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NEW STORIES






SPIDER BOY

“ HERE ARE PLACES in the world where people vanish.”

His father had said this. His father had spoken flatly, without
an air of mystery or threat. It was not a statement to be challenged and it
was not a statement to be explained. Later, when his father had vanished
out of his life, he would summon back the words as a kind of explanation
and in anxious moments he would mis-hear the words as There are places
in the world where people can vanish.

Still later, when he had not seen his father in a long time, or what
seemed to him a long time, months, or maybe just weeks, he would try
to summon the words again, exactly as his father had uttered them, but
by this time he’d become uncertain, anxious. Where people can vanish,
or where people vanish?

It was such a crucial distinction!

“REMEMBER your new name. Think before you answer. Not just,
‘What’s your name?’ but any question. It helps to lick your lips. That will

give you time not to make a mistake you can’t unmake.”
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Yet not his name but his surname was the issue. For his surname had
been so disgraced there had come to be a fascination in its forbidden
sound. The elided consonants and vowels, the lift of its final syllable, an
expression of (possibly mocking) surprise like an arched eyebrow. In
private, in his secret places, he spoke the forbidden name aloud in mim-
icry of newscasters who gave to it an air of intrigue and reproach. Some-
times in his bed at night in his new room in his grandparents’ house he
pressed his face deeply into the pillow and spoke the forbidden name,
each syllable equally and defiantly stressed—Szaa ra. He spoke the name
until his breath ran out and his lungs ached and through his body raced
a half-pleasurable panic that he would smother.

A pillow. Where his mouth was, wet with saliva. Where his teeth
gnawed. A pillow is a comforting thing when your head rests on it, but
if a pillow is pressed against your face, if you are lying on your back and
a pillow is pressed against your face, you could not summon the strength

to push it away and save yourself.

“YES. We've moved out of state.”

Before even the impeachment hearings his mother had filed for
divorce from their father. But before even she’d filed for divorce she’d
moved them—Emily, Philip, herself—into her parents’ big stone house
overlooking the Hudson River at Nyack, New York.

Now it was a drive of several hours to the old house in Trenton,
overlooking the Delaware River. On the map, it was really not very far
but there was an air of distance and finality in his mother’s frequently
repeated words: “Out of state.”

Out of state caught in Philip’s mind, uttered in his mother’s breath-
less yet adamant voice. As you might say out of space, out of time.

Out of danger, out of harm.

Out of toxic contagion.

In this new state it was essential to have a new name. To replace
and nullify the old, disgraced name. Quickly!—before Emily and Philip
were enrolled in their new schools.

“Yes, we think it’s best. Separate schools.”

Private day schools. Nyack Academy for Emily, who was fifteen and
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in her second year of high school, Edgerstoune School for Philip, who
would be thirteen in August, and would enter eighth grade. In New Jer-
sey both children had gone to the Pennington Academy, in a northern
Trenton suburb. Sometimes their mother drove them to school, some-
times one of their father’s assistants. There was a private bus provided by
the school, of the identical bright-pumpkin hue of public school buses
but only one-third the size. Riding on this bus, they’d never sat together
and acknowledged each other only politely, with diffident smiles.

For a few weeks during the impeachment hearings they’d continued
to attend the Pennington Academy, but when criminal charges were
brought against their father and the impeachment hearings ceased, their
mother had removed them from school.

“It has to be done. They can’t be made to suffer for him. They are
only children.”

In Nyack, it soon became official: they had a new name.

Where Szaara had been, now there was Hudgkins.

Where Philip Szaara had been, now there was Philip Hudgkins.

Where Emzily Szaara had been, now there was Emzily Hudgkins.

For this wasn’t a “new” new name, of course. It was their Nyack
grandparents’ name which they’d long known and with which they had,
their mother insisted, only happy associations. Their mother would take
up again her old, “maiden” name with relief. During the sixteen years of
her marriage to the New Jersey politician Roy Szaara she had retained
Hudgkins as her middle name, she’d continued to be known by certain
of her women friends, with whom she’d gone to Bryn Mawr, as Miriam
Hudgkins. And so: “It isn’t a great change. It’s more like coming back
home.” She smiled bravely. She smiled defiantly. She had had her hair
cut and restyled and she had a new way of clasping, at waist level, her
shaky left hand in her more forceful right hand, as a practiced tennis
player might clasp a racket.

“I mean, it is coming home. Where we belong.”

“‘SPIDER Boy.””
You might have thought that “Spider Boy” was in playful reference
to the comic strip/movie superhero “Spider-man” but in fact Philip had
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no interest in Spider-man as he had no interest in the comics, action
films and video games that so captivated other boys.

“ ‘Spider Boy.” ”

It was a way of evoking the haunting and powerful presence that
existed now entirely in memory. Except for a single memento (smelly,
ugly, of a clumsy size and in no way to be mistaken for something of
Philip’s own) kept in a secret place in his room, Philip might begin to
consider whether Spider Boy had ever existed. For he understood He
has vanished without having needed to be told.

And if vanished, all memory of him should vanish. He knew.

Yet vividly he remembered: the effort of smiling. A strange sensation
in his jaws. And his voice a girl’s voice, weak and disappointing, he’d
had to repeat his words so that Spider Boy could hear amid the traffic
noises. He remembered: jamming both hands into the pockets of his
Pennington Academy jacket. For Spider Boy, panhandling in front of the
Camden train station, was standing in an odd posture, sexy-swaggering
you might say, one hand brashly extended palm up and the other, as if
for ballast, clenched and jammed in a pocket of his filthy jeans.

Spider Boy was older than Philip by several years. He was taller than
Philip by several inches. He had a shaved head and deep-set glassy-dark
eyes. His jaws were covered in a darkish ghost-beard. There was some-
thing twitchy/spidery about his arms jutting from bony shoulders and
his restless lanky legs. He wore a grungy black T-shirt and jeans torn at
the knees. On his feet, splayed sneakers crudely mended with tape. The
smallest toe of his left foot protruded through the rotted sneaker fabric
like a wayward tongue.

“ ‘Spider Boy.” ”

Not at the time had Philip said such a thing, of course. At the time
he had not been capable of thought. Excited and anxious and taken by
surprise when, murmuring Excuse me? he’d seen with what eagerness
the boy turned to him, a sudden flaring in the sunken eyes of something
like hope.

“ ‘Spider Boy.” ” Philip wanted to feel revulsion for him. For then he

would not feel a more tender emotion.
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“BUT WHY would they know who you are’?”

His mother laughed at him, not cruelly but in the way of a mother who
loves her child no matter how silly, how mistaken, how annoying he is.

“Why, if you are exactly who you are, ‘Philip Hudgkins,” would
anyone at your new school think that you are #of?”

Philip hesitated. Philip frowned. It was squiggling up your face in a
way to exasperate his mother so quickly he murmured yes, he guessed
she was right, he was sorry.

His mother would relent now. If you submitted quickly. If you
acknowledged your weakness and wrong. For Mom (Philip’s mother
wished to be called “Mom” as his father wished to be called “Dad”) was
not one to persevere after a victory, however justified. Her eyes brim-
ming with the pain of their mutual hurt: “Oh, I know you don’t mean
it, honey. It’s your nerves.”

He supposed, yes. All their nerves.

NERVES! A way of allowing Philip to know that he was sensitive, like
his mother. Not crude and cruel, manipulative and maneuvering, like
his father.

Moreover, nzerves were not your fault but the fault of others’ behav-
ior. The fault of the circumstances of our lives.

Yet it was honey that most reverberated in his ears. This, too, was a
signal that he was loved, as a child is loved; he was not an adolescent boy
but a child-boy, his mother’s baby. He felt a half-pleasurable guilt, that
he didn’t deserve horey as he didn’t deserve his mother’s love. Soon he
would outgrow honey, even his mother would acknowledge. When she
learned of the secrets Philip shared with his father.

His father hadn’t called Philip honey in a long time. Such baby
names for a boy offended his father’s sense of manly propriety. Instead,
his father called him by his full, formal name “Philip” when it was nec-
essary to call him by name. Mostly when they were alone together or in
the presence of a hitch-hiker (“hitch-hiker” was the term by which the
boys were known) his father called him only just yoz.
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In the presence of hitch-hikers his father had a way of speaking
exuberantly yet guardedly. A way of laughing that made you want to
laugh with him. He was likely to tousle Philip’s hair and tease him the
way you’d tease a younger child. And touching him, as if to display his
affection for his son. Squeezing Philip’s arm at the elbow as he let him
out of the car at the corner of State Street and Mercer, to return to the
twelfth-floor apartment alone. “You’ve got a key, let yourself in. If I'm
not back by twelve, don’t wait up. I'll see you in the morning.”

You, your. And never Philip.

Sometimes, an impulsive kiss on the side of Philip’s head.

“Hey you: be good.”

... THE SWIPE of his father’s mouth against Philip’s left temple
where a thin blue vein beat tremulously. As if at that juncture in his skull
the bones had failed to meld properly and the slightest blow might cause

irreparable harm.

“FINE, SIR. We are all fine. Thanks for asking.”

It was the headmaster Dr. Simmons who made it a point to say hello
to the new transfer student from Jersey whom most of his classmates ig-
nored. Hello and how are your mother and her family, tactfully making
no mention of any father living or dead, free on $300,000 bail bond or
already beginning to serve his twelve-to-fifteen-year sentence at the New
Jersey Men’s Facility at Rahway. How are you, with a smile warm and
encouraging in the way of one greeting a convalescent. And Philip did
his best to smile and reply in emulation of his mother’s telephone voice,
never failing to include szr.

In the first terrible days at the Edgerstoune School Philip had be-
lieved that the other students must know who he was: whose son. He’d
imagined covert looks, stares. He’d imagined suppressed smiles. But
with the passage of months it seemed painfully clear to him that Philip
wasn’t only not “known” but invisible in the eyes of his classmates. If
he was jostled by bigger boys it was only that he was there, a diminutive
physical presence, to be jostled. He, Philip Hudgkins, a transfer student
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with a way of retreating even as he moved forward, held little appeal for
those who might have wished, in other circumstances, to be cruel.

His teachers knew, Philip supposed. Though Dr. Simmons had
promised not to tell anyone (so Philip’s mother insisted), still it seemed
likely to Philip that they knew. In Nyack, in certain circles, there had
to be a residue of the long linkage between “Hudgkins” and “Szaara.”
Philip’s mother wished not to recall that she’d been married in Nyack
and through sixteen years she’d brought her gregarious and attractive
rising-Republican husband home to visit with her parents and to be
introduced to their friends. How could this be nullified by his mother’s
frantic efforts now? Worse yet, in mid-winter, after months of quiet,
Szaara headlines were re-emerging, no longer confined to New Jersey
media but beginning to appear in the Metro section of the New York
Times. For the news had catapulted beyond charges of misconduct in
political office, misuse of public funds, bribe-taking and deal-making
and such into far more serious criminal charges of statutory rape, sexual
assault upon a minor, abduction of a minor, and conspiracy to com-
mit these crimes. Investigators for the state attorney general’s office
wiretapping Roy Szaara’s phones to gather evidence for his political
misconduct were astonished to discover evidence for another category
of misconduct.

Still, Philip’s mother insisted. “I’ve told you! No one knows. Almost

no one. We can escape the taint of that name.”

“ONLY JUST TELL HER what we did. If she asks. ‘Camping.” She
won’t ask much.”

Several times that summer they’d gone “camping” at the Delaware
Water Gap State Park in northern New Jersey. That is, the intention had
been to go camping there. In the backseat of his father’s car were newly
purchased sleeping bags, hiking boots, plastic bottles of Evian water and
packages of granola. A lightweight blanket from L.L. Bean, a pillow. A
single heavy, hefty pillow.

It was so, Philip’s mother rarely asked about his weekends with his

father. His sister never asked.
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“Your mother doesn’t really give a damn about you any more
than she does about me. It’s only pride with her, see. Her wounded
class-pride, her wish to scrape me off her shoes. We’ll see!” His father
laughed and leaned over suddenly to kiss the soft vulnerable spot at the
side of Philip’s head.

Roy Szaara had a large solid face burnished like a coin. He had the
face of a man much-photographed. Laugh lines radiated from the cor-
ners of his eyes and his eyes were clear, frank, and engaging. When he
laughed you wanted to laugh with him in the way that fallen leaves are
drawn in the wake of a speeding vehicle.

Here was a man to be trusted. Here was a man with a handshake. A
man who parted his graying dark hair razor-sharp on the left side of his
scalp. For certain of his public appearances he wore makeup including
inky-black mascara lightly brushed against his eyelashes. For their trips
to Chester, Pennsylvania, to South Philly and Camden, New Jersey, he
wore tinted glasses in stylish metal frames. He whistled, he was in good
spirits. He rarely spoke of his week at the state capitol except to tell
Philip that things were going very well. He did not inquire after Philip’s
mother or sister. He would have shaved just before picking Philip up at
the Pennington Academy, Friday afternoon at 3:20 P.M. He smelled of
after-shave and something sweet like vanilla.

“Go over there. Poor kid ask him if he wants a ride. If he’s hungry.”

It was the bus station at Chester. It was the 30th Street Railway
Station in Philadelphia. It was the Camden train station. Philip’s father
urged him from the car with a gentle nudge against his shoulder. Like
a sleepwalker with unnaturally widened and alert eyes he made his way
past a noisy family loading their minivan to the boy in grungy black
T-shirt and jeans panhandling listlessly at the curb. People pushed past
him, mostly blacks. He was a lone white-boy panhandler at whom no
one gave more than a cursory glance. He stood with one hand extended
palm up, listless and yet stubborn, unmoving. The other hand was a
fist jammed into a pocket. His face was dirty. His jaws were covered
in shadowy fuzz. His eyes were glassy and deep-set with fatigue. There
was something both childlike and feral about him that made Philip shy
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to approach him and so he was surprised when the boy looked at him
eagerly as if hoping he might know him.

“Excuse me? My dad and me, we’re going to McDonald’s for some
hamburgers. You could come with us. Dad says.”

These words had been programmed for Philip. Except for Dad says
which was his own invention.

Later, after they’d eaten, his father drove to Trenton to let Philip
off at the apartment. It was late now, nearing 10 P.M. and Philip’s head
ached with exhaustion. He was in the backseat of the car and the boy,
the hitch-hiker, who’d said his name was Reuben but who’d been coy
about providing a last name, was in the passenger’s seat beside Philip’s
father. Reuben was smoking a cigarette Philip’s father had given him
and he was talking loudly, boastfully. His speech was interlarded with
shit, suck, fuck. In McDonald’s Reuben had wolfed down three Tex-Mex
burgers, two orders of french fries and a Giant Pepsi. He had shocked
Philip by belching loudly and without apology as if making a witticism.
The conversation had been mostly between Reuben and Philip’s father
and Philip had felt himself excluded but he had not been hurt or anyway
not much hurt for something similar had happened twice before in his
father’s company in other McDonald’s restaurants with other starving
hitch-hikers and each time Philip had consoled himself thinking Dad
wants him to feel special. He is someone to be pitied.

It came out that Reuben was from Tom’s River, South Jersey. He’'d
“hung out” at Atlantic City for a while then caught a ride to Philly where
he had contacts. He was headed for New York, as he said, “eventually.”
When, at the corner of State Street and Mercer, Philip moved to climb
out of the car, Reuben had looked surprised asking wasn’t he coming
with them?—but Philip’s father explained that Philip was too young for
this place he wanted to take Reuben, the Café 2 Go-Go Bar & Lounge,
Philip was much too young. And Philip’s father laughed and Reuben
laughed with him, exhaling a mouthful of smoke.

“You’ve got the key. Don’t wait up. Good night!”

Philip hid inside the vestibule and watched his father drive away with
Reuben. Now he was hurt, he felt a stab of jealousy, but he knew that,
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next day, Reuben would be gone and he would have his father to himself.
It was the new Acura his father was driving, a sedan with a beautiful
pale bronze finish. Roy Szaara always drove new cars which he leased.
He did not buy cars, but leased them. Philip had seen the admiration in
the boy’s eyes as they’d approached his father’s car. Now he watched as
the Acura moved back into State Street traffic. Soon it disappeared in a
stream of glittering cars headed for the bridge over the Delaware River.

Next day, the pillow would be gone from the backseat of the car,
though the rest of the camping gear remained. Philip would wonder if it
was in the trunk of the car. Or if his father had thrown it away.

THERE WAS FAT BOY, and there was Baldie. There was Luis, and
there was Smoke. And there was Spider Boy.

When Philip asked his father where the hitch-hikers had gone, his
father laughed and tousled his hair and said, “There are places in the
world where people vanish.” It was a blunt statement of fact and seemed
to carry no further meaning.

Later, Philip’s father explained that the hitch-hikers were a secret
between him and Philip that no one must ever know. Did Philip prom-
ise to keep this secret?

Yes. Philip promised.

Because the hitch-hikers were boys who’d broken the law. They
were boys “wanted” by the law for juvenile crimes and very likely they
would be sent to juvenile detention facilities—“juvie hall” as it was
called—and Philip’s father had acted to prevent this. He’d convinced
them to return to their homes. He’d given them money to return by bus.
He’d listened as they called their parents and he insisted upon speaking
with their parents to explain who he was, and what the situation was.
“These are lost boys needing to be found.”

Sometimes when his father brought Philip to his apartment for a
weekend, Philip discovered things the hitch-hikers had left behind:
soiled socks and underwear, crumpled cigarette packages, a single
sneaker mended with duct tape. A plastic belt patterned to resemble
crocodile skin. A sweat-stained baseball cap. A part-eaten slice of pizza
hardened to something mineral with the imprint of a stranger’s teeth
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perfectly preserved. Once, his father came up behind him to snatch a
filthy undershirt from Philip’s fingers. Harshly he laughed, “For shame.
Your mother should keep you cleaner.”

FOR A LONG TIME then Your mother should keep you cleaner reverber-
ated in his ears with a ring of playful reproach. He was a fastidious boy
who washed his hands often and kept his fingernails clean and had a
compulsion to brush his teeth immediately after eating for he could
not bear the sensation of food particles between his teeth. He would
come to remember that the filthy undershirt had in fact been his and a
deep shame came over him for his father had seen, and his father, too,

would remember.

“‘SPIDER BOy.””

Tt was a secret and would remain a secret. He had promised.

Oh but he’d done a bad thing, a thing his father would not have
liked. For his father trusted him and Philip had (maybe) violated that
trust. He’d taken with him, wrapped in his own underwear in the ruck-
sack he brought his things in, the single sneaker mended with duct tape,
a badly torn, stained and filthy and foul-smelling gun-metal gray sneaker
of a size he’d have said was twice that of his own. If he’d been asked why,
why bring such a filthy thing home with him, he could not have said why
except it would have been lost otherwise.

As if in punishment for what he’d done, the weekends in Trenton

ended abruptly. Not for some time would Philip learn why.

AND THEN, ten months later the call came.

Philip’s mother was summoned back to Trenton, that despised city.
The former Mrs. Miriam Szaara was ordered to bring her thirteen-year-
old son Philip to Trenton police headquarters to be questioned by detec-
tives involved in the “continuing investigation” into former New Jersey
Republican state senator Roy Szaara.

“He’s in prison. He’s pleaded guilty. His career is finished. His life
is finished. What more do they want from us!”
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It was so, Philip’s father had begun serving his twelve-to-fifteen-year
sentence at the New Jersey Men’s Facility at Rahway. He’d changed his
initial plea of not guilty to a plea of guilty to assorted charges in order
to avoid a protracted and lurid trial and to avoid further legal costs, for
he’d declared bankruptcy. By early April of the new year the ugly Szaara
headlines had disappeared from the New York Times to be replaced
by other lurid headlines pertaining to strangers. Philip’s mother re-
mained unshaken in her belief that, by changing their accursed surname,
she had severed all links with her former husband and no one dared
suggest otherwise.

Now, she was furious! Yet even more incensed when the detective
who’d called her offered to “provide transportation” for her and her son
to Trenton police headquarters. “As if I can’t drive by myself. As if I
don’t know the way. As if I might get lost. As if I might disappear.”

It was a drive of several hours to Trenton. Philip’s mother insisted
she wanted no one with them. Philip had to be excused from school
and brought with him several textbooks in which he might hide from
his mother’s rambling quavering voice that was alternately furious and
despairing, mocking and pleading.

“But why, why! Why! Why would they want to involve you.”

He had not seen his father since the mandated weekends had come
to an abrupt end. At the time of the impeachment hearings, and before
his father’s resignation played and replayed on New Jersey Network TV.
How many weeks after the night of Spider Boy, he’d have had to calcu-
late. The stolen sneaker was safely hidden in his room behind a row of old
videos: Fly Away Home, Winged Migration, When Dinosaurs Reigned.
The Guatemalan woman who cleaned house for Philip’s grandparents
knew not to touch Philip’s videos or anything on his shelves or desk.

He hadn’t been questioned about his father before. Not even by his
mother except with a forced smile when she inquired about his week-
ends in Trenton, had things been “all right,” and Philip had said yes
and that was all.

Yet it seemed, since his father’s departure from his life, and his new
name, that Philip thought of his father more frequently. He had not
dared to suggest even to his grandparents that he be allowed to visit
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his father in prison for such a request would dismay and infuriate them
and there was no thought, not the faintest glimmer of a thought, that he
might say such a thing to his mother.

Though, seeing signs for the Rahway exit on the turnpike, Philip’s
mother said suddenly, with a breathless laugh, “There! We could stop.
You’d like that, wouldn’t you.”

Philip shook his head. No.

For he’d known that his father would not have wanted to be seen
in such a place. Recalling how his father had dressed so stylishly. His
father’s expensive clothes, haircuts. His fingernails manicured and clean
and the culffs of his trademark white silk dress shirts always spotless and
there was a comfort in this, or had been. His father’s heavy, handsome
watch with its platinum gold stretch band. An expensive watch with a
famous brand name, received as a gift. His father had joked that the
damned watch was so heavy he couldn’t wear it in bed. Damned watch
didn’t keep time as well as the cheap Timex watches he’d bought in
drugstores when he’d been a kid.

Not only in Philip’s secret places and in his bed at night but it
seemed now everywhere, in the company even of his mother, and in his
classes at the Edgerstoune School, Philip thought of his father and heard
his father’s teasing and admonishing voice. Your mother should keep you
cleaner, secret between us, promise? Repeatedly he heard There are places
in the world where people vanish or was it There are places in the world
where people can vanish. He saw again the beautiful pale bronze Acura
cruising the streets of Chester, South Philly, Camden. He saw again the
view of glittering lights from his father’s twelfth-floor Trenton apart-
ment. He seemed to know that at the Camden train station the ghost-
figure of Spider Boy might be sighted and the brightly lighted booth in
the McDonald’s restaurant would retain the ghost-figures of the three of
them and if he could return he would discover them.

On the drive to Trenton he was beset by such memories. As if re-
turning to the city so despised by his mother and invariably described in
the New York Times as a “decaying city on the Delaware River” he was
drawing nearer to their source. He felt a strange excitement, a thrill of

apprehension. They had exited the turnpike and were driving south on
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Route 1 toward Trenton and the Delaware River and always there was
the small thrill of EXIT ONLY and LAST EXIT BEFORE BRIDGE TO PA.
Here was a mostly abandoned industrial landscape of smokestacks and
refineries, factories and warehouses marooned within acres of cracked
and crumbling pavement, overgrown vacant lots, oily ponds, billboards
of tattered yet smiling faces, tenement buildings with broken and
boarded-up windows. Philip’s mother shuddered at such ugliness as if
it were a personal affront. Philip smiled as if wishing to believe that he
was coming home, though the house on the Delaware River had been
sold and his father’s twelfth-floor apartment had been vacated and he
had no home any longer, not anywhere.

“Just tell them the truth, Philip. You know nothing. How could you,
a child, know anything! And remember you new name: ‘Hudgkins.” I

have the documents.”

“EVER SEEN HIM BEFORE, Philip? Take your time.”

Spread across the table in the windowless interview room were a
half-dozen snapshots of a thin dark-haired boy not much older than
Philip. The snapshots were creased. The boy was frowning at the camera
in the way of one who is being teased into smiling and doesn’t want to
smile. His arms seemed to jut from his bony shoulders. His head was not
shaved but covered in lustrous dark curls and his eyes were clear and not
shadowed like a skull’s eyes yet you could see that this was Spider Boy,
younger than Philip had seen him.

Quickly Philip shook his head, no. He’d never seen this boy before.

“This is a missing boy, Philip. He’s fourteen in these pictures. He’s
older now, and he’s been missing since last May. Any information you
can provide.”

Philip sat silent, staring. In two of the snapshots the boy was wearing
a white T-shirt and smoking a cigarette. In one snapshot he was wearing
what appeared to be a rumpled pajama top, partly opened to show a
pale sunken chest and a single berry-colored nipple.

No. Philip had no information to provide. His mother stood close
behind him with her hand on his shoulder and he could feel the tremor
in her hand.
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No! He didn’t think so.

“Take your time, Philip. There’s no hurry.”

There were two detectives. Philip knew that they were watching him
closely and that they were aware of his mother’s hand on his shoulder
and his mother’s quickened breathing. They had surprised Philip by
shaking hands with him as if he were an adult as they shook hands with
his mother whom they took care to call “Ms. Hudgkins.” In the confu-
sion of the moment Philip had not heard their names. In the dread and
excitement of the moment Philip had not heard most of what the detec-
tives had said. He understood that his mother was annoying the detec-
tives by speaking to them in a rapid fretful way insisting that her son was
only a child who knew nothing about his father’s private life. He had not
seen his father in months. He had rarely seen his father during the last
several years for his father had lived apart from the family since Philip
had been ten. Now he was only thirteen and he was trying to adjust to
a new home and a new school . . . The detectives listened politely. They
did not interrupt, they appeared to be agreeing with Philip’s mother.
Philip felt a pang of embarrassment, his mother had become a woman
to be pitied and humored. She was wearing dark clothing and her hair
was pulled back into a chignon yet her mouth flashed red with lipstick
and her eyes were unnaturally bright.

It had been suggested to Philip’s mother that she wait outside while the
detectives spoke with Philip but of course she refused. She had not brought
her son all the way to Trenton, she said, to abandon him to strangers.

“Any of these? Look familiar?”

There were folders of such photographs. All were of teenaged boys.
Philip was smiling, and shaking his head no. His eyes were filling with
moisture, he was having difficulty seeing. He did not want to wipe his
eyes on his sleeve for the gesture would be a sign of weakness and he
knew that adult men are contemptuous of weakness in boys.

“Take your time, Philip. We understand.”

The hand on Philip’s shoulder was urgent, he could feel nails
like claws.

Suddenly, Philip had to use a restroom. The need came upon him
quick as pain.
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But no: Philip’s mother insisted upon accompanying him.

“I don’t want him alone for a moment. Not in this place.”

Philip resented his mother speaking of him in the third person, as
if he were a very young child. When he moved toward the door as if to
elude her, she seized his arm tightly and walked with him, holding him
captive. The detectives behaved as if nothing was unusual. Philip saw
their eyes on his mother in the way he’d sometimes seen, years ago, his
father’s eyes on his mother, detached and calculating.

At the men’s room close by (they were on the second floor of the
Trenton police headquarters in an old, partly renovated building on
Broad Street), Philip’s mother balked at allowing him to go inside alone.
Nor did she want one of the detectives to accompany him. Oh, Philip
hated this woman! He dreaded her entering the men’s room with him,
he was becoming excited, agitated. One of the detectives suggested a
compromise: he would look into the restroom to make sure that no one
was inside, then Philip’s mother could check to see that this was so,
and then Philip could use the restroom undisturbed. No one would be
allowed to enter so long as Philip was inside and Philip’s mother could
wait immediately outside the door to accompany him back to the in-
terview room. In that way, Ms. Hudgkins could be assured that no one
would approach her son without her permission.

Reluctantly, as if suspecting a trick, Philip’s mother agreed. Philip
would long recall this shameful episode in his life, when his mother,
doubting the word of the Trenton police officer, insisted upon entering
the men’s room to determine that, yes, it was empty and no one was
waiting inside to accost her son.

It was empty, and Philip was able to use the restroom undisturbed.
How like kindergarten this was, his mother anxiously overseeing his first
days! He could not bear to see his reflection in the mirror. He could not
bear to see his weak frightened soul glittering like tears in his eyes. It
was difficult for him to pee, he wondered if a surveillance camera was
trained on him. When he emerged from the restroom he was trembling
with indignation and trying not to cry and his mother said quickly that
this was too upsetting for him, she was taking him back to Nyack imme-
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diately, and in a rage Philip threw off her hand and told the detectives,
“I saw him. The first one. His name was Reuben.”

WAS HE’D SAID without thinking. He had not meant was. He had no
reason to think was. But all that he would tell the detectives that day,
that he had not intended to tell, he had been determined not to tell
and yet suddenly he would tell in a rush of words his mother could not
prevent, would be recorded on tape and could not be unsaid and there

was a comfort in this.

“STILL DAYLIGHT! You’'d think it would be night.”

It was so, they’d been in police headquarters for what seemed like
a full day and yet when they emerged the sun was still well above the
horizon and the sky was hazy with light. Philip’s mother was shaken and
dazed and moved like an elderly woman peering at her surroundings as
if she had no idea where she was.

At the car, Philip’s mother seemed to rouse herself. She turned the
key in the ignition briskly and gunned the motor. She’d rejected with
contempt the offer of the detectives to provide transportation for her
and Philip back to Nyack. “As if I'm helpless. I've been driving since
the age of sixteen.”

In Trenton traffic, Philip’s mother impulsively turned west, in the
direction of the river. She couldn’t bear Route 1, not for the second time
that day. She would take the River Road north to 1-95, and avoid most
of Trenton altogether. It was out of their way, she said excitedly, but the
detour was worth it.

“We'll pass the old house. But we won’t drop in. Strangers live there
now. Good luck to them!”

At police headquarters, Philip’s mother had become too upset to lis-
ten to his interview with the detectives and had to be escorted from the
room but she hadn’t insisted that Philip come with her for she’d known
that he would oppose her. She had seen the hatred in his face, she had
flinched from it, the sudden rage with which her son had flung off her
hand. And afterward when he’d emerged from the interview room she
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had hurried to embrace him wordlessly. He’d been crying, but he had
ceased crying, and she hugged him so tightly they trembled together as
the detectives looked on, embarrassed.

Now she said, driving along the River Road, as if thinking aloud, “It
had to be. I know.”

Running parallel to the River Road was a narrow canal of muddy
water and beyond the canal was the wide, windy Delaware River. On
the other side of the highway were small suburban houses that, within a
few miles, gave way to larger and more imposing houses on hills above
the river. There was the mailbox for 992, and there at the top of a
landscaped hill was the sprawling glass-and-stucco “contemporary” in
which, long ago it now seemed, the Szaara family had lived.

“I was never happy in that house. That style of architecture has
no soul.”

Philip squinted at the house just barely visible behind a scrim of
juniper pines. His eyes flooded with moisture, he couldn’t see.

He hated it that strangers lived there now. Another child had ap-
propriated his room. A boy his age or younger for whom the future held
no dread.

Philip expected his mother to turn onto the entrance ramp of 1-95
at Titusville but without slowing down she drove past. He dared not say
anything to her. She was driving beyond the speed limit for the narrow
river road, clenching the steering wheel tight. They were veering ever
farther from the turnpike and the Garden State Parkway that would
return them to Nyack. They were miles beyond suburban Trenton in a
sparsely populated area of western New Jersey bounded on their right
by densely wooded hills. Philip’s mother was breathing quickly. “I am so
angry with you, Philip. I am so angry my heart hurts from beating hard.
I think I need to stop this car. I think you should get out of this car and
leave me alone for a while.”

Philip was stunned by these words. He was unable to speak, to defend
himself. At police headquarters he’d tried to explain to her, he’d tried to
say he was sorry, but his mother had hugged him warmly, gripping him
so tight he could scarcely breathe. She had seemed to forgive him.

Yet now she was saying vehemently, “This shame you’ve brought us.
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This new shame. ‘Hitch-hikers’! It will be in the newspapers, it will be on
television, where can we hide! I can’t move us another time. This terrible
shame like something foul and rotten in the mouth. You could have let it
go, Philip. That boy, that missing boy, you could have let him go.”

Her voice lifted in fury. She was braking the car, skidding and slid-
ing from the roadway into a deserted rest stop. They were at the edge
of Washington’s Crossing State Park. Wordless, Philip yanked the car
door open and jumped out. His mother remained in the car with the
motor running as Philip charged blindly away. He was trembling with
hurt, indignation. He was aware of picnic tables, benches. Shuttered
restrooms in a fake-log cabin. An overturned trash can that reeked
of garbage.

Philip ran stumbling from the car. Pulses beat in his head. That frail,
frantic pulse at his temple, his father had kissed. He wasn’t going to
cry for he was furious. His mother had no right to punish him at such
a time. He had told only the truth of what he knew and he would not
have wished the truth untold if it brought shame to them all for it had
to be told. He knew;, if he pleaded with his mother, if he returned to her
tearful and craven, she would relent and love him again, but he’d had
enough of her love, he’d had enough of his father’s love, he hoped never
to see either of them again.

At the edge of the rest stop was a sodden wood chip trail leading into
a hilly wooded area. A sign read MOUNTAIN MEADOW 3 MILES. Philip
began to hike the trail, breaking into a run from time to time. He had no
idea where he was, what he was doing. He wanted only to run! In Tren-
ton in the interview room he’d been exhausted and had wanted to lay
his head down on his arms and shut his eyes but now in this new place
his strength had returned. There was a smell here of rich damp earth
and awakening vegetation. The day had been prematurely warm for early
April, already small insects, gnats and flies, brushed against his face. He
began to perspire. His mother had made him wear a lined jacket which
he removed and dropped onto the trail. He was hiking uphill, always
uphill. All that summer, that previous summer, his father had promised
to take him camping at the Delaware Water Gap but always something
had prevented it, always something had “come up.” Now he would
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never see his father again for he’d broken his promise to his father, all
that was finished. His mother would be waiting for him at the car taking
for granted that Philip would return to her like a kicked dog after she’d
sent him away. But he wasn’t going to return.

He passed the one-mile marker, and he passed the two-mile marker.
His feet were wet, the trail had become overgrown. He was breathing
quickly, still excited. By this time more than forty minutes had passed.
By now his mother would be wandering forlorn and fretful among the
picnic tables and the reeking garbage calling Philip? Phil-ip? Where are
you? uncertain if she should be angry, or alarmed. He could see her
tugging at the (padlocked) door of the men’s restroom. Her red mouth
glaring in her face as she called his name, called and called his name and

there came, in rebuke, only silence.

THE SUN had descended in the sky, pale and sickle-like just above
the treeline. Philip was on high ground, hiking along a ridge above a
swift-flowing stream. The wood chip trail had long since vanished. This
trail was sometimes so faint as to be indistinct from the underbrush
surrounding it. Philip began to hear voices. For a terrible moment he
thought he might have hiked in an ellipsis, returning to his mother, but
that was impossible, he was making his way trying not to lose his balance
along the edge of a hill, and below the hill was the creek, and on the far
side of the creek were several adults and children. A man was casting a
fishing line into the dark glittering water. A boy crouched beside him.
Philip halted, not wanting to be seen. He was about thirty feet above
the creek, panting. He squatted amid boulders. He leaned his elbows on
his knees, trying to catch his breath. Close around him were rocks, the
slightest pressure might release to roll down the hill. He was very still.
He saw the boy on the creek bank glance up at him, and wave. He saw
the man with the fishing pole look toward him. He had not meant to be
seen but he had been seen. Impulsively he raised his arm to wave back.

Maybe they would call to him? Maybe they would invite him to join
them? Maybe that was how this long day would end, somewhere in

western New Jersey in Washington’s Crossing State Park?



THE FISH FACTORY

ACK OF THE OLD FISH FACTORY on the river is where they
Bsaw her.

Boys bicycling home from school. Taking a shortcut along a rutted
weedy lane.

It’s wrong to say Three boys saw Tanya: our daughter. The correct
way of saying it is Three boys saw Tanya’s body. There is a subtle distinc-
tion. Yet it is a profound distinction. If you misspeak, even in grief and
confusion, you make people uncomfortable. My husband is embarrassed
by my emotion sometimes and squeezes my arm just above the elbow as
a way of consoling me (you would think) that is actually a way of silenc-
ing me when I misspeak.

The reddened impress of a man’s fingers on my upper arm, I stroke
afterward. Her body is the correct way of saying it. They saw our daugh-
ter’s body. On a dirty tarpaulin in the weeds.

SOMETIMES it’s better to say nothing. Especially if what you say will be
repeated, quoted. I have learned.
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NOBODY HERE would call the fish factory by its old name Neprune
Seafood, Inc. In the papers and on TV it was identified in this way Nep-
tune Seafood, Inc. though the canning factory had been shut down since
1982. Nobody goes out there except kids on bicycles and sometimes
hikers and joggers. Fishermen. There are NO TRESPASSING signs and
rusted wire fences and the riverbank is impassable with overgrown sap-
lings, underbrush. It’s a dumping ground, too.

There’s still the fishy smell but it’s a smell tempered by time. Like
the smell of skunk, that fades with distance and time, until it’s more the
memory of a smell than an actual smell.

She was sixteen when she left us.

When she was taken from us.

Those boys, sighting the body. They were young boys, brothers of
ten and eleven, and another boy of eleven, in fact a neighbor of ours.
This boy knew Tanya and could have identified her yet was too fright-
ened or confused to say her name to his parents. Only just that they’d
seen a girl’s body behind the fish factory. What they believed to be a
body. From TV and movies they might have been prepared for such a
discovery yet it was shocking to them. They almost crashed their bikes.
One of them shouted and was pointing and the others almost crashed
into him. The youngest boy began crying. He didn’t want to look.

None of them came very near the body. It would be estimated that
they hadn’t come closer than ten or twelve feet. They straddled bikes on
the rutted lane and stared.

A girl? A dead gitl? A body?

It’s this moment I see clearly. The young, frightened boys straddling
their bicycles, staring. It’s possible that the neighbor boy recognized
Tanya instantly but he did not say that that was Tanya Roscrae and so
for this long shocked moment the body, the girl’s body, dumped amid
trash behind the old fish factory, was no one’s body.

This moment. And this place: about a mile from our house.

And what was I doing at that moment, what was the mother of
sixteen-year-old Tanya Roscrae doing at that moment, in her house on
Skillman Street, East Trenton, in the kitchen at the rear of that “modest
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two-bedroom ranch house” on Skillman at approximately 3:50 P.M. of
that weekday I was on the phone, and I was calling those gitlfriends of
my daughter’s whose names I knew, or believed I knew. Speaking not
with the girls who weren’t home and in all cases but one were not my
daughter’s friends any longer but with their mothers who happened to
be home and happened to pick up the phone. For there was the mother
of Tanya Roscrae asking, pleading, not for the first time Iz so sorry to
bother you but have you seen Tanya? She was away overnight—they called
me from school to say she hadn’t been in school yesterday or today—

No. No one had seen Tanya. Not recently.

They were embarrassed, the mothers of these girls. Of course we all
knew one another, to a degree. They all knew me.

They were embarrassed, and concerned for me, and they felt sorry
for me, though one or two of them were annoyed by me, exasperated by
the plaintive sound of my voice which possibly they’d heard more often
than they wished to have heard. The mother of the girl who was still a
friend of Tanya’s saying Look, I have no idea where your daughter is.
You'd be better off calling her boyfriend’s house if you know his name.

This moment. And behind the fish factory, the boys straddling their
bicycles, staring. And the youngest beginning to cry.

A girl in the weeds. Flat on her back. Like she’d been carried inside
the tarpaulin and dumped in the weeds and her head was fallen to one
side as if it had been kicked and her hair that was dirty-blond and long
was spread out around her head like it had been arranged that way delib-
erately. Her hands were crossed on her chest. Her legs were straight. She
was barefoot. On her face there was something greasy and red, and her
clothes were soaked with it. Her green T-shirt bunched up at the waist
was soaked with it. Her denim cutoffs.

JUICE was the word on Tanya’s ugly green T-shirt. Front and back.
JUICE in black gothic letters. The name of a rock band, I guess. The
T-shirt was an electric green to hurt your eyes and the word JUICE was
in six-inch letters and there could be no mistake, the T-shirt was our
daughter’s. None of the boys was close enough to see JUICE and anyway
it might have been blood-soaked, and not visible.

The boys backed their bicycles hastily away. They had no wish to
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come closer. The youngest had begun to cry. They would have difficulty
bicycling out to the street, on the rutted old lane. It took them what
seemed like a very long time. As if they’d forgotten how to ride their
bicycles, they’d lost that skill. It was as if they’d been struck on the head.
They were slow-thinking, groggy. Everywhere they looked things ap-
peared underwater. Pulses beat in their heads. Their mouths tasted of
sand. The youngest was crying so, his breath was coming strangely. He
could hardly see. He nearly fell from his bicycle. He walked his bicycle
home in clumsy strides. By the time he arrived at his home his brother and
the other boy were already there and his brother was telling their mother
what they had seen behind the fish factory and their mother listened in
horror and went to the phone and dialed 911 and reported A body bebind
the fish factory.

It would have been twenty minutes since the boys saw the body on
the tarpaulin, before the Trenton police arrived at the fish factory. By
which time the body was gone.

WHOEVER DID IT must've panicked. Must've been right there, dragging
the body into the weeds and the boys came along and he hid somewhere
close by and he panicked and decided to take the body away again.
Probably the river. He'd dump it in the river.
Not by day, though. He'd have to wazt for night.

WE MOVED to East Trenton in 1985. Tanya was born the following
year. I had prayed for a daughter, I had not truly wanted a son.

Why? I think because I did not feel that a son could be controlled so
readily as a daughter. Everyone tells you this, and this was my personal
observation.

I think T would have been fearful of a son. Boys and men judge you
in ways you don’t always comprehend.

My husband, when he loved me, even then he was judging me at all
times and especially in public. It was nothing he could help: it was his
nature. Yet also it seemed to me a man’s nature. They see you through
the eyes mainly. Either they like what they see, or they don’t. 1 think it

was my older sister who told me this.
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When Tanya was gone from us, her very body missing, we wanted
to believe that she might be alive, especially I wanted to believe that she
might be alive but the sight the boys described was that of a body, they
did not say it looked like the girl in the green T-shirt was asleep, not once
did they utter those words. Because sometimes it is said of a deceased
person, in a coffin for instance, that he looks like he is asleep. Looks like
he’s just sleeping.

So peaceful, it looks like she only just fell asleep.

But the boys did not say that about Tanya Roscrae. Because of the
blood. And the way her head was twisted to the side as if it had been
kicked. And her snarled hair outspread, and her hands crossed on her
chest, on the bloody T-shirt, like someone had done it for a mocking
purpose.

Why? Why would anyone want to hurt our daughter?

Who bas done such a thing to Tanya?

