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Аннотация
In literary America, to utter the name “Gordon Lish” in a conversation is like adding hot sauce to a meal. You either enjoy the zesty experience, one that pushes your limits — or you prefer to stay away. It’s Lish who, first as fiction editor at Esquire magazine (where he earned the nickname “Captain Fiction”) and then at the publisher Alfred A. Knopf, shaped the work of many of the country’s foremost writers, from Raymond Carver and Barry Hannah to Amy Hempel and Lily Tuck.
As a writer himself, Lish’s stripped-down, brutally spare style earns accolades in increasing numbers. His oeuvre is coming to be recognized as among the most significant of the period that spans the transition between the 20th and 21st centuries. Kirkus Reviews wrote of his last collection that “Lish…is still our Joyce, our Beckett, our most true modernist.”
This definitive collection of Lish’s short work includes a new foreword by the author and 106 stories, many of which Lish has revised exclusively for this edition. His observations are in turn achingly sad and wryly funny as they spark recognition of our common, clumsy humanity. There are no heroes here, except, perhaps, for all of us, as we muddle our way through life: they are stories of unfaithful husbands, inadequate fathers, restless children and writing teachers, men lost in their middle age: more often than not first-person tales narrated by one “Gordon Lish.” The take on life is bemused, satirical, and relentlessly accurate; the language unadorned: the result is a model of modernist prose and a volume of enduring literary craftsmanship.


Gordon Lish
Collected Fictions

TO JONN MEYER GREENBURG GREENE


FOREWORD

FINE, FINE — now here’s a trope for you.
To fetch groceries, to collect rations, to supply the place with vittles, unless it be deemed better spelt victuals, I do not have to but indeed do choose to make my arthritic, rachitic grudge down a steep hill and thereafter to groan my way back up the steepness steeper still, what remains of my proprium all the while suffering ever more keenly the impudent yearage step by hideous step, whereas, please be so good as to be listening to me, I could just as well carry out my commerce among the aisles of a spankingly swell food-o-rama no more distant from my door and, more’s the madness, reachable via a byway latitudinous to a fault.
But I go down, down, down, up, up, up.
You hear?
Now down, now up — to and from where the grisly shelves are stocked with little in the line of the recognizable, to and from where the ether within is never not vicious with infection and disinfectant, to and from where the personnel (am I kidding? — personnel, personnel?) would even on Easter sooner spit in your face than to face it in a faint-hearted experiment in decency.
Go know.
But look at me, look at me! — I went and I went, dark purchases mounting against the load-bearing walls of my household trip upon ghastly trip.
So there for the nonce is the figure of the day, your author having hence satisfied himself of his having hinted at the amentia of what founded the variously deformed fundaments of the stories (am I kidding? — stories, stories?) all arranged for you in the very sequence of their sequentiality ahead.
I, I, I was the maker of them.
Once.
Long ago.
When the literateur’s swindle was no less the rage.
So now to quit now.
Ah, but curse, curse the volition! — too much paid for the profit, too much told for the gain.


EVERYTHING I KNOW

THE WIFE INSISTED she would tell her version first. I was instantly interested because of the word.
The husband stood by in readiness. Or perhaps his version still needed work.
She took a breath, grinned, and got right to the most alarming part first. At least to what she wished us — and the husband? — to regard as the part that had most alarmed her.
She said she waked to find a man in her bed. Not the husband, of course. The husband, she said, was next door, visiting with a friend. She said the husband often did this, spent the evening hours visiting, next door or somewhere else. At any rate, the wife said she did not scream because fear had made her speechless. She said that speechlessness was a common enough reaction, and to this the husband nodded in enthusiasm.
But she was able to get to her feet and run. She ran out the front door. She said she ran three blocks to a telephone booth and called the police.
"My God," I said. "That's terrifying."
"I know," she said, and smiled.
I took her smile to be a common enough reaction.
I said, "And you were so terrified that you ran away from the house with the man and your little boy still in it?"
"Isn't it amazing?" the wife said. "That's how scared you can get."
"You don't need to tell me," I said. "But just think."
"Oh," she said, "they're not interested in kids."

THE HUSBAND TOOK A BREATH, and then made his way into his version, not one word about which part was the worst.
He said he came in by the back door, exercising great care to quiet the key because it was, after all, late. He said he did likewise with the action of his tread. But then he saw the front door wide open — and so he stepped swiftly to the little boy's room, and saw the little boy safe in his bed.
"You see?" the wife said.
I said, "Thank God."
"I went to our bedroom next," the husband said.
He said he saw the bed empty and the bathroom door closed.
"Good God," I said, "the rapist is in there!"
My wife said, "For goodness sake, let him tell it."
The husband said he went weak with shock. He said he understood it was useless to stand there exhorting himself to open the bathroom door. He said he was simply certain of it — the wife would be in there, dead.
"Can you blame him?" the wife said.
The husband said, "So I sat down on the bed and called the police."
Then they both smiled.
"The rapist wasn't in there?" I said.
"Please," my wife said.
The husband said he could barely speak. He said the police kept urging him to speak up.
"My wife's missing!"
This is what the husband said he screamed into the telephone, but that the police said no, not to worry, that his missus was in a phone booth just blocks from the house.

"THAT'S AWFUL," my wife said.
I said, "But the bathroom."
The husband said, "I didn't touch that door until the police got there — and when they did, of course inside it was empty, wasn't it?"
"Of course," I said. "Is there a window in there?"
The wife nodded.
"Open," the husband said, seeming satisfied.
"That's the way he got out," the wife efficiently added.
"The rapist," my wife said, in just as quick succession.

I'VE TOLD YOU EVERYTHING I know. I've told it to you precisely as it was revealed to me. But there is something in these events that I don't understand. I think there is something that those two people — no, three — aren't telling me. I sometimes think it must be staring me right in the face, just the way the three of them were when the story — or my version of it — was all finished.

HOW TO WRITE A POEM

I TELL YOU, I am no more a sucker for this thing of poetry than the next fellow is. I mean, I can take it or leave it — a certain stewarded pressure, some modulated pissing and moaning, the practiced claims of a seasonal heart. But once in a blue moon I have in hand a poem whose small unfolding holds me to its period. It needn't be any great shakes, such a poem. I don't care two pins for what its quality is. Christ, no — literature's not what I look to poetry for.
Fear is.
You know — as in the fear of nothing there.
You keep your head on straight, there'll be this breeze you'll start to feel, a sort of dainty susurration of the words. That's when you can bet the poor sap's seen it coming at him — an ordinary universe, the itemless clutter of an unmysterious world. First chance he gets, it's a whole new ball game, touching bases while he races home free, that little telltale wind on the page you're looking at as the gutless poet starts to work up speed.
Maybe I don't like poets — or people. But I just love to catch some bardness at it, and then to test myself against the thinglessness that made him cut and run. What I do is I pick it up where the old versner's nerve dumped him, right there where he just couldn't stand to see where there's never going to be anything where something never was.
It's no big deal. You just face down what he, in his chickenheart, couldn't. Then you type your version up and sign your name to it. Next thing you do is get it printed as your own, sit back and listen to them call you the real thing when you weren't anything but bold.
It's the safest theft, a stolen poem — and who, tell me, doesn't steal something? Besides, show me what a poet dares demand his right to. A public reading? Public subsidy? But certainly not a grand banality. Least of all the very one his cowardice dishonored! Forget it — this is a person who is afraid.

WHAT BRINGS ME to these brusque disclosures is an experience of recent vintage, a poem I took over from some woman you'll never hear of, and that I have since passed off — not without applause — as my own.
Nothing to it.
Just you watch.
The text — I mean the one that came before me — situates us in a situation as follows: two women, the poet and a widow, the bereaved missus of the lover of the poet.
For how long had the lovers been lovers?
Long enough.
And the deceased deceased?
A less long time than that.
Whatever the precise relativities, we are talking about an adulterous liaison along the usual lines.
So far, so good — the loved and the loveless.
Of course, the poet is herself married. But since her spouse never enters the poem by more than intimation, we are led, I think, to conclude that his relation to all this is of no concern and of less importance. I mean, insofar as people going and fucking people they weren't supposed to, the poet's spouse doesn't figure into any of this at all. He is not contingent, that is — at least not with respect to the prospect of what we are guessing must be coming.
Not so the dead man's wife. What I am suggesting is — what is suggested by the poet in the poem (oh yes, the poet, as I said, is in the poem, in the poem and speaking) — is that an air of discovery thickens over things very greatly: the unsuspecting widow, her husband's sneaky copulations. But, naturally, this is where we are headed, where the original text is taking us — toward exposure, toward widow-know-all.
As for the one party the poem pays no mind to (now that the poet's version has been published — in not nearly so distinguished a setting as mine was) doesn't he, must not he, even as I write this, know all too?
But perhaps the spouses of poets don't read poetry.
Is this not why the poet was in this fix in the first place?
What does it matter one way or the other, the poet's hubby, what he knows or what he doesn't? It's plain we are not required to direct toward him more than passing notice. The poet urges us to do as much. Or is it as little?
One dismissive reference.

WHAT HAPPENS IS THIS.
In the poem, remember?
We see the poet and the widow at the widow's. Newly back from the cemetery? We're not informed. Just this — a blustery day, late autumn, late morning, the women in pullovers and cardigans, grays, tans, tweeds, second sweaters arranged autumnishly over shoulders, ankles brought back under buttocks.
A living room, a fire.
Are the principals seated on the floor?
I think so. I like to think so.
What we're told is the poet's here to lend a hand — help sort the dead man's papers, be good company, a goodly solace, a presence in an empty house. So we see the women being women together, being the bereaved together, fingering what the dead man wrote.
(Was he a poet, too? More than likely. Nowadays, there are many, many poets.)
We see them grieving lightly, smoothing skirts, reminiscing, sipping tea, making tidy. Well, we hear this, see that — I don't recollect if the poet really keeps her senses keyed to this or that event. So we see, or hear, their speeches when they reach into a carton to read aloud a bit of this, a bit of that.
You know — fellowship, fellowing. A little weeping. Women's shoulders. Women's sweaters.
Nice.
When — didn't I say you'd guess it? — there's the wife with her hand at the bottom of a carton, and then her hand up and out, a neat packet in it, envelopes, a certain shape and paper, a certain fragrance, the dead man's record of the poet's indiscretion — letters that record the couplings, letters that give account.
My God!
Etc., etc., etc.

BUT LET'S NOT BE non-poets here. It's not as bad as all that. After all, the man's dead and buried. Quite beyond a scolding. The widow's seen plenty. The poet is a poet. Life is. . life.
Oh, well.
So there we are (at the poet's placing), watching women being wiser together — cry a little, laugh a little, and then at last, seeing them, as the worldly will, embracing.
I'm not so sure who speaks first, nor what the poet said was said — the poet's poem being somewhere here among my trophies but I being too caught up in this to get up to go check. Let's just say the widow says, "All these years, all these years, and who was he? He was who you talked to in these letters."
And the poet?
Who remembers?
But I expect she says whatever's said to someone being spacious for your benefit. Perhaps this: "No, no, it was you who had the better of it — the husband, the man."
Etc., etc.
The deceased, in pursuit of this assertion, is then celebrated, in two deft lines, for his performance in the two domains indicated.
Is there guile in this? Does the poet mean for us to take a tiny signal? Consider — why the symmetry? Is this the actual or the artful? And consider even further: What are we to do about the difference?
Anyway, who's the kidder here — the poet in the poem or the poet not in it?
Balance, don't I detest it! Some ghastly disproportion, now there's the thing!

SO THERE THEY ARE, poet and widow, usurper and usurped. Unclothed, as it were, disrobed — each jumpy to reach out and grab for cover what's nearest.
So they hurry to hide themselves in other people's bodies.
Another embrace. Sort of sisterly. Sisterly hugging. But it goes from this to carnal. At which point, the poem has furnished us with the great fraction of its text, the day (get this!) having, in its pliant time, accomplished (the poet tells us) a like progress.
So it's dusk when the two women make their way to bed, to do what the poet then gives us to imagine. But before we know it, the poet reappears, having projected (she explains) her astral body back to the room where she'd left us. We see, via her sight, the letters lying strewn among the papers. We see teacups, saucers, purses, shoes, sweaters. We see these things as things at first, as enumerations on the widow's Chinese rug.
The rest of the poem?
Now here you have it! For the poem now labors to extract from the figure of these particulars a facsimile of the human spectacle, something serviceable in the way of a teaching, the event freed of the uneventful, the meaningless made to make way for a meaning.

THIS WAS THE POEM the poet published and that I — genius that I am for spotting where a work has turned away from the unendurable vision in it — have since rewritten and passed along for a small disbursement and the fun.
Now let me tell you what I did.
In my poem, nothing's different. Word for word, it's all the same — up until the astral body comes back for a summary. Just like the fake poet, I take a look around. I see the same junk the poet saw. But in my poem, where I see the crap is on a decent grade of wall-to-wall broadloom bought at the mall and installed when the rhyme — sorry, the price! — acquired when the price was right.
And, notice, was I ever even once a person in that house?
Skip it.
It is all the same to me — the goddamn fancy phony rug, what's on it and its fucking whereabouts.

WHAT IS LEFT TO LINK US

I WANT TO TELL YOU about the undoing of a man. He's not a fellow I ever knew very well. It is only the key erosions that built to his collapse that I know well enough, the handful of episodes that toppled this fellow from the little height he thought he had. I, in fact, was present at what you might call the critical moment. I mean the turning when our man was tipped, as it were, all the way over. As for the math after, how he has since fared in the grip of his ruin, that is a matter I know, and care, next to nothing about.
He had a marriage, children, and a second woman whom he would see from time to time. As far as I could tell, his relations in all these respects were perfectly correct, the usual make-do life of a fellow residing in urban circumstance, a fellow in his forties, a moderately accomplished chap, which statement is meant to convey the impression of a fellow exceptionally able — if you will allow the assertion that passing accomplishment in our parlous times often calls for surpassing ability. His was that sort of urban circumstance — the work he did and where he did it. But this is just a particle of what I mean.
I won't trouble the initial sentences of this account with a description of the wife — for she will make her appearance later, when that critical moment of ours arrives, and this will do nicely enough for her, given all that she really matters to what is herein unfolding. Nor is it profitable that you know much about the second woman — and indeed I do not have that much to tell you, considering that I have laid eyes on the creature only once — just as I only once saw the woman that is the wife. It was at what I keep calling the critical moment that both women were first revealed to me, a coincidence you must have guessed was coming.
As for the children, they are positively of no particular consequence at all.
What I did know, and knew well before the worst happened, was this: The man who is the subject of this little history had elected to end his relation with the second woman and had gone ahead and done something toward this end. At least this is what he said he had done when he later sought my attention over drinks.
"To which she said what?" I said, trying to concentrate on particularities that interested me no more than the larger chronicle did.
But the fellow was waiting for this. He played with his glass and let a histrionic silence draw the curtains aside. Then, suffering the phrases of his speech as if to place before me a parallel of the desolation he chose to believe the second woman had struggled to surmount, our man said:
" ‘If that is what you want. If that is what you must have. All right, then have it you shall.' "
"Splendid!" I said, and then I said, "You're well out of it, lad!" adding this latter more for reasons of ceremony and rhythm than in response to anything known. Surely, I had nothing substantive to go on, no basis to judge the health of the fellow's spirit one way or the other, with or without his having the second woman to visit from time to time.
But it proved he was waiting for this also.
"I don't know," he said, pretending, it seemed to me, thought.
"Of course you do!" I said. "Well out of it, I say!"
"I'd like to think so," he said, fingering his glass again, not swallowing much except in showily halting motions to his mouth. "But I don't know."
"Ah, well," I said, already fashioning up the sentence that would sponsor my exit.
You see, like the fellow whose dishevelment I record, I too reside in urban circumstance. I had planned to do the household grocery shopping after hours that Friday night — to do as I have always done in order that I not have to do the household grocery shopping the Saturday morning following, the number of shoppers being half as many Friday nights.
It was, and is, my custom — and I have come to be convinced that it is only the unbending observance of custom that sustains life in an urban circumstance. Those city persons strict and exact in their habits, and in possession of a hearty dispensation of them, make it through to their Mondays. I believe I have seen examples persuasive enough on either side of the question to propose the postulate.
Such a postulate guides my conduct, in any case — whatever the validity of its content — and I had been too long drinking with this man and had good reason to be on my way.
Moreover, there was nothing I wanted to hear from him. There would be no surprises in anything he would disclose to me — he, as I, knew exactly what to say.
It is why I am not very interested in people — nor all that much in myself. We all of us know exactly what to say, and say it — the man who sat with me making an opera out of his glass; I, speaking to him then and speaking to you now; you, reading and making your mind up about this page.
There is no escape from this.
Nor is it any longer necessary to act as if there might be.
It was only necessary to say: "Look, my friend, there will be another one after this one. Better to have made an end to the thing and to get a new thing on the march."
He raised his eyes from his fraudulent musing, noticing me for the first time, I could tell.
"That's a shockingly childish suggestion," he said.
"You think so?" I said. "Perhaps my mind was elsewhere. What did I say?" I said.
He studied my expression for a time. I could see what he was after. But I would not let him have it.
"I'll get the check," he said, glancing at his wristwatch, and then, in a stylishly sweeping motion, lifting the same hand to signal for the waiter. "Got to run," he said, polishing off his drink and finishing with me as well. Then he said, "Dinner's early and I have to get the groceries done."

DURING THE COURSE of the events I describe, my son's sled was stolen. Actually, it was removed from the premises by the custodian who services the little apartment building we live in. It was our custom to keep the sled right outside the door, propped against the hallway wall and ready for action — whereas it was the custodian's custom to complain that such storage of the sled interfered with his access to the carpet when he came once a week to clean it.
He comes Saturdays.
I could hear him out there with his industrial-caliber vacuum cleaner some Saturdays ago. The rumpus the thing creates is unmistakable, and I remember having to raise my voice to repeat "Your move." It was midday, a perfectly lovely piece of weather, but we were home playing checkers, my boy and I, while his chicken pox healed and while his mother was out running errands. It was only when she returned that the theft was discovered, the place where the Flexible Flyer had stood leaning now an insultingly vacant patch of clean carpet.
She called the landlord and she called the police.
The sled is, after all, irreplaceable, one of the last Flexible Flyers made of wood, a practice some while ago discontinued. We had to search the city to find it and buy it — and it was very satisfying to display it when the snow came and all those less demanding parents showed up with their deprived children and plastic.
I know he took it. I did not see him do it — but I know, I know.
It was a test of something, a clash of habits, custom pitted against custom — our resolve to show off our quality, his resolve to perform unstipulated work.
On the other hand, it is our carpet that is now uniformly clean those last few inches all the way to the wall, not his!
I am not unwilling to be pleased by this.

AT ANY RATE, the man I am made to call my friend — because it is clumsy to keep referring to him otherwise, and I suppose I must say I know him as well as I know anybody — telephoned me at my office the Monday following. Have I told you that we are in the same line of work?
The fellow often calls me at my office, to speak of business. It is the basis of our knowing each other — business.
"Why did you say that?" my friend said.
"Say what?" I said.
"You know," he said. "Suggesting that I get another setup."
"Haven't you always? I thought this was your practice," I said.
"That's not the point," my friend said.
"Then what is the point?" I said.
"Skip it," my friend said, and hung up.
I was not the least bothered by any of this. To begin with, the man tired me — and conducted a private life no more notable than my own. It is not that I am too fine to hear a man's secrets; it is only that no one has any new ones. Besides, insofar as our joint concerns of a business nature go, the man's need of me was greater than mine of him. At all events, there is no question of it now. You must remember, the fellow has since been reduced, brought down. When it comes to need now, he is the one who has it more.

IT WAS AT THE TOY STORE everyone around here uses that I saw the fellow next. There was nothing exceptional in our meeting there. We both have children; it is the best-stocked store midtown. One is always meeting someone one knows there.
"I'm worried," my friend said. "Please give me your attention. Do I have it?"
"You have it," I said, and stared impressively at the two children whose hands he held.
"That's all right," he said.
"Yes," I said, "but it is not all right with me," at this using my eyes to usher his down to where they would notice the boy whose hand I held.
"Oh," my friend said. "Well, I'll call you."
He called that Monday.
"What's wrong with your kid?" he said.
"I thought you had something to tell me," I said.
"I do," he said, "but I never saw your kid before, and I was just thinking maybe my pal's got his sorrows too."
"Just chicken pox," I said, with my free hand squaring the papers on my desk.
"Takes a while for the scabs to heal, you know. Been through the shit twice with my two, and it can be a bitch, all right."
"Yes," I said.
"You're listening?" he said.
"Absolutely," I said, settling back now for whatever would come.
"I told you I was worried," he said. "Now here's why I'm worried."
No, no, I would never give him what he wanted. "Because you broke it off with her," I said. "And now you're worried that perhaps she's angry — and if she is angry, then maybe she will do something, make trouble — correct?"
"That's it," he said. "That's it exactly. So what do I do?"
"Do something to make her happy," I said. "Then she won't be unhappy."
"But what?" he said. "What could make her happy when she's angry?"
"Something special," I said. "Something uncommonly giving is what I usually recommend."
"You're right," he said, said he hoped my boy's face would soon be without blemish, thanked me for the counsel, and hung up.

THE LANDLORD CLAIMED he was blameless, that he was not responsible for the loss of articles I chose to store outside my door, that if I dared deduct the cost of the sled from my next check in payment of the rent, eviction would ensue. I remarked that the custodian was in the landlord's employ and that logic insisted the employer be held liable for thefts perpetrated by someone acting in performance of his employer's requirements. The landlord said that logic insisted nothing of the kind, that it was not his habit to retain the services of thieves, that his employee was not a thief, and that, moreover, I had no proof of anything underhanded or over-handed and good-bye.
The police said their hands were tied and that the loss, after all, was just a sled. But don't think I did not take down the oaf's badge number, the one who had said just a sled.
As for the custodian, it would appear that the fellow has taken to coming on a weekday.
I am not at home weekdays.
My wife is. And she is afraid, I tell you, afraid.

MY FRIEND CALLED. I was about to leave, and perhaps I was not paying very close attention. Perhaps I should have examined his proposal more carefully. But it was a Wednesday, and Wednesdays I always vacate my office a quarter hour sooner than is otherwise my habit, this to provide time to pick up the laundry before presenting myself at home.
I was courteous enough, I think. I do not think I was especially abrupt. But I expect I was not listening very closely. As a result, I not only failed to hear him well enough to advise him with prudence, but of course I can also have no confidence that I will reproduce his sentences accurately. I believe, however, he said something approximate to this:
"I have the thing, just the thing. A really incredibly good idea, something extraordinary and giving, just as you said. You see, the thing was she was always complaining that I was unreasonably hesitant to let her share in my world, to be with the people I was with, that sort of thing. You know the sort of thing I'm talking about — they do it all the time. I mean, once you're really involved with them, what they invariably want from you is to get really involved with you — hear about your friends, hear about your job, hear about your wife, all the dreariness that you of course don't. It gets that way with them, this pushing at you and pushing at you for more and more of your life. Oh, God, you must have had your own experiences with what I am talking about. Honestly, I really don't think they can help themselves. I mean, they know better, don't they? I mean, they've got to know that if they keep it up, they're going to end up pushing you too far. But they do it and they do it — and you go and do precisely what they don't want, hold back, hold more and more back, until it's yourself you figure you won't hand over to them anymore. The point is, that's exactly why my idea is right on the money. Because the idea I had is to give a party, a sort of going-away party — something that will give her what she wants but end it at the same time. Just me and her and my two closest pals — you and this other pal I have — because I was always telling her about the two of you guys and she was always so terribly interested. It drove me nuts the way she was always asking to meet you two, me always having to invent excuses why she couldn't, these two great buddies I have who happen to be my two best buddies, you and this other buddy of mine."
I think I remember saying, "Please, be sensible, you and I are not precisely on such terms." Or I may have said, "Please, be sensible, that is a vulgar and doomed plan."
I do not know what I said. I know that that night, when I had emptied out my briefcase to sort my papers, I found a notation giving this man's name, a restaurant, a date, a time. I still had this in my hand, amazed, when I went to ball up the laundry wrappings to stuff them in the trash. I don't know why I did not discard the slip of paper along with the rest. You will understand that it was not because I must have said yes to the fellow and was unprepared to go back on my word. Perhaps it was because I had said yes and was bound not to dishonor the queer impetus in me that had made me do it. In any event, I put the reminder in my pocket and the laundry wrappings in the trash basket, lifted out the plastic liner, cinched it, and tossed the whole arrangement down the stairwell for the custodian to find it when he would.
The bastard.

THERE IS CHICKEN POX and there is chicken pox — and my boy had the second kind. We cautioned him not to scratch. Please understand that he is the quality of boy who respects a caution. I know he tried all he could to resist. But a mad itching is a vile thing, and when it is rampantly in its mania, there is nothing left for it but to claw.
He did his best.
I tell my wife the lesions that left scars on his cheeks will prove a trifling matter in the years of his growth.
But she cries. She cries when it would, I think, seem to her that I am asleep.
Of course, it occurs to me to wonder if the scars are why she cries. It could be the loss of the sled that makes her cry. Or the specter of the ungovernable custodian. What kind of creature would take away what belongs to a child?
Or it could be something else she cries about.

HE MUST HAVE GROWN anxious, after all, this fool of ours — because I arrive second, and hear him say he had been sitting and waiting for almost an hour. Yet I was punctual, as is my custom. It was more than clear that he had been drinking for however long he had in fact waited. One would guess that he had come to regret what he had impulsively contrived, and it is to this that I attribute his hurried and avid indulgence.
"Are you afraid?" I said.
He tried to smile in rebuke of this, but what his ambition produced was instead a lopsided impression of grossly disordered zeal. "What kind of thing is that to say?" he said, and threw his face toward the glass of whiskey that he had been elevating a degree or so off-plumb with his lips.
"Lad, you will never make it through the evening," I said.
"Will too," he said, not in the least equipped to rearrange the distortion that had seized his features. "Never felt more alive. Never more magnificently aware. You won't be sorry, buddy boy, I promise you."
I was going to ask my friend to give me a bit of information about the man still to come. Not that I really cared, but only to make conversation until the other diners arrived and the catastrophe got productively under way. It was then, while I was preparing to offer my inquiries and while my friend was laboring to raise his hand to call for a round, that I was strangely overcome by the oddest realization.
I had never seen the custodian.
The man might actually be anyone. The man could come running right up at me from anywhere — and I would never know that he was the man I should be ready for.
Had my wife seen the fellow?
Of course she must have — for had she not heard his complaint about the sled?
I know it will appear curious when I tell you that the matter of the custodian, my disquiet over my never having seen him, so captured my attention that I've only the scantiest recollection of the drinking and the eating and the table-talk that followed. I know that the second man proved a rather amiable chap and that we more or less discovered mutual interests. The woman was quite pleasant, really — handsome enough and not unintelligent. I cannot, I'm afraid I must say, recall much that anyone said, although I believe that the chitchat went agreeably forward and that the woman seemed genuinely pleased to be meeting the other fellow and myself. Yet she made no great effort, as I remember, to draw either of us out — nor did she appear particularly bent upon an exchange with my friend. To sum it up, she was acceptably polite and sociable, if a stroke remote, and I for one intended to respect whatever distance she seemed to wish established.
I believe I kept to that mark.
I cannot say she showed the least surprise that our fellow was becoming progressively intoxicated by great bounding leaps, or tumbles. I certainly was not — and, speaking for the other fellow, I supposed he wasn't, either. The evening was going off not a little gracefully, considering the ground we were hazarding — it all resolving itself in food and drink, a few peppery but companionable bickerings, and even some moments of downright chummy laughter.
All this time, as I have told you, it was the custodian that remained chiefly in my consideration. Or, to put the point more descriptively, it was in my mind to get him out of it — and to focus my alertness on what was enacting itself before me. But I cannot say to what extent I was able to rid my thoughts of the swinish janitor and to open them to the decorous drama that was playing at the table. What I do remember quite sharply was when my friend began nipping at my sleeve.
"Bathroom," he said.
"You want to go to the bathroom?" I said.
"Bathroom," he said, still pinching my sleeve and tugging at it.
"Lad, lad, you can manage for yourself," I said, more amused than bothered, really.
We all watched him stagger off.
He seemed to make his way well enough — stepping uncertainly, but a reliable bet to carry out his mission without assistance.
We watched him go around a corner and then we fell to chatting again. I believe I introduced the matter of the sled, an unspeakable felony, an outrage that would give me no peace. I must add that my companions seemed eager enough to discuss the matter, to register as yet another insupportable instance of the trying circumstance we urban dwellers are asked to tolerate.
"Vandals," I said. "A city of vandals."
"We live in fear of plunder," the other fellow said.
And the woman added, "No one is safe."

WE WERE GETTING ON rather briskly with the subject, I must say. But conversation suddenly ceased when, as one, we understood our victim had been absent overlong.
Should someone go look?
The woman said, "Oh, it always takes him forever."
I recall thinking this her first coarse remark of the evening, and was a shade disappointed that this item of tastelessness was likely as far as she would let herself go. The other chap was on the point of rising when we all saw our fellow appear from around the corner, stumbling in our direction, but making reasonably effective headway.
When he had seated himself, the woman addressed him with a certain firmness. "It always takes you forever," she said, saying this clinically and not with the familiarity, on the one hand, nor with the irritability, on the other, that you might have expected, given the history that underlay our little assembly.
I believe I was astonished at how even-tempered the whole peculiar affair was turning out to be. In a way, the equable character of the evening was the least tedious aspect of it, one's assumption being that the expectable would in due course happen. Yes, I had liked it for that, or didn't. I cannot think now which.

I HAVE NOT ASKED HER why she cries. Perhaps she does not know. And what is one to say of this, of knowing?
Besides, whichever of the plausible explanations she chose to give me, am I not already well versed in the plausible?
What the lesions left on my boy's face is exactly what I guessed they would. He picked at them — he could not keep himself from picking at them.
The landlord has sent a letter reviewing the procedure for the discarding of trash. He asks that I return to my customary respect for the premises. I will reply that my respect for the premises has not wavered. I will reply that I am unwavering in every respect.
I will reply that my boy will be unwavering in his time, and that my wife does not waver, either.
I wonder if it would alarm the bastard to know this.
I wonder what the bastard thinks.

I DO NOT KNOW how much longer we were talking and eating and drinking when our host broke his silence to say:
"Didn't take me forever."
We stared at him.
"Are you answering something I said?" the woman said.
Our host stared back, either past speech or not talking — it was not worth bothering to tell which.
"Are you responding to something one of us said?" I said.
"Telephoning," he said.
"You were telephoning?" the other fellow said. "Or is it that you want to use the telephone now?"
"Telephoning," our friend said.
"You were telephoning," the woman said, "and that's what took you so long — am I right, darling? And who were you telephoning?" she said, her voice uninflected by teasing or annoyance, a mild voice and not without its charm.
"Wife," my friend said, tilting slightly forward with the utterance and then sagging back into his chair again.
And then he slid all the way off it.
I happened to be nearest, and was accordingly the one obliged to hoist him from the floor and get him settled again. But the man was jerking me down by my garment, and I suppose I was the only one to hear him. After all, he could barely speak above a whisper now. As a matter of fact, the others were no longer paying him any mind. Indeed, they seemed to have revisited the topic of urban devastations, and to be exploiting it with some delight.
"Sick. Come get me home. Wife," the silly tick said.
"Not really, lad," I said. "You say you called your wife? You told her to come take you home? To come here?"
But his only word to me was more of the same.
"Wife," my best friend said.

I WAS READY when the felon came. Doubtless, he presumed that improvising would throw me off, his randomizing the weekdays and the hours that he cleaned. Certainly he could not have anticipated that I too could keep to an indeterminate routine, varying the time I departed for the office, the time I returned home, never repeating my behavior many days in a row. Make no mistake of it, I am not without my guile.
I was ready.
I could hear him down there, struggling to climb the steps to the second landing, no doubt straining with the weight and bulk of the lumpish vacuum cleaner that he used. I had never seen the machine and I had never seen him, but I imagined that both were big — very large, perhaps. That is why I had the hammer in my hand when I opened the door to take up my station at the top of the stairs.
Of course he left off coming when he saw me.
He lowered the machine to free himself of his burden, a brilliant red canister very like a decorative oil drum, the thick hose looped around his squat dark neck a serpent of a kind, a very serpent!
"What do you want?" he said.
"The sled," I said.
"Sled?" he said. "I have no sled."
He was not a big man.
I am not a big man. But he was not big, either — or so it then seemed to me sighting along the diagonal line that ran from me down to him. And he was old. Sixty or more. Not that one can know with people of his kind.
"You criminal," I said, and raised the hammer to make certain he saw I meant business.
"You're crazy!" he shouted up at me from where he with noticeable awkwardness stood.
"Crazy?" I screamed. "You call me crazy?"
I took two steps down.
He responded by shoving the vacuum cleaner against the iron railing and jamming it there with his knee.
"Crazy man, crazy man!" he shouted. "Leave me alone, you leave me alone, or I tell!"
"Whom will you tell?" I screamed. "It is I who will tell! I will tell them that you called me crazy! I will tell, you filth! I will tell that you called the father of a boy crazy! I will tell them that if I am crazy, it is you that have made me crazy! Filth! Dirt!" I shrieked. "Go get the sled from wherever you put it or I will give you this!"
I held the hammer higher.
He let go of the vacuum cleaner and it slammed all the way down, its sullen descent thunderous as the steel barrel bashed the stone all the distance to the bottom.
He was quick for a man of his years, huffing up the stairs with bewildering speed. I hardly had a moment to ready myself, to swing with the force that was needed.
I hit him. I hit him in the face.
I think it was a solid blow.

I HAD JUST GOT my friend upright in his chair again when the woman that was coming toward us called out. She called loud enough for everyone to hear.
"I'll take him!" she called, and all the diners turned to gape, gaze, wait.
It would be a scene that everyone could enjoy, the theater that is implicit in every public setting.
You know what I mean. We are all of us identical in this too, in our preparations for pandemonium, in confidently readying ourselves for it to scatter the order that so astonishingly obtains. I for one am never impressed by the statistical increase in murder and assault, believing that whatever rules us and contains us and keeps us from obliterating everything in sight can never do so with our connivance for very long.
She came ahead, cutting a robust figure through the stilled tables, calling out to us as she came, "I'll take him! I'll take him!"
She would be the wife, I thought, and this is of course who she was.
I stood to make the introductions, and the other fellow, instructed by my courtesy, stood too.
"My name is," I began, all welcome. But her attention was well to the side of me.
"I don't care what your name is," she said, regarding first her husband and then the woman who was still seated. "I want to know what her name is."
The second woman wasted not an instant. She pushed back her chair and rose. "My name?" she said, her voice no less moderate than when she had said, "No one is safe." I recall thinking what a wonderfully controlled woman this is, the very thing of the legislative, of the state. I recall thinking what it would be like to enter her bed, to be in receipt of feeling expressed with such temperance. I imagined it would be a congenial experience, reminding myself that reserve nothing can dismantle is immensely more arousing than is the inner beast made manifest. Is it this that taxes my fondness for my wife?
"My dear," the second woman said, "I am the person your husband had been sleeping with until a few brief weeks ago."

WE HAVE A NEW SLED NOW — not a plastic one, but a product made of a kind of pressed-wood material, a composite perhaps. Still, it is a Flexible Flyer, and that's the top of the line. We bought it in the next larger size.
I suppose we would have had to give up the old one, anyway. To be sure, my boy is growing.
I wonder what sort of disfigurement the custodian displays on his face. It was a ball-peen hammer and therefore the striking surface was round, a small knob at least a nose width at the most.
He still services the building according to some irregular schedule he has devised. But I have naturally returned to my usual habits, off and away at nine sharp, back at my door at six on the dot, except of course for Fridays and Wednesdays, when I fetch the laundry and the groceries home.
You may be wondering if I have taken to placing the larger sled in the hallway where the missing one was kept.
I have, as a matter of fact.
I understand from my wife that the fellow still complains when he comes to do the carpet. He wants that little oblong cleaned just like the rest — and insists he will not resituate a sled to do it.
My wife tells me the old fellow is very angry about our persisting failure to cooperate, that he is threatening to remove any and all obstructions that interfere with his work. My wife tells me the custodian says we are insane to continue to provoke him like this. My wife tells me that this is what the man says — if it proves your disposition to take on the face of it what tales are told by such a wife as I have.

GUILT

I FELT ADORED. I felt adored by people and things. Not loved merely. Adored, even worshiped. I was an angel, born an angel. I recall knowing I did not have to do anything particularly angelic to be viewed in this light. I was blessed, or I felt blessed. I don't think this feeling came into being exactly. I don't think it grew as I grew. I think it was with me right from the start. It was what I stood on. It was the one thing I was sure of. It moved with me when I moved. It was acknowledged by everything that saw me coming. Animals knew it, the dogs in the neighborhood knew it, all the parents knew it, not just mine. The sidewalks knew it. If I picked up a stick and held it, I knew the stick was holding me back, would be willing to embrace me if it could. Everything held me back or wanted to. The sky wanted to reach down with its arms when I went out to play.
I had blue eyes and blond hair and I was very pretty. I was favored in these ways, it is true. But I was not vulnerable on account of it. I mean, the condition of adoration in which I understood myself to be held was in no respect dependant upon prettiness. This was not an opinion of mine, not anything susceptible to test, proof, refutation by argument or circumstance. To say this understanding was conditional would have asserted nothing more than the testimony that experience is conditional.
Of course.
Let's not be silly.

I WISH I COULD THINK of a way to get speech into this without disrupting things. But I don't think I can. If presences could talk, I could do it. Presences are what counts in what I'm getting onto paper now that I am forty-seven. The people don't count. Not even Alan Silver counts. Besides, I cannot remember one thing Alan Silver ever said. Or what anybody else did.
Here's what I remember.
I remember blessedness until I was seven. I was safe.
Then we moved to a different neighborhood, another town. The war was on, and I think my father was making money off it. He had more money, however he got it. This was a certainty, no speculation. In the old neighborhood, we were renters. There was some vague shame in this, being renters. I knew about it. The boys I played with must have said so, or their nannies must have. I supposed they were trying to interfere with the magic that encircled me. I supposed they envied me. Envy had been explained to me. I don't know who did it. I suppose my mother did. I suppose she taught me, told me to expect envy, to be ready for it, not to be surprised by it, to fortify myself, stay vigilant.
I admit it, it didn't work. There was shame attached to renting even if it was envy that inspired them to let me know that's what we were, that's what we had been, renters in a neighborhood where everyone else owned.
Moving did not defeat this, though. What I mean is, between the time I knew we were going to move and the time we moved, I didn't fight back. I didn't tell the nannies we were going to own. I don't know why I didn't. I think I must have thought moving was more shameful than renting was, even if you were going to own.
Perhaps I thought we have to go someplace else to own, that we can't own here.
I don't know.
It wasn't that terrible.
That's how safe I was, how adored I felt myself to be, even by the nannies. Especially by the nannies.
I'm telling everything.
The nannies adored me because I didn't have one. This was a bonus. It was reverence on top of what I already had from them. The shame of renting was the same. It supplemented the universal blessedness. It was shame and it was intended that I be shamed by the knowledge, but it also abetted the well-being I was supposed to have. The nannies and the boys they took care of understood that my interests were secured, perhaps heightened, to the extent that humiliation was heaped upon me.
I understood this.
I understood it was queerly superior to be less well-off.
I understood it was a good thing for me to be a child like this, but not a good thing for the grown-ups whose fault this was. The shame was really theirs. I shared in it only insofar as I could profit from it, be esteemed as more angelic because of it.

BUT THEN WE MOVED.
The old neighborhood was old in relation to houses. The new neighborhood was new in the same way.
Houses were still going up.
You have to imagine this — a plot of land, everything dug up, mud mostly, three finished houses, five finished houses, seven finished, but everything still looking unfinished.
It stayed this way for years. Even after the war was over, it still looked like this, unfinished.
They all had money from the war. This was what people said. People said it was war profits that got us these new houses. The maids said it.
There were no nannies in this neighborhood.
The maids were black and they didn't like the people they worked for. When it was only children around, the maids talked so that the children would hear them. In the afternoons, before they started getting the suppers ready, the maids stood out on the street near enough to where the children were playing. Profiteering was a word you heard because it came up a lot—them.
There was mud all over everything every season of the year. In the old neighborhood, everything was finished and had a gabled roof or long dark beams crossing darkly over creamy stucco, turrets on the corners sometimes. And there was grass.
I'm telling you about the profiteering part only to show you how charmed I was. Let's see if you understand.
Listen. Let's say I was seven and a half, eight, not yet nine. But I knew. I knew war profits was much worse than renting. I knew the maids hoped to put a malignancy abroad, hurt the children who heard it, make sure we heard them saying them.
I heard it. It didn't harm what held me higher than the rest.
Alan Silver did that. It was Alan Silver that brought me down to the level of everybody but him.

HERE'S WHAT HAPPENED.
Alan Silver moved in. He moved in when there were seven houses and four more still going up. He was twelve. Maybe I was nine by then. So that's the boys from two houses. The other five houses had boys in them too. There were girls, of course. All the houses had girls, but I can't remember any of them. Except for Alan Silver's sister. Oh, there's only one reason I remember her. Or one memory Alan Silver's sister's in.
The girls didn't count.
I can't tell you how much the boys did.
I was the youngest. Then came Alan Silver. The rest were older. But I don't know how old. There were five of them, and they were rough. Maybe they weren't rough, but I thought they were. This opinion derived directly from their policy respecting the mud. I mean, they played in it, or they picked it up and packed it and threw it at people. If they threw it at me, I sat down until it dried off. If they threw it at one another, they kept on playing.
They never threw it at Alan Silver that I ever saw. But I never saw Alan Silver play outside. I don't know where he played. Maybe he played inside. Maybe he went to another neighborhood. I never played with Alan Silver. I never talked to Alan Silver. I never looked at him up close.
But I saw him. Everybody saw him. Everybody talked about him. Not the boys or the maids but the parents. The parents said he was an angel. He looked like an angel. He had blond hair and blue eyes and was pretty the way they said I used to be but that he still was, even though he was twelve.
It was when I came across this belief that I felt changed. I hadn't been noticing what was happening. I had been outgrowing my prettiness and I hadn't noticed. Isn't this amazing? To stop being the most beautiful?
For the first time ever, I felt unsafe. For the first time ever, I felt they could get me, it could all come in at me and get me, penetrate, kill me, find me in my bed, choke me, put poison into me, and my parents wouldn't try to stop it, would sooner have Alan Silver instead.
I'll tell you how I handled this. I stopped going outside so much. I stayed away from where I might get mud thrown on me — and if it happened that I did, then I didn't wait around for it to dry first but right away went home to wash it off. This meant making worse tracks inside the house. So it didn't handle anything any better, because the maid yelled or my mother yelled or they both yelled — and when they did it, I could see them yearning for Alan Silver in my place.
I could see desire.
The way I used to feel the sky would put down its arms for me if only it had them, I could see a heart red in the sky just above the roofs — a red, red heart.
It was desire. It was the desire of a neighborhood. It was everything, all earthliness, God too, deciding it desired Alan Silver instead.

THE FIRST THING I heard was the siren. I was in the back of my house, staying clean. Maybe the maid heard the siren first. Maybe she ran to the front door first, or maybe I did. But what I remember is the both of us at the door looking out.
The fire engine is up the block. By the time we are there looking out, the firemen aren't in it. Then there is screaming. But the maid and I stand in the door.
The screaming's from over there, from over on this side, and from this side comes Alan Silver's mother and Alan Silver's sister, and they are the ones screaming, and I never heard screaming like this before, all this screaming all the way from over on this side to all the way up the block, and Alan Silver's mother is pulling at her hair, or maybe she is pulling at the sister's hair as they go running — up there to where the fire engine is parked. Then everybody is running out of all the finished houses. They are all screaming and going to where the fire engine is, but keeping a little behind Alan Silver's mother and behind Alan Silver's sister even if they started out from a closer house.
I don't know what thing amazes me more — people pulling at their hair, or the fire engine on the block, or seeing the whole neighborhood outside all at once.
The whole neighborhood is out there where the fire engine is and where the firemen are coming out of an unfinished house, the very last one at the end of the block. Then they go back and then they come out and then they go back and then they come out, and it's then I notice the maid's not standing with me where I am standing anymore.
My house is empty except for me.
You know where they all went? They all went up there where I knew something terrible was.

I WENT IN.
I went back to the room where I'd been. I think it was the kitchen or the breakfast room. I went back to eating my milk and cookies again.
In the whole neighborhood, I was the only one who didn't go up there. But wasn't I too young to see a thing like that?
I knew it had to be a thing like that.
Days later, they started talking about it — the parents, the maids, but not any of the kids.
I could tell in the doorway — or I could tell when I was eating the milk and cookies I went back for.
He lived in a coma for a while.
But I knew he would be dead.
They said the five boys were playing with him when he fell. They said he fell from where the top floor was going in. They said he fell down through the shaft where the chimney was set to go in — to the concrete they had already poured down in the basement for the basement down below.
I remember thinking, "What was Alan Silver doing playing with those boys?" I remember thinking, "Was he always playing with those boys when I was staying clean?"
"Someone pushed him," I thought.
I thought, "Which boy did?"
I wanted to tell everyone I didn't.
I am forty-seven years old.
I still want to say it wasn't me, it wasn't me, that I am innocent, innocent — I swear, I am.

I'M WIDE

MY WIFE AND SMALL SON were away for the week, having removed themselves from the day-to-day predicament for a brief travel to a place of better weather. I was fine the first night, and remained equally fine the second and third, feeding myself from the cabinets and cupboards and pantry and doing what seemed expectable in the way of tidying up. Yet each night I would put off my hour of retirement a trifle longer than that which had found me seeking the sanctuary of my bed the night previous — so that by the fourth night, it was virtually daybreak when I sought the security of blankets and pillow. Mind you, I was not passing the sleepless hours in any particular fashion, aside from the regularity of those few moments that saw to my nutrition and the succeeding clean-up of the premises. But I cannot tell you what precisely I was doing, save that I think I spent the greatest particle of the time moving from room to room and regarding the objects that appointed them. At all events, it was during the course of the fifth night of their absence — of my wife and small son, I mean — that I was suddenly, in my meanderings, captured by the sense that I had happened to come upon the thought of my lifetime. It was while beholding the seat of a wainscot chair of the Jacobean period, and while losing myself in the patina my week-by-week waxing of its surface had achieved, that I thought, "Why wax?" I mean, it was utterly stupefying, this notion—Why wax? Why, indeed, wax anything ever again when one could instead coat a surface with — ahh — shellac!
I was positively beside myself with excitement, gripped by a delirium of a quality I am not competent to describe. I remember thinking, "My God, just look at me, an ordinary fellow abandoned by wife and child, now exalted in his possession of a piece of the most exquisite invention!" I was quick to consider the punishing labors of all those persons who, for years by the eras, had applied themselves to the rude practice of spreading on and then of rubbing and buffing, this when one layer of shellac could end such brutish industry forever.
I went first to the shelves that we used for the storage of all inflammables, took what I wanted in the way of a can and a brush, and then made haste for my closet, there taking up the two pairs of shoes I then owned and carrying them into the living room, stopping en route to gather several sections of the Sunday paper from the stack it is our habit to keep accumulating from Sunday to Sunday.
Oh, you goon! Did you honestly think it was the furniture I meant to have a go at? Great heavens, no! Shellac on wood has been done and done — whereas who'd ever thought of shoes?
I arranged things.
I laid out paper.
I pried off the lid of the can.
I inspected the brush for dust, for hairs.
Have I said that wife and son are endowed with hair of the finest filament? In any case, I went to work, and left my efforts to dry, sleeping more satisfactorily than it had been my fortune to do in years.
But when I returned from my office the following evening, both pairs of shoes were still wet — two nights thereafter (I was appalled), they were no drier. It was only then that I realized I had been wearing galoshes.
I went at them with a razor blade, the shoes, scraping. I scraped and then I tried a solvent. I admit it — this time I didn't bother myself with newspaper. I no longer liked the floor any better than I liked my shoes.
I won't make this last forever.
I murdered those shoes.
I hacked at them — I dug and delved at them, and stabbed and stabbed.
Toward dawn, I dumped them in the trash, and got out the vacuum cleaner to suck up the shreds of leather. But I could see where there was no repairing the floor by such measure. The solvent had eaten holes through the varnish. It was festered, the floor. It was an infestation.
I skipped my office after scrubbing off the stain on my hands. I went in galoshes straight to a shoe store, took a seat, stuck out a galosh, said, "Nine-and-a-half, E. Give me a brogue."
"You mean a blucher?" said the simp.
"That's it," I said. "E. I'm wide."
"In a jiffy," he said, and the purchase was made, the whole ugly affair accomplished in minutes.
I was fine. All the way home, I was fine. For the rest of the day I ate biscuits and tidied and waxed those shoes. It was not until the new shoes seemed as shiny as they would get that I left off and squatted there gazing at things, studying the chairs and the tables, all the surviving surfaces that gleamed. It was then that I was willing to reckon with the rest of what I had said to that fop of theirs when he had asked why in the world was it that I was wearing galoshes now that the streets were empty of snow.
Oh, listen to me listening to myself!
"Listen," I said, "I got this boy, God love him, he's seven, and all he wants to do is do for me. So what happens? So when I'm not looking, what happens? Listen," I said, now raising my voice for all of them in that whole shoe store to hear, "that kid, that wonderful kid, he takes shellac to every last one of my shoes to put a lasting shine on them!"
I even laughed when everybody laughed.
Do you understand what I am saying to you?
I winked my goddamn head off — me, a man.

IMAGINATION

X WAS A TEACHER of story-writing, and Y was a student of same. X was a remarkable teacher of story-writing. In the opinion of A to Z — exclusive of Y — X was the best teacher of it there ever was. Still, Y sought out X for instruction — for although Y was not willing to hold X's skills in the very highest esteem, Y nevertheless held them in esteem high enough. Perhaps he viewed X's great gifts as a teacher as meriting X the status of second-best, whereas the first-best had nothing to teach Y.
Y was a hairy person, and very grave in his manner. X, on the other hand, tended toward the bald, and was light-hearted in all save two respects — his wife being one and stories the other. In these two matters, X kept up his purchase on the world as he thought it was, never cracking a smile in relation to either topic, a practice that Y thought foolish and tiresome. But of course Y had neither wife nor a vocation for living inside stories. Y wanted to write them, create them — and, as for women, he amused himself with reptiles instead.
Listen to X commenting on Y's stories, the which he judged the weakest among those produced by the class.
"What's this dragon doing in here? Why a dragon?"
"Dinosaurs are extinct. Write about the world as it exists in our time."
"Very good, except for the snake. The snake's a deus ex machina. Don't you see you can't just stick a snake in here to resolve a difficulty people have produced?"
X shouted. X was passionate about stories. In X's opinion, that's where reality got its ideas from. Y, for his part, listened with interest. After all, Y had sought out X to learn.
"For God's sake, man, why pterodactyls? Can't you make it a family of farmers instead?"
Y would smile. He had such a lot of hair and it all seemed to smile right along with him when he did. It made X think of Samson, all this ferocious growth, and of his own near-hairless self. Poor X, his body was weak, but his mind, he observed, was very strong.

THEN X MET Z.
Oh, Z!
Z was neither teacher nor student of the writing of stories. Z cared not in the least for stories, and surely would take no position in the debate between X and Y. Z's tendencies were restricted to the parts of her body and to the uses that might be made of them.
How can it be that such a creature would come to fall within the ken of X?
In one version, Y proposes her, presenting her to X as Y's barber, the person whose attentions account for the vigor and abundance of Y's hair.
In a second version, X's wife is the agency through which X and Z meet, the former woman having heard that the latter could do wonders in the contest against thinning hair — restore growth, prolong vitality, work a miracle.
In either version, Z did — barbering X before and after his classes, a program Z kept up until Z's husband came back to her, thus making it necessary for X and Z to find another privacy for Z's talents to continue going forward in the matter of X's hair.
Insufficiency of it, that is.

HERE'S WHERE Y comes into it again.
In one version, X and Y are quarreling about one of Y's stories, and X decides to give ground in order that he might then beg of Y a certain favor — in vulgarest terms, the use of Y's bed.
In a second version, Y remarks on the improved condition of X's hair, whereupon X, for whom everything is a story except stories that are not real, sees the way to make this one "come out," resolving the conflict that people have brought about, this without resort to some damned deus ex machina.
In either version, X and Z get Y's bed.
Or were about to, that is.
For it would first be necessary for Y to give X a set of keys and a caution, which latter was this — to vacate the premises before a certain hour, there being a cleaning woman and a delivery person scheduled to put in appearances at Y's at that hour in the first case and shortly thereafter in the second.
Did X understand?
He did.
It was not difficult for the teacher to be instructed by the student since, apart from the writing of stories, X appreciated he had everything to learn. On the other hand, this wasn't much — since, for X, very little stood apart from the writing of stories, the major exceptions being X's wife and now, of course, Z. And besides, Z only counted in what Z did for X's hair.
In X's opinion, both before and after this story, he wouldn't have had any of it if it hadn't been for Z.
Now, in a good story, the reader would be entitled to know why. What was it that lay at the root of X's unlucky hair? Didn't X have a lady without a letter to massage his scalp for him, finger it with enriched shampoos?
He did.
In one version, this very question occurs to X himself-and in the same version, he is unable to answer.
In a second version, the wife is absorbed by her interests as much as X is by his, typing being the only one of them that seems evident in persisting in her.
True enough, it was a means of supplementing the meager income produced from X's teaching. And anyway, didn't his wife type also for X — his lecture notes, his comments to students, though never a story he'd made up?
X did not have to make up stories. Those of them that were written for him to read and to hand back were, in his opinion, quite enough as to the category of stories.

"BE OUT BY TWO SHARP," Y warned. "Because the cleaning lady comes right when I told you on the dot."
"Good God," said X, unimaginative as usual, "you certainly don't expect me to let her in."
Y sighed in weariness with expectation coinciding with event.
"Of course not. She has keys," Y said.
"Two o'clock?" said X, wishing to make certain he was not uninstructed as to fact.
"Um," Y said. "She promised to be there in time to let the delivery in."

NOW TO THE GOOD PARTS.
Z was undressed.
Naked.
Not a stitch on her barber's body.
And she had carried it all into the bathroom to urinate and to place into position her device.
X, for his part, sat on the bed, his hair-deprived being quivering with desire — too, it must be admitted, with spasms of anxiety set astir by what X now sees showing in the space between the floor and a certain closed door. Through the crack a red light glows — a red light in a closet? A light lit? Even an ordinary light would have been something to wonder about — and X's brain went to work, invoking its powers to proliferate fictions, imagine revisions, get scared.
A hidden camera? Maybe even some sort of sound-recording mechanism, too. Yes, of course! It's a setup. Y, Y, Y! It's revenge for all the criticisms, for "Very good — except, you know, for the snake."

X BETOOK HIMSELF and leapt off the bed.
"Stay where you are!" X called to Z. "Don't be alarmed," he counseled manfully, "but I think there's something up," and with this X crossed the tiny apartment to view the source of the luminosity from within.
X would have screamed had there been any breath in him to do it with. He threw his shoulder against the door and shoved as strenuously as a man with too little hair could. But the thing had its nose against the bottom of the door. When it came to pushing it back in, X was no match for what was pushing its way out.
It lumbered sluggishly toward the center of the floor as X flew back to the bed, hopped up on the mattress, and threw himself against the wall in defeat.

THAT'S HOW the cleaning lady found them — Z locked in the bathroom and X trembling against the asylum of the wall. It was she who got the thing back into the closet, where its feed was and where its bowl of water was and where the infrared bulb did its best to simulate the temp of its natural habitat. She just shooed it back in there with a broom, more startled of course by naked, glabrous X (a bit of diction X would have deplored, would have shunned, were this composition to have been his composition) and by the small shrieks borne from the bathroom than by the giant lizard slumbering heavily in the middle of the apartment floor.

"IT'S CALLED A MONITOR LIZARD," Y told X years later at a cocktail party celebrating the publication of Y's first collection of stories. "Dead now — couldn't take the climate. African, you know. Largest of the land lizards."
"I thought the Komodo was the biggest," said X, trying to put the best face on things.
"Well, you know," Y said, and turned to greet another ardent bearer of admirations, leaving X to doubt even the little he dared to claim.

THAT STORY ENDS HERE. But this one goes on for a bit.
In this story, the end has different versions.
In one version, the delivery was a manuscript, and the person making the delivery was Y's typist — who is, of course, X's wife, and who arrives in time to see the cleaning woman gathering up the clothes anticipated by the man who is standing on the bed. In another version, we have Y inscribing a copy of his book for presentation to his old, valued, indispensable teacher, X.
Y writes: Things always work out for the best. With affection and appreciation, your grateful student and collaborator.
And then there is the date — and the city.
And the author's name.

SOPHISTICATION

THE MAN WHO STOOD, who stood on sidewalks, who stood facing streets, who stood with his back against store windows or against the walls of buildings, never asked for money, never begged, never put his hand out. But you knew that's what he was doing — asking, begging, even though he made no gesture in your direction, even though all he did was fix you with his eyes if you let him do it, and, as you passed, made that sound. It was doobee doobee doobee— or it was dabba dabba dabba. It was always the same, just the one or the other, but you never tarried long enough for you to hear if there was more to it.
He was wearing high-heeled shoes the first time I saw him. They were women's shoes, or they were women's backless high-heeled slippers. I don't remember which. Yes, I think they were bedroom slippers — pale blue, furred, little high-heeled slippers.
I saw him the first week I moved here. I always saw him after that — it did not matter what the weather was. He was here in every kind of weather, backed up against a wall or against a store window—doobee doobee doobee or dabba dabba dabba.
He worked my neighborhood.
He did what he did in my neighborhood.
I gave him a dime the first week. He took it. If he was not begging, then he was taking money. But I never gave him anything after the one time.
I was angry about giving him that dime. I felt it marked me as a sucker. I don't think I would have felt that had the man not shown up again the next day, the next week, every day of every week of all the weeks after that.
Every time after that first time I always passed him by—doobee doobee doobee or dabba dabba dabba, oh so very softly — angry that the man was there, a witness to the fool I was.
That dime should have saved his life, gotten his back off public construction, sent him away to another neighborhood, changed his song.
But he's gone now. He hasn't shown up for weeks.
It's a relief. I feel better about living here now — but it's not on account of that dime, not on account of the shame that I gave it and shame that I never gave another one after giving it.
It's terror his absence relieves me of.
It's the worst fear I ever had.

IT WAS WHEN the snows came this winter that I got very afraid of the man.
I want you to know how, I want you to hear how, the man made me so afraid.
I'd gone to get my son home from a playmate's house after dark. It wasn't that many blocks there and therefore not any more back. But the snow was at its worst and there was no one on the streets, not all of the way there and almost not all of the way back.
We were just a block from home, my boy and I, and the man was on that block, standing on the corner, his back to the wall of something. There was no way for anybody to get home without passing him. So I got my boy tight by the hand and took him out into the street to do it.
The man just stood there — no gesture, no hand reached out. He didn't get me with his eyes because I wouldn't let him do it. But there was no not hearing the man crooning doobee doobee doobee or crooning dabba dabba dabba— just always a whisper and never not loud.
A car came skidding along the street. My boy and I were moving up it now and the car was moving down it, skidding, sort of careening, a reckless driver playing with the calculus of skating his machine in the snow.
I have such a childish imagination.
I thought: "He'll hit us, that driver." I thought: "My son will be hurt." I thought: "There will be no one to help me, no one but the man I always passed."
I saw myself kneeling over my son. I saw myself begging the man for him to help.
I heard him answering—doobee doobee doobee.
Or dabba dabba dabba.
But this can't happen now, can it? — not now that I have had the thought.

TWO FAMILIES

THERE IS NO STORY in the sentences I will write, no program to make matters come out. If matters do come out, then it is a resolution they accomplish all by themselves. No help is needed from me, nor is any solicited from you. All I am going to do — as briefly as fair play will allow — is give evidence. Everything else, if there is anything else, will take care of itself. In my opinion, it already has.
This concerns two families.
Families are families, and in this way are alike. But in every other respect, the two families that I have in mind, and all other families, have nothing in common. Of course, I issue this disclaimer mindful that its issuance disables it or anyhow makes of it a folly.
I cannot help what cannot be helped. It is what squats malignantly between writer and reader. But I have nevertheless done what I can to warn you away from speculations that will uncover nothing at all — though the caution will doubtless inspire the effort.
I want to answer this last, but I am out of time.

IN ONE FAMILY, there was a divorce. In the other, there was not. There was, however, in the latter case, a murder — whereas in the former, there was an attempt at one.
Let us begin again.
In one family, one spouse planned to murder the other. When the endangered spouse discovered the plan, he fled. He fled from one coast to the other and got a divorce. But up until that flight, he had stayed put. He said he had stayed put for the children. It was a good reason. There was proof of this when the children showed up damaged. They were very damaged. It will seem excessive to say it, but it is what both spouses themselves said.
"The light in them will go out."
When the spouses said this, they must have had in mind the radiance of children. But who knows?
I was never a parent.

THERE WERE TWO CHILDREN in each of these families. As regards the amplitude, or the relative fall-off therefrom, of the light in the second set of children, the evidence isn't all available for the recording of it yet.
But here is some that is. It is the declaration of the spouse that worried about the light.
This is what he said:
"My boy came to me, the younger one. The older one already knows. I never told him, of course. But he figured it out. Now the younger one has too. I love the older one more. I can admit that — it is all right if I do. Loving the younger one less makes it harder, however — harder about what he said when he came to me. He said:
" ‘I know.'
"I said, ‘What do you know?'
"He said, ‘I mean about him.'
"I said, ‘Him?' I said, ‘What do you mean, him?'
" ‘Why don't you kill him?' my boy said.
"That's when I knew he really knew.
"But I said, ‘He's our friend.' I said, ‘What a thing to say!'
"My boy said, ‘That's what a man would do.'
"I don't know where that boy of mine got that from, but my boy said that.
"Then he said, ‘You're afraid. You're afraid to kill and you're afraid of him. It's because he's stronger.'
"My boy said that, the younger one. My boy said all of that, the one I love the less."
This spouse was afraid. He was afraid of the things the boy said he was. His boy knew that. His spouse did too. This is why she was not afraid to do what she was doing. This is why the man she was doing it with was not afraid, either.
They all knew whose the fear was — especially did the spouse who had it.
But now it was worse. That father was afraid of that boy. He was even more afraid of that boy than he was of the other two things he was afraid of.
I think it was because he loved that boy the less.
There was fear in the first family too. The spouse who ran away was afraid. That is why he did it.
The two children were afraid when the father ran away. They thought everybody would run away. Well, this was when the light in those children began to go out. They were turned down, turned out, both parents were willing to agree.
They agreed on there having been some loss of light. But they did not agree whom to blame for this. So the spouse who wanted to murder in the first place set out to try it again. She would have to go from coast to coast to try it. But considering the greatness of her aim, the journey seemed no tall order.
She wanted to get to the one who would know the most about the loss of light. You can see how she would.
She set out by car to do it.

MEANWHILE — meanwhile in these sentences, not meanwhile in these events — the father of that boy called that boy back to him.
"I want to explain," that father said.
"You're a coward," the boy said.
"Give me a minute," that father said. "Don't be so quick to call a man a coward. I want to make one last appeal to you. May I make one to you?"
"That's what cowards do," the boy said.
But perhaps the boy knew this father loved him less than this father did his other son. Children so often know. It happens when they say their prayers and must give a sequence to those they number in them.
"It takes a strong man to go along with a sadness," that father started off. "It takes a very strong man to stay put. It takes the strongest man for him to be a coward if this is what his son, in a father, has to have."
How this came out of his mouth was not how that father had wanted it to. It was hard to get his point. He knew he had one, but what you just heard was the best that father could do.
"It takes a strong man to kill," is what that boy said, and it took him no time at all for him to say it.
The boy was not all that young. But he was too young for the idea the father thought he had in mind. That was when the father had another one.
He went to the man his son said was the stronger. This is what the father said to the man:
"You're stronger than I am. Your body is stronger. Your mind is stronger. I am going to tell you something. My boy knows. The older one knows, but now the younger one does too. It's okay about the older one — because I love him the more of the two — and I think it is all right for me to say that. But because I love the younger one the less is what makes it really bad for us. I can't do what I'm doing anymore. I have to do something else. But am I strong enough to do it? You know I'm not. But you are. Tell me if you are following me so far."
"I'm way ahead of you," the man said. "You have to do something, but you can't do it. So you want me to be the one to do it for you, check?"
That father liked this. He said, "What proof that you're the stronger! You see the point? Kill her for me. What is your answer?"
"I don't mind," the man said.
"You owe it to me — don't you think?" that father said as fast as he could, already compiling the sentences that would turn over his sly purpose to the son he loved the less. It would test that father to postpone the tale of his irony. But that father was very strong. He could wait.
"I like it," the man said, "that complexity of reasoning. It's strong."
That father was at the mercy of utterance. He said, "But you're complexer for knowing it."

SHE TOOK THE CHILDREN with her. She planned everything — the same way she had planned it in the first place. But now she had to use a map — for where was her navigator, for where was he indeed?
She marked off intervals, the mileage each person in the vehicle would have to drive for the driving to come out even-steven. But the family was one fewer than it had been. This is how come the younger boy got the wheel in Utah instead of in Idaho. He said his prayers when he got it — then drove under a truck with twenty-four tires.

FOR RUPERT — WITH NO PROMISES

I DON'T THINK I would be writing this story if the facts did not force it. Actually, it's publishing this story that I do not think I would be doing unless I had a very pressing — really an irresistible — reason. It is probably necessary for me to say that I always imagined such a reason would one day come along. But I imagine many things — and why this one has caught up with me and most of the others have not is only the way it is with luck.
Not too much should be made of it, I suppose. My brother's, actually—his bad luck. But I believe that when I arrive at the end of what I want to say, I might also arrive at seeing the bad luck mine too. This is what comes of imagining things. It is also what comes of making promises you never intend to keep — or, worse, which you do not keep but which you try to convince somebody (even yourself) you have.
I made a promise like that once. It was a long time ago, and the one who inspired the promise was a child. A girl in this case. It was my conceit to think that she would remember what I had promised her, but I don't think she really did. After all, the year was 1944 and she must have had other things on her mind, there being a war going on at the time and her being twelve or thirteen or fourteen (despite a large opinion to the contrary, I am not all that much a student of children, and am especially inferior, I have often noticed, at pinpointing their ages), with all the calamitous worries that seize a child of such an age when its father has gone away. But she always wore a Campbell tartan and a watch much too big for her delicate wrist — and in those days in Devon and those days in my heart, a promise of any sort to a gentle child in plaid (with a weight too great for her to bear) was not a thing I would not want to make. Besides, she had a little brother and always took good care of him, fretting if he were within earshot of a fact too awful for a small boy to hear.
At any rate, I promised the girl a story (I had wanted to be a writer then, and for too long a while thereafter I was one) — and some years later I wrote a story that was meant to appear to be the fulfillment of that promise.
Of course, it wasn't. A writer, especially the sort of writer I was trying to be, can't write stories like that — a pretty story when a child asks for one, a squalid story when this is the favor she asks. What I am paying for now is that I shabbily led this young lady to believe otherwise. I wrote a story, a not very sincere story, nor a very graceful one (the years since demonstrate that the world disagrees with me in this judgment — but all I care about is that the story was mainly made up and is bruised by a very great fracture in its posture of narration), and when the piece was cast into print, I sent her a copy of the magazine sheets with a patch of paper pinned to the first page. I hadn't even the courtesy to set out my one sentence in my own hand, but instead typed the following, after a greeting that consisted of no more than the two lovely parts of her lovely English name: "I always keep a promise — I mean, p-r-o-m-i-s-e." Well, I hadn't — and what I am paying for now is the lie I tried to get by with then.
I often read a Viennese logician who, I think, would go along with such reasoning. And let's not overlook the penalty for too much reasoning. So you see the kind of logic the fellow favored when he lived?
It will presently be clear that I am, however, chiefly paying for my having a brother I love more than I love my silence. It will presently be clear that by publishing — and only by publishing — the little story I want to tell you, can I stop him from doing a thing he believes he must do. It is an act of extreme gravity, of extreme gravity, in all the spheres of spiritual prospect human imagining can consider. Or it is an act of no consequence at all. I am not certain. I am too overcome to rest for very long with a certain opinion. So I choose instead to do the safe thing — to put this story out for print.
All of this, I sincerely promise, will presently be very, very clear. One does not talk about what I am preparing myself to talk about, and talk in defiance of habit, unless one is utterly sworn to being very, very clear. I have sworn myself to the effort to let nothing interfere with clarity of the first order. Not even the sound of one hand clapping must be let to raise a diversion from the sentences I am going to set down — but, reader, reader, how I hear that one hand clapping now!

MY BROTHER WAS AN ACTOR until radio gave out. After that, he tended bar on Fifty-fifth Street and on Fifty-seventh Street, and then he went to Oslo and then he went to Zurich, and when he came home he came home with a wife, a Swiss, a psychiatrist, and in time she proved herself a psychopath. But the time was not soon enough, for by then my beautiful brother and my handsome sister-in-law had a son. They named him, I felt honored to learn, David, called him Chap, and that is what he is called to this day, seventeen years later, fifteen of which Chap and my brother have not, not once, seen each other.
There was a divorce when Chap was two, and his mother, not long after, set up practice in El Paso, reasoning aloud that Chap's asthma would be more manageable there — the aridity — reasoning to herself, my brother supposes, that my brother would be taught what grief feels like.
You have my word for it that my brother did not need to be given the lesson. You have my word for it that my brother did everything short of seizing the office of the mayor of El Paso to force his residence there, close to Chap, close to the largest love then in him. You also have my word for it that my handsome sister-in-law did everything short of hiring ruffians to strong-arm the father well beyond the city limits. It was easy, considering. The woman, you will remember, is a psychiatrist, and a kind of despot therefore. And my brother, as you by and by will see as the facts are by and by disclosed, was vulnerable in a very particular regard.
My brother — I shall call him by a different name here — my brother Smithy would return to New York with a sick heart, and when its sickening had worsened, he would go back to El Paso to cry out at the gates of the city. My mother tells us that these weekly, then monthly, pilgrimages went on for almost four years and were then gradually abandoned as the facts proved unmoving, unalterable, permanent. I was living in New England then, kept in very random touch with family, and — it will be no surprise to them if I admit it — discouraged them from doing other than returning the discourtesy. You see, at the time I was still dominated by the pretension of writing, although I was well past the point where I had fled from doing it in public. But, of course, I did hear from my mother and from my sister — and, when Smithy had moved back to New York from Switzerland, from Smithy himself-that he had taken a second wife, a Swiss again, a woman somewhat older than the first and anything but a psychiatrist. This sister-in-law, whom I have not seen to this day, had banking as her profession, and still has it.
I do not need to see her to know that she is handsomer than the psychiatrist, for her photographs show up in the magazines and in a newspaper that is regularly attentive to very handsome and very active women, and my mother clips and forwards every single picture through an agent who has long given excellent service as an intermediary. And Smithy, who telephones often now that I have devised a truly private line, never fails to remind me that I am the brother-in-law of one of the world's most admired women.
But I do not need Smithy's reminding, nor my mother's clippings, to know how breathtaking Margaret must be — for the child of her marriage to my brother I have five times seen in the flesh, and he is the very word of loveliness, in this as in all things.
The boy's name is Rupert — and he is the child of all our dreaming.
If I say more about Rupert in regard of his unearthliness, I will not be for long free from confusion. I will — what I want to tell you will — fall victim to the disorder of sentiment, and I have promised you clarity. I have also promised someone squalor. I now intend, in all scruple and with haste, to keep both promises — and to save my brother, and everyone else, in the bargain.
Rupert will be five on his next birthday. This is the last I will say about my brother's second golden son, comma purposely omitted. The next voice you hear will be Smithy's, and I can make no boundaries for him. His italics are entirely his own.

"STOKE UP A CIGARETTE; this is going to take a long time."
"I quit smoking. Snuffed my last butt the tenth of October. If Mom would tell you anything, she'd tell you that, and you promised me you were going to start listening to Mom, remember?"
There was a silence — not a good silence.
"Smithy? Hey, buddy, you there?"
"Please don't buddy me right now, Buddy. Please. And please don't kid around. I've finally thought the thing out, and what I've got to do — Buddy, dear God, I cannot believe I am saying this out loud — I am going to kill my son."
I did not shift the receiver to my other ear. I did not do anything that I can especially remember. I think if I had had a cigarette handy, I would have lit it. If there had been cigarettes in this house, I would have smoked them all. If I could have asked him to wait a half hour, I would have gone into town and bought a carton. Anyway, I did nothing — and I said nothing — because it was progressively occurring to me that I did not know which son Smithy meant, and that maybe he did not know either, and that if I said something that suggested one boy or the other, the suggestion might tilt my brother in one direction or the other.
Have I told you that my brother has twice been away? I know I haven't — because that is a fact that would certainly mislead you, and the one thing this piece of writing must not do is mislead you. But when one has a brother who has twice been away and who married a psychiatrist, one can oneself be misled by such facts. You cannot read enough of the Viennese logician to escape certain facts, and these may be among them.
"Buddy? Buddy, did you hear what I said? You want to go get a smoke now, big brother?"
And then he started crying, sobbing wretchedly. I had always imagined men could cry like this, but I had never heard it. It went on for a long time, and I was glad it did, because I believed that whatever had given it to occur would wear itself out this way and that would be that.
But it wasn't. Smithy stopped his weeping as abruptly as he'd started it, and when he began his first new sentence, it moved to its period with austere dispassion.
There's something else I have not told you. If he wanted, my brother could give the Viennese logician cards and spades. Smithy is very, very smart, endowed with an intelligence unsurpassed in our family and as statuesque as any I've come across. Moreover — and this is why I am not sure I am doing the right thing but only what I, like our Smithy, am convinced I must do — Smithy's unyielding custom is rationalism, all the way to the gallows if this were his destiny. There has never been anyone who could break him of the habit, and this goes for our older brother too — who could, just mentionably, break anyone of anything if he wanted to, and who would not flinch over breaking himself into nineteen pieces to do it. Except Smithy of his rationalism, of course.
But our big brother never had a very long run at it.
Anyway, Smithy's next sentence, and all the sentences that came rushing after that one and that I would not have dared to interrupt even to assert Fallacy of the Middle! were proportioned and stately in the organization of their argument. And this is what my brother said — and why my brother has concluded that he must kill his son — and why I am publishing what the reader may apprehend as a "story," but which Smithy, ever the rationalist, will understand is a disclosure one step short of my informing the police and a step quite far enough to stop him in his tracks.
And, of course, the boy Chap will have his fair warning.
It is the least a loving uncle who has made his fortune (and his misfortune) writing can do. He can write as he is able. He can write a "story" that no one but the ones who most matter to him will quite be certain is true. I do see now that it is only through the miracle of the falsehood of fiction that I can catch up the people I love from the truth and consequences of what they might do. The cost to me is very slight in comparison — the exception in a habit for silence (Are you smiling now, dear dead brother, master of ceremonies in all my deliberations?) and the reinstatement, for a time, of the shame that covers me whenever I play the thief of hearts and come like a highwayman to the unsuspecting page.
Speak, Smithy! I am the instrument by which you may submit your supreme reasoning and the dark circumstance that stirred it to unfurl its awful syllogism. And when you have stated your case, I will return for a parting courtesy to the reader, a gesture I swear to be greater than that to which I proved equal when I wished to say the right thing to soothe that splendid girl of Devon. I am thinking I owe a very particular politeness to the reader — who, for the purpose before us, and as do his mother and father, I call Chap.
Listen, Chap. The father of your body is speaking to you. Will you recognize his voice? You were not much more than two years old when you last heard the peculiar American resonance that made your dad a regular on Rosemary of Hilltop House and When a Girl Marries, a kind of choked vibrancy that must have softened when he blessed you to sleep and drew the covers up to just under your chin, high enough that not one whisper of cold would chill your breast, but not so high that your restlessness would slip the blanket higher and impede the glorious song of your breath. This is the father of your body whose voice you are going to hear. Will it be at all familiar to you after fifteen voiceless years? Will it frighten you to hear a silence broken? Certainly the speech he makes will seem frightening — for it is a statement in support of his decision to secure your death. But it is, nonetheless, a reasoned argument, and if you are your father's son, Chap, you will see he has a point.
Listen, boy! A brother I love like life itself, your true father, on the fourth day of November, by long-distance telephone, just after the dinner hour, his voice all repose, his heart deranged, in tumult, said this:

"I HAVE A PAD AND PENCIL here, and it's all worked out, that thing you know I do with columns, this on one side, that on the other. Buddy, can you grab a piece of paper and something to write with? I think it'll help — I think it'll help if you make notes as I go along. I mean, it's just that I want you to know how it happened. Most of it has been happening for years. I think it has always been in the back of my mind since Pert was born. Maybe even before that, in a crazy kind of way. Maybe it dates back to when I kissed Chap goodbye and could never get back to kiss him again. In any case, I don't want you to think this wasn't among the premonitions that always go on in my head — because the head will do these things, Buddy, and you just can't, you know, stop it. Aren't you the expert in this subject? I'm rambling; I'm sorry. All right, I'm going to pick it up from what I've got written here. By the numbers, okay, big brother?
"About two weeks ago — hell, I know the exact day, who am I kidding? — Scharfstein told me I've got it bad. Wall-to-wall cigars and three packs of Raleighs a day for almost twenty-five years, and I get cancer of the goddamn spleen. I've always agreed with you that Scharfstein is a bastard, but his medicine is the best. Anyway, he sent me over to Sloan Kettering that afternoon, and by the next morning they'd confirmed. Three to six months with routine measures, maybe another three to six with heavy antiprotein therapy. But that's it — that's tops.
"Maggie knows, of course. I didn't tell Mom or any of the rest, although I promise I will just as soon as I can figure out how I want to do it. And maybe you can help me with that. For the time being, all I am doing is getting my life in order, squaring away my affairs, as Maggie would call them. Everything's pretty shipshape, actually — all the durables. There's plenty of money and there's nobody better than Maggie at managing. Then there's Pert— and that's, of course, clear sailing too. He could be the President of the United goddamn States, or change the theory of zero, and this won't stop him. My being dead, I mean — my dying. Pert could be anything, do anything. You know him; you've seen the probability in him for yourself. You just have to take one look at Pert to know.
"Except there's this one thing — and that's Chap. And if you don't mind, Buddy, I think I want to refer to Chap as David from here on out. There's David—he's the one thing. There's my son and there's my son — and that's the whole of mathematics of it for you there! Are you following me? Because you better be doing it.
"What David's mother has done lots of divorced women do — I know that. Except I think she's done it better. But I'm only guessing, of course — because for fifteen years the evidence has been withheld from me. Can you believe it, Buddy? With people who feel about blood the way we do? Not one word, not one touch, in fifteen years? Jesus God, the woman is a trained analyst. If she can unravel a synthesis, I guess she can ravel a good enough one up. Can you just imagine what she's probably achieved with that boy? It's not just a job of contamination we're talking about — it must be more like the making of a system refined to a single principle. Or do I mean aim? Anyway, I'm only guessing — but that's where my imagination takes my reasoning — and what else do I have to go on?
"I believe in David's rage. Let's just say it's an article of faith with me — and with me dead, that rage will logically get pinned on Pert, don't you see? Loathing, envy, spite, you name it — and all of it susceptible to even greater intensity when David actually finds out what Pert is. I mean, what I see happening, when I'm gone, when all the rest of us are gone, Margaret and you and Mom and me and that woman — Buddy, I just can't say her name, not even now — I see a world with just the two of them in it — an openness named Rupert, who owns all my heart, and a man named David with a heart with such a lot of hate in it. What would Rupert ever know of what his brother must feel for him? How could Rupert ever imagine? No boy could — no boy like Rupert — and, Buddy, you know what Rupert is like. He is all light — a lightness, this one diaphaneity.
"Pert would never guess even. But I can. More than that — I know. David will wait, he will wait his time — like his mother, he will be patient, deliberate, a fury waiting for his chance. All right, perhaps I'm imagining too much. Perhaps it will never come to this — something violent, an injury, a killing, who knows? Perhaps instead it will be a civilian act, but decisive, devastating — David sitting on some committee that Rupert happens to be petitioning, David behind the interviewer's desk for some job Rupert must have, David installed at a judicial bench before which Rupert pleads his case, David standing with gloved hands while Rupert lies beneath him, chest swabbed and bare to the scalpel — hell, I don't know, Buddy, but I know it'll be something. Some way none of us can predict, my firstborn will stalk my second, find a way to hurt him because my death robs him of chance to hurt me.
"Look, there's nothing fishy in this, but I don't want to talk anymore — and besides, I'm calling from home and, with Maggie in the house, it's making me jittery — and I right now can't risk being jittery. I'll telephone tomorrow — around noon — so, for Christ's sake, be there. Because I gave Scharfstein my promise I'd come in and see him in the morning — the jerk thinks he can teach me how to die — and I plan to fly up to Hanover in the afternoon. I guess Mom wrote you that David started Dartmouth this fall — all the way from Texas to my brother's backyard! Buddy, he writes these letters to his grandmother that I cannot believe and do not believe — like a geometer, as if a geometer made them. It gives me the willies to see them, but Mom always makes sure I do. He writes to her! Does he write to me? Does he answer one goddamn letter? Anyway, that's where he is and that's where I'm going tomorrow to get it taken care of. Jesus, man, I've got to choose, don't you see — and I choose Rupert!"

YOUR FATHER HUNG UP, Chap, with the delivery of that declaration. I didn't wait until the next day, though. I called him back right away — and this time I did get a piece of paper and a pencil — for no good reason, actually, but in moments of this kind one sometimes does things like this. I didn't say much. I didn't try to argue with him. I don't think I then knew what arguments to argue with— and I am not certain I know that even now. All I did know was that I had to try to stop him — not because there was in me a conviction that held him wrong— but only because there was a will in me to keep him from doing what he said. He did not answer right away, but when he did lift the receiver I immediately said, "Me again," and then I heard him say, "Mags, I've got a call and I need to talk in private. I'm sorry, but I need to," and then there was a moment's quiet and then my brother said, "Yes?" and I knew there was no arguing, nothing to do but state the livable range marked off by the mad logic of his assumptions.
"I have one thing to say," I said, "and that's this. Let it rest for three months. They've guaranteed you three months, at least three months, so you can wait that long and then do it. Not saying you shouldn't do it — just saying you can wait the three lousy months. Not that I think you'll change your mind — or that I'm sitting here trying to get you to — but just that you're in this position where you can add three months to Chap's life with no danger to Rupert. The minimum they've given you is the minimum you can and therefore must give Chap."
I was writing the numeral 3 again and again across the paper that I had pressed with the heel of my hand up against the wall. But the plaster, if that's what you call it, was making them all come out crooked, no matter how carefully I tried to control the pencil.
Chap, your father said, "Yes," and then he hung up the phone. He hung up without one other word. But the word he had uttered left no doubt — it was said so I would know there was no doubt. My brother knew that I knew he would do it — that your father would give you all the life he could.
That was the fourth of November.
I began writing these sentences that night, last night — and as I write this sentence now, it is morning.

I PROMISED A COURTESY, and this is it. I make this gesture to exist in the place of all the gestures I have not made. I am keeping every promise I have not kept. I am leading along to this courtesy everyone I have loved and ever misled.
There is an American writer, a woman, the only American writer I read. She has not written many stories, so it is no great undertaking to read everything she has written, which she has let have a life in print, that is. I take it that her public, unlike mine, is very, very small. This, I believe, is because she is unwilling to mislead, as I have so very often done and then tried to undo by my silence and now am trying still harder so desperately to undo by this last speaking-up.
It is a great undertaking to understand even one of her stories, such as the one she brought forth into the world about two years ago. It is a story that begins as a story that this writer has stolen from another writer — but only because he had earlier stolen it from her. It was her story, she says, and it has to do with magic and with miracles and with many, many things. I think it has to do with everything.
Near to its infernal conclusion, the story happens on the writings of a very wise man, a man now in prison for knowing too much — about the weakness of man and about the terrible power of God, never more terrible than in the performing of His justice.
Among these writings, as the story calls the wise man's diaries, there is a tale the criminal has recorded.
Here is the tale.
A father is in a concentration camp. He learns that the list for the next day's gassings includes the name of his son, a boy of, say, twelve. So the father bribes a German (a diamond ring, he promises) to take some other boy instead — for who will really know which boy is taken? But then the father is uncertain of the rightness of his design. So he goes for guidance to the rabbi in the camp. And the rabbi will not help him. The rabbi says, "Why come to me? You made your decision already." And the father says, "But they'll put another boy in my son's place." The rabbi hears this, and he says, "Instead of Isaac, Abraham put a ram. And that was for God. Whereas you put another child, and for what? To trick the devil."
The father says, "What is the law on this?"
The rabbi answers, "The law is don't kill."
The next day the father does not deliver the promised bribe, and the Germans kill his son.
The father wanted a miracle, and he decided God would not give it.
But God did.
God created a father who could abide by the facts.

OH, CHAP, silent son, and all the beloveds I have promised, dear brother in heaven and dear brother still on earth, this is the one mir — I mean, m-i-r-a-c-l-e — there is. And you, Rupert, melodious child of our dreaming, for your birthday I give you this gift. It is the lesson I have placed before you — for when you are five and must be strong enough for the five fine candles aflame on your cake.
Breathe.
Now blow them all out.
Now good luck and long life!

