, and left it at that, but she didn't. "He said
| bored himand told nme exactly why. You know what the nost painful part was?
He was right. I _was_ a bore.™

What foll owed was a wretched series of exaggerated, supercharged affairs
with nmen she initially wel comed but quickly grew to despise. She slept with
themto try to find sone kind of replacenment for the one she could never
repl ace. She was destroyed and knew it, but because she was beautiful there
were always men around who were eager to try, and she let them She let too
many of themtry, and their touching enthusiasmand desire only nade things
worse. She felt that she was suffocating inside her own life; as if it were
one of those plastic bags dry cl eaners put over clothes. Wen she breathed,
she inhal ed herself and her failure. There was no nore air.

"It was becom ng all bad, Watt, so | decided to cut everything | oose
and travel a while. That's when | cane to Europe."

"How | ong ago was that?"

"I'"menbarrassed to say. Al nost three years ago."

| needed a nonment to let nmy heart slow before | asked the next question
"Enmy, what was the |last thing you remenber doing in America before com ng
over here? The very last thing."

"I remenber very well. | went horseback riding with ny brother Bill. Wy
do you ask?"

Smiling, | tried to think of sonething |ogical to explain the question
but couldn't think of anything. Luckily she nmade a little face of dism ssa
and sipped her tea. "Not that it's been much better here. | just don't have

any urge to go back to America. Does that nmake ne an expatriate? | need to be
somet hi ng t hese days."

"\What have you been doing since you got over here?"

"I take a job when | have to. Nothing spectacular. You glide over the
days and fromcity to city and nothing nuch happens, but you're basically al
right. You live in this strange state of _okay_ nobst of the time. You get by.
There aren't a ot of highs or lows. Nothing really nenorable or perfect ever
happens, but nothing bad either. Livable. Hal fway between bl ah and hooray."

"Are you with anyone?"

"No, not for along time. That's what | nmean -- |I'mnot closed off to
men, but | haven't net one | want to be with. It's all right, though; I'm
content being al one.™

"And you live in Vienna? What do you do here?"

For an instant, half a second, it was plain she didn't know. Her face
went bl ank. She didn't know because there was nothing but nmenories and vague
shadows |eft.

"Um 1've been working as a secretary at the American enbassy. It pays
the bills."

| have never read Dante's _Inferno_ but vividly remenber |ooking through
an illustrated copy and seeing a picture of two people floating in the air,
reachi ng out desperately to touch each other. As | renenber, their sin had
been that they were illicit lovers in life and were now condemmed to this
situation in Hell -- close enough to see, snell, hear the other, but never for
eternity allowed to join again.

Emmy Marhoun was in exactly the same place. For whatever reasons, in
death she was damed to existing so close to life that she thought she stil
was alive. Never again allowed to touch the fullness and pul se, the body of

real life, she neverthel ess recognized and renenbered it conpletely. Hell for
her was wal king around in life alnmost alive but not know ng the difference
anynor e.

Is that what Death would be, not know ng? Strayhorn had said nothing
about that, but Jesse insisted Death wasn't to be trusted. My mind was



exhausted, overflowing. | could no |longer sort or decipher, and it wasn't even
noon yet. | had raised the dead and nmet the dead and had hundreds of new
guestions, but now | had no nore energy and felt close to coll apse.

As calmy as | could, | told Enmy | had to go. | asked her to call ne at
the hotel so that we could nmeet again while | was in town. She said | |ooked
washed-out and should take it easy. | paid the bill and we |l eft together. On
t he sidewal k we kissed, and her cheek on that summer day was neither warm nor
col d.

Luckily there was a taxi stand nearby and | was home in a few m nutes.
When | asked for the key to ny room the concierge handed me several nessages,
which | ignored. It was time to rest, and if that meant seeing Philip
Strayhorn again, fine. But at the nonent sleep was nore inportant than
answer ed questi ons.

I amrunning across a bridge. | know this bridge but cannot renenber
why. It's very long -- goes straight into the horizon. | know I'll never be
safe unless | get to the other side. But the wolf is very fast and is catching
up. This wolf which conmes after ne so many nights. It does not have eyes but,
rather, two large X' s where eyes should be, like the ones you make in a
tic-tac-toe gane. It's mouth is gigantic, full of white pointy teeth, a
rubbery red tongue that goes up and down and around its lips in circles. Wen
not drooling, the wolf grunts and grow s or laughs |ike a hyena, because it's
getting closer and closer. Wen it catches ne it'll kill and eat ne. It's
wearing orange overalls that are buttoned across one furry shoul der; the other
flap is broken and junps wildly as the wolf comes full killer-speed at ne. He
al so wears a bl ack stovepi pe hat that slides back and forth across his head as
he runs. Behind nme are big brown puffs of dirt to show how fast |'m goi ng.
Bot h of us nake the sounds in a cartoon -- screeching, bells clanging, brakes
screamng -- but none of this is cartoon for nme. It's real and terrifying, ny
worl d when | was seven years old, scared awake night after night by the sane
dream the wolf chasing nme across the endl ess bridge, me always knowing |I'd be
caught. The nonent that happened, he woul d whip out a cannibal's pot and | ogs
from some deep pocket, start up a snarling fire, and throw me into the pot,
now magically filled with water. | usually awoke, petrified, just as the fina
water started to burn rne. | can't begin to express how frightening it was
even though |I knew the dream by heart, having had it over and over again.

| awoke this time too, engulfed again by the identical terror in head
and heart 1'd known as a boy. The churning gut, my fingers claw ng, ny tongue
too enormous in ny nouth. Exactly the same. A middl e-aged man knowi ng seven
again as it truly was.

"It's not the way you renenbered, is it?"

| turned my head and saw Philip Strayhorn sitting on the corner of the
bed. It took tine to regain ny senses, but he seemed content to sit and wait.

| 1 ooked blankly around the roomand finally realized where | was -- the hotel
roomin Vienna.
"It was so clear! | remenber the dream 1've always renmenbered it, but

never this vividly. It's frightening!"
"No one renenbers what chil dhood was really like. They only think they

do."

"Phil, what are you doing?" | sat up, |eaning back on ny elbows. "Is it
al  owned? Can you be here like this?"

"Don't worry, this is still part of your dream But, yes, | can go over
to the real world if | like. It's no big deal. No one sees nme there but the
dead, and you."

| fell back onto the bed. "I can't get over that dream How incredibly

strong! | don't remenber its being anything like that. Not that intense. Wre
things really so frightening when we were kids? How did | survive night after



ni ght ?"
"You didn't -- the kid died and becane an adult. Life isn't |earning;
it's forgetting. That dreamlis just a small exanple. You needed to know that."
"Speaking of forgetting, will you tell ne about Emy Marhoun?"

He wrapped his hands around a knee and cleared his throat. "lIs that a
formal question, Watt? You know the rules."
"Yes."

I went everywhere and saw astoundi ng things, always acconpani ed by
Strayhorn. He was ny guide and instructor. | thought | understood his answers.
He al ways appeared pleased with ne and, as reward for ny understandi ng, gave
me nmore and nore insight, perception, powers. He called them"gifts." For a
while | felt like a prodigy and was suprenely hopeful. Wiy did other people
have such a hard tinme understanding Death's answers? To ne they seened | ogica
and down to earth. | could not talk to Jesse Chapman or |lan MGann about what
| was learning, but | secretly began to feel that perhaps they were both
dense.

My health stabilized, and so did theirs. Wth Strayhorn | visited wars
and weddi ngs; | wal ked t hrough people's mnds as it they were nuseuns. |
wal ked through nmy own, alternately aghast and delighted. Did | live here? Is
this howit really was?

Besi des being shown sides of life | knew few had ever seen or
experienced, | was given nmore and nore information as well as answers to ny
qguestions. | understood and ingested as nmuch as | could, but taking it all in
was i npossi bl e. There was too damed mnuch.

Qutwardly, | made it | ook to Sophie and Caitlin Chapman as if |I'd grown
keen on Europe and, because | was feeling so nuch better, wanted to stay a
whil e before returning to Anerica. Jesse was reassured to hear |'d be around
and found ne a good, reasonably priced _pension_. He was al so heartened to
hear that Strayhorn said it would be all right for himto return to his job.

One night Sophie and I went out to dinner alone. Afterward we wal ked to
the Vol ksgarten and sat in the warmdark. We talked a long time. She asked ne
to fill her in on what had really been going on since we'd arrived. | said as
much as | could, but after a while she knew | was hol di ng i nportant things
back. Her silences became | onger and | onger. "Sophie, don't be nmad at ne.

You' ve got to understand -- this stuff is so far beyond rne and I'mterrified
of saying the wong thing or taking one wong step. You know ne; |1'd tell you
everything if | could, but I can't."

"I's it good or bad that | got you involved in it, Watt? | worry about
that all the time." She put her head way back and cl osed her eyes.

"I honestly don't know. | _think_it's good, but when | was first sick
and had a rem ssion after the early chenotherapy, | thought | was going to get
wel |l then and didn't."

" '"How Much Can a Rabbit Pull?" " She brought her head slowy down and
| ooked at me gravely.

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"My friend' s daughter is in fifth grade and had to do a science project.
She nade a kind of little wagon that fit onto the back of her pet rabbit, and
kept putting nore and nore stones into it and giving the rabbit a pinch to see

how much it could pull. That was her project. Nowit's yours. How nuch can
Watt pull? | don't know what |'ve done to you or whether | did anything at
all. My brother's back and is all right, but you're staying here because now
_you're_ having the dreanms. God, | wish we were back in Switzerland together
| want to be on that hill we clinbed, watching those skiers fly by." She

si ghed and took nmy hand. "I love you, Watt. | want you to live a hundred
years."

In life, Strayhorn had been the nost well-informed person |I'd ever



known. In death he continued to be, but now he was also terrific conpany.
Brilliant yet easygoing, he was happy to tal k about anything. My general
i mpression was that he nost liked just hanging around and chatting. | didn't
know what was going to happen to nme, but his cal nmess seemed proportionate to
nmy under standing the answers. So |long as that continued, both of us could take
it easy for the time being.

| couldn't have been nore w ong.

H s casual ness threw ne off and lulled nme into thinking things were
somehow going to work out. His friendship, gifts, and frequent wonders
sometines let ne not see the real circunstances of nmy life in the gloss and

glare of all | was experiencing. H s cosmc showand-tell stopped ne from
renmenberi ng what was inportant or being vigilant about essential matters. He
seduced me with charm and |like the nost innocent, greedy child, I fell for it
one hundred percent.

Until | learned |an McGann was dead.

| had spent the night on Santorini, or rather ny dreanming self had. At
sunset Phil and | sat at an outdoor restaurant, drinking ouzo and eating
freshly fried calamari, entertained by a staggeringly beautiful view over the
purpling sea. The view was as rewarding as | had al ways imagined. My friend
spoke of the vol cano that had expl oded here | ong ago, what it had done to the
peopl e, and how it had affected the way of the world for centuries afterward.
My dreans were now so all-enconpassing that | could srmell the spicy evening
air and feel rough pebbles under ny bare feet. Strayhorn seenmed as content as
| to sit there silently and listen to the only sounds around us -- the clank
of silverware on plates, the sad faraway call of a single gull out over the
wat er .

As we were finishing, our waiter cane up and spoke quietly to Strayhorn
| thought he was aski ng who should be given the bill, but Phil said notring,
just nodded once, and the waiter wal ked away.

"I have to do something. Stay here as long as you like. You know how to
get back." He winked at me and wal ked up the steps out of the restaurant.
ti pped my glass to himand called out a | azy goodbye.

| don't know how much [ onger | was there, but the sound of the ringing
phone woke me. Opening ny eyes to a pitch-black room | |ooked at the green
glow of my watch and slowy understood it was three A M Jesse Chaprman was
calling, his voice very high and fast with fear. lan McGann had di ed half an
hour before. Hs girlfriend, Mep, had gone to the bathroom Wen she got back
into bed, she leaned over to kiss him H's armwas thrown across his forehead;
his eyes were open, staring at nothing. At first she thought he was joking.
Before notifying the police, she called Jesse. She didn't want to tal k about
it, only wanted himto know. Wen he asked what she was going to do, she said
she'd lie in bed with Ian and tell himgoodbye. Then she hung up

Jesse was calling fromhis living room his hand cupped above his nouth
so that he wouldn't wake his wife. He said, three tinmes, "You said it was al
right! You said he told you everything was okay for us!"

"What difference does it make what he said? All bets are off now You
were the one who told nme not to trust himin the first place, Jessel Wy are
you surprised?"

"I"'mnot surprised. | just don't want to die, assholel™

"Asshol e doesn't want to die either."

"Then what are we going to do? Can you find Strayhorn? Talk to hin®"

"I think so. No. | don't know. This may change everything. Wiy did he do
it? What was the point?"

" _Point_? For CGod's sake, he doesn't have a fucking point, Watt. He's
Deat h! Death conmes and kills you. Period. | told you that."

In the background | heard a woman's voice. Jesse's dropped to tenderness

as he told his wife not to worry, everything was okay. | waited while they
spoke, then he said he'd have to call ne back and abruptly hung up. | put down
t he phone and lay down. Closing ny eyes, | fell instantly asleep

I mredi ately | recogni zed where | was, though I'd not been in the room



for alnost thirty years. It was the basement of my hometown church where, at

Mot her' s insistence, | had spent years going to Sunday school. | was sitting

at that famliar little round table along with the other kids who had been in
nmy cl asses there. However, the teacher was not bad-tenpered M. Crown or nice
Mss Turton; it was Wody Wodpecker.

In that fanmously crazy high-pitched voice, he said to ne, " 'l desire to
be present with you now, and to change ny voice; for |I stand in doubt of you.

"Tell me, ye that desire to be under the law, do ye not hear the | aw?

| said nothing, though | renenbered the words exactly. Galatians 4: 20
and 21. | had been nmade to nmenorize themfor this class, though the teacher at
that time was Mss Turton, not a cartoon bird. He gave that annoying | augh
agai n and conti nued.