Yet we did not wish to believe this. That Tanya had been hurt, and
was dead. And her body dragged away to be further desecrated. We
refused to believe, at the start. And many who spoke with us, neighbors,
relatives, even strangers, to our faces at least, told us that, yes Tanya
might still be alive. There was no proof that Tanya was dead. The reasons
the police gave for the killer or killers taking the body away made no
sense, if you thought about it. Why dump a body, and then remove it?
What logic was there to this? Yet the police proceeded as if their version
must be correct: as if they had knowledge of which we were unaware.
(But what knowledge?) They had not found the tarpaulin or any trace
of human blood behind the fish factory where they searched for days
but they found where the body had been placed, which was where the
boys led them; there, there was the “impress” of an object of the size
and weight of an adolescent female. Behind the fish factory in the over-
grown dumping ground there were many footprints old and new as well
as tire tracks and bicycle tracks. And there was a path to the river used
by fishermen.

Why, if the killer dumped the body, would he take it away again?

What sense does that make? Where’s the logic?

I had never seen my husband so forceful in his speech. So adamant.
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Always David has been one to see the illogic in another’s position and to
expose it. Other parents of other victims, you would suppose, would be-
lieve what the police told them, or wished them to know; but not David
Roscrae. That was not his nature. So the police assured us yes of course
there was the possibility that our daughter was still alive, of course there
was this possibility and we should not give up hope. It might even be
a coincidence (how calmly they uttered these words!) that Tanya was
missing at the very time that the boys claimed to have seen a body re-
sembling her body. Their investigation would continue as if Tanya were
alive, they wanted us to know.

Yet one of the older detectives said in an undertone Anybody who
does things like this, you don’t expect to make sense.

This was a rebuke to my husband, I think. But if David heard, he

gave no sign.
BECAUSE A GIRL is easier to love, I think. And a girl will love you.

WHEN WE MOVED to East Trenton we knew nothing of Neptune
Seafood, Inc. as we knew nothing of other shut-down, boarded-up,
bankrupt and abandoned factories, mills, and warehouses on the river.
The industrial riverfront was a mile away and in our self-contained cul-
de-sac neighborhood known as Beechwood Acres there was no direct
access to it.

Except footpaths, bicycle trails through vacant lots. Scrubby fields
where developers had razed trees and gouged out the earth for the foun-
dations of “custom-built” houses never built.

As a child Tanya had played in such places, with other children in
the neighborhood. In those years these were known to be, or believed to
be, safe places for children. Always there were adults near. There were
mothers near. And there was a neighborhood playground, a small park
near the elementary school. Nearly every day in good weather I took
Tanya to the park as a baby in her stroller and later we walked hand
in hand and still later Tanya would run ahead of me flailing her pudgy
little arms in excitement or she would pedal frantically on her tricycle.

Mommy ¢’mon! Ob Mommnzy c’mon!
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I had to laugh at my daughter, so determined. My heart swelled with
love of her, sometimes it frightened me.

As a small child she had pale fluffy-floating blond hair. Very fine, like
gossamer. Her eyes were a mysterious dark blue and were always in mo-
tion, hungrily taking in information. Before she could speak she babbled
and squealed bursting with information to impart. As an infant she never
slept more than two or three hours at a time and as a young child she
could not be put to bed before nine o’clock and she could not be kept
in bed beyond six o’clock in the morning. Her father and I fell into the
habit of boasting that our daughter had more energy than the two of us
put together and she was going to be smart, too.

Her father knew. He knew the signs.

Yes she was difficult to handle, yes she was willful, stubborn, petu-
lant, quick-tempered, though also affectionate, loving. Your heart just
melted, when Tanya (who’d been naughty, maybe!) climbed into your
lap and hugged you around the neck and nibble-kissed your cheek, and
collapsed in giggles if she was tickled in just the right way.

Our daughter is special, I know the signs.

Tanya was perceived to be an unusual name, and a fitting name, for
this special child. Tazya was David’s choice.

David Roscrae was the kind of man, called to jury duty in down-
town Trenton, selected for a jury, he’d be voted foreman by the other
jurors unanimously. He had a master’s degree in science education from
Rutgers-Newark. In his mid-twenties he was hired as an instructor at
Mercer County Community College where he taught physics and com-
puter technology. At the time of Tanya’s disappearance he was acting
dean of the science division of the college. His salary was higher than if
he’d taught in the public school system and he belonged to an aggressive
teachers’ union that won reasonably good contracts for its members in a
time of economic crisis and budget cuts through the state and so he tried
never to reveal his disappointment with his life.

T was his wife, and T knew. I would come to see that I was part of his
disappointment.

He’d loved science as a kid, David said. And for a while he’d been

obsessed with computers.
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In his late twenties these passions began to fade. Whatever it was, the
mysterious hunger some individuals have for pure knowledge. Feeding 12y
rat David called it. He’d been a jogger too, for a while. He’d run in mara-
thons in the early years of our marriage. Feeding nzy rat David spoke of his
jogging fondly and I stiffened hearing the ugly expression for the first time
and ever after when David uttered the words Feeding 1y rat 1 wanted to
turn away from him in disgust, I wanted to run out of the room and away
from him, the man who was the father of the only child I would ever have.

DON’T STOP loving me, please.
Ob God I am so lonely. Please.
I can’t bear to be touched, forgive me.
Do you think she hated us? And that was why it happened?

I TRY NOT to hate them. The boys who saw Tanya on the dirty tarpau-
lin behind the fish factory.

T have talked to them, or tried to. Until their parents refused to allow
me. Until police officers spoke to “dissuade” me. I know, the boys have
suffered, too. I am a mother, I understand.

Through their lives they will remember. Not a day will pass when
they will not remember. If they become fathers, seeing their children
they will remember. Their names I have memorized. Their first words I
did not hear spoken aloud to the police but of course I have memorized
these words as they were recounted later. The boys who claimed to have
seen not Tanya Roscrae but Tanya Roscrae’s body on a dirty piece of
tarpaulin discarded like trash behind the fish factory.

She was sixteen. We loved her. We ask ourselves what did we do
wrong. We wait for her abductor/killer to be arrested. We wait for her
living/injured/dead body to be returned to us. These pleas I have made
on TV, until my husband and my family forbade it.

The boys did not appear on our local TV. Their parents were wise
to shield them. Yet everyone in the neighborhood knew who they were
and you had to acknowledge that one day they would take pride in their
specialness. The older boys especially, once they enter junior high. I am
determined not to hate them for this.
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Seeing my daughter discarded like trash behind the fish factory
where on even the breeziest days a faint stink of fish prevails.

I AM THINKING of Tanya at the age of three. Running through the
water spout fountains at Memorial Park. On a square of vivid green
grass approximately half the size of a tennis court there were water
spouts timed to erupt at intervals: the spouts were five inches high for
several seconds and then suddenly they leapt up to five feet as children
ran squealing and giggling through them. It was comical how the smaller
children (like Tanya) seemed always to be taken by surprise when the
tiny spouts leapt up about them, over their heads. Wide-eyed in wonder
and excitement Tanya dashed through the spouts making paddling mo-
tions with her hands—“swimming” she called it. You had to laugh at
her, Tanya was so adamant that this was swimming.

The water spouts were so placed in the grass that, if you were care-
ful, you could walk between them and not get wet. Unless the wind blew
spray onto you. And so adults would walk between the water spouts
while their children ran frantic and squealing through them, splashing
like demented fish. Once when David accompanied us, perhaps the
single time David accompanied us to Memorial Park, on a Sunday it
must have been, I overheard him speaking with a woman standing at the
edge of the green, the woman’s intention seemed to be a harmless sort of
flirtation asking David which of the children was his and David pointed
proudly at the little blond girl in the puckered-pink bathing suit rushing
through the steeply rising water spouts squealing and thrashing her arms

That one. That little beauty running her heart out.

THE CHANGE came upon her suddenly. You ask if you are to blame.

You always ask. For others are asking, with their eyes.

A window opened and something flew inside. Out of the humid dark
something flew inside our house, I am thinking of the kitchen at the rear
of our “modest two-bedroom ranch” on Skillman Street in East Trenton,
and nothing was ever the same again.

Neutrinos David spoke of. Black matter. Black holes.

Ninety percent of the universe.
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Laws of physics. Who can understand?

He was her father. He had not much wished (before she was born)
to be a father but now he was thrilled to be a father, you could see the
pride and love in his face. Speaking of science things. His paradoxical
science things. On a sheet of paper he would draw with boyish eagerness
to make our daughter’s eyes widen in wonder.

See? A man is standing on the edge of a black hole, like this. He
appears to an onlooker in our world as frozen in time. Yet, in the same
instant we see him, this man is sucked into the black hole and disappears.
Literally disappears into nothingness.

David snaps his fingers dramatically. He has folded the sheet of pa-
per over, the figure of the man has vanished.

I shook my head, I conceded I could not understand.

David ignored me. It was to Tanya he was speaking and to Tanya he
was demonstrating his paradox.

As a young girl Tanya was infinitely curious. She was her daddy’s
little girl you could see. Asking how could there be a black hole if you
couldn’t see it? Asking in her urgent childish way how could a man be
on the edge of a black hole and az the same time inside the black hole?
And what was a black hole—why was it black?

David loved these impromptu sessions. Smiling as swiftly he drew
000008 in a tornado-funnel shape down a sheet of paper, saying The
laws of physics are a mystery, we buman beings can only stand on the rim
and try to look inside.

It worried me that my husband should say such things, fatalistic
things they seemed to me, to a child so young. In David’s universe there
was no God of course nor even a mention of God.

Tanya took the sheet of paper as a gift. Her daddy’s gift. Taped it
to her bedroom wall with other drawings of his, and crayon drawings of
her own: planets, stars, suns. Tanya had taped up drawings of animals,
too, and brightly colored posters. And two years later when she was
twelve and in seventh grade these were abruptly removed and would be
replaced with psychedelic posters of rock stars viewed at crotch level,
bizarrely made-up and costumed Caucasian males in their twenties,

part-naked, luridly tattooed, with pierced tongues, nipples, belly but-
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tons. To enter Tanya’s room from that time onward was to risk assault
by these strangers. To enter Tanya’s room was now to risk Tanya’s wrath
at an invasion of her privacy.

Our daughter had begun her journey.

YES she had always been a brash child. Restless, lively. She had a
bright happy smile. Sometimes an impudent smile. And she could be
an impudent girl. Playing tricks on her parents. Hiding, and we didn’t
know where she was. Tanya? Tanya? 1 would call trying not to sound
upset because it was a game probably, I knew it was a game, but at a
point I would become frightened and cry Tanya! Tanya! hurrying and
stumbling through the house, and there was Tanya crouched behind the
laundry hamper or beneath a chair or squeezed between my husband’s
desk and a wall giggling through her fingers.

When she was a little older, too old for such games, hiding in the
carport behind the trash cans. On her face a lurid Indian-mask of
fluorescent-red Mercurochrome.

Seeing my distress she squealed in delight then in the next instant
became repentant. Ob Mowmzmy! Silly Mommy I'm sor-ry.

A more serious episode in sixth grade when a call came from the
principal of her school informing us that our daughter had “threatened”
another sixth grader, saying she had a knife and would cut off the girl’s
hair, nose, ears. I had to come to the school, where Tanya was being held
in the principal’s office. She was suspended from school for several days
protesting to David and me she was only kidding, everybody knew she
was only kidding, the other girl had wanted to get her in trouble, that
was all.

Bitch Tanya called the other eleven-year-old. Bizch did it on purpose

to get her into trouble.

BY FIFTEEN Tanya had older friends who were out of high school,
I don’t mean graduates but dropouts. Maybe I don’t mean friends ex-
actly. Tanya had become a skinny sexy girl of the kind you see hanging
out front of the 7-Eleven with her friends. At the diner by the Sunoco
station flirting with the big-rig truck drivers. In a tank top, bare midriff,
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tight jeans or cutoffs, a glittering bit of colored glass in her belly button.
Or her nose is pierced, or her tongue. Tanya’s hair had darkened and
was no longer pale blond and gossamer fine. Her face had coarsened.
She smoked, she was loud-talking and loud-laughing and her speech
had become an American-adolescent language of a very limited vocabu-
lary laced with profanities.

David would say of her quietly to hide his shock and disbelief You
can’t tell ber from the others, can you. So many others.

IT WOULD BE SPECULATED by the police that whoever had taken
Tanya away, or whoever had killed Tanya and taken her body away, was
someone who knew her. Someone Tanya “trusted.”

At first she’d been evasive about having a boyfriend. Though we saw
her with friends who were boys, that was obvious.

Boys with scruffy beards and goatees. Boys who were sometimes
shirtless.

Boys who drove rust-bucket cars. Motorcycles.

Boys who weren’t boys when you looked closely but young men in
their twenties.

Condoms in Tanya’s bureau drawer hidden beneath her underwear.

(I never told David. How could I tell David who would have
blamed me.)

They were negligent parents, what can you expect. Allowed their
daughter to run wild.

Couldn’t control their daughter, you have to wonder how hard they
tried.

I tried to explain to the Trenton police. I tried to explain to so many
people until David forbade me.

The change came so suddenly. We were not prepared.

A sixteen-year-old girl is not a child nor can you say that a sixteen-
year-old girl is an adult. Legally, Tanya was a minor. In her behavior
and moods she was a child while in her manipulation of her parents she
was adult.

You ask yourself Why. So many times, alone, my fists jammed into
my eyes. Why!
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The condoms were our secret. I found them immediately after the
police searched for Tanya’s body behind the fish factory. Before they
could make their request to search her room. Ugly pearl-colored things

that would be Tanya’s and my secret forever.

WHY WAS OUR DAUGHTER taken from us: I have said this to the po-
lice and to anyone who will listen and always they agree with me, I am
certain that I am right.

The city of Trenton has been shrinking for years. There are aban-
doned houses, blocks of rubble-strewn vacant lots as after a bombing.
There are boarded-up office buildings and factories. The walls of the
old state prison you see driving on Route 1 are ugly and weatherworn
as ancient stone. The school-age population has so declined, a number
of schools have been closed. Tanya had to travel by bus to a high school
miles away and she was gone from home so much, so many hours, we be-
gan to lose her, couldn’t know with certainty where she was. We bought
her a cell phone so that we could call her but even then, how do you
know where a child zs? In her voice that could be innocent-sounding—
Ob hi Mom: sure I'm O.K.—and at other times impatient, sneering—Oh
Christ Mom IU'm fine, U'll be home soon, can’t talk right now.

After Tanya disappeared the cell phone disappeared, too. Many
times I have dialed Tanya’s number and there is no ring, there is nothing
except a message on the little plastic screen NUMBER INOPERATIVE.

After Tanya disappeared we would learn certain facts about our
daughter that shocked us, and shamed us. For instance she rarely took
the school bus but rode with “friends” and we had no knowledge of
who these “friends” were. Of course we’d been informed by the school
that Tanya often cut classes but not that, in school, Tanya was sulky and
bored, sometimes so sleepy she could barely keep her eyes open.

When Tanya first started high school her teachers spoke of how
she was working below her potential, what a bright intelligent girl she
seemed to be and how disappointing it was, her low grades, but during
the past year no teacher spoke of Tanya in that way. Her grades were
C’s, D’s.

To our shame we learned that Tanya had had a boyfriend and that
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this boyfriend was missing, too. He’'d disappeared at exactly the time
Tanya had disappeared. He was twenty-three years old and had spent
time in the Trenton detention center for such crimes as burglary, as-
sault, drug-dealing. His photograph in the Trenton Times was of a
shaved-head ferret-faced boy with a scruffy goatee and an insolent
smile. Wanted for questioning in a case of possible abduction, homicide.
Rick Traynor’s family acknowledged to police that he was a “troubled
kid”—*“hard to get along with”—but he wouldn’t hurt anyone seriously,
would never kill a girl they were certain.

The Traynors had “no idea” where Rick was. Often he disappeared
from Trenton for weeks, months. He had not lived at home for years.
It was true he had a “history of violence” but not against females, they
were certain.

The name Tanya Roscrae meant nothing to them, they insisted.

Girls chased after Rick, they said. Called him on the phone all
the time.

On TV some of the Traynors were interviewed. Staring into the
camera and speaking their carefully prepared words and there was the
unspoken message Ay girl who fucks a guy like Rick, any girl that cheap
and desperate and sluttish, you have to figure she got what she deserved.

MANY QUESTIONS the police asked of us. With me especially they
behaved as if we were invalids. Always it seemed that there was some-
thing they were asking that was not said in words. Almost I could hear
it the way on the telephone you sometimes hear strangers’ voices in
the distance.

My husband took a leave from the college. He had a sabbatical due,
he said.

Sometimes he spent the night away from home. To clear ny head
he explained. He would check into a hotel on Route 1 and order room
service and watch TV, I think. He was not seeing another woman, or
women. He had lost all sexual interest, he said. I saw no reason to dis-
believe him.

Asked about Tanya we had to concede we knew little about her.

Many times saying, faltering Not exactly. No.
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Because Tanya didn’t share that information with us.

Because we had no way. We had no way of-

We wept often. David’s face was drawn and haggard and his eyes
seemed protuberant in their sockets as if something was pushing them
out. What I looked like, I don’t recall. I may not have known. I rarely
looked at myself in the mirror if I could avoid it.

We told the police the truth but it was not entirely the truth. There
were omissions. Nor did David know of my last conversation with Tanya
which had been six days before she disappeared. She had slammed out
of the kitchen cursing and I followed her on the stairs and I was shocked
to hear myself begging, you don’t expect to hear yourself begging anyone
when you are forty-one years old. And Tanya relented in embarrassment
perhaps. Almost she pleaded with me fixing her smeared eyes on me
Jesus, Mom, hey c’mon. I'm not that important, see? This is no big deal.

It was then I broke down. Shouting such things I had never said
before to Tanya. Into her shocked face I cried how dare she say she was
not important, how dare she say this is no big deal, are our lives no big
deal? was her life no big deal? Didn’t she know she was our daughter, we
loved her and wanted to protect her from all harm? and Tanya backed
away making a face like something was hurting her head, couldn’t bring
herself to look at me panting and swiping at her nose saying I’z not your
daughter then. Don’t cry over me.

Those terrible words, I never told another person.

IN MY KHAKI SLACKS too big for me, in the purple canvas jacket
that had been Tanya’s, and in rubber boots from JC Penney that Tanya
would have scorned, I often hike over to the fish factory in the late
afternoon. Now David is living elsewhere I am freed from preparing
meals and freed from the strain of having to select food my husband
would wish to eat. I love the quiet of our house, and I love the quiet at
the river.

I pass by the fish factory. The debris-strewn weeds. I don’t linger,
I know there is nothing to be seen. Police thoroughly investigated the
dump and there was nothing to be seen.

I take a path to the riverbank and stand staring at the mist rising
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from the river. You catch yourself waiting for the mist to define itself
more clearly, to take shape. As a child playing with neighbor children
Tanya had surely explored this stretch of riverbank, years ago. She’d
surely thrown stones into the river. The Delaware is a broad wide river
that is sometimes swollen and fast-moving after rains and dangerous at
such times but often it looks languid, opaque. In a certain light—our
rainy steel-colored New Jersey winter light—the river looks like dense
lava flowing. You lapse into a dream, you forget that you could drown in
that water. Half-shut your eyes, smiling. It’s a time of secrecy, consola-
tion. You see yourself walking on the steely river in a dream that, if you
wake out of, you will drown.

Why'd I leave you, I had to.

Look, I was never dead. You know I was never dead.

Why’d Rick kill me? Rick is crazy for me.

See, I wanted to spare you. And Dad.

It was a trick, see. Rick and me thought it up. 1 laid down on the
tarpaulin and he arranged me like be did. It was cranberry juice we used.
We figured I would be seen by some kids after school and we figured they
wouldn’t come too close. They'd run away and by the time the police came
T would be gone.

Where? Just drove away.

Because it was the only way, Mom. The only way to escape you.

Because I couldn’t love you the way you wanted. And 1 didn’t want
you to love me. All that crap, I just didn’t want.

There’s lots of us feel this way. No big deal.
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Lake Worth, Florida
September 14, 1998

Dear Professor Morgenstern,

How badly I wish that I could address you as “Freyda”! But I don’t
have the right to such familiarity.

I have just read your memoir. I have reason to believe that we are
cousins. My maiden name is “Schwart” (not my father’s actual name, I
think it was changed at Ellis Island in 1936), but my mother’s maiden
name was “Morgenstern” and all her family was from Kaufbeuren as
yours were. We were to meet in 1941 when we were small children, you
and your parents and sister and brother were coming to live with my
parents, my two brothers and me in Milburn, New York. But the boat
that was carrying you and other refugees, the Marea, was turned back by

U.S. Immigration at New York Harbor.
(In your memoir you speak so briefly of this. You seem to recall a



40 JOYCE CAROL OATES

name other than Marea. But I am sure that Marea was the name, for it

seemed so beautiful to me like music. You were so young of course. So
much would happen afterward, you would not remember this. By my
calculation you were 6, and I was 5.)

All these years I had not known that you were living! I had not
known that there were survivors in your family. It was told to us by my
father that there were not. I am so happy for you and your success. To
think that you were living in the U.S. since 1956 is a shock to me. That
you were a college student in New York City while I was living (my first
marriage, not a happy one) in upstate New York! Forgive me, I did
not know of your previous books, though I would be intrigued by
“biological anthropology,” I think! (I have nothing of your academic
education, I’'m so ashamed. Not only not college but I did not graduate
from high school.)

Well, T am writing in the hope that we might meet. Oh very soon,
Freyda! Before it’s too late.

I am no longer your 5-year-old cousin dreaming of a new “sister”
(as my mother promised) who would sleep with me in my bed and be
with me always.

Your “lost” cousin

Rebecca

Lake Worth, Florida
September 15, 1998

Dear Professor Morgenstern,

I wrote to you just the other day. Now I see to my embarrassment
that I may have sent the letter to a wrong address. If you are “on sabbati-
cal leave” from the University of Chicago as it says on the dust jacket of
your memoir. I will try again with this, care of your publisher.

I will enclose the same letter. Though I feel it is not adequate, to
express what is in my heart.

Your “lost” cousin

Rebecca
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P.S. Of course I will come to you, wherever & whenever you wish,
Freyda!

Lake Worth, Florida
October 2, 1998

Dear Professor Morgenstern,

I wrote to you last month but I'm afraid that my letters were mis-
addressed. I will enclose these letters here, now that I know you are at
the “Institute for Advanced Research” at Stanford University, Palo Alto,
California.

It’s possible that you have read my letters and were offended by
them. I know, I am not a very good writer. I should not have said what I
did about the Atlantic crossing in 1941, as if you would not know these
facts for yourself. I did not mean to correct you, Professor Morgenstern,
regarding the name of the very boat you and your family were on in that
nightmare time!

In an interview with you reprinted in the Miami newspaper I was
embarrassed to read that you have received so much mail from “rela-
tives” since the memoir. I smiled to read where you said, “Where were
all these relatives in America when they were needed?”

Truly we were here, Freyda! In Milburn, New York, on the Erie
Canal.

Your cousin

Rebecca

Palo Alto, CA
1 November 1998

Dear Rebecca Schwart,
Thank you for your letter and for your response to my memoir. I
have been deeply moved by the numerous letters I've received since the

publication of Back from the Dead: A Girlhood both in the United
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States and abroad, and truly wish that I had time to reply to each of
these individually and at length.
Sincerely,

77t

Freyda Morgenstern

Julius K. Tracey

Distinguished Professor of Anthropology,
University of Chicago

Lake Worth, Florida
November 5, 1998

Dear Professor Morgenstern,

I'm very relieved now, I have the correct address! I hope that you
will read this letter. I think you must have a secretary who opens your
mail and sends back replies. I know, you are amused (annoyed?) by so
many now claiming to be relatives of “Freyda Morgenstern.” Especially
since your television interviews. But I feel very strongly, I am your true
cousin. For I was the (only) daughter of Anna Morgenstern. I believe
that Anna Morgenstern was the (only) sister of your mother, Sara, a
younger sister. For many weeks my mother spoke of her sister, Sara,
coming to live with us, your father and your Elzbieta, who was older
than you by 3 or 4 years, and your brother, Leon, who was also older
than you, not by so much. We had photographs of you. I remember so
clearly how your hair was so neatly plaited and how pretty you were,
a “frowning girl” my mother said of you, like me. We did look alike
then, Freyda, though you were much prettier of course. Elzbieta was
blonde with a plump face. Leon was looking happy in the photograph,
a sweet-seeming boy of maybe 8. To read that your sister and brother
died in such a terrible way in “Theresienstadt” was so sad. My mother
never recovered from the shock of that time, I think. She was so hoping

to see her sister again. When the Marea was turned back in the harbor,

she gave up hope. My father did not allow her to speak German, only
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English, but she could not speak English well, if anyone came to the
house she would hide. She did not speak much afterward to any of us
and was often sick. She died in May 1949.

Reading this letter I see that T am giving a wrong empbhasis, really! I
never think of these long-ago things.

It was seeing your picture in the newspaper, Freyda! My husband
was reading the New York Times & called me to him saying wasn’t it
strange, here was a woman looking enough like his wife to be a sister,
though in fact you & I do not look so much alike, in my opinion, not any
longer, but it was a shock to see your face, which is very like my mother’s
face as I remember it.

And then your name, Freyda Morgenstern.

At once I went out & purchased Back from the Dead: A Girlhood.

I have not read any Holocaust memoirs out of a dread of what I would

learn. Your memoir I read sitting in the car in the parking lot of the
bookstore not knowing the time, how late it was, until my eyes could
not see the pages. I thought, “It’s Freyda! It’s her! My sister I was
promised.” Now I am 62 years old, and so lonely in this place of retired
wealthy people who look at me & think that I am one of them.

I am not one to cry. But I wept on many pages of your memoir
though I know (from your interviews) you wish not to hear such reports
from readers & have only contempt for “cheap American pity.” I know,
I would feel the same way. You are right to feel that way. In Milburn I
resented the people who felt sorry for me as the “gravedigger’s daugh-
ter” (my father’s employment) more than the others who did not give a
damn if the Schwarts lived or died.

I am enclosing my picture, taken when I was a girl of 16. It is all I
have of those years. (I look very different now, I'm afraid!) How badly
T wish I could send you a picture of my mother, Anna Morgenstern, but
all were destroyed in 1949.

Your cousin

Rebecca
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Palo Alto, CA
16 November 1998

Dear Rebecca Schwart,

Sorry not to have replied earlier. I think yes it is quite possible that
we are “cousins” but at such a remove it’s really an abstraction, isn’t it?

I am not traveling much this year, trying to complete a new book
before my sabbatical ends. I am giving fewer “talks” and my book tour
is over, thank God. (The venture into memoir was my first and will be
my last effort at non-academic writing. It was far too easy, like opening
a vein.) So I don’t quite see how it would be feasible for us to meet at
the present time.

Thank you for sending your photograph. I am returning it.

Sincerely,

77t

Lake Worth, Florida
November 20, 1998

Dear Freyda,

Yes, I am sure we are “cousins”! Though like you I don’t know what
“cousins” can mean.

T have no living relatives, I believe. My parents have been dead since
1949 & I know nothing of my brothers, whom I have not glimpsed in
many years.

I think you despise me as your “American cousin.” I wish you could
forgive me for that. I am not sure how “American” I am though I was
not born in Kaufbeuren as you were but in New York Harbor in May
1936. (The exact day is lost. There was no birth certificate or it was
lost.) I mean, I was born on the refugee boat! In a place of terrible filth,
T was told.

It was a different time then, 1936. The war had not begun & people
of our kind were allowed to “emigrate” if they had money.

My brothers, Herschel & Augustus, were born in Kaufbeuren & of
course both our parents. My father called himself “Jacob Schwart” in
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this country. (This is a name I have never spoken to anyone who knows
me now. Not to my husband of course.) I knew little of my father except
he had been a printer in the old world (as he called it with scorn) and
at one time a math teacher in a boys’ school. Until the Nazis forbade
such people to teach. My mother, Anna Morgenstern, was married very
young. She played piano, as a girl. We would listen to music on the radio
sometime if Pa was not home. (The radio was Pa’s.)

Forgive me, I know you are not interested in any of this. In your
memoir you spoke of your mother as a record keeper for the Nazis, one
of those Jewish “administrators” helping in the transport of Jews. You

are not sentimental about family. There is something so craven to it,

isn’t there. I respect the wishes of one who wrote Back from the Dead,
which is so critical of your relatives & Jews & Jewish history & beliefs as
of postwar “amnesia.” I would not wish to dissuard you of such a true
feeling, Freyda!

T have no true feelings myself, I mean that others can know.

Pa said you were all gone. Like cattle sent back to Hitler, Pa said. I
remember his voice lifting, NINE HUNDRED SEVENTY-SIX REFU-
GEES, I am sick still hearing that voice.

Pa said for me to stop thinking about my cousins! They were not
coming. They were gone.

Many pages of your memoir I have memorized, Freyda. And your
letters to me. In your words, I can hear your voice. I love this voice so
like my own. My secret voice I mean, that no one knows.

T will fly to California, Freyda. Will you give me permission? “Only
say the word & my soul shall be healed.”

Your cousin

Rebecca

Lake Worth, Florida
November 21, 1998

Dear Freyda,
I am so ashamed, I mailed you a letter yesterday with a word mis-
spelled: “dissuade.” And I spoke of no living relatives, I meant no one
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remaining from the Schwart family. (I have a son from my first marriage,
he is married with two children.)

I have bought other books of yours. Biology: A History, Race and
Racism: A History. How impressed Jacob Schwart would be, the little girl
in the photographs was never gone but has so very far surpassed him!

Will you let me come to see you in Palo Alto, Freyda? I could arrive
for one day, we might have a meal together & I would depart the next
morning. This is a promise.

Your (lonely) cousin

Rebecca

Lake Worth, Florida
November 24, 1998

Dear Freyda,

An evening of your time is too much to ask, I think. An hour? An
hour would not be too much, would it? Maybe you could talk to me
of your work, anything in your voice would be precious to me. I would
not wish to drag you into the cesspool of the past, as you speak of it so
strongly. A woman like yourself capable of such intellectual work & so
highly regarded in your field has no time for maudlin sentiment, I agree.

I have been reading your books. Underlining & looking up words
in the dictionary. (I love the dictionary, it’s my friend.) So exciting to

consider How does science demonstrate the genetic basis of behavior?

I have enclosed a card here for your reply. Forgive me I did not think
of this earlier.

Your cousin

Rebecca

Palo Alto, CA
24 November 1998

Dear Rebecca Schwart,
Your letters of Nov. 20 & 21 are interesting. But the name “Jacob

Schwart” means nothing to me, I'm afraid. There are numerous “Mor-
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gensterns” surviving. Perhaps some of these are your cousins, too. You
might seek them out if you are lonely.

As I believe I have explained, this is a very busy time for me. I work
much of the day and am not feeling very sociable in the evening. “Lone-
liness” is a problem engendered primarily by the too-close proximity of
others. One excellent remedy is work.

Sincerely,

77t

P.S. I believe you have left phone messages for me at the Institute. As my

assistant has explained to you, I have no time to answer such calls.

Lake Worth, Florida
November 27, 1998

Dear Freyda,

Our letters crossed! We both wrote on Nov. 24, maybe it’s a sign.

It was on impulse I telephoned. “If T could hear her voice”—the
thought came to me.

You have hardened your heart against your “American cousin.” It
was courageous in the memoir to state so clearly how you had to harden
your heart against so much, to survive. Americans believe that suffering
makes saints of us, which is a joke. Still I realize you have no time for me
in your life now. There is no “purpose” to me.

Even if you won’t meet me at this time, will you allow me to write
to you? I will accept it if you do not reply. I would only wish that you
might read what I write, it would make me so happy (yes, less lonely!),
for then I could speak to you in my thoughts as I did when we were
girls.

Your cousin

Rebecca

P.S. In your academic writing you refer so often to “adaptation of species

to environment.” If you saw me, your cousin, in Lake Worth, Florida,
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on the ocean just south of Palm Beach, so very far from Milburn, N.Y.,
and from the “old world,” you would laugh.

Palo Alto, CA
1 December 1998

Dear Rebecca Schwart,

My tenacious American cousin! I'm afraid it is no sign of anything,
not even “coincidence,” that our letters were written on the same day
and that they “crossed.”

This card. T admit I am curious at the choice. It happens this is a
card on my study wall. (Did I speak of this in the memoir? I don’t think
s0.) How do you happen to come into possession of this reproduction
of Caspar David Friedrich’s “Sturzacker”—you have not been to the
museum in Hamburg, have you? It’s rare that any American even knows
the name of this artist much esteemed in Germany.

Sincerely,

7

Lake Worth, Florida
December 4, 1998

Dear Freyda,

The postcard of Caspar David Friedrich was given to me, with other
cards from the Hamburg museum, by someone who traveled there. (In
fact my son, who is a pianist. His name would be known to you, it’s
nothing like my own.)

I chose a card to reflect your soul. As I perceive it in your words.
Maybe it reflects mine also. I wonder what you will think of this new
card, which is German also but uglier.

Your cousin

Rebecca
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Palo Alto, CA
10 December 1998

Dear Rebecca,

Yes I like this ugly Nolde. Smoke black as pitch and the Elbe like
molten lava. You see into my soul, don’t you! Not that I have wished to
disguise myself.

So I return “Towboat on the Elbe” to my tenacious American
cousin. THANK YOU but please do not write again. And do not call. I
have had enough of you.

7

Palo Alto, CA
11 December 1998/2 A.M.

Dear “Cousin”!

Your 16-yr-old photo I made a copy of. I like that coarse mane of
hair and the jaws so solid. Maybe the eyes were scared, but we know
how to hide that, don’t we cousin.

In the camp I learned to stand tall. I learned to be big. As animals
make themselves bigger, it can be a trick to the eye that comes true. I
guess you were a “big” girl, too.

I have always told the truth. I see no reason for subterfuge. I despise
fantasizing. I have made enemies “among my kind” you can be sure.
When you are “back from the dead” you do not give a damn for oth-
ers’ opinions & believe me, that has cost me in this so-called profession
where advancement depends upon ass-kissing and its sexual variants not
unlike the activities of our kindred primates.

Bad enough my failure to behave as a suppliant female through my
career. In the memoir I take a laughing tone speaking of graduate stud-
ies at Columbia in the late 1950s. I did not laugh much then. Meeting
my old enemies, who had wished to crush an impious female at the start
of her career, not only female but a Jew & a refugee Jew from one of the

camps, I looked them in the eye, I never flinched, but they flinched, the
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bastards. I took my revenge where & when I could. Now those genera-
tions are dying out, I am not pious about their memories. At conferences
organized to revere them, Freyda Morgenstern is the “savagely witty”
truth-teller.

In Germany, where history was so long denied, Back from the Dead

has been a bestseller for five months. Already it has been nominated for
two major awards. Here is a joke, and a good one, yes?

In this country, no such reception. Maybe you saw the “good”
reviews. Maybe you saw the one full-page ad my cheapskate publisher
finally ran in the New York Review of Books. There have been plenty
of attacks. Worse even than the stupid attacks to which I have become
accustomed in my “profession.”

In the Jewish publications, & in Jewish-slanted publications, such
shock/dismay/disgust. A Jewish woman who writes so without senti-
ment of mother & other relatives who “perished” in Theresienstadt. A
Jewish woman who speaks so coldly & “scientifically” of her “heritage.”
As if the so-called Holocaust is a “heritage.” As if I have not earned my
right to speak the truth as I see it and will continue to speak the truth,
for I have no plans to retire from research, writing, teaching & directing
doctoral students for a long time. (I will take early retirement at Chi-
cago, these very nice benefits, & set up shop elsewhere.)

This piety of the Holocaust! I laughed, you used that word so rev-
erentially in one of your letters. I never use this word that slides off
American tongues now like grease. One of the hatchet-reviewers called
Morgenstern a traitor giving solace to the enemy (which enemy? there
are many) by simply stating & restating, as I will each time I am asked,
that the “holocaust” was an accident in history as all events in history are
accidents. There is no purpose to history as to evolution, there is no goal
or progress. Evolution is the term given to what is. The pious fantasizers
wish to claim that the Nazis’ genocidal campaign was a singular event
in history, that it has elevated us above history. This is bullshit, I have
said so & will continue to say so. There are many genocides, as long as
there has been mankind. History is an invention of books. In biological
anthropology we note that the wish to perceive “meaning” is one trait

of our species among many. But that does not posit “meaning” in the
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world. If history did exist it is a great river/cesspool into which count-
less small streams & tributaries flow. In one direction. Unlike sewage it
cannot back up. It cannot be “tested”—“demonstrated.” It simply is. If
the individual streams dry up, the river disappears. There is no “river-
destiny.” There are merely accidents in time. The scientist notes that
without sentiment or regret.

Maybe I will send you these ravings, my tenacious American cousin.
T’'m drunk enough, in a festive mood!

Your (traitor) cousin

7

Lake Worth, Florida
December 15, 1998

Dear Freyda,

How I loved your letter, that made my hands shake. I have not
laughed in so long. I mean, in our special way.

It’s the way of hatred. I love it. Though it eats you from the inside
out. (I guess.)

It’s a cold night here, a wind off the Atlantic. Florida is often wet-
cold. Lake Worth/Palm Beach are very beautiful & very boring. I wish
you might come here & visit, you could spend the rest of the winter, for
it’s often sunny of course.

I take your precious letters with me in the early morning walking
on the beach. Though I have memorized your words. Until a year ago I
would run, run, run for miles! At the rain-whipped edge of a hurricane
I ran. To see me, my hard-muscled legs & straight backbone, you would
never guess I was not a young woman.

So strange that we are in our sixties, Freyda! Our baby-girl dolls
have not aged a day.

(Do you hate it, growing old? Your photographs show such a vigor-
ous woman. You tell yourself, “Every day I live was not meant to be” &
there’s happiness in this.)

Freyda, in our house of mostly glass facing the ocean you would have

your own “wing.” We have several cars, you would have your own car.
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No questions asked where you went. You would not have to meet my
husband, you would be my precious secret.

Tell me you will come, Freyda! After the New Year would be a good
time. When you finish your work each day we will go walking on the
beach together. I promise we would not have to speak.

Your loving cousin

Rebecca

Lake Worth, Florida
December 17, 1998

Dear Freyda,

Forgive my letter of the other day, so pushy & familiar. Of course
you would not wish to visit a stranger.

I must make myself remember: though we are cousins, we are

strangers.

I was reading again Back from the Dead. The last section, in
America. Your three marriages—“ill-advised experiments in intimacy/
lunacy.” You are very harsh & very funny, Freyda! Unsparing to others
as to yourself.

My first marriage too was blind in love & I suppose “lunacy.” Yet
without it, I would not have my son.

In the memoir you have no regret for your “misbegotten fetuses”
though for the “pain and humiliation” of the abortions illegal at the
time. Poor Freyda! In 1957 in a filthy room in Manhattan you nearly
bled to death, at that time I was a young mother so in love with my life.
Yet I would have come to you, if I had known.

Though I know that you will not come here, yet I hold out hope
that, suddenly yes you might! To visit, to stay as long as you wish. Your
privacy would be protected.

I remain the tenacious cousin

Rebecca
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Lake Worth, Florida
New Year’s Day 1999

Dear Freyda,

I don’t hear from you, I wonder if you have gone away? But maybe
you will see this. “If Freyda sees this even to toss away . ..”

T am feeling happy & hopeful. You are a scientist & of course you are
right to scorn such feelings as “magical” & “primitive,” but I think there
can be a newness in the New Year. I am hoping this is so.

My father, Jacob Schwart, believed that in animal life the weak are
quickly disposed of, we must hide our weakness always. You & I knew
that as children. But there is so much more to us than just the animal,
we know that, too.

Your loving cousin

Rebecca

Palo Alto, CA
19 January 1999

Rebecca.

Yes I have been away. And I am going away again. What business is
it of yours?

I was coming to think you must be an invention of mine. My worst
weakness. But here on my windowsill propped up to stare at me is “Re-
becca, 1952.” The horse-mane hair & hungry eyes.

Cousin, you are so faithful! It makes me tired. I know I should be
flattered, few others would wish to pursue “difficult” Professor Morgen-
stern now I'm an old woman. I toss your letters into a drawer, then in
my weakness I open them. Once, rummaging through Dumpster trash I
retrieved a letter of yours. Then in my weakness I opened it. You know
how I hate weakness!

Cousin, no more.

Fm
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Lake Worth, Florida
January 23, 1999

Dear Freyda,

T know! I am sorry.

I shouldn’t be so greedy. I have no right. When I first discovered
that you were living, last September, my thought was only “My cousin
Freyda Morgenstern, my lost sister, she is alive! She doesn’t need to love
me or even know me or give a thought to me. It’s enough to know that
she did not perish and has lived her life.”

Your loving cousin

Rebecca

Palo Alto, CA
30 January 1999

Dear Rebecca,

We make ourselves ridiculous with emotions at our age, like show-
ing our breasts. Spare us, please!

No more would I wish to meet you than I would wish to meet my-
self. Why would you imagine I might want a “cousin”—“sister”—at my
age? I would like it that I have no living relatives any longer, for there is
no obligation to think Is he/she still living?

Anyway, I'm going away. I will be traveling all spring. I hate it here.
California suburban boring & without a soul. My “colleagues/friends”
are shallow opportunists to whom I appear to be an opportunity.

I hate such words as “perish.” Does a fly “perish,” do rotting things
“perish,” does your enemy “perish”? Such exalted speech makes me
tired.

Nobody “perished” in the camps. Many “died”—“were killed.”
That’s all.

I wish I could forbid you to revere me. For your own good, dear
cousin. I see that I am your weakness, too. Maybe I want to spare you.

If you were a graduate student of mine, though! I would set you
right with a swift kick in the rear.
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Suddenly there are awards & honors for Freyda Morgenstern. Not
only the memoirist but the “distinguished anthropologist” too. So I will
travel to receive them. All this comes too late of course. Yet like you I
am a greedy person, Rebecca. Sometimes I think my soul is in my gut!
I am one who stuffs herself without pleasure, to take food from others.

Spare yourself. No more emotion. No more letters!

7

Chicago, IL
29 March 1999

Dear Rebecca Schwart,

Have been thinking of you lately. It has been a while since I've heard
from you. Unpacking things here & came across your letters & photo-
graph. How stark-eyed we all looked in black-and-white! Like X rays
of the soul. My hair was never so thick & splendid as yours, my Ameri-
can cousin.

I think I must have discouraged you. Now, to be frank, I miss you.
It has been two months neatly since you wrote. These honors & awards
are not so precious if no one cares. If no one hugs you in congratula-
tions. Modesty is beside the point & I have too much pride to boast
to strangers.

Of course, I should be pleased with myself: I sent you away. I know,
T am a “difficult” woman. I would not like myself for a moment. I would
not tolerate myself. I seem to have lost one or two of your letters, I'm
not sure how many, vaguely I remember you saying you & your family
lived in upstate New York, my parents had arranged to come stay with
you? This was in 1941? You provided facts not in my memoir. But I
do remember my mother speaking with such love of her younger sister,
Anna. Your father changed his name to “Schwart” from—what? He
was a math teacher in Kaufbeuren? My father was an esteemed doctor.
He had many non-Jewish patients who revered him. As a young man he
had served in the German army in the first war, he’d been awarded a
Gold Medal for Bravery & it was promised that such a distinction would
protect him while other Jews were being transported. My father disap-
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peared so abruptly from our lives, immediately we were transported to
that place, for years I believed he must have escaped & was alive some-
where & would contact us. I thought my mother had information she
kept from me. She was not quite the Amazon-mother of Back from the
Dead . . . Well, enough of this! Though evolutionary anthropology must
scour the past relentlessly, human beings are not obliged to do so.