WEIGHT

THE FOUR THINGS are a key, two benches, and a bicycle wrapped in festive paper but not where the handgrips and the foot-pedals are.
The key opens someone else's door.
The park bench looks out on a river.
The other bench is down where the subway runs.
The bicycle's a chimpanzee's.
The key is a duplicate.
The park bench stands in sunlight.
Four citizens are seated on the bench down here.
The one free place is next to me. The chimpanzee will speak for himself. But I say it's custom-made, the bicycle, balanced to the gram. See where the paper's split? That's chromium underneath.
The key is cut from cheap metal, a feathery replica of the brass original — lent, copied, seventy-five cents. It has no weight worth notice. Sometimes he does not know it's in his pocket. But it's there sometimes — once a week.
Of course, it's filthy down there, but it's also filthy up here. And the floor the chimpanzee rides on, this is filthy too — peanut shells, popcorn, gummy substances flattened out to ovals, a law of physics, the law of shapes.
"I started on the bicycle when I was half the size you see. It's adjustable, wing nuts for all the crucial parts. I did not have the hat at first. But after one circle without a slipup, I did. After four, the jacket. After eight, the trousers. When I could keep it up and keep it up, the shoes were what I got for it. They're sturdy. They're black. See the buckles for getting them on and off?"
Now for people.
There's the man in such a hurry, hand in pocket, wrist-watch raised to read the time. There's the couple in the park, the slowest pace of all, the bench they're oh so slowly making for. There's the woman down here marching back and forth. She reaches her mark, shouts "Leather from Morocco!" turns about, marches again, shouts "Leather from Morocco!" marching back and forth.
You don't want to see her. I try not to. They try not to, the others on this bench. We are just passengers, persons waiting to be passengers. Oh, we really cannot wait to be. Will your train come before she does?
The old woman has the old man by the arm, to hold him up and steer. See her steer him to where they are going — to the bench in sunlight, to sit, to see the river — and the going is immense.
The man runs now, runs the last little bit, then puts his shoulders into it as he hustles up the five flights of stairs. He takes his hand out. He takes the key out.
The marching woman shouts, "Handbags! Beaded handbags!" But there is nothing in her hands.
Oh, God, don't let her jump, not while I'm still here. Oh, God, don't let her think to sit, not while I am still here, not while my mind is still here.
Sit.
Is there anything else that this man wants?
It's been too long from the bed to the bench — and he is not yet there yet. "Up, my darling," she must have said. "Such a lovely sunny day calling such a lovely boy."
Oh, yes, this is how she, this woman, would talk.
"Up, sweet love," she must have said. "Come, my beloved, another look."
It must have taken hours to get him dressed. See how nothing matches? Oh, how it must have hurt to have the clothes come be put on him — for him to be in something, touching anything, living one more turn of the clock!
He has his clothes off. He tunes the radio. Goes away, comes back, retunes. He looks at the clock, looks again, puts his hand in a trouser pocket, takes out his wristwatch. He's learned — always take your watch off.
"I learned without the paper on. The paper's just for show. What isn't? Is there anything not for show? They put you on, you go. Listen, I can go and go. But I don't have to. An even dozen is all the turns I ever have to do. The bolero and knickers, they're satin, they're turquoise. See the pink piping? I had to wait and wait for the shoes. But I could have mastered the pedals with them. Cut off my feet, I still could have. The hat? It's red. Red's traditional. Black, turquoise, pink, red — some ensemble, Jesus."
I looked. Or one of them looked. It only took one look and here she comes!
Oh, Jesus!
Should I check my watch and get up? Perhaps I must hasten to an engagement farther along up the platform. But I am just sitting here, and now here she is!
Her beauty is impossible — oh, the back of her as she turns him by such considerate degrees.
"Sit, my love," she says.
He says, "You, dear — you sit first."
But I cannot really hear them speak.
When she sits, she is not crazy anymore. She sits primly, ruined ankles primly crossed. She breathes a small sigh and falls silent, just another citizen, speechless like us all.
He flexes the fingers on this hand, then on that hand, then all the toes. He looks at the clock, at the door, at the clock, at his clothes. There they are, all laid out for him to put back on — his turquoise knickers, the fitted jacket, the shoes.
But why bother with it all? Just the trousers, then — then open the door and go run take a look.
"Buckle this side, buckle that side — even a horse could do it if he had a thumb. But the children shriek their approval. Yes, they like the buckling of the shoes better than the bicycling. Yes, yes, the leather hurts. But what doesn't?"
No, she is not waiting for a train. This is where she is when she sits. Yes, it is because she has kept him waiting longer than she has ever kept him waiting, longer than any of them ever did. Oh, it is because she has never kept him waiting that he runs down to take a look. Is the buzzer broken? Does she stand there, five flights down, calling him and calling him and he is way up here? She stands there, nodding, pleading, saying, "Please, my beloved, sit now — please, just sit." Look at his fingers flexing. Oh, God, he hurts! Oh, God, she's going to get up — and do what? Jump? Just march? Five flights half-undressed? Is there nothing he won't do? "I can do anything if you make me." But no one is waiting, no one is calling, no one is saying, "My beloved, my darling, my sweet." She's marching, she's shouting. "Why must they be children? How can children know what it takes to do this? How can children ever know what it costs to keep your balance? They think everything does — houses stuck on mountain peaks of crayon going up." "Leather from Morocco!" Just march, don't jump! Back up the stairs, begging God, the slowest pace of all. "No, sweet love, first you — sit, please, sit," and so she does. She sits and says, "Now you, my love," and guides him down. He stands there at the door. Nothing in this side, nothing in that side, nothing anywhere at all. "There are no pockets in my trousers. If there were, I would load them down. Put rocks in, put everything in, just to show them what I could carry and still go on." He turns and turns, these mute rotations — shirt, shoes, ghastly jerkin all locked up inside.
I never had that duplicate.
Or a bicycle that fit my size.
Or the courage to stay seated when here comes havoc and I haven't got a rhyme.
I have a wife.
I have the ungainly weight of my love for her.
I am the beast who can circle without letup.
In theory.
So far.

FLEUR

HONEST TO GOD, it's something, how a thing comes back, how nothing is ever lost. Look at this — the Strand, the Columbia, the Laurel, the Lido, the Gem. And that's just from the night before last, from when I was sitting on the toilet, urinating.
The Central. I almost forgot the Central.
These are the theaters where I went to the movies back in the days when you went every Saturday. That's what? Thirty-five years ago?
Also, I saw the large carton of Kotex leaning, or leaned, up against the side of the bathtub.
News to me they had a yellow rose on there, long-stemmed and photographed to make it look misty. So what's the story, they do this how? Gauze over the lens? Vaseline? Real fog actually fogging it?
So how come I turned on the light? Or did I?
I don't know. If I did, then maybe I did it on account of the kitchen.

LISTEN, I say the thing with evil is it's a time thing — whereas where you get your basic appeal with lust and violence is because they're not. You see a person stick a person with a knife or with a hard-on, it's the quick effect which gives you your theater. Let's not kid ourselves, impulse enacted with all good speed, that's what the eye likes. What the eye wants is something it can catch all at once. But evil, there you're talking about a different story altogether — because with evil, the mind's got to get into it, and the mind doesn't work that way. The eye does.
Be honest with yourself-isn't this why Aristotle didn't give a fig about any of this, and was twice required to say as much? Not that I am asking you to see it as how I am bringing in Aristotle to back any of this up. Hey, with proof like the proof that follows?

GO BACK TO BEFORE when I was sitting on the toilet and saw the box of Kotex and the rose. Go back, say, let's say, fifteen minutes from that. To me asleep. To me out like a light. Which for me is an interesting exception, the case being that I am no great sleeper. I mean, even if you hear me snoring, I am probably not sleeping.
Here's the second interesting exception about the night before last — which is that I am not a nose-breather when I'm supposed to be sleeping, which the reason for is this.
You smell things, right? (In your bed, what's to taste?)
If it's not your wife, then it's the pillowcase — or, no less turbulently, yourself. But let's say that whatever it is, it gets in the way — when the whole thing of it for sleeping is for you to struggle to think a certain thought and work your way down into it — like a beetle falling asleep inside of what the beetle is feeding on — even though I personally never really fall asleep.
Not that I think a serious thought, like the thought I gave you about evil. What you want instead is something playful, even crazy. It's the truth — the crazier the thing you think about, the more it's like a mallet knocking you out.
So as to the night before last, I remember exactly — I'm thinking they should invent a cigarette with a negative gas in it — you smoke it and it sucks all of that crap in you out of you. Naturally, I must have been mouth-breathing to keep from smelling things. So go explain this little packet of molecules that for an absolute fact it's my nose, not my mouth, which detects.
It's like a spear of perfect olfaction going up in there—coffee burning, kitchen burning, get up and go take a look!
Here's the smell. You know the smell of what coffee smells like when it's boiled away and the residue's been turning crisp and the stove's next? But even in my semi-sleep I know it's me that makes the coffee in my house. Are you kidding? Let her make it? Besides, now that I am smelling things, I smell her right where she belongs.
You can see how there is another interesting thing here, which is this package of intrepid vapor. Consider, all day long it's been poking around the house, a look here, a look there, but come three, four in the morning, hi, hi, it's like a dagger's been directed deep into this one nostril and there's this solitary drop of disaster on it—Jesus Christ, fire!
Think of it — the Brownian motion. God, I love this shit.
Stop to consider. Molecules that could have maybe been airborne days ago. Maybe weeks, months, what? Centuries, whole epochs even — coffee left on too long by Adam, right?
So it's this which gets me up and gets me investigating. The scare, I mean. Go put out a fire out and all that. Go save our lives or at least the life of the kitchen.

HERE'S THE STORY. I just stood there in the darkness, looking. The next fellow would have snapped on the light for him to make certain. But me, I understood — I know science, I know philosophy — Aristotle isn't the only one. Turn on the light, what? There goes mystery, there goes art — stove empty of event, porcelain vacant, not anything disruptive of anything.
I got milk and cookies. Eyes closed, mind open, I got milk and cookies and propped myself against the counter, nibbling and sipping — a box with a mouth, a thing that wants things inside it, its lid wide open, check?
Aristotle, are you listening?
I needed a crazy thought. I needed crazy. I needed the little bit of sleeping I ever get.
So what came, what comes, is this — is me and Izzy and Eddie and Mel. It's from the days of me and them — of Izzy and Eddie and Mel, an age in there, a whore Izzy said we could all get if we got her a bottle and had enough money. So I don't know — getting the bottle was even harder than getting the money was. But I got the bottle, and I did the talking when we got there. Her, the whore, she said we were nice enough boys, and I said seeing as how she said that, could she see her way clear to shave it to six per jump. She said okay, six per, round it off at twenty-five, but just blowjobs, a woman maybe fifty, forty, small and soft this fritzy hair the color of gum.
Izzy went first and then me.
Then Eddie came out, and Mel said no. So then I went back in instead of Mel going at all.
This was when I get her to drink all the rest of the bottle and when that's what she did, drank it, I'm sorry, but money's money, you know?
So I come out and say we don't have to pay her, she'll never know. Eddie says give her half. Izzy says what's this?
Hey, it was what they used to call a little black book back in those golden olden days.
Izzy says, "You see this?"

WE TOOK IT. We didn't pay her. We didn't give her one red cent.
Here is the aggravation I remember.
I say, "I don't think we should have taken it."
Izzy says, "We'll look at it. We'll see the names in here. The guy which told me about her, we'll see if he's in here "
Mel says, "Suppose we call them and tell them they have to come across with something or we're telling their wives or something, all of the guys."
Eddie says, "No, what we do is we call her and tell her it'll cost her just for her to get it back."
I say, "That's terrible. We can't do that. You've got to see it this way — it's stealing something, it's robbery."
Izzy says, "Wait a minute, wait a minute, I'm thinking there's something here we're not thinking yet."
I say, "Give it to me. This is lousy. You guys are louses. The day will come when you will stop and remember this, and hang your heads in shame."

SO THE THING IS I got it away from them and I went back up to her place, and I got her to give me a double sawbuck for her to get it back.
Or it could have been I just took the twenty because she was too plastered for her to give it to me herself.
Night before last I was sipping and nibbling and just being a thing that was leaning and letting all of this come, even the part about how for all of the time I knew them after that, I never stopped showing them who the disgusting ones were and who the nice guy was because of who it was who took it and went and gave it back. Eddie, Izzy, Mel — want to bet me they're still a mess? Then I tiptoed to the bathroom off the bedroom and sat down on the toilet and turned to other thoughts. That's when those names came — the Strand, the Columbia, the Laurel, the Lido, the Gem — and let's not forget the Central!
Look, I sat there urinating.
The thing was for me to keep my eyes closed and keep ready to fall more or less back to sleep. So why did I turn on the light to see the big blue box and the yellow rose on it, the million-dollar decision in some genius's brain to make the whole deal hazy?

THREE

THREE THINGS HAPPENED to me today. One of them taught me the meaning of fear. Actually, these were not things that happened to me. They were just things that happened in my presence. I am not certain how much of my presence was involved. Let's leave it at this — I was there when these things happened.

THE FIRST THING WAS the woman speaking.
You might want to see her this way — nice eyes, nice hair, pretty face, those bones, good ones. The eyes are liquid, the hair chestnut, a barrette hiking a section of it up front into a flung-back pleated effect.
I had my eye on those bones as she talked.
She was talking about a lover of hers, the man's funeral.
She said she rather enjoyed it.
She knew I'd known the man. Perhaps this explains everything. Because something had better explain.
He was a lucky man before he died. I am thinking of the things he saw — the bones of the woman from top to bottom, the eyes swimming, the chestnut hair without the barrette in it, the pleated effect unformed.
What a lucky man, I thought.
This is what I was thinking while the woman was speaking — even when she mentioned the funeral and allowed as how she had rather enjoyed it.

THE SECOND THING was the head in the subway car.
This happened on my way home, one stop still to go.
I looked up from nothing in particular and saw it coming from the far end of the car, a wheelchair and a small colored man behind it, pushing.
I know I took a good look right from the very start. It was because of the wheelchair. It was because here comes a wheelchair through a subway car. But what kept me looking was the absence of someone in it. It was just an empty chair coming down the aisle, a little man behind it, pushing.
I thought, He pushes that thing in here. He gets you to look at him doing it. I'm his client if I look.
Then I saw the head. It was sitting perfectly upright in the chair. I mean it — a head, right in the center of the seat.
It was a colored man's head with a bit of a colored man's beard, and there was a neckerchief at the bottom of it sort of rakishly flared.
You will say I am not to be trusted. But I know I am. I saw. I heard. I saw the mouth in the head open up wide just as the train came in to my stop. I know what I heard before the door behind me was shut.
It was full-throated, deep-chested.
Only one line, but good and loud.
Way down upon the Swanee River. .
Very thrilling, very theatrical.
The son of a bitch was a baritone!

THE THIRD THING was I went home.

IMP AMONG AUNTS

I THREW ONE AWAY just before I started this. I tried and tried. But it wasn't any use. This one here has the same title that that other one had because that other one had had it. In that other one, I was telling the truth, which is why it wasn't any use. Whereas this one, I'm already lying my head off with the thats and the hads in this one, not to mention the residuum masquerading as an honest title.
But I don't want you getting off on the wrong track until that's where I want you getting. So just for the record, I did have aunts, I still do have some of them, and I was always as much of an imp among them as I could manage.
They called me one, for that matter — the aunts did. Or they called me bandit or Mr. Mischief or rascal.
Bandit was actually bondit, which is another language and which maybe doesn't in it mean bandit. But I always thought it did, even though the aunts put all their stress on the second syllable.
Can you hear it — how it sounds?
Well, I always thought so many things.
I was trying to get one of them declared in what I was writing and gave up on. But I just couldn't not tell the truth in it, it being something about Aunt Helen.
Here's what I was doing.
I started off by naming all the aunts — like this: Ida, Lily, Esther, Dora, Miriam, Sylvia, Pauline, Adele, Helen, with Helen coming last, just the way you see it here.
That wasn't a truth but it was the beginning of one.
Then it got worse. Or I did. For pages and pages, saying something bizarre about each of them — about the aunts — only nothing about the one aunt who really mattered.
I'll give you an example.
I said, Take Dora. I said, Dora makes brisket and then goes to all the windows. There's Dora, I said, standing at each window, looking out of each window, going oy at each window.
Just listen to her as Dora goes oy.
Like this.
Oy.
As for Helen, I was getting to her. Helen's hard. She's my mother's side. Helen's on my mother's side. I am getting nervous from thinking about getting to Helen on any side.
Helen could get you nervous.
Here's what Helen looks like.
Chinese-y eyes. Silvery hair. In a bob.
Helen was a spy without leaving a desk. Helen broke codes. Helen ran the cryptanalysis unit at somewhere so secret you could die from it even if I didn't tell where.
This is true.
I went to see her once. If I told you even the state she was in, it could get us all in trouble. Of course, I don't mean state like emotional. State geopolitical is what I mean. Helen was never in a state emotional. This is the thing about Helen — and it still is.
The place wasn't much, the apartment Helen was in. I suppose she was in it to be near where she did her spying on what all of the people in the world were or are saying.
There was a buzzer, not a bell. This'll give you an idea of how crummy Helen's was.
The door comes open this little bitsy crack.
"Yes?"
"Aunt Helen live here?"
"Aunt Helen who?"
"My aunt Helen."
"Stand back."
I stand back. Door gets opened a bitsy bit more.
"Who are you?"
"Her nephew. Are you Aunt Helen?"
"Say her name."
"Helen?"
"Say yours."
"Mine?"
"It's okay!"

THAT WAS HELEN CALLING, that last thing you heard. You would know it in a flash, her voice, scratchy and exasperated-sounding, a little teasing, a little taunting — yes, Chinese, Chinese-y, that would be Aunt Helen all the way.
The woman in the W.A.C. uniform had a heavy automatic pistol stuck down into a holster strapped to her at her waist.
That's true — except it wasn't really stuck down. It was sort of sitting in there — loose-ishly.
Aunt Helen stayed right where she was, which was back behind the blocky woman at a pink Formica table with a pencil in her hand. When I got up close enough, I could see it was a crossword puzzle that Aunt Helen was working on — slanty eyes, bobbed hair, everything colored, her success colored, the color of polished steel.
Oh, Aunt Helen!
She just picked up and left it all. I mean, in 1938, she just picked up and went away from everybody — from husband, from child — to go be a code-buster and bust the codes of the world.
But I don't know another thing about her.
Aunt Helen's not talking.
Why should she?
I wouldn't.
Working at a pink Formica table, go ahead and tell me it does not speak unfurtively for itself!

I JUST SAID THAT to throw you off. Her name's not even Helen, if you want to know the truth. Neither is anybody's, Miriam included.
I just thought of a good name for Aunt Helen's bodyguard.
Mr. Mischief.
Since I just made her up.
Mr. Rascal.
Since I just make things up.

IT'S WHY they called me that.
Bondit.
I bet it's why.
I am such an imp.
Every inch a nephew.
All nephew.
Oy.
Go ahead and break it.
Here it is again.
Oy.

THE PSORIASIS DIET

I DON'T KNOW about your first lesion, but let me tell you about mine. It was just itching when it started, just a tiny itching region, a little dot is all. My mother said it was the sting of like of an insect or like of something like that which made it itch. It wasn't. Everybody said it was something like that which made it itch right up until the time it got as big as a dime, and then they all after that started saying after that if only it was the size of a dime again. Because it wasn't long before it was a quarter and a bigger quarter and then a half-dollar they were all saying it was the size of.
It was money.
It was psoriasis.
Psoriasis.
I've seen worse words. Besides, it got me an education, being as how I took up an interest in language right after psoriasis got going divvying me up.
I started with all the pee-ess words and just kept on going after that. There was no stopping me, I can tell you. There was no stopping it, either. They did everything, my mother and father. You can't say they didn't try. They tried all the things the neighbors knew about. Then they sent away for things the neighbors never heard of. I put them all on. But you had to have a lot of stuff, being as how it was everywhere now, being as how there was nowhere it wasn't.
I was twelve.
I stayed home — working, as you can see, on the dictionary. I just went on from all those pee esses in it to the rest of the trick spellings. I liked the old words too. Here are some of my favorites. Pinguid. Pilous. Anachorism, which I'm always getting corrected on. But which I swear it to you, I swear it — this is the one which isn't about time, but what it's about I'm not telling!
You can't make me.
I don't have to.

I WENT TO DOCTORS when I had to go somewhere. They got the duds off me and took a look. They didn't like it, I can tell you. They were probably doing their best not to let on, but they didn't, I don't think, like it one bit.
I didn't either.
I'd get a jar to go home with. It wasn't enough for the whole thing, of course. But they said the idea was for me to try it out on a little spot of it to see how a jar of it goes.
The thing of it was, there wasn't any one little spot of it for you to try it out on, being as how it was all one big one now. Who could pick a place for you to stop at? I mean, where did you draw the line? It was the same thing with the dictionary, I noticed. You start with paraplegia and you go right to paraselene. It turns out to be all one big spot of it — the dictionary, your skin, probably everything.

I WOULDN'T WANT to tell you what they tried.
They probably tried it on you too, and it didn't work, did it?
I just went from one age to another age — by which adulteration, it did too. You might say the psoriasis and me, we reached our growth together. It was isochronous, you might say. That's if only you had a vocabulary as powerful as what you see. Or is it that you hear?
I was on my own by then. I can see how this was best for all concerned, being as how my folks could just not bear for them to look at it in order for them to get a look at me anymore. To tell you the truth, I didn't, couldn't, either.
I guess you know all about that part of it — the cathexis you get for always looking parallax to a mirror or not looking at all. Everything is askance, the way you see it. You keep getting stuff from a jar, but never can look for you to see where any of it's going.
But I'm not here to bellyache. What I am here for is for me to give you the cure.
It's a diet. It's what cured me and it's what'll cure you — so long as you follow directions to the letter.
Here goes.
Eat your heart out, sucker!

IF YOU WANT COPIES of this diet for your afflicted friends and relations, just remember I am protected by the copyright laws. It took me a lifetime to adumbrate my diet and I can't just go giving it away to every fool for free.
But maybe you don't want the cure. Maybe you really don't crave salutary skin. Maybe you would sooner sit there and be lonely but not without what you got. Maybe it gives you a conversation piece. Or maybe you just knocked wood that you didn't come down with Siamese twins.
I can understand this. Some people just don't want to be worse off. I didn't, either, until I decided I was.
Not anachronism.
Anachorism.
All your life, anachorism, anachorism!
Look it up.

HOW TO WRITE A NOVEL

FIRST MAKE SURE you have enough time. It is crucial that you have enough time to make things up. Myself, I do not have time enough for anything like that.
But I'll just tell you what's what. It will not be hard for you to follow me doing it.
Just listen.
Just watch.
I'm composing these instructions on an I.B.M. Selectric. I got it back in 1961. I did not buy it. I finessed it or I finagled it or I stole it.
The person who is the unexpressed indirect object of one or the other of these verbs was rich. He said you can borrow this thing, use it for a while. Then he stuck his other thing in my wife's thing. They still have their things and I have this thing and I'm not giving it up.
It's given tip-top service. I really loved it when I first saw it, and I still love it just as much.
I never cover it over with anything. I don't cover it over with anything like a cover or anything — because I like to look at it — the shape. I.B.M. is good at giving a thing a nice shape. I always look at the shape of things before I snap off the light in a room.
I think 1961 was the Selectric's first year.
I talk to engineers whenever I get a chance. I don't mean the kind that build bridges. I mean the fellows that service things. Those are the engineers I talk to.
You know what one of those fellows once told me once? Buy the first of whatever it is! He said buy the first one of whatever it is because the maker of it is never going to knock himself out like that again — making, you know, all of the others after that. That's why this one's still going fine after so many wonderful, wonderful years.
The same goes for the Polaroid camera I've got. I've got the oldest one there is. You know how old it is? Here's how old it is. It's called, they call it, the Polaroid Land Camera.
That's how goddamn old it is!
No shit, it was a first one — it was the very first Polaroid the Polaroid people made!
You want to see pictures? Look at these pictures! Tell me when in your life you ever saw in your life pictures as sharp as these pictures!
Because they're this big when I start out with them. You see how big? Next to nothing, right? But then what? But then I go get them all blown up as big as life! See them? Look at them all over the walls if you don't know what I mean!
That's resolution for you, isn't it?
Well, that's my second wife, okay?
They're framed all over the place.
People come in here and then they look at them and then they smack their heads.
My God, they say, such pictures!
I say, original issue, a maker knows his game.

FEAR: FOUR EXAMPLES

MY DAUGHTER CALLED from college. She is a good student, excellent grades, is gifted in any number of ways.
"What time is it?" she said.
I said, "It is two o'clock."
"All right," she said. "It's two now. Expect me at four — four by the clock that said it's two."
"It was my watch," I said.
"Good," she said.
It is ninety miles, an easy drive.
At a quarter to four, I went down to the street. I had these things in mind — look for her car, hold a parking place, be there waving when she turned into the block.
At a quarter to five, I came back up.
I changed my shirt. I wiped off my shoes. I looked into the mirror to see if I looked like someone's father.

SHE PRESENTED HERSELF shortly after six o'clock.
"Traffic?" I said.
"No," she said, and that was the end of that.
After dinner, she complained of insufferable pains, and doubled over on the dining-room floor.
"My belly," she said.
"What?" I said.
She said, "My belly. It's agony. Get me a doctor."
There is a large and famous hospital mere blocks from my apartment. Celebrities go there, statesmen, people who must know what they are doing.
With the help of a doorman and an elevator man, I got my child to the hospital. Within minutes, two physicians and a corps of nurses took the matter in hand.
I stood by watching.
It was hours before they had her undoubled and were willing to announce their findings.
A bellyache, a rogue cramp, a certain stubborn but un-specifiable seizure of the intestine — vagrant, unamusing, but not worth the bother of further concern.

WE LEFT THE HOSPITAL unassisted, using a chain of tunnels in order to shorten the distance home. The exposed distance, that is — since it would be four in the morning on the city streets, and though the blocks would be few, each one of them would be a challenge to a person of gentle bearing. So we made our way along the system of underground passages that link the units of the hospital, this until we were forced to surface and exit into the jeopardy of experience. We came out onto a street with not a person on it — until I saw him, a man who was going from car to car. He carried something under his arm. It looked to be a furled umbrella — but it could not have been what it looked to be. No, no, it had to have been a tool of entry disguised as something innocent.
He turned to us as we stepped along, and then he turned back to his work — loitering at the automobiles, trying the doors, sometimes using the thing to dig at the windows.
"Don't look," I said.
My daughter said, "What?"
I said, "There's someone across the street. He's trying to jimmy open cars. Just please keep behaving as if you do not see him."
My daughter said, "Where? I don't see him."

I PUT MY DAUGHTER to bed and the hospital charges on my desk, and then I let my head down on the pillow and listened.
There was nothing to hear.
Before I surrendered myself to sleep, there was only this in my mind — the boy in the treatment room across the corridor from my daughter's, how I had wanted to cry out each time the boy had cried out as a stitch was sutured into his hand.
"Take it out! Take it out!"
This is what the boy was shrieking as the surgeon labored to close the wound.
I thought about the feeling in me when I had heard that awful wailing. The boy wanted the needle out. I suppose the needle hurt worse than the wound the needle would repair. Then I considered the statement for emergency services, translating the amount first into theater tickets, then into shirts ironed and returned to you on hangers instead of inside those awful bags.

FOR JEROMÉ—WITH LOVE AND KISSES

Jaydeezie darling,
dear cutie fellow,
my wonderful son Jerome,

YOU WILL DO ME A FAVOR and answer me this question, please God it should not be for you too much trouble for you to do it. So you will take all of two seconds and you will tell me, Jerome, since when did you hear of a civilized person which gets rid of a perfectly good unlisted and then goes and gets on top of it another one? Also, darling, assuming you could see your way clear to fit it into your busy schedule, you will inform me as to the whys and wherefores of how come the same aforementioned individual couldn't exhibit the simple courtesy to first communicate to his own father the particulars with regard to the necessary digits. So this is asking too much, Jerrychik? I mean, first and foremost your father wants your assurance he is not causing you too big of a perturbance. Listen, you will be a sport and you will take all of two seconds and you will list for me the reasons for this behavior. Because to tell you the truth, pussycat, in my personal opinion, I think your father is entitled to hear an explanation.
I am waiting, darling. God willing, you will go into private conference with your heart of hearts and think the whole thing over and advise me as to your decision. So you could do this for me, cutie fellow? Because I your father am meanwhile sitting here on pins and needles expecting. Make yourself a promise that in a voice which is calmness itself you will pick up the telephone for the sole and exclusive purpose of advising I your father whether you decided in your mind if this is the behavior of a civilized person.
Meanwhile, who could help himself but to think along the lines of a certain possible conjecture? So plunge a dagger into my breast for giving serious consideration to the following theory, but are we dealing here with a situation where the party of the first part says to himself, "The phone rings and I pick it up, it could be the party of the second part trying to communicate with me, but could he do it if I get another new unlisted?"
So go ahead and plunge a dagger, Jerome, because what your father just told you is more or less along the lines of your father's personal thinking. And may I inform you, darling, that the father who is doing this thinking is also the same father who all of two seconds ago only wanted in his heart of hearts to say hello to you and wish his cutie fellow Happy High Holidays?
Sonny boy, I will tell you something. You got my permission to stab me in a vital organ for passing comment, but I want for you to hear with your own two ears my appraisal of the foregoing situation. Because the answer is it's not nice. Jerome, when I see behavior like this, I have to say to myself it is not nice. And thank God I still got the strength in my body for me to say it. But don't look at me, Jerome — because your father did not make the rules, sweetie, even if the rule is it is definitely not.
And so long as we are discussing the philosophy in this particular department, Jerome, I will tell you something else. Objectively speaking, in my personal opinion your whole area code should be ashamed of itself to have an operator that's got the unmitigated gall to say to a senior citizen get lost. Because in so many words, darling, this is just what the snip up there in 603 said. For shame, Jerome, for shame! And to a person of your father's years and age.
Are you listening to me, darling? To your own flesh and blood a total stranger says get lost! So tell me, boychik, this is what they teach them in your area code? Or did this person get some coaching from a mutual party of our acquaintance who at this juncture I your father will go ahead and leave unnamed? In so many words, take a walk? I want you to tell me, Jerome, what kind of a creature says take a walk to the father of the child? Because I hope I do not have to remind you that the father who heard these words said to him is also the same father who would lay down his life for his cutie boy, please God I should only be alive and well to do it when you got nothing better planned and you decide in your mind it is time for you to ask.
Look, Jerrychik, if God makes a miracle and you find the strength to call me, who knows, maybe you could afford to take an extra two seconds to give me the figures on what it costs you in so many dollars and cents to get an operator to talk like this to a person of my advanced years and age, never mind if I told her it was an emergency and also that the party in question is also my very own child. Listen, would the woman divulge the first digit? You are down to her on your hands and knees to her, but is this a normal area code with a single shred of human decency?
Boychik, I am sitting here and I am thinking certain thoughts to myself. So are you interested in the nature of your father's current thinking? Because the answer is if a certain person wants to be a hermit, well and good — then let him go live where they don't have even an area code to begin with. But barring this contingency, I say that so long as you continue to maintain your permanent residence in 603, I think that I your father have a perfect right to be informed as to the rest of the particulars after these three digits!
Tell me, cutie person, did you ever stop to consider all of the ramifications of the situation we are dealing with here? So stop to think and tell me what if, for instance, it was a question of in sickness or in health? I want you to think about this, Jerome. I want you to consider it very carefully. They come in here and they shoot your father in the head. So like any normal person, I rush to the telephone to call you up and tell you the news. But what is the upshot in the situation we are considering? What is in this case the net result? Believe me, your father did not have to pick up and go to college to describe to you what you get when you look at the net result. Because the answer is it's some snip up there in 603 which says to me when I am bleeding to death in so many words get lost!
Okay, so don't excite yourself, Jerrychik.
I promise you, all is forgiven, all is forgotten. And besides, it was only for the sake of argument I said it could be a question of in sickness or in health. So far they didn't come in here yet and shoot me yet. All right, you never know, but so far they didn't. Meanwhile, thank God it was only a question of hello and good-bye, my sonny boy should live and be well. I give you my written guarantee, Jerome, this is all your father had scheduled for the agenda, Happy High Holidays and hello and good-bye. In two seconds flat, the whole deal would have been over and done with, and you know what? You would have lived to tell the tale!
So go pick up a hammer and bang me on the head with it because your father was going crazy to hear his sonny boy's voice. Cutie guy, you know what? I only hope and pray I am alive to see the day when vice-versa is the case. Please God, Heaven should make a miracle and your father should live that long, you won't have to worry, his number is in the book. Believe me, you would not have to talk yourself blue in the face, Jerome. You would not have to stand on your left ear and dance a jig and then hear my particular area code say to my child, "That's cute, that's nice, now do us a favor and go take a hike."

SO WHAT IS IT NOW, darling?
First, it was your own room.
Next, it was your own business.
So now, in the final analysis, season after season, it's what, sweet creature, it's what?
Sonny boy, can your father give you a piece of his personal advice? You promise you wouldn't excite yourself if your father talks to you as far as advice from the bottom of his heart of hearts? Because I am here to tell you, darling, sometimes your father does not know if he dares to open his mouth with you. But who can breathe with this on my chest, such a burden it's like a big stone? So go get a hammer and hit me with all your might with it, but meanwhile it is on your father's chest and I'm sorry, I'm sorry, he's got to get it off.
Sweetie boy, you know what it means where it says enough is enough? It means you do not go overboard! It means whatever the department, it gets handled accordingly. Because there comes a time in every life when enough is definitely enough! And you know something? Your father did not have to go to college for him to tell you this is the rule. But go look it up for yourself, it's there in black and white. You name me the department, the answer is you do not go overboard as far as it because the rule is enough is enough. Like with the woman who goes up to the judge, for instance, you heard about this, Jerome? So this woman says to this judge, "You'll give me a divorce," and the judge says back to her, "At your years and age you want a divorce? You are how old — ninety maybe, ninety-five?" And the woman says to him, "Ninety-seven last July." So the judge says to her, "You come to me now, ninety-seven last July?" You hear this, Jerome? This judge says to this woman, "Why come to me now, a person who could any instant drop dead?" Jerome darling, I want you to know what this woman said to this judge. Boychik darling, are you listening with both ears to this? Because she said to this man, "Because enough is enough!"
This is wisdom, sweet person, this is wisdom. I don't have to tell you what wisdom. Granted, you are a genius in your own right. But even a genius could live and learn. Even a brilliant individual and an intelligent fellow like that judge could. Believe me, Jerrychik, that woman didn't have to go to college and study at the feet of no Einstein for her to teach that judge what it's all about. And the man was an educated man, Jerome! But just ask yourself, did the man or did the man not have a lot to learn?
Boychik, this is your father's advice to you from your father's heart of hearts. In words of one syllable, darling, there comes a time when you have to say to yourself enough is enough. But let's face it, who am I to open up my mouth and try to teach a genius like yourself? Listen, just because I am the father and know from bitter experience, does this make me entitled to tell you what it's all about? Forget even that I am the elder, Jerome. Forget even that I as your father would jump off the tallest building for you. It still doesn't give me the right to come along and spell out the facts of life for a person who is a genius, even if it just so happens he is a human being which doesn't know which end is up.
But meanwhile, cutie boy, your father knows what he knows, and he didn't wait around for some professor to come along and spell out to him the facts of life. You name me the subject, Jerome, every college in the world will tell you there is one rule which is first and foremost if you want to be a grown-up, and for your information it is the one which says to people enough is definitely enough. Granted, a genius has a perfect right to think to himself, "I am a genius and I just discovered a subject where the rule is enough can never be enough." You think your father does not understand this and give full faith and credit to it, Jerome? You think your father does not realize that with a genius the brain gets all balled up and it says to itself, "I just found a subject where all bets are off"?
So just for argument's sake, sweetheart, let's consider this particular situation. Because your father is willing to go along with you and to consider with you the question from all sides. Like just suppose I pick a subject off the top of my cuff and we go ahead and examine it like, let us say, two civilized adults. So how about for instance privacy maybe? Let's for instance consider a person who says to you he has got to have his PRIVACY or else. So for two seconds, Jerome, you and your father will make believe that this is our subject, P-R-I–V-A-C-Y.
Now tell me, Mr. Genius, did your father know which one to pick? Because don't worry, Jerrychik, this subject your father could put his hands on it for you blindfolded and even with his eyes shut and the room is pitch-black! Not to mention he could also spell it for you backwards and sideways and meanwhile tell you it still comes out the same thing, which is G-E-T L-O-S-T. But God forbid your father should dare to start to spell for a person who is the world's smartest human being and is therefore supposed to know how to spell for himself.
Listen, pussycat, you don't have to stand on ceremony with me, I promise you. Go ahead, whenever you're ready, I'm ready. Go get a hammer or a dagger, whichever it wouldn't be too big of an effort for you to go get. Believe me, sweetheart, as a genius and as a brilliant child, you got a perfect right to go ahead and get whatever it pleases you for you to go get. Listen, God willing if you could spare the time from your important business for you to get up and go look for it, maybe you could lay your hands on a red-hot poker and put out both my eyes with it if this is what it takes to make you feel better. Because you know what, Jerome? Because your father just heard himself mention the subject of privacy, so he doesn't deserve whatever you decide in your mind is the very worst punishment for him?
Maybe you should call the F.B.I., Jerome.
So call the F.B.I, because your father just had the gall to try to do justice to the subject and talk to his sonny boy from the bottom of his heart of hearts.
Do you hear me, boychik? I am waiting for whatever punishment which in your brilliant opinion would be the one which your father couldn't take. Because if just breathing your father makes such a racket his pussycat couldn't hear himself think, all you got to do is pick up the telephone and tell them you want to report me for making a tumult it's a crime for a parent to make. So you'll call the G-men instead of the F.B.I. if the F.B.I. answers and they tell you right this minute they are too busy with other cases, darling, they couldn't come this instant to make an arrest.

LISTEN, JEROME DARLING, I want to give you every assurance your father would not blame you for one second if you went and got another new unlisted on top of the one you just got. But why knock yourself out, cutie guy, why? Use your common sense! You think your father would stand by and let you have to go all of the way down to the telephone company for you to wait around to all hours until they get good and ready down there to inform you as to the ins and outs of all of your new digits? Believe me, boychik, you only have to ask and your father will spare you all this heartache. Because even if with just my mouth breathing it's so loud you couldn't bear it in your brain, forget the phone company, all you got to do is speak up. Do you think I your father would deny you one shred of your happiness for one single minute? So why hesitate? A little tiny signal is all your father asks of you. You wouldn't even have to lift a finger if the uproar the blood in my veins makes happens to constitute for you such a terrible perturbance to your privacy you don't get the peace and quiet you need for you to go ahead and be a genius. You could wink, darling. Lifting a finger, I definitely do not recommend it for an artistic person. Who knows, you might strain something — it's not worth it for you to take a chance as far as a hernia. One wink, Jerrychik, and all your worries will be over. One wink from my sonny boy will be more than sufficient. Because forget it, your father will take it from there, your father will do all of the running, whereas you yourself could just sit back and relax and write for everybody another bestseller. Don't worry, don't worry, you wouldn't even have to give me a whole wink if you decide in your mind you don't feel up to it. Darling, you could give your father maybe a mini-wink if this is your decision. Because I guarantee you, sweetheart, one mini-wink from his genius and already your father will be racing up the stairs of this building, hoping and praying in his heart of hearts the management didn't put no railing around the roof so I couldn't jump without calling for assistance. Believe me, I apologize, Jerome, that your father didn't when he moved in here exhibit the foresight to go up and take a look to see the setup there in the first place.
But do I make myself clear, sweetness? Answer me, darling, it is not going in one ear and out the other? Because I want you to know that your father could not kill himself fast enough if this is what it takes for him to make sure his sonny boy gets every last ounce of all of the bliss he's as a genius got coming to him. But I ask you, pussycat, solitude? Are you telling me forever and forever solitude and seclusion, this is what it takes? Because your father is willing to learn, sweetheart, so tell me. So show me where in the book it says solitude and seclusion is the same thing as happiness and contentment, and meanwhile one peep out of anybody who adores you to pieces is such a tragedy you definitely couldn't stand it one instant. In black and white, Jerome, show your father who cherishes you where this is written. Because as dumb as your father is, the man is still keeping an open mind. But until you get good and ready to show him, in the interim don't excite yourself, darling, your father just gave you his solemn promise. If a telephone call or a postcard or a letter is such a struggle for you that you couldn't take it, even if it's only for hello and for good-bye and for I hope I didn't make too much of an aggravation for you and disturb you, then relax, precious, don't worry, one mini-wink from you will settle the whole affair. Do you hear me? One semi-demi-mini-wink and your father will be only too happy and glad to make you a present of his own dead body. And you know what, sweetheart? You wouldn't even have to thank me for it if you are too busy being a genius and a hermit and the light of my life.
Are you listening to me, boychik? Are you paying strict attention? Your father is not talking just for him to hear himself talk? Because I can't rest for a single solitary second until I make sure in my heart of hearts you heard me. Listen, maybe you should write it down as to the fact that your father is ready and willing to go to his grave in case his presence here on this earth does not give his boychik all of the privacy in 603 he needs. Also, make a note that a full wink is utterly uncalled for. A little wiggle of the eyelid like you are maybe just thinking of winking but are probably too busy with business for you to do it, I promise you your father will run next door to another building if, God forbid, it turns out that this one here they already put up a railing up on the roof. Sweetheart, I only hope and pray the upshot is I do not have to go next door and keep you waiting. As God is my judge, I'm sorry, but at my years and age, a railing, who knows, maybe I could not climb over it so fast, whereas there is meanwhile nobody up there who they're paying to give me a boost. But even if the next building it's the same story, it's okay, darling, it's okay, there's buildings here up and down the block here, and your father will just keep looking high and low until, God help him, something finally goes ahead and works out.
This, Jaydeezie, is my solemn promise to you. And all I got to say is that I am down on my hands and knees thanking God that your father still got the strength in his body to give you his sworn statement from him to you in writing. But, believe me, Jerome, if it happens to turn out that in all these years this is what you always needed, you only had to say SO. Because it's just like with the man who goes to get the suit. So he says to the tailor, "You'll make me a suit — whatever it costs, it costs, I want the best, so don't worry." And the tailor says to the man, "Okay, I'm sparing nothing. The cloth I'm getting special from Borneo, the thread I'll have made up in China, and for the buttons I am thinking in terms of a yak they got in Turkey, buttons from the horns of that yak." So the man says to the tailor, "This sounds to me like a wonderful suit, so when can I get it, this suit?" and the tailor says to the man, "A production like this, from here and from there, everything made up to order, we are talking six, eight months minimum!" So the man says, "Six, eight months! How can I wait six, eight months if I got a bar mitz-vah this Saturday and was thinking of wearing the suit?"
Jerome darling, would you like to listen with your own two ears to what this tailor says to this man? Because this is what this tailor says to the man. He says to him, "You need it, you'll get it."
So do I make myself clear, Jerome? Why stand on ceremony? You will wiggle your eyelid a little teensy wiggle and in two seconds your father will take myself right out of the picture for you, no questions asked, all bets are off, good-bye and good luck and forget it!

MEANWHILE, who knows, maybe I am jumping to too many conclusions. Maybe 603 wasn't working right because of the High Holy Days, such a strain all of a sudden on the electricity. Let's face it, they probably got sons and daughters galore calling all day down here from all of the different area codes, and meanwhile your father is the only person who is calling in the opposite direction, so maybe I got some kind of funny hookup and it wasn't even 603 in the first place. But be this as it may, you still do not say go get lost to a person when he is asking you a perfectly civilized question. Listen, darling, please God they don't get fired up there in 603 and come down here to 305 looking. Because I am entirely at liberty to tell you that with a mouth on them like the one your father heard, they don't hire you so fast in this area code down here. Not even if you got in your pocket the personal recommendation of a genius!
Jerrychik sweetie, it's forgotten and forgiven, so let's forgive and forget. Meanwhile, it's the High Holidays again, so is this the right time for bitterness and recrimination? Sweetie boy, it's water under the bridge. So let's do ourselves a favor and change the conversation. It's a fresh start, boychik. So what if it is another whole year down the drain and everything is still under par at your end of the bargain? You think your father is keeping score with regard to the question of who sends who cards and letters, never mind who doesn't even place a simple phone call? So big deal if everybody else in 305 is getting. You think I don't know I don't have the right to expect a little decency and consideration from you when it could always happen you might get a rupture from lifting the wrong pencil? Listen, perish the thought that your father should even look twice at a mailman. Why kid ourselves? Who remembers what one of these individuals even looks like anymore, it has been so many years since a person had the pleasure.
Listen, darling, before you forget, with your own two hands you better check around for the nearest blunt instrument. Because I hear myself talk to you and what is it I hear but criticism after criticism? Promise me, Jerome, you won't go out and spend too much money on what's the top of the line in blunt. So long as it's under twenty dollars, go ahead and make the investment and then give it to me right between the eyes or over here on the back of the head over here, whichever you decide in your mind, darling, is from your standpoint more convenient. Because here I am, writing to bring you High Holiday greetings, and what am I bringing my cutie guy but recrimination after recrimination in spite of my honest wholesome intentions. And even if it is all for your own benefit, Jerome, I still say shame on me, shame on me! Look, when you get through with the blunt instrument, you should leave instructions for them to put your father in the gas chamber and keep him on bread and water. No leniency, Jerome — your father didn't earn in his lifetime not one iota of leniency or clemency or for good behavior time off! The gas chamber and then the rubber hose, Jerome, even measures in the big leagues like this is still too good for a human being of my caliber.
Sonny boy, can you find it in your heart of hearts to wipe the slate clean? Because so far as your father is concerned, from this very instant it is a whole new ball game. It's like we are starting out from the outset, okay? Whatever I your father said to you and didn't remember to bite my tongue first, promise me, darling, you erased it. I mean, it just occurred to me, who knows, you maybe sent a little something but you forgot it about the zip code. Please, a genius like my precious with so much on his brain, so who's got room in a thing like a brain like that for so many unimportant numbers? But ask yourself, you leave off the zip code, do the morons deliver? Believe me, an individual should sit there and count their lucky stars if they do not also come after you to your own personal address and then tear you limb from limb.
It's the truth, Jerrychik — nothing is these days what it used to be, not in any shape or manner or form. It's nothing like it was in the old days. Tell me, darling, you remember how it was in the old days back when you were at the top of the heap and your father was down here up there in the penthouse? So guess who is in the penthouse now. So can you guess? Because the Bellow people is the answer! And after them, it's the Krantzes which is second on the list to get in there. But in the good old days, it was all different. These days, maybe you got the right idea, a hermit. Believe me, don't think your father has not considered from this perspective. I look at it the way it is these days, Jerrychik, and I have to say to myself, "Sol, maybe we should all go live where the operator hears they are looking for you and she tells them, whoever they are, beat it, forget it, take a hike, you dumb cluck."
These days, sweetness, it is things of every description, and you know what? Can I tell you what? Because my hand to God, just a fraction of it is enough to make your father vomit. Go look if you don't believe me, darling. Like even in the kindergarten you hear the teacher say to the children it's milk time, take out your milk, drink please your milk. But, lo and behold, nowadays there is always the child which would not for love nor money touch the milk. So the child your father has in mind, his name is the Goldbaum boy and the teacher says to him, she says, "Goldbaum, drink your milk." But how does Goldbaum answer this woman? Because you would not believe this, Jerome, but the child says to the woman, "I wouldn't drink the goddamn milk."
This, Jerome, this is how in this day and age a child answers! So I do not have to tell you, the teacher goes right that instant to the telephone and she telephones the child's mother and she says to this woman to come over. So when Mrs. Goldbaum gets there, the teacher says to the woman, "Please, I want you to hear this," and then the teacher stands there and she says to the boy, "Goldbaum, drink your milk."
Jerome darling, as I live and breathe, this is how the child answers her back the second time. Are you paying attention, Jerome? Because the child, he says to the teacher, "Not only I wouldn't drink the goddamn milk for you, but you could also shove it up your tookis."
Did you hear this, Jerome? Sweetheart, can you in all your born days believe this, Jerome?
So you know what happens next? Darling, that teacher turns to that mother and she says to the woman, "Did you hear what your child just said?" Whereas, Jerome, I am ashamed to say it, it makes your father's blood run cold for him to say it, but that mother turns to that teacher and says to the woman, "Sure, I heard him — fuck him!"
Sonny boy, this is what today's world is. Did you hear me, pussycat? Because this — this! — is what your world of today is. And don't worry, boychik, believe me, even in 305 your father took the time and noticed. But speaking of the subject of mothers, Jerome, I just remembered something. Because maybe you called to say hello and your father was not here to answer. So even if you called at night, Jerome, it could have happened, darling, the reason I your father was not here for me to pick it up was because of a certain Mrs. Pinkowitz. And you know what? Can I tell you what? Because I am not for one instant ashamed to admit it!
I know I don't need to remind you that your father is a grown man, Jerome. In case you did not maybe yet realize, your father is meanwhile an adult. So as a grown man and as an adult, cutie guy, excuses I do not have to make to anyone, a certain unmentionable resident of 603 included. Sonny boy, these are the facts of life, and it was definitely not your father which happened to invent them.
So now you know. So let's not kid ourselves, it was only one night, but so now so my light of my life knows, so now sue me, so go call the Supreme Court and come sue me!

LISTEN, JERRYCHIK, between father and son, honesty is the best policy, this is my personal opinion. So it is addressing you along these lines, darling, that it is time to broach to you, let us say, the subject of Gert Pinkowitz. Do I make myself crystal clear to you, Jerome? Because even in my health and my years, I thank God that the question of romance is not totally for me out of the picture. But first and foremost, Jerome, I do not have to instruct you as to the fact that your father is the type of an individual who gives comfort where comfort is due. Now you take the creature which was just previously referred to, because for your personal information, precious, this is a person with enough heartache in her heart for an army. Listen, if you can believe it, darling, even worse than I your own father, this person, this woman, she suffers and suffers. Darling, not in all your born days could you even guess! But who knows, maybe I already told you what a svelte and adorable creature Gert Pinkowitz is, not to mention this woman is also an individual which could give your father cards and spades when it comes to the question of how much agony a human being would have to sit there and receive at the hands of their own flesh and blood! And guess what, boychik — just like your own personal father, it is a son which is in Gert Pinkowitz's case the source as to where every last shred of Gert Pinkowitz's tragedy as a parent is coming from.
Tell me, sweetheart, did you ever think you would live to see the day when I your father would run smack into such a terrific coincidence? Listen, I know it is a small world, you don't have to explain to me it's a small world, but a thing like this is nevertheless definitely unbelievable — right here in this same building with me a creature which just like your father which also got a son that you could sit there and break a blood vessel from.
But who knows if I already made mention? Maybe I did or maybe I didn't already in a prior communication make mention. On the other hand, precious, since I didn't write to you the day before yesterday, then I have to say to myself, "Face facts, Sol, you didn't." Because when you stop to consider the arithmetic, boychik, it is only twenty-four hours since the woman first set foot on the premises here and established her residence in this building.
So okay, sweetie darling, your father has been seeing a certain svelte person, it is nothing for us as adults to be ashamed of. So what if to this point it has been so far a whirlwind romance! You think I your father do not have the wherewithal to see for myself where the arithmetic speaks for itself? Meanwhile, it couldn't be avoided, sweetheart, two creatures which are both themselves available as to the annals of getting together and which meanwhile got so much unhappiness in mutual.
This is fate, boychik. This is what it means when you ask them for the whys and the wherefores and they come and say to you it is fate, it is fate, and you could stand on your left ear but you could not avoid it. Like with the fella who says to his brother, "So go to 305 and don't worry, I promise you I'll watch out for the cat, it'll be all right, in its whole life the cat wouldn't get better looking after than I your brother will give to this cat!" So the brother who is so crazy about his cat that he couldn't ever stand for two seconds for him to remove himself from the cat like for even a little vacation maybe, the man says to himself okay and goes to 305, Jerome, and when the man gets there, the first thing which he does is he picks up the telephone and he calls his brother which is still up in 212 and he says to his brother, "So how's the cat?"
Listen, Jerome. Because I want you to hear how the brother in 212 answers the brother who is in 305 when the brother in 212 says to the brother in 305, "The cat's dead."
So tell me, sonny boy, you did or didn't hear this—"The cat is dead"? So can you believe this, that the brother should hear his brother say to him, bing bang, the cat is dead!
So naturally it's a long silence with no one talking. And so then the brother in 305 says to the brother in 212, "You are some brother I got! I ask you how is the cat, and you answer me, bing bang, the cat's dead! What kind of a way is this for a brother to say a thing to a brother, bing bang, the cat is dead? Believe me, you should learn how to say a thing when a human being asks you a question — not just bing bang, no preliminaries, no fanfares, no overtures, the cat's dead! Listen to me — the next time somebody asks you so how's the cat, so how is the light of my life the cat, you say to them you took the cat up to the roof for a little breath of air and she got herself a sniffle and you got her in the bed and in a few days, please God, she will be up and around as good as new again, so don't worry, so do not vex yourself, so do not eat your heart out, go to your hotel, check in to your hotel, relax, put on a bathing suit, and in a little while we will talk. So then when I telephone back in a couple of hours to ask you what's what with the cat, you say to me, well, there's complications with the cat, we are getting in a specialist for the cat, we are sparing no expense, it went from the sniffles to in her chest, it went from the sniffles to her whole entire body, but with God's help she will pull through — not no bing bang, no overtures, no approaches, no highways or byways, just the cat is dead! So then when I call again to check with you what the specialist said, this is when you say to me you never know, there is never a guarantee, the cat you had to rush to the hospital two seconds ago and even with the top medical men in science from all over from every college of the world, lo and behold, things didn't go so hot, things went from bad to worse, life is but a raveled sleeve, the cat went ahead and passed away. This is how a brother speaks to a brother, not no bing bang, the cat is dead!"
So the brother that's in 212, Jerome, he says to the brother that's in 305, "Look, I'm sorry, I'm sorry, next time it'll be a different story, next time I'll know better, next time I wouldn't leave out the hearts and flowers so fast, I promise you." So this is when the brother who is in 305 says to the brother who is in 212, "Forget it. So it's only a cat. So meanwhile, so more important, so tell me, darling, so how is Mother?"
Jerome darling, are you listening to this? Did you hear when the brother that's in 305 says to the man, "So meanwhile so how is Mother?" Now pay attention, darling, because I want for you please to also listen and hear what the brother that's in 212 says to the brother that's in 305, because this, darling, this is what he says to the man verbatim. He says to him, "Mother?" He says to him, "Well, Mother, I'll tell you — Mother, the woman, I took her up to the roof for a little breath of air."
This is fate, boychik! This, what I have just told you, is fate and there is no two ways about it! So between your father and Gert Pinkowitz it is the same story — it's fate whichever direction you look at it from. And don't kid yourself, sonny boy, two individuals in our situation, it couldn't be avoided even if you sent for the police.
Okay, so at this point, I admit it to you, everything is still on hold in the dating stage. But even with Romeo, you had to have your dating stage before civilized human beings could let it get around to this, that, and the other thing. Believe me, your father is a patient man, Jerome — thirty-six hours, forty-eight hours, for a living doll like this creature, a person so svelte, your father could make an exception and wait to count his chickens when they come home to roost. But for some things, sweetheart, patience is already beside the point, patience would not make what wiser heads than your father call the big difference.
Sonny boy, Jerome darling, do me a favor and listen to me — because I your father am here to tell you that in certain departments not even the patience of a saint would do the trick, let alone Job and the whole Jewish religion. So call the G-men, Jerome. And if the G-men would not give you total satisfaction, then maybe you could get somewhere with the House of Representatives and the Food and Drug people. Darling, go get whatever court of law you have to get, just so long as you know I your father couldn't help himself, I'm sorry to have to sit here and tell you, Jerrychik, but enough is more than enough!
So first you will take your time and decide in your mind which one you want to go call for them to come get me, the district attorney in 603 or the district attorney in 305. And in the meanwhile, your father gives you his promise, he would not budge from this very spot and put up a fight when they break down the door and come in here with their handcuffs and their bludgeons. Jerome, don't give it a second thought, I am giving you every assurance, darling, your father will go quietly, he wouldn't even begin to make a fuss and beg for mercy nohow! But, cutie guy, if you are asking me to keep my mouth shut when it comes to the question of the envelope, from the bottom of my heart of hearts, I am sorry, Jerome — but this I could not promise you, not even if the sentence was life with hard labor!

CUTIE FELLOW, pussycat, stop to ask yourself — your father gets to the end of this letter, what comes next? Because I hope I don't have to tell you the answer is the envelope. So just like it was first the tragedy of the cat and next the tragedy of the mother, here is another one where it is a question of fate and you couldn't in all your life avoid it. Sonny boy, darling Jerome, you leave off the zip code and they don't deliver, do they? So now ask yourself, Jerrychik, how much leeway do you think your father gets, could he leave off, do you think, two-thirds maybe of a human being's whole name?
No, he couldn't.
But also could your father write it any different from how your father has been writing it lo these many years and years?
Darling, this is a question which you do not need your father for him to answer for you in words of one syllable. Because in so many words of one syllable, pussycat, I hope and pray you heard the answer your father just gave you, because the answer is forget it, he couldn't!
Precious person, just so you know in advance that I your father tried to give this question every last ounce of consideration. But meanwhile, Jerome, the answer is please, as God is my witness, forget it with this J.D.! Because even if they made a law, not on a bet could your father ever do it! You hear me, darling? Not even if the Secret Service took the case and came in here with all of their badges and machine guns, the answer is still N-O!
Jerrychik, your father, it's no news to you, is an old man. But whatever the future should hold, he could not be more thrilled than for him to spend every last minute of it in chains and no visiting days than for him to go along with you on what you did up there in 603 to the wonderful name your mother and father gave you, please God the woman should rest in peace and never know from this scandal!
Listen, kiddo, you could go to Woolworth's and you could buy thumbtacks. Darling, you could even go buy carpet tacks instead if this happens to be your particular private preference. So go ahead and buy whichever variety that it pleases you to and come stick every single one of them in me in my elbows. Okay, so if the elbows do not interest you, sweetheart, I will give you a choice, you can come choose the kneecaps instead. So choose the kneecaps, Jerome, if this is what you have to choose! Believe me, if this is what you decide in your mind, then this is what you decide in your mind — then kneecaps. Because your father would not for two seconds stand in your way even if you begged him to deprive you! Tell me, boychik, are you getting the picture? Because the picture is that this is the picture, Jerome — in every last department I your father am only too happy and glad to go along with you, but this J.D. thing which you did to your name, this your father so long as he lives could never get used to! This thing here, cutie fella, is where your father has to draw the line!
I'm sorry, sweetheart, but J.D. I couldn't go along with, even if they came in here with their badges and handcuffs and shot me down like a dog. Because by me, darling, because by your father, darling, the name you were born with, the name God gave you, you could go ahead and ask anyone, they will tell you it is like a symphony by Shakespeare to the most discriminating of ears. I promise you, sonny boy, you could go to the ends of the earth and you could still not improve upon it even if you went and begged on bended knee!
Just to listen to it!
So are you listening?
Jerome David.
Jerome David.
Now tell me, I ask you, is this not the last word when it comes to the name of a human being?
But a thing like J.D., Jerome, since when is a thing like J.D. even a figment of a name?
Cutie guy, you want to kill your father with this thing of J.D., then go ahead and kill me with it. But meanwhile do not ask me to write it on the envelope. Because if this is what you are asking of me, darling, then let me be the first one to tell you, sweetheart, you are asking your father for what your father will not give!

STOP TO THINK, pussycat. Promise me you will not excite yourself and that you will stop to think for all of two seconds. So first of all, answer me the following question. There is or there isn't a thoroughfare in the Bronx called Jerome? As thoroughfares go, tell me, babydoll, it is not one which down through the ages is a thoroughfare which is famous throughout the world and respected? So is this a simple question or is this a simple question? And does a person have to be a genius for them to think of a simple answer? Sonny boy, please take my word for it, when the city fathers sat themselves down to pick a name, they did not sit there and say to themselves, "So let's pick a shtunky name for this famous and respected throughfare." Okay, so I admit it to you, so maybe it was the borough fathers which sat themselves down. It's still the same principle! Believe me, darling, right here in the Sunshine State, where I your father bring you High Holy Day greetings from, on Lincoln Avenue they got right here, I promise you, a Jerome Florists. On Lincoln Avenue, darling. So am I talking about a first-class thoroughfare? Come look for yourself, as big as life, a top throughfare and a corner location, Jerome Florists, as I live and breathe!
But listen, cutie creature, a father does not know a son? I need all of a sudden a mind reader for them to tell me what is in my sonny boy's thoughts? So drag me out into the streets because I as your father happen to know the thinking of my own child. Tell them to come put your father on bread and water on death row because he happens to be an expert on the question of his sonny boy's brain. Meanwhile, you still cannot change the rule which says it takes a father to know a son. Jerome, darling, they could come cut off both my arms. They could come chop me up in little pieces. But I as your father am here to tell you, cutie guy, a father knows a son!
Guess what, darling.
Are you listening to me, Jerome?
Because to the fathers of this world, a son is what is eating your heart out! But don't think I don't know I should learn to keep my mouth shut. Believe me, boychik, they should come cut your father's throat from ear to ear until the man learns to bite his tongue. So tell your father if he could not quote you the exact phraseology of his sonny boy's thinking word for bitter word. Boychik, tell the truth, would it be verbatim or would it be verbatim? Listen, cutie guy, don't tell me the answer because I know the answer. And you know why, Jerome? Because a father knows a son, Jerome! And you know what else, darling? Let your father tell you what else, darling. The more brilliant the brain of the child, the more you cannot please this child — this is what your father knows!
Oh, but you really got a lot to complain about, Jerome — a father which gave you such a gorgeous name for yourself and then had the gall to write it down on an envelope instead of write on something which it would make him heartsick to even whisper in a closet to himself. Believe me, your father never saw a sonny boy with more to complain about. But don't kid yourself, darling, it's no picnic for me neither, this subject, but so long as it just so happens to be the topic at the moment on the table at the moment, pardon me if your father goes ahead and mentions a few comparisons. Like take, for instance, a certain Mrs. Roth who lives in the building. So tell me, darling, does this particular Mrs. Roth have a relative who is a Philip or is a P.? Or look instead at the Mailer people who got such a nice oceanview on 12. Ask yourself, Jerome, does this family have a second cousin named N. or a second cousin named Norman? The Malamuds on 6, a one-bedroom facing front? So are we talking in this case about a Bernard, are you telling me, or a B.?
Please God, darling, you stopped and took a good look at these questions I just asked you, and answered each and every one of them from the bottom of your heart of hearts. But now we come to your father, Jerome. Do you appreciate what I am saying to you, Jerome, that now we come to your own flesh and blood? Who happens also to be a resident in this building! Who happens also to be a person who has to live with these people! Who happens also to be a human being who has to answer to these animals! And what, pray tell, is the question?
Jerome, the question is, "J.D., Mr. Ess — what, please be so kind as to elucidate, is a J.D.?"
Cutie guy, pay attention — down here in 305 a Saul they heard of, a Philip they heard of, a Norman they heard of, plus ditto, a Bernard! But since when did somebody anywhere in 305 ever hear of a J.D., pray tell? Stop to think, boychik, and tell me when they did. Because in this building this is the question which I your father have to answer to these animals morning, noon, and night! And you know for how many years now? Day in and day out, darling, are you or are you not counting for how many years?

THIS IS WHY I say to you, Jerome, thank God for Gert Pinkowitz. This is why I your father have to say to you thank God for the heartache this woman has got for herself with her own child. Because for your father it is a lesson to see that there are those in the world that got worse than even your father got — even if I wouldn't wish it on my own worst enemy. Because twenty-four hours, Jerome, the woman is in the building only twenty-four hours, and already the gang of them — animals, animals — found better to talk about than morning, noon, and night what is it, what is it, the name of J.D.? But believe me, Jerome, I your father do not wish the woman ill. For Gert Pinkowitz, your father has got nothing in his heart but hearts and flowers. It's just that as a human being I couldn't take it no more — J.D. this and J.D. that, the whole building could not leave your father for one instant in an instant's peace not once! And besides, darling, svelte as Gert Pinkowitz is, the woman, let me tell you, the woman is made of iron.
Of iron, boychik, of iron!
Listen, Jerome, forget Gert Pinkowitz for all of two seconds. Because your father now requires of you, please God, your utmost attention. Cutie fellow, can you give your father please your very utmost? Because it is time for I your father to go down on my hands and knees to you again for me to beg you for you to please reconsider. So are you listening as regards to the subject, Jerome, concerning the question again of reconsideration again?
Jerome, listen to me, where does your father live, which building? Since years and years ago when your father first picked up and moved down here, has he ever for one instant ever resided in a different residential? All right, so tell me, sweetheart, so what would you call this place — a residential like any other residential?
Jerome, don't make me have to remind you.
Sweetheart, we are talking the Seavue Spa Oceanfront Garden Arms and Apartments! So do you need reminding which is your father's residential? Because for how many years now have I been telling you, Jerome? But do you ever listen? Other children listen, Jerome. The Bellow kid, their Saul, he listens. Philip listens, Norman listens — and for your information, so does Bernard! Believe me, Jerome, everybody in here, they got a kid which they can count on to listen — the Krantzes do and so do the Sheldons and the Friedmans and the Elkins and the Wallaces and the Segals and the Wests and the Wallants and the Nemerovs and the Halberstams! And notice that I your father am not even mentioning the Robbins family and their Harold and the Potoks and their Chaim! You think the Wouks don't have a Herman which listens?
The Uris people, their Leon listens.
You heard of the Brodkeys, the Adlers? So tell me, the one's got a boy and the other's got a girl which don't listen?
The Kordas got a Michael, and he listens!
The Apples with their Max, the Michaels people with their Leonard, the Stones with their Irving — every last one of these children, Jerome, is a child which listens!
And did I even get to the Markfields and the Richlers and the Liebowitzes? Ozick, you think this is a girl which does not listen? So answer me — is the child a Cynthia or is she a C.? The Charyns, you heard of the Charyns? So them too, them too, they also got a child which listens — and, pay attention, Jerome, the boy, his name is Jerome and not no J. into the bargain!
Sweetheart, did I even begin to scratch the surface yet as to who's who among the who's who down here in the Seavue Spa Oceanfront Garden Arms and Apartments? But answer me, Jerrychik, is there one single solitary one of these animals which don't have like your father a relative in the literature industry? And, darling, exclusive of the exception of your father and of Mrs. Pinkowitz, tell me, pussycat, if this relative in the family is not a kid which doesn't take to heart what you say to him and listen! Because in the whole building, they every last one of them got what to listen to them — all except your father and Gert Pinkowitz, all except her with her Thomas and me with my J.D., the two big geniuses which would not for one minute, even if you got down on bended knee to them, listen! And look at who your father didn't even discuss yet — not to mention the Millers and the Simons and the Ephrons and the Kosinskis! Do the Paleys got a Grace? Do the Hellers got a Joseph? So tell me, Jerome, the Sontags, they don't got a Susan? So pay attention, are these or aren't these children which listen? — the Olsens with their Tillie, the Blooms with their Harold, the Golds with their Herbert, and the Wieseltier family, didn't I remark to you a wonderful, sweet-natured boy that they got themselves, a lovely Leon? But what else do all of these individuals have which your own personal father don't! Because I will answer you in words of one syllable, Jerome. Because the answer is a child which listens!

JEROME, DARLING, your father is hoarse from sitting here screaming. Even though your father is writing and not talking, Jerome, I promise you, your father feels like he is getting a virus in his throat from sitting here and against his better judgment talking turkey to you. So you will call the Justice Department, I'm sorry, your father, in a manner of speaking, dares to shout. But, pussycat, darling creature, to make himself heard with you, who could go ahead and talk like a civilized individual in a civilized voice? Darling, sonny darling, lean close, open your ears up wide, your father couldn't speak no more in anything above a whisper, this is how much the man is suffering from the damage he had to do on your behalf to his larnyx.
Okay, so tell me, so who is in the penthouse here when it used to be your father who was up there in it? And you know the answer why? Because they got a child which listens! And you know what, Jerome? The boy's name is not as a professional person no S. Bellow neither! Oh, but far be it for me your father to pass comment. After all, your father is only your father, Jerome. He is only the person which has to live here with these animals and has to answer to them. Your father is only the person which has to face these big shots day in and day out because in his particular area code you don't get away with saying to the whole wide world, "Do me a favor and go take a hike." Jerrychik, sweetie boy, is it asking too much of you for you to look into your heart of hearts and try to see what is going on down here from your father's side of the standpoint? I am asking for you to tell me, sweetie boy, does your father live in the Seavue Spa Oceanfront Garden Arms and Apartments or do I live in the woods in a cave? And as to this particular residential, Jerome, we are talking from one floor to the next what? Are we talking ordinary people which got kids in cloaks and suits, or are we talking big shots, animals, k-nockers, shtarkers — namely your individuals which got kids in books? The works, Jerome — the cream of the crop of the literature industry, you got their families right here in residence here right here in this very building, Jerome, and I want to remind you that it is I your father and not you the brilliant hermit genius which is the human being which has to live with them! So did you never stop to think, "For my father, considering that he is a person of his years and age, I, Jerome David, his son which he would lay down his life for, am going to ask myself what is it like to live in a setup where everybody has got somebody who happens to be active in, you know, in the literature industry"? Darling, your father will put two and two together for you and will answer you with one word for you. So do you want to hear what this one word is? Because it is C-O-M-P-A-R-I-S-O-N-S. Comparisons, Jerome! So you heard of comparisons, Jerome? Darling, you heard of when you live with animals which like k-nockers and like shtarkers got nothing better for them to do all day long but to D-R-A-W comparisons until your father could sit down and vomit from them? So you are not a genius in your own right and I got to draw for you a diagram when it comes to human beings drawing comparisons? You need me to draw for you Saul this and Saul that, Phillie this and Phillie that, not to mention Leon, Leon, Leon until your father's got it coming out of both ears and the man could not yet take it no more? Because you could live to be a thousand, Jerome, you still would not see no letup! And meanwhile does your father ever get to get even a word in? Does the man ever once — once! — ever hear Jerome this and Jerome that the way he used to hear it in the old days when guess who lived up there like a big shot himself in the penthouse? But God forbid the facts of life should be brought to your attention, darling. God forbid your father's darling boy should have to hear one peep regarding the tragic situation which his own flesh and blood happens to have to live here with. So stick a spear in me and break it off in my ribs because your father has the nerve to plead with you for your attention when it is the facts of life which is the topic that is on the table. Boychik, you know what it means where it says the facts of life? It means somebody has to live with them! So just for argument's sake, darling, between the two of us, when it comes to living with them guess which one of us between us got elected! Cutie boy, could you guess?
Listen, in 603, let's not kid ourselves, so it is probably no big deal for an individual to walk around with initials. Even with three initials, maybe up there in your area code they still would not look at you cock-eyed if this was your preference. But in 305, Jerome, your father hopes he does not have to tell you, they find out you got a child which refers to himself as J.D., you couldn't live long enough, you will never hear the end of it, these barbarians make your life a living hell! Meanwhile, who's complaining? On the other hand, believe me, your father would be the first to say I got plenty to be grateful for. Because when you hear what Gert Pinkowitz has got as a parent with her brilliant hermit genius, you will notice why your father is only too happy and glad to sit himself down and count every one of his blessings.
But so you'll promise me, boychik, you'll take time to reconsider? Because this is all your father asks of you, two whole seconds of heartfelt reconsideration. Darling, I am down to you on bended knee to you asking. God forbid in all my life I should ever have to come to you to ask you again. Please, darling, if you hear me even thinking of to ask, you'll run out and go get railroad spikes and with a couple of stevedores to help you, you will hammer them into your father's shins. But meanwhile, for all of two seconds, Jerome, I am begging you to sit down with yourself — and like a civilized person you will go into conference with your heart of hearts and you will speak to yourself as follows—"For my father's sake, who would let them come hammer even rusty railroad spikes into his shins for me, I, Jerome David, am going to think this question over from all sides and all directions and change my spiteful ways."
Sonny cutie, what your father is asking of you, you can ask anybody and they will tell you it is not too much for a father to ask. Look, boychik, you will let your better judgment be your guide — and then whatever you decide in your mind, just remember that your father knows what a wonderful sweet boy you are and that he has every confidence you will in due course come to your senses and act your age! And if your father ever once utters one more word in this particular department, may I inherit the whole Waldorf-Astoria Hotel and drop dead in all the rooms.

BY THE BY, sweetheart, you will never guess what the Roth woman said to me last week. Because when she said it to me, right away your father said to himself, "I can't wait to tell the sonny boy what this woman is saying to me, please God my sweetheart will go along with his father's thinking and will realize you never know where wisdom and intelligence and where, you know, where guidance is going to come from next." So here is the quote, Jerrychik. You'll listen closely and you'll tell me what is your personal opinion as a human being with regard to this quotation. Because the woman says to your father, she says, "Mr. Ess, tell me, did you never stop to realize that when he stood up and had to swear on a stack of Bibles, they said to him, ‘Do you, Dwight David Eisenhower,' and so on and so forth? Because pay attention, Mr. Ess, they didn't say to the man no D.D." Darling, you can't argue with what the woman said. Believe me, I myself as your father stood there and said to myself, "You know, Sol, this woman is speaking the unvarnished truth — it's right there in black and white in the history books." Believe me, Jerome, this is wisdom! What you just heard from her, what you just heard with your own two ears from Mrs. Roth right here in the building, I am telling you, it is intelligence and guidance and wisdom! So whatever the source, I as your father am telling you that you have got to hand it to this woman. Jerome, you hear brilliance like this, it is a gift, don't kid yourself. And you know what, Jerome? You don't go look a gift horse like this in the mouth! But if you couldn't bear to hear it, Jerome, if even history is not good enough for you, then tell them to come in here and take your father's shoes off and make the man jump up and down on broken glass. All right, I grant you, you didn't decide yet in your own mind that you want them to swear you in as the President of the United States. This your father grants you, this much your father acknowledges. But the principle is still the same, Jerome! Did you hear me? I got this virus in my voice, but I guarantee you, it is still the same principle!
Cutie fellow, sweetie fellow, do everybody a favor and go back to the gorgeous name God in heaven gave you and you wouldn't have to hold your breath for the world to be your oyster all over again. This is my solemn vow to you, Jerome. Get rid of this J.D. thing, and your father promises you, before you know it, you will feel like a brand-new person. And don't think that in two seconds everybody wouldn't notice! Just wait until you hear them singing your praises just the way they used to, the whole gang of them in the literature industry, let alone their families and relatives. Believe me, darling, they will all be saying to themselves, "God love that Jerome David, he is some terrific kid, that kid, just look at how he bent over backwards to make a father happy!"
Pay attention, boychik, they are definitely not no dummies neither, these children which also went with you into the literature industry. And even if there is no shortage of plenty of them which your father looks at and has to say to himself, "This one here, to tell you the truth, I don't see what they see in him," even the worst of them your father can tell you they still got a head on their shoulders and are only too willing to take off their hat to a person which acknowledges the error of their ways when it is a question of a father's wishes. So are you listening to me, precious? They will hear what you did, and even the Bellow kid will take his hat off to you and step aside and tell you to go back up to the top of the heap again. Jerome darling, all it takes is for you to show them you made up your mind to be a serious individual with a serious name which makes sense to decent civilized people!
Your father is speaking to you without favoritism, Jerome. Your father is speaking to you the way a Solomon would speak to you if the man was alive to tell you himself! Your father does not play favorites, Jerome. Believe me, your father does not turn around and give you one shred of credit you do not as a person deserve. So when your father tells you all you got to do is go back to being Jerome David again, your father is furnishing you with his absolute honest appraisal. Darling, please give me some credit for honesty! Your father does not furnish another individual my honest appraisal until as an impartial witness I have weighed every one of the whys and wherefores. Phillie, Saul, Bernie, and the rest of them, they will hear what you did and they would not be able to step down and get out of your way fast enough! Are you listening, Jerome? Because I am taking into consideration not just exclusively these youngsters but also for your information your other top people in the building, which if you look up on 16 just under the penthouse, you're talking the Robbins family and the Krantz family and the Sheldons! But meanwhile ask yourself, darling, in the case of the aforementioned, is it S. or is it Sidney? Is it J. or is it Judith? And Harold, you could ask anybody, it's Harold!
So you see what your father is saying to you, boychik? Now be a nice boy and don't make me repeat myself. Tomorrow morning, first thing, it's a clean slate, okay? Believe me, your father can hear them already, it's such a shout of joyousness in my heart—"Say hello, everybody, to Solly's terrific new cutie guy, Jerome David, a thoroughly reformed person!" And another thing, darling — don't kid yourself, the King of Sweden is no dumbbell neither. Ask anyone. You ask anyone, Jerrychik, they will all be only too happy and glad to tell you the King of Sweden did not just get off the boat when it comes to intelligence. Go ahead, ask, and they will tell you the man is sitting there paying very close attention to who writes down his name on his book like there is something in it which he is proud of and not ashamed of, and who puts down a name like the whole deal from start to finish was just a lick and a promise and not a serious effort! Believe me, the King of Sweden comes along and sees a thing like this just J.D. thing, you think the man does not have the intelligence and the wherewithal to sit there and draw his own conclusions? Cutie guy, you could cut out my tongue for telling you, but your father did not have to pack up and go to no college to know the King of Sweden has got eyes in his head, the man could definitely add up two and two. So okay, so the man sees where it says you did not have the heart to put your whole name down, just don't be surprised, Jerome, when the man and his advisors all say to themselves, "This one here, he's not fooling no King of Sweden nohow!" But don't look at me, Jerome, don't look at me. Because I promise you, the King of Sweden can see for himself. So did I or did I not tell you your father did not make the rules!

SWEETHEART, the plots I sent you last time, did any of them work out for you or was your father wasting his breath? So if in your opinion nothing looked good to you, don't worry, Jerome, I already got a couple a dozen new ones from keeping my eyes and ears wide open to these animals down here in the card room. Listen, in just my regular Wednesday game there's Charlie Heller, there's Mort Segal, and there's Artie Elkin, and between the four of us, believe me, we could fill a whole library from top to bottom! By the by, darling, I want you to guess what Mortie says to your father only days ago, just days ago. Because as God is my judge, Jerome, the man says to me, "Sol, do the child a favor and tell him to get rid of it. My Eric, for instance, he added, he didn't take away. So the boy wants a little flourish, he adds a letter and gets Erich, whereas he meanwhile doesn't let three perfectly good letters go altogether to waste." So listen, so you know what else Mortie says to me? He says, "Go tell your boy he could add a thing maybe, like a little trim thing maybe, up over an E, whereas David he could make Davidorf-it's up to him. But the principle is you add, Sol, you add, you don't take away."
Sonny, to tell you the truth, your father in his own mind never thought of this before. So for what it's worth, boychik, I your father am passing along to you a mere possibility, you don't have to hurry up and make a decision. But to your father's way of thinking, the name Jerome with a little trim up on the top of it is definitely not the worst idea in the world. So who knows, the King of Sweden might even get a kick out of it. Because if you ask me, sweetheart, the man must have looked at the name Saul and he said to himself, "This here is a name which looks a little skimpy to me, a little even insipid to me, a little fixing up here and there it couldn't hurt. But meanwhile at least I do not have to go ahead and put up with just an S. at least. Meanwhile you can see that this Saul individual has at least got his heart in the right place."
Darling, the upshot of this I don't have to remind you.
A medal!
Thousands and thousands of dollars and a medal!
Be smart, Jerome. Listen to what Mort Segal says. You add, you don't take away. Believe me, maybe the man's got nothing but an Erich, but don't think this means he does not know whereof he speaks. Which reminds me, sweetie boy — before I get to the subject of your father and his new excitement in life, it just this instant dawned on me to tell you I noticed it's lo another year but what's what with you and Merv Griffin? Cutie fellow, if your father has said it to you once, then the man has said it to you a million times, no business and no pictures is bad enough — but no Merv Griffin you definitely got to realize you can't get away with!
You know what you are, Jerome?
Because the answer is you are your own worst enemy!
All right, no pictures is a fact of life your father is learning to live with. So forget pictures! You don't want to have a picture, then don't have a picture! So maybe a genius does not like a normal person have to have a picture. Only yesterday itself your father says to Murray Mailer, I says, "Murray, believe me, when you are a genius in your own right, then you will know you do not have to stand on ceremony with a picture." I says to the man, "Listen, Murray, I myself am not questioning if your Norman is or is not a genius. I am just saying if you are one, then you know what you know, and number one is you could live without a picture!"
Jerome, I wouldn't even begin to tell you what the man stood there and said to me. But at the Seavue, do they ever give you the least little consideration? Animals, animals — the whole high and mighty mob of them — these individuals are every last one of them uncivilized animals! So anyway, Jerome, are you listening, Jerome? Jerome, the man stands there and says to me, "Sol, this fella Einstein, like with the hair and the sweater and the pop-eyes? The man wasn't a genius? So tell me, Sol, so how come you know what I'm talking about, Einstein? You met him? You sat down to a meal with the man and broke bread with him? You saw a picture, Sol — wherever you looked, you saw a picture! But pardon me, my friend, I forgot — your child with the initials, this one is a bigger than Einstein genius!"
So please God Murray Mailer should live and be well, Jerome, but from him, I guarantee you, your father does not need a lesson in history. Meanwhile, I still say to you you cannot discount the man entirely. Believe me, darling, in this world, whatever the source, a person tells you something you never heard before, then you got to sit down and think it over and give this person credit. So it's the truth, darling, Einstein, it's the truth — and in my own mind you know what? I never stopped to think about it before! But listen, am I ashamed to admit it? So all right, so Einstein was a big genius — but even him, the biggest genius, the man had a picture here, a picture there, he didn't stand on ceremony! But believe me, sonny boy, I as your father am not holding Murray Mailer up to you. Not even would I even hold up an Einstein! But let's face the music, darling — does this individual know whereof he speaks?
Sweetheart, I want to talk to you as your own father, a human being who does not play favorites. Jerome, you know what? You got on you a face like an angel! Do you hear me, Jerome? An angel! But if a picture is for you such a trial and tribulation, then your father says forget it, darling, you don't have to knock yourself out for no Murray Mailer's benefit, plus no Einstein neither, not to mention for the millions and millions of fans who would get down on their hands and knees to you to thank you for one single solitary exception if you only had it in your heart of hearts to let them go get a Kodak and make an exception.

MY WORD TO GOD, JEROME, I am washing my hands of the whole subject. You don't want a picture? Then don't have a picture! On the one hand no picture, and on the other hand a name like J.D. when it is not a name which makes any sense to anybody down here, these are things which are killing your father, these are things which are killing the man, but he never said to you he could not learn to live with them. Whereas the question of no Merv Griffin, Jerome, this, for your information, this, now this, Jerrychik, this is a whole different question altogether!
Jerome darling, answer me this. Do I have to tell you what goes on down here when it is four o'clock of an afternoon at the Seavue Spa Oceanfront Garden Arms and Apartments? Answer me, Jerome, I did not tell you enough times already what goes on here at the aforementioned hour? Jerome, it is four o'clock here, and where is everybody here in the building suddenly running? From the card room and from the pool and from everywhere in sight, where are all these hot shots and these big shots and the shtarkers and the k-nockers suddenly in such a hurry to run to?
Because the answer, Jerome, is to the television, Jerome, to, excuse me, to Merv Griffin!
You don't believe me, you could look for yourself if you wouldn't take your father's own word for it, darling — four o'clock, where are they! Because they are running looking to see who is the lucky family which got a child on with Merv today and which are the morons which doesn't! But so stop to think, Jerome — did I your father ever once have the pleasure? But far be it from me to utter one word to you when it comes to your own father's peace of mind and happiness. Believe me, Jerome, first and foremost, your father is not an individual who asks for himself! But so think, Jerome, think— if not for myself, then for who, darling, for who is your father asking for? Darling, please, do me a favor — go into conference with your heart of hearts and ask yourself how you could ask your father such a question when you already know the answer! I promise you, boychik, when you know, you know, and you do not require a father to sit down with you and draw you a diagram. Like the woman who hears the telephone and she goes to pick it up. Did I tell you about this, Jerome? This woman, Jerome, the woman goes to pick it up and she says, "Hello?" Just like any normal civilized person, Jerome, the woman says into the telephone, "So hello?" So there is a man there on the other end, Jerome, and I want you to hear what this man says to this woman — because, as God is my judge, the man says to her, "I know what your name is and I know where you live and I know you can't wait for me to come over there and tear off every stitch you got on you and throw you down on the floor and do to you every filthy dirty thing I can think of."
You heard this man, Jerome?
You heard what this man said to this woman?
But now I want you to hear how this woman answers him. Because this is what the woman says to the man, darling — she says to him, "So you know all this from just hello?" Jerome, did you hear every word that woman said to that man? She said, "So you know all this from just hello?" So do me a favor, Jerome, and do not sit there and ask your father any questions when the answer to them is something you already in your own mind know!

SWEETHEART, I am going to give you some quotes that will interest you — word-for-word verbatim. Gus Krantz: "So, Mr. Ess, you tell me your little one is too sensitive for Merv Griffin, he couldn't go on there and make a little intelligent conversation? Tsk, tsk, Mr. Ess, we all understand, believe me. When a child is too sensitive, who is it it's always a tragedy for? Believe me, Mr. Ess, my heart goes out to you, because for the father it's really a tragedy. A mother, she could maybe live with it, but a father?" Burt Bellow: "With my own eyes I noticed, Mr. Ess, maybe J.D. stands for a girl and she wants to keep it a secret? Listen, you will tell your daughter to talk to Merv, the man will figure out an angle. Meanwhile, God love her, ask her if she heard about my Saul, a medal and thousands and thousands of dollars." Okay, cutie guy, don't excite yourself. So there are worse quotes than the ones I just told you. But does your father even listen to these animals? I promise you, whatever it is, it goes in one ear and out the other. Please, will you please? Tell me why I as your father should give the time of day to these people with their Merv Griffins and their Merv Griffins! But meanwhile it is the principle of the thing which to I as your father is interesting. And, Jerome, in case you didn't already figure it out for yourself, the principle of it is it is either Merv Griffin, pussycat, or you could go ahead and forget it!
Granted, for years in memoriam I as your father tried to shield you with my own body. Granted, what your father has had to go through for you not a million fathers in a million years could do it! And I also grant you it's still not half of what Gert Pinkowitz herself has got with her high and mighty Thomas. But, Jerrychik darling, be a nice boy and make one single tiny little exception for once in your life! Because let's face it, so what's the big production? You'll pick up the telephone and you'll call the man and you'll say to Merv, you'll say you thought it over in your own mind and you are ready to make an appearance!
Boychik, would your father begin to ask you if he saw even the slightest alternative? Fine, fine — so tell them to come strap me down and turn on the electricity, your father is asking you for a favor for your own personal benefit! Sonny sweetie, they could go ahead and give me all the volts they got, but your father still would not hesitate to tell you all it takes is a little intelligence even when a person is a genius. But does this mean that to his dying day you have not got your father's vote? Jerrychik darling, your father will go right down the line with you to his last dying breath regardless of your decision. But, meanwhile, ask yourself, is it fair that you who are the child should never meet your father halfway — especially when he is your elder and would lay down his life for you if this was what you demanded? So answer me, for your own father you could not sit down with Merv for all of two seconds, Jerome, and make a little civilized conversation? Bing bang and it's over and done with, and you can go ahead and pick yourself up and go back to your 603 and meanwhile your father in his mind could go to his grave in peace and quiet and contentment! Because I want to ask you a question, Jerome. So tell me, Jerome, so how do you propose your father is supposed to answer these gangsters year in and year out when they come down the next day to the card room and they say to me, "Tsk, tsk, Mr. Ess, we watched and watched, but we didn't see no J.D. sitting there chatting like a mensch with Merv Griffin"?