"'l amthe light that shines over everything. | amthe All. Fromne the
All canme forth, and to nme the All has returned.' Finish the passage pl ease,
Watt Leonard."” His voice changed to a perfect imtation of Mss Turton's.

Wthout a nmonent's hesitation | said, " '"Split a piece of wood, and | am
there. Pick up a stone, and you will find nme there.' "

"Very good, Watt!"

"Why are you here |ike this?"

"I told you, 'l desire to be present with you now, and to change ny
voice -- ' "

"Phil, why did you kill MGann? You said it wouldn't happen as long as |
under st ood your answers!"

"Don't be naive, baby; | have a job to do. Sonetimes | can put it off
for a while, and that's what | did with him He got to live a little |onger
and had a ot of joy. That's good, isn't it? Wuld you rather he be hit by a
truck? The man was supposed to die a long tine ago, but | let himsee Venice
with the woman he loved. It was the best time of his life. He even died with a
hard-on!" Wnking at ne, he pushed back fromthe table and ran a hand over the
bright red conb on his head.

"Phil, tell ne what's going on. How does this thing really work?"

"Formal question?"

"Yes, damm it, just answer!"

"All right. It's sinple -- | have a job and have to do it to everyone
sooner or later. It's ny decision how Naturally, | |like some of the people;
others | don't. The ones | like, | try to do it to as easily and confortably

as possible: let themdie in their sleep at eighty, or have a stroke on the
tennis court so they're dead before they know what hits them That sort of
thing. The people | don't like, suffer. Too bad for them

"I like you. | |iked McGann because the man showed real courage. Even
Jesse' s okay when he's not being a ponpous ass. He'll be all right for a while
| onger. "

"You said that before, but now McGann's dead!"

"But weren't you all happier "tvith that lie? Are you sure you really
want the truth? | doubt it."

"That's all? It only cones down to that? Children fall out w ndows or
starve in Somalia only because you don't _like_then? |I don't believe it! Wat
have t hey ever done? They didn't get a chance to live! How can you do that to
ki ds?"

"Because | do. It's not hard."

"And good people die in msery and pain and confusion because you don't
_like_ then? What about all the good they do in their |ives?"

"You and | have different reasons for |iking and disliking people,
Watt. And be careful of the tone of your voice; | don't like being |ectured."

"Who are you? You look like Strayhorn just because it's easier for me to
under st and, right?"

"Right! Inny time |'ve been . . . let's see" -- crossing his arms, he
tapped a finger against his beak and | ooked thoughtfully at the ceiling --
"Hunmbaba, Grendel, O d Toast, Cold Storage, the Cop in the mask store
what ever you want. Whatever you understand."



"Are you the Devil ?"

"Nope. He doesn't exist. Just Life and Death. It's so sinple, no one's
ever wanted to believe it."

"But there's a God! Don't say there isn't!"

He started to speak but stopped and smiled instead. "That's one answer |

guarantee you woul dn't understand, so |I'll spare you a scar. Believe what you
want . "
ARLEN

| love doing this taping, Rose. _| hope it's not boring you_ . I'd give

so nmuch to be able to tell you these things face to face, but since there's no
way that's possible now, this is a pretty good second best.

So | spent the next three days taking care of Leland -- or as nmuch as he
would allow it -- and showing himthe Vienna | |love. Unlike Paris or Venice,
this is not a city for lovers. It's too sedate, too formal; it has _no_
passi on or spontaneity. None whatsoever. To me its greatness is its dignity
and beauty. Like an illustrious old statesnman who's lived a |ong and

worthwhile life, its history is its identity. Like the old gent, it sits in
its perfectly tended gardens, content to live in nmenories for the rest of its
days.

W went to nuseunms and sone touristy things, but spent nost of our tine
taki ng | ong wal ks on the Ringstrasse and Prater Alice or deep in the
Wenerwal d. | was amazed at how much Lel and knew about Vienna -- a hell of a
ot more than | do. At Freud's house he got into a long discussion with one of
the curators about Anna Freud and Ernest Jones. Then only a few bl ocks away
fromthere he stopped and pointed to a church where Beethoven's funeral was
hel d. Standing in front of the building, he described the funeral so fully
that | was totally engrossed. It was like being with a Beethoven schol ar and
social historian in one. |I don't know about you, girl, but to me one of the
sexiest things in the world is a man who knows things but makes no big dea
about it. Leland s know edge al ways canme out as sheer enthusiasm-- wow Look
at that! Guess what happened here? Can you believe we're actually here to see
it? | tagged along with ny mouth open, feeling so lucky to be along for the
ride.

Once in a while we'd stop because he was tired or unconfortable, but
even then it was a treat because he'd go on with stories about his life. |
couldn't get enough of them Did you know the Chinese eat nore waternel on than
any other nation? They love it so nmuch they actually have a waternel on nuseunf?
O that Ceausescu had a linousine only for his dog? | was conpletely
captivated and didn't want the neals or the wal ks or the days to end.

And as you can guess, ny feelings toward hi m got warner and warner. Even

his nice plain face gradually started | ooking |ike Gary Cooper's. | wanted him
and wanted to tell himthat. No ties were necessary, no conmitnrment -- just |I'd
like this day to go on into the night and see what you're like there too.
Because if it's _anything_ like now, then |'myours, brother. But he didn't

make a nove, not one, not even for a shivery second. Didn't accidentally touch
my armor brush ny hand when he was making a point in conversation. God knows
I wanted himto, and started feeling that maybe |I had cooties or sonething,
because there wasn't even the slightest anything to show interest on his part.
No quick | ook at my chest, or bunps-into when there were plenty of good



chances for them | even tried bunping into _him_ once when we were on an
escal ator, but when I noved, he moved faster. It got so frustrating that I
even caught nyself thinking, Hey, I'"'mArlen Ford the gl anorous novie star;
don't | interest you at all? O maybe he was gay? Unh-oh. That thought | ooned
gloomly over me for a whole day until he nmade sone reference to a woman he'd
had an affair with a year ago. Luckily he was | ooking away, because ny face
it up like a sparkler when | heard that, and | al nost started whistling.
Since he'd put the subject on the table, | breezily asked if he was invol ved
wi th anyone now. He said only that he was, but it was over

W went to the casino on Kartnerstrasse and he won a thousand
schillings. When we were wal ki ng down the street later, a really good South
Ameri can band was playing. W stood and |listened a while. Then Lel and went
over and put all of the nmoney he'd won into the guitar case the players had
open for donations. Wen the guys saw that, they started playing so fast that
t hey sounded as if they'd overdosed on Dexedri ne.

Wherever we went, he took pictures. Many of them were of Vienna, bat

nost were of ne. | didn't mnd. This time he was nmy friend and | | ooked
forward to seeing them when they were devel oped. Wen he was wal ki ng around,
he carried two little caneras in his front pockets -- one |oaded with

bl ack-and-white film the other with col or

After the casino we went to the Café Hawel ka to watch the | ate night
scene there. After we'd settled in with our coffee and cigarettes, he asked ne
why | had really stopped maki ng novies and left L.A He said he'd read the
stories and interviews, but not many people just stop in the mddle of their
lives like that, especially when they're successful, and run away.

| said l'd quit for two reasons. The first was that | woke up one
morning with a bad taste in nmy mouth and a bad guy in the bed next to nme. If

the acting had been going better, that woul d have been basically bearable: I'd
have thought, Oh, this is just a rotten tine and things'|l get better. But the
other reason for quitting blended in with that in the worst possible way. 1've
tried to describe this to you, Rose, but never had a good way of putting it
till now It came to me when | was talking with Lel and.

I"ve finally realized I'mone of those people who peak early in life and
then go down just as fast. O part of us does.

You know how awful and confused and strung-out | was before | left?
believe it's because | unconsciously realized | no |l onger had the ability to
be a good actress. 1'd done all of my best work, and fromthere on out, if |

had continued, it would have been inpossible to do anything well.

Lel and said he read a review of a fampus dramatist's newest play. The
critic said the play was terrible and what the witer should have done was
stopped witing twenty years before -- after having had a couple of flops --
because by then he _nmust_ have known sonmewhere in his soul that he no | onger
had the magic to do great work. If he'd stopped, then we'd know himfor his
mast er pi eces, and not the enbarrassing shit that cane afterward. He should
have j ust stopped.

| said _exactly ! That's exactly what happened to nme but | woul dn't
admt it to nyself. Down deep | knew |I'd reached ny peak and it was over.

Maybe | had enough to . . . maybe I'd end up in sonme cheesy TV series naking
lots of Joan Collins faces and saying godawful lines. But | didn't want to end
like that. The last filmmade me reach down too deep into nyself to find a
good performance . . . It was brutal, Rose, harder than anything |'ve done.
Weber helped a ot with his direction, but every day after work I was totally
exhaust ed, because | was squeezing out whatever |ast drops were still there.
Tal ent drops. Wen the novie was finished, there wasn't one left in ny tank
Like it or not, | was done as an actress. End of a career, crumry nmen, a house
| never wanted to go honme to because there was nothing there . . . That's why

| came here. Because Vienna was one of the fewthings |I really did |ove.

Right in the mddle of that conversation, a hundred-mnmegaton brunette
swept up to our table as only an egregi ously gorgeous worman can -- head thrown
back, tits pushed forward, a smle that says of course everyone in the roomis



wat ching me, but don't they always? | saw her before he did and watched as she
tacked through the tightly bunched tables over to ours.
Her face got happier and happier the closer she came. And it was rea

happi ness -- nothing fake or put-on about it.
"Lel and!" she shouted. He | ooked at her, but instead of being thrilled
and | eaping to his feet because M ss Lal apal ooza was trilling his name, he

only smled and stayed where he was. He didn't even attenpt to get out of his
seat when she was standing on the other side of the table, obviously dying to
get her mitts on him

"Hi, Emy. Emry Marhoun, this is Arlen Ford." That stopped her. She
| ooked at ne for really the first time and there was a _glunph_ of recognition
in her eyes. Also, the courteous cool ness of Leland' s voice said a lot. Her
reaction was very strange -- she shrank down into herself. But she was valiant
and tried again. "Ch, Leland, it's been so |ong! What have you been doi ng?"

She wanted to talk but he didn't. He was very pleasant and polite, but
gave her nothing to grab on to. It was as if he were a sheer nmountain face of
gl ass she desperately wanted to clinb but couldn't get a handhold on. Wen
realized what was happening, | sat back to enjoy the show Her eyes junped
between Lel and and nme. After a few enbarrassing nminutes of getting no further
with him she began speaking directly to me, as if | would understand and be
able to translate her better to him Fat chance, Emy.

She was in Vienna on business. How |l ong woul d he be staying? Could they
meet for a drink . . . it'd been such a long tinme. It was so wonderful to see
himagain . . . but nothing doing. The pleasanter he was, the nore desperate
she becane

At | ast she understood this nmeeting was all she was going to get, and
even Mss Sel f-Adoring realized there was no way she was going to get what she
wanted fromhim So she tried to back away gracefully and wave beautifully and
be gone in another romantic _ssssswi_rl. But there was a pathetic fal seness in
her gestures and the kind of hurt in her voice and around her eyes that said
she' d been snapped in half.

| asked who she was, and he said a woman he was crazy for a few years
ago. He thought she |loved himtoo but she didn't. Seens she had her own
heartbeat to attend to. He said the ironic part was that a 'tveek after they
broke up, he saved her life and she never forgave himfor it, but he wouldn't
expl ain that.

| shook ny head and said, "You know, Leland, after hanging around wth

you these days, |I'mbeginning to feel that, in conparison to your life, I've
lived mine on a nicroscope slide. What _haven't you_ done?"

H s answer cane very quickly. "I've never had a child. Never witten a
book. Never really got lost in sex. |I've never learned howto sit still. I'm
scared 1I'll end up being one of those old men who'll need a garden or a dog to
boss around because there'll be nothing else left at the end of ny life.

"That's why |I'm envious of you, Arlen, and the way you' ve chosen to live
now. Your life used to be the way mne is now All crazy running around, no
real substance. But you stopped and got out. You've got so many things,
qualities, I wish I had."

| couldn't believe he was saying that after | told himwhat a screwed-up
mess | was. | don't know what |'mdoing with ny Iife these days. It's like an
instrument | used to play pretty well but don't know how to even _hold_
anynore, much |ess play.

He said, "Many have life left over when luck runs out. They waste their
happy nmonents and farther down the road would like to turn around and return
to them There are nore days than luck." That's a line fromthe witer
Gracian, and right after saying it, he quoted another: "Two kinds of people
are good at foreseeing danger: those who have | earned at their own expense and
the clever people who |learn a great deal at the expense of others."

Al'l the bustle and noise of the café fell away. W | ooked at each other
so sadly. He was lost in his chaos; | was afraid mne would return the nonent
he left town. So | took a deep breath and just said it. "You know what |'d



like to do nmore than anything else in the world right now? Go hone and make
love with you."

He | ooked away and ny heart fell. Then he | ooked back and said, "I can't
do that. I'mH YV positive."

| grabbed his hand and squeezed it as hard as | could. He squeezed back
It was the first time we had ever touched.

"They discovered it when | was here last tinme. That's really why | cane

to Vienna. | had this cough that wouldn't go away and was | osi ng wei ght
Can we | eave now?"

Oh, Christ! Jesus, you can't imagine how !l felt. | put noney on the
table and we left. | walked in front of him paying no attention to anything
but the door. | went through it and held it for him Wen we were outside, we

stood there staring at each ot her

He touched ny shoul der. "Three people said your name as we were
| eaving. "

| shook ny head and began to cry. | put ny arnms around himand wept. He
patted ny back but then stopped, and he wept too.

He said, "I was never going to tell you. | nade a deal with nyself. If |
ever saw you again, | wouldn't tell you. But then |I got shot and was really
scared. I'mreally scared.”

| feel such knots in ny stonmach even telling this now, Rose. It was so
hard. So hard!

