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INDENTATION A N D OTHER STORIE S 





INDENTATION 

Donald Davi d Sandbor n rea d tha t twelv e millio n 

Americans feare d hi m s o completel y tha t the y neve r cam e t o 

visit. S o he decide d to beautify hi s apartment t o attract tourists , t o 

show th e worl d h e wa s a  regula r guy . Impressio n trays , h e 

knew, shoul d b e th e basi c decor . Sinc e everyon e ha d a  mouth , 

he reasoned , everyon e woul d respon d t o impressio n tray s wit h 

open grins . H e ha d bee n taugh t that you had t o appea l t o al l five 

of th e sense s i f yo u hope d t o creat e somethin g aestheti c an d 

alive. I f handle d properly , impressio n tray s simultaneousl y 

activated al l five  o f th e senses , an d the y wer e se t i n a  perpetua l 

smile. 

First, Dr . Sandbor n bough t forty-si x sheet s o f four-by-eigh t 

pegboard a t Claster' s an d ninety-seve n pack s o f curtain hook s a t 

K-Mart. H e secure d th e sheet s o f pegboar d t o th e wall s i n hi s 

apartment wit h six-penn y nails . The n h e gathere d u p hi s 

col lec t ion o f impressio n trays , bot h disposabl e an d 

nondisposable, an d hun g the m fro m th e curtai n hook s i n th e 
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pegboard. H e arrange d th e attractiv e Temre x Rit e Bit e tray s an d 

Caulk Rim-Loc k non-perforate d water-coole d tray s o n th e 

bathroom walls , becaus e h e kne w tha t discriminatin g tourist s 

judged th e qualit y o f a  hom e b y it s bathroom . Naturall y h e 

hung th e standar d Super-Den t impressio n tray s wit h retentio n 

rims i n th e livin g room , becaus e the y wer e th e mos t pleasin g t o 

look a t whil e yo u sa t leisurel y o n th e couch . H e realized , 

though, tha t tourist s were just a s likel y t o b e sittin g whil e i n th e 

bathroom, s o h e ha d a n aestheti c decisio n t o make . Finally , h e 

decided o n th e entir e sani-tra y assortmen t o f Get z plasti c 

disposables an d th e newes t lin e o f D-P Trate n perforate d plasti c 

trays, an d arrange d the m strategicall y acros s fro m th e toile t a t 

eye level , sinc e the y wer e bot h pleasin g t o th e ey e an d ha d a 

more sanitar y loo k tha n aluminum . Fro m varyin g length s o f 

unwaxed floss , h e tie d a  seemingl y rando m assortmen t o f 

F.G.P., Lactona , an d Crow n an d Bridg e trays , an d attache d thes e 

to hook s screwe d int o th e ceilin g tiles . The y serve d a s win d 

chimes whe n h e opene d al l th e window s o r turne d o n al l th e 

fans. H e realize d tha t fe w o f hi s tourist s woul d b e int o 

impression tray s o n suc h a n esoteri c leve l a s he , bu t h e aspire d 

to educat e the m graduall y i n a  sublim e manner . 

Nine year s earlier , Dr . Riddl e ha d taugh t Sandbor n no t t o 

take impression s lightly . 

"Look a t this , Sandborn, " Dr . Riddl e said , throwin g dow n 

the Ma y issu e o f JADA a t hi s feet . Th e journa l wa s ope n t o a 

two-page ad : "Goo d Impressions : Makin g The m an d Takin g 

Them." 

"This," sai d Dr . Riddle , "i s you r futur e battle . Takin g an d 

making goo d impressions . Come. " Sandbor n followe d Dr . 

Riddle int o hi s offic e an d Dr . Riddl e instructe d hi m t o si t bac k 
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in th e Belmon t chai r wit h th e double-padde d headrest . 

"Open you r mout h an d pul l you r uppe r li p awa y fro m you r 

teeth," Dr . Riddl e ordered . 

Dr. Riddl e opene d a  ja r o f Jeltrate, scoope d som e powde r 

into a  woode n bowl , measure d an d mixe d i n 1/ 4 cu p o f boiling 

water, spoone d th e solutio n int o a  Baker' s Edge-Lo k impression 

tray, an d jamme d th e tra y int o Sandborn' s mouth , pushin g u p 

hard wit h hi s palm . 

"Ehhsts stoo o haoott, " Sandbor n said . 

"Don't squirm , jus t watch, " Dr . Riddl e said , handin g hi m 

a mirror . 

Sandborn hel d th e mirro r i n hi s righ t han d an d kep t th e 

impression tra y i n plac e wit h hi s lef t hand . Th e mirro r fogge d 

up fro m th e mis t comin g ou t o f his mouth . 

"What's wrong , Sandborn? " Dr . Riddl e asked . 

"Ah cunh h sea h wot h happen a tumme , Dokk a Real, " h e 

said. 

"Then clos e you r eye s and pictur e it . It' s beautiful . Yo u are 

taking you r ow n impression . Fo r th e first  tim e i n you r lif e yo u 

are takin g charg e o f your ow n mouth . N o instrument s neede d 

but you r ow n tw o hands . N o on e else' s finger s probin g you r 

privacy, n o plasti c gloves , n o u v lights , n o cotto n swabs , n o 

salivation, jus t you r own , pure , steamin g impressio n bein g 

taken b y you." 

"Wehn cu n ah a shhtop? " Sandbor n asked . 

"Look Sandborn, " Dr . Riddl e said , shovin g anothe r mirro r 

in fron t o f him . "Thi s i s you r future . Thi s i s th e stapl e o f 

dentistry." 

In th e mirror , Sandborn' s gum s ble d s o badl y tha t h e coul d 

not se e hi s impression . 

"Now, let' s d o you r lowers, " Dr. Riddl e said , reachin g int o 

Sandborn's mouth . 
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Knowing tha t mout h mirror s wer e a  dentist' s mos t basi c 

visual aid , Dr . Sandbor n reasone d tha t h e coul d teac h hi s futur e 

tourists t o enjo y th e sigh t o f mout h mirror s i f the y go t use d t o 

seeing the m i n a  home y environment . S o h e purchase d tw o 

gross o f Autoclavabl e Reusabl e Glas s Mout h Mirror s wit h 

rhodium coate d lenses , remove d th e fiberglass  handle s wit h a 

soldering iron , the n cemente d th e tiny , roun d reflector s i n 

rows ove r al l th e forme r mirror s i n hi s apartment . Th e 

bedroom mirror , shape d lik e a n upsid e dow n scallo p shell , wa s 

tricky, bu t h e conquere d th e shap e b y cementin g a  smal l ar c o f 

mouth mirror s t o th e to p o f th e shel l an d underlinin g i t wit h 

ever-widening cemente d smiles . Now , h e though t excitedly , 

when an y touris t looke d int o th e ne w bedroo m mirror , h e 

would se e a  jagge d replic a o f hi s ow n smilin g face , and , 

stepping closer , woul d watc h hi s fac e brea k int o dozen s o f 

separate faces . Then , pressin g hi s templ e an d cheekbon e 

against th e glas s i f h e wished , h e coul d inspec t th e imag e o f hi s 

own reflectio n i n hi s eyeball . Thi s way , an y touris t lookin g int o 

Dr. Sandborn' s mirror s secure d instan t friends . Afte r jus t on e 

tour, mout h mirror s woul d becom e funhous e mirrors . 

He though t o f everything. H e wen t beyon d th e norma l tou r 

guide's duties . Fo r instance , h e place d a  ca n o f Dee Fog Spray o n 

the bathroo m an d kitche n sinks , i n cas e an y tourist s showered , 

shaved, o r di d th e dishes . H e supplie d empt y Starlit e an d Shof u 

boxes i n th e bathroo m an d bedroo m s o tourist s coul d deposi t 

their cosmetics , keys , an d chang e i n cas e o f a n overnigh t stay . 

He filled  wate r bottle s wit h Spark l solutio n an d line d the m u p 

on th e kitche n counte r nex t t o a  smal l cardboar d sign : "I f you 

want t o hav e a  wate r battl e wit h anothe r tourist , us e Sparkl ! It' s 

safer an d mor e hygieni c tha n water , an d i t won' t wrinkl e you r 

clothes." H e scattere d unmaile d letter s an d Christma s card s 

addressed t o patient s o n th e coffe e table , coverin g the m wit h 
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dentistry stamps , includin g th e famou s on e depictin g Henr i 

Moissan an d th e tw o recen t set s issue d b y Kuwait . An d finally , 

for th e coup  de  maitre, h e casuall y lef t Atlas  of  the Mouth opene d t o 

the page s o n "Growt h an d Calcificatio n Pattern s o f Enamel an d 

Den tin," an d proppe d th e ope n boo k u p i n fron t o f the televisio n 

screen. 

Seven year s earlier , Sandbor n ha d sa t comfortabl y i n Dr . 

Riddle's offic e chair . 

"Listen t o me , Sandbo . I n on e yea r yo u wil l b e practicing . 

In on e year I  wil l have t o cal l you doctor." 

"Yes," Sandbor n said . 

"So yo u thin k yo u kno w i t all ? No w you've hear d al l abou t 

fissured tongue s an d subligua l carbuncle s s o yo u thin k you'r e a 

hot property , right? " 

"So the y tel l me. " 

"Who wrot e The  Talking  Tooth?" 

Sandborn continue d t o pus h th e memor y button s o n Dr . 

Riddle's chair , enjoyin g th e soft , hummin g whi r wheneve r th e 

chair moved . 
uThe Talking  Tooth.  Wh o wrote it? " 

"We didn' t stud y that. " 

"And I'l l tel l yo u why you didn' t stud y it . Becaus e it' s abou t 

pain. Th e rea l thing . Pain . Yo u don' t wan t t o kno w abou t 

pain. Onl y money . I'l l tel l yo u wh o wrot e it : Dr . Ji m 

Cranshaw." 
uThe Ji m Cranshaw? " 

"His firs t book ; a  novel . Th e onl y rea l boo k h e eve r wrote . 

Before h e sol d ou t an d starte d tha t chai n o f roto-dentist s i n 

shopping malls . I  go t a  flye r las t wee k abou t hi s lates t scheme . 

Founding th e firs t Amwa y fo r dentists . Ever y dentis t i s a 
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shareholder. Dentist s peddlin g product s t o othe r dentist s fo r 

Christ's sake . A n ora l sensation . Wor d o f mouth . DentAm . 

AmDent. DentAmerica. " 

"Sounds lik e a  goo d idea, " Sandborn said . 

"Exactly. Yo u think it' s a  goo d ide a becaus e yo u stil l don' t 

understand wha t it' s al l about . Liste n t o thi s passag e fro m The 

Talking Tooth.  It' s writte n fro m th e perspectiv e o f a mandibula r 

lateral incisor : 

"The lesio n bega n a s a  smal l blister , bu t soo n fin e 

white lac y line s wer e radiatin g fro m th e margin . The y 

closed aroun d m e lik e a  pillo w an d whispere d promise s 

into th e night . Vainl y I  believe d them , ignorin g th e 

violaceous papule s tha t subtl y crep t ove r m y body . I  slep t 

most o f th e da y an d dran k mos t o f th e night . Finall y I 

realized wha t wa s reall y happenin g t o me . I  screame d t o 

have m y entir e are a indurated . 

"Induration!" I  screamed . "Induratio n o r death! " 

"That's easy, " sai d Sandborn . "Wickham' s disease . Th e 

lacy line s wil l soo n be— " 

"I'm no t askin g fo r a  prognosis , Sandhead ! I' m talkin g 

about th e rea l thing ! Th e lac y line s wil l b e you r patient' s 

fingers wantin g t o clos e aroun d you r throa t ever y tim e yo u g o 

into a  mouth ! Th e scream s you'l l hea r a t night ! Th e pai n you'l l 

never hea r about ! Don' t you realize wha t I' m tellin g you , boy? " 

"No," Sandbor n said . 

To appea l t o th e auditor y sense , Dr . Sandbor n provide d a 

subtle alternativ e t o elevato r music—tape s tha t woul d b e playe d 

suggestively i n th e backgroun d durin g th e tour . H e recorde d 

6 



some o f the mor e popula r T V shows with hi s VC R on th e chanc e 

that th e actor s migh t mak e denta l references , the n rerecorde d 

selected bit s fro m th e VC R tap e ont o a  cassett e tape , the n 

remixed liv e fro m th e cassett e tap e ont o anothe r cassett e tape , 

dubbing i n hi s ow n comment s whe n appropriate , wit h a  low -

speed intrafle x lu x dril l runnin g serenel y i n th e background . 

He bega n th e tap e wit h Fascinatin g Fact s The y Don' t Tel l You 

on TV . Fo r instance , whe n Bil l Cosb y sai d "There' s somethin g 

berry craz y i n th e je l l o freezer, " th e commercia l faile d t o 

acknowledge tha t Cosb y wa s sittin g comfortabl y i n a  dentist' s 

chair a t th e time . Dr . Sandbor n acknowledge d it . Whe n 

Johnny Carso n ridicule d Dr . Mendelsohn' s lette r askin g fo r 

kinder treatmen t o f th e denta l profession , NB C faile d t o admi t 

that Johnny's secon d wif e divorce d hi m becaus e h e groun d hi s 

teeth a t night—th e rea l reason , Dr . Sandbor n knew , wh y 

Johnny neve r tol d an y bruxis m jokes . Dr . Sandbor n admitte d 

it. Ale x P . Keaton' s commen t tha t h e preferre d a n evenin g o f 

mime t o a n evenin g o f dentistr y pose d problem s unti l Dr . 