YOU WANT ANOTHER QUOTE, Jerome? Fine, fine, I tried to protect you with my own body, darling, but do you want from down here another quote? Okay, here is one from Babe Friedman. "Tell me the truth, Solly, it was a cut-rate nose job and the girl could not ever again show her face again in public again? Listen, my Bruce Jay is very close to certain very, very big doctors. You want for me to give him a call and see what maybe could be worked out for the girl if you know the right people?"
Jerrychik, this is what your father has to live with — with quotes like this morning, noon, and night! Whereas one word from you, and it's a whole new ball game. Pay attention, Jerome — you will call up and you will say, "Merv, look, I haven't got all day — the answer is yes, so send a ticket and when do you want me?" So, Jerome, you'll tell them to kill me and bury me alive under boulders, Jerome, but first you will do this one little thing for your father! Because I am here to tell you, boychik, maybe Gert Pinkowitz is made of iron, but as to yours truly, he definitely is not! Oh, but so the Everest Mountain should fall over on me for passing comment, but when they put your father together, precious, they went and made a mistake and, you know, used flesh and blood and not iron! So do you hear me, Jerome? Because I couldn't take it no more every weekday all my life, no Merv Griffin and meanwhile your father keeps watching and keeps waiting, please God his sonny boy will finally get some sense in his head and someday see the light!
Look, you want me to quote you from Babe Friedman again? Because what the man said to me only this morning you would not believe it unless you heard it for yourself-so I want you to hear this, Jerome, because, believe me, you would be the first individual to appreciate. So are you listening? Because the man said to me, "Sol, as to your J.D., did I or did I miss her? Four-thirty, four-forty, was she on there on Merv with him or wasn't she? Because maybe I left the room at the inopportune point of departure when I had to go see a man about a dog in the toilet. So was she or wasn't she? Even with the nose, did the girl take her chances? So tell me, Sol, what is in your daughter's case the terrible verdict?"
Pussycat, what will it cost you to pick up the phone and tell Merv you are going to make an exception just for him? So yes or no? Darling, as your father, am I or am I not entitled to a civilized answer? Okay, enough privacy for two seconds, Jerome! It would not kill you! It is not no Sing Sing Prison! It is only Merv Griffin!
Jerome, I have to whisper again, I'm almost dead from a virus from all this screaming. Darling, pay attention to me, we are talking about a wholesome show for the entire American family. So did you hear? Please, you'll sit down with the man, you'll say hello and good-bye to the man and take a look at my face to the man — and then like a mensch you'll get up and you'll walk away on your own two feet, and I promise you, sweetness, you will thank me for the rest of your days and so will all of your fans from coast to coast in every direction. But never mind, you don't have to give your father your answer this very instant. You need to think it over in your mind, darling, then go ahead and think it over in your mind. So in the morning your decision will be your decision, and you will call Merv and then like a grown-up advise the man accordingly.
You know what, Jerome? Tonight, after I finish this letter to my sonny boy, tonight when your father finally puts his head down on the pillow and says his prayers, I am going to thank God that with regard to the simple question of Merv Griffin, my sonny boy and I have had a meeting of the minds and the subject is from start to finish all settled. And I promise you, cutie guy, I wouldn't even say boo to Burt Bellow and to the rest of them beforehand. The gang of them should only be looking and not be ready for it when guess who walks out and Merv says, "Ladies and gendemen, have I got for you the cream of the crop of the whole United States literature industry!"
Jerome, I'll tell you something which just between you and your father will be our little secret. Burt and the rest of them, who wishes these animals ill? But when a certain person walks out and sits himself down to converse with Merv, every hoodlum in this building will drop dead! From one floor to the next, right down to the Fuchses and the Fruchters, every last one of the big shots will grab their kishkes and keel over. And you know what, Jerome? Jerome darling, your father would not blame them for one minute! All over the whole building they will have to hurry and go get the undertaker!

SO THE PLOTS, Jerome, tell me, did you see anything there? Because since you're going to be going on Merv, it couldn't hurt to ask the man what he thinks of this here plot as against that one. Believe me, Jerome, the man knows! The man didn't just get off the boat, darling. Pay attention to your father — you ask Merv an intelligent question, the man will be only too happy and glad to give you the benefit of his wisdom. Jerome, the man knows the industry, Jerome! Are you listening to me? Believe me, the man did not get where he is today from giving people bad advice. Listen, Jerrychik, you open your heart of hearts to Merv and, I promise you, you will not be sorry. Because as a professional the man knows whereof he speaks. Besides, when does it ever hurt to ask? So you'll show Merv the plots I sent you and then you will sit down with him and you will listen to him and you will derive from him the benefit of his wisdom and experience. And meanwhile, whichever ones he says to you, "Jerome David, these are the ones which I, Merv Griffin, speaking to you as a professional, want you to get rid of," don't forget to make sure you send them back to me in 305 so that your father can exhibit himself in the best light and be a sport and make a present of them to Gert Pinkowitz. Because, who knows, darling, maybe God will make a miracle and the woman could maybe go get somewhere with one of them with her own kid, with what's his name, with her Thomas.
Sweetheart, your father didn't tell you yet what the story is in that department, did I? Believe me, I know you got a lot on your mind as a person in your own right. Hey just getting ready to go back to your old name again and be on Merv, I realize this is plenty for any human being as far as the current agenda. But meanwhile, Jerome, when someone comes along who is suffering worse than you yourself are, then you should, please God, you should sit yourself down with this person and listen to their story — because I will tell you something, dearheart, you never know what you could learn from the trials and tribulations of the other individual, be so whomever! Like the furrier which calls up his travel agent and he says to him, "Look, I'm sick to death of the usuals, give me what you got in the way of the Joneses couldn't keep up with it if it killed them," and the travel agent says to the man, "Well, what do you say to a couple of weeks on a slave ship?" So the man says to the travel agent, he says, "A slave ship? What's a slave ship?" Jerome, listen, the travel agent answers him like this — he says to the man, "A slave ship, a galley ship — you never heard of a galley ship?" And the man says, "Sure, I heard of a galley ship. Next time you're talking a galley ship, so say a galley ship! But so tell me, this season the right people are taking for themselves like cruises on a galley ship? Then hurry up and book me a galley ship!" So the next thing you know, Jerome, it is time to go get aboard, and the man and his wife, they go down there, and they get on board, and it is absolutely gorgeous. Darling, your father is here to tell you, this was some gorgeous ship this man Goldbaum and his wife got on! Service like this you never saw in your life. Hand and foot, they couldn't wait on you fast enough! So Goldbaum and his wife, they are in there in their stateroom and it's so gorgeous they can't believe it — when meanwhile here comes this terrible knocking on the door. And who is it, Jerome? Because I am here to tell you, Jerome, it is this individual which is maybe seven feet tall and which says to the man, "You Goldbaum?" So Goldbaum looks at him, seven feet tall, naked all over, these muscles, Jerome, such muscles, Jerome — so the man looks and he winks and he says, "Yeah, I'm Goldbaum." Well, darling, this big naked man says to Goldbaum, "If you're Goldbaum, then it says here it's your turn at the oars." Do you hear this, Jerome, the oars? And the fellow is looking at this list he's got and he says, "Nathan Goldbaum, right?" So Goldbaum says to the man, "Oars?"
Jerome, this is when the big naked man gives Goldbaum a grab and pulls him out into the hall and he says to Goldbaum, "You heard me, oars!" Jerome, would you believe this? In all your born days, would you believe this with your own ears what is happening here? Because they take Goldbaum down there into the bottom of the ship and they tear off the clothes he's got on his back and then they put these chains on his legs and they make him sit down and with all of the other men which are the passengers which are traveling on the ship, the man has to row with this big oar until the ship is rowed all of the way out away from 212! But this is nothing, Jerome, this is nothing! Because meanwhile there is all these big fellows walking around and they are hitting Goldbaum and the rest of them such smacks with whips it's unbelievable! Whips, Jerome! Well, I don't have to tell you, it takes maybe two, three weeks for them to row out there away from 212—and in all this time, darling, did Goldbaum get one sip of water? Forget water! Not even a piece of fruit, Jerome! Hitting with whips, this is what Goldbaum and the rest of them got! Meanwhile, okay, they get the ship rowed out there away from the area code and the big fellow comes over and he gets the chains off from Goldbaum and he has to pick the man up bodily and carry the man, this is the condition which Goldbaum is in! But listen, darling, even in this condition, like a dead man, I want you to ask yourself what Goldbaum is thinking to himself when the big fellow is carrying him back to his stateroom like a dead man. Jerome darling, do you want me to answer you? Because the man is starved, Jerome, the man is dying of thirst! And bleeding! Believe me, I don't have to describe to you the blood — it would make you sick if I told you how much blood, Jerome. But meanwhile, Jerome, what is Goldbaum thinking?
Jerome darling, I want you to hear this. Because even in this condition, God love him, the man is thinking to himself, "So what do you tip a fellow like this?" Did you hear this, Jerrychik? "What do you tip a fellow like this?" So did you hear every word of what Goldbaum is thinking to himself on this slave ship? So this is why I say to you, darling, it never hurts to listen to the other individual's experience. Believe me, Jerome, whatever the source, you could always learn something when you pay attention to the aggravation which the other individual in his own personal ups and downs has experienced. Because don't think the fellow, irregardless of the walk of life, has not been through plenty in his own right! But on this earth, darling, even taking into account your own father, there is nobody which got the personal heartache which you could even begin to compare with the heartache of, let me tell you, of this delightful human being, Gert Pinkowitz!

LOOK TO THE CHILD, Jerome. This is what your father says to you from his experience, look to the child! Because if you want to see what is killing a mother and a father, this is where to look — the child. But forget it, because would you ever hear one word of bitterness from the woman's own lips? A saint, Jerome — the woman is a living saint! Believe me, kiddo, every last word I your father had to pry out of her mouth because wild horses could not get this woman to talk to you and tell you what's what with the heartache she has experienced with her high and mighty Tommy. You know what, darling? In my personal opinion, the entire human race should get together and take off their hat to this wonderful creature, Gert Pinkowitz! And I'll tell you something else, boychik. Thank God this is a person made of iron. Of iron! Because with flesh and blood you couldn't live with what this woman's got to live with. I as your father look at this individual and I say to myself, "Sol, even with the agony you are suffering at your own child's hands, this is nothing when you stop to compare it to the agony of a human being like Gert Pinkowitz!" This is what your father says to himself, Jerome. Every time I even look at the woman, this is what your father in his own mind has to stand there and say to himself.
On the other hand, who could overlook the similarities? I mean, when I look at what this woman has her hands full with, you think I don't say to myself, "Sol, when you consider your own trials and tribulations, how can anybody in their right mind not notice the terrific similarities?" Jerome, believe me, darling, whoever said it's a small world, the same person, as God is my witness, knew what they were talking about!
Number one, Gert tells me her Tommy is a brilliant boy. So even if I am in no position to pass judgment, let's give the woman credit. Also like my own Jerrychik, Gert's Thomas is another genius, this much I am willing to acknowledge, even if the Robbins woman, who has her own Harold, says to your father she has taken a look at the Pinkowitz boy's books and every word in every one of them she could take it or leave it. But, okay, so it's a free country, so the Robbins woman is entitled to her own personal opinion, who's saying the woman does not know whereof she speaks? But meanwhile, so long as Gert Pinkowitz tells me the child is a genius, then as far as your father is concerned the child is a genius, even if Dora Robbins wants to look your father in the face and maintain to the contrary! But, Jerome, I ask you, when did the boy last do a little business? Because the answer is don't ask! Not for seasons and seasons! So listen, maybe in your lifetime did you happen to run across another individual where this particular situation is the situation?
Meanwhile, what's the next thing?
No pictures, darling!
Just like with a certain somebody else your father happens to be acquainted with, no pictures, not even a snapshot in the newspapers — a hermit, a hermit! — plus not no Merv Griffin, plus not no Merv Griffin neither!
But wait a minute, Jerome, wait a minute, the similarities I as your father am not even finished with yet! Listen. Because is the name which the boy's mother sat down and gave him good enough for this ungrateful child? Like with somebody else who your father happens to be as your father acquainted with, does the child exhibit the slightest gratitude for the name which a mother and a father went out of their way to bestow upon him, no questions asked?
Only even worse than you, Jerome.
Worse!
Believe me, worse isn't even the half of it. Because with you, darling, maybe there is a certain degree of rhyme or reason to it. But with the Pinkowitz kid? With him we are talking a whole different ball game altogether. With him we are talking a whole different picture!
Myself, boychik, when I heard it, when the woman is on the premises only an hour already, you could have blown your father over with a feather. The woman does not even have one stick of furniture moved in yet! Do you hear me, Jerome? Not one stick! But meanwhile this is how heartsick she is — the woman is so heartsick she's got to say to the moving man she is sorry but not for another instant could she stand the strain and the aggravation, would he please leave everything sit for a while while she goes and sees who her new neighbor is and gets this tragedy off her chest. And do you know why, darling? Because if the woman does not talk to somebody in the next two seconds, then she is going to have to take a pill.
Maybe even the whole bottle already!

JEROME, I know I don't have to draw you a diagram to explain to you that it is I your father who is the individual next door. This is how small the world is, Jerome — you turn around and the next thing you know you are sitting there, the person next door! Sweetie guy, you could go ahead and send hoodlums. They could bring brass knuckles down here to get me with, but your father wants you to know one thing. In this world, Jerrychik, even if you couldn't believe it, there are worse things than what you did to your name when you made it J.D. I promise you, boychik, you go listen to Gert Pinkowitz with her Thomas, you will hear and you will hear plenty — a child which comes into this world with such a perfect name and then has the unmitigated gall to turn around and change it the instant they come along and say to the boy, "Pinkowitz — hey, Pinkowitz! — your name is Pinkowitz?"
All right, so the child wanted to make a good impression, Jerome. So, darling, so your father will tell you what happens when all you can think of in the world is making a good impression. Because if you remember Goldbaum, sweetheart, then you'll know who your father is talking about when I tell you the man's son comes home one day with a blonde. A blonde, Jerome, as your father lives and breathes, the man's son comes home with a blonde! But meanwhile Goldbaum couldn't learn to live with it? And also his wife of forty-odd years, this individual couldn't learn to do likewise? So they make a meal, Jerome. Are you listening to me, darling? Mrs. Goldbaum, God love her, she makes a meal. And right off the bat to begin with the woman naturally puts soup on the table. And the blonde, Jerome, the blonde who only wants in her heart of hearts to make a good impression on the Goldbaums, Jerome, the blonde says to them, "Oh, God, is this soup wonderful, is this delicious soup, never in my life did I ever have such an exquisite bowl of soup!" This is what the girl says, Jerome. So are you listening? The blonde says, "This soup, such a wonderful soup, such a wonderful soup — so tell me, everybody, what is it, what is it?" Darling, Mrs. Goldbaum shouldn't answer the girl? Believe me, Jerome, Mrs. Goldbaum you never met maybe, but let me tell you this is a civilized person. So to make a long story short, she says to the blonde, "Matzo ball soup, we call it matzo ball soup." Darling, verbatim, this is how Mrs. Goldbaum answers. But the blonde, Jerome, are you remembering her? This blonde which in her heart of hearts only wants to make on these people a good impression? Because I want you to hear what the blonde says as a consequence of the woman has only in her heart of hearts the best of intentions. You're listening, sweetie boy? Because this blonde which I am referring to, and I am quoting to you, sweetheart, your father is quoting — she says, "Well, it sure turns out a lot better than it does when they only make it from the matzo's shoulder."
Good impressions, Jerome — this alone is the aggravation which they give everybody, area code irregardless! But Mrs. Pinkowitz's Tommy, all the child can think of is how for him to make a good impression. And forget just a T. for Thomas. Worse, I'm telling you, Jerome! Worse by a long shot! Believe me, boychik, the sin you did to your name the instant your father's back was turned, it's nothing by comparison. Even the woman herself would tell you if you asked her. Because, don't kid yourself, I your father asked her, and Gert Pinkowitz stood there and answered me, "Solly, Solly, what your child did to you when he made it J.D., take my word for it as one parent to another, it was a blessing by comparison. A blessing, Solly, a blessing!"
Cutie fellow, it should only fly from your father's two lips to God's two ears when I say to you in all honesty, "The nerve of some children!" But all right, so send bullies to knock me down and rob me of my last shred of happiness, but I your father, Jerome, am no stranger to what a child can do to the heart of a parent. So my tears should not go out to this woman who has got a Thomas just like I your father got a Jerome? Darling, the woman cannot even speak when she says to me, "Solly, sit down, sweetheart, because I want for you to be utterly prepared for when you sit and hear what's in the literature industry the shock of the century." Sonny boy, I am telling you they could have come in here and blown your father over with a feather when the woman told me what the woman told me. To take a gorgeous name like Pinkowitz and go get cute with it, what kind of a child is it which goes ahead and does a thing like this? So if the boy had to have two syllables, so what, pray tell, is so wrong with Pincus? But Pynchon, darling, Pynchon, sweetheart, this is a name which makes no sense to anybody in the building from every conceivable angle!
So whoever heard of a name like Pynchon?
Tell me, Jerome, this is a name for a serious person? Believe me, darling, your father is willing to learn. So there is an area code somewhere where with a name like this the people there would not all look at you sideways?
So the child could not take Thomas and, just like my sonny boy himself, he couldn't go ahead and stick for himself maybe a little trim up there up on the top of it?

THIS IS WHY I say to you, Jerome, you have to give comfort where comfort is due. But I promise you, boychik, in this case it's a pleasure, the woman is a living doll, so svelte it would break your heart. And meanwhile, I'm telling you, it's no trouble. I hear the creature crying both her eyes out, it's such an effort to run next door? So maybe this is where I was if you called last night and your father wasn't here to pick it up. So you called, darling? Tell me, you really went ahead and called? You know what, Jerome? I say you used the brains God gave you and you waited for when they knock the rates down and it would not cost you no arm and no leg for just for you to say hello to your father and also Happy High Holy Days!
Tell me, sweetheart, did your father figure it out?
So since when does a father not know a son?
Don't worry, boychik, when all is said and done, a father knows, a father knows — even if he don't go knocking himself out to broadcast it to the whole building. But Merv, Jerome, Merv you promised me you'll get busy and take care of it. Because I'll tell you something, darling. Can your father let you in on a big secret? A promise is a promise, yes? Because you remember when years and years ago you sat yourself down and you wrote about this woman who was so fat and like all day long this creature sits on her porch and listens to the radio? Darling, I'm going back years now, but tell me, do you remember? So because this creature was so lonely and also dying and so forth, it was you yourself which said, please God, the people on the radio should all get together and do for her their very utmost, since what's the woman got in the whole wide world for herself except the people which are, you know, which are talking on the radio? Sweetheart, sonny boy, I don't have to tell you it was you yourself which said this with your own two lips. So don't make a federal case, Jerome — is it such a big difference that I your father got a television? It's the same principle, Jerome, it's the same principle! Please, darling, for your father, and so please God you would not have to contradict yourself, be a sport and go on Merv and sit there and talk to the man like an adult. And if it is so important to you that it has to be a fat woman which is listening, and if your own father's own personal suffering is not sufficient for you, Jerome, then be a good boy and do it for my Gert, darling, do it for this adorable person, Mrs. Pinkowitz!
So all right, so who is not so svelte, so sue me!
So your father told a little fib.
So send G-men and tear his tongue out!
The creature is dieting, Jerome. Did you hear me? Dieting! So between you and me, as of this date and time did she actually get anywhere with it yet? So svelte was an exaggeration, so svelte was poetic license, so no big deal, okay?
I'm telling you, darling, this woman is so fat it would break your heart just for you to look at her! Hey, you know what I can't wait to say? Because all I can't wait to say is thank God 305 is Gert's area code and you'll never have to notice!
Boychik, are you listening to me?
So you're already the most wonderful son in the whole wide world, no arguments, your father admits it, when was there ever a better boy? So now go be an angel on top of it, Jerome! For a woman who is fat and who is in agony and who is a saint if I your father ever saw one, tell Merv here you come for Gert Pinkowitz, plus for each and every area code from coast to shining coast.
Love and kisses
from your adoring father,
and also Happy High Holidays!
P.S. Did I tell you about Goldbaum is passing away? The same Goldbaum which went and took the cruise on the slave ship, Jerome, the man which has the son which got married to the blonde? So Goldbaum is on his deathbed and it's good-bye and good luck — so your father didn't tell you already? But all right, Goldbaum is an old man, he's got no alibis, he's got no complaints, that's it and that's it, let's get it over with. So did I tell you this, Jerome? Because I want you with your own two ears to hear what happens next when the man says to his son which is sitting with him like with the deathwatch with him, "Kiddo, you have been a wonderful boy to me, from you as a child in my whole life your father has never himself had nothing but the utmost joyousness, so good-bye and good luck and here personally is a last loving kiss." And the boy, Jerome, he says to Goldbaum, "Well, you have been great, just great, and, no kidding, we'll miss you a lot." And Goldbaum answers him, he says to his son, "Forget it, kiddo, when that's it, that's it, it's time to call it quits." So this is when the man shuts his eyes and lays back down again to show everybody forget it he is ready to pass away. But then the next thing you know Goldbaum opens up his eyes and he like gives the air these little tiny sniffs.
Are you paying attention, Jerome? The man is sitting up and with his nose up in the air the man is going like this, darling — he's going sniff, sniff, sniff. So then he says, "Tell me, sweetheart, is Mama in the kitchen?" And the boy answers him, the boy says to Goldbaum, "Mama is in the kitchen. Mama is making chopped liver in the kitchen."
Do you hear this, Jerome? "Mama is in the kitchen. Mama is making chopped liver in the kitchen." So this is when Goldbaum says to his son, "Look, darling, you will be a sweetheart and you will go into the kitchen and for your father who is passing away you will come back here with a little taste for me, and please God, I only got a couple of seconds, so you'll hurry."
Jerome, did you hear each and every word of this? What Goldbaum says to his son, you really honestly heard? Because I want for you to hear how the son answers the man, Jerome! Even if you could not believe it with your own two ears, I your father want you to hear!
Because, as God is my judge, darling, the man's child says to the man, he says to him, "Daddy, I can't, Daddy — it's for after."
Did you hear this, Jerome?
"It's for after."
With these very words the child answers the father!
"It's for after."
Jerome? Sweetie boy?
So are you listening to me?
There is no after!
So God bless you and let this be a lesson to you and now go and do what your father says!

[ENTITLED]

— WHEN DID YOU FIRST MEET Gordon Lish?
— Nineteen thirty-four. In Hewlett, which is a place which is about twenty miles outside of New York City.
— Was there anything notable about him at the time? Did he strike you as in anywise out of the ordinary?
— No, not anything I can think of. But the conditions were special. There was, he claims, a blizzard that day — the eleventh day of February, nineteen thirty-four. I know this seemed meaningful to the fellow, a sort of sign of sorts. For as long as I've known the man, he every so often speaks to what seems to him to be the significance of snowstorms in his life. You know, big snows showing up on his birthdays and the like.
— He is fascinated with himself.
— Oh, sure, but, you know — who isn't?
— You kept in pretty close touch with Lish after that first meeting?
— You bet. I thought he was tremendously good company, a placid sort and enormously harmless. Oh, he was easy to be with, all right. Not much on his mind, but what little there was he'd share with you, no hesitation, not the least of it. Besides, it was never a problem keeping track of him. I mean, he stayed close to home back in those days — few friends, few outings, a dreamer chiefly. Could sit for hours just staring. It was pleasant. To tell you the truth, it was a comfort just to keep an eye on him — restful, restorative. You know. . certain persons give you certain feelings. Well, I liked him — I suppose this explains everything.
— He confided in you?
— Whatever was on his mind, sure. But as I've been trying to say, there wasn't much of it. He was. . what did I say before — placid? He was like that — very placid, very passive — not much energy. Half-asleep, actually — sort of dozing.
— Happy?
— Oh, no question about it — the happiest!
— But then things changed. So far as you could see, what? What specifically?
— You mean the shift in him — from what he was in the old days to what he got to be as time wore on. Well, no telling. But I'm willing to give you my thoughts on this, which is that nothing changed in him exactly.
— You mean, things changed around him? The world went from one thing to another?
— No, no, not that. What I mean is that I don't think what happened to Lish was any different from what happens to anybody. I mean, it's not the world exactly — because the world just doesn't matter that much, if you know what I'm saying. Oh, heck, I'm getting all mixed up. Look, the thing is, it's got to do, I think, with time — with just the time and the time of it — witnessing, too much witnessing. Do you know what I mean, witnessing?
— Witnessing too much of the world?
— The other way around. . the world witnessing too much of you. Or maybe time doing it. I don't know.
— That doesn't make any sense.
— Well, as I said, it's just my thoughts, is all.
— But you've stayed with him — kept your eye on him at least — didn't, you know, turn a deaf ear.
— No doubt about it. And why not? The man still interests me more than anybody else does. The thing of it is, I've put a lot into the thing, don't forget.
— You see him every day?
— I'd get pretty funny-feeling if I didn't.
— Why so?
— Oh, you know how it is — for each of us there's always going to be at least somebody it just does not feel right for us being out of touch with even for a minute.
— But what if Lish took himself out of touch with you?
— That's just what I worry about.
— But what if he succeeds? What will happen if him and you, if that's it and that's it?
— You know, that's the very thing I have been sitting here telling the man day in and day out. I say to him, "Gordon, the instant you look around and I am not here for you to have me looking back at you, that's the instant you are going to wish that you were never born."
— And what does he say when this is what you say?
— Him? He says, "It snowed the day I was born. There was a blizzard the day I was born. It was the eleventh of February, nineteen thirty-four. It snowed like that on my thirteenth birthday, too. Both times, there were such big snows. Both times, there was so much snow."

THE DEATH OF ME

I WANTED TO BE AMAZING. I wanted to be so amazing. I had already been amazing up to a certain point. But I was tired of being at that point. I wanted to go past that point. I wanted to be more amazing than I had been up to that point. I wanted to do something which went beyond that point and which went beyond every other point and which people would look at and say that this was something which went beyond all other points and which no other boy would ever be able to go beyond, that I was the only boy who could, that I was the only one.
I was going to a day camp which was called the Peninsula Athletes Day Camp and which at the end of the summer had an all-campers, all-parents, all-sports field day which was made up of five different field events, and all of the campers had to take part in all five of all of the five different field events, and I was the winner in all five of the five different field events, I was the winner in every single field event, I came in first place in every one of the five different field events — so that the head of the camp and the camp counselors and the other campers and the other mothers and the other fathers and my mother and my father all saw that I was the best camper in the Peninsula Athletes Day Camp, the best in the short run and the best in the long run and the best in the high jump and the best in the broad jump and the best in the event which the Peninsula Athletes Day Camp called the ball-throw, which was where you had to go up to a chalk line and then put your toe on the chalk line and not go over the chalk line and then go ahead and throw the ball as far as you could throw.
I did.
I won.
It was 1944 and I was ten years old and I was better than all of the other boys at that camp and probably all of the boys at any other camp and all of the boys everywhere else.
I felt more wonderful than I had ever felt. I felt so thrilled with myself. I felt like God was whispering things to me inside of my head to me. I felt like God was asking me for me to have a special secret with him or for me to have a secret arrangement with him and that I had better keep on listening to his secret recommendations to me inside of my head. I felt like God was telling me to realize that he had made me the most unusual member of the human race and that he was going to need for me to be ready for him for me to go to work for him at any minute for him on whatever thing he said.
They gave me a piece of stiff cloth which was in the shape of a shield and which was in the camp colors and which had five blue stars on it. They said that I was the only boy ever to get a shield with as many as that many stars on it. They said that it was unheard-of for any boy ever to get as many as that many stars on it. But I could already feel that I was forgetting what it felt like for somebody to do something which would get you a shield with as many as that many stars on it. I could feel myself forgetting and I could feel everybody else forgetting — even my mother and father and God forgetting. It was just a little while afterwards, but I could tell that everybody was already forgetting everything about it — that the head of the camp was and the camp counselors were and the other campers were and that the other mothers and the other fathers were and that my mother and my father were and that even that I myself was, even though I was trying with all of my might for me to be the one person who never would.
I felt like God was ashamed of me. I felt like God was sorry that I was the one which he had picked out and that he was getting ready for him to make a new choice and for him to choose another boy instead of me and that I had to hurry up before God did it, that I had to be quick about showing God that I could be just as amazing again as I used to be and that I could do something, do anything, else.
It was August.
I was feeling the strangest feeling that I have ever felt. I was standing there with my parents and with all of the people who had come there for the field day and I was feeling the strangest feeling which I have ever felt.
I felt like lying down on the field. I felt like killing all of the people. I felt like going to sleep and staying asleep until someone came and told me that my parents were dead and that I was all grown up and that there was a new God in heaven and that he liked me better than even than the old God had.
My parents kept asking me where did I want to go now and what did I want to do. My parents kept trying to get me to tell them where I thought we should all of us go now and what was the next thing for us as a family to do. My parents kept saying they wanted for me to be the one to make up my mind if we should all of us go someplace special now and what was the best thing for the family, as a family, to do. But I did not know what they meant — do, do, do?
My father took the shield away from me and held it in his hands and kept turning it over in his hands and kept looking at the shield in his hands and kept feeling the shield with his hands and kept saying that it was made of buckram and of felt. My father kept saying did we know that it was just something which they had put together out of buckram and of felt. My father kept saying that the shield was of a very nice quality of buckram and of felt but that we should make every effort for us not to ever get it wet because it would run all over itself, buckram and felt.
I did not know what to do.
I could tell my parents did not know what to do.
We just stood around with the people all around all going away to all of the vehicles that were going to take them to places and I could tell that we did not, as a family, know if it was time for us to go.
The head of the camp came over and said that he wanted to shake my hand again and to shake the hands of the people who were responsible for giving the Peninsula Athletes Day Camp such an outstanding young individual and such a talented young athlete as my mother and father had.
He shook my hand again.
It made me feel dizzy and nearly asleep.
I saw my mother and my father get their hands ready. I saw my father get the shield out of the hand that he thought he was going to need for him to have his hand ready to shake the hand of the head of the camp. I saw my mother take her purse and do the same thing. But the head of the camp just kept shaking my hand, and my mother and my father just kept saying thank you to him, and then the head of the camp let go of my hand and took my father's elbow with one hand and then touched my father on the shoulder with the other hand and then said that we were certainly the very finest of people, and then — he did this, he did this! — and then he went away.

MR. GOLDBAUM

PICTURE FLORIDA.
Picture Miami Beach, Florida.
Picture a shitty little apartment in a big crappy building where my mother, who is a person who is old, is going to have to go ahead and start getting used to her not being in the company of her husband anymore, not to mention not anymore being in that of anybody else who is her own flesh and blood anymore, the instant I and my sister can devise good enough alibis for us to hurry up and get the fuck out of here and go fly back up to the lives that we have been prosecuting for ourselves up in New York, this of course being before we were obliged to drop everything and get down here yesterday in time to ride along with the old woman in the limo which had been set up for her to take her to my dad's funeral.
It took her.
It took us and her.
Meaning me and my sister with her.
Then it took us right back here to where we have been sitting ever since we came back to sit ourselves down and wait for neighbors to come call — I am checking my watch — about nine billion minutes ago.
Picture nine minutes in this room.
Or just smell it, smell the room.
Picture the smell of where they lived when it was the both of them who lived, and then go ahead and picture her smelling to see if she can still smell him in it anymore.
I am going to give you the picture of how they walked — always together, never one without the other, her always the one in front, him always shuffling along behind, him with his hands always up on her shoulders, him always with his hands reaching up out to my mother like that, with his hands up on her shoulders like that, her always looking to me like she was walking him the way you would look if you were walking an imbecile, as if there were something wrong with the man, wrong with the way the man was — but there was nothing wrong with the way my father was — my father just liked to walk like that whenever my father went walking with my mother, and my father never went walking without my mother.
I mean, this is what they did, this is how they did it when I saw them, this is what I saw when I saw my parents get old whenever I went down to Florida and had to see my old parents walk.
Try picturing more minutes.
I think I must have told you that we made it on time.
Only it was not anything like what I had been picturing when I had sat myself down on the airplane and started keeping myself busy picturing the kind of funeral I was going to be seeing when I got down to Florida for the funeral my father was going to have.
Picture this.
It was just a rabbi that they had gone ahead and hired.
To my mind, the man was too young-looking and too good-looking. I kept thinking the man probably had me beat in both departments. I kept thinking how much the man was getting paid for this and would it come to more or would it come to less than my ticket down and ticket back.
I felt bigger than I had ever felt.
I did not know where the ashes were. I did not know how the burning was done. There were some things which I knew I did not know.
But I know that I still felt bigger than I had ever felt.
As for him, the rabbi took a position on one side of the room, the rabbi stood himself up on one side of the room, and me and my sister and my mother, we all went over to where we could tell we were supposed to go over to on the other side of the room, some of the time sitting and some of the time standing, but I cannot tell you how it was that we ever knew which one it was meet and right for us to do.
I heard: "Father of life, father of death."
I heard the rabbi say: "Father of life, father of death."
I heard the guy who was driving the limo say, "Get your mother's feet."
Picture us back in the limo again. Picture us stopping off at a delicatessen. Picture me and my mother sitting and waiting while my sister gets out and goes in to make sure they are going to send over exactly what it was we had ordered when she called up and called our order in.
Maybe it would help for you to picture things if I told you that what my mother has on her head is a wig of plastic hair that fits down over almost all of her ears.
It smells in here.
I can smell the smell of them in here.
And of every single one of the sandwiches that just came over from the delicatessen in here.
Now picture it like this — the stuff came hours ago and so far this is all that has come. I mean, the question is this — where are all of the neighbors which this death was supposed to have been ordered for?
I just suddenly realized that you might be interested in finding out what we finally decided on.
The answer is four corned beef on rye, four turkey on rye, three Jarlsberg and lettuce on whole wheat, and two low-salt tuna salad on bagel.
Now double it — because we are figuring strictly a half-sandwich apiece.
Here is some more local color.
The quiz programs are going off and the soap operas are coming on and my sister just got up and went to go lie down on my mother's bed and I can tell you that I would go and do the same if I was absolutely positive that it would not be against my religion for me to do it — because who knows what it could be against for you to go lie down on your father's bed? — it could be some kind of a curse on you that for the rest of your life it would keep coming after you until, ha ha, just like him, that's it, you're dead.
My mother says to me, "So tell me, sonny, you think we got reason to be nervous about the coffee?"
My mother says to me, "So what do you think, sonny, you think I should go make some extra coffee?"
My mother says to me, "I want for you to be honest with me, sweetheart, you think we are taking too big of a chance the coffee might not be more than plenty of enough coffee?"
My mother says to me, "So what is it that is your opinion, darling, is it your opinion that we could probably get away with it if your mother does not go put on another pot of coffee?"
Nobody could have pictured that.
Nor have listened to no one calling us and no one imploring us for us to hold everything, for us to keep the coffee hot, that they are right this minute racing up elevators and running down stairways and rushing along corridors and will be any second knocking at the door because there is a new widow in the building and an old man just plotzed.
You know what?
I do not think that you are going to have to picture anything along the lines of any of that.
Except for maybe Mr. Goldbaum.
Here is Mr. Goldbaum.
Mr. Goldbaum is the man who sticks his head in at the door which we left open for the company which was on the way over.
Here is Mr. Goldbaum talking.
"You got an assortment, or is it all fish?"
That was Mr. Goldbaum.
My mother says, "That was Mr. Goldbaum."
My mother says, "The Mr. Goldbaum from the building."
Now you can picture a whole different thing, a whole different place.
This time it's the Sunday afterwards.
So picture this time this — my sister and me the Sunday afterwards. Picture the two different cars we rented to get out from the city to Long Island to the cemetery. Picture the cars parked on different sides of the administration building which we are supposed to meet at for us to meet up with the rabbi who has been hired to say a service over the box which I am carrying of ashes.
Picture someone carrying ashes.
Not because I am the son but because the box is made out of something too heavy.
Now here is a picture you've had practice with.
Me and my sister waiting.
Picture my sister and me standing around where the offices are of the people who run the cemetery, which is a cemetery way out on Long Island in February.
I just suddenly had another thought which I just realized. What if your father was the kind of a father who was dying and he called you to him and he said you were his son and he said for you to come lie down on the bed with him so that he as your father could hold you and so that you as his son could hold him so that the both of you could both be like that hugging with each other like that for you to say good-bye to each other before you had to go actually go leave each other and you did it, you did it, you got down on the bed with your father and you got down up close to your father and you got your arms all around your father and your father was hugging you and you were hugging your father and there was one of you who could not stop it, who could not help it, but who just got a hard-on?
Or both did?
Picture that.
Not that I and my father ever hugged like that.
Here comes the next rabbi.
This rabbi is not such a young-looking rabbi, is not such a good-looking rabbi, is a rabbi who just looks like a rabbi who is cold from just coming in like a rabbi from outside with the weather.
The rabbi says to my sister, "You are the daughter of the departed?"
The rabbi says to me, "You are the son of the departed?"
The rabbi says to the box, "These are the mortal remains of the individual which is the deceased party?"
Maybe I should get you to picture the cemetery.
Because this is the cemetery where we all of us are getting buried in — wherever we die, even if in Florida.
I mean, our plot's here.
My family's is.
The rabbi says to us, "As we make our way to the gravesite, I trust that you will want to offer me a word or two about your father so that I might incorporate whatever ideas and thoughts you have into the service your mother called up and ordered, may God give this woman peace."
Okay, picture him and me and my sister all going back outside in February again all over again in February again and I am the only one who cannot get his gloves back on because of the box, because of the canister — because of the motherfucking urn — which is too heavy for me to handle without me holding onto it every single instant with both of my hands.
The hole.
The hole I am going to have to help you with.
The hole they dug up for my father is not what I would ever be able to picture in my mind if somebody came up to me and said to me for me to do my best to picture the hole they make for you when you go see your father's grave.
I mean, the hole was more like the hole which you would go dig for somebody if the job they had for you to do was to cover up a big covered dish.
Like for a casserole.
And that is not the half of it.
Because what makes it the half of it is the two cinder blocks which I can see are already down in it when I go to put down the urn down in it, the hole.
And as for the other half?
This is the two workmen who come over from somewhere I wasn't ready for anybody to come over from and who put down two more cinder blocks on top of what I just put in.
You know what I mean when I say cinder blocks?
I mean those gray blocks of gray cement or of gray concrete that when they refer to them they call them cinder blocks and they've got holes in them for you to grab.
Four of those.
Whereas what I had always thought was that what they did with a grave was fill things back in it with what they took out.
Unless they had taken out cinder blocks out.
You can go ahead and relax now.
It is not necessary for you to lend yourself to any further effort to create particularities that I myself was not competent to render.
Except it would be a tremendous help for me if you would do your best to listen for the different sets of bumps the different sets of tires make when we all three of us pass over the little speed bump that makes everybody go slow before coming into and going out of the cemetery my family is in.
Three cars, six sets of tires — that's six bumps, I count six bumps and a total of twenty-six half-sandwiches — six sounds of hard cold rubber in February of 1986.
Or hear this — the rabbi's hands as he rubs the wheel to warm the wheel where he has come to have the habit of keeping his grip in place on the wheel when — to steer, to steer — the rabbi puts his hands on the wheel and thinks:
"Jesus shat."
That's it.
I'm finished.
Except to inform you of the fact that I got back to the city not via the Queens Midtown Tunnel but via the Queensboro Bridge since with the bridge you beat the toll, that and the fact that I went right ahead and sat myself down and started trying to picture some of the things which I have just asked you for you to picture for me, that and the fact that I had to fill in for myself where the holes were sometimes too big for anybody to get a good enough picture of them, the point being to get something written, the point being to get anything written, and then get paid for it, to get paid for it as much as I could get paid for it, this to cover the cost of Delta down and Delta back, Avis at their Sunday rate, plus extra for liability and collision.
One last thing — which is that no one told me.
So I just took it for granted that where it was supposed to go was go down in between them.

THE MERRY CHASE

DON'T TELL ME. Do me a favor and let me guess. Be honest with me, tell the truth, don't make me laugh. Tell me, don't make me have to tell you, do I have to tell you that when you're hot you're hot, that when you're dead you're dead? Because you know what I know? I know you like I know myself, I know you like the back of my hand, I know you like a book, I know you inside out.
You know what?
I know you like you'll never know.
You think I don't know whereof I speak?
I know the day will come, the day will dawn.
Didn't I tell you you never know? Because I guarantee it, no one will dance a jig, no one will do a dance, no one will cater to you so fast or twiddle his thumbs or wait on you hand and foot.
You think they could care less?
But I could never get enough of it, I could never get enough. Look at me, I could take a bite out of it, I could eat it up alive. But you want to make a monkey out of me, don't you? You want me to talk myself blue in the face for you, beat my head against a brick wall for you, come running when you have the least little complaint. What am I, your slave? You won't be happy except over my dead body, will you? I promise you, one day you will sing a different tune.
But in the interim, first things first.
Because it won't kill you to do without, tomorrow is another day, let me look at it, let me see it, there is no time like the present, let me kiss it and make it well.
Let me tell you something — everyone in the whole wide world should only have it half as good as you.
You know what this is? You want to know what this is? Because this is some deal, this is some setup, this is some joke. You could vomit from what a joke this is.
I want you to hear something, I want you to hear the unvarnished truth.
You know what you are?
That's what you are!
You sit, God forbid I shouldn't go — didn't I already have enough to choke a horse?
Go ahead and talk my arm off. Talk me deaf, dumb, and blind. Nobody is asking, nobody is talking, nobody wants to know. In all decency, in all honesty, in all candor, in all modesty, you have some gall, some nerve, and I mean it in all sincerity and truth.
The crust on you, my God!
I am telling you, I am pleading with you, I am down to you on bended knee to you — just don't get cute with me, just don't make any excuses to me — because in broad daylight, because in the dead of night, because at the crack of dawn.
You think the whole world is going to do a dance around you? No one is going to do a dance around you. No one even knows you are alive.
Just who do you think you are, coming in here like a lord and lording it all over us all? Do you think you are a law unto yourself? I am going to give you some advice. Don't flatter yourself, act your age, share and share alike.
Ages ago, years ago, so long ago I couldn't begin to remember, past history, ancient history — you don't want to know, another age, another life, another theory altogether. Don't ask. Don't even begin to ask. Don't make me any promises. Don't tell me one thing and go do another. Don't look at me like that. Look around yourself, for pity's sake. Don't you know one hand washes the other?
Take stock.
Talk sense.
Give me some credit for intelligence. Show me I'm not wasting my breath. Don't make me sick. You are making me sick. Why are you making me sick like this? Do you get pleasure from doing this to me? Why are you doing this to me? Do you derive satisfaction from doing this to me? Don't think I don't know what you are trying to do to me. You think you're so smart.
Don't make me do your thinking for you.
Shame on you, be ashamed of yourself, have you absolutely no shame?
Why must I always have to spell it out for you?
Why must I always drop everything and come running just for me to spell it out for you?
Does nothing ever occur to you?
Can't you see with your own two eyes?
You are your own worst enemy.
What's the sense of talking to you? I might as well talk to myself. Say something. Try to look like you've got a brain in your head. You think this is a picnic? This is no picnic. Don't stand on ceremony with me. The whole world is not going to step to your tune. I warn you, I'm warning you, don't say nobody didn't warn you — wake up before it's too late.
You know what?
A little birdie told me.
You know what?
You have got a lot to learn.
I can't hear myself talk. I can't hear myself think. I cannot remember from one minute to the next.
Why do I always have to tell you again and again?
Give me a minute to think.
Just let me catch my breath.
Don't you ever stop to ask?
I'm going to tell you something. I'm going to give you the benefit of my advice. How would you like it if I gave you some good advice?
You think the sun rises and sets on you, don't you? You should get down on your hands and knees and thank God. You should count your blessings. Why don't you look around yourself and really for once take a look at yourself just for once? You just don't know when you're well off, do you? You have no idea how the other half lives. You are as innocent as the day you were born. You should thank your lucky stars. You should try to make amends. You should do your best to put it all out of your mind. Worry never got anybody anywhere. Whatever you do, promise me this — chin up, buck up, keep an open mind.
What do I say to you, where do I start with you, how do I make myself heard with you? I don't know where to begin with you, I don't know where to start with you, I don't know how to impress upon you the importance of every single solitary word. Thank God I am alive to tell you, thank God I am here to tell you, thank God you've got someone to tell you, I only wish I could begin to tell you, if there were only some way someone could tell you, if only there were someone here to tell you, but you don't want to listen, you don't want to learn, you don't want to know, you don't want to help yourself, you just want to have it all your own way and go on as if nothing has changed. Who can talk to you? Can anyone talk to you? Nobody can talk to you. You don't want anybody to talk to you. So far as you are concerned, the whole wide world should keel over and drop dead.
You think it's all a picnic? Where did you get the idea it's all a picnic? Face facts, don't kid yourself, people are trying to talk some sense into you, it's not all just fun and fancy free, it's not all just high, wide, and handsome, it's not all just pretty is as pretty does.
You take the cake, you take my breath away — you are really one for the books. Be smart and play it down. Be smart and stay in the wings. Be smart and let somebody else carry the ball for a change.
You know what I've got to do?
I've got to talk to you like a Dutch uncle to you.
I've got to handle you with kid gloves.
Let me tell you something no one else would have the heart to tell you. You better look far and wide — because they are few and far between! Go ahead, go to the ends of the earth, go to the highest mountain, go to any lengths, because they won't lift a finger for you — or didn't you know some things are not for man to know, that there are some things that are better left unsaid, that there are some things you shouldn't wish on a dog — not on a bet, not on your life, not on nobody at all?
What do you want? You want the whole world to revolve around you, you want the whole world at your beck and call?
Be honest with me.
Answer me this one question.
How can you look me in the face?
Don't you dare act as if you didn't hear me. You want to know what's wrong with you? This is what is wrong with you. You are going to the dogs, you are lying down with dogs, you are waking sleeping dogs — don't you know enough to go home before the last dog is dead?
When are you going to learn to leave well enough alone?
You know what you are?
Let me tell you what you are.
You are betwixt and between!
I'm on to you, I've got your number, I can see right through you — I am giving you fair warning, don't you dare try to sit there and put anything over on me or get on my good side or lead me a merry chase.
So who's going to do your dirty work for you?
Do me a favor and don't make me laugh!
Oh, sure, you think you can rise above it, you think you can live all your life with your head in the clouds in a cave like a hermit without rhyme or reason, without a hitch, without batting an eyelash, without a leg for you to stand on, without one little bit of sugar on it and butter on your bread. But let me tell you something — you're all wet!
You know what?
You're trying to get away with it — with murder, with false pretenses, that's what!
You know what is wrong with you? I am here to tell you what is wrong with you. There is no happy medium with you, there is no live and let live with you, there is no by the same token with you — because talking to you is like talking to a brick wall to you!
Pay attention to me!
You think I am talking just to hear myself talk?

SHIT

I LIKE TALKING ABOUT sitting on toilets. It shows up in the roughage of my speech. Wherever at all in keeping with things, I try to work it in. You just have to look back at stories I have had printed for you to see I am telling you the truth. Sitting on toilets is certain to show up with more than passing incidence. I will even go so far as to say that where you find a story with a person sitting on a toilet in it, forget the name that's signed as author — no one but I could have written the thing. Indeed, it would be inconceivable to me I didn't.
But the one I've got now, this one here, it promises to be the pick of the lot.
Or anyhow the purest.
Well, the truest, then — the least fictitious, then — then the one with not much in it made up.
The other thing about it that I like is that it could not be simpler for somebody to tell — nothing in it but just a man sitting on a toilet in it and the wallpaper in it the man is looking at.
Oh, of course — not just a man but myself.
How could I tell a story about anyone else? For one thing, it could never be true, could it? I mean, what do I know about people — or care to? Good Christ, I have all I can do to marshal even a small enough interest in guess-who.
Or do I mean large enough?
I don't know.

THIS IS ANOTHER THING I am always putting into stories—"I don't know." Just those words, just like that. You see a story with "I don't know" in it, this'll be your tip-off as to who was it who wrote it. It could have anybody down there under the title there — but he isn't, she isn't, I am.
Or was, was.
Well, it's exciting.
It is exciting.
Not writing, not speaking — but being a sneak.
When I was a boy, this was what I wanted to grow up to be — a person who was a sneak and an assassin. I wanted to be dangerous. This was when I was little.
When I was little, my mother would get me to sit on the toilet for her and stay there and stay there until I could show her something, and sometimes — more and more oftentimes — I couldn't. She would say, "Put your royal bombosity down on the royal throne and don't you dare let me see you get up off of it until there is something in there in it for your mother to look at."
It's terrible what I have to show for it now. I tell you, I don't know where the food goes. It's frightening. Am I getting poisoned? Or pickled?
I take things.
You know — to make me go.
I especially take things when we go away and it gets worse — not going, the not-going. This is where this comes in — the story, this story, the wallpaper. Listen to this — I had taken a lot of something — because it had been days already, days of nothing but of sitting and of not going already, of its maybe having been thus even for a week of it already. So I'd swallowed enough to choke a horse, gone to bed, been down for mere minutes, when I had to get back up again and I really mean it, what I said.
Get back up!
It was somewhere quaint — an inn somewhere — you lose track — a cute hotel — meaning no bathroom of your own, meaning a bathroom out at the end of the hall, meaning a bathroom with a kind of a latch contraption on the door — and with a pitched ceiling pitched so low you had to keep bent over — even sitting down, you had to keep bent down — and even bent, I couldn't stop going — oh, God, going and going. Forever it felt like.
Gallons it felt like.
It felt like my whole life was coming up and coming up — and going good and out.
I mean going down and out.
Which is when I started studying the wallpaper.
I thought I was sluicing away, dissolving from the inside out, rendering myself as waste, breaking down to basal substance, falling through the plumbing, perishing on a toilet I could not even call my own.
You'll laugh, but I got scared.
I thought: "Call for help."
I thought: "Do it before you swoon."
Which is when I reached out for the wallpaper as you would for a lifeline, for smelling salts, a float.
I don't know.
I thought: "Hang on to the wallpaper!"
I mean, with all my mind, with that.
Well, I could see it was a wallpaper you could do it with — a pattern — growing things — things that grow — a picture of this, then of that — and the names for them given as thus:
Blue-eyed grass.
Wintergreen.
Sweet William.
Sneezeweed.
Vetch.
Violet.
Primula.
Coreopsis.
Clover.
Mariposa.
Marsh marigold.
Rose mallow.
Dandelion.
Red-eye.
Clover.
Black-eyed Susan.
Poppy.
Bluebells.
Buttercup.
Hepatica.
Wood sorrell.
Belladonna.
Ivy.

I SWEAR IT — ALL THOSE, each and every one.
Grasses, weeds — I don't know — crap, all that itchy actual crap — pointless from the word go.
I sat there holding on.
For nothing less than for life itself.
Pretty dumb.
After all, all it was was just a lot of shit. If anything, I should have been joyous, been jubilant, been pleased as punch. Hey, come on — I was going, wasn't I?
But I was scared to death.
I thought: "Hey, hotshot, you think you're so smart, let's see you swindle your way out of this."
Skip it, what the tricks are — they are never not the plenitude the wallpaper-writer needs.
But ask yourself meanwhile this — which wallpaper-reader lived again to have for him to struggle again with shit like this?

RESURRECTION

THE BIG THING ABOUT THIS IS deciding what it's all about. I mean, by way of theme, what, what? Sure, it gives you the event that got me sworn off whiskey forever. But does this make it a tale of how a certain person got himself a good scare, put aside drunkenness, took up sobriety in high hopes of a permanent shift? I don't think so. Me, I keep feeling it's going to be more about Jews and Christians than about this thing of matching another man glass for glass. But I could be wrong in both connections. Maybe what this story is really getting at is something I'd be afraid to know any story I ever wrote is.
Either way or whatever, it happened last Easter, which doesn't mean a thing to me because of my being Jewish. To my wife it's something, though, and I am more or less willing to play along — providing things don't get too much out of hand. Egg hunts for the kids, this is okay, and maybe a chocolate bunny wrapped in colored tinfoil. But I draw the line when it comes to a whole done-up basket. I don't see why this is called for — strands of candy-store grass getting stuck between floorboards and you can't get the stuff up even with a tweezers or a Eureka.
As for the Easter that I am talking about, not much of all of this was ever at issue. This was because we got invited out to somebody's place. I think the question just got answered this way — whatever they do, this'll be it, this'll be Easter — no reason for us to have to make any decisions. Which was a relief, of course — the whys and the wherefores of which I am sure you do not need for me to turn nasty and explicate for you. But my wife and I, didn't we find something else for us to get into a fuss about, anyway? And this is the best I can do — say "something else." Because I don't remember what. Not that it was anything trifling. I'm certain it must have been something pretty substantial. I mean, aside from the whole routine thing of spouses with our differences doing Easter.
Our boy, however, he got us reasonably jolly just in time for our arrival. What happened was, you just caught it from him, his thrill at getting into all this country-ness of experience. You see, I think our boy really suffers in the city — I think my wife and I agree on this — not that you could ever actually get a confession of his unhappiness out of him. He's all stoic, this kid of ours — God knows from what sources. Twelve years old and tough as a stump, though to my mind a stump is nowhere near as tough as what I think you have to be as tough as. At any rate, he was out and gone as soon as we pulled up into the driveway. Trees, I guess, the trees. That boy, in him we're looking at a mighty delight to get up high on anything, his mother and his dad always hollering, "Come down from there! You're giving us heart failure!"
The host and hostess, they were swell people. No need to say more. Nice folks. I was going to say "for Christians," but it is never necessary for you to actually say it, is it? As for the houseguest thing, we can skip right from Friday when we got there to Saturday before supper, their having over a few neighbors to meet us — other couples, more Christians. There was this one fellow among them, he seemed to take me for a person of special interest. We got to talking with what was surely more gusto than you would have thought customary among such citizens. I don't know what about so much as I know it had to do with a lot of different municipal things — the houses around there, the gardening, getting the old estates up to scratch with strenuous renovations. There were these trays of Rob Roys going from hand to hand, and dishes of tiny asparagus spears and something lemony in a small porcelain bowl, kids underfoot, and the light in there, it was that settled light, this burnished thing the April light can sometimes get to be at maybe any o'clock when you are indoors in a low-slung, high-gloss, many-windowed room. Well, I might as well tell you now, the fellow had a little girl there, maybe half the age of our boy. Harelipped — this was the thing — a girl with a bad face to go through life with, and I think I got drunk enough to say to the man, "Aw, God — aw, shit."

THAT'S IT. THE STORY STOPS SHORT right then and there with "Aw, God — aw, shit." Because the next thing you know, its morning and I am waking up in one of the upstairs beds. But I cannot tell you how I got there. I cannot even tell you what was what between when I was knocking back those Rob Roys and when I was lying down and lifting away the comforter from my head.
There was a carillon across the street. Or across the town. Who knows? It was playing hymns. Or what I think are hymns. As for me, I felt entirely terrific — feeling nothing, not even a tremor of what you would expect in the way of any aftereffect. What I mean is this — that I had gotten so bad off that I had actually lost time, lost hours — not in this but in real life. Yet there I was, waking up and never sprightlier, never more refurbished in fiber and spirit. Restored, I tell you — I could have said to you, "Look at me, for Christ's sake, look at me — I am in the pink, on par, up to snuff!" Except for this thing of a whole night having vanished on me — which was something I was not going to let myself think about yet — or which I did not actually really even believe yet — whereas I kept trying to figure out how a thing like this sort of worked, one minute you're on your feet blazing away with a great new friend, the next minute you've skipped over no knowing what, and how did you get to here and to this from there and from that and from whatever that was?
Thing was, I knew I couldn't ask my wife. Christ, are you kidding? But I could smell the bacon down there, and went down, thinking that if I don't get a certain kind of a look from her, then this will mean I must have behaved passably well enough, even if I was actually out like a light behind my eyes. And this is how the whole thing down there turned out, all of them downstairs — host, hostess, wife, our boys — and nobody — wife least of all — seeming to regard me as other than an immoderately late-riser and indecorous latecomer to the table.
Coffee is poured, conversation reinstalled.
But here is where the story stops short again. Because — just by way of making an effort to add myself to the civilities — I said, "Wretchedest luck, that bugger, and such a handsome woman, his espoused, the two of them such a damnably attractive couple, and that little girl with the, you know, with the thing, the lip." I mean, I did a speech as an offering, as a show of my harmless presence, the hearty closing up of the morning circle, the one we seek to form to ward off what there had to have been for everyone of night spells.

NOT STOPS SHORT ENOUGH, THOUGH. Because somebody was taking me up on it, converting ceremony to sermon. My wife, of course — her, of course — with that carillon going absolutely nuts behind her. I tell you, whoever it was, and whatever he was playing, the man was good on the thing, the man was getting something colossal from those community bells.
But back to my wife, please — for she nips off a bit of toast and says, "You call it bad luck? Knowing what you know, considering what you know, taking into account all that you know, this is what you say, just bad luck?"
Ah, but this is madness, this is treachery — saying anything about a thing like this when I know it is a thing that ought to be left unsaid. Besides, we had no business being where we were. Even if it had meant keeping to the city and to squabbling over everything in sight, here is where we belong, the city is where we belong, where all the trees worth climbing are kept well out of sight. Those were rich people. My drink, when I was drinking, it had never been anything with the swagger of the armorial in its name.
I mean, what the hell was she getting at, just a harelip?
Listen, I didn't give her the satisfaction. I didn't ask. What I did was go to work on it with my own good sense — trying harder to remember, or to make things up — the result being that on the way home, I came up with a story that goes roughly like this — the fellow with the little girl sort of producing himself from out of the mist of the rest, my not tracking his features any too clearly, my vision already diminished by at least half.
"Ah, yes," he says, and with his glass he gives my glass a click. He says, "Great to meet the neighbors, don't you say?" He says, "See the fucking neighbors?" He says, "Here's to fucking us."
And me, what did I do?
Say l'chaim?
Click his glass back?
"Oh, sure, sure," I hear the fellow say. "Sure, sure — right, right — super, boffo, swell, wouldn't you say?"
I know. We drank.
Did I ever say, "Surgery can handle that"? Is that what I said? Click the hell out of his glass again and say "It's nothing — a good man can fix it right up"?
I mean, what had I said to him to get him to say to me, "Had a little chap of his measure once," and waggle his Rob Roy in salute to my boy? Except all of this, it's all invention, isn't it? — because by then it was too hard for me to tell if we were standing in light or kneeling in water. "Bloody garage door took his fucking head off, don't you know? No, really, old chap. Brand new electric sort of a thing. Electronic, I mean."
We were coming up on a tollbooth, my wife and I.
In real life, that is. But I don't have to tell you I wasn't there with all my wits. "Take this!" my wife was saying, and I took a hand off the wheel to take the coins from her hand, meanwhile still making up sentences to keep filling in for where whiskey had done its best to devise an abyss.
"Nothing against the old homestead, though — no bloody hard feelings."
Is this what I think the man said next? Or something like, "The fucker drops like a shot the day they finish getting the wiring in."
I don't think I ever got his name, the man who came for cocktails when the neighbors came over and who then took his leave with the others so that the host and hostess could finally sit us down to something — my wife says to cold lamb. She also says she was standing right there and heard every single word, him saying how they'd lost a son but that God had made it up to them with the girl. My wife says the man said to me, "I'd spotted you, you know," and that I said, "For what?" and that the man said, "For a Jew."
But I would not put it past her, making that up, just the way me, I am making this up, especially the part about my hearing the sonofabitch say, "Happy fucking Easter," plus the part about my seeing myself get a hand up out of my pocket to hold his chin in place so that I could aim for right on his lips when that was where I kissed him.
So for what it's worth, that, that's the whole story, and notice, won't you, who just told it cold-sober?

HISTORY, OR, THE FOUR PICTURES OF VLUDKA

HE SAID THAT HE HAD BEEN CONSIDERING the convention of the Polish girl, and I said, "In literature — you mean in literature," and he said, "Yes, of course," how else would he mean? touching eyeglasses, beard, lip while noting that he was feeling himself compelled to take up the pose of the poet in eucharistic recollection of etc., etc., etc. — as literary necessity, that is.
He said, "So can you help, do you think?"
I said, "From memory, you mean."
"That's it," he said. "Any Polish girl you ever had yourself any sort of a thing with."
I can tell you what the trouble with me was — no beard anywhere on me, no eyeglasses either, meat of real consequence to neither of my lips — nothing, at least, to speak of, not enough to give me a good grab of anything, nothing on my face for anyone to hang onto, too little to offer a good grip of me to even myself.
He said, "Whatever comes to mind, I think."
Here was the thing with me — I did not know what to do with my hands.
"Whatever pops into your head," he said, off and at it again, fingering eyeglasses, beard, lip.
The lout was all feelies, I tell you — the lummox was ledges from stem to stern.
"So," he said, "anything you might want to conjure up for me, then? I mean, just the barest sketching, of course, no need for names and, as it were, addresses."

BUT I HAD NEVER HAD ONE. I mean, I hadn't had a Polish girl. What I had had back before this inquiry had come to me was a great wanting to pass myself off as a fellow who had had whatever could any how be got.
"Vludka," I said, "her name was Vludka."
"Wonderful," he said. He said, "Name's actually Vludka, you say."
"Yes," I said, "and very, for that matter, like it, too."
"I see her," he said. "Stolid Vludka."
"In the extreme," I said. "In manner and in form."
"Yes, the nakedness," he said. "A certain massiveness, I imagine — wide at the waist, for instance, the effect of a body built up in slabs."
I said, "Vludka's, yes. And hard it was, too. Oh, she was tougher and rougher than I was, of course — morally and physically the bigger, better party."
"But smallish here," he said, showing.
I said, "Even said she was sorry about it for the way they were even before she took her clothes off, and then, when she had got them off, saw that what Vludka should have been warning me of was of how big everything else was instead."
He said, "Could tell you'd be lost inside her, awash in stolid Vludka, splinter proposing woodworking time to sawmill and lumber."
I said, "Oh, God — cabinetry, marquetry."
He said, "It was impossible."
"I said to her, ‘Vludka, this is impossible.'"
He said, "She was too Polish for you, much too Polish."
"So I said to her, ‘Do something, Vludka. Manage this for us.'"
He said, "She was pliant, compliant — Polish. You said to her, ‘You handle it, Vludka, and I'll watch,' and she did," he said, "didn't she?"
"Because she was pliant," I said. "Compliant," I said. "Polish," I said.
He said, "It took her eleven minutes."
I said, "I sort of knew it would."
He said. "That's how stolid she was."
I said, "It was endless. My arm was exhausted for her. I timed her on my watch. Even for a Polish girl, it was incredible. I tell you, she used a blunt fingertip — even, if you can believe it, a thumb."
"It was ponderous," he said. "Thunderous," he said. "You thinly watching, you meagerly urging. ‘For pity's sake — come, Vludka, come!'"

WHAT I DIDN'T TELL HIM is that what I was really watching were the four pictures of Vludka on Vludka's bedroom wall instead.
These are what they were of — of Vludka at the railing of a big wooden-looking boat, of Vludka in a toy runabout with her hands up on the wheel, of Vludka with others on a blanket in a forest, of Vludka squatting on a scooter near a road sign that when Vludka finished doing it to herself she said, "Majdanek, you know what's there? Or was?"

HE SAID, "Well?"
I said, "Well what?"
He said, "What you were thinking — the road sign — Majdanek — what was it that was there?"
I said, "You read my mind."
He said, "No. Just the standard stuff about the camps."

ALL MY LIFE I HAVE NEVER KNOWN what to do with my hands.
Except for shit like this.

THE LESSON WHICH IS SUFFICIENT UNTO THE DAY THEREOF

HAVE I NOT BEEN INSISTING it is the most instructive of stories? In fact, it is the most instructive of stories. Indeed, the great object will be to see if I can uncover the core of the instruction that is prospectively in it. I mean, in the telling, maximize the teaching — do it, and keep on doing it, from the beginning to the end.
As to what I am talking about, it concerns an apple and an apple tree, the one having fallen from the other.
Not that that is all that there is to it. I mean, there are people, there are things. But who has the patience for even the enumeration of these?
Here is the bitter truth.
You have to have the patience of a saint.
Whereas I do not even have the patience of a Lish.
But I should say of a Lishnofski, not of a Lish.
Considering.
Considering the name Lish doesn't point to where I meant to. It doesn't point to the tree I fell from.

LISTEN TO ME talk in metaphor!
Isn't it always the way? One minute, making excuses for yourself — the next minute, making life miserable for everybody else.
It's hopeless.
Let's be honest with each other, I am already exhausted from just this much of it — the story of anything, even the narrating of Gordon Lishnofski.
But there I go again, piling figuration upon figuration. For one thing, Gordon just stands for Morton — and exhaustion, for another, for boredom.
Or nobody calling or coming around to say hi, hello, aren't you swell.

GOD, YOU GET SO FED UP with speech.
Just the idea of telling anybody anything is enough to make you sick, every word weighing tons more than it did the last time you said it — or saw it — or heard it — or wrote it — or thought it. Who's got the energy? Who's got the strength? Isn't this why the apple falls off the tree — from such a heaviness from life, from what's holding it getting weak?

BUT SILENCE IS A TIRESOMENESS, TOO.
This is what my dad's was, wearying all the way. Oh, he was the wordless one, I can tell you. No one came any more wordless than my dad did. But don't think it wasn't a shout to you if you were his son.
You know what his favorite word was?
Atrocious.
Putrid and vile, he liked those ones, too.
He'd say, "These string beans are atrocious," and for the whole rest of the meal he would say not one other thing at all.
Or he would say, "These string beans are vile," or "Putrid, putrid — can you guess what I mean?"
It never occurred to me until right this minute that maybe that this was what they incontestably were. I mean, when I was there at the family table, when did I ever sample any of the vegetables? Who knows, maybe vile and so on, maybe these complaints were restrained complaints insofar as denunciations of my mother's canned vegetables might justifiably have gone.
Considering.
Considering my mother could not actually cook anything any good in the can or out of it.
It was just that I didn't care if she couldn't.
Bananas — I loved bananas — and olives and crackers — and licorice — licorice was my idea of great eats as great as eats can get.
You know how my father would eat an apple? You want to hear how my father would eat an apple? Get a bite off of it and chew it and chew it and then hold under his chin the hand that holds the apple, and spit into it, spit into the hand, spit into it nothing but the chewed-up skin.
I used to think he could do it because of his teeth, or because of his gums, or because of his tongue — or because he had this kind of a cockeyed kind of an enunciation and nyalked nyike nyis.
It scared me silly — somebody eating an apple like that, somebody nyalking nyike nyis.
Hey, where did I all of a sudden get all this get-up-and-go from? To speak with such vim and vigor with!
Considering.
Considering that I have been trying so hard to get across to you and to your fruiterer the impression that I absolutely do not give a shit.
So what do you think — fact or fiction, Morton Lishnofski?

I WONDER WHAT it would have felt like, kissing a person with a funny-looking lip. Kissing the person right where the funniest-looking part of his lip is — just imagine it! All I can say is, praise be that in my house we had a host of rules set up to keep the specter of contagion at a distance, or in check. Wiping off the mouthpiece of the telephone with anything disinfectant — there was one of them for you, and kissing someone on the cheek, there was a second.
I can't think of a third.
Sorry, mind's not quite on enough on what I am saying, I think.
So which was it, Pine-Sol or Breath O'Pine or CN?

I DON'T KNOW ABOUT YOU — but me, I have had enough of this. I mean, how much is it that they can expect a man to take?
Considering, of course.
Considering today's another Father's Day.
Considering that here I am having to sit here and hear myself say all of this.
It's nyile and nyutrid, isn't it?
Or, to get it really hard and right — carbuncular is as carbuncular does — nyanyonyis for atrocious.
Apples falling, falling, falling at all, and then where, where they fall, when they do.

CAN YOU TOP THIS?

LISTEN TO ME, there are a pair of hippopotamuses standing in a river, such a filthy dirty river, it is horrible, it is simply horrible, and the sun, my God, you would not believe it, who could believe it, what with the heat and with the sun and with how sticky and muggy and awful it is, it is stifling, it is absolutely unbelievable how stifling, it is positively beyond all believability, a day so stifling like this day is, a day which could kill you like this day could, a day which could do away with you in just one hour, in just one minute, in just one breath, but meanwhile all day long, from when the sun comes up in the morning to when the sun is going down at night, all day long this pair of hippopotamuses is standing here in the scorching water like this, they are up to their ears, they are up to their eyeballs in the scorching torpid water like this, and it is this filthy dirty hot disgusting dirty scorching torpid water like this, not either one of them moving a single muscle in it, the two of them not budging, not even one inch, not even leaning a fraction of an inch in this direction or in that direction, except for maybe if you want to count these little tiny twitches of the eyelids, these little tiny twitches of the ears, these little tiny trembles you would probably call them, these little tiny trembles and twitches, but otherwise the two hippopotamuses are like granite, like stone, like standing here in the disgusting filthy water from first thing in the morning to the time when it is almost sundown, all day long the two of them all covered up by the filthy hot dirty torpid scorching dirty water like this except for just where their little ears are sticking up out of it and are constantly twitching little twitches and for where their big bulgy eyes are poking up a little bit out of it and the eyelids, the eyelids, you can see the eyelids are giving these little bitty trembles, these little tiny itty-bitty trembles, these little tiny tremblings like, like maybe from flies probably or like maybe from little nits like or like from something even tinier than this, or it could be from some kind of teensy almost invisible itsy-bitsy thing which likes to creep around on the eyelids of hippopotamuses — but barring this, but barring the twitchings of the ears and the twitchings of the eyelids, the two hippopotamuses are just standing here and standing here and you could not even see them even breathing even, because this is how still as stones they're standing, because this is how still as boulders they are standing, and the water meanwhile, it just just goes gurgling all around them like it is some kind of filthy dirty torpid scorchy syrup probably, or more like it is torpid dirty ooze than it is like anything like even water even, more like it is some kind of special water which can get totally exhausted from just being water, and this is it, this is how it is, this is how the whole situation of it is from just after when the sun first comes up in the morning to almost when the sun is getting good and ready to go down again at night, which is when one of the hippopotamuses, which is when, lo and behold, the hippopotamus which is the slightly older hippopotamus and which is the slightly more overweight hippopotamus, which is when this particular hippopotamus all of a sudden moves his little feet a little teensy tiny bit and more or less just gets them moved into place into a somewhat slightly new position a teensy tiny bit, and then he opens his eyelids all of the way open and he looks all around a little bit and he says, "I don't know — all day long, I still can't get it through my head today is, you know, not Monday but Tuesday."
No, he says, instead the hippopotamus says, "Hey, it's such a crime for me just to stand?"
No, wait a minute, she said he says, she says the big old hippopotamus says, "Who can think, a thing like this? Can anybody collect his thoughts, a thing like this?"
The truth is this — I don't really remember what the punch line was. But I don't suppose I have the other part much more faithfully recorded, either. You see, I think I was pretty jumpy when I heard it, plus I know I was much too young to be anywhere near old enough for me to listen faithfully enough when big stuff were probably being said. The only point I have for all of these years been sure of is that my Aunt Adele hunkered down and told jokes when the cancer started going from her bladder to her bones, that and the fact that my Aunt Adele kept calling up to my house from Miami to New York to tell lots of different jokes to whoever it was who was home. Of course, it was always my mother who always was home — my mother, so far as I can remember, always was. Not that I didn't once pick up the downstairs phone once, and hear something for myself on the order of what you just heard, this plus the power of hearing two women laughing as a child listens in.

THE WIRE

MY WIFE SAYS, "Look at you. Just look at you. How can you look like that? Why don't you take a good look at yourself? Look at me, don't you have any idea of what you look like? What do you think people are going to think when they look at you? Tell me, how can you go around looking like that? Do you know what you look like? You couldn't conceivably know what you look like. Who would believe anyone could look like this? I cannot believe what you look like. It is hard for me to grasp it, a man who can go around looking like what you look like. What is the matter with you, don't you know what you look like? You probably don't have the first idea of what you look like. You act like you are completely oblivious to what you look like. Don't you realize people are looking at you? Have you no conception of the fact that there are people who are looking at you? Why are you so utterly unaware of the fact that you cannot go around looking like whatever you happen to feel like looking like? Take a look at yourself. Just go ahead and just take just one good look at yourself."
This is what my wife says.
As for myself, I used to think it didn't put her in the best of lights for her to be going around being heard looking like somebody saying things like that.

YEARS AGO THERE HAD BEEN a fellow who kept trying to offer me some observations along the very same lines of the ones which my wife, in her time, did. But I didn't see any reason to argue with him, either. So far as his story goes, he's dead as a doornail now, so let's just get his name and address right out here right onto this sheet of paper here — Wortis, S. Bernard Wortis, his conduct of the business of psychiatry being carried out by him at one of the high even numbers on, you know, on East Fifty-seventh Street.
Here's an example of it.
"Just look at yourself. Don't you ever look at yourself? Why don't you come to your senses and sit yourself down and take a good look at yourself?"
But I have always been the sort of person to take a different view of looking.
You take today on the subway, for instance, this woman with this hulkiness of a suitcase. .
Here is what my mother used to say to me:
"Do you see what you look like? I don't think you see what you look like. How can you let people see you looking like this? You want to through life seeing yourself looking like this?"
Look, the man committed me and made sure I stayed right where he did it to me to, and this was for just shy of eight brazen months.
I kept trying to see up inside of her pants past where the crease was.
I'm leaving out everything. I'm leaving out even the tits and ass of it. I am just too weary of it for me to ever go over the whole history of it in the sense of the whole anything of anything again.
All right, shy of nine months, not shy of eight months — but since when is time the point?
He said to me, "It's high time you took the time to sit yourself down and take a good decent look at yourself."
Here is what happened on the E train today — the woman the color of what do they say? There is a woman the color of coffee with cream in it, and she's got on short pants on her, and for the top she's got on what I think they call a halter top, and they're both, they are both, the top and the bottom, they have that look, the both of them, that you will sometimes see of their being both at the same time just tight enough and just loose enough, and she has got her hair mown all the way down to her skull to a woolly-looking fuzzy high-domed cuntlike frizzle of a thing — and there her legs are, there her legs are, they are uncovered and glowy right up to almost past her backside almost and crossed in the manner, leg over leg, of how only a woman who gets herself looked at like this ever crosses her legs leg over leg like this — and the eyes and the arms and the mouth and the throat! I mean the things of her, the woman, the things!
She had a small child up on one shoulder.
She was about twenty, and it was — I don't know — maybe it was a baby.
There wasn't any ring on any of her fingers.
The child, the baby, it was out like a light in any light, and I could tell the mother was almost also.
Oh, well, yes — I could see the slenderest of gold ones.
Like a wire.
But it wasn't on any of her fingers.
My sister used to say to me: "I don't think you ever stop to think of what you look like."
The building I live in now, hey, it's so full of psychologists and psychiatrists and psychoanalysts and psychotherapists, it isn't even funny.
This whole block is.
They know who Wortis is here.
Or who Wortis was.
His fame went all of the way up from Fifty-seventh Street — or, if the rhyme's all the same to you, came up — because here is where I live up here now.
The suitcase, just to look at it — you could just look at it and tell it weighed a ton.
The first girl I ever tried to get to do it, she did it — but she didn't look like anything, and neither have any of the others of them all of the million times since.
Hundreds.
Thousands.
Not one fucking one!
But what about the girl on the E train today when I was going for the D at Seventh?
Look, you've got a perfect right to know why the man committed me, but tell me something, tell me — can't you already tell for yourself?
I thought: "Someone's dumped her. She's got no one. God has sent me, as my deliverance, this deliverance."
The second girl I ever did it with was probably less good to look at than the first one was. Right then and there, who couldn't have taken one look and doped it all out, the hopeless oblata of desire.
The last one said: "Okay, but do not think you are getting away with fooling me with what you look like, buster, not even for one stinking minute."
I thought: "Wouldn't it be proof of heaven's handiwork if she gets out at Seventh to also change over for the D?"
He said it with the accent on the nard.
Dead at forty-three.
Heart.
Heaven was taking a hand in it, all right — except only up to a point it was. Because when she got it to the door, struggling with it and with the baby so piercingly, so pitiably, that it made you want to kill for love, what she said to me was "No" when I said to her "You want for me to come try to help you with it so you can get it down the stairs?"
I'm not telling the whole story.
Tomorrow is June 17th.
That's a little more of the story.
The rest of it is, she said she wasn't going down the stairs, but when I got down them and then looked back up them, then there she was, coming down them and then going right past me on the platform and then going all the way away from me to the end of the platform as far away from me as she could get, all that cargo of her wretchedness notwithstanding.
My wife says, "Who do you think is ever going to look at you looking like this?"
Hey, but guess whose sister the motherfucker was humping when his ticker up and jumped him forty bucks into a one-hundred-dollar hour of friendly family psychotherapy!
Yeah, but lately, lately, what I'd like to know is this: Who has the one validated desperation of my life ever been doing to death for me, no es verdad?

MR. AND MRS. NORTH

"YUH, YUH, YUH."
"Oooo. Uuuu. Uuumach."
This is how they wake up. They wake up vomiting. Actually, it is a little after they wake up that Mr. and Mrs. North commence to first retch, then vomit.
They are not fools.
They know as well as you do the large peril of vomiting in one's sleep. Even in a condition of light sleep, there is the risk of strangulation on some chunk of what gets thrown up from the stomach. The odd bolus of ingestimenta could come skidding back up and lodge-self in some impromptu kink in the food pipe. Even with pillows lifting the head, you're looking for grief if you sleep on your back.
Mr. and Mrs. sleep on their backs. Once abed, this is the posture each pursues throughout the course of the dream-driven night.
They are good sleepers.
They do not vomit until they wake up.
They have separate bathrooms. Mr. and Mrs. use separate bathrooms for the act of vomiting. True, they could both in fact hasten themselves to the nearer bathroom, the one spouse disgorging himself into the sink while the other kneels before the toilet.
Don't ask me why it's not the way they do it.
Perhaps in some families vomiting is a private matter. Or perhaps it is that in this family each of the parties favors the same class of receptacle — Mr. and Mrs. being, after all, husband and wife and therefore alike. Without my speaking of it too descriptively, I take due note that the duration of their relation might have made of them a pair of sink-vomiters or of toilet-vomiters or even of tub-vomiters — vomiters whose practice it would be to vomit into the same style of concavity.

SEE WHAT YOU CAN MAKE OF THIS.
Early in the marriage, mixing bowls were kept at the ready — his on his side, hers on hers — on the floor by their bed. But as the marriage matured, its principals managed to scale certain elevations of self-control — thus making, in the end, the preparation of installing the nearby catch basin superfluous to their needs.
Just as well.
For the bowls were notably unsightly seen squatting there to either side of the bed, where company might spot them when company was taken from the receiving rooms onto a tour of the interior of the Northern family residence.
"What's that?" the alert caller might think to himself — and, getting for his trouble no answer to the unstated but no less tasksome question, presume the offensive and worse.
So the mixing bowls were set aside, and it was a welcome triumph when they were, for now neither Mr. nor Mrs. has to cope with the nuisance of collecting such clumsy utensils from the kitchen night after cantankerous night. Sad to say, they had, in the old days, now and then quarreled on this score, but only on those occasions when they had both already retired for the evening, their having neglected to situate their bowls in place beforehand. First he, then she, or first she, then he, would claim fatigue much too fantastic to undertake the tiring travel all that mileage to the kitchen.
He, for example, would say, "I'm just too spent to do it, my darling," whereupon she would say, "Goes double, my love, for me."
Or sometimes say for me before saying my love.
Yet someone clearly had to, and, in the course of things, much as it was contrary to their temperaments, a fearful disputation would ensue until one or the other relented — which one being neither, as a rule, here neither nor there.
Thankfully, the debate over the mixing bowls became, in its time, a datum of the past. What remained to be ironed out was this — who was to have exclusive use of the nearer bathroom? It was vexation itself, this question. Naturally neither Mr. nor Mrs. proved willing to concede that he was any the less in control of his vomitus. To be sure, it seemed unfair that one or the other of them should have to lose one point to win another. So it fell out between them that it was quite properly the Mr. who ought traipse the greater distance — since this seemed to them the chivalrous, and therefore the more romantical, resolution.
Oh, Mr. North, Mr. North, the fellow insisted he could be happy with this program, and indeed he proved to be — for it pleased him to act in a fashion that promoted his self-esteem, and she, Mrs. North, she, for her part, was happy that her presence created the opportunity for Mr. North to carry out those gestures of courtly conduct consistent with his status as he understood it to rank, a generosity that enhanced her self-esteem inasmuch as she, Mrs. North, she, in effect, was providing for his.

BUT AS TO THE PRESENT, so that you might hear for yourself without hearing overmuch from me.
It ordinarily happens that the spouses greet each other before they start to vomit — a hale, a hearty, "Good morning, dearest," or some such expression of politesse. It might even happen that a number of sentences will have passed between the parties before one or the other of them is seized by the first official squeeze of the incipient spasm.
The following passage is drawn from their jointly reported account.
"Good morning, my dear."
"Good morning to you."
"Sleep well, my sweet?"
"Ever so well, thank you. And you?"
"Oh, fine, thank you. Very well indeed."
"That's good. Good. . good. . goo-uh. Goo-uh! Uh. Yuh! Yuh! Yuh!"
"Uuuu. Uuuuuch!"
"Yuh, yuh, ooyuch, yach!"
"Uuuuuch. Uuuuuch. Ooooowach!"
And so on and so on, a connubial symphony, an achievable excellence, the matchless accord of the seasoned adventure in the monogamy of the over-fed.

LAST DESCENT TO EARTH

MUST BE MY THIRD TIME around this time. Or is one supposed to say round? Not that I am claiming that this is such a lot, just the three tries, and one of them not even plausibly a try yet, not even decently enough of a try so far that I could quit it right here and still get to count it as anything much more than the start of a start of a try at a try. Great Christ Almighty, there used to be a time when one could slog one's way through twenty, thirty, forty of the kind, knocking one's fnocking brains out over some adverb-ridden thing, proud as punch to have turned one's nose up at as many as that many words. Ah, but Great Christ Almighty all over again, my friends, your parts of speech were no big deal back then.
One had words galore.
One had words to burn.
One had to beat them back with a stick.
I myself had words to kill back then, and did away with as many as the country limit allowed.
Oh, there were words to go around back then, and don't let anybody ever tell you any different!
Unless he says round.
That I should have said round.
That actually it's round that would have been the proper way for a proper writer to do it.

MY PAL DENIS SAYS that one of the things which Nietzsche once said was a thing which went roughly along the lines of a saying like this:
"What good did killing God do if grammar still sasses you back?"
Listen, you think anybody ever needs to be told?
Speaking of which — not of Him or of Denis but just of listening — there is this one fellow who is sitting listening to this other fellow in the two earlier times around when I made the two earlier tries at the story which I am fixing to try to tell you for the third time this time now, just like it right this minute now is supposed to be you sitting, please God, listening to me.
Except they're both, those both, on a plane.
On an airplane.
Which airplane has been going around and around over the airport because the airplane can't get in.

IT IS A QUESTION of congestion.
Or of round and around.
You have to have a runway, you have to have clearance, the traffic is terrific, you think it takes a genius to invent such an explanation as this?
Or to tell you how scared to death it is so easy for everyone up in the air for them to get when you have gone from all of the way here to all of the way there but, word to word, the pilot cannot get in?
Save your breath.
Who hasn't himself been through it?
One's belted down into the last seat one's ever going to ever get oneself belted into — while meanwhile the big lunk keeps wallowing the fnock around, no clarification from the fnocking cockpit forthcoming!
So it's no wonder, isn't it?
That you'll talk just to hear yourself talk?
As one of the men on the plane in the story did.
Or did in the story on the plane.

LIKE THIS:
"Would you believe it if I told you I travel with the dead? No, really, it is actually a business, I am with a firm that operates in this business, for when you sometimes have to have somebody with it if there is a casket which is in transit, either because it is a statute that you have to, either because it is probably a state or federal statute that you have to, or because of the airlines themselves enacting it, a regulation which they themselves have deemed enacted, somebody, a ticketed passsenger, traveling with the dead."
Oh, you could look to me to be talking my head off just as frantically as he is if it were I who was strapped in up there next to the fellow we just sat here and heard — what with nothing by way of a word still to come from the people in charge of the circling and still no hint of the first descent to earth.
But I'm down here writing — and going for my third.
Whereas up there in that, up in that airplane, the man next to the man just listens.
Or appears to do.
Not that the fellow talking would anyhow not keep talking because he's so scared.

THIS IS SOME MORE of what, sentence by sentence, the scared man says and then says.
"You have to be bondable."
"What if it's really the wheels?"
"You think what they're doing is just killing the fuel for to keep the conflagration only to a minimum?"

HEY, I KNOW HOW the fnocker feels.
They should really have to tell you. Even when it's just routine, I think they should have to keep issuing updates to you and, you know, reassurances, regularly wising you up as to the fact that you are not just going around and around for no roundabout reason at all or, Great Christ Almighty, around when it should be round.
So what's the story?
Go ahead and try for four?
My pal Denis just took off for Ireland, whereas Nietzsche couldn't sit tight, his flight wouldn't stay put, after Basel.