I got himto conme back to the house with ne, and we tal ked for a couple
of hours, but when we were exhausted and there were | ong sil ences between us,
he said he wanted to go back to his place. | pleaded with himto stay -- in
the Iiving room the guest room with ne if he wanted -- but he said no. | had
no right to insist, so we woke M nnie and wal ked the half mle down to the
_Gasthaus_ in silence. W held hands, but | was the one to take his, which lay
conpletely dead in mine. | wouldn't let it go for an instant.

When we got there, he brought ny hand to within an inch of his Iips and
ki ssed the air near it. Then he thanked nme for being so kind. The tears
started down ny face again. There was nothing else to say, so | lanely asked
what he'd like for breakfast. He tried to snmle but couldn't. "Bacon and eggs
again, if you still have sone." He noved toward the door but turned back to ne
and said quietly, "Be sure to wash your hands as soon as you get home. | don't
know anyt hi ng about this di sease and who knows how you can get it."

Back at the house | sat down on ny front step and, with Mnnie sniffing
around, | ooked up at the stars. A story he had told ne came to mind. It struck
some chord | couldn't nanme, but still it gave me a feeling of hope and
possibility.

He and a bunch of other journalists were in Runania a year before the
fall of the government. The living standards were horrible and it was
i npossible to get a decent neal, even in the supposed best restaurants in
Bucharest. But one guy had heard about a place, and they all went. They al nost
fell over backward when they saw what was offered on the nenu. The nost
exqui site French cuisine -- escargots, white truffles, and a wine list that
was amazing. What a find! Was this the end of the rai nbow? Whatever it was,
first they feasted on the possibilities the nenu offered, then very carefully
made their selections. The waiter nodded and di sappeared. They were the only
customers in the place but thought that was because the food was obscenely
expensi ve by Rumani an standards. An hour passed but nothing came. They hadn't
even seen the waiter in that tine. By then they were getting suspicious.
Finally he reappeared, very upset, and said unfortunately none of the things
they'd ordered was avail abl e tonight. Wat else would they |ike? He offered
menus and they chose again -- |ovely second choi ces. Another hour passed and
t he sane thing happened -- no food, no sign of the waiter. \Wen he appeared he
told them again he was sorry, but these things were al so unavail abl e tonight.
They were on the verge of killing himby now What _was_ avail able? He said



pork. Pork? That's all? Yes, that's it. Wy? Wiy hadn't he told themthat two
hours ago and spared themthe wait, rather than offering the nmenu that had
themall drooling with anticipation?

After much hemmi ng and hawi ng and throat clearing, he admtted to being
both waiter and cook. In fact, he owned the restaurant too. As soon as a
customer gave an order, he ran out the kitchen door to scour the city for the
necessary ingredients. The man really _could_ meke all the dishes offered on
the nmenu, but it was nore a question of what was avail able at the markets that
day. Wiich usually nmeant next to nothing in that desperate city. So each night
he had to return enpty-handed and, as waiter, go through the charade of
telling the custoners such-and-such was "unavail abl e."” Wat el se would they
i ke?

| told Leland 1'd al ways believed a good story is better than a good
time, since you have the story to tell again and again but the good tines tend
to be forgotten. When | asked if the pork was good when it was finally served,
he said terrific.

Thi nki ng t hrough what had happened that night and over the past days
with him waves of different enotion poured over ne. But in the end, that
story kept coming back. It seened the noral was, Look, we don't have escargots
but we _do_ have pork, so let's nake it the best goddammed pork ever cooked. |
couldn't decide whether the waiter's refusal to adnit to an enpty kitchen was
good or not. At first all that pretending | ooked sweet and optim stic, but
there was al so sonet hing pernicious about getting people' s hopes up, then
after making themwait hours, serving only pork. And not just one night, but
every night. So there's only pork. So what? If that's all there is, then admt
it and do magic with it. Make it the best pork ever eaten

As far as Leland's health was concerned, he lived in his own Runmani a now
but that shouldn't stop us. In the nmorning 1'd go down and tell himeven if we
only did_ have this and this, we'd do whatever we could to make it work.
Sinple as that. 1'd invite himto cone stay with me as long as he |iked, or
whenever he liked. Then we'd work with the materials at hand, whatever they
were, fromday to day. If AIDS developed, I'd try to help and confort him as
best | could. He was a remarkable, heroic man. It would be a privilege to be
his friend and support.

I went to ny desk and spent a long time making lists of things to do,
guestions to ask, people to call or see. | knew next to nothing about Al DS or
H V. How had he gotten it? Was he bisexual ? Did he do drugs? Did it matter?
There was only the di sease now and however we could deal with it. Only the
"pork."

| woke early the next norning though |I'd gone to bed very late. The
monent | opened ny eyes | was ready to get ripping. Take Mnnie for her walk,
prepare the bacon and eggs so the m nute he wal ked through the door | could
get him going, nake nore lists . . . Howwould I ask himto stay w t hout
making it sound like pity or the wong kind of concern? What would | do if he
said no? | didn't want to think about that. Get books, get information on
living with someone who has AIDS. But he _didn't_ have it yet! Don't even
think in that direction. There's all kinds of things that can be done, |ooked
into, tried out, before that actually happens. That was the absolutely 'worst
way to think. Just the other day 1'd read an article about a virologist who
sai d he was convinced there was no genuine |ink between those who were HV
positive and those who had full-blown AIDS. COver coffee, in between articles,
I found the piece holding ny attention for a few m nutes, but then | turned
the page. Now it was the nost inmportant article in the world. Were had | read
it? Who was the scientist?

| raced around the house trying to do everything at once, trying to
figure out what | could realistically do and what was in the hands of the
gods. The gods? God? No tine to think about that, GOD, now. There'd be plenty
of time later. As that thought crossed ny nind, | half-raised a hand, as if
asking for H s patience and under st andi ng.

| waited two nervous hours before beginning to worry. \Were _was_ he?



Why hadn't he come or at |east called? Leave himalone. Let himdo things his
own way, on his own schedul e. But naybe he thought he couldn't face me after
what he'd confessed |ast night. Too bad, Arlen, leave it alone. It's his
decision. | waited and talked to nyself until | couldn't stand it anynore.
Then | hooked M nnie up again and hotfooted it down to the _Gasthaus_, hoping
to neet himcom ng up. No such luck. When we got there, we stood outside a few

mnutes while | tried to decide what to do next. | finally got up the nerve to
go in -- and was told the gentl eman had checked out earlier but left no
nessage

I went hone and sat |ike a stone, nost of the tinme blank, but now and
t hen somet hing i nside ne bell owed, "Do sonething! Get up and find him" But
putting nyself in his place, | realized why he'd taken off. The shane,
enbarrassnment, the doubt that any person can help in a calamty. Still, why
hadn't he said anything this norning before |eaving? Had | been so
unsynpat hetic last night? | carefully ran through what we'd tal ked about ten
ti mes but cane up bl ank

As the despair was peaking, the phone rang. He said, "I'mat the
airport. |I'mgoing back to Yugoslavia. Thank you for being so kind --"

| asked him please, just let ne talk a few m nutes, but he didn't want
that. There was too nuch going on inside him He asked for some tinme to think
and said he'd be in touch

| took a deep breath and closed ny eyes. | wanted to yell, "I think
you're wong," but there was nothing | could say except please call ne. Please
cone back whenever you want because |'ll be waiting. Whenever you want.

I'"mgoing to stop here, Rose. You understand.

| worked in the garden, wal ked the dog, kept the television tuned to CNN
day and night. | don't remenber many details of those days except that
whatever | did, | did as hard as | could, conpletely concentrated, so as not
to think too much about the silent phone or the frightening reports fromthe
battl efront in Yugoslavia. | knew he'd go straight there and was afraid this
time he'd be killed. O would try to be killed rather than die the ghastly
sl ow deat h of Al DS

| went to the children's hospital every day and spent nore tinme there
than ever before. | renenbered the woman on her knees in front of the hospita
screaming that it wasn't fair. One night | saw an igel crossing the road and
i mediately took it as a good sign. | wanted to call Leland and say only that
-- ten seconds in his ear: "I just saw an igel and | know it means sonet hi ng
good." Then in one of the few happy nonments since he'd left, | realized
_could_ call him-- in London and | eave nessages on his answering machi ne. The
i dea was so exciting that | spent the better part of a nmorning in the garden
on ny knees, digging and thinking about exactly what 1'd say if | got up the
courage to call. | wondered how | ong his tape was and how nmany tinmes |'d be
able to | eave nessages before the thing was full.

Smal | things, hedgehogs and answering machi nes, were the tiny shots of
I ight and hope across the horizon of those days.

Sar aj evo got worse. Thousands of people were dying. | cringed at the
tel evision footage, but was always alert for his face or anything that m ght
have to do with him | bought a map of Yugoslavia and studied it, trying to
say the names of towns and cities. Wiere was he today: Trebinje? Donji Vakuf?
Pljevlja?

You and Roland called and it was the first tine |I've ever been
di sappoi nted to hear your voices. | wanted to get off the line so that it'd be

free, just in case. The things we tal ked about were all background noise to
me, whereas any other tine | would have cheri shed our conversation

| mredi ately after that the phone rang again and it _was_ he. He was in
Sar aj evo, conditions were desperate, but he'd called to say he was all right
and still thinking about things. Mst of all, don't worry. Don't worry? Was he
nuts? But you'd be proud of me; | held ny tongue. | didn't push hi mabout



anything -- not to come back, not to know _what_ he'd been thinking. | treated

himlike . . . like the igel that had allowed itself to be held. I was so glad
to hear his voice that | let himtal k and asked only questions that night make
himtalk nore and stay on the line. Wen he hung up, | put the phone down but
kept ny hand on it, as if to get whatever echoes of himit still mght hold.

Coi ncidentally, _Standing on the Baby's Head_ was on TV that night. |
wat ched it because |'d never seen one of ny films in German. The wonman's voice
they chose for mne was eerily simlar, making ne sit way forward in the chair
and pay conplete attention. Listening, | could understand sone of what she --
I -- was saying, but it was |ike having the oddest Gernan | esson ever, with ne
both as teacher and rapt student. WAs the story the same in translation? Was
it better or worse with Wber's original words inverted, enphases altogether
different? Could a story ever be the sane in another tongue? | thought about
Leland telling his life story in a | anguage | considered my own, but | wasn't
a man, wasn't HV positive, hadn't experienced what he had, although the way
he told it brought it vividly tolife. So is there any | anguage comon to al
of us? For a while | thought the | anguage of the human heart, but no way.
That's _the_ nost conplex and diverse, you know? Is there any way to fully
grasp another's story without actually being that person? Doubtf ul

When |'d al nost gotten used to those strange anxi ous days, al nost gotten
used to worrying and wondering and not hearing fromhim | got a telegramfrom
someone in Yugoslavia saying M. Leland Zivic was comng to Vienna. Hs train
woul d be arriving early the next norning and could | possibly neet it.

Rose, | folded and fol ded the piece of paper until it was inpossible to
bend anynore. | put it on the table and watched it slowy try to uncurl itself
and tell nme the bl essed news again. Mnnie was asleep on the couch. | lay down

next to her and put nmy arms around her warm body. She lifted her head and

| ooked at ne to see if everything was okay. W lay there a long time: she
snoring gently, | know ng tonorrow was going to be the begi nning of something
extraordinary.

What | didn't know was the _way_he'd chosen to return. In one of the
i nnuer abl e cease-fires that had been negotiated by Lord Carrington, it was
agreed by all the warring factions to all ow those who wanted to | eave
Bosni a- Her zegovina to go to other countries. Hungary, Austria, and Gernany
agreed to accept nost of these poor people, but there were so many who want ed
to | eave that not even the experts knew what to do with them once they'd made
their way to safety. It was the | argest exodus in Europe since the Second
Wrld War and no one had any idea of howto handle it.

In keeping with his adventurer's way of doing things, Leland chose to
ride back to Austria on the first refugee train out of Sarajevo. There were
literally thousands of people on that train, and being in the _Sidbahnhof _
when it arrived was one of the nost harrowing and el ectrifying sights of ny
life, so help me God. It was like hell on earth.

| got there half an hour beforehand. Since I didn't then know anyt hi ng

about the significance of the train, | thought because it was so early in the
nmorni ng few people would be around. But the platformwas overfl ow ng. Large
famlies, singles, old, young, well dressed, tattered . . . every type you can

i magi ne had gat her ed.

The nmood of the crowd was just as mixed. Fromwhat | could see, half of
t hem wer e carni val - happy, festive; the others | ooked worried or terribly,
terribly sad. What was going on here? Children were everywhere, darting in and
out, westling down on the ground and bei ng shouted or | aughed at by their
famlies. Ad wnmen wung their hands and rocked back and forth as if praying.
Men with two-inch-thick nustaches | ooked down the tracks with thousand-yard
st ar es.

Amazed and utterly baffled at both the turnout and _variety_ around ne,
| stopped a railroad workman and asked why they were all here. He smled and
touched his head in the famliar Viennese gesture that says everyone is crazy.
"The war train from Yugoslavia's coming in. They're all waiting for their
famlies. As if we don't already have enough dammed _Tschus-chen_ in this



country!"

Hearing himcall them "niggers" made nme frown and pull back. He sneered
and slowy | ooked me up and down as if | were for sale. | wal ked quickly away.
When t he | oudspeaker announced the train's arrival, | found a place to wait
that wasn't too crowded.

Slow y the | oconotive came around the |last curve and noved toward us.
When it was closer | could see all these heads sticking out the wi ndows, |lots
of hands wavi ng, faces begi nning to take shape as the train |ooned larger. The
crowmd on the platformdrove forward, sone of them waving back, others talKking
excitedly and pointing as if they' d already seen the person they'd cone for
The engi ne gave two short hoots and cane hissing into the station, brakes
squeal i ng.