Sandborn simpl y switche d th e word s "mime " an d "dentistry. " 

Surprisingly, som e comment s neede d n o editing , suc h a s thos e 

by th e dentis t o n M*A*S*H , wh o onc e avoide d th e latrin e fo r 

eighteen hour s straigh t and refuse d t o kis s a  nurs e becaus e o f th e 

germs. O f course , Dr . Sandbor n exclude d som e material , suc h 

as Dic k York' s so n borin g a  butterknif e throug h a  piec e o f toas t 

to mimi c a  dentist' s drill , an d Dic k gettin g hi s roo t cana l ato p a 

merry-go-round hors e instea d o f i n a  prope r dentist' s chair , 

with th e heavil y moustache d dentis t wearin g a n absur d purpl e 

cape an d dresse d lik e Davi d Copperfield . Som e tourists , Dr . 

Sandborn knew , woul d misinterpre t suc h informatio n i f i t wer e 

included, an d hi s tap e would becom e counterproductive . 

For th e mor e hi p kid s an d teenagers , h e use d Thoma s 

McGuire's book , The  Tooth Trip, reading alou d int o a  microphon e 
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from selec t section s o f th e boo k suc h a s " A Day i n th e Lif e o f a 

Germ," "Th e Ba d Aci d Trip, " "Stimudents, " "You r Firs t 

Encounter wit h Chie f Whit e Coat, " "Cavitron, " an d "Ho w T o 

Tell Whe n Yo u Hav e One. " And , fo r th e particularl y 

squeamish, Dr . Sandbor n rea d fro m Stolzenberg' s Psychosomatics 

and Suggestion  Therapy  in  Dentistry,  wit h a  Re d Win g lath e 

running i n th e backgroun d t o subliminall y eas e an y tourist' s 

lathe-anxiety. 

"Did yo u eve r realize, " h e rea d aloud , "tha t i t take s mor e 

muscular effor t t o produc e a  frow n tha n i t doe s t o produc e a 

smile? Th e recen t wa r produce d man y example s o f physica l 

disabilities which , basically , wer e nothin g mor e tha n th e 

physical expressio n o f th e menta l fea r o f bein g expose d t o 

danger i n th e arme d services . I n psychologica l terms , th e 

suspicion attache s t o ever y dentist , a s i t doe s t o ever y surgeon , 

masseur, policeman , anima l trainer , hangman , etc. , tha t h e 

likes hi s work . Th e publi c expect s the m t o hat e thei r wor k an d 

engage i n i t wit h repugnance , o r els e b e tarre d wit h th e brus h 

of cruelt y an d sadism . S o smile , i t reall y make s a  difference! " 

Dr. Sandbor n listene d t o th e tape s ove r an d ove r unti l the y 

became whit e noise . 

Five year s earlier , Sandbor n ha d sa t i n Dr . Riddle' s 

dining room , eatin g th e larges t mea l h e ha d ha d i n years . 

"Taste thi s Sandy, " Dr . Riddl e said , shovin g a  forkfu l o f 

bouillabaisse i n fron t o f Sandborn's mouth . 

The bouillabaiss e taste d lik e whit e ric e wit h margarine . 

In fact , everythin g taste d lik e whit e ric e wit h margarine , bu t 

there wa s n o whit e ric e wit h margarin e o n th e table . 

"Please dear , Mr . Sandbor n look s ful l enoug h already, " 

Mrs. Riddl e said . 
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"So yo u thin k he' s fat , d o you? " Dr . Riddl e said , pokin g 

towards Sandborn' s belly . "Th e wif e her e think s you're to o fat. " 

"Thanks, I  reall y a m full, " Sandbor n said . 

"You coul d stan d t o los e a  fe w pounds," Mrs. Riddle said . 

"Now let' s trea t ou r gues t wit h som e respect , dear . 

Tomorrow thi s bo y graduates an d goe s int o privat e practic e wit h 

me . " 

"Oh yes, " sai d Mrs . Riddle , "th e grea t denta l profession . 

Have yo u tol d hi m ye t tha t you'r e mannin g a  sinkin g ship ? 

About th e bil e tast e o f bad breath ? Ho w you're goin g t o creat e 

him i n you r ow n image? " 

"Just th e ticke t Sandy , yo u an d I  openin g ou r ow n office . 

Like a  fathe r an d son. " 

"Do yo u know, " Mrs . Riddl e sai d t o Sandborn , "wh y w e 

don't hav e an y children? " 

"Did yo u know , Sandy , tha t Mrs . Riddl e mad e thi s entir e 

meal i n th e microwave? " 

"That's ver y impressive, " sai d Sandborn . 

"That's wh y i t al l taste s lik e whit e ric e wit h margarine, " 

Dr. Riddl e said . 

Mrs. Riddle picked up he r sou p spoon . 

"She's a  microwav e queen," Dr . Riddl e said . 

Mrs. Riddl e scoope d he r sou p spoo n int o a  casserol e dis h 

and aime d carefull y fo r he r husband' s mouth . 

"Have som e asparagu s puf f pie, " sh e sai d gaily , sendin g i t 

across th e tabl e an d ont o hi s forehead . 

"Maybe I' d bette r b e going, " Sandbor n said . 

"Oh pleas e d o stay, " Mrs . Riddl e said . "Fo r afte r dinne r 

treats we hav e pumpki n bar s an d asparanuts. " 

Dr. Riddl e pushe d hi s chai r back , squatte d down , an d lifte d 

his en d o f th e table , tryin g t o slid e th e entir e mea l ont o hi s 

wife's lap . 
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In th e dinin g roo m o f hi s apartment , Dr . Sandbor n 

worked fo r thirty-seve n evening s i n a  row , makin g informa l 

placemats fo r th e dinin g roo m tabl e tha t th e tourist s coul d enjo y 

with hi m whil e the y at e lunch . H e laminate d the m himself . 

His pla n wa s t o serv e th e tourist s i n shift s o f four t o preserv e tha t 

family fee l withou t crowdin g anyon e a t th e table . First , h e 

reproduced a  penci l sketc h o f Rembrandt' s The  Charlatan, 

depicting a  marke t buske r i n sweepin g criss-crosse d an d curve d 

lines holdin g u p a  crud e medicin e wit h whic h t o eas e 

toothaches. Thi s placema t wa s reserved , o f course , fo r th e arts y 

tourist. O n to p o f it, th e touris t migh t enjo y som e cascadill a soup 

and perhap s som e alsatia n chees e salad , serve d wit h a  tof u an d 

soy sauce sid e plate . 

The secon d placema t catere d t o th e superstitiou s an d 

neurotic tourist . I t wa s a pe n an d in k drawin g o f Goya's Hunting 

for Teeth,  with a  woma n standin g o n tipto e avertin g he r fac e an d 

holding a  scar f ove r i t whil e removin g th e teet h fro m a  ma n 

who ha d recentl y bee n hanged . Som e women , Dr . Sandbor n 

knew, stil l retaine d equall y ridiculou s superstition s abou t ho w t o 

relieve thei r ow n toothach e pain . On e patien t ha d tol d hi m 

that he r mothe r use d t o mak e he r ea t a  banan a wheneve r sh e 

had a  toothache . Invariabl y th e gir l woul d ea t th e banan a an d 

lose a  toot h i n th e process . An y female touris t wh o migh t hav e 

had simila r painfu l childhoo d experience s coul d si t a t th e Goy a 

placemat an d concentrat e o n th e superstitiou s loo k o n th e 

woman's face , whil e sippin g a  ho t sou p completel y unlik e a 

banana, suc h a s spic y tomat o o r mushroo m bisqu e o r eve n 

Brazilian blac k bean , i f Dr . Sandbor n ha d tim e t o prepar e it . 

However, t o sho w h e wa s givin g th e ladie s a  fai r shake , 

and i n anticipatio n o f th e inevitabl e feminis t tourist , h e mad e a 

water colo r o f Daumier' s She  Stands  Her  Ground  fo r th e thir d 

placemat, boastin g a  burl y femal e dentis t wit h he r entir e han d 
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hidden i n a  patient' s mouth , five  overl y size d molar s an d a 

tooth-key a t he r feet . H e adde d jus t a  touc h o f ruffl e t o th e 

woman's dres s a t th e shoulders , elbows , wrists , an d wais t t o 

suggest a  softe r loo k tha n Daumie r had . Fo r th e feminis t 

tourist, Dr . Sandbor n woul d prepar e a  regula r groun d bee f 

hamburger o n a  plai n Sunbea m rol l wit h som e ketchup , 

prudently holdin g th e mayonaise , mustard , onions , pickles , 

relish, lettuce , tomato , cheese , an d salt . 

And, fo r th e fourt h placemat , geare d t o th e particularl y 

witty an d analytica l tourist , h e pastelle d a  cop y o f th e 

controversial 195 6 paintin g b y Solot , The  Revolt  of  the  Molars, 

using additiv e color s fo r th e tw o adul t forcep s an d subtractiv e 

colors fo r th e tw o bab y forceps . Th e force p famil y huddle d 

together o n thei r handle s behin d th e wall , terrifie d o f bein g 

caught u p i n th e blood y revol t outside , wher e a  mo b o f molar s 

hoisted som e o f the forceps ' nuclea r famil y member s u p ont o th e 

gallows, th e molar s dancin g mirthfully . A n intelligen t eater , 

Dr. Sandbor n knew , woul d recogniz e th e placemat' s symboli c 

representations o f th e crucia l odontolog y issue : radica l (toot h 

extraction) versu s conservativ e (roo t canal) . Thi s placema t woul d 

be particularl y relevan t whe n servin g bologn a an d chees e 

sandwiches. 

He though t o f everything . H e decide d agains t reproducin g 

Elgstrom's 194 5 wate r color , The  Widov,  depictin g a n ol d lad y 

sitting i n a n offic e armchai r an d grinnin g reminiscentl y a t 

her dea d husband' s fals e teet h smilin g u p a t he r fro m he r 

hand. H e eve n denie d himsel f th e urg e t o reproduc e Piete r 

Breughel's 155 6 Christ  Casting Out the  Money-Changers, completely 

resisting th e temptatio n t o circl e th e often-ignore d dentis t o n 

Jesus's righ t wit h re d crayon . Th e religiou s implications , h e 

thought, woul d b e to o controversial . Also , h e kep t Pau l Bunyans , 

sweet an d sou r pork , chili , sauerkraut , an d pig s i n a  blanke t 
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strictly of f the menu , becaus e h e kne w what the y woul d d o t o hi s 

tourist's breath . 

Three year s earlier , th e tw o doctor s ha d worke d sid e b y 

side i n th e sam e office . 

"Smell this , partner, " Dr . Riddl e said , sneakin g u p behin d 

Dr. Sandbor n an d coverin g hi s chi n wit h a  nitrou s mask . 

"Not me , you r patient, " Dr . Sandbor n said , tryin g t o sta y 

calm an d guidin g Dr . Riddle' s wris t t o hi s patient' s face . 

"I'd rathe r b e havin g a  bab y tha n a  roo t canal, " Dr . 

Riddle's patien t said . 

"Well here , Gladys , le t m e jus t adjus t thi s chai r a  little, " 

Dr. Riddl e said . 

Gladys laughe d an d breathe d calml y wit h th e mas k ove r 

her nose . 

Dr. Sandbor n returne d t o th e mout h o f hi s ow n patient , 

twiddling hi s instrument s lik e chopsticks , tryin g t o scrap e som e 

plaque of f a  mola r withou t frowning . Th e patient' s breat h 

smelled lik e yello w ammonia . Dr . Sandbor n kne w tha t wa s 

impossible. H e kne w becaus e h e ha d onc e answere d a  tes t 

question incorrectly : Antibacteria l substance s secrete d i n saliv a 

include: 

(a) lysozym e 

(b) immunoglobulin s 

(c) peroxidas e 

(d) ammoni a 

(e) al l o f the above 

He di d detect , however , a  hin t o f a  yeast y smell , an d h e 

knew tha t wa s possible . Al l mouths , whe n opened , excrete d a 

certain amoun t o f yeast , merocrine , an d somethin g tha t 

smelled lik e vodka . Th e patien t swallowe d suddenl y an d Dr . 
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Sandborn caugh t a  whif f o f sou r orang e juic e a s th e patien t 

exhaled. 

"Do yo u us e mouthwas h regularly? " Dr . Sandbor n asked . 

"No," th e patien t said . 

"How lon g sinc e you'v e ha d you r teet h cleaned? " Dr . 

Sandborn asked . 

"About fiv e years, " th e patien t said . 

"No wonde r yo u ha d curl y littl e hair s stuc k i n there! " Dr . 

Riddle yelle d fro m acros s th e room . 

Gladys laughed . 

"This ga s i s great, " sh e said . "I' m o n a  cloud . Floatin g 

down th e highwa y wit h Fran k Sinatra . He' s singin g 'Ring-A -

Ding-Ding.' O n a  cloud. " 

"What flavor  i s it? " Dr . Riddl e asked . 

"Vanilla, silly , al l cloud s ar e vanilla. " 

"All goo d cloud s are vanilla, " h e correcte d her . 

Dr. Sandbor n tappe d hi s ow n patien t o n th e shoulder . 

"Your mout h wil l tast e funn y fo r a  whil e afte r this, " h e 

said, "bu t star t usin g Listermin t twic e a  da y an d th e smel l wil l 

go away. " 

"Okay," sai d th e patient . 

"Now," sai d Gladys , "th e clou d i s ange l hair . Lik e a t 

Christmas. An d I' m takin g a  na p an d eatin g a n orange. " 

"What doe s i t smel l like? " Dr . Riddl e asked . 

"A lemon, " she said , delighted . "Th e orang e smell s lik e a 

lemon!" 