It’s a blinding-bright day here in Chicago, from my aerie on the
52nd floor of my grand new apartment building I look out upon the vast
inland sea Lake Michigan. Royalties from the memoir have helped me
pay for this, a less “controversial” book would not have earned. Nothing
more is needed, yes?

Your cousin,

Freyda

Lake Worth, Florida
April 3, 1999

Dear Freyda,

Your letter meant much to me. I’'m so sorry not to answer sooner. I
make no excuses. Seeing this card I thought, “For Freyda!”

Next time I will write more. Soon I promise.

Your cousin

Rebecca

Chicago, IL
22 April 1999

Dear Rebecca,

Rec’d your card. Am not sure what I think of it. Americans are ga-
ga for Joseph Cornell as they are for Edward Hopper. What is “Lanner
Waltzes”? Two little-girl doll figures riding the crest of a wave & in the
background an old-fashioned sailing ship with sails billowing? “Col-
lage”? T hate riddle-art. Art is to see, not to think.

Is something wrong, Rebecca? The tone of your writing is altered,
I think. T hope you are not playing coy, to take revenge for my chiding
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letter of January. I have a doctoral student, a bright young woman not
quite so bright as she fancies herself, who plays such games with me at
the present time, at her own risk! I hate games, too.

(Unless they are my own.)

Your cousin,

Freyda

Chicago, IL
6 May 1999

Dear Cousin:

Yes, I think you must be angry with me! Or you are not well.

I prefer to think that you are angry. That I did insult you in your
American soft heart. If so, I am sorry. I have no copies of my letters to
you & don’t recall what I said. Maybe I was wrong. When I am coldly
sober, I am likely to be wrong. When drunk, I am likely to be less
wrong.

Enclosed here is a stamped addressed card. You need only check one
of the boxes: [ ] angry [ ] not well.

Your cousin,

Freydn

P.S. This Joseph Cornell “Pond” reminded me of you, Rebecca. A doll-
girl playing her fiddle beside a murky inlet.

Lake Worth, Florida
September 19, 1999

Dear Freyda,

How strong & beautiful you were, at the awards ceremony in Wash-
ington! I was there, in the audience at the Folger Library. I made the
trip just for you.

All of the writers honored spoke very well. But none so witty & un-
expected as “Freyda Morgenstern,” who caused quite a stir.

I’'m ashamed to say, I could not bring myself to speak to you. I
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waited in line with so many others for you to sign Back from the Dead
& when my turn came you were beginning to tire. You hardly glanced
at me, you were vexed at the girl assistant fumbling the book. I did no
more than mumble, “Thank you,” & hurried away.

I stayed just one night in Washington, then flew home. I tire easily
now, it was a mad thing to do. My husband would have prevented me if
he’d known where I was headed.

During the speeches you were restless onstage, I saw your eyes
wandering. I saw your eyes on me. I was sitting in the third row of the
theater. Such an old, beautiful little theater in the Folger Library. I think
there must be so much beauty in the world we haven’t seen. Now it is
almost too late we yearn for it.

I was the gaunt-skull woman with the buzz cut. The heavy dark
glasses covering half my face. Others in my condition wear gaudy
turbans or gleaming wigs. Their faces are bravely made up. In Lake
Worth/Palm Beach there are many of us. I don’t mind my baldie head
in warm weather & among strangers, for their eyes look through me as
if I am invisible. You stared at me at first & then looked quickly away
& afterward I could not bring myself to address you. It wasn’t the right
time, I had not prepared you for the sight of me. I shrink from pity &
even sympathy is a burden. I had not known that I would make the reck-
less trip until that morning, for so much depends upon how I feel each
morning, it’s not predictable.

I had a present to give to you, I changed my mind & took it away
again feeling like a fool. Yet the trip was wonderful for me, I saw my
cousin so close! Of course I regret my cowardice now it’s too late.

You asked about my father. I will tell you no more than that I do not
know my father’s true name. “Jacob Schwart” was what he called himself
& so I was “Rebecca Schwart,” but that name was lost long ago. I have
another more fitting American name, & I have also my husband’s last
name, only to you, my cousin, am I identified as “Rebecca Schwart.”

Well, T will tell you one more thing: in May 1949 my father who was
the gravedigger murdered your aunt Anna and wished to murder me but
failed, he turned the shotgun onto himself & killed himself when I was
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13 struggling with him for the gun & my strongest memory of that time
was his face in the last seconds & what remained of his face, his skull &
brains & the warmth of his blood splattered onto me.

I have never told anyone this, Freyda. Please do not speak of it to
me, if you write again.

Your cousin

Rebecca

(I did not intend to write such an ugly thing, when I began this letter.)

Chicago, IL
23 September 1999

Dear Rebecca,

I'm stunned. That you were so close to me—and didn’t speak.

And what you tell me of—. What happened to you at age 13.

I don’t know what to say. Except yes I am stunned. I am angry, &
hurt. Not at you, I don’t think I am angry at you but at myself.

I've tried to call you. There is no “Rebecca Schwart” in the Lake
Worth phone directory. Of course, you've told me there is no “Rebecca
Schwart.” Why in hell have you never told me your married name? Why
are you so coy? I hate games, I don’t have time for games.

Yes I am angry with you. I am upset & angry you are not well. (You
never returned my card. I waited & waited & you did not.)

Can I believe you about “Jacob Schwart”! We conclude that the
ugliest things are likely to be true.

In my memoir that isn’t so. When I wrote it, 50 yrs later it was a text
I composed of words chosen for “effect.” Yes there are true facts in Back
from the Dead. But facts are not “true” unless explained. My memoir
had to compete with other memoirs of its type & so had to be “origi-
nal.” T am accustomed to controversy, I know how to tweak noses. The
memoir makes light of the narrator’s pain & humiliation. It’s true, I did
not feel that I would be one of those to die; I was too young, & ignorant,
& compared to others I was healthy. My big blonde sister Elzbieta the
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relatives so admired, looking like a German girl-doll, soon lost all that
hair & her bowels turned to bloody suet. Leon died trampled to death,
I would learn afterward. What I say of my mother, Sara Morgenstern, is
truthful only at the start. She was not a kapo but one hoping to cooper-
ate with the Nazis to help her family (of course) & other Jews. She was
a good organizer & much trusted but never so strong as the memoir has
her. She did not say those cruel things, I have no memory of anything
anyone said to me except orders shouted by authorities. All the quiet
spoken words, the very breath of our lives together, was lost. But a mem-
oir must have spoken words, & a memoir must breathe life.

I am so famous now—infamous! In France this month I am a new
bestseller. In the U.K. (where they are outspoken anti-Semites, which is
refreshing!) my word is naturally doubted yet still the book sells.

Rebecca, I must speak with you. I will enclose my number here. I
will wait for a call. Past 10 P.M. of any night is best, I am not so cold-
sober & nasty.

Your cousin,

Freyda

P.S. Are you taking chemotherapy now? What is the status of your con-

dition? Please answer.

Lake Worth, Florida
October 8

Dear Freyda,

Don’t be angry with me, I have wanted to call you. There are reasons
I could not but maybe I will be stronger soon & I promise, I will call.

It was important for me to see you, and hear you. I am so proud of
you. It hurts me when you say harsh things about yourself, I wish you
would not. “Spare us”—yes?

Half the time I am dreaming & very happy. Just now I was smelling
snakeroot. Maybe you don’t know what snakeroot is, you have lived
always in cities. Behind the gravedigger’s stone cottage in Milburn there

was a marshy place where this tall plant grew. The wildflowers were as
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tall as five feet. They had many small white flowers that look like frost.
Very powdery, with a strange strong smell. The flowers were alive with
bees humming so loudly it seemed like a living thing. I was remembering
how waiting for you to come from over the ocean I had two dolls—Maggie,
who was the prettiest doll, for you, and my doll, Minnie, who was plain
& battered but I loved her very much. (My brother Herschel found the
dolls at the Milburn dump. We found many useful things at the dump!)
For hours I played with Maggie & Minnie & you, Freyda. All of us chat-
tering away. My brothers laughed at me. Last night I dreamt of the dolls
that were so vivid to me I had not glimpsed in 57 yrs. But it was strange,
Freyda, you were not in the dream. I was not, either.

I will write some other time. I love you.

Your cousin

Rebecca

Chicago, IL
12 October

Dear Rebecca,

Now I am angry! You have not called me & you have not given
me your telephone number & how can I reach you? I have your street
address but only the name “Rebecca Schwart.” I am so busy, this is a
terrible time. I feel as if my head is being broken by a mallet. Oh I am
very angry at you, cousin!

Yet I think I should come to Lake Worth, to see you.

Should I?

=



SOFT-CORE

“‘ N JHY ARE YOU showing me these?”
“I thought you should know.”

“ ‘Should know’—what?”

They were two sisters of youthful middle age with three breasts be-
tween them and a history that might be summed up as 7zuch left unsaid.
Maggie, the elder, who’d had a mastectomy eighteen months before,
rarely alluded to the fact in her younger sister’s company and spoke with
an air of startled reproach if Esther brought up the subject of her health;
as if Maggie’s breast cancer were a symptom of a moral weakness, a defi-
ciency of character, about which Esther had no right to know.

Eighteen months before, after the removal of Maggie’s left breast,
Esther had driven three hundred seventy miles to see her sister and was
immediately rebuffed by Maggie’s steely good humor as, as girls, she’d
been outplayed on the tennis court by Maggie’s remarkable cannonball
serves and vicious returns. In her very hospital bed, in the presence of
Maggie’s husband Dwight, Maggie had assured Esther, indicating the
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bulky-bandaged left side of her chest, “Hey, sweetie, don’t look like a
funeral. It’s no great loss, I wasn’t planning on using it again.”

Was this funny? Esther had managed to smile, weakly.

Wanting to slap Maggie’s face.

Now it was late spring of another year. The day following their
elderly father’s funeral. Four days after their elderly father’s death.
Esther had returned to Strykersville too late by forty-five minutes to see
Dr. Hewart before he died: of a heart attack, after a long, deteriorating
illness.

Esther had returned to Strykersville hurriedly. Esther had returned,
it had to be admitted, reluctantly. For twenty years, in fact for more than
twenty years, Esther had avoided Strykersville as much as possible for
no reason she could name not wanting to concede even to herself I¢’s
Maggie’s territory. I hate Maggie.

Of course, Esther didn’t hate her sister. Esther was in terror that her
sister would die and leave her, the surviving Hewart sister. About whom
people would say Ob but Maggie was the one we all loved. That Maggie!
In Maggie’s presence Esther felt undefined as a tissue soaked in water,
yet, when she was summoned into Maggie’s presence she understood
that there was something crucial at stake, and so she would shortly be
defined, her role would become clear to her; her aimless tissue-thin life
would acquire a new significance. When Maggie called Esther to say,
in her mildly scolding/bemused elder-sister way, that drew upon their
shared girlhood, yet resounded with the authority Maggie had acquired
as head librarian of a dozen regional public libraries addressing her
intimidated staff, “Esther, it’s time to be responsible. It’s time for you
to come back to Strykersville, to make the effort to be an adult,” it was
Esther’s cue to say quickly, “Maggie, I know. It’s . . . time.”

Cryptically Maggie had said, “More than time.”

In middle age we discover that our parents have become, as if over-
night, elderly. It’s a discovery like sprouting hair and emerging breasts
at puberty. It’s a discovery that signals A new era, ready or not. Because
Maggie had never left Strykersville, and lived with her family just across
town from their parents, Esther had managed to avoid this new era for
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a long time. Though of course she’d felt guilty, all those years. Her visits
to her former hometown were infrequent and often painful. Pilgrim-
ages fueled by the tepid oxygen of family duty, unease, guilt. The more
Esther loved her parents, the more helpless she felt, as they aged, to
protect them from harm. A moral coward, she kept her distance.

When Mrs. Hewart began to fall sick in her mid-seventies, Esther
had shuttled back and forth between New York and Strykersville for
months, feeling herself a puppet cruelly jerked about, exhausted, and
demoralized, for she was no longer a young woman and her life was
careening past her and when her father was diagnosed with cancer and
began his inevitable descent into weakness, dying, death Esther had
wanted to scream at Maggie that she’d had enough of Strykersville as
you might have enough of a recurring flu—No more! I've had it.

Except of course Esther hadn’t had it, entirely. There was more.

She’d returned, and when she had expressed a wish to leave the day
after the funeral, Maggie had stared at her with a look almost of deri-
sion. “Esther, really! We’re not contagious.”

Half-consciously Maggie had stroked her left breast. What was now,
foam rubber inserted into a specially equipped bra, Maggie’s left breast.

Seeing this gesture, Esther blushed. She’d wanted to protest Maggie,
I didn’t mean you.

Since Dr. Hewart had moved into a nursing home the previous year,
the Hewarts’ house had stood empty. It was made of sandstone and
red brick in a dignified Queen Anne style but it was old, and in visible
need of repair. Before the property could be put on the market it had to
be cleared of household furnishings and the accumulation of decades.
Esther felt faint at the prospect. So soon after her father’s death she
couldn’t bear to help Maggie, she’d told her sister, she just couldn’t.
“But why, exactly? Why, if I can bear it?” Maggie had reasonably asked.
That reproachful smile, the calm assessing eyes, the voice that, when
required, cut through another’s voice like a wire cutter cutting wire.

To this, Esther had no reply. It would not have been possible to say
But I'm the lesser Hewart sister. Everyone knows that.

Sharp-nosed as vultures, local developers had been calling Maggie
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for months to ask about the untenanted old house. It came with seven
acres of prime real estate, extending into Strykersville’s most fashionable
suburb and bordering a golf course. Each time, Maggie called Esther to
gloat: “Can you believe, they’re offering two million dollars?”—*“Can
you believe, they’re offering two point five million?” Esther gripped the
phone receiver tight against her ear and waited to feel some emotion.
Was she elated, like Maggie? Was she sick with guilt, to profit from the
collapse of her parents’ lives, that seemed to her such good, decent,
kindly lives? Or had she so long steeled herself against any emotion
generated by news out of Strykersville, she was unmoved?

Anesthetized, that was it. The wisest strategy.

She objected, “Dad wouldn’t want the property broken up. If that’s
what the developer is planning. He always said—"

In her wire-cutter voice Maggie interrupted, “Sweetie. This is us
now, not Dad. We make the decisions now.”

Sobering to concede, this was so. Maggie was fifty-two years old,
Esther was forty-nine.

At the old house, Maggie briskly led Esther through familiar rooms
that had become subtly unfamiliar since Esther’s last visit the previous
spring. Maggie’s heels rang against the hardwood floors, where carpets
had been removed. Esther, fending off a migraine headache, had an
impulse to press her hands over her ears.

Making her way through the house she’d always believed to be so
imposing, so dignified among its neighbors, now she saw how small
and cluttered the rooms, how dated the design, the narrow windows
emitting a stingy sort of light. To be the daughter of a highly respected
general practitioner in Strykersville, New York, in the 1950s and 1960s
was to be respected, too; in some quarters, envied. But all that was past,
and could not be retrieved. Returning to this house was like descending
in a bathysphere into a region of undersea shadows and darting shapes
in which Maggie, the elder sister, always the wisest and certainly the
most pragmatic sister, knew her way blind. In this fairy tale the elder,
good sister leads the younger through a labyrinth of rooms crammed

with elegant but old, fading furniture, chintz draw-curtains, dust-heavy
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rolled-up carpets. Quilts handmade by their mother. Cracked and
chipped Wedgwood china. Stained-glass objects, the most beautiful a
Tiffany-style lamp in rich blues and greens made by their restless father
in the stained-glass phase of his retirement. Seeing it, Esther looked
quickly away. There: something I could take back with me. She hated the
sudden greed, the desperation. She hated Maggie for bringing her here.
She hated Maggie for being so brave about her cancer, not collapsing
into a rag doll as Esther would have done.

“Maggie? I can’t breathe here . ..”

Maggie heard nothing for Maggie was talking continuously. At the
funeral home, close by their father’s open, gleaming casket and his
wonderfully composed if rather shriveled monkey-face, Maggie had
chattered. The good news was, two Buffalo-area developers were now
in the bidding, which would drive the price up even higher. And where
they could rent a U-Haul for Esther to attach to her car. Dwight would
help them load it, Maggie promised.

Esther wondered what Maggie, who’d rarely visited her in New
York, imagined of the brownstone into which Esther had recently
moved: five rooms in fashionable Chelsea on West Twenty-second near
a welfare hotel whose dazed residents sprawled on the front steps even
in the rain. Esther’s apartment was chic and spare, mostly neutral col-
ors, her living room/dining room scarcely as large as the kitchen in this
house. Esther said, pleading, “I don’t have space for heirlooms, Maggie.
Clutter makes me anxious.”

It was true, her breathing had become labored. Possibly the air
was rife with pollen. As Maggie tugged a shroud off a sofa, dust lifted.
Esther stared at a massive piece of Victorian furniture with claw feet, a
scalloped back, a wine-colored velvet fabric that, as a teenager, she’d
compulsively stroked, like fur. Reversing the motion, running her hand
over it backward, had made Esther shudder, and she shuddered now,
recalling. Maggie said, rapidly, “Things you like, that you don’t have
room for now, you can store. Someday you might want them. And if
they’re gone, they’re gone forever.” She paused as if waiting for Esther
to object. “I'm going to be storing lots of things.”

Maggie too seemed out of breath. Her eyes glistened. Her tone was



SOFT-CORE 67

argumentative, yet shaky. Esther had no intention of arguing with her
sister face-to-face.

“ESTHER, look here.”

They were in their father’s office at the rear of the house. Dr. Hewart
had had his professional office in downtown Strykersville, where he saw
patients, but he had a work-related office at home, to be distinguished
from his book-lined study off the living room. The home office was com-
fortably cluttered with an old roll-top desk, a much-worn leather chair
and hassock, several filing cabinets. Maggie and Esther were forbidden
to enter this room as children unless Dr. Hewart was in it, and unless
he invited them; the door was always shut. To push the door open so
brashly, as Maggie had just done, seemed to Esther an insolent gesture,
so soon after their father’s death.

“These were in the bottom desk drawer. I think he must have forgot-
ten them. I can’t think he’d have wanted . ..” Maggie paused, uncon-
sciously bringing the back of her hand against the left side of her chest.
Esther stared at the faded Polaroids on the desk top, at first uncompre-
hending. Were these old pictures of her and Maggie? Why was Maggie
behaving so strangely?

She saw, then. She gave a little cry and pushed the Polaroids away.

“Did you see who it is?”

“Maggie, I don’t want to see.”

But Esther had seen: Elvira Sanchez.

Elvira!—Flvira she’d always been to them, not Mrs. Sanchez—a
woman who’d “helped out” Mrs. Hewart with housework—a former
nurse’s aide at Strykersville General—Esther seemed to recall this back-
ground, though not clearly. This was sometime in the late 1970s when
Esther was in high school, and Elvira’s daughter Maria was in Esther’s
class, and so there was an awkwardness between them, an air as of sisters
who had no way of speaking to each other and who, you might have
thought if you’d seen them unavoidably forced together, didn’t know
each other’s name. Elvira had been a familiar household presence at
the Hewarts for a few years, then abruptly she’d disappeared, as often

cleaning women, handymen, lawn crews, snow-removal crews appeared
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and disappeared in the mysterious life of the dignified old sandstone and
red brick house on East Avenue, and none of this was questioned by the
children of the house, nor even much noticed.

“It must have been an oversight. He was forgetting so much. He did
destroy lots of ‘old boring things’ he called them, in the fireplace. I was
afraid he’d burnt legal documents, financial records . . .”

It angered Esther that Maggie was speaking like this. In a rapid
voice, with an air of being bemused.

Esther took up the Polaroids to look at them more closely. There
were about a dozen of them, and all were faded. Yet you could see who
it was, unmistakably. Elvira Sanchez: naked. A stocky but good-looking
woman in her mid-forties with enormous breasts, berry-colored nipples
big as coat buttons, a bristling black pelt of pubic hair. Elvira was lying
lazily back, legs spread, on the leather chair in this room; in another
more extravagant pose, tongue protruding between fleshy lipsticked
lips as she fingered the fleshy cleft between her legs, Elvira sprawled
on the wine-colored velvet sofa in the living room. I that part of the
house?—Esther was wounded, stunned. As if such behavior in the living
room was more shocking than in Dr. Hewart’s office.

Esther fumbled the Polaroids, not wanting to see more.

“This one”—Maggie snatched it from Esther’s fingers, to shove into
her face—“it’s their bed, see? Mom and Dad’s. That’s the ivory quilt
Mom sewed.”

Esther slapped Maggie’s hand away. The Polaroids went flying.

“Why are you showing me these?”

“I thought you should know.”

“ ‘Should know’—what?”

Maggie stooped to pick up the Polaroids. Her breath was agitated
Her face was warm, flushed. Yet she was trying to behave normally, con-
sidering Esther’s question as if she might not have thought of it herself.

“Should know what Dad was. What Dad wasn’t. I thought you
might like to know, Esther.”

Tactfully not adding Sizzce you avoided knowing so much, all these

years.



SOFT-CORE 69

“Did you think it would make me happy to know, Maggie?”

“I'wasn’t thinking of your happiness, Esther. Believe me, not everyone
spends twenty-four hours a day thinking of your happiness, Esther.”

There, it was uttered. Esther recoiled in hurt, that her sister hated
her, too.

Maggie held the Polaroids like a hand of cards she’d been dealt.
She seemed tired. She seemed, in this moment, not-young and possibly
ill. “Maybe I didn’t want to be the only one to know, Esther. Maybe I
felt lonely.”

“Lonely! You.”

“Why not me? I'm lonely.”

Maggie spoke flatly as if daring Esther to believe her.

> »

“You with your family. Your ‘good works.
“Nothing is more lonely than fucking ‘good works.””

Esther laughed. Though she was shocked, disoriented. Maggie
wasn’t one to use profanities lightly, still less obscenities. There was
something very wrong here.

She’s sick Esther thought. The cancer has come back.

Maggie said matter-of-factly, “We’ll burn them. In the fireplace.
Dad would approve. That seems right.”

Esther would afterward recall: Maggie had matches in her handbag.
Maggie, who didn’t smoke. She’d been prepared for this scene, and
she’d needed Esther as a witness.

In the fireplace in Dr. Hewart’s book-lined study, which was already
messy with ashes, Maggie burnt the Polaroids.

Hesitantly Esther asked, picking at a thumbnail, “Do you think
Mom knew? About Elvira . ..”

Maggie shrugged. Maggie wasn’t going to speculate.

Esther was thinking of Maria Sanchez. The shame of it, if Maria had
known! That would explain . . . No, Esther couldn’t bear to think so.

Maggie laughed. “Remember we’d find Dad’s magazines, some-
times? Those pulpy things like movie magazines, mostly pictures. The
shock of it, in bright colors. Once I found, I guess it was only just Play-
boy, under the front seat of Dad’s car.”
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Esther shook her head, no. She didn’t remember.

“ ‘Soft-core porn’ it’s called now. Nothing worse than what you see
in movies now, or on TV, but it seemed shocking then.”

They were watching the Polaroids flare up, wan bluish flames tinged
with orange. How curious fire is. How quickly evidence disappears,
anonymous soot remaining.

With schoolgirl obstinacy Esther objected, “Some of those were
Dad’s medical magazines. I used to look through those.”

Maggie snorted in derision. “Not these, sweetie. These were not the
New England Journal of Medicine, 1 assure you.”

“No, but there were others, with pictures. Like—" Esther was
confused: medical magazines with lurid juicy close-ups of surgical pro-
cedures? Childbirth? A bared, red-muscled heart, no more mysterious
than meat in a butcher’s display case? Was she remembering these, or
imagining them?

They waited until the Polaroids were destroyed utterly.

Esther said, “Now you tell me about you, Maggie. I deserve to
know.”

Maggie turned a startled face toward her. Esther saw what looked
like a glimmer of resentment, and guilt.

Here was a fact: Esther had been waiting, since the night of their
father’s death, for Maggie to confide in her. The claim of one sister upon
another. I knew you before your husband knew you. Long before your
children knew you. As in a nightmare scenario Esther waited for Mag-
gie to confess to her what she hadn’t yet been able to tell her husband
and children: she was going to die. The cancer had returned. The cancer
had—Esther hated this word, familiar from their parents’ ordeals—zezas-
tasized. And how would Esther react? She wondered if she would begin
to shake, as she sometimes shook in the cold of the mammography exami-
nation room, and Maggie herself would have to console her. Ob sweetie!
C’mon. Or would she stare at Maggie, who'd been mysterious to her all
their lives, as she was staring now, and feel nothing, nothing at all?

“ ‘Deserve to know'—what?”

“Your health. You never tell me . . .”

“My health.” Maggie ran her fingers through her short, springy
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talcum-colored hair, that had grown back sparsely after her chemo-
therapy. She smiled roguishly at Esther. “Strong as an ox. Ask my en-
emies.”

“Oh, Maggie. Don’t be like that.”

“Like what? I don’t have enemies?”

Esther pleaded, “You would tell me if—wouldn’t you?”

“ ‘If-if —what?”

Maggie was mocking her but Esther couldn’t retreat. She made a
clumsy gesture with her arm, against her left breast.

“That? Oh, certainly. You’d be the first to know, Esther. As soon as
my oncologist tells me, and before I tell Dwight.”

Maggie spoke sneeringly. Evidently she was angry.

Esther wanted to say Fuck you, then. I don’t need you.

Esther apologized. She was sorry, she said.

“Maggie, forgive me? I'm only thinking of you.”

“Think of yourself, sweetie. 'm fine.”

They’d returned to the living room. Esther followed Maggie in a
haze, stumbling into things. By this time her ice pick headache was
causing her eyes to lose focus. The chemical stink of the Polaroids! She
wanted desperately to leave this place but she understood that Maggie
wouldn’t allow it, not quite yet. She would have to be punished further.
She’d been summoned back home to be a witness, and to be punished.
The dining room table looked like a table in a yard sale, upon which
items were spread in the forlorn hope of attracting buyers. Tarnished sil-
verware and candlestick holders, woven place mats with shadowy stains,
more of Mrs. Hewart’s finery, that had been overlooked, apparently,
after her death. Maggie nudged Esther to “take something, for Christ’s
sake,” but Esther stood numbed, unable to move. That boxy handbag:
alligator hide? Esther shuddered at the thought of touching such a thing.
She couldn’t remember her mother carrying that bag.

Maggie said, annoyed, “The lamp, at least. You can take that, can’t
you?”

Maggie meant their father’s stained-glass Tiffany-style lamp. She
pointed out the painstaking craftsmanship that had gone into it: the

triangular pieces of glass, blues, greens, pale red and russet-red. “It’s
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beautiful. Your New York friends will admire it.” Again Maggie was
sneering, but less angrily than before. “It has nothing to do with—you
know. That other.”

That other. Esther foresaw that, after today, neither she nor Maggie
would allude to what they’d seen in their father’s office, and burned
together in his fireplace. Not even elliptically as Maggie was doing now,
with the mildest embarrassment. That other.

They would not utter the name Sanchez.

Esther said, “It is beautiful, Maggie. But...” She was groping
through the pain in her head. She might have said nothing further but
heard her voice continue. “I don’t like beautiful things.”

Maggie said sharply, “Don’t like beautiful things?”

“I mean—beautiful breakable things.”

As if to prove her point Esther made a sudden gesture toward the
Tiffany lamp. Perhaps it was involuntary, like a tremor. Perhaps Maggie
overreacted, shoving at Esther’s arm. The Tiffany lamp fell from the end
table, slipped through both the sisters’ fingers and toppled over onto the
floor. Shattered into a thousand pieces! But when Esther opened her eyes
she saw no broken glass. The lampshade was wrenched around like a
head on a broken neck, but the lamp had fallen against a rolled-up car-
pet. Maggie, trembling with indignation, picked it up and placed it back
on the table, exactly where it had been, in a square clear of surrounding
dust. “You’re right, Esther. You shouldn’t take this lamp, or anything.
You'd better go back home.”

Esther wanted to protest But I am home!

Instead she said, wiping at her eyes with a wadded tissue she’d found
in her pocket, “Well, Maggie. Now you know my heart.”

It wasn’t true. But she hoped Maggie would think so, from now on.



THE GATHERING SQUALL

SHE KNEW: HER mother was terribly upset. Because her mother was
asking, “Are you going to tell us who it was?” and there was no us in
the Uhlmanns’ household any longer.

“Momma, I said, I didn’t see.”

“Of course you saw. You're not blind.”

“I didn’t. T did not.”

“But you know. You know who did this to you.”

She said nothing. She was lying where she’d crawled the night
before, so tired. On her bed atop the rumpled rust-colored corduroy
spread her mother had sewn for her when she’d been in seventh grade.
How long ago, her brain was too fatigued to calculate. Oh, her sunburnt
arms, shoulders! Her face burning as if someone had tossed acid onto it.
This was punishment enough for the night before.

Her mother leaned over her, so close Lisellen could feel her warm
ragged breath, yet Mrs. Uhlmann was hesitant to touch her, just yet. In
another minute she would, Lisellen knew. Lisellen was lying in a tight lit-

tle pretzel knot, knees drawn up to her chest. Face turned to the wall like
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they say dying people do. Was it shame, you wanted to hide your face?
Or, dying, did you feel you’d had enough of the world, its busyness, its
annoying attentions? Needing to hide her bruised and banged-up face
from Mrs. Uhlmann’s laser eyes. Her older sister Tracy used to say their
mother could tell by looking at Tracy’s mouth how much she’d been
kissed by her boyfriend, kissing left an unmistakable look if you knew
how to identify it, but Lisellen had not been kissed. Duncan Baitz had
not even tried to kiss her. Not a one of those guys had tried to kiss her.

“God damn, girl, I'm losing my patience.”

“Momma, I said I don’t know.”

Losing patience. Lisellen had to smile, the strangeness of how people
talked. Like patience was something that could be Jos?, like loose coins.

The night before, staggering into the bathroom to stare at herself
in the mirror, Lisellen had been more astonished than shocked. What
a freak she’d looked! Her upper lip was swollen to three times its nor-
mal size, there was a crust of red (blood? had her nose been bleeding?)
around both her nostrils, her hair looked as if an eggbeater had gotten
into it. Now, hours later, her lip throbbed as if a wasp had stung it, the
delicate skin pulled tight to bursting. The sunburn would cause her fair,
freckled skin to peel, maybe to blister. And there were the hot dark eyes
she’d had to acknowledge in the mirror, brimming with hurt and disbe-
lief. I thought you were my friends! I thought you liked me.

She was of an age, oh God it had seemed to be going on forever, this
age when all things were in reference to others. The opinions of others.
When she could not have a private thought except somehow it was
directed toward staring witnesses whose judgment of her was ceaseless
and harsh, but might be amended by an appeal of hers, a helpless smile,
a childish disarming gesture.

She must have been whimpering in her sleep. A feverish half-sleep in
which she couldn’t find a comfortable position. She hadn’t removed her
clothes, only just kicked off her sandals. She hadn’t had the energy. Like
a sudden summer squall out of a cloud there’d come Lisellen’s mother
into her room slamming the door with the flat of her hand—“Lisellen!
Good Christ, what is it?” For just that moment, Mrs. Uhlmann had been
more frightened than angry. The hour was very early: just after 6 A.M.
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Already a hot-acid splotch of sunshine was moving across the plaster
wall above Lisellen’s head. Mrs. Uhlmann woke early, nerved-up and
ready to begin the day, needing to fill the house, emptier since the depar-
ture of two of its inhabitants, with purposeful activity, a smell of brewing
coffee and the cheering noise of the kitchen radio. And so, waking, she’d
heard the whimpering from Lisellen’s bedroom; unless it had been the
whimpering that had wakened her. And the shock of seeing her daugh-
ter lying in that contorted posture, face almost touching the wall, not in
bed but on top of it, still in her clothes from the previous day—this had
caused Lisellen’s mother to cry out, and go in stumbling haste to fetch
ice cubes, thinking at first the problem was only just sunburn.

Well, sunburn. Fair freckled thin skin like Lisellen’s, if you had sense
you kept out of the sun. It was Mrs. Uhlmann’s side of the family, not
Mr. Uhlmann’s. Lisellen knew better than to risk sunburn. Sunstroke.
On the wide glaring-sandy beach at Olcott. Where sunshine broke and
rippled in the choppy lake in an infinity of laser-like rays. Where there
was always wind, so you were deceived the sun wasn’t so hot as it was.
And the partly clouded, veiled sky so you might think the sun’s rays
would be diluted. Though Lisellen knew better of course. Only she’d
had to take a chance. Didn’t want to miss out. Any of it. She wasn’t of a
legal age to drink but there were ways of beating that, if you had older
friends. If you hung out in the parking lot, not inside the tavern.

What Lisellen had been wild not to miss, not a minute of it, what she
could not bear to confess to her mother, was the partying. At the Sum-
mit, above the dunes. Swarms of young people were everywhere inside
the mustard-colored stucco building, on the outdoor terrace where there
was dancing, in the asphalt parking lot and on the beach and amid the
dunes. Deafening rock music was played by a local band that called itself
Big Bang, six or seven zoned-out guys of whom Lisellen could claim she
knew the straggly-haired drummer, sort of, the older brother of a girl in
Lisellen’s tenth-grade homeroom last year. And there was Duncan Baitz,
the misunderstanding between them . . .

Thought you were my friend. Thought you liked me.

In her upset Mrs. Uhlmann hadn’t been able to locate the rubber ice
bag. So she’d wrapped ice cubes in a kitchen towel for Lisellen to press
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against her swollen face. But the ice cubes soon melted from the heat of
Lisellen’s throbbing skin, dripped and ran and wetted her making her
recall the sticky mucus-moisture rubbed and smeared on her legs. On
even her belly where her white cotton panties had been yanked down,
torn but (at least, she had this to be grateful for, she clung to this small
vestige of dignity as one might cling to a barnacle-encrusted rock in ter-
ror of drowning in the surf) not torn off.

She knew: word would spread all through Olcott of what had been
done to her. But what had not been done to her was more crucial.

She was making a sick-puppy sound. She was shivering. Wanting to
evoke her mother’s sympathy, but not her mother’s alarm. Wanting her
mother to know Yes I've been hurt, your daughter has been hurt Momnzy
take care of me. But not wanting her mother to drive her to a doctor. Not
wanting her mother to dial 911, to summon police.

Lisellen made an effort to sit up. Pretending to be weaker than she
really was except as she tried to raise her head a wave of dizziness weak-
ened her. Like an energy outage, the TV screen suddenly wavering on
the brink of collapse.

Honors student they’d teased. She had believed there was affection
in their teasing.

That she was smart, that she did well in school, performing easily
on tests the others struggled with, disfigured her like acne. She knew,
and she knew that the resentment and even the dislike of her classmates
was warranted. At Olcott High she had a cerain aura, outside school
very little. Not-pretty, and not-sexy. There were many other girls like
Lisellen, most of the girls in her class in fact, but Lisellen wasn’t patient
with her lot. She yearned to be one of the summer girls blossoming like
hills of dandelion and tiger lilies, overnight bobbing bright colors in
the wind. So fast. It could happen so fast. With some girls, as young as
thirteen. Lisellen was sixteen but looked like fourteen. Other girls were
sixteen looking like eighteen. She didn’t disdain them, nor even yearned
to be one of them; she yearned only not to be left behind by them.

She’d crept into the house the night before, praying her mother
would be asleep and would not hear her. It was nearly 1 A.M., she’d
promised to be home by 11 P.M. Calculating that probably her mother
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wouldn’t wait up for her. Mrs. Uhlmann trusted her younger, honors-
student daughter, as she had not trusted Tracy. Tracy who'd been a
little wild. Rebellious. Tracy who was nineteen now, a nursing student in
Rochester, working this summer as a nurse’s aide in the hospital. Tracy
had moved out in the season their parents’ marriage had finally broken
up. Twenty-six years!—Lisellen had thought, with the heartlessness of
youth, that the elder Uhlmanns’ love had only just worn out. Like a
roller-towel in a public restroom, eventually the contraption breaks and
the towel becomes filthy, hanging in tatters.

She’d hated her sister. Good timing, Trace. Thanks for leaving me
behind.

Tracy said, Every daughter for berself, man.

Tracy had meant to be funny. She hadn’t been.

At the Summit Tavern, in the asphalt parking lot and on the beach,
in the slovenly dunes there was an atmosphere of high-decibel festivity.
On the terrace the deafening music of Big Bang made thinking more
trouble than it was worth, like trying to run in loose sand. Like wading
in rough surf. For a brief tormented while Lisellen had believed she’d
been left behind by the people who had brought her: the hike back
home was three miles, unless she dared telephone her mother to come
get her (she wouldn’t have dared), or begged a ride with someone going
in that direction (maybe, she might’ve dared). She was hurt to have been
left behind by Duncan Baitz in whose car she’d been brought to Olcott
but determined to have a good time anyway. In fact, Lisellen’s friends
(she wanted to think they were more than just stray people she knew
from school) hadn’t left the Summit just yet. The crowd was so large,
she’d lost them. Baitz was a vivid presence in Lisellen’s life though she
had to suppose she wasn’t much of a presence in his. He was older, a
year ahead at school. But he looked and behaved as if he were older still.
Once, he’d asked Lisellen out. She’d stammered yes, yes she’d like that,
but somehow, it was never clear to her how and why and had become
the subject of obsessive hours of pondering, Baitz had never called her,
he’d been politely indifferent to her ever since. Why?

He must have interpreted her remarks as negative, somehow. Oh,
but why?
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True, Baitz had stopped at her house to pick Lisellen up to take
her to Olcott, but someone else had made the arrangements. Lisellen
had crammed herself into the back seat of Baitz’s car, one of several
passengers shrieking with laughter, sitting on one another’s laps, while
in front beside Baitz was a male friend of his, a stranger to Lisellen.
She was conscious, in Baitz’s presence, of a certain degree of tension
that remained mysterious, heartrending. Not that Lisellen was one to
brood Why don’t you like me anymore, Duncan, what has gone wrong?
She didn’t think that Baitz was even attractive, with his odd blunt head
like a bucket and his prematurely creased forehead; the Baitzes lived in
a ramshackle house on the weedy edge of Strykersville, Mr. Baitz was
an auto mechanic. Lisellen had a vague idea that their fathers knew and
disliked each other but not why. Lisellen’s father was a man of smolder-
ing hurts and grievances that sometimes flared into alarming emotions,
like brushfires, you didn’t try to comprehend their source, only how to
extinguish them; Lisellen guessed that Mr. Baitz might be of the same
type, being of the same generation. Her father had done better than Mr.
Baitz, though—he’d been a trucker as a young man, bought his own
truck, bought several trucks, was now in business for himself, as he liked
to define it. Since he’d moved out of the house, leaving just Lisellen
and her mother behind, Lisellen had begun to think of her father as she
thought uneasily of Duncan Baitz. You can’t make them like you. You
can’t even make them see you. When Baitz glanced at Lisellen, if only by
accident, and unsmiling, a sensation like a machete lashed through her
body leaving her weak, stunned.

Sixteen, Lisellen was too young to be served what’s quaintly called
alcobolic beverages at the Summit. Still she was drinking beer supplied
by others. As the manic notes of the Big Bang hammered at her head
from all directions Lisellen discovered that, despite its repellent taste,
she could swallow mouthfuls of beer. Though sometimes coughing,
choking, causing the stinging liquid to drip from her nose in a way some
observers found funny: as if Lisellen were doing it on purpose to amuse.
(Oh, God! She would recall this with mortification. At the time, it had
seemed hilarious to her, too.) The Summit on a Saturday night in mid-
summer was the place to be, at Olcott Beach. Jammed with people, most
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of them young. Mrs. Uhlmann had only grudgingly allowed Lisellen to
go to the beach; she had not known about the Summit, which had a cer-
tain reputation. Mrs. Uhlmann, grimly predicting that Lisellen might get
caught up in a wrong crowd, as if caught up in a fisherman’s net, would
have seen her worst suspicions confirmed. For here were loud men in
T-shirts that exposed their corded, oily muscles, their lurid tattoos.
(Some of these were bikers from Niagara Falls.) There were “older” men
in their thirties and perhaps beyond—some as old as Lisellen’s father,
though far more youthful in dress, hair style, behavior. And girls and
young women: not behaving very soberly. Where couples were dancing
on the terrace, almost you could see minuscule haloes of perspiration in
the air like dust motes. Strobe lighting from a long-ago era. Lisellen was
impressed that certain of her friends were high on drugs even as a part of
her stood aside in disdain thinking Not me! Not me like you, not ever.
Yet somehow there was Lisellen in a rowdy group in the dunes.
Running and stumbling along the pebbly beach. By this time her skin
was beginning to burn in alarming patches on her face, her shoulders
and arms. The tender exposed skin of her upper chest. It was fully
night now, the slow-sinking sun had finally disappeared, yet still the air
was warm and muggy with gnats. Lisellen understood that things were
swerving out of control. Her sandals were sinking into the sand as she
ran, and the sand itself appeared to be sinking, tilting at a drunken angle.
On the immense lake waves slopped and sloshed. There was a sound of
laughter mixed with the relentless downbeat of the Big Bang. Mixed too
with a faint stink of dead things: rotting fish strewn on the beach, clam
shells, vegetation in long snaky clumps. By day, flies buzzed; by night,
gnats got into your hair, eyes, mouth. Lisellen realized she was the only
girl in the dunes. There had been one or two others, they must have
turned back. The guys were teasing Lisellen by chanting her name—Ljs-
el-len Ubl-mann—in a way that was meant to make her laugh, the name
sounded so pretentious, so somehow complicated and silly. Honors stu-
dent honors student!—a loud boisterous singsong chant, Lisellen wanted
to interpret it as affectionate, not malicious. And the hands grabbing at
her, affectionate and not malicious. A rough kind of flirting. More like
grade school than high school. And some of these guys were older, and
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not known to Lisellen. She was being pulled laughing into the water. A
lukewarm sudsy surf it was, like water in a washing machine. Someone
was splashing water onto her, Lisellen sputtered with laughter. Her bare
shoulders, breasts. Wetting the dress her mother had sewed for her, gor-
geous orange poppies on a white background, flaring skirt, a beautiful
dress, a dress to make you smile, a dress Lisellen had wanted her father
to see but he had not, a dress to flatter her pale freckled skin and boyish
body. She’d been disappointed, most of the girls at the Summit were
wearing just tank tops, cutoffs, jeans that fitted tight as if they’d been
poured into them, the more glamorous wore clingy sexy shifts, mini-
skirts that bared their gleaming thighs. These were girls with boyfriends.
These were girls who were dancing on the terrace, or sitting with their
dates inside, in booths. Not girls racing along the beach shrieking with
laughter as if being tickled to death.