If 1'd been shocked at the turnout at the station, that was nothi ng
conpared with what arrived. Long before the train stopped, passengers were
| eapi ng, dropping, pouring out of the cars. If you'd just arrived, you'd have
t hought there was a fire on the train and these poor people were trying to
escape. But no, they were only getting off. There were businessnen in suits,
worren in high heels, peasants, farmers with dirt all over their clothes, wonen
i n babushkas wi th babies strapped on |ike backpacks

W ndow after w ndow passed ne, and the faces still on board were anot her
show of every enotion possible. Flat-out, hand-waving joy; one whole
conpartnent was hol di ng hands and danci ng; hysterics -- Happy? Sad? Wo coul d
tell? -- crying. The last thing | saw go by was a young woman sl apping a man

so hard that his head hit the window with a big thunp. Al passed in seconds.
One picture after another, a living mural of humanity.

When the train finally stopped, people spilled out in a riot of shouts,
gestures, flying colors. In an instant | was engul fed by at |east a thousand
peopl e. Wrkers wearing Red Cross arnbands and speaking different |anguages at
the top of their voices tried to organize them nmake sone order out of the
chaos, but it was nearly inpossible. These people had been through nonths of
war, praying for a way out of it and a chance to |ive another day. Then
suddenly they were all cranped into a train with nothing to do but think about
what they'd lost, what little they had left, what they'd do now so far from
what coul d never be home again.

| | ooked for himfromface to face, around heads, bundles . . . but
everything was all right up in ny face; everything was too nmuch for ne to be
able to see clearly and make out one man in that great explosion of people.
Pani cki ng, | pushed forward into even nore. No |luck. There were so many eyes
and smles, arms, words, packages, children . . . | pushed harder and was
pushed right back

This didn't work, and the crush scared the shit out of ne. Maybe if |
returned to the gate, 1'd find himthere. He knew me and knew |I'd cone for
him But how could we find each other? |I turned around and bulled ny way back
At the exit | stood on tiptoe to ook for himin a nob that never stopped or
t hi nned, so many of those people |ooking | ost and scared and totally al one.
Cod, it broke my heart.

At last, after about three lifetimes, things did get calmand only small
groups were still on the platform nost of themsitting forlornly on their
bags, tal king anong thensel ves or to the Red Cross workers. But no Lel and. Had
he m ssed the train? Had sonet hi ng happened to himbefore he | eft Sarajevo?

But then there -- oh, God, oh, God -- way down at the front of the
train, walking slowmy, carrying that big red knapsack over his shoul der and
wavi ng when he sawne . . . Oh, Rose, | started running. But then inmediately
| dropped ny purse, and everything spilled across the whole ground. | bent and
scooped as fast as | could, looking up constantly to check that he was stil
comng. | finished, zipped up the bag, and tried to run. Then ny left leg
buckl ed and | wobbl ed, but strai ghtened out and was off. He was nuch cl oser
now and was smling. He was smling at me! At nme!l At ne! Ten feet away he
dropped his bag and, throwi ng his arns out, shouted ny name so loudly that it
owned the whole station: _Arrrrlennn_ Everybody | ooked at himand then at ne



and started smling. One little boy screaned it out too, and their voices hung
together for a few seconds, and it was the nost wonderful sound.

By the time he stopped, | was hugging himas hard as | could. W stayed
there so long. And then he said, "I want to go to Italy. | want to go with
you. WIl you go with ne?"

WYATT AND ARLEN

| looked at Watt and t hought of himfor a noment as Finky Linky, the
vi brant, funny man who'd nmade a million kids laugh and think. Mre than
anything in the world, | wanted himto _be_ Finky Linky now -- full of nagic
and sol utions, capable of flicking a wist and saving both of us from what was
al ready happening. H s eyes net mne but fell away quickly, as if he were
guilty of sone crinme. He was only a nman, a sick man who had come to ny house
because he was as scared and confused as | was about what had happened.
si ghed and worked up as rmuch of a smile as | could find.

Bef ore the conversation began, |1'd put things on the table. | wanted to
| ook at themas | spoke so that 1'd remenber everything. The brown | eather dog
| eash, the blue baseball cap, and of course the photograph. Were would ny
story be without that? 1'd brought it to the table along with the other
things, but turned it face down so that he couldn't see what was there until |
was ready. "Watt, do you remenber the first time | saw you at the Hilton? The
day you arrived in Vienna with your friend?"

"Yes. It was such a surprise to see you."

"That was the happiest tinme of ny entire life. Forget the career, the

fame, and all the rest. Right then was _it_. |'ve thought about it so nmuch
since, and even with everything that's happened, that was the best. My heart
was full of absolute pure joy. |'ve never been nore exactly where | wanted to
be. Wth a man who was conpelling and marvelous. | totally believed in himand
what was possi bl e between us, even with his sickness hanging over us like a

bl ack radiation cloud. Still! W were going to Italy because he wanted to be
with ne. Finally. When | saw you | wasn't surprised at all. It was just

_another _ great thing. Hey, there's Watt Leonard, isn't that nice? Know what
el se? Know how soneti mes when you're having a great time, you can't help
wondering when it's going to end? Wen's the bad going to come back? That
never happened. For, | don't know, two weeks, | was utterly fulfilled and
satisfied. There was nothing nore | wanted fromlife. And | didn't wonder
whet her | was worthy or when it was going to end, or why this wonderful thing
was happening to nme. It just _was_and | flowed with it and thanked God twenty
times a day."

"God?" Watt snorted and said the word archly.

| looked my friend in the eye. "Yes. You want ne to say there is no God
after what's happened, but | won't. | don't understand any of it, but | do
believe that if there's one of them then there's got to be the other."

"Strayhorn says there is only Life and Death."

"But Phil's not a very reliable source, is he?" | tried to keep nmy voice
steady but it cracked at the end of the sentence.

"Tell me the whole thing, Arlen. | want to hear it all. | have to."

"I know, I"'mgetting there. But |1've got to tell this nmy way, or else

"Il get confused. So, we met you at the hotel and then took the bus to the
airport. W would' ve taken ny car, but Leland said we shouldn't because he had



no i dea when we'd be back, and parking mght end up costing a fortune. Such a
zip of electricity went up ny back when | heard that! He didn't know when we'd
get back. Everything was up in the air, everything up for grabs. Neither of us
had any plans beyond each other, and we were pushing everything el se away.
Peopl e tal k about just picking up and going, but they never do it. Too
dangerous, too nuch at stake. But the hell wth dangerous! W were going to
try, so don't take the car to the airport 'cause we don't know when we'll be
back. Monents like that nmake you want to shout and throw your arns in the air.
And there were so many nonents those days when |1'd really gasp at the
intensity of sonething, or a chill would freeze ne with excitenment and
anti ci pation.

"The things Leland said and the way he saw |life got nore and nore
interesting the I onger we were together. The nan knew things, and you wanted
to hear all of his opinions. On the plane to Italy we tal ked about politics
and | ove, food, travel. Every time we got talking, it just got richer and
fuller, no mtter what. He knew so nmuch and coul d express it so well; put a
whol e new spin on a subject so your head woul d be vibrating and reeling at the
sane tine.

"Another thing was his incredible ability to listen and retain
everything you said. Do you know what a conplinment it is when someone brings
up sonething trivial you said but forgot four days ago? The man renmenbered it
all! Even the _way_ he listened

"There was a beautiful young stewardess on the plane who was obvi ously
interested in him but he didn't even tip her a nod. She kept trying to bat
her big eyes and nmake contact, but it was funny, because he ignored her and
kept listening to ne."

"Well, you're also known by half the world as a pretty good-I| ooking
worman yourself, Alien."

"Sure, but this was different. He wasn't paying attenti on because he
wanted to seduce ne. He knew he had that if he wanted it. No, he was
interested in what | was _saying_. He wanted to hear. That's a whol e ot her
thing and such a conplinment! Anyway, isn't that what |ove boils dowm to in the
end? | want to listen to you; what you have to say matters to nme. | believe it
is. | even started | aughing once and told himthe way the two of us were
al ways head to head gabbi ng away nmust meke us look like two little kids
sharing secrets. And who listens nore carefully to a kid than his buddy?

"Florence was lovely, but it didn't matter where we were. W went
sightseeing and ate in restaurants Lel and had heard about. My main nenories of
t hose days, though, were wal king and tal king and the _heat . It was so hot
that we'd walk a while, then plop down in outdoor cafés and order ice-cold
Cokes. 1've never liked Coca-Cola so nmuch in ny life. Usually they brought it
to you by the glass, but if you were lucky they gave you the bottle and a
gl ass. That way, before you poured it out, you could roll the cold bottle
across your forehead or up and down each armfirst. It was as refreshing as
the drink itself. Wl king and conversation and col d Coke.

"One day we took a bus to Siena. It was overcast and cool er. By
afternoon it was msting rain. W clinbed to the top of the fourteenth-century
tower in the middle of that incredible town square, and no one was up there
but us. Leland described the famus horse races they hold there every sunmer.
The Palio. How Siena's divided into districts and each has its special nane
for the race -- Eagle, Graffe, Caterpillar, Goose."

"Did he ever touch you when you were there?"

"Never. He wouldn't even hold nmy hand unless | took his. Ever since he
told me about being sick he'd been wary of any kind of physical contact
bet ween us. That was the strange part -- there was so much passion and
intensity crackling between us, but so little physical contact. As if we were
bot h naked and mad to touch, but separated by a thick piece of glass.
Frustrating, but in a way delicious too. | felt like a virtuous teenager in
love for the first tine and dying to do it, but the boy respected nme and
agreed | should be a virgin when | get nmarried. That was nostly fromhis side;



| wanted the contact bad."

"Wul d you have actually slept with hin? A man who was H V positive?"

"I don't know, to be totally honest with you. Pure suicide, huh?
thought _if_ it happened, we'd deck ourselves out w th double condons and
spermicides . . . maxi num safety, but who was | kidding? It _was_ insane, and
so was | for himafter a while. Wo knows."

"You | oved himthat nuch?"

"Sonetines |'d ook at himand couldn't breathe. Sonetinmes | felt | was
bei ng crushed frominside by ny swelling heart.

"Anyway, after Italy we flew to London because he wanted to show ne
things there he loved. It was terrific. Mre bliss, nore great days together

"Only one curious thing happened while we were there, which didn't
amount to much, so | basically ignored it. | |ove roses and sonehow that cane
out when we were in London. One day we split up to do separate errands. Wen |
got back to his apartment, he wasn't there but a giant bouquet of yell ow and
white roses was sitting on the kitchen table. Propped against it was a note in
his handwiting: 'I think we are not only a secret place but also a dangerous
place. It's a world so beautiful, so pure, that now that we've gone inside, we
have two problens. First, how can we bear all this beauty and stay alive? And
second, how will we ever nanage to get out and keep living in the ordinary
wor | d?'

"Any other time, flowers and a note like that would have sent me over
the moon. Instead, | put it down, frowned, and didn't know whether to be upset
or feel even sorrier for the guy. | stared at the gorgeous flowers and, after
a while, walked into his bedroomfor the proof |I knew was there.

"As |'d expected, he lived very nmodestly in London except for the books
and nusic. His entire apartment was floor-to-ceiling shelves for the nost
col ossal collection of books, records, and CDs. They were done in this
beauti ful honey-col ored oak, and he rmust have spent a fortune on them because
t he apartnent was oddly shaped in many places and the shel ves were
customfitted into just about every avail able nook and cranny. And _needed_ to
be, because they all were packed to the brim There was no order either, which
surprised me, because ot her book collectors or audio freaks |I know are
absol utely gaga for order. But Leland' s collection was everywhere. Books,
records, and CDs were all together helter-skelter and since there were so many
-- thousands of each -- it would have taken a hell of along tine to find
somet hing. When | asked him about it he said he rarely wanted to read or
listen to specific things. He was a browser, responded to a nood, and I|iked
not hi ng better than roam ng around his shel ves and di scoveri ng what was there.
He chuckl ed and said sonetines he'd even buy sonething, bring it hone, put it
on the shelf, and forget it. Then he'd rediscover it with new delight days or
even weeks later. It made sense. His life was spent going fromone deadly
situation to another. At home, why not relax and |l et everything have its
spont aneous way? He'd known so much horrible riot; at |east here the riot was
enj oyabl e.

"But | knew what _|I_ was |ooking for and exactly where it was. A few
days before I'd been | ooking through the books and come across a novel called
_Mnotaur_ by Benjami n Tammuz, a witer 1'd never heard of. It was short, and
since | was waiting for Leland to cone hone, |I'd sat down and read it straight
through. | liked it very nuch, and one nenorabl e passage in particular: the
one | had just read on the note pinned to the flowers. Having received his
many postcards from Yugoslavia, | was used to his quoting fromthings he was
readi ng. But he always put the nanme of the work and the author's nane
afterward so that if | liked it, | could read the book too. | took it for
granted that anything el se on those cards were Leland's own thoughts, which
was great because | usually liked them nore than the quotes.

"l remenbered where the Tammuz was and took it down fromthe shelf.
Ski mm ng through, | found the passage. Wth the exception of a few words, the
lines were exactly the same as on his card. | put the book back and went into
the kitchen to cut the stenms on the flowers and place themin a |larger vase.



After that, | kept trying to push the thought away but couldn't. Wen he cane
in a few hours later, the first thing | said was how nmuch | | oved both the
flowers and _his_ quote. He said he was glad. That's all. It nmade sonmething in
me cringe. What if everything he'd witten to me was someone el se's? Wat if
_none_ of those canny, noving, funny lines, insights, observations were his?
The possibility made nme feel sorry for him then ashanmed |'d ever asked. But |
had, and that was that. | remenber |ooking at one of the bookcases as if it
were to blane, as if it held the real culprit. I'msure too that on ny face
was the blush of a person caught | ooking through a keyhol e or going through
soneone else's drawers.”

"Arlen! Wiy would _you_feel guilty? He was the guilty one. He was

lying."

"That's a big word. And cone on, Watt, you know the rules -- whoever
says | love you first, loses. This was a double whamy -- | told himl [|oved
himfirst, but then was also the first to discover he was_lying in a
pathetic way. | felt guilty and hurt but didn't knowif | had any reason to
feel either. It was all very strange.

