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THE DEATH OF SOCRATES

There was a dull ache, a kind of hollowness. in the general area of his

liver—the seat of the intelligence according to the Psychol ogy of Aristotle—a
feeling that there was soneone inside his chest blowi ng up a balloon or that
his body was that balloon. Stuck here at this desk, it tethered him It was a
swol I en gum he must again and again be probing with his tongue or his finger
Yet it wasn't, exactly, the same as being sick. There was no nane for it.

Prof essor Chrengold was telling them about Dante. Bl ah, blah, blah, born in
1265. 1265 he wote in his notebook



H s | egs ached fromsitting forever on this bench—there was sonet hi ng
definite.

And MIly—that was about as definite as you could get. | may die, he thought
(though it wasn't exactly thinking), / may die of a broken heart.

Prof essor Chrengol d becane a nmessy painting. Birdie stretched his |egs out
into the aisle, locking his knees tight and finning the thighs. He yawned.
Pocahontas gave hima dirty [ook. He smled

And Prof essor GChrengold was back again with "G bbl e- gabbl e Rauschenberg and
bl ah, blah, the hell that Dante describes is tine-
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less. It is the hell that each of us holds inside his own nost secret soul
Shit, Birdie thought to hinself, with great precision

It was all a pile of shit. He wote Shit in his notebook, then made the
letters | ook three-dinensional and shaded their sides carefully. It wasn't as
though this were really education. CGeneral Studies Annexe was a joke for the
regul ar Barnard students. MIly' d said so. Sugar on the bitter pill of

somet hi ng- or-ot her. Chocol at e-covered shit.

Now Chrengol d was telling them about Florence and the Popes and such, and then
he di sappeared. "Okay, what is sinmony?" the proctor asked. No one vol unteered.
The proctor shrugged and turned the | ecture on again. There was a picture of
someone' s feet burning.

He was listening but it didn't make any sense. Actually he wasn't |istening.
He was trying to draw MIIly's face in his notebook, only he couldn't draw very
wel | . Except skulls. He could draw very convincing skulls, snakes, eagles,

Nazi airpl anes. Maybe he shoul d have gone to art school. He turned MIly's
face into a skull with long blond hair. He felt sick.

He felt sick to his stomach. Maybe it was the candy bar he'd had in

pl ace of a hot lunch. He didn't eat a balanced diet. A mistake. Half his

life he'd been eating in cafeterias and sleeping in dornms. It was a hel

of a way to live. He needed a home life, regularity. He needed a good

solid fuck. When he married MIIly they'd have twin beds, a two-room

apartment all their own and one of the roons with just those two

beds. He imagined MIly in her spiffy little hostess uniform Then

with his eyes closed he began undressing her in his head. First the lit

tl e bluejacket with the PanAm nonogram over the right breast. Then

he popped the snap at the wai st and unzi pped the zipper. The skirt

slithered down over the snooth Antron of the slip. Pink. No—bl ack,

with | ace al ong the hem Her bl ouse was an ol d-fashioned kind, with

lots of buttons. He tried to imagi ne unbuttoni ng the buttons one by

one, but Chrengol d chose just then to crack one of his dunb jokes.

Ha, ha. He | ooked and there was Liz Taylor fromhis course | ast year

in Hstory of the G nema, huge pink boobs and hair that was bl ue

string.

"C eopatra,
sin was | east.
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Rimni was a town somewhere in Italy, so here once again was the map of Italy.
Italy, Shitaly.

What the hell was he supposed to care about this kind of crap? Wo cares when
Dant e was born? Maybe he was never born. What difference did it make to him
to Birdie Ludd?

None

He should come right out and ask Ohrengold that question, lay it on the line
to him straight. But you can't talk to a teevee screen and that's what
Ohrengol d was—flickering dots. He wasn't even alive anynore, the proctor had
sai d. Anot her goddam dead expert on another goddann cassette.

It was ridicul ous: Dante, Florence, "synbolic punishments" (which was what
trusty old Pocahontas was witing down that noment in her trusty old

not ebook). This wasn't the fucking Mddl e Ages. This was the fucking 21st

said Ohrengold, "and Francesca da Rimni are here because their



Century, and he was Birdie Ludd and he was in |ove and he was | onely and he
was unenpl oyed (and probably unenpl oyable, too) and there wasn't a thing he
could do, not a goddamm thing, or a single place to turn to in the whole
goddamm stinking country.

What if MIly didn't need hi manynore?

The hollow feeling in his chest swelled. He tried easing it away by thinking
of the buttons on the inaginary bl ouse, the warm body beneath, his MIly. He
did feel sick. He ripped the sheet with the skull out of his notebook. He
folded it in half, tore it neatly along the crease. He repeated this process
until the pieces were too small to tear any further, then put themin his
shirt pocket.

Pocahontas was watching himwith a dirty snmle that said what the poster said
on the wall: Paper is valuable. Don't waste it! Pocahontas's button was

Ecol ogy and Birdi e had pushed it. He counted on her notebook for the finals,
so he smled a soft pardon-nme at her. He had a very nice smle. Everybody was
al ways pointing out what a bright, warmsnmle he had. His only real problem
was his nose, which was short.

Ohrengol d was repl aced by the logo for the course—a naked nman trapped inside a
square and a circle—and the proctor, who could have cared | ess, asked if there
were any questions. Mich to everyone's sur-
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pri se Pocahontas got to her feet and sputtered sonething about what? About
Jews, Birdie gathered. He disliked Jews.

"Coul d you repeat your questions?" the proctor said. "Sonme of those in back
couldn't hear. "

"Well, if | understood Dr. Chrengold, it said that the first circle was for
peopl e who weren't baptised. They hadn't done anythi ng wong—they just were
born too soon. "

"That's right. "

"Well, it doesn't seemfair to ne.
"Yes?"

"I mean, | wasn't baptised.
"Nor was |, " said the proctor.

"Then according to Dante we'd both go to hell.
"Yes, that's so. "

"It doesn't seemfair. Her whine had risen to a squeak

Sone peopl e were | aughi ng, some people were getting up. The proctor raised her
hand. "There'll be a test. "

Bi rdi e groaned, the very first.

"What | mean is, " she persisted, "that if it's anyone's fault that they're
born one way and not another it should be God's. "

"That's a good point, " the proctor said. "I don't know if there's any answer
toit. Sit down, please. W'll have a short conprehension test now "

Two old nonitors began distributing nmarkers and answer sheets.

Birdie's bad feelings became particular, and it hel ped to have a reason for
his msery that he could share with everyone el se.

The lights dimed and the first multiple choice appeared on the screen: 1.
Dante Alighieri was born in (1) 1300 (b) 1265 (c) 1625 (d) Date unknown.
Pocahont as was covering up her answers, the dog. So, when was fucki ng Dante
born? He remenbered witing the date in his notebook but he didn't renenber
what it had been. He | ooked back at the four choices but the second question
was al ready on the screen. He scratched a mark in the (c) space, then erased
it, feeling an obscure sense of unluckiness in the choice, but finally he
checked that space anyhow.

The fourth question was on the screen. The answers he had to
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choose fromwere all nanes he'd never seen and the question didn't make any
sense. Disgusted, he marked (c) for every question and carried his paper up to
t he nonitor guarding the door, who wouldn't et himout anyhow until the test
was over. He stood there scowing at all the other dumb asshol es scratching



their wong answers on the answer sheets.

The bell rang. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

334 East 11th Street was one of twenty units, none identical and all alike,
built in the pre-Squeeze affluent '80's under the first federal MODI CUM
program An alum num fl agpol e and a concrete bas-relief representing the
address decorated the main entrance just off 1st Avenue. O herw se the
buil di ng was plain. One night many years ago the Tenants' Council, as a kind
of protest, had managed to knock off a segnment of the monolithic "4, " but by
and | arge (assunming that the trees and prosperous shopfronts had been no nore
than polite fictions to begin with) the original renderings published in the
Times were still a good likeness. Architecturally 334 was on a par with the
pyram ds—t had dated very little and it hadn't aged at all.

Inside its skin of glass and yellow brick a popul ati on of three thousand, plus
or mnus (but excluding tenps), occupied the 812 apartnments (40 to a fl oor
plus 12 at street |evel, behind the shops), which was not rmuch nore than 30
per cent above the Agency's original optimmof 2, 250. So, realistically, it
could be regarded as a fair success in this respect as well. Certainly there
were worse places people were willing to live in especially if you were, and
Bi rdi e Ludd was, tenporary.

Ri ght now, at half past seven of a Thursday night, Birdie was tenporary on the
si xteenth-floor |anding, two floors down fromthe Holt apartnent. MIlIly's
father wasn't home, but he hadn't been asked in anyway, so here he was
freezing his ass and listening to soneone yelling at soneone el se about noney
or sex. ("Mney or sex" was a running gag on sone conmedy show MIly was al ways
pl ayi ng back to him "Mney or sex—that's what it all boils down to. " Yuck
yuck. ) Meanwhil e sonmeone el se again was telling themto shut up, far off and
nonstop, like an airplane circling the park, a baby was being nur-
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dered. HERE'S My LOVE, a radio sang. HERE'S MY LOVE. | F YOU TAKE | T APART, |
MAY DIE. | MAY DIE OF A BROKEN HEART. Nunber Three in the nation. It had been
going through Birdie's head all day, all week

Before MIly he'd never believed that | ove was anything nore conplicated or
awful than just getting goodies. Even the first couple of nonths with her had
only been the usual goodies with a topping. But now any dammed dunb song on
the radi o, even the ads sometines, could tear himto pieces.

The song snapped off and the people stopped yelling and Birdie heard, bel ow,

sl ow footsteps mounting toward him It had to be MIly—+the feet touched each
step with the crisp whack of a wonan's | ow heel ed shoe—and a |l unp began to
formin his throat—ef |ove, of fear, of pain, of everything but happiness. If
it were MIly, what would he say to her? But, oh, if it weren't..

He opened his textbook and pretended to be readi ng, smearing the page with the
muck he'd got on his hand when he'd tried to open the window onto the utility
shaft. He wi ped the rest off on his pants.

It wasn't MIly. Sone old lady |lugging a bag of groceries. She stopped half a
flight below himon the |anding, |eaning against the handrail, and set down
her bag with an "oof. " A stick of Oraline was stuck in the corner of her
mouth with a premiumbutton on it, a trick mandala that seenmed to spin as she
nmoved, |ike a runaway cl ock. She | ooked at Birdie, and Birdie scow ed down at
t he bad reproduction of David's Death of Socrates in his book. The flaccid
lips forned thenselves into a smile.

" St udyi ng?" the woman asked.

"Yeah, that's what |'mdoing all right. |I'm studying.
"That's good. " She took the pal e-green stick out of her mouth, holding it
like a thernmoneter, to study what was gone and what was |eft of her ten
nmetered minutes. Her smile tightened, as though she were el aborating sone

joke, honing it to an edge. "It's good, " she said at last, with alnost a
chuckl e, "for a young man to study. "
The radio returned with the new Ford commercial. It was one of Birdie's

favorites, so lighthearted but at the same tinme solid. He wished the old witch
woul d shut up so he could hear it.
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"You can't get anywhere these days w thout studying.
She took a different tack. "These stairs, " she said.
Birdi e | ooked up fromhis book, peeved. "Wat about then®"

"What about theml The el evators have been out of commi ssion for weeks. That's
what about them Weks!"

"G

"So, why don't they fix the elevators? But just try to talk to the area office
and get an answer to a question |like that and see what happens. Not hi ng,
that's what happens. "

He wanted to tell her to rinse her hair. She talked |ike she'd spent all her
life in a coop or sonething instead of the crumy subsidized slumtattooed al
over her face. According to MIly it had been years, not weeks, since the

el evators in any of these buildings had been worki ng.

Wth a | ook of disgust he slid over toward the wall so the old | ady coul d get
past him She wal ked up three steps till her face was just level with his. She
snel | ed of beer and spearmint and old age. He hated ol d people. He hated their
wri nkl ed faces and the touch of their cold dry flesh. It was because there
were so nmany ol d people that Birdie Ludd couldn't get narried to the girl he

| oved and have a famly of his own. It was a goddamed i njustice.

"What are you studyi ng about ?"

Birdi e gl anced down at the painting. He read the caption, which he had not
read before. "That's Socrates, " he said, renmenbering dimy something his
Cvilization teacher |ast year had said about Socrates. "It's a painting, " he
expl ained. "A Greek painting. "

"You going to be an artist? O what?"

"What, " Birdie shot back

"You're MIly Holt's fellow, aren't you?" He didn't reply. "You waiting down
here for her to cone home?"

"I's there any | aw against waiting for soneone?"

The old lady | aughed right in his face, and it was l|ike sticking your nose

i nside a dead cunt. Then she nade her way fromstep to step up to the next
landing. Birdie tried not to turn around to | ook after her but he couldn't
hel p hinmsel f. Their eyes clinched, and she | aughed
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again. Finally he had to ask her what she was |aughing about. "Is there a | aw
agai nst | aughi ng?" she asked right back. Then her |aughing disintegrated into
a cough right out of sone old Health Educati on novie about the dangers of
snoki ng. He wondered if maybe she was an addict. She was ol d enough. Birdie's
father, who had to be ten years younger than her, snoked tobacco whenever he
could get any. Birdie thought it was a waste of nmoney but only slightly

di sgusting. MIly, on the other hand, loathed it, especially in wonen.
Sonmewher e gl ass shattered, and sonewhere children shot at each ot her—-Acka
Ackitta! Ack!—-and fell down screamng in a game of guerilla warfare. Birdie

Birdi e made no reply.

peered down into the abyss of the stairwell. A hand touched a railing far

bel ow, paused, lifted, touched the railing, approaching him The fingers were
slim(as MIly's would be) and the nails seened to be painted gold. In the dim
light, at this distance, it was hard to tell. A sudden surge of unbelieving

hope nade himforget the old woman's | aughter, the stench, the scream ng; the
stairwel | becane a scene of romance, a mist of slow notion. The hand lifted
and paused and touched the railing.

The first tinme he'd cone to MIIly's apartnent he'd wal ked up these stairs
behi nd her, watching her tight little ass shift to the right, to the left, to
the right, and the tinsel fringes of her street shorts shivering and sparkling
like a liquor-store display. All the way to the top she hadn't | ooked back
once.

At the eleventh or the twelfth floor the hand left the railing and didn't
reappear. So it hadn't been MIly after all.

He had a hard-on just fromrenenbering. He unzipped and reached in to give it
a couple half-hearted strokes but it was gone before he could get started.



He | ooked at his guaranteed Tinex watch. Eight, on the dot. He could afford to
wait two nmore hours. Then, if he didn't want to pay a full fare on the subway,
it was a forty-mnute wal k back to his dorm If he hadn't been on probation
because of his grades, he m ght have waited all night |ong.

He sat down to study the History of Art. He stared at the picture of Socrates
in the bad light. Wth one hand he was holding a big cup, with the other he
was gi ving sonebody the finger. He didn't seemto
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be dying at all. The nmidtermwas going to be tonorrow afternoon at two
o'clock. He really had to study. He stared at the picture nore intently. Wy
di d peopl e paint pictures anyhow? He stared until his eyes hurt.

The baby started up again, zeroing in on Central Park. Sone Burnese nationals
cane barreling down the stairs, gibbering, and a mnute | ater another gang of
kids in black masks—4. S. guerillas—cane after them screani ng obscenities.
He began to cry. He was certain, though he wouldn't adnmit it yet in so many
words, that MIly was cheating on him He |loved her so much and she was so
beautiful. The last time he'd seen her she'd called himstupid. "You're so

stupid, Birdie Ludd, " she said, "sonetimes you make nme sick. " But she was so
beautiful. And he Il oved her.
A tear fell into Socrates's cup and he was absorbed by the cheap paper. He

realized that he was crying. He hadn't cried before in all his adult life. H's
heart was broken

Bi rdi e had not al ways been such a droop. Quite the opposite-he' d been friendly
as a flower, easygoing, unconplaining, and a lot of fun. He didn't start a
contest going the mnute he net you, and when contests were unavoi dabl e he
knew how to be a graceful |oser. The conpetitive factor had received little
enphasis at P. S. 141 and even less at the center he was noved to after his
parents' divorce. A nice guy who got along, that was Birdie.

Then in the sumrer after his high school graduation, just when the thing with
MIly was devel oping towards total seriousness, he'd been called in to M.
Mack's of fice and the bottom had dropped out of his Iife. Norman Mack was a
thin, balding, mddle-aged man with a paunch and a Jew sh nose, though whet her
or not he was Jewi sh Birdie could only guess. His chief reason, aside fromthe
nose, for thinking so was that at all of their counseling sessions Birdie got
the feeling, which he also got with Jews, that M. Mack was toying with him
that his bland, professional good will was a disguise for an
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unbounded contenpt, that all his sound advice was a snare. The pity was that
Birdie could not in his very nature help but be caught init. It was M.
Mack's game and had to be played by his rules.

"Sit down, Birdie. " The first rule.

Birdi e had sat down, and M. ©Mack had expl ained that he'd received a letter
fromthe upstate Regents Ofice. He handed Birdie a | arge gray envel ope from
whi ch Birdie took out a bonanza of papers and forms, and the gist of it
was—Birdi e tucked the papers back inside—that Birdie had been reclassified.
"But |'ve taken the tests, M. Mck! Four years ago. And | passed. "

"I"ve called Al bany to nake certain this wasn't the result of a crossed wire
sonmewhere. And it wasn't. The letter—

"Look!" He reached for his wallet, took out his card. "Look, it says there,
right in black and white —twenty-seven. "

M. Mack took the frayed card with a synmpathetic sucking of his cheeks. "Wl
Birdie, I"'msorry to say that your new card says twenty-four. "

"One point? For one point you're going to— He couldn't bring hinself even to
think of what it was they were going to do. "Ch, M. Mack!"

"I know, Birdie. Believe me, I'mas sorry as you are. "

"I took their goddamm tests and | passed them "

"As you know, Birdie, there are other factors to be wei ghed besides the test
scores, and one of those has changed. Your father, it seens, has conme down
with diabetes. "

"That's the first |I've heard of it. "



"It's possible that your father doesn't know hinself yet. The hospitals have
an automatic data link with the Regents system which in turn mailed you that
letter automatically. "

"But what does ny father have to do with anythi ng?"

Over the years Birdie's relationship with his father had been whittled down to
a voice on the phone on holidays and a perfunctory visit to the federa

fl ophouse on 16th Street an average of four tines a year, on which occasions
M. Ludd woul d be issued neal vouchers for an outside restaurant. Fanmily life
was the single greatest cohesive force in any society, and so, willy-nilly,

t he MODI CUM peopl e tried to
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keep fam lies together, even famlies as tenuous as one father and one son
eating | asagna at twelve-week intervals at The Sicilian Vespers. H s father?
Birdi e al nost had to | augh.

M. Mack explained first of all that there was nothing to be ashaned of. A
full 2 1/2 per cent of the popul ati on scored under 25, or over twelve mllion
people. A low score didn't make Birdie a freak, it didn't debar himfrom any
of his civil rights, it only nmeant, as of course he knew, that he would not be
allowed to father children, either directly, through marriage, or indirectly,
by artificial insem nation. He wanted to nmake certain that Birdi e understood
this. Did Birdie understand this?

Yes. He did.

Brightening, M. Mack pointed out that it was still quite possibl e—probabl e
even, considering he was right on the borderline—+o be reclassified again: up
Patiently, point by point, he went over with Birdie the conponents of his
Regents score, indicating the ways he could hope to add to his score as well
as the ways he couldn't.

D abetes was a hereditary disease. Treatnent was costly and coul d continue for
years. The original proposers of the Act had wanted to put di abetes on a par
wi th herophilia and the XYY gene. That was rather Draconian but surely Birdie
coul d understand why a genetic drift towards di abetes had to be di scouraged.
Surely. He coul d.

Then there was the other unfortunate matter concerning his father—that, during
t he past decade, he had been actively enployed | ess than 50 per cent of the
time. At first sight it mght seemunfair to penalize Birdie for his father's
carefree life-style, but statistics showed this trait tended to be quite as
heritable as, say, intelligence.

The old antithesis of heredity versus environnment! But before Birdie protested
too strongly he should | ook at the next itemon his sheet. M. Mack tapped it
with his pencil. Now here was a curious illustration of history at work. The
Revi sed Genetics Testing Act had finally gone through the Senate in 2011 as a
result of the so-called JimCrow Conpromi se, and here was that conprom se
virtually breathing down Birdie's neck, for the five points he'd | ost through
his father's unenpl oynent pattern he'd gai ned back by being a Negro!

On the physical scale Birdie had scored 9, which placed himat the
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nodal point, or peak, of the normal curve. M. Mack nmade a little joke at his
own expense concerning the score he would probably have got on the physica
scale. Birdie could ask for a new physical but it was rare that anyone's score
on this scale went up, while only too often it sank. For instance, in Birdie's
case, the least tendency towards hypoglycenia mght now, in view of his
father's di abetes, drop him altogether out of reach of the cutoff point.

Didn't it seembest, then, to | eave well enough al one?

It did seem best.

M. Mack could feel nore hopeful about the other two tests, the Stanford-Binet
(Short Forn) and the Skinner-Waxman Scal e. Birdi e had not done badly on these
(7 and 6), but he had not done very well either. People often inproved
dramatically a second time around. A headache, anxiety, even

i ndi fference—there are so many things that can get in the way of a top nental
performance. Four years was a long tine, but did Birdie have any reason to



bel i eve he hadn 't done as well as he m ght have?

He did! He renenbered wanting to conplain about it at the time, but since he'd
passed the tests he hadn't bothered. The day of the test a sparrow had got
into the auditorium It kept flying witlessly back and forth, back and forth,
fromone sealed windowto the other. Wio could concentrate with that going on?
They decided that Birdie would apply to be retested on both the Stanford-Binet
and the Skinner-Waxman. |f for any reason he wasn't feeling confident on the
date the Regents office slotted himinto, he could take a rain check. M. Mack
t hought that Birdie would find everyone ready to bend over backward.

The probl em appeared to be solved and Birdie was ready to go, but M. Mck was
obliged, for forms sake, to go over one or two nore details. Beyond
hereditary factors and the Regents tests, both of which neasured potentiality,
t here was anot her group of components for acconplishnent. Any exceptiona
service for the country or the econony was an automatic twenty-five points but
this was hardly anything to count on. Simlarly, a denonstration of physical
intellectual, or creative abilities markedly above the levels indicated by et
cetera, et cetera.

Bi rdi e thought they could skip that too
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But here, beneath the eraser, here was sonething to consi der—the educati onal
conponent. Already Birdie had five points for finishing high school. If he
were to go on to col |l ege—

Qut of the question. Birdie wasn't the college type. He wasn't anybody's fool
but on the other hand he wasn't anybody's |saac Einstein.

In general M. Mack woul d have appl auded the realismof such a decision, but
in the present circunmstances it was better not to burn bridges. Any New York
City resident had a right to attend any of the colleges in the city, either as
a regul ar student or, lacking certain prerequisites, in a General Studies
Annexe. It was sonething for Birdie to bear in nind

M. Mack felt terrible. He hoped Birdie would |l earn to | ook at his
reclassification as a setback rather than a permanent defeat. Failure was only
a point of view

Birdi e agreed, but even this wasn't enough to obtain his rel ease. M. Mack
urged Birdie to consider the question of contraception and genetics in the

br oadest possible light. Already there were too nany people for the avail able
resources. Wthout sone system of voluntary linmtation there would be nore,
nore, disastrously nmore. M. Mack hoped that eventually Birdie would conme to
see that the Regents system for all its obvious drawbacks, was both desirable
and necessary.

Birdie promised to try and look at it this way, and then he could go.

Among the papers in the gray envel ope was a panphlet, "Your Regents," put out
by the National Educational Council, who said that the only effective way to

prepare for his reexam nation was to develop a confident, lively frame of
mnd. A nonth |later Birdie kept his appointnent on Centre Street in a
confident, lively frame of mind. Only afterward, sitting by the fountain in

the plaza discussing the tests with his fellow martyrs, did he realize that
this had been Friday, July 13th. Jinxed! He didn't have to wait for the
special delivery letter to know his score was a cherry, an apple, and a
banana. Even so, the letter was a m nd-staggerer. He'd gone down one point on
the 1.Q test; on the Skinner-Waxnman Creativity Scale he'd sunk to a
noron-|evel score of 4. His newtotal: 21

The 4 riled him The first part of the Skinner-Wxman test had
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i nvol ved picking the funniest punch line fromfour nultiple choices, and ditto
the best endings to stories. This much he renenbered from before but then they
took himinto a weird enpty room Two pieces of rope were hanging fromthe
ceiling and Birdie was given a pliers and told to tie the two ropes together
You weren't allowed to pull the ropes off their hooks.

It was inpossible. If you held the very end of one rope in your hand, you
couldn't possibly get hold of the other rope, even by fishing for it with your



toe. The extra few i nches advantage you got fromthe pliers was no hel p at
all. He was about ready to screamby the end of the ten minutes. There were
three nore inpossible problens but by then he was only going through the

noti ons.

At the fountain sonme jerkoff boy genius explained what they all could have
done: tie the pliers to the end of one string and set it swinging like a
pendul um then go and get—

"Do you know what 1'd like to see," Birdie said, interrupting the boy geni us,
"tied up and swinging fromthat ceiling? Huh, schrmuck? Your

Whi ch the others agreed was a better joke than any of their nultiple choices.
Only after he'd lucked out on the tests did he tell MIly about his

recl assification. A coolness had cone into their |ove affair about then, just
a cloud across the sun, but Birdie had been afraid all the sane what her
reaction mght be, the names he might be called. As it turned out, MIIly was
heroic, all tenderness, concern, and stout-hearted resolve. She hadn't
real i zed before, she cried, how nuch she did | ove, and need, Birdie. She |oved
hi m more now, because—But she didn't have to explain: it was in their faces,
in their eyes, Birdie's brown and glistening, MIly's hazel flecked with gold.
She pronmised to stand by himthrough the whol e ordeal. D abetes! And not even
his own di abetes! The nore she thought about it the angrier she got, the nore
determ ned never to |l et sone Mol och of a bureaucracy play God with her and
Birdie. (Moloch?) If Birdie was willing to go to Barnard GS. A, MIly was
willing to wait for himas |ong as need be.
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Four years, as it turned out. The point systemwas gi mm cked so that each year
only counted half a point until graduation, but that was worth 4. Had Birdie
been content with his old Regents scores, he could have worked his way back up
to 25 in two years. Now he'd actually have to go for a degree.

But he did love MIly, and he did want to marry MIly, and let them say what
they like, a marriage isn't a marriage unless you can have children

He went to Barnard. Wat choice had there been?

On the norning of the day of his Art History test Birdie lay in bed in the
enpty Annexe dorm drowsing and thinking about [ove. He couldn't get back to
sl eep, but he didn't want to get up yet either. H s body was bursting with
energy, full to the top and flowi ng over, but it wasn't energy for getting up
to brush his teeth or going down to breakfast. Anyhow it was too |late for

br eakf ast and he was happy where he was.

Sunlight spilled in through the south wi ndow. A breeze rustled outdated
announcements pinned to the bulletin board, spun round a shirt that hung on a
curtain rail, touched the down on the back of Birdie' s hand, where her nane
was now just a faded snudge inside a ballpoint heart. Birdie laughed with a
sense of his own fullness and the prom se of good weather. He turned over on
his left side, letting the blanket slide to the floor. The w ndow franed a
perfect blue rectangle of sky. Beautiful! It was March but it m ght have been
April or May. It was going to be a wonderful day, a wonderful spring. He could
feel it in the nmuscles of his chest and the nuscles of his stomach when he
took a breath of air.

Spring! Then sumrer. Breezes. No shirts.

Last summer out at Great Kills Harbor, the hot sand, the sea breeze in MIly's
hair. Again and again her hand would lift to push it back, like a veil. \Wat
had they tal ked about all that day? Everything. About the future. About her
rotten father. MIly was desperate to get
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away from 334 and live her own life. Now, with her airline job, she had the
option of a dorm though, not being as used to a communal life as Birdi e was,
it was hard for her. But soon, soon. .

Sunmer. Wal king with her, a snake dance through the other bodies spread out
across the sand, lawns of flesh. Rubbing the Iotion into her. Sunmer Magic.

H s hand slithering. Nothing definite and then it would be definite, as
daylight. As though the whole world were having sex, the sea and the sky and



everyone. They'd be puppies and they'd be pigs. The air would fill up with the
sound of songs, a hundred at a tine. At such nonents he knew what it must be
like to be a conposer or a great mnusician. He becanme a giant, swollen with
greatness. A tinme bonb.

The clock on the wall said 11:07. This is nmy lucky day: he made it a prom se.
He threw hinself out of bed and did ten push-ups on the tile floor, still danp
fromits norning nopping. Then ten nore. After the last push-up Birdie rested
on the floor, his |ips pressed against the cool, noist tile. He had a hard-on
He grabbed it, closing his eyes. MIIly! Your eyes. OMIly, | love you. Mlly,
OMIly, OMIly. So much! MIly's arms. The small of her back. Bendi ng back
MIly, don't leave ne! MIIly? Love ne? |

He cane in a snooth, spread-open flowtill his fingers were covered with
semen, and the back of his hand, and the blue heart, and "MIly."

11:35. The Art History test was at two. He'd already missed a ten o' cl ock
field trip for Consunership. Tough.

He wrapped his toothbrush, his Crest, his razor, and foamin a towel and went
to what had been, in the days when the Annexe was an office building, the
executive washroom of the actuarial division of New York Life. The nusic
started when he opened the door: SLAM BANG VHY AM | SO HAPPY?

Sl am Bang!

Wy am | so happy?

God Damn,

| don't really know
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He decided to wear his white sweater with white Levi's and white sneakers. He
brushed a whitening agent into his hair, which was natural again. He | ooked at
hinself in front of the bathroommrror. He sniled. The sound system started
inon his favorite Ford comercial. Al one in the enpty space before the
urinals he danced with hinself, singing the words of the conmerci al

It was a fifteen-mnute ride to the South Ferry stop. In the ferry building
was a PanAm restaurant where the waitresses wore uniforms just like MIly's.
Though he couldn't afford it, he ate lunch there, just the lunch that MIly

nm ght be serving that very monent at an altitude of seven thousand feet. He

ti pped a quarter. Now, except for the token to take himback to the dorm he
was broke. Freedom Now.

He wal ked al ong the rows of benches where the old people cane to sit every day
to look out at the sea while they waited to die. Birdie didn't feel the sane
hatred for old people this norning that he'd felt last night. Lined up in

hel pless rows in the glare of the afternoon sun, they seemed renote, they
posed no threats, they didn't matter

The breeze conming in off the Hudson snelled of salt, oil, and rot. It wasn't a
bad snell at all. Invigorating. Maybe if he had |ived centuries ago instead of
now, he'd have been a sailor. Mnents from novies about ships flitted by. He
ki cked an enmpty Fun contai ner out through the railing and watched it bob up
and down in the green and the bl ack

The sky roared with jets. Jets heading in every direction. She could have been
on any of them A week ago what had she said, "I'lIl love you forever." A week
ago?

"Il love you forever.'
sormet hi ng.

He felt just great. Absolutely.

An old man in an old suit shuffled al ong the walk, holding on to the sea
railing. Hs face was covered with a thick, curly, white beard, though his
head was as bare as a police helnet. Birdie backed fromthe rail to let himgo
by.

He stuck his hand in Birdie's face and said, "How about it, Jack?"

Birdie crinkled his nose. "Sorry."
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"I need a quarter." A foreign accent. Spanish? No. He rem nded Birdie of
somet hi ng, soneone.

If he'd had a knife he coul d have carved that on



"So do I."

The bearded man gave himthe finger and then Birdi e remenbered who he | ooked
i ke. Socrat es!

He glanced at his wist but he'd left his watch in the locker as it hadn't fit
inwith today's all-white color scheme. He spun round. The gigantic
advertising clock on the face of First National Ctibank said 2:15. That
wasn't possible. Birdie asked two of the old people on the benches if that was
the right tine. Their watches agreed.

There was no use trying to get to the test now. Wthout quite knowi ng why,
Birdie smled. He breathed a sigh of relief and sat down to watch the ocean
In June there was the usual fanmily reunion at The Sicilian Vespers. Birdie
polished off his tray w thout paying too nmuch attention to either the food or
the story his dad was dawdl i ng over, something about someone at 16th Street
who' d opted for Room 7, after which it was di scovered that he had been a
Catholic priest. M. Ludd seened upset. Birdie couldn't tell if it was the

i dea of Room 7 or the idea of having to cut down his intake because of the

di abetes. Finally, to give the old guy a chance at his noodles, Birdie told

hi m about the essay project M. Mack had arranged, even though (as M. Mack
had poi nted out and pointed out) Birdie's problens and his papers bel onged to
Barnard G S. A, not to P.S. 141. In other words, this would be Birdie's [ast
chance, but that could be, if Birdie would let it, a source of notivation. And
he let it.

"And you're going to wite a book?"

"Goddam, Dad, will you |isten?"

M. Ludd shrugged, wound the food on his fork, and |istened.

What Birdie had to do to clinb back to 25 was denonstrate abilities nmarkedly
above the abilities he'd denonstrated back on that Friday the 13th. M. Mack
had gone over the various conponents of his profile, and since he'd scored
nmost on Verbal Skills they decided that his best bet would be to wite
somet hi ng. When Birdi e asked what, M. Mack had given him to keep, a copy of
By Their Bootstraps.
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Bi rdi e reached under the bench where he'd set it down when they cane in. He
held it up for his dad to see: By Their Bootstraps. Edited and with an

I ntroduction (encouraging but not too clear) by Lucille NMortimer

Randol ph-C app. Lucille Mrtimer Randol ph-C app was the architect of the
Regents system

The last string of spaghetti was wound and eaten. Reverently M. Ludd touched
his spoon tip to the skin of the spunoni. Holding back fromthat first taste,
he asked, "And so they're paying you noney just to ... ?"

"Five hundred dollars. Ain't it a bitch. They call it a stipend. It's supposed
to last me three nonths but | don't know about that. My rent at Mtt Street
isn't so bad, but other things."

"They' re crazy."

"It's the systemthey have. You see, | need time to devel op ny ideas."

"The whol e system s crazy. Witing! You can't wite a book."

"Not a book. Just a story, an essay, sonething like that. It doesn't have to
be more than a page or two. It says in the book that the best stuff usually is

very... | forget the exact word but it means short. You should read sone of
the crap that got past. Poetry and stuff where every other word is sonething
foul. I mean, really foul. But there's sone okay things, too. One guy that

didn't finish eighth grade wote a story about working on an alligator
preserve. In Florida. And phil osophy. There was this one girl who was blind
and crippled. I'll show you." Birdie found the place where'd he left off: "M
Phi | osophy" by Delia Hunt. He read the first paragraph al oud:

"Sonmetines 1'd |like to be a huge phil osophy, and sometines 1'd like to cone
along with a big axe and chop nyself down. If | heard somebody calling out
Hel p, Help! | could just sit there on the trunk and think, | guess sonebody's
in trouble. But not me, because I'msitting here | ooking at the rabbits and so
on running and junping. | guess they 're trying to get away fromthe snoke.



But | would just sit there on ny phil osophy and think, Well, | guess the
forest is really on fire now"

M. Ludd, involved in his spunmoni, only nodded pleasantly. He refused to be
bewi | dered by anything he heard or nmake protests or try to understand why

t hi ngs never worked out the way he planned. If
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peopl e wanted himto do one thing he'd do it. If they wanted himto do

somet hing el se he'd do that. No questions asked. La vida, as Delia Hunt al so
observed, es un sueno.

Later, wal king back to 16th Street, his father said, "You know what you shoul d
do, don't you?"

"What ?"

"Use sone of that noney they gave you and get sonebody really smart to wite
the thing for you."

"Can't. They got conputers that can tell if you do that."

"They do?" M. Ludd sighed.

A coupl e blocks farther on he asked to borrow ten dollars for sone Fadeout. It
was a traditional part of their reunions and traditionally Birdie would have
sai d no, but having just been braggi ng about his stipend? He had to.

"I hope you're able to be a better father than I've been," M. Ludd said
putting the folded-up bill into his card-carrier

"Yeah. Well, | hope so, too."

They both got a chuckle out of that.

Next nmorning, followi ng the single piece of advice he'd been able to get out
of the advisor he'd paid twenty-five dollars for, Birdie made his first solo
visit (years ago he'd been marched through the uptown branch with a few dozen
other fourth graders) to the National Library. The Nassau branch was housed in
an old wapped-glass building a little to the west of the central Wall Street
area. The place was a honeyconb of research booths, except for the top floor
28, which was given over to the cables connecting Nassau to the uptown branch
and then, by relays, to every other major library outside of France, Japan

and Sout h America. A page who couldn't have been much ol der than Birdie showed
hi m how t o use the dial -and-punch system When the page was gone Birdi e stared
glumy at the blank view ng screen. The only thought in his head was how he'd
like to smash in the screen with his fist: dial and punch

After a hot lunch in the basenment of the library he felt better. He
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recal l ed Socrates waving his arnms in the air and the blind girl's essay on
phil osophy. He put out a call for the five best books on Socrates witten at a
seni or high school |evel and began reading fromthem at random

Later that night Birdie finished reading the chapter in Plato's Republic that
contai ns the fanobus parable of the cave. Dazedly, dazzled, he wandered through
the varied brightness of Wall Street's third shift. Even after twelve o' clock
the streets and plazas were teem ng. He wound up in a corridor full of vending
machi nes, sipping a hot Kof-fee, staring at the faces around him wondering
did any of themthe woman glued to the Tinmes, the ol d nmessengers
chattering—suspect the truth? O were they, like the poor prisoners in the
cave, turned to the rockface, watching shadows, never inagining that sonewhere
outside there was a sun, a sky, a whole world of crushing beauty?

He' d never understood before about beauty—that it was nore than a breeze

com ng in through the wi ndow or the curve of MIly's breasts. It wasn't a
matter of how he, Birdie Ludd, felt or what he wanted. It was there inside of
t hi ngs, gl owi ng. Even the dunb vendi ng nmachi nes. Even the blind faces.

He renmenbered the vote of the Athenian Senate to put Socrates to death.
Corrupting the youth, ha! He hated the Athenian Senate but it was a different
sort of hate fromthe kind he was used to. He hated themfor a reason

Justi ce!

Beauty. Justice. Truth. Love, too, probably. Somewhere there was an

expl anation for everything. A nmeaning. It all rmade sense. It wasn't just a |ot
of words.



He went outside. New enotions kept passing over himfaster than he could take
account of them |ike huge speeded-up clouds. One nonent, |ooking at his face
reflected in the darkened wi ndow of a specialty food shop, he wanted to | augh
out |oud. The next noment, renenbering the young prostitute in the room
downstairs fromwhere he lived now, |ying on her shabby bed in a peekaboo
dress, he wanted to cry. It seened to Birdie that he could see the pain and
hopel essness of her whole life as clearly as if her past and future were a
physical object in front of him a statue in the park
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He stood al one beside the sea railing in Battery Park. Dark waves | apped at
the concrete shore. Signal lights blinked on and off, red and green, white and
white, as they noved past the stars toward Central Park

Beauty? The i dea seenmed too slight now Sonething beyond beauty was invol ved
inall of this. Sonething that chilled himin ways he couldn't explain. And
yet he was exhilarated, too. Hi s newy awakened soul battled against letting
this feeling, this principle, slip away from hi munnanmed. Each tine, just as
he thought he had it, it eluded him Finally, towards dawn, he went hone,
tenmporarily defeated.

Just as he was clinbing the stairs to his own room a guerilla, out of uniform
but still recognizably a guerilla, with stars and stripes tattooed across his
forehead, cane out of Frances Schaap's room Birdie felt a brief inpulse of
hatred for him foll owed by a wave of conpassion for the girl. But tonight he
didn't have the time to try and hel p her, assumi ng she wanted his help.

He slept fitfully, like a dead body sinking into the water and floating up to
the surface. At noon he woke froma dreamthat stopped just short of being a
nightmare. He'd been inside a roomwith a beaned ceiling. Two ropes hung from
t he beams. He stood between them trying to grasp one or the other, but just
as he thought he had caught hold of a rope, it would swing away wildly, like a
ber serk pendul um

He knew what the dream neant. The ropes were a test of his cre-ativeness. That
was the principle he'd tried to define |last night standing by the water.
Creativeness was the key to all his problens. If he would only | earn about it,
anal yze it, he'd be able to solve his probl ens.

The idea was still hazy in his nmnd but he knew he was on the right track. He
made sone cultured eggs and a cup of Koffee for breakfast, then went straight
to his booth at the library to study. The trenmendous excitenment of |ast night
had | eaked out of things. Buildings were just buildings. People seened to nove
alittle faster than usual, but that was all. Even so, he felt terrific. In
his whole life he'd never felt as good as he did today. He was free. O was it
somet hing el se? One thing he knew for sure: nothing in the past was worth
shit, but the future, Ah! the future was blazing with prom se.

THE DEATH OF SOCRATES / 25

From

PROBLEMS OF CREATI VENESS By Berthol d Ant hony Ludd

Summary

From ancient times to today we have seen that there is nore than one criteria
by which the critic anal yzes the products of Creativeness. Can we know whi ch
of these nmeasures to use? Shall we deal directly with the subject? O
indirectly.

There is another source to study Creativeness in the great drama of the

phi | osopher Wl fgang Got he, called "The Faust." No one can deny this the

undi sputed literary pinnacle of "Msterpiece." Yet what notivation can have
drawn himto describe Heaven and Hell in this strange way? Wio is the Faust if
not ourselves. Does this not show a genuine need to achi eve comruni cati on? Qur
only answer can be yes.

Thus once nmore we are led to the probl emof Creativeness. AH beauty has three
conditions: 1, The subject shall be of literary format. 2, Al parts are
contained within the whole. And 3, The neaning is radiantly clear. True
Creativeness is only present when it can be observed in the work of art. This
too is the Philosophy of Aristotle that is valid for today.



No, the criteria of Creativeness is not al one sought in the area of

"l anguage." Does not the scientist, the prophet, the painter offer his own
criteria of judgenment toward the same general purpose. Wich road shall we
choose if this is so? O is it true, that "All roads lead to Rone." W are
nore then ever living in a tine when it is inportant to define every citizen's
responsibilities.

Anot her criteria of Creativeness was made by Socrates, so cruelly put to death
by his own people, and | quote, "To know nothing is the first condition of al
know edge."” Fromthe wi sdom of that great G eek Phil osopher may we not draw
our own concl usions concerning these problens? Creativeness is the ability to
see rel ati onshi ps where none exi st.
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5.

While Birdie stayed in bed digging at his toenails, Frances went down for the
mai | . Except when she was at work Birdie nore or less lived in her room his

own having got out of hand during the period when he was witing his essay. It
was not a sexual relationship, though a couple of times, just to be friendly,
Frances had of fered and Birdie'd accepted a blowjob, but it had been a chore
for both of them

What did bring themtogether, besides sharing a bathroom was the sad,

i movabl e fact that Frances's Regents score was an absol ute 20. Because of
sone di sease she had. Aside fromone kid at P.S. 141 who'd been a kind of
dwarf and al nost an idiot, Frances was Birdie's first personal acquaintance
who' d scored | ower than he had. Her own 20 didn't bother her, or she knew
enough not to let it, but for the whole two nonths Birdi e was working on
"Probl ens of Creative-ness" she'd listened to every draft of every paragraph
If it hadn't been for her constant praise and her getting behind himand
pushi ng whenever he got depressed and hopel ess, he'd never have seen his way
out the other end. It seemed unfair in a way that, now that he was through
he'd be going back to MIly. But Frances had said she didn't m nd about that
either. Birdie had never known anyone so conpletely unselfish, but she said
no, it wasn't that. Hel ping himhad been her way of fighting the system
"Well?" he asked, when she cane back

"Nope. Just this." She tossed a postcard onto the bed. A sunset sonewhere with
pal mtrees. For her.

"I didn't think they could wite, these guys."

"Jock? Ch, he's always sending ne stuff. This— she grabbed a handful of her
heavy, glittering bathrobe "—anme from Japan."

Birdie snorted. He'd neant to buy Frances a present hinself, as a token of his
appreci ation, but his nmoney was gone. He was living, till his letter cane, on
what he could borrow fromher. "He doesn't have nuch to say for hinself."

"No, | suppose not." She sounded down. Before she'd gone to get the mail,
she'd been happy as an ad. The postcard nmust have meant nore than she'd |et
on. Maybe she was in love with this Jock. Though
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back in June, on the night of their first heart-to-heart drunk, after he'd
told her about MIly, she'd said that she was still waiting for the real thing
to come al ong.

What ever it was, he decided, he wasn't going to let it bring himdown too. He
pl ugged hinself into the idea of getting dressed. He'd get out his sky-blues
and a green scarf and then he'd stroll in his clean bare feet to the river.
Then uptown. Not as far as 11th Street, no. In any case it was Thursday, and
MIly wouldn't be home on a Thursday afternoon. In any case he wasn't going to
see her until he could rub her pretty nose in the story of his success.

"It's bound to come tonorrow. "

"l suppose so." Frances was sitting cross-legged on the floor, conbing her

Wi spy, dull-brown hair down across her face

"It's been two weeks. Al nost."

"Birdi e?"

"That's ny nane."



"Yesterday when | was in Stuyvesant Town, the market, you know?" She found her

part and pulled half the veil to one side. "I bought two pills."

"Great."

"Not that kind. The pills you take for ... you know, so you can have babi es
agai n? They change the stuff that's in the water. | thought nmaybe if we each
t ook one. "

"You can't just go and do it like that, Frances. For Christ's sake! They'd
make you have an abortion before you could say Lucille Mortimer
Randol ph-d app. "

It was her pet joke that she'd made up herself, but Frances not so nuch as
smled. "Why would they have to know? | nean, until it was too late."

"You know what they do, don't you, to people who try and pull that kind of
stunt? To the man as well as the woman?"

"I don't care."”

"Well, 1 do." Then, to close the discussion: "Jesus Christ"

She gathered all the hair at the back of her head and funbled a knot into her
strand of yellow yarn. She tried to nake the next suggesti on sound

spont aneous. "W could go to Mexico."

"Mexi co! Goddamm, don't you read anything but com c books?"
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Birdie' s indignation was all the nore fierce for the fact that not that |ong
ago he'd made essentially the same proposition to MIIly. "Mexico! Boy oh boy!"
Frances, her feelings hurt, went over to the mirror and started in with the
lotion. Birdie had known her to spend half a day scraping and rubbi ng and
puttying. The result was al ways the same scaly, m ddle-aged face. Frances was
sevent een.

Their eyes met for a nonent in the mrror. Frances's skittered off. He
realized that his letter had conme. That she'd read it. That she knew.

He went up behind her and took hold of the spindly arnms inside the bul ky

sl eeves of the robe. "Where is it, Frances?"

"Where is what?" But she knew, she knew.

He bent the two arnms together |like a spring exerciser

"Il + threwit away."

"You threw it away! My private letter?"

"I"'msorry. | shouldn't have. | wanted you to be—+ wanted just another day
like the | ast couple."

"What did it say?"

"Birdie, stop!"

"What did it fucking say?"

"Three points. You got three points."

He let go of her. "That's all? That's all it said?"

She rubbed her arns where he'd held her. "It said you had every reason to be
proud of what you'd witten. Three points is a good score. The team who scored
you didn't know how much you needed. |If you don't believe me, read it
yourself. It's right here." She opened a drawer, and there was the yell ow
envel ope with its Al bany postmark and the burning torch of know edge in the
ot her corner.

"Aren't you going to read it?"

"I believe you."

"It said if you wanted that one extra point you could get it by enlisting in
the service."

"Li ke your old friend Jock, huh?"

"I"'msorry, Birdie."

"So am|."

"Now maybe you'll reconsider."

" About what ?"
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"The pills | bought."

"WIl you leave nme alone with those pills? WII you?"

"I'"ll never say who the father is. | promise. Birdie, look at me. | pronise."



He | ooked at the black, bleary eyes, the greasy, flaking skin, the hard little
lips that never snmiled far enough to betray the fact of her teeth. "I'd as
soon jerk off into the toilet as give it to you. Do you know what you are?
You're a noron."

"I don't care what you call me, Birdie."

"You're a goddammed subnormal . "

"I love you."

He knew what he had to do. He'd seen the thing | ast week when he'd gone

t hrough her drawers. Not a whip, but he didn't know what else to call it. He
found it again at the bottom of the underwear

"What was that you just said?" He thrust the thing into her face.

"I love you, Birdie. | really do. And | guess |'m about the only one who
does. "

"Well, this is how! feel for you"

He grabbed the collar of her robe and pulled it down off her shoul ders. She'd
never | et himsee her naked before and now he understood why. Welts and

brui ses covered her body. Her ass was |ike one big open wound from bei ng

whi pped. This was what she got paid for, not being fucked. This.

He laid into her with his whole strength. He kept going until it didn't matter
anynore, until he had no feelings left.

The sane afternoon, w thout even bothering to get drunk, he went to Tinmes
Square and enlisted in the U S. Marines to go and defend denocracy in Burna.

Ei ght other guys were sworn in at the sane tine. They raised their right arns
and took one step forward and rattled off the Pledge of All egiance or

what ever. Then the sergeant cane up and slipped the black Marine Corps mask
over Birdie's sullen face. H s new I D nunber was stencil ed across the forehead
in big white letters: USMC100-7011-D07. And that was it, they were gorillas.
BODI ES

Take a factory,"” Ab said. "It's the sane sort of thing exactly,"” Wat kind of
factory Chapel wanted to know.

Ab tipped his chair back, settling into the theory as if it were a warm
whi rl pool bath in Hydrotherapy. He'd eaten two |l unches that Chapel had brought
down and felt friendly, reasonable, in control. "Any kind. You ever worked in
a factory?"

O course he hadn't. Chapel ? Chapel was lucky to be pushing a cart. So Ab went
right on. "For instance—take an el ectronics-type factory. | worked in one
once, an assenbler.”

"And you made sonething, right?"

"Wong! | put things together. There's a difference if you'd use your ears for
one mnute instead of that big nouth of yours. See, first off this box comes
down the line, and Yd stick in this red board sort of thing, then tighten sone
other nmother on top of that. Sane thing all day, sinmple as A-B-C. Even you
could have done it, Chapel." He | aughed.

Chapel | aughed.

"Now what was | really doing? | moved things, fromhere to there...." He
pant om med here and there. The little finger of the left hand ended at the
first knuckle. He'd done it hinself at his initiation
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into the Kof Ctwenty years ago (twenty-five actually), a single chop of the
ol d chopper, but when people asked he said it was an industrial accident and
that was how t hat goddammed system destroyed you. But nostly people knew
better than to ask.

"But | didn't make anything at all, you see? And it's the same in any other
factory—you nove things or you put themtogether, sane difference."

Chapel could feel he was |losing. Ab talked faster and |ouder, and his own

wor ds cane out stunbling. He hadn't wanted to argue in the first place, but Ab
had tangled himin it wthout his knowi ng how "But something, | don't know,
what you say is ... But what | mean is—you' ve got to have comon sense, too."
"No, this is science."



VWhi ch brought such a | ook of abject defeat to the old nan's eyes it was as if
Ab had dropped a bonb, boff, right in the mddle of his black, unhappy head.
For who can argue agai nst science. Not Chapel, sure as hell.

And yet he struggled up out of the rubble still chanpioning conmon sense. "But
t hi ngs get made—how do you expl ain that?"

"Thi ngs get nade, things get made," Ab mimicked in a falsetto voice, though of
the two nmen's voices Chapel's was deeper. "Wat things?"

Chapel | ooked round the norgue for an exanple. It was all so famliar as to be
i nvi sible—the slab, the carts, the stacks of sheets, the cabinet with its
stock of fillers and fluids, the desk.... He lifted a black Identi-Band from
the clutter on the desk. "Like plastic."

"Plastic?" Ab said in a tone of disgust. "That just shows how rmuch you know,
Chapel . Plastic." Ab shook his head.

"Plastic," Chapel insisted. "Wy not?"

"Plastic is just putting chemi cals together, you illiterate."

"Yeah, but." He closed one eye, squeezing the thought into focus. "But to nake
the plastic they' ve got to—heat it. O something."

"Right! And what's heat?" he asked, folding his hands across his gut,
victorious, full. "Heat is kinetic energy."

"Shit," Chapel maintained. He massaged his stubbly brown scal p. Anot her
argunent | ost. He never understood how it happened.

"Ml ecul es,"” Ab sunmed up, "noving. Everything breaks down
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to that. It's all physics, a law" He let |oose a large fart and pointed his
finger, just in time, at Chapel's groin.

Chapel nade a snmile acknow edging Ab's triunmph. It was science all right.

Sci ence battered everyone into subnmission if it was given its way. It was |ike
trying to argue with the atnmosphere of Jupiter, or electric sockets, or the
steroid tablets he had to take nowthings that happened every day and never
made sense, never woul d, never

Dumb ni gger, Ab thought, feeling friendlier in proportion to Chapel's
perplexity. He wi shed he could have kept himarguing a while | onger. There was
still religion, psychosis, teaching, lots of possibilities. Ab had argunents
to prove that even these jobs, which | ooked so nental and abstract on the
surface, were actually all forns of kinetic energy.

Ki netic energy: once you understood the nmeaning of kinetic energy all Kkinds of
ot her things started becomi ng clear.

"You should read the book," Ab insisted.

"Mm" Chapel said.

"He explains it in nore detail." Ab hadn't read the entire book hinself, only
parts of the condensation, but he'd gotten the gist of it.

But Chapel had no time for books. Chapel, Chapel pointed out, was not one of
your intellectuals.

Was Ab? Intellectual ? He had to think about that one for a while. It was |ike
wearing some fruity color transparency and seeing hinmself in a changi ng booth
mrror, knowi ng he woul d never buy it, not daring even to wal k out on the
sales floor, but enjoying the way it fitted himanyhow an intellectual. Yes,
possibly in some other reincarnation Ab had been an intellectual, but it was a
goofy idea all the sane.

Ri ght on the button, at 1:02, they rang down from'A Surgery. A body.

He took down the nane in the | ogbook. He'd neglected to start a new page and

t he nmessenger hadn't conme by yet for yesterday's, so he entered Tinme of Death
as 11:58 and printed the name in neat block letters: NEWAN, BOBBI

"When can you get her?" asked the nurse, for whoma body still possessed sex.
"I"'mthere already," Ab pronised.
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He wondered what age it would be. "Bobbi" was an ol der type nane but there
wer e al ways excepti ons.

He booted Chapel out, |ocked up, and set off with the cart to 'A Surgery. At
the bend of the corridor, right before the ranp, he told the new kid at the



desk to take his calls. The kid w ggled his skinpy ass and made sone dunb
joke. Ab laughed. He was feeling in top shape, and it was going to be a good
night. He could tell.

Chapel was the only one on and Ms. Steinberg, who was in charge tonight,

t hough not actually his boss, said, "Chapel, 'B" Recovery," and handed hi mthe
slip.

"And move," she added of f-handedly, as another woman ni ght have said, "God

bl ess you," or "Take care."

Chapel , however, had one speed. Difficulties didn't slow himdown; anxieties
made himgo no faster. If somewhere there were caneras perpetually trained on
him viewers who studied his slightest actions, then Chapel would give them
nothing to interpret. Loaded or enpty, he wheeled his cart along the corridors
at the sane pace he took wal king home after work to his hotel on 65th.

Regul ar? As a cl ock

Qutside 'M Ward, on 4, by the elevators, a blond young man was pressing a
urinal against hinself, trying to nake hinself piss by groaning at his stee
pot. Hi s robe hung open, and Chapel noticed that his pubic hair had been
shaved of f. That usually meant henorrhoids.

"How s it going?" Chapel asked. His interest in the patients' stories was
quite sincere, especially those in Surgery or ENT wards.

The bl ond young man nmade an angui shed face and asked Chapel if he had any
noney.

"Sorry."

"Or a cigarette?"

"I don't snoke. And it's against the rules, you know "

The young man rocked fromone leg to the other, coddling his pain and

hum liation, trying to blot out every other sensation in order to go the whole
way. Only the older patients tried, for a while at |least, to hide their pain.
The young ones gloried in it fromthe noment they gave their first sanmples to
the aide in Adm ssions.
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VWhile the substitute in 'B Recovery conpleted the transfer fornms Chapel went
over to the other occupied unit. It held, still unconscious, the boy he'd
taken up earlier fromEnmergency. H's face had been a regul ar beef stew, now it
was a tidy volleyball of bandages. Fromthe boy's clothes and the tanned and
Miscly trimess of his bare arns (on one biceps two blurry blue hands
testified to an eternal friendship with "Larry") Chapel inferred that he would
have had a good-I|ooking face as well. But now? No. If he'd been registered
with one of the private health plans, perhaps. But at Bellevue there was
neither staff nor equipment for full-scale cosnetic work. He'd have eyes,

nose, mouth, etc., all the right size and sitting about where they ought to,
but the whole | ot together would be a plastic approximtion

So young—chapel lifted his linmp left wist and checked the age on the

| denti - Band—and handi capped for life. Ah, there was a lesson in it.