The boys were so much taller than Lisellen, and bigger. Panting
like dogs they formed a circle around her. They were only playing, she
knew. She slapped at their bold hands, their quick-darting hands, the
pinching fingers, she saw their grinning mouths and eager eyes, the
sweat gleaming on their faces. And some yards away there was Duncan
Baitz, staring at her. He wasn’t in the circle of guys, he was standing on
one of the dunes, as if he’d been approaching them but had paused,
and stood now irresolute and frowning, his expression unreadable. Was
he smiling? Grinning? Or was it a look of alarm—See? See what you've
brought on yourself?

“Was it that Baitz boy?” Mrs. Uhlmann’s guess was sudden, as if
she’d been reading Lisellen’s mind.

Lisellen stammered no. No it was not. No she didn’t remember who
it had been, she hadn’t seen his face.

ALWAYS Lisellen had had a sense of something in her mother gather-
ing, tightening with tension. The sensation was almost unbearable and
yet thrilling. The Gathering Squall was the title of a nineteenth-century
watercolor Lisellen had seen in a Port Oriskany art gallery, and the
feeling she had about her mother was like the feeling generated by that
watercolor in which the sky was dense with clouds, near-black, though
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riddled with rays of sunshine like rents in fabric, and a lone fisherman
stood at the edge of a lake, a lake reflecting black, so intent upon the
fishing line he’d cast into the eerily glassy water that he was oblivious of
the gathering squall. Run! run for your life! you wanted to shout at this
fool. For in another minute lightning would erupt. The squall would hit
in wind and biting raindrops and a smell of sulphur.

In Mrs. Uhlmann, Lisellen had a sense of a gathering squall. Fierce,
explosive, pitiless. Yet thrilling. You were frightened of the squall, yet
you wanted it. You craved it. There was raw emotion here, needing no
story to explain it. You married beneath yourself was a remark that might
actually have been made to Lisellen’s mother by one or another of her
female relatives. You made your bed now lie in it. These were not subtle
women. These were good Christian women with a genuine sympathy
for one another, including Mrs. Uhlmann whose name among them
was Florrie, and who’d married Lisellen’s father instead of staying in
school to graduate with her class. (And she hadn’t even been pregnant
with Tracy, Lisellen had calculated the dates.) Today you could no more
believe in a stone speaking than you could believe in Florrie Uhlmann
behaving recklessly in love but, presumably, that was what it had been:
reckless behavior, love.

Lisellen loved her father, too. Still, she was afraid of him. His moods.
His sarcasm. His air of reproach, obscure hurt. The way he spoke over
the phone, to someone who owed him money or who had crossed him
somehow. The way sometimes he looked at his youngest daughter, as if
he hadn’t any idea who the hell she was, except something to do with
him, a responsibility of his, a blame of his, yes but he could be proud of
her too, he could be affectionate and teasing in the right mood, and it was
this mood you hoped for, like switching on the radio in the hope of hear-
ing music you liked, though knowing probably you would not, the odds
were against it. When Uhlmann Trucking wasn’t going well, you could
be sure that Clarence Uhlmann’s mood would follow, but when things
went well, as sometimes they did, you couldn’t be sure that Clarence
Uhlmann’s mood would follow, because—you just couldn’t. Uhlmann
was a man to drive a hard bargain, it was said. Lisellen smiled, thinking

of her father driving a hard bargain as he drove one of his trucks.
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In April, Lisellen had returned home from school late one afternoon,
and there was Mrs. Uhlmann, vacuuming the living room, her face
glowing as if she’d polished it with steel wool. In a state of euphoria
she shouted at Lisellen over the noise of the cleaner, which she didn’t
trouble to switch off, “He’s gone.” Lisellen shouted back, “Who?” Mrs.
Uhlmann shouted, “Your father.” Lisellen was stunned. She’d known
there was trouble, that ever-tightening tension, but they’d lived with it
for so long, why now? “Gone—where?” she’d asked. But Mrs. Uhlmann

ignored her, hauling the vacuum cleaner into another room.

NoOw, Mrs. Uhlmann’s attention was fierce upon Lisellen, like a blind-
ing light. She was handling Lisellen, using her hands on her, as you
might handle a small child. Not wanting to hurt the child, but not
indulging the child, either. Firmly turning Lisellen from the wall she’d
practically crawled into, turning Lisellen onto her back. Lisellen didn’t
resist. No point in resisting. Thinking I was not raped, she won’t find
evidence. With a familiarity that startled Lisellen, for mother and daugh-
ter were naturally reticent with each other, inclined to physical shyness,
Mrs. Uhlmann lifted the badly rumpled skirt of Lisellen’s orange-poppy
dress, that was stained with beer and a dried snot-substance you didn’t
require much imagination to guess might be semen. Mrs. Uhlmann saw
the torn panties. The panties stained like the dress. These she pulled
down, more hesitantly now, as Lisellen shut her eyes. The lower part
of her body had been insulted but had not been injured. The boys had
hardly touched her there. The most they’d done was rub themselves
against her, like boys wrestling together. They’d careened and crashed
against her as in a game of bumper cars at the Olcott Amusement Park.
Lisellen’s pale fuzzy pubic hair, that seemed to her so comical, and sad.
Her flat girl’s stomach. Hips narrow as a boy’s. And her legs too thin,
though hard with muscle. Lis-el-len! Ubl-mann!

“Was it that Baitz boy, that bastard, was it him? It was, wasn’t it?”

“Nobody did anything, Momma . . .”

“Somebody did something! I can see it, and I can smell it. He hit you,
your face. Look at you! And your clothes ripped, and—disgusting.”

Mrs. Uhlmann gave a choked little cry, yanking down Lisellen’s
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skirt. Lisellen said, pleading, “I wasn’t hurt, Momma, really. It wasn’t
Duncan. Not what you think . . .”

“You’re lying. You want to protect him.”

Lisellen lay with her eyes tightly shut, seeing him there at the edge
of the jeering circle. He’d said something to them. She hadn’t heard
his words but she’d heard his voice. They paid no attention. They were
pinching her nipples through her dress, snatching between her legs,
one of them dared to jam his thumb into the crack of her ass. The more
Lisellen pleaded for them to stop, the more excited they were becoming.
Like dogs she’d once seen cavorting crazily over the part-decayed corpse
of a groundhog. Who was the first to unzip his pants, Lisellen wouldn’t
know, and would not want to know. And where Baitz was by this time,
she wouldn’t know. The nightmare ended when someone shouted at
them from one of the dunes. A stranger, thank God no one who knew
her. A young man, with one of the glamorous miniskirted girls. Both were
shouting at Lisellen’s assailants, and so the guys broke and ran along the
beach laughing and stumbling as they zipped themselves up. Lisellen was
crying by now, thoroughly ashamed. The girl in the miniskirt comforted
her and led her back through the dunes to the parking lot and the couple
drove Lisellen home insisting it was no trouble, it wasn’t out of their way.
“If it was me,” the girl said, incensed, “I'd call the police. Somebody’d be

arrested.” Her companion said, “Well, it isn’t you. So let it go.”

SHE WOULD NOT accuse him, she had no need. All that had ever
passed between them of significance had not required speech. And so
this morning, driving to her estranged husband’s new living quarters,
a rented duplex in Strykersville near the trucking yard, Mrs. Uhlmann
rehearsed only the words she would greet him with: “Something has
happened to your daughter.”

They had not communicated in ten days.

It was not yet 7 A.M. Uhlmann would be awake and up, but still in
the duplex. Mrs. Uhlmann struck the door with her fist as if bitterly
resenting it, that the door was locked against her. Though she was the
one to have banished Uhlmann from her life yet she thought If he bas a

woman with bim, I will spit in both their faces.
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There appeared to be no woman. Uhlmann was startled to see her,
blinking as if she’d wakened him from sleep. Yet he’d shaven, he was
nearly dressed. He had no need to ask her if something was wrong, only
to listen to what she would say and, once she’d said it, to ask, as she
knew he would, “Who?”

“She won’t say.”

“Won'’t say? She won't say?”

Florrie felt now the injustice of it, too. That their younger daughter
who had always been the good daughter, the obedient and docile-
seeming daughter, the one used as a rebuke to the headstrong elder,
should behave now so mutinously.

“Won’t say who it was—did what to her?”

Uhlmann was a man not hard of hearing but requiring words to be
repeated so that they might not be misunderstood. For words, speech,
speaking with others was not a strength of his; if asked, he might have
disdained such strength, as over-fastidious, effeminate. But he wanted
now to know. He was taller than Florrie by several inches, and heavier
by fifty pounds, yet he moved with the wary alacrity of an ex-high
school athlete. Even in sleep his body was restless, his muscles twitched
and clenched. When upset, or confused, he had a way of smiling sav-
agely with half his mouth, the effect like a razor slash. He was smiling
now, waiting for Florrie to reply.

“Abused. Did things to.” Florrie gestured vaguely, very much embar-
rassed, in the direction of her lower body. “Not—not the worst. But her
face has been struck by him, it’s swollen and bruised and she’s just lying
there in her bed, crying.” Florrie paused. For perhaps this wasn’t true,
exactly. What had happened to her daughter, beyond the range of Flor-
rie’s knowledge, was beginning already to fade. “She has been shamed.”

Again Uhlmann asked, staring at her, “Who?”

Meaning: who has done this, who is to blame.

This moment Florrie would long recall as, in the moment preceding
an accident, even as the wheels of your vehicle begin their helpless skid,
belatedly you think it has not happened yet, you can prevent it.

“She’s protecting him but it’s that Baitz boy. The one who'’s always
hanging around.”
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“Is he? Is he hanging around?”

Seeing, but not wishing to fully see, the sick dazed look in her hus-
band’s face as she told him, “He drove her to Olcott last night. He came
by to pick her up, just sat out in the car and she ran to him. There’s been
something between them . . . She refuses to say what.”

Uhlmann nodded, as if what Florrie was telling him was a fact he
knew, a fact he’d always known, or, as the father of the shamed girl,
should have known. A father knows such things, by instinct. He had
failed his family by not-knowing. His soul was sick with grief, shame
of his failure, shame of being publicly expelled from his family. In that
instant Florrie understood: lifting her eyes to the face of her repudiated,
disdained and humiliated husband of twenty-six years, who was looking
stunned as if he’d been kicked in the stomach. His face had become hag-
gard, all the blood had drained out. A clay mask it seemed suddenly to
Florrie, about to shatter.

She was in his arms suddenly, sobbing. She was not a woman to weep
easily, or with pleasure. Uhlmann’s response was immediate, instinctive:
he held her, had no choice but to hold her. In his ropey-muscled arms
she shut her eyes smelling the rank tobacco odor, the smell of the previ-
ous night’s whiskey, all that she had come to loathe in him. Florrie had
married beneath her, people said. Married for love and made a terrible
mistake, maybe.

But there was Tracy, and there was Lisellen. She had her daughters,
no one could take them from her. In her husband’s arms she was weak
as she had not been in a long time. A sick, sliding-down sensation that
shocked her, it came so powerfully. As in the first acquiescence to physi-
cal love. That moment at which you pass from the merely emotional to
the physical: knowing there will be no return.

Would it begin again, her love for this man? She could not bear it.

She was too old, she could not bear it. These emotions she had
passed through, and had come to detest.

“I don’t want you to—" She paused, trying to think: didn’t want him
to do what, exactly? “Hurt anyone. No.”

Uhlmann made a sound of assent. It was hardly more than a grunt,

or might have been muffled laughter.
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“No. Promise me, you must not.”

Yet Florrie foresaw: she would defend this man, she would support
him. She would not lie for him if she was questioned by police, for she
was not a2 woman to lie, her soul abhorred any kind of moral weakness,
but she would say, choosing her words with care, that her husband had
acted as a father must act, in such circumstances; that was Uhlmann’s
way, that was his nature, and so she would support him through what-
ever would come of this moment.

The arrest, the trial.

The aftermath of the trial.

IT WAS STILL EARLY when Uhlmann arrived at the Baitz house: ap-
proximately 8:20 A.M.

The Baitzes lived on the scrubby outskirts of Strykersville, about two
miles from the place Uhlmann was renting. An old wood-frame house it
was, once painted eggshell blue and long since weatherworn and faded,
Baitz Gas & Auto Service close by. The garage may have been open for
business, a single dim light within. No one was visible behind the front
door, the gas pumps were unattended. Uhlmann parked his truck in
the driveway of the house. His twelve-gauge double-barreled shotgun
he hadn’t fired in years, since duck-hunting with his cousins in the Ad-
irondacks, lay on the seat beside him. It would not be clear afterward
whether Uhlmann had intended to use the gun. His intention might
have been simply to protect himself. Possibly he’d meant to talk with Ed
Baitz, the boy’s father. More and more it would come to seem to him,
afterward, that that was what he’d intended: just to talk. He and Baitz
were of the same age, and of the same background, Baitz would under-
stand his agitation, Baitz would know what had to be done. Except it
was the boy who appeared in the driveway. Not Ed but the boy, Dun-
can: unmistakably this was the son, Uhlmann recognized him at once,
though Duncan Baitz was looking older than Uhlmann would have
believed him, hardly a kid any longer but someone out of high school,
too old to be hanging out with high school kids; and unshaven; in jeans,
a soiled T-shirt, some kind of asshole flip-flops on his bare feet.
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The bare bony white feet, the flip-flops: the way Duncan Baitz was
staring at him, that sick scared look: that did it.

The kid saw UHLMANN in white letters on the side of the truck, at
once he began to back off. Here was his mistake: even as Uhlmann was
getting out of the truck and speaking to him, he turned and began to
run. When Uhlmann shouted after him, he began to run faster. It was
the kid’s mistake and not Uhlmann’s. This was not the behavior of an in-
nocent person. It was panicked behavior, and very stupid. For Duncan
Baitz had at least thirty yards before he would have reached the barn he
meant to hide inside, when Uhlmann lifted the shotgun and aimed for
the moving target of the T-shirt, not a moving target shrewd enough to
zigzag but simply to run in a single direction, away from the line of fire,
and pulled the first of the triggers.

SO TIRED! Lisellen felt as if she had not slept for days.

Drifting to sleep in the bathtub. Warm sudsy soothing water. Her
mother had rubbed Noxzema into her sunburnt face, on her smarting
shoulders and arms, and these she kept clear of the water. She under-
stood how lucky she was: that worse hadn’t happened to her, and known
throughout Strykersville to have happened to her. She was grateful that
her mother hadn’t insisted upon taking her to the doctor, or called the
police. Above all grateful to be alone.

The sticky residue of whatever had happened to her was washed
away. She seemed to know that her mother would throw away the
orange-poppy dress, neither of them need see it again.

Neither of them need speak of it again.

This bathroom, upstairs beneath the sloping roof. The hook-latch
on the door. This was one of Lisellen’s safe places. Her father had torn
out the old stained tiles and replaced them with shiny buttercup-yellow
tiles from Sears, the floor was a smart rust-red linoleum. Through her
life Lisellen would recall this bathroom, the sloping ceiling above the
tub, the myriad cracks in the plaster that resembled a mad scribbling
in a foreign language, and most of all the big old stained-white tub that
fitted into the small space like a hand in a tight-fitting glove.
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Shutting her eyes she saw the rapt grinning faces as they moved
upon her. At the edge of their hilarity, the boy she had wanted so badly
to care for her, backing away.

He had left her to them, had he? For that, he must be punished.

Again she felt the quick-snatching hands that seemed to her disem-
bodied hands, as her assailed and demeaned body would come to seem
depersonalized to her, a female body lacking an identity, the body of any
adolescent girl and not her own. They would not have wished to hurt
her. She would come to interpret the episode as embarrassing, awkward,
bad luck. Bad judgment on everyone’s part. Too much beer, excitement.
The beat-beat-beat of the rock band. They had not meant to hurt her,
had they? In a way it had been flattering. A kind of flirtation gone wild.
Almost a kind of love. Maybe. Duncan Baitz would have to consider her
in a new way, now.

Lisellen rubbed her fingers over her pear-sized little breasts, feeling
the nipples harden.



THE LOST BROTHER

“ ALONE.”

She was forty-one. She was unmarried, childless. She was liv-
ing in a house north of Farmington, Connecticut (whitewashed brick
colonial, twenty rooms, original foundation built in 1768), where in fact
she’d grown up and had continued to live as an adult. When finally her
mother died after a lengthy, wasting illness she felt the terrible isolation
of her life like a blow to the back of her head that left her stunned. If I
am being punished, 1 must deserve it. This was the voice of the house but
it was not her own voice. She did not accept it as her own voice. Why
should she deserve to be punished, and why now?

Then it came to her, of course she wasn’t alone: she had a brother.
A “lost” brother believed to be living as a recluse in northern Maine,

whom she hadn’t seen or spoken with in twenty-two years.

HI1S NAME was Hayden, he was her senior by six years. In childhood,
six years is a lifetime.
And so, Hayden had been, at the time of her growing-up, a kind of
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adult. So much taller than she, so much absorbed in his own, mostly
mental life. So mysterious.

She had adored him, though at a distance. Closer up, she had feared
him.

Hayden had left home abruptly, aged twenty-one. He had not been
“well” at the time. His parting words had been sharp as a bat’s cry, both
wounded and jubilant: “All you to the hell!”

All you to the hell. This curse, if it was a curse, was also a riddle. For
normally, no one said “the” hell, only just “hell.” And “all you” was puz-
zling as well. For Hayden had hated only their father, not their mother.
And he could hardly have hated her, at the time a shy girl of fifteen of
whom he’d taken little notice.

In fact, when they’d been younger, before Hayden’s illness had
worsened, he’d seemed to like her, sometimes. “Sis-ter” he would call
her, as if the word was new and special to him, a kind of secret name,
melodic, mysterious. “Sis-ter Car-ole. For you.”

He’d given her things. What their mother called Hayden’s “special,
magical things.” For it was believed that Hayden would be an artist,
someday. One of these was a miniature birdcage made of the bones of
actual birds, braided with vividly colored feathers. Another was a jar of
dark green wavy glass Hayden had found in a landfill, and filled with
mica-glittering pebbles. Most memorably there was a mummified baby
rabbit, its soft furry body perfectly preserved by some sort of chemical
treatment Hayden had subjected it to, and its tiny pink eyes half-shut.
Hayden had whispered for Carole, seven or eight at the time, to put out
her hand palm up to receive something special and she’d obeyed with-
out hesitation and tried not to flinch when she saw what the something-
special was.

“Sis-ter Car-ole. For you.”

Later, their mother had taken the baby rabbit away. She’d been
shocked, disapproving. Such a sad little creature, and who knew what
germs it carried!

“IT COULD BE the single good thing I do with my life. Bringing my
‘lost’ brother home.”
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Buttrick Farm
3 February 2004

Dear Hayden,

It has been so long! If only I had happier news to share with you.

And T wish that I'd found this address for you, and/or a telephone
number, last week before Mother’s funeral.

I think you must have known, Mother was suffering from Parkin-
son’s? (I'm sure you were informed that Father died four years ago
last December.)

I should identify myself: T am your sister Carole. Your younger sister
whom possibly/probably you scarcely remember. I was a very young
fifteen when you last saw me (September 1982) though very likely you
didn’t “see” me then, in the sense of registering my existence.

Please call me, Hayden. My number is the family number, unchanged:
(860) 919-2746. We have much to discuss, for instance Mother’s will.

Your long-ago sister

Carale

This letter (so rapidly written her heart began to beat faster than
she could bear like something loose clanging and clattering in the wind)
she put into an envelope, addressed and stamped and carried out to the
mailbox at the end of the driveway and then, next morning, retrieved
from the mailbox just as the postal truck was approaching. “Forgot to
put a stamp on this! Sorry.” She crumpled the lavender-scented sta-
tionery in her hand. She returned to the house, to her own room and
not her mother’s, to compose, on her computer, a second letter to her

brother in Kennebago, Maine.

February 4, 2004

Dear Hayden,

It has been so long! I wish that I had happier news to share with
you.

Mother died last Thursday, January 29, and was buried in St. Luke’s
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cemetery on Saturday. I think you knew, that she’d been suffering from
Parkinson’s for some time. There were numerous complications but at
the end her discomfort was eased by morphine, for which I'm so grate-
ful! T arranged for 24-hour hospice care here at the house and Mother
slept much of the time, passing away so gradually it was indeed a “peace-
ful” death. I miss her very much, and I think that you must miss Mother,
too, though circumstances kept you from seeing her for so many years.

(You know, I think, that Dad died, four years ago last December?
I believe that Mother wrote to you at that time though, I guess, you
never answered.)

While Mother was still lucid she spoke often of you, it was as if the
past two decades had vanished. The Westinghouse prize you won in sev-
enth grade for a physics project, the comic-book “novels” you painted
on construction paper, the ant farm in Dad’s old aquarium, the injured
squitrel you nursed and tamed, etc.—Mother remembered as if it was
yesterday. I found some of your old report cards, and the few pictures of
you remaining in the album, what a beautiful child you were, Hayden!
Here is a snapshot dated July 1961, you were an infant of only three
months in Mother’s arms, Mother is 5o young it seems unbelievable and
makes me sad.

I wonder if your hair is still so blond as it was, when you left us. You
wore your hair shoulder-length, you looked like a Nordic Jesus Christ!

I am so sorry, Hayden. That you were lost to us.

It is sad to tell you, half of our parents’ estate was left to non-profit
institutions (Farmington College, the Hartford art museum, St. Luke’s,
the Humane Society), and most of the remainder, I'm embarrassed to
say, to me. Mother’s will has yet to be probated but we know that the
estate is considerable. You have been receiving checks from our grand-
parents’ trust, like me, but Mother said that you haven’t been cashing
yours (since 1985?) so I suppose that financial matters don’t interest
you. I remember that your ideal was “non-attachment” to material
things and one of your heroes was Henry David Thoreau so I’'m afraid
that this letter of mine isn’t very welcome, either.

Still, T must write it. I hope you have continued to read this far!

You see, I have come to the conclusion that it is unjust for me to
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have inherited so much, while you have been left nothing. I believe that
Mother would have wished to include you in her will but was reluctant
to name you because Dad had his strong wishes, as you know, that
Mother could not defy even after his death. It was an extreme decision
of Dad’s to “disown” you and make no effort to find you but Mother
could not oppose him, you know what he was like. And I was too young,
and too weak. But this morning I woke at dawn my face wet with tears
and my heart pounding strangely. A voice urged me You noust share with
someone, who is more deserving than your brother?

Hayden, we have to much to discuss! Please will you call me? Or
write to me? Or, will you allow me to visit you? (Since you're not likely
to visit me!) I have located Kennebago Lake, Maine, on a map and now I
would need your address since I have only the post office box number.

You are my only true “family” remaining, Hayden, and I wonder if
am your only “family,” too?

Love from your sister

Carale
The check was for $12,000. It was never cashed.

NEVER CASHED! And her letter that was so warmly confiding, so sis-
terly and generous, unanswered.
“But why? Does he hate 7z¢?”
Each day she checked the mailbox, each day she was disappointed.
She waited a week, two weeks. She knew, when he had not answered
by the end of the first week, it wasn’t likely that he would. Yet she forced
herself to wait a full month, before writing again: a shorter letter than the
first, not so confiding, not so raw with sisterly yearning. This time, she
didn’t include a check.
“That might have been the mistake. An insult to him.”
Yet, this time too, her letter went unanswered.
“But I could love him. T would be his friend. He must be lonely,
too.”
It wasn’t like her to talk to herself. It wasn’t like her to wander the

house dazed as a sleepwalker, barefoot and disheveled in a way that
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would have shocked the Farmington circle to whom her primary iden-
tity was Buttrick, heiress.

It was distressing to her, to seem to be losing her confidence in
herself. To be so weak, vulnerable. So suspended. In a perpetual state
of anticipation.

Each time the telephone rang, and the telephone rang often, she hur-
ried to answer breathlessly. Her vision filmed over with moisture, she
wasn’t able to read the digital caller I.D. and so her anticipation might
be extended for another second or two: “Hello—>?”

She knew herself to be a woman without fantasies. She had very little
interest in sex, for instance.

Of course, she had expected to marry. All the Buttricks were ex-
pected to marry. And there had been men, a few. But the men had not
been so very aggressive, and Carole had not been so very approachable.
In appearance she was small-boned, straight-backed, with something
taut and tight and quivering about her, like an arrow poised to fly. Her
hair had both darkened and faded with age, though, as a child, she’d
been nearly as blond as her older brother. Her eyes were of no distinct
color, pale-blue, pale-gray, alert and watchful, not inclined to easy
sympathy. Because she was the daughter of socially prominent parents
and her name was Buttrick—a New England name that predated the
Revolution—she’d been protected from a need for love of that kind
bound up with, usually indistinguishable from, a need for economic
security, protection. She was not a woman obliged to marry for financial
reasons, as she was not a woman obliged to work to support herself. Her
involvements with men began as experiments I will make love with this
man, 1 will be a woman who has a lover that played themselves out as
experiments and left her confirmed in her sense of self-sufficiency, sto-
icism. None of her lovers—and they had been few, and select—had ever
seen her fully unclothed. The very word naked was faintly repellent to
her: comic and repellent. In this, in her essentially asexual nature, she re-
sembled her brother, Hayden, who had shrunk from being touched and
who’d had (so the family believed, for any other thought was ludicrous)
no physical relations with anyone, female or male, in his life.
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Carole was struck by a memory of how one day she’d blundered
into her brother’s room mistaking his slurred mumble for an invitation
to enter and not a command to go away, and there, to her astonishment,
was Hayden crouched barefoot on the floor of the room in just his dingy
Jockey shorts, a painfully thin sunken-chested boy of fifteen, rocking on
his heels before a display of what appeared to be photographs (naked
bodies? corpses?) torn from magazines.

He’d screamed at her: “Go away go away GO AWAY ALL OF YOU.”

In his glaring eyes was a look of shame, fury, hatred.

She was shaken now, remembering. This memory she’d kept at bay
for more than twenty years.

“BUT HE NEVER hated #ze. I was his ally.”

—_—

IN THE SPRING of the year following her mother’s death. When she
was alone in the old house. When she had difficulty sleeping at night
and, during the day, lapsed into waking dreams that cast a seductive,
dark-netted vision over her brain. Sometimes, these visions swept over
her even when she was in the company of others. The dream of Hayden
in which her lost brother returned home radiant and smiling and no lon-
ger angry, his face smooth and unblemished, his voice warm in greeting
her: “Sis-ter.” In the dream, their parents had not yet died. And so the
Buttricks were a family again.

This dream! It made tears spring into her eyes.

If she was in the company of others (at dinner parties, at bright-
buzzing receptions in Farmington and Hartford, even at meetings of the
board of trustees of Farmington College for Women where, an alumna
of the class of 1988, she’d been named the youngest trustee on the
board) friends might mistake her change of mood for a stab of remem-
bered grief, and might take her hands in theirs to console her. “If there
is anything we can do for you . ..” She roused herself from her waking
trance. She was embarrassed, slightly annoyed. Politely she thanked
them, for they meant only to be kind.
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“I’m fine! I've been thinking of driving to northern Maine sometime
this summer, to see my brother.”

“Your brother? Is that—"

“Hayden. You probably don’t remember him. He was a bright,
precocious boy until he became ill, and quarreled with our father, and
left home.”

So succinctly narrated: 7/, quarreled, left.

“We’re in communication, finally. Though I wasn’t able to notify
him about my mother’s death in time, that’s why he wasn’t at the fu-
neral.” She paused, frowning. There was a way she’d cultivated of smil-
ing, though also frowning. As always in her outer life, her life performed
in the presence of others, she was beautifully groomed, poised. Taut
and quivering as an arrow she was, almost you could feel the nerved-up
energy lifting from her skin. “He’s become something of a recluse, in
Maine. I think he’s writing some sort of magnum opus about ecology,
the environment. But he’s lonely, too. He’s been away so long.”

The dream of Hayden. It was so plausible, really!

Except, in the dream, Carole couldn’t “see” faces clearly. She
couldn’t determine how old anyone was. There was her father, and there
was her mother, and there was Hayden, and there was “Carole” . . . If,
in the dream, Hayden was twenty-one as he’d been at the time he’d
walked out of their lives with a curse, then Carole would have to be
fifteen again. (But she would never be fifteen again.) And, if Hayden
was younger, before the mysterious illness that came upon him at about
the age of seventeen, Carole had to be a younger child still, and she had
difficulty remembering herself in those years for Hayden, like a blazing
fire, had consumed everyone’s attention.

As if, in the Buttrick family, there had been only Hayden.

Among friends and neighbors in Farmington, who’d known the elder
Buttricks for decades, memories of the afflicted son Hayden were tact-
fully vague. Carole recalled that, with friends, and not within her father’s
hearing, her mother had spoken wistfully of her “lost” son and so she sup-
posed that, generally, in local legend, Hayden Buttrick was recalled as an
exceptionally bright boy who had somehow lost his way, and was “lost.”
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It was a very American story, somehow. “Lost.” Each community
had such stories. Possibly, each family.

“Kennebago Lake. Just south of the Quebec border. Far inland,
nowhere near the seacoast.”

So the subject naturally shifted to the geography of Maine. If there
seemed little to say about the prospect of locating the lost brother,
there was much to say about the seacoast of Maine. The litany of
place-names was Bar Harbor, Boothbay Harbor, Brunswick, Portland,
Prouts Neck, Kennebunkport and Rockport and Blue Hill. She could
smile, and seem to be listening, as the drea of Hayden returned to her,
to console.

SOMETIMES, she was angry. He hadn’t replied to her letters!

“He has to be alive. Of course he’s alive. I know he’s alive.”

He would be forty-seven years old. He would be a middle-aged man,
she had to expect he would be much changed from the always so young-
looking boy she’d known.

She’d telephoned the Kennebago, Maine, post office. Since her let-
ters hadn’t been returned to her, this meant that the address was still a
valid one, but was there a “Hayden Buttrick” who actually came in to
pick up his mail?

Whoever spoke to her, after a long hold, informed her politely that
such information wasn’t available.

She asked if there was an address for “Hayden Buttrick” apart from
the post office box and was told, politely, that such information wasn’t
available.

“But why! Why would my brother distrust #ze.”

She’d been his friend, his ally. Though mostly the rapport between
them had been unspoken. Sis-ter. Car-ole. He’d smiled his beautiful
dreamy smile at her, she had to hope that he was seeing her. Those
several times, cherished in memory like the glass jar filled with colot-
ful pebbles she still had on a windowsill in her bedroom, he’d helped
her with her math homework. His unnerving, yet beautiful eyes that

so fiercely stared. The maze of fine white furrow marks imprinted in
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his forehead, from frowning. A scent that lifted off him, a faint acrid
singed smell.

“If only.”

It had been their father whom Hayden had feared, and hated. If only
Mr. Buttrick had let Hayden alone when he’d wished to be alone.

Their mother had learned to respect Hayden’s “sensitive” moods
as she called them. But their father had felt the need to make himself
known to Hayden as if it were an insult that his son wasn’t at all times
alert and aware of his presence when they were in the same room to-
gether. “Wake up. Look at me. I've been speaking to you. Don’t play
these games with me.” Mr. Buttrick could not bear it, that Hayden had
a way of gliding about the house like a sleepwalker with opened eyes.
He had a way of not-hearing unless you shouted at him. He had a way of
unexpectedly laughing, or scowling; turning away indifferent, or overre-
acting like a startled infant. Most distracting, his mouth had sometimes
worked agitatedly as if he was talking to himself. Such intensity, such
concentration!—nothing in the actual world could so fascinate him.
And if you dared to touch Hayden at such a time he would recoil with a
stricken look, a look of revulsion, as if he’d been touched by a snake.

Recognition returned to his eyes, slowly. Reluctantly.

“God damn you! I said, don’t play those games with me.”

It would be rare that Mr. Buttrick spoke harshly to Carole, for the
game she’d learned to play was a very different game from her brother’s.
Half-consciously she’d learned this game, and was (maybe) grateful for it.

John Buttrick was a genial, gregarious personality bluntly defined
and solid as a boulder. You could not blame him for being disturbed by
a son like Hayden. You could not blame him for being threatened by
even the semblance of resistance, let alone rebellion, in his household.
He’d been proud of the son who’d been initially praised as “gifted”—“a
prodigy”—“a boy genius”—but he soon became demoralized and ex-
asperated by the older boy who began to be labeled “difficult”—“un-
cooperative”—“antisocial.” Years of child therapists, psychologists and
psychiatrists! Years of prescription drugs, which Hayden refused to take
as bidden. By the time Hayden was fifteen, he’d been in several private

New England schools, and by the time he was seventeen, a senior at the
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Concord Academy with near-perfect SAT scores, such alarming clinical
terms as autistic, manic-depressive, borderline personality had begun to
appear in his files.

Still, Hayden graduated from the Concord Academy with honors.
He had been awarded several senior prizes and had been admitted to
Harvard. Yet it had begun to happen more frequently during his senior
year at the prestigious prep school that he was stricken with bouts of
panic and paralysis, refusing to leave his room; refusing sometimes to
unlock his door, even to communicate through the door. He went for
days without eating. He went for nights without sleeping. He spoke of
being “smothered”—*“choked.” So many people were clamoring at him,
staring at him. So many people were wanting to humiliate him. On com-
mencement day at the Concord Academy his panic was so overwhelming
he’d had a kind of asthmatic attack and had had to be removed from
the school by his distraught parents. As if they’d anticipated a crisis, the
elder Buttricks hadn’t brought Carole with them. She’d had to remain
behind in Farmington with relatives, anxious and resentful.

Over the summer, a powerful medication had seemed to stabilize
Hayden’s nerves. But then came Harvard, the disaster from which he
was never to recover.

Carole was never to know exactly what happened to her brother at
Harvard. She began to hear her parents speaking worriedly together
behind doors shut to her and she had no contact with Hayden at all.
When she asked her mother, Mrs. Buttrick said only, with a brave smile,
that Hayden was going through a “period of adjustment” and when she
dared to ask her father, Mr. Buttrick said curtly that Hayden’s situation
was “his business, not yours.” Later, she would learn that Hayden was
convinced he was being “spied on” by certain of his classmates and
professors; he was being “stalked,” “persecuted.” He’d become in-
volved with militant environmental-activist causes, though he had never
showed the slightest interest previously in any sort of collective political
effort. Evidently, his attacks of panic and paralysis now alternated with
interludes of manic belligerence. He who’d been compulsively fastidious
about personal grooming began to go for days, possibly weeks, without

changing his clothes or bathing. His room in a university residence
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hall became filthy, littered with food packages that attracted ants and
roaches. Several times, university proctors had had to be summoned by
Hayden’s suite mates to “calm” him. When at last the Buttricks were
summoned to Cambridge to see him, for a day and a half Hayden hid
from them in the furnace room of his residence.

It wasn’t clear whether Hayden was expelled from Harvard or
whether he simply dropped out, sometime in the late winter of 1980.
In those classes he’d attended, he had earned high grades. He cut off
all relations with his family and lived, evidently, in a succession of
furnished rooms in Cambridge. During his lucid periods he worked
at minimum-wage jobs (dishwasher, janitor) where he had little need
to engage with others. He spent time in video game arcades and in
secondhand bookstores specializing in science fiction and comic books.
He quarreled with employers, landlords. He was fired, he was evicted.
He panhandled, he slept in doorways. Frequently he was beaten and
robbed. He scavenged food from Dumpsters. His skin erupted in
pimples, boils. His hair was a sight that, on the street, drew startled
attention: ashy blond threaded with silver, immense and matted like
dreadlocks falling in a tangle past his bony shoulders. He had a look
of an Old Testament prophet, unless it was the look of a mad street
person. Yet when a private investigator hired by Mr. Buttrick looked
for him, Hayden disappeared.

Only when he was arrested by Cambridge police in the fall of 1981
for creating a public disturbance and committed to a psychiatric facility
did his parents learn where he was.

Mr. Buttrick drove to Cambridge to arrange for Hayden to be
transported by private ambulance to a Hartford clinic. There, Hayden’s
condition gradually “stabilized” with medication and, after six months,
he was released into the custody of his parents. By this time, when Car-
ole at last saw her brother, he’d become so thin he appeared ethereal.
He carried himself tentatively, like one walking on very thin ice. Yet his
eyes seemed unchanged, moist, staring, with an ironic glisten. Teasing
he murmured, “Sis-ter! Here a// this time.”

It was a rebuke, Carole knew. For when awkwardly she moved to

touch her brother, to welcome him home, he turned stiffly from her.
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Among her friends at Farmington Day School, Carole never spoke of
her family situation. She never spoke of her brother, nor did anyone ask.
Tt was as if Hayden Buttrick had ceased to exist. Carole loved her brother
yet came to wish that he would die. For his own good, dear God.

But Hayden didn’t die, for now he was “stabilized.” He was often
withdrawn, lethargic and sulky, but rarely belligerent. He went for days
without speaking to anyone in the family. He insisted upon eating meals
locked away in his room where no one could “stare” at him and “memo-
rize” him. Through the mail he received books with such titles as Prophet
of the Apocalypse, The Survivor’s 12-Step Handbook, Galaxies Beyond. It
was rare for him to initiate a conversation unless he was excited by a sub-
ject like time travel, extra-terrestrial life, the “redemption” of the world
after Homo sapiens becomes extinct. Alone of the family Carole was
allowed to see parts of his mammoth illustrated novel The Lost Galaxy:
elaborate, labyrinthine watercolors in the style of M. C. Escher, on sheets
of construction paper. When, at a loss for words, Carole tried to stammer
some sort of response, Hayden cut her off curtly: “No.”

No! It was the one clear signal Hayden wished to send to his family,
if not the world.

All but a few of the watercolors were destroyed by Hayden before
he left home. Carole salvaged just one from the trash, a vivid swirl
of colors like flames, an exploding sunflower sun, tower-like figures
(extra-terrestrials?) stamping out squat, semi-transparent sack-creatures
(humans?). She would keep the painting for years, until the stiff, dry
construction paper began to crack. As an adult, she would regret she
hadn’t had it treated somehow, and preserved. For perhaps her brother
was a visionary artist/prophet, in the Escher tradition.

One day in September 1982, Carole had only just returned home
from school when she heard raised voices in the upstairs hall. There was
asound of struggle and of someone falling, hard. And there came Hayden
lurching down the stairs, fierce-eyed, smiling and muttering to himself.
Carole backed away into the dining room, frightened. Her brother had
slung a duffel bag over his shoulder, crammed with possessions. He’d
tied his hair into a ponytail and was wearing, despite the warm day, a

sheepskin vest over a turtleneck sweater, neatly pressed trousers and
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aged, water-stained leather boots. Carole would think afterward that he
looked dangerous, that was why she shrank from him. But perhaps he’d
seen her. Somewhere upstairs, Mrs. Buttrick was screaming. Hayden
ran to the front door and called back over his shoulder those mysterious

words to lodge deep in his sister’'s memory.

“All you to the hell!”

AND SO it had been, a kind of prophecy: Hayden’s parents would

never fully recover from that curse. Carole wasn’t sure, even as an adult,

that she had, either.

“ONE MORE TIME. Then I'll give up.”

Dated May 29, 2004, this was a politely impersonal letter to Hayden
Buttrick, P.O. Box 199, Kennebago Lake, Maine. It made no refer-
ence to previous letters. It contained no check. Carole was asking her
brother to contact her, please. I really must insist. Mother would wish it.
The interest alone on eight million dollars is too much for one person to
spend. Already I am a trustee/donor of Farmington College. I give money
to the usual Hartford causes. I am considering establishing the Buttrick
Foundation to give money to appropriate institutions and individuals and
I am wondering if you would be willing to advise me. For she recalled
how for a brief, combative period during Hayden’s freshman year at
Harvard he’d been in activist environmental demonstrations. He had
been arrested picketing a nuclear power plant outside Boston, and Mr.
Buttrick had had to post $5,000 bail for him. He’d been injured in a
similar demonstration in New Hampshire, arrested for creating a public
disturbance. When he’d lived in a furnished room in Cambridge he’d
once been evicted for bringing “hazardous materials” (chemicals? gun-
powder?) into the building and creating a “terrible stench.” (This, from
the report of the private investigator Mr. Buttrick had hired to track
Hayden down.)

This time, Carole included a stamped self-addressed postcard with
her letter.
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SIX DAYS LATER, there was the card in her mailbox.

H WISHES YOU TO KNOW HE IS NOT YOUR
BROTHER DO NOT ATTEMPT TO CONTRACT FURTHER
E

Walking up the driveway to the house, Carole read and reread these
enigmatic words. They were block-printed in inch-high letters of the
kind a small child might make, who was only just learning to write. The
slightly leftward slant of the inked letters reminded her of Hayden’s way
of writing, toward the left. And the tone, the taut angry tone, would
seem to be Hayden’s, too.

She wondered why he’d signed the message E. And if the mistake in
spelling, » in what was meant to be “contact,” had been deliberate for
some reason.

Her hand shook, holding the card. She saw that the postmark was
Kennebago Lake, Maine. Her eyes flooded with moisture.

“He’s answered. He acknowledges that I am alive, and his sister.”

Immediately, in a state of rapture laced with dread, for she so
dreaded making a mistake, Carole wrote to Hayden:

June 8, 2004

Dear E,

Thank you so much. I am grateful for your response. I will drive
to Kennebago Lake. If my brother will not see me I ask if you will?
Thank you!

Carole Buttrick

Another time she enclosed a stamped self-addressed postcard.

Anxiously she waited. Days passed. She began to see, yes she’d made
a blunder. Another time she wrote: May I know if nzy brother is well?
L will not try to contact bim if be does not wish to see me. Thank you! She en-
closed another postcard, which appeared in her mailbox after eleven days.



104 JOYCE CAROL OATES

H IS NOT THE BROTHER
E

This was disappointing! This was not what she’d expected.
She’d begun to think, possibly there was an “E.” A companion of
some kind. A protector. She hoped, not a woman.

June 23, 2004

Dear E,

Thank you for replying. I am grateful to you. I will not make claims
of “brother”—“sister.” Only of the welfare of “Hayden Buttrick.”
Thank you!

Carcle Buttrick

This time, her stamped self-addressed postcard wasn’t returned.

She was being rebuked. Another time. It was one of those old leg-
ends or fairy tales in which an individual embarked upon a quest is faced
with challenges. To turn in the wrong direction, to make a mistake,
might be fatal. Yet to make no further effort would be shame.

Yet she considered: if she wrote again, “E” would probably not
reply. If there was an “E” he might be jealous of her relationship with
Hayden; if Hayden himself was “E,” he might be offended by her
pushy behavior. And if she wrote to tell him she’d decided to drive to
Kennebago Lake, Hayden might disappear from the region. She would
never locate him.

“I will go in person. If he sees me . . .”

He will know me, acknowledge me. His sister.