"Anyway, maybe because of that, | started feeling itchy to get back to
Vi enna and quietly suggested it to him He could do whatever he wanted -- cone

with nme, or stay in London and then cone over. But he seened to like ny
suggestion, and a day later we flew back. Neither of us knew how thi ngs woul d
wor k out or what exactly we were going to do, but | fully believed that our
bei ng as happy as we were with each other would take care of problens. He
agreed. W'd do it one day at a tine and whenever there was even the slightest
_anything_, we'd face it square on

"I'"ve never had so rmuch fun hanging around with any man. W cooked
t oget her and wal ked and watched TV and he told nme anything | wanted to know
about him W tal ked about high school and old flanes and what we felt about
our parents. He said just when we grow up enough to begin forgiving themfor
what ever happened when we were young, we have to get used to pitying them |
thought it a strange comment, and then the question raced nastily across ny
mnd: Was it his thought or something he'd read? | said nothing, but it
returned later to hit me on the back of the head |ike an iron boonerang.

"Every norning we foll owed the same routine. He'd get up first and wake
me. Then he'd take Mnnie out for a walk in the vineyards while |I made
breakfast. At his request his breakfast was al ways the same -- bacon and eggs
because that was the first nmeal I'd ever cooked for him

"Usual ly they came back in a fluster because they'd had an adventure --
seen a deer grazing, or Mnnie had taken off over the hills and Lel and had had
to chase her. He never seenmed to m nd. They |oved each other, and whenever he
sat down on the couch, she'd follow and clinmb right onto his | ap. He was very
sweet to her, and sonetimes when | was out of a rooml'd hear himtalking to

her as if she were human. | liked that too about him-- |iked know ng he
enjoyed the dog as much as | did and didn't see her as any kind of inposition
"And then she . . . died." My throat closed quickly and I had to stand

up. My chest heaved and in a second | was crying hard. "She just died."

Watt got up and put his arms around nme. Such a nice man, but no arms
woul d have done any good then. Al | could think of was that dear, dear ani nal
and what a good friend she'd been. How she brought her chew bone to ny feet
and said with happy eyes, "Let's play! Throwit!" O the time she was sl eeping
on the couch and, shifting, slid slowy down and onto the fl oor w thout ever
waki ng. How sl obbily she ate food but didn't |like to be watched when she was
out si de doi ng her business. How gentle and sweet she was.

"That sunny norning she had staggered through the door, blood pouring
out of her nmouth. She coll apsed on the floor and had one |ast, agonizing
seizure. It was over so fast.

"As Leland ran in shouting for her, she twitched a few tinmes and then
was still. She'd been nosing around sonething, he said, but then she'd put
what ever it was in her nouth and began eating it. Seeing that, he went after
her to get it away, but she ran off toward hone, delighted to be naughty right



in front of him

"Poi son. Poisoned neat. The veterinarian in Klosterneuburg, the man
who' d given her her rabies shot and told me what to feed her, pulled off his
rubber gloves and threw themonto the examning table in total disgust.
Sonetimes it happened. Sonetinmes an ani nal hater bought a nice piece of neat,
laced it with poison, and put it where he knew it woul d be found.

"I was destroyed. Yet even in the darkest, saddest nmonents | thanked God
Lel and was there. He took over everything and gave ne all the space and tinme |
needed in which to grieve. And though he was wholly _there_ , nost of the tine
he stayed invisible. But sonmehow he al so sensed when | needed himin the room
with nme. Then he'd hold ny hand and talk to me, and fromthe things he said,
knew her death was as terrible to himas it was to ne. | had nothing but pain
i nside, so he supplied all the other necessities for both of us -- |ove,
strength all around, and a solidness that | couldn't get enough of. Wat nust
it be liketolose a _child ? Howin his own fear and failing health did he
find the strength and goodness to keep nme afloat? Are there really such
preci ous people on earth? Here was one. He was proof.

"I thought 1'd | oved himbefore, Watt, but after Mnnie died and he
saved ne, whatever | felt before was absolutely nothing conpared to this. Do
you know what a _shochet _ is?"

"A what ?"

"A shochet . That's a kosher butcher. You know, the Jews do their
slaughtering very differently. The whol e procedure is done in a way so the
animal feels no pain. They use a knife called a _chal ef _, which neans
'sharp-no-nick.' Another way of translating it is 'that which fromlife to
death transforns."'

"What are you tal ki ng about, Arlen?"

I could see concern in his eyes, as if he were afraid ny sanity had
begun to wobbl e.

"They're inportant words, and they'll nmean a ot when |'ve finished
telling you the whole story. '_Shochet' and ' _chalef_." "

" _Shochet _ and _chalef . Ckay."

"You know t he saying 'Never get confortable till you hear the other shoe
drop?' | was still staggering fromMnnie's death when Leland canme in a few
nmornings later with the mail. There was a | arge nmanila envel ope fromny uncle
Len Mra in West Lafayette; he was ny nother's brother, and | hadn't heard
fromhimin years. Inside was a snmall, thick |eather book with the word DI ARY
in gold letters on the cover. There was also a note fromLen saying it was
Mot her's. Dad had sent it to himyears before, right after Momis death. He
said he was getting on now, and though he'd never read it because he didn't
think it was any of his business, he thought | should have the book."

"Why didn't your father keep it?"

"Because Mom and her brother were extrenely close, and Dad probably
t hought it was the one thing of hers he could give Len that nattered. Len's a
shy man and | believed hi mwhen he said he hadn't read it. But _|_ did and
instantly suffered another death -- ny own. How about sone coffee?"

| started to get up but Watt pulled ne back down. "Cone on, Arlen, you
aren't leaving after that. Wiat are you tal ki ng about? Forget the coffee."

"All right. My nother and | were real pals. She died when | was a

teenager and it was one of the worst traumas of nmy life. | never got over it.
There were so nmany things | needed to do with her and tell her. But one day
she was just gone. | wasn't even around -- | was away at school. | |oved and

trusted her nore than anyone because, nost inportant, she was ny friend. The
Grls. That's what Dad called us, the Grls. W were always together, and

thi nk he was often jeal ous. But she died just when | was beginning to becone a
worman. You renenber what those first teenage years were like -- so nuch com ng
at you at once and you had no idea how to handle it. Sex, figuring out who you
are, what you want to do -- all the biggies. Suddenly my only guiding |ight
was dead, and who was there to turn to? Definitely not my father, who was a
good guy but very straight, and totally blind to who | was. My friend Rose



became a good substitute later on, but for a few years | was on ny own after
Mom s death, and | did a |ot of wong things.

"I"'mgetting off the track. I thought we were as close as a nother and
daughter could be. At least that conforted nme when | thought about her dying
so young: at least we |loved and appreci ated each other when she was alive. She
was my biggest supporter and believed in me no matter what. In return, she
knew | told her everything and was as honest as | could be. It was a good
rel ati onship, Watt. | don't know many kids who get along so well with their
parents. Wien | was still famous, an interviewer once asked me what |'d w sh
for if I could have one wish and whether |'d give up ny career for it. |
i medi ately said yes, because my wi sh was to bring Momback to life. That
woul d have been worth ten careers.

"So you can imagi ne what a wonderful, unexpected treasure it was to
suddenly have her diary in nmy hands. It was that great wonman alive again. Now
I could hear, across all the |lost years, what she had to say about things we'd
known and shared. It was a renmarkable thing to possess, a real gift from CGod.
And conming so soon after Mnnie's death, it instantly lifted a whole ton of
the weight off my soul. | would read it inlittle bits, savor each piece, do a
page a day, and that way stretch it out a long tine.

"The first entry | read said, 'The best thing about fall is that Arlen
| eaves for school and | don't have to be around her for a while.' "

" What _?" Watt sounded as surprised as | felt the first time ny eyes
read those words on the diary page.

"That was the first entry. It alnmost didn't bother me. | thought she
nmust' ve been depressed, or whatever, and didn't really mean it. | could
renmenber tinmes when she got on ny nerves. So what?

"But this was different and she meant it, all right! Because there were
ot her sections, too many of them that said the sane thing. |'ve nmenorized
them Like 'My daughter keeps telling ne things about her life that | don't
want to hear and that nmake ne |ike her even less.' And 'How many tines have |
witten in here that | would give anything to | eave my husband and daughter
go off, and start agai n? Have a second chance to try and rmake another life
t hat means sonet hi ng?' "

"Ch, Arlen! God, you poor thing. What did you do?"

"Wept. Stared at the wall and felt ny whole history slipping away from
me. Then | made nyself read nore, hoping for sone light, for a change in her
feelings, but it was all, all the sanme. No |let-up, no change. | read the whole
book in an hour and a half. Those years. Al those years | thought we were so
cl ose, but page after page in that sweet handwiting | remenbered so wel

They said the same thing: she hated her life. She thought my father and
were selfish boors and she'd have given anything to escape us. The only tine
she ever had any peace was when | went away to school

"And then she died. It was horrible."

"Did you tell Leland?"

"Yes. He was superb. Told ne to put it all into perspective. Tal ked
about how proud she woul d have been if she could have known ne now. How happy
she woul d' ve been to know she'd been so wong about her daughter. Lovely
t hi ngs, but they did no good. And the fact it happened so soon after M nnie
died . . ." | closed nmy eyes tightly. "How can these things hurt us after so
many years and changes?"

"Because nenory keeps themfresh. That's the trouble with nenories --
they've got a half-life of a thousand years, whether we like it or not."

"You're right. But can you see how the whol e thing was coll apsi ng?

Lel and' s sickness, ny nother's diary, the dog. Were was the other side, dam
it? The things that m ght have bal anced these horrors? It shoul d have been the
love for Leland, but he was a tinme bonb, a tine bonb on the other side of a

pi ece of thick glass. It felt as if everything | knew and | oved was either
gone or exploding. It was a fucking nightmare.

"What it ended up doing was naking nme love himnore. | thought, kay,
maybe there's only so nmuch tine left for us together, but he's all | have and



the best 1've _ever_ had. He grewin nme till | alnbst couldn't stand it
anynore."

"How did he take that?"

"Beautifully. | kept thinking, How can he stand nme now? How can he want
to hang around soneone who's all pain and has nothing to give?

"But he did, and there came a point when | knew that if he died, 1'd
kill nyself. There was no other way." | said this calmy because the rea
truth, however painful, is always calm "The |last blow, the knockout punch
cane in a tel ephone call. You know nmy friend Rose Cazalet. Next to Lel and,
she's ny only other real friend. W' ve known each other nore than twenty
years. Her husband was ny agent; |'m godnother to their child. W're |ike
sisters. Years ago she was raped and badly beaten by a guy she was goi ng out
with. It actually happened tw ce, but the second tine she saved hersel f by
knocki ng the guy's eye out with the heel of a shoe.”

Watt's hands flew up to cover his face.

"And thank God she did, because she was sure he would' ve killed her
ot herwi se. The guy went to prison, but you can imagi ne how long it took for
her to recover.

"In the sanme week as the dog and the diary, her husband called ne. He
said that guy had gotten out of prison, found out where Rose was |iving, and
cone for her --"

"Stop! That's enough! Come on! One week? It's not possible.”

"The world's full of people suffering every day of their lives." | said
it so angrily that | shocked nyself. Watt |ooked at ne and we were both
silent.

He sighed and shook his head, then rubbed his hands briskly up and down
his legs as if he had suddenly gotten cold. "I know, you're right. \Wat
happened to her?"

"He cracked her skull and broke her arm She was unconscious, and he
must have thought he killed her, because he ran away."

"Was she -- WII| she recover?"

"She's in the hospital in stable condition. She has trouble renmenbering
things. The doctors think it will take sone tine before she's all right
again."

"\What happened to the guy?"

"He's still on the loose. Roland called nme right after it happened, and
| was ready to fly over, but he said | shouldn't for the tine being. It m ght
excite her and that would be bad. 1've been calling every day, and he says

she's a little better.

"I was so shook up. One week. Everything together in one week. The only
thing that kept me sane was Leland. | was terrified, truly terrified, down
deep in my bones. Wat next? What coul d happen next? And you know what ? You
start creating things in your head that scare you just as much. Maybe this'|
happen now, or this. You get sick worrying about what little you have left. |
didn't want himto go anywhere wi thout ne. | was sure something woul d happen
to him

"The night before you called | asked himto make love with me. | didn't
care about anything el se anynore. Nothing. | just wanted him He was safety,
the only good left. Even before |I met himeverything was slipping away, only
nmore quietly, like a pulse going out of a body. Now everything in the body was
dead except for this one shining light that kept me alive. And that's all |
wanted; that light inside ne_ for alittle while so that | could be sure
there was goodness in life. Wat else was left? Wiat else did | have to hold

on to, to know being alive wasn't just . . . _shit_?" | sighed and pulled a
pillowinto nmy lap. "W talked for hours about it. At first he wouldn't even
listen when | tried to bring it up, but | insisted. He had to listen, had to

do it. If he cared for ne at all he had to touch ne. It was the first tine
we' d ever fought about anything, but | didn't care. W both cried, stonped out
of the room cane back. At one point he even said yes, but a nmonent |ater he
sl apped his head and said it was crazy.



"It _was_ madness, it was nurder, and not in any way necessary, because

he'd pronmised he would stay with me. | said that wasn't enough. Finally there
was nothing left in either of us and we went to sleep.”

"Toget her ?"

"No. He said he had to think and even being in the sane bed with ne
woul d confuse things. | was too enpty to argue. In fact, | was so tired | just

put this pillow under nmy head and stretched out here. He slept on the floor
next to nme. The next thing | knew, the phone was ringing and it was you,
calling in the norning."

"CGreat time to call, huh?"

"Yes, it was. | was glad you did, very glad to hear your voice. Hearing
it rem nded me that there were other good things out there in the world --
Watt Leonard and _The Finky Linky Show , kids, life. No, I was very glad to
hear fromyou. And | was happy when you asked us to dinner. As soon as you
did, I knew that was the best thing for us; I'd take a bath, put on sone
makeup, and we'd go out to dinner with you."

"What did Lel and say?"

"Ch, he seened very glad. And when we saw you in the restaurant, all ny
spirits lifted. | had a nice tine." It sounded so poor, a "nice" tinme. "So we
had a nice dinner with you and | felt much better. | didn't say anything to
Lel and about sleeping with him but it was in the air as soon as the two of us
left you.