"The poor man," said the substitute, meaning not the boy but the transfer. She
handed Chapel the transfer form

"Ch?" said Chapel, unlocking the wheels.

She went round to the head of the cart. "A subtotal,"” she explained. "And..."
The cart bunped gently into the door frame. The bottle swayed at the top of
the intravenous pole. The old man tried to lift his hands but they were
strapped to the sides. His fingers cl enched.

" And?"

"It's gone to the liver," she explained in a strange whi sper

Chapel nodded somberly. He'd known it nust have been sonething as drastic as
that since he was routed up to heaven, the 18th floor. Sonetimes it seened to
Chapel that he would have saved Bell evue a | ot of needless trouble if he'd
just take all of these to Ab Holt's office straightaway instead of bothering
with the 18th fl oor.

In the el evator Chapel paged through the man's file. WANDTKE, JWRZY. The
routing slip, the transfer form the papers in the folder, and the Identi-Band



all agreed: JWRZY. He tried sounding it out, letter by letter

The doors opened. Wandtke's eyes opened.

"How are you?" Chapel asked. "Do you feel okay? HnP"
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Wandt ke began | aughi ng, very softly. His ribs fluttered beneath the green

el ectric sheet.

"We're going to your new ward now," Chapel explained. "It's going to be a | ot
nicer there. You'll see. Everything is going to be all right, uh . . ." He
renmenbered that it was not possible to pronounce his name. Could it be,
despite all the forms, a m stake?

Anyhow t here wasn't much point trying to conmunicate with this one. Coning up
fromsurgery they were always | oaded so full of whatever it was that there was
no sense to anything they said. They just giggled and rolled their eyes
around, like this Wandtke. And in two weeks, cinders in a furnace. \Wandtke
wasn't singing at least. Lots of them sang.

Chapel 's shoul der started in, a twi nge. The twi nge becane an ache and the ache
t hi ckened and envel oped himin a cloud of pain. Then the cloud scattered into
wi sps, the wi sps vanished. Al in the distance of a hundred yards in 'K w ng,
and wi thout his slow ng, wthout a w nk.

It wasn't bursitis, that nuch seenmed certain. It cane and went, not in
flashes, but like nmusic, a swelling up and then a welling away. The doctors
didn't understand it, so they said. Eventually it went away, and so (Chape
told hinmself) he had nothing to conplain about. That things could have been a
| ot worse was denonstrated to himall the time. The kid tonight, for instance,
with the false face that woul d al ways ache in cold weather, or this Wandtke,
giggling like he'd come from sone damed birthday party, and with his liver
changing itself all the while into some huge, horrible growh. Those were the
people to feel sorry for, and Chapel felt sorry for themw th sone gusto. By
conparison to such wetched, doomed creatures, he, Chapel, was pretty | ucky.
He handl ed dozens every shift, men and wonen, old and young, carting them here
and there, up and down, and there wasn't one of them once the doctors had
done their job, who wouldn't have been happy to change places with the short,
thin, brittle, old black nman who wheel ed them through these niles of scabby
corridors, not one.

M ss Mackey was on duty in the men's ward. She signed for Wandt ke. Chapel
asked her how he was supposed to pronounce a
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nane |ike that, Jwzy, and M ss Mackey said she certainly didn't know. It was
probably a Polish name anyhow. WAndt ke—didn't it | ook Polish?

Toget her they steered Wandtke to his unit. Chapel connected the cart, and the
unit, purring softly, scooped up the old body, lifted, and stuck. The unit
shut itself off. It was a nmonent before either Chapel or Mss Mackey realized
what was wong. Then they unstrapped the withered wists fromthe al um num
bars of the cart. The unit, this tinme, experienced no difficulty.

"Well," said Mss Mackey, "I know two people who need a day's rest."

5:45. This close to clocking out, Chapel didn't want to return to the duty
roomand risk a last-m nute assignnent. "Any dinners |eft?" he asked the

nur se.

"Too | ate here, they' ve all been taken. Try the wonen's ward."

In the women's ward, Havel ock, the elderly aide, dug up a tray that had been
meant for a patient who had term nated earlier that evening. Chapel got it for
a quarter, after pointing out the | owresidue sticker Havel ock had tried to
conceal under his thunb.

NEWVAN, B, the sticker read

Ab woul d have her now. Chapel tried to remenber what unit she'd been in. The
bl onde girl in the corner who couldn't stand sunlight? O the col ostony who
was al ways telling jokes? No, her nane was Harrison

Chapel pulled one of the visitors' chairs over to the w ndow | edge. He opened
the tray and waited for the food to warm He ate from one conpartnent at a
time, chewing at his single stolid speed, though the whole dinner was the



consi stency of a bow of Breakfast. First the potatoes; then, sone steany,

soft meat cubes; then, dutifully, a nulch of spinach. He |l eft the cake but
drank the Koffee, which contained the mracle ingredient that (aside fromthe
fact that no one ever returned) gave heaven its name. \Wen he was done he shot
the tray downstairs hinself.

Havel ock was inside, on the phone.

The ward was a maze of blue curtains, |ayers of translucence overl apping

| ayers of shadows. A triangle of sunlight spread across the red tile floor at
the far end of the room dawn.
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Unit 7 was open. At one tine or another Chapel nmust have carted its occupant
to and fromevery division of the hospital: SCHAAP, FRANCES, 3/3/04. Wich
made her eighteen, barely. Her face and neck were speckled wth innunerable
scarl et spider nevi, but Chapel remenbered when it had been a pretty face.
Lupus.

A smal |l gray machi ne beside the bed performed, approxinmately, the functions of
her inflamed liver. At irregular intervals a red light would blink on and,

qui ckly, off, infinitesiml warnings which no one heeded.

Chapel smiled. The little nmiracles were starting to unfold thenselves in his
bl ood stream but that was al nost beside the point. The point was sinple:

They were dying: he was alive. He had survived and they were bodies. The
spring sunlight added its own additional touch of good cheer to the here of
heaven and the now of six a.m

In an hour he would be hone. He'd rest a while, and then he'd watch his box.
He t hought he could I ook forward to that.

Headi ng home down First, Ab whistled a piece of trash that had stuck in his
head four days running, about sone new pill called Yes, that made you fee
better, and he did.

The fifty dollars he'd got for the Newran body brought his take for the week
up to a handsonme $115. Once he'd seen what Ab was offering, Wiite hadn't even
haggl ed. Wthout being necrophile hinmself (to Ab a body was just a job to be
done, something he carted down fromthe wards and burned or—f there was noney
to burn instead—shipped off to a freezing concern) Ab understood the market
wel I enough to have recogni zed in Bobbi Newnan a certain ideal quality of
deat hl i ness. Lupus had taken a ful m nant course with her, rapidly destroying
one internal systemafter another without, for a wonder, marring the fine
texture of the skin. True, the disease had whittled face and |inbs down to
bone thi nness, but then what el se was necrophilia about? To Ab, who |iked them
big, soft, and lively, all of this fuss over corpses was pretty alien, yet
basically his motto was "Chacun a son gout," though not in so many words.
There were linmits, of course. For exanple, he would willingly have assisted at
t he
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castration of any Republican in the city, and he felt nearly as passionate a
di staste for political extrem sts. But he possessed the basic urban tol erance
for any human peculiarity from which he stood a good chance of naking noney.
Ab considered his commi ssions fromthe procurers to be gifts of fate, to be
spent in the same free spirit that fortune had shown showering themon him In
fact, when you totted up the various MODI CUM benefits the Holts were disbarred
fromby virtue of Ab's salary, his real inconme wasn't nuch nore (w thout these
occasi onal wi ndfalls) than the government woul d have paid himfor being alive.
Ab usual |y nmanaged to sidestep the |ogical conclusion: that the windfalls were
his essential wage, the noney that made him in his own consciousness, a free
agent, the equal of any engineer, expert, or crimnal in the city. Ab was a
man, with a man's conpetence to buy whatever, w thin bounds, he wanted.

At this particular April monent, with the traffic so light on the avenue you
could drink the air like a 7-Up, with the sun shining, with nowhere in
particular to be until ten that night, and with $115 of discretionary incong,
Ab felt like an old nmovie, full of songs and viol ence and fast editing. Boff,
smack, pow, that's how Ab was feeling now, and as the opposite sex approached



himfromthe other direction, he could feel their eyes fastening on him
nmeasuring, estimating, admring, imagining.

One, very young, very black, in silvery street shorts, stared at Ab's left
hand and stared at it, as though it were a tarantula getting ready to craw
right up her leg. (Ab was everywhere quite hairy.) She could feel it tickling
her knee, her thigh, her fancy. MIly, when she was little, had been the sane
way about her father's missing finger, all silly and giddy. Mitilations were
supposed to be passe now, but Ab knew better. Grls still wet thensel ves
feeling a stunp, but guys today were just too chickenshit to chop their
fingers off. The nmacho thing now was a gold earring, for Christ's sake-as

t hough there had never been a 20th Century.

Ab wi nked at her, and she | ooked away, but with a smle. How about that?

If there were one thing mssing froma feeling of pure content it was that the
wad in his pocket (two twenties, seven tens, and one five)
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was so puny it alnmost wasn't there. Before revaluation a three-body week Iike
this would have put a bulge in his front pocket as big as another cock, a
conparison he had often at that tine drawn. Once Ab had actually been a

mllionaire—for five days running in July of 2008, the single nmpbst incredible
streak of luck he'd ever had. Today that would have neant five, six
t housand—not hi ng. Sone of the faro tables in the neighborhood still used the

old dollars, but it was like a narriage that's lost its romance: you said the
wor ds but the nmeani ng had gone out of them You | ooked at the picture of
Benjami n Franklin and thought, this is a picture of Benjam n Franklin. Wereas
with the new bills $100 stood for beauty, truth, power, and |ove.

As though his bankroll were a kind of magnet dragging himthere, Ab turned
left on 18th into Stuyvesant Town. The four playgrounds at the center of the
conpl ex were the chief black market in New York. In the facs and on TV they
used euphem sns like "flea market" or "street fair," since to cone right out
and call it a black market was equival ent to saying the place was an annex of
the police departnent and the courts, which it was.

The bl ack market was as much a part of New York (or any other city), as basic
to its existence, as the nunbers fromone to ten. Were el se could you buy
somet hing without the purchase being fed into the federal income-and-purchase
conput ers? Nowhere was where, which neant that Ab, when he was flush, had
three options open to him the playgrounds, the clubs, and the baths.

Used clothing fluttered Iinply fromrack after rack, as far as the fountain.
Ab coul d never pass these stalls without feeling that Leda was sonehow cl ose
at hand, hidden anong these tattered banners of the great defeated arnmy of the
second-rate and second-hand, still silently resisting him still trying to
stare himdown, still insisting, though so quietly now that only he could hear
her: "Goddamm it, Ab. can't you get it through that thick skull of yours,
we're poor, we're poor, we're poor!" It had been the biggest argunent of their
life together and the decisive one. He could renmenber the exact spot. under a
pl ane tree, just here, where they had stood and raged at each other, Leda

hi ssing and spitting like a kettle, out of her mind. It was right after the
twins had arrived and Leda was saying there was no help for it, they'd have to
wear what they could get. Ab said fuckshit,
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no, no, no kid of his was going to wear other people's rags, they'd stay in

t he house naked first. Ab was |ouder and stronger and |ess afraid, and he won,
but Leda revenged herself by turning her defeat into a martyrdom She never
hel d out agai nst himagain. |Instead she becane an invalid, weepy and sniveling
and resol utely hel pl ess.

Ab heard soneone calling his name. He | ooked around, but who would be here
this early in the day but the people fromthe buildings, old fol ks plugged
into their radios, kids screami ng at other kids, babies scream ng at nothers,
not hers screanming. Half the vendors weren't even spread out yet.

"Ab Holt—ever here!" It was old Ms. Gal ban. She patted the space beside her
on the green bench



He didn't have nmuch choice. "Hey, Viola, how s it going? You re |ooking
great!"

Ms. Galban smiled a sweet, rickety smle. Yes, she said conplacently, she did
feel well, she thanked God every day. She observed that even for April this
was beautiful weather. Ab didn't |ook so bad hinself (a little heavier maybe),
t hough it was how many years now?

"Twel ve years," said Ab, at a venture.

"Twel ve years? It seens |onger. And how is that good-Ilooking Dr. Mencken in
Der nmat ol ogy?"

"He's fine. He's the head of the departnent now, you know "

"Yes, | heard that."

"He asked after you the other day when | ran into himoutside the clinic. He
sai d, have you seen old Gabby lately.” A polite lie.

She nodded her head, politely believing him Then, cautiously, she started
hom ng in on what was, for her, the issue. "And Leda, how is she, poor thing?"
"Leda is fine, Viola."

"She's getting out of the house, then?"

"Well no, not often. Sonetimes we take her up to the roof for a bit of air.
It's closer than the street.”

"Ah, the pain!" Ms. Glban nurnured with swift, professional synpathy that
the years had not been able to blunt. Indeed, it was probably better exercised
now t han when she'd been an aide at Bellevue. "You don't have to explai n—+
know it can be so awful, can't it, pain like that, and there's so little any
of us can do. But.. ." she
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added, before Ab could turn aside the final thrust, "... we nust do that
little if we can."

"lt's not as bad as it used to be," Ab insisted.

Ms. Galban's | ook was nmeant to be understood as reproachful in a sad,
hel pl ess way, but even Ab coul d sense the cal cul ati ons goi ng on behind the
brown, cataracted eyes. Was this, she asked herself, worth pursuing? Wuld Ab
bite?

In the first years of Leda's invalidismAb had picked up extra Dilaudin
suppositories fromMs. Gl ban, who specialized in anal gesics. Mst of her
clients were other old wonmen whom she nmet in the out-patient waiting room at
the hospital. Ab had bought the Dilaudin nore as a favor to the old pusher
than from any real need, since he got all the norphine that Leda needed from
the interns for next to nothing.

"It's aterrible thing," Ms. Galban | anented quietly, staring into her
seventy-eight-year-old lap. "Aterrible thing."

What the hell, Ab thought. It wasn't as if he were broke.

"Hey, Gabby, you wouldn't have any of those things | used to get for Leda,
woul d you? Those what - you-cal |l -uns?"

"Well, Ab, since you ask . "

Ab got a package of five suppositories for nine dollars, which was tw ce the
going price, even here on the playground. Ms. Gal ban evidently thought Ab a

f ool .

As soon as he'd given her the nobney, he felt confortably unobligated. Wl king
of f he could curse her with buoyant resentnent. The old bitch would have to
live a dammed long tine before he ever bought any nore plugs off her

Usual |y Ab never made the connection between the two worlds he inhabited, this
one out here and the Bell evue norgue, but now, having actively w shed Viola
Gal ban dead, it struck himthat the odds were strong that he'd be the one
who' d shove her in the oven. The death of anyone (anyone, that is, whom Ab had
known alive) was a depressing idea, and he shrugged it away. At the far edge
of his shrug, for the barest instant, he saw the young, pretty face of Bobb
Newman.

The need to buy sonething was suddenly a physical necessity, as though his wad
of bills had becone that cock and had to be jerked off after a week-Iong

absti nence.
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He bought a lenon ice, his first ice of the year, and strolled anong the
stalls, touching the goods with thick, sticky fingers, asking prices, making

j okes. Everywhere the vendors hailed himby his name when they saw him
approach. There was nothing, so runor would have it, that Ab Holt couldn't be
tal ked i nto buying.

2.

Ab | ooked at his two hundred and fourteen pounds of wife fromthe doorway.

Wi nkl ed bl ue sheets were wound round her |egs and stonmach, but her breasts
hung | oose. "They're prizewinners to this day," Ab thought affectionately. Any
feelings he still had for Leda were focused there, just as any pleasure she
got when he was on top of her came fromthe squeezing of his hands, the biting
of his teeth. \Where the sheets were w apped round her, however, she could fee
not hi ng—except, sonetines, pain.

After a while Ab's attention woke Leda up, the way a magnifying gl ass,
focusing on a dry leaf, will start it snoldering.

He threw t he package of suppositories onto the bed. "That's for you."

"Ch." Leda opened the package, sniffed at one of the wax cylinders
suspi ci ously. "Ch?"

"It's Dilaudin. | ran into that Ms. Galban at the market, and she woul dn't
get off my back till 1'd bought sonething."

"I was afraid for a noment you m ght have got it on ny account. Thanks. Wat's
in the other bag, an enema bottle for our anniversary?"

Ab showed her the wig he'd bought for Beth. It was a silly, four-tines-renoved
imtation of the Egyptian style made popul ar by a now defunct TV series. To
Leda it | ooked like sonething you'd find at the bottom of a box of Xmas

wr appi ng, and she was certain it would | ook the same way to her daughter

"My God," she said.

"Well, it's what the kids are wearing now' Ab said doubtfully. It no |onger

| ooked the sane to him He brought it over to the wedge of sunlight by the
bedroom s open wi ndow and tried to shake a bit nore
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glitter intoit. The nmetallic strings, rubbed agai nst each other, nade soft
squeaki ng sounds.

"My God," she said again. Her annoyance had al nost betrayed her into asking

hi mwhat he'd paid for it. Since the epochal argument beneath the plane tree
she never discussed noney matters with Ab. She didn't want to hear how he
spent his nmoney or how he earned it. She especially didn't want to know how he
earned it, since she had, anyhow, a fair idea.

She contented herself with an insult. "You' ve got the discrimnation of a
garbage truck, and if you think Beth will et herself be seen in that

ridi cul ous, obscene piece of junk, well. . . I'" She pushed at the mattress
until she was sitting al nbost upright. Both Leda and the bed breathed heavily.
"How woul d you know what people are wearing outside this apartnment? There were
hundreds of these fucking things all over the playground. It's what the kids
are wearing now. What the fuck."

"I't's ugly. You bought your daughter an ugly wig. You have every right to,
suppose. "

"Ugly—+sn't that what you used to say about everything MIly wore? Al those
things with buttons. And the hats! It's a stage they go through. You were
probably just the sanme, if you could renmenber that |ong ago."

"Ch, MIIly! You' re always holding MIIly up as though she were sone kind of
exanple! MIly never had any i dea how— Leda gave a gasp. Her pain. She
pressed her hand flat against the roll of flesh to the side of her right
breast, where she thought her liver mght be. She closed her eyes trying to

| ocate the pain, which had vani shed.

Ab waited till Leda was paying attention to himagain. Then, very
deliberately, he threwthe tinselly wig out the open wi ndow. Thirty dollars,
he thought, just like that.

The manufacturer's tag fluttered to the floor. A pink oval with italic



letters: Nephertiti Creations.

Wth an inarticulate cry Leda sw vel ed sideways in bed till she'd nmade both
feet touch the floor. She stood up. She took two steps and reached out for the
wi ndow frame to steady herself.

The wig lay in the mddle of the street eighteen floors bel ow
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Agai nst the gray concrete it | ooked dazzlingly bright. A Tastee Bread truck
backed up over it.

Since there was no reproach she m ght have nmade that didn't boil down to a
charge of his throwi ng away noney, she said nothing. The unspoken words
whirled round inside her, a plague-bearing wind that ruffled the wasted
nmuscl es of her |legs and back like so nany tattered flags. The wi nd di ed and
the flags went |inp.

Ab was ready behind her. He caught her as she fell and laid her back on the
bed, wasting not a notion, snmooth as a tango dip. It seened al nost acci dental
that his hands shoul d be under her breasts. Her nmouth opened and he put his
own nouth across it, sucking the breath from her |ungs.

Anger was their aphrodisiac. Over the years the interval between fighting and
fucki ng had grown shorter and shorter. They scarcely bothered any | onger to
differentiate the two processes. Already his cock was stiff. Already she'd
begun to noan her rhythm c protest against the pleasure or the pain, whichever
it was. As his left hand kneaded the warm dough of her breasts, his right hand
pul l ed off his shoes and pants. The years of invalidismhad given her |ax
flesh a peculiar virginal quality, as though each tine he went into her he was
awakeni ng her from an enchanted, innocent sleep. There was a kind of sourness
about her too, a snell that seeped from her pores only at these tines, the way
mapl es yield sap only at the depth of the winter. Eventually he'd learned to
like it.

A good sweat built up on the interface of their bodies, and his novenents
produced a steady sal vo of smacking and slapping and farting sounds. This, to
Leda, was the worst part of their sexual assaults, especially when she knew
the children were at home. She imagi ned Beno, her youngest, her favorite,
standing on the other side of the door, unable to keep fromthinking of what
was happening to her despite the horror it nust have caused him Sonetines it
was only by concentrating on the thought of Beno that she could keep from
crying out.

Ab's body began to nove faster. Leda's, crossing the threshold between
self-control and automatism struggled upward away fromthe thrusts of his
cock. Hi s hands grabbed her hips, forcing her to take him Tears burst from
her eyes, and Ab cane.
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He rolled off, and the mattress gave one | ast exhausted whoosh.

" Dad?"

It was Beno, who certainly should have been in school. The bed-room door was
hal f way open. Never, Leda thought, in an ecstasy of humiliation, never had she
known a nonent to match this. Bright new pains |eapt through her viscera |like
tri bes of antel ope.

"Dad, " Beno insisted. "Are you asl eep?"

"I would be if you'd shut up and let ne."

"There's someone on the phone downstairs, fromthe hospital. That Juan. He
said it's urgent, and to wake you if we had to."

"Tell Martinez to fuck hinself."

"He said" Beno went on, in a tone of martyred patience that was a good replica
of his nother's, "it didn't nake any difference what you said and that once he
explained it to you you' d thank him That's what he said."

"Did he say what it was about ?"

"Some guy they're |ooking for. Bob Soneone."

"I don't know who they want, and in any case .. Then it began to dawn: the
possibility; the awful, inmpossible Iightning bolt he'd known he woul d never
escape. "Bobbi Newran, was that the nanme of the guy they're |ooking for?"



"Yeah. Can | cone in?"

"Yes, yes." Ab swept the danp sheet over Leda's body, which hadn't stirred
since he'd got off. He pulled his pants on. "Wo took the call, Beno?"
"WIlliken did." Beno stepped into the bedroom He had sensed the inportance of
t he nmessage he'd been given and he was deternmined to mlk it for a maxi mum of
suspense. It was as though he knew what was at stake.

"Listen, run downstairs and tell WIliken to hold Juan on the line until

One of his shoes was m ssing.

"He left, Dad. | told himyou couldn't be interrupted. He seened sort of angry
and he said he wi shed you woul dn't give people his nunber anynore."

"Shit on WIliken then."
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H s shoe was way the hell under the bed. How had he . . . ?

"What was the nmessage he gave you exactly? Did they say who's | ooking for this
Newran fel | ow?"

"WIlliken wote it down, but | can't read his witing. Margy it | ooks like."
That was it then, the end of the world. Sonmehow Admi ssions had nade a mi st ake
in slotting Bobbi Newnan for a routine cremation. She had a policy with
Macy' s.

And if Ab didn't get back the body he'd sold to White ... "Ch Jesus," he

whi spered to the dust under the bed.

"Anyhow you' re supposed to call themright back. But WIIliken says not from
hi s phone 'cause he's gone out."

There m ght be tine, barely and with the best luck. Wite hadn't left the

nmorgue till after 3 a.m It was still short of noon. He'd buy the body back
even if it meant paying Wiite something extra for his disappointnment. After
all, in the long run Wite needed himas much as he needed Wite.

"Bye, Dad," Beno said, without raising his voice, though by then Ab was
already out in the hall and down one | andi ng.

Beno wal ked over to the foot of the bed. His nother still hadn't noved a
nmuscl e. He'd been watching her the whole tinme and it was as though she were
dead. She was always like that after his father had fucked her, but usually
not for such a long time. At school they said that fucking was supposed to be
very healthful but sonmehow it never seemed to do her much good. He touched the
sole of her right foot. It was soft and pink, |like the foot of a baby, because
she never wal ked anywhere.

Leda pull ed her foot away. She opened her eyes.

VWhite's establishnent was way the hell downtown, around the corner fromthe
Denmocratic National Convention (fornerly, Pier 19) which was to the world of
contenporary pleasure what Radio City Miusic Hall had been to the world of
entertai nnment—+he largest, the mldest, and the nost amazing. Ab, being a born
New Yor ker, had never stepped through the gl owi ng neon vulva (seventy feet
high and forty feet wide, a landmark) of the entrance. For those like Ab who
ref used
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to be grossed out by the conscious too-nuchness of the major piers, the sane
basic styles were available on the side streets ("Boston" they called this
area) in a variety of cooler colors, and here, in the mdst of all that was
al l owed, sone five or six illegal businesses eked out their unnatural and
anachroni stic |ives.

After much knocking a young girl cane to the door, the sane probably who had
answer ed the phone, though now she pretended to be mute. She could not have
been much ol der than Beno, twelve at nost, but she noved with the |istless,
enforced manner of a despairing housew fe.

Ab stepped into the dimfoyer and cl osed the door against the girl's scarcely
percepti ble resistance. He'd never been inside Wiite's place before and he
woul d not even have known what address to conme to if he hadn't once had to
take over the delivery van for Wite, who' d arrived at the norgue too zonked
out to function. So this was the market to which he'd been exporting his
goods. It was | ess than el egant.



"I want to see M. Wiite," Ab told the girl. He wondered if she were anot her
si del i ne.

She lifted one small, unhappy hand toward her nouth.

There was a clattering and bangi ng above their heads, and a single flinsy
facs-sheet drifted down through the half-light of the stairwell. Wite's voice
drifted down after it: "lIs that you, Holt?"

"Dam right!" Ab started up the stairs but Wite, [ight in his head and heavy
on his feet, was already crashing down to neet him

White placed a hand on Ab's shoul der, establishing the fact of the other nman's
presence and at the same tinme holding hinself erect. He had said yes to Yes
once too often, or twi ce, and was not at this nonment altogether corporeal
"I"ve got to take it back," Ab said. "I told the kid on the phone. | don't
care how much you stand to lose, |I've got to have it."

White renmoved his hand carefully and placed it on the banister. "Yes. Wil

It can't be done. No."

"I'"ve got to."

"Melissa," Wite said. "It would be ... If you would please . . . And I'll see
you |l ater, darling."

The girl nounted the steps reluctantly, as though her certain future were
waiting for her at the top. "My daughter," Wiite explained with
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a sad snmle as she cane al ongside. He reached out to runple her hair but

m ssed by a few inches.

"We' || discuss this, shall we, in ny office?"
Ab hel ped himto the bottom White went to the door at the far end of the
foyer. "lIs it | ocked?" he wondered al oud.

Ab tried it. It was not | ocked.

"I was neditating,"” Wiite said neditatively, still standing before the

unl ocked door, in Ab's way, "when you called before. In all the uproar and
whirl, a man has to take a nonent aside to ..."

White's office | ooked like a |lawer's that Ab had broken into at the tag-end
of a riot, years and years before. He'd been taken aback to find that the
ordi nary processes of indigence and desuetude had acconplished nuch nore than
any amount of his own adol escent snashi ng about night have.

"Here's the story," Ab said, standing close to Wite and speaking in a | oud
voi ce so there could be no m sunderstanding. "It turns out that the one you
cane for last night was actually insured by her parents, out in Arizona,

wi t hout her knowi ng. The hospital records didn't say anything about it, but
what happened is the various clinics have a conputer that cross-checks agai nst
the obits. They caught it this nmorning and called the norgue around noon."
White tugged sullenly on a strand of his sparse, nousy hair. "Well, tell them
you know, tell themit went in the oven."

"I can't. Oficially we've got to hold themfor twenty-four hours, just in
case sonething like this should happen. Only it never does. Who woul d have
thought, | nmean it's so unlikely, isn't it? Anyhow the point is, |'ve got to
t ake the body back. Now. "

"It can't be done."

"Has sonebody already . .. ?"

Wi t e nodded.

"But could we fix it up again somehow? | mean, how, uh, badly ..
"No. No, | don't think so. Qut of the question."

"Listen, White, if | get busted over this, | won't let nyself be the only one
to get hurt. You understand. There are going to be questions."”

Whi t e nodded vaguely. He seened to go away and return. "Well then, take a | ook
yoursel f." He handed Ab an ol d-fashi oned brass
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key. There was a plastic Yin and Yang synbol on the keychain. He pointed to a
four-tier metal file on the far side of the office. "Through there."

The file wouldn't roll aside fromthe doorway until, having thought about it,
Ab bent down and found the release for the wheels. There was no knob on the



door, just a tarnished disc of lock with a word "Chi cago"” on it. The key fit
| oosely and the | ocks had to be coaxed.

The body was scattered all over the patchy linoleum A heavy rose-like scent
masked the stench of the decaying organs. No, it was not sonething you could
have passed off as the result of surgery, and in any case the head seened to
be mi ssi ng.

He' d wasted an hour to see this.

White stood in the doorway, ignhoring, in synpathy to Ab's feelings, the

exi stence of the disnenbered and di senbowel ed corpse. "He was waiting here,
you see, when | went to the hospital. An out-of-towner, and one of ny very ..
| always | et themtake away whatever they want. Sorry."

As White was | ocking up the room again, Ab recollected the one thing he would
need irrespective of the body. He hoped it hadn't gone off with the head.
They found her left armin the coffin of sinmulated pine with the Identi-Band
still onit. He tried to persuade hinself that as |ong as he had this nane
there was still half a chance that he'd find sonething to hang it on

White sensed Ab's renascent optimsm and, wi thout sharing it, encouraged him
"Thi ngs coul d be worse."

Ab frowned. Hi s hope was still too fragile to bear expression

But Wiite began to float away in his own nmild breeze. "Say, Ab, have you ever
studi ed Yoga?"

Ab | aughed. "Shit no."

"You should. You'd be anazed what it can do for you. | don't stick with it
like | should, it's my own fault, | suppose, but it puts you in touch wth
Vll, it's hard to explain."

White discovered that he was alone in the office. "Where are you goi ng?" he
asked.
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420 East 65th came into the world as a "luxury" coop, but like nmost such it
had been subdivided by the turn of the century into a nunber of little hotels,
two or three to a floor. These hotels rented roons or portions of roonms on a
weekly basis to singles who either preferred hotel life or who, as aliens,
didn't qualify for a MODI CUM dorm Chapel shared his roomat the Colton (naned
after the actress reputed to have owned the entire twelve roons of the hotel
inthe '80's and '90's) with another ex-convict, but since Lucey left for his
job at a retrieval center early in the norning and spent his afterhours
cruising for free neat around the piers the two nmen rarely encountered each

ot her, which was how they liked it. It wasn't cheap, but where el se could they
have found accomodati ons so reassuringly |like those they'd known at
Sing-Sing: so small, so spare, so dark?

The room had a false floor in the reductionist style of the '90's. Lucey never
went out without first scrupul ously tucking everything away and rolling the
floor into place. Wen Chapel got hone fromthe hospital he would be greeted
by a splendid absence: the walls, one wi ndow covered by a paper screen, the
ceiling with its single recessed light, the waxed wood of the floor. The
singl e decoration was a strip of nolding tacked to the walls at what was now,
due to the raised floor, eye-Ievel

He was home, and here, beside the door, bolted to the wall, quietly,
wonderfully waiting for him was his twenty-eight-inch Yanmaha of America, none
better at any price, nor any cheaper. (Chapel paid all the rental and cable
charges hinself, since Lucey didn't like TV)

Chapel did not watch just anything. He saved hinself for the programs he felt
really strongly about. As the first of these did not conme on till 10:30, he
spent the intervening hour or two dusting, sanding, waxing, polishing, and
general ly being good to the floor, just as for nineteen years he had scoured
the concrete of his cell every norning and evening. He worked with the

m ndl ess and bl essed dutiful ness of a priest reading his office. Afterwards,
cal med, he would roll back the gl eam ng floorboards fromhis bed and Iie back
wi th consci ous worthiness, ready to receive. Hi s body seened to di sappear.
Once the box was on, Chapel became another person. At 10:30 he becane Eric



Laver, the idealistic young |lawer, with his idealistic young notions of right
and wong, which no anount of painful expe-

BODI ES / 51

rience, including two disastrous marriages (and the possibility now of a
third) ever seemed to dispel. Though lately, since he'd taken on the Forrest
case . . . This was The Wol e Truth.

At 11: 30 Chapel would have his bowel nmovenent during an interm ssion of news,
sports, and weat her.

Then: As The World Turns, which, being nore epic in scope, offered its

audi ence different identities on different days. Today, as Bill Harper, Chape
was worried about Mira, his fourteen-year-old probl em stepdaughter, who only
| ast Wednesday during a stormy encounter at breakfast had announced to him
that she was a leshian. As if this wasn't enough, his wife, when he told her
what Mdira had told him insisted that many years ago she had | oved anot her
worman. Who that ot her wonman m ght have been he feared he already knew

It was not the stories that engaged himso, it was the faces of the actors,
their voices, their gestures, the snmooth, w de-open, whol e-bodi ed way they
moved. So | ong as they thensel ves seened stirred by their imagi nary problens,
Chapel was satisfied. Wiat he needed was the spectacle of authentic

enoti on—eyes that cried, chests that heaved, |ips that kissed or frowned or
tightened with anxiety, voices tremulous with concern

He would sit on the mattress, propped on cushions, four feet back fromthe
screen, breathing quick, shallow breaths, wholly given over to the flickerings
and noi ses of the machine, which were, nore than any of his own actions, his
life, the central fact of his consciousness, the single source of any

happi ness Chapel knew or coul d renenber.

A TV had taught Chapel to read. It had taught himto laugh. It had instructed
the very nuscles of his face how to express pain, fear, anger, and joy. From
it he had | earned the words to use in all the confusing circunstances of his

other, external life. And though he never read, or |aughed, or frowned, or
spoke, or wal ked, or did anything as well as his avatars on the screen, yet
they'd seen himthrough well enough, after all, or he would not have been here

now, renew ng hinself at the source.

What he sought here, and what he found, was nuch nore than art. which he had
sanpl ed during prime evening hours and for which he had little use. It was the
experience of returning, after the exertions of the day, to a face he could
recogni ze and | ove, his own or soneone
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else's. O if not love, then sone feeling as strong. To know, with certainty,
that he would feel these same feelings tonorrow, and the next day. |In other
ages religion had performed this service, telling people the story of their
lives, and after a certain lapse of tinme telling it to them again.

Once a show that Chapel followed on CBS had pull ed down such di sastrous
ratings for six nonths running that it had been cancel ed. A pagan forcibly
converted to a new religion wiuld have felt the sane | oss and | onging (unti

t he new god has been taught to inhabit the forns abandoned by the god who

di ed) that Chapel felt then, |ooking at the strange faces inhabiting the
screen of his Yamaha for an hour every afternoon. It was as though he'd | ooked
into a mrror and failed to find his reflection. For the first month the pain
in his shoul der had becone so magnificently nore awful that he had al nost been
unable to do his work at Bellevue. Then, slowy, in the person of young Dr.
Landry, he began to redi scover the elenents of his own identity.

It was at 2:45, during a conmercial for Carnation Eggies, that Ab cane
poundi ng and hol l ering at Chapel's door. Maud had just come to visit her
sister-in-law s child at the observation center to which the court had
committed him She didn't know yet that Dr. Landry was in charge of the boy's
case.

"Chapel ," Ab screaned, "I know you're in there, so open up, goddamrit. I'IlI
knock this door down."

The next scene opened in Landry's office. He was trying to make Ms. Hanson



fromlast week, understand how a | arge part of her daughter's probl em sprang
fromher own selfish attitudes. But Ms. Hanson was bl ack, and Chapel's
synmpat hy was qualified for blacks, whose special dramatic function was to

rem nd the audi ence of the other world, the one that they inhabited and were
unhappy in.

Maud knocked on Landry's door: a closeup of gloved ringers thrumm ng on the
paper panel .

Chapel got up and et Ab in. By three o' clock Chapel had agreed, albeit
sullenly, to help Ab find a replacenent for the body he had | ost.
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3.

Martinez had been at the desk when the call cane from Macy's saying to hold

t he Newran body till their driver got there. Though he knew that the vaults
cont ai ned nothing but three nale geriatric nunbers, he nade mld yes-sounds
and started filling out both forms. He left a message for Ab at his emergency
nunber, then (on the principle that if there was going to be shit it should be
Ab who either cleaned it up or ate it, as God willed) got word to his cousin
to call in sick for the second (two to ten) shift. Wen Ab phoned back
Martinez was brief and om nous: "Get here and bring you know what. O you know
what . "

Macy's driver arrived before Ab. Martinez was feeling al nost off-bal ance
enough to tell himthere was nothing in storage by the name of Newman, Bobbi
But it was not like Martinez to be honest when a lie mght serve, especially
in a case like this, where his own livelihood, and his cousin's, were

j eopardi zed. So, making a nental sign of the cross, he'd wheel ed one of the
geriatric nunbers out fromthe faults, and the driver, with a healthy

i ndi fference to bureaucratic good form carted it out to his van w thout

| ooki ng under the sheet or checking the name on the file: NORRI S, THOVAS.

It was an inspired inprovisation. Since their driver had been as cul pabl e as
the norgue, Macy's wasn't likely to nake a stink about the resulting del ay.
Fast post nmortem freezing was the rule in the cry-onic industry and it didn't
pay to advertise the exceptions.

Ab arrived a bit before four. First off he checked out the | og book. The page
for April 14 was blank. A miracle of bad |uck, but he wasn't surprised.
"Anyt hi ng wai ti ng?"

" Not hi ng. "

"That's incredible,” Ab said, wishing it were.

The phone rang. "That'll be Macy's," Martinez said equably, stripping down to
street cl ot hes.

"Aren't you going to answer it?"

"It's your baby now " Martinez flashed a big winner's smle. They'd
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both ganbl ed but Ab had | ost. He explained, as the phone rang on, the stopgap
by which he'd saved Ab's life.

When Ab picked it up, it was the director, no less, of Macy's dinic, and so
high in the sky of his just wath it would have been inpossible for Ab to have
made out what he was screaming if he hadn't already known. Ab was suitably

abj ect and incredul ous, explaining that the attendant who had rmade the m stake
(and how it coul d have happened he still did not understand) was gone for the
day. He assured the director that the man would not get off lightly, would
probably be canned or worse. On the other hand, he saw no reason to call the
matter to the attention of Adm nistration, who mght try to shift some of the
bl ame onto Macy's and their driver. The director agreed that that was uncall ed
for.

"And the minute your driver gets here Mss Newran will be waiting. 1'll be
personal |y responsi ble. And we can forget that the whol e thing happened. Yes?"
Yes.

Leaving the office, Ab drew in a deep breath and squared his shoul ders. He
tried to get hinmself into the I-can-do-it spirit of a Sousa march. He had a
problem There's only one way to solve a problem by coping with it. By



what ever neans were avail abl e.

For Ab, at this point, there was only one neans |eft.

Chapel was waiting where Ab had left himon the ranp spanning 29th Street.

"It has to be done," Ab said.

Chapel, reluctant as he was to risk Ab's anger again (he'd nearly been
strangled to death once), felt obliged to enter a |last synbolic protest. "I'I|
do it," he whispered, "but it's nurder."

"Ch no," Ab replied confidently, for he felt quite at ease on this score.
"Burking isn't nurder."

On April 2, 1956, Bellevue Hospital did not record a single death, a statistic
so rare it was thought worthy of remark in all the city's newspapers, and
there were then quite a few. In the sixty-six years since, there had not been
such anot her deat hl ess day, though twice it had seemed a near thing.
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At five o' clock on the afternoon of April 14, 2022, the city desk conmputer at
the Tines issued a stand-by slip noting that as of that nmonment their Bellevue
tie-line had not dispatched a single obit to the central board. A print-off of
the old story acconpani ed the slip.

Joel Beck | aid down her copy of Tender Buttons, which was no | onger naking
sense, and considered the human-interest possibilities of this nonevent. She'd
been on stand-by for hours and this was the first thing to cone up. By

m dni ght, very likely, someone would have died and spoiled any story she m ght
have witten. Still, in a choice between Gertrude Stein (illusion) and the
Bel | evue nmorgue (reality) Joel opted for the latter.

She notified Darling where she'd be. He thought it was a sl eeping idea and
told her to enjoy it.

By the first decade of the 21st Century systematic |upus erythemato-sis (SLE)
had di spl aced cancer as the principal cause of death ambng wonen aged twenty
to fifty-five. This disease attacks every mmjor system of the body,
sequentially or in conbination. Pathologically it is a virtual anthol ogy of
what can go wong with the human body. Until the Mrgan-Imanura test was
perfected in 2007, cases of |upus had been di agnosed as neningitis, as
epi | epsy, as brucellosis, as nephritis, as syphilis, as colitis . . . The list
goes on.

The etiology of lupus is infinitely conplex and has been endl essly debat ed,
but all students agree with the contention of Miuller and Imanura in the study
for which they won their first Nobel prize, SLE—the Ecol ogi cal Disease: |upus
represents the auto-intoxication of the human race in an environnent ever nore
hostile to the existence of life. A mnority of specialists went on to say
that the chief cause of the disease's proliferation had been the collatera
grow h of nodern pharmacol ogy. Lupus, by this theory, was the price mankind
was paying for the cure of its other ills.

Among t he | eadi ng proponents of the so-called "doonsday" theory was Dr. E.
Kitaj, director of Bellevue Hospital's Metabolic Research unit, who now (while
Chapel bided his time in the television room) was pointing out to the resident
and interns of heaven certain unique features of the case of the patient in
Unit 7. Wiile al
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clinical tests confirmed a diagnosis of SLE, the degeneration of liver
functions had progressed in a fashion nore typical of lupoid hepatitis.
Because of the unique properties of her case, Dr. Kitaj had ordered a liver
machi ne upstairs for Mss Schaap, though ordinarily this was a tenporary
expedi ent before transplantation. Her life was now as nmuch a nechanical as a
bi ol ogi ¢ process. In Al abama, New Mexico, and Ut ah, Frances Schaap woul d have
been considered dead in any court of |aw

Chapel was falling asleep. The afternoon art novie, a drama of circus life,
was no hel p in keeping awake, since he could never concentrate on a program
unl ess he knew the characters. Only by thinking of Ab, the threats he'd nade,
the blood glowing in his angry face, was he able to keep from noddi ng off.

In the ward the doctors had nmoved on to Unit 6 and were listening with



tolerant smiles to Ms. Harrison's jokes about her col ostony.

The new Ford comrercial came on, like an old friend calling Chapel by nanme. A
girl in an Enpire coupe drove through endl ess fields of grain. Ab had said,
who said so many things just for then-shock value, that the conmercials were
often better than the prograns.

At last they trooped off together to the men's ward, |eaving the curtains
drawn around Unit 7. Frances Schaap was asleep. The little red light on the

machi ne wi nked on and off, on and off, like a jet flying over the city at

ni ght .

Using the di agram Ab had scrawl ed on the back of a transfer form Chapel found
the pressure adjustnent for the portal vein. He turned it left till it

stopped. The arrow on the scale below, marked P P, nmoved slowy from 35, to
40, to 50. To 60.

To 65.

He turned the dial back to where it had been. The arrow shivered: the porta
vei n had henorrhaged.

Frances Schaap woke up. She lifted one thin, astonished hand toward her lips:
they were smling! "Doctor," she said pleasantly. "Ch, | feel. . ." The hand
fell back to the sheet.

Chapel | ooked away from her eyes. He readjusted the dial, which was no
different, essentially, fromthe controls of his own Yanaha. The arrow noved
right, along the scale: 50. 55.
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" so nmuch better now "

60. 65.

"Thanks. "

70.

"I hope, M. Holt, that you won't let me keep you from your work," Joel Beck
said, with candid insincerity. "I fear | have already."

Ab t hought tw ce before agreeing to this. At first he'd been convinced she was
actually an investigator Macy's had hired to nail him but her story about the
conput er checking out the obits and sending her here was not the sort of thing
anyone could have nade up. It was bad enough, her being fromthe Tines, and
wor se per haps.

"Am | ?" she insisted.

If he said yes, he had work to do, she'd ask to tag along and watch. If he
said no, then she'd go on with her damed questions. If it hadn't been that
she'd have reported him (he could recognize the type), he'd have told her to
fuck off.

"Ch, | don't know, " he answered carefully. "Isn't it nme who's keeping you from
your wor k?"

"How so?"

"Like | explained, there's a wonan up on 18 who's sure to ternminate any mnute
now. I'mjust waiting for themto call."

"Hal f an hour ago you said it wouldn't take fifteen mnutes, and you're stil
wai ting. Possibly the doctors have pulled her through. Wuldn't that be
wonder f ul ?"

: Soneone is bound to die by twelve o' clock."

"By the sane | ogi c soneone was bound to have di ed by now-and they haven't."

Ab coul d not support the strain of diplomcy any |onger. "Look, |ady, you're
wasting your time—t's as sinple as that."

"I't won't be the first time," Joel Beck replied conplacently. "You m ght

al nrost say that that's what |"'mpaid to do." She unslung her recorder. "If
you'd just answer one or two nore questions, give nme a few nore details of
what you actually do, possibly we'll come up with a handle for a nore genera
story. Then even if that call does come | could go up with you and | ook over
your shoul der."
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"Who woul d be interested?" Wth grow ng astoni shment Ab realized that she did
not so much resist his argunents as sinply ignore them



Whil e Joel Beck was explaining the intrinsic fascination of death to the
readers of the Tinmes (not a norbid fascination but the universal hunman
response to a universal human fact), the call cane from Chapel

He had done what Ab asked himto.

"Yeah, and?"

It had gone off okay.

"Is it official yet?"

It wasn't. There was no one in the ward.

"Coul dn't you, uh, nmention the nmatter to someone who can rmake it official?"
The Tines woman was poki ng about the norgue, fingering things, pretending not
to eavesdrop. Ab felt she coul d deci pher his generalities. Hs first

conf ession had been the sane kind of nightnare, with Ab certain all his
classmates lined up outside the confessional had overheard the sins the priest
had pried out of him If she hadn't been listening he could have tried to
bul Iy Chapel into .

He'd hung up. It was just as well.

"Was that the call?" she asked.

"No. Sonething else, a private matter."

So she kept at himw th nore questions about the ovens, and whether relatives
ever cane in to watch, and how long it took, until the desk called to say
there was a driver fromMacy's trying to bring a body into the hospital and
shoul d they let hinP

"Hold himright there. I"'mon nmy way."

"That was the call," Joel Beck said, genuinely disappointed.

"Mm 1'll be right back."

The driver, flustered, started in with sone story why he was | ate.

"It's skin off your ass, not mne. Never mnd that anyhow. There's a reporter
inm office fromthe Tines—=

"I knew," the driver said. "It's not enough I'mgoing to be fired, now you've
found a way—

"Listen to me, asshole. This isn't about the Newran fuckup. and if you don't
pani ¢ she never has to know." He explained about the city
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desk conputer. "So we just won't let her get any strange ideas, right? Like
she mght if she saw you hauling one corpse into the norgue and going off with
anot her."

"Yeah, but. . ." The driver clutched for his purpose as for a hat that a great
wind were lifting fromhis head. "But they' Il crucify nme at Macy's if | don't
cone back with the Newran body! I'mso | ate al ready because of the dammed—
"You'll get the body. You'll take back both. You can return with the other one

later, but the inportant thing now*>

He felt her hand on his shoulder, bland as a snile

"I thought you couldn't have gone too far away. There's a call for you and |I'm
afraid you were right: Mss Schaap has died. That is whom you were speaking

of ?"

Whom Ab thought with a sudden passion of hatred for the Tinmes and its band of
pseudo-intell ectual s. Woni

The Macy's driver was disappearing toward his cart.

It cane to Ab then, the plan of his salvation, whole and entire, the way a
mast er pi ece nust cone to a great artist, its edges gl ow ng.

"Bob!" Ab called out. "Wait a mnute."

The driver turned hal fway round, head bent sideways, an eyebrow rai sed: who,
me?

"Bob, | want you to neet, uh . . ."

"Joel Beck."

"Right. Joel, this is Bob, uh, Bob Newran." It was, in fact, Sanuel Bl ake. Ab
was bad at renenbering nanes.

Sanuel Bl ake and Joel Beck shook hands.

"Bob drives for Macy's Cdinic, the Steven Jay Mandell Menorial dinic." He

| aid one hand on Bl ake's shoul der, the other hand on Beck's. She seened to



become aware of his stunp for the first tine and flinched. "Do you know
anyt hi ng about cryonics, M ss uh?"

"Beck. No, very little."

"Mandel | was the very first New Yorker to go to the freezers. Bob could tel
you all about him a fantastic story." He steered them back down the corridor
toward the norgue.

"Bob is here right now because of the body they just. . . Uh." He renenbered
too late that you didn't call thembodies in front of outsiders. "Because of
M ss Schaap, that is. Whom" he added with mali -
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ci ous enphasis, "was insured with Bob's clinic.'
shoul der in lieu of w nking.

"\Whenever possible, you see, we notify the clinic people, so that they can be
here the mnute one of their clients ternmi nates. That way there's not a mnute
| ost. Right, Bob?"

The driver nodded, thinking his way slowy toward the idea Ab had prepared for
hi m

He opened the door to his office, waited for themto go in. "So while I'm
upstairs why don't you and Bob have a talk, M ss Peck. Bob has dozens of
incredible stories he can tell you, but you'll have to be quick. Cause once
|'ve got his body down here . " Ab gave the driver a significant | ook

Ab squeezed the driver's

Bob will have to | eave."
It was done as neatly as that. The two peopl e whose curiosity or inpatience
m ght still have spoiled the substitution were now cl anped to each other |ike

a pair of steel traps, jawto jawto jawto jaw

He hadn't considered the elevator situation. During his own shift there were
sel dom | ogj ans. \When there were, carts routed for the norgue were last in
line. At 6:15, when the Schaap was finally signed over to him every el evator
arriving on 18 was full of people who'd ridden to the top in order to get a
ride to the bottom It mght be an hour before Ab and his cart could find
space and the Macy's driver would certainly not sit still that much | onger

He waited till the hallway was enpty, then scooped up the body fromthe cart.
It weighed no nore than his own Beno, but even so by the tine he'd reached the
| andi ng of 12, he was breathi ng heavy Hal fway down from5 his knees gave out.
(They'd given fair warning but he'd refused to believe he could have gone so
soft.) He collapsed with the body still cradled in his arns.

He was helped to his feet by a blond young nman in a striped bat hrobe many
sizes too small. Once Ab was sitting up. the young man tried to assist Frances
Schaap to her feet. Ab, gathering his wits, explained that it was just a body.
"Hoo-wee, for a minute there, | thought. . ." He |laughed uncertainly at what
he' d t hought.

Ab felt the body here and there and noved its linmbs this way and
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that, trying to esti mate what damage had been done. Wthout undressing it,
this was difficult.

"How about you?" the young man asked, retrieving the cigarette he'd |eft
snoking on a | ower step

"I"'mfine." He rearranged the sheet, lifted the body and started off again. On
the third-floor |anding he remenbered to shout up a thank-you at the young man
who' d hel ped him

Later, during visiting hours in the ward, Ray said to his friend Charlie,

who' d brought in new cassettes fromthe shop where he worked: "It's incredible
some of the things you see in this hospital."

"Such as?"

"Well, if | told you you wouldn't believe." Then he spoiled his whole build-up

by twi sting round sideways in bed. He'd forgotten he couldn't do that.

"How are you feeling?" Charlie asked, after Ray had stopped groani ng and
maki ng a display. "I nean, in general."

"Better, the doctors say, but | still can't piss by nyself." He described the
operation of the catheter, and his self-pity nade himforget Ab Holt, but



| ater, alone and unable to sleep (for the nman in the next bed made bubbling
sounds) he couldn't stop thinking of the dead girl, of how he'd picked her up
of f the steps, her ruined face and frail, |inp hands, and how the fat
attendant fromthe norgue had tested, one by one, her arns and | egs, to see
what he' d broken.

There was nothing for her in the norgue, Joel had deci ded, now that the day
had yielded its one obit to nullify the nonevent. She phoned back to the desk
but neither Darling nor the conmputer had any suggesti ons.

She wondered how long it would be before they fired her. Perhaps they thought
she woul d becone so denoralized if they kept her on stand-by that she'd |eave
wi t hout a confrontati on scene.

Hurmman interest: surely somewhere anong the tiers of this labyrinth there was a
story for her to bear witness to. Yet wherever she | ooked she canme up agai nst
flat, intractable surfaces: Six identical wheelchairs all in a row A doctor's
nane penciled on a door. The shoddi ness, the snmells. At the better sort of
hospitals, where her fam
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ily would have gone, the raw fact of human frangibility was prettied over with
a veneer of cash. Wenever she was confronted, like this, with the undi squised
bl eeding thing, her first inpulse was to avert her eyes, never—ike a true
journalist—to bend a little closer and even stick a finger init. Really, they
had every reason to give her the sack

Al ong one stretch of the labyrinth iron curlicues projected fromthe walls at
intervals. Gas brackets? Yes, for their tips, obscured by |ayer upon |ayer of
white paint, were nozzl e-shaped. They nust have dated back to the nineteenth
century. She felt the slightest nental tingle.

But no, this was too slima thread to hang a story from It was the sort of
preci ous detail one notices when one's eyes are averted.

She cane to a door with the stenciled letters: "Volunteers." As this had a
rather hopeful ring to it, human-interest-w se, she knocked. There was no
answer and the door was unl ocked. She entered a small unhappy room whose only
furniture was a netal filing cabinet. In it was a rag-tag of yellow ng

m nmeogr aphed forns and equi prent for maki ng Kof f ee.

She pulled the cord of the blinds. The dusty | ouvres opened unwillingly. A
dozen yards away cars sped past on the upper |evel of the East Side H ghway.

| mredi ately the whooshi ng noi se of their passage detached itself fromthe

i ndi scriminate, perpetual humm ng in her ears. Below the highway a slice of
oily river darkened with the darkening of the spring sky, and below this a
second stream of traffic noved south.

She got the blinds up and tried the window It opened snoothly. A breeze
touched the ends of the scarf knotted into her braids as she | eaned forward.
There, not twenty feet below, was her story, the absolutely right thing: in a
triangle formed by a feeder ranp to the highway and the building she was in
and a newer building in the bony style of the '70's was the |oveliest vacant

| ot she'd ever seen, a perfect little garden of knee-high weeds. It was a
symbol : of Life struggling up out of the wasteland of the nmodern world, of
Hope

No, that was too easy. But some neaning, a whisper, did gleamup to her from
this patch of weeds (she wondered what their nanes were; at the library there
woul d probably be a book . . .), as sonetinmes in
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Tender Buttons the odd pairing of two ordinary words woul d generate simlar
flickerings poised at the very threshold of the intelligible. Like:

An el egant use of foliage and grace and a little piece of white cloth and oil
O, nore forcibly: ADblind agitation is manly and utternost.

The usual cirrus at the horizon of pain had thickened to a thunder-head.

Sl eepl ess inside a broken unit in the annex to Emergency, he stared at the red
bul b above the door, trying to think the pain away. It persisted and grew, not
only in his shoulder but in his fingers sonetimes, or his knees, less a pain
than an awareness that pain were possible, a far-off insistent jingling |ike



phone calls traveling up to his head fromsone incredible |ost continent, a
South Anerica full of dreadful news.

It was the | ack of sleep, he decided, since having an expl anation hel ped. Even
t hi s wakeful ness woul d have been tolerable if he could have filled his head
wi t h somet hing besides his own thoughts—a program checkers, talk, the job .

The job? It was alnost tine to clock in. Wth a goal established he had only
to whip hinmself toward it. Stand: he could do that. Walk to the door: and this
was possi bl e though he distrusted his arrhythmc legs. Open it: he did.

The gl are of Energency edged every common place with a sudden, awf ul
crispness, as though he were seeing it all raw and naked with the skin peel ed
back to show the veins and nuscles. He wanted to return to the darkness and
cone out through the door again into the average everydayness he renenbered.
Hal f way across the distance to the next door he had to detour about a pair of
DOA' s, anonymous and neuter beneath their sheets. Energency, of course,

recei ved nore bodi es than actual patients, all the great city's gore. Menories
of the dead | asted about as long as a good shirt, the kind he'd brought back
bef ore prison.

A pain formed at the base of his back, rode up the elevator of his
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spi ne, and stepped off. Braced in the doorfranme (sweat collected into drops on
hi s shaved scal p and zi gzagged down to his neck), he waited for the pain to
return but there was nothing left but the faraway jingle jingle jingle that he
woul d not answer.

He hurried to the duty room before anything el se coul d happen. Once he was
clocked in he felt protected. He even swung his left armround in its socket
as a kind of invocation to the denon of his usual pain.