SHE HAD NEVER DRIVEN into the interior of Maine before. It was a
wild, desolate landscape of densely wooded hills, swift-running streams,
lakes. It had an air of romance heightened by a sky of continuous and
brooding thunderhead clouds through which an acid-bright sun shone
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in sudden crevices. She wore dark-tinted glasses, the sun was making her
eyes smart. She had not been able to sleep for more than a few hours
in the hotel in Portland, now she was edgy, impatient. She had a vision
of her brother awaiting her yet holding himself from her, in opposi-
tion. “ ‘Hayden! Hello. I am your sister Carole, I hope you remember
me...”” Or: “ ‘Hayden? I hope you won’t be angry with me, I had to
see you.” ” She was an actress memorizing her lines, becoming increas-
ingly apprehensive yet excited, hopeful. “ ‘Hayden. Hello. 'm your
sister Carole. I ... ” It was a long drive north on I-95 before she exited
south of Skowhegan and on secondary, winding roads drove through
sparsely populated towns with such names as Norridgewock, New Sha-
ron, Paris and West Paris, Republic, Madrid. There were signs leading to
Oquossoc, Umbagog Lake, Mooselookmeguntic Lake. Frequently there
were signs warning MOOSE CROSSING NEXT 5 ML

She felt as if she was entering a region utterly foreign to her. Vehicles
came up rudely close behind her car. Several times she pulled off the
roadway, to allow them to pass: campers, minivans, pickups, loggers’
rattling rigs. She resented being made to feel that she was in danger, a
woman driving by herself. But even at rest stops she was hesitant to leave
her car. If another vehicle slowed near her, even one identified as MAINE
STATE POLICE, she drove hurriedly on.

She arrived in Rangeley in the early evening, too late to drive to Ken-
nebago Lake. Her room, at the rear of an “inn” of shellacked-looking
logs, overlooked a landscape of mysteriously broken and denuded pine
trees. There were few other guests. The restaurant began to close shortly
after nine. In her lumpy bed, that vibrated with the passing of thunder-
ous trucks on the highway not visible from her window, she managed
to sleep a thin, erratic sleep in which, near morning, in a voice star-
tlingly close, her mother appealed to her He has been lost all these years.

Promise!

THE TOWN of Kennebago Lake, at the southeastern point of the
long, serpentine lake, was so small that its post office shared quarters
with a convenience store. There was a single wall of post office boxes.

Carole stooped to peer into the clouded plastic window of box 199,
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that appeared to be empty. She felt a stab of panic, that Hayden had
departed.

Another wall, plasterboard and cork, was covered in post office fly-
ers and WANTED F.B.L posters. Rapidly her eye scanned the photographs
of wanted men, as if seeking Hayden among them.

“Ma’am? Can I assist you?”

The postal clerk was a swarthy-skinned man in his thirties with a scar
in his left cheek that gave him a permanent scowl. He was pear-shaped,
fattish. His eyes glided onto Carole with a look of detached interest
and she’d noticed that he had glanced out the window to see, perhaps
to admire, the expensive foreign-built car she was driving. When she
asked him if he knew a man named “Hayden Buttrick,” a local resident
who rented box 199, the clerk’s scowl deepened. When she showed
him a creased snapshot of Hayden taken at eighteen, explaining that
she was looking for her brother whom she had not seen in more than
twenty years, he shook his head curtly and told her sorry he didn’t know,
couldn’t help her.

“But he must come in here, to pick up his mail? You must see him.
He would be forty-seven now. He would probably be heavier. He might
have a beard. He might be bald. He . . .”

Another customer came in, whom the clerk waited on. Carole stood
by anxiously. The swarthy-skinned postal clerk was, she felt, her only
hope: of course he had to know her brother, in a community small as
Kennebago Lake. Only a few post office boxes in the wall of boxes ap-
peared to be in use.

When the customer left, Carole returned to the counter. She was
wearing a long-sleeved white shirt with a pleated front, classically tai-
lored trousers in dove-gray flannel. She had removed her dark-tinted
glasses and her manner was polite yet assertive in the way of Farming-
ton, Connecticut. She showed the clerk her brother’s name and address
which she’d typed onto a sheet of paper, as if the formality might im-
press him. “So? That’s here.” He swiped quizzically at his nose.

“I was wondering, if you could provide me with Hayden Buttrick’s

home address?”
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“Ma’am, I don’t have it.”
“But you must! It must be in your records somewhere . . .”

“Ma’am, no.”

“But—"

“People who rent these boxes, ma’am, sometimes they don’t have
permanent addresses. That’s why they rent them.”

The clerk spoke flatly, without looking at her. In the way you might
point out the obvious to a slow-witted individual.

“How can I locate my brother, then? I've driven such a long dis-
tance.”

How plaintive she was sounding, and how absurd. She felt her face
flush. The clerk turned his attention to sorting mail on a nearby table, as
if dismissing her. She heard herself say, “My brother has come into an
inheritance. He needs to be informed, immediately.”

She’d thought that might make an impression on the clerk. But he
said only, in his maddeningly flat, neutral voice, “Ma’am, you can write
to him. You have the address.”

“I have! I have written to him. My letters to him have come through
your hands, probably.” Carole paused, her heart beating quickly. She
had no idea why she was saying such things to a stiff-backed stranger
who seemed to resent her. “But I need to speak to him, in person. There
are things I must explain.”

“You can put a message right there in Mr. Buttrick’s box, ma’am.
T've have to sell you a stamp, though.”

She wondered if the man was laughing at her. She had to concede,
yes she was probably amusing. A middle-aged woman from Connecticut
pleading with a post office clerk in Kennebago Lake, Maine. A woman
who appeared well-to-do, if naive. Driving a new-model foreign-made
car with a list price of, at minimum, sixty thousand dollars and yet her
voice was quavering, close to pleading. “I need to see my brother im-
mediately, to see if . . .” Carole paused, her words trailed off into silence.
She’d been about to say to see if it’s really him.

The postal clerk continued with his mail-sorting. His black, thinning
hair had been slicked back with what smelled like motor oil, from a clay-
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colored acne-scarred face. He wore a black T-shirt embossed with the
faded logo of a rock music band, that swelled outward with the bulge
of his stomach.

Carole explained, she’d looked for her brother’s name in the local
phone directory but of course it wasn’t listed. She had thought, if she
came here in person, someone could help her. “Do you have a supervi-
sor? A manager?”

The clerk grunted as if bemused. It sounded as if he’d said That’s
me. Or, Ma’am, me. He had not troubled to look at her.

This should have ended the exchange. Carole understood that she’d
been rebuked. She’d been snubbed. Kennebago Lake, Maine, had
snubbed Farmington, Connecticut. From the postal clerk’s perspective,
she was no more than an annoyance. Yet she persisted, “When does
Hayden Buttrick pick up his mail, usually? Is there any particular day
of the week, any time?”

To this, the clerk made no response at all. He was sorting mail,
breathing audibly. Carole saw that his trousers, that must have been
extra-large, were made of some stiff cheap khaki-colored material.

“I—I could wait for him. If I knew. Outside in my car? If I had an
idea which day of the week . ..”

The clerk expelled a long hissing breath. When he turned, glaring
at her with a look of exasperation edged with pity, she saw that his
swarthy, pitted skin had darkened. There was a glisten of sweat on his
forehead. “Ma’am, let me see that picture again.”

Quickly Carole showed the snapshot of Hayden to him. She had not
returned it to her handbag, but had continued to hold it in her slightly
trembling fingers. The clerk took it from her and lifted it to the light,
squinting. “Yah. Maybe. Saturday morning, sometimes, he might come
in. Every two—three weeks.” He paused, swiping at his nose. “Or maybe
there’s more than one of him.”

Carole wasn’t sure if she’d heard correctly. “ ‘More than one of' —?”

“Ma’am, I don’t know.” The clerk passed the snapshot back to her,
as if eager to get rid of it.

She would think afterward He does#’t want to be involved, whatever
comes of this. She thanked him for helping her. As he’d suggested, she
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left a message for Hayden in his mailbox: she purchased from the clerk
a first-class stamp. In the message she explained only that she’d decided
to come to see him, and was staying at the Rangeley Inn. She left the ad-
dress and telephone number of the inn.

She left the same information with the postal clerk. Also her name,
Farmington address and telephone number. “If he happens to come in.
If you speak with him.”

SATURDAY MORNING, sometimes.

She went away, shaken and excited. She would begin to forget sonze-
times and perhaps she had not exactly heard every two—three weeks.
Obsessively she would think Saturday morning. Saturday morning. She
would wait in her car in front of the Kennebago Lake Post Office and
when Hayden arrived, she would know him at once.

Saturday. Saturday morning. Except it was only Tuesday now. She
had four days to wait.

Four days! A lifetime.

“I can’t. I can’t stay here. What will I do here! I will go mad here.”
She was in her car, fumbling the key in the ignition. The blinding sun-
shine rushed upon her like a mirage. She fumbled for her dark glasses.
“But I have no choice. I can’t give up. I've come so far...”

She drove through the small town of Kennebago Lake. To her dis-
appointment she saw that access to the lake was limited. There seemed
to be no road that led beside the lake. Beyond the meager town, all was
dense woods, underbrush. You could say that it was “beautiful” but it
was hardly a region for tourists. North of Kennebago Lake was the Ken-
nebago River descending from Quebec, through a mountainous region
in which, so far as Carole’s map indicated, there were no settlements,
no roads, at all. The highest peaks of the oddly named Longfellow
Mountain Range had been designated Mt. Snow, Eustis Ridge, West
Kennebago Peak, Tumbledown Mountain—but such names, attached
to such a wilderness, seemed more than ordinarily useless.

She wondered if Hayden lived in that impenetrable region, north of
the town of Kennebago Lake. A region in which, unless a man wanted
to be found, he could not be found.
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Yet, perversely, he might be living close by the town of Kennebago
Lake. For all she knew, he might be driving a rattletrap pickup along
the single main street, approaching her vehicle, passing her oblivious
of her.

She wondered if back in the post office the clerk was making a tele-
phone call. Certainly, he’d known Hayden.

Though maybe, no. Maybe he had not. She had to think clearly, she
had to guard against becoming emotional.

For that had been her brother’s sickness. Certainties based upon
no clear evidence. That people were spying on him, “memorizing” him.
That strangers could peer into his skull. They could read his thoughts,
and they could control his thoughts. They could force him to commit
extreme acts against himself and others he had not wished to commit.

It would be reported how, at the convenience store, at the Gulf service
station, at the local café, restaurant, package liquor store as well as at the
Kennebago County sheriff’s office the woman from Connecticut would
leave the name of the long-lost older brother she was secking as well as
her own carefully printed name and the address and telephone number
of her motel in Rangeley. She would explain that she was the sister of a
Kennebago Lake resident whom she hadn’t seen in twenty-two years and
now that their parents had died she was anxious to contact him for he’d
“come into” an inheritance. Most of the individuals to whom she spoke
weren’t certain if they had ever heard of Hayden Buttrick—“He might
use another name, or names. There’s people here who are very private
persons.” No one appeared to recognize Hayden Buttrick’s eighteen-
year-old likeness but everyone appeared sympathetic with her quest. In
the sheriff’s office, one of the deputies volunteered to do a quick search
for Hayden Buttrick in the computer, but came up with nothing.

“Seems he isn’t in our system, ma’am. Which, if you're family, is

good news.”

“MA)AM.”
The voice was so soft, so tentative, she wasn’t sure she’d heard

anything.
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She’d fallen asleep from nervous exhaustion, in a patch of hot sun-
shine behind the Rangeley Inn. Gnats had brushed against her face and
in the scrubby pine woods beyond the clearing jays were emitting fierce
sharp cries. Yet somehow, she’d fallen asleep. She had had to change
her room at the motel because she’d discovered roaches in the bathroom
and now she had a new room with a screen door that opened out onto
the cinder parking lot behind the motel. Beyond the lot was a weedy
“picnic” area where she could drag a bedraggled lawn chair, to lie in
the sun and turn the pages of several paperback books she’d brought
with her to Maine. Normally she was so careful a reader she underlined
as she read, and made notations in the margins of pages, but now she
found it difficult to concentrate. She was thinking that it wasn’t very
likely that Hayden would seek her out at the motel and yet she couldn’t
be certain that he would not. She was thinking that Saturday morning
was more likely, if she waited for him at the Kennebago post office. By
this time it was Thursday. It was Thursday afternoon. She had only two
more nights to get through, then it would be Saturday morning. The post
office opened at 8 A.M. and closed at 1 P.M., Saturdays.

Yet she was thinking that, if another individual came to pick up her
brother’s mail, the mysterious “E”: what then? She would not recognize
“E.” If there was an “E.” And if there was an “E,” he might be sharp-
eyed enough to notice the Connecticut license plate on her car. He might
then quickly depart without entering the post office. In any case she had
to allow for the possibility of “E” instead of Hayden. In fact, she had
to allow for the possibility of “E” in the company of Hayden: two indi-
viduals. (Oh, she was hoping that, if “E” existed, “E” was not a woman!
For she could not bear a rival for her brother’s attention.) Hayden she
believed she would recognize after even so many years but “E” would
be a total stranger and so, to be certain she wouldn’t miss him, if “E”
came alone to the post office on Saturday morning, she would have to
wait inside for whoever arrived to unlock mailbox 199, and not in the
privacy of her car. And she would have to park her car, this ill-chosen
luxury vehicle sporting Connecticut plates, somewhere else. Where no
one parking at the post office would notice it. The thought of passing
five possibly futile hours in the airless quarters of the Kennebago post of-
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fice under the disdainful scrutiny of the postal clerk filled her with anxi-
ety and dismay in equal measure. “I can’t! How can I.” These thoughts
came frantic and rushing like wheels spinning in sand, ever faster and
yet ever more helplessly.

She opened her eyes, startled. She sat up quickly. For there was a
man standing at the edge of the cinder parking lot about ten feet away,
looking at her.

“Yes? What doyou...”

A man in baggy khaki work clothes, a mud-colored cap pulled down
low on his forehead. A man of no clear age: not young, yet not old. He
was round-shouldered, diminutive like one who has been ill and lost
weight, and his manner was hesitant, uneasy as if he’d been about to
turn away from Carole, before she’d seen him. He had a creased face,
clay-colored as if it had been baked, with a surface of fine meshed cracks
like glaze. What Carole could see of his head had been shaved up the
sides. His jaws were sparsely covered in a wispy steel-colored beard. His
nose looked as if it had been broken and had mended asymmetrically.
And his eyes!—but his eyes were hidden from her behind clunky black
plastic glasses with thick lenses. More disconcerting, the left lens was
blackened as if that eye was blind or in some way disfigured.

“Hayden? Is it—you?”

Clumsily she was trying to disentangle herself from the rotted lawn
chair. She was barefoot, dazed and groggy from the sun. Her heart beat
so quickly she could not breathe.

Vehemently the man was shaking his head, no. He seemed shocked
by her question. “Ma’am, I am Elisha. I wrote to you, to tell you. He
says to you, ‘Go away.” ”

In the grass she stood barefoot, blinking. For a moment she could
not speak. The man’s thin, reedy-whiny voice, just perceptibly inflected
with a French-Canadian accent, did not seem to be Hayden’s voice and
yet his stance, the way in which his mouth worked as if he was trying
not to stammer, or to shout, reminded her of Hayden as a boy. And the
way in which the man stood with his shoulders rounded and braced and
quivering with tension, like a whip about to uncoil and strike. If he will

let me touch him, I will know.
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“Elisha? You are my brother’'s—friend?”

She came forward as if to shake his hand. She’d managed to kick
on her sandals, so clumsily. Her face throbbed with heat. She saw that
the man wasn’t going to extend his hand to her, that his expression was
wary, alarmed.

“He says to tell you ‘go away.” See, he doesn’t want your money.”

“But—how is he? Is he well?”

She was speaking desperately, concerned that the man would turn
away and leave her. He must have parked in front of the motel and come
to look for her. He was Hayden’s age, and his face was one of those
old-young faces prematurely weathered by the sun, or negligence, or
excessive grimacing, exactly the face you would expect in Hayden But-
trick at that age. And yet, was this Hayden? Carole stared and stared.
The man was wearing khaki-colored work clothes that resembled army
camouflage fatigues, on even this warm June afternoon a khaki vest
with numerous pockets and zippers over a dingy red-and-black-checked
long-sleeved flannel shirt. On his feet were mud-splattered work boots.
He held his arms stiffly at his sides, his fingers twitching. If this was
Hayden, wouldn’t his hands be clenched into fists?

“Ma’am, I have to leave now. Good-bye.”

“But—wait! I could follow you back, couldn’t I? Will you allow me?
And Hayden could decide then, if he sees me, I mean, he could see me
at a distance and then, he could decide if—”

“Ma’am, no. He told me to tell you no.”

“But Hayden has come into an inheritance, as I have. Our parents’
estate is worth—"

Elisha said sharply, “He don’t want your money, ma’am.”

A kind of shudder as of repugnance passed through the man’s wiry
body. He seemed fearful of Carole, the woman: one who might rush at
him impulsively and grip his hand, or worse.

“If Hayden doesn’t want his share of the estate, he could give it away.
He could give it to you, Elisha! But that should be his personal decision,
don’t you think?”

Elisha she’d called him. The shudder passed through him again, as
if she’d touched him.
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In a kind of triumph she thought He is 72y ally. He will bring me to
my brother.

By this time they stood in the cinder parking lot behind the motel.
In shuffling steps Elisha was backing away as Carole, determined not to
lose him, pressed forward. She was a small-boned woman, and intense.
She saw something reluctant and yielding in the man’s face where in
Hayden’s she knew there would have been only obduracy, opposition.
“Elisha, I could follow you back to him, couldn’t I? In my car? I prom-
ise that I won’t stay long. If Hayden refuses to see me even then, I will
leave. Please, Elisha!”

How like a child she was sounding, so vulnerable in appeal! She had
never before in her life so opened herself to rejection, repudiation. Yet
there was her powerful will beneath.

“It looks as if I won’t be having children of my own, Elisha. And I
assume, Hayden won'’t either. And so we should be reunited, our family.
We are all that is left of our family.”

Carole was moved by her own heedless words. And her listener
stood stricken, staring glumly at the ground. For a long moment he
said nothing, made no motion, though she could see his mouth twitch-
ing silently. Then abruptly, he seemed to have changed his mind. He
muttered what sounded like Yah m2a’an O.K. and turned to walk away,
indicating to Carole to follow.

She had triumphed! She’d convinced him.

At the front of the shiny-logged Rangeley Inn he had parked a
battered-looking Chevy pickup with rust-pocked Maine plates. At the
farther end of the narrow strip of cinders was Carole’s leased foreign-
built vehicle, gleaming metallic-green and splendid in the sun.
“‘HAYDEN, I hope you remember me? Your sister...””

They drove in a procession of two. In a state of nervous exhilaration
she followed the battered pickup, whose paint had oxidized to a frosty
no-color, north along the state highway in the direction of Kennebago
Lake. About one mile before the lake, Elisha turned onto a two-lane
blacktop road called Mink Farm that led into a scrubby pine woods

interspersed with an open, hilly landscape of broken trees and scattered
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boulders. From time to time they passed small wood-frame houses, trail-
ers on cement blocks, tarpaper shanties. The pickup braked suddenly in
the road, Carole close behind, to allow three Labrador-mix dogs, one of
them burly and limping, to sidle slowly across, indifferent to them; in a
grassy ditch, a dozen tiny-headed guinea hens picked and tittered noisily.
Here was a small, not very prosperous farm, a single-story wood-frame
house and ramshackle outbuildings. Suffused with happiness suddenly
Carole thought There is so much beauty everywhere.

She would look for, but would fail to find, any evidence of the mink
farm for which the road had been named.

From Mink Farm Road, Elisha turned onto a narrow nameless gravel
road and continued driving in a gradually ascending, increasingly rocky
terrain. In this way they drove miles. In this way they passed into a kind
of trance, of slow dogged jolting motion. She refused to concern herself
with how she would find her way back to the motel, if Elisha didn’t
guide her. She refused to think I will be lost but instead exulted I have
found my brother! Her only regret was, she would not be able to tell
their mother.

By this time the back of her head was aching. She was not accus-
tomed to driving a vehicle in such conditions, that required intense
concentration yet were numbing, monotonous. Where Elisha’s pickup
slowed to a crawl, Carole braced herself for potholes. Some of these
were small crevices in the road, into which a wheel of her car might
pitch, and be trapped. Her spine was beginning to throb from strain,
and her neck. She had to hunch over the steering wheel and grip it tight.
Lapsing into an unwise sleep in the sun, back at the motel, she’d made
herself dazed, groggy; her skin smarted with sunburn. She had a fair,
fine, sensitive skin that could not tolerate much sun, as her nerves could
not tolerate much strain. In her mounting excitement, which might have
been indistinguishable from panic, she was thinking that her brother had
sent Elisha as an emissary to her, not an enemy: some sort of test had
been put to her at the motel, that she had passed. For Elisha had seemed
prepared to give in, to allow her to follow him. At first he’d opposed her,
but then abruptly he had given in. She thought Elisha is Hayden’s good
self. He is Hayden’s soul.
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At last, after what seemed like hours but must have been not much
more than a single hour, Elisha turned onto a rutted lane leading off
the gravel road, and Carole understood that they were approaching
Hayden’s property. Here was a barbed-wire fence, here were NO TRES-
PASSING signs in abundance. It had not occurred to Carole that her
recluse brother might actually own property: in her imagination, she’d
been thinking of him as homeless, deprived. But Elisha was leading
her into a property of at least several acres. The lane passed through a
wooded area of tall deciduous trees, a good number of which seemed to
be mysteriously broken and fallen. Here too were outcroppings of shale
and massive boulders looking like contorted life-forms. They passed
over a transparent rippling stream on a crude plank bridge, and entered
a clearing. Here was a cabin made of the same crude, unpainted planks,
with a steep tarpaper roof and a tilted tin stovepipe. Scattered about the
clearing were several sheds, and what looked like an outdoor lavatory.
In a corner of the clearing was a six-foot pyramid of glittering bottles.
By this time Carole’s heart was pounding with apprehension. Why, she
was frightened of meeting Hayden! She had been frightened of him as a
girl and her last, unnerving memory of him was the occasion when he’d
knocked their father down in the upstairs hall of their house, breaking
the older man’s left wrist and precipitating a minor cardiac episode from
which Mr. Buttrick would never fully recover. She had hidden from her
raging brother in the dining room, as he’d lurched down the stairs. A/
you to the hell! reverberated still in her memory.

But they were adults now. Now, they were equals.

Carole braked her car behind Elisha’s pickup. Frantic relief washed
over her, she saw no other vehicle in the clearing.

In the opened doorway of the cabin, no one had appeared to stare
angrily at her.

Dazed and shaken from the drive, Carole climbed out of her car
slowly. She saw how, only a few yards away, Elisha wasn’t glancing back
at her as if, in this isolated setting, he’d become shy of her. She heard
him mutter almost inaudibly what sounded like He’s away right now.
Again without glancing at her he indicated with an embarrassed motion
of his head that she should follow him into the cabin. Close beside the
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door a shovel rested against the wall, and on the ground, looking like a
dissected body, was a partly dismantled and rusted chain saw.

Inside the cabin, Carole’s nostrils pinched against commingled
odors: dirt, kerosene, coffee grounds, grease and decaying garbage and
human sweat, unlaundered clothes and something cloying-sweet like
syrup. On a makeshift counter beside a hand-pump sink was a plas-
tic bottle of maple syrup and a box of Wheat-Chex. On shelves were
canned goods, boxes of sugar, flour, macaroni. She was thinking of how,
as a boy, Hayden had soaked pancakes with maple syrup until they be-
came sodden, liquefied. He’d had a compulsion to devour sweet things
until, unexpectedly, he became nauseated by them, as by many foods.

“So this is where Hayden lives! So many times I've imagined . . .”

In fact, Carole had not been able to imagine where her brother might
be living. She had never envisioned him in any specific place, even in any
specific time.

Her voice sounded awkward, insincere. There was Elisha with both
hands thrust into his pockets, wheezing as if he’d been running. How
ill at ease he’d become, acutely self-conscious in her presence. In the
meager light from the cabin’s few windows not only the left lens of his
clunky glasses but the right also looked opaque, blind. The wisp of a
beard, that was both comical and touching, an old-man beard attached
to a wizened-boy face, quivered with his breath. She thought He’s afrazd
of me. That I might touch him. She saw that the cabin was a single square
room of about the size of her living room in the Farmington house, with
a curtained-off area that contained a cot or cots and clothes on hangers,
on a clothesline. On the plank ceiling, that was uncomfortably low, were
cloud-smudges of wood smoke and grease. In each wall there was a single
square window that opened outward with a crank. On the floorboards
were filthy carpet remnants. There appeared to be no electricity, only just
kerosene lamps. There was a woodstove, there were cardboard boxes
stacked with kindling and scrap lumber. There were sagging chairs, a
Formica-topped kitchen table that looked as if it had been scavenged
from a dump, stacks and shelves of books, magazines, newspapers. In her
nerved-up state Carole examined the books that were both hardcover

and paperback and appeared to be secondhand. On several were yellow
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stickers HARVARD CO-OP USED. A Short History of the Environmental
Sciences. Worlds in Collision. Upanishad. A Sufi Way of Life. Autopsy of
a Revolution. Gulliver’s Travels. The Secret Agent. Revolt of the Masses.
Crime and Punishment. Notes from Underground. The End of Nature.
The Closing Circle. Travelers Among Us: Extra-Terrestrial Life Since
Hiroshima. Walden. Civil Disobedience. American Sociology: A History.
The Shame of the Cities. Anarchist Manifesto. The War of the Worlds.
The Island of Dr. Moreau. Civilization and Its Discontents. Psychiatry,
Neurology, Politics and the Law. And there were stacks of paintings of
the kind Hayden had executed as a boy, on sheets of white construction
paper now stiffly dried and warped. “These paintings! I would recognize
Hayden’s work anywhere.” She thought she might put Elisha more at
his ease, telling him how gifted and promising an artist her brother had
been, as a child. How well he’d done at school, much of the time. Until
his “illness” interfered. Yet even in his difficult moods he’d been able to
create his illustrated fantasy-sagas. “Hayden had a genuine vision. We
were all so amazed by him. I mean our family, and our relatives. And
Hayden’s teachers. There was this extraordinary continuous saga he was
painting, what was the title—The Galaxy Beyond. 1 kept one of the paint-
ings for years, it was my most cherished memory of . . .”

But Elisha was distracted and fidgety, not listening. Since entering
the cabin he’d seemed even more ill at ease with Carole than he’d been
at the motel. She wondered how Hayden could bear to be around him.
As Carole advanced into the interior of the cluttered cabin, making her
way around items on the floor (snowshoes, boots, dirt-stiffened socks, a
battery-operated radio, parts of a dismantled rifle or shotgun), peering
at the titles of Hayden’s books, Elisha had been edging his way in front
of her as if to block her off. (From what? The makeshift sink, the ancient
woodstove? The curtained-off corner of the room where clothes hung
on hangers, on a tautly tied clotheline?) Always he managed to remain
in front of her, round-shouldered, impassive. In a gesture of clumsy
courtesy he’d removed his grimy cap. His head was something of a
shock to Carole: near-bald, bumpy as if the scalp were diseased, with a
scaly rash, prominent veins and wisps of gunmetal-gray hair growing in
patches like lichen. Her sense of him as a prematurely aged man, youth
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long faded, partly blind and emotionally stunted, roused her to a wave of
sudden pity. She wondered if, like Hayden, Elisha had had a promising
childhood: had been called a “prodigy.”

She was saying, as if to mollify him, quell some of his nervousness,
“Elisha, if you’re worried that Hayden will be angry at you for bringing
me here, I can tell him that it was my idea. I'll tell him immediately. I
can tell him that I followed you in my car without your permission.”
She smiled, she was jubilant suddenly, reckless. “Or—are you Hayden?
Please tell me! I'm your sister but also—"

Elisha’s guarded expression had become a look of alarm and horror.
She saw him glance behind her even as she heard a quick stealthy footfall
and, turning, felt a blow strike the right side of her head at her temple
with enough force to bring her to her knees, and open the floor beneath
into an abyss into which she fell, and was weightless in falling.

Meaning to say your sister but also your friend but the words were

never uttered.

—_—

AT 7:10 A.M. the next morning a woman would be found naked, uncon-
scious, sticky with blood from a severe head wound, in a marshy ditch
at the intersection of Mink Farm Road and the state highway. Ants and
other insects were crawling over her, attracted by both the blood and a
sweet syrupy liquid that had been dribbled onto her. The woman was
alive and breathing, faintly. The young farmer who’d discovered her
believed she had to be dead and called 911 to report a “dead body.” She
was brought by ambulance to Kingfield General Hospital forty miles
away where she was eventually identified as Carole Buttrick, Caucasian
female, forty-one, resident of Farmington, Connecticut. In addition to her
physical injuries she would suffer from amnesia, short-term memory loss,
and anxiety.

Questioned by Kennebago police officers, Carole Buttrick could not
recall what had happened to her. She could not recall even the initial
event in an evident sequence of events (making a decision to drive to
Maine several days before) that would end with her in critical condition
in a hospital hundreds of miles from Farmington, straining to recall why,
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what, who might have done such a thing to her. Her car, abandoned in
underbrush above the Kennebago River, provided no clues. Vaguely she
spoke of having been driving on a country highway, a sudden blade of
sun reflected on the hood of her car had blinded her—*“Beyond that,
nothing.”

Speaking slowly, with effort. Enunciating each syllable of her words
with painstaking care.

Months were required for her to heal, in a rehabilitation clinic in
Hartford. And then, she would never walk with her old energy and as-
surance. She would never play tennis again. She would never approach
a horse again. She would never stand casually in a doorway, her back
unguarded. Asked about her medical condition she would say she’d
had an accident, in Maine. Asked about her family she would say, with
a polite smile, “But I have no family. I live alone.”



IN HOT MAY

“‘ )‘ JHY’S THIS DOOR LOCKED? Mom! Let me in.”

It was a hot afternoon in May when the sun-blinding wind
swirled with those damned maple seeds that stick in your hair, eyelashes,
mouth. Kileen Zaller returned home from school to discover the door
to the house locked. She turned the knob, calling “Mom? It’s Kileen,
let me z7.” She was big-boned impulsive girl who became excited when
frightened or confused and she was pounding now at the door with the
flat of her hand.

She was stricken with embarrassment, too: if anyone in the school
bus was watching!

Kileen was thirteen, physically mature but of that age when being
laughed at is the worst thing you can imagine.

But the lumbering old school bus the color of a rotted pumpkin
had moved off along the Post Road. And Kileen had to concede: why’'d
anyone want to watch ber?

She’d been so happy at school that day. Everyone was complaining

of the sudden heat wave, in only mid-May. Teachers threw open win-
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dows. Everyone swatted at maple seeds blown inside the classrooms and
those tiny quick-darting blackflies that hatch in the spring, suddenly ev-
erywhere. But Kileen had not complained. Kileen had scarcely noticed.
Perspiration beaded her fair, flushed skin like miniature jewels, and in
the girls’ lavatory mirror she smiled at her almost-pretty face, breathing
ONE two three ONE two three.

After school was Kileen’s happiest time—at her music lesson and at
band practice.

But now.

She’d never been locked out of the house before. She stood baffled
on the concrete stoop not knowing what to do. Later she would recall
not having been frightened, yet. It was more the surprise of being locked
out. Turning a familiar doorknob that turns suddenly unfamiliar. She
was trying to think if Erma, her mother, had reason to be angry with
her. If that was why. She’d been a mommy’s girl for many years, but
not recently. Since about her twelfth birthday, it seemed that anything
she said, did, left undone, Erma found fault with. And she, Kileen,
had to concede she’d acquired bad habits: rolling her eyes, sighing
loudly, turning her fleshy lips inside out in a look calculated to infuriate
her mother.

Now Erma was punishing her, maybe. That the door might be
locked for some other reason would not have occurred to her.

Yet there was another not-exactly-right thing which Kileen had noted
from the school bus: both her mother’s car and her father’s pickup were
in the mud-puddled driveway. This meant that Rick Zaller was home at
a time when he should have been working, but it also meant that he was
back from wherever-he’d-been, someplace Kileen had not been allowed
to know. These past few weeks Zaller had been living somewhere in the
city, in what Kileen’s mother called a new arrangement.

New arrangement! Erma spoke with such a bemused, bitter twist of
her mouth, Kileen knew better than to ask for details.

Rick Zaller was a foreman at Strykersville Pipe, where Kileen’s older
half-brother Lloyd also worked. Zaller drove a mud-splattered Chevy
pickup and allowed Erma to drive the newer model Pontiac most of the

time. He was a generous man, though unpredictable, especially when
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he drank. Since Christmas, he’d been away from the house so frequently
that Kileen had steeled her heart against him. One of her friends had
asked if Kileen’s parents were separated, pronouncing separated as if it
was the name of a repugnant disease, and Kileen had shot back hotly,
“Ask them.”

She’d dropped her heavy backpack onto the stoop. Pounding on the
door so hard her hand stung, she was still thinking that it must be locked
against her. “Mom? Daddy? It’s me, Kileen. . ..”

As if she’d have to identify herself to her parents!

She shaded her eyes and peered through the door pane into the
kitchen. No one was in sight. She could see the glass coffee pot that
percolated and bubbled for much of the day on the stove, and the
avocado-olive refrigerator festooned with comical animal magnets and
faded Polaroids; and there was the sink in which breakfast dishes were
soaking; and there, slightly out of place, sat the sticky Formica-topped
table with its curved tubular legs. One of the matching chairs, the one
with the ripped seat, lay overturned on the floor beside it.

Kileen thought Oh. This was wrong. This was alarming. A chair over-
turned. And newspaper pages scattered on the linoleum floor.

He has come back to hurt ber.

They are both dead.

She’d avoided hearing them. There was a kind of angry pride in not
hearing them. She would press her hands over her ears, she would run
outside in the snow; she would tramp along the road, a hot-skinned
thirteen-year-old. “Hate them! Don’t love them. Why should I love
them, they don’t give a damn about me.” No matter what words Kileen
uttered, the wind blew them away.

The house had two doors, but the front one was permanently locked,
never used. Kileen winced with embarrassment seeing this door that
seemed to float in midair about two feet above ground level with no
stoop or steps beneath. On the Post Road there were other eyesores: a
tin-colored trailer on cement blocks, a falling-down farmhouse in which
a family with seven children and numerous dogs lived. But Kileen was
convinced that the most ridiculous sight was the Zallers’ front-door-
without-steps squarely positioned in the center of its crumbly beige



124 JOYCE CAROL OATES

brick facade. To make matters worse, this door was painted a glossy
red. From the school bus it was so visible! Kileen hated, too, the grassy-
weedy front yard where a septic tank had been inlaid years ago and you
could still see the ugly scar-trenches.

Wind was whipping Kileen’s hair. Damn maple seeds flew into
her face. She’d begun whistling, loudly. When she was nervous, she
whistled. Her mother disliked this new, annoying habit of Kileen’s.
She’d picked it up from school—in fact, from Mr. Kowalcyzk, the mu-
sic teacher. Kileen was thinking the logical thing was to run next door
to the neighbors so she could telephone her own house—but did you
really want (Kileen could hear her mother’s angry voice) the neighbors
to know your business? And if the phone wasn’t answered, what then?
Kileen’s mind went blank.

Or maybe the logical thing was to break a windowpane in the door
and try to unlock it (it was closed with a simple bolt), or break a window
in the basement and crawl inside. “Oh, man. No.” She didn’t want to
think where such desperation might lead her.

Or what she might find inside the house.

It was almost four-thirty. She’d stayed after school for band practice
and taken the late bus home. Until eighth grade this year, Kileen Zaller
had never been one to participate in any “activities” at Strykersville
Middle School. She believed herself clumsy, friendless. The second-
tallest girl in eighth grade, she was chunky, with hips, thighs, and more
recently breasts, which the boys called titties, and which had to be
hidden inside baggy T-shirts, flannel shirts, khaki shirts. She had her
father’s rat-colored hair and big-boned frame, and her mother’s pale-
freckly face with fierce eyes. Since grade school Kileen had been one of
those shy/sullen children bused into Strykersville public schools from
outlying rural districts. Her grades were a little better than average,
but rarely had she shown enthusiasm for any subject except, since last
September, music.

Weird. Kileen had signed up for band. Weirder yet: for tuba.

Tuba! But all the other instruments were taken; she’d had no
choice.

Erma, who played pop music, soft rock, and country-western all day
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long on the radio, and had a “nice” husky-breathy voice (as a girl she’d
sung in church choir, later sporadically in cocktail lounges and taverns)
was incensed: “What kind of musical instrument is a tuba, for Christ’s
sake? I mean for a girl your age. A boy, maybe. A fat boy. But you, it’s
an insult. This ‘marching band’? You’re going to actually march, like in
public? It’s got to be a joke. A joke against our family. They gave you the
tuba as a booby prize. I am your mother and I resent it.”

Kileen laughed; Erma flared up in such extravagant ways. Like TV.
There’d be genuine emotion in her protests, at least initially. Then she’d
go off into exaggeration like a burst of wild music. Her hands fluttered
and flailed. Flying off the handle, Kileen’s father described it. Kileen
knew not to take more than half of what Erma said seriously.

Kileen’s secret was that she’d have signed up for any instrument at
school, however ridiculous. For there was Mr. Kowalcyzk, who directed
the school band. And actually, the more you practiced the tuba the less
ridiculous it became. Clumsy and ugly, and the notes low and growly
like a throat needing to be cleared, and the spit accumulating in the
mouthpiece that had to be shaken out—but all the horn players, even
the pretty-pretty gitls playing flute, had to contend with spit. Kileen
had strong arms and strong lungs. She was no pretty-pretty girl to be
intimidated.

And Mr. Kowalcyzk—at first he’d seemed amused by her struggle
with the tuba, but now he was impressed with her, she could see. Mr.
Kowalcyzk was older than her father but much better natured. He had a
quick smile and heavy jowls and jaws, squinty eyes, wriggly eyebrows, and
a way of rubbing his hands zestfully together no matter how badly the
band was playing. In eight years of school, Mr. Kowalcyzk was the first
teacher who’d ever teased Kileen; he called her Freckle Frown-Face.

Kileen had lapsed into one of her open-eyed cow dreams thinking
of these things. She’d forgotten the door locked so strangely against her.
She’d forgotten her surroundings. For there was something wonderful
in the world to which she alone had access. It was her secret she’d have
died to reveal. In a bubble on a turbulent stream Mr. Kowalcyzk rode
swiftly to her as he often did, smiling and winking. Freckle Frown-Face!
You'll be all right. 1 promise.
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Suddenly the door opened. Kileen’s mother staggered out and
clutched at Kileen’s arm. Her eyes were wild and dilated and her
streaked blond hair was matted with something liquid and dark. She was
disheveled as if she’d dressed hurriedly.

“Kileen! Here’s the keys. . ..”

Erma thrust car keys into Kileen’s hand. What!

“You’re driving. You drive. Move.”

Kileen stammered, asking what was wrong, but Erma was pushing
at her, leaning on her so heavily that they nearly fell down the steps to-
gether. It was all happening so quickly and in such confusion. Kileen’s
bubble-dream of Mr. Kowalcyzk had ended so abruptly it was like
waking dazed and terrified in some unknown place where people were
shouting Wake up! Wake up!

“Mom? What happened? Are you hurt? Did Daddy—hurt you?”
Kileen saw how stiffly her mother was walking as if neither of her knees
would bend. Erma whimpered with pain and impatience. She wiped
away a trickle of blood at her nose with the flat of her hand.

Kileen protested, “I don’t know how to drive, I'll crash the car.”

Erma said sharply, “You can drive. Get 7.”

The door to the kitchen had swung open in the wind, but no one
was visible in the doorway. Kileen had a dread of her father appearing
in pursuit, knocking her out of the way to get to Erma.

IT WAS LIKE SWIMMING: somehow you did it. You’d never been
taught, exactly. Kileen would recall with pride how she’d managed to
get the Pontiac started. Gun the gas, lurch forward. Erma was giving in-
structions: “Press down. Gas pedal. Baby, come o7.” Kileen felt a thrill
of terror; she’d crash the car before they even left the driveway, hit the
side of the house or her father’s pickup which, she saw now, was parked
at a strange drunken angle in the driveway, the door on the driver’s side
swung open.

He’d been in a hurry parking the pickup, in a rush to get inside
the house.

Kileen gripped the steering wheel tight and pressed her right foot on
the gas pedal, sitting very straight and staring out the windshield. It was
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a revelation to her, who had so many times ridden in the passenger’s seat
of this and other vehicles, that when you are driving the view from the
windshield is so vivzd. When you’re a passenger, nothing is very impot-
tant to observe; but when you are the driver, everything is important.

Erma was murmuring, “Baby, drive. We need to get out of here.”
She was both hunched down in her seat and looking out the rear win-
dow of the car, anxiously. Kileen saw to her horror that Erma was naked
inside her carelessly buttoned flannel shirt. No bra. A large milky-white
breast with a wrinkled brown nipple all but peeped out. Kileen wanted
to reach over and close her mother’s shirt. She had a thirteen-year-old’s
horror of seeing her mother part-naked. And Erma’s nose kept bleeding
in a thin trickle, dripping onto her black polyester slacks.

“Baby, I said drive! Don’t look at me.”

How strange to be called baby by Erma. Kileen wasn’t sure how she
felt about it. She hadn’t been called baby by her mother in years. In the
midst of this confusion and excitement it was consoling.

The Pontiac moved in slow bucking movements along the driveway
toward the Post Road. This driveway, in theory gravel, was in fact mostly
mud and glistening puddles of varying depths. Kileen was driving partly
on the grass beside the driveway, to avoid the worst mudholes. In the
rearview mirror she saw that no one was following them. If her father
emerged from the doorway, came running after them—if he shouted for
her to stop. . ..

When Kileen’s parents had one of their disagreements, you might
say quarrels, fights, it was always Zaller who left, slamming out of the
house and tearing out of the driveway in his pickup with such fury that
the spinning tires made deep ruts in the ground. Usually Erma was left
behind sobbing and cursing.

“Mom? Are we going into town? To the—hospital?”

For a moment Kileen’s mind was so blank that she couldn’t think
which direction to turn the wheel.

“Hospital? No. Clarice.”

Erma’s voice was so choked that Kileen wasn’t sure what she’d
heard. Clarice? Clarice was a friend of Erma’s, also a cousin. She lived

about two miles away, farther out in the country.



128 JOYCE CAROL OATES

“But Mom, maybe we should go to the hospital? If—"

“God damn 7zo. No hospital. I said Clarice.” Erma half sobbed, slap-
ping at Kileen in a sudden temper.

Blindly Kileen turned the steering wheel to the right. She was afraid
to turn onto the Post Road so soon. Instead she drove the Pontiac in
the weedy field beside the road, as a child might do, blinking back tears.
Erma scolded, “What in hell?” Then she broke down laughing. In this
peculiar fashion, the Pontiac bumping and bucking through the field,
they drove for about a quarter mile, until Kileen had no choice but to
turn onto the country highway. Slowly and with a kind of dignity they
drove past the Hogans’ house, an eyesore worse than the Zallers’, with
a tarpaper roof and plastic strips still flapping over the window from
winter, and there was Mrs. Hogan about twenty feet away in the yard
hanging laundry, shading her eyes to stare at Kileen and Erma bump-
ing past. Erma had not fully recovered from her fit of laughing. Unless
it was a fit of sobbing. She rolled down her window to yell out “Get
an eyeful, you! Nosey bitch.” It was like Erma Zaller to flare up with
little provocation. There was a history of neighbor-feuding between the
Zallers and the Hogans. Mrs. Hogan, a fattish woman in her fifties with
white frizzled hair, was so startled she dropped a towel into the grass.
Erma was muttering, “Some people! Nothing better to do. I mind my
damn business.”