Dr. Sandbor n ha d alway s bee n bothere d b y th e stenc h o f 

chicken o r fish  mos t peopl e lef t lingerin g i n thei r kitchens . 

He offere d hi s tourist s severa l instructiv e alternatives . Mos t 

dentists typicall y asked thei r patient s t o ta p o n articulatin g pape r 
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with thei r teeth , causin g a  fou l odo r o f somethin g whic h 

reminded Dr . Sandbor n o f campho r granules . H e kne w tha t i f 

he aske d hi s tourist s t o ta p o n articulatin g pape r wit h thei r teet h 

at an y poin t durin g th e tour , mos t woul d leave . Instead , h e 

placed a n as h tub ful l o f water betwee n th e stov e and refrigerator , 

with strip s o f articulatin g pape r floating  freel y o n th e surfac e 

and emittin g a  pretty blue bouque t I f a touris t venture d int o th e 

bathroom closet , h e woul d find a  specia l olfactor y delight— a 

Baldor lath e runnin g perpetually , wit h a  generou s moun d o f 

Fasteeth heape d int o th e aluminu m splas h an d dus t pan . H e 

equipped th e lath e wit h a  numbe r 9  acryli c bu r an d a  peac h 

stone fo r a  mor e complet e Fasteet h circulatio n tha n mos t tour s 

would offer . Afte r a  fe w hour s o f th e lath e runnin g 

continuously, al l th e clothe s i n th e close t wer e saturate d wit h 

that uniqu e polis h an d grin d aroma . 

In th e bathroo m Dr . Sandbor n too k specia l care , sinc e h e 

knew i t wa s th e mos t commo n roo m fo r househol d accidents . 

He place d a  large plasti c spra y botd e o f Campho-Phenique nex t t o 

the band-aid s an d cotto n ball s an d tongu e depressor s o n th e 

aluminum stand . Abov e th e Campho-Phenique , h e tape d a  sign : 

"Hey Kids ! (an d grownup s too ) Thi s specia l solutio n smell s 

remarkably lik e Chloraseptic , bu t d o no t spra y i t dow n th e bac k 

of you r throa t o r yo u wil l hav e t o vomi t an d b e rushe d t o th e 

hospital. D o pu t i t o n cut s an d bruise s wit h cotto n balls , the n 

bring th e dirt y cotto n ball s t o me . Enjo y th e tour , Dr . 

Sandborn." 

In th e medicin e cabinet , withi n hand y reac h o f th e sink , 

he plante d a  ja r o f orang e sherbet-flavore d Ultra-On e fo r th e 

kids, an d unflavore d Sensodyn e toothpast e fo r th e adults . O n th e 

bottle o f Banicid e o n th e botto m shelf , h e wrot e wit h a  felt-tip : 

"For thos e wh o wan t t o avoi d spreadin g hepatitis , herpes , AIDS , 

and tuberculosis , gargl e wit h thi s solutio n a t leas t onc e ever y 
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visit a s soo n a s you ente r th e apartment. " 

In th e livin g an d dinin g areas , h e perfume d th e 

environment wit h ope n jar s o f Polyje l impressio n materia l an d 

mint flavored  Proph y Paste . Few  dentist s realize d tha t Polyjel , 

once opene d an d age d fo r a  fe w days , retaine d th e scen t o f 

various fine  cheeses , o r tha t min t flavored  Proph y Past e seeme d 

much mor e spearmin t tha n peppermin t whe n on e reall y 

concentrated o n th e fragrance . 

Dr. Sandbor n strolle d aroun d th e apartmen t absorbin g al l 

the ne w smells , swingin g hi s arm s lik e a  schoolgirl . The n h e 

stopped, covere d his eyes , nose, an d mouth , an d concentrate d o n 

breathing throug h hi s ears . 

One yea r earlier , Dr . Sandbor n begge d Dr . Riddl e t o 

reconsider hi s decision . 

"Touch m y min d again, " h e pleaded . "Jus t han g aroun d 

the offic e an d d o the books . I'l l pa y you." 

"No Sandstorm, " Dr . Riddl e sai d quietly . "I'v e taugh t yo u 

all I  can . I f I  retir e now , the Mrs . an d m e ca n enjo y th e mone y 

while we'r e stil l youn g enough. " 

"But yo u wer e right . I  stil l don' t understan d pain . I  don' t 

know ho w t o dea l wit h it . M y patients wil l sto p comin g i f you 

don't stay. " 

Dr. Riddl e touche d hi s friend' s shoulder . H e spok e gently . 

"There's somethin g I'v e neve r tol d you . Remembe r th e 

year I  too k th e sabbatical ? I  was ready t o crac k up . I  spen t thre e 

months jus t pacin g aroun d i n a  church. " 

Dr. Riddl e ha d pace d th e sout h aisl e o f th e Well s 

Cathedral i n Somerse t ever y day , ofte n wit h hi s eye s closed . 

When h e though t tha t n o on e wa s around , h e ra n t o th e 

sculpture tha t h e ha d rea d abou t wit h suc h fascinatio n i n th e 
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office. H e reache d u p an d stroke d hi s fingertip s ove r th e capita l 

of th e ston e colum n wit h hi s eye s shut , memorizin g ever y 

feature. Year s later , a t night , h e coul d conjur e u p th e sculptur e 

simply b y closin g hi s eyes : curved ston e shoulder s explodin g ou t 

through tor n concret e curls , frame d b y an elongated , linea r fac e 

stretched tau t an d ragge d a t th e lef t chee k b y a  finger , wit h a 

precise punctur e i n th e ope n lef t ey e where th e pupi l shoul d hav e 

been. 

"It look s lik e a  gargoyl e wit h a  toothache, " a  woma n ha d 

said fro m behin d him , startlin g Dr . Riddl e bac k t o hi s senses . 

"I bough t a  pictur e postcar d o f i t fo r tw o pence a t th e fron t 

desk," sh e said , tryin g t o pu t he r han d int o th e sculpture' s 

mouth. 

Dr. Riddl e ha d turne d t o he r violently , thrus t ou t hi s chin , 

and yanke d th e sid e o f hi s mout h a s clos e t o hi s lef t ea r a s 

possible, closin g hi s righ t ey e viciousl y an d flaring  hi s nostril s 

like a  dragon , looking , fo r a n instant , exactl y lik e th e sculp -

ture. 

"How cute, " th e woma n ha d said , snappin g hi s picture . 

"My husban d wil l lov e it. " 

According t o th e fre e tou r brochur e folde d i n Dr . Riddle' s 

pocket, you r pai n woul d disappea r i f yo u touche d Bisho p 

William Bytto n II' s epitaph , engrave d i n th e floo r o f th e 

cathedral, an d though t o f the sculptur e a t th e sam e time . 

"So wha t happened? " Dr . Sandbor n sai d excitedly . "Di d i t 

work?" 

"I wa s arreste d fo r sleepin g o n to p o f th e epitaph, " Dr . 

Riddle said . "No w goodbye. " 

"But I  don' t kno w how to ac t o n m y own." 

"There's a n ol d Chines e proverb, " Dr . Riddl e said . "I f you 

want t o b e happ y fo r a n hour , tak e a  nap. " 
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Dr. Sandbor n entere d th e empt y spar e bedroo m o f hi s 

apartment instinctively , withou t flickin g o n th e light . Thi s wa s 

the roo m i n whic h hi s tourist s wer e no t allowed . I n th e 

middle o f th e dar k floor , h e practice d spinnin g aroun d wit h hi s 

eyes close d withou t movin g hi s feet , rollin g hi s eyeshell s 

within th e perimeter s o f hi s hea d unti l the y wer e sof t a s 

marbles. H e clampe d hi s teet h ove r hi s tongu e s o tha t h e coul d 

cleanly tast e th e insid e o f a  gree n inkpen . Wit h a  wallpape r 

paste brus h an d withou t movin g hi s arms , h e coate d hi s bod y 

with re d Euceri n an d Neutrogen a i n th e dark . Lacin g hi s 

fingertips behin d hi s head , h e peele d on , on e finge r a t a  time , 

a pai r o f ambidextrou s unisiz e disposabl e late x examinatio n 

gloves, an d decide d h e woul d neve r tak e the m off . The n h e 

lowered hi s body , fro m th e nec k down , ont o a  freshl y irone d 

Kay-Pees professiona l denta l beac h towel , wit h medium-sof t 

trubyte equalizin g wa x floatin g dow n fro m th e ceilin g an d 

covering hi s bod y i n layers  o f white licorice . 

He exhale d silentl y an d picture d hi s fac e i n th e dark . H e 

had chose n hi s particula r fac e becaus e i t ha d th e perfec t 

proportions accordin g t o th e Gree k criteria : five  time s th e widt h 

of on e ey e an d symmetrica l feature s whe n on e dre w a  lin e 

down th e middl e o f the nose . 

He praye d t o Sain t Apolloni a i n th e dark , readin g alou d 

from a n overdu e librar y boo k Dr . Riddl e ha d loane d him : 

Apollonia, Apollonia , 

Holy Sain t i n Heave n 

See m y pai n i n yoursel f 

Free m e fro m evi l pai n 

For m y ache ma y tortur e m e t o death . 

Apollonia i s th e patro n sain t o f dentists . Th e Roman s 

pulled al l he r teet h on e a t a  tim e becaus e sh e refuse d t o 
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renounce he r faith . The y brok e he r teet h wit h iro n points , 

extracted th e root s wit h tongs , an d crushe d he r jawbon e int o 

chalk. 

In th e middl e o f th e dar k floo r i n th e spar e bedroom , Dr . 

Sandborn la y wit h a  ra g tha t ha d bee n soake d i n chlorofor m 

draped aroun d hi s face . H e waite d patientl y fo r th e tourist s t o 

arrive, breathin g peacefull y throug h hi s mouth . 
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THE PERIL S O F ASTHMA 

-1-

A Finc h Name d Gold y 

Bub Lill y was certai n o f fou r thing s whe n h e wa s twelve : h e 

had acut e asthma , h e hovere d betwee n eighty-tw o an d eighty -

five pounds , h e di d no t wan t t o pla y th e trumpe t eve r again , an d 

he longe d t o ow n a  Zebr a finc h an d nam e i t Gold y an d le t i t fl y 

free i n hi s bedroom . Lik e cleat s o n a  slow , spongy , indoo r 

track, thes e certaintie s floppe d aroun d th e perimete r o f Bub' s 

head, settin g pac e an d directio n fo r hi s life . 

He spok e to his dad abou t it . 

"Pop," h e said , practicin g th e speec h alon e i n hi s room . " I 

remember whe n I  wa s eleve n an d yo u sai d a  ma n shoul d spea k 

up whe n he' s trouble d o r h e woul d ge t crushe d lik e a  melo n i n 

his hea d fo r keepin g i t al l insid e o r els e i t woul d al l explod e 

and that' s wha t I' m doin g an d I' m tellin g yo u I  wil l neve r 

never neve r eve r pla y th e trumpe t again , an d yo u wil l sel l i t fo r 
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me an d bu y m e a  finc h name d Gold y an d the n we'l l bot h b e 

happy an d men. " 

"Why woul d yo u nam e a  finch  Goldy? " hi s fathe r woul d 

have said . 

So Bu b sa t o n hi s bed , hi s skinn y but t crinklin g th e stif f 

green bedspread , an d continue d t o heav e wit h asthma , unsur e 

about wha t t o sa y to hi s father . 

He sucke d o n hi s inhale r an d decide d no t t o tel l hi m tha t 

he woul d neve r pla y th e trumpe t agai n yet . 

Instead, th e nex t da y afte r ban d practice , Bu b pretended tha t 

he thre w hi s trumpe t int o th e pon d o n th e wa y hom e fro m 

school. Actually , h e lef t i t b y th e doo r i n th e ban d director' s 

office—where th e word s "Mr . Gregor y Bailey , Director, " blare d 

through th e etche d glas s eve n a t nigh t whe n th e schoo l wa s 

quiet. Bu b walke d calml y t o th e edg e o f Garret' s Pond , plucke d 

the gleamin g instrumen t fro m th e plus h mauv e linin g o f hi s 

mind, thonke d th e mouthpiec e int o place , an d sen t th e entir e 

beast flickerin g an d whoopin g throug h th e sk y wit h a  soun d 

like a  mournin g dove' s retreat up , up , an d ou t int o th e middl e of 

the pond , wher e i t hovere d mysticall y o n th e wate r fo r a 

moment, the n slurpe d dow n al l a t once , leavin g behin d onl y a 

black mysteriou s bubblin g tha t mad e Bu b gri n knowingly . 

While Bu b stoo d lookin g a t th e pond , Mr . Baile y calle d 

Bub's mo m an d tol d he r tha t he r so n wa s holdin g bac k th e 

band. 

"I'm afrai d you r so n i s holdin g bac k th e band, " h e said . 

"And h e lef t hi s trumpe t i n m y offic e afte r practice. " 

"I'll tal k t o him, " Mrs . Lill y said . 

Mrs. Lill y yelled u p th e step s t o he r husban d an d tol d hi m 

that Mr . Baile y sai d Bu b was holdin g bac k th e band . 

"I'll tal k t o him, " Mr . Lill y said . 

They al l talke d durin g dinner . 
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"More squash? " hi s mothe r offered , oozin g i t ont o Bub' s 

plate. 

"Thanks," Bu b said , "ar e ther e an y mor e almonds? " 

"Your fathe r finishe d the m all, " sh e said , winkin g a t he r 

husband, signallin g hi m t o begi n th e conversatio n abou t Bub' s 

holding bac k th e band . 

"I droppe d m y trumpe t o n th e wa y home," Bub announced , 

suddenly sittin g u p straighte r i n hi s chair . 