St ei nberg | ooked up fromher crossword puzzle. "You all right?"

Chapel froze. Beyond the daily rudenesses that a position of authority
demands, Steinberg never tal ked to those under her. Her shyness, she called
it. "You don't |ook well."

Chapel studied the wordl ess crossword of the tiled floor, repeated, though not
al oud, his explanation: that he had not slept. Inside hima tiny gnat of anger
hat ched and buzzed agai nst this woman staring at him though she had no right
to, she was not actually his boss. WAs she still staring? He would not | ook
up.

H s feet sat side by side on the tiles, cranped and prisoned in six-dollar
shoes, deforned, inert. He'd gone to the beach with a woman once and wal ked
shoeless in the heated, glittering dust. Her feet had been as ugly as his,
but .

He cl anped his knees together and covered themw th his hands, trying to bl ot
out the nenory of..

But it seeped back fromplaces inside in tiny prenponitory droplets of pain.
Stei nberg gave hima slip. Someone from'M was routed to a Surgery on 5. "And
nove," she called out after him

Behind his cart he had no sense of his speed, whether fast or slow It

di stressed himhow this nmuscle, then that nuscle, jerked and yanked, the way
the right thigh heaved up and then the left thigh, the way the feet, in their
heavy shoes, cane down against the hard floors with no nore flexion than the
bl ades of skates.

He'd wanted to chop her head off. He'd often seen this done, on prograns. He
woul d I'ie beside her night after night, both of theminsommiac but never
tal ki ng, and think of the giant steel blade swooping down fromits superb

hei ght and separati ng head and body, until the sound of this incessantly

i magi ned flight blended into the
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repeat ed zoom zi m zoom of the cars passing on the expressway bel ow, and he

sl ept.

The boy in "M Ward didn't need help sliding over onto the cart. He was the
dunnest shade of black, all nuscles and bounce and nervous, talky terror



Chapel had standard routines worked out for his type.

"You're a tall one," it began

"No, you got it backwards—t's your wagon that's too short."

"How tall are you anyhow? Six two?"

"Six four."

Reachi ng his punch |ine, Chapel made a laugh. "Ha, ha, | could use those four
i nches for myself!" (Chapel stood 5 7" in his shoes.)

Usual |y they laughed with him but this one had a coneback. "Well, you tel
them that upstairs and maybe they'll accommodate you."

"What ?"

"The surgeons—they're the boys that can do it." The boy | aughed at what was
now his joke, while Chapel sank back into a wounded sil ence.

"Arnol d Chapel," a voice over the PA said. "Please return along 'K corridor
to 'K elevator bank. Arnold Chapel, please return along 'K corridor to 'K
el evat or bank."

ohediently he reversed the cart and returned to "K' elevator bank. Hs
identification badge had cued the traffic control system It had been years
since the conputer had had to correct himout |oud.

He rolled the cart into the elevator. Inside, the boy repeated his joke about
the four inches to a student nurse.

The el evator said, "Five."

Chapel rolled the cart out. Now, right or left? He couldn't renenber.

He coul dn't breathe.

"Hey, what's wrong?" the boy said.

"I need . . ." Helifted his left hand towards his lips. Everything he | ooked
at seermed to be at right angles to everything else, like the inside of a

gi gantic machi ne. He backed away fromthe cart.

"Are you all right?" He was swinging his |l egs down over the side.

Chapel ran down the corridor. Since he was going in the direction of the
Surgery to which the cart had been routed the traffic contro
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systemdid not correct him Each tinme he inhaled he felt hundreds of tiny
hypoderm ¢ darts penetrate his chest and puncture his |ungs.

"Hey!" a doctor yelled. "Hey!"

Into another corridor, and there, as providentially as if he'd been programed
right to its door, was a staff toilet. The roomwas flooded with a cal m bl ue
l'ight.

He entered one of the stalls and pulled the door, an old door nmade of dark
wood, shut behind him He knelt down beside the white basin, in which a skin
of water quivered with eager, electric designs. He dipped his cupped fingers
into the bow and dabbled his forehead with cool water. Everything fel
away—anger, pain, pity, every possible feeling he'd ever heard of or seen
enacted. He'd al ways expected, and then braced agai nst, sone eventua
retribution, a shotgun blast at the end of the long, white corridor of being
alive. It was such a relief to know he had been w ong.

The doctor, or was it the boy routed to surgery, had cone into the toilet and
was knocki ng on the wooden door. Neatly and as though on cue, he vonmted. Long
strings of blood came out with the pul ped food.

He stood up, zipped, and pushed open the door. It was the boy, not the doctor
"I''mbetter now," he said.

"You're sure?"

"I"'mfeeling fine."

The boy clinbed back onto the cart, which he'd wheeled hinself all this way,
and Chapel pushed hi maround the corner and down the hall to Surgery.

Ab had felt it in his arns and his hands, a power of |uck, as though when he
| eaned forward to flip over each card his fingers could read through the
plastic to know whether it was, whether it wasn't the di anmond he needed to
make his flush

It wasn't.

It wasn't.



It wasn't.

As it turned out, he needn't have bothered. Martinez got the pot with a ful
house.

He had | ost as rmuch bl ood as he confortably could, so he sat out

BODI ES / 67

t he next hands munchi ng Ni bblies and gassing with the bar decoration, who was
also the croupier. It was said she had a third interest in the club, but so
dunmb, could she? She was a yesser and yessed everything Ab cared to say. Nice
breasts though, always danmp and sticking to her bl ouses.

Martinez folded after only his third card and joined Ab at the bar. "How d you
do it, Lucky?" he jeered.

"Fuck off. | started out |ucky enough.™

"Afamliar story."

"What are you worried—+ won't pay you back?"

"I"'mnot worried, I'"'mnot worried." He dropped a five on the bar and ordered
sangria, one for the big winner, one for the big |oser, and one for the nost
beautiful, the nost successful busi nesswonman on West Houston, and so out into
the heat and the stink.

"Sone ass?" Martinez asked.

What with, Ab wanted to know.

"Be ny guest. If I'd | ost what you lost, you' d do as nuch for ne.
This was doubly irking, one, because Martinez, who played a dull careful gane
wi th sudden fl ashes of insane bluffing, never did worse than break even, and
two, because it wasn't true—Ab woul d not have done as nuch for himor anyone.
On the other hand, he was hungry for sonething nore than what he'd find at
horme in the icebox.

"Sure. Ckay."

"Shall we wal k there?"

Seven o' cl ock, the last Wednesday in May. It was Martinez's day off, while Ab
was just sandwi ching his excitement in between clock-out and clock-in with the
assi stance of some kind green pills.

Each time they passed one of the crosstown streets (which were naned down here
i nstead of nunbered) the round red eye of the sun had sunk a fraction nearer
the blur of Jersey. In the subway gallery bel ow Canal they stopped for a beer
The sting of the day's | osses faded, and the noon of next-tine rose in the
sky. When they cane up again it was the violet before night, and the real noon
was there waving at them A popul ation of how nmany now? Seventy-five?

A jet went past, conming in low for the Park, winking a jittery rhythm of red,
red, green, red, fromtail and wing tips. Ab wondered whether MIly m ght be
on it. Was she due in tonight?
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"Look at it this way, Ab," Martinez said. "You're still paying for |ast
nmonth's |uck."

He had to think, and then he had to ask, "Wat luck |ast nonth?"

"The switch. Jesus, | didn't think any of us were going to clinb out from
under that wi thout getting burnt.”

"Ch, that." He approached the nmenory tentatively, not sure the scar tissue was
firmyet. "It was tight, all right." A laugh, which rang hal f-true. The scar
had heal ed, he went on. "There was one noment though at the end when | thought
I'd flushed the whole thing down the toilet. See, | had the Identi-Band from
the first body, what's-her-nanme's. It was the only thing I got fromthat
asshol e Wite. "

"That fucking Wiite," Martinez agreed.

"Yeah. But | was so panicked after that spill on the stairs that | forgot,

see, to change them the two bands, so | sent off the Schaap body like it
was. "

"Ch Mary Mbdther, that would have done it!"

"I remenbered before the driver got away. So | got out there with the Newran
band and rmade up some story about how we print up different bands when we send
themout to the freezers than when one goes to the oven."



"Did he believe that?"

Ab shrugged. "He didn't argue."

"You don't think he ever figured out what happened that day?"

"That guy? He's as dimas Chapel ."

"Yeah, what about Chapel ?" There if anywhere, Martinez had thought, Ab had
[ aid hinmsel f open

"What about hi n®"

"You told ne you were going to pay himoff. Did you?"

Ab tried to find sone spit in his mouth. "I paid himoff all right" Then,
| acking the spit: "Jesus Christ."

Martinez waited.

"I offered hima hundred dollars. One hundred smackers. You know what t hat
dunb bastard wanted?"

"Fi ve hundred?"

"Not hi ng! Nothing at all. He even argued about it. Didn't want to get his

hands dirty, | suppose. My nobney wasn't good enough for him™
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"So we reached a conprom se. He took fifty." He made a comic face.
Martinez | aughed. "It was a dammed lucky thing, that's all I'Il say, Ab.
Damed | ucky. "

They were quiet along the length of the old police station. Despite the green
pills Ab felt hinmself conming down, but ever so gently down. He entered pink
cl oudbanks of phil osophy.

"Hey, Martinez, you ever think about that stuff? The freezing business and al
that."

"I'"ve thought about it, sure. |'ve thought it's a lot of bullshit."

"You don't think there's a chance then that any of themever will be brought
back to life?"

"OfF course not. Didn't you see that documentary they were naking all the
uproar over, and suing NBC? No, that freezing doesn't stop anything, it just

slows it down. They'll all just be so many little ice cubes eventually. M ght
as well try bringing themback fromthe snmoke in the stacks."
"But if science could find a way to ... Oh, | don't know 1It's conplicated by

lots of things."

"Are you thinking of putting nmoney into one of those dammed policies, Ab? For
Christ's sake, | would have thought that you had nore brains than that. The
other day nmy wife . " He rolled his eyes bl ackanoor-style. "It's not in our
| eague, believe ne."

"That's not what | was thinking at all."

"So? Then? I'm no mi nd-reader."

"I was wondering, if they ever do find a way to bring them back, and if they
find a cure for lupus and all that, well, what if they brought her back?"

"The Schaap?"

"Yeah. Wuldn't that be crazy? Wat woul d she think anyhow?"

"Yeah, what a joke."

"No, seriously."

"I don't get the point, seriously.
Ab tried to explain but he didn't see the point now hinself. He could picture
the scene in his mind so clearly: the girl, her skin made snooth again, |ying
on a table of white stone, breathing, but so faintly
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that only the doctor standing over her could be sure. Hi s hand woul d touch her
face and her eyes would open and there would be such a | ook of astonishnent.
"As far as |'mconcerned,” Martinez said, in a half-angry tone, for he didn't
like to see anyone believing in sonething he couldn't believe in, "it's just a
kind of religion."

Since Ab could recall having said alnost the sane thing to Leda, he was able
to agree. They were only a couple blocks fromthe baths by then, so there were
better uses for the inmagination. But before the |ast of the cloudbank had



qui te vani shed, he got in one last word for philosophy. "One way or another
Martinez, life goes on. Say what you like, it goes on."

EVERYDAY LIFE

IN THE LATER ROVAN EMPIRE

1.

The three of themwere sitting in the arbor watching the sun go down over her
danp mel on fiel ds-Al exa hersel f, her nei ghbor Arcadius, and the pretty Hebrew
bride he'd brought back from Thebes. Arcadi us, once again, was describing his
recent nysterious experience in Egypt, where in some shattered tenple the
imortal Plato had addressed the old man, not in Latin but a kind of G eek
and shown hi mvarious cheap-jack signs and wonders—a phoeni x, of course; then
a crew of blind children who had prophesied in perfect strophe and

anti strophe, the hol ocaust of earth; finally (Arcadius drew this mracle from
hi s pocket and placed it on the dial) a piece of wood that had met anor phosed
to stone.

Al exa picked it up: a like but rmuch | arger hunk of petrified wood dignified
G's work table at the Center: russet striations giving way to nebul ar sworls
of mauve, yellow, cinnabar. It had come froma sad and | ong-si nce-del eted
curio shop on East 8th. Their first anniversary.

She dropped the stone into the old man's proffered palm "It's beautiful." No
nore than that.

H's fingers curled round it. Dark veins squirmed across white flesh. She

| ooked away (the | owest clouds were now the color flesh
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shoul d be), but not before she had i magi ned Arcadius dead, and swarm ng

No, the historical Al exa would have dreant up nothing so patently nedi eval.
Ashes? At nost.

He flung the stone out into the steanming field.

Merriamrose to her feet, one armextended in a gesture of protest. Wo was
this strange girl, this wisp of a wife? Was she, as Al exa nmight have w shed,
just a new mrror image of herself? O did she represent sonething nore
abstract? Their eyes nmet. In Merriam s, reproach; in Alexa's, an answering
guilt contested agai nst her everyday skepticism It came down to this, that
Arcadi us, and Merriamtoo in a subtler way, wanted her to accept this scrap of
rock as proof that lunatics in Syria have died and then risen fromtheir
graves.

An i npossi bl e situation.

"It's growing chilly," she announced, though this was as patent a fiction as
any Arcadi us had brought back fromthe Nile.

The path back hone di pped down al nost to touch the unfinished pool. A snall
brown toad squatted on the rib cage of the handsome westler that Gargilius
had shi pped up fromthe south. He had waited two years so, in mud and dust,
for the pool to be done and his pedestal to be raised. Now the narble was

di scol or ed.

Merriam said, "Oh |look!" The toad got off. (Have | ever seen a toad alive, or
only pictures of toads in Nature Wrld? Had there been toads that sumer in
Augusta? or in Berrmuda? in Spain?) Qut of the long grass, a deep burp. And
agai n the burp.

The tiner on the oven?

No, there was still—-she checked her watch—a quarter-hour before Wlla's pies
cane out and her own daube went in.

Merriam faded to a gape. Worn strips of maple replaced the danp, el aborate
grass, and the toad—

It was the garbage bell. Had she renenbered? She rose and rounded the bend of
corridor into the kitchen just as the platforminside the shaft dropped. Bags
from7 and 8 came down the chute, rattling, and far below, nmuffled, it al
smashed together into the smasher. But her own garbage was still waiting in
the pail, unsorted and unw apped.
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Let it, she thought. She tried to return to the villa, closing her eyes and
clutching for the talisnmanic image that woul d place her there: a wedge of
sunlight, a window, sky, and the slight sway of the pine.

Al exa was reclining on the double bed. Timarchus knelt before her, head bowed
(he was a new boy, Sarmatian, and rather shy), offering his mstress, on a
scal | oped tray, a small cake covered with pineae. (She was hungry.)

"But | won't touch it," she told herself.

To Ti marchus she said: "This afternoon when the bailiff can spare you, mny boy,
go down by the pool with a rag and rub the statue where it's stained. Ever so
gently, you know, just as though the stone were skin. It will take days, but—=
She sensed that there was something wong with the boy.

A snmile. "Timarchus?"

He raised his head in answer: the olive skin formed two small, snmooth hol | ows
where eyes woul d have been.

It wouldn't do. She ought to have known better by now than to try to bull her
way through once she'd |l ost contact. The result was inevitably nightmares and
silliness.

She set to work. It was, anyhow, nearly three o'clock. She spread a page of
the Tines across the counter and enptied the pail over it. A story in the
second col um caught her attention: a plane had been stolen fromthe Mlitary
Fair at H ghland Falls. Apparently it had been fl own away. But why? To have
found out she would have had to brush aside a skum of eggshell, peelings,
paper, sweepings, and a week's worth of shit and husks from Em |ly's cage.
Actual ly, she was not that curious. She nade a tiny bundl e, over and under
around and under once nore, the only skill surviving fromher flirtation with
origam twenty years before. Her Japanese instructor, wth whom she had al so
conducted a flirtation, had had to agree to a vasectony as a condition of
entering the U S. It left the tiniest scar. H s nane was Sebastian

Sebastian .. . H s |l ast nane escaped her

She put the bundle on the platform

She stopped in the doorway to untie, strand by strand the knot of nuscle from
her forehead down to her shoul ders. Then four deep breaths. Noi ses seeped into
this brief stillness: the icebox, the higher-
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pitched purr of the filter, and, intermttently, a grinding whine that she had
never understood. It seened to conme fromthe apartnent overhead but she never
renenbered to ask what it mght be

Was t here sonewhere she was supposed to have gone?

This time it was the tinmer. Wlla's pies had a fine glaze. A exa had used one
of her own (real) eggs to brush the crust, a courtesy that woul d probably be
invisible to WIlla, who was capable of only the broadest gastronomc

di stinctions, as between beef and ice cream The casserol e squeezed in beside
the rice pudding she was doing for Larry and Tom who, |acking an oven of
their own, paid for their tine in Alexa's with tickets to the opera fromtheir
subscription series, an informal, inflexible contract of nmany years' standing.
She cl osed the door, reset the timer, rewound and unplugged the instruction
cassette.

And that, except for the mail, was that.

The key was in the penny dish, and the elevator, god bless it, was alive and
wel |l and only one floor off. Plotting how in com ng up she woul d escape them
by reading her mail, she read the graffiti going down: obscenities, the names
of politicians, and everywhere (even the ceiling) "love," which sone patient
cynic edited, each time it was scratched into the paint, to "dove." The
super's endearing theory was that this was all the work of |unpen-prole
delivery men, the residents thensel ves being too well-bred and
status-conscious to nmuck up their own walls. Al exa had her doubts about this,
since she'd added her own tiny "shit" com ng honme drunk |ast year from her
section's Xmas party. There it was, just below the cloudy plastic cover of the
I nspection Certificate, as hunorless now, as ineloquent as all the rest. The
doors opened, stuck, strained, and opened all the way.



The mail man was just beginning to stuff the boxes, so she said "Hello, M.
Phillips," and asked the polite question or two fromher standard casework
repertoire of famly, weather, teevee. Then she went out to the street and
tested the air. It was pal atable, but beyond that sonething suddenly seened
wonderfully right.

A sky of curdled cloud, a bit of breeze that flapped the fringe of the canopy.
As it noves froma smaller to a | arger space, an answering expansion of the
spirit. The concrete swept clean. And?

She only realized what the wonder had been when it was taken
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fromher: out of the third brownstone in the row across the street a wonman
wheel ed a baby buggy. She had been al one.

The buggy descended to the pavenent at a controlled jounce and was steered

i nexorably toward Al exa.

The wonman (whose hat was exactly the same di smaying brown as the inside of the
el evator) said, "Hello, Ms. Mller."

Al exa snil ed.

They tal ked about babies. M. Phillips, who had finished up inside, told them
about the preciosities of the two younger Phillipses: "I asked them what the
di ckens it was, a |eaky sieve or what—

It came to her, where she was supposed to be. Loretta had phoned | ast ni ght
when she was half asleep and she hadn't witten it down. (Loretta's middle
nane was Di ckens, and she claimed, in sone conplicated way, to be a
descendant.) The appoi ntnment was for one o' clock and the Lowen School was on
the other side of town. Panic whelmed up. It couldn't be done, she told
hersel f: and the pani c subsi ded.

"Do you know what it turned out to be?" M. Phillips insisted.

"No, what ?"

"A planetarium™

She tried to think what this could possibly mean. "That's astonishing," she
said and the woman who had known her nane agreed.

"That's what | told ny wife | ater—astonishing."

"A planetarium" Al exa said, as she retreated toward the mail boxes. "Wll,
well."

There was the wi nter nunber, one season overdue, of Classics Journal; a letter
with a Burley, lIdaho, postmark (fromher sister Ruth); two letters for G, one
fromthe Conservation Corporation that was probably an appeal for funds (as,
wi th equal probability, Ruth's letter would be); and the crucial letter from
Stuyvesant Hi gh School

Tank had been accepted. He didn't have a schol arship but that, considering

G 's inconme, was only to be expected.

Her first reaction was sodden di sappoi ntnment. She had wanted to be relieved of
t he decision and now it was squarely before her again. Then, when she realized
she'd been hoping Stuyvesant would refuse him she felt as sodden guilt.

She coul d hear the phone ringing fromthe el evator. She knew it
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woul d be Loretta Couplard wanting to know why she'd mi ssed their appointnment.
She used the wong key for the top lock. "My house is on fire," she thought,
"and my children are burning." (And, as a kind of appendix to this thought:
Have | ever seen a | adybug alive? Or only pictures of them on nursery-rhyne
cassettes?)

It was a wrong nunber.

She settled down with the C assics Journal, which had gone, as everything did
t hese days, from paper to flinmsy. An article on the Sibyl in the Satyricon; a
conpendi um of the references in Aristotle's Poetics; a new method of dating
the letters of Cicero. Nothing she could use for therapy.

Then, with a nmental squaring of her shoul ders agai nst her sister's devious
demands, she began the letter

March 29, 2025 Dear Al exa—

t hank you and god-bl ess for the bundle of good things, they seempractically



new so i guess i should thank Tancred too for his gentleness, thanks, Tank
Rermus and the other kids certainly can use clothes, esp. now it has been the
worst winter ever for us—and thats going back 23 yrs. before i arrived-but we
are well dug in & cozy as mce

my news? well, since i last wote you i have been getting into baskets! it
certainly solves the problemof those |long winter evenings. Harvey who is our
bi g expert on just about everything—he's 84, would you believe that?—taught ne
and Budget, tho she has decided to return to dear old Sodom & Gonorreah (pun?)
that was right at the | ow point of the Geat Freeze, now with the sap running
and birds singing—and its so beautiful, Alexa, i w sh you could be here to
share it—+ get awfully restless sitting in front of ny pile of withies, but i
seemto be stuck with the job since its our biggest noneynmaker now that the
presents are sold, (did you get the two jars i sent you at Christmas?)

i wish you'd wite nore often since you are so good at it. i always am so
happy to hear fromyou, Alexa, esp. whats been happening to that Ronman
alter-ego of yours, sometines i want
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to return to the 3rd cent, or whenever and try and talk sense into the other
"you." she/you seens so much nore receptive and open, tho i suppose we all are
i nside our heads & the hard thing is to get those feelings working on the
out si de!

but don't let me preach at you. that has al ways been ny worst fault—even herel
again you and Tank are invited to cone visiting for as long as you like, i'd
invite Gene too if i thot there was any chance he'd conme, but i know what his
opinion is of the Vill age. .

i tried to read the book you sent with the bundle, by that Saint, i thot from
the title it would be really trashy & exciting but 10 pages was as far as
could get. i gave it to elder Warren to read & he says to tell you its a great
book but he couldn't disagree nmore, he would like to neet you & tal k about the
early Christian communities, i feel so committed now to our way of Life that
don't think i'll ever be getting back east, so unless you do visit the Village
we may never see each other again, i appreciate your offering the flight fare
for me and Renmus to cone out but the elders wont |let me accept noney for so
light a purpose when we have to do wi thout so many nore inportant things, i

| ove you—you nust know that—& i always pray for you and for Tancred & for Cene
t 0o.

your sister, Ruth

p.s. please, Al exa-nAot Stuyvesant! its hard to explain why i feel as strongly
about this as i do without giving offense to G but do | have to explain? give
nmy nephew at |east half a chance to live a human lifel

Depressi on cane down on her |ike August snmpbg, thick and smarting. Ruth's

Ut opi an gush, silly as it could be at tines, or sinister. always made Al exa
see her own life as strenuous, futile, and unworthy. Wat had she to show for
all her effort? She'd conposed that inventory so often it was like filling out
her weekly D-97 for the Washi ngton office. She had a husband, a son, a

par akeet, a psychotherapist, sixty-four per cent equity in her pension fund,
and an exqui site sense of |oss.
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It wasn't a fair summation. She loved G with a sad, conpli cated,
forty-four-year-old | ove, and Tancred unequi vocably. She even |loved Enmily

Di ckinson to the brink of sentimentality. It wasn't just and it wasn't
reasonable that Ruth's letters should do this to her, but it did her no good
to argue agai nst her nood.

Bernie's advice for coping with these m nor disasters was just to go on

agoni zing at full steamwhile maintaining oneself in a state of resolute

i naction. Finally the boredom becane worse than the pain. Going off into the
past was escapi smat best and could lead to a nasty case of dichronatism So
she sat on the worn-out settee hidden in the setback of the corridor and
considered all the ways in which her life was rotten through and through
until, at a quarter to four, WIlla came for her pies.



Wlla's husband, like Alexa's, was in thermal salvage, which was still a rare
enough specialization to have made a | oose kind of friendship inevitable

bet ween them despite their natural New York-bred reluctance to get involved
wi th anyone living in the same building. Thermal salvage, on the miniature
scal e of oven-sharing, was basically all that united Alexa and Wlla too, but
it didn't serve themas well for conversational fodder as it did their
husbands. Wlla, who clainmed to have scored a prodigious 167 on the |1.Q part
of her Regents, was a pure specimen of the New French Wman cel ebrated in the
novi es of twenty years ago, and indeed in all French novies. She did nothing
and cared for nothing and, with a precise feeling for the nathematics

i nvol ved, deployed the little green pluses and pink mnuses fromPfizer's | abs
to hold her soul steady at zero. By never for a nmoment relaxing at the effort,
she had made herself as pretty as a Chevrolet and mndl ess as a caulifl ower.
Five minutes talking to her and Al exa had regai ned every shred of her usua

sel f-esteem

Thereafter the afternoon rolled down the track to evening with a benign
predictability, making brief stops at all the |local stations. The casserole
cane out |ooking as form dable and joyful as the last still on the recipe
cassette. Loretta finally did phone and they nmade a new appoi ntnent for

Thur sday. Tancred canme hone an hour |ate, having adventured into the park. She
knew, he knew she knew, but as part of his noral education Tank was obliged to
i nvent a pleasant, unde-tectable fiction (a game of chess with Di cky Mers).
At 5:50 she
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brought out the rice puddi ng, which had gone all brown and peculiar. Then

just before the news, the office called and took Saturday away—a

di sappoi ntment as usual as rain or dinmes lost into tel ephones.

G arrived not nore than half an hour |ate.

The casserol e was a religious experience.

"Is it real?" he asked. "I can't tell."

"The meat isn't nmeat, but | used real pork fat."

"It's incredible.”

"Yes."

"I's there any nore?" he asked.

She dol ed out the last rosette (Tank got the sauce) and watched, with an

i menorial indul gence, husband and son eat her tomorrow s |unch

After dinner G took to the tub and nmeditated. Once he was deep into al pha
rhyt hns Al exa cane and stood beside the toilet and | ooked at him (He didn't
i ke being | ooked at. Once he'd al nost beat up a boy in the park who woul dn't
stop staring.) The too hairy body, the drooping, volute | obes and nuscl ed
neck, curve and countercurve, the thousand colors of the shadowed flesh called
fromher the same mixture of admiration and perplexity that Echo nust have
felt gazing at Narcissus. Wth each year of their marriage he had becone
stranger and stranger to her. At times—and these the tinmes she [ oved him

best —he seemed scarcely human. Not that she blinded herself to his flaws (he
was-—who isn't?—iddled); rather that the core of himseened never to have
known angui sh, fear, doubt—even, in any inportant way, pain. He possessed a
serenity that the facts of his life did not warrant, and which (here was the
thorn on which she could not resist rubbing her finger) excluded her. Yet just
when his self-sufficiency seenmed nost conplete and cruel est he would turn
round and do sonething i ncongrously tender and vul nerable, until she'd wonder
if it were all just her own iciness and bitchery that kept them twenty-five
days in a nonth, so far apart.

H s concentration faltered (had she made a noi se, |eaning back agai nst the
sink?) and broke. He | ooked up at her snmiling (and Echo replied): "What are
you t hinking, A ?"

"I was thinking— She paused to think. "—how wonderful conputers are."
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"They're wonderful, all right. Any special reason?"

"Well, for nmy first narriage | relied on ny own judgnent. This tine .



He | aughed. "Actually, confess it, you just wanted ne out of the bathtub so
you coul d do the dishes."

"Actually, not." (Though she was aware, even as she said this, that the
squeeze bottle of disinfectant was in her hand.)

"I'"'mdone anyhow. No, don't bother with the syphon. O the dishes. W' ve

est abl i shed a partnershi p—+emenber ?"

That night as they lay next to each other in bed, sharing each other's warnth
but not touching, she fell into a | andscape, half nightmare and hal f purposed
reverie. The villa had been stripped of its furnishings. The air was urgent

wi th snoke and a continual cheng-cheng of finger cynbals. The nystae waited
for her to lead theminto the city. As they stunbl ed down Broadway, past heaps
of junked-out cars, they chanted the praise of the god in thin, terrified

voi ces—Al exa first, then the god-bearer and the cista-bearer, the neatherd and
t he guardian of the cave, and then the whole rout of Bacchae and nutes:

"WHo- woo- woo, a-woo-woo-woo!" Her fawnskin kept slipping between her |egs and
tripping her. At 93rd Street, and again at 87th, unwanted chil dren noul dered
on compost heaps. It was one of the scandals of the present administration
that these little corpses should be left to rot where anyone wal ki ng by coul d
see them

At last they canme to the Met (so they couldn't have been goi ng down Broadway,
after all) and she nounted the crisp stone steps with dignity. A great crowd
had gathered in anticipati on—sany of themthe sane Christians who had been
clanmoring for the destruction of the tenple and its idols. Once inside, the
noi se and the stench di sappeared, as though some obliging servant had whi sked
a rain-drenched cloak fromher shoul ders. She sat, in the semi darkness of the
Great Hall, beside her old favorite, a | ate Roman candybox of a sarcophagus
fromTarsus (the first gift the Museum had ever received). Stone garl ands
drooped fromthe walls of the tiny, doorless bungal ow, just bel ow the eaves

wi nged children, Erotes, pantonined a hunt. The back and Iid were unfinished
the tablet for the inscription blank. (She had always filled it in with her
own narme and an epitaph borrowed from Synesius, who, praising the wfe of
Aurelian, had said: "The
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chief virtue of a wonman is that neither her body nor her name shoul d ever
cross the threshold.")

The other priests had fled the city at the first runmor of the barbarians
approach, and only Alexa, with a tanbourine and a few silk ribbons, now was
left. Everything was col |l apsing—ivilizations, cities, mnds—while she was
constrained to wait for the end inside this dreary tonb (for the Met is really
nore a charnel house than a tenple), w thout friends, without faith, and
pretend for the sake of those who waited outside, to perform whatever
sacrifice their terror demanded.

2.

The teaching assistant, a brisk, nuscular boy in tights and a cowboy hat, |eft
Al exa alone in an office no | arger than the second bedroom so-called, of a
MODI CUM apartment. She suspected that Loretta was punishing her for her
absence the day before yesterday, so she mght as well settle down and watch
the reels the assistant had left with her. The first was a pious, sonber
account of the genius and tribul ations of WI hel mReich, Al exander Lowen, and
Kate W1 kenson, foundress and still titular president of the Lowen School

The second reel presented itself as being the work of the students thensel ves.
Thi ngs wobbl ed, faces were cerise and magenta, the blurry children were al ways
i ntensely aware of the canmera. Al this candid-seem ng footage was cunni ngly
edited to suggest that (at |east here at the Lowen School): "Learning is a
side-effect of joy." Unquote, Kate WI kenson. The chil dren danced, the
children prattled, the children made (so gently, so unproblematically) |ove,
of sorts. Even mathematics, if not an out-and-out ecstasy, becane an
entertainment. Here, for instance, sat a little fell ow about Tank's age in
front of a teaching machine. On the screen a frantic M ckey Muse, caught in
the cleft of a steep, slippery parabola, was shrieking to be saved: "Hel p! Cnh



help ne, |I'mtrapped!"

Doctor Sm | ax chuckl ed and the parabol as began filling with water, inexorably.
It rose above M ckey's ankles, above his knees, above the two white buttons on
his shorts.

Al exa felt an unconfortable tickle of nenory.
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"Y equal s x-squared plus 2, does it?" In his anger the evil scientist's
flesh-shield flickered, revealing glinpses of the infanous skull beneath.
"Then, try this on for size, Earthling!" Using his fingerbone as chal k, he
scri bbled on the nagic bl ackboard (it was actually a conputer):

Y = x2 - 2.

The parabol a tightened. The water rose level with Mckey's chin, and when he
opened his nmouth a final wave dim ni shed his woul d- have-been screamto a nere,
silly gargle.

(I't had been thirty years ago, or |onger. The bl ackboard was w ped cl ean and
she had punched the keys for a final equation: x2, and then 8, and then the
operant key for Subtract. She had actually cl apped her hands with gl ee when
the pathetic little M ckey Muse had been crushed to death by the tightening
of the parabol a.)

As, in the novie, he was crushed to death now, as he had been crushed to death
each day for decades all about the world. It was a fantastically successful

t ext book.

"There is a lesson in that,"'
and filling it.

"But not about parabol as especially,” had replied before she'd turned round.
They | ooked at each ot her.

The t hought that canme, unexpected and so di ssenbl ed, was: How old she | ooks!
how al tered! The twenty years that had nerely nibbled at A exa (twenty-four

in fact) had sinply heaped thensel ves on Loretta Couplard like a blizzard. In
' 02 she had been a passably pretty girl. Now she was a fat old hen

Di ssenbling, Al exa stood up and bent forward to kiss the pink doughy cheek
(they would not, so long as a kiss |lasted, see each other's dismay), but the
ear phones reined her in inches short of her goal

Loretta conpl eted the gesture.

"Well then— (after this nemento nori)"—et's go into ny shanbles, shall we?"
Al exa, smling, disconnected herself fromthe viewer.

"It's out the door and around the corner. The school is spread out
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over four buildings. Three of themofficial |andmarks." She |ed the way,

| unberi ng down the dark hall and chattering about architecture. Wen she
opened the door to the street the wind reached into her dress and nade a sai
of it. There seenmed to be enough orange Wol y© on her to rig up a fair-sized
yaw .

East 77th was innocent of traffic except for a narrow, not very busy, bicycle
path. Potted gi nkgos dotted the concrete and real grass pressed up

vol uptuously through the cracks. Rarely did the city afford the pleasure of
ruins, and Al exa drank it in.

(Somewhere she had seen a wall, all built of nassive bl ocks of stone. Birds
rested in the cracks where nortar had been chi pped away and | ooked down at
her. It had been the underside of a bridge—a bridge that had lost its river.)
"Such weat her," she said, lingering beside one of the benches.

"Yes, April." Loretta, who was still being blown apart, was reluctant to take
the hint.

"It's the only tine, except for maybe a week in October, that New York is even
viable."

"Mm Wiy don't we talk out here then? At least until the children claimit for
their own." Then, once they'd plunked thensel ves down: "Sometines, you know, |
alnmost think 1'd like the street rezoned again. Cars make such a soot hing

noi se. Not to mention the graft | have to pay." She made a honki ng sound

t hrough her nose, expressive of cynicism

said Loretta Di ckens Couplard, entering the room



"Graft?" Al exa asked, feeling it was expected of her.

"I't comes under 'maintenance' in the budget."

They regarded the windy month of April. The young grass fluttered. Strands of
red hair whipped Loretta's face. She clanped a hand upon her head.

"What do you think it costs to keep this place going for one school - year —what
do you think?"

"I couldn't beginto ... |I've never
"Amllion and a half. Just slightly under."

"It's hard to believe," she said. (Could she have cared | ess?)

"It would be alot nore if it weren't that half of us, including ne, is paid
directly fromAl bany." Loretta went on, with aggrieved relish, to render an
accounting of the school's finances circunmstantial enough
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to have satisfied the Angel of Judgnent. Al exa could not have felt nore
enbarrassed if Loretta had begun to relate the unseem iest details of her
private life. Indeed, between old school chuns a friendly tithit or two m ght
have hel ped restore a |l apsed intimacy. In the old days A exa had even once
been in the same roomwhile Loretta was getting laid by the Geology |ab
assistant. Or was it vice versa? In any case there had been few secrets
between them But to bring up a subject |ike one's own private incone so
blatantly, and then to dwell upon it this way—it was shocki ng. Al exa was
aghast .

Eventual |y a hint of purposeful ness becane apparent in the drift of Loretta's
i ndi scretions. The school was kept alive by a grant fromthe Bal anchi ne
Foundati on. Beyond an annual lunp sumof fifty thousand dollars, the
Foundat i on awarded schol arships to thirty-two entering students. Each year the
school had to round up a new herd of qualified candi dates, for the grant was
conditional upon maintaining a sixty/forty ratio between payi ng and

schol arshi p students.

"So now you see," Loretta said, nervously dallying with her big zipper, "why
your phone call was such a boon."

"No, | don't see, entirely." Was she angling, God forbid, for a donation?
Alexa tried to think of anything she m ght have said on the phone that could
have given Loretta so false an estimate of G's tax bracket. Their address,
certainly, couldn't have led her to this mstake: Wst 87th was distinctly
nodest .

"You spoke of working for the Wl fare Departnent,’
of having laid down all her cards.

The zi pper, having reach aphelion, began to descend. Alexa stared at it with
candi d i nconpr ehensi on

"Ch, Alexa, don't you see? You can scout themup for us."

"But surely in all New York Gty you don't have any trouble finding thirty-two
candi dat es? Way, you told ne there was a waiting list!"

"OfF those who can pay. The difficulty is getting schol arship students who can
neet the physical requirenments. There are enough bright kids in the sluns,
especially if you know what tests to use to find them but by the tine they're
ten years old, eleven years old, they're all physical wecks. It's the

conbi nati on of a cheap synthetic diet and the |lack of exercise." The zipper,

ri sing, snagged in orange
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Wol y©. "The grant is fromthe Bal anchi ne Foundati on—eh dear, now see what
|'ve done—so there has to be at |east a pretense of these kids becom ng
dancers. Potentially."

The zi pper woul dn't budge. The movenent of her shoul ders slowy spread apart

t he opened top of the dress, creating a vast decoll etage.

"I"ll certainly keep ny eyes opened," Al exa prom sed.

Loretta nade a final attenpt. Sonewhere sonething ripped. She rose fromthe
bench and forced an operatic |laugh. "Let's repair inside, shall we?"

On the way to the office Loretta asked all the questions she'd so far
negl ect ed—what sports Tancred pl ayed, what prograns he watched, what subjects

Loretta said, with a sense



he was nost apt at, and what his anbitions were, if any.

"Ri ght now he's tal ki ng about whaling. In general we've tried not to coerce
him"

"I's coming here his own idea then?"

"Ch, Tank doesn't even know we've applied. G and |—+that's Gene, ny husband
we call each other by our initials—ae thought it would be best if we let him
finish out the senester in peace where he is."

"P.S. 166," Loretta said, just to prove that she had gone over the
application.

"It's a good school for the early grades, but after that.
"Of course. Denocracy can be carried too far."

"It can," Al exa conceded.

They had reached the shanbl es, which was neither an office nor a bedroom nor
yet a restaurant altogether. Loretta rearranged the upper part of her person

i nside a maroon sweater and tucked the |ower, grosser half of herself out of
si ght behind an oak desk. Alexa at once felt herself nore friendly disposed to
her .

"I hope you don't think I'm being too pokey?"

"Not at all."

"And M. MIler? Wat does he do?"

"He's in heat-retrieval systens.”

"Oh. "
(G would always add, at this point, "I fight entropy for a living." Should
she?)

"Well. Mst of our parents, you know, come fromthe humanities.
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Li ke us. If Tancred should conme to the Lowen School, it's not likely that
he'll ever followin his father's technol ogical footsteps. Does M. Ml ler
realize that?"

"We've discussed it. It's funny— in evidence she | aughed, once, neagerly,

t hrough her nose "—but it's actually G who's been nmore in favor of Tank

com ng here. Whereas nmy first thought was to enroll himat Stuyvesant."

"Did you apply there?"

"Yes. I'mstill waiting to hear if he's been accepted.™

"I't would be cheaper, of course.”

"We've tried not to let that be a consideration. G went to Stuyvesant, but he
doesn't have good feelings about it. And while | enjoyed ny education well
enough, | can't see that it's enriched ny life so awfully nuch nore than G's
that | can feel justified in my use-lessness."

"Are you usel ess?"

"Yes, relative to an engi neer. The humanities! \Wat good has it done for
either of us, practically? I'ma caseworker and you're teaching kids the sane
things we | earned so that they can grow up to do what? At best, they'll be
casewor kers and teachers."

Loretta nodded her head consideringly. She seened to be trying to keep from
smling. "But your husband di sagrees?"

"Ch, he feels his |life has been wasted too.'
genui ne.

Loretta, after only a nonent nore of noncommittal silence, joined her

Then they had coffee, fromactual beans that Loretta ground herself, and small
hard cookies covered with pignoli. They were inported from South America.

3.

Towar ds the end of his canpaign agai nst the Marcomanni, the Enperor Marcus
Aurelius wote: "Consider the past: such great changes of politica
supremaci es. One may foresee as well the things which will be. For they will
certainly take the sanme form Accordingly, to
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have contenplated human life for forty years is the sane as to have
contenmplated it for ten thousand years. For what nore will you see than you
have seen al ready?"

This time her |aughter was



Dear Rut h—
Alexa wote in ballpoint (it was after eleven, G was asleep) in the enpty
back pages of Tank's fifth-grade project about the nobon. She renmenbered to
stick in the date: April 12, 2025. Now t he page bal anced. She tried the sounds
of various openings in her head but they were all stiff with civility. Her
usual Introibo, an apology for being late to reply, was this once not so.
(What woul d Bernie have said? He'd have said, "Clear the air—-say what you're
really feeling!")
First, to clear the air.
The pen noved slowy, formng |arge upright letters.
. / must say that your p.s. about Tank pissed nme off nore than somewhat.
You and your tone of | Speak for the Human Spirit! You always are so ready to
trounce on ny val ues.
It was peanut butter, the very thickest. But she slogged on through it.
As for Tank, his fate still hangs in the balance. lIdeally we'd like to send
hi m somewhere (cheap) to be fed orts and crunbs of every art, science, craft,
and.
She waited for the last termof the series.
The new Monsanto comerci al cane roaring through the wall: YOU LOOK SO PRETTY
IN SHOES! YOU LOOK SO NI CE | N—
"Turn that down!" she called in to her son, and wote:

fashion until he was old enough to decide for hinmself what he "liked."
But | might as well fill in his Mdicumapplication right now as doomhimwth
that kind of education. I'll say this nuch for the Lowen School —+t doesn 't
graduate a | ot of usel ess Renai ssance ni nconpoops! | know too many of that
sort professionally, and the best sweep streets—IIlegally!
Maybe Stuyvesant is as bad as you say, a kind of institutional Moriah, an
altar specially put up for the sacrifice of ny only begotten. | sonetinmes
think so. But | also believe—the other half of the tinme—
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that some such sacrifice is required. You don't like G but it's G and those
i ke hi mwho are hol ding our technol ogical world together. If her son could be
trained to be either an actor or a soldier, what choice do you think a Roman
mat ron woul d have nmade? That's a bit overmuch but you know what | nmean.
(Don't you?)
She realized that, probably, Ruth wouldn't know what she nmeant. And she wasn't
entirely sure she nmeant it.
At the very beginning of the First Wrld War, as the Gernans advanced towards
the Marne and the Austrians pressed northward into Poland, a
thirty-four-year-old ex-high school teacher living in a Minich rooni ng house
had just completed the first draft of what was going to be the best-selling
book of 1919 throughout Germany. In his introduction he wote:
W are a civilized people: to us both the springtinme pleasures of the 12th
Century and the harvests of the 18th have been denied. W nust deal with the
cold facts of a winter existence, to which the parallel is to be found not in
the Athens of Pericles but in the Rone of Augustus. Greatness in painting, in
music, in architecture are no |longer, for the West, possibilities. For a young
man coming of age in late Roman tines, a student abubble with all the
hel t er-skel ter enthusiasns of youth, it needn't have been too brutal a
di sappointnent to learn that sone of his hopes would, necessarily, cone to
nothing. And if the hopes that had been bl asted were those he held nost dear

well, any lad worth his salt will make do, undismayed, with what is possible,
and necessary. Say that there is a bridge to be built at Al cantara: then he
will build it—and with a Ronan's pride. A lesson can be drawn fromthis that

woul d be of benefit to comi ng generations, as show ng them what can, and
therefore must, be, as well as what is excluded fromthe spiritua
possibilities of their own tine. | can only hope that nmen of the next
generation may be noved by this book to devote thensel ves to engi neering
i nstead of
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poetry, to the sea instead of the paintbrush, to politics instead of

epi stenol ogy. Better than this they could not do.

Dear Ruth

she began again, on a fresh sheet.

Each time | wite you |I'm convinced you don't understand a word. (In fact,

often as not, | don't even send nmy finished letter.) It's not just that |
think you 're stupid, though | suppose | do, but that you have so well trained
yourself in that difficult form of dishonesty that you call "faith " that you
can't any longer see the world the way it is.

And yet. . . (with you there is always that redeenming "and yet") . .. | do
continue to invite your m sunderstanding, just as | keep on inviting Merriam
to the villa. Merrianm-have | introduced her yet?—s ny |atest transfigure of

"you." A highly Christian, terribly sexy Jewess who foll ows heresy the way
ot her wormen follow the arena. At her worst she can be as sententious as you at
yours, but there are other nonents when |I'm convinced she really does

experience. . . whatever it is . . . in adifferent way than | do. Call it her
spirituality, though the word nmakes ne squirm We will be out in the garden
wat chi ng hunm ngbi rds or sone such, and Merriamwi ll sink into her own

t houghts, and they seemto glow inside her like the flame in an al abaster

| anmp.

Yet | wonder if this isn't, after all, an illusion. Every lout |earns at sone
point in his life to nake his silences seemwei ghty with unspoken nmeaning. A
single word can extinguish the flame in the lanp. It is, this spirituality of

yours and hers, so hunorless! "Getting into baskets," indeed!
And yet. . . / would—and this is a confession—+tove to pack a bag and fly out
to Idaho and learn to sit still and nake baskets or any other dunb thing, so

long as | could throw off the weight of ny life here. To learn to breat he!
Sonetimes New York terrifies me and usually it appalls ne, and the nonents of
H gh Gvilization that should conpensate for the danger and the pain of living

here are less and |l ess frequent as | grow older. Yes, | would love to
surrender mnyself to your way of life (I fancy it would be sonething Iike being
raped by a
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huge, mute, and ultimately gentle Ni gger), though I know | never will, It's

i mportant to ne, therefore, that you are out there in the wilderness,
redeem ng ny urban sins. Like a stylite.

Meanwhile I'Il go on doing what | think is ny duty. (W are the daughters,
after all, of an Admiral!) The city is sinking, but then the city has al ways
been sinking. The mracle is that it works at all, that it doesn't just.

The second page of the second letter was filled. Reading it over she realized
it could never be mailed to her sister. Their relationship, already rickety,
woul d never support the weight of this rmuch honesty. But she finished the
sent ence anyhow:

col | apse
A quarter of a mllenniumafter the Meditations and fifteen hundred years
bef ore The Decline of the West, Salvian, a priest of Marseilles, described the
process whereby the free citizens of Rome were gradually reduced to a
condition of serfdom The upper classes had arranged the tax laws to their own
conveni ence and then adninistered them crookedly to their further conveni ence.
The entire burden of supporting the arny—Rone's army, of course, was vast, a
nation within a nati on—fell on the shoul ders of the poor. The poor grew
poorer. Finally, reduced to utter destitution, some fled fromtheir villages
to live anpbng the barbarians, even though (as Sal vian notes) they did give off
a dreadful odor. Ohers, living far fromthe frontiers, becanme bagaudae, or
honermade vandal s. The mgjority, however, rooted to the land by their property
and famlies, had to accept the ternms of the rich potentiores, to whomthey
made over their houses, their |ands, their possessions, and at |last the
freedomof their children. The birth rate declined. Al Italy becane a
wast el and. Repeatedly the Enperors were obliged to invite the politer
bar bari ans across the borders to "col oni ze" the abandoned farmns.



The condition of the cities at this tine was even | ess agreeable than that of
the countryside. Burned and pillaged by barbarians and then by the troops
(thensel ves nostly recruits fromlands bordering the Danube) that had been
sent in to dispel these invaders, the cities existed, if at all, in ruins.

' Though doubtl ess no one wished to die,"
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Salvian wites, "still no one did anything to avoid death," and he wel cones

t he advent of the Goths into Gaul and Spain as being a rel ease fromthe
despotismof a totally corrupt governnent.

My dear Gargili us,

Al exa wote.

It's one of those days and has been for weeks. Rain, nmud, and runors of

Radi guesis north of the city, west of the city, east of the city, everywhere
at once. The slaves fret and dither but so far only two have run off to enli st
anong our woul d-be conquerors. On the whol e we' ve done better than our

nei ghbors. Arcadius has nothing | eft now but that cook of his who has such a
nm st aken notion of garlic (the one person who should have joined the

barbari ans!) and the Egyptian girl Merriam brought with her. The poor thing
speaks no known | anguage and probably hasn't been told the world is coming to
an end. As for the two we | ost, Patrobas always was a troubl emaker and so good
riddance. I"'msorry to tell you the other one was Ti marchus, whom you had had
such hopes for. He went into one of his snits and shattered the left arm of
the westler down by the pool. Then he had no choice but to | eave. O perhaps
it was the other way round-he smashed up the statue as a gesture of farewell.

Anyhow, Sylvan says it can be repaired, though the damage will always be

vi si bl e.

My own confidence in the Arny is undi m nished, darling, but I think it w sest
that | close the villa till the rumors have abated somewhat. | shall get

Syl van—ahom el se can | trust now?—to help ne bury the plate and the bedposts
and the three remaining jugs of Fal ernian sonewhere quite secret (as we

di scussed the last time). The books, those that matter, 1'Il bring with nme. |
wi sh there were even a norsel of good news. Except for being lonely, | amin
good health and good spirits. | do wi sh you were not so many niles .

She crossed out "mles" and wote "stadia."

stadi a away.
For a nonent in the mirror of art, for the blinking of an iris, Al exa
wi tnessed her life the wong way round. Instead of a nodern house-w fe
fantasyi ng herself in classical poses, the past stiffened and becanme actua
and she thought she could see clearly, across the span of
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years, the other Alexa, the sad contenporary self she usually nmanaged to
avoid, a shrill woman in a silly dress who had been equal to the snall demands
neither of her marriage nor of her career. A failure or (which was possibly
worse) a nediocrity.
"And yet," she told herself.
And yet: didn't the world, to keep on going, need just such people as she was?
It had only been a nonent. The question had restored a confortable
per spective, and she would end her epistle to Gargilius with sonme chilly,
true-to-life endearnent. She would wite—
But her pen had di sappeared. It was not on the desk, it was not on the rug, it
was not in her pocket.
The upstairs noi se had begun
Two minutes to twelve. She m ght reasonably conplain, but she didn't know who
lived in the apartnent above, or even for certain that that was where the
sound canme from "Cheng-cheng," and then, after a pause, "Cheng-cheng."
"Al exa?" She could not place the voice (a woman' s?) sumoni ng her. There was
no one in the room
"Alexa."
Tancred stood in the doorway, |ooking a perfect cupid with an old silky shaw
knotted at his hips, |enon on chocol ate.



"You startled nme."

Her left hand had lifted automatically to her lips, and there, |apsing back
into exi stence, was the ball point.

"I couldn't sleep. What tine is it?" He stepped toward the table soundl essly
and stood with one hand resting on the armof a chair, his shoul ders |evel
with hers, his eyes steady as a | aser beam

"M dni ght."

"Could we play a ganme of cards?"

"And what about tonorrow?"

"Ch, I'll get up. | promse." G, when he begged a favor, always sniled;
Tancred, a better tactician, remained perfectly sol em.

"Well, get out the cards. One game and then we both have to get to bed."
Whi |l e Tancred was out of the room Alexa tore out her own pages from "Wat the
Moon Means to Me." A face clipped froma news
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magazi ne came unstuck and fluttered to the rug. She stooped and got it.

"What were you writing?" Tancred asked, beginning, neatly, to shuffle.
"Not hi ng. A poem "

"I wote a poem" he adm tted, excusing hers.

She cut. He began to deal

She studied the newsprint face. It seemed oddly devoid of experience despite
its years, like a very young actor got up as a very old nan. The eyes regarded
the canera lens with the equaninity of a star

Finally she had to ask: "Wo is this?"

"That! You don't know who that is? CGuess."

"Some singer?" (Could it be Don Hershey? Already?)

"It's the last astronaut. You know, the three who | anded on the nmoon. The
other two are both dead." Tank took the scrap of paper from her and returned
it toits place in his project. "Now he is too, |I guess. You start."

4

From Roman times until the closing years of the 20th Century the Bay of
Mor bi han on the sout hern coast of Brittany had been the source of the world's
nost del ectabl e seed oysters. Then in the late 80's the oys-ternmen of

Locnari aquere were alarnmed to notice that their seedlings sickened when they
were transplanted and that soon even those that remained in their native

wat ers had becone unpal at abl e. Researchers hired by the departenent of
Mor bi han eventual ly tracked down the source of infection to wastes dunped into
the estuary of the Loire, sone sixty mles down the coast. (lronically, the
pol I uter was a subsidiary branch of the pharmaceutical concern that had
supplied the investigators.) By the tinme this was di scovered, sad to say, the
Mor bi han oyster was extinct. However, in death the speci es bequeat hed nanki nd
its final inestimable gift, a mononol ecul ar pearl, Mrbeha-nine.

As synt hesized by Pfizer, Morbehani ne quickly becane the nost popular drug in
all countries where it was not prohibited usually in
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some gentling conmbination with the traditional. Mdified by narcotizing agents
it was marketed as Oraline; with caffeine it became Kof-fee; with
tranquilizers Fadeout. In its crude formit was used only by the half mllion
or so menbers of the intellectual elite who practiced Hi storical Analysis.
Unnodi fi ed Morbi hani ne i nduces a state of intensely experienced "daydreani ng"
i n which usual relationships of figure-to-field are reversed. During a common
hal | uci nogenic high the self remains a constant while the environnment, as in
dreans, undergoes transformati on. Wth Mrbehanine the | andscape that one

i nhabits, after the initial "fixing" period, is not rmuch nore malleable than
our own everyday world, but one is aware of one's slightest action in this

| andscape as a free, spontaneous, willed choice. It was possible to dream
responsi bl y.

What determines the outlines of the alternate world is the subject's sum
know edge of the period he chooses to fix during his first trips. Wthout
conti nuous research one was apt to create a fantasy |life as nonotonous as the



aft ernoon sex features. Mst people, sensibly, preferred the nild

mul tidirectional zonk of Oraline, its euphoric illusion of freedom every which
way.

For the few, however, the nore strenuous pleasures of Pure WII were worth a
greater effort. A century before the sane people had covered thenselves with
usel ess degrees in the humanities, filling the graduate schools to
overfl owi ng. Now, w th Mrbihanine, there was a use for all the history

hi story students are forever studying.

It had often been debated, ampong anal ysands, whether Historical Analysis was
the best way to work out one's problens or the best way to escape them The

el ements of psychot herapy and of vicarious entertainment were inextricably
knotted. The past becanme a kind of vast noral gymmasiumin which sone
preferred a hard workout in the weight roomof the French Revolution or the
Conquest of Peru while others jiggled about |ickerishly on the tranpoline of
Casanova's Veni ce or Del nonico's New York

Once a particular stretch of tine had been fixed, usually with the help of an
expert in that era, one was no nore at liberty to depart fromit than one
could wal k away fromthe month of June. Alexa, for instance, was confined to a
period of |less than eighty years, fromher birth in 334
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(whi ch was al so, not coincidentally, the address of one of the build-ings on
East 11th Street for which she was responsible at the MODI CUM office) up to
the I ovely pink evening when the tw ce-wi dowed Al exa, lately returned froma
lifetime in the provinces, was to die of a stroke just a providential few days
before the Sack of Rone. If she tried, during contact, to broach either
barrier, 334 or 410, she experienced nothing nore than a mld pastora
flickering—teaves, clouds, a blurry water-glass, sounds of troubled breathing,
a snmell of nmelons rotting—+ike the test-patterns of some sempiternal teevee
net wor k.

On Friday norning, despite the weather, Alexa took the malls down-town and
arrived at Bernie's office ten mnutes early. A good-sized hole had been
punched t hrough the fiber panel of the outer door and the furniture inside was
in a state of delirium The couch had been sliced open, its innards garnishing
the ruins.

"But," Bernie pointed out cheerfully, sweeping up the fluff and plaster dust,
"they never got into the office, thank God. They m ght have done actual harm
there."”

"That's a rosy view"

"Well, the way | look at it, this is the best of all possible worlds." Wthout
a doubt he was soothed by the consolations of chem stry, but amd these ruins,
why not ?

"Do you know who did it?" She picked a lunp of plaster off the bench, dropped
it into his basket.