Kileen looked over at her mother. Erma was leaking blood from
both nostrils. She’d been holding a blood-soaked tissue wadded in her
hand; she’d let it fall onto her lap. There was a splattering of blood on
her slacks and shoes. Her hair she’d had highlighted with shimmering
blond streaks looked like a cheap glamour wig askew on her head, and
her shirt was gaping open worse than before. Mrs. Hogan had probably
been gaping at that big white tit and would tell all the neighborhood
what a sight she’d seen.

“Maybe we should go to the hospital, Mom? If—" Kileen began
again.

Erma slapped at her, furious. No, no! They were going to Clarice’s,
goddamn it.

Kileen bit her lower lip, wishing she could drive through fields all
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the way to Clarice Moix’s house, not risking any road. When you’re a
little kid you go everywhere on foot or on a bicycle, tramping the fields,
the woods, along the railroad embankment. Once you learned to drive
you took a car everywhere. This was both a freedom and a limitation.
Kileen was laughing suddenly. Her mom was crazy, she guessed. Mr.
Kowalcyzk would whistle one of his quick-rising comical tunes in that
way he had, wriggling his eyebrows. So funny! Kileen’s first experience
driving a car and it wasn’t a lesson but the real thing. She wished she
had friends to tell of it. Maybe she would tell it to Mr. Kowalcyzk, who
would be impressed. Her fiercest concentration was focused on this act
of driving the big powerful machine which seemed to her as profound
and privileged an act as her fumbling attempts at the tuba under Mr.
Kowalcyzk’s tutelage.

Erma was saying she didn’t need any damn doctors fussing, didn’t
want any damn cops nosing into her and her family’s business. She
would just get through the rest of the day. Clarice would protect her.

“What about Dad? He might come after us.”

Erma laughed, shaking her head. For the first time Kileen wondered
if something might have happened to her father too.

It was time to turn onto the Post Road; Kileen had run out of field.
She waited until a farmer’s pickup passed. So many times she’d bicycled
on this road; now she would be driving a car. The road was two lanes,
blacktop. Dry-mouthed, Kileen half shut her eyes, pressing down hard
on the gas pedal, thinking I#’s all right. It will be all right. A deep breath
and ONE two three.

“A GOOD-LOOKING MAN can never be trusted. Go for the homely
ones, K’'leen. Heed my words!”

Erma made such pronouncements. You had to laugh; she meant
to be funny-serious. Erma had a radio voice that derived from her
experience as a “professional singer.” (In fact, Zaller confided with a
wink, Erma had been mostly a cocktail waitress—“But damned good-
looking.”) Kileen seemed to know that her father had been married
before he’d married her mother in some long-ago time before she was
born. For there was her brother Lloyd, nine years older than Kileen. She
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adored Lloyd, though he had not ever paid much attention to her. Now
he was twenty-two, lived in Strykersville, and rarely visited home. And
when he did visit, Kileen’s father had a way of querying and bullying
him that made for strained mealtimes.

Lloyd did not wish to speak of his actual mother; in fact no one
wished to speak of the first Mrs. Zaller. It was from Katie Hogan next
door that Kileen learned this woman had died of some quick-acting
female-type cancer when Lloyd was six, which was a long time before
Kileen was born. She had no reason to think of it. Ever!

Rick Zaller was not a man you could know. He could know you, you
were his daughter, but you could not know him, really. He was shorter
than Lloyd but heavier in the chest, a wiry-limbed man with bristling
dark hair and a quick harsh laugh and a way of crinkling his face so you
knew he would say something to abrade your skin like sandpaper. Erma
complained that her husband was so good-looking every female in his
life had spoiled him rotten, and now she was left with the sorry results.

“A guy everybody forgives, how the hell’s he going to learn to
repent?”

But you learned not to side with Erma, either, because Erma had
a softness for Rick Zaller even when she was furious with him—even
when he shoved her against a wall, squeezed and shook her arm, leaving
bruises; even when he called her ugly names. (Kileen shut her ears in a
way she had, like shutting her eyes: hearing yet not hearing so a minute
later she’d have forgotten.) Zaller laughed when Erma threatened to
kill him, clumsily flailing at him with scissors or a kitchen knife. One
memorable time Zaller grabbed the knife only partly by the handle, so
he’d cut his hand on the blade, dripping blood even as he was laughing
to show how he didn’t feel any pain. Erma had to know it wasn’t so easy
to kill a man like him.

Kileen pecked from behind a chair. Whatever they did, her parents,
it was between them and had nothing to do with her. The excitement
between them, the way they spoke to each other and leaned close to
each other and touched, pummeled, slapped, punched, was hot like fire
that had nothing to do with her.

Eventually, Erma would give in. Erma would laugh, wipe away her
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tears, forgive Zaller. If he’d slammed out of the house, by the time he
called next day, or two days later, she’d be ready to forgive. So if Kileen
had been made to think her father was the enemy, now she’d have to
change her mind and think he was a sweetie-pie after all, and it made
her tired.

You could trust neither one of them, Kileen thought, once the door
to their bedroom was shut with them inside and you outside.

Maybe she was adopted. That would explain it!

Except she looked like Erma, everybody said. Worse yet she had
Rick Zaller’s stocky body. Oh, it was a trap. She hated them.

She thought about running away. Except there was school, and the
tuba. Her arms ached pleasurably, holding the ugly ungainly thing. Her
ears echoed with those wheezy tuba notes. And there was Mr. Kowal-
cyzk whistling so you’d never know if he felt good about himself or if
his heart was broken. Sharp-eyed Mr. Kowalcyzk had noted her look
of guarded hurt and frustration, her big-girl look: I-£now-I'm-ugly. She
needed cheering up, teasing, someone to smile at her, encouragement.

Freckle Frown-Face, not bad! Deep breath and try, try again.

DRIVING ON THE POST ROAD in a sweaty haze of concentration,
gripping the steering wheel so tight her knucklebones glared up waxy-
white: from somewhere she’d memorized how this is done. She was a
smart, shrewd gitl, leaning forward, scarcely drawing a deep breath, her
breasts in a baggy steel-colored T-shirt nudging the wheel.

It was startling, Erma’s sudden voice.

“You love your mother, don’t you, baby?”

“Oh, Mom. Sure.”

“Your crazy mother.”

What was she suppose to say: Mom, you’re not crazy? She frowned
at the road ahead. Vehicles overtook her in the left lane. She had an
instinct to slow, to let them pass as quickly as possible. She drove with
excessive caution. The red speedometer needle quavered between eigh-
teen and thirty-two or -three miles per hour.

“You know I do, Mom.”

“You do, do you? Really?”
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“Oh, Mom.”

“Not bullshitting your crazy old mother, are you, baby?”

“Mom ...”

Kileen was hurt Erma would say such a word. Out of nowhere such
a hurtful word seemed to spring in Erma’s presence.

“You don’t think I’'m a bad mother.”

Was this a question or a statement? Either way, it had a wrong
sound. Kileen didn’t like it. She guessed she was a bad girl. Plenty of
times she’d been told so; and the fact was she could be a bully on the
bus, sullen and pushy so no one dared cross her except older, bigger
boys. But it was a new thought to her, any mother as a bad mother.
Never once had she though of Erma as a bad mother.

She guessed she loved Erma, actually. When Erma called her baby
all the opposition in her heart melted—and when she’d seen Erma walk-
ing so stiff and hurting back at the house, seen Erma’s bleeding face.

“Hey, I love you so much, Mom. I love love love you, Mom. I do!”

In her excitement Kileen banged on the steering wheel with both
hands. Her words all came out in a hot rush, like tears.

“Now that zs bullshitting, baby. But I love it.”

Erma leaned over to kiss Kileen wetly on the cheek. This was such
strange behavior between them. Kileen kept her eyes fixed straight ahead.
Erma must have been drinking, or taking her diet pills that juiced her up
like a cat. Unselfconscious as a slovenly little boy, Erma laughed, wiping
her face on the front of her shirt. There was a flash of breasts three times
the size of Kileen’s, drooping toward Erma’s fleshy waist. A smell lifted
from her hot skin that reminded Kileen of her father’s smell.

Sex smell. Must've been. The other day on the school bus older boys
had been laughing about sex smells, stinks. Kileen had pretended to
ignore these jerks, of course.

“Baby, here’s your turn.”

“Okay, Mom. I know.”

“Brake slow. Turn slow.”

At County Line Road, Clarice’s road, Kileen braked carefully to a
stop before turning in a too-wide arc, very slowly. Luckily there was no

one behind her.
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“Good, baby,” Erma said. “Real good.” Kileen gunned the motor
and the car leapt ahead like an antic beast. “Whoa, whoa horsy!” Erma
laughed.

Now that they were nearing Clarice’s house, Kileen felt some relief.
There was never much traffic on County Line and if something hap-
pened they could walk the rest of the way. Still, her fingers gripped the
steering wheel like claws.

Erma was saying in a sudden vehement voice, “I'm not going any-
where. Clarice can hide me. Fuckers try to take me! I'd rather die. I
don’t give a shit. Don’t you frown your face at me, baby! I see that snotty
look.”

Kileen didn’t hear this, or wasn’t sure what she’d heard. She saw the
Moixs’ green-painted wood-frame ranch house up ahead at the end of a
cinder drive. The front and side yards were scrubby pastures—Clarice
kept two droop-backed horses and a foul-smelling, friendly goat. There
were no near neighbors. Clarice’s former husband lived in Port Oriskany
and came out weekends to tend to the animals. Clarice had been di-
vorced forever but was on friendly terms with her former husband, who
was much older than Kileen’s father, old enough to be Clarice’s father.
Erma and Clarice had been friends since childhood—grew up together,
they said. Girls together, they said. When she’d been little, Kileen had
loved to be taken to Clarice’s place to play with the animals. For years,
Clarice was Auntie Clarice, but Kileen refused to call her that once she’d
learned that her mother’s cousin was no actual aunt of hers.

Erma was saying, “You better not testify against me. Your own
mother. I wonder if I can trust you. You little shit.”

Kileen’s eyes smarting. Oh, she was hearing none of this! Her heart
pounded so it hurt. Her thighs inside the baggy jeans, her buttocks, were
damp with nervous sweat. Rivulets of sweat trickled from her armpits
where spiky little hairs sprouted. She’d managed to turn the Pontiac
into Clarice’s driveway, in such a clumsy wide arc the front left wheel
nearly slid off into a ditch. Luckily Erma hadn’t noticed. But Kileen
was all right now. The Pontiac was on course. Cinders crackled beneath
the wheels. This driveway too was mud-puddled and they were bump-
bump-bumping toward Clarice’s house. There was Clarice in the side
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yard, staring at her visitors. Clarice in a red tank top and khaki shorts,
dyed-black hair messy down her back. Clarice was a big busty woman
with hips. Her face looked permanently sunburned. She was digging in
the earth with a hoe, a cigarette slanted in the corner of her mouth.

“Stop the fucking car! Let me out.”

Erma was furious at Kileen. It made no sense. Kileen was already
braking the Pontiac to a jarring stop.

The hoe fell from Clarice’s hands. She stared in astonishment at
them, calling “Erma? What the hell? Kileen drove here? Oh, Jesus.”

HAD TO ESCAPE. Had to hide. Behind Clarice’s property, where there
was a steep embankment and a creek.

Clarice had called after her but Kileen ignored her.

Run, run! Wanting only to get away from the women, like a pan-
icked animal. Erma was all right now. Kileen’s responsibility was over.

The creek. She’d played there as a little girl. It was one of her secret
places when they visited Clarice; no adult would trouble to come down
the embankment dense with underbrush. It was the creek-without-a-
name that dried out in summer so you could walk across on stones, but
now after so much recent rain was fast-flowing and noisy, mud-colored.
Only in the shallow water at the pebbly shore could you see minnows,
tadpoles. Kileen squatted on a flat rock, staring.

If someone was calling her name back at Clarice’s house, she didn’t
hear.

She would hide at the creek. For how long she wasn’t thinking. Her
brain had shut down. She was exhausted. Driving the Pontiac just that
short distance had wiped her out—like practicing the tuba for a straight
hour. Her strange wild happiness had leaked from her like air from a
balloon. She had driven on the Post Road, like any adult—driven an
actual car. She understood it had been an emergency situation; that was
part of how she might tell it to others, if she told, if there was anyone to
tell. But maybe no one would believe her. No one had seen her except
Mrs. Hogan and Clarice. And now it was over.

She swiped at a cloud of gnats hovering near. Her sweaty face and
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arms attracted them. In the unexpected May heat, peepers had wakened
and were singing frantically.

Clarice would know what to do. It was up to Clarice now. Kileen
had no more responsibility. She was in eighth grade; she had school next
day. Damn, why should she think about it?

Her father would come to get them, maybe. This seemed logical.
He’d come home from work and see the Pontiac gone; he’d drive out
to Clarice’s. Around suppertime he’d arrive. He would know exactly
where Erma was. Erma had fled to Clarice’s before. Kileen could imag-
ine the mud-splattered pickup backing out of their driveway, turning
onto Post Road in this direction. Maybe they’d eat at Chicken King or
McDonald’s on the way home. The Zallers never ate out except on these
special occasions. These were funny-sweet times, hungry times. Fried
chicken, french fries, onion rings, coleslaw and macaroni drippy with
white mayonnaise, cherry pie with gelatin thick as glue. Kileen’s mouth
watered with hunger like pain. Her eyelids were shutting. Her father’s
pickup would be turning onto Clarice’s driveway. He would drive much
faster than Kileen, splashing through the shallow puddles.

“Kileen?”

She looked around, frightened. There was Auntie Clarice on the em-
bankment behind her. The sun had shifted in the sky. It was some other
time. The light was behind Clarice so Kileen couldn’t see her face.

“Kileen? Come up, honey. Come up to the house.”



HIGH LONESOME

THE ONLY PEOPLE I still love are the ones I've hurt. I wonder if
it’s the same with you?

Only people I'm lonely for. These nights I can’t sleep.

See, my heartbeat is fast. It’s the damn medication makes me sweat.
Run my fingers over my stub-forefinger—lost most of it in a chain saw
accident a long time ago.

Weird how the finger feels like it’s all there, in my head. Hurts, too.

Who I think of a lot, we’re the same age now, I mean I'm the age
Pop was when he died, is my mothet’s step-daddy who wasn’t my actual
grandfather. Pop had accidents, too. Farm accidents. Chain saw got
away from Pop, too. Would’ve sliced his foot off at the ankle, except
Pop was wearing work boots. Bad enough how Pop’s leg was sliced.
Dragged himself bleeding like a stuck pig to where somebody could
hear him yelling for help.

I wasn’t there. Not that day. Maybe I was in school. Never heard
Pop yelling from out behind the big barn.

Pop Olafsson was this fattish bald guy with a face like a wrinkled
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dish rag left in the sun to dry. Palest blue eyes and a kind of slow suspi-
cious snaggletooth smile like he was worried people might be laughing
at him. Pulling his leg. He’d say, You kids ain’t pullin’ my leg, are yah?
When we were young we’d stare at Pop’s leg, both Pop’s legs, ham-sized
in these old overalls he wore.

Wondering what the hell Pop Olafsson meant. In this weird singsong
voice like his nose is stopped up.

We never called him Grandpa, he wasn’t our Grandpa. Mom called
him Pop. He was a Pop kind of guy. Until the thing in the newspaper,
I don’t think I knew his first name which was Hendrick. He was a dairy
farmer, he smelled of barns. A dairy farm produces milk and manure.
What a barn is, is hay, flies, feed, milk (if it’s a dairy barn), and manure.
It’s a mix where you don’t get one ingredient without the rest. Hay flies
feed manure. You can smell it coming off a farmer at fifty yards. Why I
left that place, moved into town and never looked back.

Except for not sleeping at night, and my stub-finger bothering me, I
wouldn’t be looking back now.

Pop Olafsson spent his days in the dairy barn. He had between fif-
teen and twenty Guernseys that are the larger ones, their milk is yellow-
ish and rich and the smell of it, the smell of any milk, the smell of any
dairy product, doesn’t have to be rancid, turns my stomach. Pop loved
the cows, he’d sleep out in the barn when the cows were calving. Some-
times they needed help. Pop would cry when a calf was born dead.

Weird to see a man cry. You lose your respect.

Pop wore bib-overalls over a sweat-stained undershirt with long
grimy sleeves. Summers, he’d leave off the undershirt. He wasn’t a man
to spend time washing. He never smelled himself at fifty yards. There
was a joke in the family, a cloud of flies followed Pop Olafsson wherever
he went. Mom was ashamed of him, when she was in school. Why her
mother married the old man, old enough to be her grandfather not her
father, nobody knew. Mom said if her mother had waited, hadn’t been
desperate after her husband died of lung cancer young at thirty-nine,
they’d have done a whole lot better.

Mom made her own mistakes with men. That’s another story.

Pop didn’t care for firearms. Pop wasn’t into hunting like his neigh-
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bors. He had an old Springfield .22 rifle like everybody had and a
double-barrelled Remington 12-gauge shotgun with a cracked wooden
stock, heavy and ugly as a shovel. From one year to the next these guns
weren’t cleaned. When my cousin Drake came to live with us, Drake
cleaned the guns. Drake was five years older than me. He had a natural
love for guns. Pop was so clumsy with a gun, he’d be breathing through
his mouth hard and jerk the trigger so he’d never hit where the hell he
was aiming. Always think the damn thing’s gonna blow up in my hands,
Pop said.

Pop told us he’d seen a gun accident when he was a boy. He’d seen
a man blasted in the chest with a 12-gauge. These were duck hunters.
This was in Drummond County in the southern edge of the state. It’s a
sight you don’t forget, Pop said.

Still, Pop taught me to shoot the rifle when I was eleven. When 1
was a little older, how to shoot the shotgun. It’s something that has to
be learned, you live on a farm. You need to kill vermin—rats, voles,
woodchucks. Pop never actually killed any vermin that I witnessed but
we gave them a scare. We never went hunting. Once, I went with Drake
and some of his friends deer hunting. Drake was all the time telling me
get back! get down!

Must’ve fucked up. I remember crying. It hurt me, my cousin turn-
ing on me in front of his friends. I was thirteen, I looked up to Drake
like a big brother.

On the veranda, summer nights, Pop sat with his banjo. People
laughed at him saying Pop thinks he’s Johnny Cash, well Pop wasn’t
anywhere near trying to sound like Johnny Cash. I don’t know who
in hell Pop sounded like—nobody, maybe. His own weird self. He’s
picking at the banjo, he’s making this high old lonesome sound like a
ghost tramping the hills. It wasn’t singing, more like talking, the kind of
whiney rambling a man does who’s alone a lot, talks to animals in the
barn, and to himself. Pop had big-knuckled hands, splayed fingers and
cracked dirt-edged nails. Like he said he was accident-prone and his
fingers showed it. Pop kept a crock of hard cider at his feet all the hours
he’d sit out there on the porch so it didn’t matter how alone he was.

We never paid much attention to Pop. My grandma who’d been his
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wife died when I was little. That was Mom’s mother. Mom still missed
her. Pop was just Mom'’s stepfather she made no secret of the fact. It was
just that Pop owned the property, why we moved in there when my dad
left us. When Mom was drinking and got unhappy she’d tell Pop that.
Pop right away said, Oh I know. I know. I appreciate that, honey.

The songs Pop sang, I wish I'd listened to. They had women’s names
in them, sometimes. One of them was about a cuckoo-bird. One was
about a train wreck. These were songs Pop picked up from growing up
in Drummond County. He’d got the banjo in a pawnshop. He never
had any music lessons. Most of the songs, he didn’t know all the words
to so he’d hum in his high-pitched way rocking from side to side and a
dreamy light coming into his face. A banjo isn’t like a guitar, looks like
it’s made of a tin pie plate. A guy from school came by to pick me up
one night, there’s the old man out on the veranda with that damn plunky
banjo singing some weird whiny song like a sick tomcat so Rory makes
some crack about my grandpa and my face goes hot, Fuck you Pop ain’t
no grandpa of mine, he’s what you call 7z-law.

Didn’t hardly care if Pop heard me, I was feeling so pissed.

WHY’RE YOU SO ANGRY, Daryl girls would ask sort of shivery and
wide-eyed. Skin’s so hot it’s like fever. Like this is a way to worm into my
soul. You ain’t going to hurt me, Daryl, are you? Hell no it ain’t in Daryl
McCracken’s nature to hurt any girl.

No more than I would wish to hurt my mother. Nor anyone in my
family that’s my blood kin.

By age seventeen I'd shot up tall as my cousin Drake who’s six feet
three though I would never get so heavy-muscled as Drake you’d turn
your head to observe, seeing him pass by. And in his Beechum County
sheriff-deputy uniform that’s a kind of gray-olive, and dark glasses, and
hair shaved military style, and that way of carrying himself like anybody
in his way better get out of his way, Drake looks good.

I was never jealous of Drake. I was proud of my cousin who’s a Mc-
Cracken like me. Went away to the police academy at Port Oriskany
and graduated near the top of his class. Came back to Beechum County
that’s right next to Herkimer so he’d keep his friends and family. A long
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time Drake would visit us like every week or so, if Mom made supper
he’d stay if he hadn’t night shift patrolling the highways. Mom teased
Drake saying it’s God’s will Drake turned out a law enforcement officer
not one to break the law. Drake would laugh at any remark of Mom’s
but he’d be pissed at anybody else hinting his cop integrity isn’t authen-
tic. You wouldn’t want to roil Drake McCracken that way. In school,
saluting the American flag felt good to him. Reciting the Pledge of Al-
legiance. Wearing the Beechum County Sheriff’s Department uniform.
Keeping his weapon clean. It’s a .38-caliber Colt revolver weighing firm
and solid in the hand, dismantling the gun and oiling it is some kind of
sacred ritual to him Drake says know why? Your gun is your close friend
when you are in desperate need of a friend.

I have held that gun. Drake allowed me to hold that gun. It was the
first handgun I had ever seen close up. Rifles and shotguns everybody
has, not little guns you can conceal on your person.

Hey man, I'd like one of these!

Drake scowls at me like this ain’t a subject to joke about. You’d have
to have a permit, Daryl. Any kind of concealed weapon.

Do you have a permit?

Drake looks as me like old Pop Olafsson, not catching the joke.

Ain’t pulling my leg, Daryl, are yah?>—I'm a cop.

Yah yah asshole, I get it: you're a cop. (For sure, I don’t say this
aloud.)

Drake’s .38-caliber Colt pistol didn’t help him, though. Drake was
killed off-duty at age twenty-nine, in September 1972.

That long ago! Weird to think my big-brother cousin would be
young enough to be my son, now.

Sure I miss him. My wife says I am a hard man but there’s an ache
in me, that’s never been eased since Drake passed away.

We did not part on good terms. Nobody knew this.

There was always rumors in Beechum County and in Herkimer, who
killed Drake McCracken. It was believed he’d been ambushed by some-
one seeking revenge. Friends or relatives of someone he’d arrested and
helped send to prison. There were plenty of these. By age twenty-nine,
Drake had been a deputy for four years. He’d accumulated enemies.
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He’d testified as arresting officer in court. Some guys, the sight of a
uniform cop makes them sick. Makes them want to inflict injury. Drake
was beat to death with a hammer, it was determined. Skull cracked and
crushed and his badge and gun taken from him.

That was the cruel thing. That was hurtful to his survivors. Knowing
how Drake wouldn’t have wished that. Even in death, to know his badge
he was so proud of, his gun he took such care of, were taken from him.

They questioned a whole lot of individuals including some at the
time incarcerated. No one was ever arrested for my cousin’s murder.
No weapon was ever found. Nor Drake’s badge or gun. The Beechum
County sheriff took it pretty hard, one of his own deputies killed. You’d
think from TV the sheriff had known Drake McCracken personally but
that wasn’t really so. It was a hard time then. Drake’s photo in the papers
in his dress uniform. Looking good. At the funeral everybody was broke
up. Guys he’d gone to school with. Girls he’d gone out with. Relatives
who’d known him from when he was born. Mom was the most broke up
as anybody, cried and cried so I had to hold her and later we got drunk
together, Mom and me.

Saying, It’s good Pop isn’t here for this. It would kill him.

BACK IN JULY, this happens.

On Route 33 north of Herkimer, about six miles from Pop Olafsson’s
farm, over the county line in Beechum, there’s come to be what locals
call the Strip—gas stations and fast-food restaurants and discount
stores, adult books & videos, Topless Go-Go and Roscoe’s Happy Hour
Lounge, E-Z Inn Motor Court, etcetera. A few years ago this stretch was
farmland and open fields all the fifteen miles to Sparta. Weird how the
look of the countryside has changed. There’s biker gangs hanging out
on the highway, drug dealers, hookers cruising the parking lots, getting
cigarettes at the 7-Eleven, using the toilets at McDonald’s, standing out
on the highway like they’re hitch-hiking. Just up the road from King
Discount Furniture and Rug Remnant City, that acre-size parking lot be-
tween the Sunoco station and the old Sears, you see females in like bikini
tops, miniskirts to the crotch, “hot pants,” high-heeled boots to the knee.
It’s like a freak show, Route 33. High school kids are cruising the scene,
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racing one another and causing trouble. Mostly this is weekends after
dark but sometimes during actual daylight so locals are complaining like
hell. Unless a hooker is actually caught soliciting a john, cops can’t arrest
them. Cops patrol the Strip and make the hookers move on but next
night they’re back. A few hours later they’re back. Got to be junkies,
strung out on heroin and what all else. Got to be diseased. Why a man
would wish to have sex with a pig! My cousin Drake who’s on night shift
highway patrol says it’s like running off any kind of vermin, they come
right back. Kill them, next day it’s new vermin taking their place.

None of the sheriff deputies care for this assignment. The Strip is
the pus wound of Beechum County. Sparta’s the only city, population
15,000. Herkimer ain’t hardly any city but it’s got more people. Rookies
are sent out on the Strip. Older cops, still assigned to highway patrol,
you know they fucked up somewhere. There’s this undercover team,
Drake gets assigned to. He’s just backup, in an unmarked van. Five
male cops, three females. Sometimes the male cops pretend to be johns,
picking up hookers and busting them. Sometimes it’s the females are
hooker decoys. The female deputies are close in age, looks, behavior
to the actual hookers. Sometimes a hooker has darkish skin like she’s
mixed race but usually they’re white females like anybody else. Slutty
girls you went to school with, dropped out pregnant and got married
and divorced and turned up in Sparta, Chautauqua Falls, Port Oriskany
living with some guy or guys, and have another kid maybe mixed-race
this time, and turn up back home, and get kicked out from home, and
move in somewhere else, and pick up a drug habit, hang out at the E-Z
Inn or the Go-Go, Roscoe’s, hang out on the Strip, get busted, serve
thirty days in Beechum Women’s Detention, get out and get back on the
Strip, got to be pathetic but you can’t feel sorry for them, pigs as they
are. The female deputies hate undercover. No dignity in undercover.
You wear slut clothes, not your uniform. You wear a wire, not your
badge. No weapon, if a john is some sicko wants to hurt you, you got to
rely on backup.

Or maybe, undercover is kind of fun. Like Halloween.

Sable Drago, a Beechum County second-year deputy (turns out she
is an older cousin of Bobbie Lee Drago, the girl I will marry in 1975)
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is one of the undercover team who defends the operation. Sable was a
high school athlete, belonged to the Young Christian League. Sable be-
lieves this is work that has to be done, enforcing the prostitution, loiter-
ing, public drunkenness and “public nuisance” statutes. The Beechum
County sheriff got elected on a clean-up platform. Sable has a missionary
fever about undercover also it can be scary, it’s a challenge you’re not in
your uniform almost you are naked, like any civilian. But when things go
right it can feel damn good.

On the Strip Sable is a look-alike hooker. One of those fleshy girls
looking like grown women when they’re fifteen, now at thirty-one Sable
is busty and wide-hipped with beet-colored hair frizzed and sprayed to
three times its normal size. Her hard-muscled legs thick as a man’s she
hides in tight black toreador pants. Hot-pink satin froufrou top tied
below her breasts to display her fleshy midriff. Peach-colored makeup
thick on her face to hide her freckles. Eye makeup to hide the steely
cop-look in Sable’s eyes and crimson lipstick shiny as grease. Hey mister
wanna party?—wanna date? Hey mistah? Sable’s cruising the parking
lot by the old Sears, calling to guys in slow-moving cars, pickups, vans
passing through like they are intending to turn into the Sunoco station
to just get gas, or drive on. Sable can’t wear high heels, has to wear flip-
flops on her size-ten feet but she has polished her toenails, her kid sister
gave her some dime store sexy tattoos to press on exposed parts of her
body. Sable can’t drift too near the other hookers, they’d make her as a
cop. Sable’s mumbling and laughing into the wire she’s wearing down
between her sweaty breasts, the guys in the van are her best buddies,
hiding around the corner of the empty Sears. It’s a hot-humid day. It’s
dusk. It’s a time of quickening pulses, anticipation. If you're a hunter,
you know the feeling. Our country cops are into the kind of arrests
where a suspect (drunk, stoned, plain stupid) has put up some resistance
so you rush to knock them on their ass, flop them over so their face hits
the ground, if they don’t turn their face fast enough their nose is broke.
You are required to place your knee in the small of their back. You
push, to restrain. All this while you are yelling, Hands behind your back!
Hands behind your back! Required to bring the suspect under immedi-
ate control. If you lose control, you may be blown away. First thing you
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learn at the academy, Drake says, a police officer never loses control of
the situation. An officer can lose his gun, he’s killed by his own gun, it
happens and it’s a shameful thing nobody wishes even to speak of, and
disgraceful to the family. Better blow away the suspect than get your
own brains blown out, Drake says. For sure.

About 9 P.M. Sable is out at the highway thumbing for a ride. Trailer
trucks rush past throwing up dirt in her face. There’s a smell of diesel
fuel, exhaust. Some vehicles, the drivers swerve like they’re going to
hit her, surprised to see her, or jeering leaning on their horn. Then this
mud-splattered pickup comes along at about twenty miles an hour, and
slows. Some kind of farm equipment rattling in the rear. Old bald guy
at the wheel. The pickup brakes to a clumsy stop on the shoulder of the
road and Sable strolls forward calling in a sexy TV voice, Hi there mis-
ter! I'm hoping for a ride! And this old guy bald-headed and sweating
in dirty bib-overalls, he’s peering into the rearview mirror but doesn’t
say a word. Sable repeats she’s hoping for a ride, mistah. Sable perceives
this john is old enough to be somebody’s granddaddy which is pitiful if
it wasn’t so disgusting. It takes like three minutes to get the old guy to
tell her climb into the cab, he’s tongue-tied and stammering and maybe
has something wrong with him (speech impediment, hard-of-hearing,
drunk), it’s going to require Sable’s undercover-hooker skill to get his
ass busted. (Right! It’s Pop Olafsson. But Drake, in the unmarked van,
doesn’t know this yet.)

Where're yah goin’, the old guy asks. He’s mumbling, shy of looking
at Sable full in the face. Sable says, Where we can party, mister, you'd
like that? Huh? There’s such smells lifting off this guy, Sable has to
fight the impulse to hold her nose. Almost, she’s going to have to do
this and make a joke of it, manure-smell, barn-feed smell, whiskey-smell,
body odor and tobacco and something sweetish like maybe licorice? Oh
man! Wishing she could report to the team back in the van, what this
scene is.

The old guy has the pickup in gear, doesn’t seem to know what
to do: drive on? Move onto the shoulder, and off the highway? Sable
keeps asking him wanna party mister, wanna date me, hey mistah? but

he’s too confused. Or maybe just excited and scared, aroused. Not your
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typical john for sure. Flushed all over including his bumpy bald scalp,
you can surmise sex is not too frequent with him. Looks to be late fifties,
or older. His wife is old and fat and sick or maybe the wife has died, a
long time ago the wife has died, some kind of tumor, she’d started off
fat then ended weighing like sixty pounds, his memories of that woman,
her last months, years, are not what you’d call romantic. You have to
figure, maybe the wife was pretty once, maybe this old man was a sexy
young guy once, not a paunchy old snaggletooth grandpa reeking of
barn odors, and maybe he’s trying to remember that, lonesome for
something he hasn’t even been getting for thirty years. So Sable is fan-
ning herself with her hand cooing, Ohhh man am I hot, I bet you are
hot too, I know a real cool place, up the road here’s the E-Z Inn you
know where that is mister? in this husky singsong voice like Dolly Parton
beating her eyelashes at him so the old guy is smiling, trying to hide his
stained teeth but smiling, squirming a little like he’s being tickled, happy
suddenly this is an actual flirtation, this is an innocent conversation with
a woman who seems attracted to him, seems to like him, he isn’t think-
ing exactly where he is, why he’s here, what his purpose must have been
driving here, north of Herkimer out to Route 33 and the Strip across in
the next county a twelve-mile detour on his way back to the farm from
picking up the repaired sump pump, no more than he’s thinking right
now of his blood pressure he can feel pounding in a band around his
head, makes the inside of his head feel like a balloon blown up close
to bursting, heart racing and lurching in his chest like a pounding fist,
almost he feels dreamy, he isn’t drunk but dreamy, a pint of Four Roses
in the glove compartment he’s wondering should he ask the beet-hair
woman would she like a drink? thinking maybe he will, he’s wanting to
grab the woman’s hand and kiss it, kiss the fingers, a freckled forearm
glowing with sweat, some kind of sexy red heart-tattoo crawling up the
arm, it’s surprising to him, so wonderful, the woman is smiling at him,
nobody smiles at Pop Olafsson especially no female smiles at him in this
way, mostly he remembers Agnes scowling at him, staring at him like she
was angry with him, crinkling her nose and turning her eyes from him
not acknowledging him at all. He isn’t thinking this is Beechum County,
this is the Strip, sure he’s heard about the Strip, been summoning up
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his courage to drive out here for months but now he’s here, damn if
he hasn’t forgotten why. HEY MISTAH says the beet-hair woman like
waking him from a doze, know what you look like a real sweet guy, I'm
into older men, see? leaning forward so he can see the tops of her heavy
breasts straining against a black lace brassiere like you'd see in a gitly
magazine, sweat-drops on her freckled chest he’d like to lick off with his
tongue that’s so swollen and thirsty. All this while the beet-hair woman
is speaking to him in her husky voice trying not to sound impatient,
the way his daughter is impatient having to scold him for dirtying the
kitchen floor or leaving dishes in the sink not soaking, coming to the
table smelling of the barn like he can’t help no matter how he washes,
actually Glenda (his honey-haired daughter, divorced and with a grown
son) isn’t his daughter but stepdaughter, all he has in the world having
had no daughter or son of his own, he’d like to explain this to the beet-
hair woman, maybe after they have a few drinks from the pint of Four
Roses, the beet-hair woman is asking in a louder voice does he want
to go somewhere with her? somewhere private? cozy? air-conditioned
E-Z Inn? get acquainted? want to date? want to party mistah? what’s
ya lookin’ at like that mistah? cat got your tongue mistah? or do you
like maybe have to get home mistah, wifey’s waiting for you is that it?
and the old guy is stricken suddenly fumbling a smile trying to hide the
stained snaggle teeth saying fast and hoarse, Ma’am I buried my wife
Agnes Barnstead back in ’54, and Sable gives a little cry of hurt and dis-
approval, Ohhh mister that’s not a thing to tell me, if we’re gonna party
and the old guy looks like he’s going to cry, can’t seem to think what
to say, maybe he’s drunker than she thought, so Sable says scornfully
placing her hand on the car door handle, Damn mister maybe you don’t
want to party, huh? maybe I’'m wasting my time in this crap rust-buckle
smells like a barn? and he’s fumbling quick to say no, no don’t leave
ma’am, stammering, I guess—you would want—money? and Sable says
sharp and quick, why’d I want money, mister? and he says, blurting the
words out, Ma’am if—if—if we could—be together—and Sable says,
Have sex, mister? that’s what you’re trying to say? and the old guy says,
winded like he’s been climbing a steep stairs, yes ma’am, and Sable
says it’s thirty for oral, fifty for straight, it’s a deal, mister? and the old
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guy is blinking and staring at her like he can’t comprehend her words so
she repeats them, deal, mister? is it? and he says, almost inaudible on the
tape being recorded in the unmarked van, yes ma’am.

Okay, you're busted.

LIKE THAT it happens. Happens faster than you can figure it out.
You're busted, mister. Step out of the truck, mister. Hey mister out
of the truck keep your hands in sight mister, we are Beechum County
sheriff deputies.

In that instant Sable is vanished. The woman is vanished, it’s loud-
talking men, men shouting commands, strangers in T-shirts yelling at
him, impatient when he doesn’t step out of the pickup quick enough,
he’s dazed, fumbling, confused looking for the beet-hair woman who
was smiling at him, saying you ain’t kiddin’ me are yah? pullin’ my leg
are yah? blinking at flashlight beams shining into his face confused
he’s being shown shiny badges, Beechum County sheriff he’s hearing,
informed he is under arrest for soliciting an act of sex in violation of
New York State law, under arrest he’s on tape, keep your hands where
we can see them mister, spread your legs Pops, y’hear you are UNDER
ARREST, you been operatin’ that vehicle while drinkin’ Pops? He’s con-
fused thinking his picture is being taken. Flash going off in his face. Hey
yah pullin’ my leg are yah? he’s more confused than frightened, more
stunned than smitten with shame, like somebody out of nowhere has
rushed up to him to shove him hard in the chest, spit in his face, knock
him on his ass, these young T-shirt guys he’s thinking might be bikers,
doesn’t know who in hell they are though they keep telling him he’s
under arrest there’s this weird smile contorting the lower part of Pop’s
face like this has got to be a joke, nah this ain’t real, ain’t happening, he’s
clumsy resisting the officers, gonna have to cuff you Pops, hands behind
your back Pops, under arrest Pops, blinking like a blind man staring
at a sight he can’t take in, tall burly young scruff-jaw guy in a black
T-shirt—Drake McCracken?—he’d wanted to think was some nephew
of his? in that instant Pop and Drake recognize each other, Drake is
stunned like the old guy, sick stunned look in his face his sergeant sees
the situation, understands the two are related, tells Drake back off,
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shift’s over he can report back to the station. One of the deputies has
cuffed the old man, poor old bastard is pouring sweat moving his head
side to side like a panicked cow, his wallet has been taken from his
back pocket, driver’s license, I.D., name Hendrick Olafsson that’s you?
Sable is walking away shaking her beet-frizz hair, laughing and shaking
her head, the smell in that truck! smell coming off the old man! Sable’s
undercover-hooker partner is cracking up over the old john, oldest john
they’ve arrested on the Strip, poor bastard. Sable is saying some johns,
the guys are psychos you can see. This old guy, he’s more like disgusting.
There’s guys with strangler eyes. Guys with cocks like rubber mallets.
Guys into biting. You can tell, there’s johns any female would be crazy
to climb into any vehicle with, drive off with, shows how desperate they
are, junkie-hookers, asking to be murdered and dumped in a ditch and
their kids confiscated by the state, Jesus it’s hard to be sympathetic you
mostly feel disgust.

Well, this old guy! Old-timey farmer. Not a biter for sure, you see
those teeth?

POP IS TAKEN INTO CUSTODY, cuffed. Pop is transported in a van to
the sheriff’s headquarters on Route 29, Beechum County. Pop is booked.
Pop’s picture is taken. Pop is fingerprinted. Pop is one of seven “johns”
arrested by Beechum County deputies on the Strip, night of July 19,
1972. Pop is fifty-seven, Pop is identified as Hendrick Olafsson, R.D.3,
Herkimer, New York. Pop is confused and dazed and (maybe) has a
minor stroke in the holding cell crowded with strangers. Pop calls my
mother on the phone, it’s 11:48 P.M. and she can’t make sense of what
he’s saying. Where? Arrested? Pop? Drunk driving, is it? Accident?
Pop? Pop is wheezing and whimpering begging Mom to come get him,
he don’t feel too good. (It will turn out, Pop couldn’t remember his own
telephone number at the farm, he’d had for thirty years. A female officer
on duty looked it up for him.) It’s a twelve-mile drive to the sheriff’s
headquarters over in Sparta. Mom calls me (where I'm living in town,
now I work at the stone quarry west of Herkimer Falls) but I'm out.
So Mom drives alone. Arrives around 1 A.M. Mom is disbelieving when

the charge is read to her, soliciting sex, plus a charge of resisting arrest,
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Mom insists her stepfather is not a man to solicit prostitutes, he must
have thought the officer was hitch-hiking, Pop is the kind of man would
give a hitch-hiker a ride, Mom is so agitated she repeats this until the
desk sergeant cuts her off saying, Ma’am it’s on tape, it’s recorded. In the
meantime Pop has been taken from the holding cell to rest on a cot. The
cuffs are off, his wrists are raw and chafed and he’s disoriented but he’s
okay, Mom is assured he’s okay, doesn’t want to be taken to a hospital,
Mom will be allowed to speak with him and secure a lawyer for him if
wished but she can’t take him home just yet, bail hasn’t been set, bail
won’t be set until after 9 A.M. next morning when a judge will set bail at
the county courthouse and Mom can return then to take her stepfather
home. All this, Mom can’t take in. Mom is looking for her nephew Drake
McCracken who’s a Beechum County deputy but she’s told Drake is off
duty, nowhere on the premises. Mom is beginning to cry like Pop Olafs-
son is her own father not her stepfather, Mom is wiping tears from her
eyes pleading Pop isn’t a well man, Pop has high blood pressure, Pop
takes heart pills, this will kill him Mom says, there has got to be some
mistake let me talk to the arresting officers, my stepfather is not a man
who solicits prostitutes! and the desk sergeant says, Ma’am, none of ’em

ever are.

EVER AFTER THIS, Pop Olafsson’s life is run down like an old truck
can’t make it uphill.

Nineteen days from the arrest, sixteen days from the front-page story
HERKIMER FARMER, 57, ARRESTED IN “VICE” SWEEP ON RT.
33 STRIP and photo of Hendrick Olafsson in the Herkimer Journal,
Pop’s life runs down.

He’s so ashamed, he won’t show his face. Any vehicle drives up
the lane, Pop skulks away like a kicked dog. He’s dizzy, limping. Some
blackouts he can’t remember where in hell he is, wakes up in a mess of
hay and manure and the cows bawling to be milked. He’s drinking hard
cider, whiskey in the morning. Heart pounds so he can’t lie flat in bed,
has to sit up through the night. Mom is disgusted with him she hardly
speaks to him, leaves his meals on the back porch like he’s one of the

dogs. Other relatives who come around avoid Pop, too. I drove out
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to the farm, felt sorry for my mother but for the old man also he’s so
fucking pathetic. He’s an embarrassment to me, too. God damn lucky
my name is McCracken not Olafsson. At work the guys are ribbing me
bad enough. Quarry workers, they’re known for this. To a point, I can
take it. Then I'll break somebody’s face. My fist, somebody’s face. Eye
socket, cheekbone, nose, teeth. There’s a feel when you break the bone,
nothing can come near. Out back of the high school I punched out more
than one guy’s front teeth. Got me expelled, never graduated but it’s
one good thing I did, I feel good about remembering. Every scar in my
face is worth it. At the house I asked Mom how it’s going and Mom says
see for yourself, he’s out in the barn drinking. Mom’s the one had to deal
with Pop Olafsson at the court hearing over in Sparta, signed a check
to the court for $350 fine, the old man pleaded guilty to the sex charge,
“resisting arrest” was dropped, now he’s on twelve-month probation a
man of fifty-seven! Mom is feeling bad we haven’t heard from Drake,
you’d think Drake would come see us, at least call, say how sorry he is
what happened to Pop. Like Drake stabbed us in the back, Mom says.
His own family.