"When?" Mrs . Lill y said . 

"After ban d practice . I n Garret' s Pond, " Bub said . 

"In Garret' s Pond, " Mr . Lill y repeated . 

"In th e pond, " Bu b said . "Definitely. " 

Mr. Lill y pensivel y crunche d th e frie d almond s i n hi s 

mouth. 

"The cas e too? " Mrs . Lill y said , tryin g t o hid e a  smile . 

"No, no t th e case, " Bu b said , thinkin g fast . "Jus t th e 

trumpet. An d th e mouthpiece . I  lef t th e cas e a t school . I n Mr . 

Bailey's office. " 

"Bub," hi s da d said , "Mr . Baile y say s you'r e holdin g bac k 

the band— " 

"Why di d yo u leav e th e cas e a t school? " Mrs . Lill y said . 

"I forgo t it, " Bu b said , lookin g dow n a t hi s pasta . Th e 

white crescent s wer e col d no w and pocke d with re d peppe r slice s 

which Bu b picke d ou t an d stuc k i n hi s pocke t whe n hi s mo m 

wasn't looking . 

"I wante d t o pla y i t o n th e wa y home , s o I  forgo t th e case, " 

Bub said , twiddlin g hi s for k nervously . 

"Why ar e yo u holdin g bac k th e band? " Mr . Lill y said . 

"I don' t know, " Bub said , confused . " I don' t kno w wha t i t 

means. I  wante d t o pla y th e trumpe t o n th e wa y home , s o I 

forgot th e case , an d I  slippe d an d droppe d i t i n Garret' s Pond , 

and b y now it's al l ruste d u p I  guess , an d that' s it. " 
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Mr. Lill y noisil y exhaled , sputterin g hi s lips . 

"Do yo u lik e bein g i n th e band , Bub? " hi s mothe r said . 

"It's nice, " Bub said , avoidin g hi s father' s eyes , "bu t th e bes t 

part i s th e spi t thing . I  lik e t o pul l o n th e littl e plu g an d watc h 

the spi t ru n out . Th e mor e I  pla y i t th e mor e spi t ther e is . 

Sometimes I  spi t int o th e mouthpiece , har d o n purpose , just s o I 

can ope n i t u p an d le t th e spi t com e out , bu t i t doesn' t work . I 

think th e spi t get s clogge d u p insid e an d come s ou t late r whe n 

you don' t expec t it a t all . I t get s stuc k i n th e coil s o r something. " 

"But d o yo u lik e it? " his mothe r said . 

Bub wa s quiet . H e switche d fro m hi s for k t o hi s butterknife , 

feeling it s weigh t i n hi s hand . H e fel t suddenl y bold , an d 

wondered i f i t wa s a  goo d tim e t o mentio n th e Zebr a finc h 

named Goldy . 

"Playing th e trumpe t i s goo d fo r you r asthma, " Mr . Lill y 

said flatly . 

It wa s th e ol d argument . Bu b ha d a  millio n retort s 

planned. I t make s m y hea d soft . I t hurt s m y heart . I t give s m e 

diarrhea. Bullshit . Mr . Baile y i s a  queer . It' s a  wast e o f goo d 

brass. I  fee l mor e lik e a  flute,  Pop . 

Bub grippe d th e butterknif e tighter , blade-down , an d 

looked ove r at hi s father' s curve d back . H e coul d se e th e bulg e of 

the spin e throug h th e cris p blu e shirt . I t woul d b e s o easy , h e 

thought, t o just g o o n ove r an d pok e hi m i n th e bac k wit h thi s 

knife an d leav e i t stickin g ther e whil e h e fall s flat  o n hi s fac e 

there i n th e plate . The n Bu b imagine d h e woul d pic k u p th e 

scattered almond s on e a t a  tim e an d stan d ther e holdin g the m 

happily betwee n hi s teet h whil e hi s mothe r looke d on , puzzled , 

asking hi m i f h e like d bein g i n th e ban d o r not . 

"I qui t th e band, " h e said , standin g up . 

"What? No, " Mr . Lill y said . 

"Tomorrow," Bu b said . 
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"You're not, " hi s fathe r said . 

"I'm quittin g th e ban d tomorro w an d sellin g m y trumpe t 

for money, " Bub said . 

"Sit down , Bubba . Yo u lef t th e trumpe t i n Mr . Bailey' s 

office. H e calle d your mothe r afte r school. " 

"Tell hi m I  quit, " Bu b said . 

"No." 

Bub shove d hi s chai r behin d hi m wit h th e back s o f hi s 

knees an d walke d awa y a s slowl y a s h e coul d stan d it , waitin g 

for th e smac k o f hi s father' s han d acros s th e bac k o f hi s neck . 

He climbe d th e stair s heavily , draggin g on e ar m alon g th e 

thick oa k railing , hi s ches t tightenin g wit h th e firs t o f th e 

night's wheezes . Belo w hi m h e coul d hea r hi s mother , noisil y 

clattering silverwar e a s sh e cleare d th e table . 

In hi s roo m th e asthm a hi t harder . Th e wheeze s cam e 

and wen t quickl y now , gettin g read y t o slo w dow n an d firml y 

settle lik e a n engin e i n Bub' s chest , chuggin g a  steady , 

patterned lullab y tha t ha d periodicall y kep t hi m awak e a t nigh t 

since h e wa s five . Th e lullab y wa s mos t pleasan t whe n th e 

engine ra n slowly , s o Bu b relaxe d hi s ches t b y turnin g ou t th e 

light an d standin g a  fe w inche s fro m th e wall , leanin g hi s 

forehead agains t th e poste r hi s fathe r ha d hun g t o inspir e hi m 

when h e wa s i n th e fourt h grade . I t wa s a  reproductio n o f a n 

aerial photograp h o f th e 198 0 Hilto n Junio r Hig h Schoo l 

Marching Band , take n directl y overhea d fro m a  helicopte r 

which ha d bee n flow n i n special . Bub' s father , a  mat h teache r 

at Hilto n Junio r High , ha d helpe d Mr . Baile y desig n th e 

formation. I n th e picture , Mr . Baile y sa t comfortabl e an d cross -

legged i n th e exac t cente r o f th e footbal l field , flanke d b y tight , 

expanding circle s o f th e ninety-seve n ban d member s sittin g o n 

the gras s with elbow s locked. The y wer e al l decke d ou t i n thei r 

new orang e an d min t gree n uniforms . Fo r th e cou p d e grace — 
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as Mr . Baile y tol d th e photographer—th e ban d member s wer e 

surrounded b y widenin g circle s o f supin e musica l instruments , 

organized b y orde r o f appearanc e i n th e Hilto n alm a mater , 

with th e bras s an d woodwin d bell s al l turne d counterclockwise , 

and th e bas s dru m a t 12:00 . Th e ban d member s sa t eithe r back -

to-back o r foot-to-foot , al l th e smile s tilte d u p a t th e camera , th e 

high fuzz y whit e hat s formin g jagge d circle s o f thei r own , 

which layere d dow n smaller an d smalle r t o finally embrac e Mr. 

Bailey's upturned fac e i n expandin g fold s o f cottony white love . 

Bub didn' t kno w tha t hi s fathe r ha d helpe d t o desig n th e 

poster, bu t h e stil l sense d tha t i t ha d som e od d historica l powe r 

over him . Whe n h e slept , a  car' s headlight s occasionall y arced 

along hi s bedroo m wal l an d th e fuzz y whit e hat s gav e hi m tw o 

long secre t winks . 

In hi s room , Bu b rocke d familiarl y fro m side-to-sid e o n hi s 

forehead agains t th e poster , faintl y awar e o f som e memor y o f 

dinner stuc k i n hi s throat , catchin g fragment s o f th e 

conversation downstair s betwee n wheezes . 

His ow n mind . Lips . A  littl e nervous . Practice , practice . 

Asthma too . Walk s aroun d puckering . Th e pape r route . Qui t 

the band . Actin g up. Hi s ow n head . I  know. 

They wer e talkin g abou t him , Bu b knew . H e coul d tel l tha t 

he an d hi s mothe r ha d wo n b y th e lowerin g volum e o f hi s 

father's voice . Soo n al l h e hear d wa s th e slowin g pul l an d 

release o f th e asthm a engin e i n hi s chest . H e reache d a 

comfortable rhythm , gettin g t o wher e h e pretende d ther e wer e 

tiny bunche s o f bubble s packe d int o th e past a crescent s lyin g 

somewhere beneat h hi s lungs . Wit h eac h exhal e h e manage d 

to releas e a  fe w bubble s a t a  time , whic h ros e u p t o scrap e an d 

tickle hi s throat , the n escape d ou t ont o th e bed , wher e the y 

popped an d lef t smal l dam p circles . No w h e woul d b e abl e t o 

fall aslee p i f he proppe d himsel f u p o n a n extr a pillow . No w h e 
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could pul l dow n th e poste r an d lea n hi s forehea d agains t th e 

blank, crea m wall . 

Tomorrow, h e decide d firmly , h e woul d qui t th e band , tak e 

the trumpe t t o th e pe t store , leav e i t b y th e birdcages , an d carr y 

Goldy hom e i n a  tiny , fold-out , colored box . 

-2-

No Sheeti n Wa y 

The nex t da y was Saturday, s o Bub couldn't quit th e band , bu t 

his da d stoo d talkin g t o hi m i n th e livin g roo m abou t i t 

anyway. Bu b knel t o n th e floor , foldin g th e newspapers , whil e 

Mr. Lill y talked . 

"Being i n th e ban d i s you r ow n business , I  guess . Qui t i f 

you want , bu t let' s jus t ge t on e thin g settle d righ t now . I f you 

want t o qui t th e ban d you'r e o n you r ow n wit h it . I  can' t g o t o 

Mr. Baile y fo r you . He' s a  frien d an d a  colleague . He'l l b e 

surprised, an d I'l l b e th e on e wh o he stare s at . You'v e go t t o d o 

it an d ti e i t al l u p yourself . Lik e a  package. " 

He waited . 

"Okay," sai d Bub . 

"Now nex t wee k i s th e firs t footbal l game . S o d o yoursel f 

and Mr . Baile y an d th e whol e tea m a  favo r an d qui t o n Monda y 

morning firs t thin g i f you'r e goin g t o d o it . I f you'r e goin g t o 

go throug h wit h i t that' s th e righ t way . O r els e yo u shoul d a t 

least stic k ou t th e season . An d don' t expec t m e t o qui t fo r you . 

Like wit h th e Bo y Scouts. No t thi s time. " 

Bub ha d stoppe d foldin g hi s paper s an d wa s just starin g a t 

his father' s mouth , sor t o f entranced b y how th e lip s neve r quit e 

seemed t o close , ye t move d aroun d fa r to o muc h o n th e face , 

always a  fe w utterances ahea d o f themselves . H e kne w whe n hi s 

dad wa s about t o en d a  speech because a n od d sor t o f punctuatio n 
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started creepin g int o hi s lips . A  das h here . Tw o period s i n a 

row there . Somethin g simila r t o a  sputte r o r a  tentativ e throat -

clearing o r th e beginnin g o f a muffle d cough . An y one o f thes e 

was a  sur e trigge r t o Bu b tha t hi s da d wa s throug h thinkin g u p 

things t o sa y fo r awhile . 

"And Bubba, " Mr . Lill y said , steppin g bac k gentl y int o th e 

stairwell, "you r Mo m and I  talke d i t ove r an d i f you stil l wan t t o 

I hop e yo u won' t fee l lik e I  pressure d yo u int o goin g i n i n th e 

first place . I  kno w it' s no t lik e th e arm y o r something , wher e 

you hav e t o join up . I  think , tha t i s I  hope , I  didn' t reall y tal k 

you int o something . Yo u didn' t wan t t o d o i t anyway , that' s 

okay." 

"Okay," sai d Bub . 

"Now let' s ge t thos e paper s out, " Mr . Lill y said , sor t o f 

mussing u p Bub' s hai r i n hi s mind . 

Bub hike d th e tw o Hilton Times  paperbags ove r hi s shoulders , 

ran dow n th e porc h steps , an d rod e of f on hi s bike , happ y t o b e 

away fro m th e hous e an d outsid e th e circumferenc e o f hi s 

father's voice . H e turne d dow n th e alle y i n th e middl e o f th e 

block, thinkin g tha t ther e wer e probabl y onl y abou t te n 

paperboys i n al l o f Hilton , an d som e o f the m wer e girls . 

His pape r rout e wa s th e mos t unpredictabl e thin g i n hi s 

life. Ever y da y h e guesse d th e numbe r o f pages tha t h e though t 

would b e i n th e paper , an d almos t ever y da y h e wa s wrong . O n 

the da y befor e Thanksgivin g o f th e previou s year , th e pape r ha d 

been quadruple-thic k becaus e o f th e Christma s advertising , an d 

Bub wa s of f by fifty-si x pages . H e ha d t o mak e tw o trip s an d hi s 

shoulders wer e sor e fo r thre e days . 

But ther e wer e victorie s a s well . Usin g th e thumbs-tur n 

method, Bu b coul d fol d a  pape r i n thre e seconds , with th e empt y 

white space s betwee n th e column s matchin g u p exactl y t o th e 

folds. H e coul d rea d th e fron t pag e i n unde r seve n minutes , an d 
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usually foun d a t leas t on e typ o wit h ease . Wit h hi s frien d 

Spotty's help , Bu b coul d d o hi s ow n hal f o f th e rout e i n unde r 

thirty minutes . 

He stoppe d hi s bik e an d waite d i n th e alle y behin d Spotty' s 

house. 