"Ch, | think | do. A pair of girls that the Council saddled ne with has been
threatening to scrub the office for nonths. | hope it was them+then the
Council can pick up the bill."

Li ke nost anal ysts, Bernie Shaw did not nmake a living fromhis fees. Unlike
nost, he didn't teach either. Instead he received a confortable retainer from
the Hell's Kitchen Nei ghborhood Youth Council for occasional services as a
Reader and Advisor. Bernie had an uncle on the Council's advisory board.
"Which is just the same as Historical Analysis, really,” he would explain at
parties (and thanks to the sane uncle he was invited to sone very good
parties), "except that it doesn't involve history or analysis."

96 / THOVAS M DI SCH

When the basket was full, Bernie slipped on his professional manner, and they
entered the inner, vandal -proofed office. Hs face gelled into a handsone,
imotile mask. His voice thickened to a droning baritone. Hi s hands froze into
a single neat rock of thoughtful ness, which he planted in the mddle of his
desk.

They faced each other across this rock and began to di scuss Al exa's other



i nner |ife—first noney, then sex, then whatever odds and ends were |eft.
Moneywi se she woul d soon have to deci de whether to accept Arcadius's

| ong-standing offer to buy her nmelon fields. H's price was tenpting, but it
was hard to reconcile the sale of farm and—and her patrinony at that—with an
af fectation of republican virtue. On the other hand, the land in question
could hardly be called ancestral, having been one of Popilius's |ast

specul ations before his death.

(Alexa's father, Popilius Flam ninus—born 276 a.d., died 354 a.d.—ived nost
of his life as a relatively inpoverished Senator of Ronme. After years of
vacillation he decided to follow the Enpire eastward to its new capital
Accordingly, one fine day Al exa, aged ten, was bundled into an oxcart and told
to wave good-bye to the pretty idiot daughter of the superintendent of their
apartment house. The journey to Byzantiumtook themtwo hundred stadia to the
north and no di stance eastward at all, for Popilius Flamninus had di scovered
that his purple stripe, so useless to himin Ronme, was a social and financi al
asset in the hillside towns of Cisalpine Gaul. By the time she'd married
Gargilius, A exa was considered, locally, a tolerable heiress.)

Bernie took up the matter of her |egal position, but she could cite Donmitian's
revival of the Julian |laws governing the property rights of married wonen.
Legally the fields were hers to sell

"So the question remains. Should I?"

The answer remnai ned, adamantly, no. Not because it was hers from her father
(who woul d have probably advised her to take the noney and run); her piety was
on a grander scal e—Rone! Liberty! Cvilization! It was to that burning ship
that duty bound her. O course, she didn't know it was burning. One of the
knottiest problenms in analysis was to keep the historical Al exa innocent of
the fact that she was fighting, for the short termanyhow, a | osing battle.
She m ght have her suspicions—who didn't, then?—but this was reason rather for
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resolution than for faintheartedness. A lost battle is not a | ost cause. Take
Ther nopyl ae.

The contenporary transfigure of this tenptation, whether she ought to keep her
job with the MODI CUM office, had the same hydraheaded way of surviving her
nost final decisions. She didn't, except now and then, enjoy her work. She

of ten suspected that the great nachineries of the welfare service m ght
actually do nore harmthan good. Her salary was only | arge enough to cover the
extra expenses the job involved her in. Duty in these circumnmstances was an
article of faith as thorny as the resurrection of the body. Yet it was only
this faith—and a vague conviction that a city ought to be lived i n—that

hel ped her resist G's gentle, persistent drift suburbsward.

They breezed through sex by nutual agreenment, for in that respect the |ast
three or four nonths had been unadventurously pleasant. Wen she indul ged in
daydreans just for fun they were likelier to be about barbecues than orgies.
Al exa coul d conpensate for her stints of dieting in the present with bouts of
exqui site excess in the past, fantasies which she Iifted whole from Petronius,
Juvenal , or the younger Pliny-salads of lettuce, |eeks, and fresh nmint; the
cheese of Trebula; trays of Picenum ne olives, Spanish pickles, and sliced
eggs; a roasted kid, the tenderest of his flock, with nmore of mlk in himthan
bl ood; asparagus covered with the willful anachroni smof a Holl andai se sauce;
pears and figs from Chios, and the plunms of Damascus. Besi des, unnecessary
tal k about sex tended to make Berni e nervous.

Wth fifteen minutes still to go a puddle of silence formed between them She
searched through the week's nenories for an anecdote to float across it. The
letter she'd witten last night to Merrian? No, Bernie would accuse her of
literature

The puddl e spread.

"Monday ni ght," she said. "On Monday night | dreamed a dream”

" Ch?"

"I think it was a dream Maybe | tinkered with it a little before I was
conpletely asl eep.”



" AR
"I was dancing out in the street with a lot of other wonen. In fact | was sort
of | eading them Down Broadway, but | wore a palla."

"That's a dichronatism" Bernie's tone was severe.
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"Yes, but as | say, | was dreaming. Then | was in the Metropolitan Miseum For
a sacrifice."

"Ani mal ? Human?"

"One or the other. | don't renenber."

"Bl ood sacrifices were prohibited in 341."

"Yes, but in a crisis the authorities would | ook the other way. During the
siege of Florence in 405, which was years after the destruction of the

tenpl es—=

"Ch very well." Bernie closed his eyes, conceding the point. "So, once again
the barbarians are storm ng the gates."” The barbari ans were al ways storning
Alexa's gates. Bernie's theory was that it was because her husband was
fractionally a Negro. "Then what happened?”

"That's all | remenber. Except one detail earlier in the dream There were
heaps of dead babies in the cess trenches in the mddl e of Broadway."
"Infanticide was a capital offense fromthe beginning of the third century,"
Ber ni e poi nted out.

"Probably because it was beconing too conmon."

Berni e closed his eyes. Then, opening them "Have you ever had an abortion?"
"Once, ages ago, in high school. | didn't feel nuch guilt though."

"What did you feel about the children in your dreans?"

"Anger, at the untidiness. Oherwi se they were just a fact." She | ooked at her
hands, which seenmed too | arge, the knuckles especially. "Like a face in a news
magazi ne." She | ooked at Bernie's hands fol ded on the desk. Another silence
began to form but gracefully, w thout enbarrassnent. She renmenbered the
nmonent she'd found herself alone on the street; the sunlight, her pleasure. It
seened quite reasonabl e that people should expose their children to die. There
was what Loretta had said yesterday—I|'ve stopped trying"—but it went beyond
that. As though everyone had cone to see that Rone, civilization, the whole
burning i ssue wasn't worth the effort any |onger, theirs or anyone's. Every

i nfanticide was the kindness of a phil osopher

"Pish," Bernie said, when she'd said this four or five different ways. "No one

sees his own culture declining till around the age of forty, and then everyone
does. "
"But things had been going downhill for two hundred years."
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"O three, or four."

"Farm ands had becone deserts. It was visible. Look at the scul pture, the
architecture.”

"It's visible with hindsight. But they could be as blind as their confort
required. Trivial poetasters |ike Ausonius were declared the equals of Virgil,
of Homer even, and the Christians, now that they were official, were
positively giddy with optim sm They expected to see the city of God shoot up
i ke an urbal renewal project.”

"Then explain those dead children."

"Explain the living ones. Wich renm nds nme. Last week you still hadn't nade up
your m nd about Tancred."

"I sent off the letter this norning, with a check."

"To?"

"Stuyvesant . "

The rock on the desk split open and becane two hands. "Well—there you have
it."

"What ?"

"An interpretation for your dream The bl ood sacrifice you were ready to make
to save the city, the children on the scrapheap—your son."

She denied it.



By three that afternoon the tops of buildings were invisible at street |evel.
She had wal ked crosstown fromthe office in a lukewarmdrizzle, then taken the
subway down to East 14th. Al the way, the argunent with Bernie had continued

i nside her, like some battery-powered toy, a novelty doll with a | oop of tape
that croaks after each smack of the old smacker. "Oh, don't do that again! Oh,
pl ease don't, | can't stand it!" Before she'd cone out through the turnstile

she could snell the grease fromBig San Juan's, a dark ground of onion pol ka
dotted with plantain. By the tine she was up on the street, her nmouth was

wat eri ng. She woul d have bought a quarter bag but customers had gathered three
deep around the counters (baseball season—already?) and she saw Lotti e Hanson
inthe crowd in front of the screen. The plantains
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weren't worth the risk of a conversation. Lottie's bl owy sexi ness al ways
affected Al exa elegiacally, like a roonful of cut flowers.

Crossing Third Avenue between 11th and 12th, a sound doppl ered at her
swelling in an instant froma humto a roar. She whirled about, scanning the
fog for whatever lunatic truck or

The sound as suddenly dim nished. The street was enpty. A block to the north
the Iights wi nked green. She got to the curb before the traffic—a bus and two
shrill Yamahas—reached the second stripe of the ped crossing. Then, severa
beats after she'd figured it out, her idiot heart caught up with her panic.

A helicopter certainly, but flying | ower than any she'd ever known.

Her knees took so to trenbling that she had to | ean agai nst a hydrant. Long
after the distant whirr had diffused into the general midday din the

machi neri es of her glands kept her in a flutter

Maryl ou Levin had taken her mother's place at the corner with the broom and
the can. A honely, slow, earnest girl who' d grow up to be a day-care worker,
unl ess, which would probably be nore profitable both for Maryl ou and for

soci ety, she took over her nother's |license as a sweep.

Al exa dropped a penny in the can. The girl |ooked up from her com ¢ book and
sai d thank you.

"I hoped I'd find your nother here, Marylou."

"She's hone."

"I"ve got a declaration she had to fill out. | didn't get it to her last tine
and now the office is starting to nake a fuss."
"Well, she's sleeping." Marylou turned back to the conic book, a sad story

about horses in a Dallas circus, then thought to add: "She relieves nme at
four."

It neant either waiting or walking up to the seventeenth floor. If the M 28
wasn't cleared through Bl ake's section by tomorrow Ms. Levin night | ose her
apartment (Bl ake had been known to do worse) and it would be Alexa's fault.
Usual Iy, except for the stink, she didn't mnd the stairs, but all the walking
today had taken it out of her. A weariness as of heavy shopping bags focused
in the small of her back. On the ninth floor she
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stopped in at M. Anderson's to hear the poor tedious old man conpl ai n about
the various ingratitudes of his adopted daughter. (Though "boarder" descri bed
that rel ationship nore accurately.) Cats and kit-tens clinbed over Al exa,
rubbed agai nst her, inveigled her

On el even her | egs gave out again. She sat on the top step and listened to the
conmi ngl ed urgenci es of a newscast one flight up and a song one flight down.
Her ears filtered Latin words fromthe Spani sh phrases.

| magi ne, she thought, actually living here. Wuld one grow nunb eventual | y?
One woul d have to.

Lotti e Hanson hove into sight at the |anding below, clutching the rail and
panting. Recogni zi ng Al exa and conscious of having to | ook nice for her, she
patted her danp, drizzly wig and smnil ed.

"dory, isn't it"—she caught her breath, waved her hand in front of her face
decorativel y—exciting!"

Al exa asked what .



"The bonbi ng."

" Bomrbi ng?"

"Ch, you haven't heard. They're bonbi ng New York. They showed it on teevee,
where it | anded. These steps!" She coll apsed beside Alexa with a great huff.
The snell that had seened so appetizing outside Big San Juan's had lost its

savor. "But they couldn't show'-she waved her hand and it was still, Al exa had
to admt, a lovely and a graceful hand—the actual airplane itself. Because of
the fog, you know. " "Who' s bonbi ng New Yor k?"

"The radicals, | suppose. It's sonme kind of protest. Against sonething."
Lotti e Hanson watched her breasts lift and fall. The inportance of the news
she bore nade her feel pleased with herself. She waited for the next question
al | agl ow.

But Al exa had begun calculating with no nore input than she had al ready. The
noti on had seemed, from Lottie's first words, inevitable. The city cried out
to be bonmbed. The amazing thing was that no one had ever thought to do it

bef ore.

When she did at last ask Lottie a question, it cane from an unexpected
direction. "Are you afraid?"

"No, not a bit. It's funny, because usually, you know, |'mjust a bundle of
nerves. Are you afraid?"
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"No. Just the opposite. | feel. . ." She had to stop and think what it was
that she did feel

Children came storming down the stairs. Wth a gentle "God-damm," Lottie
squeezed up against the crusty wall. Al exa pressed up to the railing. The
children ran down through the canyon they'd forned.

Lottie screamed at the last of them "Anparo!"

The girl turned round at the |landing and sniled. "Ch, hi, Ms.

MIller."

"Goddam it, Anmparo, don't you know they're bombing the city?"

"We're all going down to the street to watch.”

Dazzling, Al exa thought. She'd always had a thing for pierced ears on
children, had even been tenpted to do Tank's for hi mwhen he was four, but G
had i nt er posed.

"You get your ass back upstairs and stay there till they shoot that flicking
ai rpl ane down!"

"The teevee said it doesn't make any difference where you are.™

Lottie had gone all red. "I don't care about that. | say—*

But Amparo had already run off.

"One of these days |'mgoing to kill her."

Al exa | aughed indul gently.

"I am just wait and see."

"Not on stage, | hope."

"What ?"

"Ne pueros coram" she expl ai ned, "populo Medea trucidet. Don't |et Medea kil
her boys before the audience. It's Horace." She got up and bent round to see
if she'd soiled her dress.

Lottie remained on the step, inert. An everyday depression began to blunt the
exhil aration of the catastrophe, like fog spoiling an April day, today's fog,
today's April day.

Snells filmed every surface |ike cheap skin cream Al exa had to get out of the

stairwell, but Lottie had sonehow caught hold of her and she wiggled in the
nmeshes of an indefinite guilt.

"I think "Il go up to the battlement now," she said, "to watch the siege."
"Well, don't wait for me."

"But later there's sonething | wanted to talk to you about."
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"Right. Later."

When she was one landing up Lottie called after her—=Ms. MIler?" "Yes?"
"The first bomb got the museum™ "GCh. Which nuseun?” "The Met." "Really."



"I thought you'd want to know. " "Of course. Thank you."

Li ke a theater just before the novie starts, reduced by the darkness to a bare
geonetry, the fog had erased all details and di stances. Uncertain sounds
sifted through the grayness—engi nes, mnusic, wonen's voices. She felt through
her whol e body the i mi nence of the coll apse, and because now she could fee
it, it was no longer debilitating. She ran along the gravel. The roof
stretched on and on in front of her w thout perspective. At the | edge she
swerved to the right. She ran on

She heard, far off, the stolen plane. It neither approached her nor receded,
as though it were executing an i mense circle, searching for her

She stood still and lifted her arnms, inviting it to her, offering herself to

t hese barbarians, fingers splayed, eyes pressed tightly closed. Conmandi ng.
She saw, beneath her but unforeshortened, the bound ox. She saw its heaving
belly and desperate eyes. She felt, in her hand, the sharp obsidi an

She told herself that this was what she had to do. Not for her own sake, of
course. Never for her own sake—for theirs.

Its blood drenched the gravel. It gushed and splattered. The hemof the palla
was stained. She knelt in the bl ood and di pped her hands into the opened belly
to raise the dripping entrails high above her head, tubes and wires in a sline
of thick black oil. She wound herself in the soft coils and danced |ike sone
god-drenched girl at the festivals, laughing and pulling the torches from
their sockets, smashing sacred articles, jeering at the generals.

104 / THOVAS M DI SCH

No one approached her. No one asked what she had read in the haruspices.

She clinbed up into the jungle gymand stood peering into the featureless air,
her | egs braced against the thin pipes, raptured and strong with a dawni ng
faith.

The airpl ane approached, audibly.

She wanted it to see her. She wanted the boys inside to know that she knew,

t hat she agreed.

It appeared quite suddenly, and near, |ike Mnerva sprung full-grown fromthe
brow of Jupiter. It was shaped |like a cross.

"Come then," she said with conscious dignity. "Lay waste."

But the pl ane—a Rol |l s Rapi de—passed overhead and returned to the haze from
which it had naterialized.

She clinbed down fromthe gymwith a sense of |oss: she had offered herself to
H story and Hi story had refused. Wth a sense, equally, of what a fool she'd
been.

She felt in her pockets for a pack of hankies but she'd run out at the office.
She had her cry anyhow.

Since the Arny had begun celebrating its victory the city no | onger seened a
sanctuary. Therefore early the next norning Merriam and Arcadi us started back
hone on foot. During the darkest nonments of the siege, with the generosity of
despair, Arcadius had given the cook and the Theban girl their freedom so
that they were returning to the villa conpl etely unattended.

Merriam was dreadfully hungover. The road was a sl ough, and when they cane to
the cut-off, Arcadius insisted on taking the even muddi er path that went
through Alexa's fields. But for all that, she felt happy as an apricot. The
sun was shining and the fields steamed |ike sone great kitchen full of soup
kettl es and sauceboats, as though the very earth was sending up its prayer of
t hanksgi vi ng.

"Lord," she would murmur, "Lord." She felt |ike a new wonan.

"Have you noticed," Arcadius pointed out, after they' d gone sone distance,
"that there is nowhere any sign of then®"
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"OfF the barbarians? Yes, |'ve been crossing ny fingers."

"It's a mracle."

"Ch yes, it's God's work, beyond a doubt."

"Do you think she knew?"

"Who?" she asked, in not an encouraging tone. Tal k al ways di ssi pated her good



feelings.

"Al exa. Perhaps she's been sent a sign. Perhaps, after all, she danced in

t hanksgi ving and not... the opposite.™

Merriam pressed her |ips together and nade no reply. It was a bl asphenous
proposition. God did not give signs to the servants of the aboninations he

| oat hed and conmi nated! And yet..

"In retrospect,” Arcadius insisted, "there's really no other explanation."
(And yet, she had seened altogether jubilant. Perhaps—she had heard this
suggested by a priest in Al exandria—there are evil spirits whom God pernits,
to alimted degree and inperfectly, to see the shape of future things.)

She said, "I thought it was an obscene display."
Arcadius didn't contradict her.
Later, after they had circled round the base of the larger hill, the path

sl oped upward and grew dryer. The trees fell away on their left and pernitted
a view eastward across Alexa's nelon fields. Hundreds of bodies were scattered
over the tranpled scenery. Merriamhid her eyes but it was not so easy to
escape the scent of decay, which mngled, alnost pleasantly, with the odor of
smashed, fernenting nelons.

"Ch dear," said Arcadius, realizing that their path would | ead them strai ght

t hrough the m dst of the carnage.

"Well, we'll have to do it—that's all," Merriamsaid, lifting her chin with a
show of defiance. She took his hand and they wal ked t hrough the field of

def eat ed barbarians as quickly as they coul d.

Later, Lottie cane up looking for her. "I was wondering if you were al
right."

"Thank you. | just needed a breath of air."

"The pl ane crashed, you know "

"No, | hadn't heard any nore than you told ne."
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"Yes—+t crashed into a MODI CUM project at the end of Christopher Street.

One-seventy-six."

"Ch, that's awful."

"But the building was just going up. No one was killed but a couple of

el ectricians.”

"That's a miracle."”

"I thought you might Iike to cone down and watch the teevee with us. Momis

maki ng Koffee." . "I1'd appreciate that."

"Good." Lottie held open the door. The stairwell had achi eved evening a couple

hours in advance of the day.

On the way downstairs Al exa nentioned that she thought she could arrange for

Amparo to get a schol arship at the Lowen School

"Wul d that be good?" Lottie asked, and then, enbarrassed by her question, "I

mean—+' ve never heard of it till just now"

"Yes, | think it's pretty good. My son Tancred will be going there next year."
Lotti e seemed unper suaded.

Ms. Hanson stood outside the door of the apartment gesturing frantically.

"Hurry up, hurry up! They've found the boy's nother, and they're going to

interview her."

"We can talk about it nore later," A exa said. ?;

Inside, on the teevee, the boy's nmother was explaining to the canera, to the

mllions of viewers, what she coul dn't understand.

EMANCI PATI ON

A Romance of the Tines to Cone

1

Sunmer norni ngs the bal cony would fill up w th bona-fide sunshine and Boz

woul d spread open the recliner and lie there languid as sonmething tropical in
their own little basin of private air and ultraviolet fifteen floors above
entrance | evel. Just watching, half-awake, the vague geonetries of jet trails
that formed and di sappeared, formed and di sappeared in the pale cerul ean haze.
Sonetimes you coul d hear the dinky preschoolers on the roof piping their



nursery rhymes in thin, drugged voices.

A Boei ng buzzing fromthe west brings the boy that |I |ove best. But a Boeing
fromthe east...
Just nonsense, but it taught directions, like north and south. Boz, who had no

pati ence with Science, always confused north and south. One was uptown, one
was downt own—why not just call themthat? O the two, uptown was preferable.
Who wants to be MOD, after all? Though it was no disgrace: his own nother, for
i nstance. Human dignity is nore than a zi pcode nunmber, or so they say.
Tabbycat, who was just as fond of sunshine and out-of -doors as
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Boz, would stalk along the prestressed | edge as far as the rubber plant and
then back to the geraniums, very sinister, just back and forth all norning

| ong, and every so often Boz would reach up to stroke the soft sexy down of
her throat and sonetines when he did that he would think of MIly. Boz |iked

t he norni ngs best of all.

But in the afternoons the bal cony fell into the shadow of the next building
and though it remained alnost as warmit didn't do anything for his tan, so in
the afternoon Boz had to find sonething el se to do.

Once he had studi ed cooking on television but it had nearly doubl ed the
grocery bills, and MIly didn't seemto care whether Boz or Betty Crocker nade
her onelette fine herbes, and he had to admit hinself that really there wasn't
that rmuch difference. Still, the spice shelf and the two copper-bottom pans he
had given hinmsel f for Christmas made an unusual decorator contribution. The

ni ce nanes spices have—+osemary, thyme, ginger, cinnanon—tike fairies in a
ball et, all gauze wi ngs and toeshoes. He could see her now, his own little

ni ecel ette Amparo Martinez as Oregano Queen of the Wllies. And he'd be Basil,
a doomed lover. So much for the spice shelf.

O course he could always read a book, he |iked books. H's favorite author was
Norman Mailer and then Gene Stratton Porter. He'd read everything they'd ever
witten. But lately when he'd read for nore than a few m nutes he woul d
devel op really epic headaches and then be a conplete tyrant to MIIly when she
cane hone from work. What she called work

At four o'clock art novies on Channel 5. Sonetinmes he used the el ectronassage
and somretinmes just his hands to jerk off with. He'd read in the Sunday facs
that if all the semen fromthe Metropolitan Area viewers of Channel 5 were put
all together in one single place it would fill a mediumsized swi mi ng pool
Fantastic? Then imagine swinmring in it!

Afterwards he would lie spread out on the sofa that | ooked |ike a giant
Baggie, his own little contribution to the nunicipal sw mring pool drooling
down the clear plastic and he would think glumy: There's something wong.
Sonet hing i s m ssing.

There was no romance in their marriage anynore, that's what was wong. It had
been | eaking out slowy, like air froma punctured Bag-
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gie chair, and one of these days she would nmean it when she started talking
about a divorce, or he would kill her with his own bare hands or with the

el ectronmassage, when she was ribbing himin bed, or something dreadful would
happen, he knew it.

Sonet hing really dreadful . ' .

At dusk, in bed, her breasts hung above him swaying. Just the snell of her is
enough, sonetimes, to drive himup the walls. He brought his thighs up against
the sweaty backside of her |egs. Knees pressed agai nst buttocks. One breast,
then the other, brushed his forehead; he arched his neck to kiss one breast,
then the other.

"Mn" she said. "Continue."

ohediently Boz slid his arns between her |legs and pulled her forward. As he
wriggl ed down on the danp sheets his own | egs went over the edge of the
mattress, and his toes touched her Antron slip, a puddle of cool ness on the
desert - bei ge rug.



The snell of her, the rotting sweetness, |ike a suet pudding gone bad in a
warmrefrigerator, the warmjungle of it turned himon nore than anything

el se, and way down there at the edge of the bed, a continent away fromthese
events, his prick swelled and arched. Just wait your turn, he told it, and
rubbed his stubbly cheek agai nst her thigh while she nunbl ed and cooed. If
only pricks were noses. O if noses ..

The snell of her now with the danp furze of her veldt pressed into his
nostrils, grazing his lips, and then the first taste of her, and then the
second. But nost of all the snell—-he floated on it into her ripest darknesses,
the soft and endl ess corridor of pure pollened cunt, MIly, or Africa, or
Tristan and Isolde on the tape recorder, rolling in rose-bushes.

H s teeth scraped agai nst hair, snagged, his tongue pressed farther in and
MIly tried to pull away just fromthe pleasure of it, and she said, "Ch,
Birdie! Don't!"

And he said, "Ch shit."

The erection receded quickly as the image sinks back into the screen when the
set is switched off. He slid out fromunder her and stood in the puddle,

| ooking at her uplifted sweating ass.
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She turned over and brushed the hair out of her eyes. "Ch, Birdie, | didn't
mean to . "

"Li ke hell you didn't. Jack."

She sniffed anusenment. "Well, now you're one up."

He flipped the linp organ at her self-deprecatingly. "Am1?"

"Honestly, Boz, the first tine | really didn't nean it. It just slipped out."
"Indeed it did. But is that supposed to make ne feel better?" He began
dressing. H's shoes were inside out.

"For heaven's sake, | haven't thought of Birdie Ludd for years. Literally.
He's dead now, for all | know "

"I's that the new kick at your tutorials?"

"You're just being bitter."
"I"'mjust being bitter, yes."
"Well, fuck you! |I'm going out.
slip.

"Maybe you can get your father to warmup sonme of his stiffs for you. Maybe
he's got Birdie there on ice."

"You can be so sarcastic sonetines. And you're standing on ny slip. Thank you.
Where are you goi ng now?"

"I am going around the roomdivider to the other side of the room" Boz went
around the roomdivider to the other side of the room He sat down beside the
di ni ng | edge.

"What are you witing?" she asked, pulling the slip on

"A poem That's what | was thinking about at the tine."

"Shit." She had started her blouse on the wong buttonhol e.

"What ?" He laid the pen down.

"Not hing. My buttons. Let ne see your poem"

"Why are you so damm hung up on buttons? They're unfunctional." He handed her
t he poem

Pricks are noses.

Cunts are roses.

Watch the pretty petals fall.

"It's lovely," she said. "You should send it to Tine" "Time doesn't print
poetry."
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"Some place that does, then. It's pretty.” MIly had three basic superlatives:
funny, pretty, and nice. Was she relenting? O laying a trap?

"Pretty things are a dine a dozen. Twelve for one dine."

"I"'monly trying to be nice, shithead."

"Then | earn how. Where are you goi ng?"

"Qut." She stopped at the door, frowning. "I do |ove you, you know. "

She began feeling around on the rug for her



"Sure. And | |ove you."

"Do you want to cone al ong?"

"I"'mtired. Gve themmy |ove."

She shrugged. She left. He went out on the veranda and watched her as she

wal ked over the bridge across the electric npat and down 48th Street to the
corner of 9th. She never | ooked up once.

And the hell of it was she did love him And he |oved her. So why did they

al ways end up like this, with spitting and ki cking and gnashing of teeth and
the going of their own ways?

Questions, he hated questions. He went into the toilet and swallowed three
Oralines, one just nicely too many, and then he sat back and watched the round
things with col ored edges slide along an endl ess neon corridor, zippety

zi ppety zippety, spaceships and satellites. The corridor snelled half like a
hospital and half |ike heaven, and Boz began to cry.

The Hansons, Boz and MIly, had been happily unhappily married for a year and
a half. Boz was twenty-one and MIIly was twenty-six. They had grown up in the
same MODI CUM bui | di ng at opposite ends of a |long, glazed, green-tile corridor
but because of the age difference they never really noticed each other unti
just three years ago. Once they did notice each other though, it was |ove at
first sight, for they were, Boz as much as MIly, of the type that can be,
even at a glance, ravishing: flesh nolded with that ideal classic plunpness
and tinged with those porcelain pink pastels we can admire in the divine

Qui do, which, at least, they adm red; eyes hazel, flecked with gold; auburn
hair that falls with a slight curl to the round shoul ders; and the habit,
acquired by each of them so young that it could al nbst be called natural, of
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stri king poses el oquently superfluous, as when, sitting down to dinner, Boz
woul d throw his head back suddenly, flip flop of auburn, his ripe lips

slightly parted, like a saint (Quido again) in ecstasy—Theresa, Francis,
Ganynede—or |i ke, which was al nost the sanme thing, a singer, singing
/ amyou

and you are me
and we are just two

si des
of the sanme coin.
Three years and Boz was still as hung up on MIIly as he had been on the first

nmorning (it was March but it had seemed nore like April or May) they'd had
sex, and if that wasn't |ove then Boz didn't know what |ove neant.

O course it wasn't just sex, because sex didn't mean that much to MIly, as
it was part of her regular work. They also had a very intense spiritua

rel ati onship. Boz was basically a spiritual type person. On the Skinner-Wxnan
C-P profile he had scored way at the top of the scale by thinking of one
hundred and thirty-one different ways to use a brick in ten mnutes. Mlly,

t hough not as creative as Boz according to the Skinner-Waxman, was every bit
as smart in terns of 1Q (MIly, 136; Boz, 134), and she al so had | eadership
potential, while Boz was content to be a follower as |ong as things went nore
or less his own way. Brain surgery aside, they could not have been nore
conpatible, and all of their friends agreed (or they had until very recently)
that Boz and MIly, MIly and Boz, made a perfect couple.

So what was it then? Was it jealousy? Boz didn't think it was jeal ousy but you
can never be sure. He might be jeal ous unconsciously. But you can't be jeal ous
j ust because soneone was having sex, if that was only a nechani cal act and
there was no | ove involved. That woul d be about as reasonable as getting

upti ght because MIly tal ked to soneone el se. Anyhow he had had sex with other
people and it never bothered MIly. No, it wasn't sex, it was sonething
psychol ogi cal, which neant it could be al nost anything at all. Every day Boz
got nore and nore depressed trying to analyze it all out. Sonetines he
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t hought of suicide. He bought a razor blade and hid it in The Naked and the
Dead. He grew a noustache. He shaved off the nmoustache and had his hair cut



short. He let his hair grow long again. It was Septenber and then it was
March. MIly said she really did want a divorce, it wasn't working out and she
could not stand hi m naggi ng at her any nore.

H m naggi ng at her?

"Yes, norning and ni ght, nag, nag, nag."

"But you're never even hone in the norning, and you're usually not hone at

ni ght."

"There, you're doing it again! You' re nagging now. And when you don't cone
right out and nag openly, you do it silently. You' ve been naggi ng me ever
since dinner wthout saying a word."

"I'"ve been reading a book." He wagged the book at her accusingly. "I wasn't
even thinking about you. Unless | nag you just by existing." He had nmeant this
to sound patheti c.

"You can, you do."

They were both too pooped and tired to make it a really fun argunment, and so
just to keep it interesting they had to keep raising the stakes. It ended with
MIly screanming and Boz in tears and Boz packing his things into a cupboard
which he took in a taxi to East 11th Street. His nother was delighted to see
him She had been fighting with Lottie and expected Boz to take her side. Boz
was given his old bed in the living roomand Anparo had to sleep with her

nmot her. The air was full of snpoke from Ms. Hanson's cigarettes and Boz felt
nore and nore sick. It was all he could do to keep from phoning MIIly. Shrinp
didn't conme hone and Lottie was zonked out as usual on Oraline. It was not a
life for human bei ngs.

2.

The Sacred Heart, gold beard, pink cheeks, blue blue eyes, gazed intently
across twelve feet of living space and out the wi ndow unit at |ong recessions
of yellow brick. Beside hima Conservation Corporation cal endar blinked now
BEFORE and t hen AFTER views of the Grand Canyon. Boz turned over so as not to
have to | ook at Jesus, the
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Grand Canyon, Jesus. The tuckaway lurched to port side. Ms. Hanson had been

t hi nki ng of having sonmeone in to fix the sofa (the mssing leg |l ed an

i ndependent existence in the cabinet bel ow the sink) ever since the Wlfare
peopl e had busted it on the day how many years ago that the Hansons had noved
into 334. She would discuss with her family, or with the nice Ms. Mller
fromthe MDD office, the obstacles in the way of this undertaking, which
proved upon exam nation so ramformand finally so form dable as very nearly
to defeat her nost energetic hopes. Neverthel ess, sone day.

Her nephew, Lottie's youngest, was watching the war on the teevee. It was
unusual for Boz to sleep so late. U S. guerillas were burning down a fishing
vill age somewhere. The canera foll owed the path of the flames along the string
of fishing boats, then held for a long time on the enmpty blue of the water.
Then a sl ow zoom back that took in all the boats together. The horizon warped
and flickered through a haze of flame. Gorgeous. WAs it a rerun? Boz seened to
think he'd seen that |ast shot before.

"H there, Mckey."

"Hi, Uncle Boz. Grandma says you're getting divorced. Are you going to live

wi th us agai n?"

"Your grandma needs a decongestant. I'monly here for a few days. On a visit."
The appl e pi e col ophon, signaling the end of the war for that Wdnesday

nmorni ng, splattered and the deci bels were boosted for the April Ford
commercial, "Cone and Get Me, Cop."

Conme and get me, Cop, Cause |'mnot gonna stop At your red light.

It was a happy little song, but how could he feel happy when he knew t hat
MIly was probably watching it too and enjoying it in a faculty |ounge
somewher e, never even giving a thought for Boz, or where he was, or how he
felt. MIly studied all the comrercials and could play them back to you
verbatim every trenor and inflection just so. And not a nmilligramof her own
punch. Creative? As a parrot.



Now, what if he were to tell her that? What if he told her that she
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woul d never be anything nore than a second-string G ade-Z hygi ene denonstrat or
for the Board of Education. Cruel? Boz was supposed to be cruel ?

He shook his head, flip flop of auburn. "Baby, you don't know what cruel is."
M ckey switched off the teevee. "Oh, if you think this was sonething today you
shoul d have seen them yesterday. They were in this school. Parkistanis,

t hi nk. Yeah. You should have seen it. That was cruel. They w ped them out."
"Who di d?"

"Conmpany A." Mckey came to attention and saluted the air. Kids his age (siXx)
al ways wanted to be guerillas or firemen. At ten it was pop singers. At
fourteen, if they were bright (and somehow all the Hansons were bright), they
wanted to wite. Boz still had a whol e scrapbook of the advertisenents he'd
witten in high school. And then, at twenty . . . ?

Don't think about it.

"You didn't care?" Boz asked.

" Care?"
"About the kids in the school."
"They were insurgents," Mckey explained. "It was in Pakistan." Even Mars was

nore real than Paki stan and no one gets upset about schools burning on Mars.
Aflop flop flop of slippers and Ms. Hanson shanbled in with a cup of Koffee.
"Politics, you'd try and argue politics with a six-year-old! Here. Go ahead,
drink it."

He sipped the sweet thickened Koffee and it was as though every stal e essence
in the building, garbage rotting in bins and grease turning yellow on kitchen
wal I s, tobacco snoke and stal e beer and Syn-thanon candi es, everything ersatz,
everything he'd thought he had escaped, had fl ooded back into the core of his
body with just that one nouthful.

"He's becone too good for us now, Mckey. Look at him™"

"It's sweeter than |"mused to. Gherwise it's fine, Mom"

"It's no different than you used to have it. Three tablets. I'Il drink this
one and make you another. You cane here to stay."

"No, | told you last night that—=
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She waved a hand at him shouted to her grandson: "Were you goi ng?"
"Down to the street."

"Take the key and bring the mail up first, understand. If you don't.
He was gone. She collapsed in the green chair, on top of a pile of clothes,
talking to herself or to him she wasn't particul ar about her audi ence. He
heard not words but the reedy vibrato of her phlegm saw the fingers stained
with nicotine, the jiggle of sallow chin-flesh, the MOD teeth. My nother.

Boz turned his eyes to the scaly wall where roseate AFTER winked to a tawdry
BEFORE and Jesus, squeezing a bleeding organ in his right hand, forgave the
worl d for yellow bricks that stretched as far as the eye coul d see.

"The work she comes home with you wouldn't believe. | told Lottie, it's a
crime, she should conplain. How old is she? Twelve years old. If it had been
Shrinp, if it had been you, I wouldn't say a word, but she has her nother's
heal th, she's very delicate. And the exercises they make themdo, it's not
decent for a child. I'mnot against sex, | always let you and MIly do

what ever you wanted. | turned ny head. But that sort of thing should be
private between two people. The things you see, and | mean right out on the
street. They don't even go into a doorway now. So | tried to make Lottie see
reason, | was very calm | didn't raise ny voice. Lottie doesn't want it
hersel f, you know, she's being pressured by the school. How often would she be
able to see her? Wekends. And one nonth in the summer. It's all Shrinp's

doing. | said to Shrinp, if you want to be a ballet dancer then you go ahead
and be a ballet dancer but |eave Anparo al one. The man canme fromthe school
and he was very snooth and Lottie signed the papers. | could have cried. O
course it was all arranged. They waited till | was out of the house. She's

your child, | told her, leave ne out of it. If that's what you want for her



the kind of future you think she deserves. You should hear the stories she
cones home with. Twelve years old! It's Shrinp, taking her to those novies,
taking her to the park. O course you can see all of that on television too,

t hat Channel
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5, | don't know why they ... But | suppose it's none of ny business. No one
cares what you think when you're old. Let her go to the Lowen School, it won't
break my heart." She kneaded the left side of her dress illustratively: her
heart.

"We coul d use the room here, though you won't hear me conpl ai ni ng about that.
Ms. MIller said we could apply for a larger apartnment, there's five of us,
and now six with you, but if | said yes and we noved and then Anparo goes off
to this school, we'd just have to nmove back here, because the requirenent
there is for five people. Besides it would nean nmoving all the way to Queens.
Now i f Lottie were to have another, but of course her health isn't up to it,
not to speak of the mental thing. And Shrinp? Well, | don't have to go into
that. So | said no, let's stay put. Besides, if we did go and then had to cone
back here, we probably wouldn't have the luck to get the sane apartnent again.

| don't deny that there are lots of things wong with it, but still. Try and
get water after four o' clock, like sucking a dry tit."

Hoarse | aughter, another cigarette. Having broken the thread of thought, she
found herself lost in the |Iabyrinth: her eyes darted around the room little

cultured pearls that bounced off into every corner

Boz had not listened to the nmonol ogue, but he was aware of the panic that
welled up to fill the sudden wonderful silence. Living with MIly he'd
forgotten this side of things, the causeless incurable terrors. Not just his
not her's; everyone who |ived bel ow 34t h.

M s. Hanson sl urped her Koffee. The sound (her own sound, she nade it)
reassured her and she started tal king agai n, naking nore of her own sounds.
The pani ¢ ebbed. Boz cl osed his eyes.

"That Ms. MIler neans well of course but she doesn't understand ny
situation. What do you think she said | should do, what do you think? Visit
t hat deat h-house on 12th Street! Said it would be an inspiration. Not to ne,
to them Seeing someone at ny age with nmy energy and the head of a famly. My
age! You'd think I was ready to turn to dust |ike one of those

what - do-you-call-its. | was born in 1967, the year the first man | anded on the
nmoon. N neteen. Sixty. Seven. |'mnot even sixty, but suppose | were, is there
a law against it? Listen, as long as | can nmake it up those stairs they don't
have to worry about me\ Those el evators are a crinme. | can't even renenber the
last tinme ... No, wait a minute, | can. You were eight years old, and every
tine |
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took you inside you'd start to cry. You used to cry about everything though
It's nmy owmn fault, spoiling you, and your sisters went right along. That tine
| came home and you were in Lottie's clothes, lipstick and everything, and to
t hi nk she hel ped you. Well, | stopped that! If it had been Shrinp | could
understand. Shrinp's that way herself. | always said to Ms. Holt when she was
alive, she had very ol d-fashioned ideas, Ms. Holt, that as long as Shrinp had
what she wanted it was no concern of hers or mne. And anyhow you'll have to
admt that she was a honely girl, while Lottie, oh my, Lottie was so
beautiful. Even in high school. She'd spend all her time in front of a mrror
and you could hardly blame her. Like a novie star."

She | owered her voice, as though confiding a secret to the olive-drab fil m of
dehydr at ed vegetabl e oil on her Koffee.

"And then to go and do that. | couldn't believe my eyes when | saw him Is it
prejudi ce to want something better for your children, then |I'm prejudiced. A
good- | ooki ng boy, | don't deny that, and even smart in his way | suppose. He

wrote poens to her. In Spanish, so | wouldn't be able to understand them |
told her, it's your life, Lottie, go ahead and ruin it any way you like but
don't tell me |I'mprejudiced. You children never heard ne use words |ike that



and you never will. |I may not have nore than a high school education but I
know t he difference between ... right and wong. At the weddi ng she wore this
bl ue dress and | never said a word about how short it was. So beautiful. It
still nmakes nme cry." She paused. Then, with great enphasis, as though this
were the single unassail able conclusion that these nmany evi dences

renorsel essly required of her: "He was al ways very polite."

Anot her | onger pause.

"You're not listening to me, Boz."

"Yes, | am You said he was al ways very polite."

"Who?"

Boz searched through his inner famly al bumfor the face of anyone who m ght
have behaved politely to his nother

"My brother-in-law?"

Ms. Hanson nodded. "Exactly. Juano. And she also said why didn't | try
religion." She shook her head in a pantonine of amazenent that such things
coul d be all owed.
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"She? Who?"

The dry lips puckered with disappointment. The discontinuity had been

i ntended, a trap, but Boz had slipped past. She knew he wasn't |istening but
she couldn't prove it.

"Ms. MIller. She said it would be good for ne. | told her one religious nut
inthe famly is enough and besides | don't call that religion. |I mean, |
enjoy a stick of Oraline as nuch as anyone, but religion has to cone fromthe
heart." Again she runpled the violet, orange, and heather-gold flanes of her
bodi ce. Down bel ow there sonmewhere it filled up with blood and squirted it out
into the arteries: her heart.

"Are you still that way?" she asked.

"Religious? No, | was off that before | got married. MIly's dead against it
too. It's all chemstry."

"Try and tell that to your sister."

"Ch, but for Shrinp it's a meaningful experience. She understands about the
chem stry. She just doesn't care, so long as it works."

Boz knew better than to take sides in any famly quarrel. Once already in his
life he had had to slip | oose fromthose knots, and he knew their strength.

M ckey returned with the mail, laid it on the TV, and was out the door before
hi s grandnot her coul d i nvent new errands.

One envel ope.

"Is it for me?" Ms. Hanson asked. Boz didn't stir. She took a deep wheezi ng
breath and pushed herself up out of the chair.

"It's for Lottie," she announced, opening the envelope. "It's fromthe

Al exander Lowen School . Where Amparo wants to go."

"What's it say?"

"They'l| take her. She has a schol arship for one year. Six thousand dollars."
"Jesus. That's great."

Ms. Hanson sat down on the couch, across Boz's ankles, and cried. She cried
for well over five minutes. Then the kitchen tiner went off: As the Wirld
Turns. She hadn't missed an installnment in years and neither had Boz. She
stopped crying. They watched the program

Sitting there pinned beneath his nother's weight, warned by her
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flesh, Boz felt good. He could shrink down to the size of a postage stanp, a
pearl, a pea, a wee snall thing, mndless and happy, nonexistent, utterly | ost
in the mil.

Shrinp was digging God, and God (she felt sure) was digging Shrinmp: her. here
on the roof of 334; Hm out there in the russet snpogs of dusk, in the lovely
poi sons of the Jersey air, everywhere. O maybe it wasn't God but sonething
nmoving nore or less in that direction. Shrinp wasn't sure.

Boz, dangling his feet over the | edge, watched the double noire patterns of
her skin and her shift. The spiral patterns of the cloth noved w ddershins,



the flesh patterns stenciled beneath ran deasil. The March wind fluttered the
material and Shrinp swayed and the spirals spun, vortices of gold and green
lyric illusions.

O f somewhere on another roof an illegal dog yapped. Yap, yap, yap; | |ove
you, | love you, | |love you

Usual ly Boz tried to stay on the surface of something nice like this, but

toni ght he was exiled to inside of hinmself, redefining his problemand com ng
to grips with it realistically. Basically (he decided) the trouble lay in his
own character. He was weak. He had let MIly have her own way in everything
until she'd forgotten that Boz m ght have his own | egiti mate demands. Even Boz
had forgotten. It was a onesided relationship. He felt he was vani shi ng,
melting into air, sucked down into the green-gold whirlpool. He felt like
shit. The pills had taken himin exactly the wong direction, and Shrinp, out
there in St. Theresa country, was no aid or confort.

The russet dimed to a dark nauve and then it was night. God veiled H's glory
and Shrinmp canme down. "Poor Boz." she said.

"Poor Boz," he agreed.

"On the other hand you' ve gotten away fromthis." Her hand whi sked away the
East Vill age roof scape and every ugliness. A second, nore inpatient whisk, as
t hough she'd found the whole nmess glued to her hand. In fact, it had becone
her hand, her arm the whole stiff
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contraption of flesh she had managed for three hours and fifteen mnutes to
escape.

"And poor Shrinp."

"Poor Shrinp too," he agreed.

"Because |' m stuck here."

"This morning who was telling me it isn't where you live, it's how you |ive?"
She shrugged a sharp-edged scapul a. She hadn't been speaki ng of the buil ding
but of her own body, but it would have taken too nmuch trouble to explain that
to bl ossom ng Narcissus. She was annoyed with Boz for dwelling on his

m series, his inner conflicts. She had her own dissatisfactions that she
wanted to di scuss, hundreds.

"Your problemis very sinmple, Boz. Once you face it. Your problemis that
basically you're a Republican.”

"Ch, cone off it, Shrinp!"

"Honestly. Wen you and MIly started living together, Lottie and | couldn't
believe it. It had always been clear as day to us."

"Just because | have a pretty face doesn't nean—

"Ch, Boz, you're being dense. You know that has nothing to do with it one way
or the other. And |I'm not saying you should vote Republican because | do. But
| can read the signs. If you' d |ook at yourself with a little psychoanal ysis
you' d be forced to see how nuch you' ve been repressing."

He flared up. It was one thing to be called a Republican but no one was going
to call himrepressed. "Wll, shit on you, sister. If you want to know ny
party, "Il tell you. Wien | was thirteen | used to jerk off while | watched
you undress, and believe nme, it takes a pretty dedi cated Denocrat to do that."
"That's nasty," she said.

It was nasty, and as untrue as it was nasty. He'd fantasized often enough
about Lottie, about Shrinp never. Her short thin brittle body appalled him
She was a gothic cathedral bristling with crockets and pinnacles, a forest of
| eafl ess trees; he wanted nice sunshiny cortiles and fl owery gl ades. She was a
D*u*rer engraving; he was a | andscape by Donenichino. Screw Shrinmp? He'd as
soon turn Republican, even if she was his own sister
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"Not that |'m agai nst Republicanism" he added diplomatically. "I'mno
Puritan. | just don't enjoy having sex with other guys."

"You' ve never given it a chance." She spoke in an aggrieved tone.

"Sure | have. Plenty of tines."

"Then why is your narriage breaking up?"



Tears started dripping. He cried all the time nowadays, like an air
conditioner. Shrinmp, skilled in conpassion, wept right along with him
wrapping a length of wiry arm around his bare, exquisite shoul ders.

Snuffling, he threw back his head. Flip flop of auburn, big brave smle. "How
about the party?"

"Not for ne, not tonight. I"'mfeeling too religious and holy, sort of. Maybe

| at er perhaps.”

"Aw, Shrinmp."

"Real ly." She wapped herself in her arns, stuck out her chin, waited for him
to pl ead.

The dog in the di stance nmade new noi ses.

"One tine, when | was a kid... right after we noved here, in fact..." Boz

began dreamly

But he could see she wasn't |istening.

Dogs had just been nade finally illegal and the dog owners were doing

Anne- Frank nunbers to protect their pups fromthe city Gestapo. They stopped
wal ki ng them on the streets, so the roof of 334, which the Park Conm ssi on had
declared to be a playground (they'd built a cyclone fence all round the edge
to give it a playground atnosphere), got to be ankle-deep in dogshit. A war
devel oped between the kids and dogs to see who the roof would belong to. The
ki ds woul d hunt down off-1eash dogs, usually at night, and throw them over the
edge. Cerman shepherds fought back the hardest. Boz had seen a shepherd take
one of MIIly's cousins down to the pavenent with him

Al'l the things that happen and seem so inportant at the time, and yet you just
forget them one after another. He felt an el egant, controlled sadness, as

t hough, were he to sit down now and work at it, he might wite a fine, mature
pi ece of phil osophy.

"I"'mgoing to sail away now. Ckay?"

"Enj oy yourself," Shrinp said.

He touched her ear with his lips, but it wasn't, even in a brotherly sense, a
kiss. A sign, rather, of the distance between them I|ike the
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signs on highways that tell you how far it is in mles to New York City.

The party was not by any neans a form of insanity but Boz enjoyed hinself in a
qui et decorative way, sitting on a bench and | ooki ng at knees. Then WIIiken,
t he phot ographer from 334, canme over and told Boz about Nuancism WIIiken
bei ng a Nuanci st fromway back when, how it was overdue for a renai ssance. He
| ooked ol der than Boz renenbered him parched and fl eshl ess and pathetically
forty-three.

"Forty-three is the best age," WIIliken said again, having at |ast disposed of
the history of art to his satisfaction.

"Better than twenty-one?" \Wich was Boz's age, of course.

Wl liken decided this was a joke and coughed. (W/IIiken snoked tobacco.) Boz

| ooked away and caught the fellowwith the red beard eyeing him A small gold
earring twinkled in his left ear

"Twi ce as good," WIliken said, "and then a bit." Since this was a joke too,
he coughed agai n.

He was (the red beard, the gold earring), next to Boz, the best-Iooking person
there. Boz got up, with a pat to the old nan's frayed and fol ded hands.

"And how ol d are you?" he asked the red beard, the gold earring.

"Six foot two. Yourself?"

"I"'mversatile, pretty nuch. \Were do you live?"

"The East Seventies. Yourself?"

"I'"ve been evacuated." Boz struck a pose: Sebastian (Quido's) spreading

hi nsel f open, flowerlike, to receive the arrows of nen's adniration. Ch, Boz
could charmthe plaster off the walls! "Are you a friend of January's?"
"Afriend of a friend, but that friend didn't show Yourself?"

"The sane thing, sort of."

Danny (his name was Danny) grabbed a handful of the auburn hair.

"I like your knees," Boz said.



"You don't think they're too bushy?"

"No, | like bushy knees."

When they left January was in the bathroom They shouted their
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good- byes t hrough the paper panel. Al the way honme—goi ng down the stairs, in
the street, in the subway, in the elevator of Danny's buil di ng—they ki ssed and
touched and rubbed up agai nst each other, but though this was exciting to Boz
in a psychol ogical way, it didn't give hima hard-on

Not hi ng gave Boz a hard-on

Whi | e Danny, behind the screen, stirred the instant mlk over the hot-coil,
Boz, alone in all that double bed, watched the hanmsters in their cage. The
hansters were screwing in the junpy, jittery way that hansters have, and the
| ady hansters said, "Shirk, shirk, shirk." Al nature reproached Boz.

"Sweet ener ?" Danny asked, emerging with the cups.

"Thanks just the sanme. | shouldn't be wasting your tine like this."

"Who's to say the tine's been wasted? Maybe in another half-hour ..." The
noust ache detached itself fromthe beard: a snile

Boz snoothed his pubic hairs sadly, ruefully, wobbled the oblivious soft cock.
"No, it's out of comm ssion tonight."

"Maybe a bit of roughing up! | know guys who—

Boz shook his head. "It wouldn't help."

"Well, drink your Koffee. Sex isn't that inportant, believe me. There are

ot her things."

The hanster said, "Shirk! Shirk, shirk."

"l suppose not."

"It isn't," Danny insisted. "Are you always inpotent?" There, he had said the
dr eaded wor d.

"God, no!" (The horror of it!)

"So? One off-night is nothing to worry about. It happens to me all the tine
and / do it for a living. |I'ma hygi ene denonstrator."

"You?"

"Why not? A Denocrat by day and a Republican in my spare time. By the way, how
are you registered?"

Boz shrugged. "What difference does it make if you don't vote?"

"Stop feeling sorry for yourself."

"I"'ma Denocrat actually, but before | got married | was | ndepen-

EVANCI PATI ON / 125

dent. That's why, tonight, | never thought, when I came hone with you, that—
nmean, you're damed good- | ooki ng, Danny."

Danny bl ushed agreenent. "Get off it. So tell ne, what's wong with your

marri age?"

"You woul dn't want to hear about it," Boz said, and then he went through the
whol e story of Boz and MIly: of how they had had a beautiful relationship, of
how that rel ati onship had then soured, of how he didn't understand why.

"Have you seen a counsel or?" Danny asked.

"\What good woul d that do?"

Danny had manufactured a tear of real conpassion and he lifted Boz's chin to

make certain he would notice. "You should. Your marriage still means a lot to
you and if sonething' s gone wong you should at |east know what. | nean, it

m ght just be something stupid, like getting your netabolic cycles
synchroni zed. "

"You're right, | guess."

Danny bent over and squeezed Boz's calf earnestly. "OF course |I'mright. Tel
you what, | know soneone who's supposed to be terrific. On Park Avenue. |'l]

gi ve you his nunber." He kissed Boz quickly on the nose, just in time for the
tear of his enpathy to plop on Boz's cheek

Later, after one last determ ned effort, Danny, in nothing but his
transparency, saw Boz down to the mpat, which (al so) was defunct.

When they had ki ssed good-bye and while they were still shaking hands, Boz
asked, as though off-handedly, as though he had been thinking of anything else



for the last half-hour: "By the way, you wouldn't have worked at Erasnus Hal I,
woul d you?"

"No. Wiy? Did you go there? | wouldn't have been teachi ng anywhere in your
tinme."

"No. | have a friend who works there. At Wshington |rving?"

"I"mout in Bedford-Stuyvesant, actually." The adm ssion was not without its
pennywort h of chagrin. "But what's his nane? Maybe we nmet at a uni on neeting,
or sonmething like that."

"It's a she-M 11y Hanson."
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"Sorry, never heard of her. There are a lot of us, you know This is a big

city." In every direction the pavenent and the walls agreed.

Thei r hands uncl asped. Their smles faded, and they becanme invisible to each
other, like boats that draw apart, noving across the water into heavy m sts.
4

227 Park Avenue, where McGonagall's office was, was a dowdy six-tyish affair
that had been a bit player back in the gl ass-and-steel boom But then canme the
ground-test trenors of '96 and it had to be wapped. Now it had the | ook
outside, of MIly's last-year dirty-yell ow Wol y© wai stcoat. That, plus the
fact that MGonagall was an ol d-fashi oned-type Republican (a style that stil
nmostly inspired distrust), made it hard for himto get even the official Guild
m ni mum for his services. Not that it made nmuch difference for them-after the
first fifty dollars the Board of Education would pay the rest under its

sani ty-and-heal th cl ause.

The waiting roomwas sinply done up with paper nmattresses and a couple

aut henti cated Saroyans to cheer up the noonday-white walls: an

Al'i ce and:

Fashi onwi se, MIly was doing an imtation of maiden nodesty in her old PanAm
uni form a blue-gray gauzy jerkin over crisp business-Ilike pajamas. Boz,
meanwhi |l e, was sporting creany street shorts and a | ength of the sane

bl ue-gray gauze knotted round his throat. Wen he noved it fluttered after him
li ke a shadow. Between themthey were altogether tout ensenble, a picture.
They didn't talk. They waited in the room desi gned for that purpose.

Hal f a damed hour.

The entrance to McCGonagall's office was something fromthe
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annal s of the Met. The door sublinmed into flame and they passed through, a
Pam na, a Tami no, acconpani ed appropriately by flute and drum strings and
horns. A fat man in a white shift welcomed themnutely into his bargain-rate
tenmpl e of wi sdom clasping first Pamina's, then Tam no's hands in his. A
sensitivist obviously.

He pressed his pink-frosted m ddl e-aged face close to Boz's, as though he were
reading its fine print. "You' re Boz," he said reverently. Then with a gl ance
in her direction: "And you're MIly."

"No," she said peevishly (it was that half hour), "I'mBoz, and she's MIly."
"Sonetines," MGonagall said, letting go, "the best solution is divorce. |
want you both to understand that if that should be ny opinion in your case, |
won't hesitate to say so. If you're annoyed that | kept you waiting so |ong,
tant pis, since it was for a good reason. It rids us of our conpany nmanners
fromthe start. And what is the first thing you say when you cone in here?
That your husband is a wonan! How did it nake you feel, Boz, to know that
MIly would like to cut off your balls and wear them hersel f?"

Boz shrugged, |ong-suffering, ever-likable. "I thought it was funny."

"Ha," laughed McGonagall, "that's what you thought. But what did you feel? D d
you want to strike her? Were you afraid? O secretly pleased?"