My feeling about Drake is so charged, I can’t talk about it.

Located Pop out back of the silo looking like some broke-back
old sick man trying to hide what he’s drinking when he sees me like I
don’t know Pop drinks? this is news to me, Daryl? Why I'd come was
to tell Pop how sorry I am what happened, what a lousy trick the fuck-
ing cops played on him, but somehow seeing the old man, that look in
his face like somebody who’s shit his pants, I hear myself say Hey Pop:
don’t take it too hard in this sarcastic voice like I'm fifteen not going on
twenty-five. A few days later Pop blows off the top of his head with the
clumsy old 12-gauge, came near to missing but got enough of his brain
matter to kill him. It was like Pop to take himself out in a back pasture
not in any inside space that would have to be cleaned afterward, and not
near any stream that drained into the cows’ drinking pond.

Pop left the dairy farm to my mother who never loved him. She felt
real bad about it. I never loved the old guy either T guess but I missed
him. For a long time I felt guilty how I'd spoken to him when he’d been
in pain.
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Soon as she could, Mom sold the property and moved to town.

Drake showed up at Pop’s funeral, at least. The church part. At the
back of the church where he wouldn’t have to meet anybody’s eye. He
was wearing civilian clothes not the deputy uniform. Soon as the cer-

emony was ended, Drake was gone.

A WEEK after the funeral I’'m at the Water Wheel with some guys from
the quarry and there’s my cousin Drake at the bar with some off-duty
deputies. It’s Friday night, crowded. But not so crowded we don’t see
each other. Two hours I’'m waiting for my cousin to come over to say
something to me, and he doesn’t. And he’s going to walk out not ac-
knowledging me. And I'm waiting, it’s like my heart is grinding slow and
hard in waiting, like a fist getting tighter and tighter. It comes over me,
Drake killed Pop Olafsson. Like he lifted the 12-gauge himself, aimed
the barrels at Pop’s head and fired. Drake and his rotten cop friends
they’d sell their blood kin for a fucking paycheck. I'm thinking He s a
guilty man. He deserves some hurt.

Even then, if Drake had come over to me, lay a hand on my shoulder
and called me Daryl, I'd forgive him. For sure.

It’s a few weeks later, I make my move. All this while I've been
waiting. Past 11 P.M. when I drive to this place my cousin is renting in
Sparta. For a while Drake had a girlfriend living there but looks like the
girlfriend is moved out, this is what I've heard. Knock on the side door
and Drake comes to see who it is, in just boxer shorts and T-shirt, and
barefoot. Drake sees it’s me, and lets me in. His eyes are wary. Right
away he says, I know what you want, Daryl, and I say, Right: a cold beer.
And Drake says, You want me to say I'm sorry for Pop, well I am. But
nobody made Pop drive out to the Strip, see. I tell Drake, Fuck Pop. I'm
thirsty, man. So Drake laughs and goes to the refrigerator and his back’s
turned and the claw hammer is in my hand, been carrying it in my jacket
pocket for five, six days. I come up behind Drake and bring the hammer
down hard on his head, must be the damn thing kind of slips my hand is
so sweaty, it’s just the side of Drake’s head the hammer catches, and he’s
hurt, he’s hurt bad, his knees are buckling but he isn’t out, he’s danger-
ous grabbing at me, and I'm shoving at him, and it’s like we’re two kids
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trying to get wrestling holds, and some damn way Drake is biting me,
he’s got my left forefinger between his teeth biting down hard as a pit
bull. I'm yelling, this pain is so bad. I'm trying to get leverage to swing
the hammer again but the pain in my finger is so bad, almost I'm faint-
ing. Drake is bleeding from a deep cut in his head, a stream of bright
blood running into his eye, he’s panting his hot breath into my face,
groaning, whimpering, a big hard-muscle bastard stinking of sweat from
the shock of being hit, outweighs me by fifteen pounds, and desperate
to save his life but I've got the hammer free to swing again, I manage to
hit Drake on the back of his neck, another wide swing and the hammer
gets him high on the skull, this time I feel bone crack. Drake’s bulldog
jaws open, Drake is on the floor and I'm swinging the hammer wild
and hard as I can, hitting his face, forehead that’s slippery in blood, his
cheekbones, eye sockets, I'm walloping him for the evil in him fucking
deputy sheriff betraying his own kind Lzke this! like this! like this! so at
last his hard skull is broke like a melon, I can feel the hammer sink in
to where there’s something soft. Such a relief in this, the hammer goes
wild swinging and swinging and when I come to, the linoleum floor is
slippery in blood. There’s blood on me, work trousers, work shoes, both
hands wet with it, blood splattered high as the ceiling, and dripping. I'm
stumbling over Drake on the floor twitching like there’s electric current
jolting him but feebler and feebler. Making this high keening sound like
Pop Olafsson singing, so weird Drake has got to be about dead but mak-
ing this high sharp lonesome sound it finally comes to me, is me, myself.
Not Drake but me, Daryl, is making this sound.

Then I see, oh man my finger’s about bit in two. One half hanging to
the other by some gristle. I'm so pumped up I don’t hardly feel the pain,
what I need to do is yank the damn thing off, shove it in my pocket with
the hammer, see I don’t want to leave my fucking finger behind. I'm
pumped up but I'm thinking, too. Then I want Drake’s deputy badge,
and his gun. Fucking brass badge my cousin sold his soul for and fuck-
ing .38-caliber Colt revolver in its holster, what I'm doing is confiscating
the entire belt heavy as a leather harness.

Last thing I tell Drake is, you did this to yourself, man. Not me.
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AIN’T PULLIN’ my leg are yah?

These nights it’s Pop Olafsson I'm missing. Weird how I hear Pop’s
voice like his nose is stopped up, thinking T am stone cold sober and
awake but must’ve dozed off. Pop would blink them pale-blue pop-eyes
at me seeing the age I am, the face I have now.

My left forefinger, ugly stub-finger, it’s a reminder. People ask what
happened and I tell them chain saw and they never ask further even my
wife, she’d used to kiss the damn thing like it’s some kind of test to her,
can she accept it. A female will do the damnest things for you as long
as they love you.

It’s a fact there’s “phantom pain.” Weird but a kind of comfort like
your finger is a whole finger, somewhere. Nothing of you is lost.

These nights I can’t sleep, I need to prowl the house downstairs get-
ting a beer from the refrigerator, hanging out the back door staring at
the sky. There’s a moon, you think it’s staring back at you. Some nights
I can’t hold back, like a magnet pulling me over to the garage. And in
the garage I'm shining a flashlight into a toolbox under my workbench,
rusted old tools and paint rags and at the bottom Drake McCracken’s
brass badge and .38-caliber Colt pistol that’s a comfort, too. The claw
hammer (that was Pop’s hammer) covered in blood and brains sticking
like fish guts I disposed of in the Chautauqua River with the holster belt,
driving home that night. My bloody clothes, I buried deep in the marshy
pasture where Pop killed himself.

Pop’s banjo that came to me, I kept for twenty years then gave to
my son Clayton, damn kid rightaway broke like he’s broke about every
fucking thing in his life.

All this is so long ago now, you’d think it would be forgotten. But
people in Herkimer remember, of a certain age. I need to switch off the
flashlight and get back to the house, such a mood comes over me here.
This lonesome feeling I'd make a song of, if I knew how.
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HE STRANGENESS BEGAN shortly after his eighteenth birthday.
A time when, he’d wanted to think, his life might be beginning to
be more fully his own.

The new, veiled way in which people were looking at him. Or look-
ing away from him.

Got to be imagining it. Weird!

Nothing about him had outwardly changed, he was sure. He’d been
growing steadily since the age of twelve and he was now five feet ten,
weighed approximately one-thirty-five, had to be normal, average for
his age. Sometimes he cut himself shaving out of carelessness, but that
didn’t seem to be what anyone was looking at, or not-looking at. He
wore his usual clothes: baggy khakis, long-sleeved black T-shirt, size
eleven running shoes. In cold weather, he wore his purple school jacket
emblazoned with bronze letters MT. OLIVE VARSITY TRACK, Army sur-
plus combat boots. Much of the time he wore his Walkman, his mind
was totally elsewhere. It came as something of a shock when he removed
the headphones and the heavy throbbing music faded, the way the
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world, which was a world of adults, a world designed and controlled by
adults, rolled in over him like an avalanche.

It wasn’t Danny’s friends and classmates who behaved strangely
with him, only just adults. And not all adults, only a few. His foster
parents the Stampfels—“Ed” and “Em” they wanted to be called. Two
or three of his teachers at Mt. Olive High. The track team coach Hal
Diedrich. The principal Mr. Bernard and the faculty advisor to the stu-
dent newspaper Mr. Fackler. And there was Mrs. Jameson, the guidance
counsellor.

He thought he’d known Mrs. Jameson. Thought she’d known him.

Two years before when Danny Neuworth had been a sophomore, a
new transfer to Mt. Olive High, he’d had a difficult time adjusting, he’d
been lonely yet not very sociable, poorly motivated in his studies yet
anxious about grades, and so he’d been referred to Mrs. Jameson who
let him talk without interrupting him, asked him questions that showed
she was sympathetic, genuinely interested in him, and so he’d come to
trust her, she’d given him good advice he’d tried to follow, but now, so
strangely, in November of his senior year when Danny was considering
where to apply to college, eager for advice and encouragement, Mrs.
Jameson answered his questions in a distracted manner, smiling faintly
in his direction without seeming to see him. Opened before her on her desk
was a manila file inscribed, in stark black ink, NEUWORTH, DANIEL S.
’05. “CONFIDENTIAL.”

When he’d first entered Mrs. Jameson’s office, she’d been frowning
at a document in the file. Glancing up at him then with a look—that
look—veiled, startled—“Oh, Danny. Come in.” Their conversation
had been stiff, awkward. If he hadn’t known better, Danny would have
thought that the guidance counsellor didn’t know him at all. Finally he
asked if there was something in his file—*“I guess you couldn’t tell me,
huh?” Mrs. Jameson said quickly, “There’s nothing wrong, Danny. Of
course. What could be wrong.” A deep flush rose into her face. Her
voice was oddly flat, toneless.

Danny had friends who’d conferred with the guidance counsellor,
whose grades were no better than his, and they’d come away with lists

of colleges to apply to, even catalogues and brochures, but Mrs. Jameson
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didn’t seem to have any ideas for him. He said he’d like to study me-
chanical engineering, maybe. His foster father Ed Stampfel had thought
that might work for him. Mrs. Jameson said vaguely yes, that might work
for him. “If you have the math. It requires math, you know.” Repeatedly
Mrs. Jameson blew her nose in a tissue, apologizing for “sinus aller-
gies.” Out of a crammed bookshelf she pulled dog-eared catalogues for
regional New Jersey colleges—Warren County, Cape May, Hunterdon
Community, Rutgers-Camden. “Maybe one of these. Let’s see.”

Strange, Mrs. Jameson wasn’t meeting his eye. Wasn’t calling him
Danny as she’d used to.

Adults! You couldn’t figure them.

Since he’d started kindergarten Danny’s teachers had encouraged
him, presumably knowing of his foster-home background. Pursue your
goals, follow your dream, everyone in America is special, you have
only to be you. Now when he needed encouragement and advice, Mrs.
Jameson couldn’t seem to think of anything to tell him. Her sleek slen-
der laptop was opened on her desk and in the lenses of her glasses he
saw a faint reflection of mysterious darting movements on the screen,
like secret thoughts.

Something in my file. That must be it.

Yet, what could it be? He’d never gotten into trouble at school,
or anywhere else. He’d been a sulky kid for a while in high school but
had come out of it gradually and became an earnest, diligent if not very
imaginative student. In easy subjects like communication arts, social
studies, health and fitness he’d earned A—’s but mostly his grades hov-
ered at B-/C+ no matter how hard he worked. He had a small circle
of friends, mostly guys like himself. In his senior year at last he’d made
the varsity track team by driving himself mercilessly and earning the
respect of Coach Diedrich for his effort if not for his actual accomplish-
ments (“Not every guy can be a star, Danny. You’re a team player”). His
only distinction was, since the second semester of his sophomore year,
Neuworth, Daniel had been listed on the Mt. Olive Good Citizenship
Roster, initiated by the school district to boost morale by “honoring”
those students who attended classes regularly, did their school work and
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caused no trouble. Too bad, the distinction had become a joke since so
many names were listed.

Belatedly, in the way of a coach giving a pep talk to a paraplegic
athlete, Mrs. Jameson had begun to extol the virtues of small colleges,
technical schools, how much more suitable for some students than uni-
versities let alone the “prestigious” Ivy League universities which in her
opinion were “undemocratic and overrated.” Mrs. Jameson was speak-
ing now with a strange vehemence as if someone had dared to argue with
her, an invisible presence in her office toward whom she felt animosity.
Danny listened uneasily. He saw a thin blade of sunshine ease upon the
framed diplomas on the wall behind Mrs. Jameson’s desk: her master’s
degree was in education and psychology from Rutgers-Newark.

Rutgers-Newark! No wonder Mrs. Jameson was so contemptuous of
“prestigious” schools.

When Mrs. Jameson fell silent, blowing her nose, Danny reverted to
the subject of his file: “I guess there must be something bad in it, right?”
and Mrs. Jameson said quickly, with a frown, “No, not at all, Danny.
Everything is fine.”

“Not so great, not outstanding, but ‘fine.” ” Danny smiled to show
that he understood. Mrs. Jameson said, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue,
like a mother gently rebuking a child, “Not everyone can be outstand-
ing, Danny. In our American republic everyone is created ‘equal’ but
only politically—as citizens. Not in other respects. At your age, you
must know that.”

Danny nodded yes, he knew. How could he not know!

“Not many of us in Mt. Olive are ‘outstanding,” I can assure you.
Or we wouldn’t be here, you see.” This was meant to be lightly playful,
provocative. But something in Mrs. Jameson’s face seemed to crack.
Clumsily she rose from behind her desk, a fleshy middle-aged woman
with a flushed face, saying, “I think I have—in the outer office—a bro-
chure for—I'm not sure. Excuse me.”

The guidance counsellor left her office, pointedly shutting the door
behind her. Danny was baffled: was she leaving him alone with his file,
was she giving him the opportunity to look into it? Or was he misinter-
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preting the gesture? Was he being videotaped? Was he making a terrible
mistake?

He listened for her footsteps, returning. His heart began to pound
with excitement as, leaning over Mrs. Jameson’s desk, he tried to read
upside down the document lying on top of the manila file. Not hearing
footsteps, he dared to go behind the desk to peer at an email document
with the letterhead *BIOTECHINC* at the top and NEUWORTH, DAN-
IEL S. *BD*11 1 87 heading a page-long column of densely printed in-
formation that appeared to be a mix of scientific terms and mathemati-
cal symbols, incomprehensible to him. Danny had to suppose that this
was codified data having to do with his grades at Mt. Olive High, the

» «

results of the numerous tests—I.Q., “cognitive,” “psychological”—he’d
taken over the years. His ranking in his class, possibly statewide, even
nationwide, was probably indicated, too. At the very bottom of the page
was a mysterious numeral of a dozen digits followed by a blank space
and *BD* 11 1 87-6 21 05.

What “BD” meant, Danny didn’t know. But 11/1/87 was his birth-
day and, it took him a moment to recall, 6/21/05 was the date of his high
school graduation.

They expected him to graduate, then. This was good news!

There had to be something more in the file, that had so distracted
Mrs. Jameson. Teachers’ confidential reports on Danny Neuworth.
Information about him he wasn’t allowed to know, beyond the blandly
positive remarks invariably noted on his report cards: “Danny works
hard”—“Danny is cooperative”—“Danny is promising”—“Danny is
reliable.” But Mrs. Jameson would be returning, Danny couldn’t risk
looking further.

He was sitting very still in the chair facing Mrs. Jameson’s desk when
she re-entered the room briskly. She didn’t appear so distracted now.
Her face wasn’t so flushed, as if she’d dabbed cold water onto it. She had
catalogues for Danny to take away with him: “Stockton State, Glassboro
State, Atlantic Cape College. Tuition is low for state residents and these
colleges don’t demand high SAT scores.” Danny took the catalogues
from her, gratefully. Maybe Mrs. Jameson liked him after all.

As he prepared to leave, the guidance counsellor called after him
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as if this were an old joke between them, “Remember, Danny: you have
only to be you.”

THIS STRANGENESS. Like invisible odorless gas seeping into his life
in the fall, winter, spring of his senior year.

When he’d thought that, nearing graduation, he had a right to feel
good about the future.

After Mrs. Jameson’s perplexing behavior there was Coach Diedrich
who became embarrassed and uneasy when Danny asked if he would
write letters of recommendation for him, laying a hand on Danny’s
shoulder with the warning not to be disappointed if he didn’t get ac-
cepted—* “The race is not always to the swift.” ” (What did that mean?
No one had ever suggested that Danny Neuworth was the swiftest
runner on the track team.) There was Ms. Beckman, Danny’s history
teacher, who gazed at him for a long startled moment as if trying to
recall who he was, finally agreeing that yes, she would recommend him
for college if he applied to regional state schools. There was Mr. Fackler
who’d often encouraged Danny as a reporter on the school newspaper,
who smiled strangely at Danny, sighed and said yes, he supposed he
could recommend him—*“If you really want to go to college.” (What the
hell was the alternative? Danny wondered. A job at McDonald’s, Home
Depot, Wal-Mart at the minimum wage? Enlisting in the U.S. Army and
getting his legs blown off in an Iraqi desert?) And there was Mr. Lasky,
Danny’s biology teacher, who shut his eyes shaking his head slowly as if
Danny’s request was beyond him. Lasky was a teacher known for favor-
ing only a few brainy students with what he called “natural genes” for
science. “Hey, I know my grades aren’t the highest,” Danny said, trying
to smile, though his heart beat with resentment, “but colleges want to
know about other things, too—how hard a person works, ‘good citizen-
ship’ and like that.” In fact, Danny’s grades in biology were B—/C+
and he felt that he was learning a lot and that he’d thought that Lasky
knew this, and liked him. On a school expedition to BioCorpLabs in
Princeton, Danny Neuworth had been one of the few guys who hadn’t
cracked up at the sight of some of the “donor animals” the class was

shown on a guided tour, in their clean, fluorescent-lighted cages: a
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normal-sized but immobile gray mouse sprouting a human ear out of its
back, like a grotesque tumor; a glum-looking baboon sprouting several
human noses out of its face; chimpanzees sprouting human fingers and
toes instead of chimp-fingers and toes; a dozen sheep genetically altered
to allow human embryos to gestate in their wombs, all in their eighth
month of pregnancy; enormous hogs altered to grow human hearts,
lungs, livers, kidneys, even eyeballs of which they would be “harvested”
to benefit needy human beings. Danny had been struck by the sadness
in the animals’ eyes as if, though lacking language, they did not lack
the intelligence to guess at their fates, but he was canny enough not to
include such a naive unscientific observation in his report, only to stick
to the facts. Lasky had given him a B on the paper and scrawled Good
work! in red ink but Lasky seemed now to have forgotten, confounded
by Danny’s request for letters of recommendation. The biology teacher
had removed his glasses and was rubbing his watery eyes with the
fingers of both hands as if he’d become very tired. Murmuring what
sounded like “ ‘Good citizenship’ we can do for you, Danny. The least
we can do.”

Bastard! Danny thanked him, and went away shaking with anger.

“THEY DON’T HAVE any hope for me. They don’t like me.”

It couldn’t be true. Yet, it seemed to be true.

Danny’s friends, with whom he shared some of his misgivings, said
he had to be imagining it, why’d anybody turn against hinz?—“You're
just not that special, Danny. C’'mon.” It didn’t reassure him that not
one of his friends, even the messed-up guys, seemed to be getting such
signals from the adults in their lives; he’d have liked it if everyone he
knew, everyone his age, every senior in the Mt. Olive Class of 2005, was
having the same weird experience with the same weird adults.

All that had happened was, Danny had turned eighteen. But so had
half the senior class. And how would most of his teachers have known,
or cared? And why? Officially, Daniel Neuworth was no longer a minor;
no longer a ward of the State of New Jersey; though provisions had been
made by Passaic County Family Services to allow him to continue to live

with the Stampfels until he graduated from high school, began his sum-
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mer job, and was able to support himself. Beyond that, Danny hoped to
be going away to college.

Except now, he wasn’t so sure. He had to wonder what kind of letters
of recommendation his teachers were writing for him. Had to wonder
what was in the confidential file locked away in the principal’s office.

Even his foster parents Ed and Em Stampfel who’d always seemed
to favor Danny over the others in their crowded, noisy household no
longer seemed as relaxed with Danny as they’d been. Their smiles were
fleeting, their manner with him was jovial but strained. The Stampfels
were not individuals of subtlety or sensitivity but a burly ruddy-faced
husband-and-wife team who’d been foster parents to generations of
luckless parentless children under the auspices of the New Jersey State
Children’s Welfare Agency; Ed Stampfel was a part-time prison guard
at the Passiac County Men’s Correctional Facility and Em had been a
kitchen worker there before she’d married Ed. Between the Stampfels
they weighed in the vicinity of three-fifty to four hundred pounds. Their
usual mode of speech was shouting. Yet from time to time Danny caught
the Stampfels looking at him in a way difficult to define. Like they feel
sorry for me. Like there’s something in my face they see, I can’t. Ed had
praised Danny for making the varsity track team but hadn’t been very
sympathetic with Danny when it soon emerged that Danny wouldn’t be
one of the team stars. So what if he rarely won a race, there’s plenty of
other guys slower than you, Ed argued, even if a few are faster. Danny’s
grades were only just average—well, slightly better than average—and
slightly-better-than-average is a hell of a lot better than slightly-lower-
than-average let alone flunking. Ed Stampfel’s homegrown wisdom was:
“There’s always plenty sonsabitches worse off than you, kid. Keep in
mind you could trade places with them any time.”

This was meant to be a cheering thought. Ed Stampfel was what he
called a “practicing optimist.”

The Stampfels liked kids, most of the time. Different skin colors,
races. Different personality types. It had seemed that they’d favored
Danny but he had to suppose they’d favored others, numerous others,
over the years. On a cork bulletin board in the kitchen were snapshots

of boys and girls who’d lived with the Stampfels before being adopted
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into “real” families or growing up and going out into the world, too
many snapshots to count, in layers like rock strata, curling, yellowed like
artifacts from a previous century. When Danny graduated out into the
world, his snapshot would be tacked on the board, covering an older
snapshot. The Stampfels were good-natured and often kind but they
weren’t sentimental. Processing kids into and out of their lives was like
clipping toenails. As soon as a resident left the household, his bed was
stripped, any “personal effects” left behind were dumped into the trash.
A few days later if you asked Ed or Em about him you’d be likely to be
greeted with a blank stare: “Who? Nobody here by that name.”
Sometimes Ed winked to signal Hey: just joking.

Sometimes, not.

BEFORE THE STAMPFELS in Mt. Olive, New Jersey, Danny had lived
in a smaller household with the Hursts, Will and Martine, in Kittitany.
He’d been younger then and hadn’t yet grown to his current height nor
had he acquired his runner’s lean hard-muscled physique and “perfect”
physical condition. (One thing Danny could be happy for, he was in
excellent physical condition: heart, lungs, blood, etc. As a ward of the
State of New Jersey, he was examined by a physician for Family Services
annually, like clockwork.) He’d been close to Martine Hurst, who'd
broken his heart by informing him, just before his sixteenth birth-
day, that she and Will were “retiring”—leaving New Jersey to live in
St. Petersburg, Florida. Seeing the look in Danny’s face, Martine quickly
assured him that he, like the other foster children in the household,
would be provided for, placed with “wonderful, devoted foster parents”
in Mt. Olive, less than forty miles away. Of course it would mean trans-
ferring to another school, being “temporarily uprooted.” When Danny
began to cry, Martine drew back. She seemed fearful of touching him or
of being touched by him, as if something in Danny had wounded her.
I¥’s me. She can’t stand to see me.

So the strangeness had begun, really. Years before.

He’d been living with the Hursts since the age of eight. He’d been
told that the identity of his “birth mother”—his “biological mother”—

was unknown. The circumstances of his birth were unknown. As a
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day-old infant he’d been found in a municipal building in Newark. It
was Martine’s belief that Danny’s mother had been a young, terrified
girl who’d left him in a public place in order to be found, and saved.
In Martine’s voice the account had the air of a fairy tale. Danny said,
as if pleading, “I don’t care about her, I care about yox. You’re my
real mother.” It made him anxious to be told about his very young self,
before he’d had consciousness or memory. Whoever his parents were,
they’d abandoned him. But the Hursts would abandon him, too.

Before the Hursts, he’d lived in a group home in Newark. His
memory of those years was clouded. The singular fact of Danny’s early
life was he hadn’t been adopted. Other children in the Newark home
were adopted, even children with disabilities, but Danny Neuworth had
not been adopted. He seemed to recall that he hadn’t even been inter-
viewed by prospective parents. “Why not me? What’s wrong with me?”
he’d asked repeatedly. No explanation had been given. At the time he’d
supposed the reason had to do with him, in subsequent years he would
ponder the strangeness of it. There were several other children in the
facility who, like Danny, hadn’t been available for adoption. These were
boys, Danny’s age and size. In fact, Danny learned they had one thing in
common: their birthdays.

Jimmy, Bobby, Frankie, Mikey. They’d been like brothers to Danny.
But long ago, Danny could scarcely remember. After Newark they’d
been placed in different foster homes in New Jersey. Danny had rarely
given them a thought in the intervening years. Except now, this strange-
ness entering his life, making him think strange thoughts, he had to
wonder where they’d ended up, where they’d gone to school, what their

prospects were for the future.

“WELL, Danny. Here is good news.”

M. Bernard’s voice quavered with emotion. After months of seem-
ing not to see Danny, staring through Danny with a vague fixed smile if
they happened to pass each other in the school corridor, the principal of
Mt. Olive High summoned Danny into his office to inform him that he’d
been named a recipient of a Good Citizenship Scholarship to enable
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him to attend any college to which he’d been admitted, even provision-
ally. “Congratulations, son. You'll be Mt. Olive’s only ‘Good Citizen
Scholar’ at graduation.”

“ ‘Good Citizen Scholar? Me?”

Danny stared at the smiling middle-aged man who held out a hand
to him, to be shaken. Weird! This had to be the weirdest development
yet: shaking Mr. Bernard’s hand.

Not one of the state colleges and technical schools to which Danny
had applied had accepted him outright but several had granted him
“provisional” status, meaning his application would have to be supple-
mented by an additional transcript listing his grades for the final se-
mester of his senior year. Honors and awards at the time of graduation
would count in his favor, too. Now Mr. Bernard was explaining that
the Good Citizen Scholarship would cover Danny’s tuition, room and
board, even travel expenses. “It’s a new program, only funded for the
past two years by a private sponsor. The aim is to honor young citizens
like you, Danny, whose school records don’t fully represent the ‘quality
of spiritual being.” ”

M. Bernard was speaking rapidly, as if reciting prepared words. He
smiled at Danny in the tense and oddly animated way he smiled into the
audience at school assemblies, calling for attention from three hundred
restless teenagers. His bifocal glasses winked with a kind of febrile
excitement Danny understood he was expected to share. He’d become
breathless with this good news, the very floor seemed to be tilting be-
neath his feet. He, Danny Neuworth, singled out for an honor for the
first time in his life. Such good news! Yet somehow difficult to believe.

As if reading his thoughts, Mr. Bernard said, “I can’t give you this
document, Danny, since it’s addressed to me as your principal. But I can
allow you to peruse it.”

Danny took from him a sheet of stiff cream-colored paper with
the embossed bronze letterhead *BIOTECHINC* informing Henry
Bernard, Principal of Mt. Olive High, Mt. Olive, New Jersey, that NEU-
WORTH, DANIEL S. was one of fifty recipients of the 2005 Good Citizen-
ship Scholarship in New Jersey. “A news release will be made just before
graduation, Danny. But you may inform the college you’d like to attend,
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for certainly you’ll be accepted now. Such very good news, Danny!
Again, congratulations. We are very proud of you, son.”

Danny went away stunned. He’d expected a different sort of recep-
tion in the principal’s office. Since the strangeness had entered his life,
the past several months hadn’t been very happy. He’d become recon-
ciled to not going to college. He’d drifted away from his small circle of
friends, resenting their talk of college acceptances and their ease in con-
templating the future. He’d overheard Ed and Em discussing the “new
boy” who’d be moving into their household in mid-June, obviously to
take Danny’s place. Now within the space of a few minutes, like a sud-
den turn in a fairy tale, everything was changed. Now, he’d been singled
out for an honor. Mr. Bernard had shaken his hand. Mr. Bernard had

called him soz.

*BIOTECHINC™ he’d seen somewhere before but where, couldn’t re-
member. *BIOTECHINC* glowing in his brain like the after-image of a
very bright star. “BIOTECHINC* powerful as a sonic boom.

Where, couldn’t remember.

FOLLOWING MR. BERNARD’S NEWS, things happened swiftly for
Danny Neuworth.

He completed his spring courses, took final exams and passed each.
His final average was B—/C+. By graduation, he hadn’t decided which
college to attend: Glassboro State, or Stockton. He’d been accepted
at both.

“Danny, sure you're special. I knew.”

One of the girls in Danny’s graduating class, who’d been only casu-
ally friendly with him previously. And now!

These final weeks. Anticipating graduation and the start of a new life.
Weeks, days, hours passing in a kind of delirium. Time felt accelerated,
not entirely real. Continuously Danny stopped short having to realize
he’d been singled out for an honor, he’d become privileged. He was
still Danny Neuworth but someone more. Needing to see himself not as
the sad-hearted boy nobody wanted to adopt but the eighteen-year-old
Good Citizen selected for a special destiny.
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(Maybe it was a sign of privilege, you didn’t really feel very different?
Look in the mirror, you’re still just you?)

Two days before graduation, Danny was required to have another
physical examination, in the office of a Mt. Olive internist who was a
medical consultant for *BIOTECHINC*. It was the most painstaking
exam Danny had ever endured, involving hours of X-rays, cardiology
tests, blood-drawing, internal probes of a kind he’d only imagined with
a shudder. The doctor seemed impressed. “Doesn’t surprise me you're a
runner, son. Your heartbeat is slow, and strong. Your lungs are in excel-
lent condition. Your blood pressure.” Smiling, the doctor shook hands
with Danny: “Your foster parents must have taken good care of you.” It
seemed an odd thing to say, but Danny thanked the man.

What he liked least about the experience was being photographed
in the nude, front, back, sides. “For *BIOTECHINC* archives exclu-
sively, Danny. ‘Confidential.” ”

“ ‘NEUWORTH, Daniel S.?” Come with me.”

On the morning of graduation, Danny arrived early at the high school
as he’d been directed, but, instead of entering the school gymnasium to
be given his black cap and gown with his classmates, he was escorted
by a uniformed security guard to a small yellow bus waiting in the park-
ing lot. The bus had dark-tinted windows and was marked PRIVATE. A
*BIOTECHINC* representative cordially explained that recipients of
Good Citizen scholarships were to be honored at a more important
ceremony elsewhere, to be televised over public service TV and to
involve, in a five-minute taped segment, personal congratulations from
the President of the United States whose administration had supported
private-factor scientific research efforts likes those of *BIOTECHINC.*
Though he supposed it was a foolish question under the circumstances,
Danny asked, “But won’t I be graduating with everyone else? Won’t I
get a diploma?” and the *BIOTECHINC* rep, a middle-aged woman
with a radiant smile, said, “Why Danny, of course. Everything your
classmates will receive you will receive, except more.”

The small, smartly gleaming yellow bus, which held seats for only
twelve passengers, was already two-thirds filled with Good Citizen re-
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cipients from neighboring townships, most of them boys. Danny took a
seat beside a boy from Lake Isle High, a school Mt. Olive had competed
against in track, sometimes winning, sometimes losing, but the boy
admitted to not having paid much attention to sports. Though Danny
had never seen the boy before, he was reminded of someone he knew,
or had once known: Frankie, from the Newark foster home? Or—had
it been Jimmy?

The bus made several more stops on its three-hour journey to cen-
tral northern New Jersey on route 23, outside Hardyston. Here, in an
enormous hilly parkland of hundreds of acres, protected by ten-foot
electrified fences, was *BIOTECHINC* headquarters. The bus pulled
up behind a building and its occupants filed out. Close by, another
small bus was unloading its passengers, and Danny saw one of them, a
tall lanky boy with a familiar face, tentatively raising a hand to wave to
him—“Hey Danny: is that you?” But *BIOTECHINC* reps, smiling
cordially, urged the boys on.

Jimmy! That boy was Jimmy. Danny had had time for only a glimpse,
but he was sure it was so.

“ ‘Neuworth, Daniel S.?” Come with me.”

Once inside the chill, air-conditioned building, which had the sterile
look and disinfectant-odor of a hospital, Danny was sorry to be sepa-
rated from his fellow Good Citizen scholars, and brought into a small
windowless cubicle with one glass wall, opaque like the lead backing of a
mirror; Danny had the uneasy sensation that the glass was one-way, and
that he was being observed. Fluorescent tubing cast a strong shadowless
light downward. His heart had begun to beat in childish apprehension
as it had when he’d been summoned to Mr. Bernard’s office the previ-
ous month. The cubicle walls were covered in thick spongy squares like
soundproofing. In the center of the cell-like space was what appeared to
be a physician’s examination table, with stirrups, and close by a small
aluminum table and a single vinyl chair. The humming of an air ventila-
tor mixed with the beating of pulses in Danny’s head. Thoughts came
flying at him like alarmed birds: though he’d mailed a card to Martine
Hurst notifying her of his good news, he worried that Martine might not
receive it, for it was the Stampfels who’d given him Martine’s address in
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St. Petersburg and could he trust them? For already they were forget-
ting him, he knew. For already another “foster son” was moving into
Danny’s room.

Danny was thinking, almost he’d have given up the distinction of
the Good Citizenship Scholarship, if he’d known how homesick he
would be for Mt. Olive. He’d been taken from the high school park-
ing lot only a few hours ago but time was so strangely accelerating in
his life now, it seemed like days. Soon, it would seem like weeks. More
painful yet, Danny had missed his high school graduation. He’'d always
felt like something of an outsider at the school yet, in the final weeks
of his senior year, he’d become more popular suddenly, and had been
invited to several graduation parties this weekend. He wondered if
anyone had missed him at commencement. If his name had been called,
and the Good Citizenship award announced. If the audience had burst
into applause.

Abruptly the door to the cubicle opened, and a burly young man in
a white lab coat and cord trousers, a light-skinned black in his late twen-
ties or early thirties with deep-set ironic eyes, stepped inside. He was
taller than Danny and heavier by perhaps thirty pounds. On his lapel
was a plastic LD. with an unsmiling photo and the single word CALE.
He was carrying a clipboard and his mood was harassed, sullen. “Sooo
‘Dennie.’ No: ‘Danny.’ Birth date 11/1/87. Status ‘BD.” ” These remarks
were uttered in a rapid voice, not questioning but stating. Before Danny
could reply, Cale urged him to sit at the end of the examination table
while he adjusted a stethoscope around his neck and listened to Danny’s
heartbeat. Next, he wound a blood-pressure cuff around Danny’s upper
left arm, tight. Danny protested faintly, but Cale prevailed. The young
intern or attendant loomed over him breathing huskily through wide,
very dark nostrils in a blunt snubbed nose. On his sturdy left forearm
was a small but striking tattoo in bronze: *BIOTECHINC* 75.

Danny asked, why was he being examined? Where was the TV cer-
emony? He was beginning to be frightened. Cale was making notations
on his clipboard, irritably. It was clear that, whatever Cale’s job was, he

wasn’t in a good mood.
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“‘BD.” ‘Body donor.” That’s why you’ve been brought to our Har-
dyston headquarters.”

“ ‘Body donor’? What's . . . that?”

“A ‘body donor’ is a specimen who has been conceived, born, and
cultivated for harvest. Your body was contracted for by a client of
*BIOTECHINC*. Presumably a male, whose brain will be transplanted
into your head and attached to, well—the body that comes with it.”

Danny smiled uncertainly. What was this? He understood that Cale
was joking, the deadpan expression would dissolve with laughter in
another moment.

There were guys at Mt. Olive High like Cale. Big guys who said
wild things, insulting things, punched you on the upper arm, ran their
knuckles over your head and called you dude, only just kidding around,
joking. You had to show that you could take it, then they’d accept you.
Danny wasn’t exactly friends with these guys but they liked him, he
thought. In their crude way, they respected him as an athlete.

Cale said carelessly, “This is high-tech science, it won’t hurt. You’ll
be put to sleep by a colorless odorless gas. It’s one-hundred-percent
humane. It’s been tested in *BIOTECHINC* labs globally. I'm not
supposed to clue you in but what the hell, why not. The client is on the
other side of that glass.” With a derisive wave, Cale indicated the plate-
glass wall. His dark skin glowed with a fierce smoldering heat. Danny
had to wonder if the man was high on a drug: methamphetamine?
Danny had seen guys on this drug, the pinprick-pupils in their eyes and
their air of pit bull aggression. In proximity to someone on meth you
could feel your heartbeat accelerate with his. “You’ve got a great body,
kid. Lean and hard-muscled but no steroids, no bodybuilding, just the
classic-American-boy body. Eighteen is the optimum age. There’s a
great crop of you, born ’87. A world-class neurosurgeon will saw open
your skull, remove your brain and insert the client’s. 'm guessing he’s
an old fart who claims to feel eighteen ‘in his heart.” Or, he’s terminally
ill in his worn-out crap body. Or, he’s just turned fifty, megamillionaire
getting paunchy and his reflexes slow, losing his hair, his wind, and can’t
depend upon his dick. Your dick, that’s worth the $1.8 million just by
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itself. Client wants a new body and if he can afford it who can blame
him? Hey man, not me.”

All this while Cale was standing uncomfortably close to Danny,
breathing on him. His dark hair was rough-rippled and nappy as if it
had been shellacked. The bones of his large heavy head seemed to push
tight against the singed-looking skin, outlining the eye sockets so that
the eyes were recessed, glistening with angry mirth. Danny laughed
feebly. It was like one of these guys to say outrageous things and push
close, in your face practically, daring you to back off. You didn’t expect
it from an older guy, especially not someone in a position of responsi-
bility. “Know what, Danny: I'm going to take a blood pressure reading
again. It was a little high, 'm thinking. You breathe in, breathe out,
relax. Like I say, and CALE is programmed not to lie, you will not feel
any pain when the procedure begins. Your days of pain are finished.
That’s good news, eh?”

“You're kidding, right? What’s actually happening here? This is
some kind of joke?”

“Kind of a joke, yes.” Cale squinted at the instruction sheet on his
clipboard. “I guess you could say so. ‘Good Citizen.” ‘Birth mother un-
known.” See, it isn’t as if your body was ever yours, Danny. You were
planned, engineered, copyright “BIOTECHINC* just like me.”

Birth mother? What had Cale said?

Danny wasn’t comprehending much of this. His face was frozen in a
perplexed smile. Though maybe, in a way yes he was comprehending for
there was something here that made sense, Mr. Lasky would be nodding
and encouraging Danny. Engineering, made-to-be-harvested, “donor.”
Yet Danny was thinking of course this was a joke, in a minute Cale
would relent and tell him what all this was about. (The Good Citizen
scholars were being subjected to a kind of initiation rite? Their reactions
were being televised by hidden cameras?)

Danny said, “What, you're saying, if it was so, it would be murder.
There are laws against murder.”

“No. You and your siblings are the property of *BIOTECHINC*
and not independent entities. Without *BIOTECHINC* you’d never
have been born. You've had eighteen years, Danny, and more. That’s
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a hell of a lot longer than many millions of human beings who've ever
lived. Now your brain will be shut down, as planned. Deprived of oxy-
gen, it will simply fade out. I've been promised the same myself, only
I don’t know when. My contract is renewable. They renew me if my
services are wanted. But you, Danny, your body will survive for decades.
As a body donor, you’re one of the elite.”

Danny shivered. In the distance, there was a sound as of amplified
voices, or muffled thunder. He laughed, this was so weird! His throat
was sore with laughing. “O.K., T get it you're joking? This is some kind
of weird initiation and people are laughing at me on TV?”

Cale said, relenting, “Sure, Danny. I'm joking. That’s my job here, to
joke. Prep you for TV. Next thing, you’ll want to lie on this table, just
relax, stretch your legs and the makeup girl will be coming in. On TV,
your natural skin tone bleaches out. Guys don’t like makeup on their
faces but believe me, you need it. Even you.” Cale lay a warm, consoling
hand on Danny’s shoulder. In that instant Danny felt comforted. Cale
likes me, Cale is my friend.

It would be that Danny Neuworth was on TV. A taped segment to be
broadcast on channel thirteen. Not many people Danny knew watched
channel thirteen, the PBS station, and that was disappointing, but the
Hursts might catch it, and somebody in Mt. Olive who knew him might
watch, and speak of it to Danny’s friends, and to the Stampfels. That
was one way it might be but a second way, which was beginning to be
exciting to contemplate, was that Cale would defy his *BIOTECHINC*
employers and help Danny escape from the compound into the hills of
north central New Jersey.

In the distance, a sound like a buzzer was ringing. Cale turned to
leave. His expression was less belligerent now. His dark glistening eyes
skidded onto Danny in a way that reminded Danny of Mrs. Jameson
and the other adults looking at him, not-looking-at-him, as if the sight
of Danny was searing in their vision and they had to protect themselves
from him. “You’re a nice kid, Danny. All of you are. Congratulations.”

Cale didn’t offer a hand to shake. Before Danny could thank him he
was gone, the door shut and locked behind him.

Danny cried, “Hey wait! How long . . .”
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Danny could hear air hissing into the cubicle. A high thin whistling
noise of a different texture than the air-conditioning. He was anxious,
shivering. A tinge of nausea of the kind he felt before a race but it was a
fact: some of the best runners on the team, like the best swimmers on the
swim team, threw up before their races. That was nothing to be ashamed
of, Coach said. You could make a joke of it, almost. Danny would make
a joke about this experience when he saw his teammates again. When
he saw his friends again back in Mt. Olive. He was trembling with cold
but beginning to feel less anxious. He sat on the edge of the examination
table as Cale had suggested, and stretched out. He had missed his own
graduation, that was a loss. But news of his Good Citizenship award
would be on TV and in the local papers. And in the St. Petersburg
paper. Ed and Em had been proud of him for winning the scholarship,
they’d put his picture on the bulletin board.