THE TRAITOR

THEY LOOKED TO ME TO BE TIBETAN or Mongolian or — I don't know, I just want to say it — Burmese. Oh, but this is inexcusable. This is embarrassing. Really, there's not a blessed thing I know about national types like these, about what they're supposed to look like or what you'd call them if you knew. I mean, maybe this couple had actually looked to me mostly like they came from Thailand, but I didn't know how to say it, so I right away gave up on the likelihood because I could see ahead, see the situation of the adjective coming, and knew it would have me stumped frontwards, backwards, sidewards, knew it would have me whipped hands down. Thailander? Thailander can't be right. At least I would not bank on my ever having heard anyone say it — say Thailander. Great day, you'd know it if you'd ever heard anyone say it. But neither can I imagine what you might alternatively say, unless it's Thailandian, which, now that I have actually said it, sounds to me excessively improbable and possibly, to Thailandians, insulting.
You may as well know I once got into some absolutely hopeless trouble over a thing like this — from referring to a certain person by this name rather than by that name. Or it may have been the other way around. Frankly, it was not all that long ago, this misunderstanding. It remains to be proved, in fact, which, if either, were the case — that I misunderstood or was misunderstood. Not that the couple on the subway represented the opportunity for the same sort of confusion. Oh, no, theirs was a confusion of an entirely different sort. I mean, you could see that they were not the kind of people to care a fig for how anyone anywhere might elect to propose a category for them. Or do I mean something simpler and can't say it? But I am a man of action, you see, and not, as you will also see, of words. Although I doubtlessly know more about words than would most persons operating along the lines of the job title I carry with me, me with the Euher and the Thompson to carry it out.
Dropped a stitch back there. Had meant to say that these two — that the man and the woman — that what they looked to me like was as if they had reached what is sometimes called "a higher state."
To be absolutely candid with you, I just don't know how I got us into this Thailandian thing. Actually, the more I let thought attack the question, the more I am willing to favor the notion that they, the couple, were very likely Siberian, by which I mean the man and woman who were sitting across from me on the subway last week. Ah, but I forget, I forget — so bundled up against the cold they were, not on your life could they really have been Siberian. Unless, of course, I am making the mistake of believing where you come from has something visibly to do with how you react to what the temperature is where you go to. On the other hand, who is to say one hasn't come to us from Siberian parentage but was nonetheless native to somewhere where one might have grown up warm?
Except they didn't look that way. Not to me, at least. To me, they looked like people who had got used to getting on in measureless abominableness and then had got unused to it. You know what they looked to me like? They looked to me like chumps who were sitting on a subway freezing in New York.
Siberia.
I take it back.
What could I conceivably know about Siberia?
Didn't I say they were sitting right across from me? Because it was actually at a little angle from me that they were sitting — since these were the days when the end of a car on the Lexington line had these two two-seater affairs that were not exactly opposite each other but were sort of, you know, jogged off from each other at a little slant. Anyhow, the picture I'm trying to get painted is it's them on one side and it's me on the other side, whereas as for the rest of the car — believe it or not, because I don't have to tell you, it's not every day it's empty, empty, empty, not one other — hey! — dead soul riding the knife.
Not leastways on this here particular snag of it — and ain't this the darnedest?
Well, face it, we tighten it down, it gets tightened down. But can you beat it? From when they get on at Eighty-sixth Street to when she gets off without him at Forty-second, there is nobody but nobody aboard but I and they — aboard, that is.
Or is it them and me?
Now this is the whole point of my telling you all of this in the first place, which is that they, the couple, didn't. I mean, get off the train in each other's company. And not only this, but this other this— which is that he, the Siberian fellow, he tricked her into it — actually faked her out, by hook and by crook gets her off onto the platform and then cuts back into the car without her.
But, damn, with me in it, right?
No, I'm not doing this anywhere near the way I should be. I'm talking and I'm talking — but you do not know what in tarnation that's going on, and couldn't possibly, could you?
I am starting again.
Here is the whole thing from the start of it again.
I said they got on at Eighty-sixth?
No, no, it is I who gets on at Eighty-sixth.
This is my practice — get on where I have to get on — the Lexington line, the Broadway line, here, there, wherever they send me, everywhere in the city. But what should instantly give me away to you the morning I am reporting to you on is that it is swept clean of people, the car that I get aboard on — except for them, of course — if they, the couple, were in fact already on it — the Siberians, the Thailanders, the Mongolians — you know, the whatever — huddled together in one of the two-seater affairs down at, or up at, one end of the car — a man and a woman — this is guesswork, of course — who I am guessing must be in their seventies at least — just little disks of faces to guess from, that's how hooded they are with scarves and caps, these weird foreign-seeming wrappings. So it is not just the eyes which gives you the Asian notion, not just the bones around the eyes, but also the bandaged effect that gets imparted to the head when these people are looking to get cranked up with some ceremony or something, or seek protection from the loosey-goosey elements. As in the elemental.
No, that's off.
Does not make any sense, neither.
Oh, Lord, I am really getting out of my depth with this. It's just you turn on the TV and what do you see but Tokyo, Seoul, Taipei, whole columns of them shoulder-to-shoulder, kids, these legions of kids, brats always up in fucking arms over this or that, their noggins all done up with this ad hoc crap on them, the whole street chuggyjammed with them doing this slow goofy sort of creepy Bangkokian conga-like line.
So this is probably why I almost thought that, actually. Namely, almost thought they might both be Cong or Jap or Viet like, except he was such a tall bugger, six-three, if I am any judge, whereas as she was a good one, too — old woman, I mean — every inch of her as tall as she had to be, and maybe then some on top of that. Not that I ever was standing when either of them was. Not that any of what I am saying to you is anything but a guess. But you couldn't have thought about it anymore than I was thinking about it, even saying to myself, "Make up your mind, guy," meaning I should make up my mind what kind of height I was involved with because I already knew I might have to later on get written some writing about it — a report, at least — and now look, this is just what I am doing, isn't it? — sitting here and getting like debriefed. But so what if she wasn't, and if he wasn't, either? I mean, even if the both of them put together weren't enough to make up even a Maltese dwarf, does this mean it don't count?
Or, okay, doesn't.

IT IS NOT OUT OF THE QUESTION, the truth.
Wasn't there something somewhere in my reading, something I read somewhere where there is this region of the Orient where the people are positively tremendous?
But maybe I didn't read it. Maybe it was in a movie when it was raining and the whole school had to stay inside and couldn't have recess. You know, the climate and the crops and the trade routes of somewhere, setting aside the enormous size of certain of its citizens. Or maybe we were doing a class project on cotton, and it was maybe the year of the adjective, wasn't it? Which reminds me to tell you I am not dumb. I promise you, I am more than competent in speaking to the distinction between that which is merely morphologically adjectival and that which is instead, or which is as well, chiefly syntactically thus.
Unless you forgot.
I mean, about back there where I was giving the appearance of being flummoxed as to what you transmute Thailand to when you want to say, "I think they both were. ."
Wait.
When you say, "The man was Mongolian," you replicate the form but not the function exhibited in "The man was a Mongolian."
But I imagine you have gone and forgotten all this. Ah, God, one offers speculations and, once offered, forgets one's own offerings, or speculations. Takes a position and, betaken'd, betrays it.
Man.
My, my — man.
Sorry.
Really.
Been farting around for altogether too long now. You've got me dead to rights — just another two-fisted action type knocking his three-rounder brains out to come across as a powerhouse of thought.
Meant transform, not transmute.

IT'S SO HARD.
You shouldn't have to know anything to do something. I mean, it doesn't seem fair, does it? But isn't this how the setup is: know-how, smarts, skilled labor? — fellows like me, nothing unwitting, nothing nonpredictable? Ah, it's all such a lousy deal, start off with things which couldn't be simpler, and before you know it, what?
The answer is you're beating your way upstream against great torrents of shit, complexities you never had the gray matter to create. Thought you were just doing arithmetic, yes? Whereas, Jesus, if you're not Boltzmann, you might as well give up, keep tropical fish, go sign on with the Pentagon instead.
I saw them.
The car was empty.
I tell you, it was the coldest of damnable days! It was New York and there was an icicle up my ass — and them, they — they looked so warm together — they looked like Eskimos together, the dopes, they looked so toughly snuggly with each other, so hardened from, so hardened by, events.
No assumings.
Fact.
Because you realize I am sitting in the seat that is almost exactly facing theirs? The whole car to choose from, check — but let us not forget the noun to know me by — why I was there then, why I am here now.
You'd look at me and see a fellow who does not look to you like anything — a big man in a big coat.
Lots of room in it for everything.
Oh, you bet, they could have been Aleutians.
They had to be something.
Did they not have things? He had in his pocket these folded-up papers and he kept getting them out and scribbling shit on them — not words, of course, but numerals, I think, or symbols from applications we keep warning these people they have no effing business messing with. Integrations, disequilibriums — things, didn't I say things? But, all right, this is not my sphere, and wouldn't I be the first to admit it?
On the other hand, just don't think I couldn't see the skunk acting as if he were up to something big — reaching for some elusive result, putting on like some fucking Taiwani or something, like some Taiwanese whizbang, like some trafficker in new methodologies feeling his way heurism by heurism?
You got a beef with it, pal—heurism?
Oh, you know, you know — so absorbed he seemed, so thoroughly insulated, so isolated — I don't know — so innoculated from things, the old broad meanwhile nattering away at him, all jabber-jabber without letup or surcease — get napkins, get ketchup, aren't we all out of mayo? Or so I was made to make a theorization— because who could fucking hear? And even if I could have, wouldn't it've been in Singaporese?
Or what is it, Singapo?
Oh, yes — Wu, Dr. Wu, this is who is at the bottom of all of this, big shot sitting over there working out cosmological models in exponents of ten, this Mrs. Wu of his going on at him and on at him, get this, Wen Lung, get that, Wen Lung, him looking at her like he's not listening to the lyrics but only to the tune — all out of eggs, all out of bread, don't forget eggs, don't forget bread!
I'll tell you the truth. It wasn't that many minutes between the time I got on and he got her to get off, but it was enough of them for me to make all of this up. You know, Dirac, Besso, Lorentz, and good old Wen Lung Wu, the stinking turncoat humping it on down to the U.N. with whatever he's got going on down there in the language of Hwei.
And doesn't Wennie know it?
Can't old Wennie see?
Can't anybody put two and two together and tell it's three more pages to the end? Hey, who can't figure it that somewhere between here and Forty-second. . except how do you get out of this, declaratively or interrogatively? Well, it was all imperative the instant the loose-coated hooligan had got himself all aboard, confederates having cleared away all prior jussivities, confederates having closed off all escape, confederates having screwed down the hatches, having prepared all preparable matters, spot-cleaned the setting for the pointshooter, made way for the ace eraser. So what, then, is left for it but for to put the best face on it and for them to huddle in some version of an Asian-ish cuddle? Or vice versa. The scoundrels!
Ah, Christ, I hear her say, "Clorox, get Clorox, don't forget, make a note," and him, he writes OQ2=t2x2-y2yz2 and thinks, "Good-bye, my love — good-bye!"

BUT AS I ALREADY TOLD YOU, the old fraud faked her out at Forty-second. I mean, if he had meant to get rid of her, then this is just what he did — got her off without him, got her good and off and well out of harm's you-know-what without him.
Oh, the old sly-sides!
I tell you, these people with their eyes, they are not for one instant to be trusted. Why, the rascal, he leapt up with a great start as we drew into the station — fairly leapt, or leaped, I say — as if to say, "Good heavens, Mrs. Wu, your hubby appears to have been incalculably distracted, preoccupied beyond all fathoming — mercy sakes, dear lady, darned near made us miss our station — let us hasten, sweet helpmeet, let us take ourselves away."
Oh, the dickens, the dirty dickens!
But see it as I, your patriot, saw it — the old reprobate flinging himself at the doors and she, the poor dear, staggering after — so completely bewildered, taken so completely unawares — plunging blindly after, bad on her ancient feet, blisters rupturing I don't doubt, corns, spurs, calluses, great horny bunions — totally but totally disoriented, not to mention so helplessly overcome by such an absolute riot of agonies — but nevertheless making her way just well enough, gaining on her hubby just gainingly enough, while he, the devilish four-flusher, he executes the adroitest of pivots — and all with such gallantry, with the very sheerest of chivalries, as in "Ladies first, ladies first — my very dearest lady of the realm."
Well, you know what I say?
I say he said, "Radies first," okay?
Her safe from me on the platform, him unsafe with me on the train, the whole shebang still of no more than just the two of us moving again, hellbent for Thirty-third.

BUT TO BE ABSOLUTELY EVENHANDED, I'll say this for him — which is this — the scamp actually winked at me once the doors had shut her away from me and off we went again, off, off, clattering clangingly along again on our deadly underworld way.
By thunder, the knave, see him sitting back down in the same seat when he lets me have it — nicks his eye at me, like gunfire, just this once—pow! Then screws out his folded-up papers, this little stubby nub of a pencil of his, making, for my money, a great faking show of the thing, the filthy fucking Chink.
Oh, let's not beat around the bush, the yig was Writing Secret Stuff— isn't it high time everybody quits all this shit and says what he thinks he means?
But here's the thing — which was he, doing what he did? — villainous traitor or villainous savior?
Because you can see how it could go either way, answer either claim.
At any rate, it was a local, as I said.
Or if I didn't say it — hadn't! — then I just did.
Forget it.
What we have to deal with is its next being Thirty-third. This means — go ahead and count them off for yourself — nine to get the Euher out and get the Thompson on, nine to get the Thompson on and fire once, nine to have fired once and get the Thompson off, nine to do what page 217 is waiting for you to do and then to get everything back up back in again up in under your coat.
Which is biggish for you, and loose.
A part of speech — oh, Christ!

SPELL BEREAVEMENT

MY SISTER SAYS, "It's Daddy. It's about Daddy."
My mother gets on and says, "Don't cry. He will be all right. Please God in heaven, God is taking him into his loving embrace right this very minute and that the man will be all right."
My sister gets back on and says, "Daddy just went a little while ago. Daddy is gone."
My mother gets on and says, "I can't talk. You think I can talk? Don't make me talk."
My sister gets back on and says, "So make up your mind, are you coming or not?"
My mother gets on and says, "No one could begin to tell you. You turn around and the man is gone."
My sister gets on and says, "We have to have your answer. So which is it, are you coming or not?"
My mother gets on and says, "Like that." My mother says, "Just like that." My mother says, "You couldn't believe it." My mother says, "I couldn't believe it." My mother says, "You blink an eye and that's that." My mother says, "Did you hear me, were you listening to me?" My mother says, "You blink an eye and it's goodbye and good luck."
My sister gets back on and says, "Now is when you have to decide. Not next year, not tomorrow, not after we hang up. Do you understand what I am saying to you? I am saying now, make up your mind right this minute now while we are sitting here talking to you because we do not have all day to wait around for you for you to decide."
My mother says, "There wasn't an instant when I didn't expect it, not for years was there a single instant when I didn't expect it. But you think it still didn't come to me as a surprise? I want you to know something — it came to me as a surprise. I can't breathe, that's how much it came to me as a surprise."
My sister gets on and says, "Do you realize we have to make plans? So what are we supposed to do if we don't know how to plan because we don't know if we're supposed to plan for you to come down or not?" My sister says, "Be reasonable for once in your life and tell me do we plan for you to come or do we go ahead and not make plans?"
My mother says, "My head never once touched the pillow when I didn't expect to wake up with the unmentionable staring me right in the face." My mother says, "I want you to hear me say something — all of my life with that man I had to sleep with one eye open." My mother says, "Did you hear me say that? Did you hear what I said?" My mother says, "Please God that God is listening, because I as the man's wife never got a moment's rest."
My sister says, "Make up your mind. Are you making up your mind? Here, speak to Mother, tell Mother. Mother wants to know if your mind is made up."
My mother gets back on and says, "Talk to your sister. I can't talk."
My sister says, "So is it yes or is it no?"
My mother says, "The man was my husband. For going on sixty years next month, the man was my husband. So were you listening to what I said to you, almost sixty years next month?"
My sister says, "Is it the fare? You need us to help you with the fare?"
My mother says, "You don't have the money to come to your own father when he is dead?"
My sister gets on and says, "We have to make arrangements. We have to make calls."
My mother says, "Do you know what it costs to call from Miami to New York? Do you want for me to tell you what it costs for somebody to call from Miami to New York? Do you think they give you free calls when somebody is dead and you are calling from Miami to New York?"
My sister gets on and says, "Look, no one is saying that this isn't just as much of a blow to you as it is to us. But we can't just sit here and wait all day for you to tell us what, if anything, you are going to decide to do. So once and for all, yes or no, you are coming or not?"
My mother gets back on and says, "Let me make one tiny little suggestion very clear to you — where there is a will, there is a way."
My sister says, "Let bygones be bygones — just say yes or just say no and whichever it is you feel you have to say, we give you our absolute assurance that we will do our very best to completely understand."
My mother says, "Talk to your sister. Your sister's listening to you. Try to make sense."
My sister says, "Don't tell me. Tell your mother. Your mother has a right to hear you express yourself as honestly as you can."
My mother says, "Take this, take this — I don't want to touch it — I can't even breathe yet, let alone pick up a telephone and talk."
My sister says, "You're making her sick. I already gave her a pill and now you are making your mother sick." My sister says, "I'm telling you, the woman has taken all she can take." My sister says, "If I could afford it, you know what?" My sister says, "If I had the wherewithal to do it, if I had the money lying around to do it, you know what?" My sister says, "I would run get a doctor for her even if I had to beg, borrow, and steal to do it for her because the woman should be given a good once-over by a good doctor, hopefully a specialist who is absolutely top-notch." My sister says, "But thank God the woman doesn't need it." My sister says, "Thank God the woman has the strength of a horse." My sister says, "God love her, an ox, a horse."
My mother says, "All his life the man was not a big earner, not a big money-maker. But you know something? The man was good."
My sister says, "Let's be sensible. Let's bury the hatchet and work things out together. Do we plan for you to come down or do we not plan for you to come down? Give me a simple yes or no and we will know how to conduct our affairs after we have to hang up."
My mother says, "I am here to tell you, the man never made a fortune, but you cannot say the man was not too good for his own good."
My sister says, "I don't know how the woman is still standing on her feet. Don't torment her with this. Don't you know that you are tormenting her with this? Stop tormenting your mother."
My mother says, "The man was too good. But do they give you a medal for being too good? Listen to what I am telling you, your father was too good. The man was goodness itself. You know what your father was? Your father was too good for this world, this is what your father was."
My sister says, "I want you to know that I am getting ready to wash my hands of this." My sister says, "Are you waiting for me to hang up?" My sister says, "Is this what you are waiting for, are you just sitting there waiting for us to hang up? Because if you want me to get off, believe me, I can get off."
My mother gets back on and says, "The man was a saint." She says, "Listen to what I said to you, did you hear what I said to you?" My mother says, "Ask anyone — a living saint."
My sister gets back on and says, "No one is saying this is easy for you. Do you think it is easy for me? But things do not get done without plans being made, and things have to get done within no time at all, do you hear?" My sister says, "I have to make certain calls. People have to be called. I am trying to call people and get things taken care of without causing Mother any undue excitement or any additional upset." My sister says, "Consider your mother's health. The woman is not young. The woman is totally devoid of any reserves of energy to draw from should, God forbid, worst come to worst. So don't make worst come to worst. Try to appreciate the fact that the woman is at her wit's end. The woman has not one more shred of energy left over for anymore of your crap. So do I make myself clear? Or do I have to spell this out for you what I am saying to you when I say eighty-eight? Do I have to tell you what your mother has already been through today and she only just an hour ago woke up? So are we going to get your answer or are we going to have to scream ourselves hoarse? Because all your mother wants to know is if she and I are supposed to expect you to come down here or if we are not. So are we or aren't we? Or is it your instruction to us that we are to go ahead and plan your own father's memorial service without his beloved son being in prominent attendance? Is that what your instructions are?"
My mother says, "You don't have to do me any favors. You do not have to do anybody any favors. Do as you please. If you want to come, come — if you don't want to come, don't come — the world will go on very nicely with or without you. Your father does not require your presence if it is too big of a bother for you to come to the man when he really needs for you to be here in attendance here when he's dead."
My sister gets back on and says, "Is he listening to us? Is Mr. Stuck-up listening to us?"
My mother says, "It is not a necessity. There is no necessity. If you can't make it, you can't make it. Not everybody in the world can always be expected to just drop everything and run. I promise you, it is no disrespect if you couldn't make it. No one would accuse you of nothing. Your father would not accuse you of nothing. Your father would be the first person to tell you to do what you have to do if it is a question of prior business making a prior claim on you which couldn't be avoided at any cost. If it's business, don't give it a second thought. So which is it, business or not business? Because if it is business, then it's all well and good. Believe me, your father would be the first one to go along with the fact that not everybody has a situation where they can afford just at the drop of a hat to take time off from their business, come rain or come shine."
My sister says, "If it's the money, then maybe Mother can get you something out of savings and reimburse you when you get down here for whatever you had to lay out for it out of your own pocket. So talk to Mother, tell her what your situation is, tell her what you have in mind, make a clean breast of it with her and get it out on the table with her and I am sure a solution can be found and it will all work out. But if all it is is the ticket down and the ticket back, you could see who maybe has a special on right now for night flights if you left sometime tonight. So why don't you maybe call up around town and get the best price and then call us right back?"
My mother gets back on and says, "The man only wanted the best for his family." My mother says, "The man's every waking thought was for no one but his family." My mother says, "The man could never do enough for his family." My mother says, "The man never wanted one thing for anyone but his family." My mother says, "His family's happiness, this alone is what gave the man life." My mother says, "Wait a minute — not his family's happiness, but your happiness — yours, you, the professor, the poet, his darling, the cherished one, the son."
My sister says, "This has gone on long enough. I am not asking again. Yes or no? Either answer the question or forget about it, because I am hanging up."
My mother says, "It is no crime if you cannot come. No one is going to say that there should be a finger pointed at you if you cannot come. You come or you do not come, you only have to think it through and suit yourself."
My sister gets back on and says, "Don't kid yourself, it is a crime, it is a sin, it makes me sick to be his sister."
My mother gets back on and says, "I am just trying to think what would make the most sense for all parties and plus also for all persons concerned."
My sister gets back on and says, "Drop dead. He should do everybody a favor and drop dead. Did you hear what I just said to you? He makes me sick."
My mother gets back on and says, "Be nice. Children, do you hear me? Don't fight."
My sister says, "I am giving you one more chance." My sister says, "Do you want another chance?" My sister says, "As God is my witness, this is your last chance."
My mother says, "He's listening, he's listening." My mother says, "Don't worry, he's listening." My mother says, "Talk turkey to him, tell him what the situation is."
My sister says, "Your mother wants to hear your voice. Try to act like a human being. Is it possible for you to act like a human being? Let the woman hear your voice."
My mother says, "Talk to me, darling. I am listening, darling. Let me hear my darling talk."
My sister says, "Let him go ahead and drop dead. Stop begging him. Stop babying him. Stop pampering him. You know what would serve him right? If he hung up the phone and dropped dead, this would serve him right!"
My mother says to me, "Your father loved you like life itself." My mother says to me, "You know what your mother is saying to you when she says to you that your father loved you like life itself?"
My mother says to me, "Speak to me, sweetheart."
My mother says to me, "Talk to me, sweetheart."
My mother says to me, "Tell your mother what it is which is in her sonny boy's heart of hearts."

WHAT IS IN MY HEART of hearts?
There are not people in my heart of hearts.
There are just sentences in my heart of hearts.
So what was I to say to them?
Not to the locutions of discourse.
But to my mother and my sister.
Because I really honestly do not think there was any way for me to say to them why it was I was not answering what they said.
I mean, hey, let's not be ridiculous.
Because you can't just turn around and say to people — good God, not to your own most beloved loved — that you are too frantic to talk, that you are too frantic to think, that you are too frantic to pay anyone any attention, lest you fail to have made room in your heart for every word as word.

THE PROBLEM OF THE PREFACE

THIS IS A STORY ABOUT A MAN who was done in by a story, and by that, by done in, it is meant killed, done away with, finished, done for — all that. It is a very straightforward affair from its start to its end, the only question being this — is it, was it, made up? Oh, but no, no, no — the question is not whether this story is made up, but whether that one was, that one being the one our victim was dispatched by, for it was — and here is the nastiest spicule in the whole sorry business — a story he himself was the one who had told every chance he got.
And had he not?
But tell it he did, and over and over.
As we ourselves shall now have to do, to offer — wouldn't you know it? — the effect of effecting something, lest elsewise look inert for having not done so.
Behold.
This is the story the dead fellow was, true or false, both the origin of and the context for.

HE SAID JELLY APPLES were coming around and that he hurried to his father to get the money for one and that no sooner did he have the jelly apple and did bite of it then, lo, he set to choking his last upon it, but along came his brother who happened to notice and who got him by the belt and who hiked him up by the belt and who turned him over by the belt and who held him upside-down and who shook him good and proper, such shakings that what had got itself stuck down inside of him came right back up and fell back out of him, such that, by heaven, there our father was, restored to himself and right as any rain and thus a creature who was loving forever everlastingly of his brother.
Never mind this latter's fate.

OR MAYBE HE'D CHANGE his tune and tell it like this — say somebody was coming with jelly apples, so he went and told his father about it and his father said there would always be somebody coming who was going to be coming with something, that if they would not be coming with one thing, then that they were going to be coming with another thing, that there was not anything which they were ever going to be coming with which was not going to cost somebody some money, but that, no, no, the father would not be a father ever to deny any son something, least of all savvy and candied nutrition.

BUT IT ALL WORKED OUT to be the same story, anyway — one bite and the boy was choking to death on whatever he had bitten into — take your pick — sour ball, hot peanut, jelly apple. Whereupon, here comes the brother to come happening along and thereupon to see what lethally gives, so that the brother takes the brother by the belt and yanks the brother up and turns the brother over and holds our father upside-down, et cetera, et cetera, such that whatever it was that had got in him gets knocked loose and comes back up out of him and he is breathing again and is among the living again, even if the whole deal is hokum, hokum, cock-and-bull.

ANYWAY, THIS IS THE STORY the dead man told.
Or that was.
But what else could it do but get him killed?
For the storyteller told the story to his children — who just could not wait to grow up enough for them to get strong enough for them to accomplish the same saving feat that had been so robustly extolled of, who just could not wait for them to be ready enough for when their father would start choking enough, which eventually — as it will with any of us — the father regrettably, but not all that excessively, in the event did.
Oh boy oh boy oh boy!
From the children's point of view, it was all for love, whereas from the viewpoint of the father, death was no more than the cost of the narrative endeavor paid out to the end of its aboriginal course. Yet whichever ornament you choose to adorn the humbug of the text with, the fact is the kids managed to get the old man head over heels, all right, but then, upended, the kidder slipped loose and cracked something pretty critical, a stiletto of neck bone thence—oh, shit! — stabbing its way up into the back of a drastically literal brain.

LEOPARD IN A TEMPLE

LOOK, LET'S MAKE IT SHORT AND SWEET. Who anymore doesn't go crazy from overtures, from fanfares, from preambles, from preliminaries? So, okay, so here is the thing — so this is my Kafka story, fine and dandy. Actually, it is going to be my against-Kafka story. Because what I notice is you have to have a Kafka story one way or the other. So this is going to be my Kafka story, only it is going to be a story which is against Kafka. Which is different from being a story against Kafka's stories, although I could see myself probably producing a story against those, too, if I ever went back and took another look at any of the preservations of them.
I'm not interested.
It's exclusively the man himself which I am incompetent to be uninterested in.
But not to the extent you would get me to give you two cents for this person even if he were made of money, which is what I understand the man in his lifetime was.
I'll tell you about lifetimes.
I have a creature here who is a kindergartner, so right there this takes care of lifetimes. Whereas I don't have to tell you what Kafka got was nafkelehs.
You say this Kafka knew a lot. But show me where it says he knew from doily-cutters.
Or even what cutters were who didn't work in paper.
Take my dad, for the most convenient comparison.
The man couldn't make a go of it in business.
In other words, so far as his fortunes went, if dry goods were hot, then he was in wet ones.
But who has the energy for so much history?
Kafka, on the other hand, the louse didn't even know the meaning of the word idle, that's how fast the fellow sat himself down to write his father a letter. But let me ask you something. You want to read to me from the book where it says this letter-writer ever had the gall to ever say as much as even boo to his mother?
Save your breath.
I am not uninformed as to the character of the heretofore aforementioned author.
Pay attention — we are talking about a son who could not wait to stab the son of a butcher in the back — but where is it on exhibit that this Kafka Shmafka ever had the stomach to split an infinitive in his own language?
Now take me and my mother, to give you two horses of a different color.
You know what?
We neither of us ever had one.
Or even a pony they came and rented you for the itinerant photographer to make a seated portrait.
You see what I am saying to you? Because I am saying to you nothing is out-of-bounds so far as I myself personally in my own mind as a mental thought am concerned — unless it is something which is so dead and buried I have got nothing to gain from unearthing it, which she, the old horseless thing, doesn't happen, as an historical detail, happen to be yet.
But Kafka, so how come wherever you turn, it's Kafka, Kafka? — just because, brushing his teeth, the man could not help himself, even the toothbrush alone could make this genius vomit.
You know what I say?
I say this Kafka had it too good already, a citizen in good standing in the Kingdom of Bohemia, whereas guess who gets to live out his unpony'd life in the United States of a certain unprincely America!
In a mixed building yet.
In yet even an apartment which is also mixed also.
With a kindergartner — who is meanwhile, by the way, looking to me not just like the bug he looked to me like when he came into this world but also more and more like he is turning into a human being who could turn big and normal and dangerous.
You want to hear something?
In kindergarten, they teach reading already. So the teacher makes them make a doily and then lay it down over some Kafka and recite through the holes to her.
This day and age!
These modern times!
Listen, I also had the experience of waking up in my room once, and guess what.
Because the answer is I was still no different.
From head to toe, I had to look at every ordinary inch of what I had taken to bed with me.
Hey, you want to hear something?
I was unmetamorphosed!
You look like I look, you think you get a Felice? Because the answer is that you do not even get a Phyllis!
Fee-Lee-Chay.
"Oh, Feeleechay, my ancestor is a barbarian, a philistine, a businessman — so lose not a moment, my pretty, if you are for the Virtual, if for the Infinite, then quick, quick, then with all swiftiness suck my dick!"
But, to be fair, my mother used to say Klee-Yon-Tell.
Still does, I bet.
You know what I bet?
I bet if I ever could get my mother on the telephone, you know what she would say to me? The woman would say to me, "Sweetheart, you should come down here to visit me down here because they cater down here to the finest kleeyontell."
One time I went to call her up once, went to look for her number once, but never did it, never did.
Had to scream bloody murder in my office instead.
Hate to admit it, but I did.
Boy oh boy, was it a scream.
From flipping around the Rolodex cards and then from spotting what was on her card when the flipped-around cards fell open to hers.
You know what I say?
Who wishes the man ill?
But I would nevertheless like to see him wake up to what I wake up to.
Just once.
Forget it.
The rogue was small potatoes.
My dad lived through fifty years as a cutter in girls' coats, whereas Kafka, the sissy could not even shape up and live through his own life.
But why argue?
Where's the percentage?
It wasn't a cockroach on my mother's card.
It was just a very groggy earwig instead.

THE HILT

OH, THE PLEASURE SOLOVEI took in the manner of Shea's death, never mind that it was a suicide and Shea the very paradigm of what Solovei could not but help but helplessly think of whenever he, Solovei, had thought to set himself the meditation of what it must be to be the very gentile — oh so very big-boned, so very large-boned, heavy-boned, long and broad in all the central categories, the blithe inventor of every blocky declension, the very thing of this actual life most actually lived.
And never mind that Solovei loved Shea.
Solovei loved Shea's death more.
Could not keep himself from telling everyone.
"You hear about poor Shea? Poor devil drove himself off a fucking cliff. Took his car out and went poking up along the coast and found himself the scenic view that must have looked to him to be oceanic enough and then sailed the sonofabitch right off."
Or so the story went.
The story that had been carried cross-country to Solovei by those who had still been keeping company with Shea right up until Shea's finale.
Not that Solovei and Shea had ever had a falling out. Just that Solovei had come to arrive at a time in his life when it was more and more seeming to him to be necessary for him to keep himself more and more to his own small experience. This is why when Solovei told everyone about poor Shea, it was via the telephone that Solovei would pass along the news.
It made him ashamed.
"Hello?"
"Hi, this is Solovei."
"I'm calling about Shea."
"You remember, my old buddy Shea — big guy? Great big happy bastard, great big cheerful happy chap, with this sort of what you might call this indomitably red or reddish or reddish-colored hair?"
"Anyway, I just got this call from the other side of creation and you'll never guess what."
It seemed to Solovei nothing short of a veritable show of heroics in himself that he could keep telephoning the word around when here it kept making the fellow feel so horribly ashamed of himself for him to be doing it.
"Ah, God, the fierceness it must have taken in him for him to have taken hold of that goddamn wheel."
And so saying, have a vision of the hands of his friend Shea — great hams of hands, as Solovei understood these gentiles in these matters to say.
Meaty.
Big-freckled.
Letting go and gripping elsewise and then yanking your mind that long, clattering, blazing, disastrous way.
Jesus Christ.
The fucking savagery of Shea!
To which she said, "Oh, it is certainly not a question of living or of dying but only of the hilt."
Solovei did not get this.
He said, "Hilt?"
She said, "Why it has got its teeth so obstinately into you like this, Shea's doing away with himself — the fact that, like his life, how he did it was up to the hilt."
"Oh," Solovei said.
"Yes, of course," Solovei said.
"I see," Solovei said.
"Yes, I suppose so," Solovei said.
And knew his interlocutor had uncovered the truth.
She.
Her.
One of the ones Solovei had stopped feeling the necessity of keeping up with when he had started feeling the necessity of slowing down for himself.
"Come on over and we'll fuck," she said.
"You're spooked," she said.
"It'll get you unspooked," she said.
"Come fuck," she said.
"Maybe sometime soon," Solovei said, and then, with terror in his heart, hung up.

AS FOR WHAT IS LEFT of the story, Solovei never did manage to have his little visit with her but did have, some months thereafterward, a dream in which he had set out to have it, the visit, and in it saw himself in his motor-car motoring along the highway to her house, whereupon suddenly also saw — that is, the Solovei sleeping saw the Solovei driving — suddenly also saw himself having to perform an amazing sequence of unimaginably shrewd maneuvers to elude the enormous truck that had so abruptly been revealed to be bearing down so brutally down upon Solovei from Solovei's blind side, which was both, in his dream, of Solovei's sides.
Solovei could even hear himself already telephoning all of the friends he used to have.
"Hi."
"It's me."
"It's Solovei."
"I was on my way over to see Shea's old wife."
"I had the car out, just to pay a condolence call, and couldn't have conceivably have been driving more cautiously, when out of the blue there is all of a sudden right out of blue this gigantic fucking truck."
"Anyway, it's a miracle, the stunts I could all of a sudden so incredibly do — the steering, the brakes — my reliable, my viciously reliable, my God, mind."

MY TRUE STORY

MYRNA, LINDA, LILY, JANICE, SHIRLEY, Phoebe, Barbie, Barbara, Sylvia, Marilyn, Elaine, Georgia, Iris, Natalie, Patty, Joyce, Binnie, Velma, Molly, Mrs. Shea, Lucille, Marie, Maria, Valerie, Barbara, Grace, Stephanie, Caroline, Tina, Eliza, Edwina, Evelyn, Edna, Joanna, Jeanne, Janet, Enid, Edith, Laurella, Lorrie, Lorraine, Myra, Emily, Kate, Cathy, Constance, Hedy, Heidi, Barbara, Katrina, Denise, Josephina, Carolyn, Cousin Lettie, Leslie, Lettie, Barbara, Geraldine, Theodora, Patricia, Lena, Lena's sister, Felicia, Emmie, Effie, Ellie, Nettie, Nancy, Blissie, Nell, Nellie, Lilly, Nora, Barbara, Lillian, Helen, Helene, Mrs. Rose, Joy, Ann, Nan, Jan, Deb, Sue, Barbie, Susannah, Suzanne, Mary, Barbara, Barbara, Barbara, Martha, Sheila, Sheilah, Deirdre, Barbara, Cynthia, Cindy, Belle, Betty, Belinda, Bertha, Bettina, Barbie, Betsy, Blossom, Brenda, Brigette, Bronwen, Bessie, Barbara, Barbara, Barbie, Barbara, Barbara.
There have been buckets more than these, of course. But it would be indecent of me for me to list beyond the last name listed. It is sufficient to say I proved to exhibit an exorbitant fondness for the name Barbara and that I finally offered marriage to a person whose name was concludingly thus.
She accepted.
We were wed.
Have lived blissfully ever since.
O Bliss!
Have been joyful ever since.
O Joy!
This heart is overflowing.
O Accepta!
O Wedda!
O, hoshana in the highest!
HOSHANA?

BALZANO & SON

I EXPECT THAT IT IS NECESSARY for me to tell you the true story of my father's shoes — for I have so often told — if not you, then others — such false stories of my father's shoes, sometimes claiming for my father's shoes some sort of formal irregularity that would enforce the thought of there being a certain abnormality of the feet my father had.
But there was nothing exceptional about my father's feet. My father's feet were perfectly routine feet. My own feet seem to me no different from my father's feet, and my feet are — can I not see my feet as they are? — entirely routine.
Ah, but here I am, already cheating.
I mean, it is shoes, my father's shoes, that I have been inviting you to prepare yourself to hear me tell the truth of, not the feet my father fitted into his shoes.
The firm of Balzano & Son made them, made all of them, dozens of them for each of the four seasons and for all of their uses, all with the maker's mark worked somewhere cunning into the buttery lining of each shoe's interior, Balzano & Son in the left shoe, Balzano & Son in the right shoe, and for each Balzano & Son shoe there would be a bespoke Balzano & Son shoe tree, each rubbed contour a vortical conjugation in wood grain, all formed to fit the exact form of each shoe exactly, this foot, that foot, it too, each shoe tree too, declaring its demand to argue for the theory of its provenance, the name Balzano & Son burnt into each layered grip of each shoe tree, into the grip of the left one and into the grip of the right one, Balzano & Son in the grip of the left one, Balzano & Son in the grip of the right one.
But where is the truth in any of this?
I cannot prove Balzano and his son were not liars.
Who is to say what Balzano's name was before it was Balzano? And the son, what of him? Great Jesus, who's to say the fellow wasn't adopted?
Fellow!
Why fellow?
How fellow?
This Balzano, could not the swindler have elected to change a sex or make an offspring up!
No, I cannot tell you the true story of my father's shoes. I withdraw the statement of my ambition to do so. It was foolish to have boasted of such a project. Such a project is not projectable. Indeed, it may even be that I cannot tell you anything true of anything, save — irrelevantly — to remark that when he succumbed — I mean, of course, my father — I came to have his wristwatch and that it is an Audemars Piguet wristwatch and that it is said to be possessed of such properties as to fetch — appraiser after appraiser so stated to me when I took the object around to them to make my aggrieved inquiries — just shy of $18,000.
Oh, but no again!
I just thought of something.
With respect to my father's shoes, it just this instant occurred to me that there is a little tale I might disclose to you and which could at least have the look of verifiability enough.
This:
That I would take a very good square of flannel to my father's shoe closet to take the dust from the shoes therein, this to show the sign of my devotion to him.
After school and before he came home.
Undoing all of the laces to a depth of three sets of eyelets so as to enhance my labor's not going without the small prospect of being at least a little noticed.
It exhausted me, and exhausted it — the playtime of my childhood — this activity of my youth.
Hours, so many hours.
I suppose.
It does not please me that I lost them.
So do not ask me what time it is.
He is dead and I will be no more nimble.
But will have darkened, and preserved, the name.

THE FRIEND

I LIVE IN A BIG BUILDING and my son lives in a big building, so I meet all kinds and I hear what I hear. And why not, why shouldn't I listen? I am a person with such an interesting life I couldn't afford to be interested in someone else's? They talk, I pay attention — even if when they are all finished I sometimes have to say to myself, "The deaf don't know how good they got it. The deaf, please God they should live and be well, I say they got no complaint coming."
Take years ago, this particular lady — we are sitting biding our time down there in my boy's place, the room in the basement they got set aside for the convenience of the laundry of tenants.
Some convenience.
Who is a tenant?
I am not a tenant.
This lady is not a tenant.
What is the case here is our children, they are the tenants — my boy, her girl — and theirs are the things which are in the washing machines and are in the dryers and why it is that I and the lady in question are sitting in a terrible dirtiness waiting. So pee ess, it's two total strangers twiddling their thumbs in a room in a basement down underneath a big building, when what you hear from one of these people — not from me, should you be worrying, but from her — when you hear from this woman I just mentioned a noise like she wants you to think it's her last.
You know.
You have heard.
It is the one which, give us time, we all hear — because who doesn't, just give yourself time, in the long run finally make it?
So I naturally say to the woman, "What? What?"
And the woman says to me, "Do yourself a favor — you don't want to know."
That's it for the preliminaries.
Here is what comes next.

SHE SAYS, "YOU — you got a son — don't worry, I know, I know — and don't think I don't also know what you are going through, either — because I know — I got eyes — I see, I know — so you don't have to tell me anything — you don't have to breathe one word — I am a woman with eyes in my head for me to see for myself, thank you — so no one has to tell me what the score is — believe me, your heartache is your own affair — but so just so you know I know — with him you got plenty, with him you got all anyone should ever have to handle — but I say just go count your lucky blessings anyway — because I got worse — because there is worse in the world than a window dresser for a son — because there is worse in the world than a delicate child — sure, sure, don't tell me, I heard, I heard — and don't think my heart does not go out to you, bad as I got plenty worse of my own — a daughter, not a son — a daughter — Doris — Deedee — forty-odd and still all alone in the world — and for why, for why? — not that someone is claiming the girl is any Venus de Milo — but so who is, who is? — and is this the be-all and end-all, to be so gorgeous they all come running? — believe me, she is some catch for the right boy — for a boy which knows which end is up, this is a girl which is some terrific catch for such a boy — but shy? — a shyness like this you could not even fathom — a shyness like this, who knows how it develops? — even to me, to the mother herself, it is not fathomable, I can tell you — so a rash, a rash — like a dryness even, like not like even a rash but just a dryness, I'm telling you — the skin here — the cheeks here — so like it is not exactly appetizing to look at this child at certain periods of the season, if you know what I am saying to you — but so what is this? — is this the end of the world, is this the worst tragedy I could cite to you, a little dryness the child could always rub something into and who would notice? — but skip it — the girl is mortified — the girl is humiliated — the girl is total mortification not to mention humiliation itself — because in Deedee's eyes, forget it, this is all there is, because in the whole wide world there is nothing else but the child's complexion, the child's skin — so it flakes a little, so it sheds a little, so for this life should come to a halt — you don't give them a special invitation, does anyone notice? — no one notices — who cares? — no one cares — no one even sees — dry skin, you think people don't look and see character first? — first, last, and always what they see is what is a person's worth first — but who can tell her? — who can reason with her? — it is nothing, absolutely nothing, the very mildest of conditions — but for Deedee, forget it — for her it is curtains — that shy, that bashful, ashamed of her own shadow — so could you get her to be a little social? — you couldn't get her to budge for nothing — God forbid someone should have eyes in his head — a little nothing here — where I am showing you — makeup would cover it up so who could even notice? — but does this please her? — nothing pleases her — her own company pleases her — a movie every other week, this is for Deedee a big adventure, this is for my forty-odd daughter the romance in this life — but for me, if you want to know, from just when for two seconds I think about it, my child alone for all her life, I could cut my throat for her from ear to ear — forget boyfriend — does the girl have a friend even? — because the girl has nothing — the girl has her complexion to look at — forget a nice decent marriage to a nice decent boy — and just to add insult to injury, what with so many of them deciding to be boys like yours is, where even are the high hopes anymore for a decent healthy girl of forty-odd anymore? — but meanwhile is it too much to ask that for my Doris there should be at least a companion to travel the road of life with? — because, I ask you, doesn't everybody have a right to somebody? — but her, she wouldn't even go out looking, God forbid somebody should see a little redness, a little dryness, some peeling where if she only used a good moisturizer on herself and did it on a regular basis with some serious conscientiousness, I promise you, the whole condition would disappear quicker than you could snap your little finger — but her — her! — who can talk to her? — my Deedee — my Doris — God love her — but just thank God the story at her office it is a different story entirely — just thank God at her place of business they couldn't get enough of her — always Doris this and Doris that — I am telling you, they are devoted to the girl — devoted — what they wouldn't do for her — like you wouldn't believe it, but just this last Christmas they send her off for seven days gratis — not one red penny does the girl have to reach into her own pocket for — the whole arrangement is already all bought and paid for — the whole arrangement, to coin an expression, is signed, sealed, and delivered — and not Atlantic City neither, mind you, but where but Acapulco — Acapulco! — this is how indispensable to these people this child of mine happens to certain individuals to be — all expenses paid, every red nickel — first class from start to finish — the best — bar none — so when I hear this, I say to myself, ‘God willing, the child will get away, it will be a change of pace, a nice change of scenery, et cetera, et cetera — and who knows but that maybe a little romantic interlude for her is just around the corner — after all, a nice resort, a nice hotel, these Latin fellows, whatever'—but now I have to laugh — you heard me — laugh! — because you think Deedee does not come back worse than when she went? — go think again — this is why I am here where you see me right now — this is why I have to be here to do for her and to do for her — the wash, the cleaning, the shopping, whatever — with my legs, you see these legs? — twice a week, from Astoria, I have to come in all the way on my legs from Astoria — but thank God the girl has a mother who can still wait on her hand and foot — because thanks to Acapulco, look who's got on her hands a nervous wreck for a daughter — you heard me, a total bundle of nerves — but utterly — but utterly — say boo to the child, she jumps from here to there — and you know what? — I don't blame her — you wouldn't neither — when you hear what you will hear, believe me, you would not believe it neither — upstairs up there in her apartment up there and just sits around all the time listless, no color in her face, a figment of her former self — would she go outside for just some air? — goes to the bathroom and that's it and that's it — who even knows if she goes and makes her business when I her mother am not here? — me!—coming in all the way from Astoria — with legs like these! — if you could believe it, not once but twice a week — you heard me, twice!"

THE WOMAN GIVES ME on the knee like a tap with her fingers and then she picks herself up and with another groan again she goes and checks on the things she put for her daughter in the machine, whereupon then the woman turns herself around to me and says to me, she says, "Your boy, tell me, are you telling me you got just the one son?"
But why should she wait for an answer?
I promise you, people know there is something which, whenever you look at a father's face, you don't need to ask another question.
"Sure, sure," she says, sticks in two more quarters in her dryer, then comes back to where she was in the first place and plunks herself down in the row of chained-down chairs with another new groan like the last one I forgot the meaning of already.
She says, "Pardon me, but do I still have your undivided attention? Because I know you got your own mind on your own kid and your own troubles, but you didn't hear yet what happened, which is the child goes down there, and it could not be more perfect — the weather, the service, the accommodations — everything is absolutely first-class, so all she has to do is jump into a bathing suit and start being the happiest girl in the whole wide world. But does she go sit around the pool like the other youngsters do so that maybe there might happen to arise a little excitement from whichever direction? The answer is no — the answer is the girl did not even begin to give herself credit. Instead, she drags herself all of the way out to the beach with the wind and with the sand, which is utterly unnecessary, and with a book which nobody ever heard of and with not even a little bag with her with at least a lipstick in it, not to mention she knocks herself out finding herself a place for her to sit herself which is as far away from everybody in humanity as is humanly possible and, lo and behold, this is how the girl spends the five days, the six days, whatever you actually get when they give you one week's free vacation, and not once, when all is said and done, not once does the girl have a single solitary conversation with a single solitary human being of any gender. She reads a book, and this is the entire nature of her entertainment, period, with the lone sole exception of this friend she makes, this little animal which comes running along the beach to her and which comes up to her, like she thinks like a little Mexican hairless or whatnot, like this tiny little dog like the bandleader, if you remember him, used to hide in his pockets, like a Chihuahua is what they call it, like two Chihuahuas in his pockets. So the whole first day, would the thing go away? Forget it, what it loves in this world is all of a sudden my unmarried daughter. It could not get enough of my own personal daughter — huggy-huggy, kissy-kissy, two permanent lovebirds from the first minute they laid eyes on each other. So naturally the next day the girl can't wait to get back out to the beach again, God forbid her friend should miss her for two minutes, and this time she's got with her what? Because the answer is a handbag. Do you hear this, a handbag! But for lipstick and mascara and eye shadow? Don't make me laugh. Because the answer is it is not for something serious but instead for the child to sneak her brand-new one-and-only in through the lobby and up in the elevator and for the rest of the whole vacation feed it scraps from the table and watch it sleep between two clean sheets in the bed with her like a person, please God it should not all night long have its little head on its own personal pillow. And why not? In all of the girl's whole life, aside from her mother, who ever paid her two seconds of attention before? But on the other hand, outside of her mother, tell me who ever got the chance! Even the girl's own father, may the man rest in peace, he had to hire an army every time he wanted the child to hold still so he could talk to her or get even in the light of day even a good look at her.

"SO NEXT COMES THE TERRIBLE CRISIS.
"Are you listening?
"Because time's up and now you have to gather yourself together and pack your luggage and face the facts that you threw away your one big chance and say so long to paradise. But could the girl even begin to tear herself away from the first real friend she ever in all her born days ever had? This thing, could the child just say to it this is it and this is it, now good-bye and good luck?
"Don't hold your breath.
"Weeks later, when she could first open up her mouth to even first begin to speak again, the child actually said to me, ‘Mother, I am telling you I would have eaten poison before I could have left it behind. Do you here me? Poison!'
"Poison, some joke.
"Believe me, when you hear what's coming, you will say to yourself the same as me, ha ha, poison, this is a good one, this is some good joke, poison.
"So don't ask me why, but this is how determined the girl is, because even with all of the reasons nobody in a million years could get away with it, the answer is she did. All the way back to New York, right past all of the big shots with all of their badges and everything, and then right out of the airport past the customs and the rest of it, and then right back here into this same building right here where, God love him, I know, I know, your child has got his own problems too, your own lifelong heartache has got his problems too, what with all of his gorgeous costumes and with his window dressing and who also rents a nice dwelling in the building — from Acapulco to New York, here comes my Deedee, my Deedee, with her beloved!
"But as soon as it gets here, would it eat? Could she get it to do anything but drink water? Maybe the airplane ride gave it an upset stomach, who knows? — meanwhile all it wants is water and to lay around and vomit, and it wouldn't even touch a single morsel or have the strength to play with her or even let her kiss it. So by now the girl is thoroughly beside herself with panic — she is so frantic the child cannot even see straight — so what does she do but pick the thing up and wrap it up in a towel because it is cold out and God forbid her adorable darling should catch a chill and get any worse off than it already is — and like a maniac she runs out into the street with it — like a crazy woman she runs to go find the dog-and-cat doctor which is up the block from here after you pass the big Shopwell in the middle of the block.
"God bless him, the man can see with his own two eyes the girl is positively hysterical — so he quick puts everything to one side and takes her right in, says to her, ‘Sit, wait,' he'll be right back with his diagnosis, first he's got to get out his instruments, first he's got to examine, the child meanwhile shrieking, ‘Don't hurt him, please don't hurt him!'"
The woman looks at me and she says to me, "So did you hear me with both ears — instruments, examine — don't hurt him, please don't hurt him, please?"
She gives her chest a grab like there is gas inside of it, and she says to me, "Go check your machine — there's time yet — because with problems like ours, who are we kidding, where do we think we are running?"

YOU THINK I DON'T KNOW a storyteller like this one? I promise you, I myself in this department was not exactly born yesterday, these people with their teasings, with their winks, with their punch lines. But by the same token, who wanted to offend such a person? Because, for one thing, you never know when you might require the company, and meanwhile let us not forget who else of my acquaintanceship also makes his residence in the very building and could always use a friendly neighbor's mother with an open-minded opinion. So this I can give you every assurance of, I myself did not intend to go burn up any bridges behind me.
This is why I got up and felt inside of the dryer — even though I did not even have to actually touch anything to see that they all had for them a little way still to go yet. And then, like a perfect gentleman, I come back and I sit down and I signify to the woman I am all ears and at her beck and call whenever she is ready to please continue. But strictly between you and me, so far as punch lines go, in all of history they still never invented a second one.
She says, "Two seconds."
She says, "The man is inside of there all of two seconds with his instruments and his examining."
She says, "The man comes out with his white coat and with his rubber gloves and he says to the child, he says, ‘Darling, I am afraid I must inform you your pet has a mild case of rabies — you didn't get near any of its saliva, did you?'
"‘Oh, God, God!' my daughter screams, and then it dawns on my Deedee, rabies, and she shrieks, ‘No, I'm fine, I'm fine — just give me back my dog, I want to get a second opinion, I want to see another doctor!'
"So what does this one say to that?
"Mister, are you listening to me when I ask you what this one says to that? Because here is the answer the whole wide world has been waiting for. Which is that this man, this doctor, this specialist, he gives the girl a look and he says to her very calmly to her, he says, ‘Dog? That animal in there is no dog, lady. That animal which you brought in here is a rat!"

YOU KNOW SOMETHING?
Because I am telling you the truth when this is what I sit here and tell you.
For some crazy reason, after I hear what I hear, I do not know what the next thing for me to do is. I mean, my son's clothes — I do not know if I can bear to touch them anymore — not even when I know that if I go to get them, they would be as clean and as dry as — that's right! — a bone.

AGONY

IN THAT INSTANCE, THERE WERE two men and a woman. The photographer may also have been a woman, for there to be someone to go with one of the men. But I never looked to see. I only looked to notice the others — which is to say, the three persons who were readying themselves for the photograph and who, accordingly, kept their backs turned to me.
Perhaps their span hid the fourth party — which is to say, the party with the camera.
Which is to say, why did I not notice the photographer, since the persons getting themselves ready for the photograph faced away from me and, therefore, I must have faced the fourth party?
I cannot say what the three of them looked like, since I only saw them from the back — except that the men were husky by my standard, wide-waisted, one man considerably the taller of the two. And there was this: the woman had no appeal that I could see.
My attention was mainly elsewhere. It was captured by the placement of the arms of these people as they prepared themselves for the photograph, the woman between the men, the men reaching back behind the woman to rest a hand on each other's shoulder, the woman with both arms reached out behind the men, to hold each man from behind, her fingers taking the man tight by the waist — wide waists, as I remember it, in each case, the men's waists.
They all hugged like this when they were ready.
Then they dropped their arms, and you knew, without your needing to be notified, that the photograph had been completed, or don't we say taken?
I kept standing there, to see them stand there for a while, facing away from me, all three, the two men and the woman, their arms at their sides — each of the three of them with arms no longer involved in the exertion of a pose.
I remember something else now.
One of the men — the shorter, I think — wore very bright corduroy trousers, a very bright green, I would say, and a very pale yellow sweater.
Ah, but then they had their arms reached back up into place again. Or places, do we say?
They were getting themselves in readiness again.
They hugged.
I could tell they were hugging hard.
Then they let their arms fall to their sides again, or is this to say that each person lowered his arms promptly to his sides?
You could anyway see another photograph had been made — or taken — and that this was to be the last of the photograph-making or photograph-taking. Or photography, don't we say?

MY SON WAS IN MY COMPANY for the day.
It was to be a day for us in the park.
He was riding his bicycle and I was with him to see him do it. But for the time I was noticing the people with the camera, I was not seeing my son ride.
But when I resumed doing what I had been doing, I saw he was riding very well — and even doing some tricks. Or if we say acrobatics, then that.
I called to him.
I said, "Come over here a minute!" He rode up to me.
He said, "How did you like it?"
I said, "I've got a good idea."
He said, "Did you like the way I did it?"
I said, "Let's go home and get the camera and then we'll come back here and we'll take a picture of you with your bike."
He said, "What do you think of what I did?"
I said, "Let's go home. Let's get the camera."

WE DID IT.
Which is to say, my son and I went home. But we never got the camera for us to go make a photograph of him in the park with him on his bike.
Something came up.
I don't remember what.
But something did.
My plan was to produce a photograph.
My plan is to have the camera with me the next time we go. My plan is to find somebody and show him how the camera works.
My plan is to hand over the camera and then take my place behind my son.
The way I see it, the bicycle will be positioned broadside to the camera, my son situated on the seat, in an attitude of motion and of happiness perhaps. I will be standing just rearward of him, my arm arranged across the shoulders, this or some other such gesture to indicate that I am touching him and am keeping him, will always keep him, from falling over.
And then we will be like this.

DON'T DIE

MY FACTS ARE NOT UNKNOWN. This notwithstanding, mine is a history which has never been without its share of detractors. But I feel, however, that we can safely say the truth must speak for itself. For example, the period of incarceration was not excessive. As an institution, it was viewed in the highest regard. Each and every member of the staff was of a generously professional caliber. I am not claiming to the contrary, or asserting in any fashion, that there might not have been the infrequent individual incorporated here and there who would not in every respect pass muster under the harsh light of what we so fondly refer to in our thoughts as our contemporary nationalistic standards. But it goes without saying, this notwithstanding, that you cannot judge yesterday's failure by today's success. To postulate the direct negation of this would be to go too far and to currently commit a travesty against the race of mankind and, of course, speech itself, splitting, or cleaving, the complaisant infinitive. Yet speak one must, and this quite obviously means me. My statement is this — more dereliction would be more than welcome. At that time, and since, even I, at my utmost, was not privy to enough information. Therefore, I can, as is understood, speak, only without the benefit of diametric contradiction, unless more is expected of me, in which event I would not be adverse to holding myself, and the other panelists in my party, in substantial abeyance, both now and otherwise. Little, or even less, will it profit us, I think, nor the generation to come after us and to cross-index us, to offer up for ourselves various personal and sundry opinions disproportionately or needlessly. Trust, we can agree, is paramount, now as never before. It is on this account, and only on this account, that knowledge of the facilities must be tolerated if not lauded. Persons to have come before my ken, which, admittedly, is and was the limited ken of the patient, deserved every consideration as one professional to another. Nevertheless, although I was not mental in my mind, nor even under suspicion by those responsible for oversight, I was cared for. My debt is great. I would mention the name, but there are legal reasons. Suffice it to say, due reference has been made in the writings of others as well as can be expected by us as well as by our detractors, both preponderantly and paradoxically. The answer is inescapable, not only for the time being, but also for the good of the community. May God protect us. We can do no more nor do no less. Meekly, mildly, and with consciousness aforethought, neither I nor my family bears them any ill will. Speaking in summation, then, as one who has spoken the truth, let us turn our attention to Nurse Jones.
Now, if we were to turn our attention to Nurse Jones.
Now, if you will please turn your attention to Nurse Jones.
(A cognomen surely.)

WHAT MY MOTHER'S FATHER WAS REALLY THE FATHER OF

THESE ARE THE THINGS she said to me.

MY MOTHER SAID HER FATHER was as strong as a horse — she said her father was as big as a horse, and also as strong as one, too.

MY MOTHER SAID HER FATHER was a giant of a man, that he was a regular six-footer, that people were always shouting up at him to try to get him to look down at them and maybe to be their friend. She said people were always shouting, "Hey, Mister Six-Footer, tell us what the weather is like up there? Is it already raining? Is it or isn't it snowing?"

MY MOTHER SAID TOTAL STRANGERS could not get over it, the tallness and the strongness of the man. My mother said complete strangers were always passing comment on it. My mother said, "Not like with some people I could name." My mother said, "With some people I could name, they go into a room, no one gives them the first courtesy of even taking any notice. You would not, with some people I could name, not even take any notice such people were in the room at all."

MY MOTHER SAID, "Stand up. Look like you are somebody. Try to look like you are trying to amount to something. Show them who you are. Make believe you are who you say you are. Are you putting your best foot forward? Put your best foot forward. Show them you intend to be a member of the human race. My father was a member of the human race. My father was not like some people I could name — people not big, people not strong, people not even a member of even themselves."

MY MOTHER SAID ANYONE could look and see that her father was a person of unquestionable refinement. She said, "You don't have to take my word for it." She said, "Ask anyone." She said, "Why should I all by myself have to be the whole judge and jury?" She said, "Why stand on ceremony?" She said, "You can go ahead and satisfy your curiosity any time you want." She said, "I can wait. I've got the patience. I've got more than enough patience for the both of us." She said, "Believe me, I've got enough patience for the whole country of China, not to mention his brother Siam."

SHE SAID, "YOU NAME THE LANGUAGE, my father could talk it." She said, "Where was the man's nose?" She said, "The answer is forever in a book." She said, "There was no telling what the man might have made of himself if God had only given him a decent interval to do it in."

MY MOTHER SAID HER FATHER was the Father of the Steam Engine and the Father of the Refrigerator and the Father of Certain Other Creations, but that the stinking gentiles came in and took advantage of the man's good nature and stole all of the man's blueprints from him, so that now you would not find the proof of it not anywhere in the world, not nowhere on earth was there one stinking way for you to get the proof of all of the things which my mother's father was really the father of, capital F, mind you, capital F.

YOU KNOW WHAT MY MOTHER SAID? My mother said with just his little finger he could have broken every bone in all of their whole stinking rotten gentile bodies, but that the man was too refined of a person for him to lower himself down to their dirty stinking rotten level where somebody might catch him stooping to do it.

SHE SAID IT BROKE her father's heart, the dirty stinking way they all stole from him, the gentiles and the government and the landlords. She said, "But you know what?" She said, "The man would not retaliate. The man would not retaliate against them for one filthy dirty stinking rotten lousy single instant."

MY MOTHER SAID,"Listen to me, I am here to tell you, the man was a saint, and this is what it was which killed him, saintliness, pure and simple."

SHE SAID, "TAKE ONE GUESS who you remind me of." She said, "Because he, him, this is who, ask anybody, you remind me of."

SHE SAID, "YOU KNOW what you are?" She said, "You are too decent, you are too good, you are too sweet-natured. That's what you are."

SHE SAID, "I AM GOING to tell you the truth — you are too good for your own good."

MY MOTHER SAID, "A creature like you, how could it expect to fend for itself?" She said, "A person has to be a bully, a roughneck, a hoodlum, a criminal."

SHE SAID, "I KNOW YOU, I'm no fool — wild horses could not make you get down with them on their dirty stinking rotten level — the gentiles and the government and the landlords."

SHE SAID, "Throwbacks, this is what I call them." She said, "I call them throwbacks — and you know what else?" She said, "I am not ashamed to say so to their face!"

SHE SAID, "DON'T THINK I don't know." She said, "I know." She said, "I promise you, I could give the whole stinking filthy rotten lousy gang of them lessons!"

SHE SAID, "YOU WANT TO HEAR something?" She said, "Sit yourself down for two seconds and I will tell you something." She said, "I had to be made of iron." She said, "This is what I had to be made of — of iron!"

WHEN MY MOTHER GOT OLD and sick, she said that when she was a little girl in an orphanage, that they gave out bread and jam in the orphanage, that they gave it out every day at three o'clock in the orphanage, and that she always ate hers the instant they had given it out to her, but that her big sister Helen didn't, that her big sister Helen saved the bread and jam that they had given out to her, and that her big sister Helen always put her share away somewhere for later, but that later, that when it was later and that when my mother got too hungry for her to wait for supper anymore, that her big sister Helen would go get the bread and jam she had been saving for later and that every day she did this, that every day my mother's big sister Helen would have saved her bread and jam for herself but that she would come running with it for her — a sister, a sister! — to give it to my mother.

WHEN MY MOTHER GOT OLDER and sicker, she said that sometimes the streetcar would come banging up the hill at the same time the clock was banging three o'clock, and that she thought that if you could hear both of them going outside and inside at once, the streetcar in the street and the clock in the orphanage, that then it was a secret sign to you that said that you were going to get a visit, that said to you getting off of the streetcar here comes one or the other of them, that getting off the streetcar your mother or your father was coming to you, but that there never, not once, was either one of them coming to her, not either her mother or her father, and that then when it wasn't, that then she would remember that her mother was crazy and that her father was dead.

MY MOTHER SAID, "This was why I had to have my big sister's bread and jam — because my mother was crazy and my father was dead."

MY MOTHER SAID, "Mine wasn't ever any good anymore because of being eaten and soaked with tears."

LISTEN TO ME — you know what my mother once told me when she thought she was going to pass away?

MY MOTHER SAID her big sister wasn't really the one who was the older one — this and that their father, that the man just went away.

SO MUCH for your brother Siam.

THE DOG

I WAS NEVER IN A PLACE LIKE THAT. I was an American boy when they had places like that. So everything I say is just me imagining things. Except for the names, of course. I know the names. I have a list. I have been making a list. You couldn't guess the names I already have on it. But I am not anywhere near finished yet. There is just no telling what it is going to take for me to get the list completed. Because the point of this is they only want you to hear about a handful. They only want you to hear about the same ones which they want you to hear about, which are the same ones which everybody all over the world has already heard about. Whereas there were secret ones. There were hundreds of secret ones. Even hundreds is a big understatement. Not even thousands is an exaggeration. You think thousands is an exaggeration? Because it's not! Because they had them everywhere. You couldn't guess where they had them. You would faint dead away if I told you where they had plenty of them. You would think what a liar I was if I told you, or was crazy or was worse.
Here is one of the famous ones.
Ravensbrück.
You probably heard of that one. Did you hear of that one?
I just told you — so now you heard of that one.
Not like Oswiecim.
Imagine having to say Oswiecim morning, noon, and night. This is probably why they didn't call it Oswiecim but called it Auschwitz, even though, hey, Auschwitz wasn't its real name.
But take my real name.
You know what I should do?
I should probably have a list for it.

WHAT IF THEY HAD A BARBER at Treblinka?
Or at Buchenwald?
Or at Dachau?
I have been thinking about this. I have been thinking about what if they had to have a barber to get off all of the hair off of them for when the women came in and the girls — get off all of their hair off everywhere — because didn't they do that, didn't they take off their hair off for something, didn't they take it all off of the girls off and the women off for some us-hating purpose?
So they must have had a person who did it. They must have had a person who cut off the hair off. It must have been a person who would be good at it and who would not get tired from doing it and who would know how to keep on doing it, to keep just cutting and cutting and not giving anybody who asked the wrong answers. Because look at how hard it would be for you to just keep doing it, you would have to be a one-hundred-percent professional — all of the girls coming in at you and taking their clothes off and all of the various and sundry women.
So what do you think about the question of who would be the person who did it?
You think it would be a job which they would give to what kind of a person?
Tell me which sex at least!
Tell me how old in years at least!
Tell me if this person should be a person who is short or who is tall, just as far as someone reaching!

BETWEEN 1938 AND 1944, I made regular visits in from Long Island to my father's place of business. It wasn't just my father's business. It was his business in business with his brothers. It was the business of making hats for girls and for women and then of getting places like Macy's and Gimbel's to buy them and make my father and his brothers rich. So I was telling you about between 1938 and 1944. Because I would come visit my father at my father's place of business and my father would show me around to all of his workers in all of the divisions and then my father would call up for his barber to come up for him to give me a haircut, and then a man would come up and would do it.
Then this is what my father would say.
"Now that they've cleaned you up, let's go out and put on the dog."
Then my father would give the man the money and take me out to a Longchamps for lunch and then, later on, take me over to DePinna's for something new, like for new leggings or for knickers to go with my new coat.
The money my father gave the barber, you know how he did it, gave him the money?
He slipped it to him.
My father slipped it to him.
You know, slipped it, palmed it, passed it off — a way the handler works the hand.

BIRKENAU.
Carthage.
Oz.
New York.

KNOWLEDGE

SHE SAID, "YOU WANT ME TO KISS IT and make it well? Come sit and I will kiss it and make it well. Come let me see it and I will kiss it and make it well. Just take your hand away from it and let me just look at it. I promise you, I am just going to look at it. Oh, grow up, could looking at it make it worse? Do us both a favor and let me look. I swear, all I am going to do is to look. So is this it? Are you telling me this is it? This can't be it. Are you sure this is it? You are not really telling me this is what all of this fuss is about. Is this what all of this fuss is about? I cannot believe that this is what all of this fuss is about. You have been making such a fuss about this? Don't tell me this is what you have been making all of this fuss about. You call this something? This is not something. This is nothing. You know what this is? I want to tell you what this is. This is nothing. Does it hurt? It doesn't hurt. It couldn't hurt. Why do you say it hurts? How could you say it hurts? You really want me to believe it hurts? Is this what you are telling me, you are telling me it hurts? Because I cannot believe that this is what you are telling me, that you are really telling me that a thing like this could possibly hurt. A little thing like this could not possibly hurt. Do us both a favor and don't tell me it hurts. So when I do this, does it hurt? What makes you say it hurts? Are you certain it hurts? How could it hurt? Give me one good reason why it should hurt. I should show you something that hurts. I am going to give you some advice. You want some advice? Count your lucky stars you don't have something that hurts. You know what you are doing? Let me tell you what you are doing. I want you to sit here and hear me tell you exactly what you are doing. Because guess what. You are making something out of nothing. You want me to tell you what you are doing? Because this is what you are doing — you are making something out of nothing. So don't act like you didn't know. You know what? You're not doing yourself any good when you put on an act like as if you didn't know. I am amazed at you, always putting on an act. So how come you never figured this out for yourself? You should have figured this out for yourself. Why should you, of all persons, not be the one to figure this out for yourself? I want you to promise me something — next time promise me you will figure things out for yourself.
"Forget it.
"I do not need anybody to promise me anything.
"Let me ask you something.
"No, better not, better skip it.
"The answer would make me sick.
"Listen, you know what is wrong with you? Because there is something very, very, very, very, very, very wrong with you. I guarantee you, I promise you — a person's mother, a mother knows."

BEHOLD THE INCREDIBLE REVENGE OF THE SHIFTED P.O.V

HOW SHALL WE SAY THE CLOCK WAS BOUGHT and paid for? For surely the seller's sticker on the thing declared a figure remarkably bolder than these youngsters could decently manage. But they were so keen, the two of them, so ungovernable in their zeal. Of what earthly pertinence was it that their purse could scarce stand up to the swollen demands of the humblest item in this shop? And the clock, oh my, as to its forbidding tariff, great heavens, this, please be clear, was certain to be seen by most shoppers as another, and much harsher, matter entirely. But what, please be, did other matters, certain or otherwise, have to do with anything when it was naught but the pressure of necessity itself that rested its infinite weight on the possessed hearts of these young people? For there the clock stood in its stony oaken case, all solemnity in its olden bearing (after all, the sticker stated "Early Nineteenth Century" no less legislatively than it stated the price) as it spoke its artful speech of sturdiness, of continuity, of permanence, offering to deliver these affiliations first and therefore, when the time was right, everything else.
It said it could confer on them as much.
Or so we heard it pledge its word to the new homemakers, and they heard it too.
"Wow, that's no joke!" the boy announced with some excessive gusto, meaning to exaggerate his astonishment not just for the good fun of making fun of himself but also to suggest to the shop's proprietor — who had hovered into position — that, in fact, for these two customers, the amount would be no large sum at all.
"But only think of it!" the girl exclaimed. "I mean, wouldn't it be like an heirloom really? I mean, when we have a family, couldn't we just sort of pass it on to them the way real people do, sort of like generations upon generations forever?"
The boy colored at his spouse's high sentence, wanting to hurry to correct her where it had struck his ear that the girl had gone with it, great Christ, a measure or two too far. But the boy knew the damage had been done, that it was always already centuries too late ever to withdraw the smallest wrongness, that the proprietor— the man hovering ever more tellingly into position — a lofty enough presence to hover, actually — had heard all, judged all—"generations upon generations forever" indeed! — doubtlessly savoring the evidence on a tongue that would publish conclusions elsewhere.
Ah, God, the boy could hear the verdict carrying down the ages after him: "Innocent young dear has gone and got itself a goodish burden, now hasn't it? Dreadful silly luckless sap."
That did it, or so it seems not unsafe for us, less lucklessly, to suppose.
At any rate, grinning horribly, the boy motioned for the girl to fetch the "family" checkbook from her handbag — so that, by whatever means fiscal, the clock was got — and a note was accordingly made and thereafter wired to the fancy key that poked from the fancy keyhole whose lock could let you get at the lordly pendulum either for the errand of starting it up or, if ever required, shutting it down.
Sold.
And so forth and so on.
We are reporting they bought the clock.

A "GRANDMOTHER CLOCK" was what status the thing was rendered by the reference books in which its kind was pictured, this, it is not unlikely, in pursuit of a program to restrict the object to a rank not so grand at all — and though the provenance of the clock was very probably more local than not, still (the seller had seemed so tall, so hovering, so. . otherly), once the clock had taken up its post against their bedroom wall (there was really nowhere else for them to fit their purchase, what with the premises being — the marriage was hardly yet out of its cradle — so cruelly unbaronial), the owners succumbed to the practice of engaging the phrase "our imported piece" whenever inquiries were made by one or another young couple who, after very persuasive fare indeed, at the card table set up for the purpose in the kitchen, were escorted back into the bedroom for a bit of TV with coffee, dessert, and cordials.
"Oh, but it's so unutterably special," the other wife would say. "No wonder you want it back here where you sleep, where a chic antique of its type can really be better appreciated on a much more frequent basis."
"Yeah, nice," the other husband would say. "So you guys inherit it from your families or something?"
But whatever enthusiasms the other young couple would insert into the ethers as they bit into cake and drank from goblets and sipped from demitasse cups no bigger than big thimbles, sooner or later someone would be bound to observe — generally when the clock's imperturbable chimes were finally being heard from — that the time was the better part of an hour fast.
Or slow.
But wrong.
Fast or slow but wrong.
Always wrong.
Never not anything but chaotically wrong.
Off.
Way off.
Not right.
Not once.
Nope, nowhere even close.

THERE WAS NO REMEDY for it.
Years into the marriage, the thing still tolled the hour nowhere near the hour — and when one went to the living room (oh, as they will to all couples who achieve the early stewardship of a magisterial property, other important possessions had issued to our couple, even a commodious enough living room had) to see what time it was, one had to smack one's head and reinstruct oneself that for such a use, for telling the time, the clock wasn't any good. Whereupon, whichever of them it was, this party would then get himself prayerfully down onto his knees, would work the fancy key, would draw open the panel whose business it was to keep from view the relentless commerce of the pendulum, would put a finger out to stop it, would then reset the whole affair, hideously mindful all the while that whatever adjustment was being made will have long since, hours hence, begun to yield to the mischief transferring exacting correction into more and more violent error.
The bother was pointless.
Clock people were summoned from other counties, from distant precincts, from bizarre neighborhoods, wild sullen grisly creatures, who, angrily bearded and extravagantly undeterred, brought with them menacingly exotic instruments and, sometimes, wordless ghostly staring children, their fathers keeping to their dismal labors for days without sleep, taking no recesses for food even — greasy oblongs of oil-darkened canvas spread out all about as the place more and more accumulated the inward parts of. . our imported piece! — the thing nauseatingly sundered, the inmost laid open, the hidden laid bare, the genius of the thing suddenly truly charmlessly alien, whatever the truth of its origin.
No help.
Nothing worked.
The clock kept keeping the wrong time.
But no one is saying the clock was ever a stroke less reassuring to look upon.
He who looked upon the clock was reassured.
She, too.
Made present to the wonder of things in being, of no change, of the venerable venerating itself, of nothing giving up in the teeth of everything defeating.
It was okay.

THE CHILDREN HAD COME and gone.
To be sure, the notion of the generations was just beginning to exert itself good and proper the year the couple packed up and gave up the place where the marriage had conducted its offspring into the habits that had been proclaimed for them. So here was the time for something smaller and more manageable, for a dwelling better fitted to the compressions of middle age — and the clock, of course, went to this dwelling with them — all the time in the world for passing such a patrimony along to the first one to wed — no, to the first one to honor the ceremonies of homemaking — oh, but no yet again — to the first one to express the resolution to prostrate himself and spouse before a token of the household, consenting to welcome unto their destinies the instruction the clock would give.

BUT, LOOK — see how we, the tellers of what is told, are not exempt from what is said?
Behold, must not the clock keep perfect time before the story can claim for itself storyhood?
And so it does!
All day.
Every day.
And all the next ones, too.

MAGIC!
How else to explain but as magic?
The spontaneous institution of what was helplessly wanted — everything in unimprovable order — nothing even a tock's tick off.
Go ahead, call the timekeepers in, get in touch with the lucky custodians, telephone from right in there — we mean from right in there in the little sleeping room the widow and I have now taken to storing the clock in and to keeping tidied and anointed for the visits of our children's children's children.
You'll see.
Say "Could you please tell me what time it is, please?"
Now watch the clock.
Right on the money, yes?
But here is the thing.
Every time the old woman and I hear it chiming the time it really is, a ridiculous condition of panic takes up our minds in its hands and twists. I mean, the clock, the good old clock — our very index of the durable order of things — has got us scared stiff.

ON THE BUSINESS OF GENERATING TRANSFORMS

I have, for example,
heard such sentences
as "They didn't know
what each other should do". .
— NOAM CHOMSKY

HE DID NOT MEAN IN Ahnenerbe, in Ahmecetka, in Ananiev, in Apion, Arad, Armyansk, Artemovsk, Aumeier, Auschwitz, Baden, Bad Tölz, Baetz, Ballensiefen, Balti, Belzec, Beresovka, Bergen-Belsen, Bessarabia, Birkenau, Blizyn, Bobruisk, Bolzano, Borisov, Borispol, Brabag, Bratislava, Breendonck, Breslau, Brest Litovsk, Buchenwald, Budzyn, Bukovina, Chelmno, Chisinau, Chmiolnik, Chortkov, Cservenka, Czestochowa, Dachau, Dorohoi, Dorohucza, Dubno, Flir, Florstedt, Flossenbürg, Gomel, Gorlitz, Grodno, Hilversum, Kamenka, Karlovac, Karsava, Kaunas, Kharkov, Kirovograd, Kislovodsk, Kistarcsa, Klimovichni, Koblenz, Kobryn, Kodyma, Kopkow, Kowel, Krakow-Placzow, Krzemienec, Kulmhof, Kummer, Kurhessen, Kursk, Kysak, Kyustendil, Langleist, Larissa, Lida, Liscka, Litzenberg, Ljubljana, Lodz, Lom, Lublin, Lvov, Majdanek, Malkinia, Mariupol, Mielec, Mitrovica, Mogilev, Moldavia, Monowitz, Nasielek, Neu-Sandez, Nevel, Novo Moskovsk, Novo Ukrainka, Olshanka, Opitz, Oppeln, Oswiecim, Pionki, Plovdiv, Poltava, Poniatowa, Poznan, Pristina, Pskov, Raschwitz, Ravensbrück, Rawa-Ruska, Regensburg, Rovno, Saarbrucken, Saarpflaz, Salonika, Sambor, Sdolbunov, Silesia, Simferopol, Skopje, Slavyansk, Slivina, Slovakia, Slovenia, Slutsk, Sluzk, Smolensk, Snigerevka, Snovsk, Sobibor, Sonsken, Struma, Staden, Stammlager, Stettin, Szarva, Szeged, Szolnok-Doboka, Taganrog, Tallin, Târgu-Mures, Tarnopol, Tartu, Theresienstadt, Tighina, Timisoara, Tiraspol, Tizabogdany, Tomaschow, Transnistria, Trawniki, Treblinka, Trikkala, Trzynietz, Turck, Turda, Uzhorod, Vapniarka, Varna, Vijnita, Vilna, Vinnitsa, Vitebsk, Vitezka, Volhynia-Podolia, or in Vyazma, or in Zakopane, or in Zangen, or in Zupp.
But, yes, certainly it is probably true they did not know what each other should do. They probably did not know what even they themselves should.

FISH STORY

AS FAR AS I WAS ALWAYS CONCERNED, the outdoors was where you maybe went when it wasn't raining and only when you had to. I wasn't the only indoorsy type in my parish to cherish this unhealthy opinion. One thing was, you couldn't hear Jack Armstrong under some spreading chestnut tree — because Jewish boys did not have spreading chestnut trees and, anyway, back in those backward burnished days, portable radios went about three pounds shy of the total tonnage of the Normandie, crew and cargo loaded. Or maybe they hadn't even invented them yet — portable radios, I mean, not Jewish boys. But the days were indeed backward, all right, aglow with the feeble light those ancient flame-shaped amber bulbs struggled to give off. Everybody's mother thought they were the cat's pajamas, those cunning bulbs, just the thing for the fake-Tudor houses everybody lived in. Oh, we were all as happy as clams in those glowy places the mothers tried to pry us from into the bright outdoorsy day calling all unwholesome boys. All you wanted weekdays was a box of Uneeda Biscuits and a row of Walnettos, to sustain you from Jack Armstrong through Lorenzo Jones. Saturdays, Let's Pretend and Grand Central Station so filled the inner kid and stilled the organs of ingestion, you went serenely, the whole day, without. Sundays we won't even talk about, so you and your loved ones will not have to hear what it sounds like when a grown man sobs. Oh, I suppose I can risk a little bit, mention just The Shadow, The Adventures of Nick Carter — Master Detective, and Quick as a Flash, leaving it, I think, impressively, unbeatably, oh so longingly at that.
Are you kidding me — the outdoors? The outdoors was for droolers and for nose-pickers, for kids called Buster and Butch and the one, I swear, called Bix. The outdoors was for the kid we called "Wedge" because, you know, because someone had told us your wedge was your simplest tool.
But sometimes God was merciless and it did not rain.
It was then that the mothers came armed with reminders of Green Harvey, to breach the ramparts and storm the trenches of Bad Hygiene.
But first they'd move into action with rickets.
You'll get rickets!
(Aw, Ma, what's rickets?)
Rickets is from not playing outdoors and from eating meat from a can! Do I ever give you meat from a can?
(Aw, Ma, I've got to stay tuned for a coded message.)
Tell me something, Mr. Young-Man-Who-Is-Willing-To-Break-A-Mother's-Blood-Vessel, have you lately taken a good look at Harvey Joel Rosensweig?
Visions of Green Harvey an uncomfortable number of houses away always did the ruthless trick. Because you did not want to look like Harvey Joel Rosensweig anymore than Harvey Joel Rosensweig did. And if you were the sort of chicken-hearted impressionable I was, the mother in question did not have to break a blood vessel. You want to divide a believer from the family Emerson, you will never get a better crowbar than Visions of Green Harvey. But this, of course, was back when liddlies were backward and just little.
Which reminds me of another thing which they had not invented yet — which was smart kids. Not only that, but they also hadn't uninvented parents who never heard of traumatizing the crap out of a ten-year-old radio fan.
Green Harvey!
Jeepers, you never saw a kid quicker when it came to buckling on his swashes.

SO THERE YOU WERE, on the lawn, just crazy to participate in the American Way of Life. You had the Wheaties box to guide you in the modalities of how your American boy is supposed to play, but what you did not have was anybody to do it with — because this was the day it was your mother who was the only mother home to hound her issue into the streets, all of the other mothers being at the neighborhood rummy game, which is where it is mothers and fathers in a perfect world were perfectly meant to be.
I'd sit on the curb for a time and stare at some glinty thing in the gutter. I don't know what it was with me, but in those backward burnished days, whenever I sat on a curb, this is what I would do, cut my eyes sideways from side to side until I had spotted some glittery thing, a bonanza in the gutter. Then I'd sit there, at whatever distance, trying to guess what it was. Not guess, really, but just declare aloud with mad conviction — alone like this, you being Renfrew of the Royal Mounties or Sergeant Preston of the Yukon — the startling powers in you something scary in your solitude. Hey, whatever it was, off there in the gutter, who even needed a second glint?
Gum wrapper!
And then you'd get up and go look.
The time's too backward and burnished for me to remember if I ever did guess right. But I remember one day what it was when the guess I'd guessed was nowhere near to close, which — okay, okay, you got me, okay? — which incident is what accounts for my getting into this whole outdoorsy business with you in the first place.
Because one day it was a fishhook!

NOW A FISHHOOK IN THE GUTTER was not a discovery you routinely made in the gutters of the streets where I come from. I'm talking about a place called the Five Towns, a sort of way-station along the ongoing Diaspora about twenty miles out on Long Island, counting from the center of familial concern — which was where all of the fathers bravely went each day with their brown suits and their gray fedora hats.
I wasn't all that dumb about fishing, mind you. Not only did I know it was a thing the Wheaties box okayed, but I knew almost all the grammar-school readers had Skippy always doing it with his pop, or had Bucky always wanting to do it with his pa, or had Franklin Delano Roosevelt telling a story about it to his dog.
I knew they all did it with an animal they called a worm and that they did it with a stick they called a pole. I knew they got a worm and a line and a pole, and that where they went with them to do it was to a crick.
I wasn't too sure we had anything around there where we lived which would qualify as a crick, but the first three items I figured for a cinch. Hook in hand — you know, holding it — my mother's shrieked philosophy conjuring in my mind's ear the shout of calamity (You will put an eye out with that thing!), I headed for the garage, happy to be in darkness for the time it would take for me to get the pole (a piece of picket fence, an upright left over because the lawn we had did not go that far) and the line (a bunch of Venetian-blind cord the vermin had set up for themselves as a haven in a heartless world).
Worm.
Worm?
I'd seen a few in my time — but not really where they had come from. I mean, a worm was something Green Harvey would come running at you with — until you had had the luck to see him coming and the good sense for you to take off a safe distance the other way, far enough for his fat to make Green Harvey quit coming and eat it — the worm. But it never crossed my mind to wonder where Harvey Joel Rosensweig got his worm from. I suppose I just leaped to the conclusion you had to be a Harvey Joel Rosensweig to know where worms were.
Worm! Worm! Worm!
I think I remember scuffing up the pebbles in our driveway for a trice or two, giving many maddening seconds to my idea of how a real American boy breasts all hardship to quest the Great Quest. What I mean is I was by this time back in those backward burnished days pretty damn wised-up as to a pessimist's construction of everything in sight — meaning: if I did not catch a fish, I would be the last one to be surprised. Listen, it was a boyhood perpendicular to the kind you read about in the readers in school. It was a boyhood where the community never rested in its preparations for disaster and was amazed, seemed disappointed, when it did not strike. It was a boyhood where standards were sky-high but where expectation had been leached out of them to make for you a non-annihilating semi-null class. Come on, I'm not whining — I am just giving you, straight from the shoulder, the whole heart-rending tragic picture.