"That's it in a nutshell."

McGonagal | 's living body sank into something pneumati c and bl ue and fl oated
there like a giant white squid bobbing on the cal msurface of a summer sea.
"Well then, tell me about your sex life, Ms. Hanson."



"Qur sex life is pretty,” MIly said.

"Adventurous," Boz conti nued.

"And quite frequent." She folded her pretty, faultless arnmns.

"When we're together," Boz added. A grace note of genuine self-pity decorated
the flat irony of the statement. This soon he felt his insides squeezing sone
idle tears fromthe appropriate glands; while, in other glands, MIly had
begun to churn up petty grievances into a lovely snooth yellow anger. In this,
as in so many ot her ways, they achieved a kind of symetry between them they
made a pair.
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"Your jobs?"

"Al'l that kind of thing is on our profiles.” MIly said. "You' ve had a nonth
to look at them A half hour, at the very least."

"But on your profile, Ms. Hanson, there's no nention of this remarkable
reluctance of yours, this grudging every word." He lifted two anbi guous
fingers, scolding and bl essing her in a single gesture. Then, to Boz: "Wat do
you do, Boz?"

"Ch. I'mstrictly a husband. MI1y's the breadw nner." They both | ooked at
MIly.

"I demonstrate sex in the high schools,” she said.

"Sometines," MGonagall said spilling sideways neditatively over his blue

bal | oon (like all very clever fat nen he knew how to pretend to be Buddha),
"what are thought to be marital difficulties have their origin in job

probl ens. "
MIly smled an assured porcelain smle. "The city tests us every senester on
job satisfaction, M. MGonagall. Last time | cane out a little high on the

anbition scale, but not above the nean score for those who eventually have
nmoved on into adnministrative work. Boz and | are here because we can't spend

two hours together without starting to fight. I can't sleep in the same bed
anynore, and he gets heartburn when we eat together."

"Well, let's assune for now that you are adjusted to your job. How about you,
Boz? Have you been happy being 'just a husband' ?"

Boz fingered the gauze knotted round his throat. "Wll, no ... | guess |'m not
conpl etely happy or we wouldn't be here. | get—eh. | don't know-restless.

Sonetimes. But | know | wouldn't be any happier working at a job. Jobs are
like going to church: it's nice once or twice a year to sing along and eat
somet hing and all that, but unless you really believe there's sonething holy
going on. it gets to be a drag going in every single week."

"Have you ever had a real job?"

"A couple tines. | hated it. | think nmost people must hate their jobs. | mean,
why el se do they pay people to work?"

"Yet sonething is wong, Boz. Something is missing fromyour life that ought
to be there."

"Somet hing. | don't know what." He | ooked downheart ed.

McGonagal I reached out for his hand. Human contact was of
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fundanmental inportance in MGonagall's business. "Children?" he asked, turning
to MIly, after this episode of warmh and feeling.

"We can't afford children.”

"Wuld you want them if you felt you could afford then"

She pursed her lips. "Oh yes, very nuch.”

"Lots of children?"

"Real | y!'"

"There are people, you know, who do want |lots of children, who' d have as many
as they could if it weren't for the Regents system™

"My nother," Boz volunteered, "had four kids. They all came before the Cenetic
Testing Act, of course, except for me, and | was only allowed then because
Jimy, her ol dest one, got killed in a riot, or a dance, or sonething, when he
was fourteen.”

"Do you have pets at hone?" MCGonagall's drift was clear



"A cat," Boz said, "and a rubber plant."

"Who takes care of the cat nostly?"

"I do, but that's because I'mthere through the day. Since |'ve been gone
MIly's had to take care of Tabby. It nust be lonely for her. For old

Tabbycat . "

"Kittens?"

Boz shook his head.

"No," MIly said. "I had her spayed."

Boz could al nost hear McGonagal | thinking: Ch ho! He knew how t he session
woul d continue fromthis point and that the heat was off himand on MIly.
McGonagal | might be right, or he might not, but he had an idea between his
jaws and he wasn't letting | oose: MIly needed to have a baby (a woman's

fulfillment), and Boz, well, it |looked |ike Boz was going to be a nother
Sure enough, by the end of the session MIly was spread out on the pliant
white floor, back uparched, scream ng ("Yes, a baby! | want a baby! Yes, a

baby! A baby!") and having hysterical sinulated birth spasms. It was
beautiful. MIly hadn't broken down, really broken all the way down, and cried
in how |l ong? Years. It was one hundred per cent beautiful

Afterwards they decided to go down by the stairs, which were dusty and dark
and trenendously erotic. They made it on the 28th floor |anding and, their
legs all atrenble, again on the 12th. The juice

130 / THOVAS M DI SCH

shot out of himin dazzling gigantic hiccoughs, like mlk spurting out of a
full-to-the-top two-quart container, so nmuch they neither could believe it: a
heavenly breakfast, a miracle proving their existence, and a proni se they were
both determ ned to keep.

It wasn't all sweetness and roses, by any neans. They had nore paper work to
do than fromall the 1040 fornms they'd ever prepared. Plus visits to a
pregnancy counselor; to the hospital to get the prescriptions they both had to
start taking; then reserving a bottle at Mount Sinai for after MIIly's fourth
month (the city would pay for that, so she could stay on the job); and the
final solem noment at the Regents office when MIly drank the first bitter

gl ass of the anticontraceptive agent. (She was sick the rest of the day, but
did she conplain? Yes.) For two weeks after that she couldn't drink anything
that came out of the tap in the apartnment until, happy day, her norning test
showed a positive readi ng.

They decided it would be a girl: Loretta, after Boz's sister. They redecided,
| ater on: Aphra, Miurray, Al gebra, Sniffles (Boz's preferences), and Panel a,
Grace, Lulu, and Maureen (MI1ly's preferences).

Boz knitted a kind of bl anket.

The days grew | onger and the nights shorter. Then vice versa. Peanut (which
was her name whenever they couldn't decide what her nane really would be) was
schedul ed to be decanted the night before Xmas, 2025.

But the inportant thing, beyond the mcrochemnm stry of where babies come from
was the probl em of psychol ogi cal adjustnment to parenthood, by no neans a
simpl e thing.

This is the way McGonagall put it to Boz and MIly during their last private
counsel i ng session

"The way we work, the way we talk, the way we watch tel evision or wal k down
the street, even the way we fuck, or maybe that especially—each of those is
part of the problemof identity. W can't do any of those things authentically
until we find out who we really are and be that person, inside and out,

i nstead of the person other people

EMANCI PATI ON / 131

want us to be. Usually those other people, if they want us to be sonething we
aren't, are using us as a laboratory for working out their own identity

pr obl ens.

"Now Boz, we've seen how you're expected, a hundred tiny tinmes a day, to seem
to be one kind of person in personal relationships and a conpletely different
ki nd of person at other tinmes. Or to use your own words—you're 'just a



husband.' This particular way of sawing a person in tw got started in the

| ast century, with automation. First jobs becane easier, and then
scarcer—especially the kinds of jobs that canme under the heading of a 'man's
work.' In every field nmen were working side by side with wonen. For sone nen
the only way to project a virile image was to wear Levi's on the weekends and
to snmoke the right brand of cigarette. Marlboros, usually."” His lips tightened
and his fingers flexed delicately, as again, in his mouth and in his |ungs,
desire contested with will in the endless, ancient battle: with just such a
gesture would a stylite have spoken of the tenptations of the flesh,
rehearsing the old pleasures only to reject them

"What this nmeant, in psychological terns, was that men no | onger needed the
same kind of uptight, aggressive character structure, any nore than they
needed the bul ky, G eek-wrestler physiques that went along with that kind of
character. Even as sexual plumage that kind of body became unfashionabl e.
Grls began to prefer slender, short ecto-norphs. The ideal couples were
those, like the two of you as a matter of fact, who mirrored each other. It
was a kind of novenent inward fromthe poles of sexuality.

"Today, for the first time in human history, nen are free to express the
essentially fem nine conponent in their personality. In fact, fromthe
econom ¢ point of view, it's alnost required of them O course, |'m not
tal ki ng about honosexuality. A man can be femi nized well beyond the point of
transvestismw thout losing his preference for cunt, a preference which is an
i nescapabl e consequence of having a cock."

He paused to appreciate his own searing honesty—a Republican speaking at a
testinonial dinner for Adlai Stevenson!

"Well, this is pretty much what you nust have heard all through high school
but it's one thing to understand sonmething intellectually and quite another to
feel it in your body. What nost men felt then—
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t he ones who all owed thenselves to go along with the fem nizing tendencies of
the age—was sinply a crushing, horrible, total guilt a guilt that becane,
eventual ly, a rmuch worse burden than the initial repression. And so the Sexua
Revol ution of the Sixties was followed by the dreary Counterrevol ution of the
Seventies and Eighties, when | grew up. Let ne tell you, though I'm sure
you've been told many tines, that it was sinply awful. Al the men dressed in
bl ack or gray or possibly, the adventuresonme ones, a nuddy brown. They had
short haircuts and wal ked—you can see it in the novies they nade then—Iike
earl y-nmodel robots. They had made such an effort to deny what was happeni ng
that they'd become frozen fromthe waist down. It got so bad that at one point
there were four teevee series about zonbies.

"I wouldn't be going over this ancient history except that | don't think young
peopl e your age realize how |l ucky you are having missed that. Life still has
problems—er |'d be out of work—but at |east people today who want to sol ve

t hem have a chance.

"To get back to the decision you're facing, Boz. It was in that sane peri od,
the early Eighties (in Japan, of course, since it would surely have been
illegal in the States then), that the research was done that allowed
fem ni zation to be nore than a nmere cosnetic process. Even so, it was years
bef ore these techni ques becanme at all w despread. Only in the last two
decades, really. Before our time, every man had been obliged, for sinple

bi ol ogi cal reasons, to deny his own deep-rooted maternal instincts. Mtherhood
is basically a psychosocial, and not a sexual, phenonmenon. Every child, be he
boy or girl, grows up by learning to emulate his nother. He (or she) plays
with dolls and cooks mud pies—f he |ives somewhere where nud is available. He
ri des the shopping cart through the supermarket, like a little kangaroo. And
so on. It's only natural for men, when they grow up, to wish to be nothers
thenmselves, if their social and econonic circunstances allowit—that is to
say, if they have the leisure, since the rest can now be taken care of.

"In short, MIly, Boz needs nore than your |ove, or any woman's |ove, or any
man's |ove, for that matter. Like you, he needs another kind of fulfillment.



He needs, as you do, a child. He needs, even nore than you do, the experience
of not her hood. "
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In Novenber, at Munt Sinai, Boz had the operation—and MIly too, of course,
since she had to be the donor. Already he'd undergone the series of

i npl antations of plastic "dumm es" to prepare the skin of his chest for the
new gl ands that would be living there—and to prepare Boz hinself spiritually
for his new condition. Sinultaneously a course of hornone treatnents created a
new chem cal bal ance in his body so that the nammari es woul d be incorporated
into its working order and yield fromthe first a nourishing mlKk.

Mot her hood (as McGonagal | had often explained) to be a truly meani ngful and

i berating experience had to be entered into whole-heartedly. It had to becone
part of the structure of nerve and tissue, not just a process or a habit or a
social role

Every hour of that first month was an identity crisis. A nmonent in front of a
mrror could send Boz off into fits of painful |aughter or precipitate him
into hours of gloom Tw ce, returning fromher job, MIly was convinced that
her husband had buckl ed under the strain, but each tine her tenderness and
pati ence through the night saw Boz over the hunp. In the nmorning they would go
to the hospital to see Peanut floating in her bottle of brown glass, pretty as
a waterlily. She was conpletely formed now and a human being just |ike her

not her and father. At those noments Boz coul dn't understand what all this
agoni zi ng had been about. If anyone ought to have been upset, it should have
been MIly, for there she stood, on the threshold of parenthood, slimbellied,
with tubes of liquid silicone for breasts, robbed by the hospital and her
husband of the actual experience of maternity. Yet she seened to possess only
reverence for this newlife they had created between them It was as though
MIly, rather than Boz, were Peanut's father, and birth were a nystery she

m ght adnmire froma distance but never wholly, never intimately, share.

Then, precisely as schedul ed, at seven o'clock of the evening of Decenber 24,
Peanut (who was stuck with this name now for good and forever, since they'd
never been able to agree on any other) was rel eased fromthe brown glass wonb,
tilted topsy-turvy, tapped on
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the back. Wth a fine, full-throated yell (which was to be played back for her
every birthday till she was twenty-one years old, the year she rebelled and
threw the tape in an incinerator), Peanut Hanson joined the human race.

The one thing he had not been expecting, the wonderful thing, was how busy he
had to be. Till now his concern had al ways been to find ways to fill the
vacant daylight hours, but in the first ecstasies of his new sel flessness
there wasn't time for half of all that needed doing. It was nore than a matter
of meeting Peanut's needs, though these were prodigious fromthe begi nning and
grew to heroic proportions. But with his daughter's birth he had been
converted to an eclectic, newfangled formof conservatism He started doi ng
real cooking again and this time without the grocery bills rocketing. He
studi ed Yoga with a handsome young yogi on Channel 3. (There was no tinme, of
course, under the new regine for the four o' clock art novies.) He cut back his
Kof fee intake to a single cup with MIly at breakfast.

What's nmore, he kept his zeal alive week after week after nonth after nonth.
In a nodest, nodified formhe never entirely abandoned the vision, if not

al ways the reality, of a better richer fuller and nore responsible
life-pattern.

Peanut, neanwhile, grew. In two nonths she doubled her weight from six pounds
two ounces to twelve pounds four ounces. She sniled at faces, and devel oped a
repertoire of interesting sounds. She ate—first only a teaspoon or
so—Banana-f ood and Pear-food and cereals. Before |ong she had dabbled in every
flavor of vegetable Boz could find for her. It was only the begi nning of what
woul d be a long and varied career as a consuner.

One day early in May, after a chill, rainy spring, the tenperature bounced up
suddenly to 70°. A sea wind had rinsed the sky fromits conventional dull gray



to baby bl ue.

Boz decided that the tinme had cone for Peanut's first voyage into the unknown.
He unseal ed the door to the bal cony and wheeled the little crib outside.
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Peanut woke. Her eyes were hazel with tiny flecks of gold. Her skin was as
pi nk as a shrinp bisque. She rocked her crib into a good tenper. Boz watched
the little fingers playing scales on the city's springtime airs, and catching
her gay spirits, he sang to her, a strange silly song he renmenbered her sister
Lottie singing to Anparo, a song that Lottie had heard her nother sing to Boz:
Pepsi Cola hits the spot. Two full glasses, thanks a lot. Lost ny savior, |ost
nmy zest, Lost ny |ease, |I'm going west.

A breeze ruffled Peanut's dark silky hair, touched Boz's heavier auburn curls.
The sunlight and air were |ike the novies of a century ago, so inpossibly
clean. He just closed his eyes and practiced his breathing.

At two o' clock, punctual as the news, Peanut started crying. Boz lifted her
fromthe crib and gave her his breast. Except when he |eft the apartnent
nowadays, Boz didn't bother with clothing. The little mouth closed round his
nipple and the little hands gripped the soft flesh back fromthe tit. Boz felt
a customary tingle of pleasure but this tine it didn't fade away when Peanut
settled into a steady rhythm of sucking and swal | owi ng, sucking and
swal l owi ng. Instead it spread across the surface and down into the depths of
his breast; it blossoned inward to his chest's core. Wthout stiffening, his
cock was visited by trenors of delicate pleasure, and this pleasure travel ed,
in waves, into his |oins and down through the nmuscles of his legs. For a while
he thought he would have to stop the feeding, the sensation becane so intense,
SO0 exquisite, so much

He tried that night to explain it to MIly, but she displayed no nore than a
polite interest. She'd been elected, a week before, to an inportant post in
her uni on and her head was still filled with the grim gray pl easure of
anbition satisfied, of having squeezed a toe onto the very first rung of the

| adder. He decided it would not be nice to carry on at greater length, so he
saved it up for the next time Shrinp came by. Shrinp had had three children
over the years (her Regents scores were so good that her pregnancies were
subsi di zed by the Nationa
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CGenetics Council), but a sense of enotional self-defense had al ways kept
Shrinp fromrelating too enphatically to the babies during her year-Iong
stints of notherhood (after which they were sent to the Council's schools in
Wom ng and Utah). She assured Boz that what he'd felt that afternoon on the
bal cony had been not hing extraordinary, it happened to her all the tine, but
Boz knew that it had been the very essence of unusual ness. It was, in Lord
Krishna's words, a peak experience, a glinpse behind the veil

Finally, he realized, it was his own nmonment and could not be shared any nore
than it could be, in just the same way, repeated.

It never was repeated, that nmonent, even approxi mately. Eventually he was able
to forget what it had been |like and only remenbered the remenbering of it.
Sone years later Boz and MIly were sitting out on their bal cony at sunset.
Nei t her had changed radically since Peanut's birth. Boz was perhaps a bit
heavier than MIIly but it would have been hard to say whether this was from
his having gained or MIIly having lost. MIIly was a supervisor now, and had a
seat, besides, on three different conmittees.

Boz said, "Do you remenber our special building?"

"What building is that?"

"The one over there. Wth the three wi ndows." Boz pointed to the right where
gigantic twin apartnments franed a vista westward of rooftops, cornices, and
wat ert anks. Some of the buil dings probably dated back to the New York of Boss
Tweed; none were new.

MI1ly shook her head. "There are lots of buildings."

"The one just in back of the right-hand corner of that big yellowbrick thing
with the funny tenple hiding its watertank. See it?"



"Mm There?"
"Yes. You don't renenmber it?"

"Vaguely. No."
"We'd just noved in here and we couldn't really afford the place, so for the
first year it was practically bare. | kept after you about our
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buyi ng a housepl ant, and you said we'd have to wait. Does it start to cone
back?"

"Mstily."

"Well, the two of us would come out here regularly and | ook out at the
different buildings and try and figure out exactly which street each of them
woul d be on and whet her we knew any of them from sidewal k | evel ."

"I remenber now That's the one that the w ndows were al ways cl osed. But
that's all | renenber about it."

"Well, we made up a story about it. We said that after naybe five years one of
t he wi ndows woul d be opened just enough so we'd be able to see it from here,
an inch or two. Then the next day it would be cl osed again."

"And then?" She was by now genuinely and pl easantly puzzl ed.

"And then, according to our story, we'd watch it very carefully every day to
see if that wi ndow was ever opened again. That's how it becane our housepl ant.
It was sonething we | ooked after the same way."

"Did you keep watching it, in fact?"

"Sort of. Not every day. Every now and then."

"Was that the whole story?"

"No. The end of the story was that one day, maybe another five years later
we' d be wal king al ong an unfam liar street and we'd recogni ze the buil ding and
go up and ring the bell and the super would answer it and we'd ask hi mwhy,
five years before, that w ndow had been open.™

"And what woul d he say?" Fromher smile it was clear that she remenbered, but
she asked out of respect for the whol eness of the tale.

"That he hadn't thought anyone had ever noticed. And break into tears. O
gratitude."

"It's a pretty story. | should feel guilty for having forgotten it. Whatever
made you think of it today?"

"That's the real end of the story. The wi ndow was open. The m ddl e wi ndow. "
"Real ly? It's cl osed now. "

138 / THOVAS M DI SCH

"But it was open this nmorning. Ask Peanut. | pointed it out to her so |I'd have
a witness."

"It's a happy ending, certainly." She touched the back of her hand to his
cheek where he was experinmenting with sideburns.

"I wonder why it was open, though. After all this tine."

"Well, in five years we can go and ask."

He turned, smiling, to face her, and with the sane gesture, touched her cheek
gently, and just for now they were happy. They were together again, on the
bal cony, on a sunmer evening, and they were happy.

Boz and MIly. MIly and Boz.

ANGOULEME

There were seven Al exandrians involved in the Battery plot—Jack, who was the
youngest and fromthe Bronx, Celeste Di Cecca, Sniffles and Mary Jane, Tancred
MIler. Arparo (of course), and of course, the | eader and masterm nd. Bil
Harper, better known as Little Mster Kissy Lips. Wwo was passionately,

hopel essly in love with Amparo. Who was nearly thirteen (she would be, fully,
by Septenber this year), and breasts just beginning. Very very beautiful skin,
like lucite. Amparo Martinez.

Their first, nothing operation was in the East 60's, a broker or sonething
like that. Al they netted was cufflinks, a watch, a |eather satchel that
wasn't |eather after all, sonme buttons, and the usual |ot of useless credit
cards. He stayed cal mthough the whole thing, even with Sniffles slicing off
buttons, and soot hing. None of them had the nerve to ask. though they al



wonder ed, how often he'd been through this scene before. Wat they were about
wasn't an innovation. It was partly that, the need to innovate, that |led them
to think up the plot. The only really nenorable part of the hol dup was the
nane | am nated on the cards, which was, weirdly enough, Lowen, Richard W An
onen (the connection being that they were all at the Al exander Lowen School),
but of what?

139
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Little Mster Kissy Lips kept the cufflinks for hinself, gave the buttons to
Amparo (who gave themto her uncle), and donated the rest (the watch was a

pi ece of crap) to the Conservation booth outside the Plaza right where he
l'ived.

H s father was a teevee executive. In, as he would quip, both senses. They had
got married young, his nmama and papa, and di vorced soon after but not before
he'd conme to fill out their quota. Papa, the executive, remarried, a man this
time and somewhat nore happily. Anyhow it | asted | ong enough that the

of fspring, the | eader and mastermind, had to learn to adjust to the situation
it being permanent. Mama sinply went down to the Evergl ades and di sappear ed,
spl oosh.

In short, he was well to do. Which is how, nore than by overwhel mi ng tal ent,
he got into the Lowen School in the first place. He had the right kind of body
t hough, so with half a desire there was no reason in the city of New York he
couldn't grow up to be a professional dancer, even a choreographer. He'd have
t he connections for it, as Papa was fond of pointing out.

For the time being, however, his bent was literary and religious rather than
balletic. He |oved, and what seventh grader doesn't, the abstracter foxtrots
and nore netaphysical twi sts of a Dostoevsky, a Gde, a Mailer. He |longed for
t he experience of sonme vivider pain than the nere daily holl owness knotted
into his tight young belly, and no weekly stonp-and-holler of group therapy
with other jejune el even-year-olds was going to get himhis stripes in the
maj or | eagues of suffering, crime, and resurrection. Only a bona-fide crine
woul d do that, and of all the crimes available nmurder certainly carried the
nost prestige, as no less an authority than Loretta Couplard was ready to
attest, Loretta Couplard being not only the director and co-owner of the Lowen
School but the author, as well, of two nationally televised scripts, both
about famous murders of the 20th Century. They'd even done a unit in social
studies on the topic: A History of Crine in Urban America.

The first of Loretta's murders was a comedy invol ving Pauline Canmpbell, R N.,
of Ann Arbor, M chigan, circa 1951, whose skull had been snashed by three
drunken teenagers. They had neant to knock her unconsci ous so they could screw
her, which was 1951 in a nutshell. The eighteen-year-olds, Bill Mrey and Max
Pell, got life;
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Dave Royal (Loretta's hero) was a year younger and got off with twenty-two
years.

Her second nurder was tragic in tone and consequently inspired nore respect,

t hough not anmobng the critics, unfortunately. Possibly because her heroine,

al so a Pauline (Pauline Wchura), though nore interesting and conplicated had
al so been nore famous in her own day and ever since. \Wich made the
conpetition, one best-selling novel and a serious film bi ography, considerably
stiffen Mss Wchura had been a welfare worker in Atlanta, CGeorgia, very nuch
into environment and the popul ation problem this being the imredi ate

pre- Regents period when anyone and everyone was legitimately starting to fret.
Paul i ne decided to do sonething, viz., reduce the popul ation herself and in
the fairest way possible. So whenever any of the fam lies she visited produced
one child above the three she'd fixed, rather generously, as the upward linit,
she found sone unobtrusive way of thinning that fam |y back to the preferred
maxi mal size. Between 1989 and 1993 Pauline's journals (Random House, 1994)
record twenty-six nurders, plus an additional fourteen failed attenpts. In
addi ti on she had the highest welfare departnment record in the U S. for



abortions and sterilizations anong the famlies whom she advi sed.

"Which proves, | think," Little Mster Kissy Lips had expl ai ned one day after
school to his friend Jack, "that a nurder doesn't have to be of sonmeone fanous
to be a formof idealism"

But of course idealismwas only half the story: the other half was curiosity.
And beyond idealismand curiosity there was probably even another half, the
basi ¢ chil dhood need to grow up and kill soneone.

They settled on the Battery because, one, none of themever were there
ordinarily; two, it was posh and at the sane tine relatively, three

uncrowded, at |east once the night shift were snug in their towers tending
their machi nes. The night shift seldomate their |unches down in the park

And, four, because it was beautiful, especially now at the begi nning of
sumer. The dark water, chronmed with oil, flopping against the buttressed
shore; the silences blowing in off the Upper Bay, silences |arge enough
sometines that you could sort out the different
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noi ses of the city behind them the purr and quaver of the skyscrapers, the
ground- shi vering nysterioso of the expressways, and every now and then the
strange sourcel ess screans that are the nel ody of New York's thenme song; the
bl ue- pi nk of sunsets in a visible sky; the people's faces, calnmed by the sea
and their own nearness to death, line up in rhythmc rows on the green
benches. Wiy even the statues | ooked beautiful here, as though sonmeone had
believed in the statues in the Coisters, so | ong ago.

Hs favorite was the gigantic killer-eagle landing in the mddle of the
nonoliths in the menorial for the soldiers, sailors, and airnmen killed in
Wrld War 11. The largest eagle, probably, in all Manhattan, his talons ripped
apart what was surely the | argest artichoke.

Ampar o, who went along with sone of Mss Couplard s ideas, preferred the nore
humani stic qualities of the menorial (himon top and an angel gently probing
an enornous book with her sword) for Ver-razzano, who was not, as it turned
out, the contractor who put up the bridge that had, so fanously, collapsed.

I nstead, as the bronze plate in back proclai ned:

IN APRI L 1524 THE FLORENTI NE- BORN NAVI GATOR

VERRAZZANO LED THE FRENCH CARAVEL LA DAUPHI NE

TO THE DI SCOVERY OF

THE HARBOR OF NEW YORK

AND NAMED THESE SHORES ANGOULEME

N HONOR OF FRANCI S | KI NG OF FRANCE

"Angoul eme" they all agreed, except Tancred, who favored the nore preval ent
and briefer nanme, was nmuch classier. Tancred was ruled out of order and the
deci si on became unani nous.

It was there, by the statue, |ooking across the bay of Angoul ene to Jersey,
that they took the oath that bound themto perpetual secrecy. Woever spoke of
what they were about to do, unless he were being tortured by the Police,
solemmly call ed upon his co-conspirators to insure his silence by other neans.
Death. All revolutionary organiza-
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tions take similar precautions, as the history unit on Mddern Revol uti ons had
made cl ear.

How he got the name: it had been Papa's theory that what nmodern life cried out
for was a sweetening of old-fashioned sentinmentality. Ergo, anong all the
other indignities this theory gave rise to, scenes like the follow ng: "Wo's
my Little Mster Kissy Lips!" Papa would bawl out, sweetly, right in the

m ddl e of Rockefeller Center (or a restaurant, or in front of the school), and
he'd shout right back, "I aml" At least until he knew better

Mama had been, variously, "Rosebud,"” "Peg O M Heart," and (this only at the
end) "The Snow Queen." Mama, being adult, had been able to vanish with no
other trace than the postcard that still canme every Xmas postmarked from Key
Largo, but Little Mster Kissy Lips was stuck with the New Sentinentality
willy-nilly. True, by age seven he'd been able to insist on being called



"Bill" around the house (or, as Papa would have it, "Just Plain Bill"). But
that left the staff at the Plaza to contend with, and Papa's assistants,
school mat es, anyone who'd ever heard the name. Then a year ago, aged ten and
able to reason, he laid down the new | aw+that his nane was Little Mster Kissy
Li ps, the whole awful nouthful, each and every tinme. Hi s reasoning being that

i f anyone woul d be getting his face rubbed in shit by this it would be Papa,
who deserved it. Papa didn't seemto get the point, or else he got it and

anot her point besides, you could never be sure how stupid or how subtle he
really was, which is the worst kind of eneny.

Meanwhi l e at the nationwi de | evel the New Sentinentality had been a rather
overwhel mi ng smash. "The Orphans,” which Papa produced and sonetinmes was
credited with witing, pulled down the top Thursday evening ratings for two
years. Now it was being overhauled for a daytine slot. For one hour every day
our lives were going to be a |l ot sweeter, and chances were Papa would be a
mllionaire or nore as a result. On the sunny side this neant that he'd be the
son of a mllionaire. Though he generally had contenpt for the way noney
corrupted everything it touched, he had to adnit that in certain cases it
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didn't have to be a bad thing. It boiled down to this (which he'd al ways
known): that Papa was a necessary evil

This was why every eveni ng when Papa buzzed hinself into the suite he'd shout,
"Where's ny Little Mster Kissy Lips," and he'd reply, "Here, Papa!" The
cherry on this sundae of |ove was a big wet kiss, and then one nore for their
new "Rosebud, " Jimy Ness. (Who drank, and was not in all likelihood going to
I ast nuch longer.) They'd all three sit down to the nice fanmily dinner

Ji myness had cooked, and Papa would tell them about the cheerful, positive

t hi ngs that had happened that day at CBS, and Little Mster Kissy Lips would
tell all about the bright fine things that had happened to him Jimy woul d
sul k. Then Papa and Ji mry woul d go somewhere or just disappear into the
private Evergl ades of sex, and Little Mster Kissy Lips would buzz hinsel f out
into the corridor (Papa knew better than to be repressive about hours), and
within half an hour he'd be at the Verraz-zano statue with the six other

Al exandrians, five if Celeste had a | esson, to plot the nmurder of the victim
they'd all finally agreed on

No one had been able to find out his name. They called himAl yona |vanovna,
after the old pawnbroker woman that Raskol nikov kills with an ax.

The spectrum of possible victins had never been wi de. The conmon fi nanci al
types of the area would be carrying credit cards |ike Lowen, Richard W, while
the generality of pensioners filling the benches were even |less tenpting. As
M ss Coupl ard had expl ai ned, our econony was being refeudalized and cash was
going the way of the ostrich, the octopus, and the nmoccasin flower.

It was such extinctions as these, but especially seagulls, that were the worry
of the first lady they'd considered, a Mss Kraus, unless the nane at the
bott om of her hand-lettered poster (STOP THE SLAUGHTER of The Innocents!!

etc.) belonged to soneone else. Wiy, if she were Mss Kraus, was she wearing
what seened to be the ol d-fashioned dianond ring and gold band of a Ms.? But
the nore crucial problem which they couldn't see how to solve was: was the

di anond real ?
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Possibility Nunmber Two was in the tradition of the original O phans of the
Storm the G sh sisters. A lovely sem professional who whiled away the
daylight pretending to be blind and serenadi ng the benches. Her pathos was
rich, if a bit worked-up; her repertoire was archaeol ogi cal; and her gross was
fair, especially when the rain added its own bit of too-much. However:
Sniffles (who'd done this research) was certain she had a gun tucked away
under the rags.

Three was the | east poetic possibility, just the concessionaire in back of the
gi ant eagle selling Fun and Synthanon. H s appeal was commercial. But he had a
i censed Wei maraner, and though Wi -maraners can be dealt with, Anmparo |iked

t hem



"You're just a Romantic," Little Mster Kissy Lips said. "G ve ne one good
reason. "

"Hi s eyes," she said. "They're anber. He'd haunt us."

They were snuggling together in one of the deep enbrasures cut into the stone
of Castle Clinton, her head wedged into his arnpit, his fingers gliding across
the Iotion on her breasts (sumer was just beginning). Silence, warm breezes,
sunlight on water, it was all ineffable, as though only the sheerest of veils
i ntruded between them and an understandi ng of sonething (all this) really
meani ngf ul . Because they thought it was their own i nnocence that was to bl ane,
like a smbg in their souls' atnmosphere, they wanted nore than ever to be rid
of it at times, like this, when they approached so cl ose.

"Way not the dirty old nman, then?" she asked, meaning Al yona.

"Because he is a dirty old man."

"That's no reason. He nmust take in at |east as nuch noney as that singer."
"That's not what | nean." \What he neant wasn't easy to define. It wasn't as

t hough he'd be too easy to kill. If you'd seen himin the first mnutes of a
program you'd know he was marked for destruction by the second comercial. He
was the defiant honmesteader, the crusty senior nmenber of a research team who
under st ood Al gol and Fortran but couldn't read the secrets of his own heart.
He was the Senator from South Carolina with his own peculiar brand of
integrity but a racist nevertheless. Killing that sort was too rmuch |like one
of Papa's scripts to be a satisfying gesture of rebellion
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But what he said, mstaking his own deeper neaning, was: "lIt's because he
deserves it, because we'd be doing society a favor. Don't ask nme to give
reasons."

"Well, | won't pretend | understand that, but do you know what | think, Little
M ster Kissy Lips?" She pushed his hand away.

"You think I'm scared."

"Maybe you shoul d be scared.™

"Maybe you should shut up and leave this to ne. | said we're going to do it
W'll doit."

"To himthen?"

"Ckay. But for gosh sakes, Anparo, we've got to think of something to call the
bastard besides 'the dirty old man'!"

She roll ed over out of his arnmpit and kissed him They glittered all over with
little beads of sweat. The sunmmer began to shinmmer with the excitenent of
first night. They had been waiting so | ong and now the curtain was rising.

M Day was schedul ed for the first weekend in July, a patriotic holiday. The
conputers would have tine to tend to their own needs (which have been
variously described as "confession," "dreanming," and "throw ng up"), and the
Battery would be as enpty as it ever gets.

Meanwhi |l e their problemwas the same as any kids face anywhere during sumer
vacation, howto fill the tine.

There were books, there were the Shakespeare puppets if you were willing to
queue up for that long, there was always teevee, and when you couldn't stand
sitting any longer there were the obstacle courses in Central Park, but the
density there was at lenming |l evel. The Battery, because it didn't try to neet
anyone's needs, seldom got so over-populated. If there had been nore

Al exandrians and all willing to fight for the space, they m ght have pl ayed
ball. Well, another sunmer

What el se? There were marches for the political, and religions at various
energy levels for the apolitical. There would have been dancing, but the Lowen
School had spoiled them for nost amateur events around the city.
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As for the suprene pastine of sex, for all of themexcept Little Mster Kissy
Li ps and Amparo (and even for them when it cane right down to orgasn) this
was still something that happened on a screen, a wonderful hypothesis that

| acked enpirical proof.

One way or another it was all consumership, everything they m ght have done,



and they were tired, who isn't, of being passive. They were twelve years old,
or eleven, or ten, and they couldn't wait any longer. For what? they wanted to
know.

So, except when they were just |oafing around solo, all these putative
resources, the books, the puppets, the sports, arts, politics, and reli gions,
were in the sane category of usefulness as nerit badges or weekends in

Cal cutta, which is a nane you can still find on a few old maps of India. Their
lives were not enhanced, and their sumrer passed as sumrers have passed

i menorially. They slunped and noped and | ounged about and teased each ot her
and conpl ai ned. They acted out desultory, shy fantasies and had | ong pointless
argunents about the nore peripheral facts of existence—the habits of jungle
ani mal s or how bricks had been nade or the history of Wrld War 11

One day they added up all the names on the nonoliths set up for the soldiers,
sailors, and airmen. The final figure they got was 4, 800.

"Wow, " sai d Tancr ed.

"But that can't be all of them" Mary Jane insisted, speaking for the rest.
Even that "wow' had sounded half ironic.

"Why not ?" asked Tancred, who coul d never resist disagreeing. "They canme from
every different state and every branch of the service. It has to be conplete
or the people who had relatives left off would have protested.™

"But so few? It wouldn't be possible to have fought nore than one battle at
that rate.”

"Maybe .. ." Sniffles began quietly. But he was seldomlistened to.
"Wars were different then," Tancred explained with the authority of a
prime-time news analyst. "In those days nore people were killed by their own

automobiles than in wars. It's a fact."

"Four thousand, eight hundred?"

"... alottery?"
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Cel este waved away everything Sniffles had said or would ever say. "MryJane
is right, Tancred. It's sinply a ludicrous nunber. Wiy, in that sane war the
Germans gassed seven million Jews."

"Six mllion Jews," Little Mster Kissy Lips corrected. "But it's the sane

i dea. Maybe the ones here got killed in a particul ar canpaign.™

"Then it would say so." Tancred was adanant, and he even got themto admt at
| ast that 4,800 was an inpressive figure, especially with every nane spelled
out in stone letters.

One other amazing statistic was conmenorated in the park: over a
thirty-three-year period Castle Cinton had processed 7.7 mllion imrgrants
into the United States.

Little Mster Kissy Lips sat down and figured out that it would take 12, 800
stone sl abs the size of the ones listing the soldiers, sailors, and airnen in
order to wite out all the inmgrants' nanes, with country of origin, and an
area of five square nmles to set that many slabs up in, or all of Mnhattan
fromhere to 28th Street. But would it be worth the trouble, after all? Wuld
it be that much different fromthe way things were already?

Al yona | vanovna:

An archi pel ago of irregular brown islands were mapped on the tan sea of his
bal d head. The mai nl ands of his hair were narbl e outcrop-pings, especially his
beard, white and crisp and coiling. The teeth were standard MODI CUM i ssue;
clothes, as clean as any fabric that old can be. Nor did he snell,
particularly. And yet...

Had he bathed every norning you' d still have | ooked at himand thought he was
filthy, the way floorboards in old brownstones seemto need cl eani ng nonents
after they've been scrubbed. The dirt had been bonded to the wrinkled flesh
and the winkled clothes, and nothing | ess than surgery or burning would get
it out.

H s habits were as orderly as a pol ka dot napkin. He lived at a Chel sea dorm
for the elderly, a discovery they owed to a rainstormthat had forced himto
t ake the subway home one day instead of, as usual, walking. On the hottest



ni ghts he m ght sleep over in the park, nestling in one of the Castle w ndows.
He bought his lunches froma
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Water Street specialty shop, Dumas Fils: cheeses, inported fruit, snoked fish,
bottles of cream food for the gods. OGtherwi se he did w thout, though his dorm
nmust have supplied prosaic necessities |like breakfast. It was a strange way
for a panhandler to spend his quarters, drugs being the norm

H s professional approach was out-and-out aggression. For instance, his hand
in your face and, "How about it, Jack?" O, confidingly, "I need sixty cents
to get hone." It was amazing how often he scored, but actually it wasn't

amazi ng. He had charisma.

And soneone who relies on charisma woul dn't have a gun

Agewi se he mi ght have been sixty, seventy, seventy-five, a bit nore even, or
much less. It all depended on the kind of life he'd |l ed, and where. He had an
accent none of themcould identify. It was not English, not French, not

Spani sh, and probably not Russian.

Aside fromhis burrowin the Castle wall there were two distinct places he
preferred. One, the w de-open stretch of pavenent along the water. This was
where he worked, wal ki ng up past the Castle and down as far as the concession
stand. The passage of one of the great Navy cruisers, the USS Dana or the USS
Melville, would bring him and the whole Battery, to a standstill, as though a
whol e parade were going by, white, soundl ess, slow as a dream It was a part
of history, and even the Al exandrians were inpressed, though three of them had
taken the cruise down to Andros I|sland and back. Sonetines, though, he'd stand
by the guardrail for long stretches of time without any real reason, just

| ooking at the Jersey sky and the Jersey shore. After a while he mght start
talking to hinself, the barest whisper but very nmuch in earnest to judge by
the way his forehead winkled. They never once saw himsit on one of the
benches.

The ot her place he |liked was the aviary. On days when they'd been ignored he'd
contribute peanuts or breadcrunbs to the cause of the birds' existence. There
were pigeons, parrots, a famly of robins, and a proletarian swarm of what the
sign declared to be chi ckadees, though Cel este, who'd gone to the library to
make sure, said they were nothing nore than a rather swank breed of sparrow
Here too, naturally, the mlitant Mss Kraus stationed herself when she bore
testimony. One of her peculiarities (and the reason, probably, she was never
asked to nove on) was that under no circunstances did she ever
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deign to argue. Even synpathizers pried no nore out of her than a grimsnile
and a curt nod.

One Tuesday, a week before MDay (it was the early a.m and only three

Al exandrians were on hand to witness this confrontation), Al y-ona so far put
aside his own reticence as to try to start a conversation going with M ss

Kr aus.

He stood squarely in front of her and began by reading aloud, slowy, in that
di stressingly indefinite accent, fromthe text of STOP THE SLAUGHTER " The
Departnment of the Interior of the United States Governnent, under the secret
direction of the Zionist Ford Foundation, is systematically poisoning the
oceans of the Wrld with so called 'food farns.' Is this 'peaceful application
of Nucl ear Power'? Unquote, the New York Tinmes, August 2, 2024. O a new
Moondoggl e!'! Nature World, Jan. Can we afford to remain indifferent any

| onger. Every day 15,000 seagulls die as a direct result of Systematic

Genoci des while elected Oficials falsify and distort the evidence. Learn the
facts. Wite to the Congressnen. Make your voice heard!!"

As Al yona had droned on, Mss Kraus turned a deeper and deeper red. Tightening
her fingers about the turquoise broomhandl e to which the placard was stapl ed,
she began to jerk the poster up and down rapidly, as though this man with his
foreign accent were sone bird of prey who'd perched on it.

"I's that what you think?" he asked, having read all the way down to the
signature despite her jiggling tactic. He touched his bushy white beard and



wrinkled his face into a phil osophical expression. "lI'd |like to know nore
about it, yes, 1 would. 1'd be interested in hearing what you think."

Horror had frozen up every notion of her linbs. Her eyes blinked shut but she
forced t hem open agai n.

"Maybe, " he went on renorselessly, "we can discuss this whole thing. Sone tine
when you feel nore like talking. Al right?"

She nustered her snile, and a mininmal nod. He went away then. She was safe,
tenmporarily, but even so she waited till he'd gone halfway to the other end of
t he seafront pronmenade before she let the air collapse into her lungs. After a
singl e deep breath the muscles of her hands thawed into trenbling.
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M Day was an oil of sunmer, a catal og of everything painters are happiest

pai nti ng—l ouds, flags, |eaves, sexy people, and in back of it all the flat
enpty baby blue of the sky. Little Mster Kissy Lips was the first one there,
and Tancred, in a kind of kinono (it hid the pilfered Luger), was the |ast.

Cel este never came. (She'd just |earned she'd been awarded the exchange

schol arship to Sofia.) They decided they could do w thout Celeste, but the

ot her nonappearance was nore crucial. Their victimhad neglected to be on hand
for MDay. Sniffles, whose voice was nost |ike an adult's over the phone, was
del egated to go to the Citibank | obby and call the West 16th Street dorm

The nurse who answered was a tenporary. Sniffles, always an inspired liar
insisted that his nother—=Ms. Anderson, of course she lives there, Ms. Alm
F. Anderson"—had to be called to the phone. This was 248 West 16th, wasn't it?
Where was she if she wasn't there? The nurse, flustered, explained that the
residents, all who were fit, had been driven off to a July 4th picnic of Lake
Hopat cong as guests of a giant Jersey retirement condonminium If he called
bright and early tonmorrow they'd be back and he could talk to his nother then
So the initiation rites were postponed, it couldn't be hel ped. Anmparo passed
around sone pills she'd taken fromher nother's jar, a consolation prize. Jack
| eft, apologizing that he was a borderline psychotic, which was the |ast that

anyone saw of Jack till Septenber. The gang was disintegrating, |ike a sugar
cube soaking up saliva, then crunbling into the tongue. But what the hell—+the
sea still mrrored the sane blue sky, the pigeons behind their w cket were no

| ess iridescent, and trees grew for all of that.

They decided to be silly and make j okes about what the Mrealty stood for in
M Day. Sniffles started off with "M ss Nonmer, Mss Carriage, and Mss Steak."
Tancred, whose sense of humor did not exist or was very private, couldn't do
better than "Menone, nother of the Mises." Little Mster Kissy Lips said,
"Merciful Heavens!"™ Mary-Jane maintained reasonably that Mwas for MryJane.
But Anparo said it stood for "Aplonmb" and carried the day.

Then, proving that when you're sailing the wind al ways bl ows from behi nd you,
they found Terry Riley's day-long Ofeo at 99.5 on
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the FMdial. They'd studied Ofeo in mnme class and by now it was part of
their nuscle and nerve. As O pheus descended into a hell that nushroomed from
the size of a pea to the size of a planet, the Al exandri ans netanorphosed into
as credible a tribe of souls in torment as any since the days of Jacopo Peri
Thr oughout the afternoon little audi ences collected and dispersed to flood the
sidewal k with libations of adult attention. Expressively they surpassed

t hensel ves, both one by one and all together, and though they couldn't have
held out till the apotheosis (at 9.30) without a stiff psychochenical wind in
their sails, what they had danced was authentic and very nuch their own. When
they left the Battery that night they felt better than they'd felt all sumer
long. In a sense they had been exorci sed.

But back at the Plaza Little Mster Kissy Lips couldn't sleep. No sooner was
he through the locks than his guts knotted up into a Chinese puzzle. Only
after he'd unl ocked his wi ndow and crawl ed out onto the | edge did he get rid
of the bad feelings. The city was real. H s roomwas not. The stone | edge was
real and his bare buttocks absorbed reality fromit. He watched sl ow novenents
i n enormous di stances and pulled his thoughts together



He knew wi thout having to talk to the rest that the murder would never take

pl ace. The idea had never neant for themwhat it had neant for him One pill
and they were actors again, content to be inmages in a mrror

Slowy, as he watched, the city turned itself off. Slowy the dawn divided the
sky into an east and a west. Had a pedestrian been going past on 58th Street
and had that pedestrian | ooked up, he would have seen the bare soles of a
boy's feet sw nging back and forth, angelically.

He woul d have to kill Alyona Ivanovna hinself. Nothing el se was possi bl e.

Back in his bedroom |ong ago, the phone was ringing its fuzzy night-tinme
ring. That woul d be Tancred (or Amparo?) trying to talk himout of it. He
foresaw their arguments. Cel este and Jack couldn't be trusted now. O, nore
subtly: they'd all made thensel ves too visi-
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ble with their Ofeo. If there were even a snmall investigation, the benches
woul d renenber them renmenber how well they had danced, and the police would
know where to | ook

But the real reason, which at |east Amparo woul d have been ashamed to nention
now that the pill was wearing off, was that they'd begun to feel sorry for
their victim They'd got to know himtoo well over the last nonth and their
resol ve had been eroded by comnpassion

A light came on in Papa's window. Time to begin. He stood up, golden in the
sunbeans of another perfect day, and wal ked back al ong the foot-w de | edge to
his own window His legs tingled fromhaving sat so |ong.

He waited till Papa was in the shower, then tippytoed to the old secretaire in
his bedroom (W & J. Sloan, 1952). Papa's keychain was coiled atop the wal nut
veneer. Inside the secretaire's drawer was an antique Mexican cigar box, and
in the cigar box a velvet bag, and in the velvet bag Papa's replica of a
French dueling pistol, circa 1790. These precautions were less for his son's
sake than on account of Jimy Ness, who every so often felt obliged to show he
was serious with his suicide threats.

He' d studi ed the booklet carefully when Papa had bought the pistol and was
able to execute the | oading procedure quickly and w thout error, tanping the
premeasured twi st of powder down into the barrel and then the I ead ball on top
of it.

He cocked the hamer back a single click

He | ocked the drawer. He replaced the keys, just so. He buried, for now the
pistol in the stuffs and cushions of the Turkish corner, tilted upright to
keep the ball fromrolling out. Then with what remained of yesterday's
ebul | i ence he bounced into the bathroom and ki ssed Papa's cheek, danp with the
nmorning's allotted two gallons and redol ent of 4711

They had a cheery breakfast together in the coffee room which was identica

to the breakfast they would have nade for thensel ves except for the ritual of
being waited on by a waitress. Little Mster Kissy Lips gave an enthusiastic
account of the Al exandrians' performance of Orfeo, and Papa made his best
effort of seeming not to condescend. Wen he'd been driven to the limt of
this pretense, Little
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M ster Kissy Lips touched himfor a second pill, and since it was better for a
boy to get these things fromhis father than froma stranger on the street, he
got it.

He reached the South Ferry stop at noon, bursting with a sense of his own

i mm nent |iberation. The weather was M Day all over again, as though at

m dni ght out on the ledge he'd forced tine to go backwards to the point when
thi ngs had started going wong. He'd dressed in his nbpst anonymous shorts and
the pistol hung fromhis belt in a dun dit-tybag.

Al yona | vanovna was sitting on one of the benches near the aviary, l|istening
to Mss Kraus. Her ring hand gripped the poster firmy, while the right
chopped at the air, eloquently awkward, like a nute's first words follow ng a

m racul ous cure.
Little Mster Kissy Lips went down the path and squatted in the shadow of his



menorial. It had lost its nagic yesterday, when the statues had begun to | ook
so silly to everyone. They still |ooked silly. Ver-razzano was dressed |like a
Victorian industrialist taking a holiday in the Al ps. The angel was wearing an
angel ' s usual bronze ni ght gown.

H s good feelings were leaving his head by little and little, Iike aeolian
sandstone attrited by the centuries of wind. He thought of calling up Amparo,
but any confort she might bring to himwould be a mrage so long as his
purpose in com ng here remained unful filled.

He | ooked at his wist, then remenbered he'd left his watch hone. The gigantic
advertising clock on the facade of the First National Citibank said it was
fifteen after two. That wasn't possible.

M ss Kraus was still yammering away.

There was tinme to watch a cloud nove across the sky from Jersey, over the
Hudson, and past the sun. Unseen wi nds nibbled at its w spy edges. The cl oud
becarme his life, which would di sappear without ever having turned into rain.
Later, and the old nan was wal ki ng up the sea pronenade toward the Castle. He
stalked him for niles. And then they were al one, together, at the far end of
t he park.

"Hello," he said, with the smle reserved for grown-ups of doubtful

i mport ance.
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He | ooked directly at the dimbag, but Little Mster Kissy Lips didn't |ose
hi s composure. He woul d be wondering whether to ask for noney, which would be
kept, if he'd had any. in the bag. The pistol made a noticeabl e bul ge but not
the kind of bul ge one would ordinar-ily associate with a pistol

"Sorry," he said coolly. "I'm broke." "Did | ask?" "You were going
to."

The old man made as if to return in the other direction, so he had to speak
qui ckly, sonething that woul d hold himhere.

"I saw you speaking with Mss Kraus."

He was hel d.

"Congrat ul ati ons—you broke through the icel™

The old man hal f-sniled hal f-frowned. "You know her?"

"Mm You could say that we're aware of her." The "we" had been a deliberate
ri sk, an hors d' oeuvre. Touching a ringer to each side of the strings by which
t he heavy bag hung fromhis belt, he urged on it a lazy pendul ar notion. "Do
you mind if | ask you a question?"

There was not hing i ndul gent now in the man's face. "I probably do."

Hs smle had I ost the hard edge of calculation. It was the sane smile he'd
have smiled for Papa, for Anparo. for Mss Couplard, for anyone he |iked.
"Where do you conme fron? | nean, what country?"

"That's none of your business, is it?"

"Well. | just wanted ... to know. "

The old man (he had ceased sonehow, to be Alyona |Ivanovna) turned away and
wal ked directly toward the squat stone cylinder of the old fortress.

He renenbered how the plaque at the entrance—the sane that had cited the 7.7

mllion-had said that Jenny Lind had sung there and it had been a great
success.

The old man unzipped his fly and, lifting out his cock, began pissing on the
wal | .

Little Mster Kissy Lips funbled with the strings of the bag. It was

remar kabl e how | ong the old man stood there pissing because despite every
effort of the stupid knot to stay tied he had the pistol out before the fina
spri nkl e had been shaken out.
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He laid the ful minate cap on the exposed ni pple, drew the hanmer

He said "Ha!" And even this, rather than being addressed to the

boy with the gun was only a parenthesis fromthe faintly aggrieved he" resuned
each day at the edge of the water. He turned

away and a nonment |ater he was back on the job, hand out, asking



some fellow for a quarter

PART 1: LIES

1. The Teevee (2021)

Ms. Hanson liked to watch tel evision best when there was some- one else in
the roomto watch with her, though Shrinp, if the program was sonething she
was serious about—and you never knew from one day to the next what that m ght
be— woul d get so annoyed with her mother's comrents that Ms. Hanson usually
went off into the kitchen and I et Shrinp have the teevee to herself, or else
to her own bedroomif Boz hadn't taken it over for his erotic activities. For
Boz was engaged to the girl at the other end of the corridor and since the
poor boy had nowhere in the apartnment that was privately his own except one
drawer of the dresser they'd found in Mss Shore's roomit seened the |east
she could do to |l et himhave the bedroom when she or Shrinp weren't using it.
Wth Boz when he wasn't taken up with / '"amour, and with Lottie when she
wasn't flying too high for the dots to make a picture, she liked to watch the
soaps. As the Wirld Turns. Terminal Cinic. The Experience of Life. She knew
all the ins and outs of the various tragedies, but life in her own experience
was much sinpler: life was a pastime. Not a gane, for that would have inplied
that some won and others lost, and she was sel dom consci ous of any sensations
so vivid
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or threatening. It was |ike the afternoons of Monopoly w th her brothers when
she was a girl: long after her hotels, her houses, her deeds, and her cash
were gone, they would I et her keep noving her little |lead battleship around
the board collecting her $200, falling on Chance and Comunity Chest, going to
Jail and shaking her way out. She never won but she couldn't |ose. She just
went round and round. Life.

But better than watching with her own children she liked to watch along with
Amparo and M ckey. Wth M ckey nost of all, since Anparo was al ready begi nni ng
to feel superior to the prograns Ms. Hanson |iked best—the early cartoons and
t he puppets at five-fifteen. She couldn't have said why. It wasn't just that
she took a superior sort of pleasure in Mckey's reactions, since Mckey's
reactions were seldomvery visible. Already at age five he could be as
interior as his mother. Hiding inside the bathtub for hours at a tinme, then
doing a conplete U-turn and pissing his pants with excitement. No, she
honestly enjoyed the shows for what they were—the hungry predators and their

| ucky prey, the good-natured dynamte, the bouncing rocks, the falling trees,
the shrieks and pratfalls, the | ovely obviousness of everything. She wasn't
stupid but she did |love to see soneone tiptoeing al ong and then out of
nowhere: Sl am Bank! sonething i nmense woul d come crashi ng down on the
Monopol y board scattering the pieces beyond recovery. "Pow" Ms. Hanson woul d
say and M ckey woul d shoot back, "Ding-Dong!" and collapse into giggles. For
some reason "Ding-Dong!" was the funniest notion in the world.

" Pow "

"Di ng- Dong! "

And they'd break up.

2. A& P (2021)

It was the best time she could remenber in how |l ong, though it seened a pity
none of it was real +he rows and stacks and pyranids of cans, the |ovely boxes
of detergents and breakfast food—a whol e aisle al nost of each!—+the dairy
shel f, and all the neat, in all its varieties. The nmeat was the hardest to
bel i eve. Candy, and nore candy, and at the end of the candy a nountain of

t obacco cigarettes. Bread.
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Sonme of the brands were still famliar, but she passed by these and put a | oaf
of Wonder Bread in the shopping cart. It was half full. Juan pushed the cart
on ahead, noving to the half-heard nelodies that hung like a nist in the
museum s air. He rounded a corner toward the vegetables but Lottie stayed



where she was, pretending to study the wapper of a second | oaf. She cl osed
her eyes, trying to separate this noment fromits place in the chain of al
monents so that she'd always have it, |ike a pocketful of pebbles froma
country road. She grappled details fromtheir context—the nanel ess song, the
spongy give of the bread (forgetting for the noment that it wasn't bread), the
waxi ness of the paper, the chinming of the registers at the check-out counters.
There were voices and footsteps too, but there are al ways voi ces and

foot steps, so she had no use for these. The real nagic, which couldn't be laid
hold of, was sinply that Juan was happy and interested and willing to spend
per haps the whole day with her.

The trouble was that when you tried this hard to stop the flowit ran through
your fingers and you were |left squeezing air. She would get soggy and say the
wrong thing. Juan would flare up and | eave her, like the last tine, staring at
some insane cloverleaf mles fromanywhere. So she put the so-called bread
back and rmade herself avail able, as Shrinp was al ways saying she didn't, to

t he sunshine of here and now and to Juan, who was by the vegetables, playing
with a carrot.

"I'd swear it's a carrot," he said.

"But it isn't, you know. If it were a carrot you could eat it, and it wouldn't
be art."