"How man y today , Booble? " sai d Spotty , skiddin g hi s bac k 

tire neatl y u p t o withi n a  fe w inche s o f Bub's . H e rarel y calle d 

Bub b y hi s give n name , bu t delighte d i n comin g u p wit h 

variations an d testin g ou t th e reaction . "Booble " wa s a  bran d 

new on e whic h Bu b completel y ignored becaus e h e ha d n o ide a 

what i t migh t mean . 

"Thirty-two," sai d Bub , liftin g on e o f th e bag s ove r hi s hea d 

and handin g i t t o Spotty . 

"I kne w it ! Absolutely, " sai d Spotty . "Ever y thir d 

Saturday." 

"You didn' t kno w it, " Bu b sai d quietly , uncertain . 

Spotty's rea l nam e wa s Scotty , bu t h e ha d nickname d 

himself Spott y tw o years befor e becaus e o f his tendenc y t o freckle , 

and th e nam e ha d stuck . Eve n Mr . Baile y calle d hi m Spotty . 

"So you'r e reall y quitting, " Spott y said , incredulous , 

hoisting th e ba g ove r hi s ow n shoulder . 

"Yup," Bu b said . "Firs t thin g Monday. " 

"No wa y sheet," sai d Spotty . Th e printer' s in k fro m th e ba g 

strap ha d smudge d a  nea t cur l acros s hi s pudg y chin , bu t Bu b 

didn't tel l him . "N o sheeti n way . Baile y Bo y will hav e a  turd . 

An outrigh t turd . Righ t ther e i n th e bandroom. " 

"A tur d an d a  half, " Bu b said , confident . 

"No sheeti n way. " 

"It's definite, " Bu b said . " I tol d m y da d even. " 

"To hel l yo u did . Tw o turds a t least. " 

"Yup." 
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"You tol d you r father , n o freaki n sheet ? Miste r Math . I'l l 

bet he cussed you out " 

"No way. " 

They straddle d thei r bike s sid e b y sid e i n th e alley , tip s o f 

the handlebar s touching , lookin g lik e ludicrou s fraterna l fles h 

and meta l twin s wit h a  bulgin g sa c a t opposit e hips . 

"I'll be t h e raile d you r Buttinski . A  wal l shot . I  ca n se e i t 

now." 

"Nope. H e tol d m e i t was a packag e fo r Baile y Boy. A  favor . 

That th e ban d isn' t th e army . M y dad i s weird. " 

"Your da d i s gay,"  Spott y said . "N o freaki n way . You'r e 

definitely sheeti n m y ass . Span k m y monkey . Span k it. " 

"You're a  queer, " Bu b said . 

Right awa y h e kne w h e shouldn' t hav e sai d it . Spott y wa s 

pretty fat , Bu b knew . H e wa s almost fourteen , outweighe d Bu b by 

over sevent y pounds , an d hi s bik e reache d tw o inche s highe r 

and wa s a  BMX . I t als o cos t fifty-tw o dollar s more . Bu b note d 

most o f this , wit h fa r les s precision , a s Spott y trie d t o sor t o f 

jump of f his bik e an d punc h Bu b i n th e ches t al l i n on e motion . 

He ende d u p kickin g hi s ow n bik e ove r ont o Bub's , hi s foo t 

caught unde r th e pedal , an d the y al l sprawle d togethe r int o a n 

unruly hea p o n th e stones . Th e neatl y folde d paper s forme d a 

slowly growin g islan d aroun d the m a s th e tw o boy s squirme d 

together briefly , the n Spott y tightene d hi s hol d aroun d Bub' s 

chest an d someone' s siss y bar . I t wa s thei r fift h fight . 

"Take i t bac k Bubbowl." 

"You're a  freaki n queer. " 

"Take i t bac k Sally. " 

Bub weakl y kicke d hi s fee t agains t Spotty' s ankle s a  fe w 

times, then , i n a  sudde n gasp , th e engin e i n hi s ches t churne d 

and th e asthm a too k over . Wheez e in . Wheez e out . Wheez e 

in. Out . Wheez e i n wa s alway s first . Bu b didn' t kno w why. 
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"Lemme up . I  go t asthma. " 

By no w Spott y wa s hal f sitting , hal f lying , o n hi s ow n fron t 

tire an d Bub' s stomach . Th e ri m o f Bub' s bac k whee l nearl y 

bent fro m al l th e shufflin g weight . A  woma n wit h tw o bi g 

bows o f hai r framin g he r hea d stoo d watchin g the m fro m th e 

mouth o f th e alley , a  Cho w Cho w strainin g a t th e leas h i n he r 

hand. 

"Take it— " Spott y said , shiftin g hi s weigh t an d nearl y 

cracking tw o of Bub's spoke s "—back. " 

"Okay. Okay, " Bu b wheezed . "King . You'r e th e king . I 

was ki d din. Spot . You're . Th e main . Monster. " Bu b wheeze d 

in har d an d high-pitche d s o Spott y woul d hea r it . 

Spotty loosene d his hol d bu t mad e n o mov e to ge t up . Thei r 

fights usuall y ende d thi s way . 

"Let me . Up . You're . Prince. " 

"Hold you r breath. " 

Bub hel d hi s breat h whil e Spott y floundere d of f hi m an d 

picked u p hi s bike . Th e woma n wit h th e tw o bi g bow s walke d 

on, losin g interest , bu t th e Cho w Cho w kep t glancin g back . 

"Okay, le t i t out, " Spott y said , startin g t o worry . "Careful. " 

Bub le t ou t hi s breath , th e cente r o f hi s ches t pinchin g 

coldly, an d remaine d sittin g o n th e fram e o f hi s bike , 

gradually slowin g hi s breathin g down . 

"Where's you r inhaler? " 

"The freaki n thing . Doesn' t help. " 

"Is i t better? " Spott y said , breathin g heavil y himself . 

"I nee d t o get . A  littl e more . Rhythm, " Bu b said . "Like . 

A train . Jus t starting . T o go . Like . I n th e movies . Listen . T o 

the train . Go . That' s just. Ho w it is. " 

"What abou t whe n i t speed s up? " Spott y said , gettin g 

interested. 

"The train ? O r me? " 
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"The train. " 

"Then," sai d Bub , " I can' t hea r it . Anymore. " 

"Oh," said Spotty , confused . H e puzzle d ove r Bub' s answe r a 

few seconds . "You'r e a freaki n queer. " 

Bub continue d t o wheeze . H e righte d thei r bicycle s an d 

gathered th e paper s bac k int o th e bag s whil e Spott y surveye d th e 

damage. 

"Two tor n papers . On e shirttai l out . You r chain' s off . 

Grease al l ove r your pants. " 

"We'd better . Ge t going, " Bub said . 

"Hang on . I  scratche d you r nec k a  little . A  ston e i n m y 

pocket. Thre e dime s o n th e ground . On e penny . A n asthm a 

attack. And a  partridg e i n a  pai r o f trees. " 

Spotty grinne d a t Bu b comfortably . H e wa s hi s elder , hi s 

conquerer, hi s pape r partner , hi s pal . 

Silent, Bu b slippe d hi s chai n bac k ove r th e sprocke t an d 

wiped th e greas e fro m hi s finger s ont o hi s paperbag , almos t 

obliterating th e "1 " in "Hilton. " 

"You go t a n in k smear . O n you r chin, " Bu b said . 

"Thanks," sai d Spotty , wettin g hi s pal m wit h hi s tongu e 

and wipin g i t unde r hi s mouth . 

"Hey, ar e w e stil l Bubs? " Spott y asked , holdin g ou t hi s 

hand fo r Bub to slap . 

"Still Bubs, " Bu b said , liftin g hi s le g ove r hi s bik e seat . 

"Hey Spotty— " Bu b sai d quietly , slappin g th e outstretche d 

palm wit h a  crack . "Go. " 

Bub pedalle d off , hootin g an d kickin g stone s behin d him , 

while Spott y struggle d ont o hi s ow n bik e an d sputtered . "Aw , 

no freaki n freaki n fair . Bubblebutt . Bowser . Shee t you . Puss y 

willow. Pussy. " 

Bub groun d th e word s ou t wit h hi s strainin g leg s a s h e 

sped toward s hi s hal f o f th e route , whil e Spott y puffe d hi s wa y 
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along i n th e opposit e direction , vaguel y curiou s a s t o ho w th e 

asthma ha d gon e awa y s o fast . Bub' s hal f o f th e rout e ha d fou r 

big hill s and Spotty' s ha d onl y one, but Spott y had mor e traffi c t o 

dodge an d ther e wa s a  donu t sho p o n Fron t Street . H e usuall y 

got a  chocolat e eclair , an d sometime s a  Tahitia n Treat . Bu b 

made n o stops , an d usuall y finished  passin g first.  Th e winne r 

got t o hard-knuckl e th e lose r on e tim e fo r eac h minut e th e lose r 

was behin d him . Sometime s Bu b waite d twenty-fiv e minute s 

behind Spotty' s hous e befor e h e showe d up . H e woul d practic e 

hard-knuckling o n th e leave s o f a  smal l Mapl e tre e i n Spotty' s 

backyard. 

As Spott y stoo d lookin g throug h th e glas s case , puzzlin g 

between Bavaria n crea m an d whit e cream , Bu b humme d hi s 

way dow n Pik e Street , completel y unaware o f ho w number s an d 

words wer e continuin g t o for m a  higher , mor e meaningfu l 

heap i n hi s life . Hi s pape r rout e an d recen t aspiration s an d 

asthma compete d fo r hi s menta l space : Corders . Kleins . B e a 

freakin roc k star . Littles . Wha t a  stupi d name . Klines . 

Wheeze in . O n th e porc h ove r th e rai l int o th e freaki n wall . 

Goldy. Definitely . Name d Goldy . O n Monday . Acros s th e 

street. Wilsons . Phone y company . Ove r th e ston e hill . Bam . 

And bam . Knuckl e th e hel l ou t o f him . Fou r i n a  row . Sk y 

hook. Th e freaki n ol d ba g i n th e ugl y gree n house . Kimmels . 

Tuttles. Freaki n mailbox . Goldy . 

Forty minute s later , Bu b go t t o giv e Spott y twelv e hard -

knuckles. Th e las t on e too k a  littl e bi t o f skin. Spott y shoo k th e 

sting fro m hi s hand , excitedl y tellin g Bu b th e news . 

"I'm quitti n to o Bub . I'l l qui t wit h ya . Scre w th e flute . I 

don't giv e a  flying  fric k abou t th e flute.  I'l l tel l Baile y Boy I go t 

a disease. " 

"AIDS!" sai d Bub . 

"Yeah, yeah , AIDS . That'l l scar e hi m off . H e won' t touc h 
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me. He'l l thro w th e flute  i n th e freaki n garbage . Freaki n 

AIDS. He'l l hav e a  frickin g frog . Outright.' ' 

"Wait, wait , wait . I  go t it, " sai d Bub , holdin g u p on e 

finger profoundly . "Tel l hi m h e ca n blo w th e flute  himself. " 

"Yeah, yeah ! You'r e a  genius , Boo-Boo . Yo u ca n freaki n 

blow i t freaki n yoursel f Baile y Boy . Freakin-A. " 

"You ca n Sara n Wra p i t fo r al l I  care, " Bu b said . 

They chortle d togethe r fo r awhile , Bu b theatricall y fallin g 

off hi s bik e wit h laughter , the n the y mad e mor e specifi c plans . 

Both boy s agree d tha t the y shoul d qui t separatel y o n Monda y s o 

that Mr . Baile y couldn' t tr y t o tal k the m ou t o f it . Somehow , 

they figured , h e woul d b e muc h mor e stunne d b y tw o separat e 

quittings o n th e sam e day , an d woul d probabl y b e lef t i n a 

comical stat e o f speechlessness . 

Swelling wit h dream s o f band-freedo m an d a  docil e Mr . 

Bailey, Bu b an d Spott y spli t lik e tw o jets behin d Spotty' s house — 

not knowin g tha t th e rea l reaso n tw o suc h abl e pilot s couldn' t 

face quittin g th e ban d togethe r wa s becaus e eac h on e woul d b e 

waiting fo r th e othe r t o d o th e talking—no t knowin g tha t th e 

real reaso n the y wante d t o qui t wa s becaus e o f the od d quiverin g 

in thei r shoulder s whe n th e instrument s go t heavy , an d th e 

blank loo k tha t Mr . Baile y gav e the m a s i f the y wer e larg e 

potatoes proppe d i n thei r chairs , an d th e strang e scarines s aliv e 

within tha t wid e stretc h o f nois e whe n th e whol e bandroo m 

tuned u p al l a t once . 

-3-

They're Al l Od d Number s 

Mrs. Lilly' s first  nam e wa s Lillian . Sh e ha d n o middl e 

name. I n th e beginning , sh e ha d toye d seriousl y wit h th e 

notion o f refusing t o marr y John becaus e o f the last-nam e issue . 
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"If onl y i t wa s th e othe r wa y aroun d o r something, " sh e 

had sai d quietl y whe n sh e wa s twenty-three . "Lill y Lillia n 

sounds bette r tha n Lillia n Lill y a t least . It' s al l backwards. " 

"So yo u g o b y Lill, " John said , shruggin g an d twiddlin g 

one en d o f hi s moustache , a n hourl y habi t i n thos e days . "An d 

nobody notices . No t backward s a t all . Perfectl y natural . Lil l 

Lilly. Sound s ver y sur e o f itself . Confident . Lik e a  President' s 

wife." 