"When we got to the front door of the house, he put his hands on ny

shoul ders, looked nme in the eye, and said, '"All right.' Just that. | closed ny
eyes and said, 'Thank God. Thank God.'

"I went straight into the bedroomto get ready. | had a special
ni ghtgown | wanted to wear for him Halfway across the room| |ooked at the

bed and saw it was conpletely made up with new red-and-yell ow sheets |I'd never
seen before. They had a pattern on them Roses. Exactly like the ones he'd
given me. Obviously he had made up his nmind earlier and gone to the store to
buy them w t hout my know ng.

"On ny pillow that spanking new, fresh pillowase, was a big envel ope.
| recognized it as one of his. The kind he used for his photographs. | was so
touched by the sheets and excited about what was about to happen that | wanted
to push the envel ope away and _get going_. But | knew that far sone reason he
wanted me to see what was there before we began, so | sat down and took it
onto nmy lap. He cane into the roomthen and | thanked himfor the sheets.

t hanked him for being ny friend and for whatever was in the envel ope.

"He put his hand to his waist and bowed very deeply. It was a wonderful
gesture -- silly, cute, and kind of shy. | gave hima little round of appl ause
and opened the flap.

"And screaned. _What_? \Wat was this? Wiy was he showing it to me now?
Way at all? At first | didn't recognize nyself. There was a shrunken
di seased, hairless thing propped in a white chair, its nouth open and curved
down as if it was gasping for breath. The eyes were so deep back into the
skull that you didn't think they were eyes at all. | shouted at him 'What is
this? What are these? War pictures? Wiy now, for God' s sake, why show themto
me now?'

"Wthout knowi ng what | was doing, | let the photo slip out of ny hand,
but there was another, and it was worse, because then | recogni zed who was
there. In spite of nmy horror | |ooked, then | threw down all the pictures and

j unped back across the bed away fromthem away from him

"The second was clearly of me, this nonstrosity, lying on ny bed in the
beautiful nightgown | was planning to wear for himthat night. And she was
dead. Shrunken and di seased and enptied of anything that had ever been human.
Me. It was ne there. The nightgown, my bed, and just enough of something in
the face to showit was a picture of nme. Yes. Yes. _Me_. No one el se could
have | ooked at it and known, but | did."

By then Watt had |l owered his head to his lap. | |eaned down over him
and put my arms over his back. | snelled his cologne and felt how tense his



nmuscl es were. | spoke alnost in a whisper

"Lel and wal ked over and picked them off the floor. He paid no attention
to ne as he went through them There nust have been ten. He'd hold one out and
say, 'I think this one's good. Shows all the delicious winkles in your skin.
_The National Enquirer_ would love it. "Sex Goddess Dies of AIDS' Exclusive
pi ctures inside."

"When he was done going through themand admiring his own work, he
dropped themon the floor and sat on the edge of the bed. 'That's what you'd
have | ooked like, Arlen, give or take a few nonths. Hey, remenber what your
favorite poet Charles Simic says? "Death has a cock that is always erect." |
stole lots of lines fromhim and you thought they were so cool. Dunbass
ditz.' He lay back on the bed and yawned. | didn't nove. 'But to tell you the
truth, Arlen, the thought of fucking you and having to stick around here any
| onger bores ne. _You_ bore me. Call your pal Watt if you have any questions.
He knows who | am' He stood up, and the last thing he said before wal ki ng out
was 'If you ever want to kill a dog, use strychnine; it's nmuch nmore _vivid_.""

Watt groaned and slowy straightened up. "The nonent | wal ked into that

restaurant and saw who was with you, | alnost died." He | ooked at nme and
| aughed, a real laugh, deep and full. "I wanted to neet this guy so nmuch. The
man who stole Arlen Ford's heart. | remenbered himfromthat one neeting, but

it was all so quick that | only vaguely recalled what he | ooked like. But this
time when | saw you, you were at the table with Philip Strayhorn."

"I't was Phil? You actually saw Phil with nme?"

"Yes. And when you introduced him as Lel and, he | ooked at ne and snmirked
as if we were in on the joke together. |I guess we always see the person from
our dreans."”

"But | didn't have dreans |ike you and the others!"

Watt shook his head as if | were missing the point. "I know It's worse
for you because he's been here in real life for you all along."

"So, he kills you with a disease and nme by destroying anything |I've ever
| oved or believed in. He joked once about how | was al ways cl eaning. Said
seened to be in a constant state of getting ready for company. But | was never
neat before | nmoved to Austria. | just wanted to keep the few things around ne
in order. For once. Don't you think it's better that way, know ng where things
are? | guess | was getting ny life in order so that |I could give it up. But |
still have a lot of questions to ask you, Watt."

In an instant his face went from sadness to great" anger. His nornmally
pal e cheeks flushed bright red. "What can | tell you that you don't already
know? Death's here. What could be sinpler? He's probably in this room
somewhere listening to us, but what difference does it nake? To nme He's
Strayhorn, to you He's Leland whatever his last nane is. The people He |ikes,
He kills nicely. No muss, no fuss. That's for ne, you see. | wanted to know
answers, so ny 'pal' gave themto ne. Result? |'mso scared, | don't even want
to get up fromthis couch. His answers don't mean anything. They didn't help
me under st and.

"He _doesn't_ like you, for some nysterious or stupid reason, so He
tricked you into loving H mas you've never |oved anyone. Wen you got to the
poi nt where you were willing to die for Hm really die_, first He killed
your dog, then He showed you your nother's diary, then hurt your friend. As
you said, everything you loved. Result? It only made you need H m nore,
because He was the last thing left. AmI right? Then He showed you those
pictures as His coup de grace. He didn't want to waste the tine sleeping with
you and infecting you, because you're a bore. A bore!

"\What ot her questions do you have, Arlen? Ch, that's right, I'mthe guy
with answers to the big questions because |'ve talked to Death. And you think
that means | know sonething? | know nothing. None of H s answers hel ped
because none of themapplies to _now , this mnute, when we're still here and
alive but down to nothing. Don't you see? He begins by giving you everything



you want -- |ove and hope, or answers when you're scared, but none of it hel ps
or protects you. Maybe you _think_ it does for a while, but it doesn't. He's
i nsi dious. Look at us now. We're both finished. Wat was that word you used,
_chal ef _?"

"That which fromlife to death transforns. He's the _shochet ."

"Right. Get a coffin. Wite a will. It's over."

That afternoon while Watt sat with a drink in his hands and didn't want

to talk anynore, | took ny bicycle and went out riding. It was sonething I'd
often done in California when life got to be too much of a pressure cooker
I'd get on the bike and ride until | was physically exhausted and | had no

nore energy to worry about what |1'd been worrying about. Because |'m so hyper
it sometimes took hours, but it never failed to work.

This time | rode down to the Danube and flung nyself into _pedaling
pedal i ng pedaling_ until the fire in ny legs and punping of nmy chest took somne

of the fear and confusion out of my heart. | knew | couldn't escape, but I
could turn the volunme down, and maybe that would help me think nore clearly. |
hoped so.

| rode beside the water, watching barges from Russia and Bul garia go by,
bi cycles and laundry lines on their decks, people moving about their |ives out
there on that famous water. | thought about Leland and nmy |ife and what was
happeni ng, what Watt had said, and what little could be done now to turn any
of this away. | passed old couples walking armin arm pointing to things
al ong the way. | passed fanmilies and knew | would never have a famly.
passed kids, dogs. My dog was dead. He had killed it. Wat had | done to
deserve H s hatred? What did anyone do to deserve Death? | rode and rode.

| rode into Vienna and then out again, still along the water. There were
peopl e sunbat hi ng and throwi ng Frisbees. | renenbered the tinme with the
Easterlings up on their Happy H Il and the red Viszla that liked to catch the
Frisbee. | thought of Mnnie. | thought of H m poisoning the dog. Wat had she
done to deserve that? What had | done? Was it just hatred? Did Death just
hate, and that was the final answer? He just hated and there was no ot her
reason for what He did to all of us?

| was way out of town by the time | began to tire and knew I'd have to
stop soon or |I'd have no energy left to get hone. There were few people that
far out, and | started |l ooking for a place to rest. The path next to the water
there is rough. Huge trees and wildly overgrown shrubs are everywhere. No one
lives there. People venture out that far only to take | ong Sunday wal ks or
fish.

Suddenly | saw a big group of sunflowers planted in the niddle of
nowhere, and for some reason the sight heartened nme. The only way they could
have been there was that sonmeone had purposely planted them for no good reason
other than beauty. It made ne like that person very nuch, and it seened a
perfect place to lie down a while and maybe take a little nap. | fell fast
asl eep.

| awoke when | felt sonething warmon ny face. It was a hot day anyway
and I'd really worked up a sweat on the bike. 1'd also fallen very deeply
asl eep, so the heat on ny cheek must have been great. Wien | cane to, the
first thing I saw was an enornous penis. It was resting on ny cheek and
besi des being terribly hot, it was al so very heavy. |'ve known ny share of
di cks, but this one was shocking in its size and weight. |nagine com ng up
through the fog of sleep to see a thing like that an inch fromyour eye. You
try to junp up, but are held down by an iron hand that you cannot nove, no
matter how strong you are. |magine these things. And the shock and fear
expl ode, because a second after sleep clears you _know_ who it is up there,
| oomi ng over you, the sun over Hi s shoul der. You can see enough of His face to
see He's sniling.

"I don't think you heard nme the other night. | said, 'Death has a cock
that is already erect.' |I'mhere, honey. W're out in this sexy glade and your



big chance is _now . Don't you want sone?"

| pulled away. He let ne pull away, | guess. | stood up but He stayed
squatting near the ground, smling, His _thing_ still sticking out the front
of His jeans. "You | ooked Iike Sleeping Beauty, Arlen. | thought I'd do a
little twist on the tale and let it kiss you awake."

| didn't hurry. | was proud of nyself for that. | only picked up ny
bi cycle and started to push it away, never once |ooking back. | wouldn't give
H mthe satisfaction. He yelled at ne, but | wouldn't turn around. He yelled,
"I stole all those lines. Everything | ever said to you was someone el se's.
Did you really think you deserve anything original? Did you?"

| got on the bike and slowy pushed off. | alnmost fell once, but |
woul dn"t hurry. | refused to hurry away fromH m Somehow, somewhere that
mattered very nuch

Not hi ng nore happened after that, and we did not see Leland. A few days
before Watt was to fly back to America, | convinced himto go with nme to the
children's hospital. Wat else was there to do until the end? | believed that
Watt's | eukermia would now set in in earnest, while ny fate would cone from
somet hing outside -- an accident or a sickness too. But besides the confusion
and fear that ran wild through all the halls of my heart and mnd, rmuch nore
qui ckly than | would ever have thought possible, hate had al so been born. Hate
such as | had never experienced before.

What right did Death have to strip us bare of everything that mattered,
and then kill us? Wether it was the failure of our bodies to the point of
absol ute weakness and hunmiliation, or the total |oss of anything that mattered
or had the sinplest value. To reduce npbst of us to concentration carnp victinms
standi ng naked, with our heads newy shaven, in front of |leering soldiers
bef ore being sent off to our deaths. It was not only wong, it was
unnecessary.

So Death turned out to be like the Geek gods -- resentful, playful
hi deous. | had never liked the Greek nyths for that reason alone. |If those
gods had such awesone powers, why did they need to cone to earth and sl eep
wi t h unsuspecting wonmen or tornent a decent man who was utterly hel pl ess
agai nst themand their mght. Wiy _bother_?

| told all of this to Watt, but his mnd was constantly in ten pl aces
at once and it was hard to get himto hear what | was trying to say. | told
himwe should see it like this: Leland will Kkill us, sure, but until then we
go forward for no reason other than to use the |ast days the way _we_want to,
rather than letting him have even them by beating us into subm ssion with
fear. Watt said that was bluffing, that Leland would know we were just maki ng
busy work to try to keep our mnds off the inevitable. Mybe that was true,
but my way was better than nothing, and he finally agreed.

| arranged with the hospital to give us a large roomso that Watt could
put on a kind of small, nultilingual _Finky Linky Show_ for whatever kids were
wel | enough to attend. On the norning of the perfornmance, he canme into the
ki tchen | ooking very wan and tired. When | put sonme breakfast down for him he
took my arm Smiling, he said he had a feeling this would be the |ast Finky
show he ever did. | said off the top of ny head, "But you never thought you'd
do anot her one anyway, so you'll be one up on Hm won't you?" He |iked that
and said, "l guess that's true."

W stopped at a trick store | know in Vienna. He bought hundreds of
dol lars' worth of rubber balls, nasks, colored scarves, card tricks, and other
things | didn't understand, but he and the store owner hit it off beautifully
once the old man realized he was talking to a real master of the art. He even
went into the back of the store and the attic and twenty other strange pl aces
to bring out things only Watt and he knew how to use. Both of us were | oaded
down with packages when we got to the car. Once there, he turned to nme and
said, "Thank you. | forgot how much | |oved doing this." | wanted to cry but
knew t hat woul d upset him so | nmade the only funny face I know and told him



it was purely selfish on ny part -- | wanted to see him performas nuch as the
ki ds did.

No one at the hospital knew who Finky Linky was, but they were glad for
the diversion and did everything Watt told them A few of the nurses spoke
good English, and between us we transl ated whatever he said to the others and
thus had little problemgetting himset up

As | so desperately hoped, he was magnificent. The m nute the children
cane into the roomhe was "on," dancing fromone to the other, pulling rubber
creatures fromtheir ears and hair and then giving themto the kids, singing
songs in a nonsense | anguage and naking the children sing silly with him He
changed costumes and masks, nade fire appear in his hand and float up in the
air before it turned into nulticol ored snmoke with special shapes and sizes. He
pul | ed razor bl ades out of his mouth and grew a flower in the mddle of his
open pal m

The children were ecstatic and cl apped for encore after encore. He never
failed them He juggled balls and used ne as his ventriloquist's dumy at the
same time. He did brilliant pantom me and coin tricks . . . He stopped only
when it was obvious that the stimulation was tiring the kids out.