(At the entrance, while they were waiting for a cart, a voice had told them
what they were going to see and how to appreciate it. There were facts about
the different conpanies who' d cooperated, facts about some of the nmore unusua
products such as laundry starch, and what it would have cost the average
person shopping for a week's groceries in terns of present-day noney. Then the
voi ce warned that it was all fake—the cans, the boxes, the bottles, the
beautiful steaks, everything, no matter how realistic it mght |ook, all just
imtations. Finally, if you were still thinking of lifting sonething just for
a souvenir, it explained the alarmsystem which worked chemically.)

"Feel it," he said.
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S It felt exactly like a carrot, not that fresh, but edible.

"But it's plastic or sonething," she insisted, loyal to the Met's tape.

"It's a carrot, bet you a dollar. It feels like a carrot, it snells like a
carrot—" He took it back, |looked at it, bit intoit. It crunched. "It is a
carrot."

There was a general sense of |etdown anong the people who'd been watching, of
reality having intruded where it didn't bel ong.

A guard canme and told themthey'd have to | eave. They wouldn't even be all owed
to take the items they'd already chosen through one of the check-out counters.
Juan got obstreperous and denanded hi s noney back

"Where's the manager of this store?" he shouted. Juan, the born entertainer

"I want to talk to the nanager." At last, to get rid of him they refunded the
price of both tickets.

Lotti e had been wetched through the whol e scene, but even at the bar under
the airfield afterward she didn't bother to contradict his version. Juan was
right, the guard was a son of a bitch, the nuseum deserved to be bonbed.

He reached into his jacket pocket and took out the carrot. "lIs it a carrot,"”
he wanted to know, "or is it a carrot?"

Dutifully she set down her beer and took a bite. It tasted like plastic.

3. The VWite Uniform (2021)

Shrinp tried to focus on the nusic—usic was the major source of nmeaning in
her |ife—but she could only think of January. January's face and her thick
hands, the pink pal ms roughened with calluses. January's neck, the tense
nmuscles slowy nelting beneath the pressure of Shrinmp's fingers. O, in the
opposite direction: January's heavy thighs pressing against the tank of a

bi ke, bare black flesh, bare black netal, its dizzying sound as it idled,
waiting for the light, and then before it had gone quite to green its roar as
it went tearing down the freeway on the way to ... Wat would be a suitable

destinati on? Al abanma? Spokane? South St. Paul ?
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O this: January in a nurse's uniform-brisk, crinkly, blinding white. Shrinp
woul d be inside the anbul ance. The little white cap rubbing against the | ow
ceiling. She would offer her the soft flesh of her inner arm The dark fingers
searching for a vein. Alittle daub of alcohol, a nmonent's chill, the
hypoderm ¢, and January smiling—=1 know this hurts."” Shrinmp wanted to swoon at
that point. Swoon

She took out the plugs and let the nmusic wind on, unheard, inside the little
pl astic case, for a car had left the street and pulled up to the little red
charger. January |unbered out fromthe station, took the man's card, and stuck
it inthe credit slot, which replied "Ding." She worked |ike a nodel in a shop
wi ndow, never pausing, never lifting her eyes, off in her own universe,

t hrough Shrinp knew t hat she knew that she was here, on this bench, |ooking at
her, longing for her, swooning.

Look at ne! she thought at January fiercely. Make nme exi st!

But the steady flow of cars and trucks and buses and bi kes between them

di spersed the thought-nmessage as though it were snmoke. Perhaps sone driver a
dozen yards past the station would glance up with nonentary panic, or a wonan
riding the 17 bus home from work woul d wonder what had rem nded her of sone
boy she had thought she had | oved twenty years before.

Thr ee days.

And each day returning fromthis vigil. Shrinp would pass in front of a drab
shop with a painted sign, Myers Uniforns & Badges. In the wi ndow a dusty

nmoust ached policeman from another town (the sprinkles on his jacket were w ong
for New York) brandished, in a diffident way. a wooden billy club. Handcuffs
and cani sters dangled from his black gunbelt. Touching the policenman, yet
seem ng not to notice, a fireman decked out in bright yellow rubber striped

wi th bl ack (another out-of-towner) smiled through the streaked glass at, in
the opposite window, a tall black girl in a nurse's white uniform Shrinp
woul d wal k past slowly and on as far as the traffic light then, like a boat
when its engine conks out and it can no |onger fight against the current, she
woul d drift back to the wi ndow, the white uniform

The third day she went inside. A bell clanked. The sal es-clerk asked coul d he
hel p her.
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"I'd |li ke~ she cleared her throat"—a uniform For a nurse.”

He lifted a slimyell ow tape nmeasure off a stack of visored caps. "You'd be..
a twel ve?"

"It's not-Actually, it isn't for me. For a friend. | said that since I'd be
passi ng by here . "

"What hospital would she be with? Each hospital has its own little

requi rements, you know. "

Shrinp | ooked up in his young-old face. A white shirt, the collar too tight. A

black tie with a small, crisp knot. He seened, in the sane indefinite way as
the mannikins in the windows, to be in uniform

"Not a hospital. Aclinic. Aprivate clinic. She can wear . . . whatever she
likes."

"Good, good. And what size is she, your friend?"

"A large size. Eighteen? And tall."

"Well, let me show you what we have." And he led Shrinp, enraptured, into the
farther twilight of the shop

4. January (2021)

She'd met Shrinmp at one of the open sessions of The Asylum where having cone
to recruit she'd found herself, in the nost shanmeful way, recruited—to the
poi nt of tears and, beyond tears, of confessions. Al of which January

reported faithfully at the next neeting of the cell. There were four cel
menbers besides herself, all in their twenties, all very serious, though none
were intellectuals or even college dropouts: Jerry and Lee Lighthall, Ada

MIler, and Gaham X. Grahamwas the link upward to the organization but not
otherwi se "l eader"” since one thing they were agai nst was pyrani dal structures.



Lee, who was fat and black and liked to talk, said what they were al

t hi nki ng, that having empti ons and showi ng them was a conpl etely healthy
direction. "Unless you said sonething about us?"
"No. It was nore just sexual things. O personal."
"Then | don't see why you brought it up here.”
"Maybe if you told us something nore about it, Jan
Graham s gentl e way.

"Well, what they do at The Asylum—=
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"We've all been to The Asylum honey."

"Stop being a fucking bully, Lee," his wife said.
"Lee's right, though—+'mtaking up all our tinme. Anyhow | was there early,

sort of sizing themup as they cane in, and | could tell the mnute this one
arrived—her name is Shrinp Hanson—that she wasn't one of the regulars. | think
she noticed ne right away too. Anyhow we started off in the same group
breat hi ng and hol di ng hands and all that." Odinarily January woul d have
firmed up a narrative of this length with sone obscenities, but any

Graham suggested, in

resenbl ance to bluster now woul d only have nmade her feel sillier than she did.
"Then she started massagi ng ny neck, | don't know, in a particular way. And
started crying. For no reason at all | started crying."

"Were you up on anything?" Ada asked.

January, who was stricter than any of themon that score (she didn't even
drink Koffee), could legitimately bridle. "Yeah, on your vibrator!"

"Now, Jan," said G aham

"But she was up," she went on, "very much up. Meanwhile the regulars were
swarm ng around us |ike a pack of vanpires. That's what nost of them cone
there for, the sludge and the bl ood. So we went off into one of the booths. |
t hought we'd screw and that would be that, but instead we started talking.
That is, | did-she listened." She could renmenber the knot of shane, |ike the
pain of a too sudden swall ow of water, as the words came out. "I tal ked about
nmy parents, about sex, about being |onely. That kind of thing."

"That kind of thing," Lee echoed, supportively.

January braced herself and took a deep breath. "About ny parents. | expl ai ned
about their being Republicans, which is all right of course, but | said that I
could never relate sexual feelings with | ove because of their both being nen.
It doesn't sound Iike nuch now. And about being lonely | said—= she shrugged,
but al so she closed her eyes "—that | was |onely. That everyone was |onely.
Then | started crying again."

"You covered a | ot of ground.”

She opened her eyes. No one seened to be angry with her, though they m ght
have taken the last thing she'd said as an accusation. "W were at it nost of
t he fucking night."
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"You still haven't told us anything about her," Ada observed.
"Her nane is Shrinp Hanson. She said she's thirty, but 1'd say thirty-four, or
ol der even. Lives sonewhere on East 11th, |1've got it witten down, with a

nmot her and | can't renenber how many nore. A famly." This was, at root,
exactly what the organizati on was nobst against. Authoritarian politica
structures only exist because people are conditioned by authoritarian famly
structures. "And no job, just her allowance."

"White?" Jerry asked. Being the only nonblack in the group, it was diplomatic
for her to be the one to ask

"As fucking snow. "

"Political?"

"Not a bit. But | think she could be guided to it. O on second thought—=
"How do you feel about her now?" G aham asked.

He obvi ously thought she was in |ove. Was she? Possibly. But just as possibly
not. Shrinp had reduced her to tears; she wanted to pay her back in kind. What
were feelings anyhow? Wrds floating through your head, or hornobnes in sone
gland. "I don't know what | feel."



"What is it you want us to tell you then?" Lee asked. "Wether you should see
her again? O whether you're in love? O if you should be? Lordie, girl!"
This, with a heave of all that good-natured fat. "Go ahead. Have fun. Fuck
yourself silly or cry your heart out, whatever you like. No reason not to.
Just remenber, if you do fall in |ove—keep it in a separate conpartnent."”
They all agreed that that was the best advice, and from her own sense of being
defluttered she knew it was what she'd wanted to be told. Now they were free
to go on to basi cs—quotas and drops and the reasons why the Revol ution, though
so | ong del ayed, was the next inevitable step. Then they |left the benches and
for an hour just enjoyed thensel ves. You woul d never have thought, to | ook at
them that they were any different fromany other five people on the roller
rink.
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5. Richard M WIliken (2024)

They would sit together in the darkroom officially the bedroom of his son
Richard M WIlliken. Jr. Richard Jr. existed for the sake of various tiles in
of fices about the city, though upon need a boy answering to the nane coul d be
got on loan fromhis wife's cousin. Wthout their imaginary son the WIlikens
could never have held on to a two-bedroom apartnent now that their rea
children had | eft hone.

They might listen to whatever tapes were being copied usually since they were
his specialty to Al kan or Gottschal k or Boagni. The nmusic was the ostensible
reason, anong ot her ostensible reasons such as friendship, that she hung
around. He woul d snoke, or doodl e, or watch the second hand sinplify another
day. Hi s ostensible reason was that he was working, and in the sense that he
was copying tapes and taking messages and sonetines renting out. for next to
not hi ng an hour, his fictitious son's bed. he was working. But in the sense
that counted he was not.

The phone would ring. WIlliken would pick it up and say. "One-five, five-six."
Shrinp would wap herself in her thin arms and watch himuntil by the | owering
of his eyes she knew the call wasn't from Seattle.

When the | ack of some kind of nutual acknow edgnent became too raw they woul d
have pleasant little debates about Art. Art: Shrinp loved the word (it was
right up there with "epithesis.” "nystic," and "Tiffany"), and poor WIIliken
couldn't leave it alone. Despite that they tried never to descend to the |evel
of honest conplaint, their sep-arate, secret unhappi nesses would find ways to
poke up their heads into the long silences or to becone, with a bit of

canoufl age, the real subjects of the little debates, as when WIlIliken, too
worn out to be anything but serious, had announced: "Art? Art's just the
opposite. true heart. It's patchwork. It's bits and pieces. What you think is
all flow and force—=

"And fun," she added.

"—are an illusion. But the artist can't share it. He knows better.**

"The way prostitutes aren't supposed ever to have orgasnms? |
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talked to a prostitute once, nentioning no nanes, who said she had orgasns al
the tine."

"It doesn't sound very professional. Wen an artist is being entertained his
work suffers.”

'""Yes. yes, that's certainly true," brushing the idea fromher lap |like
crunmbs, "for you. But | should think that for someone |ike— she gestured
toward the machi nery, the four slowy revol ving mandates of "From Sea to

Shi ning Sea" "—John Herbert MacDowel |, for instance. For himit must be |like
being in love. Except that instead of |oving one person, his |ove spreads out
in every direction."

WIlliken nade a face. "I'l|l agree that an is like |love. But that doesn't
contradict what | said before. It's all patchwork and patience, art and | ove
bot h. "

"And passion? Doesn't that cone in at all?**

"Only for the very young." Charitably he left it for her to decide if that



shoe fit.

This went on, off, and on for the better part of a nonth, and in all that tine
he indulged in only one conscious cruelty. For all his personal grubbiness—+the
clothes that | ooked like dirty bandages, the skinpy beard the snells-WIIiken
was a great fusspot, and it was his style of fuss (in housekeeping now as it
had been in art) to efface the evidences of his own undesirabl e presence, to
wi pe away the fingerprints and baffle his pursuers. Thus each object that was
allowed to be visible in the roomcane to possess a kind of heightened
significance, like so many skulls in a nmonk's cell: the pink tel ephone.

Ri chard Jr.'s saggi ng bed the speakers, the long silvery swan-neck of the

wat er faucet, the calendar with lovers runbling in the heavy snows of "January
2024." H's cruelty was sinply not changi ng the nonth.

She never said as she might have, "WIly, it's the tenth of May, for Christ's
sake." Possibly she found sone grueling satisfaction in whatever hurt his

rem nder caused her. Certainly she gnawed on it. He had no first-hand

know edge of such feelings. The whol e drama of her abandonnent seened

 udi crous to him Anguish for anguish's sake.

It might have gone on like that till summer, but then one day the cal endar was
gone and one of his own photographs was in its place.

"I's it yours?" she asked.
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Hi s awkwar dness was sincere. He nodded.

"I noticed it the minute | walked into the room"

A phot ograph of a glass half full of water resting on a wet glass shelf. A
second, enpty gl ass outside the picture cast a shadow across the white tiles
of the wall.

Shrinp wal ked up close to it. "It's sad, isn't it?"

"I don't know," WIliken said. He felt confused, insulted, anguished. "Usually
I don't l|ike having my own things hangi ng about. They go dead on you. But |

t hought =

“I likeit. | do."

6. Anparo (2024)

On her birthday, the 29th of May, she had realized that she hated her nother
Her eleventh birthday. It was a horrible realization, but Geminis can't
decei ve thensel ves. There was sinply nothi ng about Mama you could adm re and
so much to loathe. She bullied herself and M ckey nercil essly, but what was
worse were the tinmes she'd m scalculate her stupid pills, slime off into a

gl orious depression and tell them sob-stories about her wasted life. It was,
certainly, a wasted life but Amparo couldn't see that she'd ever nmade any
effort not to waste it. She didn't know what work was. Even around the house
she I et poor old Gummy do everything. She just lay about, l|ike some aninmal at
the zoo, snuffling and scratching her snelly cunt. Anparo hated her

Shrinp, in the way she sonetinmes had of seeming telepathic, said to her

before the dinner, that they had better have a talk, and she concocted a thin
lie to get her out of the apartment. They went down to 15, where a Chi nese

| ady had opened a new shop, and Shrinp bought the shanpoo she was being so
silly about.

Then to the roof for the inevitable I ecture. The sunshine had brought half the
buil ding up on top but they found a spot al nbst their own. Shrinp slipped out
of her bl ouse, and Anparo couldn't hel p thinking what a difference there was
bet ween her and her nother, even though Shrinp was actually ol der. No sags, no
wrinkles, and only a hint of graininess. Wereas Lottie, with every initial
advant age
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on her side, had let herself beconme a nonster of obesity. O at | east
("nonster" was perhaps an exaggeration) she was headi ng down the road
lickety-split.

"I's that all?" Amparo asked, once Shrinp had produced her | ast pious excuse
for Lottie's various awful nesses. "Can we go downstairs now that |'m properly
ashaned?"



"Unl ess you want to tell me your side of the story?"

"I didn't think I was supposed to have a side."

"That's true when you're ten years old. At eleven you're allowed to have your
own point of view"

Amparo grinned a grin that said, Good old denocratic Aunt Shrinp. Then she
was serious. "Mana hates nme, it's as sinple as that." She gave exanpl es.
Shrinp appeared uni npressed. "You'd rather bully her—s that your point?"
"No." But giggling. "But it would be a change."

"You do, you know. You bully her something dreadful. You're a worse tyrant
t han Madane Who's-1t with the goiters."
Amparo's second grin was nore tentative. "Mel!"

"You. Even M ckey can see it, but he's afraid to say anything or you'll turn
on him W're all afraid.”
"Don't be a silly. | don't know what you're tal king about. Because | say

sarcastic things now and then?"

"And then and then. You're as unpredictable as an airplane schedule. You wait
till she's down, conpletely at the bottom and then you go for juggler. What
was it you said this norning?"

"I don't remenber anything | said this nmorning."

"About the hippopotanus in the nud?"

"I said that to G umy. She didn't hear. She was in bed, as usual."

"She heard. "

"Then |'msorry. What should | do, apol ogi ze?"

"You shoul d stop maki ng things worse for her."

Ampar o shrugged. "She should stop making things worse for me. | hate to al ways
harp about it, but I do want to go to the Lowen School. And why shouldn't |?
It's not as though | were asking perm ssion to go to Mexico and cut off ny
breasts."

"I agree. It's probably a good school. But you're at a good school."
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"But | want to go to the Lowen School. It would be a career, but of course
Mama woul dn't understand that."

"She doesn't want you living away from honme. Is that so cruel ?"

"Because if | left, then she'd only have Mckey to bully. Anyhow |I'd be here
officially, which is all she cares anyhow "

Shrinp was silent for a while, in what seened a considering way. But what was
there to consider? It was all so obvious. Amparo withed.

At last Shrinp said, "Let's make a bargain. If you pronmise not to be Little
Mss Bitch, 1'll do what | can to talk her round to signing you

up"

"WIl you? WII you really?"

"WIl you? That's what |'m asking."

"Il grovel at her feet. Anything."

, "If you don't, Amparo, if you go on the way you've been going, believe ne,

["Il tell her | think the Lowen School w Il destroy your character, what
little there is."”
"I promise. | promise to be as nice as—as what?"

"As a birthday cake?"

"As nice as a birthday cake, absolutely!"

They shook hands on it and put on their clothes and went downstairs where a
real, rather sad, rather squalid birthday cake was waiting for her. Try as she
m ght, poor old G ummy just couldn't cook. Juan had come by during the tine
they'd been on the roof, which was, nore than any of her crunby presents, a
nice surprise. The candles were lit, and everyone sang happy birthday: Juan

G umy, Manma, M ckey, Shrinp.

Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday, dear Amparo.
Happy birthday to you.

"Make a wish," M ckey said.

She nade her wi sh, then with one decisive gust, blew out all twelve candl es.
Shrinp wi nked at her. "Now don't tell anyone what it was or you won't get it."
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She hadn't, in fact, been wi shing for the Lowen School, since that was hers by
right. What she'd wished instead was for Lottie to die.

W shes never come true the way you think. A nonth |ater her father was dead.
Juan, who'd never been unhappy a day in his life, had comm tted sui cide.

7. Len Rude (2024)

Weeks after the Anderson debacl e, when he'd | ast been able to assure hinself
that there'd be no dire consequences, Ms. MIler sunmoned hi muptown for "a
little talk." Though in the |ong-range view a nobody (her position scarcely
brought her to m ddl e managenment level), Ms. MIler would soon be witing up
his field summary, which nmade her, for now, a rather godlike nobody.

He pani cked di sgracefully. All norning he couldn't think of anything but what
to wear, what to wear? He settled on a maroon Perry Conp-type sweater with a
forest green scarf peeking out. Wol esone, not sexy, but not pointedly
not - sexy.

He had a twenty-mnute wait outside the |ady's cubbyhole. Usually he excelled
at waiting. Cafeterias, toilets, launderettes—his life was rich in

opportunities to acquire that skill. But he was so certain he was about to be
axed that by the end of the twenty minutes he was on the brink of acting out
his favorite crisis fantasy: | will get up, | will walk out the door. Every

door. Wth never a word of good-bye nor a | ook backward. And then? Ah, there
was the rub. Once he was out the door, where could he go that his identity,

t he whol e i mense dossier of his life, wouldn't trail after himlike a tin can
tied to his tail? So he waited, and then the interview was over, and Ms.

M1l er was shaking his hand and sayi ng sonethi ng bl and and anecdotal about
Brown, whose book had been decorating his lap. Then, thank you, and thank you
for comng in. Good-bye, Ms. MIler. CGood-bye, Len.

What had been the point? She hadn't nentioned Anderson except to say in
passi ng that of course the poor man ought to be in Bellevue and that a few
like that are statistically inevitable for anyone. It was better than he'd
expected and nore than he deserved.

Instead of the axe there was only his new assignnent: Hanson
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Nora/ Apartnent 1812/ 334 E. 11th St. Ms. MIller said she was a nice old
lady—if a little difficult at times." But all the cases he was put on this
year were nice and old and difficult, since he was studying, in the

cat al ogue' s words, "Problens of Aging." The one odd thing about this Hanson
was that she had a sizable brood under her wi ngs (though not as large as the
printout had indicated; the son was married now) and would not seemto be
dangerously | onely. However, according to Ms. MIler, her son's marriage had
"unsettled her" (om nous word!) which was why she stood in need of his warnth
and attention four hours a week. A stitch in tinme seened to be what Ms.
MIler had in mnd.

The nore he thought about it the nore this Hanson woman sounded |ike an

i npendi ng di saster. Ms. MIler had probably called himin to cover herself,
so that if and when this one went in the same wong directi on Anderson had
gone, it would be his fault, not the nice old difficult lady's, and not
absolutely Alexa MIller's. She was probably doing her menmorandum for the file
right now, if she hadn't done it in advance.

Al this for two mserable dollars an hour. Sweet fucking Jesus, if he'd known
four years ago what he'd be getting into, he'd never have switched his ngjor
fromEnglish. Better to teach assholes to read the want ads than be an
enotional nursemaid to senile psychotics.

That was the dark side. There was also a bright side. By the fall senester
he'd have cleared up his field requirements. Then two years of snooth acadenic
sailing, and then, O happy day, Leonard Rude woul d be a Doctor of Phil osophy,
which we all know is the next best condition to out-and-out freedom

8. The Love Story (2024)

The MODI CUM of fi ce had sent round an apol ogetic, shaggy boy wi th bad skin and
a whining nmidwestern accent. She couldn't get himto explain why he'd been



sent to visit her. He claimed it was a mystery just as much to him sone
bureaucrat's brainstorm there was never any sense to these projects but he
hoped she'd go along with it for his sake. Ajob is a jobis a job, and this
job in addition was for his degree.
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He was going to the university?

Yes, but not, he assured her at once, that he'd cone here to study her
Students were assigned to these make-work projects because there wasn't enough
real work to go around. That was the welfare state for you. He hoped they'd be
friends.

Ms. Hanson couldn't bring herself to feel unfriendly, but what she asked him
quite bluntly were they supposed to do, as friends? Len—she kept forgetting
hi s name and he kept rem nding her it was Len—suggested that he read a book
to her.

" Al oud?"

"Yes, why not? It's one | have to read this termanyhow. It's a super book."
"Ch, I'msure it is,"” she said, alarned again. "I'msure |'d learn all Kkinds
of things. But still." She turned her head sideways and read the golden title

of a fat, black book he'd Iaid down on the kitchen table. Sonething O.OGY
"Even so."

Len | aughed. "Fiddl e-dee-dee, Ms. Hanson, not that one! | can't read that one
nmysel f."

The book they were to read was a novel he'd been assigned in an English class.
He took it out of his pocket. The cover showed a pregnant woman sitting naked
on the lap of a man in a blue suit.

"What a strange cover," she said, by way of conplinment.

Len took this for another sign of reluctance. He insisted that the story would
seem qui te commonpl ace once she accepted the author's basic prenise. A love
story. That's all. She was bound to like it. Everyone did. "It's a super
book, " he said again.

She could see he neant to read it, so she led himinto the living room and
settled herself in one corner of the sofa and Len in the other. She found the
Oralines in her purse. As there were only three left, she didn't offer one to
hi m She began sucking conpl ai santly. Then, as a hunorous afterthought she fit
a prem um button over the end of the stick. It said, | DON T BELIEVE I T! But
Len took no notice or else he didn't get the joke.

He started reading and right from page one it was sex. That in itself woul dn't
have upset her. She had al ways believed in sex and enjoyed it and though she
did think that having sex ought to be a private matter there was certainly no
harmin a candi d di scussi on. \Wat was
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enbarrassi ng was that the whol e scene took place on a sofa that was wobbling
because one |l eg was m ssing. The sofa that she and Len were sitting on also
had a mi ssing | eg and wobbl ed, and it seenmed to Ms. Hanson that sone sort of
conparison couldn't be avoi ded.

The sofa scene dragged on and on. Then nothing at all happened for a few
pages, talk and descriptions. Wiy, she kept wondering, would the government
want to pay college students to come to people's hones and read pornography to
t hen? Wasn't the whole point of college to keep as many young peopl e as
possi bl e occupi ed and out of jobs?

But perhaps this was an experinent. An experinment in adult education! \Wen she
t hought about it, no other explanation fit the facts half so well. Viewed in
this light the book suddenly becane a challenge to her and she tried to pay

cl oser attention. Soneone had died, and the woman the story was about—-her nane
was Linda—was going to inherit a fortune. Ms. Hanson had gone to school with
someone called Linda, a dull-witted Negro girl whose father owned two grocery
stores. She'd disliked the name ever since. Len stopped reading.

"Ch, go on," she said. "I"'menjoying it."

"So aml, Ms. Hanson, but it's four o'clock."

She felt obliged to say sonething intelligent before he went off, but at the



same time she didn't want to show that she'd guessed the purpose of the
experiment. "It's a very unusual plot."

Len bared snall, stained teeth in a smle of agreenent.

"I always say there's nothing that can beat a good |ove story."

And before she could add her little joke ("Except perhaps a bit of smut"), Len
had chimed in with: "I'lIl agree with that, Ms. Hanson. Friday, then, at two
o' clock?" In any case it was Shrinp's joke.

Ms. Hanson felt she hadn't shown herself at all to advantage, but it was too
|ate. Len was gathering hinself together, his unbrella, his black book

talking steadily all the while. He even remenbered the wet plaid cap she'd
hung up on the hook to dry. Then he was gone.

Her heart swelled up inside her chest, hamrering as though it had slipped
gears, ker-whop! ker-wham She went back to the sofa. The cushions at the end
where Len had sat were still pressed down. Suddenly she could see the room as
he nust have seen it: linoleumso
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filthy you couldn't see the patterns, w ndows caked, blinds broken, heaps of
toys and piles of clothing and tangl es of both everywhere. Then, as if to
conpl ete the devastation, Lottie came staggering out of her bedroom w apped in
a dirty sheet and reeking.

"I's there any m | k?"

"I's there any m | k!"

"Ch Mom What's wrong now?"

"Do you have to ask? Look at this place. It looks as if a bonb hit it."

Lottie smled a faint, nussed smle. "I was asleep. Did a bonb hit it?"

Poor silly Lotto, who could ever stay angry with her? Ms. Hanson | aughed

i ndul gently, then started to explain about Len and the experinent, but Lottie
was off in her own little world again. Wiat a life, Ms. Hanson thought, and
she went out to the kitchen to nmix up a glass of mlKk.

9. The Air Conditioner (2024)

Lottie could hear things. If she were sitting near the closet that used to be
the foyer she coul d understand whol e conversations taking place out in the
corridor. In her own bedroom anything el se happening in the apartnment was
audi bl e to her—the turbul ence of voices on the teevee, or Mckey lecturing his
doll in what he imagi ned was Spani sh, or her nother's putterings and
sputterings. Such noises had the advantage of being on a human scale. It was
the noi ses that |ay behind these that she dreaded, and they were al ways there,
waiting for those first masking sounds to drop, ready for her

One night in her fifth nonth with Amparo she'd gone out wal king very | ate,

t hr ough WaAshi ngt on Square and past the palisades of N Y.U and the junior

del uxe co-ops on West Broadway. She stopped beside the wi ndow of her favorite
shop where the crystals of a darkened chandelier caught glints fromthe
headl i ghts of passing cars. It was four-thirty, the stillest hour of the

norni ng. A di esel roared past and turned west on Prince. A dead silence
followed in its wake. It was then she heard that other sound, a sourceless
far-off runble, like the
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first faint premonition, as one glides down a quiet stream of the cataract
ahead. Since then the sound of those falls had al ways been with her, sonetines
distinctly, sometinmes only, like stars behind snbg, as a di mpresence, an
article of faith.

Resi stance of a kind was possible. The teevee was a good barrier, when she
could concentrate and when the prograns weren't them selves upsetting. O
talk, if she could think of sonething to say and find someone to listen to
her. But she'd been subnerged by too nmany of her nother's nonol ogues not to be
sensitive to signals of boredom and Lottie could not, |ike her nother, keep
goi ng regardl ess. Books demanded too much and were no hel p. Once she'd enjoyed
the stories, sinmple as tic-tac-toe, in the romance comnics that Anmparo brought
hone, but now Anparo had out grown com c books and Lot-tie was enbarrassed to
be buying themfor herself. In any case they cost too much for her to get



addi ct ed.

Mostly she had to get by with pills and nostly she coul d.

Then, in the August of the year Anparo was to start at the Lowen School, Ms.
Hanson traded off the second teevee, which hadn't worked for years, for a King
Kool air conditioner of Ab Holt's that al so hadn't worked for years except as
a fan. Lottie had al ways conpl ai ned about how stuffy her bedroom was.

Sandwi ched between the kitchen and the nmain bedroom its only neans of
ventilation was an ineffective transom over the door to the living room
Shrinp, who was back hone again, got her photographer friend fromdownstairs
to take out the transomand install the air conditioner

The fan made a gentle purring sound all through the night with every so often
a tiny hiccoughing counterbeat, like an anplified heart murrmur. Lottie could
lie in bed for hours, long after the children were asleep in the bunks, just
listening to the lovely syncopated hum It was as calmng as the sound of
waves, and |ike the sound of waves it sonetinmes seened to be rurnuring words,
or fragnents of words, but however closely she strained to hear exactly what

t hose words were, nothing ever clearly enmerged. "El even, eleven, eleven," it
woul d whi sper to her, "thirty-six, three, eleven.”
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10. Lipstick (2026)

She assumed it was Anparo who was nessing about in her nakeup, had even gone
so far as to nmention the natter once at dinner, just her usual word to the

wi se. Amparo had sworn she hadn't so nmuch as opened a drawer, but thereafter
there were no nore |ipstick smudges on the mirror, no spilled powder, no
probl em Then one Thursday com ng back wasted and worn out from one of Brother
Cary's periodi c nonappearances, she found M ckey sitting at the dresser
carefully laying on a foundation. His giggly dismay at her return was so

[ udi crous in the present bl anked-out condition of his face that she sinply
burst out | aughing. M ckey, w thout ever losing his | ook of com c horror
began | aughi ng too.

"So—+t was you all along, was it?"

He nodded and reached for the cold cream but Lottie, misinterpreting, caught
hold of his hand and gave it a squeeze. She tried to remenber when she'd first
noticed things out of place, but it was one of those trivial details, |ike
when a particular song was popul ar, that wasn't arranged chronologically in
her menmory. M ckey was ten, al nost el even. He nust have been doing this for
nmont hs wi t hout her bei ng aware.

"You said," in a self-justifying whine, "that you used to do the same thing
with Uncle Boz. You'd dress up in each other's clothes and pretend. You said."
"When did | say that?"

"Not to me. You said it to himand | heard you."

She tried to think of the right thing to do.

"I'"ve seen nmen wear nmakeup. Lots of tines.”

"M ckey, have | said anything against it?"

"No, but--"

"Sit down." She was brisk and businesslike, though |ooking at his face in the
mrror she felt close to breaking up all over again. No doubt the people who
wor ked in beauty shops had that problemall the time. She turned hi mround,
with his back to the mirror, and wi ped at his cheeks with a hankie.

"Now to start with, a person with your fair skin doesn't need a
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foundation at all, or next to none. It isn't the same, you know, as frosting a
cake. "

She continued a stream of know edgeabl e patter as she made hi mup: how to
shape the lips so there always seenms to be a little smile lurking in the
corners, howto blend in the shadows, the necessity, when drawi ng on the
brows, of studying their effect in profile and three-quarter views. Al the
while, in contradiction to her own sensible advice, she was creating a dol
mask of the broadest exaggerations. Wen she put on the | ast brush stroke she
framed the result with pendant earrings and a stretch wig. The result was



uncanny. M ckey denanded to be allowed to look in the mirror. How could she
say no?

In the mrror her face above his and his face bel ow hers nelted together and
became one face. It was not sinmply that she had drawn her own features on his
bl ank slate, or that one was a parody of the other. There was a worse
truth—that this was the whole portion Mckey stood to inherit, nothing but
these marks of pain and terror and certain defeat. It she'd witten the words
on his forehead with the eyebrow pencil it couldn't have been any clearer. And
on hers, and on hers. She lay down on the bed and et slow, depthless tears
rise and fall. For a while Mckey stared at her, and then he went outside,
down to the street.

11. Crossing Brooklyn Ferry (2026)

The whole fanmily was there for the program-sShrinp and Lottie on the sofa with
M ckey between them Ms. Hanson in the rocker, MIly, with little Peanut in
her lap, in the flowered arnthair, and Boz besi de them bei ng a nui sance on one
of the chairs fromthe kitchen. Anparo, whose triunph this was to be, was
everywhere at once, fretting and frothing.

The sponsors were Pfizer and the Conservation Corporation. Since neither had
anything to sell what everybody wasn't buying al ready, the ads were sl ow and
heavy, but no slower and heavier, as it turned out, than Leaves of G ass.
Shrinp tried ganely for the first half hour to find aspects to admire—the
costunmes were ultra-authentic, the brass
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band went oonp-pa-pa very well, and there was a pretty sequence of sone brawny
bl acks hamering a wooden house together. But then Don Hershey woul d reappear
as Wi tnman, bellow ng his dreadful poens, and she would just shrivel up.
Shrinp had grown up idolizing Don Hershey, and to see himreduced to this! A
dirty old man sl obbering after teenagers. It wasn't fair.

"It nmakes a fella kinda glad he's a Denocrat," Boz draw ed, when the ads cane
on again, but Shrinp gave hima dirty |ook: no nmatter how dreadful it was they
were obliged, for Anparo's sake, to praise it.

"I think it's wonderful,” Shrinmp said. "I think it's very artistic. The
colors!"™ It was the utnost she coul d nanage.

MIly, with what seenmed honest curiosity, filled up the rest of station
identification with classroomtype questions about Witman, but Amparo brushed
t hem asi de. She no | onger kept up a pretense that the show was about anyone
but hersel f.

"I think "'min the next part. Yes, I'msure they said part two."

But the second half hour concerned the Civil War and Lincoln's assassination:
O powerful western fallen star! O shades of night!—-O npody, tearful night! O
great star disappear'd—O the black murk that hides the star

For half an hour.

"You don't suppose they've cut out your scene, do you, Anmparo?" Boz teased.
They all canme down on himtogether. Clearly it was what they'd all thought to
t henmsel ves.

"It's possible," Anparo said dourly.

"Let's wait and see," Shrinp advised, as though they m ght have done anyt hing
el se.

The Pfizer |ogo faded away, and there was Don Hershey again in his Santa d aus
beard roaring off into a vast, new poem

The i npal pabl e sustenance of me fromall things at all hours of the day,
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The sinple, conpact, well-joined schene, nyself disintegrated, every one

di sintegrated yet part of the schene, The similitudes of the past and those of
the future, The glories strung |ike beads on nmy snallest sights and

hearings, on the walk on the street and the passage over the river....

And so on, endlessly, while the camera roved about the streets and over the
wat er and | ooked at shoes—fl| oods of shoes, centuries of shoes. Then, abrupt as
flipping to another channel, it was 2026, and an ordinary crowd of people
mul | ed about in the South Ferry waiting room



Amparo rolled herself into a tight ball of attention. "This is it, coming up
now. "

Don Hershey rolled on, voice-over

It avails not tinme nor place—distance avails not,

| amwith you, you nen and wonen of a generation, or ever

SO many generations hence,

Just as you feel when you | ook on the river and sky, so | felt, Just as any of
you is one of a living crowmd, | was one of a

crowmd, Just as you are refreshed by the gl adness of the river....

The canera panned past congl onerations of smling, gesturing, chattering
people, filing into the boat, pausing now and then to pick out detail s—a hand
pi cki ng nervously at a cuff, a yellow scarf lifting in a breeze and falling, a
particul ar face.

Anpar o' s.

"There | aml There!" Anparo screaned

The canera lingered. She stood at the railing, smling a dreamy smile that
none of them watching could recognize. As Don Hershey | owered his volunme and
asked:

What is then between us?

What is the count of the scores or hundreds of years between us?
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Ampar o regarded, and the canera regarded, the noving surface of the water.
Shrinp's heart splattered |ike a bag of garbage dropped to the street froma
hi gh rooftop. Envy spilled out through her every vein. Anparo was SO
beautiful, so young and so dammably beautiful, she wanted to die.

PART 11: TALK

12. The Bedroom (2026)

In cross section the building was a swastika with the arns revol ving

countercl ockwi se, the Aztec direction. 1812, the Hansons' apartnment, was

| ocated hal fway along the inner forearmof the swastika's northwest linb, so
that its wi ndows comanded an uninterrupted view of several degrees

sout hwest wards across the roofs of the I ower buildings as far as the

wi ndowl ess, megalithic masses of the Cooper Union conplex. Above: blue sky and
roving clouds, jet trails and snmoke weat hing up fromthe chi meys of 320 and
328. However one had to be right at the window to enjoy this vista. Fromthe
bed Shrinp could see only a uniformty of yellow brick and wi ndows vari egat ed
with different kinds of curtains, shades, and blinds. May—and fromtwo unti

al nost si x, when she needed it nost, there was direct, yellow sunlight. It was
the only advantage of living so near the top. On warm days the w ndow woul d be
opened a crack and a breeze would enter to ruffle the curtains. Lifting and
falling, like the shallow erratic breathing of an asthmatic, billow ng,

col I apsing, the curtains becanme, as anything watched intently enough will, the
story of her life. Did any of those other curtains, shades, or blinds concea
a sadder story? Ah, she doubted it.

But sad as it was, |life was also irrepressibly comc, and the cur-
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tai ns caught that too. They were a mild, el aborate joke between Ms. Hanson
and her daughter. The material was a sheer spun chintz in sappy ice cream
colors patterned with sprigs and garl ands of geni-talia, his and hers,
raspberry, |enon, and peach. A present from January, some ages ago. Loyally
Shrinp had brought it home for her nother to nmake her a pajama suit from but
Ms. Hanson, without overtly disapproving, had never got round to the job.
Then, while Shrinmp was in the hospital, Ms. Hanson had nmade the material up
into a pair of curtains and hung themin their bedroom as homeconi ng surprise
and peace offering. Shrinp had to admt that the chintz had met its just
reward.

Shrinp seened content to float through each day w thout goals or ideas, just
wat chi ng the cunts and cocks wafted by the breeze and what ever ot her
infinitesimal events the enpty room presented her with. Teevee annoyed her



books bored her, and she had nothing to say to visitors. WIIliken brought her
a jigsaw puzzl e, which she worked on on an upsi de-down dresser drawer, but
once the border was assenbl ed she found that the drawer, through it had been
nmeasured in advance, was an inch too short. Surrendering with a sigh, she
swept the pieces back in the box. In every way her conval escence was

i nexplicable and cal m

Then one day there was a tapping at the door. She said, prophetically, "Cone
in." And January came in, wet with rain and breathless fromthe stairs. It was
a surprise. January's address on the West Coast had been a well-kept secret.
Even so, it wasn't a |arge enough surprise. But then what is?

"Jan!"

"Hi. | cane yesterday too, but your nother said you were asleep. | guess |
shoul d have waited, but | didn't know whet her—=

"Take of f your coat. You're all wet."

January came far enough into the roomto be able to close the door, but she
didn't approach the bed and she didn't take off her coat.

"How di d you happen to—=

"Your sister mentioned it to Jerry, and Jerry phoned ne up. | couldn't cone
right away though, | didn't have the noney. Your nother says you're all right
now, basically."

"Ch, I'mfine. It wasn't the operation, you know. That was as rou-
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tine as taking out a wi sdomtooth. But inpatient ne couldn't stay in bed and
so— She | aughed (al ways bearing in nind that life is comc too) and nade a
feeble joke. "I can now, though. Quite patiently."

January crinkled her eyebrows. All yesterday, and all the way downtown today,
all the way up the stairs, feelings of tenderness and concern had tunbled
about in her like clothes in a dryer. But now face to face with Shrinp and
seeing her try the sanme old ploys, she could feel nothing but resentnent and
t he begi nni ngs of anger, as though only hours had intervened since that |ast
awful meal two years before. A Betty Crocker sausage and pot at oes.

"I"'mglad you canme."” Shrinp said half-heartedly.

"Are you?"

"Yes."

The anger vani shed and guilt came glinting up at the wi ndow of the dryer. "The
operation, was it for—Was it because of what | said about ha\ing children?"
"I don't know. January. My reasons, when | | ook back, are still confused.
Surely | nmust have been influenced by things you said. Mrally |I had no right
to bear children.”

:No, it was me who had no right. Dictating to you that way. Because of ny

principles! | see it now"
"Well." Shrinp took a sip fromthe water glass. It was a heavenly refreshnent.
"It goes deeper than politics. After all. | wasn't in any i medi ate danger of

adding to the population, was |1? My quota was filled. It was a ridiculous.,
nmel odramati c gesture, as Dr. Mesic was the first—=

January had shrugged of f her raincoat and wal ked nearer the bed-She was
wearing the nurse's uniform Shrinp had bought for her how many years ago. She
bul ged everywhere

"Remenber ?" January sai d.

Shrinp nodded. She didn't have the heart to tell her that she didn't fee

sexy. O ashamed. O anything. The horror show of Bellevue had taken it out of
her feeling, sex. and all

January slipped her fingers under Shrinp's wist to take her pulse. "It's
sl ow," she observed
Shrinp pulled her hand away. "I don't want to play ganes."

January began to cry.
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13. Shrinp, in Bed (2026)

"You know?

"I"'d like to see it working again, the way it was neant to. That may sound



like | ess than the whole revolution, but it's sonething that |I can do, that |
can try for. Right? Because a building is like . . . It's a synbol of the life
you lead inside it.

"One el evator, one elevator in working order and not even all day |ong
necessarily. Maybe just an hour in the nmorning and an hour in the early

eveni ng, when there's power to spare. What a difference it would make for
people like us here at the top. Think back to all the tines you decided not to
cone up to see ne because of these stairs. O all the times | stayed in.
That's no way to live. But it's the ol der people who suffer nost. My nother
"Il bet she doesn't get down to the street once a week nowadays, and Lottie's
al nrost as bad. It's ne and M ckey who have to get the mail, the groceries,
everything else, and that's not fair to us. Is it?

"What's nmore, do you know that there are two people working full time running
errands for the people stranded in their apartnments wi thout anyone to hel p.

' mnot exaggerating. They're called auxiliaries! Think what that nust cost.

"Or if there's an enmergency? They'll send the doctor into the building rather
than carry someone down so many steps. If ny henorrhag-ing had started when |
was up here instead of at the Cinic, | mght not be alive today. | was | ucky,

that's all. Think of that—+ could be dead just because nobody in this building
cares enough to make the fucking elevators function] So | figure, it's ny
responsibility now. Put up or shut up. Right?

"I"ve started a petition, and naturally everyone will sign it. That doesn't
take any effort. But what does is, |'ve started sounding out a couple of the
peopl e who m ght be hel pful and they agree that the auxiliary systemis a
ridicul ous waste, but they say that even so it would cost nore to keep the

el evator running. | told themthat people would be willing to pay for tickets,
if money's the only problem And they'd say yes, no doubt, absolutely. And

t hen—fuck off, M ss Hanson, and thank you for your concern
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"There was one, the worst of themso far, a toadstool at the MODI CUM of fice
called R M Blake, who just kept saying what a wonderful sense of
responsibility I have. Just like that: What a wonderful sense of
responsibility you have, Mss Hanson. Wat big guts you have, M ss Hanson.
wanted to say to him Yeah, the better to crush you with, Gandnma. The old
whi t ened sepul cher.

"It's funny, isn't it, the way we've switched round? The way it's so
symmetrical. It used to be | was religious and you were political, nowit's
just the reverse. It's like, did you see The Orphans the other night? It was
sonmetine in the Nineteenth Century and there was this married couple, very
cozy and very poor, except that each of them has one thing to be proud of. The
man has a gol d pocket watch, and the woman, poor darling, has her hair. So
what happens? He pawns his watch to buy her a conb, and she sells her hair to
get hima watch chain. A real ding-dong of a story.

"But if you think about it, that's what we've done. Isn't it? January?
"January, are you asleep?"

14. Lottie, at Bellevue (2026)

"They tal k about the end of the world, the bonbs and all, or if not the bonbs
t hen about the oceans dying, and the fish, but have you ever |ooked at the
ocean? | used to worry, | did, but now!l say to myself-so what. So what if the
worl d ends? My sister though, she's just the other way—f there's an el ection
she has to stay up and watch it. O earthquakes. Anything. But what's the use?
"The end of the world. Let nme tell you about the end of the world. It happened

fifty years ago. Maybe a hundred. And since then it's been lovely. | nean it.
Nobody tries to bother you. You can relax. You know what? | |ike the end of
the world."

15. Lottie, at the Wite Rose Bar (2024)

"OfF course, there's that. Wen people want sonething so badly, say a person
wi th cancer, or the problenms | have with ny back, then you

188 / THOVAS M DI SCH

tell yourself you've been cleared. And you haven't. But when it's the rea



thing you can tell. Sonething happens to their faces. The puzzlenment is gone,
t he aggression. Not a relaxing away |ike sleep, but suddenly. There's someone
el se there, a spirit, touching them soothing what's been hurting themso. It
m ght be a tunor, it nmight be mental anguish. But the spirit is very definite,
t hough the hi gher ones can be harder to understand sometines. There aren't

al ways words to explain what they experience on the higher planes. But those
are the ones who can heal, not the lower spirits who ve only left our plane a
little while ago. They're not as strong. They can't help you as nuch because
they're still confused thensel ves.

"What you should do is go there yourself. She doesn't mind if you're
skeptical. Everybody is, at first, especially nen. Even now for me, sonetines
| think—she's cheating us, she's making it all up, in her own head. There are
no spirits, you die, and that's it. My sister, who was the one who took ne
there in the first place—and she practically had to drag ne—she can't believe
in it anynore. But then she's never received any real benefit fromit, whereas
| —Thank you, | wll.

"Ckay. The first time was at a regular healing service | went to, about a year
ago. This wasn't the wonman | was tal ki ng about though. The Universa
Friends—they were at the Americana. There was a talk first, about the Ka, then
right at the start of the service | felt a spirit lay his hands on ny head.
Like this. Very hard. And cold, like a washcl oth when you've got a fever. |

concentrated on the pain in ny back, which was bad then, | tried to feel if
there were sonme difference. Because | knew |'d been healed in some way. It
wasn't till after the neeting and out on Sixth Avenue that | realized what had

happened. You know how you can | ook down a street |ate at night when things
are quieter and see all the traffic lights changing together fromred to
green? Wll, all ny life I've been color-blind, but that night |I could see the
colors the way they really are. So bright, it was |ike—+ can't describe it. |
stayed up all that night, wal king around, even though it was winter. And the
sun, when it came up? | was on top of the bridge, and God! But then gradually
during the next week it left me. It was too large a gift. | wasn't ready. But
sonmetines when | feel very clear, and not afraid, | think it's cone back. Just
for a noment. Then it's gone.

"The second time—thanks—the second tinme wasn't so sinple. It
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was at a message service. About five weeks ago. Or a month? It seens | onger
but — Anyhow.

' The arrangenent was, you could wite down three questions and then the
paper's fol ded up, but before Reverend Ri bera had even picked up m ne he was
there and—+ don't know how to describe it. He was shaki ng her about.
Violently. Very violently. There was a kind of struggle whether he'd use her
body and take control. Usually, you see, she likes to just talk with them but
Juan was so anxious and inpatient, you see. You know what he was |ike when his
m nd was set on sonething. He kept calling nmy nane in this terrible strangl ed
voice. One mnute I'd think, Yes, that's Juan, he's trying to reach nme, and
the next minute I'd think, No, it can't be, Juan is dead. Al this tinme, you
see, |'d been trying to reach hi mand now he was there and | woul dn't accept
it.

"Anyhow. At | ast he seened to understand that he needed Reverend Ribera's
cooperation and he qui eted down. He told about the life on the other side and
how he couldn't adjust to it. There were so many things he'd | eft unfinished
here. At the last mnute, he said, he'd wanted to change his m nd but by then
it was too |ate, he was out of control. |I wanted so nuch to believe that was
true and that he was really there, but | couldn't.

"Then just before he left Reverend Ri bera's face changed, it becanme nmuch
younger, and she said sone |ines of poetry. In Spanish—everything had been in
Spani sh of course. | don't remenber the exact words, but what it said,
basically, was that he couldn't stand | osing ne. Even though this would be the
| ast heartbreak that |1'd ever cause him-el ultinm dolor. Even though this
woul d be the last poemhe'd wite to ne.



"You see, years ago Juan used to wite poens to me. So when | went hone that
night | | ooked through the ones I'd saved, and it was there, the sane poem
He'd witten it to ne years before, after we first broke up

"So that's why when sonebody says there's no scientific reason to believe in a
life after this one, that's why | can't agree.”
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16. Ms. Hanson, in Apartment 1812 (2024)

"April. April's the worst nonth for colds. You see the sunshine and you think
it's short-sleeve weather already and by the time you' re down on the street
it's too late to change your m nd. Speaking of short sleeves, you' ve studied
psychol ogy, | wonder what you'd say about this. Lottie's boy, you' ve seen him
M ckey, he's eight now-And he will not wear short sleeves. Even here in the
house. He doesn't want you to see any part of his body. Wuldn't you have to
call that norbid? I would. O neurotic? For eight years ol d?

"There, drink that. | renenbered this tine and it's not so sweet.

"You wonder where children get their ideas. | suppose it was different for
you—growi ng up without a famly. Wthout a hone. Such a reginmented |ife.

don't think any child—But perhaps there are other factors. Advantages? Vell,
that's none of my beans-on-toast. But a dormitory, there'd be no privacy, and
you, with all your studying! | wonder how you do it. And who | ooks after you
if you're sick?

"Is it too hot? Your poor throat. Though it's little wonder that you're
hoarse. That book, it just goes on and on and on. Don't m sunderstand nme, |'m
enjoying it. Thoroughly. That part where she neets the French boy, or was he
French, with the red hair, in Notre Dane Cathedral. That was very... \What

woul d you call it? Romantic? And then what happens when they're up on the
tower, that was a real shockeroo. |I'msurprised they haven't made a novie of
it. O have they? O course |'d nuch rather be reading it, even if. . . But it

isn'"t fair to you. Your poor throat.

"I"'ma Catholic too, did you know that? There's the Sacred Heart, right behind
you. OF course, nowadays! But | was brought up Catholic. Then just before

was supposed to be confirnmed there was that uprising about who owned the
churches. There | was standing on Fifth Avenue in ny first woolen suit, though
as a matter of fact it was nore of a junper, and ny father with one unbrella,
and ny nother with another unbrella, and there was this group of priests
practically screaming at us not to go in, and the other priests trying to drag
us
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over the bodies on the steps. That woul d have been ni neteen-eighty . . . One?
Two? You can read about it now in history books, but there | was right in the
m ddl e of a regular battle, and all | could think of was—R B. is going to

break the unbrella. My father, R B
"Lord, whatever got ne started on that track? Ch, the cathedral. \When you were

readi ng that part of the story | could inmagine it so well. \Wuere it said how
the stone colums were like tree trunks, | remenber thinking the sanme thing
nmysel f when | was in St. Patrick's.

"You know, | try and conmuni cate these things to ny daughters, but they're not

i nterested. The past doesn't nean anything to them you wouldn't catch one of
themwanting to read a book like this. And nmy grandchildren are too young to
talk with. My son, he'd listen, but he's never here now.

"When you're brought up in an orphanage—but do they call it an orphanage, if
your parents are still alive?—do they bother with religion and all of that?
Not the governnent, | suppose.

"I think everyone needs sone kind of faith, whether they call it religion or
spiritual light or what-have-you. But ny Boz says it takes nore strength to
believe in nothing at all. That's nore a man's idea. You'd |like Boz. You're

exactly the same age and you have the same interests and—

"Il tell you what, Lenny, why don't you spend toni ght here? You don't have
any cl asses tonorrow, do you? And why go out in this terrible weather? Shrinp
wi |l be gone, she always is, though that's just between you and nme. 1'lIl put



cl ean sheets on her bed and you can have the bedroomall to yourself. O if
not tonight, some other tine. It's a standing invitation. You'll like it,
havi ng some privacy for a change, and it's a wonderful chance for ne, having
soneone | can talk to."

17. Ms. Hanson, at the Nursing Home (2021)

"I's this me? It is. | don't believe it. And who is that with me? It isn't you,
is it? Did you have a noustache then? Where are we that it's so green? It
can't be Elizabeth. Is it the park? It says 'July the Fourth' on the back, but
it doesn't say where
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"Are you confortable now? Wuld you like to sit up nore? | know how to. Like
this. There, isn't that better?

"And | ook—this is that sane picnic and there's your father! \Wat a com cal
face. The colors are so funny on all of these.

"And Bobby here. Ch dear

" Mot her.

"And who is this? It says, 'I've got nore where that cane from' but there's
no nane. Is it one of the Schearls? O sonebody that you worked with?

"Here he is again. | don't think |I ever—

"Ch, that's the car we drove to Lake Hopatcong in, and George WAshi ngton was
sick all over the back seat. Do you renmenber that? You were so angry.

"Here's the twns.

"The tw ns agai n.

"Here's Gary. No, it's Boz! Ch, no, yes, it's Gary. It doesn't |ook |ike Boz
at all really, but Boz had a little plastic bucket just like that, with a red

stripe.

"Mother. Isn't she pretty in this?

"And here you are together, |look. You're both |laughing. I wonder what about.
Hr? That's a lovely picture. Isn't it? I'll tell you what, I'll leave it in
here, on top of this letter from... ? Tony? Is it from Tony? Well, that's

t houghtful. Oh, Lottie told ne to be sure to renenber to give you a kiss for
her .

"I guess it's that tine. Is it?

"It isn't three o' clock. | thought it was three o' clock. But it isn't. Wuld
you like to | ook at sone nore of then? O are you bored? | wouldn't blame you,
having to sit there like that, unable to nove a nuscle, and listening to nme go
on. | can rattle. | certainly wouldn't blane you if you were bored."

PART II1I: MRS. HANSON

18. The New Anerican Catholic Bible (2021)

Years before 334, when they'd been living in a single disml basenment room on
Mott Street, a salesman had cone round selling the New Anerican Catholic

Bi bl e, and not just the Bible but a whole course of instructions that would
bring her up to date on her own religion. By the tine he'd cone back to
repossess she'd filled in the front pages with all the inportant dates of the
famly's history:

NAME RELATI ON

Nora Ann Hanson

Dwi ght Frederick Hanson Husband Robert Benjamin O Meara Fat her

BORN DI ED

Novenmber 15, 1967

January 10, 1965 Decenber 20, 1997 February 2, 1940

Shirley Ann O Meara

Mot her
August 28, 1943
July 5, 1978

(born Schearl)



Robert Benjam n

O Meara, Jr.

Br ot her

Cct ober 9, 1962

July 5, 1978

Gary WIlliam O Meara

Sept enber 28, 1963
Barry Daniel O Meara
Sept enber 28, 1963

Ji mmy Tom Hanson
Son
Novenber 1, 1984

Shirl ey Ann Hanson
Daught er
February 9, 1986

Loretta Hester Hanson

Decenber 24, 1989
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The sal esman |l et her keep the Bible in exchange for the original deposit and
an additional five dollars but took back the study plans and the | oosel eaf

bi nder.

That was 1999. Wenever in later years the famly enlarged or contracted she
woul d enroll the fact faithfully in The New American Catholic Bible the very
day it happened.

On June 30, 2001, Jimry Tomwas cl ubbed by the police during a riot protesting
the ten o' clock curfew that the President had inposed during the Farm Crisis.
He di ed the sane night.

On April 11, 2003, six years after his father's death. Boz was born in
Bel | evue Hospital. Dwi ght had been a menber of the Teansters, the first union
to get sperm preservation benefits as a standard feature of its group life
policy.