He chuckle d lazil y an d cuddle d close r t o he r o n th e couch , 

but sh e wasn' t quit e convinced . Nothin g wa s wron g wit h he r 

own las t name , sh e suppose d ou t loud , an d mayb e i t wouldn' t b e 

so strang e i f the y bot h too k o n he r nam e instea d o f his . I t wa s 

1969, sh e argued—peopl e wer e ready  fo r radica l thing s t o 

happen. Bu t Joh n pointe d ou t agai n tha t he r curren t las t 

name—Smith—would en d u p bein g sill y an d embarrassin g fo r 

them both , especiall y a t th e wedding . 

"Ladies an d gentlemen, " John said , standin g u p i n fron t o f 

the couc h an d blessin g th e congregatio n i n imitatio n o f a  priest , 

"it give s me grea t pleasur e t o presen t t o you , for th e first  tim e i n 

history, Mr . an d Mrs . John Smith . Applause , applause. " 

Lillian didn' t cla p along , bu t manage d a  grin . 

"Then," Joh n said , "they' d giv e u s enoug h bu s far e t o 

explore Virgini a o n ou r honeymoon . Someon e would sli p m e a 

little picka x an d a  compas s an d a  condo m a t th e reception , an d 

you'd tur n int o a  fa t ol d prairie-wife. " 

He guffawed , delighte d wit h hi s articulat e wit . 

"What abou t a  differen t las t name? " Lillia n suggested . 

"Like Esterhau s o r Stockholm . Somethin g foreign . Wha t abou t 

our kids? " 

Then Joh n explaine d carefully , squarin g hi s shoulder s an d 

using bot h hand s t o shap e hi s poin t i n th e air , tha t hi s fathe r 

was a  Lilly , hi s mothe r wa s a  Lilly , an d s o on , an d h e wasn' t 
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about t o snub hi s parents or defec t to another countr y o r eve n talk 

about childre n jus t yet , an d thu s ende d thei r first  rea l tiff . 

Two day s late r whe n the y wen t t o th e courthous e t o ge t th e 

marriage licens e th e last-nam e issu e wa s al l settled , an d a 

smiling woma n hande d the m thei r l icens e an d a 

congratulatory Newlywe d Gif t Pax— a drawstrin g plasti c ba g 

stuffed wit h on e tub e o f Crest , a  six-ounc e bottl e o f Tide, som e 

generic cologne , a  sample r o f Stayfre e Minipads , tw o Tampa x 

tampons, si x caplet s o f Mido l Maximu m Strength , a  packe t o f 

food an d ca r coupons , an d tw o Massengill disposabl e douches. 

Lillian wa s responsibl e fo r takin g car e o f th e Gif t Pax , a s 

she wa s fo r orderin g th e flowers,  choosin g th e weddin g music , 

and filing  fo r th e nam e change . I n a  pensiv e moo d a  wee k 

before th e wedding , sh e dumpe d th e inside s o f th e Gif t Pa x ba g 

out ont o he r be d whe n he r parent s weren' t hom e an d arrange d 

everything int o categories . Th e content s o f th e larges t pile , sh e 

realized, ha d bee n chose n fo r a  woman , aime d a t som e mythi c 

deirrigation tha t wa s t o b e a  natura l par t o f he r lif e t o come . 

The message s stampe d o n th e item s wer e unescapable—"Ope n 

This End " an d "D o No t Flush " an d "It' s Easy"—th e sam e 

cadences an d command s she' d bee n marchin g t o fo r te n years , 

since she' d first  notice d he r bod y emptyin g itsel f agains t he r 

will, bu t no w i t wa s al l someho w intimatel y connecte d wit h 

John. Tiptoein g barefoo t lik e a  naught y adolescen t boy , sh e 

chose a  tampo n an d on e caple t o f Mido l fro m he r pile , too k 

them int o th e bathroom , an d filled  th e sin k wit h water . 

Dropped i n th e sink , th e tampo n burs t ou t int o a  langui d whit e 

butterfly-shrimp, whil e th e Mido l steame d u p int o mysti c 

fragrant pebbles , eventuall y finding  thei r wa y int o th e whit e 

fluff. Thi s wa s what womanhoo d must be , sh e thought—floatin g 

around bloate d wit h bit s o f debri s clingin g t o you , unti l finally 

the weigh t mad e yo u sink . O r lyin g dormant , dissolvin g awa y 
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into whit e space—silen t whil e th e worl d watched ; suspiciou s 

that wha t reall y mattere d wa s tha t a  woma n lear n t o properl y 

stanch an d flush  he r ow n blood , t o embrac e bot h th e vitalit y an d 

the uglines s o f he r flesh . Lillia n pace d aroun d th e upstair s 

rooms, swingin g he r arms—feelin g hersel f a  lonel y teenag e 

girl, emptie d o f al l tha t wa s dream y o r glorious . Sh e lingere d 

in th e bathroo m an d leane d he r hea d agains t th e coo l window , 

breathing mouthwas h mis t ont o th e froste d glass . Sh e though t 

about callin g of f th e wedding , o r askin g John t o someho w prove 

his love , o r a t leas t demandin g tha t h e lear n t o pok e fu n a t hi s 

last name . 

After sh e an d Joh n ha d bee n marrie d fo r tw o years , 

Lillian develope d a  secre t fondnes s fo r he r ne w name , sayin g i t 

aloud ove r an d ove r with he r hand s sun k t o th e wrist s i n warm , 

sudsy dishwater , enjoyin g ho w th e nam e jaunte d an d clicke d 

between th e teet h an d th e palate . Sh e stare d int o th e littl e 

lemony bubble s nestle d int o a  teaspoo n an d delighte d i n 

watching he r lip s sa y th e nam e upsid e down . 

She go t t o th e poin t where sh e coul d sa y the name , ove r an d 

over, withou t noticeabl y movin g he r lips . Fo r th e first  time , sh e 

wondered i f sh e ha d th e stuf f t o b e a  ventriloquist . Sh e notice d 

that onl y th e "Lill " part o f th e nam e require d he r t o expe l an y 

air. Whe n sh e wa s pregnan t wit h Bub , somethin g seeme d coz y 

and instinctua l an d dogmati c abou t bobbin g he r hea d slightl y a s 

she repeate d th e name , an d durin g he r labo r i t al l becam e he r 

mantra, he r cradle , he r "Lillia n Lill y Lillia n Lill y Lillian " 

way o f rockin g hersel f throug h childbirth . 

John greete d Bub' s birt h wit h fa r les s certitude . 

"Why doesn' t h e moa n o r something ? He' s to o quiet, " 

John said , scowlin g an d nervous . H e lai d hi s son' s four-hour -

old littl e bod y i n th e croo k o f Lillian' s ar m an d leane d ove r th e 

hospital be d a  bi t neare r t o he r lips . Th e woma n i n th e nex t 
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bed coughe d loudly. 

"They sai d they'r e goin g t o pu t hi m o n a  respirator, " Joh n 

whispered confidentially . "What' s wron g wit h him? " 

Lillian tilte d he r hea d o n th e pillo w an d looke d a t hi s 

face, gingerl y stretchin g ou t he r lip s a  bi t a s h e kisse d her . Th e 

moustache wa s gon e no w an d ha d bee n replace d b y severa l tin y 

pinches i n th e uppe r lip . John' s on e o f thos e people , sh e 

thought, whos e lip s yo u jus t neve r reall y notic e unti l th e 

moustache i s gone . Th e moustach e ha d mad e hi m droopy -

mouthed an d serious , bu t it s absenc e reveale d ne w edge s t o hi s 

smile an d a  squirmines s t o hi s mout h tha t Lillia n ha d neve r 

imagined. Sh e learne d ho w t o gri n a s sh e kisse d him . 

"Piss," sai d th e woma n i n th e be d nex t t o Lillian's , 

turning o n he r sid e t o fac e th e Lillys . 

"Don't worr y hon, " Lillia n said . "He' s jus t delicate . Lik e 

a flower . Lik e a  we t ne w flower.  He'l l b e fine  sweetie , he'l l b e 

fine." 

"They sai d hi s lung s aren' t bi g enoug h yet, " Joh n 

whispered. "He' s breathin g throug h hi s nose , I  think . Listen. " 

"He's okay. " Lillia n stroke d he r husband' s forearm . Bu b 

had alread y spen t fifteen  minute s clutchin g he r pink y finger  i n 

his fist,  cryin g an d squirmin g i n health y littl e jerks , an d sh e 

knew h e woul d b e al l right . 

"Pissss," th e woma n insisted , sittin g u p i n he r bed . " I 

stink lik e shitty , shitty , pissss." 

John looke d ove r just a s sh e struggle d he r hospita l gow n of f 

her front , revealin g coin-size d purpl e blotche s dottin g he r sides , 

her ski n foldin g downwar d i n a  patter n tha t suggeste d he r bod y 

was drippin g awa y int o a  slow , patien t puddle . 

"Get thes e dam n thing s of f me, " sh e said , scratchin g u p 

and dow n he r sides , squintin g directl y a t John . "Ge t them . 

Off." 

36 



John looke d awa y an d stare d dow n a t hi s ow n son , wh o 

was as buoyant and fa t a s a puppy . 

Bub wa s o n th e respirato r fo r tw o days , an d the y ha d t o 

listen t o hi s breathin g carefull y a t hom e fo r abou t a  week. 

"I thin k he' s groanin g a  little, " Joh n sai d anxiously , 

sitting o n th e couc h a t home , holdin g Bu b agains t hi s shoulde r 

to bur p him . " I hear d hi m gurgle , sor t of , bu t i t wasn' t lik e a 

wet soun d o r anything , it' s lik e h e ha s a  littl e pebbl e stuc k i n 

there. A  couple of pebbles. I t was a groan , sor t o f 

"He's fine, " Lillia n said , gazin g a t the m bot h dreamil y 

from acros s th e room . Thi s wa s he r favorit e par t o f 

motherhood—the watching . Sh e ha d neve r see n Joh n s o 

childlike, s o worrisome . I f Bu b sputtere d a  littl e o f he r breas t 

milk ou t o f hi s mouth , Joh n wante d t o cal l th e ambulance . I f 

Bub frowne d har d John lai d hi m o n th e carpe t an d stuc k hi s ea r 

to th e smal l ches t t o mak e sur e th e hear t wa s stil l beating . 

Inside Bub' s chest , h e coul d hea r a  perfect , pumpin g cadence , 

with just a  touc h o f congestio n rollin g aroun d onc e i n a  while— 

"It's like , lik e a  tin y tumblewee d tha t ble w of f course," John tol d 

Lillian excitedly , "bu t i t sound s health y too , just blowin g aroun d 

happy there , war m an d safe . A  goo d sound . A n ocean. " 

Lillian ha d neve r know n he r husban d t o b e quit e s o 

imaginative an d chi ldl ike , an d sh e love d t o si t bac k an d 

watch. 

But sometime s hi s imaginatio n faile d him , an d Joh n fel t 

at a  complet e loss with Bub . 

"You bur p him, " h e woul d finall y tel l hi s wife , carryin g 

Bub b y the armpit s acros s th e room . "Yo u do i t better. " 

"I hear  him bur p bette r tha n yo u do , that' s all. " 

"What doe s i t sound s lik e t o you , anyway?" 

"I d o i t lik e th e dolphin, " Lillia n said , pattin g Bub' s back . 

She ha d recentl y becom e vegetarian , an d use d anima l 
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metaphors generously . " I us e m y sona r t o find  th e ai r bubble , 

and pok e i t righ t u p ou t o f him wit h m y long nose." 

Bub eeped ou t a  burp i n confirmation . 

"That ki d i s turnin g yo u weird, " Joh n said , shakin g hi s 

head an d walkin g off . 

Lillian ha d t o admi t i t wa s true . Sinc e she' d ha d Bub , 

she'd bee n gettin g weird . Sh e ha d craving s no w no t fo r juices 

and popcor n an d carob , bu t fo r word s an d fact s an d cleanliness . 

She'd spen d hour s a t a  tim e just o n th e lette r "p"—musin g ove r 

the definition s o f word s lik e "plaid " an d "plutonium " an d 

"pluvial"—fascinated tha t sh e an d Bu b wer e jus t alon g fo r th e 

ride, whil e al l th e word s wer e ou t ther e reverberatin g 

somewhere nea r th e stratospher e whethe r anybod y like d i t o r 

not. Sh e tol d Bu b abou t som e o f th e word s whe n the y wer e 

alone th e wa y som e parent s sin g softl y t o thei r childre n lon g 

after they'v e falle n asleep . 

Facts wer e n o les s fascinatin g fo r Lillian , bu t pur e trivi a 

was useless . Fact s wer e thos e thing s whic h ha d historica l 

significance bu t wer e usuall y misunderstood—lik e th e fac t tha t 

Henry th e Eighth , infeste d no t wit h a  burnin g groi n bu t wit h 

bleeding gums , ha d no t reall y die d o f syphili s bu t o f scurvy — 

probably a s payment , Lillia n thought , fo r hoardin g mountain s 

of meat—an d th e fac t tha t th e fou r gospel s fo r th e Ne w 

Testament wer e selecte d b y a  timi d mon k wit h a  facia l ti c i n th e 

south o f France, an d th e fac t tha t Isaa c Newto n reall y did  ge t hi t 

on th e hea d wit h a n apple , forcin g th e thin g tha t fixed  Lillian' s 

feet t o th e eart h t o b e se t int o motion . Sh e sough t a  simila r 

kind o f motio n throug h cleaning . Sh e cleane d thei r apartmen t 

with ruthles s abandon—addin g o r removin g smell s almos t 

daily—resting Bu b o n he r hi p whil e sh e dumpe d somethin g 

pine-scented int o a  bucke t o r sprinkle d bakin g sod a ove r th e 

carpet. Whe n th e apartmen t wa s finally filled  wit h enoug h o f 
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the cleanin g smells , sh e woul d si t o n th e rocke r wit h Bu b an d 

smell everythin g an d no t tal k a t al l fo r awhile . 