He finished with a line | had never heard before which he then repeated
in three different | anguages. "He whose face gives no |light shall never becone
a star." Wien | asked himabout it afterward, he said it was fromWII|iam
Bl ake and that the only other tine he had ever said it to sonmeone was the | ove
of his life. | asked what happened to himand he said only, "He went away. But

to this day I"'mstill hoping he'll come back."
W had a glass of wine with the nurses and doctors who'd attended and
then it was tine to go. Just as we were on our way out, | suddenly remenbered

that one of the kids | had always read to when | visited the hospital hadn't
been at the show. When | asked a nurse about the girl, her face fell and she
said, "She's al nost gone." Why should | be startled by that, here in a place
where there was so nuch death every day? But | was. | asked the nurse if it
woul d be possible to see her for a short tine. The woman went to check, and
Watt sat down and took a deep breath. "Are you sure you want to do this,
Arlen? It's not going to nmake things any easier."

"I know, but | have to."

The nurse returned and told ne to follow her. Watt got up to cone
al ong, but | asked himto wait. He said maybe he could nake her smile a bit. |
put my arm around hi mand kissed himon the ear

W wal ked down several corridors and took sone turns. | was breathing
hard and told nmyself to stop it. W'd go in and if she was happy to see us,
we'd stay a little while and maybe that _woul d_ make her snile.

But it was worse than that. Far worse. Wen the nurse slowy opened the
door, the roomwas al nost conpletely dark except for light fromthe w ndow,
whi ch fell hal fway across the bed.

The little girl, Uschi Soding, was a tiny, alnost unrecognizable curl
under the stiff white sheets. She had stonmach cancer, but | had known her
before as a bald and jolly little naughty thing who liked to come up and sit
under my armwhen | was reading to the children. Once she had reached over and
t weaked one of my nipples with her fingers, then | aughed uproariously when ny
nmout h dropped open in shock. Today there was al nost nothing left of her. If
she was still alive it was only in her pulse and the slow opening and cl osi ng
of her eyes. The nurse whispered that they expected her to go any tine.

That should have torn ne apart except that by then | was watchi ng her
hands and what they were so slowy doing. | don't think Uschi knew we were
there, and even if she did, she was so tired that she couldn't have done
anyt hing. Instead, her eyes and all of her concentration were on the small
figure she held in one hand, just barely propped on her chest. It was a little
shiny silver windmll, the kind you buy in a souvenir store in Amsterdam The
light fromthe w ndow fl ooded over her hand and only after a while did
realize what she was doing with the last strength she had in her body. Slowy,
she noved one finger across the windnmll so that it would block the |ight.



Then she took the finger away. Over and back, over and back. Light and dark
[ight and dark. | whipped ny head toward Watt to see if he saw, but he had
turned away and was | ooking at the floor. The nurse touched ny shoul der and
signal ed that we should go. | was scared. | had to stay and watch her do this
nore to make sure it was for real, but the next thing | knew, the worman had
taken ny armand steered ne back into the hall

W left all the things we'd bought at the magic store there for the kids
and wal ked out of the building wapped in our separate silences. | wanted to
tal k about what |1'd just seen but needed to think sone nore before saying
anyt hi ng.

As we started toward the car, Watt spoke but didn't |ook at nmne.

"Do you know Claire Stansfield, Harry Radcliffe's girlfriend?"

"Sure. | used to buy things in her store.™

"You know she nmoved to South Africa recently. Harry told me the | ast
time they spoke, he was all ready to plead with her to return. He'd do
anyt hi ng, just please come back because he couldn't live w thout her
Anyt hing. Well, as soon as she said, 'Hello, Harry,' he knew it was finished.
There was no chance. She'd al ways been happy and peppy when she knew he was on
t he phone, and her hellos were always packed full of |ove. This tinme, though
he said it was the deadest, nost regretful word he ever heard her say.

"The girl in there, Arlen. | know what's happening to me and |'ve known
it along time, but just seeing that little . . . it was like Radcliffe
hearing the '"hello.' The other kids were great. You can see they're suffering,
but they're still kids and have life in them Not that one. God, | w sh I
hadn't seen her. It rem nded ne of when | was last in the hospital. And where
"Il end up."

"But wait, Watt, | have to tell you something."

" Enmy! "

| turned before he said her nane because the | ook on his face went from
bitter regret to instant, big-eyed amazenent. Wen | saw her, | understood

why. In the time we'd been together since Leland's last visit, one of the
things Watt told me about was this woman Emy Mar houn and what Lel and had
done to her. She was dead wi thout knowing it. | renenbered her fromthe day in
the café and ny being jeal ous that ny man had been invol ved, however |ong ago,
with this great beauty.

"Watt, hello! I"'mso glad to see you. | have to tell someone. The
greatest thing has happened!" She was all dolled up and | ooked as if she was
going to a party. Watt introduced us, and | think she m ght have renenbered
who | was but | wasn't sure from her expression. Anyway, she was too excited
to be interested. "Do you have tine for coffee? There nmust be a place around
here.”

Watt | ooked at me and | nodded. | wanted to ask her questions, now that
| understood 'tvhat had happened to her. Maybe there were things she could
tell us. | prayed there were things she could tell us.

There was a small espresso bar down the street fromthe hospital
I nsi de, we saw the usual mi dday workers and | owlifes hanging around with
their gl asses of wine or something stronger, talking quietly and then not
talking at all for a noment when they saw us. Emmy paid no attention and
pointed gaily to a table. W sat down and she started tal king i medi ately.
"This is so wonderful. You're the first people I've seen and |'ve got to
tell you. The man | was in love with, | mean _really_in love with, is back in
my life. Isn't that incredible? | haven't seen him since we broke up, but
today, two hours ago, | was wal ki ng down Cbere Donaustrasse and who comnes
strolling up in the other direction but him | nean, is that absolutely
i ncredi ble? In Vienna? And he wasn't fazed at all about it. Came up, gave ne a
big kiss, and said, 'How re you doing? As if we'd seen each other yesterday."

She giggled and then, oddly, patted her nose a fewtines. "lIt's been | don't
know how | ong since we saw each other and, believe ne, that was a truly awful
time. | cried for six nonths afterward. But there he was today and, best of

all, he was glad to see nme! Asked if | wanted to have dinner with him



toni ght."

"Enmy, do you know who | an®"

"Excuse ne?"

"Do you recogni ze ne? Do you know who | anP" | |eaned forward and gl ared
at her. She had_to know.

"Well, yes, it'd be hard not to. You're Arlen Ford. Why?"

"Do you renenber when we net?"

"No. Have we nmet before? | think |I'd renenber meeting _you_.

Watt and | | ooked at each other and then at her

"What's the name of your boyfriend?"

"Lel and. Leland Zivic."

"What does he do for a living?"

"He teaches literature at Ginnell College." She frowned, her eyes going
back and forth between us. "Wy do you want to know?"

Watt | ooked at nme. "Wiy would he use the sane nane with her?"

"I don't know. Maybe it means sonething to him"

"What do you nean, the same nane? \Wat are you two tal ki ng about? Do you
know Lel and?"

A phone rang somewhere in the background but | barely noticed it. M
head was buzzing with questions and possibilities. But before | had a chance
to say anything, a waiter cane to our table and asked if there was a "Frau
Mar hoo" here. Soneone was on the tel ephone for her. Emy stood up quickly and,
wi th an uneasy | ook, went to get it.

"Who woul d know she's here?"

"Quess, Arlen. You' ve got one guess."

W wat ched as she picked up the receiver, spoke a few sentences, and
then put it down. She waved both of her hands at us in a gesture that clearly
nmeant she had to | eave i nmedi ately. She was out the door before either of us
coul d do anyt hi ng.

"What's goi ng on?"

"He's playing games. He wanted us to see her and now she's served her
pur pose. Poor thing. Wiy doesn't he --"

"Hell o, kids. Anybody seen the |ovely Emy?"

He nust have conme fromthe bat hroom behind us. He was wearing a bl ue
basebal | cap that said "Japan Professional Baseball -- Hanshin Tigers," and a
bl ack-and-white shirt that was designed to | ook Iike a crossword puzzle. Both
of them were m ne.

He pulled out a chair and sat down. "W had this dinner date, but she

didn't show up. | just called and she said she was here. M ssed connections, |
guess. | loved the show, Watt. | was the kid on the left with the col ostony
bag. "

"Why did you nake her meet us?"

"I didn't make her; | steered her. Because it's her time and | thought
you three mght like to get together for a last drink."

"Isn't she already dead?" | tried to say it with venombut it only cane

out scared.

"She is, but today's the day she finds out. Big difference. W'll have
dinner, 1'll take her home to bed just like old tines, and guess what'|
happen when she hits orgasm-- _kaboom. Is that how you'd have liked it,
Arlen? Qur first big time in the sack, but instead of catching Al DS and
getting to go out slowy and dramatically like Camille, your |ast great

performance, you'd go right home? It's not too late. W can still work
somet hi ng out."
He said it in a relaxed, joking voice. | wanted to reach over and sl ap

H s face but that was stupid. Slap Death in the face? He held all the cards
and we were only two of them

"Why are you here? Is it our time too?"

"Nope! Plenty of tinme to enjoy yourselves yet. | came to show you
something | think you'd both like to see. At least | _think_you would, so I'm
going to show you anyway. It's original. | get so bored doing this the old



ho- hum ways that | keep trying to challenge nyself to cone up with new ideas.
Sone are good. Not all of them but sone.

"Now, Arlen, | know you. You' re wondering why you got it your way and
Watt his. So |I'mgoing to show you. |I'mgoing to show both of you."

"Show us what ?"

"The true yous."

"What does that nean?"

"Come on, don't be inpatient. Watt got to put his show on his way. Now
it's ny turn."” He sounded irked, as if we weren't an appreciative enough
audi ence for Hm How human. But | kept forgetting that it was fun for Hmto
pl ay human, to have the kick of _being_irked. Before continuing, He hailed
the waiter and, ordering a beer, asked if we wanted anything. Watt said, "Ten
nore years?" and Lel and | aughed so hard all Hi s teeth showed.

"Terrific, Watt. That's what | | ove about you. Finky Linky at his best.
That's not on ny agenda but, hey, who knows, right? Life's funny. No, I'm
going to give you two sonething much better than ten nore years. |'mgoing to
gi ve you your lives."

Bot h of us nust have stiffened at that, because He put up H s hands as
if He were trying to hold us back. "No, no, | don't mean _that . I'mgoing to
gi ve you your lives as they really have been

"Arlen, you're the big poetry buff. Remenber Del nore Schwartz? Come on

the book's on the third shelf fromthe bottom of your library. | liked him
GQuy went crazy with all the knowl edge he had but no one knew it. There's one
poemin particular that's great. |1'll have to paraphrase it because | didn't

get a chance to menorize it the way the great actress does. 'No one really
knows t hensel ves because they don't know what the rest of the world thinks of
them' Hts the nail right on the head. W're all friends here, so | can tel
you a secret. The trouble with people is, no matter how well they think they
know t hensel ves, they never _really_do because they have no idea what ot her
peopl e are thinking of them™

"You just said that.” | couldn't stop it. The line popped out by itself.

H s face flashed nmean, but then He smiled. " | didn't; Delnore did. And
he was a hundred percent correct. Wat |I'mgoing to do right now, this very
mnute, is let you both relive your lives with genuine and conpl ete know edge
of what everything and everyone around you is thinking. About you, about their
lives, the works. I'lIl even let you in on the conversations of plants and
ot her surprises.”

Wthout an instant's thought, the idea terrified ne. "Wat's the point?"

"The point is to show why | don't |ike you, and Finky why | like him
That's what you wanted down deep in your little secret heart, wasn't it?"

"It's nmore than that."

"It's always nore than that, honey, but | want to do it, so that's
that."

The waiter brought the beer and Lel and thanked him He took a long drink
and |icked the shine and bubbles off His lips. "lIt's enlightenment. Guys go
and live on top of nountains their whole lives to attain it, but I'mgiving it
to you for free."

"So | can know nore about what ny nother thought of nme?"

"Partly. Partly. But there were good things too that you didn't know
about. Now you'll know themtoo."

Watt reached over and put his hand on Leland's arm "I don't want it.

Pl ease don't do it."

"It's done."

This is what | | earned.

First the cells spoke. They sang to each other as they nmoved and divi ded
and grew together. They were sure of what they were doing. Wrknen, they knew
their tasks and relished the building of whatever it was they were there to
buil d. They had no idea what it would finally be; they knew only their



specific jobs, and they did them and spoke to each ot her of alignnent, angles,
space, and distance. If they were dunb, they were dunb with a purpose and
weren't sorry they knew so little. They were here to do this and it was enough
for them It was their life. They died easily because they had no idea of
death. It cane and they were gone. They had no nanes, no specific identities.
O hers were born and replaced them and did the same jobs. Their work was

i mpossibly difficult but they did not know those words, so it was sinply work
and they did it. Slowy, over nonths, their |abor cane together and grew,

filled with billions of voices tal king, always talking about the job, about
what canme next, who nust nove where or what el se nust be done
Awar eness came slowy, like honey dripping off a spoon. Sensations.

Touch. What is this? Awareness cones, but it is not here-l1-amso nuch as the
di scovery of connected parts. This is here now, but a nmonent ago | didn't know
that. It belongs. The honey spills onto the table and spirals around, formng
a hill that nelts down when nore honey falls on it, and the hill begins to
ri se again, over and over. Wen the drip stops, the pool slowy takes shape
and, if allowed, has its final form This is the finish. This is what it is.