On May 29, 2013, Anparo was born, at 334. Not until she'd nmistakenly witten
down Amparo's |ast name as Hanson did she realize that as yet the Bible
possessed no record of Anparo's father. By now, however, the official listing
had acquired a kind of shadow of omtted relatives: her own stepnother
Sue-Ell en, her endless in-laws, and Shrinp's two federal contract babies who
had been called Tiger (after the cat he'd replaced) and Thunper (after Thunper
in Banbi). Juan's case was nore delicate than any of these, but finally she
deci ded that even though Anparo's nane was Martinez, Lottie was still legally
a Hanson, and so Juan was dooned to join the other borderline cases in the
mar gi n. The mi stake was corrected.

On July 6, 2016, M ckey was born, also at 334.

Then, on March 6, 2011, the nursing hone in Elizabeth phoned WIliken, who
brought the message upstairs that R B. O Meara was dead. He had died
peaceful ly and voluntarily at the age of eighty-one. Her father—dead!

As she filled in this newinformation it occurred to Ms. Hanson that she
hadn't | ooked at the religious part of the book since the conpany had stopped
sendi ng her | essons. She reached in at random and pull ed out, from Proverbs:



"Scorn for the scorners, yes; but for the wetched, grace.”

Later she mentioned this nmessage to Shrinp, who was up to her eyebrows in
nmystici sm hoping that her daughter would be able to make it nean nore than it
nmeant to her.
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Shrinp read it aloud, then read it aloud a second time. In her opinion it
meant not hi ng deeper than it said: "Scorn for the scorners, yes; but for the
wr et ched, grace.”

A prom se that hadn't been and obviously woul dn't be kept. Ms. Hanson felt
betrayed and insulted.

19. A Desirable Job (2021)

Lotti e had dropped out in tenth grade after her humanities teacher, old M.
Sills, had made fun of her |legs. Ms. Hanson never |ectured her about going
back, certain that the conbination of boredom and cl austrophobia (these were
the Mott Street days) woul d outwei gh wounded pride by the next school -year, if
not before. But when fall came Lottie was unrelenting and her nother agreed to
sign the pernission forms to keep her honme. She only had two years of high
school herself and could still renenber how she'd hated it, sitting there and
listening to the jabber or staring at books. Besides it was nice having Lottie
about to do all the little nuisance chores—washi ng, nendi ng, keeping the cats
of fthat Ms. Hanson resisted. Wth Boz, Lottie was better than a pound of
pills, playing with himand talking with himhour after hour, year after year
Then, at eighteen, Lottie was issued her owmn MODI CUM card and an ultimatum if
she didn't have a full-tine job by the end of six nonths, dependent benefits
woul d stop and she'd have to nove to one of the scrap heaps for hard-core
unenpl oyabl es |i ke Roebling Plaza. Coincidentally the Hansons would | ose their
pl ace on the waiting list for 334.

Lottie drifted into jobs and out of jobs with the same fierce indifference
that had seen her through a lifetime at school relatively unscarred. She

wai ted on counters. She sorted plastic beads for a manufacturer. She wote
down nunbers that people phoned in from Chicago. She w apped boxes. She washed
and filled and capped gallon jugs in the basement of Bonwit's. Generally she
managed to quit or be fired by May or June, so that she could have a couple
nmont hs of what life was all about before it was time to die again into the
death of a job.
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Then one lovely rooftop, just after the Hansons had got into 334, she had net
Juan Martinez, and the summertine becane official and continuous. She was a
nmot her! A wife! A nother again! Juan worked in the Bell evue norgue with Ab
Holt, who lived at the other end of the corridor, which was how they'd
happened to coincide on that July roof. He had worked at the norgue for years
and it seened that he would go on working there for nore years, and so Lottie
could relax into her wife-nother identity and let [ife be a swinmmng pool wth
her season ticket paid in full. She was happy, for a |long while.

Not forever. She was a Capricorn, Juan was Sagittarius. Fromthe beginning
she'd known it would end, and how. Juan's pl easures becane duties. His visits
grew | ess frequent. The noney, that had been so wonderfully steady for three
years, for four, alnost for five, came in spurts and then in trickles. The
famly had to nake do with Ms. Hanson's nonthly checks, the suppl enental

al  owance stanmps for Amparo and M ckey, and Shrinp's various windfalls and
makeshifts. It reached the point, just short of desperation, where the rent

i nstead of being a nom nal $37.50 became a crushing $37.50, and it was at that
point that the possibility devel oped of Lottie getting an incredible job.

Cece Benn, in 1438, was the sweep for 11th Street for the bl ock between First
and Second Avenues, a concession good for twenty to thirty dollars a week in
ti ps and scroungi ngs plus a shower of goodies at Christmas. But the rea
beauty of the job was that since your earnings didn't have to be declared to
the MODI CUM of fice, you |ost none of your regular benefits. Cece had swept
11th Street since before the turn of the century, but now7 she was edgi ng up
to retirenent and had decided to opt for a hone.



Lotti e had often stopped at the corner in decent weather to chat w th Cece,

but she'd never supposed the ol d woman had regarded these attentions as a sign
of real friendship. Wen Cece hinted to her that she was considering letting
her inherit the license Lottie was flabbergasted with gratitude.

"I'f you want it, that is," Cece had added with a shy, small snile

"If I want it! If I want it! Ch, Ms. Benn!"

She went on wanting it for nmonths, since Cece wasn't about to forfeit a
consideration like Christmas. Lottie tried not to let her high
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hopes affect the way she acted toward Cece. but she found it inpossible not to
be nmore actively cordial, to the extent eventually of running errands for her
up to 1438 and back down to the street. Seeing how Cece's apartment was done
up. inmagining what it must have cost. made her want that |icense nore than
ever. By Decenber she was groveling.

Over the holidavs, Lottie was down with flu and a cold. Wen she was better
there were new people in 1438. and Ms. Levin, from 1726. was out on the
corner with the broomand the cup. Lottie found out |ater from her nother, who
had heard it fromLeda Holt that Ms. Levin had paid Cece six hundred doll ars
for her I|icense.

She coul d never pass Ms. Levin on the street without feeling half-sick with
the sense of what she had lost. For thirty-three years she had kept herself
above actually desiring a job. She had worked when she had had to work but
she' d never let herself want to.

She had wanted Cece Benn's job. She still did. She always would. She felt

rui ned.

20. A & P, continued (2021)

After their beers under the airport, Juan took Lottie to Wl Il man Ri nk and they
skated for an hour. Around and around, waltzes, tangos, perfect delight. You
could scarcely hear the music over the roar of the skates. Lottie left the
rink with a skinned knee and feeling ten years younger

"Isn't that better than a nuseun®"

"I't was wonderful." She pulled himclose to her and ki ssed the brown nole on
bi s neck.

He said "Hey."

And then: "I've got to go to the hospital now'

"Al ready?"

"What do you mean already? It's eleven o' clock. You want a ride downtown?"
Juan's motive in going sonewhere was so he could drive there and then drive
back. He was devoted to his car and Lottie pretended she was too. Instead of
telling the sinple truth that she wanted to go back
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to the museum by herself, she said, "I'd love to go for a ride, but not if
it's only as far as the hospital. Then I'd have nowhere to go but hone. No,
["1l just plop down on a bench.”

Juan went off, satisfied, and she deposited the butt of the souvenir carrot in
a trash bin. Then through a side entrance behind the Egyptian tenple (where
she'd been led to worship the numm es and basalt gods in second, fourth,
seventh, and ninth grades) into the nuseum

A cast of thousands was enjoying the postcards, taking them out of the racks,

| ooking at them putting themback in the racks. Lottie joined. Faces, trees,
peopl e in costunes, the sea, Jesus and Mary, a glass bow, a farm stripes and
dots, but nowhere a card showing the replica of the A & P. She had to ask, and
a girl with braces on her teeth showed her where there were several hidden
away. Lottie bought one that showed ai sl es di sappearing at the horizon

"Wait!" said the girl with braces, as she was wal ki ng away. She thought she'd
had it then, but it had only been to give her the receipt for twenty-five
cents.

Up in the park, in a baffle away fromthe field, she printed on the nmessage
side: "I Was here today + | Thout this woud bring back the A d Tines for you."
Only then did she consider who she'd send it to. Her grandfather was dead, and



no one el se she could think of was old enough to renenber anything so far
back. Finally she addressed it to her mother, adding to the nmessage: "l never
pass throuh Elizebeth w thout Thinking of you."

Then she enptied the other postcards out of her purse—a set of holes, a face,
a bouquet, a saint, a fancy chest-of-drawers, an old dress, another face,
peopl e wor ki ng out of doors, sonme squiggles, a stone coffin, a table covered

with nore faces. Eleven in all. Wrth, she jotted the figures on the back of
the card with the coffin—$2.75. A bit of shoplifting always cheered her up
She deci ded that the bouquet, "Irises,"” was the nicest and addressed it to
Juan:

Juan Martinez Abingden Garage 312 Perry St. New York 10014.
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21. Juan (2021)

It wasn't because he disliked Lottie and his offspring that he wasn't regular
with his weekly dues. It was just that Princess Cass ate up his noney before
he could pay it out, Princess Cass being his dreamon wheels, a virginal '15
replica of the last great nuscle car, Chevy's '79 Vega Fascination. About the
neck of his little beauty he had hung five years of sweat and tears: punched
out power with all suitable goodies; a '69 vintage Weber clutch with Jag

fl oorbox and Jag universals; |eather insides; and the shell and glory of her
was seven swarthy per-spectivized overlays with a full five-inch apparent
depth of field. Just touching her was an act of |ove. And when it noved? Brm
brn? You came

Princess Cass resided on the third floor of the Abi ngdon Garage on Perry
Street, and as the nonthly rent plus tax, plus tax, was nore than he would
have to pay at a hotel, Juan lived there with, and in. the Princess. Besides
cars that were just parked or buried at the Abing-don, there were three other
menbers of the faith: a Jap ad man in a newish Rolls Electric. "G anps"”
Gardiner in a self-assenbled Uglicar that wasn't much nore, poor slut, than a
nmobi | e bed; and, stranger than custom a Hillnman M nx fromway back and with
zero nmodifications, a jewel belonging to Liz Kreiner, who had inherited it
from her father Max.

Juan | oved Lottie. He did |love Lottie, but what he felt for Princess Cass went
beyond | ove—+t was loyalty. It went beyond | oyalty—t was synbi osis.

(" Synmbi osis" being what it said in little gold letters on the fender of the
Jap junior executive's Rolls.) A car represented, in a way that Lottie would
never understand for all her crooning and her protests, a way of |ife. Because
if she had understood, she woul dn't have addressed her dunb card in care of

t he Abi ngdon. A blurry mess about sonme dunb flower that was probably extinct!
He didn't worry about an inspection, but the Abingdon's owners had shit-fits
when anyone used the place as an address, and he didn't want to see the
Princess sl eeping on the street.

If Princess Cass was his pride, she was secretly also his shanme. Since eighty
per cent of his income was extra-legal, he had to buy her
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basi c necessities—gas, oil, and glass fiber—en the black market, and there was
never enough, despite his economies in every other direction. Five nights out
of seven she had to stay indoors, and Juan would usually stay there with her
puttering and polishing, or reading poems, or sharpening his brains on Liz
Kreiner's chessboard, anything rather than have some smart-ass ask, "Hey.
Rorreo, where's the royal |ady?"

The other two nights justified any suffering. The very best and happiest times
were when he net soneone who coul d appreciate | argeness and they'd set off
down the turnpike. Al through the night, not stopping except to fill the
tank, on and on and on and on. That was col ossal but it wasn't sonething he
could do all the tinme, or even with the sane soneone again. Inevitably they
woul d want to know nore and he couldn't bear to admit that this was it—the
Princess, hinmself, and those lovely white flashes com ng down the center of
the road. All. Once they found out, the pity started flow ng, and Juan had no
def enses agai nst pity.



Lottie had never pitied him nor had she ever been jeal ous of Princess Cass,
and that's why they could be, and had been, and would be, nan and wi fe. Eight
fucking years. Like Liz Kreiner's Hllman, she'd |ost the flower of youth, but
the guts were still sound. When he was with her and things went right, it was
like butter on toast. A nelting. The edges vani shed. He forgot who he was or
that there was anything in particular that had to be done. He was the rain and
she was a |l ake, and slowy, softly, effortlessly, he fell.

Wio coul d ask for nore?

Lotti e m ght have. Sonetinmes he wondered why she didn't. He knew the kids cost
her nmore than he provided, yet the only demands she tried to nake were on his
time and presence. She wanted himliving, at |least part of the tine, at 334,
and not so far as he could tell for any other reason than because she wanted
hi m near. She kept pointing out ways he'd save noney and ot her ki nds of

advant ages, like having all his clothes in one place instead of scattered over
five boroughs.

He |oved Lottie. He did | ove her, and needed her too, but it wasn't possible
for themto live together. It was hard to explain why. He'd grown up in a
famly of seven, all living in one room It turned people into beasts living
that way. Human bei ngs need privacy. But if Lottie didn't understand that,
Juan didn't see what else he could say. Any
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person had to have sone privacy, and Juan just needed nore than nost.

22. Leda Holt (2021)

Whi |l e she was shuffling, Nora hatched the egg that she had so obviously been
holding in reserve. "I saw that colored boy on the steps yesterday."

"Col ored boy?" Wasn't that just like Nora, to find the worst possible way to
put it? "Wen did you start keeping conpany with col ored boys?"

Nora cut. "MIly's fellow"

Leda swamround in pillows and conforters, sheets and bl ankets, until she was
sitting alnmost upright. "Ch yes," archly, "that colored fellow. " She dealt the
cards out carefully and placed the pack between them on the enptied- out
cupboard that served as their table.

"I practically—= Nora arranged the cards in her hands "—had to split a gasket.
Knowi ng that the two of themwere in nmy roomthe whole while, and hi mwasting
away for it." She plucked out two cards and put themin the crib, which was
hers this time. "The droop!"

Leda was nmore careful. She had a 2, a pair of 3's, a 4, and a pair of 7's. If
she kept the double run, she had to give Nora the 7's. But if she kept her two
pairs and the starter didn't offer additional help . . . She decided to risk
it and put the 7's in the crib.

Nora cut again and Leda turned up the Queen of Spades for the starter. She

di ssenbl ed her satisfaction with a shake of her head, and the opinion, "Sex!"

"Do you know, Leda?" Nora laid down a 7. "I can't even renmenber what that was
all about."
Leda played the 4. "I know what you mean. | wish Ab felt that way about it."

A 6. "Seventeen. You say that, but you're young, and you' ve got Ab."

If she played a 3, Nora could take it to 31 with a face card. She played the 2
instead. "Nineteen. |'mnot young."

"And five nakes twenty-four."
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"And three. Twenty-seven?"

"No,/can't."

Leda laid down her last card. "And three is thirty." She advanced a hole.
"Five," and Nora took her hole. Then, at last, cane the contradiction Leda was
waiting for. "I'mfifty-four, and you're, what? Forty-five? It makes all the
di fference." She spread her cards beside the Queen. "And anot her cruci al

di fference—bwi ght has been dead for twenty years now. Not that | haven't had
nmy opportunities now and then—Let's see, what have | got? Fifteen-two,
fifteen-four, and a pair is six, and two runs is six, is twelve." She junped
the second match-stick forward. "But now and then is not the same thing as a



habit."

"Are you braggi ng or conplaining?" Leda spread her own cards.

"Braggi ng, absolutely."

"Fifteen-two, fifteen-four, and a pair is six, and two runs, it's just the
same as yours, |ook—+twelve."

"Sex makes people crazy. Like that poor fool on the steps. It's nore trouble
than it's worth. I'mwell out of it."

Leda plugged her matchstick into a hole just four short of gane. "That's what
Carney said about Portugal, and you know what happened then."

"There's nore inportant things," Nora maundered on, undeterred.

Here it comes, Leda thought, the theme song. "Ch, count your crib," she said.
"There's only the pair you gave me. Thanks." She went ahead two hol es. "The
fam ly—that's the inmportant thing. Keeping it together."

"True, true. Now get on with it, my dear."

But instead of taking the cards and shuffling, Nora picked up the cribbage

board and studied it. "I thought you said you had twel ve?"

"Did I nake a m stake?" Sweetly.

"No, | don't think so." She noved Leda's matchstick back two holes. "You
cheated."
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23. Len Rude, continued (2024)

After his initial incredulity, when he realized she really did want himto
nmove in, he thought: Arggh! But after all, why not? Being her |odger couldn't
be much worse than living in the mddl e of a nother-fucking marchi ng band the
way he did now He could trade in his neal vouchers for food stanps. As Ms.
Hanson herself had pointed out, it didn't have to be official, though if he

pl ayed his cards right he mght be able to get Fulke to give hima couple
credits for it as an individual field project. Ful ke was al ways bitching at
himfor scanting case work. He'd have to agree. It was only a matter, really,
of finding the right ribbon to tie around it. Not "Problens of Aging" again,
if he didn't want to be sucked down the drainhole of a geriatrics specialty.
"Family Structures in a Mdicum Environnent." Too vast, but that was the
direction to aimin. Mention his institutional upbringing and how this was an
opportunity to understand famly dynamcs fromthe inside. It was enotiona

bl ackmai |, but how coul d Ful ke refuse?

It never occurred to himto wonder why Ms. Hanson had extended the
invitation. He knew he was |ikable and was never surprised when peopl e,
accordingly, liked him Also, as Ms. MIler had pointed out, the old | ady was
upset about her son marrying and noving away. He would replace the son she had
lost. It was only natural

24. The Love Story, continued (2024)

"Here's the key," and she handed Anparo the key. "No need to bring it up here,
but if there's a personal letter inside—= (But mightn't he wite to her on
office stationery?) "No, if there's anything at all, just wave your armns |ike
this— Ms. Hanson waved her arms vigorously and the dew aps went all quivery.
"Il be watching."

"What are you expecting, Gumy? It nmust be awfully inportant."

Ms. Hanson smiled her sweetest, nmbst Gummy-like smle. Love nade her crafty.
"Somet hing fromthe MODI CUM office, dear. And you're right, it could be quite
i mportant—for all of us."
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Now run! she thought. Run down those stairs!

She took one of the chairs fromthe table in the kitchen and set it by the
[iving roomw ndow. She sat down. She stood up. She pressed the pal nms of her
hands agai nst the sides of her neck as a reninder that she nust control
hersel f.

He'd promised to wite whether he came that night or not, but she felt sure
he'd forget his promse if he didn't intend to cone. If a letter were there,
it could nmean only one thing.

Ampar o rmust have reached the mail boxes by now. Unless she'd met a friend of



hers as she went down. Unless she—Wuld it be there? Wuld it? Ms. Hanson
scanned the gray sky for an omen but the clouds were too | ow for planes to be
vi sible. She pressed her forehead against the cool glass, willing Anparo to
cone round the corner of the buil ding.

And she was there! Amparo's arns made a V and then an X, a V, and an X. Ms.
Hanson si gnal ed back. A deadly joy slithered across her skin and shivered

t hrough her bones. He had witten! He woul d cone!

She was out the door and at the head of the stairs before she recollected her
purse. Two days ago, in anticipation, she'd taken out the credit card from
where she kept it hidden in The New American Catholic Bible. She hadn't used
it since she'd bought her father's weath, when, tw years ago? Nearer three.
Two hundred and twenty-five dollars, and even so it was the smallest he got.
What the twi ns must have paid for theirs! It had taken over a year to pay it
back, and all the while the computer kept making the nost awful threats. Wat
if the card weren't valid now

She had her purse and the Iist and the card were inside. A raincoat. Was there
anyt hi ng el se? And the door, should she lock it? Lottie was inside asleep but
Lottie could have slept through a gang bang. To be on the safe side she | ocked
t he door.

I mustn't run, she told herself at the third | anding down, that was how ol d
M. —I1 nustn't run, but it wasn't running that nade her heart beat so—t was
| ove! She was alive and niracul ously she was in | ove again. Even nore

m racul ously, sonebody |oved her. Loved her\ Madness.
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She had to stop on the ninth-floor landing to catch her breath. A tenp was
sleeping in the corridor in a licensed MODI CUM bag. Usually she would only
have been annoyed, but this nmorning the sight affected her with a delicious
sense of conpassion and community. Gve me your tired, she thought with

el ation, your poor, your huddl ed masses yearning to breathe free, the wetched
refuse of your teem ng shore. How it all came pouring back! Details froma
lifetime ago, menories of old faces and old feelings. And now, poetry!

By the time she was on one the backs of her legs were trenbling so she could
barely stand up straight. There was the mail box, and there, slantw se inside
it, was Len's letter. It had to be his. If it were anything el se she would

di e.

The mail box key was where Amparo always left it behind the scarecrow canera.
His letter said:

"Dear Ms. Hanson—You can set an extra plate for dinner Thursday. |'m happy to
say | can accept your kind invitation. WII bring my suitcase. Love, Len."
Love! There was no mistaking it, then: Love!l She had sensed it fromthe first,
but who woul d have beli eved—at her age, at fifty-seven! (True, with a bit of
care her fifty-seven could | ook younger than soneone |ike Leda Holt's
forty-six. But even so.) Love!

| mpossi bl e.

O course, and yet always when that thought had cone to her there were those
wor ds beneath the title on the cover of the book, words that, as if by
accident, his finger had pointed to as he read: "The Tale of an Inpossible
Love." Wiere there was | ove nothing was inpossible.

She read the letter over and over. In its plainness it was nmore el egant than a
poem "I'm happy to say | can accept your kind invitation." Wio would have
suspected, reading that, the nmeaning which for themwas so obvi ous?

And then, throwing caution to the winds: "Love, Len"

El even o' cl ock, and everything still to be done—the groceries, w ne, a new
dress, and, if she dared—Di d she? Was there anything she didn't dare now?
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"Il go there first, she decided. Wen the girl showed her the chart with the
various swat ches she was no | ess decisive. She pointed to the brightest,
carroty orange and said, "That."

25. The Dinner (2024)

Lotti e opened the door, which hadn't been |ocked after all, and said, "Mmn"



She had figured out, conming up the stairs, just what tone to take and now she
took it. "Do you like it?" She dropped the keys into her purse. Casual ness
itself.

"Your hair."

"Yes, | had it dyed. Do you like it?" She picked up her bags and cane in. Her
back and shoul ders were one massive ache from hauling the bags up the stairs.
Her scalp was still all pins and needl es. Her feet hurt. Her eyes felt like
the tops of lightbul bs covered with dust. But she | ooked good.

Lotti e took the bags and she | ooked, but only | ooked, at the nmercy of a chair.
Sit down now and she'd never get up

"It's so startling. | don't know. Turn around."

"You' re supposed to say yes, stupid. Just 'Yes, Mom it |ooks fine.'" But she
turned round obedi ently.

"I do like it," Lottie said, taking the recomended tone. "Yes, | do. The
dress too is—Ch Mom don't go in there yet."

She paused with her hand on the knob of the living roomdoor, waiting to be
told of whatever catastrophe she was about to confront.

"Shrimp's in your bedroom She's feeling very, very bad. | gave her a bit of
first aid. She's probably sleeping now "

"What's wong with her?"

"They' ve busted up. Shrinmp went and got herself another subsidy—

"Ch Jesus."

"That's what | thought."

"Athird time? | didn't think that was |legal."

"Well, her scores, you know. And | suppose the first two nust have
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their own scores by now Anyhow. Wen she told January, there was a row.
January tried to stab her—+t's nothing bad, just a scratch on her shoul der."
"Wth a knife?"

Lottie snickered. "Wth a fork, actually. January has some kind of politica

i dea that you shoul dn't have babies for the governnent. O maybe not at all
Shrinp wasn't too clear.”

"But she hasn't cone here to stay. Has she?"

"For a while."

"She can't. Ch, | know Shrinp. She'll go back. It's like all their other
argunents. But you shouldn't have given her pills.”

"She'll have to stay here. Mom January's gone to Seattle, and she gave the
roomup to sone friends. They wouldn't even let Shrinp in to pack. Her
sui tcase, her records, everything was sitting in the hall. | think that's what

she was upset about nore than anything else.”

"And she's brought that all here?" A glance into the living roomanswered the
qguestion. Shrinmp had enptied herself out everywhere in |ayers of shoes and
underwear, keepsakes and dirty sheets.

"She was | ooking for a present she'd got nme." Lottie explained. "That's why
it's all out. Look, a Pepsi bottle, isn't it pretty?"

"Ch ny Cod."

"She bought us all presents. She has noney now, you know. A regular incone.'
"Then she doesn't have to stay here."

"Mom be reasonable."

"She can't. I've rented the room | told you |l mght. The man is com ng
tonight. That's what those groceries are for. |I'mcooking a nice sinple neal
to start things off on the right foot."

"If it's a question of noney. Shrinp can probabl y—=

"I't's not a question of nmoney. |'ve told himthat the roomis his, and he's
com ng tonight. My God, |ook at this mess! This nmorning it was as neat as a.
as a—

"Shrinmp could sleep here on the couch,” Lottie suggested, lifting off one of
t he cartons.

"And where will / sleep?"

"Well, where will she sleep?"
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"Let her be a tenp!"

"Mot her!'"

"Let her. I'msure it wouldn't be anything new. Al the nights she didn't cone
hone, you don't suppose she was in sonebody's bed, do you? Hal |l ways and
gutters, that's where she belongs. She's spent half her life there already,

| et her go there now "

"I'f Shrinmp hears you say that—=

"I hope she does." Ms. Hanson wal ked right up to the door of the bedroom and
shout ed, "Hallways and gutters! Hallways and gutters!™

"Mom there's no need to—I1'Ill tell you what. M ckey can sleep in ny bed
toni ght, he's always asking to, and Shrinp can have his bunk. Maybe in a day
or two she'll be able to find a roomat a hotel or sonewhere. But don't neke a

scene now. She is very upset."

"I'"' mvery upset!"

But she let herself be nollified on condition that Lottie cleared away
Shrinp's debris.

Ms. Hanson, neanwhile, started the dinner. The dessert first, since it would
have to cool after it cooked. Creamstyle Strawberry G anola. Len had
mentioned |iking Granola as a boy in Nebraska, before he'd been sent to a
hone. Once it was bubbling she added a packet of Juicy Fruit bits, then poured
it into her two glass bows. Lottie |licked the pot.

Then they transported Shrinp fromthe front bedroomto M ckey's bunk. Shrinp
wouldn't let |loose of the pillow Ms. Hanson had put out for Len, and rather
than risk waking her she let her keep it. The fork had left four tiny

punctures |ike squeezed pinples all in a row
The stew, which canme in a kit with instructions in three | anguages, woul d have
taken no tinme at all, except that Ms. Hanson intended to supplenment it with

neat. She'd bought eight cubes at Stuyvesant Town for $3.20, not a bargain but
when was beef ever a bargai n? The cubes cane out of two Baggi es dark red and
slinmy with blood, but after a fry in the pan they had a nice brown crust. Even
so she decided not to add themto the stewtill the [ast mnute so as not to
upset the flavor.

A fresh salad of carrots and parsnips, with a small onion added for zest-she'd
been able to get these with her regular stanps—and she was done.
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It was seven o' cl ock.

Lottie cane into the kitchen and sniffed at the fried cubes of beef. "You're
certainly going to a ot of trouble." Meaning expense.

"First inpressions are inportant."

"How |l ong is he going to stay here?"

"It probably depends. Oh, go ahead—eat one."

"There'll still be a lot left." Lottie chose the smallest cube and ni bbl ed at
it delicately. "Mmn Mn"

"Are you going to be late tonight?" Ms. Hanson asked.

Lotti e waved her hand about ("I can't talk now') and nodded.

"Till when do you think?"

She cl osed her eyes and swallowed. "Till nmorning sometine if Juan is there.
Lee made a point of inviting him Thanks. That was good."

Lottie set off. Amparo had been fed sone snaps and sent up to the roof.

M ckey, plugged into the teevee, was as good as invisible. In effect, till Len
cane, she was alone. The feelings of love that she had felt all day on the
street and in stores returned, |ike some shy child who hides when there is

conpany but tornents you afterwards. The little rascal frolicked through the
apartment, shrieking, sticking his tongue out, putting tacks on chairs,
flashing i mages at her, like the glinpses you'd catch, sw tching past Channe
5 in the afternoon, of fingers sliding up a leg, of lips touching a nipple, of
a cock stiffening. Oh, the anxiety! She delved into Lottie's nakeup drawer,
but there wasn't time for nore than a dab of powder. She returned a nonent
later to put a drop of Mlly Bl oom beneath each earlobe. And l|ipstick? A hint.



No, it |ooked nacabre. She wiped it off.

It was eight o'clock.

He wasn't going to cone.

He knocked.

She opened the door, and he stood before her, smling with his eyes. Hi s chest
inits furry maroon rose and fell, rose and fell. She had forgotten, am d the
abstractions of love, the reality of his flesh. Her erotic fancies of a nonent
before were all inmages, but the creature who cane into the kitchen, hefting a
bl ack suitcase and a paper carrier full of books, existed solidly in three

di mensi ons. She
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wanted to wal k around himas though he were a statue in Washi ngt on Square.

He shook her hand and said hello. No nore.

H s reticence infected her. She couldn't nmeet his gaze. She tried to speak to
him as he spoke to her, in silences and trivialities. She led himto his
room

H s hand stroked the bedspread and she wanted to surrender to himthen and
there, but his manner didn't allowit. He was afraid. Men were always afraid
at the start.

"I"'mso happy," she said. "To think you'll really be staying here."

"Yeah, so aml."

"You must let me go into the kitchen now So that | can ... W' re having stew,
and a spring salad.”

"That sounds terrific, Ms. Hanson."

"I think you'll like it."

She put the fried cubes of nmeat into the simering paste and turned up the
heat. She took the salad and the wi ne out of the icebox. As she turned round
he was in the doorway | ooking at her. She held up the wine bottle with a
gesture of imrenorial affirmation. The weari ness was gone from her back and
shoul ders as though by the pressure of his gaze he'd snoothed the soreness
fromthe nuscles. Wiat a gift it is to be in |ove.

"Haven't you done your hair differently?"

"I didn't think you'd noticed."

"Ch, | noticed the monent you cane to the door."

She started | aughi ng but stopped short. Her |aughter, though its source |ay
deep in her happi ness, had sounded harshly in her ears.

"I like it," he said.

"Thank you."

The red wine spurting fromthe Gallo tetrahedron seened to i ssue fromthe sane
dept hs as her | aughter

"I really do," Len insisted.

"I think the stew nust be ready. You sit."

She di shed the stew out onto the plates at the burner so that he wouldn't see
that she was giving himall of the real nmeat. But in the end she did take one
of the cubes for herself.
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They sat down. She lifted her glass. "What shall we drink to?"

"To?" Smiling uncertainly he picked up his own glass. Then, getting her drift:
"To life?"

"Yes! Yes, to lifel™

They toasted life, ate their stew and sal ad, drank the red wi ne. They spoke
sel dom but their eyes often net in conplex and graceful dial ogues. Any words
ei ther of them m ght have spoken at this point wuld have been in some way
untrue; their eyes couldn't lie.

They'd finished the dinner and Ms. Hanson had set out the chilled pink
Granol a, when there was a thud and a loud cry fromLottie's room Shrinmp had
awakened!

Len | ooked at M's. Hanson questi oningly.

"I forgot to tell you, Lenny. My daughter cane hone. But it isn't anything for
you to—=



It was too late. Shrinp had stunbled into the kitchen in one of Lot-tie's

di | api dated transparenci es, unbuckled and candid as an ad for Pier 19. Not
till she'd reached the refrigerator did she beconme aware of Len, and it took
her another little while for her to remenber to wap her attractions in the
yel l ow mi sts of the ni ghtgown.

Ms. Hanson made introductions. Len insisted that Shrinp join themat the
table and took it on hinmself to spoon out sone Ganola into a third bow .

"Way was | in Mckey's bed?" Shrinp asked.

There was no help for it. Briefly she explained Shrinp to Len, and Len to
Shrinp. Wien Len expressed what polite interest the situation required, Shrinp
started in on the sordid details, baring her shoulder to show the tine wounds.
Ms. Hanson said, "Shrinp, please—=

Shrinp said, "I'mnot ashaned, Mdther, not anynore." And went right on. Ms.
Hanson stared at the fork resting on her greasy dinner plate. She could have
taken it and torn Shrinp to pieces.

When Shrinp led Len off into the living room Ms. Hanson got out of hearing
any nore by pleading the dishes.

Len had left three of the cubes of beef on the side of his plate untasted. The
ounce of Granola he'd kept for himself was stirred about in the bow. He'd
hated the neal
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H s wine glass was three-quarters full. She thought, should she pour it down
the sink. She wanted to but it seemed such a waste. She drank it.

Len cane back to the kitchen finally with die news that Shrinp had returned to
bed. She couldn't bear to look at him She just waited for the blade to drop
and it didn't take |ong.

"Ms. Hanson." he said "it should be obvious that | can't stay here now, not
if it means putting your pregnant daughter out on the street.”

"My daughter! Hal™"

"I'" m di sappoi nted and—

"You' re di sappoi nted!"

"Of course | am"

"Ch. of course, of course!"”

He turned away from her. She couldn't bear it. She would do anything to keep
him "Len!" she called after him

He returned in no time with his suitcase and his bag of books, moving at the
uncanny. h\ped-up speed of the five-fifteen puppets.

"Len!" She stretched out a hand, to forgive him to beg forgiveness.

The speed! The terrible speed of it!

She followed himout into the corridor, weeping, wetched afraid. "Len." she
pl eaded "l ook at ne."

He strode ahead heedl ess, but at the very first step of the stairs his bag
swung into the railing and split open. Books spilled out onto the I anding.
"I"l1l get you another bag." she said cal culating quickly and exactly what

m ght hold himto the spot.

He hesitated.

"Len. please don't go.'
| ove you!"

"Sweet fucking Jesus, that's what | thought!"

He pull ed away from her. She thought he was falling down the steps and
screamned.

Then there were only the books at her feet. She recognized the fat black

t ext book and kicked it out through the gap in the rails. Then the rest, sone
down the steps, others into the abyss of the stairwell. Forever.
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The next day when Lottie asked her what had becone of the boarder, she said,
"He was a vegetarian. He couldn't live anywhere where there was neat."

"He shoul d have told you that before he cane.”

"Yes," Ms. Hanson agreed bitterly. "That's what | thought."

PART |V LOTTI E

She grasped handfuls of the naroon sweater. "Len, 1



26. Messages Are Received (2024)

Fi nancially, being a wi dow was way ahead of being a wife. Lottie was able to
phone Jerry Lighthall and tell her that she didn't need her job now, or anyone
el se's. She was free and then some. Besides the weekly, and now conpletely
reliable, allotnent, Bellevue paid her a lunp sumsettl enent of five thousand
dollars. Wth Lottie's go-ahead the owner of the Abingdon sold what was |eft
of Princess Cass through Buy-Lines for eight hundred and sixty dollars, off
the top of which he skimred no nore than was reasonabl e. Even after paying out
a small fortune for the menorial service that no one cane to and and w pi ng up
the famly's various existing debts, Lottie had over four thousand dollars to
do with as she pleased. Four thousand dollars. Her first reaction was fear

She put the noney in a bank and tried to forget about it.

It was several weeks |ater before she found out, from her daughter, the
probabl e expl anation for Juan's killing hinself. Anparo had heard it from Beth
Holt who'd pieced it together fromscattered remarks of her father's and what
she already knew. Juan had been dealing with resurrectionists for years.

Ei ther Bell evue had just found out, which didn't seemlikely, or the

Admi ni strati on had been pres-
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sured, for reasons unknown, to pounce on soneone: Juan. He'd had tine,
apparently, to see it comng, and instead of concurring tanely in his
sacrifice (it would have amobunted to two or three years at nost) he'd found
this way to go out of the gane wi th honor unbleni shed. Honor: for years he'd
tried to explain to Lottie the intricacies of his private system of reckoning
whi ch squares were bl ack and which white and how to nove anong them but it
had al ways made about as rmuch sense to her as the engine under Princess Cass's
hood, a man's world of mathematics—arbitrary, finicking, and |ethal
Emotionally it wasn't as bad as she'd expected. She cried a lot, but with a
bounded grief. Sonme of Juan's own affectionate indifference seemed to have
rubbed off without her ever realizing. In between the spells of nourning she
experi enced unaccountabl e elations. She went for long wal ks in unfamliar

nei ghbor hoods. Twi ce she stopped in to visit places where she'd once worked,
but she never managed to be nore than a source of enbarrassnent. She increased
her evenings with the Universal Friends to two nights a week at the same tine
that she began to explore in other directions as well.

One day, riding the crest of the highest wave yet, she wandered into Bonwit's
for no other reason that it was right there on 14th and mi ght be a bit cooler
than the Septenber concrete. Inside the sight of the racks and counters
affected her like a lungful of amyl nitrate on top of norbihanine. The col ors,
t he i mense space, the noise overwhelmed her—first with a kind of terror, then
with a steadily nounting delight. She'd worked here nmpst of a year without
being i npressed and the store hadn't noticeably changed. But now It was |ike
wal king into a gigantic weddi ng cake in which all the desires of a lifetine
had becone incarnate, beckoning her to touch and taste and ravi sh. Her hand
reached out to stroke the yielding fabrics—sleek bl acks, scratchy russets,
grays that caressed like a breeze fromthe river. She wanted all of it.

She began taking things fromthe racks and off the counters and putting them
in her carryall. How strangely convenient that she should have that at hand

t oday! She went to the second floor for shoes, yell ow shoes, red shoes with
thick straps, frail shoes of silver net, and to four for a hat. And dresses!
Bonwit's was thronged with
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dresses of all descriptions, colors, and lengths, |ike a great host of

di senbodi ed spirits waiting to be called down to earth and naned. She t ook

dr esses.

Descending a step or two fromthe heights, she realized that people were

wat chi ng her. Indeed she was being foll owed about, and not only by the store
detective. There was a ring of faces | ooking at her. as though froma great

di stance bel ow, as though they yelled "Junp! Junp! Wiy don't you junp!" She



wal ked up to a cash cage in the mddle of the floor and enpti ed her purse out
into a hanper. A clerk took off the tags and fed theminto a register. The sum
nmount ed hi gher and hi gher, dazzling, until the clerk asked with heavy sarcasm
"WIl that be cash or charge?"

"I"ll pay cash." she said and waved the brand-new checkbook at his scruffy
little beard. Wien he asked for ID she rummaged anong all the scraps and
tatters at the bottom of her purse until she found all munched up and bl eached
her Bonwit's Enpl oyee ldentification Card. Leaving the store she tipped her
new hat, a big. good-natured floppy tiling dripping with all w dths of
(because she was a wi dow) black ribbon, and snmled a big smle for the benefit
of Bonwit's detective, who had foll owed her every inch of the way fromthe

cash cage.
At hone she discovered that the dresses, blouses, and other body-wear were al
lightyears too small for her. She gave Shrinp the one dress that still | ooked

life-enhancing in the dark of conmon day. kept the hat for its sentinental

val ue, and sent back all the rest the next day with Amparo. who al ready, at
age el even, had the knack of getting what she wanted from people in stores.
Since Lottie had signed the forns to let her transfer to the Lowen School
Ampar o had been behaving tolerantly toward her nother. In any case she enjoyed
the conbat of a refund counter. She wasn't able to get cash, but she wangl ed
what for her own purpose was better, a credit slip for any departnent in the
store. She spent the rest of the day selecting a back-to-school wardrobe for
herself in careful. nmezzo-forte taste, hoping that after the expl osion her

not her, seeing the sense of sending her out into the world dressed in rea
clothes, would | et her keep as nuch as half of what she'd pirated. Lottie's
expl osi on was consi derable, with screans and a whack or two of the
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belt, but by the time the late news was over it all seened to be forgotten, as
t hough Amparo had done not hing worse than to glance in the store's w ndows.
The sane night Lottie cleared out one whole drawer of the dresser for the new
cl ot hes. Jesus, Anparo thought, what a superannuated ass!

Not |long after this adventure Lottie realized that she was no | onger hol ding
steady at 175, which was bad enough; she was gai ning. She bought a Coke
machine and loved to lie in bed and let it fizzle the back of her throat, but
noncal oric as this pleasure was, she went on gaining alarmngly. The

expl anati on was physi ol ogi cal: she ate too nmuch. Soon Shrinp would have to
give up her polite fiction about her sister's Rubens-like figure and adnmit
that she was just plain fat. Then Lottie would have to admt it too. You're
fat, she'd tell herself, looking into the dark mrror of the living room

wi ndow. Fat! But it didn't help, or it didn't hel p enough: she couldn't
bel i eve that she was the person she saw reflected there. She was Lottie
Hanson, the five-dollar tomato; the fat woman was soneone el se.

Early one norning in the late fall, when the whol e apartment snelled of rust
(the steam had conme on during the night), the explanation of what was going
and had gone wong presented itself to her in the plainest ternms: "There's
nothing left." She repeated the phrase to herself |like a prayer and with each
repetition the circunference of its meaning would expand. The terror of it
slowy wound its way through the tangle of her feelings until it had merged
with its opposite. "There's nothing left": it was cause to rejoice. Wat had
she ever had that it wouldn't be a liberation to | ose? Indeed, too nuch stil
clung to her. It would be I ong before she could say that there was not hi ng
left, absolutely, blessedly nothing at all. Then, the way revel ati ons do, the
brilliance faded, |eaving her with only the enbers of the phrase. Her nind
grew furry and she started devel opi ng a headache fromthe snell of the rust.
O her nornings there were other awakeni ngs. Their common feature was that they
all seened to place her squarely on the brink of some nomentous event, but
facing in the wong direction, like the tourists in the living room cal endar's
"Before" view of the Gand Canyon, smling into the camera, oblivious of what
| ay behind t hem
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The only thing she knew for sure was that sonething woul d be demanded of her
an action larger than any she'd ever been called on to perform a kind of
sacrifice. But what? But when?

Meanwhi | e her regul ar religious experience had enlarged to include the nessage
services at the Al bert Hotel. The medium Reverend Inez Ribera from Houston
Texas, was the fenale side of the coin of Lot-tie's tenth-grade nenesis, old
M. Sills. She spoke, except when she was in trance, in the sane flutey
teacheri sh voice—broad r's, round vowels, whistling sibilants. Her |ess

i nspi red nmessages were the sane sour conpound of veiled threat and headl ong

i nnuendo. However, while Sills had played favorites, Reverend Ri bera's scorn
wi thered inmpartially, which made her, if no nore |ikable, somewhat easier to

t ake.

Besi des, Lottie could understand the bitterness that drove her to | ash out in
all directions. Reverend Ri bera was genui ne. She achi eved real contact only
now and agai n, but when she did it was unm stakable. The spirits that laid
hol d on her were sel dom gentle, and yet once they'd established their
presence, the ridicule, the threats of aneurisnms and financial ruin were

repl aced by mld, ranbling descriptions of the other side. Instead of the
usual abundance of counsels, the nmessages of these spirits were uncertain,
tentative, even distressed and puzzled. They made little gestures of
friendship and reconciliation, then skittered off, as though expecting to be
refused. It was invariably during these visitations, when Reverend Ri bera was
so visibly not herself, that she would pronounce the secret word or nention
the significant detail that proved her words weren't just the spiritua

out pouri ngs of sone vague el sewhere but uni que comuni cations fromreal, known
peopl e. The first nessage from Juan, for instance, had been "his" beyond any
doubt, for Lottie had been able to return hone and find the same words in one
of the letters he'd witten to her twelve years before:

Ya no la quiero, es cierto, pero tal vez la quiero. Es tan corto el anor, v es
tan largo el olvido

Porque en noches conp esta la tuve entre nis brazos, m alm no se contenta
con haberl a perdido.
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Aunque este sea el ultino dolor que ella nme causa, y estos sean |os ultinos
versos que yo |e escribo.

The poemwasn't Juan's in the sense that he'd witten it, though Lottie had
never |et himknow that she'd known that. But even if the words cane from
someone el se, the feelings had been his, and were his now nore certainly than
when he'd copied theminto the letter. Wth all the poenms there are in

Spani sh, how coul d Rev. Ri bera have picked just that one? Unl ess Juan had been
there that night. Unless he'd wanted to find some way to touch her so that she
coul d believe that he had.

Later nmessages from Juan tended to be | ess other-directed and nore a kind of
spiritual autobi ography. He described his progress froma plane of existence
that was predom nantly dark brown to a higher plane that was green, where he
met his grandfather Rafael and a woman in a bridal gown, barely nore than a
girl, whose nanme cane through as Rita or 'Nita. The ghostly bride seened
determined to make contact with Lottie, for she returned on several occasions,
but Lottie was never able to see what the connection was between herself and
this Rita or 'Nita. As Juan advanced to higher planes, it becane harder to

di stinguish his tone fromthat of the other spirits. He alternated between

wi st ful ness and hectoring. He wanted Lottie to | ose weight. He wanted her to
visit the Lighthalls. Finally it becane clear to Lottie that Reverend Ri bera
had | ost contact with Juan and was now only faking it. She stopped com ng for
the private neetings, and shortly thereafter Rafael and other distant

rel ati ves began to foresee all kinds of dangers in her path. A person that she
trusted was going to betray her. She would | ose | arge suns of noney. There
was, somewhere ahead, a fire, possibly only a synbolic fire but possibly it
was real

About the noney they had been well-inforned. By the first anniversary of



Juan's death the four thousand dollars had been reduced to a little nore than
four hundred.

It was easier than it night have been to say good-bye to Juan and the rest
because she had begun to establish her own, nore direct |ines of conmunication
with the other side. OFf and on over the years Lot-tie had attended gospel
neetings at the Day of Judgnment Pentecostal Church, which nmet in a rented hal
on Avenue A. She went there for
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the sake of the nusic and the excitenent, not being deeply concerned about
what seened to draw in the nmajority of the others—the drama of sin and
salvation. Lottie believed in sin in a general way, as a kind of condition or
environnent |ike clouds, but when she felt around inside herself for her own
sins she drew a bl ank. The nearest she coul d approach to guilt was thinking
about the ways she'd nmessed up M ckey's and Anparo's lives, and even this was
a cause rather of disconfort than of out-and-out anguish.

Then one dreadful August night in '25 (an inversion |ayer had been stifling
the city for days, the air was unbreathable) Lottie had stood up in the mddle
of the prayer asking for spiritual gifts and begun to prophesy in tongues. It
|asted only a monent the first time and Lottie wondered if it night not be
just a sinple case of heat prostration, but the next time it was nmuch cl earer
It began with a sense of constriction, of being covered and encl osed, and then
anot her kind of force struggl ed against this and energed through it.

"Like a fire?" Brother Cary had asked her

She remenbered Juan's grandfather's warning about a fire that m ght be
synmbolic or m ght be real

It was utterly dependabl e. She spoke in tongues whenever she came to the Day
of Judgnent Pentecostal Church and at no tinme el se. Wen she felt the clouds
gat hering about her, she would stand, no matter what el se night be happening,
a sermon, a baptizing, and the congregati on would gather round her in a great
circle, while Brother Cary held her and prayed for the fire to come down. \Wen
she felt it com ng she would begin to trenble, but when it touched her she
felt strong, and she spoke in a voice that was | oud and clear with praise:
"Trall a goody ala troddy chaunt. Net nosse betnosse keyscope nanmallim Zarbos
ha zarbos nyer, zarbos rol do tenevi ew nenevent. Daney, daney, daney sigs,
daney sigs. Chonery onpolla rop!"

a:

"Dabsa bobby nasa sana dubey. Lo fornival lo fier. Owpolla nmeny, |easiest

nel | . Who—tubba dever ever onna. Wo-nplit ule. Nok! Nok! Nok!"

PART V: SHRI MP

27. Havi ng Babi es (2024)

Shrinp's hangup was havi ng babi es—first the begetting, with the sperm then
the foetus growing inside her; finally the conpl eted baby com ng out. Since

t he Regents' System had gone into effect it was a fairly w despread syndrone,
conpul sory contraception having hit many of the old nyths and icons with
hurricane force, but with Shrinmp it took a special form She had enough
psychoanal ysis to understand her perversion but she went on havi ng babies
anyhow.

Shrinp had been thirteen years old and still a virgin, when her nother had
gone to the hospital to be injected with a new son. The operation had had a
doubly supernatural quality—the spermhad cone froma man five years dead and
the result was so clearly intended to be a replacenment for the son Ms. Hanson
had lost in the riot: Boz was Jinme Tomreborn. So when Shrinp had fantasies
of the syringe going up into her own wonb, it was a ghost that filled her, and
its name was incest. The fact that it had to be a woman who did it for her to
get excited probably nmade it even nore multiple incest.

The first two, Tiger and Thunper, had not presented any problens on the
rational |evel. She could tell herself that millions of wonen did it, that it
was the only ethical way for honmpbsexuals to procreate, that the children

t hensel ves were happier and better off growing up in the
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country or wherever with professional attention, and so on through a dozen
other rationalizations, including the best of all, noney. Subsidized
not her hood certainly beat the pittance she could get killing herself for Con
Ed or the even deadlier fates she'd net after she'd been fired fromthat.
Logically what could be better than to be paid for what you craved?

Even so, through both pregnancies and the contractual nonths of notherhood she
suffered attacks of unreasoning shame so intense that she often thought of
donating herself and the baby to the charity of the river. (If her hangup had
been feet she'd have been ashamed to wal k. You can't argue with Freud.)

The third was another story. January, though she was willing to go along with
the thing on the fantasy level, was firny opposed to the fantasy being acted
out. But going in and filling out the forms, what was that but enjoying the

fantasy at an institutional level? At her age and having had two already, it
didn't seemlikely that her application would be approved, and when it was,
the tenptation to go in for the interview was irresistible. It was al
irresistible right up to the noment that she was spread out on the white
platform with her feet in the chrome stirrups. The notor purred, and her

pel vis was tipped forward to receive the syringe, and it was as though the
heavens opened and a hand came down to stroke the source of all pleasures at
the very center of her brain. Mere sex offered nothing to conpare.

Not till she was hone from her weekend in the Cari bbean of delight did she
gi ve any thought to what her vacation would cost. January had threatened to

| eave her when she'd heard about Tiger and Thunper, who were then ancient

hi story. What would she do in this case? She woul d | eave her.

She confessed one particularly fine Thursday in April after a |ate breakfast
fromBetty Crocker. Shrinmp was into her fifth nonth and couldn't go on nuch

| onger calling her pregnancy nenopause. "Wy?" January asked, wth what seened
a sincere unhappi ness. "Wy did you do it?"

Havi ng prepared herself to cope with anger, Shrinp resented this detour into
pat hos. "Because. Ch, you know. | explained that."

"You couldn't stop yoursel f?"
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"I couldn't. Like the other times—+t was as though | were in a trance."

"But you're over it now?"

Shrinp nodded, amazed at how easily she was being let off the hook

"Then get an abortion."

Shrinp pushed a crunb of potato around with the tip of her spoon, trying to
deci de whet her there'd be any purpose in seenming to go along with the idea for
a day or two.

January m stook her silence for yielding. "You knowit's the only right thing
to do. W discussed it and you agreed."

"I know. But the contracts are signed."

"You mean you won't. You want anot her fucking baby!"

January flipped. Before she knew what she was doing it was done, and they both
stood staring at the four tiny hem spheres of blood that welled up, swelled,
conj oi ned, and flowed down into the darkness of Shrinp's left arnpit. The
guilty fork was still in January's hand. Shrinp gave a bel ated scream and ran
into the bathroom

Saf e inside she kept squeezing further droplets fromthe wound.

January banged and cl attered.

"Jan?" addressing the crack of the bolted door

"You better stay in there. The next tinme I'Il use a knife."

"Jan, | know you're angry. You' ve got every right to be angry. | adnmit that
I"'min the wong. But wait, Jan. Wit till you see himbefore you say
anything. The first six nmonths are so wonderful. You'll see. | can even get an
extension for the whole year if you want. W'll make a fine little fanily,

just the=

A chair smashed through the paper paneling of the door. Shrinp shut up. Wen
she screwed up the courage to peek out through the torn door, not much | ater



the roomwas in a shanbles but enpty. January had taken one of the cupboards,
but Shrinp was sure she'd be back if only to evict her. The room was
January's, after all, not Shrinp's. But when she returned, late in the
afternoon, fromthe therapy of a double feature (The Black Rabbit and Billy
Mcd ory at the Underworld) the eviction had al ready been acconplished, but not
by January, who had gone west, taking love from Shrinp's life, as she
supposed, forever.
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Her wel cone back to 334 was not as cordial as she could have wi shed but in a
coupl e days M's. Hanson was brought round to seeing that Shrinmp's |oss was her
own gain. The spirit of fam |y happiness returned officially on the day Ms.
Hanson asked "What are you going to call this one?"

"The baby, you nmean?"

"Yeah. it. You'll have to nane it sonething, won't you? How about Fudge? O
Puddl e?" M's. Hanson, who'd given her own children unexceptionabl e nanes,
openly di sapproved of Tiger's being called Tiger, and Thunper Thunper, even

t hough the names, being unofficial, didn't stick once the babies were sent

of f.

"No. Fudge is only nice for a girl, and Puddle is vulgar. 1'd rather it were
somet hing with nore class.”

"How about Fl apdoodl e t hen?"

"Fl apdoodl e!" Shrinp went along with the joke, grateful for any joke to go

al ong with. "Flapdoodl e! Wonderful! Flapdoodle it'll be. Fl apdoodl e Hanson."
28. 53 Movi es (2024)

Fl apdoodl e Hanson was born on August 29. 2024. but as she had been a sickly
veget abl e and was not. as an aninal, any healthier. Shrinp returned to 334

al one. She received her weekly check just the same, and the rest was a natter
of indifference. The excitement had gone out of the notion of babies. She
understood the traditional viewthat wormen bring forth children in sorrow

On Septenmber 18 WIIliken junmped or was pushed out of the w ndow of his
apartment. His wife's theory was that he hadn't paid off the super for the
privilege of operating his various small businesses in the darkroom but what
wife wants to believe her husband will kill hinself w thout so nuch as a

di scussion of the theory? Juan's suicide, not rmuch nmore than two nont hs
before, made WIlliken's seemjustifiable by conparison

She' d never given any thought to how nmuch, since she'd come back to 334 in
April, she'd conme to depend on WIlliken to get through the
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eveni ngs and the weeks. Lottie was off with her spirits or drinking herself
blotto on the insurance noney. Her nmother's endl ess inanities got to be a

Chi nese water torture, and the teevee was no defense. Charlotte, Kiri, and the
rest were past history—January had seen to that.

Just to escape the apartnment she began seeing novies, nostly in the pocket
theaters on 1st Avenue or around N Y.U., since they showed doubl e features.
Sonetimes she'd sit through the sane double feature twice in a row, going in
at four o' clock and coming out at ten or eleven. She found she was able to
watch the novies totally, any novie, and that afterwards she renmenbered
details, images, lines of dialogue, tunes, with weird fidelity. She'd be
wal ki ng through the crowds on Eighth Street and she'd have to stop because
some face, or the gesture of a hand, or some |uscious, |ong-ago |andscape
woul d have returned to her, wiping out all of her data. At the sane tine she
felt completely cut off from everyone and passionately invol ved.

Not counting second hel pings, she saw a total of fifty-three novies in the
period from Cctober 1st to Novenber 16th. She saw. A Grl of the Linberl ost
and Strangers on a Train; Don Hershey as Melnoth and Stanford Wiite; Perms
Hel | bottom The Story of Vernon and lrene Castle; Escape from Cuernavaca and
Singing in the Rain; Franju's Thomas |'Inposteur and Jude; Dunbo; Jacquel ynn
Colton in The Confessions of St. Augustine; both parts of Daniel Deronda;
Can-di de; Snow VWite and Juliet; Brando in On the Waterfront and Down Here;
Robert Mtchumin The Night of the Hunter; Nicholas Ray's King of Kings and



Mai Zetterllng' s Behold the Man; both versions of The Ten Comrandnents; Loren
and Mastroianni in Sunflower and Bl ack Eyes and Lenbnade; Rainer Mirray's
Onens and Darwi n; The Zany World of Abbott and Costello; The Hills of
Switzerl and and The Sound of Misic; Garbo in Canmille and Anna Christie; Zarlah
the Martian; Enshwiller's Wal den and | mage, Flesh, and Voice; the renake of
Equi nox; Casabl anca and The Big O ock; The Tenple of the Golden Pavilion; Star
* @ut and Val entine Vox; The Best of Judy Canova; Pale Fire; Felix Culp; The
Green Berets and The Day of the Locust; Sam Bl azer's Three Christs of
Ypsilanti; On the Yard; Wednesdays O f; both parts of Stinky in the Land of
Poop; the conplete ten-hour Les Vam
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pires; The Possibilities of Defeat; and the shortened version of Things in the
Wrld. At that point Shrinp suddenly lost interest in seeing any

nor e.