After twenty-thre e month s o f perusing , wit h Bu b a t he r 

side, mos t o f th e weirdnes s sh e coul d find , Lillia n agree d wit h 

John tha t i t wa s tim e sh e di d wha t sh e wa s traine d fo r an d sh e 

took a  j o b teachin g socia l studie s a t th e Hilto n Senio r Hig h 

School. Friday s i n he r classroo m were devote d entirel y t o facts . 

John's stor y wa s entirel y different . Alon g wit h Bub' s birt h 

and Lillian' s flai r fo r weirdnes s cam e John' s new-foun d 

imagination, usuall y spillin g ou t o f hi s lip s i n strang e half -

metaphors, sawed-of f similes , an d quasi-cliches . H e couldn' t 

quite squeez e hi s imaginatio n shut ; selectivit y wasn' t importan t 

as lon g a s h e ha d a n audience , an d hi s usua l audienc e wa s 

either hi s eight h grad e clas s o f inattentiv e algebraist s o r a 

skinny, starchy-smellin g Bub . I f John though t o f somethin g t o 

say h e sai d it . An d wha t h e usuall y though t o f wer e thing s 

tactile, wistful , an d tawdry . Lik e a  hug e brow n shoppin g ba g 

with n o writin g o n it . Lik e shor t length s o f rop e knotte d 

together int o tw o leg s o f a  monstrou s nearly-equilatera l 

triangle. Lik e spi t o n a  skewer . Lik e th e nam e "Bub, " whic h 

John ha d chose n himself . 

Such inspiration s occurre d suddenl y t o hi m an d jus t a s 

suddenly h e gav e them birt h throug h speech , droppin g the m ou t 

on th e groun d wher e on e o f his student s o r Bu b o r an y passerb y 

could giv e the m a  quic k once-over . Bu t a s Bu b grew , Joh n 

seemed t o hav e les s an d les s tim e t o thin k o f thing s t o say , an d 

before h e kne w i t Bu b was si x years old , the n seven , the n almos t 

eight an d Joh n hadn' t tol d hi m eve n hal f o f wha t h e mean t t o 

yet. 

He mad e u p fo r som e of the los t words while Bub was in th e 

hospital recoverin g fro m hi s firs t ba d asthm a attack . H e sa t a t 

the foo t o f hi s son' s be d fo r hours , explainin g t o hi m tha t 
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Lillian wa s a t a  P.T.A . meetin g an d woul d b e i n t o se e hi m 

afterwards, an d tha t h e ha d bough t Bu b a  trumpe t fo r hi s eight h 

birthday, whic h h e coul d lear n t o pla y th e sam e wa y AH boxe d 

if h e practice d har d enough , an d tha t the y wer e gettin g a 

specialist i n t o se e hi m wh o kne w ever y coug h i n th e book ; Bu b 

half-listened an d smile d an d wa s gla d t o just li e dow n fo r a  fe w 

days an d no t hav e t o thin k abou t anythin g bu t th e mysteriou s 

illness buddin g i n hi s chest , whic h didn' t hur t reall y a s muc h 

as i t reminde d hi m tha t h e wa s breathin g al l th e time . 

When th e doctor s agree d tha t Bu b simpl y ha d plai n ol d 

asthma, whic h had , i n thi s case , combine d wit h a  viru s t o for m 

a ba d bronchia l cold , Bub' s doctor—Maynar d Masters—ha d a 

private tal k wit h Mrs . Lilly . 

After fiv e minute s o f restraint, Docto r Master s finall y go t t o 

the point . 

"When yo u breastfe d him , di d yo u switc h bac k an d fort h 

from th e bottl e t o th e breas t a t random , o r were you carefu l t o b e 

consistent?" 

Lillian though t abou t throwin g ou t he r arm s an d raisin g 

her whol e ches t a t hi m defiantly , a s i f thi s woul d b e evidenc e 

enough tha t he r so n ha d bee n properl y nourishe d sinc e birt h 

and tha t Bub' s asthm a ha d evolve d i n hi s ow n chest , no t hers . 

Instead sh e just shuffle d aroun d i n he r seat . 

"He hardl y touche d th e bottl e unti l h e wa s almos t one-and -

a-half," sh e said . "Unti l h e starte d makin g sound s lik e words. " 

"Good." 

"We're lactovegetarians, " Lillia n said , tryin g t o soun d 

superior. Sh e wante d t o sho w hi m u p o n a t leas t on e thing — 

this ma n whos e nam e sounde d lik e a  half-hearte d apolog y an d 

who, sinc e she' d sa t down , ha d bee n twistin g apar t paperclip s 

and droppin g th e segment s i n meaningles s pattern s o n hi s 

desk. Sh e wa s hal f expectin g hi m t o accus e he r o f weaning Bu b 
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on spinac h an d peanuts , o r clai m tha t he r breas t mil k ra n 

green, bu t th e docto r just gav e a quie t satisfie d "Hummph. " 

"So h e get s lot s o f mil k an d eggs, " h e said . "Cu t bac k o n 

them. The y coul d b e irritatin g hi s bronchia l passages , an d to o 

much cow' s mil k coul d flar e u p som e wheezie r bronchiti s an d 

some recurren t otiti s medi a late r on. " 

"What else? " sai d Lillian , tryin g no t t o fee l one-upped , an d 

thinking o f letting ou t a  quie t "Hummph " herself . 

"He shoul d watch ou t fo r dust . Kee p his roo m clean . Mayb e 

get a n ai r cleaner . Stee r clea r o f pets . An d we'l l tes t hi m fo r 

allergies whil e he' s here. " 

Lillian fel t a  littl e lik e Docto r Master s ha d jus t pu t i n a  bi d 

on he r house . 

"And giv e hi m a  hamburge r onc e i n awhile, " th e docto r 

said, standin g u p an d stickin g ou t hi s han d jovially . "There' s 

nothing wron g wit h a  littl e protein. " 

"Go t o hell, " Lillia n said . 

A fe w hour s later , John an d Lillia n stoo d togethe r nex t t o 

Bub's hospita l be d an d explaine d tha t i t wa s jus t asthma — 

nothing t o worry about an d eas y to outgrow—an d that Bu b woul d 

be hom e soo n an d blowin g o n th e trumpe t fo r therap y an d 

changing hi s die t som e maybe . Joh n hel d u p a  char t tha t h e 

and Docto r Master s ha d draw n u p together . Th e chart , h e 

explained, tol d Bu b ho w man y anti-asthm a pill s t o tak e onc e h e 

got home . 

DAY: 

PREDNISOLONE DOSAGE : 5  m g 

t: 1 2 3  4 5 

Morning 

Afternoon 

Evening 

4 

5 

4 

4 

4 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

0 

1 0 

0 

0 
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"So now, " John explaine d t o hi s son , "w e have a  plan . Yo u 

just tak e thes e littl e pill s lik e o n th e char t an d you'r e al l better . 

And w e keep a n ey e on you r chest . We'r e al l set. " 

"You'll b e fine, " Lillia n said , squeezin g Bub' s hand . 

Bub stare d a t th e char t fo r awhile . 

"They're al l od d numbers, " h e said . 

"What?" 

"When yo u ad d the m up, " h e said , pointin g t o th e piec e o f 

paper danglin g i n fron t o f him fro m hi s father' s hand , "they'r e 

all od d numbers. " 

"Across o r u p an d down? " Lillia n said . 

"Across." 

John quickl y checke d Bub' s mat h an d nodde d hi s head . 

"Good boy." 

"Now ge t som e sleep , sweetie, " Lillia n said , kissin g hi s 

forehead. Hi s fathe r squeeze d Bub' s han d an d pulle d dow n th e 

chain abov e th e bed , leavin g onl y a  fla t laye r o f fluorescent ligh t 

spilling i n fro m th e hallwa y an d crossin g Bu b a t th e ankles . 

"Good night, " h e sai d t o thei r silhouettes . 

Nobody move d fo r a  moment . 

"Mom," Bu b whispered , "ho w man y day s til l I' m eight? " 

"Two." 

"Will I  b e hom e then? " 

"Yes. Promise. " 

"Know what? " Bu b said . " I go t asthm a whe n I  wa s five. " 

He ha d bee n waitin g al l da y t o tel l them . No w that thi s thin g 

he'd bee n awar e o f fo r a  lon g tim e ha d a  name , h e wante d t o 

give al l th e part s o f th e asthm a a  name . Th e par t tha t mad e a 

coiling soun d i n hi s sinuse s neede d a  name . Th e par t tha t 

turned thing s ove r i n hi s lung s neede d on e too , probabl y th e 

same on e tha t woul d b e give n t o th e littl e han d tha t crawle d 

around insid e an d tickle d hi s throat . Bu t th e par t tha t mos t 
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needed a  nam e wa s th e on e tha t enable d hi m t o brin g forth , 

almost an y tim e h e wanted , a  tremendou s ra w bar k fro m hi s 

chest, whic h h e usuall y cuppe d i n hi s hand s o r muffle d i n hi s 

pillow becaus e h e like d t o fee l ho w powerfu l i t was . 

"No Bubba, " John sai d quietly . "Yo u haven' t ha d asthm a 

before. Jus t a couple days ago." 

"I wa s five, " Bu b insisted . " I ha d it . A t leas t twice . An d 

then agai n whe n I  wa s seven . I  stil l a m seven . I  didn' t kno w 

what t o do . I  staye d i n m y room . Bu t i t wa s a  lon g tim e ago . I 

just neve r tol d you. " Bu b wa s stil l whispering . H e like d t o 

whisper i n th e dark . 

"It's okay . You'r e oka y now, " Lillian said . 

"I didn' t kno w wha t t o do, " Bub said , relieve d t o finall y b e 

telling them , "s o I  just sa t dow n an d waited , an d I  breathe d an d 

coughed, an d finally  m y ches t wen t t o sleep . That' s wha t 

happens. M y chest goe s to sleep. " 

Mrs. Lill y smile d i n th e dark , a s i f sh e an d Bu b wer e 

sharing a n ol d secret . Sh e though t mayb e he r so n woul d b e a n 

artist. 

"Get som e rest, " she said . "You'r e a goo d boy. " 

She an d Joh n walke d out , an d Bu b la y thinkin g abou t ho w 

the asthm a ha d mad e hi s ches t g o t o slee p eve r sinc e h e wa s 

five, an d wondere d wha t woul d happe n i f hi s stomac h an d hi s 

legs an d eve n hi s fee t wen t t o slee p al l a t th e sam e time . 

The bo y in th e be d nex t t o Bub's couldn' t sleep. 

"Hey kid? " th e bo y whispered . "Di d you r bowel s mov e 

today?" 

"What? When? " 

"Your bowels . Th e nurs e aske d m e i f m y bowel s move d 

today. Di d yours?" 

Bub picture d tier s filled  wit h blac k an d swirle d bowlin g 

balls, lik e th e one s wher e hi s fathe r bowled , suddenl y tippin g 
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and emptyin g al l th e ball s of f onto th e floor. 

"I don' t know, " he said . 

"Me neither . I  sai d 'n o way. ' Sh e sai d they'r e gonn a 

haveta fee d m e jello. Wha t doe s i t mean? " 

"I don' t know, " Bu b whispered , th e word s soundin g flat 

and smal l an d permanen t i n th e dark . 

"I'm goin g hom e thi s weekend, " th e bo y said . 

"I'll b e eigh t i n tw o days, " Bub said . 

Bub turne d o n hi s stomac h an d eventuall y forgo t abou t hi s 

chest an d stomac h an d leg s an d fee t goin g t o sleep , an d h e 

stopped hearin g th e clack s o f bowlin g ball s agains t eac h other . 

Instead, somethin g funn y happene d i n hi s head . Durin g th e 

next fe w years , i t woul d happe n agai n an d agai n durin g th e 

oddly suspende d moment s just befor e sleep , bu t thi s was th e ver y 

first tim e i t happened . O n th e blac k an d pin k scree n o f hi s 

closed eyelids , Bu b bega n t o se e things . H e sa w a  tin y flat  ma n 

in a  ha t wh o suddenl y inflate d an d bulge d big , the n a  rounde d 

gray elephan t whic h zippe d dow n int o a  blac k dot , the n dozen s 

of undersize d balloon s that burs t int o silen t startlin g circles . H e 

sensed someho w tha t thes e thing s belonge d t o sleep , an d tha t 

they belonge d onl y t o his  sleep . Nothin g els e coul d hav e them . 

Nothing els e coul d quit e kno w th e puzzlin g liltin g goin g o n i n 

the dar k space s befor e him , an d Bu b woul d neve r tr y t o tel l any -

one abou t it . I t was his, and no t eve n th e asthm a coul d touc h it . 

Lying o n hi s stomac h i n th e hospita l bed , Bu b imagine d a 

thick brush , lik e hi s mom' s wallpape r past e brush , fille d wit h 

red pain t an d gentl y swishin g ove r hi s body . I t starte d a t th e 

heel o f hi s righ t foo t an d di d on e le g a t a  time , workin g slowl y 

upward i n gentl e half-strokes , th e num b hea t fro m th e pain t 

tingling hi s ski n onl y wher e th e brus h ha d been . I t di d hi s 

legs, hi s entir e back , the n wen t dow n t o hi s stomac h an d 
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started u p th e front . B y th e tim e i t go t t o hi s ches t h e wa s 

asleep. 