I was born on Septenber 1 under a full noon, and every tide on earth,
i ncluding the press and heave of ny nother, knew each other. Like the cells,
t hey worked in magnificent concert. Of the Cape of Good Hope, they pushed the
great fish toward shore and it was a battle of |ove and esteem between the
water and themto see who would win. A young worman in Mrocco | ooked between
her legs and ran screanming to her nother, terror-stricken by her womanhood,
whi ch had just begun. In Turkey, a man named Haroun watched a woman sl eep and
said yes to her in his m nd because the decision belonged to the nbon and not
to him

| knew all this. As | cane into the world bathed in my nmother's bl ood

and cries, | still knew that there was no difference between anything but soon
t here woul d be because already nmy brain was bursting and wi nking, splitting
itself into a mllion distinctions; the ame and fl ood of the opening noment in

life when you learn first of all that you are al one now forever and what you
were together a second ago is forgotten.

Mot her hated me fromthe beginning. It was al nost soothing to know. She
hated the weight, the bad conpl exi on and strange nmoods, the tension of her
bel |y agai nst her favorite sunmer dress, and the constant need of her body to
give all for two now, always two.

She had been wrong. She had thought this child would save her life, give

it purpose, show her who she was. But all it did was nake her responsible for
one nore. She felt she had been tricked. Love was to blame, or ny father
anything, nme nmost of all. | was proof of the trick, demanding, selfish proof

she had chosen wong and woul d never now be given a chance to correct it.

As | grew ol der she forgot that this was at the center of her despair
and thought different things about nme. Alnost all of themtentative, as if she
were trying to learn to skate again across the surface of her life after a
near-fatal fall.

The cells continued to sing, but I was a child and nmy confusion and
great joy cane together sonehow and drowned out their nore subtle nusic. Love
cane and defined itself to me differently every day. | wanted it but it was as
elusive as a fly. It constantly buzzed | ouder in ny face, a new sound in ny
head, but when | |ooked toward it, it was always sonmewhere el se. The world |
was conming to know was both enthralling and treacherous and nmade ne want to be
in every part at once, as | once had been with no effort at all. Effort. |
| earned what that neant but it did me no good. Everything was so separate now,
singing its own distinct song that was sonetines beautiful, sonetinmes hideous
but very loud and hitting against me with tremendous force.

The first person | knew |l loved -- _knew_ it -- was a tall woman with a
short man's face who was ny nother's best friend. The first time |I hurt and
knew it was when | reached for her earrings and di scovered | couldn't touch
t hem

My Iife spun through its days, and | was bonbarded with things | had not



known but were now cl ear and understandabl e. _That_ was Leland' s cruelty: What
good did it do now? If only I'd knowmn then, _would_ life have been better?
Wul d | have | oved people and things that | oved nme; would nmy |ife have been
infinitely better had I known the value of these great gifts?

As | made ny life, ignoring what | didn't know or understand, | was
carving myself down into a distinct form yes, but the pieces and chips that
fell away were so necessary.

Leland's "gift" was only a trip to a hell that was wholly and hopel essly
my own. The tornment there was not fromknives into flesh or bodies in flanes,
but from negl ect and di sregard, underrating and blindness to so nmany things
that coul d have been mine and nade ne whol e but never were.

| have no idea how | ong the experience took, but when | returned to ny

life now, the three of us were still sitting in the seedy espresso joint and
the only different thing was that Leland had a frankfurter in his hand and was
dipping it into a small pile of yellow nustard on a white plate. | |ooked at

him but his eyes were on his food. The return to _now_was firm and
i medi ate, yet the sense of loss filled every part of ny being.

When | slowy noved ny eyes to Watt, | saw himlooking at the table
with what, | was sure, was the sane facial cast as nmine -- bew | dered, |ost,
light years away. | wanted to say something, or wanted to hear his voice first

and not Leland' s blithe nenace.
Watt did speak first, but he said sonething which, after that
experi ence, was wholly unexpected. He | ooked up fromthe table and his face

cleared to wonder. "I had forgotten all about that. Conpletely.”

"What's that, Fnky?"

"The | ast days of ny father. 1'd forgotten that whole time right before
he died."

"Was it nice?"

Watt opened his nouth and started to speak but stopped. "It -- yes,
yes, it was. It really was."

"See, | told you there'd be nice things. How was your trip, Arlen?"

| had nothing to say. He knew.

Watt spoke again. "I can't believe | forgot that. Ri ght before ny

father died, | stayed with himand ny nother. He was in very bad shape and the
only energy he had left was for anger. Anger at life, nmy nother, and nme. Anger
at everything."

"The guy wasn't very happy, was he?"

"He wasn't a happy man his whole life, so what could we expect at the
end? When | got there, | tried to lift himby being funny and lively, but he
wasn't having any of it. | talked to himand read to himfromhis favorite
books, but every few minutes he would cry out his pain or anger. After a few
days it becane very difficult, and ny nother and | talked a |ong tinme about
taking himto a hospital, but neither of us had the heart. At the end that's
what happened, but it didn't come for a while.

"One night very late | woke up when | heard himcry out. | went to his
room My nother was exhausted, and when | net her at the door | told her to go
back to bed; 1'd take care of himas |ong as he needed me. He heard that and
| aughed and said, 'l don't need either of you. | need to die arid get it over
with.'

| looked at Leland. He shrugged and said, "H's pop was right -- he
wasn't doi ng anyone any good."

Watt went on as if the other hadn't spoken. "So | sat down in that dark
roomnext to his bed and said, 'Pop, | want you to tell ne about the best day
of your life. Tell me everything. | want to hear every detail you can
renenmber.’' Wbo! That pissed himoff! He didn't want to tal k about life; he
want ed sympathy and sone way out of his pain. But | coaxed and cajol ed and
after a while | could alnost see himsettling his body into a nore confortable
position. H's voice started out rough and nasty, but as he went along it
softened, and the nore he got into the story, the quieter it got.

"Funnily, it wasn't a particularly interesting story. It was about a day



he had spent on the island of Peleliu during the Second Wrld War. He was
young and knew the world woul d be waiting for himwhen he got home. He

descri bed the island and what was going on that day, the job he had there and
other things. Just a day in the life of a young man who figured hinself |ucky,
and after all those years he renenbered how good it had been. | milked himfor
every detail, and maybe he knew what | was doing but went along with it
because renenbering was pl easant, and the only other things he had left were
his pain and that dark room Wen he was done he tried to slough it off as if

it'd been nothing, but I wouldn't let himdo that. | asked about other things
that mattered to him other nenories stuck in his mnd that some part of him
was happy to look at again and talk about. | don't think | ever felt so close

to himinny life."
"But two weeks later you _did_ put himin the hospital and he died."
Watt | ooked at Leland and then away, as if what He had said was
enbarrassing. "Yes, that's right."

"Ah, 1I'mjust being nean. Sorry. Menories are nice things. Sonetimes
they alnost fill the holes.™

"May | ask you somet hi ng?"

“Uh- huh."

"I don't know if you can do it, but | have to ask."

"Co ahead."

"Can you show us God?"

Lel and put the nmeat down and wi ped his fingers on a paper napkin. "I
can, but I'd have to do it in a way you' d understand. Otherwi se it wouldn't
mean anything to you."

Watt put his hand on his neck. "Please. Please show us God. If we're

going to die, | want to know." He turned to ne, his hand still there. "Do you
want that, Arlen?"
"Yes."

"Ckay, but let ne finish ny hot dogs. It's better to do this on a ful
st omach. "

W sat and watched himfinish his meal. He didn't do it slowy but
wasn't in a hurry either.

"But it will be true? What you show us will be the absolute truth?"

"The absolute truth. You're not the first ones who' ve asked, you know.
It's no big deal." He took a few nore bites, then dropped what was left on his
pl ate and wi ped his hands on his trousers. He'd always called them pants, but
I'd taught himto say trousers. He bent to one side and slid a hand into his
pocket. He brought out a postcard and put it down on the table in front of us.

It was a photograph of the earth taken fromhigh in space. Before either
of us could say anything, there was noise. A hum a kind of distant runbling.
The tabl e and the room faded, disappeared, and | knew | was suddenly _in_
space | ooki ng down on earth.

It was i mrense and took up ny whol e vision. The blue of the seas and
white of the clouds, the brown |and and curves of the continents this close,
fromthis vantage point, were transcendent. For the first tine | understood
t he wonder of astronauts, the |love of people who spent their lives studying
t he heavens.

When that first miracle passed, | was able to listen, and realized the
noi se I had heard at the beginning was the sound of the earth fromvery far
away. No, that was not conpletely true. Miuch of the sound cane fromthe murmur
of airplane engines as they cut their arcs and passages across the skies.
Thousands of airplanes nmoving here and there filled wi th people and cargo,
hope and destinations. Stately and slow, they went from day to night and back
secure in their act. The sound grew and | heard the voices fromwthin, the
conversations of people five mles above this earth. Engines and their voices,
the keening of air across the netal bodies, the excitenent of arrival, the
war nt h of expectation. These small |ights against the black sky, noving across
the night, emerging silver and fragile yet whole again into the light of day.
The earth crisscrossed in every direction by planes. | saw it all fromsuch a



di stance that it enabled ne to understand.

For perhaps God _was_ this, the earth and the lines of azinmuth and the
lines of planes and the lines of talk and the Iines of everything crossing
fromone end to the other, forever

"You kept your little house so clean and orderly, Arlen. Down on your
knees scrubbing away at the floors, everything perfect. But in the end al
you' ve got are chaos and connections you don't understand. There is no order
even with Hm only takeoffs and | andings."

This time | was not surprised to be back. Rather than look at Hm |
reached across the table and picked up the fork the waiter had brought for H's
nmeal .

"Did it help, Finky? Did it help to see God?"

Si |l ence
| didn't ook up. | put the fork flat on the table and noved it back and
forth. I put ny finger on top of the stemand noved it on and off.

"I have to go soon and neet Ms. Marhoun. Are there any nore questions or
request s? How about sonme more God?"

When ny finger was on top, it blocked the light fromthe bar. \Wen it
was off, the old fork shone dully.

"Hm®? Nobody has any profundities?"

Shine. No shine. On and off.

He nust have been | ooking at what | was doi ng because, when he spoke
again, his voice was irritated. "What are you doi ng? Renenber your nother
telling you not to play with the silverware?"

"W nning. "

"What ?"

On and off. Light and no light. "I'mw nning, Leland. |I've won."

"Real | y? What are you wi nning, Alien?" H s voice was amnused.

"This." | held it up and, still not looking at him turned the fork in
the air so that the Iight went across it at every angle. Then | |ooked. He was
sitting with his arms fol ded over his chest, smling.

"Hit me, sweetie. I'mready for your revelation. This time you'll get
your QGscar. Roll '"em™

| would not | ook at Watt because | was scared that if his face said
anything wong it would throw nme, and | coul dn't have that happen now.

"I figured it out. | don't know when, but | figured it out. It nay have
been what Uschi was doing in the hospital with the little windmlIl. O Watt's
story about his father or even . . . or even because of what | felt for _you_

before. It wasn't the earth; it wasn't seeing the earth, although that hel ped.

"Lel and, you're so wong. And that's what's pathetic about you, power
and all.

"Are you the Devil? O only Death? O sonmething else? | don't care. No
matter what you are, you're jealous. You' re jeal ous of every human being who
has ever lived on earth. Know why? Because you've got _limts_ and we don't.
Wth all the power you have and all the fear you put in us, there's really
only one thing you can do and that's to scare us. You have your infinity of

ways to do it, but _that's all_. | remenber reading that Lucifer fell from
Heaven not because he chal l enged God, but because God told himto worship man
and he wouldn't. | know why He told you to worship us. Because we have the
capacity to create and forget."

"Ch, honey, I'm _very_creative."

"Yes, but in only one thing, which has a lot of variations. If we nake
pi ctures or bake cakes or fall in love, we can do the sane things you do --

use themto create chaos and sadness. Look what you did to ne and Enmy.

"But you're limted, Leland, and that's the whol e point. Just when
you' ve taken everything in the world away from soneone |ike Uschi, there she
is in bed playing with light and totally _absorbed_in it. If you had cone
into the roomat that nmonent, she woul dn't have recogni zed you. And you know



that's the truth. You don't know what it is to be absorbed. You can kill her
but you can never know the feeling of |1oss she had _in_that light. It's
beyond you. That's why God, whatever He is, wanted you to worship us. But you
didn't understand. Just by sonething as little as noving a finger back and
forth like this." | noved my finger on the fork. "You hate us so nuch because
there really _are_ tinmes when we conpletely forget you. Forget the pain and
the | oss

"The traits we love best in others are the things that nake us forget
you: they make us |augh, they nake |ove to us, they bear our children, they
make us feel inmportant and immortal. That's all eternity is -- the nonents
when we're alone with our joy in life and you're forgotten

"But we always exist for you. We're the _only_things that exist for
you, and you hate us for it. You hate us nore because we can make you go away
with things as small as a silver windm |l or a perfect menory, a really good
hunp or a neal under a tree on a checkered tablecloth. You win, yes, but we're
al ways on your mind. You're _not_ always on ours. Even when you're only this
far away, we can still play with light and forget, and you hate that."

One breath. For one breath | saw in his eyes that it was the truth.

"Fuck you, novie star." He scraped his chair back, stood up, and left.

| put ny hands on ny cheeks. Hot cheeks, cold hands. | |ooked at the
tabl e and saw the fork. | wanted to touch it but didn't dare.

"Do you think that's true, Arlen? It's as sinple as that?"

| looked at Watt. His face was full of hope.

"Yes, | think so. That's not to say He won't always try to make it
harder. But we got Hmthis tine, didn't we?"

Bot h of us burst out |aughing.

"What happens now?"

| kept laughing. "I don't know. W keep asking each other that question
I don't know | don't know | don't know, Watt. W go on trying to forget him
and get lost in our lives. O what's left of them"

He straightened up. "I want to go home now. | want to talk to Jesse and
Sophi e about this and then | want to go hone."

"May | come with you?"

"To Los Angel es? You want to cone with ne?"

"I"l1l cook you soups and hold your hand. And | want to see Rose. Maybe
that's what |1've been neant to do all along -- take care of the people
| ove."

He reached across that scarred, tired table and took nmy hand. Hi s was so
warm and mne was so cold. W could hel p each other now and perhaps, when we
were very lucky, forget himfor a while.

"Il cook you soups and hold your hand."

" Amen. "