SO HERE WE ARE, nostalgia fans, back behind the family garage with a piece of picket fence, about nine feet of chewed-up Venetian-blind cord, and a hook Satan had set out to do temptation's work there in a gutter-looker's gutter. But you're thinking crick, you're thinking where does the kid get a crick from? Well, it takes the kid about a half hour to walk it to the crick, an inlet (let in by the Atlantic Ocean) spanned by a little bridge you crossed to get to the beach clubs. We called this inlet The Inlet, and we called the bridge The Bridge — not unmindful of how Skippy and Bucky were always coming up with these really great names for things — it dawning on me that if you got yourself out there on a little poke of dock up on out there on the landward side (hello, Skippy! hello, Bucky!), you could drop a line down into something maybe liquid and deep enough.
Look, I can appreciate how knot-tying is probably a pretty big deal to most people, but for me there's never been much in it for me after the shoelace stage. So if you are wondering how I got the Venetian-blind cord stuck onto the piece of picket fence, do me a favor and save your worry for the hook.
Because the hook, jeez, the hook truly was a bitch. I mean, I tried a lot of very fancy thinking, but my brain could only handle in my mind the mental thought it definitely, the hook, could not be hooked to anything I had in my hands.
So I just dropped the line in, tossed the Venetian-blind cord in, hookless and wormless but serious-looking if you went by the principle of its having lifted up its share of slats.

YOU READY?
You're ready!
Because how else could this all come out but as a good and countervailing lesson for a boy who always waited for the worst?
I am not saying what happened converted an indoors type to an outdoors one. Please, I still get closest to God somewhere where you can control the light. All I am saying is I went ahead and pulled up no fewer than a dozen lunatic fish with that stick of picket fence — fish which just bit anywhere all at once on that Venetian-blind cord and which looked like they were not going to let go of it wherever they'd bit on a bet.
I did not take even one of them home to prove it, though. As a matter of fact, I did not try to yank even one of them off the line. I just dropped the stick and ran like hell, all twelve or so of those infectious things on there fastened to it for good.
You know who would have stuck around?
I bet you Green Harvey would have stuck around — the loon probably harvesting those evil-minded monstrosities just to pitch one through the window of every mother's son who ever had believed himself to be altogether more than far enough away from any undoing indoors.
But me, I had had my fair warning of what is sometimes under outdoor things.
Knew I'd never need to have another warning again.

IT WAS BETTER THAN THIRTY YEARS LATER, when I was turning the pages of a Ladybird Book for an indoorsy type of my own (a kid whose peaceable opinion of nature continues to treacherously thrive on an abundance of urban ignorance), that I found out what it was the Wheaties box had got me into back in the backward burnished days when my heart was brave and true — namely, the worst scare ever to chase me through all of the backward burnish of my youth.
It was just a blowfish.
They were just blowfish.
Every last one of them a blown-up certitude in and of itself.
Oh, it will bite on any fool thing, your natural blowfish will. But so, for that matter — hook, line, and sinker — will your friendly reader. I mean, since it is all the same in the end, and if it is all the same to you, give me human nature every time — and the equally metaphoric, equally dubious, equally muddled angling of men.

AFTER THE BEANSTALK

THE ONE LOVE of my life was Beatrice, a dog of some kind. As for her sentiments, it convincingly appeared Beatrice more than amply reflected the experience of my emotion. Goodness knows, whatever modest attention I might let be sent in her direction, the thing would answer with such a frenzy of delight one feared the exertion might do the creature in. But Beatrice lived and lived, and must have come to quite a great age actually, considering it was promptly on the accomplishment of my birth that she had been made over to me as a gift, this by Aunt Enid and Uncle Jack in an earlier century. I had always understood dogs to suffer — in arithmetic terms, of course — a more severe constraint within the natural precinct. It would, in this regard, have occurred to me I should prove to outlive Beatrice by a rather notable margin, all things being equal. But truly, truly, I ask you, when are they ever? For there I was, just managing to limp gingerly into the impressive decrepitude of a very latterly decade, yet there also was Beatrice, doubtless more ancient than myself — the ratio concerning this computation will be not at all taxing for even the most deficient reader — still continuing to conduct herself in the old manner. By what means, by what means, I put it to you, had my companion succeeded in eluding the penalty of the years? But just look at her, persisting with every vigor at the acquitting of those chores whose number Beatrice had obtained from Aunt Enid at the time of this person's having taken her absolute leave of us. I mean to say, it still happened I had only to glance up from my studies at any time of night or day to espy this good and earnest beast toiling away with the fiercest zeal as she sought the completions and perfections of the dwelling we had for so long an era shared one with the other. To be sure, it would have been quite inconceivable to me I should have permitted myself to slip into the last sleep without wondering aloud at the marvel Beatrice, in the mutt's mere being, revealed to me. And so it was that I, Gordon — Gordon! — touched Beatrice ever so lightly (it had become a rather unpleasant procedure for me to do much other than to read) upon the shoulder whilst this mysterious animal was making all speed past me in pursuit of her errands with whisk broom and dustpan.
"Dear dog," I said, "one sees you absorbed in labors for the common good, so please to forgive me for this interference and, too, for the impertinence which occasions it, but I should like to inquire of the heavens how can it be that every evidence of life keeps flourishing in yourself even as in me so slight a display of it threatens to endure."
Beatrice said, "Seeing that you ask, the answer is this — I am not what you see."
"Not what I see?" I said, too stunned to be quite at all comprehending of the event now in motion before me. "What, then, if not what I see?" I said, still construing myself as a figure deeply adream.
"A princess, but of course," Beatrice replied, conveying in her style of speech a certain impatience with my unrestrained amazement.
"Then an effect of magic has been worked upon you and you are, as a consequence," I exclaimed, quite beside myself with the triumph of my surmise, "an enchanted dog! Occult, occult!"
"Right!" Beatrice confirmed. "A curse, a spell, a charm — you name it."
"Was it," I asked, and none too bravely, I will admit, "Aunt Enid who did it to you?"
"No, no," Beatrice sighed, letting fall both dustpan and whisk broom in a show, I concluded, of no small annoyance with me for the tiresomeness of my interrogative, "not her, not the dame, but him — that fucker Jack, the motherfucker."
"Please, Beatrice, please!" I erupted, ashamed for the both of us at the intemperance of her diction. "I must beg you to realize I had not known to this very time that you could speak, nor either that you are, in truth, one transformed — and most assuredly not a household hound, it must be assumed, but a rather handsome woman, I expect the case must be, one who would very likely seek to amuse me in a fashion quite beyond my power to imagine — and of noble bearing, you say, of nothing less than noble bearing!"
At this Beatrice retrieved her implements and settled upon myself a none too forgiving gaze. "Look," she said at length, "my father was a monarch, yes, and me, I am some piece of ass, depend upon it — which, conjecture that it is, is nevertheless probably how come your weird relation had to hex me — the dirty stinking rotten crummy creep!"
It was then I spoke to my pet thusly: "Oh, oh, Beatrice, I beg you, I beg you, no more of this coarseness — it is altogether too distressing to me for me to hear it from your lips, not least when I now have such a deal of everything to struggle with within myself to make an adjustment to if we are, you and I, to produce a future for ourselves from this present — that you can converse, to cite the first of these items, that you are prospectively a most sumptuous instance of womanhood, to cite the second of these, that you promise incalculable erotic bliss, to cite the third, and that you must certainly be rich as well as royal, to cite in seriatim now a fourth and fifth."
"Kiss me, Gordo!" Beatrice commanded, flinging aside the symbols of her servitude and thrusting her open body at me. "Kiss me, pal, and all — big bucks, fabulous pussy, even life everlasting — it all shall be yours!"
"Sounds pretty swell to me," I acknowledged. But, collecting myself not a jot too soon, I drew myself safely apart and issued the ensuing statement: "I positively refuse, precious thing, to surrender myself to the conditions, and therefore to the punchline, of any joke that I, Gordon — Gordon! — have not myself devised, just as I would also refuse, please be aware, to forego even one of the several myselves deployed in the foregoing utterance."
The brute's eyes widened.
One noted, I note — with a twinge of unseemly satisfaction perhaps — that it was no longer my turn to be the party taken aback. Yet my heart was swift to soften at the spectacle of melancholy I had, in my recall to form, inspired — and, accordingly, awful as it was for me in my ruined substance to do, I reached out my fingertips and caused them to create a sort of consoling effect upon the nearer of the cur's ears.
"There, there," I crooned, "thrilling as it would be — I don't deny it for an instant — to inaugurate your freedom and therefore to liberate your tits, your title, your checking account, and your hole — I do think, on the whole, sweetness, I should much prefer the fame of my having been the proprietor of a talking dog."
Well, I needn't report the bitch bit me good and proper at that. Nor that I do not expect the wound she gave me — good God, the offense of one's biology, the incommensurable insult of it! — ever to give itself to even the beginnings of repair.
That's it.
It needs only to say no regrets.
It's been the first and last of my amours — witty, just, and not all that long from now, fatal.

SQUEAK IN THE SYCAMORE

I WANT TO TELL YOU some fast things first about when I was little and then I am going to go ahead and tell you a story like everybody else. One is there was a tree out front and I heard things in it and I could not see up to the top of it and it made me scared I couldn't. Two is the man next door said come see my jonquils and I did not know if I should or not. Three is I went to bed with socks on and somebody came in and pulled off the covers and stood looking and crying and saying look at that. Four is Little Eugene had a slime spoon and they made it my job to be the one to have to go clean it off. Five is the butter-and-egg man died from adhesions. Six is the plumber died from getting electrocuted. Six is the gardener died from digging up a basilisk. Seven is the electrician died from a double hernia. Seven is the fruit-and-vegetable man died from his goiter getting wet. Eight is my second-grade teacher died from something. Nine is the sandwich man at the druggist's died from something else. Ten is the mailman died from kidney trouble and his wife. Eleven is the man who came to put the wallpaper up died from keeling over. Twelve is my mother died from stones in her cunt. Thirteen is my cousin Artie Sakowitz died from choking on ice water. Fourteen is Aunt Esther died, Aunt Dora died, Aunt Adele died, Aunt Pauline died, Aunt Miriam died, also Uncle Lou did, Uncle Sig did, Uncle Jack did, Tante Ida did, Tante Lily did, and so did a girl in my class from bending over too much, and so did a man from a sled hitting his head, and so did a dog, and so did Jesus. Lots of movie stars are dead. Rabbi Sandrow is dead. There are dead people from wars, from volcanoes, from floods, from earthquakes, from fires, from famine, from pestilence, from pestilence, bad food, bad habits, rash decisions, rushes to judgment, killer plants, death thoughts, from playing too much with a jump rope too much, from even just doing nothing. There is a bug that can make you die by you walking on its back. There is a jellyfish that can swim in through your nose and then climb up into your brain and then eat your whole brain up. There is a lake that has bloodsuckers in it that can suck all of the blood out of somebody and nobody can get the bloodsuckers off of them even after all of the blood has been sucked out of them and there is no blood left in them anymore for the bloodsuckers anymore to suck out of them anymore. Did you know you can get somebody's hair stuck in your throat and suffocate from it? You can get hemorrhages. You can get dysplasia. You can get glossitis and herpetic stomatitis. You can get acute arterial thrombosis. Don't laugh. It's not funny. There's nothing funny about any of it. You think there's anything funny about obstructive uropathy? How about idiopathic long QT syndrome, you asshole! You think it's funny too? Fucking people with their fucking idea of what's hilarious! It makes me sick when somebody's got pericarditis with effusion and people start laughing about it and making wisecracks about it and carrying on like it's some kind of fucking joke.
People!
What makes people so absolutely so sickening?
Doesn't anybody know what makes people stand there and be so sickening?
Okay, as to the story like everybody else:
Schmulevitz comes out of the doctor's office, and Mrs. Schmulevitz says to him: "So? So tell me, darling husband, so what is the verdict?"
"The verdict?" Schmulevitz says. He says, "You are asking me, Schmulevitz, what the verdict is? Because the answer is," he says, "not so hotsy-totsy, for your information. Because for your information, Mrs. Schmulevitz," Schmulevitz says to Mrs. Schmulevitz, "because for your information the man in there, he gives me two weeks tops."
"Two weeks tops?" Mrs. Schmulevitz says to Schmulevitz. She says to him, "You are telling me the verdict is two weeks tops? So what is the deal with the two weeks tops?" Mrs. Schmulevitz says to Schmulevitz. "What, pray tell, is the condition with regard to the two weeks tops?" says Mrs. Schmulevitz.
"The ticker," says Schmulevitz. "The man says to me forget it, Schmulevitz, it's the ticker, Schmulevitz. Tops, the man says to me, you got two weeks tops, the man says to me. This is what the man says to me because of the ticker," says Schmulevitz.
"Well," says Mrs. Schmulevitz, "thank God at least it's not cancer."
So to you that's pretty fucking comic, right?
God, I cannot goddamn believe it.

HOW THE HEAD COMES OFF

ALL RIGHT, WE EACH HAVE SEVEN CARDS. Seven cards have been dealt to you, seven cards have been dealt to me. Let us say that, between the two of us, it is I who has done the dealing, yes? All right — if it is I who has been the one to deal, then you play first.
Yes, yes, yes, of course — but what do you play?
Let us say that you play the seven of diamonds.
Very good, you have played the seven of diamonds.
All right, my options are these — play a seven, or play a diamond, or play an eight.
All right, why an eight?
Eights are wild. This is why an eight. It can always "be" an eight.
But do I have an eight?
No, I do not have an eight.
Moreover, if I had an eight, it would be smarter not to play the eight — no, no, no, not at this "stage" of the game.
I mean that when this "stage" of the game is the beginning "stage" of the game.
Ah, but what if I had three eights?
Or all four eights?
In other words, what if I had in my hand such a supply of eights that it might not do incorrigible harm to my long-term prospects for me to spend spendthriftly from my copia of eights?
But skip it.
I have no surplus of eights.
To be sure, what I reckon myself to have in my hand is not even one goddamn eight.
Ah — so what do I do?
Yes, yes, yes, what do I do?
Play a seven? Play a diamond? Yes, yes, yes, these are possible plays — a seven, a diamond — either of these is a possible play, is it not?
But one must have the one or have the other in one's hand, must one not?
I mean I must.
But I do not.
So now what, now what?
I'm sevenless and diamondless, not to mention eightless — so, as I said, now what?
All right, the answer is I pick.
I may — or must — pick.
I can "go pick," taking from the "deck" cards in hopes of my coming upon a playable card.
Meaning, taking cards from the aggregate of cards not dealt when the cards were, you know, dealt.
In other words, that's the "deck," the undealt cards.
The thirty-eight cards.
Because, at this "stage" of the game, the "deck" is constituted of the result achieved when fourteen is taken away from fifty-two, given that neither of us has thus far been made to "go pick" — is this not correct?
Yes, this is correct.
But now I, your opponent, must "go pick."
All right, I pick the jack of hearts.
No good.
I pick the deuce of clubs.
No good.
I pick the eight of spades.
Ah.
Ahhh.
An eight!
But do I use it? Do I "play" it?
No, no, no, eights are wild, or eights are "wild," but let their "wildness" be held in reserve.
I pick again.
This will be my fourth pick.
I ask you, I ask you, how many picks is one permitted when one must "go pick"?
The answer is five.
The rule is this — when a player "goes and picks," the pickable limit of cards is five.
I pick.
I have picked.
The four of diamonds!
Thank God.
All right, I play the four of diamonds. The other cards that I have picked, the jack, the deuce, the eight, these all get stored, placed, preserved — in my hand, or in my "hand." Whereas I play, have played, can play the diamond "on" your diamond.
Good.
Your turn to play.
You search your "hand."
You see in it — rulingly — a diamond.
Yes, yes, but what if the set screw is stuck?
All right, let us suppose the set screw, so-called, is stuck, is "frozen," as they say — what then?
Or, "then what"?
Look at it this way — you arrive at the cemetery.
Everyone trudges, everyone traipses, everyone trundles inside — where there is a frosted window at which, it is plain, one applies. Or, let us say, goes to, stands at, stares into, and lightly agitates the bell that is there for you to summon the cemeterian assumed to be inside.
Good.
"You are?" the fellow says.
One answers, "Lish, the child of, the brother of, the husband of — what difference?"
Ah, but suppose the set screw had come undone.
Or that you had played "the" seven of spades.
Or that I had not been the "dealer."
But it did not and you did not and I was.

SOPHOCLES

TAKE EGG. Boil until hard-cooked. Crack shell. Hold under running water. Remove shell. Set shell aside. Peel away white. Set white aside. Use heel of spoon to mash yolk in midsize mixing bowl. Add one teaspoon heavy cream, one tablespoon granulated sugar, one teaspoon confectioners' sugar, three teaspoons almond extract, dash salt. Blend until blended consistency has been achieved. Set mixture aside. Take half cup shortening, two cups sifted flour, one teaspoon salt, four tablespoons ice water. Press with fork. Melt two sticks unsalted butter and fold in. Add two teaspoons vanilla extract. Shake in ground cinnamon and nutmeg to taste. Cover with dampened towel and set aside in warm, dry place. Core eight apples. Cream three bananas. Take one cup sour cream, half cup sweet cream, quarter cup molasses. Blend three tablespoons dark brown sugar with quarter cup unsalted butter. Add half teaspoon baking powder. Turn when bubbles appear. Set mixture aside. Heat bacon drippings, peanut oil, and corn oil in shallow frypan. Drain excess onto brown paper bag. Pour remainder into buttered casserole. Sprinkle with paprika. Pat dry. Remove from pan. Allow milk to "billow." Cut in four servings of finely chopped cabbage. Put seven egg yolks, two pints buttermilk into large mixing bowl. Beat until ingredients are thoroughly moistened. Resolve butter while gradually adding sugar. Add egg mixture to hot milk in saucepan. Set aside and take two tablespoons strained orange juice and eight-ounce jar apricot preserves. Cut pecans coarsely. Pour and spoon into prepared pan. Add half cup condensed milk, half cup evaporated milk, whole cup skim milk. Cook until substance has clarified. Let cool before refrigerating. Then bring gently to boil. Stir in apples and "shave" top with well-chilled knife. Beat vigorously until thick. Set this aside. Crush four vanilla beans with curd mallet. Divide with scissors into one-inch pieces. Transfer mixture to baking tin. Core more apples. Fold in eggs. Fold in pecans. Beat until stiff. Where's your cooked egg white? Don't forget your cooked egg white! Cut shortening into safflower oil. Remove cabbage from double boiler. Steam and then spread until surface is crumbly. Beat with whisk. Set aside. To begin sauce, take one quart okra, two pints tomatoes, two chopped onions, salt and pepper to taste. Take off skin and slice thin. Shake until greens are engulfed. Combine and keep beating. Prepare greased sheet. Allow contents to regroup. Dice and remove grated walnuts. Mixture is "ready" when peaks appear. Set aside and boil without stirring. Is it brittle? Discard and start again if brittle. What happened to vanilla beans? Crush more vanilla beans. Take creamed bananas. Pat dry. Remove from bowl. Lift gently. Combine. Fold back towel. You dampened it, didn't you? Didn't you dampen it? You didn't, you didn't, you didn't dampen it! You took this for a joke and didn't fucking dampen it, did you? See the brittleness? Weren't you warned? You were warned, weren't you?
Take egg.
No, forget it — don't take egg.
Go get eight pounds stewing meat.
Hack away gristle.
Hack away suet.
Rip out bone.

THE DEAD

DEAR, DEAREST PEARL,

Just a note to say how sorry I am I cannot be with you to visit with you before you turn two days old. The trouble is I'm sort of snowed in up here in a northerly city and they're saying there won't be any way out of it for me for a while. It makes me feel just awful to have to be kept away from you like this. Your mother and dad called on up here last night to pass along to me the news about you being in the world with us and all. I'm glad. I'm so glad. It's just terrible the way the weather way up here is keeping me away from you. I never saw such weather — snow, snow, snow! — and the wind blowing it past my window with such meanness. How is it wind can get like this, so wild and nasty and mean? I'm not only way up here in this northerly city, I'm way up high in this hotel. Maybe the wind wouldn't be so bad if my room were on a lower floor — or maybe it just wouldn't seem to me to be so bad — everything, the wind, the cold. I mean, maybe the wind would seem to blow the snow by slower or something. I don't know. I'm just miserable about the whole thing, me stuck here like this up here like this, and you down there getting ready to be a day older without me there to sit in there with you on the passing of the time. It's probably warm where you are — indoors, inside, all that sort of thing of being okay. I'm indoors too, I'm inside too, but it feels pretty terrible to me in this room. God, Pearl, it's so white outside. I never saw it so white outside. But you know what? When I get up close to the window, I can see there is a skating rink down outside there out across a kind of park out there just opposite from the hotel I'm in here over on this side of this hotel. Can you believe it, people skating when it's weather like this? There's a lot of them out there, it looks to me like, going around and going around. It looks easy the way they're doing it, but I bet you it isn't — what with so much wind and so much cold and so much snow and so on. Imagine it, your feet freezing in your skates and the wind getting you right in the face every time you make your turns. But none of them, those skaters, there is not a blessed one of them who is not showing off anything but the greatest of ease to me from way up here in this hotel. Of course, I'm way up. It's such a high floor I'm way up on. Oh, Pearl, dear Pearl, this hotel couldn't be a bigger one if it tried. What made them ever want to make such a big hotel way up here so crazy, crazy north? But I suppose nobody way up here can really tell what it's really like way down there in the rink. Maybe it's not so bad. Maybe I am just making it sound bad because I do not know what else for me to say. I guess they're probably having fun, all of them, the skaters in the world. They're going around. I can hardly see them the way you can hardly see people from here. But they are skating, don't you fret. It's the white. It's the snow flying and whiting everything out — or whiting it way down anyhow — making everything seem so faraway-seeming. It is like a dream. Did you know my mother's dead? Did you know my father's dead? Did you know my sister's dead? Pearl, dear Pearl, dearest Pearl, I know you are not even two days old yet and I know it is probably not the best thing for me to be sitting here saying to you anything about dead people yet, but I just wanted for you to hear it first from me — my mother's dead, my father's dead, my sister's dead — and lots of other people, they are all of them dead too. There are so many dead other people. They died of different things. And I had the idea I should tell you. If I get another idea I think you should hear me tell you, I think I will do it, okay? But this is it for the time being. Plus saying hello to you and saying welcome to you and saying I love you to you. Just this one other thing, Pearl, dearest Pearl. I really like the name your mother and dad gave you. I mean, it's got a lot in it for a name, I think. It goes, I think it goes with all these things I'm seeing in the world today — and thinking of today and missing so bad, so bad, so bad today. Pearl, Pearl — I am just saying your name. I hope you're warm. I hope everybody's warm. If you ever go skating, be careful — oh, please. Get something bright and put it on. How about a red scarf or something like that? Or it could be a red cap. Then maybe people won't bang into you maybe — and then maybe everybody will be certain to be able to see you and to keep seeing you and to never stop seeing you — even from a long way off. Oh, and another thing, Pearl — keep going, Pearl — don't stop going, Pearl, don't ever stop going, Pearl — because otherwise what will happen is they will come and they will come and they will bump you from behind as if you had not ever been — or are or were — there.
Your grandfather,

Gordon

WOULDN'T A TITLE JUST MAKE IT WORSE?

HOW COME IS IT I am always telling people stories and people are always construing my stories to be stories as in stories? Why would I want to tell people made-up stories? I can't stand made-up stories. It makes me sick to hear a made-up story. Look, if your story is a made-up story, then do me a favor and keep it to yourself. Me, I would never tell a made-up story about anything, let alone about myself. I respect myself much too much for me ever to stoop to just making something up about myself. I don't get it why anybody would want to tell a made-up story about himself. But the even bigger mystery to me is why, when you tell them the truth, people go ahead and look at you and say, "Oh, come on, quit it — nooooooooooooo." Take this one, for instance. I mean, suppose we just take ourselves a squint at how this one works with someone like you instead of with anyone like anyone else. So okay, so it was when I was lecturing someplace far away from here once. I was there for the week, had to be there for the week, was signed up to teach fiction-writing there for the week — and was, for the week, being put up at the home of some very fancy folks, dignitaries in the English department or in the literature department or in one of those departments like that, both husband and wife. Anyhow, they were very grand and very nice and very kind, and I accordingly start to begin to feel so tremendously and irredeemably in the debt of these persons even before I had even slept for even one night under their roof. Well, I wasn't actually under their roof, as it were, but was in a sort of added-on affair attached to the house by a sort of connective passageway, you might say, since passageways, I suppose, connect. I only mean to say that my place, my borrowed place, the place lent to me, that is, had its own window and its own door and when you went out of it, the door, you stepped into a little connective consideration that put you right up against the kitchen door of where the grown-ups were — which is to say, the house of one's hosts. Anyhow, to get right to it if you don't mind all the hurry — you just have to appreciate the fact that I am the most fastidious little thing in all the wide and untidy world. In other words, let's say I happened to have been your houseguest for a period of ten years. At my usual base rate of one squillion tidinesses per year, it works out to your finding not just your house but your next-door neighbors' houses about one gazillion times tidier than they were when I first put in an appearance in your neighborhood. So I guess it goes without saying this little tiny sort of garage apartment I was in was the last word in presentability the morning I was — the week's work now a job left unjumbled behind me — making ready to leave. Okay, I had to catch a plane, you see. So here's the thing — had positioned a box of candy on the table by the door, had leaned up against the box of candy a square of writing paper on which had been entered the written expression of my gratitude, had situated the key on the table so as for the key to act as a discouragement against the thank-you note's drifting to the floor, had taken one last look about to make certain nothing would offer the slightest invitation to reproach. Ahhhh. Good Gordon. I tell you, I felt as if, praise God, here I was — Gordon, Gordon — getting away with crimes against humanity all over again. And at this our fellow shoulders his carry-all and goes for the knob with his other hand. But lets go of it, the doorknob, in the instant, it having just been disclosed to him that he is going to have to race to the latrine, and this — this! — with all possible speed. Now then, we are hastening ahead ourselves in order that we might consider the forthcoming event from the dainty standpoint of hindsight, eh? Are you following me? Try to follow me. I have wiped. I have, as is my custom, wiped — wiping with soap, wiping with water — wiping such that the concept of wiping is delivered from its critique — flushing, don't you know it, like Neptune all the while. Good again, hurray again, for I have not tarried for too long. I can make it to the airport in more than enough time. I get to my feet, draw up my trousers, fasten them, yank a handful of toilet tissue free from the roll for to give a last finishing touch to the porcelain, to the seat, to the whole glistening commode. When I see — in the bowl — in the bowl! — this solitary, big-shouldered, brute-sized stool. So I activate the flushing mechanism. The water goes into its routine commotion, the excretum gets itself sucked out of sight, but in due course — just as I had guessed — hell, guessed — knew, knew! — from the instant I was born, I knew, I knew! — it, this thing, this twist of Lish-ness lifts itself back into blatant view — grinning, I do believe — even, it seemed to me, winking, I do believe. Fine, fine — I hit the plunger again, already knowing what there is to be known, what there is always to be known — namely, that I and that all my descendants might stand here at our hectic labors flushing toilets until the cows come home, that when they did come, this malicious, hainted, evil turd would still be here for them to see it, and see it — it idly, gaily, gigantically turning in the otherwise perfect waters below — they, the bovine police, would. What to do, what to do, what to do? I mean, I could see, foresee, could feel myself defeated by forecast galore. This blightedness, this fouledness, it would never be gone. If I snatched it up and hid it away in my carry-all, the contents thereof would smash into it and mash it into a paste that would then smear itself remorselessly onto my really prize stuff, the best of which I had toted with me to this outpost to show myself off in in front of whosoever might show up in my class. If instead I went to the window with it (you know what) and dumped it (you know what) overboard, would my hosts not come and discover it (it!) beneath the very porthole the very minute my plan had seen me gone? What of taking it in hand, of going to the door with it, then of going with it (oh, God, it again!) thither, thereafter to dispose of same in a suitable municipal receptacle as soon as I were well clear of the neighborhood? Ah, Jesus, this seemed the very thing! Until foresight (stories, stories, stories) made me to read in my mind — in my mind! — the sentence predicating the presence of my protectors there in the passageway on the other side of the door, they foregathered in beaming bonhomie for the very purpose of embracing me the one last time, thereupon to send me all the more welcomed off. So are you seeing what I in my mind — in my mind! — saw? I would fling open the door and he would be there to reach for my hand to clasp it powerfully to his own. Whereas were I to have taken the precaution of having shifted the turd into my other hand, then would this not be the hand she, for her part, would then shoot out her hand to to seize, no es verdad? I mean, I do not know what this means, no es verdad— but can you think of what else there is for anyone to say? Except, to be sure, to report to you — yes, yes, yes! — that, yes, I ate it, you bastards, I ate it! Well, of course, I ate it. After all, had it not been written that I would? Come on, quit it — what outcome by the teller — by me, by you, by Willie, by your aunt Tillie — has not already been well and roundly foretold?
So which is it, do you say?
Is it story or story?
It's truth?
Not truth?
Nor aught but words as words working their way along as words — a bit of ink on this otherwise blank or — worse, worse! — unnumbered page.

EATS WITH OZICK AND LENTRICCHIA

I AM WRITING THIS the night of 30 January 1994.
Barbara is in the next room.
She is being fed by two nurses. One spoons the soupy food onto Barbara's tongue, the other promptly pushes between Barbara's teeth the canula that carries what Barbara cannot swallow down into the canister where what is suctioned out of Barbara's mouth is stored until someone must come dump the contents into the bedroom toilet so that the procedure might be continued without spillover or mechanical breakdown.
Barbara will be fed, in this manner, all night, which means, as a rule — all night, that is — until about four in the morning, at which time Barbara will be prepared for bed, and then finally laid down onto it at about six-thirty. She will be gotten up from bed and positioned back into her chair at about nine-thirty, whereupon the feeding will begin again throughout the day and the night again, this in the care of three shifts of a pair of nurses who come to us as Mercy Persons — until about four in the morning of 31 January — if, in fact, there is going to be a 31 January this year.
I don't know.
I turn sixty in February.
I mention these matters not to press you with the force of conditions now in sway in Barbara's life but instead to create the context for the one literary memoir — if this is what it might be claimed this recollection of mine is — I am ever likely to impart to print.
It concerns the critic Frank Lentricchia and the novelist Cynthia Ozick.
It concerns eating.
It concerns an item that belonged to Barbara but which I took from Barbara — actually, from the chifforobe in the room Barbara now sits in now being fed in as I now sit writing in this one — the evening last July that Ozick and Lentricchia asked me to come out to dinner with them.
It was, the item, vintage spectacles that pinch the nose to keep themselves stationed at their post and that have a ribbon that, looped through an eyelet formed from the frame, goes over the head and takes purchase around the neck and hangs down.
Pince-nez, yes?
Barbara never wore them.
The glass in them was plain glass.
I had picked up this novelty for Barbara from some sort of fashion emporium back when we were first setting up housekeeping together.
The pince-nez were like so many of the things I was then snatching from everywhere for Barbara — notions I had, frenzied notions, of ornamenting her, of delineating her, in her beauty.
Barbara was a very beautiful woman.
Barbara is still, inexpressibly, incredibly — reduced to a depletion more severe than anything I would have imagined possible without death present in complete dominion — a very beautiful woman. You can see this, Barbara's authority in this category, registering in the styles of approach made to her by the women who come to nurse Barbara — a sort of recognition, I think it is, a sort of satisfied acknowledgement of the insult nature reserves — justly! — for the very beautiful.
Barbara is regnant in there in our bedroom with two such nurses right now. They feed her, or struggle to feed her, as Barbara, for her part, struggles to swallow little sips of what was yesterday cooked and pureed for her, everybody in there, none more blindingly than Barbara herself, getting a good look at what most of us never see: the work that can be done to the body by amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.
Lou Gehrig's disease.
But what I want to tell you about is about another experience in eating and about other persons — and about, please remember, the pince-nez.
Which last I had taken from the top drawer of Barbara's chifforobe in order that I might feel I was in prospect of holding my own — as a full-fledged participant — in the company of Lentricchia and Ozick the night of the dinner I am remarking.
I took them with me, the pince-nez, for just that reason — or for no reason that I can honorably say.
I don't know.
Say that I had been in all day, been in for days, had not been out of the house — not at night, anyway — for weeks and weeks — and had certainly not been out for anything social in months, months, months.
Lentricchia and Ozick, Ozick and Lentricchia.
They — one or the other of them — phoned, said come out to dinner with us, said come meet us in an hour at The Grand Ticino, said come look for it just north of Bleecker on Thompson.
I said yes, yes, oh yes, hung up the phone, went with tears in my eyes — it's crazy — to the bedroom, to the chifforobe, took out the pince-nez, got my shoe trapped under one of the canulas or catheters or electric cords everywhere underfoot, got the shoe loose, went to the bookshelves, took down Ozick's Bloodshed, took down Lentricchia's Ariel and the Police, went to the kitchen, made out a note for the nurses then on duty and for those to come on at ten, said I'd be back no later than eleven, added the telephone number where I could be reached, and went, left, fled, took myself out into the street in the temper of one released.
Now to the little joke in this.
What I know I called a memoir but can now see will never accumulate itself into anything so grand, and God knows into nothing anywhere on speaking terms with something traveling under papers as a literary one.
It's just a bit.
I can tell it to you, the whole bit, in no time flat.
They were late.
I sat there being exasperated with them.
Why were they late?
Wasn't I on time? What right did they have to be late when there I was — right when they said I should be — right on fucking time? And what right did they have to make it up between them that we, that the three of us, would come eat at The Grand Ticino when — fuck, fuck! — doors away, also just north on Thompson off Bleecker, was Porto Bello — where with Bloom, with Donoghue, where with Ozick and Lentricchia — where all the years with Barbara, goddamn it! — I had had such good times, such happinesses — releases to, not releases from.
I tried thinking of topics.
Then I was glad of it, glad for it — glad the dirty fucking rats, the bums, were late.
Because I did not have anything to talk with them about — no topics, not a topic — did not have anything to say for myself, did not feel anything in me sufficient in worth to swap for the gift of anyone's time with me — except to hand these people my tears again in thanks again for their thinking again to ask me to come out with them for eats again.
I had one topic.
Barbara.
Barbara dying.
So I sat there being exasperated a little bit, and weeping a little bit, and being pleased with myself for the pince-nez hanging zanily from my neck and for the copy of Bloodshed and for the copy of Ariel and the Police I had thought to pack along with me for no motive I could state to you with any more good sense backing it up than I could summon in defense of myself for my getting myself primped up with the pince-nez.
I thought: Tell them I'd just made up my mind my favorite sentence is Edward Loomis' "Mary Rollins was born in a high white frame house shaded by elms."
I thought: Tell them I am getting ready to make my second-favorite sentence "The icepack has melted, and the American River is running fast."
I thought: Do I tell them it's mine, this sentence — ah, shit, compound sentence! — or tell them instead that all I really did was steal it from where it was scribbled up on some wall somewhere?
I thought: Tell them I've got money in my pocket and I'm going to get bad drunk and then get on a bus, get on any bus, so long as it's going away.
I thought: Tell them I'm pretty damn burnt-up they didn't deal me in when they didn't settle on good old Porto Bello.
I thought: Tell them they're my first- and my second-best friends?
I sat there thinking.
I sat there thinking, sat there waiting, sat there making believe I was actually reading the books I had laid out in my lap when I had pushed back my chair back away from the table when the waiter had come and had put a cup of espresso in front of me and had filled the bread basket with some great-looking bread in it for me and had poured out for me a little dish of olive oil for me, and had, in every ordinary thing the fellow had done for me, in every conventional ministration the waiter had enacted for me, that the man had — the strictness, the covenant with protocol — got the tears to come from me again, carried me into a sort of small weeping again — so that, sure, sure, I guess I could not actually have sat there reading anything even if I had actually been trying to.
I sat there thinking: Hey, what do they make of me, the other people back behind me in this place, me, this pose-taker I am, this show-person sitting here, the ridiculous specs stuck to the nose, the broad black grosgrain ribbon swagged martially across the chest, the legs arranged at an important three-quarter torque, the auspicious-looking books laid out in the lap, the chair shoved back away from the table in an exhibition of a sort of magisterial, expansive remove?
I sat there thinking: Where the piss are they, the dirty stinking rats, not to be here now, not for them to see me looking like this now, not for them to be right this instant coming up on me from the back of me seeing me looking like this now?
I'm ready! Please see me now — I'm ready!
But are the bastardos here and ready for them to do the fucking viewing?
I sat thinking: Tell them about how on my way downtown I spotted on Broadway between Twenty-second and Twenty-first a store called "GORDON" with a sign saying something like, wasn't it, Sells Tricks, Sells Novelties, Sells Disguises?
I thought: Tell them they are the both of them both my first-best friends as friends?
I thought: Tell them they made me cry?
I thought: Tell them everything makes me cry?
I thought: Tell them I put on a dirty movie when Barbara was sleeping or when I thought Barbara was sleeping and there was a girl in it getting it from all sides in it but who never once looked at any of the ones giving it to her in it but who instead was only always looking off somewhere away from where everything was going on in the holes in her as if — in a gaze, in a gaze! — where she looked off to was paradise?
I thought: Tell them, of the three chairs, that of the three chairs, that I, Gordon, was the first one here first but that I, Gordon, of the three chairs, that I took the one chair facing to the back, took the one chair facing to the kitchen, because what wouldn't I, Gordon, not do for my two first-best friends if not eat shit for them, if not face the kitchen doing it for them?
I thought: Tell them I took the pince-nez when Barbara wasn't looking, tell them I never told Barbara I was taking them, tell them I couldn't really read with them, tell them I wasn't really reading with them, tell them they didn't have anything but just plain glass in them, tell them I am not going to be ashamed of any of this, tell them I am not going to be ashamed of anything anywhere to do with any of this, tell them no, no, not if at least, not if I, Gordon, can at least be somewhere on time at least when I am goddamn told to be at least and they — the bastardos! — can't!
In the midst of which consideration I take up a big piece of the bread up from the bread basket and tear off a little piece of it from the big piece and put the little piece down into the little dish of olive oil and soak the little piece of bread with olive oil and then take up the salt shaker and salt the oiled bread with salt and put the little piece of salted, oiled bread into my mouth and start chewing and keep chewing and then take up the cup of espresso and take a sip from the cup of espresso and sit chewing and sit posing and sit making believe I am sitting reading but sit really actually just thinking — fuck, fuck — this fucking bread here is pretty fucking good bread here, this bread here at The Grand Ticino is pretty fucking good bread here — and just getting more bread, getting it all salted, getting it all oiled, getting more of the coffee into my mouth, getting the whole glob of it all good and chewed and soaked and mashed, thinking: Tell the bastardos what, what?
I think: Tell them there are Mercy Persons coming to us from Saint Firmus, tell them there are Mercy Persons coming to us from Saint Eustatius.
I think: Tell them there is no person merciful enough coming to anyone from anywhere.
I think: Proust! I think: That's it, Proust!
What a topic, Proust — the bum, the bum, the stinking dirty rat, forgetting the cookie, and whose damn cookie is it but the braggart's own damn cookie!
Tell them the filth can't even remember to remember his own damn cookie, can't even damn remember to remember not even three little pages hence concerning naught but remembering, can't even, goddamn it, remember it's the two of them, that it's the totality of the two of them, that it is the totalitarian unicity of the blend of the savors of the two fucking two of them that authorizes the emancipation of anything, that it's the tea and the cookie, that it's the tea now and now the cookie now, that it's the both of them now, this reciprocation goddamn it!
Tell them I think.
Tell them the instant they show up that I think.
And then I think Holy God Jesus, how about asphyxiation for a topic!
Because it is all of a sudden fucking occurring to me I am fucking sitting here in fucking The Grand Ticino fucking strangling!
I mean it, I mean it! — I have gone and got a lump of oily salty coffee'd-up mush that's gone and got itself caught halfway down and will not go anymore down than halfway down anymore because there is laid out beneath it this swag of big broad black grosgrain ribbon I somehow got caught in under the bread when I was sticking the fucking bread in my mouth and then got the ribbon halfway swallowed down under the bread and it's hung up on me halfway down, like this bundle of it, like this terrible bag of it, and it won't, the whole killing sack of it, it will not come back up because it has gone too far down for it to come back up and it won't go all of the way down because my neck has got it by a rope and won't let go.
And I think: Idiot, idiot, quick, quick! — act fast before you have actually suffocated yourself! — either give it a yank and rip out your teeth or see if you can swallow your head!
That's the thought I thought.
I don't know for how long.
All I know is, hey, Barbara knows.
Legs still crossed in imperious pose, books — books! — still exhibited upon my person — while death hurries to do an honest job of it from the props bullshitting has furnished.
Okay, so that's the literary part.
The memoir part is did I or didn't I sit here and not forget that it was all of them, all?
Coffee, salt, oil, ribbon, bread.
Six, actually — actually the components constituting the effect, don't they all come, all in all, to six?
The swift convergence, fluent — calamity! — everything in your gullet at once — I can count at least to six.
And what about eyelet?
And vanity?
And canula?
But it is swell by me if you and the critic and if you and the novelist want to take the list anywhere off into your first-best schemes and rhymes and figures and portents.
I mean, hey, as the fella says, reim dich oder ich fress dich, you got it or you got it?
Except just don't go accusing anybody of ever pulling anything too Prousty on you, deal?
I said it, my darling — didn't I?
Didn't I just — him, your husband — just say deal?

PHILOSOPHICAL STATEMENTS

SHUN NEGATIVITY. Eschew negativity. Send down negativity. Turn a cold shoulder to negativity. Never know the name of negativity. Make yourself the assassin of negativity. Befriend negativity not. Let negativity not enter in. Keep negativity out. Go away from negativity. Take flight from negativity. Rid thy house of negativity. Be free of negativity. Tear up the taproot of negativity. Throw off the garment of negativity. Eat not of the nutriment of negativity. Worry negativity. Usher negativity out. Shut your door to negativity. Spurn negativity. Scorn it. Smite it. Never call to the servants of negativity. Hate this negativity. Never to summon negativity's jinn. Unlearn negativity. Do unto negativity as you would the unclean. Let not your mind be near to negativity. Keep your mentation denegativized. Murder negativity. Trample down negativity. Negativity is catastrophe's furrow. Let it be unraveled, that which negativity had raveled up. Strangle negativity. Stop up your ears against negativity. Be wary, here comes negativity. Negativity is the goiter, the nevus, the milk leg, the whites. Never negativity. Go without negativity. Be not the mount for negativity's assault. Negativity moves in with beetles in its reticule. Negativity vexes, exasperates, peeves, itches. Negativity spoils. Have you negated negativity? Push away negativity? Push negativity off. Defy negativity. Expose the agents of negativity. Fear negativity's errand, mission, putrid device. Negativity has a plan — steal it, thrash it. If negativity nurses its child, let the nipple beget a worm. Negativity's song has a long, pale throat — does your axe not see its course? Negativity asks to eat at your table. Negativity wants to be your supper. Negativity leans in when the coverlet you raise up. Negativity prepares your dream, imagines your existence. Negativity watches, waits, is in no hurry. Look to proportion. Invite proportion. Follow proportion. Snatch at the skirt of proportion. Entice proportion's eye. Bend to proportion's purpose, curve to her languorous wile. Let proportion sweep your floor. Lead proportion in, heap honey onto her plate. Oh, sweet proportion, come quiet this perfidious heart! Proportion goes without corsets. Whisper not against proportion. Repeal proportion's torment. Where proportion is, mischief is not. Witness the grace of proportion. Proportion's impeachment struggles on club feet. Be the pretty child of proportion. Enact proportion's business. Good light is proportion's work. Open your lips for proportion's kiss. Here soars proportion, all else plummets. Let proportion be your consort, your shepherd, your bride. Marry proportion. Wed proportion. Lift proportion onto your back. Inscribe nothing if proportion be not your instrument. Vehemence lies twisted in the bedclothes, proportion slumbers in oblivious repose. Proportion is content. Proportion is wise. Proportion's husband is rich. Where proportion walks, the path is forever sure. Next to proportion stands prosperity in shoes. Proportion abides. Proportion fits. Proportion adds up. Proportion knows the score. Proportion is no dope. Proportion is not an imbecile. Proportion is a smart cookie. Seize opportunity. Grasp opportunity with both hands. Opportunity's departure is never not punctual. He who would chase opportunity must begin not a day late, not a thought late, is even now late. Opportunity does not masquerade as a loiterer. Opportunity is fugitive. Latch the gate when opportunity wanders within. Opportunity's warder cannot rest. There goes opportunity. Opportunity shouts no one's name. Children, children, to suffice is enough. He who is sufficient is sufficiency's master. She shall have sufficiency come hem her white gown. No tailor a thimble lends to sufficiency's sturdy wife. Sufficiency lets down her hair to harmony's warrior. Arise, darlings, for princes do dance at the well! The water is chaste. Dark is the apron of the stable boy not unbusy at his rounds. Be not lazy, be not known to rue. Heaven's bed is always made, its quilt mended and proud. Descend, sovereigns — they would the banquet begin! Where fame goes does villainy not hasten ahead? Be cautious, be not a father. Stay home, Young Albert! Edward's cat is fat, Mary's duck is lost! Be merry, go by the book. Be merry, go by the board. If the rat today, then not the martingale tomorrow? Curry the badger, fasten the saddle. Reap not the fruit of the windwillow tree if Lately's daughter you would have pretty your couch. Larder on Monday, goose for the sabbath. Toil behind the lee horse, feed before bed on soup. Happy is the fool, sorry struts his teacher. Sweetmeats, quoths the thief; needles and pins, weeps the bailiff. Marry the seamstress, dead in a fortnight. See a blind cobbler, starve the fox, catch the hare, tie the dog, choose the maid, bind the owl, pick the wool, tame the yarn, lock the box, bother the ox, spin the top, buckle the shoe, cool the pie, render the fat, scald the milk, dip the cream, rack the butter, iron the collar, scald the stew, take the broth, turn the fire, thicken the sauce, tether the goat, ask the cow, the carp, the dove, the hasp, the pan, the pot, the cheese, the chair, the hinge, the rag, the spoon, the fork, the button, the thread, the cake, the stocking, the candle, the cough, the curd, the grave, the dish, the hen, the bucket, the hook, the stick, the yoke, the belt, the stone, the salt, the rope, the cloth, the rake, the sleeve, the paste.
The paste?
If the paste, then not Tarski?
If Tarski, then not then Kripke?
All to say Giorgio, to say Agamben, to say hip hip hooray — which is not to have said hurray.

A PARTY OF ANIMALS: IN LESS THAN THIRTY MINUTES

YES. GOOD. YES. RIGHT. All right. The record. To make the record. To create the record. To record it. To record the record of it. All right. The final record of it. An exacting record of it. An exactitudinous record. Exactly. The conclusive record. A conclusive record. Account! The concessive, a concessive account. Consecutive account. To make the consecutive, to give the consecutive, to give a consecutive account. To make the record of the consecutive account. A sort of recordation of it — yes, yes. Consecutively and concessively. Concedingly. To concede to it. To concede to do it. Giving in to it. A sort of, a kind of giving in to it. A sort of summing up of it. A sort of summing it up. Offering to, conceding to sum it up. Consenting to sum it all up. Being willing to do it. Being willing to consent to do it. Fine. Good. Right. Yes. All right. I say yes to it. One says yes to it. One says an emphatic yes to it — yes, yes, all right to it! Very well to it — all right to it. Very good. High time, too. High time I did it, too. About time one did it, too. It's about time one did it, summed it up — all of it up. One's ready at last to make one's last summing up of it up. One has prepared oneself for a last summing up of it. One has made one's peace with it, with doing it, with saying it. One most emphatically has! So. One is ready to say one's piece. So. One is at peace with the occasion now upon one, now thrust upon one, now pressed upon one — to say one's piece. At last. So. Good. We shall be about it, then. Shall we not be about it, then? And say it? Let us be about it, then, and say it! In summary. In sum. Fully and amply but exactly. With exactitude. With unassailable, with unimpeachable exacting exactitude. Very good. Exactitudinously — but humanly and truly. Gordonly. As Gordon, then. As, then, oneself! As, shall we say, oneself! In the manner of one's very self. Without adornment. Without ornament. Plainly but plenteously. Plainly but with plenitude. Good. To be plentiful, to be bountiful, but to be plain — though bounteous. After a fashion. In a fashion. I was, one was — after a fashion. One was in pursuit of a fashion. One pursued a fashion. The thing was fashion. The very thing was fashion. Fashion was the thing of it. One was glad to be in fashion. My father, Father, was a hatter and therefore, and thus, emphatically, as a man, in fashion. As was Mother, my mother — a millinery model herself. A model of millinery herself. A model — it goes without saying — of ladies' millinery, of millinery worn by ladies. Of headwear worn by women. Of women's headwear, then. So. Mother, my mother, modeled — for the trade — women's headwear, whereas Father made it. Made women's headwear. Well, he is gone. Father is gone. So also, so too — well — so also, then, is Mother. Mother and Father — are gone. Leaving — leaving me, then, only I, then, myself, then, therefore naught but oneself, then, to make the record of it, to give the account of it — to furnish it, to be the furnisher of it, of the history of it — of their burden, of our burden, of — well — of myself. But as to Henry first. But first as to Henry, as to Mickey, as to Jackson, as to Fred. Henry, then. So. Henry first! Henry was acquired largely, principally, it seemed to me, for the cage, because of the cage. The motive, the motive force was — the cage. The family fancied — for a certain site, for a certain station on the premises — a certain cage. So. The bird — it was given the name Henry. A cage for Henry — and a Henry for the cage. A triller, a warbler, a roller — bird. Nicely named. Not an unpretty name for a bird. Trilling, warbling, etc. — this sort of thing. Song. It sang. A songster of sorts. Henry, the songstering bird. Now quite song-less, of course. Gone quite completely silent, of course. Quite dead, quite dead. Dead Henry. Gone. A goner. Deceased by reason of bathwater collecting excessively where he, Henry, stood. Where stood Henry impressively — for that matter. Where stood Henry quite stolidly, actually — quite impressive in the stolidity of his standing, actually — bathwater meanwhile collecting itself into a portion enough, bathwater meanwhile pooling at the ankles — pooling, you understand — mounting, ever mounting — waterously deepening the moral depth taken when Henry took his stance. So. Henry had taken his stance. Henry had positioned himself, had taken, or had taken up, a position so as to position himself. So as to be in position for come what may. Well, Henry was in position. Had composed himself thus. Steady on — on unsteady ankles. Unlike Fred. Not anything like unto the manner of Fred. Henry passed, passed away, drowned, was drowned, etc. Bird lung, etc. Some sort of balloonish affair adequate to the purpose, one supposes, but compromised not with great impediment. Whereas Fred, for his part, disappeared. Fred. So. Appearance, disappearance — and so forth. Actually, a sort of philosophical thing. Well, mail-ordered to the premises. In accordance with instrument, one imagines, not uncommon among approaches broached to situate hermit crabs in domestic circumstances. But enough of Fred. Fred — disappeared. Was lifted from habitat, was snatched up from the habitual bowl — oh, the bowl! — for a walk. For an evening's turn about the premises. A stroll for Fred! This sort of thing. So. Not even the dainty ankle for good old Fred. But enough of Fred. Fred's gone. Fred went. What about Jackson? What about Mickey? This is the thing — Jackson and Mickey. Because concerning Jackson, Jackson barked. Concerning Mickey, Mickey scratched. Now I ask you, speaking strictly as their victim, I ask you — did one not have ears? One had, most emphatically, ears. And until one were in longies, until one were within reach of the dispensation of wearing longies, was one not — wasn't one not in short pants? All right. Good. Point, yes? Points, actually. And concessive even. Even with a certain conceding quality in evidence even. The recordation of it, I mean. This summary, I mean. But meant, of course, no more than Gordonly. Yet what — in the whole wide world of the behatted and of the unbehatted — isn't?
So.
Good.
All souls accounted for.
Plentifully enough.
Even, ah, plentitudinously.
Runaway and otherwise.
In under, in less than, in fewer than — not unbitterly, either — thirty cruel minutes.

THE FOREIGNER AS APPRENTICE YOU DO NOT BELIEVE ME

Why don't you believe me?
Whose vengeance is it that keeps cursing me for my making an ever more extravagant investment in what's to be made over to me from my more and more telling all? No, I am neither liked nor believed — or did I just lay down a plank of past-participializing wrong-way-wise from left to right? No matter, Gordo's busted — left behind by wife and child, naught left for him to do for himself but rattle around in search of gash and/or gash and romance. And so it was that I was able to form a yeasty introduction to a woman who made plain that she was Susan.
Or had said Susanne.
No matter — the matter was settled with dispatch — the practiced considerations ensuing at all modest speed — a brief tea at a tearoom excessively dainty enough, a not unmodulated vehemence of ardors passing from one to the other by telephone — and, with charming promptitude, the whole of it, concluded — to wit, that Susan or Susanne would come with herself to my place to a small supper that I would serve to her, and, if all appeared to go acceptably, not remove herself therefrom until an hour usefully deep into the morning.
And so it was that I was, on a certain afternoon, making my way along the avenue to first fetch and then carry home with me a kind of stylish bread in support of my arrangements to encourage this outcome. Well, I was weeping as I went. I do often do this — weep some — chiefly — no, entirely — when I am out-of-doors and mainly in motion, as of course one is when one walks. I mean to say to you I seemed to myself to be weeping — but whether this effect was resulting from a feeling that was unbeknownst to me seizing me or from eye tissue punished by the terrible vapors of our streets, how am I to be the one to know?
Tears occur in me.
Are an occurrence in me.
Were then occurring in me as I went making my way along the avenue for the bread — and would doubtless occur in me, be a homeward reoccurrence in me, would presently be recurring in me as I would go coursing back up the avenue for home and for the woman Susan — or would it be for Susanne?
But I was tearless when taking the loaf that I wanted from the basket where all the loaves, in invitation, were presented all of the way up on end.
Tearless, too, when preparing myself to turn to give money to the young thing at the cash register.
Tearless, three, when I heard "Mr. Lish is it?"
I said to no face that I could see: "Sorry?"
But then face there was indeed, and from it there issued a revision: "You're Mr. Lish, are you not?"
I had had to move the bread from one hand to the other to use my customarily favored hand to be ready with the money — and so the bread seemed to me, given the locus of the hand that held it and the less grace that hand was able to do this work with — to be rudely prodding the space that was now assembling itself between my accuser and myself.
"Please" — it was the voice again—"it's been years. But you must, you must, you must be Mr. Lish."
It was a woman.
Uninteresting eyes, sadly too interesting eyeglasses, spectacles established pugnaciously forward on a nose never meant to sustain even a small sneeze.
I wiped at my eyes.
I had the money in the hand that did it.
It did no good.
I used my knuckles to wipe at the cloudier eye harder. "I'm very sorry," I said. "You seem to know me," I said. "It's the snow," I said. "I'm just on an errand," I said. "This bread," I said, now giddily conscious of my bearing the ficelle as if about to poke with it at her chest. "I'm here for bread," I said.
"Yes," she said. "Snow is so disconcerting, isn't it?" she said. "It's lovely when it first falls — but now look at it — just slush and dirt and wretchedness, such dismal wretchedness," she said.
"Yes," I said. "One's shoes," I said. "They get to look so awful," I said.
"Wear boots," she said. "I wear boots," she said.
"Of course," I said, and got the bread out from between us even though I did not want to take food into the hand that held the money.
"Let me just pay for this," I said.
"Oh, but you don't remember me," the woman said.
"I'm sorry," I said. "Sometimes the snow," I said.
"I'm Harris Drewell's mother," the woman said.
"Yes," I said. "You are Harris Drewell's mother," I said.
"Harris Drewell," the woman said, and I could see that what she had in her arms were several loaves of a different style of bread. "A classmate of your boy's at school."
"Well, of course," I said, and the thought rushed through me that she had taken for herself a kind of bread that might better have got me my aim with Susan.
Or with Susanne.
"Mr. Lish," the woman said, "I just want to say for Mr. Drewell and for myself that we are all of us in our family so very sorry for your unhappiness. And for Harris, too, you understand — Harris would offer his sympathies too, you understand."
"Oh, well," I said, "this snow, you know. Can you countenance it? Can you ever?" I said, and struggled to swing myself around a little so as to, by so doing, give evidence to all concerned that the person at the cash register could not, for one more instant, be kept waiting for her to have payment.
"He's gone with the Foreign Service, you know. It's just an internship, of course. He's just an intern, of course. But we're all of us, of course, very proud of him."
"As am I," I said, and gave to the clerk the money and got back from her the coins that were coming to me and then made — my vision awash with confusion, confusion, avalanche, wallow — for the door.
"Oh, they'll be back, Mr. Lish — have no fear of it, have none!" I heard the woman call to me, but thought, once I had gotten myself back onto the sidewalk and again onto my course, thought no, no, I had imagined it, I must have just imagined it, that what she had instead said was, "Wear boots, you imp, for pity's sake, don't make me tell you again — boots!"
It was a block or so onward that I could recall my sometimes seeing this person when I had escorted my child to school and had stood about with the fathers and mothers and more often nannies and chauffeurs in such a hopeful accruing.
"My God, Harris Drewell's mother!" I called out to myself as I went.
For hadn't I once begged the gods for them to please give to me this Harris Drewell's mother for me please to just once fuck?
I am telling.
This is the truth that I am telling.
Just as I am telling that I was making my mind up not for me to get out my shoe polish and clean off my shoes, that I was making up my mind, had, had, just as I was turning off the avenue to go the rest of the distance around the corner and home, made up my mind not ever again for me to ever clean off my shoes again — not for this Susan — not for this Susanne — not for anyone of any fame — but instead to get her fair share of the bread into her and of everything else spread out for her into her — potage, silage, rump! — as fast as it all could be decently got into her.
And then to get rid of her.
And then rid of everybody — of every other else.
So there's the proof for you.
Even the names, by Christ — the very names! — come out looking — come out crying — false, false, false.

PRAISE JABES! — AND MYRON COHEN

HOW ABOUT A JOKE? I really tell a really great joke. And I really tell a really great one as great as it can be told. Or is it greatly? Anyway, this is the only thing I think I can do in public anymore — tell people a joke. You I am going to tell a joke to — because look how much in the public you are. Now, now, you may think otherwise, you may have other ideas otherwise, but what's the diff to me, everybody's ideas?
It's a pool.
There's a pool.
There's, you know, there's Mrs. Feigenbaum, there is the widow Feigenbaum, and she sees this person sitting there, and so she says to him, Mrs. Feigenbaum says to him, "So look at you, sitting there all by yourself in the sun like this, so pale, so pale, a man so pale. So tell me," Mrs. Feigenbaum says, "so what is your name, pray tell?"
"Schmulevitz," says the man.
"That's nice, that's nice," says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "But so listen," says Mrs. Feigenbaum, "so how come a nice gentleman such as yourself comes out here to the pool so pale? So you must have a wonderful business, never to get one single instant for you to go outside in the sun for yourself to sit outside in the sun."
"Nah," says Schmulevitz, "it wasn't a business, it's not a business — it's a jail, it's instead I just got out of jail."
"Jail?" says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "You just got out of jail?" says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "So it's probably," Mrs. Feigenbaum says, "it's probably you were making a lot of money and so why give it all to the government? So who says it is such a terrible crime, getting a little too cute with the taxes and so forth?"
"Nah," says Schmulevitz. "It was murder," says Schmulevitz. "I killed somebody," says Schmulevitz.
"So you say you killed somebody?" says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "Well, sure," says Mrs. Feigenbaum, "you were probably on your way home from your office with all the cash in your pocket and there's these robbers which come along to get your cash from you, so what could a human being do, what could anybody do, didn't you have to take the bull by the horns?"
"Nah," says Schmulevitz, "it wasn't any robbers, it was my wife. I killed my wife."
"No kidding," says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "Your wife," says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "You say you killed your wife?" says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "But, look, the hussy was probably driving you crazy and making a sick man of you, constantly never putting a meal on the table in front of you, constantly always with the get me this, with the get me that, with always running you ragged all over the place with the constant eating out every night and with the constant dancing all of the time right up until dawn every night."
"Nah," says Schmulevitz, "she never asked for nothing. Meals, meals, this person in the kitchen was like an angel. What a wonderful creature," says Schmulevitz. "This was the world's most wonderful creature," says Schmulevitz. "Nobody ever had a better beloved creature," says Schmulevitz. "So like who could tell you like what gets into me, one minute this honey of a sweetie pie is saying to me darling, darling, what a terrific husband you are, the next minute I am giving this woman such a smack with an axe."
"Oh," says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "Oh, so I see," says Mrs. Feigenbaum. "So listen," says Mrs. Feigenbaum, "so like doesn't this mean you are probably like, you know, like a single fella, right?"
Okay, great or not?
So face it, so maybe not so great.
But pretty good, but pretty darned good — or, anyhow, pretty goddamned good enough for the likes of you, pal — which is like somebody who cannot even be one hundred percent honest about who is a regular laugh riot and who definitely is not.

GHOST STORY

MY IDEA IS THAT I will maybe not lie a lot or anyhow not too much of a lot if I can maybe keep myself from saying one more word than needs must be said, not including the matter of my not having to sometimes say sometimes definite, sometimes indefinite articles, particles one needs must not be all that bothered about, but hear you, hear you, for I, widower, say, "Bother the unbother! Begger it! Bugger it!" Which is really pretty darn interesting when you really stop to really think about it — the orthography of the three of them, the syllabification of the three of them, not to mention which course among them it went when they came — mild to harsh, harsh to mild — or was it came they when it went? In either case, wife used to — from time to time — wife used to reach to earth, used to reach to it and then give evidence of her having snatched therefrom something up from it, used to thereafter seem to study seeming site of same in hand, used to then turn hand over and thence clench and unclench as if cleaning from it what had perhaps once been a presence therein within it.
"Well, sir — what's that?" wouldst say I.
"Crinoid," wouldst sayest she.
Or I keep thinking old stancher, old stodger, was it, what was it the woman was saying to you — was it spelt crynoid must she needs have said?
But never not until now had ever thought was it never aught or other but a word at all.

THE LITTLE VALISE

FIRST OF ALL, I am sorry this story takes place in a subway because I know I have told some stories I have said took place in a subway, but I am sorry, I am sorry, because the subway is where this story really does take place and I do not think it is the kind of story where you would want to fool around with the place where it took place just because it happened to have been the same place where you told people some other stories did. That is: take or took place.
Second of all, I am sorry it has to be such a quick story but this is another thing — the fact that the story was, in real life, quick, plus the fact that I just do not think, I honestly do not — okay, here we go again, here is my thinking again — that it would be the right thing for me to do if I were to fool around with how long a story it actually was just because of people and of what they expect from you as far as how long and so forth.
Third of all, let's get going, okay? — because it's late and I am knocked out and there is no reason for us to go overboard with this and I'd really like to get to bed.

I GET ON the subway at the place where I usually get on, which is Ninety-sixth. I only mention the number to you — come on, what good are numbers in stories, right? — only because this way you can see how stuck I am with how long the story has to be — since it goes from Ninety-sixth Street to Fifty-first Street, which is the distance I have to go to go from my place — the place where I live, this is — to the place where I work.
Isn't distance the same thing as time or something?
Anyway, what isn't?
When you really get right down to it — to time — is there anything which isn't?
Which is the point about the nun.
You take one look at her — I couldn't miss doing it because, first of all, the nun is sitting almost right straight across from me and because, second of all, the nun has the most beautiful face which I have ever seen — you take one look at her and you cannot stop looking at her.
The nun.
But she will not look back at me.
She will not look at anybody that I can see.
The thing I notice after I notice how beautiful the face of the nun is is that the nun will not look at anybody that I can see.
What I can see is that the nun is looking more or less in front of the tips of her shoes, which are black, of course, and which are clamped down flat on the floor right straight out in front of her, of course.
Then at Eighty-sixth Street there is a woman which gets on and which starts carrying on like a beggar.
Begging.
I don't have to tell you.
It is a public occurrence.
Asking everybody for everything you can ask for.
The thing of it is that she gets herself, the beggar does, set up right straight in front of the nun.
But the nun never looks up to see.
The nun is instead looking at the place, which I have told you is the place which is more or less the place in front of her shoes.
The nun's.
This means where the beggar lady is standing is, call it, one place away.

THE NUN IS NOT looking at anything but at what she is looking at — except, please, please, am I in any position to tell you if the nun is actually seeing anything of what the nun is looking at?
I am not in any position like that.
Anyway, I figure the nun, if she gets off before I get off, I will see her probably at least maybe touch the arm of the woman begging or see her touch the wrist of the woman begging — maybe whisper to the woman a blessing, if this is what nuns do, whisper blessings to women begging, or whisper to the whole wide world, "Come with me and I will see you are fed and bathed and given comfort and so forth and so on — bed, blanket, clean sheets to sleep inside of and all your woes undone."
But she didn't.
The nun got off at Fifty-ninth Street and never put her hand out to lay it upon anyone, least of all upon the lady in want.
Did I tell you she had a little valise with frer and that off with it she went, the nun?
Me, I go the rest of the way to Fifty-first and then get off at Fifty-first. It is my usual routine per usual — Ninety-sixth Street to Fifty-first Street, day in and day — Jesus, Jesus — out.
Anyway, here's the story.
That I would have followed the nun anywhere if I thought she would have let me — especially after the look I see she has on her that I saw on her when the nun went past me and then went out of the subway with her little valise.
It was what I would have to tell you was a peeved look, you know?
You know what I mean when I say peeved?
I mean peeved as in pissed off.
Made to stop being, for a little bit, where she was — it must have really pissed her off, the nun.
God, to be there — to be anywhere — the way the nun I have been telling you about was.
Just once.
Or — better, better — forever.

KONKLUDING LABOR OF HERKULES

HERE'S ONE.
Woman gets sick. Seven years sick. Dies. Is dead. So husband buries her. Comes home. Sees mess the household is in. Sees seven years of the mess the household is in. Phones cleaning service. Gets on phone and phones cleaning service. Wants premises cleaned. He means get it cleaned just for him to be able to first begin to see where somebody like him could maybe begin to start to really get it clean. So they come, they clean. So man takes a look — and breathes. Sits breathing, breathes. Then goes gets garment. Goes gets needle. Goes gets thread. Sews garment to chest, chest to garment, chest to chair. Had probably must have wished, don't you guess, to effect said deed with thimble. But thimble make-believe.

UPON THE DOORPOST OF THY HOUSE

WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING AT THIS FOR? Is there something you expect to derive from looking at this? What is it you expect to derive from looking at this? What result is it you anticipate from the time you give to this? What if it is not forthcoming? What if what you want from reading this is not forthcoming? Will you make it your business to assign blame if what you want from this is not forthcoming? Have you given any thought to the question of why it is you think something ought to be wanted or might ever be forthcoming? Do you not think it worth wondering why anyone should wish for anything to be forthcoming? Does it not occur to you the wish for there to be something forthcoming subjects one to the allegation that one deems oneself to be incomplete, needful, deficient? Do you believe it inures to the grandeur of your notion of yourself to deem yourself any of the foregoing? Are you quite certain you quite positively know the sense in which the expression "inures to" is uttered? Is there not some particle of uncertainty somewhere in you in your sense of what you know? Is it not altogether too immediately conceivable to you that you must have misconstrued the character of my meaning? Would it not at all give you to wonder for you to come to discover you took a view of matters quite out of keeping with what you were meant to? If someone says to you a sentence wherein the device of "if not" — let alone "let alone" — is in evidence, would you not feel yourself a dot unsteadier as you went, if not disabled? Did the sentence just prior to this one not warrant, as it went, my right to produce myself as your inquisitor? What is it in you that, despite every reason for you to be rid of this exanimate exercise, animates you, that keeps animating you, that will not quit animating you, that keeps making you make your way onward with such animal vivacity? Is this how you have determined to un-determine yourself, how it is imagined you will let alone yourself, how in a bounded event bondage, the bondage, is not a little like — you feel it! — infinitude, let alone freedom?

DOG STORY

I ONLY HAVE A CERTAIN NUMBER of minutes for me to tell you this one. Or I have only a certain number for me to. Holy moly, I only do — but am, but have been — look at me, look at me! — already wasting some of the ones I do. Except the thing of it is is this: where the dickens does the only go, where the deuce is the only supposed to? Because it has just been made clear to me I do not know whether where it is supposed to is before or after the have.
The positioning of the adverb, I mean.
Or is it that it's not?
Is, rather, an adjective, that is.
Look, if I had all the time in the world, if I had as much time in the world to tell a dog story as I bet you would probably have time in the world for you to tell one, then here is how I would have probably begun to tell you this one and not the way I did.
Let me tell you what our custom was — for it was for us to make our unhurried way arm in arm along High Street when the commerce in it was first giving evidence of its having begun to come for the day to the end of its incidence and when none but the ladies of station still sought to keep the shopkeepers established in states of attention in hopes perhaps of their — of the hopeful merchants, that is — disposing of whatever further of their wares. It was then that she customarily for her part and I for mine would hasten from our sleepy offices to collect ourselves at the corner of High and Indenture and then to turn in along High and to take ourselves along our practiced course to where the vendor, at Cathedral, from the shelter of a sidewalk stand, sold a variety of grilled sausages and, to go with them, any one of them — providing one wished it to — one variety of bread.
Forget it.
I do not have time for anything as leisurely as tarrying with food in or even out of my mouth.
The minutes I have are fewer than the minutes I had — and I can see there are sentences yet for me to go before I can get to the wind-up yet.
Which anyhow goes, in certain of its acoustical and lexical occasions, like this:
"They killed my dog there. But did I not tell you that they killed my dog there?"
Because I, in the story, say to her, in the story: "It is so nice here. It's so nice."
Whereupon she says, "It is. Yes, very. It is very nice, isn't it?"
"Yes, " I say, "it certainly really is."
"But I think it is decisively nicer in Zurich, I think."
That's she.
Now here's — in the story, that is — me, I, speaking in it, and saying, as if it mattered:
"It is?"
"I think it is, yes," says she.
"Zurich," say I. "Imagine it, Zurich," say I.
"Yes, very," says she, reaching into her purse for the money to pay.
"Then you have been to Zurich?" say I.
"Oh, yes," says she. "Yes," says she. "I actually," says she, "lived there, was once in residence there, you realize."
"Imagine it," say I. "The famous burial place," say I. "The place of the famous burial, that is."
"Oh, yes," says she. "Lived there — oh, yes — years literally — literally years."
"Years?" say I. "Actually years?"
"Oh, yes — very," says she. She says. "Quite literally longer than he did, you know. Actually," says she, "Zurich. But did I not tell you that they killed my precious Schatzie in Zurich? So adorable, so deliciously adorable. A dog."
I acquired the blutwurst — with which no mitigating breadstuff, to my mind, would be required.
Okay, time's up. She is fucking making me as tetched as a Pomeranian all over again anyway. Or she anyway is making me as fucking tetched as one.
Well, let's face it, sweetface, there are never anymore minutes—nicht, you know, wahr?
I am meanwhile — I positively, I honestly believe — savagely famished.
Adverbially speaking, or speaking adverbially.

IN THE CITY OF GRAMMAR

I'M TELLING ANOTHER FISH STORY. That's what this is — it's going to be another fish story. Told one once and read it for the eighth time just two minutes ago and you know what?
It wasn't so bad.
It was actually pretty good.
At least it made, I think, some sense, which is a lot more than I think I can say for most of what I say. Anyway, just like the first fish story I told, it won't take but a minute for me to tell it. Another thing, there's just mainly me in it and Uncle Henry in it and Uncle Henry's dogs in it, which means it shouldn't be so hard for you to keep track of what's going on in it. Their names (those of the dogs, you understand) were (I hope with all my heart the stinking stinkers are dead) Jackson and Mickey, or were Mickey and Jackson — big (or so everything seemed to me at the time) ponderous brutes that snapped at the air for what probably looked to them like it was flying through it — bugs and shit, I guess — and that chewed the eels Uncle Henry kept producing from up out of the junky water we always sat there fishing in.
We were out there up on top of it for flounder and fluke, you know — but what we forever kept getting up out of it were more like the likes of skates and eels. They wouldn't chew the skates, Jackson and Mickey, Mickey and Jackson. They only chewed and then vomited right back up the eels. Actually, they didn't — so far as I could see from where I was told for me to better keep myself, no matter what, sitting — chew the whole eel, its whole horrible evil body, but just its tiny evil head (pretty horrible enough, if you ask me), which they could get at (which Jackson and Mickey could) with no great obstacle to themselves, given the fact that Uncle Henry always snatched out his hatchet to hack the head off with this hatchet he always had with him in under his jacket back there in the back of the boat.
It was a rowboat.
Dom and Dell (okay, I just remembered there were also them), or Dom or Dell, always got it out for us (the rowboat) from the mess of them (of rowboats) they rented out to people that were tied (the rowboats) nose to tail down at the dock. You'd go down there and pick one out (a rowboat) and then Dom or Dell would jump right on down from the dock into the nearest one — this being the nearest rowboat, I mean — jump down into that one and then jump from that one on over to the next one until, and so on, he'd jumped his way (Dom's or Dell's) all the way over to your one, and then, once in your one with an oar to do it with, pole it back on over to the dock to you, first cutting it loose first and so on.
You know, rope, rope.
Lots of tough-guy work with rope.
Uncle Henry had a Johnson.
Or it could have been an Evinrude.
It wasn't a Mercury, anyway.
People never had a Mercury.

THE NEXT PART OF THE STORY is Mickey always — between vomiting back up the chewed-up head (or semihead) of an eel — coming up to me and squatting down in front of me and scratching at me with his toenails to get me to scratch back behind his ears for him.
It made me bleed.
It always finally made the same knee bleed because this was back when boys always wore short pants and because Mickey would always scratch this same one knee and not the other knee and because Mickey always kept scratching this same one knee again to get you to start back up scratching him back behind his ears for him again the instant your arm could not stand it for it to be out there in the air anymore scratching anything anymore and you had to scream or quit.
But nobody could do anything like scream with Uncle Henry on board. Neither was Uncle Henry the kind of person somebody could do anything like scream with even if it was anywhere else you were with Uncle Henry, either.
(One thing was, Uncle Henry only had anybody in the rowboat with him because of the fact that his own sons weren't around instead for them to be in it with him because they were fighting for our army overseas.)
The only thing was, Uncle Henry probably wouldn't have heard anybody doing it, anyway — screaming, shrieking, yelling your head off about anything.
I think Uncle Henry was thinking of something.
I don't think it was of fish.
Uncle Henry would come get me at my house, come take me down to the dock with him, come help me step down into the rowboat with him, then tell me not to ever budge from off the seat in the middle of it if I had any idea of what was good for me, and then just run the Johnson (or run the Evinrude), and get the rowboat somewhere, get the anchor over, get his rig all rigged up, reach around to check to see if his hatchet was ready, and then start to sit there and start to look like he was fishing but really instead, I think, be thinking, be just a man in a rowboat thinking.
Jackson sat back there in the back with him.
You know where Mickey did.
Unless there was a nice fresh headless eel aboard.
Then the both of them would go lumbering after it. God.
It was really pretty (I guess) disgusting.

THERE'S PLENTY MORE I could fit to go in here — shit about bait and about the little bottles he swallowed down everything out of and then set adrift overboard and about how Uncle Henry would stamp down his boot into the combination of throw-up and ocean water every once in a while while he was saying to himself something which sounded to me like he was saying "The mud, the mud!"
There's plenty more like that which I could fit in — but, you know, fuck it.

LET'S GET TO THE THIRD PART (which will be the last part) which is the part about me thinking, "Jesus, I got the ocean, I caught the ocean — I, Gordon Lish!" Which part will be — if you're ready for it — the fishing part. Well, it wasn't even fishing from in the rowboat but was fishing from off the dock.
The picture is this — it's this once when we had come back in and when Dom came or when Dell came and got the boat from us and when Uncle Henry got off the Johnson (or it could have been an Evinrude he got off, but it definitely wasn't any, I can tell you, Mercury) and got up with it out of the row-boat and went to get it washed out and I got up out onto the dock with my rod and my reel and went to work to keep fishing from it for a little bit because even though I did not have any sinker on anything anymore, I still had threaded on my hook this little bitty bit of bloodless bloodworm.
It wasn't two seconds before I had a bite.
Bite?
It was more like — when I started pulling on the line trying to get it taken up back in a little — a horse had gulped it all in down to his shoes.
Christ, I couldn't believe it.
"It's the whole ocean!" I stood there heaving back on it thinking — and then screamed, "Uncle Henry, Uncle Henry, come quick!"
But didn't I tell you he was off getting the salt water out of it by running it (the Johnson, the Evinrude) in a cut-off oil drum with plain unsalted water in it?
Heard me, didn't hear me — it wasn't anything I was thinking about anymore — because I was instead just thinking about not getting myself whipped the fuck off the dock and bitten in half and eaten by whatever water dragon which had my line.
Of course, I guess I could have let go. I guess I could have just let the hell go of the whole treacherous rig and let it get itself slammed right the devil down the drain down into the stables down there in the cellar of the deep down world.
I guess I could have done it and then tried to make a run for it on over to where Uncle Henry was running the junked-up outboard in the cut-off oil drum, or run to get myself in under the tin shelter where Dom and Dell sat looking in charge and hustling bait.
But I just screamed instead.
I screamed, "Uncle Henry! Uncle Henry! It's the ocean, Uncle Henry! I caught the ocean, Uncle Henry! Help, I'm calling you, Unky, please!"

THE STORY IS HE CAME WHEN HE CAME. I mean, he came when he got good and ready to come.
Shut her off, the motor.
(Johnson, Evinrude, not Mercury.)
Came stamping his way on over, squatted himself down, reached out and took the line in with his hand, drew it in on over close to him with his hand, and then gave it a little yank to jerk the hook down out from off from where it was stuck up into the boards up under on the underneath side of the dock.
Muttering what sounded to me like—
"Blood in mud."

REVISION OF THE PRODIGAL SON

THERE WAS NOTHING I COULD THINK OF to say to the woman. It occurs to me to wonder, however, if there had been a reason for me to. It is entirely plausible she expected no attention from me at all — and that she meant to affirm, in her absent gazing at the close of her tale, to want no further of my presence, let alone some exhibit of utterance in anxious display of my having reckoned with, and run to the ground, the significance of what she had just conveyed to me, which anecdote — on the surface of it, at any rate — was not much to speak of, was it? Merely — namely! — that the boy had succeeded, with no particular talent required of him for him to do so, at calling her aside from her distractions — the clearing of the chargers from the great table, the gathering therefrom of the slops for the hounds — this to ask of her if it would induce in her any pleasure for her to see him in his costume now that it was won.
"Costume?" she said.
"Oh yes!" said the boy, shivering, veritably shivering, with exclamation.
"Your costume?" said the woman.
"Quite exactly that," said the boy. "For, you know, for the band," said the boy. "So would you?" said the boy.
"But of course," the woman said, touching certain of the implements still to be taken from the soiled damask spread all about them — implements or damask, the woman did not say to me which.
The boy went from the hall and, after an interlude longer than — it had seemed to her, or so claimed the woman — the period of this person's expulsion from her netherness, returned to it got up not as he had been but now in the manner of him who would do what he could, as ably as he could, to carry off the bearing of a certain adjunct to the brass section of an organization of souls who could be depended upon, while making music, to march.
"See?" the boy said.
"I see," the woman said.
"You like it?" the boy said, braid and brocade a rhyme thereinafter, the woman averred to me, to be forever grommeted to the far bronze bulkhead of her unappeasable mind.
"Yes indeedy," the woman said, for the first detecting, she said she believed, the wet performance of long, sluggish tongues slapped back into place in the slack, pink mouths they had unfurled themselves from.
Then the chewing.
She heard the dreadful chewing.
"It's lovely," she said. "It's your uniform," she said. "For when, for if, the band in town, the town band, plays," she said. "Oh, yes, I love it," the woman said she had said.
"I think I sort of knew it, Mother," the boy said. "I sort of think I knew you would, Mother," the boy said, now striking a pose for the woman, now concocting himself into the posture of one who would never rest until his horn had imagined its last, murderous note.
"That's it?" I said.
"That's what?" she said.
"The thing you wanted to have me hear," I said.
"He had," she said, "a hat."
I said, "Well, yes — but billed or furred?"
To which inquiry no reply was made to me that I could ever have made out, so loud was the cry, it must have been, for if not death, then — please, please! — for at least for silence.

MISS SPECIALTY

SUPPOSE SOMEBODY DID TO YOU something like this to you. Suppose they made out their Last Will and so forth so it says they want for their wife, they want for her when she dies, to be laid to rest alongside of where they are, whereas they want for you, when you die, to be laid to rest over on the other side of her and not anywhere on the other side of him. So what is your opinion of this if this was your father? I would be interested to hear people's opinion of this if this was their father. What about it if somebody (your father) did something like this to you? Because the thing of it is, what would you do if they did? Would you go try to do anything about it? Because what I don't get is what could you do? Because suppose he died already and suppose then she did. Because then who would be left for you to go argue with? So if this was what happened to you, what would you go do about it, do you think? Would you go try to do something about it with the front-office people in charge of the cemetery? Would you go try to see if you could talk them out of it? But don't they probably have to go by the Last Will and so forth? They can't just forget it, can they? I don't think the people in charge of a cemetery can just say forget it as far as a Last Will and so forth goes. Because I'm positive they can't. So you know what I think? I think you just have to go along with it. I think you probably just have to. I think you either go along with it or go get yourself laid to rest someplace else. Like in a whole different cemetery, for instance. But like which cemetery? Which place? I never thought of any other place. I always thought of only this place. I always thought of where the whole family is — the aunts, the uncles, and you-know-who, for instance. So I don't know. I have to make up my mind. But how can I make up my mind if I don't know? Well, this is not the only question. There is another question on top of this question. Because my cousins keep writing to me as regards the tree. My cousins keep asking me what is my vote as regards the tree. They mean because of the shade. My cousins keep telling me pay attention because the tree is killing the grass because of the shade. But would you believe them if they told you? Why should you believe them just because they told you? They want you to take their word for it — but isn't it what people always do? Don't people always want you to take their word for it? Didn't I take his word for it? But look where it got me, taking his word for it. It got me her side, hers — whereas what's so wrong with his? What's the matter with me being on his? I'm not saying the tree's not killing the grass. I am just saying maybe it's just what they're saying. So how do I vote? Because it has to be a unanimous vote. The front-office people won't do anything about anything unless it is a unanimous vote. I could ask them themselves as far as the tree. But where's the guarantee? Do I have any guarantee? They could say it's killing the grass just to get rid of the question. Aren't they probably fed up with the question? And what if they're in cahoots with my cousins? Because I keep being of two minds as far as this. I keep being of two minds as regards everything. I need an eye-witness. But where am I going to get an eyewitness? You know what I am between? I am between the devil and the deep blue sea. In my mind, in my mind, I keep looking at these questions and keep seeing me being nothing but between the devil and the deep blue sea. Why is everybody taking advantage of me? People have to stop taking advantage of me. Everybody should be more on the up-and-up with me. There could be plenty of grass. There could be grass galore. So whose idea of it is it as regards how much of grass is not enough? My cousins probably have their reasons. Don't people have their reasons? There is such a thing as people having reasons. You know what else? Let me tell you what else. There are people who have it in for trees. There are people who have it in for people and then go get them confused with trees. There are people who go look at trees and then get them mixed up with people. Then they go around having it in for a tree. They can't help themselves. It's a thing in their minds. You can't blame them for it. It's not their fault. It's like a sickness. They don't even know what they are doing even. It is deep in their brain. They act like they've got something against a tree, but it is really something they've got against people. But it's all unbeknownst to them because of how deep it goes down in the brain. I used to be like this. I used to be just like this myself. It's a normal human thing. It couldn't be a more normal more human thing. You think there wasn't once a tree like this for me? I am not ashamed to say it. It does not make me ashamed for me to say it. It's one of the most normal of human things for people. It's just the way a tree can look. But since when is it normal for a Last Will and so forth? It's no joke of just nature, either. Because we had a street with places of business and some of them were like people to you, the businesses. I'm serious. You think places of business are places of business, but doctors will tell you. They don't want to tell you, but they can tell you. It's why I'm making a list of them. So we will see what we will see. Just don't hold me to anything. I am making no promises. Go look for somebody else if you are looking for somebody to go paint themselves into a corner for you. I don't want to get involved in any binding alliances. I am well aware of the stumbling blocks. Others have fallen to the wayside before me. But then you stop and think. You get back on track again. In your mind, in your mind, you get a picture of Central Avenue. You don't let them get under your skin. You take them in stride. Where would the human race be if everybody threw up their hands the instant there was something not taken in stride? Just listen to this, for instance — Bea's Tea Room, Rosalind Light, the Arida Shop, Bess Diloff, Miller's, Raeder's, Cascade Laundry, Ben's Associated, Simon's, Sakoff's, Dalsimer's, Jildor, W. R. Grant's, Ruth Hatch, Kate Hite, Trees, Postur-Line, Sisteen, Miss Specialty, the Central Theater, the bank, the bank, the Peninsula Bank. Go check on me if you want to go check on me. I don't care if you go check on me. I invite you to go check on me. I am extending you a written invitation for you to go check on me. You think I am making a mountain out of a molehill? Because I do not want for you to think I would not respect your opinion. As far as your opinion, let us not forget whose idea it was for me to ask you for it in the first place. Because it was my idea for me to ask you for it in the first place. So what is the verdict? You think I should just learn to live with it? Except what about what she once said to me once? Because how was I supposed to know anything about daffodils? I did not know anything about daffodils. Nobody had ever taken me aside and said to me anything about daffodils. It was a totally unbeknownst subject to me, daffodils. There was not one person who had ever given me any instruction along the lines of daffodils. Saying to a child who the fuck are you for you to go stand in my daffodils. For shame! You hear me? For shame! Whereas I thought all I was doing was just being under a tree. I thought look at me just being under this bad tree. Because this was the tree which looked like him to me, which looked like her to me, which looked like everybody to me. And she's screaming at me about daffodils. So I ask you, this is why I ask you, who can be laid to rest, how can anybody ever be laid to rest, you think I can ever be laid to rest — you or me or anyone anywhere — whichever side, on whoever's side! — and be ever even a little peaceful?