He wondered how much they’d known about—what was the
name?—*BIOTECHINC*. Whether they were contracted, too. And his
previous foster parents.

He smiled to think there’d always been a plan, a purpose. He had
not known that. Thoughts came now in slow rippling streams. He placed
his feet in the stirrups at the end of the table. They were made of sturdy
metal, and held when he pushed against them. It was like pushing off
when the practice gun was fired. One-two-three: go. Coach was smiling
at him. It was so, Coach was proud of Danny. His eyelids were heavy.
He covered his eyes with his forearm, to shield them from the fluores-
cent lights. On the far side of the glass wall invisible to him someone was
observing him. Someone was waiting for him. He had never been alone,
evidently. All his life he’d never been alone. And now he was going to
be adopted. This time, someone would choose him. A voice warm and

comforting in his ear. Danny?



FAT MAN MY LOVE

HE WAS OBESE. He was a fantasist. He was a fetishist. He was a
perfectionist. He was a prince. He was a toad. He was a prince
born mistakenly as a toad. He was in fact born British. He was a very
proud Brit. Though, in time, an American citizen, yet a Brit. He was a
“devout” Catholic. He was one who wished revenge. He was one who
feared Hell. He was a genius. He was a giant fetus. He was a genius in
the form of a giant fetus. He was a smirk. He was an appetite. He was a
mouth-hole. He was a maze of guts. He was a giant anus. His (hairless)
head was Humpty Dumpty’s head before the Fall. His head was filled
with dreams. His head was filled with such dreams! He was a virgin-boy
for a long time. He was his mother’s plump-virgin-boy for a long time.
His face was a pious face. His face was congealed grease drippings. His
face was a droll jowly smile. His skin was toad-belly white. His eyes
were toad-eyes. His eyes were shy-boy eyes. He was very ugly. He was
very ugly but very dapper. He was one to wear a good Brit suit. He was
one to wear a good dark Brit suit, starched white dress shirt, necktie of

a conservative type. He was one to sweat inside his clothes. He was one
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to scratch at his crotch, in furious yearning. Ah, he was angry! He was a
Prince of Rage. His eyes were not shy-boy eyes but raptor eyes. His eyes
were hooded eyes. His eyes were hypnotist-eyes. His eyes were X-ray
eyes. On the film set (utterly silent, by his decree) his eyes were the eyes
of God who has seen all, and need now only remember. His peephole
eye, too, was the eye of God. I our love nest (as in his droll Brit way he
wished to call it) be preferred to observe me through the peephole than
directly, as lost in blond reverie I slowly, very slowly removed my white
satin lacy-conical-breasted Maidenform Bra. He favored strangulation.
He favored ice blondes. He knew how to get their attention.

FAT MAN, a quarter-century dead! Yet still T fear the peephole eye.

WAS HE VERY UGLY, yes very ugly but a very dapper ugly man of
power. Was he nice, nooooo not very nice but a very dapper very ugly
man of power. Was he a zombie Buddha, yes he was a zombie Buddha
but a zombie Buddha of power. Was he cruel, yes he was cruel but was
he witty in his cruelty, was he inspired in his cruelty, was he selective
in his cruelty (his victims subordinates, undetlings), yes for he was one
who knew the script. Very few of us (Pippi, certainly!) know the script,
but he was one who knew the script. He was one who had memorized
the script. He was one who had dreamt the script. He was one who
directed the script. He was one who cast the movie choosing You, and
you, but not you, and not you. He was not one who believed in God. He
was one who believed in the Holy Roman Catholic Apostolic Church.
He was one to believe in evil. He was one to believe in Hell, damna-
tion. He believed in torture. He believed in the (therapeutic) torture of
women. He was born in 1899. He was the approximate age of the movie
industry. He was a shy man, socially. He was a showy man, socially. He
was Fat Man, a joke. He was (he feared he was) a sexual joke. He was
a director to cast beautiful faces, bodies. He was one in awe of glamor.
He was one to spell the word glamzour. He was one to inflict torture.
He was an upright phallus. He was a very jolly very portly Humpty
Dumpty phallus. He was not a penis or a prick or a good-natured cock
but a phallus. He was his mother’s phallus. He was his mother’s phallus
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and by twenty-seven yet a virgin. He was twenty-seven and yet a good-
boy penitent. He was not Jack the Ripper for he had no sins to confess
(none!) yet he was required each evening after work (he was a title-card
designer for Famous Players-Lasky Films) to approach his mother’s
bed and tell her, in the halting way of a penitent confessing his sins to a
priest, of his day. Thirty years later I the taxi in full view of any startled
observer who wished to peer into the back seat to observe the ravishingly
beautiful elegantly coiffed Ice Blonde model and Famed Fat Man Film
Director in Dark Brit Suit moving amid early-evening traffic on Hollywood
Boulevard where I was poor bypnotized Pippi required to “tear open” the
great man’s billowing trousers. I was required to “tear open” the great
man’s billowing trousers if I could but locate with chill fumbling fingers
the damned zipper lost within the goiterous crotch and the great man was
to shout with surprise and laughter and “fend the wench off’—as Mother
would have wished.

HE HATED SUSPENSE. He hated not-knowing. He hated not-being-
the-One-to-know. He hated not-being-the-One-who-has-written-the-
script. He hated the suspense of such impotence and so he would make
himself the master of suspense. The Jesuits had terrorized him with tales
of Hell, now he would terrorize the world with tales of Hell except he
would be a practical joker. His movies would be practical jokes. All
movies are practical jokes. Fat Man was so funny! You wet your panties
laughing at Fat Man’s droll Brit witticisms. You crapped your panties
laughing at Fat Man’s jokes for Fat Man favored practical jokes involving
laxatives slipped into drinks. Wzl you have a vodka martini mry dear. Will
you have a manbattan, will you have a Bloody Mary, will you have a sloe

gin fizz my dear. So funny!

WAS HE A FEARFUL FAT MAN, yes of course. All Fat Men are
fearful and he was one to choose his victims solely among those who
had no power, who could not retaliate for fear of losing all they had
accomplished in the “film world.” Was he a mean-raging Fat Man, yes
of course. All Fat Men are mean-raging and he was one who saw with

peephole accuracy how he would himself be cast in one of his own piti-
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less movies. Was he an avid lover, yes of course How can I force you to
love me if you do not love me if I am Fat Man a sexual joke how can I hurt
you most ingeniously my dear you will see! Was he a quivery Fat Man,
yes of course. All Fat Men are quivery. Did his numerous chins quiver,
did his bloated torso quiver, did the layers and ledges of flesh around
his belly and buttocks quiver, did his fatty-marbled heart quiver, yes for
there was a hole inside him like an open drain and so many years before
he was brought by wheelchair amid deafening applause to accept the
coveted Lifetime Achievement in Motion Pictures Academy Award he
was one to quiver, and to sit.

He was one to sit, and to dream.

In his massive (hairless) head, such dreams!

Elaborate plots like a maze of guts. Chase scenes, suspense scenes,
shock-surprise scenes, deliriously-circling-camera scenes, vertiginous
scenes, aerial scenes, bloody-stabbing scenes, horror scenes, strangu-
lation scenes, sly orgasm scenes, the minuet-orchestrated ecstasy of
revenge.

He was never one to run. He was a pious plump-boy-virgin hiding
his smirk behind clasped prayer-hands. He was not one to walk, much.
As Fat Man he would sit and dine at favored restaurants, often. He was
one to demand “his” table. He was one to sit and dine for a very long
time each evening for he was very hungry. He was a giant gut, eateating.
He favored scatological jokes. He was very courteous, formal in his man-
ner. He was one to drinkdrink to sodden oblivion. He was one to stuff
himself to fill the hole inside him. Flush-faced and panting and wormy
lips quivering as, in later years, the sharply white dentures chewchewed.
He could not eat alone: he had a horror of eating alone. He required
the presence of (admiring, adoring) others when he dined. Though he
would ignore these (admiring, adoring) others as he dined he required
their presence for there was this hole inside his fatty hulk of mysteri-
ous origin. . . . At first only a few inches in diameter in his chest, later a
larger hole of about six inches in diameter in his belly, in the (later) Hol-
lywood years of fame, legend, wealth, the envy of filmmaker rivals and
the fawning awe of countless others an even larger and more alarming

hole in the lower gut. Pity me! I am a tub of guts but the guts are always
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aching-empty except when stuffed full for a fat man is always empty except
when stuffed full, will you fill ney hole my dear?

HE WAS A PLAYFUL FAT MAN. His was the (pitiless) accuracy of the
peephole eye.

WAS HE ONE TO SIT, yes! Oh yes he was one to sit.

From boyhood he was one to sit calm and impassive as the Buddha,
not to meditate but to dream.

He was not Jack the Ripper. Not a sinful loathsome boy. His hands
were never busy beneath the bedclothes. His hands, his arms were prop-
erly folded across his chest atop the bedclothes like those of a carved
funerary figure. As the Jesuits prescribed, and Mother oversaw. Yet in
the night his skin was clammy, damp. His (tight-shut) eyes swerved in
their sockets. Mad veins pounded at his temples. His mouth was dry as
if he’d swallowed sand. By night I was a captive of that other. I am not
to blame. Yet by day he was a very good boy-student. He was a very
good boy-student in his St. Ignatius uniform. Yes he did believe in God
the Father, in Jesus Christ His Only Begotten Son, in the Holy Ghost,
and in the Virgin Mary. (“Begotten” was not a word he knew. “Virgin”
was not a word he knew, exactly.) He was one to recite British Railway
timetables to the astonishment of family and relatives. Lurid illustrated
magazines and newspapers he read (in secret) and these too (in secret)
he memorized.

He was not Jack the Ripper.

HE WAS JACK THE RIPPER. Stab stabbing the nasty naked women.
Nasty mocking ice-blond naked women. In the prime of his power and
bulk (three hundred sixty-five pounds) he was Jack the Ripper stab stab-
bing the women though in fact he preferred strangulation to stabbing
Strangulation is more intimate, I've found. Yet he would not scorn stab-
bing. Stabbing provides blood, blood is wonderfully “visual.” Certainly
he scorned guns, noisy guns, no intimacy with guns, guns were a cliché
of shoot-"em-up, cowboys-and-Indians B-films naturally one of his sen-

sibility would scorn. He was classy, classic. He was of the priest caste.
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His mother would have wished him a priest but that had not happened.
He had not the vocation, his was a secular vocation. Yet he would
observe ritual, sacrifice. Sacrifice of the ice-blond temptress. Yes, he
would have very happy memories of stabbing. The most spectacular of
stab-sex-scenes in movie history would be his. So, he would hardly scorn
stabbing. Mother would aid him in this as in so many things, Mother
gotten up in Whistler’s Mother long dowdy black skirt, proper gray
(wig) bun. So exact, Mother could be. So prim and so cruel. (So funny!)
Yet, he preferred strangulation for the intimacy. He was one to crave
intimacy. He was misunderstood as coldhearted, calculating, lacking in
charity. (Through his long life, he gave not a penny to “charity.” Why
should he?) Many have asked Did the great film director touch you in a
lewd way, Pippi? Did Fat Man grow bored with the peephole merely and
one day close his hideous fat fingers around your lovely blond neck? Did
Fat Man grunt groan wheeze bellow collapse his bulk upon your slender
girl-body paralyzed in terror, broken beneath so bhellish an assault? Did 1
die, was I revived? Was I revived by my ardent lover many times? (Fat
Man knew the advantage of strangulation, by garrotte for instance: the
dying victim can be revived many times.) Am I revived now, decades later

in the 21st century?

HoLLYwOOD TATLER offered me $$3$$ for such “confidential” revela-
tions. National Enguirer, Playboy, Esquire, Reader’s Digest (in abridged
form) and countless others. Always, Pippi declined.

I was so very ashamed.

THE GREAT MAN’S SECRET WAS: he feared laughter.

He feared laughter at him. For all his fame, genius, grandeur he was
but a (visual) joke. Girls, women giggling at such a lover!

He had not been a joke to his mother. Never a joke to the Virgin
Mary. He was happiest when they observed him for then he would not
be bad. But it was exciting when they did not observe him for then he
would be bad. And his badness took such flights! Observing his pasty-
pale impassive good-boy face at (for instance) the communion railing,

you could never have guessed how his badness, like exultant predator
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birds careening into the air to seek their prey, took flight! He was not a
very nice young man but he was a very dapper young man and in time
he would be a very dapper Fat Man always impeccably dressed Brit style
in sun-splotched Los Angeles among beautiful imbecile faces and bodies
a Fat Man of habit, order, discipline in dark suit, starched white dress
shirt, conservative tie. Tent-sized dark Brit suit in fact he owned six of
them and each was identical to the others. Tent-sized starched white shirts
in fact he owned fifteen of them and each was identical to the others. Plus
ten identical ties, six identical pairs of custom-made (XXX width) leather
dress shoes, numerous pairs of identical black socks. He was courteous
and contemptuous and he was very happy stabbing, for Jack the Ripper
was not laughed at by girls and women. Fat Man was a joke to women,
was he?—well he was not. Fat Man was not a joke but a joker. He was
not a joke but a joker and that is quite a distinction. And that was his
career. He was not a joke but Jack the Ripper who was Jack the Joker
and the joke was on you, and on you, and on you.

And the joke was on me.

ONE DAY Maman called to me: You have a gentleman caller, Pippi!
You will bathe.

Tt was 1953. [ was a girl model known coyly as Pippi. There was Kiki,
there was Fifi, there was Mimi, there was Tippi and there was even, for
a while, Gigi. I was Pippi. I was one of the Ice Blondes.

May 1953. A time in which, in some quarters even here in sun-
splotched Los Angeles mothers still addressed their daughters in formal
terms. And daughters obeyed their Mamans.

May 1924. Aged twenty-three he was a heavyset young man not yet
Fat Man and not yet famed. He was the hardest of hard workers at the
Famous Players-Lasky Studio. It was the Silent Film Era. Aged twenty-
three he had never touched a female i that way. He was faithful to
his mother as to the Virgin Mary. He was not Jack the Ripper. They
would know, he could not be Jack the Ripper. Aged twenty-three he did
not know what the word menstruation might mean. He did not know

what the word ovulation might mean. He did not know what the ugly
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words sexual intercourse might mean (though he had some idea, he had
glimpsed dogs in the street before looking quickly away). He wrote his
first screenplay.

P1PPI’S SCREEN TEST! The famous director was fifty-four and in his
Fat Man prime. Maman chaperoned.

My dear say I love you
“I love you”
My dear say I love you with feeling
“I love you”
Again I love you
“I love you”
Lift your chin my dear I love you
“I love you”
As if you meant it my dear lift your beautiful eyes I love you
“I love you”

Ab no! my dear you must try again I love you

Until finally Maman fell asleep, exhausted.

ONE DAY I would realize that as soon as the great director saw me it
was to discover that I was already “in” his head. I had no knowledge of
this fact of course. I was Pippi, only just nineteen and very silly and very
vain and very hopeful of her blond “good looks” as it was expressed in
that long-ago era. I had no knowledge that when the great director saw
me (in a TV ad) it was “in” his head he was seeing me also. Because I
was not physically present but only a gliding TV image at that moment
I could not yet know the suffocation of being “in” another’s head. That

knowledge would come later.

I WISH you were the size of my thumb dear Pippi! Know what I would
do dear Pippi I would gobble you down in one delicious gulp dear dear
Pippi!
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SOMEHOW IT HAPPENED, he was married.

Somehow it happened, “his wife” was pregnant.

He was not certain how it had happened. He believed it had hap-
pened during the night. He had not seen the (contorted) face of “his
wife” nor had he heard her (whimpering, panting) response when he (or
someone in his place, in the bed) had touched her. (Or had he touched
her? It may have been, “his wife” had touched him.)

He could not bear the bloated belly. He could not bear the hideous
bloated breasts. He was ill, his appetite was depressed. He drank. He
drank to fill the aching cavity within. He saw that the wife’s appearance
was a mimicry of his own appearance. He saw smiles in the street, rude
stares. He saw the bemused glance of beautiful girls and women. He
saw their perfect bodies gliding past. He saw the wife’s distended belly
in mockery of his distended belly. It was Mother’s belly, was it? It was
himself in the womb, was it?

Yet the wife adored him, her name was “A.” His name, too, was
“A.” You might laugh, “A” and “A” were twins. He laughed, for he was
one with a jocular sense of humor. He laughed at the coincidence for
it meant nothing. (Of course, it meant everything. In the script, there
are no coincidences.) His mother was ailing but still living when “A”
(“Alfred”) married “A” (“Alma” who had converted to Catholicism to
please the groom and his family). The two women’s lives overlapped for
some years so it was not likely that “A” was his mother, still less that
his mother was “A.” It was not likely that “A” was pregnant with “A”
when “A” was the father of the unborn child and it was not likely that
the wife was deliberately mocking “A’s” distended belly. In cinema, yes.
In the German Expressionist cinema he admired, yes. In the ordinary
world, no.

Not likely. Yet crude sensationalist vulgar minds would go speculate,
after the great man’s death.

PARTICULARLY the wife’s enormous nursing breasts leaking milk re-
pelled him. He could not bear the sucksucking of the baby. He could

not bear another baby in the marriage. He was a practical joker whose
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specialty was laxative jokes but he did not care for baby diapers nor did
he care for babyshit.
There was this hole, ever growing, inside him.

PI1PPI I have been celibate so long. I have been celibate forty years Pippi.
I have no love I have no sex-love 1 have only my work in which I am a
genius but 1 am so lonely Pippi I have this hole inside me Pippi I adore
you Pippi tell me you adore me Pippi even if it is only the script. Pippi |

will make you a star!

Maman brought me the contract, breathless. Pippi, sign!

It was an era when if you were Pippi, or Tikki, or Lili, or Bibi, if you
were directed by your Maman to sign, you signed.

Signed away my soul. Seven films!

(Of which only two would be made. The first, legendary and ac-
claimed. The second, a disaster.)

Why did T submit to the tyranny of Fat Man, why did I submit to
Maman, you ask from your pinnacle of wisdom in the 21st century.
You cannot comprehend. You cannot put yourself in my place. I was
Pippi, I was hypnotized by Fat Man. It was not an era in America when
Pippi would not be hypnotized by Fat Man. I will nake you a star Pippi
I adore you only try to adore me for Fat Man did not threaten, at first.
That would come later.

You have sold your soul for riches, fame it would be accused but
I don’t believe this was ever true. Immediately Fat Man saw me I was
“in” his head and captive. And it was safest there! For in Fat Man’s
massive head I was without desire. When in the glaring camera lights I
was without desire. Fat Man costumed me, Fat Man oversaw makeup,
hair, undergarments, hosiery, all footwear. Shoes! Fat Man was a fetish-
ist of shoes, feet. Black satin high-heeled pumps, stiletto-heeled sandals in
the sheerest silk hosiery. In Fat Man’s head I was the Ice Blonde beauty
without desire. For to be Ice Blonde is to be free of desire. I was without
desire like a flame that has been blown out. I was without desire to be

other than Pippi in Fat Man’s massive head and it was a holy place, I
believed.
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FOR HERE WAS a Brit gentleman of impeccable good manners, taste.
Here was a gentleman renowned for his wit. Here was a genius of cinema.
Here was lofty sorrow. Here was gross appetite. Here was one shamelessly
enthralled by glamor. Here was one famously impatient with underlings.
Here was one who remained an infant through life. Here was one who had
never been young. Here was a fat drooping phallus. Here was a very fat
very drooping phallus. Here was a witty phallus! Here was a wise phallus.
Here was a haunted phallus, a poet-phallus, a visionary-phallus to instruct
us, ice blondes and all others who yearn for redemption I#’s only a movie.
Let’s not go too deeply into these things. It's only a movze.

I wept, to be so freed of desire. For desire is the flame that dazzles
and blinds as it kills.

SEIZING ONE of us in bloated slug fingers, for Fat Man was the greatest
filmmaker in all of history, should not Fat Man be rewarded? should not
Fat Man be happy, as ordinary swinish folk are happy? where is justice,
otherwise?—lifting the squealing thumb-sized flesh doll to the massive
hole of his mouth, and eating, chewing, swallowing with a mouthful of

his favorite French burgundy.

WE HAD NOT KNOWN! We had not guessed. (Pippi had not even
known that she was but one of a succession of Ice Blondes. Pippi in
her stupidity and vanity had imagined she was the sole Ice Blonde!)
The movie that was to be made, involving “real” actors, in a “real” set
amid “real” technicians and assistants, was but the aftermath of the Fat
Man’s vision. The movie was but the tunnel for what was inside the gi-
ant fetus head to come “outside.” If what was inside the head was not
realized “outside,” the head would explode. For the head, though mas-
sive, had to be relieved of its contents. As the hundreds of feet of guts
had to be relieved of their contents. Or Fat Man in his proper Brit suit,
starched white dress shirt would explode. But after the movie was made
and released to the public it began at once to lose its lustre. It became
banal, boring. Only a movie. Only a movie. Only a movie. Like a myste-

rious light left burning after the sun has risen. Such light enduring into
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day, now tawdry, pointless. Fat Man was one whose dreams ceased to
interest him once others shared them for the eyes of others debased Fat
Man’s dream. There was this hole inside him.

FAT MAN BECAME IMPATIENT with his Pippi who did not adore
him in the way Fat Man wished to be adored and so had to be punished.
Birds were sent to peck at my face, hands, arms. I was made to endure
the hellish shrieking of birds. I was made to endure Fat Man’s rage. 1
was made to endure Fat Man’s madness. I was Pippi, I had wished to
believe that I was beloved. I was Pippi, I had been assured that the birds
would be mechanical birds. But when I arrived on the set that day there
were cages of live birds and they were excited. And they were hungry.
And they were angry. They were furious blackbirds, ravens. They were
crows. They were Death-Birds. I was made to endure hours, days of
these birds. Pecking beaks, flailing black-feathered wings! A sky of
birds, an avalanche of birds! Fat Man observed at a distance. Fat Man
was impassive, seemingly uninvolved. Fat Man was a zombie Buddha.
Fat Man was in command of the Death-Birds. I was made to bleed by
the birds’ ravenous beaks. I would be badly infected by the birds’ rav-
enous beaks. My left eye was pecked by a frenzied starling. Birds were
being flung at me, I could not defend myself. My hair was encrusted
with the suety-sticky white of bird shit. Help! Help me! I was panicked,
I could not breathe. Yet Fat Man remained seated in his director’s chair
impervious to my terror as he was impervious to my pleas for mercy.

Only a movie. Yet it must be endured.

YET: the final scene of the movie was such beauty! Pippi who had
been broken, terrorized, humiliated was yet resurrected, on film. I saw,
I was made to see, how Fat Man had the power of such resurrection as
Fat Man had the power of utter debasement, humiliation. It was the
power of God. It was the power of the giant fetus, as God. In that way
in which, in the final scene, the Ice Blonde made her cautious way with
other survivors through a vast subdued sea of predator birds. Human
beings in their vulnerable featherless flesh making a pilgrimage through
the devastated world. It was beautiful, we wept to see it. We had not
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known, in the filming. We had come to loathe and fear Fat Man who had
swallowed us whole and digested us and excreted us yet we wept to see

such beauty, and ourselves redeemed within it.

(ALL OF HOLLYWOOD talked of it: an experienced actress would not
have tolerated such abuse. An experienced actress would not have toler-
ated such insult. An experienced actress would not have succumbed to
Fat Man’s entreaties. For never did Pippi recover, entirely. Never Pippi’s

lacerated and shat-upon soul restored to its virgin purity.)

IN FAT MAN’S MANY MOVIES there would be the fleeting image of
Fat Man for Fat Man was a practical joker and what more of a practical
joke than to insert Fat Man in the cinema-world of perfect faces, bodies.
Fat Man so very ugly. Fat Man smirking, Fat Man with quivery jowls
and bleak empty eyes. Now Fat Man was making lesser movies, you
could tell because Fat Man was ever more famous. Fat Man was nearing
Death, you could tell because Fat Man was winning ever more awards
for Lifetime Achievement.
The next, posthumous. Eagerly I await.

A SUMMONS CAME at last. He had been waiting for many years. He
was embittered waiting. He would not forgive this long insult. He had
won an Oscar! At last. An attendant would accompany him to the
ceremony. The studio would provide transportation. Always Fat Man
required transportation. Fat Man did not walk, not much. Fat Man was
in a wheelchair, was he? (When had this happened?) Fat Man had dif-
ficulty breathing. Fat Man had difficulty swallowing his food. Fat Man
was not supposed to drink as he’d once done but Fat Man demanded
his drink. To what purpose had he labored these many decades, if he
was to be denied his drink? The white-jacketed attendant was in the hire
of the studio. Fat Man would not pay for his own attendant, the studio
must pay. Fat Man was in a sulk, the Oscar had so many times been
denied him. O 2y count of three, sir! the attendant murmured heaving
Fat Man into his chair. And now wheeled along a crimson carpet, past
cheering throngs. Flashbulbs. Fat Man wore evening attire. Fat Man



186 JOYCE CAROL OATES

was squeezed into a tux. Fat Man had been shaved, cologne had been
rubbed gently into his collapsed skin. Fat Man was very proud. Fat Man
was sulky, the Oscar had been denied him so long. His name was being
intoned: Lifetime Achievement in Motion Pictures. His name was being
chanted by thousands, tens of thousands. To the very horizon, applause.
A standing ovation. A wall of deafening sound. The honored one insists
upon heaving himself from his wheelchair, of course he can walk if he
wishes. Amid warm dazzling lights, the gleaming statuette of Oscar is
held aloft. The master of ceremonies is a tux and a black satin bow tie,
bald-gleaming skull smiling above. The master of ceremonies is leading
the applause that threatens to suffocate Fat Man but the promise shim-
mers before him, the hole inside him will be filled. At last! With child-
like eagerness Fat Man reaches out to receive the Oscar statuette but the
statuette hovers out of reach firmly grasped by the smiling skull above
the black satin bow tie and (something happens, a mishap, there are
gasps from the audience, where is the damned attendant) Fat Man falls
in slow motion in what appears to be a staged comic-cruel sequence of
the sort for which Fat Man’s movies are known, the audience responds
with gales of laughter, applause. Yet Fat Man has fallen heavily, fatally.
Fat Man has fallen onto his bloated belly, Fat Man’s Humpty Dumpty
head cracks. His breath has been knocked from him with rude abrupt-
ness. In his death throes Fat Man manages to roll onto his side, and onto
his back, he is helpless as a gigantic beetle on its back, still the audience
shrieks with laughter, applause. Fat Man’s fingers are grasping still for
the gleaming statuette which hovers out of reach teasing, tantalizing, lu-
minous amid frenzied applause to the very horizon and cries of Bravo!

There will be no final credits. There will be no THE END to signal
Fat Man’s demise, only a slow . . .

—_——

BUT WHY am I crying, it is many years later. I am an old woman. I am
no longer the Ice Blonde. There is no one to “see” me now. There has
been no one to “see” me as Fat Man saw me for a very long time. The
shrieking birds are gone, their stabbing beaks and cries. There is an empti-

ness inside me where the flame of my long-ago desire once quivered.
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I loved Fat Man, I think. I feared and loathed Fat Man who de-
stroyed my acting career (exactly as he had vowed) and yet I loved Fat
Man. I could not bear Fat Man’s clammy repulsive touch and yet I loved
Fat Man at the peephole. Fat Man was not God, but who among us is
God? (At least, Fat Man aspired to be God.) Fat Man was not God but
for many years Fat Man possessed the wonder of God. Fat Man yearned
to fill the great hole inside him in a way that was God. For God is but
emptiness, we must fill God. We are creatures to fill God. I was too
young and foolish then to know, when I was “Pippi.” Too young to be
worthy of Fat Man’s peephole eye. In Fat Man’s head I was trapped and
tortured and yet I was happy there, I believe. I was absolved of all desire,
like a saint or a martyr. (In the wake of my disaster and breakdown, I
would convert to the Holy Roman Catholic Apostolic Church.) Yes I
was very beautiful but beauty is emptiness. Fat Man knew, as few know.
Fat Man too was a saint, a martyr. Fat Man suffered the Hell of ceaseless
yearning.

Often in my dreams Fat Man appears, not elderly and ravaged as he
was in the later years but in his prime, when I knew him. Fat Man takes
my hand to lead me through the devastated landscape. I am still fright-
ened of birds (silly Pippi!), Fat Man must lead me through the Valley of
Death-Birds.

Pippi, my dear. Never doubt the director!

I wake from such dreams of warmth and love and yet: why am
I crying?

T am astonished to see in mirrors this faded old woman! The peep-
hole eye would regard me with disgust, contempt. The peephole eye
would be shuttered at once, seeing me. The formerly elegant blond hair
is mere filaments, faded wisps. So thin, the shape of the skull is exposed.
If the light is bright behind me I can see through bone, brain matter,
gristle. For it is only a movie, Fat Man knew. Pippi was never real. None
of us was ever real. (You believe that you are real, do you?) Pippi was
only inside Fat Man’s head, and we know that Fat Man is dead.

(“Fat Man My Love” is purely fiction containing, in transmogrified form, factual material
from The Dark Side of Genius: The Life of Alfred Hitchcock by Donald Spoto and The
Encyclopedia of Alfred Hitchcock by Gene D. Phillips and Thomas M. Leitch.)



OBJECTS IN
MIRROR ARE CLOSER THAN

THEY APPEAR

IRST TIME YOU drive past my house Tuesday after school my

big-boob spike-haired cousin Gwendolyn Barnstead is sitting with
me smoking on the front steps, says Man! you are the handsomest man
she has ever seen in actual life. My attention is fixed on the awesome
vehicle you are driving, some kind of sexy Jeep with big tires and a flat
windshield and a military-metallic dark-green glare like a beetle’s back.
By the time Gwen’s remark registers you are already past.

Being that I am a natural-born skeptic, the only rationalist in the
family, I ask Gwen why’re you so handsome, what’s so special about
you, and Gwen says, lowering her voice as if there’s anybody to hear
(there is not, my mom is flat-out in her sick room making a noise like
breathing through a clogged hose), “It looked like this really sexy jet-
black hair like a ‘Native American.” Looked like he was wearing a white
shirt, yknow—a real shirt with sleeves. I don’t know, he just looked
really cool. Not like anybody lives around here.”

Gwen and I wait for you to circle the block like sometimes a guy will
do. You don’t.
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(Actually we live outside town, there’s no “blocks” here like in a
civilized place. You’d have to drive five, six miles on North Fork Road
to circle around. But you might’ve turned your awesome vehicle around
and driven right back in our direction, is what I'm thinking.)

Second time you drive past my house, about 6 P.M. next day, it’s a
slower hour and you are driving slower and I'm alone in the front room
where three window panes are greasy from my forehead pressed against
them and when I see the awesome military-beetle vehicle my heart starts
knocking like crazy in my chest and I'm thinking Hey I know you! I
know you! but I'm like paralyzed and can’t run outside, I just can’t. It’s
about time for me to make supper, bring my mom her supper on a tray,
the macaroni-cheese casserole is in the oven and I’'m prowling the house
nervous like red ants are biting inside my clothes waiting for the phone to
ring, it has not rung since I came home from school it’s like the phone is
dead or disconnected or all of mankind is annihilated except me, and I'm
staring through the grease prints seeing the awesome glaring vehicle slow-
ing, a single driver, male, with jet-black hair, pausing to get the number on
our house—is that what you’re doing?—trying to see the number 249 that
used to be glow-in-the-dark but now it’s almost invisible—and it flashes
over me like something in a movie who you are: the man at Eckerd’s!

I mean, I think so. There can be no such coincidence.

For you are not a guy in just his twenties, say. Not some heavy metal
guy I’d be scared shitless to climb into that vehicle with but an adult
man, an older man of possibly thirty. A pharmacist! Someone to respect
and who would respect me. You are some kind of Asian-American, I
guess: Chinese, Japanese, Korean? (What other is there? At my high
school are a few Asian-Americans, kind of quiet, very smart and popular,
elected to class offices, on the yearbook staff with me.)

At Eckerd’s T had to get my mom’s prescription refilled and a bed-
pan and other supplies and you waited on me, very polite. Have to say I
didn’t take notice of you immediately, I am not one to stare at anybody
older, mostly. Or anybody like a pharmacist in a white jacket, necktie
showing. Except I did notice the sexy black hair worn in a way to cap-
ture the attention, a little long past your collar, kind of flaring like wings
from your forehead, no part, but the suggestion of a part, in the middle.
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This is styled-hair, no mistake. And your profile, I kind of noticed.
"Course I was feeling sorry for myself right then, slouched and chewing
gum like I had a grudge against it, and my eyes mascara-smeared from
rubbing them. Momma used to tease I’d look like a sleepy raccoon star-
ing out from a hole. And my hair, Mr. Ketchum at school (“Catch-Em”)
teaches Drivers’ Ed and coaches guys’ sports says my hair looks like an
eggbeater got into it but I can tell he likes the look. And you were smil-
ing at me, too. I think. Your face is kind of a flat moon face seen from
the front and your eyes are really dark eagle-eyes and your skin has a
golden-lemony-tan look, very smooth, not like some Caucasian where
the beard-stubble on the jaws is always poking through. You were say-
ing something about the prescription renewal, next time the pharmacist
would have to contact my mothet’s doctor, I wasn’t listening to much of
this just standing there one hip higher than the other, chewing my gum.
I'm like always in a hurry though there’s no special place I am going. 'm
actually almost eighteen but look like thirteen. No boobs, and a bitty
ass like two half-doughnuts. My skin is so pale you can see weird little
purple veins on my forehead. You are typing in the computer saying,
““‘North Fork,” eh? That’s north of here, eh?” and it takes me a beat to
catch on you’re kind of joking, and with that little smile of yours, and I
almost swallow my gum. Saying, “Yeah. I guess.”

Then, buying the freaky bedpan, “adult size” I asked for, I was
kind of embarrassed, and sullen, knowing my fate is not just to bring
the damn bedpan home but to dump its contents out in the bathroom
periodically if/when Momma gets too weak to use the bathroom, and
you didn’t act all sappy and somber like people do, they hear about
my mom’s next-scheduled surgery, etcetera, you showed what was on
the shelves and made a recommendation and I'm feeling my eyes sting
with tears staring at this really ugly depressing bright-shiny utensil com-
ing into my life and you said, “One size does not fit all. Eh?” And you
glanced at my rear, in my tight bleached jeans, and I’'m a skinny thing
ninety pounds and five feet two, and a warm happy blush came over my
face and my knees went weak as water.

Meant to look at your left hand, check for a wedding band but I was
so distracted, I forgot.
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Now you are driving on North Fork Road. You are the handsomest
man ever glimpsed in actual life as opposed to movies/TV and you are
driving an awesome upscale vehicle past my fake-asphalt-sided junker-
car-in-the-driveway house, and slowing, peering at number 249, and I'm
behind the window unable to move beginning to hear a croak-voice call-
ing Dee-Dee! Dee-Dee! like something at the bottom of a well.

“Yeah, Mom! I'm coming.”

Since then you haven’t been back. Three days you have stayed away
from North Fork Road. Why?

Gwen came over and did my hair, it’s spiked like hers now, jet-black
highlighted with maroon, green. We’re out on the front steps smoking,
bare-legged and barefoot and our toenails painted frosty blue. Every ve-
hicle that appears, especially pickups and vans, my heart gives a lunge.

In three weeks I will be graduated. My grades are fucked but they
won’t keep a “school diploma” from me. (An actual diploma is issued
by the State of New York.) Until senior year I was on the honor roll, I
was co-editor of the yearbook, I was president of Hi-Lo’s and was almost
elected senior class treasurer. Until she got sick Momma had not a clue
I was leaving here. Applied to Oregon, Washington State, not Niagara
County Community College and now not even there, I guess. Momma
always saying when she can talk past a croak she wants me to be happy
and I’m saying, more sarcastic than you’d expect from somebody almost-
eighteen with an 1.Q. said to be 162, “Momma, I am happy. I am so
happy I could piss my pants.”

Now Gwen looks me over. I can see she’s impressed.

“Well, you look O.K. Like for a prom, or something.”

Prom! That’s a joke.

“You look, like real happy.”

It’s this spike-hair, and the new eye makeup, and toenail glitter. I
had a few swallows of Mom’s old dago red she’d hidden in the bathroom
cabinet and forgot. My premonition is, you will reappear on North Fork
Road. Take me by surprise, I won’t know when.

“Why shouldn’t I be happy, I am happy. I'm waiting.”
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UPON THE

SWEEPING FLOOD

ONE DAY IN Eden County, in the remote marsh and swamplands
to the south, a man named Walter Stuart was stopped in the rain
by a sheriff’s deputy along a country road. Stuart was in a hurry to get
home to his family—his wife and two daughters—after having endured
a week at his father’s old farm, arranging for his fathet’s funeral, sur-
rounded by aging relatives who had sucked at him for the strength of his
youth. He was a stern, quiet man of thirty-nine, beginning now to lose
some of the muscular hardness that had always baffled others, masking
as it did Stuart’s remoteness, his refinement, his faith in discipline and
order that seem to have belonged, even in his youth, to a person already
grown safely old. He was a district vice-president for one of the gypsum
mining plants, a man to whom financial success and success in love had
come naturally, without fuss. When only a child he had shifted his faith
with little difficulty from the unreliable God of his family’s tradition to
the things and emotions of this world, which he admired in his thought-
ful, rather conservative way, and this faith had given him access, as if

by magic, to a communion with persons vastly different from himself—
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with someone like the sheriff’s deputy, for example, who approached
him that day in the hard, cold rain. “Is something wrong?” Stuart said.
He rolled down the window and had nearly opened the door when the
deputy, an old man with gray eyebrows and a slack, sunburned face,
began shouting against the wind. “Just the weather, mister. You plan on
going far? How far are you going?”

“Two hundred miles,” Stuart said. “What about the weather? Is it
a hurricane?”

“A hurricane—yes—a hurricane,” the man said, bending to shout at
Stuart’s face. “You better go back to town and stay put. They’re evacu-
ating up there. We're not letting anyone through.”

A long line of cars and pickup trucks, tarnished and gloomy in the
rain, passed them on the other side of the road. “How bad is it?” said
Stuart. “Do you need help?”

“Back at town, maybe, they need help,” the man said. “They’re
putting up folks at the schoolhouse and the churches, and different
families—The eye was spost to come by here, but last word we got it’s
veered further south. Just the same, though—"

“Yes, it’s good to evacuate them,” Stuart said. At the back window
of an automobile passing them two children’s faces peered out at the
rain, white and blurred. “The last hurricane here—”

“Ah, God, leave off of that!” the old man said, so harshly that Stuart
felt, inexplicably, hurt. “You better turn around now and get on back to
town. You got money they can put you up somewheres good—not with
these folks coming along here.”

This was said without contempt, but Stuart flinched at its assump-
tions and, years afterward, he was to remember the old man’s remark
as the beginning of his adventure. The man’s twisted face and unsteady,
jumping eyes, his wind-snatched voice, would reappear to Stuart when
he puzzled for reasons—but along with the deputy’s face there would be
the sad line of cars, the children’s faces turned toward him, and, beyond
them in his memory, the face of his dead father with skin wrinkled and
precise as a withered apple.

“I’'m going in to see if anybody needs help,” Stuart said. He had the
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car going again before the deputy could even protest. “I know what 'm
doing! T know what I'm doing!” Stuart said.

The car lunged forward into the rain, drowning out the deputy’s
outraged shouts. The slashing of rain against Stuart’s face excited him.
Faces staring out of oncoming cars were pale and startled, and Stuart
felt rising in him a strange compulsion to grin, to laugh madly at their
alarm. . . . He passed cars for some time. Houses looked deserted, yards
bare. Things had the look of haste about them, even trees—in haste to
rid themselves of their leaves, to be stripped bare. Grass was twisted and
wild. A ditch by the road was overflowing and at spots the churning,
muddy water stretched across the red clay road. Stuart drove, splashing,
through it. After a while his enthusiasm slowed, his foot eased up on the
gas pedal. He had not passed any cars or trucks for some time.

The sky had darkened and the storm had increased. Stuart thought
of turning back when he saw, a short distance ahead, someone stand-
ing in the road. A car approached from the opposite direction. Stuart
slowed, bearing to the right. He came upon a farm—a small, run-down
one with just a few barns and a small pasture in which a horse stood
drooping in the rain. Behind the roofs of the buildings a shifting edge of
foliage from the trees beyond curled in the wind, now dark, now silver.
In a neat harsh line against the bottom of the buildings the wind had
driven up dust and red clay. Rain streamed off roofs, plunged into fat,
tilted rain barrels, and exploded back out of them. As Stuart watched,
another figure appeared, running out of the house. Both persons—they
looked like children—jumped about in the road, waving their arms. A
spray of leaves was driven against them and against the muddy wind-
shield of the car that approached and passed them. They turned: a girl
and a boy, waving their fists in rage, their faces white and distorted. As
the car sped past Stuart, water and mud splashed up in a vicious wave.

When Stuart stopped and opened the door the girl was already
there, shouting, “Going the wrong way! Wrong way!” Her face was
coarse, pimply about her forehead and chin. The boy pounded up be-
hind her, straining for air. “Where the hell are you going, mister?” the

girl cried. “The storm’s coming from this way. Did you see that bastard,
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going right by us? Did you see him? If I see him when I get to town—"
A wall of rain struck. The girl lunged forward and tried to push her
way into the car; Stuart had to hold her back. “Where are your folks?”
he shouted. “Let me in,” cried the girl savagely. “We’re getting out of
here!” “Your folks,” said Stuart. He had to cup his mouth to make her
hear. “Your folks in there!” “There ain’t anybody there—Goddamn
you,” she said, twisting about to slap her brother, who had been pushing
at her from behind. She whirled upon Stuart again. “You letting us in,
mister? You letting us in?” she screamed, raising her hands as if to claw
him. But Stuart’s size must have calmed her, for she shouted hoarsely
and mechanically: “There ain’t nobody in there. Our pa’s been gone the
last two days. Last two days. Gone into town by himself. Gone drunk
somewhere. He ain’t here. He left us here. LEFT US HERE!” Again she
rushed at Stuart, and he leaned forward against the steering wheel to let
her get in back. The boy was about to follow when something caught his
eye back at the farm. “Get in,” said Stuart. “Get in. Please. Get in.” “My
horse there,” the boy muttered. “You little bastard! You get in here!”
his sister screamed.

But once the boy got in, once the door was closed, Stuart knew that
it was too late. Rain struck the car in solid walls and the road, when he
could see it, had turned to mud. “Let’s go! Let’s go!” cried the girl,
pounding on the back of the seat. “Turn it around! Go up on our drive
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and turn it around!” The engine and the wind roared together. “Turn it!
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Get it going!” cried the girl. There was a scuffle and someone fell against
Stuart. “It ain’t no good,” the boy said. “Let me out.” He lunged for the
door and Stuart grabbed him. “I'm going back to the house,” the boy
cried, appealing to Stuart with his frightened eyes, and his sister, giving
up suddenly, pushed him violently forward. “It’s no use,” Stuart said.
“Goddamn fool,” the girl screamed, “goddamn fool!”

The water was ankle deep as they ran to the house. The girl splashed
ahead of Stuart, running with her head up and her eyes wide o