29. The Wiite Uniform continued (2021)

It was delivered by sone derelict messenger. January didn't know what to nake
of the uniform but the card that Shrinp had encl osed tickled her pink. She
showed it to the people at work, to the Lighthalls, who al ways enjoyed a good
joke, to her brother Ned, and all of them got a chuckle out of it. The outside
showed a blithe, vulgar little sparrow. Witten underneath in nmusic was the
nmel ody he was chirping:

The Iyrics of the song were on the inside: Wanna fuck? Wanna fuck? | do! | do!
At first January was enbarrassed playing nurse. She was a largish girl, and
the uniform even though Shrinp had guessed her size correctly, didn't want to
nove the way her body nmoved. Putting it on, she would always feel, as she
hadn't for a long time, ashanmed of her real job.

As they got to know each other nore deeply, January found ways of conbining
the abstract qualities of Shrinp's fantasies with the mechanics of ordinary
sex. She would begin with a I engthy "exam nation.” Shrinp would lie in bed,
linp, her eyes closed or lightly bandaged, while January's fingers took her

pul se, pal pated her breasts, spread her |egs, explored her sex. Deeper and
deeper the fingers, and the 'Instrunments” probed. January eventually was able
to find a medical supply store willing to sell her an authentic pipette that
could be attached to an ordinary syringe. The pipette tickled norbidly. She
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woul d pretend that Shrinp was too tight or too nervous and had to be opened

wi der by one of the other instrunents. Once the scenario was perfected, it
wasn't that much different fromany other kind of sex.

Shrinp, while all this was going on, would oscillate between an excruciating
pl easure and a no | ess excruciating guilt. The pleasure was sinple and
absolute, the guilt was conpl ex. For she | oved January and she wanted to
performw th her all the acts that any ordinary pair of wormen woul d have
performed. And, regularly, they did: cunnilingus this way and that, dil dos
here and there, lips, fingers, tongues, every orifice and artifice. But she
knew, and January knew, that these were readi ngs from sone textbook called
Heal th and Sex, not the actual erotic lightning bolt of a fantasy that can
connect the ankle bone to the shin bone, the shin bone to the | eg bone, the

| eg bone to the thigh bone, the thigh bone to the pelvis, the pelvis to the
spi ne, and onward and upward to that source of all desire and all thought, the
head. Shrinp went through the motions, but all the while her poor head sat

t hrough yet another screening of those old classics, Anbul ance Story, The
VWhite Uniform The Lady and the Needl e, and Artsem Baby. They weren't as
exciting as she renenbered them but nothing el se was pl ayi ng, anywhere.

30. Beauty and the Beast (2021)

Shrinp thought of herself as basically an artist. Her eyes saw col ors the way
a painter's eyes see colors. As an observer of the human comedy she consi dered
herself to be on a par with Deb Potter or Oscar Stevenson. A seemi ngly of fhand
remark overheard on the street could trigger her inmagination to produce the
pl ot for a whole novie. She was sensitive, intelligent (her Regents scores



proved that), and up-to-date. The only thing she was consci ous of |acking was
a direction, and what was that but a matter of pointing a finger?

Artistry ran in the Hanson famly. Jimre Tom had been well on the way to
becom ng a singer. Boz, though unfocused as Shrinp herself, was a verba

geni us. Anparo, at age eight, was doing such incredibly detailed and
psychol ogi cal draw ngs at her school that she might grow up to be the rea

t hi ng.
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And not just her family. Many if not nost of her closest friends were artists
one way or another: Charlotte Bl ethen had published poens; Kiri Johns knew al
t he grand operas inside out; Mna Rosen and Patrick Shawn had both acted in

pl ays. And others. But her proudest alliance was with Richard M WIIliken,
whose phot ographs had been seen all over the world.

Art was the air she breathed, the sidewal k she wal ked on to the secret garden
of her soul, and living with January was |ike having a dog constantly shitting
on that sidewal k. An innocent, adorable, cuddly puppy—-you had to |ove the
little fellow but oh ny.

I f January had sinply been indifferent to art, Shrinp wouldn't have ninded. In
a way she'd have liked that. But alas, January had her own horrendous tastes
in everything and she expected Shrinp to share them She brought honme library
tapes the like of which Shrinp had never suspected: scraps of pop songs and
snat ches of synphonies were strung together with sound effects to tell such
creaky tales as "Vernont Holiday" or "C eopatra on the Nile."

January accepted Shrinp's snubs and snide remarks in the spirit of tol erance
and good hurnor in which she thought they were intended. Shrinp joked because
she was a Hanson and all the Hansons were sarcastic. She couldn't believe that
anyt hi ng she enjoyed so much herself could be abhorrent to another person. She
could see that Shrinp's nmusic was a better kind of rusic and she |iked
listening to it when it was on, but all of the time and nothing el se? You' d go
nut s.

Her eyes were like her ears. She would inflict well-meaning barbarities of
jewel ry and clothes on Shrinp, who wore them as tokens of her bondage and
abasement. The walls of her roomwere one great mural of unspeakabl e,
sickly-cute junk and sententious propaganda posters, like this jewel fromthe
lips of a black Spartacus: "A Nation of Slaves is always prepared to appl aud
the clemency of their Master, who, in the abuse of Absol ute Power, does not
proceed to the last extremes of Injustice and Qppression."” Bow wow wow. But
what could Shrinp do? Walk in and rip themfromthe walls? January val ued her
crap.

What do you do when you | ove a slob? Wat she did—+try and
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become a slob herself. Shrinp wallowed diligently, |osing nost of her old
friends in the process. She nore than made up for her |osses by the
friendshi ps January brought with her as a dowy. Not that she ever cane to
like any of them but gradually through their eyes she | earned that her |over
had virtues as well as charnms, problens as well as virtues, a mnd with its
own thoughts, nmenories, projects, and a personal history as poignant as

anyt hing by Chopin or Liszt. In fact, she was a human bei ng, and though it
took a day of the very clearest air and brightest sunshine for this feature of
January's |l andscape to be visible, it was such a fine and heartening sight
that when it came it was worth every ot her inconveni ence of being, and
remai ni ng, in |ove.

31. A Desirable Job, continued (2021)

After the sweeping license fell through, Lottie had one of her bad spells,
sleeping up to fifteen hours a day, bullying Anparo, meking fun of M ckey,
living for days on pills and then denolishing the ice-box on a binge. In
general she fell apart. This tine it was her sister who pulled her out. Living
wi th January seened to have made Shrinp one hundred per cent nore human.
Lottie even told her so. "Suffering," Shrinmp said, "that's what does it—
suffer a lot." They tal ked, they played ganmes, they went to whatever events



Shrinp could get freebies for. Mstly, they tal ked; in Stuyvesant Square, on
the roof, in Tonpkins Square Park. They tal ked about grow ng ol d, about being
in |love, about not being in love, about life, about death. They agreed that it
was terrible to grow old, though Shrinmp thought they both had a long way to go
before it got really terrible. They agreed that it was terrible to be in |ove
but that it was nore terrible not to be. They agreed that life was rotten
They didn't agree about death. Shrinmp believed, though not always literally,
in reincarnation and psychi c phenonena. To Lottie death nade no sense. It
wasn't death she dreaded so much as the pain of dying.

"It helps to talk, doesn't it?" Shrinp said during one nagnificent sunset up
on the roof with rose-colored cl ouds zoom ng by.
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"No," said Lottie, with a sour. here-l-amagain type smle to say to Shrinp
that she was on her feet and not to worn.-, "it doesn't."

It was that evening that Shrinp nentioned the possibility of prostitution

"Me? Don't be silly!™

"Why not You used to."

"Ten years ago. More!l And even then | never earned enough to make it

wort hwhi l e. "

"You weren't trying."

"Shrinmp, for God's sake, just |ook at ne!l"

"Many men are attracted to |large. Rubens-type wonmen. Anyhow | only nentioned
it. And | was going to say that if-—=

"Ifl" Lottie giggled.

"I'f you change your m nd. January knows a couple who handl e that son of thing.
It's safer than doing it as a free lance, so I'mtold and nore businesslike
too."

The coupl e that January knew were the Lighthalls, Jerry and Lee. Lee was fat
and bl ack and somet hing of an Uncle Tom Jerry was waithlike and given to
sudden meani ngful silences. Lottie was never able to decide which of them was
actually in charge. They worked fromwhat Lottie believed for nonths was a
bogus | aw office, until she found out that Jerry- actually belonged to the New
York State Bar. The clients arriving at the office behaved in a solem
del i berate way. as though they were after all here for a |egal consultation
rather than a good nine. For the nost pan they were a son of person Lottie had
had no personal experience w th—engi neers, programers, what Lee called "our
technol ogically ee-leete clientele.™

The Lighthalls specialized in golden showers, but by the time Lot-tie found
this out. she had made up her mnd to go through with it. cone what may, The
first time was awful. The nan insisted that she watch his face the whole while

he kept saying, "lI'mpissing on you, Lottie. I'mpissing on you." As though
ot herwi se she m ght not have known.
Jerry suggested that if she took a pink pill a couple hours beforehand and

then sank back on a green at the start of a session it was possible to keep

t he experience at an inpersonal l|level, as though it were taking place on
teevee. Lone tried it and the result for her was not so
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much to make it inpersonal as to make it unreal. Instead of the scene becom ng
a teevee screen, she was pissed on by one.

The single | argest advantage of the job was that her wages weren't official
The Lighthalls didn't believe in paying taxes and so they operated illegally,
even though that neant charging much I ess than the licensed brothels. Lottie
didn't |ose any of her regular MODI CUM benefits, and the necessity of spending
what she made on the black nmarket nmeant that she bought the fun things she
want ed i nstead of the dull things she ought to have. Her wardrobe trebl ed. She
ate at restaurants. Her roomfilled with kni ckknacks and toys and the fruity
reek of Faberge's Ml ly Bl oom

As the Lighthalls got to know and trust her, she began to be sent out to

peopl e's homes, often staying the night. Invariably this would mean sonet hi ng
beyond gol den showers. She could see that it was a job that she could growto



like. Not for the sex, the sex was nothing, but sonetimnmes afterwards,

especi ally on assignnents away from Washi ngton Street, the clients would warm
up and tal k about something besides their own unvarying predilections. This
was the aspect of the job that appealed to Lotti e—+he human contact.

32. Lottie, in Stuyvesant Square (2021)

"Heaven. |'min heaven.

"What | mean is, anyone if he just |ooked around and really understood what he
saw . .. But that's not what |'m supposed to say, is it? The object's to be
able to say what you want. Instead, | guess what / was saying was that |'d
better be happy with what |'ve got, cause | won't get any nore. But then if |
don't ask for nore ... It's a vicious circle.

"Heaven. What is heaven? Heaven is a supermarket. Like that one they built

out side the nuseum Full of everything you could ever ask for. Full of fresh
meat —+ wouldn't live in any vegetarian heaven—full of cake mi xes and cartons
of cold mlk and fizzies in cans. Ch, the works. And lots of disposable
containers. And I would just go down the aisles with my big cart in a kind of
trance, the way they say the housew ves did then, wthout thinking what any of
it was going to
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cost. Wthout thinking. N neteen-fifty-three a.d.—you're right, that's heaven.
"No. No, | guess not. That's the trouble with heaven. You say sonethi ng that
sounds nice but then you think, would you really want it a second tine? A
third time? Like your highway, it would be great once. And then? \Wat then?
"You see, it has to come fromi nside.

"So what | want, what | really do want... | don't know how to say it. What |
really want is to really want sonething. The way, you know, when a baby wants
somet hi ng? The way he reaches for it. I'd like to see sonething and reach for

it like that. Not to be aware that | couldn't have it or that it wasn't ny
turn. Juan is that way sonetimes with sex, once he lets |oose. But of course
heaven woul d have to be | arger than that.

"I know The novie we saw on teevee the other night when Mom woul dn't shut up
t he Japanese novie, renenber? Do you remenber the fire festival, the song they
sang? | forget the exact words, but the idea was that you should let life burn
you up. That's what | want. | want life to burn nme up

"So that's what heaven is then. Heaven is the fire that does that, a huge
roaring bonfire with lots of little Japanese wonmen dancing around it and every
so often they let out a great shout and one of themrushes into it. \Woof!"

33. Shrinmp, in Stuyvesant Square (2021)

"One of the rules in the magazi ne was that you can't mention other people by
nane. Ot herwise | could just say, 'Heaven would be if | were living with
January' and then describe that. But if you're describing a relationship, you
don't let yourself imagine all you could and so you | earn not hi ng.

"So where does that |eave nme?

"Visualize, it said.

"Ckay. Well, there's grass in heaven, because | can see nyself standing in
grass. But it isn't the country, not with cows and such. And it can't be a
park, because the grass in parks is either sickly or
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you can't walk on it. It's beside a highway. A highway in Texas! Let's say in
ni neteen-fifty-three. It's a clear, clear day in nineteen-fifty-three, and

can see the highway stretching on and on past the horizon

"Endl essl y.

"Then what? Then I'Il want to drive on the highway, | suppose. But not by
nmysel f, that would be anxiety-making. So I'Il break the rule and |let January
drive. If we're on a notorcycle, it's scarcely a relationship, is it?

"Well, our notorcycle is going fast, it's going terribly fast, and there are

cars and gigantic trucks going alnost as fast as we are. Toward that horizon
W weave in and out, in and out. Faster we go, and faster and faster

"Then what? | don't know That's as far as | see.

"Now it's your turn."



34. Shrinp, at the Asylum (2024)
"What do | feel? Angry. Afraid. Sorry for nyself. | don't know | feel a bit

of everything, but not—Onh, this is silly. | don't want to be wasting
everyone's tine with—

"Well, I'"Il try it. Just say the one thing over and over until—What happens?
"I love you. There, that wasn't so bad. | love you. | |ove you, January. |

| ove you, January. January, | |ove you. January, | love you. If she were here
it would be a |lot easier, you know. Okay, okay. | love you. | love you. | |ove
your big warm boobs. I'd Iike to squeeze them And I love your ... | |love your
juicy black cunt. How about that? | do. | love all of you. | wish we were
toget her again. | wish | knew where you were so you'd know that. | don't want
t he baby, any babies, | want you. | want to be married. To you. For all tine.

| love you.

"Keep goi ng?

"I love you. | love you. |I love you very nuch. And that's a lie. | hate you.

can't stand you. You appall ne, with your stupidity, with your vulgarity, with
your third-hand ideas that you take off the party line |Iike—You bore ne. You
bore ne to tears. You're dunmb nigger scuml Nigger bitch. Stupid! And | don't
care if—
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"No, | can't. It's not there. |I'mjust saying the words because | know you
want to hear them Love, hate, |ove, hate—waords.

"It isn't that I"mresisting. But | don't feel what |I'msaying, and that's the

truth. Either way. The only thing | feel is tired. I wish | were hone watching
teevee instead of wasting everyone's tine. For which | apol ogi ze.
"Sonmebody el se say sonething and |I'Il shut up."

35. Richard M WIliken, continued (2024)

"Your problem" he told her, as they were rocking hone in the RR after the big
nonbr eakt hrough, "is that you're not willing to accept your own nediocrity."
"Ch shut up," she said. "I nean that sincerely."

"I't's my own problem just as rmuch. Even nore so, perhaps. Wiy do you think
I've gone so |l ong now wi thout doing any work? It isn't that if | started in

not hi ng woul d happen. But when I'mall done | |ook at what I'mleft with and
say to myself, 'No, not enough.' In effect that's what you were saying
toni ght."

"I know you're trying to be nice, Wlly, but it doesn't help. There's no
conpari son between your situation and mine."

"Sure there is. | can't believe in ny pictures. You can't believe in your |ove
affairs.”

"Alove affair isn't sone goddamm work of art." The spirit of argunent had
caught hold of Shrinp. WIIliken could see her struggling out of her gloons as
t hough they were no nore than a wet swinsuit. Good old Shrinp!

"I'sn't it?" he pronpted.

She plunged after the bait w thout a thought. "You at least try to do

somet hing. There's an attenpt. |'ve never gone that far. 1 suppose if | did 1
woul d be what you say-—wedi ocre.”

"You attenpt too—ever so visibly."

"What ?" she asked.

She wanted to be torn to pieces (no one at the Asylum had bot hered even to
scream at her), but WIlliken didn't rise above irony. "I try to do sonet hing;
you try to feel sonmething. You want an inner life, a
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spiritual life if you prefer. And you' ve got it. Only no matter what you do
no matter how you squirmto get away fromthe fact, it's mediocre. Not bad.

Not poor."
"Bl essed are the poor in spirit. Eh?"
"Exactly. But you don't believe that and neither do I. You know who we are?

We're the scribes and Phari sees. "
"Ch, that's good."
"You're a bit nore cheerful now "



Shrinp pulled a long face. "I'm |l aughing on the outside."

"Things could be a |l ot worse."

" How?"

"You mght be a |loser. Like ne."

"And I'ma w nner instead? You can say that! After you saw ne there tonight?"
"Wait," he promised her. "Just wait."

PART VI : 2026

36. Boz

"Bulgarial™ MIly exclainmed, and it took no special equipnment to know that her
next words were going to be: "I've been to Bulgaria."

"Why don't you get out your slides and show us,"” Boz said, clanmping the Iid
gently on her ego. Then, though he knew, he asked, "Wose turnis it?"
January snapped to attention and shook the dice. "Seven!" She counted out
seven spaces al oud, ending up on Go to Jail. "I hope | stay there," she said
cheerfully. "If | land on Boardwal k again that's the end of the ganme for ne.
She said it so hopefully.

"I"'mtrying to renmenber,"” MIIly said, elbow propped on the table, the dice
held al oft, time and the gane in suspense, "what it was like. Al that cones
back is that people told jokes there. You had to sit and listen for hours to
j okes. About breasts." A |ook passed between them and another | ook passed
bet ween January and Shri np.

Boz, though he'd have liked to retaliate with sonething gross, rose above it.
He sat straighter in his chair, while in languid contrast his |left hand dipped
toward the dish of hot snaps. So nuch tastier cold.

MI1ly shook. Four: her cannon | anded on the B & O She paid
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Shrimp $200, and shook again. Eleven: her token cane down on one of her own
properti es.

The Monopoly set was an heirloomfromthe O Meara side of the famly. The
houses and hotel s were wood, the counters lead. MIIly, as ever, had the
cannon, Shrinp had the little racing car, Boz had the battleship, and January
had the flatiron. MIly and Shrinp were wi nning. Boz and January were | 0sing.
Cest la vie.

"Bul garia," Boz said, because it was such a fine thing to say, but also
because his duty as a host required himto | ead the conversation back to the

i nterrupted guest. "But why?"

Shrinp, who was studying the backs of her property deeds to see how nmany nore
houses she coul d get by nortgagi ng the odds and ends, explained the exchange
system between the two school s.

"I'sn't this what she was being so giddy about |ast spring?" MIly asked. "I

t hought another girl got the schol arship then."

"Cel este di Cecca. She was the one in the airplane crash.”

"Ch!" MIly said, as the light dawned. "I didn't make the connection."

"You thought Shrinp just likes to keep up with the |atest plane crashes?" Boz
asked.

"I don't know what | thought, Trueheart. So now she's going after all. Talk
about | uck!"

Shrinp bought three nore houses. Then the racing car sped past Park Pl ace,
Boar dwal k, Go, and Inconme Tax, to |land on Vernmont Avenue. It was nortgaged to
t he bank.

"Tal k about |uck!" said January.

The tal k about luck continued for several turns round the board—who had it
and who | acked it and whether there was, outside of Mpnopoly, any such thing.
Boz asked if any of them had ever known anyone who'd won on the nunbers or in
the lottery. January's brother had won five hundred dollars three years

bef ore.

"But of course," January added conscientiously, "over the long run he's | ost
nore than that."

"Certainly for the passengers an airplane crash is only luck,"” MIIly insisted.



"Did you think about crashes a | ot when you were a hostess?" Jan-
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uary asked the question with the same | eaden disinterest with which she played
at the game.

VWhile MIly told her story about the Great Air Disaster of 2021, Boz snuck
around behind the screen to revise the orzata and add some ice. Tabbycat was
watching tiny ballplayers silently playing ball on the teevee, and Peanut was
sl eepi ng peacefully. Wien he returned with the tray the Air Di saster was

concl uded and Shrinp was spelling out her philosophy of life:

"I't may | ook like luck on the surface but if you go deeper you'll see that
peopl e usually get what they' ve got coming. If it hadn't been this schol arship
for Amparo, it would have been sonething el se. She's worked for it."

"And M ckey?" January asked.

"Poor Mckey," MIly agreed.

"M ckey got exactly what he deserved."

For once Boz had to agree with his sister. "People, when they do things like
that, are often seeking puni shnent."

January's orzata chose just that noment to spill itself. MIly got the board
up in time and only one edge was wet. January had had so little noney left in
front of her that that was no | oss either. Boz was nore enbarrassed than
January, since his last words seened to inply that she'd overturned her drink
del i berately. God knew, she had every reason to want to. Nothing is quite so
dull as two solid hours of |osing.

Two turns later January's w sh cane true. She | anded on Board-wal k and was out
of the gane. Boz, who was being ground into the dust nore slowy but just as
surely, insisted on conceding at the sanme tine. He went with January out onto
t he veranda.

"You didn't have to give up just to keep nme company, you know. "

"Ch, they're happier in there without us. Now they can fight it out between

t hensel ves, fang and claw. "

"Do you know, |'ve never won at Monopol y? Never once in mmy lifel" She sighed.
Then, so as not to seem an ungrateful guest, "You ve got a lovely view"
They appreciated the night viewin silence: lights that nmoved cars and pl anes;

lights that didn't nove, stars, wi ndows, street |anps.
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Then, growi ng uneasy, Boz made his usual quip for a visitor on the veranda:
"Yes—'ve got the sun in the nmorning and the clouds in the afternoon.™

Possi bly January didn't get it. In any case she intended to be serious. "Boz,
maybe you could give ne sonme advice."

"Me? Fiddl e-dee-dee!" Boz |oved to give advice. "Wat about?"

"What we're doing."

"I thought that was nore in the nature of being already done."

"What ?"

"I mean, fromthe way Shrinp talks, |I thought it was a— But he couldn't say
"fait acconpli,'''' so he translated. "An acconplished fact."

"I suppose it is, as far as our being accepted. They've been very nice to us,
the others there. It isn't us that |I'mworried about so nuch as her nother."
"Mon?? Ch, she'll get along.”

"She seemed very upset last night."

"She gets upset but she recovers quickly, our Momdoes. Al the Hansons are
great bouncers-back. As you nust have noticed." That wasn't nice but it seened
to slip past January with nmost of his other neanings.

"She'll still have Lottie with her. And M ckey too, when he gets back."
"That's right." But his agreenment had an edge of sarcasm He'd begun to resent
January's clunmsy streaks of whitewash. "And anyhow, even if it is as bad as
she seenms to think, you can't let that stand in your way. If Momdidn't have
anyone el se, that shouldn't affect your decision."

"You don't think so?"

"I'f I thought so, then I'd have to nove back there, wouldn't 1? If it cane to
the point that she was going to |l ose the place. Ch, |ook who's here!"



It was Tabbycat. Boz picked her up and rubbed her in all her favorite places.
January persisted. "But you' ve got your own . . . fanmily."

"No, I've got ny own Iife. The sane as you or Shrinp."
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"So you do think we're doing the right thing?"

But he wasn't going to let her have it as easy as that. "Are you doi ng what
you want to? Yes or no."

"Yes."

"Then it's the right thing." Wich judgnent pronounced, he turned his
attention to Tabbycat. "Wat's going on in there, huh, little fella? Are those
people still playing their Iong dull game? Huh? Who's going to win? Huh?"
January, who didn't know the cat had been watching tel evision, answered the
question straightforwardly. "I think Shrinmp will."

"Ch?" Why had Shrinp ever . . . ? He had never under stood.

"Yes. She always wins. It's incredible. The |uck."

That was why.

37. M ckey

He was going to be a ballplayer. ldeally a catcher for the Mets, but |acking
that he'd be content so long as he was in the major |eagues. If his sister
coul d becone a ballerina, there was no reason he couldn't be an athlete. He
had t he sane basic genetic equi pnent, quick reflexes, a good m nd. He could do
it. Dr. Sullivan said he could do it and Greg Lincoln the sports director said
he had as good a chance as any other boy, possibly better. It nmeant endl ess
practice, rigid discipline, an iron will, but with Dr. Sullivan helping himto
weed out his bad nmental habits there wasn't any reason he couldn't neet those
demands.

But how could he explain that in half an hour in the visitors' roonf? To his
nmot her, who didn't know Ki ke Chal mers from Qpal Nash? H s nother who was the
source (he could understand that now) of nost of his wong ways of thinking.
So he just told her.

"I don't want to go back to 334. Not this week, not next week, not..." He
pul l ed up just short of the word "never." "Not for a long tine."

Enmotions flickered across her face |ike strobes. Mckey | ooked away. She said,
"Why, M ckey? What did | do?"

"Not hi ng. That's not it."

PART VI: 2026 / 241

"Why t hen? A reason.”

"You talk in your sleep. Al night |Iong you talk."

"That's not a reason. You can sleep in the living room |ike Boz used to, if |
keep you up."

"Then you're crazy. How s that? |Is that a reason? You're crazy, all of you
are."

That stopped her, but not for |long. Then she was pecki ng away at hi m agai n.
"Maybe everyone's crazy, a little. But this place, Mckey, you can't want to—
| mean, look at it!"

"I like this place. The guys here, as far as they're concerned, |I'mjust like
them And that's what | want. | don't want to go back and live with you. Ever
If you make me go, I'll just do the sane thing all over again. | swear | wll.
And this tine I'll use enough fluid and really kill himtoo, not just
pretend.”

"Okay, Mckey, it's your life."

"Goddam right." These words, and the tears on which they verged, were like a
| oad of cenent dunped into the raw foundation of his new life. By tonorrow
nmorning all the wet slop of feeling would be solid as rock and in a year a
skyscraper woul d stand where now there was nothing but a gaping hole.

38. Father Charmain

Reverend Cox had just taken down Bunyan's Kerygma, which was al ready a week
overdue, and settled down for a nice warmdip into his plodding, solid,
reassuring prose, when the bell went D ng-Dong, and before she could unfold
her | egs, again, D ng-Dong. Soneone was upset.



A dumpy old woman with a frazzled face, curdled flesh, the left eyelid
droopi ng, the right eye popping out. As soon as the door opened the m snatched
eyes went through the famliar notions of surprise, distrust, wthdrawal.

"Pl ease cone in." She gestured to the glow fromthe office at the end of the
hal I .

"I came to see Father Cox." She held up one of the formletters the office
sent out: If you should ever experience the need.
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Charmain offered her hand. "I'm Charnai n Cox."

The wonman, renenbering her manners, took the hand offered her. "I'm Nora
Hanson. Are you ... ?"

"His wife?" She smled. "No, |'"'mafraid |'"'mthe priest. Is that better or
wor se? But do cone in out of this dreadful cold. If you think you' d be nore
confortable talking with a man. | can phone up ny col |l eague at St. Mark's,

Reverend CGogardin. He's only around the corner." She steered her into the
office and into the confy confessional of the brown chair.

"It's been so long since |'ve been to church. It never occurred to nme, from
your letter "

"Yes, | suppose it's sonething of a fraud on nmy part, using only ny initials."
And she went through her disingenuous but useful patter song about the wonman
who had fainted the man who' d snatched of f her pectoral. Then she renewed her
offer to phone St. Mark's, but by now Ms. Hanson was resigned to a priest of
t he wrong sex.

Her story was a nosaic of little guilts and indignities, weaknesses and woes,
but the picture that emerged was all too recognizably the disintegration of a
fam ly. Charmain began to assenble all the argunents why she woul dn't be able
to take an active role in her struggle against the great octopus,

Bur eaucr acy—hi ef anong themthat in the nine-to-five portion of her life she
was a slave at one of the octopus's shrines (Departnent of Tenporary

Assi stance). But then it devel oped that the Church, and even God, were

i nvolved in Ms. Hanson's probl ens. The ol der daughter and her |over were

| eaving the sinking famly to join the Sodality of St. Clare. In the quarre
that had funbled the old | ady out of her building and into this office the

| over had used the poor dear's own Bible as anmunition. From Ms. Hanson's
extremely partisan account it took Charmain some tinme to |ocate the offending
passage, but at last she tracked it down to St. Mark, third chapter, verses
thirty-three to thirty-five:

And he answered them saying, Who is ny nother, or ny brethren?

And he | ooked round about on them which sat about him and said, Behold ny
not her and ny brethren!
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For whosoever shall do the will of God, the sane is nmy brother, and ny sister,
and not her.

"Now | ask you!"

"OfF course," Charmain explained, "Christ isn't saying there that one has a
license to abuse or insult one's natural parents.”

"Of course he isn't!"

"But has it occurred to you that this ... is her name January?"

"Yes. It's a ridicul ous name."

"Has it occurred to you that January and your daughter may be right?"

"How do you mean?"

"Let's put it this way. What is the will of God?"

Ms. Hanson shrugged. "You' ve got me." Then, after the question had settled,
"But if you think that Shrinp knows—ha!"

Deciding that St. Mark had done enough harm al ready, Charmain stunbled through
her usual good counsels for disaster situations, but if she had been a shop
clerk hel ping the wonan to pick out a hat she couldn't have felt nore futile
or ridiculous. Everything Ms. Hanson tried on nade her | ook grotesque.

"I'n other words," Ms. Hanson sumred up, "you think |I'm wong."

"No. But on the other hand |I'm not sure your daughter is. Have you tried,



really, to see things fromher side? To think why she wants to join a

Sodal i ty?"
"Yes. | have. She likes to shit on ne and call it cake."
Charmai n | aughed wi thout nuch zest. "Well, perhaps you're right. | hope we can

tal k again about this after we've both had a chance to think it over."
"You nean you want ne to go."

"Yes, | guess that's what | nean. It's late, | have a job."
"Ckay, |'mgoing. But | meant to ask: that book on the fl oor "
" Kerygma?"

"What does that nean?"

"It's Greek for nmessage. It's supposed to be one of the things that the Church
does, it brings a nessage."
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"What message?"

"I'n a nutshell —€hrist is risen. W are saved." "lIs that what you believe?"
"I don't know, Ms. Hanson. But what | believe doesn't matter—I'monly the
messenger . "

"Shall | tell you somethi ng?"

"What ?"

"I don't think you' re much of a priest."

"Thank you, Ms. Hanson. | know that."

39. The Five-Fifteen Puppets

Alone in the apartment, doors |ocked, nind bolted, Ms. Hanson watched the
teevee with a fierce, wandering attention. People knocked, she ignored them
Even Ab Holt, who should have known better than to be playing their gane.
"Just a discussion, Nora." Nora! He'd never called her Nora before. His big
voi ce kept smashing through the door of the closet that had been a foyer. She
couldn't believe that they would really use physical force to evict her. After
fifteen years! There were hundreds of people in the building, she could nane
them who didn't neet occupancy standards. Who took in any tenp fromthe
hal | way and called them | odgers. "Ms. Hanson, I'd Iike you to neet ny new
daughter.” Oh yes! The corruption wasn't all at the top—+t worked its way

t hrough the whol e system And when she'd asked, "Wy me?" that slut had had
the nerve to say, "Che sera sera, |I'mafraid." If it had been that Ms.
MIler. There was someone who really did care, not a |lot of fake synpathy and
"Che sera sera." Mybe, if she phoned? But there wasn't a phone at WIliken's
now, and in any case she wasn't budging fromwhere she was. They'd have to
drag her. Wuld they dare go that far? The electricity would be shut off,
that's always the first step. God knew what she'd do w thout the teevee. A

bl onde girl showed her how easy sonething was to do, just one, two, three.
Then four, five, six, and it woul d be broken? Term nal Cinic cane on. The new
doctor was still in a feud with Nurse Loughtis. Hair like a witch, that one,
and you couldn't believe a word she said. That nean | ook of hers, and then
"You can't fight Cty Hall, Doctor."
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O course, that's what they wanted you to believe, that the individual person
i s hel pl ess. She switched channels. Fucking on 5. Cooking on 4. She paused.
Hands pushed and pulled at a great ball of dough. Food! But the nice Spanish
| ady—though really you couldn't say she was Spanish, it was only her name—from
the Tenants' Committee had prom sed her she wouldn't starve. As for water,
she'd filled every container in the house days ago.

It was so unfair. Ms. Manuel if that was her nane, had said she was being
hung in a | oophol e. Somebody nust have had their eye on the apartnment for a
long tinme, waiting for this opportunity. But try and find out fromthat
asshol e Bl ake who was novi ng i n—eh no, that was "confidential." She'd known
fromone | ook at his beady eyes that he was getting his orange juice.

It was only a matter of holding out. In a few days Lottie would conme hone.
She' d gone off before like this and she'd al ways cone back. Her clothes were
all here, except the one little suitcase, a detail she hadn't pointed out to
Mss Sline. Lottie' d have her little breakdown or whatever and then cone hone



and there'd be two of themand the departnent would have to grant a statutory
six months' stay. Ms. Manuel had enphasized that—six nonths. And Shrinp

woul dn't last six nmonths at that convent so-called. Religion was a hobby with
her. in six nmonths she'd have thrown it all up and started on sonethi ng new,
and then there'd be three of them and the departnment wouldn't have a leg to
stand on.

The dates they gave you were just a bluff. She saw that now. It was already a
week past the tine they'd set. Let them knock on the door all they |iked,

t hough the idea of it drove her crazy. And Ab Holt, hel ping them Danmm!

"I would like a cigarette,"” she said calmy, as if it were sonething one

al ways says to oneself at five o' clock when the news cane on, and she wal ked
into the bedroom and took the cigarettes and the matches fromthe top drawer.
Everything was so neat. O othes folded. She'd even fixed the broken blind,

t hough now the slats were stuck. She sat on the edge of the bed and lit a
cigarette. It took two matches, and then: Phew, the taste! Stale? But the
snoke di d sonething necessary to her head. She stopped worrying around in the
same circle and thought about her secret weapon.
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Her secret weapon was the furniture. Over the years she'd accunul ated so nuch,
nostly from ot her people's apartnents when they' d died or noved out, and they
couldn't evict her without clearing away every rag and stick of it. That was
the aw. And not just out into the corridor, oh no, they had to bring it down
all the way to the street. So what were they going to do? Hire an arny to take
it down those stairs? Eighteen floors! No, so |long as she insisted on her
rights, she was as safe as if she were in a castle. And they'd just keep going
on like they'd been going on, exerting psychol ogi cal pressure so that she'd
sign their fucking forns.

On the teevee a bunch of dancers had gotten up a party at the G eenw ch
Village office of Manufacturers Hanover Trust. The news was over and Ms.
Hanson returned to the living room wth her second awful cigarette, to the

tune of "Getting to Know You." It seened ironic.
At | ast the puppets cane on. Her old friends. Her only friends. It was
Fl apdoodl e' s birthday. Bowser brought in a present in a gigantic box. "Is it

for me?" Fl apdoodl e squeaked. "Open it," Bowser said, and you knew fromthe
tone of his voice it was going to be sonething pretty bad. "For me, oh boy!
It's something for ne!" There was one box inside another box, and then a box
inside that, and then still another box. Bowser got nore and nore inpatient.
"Go on, go on, open the next one." "Ch, |I'mbored," said little Flapdoodle.
"Let me show you how, " said Bowser, and he did, and a gigantic wonderful
hamrer came out on a spring and knocked himon the head. Ms. Hanson | aughed
herself into a fit, and sparks and ashes fromthe cigarette splashed all over
her 1 ap.

40. Hunt's Tomato Catsup

Before it was even daylight the super had let the two of themin through the
closet with his key. Auxiliaries. Now they were packi ng, wapping, w ecking

t he whol e apartnment. She told thempolitely to | eave, she screaned at themto
| eave, they paid no attention

On the way down to find the Tenants' Conmittee woman she nmet the super com ng
up. "What about ny furniture?" she asked him
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"What about your furniture?"

"You can't evict me without ny belongings. That's the law "

"Go talk to the office. I don't have anything to do with this."

"You let themin. They're there now, and you should see the ness they're

maki ng. You can't tell me that's |egal —another person's bel ongi ngs. Not just
mne, a whole famly's."

"So? So it's illegal —does that nake you feel better?" He turned round and
started down the stairs.

Remenbering the chaos upstairs—el othes tunbl ed out of the closet, pictures off
the walls, dishes stacked helter-skelter inside cheap carrier cartons—she



decided it wasn't worth it. Ms. Manuel, even if she could find her, wasn't
going to stick her neck out on the Hansons' behal f. Wen she returned to 1812,
the red-haired one was pissing in the kitchen sink

"Ch, don't apol ogi ze!" she said, when he started in. "Ajob is ajob is a job,
isn'"t it? You' ve got to do what they tell you to."

She felt every minute as though she was going to start roaring or spinning in
circles or just explode, but what stopped and held her was know ng that none
of that woul d have had any effect. Tel evision had supplied her with nodels for
almost all the real-life situations she'd ever had to face—happiness,

heart break, and points between—but this norning she was al one and scriptl ess,
wi t hout even a notion of what was supposed to happen next. O what to do.
Cooperate with the dammed steanrollers? That's what the steanrollers seened to
expect, Mss Slinme and the rest of themin their offices with their forns and
t heir good manners. She'd be dammed if she woul d.

She'd resist. Let the whole lot of themtry to tell her it wouldn't do her any
good, she'd go on resisting. Wth that decision she recognized that she had
found her role and that it was after all a famliar role in a known story: she
woul d go down fighting. Very often in such cases, if you held out |ong enough
agai nst even the nost hopel ess odds the tide would turn. She'd seen it happen
time and again.

At ten o'clock Slinme canme round and nmade a checklist of the destruction the
auxiliaries had acconplished. She tried to make Ms. Hanson sign a paper for
certain of the boxes and cupboards to be stored at the city's expense—the rest
presunmably was garbage—at which point Ms. Hanson pointed out that until she'd
been evicted the
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apartment still belonged to her and so would Mss Slinme please | eave and take
her two sink-pissers with her

Then she sat down beside the lifeless teevee (the electricity was off,

finally) and had another cigarette. Hunt's Tomato Catsup, the nmatchbook said.
There was a recipe inside for Waikiki Beans that she'd always intended to test
out but never got around to. Mx up Beef or Pork Chunkies, sonme crushed

pi neappl e, a tabl espoon of Wesson G|, and lots of catsup, heat, and serve on
toast. She fell asleep in the arnthair planning an entire Hawaiian-style

di nner around the Wi ki ki Beans.

At four o'clock there was a banging and clattering at the door of what was
once again the foyer. The novers. She had tine to freshen herself before they
found the super to let themin. She watched grimy as they stripped the
kitchen of furniture, shelves, boxes. Even vacant, the patterns of wear on the
linoleum of stains on the walls, declared the roomto be the Hansons

ki t chen.

The contents of the kitchen had been stacked at the top of the stairs. This
was the part she'd been waiting for. Now, she thought, break your backs!

There was a groan and shudder of far-off nachineries. The el evator was
working. It was Shrinp's doing, her ridiculous canpaign, a final farewell slap
in the face. Ms. Hanson's secret weapon had failed. In no tine the kitchen
was | oaded into the el evator and the novers squeezed in and pressed the
button. The outer and then the inner doors closed. The disc of dimyellow
light slipped fromsight. Ms. Hanson approached the dirty w ndow and wat ched
the steel cables shiver like the strings of gigantic bows. After a long, |ong
time the nassive bl ock counterweight rose up out of the darkness.

The apartnent or the furniture? It had to be one or the other. She chose—they
must have known she woul d—the furniture. She returned one last tine to 1812
and got together her brown coat, her Wol y© cap, her purse. In the dusk, with
no lights and the blinds off the windows, with the walls bare and the floors
cluttered with big seal ed boxes, there was no one to say good-bye to except

t he rocker, the teevee, the sofa—and they'd be with her on the street soon
enough.

She doubl e-1 ocked the door as she left. At the top of the stairs, hearing the
el evat or groani ng upwards, she stopped. Wy kil
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hersel f? She got in as the novers canme out. "Any objections?" she asked. The
doors closed and Ms. Hanson was in free fall before they discovered they
couldn't get in.

"I hope it crashes," she said aloud, a little afraid it mght.

Slime was standing guard over the kitchen which was huddl ed toget her beyond
the curb in alittle island of light under a street lanp. It was al nost night.
A sharp wind with dry flakes of yesterday's snow swept down 11th Street from
the west. Wth a scowm for Sline, Ms. Hanson seated herself on one of the
kitchen chairs. She just hoped that Slime would try and sit down too.

The second | oad arrived—arncthairs, the disassenbl ed bunk, cupboards of

cl othes, the teevee. A second hypothetical room began to form beside the
first. Ms. Hanson noved to her regular arncthair and tried, with her hands in
t he coat pockets, to warmher fingers in her crotch

Now M ss Slime judged the time had cone to really tw st and squeeze. The forns
cane out of the briefcase. Ms. Hanson got rid of her quite elegantly. She lit
a cigarette. Slime backed off fromthe snmoke as though she'd been offered a

t easpoonful of cancer. Social workers!

Al'l the bul kiest itenms cane in the third | oad—+the sofa, the rocker, the three
beds, the dresser with the m ssing drawer. The novers told Slime that in one
nore trip they'd have it all down. Wen they' d gone back in, she started in
again with her forns and her ball point.

"I can understand your anger, and | synpathize, Ms. Hanson, believe ne. But
someone has to attend to these matters and see that things are handl ed as
fairly as the situation permts. Now please do sign these forms so that when
the van cones ..."

Ms. Hanson got up, took the form tore it in half, tore the halves in half,
and handed the scraps back to Slime, who stopped talking. "Now, is there
anyt hi ng el se?" she asked in the same tone of voice as Sline.

"I"'monly trying to help, Ms. Hanson."

"If you try to help for one nore mnute, so help ne, 1'll spread you all over
that sidewal k like so much . . . like so nuch catsup!"

"Threats of violence don't solve problems, Ms. Hanson."

Ms. Hanson picked up the top half of the lanmp pole fromthe |ap
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of the rocker and swung, aiming for the mddle of her thick coat. There was a
sati sfying Whap! The plastic shade that had al ways been such an eyesore
cracked of f. Wthout another word Slinme wal ked away in the direction of First
Avenue.

The | ast boxes were brought out fromthe | obby and dunped beside the curb. The
rooms were all scrambled together now in one gigantic irrational junmble. Two
colored brats fromthe buil di ng had begun bouncing on a stack made fromthe
bunk mattresses and the nmattress from Lottie's bed. Ms. Hanson chased t hem
off with the Ianp pole. They joined the small crowd that had gathered on the
si dewal k, just outside the inmaginary walls of the imaginary apartnment.

Si | houettes watched fromthe | ower w ndows.

She couldn't let themhave it just like that. As though she were dead and they
could go through her pockets. This furniture was her own private property and
they just stood about, waiting for Slinme to come back with reinforcenents and
take her off. Like vultures, waiting.

Wll, they could wait till they dropped—they weren't going to get a thing!

She dug into her freezing purse for the cigarettes, the matches. There were
only three left. She'd have to be careful. She found the drawers for the
wooden dresser that had come from M ss Shore's apartment when M ss Shore had
di ed. Her nicest piece of furniture. Qak. Before replacing them she used the

| anp pol e to poke hol es through the pasteboard bottoms. Then she broke open

t he seal ed boxes | ooking for burnables. She encountered bathroomitens, sheets
and pillows, her flowers. She dunmped out the flowers, tore the broken box into
strips. The strips went into the bottom drawer of the dresser. She waited
until there was no wind at all. Even so it took all three matches to get it



started.

The crowd—still nostly of children—had grown, but they kept well back fromthe
wal I s. She scouted about for the kindling. Pages of books, the remains of the
cal endar, and M ckey's watercolors ("Prom sing" and "Shows i ndependence") from
the third grade were fed into the dresser. Before |l ong she had a nice little
furnace goi ng inside. The probl em now was how to get the rest of the furniture
started. She couldn't keep pushing things into the drawers.
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Using the | anp pole she was able to get the dresser over on its side. Sparks
geysered up and were swept along by the wind. The crowd, which had been
closing in nore tightly around the bonfire, swayed back. Ms. Hanson pl aced
the kitchen chairs and table on the flames. They were the last large itens she
still had left fromthe Mtt Street days. Seeing them go was pai nful

Once the chairs had caught she used themas torches to start the rest of the
furniture going. The cupboards, |oosely packed and made of cheap material s,
becarme fountains of fire. The crowmd cheered as each one, after snoking

bl ackly, would catch hold and shoot up. Ah! Is there anything Iike a good
fire?

The sofa, arncthairs, and mattresses were nore obstinate. The fabric would
char, the stuffing would stink and snolder, but it wouldn't burn outright.

Pi ece by piece (except for the sofa, which had al ways been beyond her), Ms.
Hanson dragged these itens to the central pyre. The |l ast mattress, however,
only got as far as the teevee and her strength gave out.

A figure advanced toward her fromthe crowd, but if they wanted to stop her
nowit was too late. A fat wonman with a small suitcase.

"Mon?' she said.

"Lottiel"

"Quess what? |'ve cone honme. \What are you doing with—=

A clothes cupboard fell apart, scattering flanmes in nmodules scaled to the
human form

"I told them | told themyou' d be back!"

"Isn"t this our furniture?"

"Stay here." Ms. Hanson took the suitcase out of Lottie's hand, which was al
cut and scratched, the poor darling, and set it down on the concrete. "Don't
go anywhere, right? I'mgetting soneone but I'Il be right back. We've lost a
battle, but we'll win the war."

"Are you feeling all right, Mn®?"

"I"'mfeeling fine. Just wait here, all right? And there's no need to worry.
Not now. We've got six months for certain.”
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41. At the Falls

I ncredi ble'? Her nmother running off through the flanes |ike sone opera star
going out for a curtain call. Her suitcase had crushed the plastic flowers.
She stooped and picked one up. An iris. She tossed it into the flanes in
approximately the direction her nother had di sappeared in.

And hadn't it been a magnificent performance? Lottie had watched fromthe

si dewal k, awestruck, as she'd set fire to ... everything. The rocker was
burni ng. The kid's bunk, in two pieces, was burning propped up agai nst the
enbers of the kitchen table. Even the teevee, with Lottie's own mattress
draped over it, though because of the mattress the teevee wasn't burning as
well as it might. The entire Hanson apartment was on fire. The strength!
Lotti e thought. The strength that represents.

But why strength? Wasn't it as rmuch a yielding? Wat Agnes Vargas had said
years ago at Afra Inports: "The hard part isn't doing the job. The hard part
is learning how " Such a commonpl ace thing to say. yet it had always stuck
with her.

Had she | earned how?

The beauty: that was what was so remarkable. Seeing the furniture standing
about on the street, that had been beautiful enough. But when it burned!

The flowered arncthair, which had only been snoldering till now, took hold al



at once, and all its nmeaning was expressed in a tall colum of orange fl anes.
d ori ous!

Coul d she?

At the very least she could try to approach it.

She fiddl ed open the | ocks of the suitcase. Already she'd | ost so many of the
t hi ngs she'd brought with her, all the little bones and bijoux from her past
that hadn't for all her worrying at themyielded her one dribble of the
feelings they were supposed to hold. Postcards she'd never sent. Baby cl ot hes.
The book of autographs (including three celebrities) she'd started keeping in
ei ghth grade. But what junk she had left she'd gladly give.
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At the top of the suitcase, a white dress. She threw it into the lap of the
burning chair. As it touched the flames years of whiteness condensed into a
nonment's fierce flare.

Shoes, a sweater. They shriveled inside lurid hal oes of green flane.

Prints. Stripes.

Most of these things didn't even fit her! She | ost patience and dunped the
rest in all in a heap, everything except the photographs and the bundl e of
letters. These she fed to the fire one by one. The pictures w nked into flane
like the popping of so many flashbul bs, leaving the world as they'd entered
it. The letters, on lighter paper, went even nore quickly: a single whoosh!
and then they rose in the updraft, black weightless birds, poem after poem
lie upon lie—all of Juan's |ove.

Now she was free?

The cl othes she wore were of no inportance. As little time as a week ago she
m ght have thought at this nmonent that she'd have to take her clothes off,

t 0o.

She hersel f was the clothing she nmust renove.

She went to where her own bed had been prepared atop the teevee. Al else was
in flames now, only the mattress still snoldered. She lay down. It was no nore
unconfortabl e than entering a very hot bathtub, and as the water m ght have,
the heat nelted away the soreness and tension of the |last sad days and weeks.
This was so nuch nore sinpl e]

Rel axi ng, she becanme aware of the sound of the flames, a roaring all around
her, as though she had finally come to the head of the falls she had been
listening to so long. As her little boat had drifted towards this nmonment. But
these waters were flanmes and fell upwards. Wth her head thrown back she coul d
wat ch the sparks fromthe separate fires join, in the updraft, into a single
ceasel ess flow of light that nocked the static pallid squares of |ight gouged
in the face of the brick. People stood within those squares of |ight, watching
the fire, waiting, with Lottie, for the mattress to go.

The first flames curled around the edge, and through these flames she saw t he
ring of onlookers. Each face, in its separateness, in the avidity of its gaze,
seenmed to insist that Lottie's action was directed in
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some special way at him There was no way to tell themthat this was not for
their sake but for the sake, purely, of the flanes.

At the very nmonent that she knew she couldn't go on, that her strength woul d
fail, their faces di sappeared. She pushed herself up, the teevee coll apsed,
and she fell, in her little boat, through the white spray of her fear, towards
t he magni fi cence bel ow

But then, before she could see quite through the curtain of the spray, there
was another face. A man. He ained the nozzle of the fire-hose at her. A stream
of white plastic foam shot out, blanketing Lottie and the bed, and all the
whi l e she was conpelled to watch, in his eyes, on his |lips, everywhere, an
expression of insupportable |oss.

42. Lottie, at Bellevue, continued

"And anyhow the world doesn't end. Even though it may try to, even though you
wish to hell it would—t can't. There's always sone poor jerk who thinks he
needs sonething he hasn't got, and there goes five years, ten years, getting



it. And then it'll be sonething else. It's another day and you're stil

waiting for the world to end.

"Ch, sonetimes, you know, | have to | augh. Wen | think—Like the first tine
you're really in |l ove and you say to yourself, Hey! I'mreally in |love! Now
know what it's about. And then he | eaves you and you can't believe it. O
worse than that you gradually lose sight of it. Just gradually. You're in
love, only it isn't as wonderful as it used to be. Maybe you're not even in

| ove, maybe you just want to be. And naybe you don't even want to be. You stop
bot heri ng about songs on the radio and there's nothing you want to do but

sl eep. Do you know? But you can only sleep for so long and then it's tonorrow.
The icebox is enpty and you have to think who haven't you borrowed any noney
fromand the roomsnells and you get up just in time to see the nost terrific

sunset. So it wasn't the end of the world after all, it's just another day.
"You know, when | cane here, there was a part of me that was so happy. Like
the first day of school, though maybe that was terrifying, | can't remenber.

Anyhow. | was so happy because | thought, here | am this is the bottom At
| ast! The end of the world, right? And then
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it was only the next day, | was up on the veranda and there it was again, this
perfectly gorgeous sunset, with Brooklyn all big and nysterious, and the
river. And then it was as though | could take a step back fromnyself, like

when you're sitting across from sonmeone in the subway and they don't know
you're watching them | could see nyself like that. And | thought, Wy you
dope! You've only been here one day, and here you are enjoying a goddamed
sunset .

"OfF course it's also true, what we were saying before, about people. People
are shits. In here just as much as out there. Their faces. And the way they
grab things. It's like, | don't know if you' ve ever had children, but it's
like that, eating at the same table with children. At first you can enjoy it.
Li ke wat ching a nouse—hni bbl e, nibble, nibble. But then there's another neal,
and another, and if you don't see themother tines there doesn't seemto be
anything to them but an endl ess appetite. Well, and that's what | think can be
so frightening, when you | ook at sonebody and you can't see anything but their
hungry face. Looking at you

"Do you feel that way ever? \Wen you feel sonething very strongly, you always
suppose ot her people nust have felt the same way, but do you know what? |'m

thirty-eight years old, tomorrow I'lIl be thirty-nine, and | still wonder if
that's so. \Whether anyone ever feels the same way.
"Ch! Onh, the funniest thing, | have to tell you. This norning when | was on

the can, Mss Wat's-It comes in, the nice one, and very matter-of-fact as
though it were my office or sonething she asks did I want a chocol ate birthday
cake or a white birthday cake? For my birthday! A chocol ate birthday cake or a
white birthday cake? Because, you see, they had to order it today. God, |

| aughed. | thought 1'd fall off the stool | |laughed so hard. 'A chocol ate
birthday cake or a white birthday cake. Wich will it be, Lottie?
"Chocol ate, |I told her, and | was very serious about it too, believe ne. It

had to be chocol ate. Nothing el se would do."
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43. M's. Hanson, in Room?7

"I"ve thought about it. For years. | don't talk about it because 1 don't think
it's sonething you can discuss. Once. Once | net a lady in the park, that was
along tinme ago. We tal ked about it but | don't think-that either of us ..

Not then. Once you're serious, it isn't something you care to talk about.
"Here it's a different situation. 1 know 1| don't mind discussing it with you.
It's your job and you have to do it. But with ny famly, you see. that's a
different matter. They'd try to argue against it but only because they felt

t hey ought to. And | understand that. | was the same myself. | can remenber
visiting my father when he was in the hospital +hat woul d be Twenty-twenty or
twenty-one, in there, and talking away at hima mle a mnute. Lord. But could
I look himin the eye? Not for a nonent! | kept show ng hi m phot ographs, as



though . . . But even then | knew what he must have been thinking. What |
didn't know was that it can all seem so possible.

"But | suppose you'll need better reasons than that for the formyou're
filling out. Well, just put down cancer. You nust have a copy of ny nedica
report. 1've been cut open just once, to have my appendi x taken out, and that

was enough. The doctors explained to ne what | can expect and that ny chances
are better than fifty-fifty and | believe them It's not the risk I'mafraid
of . That would be silly, wouldn't it?

"What | amafraid of is turning into sone kind of old vegetable. There's so
many |ike that where I amnow. Sone of themare just conpletely ... | stare
at them sonetimes. | know | shouldn't, but | can't help myself.

"And they don't realize. They don't have any idea. There's one of themwho's
gone like that just in the tinme |1've been there. He used to spend every day
of f somewhere, independent wasn't the word for it, and then—a stroke. And now
he can't control hinmself. They wheel himout on the porch with all the rest of
us, and suddenly you hear himin his tin pot, tinkle tinkle tinkle. Ch, you
have to | augh.

"Then you think, that could be ne. | don't nmean to say that pissing is so

i mportant. But the nental change! O d pisspot used to be such a
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sharp bastard, crusty, full of fight. But now? | don't care if | wet my bed
but I don't want my brains to go soft.

"The attendants are always joking about this one or that one. It's not
mal i cious, really. Sonetinmes | have to |l augh nyself at what they say. And then
I think. After ny operation / might be the one they're maki ng jokes about. And
then it would be too late. You can see that in their eyes sonetinmes. The fact
that they've let their chance slip by, and that they knowit.

"After a certain point you ask yourself why. Wiy go on? Wy bot her? For what
reason? | guess it's when you stop enjoying things. The day-to-day things.
It's not as though there's all that much to enjoy. Not there. The food? Eating
is a chore for ne now, |like putting on ny shoes. | do it. That's all. O the
people? Well, | talk to them they talk to nme, but does anyone |listen? You—€do
you listen? Huh? And when you talk, who listens to you? And how nmuch are they
pai d?

"What was | tal king about? Ch, friendship. Well, I've expressed nmy thoughts on
that subject. So, what's left? What is left? Teevee. | used to watch teevee a
lot. Maybe if | had ny own set again, and ny own private room maybe | could
gradual |y just forget about everything else. But sitting there in that room at
Terminal Cdinic—+that's our nanme for it—wth the others all sneezing and
jabbering and | don't know what, | can't connect with the screen. | can't make
it take nme over.

"And that's it. That's ny life, and | say, who needs it? Ch, | forgot to
mention baths. Twice a week | get a nice warmbath for fifteen mnutes and
love it. Also, when | sleep | enjoy that. | sleep about four hours a night.
It's not enough.

"lI've made sense, haven't |? |'ve been rational? Before | cane here | made a
list of the things | neant to say, and now |'ve said them They're all good

reasons, every one of them | checked themin your little book. Have | |eft
any out?
"Ch. Family relationships. Right. Wll, | don't have any left that count.

After a certain age that's true for everyone, and |'ve reached that age,
guess. It took a while, but I'mthere.
"As | understand it, you've got to approve ny application. If you don't, I'll

appeal. As | have a right to. And eventually I'll win. I'm
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smart, you know. Wen | have to be, | am M whole famly was a smart famly,
with very high scores. | never did nuch with nmy intelligence, | have to
confess, but 1'll do this. I'Il get what | want and what | have a right to.
And sincerely, Mss Latham | do want it. | want to die. The way sone people

want sex, that's how | want death. | dreamabout it. And | think about it. And



it's what | want."
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