DE PROFUNDIS

WHICH IS YOU TAKE COFFEE, you take milk, you take sugar, or you take sugar substitute, depending on which your preference is, depending whether it's for sugar or for sugar substitute. Me, I always go for the substitute.
Then you go take some ice to it, depending if you have a blender which can deal with ice in it.
So I'm blending.
I'm blending with the reconditioned blender we went ahead and had reconditioned before one thing leads to another and everything goes and gets itself so haywire and she, guess what, drops dead from it.
Brother, does it work!
I'm telling you, talk about when a thing works!
Producing, you might say, on low power a nice type of low-powered type of smooth-powered output — and then, when geared up to full power, giving out more of a more powerful type of full-powered output but meanwhile not being self-induced into erupting into the type of wave motion which you know how it can get crazy on you to the point where the contents of the canister is all of a sudden climbing the walls of the canister, making a wreck of the kitchen counter, not to mention the rest of the kitchen, from like, you know, from coming all of the way up and out from like this — down there! — this, you know, this vortex.
It's not called a vortex?
Well, guess who just cleaned up the tiles up.
Bleached the grout lines even.
You know the tile boundaries around them made of grout, they're not grout lines?
Grout boundaries!
So finish the blending and pour out the blendation — and sorry, I'm sorry, but it's sensational, it's a sensation.
Down her in a gulp.
Down the whole deal in one whole gulp.
Turns out it's the best darn drink which I have ever in all my experience blending drunk.
So here I am — a widower, the widower — standing at the sink, thinking all credit to them which did the reconditioning, credit to the heavens to the outfit which turned around and did the reconditioning — rewinding the little motor for it, regapping the synapses of the switches for it, getting the wiring — isn't there a magneto, a terminal, a resistor? — wired up for it just right.

FANGLE OR FIRE

PEOPLE BELIEVE ME, or think me, imagine me to be Lish, the lit-fag, hyphen entered aforethought. Whereas nothing could be farther — or further — from the truth. The truth is that I have not been, and shall never be, a man of books, as I have, whilst under orders, sought to seem to be, but that I have been — and should like to continue to be — a fighter against our nation's enemies within the theater of our nation's boundaries. I was inducted into service in 1954, this at an installation called Miami Retreat. My sponsor was Helen Deutsch, married name Siegel, younger sister to my mother, Regina. I can furnish the documents. You have heard of Fort George Meade? You have heard of Maryland's Laurel Park? You have heard of the National Security Agency? The terms of the agency's mandate to act for the common good, as inaugurated by the President and as thereafter regulated solely under the direct jurisdiction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, frees the N.S.A., shall we call it, from potentialities of legal and political tether to all entities of Government save those just remarked. Hence, the volatility — or vaporousness — of my position and that of my colleagues — or cohorts. Please know that I seek to cover myself with no special status — or favor — when I hasten, as I must, to illumine a certain detail of my affiliation as heretofore recorded. The N.S.A., or NSA, was organized, as was everything else in its day, to perform duties contextualized within the perception of that which could properly be construed as international in the emphasis of concern, thus confining, to the extent reasonable, the compass of the aforementioned entity to activities whose source and flux placed the impress of those activities beyond the borders of this land — or suitably without the so-called Line of Limit. Here you have it. We come, in this, to the peculiar character of my status and, accordingly, to the case to be made for the making of this disclosure. Let me explain — or struggle to unstitch — what will at first appear, I do not doubt, both inexplicable and too tightly seamed to yield to parsing. My mother is — or was — Regina. She was one of five girls — daughters of Louis Deutsch and Ethel Goldstein. My father, however — and now we commence to approach the crux of it — was one of five boys and three girls — the offspring, it was claimed, of Rachel Boulansky and Isaac Lishkowitz. In fact, my paternal grandmother's name was Routchel Boolski, my paternal grandfather, for his part, named Sik Lescowicz. These two made their way to these shores, it was thought, from Russ-Polen, whereas papers demonstrate Louis and Ethel brought themselves hither from Vienna. The issue of this other pair — Pauline, Regina, Helen, Adele, and Sylvia, names cited in order of birth — spoke, owing to the fluency of their parents in these tongues — or idioms, or idioma — German and Hungarian and, presently, impeccable English, owing, the accomplishment of this last, to the intervention of the Metropolitan Orphan Asylum at Astoria, New York, the shelter to which the children were sent on the occasion of the death of Louis (circumstances "suspicious," to say the "least") and the ensuing incompetence of Ethel, herself confined to a facility for persons suffering such an infelicity. It was here — at Metropolitan — that (these details are acknowledged in diarist accounts given by Pauline, the eldest) the keen lingual and mathematical skills of Helen and Adele were first detected and thereafter, quite purposively, "cultivated," or nourished, or encouraged. That our forefathers were not unalert to the coming belligerencies with the Axis powers, this so long previous to the actual onset of events, is terribly interesting, or intriguing, I believe — or allege — but we doubtless could not handily sustain a digressive inquiry into the matter so soon in the formation of our not unperplexing considerations, could we? Thusly, thenly, as for the case in and among the non-Deutsch side of the "family," the products were these, sequence of enunciation again controlled by order of sequencing: Joseph, Jenny, Ida, Charles, Lily, Samuel, Philip, Henry. I now focus our attention on two suggestive items — no person named Uncle Joseph nor any person named Aunt Jenny was ever in view either of myself or of any official body in pursuit of the Government's proprietary engagement with the lives of its "citizens." Furthermore, Henry, my uncle Henry — all through the war years — which is to say the years one is referring to when one refers to the years of the war years—"fished" for flounder and for fluke, this whilst anchored "offshore" in the so-called channel, his vessel a small, wood boat — or wooden boat — or rowboat — its engine either a modestly powered Johnson outboard motor, or Evinrude, or Mercury. The man's "sons" — Big Eugene, Kenny or Kenneth, and Abby or Abbott — were, during the interval to which I now point notice — members of our armed forces, this in the European theater of operation. Fulton Lewis Jr. would say, "That's the top of the news from here!" Here is a further element worthy, at this stage, I aver, or believe — or think — of notation — namely, that in the film, or in the motion picture, The Memoirs of Vidouq— which "theatrical" event I was witness to whilst conducting myself as a "book editor" (in the employ of the house of Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of the corporate "body" known as Random House) and thus comporting myself as a participant, on behalf of the foregoing, in or at the Frankfurt Book Fair of 1991—there appears a character called "the abbess." Need I say more? I think not. The piece was shown — or exhibited — at — mark you, please — the Prater Nonstop. The credits, offered for one and all at the finito of things — a black-and-white affair mounted, one gathered, sometime during, or just previous to, the hostilities so famously prosecuted across Europe by the "powers that be," or "powers that were" — declare one Sissy Mangan as the performer playing the part of "the abbess." I ask that you offer sensitive study to the name Sissy Mangan. You are, or are not, conversant, are you not, with the curious sentence "It is well for you"? You can, if interrogated on such a score, indicate the speaker of this sentence — the distinguished text wherein the sentence is "spoken"? Let me, as a poseur, or posturer, or postulant, hurry to proclaim that I hope so. I cannot overstate the breadth of what I shall, in this "scription," expect of you — nor the finesse or vitesse or depth of it. I beg you to realize I "sign" my death warrant when I "sign" this writing. It must therefore not be in vain that I do so. Bear in mind, dearest, the sons of Uncle Henry are at large, absence of hyphen aforethought. Nevertheless, insofar as the existence of the commission treating of the resolution of relations between the Deutsches and the "Lishes" is at stake, there remain, or remains, the Chinese to contend with, do there, or does there, not? Am I losing you? Alas, what is it but regrettable that the tale to be told cannot be told elsewise? Yet told it must be. Yet go forward, as teller, I must and I will. Adele is dead—"presumably" of cancer. A carcinoma of the bones, which probably hurts like the dickens. Like Regina — Reggie — Adele busied herself with covering various of her "garments" with sequins and beads. Or spangles. One such spangle — another detail it would "be well" for you to keep "in mind" — was known as the bugle, or bugler. But we must not abandon touch with the truth that these ornaments were obtained by Adele — and by Reggie — in great number, or supply — and without cost to themselves — by their exploiting their ties with the "Lish" side of the family, which "side" was reputedly, or reportedly, or putatively, in the hat business — and was therefore in the practice of buying trim in bulk. Dad — my father — would fetch such "material" home to Mother, who, for her part, would, in turn, fetch a lesser portion of same along to her sister Adele. Helen, meanwhile, was "in" Laurel Park (Maryland), where, as of this writing, a certain Freedom Fighter and his spouse continue to sustain their matrimony in (protected) residence. Helen, meanwhile — we are "talking about" the years 1937 and 1938—was "one of many" or was "one among many," which many — the plant at Fort George Meade was still to become fully operational — devoted itself, or themselves, to the round-the-clock collective expression of their singular gifts in an assault on the stubborn fascia, or raffia, of certain enemy codes, or of the codes of certain enemies. By 1954, or in the year of 1954, Helen Deutsch, then Helen Deutsch Siegel, stood forth, among her kind, as the premier cryptoanalyst in Government service. She was "retired" from that service in the year 1962, this in possession of a lozenge-configured medal. Listen, she kept upon her person two pistols — a sidearm and chest set. What other implements of the kind she might have borne herself about with, one can only, even now, wonder at. Well, we are both, she and myself, bound — to this day — by the War Secrets Act. It scarcely matters, it appears, that Aunt Helen is ninety-four or better and that I was never, at any point in my career, since the impanelment I underwent in 1952—I ask your indulgence for my quite plainly having erred by a factor of two years when I earlier rehearsed for you the date I did — at, or in, Miami Retreat. It owes, or is owing, this small error, one must insist, to the "medication" that, disabling as its effects may sometimes seem to be, enables, or facilitates, or makes composable, the composition of these sentences. Listen, I could get killed for writing this. May it not be that I will be killed for writing this. It is not, for that matter, inconceivable that certain persons in the "publishing biz" might make themselves the instrument of my disconcertion. Does one know? Can one know? One does not know. One cannot know. I went in — in 1952—as a Deutsch against "the Lishes." I did not "go in" as a citizen against whomsoever — as Helen had, as Adele, until her death, did. I complain not. I submit no complaint. It has been a great adventure. It has been one thrill after another. What a happiness, my stint! One cannot claim too lavishly for its part! May God keep this language safe! I, Gordon — Gordon! — speak, shriek, from White Plains, from experience, as a patriot.

THE HOTEL HE'S IN

MY ADVICE TO YOU IS watch out for those foreign places. No question you have to go to them. No question but that it will come up in your experience that you will have to sometimes go to them. But don't go acting like there's a story in them just because they're foreign. There's no story in them. Why should there be a story in them? They didn't get to come into being, any of those places like that, just for you to come along and take a story out of them. You want a good story? Stick close to home. People go away, they get crazy. Look at Melville. It would have been ten times better for the man if he had stayed in New York. Myself, where I went, I didn't come back with anything written about it, no, but I am sitting here with about ten tons of notes to look at. What a joke. They're on these little cards I have written them down on — on business cards, hah! — from when I used to work as an editor. It's a crying shame. I go off somewhere, the first thing I do is go stack up my wallet with them, go pack the little pockets in it with them. But never again! Because not once does it ever turn out to give me anything but a lot of scribbled shit that doesn't to anybody, starting with me, make any fucking sense. Not that that wasn't just exactly the opposite of what it seemed like at the time. I mean, would you please look at this, for instance?
Drunk down across street.
Watching him whole stay I stayed.
Cigarette, how he handles it, bums them.
Off to side of Champion, the man's haunt?
Drunker sidekick. Cut-off hair, floppy shoes.
Kissing, hugging, them falling on pavement.
Blows out cheeks, whips fingers, sleeps, raves.
How he gets bottles open — man oh man!
The plenary self — you can say that again.
My contempt for him. Fear of. Mad desire.
Him hair-straightening himself in window.
Manliness to spare. Origin of it, the very case.
Wheedling faces when begs. Nauseating, cute.
Saves sidekick — rescue! — from Champion guard.
Sticks it inside his inside pocket — coins, cigs.
Hugging, falling, kissing on sidewalk.
Petting hair, patting it—"Now, now." Sidekick's.
Trick to get open — the muscle it must, the power.
Cuddling in rain. Cold out there? Cold!
Thought he'd bash him. He kissed!
These boys homos?
All drunks like that, like this?
Black pants, red turtleneck. Denim jacket.
Sees me watching? Thumb-twiddles back at me.
He's mocking me!
Rose Pelure d'Oignon.
Red blanket in doorway. Red! Neatly folded.
Champion bag. Bag says "Champion."
Fire! Fire trucks, he's directing them, go there!
Did it again. The strength it must.
I don't know what to tell you about all of this, or of that. I was thinking, "Okay, fine, tell them a story about this fellow who goes to this fancy foreign city and who never goes out of his hotel except for once but who is otherwise stuck in there, helpless to do other than to keep staring down into the street at this drunk that's got himself stationed down there just off to the side of the entrance to this big food market that's down there and that the one time the fellow goes out is the time when he goes out to sit in a park and in the park he sees lots, a lot, of people sitting gazing and can't stop himself from sitting gazing at this woman who is sitting looking about his age to him and who looks to him to be the answer to all of his prayers to him and who he keeps thinking he should get up and go over to and say something to or else take the chance — the risk, the risk! — of losing her forever, but what can he say to her, he can't say to her you are the answer to my prayers to her, the way you keep lifting your jacket to get it to keep itself from falling from off of your — oh, Christ! — your shoulders, the way you keep drifting your fingers through your hair, the way your foot bobs, the way you bob your foot — the shoe! — jump your foot up, jump it, jump it, the one of the leg, the one belonging to the leg you've got laid over over so wonderfully over the other leg, don't you see you're my age and you're all alone and you're getting to be older and there is no one with you and there will never ever be anyone else ever anywhere with you and you are going to be always, if you do not go with me, if you do not come away right away this very minute with me, alone, all alone, alone?"

OH, THERE'S ANOTHER TIME WHEN he goes out — sorry, I'm really, I forgot.
It's when he goes out at night and he is coming back to his hotel at night and he didn't get anybody to come back with him to the hotel with him for her to be with him for the night, not for that night or for any night all those strange foreign nights, and it's about a block away, he's about a block away, from the big food market, which makes it, which makes him, also about a block away from the hotel he's in, from his hotel, when he sees, in a doorway, in the doorway of a shop, a red blanket all folded up nicely and neatly on the step or the stoop of the doorway for the shop and there is a bag there on the step or the stoop with the big food market's name on it there — and the bottle, a bottle! — and he goes over to the stoop and he sees the name on it, sees the label on it, touches the nasty thing with the tip of his shoe to get it moved around so he can bend down and read the label on it and then takes out a little bit of a business card and then takes out a pencil and then notes it down, scribbles it down, jots it down, writes it down, the name, the wine, the kind of wine, the wine all gone, nothing inside, all empty inside, whatever there ever was of it all gone from the inside of it, except for, yes — look! — in the bottle, thumbed, smacked inward, compressed, the cork.

THIS CRAZY THING CALLED LOVVVV

I EVER TELL YOU about Bobby Cholly in the bughouse? I don't think I ever told you about Bobby Cholly in the bughouse. Or actually not about him so much as about the fellow that was even loonier than Bobby Cholly was and that was always mainly busy trying to keep coming up to Bobby Cholly whenever Bobby Cholly tried to get to the piano and play.
Boy, could that Bobby Cholly play!
You name it, that Bobby Cholly could play it — and not even have to have the music on him for him to go by but just have, you know, his craziness and his fingers. Except, hey, don't you dare name anything as far as Bobby Cholly playing.
I'm promising you, it would be the worst idea for anybody to come up to the piano and for them to try naming anything when Bobby Cholly went on over to the piano and played.
Man, did it make me scared, the idea of Bobby Cholly going crazy from somebody trying to come up to him to name for him what tune Bobby Cholly should sit there and play it for them.
Talk about being scared of seeing a crazy fellow sit somewhere going crazy! No sir, my idea of it was that it was a lot better idea for you just to let Bobby Cholly pick out the tune for himself and for him to go ahead and be let alone to play it just in accordance with the dictates of his head.
Hey, it wasn't a good idea for you to take any chance on any trouble — not on Six and not with Bobby Cholly and not anywhere else anywhere in this place of theirs they had — no sir, not with that Bobby Cholly nor with anybody else.
Because this was the bughouse, you remember — and Six was a pretty big thing in it, considering the numbers you could otherwise still be doing in it if you hadn't been pretty lucky at it for yourself being a pretty good bullshitter for yourself and getting yourself bullshitted down out of those other upper numbers and all of the way down to Six.
Hey, this was Six for all of us, you remember — and like if there was ever a rumpus about anything on it, don't worry, they could come grab you for it, dress you up with a camisole on you, hoist you off your feet from right from where you thought you stood, and carry you two to a man back up the stairs to Eight.

WE WERE ALL OF US FELLOWS FROM EIGHT.
Everybody on Six, I think we probably were all of us former fellows from Eight.
And don't think they had anything anything like a piano up there on Eight — because they didn't.
Nor not on Seven, either.
They didn't have anything for you on Seven and they had even less of it for you on Eight, except for maybe in the closet one extra big-sized camisole for you for when you gave them the idea you wanted to try it out with two of them on you, like with one camisole yanked on and laced up plus another one done up on you on top of that.
No sir, music wasn't anywhere close to getting anywhere into the picture for anybody, lest you got them to let you try out your head out down there on Six.
That's where the piano was — down on Six — good old gateway halfway back out to the outside again, good old musically inclined, musically involved Six.
Boy, you should have heard them when they thought out loud about Six.
You want to take a minute and hear the fellows thinking out loud about Six?
"Crikies, when I get to Six."
"Don't you know it's something on Six."
"You name it, that's Six."
"Hear they got them a pool table on Six."
"Pool, hell — they get tail in for everybody on Six!"
But I don't think any of the fellows was ever all that amazed for themselves if they ever got down there to it and saw it turning out different.
Well, there was only just a piano on Six.
It was just this beat-to-shit piano on Six.
Must have been about a million people who had come along and who had sat themselves down at it beating the shit out of it, and every one of them just as geniusly loony as the next.
Probably among them were some pretty fair players of it, don't you believe. Probably, when you think about crazy people, you could probably among them count some pretty fair players of things you can't even think of, don't you believe.
But I'll bet there wasn't all that many of them who could have come along and have sat themselves down at that piano of theirs and given it anywhere near the run for the money your old Bobby Cholly by God did.

BUT, HEY, WHAT THIS IS ABOUT is not just about your old Bobby Cholly, you remember — but about that other crazy psycho too.
God, was it scary!
The loon, the loon, the poor crazy bastard — he'd go catch himself sight of Bobby Cholly getting himself ready to go get himself situated there at that piano, here he comes hustling himself right on over, hangs that hand of his out there onto the wood, hollering, "Come on, boy, goddamn it, boy — you play that tune there of yours — that, you know, that ‘What Is This Thing Called Love?' you hear?"
Oh, land, there's Bobby Cholly sitting there — you could see it, you could see it! — fixing to have kittens.
But would the crazy psycho quit?
Not Bobby Cholly, I don't mean that crazy psycho Bobby Cholly, but the other crazy psycho — him, I mean him! — the singer.
Him always with this sad ratty robe of his on — and, you know, these awful beat-to-shit slippers — never actually in his rightful shoes but just these awful beat-to-shit slippers of his.
I tell you the poor sad psycho is hollering?
Because the poor sad psycho is hollering!
With this hand of his hung out there onto that piano like he's come to have the recent knowledge it's like family for him or something.
Hollers, "Come on, boy, you go be a pal for us, boy! You go play us that, you know, that ‘What Is This Thing Called Love?'!"
You wanted to run.
You wanted to get all of the way out of there away from there quick.
Because the thoughts that came to you no matter how batty you were, they were look out! here comes carnage! here comes mayhem! here comes death!
Plus, isn't the whole floor going to get itself packed right up off its feet and packed right off back up in camisoles back up to Eight?
Whereas it never happened, did it?
Whereas, no sir, sorry to break your stride for you, that old Bobby Cholly of ours, I never saw him go ape-shit over this nor anything else, neither.
Not that there is any factual information that he ever played that tune which that loon kept calling for him to play nor even if Bobby Cholly even knew it.
No sir, as far as Bobby Cholly, buggy son of a bitch — buggy! — he's just sitting there with his two ragged hands laid there in this dilapidated lap of his doing this, you know, this slow burn.
Except oh no, oh no, this never comes close to slowing down this other old psycho boy, now does it?
Who's keeping this hand of his hung out there like he's back outside hugging the whole family with it again, ratty old robe dropped open on him, rocking up there on his toes in those sad silly slippers of his, other arm flung out all of the way out to all of the fans way out in the back in the back seats, sad little pizzle screwed back into him like it's been handled too hard and broke, all the while meanwhile belting it right on out there to them to the paying customers up there in the box seats — like really fucking, you know, fucking screaming the thing, you know — but never, I notice, never not once more — never, I notice, ever not once other than just this little one bit of it, don't you know — which what it was, which I think it was, was, you know, was this crazy thing called lovvvv.

MRS. ORTESE

SHE SAID TO ME, "Don't cry."
But I had not been crying.
She said to me, "Now, now — you mustn't."
But whatever made this creature to have claimed such a thing? Was I not being perfectly myself?
She said, "Why cry?" She said, "Stop it at once." She said, "I am not going to stand here and be a witness to you doing this to yourself — do you hear me, do you hear me at once?"
But I did not know what she was talking about. I swear it to you on my mother's grave — that there was not a tear in my eye, that there were no tears in my eyes — where were there tears?
Until she reached her hand out to me and touched her hand to my hair with her hand to me — and then, I admit it, yes, I stood there and cried out my heart out.
And have been doing it — elaborately, unflaggingly — and, of course, not unprofitably — ever since.
I just thought time to tell, time to tell — tell anybody who's come this far back to the back of the book with me — tell her name. But oh how she knew how to touch me to be with me — there, is this not the mystery in it for us — and therefore the fiction?

TRAVELING MAN CONTINUES TO OVERCOME RULES OF STATE

THEY FURNISHED, WITHOUT FURTHER FEE to you, coffee in the morning and milk in the morning for what you had paid to them for the day for the room. There was, as well, a kind of juice given, derived, it seemed to the man, from an angry fruit. Yet, hungry as he was, and as dependent as he had become upon the inventive conservation of his dwindling resources, he had nevertheless not been drinking the juice the mornings that he had thus far been a guest at this hotel, so disruptive a gustatory future did his initial sampling of this obscure beverage promise.
There was a bread that was not to his liking, a rather dark and granular creation, the slice you reached in and extracted from the package and were to put onto your plate and take with you to your table confected of a substance that promptly collapsed into disconcertingly haphazard sections under the pressure of butter being spread upon it with a knife.
The butter was good, though.
And there were also the routine packets of preserves. These he also refused, since not to do so was to impart to your fingers the sensation of there being a certain residue on them, in mute but implacable answer to which unpleasantness no water was permitted you in the place where the courtesy of the complimentary breakfast was fulfilled.
The sort of fellow he was, it happened not to be in his nature for him to tolerate for very long the particular disquiet occasioned in his bowels by the experience of his flesh having been in contact with the unclean. Not that what was being proffered by way of jam was at all unclean but, rather, that this was his inexorable reaction to whatever evidence of his having fed himself he could not with a vengeance get washed from himself in the next instant.
He would, in any event, upon the completion of these matinal ceremonies, hasten back up the stairs to the floor where they had been keeping him domiciled, this to set to work to lather and rinse his hands at the sink there, whatever daintiness he might have just exercised in his partaking of the premium in food.
Was it necessary for him to do this?
It was, let every reader please be willing to concede, necessary for this tourist to do this.
He presently discovered that if he got himself into the neighborhood queue that was always well along in its formation whenever he got down into the street, an acceptable bread could be purchased for the price of two coins of an altogether negligible rank — so that it came to be his practice in this nation, for the remainder of his holiday in it, for him to go first into the little street, line himself up with the rest of the customers, and contrive to come back to the little hotel with his bread with him well enough before the hour when the management would shut down the little cafeteria, if this is what the tiny gloomy room in which there evolved certain of the events this chronicling now seeks to recall is called.
How particularly hospitable of this hotelier, the man thought, that guests be dispensed such a span of opportunity for them to savor the assortment of comestibles the establishment supplied right to the very stroke of noon. Too, to judge from the seeming indifference of the young woman who from time to time gathered about herself the gestures of being the official in attendance charged with the responsibility of keeping the buffet topped up, it appeared to be altogether among the statutes of decorum for the man to come in from the street with his bread, to lay it in its great length proprietorially across one of the little tables, and then to go to the serving table and to take from it for himself what coffee and milk he wanted, a spoon to agitate his sugar with, an exceptional number of napkins, an equally exceptional hoarding of butter, and a knife to enact the applying of the butter. It was gloriously wrapped, the butter, each noble pat of it importantly turned out, it delighted the man to observe, in a covering of gold-colored foil, the surfaces of which shone with authority by reason of the regal effect endowed upon them by the emblazonings thereupon of a single shining medallionlike ornament. Was this in recognition of a nutritional accomplishment, the man encouraged himself to consider, or proof that the government had annexed the buttermaker with whom the hotel did its business?
He might, if his eyes had been up to it, have more sharply inspected the device from which the illusion of power developed, but they were not. No, his vision, joyless breakfast after joyless breakfast, was up to little, as neither was his mental stamina, these means of coping with all that was exterior to himself having already been, well before he was challenged by the character of foodstuffs, too mercilessly drawn upon in support of his endeavor to forge ahead against the defenses marshalled by the difficulties deployed among the vexing sentences waging war upon his esteem of his faculties in the pair of little books that he had, to this other country, brought with him—Discerning the Subject, by a Paul Smith, and Agamben's, Giorgio Agamben's, Language and Death, pertaining to which second meditation, if you had asked the fellow to speak to it, you would have first, before suffering to hear him stammer his strangled replies, have heard him transposing the two terms of the title. To be sure, it seemed he did not mean, in fact, to do this, but neither may the allegation be dismissed that in our man's doing so, in his devising of the error, he betrayed in himself the impulse to produce the deformed and thereby to perform a kind of larceny whereby the productions of others were made to assemble the impression that he was, if one got right down to the bottom of it, the origin of all things, all local distinctions included.
But listen — if this sojourner of ours was to be thought the origin of anything, it was most specifically not of any idea. Indeed, apart from the industry idleness required of him, there was not much in the line of effort for him lately to boast of, and what instance of it there might ever have been was most assuredly in no sense in the vicinity of the intellectual. Yet he kept company with books such as the ones indicated — gazed, that is, expectantly, and in all earnestness, at the words in them — and was curiously, so very curiously, comforted by the activity. Yet he unvaryingly had had, for the day, more than quite satisfactory of this by breakfasttime, so that, when he had washed his hands and had taken himself each morning to the little park nearby, bearing with him the pair of books, it was a sincere expression of a sort of textual communion — desire, call it! — that this detail in his behavior honored. The pair of books had, you see, become, after all, his friends, and now, as you can also see, his companions, much as — of course, of course! — he, as with anyone still possessed of his wits, preferred people to books, although it was only for the monitoring, it must actually be admitted, of humanity's incessant comings and goings that our fellow had any hint of an affection, comparative or otherwise.
Hence the little park — to which our man had every day been conducting himself, unhappy breakfast after unhappy breakfast, more recently carrying with him to it not just the pair of books remarked but also what was left of the bread he had taken to acquiring and had not finished downing, at his little table, the given, any given, morning.
Further for you to know, do please be told that in his trouser pockets, in the both of them, there was the capital that had been collected unto himself from his plunderings of the bowl wherein the morning buffet showed off its wealth in butter. To secure the safety of his garment, he made certain that he had lined his pockets with napkins prior to his cramming them with their bounty, the charming packets of it, chilled sufficiently at the time of their theft but being in no prospect of enjoying a guarantee of remaining so for as long as it might take for the man to get at their contents.
And now you have it, our subject's readiness.
His labor — it had been his daily labor and would continue to be his daily labor until his holiday in this nation had come to its end — was to sit himself down in the little park, the pair of books beside him on the stone bench from which he had that day selected to carry out the day's watchings, and to keep himself informed of whatever specimen of the manifestation of life there passed to and fro before him in the street.
The pageantry, the pageantry!
From time to time he would eat — that is, bread and butter, butter and bread, tearing off bits of the latter and pushing into them lumps of the former, this with the utensil of the opened foil.
Oh, he might have taken away with him from the cafeteria a second knife from among the many knives the hotel put out along with the morning's provisions, but such a boldness would have asked of him so very much more than he could give.
He wanted no transactions with the troublesome, was, in fact, in flight from the troublesome — traveled, kept traveling, for the very purpose of postponing the troublesome. Even sight of the troublesome was, well, say, troubling to him, as witness the little nausea that kept welling up and spilling over in him, day after day, upon the event of his first coming into the little park, a feeling enforced — this can be the only word for it! — by the word regliment.
To explain.
There was a sort of large sign, fixed into position rather high on a post, stationed centermost in the little park. On it was given, at the start, and in the exclamatory, this word, in this form — REGLIMENT. There followed, also of course in the language of this land, item after item of statements the man took to be topics of instruction governing one's uses of the little park.
He did not, as you know, read this language and could not have told you what infamies these regliment had been conceived, in the populace, to subdue. But however ignorant as he was of the particulars, that much, toward the end of civilized demeanor, was expected of the citizenry was an implication the man plainly understood and approved. All the more reason, then, that it was such a point of distress to him that, day after day, upon the occasion of his arrival in the little park, there should each of these days be discovered by him, near to where there stood the depository for trash, the same undisturbed arrangement of discards — a pair of cardboard suitcases and a topcoat of equally low grade.
This was mysterious, was it not?
Not with respect to the matter of to whom these objects might have once, or still, belonged — but as to why the authorities had not, when the trash was so regularly and so fastidiously removed, and when the little park was elsewise so conscientiously restored to itself-but as to why these very authorities had not, in thunderation, treated not even the merest fringes of the eyesore now under discussion.
Goddamn.
No, there it still squatted, day after day, a ghastly excrescence exhibiting its putrescence not only in doubtless defiance of at least one of the regliment but of everything this nation had seemed to the man to stand for.
The civic.
The municipal.
The decidable.
The closed.
Our man meanwhile, especially while he was himself on view in the little park, sought in all his aspects to do all that he might to obtain the good opinion of those in charge of the common domain, even if this body, and its delegates, were nowhere in sight.
And so, all to himself, in a condition of excruciating alertness, he all day, our man, in the little park for the whole of the day, day after day of every day of his holiday, sat as a very vigilance, as a very sentinel, the bread and the butter his only sustenance, the pair of little stubborn books laid out beside him on the little stone bench in a manner so vitally reassuring to him, his stewardship, his guardianship, his very ghost fastened upon the keeping of constant tabs on the human commerce in the street. But when the insistings of his stomach should no longer let themselves be appeased by his appealing to patience and restraint, he would get a package of butter out from either of his caches, meticulously laying open the folds of the exalted foil scored with such admirable precision in such intelligent anticipation of this very procedure, and, by this craft, reveal to himself his prize, well softened by the duration of its storage upon his person.
This marvel of the nation, this cunning pat of butter!
Using the foil to keep his fingers unsoiled, he would then insinuate the kingly spread into the cavity he had poked into what portion he had torn free from the bread, rushing the creamy morsel into his mouth as would one maddened by the dishevelments of famine. Immediately thereafter, it would happen that our fellow would hurriedly close the wrapper against the oily side, fold the paper and fold it further until it then existed as no more than a tiny crushed pellet of a thing, scrub very vigorously at his fingers with one of the napkins that he had, deposit the dot of waste into the napkin, and then, having reduced the napkin to the densest materiality his strength could manage to make of it, he would get to his feet, not without some excitement abruptly racing in his limbs, and with all deliberation transport the result of his exertions to where refuse was meant to go, noting as he went, and with visible distaste, the continuing dominion there, near to where the rubbish bin was, of the inexplicable pair of hideous suitcases and of the no more explicable, no less hideous, topcoat.
But, wait, was it an overcoat?
He was — on one of the several excursions just remarked — stunned to catch himself having to wonder which, which — for nothing can be both the one and be also the other.
Was this a topcoat that was, in consort with the pair of suitcases, the genie of his ruin, or was it an overcoat?
He could not come to a decision.
No longer was it the lack of compliance with ordinance that was at the alpha of the turbulence that had been erupting against the limit within him and had been establishing the alibi for all his experience, now, now was it not the very belligerence — no, the very viciousness! — of utterance itself?
It was the day after this episode that our man took at his morning's repast a glass of the strange libation always so unforgivably on offer.
It was, still was, as it had at first been at that first testing reported to you at the onset of this narrative, bitter — oh, bitter to the last drop.
Tether abandoned, bondage overturned, our wanderer drank down, all the way down, his next glass, the whole glass, the next day, which day was the last day — at last! — of his holiday here, and then, as had been planned for, as he himself had planned for himself, the source of our concentrations did quit this bewildering place and did make vindictively, unrenewably — with plenty of malice aforethought — for another littler still.

JOUISSANCE

JUST HEARD THE EDITOR of this book complaining of her not having enough in the way of fictions to fill up the pages of this book to what she must imagine to be an adequate number of pages of same. So by way of fancying myself prepared to be responsible for an act of adequation, I turned in my seat and said to her, "Would something concerning us as us perhaps be acceptable to you in this embarrassing regard?"
"Which?" she said. "Which?"
"To fill up the book," I said, "I mean, I am wondering if you might want to see your way clear for me to see if I can make a little filler for you."
"For the book?" she said.
"Yes," I said. "Because I think I just heard you sort of complaining about there being a certain insufficiency of stuff for the book," I said.
"Insufficiency?" she said.
"Of pages," I said.
"Am I to treat this as a criticism of myself?" she said "Are you telling me you wish to heap scorn upon me as myself?" she said.
"No," I said. "It's not that," I said. I said, "All it is is I like to write fictions sort of to order, I think — and so I just naturally when I heard the complaint — because didn't I just hear you say something which just seemed to me a sort of complaint? — and I agree, I agree! — please believe me, I agree I perhaps failed to quite catch quite the essence of what it was I think I just heard you saying, or had heard you — wait!" I said. "Look," I said. "I think this is getting sort of, you know, kind of sort of pretty all mixed up as to communication, don't you think?"
"Don't you think?" she said. "What do you mean — don't I think, don't you think?" she said. "Have I, is it that I have somehow said, have I, or given any indication, have I, of my having any interest in something with respect to anything you have in the recent course of things said?"
"No," I said. "Please," I said. "Will you listen?" I said. "Because today," I said, "this morning," I said, "as I was on my way downtown," I said, "I couldn't help but hear behind me — on the bus, that is, on the bus before this bus, that is — two women talking, two women having a conversation, or two women anyhow having a talk with each other, or with one another, and I hear one of them say, I hear this one of them say, ‘Well, she was offended,' and then the other one says, ‘They take offense. That's the thing with them nowadays, they take such offense — you say one word to them and they're instantly determined to take offense,' and then the first one says, ‘She was offended. That's what I'm telling you, that she was very offended,' and then the other one says, ‘But this is the way it is with them these days. Did I not tell you that this is the way it is nowadays? There is no way you can talk to these people without the minute you say anything, one of them is going to jump right down your throat screaming they're offended. That's all they know how to say to you anymore — I'm offended, I'm offended, I'm offended,' and then the first one says, ‘Well, she said she was offended,' and then the other one says, ‘Didn't I tell you? I told you. Didn't I just tell you? You can't talk to these people, you can't say anything to these people, there is no possible way for anyone to say anything to these people, you are taking your life into your hands when you make the slightest attempt to try to say anything to any of these people — so I ask you, I ask you, is it any wonder when one of them says to you that she is offended? Of course she is offended. Of course she said she was offended. That's all these people know to say to you, they don't know anything else to say to you, is there anything else they know how to say to you? Offense, offense — they go to bed at night, they get up in the morning, this is all they know to say to people, they do not know one other thing for them to say to people, they have not the least knowledge of anything else for them to say to people, they do not have the simplest conception of anything else which could possibly be said from one day to the next to people, this is all these people are concerned with, this is the one thing which these people are concerned with, taking offense, taking offense, taking umbrage,' and then the first one says, ‘To think — will you just think?' And that's all she said," I said. ‘"To think — will you just think?'"
"But why are you suddenly so quiet?" I said. I said to the editor of this book, "Didn't you just hear me say to you why are you so quiet?"
"I'm thinking," she said.
"What?" I said. "You're thinking what?" I said.
"Why downtown?" she said. She said, "How come downtown? Why not uptown?"
"What?" I said, "Downtown, uptown, what?" I said.
She said, "The little stupid thing you just recited. The two women on the bus."
I said, "Behind me on the bus?"
"That's right," she said. "Why downtown on the bus? Why not uptown on the bus?"
"Suit yourself," I said. "You're the editor," I said.
"Then make it a trolley," she said.
I said, "Street car."
She said, "Too suggestive. Too pointed. Besides, it's been done to tatters — street car, strassebahn."
"Roller coaster," I said.
"Please," she said. "Where's your tact?"
I said, "Wait a minute, wait a minute!" I said, "Do you think you could go for like in a theater or something? How about like in a theater? Let's say I'm sitting trying to watch this movie and there's these two women behind me and one of them, I hear one of them say, ‘Well, she was offended,' and so on."
"Make it two men."
"Fine. Okay. Two men."
"They're sitting in back of you in an airplane."
"Right. Swell. You got it. In an airplane."
"The first one says, ‘Well, he was offended' and the second one, the next one, the other one says, ‘Of course, of course, aren't they always offended, was there ever a time when they weren't always offended, name me once when you ever came across a one of them who was not prepared to claim he was offended.'"
"Right, right!" I said. "I really honestly like it," I said. "These two fellows on an airplane and I'm sitting there in front of them and I'm listening, I'm listening, and I hear one of them say. ."
"Hang on," she said. "That's plenty," she said. "That's enough," she said. "One ellipsis is more than enough."
"You mean I'm adequate?" I said. "There's been adequation?" I said. "You said yes, you said no?"
"Filled the bill," she said.
"Pages," I said. "Taken up enough pages?"
"From three-seventy-one to three-seventy-four," she said.
"Oh, baby," I said, "edit me, baby — please!"

THE OLD EXCHANGES ASK YOU SOMETHING?

Thing you have, list you have, running account you keep in order that you be kept in the company of items for you to attend to, you good about keeping it cleaned out of the never-attended-to? Entries that don't in due course get drawn off into experience, they get erased, or do they, in your case, get themselves collected down there as the deposit from an earthward drift of them getting all silty and then stony at the bottom of it? — of this list, call it, you have; of this what-have-you, call it, you have — like this sediment of clotted deferrals you better come take, from time to time, a chisel to, or a jackhammer to, or — better, better! — TNT.
Because that's me.
To a T.
I'm not kidding.
Stuff gets to be like a stratum of indifferences down there, an impaction of inutility — errands once in mind, ideas once in mind, reminders you once had what you thought was a very pressing need for you to remind yourself of — notions you notionally stacked the deal for and then let drop to the unexploitable region of the underside of the deck.
Which is why I am doing this.
Mix some metaphors and get the line bled out.
Off-load it all.
The whole sludgy gob of it.
Apropos of which, here's the first bit of it.
"Consider yourself kissed."
So how do you like it? — "Consider yourself kissed."
It's what my mother used to say to my sister.
Which is maybe why my sister once woke up once and then went ahead and swallowed more sleeping pills than I guess she guessed she was ever going to be able ever again to ever wake up from.
Anyway, this is the first bit of it — pick-axed at it for you for a little bit—"Consider yourself kissed."
Actually, now that I look, isn't it a lot of what the whole geology of it is — speech I'd hear and think, "There — that's the thing! — stick it in some scribbling, they'll never know what hit 'em!"
Like "First it not ripe, then it ripe, then it rotten."
Or like prelude, interlude, postlude, right?
Okay, here's "Las Brisas! Las Brisas!" — that of, for a switch, of the nonutterable category. Anyway, name of eating establishment once went to with woman once was once going with once.
So there's this swell-looking waitress waiting on us. Have my eye on her and have the thought she has hers on me, but you tell me by what caddish-free art I might get it across to her for her to please not go waitressing anywhere else until I can hurry up and get back to Las Brisas uncompanionated?
So make myself a mental note of it—"Las Brisas! Las Brisas!" — and then make myself a written note of it — of "Las Brisas! Las Brisas!" — just like, just as I just sat here and showed you.
But never did.
Go back to it — not make note of it — no, never did.
Well, on other side of town. Long walk or complicated ride — from here to there — to get back, that is. But guess you could say my heart was never enough in it. Yet neither was it enough of it in it in getting this it-ness of it nixed off of my list-ness of it either.
Las Brisas! Las Brisas!
Jesus.
Then there's "metaleptic."
So what does it mean, metaleptic? Because I scribbled it down for me to see it scribbled down for me to know the reason it's been scribbled down is for me to get up and go look it up, metaleptic.
Well, I didn't, did I?
Speaking of this, look at this—"Janet: 431-4909."
Never followed up on this one, either.
Neither did I ever do anything about "Dad."
Impulse, was it, to sit here and type up something about some kids who are all of the time going around in the ordinary course of things all of the time bearing around with them this like little teeny tiny father of theirs up under their arms with them, like all of the time up under their arms in a grip with them, or shifting him from grip to grip with them, the old boy sometimes getting himself hiked up over onto a shoulder with them, hefted over from child to child with them, him not dead yet but just all of the time logy and dozy and woozy and indefinite, but not at all unthrilled for him in the meanwhile to be borne forth on the bodies of his own.
Then there's — or here's there — this one.
"Brown barn."
What it has to do with — or what it had to do with — didn't it have to do with me and with her? — with wanting to memorialize the way it once was with us once — the two of us passing past a barn while driving along?
Her saying, "Oh, how brown I am."
Her saying, "Oh, so brown," in this, you know, in this barn-style of a voice she said it in.
I thought, "It's her to a T."
I thought, "That's her to a T."
What's next?
Uh-oh.
Here's one I don't know what to say about it.
It's, yikes, it's the look they give you, the wasting-away ones — the ones who are sitting there where they're sitting and wasting away from it ones.
Ever notice it?
This is how it looks as an entry written not to you but to myself.
"How they look — or don't."
But, okay, put it off for later — and, besides, who isn't, who doesn't, is there anybody who doesn't look like this to somebody else? But please, please — too distressing for me to sit here and just this minute let myself get into it.
Oh gosh, talk about a change of pace — this one, oh boy, this one'll slay you.
Get this.
Amsterdam.
Judson.
Stuyvesant.
Trafalgar.
Longacre.
Lackawanna.
Circle.
Oregon.
Sacramento.
Pennsylvania.
Chelsea.
Butterfield.
Atwater.
Gramercy.
Algonquin.
Rhinelander.
Murray Hill.
Chickering.
Bryant.
Rector.
Ingersoll.
Plaza.
Lexington.
Canal.
Terrific, yes?
Terrific or terrific?
But some clog down there, I mean it.
Anyway, it's like her — it's like it's in like in a class by itself.
Also: Regent — or was it Regency?
Not to mention, I think, a Merrian or maybe it was, you know, Meridian.
I don't know.
Do you know? — Regent or Regency, etc. etc.?
Here's another one — notation of most blemishless-looking ladies guess who once had himself something to do with once.
Ann Marvel.
Norma Sinclaire.
Grace Pantano.
Christine Hasborough.
Valerie Morse.
Barbara Lish.
Plus two whose names it's too dangerous for them for me to list for you.
Plus too dangerous for me.
But, swell, one we'll call her the "the knee one," or "knees," and one "heels."
So they'll know.
Because then they'll know.
"Call the Chemique Company."
Which was for me to call to order some more KRC-7, which I am here to testify to is the most powerful brass cleaner, or cleaner of brass, you will ever get your hands on.
But better wear gloves.
Copper cleaner — cleaner of copper, too.
But the heck with it.
Never called.
Maybe the heck with ever having brass anymore — and copper, copper — ever as clean as that anymore.
Does Digby sound like one of them to anybody?
Digby 5 or Digby 7?
Except didn't they used to put them in the book like this? — D-I, not D-i.
God, am I ever going to ever anymore run into anybody anymore who could confirm for me Regent versus Regency, Merrian versus Meridian?
Or put for me into perspective for me the whole pointless glut of it for me?
Because bet you she could have.
Called her Boody.
Or she me.
Beats me from whence the practice cameth.
Or the note about Roxie Raye — as in "Roxie Raye."
Hey, what's this—"Zig-Sauer?"
So what's this Zig-Sauer doing down there?
This is the name of somebody or what?
2026 Bay State Road, Boston, which is the address of The Partisan Review, isn't it?
Ethan—"money for Ethan" — my son.
Check AARP for medical, dental rates — Metropolitan for senior-citizen ditto.
Metaleptic.
Sorry, already took care of "metaleptic," didn't I?
"Artaud's Power of Sickness."
"Huizinga, Merleau-Ponty, Husserl, Saussure."
"Redetzky's March," except I think it should have been Redetzkys' probably.
Ochlocratic.
Soteriological.
Lacustral.
Conatus.
Nimiety.
Mantic.
Limpet.
Sedge.
"Math afterward," say math afterward instead of saying aftermath.
Or at least math after.
Prelude, interlude, postlude.
It's really nice.
Don't you think it's really nice?
Prelude, interlude, postlude.
But what can compete with Amsterdam, Judson, Stuyvesant, Trafalgar, Oregon, Circle, Lackawanna, Longacre, Sacramento, Pennsylvania, Chelsea, Butterfield, Atwater, Gramercy, Algonquin, Rhinelander, Murray Hill, Chickering, Bryant, Lexington, Plaza, Rector, Ingersoll, Canal? Hey, you can't compete with that.
Oh, and "renew copyrights."
Anyway, it's a look.
They can't look — but they are trying to look — but the head, the head, they cannot get the head lifted up enough for them to look up enough for them to see you in your eyes — but they try, they are trying, and this is what it is which gives the look to have that look of it — the trying but they can't.
Too weary, too weak, too broken.
But if you never noticed it, fuck it.
Okay, am calling 431-4909.
Instant I quit this, am, okay, calling 431-4909.
Telling her just thought of Lehigh, of Hamilton, of Melrose, of Cypress, of Eldorado, of Yukon, of Oxford.
Am telling her am adding them and then am adding on top of them Schuyler and Susquehanna and Wisconsin and Talmadge.
Then Templeton and Twining.
Then Twining and Esplanade.
Telling her this is the thing of it for you to do — for you to add, to add, to always add! — not for you ever to ever, not for you anybody ever, for you ever to take anything, even one thing, away.
Like Benveniste, like Bleuler, like Watkins.
And how about Humboldt, Hamann, Herder, and — wait a minute, wait a minute! — Spring?
But maybe some of these, maybe I said — I don't know — maybe I said some of them already.
Did I already say some of them already?
Or say any of them twice?
Because I'd look back up to see if I did, but then you'd have to have to see me try.
Too weary, too weak, too broken.
Even for all of the quotation marks owed.

NIGHT OF THE HARNESS, DAY OF THE TRUSS

STORY I AM GOING TO TELL YOU is going to — had better, had better! — form itself out of the business of my telling you what I am telling you, which is forming itself — which is to say the act of telling is — out of the act of not going to bed, which is probably really a react, not an act — but go fight City Hall, wrong word, word made of noun not, you know, in form of noun!
Anyway, I don't want to go to bed.
Nobody is waiting for me in my bed.
There used to be somebody waiting for me in it — and sometimes somebody waiting for me in other beds not rivaling but resembling this bed — and maybe those beds, maybe I didn't want to go to bed in those beds, either — anybody or not waiting for me in any of them or not.
Well, waiting — was anybody ever in any of them ever really waiting for me in even one of them?
Or did I ever keep anybody in any of them waiting for me in even one of them?
These are pretty tough questions.
It stands to reason these are pretty tough questions.
Swear to God, would give it try after try at restating them and at studying on them some more on them — but beats me how else to say either one of them — besides which, it's anyway already, all of this, already getting way over my head.
My bed's my bed.
I am not against it. I harbor no grudge against my bed. I like it better than any other living space which I can think of. I would not trade you your bed for my bed even if your bed had you in it and even if you swore up and down to me it was always going to have, no questions asked, you waiting for me in it.
On the other hand, it's okay with me if you want to come wait for me in mine.
All you have to do is please send your name and address to the publisher of this book.
Oh, and another thing.
Look, so long as you are probably going to be in touch with Oakes and Robinson, could you also do this when you are?
Could you also tell them to let me know if you were anywhere around Miami Retreat in 1954, I think it was.
1954.
But I'm not positive.
The date, I mean, I'm not positive.
But don't say nobody never gave you a figure for you to work with.
So if you were anywhere around there then — Miami Retreat in the year of 1954—make sure you tell the publisher to let me know if you were.
Because I need people who know anything about me from back when it was then.
So you remember when it was then?
It was the year of 1954.
Look at it this way — haven't I been sitting here in good faith?
I have been sitting here in good faith.
Trying to do what?
Have I been trying to do something for you or do something for myself?
Who have I been trying to set you up with a little entertainment in their life?
Trying to supply you with a little needed entertainment in your life!
Thinking of you first, and then, only then, of myself.
So I couldn't do it.
But so okay, so tough shit.
But I tried, didn't I?
So how about now you go do something for me for once in your life!
Let the publisher know if you know anything about me from where I told you and when.
Because there is always the chance you know more about me than I know about myself.
There's got to be somebody who must!
As anyway concerns there and then.
Because maybe then I was even worse off then than I am if you look at me now.
But maybe I wasn't.
So pay attention.
This is serious.
This is between you and me.
Fuck the publisher.
Don't worry about the publisher.
I'll worry about the publisher.
Leave it to me to deal with the publisher.
You just worry about getting me the information.
About me in 1954 in Miami Retreat.
Also, I need to know what you think about you waiting for me in a bed.
You think it's easy for me to ask?
How many people would come right out and ask?
You any idea of what it must mean for me to ask?
I mean, it must mean I am just as worse off now as than at that time I was or at least as bad.
Listen, I just had this thought.
You know what a near-death experience is?
It's life.
No shit.
So what's this worth, a smart thing like this?
It's pretty good, a smart thing like this.
So there's more where it came from, es vero?
Do us both a favor and write the people publishing this book. Tell them you are waiting for Gordon Lish to come lie down with you in your bed. Or for him to let you come lie down with him for him in his. Then guess who won't have to depend anymore on him sitting himself down in this chair anymore to keep himself feeling rescued from himself.
But all in bad faith.
P. S. I'm adding this on as a P. S.
The same goes for White Plains.
Think in terms of the year of 1954 and of the year of 1955 as far as also the place in White Plains. Which for your information was what I was all set to call this book, but then they started acting like they were going to sue me for it and then the next thing was it was the whole United States.
Anyway, don't forget my bed.

WARBIRD

REASON CALLING THIS WARBIRD IS because somebody on the phone with me today thought I was saying warbird when I was saying something else. But reason am writing anything to be called anything is because there's this debt I think I am developing to this fellow Jon Cone, who has a magazine he calls World Letter. How I got myself into this thing with this Jon Cone and with this World Letter of his is not going to be possible for me to catch you up on because all I can seem to get the drift of is of me once trying to put one over on him and then of him figuring out that what I was once trying to do vis-à-vis him was exactly what I was actually trying to do vis-à-vis him and then of his — you know, of this Jon Cone's — writing me a letter to me about it and of him saying to me so — like, hey, you fucking bullshit artist, come on, man, okay?
So the thing I did today was pick up the phone today to call Jon Cone to try and pull some more wool over Jon Cone's eyes, figuring if I don't call but instead of calling write a letter to Jon Cone and give Jon Cone something from me in writing to him, then he might get this kind of a lawful like armlock on me and later on like come back at me with it and crush me with it in the law courts like I'm some type of schnook or some thing.
So I called.
No letter.
Didn't write.
Didn't get it down there in the old black-and-white.
But got the wrong number, it looks like.
Got a person who answered like this.
"Hello?"
And I said is Jon Cone there.
And the person said, "What?"
And I said Mr. Cone, is there a Mr. Cone there.
And the person said, "Who are you looking for?"
And I said I am looking for the editor of the magazine called World Letter, okay? I said is this the magazine called that? I said because this is the telephone number which I am right this minute reading off of Mr. Cone's stationery to me.
And the person said, "I'm sorry, but there is nothing like any of that here."
And I said I just want to make sure you're telling me there is no World Letter and no Jon Cone there. So I said can I be positive that this is what you are saying to me — nothing like World Letter there, nothing neither like a Jon Cone there?
And the person on the phone said, "What kind of a shitbird are you?" The person on the phone said, "So is this what is calling me on the telephone, some kind of a shitbird on the telephone?"
That was the conversation to the extent that I am going to trouble myself to try and sit here and, you know, and begin to make any effort to establish it for you as a structure for you.
But, right, right, nobody said warbird, that's the facts of it, no warbird was actually said anywhere.
Just said all of that warbird stuff about warbird because I thought, you know, you might, as a title, go for it. So then you can see how after it was set up for us as the title of this, how then, how the next thing you know, how then it led to some other things about warbird right there in the first sentence of this right after there was warbird in the title of it.
Man, look at it, will you just look at it? — it's a downward spiral, this is, isn't it?
All this downward spiral of it.
You try to make it up to people, you get set to make it up to people, and then the next thing you know, there is this terrible spiral downward with them on account of the fact that you are always starting to spiral downward with people, and then once you start the downward spiral with them, it is all going to keep on going downward like this — namely, in like a definite downward spiral downward.
If only things weren't always so downward like this!
If only things were not rigged to always keep going spiraling so downward like this!
Everything wrongward and downish.
This Jon Cone and me, how come we could not have, the two of us, how come we could not have sailed right off of here up out from here at the outset from here to anywhere terrific?
Maybe soared right on up out from here — and then up some more upward from here, and then some more upward after that — and then, after that, ever upward from that — sailing — soaring — ever upward.
Terrifically.
Or upwardly.
And not like the way it really always is.
Which is like a letter you take a chance and go post to them like a warbird to them instead of feather back and get fluttered from the motherfucking world.

THREE JEWS ON THE WAY HOME FROM A CLASS WE TOOK A TAXI

Then call it a cab.
Fine, we took a taxicab. Don't tell me they weren't as Jewish as I am as Jewish, the two of them, the pair of them, in the back seat with me in the taxicab with me. We would have taken a subway, except who wanted to get killed? They kill Jews on subways. This has been the practice here for ever so long. It must be plain, then, that the others had never been on a subway, for if they had been, then how could they have got into a taxicab with me the night of my class Wednesday last? How indeed could have done they? Look, I think I have a concussion. My head, I believe it to have been concussed — at 84th Street and Park — where the taxicab I and my students were riding in collided with the planet Mars. Or with, lesserly, the moon. Or more probably upon the fenestration of a legion of marching Christians, it felt like. We were smashed. Firetrucks show up. Ambulances show up. The sidewalks are thronged (is this permissable, thronged?) — were athrong with cheering horses. Hordes, one imagines oneself to have said. Hey, if I have a head injury, if any of this evinces (evinces?) the vince of a head injury, then don't cry for me, Babylon! Nor Bayonne. They took us away on boards. Aboard boards. In the emergency room, the hue and cry was as follows: "These are Jews!" But a doctor cameth and applied salves. I was healed. My students were healed. He said, "You be the people of interpretation, yes?" There was acknowledgment. This was curative. He said, "Cab crashes phalanx of unclean, correctomento?" Acknowledgement — but in the nodding off of it of, hear something clink. Within. Take the fellow by the buttonhole, expressing to him alarm, saying, "My, you know, my head." "Ah," the man says, brightening, "you be bashed in it in, no?" "But my brain," I opine, "my brain, what of its concourse now?" There is smiling. My students, the nurses, the firemen, the administrators — Ma and Pa — they smileth and smilen. "We were three Jews on the way home from a class!" I allow, stressing the titular aspects of the matter. The telephone rings. The telephone is ringing. Everybody answers. "Hello," it states. "Duffy's Tavern," it states. "Duffy's not here," it states. "John Oakes speaking." "John!" I say. "Oh, God — thank God, thank Jesus, it's John!" I say. I say, "John, Jesus pal, there's been an efficiency, okay? We hit something. The tenses are changing. We were promising uptown and we hit something and now all the tenses are changing. Can you, you know, in your heart, can you possibly maybe make anything out of this for me as a person?" It states, "Like one fellow to another? Like one victim to another? Like one aspect to another? You mean like as in humanitarianly-wise?" But I had to hang up. Everybody was dying. It was like it had all of it — the pay-off — been postponed or something, but now — look out! — the gist was up. Except for me, of course. Except for me and for the one true, the one verdanto, church, of course.
Now it was just the twain of us.
"Guardimente!" I snarleth.
"Go ahead!" I chasteneth.
"Make your move!" I, with ligament, chirg.

PRACTICE COUPLE OF THINGS ON MY MIND

Not on it so much as near it. At, you might say, the margins of it. Or is it sidelines? Off there, then, at the fringes, you might say — this thing of thinking somebody once said to me something about some woman I know — but which woman, which woman? — having consorted with another woman. Or currently consorting with ditto. So crazy, this is all so crazy — because what further of info can I furnish anybody? — none, none! — I having no knowledge of anything save of the tidbit — well, it's hardly that, hardly a tidbit in the sense of its being anything toothsome, I reckon — save for the snippet, then, which I just gave you. But now to give you the other thing that's there at these reaches of what? — of this mouldering slag-scape of mine — out there where it all turns all to rubble and is getting ready for it to any instant drop off into the great basin of gone and beyond — it's, this other thing, this thing this guy tells me where he's sitting somewhere making small talk somewhere with this other guy somewhere and this other guy somewhere says to him, "But look at this, look at this," whipping out his wallet and going fingering around in it and plucking free from it this tiny pic which he's got in there which is of a woman's feet on what looks to him — we're speaking now, when I say him, about this guy who is saying all of this to me — which looks to him as if the woman is standing on a bathroom floor — tiles and so forth, sort of bathroom-floor-looking tiles and so forth — not that there is any woman, because there is no woman, what there is is just these gorgeous feet of hers, there's just these really perfect feet of hers — top-notch feet in this top-notch relation to the floor, or so this guy is saying to this other guy of mine, saying check it, will you, check it out, won't you, this gorgeously perfect contact between these gorgeously perfect feet of hers, and, you know, the floor. So my guy, this guy who is telling me this, this guy says to me that he says to this other guy, that he says to the pic-exhibiting guy, that he says to him, "Some feet, uh?" So my guy, he then, this my guy of mine, he then says to me that he says to this pic-exhibiting guy, "Hey, you don't see feet like these feet every day of the week, right?" Says to me he says to this pic-exhibiting guy, "Hey, I can certainly see what you're getting at, showing me, hey, the way these feet of whoever's sort of really achieve real contact and all with the floor and all, am I right?" So that's the thing — so that's all I have — that's, I mean, the second thing I thought I had — but what do I have? Because I don't know, one, who either of these guys is or, two, who's the woman whose feet they are that are there in the pic, and, three, is it her bathroom the woman is standing bare-footed in — I'd like to say naked-footed in if you don't mind my saying it — is it her bathroom the woman is standing naked-footed in, and, four, zaniest of all, or actually most alluring of all, was it, was the pic a pic taken of just the feet or was what the guy who's talking to me looking at when the other guy is showing him the pic, is it a pic somebody took scissors to to reduce it, to minimalize it, to make a minum of it right down to the, you know, to the absolute footmost crux of it?
So that's it — unless by now it any longer isn't.
Since what refinement is ever finished?

LIFE OF THE WRITER, DEATH OF THE WRITTEN-UPON FORSOOK ONE NAME FOR ANOTHER

Onomatological revisionism?
You bet your ass.
An open-and-shut case.
Well, such a flight the poor devil was in, as we all would do well to be in, from the ghastly inferences so readily alleged from the given conditions — alack, from the complete repertoire of grotesqueries in unimprovably flagrant potentiality among, well, life forms.
Both real and fanciful.
But which of us had not harkened to lamp-lit accounts of destinies so remorselessly awful that only nature herself, the bitch — man's mischief we'll get to in a jiffy — might have bothered to contrive them?
Yet, mark you, it was one of the homemade malignities — what else but the matinal transformation Kafka's opportunism had made notorious? — that he pegged so unthinkable as to be hurtling toward him with all certitude and good speed.
There was therefore nothing for it but that our fellow must outflank sleep if to elude the ensuing event of waking up as other than that which he was.
It was this, then — it was dodging the embrace of Morpheus — that he besought himself to do by a not unfantastic labor of the will. You see what I'm saying? Hard work.
No, no one has the patience to sit here and make up for you from whole cloth some simpering constellation of causes. Who the hell knows why anyone does what anyone does? Or even how you can say there is incontestably someone.
Look, the story's this — a reader, a name-changer, has got himself stuck on a sappy vision of ruin. But, hey, don't you know the only reason that I am the one sitting here involved in this is that I am the one sitting here writing this?

YEAH, YEAH, BUT DON'T KID YOURSELF — doing never again what has hitherto never not been done — no shit, it's really hard.
Hard for anyone, but harder by far for someone whose list of accomplishments might have come to no more than his otherwise having been a good sleeper.
Here's the man's mother.
Listen to the man's mother.
"‘Geh schlafen,' I would say to the child.
"I would say to the child, ‘Schnukeli, geh schlafen, for God's sake, willst du?'
"And like you had knocked the creature senseless with a brick, lo and behold, a woman's son was asleep."
Please, who could have anything against sleep as such?
It was not slumber the fellow opposed but slumber's routine career into a renewal of consciousness, please God it should only issue, if this it must, into a species of metamorphosis no worse than the Ovidian nor more vulnerable than the shell-less.
What, then, were the days of his life adding up to — save that the only activity he had excelled at he must now, to escape anticipations too fearful to rehearse, abandon or else?
Oi gevalt!
No wonder it was a swollen prostate all this worry produced in him — for so engorged from fretful inward clutchings was our person that he took to keeping a night jar near to the couch upon which one would be made to stand firm against the colossus of one's fatigue.
He was ready, then.
And he would read.
Read the Germans — though, by Thor, read no faux Kraut on the model of the aforementioned.
Schiller?
Why not Schilling?
No, Schelling!
Bestimmt, Schelling!
Then on to the whole Frankfurt crowd when fiction, as it will, had quite worn itself snivelingly out.
Scared too silly not to be unyielding, the chap read as if his life depended upon it, an invincible drowsiness deforming the sense he would make even of the umlaut. Heaven help him, book in hand, our man's diminuendo conspired to stretch him out on said furnishing in the throes of making something out of anything, the exhaustion in him transmuting all meagerness into a muchness, the sublime meanwhile erupting out of itself in illimitable abundance. Oh, jeepers, everything read was to him everything — and betokened, in the man's demented constructions of the evidence, tokens of the exorbitant, the ordinary reasserting its rule only when, bladder flaring, our victim felt himself required to roll onto his side, to let fall the book, to take up in its place the night jar, and thereupon to poke his hose well enough into it in order that the excruciation of his being emptied of the promised efflux might begin.
And by what means, you ask, were all and sundry possessed of the news of these behaviors?
Skip it.
Never was there a one — dreadful thing, nasty thing! — to distribute more widely word of his humiliations.
Nor was it not unknown how the widow who rented rooms to him entered them punctually on the occasion of their tenant's having from their precinct removed himself, the better to translate his endeavors abroad into revenue-bearing gestures, the lady's agenda consisting in her lavishing upon the interior of the disgusting vessel a further episode of covert flushing, there having been present — egad! — to this worthy's nose sufficient of notice to have sent her on the errand.
("How dare the creep pee in Tante Lorelei's cruet!")
Need we state, however, that what was paid to her by him who occupied the premises for the privilege that he might do so was a sum satisfactory in its magnitude to subdue the extremes of her annoyance? Too, to inspire in such as herself such esteem of her net advantage that the return of the now soundly washed object to the site where its owner conceived of it as hidden was never, as a domestic courtesy, neglected.
Ach!
Returned, yes, but never once, once returned, dried entirely of that which had been introduced into it — the cruet, Tante Lorelei's cruet! — to render it good and washed and torrentially rinsed.
Hmm.
All vermin please note.
To bathe in! To take sips from!
Go know when it comes to the customs of your cockroach in your Bohemian household.
Hence, yes, you guessed it, our little closure here discloses itself accordingly:
The fellow not actually perishing from fright but only very nearly doing so, which close call some thirsty, dirty exoskeletal invertebrate, crawly and not unmodishly vile (revealed in the midst of its vanishing up into the conduit of his business), had, in its evil decor, wrought.
Jesus, Joseph, and Mary!
(Sorry, Franzie.)
"Ai caramba, meineh schlangeleh!" shrieked he — for, man that he then was, could he, albeit stricken as he now was, still not shriek as such a one undone?
It later turned out, as it never not does, that the focus of all this dissembling of mine was indeed, in due course, compelled to consent to relinquish himself, in whatever phylum, to the one true abyss.
This by enacting a strong French swerve.
The upshot being a stroke induced by rushed — nay, gulped — draughts of Lipton's Instant Tea Mix in the company of many too many Uneeda Biscuits.
His headstone gives his dates.
Gives his name.
But gives nothing of his story, there having actually, of such a thing, been none.
Unless you people count impersonations, damn you.
I, the true Kafka, do not.

BUON DIVERTIMENTO, ANNA!

ANNA KRACZYNA IS LIVING HERE here in my house with me now. Anna Kraczyna is from Florence (Firenze to you, smart aleck!), and was born there and has lived there all her life (except, of course, for the time of it that she has been living here with me in my house, which is, you should have been able to tell by now, which is not a house in Florence), even though a smart aleck such as yourself might look at the name and arrive at a notion otherwise. Anyway, the reason I am writing this about Anna Kraczyna living here with me here in my house is this — the thing she just did, the thing she just said right after she had just done it, I have to, I just have to make a record of them both. One is she was vacuum cleaning the carpet in the carpeted bedroom. I refer to that bedroom as the carpeted bedroom because the other bedrooms aren't. The carpeted bedroom was long ago carpeted because when my wife Barbara and I created this house, the floor in the now-carpeted bedroom wasn't good enough, as was the floor elsewhere in this house, to just get by with with its being scraped, its being sanded, its then getting itself stained and varnished, or polyeurathaned, if that's what you call it, all that. It had to be carpeted, the only solution was that it be carpeted, and so we carpeted it. It's the one, it is the bedroom, my wife Barbara and I slept in all the years of the marriage, and then it was the one wherein Barbara was looked after all the years of her dying. She had to be fed there and have everything else done for her there. You don't want to hear what. It is too awful for anybody to have to hear what — was probably, probably was too awful for Anna Kraczyna to have heard some little bit of it, I don't doubt, although, yes, she did hear some little bit of it — because I couldn't, because, yes, I think I tried but couldn't keep my mouth shut. I wish I hadn't told her. It always gets told all wrong when you tell anyone. I don't think there is any way for me ever to tell any of this to anyone without it getting told pretty all wrong in the telling — the words you use, the way you use them, what your face is doing when you do. But I told Anna Kraczyna a little bit of some of it because we had to kill some time between when we got up this morning and when she had to go off to the airport for her to get herself back to Florence, where she'll start calling it, I guess, calling Florence, Firenze again. But I don't know. I don't know what Anna Kraczyna does when she is not here with me in my house and is instead in hers in Florence with her Pietro. It's just, as I said, a guess. But I bet it would be more or less congruent with the quality of what I have seen her do and heard her say at — what do they say? — at close hand, or is it range? Which brings us to this story — the story of Anna Kraczyna listening to me tell about my wife Barbara living and about my wife Barbara dying and then of Anna Kraczyna herself killing time vacuum cleaning the carpet in the one bedroom that's carpeted. She was going, she said, before she went to go do it, to go after the hairs of hers that had become visible to her on the carpet — and it would be easy for you to see how they would. We had spent a lot of time in there, Anna Kraczyna and I, this is one reason — and her hair, Anna Kraczyna's hair, it is probably as long and as golden as any hair anywhere. Well, it is as long and as golden as any hair I have ever slept next to, this you can bank on, and I guess this would go for my wife Barbara's hair too. Well, this is one of the reasons Anna Kraczyna's hair was so visible in there in that bedroom in there — because I had to change the carpet in there from the one my wife Barbara had decided on when we first had the carpet bought and paid for and laid. It was pretty wrecked. It was pretty ruined. It had been a kind of tapestrylike affair, or maybe it would be more correct of me for me to say a sort of turkey-work affair, crewel-work, or, Christ, I don't know what — this linen-y floral stitchery, this florally branchy clouded stitchery affair, all of it — wrought from, knotted into, embossed upon a ground of wheat-colored union twill, I suppose I could say, or, look, why not say beige? — because beige is what I was going to say — say beige in the first place — the original impulse I had, it was for me to say beige — so if it's all the same to you and if sufficient of your smart aleckiness has been by maybe been worn the hell off you by now, why don't I just go ahead and make it beige, just stick to beige, say, okay, then say anyhow beige? It didn't show anything, is the thing. Which, over the course of the years of my wife Barbara dying in there, was a lucky thing for all concerned. You know, all the machines and whatnot in there — tubes, tubes, tubules, tubules, tubulation, tubulation to the baseboards as if the municipality had decreed there be dredged a runaway cesspool. Then she died. Then my wife Barbara died. So one of the corrections I right away performed was get these gangs of specialists to rush onto the premises for them to have a go at getting the carpet rehabilitated. Then I finally broke down and went to a carpet store and made arrangements to have the dreamiest extravagance of the lot installed. Chesnut-colored. This — you won't believe this — this angora, I think, wool — or alpaca wool, maybe it's said, having to be snatched away, in season, from a region indecently southerly on the beast's neck. From Bolivia, anyway. So new-looking — so smooth-feeling on your feet — everywhere this chestnut-colored, wonderful wool miracle — except now that it is stretched out down on the floor in there, everything that descends to it is declared. They didn't tell me, nobody told me, you have a carpet laid anywhere like this, you lay a carpet in your house like this, watch out, get set, it is going to end up being a minute-to-minute lifelong project for you, all the sheddings, all the detritus, the ceaseless torrent of mere being made to glare back up at you in accusation from some umbrous perfection so much darker than a resident with any common sense would have picked for himself to have to live with with two eyes still in his head.
My wife Barbara would have known better.
The woman who has been in my house with me — you know, Anna Kraczyna? — she just came and said to me that I did too, that I had known just as better about it as anybody else would have known. I mean, even before Anna Kraczyna had taken the pains she would characteristically later take to get the cord all wound back up into just the right loops of it and all of it going in its loops in all the same one direction of it and then get the vacuum cleaner so carefully restored to where the vacuum cleaner always gets itself kept, this same Anna Kraczyna came back out of the bedroom to me where I was sitting at this table I always sit at and said to me, "Fool, fool, how can you not admit it it's how come you picked it, for the goddamn penitenza in it, you idiot?" Whereupon Anna Kraczyna presently put away the vacuum cleaner where it officially belongs, bestowed the famous peck on the cheek, murmured to me "Buon lavoro, smart aleck, buon lavorol" — then made her way brilliantly, and for the last time so altogether forgivingly, to my door and back forever into the distant rubble of the needless, heedless, perpetual world.

ESQUISSE

DARNEDEST THING, DON'T YOU THINK, the tapping of a hammer in an apartment neighboring yours. Or should say somebody tapping one since there's no hammer next door there, is there, tapping itself. I mean the fact that you cannot, can you, establish in your mind which one. Somebody is tapping with a hammer, somebody has got a hammer and is tapping with it in one of the apartments adjacent to mine, which isn't interesting in and of itself, is it, but is desperately intriguing insofar as the fact that I am sitting here listening and cannot state to you, or to the authorities, if I had to, if it is the residence above me or the one below me or one of the ones to the sides, any of the four of these. Not that I foresee any reason for me to formulate a statement to the authorities. It's just somebody putting in nails in walls for pictures, don't you think, or digging out decomposed grout around a sink. It sounds to me crunchy, whatever it is, like crunchy bone or crunchy skull, what's in receipt of the blows, whatever the object is that's being hit. But this is only, I suspect, because of my foot and because of the bones in it. I did something to them, or to it. Not that it's yet been ratified yet by anybody yet what I did. The site of the damage appears to occupy a locale more or less up and down my leg, it feels like, but I am certain the source of the disturbance was the foot. Pain tends to distribute itself, doesn't it? I think I read somewhere how once it starts, how once pain has got itself a foothold in you, as it were, it can propagate itself almost all over. It hurts in my head, for instance. Yet who is to say this cannot be blamed on the tapping? This head involvement I am just this instant noticing, it could be it is attributable to the tapping I am hearing and cannot be laid at the feet of, no joke or anything, of my foot. Two things I would like to know — what the tapping is all about or where at least it's coming from, and what's the origin of this foot. Not that the knowledge thereof could not be adduced in either instance, of course. Not that a perfectly acceptable condition of knowing would not in either instance be achieved just by my taking action, of course. I could get up from here, make my way out the door, present myself at the doors of all of the probable dwellings. I'm sorry. Gear must have just slipped a notch on me, no? I mean, proposing getting up to go in search of the whereabouts of the hammerer. Foot, you know. Gone and forgotten about foot, you know. Have to take into account I am not the footloose thing that once I was. Besides which, to come absolutely into the open with you on this, the pain seems to have accomplished a beachhead in my head, it feels like, the pain seems to have migrated to my head, it feels like, the pain gives evidence of its being in the process of settling in and sending down roots down inside in my head, it feels like. No, I am hardly, I assert, up to undertaking a quest. It's come and gone, the moment when I might have been up to undertaking a quest. Not that the hammering will not in due course stop. Oh, but look at me, exaggerating the claim from tapping to hammering. Lucky thing for all concerned I just caught myself at it, these exaggerations fingers typing are heir to. Yet in their defense, let it be written, my knuckles commenced to ache in advance of the sentence jogging tapping up to the rank of hammering. In any event, I take it back. So what do you say — the doctor, do you think? Is this your counsel, seek the attention of a professional, do you think? X-rays and all of that, let him palpate the injury? He won't be able to see anything. It's not swollen or anything. It's just that — oh, oh — something inside in there, it's not right. I took, I think, a false step. I balked, is it, instead of kept on with the meter of my walk. It was just a stroll around the block. It was just for the purpose of one's having for oneself a bit of an air-out on one's itinerary around, among other things, the block. Oh, but now look. Now there is none of me that is free of agony. Now is not my entire person the very thing of excruciation?
There's the pounding again.
He's still at it.
Or must I say it continues to be at itself?
I suppose I will never again walk in the manner of a fellow with grace. Even were I to launch an investigation, would I not have to hobble? Limp there, be denied every courtesy, be made to limp myself away onward into deepening offense?
They're slamming now.
My God, they're slamming.
It could be an excavation, it sounds to me like — the gouging out — through tissues of plaster, of tile, of concrete — of a grave.
No, no, it's the building itself!
They are wrecking the building itself, can't you see? It's the demolitionists! Can you credit it? — the dogs have gone and brought in the bleeding demolitionists, haven't they? — whilst here was I, Lish himself, so absorbed in these self-imitations of myself — nay, these self-destructions of myself! — as never to have heard them — but they did, didn't they? — they had to have, hadn't they? — ring, rang, rung my bell.

NO SWIFTER NOR MORE TERRIBLE A CONFESSION

THE SENTENCE I MOST DREAD hearing is please, sir, step to the side into the street, sir. Or I suspect I should have written it "Please, sir, step to the side into the street, sir," or perhaps, prettier still, in italics.
I don't know why this is.
I don't think it owes to my practice of walking always as far from the curb as I can get. Which means near to the store fronts, near to the shop fronts, and therefore not infrequently straight into the path of those citizens ambling closely along there-along in order that they have an unobstructed line of sight into the dressed-to-the-nines display windows of the United States of American commerce.
But as to the practice I mentioned, I certainly do indeed know what this owes to, yes—i.e., which I have taken care to italicize in witness of my dereliction firstmost among the aforesaids—i.e., keeping my motion, when it is parallel to the thoroughfare, as distant on the perpendicular as I can get it from the curb, this on account of the cant of the sidewalk.
They cant them here where I live.
For to provide for the run-off into the street.
Of rain, of snowmelt, of what-have-you. E.g., schmutz.
Creating thereby an inclined plane — however slight the elevation of which I see no reason for me not to seize advantage of. For I am short, am of unaverage measure, am of below-average stature — and therefore feel myself ever so much less challenged when passing my fellow humankind if improved, if bolstered, if increased by the not at all dismissable gain the higher ground guarantees me if I seize it.
At least when I am here in the city.
But when do I ever take myself thither from this city? I think never. Yet were I to, it first comes clear to me first this very instant, were I, the undersigned, to venture forth from here into field and swale, into swale and dale, then mightn't I be free, even for the littlest while, of this dreading that so vexes me?
Such an awful sentence.
"Please, sir, step to the side into the street, sir."
"Please, sir, step to the side into the street, sir."
Unless it were to have the power to pursue me into all its cruel transmutings — so that it could become, in its most pastoral use, sir, step to the side into the hollow, sir — or, in its most fanciful, the pit.
Well, it's all a matter of your making room for Eros — between Pygmalion and Narcissus.
Quotes and unquotes all around, everyone.
Yours truly, the author of this.

APPEARANCES

THE ONLY APPARENT GOOD to come of his encounter with the ravishing Chinchilla Benét was the renewal given to his residence after this person had agreed to consign her body to it for the span of a pair of nights.
He began with the bed, stripping it of its linen and of its various accessories — the mattress pad, the lamb's wool spread that lay beneath the mattress pad, the layer of ruffled foam rubber that lay beneath the lamb's wool spread. The linen and mattress pad he took to his washing machine, adding a dose of his most astringent detergent. The lamb's wool spread he fetched to the dry cleaner, tarrying while the deed was done, all the more promptly to see to the return of this object to his premises so that the great labor before him might be, without undue delay, gotten on with.
The layer of ruffled foam rubber — this he discarded at the service elevator, thereafter telephoning a bedding company for overnight delivery of a replacement.
He poured bleach into the commode and allowed it to stand for the time it took for him to scrub — scour, could we say? — the exterior surfaces of the porcelain.
He thereupon activated the flushometer in order that the way be cleared for a serious exertion on the interior, and then, this task brought to an end, put himself to sleep on the floor of the facility, waking the next day to the bedding company's proof of its promise of reliability, or was it its sympathy that it had warranted?
He could not get his mind to produce the answer.
The only product in it was the yes of the ravishing Chinchilla Benét.
She had said yes to him, yes to him, yes — but presently demonstrated to him the hopelessness in all things uttered once she had lain herself out alongside him in his very soft, very thoughtful, very complicated bed.
"Is there something wrong?" said he. "I'll fix whatever is wrong," said he.
"Oh no, thank you — it is all wonderfully lovely, thank you," said the ravishing Chinchilla Benét, offering the bosom of her pillow — he had retrieved from storage for her his most treasured, his featheriest, example of the sort — a reassuring pat of the hand, a gesture incomparably prophetic of the one the ravishing Chinchilla Benét in due course performed on the elbow of his arm when bidding him adieu at the delightful moment of her departure.
"Was there something wrong?" said he. "I would have fixed whatever might have been wrong," said he.
"Oh no, thank you — it is all wonderfully lovely, thank you," said the ravishing Chinchilla Benét, thence — presto! — with no further ado, exhibiting herself as gone from him, and therefore from his habitation, forever.
Whereupon he, our unnamed tenant, not one whit to his surprise, found himself discovering in himself a certain sense of — ah, the word is triumph, isn't it? — and never a gladness more grateful and intemperate.

AT LEAST THIRTEEN WAYS OF LOOKING AT LOOK

LISTEN, YOU ARE LOOKING AT SOMEBODY who just can't wait to look derived. It scares the spunk out of me for me to think they'll come along and look at my writing and say, "Hey, who sent this clown? Where'd he come from? Uh-oh, this goofball, he's not some kind of vagrant Johnny-come-lately, is he?"
Please, I know all about Bloom and that stuff — and, believe me, I'm not saying it's not terrific stuff, Bloom's stuff. But I'm telling you, the one thing you are sitting there looking at when you sit and look at me is somebody who does not want to look like somebody who is exclusively responsible for himself.
Talk about anxiety — as far as I myself am concerned, Bloom did not know what he was talking about when the man was talking about anxiety.
He ever hear of the Anxiety of the Appearance of You Being the Sole Culpable Party in Sight?
Which is why I always knock myself out looking for epigraphs as alibis.
I figure if I can stand my writing right in back of the right writer by citing the right epigraph right up front in front of my writing before anybody has had himself a chance to look at my writing, I can maybe sort of look as if I am sort of maybe guilty, all right — conceded, conceded! — but not without virtue of a certain glamorous affiliation. You know — the forgivably bastard son of, a traceably impoverished relation to. As in, you know, all honor to Bloom, you bet — but, honest, I'm always looking to look as if I am as influenced as anybody can transumptively get. Which is what led me to looking very closely at Wallace Stevens a little bit ago — epigraph-hunting for all I was worth.
Well, I had the notion it would look pretty wonderful on me for me to look as if I had spent some deep time looking deep into the depths of Wallace Stevens.
(Which can have the effect of getting you to believe Wallace Stevens spent some deep time looking deeply into you, you know?)
So when the poems had me stumped (except for a couple or three that probably had me no less stumped but that, anyhow, knocked me flat), I started looking all around inside of Stevens' daughter's selection of Stevens' letters — and, boy, didn't I find there all the wild provocation for wild postures of derivation a fellow as underived as myself could require!
Get this.
The man's wife was named Elsie.
Okay, the fifth-most of the most romantic sensations of my childhood (the first-most I felt in the vicinity of myself, the second-most in the ditto of my mother, the third-most in that of one of my grammar-school teachers, the fourth-most while sitting on the curb gazing at — I admit it, I admit it! — an American coin) was aroused by the name Elsie when I found out it was the name Elsie which was the name of the woman up the block, which woman — O Elsie, Elsie, Elsie! — was my playmate Harvey Weidenfeld's — oh, wow! — mother.
Okay, so now I find out Stevens' wife, his daughter Holly's mother, that she also was an Elsie.
Okay, what next do I find but that that where Stevens and his Elsie first lived here in the city here was where their landlord had Stevens' Elsie model for him so that the landlord — otherwise, in the official manifestation of himself, a sculptor — could enter the result in a U.S. Mint competition for the face that would newly decorate the U.S. Mint's newly-to-be-minted ten-cent piece, which is, you know, remember the coin? Oh, you must, you must!
The dime.
Get this.
It wins.
He wins.
The Stevenses' landlord wins.
It's therefore Elsie Stevens' face that is there on one side of the ten-cent piece that is driving me — when I am eight and nine and ten — crazy with feelings.
Plus which, it's such a swell face, or that version of it is, that the U.S. Mint decides to let it also go be the face that goes on the fifty-cent piece, too.
The half dollar.
So that that face — you get it, you get it? — the face a million years ago my insides were getting themselves all swimmy over — turns out to have been the face of — well, of my derived-from's missus.
But here's the capper, topper, pay-off.
Which is that where they made their residence, the Stevenses, when they first got together as marrieds and first set up housekeeping here in the city here, and which was where Mr. Weinman, the landlord/sculptor I was telling you about, got Elsie Stevens — O Elsie, Elsie, Elsie! — to sit for him for the coin thing I was just telling you about, that where that was, that where (according to a Holly Stevens footnote in the compilation of letters I was, wasn't I, just telling you about) all those goings-on were going on was three doors from the selfsame address where I, Gordon — O Gordon, Gordon, Gordon, shame! — pulled off the most lucrative of my — burgle, burgle — larcenies.
So will you look?
Will you just look at how far somebody will go for him to look as if he is not just any old nameless belatedness but — look, look! — an identifiably indictable one?

FUCK JAMES JOYCE

NUMBER ONE, I NEVER REALLY READ IT. So just so you know I never really did. I had a copy of it, yes — a cousin I hated gave me a copy of it, yes — but, no, this doesn't mean I really read it, does it? Because, no, I didn't. Granted, I went looking through it looking for the dirty parts in it because this cousin I hated who gave it to me said to me there's dirty parts in it. But I didn't have the patience. I wanted to find them, but I didn't have the patience. I just turned the pages looking for cunt and for tits and for so on. There were plenty of books where you could find cunt and find tits and had so on. There was one I had that was called Twelve Nights in a Moorish Harem that had cunt and that had tits in it and had so on. There were in it even things in it I can remember even all of these ages and ages after it, such as this person nailing this other person while the whole time the second one is up on her heels and is up her toes up on a cushion and so on. I beat off on that one lots of times. Whereas I beat off on his book maybe at the most, if that, only twice. It was the yes stuff in the back. It was all of this yes I said stuff way back in the back. It was all right, this yes I said yes I said stuff way back in the back. I hand it to the man for that. You've got to hand it to the man for that. For that and for the other thing after that — where the man says Trieste, Zurich, Paris, 1914–1921. That's all right. That I loved. I really absolutely really loved that. I had never heard of any places like that. Boys didn't hear so much about places like those kinds of places back when I was a boy. I'm serious. Not even about Paris. People were different. People weren't so, call it like, so international like. Well, I guess it depended on who your people were, didn't it? Mine weren't the kind. So I wasn't the kind. My cousin who gave it to me, the cousin I probably didn't hate so much as just didn't like so much, he must have been more the kind I'm talking about — hearing of Paris, having heard of Paris, a pretty international specimen, him. But the other two outfits, forget it, you would have had to have been way more international than was anybody in any way related to me could have been for you to have heard of either of those. Jesus — Trieste, Zurich. Even just pronounce them, just the business of pronouncing. So it sort of really made this really sort of hideous, you'd call it, cruel impression on me, this thing the man wrote at the end of the book even after all of the yes I said I said yes that is at the end of it before that. I mean this other thing — at the really end of it — this Trieste, Zurich, Paris, 1914–1921 I've been sitting here carrying on so much about. So that I twice sat there after just beating off just looking at that — my heart thumping all around with itself with what it must be for a fellow to come along and say to people a thing like that — say where he was matters because that's where he was, say so now here's the book I brought back from it, so like it or lump it. That's something — how you just sit down and say to them look, you people, look. So this is how come Scranton, Schenectady, Bayonne, 5:51 p.m-5:59 p.m. shows up at the back of one of the books that are my books. Plus then, just to beat the pants off him, just to show the Micks this is one Yid that can go them one better than one of the Micks could — so this is how come I go ahead and stick on another one after that one — namely, Akron, Akron, no time flat. Hey, two of them for his one of them! Better still, just to go them all even one better better still, this here right here is your official goddamn final notice those ones are hereby amended to read Nowhere, Nothing, not even writ. So, okay, so how's that? Which, for your information, I just decided just writing here with my foot up. Which, for your further information, I just this instant decided sitting writing with my foot up on a stool with a pillow up under it. Man oh man, how I would just love to see some Mick come try writing anything sitting with a foot up on a stool with anything up under it. Did he ever? No, he never! There is not one Mick anywhere who could do it. You could go look high and low for the Mick who could do it and not find even a gymnast who could. And don't try to hand me any crap about his eyes. I don't want to hear from you any crap about his eyes. He is not the first one with eyes. There have been plenty of them with eyes. Whereas a foot is a foot. Plus which, it is from guess what. It is from this tremendous walk I took. I walked all around the block. Which is how come this foot. Plus talk about you going them all of them one better — did I see one thing to come home and sit down and write one thing about? I did not even have a stinking lousy what you could call like a true-to-life experience. The whole walk, no, all the whole walk all I was ever thinking about was, you know, was cushion versus pillow. Please, you can't be any fucking James Joyce and answer any word versus any word like that one. It's you're either a Gordon Lish or skip it. On top of which, don't you dare try to sit there and tell me the day ever dawned when no could not take yes by a country mile — as witness who's got the hard-on now?

WIND TELL YOU THIS THING ABOUT SCUMBAGS

Not a thing about scumbags in general but about the scumbags in particular of my father, which I come across sneaking around inside of his sock drawer looking for money or something or looking for some kind of terrific unexpectable discovery or something and which are in this orange-colored box which is as orange-colored-looking of an orange as you will ever, I do not personally care who you are, as you will ever in all of your life see, and which are not, please notice, not called Trojans and are not called Rameses and are not called anything like that — like Sheiks, for instance, like Sheiks — but which are called merely just bluntly called Kaps, which are just called this like peppy little name of Kaps, which it turns out it is because when I take one for Arnie and for me to use the two of us on Fat Shirley, which it turns out when I take a deep breath for myself and then go ahead and take one of these scumbags called Kaps for me and for Arnie for us to use the two of us the next time we can get Fat Shirley talked into maybe doing it with us, which it turns out that what I find out is that what they do is they just go over only the, you know, like only over the knuckle of it, which means in my case that for me to keep it from coming off of me when I am actually with Fat Shirley going to town with it and so on, which means in my case yanking it all of the way down on my business as far as it will keep going, which in truth, in truth, which is right down to the root of it in truth.
So this is the story — Arnie and me each getting to do it once to Fat Shirley twice apiece both with the same scumbag, us meanwhile getting it washed out in the ocean in between these two different uses both apiece for each of us — because, hey, this is — didn't I tell you? — this is, you know, doing it on the beach. Which is terrible, terrible — the wind never quitting for a single lousy stinking rotten instant — and the sand.
Because we are what?
Arnie and me, my buddy Arnie and me, or maybe my cousin Arnie and me, we are probably at this stage in our histories at the age of fourteen to fourteen and a half stage of years in our histories, which is how come you did not have any selection but for you to take the chance of swiping one of these Kaps of your father's for you the both of you to go try and use it on somebody inasmuch as do I have to tell you you could not in those times back all of those ages ago just go dancing into every drugstore you wanted to and just go waltz right up to them and just say to them in those times to them may I please, if you please, have a jimmy for me to do it with somebody please?
You couldn't.
Because this was taking place — Fat Shirley and me and Arnie — at the time period in our history when are you kidding? — you couldn't. Whereas I know I am not required to tell you nowadays the situation, it could not be more, you know, with respect to people being enlightened and having, in this regard, undergone enlightenment, could it possibly be more different for people — in the sense of youngsters shvantzing and so on?
Or for me as a private issue privately?
No kidding, no kidding — because there has suddenly come about for me like this private enlightenment for me — the fact of what it was — Kaps, the Kaps — which they were there for. In other words, the fact that that is what it was which the Kaps were there in the drawer for — that what it was, that what it was, that it was not for Fat Shirley nor for Cousin Arnie nor for me to come stand there and stand there and do it or not do it but for him to come when he wanted to come stick them on when he wanted — orange on the knob of it! — you hear me, orange, orange! — then turn around for him to stick one after another of them — but once not any of them — up inside my mother.
Homage to Katherine Mansfield

NARRATOLOGY TO THE PEOPLE!

I'M NOT APOLOGIZING. You can sit there and snort in disgust all you want, I am not apologizing. You think I don't realize the rep I get from telling jokes and from trying to get away with the claim the jokes are stories? Look, it's not going to kill me, what people say about me — or, hah, think. I am unimpressed. I am, as a result of unimpression, unapologetic. I like telling jokes. I like getting the jokes into print under the impression the jokes are stories. I probably even like getting myself complained about for it. Besides which, I just finished reading the biggest novel I ever read and it had more jokes in it than I ever had anywhere in any of anything I ever wrote and what do you want to bet me the writer of the novel isn't doing any apologizing either? Why apologize? The joke-haters hate you anyway. Okay, enough preambling. I preamble one more instant, it's going to start sounding as if I am saying I am sorry for something, whereas the only thing I am saying I am sorry for is for not being a big enough writer for me to be more impressed with myself. Here's a joke. Joke is Schmulevitz. Doc says to Schmulevitz say your prayers, Schmulevitz, close the books, you're lucky if you live until morning. Schmulevitz says until morning? Doc says at the outside. Doc says until bedtime you can definitely count on, until morning is definitely only at the outside. Doc says unless you get some mother's milk — then maybe until morning's a sure thing for you. So on the way home to tell Mrs. Schmulevitz it's only until bedtime as far as a guarantee, Schmulevitz sees a woman with in her lap an infant which is doing guess what. So Schmulevitz starts starting over to her, but forget it, he can't do it, it's too crazy, it's too humiliating, it's too embarrassing, so he's going home again, he's turned around going home again when he hears the woman say mister? Schmulevitz turns back around and says to her me? The woman says to Schmulevitz oh, I don't know, you look like such a nice old gentleman, was there something you wanted? Schmulevitz says to her listen, as a matter of fact I'll tell you. So Schmulevitz tells her and the woman says hold the baby and get up here and it's okay with me, fine, maybe two minutes, maybe three minutes, what you need you'll get, what you get you'll take, so if you have to have you'll have. So one thing leads to another and, lo and behold, his time is all up and the woman burps Schmulevitz and puts him back down on the pavement and takes back the baby from him and says to Schmulevitz is there anything else? And Schmulevitz says to her anything else? And the woman says to Schmulevitz yes, anything else? And Schmulevitz says to the woman no, no, I just wanted to say to you you never in a million years would a woman like you ever know what you have done for a person like me, this Schmulevitz I am, never, never, because such a favor, because such a terrific favor, a blessing, for your information, an unbelievable blessing, for your information, because life, because like life itself, because like life itself was what you just did for me, yet who would believe me, such a woman like you! That's nice, says the woman. Happy to help you out, says the woman — but so, says the woman, so are you positive there is nothing else? Whereupon Schmulevitz says to the woman no, no, there is nothing, there is not anything — unless you wouldn't maybe possibly happen to have like maybe a cookie with you, would you?
Now tell me, go ahead and tell me, since when does anybody have to apologize for a thing like that? Plus which, if you say it's not a story I'm telling you, then if that's what you say, then isn't it you're saying it's a thing which in real life happened that I am telling you? So in this event, so then maybe it's you who should be the person who's saying you're sorry — shooting your mouth off making trouble for the truth.
Or what about when Schmulevitz gets home and says to Mrs. Schmulevitz, sweetheart, sweetheart, let's you and me go make a night of it, let's you and me, the two of us, go get on our Richard Tucker and go out downtown on the town and paint the town red tonight. So Schmulevitz says to Mrs. Schmulevitz like crazy people, like lunatics, we'll eat, we'll drink, we'll dance until we drop and maybe not until dawn would we even begin to get home because listen, listen, I went and heard the doctor say to me just two minutes ago, the man says to me Mr. Schmulevitz, he says to me, I can write you a guarantee you got maybe until suppertime but more than this it's iffier and iffier and probably by sunup tomorrow it's bye-bye. Whereupon Mrs. Schmulevitz says to Schmulevitz, she says to him yeah, sure, it's fine for you, get cockeyed, go knock yourself out, go run around all night like a nut, but may I please with your permission beg to remind you just exactly who it is who is going to have to shlepp herself up out of bed in the morning?
Enough.
That's enough for you.
You don't deserve my brilliant stories.
It's killing me, a broken heart, and you, you mobster, you are the last person who is getting himself exonerated just because you hate Jews or just because you hate jokes or anyway because you hate seriousness, seriousness, gravitas.
Here, you want gravitas?
I'll give you gravitas!
The big novel I just read, the manuscript?
Fourteen hundred fourteen pages long! Can you believe it, fourteen hundred pages long? Yet even with this lucky number, yet even with the lucky number, the joke-meister, the joke-meister, from laughter, from laughter, from genius, for Christ's sake — first he lived and then he died.

BRRR

YOU KNOW LIKE A READER? Make believe you're like this reader. And you, you know, you're, you're as a consequence, you're turning these pages. Like you've been turning and turning like all of these pages when they all of a sudden go suddenly go all blank on you. You know what I mean? Like suddenly you come to a page that all of a sudden goes suddenly all blank on you. Except it's like there is no actual all-blank page anywhere there in front of you, is there? — seeing as how there is always going to be like a little something everywhere, even if it is only like a clavus that is, or a nevus or a noma or the trace of where a nevus or a noma was.
Or take a turbercle, take a papule, take a wheal.
You ever hear of a wheal?
One hears there's even bullas.
(That's a plural, buddy.)
These things can come drifting down out from up in the illeum and thereupon succeed in getting themselves lodged in some teensy crevice cleaving to the weft of your paper. Ask the writer who's been, life-wise, dependency-wise, bound up in the theory of health-giving irrigations. I refer your attention to the American enema, only him, silly case, the dope comes home with the rigamarole of the opposing gender. Yet his voice seems to call — print confects a beckoning — from across a vastation of postulated un-inkings — hey, back here, it says, out back here, I am back out here, it says, can you hear me from out back here, it says, because I sure could do with a hand back here back in the toilet back here — except, whoa, except don't come by way of the room with the sock rug in it, keep clear of the room with the sock rug in it, come instead through the room which has got like this carpet in it, only be a pal, please, and please take off your shoes.
Hypothesized reader comes as counseled.
Gets off footwear off, comes across floor covering, comes to backroom facility wherein writer — pocket-sized, battery-powered, brand-named radio gripped in thumb and fingers that also grip flow cock through which rubber tube makes its way from raging red bulging red douche bag (hooked, not for a lot longer, it looks to him who looks, onto, you choose, towel rack or towel bar) that makes its raging way down to plastic nozzle — has composed himself — writer, that is; would-be hi-colonicist, that absolutely is — in the usual really ridick-looking posture.
Did you look any of them up yet?
Clavus and so forth?
Reader says, "Uh, anything left out — another mass, another form of abnormal growth?"
Writer says, "Hey, jeez, thanks, jeez — pretty white of you coming all of the way back to me here in the back."
As for the flimsy doodad by force of which the douche bag is for the moment momentarily suspended, would doohicky have done the better denoting? Well, twisted, twisting, it is anyhow about to go altogether kerflooey, this in the manner of the polymer modeled not to crack but to give.
Lookit, what we've been thus far doing is we have, you and me, been interrogating together the mindedness of things — not to mention the ditto of prepositions and of mindedness itself. Further, there is the further matter of UV fatigue, pro and con, true or false. Finally, imagine a game of unimaginable finality — misnamed (what else?) on all counts.
Brrr.
Possible to ask you a personal question?
Okay that you be asked a personal question?
Bit just entered so impetuously into the text, so how come is it it is expected to communicate source of its utterance is complaining of being cold?
I am cold.
Writer says, "I am cold."
Trembling.
Metaphorically-speaking.
Reader says, "We get us this toilet thing all set for itself all back to rights for you again, there any chance the two of us can maybe go light out for the room with the sock rug in it and go play us a round of, you know, of From The Carpet To The Wood?"
(This sound bats to you?)
(Like just between you, me, and the lamppost, conferring as far as one confederale conferring with another — so what do you say — too bats, too batty, too kookoo?)
His mother made it.
The sock rug.
But not out of socks but out of stockings.
You take the stockings and knot them.
Then, from discardable mops, make fringe.
Writer says, "Okay, the General Electric. So you want to know so how come the General Electric? So you think it's for company, the General Electric? Because nothing could be wronger, that anything of mine is anywhere here for company. I have to laugh when I hear anything in this household is in it for anything like company. Makes me crazy, everybody accusing me of making provisions for having company. But so you want to know so how come the General Electric? I answer you — it is not for fucking company! As in visitors!"
Reader says, "One thing about things — hook or not, bag or not, pandemonium or not — they definitely do look as if they have one, don't they? Starting with, what do you call them, pronouns?"
Writer says, "Smart-ass. Since when it is you who's, hey, the genius? Fucking interjective prick!"
You say clamp, you say clasp? — jimjum which gets itself engaged and disengaged for writer to regulate flux of the influx? On the other hand, even if we were to accept suggestion radio is save for naught save news of onsetting snow, look how fellow's got nevertheless to manage — hand that hangs onto clasp, hand that hangs onto clamp, being also hand that has to keep nozzle from popping back out of his pease porridge hot, whereas further — further! — be hand that has to be on hand to keep hampling the thing into periodic rotation as far as compensation for driftibility in the directionality of, golly, of a specific station's signalation.
Forget it. They either see it, what somebody is up against, or they don't — built-in aerials built in spitefully into things, hegemony of frequencies, broadcast and otherwise. Suffice it to say what is being said when suffice it to say is said and suffices. Tell you what — keep turning to keep tuning in word of the weather on the weather station which keeps swerving away in this.
Writer says, "This getting to look to you like I am some type of a psycho or something?"
Reader says, "Personal measures being enacted with respect to UV fatigue are personally as follows — handling books with the windowshade down."
Writer says, "Try it without the definite article — plus, that's a measure, not a plural."
Reader says, "There are these people, they act as if UV fatigue is like some type of a joke-type thing to them as far as, you know, table-talk or something. You want my advice? Take my advice. This is what they keep putting windowshades up everywhere for. People don't think. You know what's wrong with people? Go find even just one of them thinking even just the first thought. All I can say is this Congoleum-Naire of yours, there are a lot of things somebody could huddle with you in your bathroom with you and probably say about it to you, but one thing they could not do is look at the wreck of it that has ever been wreaked of it by any freaking UV ever getting anywhere in through any window anywhere in its freaking vicinity."
Writer says, "Language, language."
But who says cyst, says bleb, says polyp?
Sorry, not thinking — God's bones, the reek in there, the reek in this! Brainless of me for me to've been so thoughtless about this when where was it anybody else who thought up this whole thing up? This is what happens. You see what happens? It's disgusto, isn't it disgusto, what happens?
Reader says, "Check me on these two fingers here."
Writer says, "Those there?"
Anybody ever say it seems to be shuddering — the falling snow, the snow as it falls?
A) Power-stretcher.
B) Knee-kicker.
Tools used to lay the wall-to-wall — or is it lay it with?
It's not, at all events, his customary smell.
Which is what like consternates the reader.
Not to mention the writer himself.
The effect of something up there in him, animal-wise, flourishing, vituperative, alive.
Fine, fine — what do you care?
So here — so here his secret is.
Two fingers made to stand up on their feet.
Hop hop hop, skip skip skip.
"Oh but who but you but would have come to me! You think anybody but you would have even tarried for me? Them, they would have called back to the back What what? Or, more malignant still, Him again, him?"
Listen, forget the douche bag!
To heck with the douche bag!
Consider the calamity banished.
Not one more peep concerning the ill-faring bearing of anything, let alone of the menagerie of language in the illeum.
Great gracious sakes, can they be known, the lengths — the lengths! — gone to get us hopped up onto our fingertips and run all the way the whole uncrossable length from the can to the room that's got — hooray! — the game, our game! — the sock rug in it?
As witness Master Littleness now straining to be the most daring of all in the fringe.
To quote, unquote turn.
Two-fingerly in it.
Beholding behind himself the illimitable wood.
The abyss of it with the blemish in it.
A.k.a. the floor.
O the derring-do of it!
As he does and derrs on it.
Skips and skips on it — referenceless.
Brrr.
And another thing — back there with the bullas it should have been "there're."
Yes.
No shit.
Brrr.

WHAT WAS GOING ON OUTSIDE OF 458 BROOME? OR, WHICH WAS IT HEMINGWAY HAD, PATIENCE OF A SAINT, OF A HUNTER, OF THE DUMB?

DON'T YOU DARE SIT THERE and act like you did not hear me asking you what was it which was going on out there, because I am telling you something was going on out there, there was something which was definitely was going on out there, you cannot tell me there was not something which was not definitely not going on out there out in front of 458 Broome, the two of them, what the hell were they doing, the two of them out in front of 458 Broome, these two fellows which are standing out there on the sidewalk out there in this funny standing-around way which they had of standing around in front of 458 Broome, which means out in front of this door which has like 458 stenciled on it in these various different numerals on it, the one of them, the first one of them coming up to it and looking to me like he was pushing the door buzzer in front of it at 458 while I myself am sitting across the street on the comfy bench they have out there for their customers to sit on outside of the Broome Street store across the street called Henry's Fine Foods Emporium, although not to jump to any conclusions about me and Henry's Fine Foods Emporium, please, because no, no, I am not a customer of Henry's Fine Foods Emporium in any strict sense of the word which you could like go ahead as a person and write a check on it and go take it to the bank with you, no, although yes, I had gone into it, yes, I had gone into Henry's Fine Foods Emporium, yes, I had hitherto or thitherto to my coming to sit myself down on the bench they have outside of it for their customers to come sit themselves on it, yes, I had hitherto or thitherto to that, yes, had, yes, gone inside of Henry's Fine Foods Emporium, I freely and openly do acknowledge the fact that, yes, I had hitherto or thitherto to that, that I had been inside of Henry's Fine Foods Emporium, yes, had gone inside of Henry's Fine Foods Emporium for me to check out the situation as to the fancy olives they have in there in these like polyurethane buckets or like these little like ceramic vats which they have in there displayed in there in this fancy-foods section they have in there for like, you know, for like olives, but okay, forget it, forget it, because, you know, it turned out like there is this Henry's Fine Foods Emporium like, you know, like this store personnel guy which is, let's just say, hovering around it in there in this kind of call it like a kind of custodial way in there probably like checking it out himself in there for like his own personal on-the-house handful of sample olives, or olive samples — so fine, so I just as cool as a cucumber just wheel myself around and do a like an about-face and figure okay, fine, I will go back outside for the time being and will like cool my jets for a while while this Henry's Fine Foods Emporium personnel guy has like cleared the fuck off from there and left me like, you know, like a wide enough berth for me at them in there — the olives, the olives — so, you know, so I can go back inside again and go try for some sample olives of my own again, which is how come I happen to be sitting on the bench in front of Henry's Fine Foods Emporium and therefore spot these two fellows outside of 458 Broome, and am, okay, and am asking you, and I am asking you nicely, please, I am asking you perfectly politely and nicely, please — would you please tell me what the fuck it was which was going on out there outside in front of 458 Broome?
Or do I have to bore us both to tears with like, you know, with like, Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, with like, you know, with like describing it?
God, I hate you and hate them and hate writing.
It's only olives I love.
Olives!
When they come at once and for no cost at all.

MARTIN

ARE YOU A LAWYER? Do you have a degree in the law? Are you a doctor of the law or of the laws? Do you have a doctor-of-the-laws degree? Or a degree in ministering to people in the public? Or in good citizenship or in doing good works or in looking after old ladies in wheelchairs in the street? Because I just told Mrs. Holiday Burn, B-U-R-N, I would go get her somebody to. I just gave my promise to this old lady in a wheelchair who says to me her name is Mrs. Holiday Burn, B-U-R-N, that she can depend on me to come home and get on the phone and go get her somebody to hurry and come keep her from getting herself evicted. Mrs. Holiday Burn, B-U-R-N, says she is getting evicted. She says she has only until this Tuesday at the outside for her to keep herself from being put out in the street as an American patriot evicted. But just so you also know before Mrs. Holiday Burn, B-U-R-N, says any of all of this to me, she says to me mister, mister, mister, come give me some goddamn money. All this other conversation with regard to eviction, it only develops as something which gets itself involved in the situation when I express to this person my policy as far as this, which is say no money to nobody nohow regardless period.
What happened was this.
If you want to hear what happened, it was this.
I was going out of the door out of my building heading for the corner for the mailbox to put some mail down into the mailbox when, boom, where's the marines, because what I notice is this very noticeable young lady I notice walking at me coming at me from the opposite direction going to the mailbox.
Okay, so she is carrying a book.
Which is like this five-alarm firehouse all-points bulletin going wonk wonk wonk wonk down inside of me on account of the fact that I myself am always going around carrying a book with me for the reason that I am always doing everything which I can do for me to entice to myself the attention of the kind of a young lady who would go ahead and give it to a fellow she sees going around carrying around with himself on his person a book with him.
So this young lady, it's, you know, it's like this is a five-alarm firehouse all-points bulletin going off like wonk wonk wonk wonk down inside of me on account of the fact that, first of all, she herself has this book she is carrying around with herself, and second of all, the hair, which, okay, is this pile of light-looking hair piled up on her up on top of her head, plus the final thing, which is this walk she has which is of, I would say, like of, you know, of an irregular-type nature.
So can you take these each of these things which I just took for you and put them all together and go ahead and guess who is all in clover?
No kidding, I am like the Easter parade.
Because this is all it takes at my age for you to decide to make up your mind you are all set to go spend the rest of your life with such-and-such an individual, please God she should just turn out in her own right to be an intelligent and educated person.
So I skip all of the way to the mailbox and get the mail put down into it and then I skip all of the way back trying to catch up with her enough for me to be not too far back behind her when the man named Martin in my building comes pedaling his big tricycle up along to me on the sidewalk from the different opposite direction and he says to me, "So, pray tell, is it hot enough for you today, Gordon?"
Whereas I say to him, "Martin, you could already fry an egg on my head even if all I did so far was just only go to the mailbox with mail for it."
So this man named Martin in my building says to me, "Oh, Gordon, believe me, I have experienced it plenty more terrible than this. You get to be an oldster as old as I myself am, you been through things a lot more terrible than this."
So I says to him, "You said it, Martin." And I says to him, "You certainly hit the nail on the head as far as everything you just said, Martin."
So this man named Martin in my building, he gives a pull on the crouch of his pants and he says to me, "So what is the word as to the little ones in your family from sea to shining sea?"
Sure, sure, the little ones, the little ones, but meanwhile you think this discussion is getting a certain person any closer to his designated quarry?
"Martin," I says to him, "excuse me, Martin darling, but I got to go see a man about a broken horse."
Boy, do I have to give it some skips.
But there she is when I get there — hitchy walk, hair, book — she's there, she's there! — already around the corner and heading downtown.
So I'm skipping to get into better position with regard to a civilized distance behind her when, boom, I hear this like hissing — mister mister mister.
It's this person.
It's this person I told you about.
It's this, you know, it is this Mrs. Holiday Burn, B-U-R-N, which I have been mentioning to you so far over the course so far of this particular experience.
Did I say wheelchair, wheelchair? — hissing mister mister mister at me like this crazy person pinching at me from this crazy-looking wheelchair.
You know something?
Can I tell you something?
It made no sense for me to pay her any mind.
Anyway, like I says to you, the woman needs a, you know, a type of lawyer on the house.
By no later than this Tuesday at the latest.
She says it's 531-0051, her number.
Or you can call me at 348-6443 if you spot anybody with light-looking hair like that.
She probably always has it, you know, always on her head on her all piled up.
So are you a lawyer?
So now you know what to do if you are a lawyer.
And the walk, the walk, it's like it's like a limp.
Anyway, that's that.
Like the fella says — easy come, easy go.
And did I even get up close enough to her for me to tell you which book?
But I bet it was about doing it.
How much you want to bet me it was probably all about all of these terrific new ways all of these young people nowadays have for them to really, you know, for them to really get you in the mood for getting down in the filth with them and doing it?
Never mind.
I got the Easter cards all mailed to all of the ingrates everywhere on time, didn't I?
From sea to shining sea?
Right now, I'm sorry — but I have to tell you I am right now probably feeling pretty emotionally depressed as far as the emotions of my feelings, okay?
That's right — crouch.
So sue me.
I'm sitting here waiting for you to sue me.
Oh, for crying out loud!

PEOPLE REALLY TAKE THE CAKE AS FAR AS HER

BEEN TO BED WITH HER. Been around town with her. Been into some pretty steamy talks with her. Been most of all, most of all, been doped up with her. Which is what I am telling you only insofar as telling you you think you know a person, you think you have been down there down into the darkest depths of this person, you think man oh man is there any knowing anybody any better than knowing them when they are stoned out of their mind with you and they are fucking out their gourd with you and they are letting you scoot around down there down inside them down there in the darkest depths of them? Which is what I am telling you only insofar as setting the stage for you for me to tell you people really take the cake as far as her. In fact, tell you what — I just decided this is exactly what I am going to call the title of this story — I am calling it "People Really Take the Cake As Far As Her." Like remember when in school they'd give you these paragraphs where you were supposed to read the paragraph and then they would give you after it a bunch of these various different titles for you to pick from for you to pick the title which you would decide goes best with the paragraph itself? Well, fine — this is the title I am picking for this one even though it is not any multiple choice I am getting or anything. I am picking "People Really Take the Cake As Far As Her" — because this is what it turned out tonight as far as her. Hey, it really bowled me over. I am not kidding, you could have come along and bowled me over with a feather when this happened, which was just tonight — I'm serious — which was just this very night tonight, you know? I mean she says to me what say we go get us some dogs and some frozen custard after. So I says to her swell, I says to her sounds swell as far as me, dogs with kraut on them and get some frozen custard after. Dipped she says. I says yeah, yeah, dipped — maybe even double-dip, what do you say? So she says yeah, great, great. So off we go, but wait, wait — because all of the way there we are going along along the street, it was like this one amazing crazy thing right after another — like it's a sideshow or something. Freaks. This whole life-sized selection of freaks. You know, your homeless and your hopeless and your average city savage — they are all of them out there, these people, in the doorways and up against the storefronts and falling over all across the curbs. It's like there is this exhibition they all got together to go put on of crimes against the human race. I remember — because I am the kind of an individual that is really pretty incredibly sensitive — I remember I am saying to her don't look, don't look, especially when, Jesus, there is this terrible-looking rabbi-looking guy leaning out this window with like no forehead in his head and just this rag in it with like this colored seepage in it. Because, you know, people are going to go eat, right? So, you know, so I am doing my human best with her for me to keep her from looking at anything which is going to turn out to be too stomach-turning for her — but where can't you not see it? Go tell me where is there not this whole horrible like showcase of all of these, you know, like these horrible-nesses not all showing you how much misery loves company? It's like it's just a night in August and it is all of it all crawling all out of the woodwork at you to let you get a good look at it and make you heartsick from seeing it and have to feel lousy. But wait, wait, this is nothing, this is nothing! — because we get to the place on the corner and we get us the dogs and we are lolling around there with them because they give them to you too blazy hot for you, and so I says to her, I says so okay, so what say we like take us a stroll around the corner on over to the Mister Softee truck and we'll take us a gander at the possibilities as far as flavors and we will get us a bead on what the possibilities are as far as flavors and meanwhile the dogs will cool down enough to eating temp and then when we get there we can start on the dogs and we can meanwhile be making up our decisions as far as which flavors of frozen custard we want — in other words, we take our time and take ourselves a good look at what the various different possibilities as far as flavors which Mister Softee is featuring are while we are meanwhile scarfing down the dogs — and so she says to me jake, she says sounds jake, she says to me I would say it sounds pretty jake to me, and so okay, so off we go, we're, you know, we are cutting around the corner and the dogs are meanwhile getting themselves all cooled off and so okay, so I am starting to get going on mine and like I can see out of the corner of my eye she is like, okay, doing ditto, she is starting to get going on hers, and so then before you know it the next thing you know there we are, we are standing there looking at the various different Mister Softee possibilities on the side of the Mister Softee truck, and so she says to me, she says I am sticking with vanilla and double-dipped, and so I says to her, I says it's dip, and so she says to me yeah yeah yeah yeah, aren't you the one, which is when I figure time to look at her for me to see how far she has made it so far as far as her dog so far so I can figure how much leeway we have got for ourselves before I have to, you know, before I have to go step up to the hole in the truck and explain to the Mister Softee man up inside of the truck please, two vanillas, please, make them both two double-dip ones, please, and I see shit, shit! — you know what the bitch is doing? You want for me to tell you what I see this bitch is standing there in the street with me doing? Because this bitch, she is eating the dog like people would eat a row of corn or something! You know what I am saying to you like a row of corn or something? I cannot the fuck believe it. I went and gave myself to this bitch. I did, I really did! I mean, I did it with her, I did it with her — I mixed my soul all in there in together with hers — whereas meanwhile no shit, no shit! — the creep, the weirdo, the bitch is standing there big as life on the street with me scarfing down her dog with me like a person sits down and eats a corn on the, you know, on the cob or something — whereas meanwhile the Mister Softee man, the man is meanwhile screaming at me from the hole at me you want something, you want something, or all you out there for is for getting good at being in my frame of reference?
My God, I'm sitting here shivering.
You hear me?
Reference?
I'll give you frame of reference!

ACT

TELL YOU WHAT I SPEND THE MOST TIME doing is comparing sadnesses. No, not comparing — didn't mean to say comparing — comparing, they say, is invidious, and if there is one thing I do not want to get caught doing it is doing anything which looks to people like it is invidious — but picking, meant to say picking, not comparing, but picking, as in the worst sadness among all the sadnesses. But I don't mean sadnesses agreed upon by people but sadnesses seen and deemed sadnesses by me — sad scenes seen and deemed so just by me — the saddest of the sad scenes seen by just by me. Or I suppose you would have to say the greatest sadness instead of the worst sadness, the greatest sadness out of all the great sadnesses felt by me when I saw a scene of something I saw as sad. This does not necessarily mean it was actually sad, does it? It just means I saw it as sad when I saw it. So I spend a lot of time — I probably spend most of it, my time — looking them all over in my mind and seeing which one I can honestly say to myself Gordon, there wasn't anything you ever saw that made you feel as sad as this thing did. But which one is it, which one? Because I can't decide — I can never decide. And besides, just because it is the saddest-looking scene to me, this does not mean it would be the saddest-looking scene to anybody else, does it? On the other hand, my idea is no two things seen can be equally sad-looking, can they? I mean, face it, can any two things seen be equally anything? And what about when you compare between looks? In other words, you look this minute and then you look the next minute, but who is supposed to come along and say to you okay, these two times you looked are equal in the way they make you feel about what you were looking at? What's even more invidious to me is the fact that the number of times can't ever be just actually two times, can it? I mean, if you think about it, even if you look at something just once, even if you are thinking about it in your mind and you think okay, you are going to look at this thing you are looking at just once, you actually didn't, did you? Because, come on, face it, didn't the look you gave it divide itself up into all of these millions of billions of little tiny looks all piled up? In the sense that, you know, one look is made up of so many of these little teeny tiny looks you can't even count them all, can you? So seen in the light of like this dialectic of mine, how do you go about saying like this little teeny tiny look is sadder-looking than that little teeny tiny look was? Or to be really scientific about it, not the look, not the look you looked, but the thing you saw? Because it's the thing, the thing — isn't it the thing itself we're talking about? Because we're not just sitting here jawing about just your various different infinities of looks, are we? I think this is Hegel. I don't know the first name that goes with this — but, you know, I'm positive it's like Hegel. Anyway, this is what he said he was thinking, wasn't it? I read all these people. It is this habit I have, always reading these books by these people. I walk around with these books of theirs always showing everybody. Like if somebody asks me what do you have there which you look like you are reading there, I show them. Some persons with books would not do it. I am not casting any aspersions on any of these persons, but some of them wouldn't. I think you know this. I do not think I have to marshal an argument or go work it out as a theorem for you. Some persons with books, you ask, they are only too happy to hurry and show you. Other people, forget it. It's human nature. All you can do is chalk it all up to, you know, human nature. Myself, I show. This is my nature. You have to go along with your nature. Like I once was sitting on these steps waiting for this movie to open and there is this book I have with me for just for this occasion — in essence, waiting. The movie was a little way away and I was there, oh my God, so way early for it, which, granted, is another thing in the framework of my nature as a human, me always being there, wherever it is, so way early for whatever it is — so okay, so I get my ticket, so I go to the box office and I hand over my money and I get myself my ticket, and then I go with it like, you know, like down the block or up the block, depending on which way you have this way of thinking about this conceptually-wise as a relation, that is — so okay, so I have gone and got myself my ticket and go sit on the steps in front of this building like waiting and everything.
Waiting.
With my book.
Hegel probably.
Like some Hegel probably.
So people keep coming along on the sidewalk and asking me what book? — and there's not this least little unhuman hesitation in me, you know? I don't care. They want to know what book, do I care? Here, this book. I just hand it right over and say, "Here, this book." And they look it over and hand it back over and off on their merry way they go and who's not happy?
Everybody's happy.
Hey, I just remembered something.
Ted Lewis.
Remember Ted Lewis?
Guy who wore this broken-down top hat.
Entertainer guy — drawly singer guy, band-leader guy, a little, you know, cane-play and soft shoe.
This was what he used to say, Ted Lewis.
He used to say to everybody is everybody happy?
In this kind of voice he had.
Like hey, is evv — ree — bod — dee — hap — pee?
All drawn out, all elongated and drawly.
And drawn out.
And tap his top hat on the top.
Jaunty.
Jauntily.
With fingertips.
Give his cane a hike and say is evvvvvvvvvvvv.
Like that.
Which made me, I don't know, sad. Or see that he was. Because Ted Lewis kept having to do it all of the time, kept having to do this act of his all of the time — always come out there where they could see him singing a little bit and dancing a little bit and leading his band for them and walking around for them and then, just at what he must have decided was the one special particular undividable point for him to do it, hike his cane a little and beat on this beat-up top hat of his a little and say hey, is evvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv?
It was pretty sad.
It was sadder by far, I say it was a lot sadder to me by far than this terrible white van that comes up to the sidewalk that says Ozram Trans on the side of it over facing over to my side of things where I am sitting over on the side with the book on the steps — and I say even still sadder by far than when there are these people which start getting out of it and which keep coming out of it — I counted, I counted — ten morons in all, all together it's ten morons in all, and the driver.
Who went up the way with them or down the way with them and must have got tickets for them.
So you think they have a moron rate?
Because I get in on my own two feet.
That's Hegel for you.

IN REALITY

Some many years ago I brought out a story I called "The Psoriasis Diet." It shows up in the collection What I Know So Far. What I knew about psoriasis and diet was this — that the only scheme tying psoriasis to diet in a plausible relation was eating your heart out looking for a cure. For as long as I am able to remember, searching for a method to manage the psoriasis that assails me has occupied the major fraction of my experience. Time and again I have had to take my life into my hands in an effort to keep psoriasis from forcing me into a hospital bed. I mean by this that I had been seeking relief in therapies as risky as X-ray, Grenz ray, ACTH, arsenic, aminopterin, and methotrexate. About six weeks before this book was slated to go to press — this would place us in the fifty-sixth year of my taking treatments for psoriasis — it was recommended I try something known as Skin-Cap, marketed in a cute little canister whose contents one sprays on oneself where lesions are. It worked — with stunning dispatch. I set to buying Skin-Cap by the ton, stockpiling canisters against the frantic imagining of a future when something altogether too good to have been true would be snatched away from me as capriciously — or is it as inexplicably that I should say? — as it had (pop!) popped into view. For one could purchase Skin-Cap without prescription. Indeed, this was the best of it, wasn't it? — that the canister declared its only active ingredient to be zinc pyrithione. Mere zinc the cure for psoriasis? Too wonderful, too wonderful! — very like discovering a thorough washing with a strong soap dissolves malignancies. I told my son Ethan. He has psoriasis. I told Updike. He has psoriasis. I tried to tell Nicholson Baker. He has psoriasis. I called all my friends to tell them all to all call all their friends where there might be among them those who have psoriasis. For six weeks Skin-Cap — which is formulated abroad and which is shipped into the United States and which is sold at pharmacies with no more restraint than would be imposed upon the sale of a roll of adhesive tape — was the acoustical event to stand me up against the world. Hold back the conditions with the right word? This was the right word! — the pair of them — and, apropos of my insistent horseplay, they're, hey, hyphenated, are they not? Then tonight — just after midnight, and two days shy of the day for the printing and the binding of this book — I am the one who gets a call. It is from George Andreou, friend and former colleague at Alfred A. Knopf. Andreou reports CNN reporting there is some rogue component in Skin-Cap that can kill you — run, Lish, drop everything, cry havoc, head for the hills! Why give this account here — at the close of a book of fictions? How on earth does any of this bear on the matter of fiction? Well, it's a story, is it not? And if it isn't, then what — as far as I could possibly be earnestly concerned — is? Oh, but you must not tell me art is the art of the insincere.

Who could sleep? I could not sleep. I turned on the television to see if I could catch the CNN item, and there it was, coming around again on the 2 A. M. cycle: murder, murder, sound the alarm, People of Exudation, your miracle is no miracle! I telephoned my doctor. I telephoned all my doctors — to leave word with their services for an emergency callback first thing in the morning. Then I went back to watching CNN in convinced anticipation of a still later headline counseling all Skin-Cap users to forget it, the dawning of any perspective with the dawn, and instead for them to quick bite down on their cyanide pills and be saved from the gray flora of quaintnesses to come. I had the window wide open. The heat was ghastly. This was August in the city. A man is steaming in his juices, his chickenheart blast-frozen in the runoff onto a bedsheet soaked in oil of Lish. What next? Why this seeming afterthought I am seemingly striving to get seamed into this last word here at the last? Pay attention — there is a bug buzzing, wings beating, a great dry thrashing just west of the corner of an eye — and I whack at it in reflex — whack eins! — whack zwei! — both times on this super orbital thing we all of us human beings have, it not occurring to me, not even after the initial bit of bone-crushment inflicted — dolt, dolt! — your hand, it's got the remote gadget in it, you idiot! — and the second time you do it, the second time you whack, you had better be looking to be lying here bleeding with blood all over your face. Which is what I did — bleed — and which was what I was still doing importantly well into the dawn's, this one's, early light. Now this— yes, this twistiness, curtains from a cunning foreign spritzer toppled by a silly boo-boo on the head — you are indeed, I cannot flinch from conceding, most vexingly correct — for, yes, is it not this that story consorts with a yen for story to be? With a fraud made by accomplices, with a swindle enacted between friends.

FACTS OF STEEL

NOTHING WOULD PLEASE ME more than for me as an artist to be free to sit here and tell you the truth. But they won't let me do it. May I tell you something? They will not let me do it. The whole kit and caboodle of them are all in cahoots. I'm telling you, it sickens me, it just sickens me, the way things are. You cry out against it from the pit of despair, but ask yourself, does it do you any good? This is why I have no choice but to resort to ruse after ruse. God knows I get no pleasure from it. The last thing I as an artist desire is for me to have to sit here and keep developing this worldwide rep I have as a rusefier extraordinaire. But am I the one who has the say? I am not the one who has the say. You heard of the road of life? Because this is exactly what this is, it is the fucking road of life. Oh, how could I have been such a fool, thinking to myself Gordon darling you are an artist darling you are in the driver's seat darling there will cometh your day in the sun. But who are they giving any day in the sun? They are not giving anybody any day in the sun. So you see how come the facts of steel? Ergo, the facts of steel. Can I tell you something? Let me tell you something. Whatever your occupational pursuit, take pains you throw the devils off. Because it's either that or you're under their thumb. You have heard of the proverbial thumb? Because it's either they get you under it or they bind you hand and foot. But save your tears. Nobody cares. Believe me, they can't wait to stand there and spit in your face. The whole mob of them, once they get their hooks into you, your goose is cooked. I'm sorry, but they're worse than Greeks. Will they let you live? They will not let you live. Will they let you speak? They will not let you speak. And guess who the loser is. Do I have to tell you who the loser is? Because the answer is Mr. and Mrs. John Q. Public. Hey, you're just lucky they don't make you make it zinc. So what chance do I as an artist have but to dance to their tune? You know what it is? I'm telling you what it is. It is a national disgrace. But I Gordon did not start it. It was either Andrew Carnegie who did or the other cocksucker, Henry James.

GROUND

YOU EVER PLAY THE GAME which when you were little of you take your fingers and you walk the feet of them all around? Not all around anywhere, not walk the feet of them all around just anywhere, but walking them just on the rug your hand was on or on the bed your hand was on or on something you could be on if you put your hand down like fingers are feet like that on it — like even like on a table?
So you ever play it, this game?
He was a little man.
If you were me, then he was a little man.
But even if you were a little girl, then maybe he was still a little man.
And strong.
Strong and could do anything.
Mine could fly if I got a piece of tissue paper or if I tore off a piece of something else like that like some type of paper like that and got it caught or got it stuck up in between the tops of them — my fingers, my fingers! — kept it caught in there and stuck in there up there where the head was — like these ones here, like the tops of these ones two ones here — can't you see where these ones two ones here, how they come together as fingers where there's this crease in them, you could call it, or call it, you know, like this crouch or crotch or whatever they say?
It was the head.
The crease was the head — and the rest was the arms and the legs — and the tips of the fingers, like call them the fingertips, they were the feet — and wait a minute, wait a minute — the piece of the tissue paper or the piece of any other kind of paper, it was the cape the little man had coming out of the back of his head, it was the cape which the little man had on him for him to have on him like a flying cape for the little man to stand there on his feet and have it flung out back behind him from out in the back of his head for when the little man wanted to go ahead and jump up and fly anywhere up over something so long as there was room in the air up over whatever it was, which was where the air was.
But I outgrew the flying idea.
I'm sitting here telling you I went ahead and decided in my mind for me to go ahead and outgrow the whole idea of the little man flying anywhere as being like too much magic as an idea.
I got old enough — probably seven, probably eight — where it was an age I was in in which I did not like it anymore as far as the whole idea of me letting the little man fly up into the air over anything, or even just the idea of just me letting the little man take off up into the air for only like a little bit from like the rug, let us say, or like from maybe, in a pinch, from like just the back of my other hand.
Flying, if you went ahead and had the flying in the game, then face facts, face facts, since when was it with anything in the game like flying like that in it still even in any sense of the word still a game?
I don't think, or didn't think, it was anything.
Flying — please.
Come on, don't make me laugh, flying, ha ha.
Because it was only a game when it was the way it first was when you first started to play it, the little man walking all around everywhere in more or less in the same place.
Or skipping if he wanted.
Or running if he wanted.
Or just like standing there and not moving if standing there and not moving was what the little man felt like doing for the time being.
Or even falling down on your knuckles and making believe it was his knees.
It had to be a game.
It had to be in a place.
He could jump, the little man could jump, it was still okay as a game if, okay, if the little man jumped, but the whole idea of it was the little man had to end up coming back down onto whichever it was your hand was on — like some rug and so on, or like some bed and so on, like even on just like this one particular place they had in your house so long as it was clear to you right from the start in your mind like this one particular place the little man is starting out from is the little man's place for the time being of the game.
But letting the little man fly, no, Jesus Christ, no, wasn't flying for fucking babies?
I got rid of it.
I threw it away.
Did it probably around the age, I bet, of six probably or of seven, it could have been, or maybe even as late as maybe the age of eight.
The tissue, I mean. The little man's cape.
Or it could have just been not just tissue in the sense of tissue paper but tissue in the sense of something which was paper like tissue paper.
But the place we had, my family, the place we had, it always had tissue paper put away in it somewhere away in it back in those old, you know, back in those old or call them olden days.
This place I live in now, there is no tissue paper around in it anywhere, except for toilet paper.
But neither is there any little boy or little girl in it who's constantly asking you for anything.
Those were the days!
God, I miss those old or olden days.
There was this one place which when you, where when you really set your mind to it, it made the best place for me to play the game of the little man with or without his cape of tissue paper on him.
Do you call it a throw?
I think they call it a throw.
It was on the floor all of the time in our parlor all of the time — which had these stones in all of these different colors — but so was the throw, wasn't it?
All colors?
In different-colored colors?
In all of these various different-colored colors?
I don't know.
It was made out of old socks or something — or out of old, you know, old stockings.
Maybe it was old rags it was made out of.
I could play for hours.
I could get him down there on this throw rug which they had in there in the parlor and keep him going in there with me for hours, the little man.
Walking mostly.
Mostly walking mostly.
But skipping when he had this skipping feeling in him rising in him in this mind in him that, you know, that he wanted, as the little man, to skip. Or go skipping.
Or jump, for instance.
Maybe run maybe if he wanted.
You know.
It was up to him, the little man.
It was all of it always all of it up only to him.
Did I tell you the fringe was the thing?
It had this fringe — the throw on the floor in the parlor, it had like this fringe on it sticking out from it in the sense of like a fringe on it, which was definitely, as far as me, the thing.
The little man getting to the edge of the throw and then making up his mind as far as the fringe.
Him getting there to the edge of it and like making up his mind what to do, what to do — what do I do, what do I do? — do I step off and get myself down into it in the fringe where there are all of these like, my God, like cords cut off? — where there are down there like these big dirty cut off cords cut off? — like in Jesus fucking Christ, the fringe!
Scatter — there's the word for us, my God, that's the word for it! — scatter, isn't it scatter as in a scatter rug?
It wasn't a throw they said it was — it was a scatter which they said it was.
You know, the rug.
A scatter rug.
Fringed.
Like made of tied-together knots of things — like of socks and things — a stocking where there wasn't anymore socks to go with it anymore — and all around the edge all around it, this cut-off dirty-looking stuff.
Fringe.
But oh, the colors of it, the colors of it, oh! — and the same went for, and the same was always going for the stones where when I went there to the parlor there was the floor for me to get down on and as a boy be happy forever and play.
Oh, play.
All the time never being able for me to wait to get home and then for me to go over there to it in the parlor for it and get him down on it and start us letting him see what the story was going to turn out to be once we got him going as far as the game.
Namely, where he'd go.
Or if he would.
How far he was going to go for him to get where he had to be.
And what he'd do if he did.
Sometimes the little man had all of these millions and millions of various different plans he was always thinking about — take a trip here, take a trip there — skip all of the way on the way, jump every other step, or like just keep running like mad.
But you know what?
Mostly the little man just did what he did without him having even any conceivable idea.
But then — whoops!
Uh-oh.
He'd like, you know, he'd like get to the edge.
The older I got, the more and more the little man just went ahead and did that — took a trip and took himself all of the way over to someplace where he was standing right the fuck on it — not the edge of any throw, of course, but the edge, let's call it, of the scatter, I mean! — and then the next thing, it had to be what? — step down into it or don't do anything or go back and make another safer plan or a plan that was safe.
Hey, I tell you it was forever?
The floor all over the parlor, if you were the little man, it looked to you like, hey, that out there, isn't it, if you really look at it, forever out there?
From where you were to all of the way forever?
From all of the stones from under the fringe out to the end of the place where we lived to the whole other rest of everything.
Once you went ahead and took the first step.
Like if you were the little man.
Sun porch, sun porch!
Did I say parlor?
I'm sorry.
Sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry.
The Lishes' place did not have any parlor.
It had a sun porch over on one side of it — that's what we had, that's what the place we had had! — oh so forever sunny in the sun porch so long as you were never in it without the little man.
Hey, so long as you were never in it without these two ones of your two fingers right up to this crease between them right here.
The place had a sun porch on it and the floor of the sun porch had all of these different-colored field stones on it and the name of the kind of the rug on it, it was named, I'm telling you, a scatter rug, everybody everywhere was always calling it the scatter rug on the floor of the sun porch in the sun porch of where we lived and believe you me when I tell you there were these tied socks and things it was made of, there were like these stockings knotted among the things this thing was actually knotted of, washrags, washrags, pajama legs, nighties, all of it all torn up and all probably all knotted up or probably all tied up but with like these cords of this cut-off crap of it all around all the whole edge of it, and filthy? I'm telling you, it was so filthy and so sickening, but didn't I, Gordon, didn't I get down there and make him be there — him?
These fingers here.
Standing capeless on incomparable feet.
Oh, play, indomitable child, play!
Till they call and call please.
But who hears please?
Nobody hears please — nor needs to.
Hear instead elsewhere, hear instead anywhere — hear instead turn, my beloved, turn!
But the little man never once did.

THIS SIDE OF THE ANIMAL, OR, BRICOLAGE

ALL DAY LONG THE MAN READ to them from the storybooks they had. They seemed to like to hear him read to them, but it was not possible for the man to tell if this was truly so. Perhaps they merely put up with the man, his thin white hair hanging in meager clots from his thin glittery skull. Perhaps he had beguiled the children into their feeling sorry for him, or feeling sad for him, or feeling afraid to be unquiet in his company.
The man was so tired.
It hurt his legs when there was one of them, or two, who would take to his wasted lap for a while. But didn't all the parts of the man hurt, no matter if his lap were filled or not with any child anymore?
How on earth had he got this weak, this old?
It had never been his plan. His plan had been to be strong, and to come to the last of his life with the power of his youth. Not one jot of himself would time ever wrest from his fisted hands. But time had, hadn't it?
It was a trick.
It had to have happened when his attention had been situated elsewhere. But where? Certainly not on the children who had conducted into his life these numberless offspring of theirs. There were so many of them — grandchildren, everywhere grandchildren — whereas it required no numbering for the man to reckon there was hardly even one of him and that not at all long from now would there be a sign of even that?
He was alone, had always been alone, and would die — perhaps this very night — as solitary as he had forever in his memory been.
The man had no complaints, not a one.
Yet what could have made him so horribly weary just this very instant?
Fatigue must have hurtled down at him from somewhere overhead and now, at the end of the day, it felt to the man as if exhaustion, breathless itself, lay gasping as it hung from his neck, snatching at the frail struts of the crazed skeleton as the man struggled to free himself from this last cruel assailant.
But why bother?
After all, was the man not preparing for sleep?
They had made up some sort of contraption for him in the main room. It had rather surprised him to turn away from the kisses goodnight and discover behind himself the site where he had sat from sun-up wearing himself out enunciating for the children — for the grandchildren — transformed into what would be his bed. When had this happened? How could it have? Hadn't he been occupying the very place, reading and reading to half of creation since the very stroke of day?
Everyone seemed so capable nowadays.
By what means had this occurred? Was there any precedent in their lives for this? Where was the example in managing matters that had guided these children of his in their accomplishment of such infernal displays of competence, competence — skill and grace? It had not been their mother, surely. Long gone in her dishevelment somewhere to the dreadful margins, hadn't the woman made a proper mess of things, starting with — let gentility select our diction — her exercise, first and last, of, shame, shame, bed-making?
Wait a bit.
He had packed his sleeping pills — but exactly where? The little overnight bag he had fitted them into, what had the children — or the grandchildren, damn every squirming living one of them! — done with it?
Ah, there.
Or here.
Yes, yes.
Just where it ought to be — at the foot — or is it the head? — of this exasperating business that must have once been a couch before the new ingenuity on the march in the world decided to interfere with it and make it serve two ends.
Well, it wasn't out in the open enough, was it? How come people don't appreciate the courtesy of leaving things where you cannot miss them! Why does it have to be his fault if everything's not where fair play would indicate it be?
He sucked and sucked and accumulated saliva in his mouth and swallowed it waterless — bitter pill, so terrible for such a tiny palliative indeed.
His fingers — were the bones breaking?
Not just canny and capable, but thoughtful, actually incomparably thoughtful, once you gave it some thought and actually really thought about it, this family of his, even if none of them knew somebody's overnight bag belonged where a person did not have to spend half his life in a wild hunt for it. Such a fund of solicitude, whatever source it had, it could never be alleged any spoor of it could be tied to him. No, it was not that the man did not wish to be generous with himself when called upon to do so. It was rather that the man noticed not all that much of what was available to notice, so that such a call, made however close to the man's ear, might go unattended even when the caller shrieked. But what little the man did attend would grip his attention with a violence that was unrelenting and even eerie. Oh, no, never think the man was not all too excruciatingly aware of what he deigned to be aware of — torn spines of storybooks irksome in their haphazard stacks, toys luridly expressed in polyurethane deep-banked for the night up against the baseboards, frame after frame of family snapshots gaping in disorderly array from every level of tabletop, everywhere the walls flapping with sheets of crayoned and penciled foolscap, none of it had the man elected to ignore — given the chance, he would have discarded the lot, and with gusto! — not least the photograph of the children's mother — was this person a grandmother, in fact? — that now came plunging into view at the far side of the man's pillow and, with it, the career of the marriage, a contending whose vehemence never flagged and whose object was the vector of the slant — upwards versus downwards, downwards versus upwards — of the Venetian blinds distributed throughout the dwelling in receipt of the — up to that point — happy couple.
If the woman aimed the slats one way, the man would restore their alignment to the prior disposition. Where the woman had visited would have the arrangement of its window treatment, however maddening the task to effect the detail, reversed upon the man's replacing the woman there.
Oh, it was endless, endless.
Until it ended.
And what had it all had to do with — what?
Neither the man nor the woman might ever have said — unless it had been the use to be made of sunlight if sunlight were in the moment given — or, at all events, by those who paid attention to change, been promised.
Well, it seemed to the man it must have had.
One wanted a radiance either to ignite the ceiling or, otherwise, set fire to the floor.
Make much of what was above.
Make no less of that below.
You choose.
They chose.
Or, rather to say, one of them chose and the other, in a word, unchose. Oh, and speaking of which, never a word was spoken on this score. Sentiments inspiring the impasse dividing him from her and her from him never acquired the status of speech.
Mm, the aphonia of matrimony.
Compromise between the combatants was as impossible as was acknowledgment that each was pledged to oppose the other in a style of disputation unique in the common experience. Any reference to their differences not carried out in silence, would it not prove — talk, talk — the reigning feature in the loser's defeat? Well, there was no backing down, and the man never backed down. Not that the woman ever did, either — there looking him now full in the face, her furious countenance singling out the father of her children as with all his might the man pushed the pillow from the bed so that, in the morning, he would not have to come fighting his way up from the waters of the night with what was left of him — his neck, Christ, the neck — more punished than he deserved.
Wait again, wait!
Was there to be this remembrance of the grandmother and none of the grandfather? Among all these damn pictures, was there honor being paid to the woman and none, by thunder, to the man!
He got to his feet.
It made him dizzy for him to do it.
And his knees, Jesus!
The pill — good, good — soon, soon — another minute or so and he will have searched the room and determined the worst and then come back to this device to be just in time for the blessing of good old-fashioned oblivion.
Nothing, he found nothing, not a hint of himself was there anywhere to be found, not even in settings where a family grouping constituted the topic to be developed within the frame.
Where was he?
Was the man nowhere at all?
He staggered from footing to footing, very nearly falling into things a time or two, before finding — the thing exhibited well back on a tabletop so that evidence of the man's existence might have very nearly persisted in keeping itself hidden from all — before coming across the boy sitting astride the door-to-door photographer's droopy-looking, ruined-looking, condemned-looking pony, naked leg, pale anklet, toe of the dark shoe visible from within the enormous-looking stirrup it was, on this side of the animal, possible for the observer to see.
Oh, what a child!
The child smiled genuinely, genuinely, wonderfully, wonderfully, and the man, feeling himself summoned as all the day long he had not once been, smiled with all his heart right back.
Genuinely, genuinely, except, one supposes, not so wonderfully, wonderfully, the man smiling back at himself.
But all right, then!
Then here he was, then, wasn't he!
Wasn't this, then, he, him, the boy who was the man?
The man tried sliding his feet along the floor in order that he might get himself safely home to bed — and there to narratives his nature would hasten to confect for him once the sedative had delivered him all to sleep.
To dreams.
Well, in one there was the woman.
She shrieked at him and shrieked, "Yes, yes, but which way, which? Can't you tell me which?"
In another there was the woman.
But it was not the woman who kept screaming in it at him, "Yoo-hoo, yoo-hoo, thief! — the uses you make of everything and of all the different things!"
Then there was the dream without people.
It was made all of words.
The thing to do in it was to contrive irritating alliterations — yet there was no agency in it doing it.
No woman, no man.
Deficit notwithstanding — no, despite the deficit! — the work was done indeed.

THE POSITIONS FORGET YOUR DRUGGING

Forget your fucking.
Forget your fancy foods and your ham and eggs and your bacon and eggs and your, you know, your eggs with sausages with on the side your home fries on the side and it's when the eggs are fried and they're fried in the style of frying which is referred to as your eggs fried eggs over easy and they're dished up to you, the eggs are dished up to you with this whole extra treat of extra bacon on the plate and on a plate next to the plate there's these slices of toast buttered with butter on the plate and there's also on the side a milk shake on the side or, okay, let's not say there's a milk shake on the side but just a glass of just milk on the side and the milk's made up of the creamy part of the milk which got itself poured off from the neck of the bottle before anybody could get to the neck of the bottle before it was you who you got to the neck of the bottle and got it all poured off-the creamy part — all for yourself. So go ahead and forget all that.
So are you listening?
Because I am telling you what the best thing in my life has been to me. You want to know what the best thing in my life has been to me? Because I am telling you, because I am going to tell you what the best thing in my life has been to me.
But before I go ahead and tell you, guess what.
Because no, because what it has not been to me is, no, it has not been fucking to me and it has not been drugs to me and it has not been going to the movies or been eating franks or been eating franks with sauerkraut on them or with the mustard they used to give you for you to put on the plate next to the franks or for you to put between the franks and beans back when I was a kid.
Nor been having kids.
Nor been playing with the kids I had.
Nor with the kids which anybody had.
Plus neither shortstop nor pitcher.
It's not been playing the positions of either of them when I played the positions of either of shortstop or of pitcher and was always eating my eggs and franks as described.
Or when you got good wood on the ball.
It's not been when you got good wood on the ball.
Nor been looking like you were coming close to getting any kind of wood on the ball when it was your mother and your father who were there for them to see you looking like it. No, not been when your mother and father were there when it would have looked to anybody like you were getting all set for you to get some good wood on the ball — or get any kind of quality of anything on anything and then of them seeing you look like you were doing it, or were going to do it, or did it, just did.
Because I said, because I am saying forget all that, forget all of these things like things like that. Such as please go ahead and forget things like me reading things or like me sitting in the chair I used to squunch all around in for me to sit in the chair and read things in it the best way anybody could sit in that chair and read things in it or sit in any other chair for me to sit and read anything in it.
Or things like me fucking in a chair.
Forget things like me fucking in a chair.
Like me sitting fucking Helen in the chair which, you know, which, okay, which Helen had.
Like sitting fucking Helen in the chair with us the both of us sitting facing the mirror facing the chair that Helen, which Helen had.
Or even fucking Helen's sister like this.
With Helen facing Helen's sister and me and with me fucking Helen's sister like this.
Well, with the mirror facing all of us sitting and fucking and looking and facing the mirror like this.
And it was everything to me, everything.
But even if it was everything to me, was it the best thing of all of the everythings in my life to me?
Because it wasn't, it wasn't.
Or weren't you paying attention when I said none of these things were any of them anywhere close to their being the best thing in my life to me?
Because the best thing in my life to me — are you crazy, don't be crazy! — because the best thing in my life to me wasn't any kind of a thing like any of these kinds of a thing to me. Which goes, which also goes for the day which was the first day of all of the brand-new spring days for me.
I mean the one when it was okay for you to first go out with your short pants on.
Not to mention short sleeves.
And in the air there was this smell in the air which you could smell in the air which was like the smell of smelling the sun in the air — or which, when you smelled it, it was like smelling the beginning of everything smellable in the air.
Oh, it was nice, so nice — the beginning of smelling even the beginning of everybody leaving the air all to me.
Am I not saying it was nice?
But the best?
My God, the best in my life to me?
Because the best in my life to me, it wasn't even coming with anyone, was it?
Or getting off with anyone.
Or getting gone for good with any of the women.
Not even with Helen in the mirror with Helen's sister in the mirror and with all of the women watching.
It was lint.
I'm sorry, but it was lint.
I'm telling you the answer is lint, it was lint, lint!
You hear me?
Listen to me if you want to hear me — lint, it was lint — the best thing in my life to me, the most wonderful thing to me in my life to me, it was lint, it was getting the lint, it was getting down on my hands and knees with this hanger I went and got and getting down on my hands and knees with it and getting it opened up so it was all bent open and as unbent as you could get it to come out like it was this one long thing like a long thing and then sticking it down in under the dryer and sticking it all of the way back down in under the dryer and scooting it all of the way around and then scooting it all of the way back out to me again to me with all of these gobs of this thick gobby stuff stuck on it in like these big globs of this built-up lint on it.
So I tell you the thing.
But do you listen to the thing?
Because this was the thing which I am telling you which was the one best thing in my life to me.
Getting lint.
Getting all of that wadded-up lint.
Which came out in such globby gobs of it when I got down on my hands and knees with the idea of now is the time for me to go see what I can get out from down under way back in the back of under where it's underneath the dryer again.
Unless you think, unless everybody thinks hey, buddy, isn't the best is yet what has yet to come for you?
As far as referring, I mean.
I mean as far as me referring to what has been going ahead and wadding itself up right back up again back down in under the back of in the back of there ever since.
As far as the dryer, I mean.
As far as the lint underneath the dryer, I mean.
Or wherever else the wadding never quits.

MERCANTILISM

THANK YOU FOR THE OPPORTUNITY to express my views and opinions. I am happy here. What is it. It is solicitous. Yet the dickens if I am not obliged to count another day when chicken a la king made no appearance for itself on the bill of fare. What can this mean. Is chicken fricassee also under fire. I have heard there are pressures. If forces are in sway, it is only fair I be told. Plus all thanks for my room. I used to be so crazy. I was really crazy. Throw your mind back to McCreery's. Maybe it wasn't spelled McCreery's. I used to have the impression a bug got in me from broccoli. Well, that's broccoli for you. I am a victim of constipation. It's my whole story. Is this really Bloomingdale's. I was in Russek's. I was in J. Thorpe. The biggest time I ever had was when I was in Wanamaker's and Arnold Constable's. Throw your mind back to DePinna's. Throw your mind back to B. Altman's. That's when there was smooth sailing with the chicken dishes. Remember chicken croquettes. So who is in the kitchen. Is there a procedure. Did I just worsen everything asking. What worsens things. I have to have more information. Which is it, laundromat or washateria. If I enjoy rights, I want to exercise them, thanks. They assigned me in Saks Fifth Avenue a sitting specialist as far as my sitting more conducively for evacuation purposes. I could use guidance. I would benefit from guidance. Well, here's hoping we see improvement. I'm no expert, but this can't be democracy in action. What do you think of this. Somebody such as myself sees his mother and father hugging each other and shuddering with each other when it rains on this pile of plywood outside their window, or is it plasterboard. Please extend to me the courtesy of answering. I'm looking for widespread approval and pronominal agreement. You know Korvette's, you know Filene's, you know Marshall Field. There never was a dissatisfaction in the old era. I hate to bother you with this. It's not I couldn't, if I put my mind to it, live without chicken croquettes. It's curiosity. Unless instead it's idle curiosity, which if it is, then fair enough, no problem, I stand corrected. Rogers Peet, Best's, they didn't want to come to grips with anything in Rogers Peet or Best's. Oh my God, Abraham & Straus and Peck & Peck and Gimbel's and Macy's. But if the rule is no outbursts, then here's my word on it, I never burst out. Praise be this is Bloomingdale's. Ever see tots dragged around Abercrombie & Fitch. Mentally, it's not sensible for consumers to say. Let's not split hairs. I spoke without thinking. Long Island Lighting Company and Brooklyn Union Gas. You ever hear of Long Island Lighting Company and Brooklyn Union Gas. What do you want to bet me, what do you want to bet me they're Market Span now, that they're Market Span now, and Sears Roebuck called me crazy. They don't tell you on the transistor. They don't tell you on the radio. Is this hypercritical. Please, did you ever come across anything as little as this is. The mistake I made dates back to Wallach's or Ohrbach's. In a word it was succotash. You can't wash anything too much. They speak of overwashing, but what don't they speak of. Look, if one thing is in there, then two things are in there. Work up your suds. Don't cut corners. Diligence pays off. Be thorough — plus that other word. Conscientious. I have not spoken concerning the Sunday Social Get-Together Hour. At the risk of monopolizing things, I would like to propose something. It's shy of an hour. It's short of an hour. Besides, I'm positive they're only oatmeal-flavored. There was a time when Bullock's was for everything this nation stood for. Don't take my word for it. I'm no whiz on elections. Another thing of vilification is what happened to the small fry. Please publish this with my name at the top of it, not at the bottom. Everything is so sick of being only itself. Well, you proffer your view and you proffer opinion and they sit there and take umbrage. It's a thankless job, don't worry, nobody's denying it. They're always so unappreciative of the pains you take. Well, they have their hands full. I was in Bergdorf Goodman when he was assigned to me. They act like you're mental. Facially, they were nothing to speak of. But at least the bill of fare, please, be serious, Swiss steak, Salisbury steak, pepper steak, you name it and it was accounted for, plus tapioca. This was America. Even in Klein's. Even in Two Guys. Even in May's or that other word, Walmart. They didn't stint. The kitchens blazed. This was back before the foreigners. This was when if you wanted light, if you wanted gas, then fine, fine, you opened your wallet and stated your wishes. They had things. They had desserts. It wasn't just all pleading innocent and mixing ammonia and bleach. If your mother and father don't tell you, who tells you. It's tragic what's going on. Is it down-to-earth. No, it is not down-to-earth. They tried stewed prunes on me. They knocked themselves out trying out stewed prunes on me. Morning, noon, and night, it was this constant incessantness of stewed prunes on me. The waste of it, the waste of it. How can everybody be fooled. They bamboozle you. The stewing industry gets together with themselves and pulls the wool over your eyes. You know the word hoodwink. You know the word bamboozle. Okay, so they pull a fast one — it's still pulling, it's still pulling, isn't it still the same difference. The dirty filthy rotten intelligentsia of it, Jesus. Wait a sec, wait a sec — hornswoggle, it's hornswoggle. They talk about the jet stream, but do they mean it. Once a month you hear them saying okay, we're sending out invitations for another steak dinner in the White House, but is it cancer or what. It's not just here, it's not just there, it's everywhere. You know what we've lost — we've lost our frame of mind. And what about minute steak — show me one menu anywhere with a minute steak on it. Or pudding. What about butterscotch pudding. Sure, the chairs are comfortable, sure. Nobody said the seating was not accommodating and judicious. Did I imply otherwise. I did not hear myself imply otherwise. But on a personal basis, we can't just keep ignoring what's staring us in the face. It's ridiculous. I'm used to acrimony, I'm used to accusation, I'm used to recrimination, I'm used to invective. But no customer on earth should be required to take guff like this. I take umbrage. I am taking umbrage. People are human beings. You want to know what I'd like to know. I'd like to know just who exactly controls the controlling interest. But you make a stink and what do they do. It's atrocious. It's abominable. You know the cloche, I know the cloche, everybody knows the cloche, but does it make us one bit healthier. You go to the main floor. You begin with the main floor. This is what I am asking you. So then you say to yourself all right, fine, fine, I will venture up to the mezzanine. But does it matter to them. Do they honor you for it. Sometimes I just want to cry. Sometimes I just want to wave a wand and make everybody have to blow on their bisque in the same cafeteria. But there is not a one of them — not one, not one — which doesn't take the position they're a private dignitary. And another thing I would like to inquire of you — when it comes to views and opinions, where is the ileum. And what precisely does it have to do with Lord & Taylor. You wonder in your mind what's it all coming to, what's making it all keep going downhill like this, but when in the world was wondering its own reward. I lay it all at the feet of vindictiveness. To be absolutely frank with you, I couldn't look another fruit cup in the eye. But does this let anybody off the hook. This is no Penney's, this is no Bond's, this is Bloomingdale's, for pity's sake. Nevertheless, somebody gave the order for them to clamp down on the givens. Or is it distribution, distribution, distribution, distribution. All of a sudden you suddenly notice everything is persona non grata on the bill of fare. You know what happened to Robert Hall, don't you. Don't we have better things for us to do than for me to make a nuisance of myself. Yet who could warn prior administrations. The smartest people tried to reason with them, but would they listen. I'd sue if I wasn't just a figment of my imagination. I mean what I say — I'd get on the phone and get a lawyer and sue. I'd sue the broccoli manufacturers just on general principle. You think I'm being frivolent, but I'm not being frivolent. Things can also hide in string beans. If you were a bean in a pod, isn't it logical you would not be in sight in it. That's what happened to me even before I was aware of peas. Don't give me Bendel's, don't give me Burdine's, don't give me Bonwit Teller either. It starts with a vegetable. Or that other word, fruit. This is what it is to enact legislation. Watch for shifts. Be vigilant. Traditionally, when hasn't there been suspicion surrounding eggplant, kumquat, rutabaga, pear. First it flourishes, then it digs itself in, then it goes latent on you, or that other word, dormant. There is nothing that cannot come back to life as a nevus, as a clavus, as a papule, as a bleb. Don't expect me to make sense out of it for you. But neither should you brush me aside as a mere bagatelle. There is no action in political action. They want the wheel, let them have the wheel. You know the word joyride. You are familiar with the word joyride. Yes, I took the brunt of it but not because there was a ballot on it but because I know knavery when I see knavery. Plus underhandedness and mischief. This was the decade of the debate over due to and owing to, which one to cast your vote for, which one to cast your vote for, and now listen, now listen, will you just fucking please just listen. Because now it's all because, because, because, because. No one remembers, no one gives credit. Where are the mezzanines of yesteryear. You know what the battle cry once was. Give the citizenry gum. Bloomingdale's was the one hold-out. Is it still the one hold-out. This is what I'm asking. We believed in something. It's what our forefathers went to court for. It wasn't just Davega one day, Nordstrom's the next. There's not one speck of stomach for jurisprudence anymore. Where's light, where's gas. You want to be smart. Stay close to the radio. Get a transistor. Do you have batteries. Stock up on batteries. I'm high. Get a high room like I have. Mine could just sit and do it. Either one of them, they could just say to you okay, I'm ready to go and go. You're nuts if you think you can place any confidence in pine or in the other word, maple. Trust plywood. Even plasterboard if necessary. Remember Johns Manville. Here's a bulletin for you. They cut in and said it's Market Span. Forget Brooklyn, forget Long Island — it's the dirty filthy rotten Bronx we better get a committee together over and sit down and have an emergency symposium for. You see what I'm saying about passivity. It's alchemy. It's all this dreadful selfishness. My advice is lend yourself to the reclamation of the lowlands if you want anybody to believe you have any sincerity as far as the struggle to develop wellsprings. It's this thing in me. It's this old devil moon in me. Can you just feature it, the two of them hugging and shuddering in the precipitation. Did I write to my congressman or to the contrary. I'm talking weatherwise, completely weatherwise. Free access to the window. Lax groundskeeping. It's not like the old era when you had your Montgomery Ward and that was that. It's simple science. They come and swim up into you up inside of you even if if if if you never got down on your hands and knees and had even one lousy irrigation. Or even a nose drop. Look, are they trying to get us to subscribe to the idea chicken tetrazzini vanished of its own accord. Skip it. I am not retaining counsel. It was you and your thugs who sought me out, not to the contrary. Or that other word, shopping. Let alone inkling, how about inkling — so long as the whole thesis is only for everybody to sit around and act like they are better than I am and be just so fucking in a hurry about it on the escalator down to the bargain basement.

THE PRACTICE OF EVERYDAY LIFE

WHAT IS IT? YOU THINK IT'S ME? If it's me, then, okay, then I'm not arguing, then it's me. But what I mean is am I just being too stippy-minded all of the time? Because some of the time I think I am all of the time being just too stippy-minded for my own good. Like take this word come which they use. How come it's come? Didn't you ever stop to think I don't get it how come it's come? How come people don't say go? You know, I'm going, I'm going, I'm going! I just for once in my life would like to hear somebody screaming my God, my God, I'm going! Oh, but they can't, can they? They say they're going and you think they're making a peepee. You say to somebody I'm going, the first thing they're going to think about you is what are you doing, are you making a peepee? Remember when your mother said to you will you please for godsakes go already? Remember when your mother would stand outside the door and say to you I don't have all day, so for godsakes will you please go already? My mother used to do that. My mother used to say make and go. Make was to, you know, make was for you to make a number two, whereas go, go meant do the other one. It was like make was like this productive thing, wasn't it? You make and, presto, if you did it, you made something. There was like this poiesis involved. It was like taking a dump was like having this poiesis which was involved. Okay, I am just thinking my thoughts out loud. Or how about this — how about aloud? You don't hear people saying aloud anymore. Who says aloud anymore? But so who's in charge of these things like this — humanity saying out loud instead of saying aloud? Remember when everybody used to call it a Coney Island Red Hot? There were these places that sold you these frankfurters and they called them Coney Island Red Hots. Forget it. You're not interested. I was just over at my friend Krupp's. I was just over at my friend Krupp's place, and I am trying to make this point to Krupp about something, I am sitting there trying to make this important point to Krupp about something, but all Krupp is doing is saying show Gordie how you can sneeze, Lulu, show him. Do I want to hear a dog sneeze? Is this like what the thing of my life has finally come to? I have to sit like a gentleman somewhere listening to a dog sneeze? I had a point to make. But does anybody want to hear the point you have to make? What they want for you to do is for them to get a dog to sneeze and make me have to be the audience for it. I used to be a serious person. I used to read things and have things to say about them. Now all I do is go around being an audience for everything, not excluding canines. There's this bum coming along wheeling along on the sidewalk with these five shopping carts rigged up like with these boards and things to make this one big crazy like outboard thing out of it with all of this wire and with a radio going down in it somewhere and all this shit of his in it and like outriggers. I spent days and days thinking to myself Gordon, what is the word for what that looks like to me? Look, it's too complicated for you. I'm not going into it with you because it's looks to me like it's far too complicated for you. Like I see this father in the park having a catch with his kid in the park and the father keeps tossing the ball over the kid's head and the kid keeps having to go hustling after the ball and then has to keep coming all of the way back with it to where he was so that when he throws the ball the kid won't be too far away from the father for the ball to get to the father when the kid tries to throw the ball back. You know how long I stand there and watch what I just told you? You would not believe how long I stand there and watch it, this sad sorry sight like that like just what I just told you. But like it's necessary for me to do it is the sum and substance of my thinking. I'm witnessing, I'm witnessing. It is an act of sociable conscience as far as I go as far as, you know, as the grief of the kid in this context goes. Who else is willing to do this? Do I see anybody else who is willing to do this? I'm in this video store asking for these great old movies from the great old days and there's this kid there with his mother there and I am listening and I am hearing and can anybody believe what I as an involved bystander am hearing? Because check me out on this — it's the same little kid screaming no, I am not getting any fucking movie with any fucking sword-fighting in it, it's either people shooting or I'm telling! Actually, I have to tell you something, the kid's theory of thinking, you have to go along with it, shooting's better. But here is the other thing — who's he think he's telling, the father? I mean, it's the same father, right? But honestly, how come people stand there and say that, I'm telling? So who are they telling? Oh, excuse me, excuse me, whom — I'm fucking sorry, whom. So did I tell you about there's this lady I see pick up this mitten I see her see on the sidewalk and goes and sticks it up on top of this fire hydrant like it is going to be up there for it to say hello to all of the passing parade and asking them hey, hey, did any of you losers lose me? Go tell her. She is probably somebody who you can tell. Man oh man, I should have gone up over to her and told her about all of this stuff which I am telling you about, exclusive of the thing about her herself. A concerned citizen. A responsible member of the socialist framework. I bet anything that lady is a serious individual just like I used to be. Boy, do I miss it, being the conscience of the people. Now all I do is go around stealing toilet paper from places and being everybody's public person so they can look at somebody and say him. Oh, schooner! It just came to me, schooner. Lucky thing for you I am the kind of a human being who keeps going after things even when they go way over my head. I'm sorry. That was uncalled for. I guess I just wanted to get in another go again by way of making this look like I am trying to make this look like I maybe really made something. And another thing — right, right, I should have said his. Which is the whole point of the thing, isn't it?
His?
Meaning mine?
Fine, then make it weewee, swell.

CRAW

YOU KNOW ABOUT HANDEDNESS? Jesus, don't make me have to explain it to you about handedness. For Christ's sake, it's supposed to be something everybody knows, this way for this, that way for that. It's the rule of the whole works, one thing on the one hand, the other thing on the other hand. Isn't something as dumb as even a teacup handed? I'm almost positive of it, I am absolutely almost positive of it, even though there is absolutely no reason why I should have to know a thing like this about a teacup, is there? — because, oh come on, why should I, why should I, haven't I always been the same side of the way I'm handed as far as a teacup? Haven't I all of my life always been the same side as far as that? Which is why I am so incredibly pissed off with myself. I'm serious. I never used an expression like that, I have never once in my life ever before used such an expression as that, and this just goes to show you how exactly pissed off I am. Because I really am. And it's at myself, or with myself. And it's on account of something so incredibly stupid which I did which I really can't believe I did. It's hours now, it's been hours now, it's been almost half the day now since when I did it, and I am not, if you don't mind, I am not one bit less pissed off with myself even now after all of these hours later — I'm not, I'm sorry, I'm not! I expected it to, you know, to go ahead and dissipate. I expected it to like recede on me or something. Or from me. I expected I'd, you know, that I would get used to it. But forget it. It was a bitter pill then and it's a bitter pill now and I bet it is going to remain being a bitter pill stuck up inside of me in my craw until I kill myself. Because I'm sorry, but this is just how I feel — that the only solution for this is for me to kill myself. I mean, Jesus, how could I have been so stupid? I've got some nerve sitting here accusing a teacup when look at me. Who would believe this? Nobody would believe this. I am too ashamed even to tell you what I did — except for the fact I glued something and that when I glued it I paid no attention to the handedness of it — or anyhow the handedness of me. Okay, I dropped something, okay? I dropped this particular thing and, right, you bet, it broke all apart, okay? But so then I thought to myself hey, it's not so bad, it's not so terrible, cheer up, for Christ's sake, can't you glue? I mean I thought to myself dummie, you can glue it, dummie, don't you see you can glue it? So I go get out the glue. It's this great glue. It's this glue which they invented for when it's glued, that's it, that's how it is, it is really fucking glued. What I mean is is that with this glue if you try after that to get it apart after that, like the thing you're gluing after you glued it, you break it but really good. Because this is how tough this glue is. It's some kind of wonder glue, this glue, and this is what happens with it, this is what's the final deal with it, you get your one chance with this glue and that's it. So did I know this? I knew this. There was no question in my mind that I knew this. You can't say okay, the guy didn't know what the score as far as this glue was because I knew it, I knew it, I did, I did. Except I didn't make any allowance for this handedness thing, did I? I glued it for the wrong hand. It was supposed to go this way and I sat there and glued it for going that way. So now what? It's glued. It looks like it's new and it works like it's new, but it's glued for somebody who goes the other way than I go. And I keep sitting here thinking to myself there's got to be a way for me to get this thing cleared up. Because I cannot accept the fact I went ahead and wrecked everything in my life — I mean really absolutely went ahead and wrecked it as far as this gluing — for good.
Just because I didn't think.
Just because I did not stop and say to myself look, dummie, are you stopping and first taking every little thing into an account of everything first?
Of course, there's always the solution of I could turn myself around. I'm not kidding. Why couldn't I solve the whole thing by just developing in myself the knack of turning myself the other way around? Or is it your opinion I should just kill myself and throw it all away and go out and get a whole new different one? But isn't that interesting, isn't it? Because if it could be different, if it could be different, then why couldn't I be different, especially because of the fact I am a human being and what the fuck is it but just a fucking thing that's now all turned around?
Is it even a teacup?
It's not even a teacup!
Oh God, I am so upset. I really cannot begin to tell you, I am really pretty goddamn fucking upset. And listen to me, just listen to me — breaking with fucking tradition, going ahead and fucking breaking with my own whole tradition and actually saying pissed off to people and worse.
You probably are thinking to yourself okay, he's just horsing around, all the guy is doing is just sitting there just horsing around with people, but I'm telling you, ending it all, just turning around and ending it all, maybe it's really for the first time the right idea.
Unless it's actually the left one.

LOUCHE WITH YOU

YOU GOT SOME TIME? Because there's some stuff I'm getting off my chest. That's how come I'm doing this. It's this stuff. Stuff starts getting accumulated and if you don't get it cleared out from time to time and get it off your chest, there could be trouble from the build-up in your mind, no telling what. It's like jism. You get too much of your jism backed up on you, your prostate goes haywire and so do your nuts, is what the latest medical theory just so happens to say. So it goes right down there on my calendar every fifteen weeks: beat off. In case I forget. Ah, forget it. I'm lying. I'm not being straight with you. I am being, you guessed it, louche with you. There isn't any stuff that's built up. It's just the opposite. Nothing is. Nothing's building up in me anymore. It's just all just this drift and loss thing, drift and loss. I lost this great scarf of mine yesterday. It was more of a muffler than a scarf, if you really want to know what it really was. Anyway, I lost it. Was drifting along looking for a new kitchen sink. The kitchen sink I've got is getting all dingy-looking on me to my way of thinking and so I go out looking for a new one and I didn't find anything because there wasn't anything in the size of my old one and they told me my old one is so old they don't even make anything in the same size of it anymore and so I either get a new kitchen counter to handle the new kitchen sink or I have to learn to adjust myself to the old dingy-looking kitchen sink, which is what I am prepared to do, which is what I could not in my mind be that minute more prepared to do, but does this mean I have to lose this great muffler of mine just to come to this new-found conclusion of mine? So I was saying — so nothing's building up — jism included. It's like everything's getting away from me all of a sudden. It's like even when I say all of a sudden I suddenly this instant think people aren't saying all of a sudden anymore, are they? You think this is age or is it me? Like there should be a comma in there is the way Miss McEvoy taught me how to do it but I am all of a sudden scared that if I go back and put the comma in, it will mean to people fuck, this guy is really a fucking aged-type guy. And now look, shouldn't there be another one before but? I'm afraid. I'm afraid if I keep on doing things the way I have always done things, it'll be, we'll say, let's call it that it'll be this X amount of drift and loss, but if I don't, if I go ahead and, you know, change my ways, then the amount of drift and loss will instead be this Y amount, and so okay, this is the problem, which amount is the worse amount? That's what I'm afraid of — X or Y. I mean, listen — I don't want to keep hanging on to what's outmoded any more than anybody else does, but what's going to happen to me if I let go of the outmoded stuff and — okay, this is perfect, this is perfect! — and "get a whole new kitchen sink," allegorically speaking? You know what worries me the most actually? Let me tell you what actually, now that I think about it, worries me the most. Okay, so I go ahead and I adjust my way of thinking and learn to live with the dingy-looking sink and then somebody comes in here of another generation and they look and they say to themselves Jesus Christ, this old guy's a pretty sad fucking case, now isn't he? I mean, didn't I do it in my time myself? Didn't I, when I went to where my mother and father were keeping themselves when they in their time got to be pretty sad fucking cases of agedness themselves, didn't I in my time look at their things and say to myself Jesus, how do these people, how do my own fucking mother and father, how can anybody ever let their X and their Y get into such a dingy-looking situation like this?
Like just, in their case, the toilet seat.
God, I am already getting sick from just seeing it with the eye in my mind. So, fine, so we won't speak of it. Better if we do not speak of it. I am not permitting us to proceed as promised and, you know, and speak of it. But you get what I am getting at, don't you? Whereas my own personal toilet seat, it's okay, I am keeping close tabs on it, I do not let it out of my sight for one instant, but the kitchen sink, but what about the kitchen sink? You think they can't come in and give your toilet seat a satisfactory rating but then right in the same breath one lousy look at your kitchen sink sends the dirty stinking rats mincing right back out the door again with their stinking vicious filthy tongues wagging? And could you run after them and call out to them wait a sec, hang on a sec, it's just this thing which just so happens to right now be going on with me as per my period of me adjusting?
It's no good.
People don't give you any credit for you adjusting.
This is the whole thing of it with people — they sneer at you behind your back even though all you are doing is you're just coming around to another period of you adjusting. I'm telling you, as far as people, all adjusting is maladjusting or else forget it.
But losing things like mufflers, this is where we have to draw the line. This muffler in particular. Because this was honestly some muffler I had. You couldn't go out and buy a muffler like this muffler no matter what generation the people are saying you're a member of. It was one of a kind, this muffler of mine. People used to stop me on the street and get up close to me and take a good sharp look at me and say to me, "Mister, this muffler you got, no kidding, it is definitely a honey."
But days like those days, hey, they're gone for good now, days like such as those days.
Never mind.
What's not gone for good except the nights?
And the awful algebra.
Nor need it be added — the nocturnal build-up of untold rue until — fuck! — I'm dead from it and didn't even go with my neck nice and warm at the time.

PHYSIS VERSUS NOMOS

SO I SAYS TO THE WINDOW-SHADE MAN, I says to him you see this window shade, this window shade's no good, this window shade is beat to shit, this window shade has been in my window since who knows when, I need a new window shade, how about a new window shade, you got another window shade for me just like this one, and so the window-shade man takes the window shade from me and the window-shade man, he says to me just like this one, just like this one, there can be no window shade just like this one, even this one cannot be just like this one when you said to me just like this one since this one is now not a window shade in your hands, this one is now a window shade in my hands, whereupon I says to the window-shade man yeah but barring all that, but barring all that, let's get down to cases, cases, says the window-shade man, you want cases, says the window-shade man, here's cases for you just to begin with, says the window-shade man, as in see this grommet you got here in this window shade, what we do here is we don't do a thing like this grommet you got here, you want a grommet, you don't come here, you want a grommet in it as far as a window shade, you go down the block you get a grommet in it as far as a window shade, down the block they do it for you with a grommet in it for you as far as a window shade for you, here we do it with you screw in this thing here like a button here and then the pull itself, you take the loop like this and it goes around and winds around it like it's like a button you're winding the loop of the pull around, but grommet forget about it, grommet you're spinning your wheels, you have to have a grommet in it, then we are not the window-shade people for you and your people, you have to have a grommet in it, the window-shade people for you, these are the window-shade people down the block or up the block depending on which direction, that's where they do a grommet, that's where you get a grommet, this place we don't do a grommet, this place you can't get a grommet, us what we do here is you get home and you screw in this screw-in thing which is like a button we give you at the bottom in the stick on this side, on that side, whichever side you want and then the pull, all you do is you take the loop and go wind it any way you want to wind, the wind is up to you the way you decide you want to wind it, but a grommet, not a grommet, you want a grommet, you go to the other people, they can do a grommet for you if a grommet is what you want, but so are we doing business with you or are we facing an impasse with you as far as the stipulation with the grommet with you, and so I says to the window-shade man, I says to him the only thing different if I go ahead and get the window shade with you people and not with the other people is with you people the grommet, it's just the grommet, or is what you're telling me is there are other things which you are going to tell me which are also in the nature of things which are going to be different as far as the window shade we're getting rid of, whereupon the man says to me, whereupon the window-shade man says to me brackets, let's talk brackets, let's review what at your residence the situation is as far as brackets, which way are you set up in your residence as far as your brackets, and so I says to the window-shade man brackets, you mean when you say brackets you mean these like bracket things which they go up there where you screw them into the wall with like these anchors or something, plugs, up into the insides up at the top of the window and you get up and you hang the window shade from them, like these two little things which one of them goes on one side and the other one goes on the other side, those things like brackets are what you mean when you say to me brackets, and so the window-shade man says to me sided, they're sided, they're like one side is for one side and the other side is for the other side on the other side, so the question which I am asking you is which way do you want for us to set you up with the window shade we're making for you as far as replacing the old window shade with regard to the question of conforming to the old brackets, or is it in your thinking at this stage of the game what you want for your agenda to look like is you take out the old ones which went with this window shade here and get us to give you new ones so you can start over fresh from the beginning with new ones, in which case don't forget we also have to charge you for new plugs as far as anchoring it, and so I says to the window-shade man, I say to him look, it should only all I know is roll up so it's rolling up on the outside and not up on the inside and so it's facing out on the side facing into the window, this cuff down here at the bottom where it turns around and makes the opening where the stick is, or goes through, okay?
"Oh," he says.
"What's the matter?" I say.
The window-shade man says to me, "Go home and look it over and get your agenda straight before you come in here with things like this for me when you are obviously so obviously ill-prepared to go ahead and do business with me as your preferred window-shade tradesperson in the neighborhood." The window-shade man says to me, "This is not a criticism. Don't take this as a criticism. It is not my policy here to stand here and offer criticism." The window-shade man says to me, "I am giving guidance. I am giving counsel. Do not take it as a rebuff. Do not take it as a reproof. First go see what's your setup as far as the specifics is so you can come in here unencumbered and act freely like a human being unfettered by the conditions."
So I say to the window-shade man, "Look, believe me, I am here on your premises in good faith and am ready and able to do business with you with a clear conscience as a fully endowed citizen in complete possession of his wits as well as his teleology."
"Yeah," the window-shade man says to me, "but I'm not arguing, it's not an argument, no one here is standing here endeavoring to take issue with you as far as an argument, but the brackets," the window-shade man says to me, "your qualification with the brackets is they go this way or they go that way, which is not for one minute to say they can't go up and get screwed in either way which you want them to, but once they're in on whichever side which you screw each one of them in on, everything devolves from that fact and therefore develops the repercussion of which way the window shade rolls, does the window shade roll in or does the window shade roll out. So you understand what I'm saying?" the window-shade man says. "Devolves or debouches."
"How could I not understand what you're saying?" I says. "I understand what you're saying," I says. "But I'm just saying myself," I says. "So this makes sense or not?" I says.
"Stay with me with this," says the window-shade man. "You mention cuff. I heard you mention cuff. Okay, cuff. Talk to me, talk to me — you want the cuff you can see from the inside or you can't — which or which?"
"Right," I says, "right." I says to the window-shade man, I says to him, "This is the question," I says, "and the answer to the question is I don't know if I can answer this question with an uncluttered mind. I mean, now it's all cuff-wise."
"Well, it's your brackets," the window-shade man says. "It all goes back to your brackets," the window-shade man says. "We're getting nowhere with this until we get a better grip on your past setup as far as brackets," the window-shade man says. "But," the window-shade man says, "this is where your age-old question as far as volition comes in. Plus, you know, plus ataraxy."
"You mean at home," I says.
"Check," the window-shade man says. "So what you do is you turn around and you go home and you get home and you look up there at the top of the window and you see what your situation shapes up like on a current basis as far as shall I say the sidedness of your brackets and then you turn around and you come back here to me here and you talk to me and the two of us will do business or not do business, but first we got to know what we are talking about as far as what is in the wall as of now and is it to continue on in it on the current basis or be reversed."
I says, "You want me to go home and look."
He says, "That's it — you go home and you look."
I says, "Right, right, but like what am I looking at?"
"Where you stand with the brackets," says the window-shade man. "What your setup is as far as the brackets," the window-shade man says. "What's what as far as the current sidedness when you get up on a stool and you inspect each respective bracket constituting the totality of your brackets non-dereistically."
"And that's it?"
"Providing we don't come to an aporia as far as the cuff and so forth," he says.
"But no grommet is what you're telling me no matter what, an affection for dereism notwithstanding."
"No matter what, you get no grommet for the pull, not here. What you get here for the pull is you get this screw-in thing we give you instead. See? Like a button. It's like a button with this like screw-in thing it's got on it sticking out going one way. Whereas what you already got yourself here on this one, it's a grommet. See this? This is a grommet. But me, when you do business here in this place with us as your window-shade people, it's exclusively this button treatment which I give you — lucid yes or lucid no?"
"Definitely, definitely," I says to him. "But so I should like go home, you're saying to me," I says to the window-shade man.
"Go home," the window-shade man says to me.
"See what the setup is."
"The situation," the window-shade man says to me.
"Check it out," I says.
"Check out the brackets," the window-shade man says to me. "Then you come back here and we get down to cases with a grasp of what the score is. Or you go up the block. Because you can always, you know, go up the block. There is always the freedom of you go up the block. Because with some people it's grommet and the question of the cuff is secondary or even absent."
"It's not a factor with me, I don't think."
"The grommet's not."
"The way I feel about it now at this stage of the game, the grommet is a non-issue."
"I know this," the window-shade man says. "I appreciate this," the window-shade man says. "I have every confidence," the window-shade man says.
"I can go with the screw-in," I says to him.
"The button," he says.
"I can definitely go with it," I say.
"Go home," says the window-shade man. "Get up on a stool. Take a look. See what your situation is. Look at it honestly. Take an honest look. Then if there is something for us to discuss as business people, I promise you, we will go ahead and discuss it."
"As people doing business," I say.
"Ah, yes, caught Homer at his nodding, did you? Yes, of course — as you say, as you say — as people doing business," says the window-shade man.
"In his nodding, I would say," I say.
"In? Yes, yes — in. Or caught out at, of course," the window-shade man says.
"So I go home?" says I to the window-shade man.
"That's it," says the window-shade man. "Unless it is your wish," says the window-shade man, "for us to linger over any of these imponderables of ours."
"Perhaps upon the occasion of my return," say I.
Says the window-shade man, "Should you choose for there to be one, that is. For there is the shop up or down the block," says the window-shade man.
Says I, "But it goes with me or stays here?"
Says the window-shade man, "You mean this window shade here. You mean while you go elsewhere, do you leave this window shade here."
"Home," says I. "Home only," says I. "Not elsewhere at all," says I. "But ascertain. Verify. Scope it out."
"I don't know," says the window-shade man. "It is for you as a person of reflection to resolve," says the window-shade man. "There are difficulties I cannot resolve for you," says the window-shade man. "Pretty multitudinous ones."
So I says to him, "But it's decidable, you think."
The window-shade man says to me, "I think — yes, I think. But now I think no — from your point of view, it's maybe going to turn out to be too apophantic for you."
So I says to him, "Yet mustn't something be done one way or the other?"
"You're saying this to me as conjecture?" he says.
"Am I conjecturing?" I say.
"You want to determine if you are actually, in saying what you said, formulating a conjecture," he says.
"Absolutely," says I. "But at another level, you could lock the door. You could bar me from the topos."
"I could come to believe business hours had come to their end," says the window-shade man.
"Where's the law?" says I.
Says he, "Belief and the law, you're saying to me belief and the law, they cannot be tessellated."
"Friendly relations, it makes for friends." says I.
"Well," says the window-shade man, "extensity and intensity, there's also always all that, isn't there?"
"Scum-sucking swine," says I. "Grommetless dog."
"Not grommetless, sir!" asserts the window-shade man. "Never been proved grommetless!" asserts the window-shade man.
"Point," says I. "Therefore," says I, "speak not to me of gussets," says I.
"But see you, don't you see you," says the window-shade man, calmer not by half but by much, "that are we not, in this matter, made claimants, then, the pair of us, on common but non-relational ground?"
"Good," says I to the window-shade man.
"Which makes this mine," says I to the window-shade man, leaving the window shade to keep to its place in the hands of the window-shade man and plucking the fascia from the face of the window-shade man, no more himself a window-shade man than I a shopper in want of even infrequent dark.

AMONG THE POMERANIANS

THE GIRL IN LOVE LEANT her head away from him. The girl in love let her head come to rest against the head of the young woman sitting to the other side of herself. The man loved this. The man did not love the girl in love. What the man loved was that the girl in love was doing this thing she was doing and how the girl in love did it, letting her head lean ever so lightly to the side to let it come to rest against the side of the head of the young woman sitting to the other side of the girl in love — and sighing — oh, sighing — and turning one of the rings on her fingers and smiling into the amazed space in front of her and murmuring madly to the other young women — the girl in love's friends, the girl in love's so very, she said, cherished friends — madly murmuring to them of love — oh, love, love!
Were they to be married?
They were to be married.
Truly?
"Yes, of course — truly," the man said.
But when, when?
Soon — possibly soon — immediately upon their arrival in the great nation of America.
America?
Yes, America.
The United States?
Yes, yes, isn't it wonderful, the United States!
Oh, love, love.
But the man did not love the girl in love. The man loved no one, had loved no one, would love no one, though the man loved, would love, without limit, without reservation, irrevocably, indelibly, this gesture of the girl in love's, this occasion of the gesture's occurrence, of all the infinitely divisible occurrences swarming furiously upon the moment — the phosphorescence in the vast kitchen, the very word phosphorescence — to contrive to make the occurrence occur and to produce upon the man the effect of a thing for the man to love.
But not a person.
Never a person.
The girl in love leant her head away from the man. Something in a pot was heating on the stove. Was it coffee? Ah, no, it was not coffee. What, then, if not coffee? Oh, special, something special — wait and see, oh just you wait and see, you devil you.
Oh yes, to see, to see, to hear, to hear — the women madly murmuring, these wondrously wonderful women all murmuring madly into the amazed space of the vast kitchen — the girl in love with her head leant away from the man so that her head lay against the side of the head of the large woman who sat to the other side of the girl in love, if indeed the girl in love was a girl in love, or was even a girl.
The great éclair.
They had brought it with them — so festive, so very festive — a pastry, the pastry — in celebration of this very festivity — a celebration of love — oh, love, love.
Dango-dango, a dango-dango.
It was called this, the pastry was actually called this — called, good God, a dango-dango — did you ever? But how grand, how so very grand — that such a way of speaking of a thing could possibly exist in a world where people had to speak of things — well, a dango-dango indeed and not just a giant éclair.
The girl in love leaned her head away from the man in order that the girl in love might bring her head to rest against the head of the large woman sitting to the other side of the girl in love, her eyes glistening, their eyes glistening, everyone's eyes glistening — the strange light making everything it fell upon — if the man cared to look at what the light fell upon, if only the man cared to get a good close look at it all — glisten.
Something was heating on the stove.
There was a pot of something heating on the stove.
The pot, the pot, wasn't it as well, didn't it too, wasn't it also glistening ever so strangely? — as if a radiance had been conceived in the very idea of its being a pot in which something was heating gently heating on a stove.
Well, a phosphor, then.
Chairs had been moved to the table. A bench had been brought up from a wall and positioned to one side of the table. This was where the girl in love sat with the large-bodied friend whose head it was the girl in love was resting her head against — on the bench drawn up to the table and positioned to the one side of the table — the man seated there at the table in the position, the post, the post, of importance. There was music, wasn't there? — voices, the voices of men, men's voices, as in a solemn chanting from somewhere elsewhere, audible to the man in this room but believed by him to issue from some other room, the source, the man concluded, not here but elsewhere, somewhere elsewhere. But where elsewhere was there? How many rooms in all would there be here, how many? Oh, there was so much the man did not know — could not know, could not have imagined it would have mattered for him to know, would never, when it came to that, ever come, come ever to know. Well, the man was not exactly a dolt, was he? I mean, he understood the one word meant wine, didn't it? — because, after all, it was a bottle of wine, wasn't it? — but the other word, what about this other word, what on earth did this other word mean? — holy or health-giving, sacred, sacrosanct, sacerdotal, not unclean?
They sat at the table, those who were just now sitting. And who were these who were just now sitting? Why, the man, of course. The man was sitting. The girl in love, she was sitting at the table. And to the girl in love's other side, to the other side of the girl in love there was sitting another girl, another young lady, another large-, even larger-bodied, woman — the heads of the two very large women touching in such a manner as to tear at the man's heart, such as the man's heart was present in him to be torn at. And the foil, what about the foil, what had happened to the foil? Had the foil been torn? It was difficult for anyone to see, wasn't it? Or was seeing, was seeing anything, was really seeing any of these things, was it just a difficulty only for the man? The light in here — well, it was like a phosphor, wasn't it? The light was phosphorous, phosphorescent — a weak pulsing, a kind of throbbing pulsing, a pulsation that was deeply luminescent.
Ah, luminescent, luminescence.
The man understood he would one day tell of all this eventfulness, tell of the details constituting the eventfulness, grouping them together for the entertainment of all comers, and if no one came, if no one in the world ever came to hear the man say luminescent, then no matter, no matter, then the man would group together what he would group together only for himself, so that, yes, of course, of course — this long-ago eventfulness would prove to be an entertainment if only for himself — luminescent, a luminescence — I tell you, these words, the very abundance of them, how superb. Dim? No, not dim, never dim, but phosphorescent perhaps, luminescent perhaps — like a glimmering, yes, a glimmering. The light, it was like a glimmering, wasn't it? The light — ah, it fairly glinted, didn't it? It made things glint. It gave things to glint. So that things — glinted. So that everything — well, it glinted. So that there was this bounty of glintings in this domestic vastness — so that in the very vastation of the amazed space there was a definite, well, an indefinite distribution of hazy glintings — the pot, the forks and spoons, the spoons and forks, the bottle of wine, the wine bottle, the water tumblers for the wine, the knife, the immense the ridiculous, the ridiculously too severe — but quaint, yes, quaint — kitchen knife. For example, for further example, the patina of the table, for even further example — another glinting, such a glinting — the man would say the table, that the table had been a patinated table, this, uh, well, this refectory table, it had shone, by Jupiter, had it not? — with a glinting — the lovely young ladies having seated him at it in such a manner as to situate the man in the one important position at the table — honoring the man, yes, for was not the man being honored? — while the two of them, while two of the large women, while these were the large women who were the ones who were sitting side by side on the side of the table where the bench had been placed, the bench having been drawn up to the table from the wall where the bench was kept, the heads of the large women touching ever so, well, so touchingly — while wasn't there yet another woman, a third woman? — while this largest-bodied woman of the three large-bodied women, while this other one, that one, while she bustled all about in the amazed space, fussing all about with this sort of magisterially fussy bustling largest-bodied womanly air of hers — ah, seeing to things — seeing to the wine and to the water tumblers the wine would be poured into, seeing to the pastry and to the queer knife that would cut the pastry, that would slice the pastry, that would be stuck point-first down into the heart of the pastry to divide the wounded pastry into certain unimprovable portions of pastry, seeing to the forks and to the dishes and to the spoons and to the marvelously crude napkins and to the heavy Tuscan cups, was it, or to the heavy Norman cups, was it, that had been distributed to various sites on the table to accept into them whatever it was, the man decided, that was heating gently gently heating on the stove.
No, vastation didn't mean that. What in the world did vastation mean? And why three of them, these mugs, these cups, why only three of them, when weren't there four people present? Oh, so many present — so many.
These superbly heavy Bavarian mugs.
Or cups, were they? Were they instead to be called not mugs but cups? Very well, call them cups, then.
Ah, yes, but wouldn't the man have some of it?
"But of course he will have some of it! My precious will have all he desires of it!" the girl in love answered for the man in the wonderful way these wonderful people had, confections all of them, weren't they?
Ah, the man — a delicate fellow, a fellow nowhere near the size of these oversized women and, since delicate, a man not unrespectful of things — a careful man, an aware man, a fellow not uninformed, for example, in a not very reliable way, of what style of table a refectory table would in fact be and rightly guessing that this wretched thing the three of them were sitting at, that it was no refectory table at all, not at all, but that it was just an ordinary sort of kitcheny thing made of some kind of ordinary kitcheny material meant to furnish durable service for the hard business kitchen work sometimes, in certain extreme cases — call them solemn, call them solemn — called for — but the word, the word refectory, refectory, would it not go far toward abetting the impression the man would want his tale to get across to all when all would want to hear of this mad murmuring romance of the man's when this mad murmuring romance of the man's had come at last to its mad murmuring annihilation and the man would stand restored to the country of his beginnings and to those to whom the man would then seek to address himself in order that the products of his travel might be enjoyed by all the stay-at-homes back home, those who would never themselves hear the mad murmurings in the earth?
How young was she, did you say?
Very young, would say the man — a shimmering young bit of a thing, the man would say — and oh how it was, how wonderful it was that the very one kept letting her head come to rest against the head of the friend who sat next to her on the bench, oh my, my — and the ring on her finger, one of the rings on her fingers, that she was turning and twisting the ring, kept turning and twisting it, and sighing — oh, how the girl in love let herself sigh — into the amazed amazing conflagration underway?
Crepuscular, what exactly does it mean, crepuscular?
"Ah," the man would say, "the young ladies of the house, they sat us, this shimmering slip of a thing and me, they sat us down in some sort of marvelous sitting room, don't you know. At a refectory table — if can you feature it. Can you feature it? — this great this massive this humble walnut affair — or couldn't it have been made of some obscure but no less humble fruit wood? — so lightly patinated it was — or darkly, darkly — and the light, I forgot the light — the light in this kitchen of theirs, it was positively crepuscular. Or in the, you know, in the whatever it was of theirs. The refectory?"
Ah, the table.
It shone, it gleamed — didn't it really?
Formica.
A layered pattern — overlapping half-moons.
Iridescent.
Fruit wood — what does it mean, fruit wood?
Why would a wood be a fruit wood?
Was there not a platter being just now just now being reached down from somewhere just too high up in the clerestory of this place for the man to exert himself to look? But just see it now, now see it — the mad pastry in its shimmering wrapping having been lifted from where it waited in its paper and daintily ever so daintily lowered upon it, the platter, this platter. How was it that in this strange land that a mere serving dish should come created in the character of what is this, what is this? — is it not suggestive of the speckled eggshell derived from a, well, from a speckled bird? But what of the wondrously silvery point of all attention, the bright thing, that brightest thing, brighter than even the brilliantly gleaming knife blade was bright — wasn't it then that the very largest of the three so very large women made her quick way to it and with such cleverly large long fingers, didn't the woman — oh, the girl, the girl, then! — didn't she first undo the glittery tape the bake shop had been applying to make a fancy package of the treat as the man was pushing his hand down into his pocket for him to extract from it the great lump of money through which the girl in love would have to sort for the man for him to present to the clerk the strange bank notes that appeared to satisfy the matter?
But indolent — hmm, yes, he would say indolent.
But would he say confectionery?
Instead of bake shop?
"The air of the place, the kitchen, if it were a kitchen, it was redolent with indolence" — or would this be going too far for such a man, do you think? — "and there was this marvelous chanting effect that seemed to be encouraging this kind of marvelous under-effect of everything welling up from somewhere elsewhere. Voices of like men, I think — like probably like of monks, like of votaries, like of the, well, like of the ardent — cantorially speaking."
But, by thunder, in a world of dango-dangos, by Jove, how can there be any going any too far in anything in a world where confections came at you anointed with a moniker like that? For pity's sake, dango-dango, a dango-dango — did you ever in all your days? Who who who ever did?
Oh, love, love! — the man loved it, anointed with a moniker. Words, words — anointed, moniker, ahh.
A thing you got in a bakery anointed with — or anointed by? — well, a moniker — going by a moniker — keep it plain, keep it simple, and watch it with the little words, oh the pesky these pesky these tiny little pesteriferous little words everywhere. But, anyway, no really, anyway, this too, this too, everything — it all, it all — it all of it so very fittingly fit the scheme of the narrative the man was assembling for when it all — better told than this, you may be certain — could be told.
Oh, he saw it, he saw it — the foil being collected into itself, the massive woman collecting the foil into itself for her to make a very correct bolus of the thing before discarding it — no, not discarding — say instead letting gracefully ever so gracefully go of it — so that the thing seemed to the man to drift luminously down into the dark hollow beneath the sink. Was there a receptacle under there? Oh, there had to be a receptacle down under there. Didn't there have to be a receptacle down under in there? But what man could be convinced of much in this crepuscular light? Yet the man could be certain of the teeth of the girl in love, for example — ah, her teeth, such teeth. The girl in love was smiling into the amazing space. Her ring, one of her rings, this one ring among her many many rings, she turned it, kept turning and twisting it, kept sighing and smiling, the large head leaning, leant up against the even larger head of the woman — oh no, of the girl, of course of the girl, the even larger head of the even larger girl who sat on the bench beside her — no, to the other side — who sat to the far side of the girl in love.
The man marveled — the man was marveling over all of it, everything — or marveling at it. At how the bustling about was like a languor — or was it that the languorousness of the biggest of the girls was somehow like a slumbrous bustling about everywhere actually — very managerial, magisterial, big-bodied, indolent — yet quick and exacting — or fastidious, this was the word, fastidious — massively fastidious even, really pretty massively.
Oh, everything was opposites!
Everything here was in such a state of being opposites here. Yes, wasn't this the only way to say it, that all here was so marvelously, well, just a jumble of opposites here?
Jostling opposites.
All these opposites jostling one another.
Or is it oppositions, oppositions? — and is it not each other, not one another but each other?
Well, everything was a jumble, wasn't it? — a murmuring madness — amazed and amazing — the large handsome little-toothed young woman — a girl, a mere girl — so wondrously in love with, of all things, the man, this man.
With such speed.
With such ease.
Or ease first and next, then next, speed.
Well, so much for travel.
It was wonderful to travel.
It was marvelous to travel.
The man had traveled, was traveling — had come to this land to get a bit of a travel in him taken care of. Wasn't travel experience?
Experience.
An experience.
And this was what it was to really have it, wasn't it?
The girl?
A girl in love insisting that she is what the story says she is — a girl in love — and in love — crazily, crazily — with this wonderful wonderful marvelous marvelous, can you believe it, American!
The girl in love sighed.
Her little teeth showed in her big sighing face.
There was something on the stove, heating. There was a pot of something heating gently gently heating on the stove. He would have some, wouldn't he? Your lover, your fiancé, your American from the United States, he would have some of this, wouldn't he? And the wine? Aren't we ready for the wine? Who is ready for the wine? But first — the dango-dango!
The man caught sight of the shimmering glimmering foil — the amazing paper. Someone was collecting it into a ball of some kind — a bolus, a bolus — and was now laying it — this was the biggest girl, the really biggest one, right? — was just now laying it ever so gracefully down into the dark well beneath the humble sink.
Oh my God, the sink.
The stone sink.
A sink made out of stone.
Humble, wasn't it?
And how had they got to this place? Wasn't it up, had the girl not led them up a long dark twisting turning oh so, well, so humble hill?
"My friends!" she had said. "My very best in all the world so lovely lovely friends!" the girl had said.
So-and-so and so-and-so.
Their names were so-and-so and so-and-so.
Well, it was hard for the man to hear.
He could hear voices, hear the voices of men — of the worshipful, the man imagined — chanting, or groaning, in a neighboring room.
He said, "Are there people here? It sounds like zealots or something."
Everything was so — well, glittery.
The light was downright crepuscular in here.
"The heavy Turkish cups — Morrocan — sacred, I think they were. Probably semi-sacred, don't you think? Mugs, ceremonial mugs, perhaps they were."
That's it! — it was tea, wasn't it?
A kind of tea was brewing, wasn't it?
Look at her, troubling herself to separate out the glossy tape the bakery had used to bind the glorious foil. The man saw somebody save the tape, wind it into a tight spool, then set the result to the side of something — of the humble sink, that humble cavity — so shallow, so very shallow, it seemed to the man from where he sat — a scooped-out effect in a stone that must have been cut from the very oldest of old stones. Wait a minute — didn't the spool just sort of loosen itself when the girl let go of it? Then what was the point of that, what was the point of it? — of tightening the tape like that into such a precise spool of it like that if it was only to lose its form, the tension spilling out of it — spooling out of it in an instant — when the thing had been set to the side of what was it?
Yes, the sink made out of stone — yes, to the side of the humble sink created from a humble stone.
Humble, everything so humble.
Well, the light in this place, whatever it was, it was so very crepuscular — by jiminy, this light in this place, isn't it altogether too terrifically crepuscular?
Her dress, one of them, the dress of one of them — its loose sleeves seemed to the man cuffed or turned up in some interesting way, or twisted oddly, oddly twisted — that was it, twisted — so that the immense girl's immense arms appeared to the man to be too visible, to be sort of angrily visible, great bulky things, great swollen things, angrily jostling the amazed air. But thank goodness the man could see that the dress she wore — who was this, which one of them was this, was it the one in love? — that it was a sort of cream-colored affair, wasn't it, the color of this dress.
The color of cream?
It seemed to the man that there was somebody whose dress was colored a sort of creamy color — that there was a dotted effect scattered all about — some sort of dotted device — or not dot, not dot, but pinwheels perhaps, perhaps pinwheels. Yes, there seemed to the man to be a sort of dotted pinwheely effect, brought forth into the light by a range of strengths — in maroon, in the color maroon. Well, mightn't washings, mightn't long sad riverbank washings account for the variation from here to there in the vividness, or lack of it, the lack of it, mightn't it be the variability in this, in long sad desert-bound washings — they beat cloth, didn't they? — whipping at it with long thin sticks — with reeds probably, probably with reeds — mightn't it be the hard washings — actually whippings — the cloth had undergone to get it clean that accounted for the weak effect of one pinwheel and then of another pinwheel and then of yet a further even weaker pinwheel — maroon, hardly even still maroon, so beaten into proud cleanliness this least of all the pinwheels was?
I mean, it wasn't a design, was it?
Some intentionality in it of some sort?
By design?
And where was the knife point?
The dango-dango, had they cut into it yet?
The man rather liked the notion of this rough homespun subjected to a furor of care unique to this large mysterious person, common to these large mysterious persons. The word chestnut occurred to the man. The word maroon. Weak maroon, a weakened maroon, whipped to only barely scarcely even hints of a maroon — just barely visible tiny tiny — well, pinwheels of a kind of tiny-hearted maroon.
Whatever pinwheels were.
And maroon.
How-hearted maroon, what-hearted?
It was cold in here, or cool, wasn't it?
"Oh, how lovely all this is — how lovely," the man murmured into the madly amazed space.
Hadn't he meant to say chilly?
Well, the man was certain someone was waiting for him to speak. So the man spoke. He said, "It's so terribly lovely in here." He said, "I am the happiest man there is in here."
Ah, perfect.
Splendid.
The man let himself settle back into the one good chair. He listened to the heating of whatever it was — tea — yes, it was tea — that was heating on the stove. The adorations of the adoring, their obeisances, superb, superb. Had the man ever heard anything more superb? Belief was a wonderful thing — marvelous, really — faith. Was there a sanctuary nearby? Was such a sanctuary actually here within? Were they in it? Is this what this was? — no kitchen, after all — not a scullery but a site where life leant over to huddle into itself in great grand occurrences of prayer?
"Perfect — perfectly perfect," the man murmured as he settled back into the vast depths — the vastation, isn't it permissible to say vastation? — of this very decent — an important piece actually — of this very good, though humble, probably emphatically sturdy humble chair.
The young ladies seemed to be looking at the man in very deep approval of this.
Or at — at this.
"Perfect," the man said, a little madly, he now thought. "Oh, this is perfect," the man said.
Yes, yes, a toast, somebody called — time for a toast! Mustn't something be said in testimony of this great happiness? But how conduct a toast when the cork had yet to be taken from the bottle? No wine had been poured yet, had it? Oh, these people, these perfect people, water tumblers in lieu of wineglasses and a wine that was devised as sacred and health-giving, even sacerdotal.
Or holy and so on.
As in consecrated and so on.
In lieu of, the man loved that, in lieu of. Oh such innocents, these big-bodied hill-dwelling people, such perfect — the lot of them — such perfect naifs — water tumblers in lieu of, of all the things in the world.
Instead of?
In place of?
No, in lieu of, in lieu of!
Sacrality, now there was a word!
Ah, well, what else did the man love? — apart, of course, from his loving in lieu of and loving how the girl was still keeping her head leant against the head of the girl sitting next to her, now the both of them sighing now, now the both of them sighing now into the burning phosphor now, and smiling with little dots of little teeth. Let me see, then, let me see — what else did the man love, you ask me, what else? — well, you shall have your answer, shan't you! — for this man loved, had loved, would always love the tapping of his mother's fingernails tapping on the backs of playing cards. That, that, and the way the woman had of shooting a look heavenward in hopeless appeal and of rolling her eyes at him, one of the wives the man had had, or was it really indeed the man's mother who had done this?
Oh, that's a good one — those hads — a mad murmuring distribution of hads we of us who are still striving to keep paying attention just had. Ah, but what a confusion of things this is getting to be — the man standing amid such a confusion of things — or sitting amid it, settling deeply into the humble chair, the young ladies, no more now than mere biggish impressions of amazingly biggish things, forever seeming to him to be directing at him looks of deeply satisfied approval.
Well, the wife was dead and the mother was dead and people were only their repertoire of gestures anyway and here was the man traveling as travelers will travel and here all of a sudden was suddenly this mere biggish impression of a biggish girl now somehow traveling with the man — and now look, will you please just look, all these festive others now settling with the man into the glimmering deep light of the crepuscular — as if the world had been lifted off its course and laid down into, laid ever so gracefully down into — no, let go of gently gently falling falling — into a very, well, harem — say harem, then.
Or that other word.
Seraglio.
Say seraglio.
Ah, that was the one, that was the very one — at least as words go, it was — into a very, say, seraglio.
What a word, what a word!
At least as words go, what a winner.
"A toast!" the man bleated.
Gad, but who says the man bleated?
Well, the man would not tell of this, of bleating. There would be no telling of this bleating, by gum. Had the man bleated? Had he, well, burped, belched, eructated? What on earth had the man done if not offered a toast? For the man had the sense — or, rather to say, impression, wasn't this the word, had an impression? — for there was this impression forming around him somewhere elsewhere, wasn't there? — perhaps in the man, perhaps somewhere to either side of the man, or all around the man — it was the impression of a kind of bleating or something eructating from somewhere elsewhere. Well, the man could have burped, could he not have? Or belched — or, you know, or eructated? The man could have eructated in a — of course, of course — eructated in a ructation, couldn't he have? Well, the wine — after all, the wine. And the man had done a fine job of it, hadn't he? — of getting the cork from the wine.
Or bottle.
Well, the man did not remember any of it — the struggle to get any cork out of anything, or which of them it was who had called out into the bleating air "Praise be the day!" What the man remembered was this — something was heating on the stove, something in a pot was heating on the stove, there was something in a pot that was heating heating gently gently heating heating hotly on the stove.
The man spoke with enormous care.
"I feel sacred," the man said. "I feel healthy," the man said. "I feel," the man said, "as if I have been given health," the man said—"and a certain holiness. Or sacrality! — I mean sacrality, don't I?"
Was he bleating?
The man burped a little, or belched a little, and touched the tip of his finger to the lips of the girl in love, whereupon the girl in love took the tip of the man's fingertip between her little teeth and gave to it a little tugging nip to it with her little tiny teeth.
"Next time your nose," said the girl in love.
"Watch out it's not next time your nose," the man heard the girl in love say.
"What did you say?" the man said, grinning madly into the amazing eventfulness of this experience.
"Bite it, bite it!" either or both or neither of the other girls shrieked. But this was impossible. Everything was impossible. It was all these opposites ceaselessly disposed to opposing each other, or one another — in a state of ceaseless — well, of opposition, if you like. Ah, the devil take it, love! — yet when in all his days had the man ever seen anything anything anything lovelier? — this gesture of the girl's. The head-leaning. The head-resting. Combined with the murmuring, combined with the mad murmuring combinatory madness of it all — the smiling and the sighing and the sighing and the smiling. Well, hadn't her head — the head of the girl in love — hadn't it been laid to rest, or lain, lain, is it? — against the head of a nearby girl? Look, the main thing is this enormous cup. An altogether wrong sort of a cup for people to be drinking tea out of, isn't it?
Or mug.
Mexican, it looks like, doesn't it?
Tribal.
Humble.
Rudimentary.
Crude.
"Will you just listen to me!" the man said. "My goodness!" the man said. "Oh my goodness," he said.
How strange, the man thought, that a passion could come about in any language, let alone in his own.
"Oh, but we are listening to you," said the one with the bright-bladed knife.
The stove — it was the tiniest humblest affair. It might have been a thing for a child to play with, though fire, although fire, burbled up from its one encrusted burner, a subtle, an even demure, flame.
Pinwheel.
What is a pinwheel, anyway?
Good heavens, is it possible for a story to be told when what is in it are only words?
There was a platter being reached down from somewhere very high up in this place. Wasn't one of the girls reaching down a platter from very high up above the head of the man up in the amazed air of the world far up above the head of the man somewhere altogether too terribly overhead in this place? Because wherever it was — given the man's age, given the man's ridiculous age — the event was altogether too high up for the man to be able to lean back his head far enough for him to give anything that high above his head a look to see what the event up over himself unbearably was.
Clerestory.
Hadn't the word clerestory once been sort of a part of all of this?
Oh, love, love! — here was the cake.
Behold the cake.
The great éclair, the celestial éclair.
The dango-dango, by God — it lay relieved of the foil and the foil lay dropped into the black well beneath the stone where — unseen, unseen! — the foil struggled to relieve itself of the folds that had been folded into it, strained to throw off the cruel twistings the cruel turnings all the multifarious cruelties folded into it to force its silver wing into a crusted lump of goo.
His money!
Where was his money?
Ah, my money, the man said to himself.
"Ah, my money," the man said aloud, touching the pocket where the great lump of money in it was still making a great comforting lump of itself all thick and becrusted on the man's chest.
The voices seemed ever so ardent, so urgent, these voices raised in oblation in a nearby place of prayer, or in prayer in a nearby place of oblation. Well, it's probably in or very near a kind of sanctuary of some kind. Perhaps some sort of hilltop, or hillside, or hill-bound — that's it, hill-bound! — retreat of some kind.
Redoubt?
A redoubt?
Well, where was this place, anyway?
Was this some crazy like claustral place like outside of somewhere elsewhere like some improbable land such as Turkistan or something?
Some abbey in Nepal, do they call it?
Or Tibet — perhaps in Tibet, in perhaps Tibet?
Oh, love, love! — the things we people will do and do again until done for for love.
His head hurt. His back hurt. His legs, they were finished. You'd had to twist and turn so many times for you to make it up the hill. The man had had to twist and turn so many times for him to make it up the hill.
It was oh so cruel.
So grotesque.
"To the happy couple!" the girl with the knife called out into the burning air.
Yes, yes, to the happy couple — of course, to the happy couple, yes of course — but this was so strange, such an expression as this in such a place as this.
The air burned.
Was burnt.
Was a phosphor scorched — had become a phosphorescence scorched to the very core of the word.
There was something heating. A pot of something, something in a pot — wasn't an ember of it still heating gently gently heating on the stove?
"To us!" the man bleated.
"By Jove, to all of us!" the man bleated, the ponderous cup — no, mug, call it a mug — leaden in his hand.
With all his might the man sought to elevate the massive vessel from the table, his uncontainable heart smouldering with the violence of choice.
Iberian.
Moravian.
Anatolian.
Sudanese.
Ah, it was somewhere along the Levant, of course.
"I had been having for myself a bit of a travel, you understand, and been putting up somewhere elsewhere, I do believe — along the Levant, was it not?"
Pomeranian!
Perfect, perfect — the stupendous cup, it was a Pomeranian cup — or Pomeranian mug. So that these, therefore, these females, didn't every large-bodied one of them have to be a Pomeranian person, female female female?
Oh, love, love!
The man had never been happier.
"Everybody, everybody! — I want you to hear this! I have never been happier, I have never been happier!"
Was this bleating?
Then so be it, if indeed it be it — a ructation, an eructation, of the bleating kind.
The man cared not. The man was happy. The man was a happy man — just able to twist and turn his head to see the girl in love with her head leant ever so cruelly just so. Leant, burnt, becrusted — wonderful, it was all so wonderful. Well, it put the man in mind of the word indolence. Yes, this was your authentic indolence for you, wasn't it? By golly, what I would like to know is this — is the smoking air redolent enough with enough authentic indolence for you? Oh, it all reminded the man of the way his mother had had of tapping her lacquered fingernails against the backs of playing cards — how the man had loved that, how the man had really loved that — and loved too the way the woman had of rolling her eyes at him in a show of what he took to be a sort of mock surprise at him — or bewilderment — or, that's it, in a sort of a show of a kind of a good-natured mocking befuddlement over him, of her regarding the man with a certain air of what you might have said appeared to be a kind of a genuine mock befuddlement with him, or over him, genuinely actually real.
Unless it had been a wife of his.
Unless it had been one of the man's wives who had rolled her eyes at him. Who had lifted her eyes heavenward in a show of authentically mock consternation with him. But good-naturedly, good-naturedly, even if real.
Or at him.
Well, what matter which and who and all of that? It was only this that counted. But what, in fact, was this, anyway? And where was it, where?
Was he under the card table?
Was the man down under the table where his mother had played card games at the table, clicking her painted fingernails against the backs of the playing cards that the women, all the women, played with at the table?
No, no, of course not.
Hadn't the man made his way up some dreadful hill? Well, he had, hadn't he? And how on earth had he managed it, such a ceaseless twisting turning in the desperately angry heat, the immense child clunking along at his side as the man struggled to keep the grotesque pastry from leaning all the way away from him and with the torporous abandon of the inanimate sagging all the way away from him and slumping into the mad wild buzzing fields of, well, of Pomerania.
The girl had her head leant well away from the man.
Something in a pot was gently heating heating hotly on the stove. They sat at the table, those who were sitting. The man understood he must tell of all this when he had been restored to his own country, and that, when he told, he would say the table had been a refectory table and that the devout could be heard in testimony of their devotions from the world next door and that somewhere elsewhere too far away for anyone to summon the strength for him to see it there was an ember glowing, there was an ember smoldering, as Pomeranian after Pomeranian prepared to sever into parts the gooey domain of the great éclair.
Why did the word chestnut keep occurring to the man? And vastation, not vastitude?
It was cold, or cool, for the season.
But didn't this all depend upon where it was the season was seasoning? Oh, seasoning, seasoning — the man rather liked such effects, and understood them to constitute the profit of his touring among the humble of the earth. Then there was the girl, the gigantic sighing child, and her even larger no less innocent friends — colleagues, the tiny-toothed thing had called them, and yes, yes, so they were and would be, colleagues, the lot of them, colleagues all in all of this amazing romance.
The man caught sight of the flame.
Or was it where the light caught the knife?
Let me correct that.
Meant where knife knife caught light light.
"To iridescence!" the man shrieked — or did I somewhere elsewhere, wherever it was, use this word already? — and looked about himself at the notice such aptitude seemed to provoke in these colleagues of his.
No, tenderness.
This was the one word — this one, this!
Tendresse.
Yes, they would do it, wouldn't they? — these colleagues all about him. No, confederates — may we not say, as the man himself must come to say, confederates? Oh, but of course confederates, and would they not in due course do it with nothing less than with — yes, yes! — than with the customary — nay, celebrated — expression of Pomeranian tendresse?

THE TEST

TOMMY IS HERE, HELLO, TOMMY. Does Tommy want to play? Where is Timmy? Is Timmy in the yard? Yes, there's Timmy. Timmy is in the yard. Is Bobby here? Is Andy here? What about Lew? Where is Lew? The other boys, they are not here yet. Bobby and Andy and Lew, those boys are not here yet. But Tommy is. Hello, Timmy. Hello, Tommy. Did Tommy come to play? Yes, Tommy came to play. Okay, Tommy, ask Mother for something for you to play with. Ma'am, may I have something for me to play with? Yes, Tommy, here is what Timmy has. Oh yes, I want what Timmy has. Do you know what this is? This is a spork, Tommy. What is a spork? Who can say what a spork is? I can, I can. A spork is half a spoon and half a fork. Do you know what this spork is made out of? Who can say what this spork is made out of? This spork is made out of plastic. Can you say plastic? Say plastic. A spork is half a spoon and half a fork and this spork is made out of plastic. My mother doesn't call it that. My mother calls that a foon. What did you say, Tommy? Did Tommy say his mother calls a spork a foon? Why on earth does Tommy's mother call a spork a foon, Tommy? I don't know, missus, I don't know. Very well, boys — play nicely while I start the sandwiches cut in quarters with the crusts cut off and make the chocolate milk. Oh, look — here is another boy, here is Bobby. Hello, Bobby. Here is a spork for you too, Bobby. Go and play with Timmy and Tommy, Bobby. Are Timmy and Tommy in the yard? Yes, Bobby, Timmy and Tommy are in the yard. See the thing Timmy started killing before Tommy got here? Timmy knocked it off a leaf. Timmy used his spork to knock the thing off the leaf the thing was creeping, creeping, creeping on. Timmy has a nail he went and got from the garage. But Timmy used the spork Mother gave for the job of knocking the thing off the leaf before Tommy got here. Can you remember the job? What was the job? The job was knocking the thing off the leaf the thing was creeping, creeping, creeping on. Can you say creeping, creeping, creeping on? Try saying creeping, creeping, creeping on. Raise your hand if you can say creeping, creeping, creeping on. Oh, look what happened when Timmy knocked the thing off the leaf it was creeping, creeping, creeping on. It's in the dirt, it's in the dirt! Is the thing creeping down in the dirt? Oh, look at the thing creeping down in the dirt. Where oh where could the thing think it is creeping down in the dirt to? Do you know where the thing thinks it is creeping down in the dirt to? Look, everybody, Timmy is getting it with his nail. But what about Tommy? Oh, Tommy is doing what Timmy is doing, only Tommy only has a spork. Timmy has a nail and Timmy has a spork. But Tommy only has a spork. What does Tommy only have? Tommy only has a spork. See the boys stick the thing with their things? The boys are sticking the thing with their things. But Tommy started sticking it after Timmy started sticking it and Tommy only sticks it the same way Timmy sticks it and Tommy can only stick it only with a spork. If Timmy sticks it this way, then Tommy sticks it this way. If Timmy sticks it that way, then Tommy sticks it that way. Only Tommy can only stick it with a spork. But Bobby, how about Bobby? Is Bobby doing anything at all? What is Bobby doing? Oh, I know, I know. Bobby is talking to himself in his mind. Bobby is saying things to himself in his mind. Bobby is getting ready for him to say something about something. The way Bobby gets ready for him to say something about something is for Bobby first to say it over and over again in his mind. So what is Bobby doing? Can you say what Bobby is doing? Bobby is getting ready for him to say something by practicing saying something over and over again in his mind. Bobby really wants to say things. But Bobby has to get them all set first in his mind. Look, everybody, look! See the thing? Oh, it has lots of colored dots on it and there is stuff all coming out. Who can see the colored dots on it and the stuff all coming out? Ooey, ooey, it's on my spork. Is it on your spork? Ooey, ooey, it got all over my spork. Wait, everybody, wait! Tommy has it all over his spork. Stick out your spork, Bobby. I don't want to stick out my spork. Oh, come on, Bobby, stick out your spork. No. Big baby. Am not, am not! If you're not a baby, then stick out your spork. I don't have to. What a big baby! Stick out your own spork. Oh fuck, what a big baby! I'm telling, I'm telling. Go tell. Who gives a shit if you go tell? Can't we just play? Jesus, fuck, what a big fucking baby! How come you came? Nobody asked you to come. Big stinking fucking baby can't even stick out his spork. Can't make me, can't make me. Who can't make you? You want to see us make you? Wait, wait, the thing, the thing — is the thing getting away? No, no, the thing is not getting away. How could the thing get away? Does anything ever get away? Not one thing in the world ever gets away. Isn't Timmy watching it? Timmy is watching it. Timmy is guarding it. Do you know the word guard? Say the word guard. Let me hear you say the word guard. I love getting it with a spork. This is the best, getting things with a spork. This is how you can really get things with something. Try it like this. Try it with a nail and spork both. This is the best, a nail and a spork both. Now it's bent in two different ways. It's bent up at one dot and bent around at another dot. You know why this is? Who can say why this is? Raise your hand if you can say why this is. It's because it's been getting stuck in its dots. Hey, stick it all of the way down so it's stuck right down through it into the dirt. Oh, hooray, hooray! Now Bobby knows something he can get ready to say. Suppose we listen. Everybody, everybody, shall we listen to Bobby's mind so we can hear what Bobby is trying to get ready to say? Fellas, fellas, what about we roll him over and see if he's got any of those darn dots of his anywhere on his tummy too. Okay, here is Bobby trying it another way. Guys, guys, let's roll him over and see what the deal is with him underneath. That was Bobby. That was Bobby in his mind getting ready for him to have something to say. Now here's Bobby being Timmy and Tommy in Bobby's mind. A-hole. You hear the a-hole say tummy? Up yours, a-hole. What an a-hole — tummy. Go home, you fucking tummy a-hole jerk. Bobby is such a fucking tummy a-hole jerk. Hey, you fucking tummy a-hole jerk, how would you like it if we take down your pants and look at what's on you underneath? Bobby's hand feels all sticky to him. Do you remember which boy's hand feels all sticky to him? Bobby, it's Bobby, it's Bobby's hand. Bobby is the boy whose hand feels all sticky to him. Mother gets out the meat. Mother gets out the bread. Mother gets out a tiny bottle with white stuff in it. Oh, but wait, wait. Where is the ketchup? Where is the mustard? Where in the name of all that is holy is that fucking jar that had that last little fucking bit of fucking bit of fucking mayo in it? Shall we listen for another little while to what is going on inside of Mother's mind? Songs, there are songs, it is almost all songs that Mother is singing to herself inside of Mother's mind — such as willow, tit willow, that's one. Such as the flowers that bloom in the spring, tra la. And ah, sweet mystery of life, at last I've found thee. And here comes the one that goes come, come, I love you only, O come, come to me. That's the last one, that's the last. Let's see if you can remember them all. It is time to see if you remember them all. First, what's first? Willow, tit willow. Second, what's second? The flowers that bloom in the spring, tra la. And next, say next? Ah, sweet mystery of life, at last I've found thee. And last, last? Come, come, I love you only, O come, come to me. But what about the boys, the boys? Has Andy come yet? Has Lew? Who has come to Timmy's yard to play so far? Can you say who has come to Timmy's yard for them to play so far? Wait, wait, here is Andy. Hi, Andy. Hi, missus. Is Lew with you, Andy? Did you say Lew? Is Lew coming over? Really Lew? All in due course, Andy, all in due course. May I go play with Timmy, please? Why of course, Andy, of course. Take this spork and go look in the yard. Tommy's here. So is Bobby. All we need now is Lew. Be careful with your spork. Will you be careful with your spork? Tell the boys for them to be careful not to poke their eyes or anything. Can you do that for me, Andy? Yes, missus, I will. Oh, that's a good boy, Andy. Have a nice time playing. These sandwiches will all be ready for all of you in just a jiffy. O the flowers that bloom in the spring, tra la. O the flowers that bloom in the spring, tra la. Can you wait for Lew? I can't wait for Lew. Everybody, hey, everybody, say Lew! Hey, Andy. Hi, Timmy. Hi, Tommy. Hi, Bobby. Hey, what are you guys doing? You're not hurting that, are you? Don't hurt that. Let's just dig, okay? Let's play a game of digging, okay? Uh-oh, listen, it's Bobby in his mind. I'm turning the cocksucker over. Get out of the fucking way, you a-holes, I'm turning the cocksucker over. Scram, you darn cocksucking sons of darn bitches, I'm flipping the cocksucking sonofabitch over. Look how gooey my spork is, Timmy. You see how gooey my spork is, Timmy? Who has the gooiest spork, Timmy? Tisk, tisk, did you hear that, everybody? Shame on Tommy saying gooiest. All right, everybody, everybody all together now — shame, shame on Tommy for Tommy saying gooiest. Hey, Timmy, what are you rolling it over for? Did everybody see Timmy roll it over? Willow, tit willow. Meat. Bread. A little bit of this and a little bit of that. Then get the crusts all cut off. Then cut it all in quarters. Oh shit, it's all upside-down now and look at your spork. Missus, can I have a new spork? I'm busy, Tommy. Missus, I need another spork. Now, now, Tommy, didn't I give you a perfectly good spork to begin with? Look at it, missus, please. Now, now, Tommy — is Tommy going to cry? Oh, Tommy, can't you see I am busy making everybody lunch? You go back outside and just be patient. Can't I have that spork? How come I can't have that spork? Oh, Tommy, I am so disappointed in you. That spork is going to be Lew's spork. That spork's Lew's. Oh, missus, mine is all icky, icky, icky. Tommy, Tommy, am I going to have to send you home? Don't you see how nicely the other boys are all playing? Don't you want chocolate milk? Give me this one and Lew can have mine. Why can't Lew have mine? Oh, Tommy, I am so disappointed. How could you be such a disappointment to me? Don't you see how you're wrecking everything? Now look, now look, it sounds like Lew is coming. Is Lew here? Lew, is that you? How come Lew does not answer? Does Lew not know how to answer? Answer, Lew, answer! Here is what Bobby is getting ready to say. Let's listen to what Bobby is getting ready to say. Let's get something else. Squoosh it, squoosh it — then we'll go get something else. Oh, its back, look at its back! Its back is all bent crazy. See how crazy its back is bent? That's from the sporks. Do you know what else it's from? It's also from the nail. Its back is all bent all crazy like that from Timmy and Tommy sticking it in its back with sporks and with a nail. Were we watching when they did it? We were not watching when they did it. But they did it anyway. Did you hear what Andy just said? I'm hungry. Let's play a game of digging a little bit. We could play a game of digging a little bit and then by then we could eat. Get out the chocolate syrup, get out the milk. Ah, sweet mystery of life, at last I've found thee. O come, come, I love you only, come, come to me. And Bobby, what about him? Bobby's getting ready. Do you hear Bobby getting ready? Let's get Andy, let's get Andy! We're all going to jump you and get you and really do something to you, Andy, if you don't give me your spork. Andy, I'm telling them they better jump you and smash you and beat the shit out of you if you don't give me your spork. Oh, hi, Lew! Yeah, hi, Lew! Did Mother give you a spork? Take a look at what we got over here. You see this, you see this? Get me that fucking rock! Oh, Lew, see how you can dig with a spork? We are going to play a game of digging with our sporks. Who wants to be captain? How about you, Lew? Do you want to be the captain? We were just waiting for you to be captain. Let's review. Shall we review? There is Timmy and there is Tommy and there is Bobby and Andy and who? Who is the last boy? Is it Lew? Yes, yes, the last boy is Lew. It is Lew who is littlest and last — so this would be one of the reasons among all the unrevealed reasons for us to watch out for Lew. Because Lew is littlest and last. Go get me that fucking rock! Could I borrow your spork, Lew, could I? Ass-wipe! Bunch of sissy ass-wipes! Take this plastic shit and get me the fucking rock! Come, come, I love you only, come, come to me. Who wants to see how gooey it can get? You want to see how gooey it can get? Look at them. See them things with them wings over there? And ants. Hey, how about we let us get some ants? Let's spork the shit out of a whole bunch of ants! The flowers that bloom in the spring, tra la, the flowers that bloom in the spring. Can't count any dots now, can you? Hand me the nail. It's my nail. Give me the nail. It's my yard and my nail. Can't we just play digging? Selfish little prick. I'll give it back. Give it here for a sec and I'll give it right back. It's his, it's his. Shut your face. Make him shut his face, Lew. Lew, I'd like to see you make him do it, Lew. Shut his yap for him. Shut his hole. Shut your hole! Willow, tit willow. Oh, everybody, look — here comes Mother with everything on a platter all ready for everybody to eat. Dive in, boys. Get ready to dive in. Ah, sweet mystery of life, at last I've found thee. Ah, I know at last the secret of it all. Guys, guys, there is this great idea I've got which I have been thinking about. Hey, guys, no kidding around — don't you guys want to hear this great idea? It's spork-collection time. Mother, Mother, collecting all sporks! Each boy will wipe off his spork on his sandwich, face me and drop his spork at his feet. Stick the bitch, stick her! No, no, stick anything instead. What instead? There's never any instead. Come, come, I love you only, come, come to me. Answer me, answer me. Isn't answerability everything, Lew? Everybody, everybody, tell Lew. Is not answerability not the very thing of everything, Lew? Ah, sweet mystery of life, at last I've found thee. Foon the bitch before she sporks us all to hell. But she did not have to. Mother did not have to. Remember the white stuff? Oh, come on, don't say you don't remember the white stuff! All right, here's a new one. Is a spork a foon, or a foon a spork? Raise your hand if you need extra help. A spork is not a foon because a foon is what? Gee willikers, class, see the white stuff go to work on them all? Anybody, anybody, come take a seat down in front if you cannot see the secret of it all.

MAN ON THE GO

I DON'T KNOW, YOU FIGURE IT OUT. All I know is I am not a spiteful person. At least not to my own mind I am not. A spiteful person, that is. Or maybe spiteful is not the exact idea of the thing. Maybe mean is closer to the idea of the thing as far as the spirit of it goes. Besides, why would I want to be mean to my wife? She was as nice a person as anybody could ask for. Which is another thing. Why would God come take her away from me when she was such a nice person? Go ahead and answer me that one, if you please. Anyway, it's all totally confusing to me, God's behavior as far as this thing goes. The point is, the wife's gone, is the thing, and I am where? I am here, is where I am. I am right here in the same place which the two of us used to be in, except now I am in it alone with just me and the washing machine and the other things, okay? Hey, it's a terrific washing machine. I am not for one minute saying it's not. The wife picked it out and nobody could take care of a job like picking something out better than the wife could. The wife was a whiz at all of that. She'd get these pamphlet things and these booklet things the companies put out and all night from night to night the wife would read up on it all about it and then she'd make what is known in the trade as the decision of an informed consumer. I'm telling you, the wife knew her onions forwards and backwards when it came to your home appliances. And the washing machine, I would have to say this washing machine was one of the wife's more outstanding selections. Talk about your service. This thing really comes across with the service. It's got the stamina and it's got the endurance. Hell, it's got performance up the wazoo, is what it's got, and that's no joke. Hey, who hasn't been wised up as to how these companies are always sitting there where they make these things like washing machines making them so there's down inside them like this death thing which they've built into them so the thing will just all of a sudden go ahead and rear up on you when it's been told and crap the hell out on you and leave you high and dry? I know the deal. You know the deal. Who doesn't know the deal is to get everybody to dig down in their wallet and go get themselves a new one to come in there and take the place of the dead one? Please, let us not kid ourselves as to what the score really is, even if, speaking economy-wise, they say it is all in the end for the best as far as it being in the best interests of everybody in the end, speaking consumer-wise as far as the economy. Fine. I am not arguing against it. I am not setting myself up as any expert against it. All I am saying is you couldn't pin a thing about anything like that on this baby which the wife got. It's a pip. You know what a pip is? It's a pip, which you can take my word for it, is the exception which broke the rule. And don't think I don't know it would probably be a hex on it for me to tell you how old this honey is. It would knock you right back on your heels for you to hear how many a year this honey has been operating for this household without a hitch as far as what is referred to as your daily operation — up until, fuck it, damn it, this morning. Which brings me back to spiteful — am I spiteful, or full of spite? Unless the crux of the thing is meanness which is at the bottom of it. Because what happens this morning is the fucking thing this morning, it starts screeching all over on me, wobbling and squealing and smoking and carrying on like the fucking thing is going to go totally nuts on me. I am serious. Hey, there is this, Jesus Christ, there's this, you call it, a catastrophe which is commencing to blow up the fuck all over on me. I'm telling you, all hell is busting loose. Shit, I as the sole resident in charge did not know if I am supposed to phone the people who run the insane asylum or the firemen. The thing is just going into its what the brochure has got the gall to stand there and tell you is its agitation cycle, when goodbye and good luck, it's fucking all of a sudden like sobbing out its heart at you and everything. I go fill this bucket and hit the thing with this broomstick I got to get the switch on it switched off. Hey, I was scared out of my fucking mind, let me tell you. Look at me, look at me, I am trembling from stem to stern, if you really want to know what was going on on the premises here. Shit, I am standing there waiting for the thing to come get me, is how I honestly as a human being felt in the situation. Okay, I overloaded it, case closed. I am not going to sit here and try to prevaricate to anybody about it. One thing about my nature, it's the truest thing about my nature, don't expect to ever catch me going around shying away from the facts and shirking them like your average man on the street does. Believe you me, one thing I am not like is like the Lord sitting up there and going ahead and taking a person's wife away from them and then, when they get their nerve worked up and ask Him about it, He stands there and hands them all this bullshit from the bible and so on. I come clean with people. If it's a bitter pill, I am the first one to walk right up to it and swallow it. I don't flinch. I don't look for excuses. I face the music and take my medicine. This is why I am so completely prepared to sit down and go over it with you and let the facts come out where there is no help for it but that they have to, whereas meanwhile the fucking chips can fucking fall where they may. To come totally clean with you, this is where individuals such as you and me have to take ourselves in hand and go over the idea of am I spiteful as a human being or mean. Because overloading the thing, because not under any circumstances ever overloading the thing, because take it or leave it, this was the wife's first and last word on the subject of the washing machine. Well, okay, you hear me not admitting it? I overloaded. As far as the various trials and tribulations, sue me, I overloaded. Hey, the wife was hardly in her grave when, go know, I could not as far as the facts stop myself from overloading. This is where the whole policy of me always sticking the broomstick next to the washing machine comes in. For tamping. For ramming. For getting the stuff packed in. Oh, the wife was always saying you overload, you overtax. This is what the wife used to say. The wife used to say not only do you overtax, not only are you overtaxing, but you as the consumer are opening the floodgates for scum to come up in there and build up in the pipes on you and wreck the whole fucking deal. This was one of the biggest things with the wife — start with the right appliance and treat it right right from the start. Otherwise, you get scum. Otherwise, scum starts rushing in at you through the floodgates and it goes and gets itself set up against you and then, buddy boy, then you got trouble. So be it. I went ahead and did it — so, hey, it went ahead and did it, didn't it? Oh, it's one thing for you to be all set with a bucket. I was all set to swing into action with the bucket. But forget it. The thing quit making all that rumpus when I got it with the broomstick and cut it off. No question about it, there's enough smoke out there for you to choke a horse out there, but we can relax about getting the firemen or the cops to come over or anybody from the loony bin. The flames and all that, it all, as far as one of your emergencies which gets out of control, it's all blown over as far as that. Tell you what. You want to know what? Because it could be it's high time I quit working the toilet handle so hard too. Don't worry, the wife didn't not give me all the lowdown you could use as far as that topic itself. Hand to God, she warned me, didn't she? The wife said things can't take a thing like that. The wife said the thing with people is them always putting too much rough stuff on things. Her philosophy was take care of them. Her philosophy was respect them. Her philosophy was use your natural intelligence on them when you have to go and deal with them and no, nobody in your house will be sorry and neither will the household budget. Easy does it was the by-word of the wife. That was it in a nutshell — easy does it, darn it, Gordo. The thing is, I was squinching too much stuff down in it, wasn't I? That's the whole story as far as the long and short of it, squonking too much down. Fuck it. I am probably moving out. They've got these laundries where you can go, don't you know. Since when does a man on the go need anything like a whole washing machine just for himself? And what's so wrong with a public toilet, I'd like to know? Tell me what is so unhuman and horrible as far as your public toilet in America? Sure, no one is stopping me from calling the toilet and washing machine companies for me to see what the bastards have to say. But won't they just stand there and ask me what the piss is wrong with me, didn't you never learn for you not to go back on your wife? Hell, when don't you know what people are going to say to you before the son of a bitches say it? Am I interested in these companies? I am not interested in those companies. I am all for America and I am all for the economy, but those dirty rats just want to say what they want to say behind your fucking back. Name me anybody which just can't wait to think the worst. You couldn't do it, could you? Do I as a customer have to sit here and live the rest of my life taking all that guff off all of them bums like that? Hey, you can count on it, I am definitely moving the first chance I get. Get out of here, is the thing. One thing I might take, maybe the one fucking thing I might take, it's probably going to be the broomstick in case the Lord makes me have to keep on dealing with any more of your average people. Or does a thing like saying this sound to you like the individual which said it is crawling all over with spiteful intentions? Big deal. I care a lot what you think. Oh, I am scared to death what you think. Oh, I am shaking in my boots what somebody such as you happens to think. You want to talk about spite and malice, how about we decide to make up our minds to begin with Him? Or meanness, if meanness is your thing. You want to see somebody get the hell out of somewhere, keep your eye on this individual here. Unless you think they made it, when they made it, with some burning time in it built into it. But then there's the toilet handle, isn't there? And the chairs and the tables and the walls and the sink. Listen, there comes a time when, face it, the party's over. Your household scum building up on you isn't the only thing. Whatever the companies do or don't do, forget it, what's it anymore to me? It is like there's this newborn running to the graveyard hollering its head off at everybody, screaming like a maniac at them I can't go, I can't go. You know what they stand there and say to you? Because they stand there and say to you hey, please — even at your age age-wise, pay attention, you already went already.

ORIGINS OF DEATH

SHE CALLS ME AND SHE SAYS TO ME hey there's three words I hate, so I says to her yeah sure there are three words you hate, and so she says to me you want to know what they are, and so I says to her yeah sure tell me what they are, I want to know me what they are, and so she says to me sty, one of them is sty, and so I says to her which sty, and so she says to me what do you mean which sty, she says to me I said sty so what do you mean which sty, so I says to her well there's the sty you get in your eye and there's the other one, there's the pig one, oh she says to me, oh the pig one she says to me, I wasn't thinking of the pig one she says to me, it's the eye one which I was thinking of says she to me, so I says to her so which one do you hate more, the pig one or the eye one, and so she says to me can I call you back, and I so I says to her sure call me back so go ahead and call me back and so she calls me back and she says to me I don't know what got into me thinking I needed to think about it, why did I have to think about it, there is no reason for me to have to think about it, it's the eye sty, it's the sty in the eye one, the sty in the eye one is the sty I hate, but what about the other one says I to her, how do you feel about the other one, the pig one, how do you feel about the pig one, don't you as a word hate the pig one as a word, well says she to me as a word I never thought about the pig one as a word, you want for me to start thinking about the pig one as a word, I'm going to have to hang up and call you back about it after I have thought about it as far as the pig one that way as a word, no I says, I says to her no, don't get yourself upset about this subject anymore says I to her it's enough for me to know you wanted me to know something you hate, it makes me feel a lot closer to you hearing you tell me about a word which you really feel you hate, but what about the other two says I to her, the other two what says she to me, what do you mean the other two says she to me, the words says I to her, what words says she to me, the three words you're saying to me you hate, don't you remember calling me telling me there's three words you really feel you really hate, oh she says yeah I did she says, that's definitely right she says, thanks for reminding me she says, so what are they says I to her, what are they says I to her, I forgot she says to me, I can't think of them anymore says she to me, so I says to her maybe you were just trying to impress me, maybe when you said three to me all you were trying to do with me was just to impress me when you said that to me, maybe the thing of it when you said it was you felt saying it was just the one word would not impress me as much as saying it to me it was three words, maybe says I to her, maybe you never had any three words you hated to begin with says I to her, so I says to her don't worry about the other two, I'm plenty impressed with just the one word you already told me all about, okay can I change the subject with you she says to me, sure I says to her change the subject with me if you want to change the subject with me I says to her, it's okay with me if you change the subject with me says I to her, the bags she says, the bags I says, the bags she says, the bags they give you when you go get your stuff at the market she says to me you know those bags she says to me, you know those bags like tissue paper she says to me, they're these shitty plastic bags that are like tissue paper she says to me, okay I says to her, I'm with you all the way I says to her, shoot I says to her, the subject is the shitty bags they give you says I myself to her, the ones that are like this tissue paper shit says she to me, from the market says she to me, okay I says, okay the bags from the market I says, they used to give you like real paper bags she says to me, you remember when they used to give you like these nice brown paper bags says she to me, but now look, she says, now look, because do they give you real bags like that anymore, because they don't give you real bags like that anymore, now you go to the market and they give you what, because they give you like these next-to-nothing things that are like shit says she to me, so okay I says to her so now they give you these lousy things instead of giving you the real things, so what about it says I to her, so what about what says she to me, whereupon I says about the crappy bags they give you, what about the crappy bags they give you, you were saying they used to give everybody these great old regular paper ones and now they give you these shitty flimsy crappy ones, well they do says she they absolutely do and like I was just thinking the nerve of these fucking people, where do they get their nerve, these fucking people, you used to walk out of the store and you had a real bag at least, now what do you have, now you don't even have anything you can fold and put away and save anymore, these crappy flimsy shitty things they give you, you can't fold them and put them away like a regular bag anymore, ball them up says I to her, ball them up she says to me, yeah you ball them up and stuff them in a bag and save them that way says I to her, that's what you do she says to me you ball them up and stuff them in a bag and keep them that way she says to me, yeah sure I says to her that's what I do I says to her, you say you ball them up and stuff them in a bag and save them she says to me I never saw you ball them up and stuff them in any fucking bag she says to me, well I do says I, I do it all the time says I, oh so you do says she to me I don't believe it she says to me, you ball them up and stuff them in a bag she says to me, check I says that's what I do I says, really she says, really I says, so are you being sarcastic with me she says, because I don't like it if you're being sarcastic with me says she to me, come over and look for yourself I says, I can't go out she says I got a sty in my eye she says, I'm sorry I says, that's okay she says just don't start getting sarcastic with me she says, I can take a lot from people she says but people being sarcastic with me is one thing I can't take from people, okay I says to her I'm sorry about your sty I says to her, she says forget it she says it won't kill me she says all I want you to know is if there's three things I can't take it's definitely sarcasm which is one of them, okay I says I'll remember that I says, don't forget it she says, check I says I'll remember it I says, so she says to me don't you want to know what the other two ones are, yeah sure I says to her tell me what the other two ones are, she says okay so I told you sarcasm is one of them, somebody sassing me is another one of them, and anybody teasing me is the third one of them, so is that impressive enough for you or what says she to me, hey I'm impressed I says to her, I promise you I am definitely impressed I says to her, well make sure you are says she to me and another thing she says, what I says, tell me what I says, what's the other thing I says.

UNDER A PEDIMENT

IT WAS THE NOTES I was getting. I was getting these notes. I was developing this terrific collection of really great notes. Normally the thing of it with me is I just go ahead. I get a title and I just go ahead. But this was a case where there were all of these great notes I was developing and where they just kept on accumulating on me and accumulating, is the only way for anybody with any intelligence to put it. The other thing is a title, the title. Didn't have one, couldn't get one. Nothing. Then out of the blue I hear myself saying to myself wait a minute, wait a minute, under a pediment, how about under a pediment? Except first I had to go over to the museum and ask one of the people. They have these guards over there. These attendants, personnel in uniform. So there's this one of them who says to me yeah, that's right, pediment, the name of it you call it is a pediment. So this is when I had the whole thing. I was all set when I had this last part of the thing, which, considering my history, my history considered, is for me the same as the staples of the thing — i.e., a title; viz., a title, get a title, then go ahead and write your head off now that you have got it, the title. But so who ever had any notes before? I never had any notes before. Notes for me never were this regular thing for me. Notes is such a crazy new thing for me. But so what happens was it turns around and gets captivating to me. As a separate thing to me. Notes, getting notes. It's like you might say these notes I was collecting, they were evolving into this thing which was evolving into its own kind of a thing non-relative to anything. Talk about notes. I'm telling you, if anybody wants to see tons of them, then they better come see me about it because I am the one with tons of them. But so how does this happen to come about? Does anybody have any idea of how this happens to come about? Because until we as a society can get to the bottom of this thing and start making some progress rooting it out or getting it rooted out, the human race will just go on being enslaved as a nation in bondage. Meanwhile, stay alert. Keep your guard up. The snare is everywhere. The only way for us as a people to come to terms with this is for you and other enlightened citizens to continue to see to it that you have kept yourselves informed, unclogged the lines of communication, and to have made wariness — wariness! — your watchword. Because it's first it's this thing and then it's next this next thing and then that's it — it's, you know, it's everything everywhere.
But a bird does not say to itself okay, here goes a feather, I am finished with this feather, I am getting rid of this feather. Because the man was prepared to believe no bird relieved itself of a feather in hopes the man would retrieve it. There was not a matter of mind to be inquired into. Although neither was it an accident, was it? Nothing was an accident. A scheme was bound to be bound up in it, whatever it was, somewhere. For example, hadn't the man once been in the company of a boy who said feder for feather? This is what the man pondered about, or pondered on, thinking ponderingly, "What's the deal?"
The man reasoned along this line, or bethought himself along this line of reasoning. For did it not stand to reason that not everyone in the present dispensation could report of himself his once having been in the company of a boy who said feder for feather? Wasn't there something going on in this somewhere, and couldn't you end up somewhere in it dying from it? There were hints, there were foretokenings — the proof was everywhere for anyone with the acumen to read the dread indications. There would be a disease conducted into the man from this relation he had conceived with the feathers. It would be a feather-borne disease, despite the care the man took never to handle a feather directly. No, no, this last, that last sentence, all wrong, it's all too wrong — wrought, wrought, it's all too wrong and wrought, diction thick with effort. I can't write this. It cannot be written.
But, oh, the thrill of them!
Feathers.
The abundance.
The very copia.
Now that the man had started noticing.
Mustn't it mean these birds were everywhere?
Or had been?
Although there were times when the man could go from the bottom of the city to the top of it and not spot the first feather. But around in front of the museum, this was where there were always to be found good pickings. On the other hand, the man could not always take himself to the museum, could he? It was not always convenient for the man to go to the museum. You did not get to the museum by going in the direction the man was mainly given to going in, which instead was the direction of the market.
The market.
Here was where the man got his groceries, earlier called to your attention by the noun staples.
And, oh, the cleaning materials!
Kaptain Kleeno, for instance.
The direction that took the man to the market, this was the direction the man was given to walking in, whereas the museum was opposite of this, and rather a longer walk by half. Forget it. I'm worn out with this. I'm disgusted with this. I am absolutely exhausted with this and am anyway stalled in my tracks with this. Mind is elsewhere. You know what it is to stand under a pediment? He did not know where the feathers came from. He did not care to know where it was on the body of the birds the feathers came from, or had come from. From wing, from tail, from under the gut, it all sickened the man. Expressions of life sickened the man. The man seemed excited as much for the thing they were known by as for the thing they were.
But how say which is which? — feather here, feather there. Feder. Later on in this it will be said to the man, someone will later on in this come to say to the man, "You feather your nest? This your game, you feather your nest?" Was the bleach killing him? The man was convinced the bleach could be killing him. Or the ammonia. Forget Kaptain Kleeno. Scratch Kaptain Kleeno. No one's buying it, no one's falling for it, something named by the name Kaptain Kleeno. But couldn't anything kill a person? Everything could kill a person. The least little thing could kill anybody — and would. This sentence, for instance. Even just the comma in it.
Ever think of collecting the names of soaps?
Palmolive?
Woodbury?
Camay?
Pears, Dove, Castile?
How could you say something wasn't killing you if it were doing it in increments too small for you to tell?
Isn't this why they say imperceptibly?
An ant might know, on the one hand, or a tortoise on the other.
But not a man.
Aren't there mites on feathers?
He soaked them in a solution of his making.
The man mixed ammonia and bleach and bleach and ammonia.
And Kaptain Kleeno.
Used the tweezers to deliver the day's gatherings to the basin where the purifications were done. It was a plastic basin, bought for the very thing, and disposed of and replaced every several days, for fear a swarm of undead mites might have come to congregate in it, having furiously replenished themselves in a crevice where dribs of moisture would coalesce into a natal soup too teensy to be detected without special optics.
I suppose you know where it was the man got his plastic basins from. Well, it was in that direction that the man so often pointed himself. Counter-museum-ward, that is. Ivory Soap, Lux Soap, Murphy's in a pinch. Not that results were not also to be had along the old wall along the way to either destination, a rumply mossy affair of mortar and stone declaring the great wilderness to its one side and the city to its other. Ah, the man had heard them in there, the rats in there. Had heard them jostling around in there, disturbing the loose earth with their wormy hairy tails. There were times when a wind could make the man weep. There were times when the man might have fallen to his knees in grief for the wind that had rushed forth from its lair and reached from him the feather he was about to take. The man never took a feather with his fingers. It was unthinkable, unthinkable! This was why the man was dying, wasn't it?
His precautions, the tweezers, the ablutions in the basin, didn't the man choose death from care over death from disease? Someone said something once. Hadn't someone once said something once? Liver fluke, a liver fluke, this is what the man thought he remembered someone once saying once — touch a feather with your finger and get a liver fluke. But what would it be, a liver fluke? The man stood over the basin with the magnifying glass and tweezers.
The fumes were impossible. That plural or singular? The feather lay bathing on the one side. It would be necessary to catch it by the spine and reverse it onto its other side. You call it rachis, I call it spine. The source for liver fluke, was it the same as that for "You feather your nest? This is your game, you feather your nest?" I can't stand this anymore. I am so totally fed up with this and with everything else evermore. Wait a minute, so wait a minute — so how come the man didn't write this in French? He is trying to break the habit. What if I leave the city? What if I just get everything I've got and just leave? The man did not know how they lost a feather — was it from sickness or from combat or age? There was once this time once when I was walked right up to by a robber once and I said to him the money take the money but can't I keep these? I keep them in a thing which used to have bits of matchbooks in it and when I get the top off to get another one in, they make a noise like shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh. It's terrible, it's terrible — shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh. How did it start? Does anyone know how it starts? Here's the thing — shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.
Yardley.
Tide.
Duz.
Era.
Dial.
Cheer.
Wisk.
Joy.
Dawn.
Oh yes, of course—"You feather your nest? This is your game, you feather your nest?"
Shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.
Cark, cark — what does cark mean?
Fella says everything in depth is horrible.
Fella says the sensibility that reaches out for the sense in things makes contact with the impossibility in them.
Yes, he was feathering it!
This was the whole idea of it — to feather it, to get it feathered, to make certain there were feathers in it.
Finland is a gaudy-feathered place.
Could I ask you a personal question?
Why am I sitting here making every excuse for you?
I used to think polio in Italy meant impetigo.
Or vice versa.
Ivory Scales.
Ivory Sleet.
Caress.
The man took to walking.
The man walked everywhere and took everything — the remains of matchbooks, the names of soaps — shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh — notes, feathers.
Here's the thing.
Feder when I was a child.
You got the thing?
That's the thing.
Look no word in the eye.
Or the mouth.
Except pediment.
Except for pediment.

HOW THE SOPHIST GOT SPOTTED I'M SUING

Who are you suing?
Wouldn't you like to know.
Are you suing me?
You'll find out.

I'm suing.
Who are you suing?
Somebody. People.
Which people?
Just people.

I'm suing.
Who are you suing?
Just some people.
Do I know them?
Ask me no questions, I'll tell you no lies.

I'm suing.
Who are you suing?
That's for me to know.
How come you can't tell me?
Oh, how come I can't tell you.
I'm suing.

Why are you suing?
Have to. No choice.
Can't you work it out?
Work what out?
What you're suing over.
Who told you I'm suing?
You did.
I said I'm suing?
Two seconds ago.
Well, I am. I'm suing.
So what about?
Things.
What things?
Things they did.
Irreparable things?
Intolerable things.
Think it over first.
I thought already.
Suing's a big step.
That's why I'm taking it.
You have a lawyer?
I'll get a lawyer.
You need a good lawyer.
I'll get a good lawyer.
They cost, you know.
I look like I just got off the boat?
Talk about bucks per hour, oh boy!
I look like I'm still wet behind the ears?
Guess what a lawyer gets.
I look like I'm just a babe in the woods?
Show me a lawyer on welfare.
I look like I haven't been around the block?
Just watch yourself, is all I'm saying.
I look like I was born yesterday?
Just watch your step.
You see me in diapers?
I'm just saying.

I'm suing.
Why do you want to sue?
Bring the bastards to their knees.
Which bastards?
Oh, wouldn't you like to know.

I'm suing.
Better watch it.
Watch what?
Suing somebody.
Why should I worry about suing somebody?
They could sue back.
They could sue back?
Countersue.
Countersue for what?
For suing.
People can do that?
Anybody can do that.
The bastards. The dirty rotten crummy bastards.

I'm suing.
Why sue? Mediate instead.
Mediate?
Come to terms.
What terms?
Give a little, take a little.
Don't sue?
Don't sue.
But there are issues involved.
Issues, shmissues.
It's people like you.
It's people like me what?
It's people like you.
It's people like me what?
You know.

I'm suing.
So you're suing.
I'm really going to sue.
It's your right.
I'm within my rights.
It's permitted under law.
It's the remedy under the law.
People can sue.
Oh, don't I know it.

So who's the defendant?
Can't discuss it.
You can't discuss it?
Can't discuss it.
But why'd you tell me in the first place?
Tell you what? Who told you anything?
You told me you're going to sue.
That's right. Can't wait, either.
You want my advice?
What's your advice?
Make a deal. Don't sue.
No deals. I don't make deals.
Think it over.
Thought it over plenty already.
Just promise me you'll think it over.
Justice, sweetheart, you never heard of justice?
Justice for who?
For the one in the right.
Who's that?
I'm that.
Are you suing me?
No comment.
Are you suing me?
My lips are sealed.
It's me you're suing, isn't it?
Does the shoe fit?
But why are you suing me?
Who said it's you?
Just don't forget, boyo.
Just don't forget what?
Two can play the same game.
What game is that?
The suing game.
I say I'm suing someone?
You think I can't take a hint?
Who hinted? I didn't hint.
So sue me if you're going to sue me.
What's the hurry? I'm in no hurry.
What about we talk it out?
I'm through with talking.
I can make concessions.
Name me a couple.
I could give ground.
Describe the ground.
There are areas.
I'm listening. Tell me areas.
I need time.
An honest person needs time?
Recoup, regroup. Think straight.
I'll settle for one area.
Would you take an apology?
It depends. I'll ask my lawyer.
I'm prepared to make steep concessions.
I like that. How steep?
You won't be sorry.
That's up to my lawyer.
Can't we keep the lawyers out of this?
Innocent people don't plead.
Be reasonable. I wasn't ready for this.
Ready for what?
For bringing a lawsuit.
You're suing? Who are you suing?
It's a countersuit.
You don't say.
They sue you, you sue them.
Tit for tat?
Tit for tat.
This is your last word in the matter?
You just heard it.
Which is it, tit or tat?
You see why everybody wants to sue you?
Who wants to sue me?
Everybody does.
For asking a question?
For irking people.
I just remembered.
What did you just remember?
Who I'm suing. I'm suing people.
What have people ever done to you?
Did I just go crazy?
What have people ever done to you?
Am I out of my mind?
What have people ever done to you?
Excuse me, but did I just now go out of my mind?
I'm only asking.
You want what? You want names and addresses?
I'll take a name. Also an address.
This is why I am suing you.
You're suing me?
Now you know why I'm suing you.
So sue me. I'm filing a countersuit.
Good.
We'll sue each other.
Good.
We'll sue one another.
Good.
This'll resolve it for good.
Good.
Are you mocking me?
You bastard. I'll fix you. I'll finish you.
You were always against me, weren't you?
You'll pay through the nose.
We'll see who pays.
Monkey see, monkey do.
You'll sing a different tune.
Oh, I'm trembling. See me tremble?
You'll all pay. Every last one of you.
Have you seen a doctor?
I can't wait. I just can't wait.
See a doctor.
Don't worry, we'll see who's crazy.
Consult a doctor. It's for the best.
You swine will stop at nothing.
I feel sorry for you.
Shame, for shame. How can you stand yourself?
You are really a very sick human being.
I'm sick, I'm sick. We'll see who's sick.
There but for the grace of God and so forth.
You give thanks? I give thanks.
This is a perfect example.
Example of what, example of what?
Don't you see yourself? Take a look at yourself.
Me? Take a look at me?
It's sad. It's really sad.
That's some joke, you saying sad.
You're confused, aren't you?
Who's confused? I'm supposed to be confused?
Good God, you don't know who's who or what's what.
Who doesn't know? I don't know?
All you can do is mimic me, can't you?
You're gaslighting me, aren't you?
You know the word nuts?
This is a gaslighting thing, isn't it?
Is that a movie reference, gaslighting?
You're trying to throw me off.
We worry for you. We're trying to help you.
That's so low. That's the lowest.
There's cause for concern.
You'd stoop to a saying.
I'm just saying.
You'd stoop to an alliteration.
Everyone's concerned.
You'd get down and wallow with a cliché.
We have your best interest at heart.
I could vomit from this.
Are you all right?
I could really throw up from this.
Do you want to sit down?
This is too much.
Lie down for a bit.
No dice.
Take some time out for a bit.
Nothing doing.
You can sue later.
I'm suing now.
Can't it wait?
What do you take me for?
Rest a while.
You take me for a fool, don't you?
Give things a chance to work themselves out.
Things worsen. Everything worsens.
Oh so true. But suing's not the answer.
It couldn't hurt. And I'll feel better.
That's what we want, isn't it?
Isn't what?
For you to feel better.
I'd like to feel better.
Of course you would.
I'd really like to.
And you shall, you shall.
You're humoring me.
Who's humoring you?
This is disgusting. People are disgusting.
Calm yourself.
I wouldn't give you the satisfaction.
Why make a mountain out of a molehill?
Filth.
Please.
You filth.
No need, there's no need.
I'll show you need.
Just hang on a little longer.
You want hang? I'll give you hang.
You're upset.
How dare you talk to me like this!
So sue us.
Us? Where's us?
Just a manner of speaking. Lie down.
Skip it.
Just for two seconds lie down.
Forget it.
Here. Lie here.
No.
You know you want to.
No.
Oh now, you know you do.
What for?
To feel better. To feel good.
I'd like to feel good.
Of course you would. Who wouldn't?
Just for a minute.
That's right.
I'm tired.
How could you not be?
I'm so tired.
We're all of us weary through and through.
Why is that?
It's tiring.
Truer words were never etc.
There's the proof.
There's what?
The proof.
What proof?
Etc. You said etc.
The rest of it would have killed me.
My meaning exactly.
I'd never have made it.
The syllables. It's never not the syllables.
We're perishing from the syllables.
Why is it, why is it?
Do the math.
The divisor is?
Syllables, number of.
And the dividend?
Oh, Jesus.
What's the dividend?
It's, oh, it's a certain variable.
Variable how?
Who can say? Can anyone say?
But is it known?
Try one. Try an infinitely divisible one.
Cut it out. Infinition?
Try it.
Head's spinning.
Lie down.
Don't feel so hot.
Who does?
Really feeling pretty lousy.
Let's get those shoes off.
Feel bad. Honest.
Me too.
All the phonemes, Christ.
Don't forget the hyphens. Even just the periods.
You're saying don't speak.
I'm just saying.
But you're saying don't speak.
Touch.
Touch instead?
Just touch.
Touch divided into the time you've got?
Touches.
But supposing, just supposing.
Go ahead and suppose.
Well, what gets done?
One lives.
But in the way of things.
My very meaning.
Touch?
And be touched.
But this, all this, isn't it speech?
Shh.
Don't speak?
Shh.
Don't sue?
Shh.
Just shush?
Hush.
Nothing but this?
What is there but this?
I'm getting everything off.
Yes.
It's all coming off.
Yes.
Once I get going, don't look for me to quit.
Yes.
Now's the time.
Yes.
Now's the only time.
That's it.
It's all contracting.
Um.
It's all condensing.
Isn't it?
It all comes down to only this.
No, no — not this — that.
That?
Yes, that.
You never said that.
What else but that?
But you said this.
I said this?
I swear you said this.
But this is that.
This is that?
You think not?
It's what anyone thinks — this and that.
It? Which it is it that is that it?
You're gaslighting me again.
This is the movie, you mean.
Gaslight me one more time.
And you'll do what?
I'll sue.
So sue.
I'm suing.
You're suing me?
I'm suing you.
So everything up to this point was pointless?
But look how far we got.
I tried to save you.
Thanks for that.
This is the thanks I get for that?
That's the thanks you get for this.
Got.
See why I'm suing?
But why sue me? Sue how we speak.
You see that? Do you see it, do you see it?
See what?
Sue at the beginning of a sentence.
This was to see sue at the beginning of a sentence?
Not this, but that.
All that was just to see sue like that?
You want my answer?
You owe me an answer.
The answer is it wasn't until it was.
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