-4-

The Groun d Blossoms 

On Sunda y morning , th e da y befor e Bu b an d Spott y 

planned t o qui t th e ban d together , the y stoo d beneat h th e 

crucifix i n thei r blac k an d whit e alta r bo y outfit s a t Sain t 

Catherine's Hol y Catholi c Church . A s Fathe r Ji m aske d th e 

parishioners t o cal l t o min d thei r sins , Spotty , wit h hand s 

folded an d profil e t o th e congregation , bega n t o develo p a n 

erection—his secon d on e tha t day . Luckily , hi s cassoc k an d 

surplice an d stomac h rod e o n hi s bod y i n suc h a  wa y as t o hid e 

his alta r erection s fro m sight , bu t h e wa s nervou s abou t i t 

anyway, s o h e use d a  tric k he' d learne d almos t b y acciden t a  fe w 

Sundays before—hikin g u p hi s cassock , slippin g hi s han d dee p 

in hi s righ t pocket , an d curlin g hi s fingers  skyward , thu s 

sliding th e erectio n u p an d aroun d unnotice d unti l it s 

underside wa s hel d secur e b y th e insid e linin g o f hi s zipper . 

"That's numbe r tw o fo r today, " Spott y whispere d t o Bub , a s 

the choi r le d th e congregatio n i n th e Glor y to God . " I ha d on e 

when I  wa s lightin g th e candles— a bi g on e then—an d on e 

now." 

"You're a  se x fiend,  Spot, " Bub whispered ou t on e sid e o f his 

mouth. 

Spotty an d Bu b ha d nearl y mastere d th e ar t o f whisperin g 

out th e sid e o f th e mout h s o thei r father s wouldn' t notic e the m 

talking o n th e altar . I t wa s harde r fo r Bub , becaus e h e usuall y 

got stuc k standin g o n Spotty' s right , whic h mean t h e ha d t o us e 

the lef t sid e o f hi s mouth—th e sam e sid e hi s fathe r coul d se e i f 

45 



he watche d rea l hard . Bu b wa s beginnin g t o b e abl e t o sa y 

certain word s withou t reall y movin g hi s lips . 

Suddenly everyon e stoppe d singin g an d Fathe r Jim le t ou t a 

cough t o war n th e boy s t o b e silent . H e coul d hea r thei r 

whisperings wel l enoug h t o mak e ou t a  fe w words , an d h e ha d 

cautioned the m befor e abou t talkin g durin g mass , mostl y becaus e 

their word s tende d t o becom e giggles , the n sputters , then , i n 

Bub's case , outrigh t choke s an d violen t coughs . Hearin g th e 

priest's cough , Bu b tensed . H e kne w tha t Fathe r Jim migh t b e 

able t o tel l i f he eve n thought  abou t doin g som e sin s whil e h e wa s 

serving o n th e altar , an d h e vowe d t o himsel f no t t o tal k t o 

Spotty for th e res t of the mass . 

There wa s on e time , Spott y ha d warne d Bub , tha t Fathe r 

Jim ha d someho w figure d ou t Spott y ha d bee n havin g a n 

erection durin g mass , an d afte r mas s h e ha d take n hi m int o 

the dar k confessiona l booth , mad e hi m pul l dow n hi s pants , 

and slappe d hi s har d peni s wit h a  col d spoon . 

"Did i t g o down? " Bu b ha d asked , fascinated . 

"It go t bigger, " Spott y ha d said , roundin g ou t hi s eyes . 

"And i t staye d bigge r too." 

But tha t ha d bee n a  yea r befor e whe n Bu b wa s onl y eleven, 

and h e ha d sinc e cease d t o believ e th e story , an d wa s thinkin g 

that mayb e Spott y didn' t eve n kno w what a n erectio n was . 

While th e choi r san g th e Responsoria l Psalm , Spott y 

nudged Bu b i n th e side . "Ge t an y har d one s today , Bobby ? I 

think mayb e I  ha d on e thi s mornin g too , when I  wok e up , an d 

this one' s bee n o n fo r abou t fiv e minute s already . Fiv e freaki n 

minutes. Wha t tim e i s it? " 

"Be quiet, " Bu b hissed . " I thin k h e ca n hea r us. " 

"What tim e i s it? " Spott y said , a  littl e louder . 

"Twenty afte r ten. " 

"Time me, " Spotty said . 
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When th e congregatio n stoo d u p fo r th e Gospel , Bub notice d 

Father Ji m rollin g hi s hea d a  bi t t o on e side , an d h e fel t a 

piercing glance , almos t a  burnin g i n hi s ow n neck , a s i f Go d 

himself ha d frowne d directl y a t him . Actually , Fathe r Ji m wa s 

simply stretchin g hi s nec k t o crac k it , limberin g u p fo r hi s 

Homily abou t Doubtin g Thomas . Thomas , th e pries t ha d 

decided t o affirm , wa s perhap s th e mos t intelligen t o f th e 

apostles. H e wa s a n earl y biologist . H e wa s courageou s enoug h 

and articulat e enoug h t o challeng e Christ' s resurrectio n fro m 

the dea d o n th e ground s o f physica l evidence . H e wishe d t o 

probe Christ' s sid e wit h hi s ow n fingers , t o pee r int o hi s hear t 

with hi s ow n microscope . "I n short, " th e pries t planne d t o sa y 

in closing , "'Doubting ' Thoma s wa s no t al l thumbs. " H e wa s a 

little concerne d tha t th e pu n woul d b e los t o n hi s audience . H e 

thought tha t perhap s waggin g bot h thumb s i n th e ai r woul d b e 

effective. 

Just a s Fathe r finishe d th e Gospe l readin g an d peopl e 

settled int o th e pews , Spott y nudge d Bu b again . "Ho w man y 

hard one s today ? Fo r you . Ho w many? " 

"Four an d half, " Bub said , just t o shu t hi m up . 

Bub wasn' t sur e i f wha t he' d bee n havin g th e las t fe w 

months coul d b e calle d tru e erections , bu t h e kep t a n 

approximate coun t o f them , an d on e da y he' d ha d twelv e 

between breakfas t an d dinner . Spott y ha d swor n tha t i t wa s 

impossible unles s yo u ha d a  lo t o f kids , bu t Bu b ha d no t backe d 

down, an d Spott y tol d hi m tha t i f h e ha d to o man y i n a  ro w h e 

would g o completel y bal d an d hi s fingernail s woul d rot . 

During Father' s Homil y o n Thomas , whic h wa s sprinkle d 

intermittently wit h th e laughte r o f bot h nervou s an d amiabl e 

parishioners, Fathe r Ji m kep t bein g distracte d b y jokes tha t h e 

might peppe r throug h hi s Homil y th e nex t week . Th e 

dwindling vie w tha t th e Catholi c Churc h wa s simpl y a  plac e t o 
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"pay, pray , an d obey " cam e t o mind , an d T . S . Eliot' s remar k 

about th e churc h a s "rugs , jugs, an d candlelight " seeme d equall y 

promising, bu t th e pries t worrie d tha t to o muc h humo r migh t 

extirpate hi s meaning . Prudently , h e close d hi s Homil y o n 

Thomas wit h a  spontaneou s blessin g fo r al l th e "Doubtin g 

Christians" i n th e world , stretchin g fort h on e pal m an d 

closing hi s eye s tightly . 

All throug h th e Homily , Spott y an d Bu b ha d t o si t nex t t o 

each othe r o n th e har d woode n seat s that had sta r shapes cu t int o 

them wher e thei r butt s rested . Sittin g i n th e seats , the y face d 

the congregatio n directly , an d Fathe r Jim' s Homilie s laste d 

about te n minutes , s o rea l conversatio n wa s extremel y difficult . 

Nevertheless, Spott y kep t nudgin g Bu b secretly , reportin g o n hi s 

erection's progres s an d askin g wha t tim e i t was , hissin g tha t h e 

was goin g t o se t a  ne w record . Actually , hi s erectio n ha d gon e 

down afte r abou t tw o minutes . 

Later i n th e mass , whe n th e boy s wer e puttin g th e littl e 

cruets o f wate r an d win e dow n o n th e tabl e wher e th e pries t 

couldn ' t detec t thei r whisperin g fo r a  fe w moments , 

conversation wa s muc h easier . 

"Thirty-two minutes, " Spott y sai d t o Bu b a s h e picke d u p th e 

towel Fathe r Ji m woul d soo n us e t o dr y hi s hands . " A ne w 

freakin worl d record. " 

"You're goin g t o hel l fo r sure, " Bu b whispere d back , a  hin t 

of aw e i n hi s voice . 

Bub though t a  lo t abou t hel l whil e h e wa s i n church , an d 

most o f the tim e h e wa s convinced that both h e an d Spott y would 

indeed b e goin g ther e someday . Fathe r Jim ha d tol d the m i n 

catechism clas s tha t hel l wa s reserve d onl y fo r thos e wit h th e 

really terribl e sins , bu t Bu b figured  tha t a n alta r boy' s sin s ha d 

to b e bigge r tha n mos t people' s becaus e everyon e coul d se e you 

right u p ther e o n th e altar , an d h e seeme d t o thin k u p hi s mos t 
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terrible sin s exclusivel y durin g th e mass . H e believe d tha t i f 

Father Jim committe d eve n a  smal l si n h e woul d hav e t o g o t o 

hell fo r certain , because , a s th e town' s onl y priest , h e wa s 

responsible fo r th e sin s o f ever y sou l i n Hilto n al l a t once , s o i f 

he slippe d u p an d die d h e too k everybody' s sins wit h hi m an d 

spent th e res t o f eternit y doin g penance . Or , eve n worse , Bu b 

thought, mayb e the y al l ende d u p i n purgator y together—al l th e 

sinning priest s an d sinnin g alta r boys , an d the y ha d t o kee p 

marching throug h a n endles s mas s i n a  hug e churc h tha t 

nobody cam e to , al l th e sinnin g priest s preachin g togethe r an d 

all th e sinnin g alta r boy s force d t o stan d u p th e whol e time , 

with non e o f th e boy s allowe d t o sa y a  wor d t o eac h othe r unti l 

they finall y reache d eternit y o r someho w lucke d thei r wa y ou t 

of purgator y an d int o heaven . Th e onl y thin g h e coul d figur e 

out abou t purgator y fo r certai n wa s that i t was just a  littl e bi t cold . 

While Fathe r Jim brok e th e bi g hos t int o piece s h e though t 

about ho w brittle Christ' s bone s mus t hav e bee n b y th e tim e th e 

spikes wer e pounde d throug h hi s feet , an d th e congregatio n pu t 

up thei r kneelers , readyin g themselve s t o begi n th e slo w shuffl e 

up t o th e alta r fo r Communion . Meanwhile , Bub' s min d starte d 

carrying ou t it s favorit e sin , whic h h e returne d t o almos t ever y 

week. H e pretende d tha t h e ha d a  gu n i n hi s pocke t whic h 

fired a  thi n bullet— a deadl y accurate , unexploding , placebo -

bullet tha t strictl y obeye d al l th e grass-root s law s o f geometry. I t 

didn't g o throug h thing s bu t ricochete d neatl y rubberlik e of f 

them, graduall y workin g it s wa y toward s th e thin g h e wa s 

secretly aimin g for . H e imagine d tha t eac h ite m hi t produce d 

an appropriat e soun d a s th e bulle t bounce d off— a clea r pin g fro m 

the to p o f the Virgi n Mary' s statue' s head ; a  muffle d thun k fro m 

the woode n beam s o r th e alta r o r th e podiu m fro m wher e th e 

gospel wa s read ; a  thic k bon g fro m th e tal l bras s flowerholders 

on eithe r sid e o f th e altar ; a  hollo w ra p fro m an y o f th e gloss y 
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white wall s o r th e curve d ceilin g which too k u p a  majo r portio n 

of th e spac e withi n hi s firin g range—bu t nothin g eve r brok e 

and n o on e eve r go t hurt , s o Bu b coul d shoo t i t of f week afte r 

week wit h n o on e th e wiser . Sometime s h e mean t th e bulle t t o 

eventually ru n int o Fathe r Jim, bu t h e neve r quit e ha d th e gut s 

to le t i t com e to o clos e t o th e crucifi x hangin g abov e him , 

thinking tha t Jesus himsel f migh t com e righ t dow n an d hol d 

up th e gu n i n hi s pocke t for everyon e to se e i f he dare d t o hi t th e 

crucifix. I n Bub' s mind , th e bulle t lef t a  soli d whit e Jetstrea m 

behind itself , formin g masse s o f complicated , overlappin g line s 

all ove r th e church , an d i t almos t alway s petere d ou t befor e 

actually hittin g it s target . 

On thi s day , whil e Bu b waite d fo r th e pries t t o han d th e 

cups o f wafers an d win e aroun d t o th e Eucharisti c ministers , th e 

bullet wa s eventuall y heade d ove r t o th e tal l re d box , where th e 

collection mone y wa s dumpe d an d guarde d betwee n tw o set s of 

steel teeth , bu t th e bullet' s pat h wa s abruptl y halte d whe n Bu b 

had t o stan d u p an d follo w Spott y dow n t o th e aisl e wher e th e 

people wer e filin g u p fo r Communion . 

Bub's j o b wa s t o stan d nex t t o Fathe r Ji m an d hol d th e 

round gol d plat e unde r th e hos t a s i t wa s pulle d fro m th e cu p 

and lai d o n somebody' s outstretched tongu e o r i n th e cradl e o f 

their cuppe d hands . Hi s plat e actuall y spen t littl e tim e exactl y 

under th e hos t durin g it s movement , becaus e usuall y h e couldn' t 

tell i f th e perso n wa s goin g t o us e hi s hand s o r hi s mout h unti l 

it wa s almost to o late . Som e people switched fro m wee k t o week, 

or worse , the y mad e a  las t minut e decision . Th e importan t bod y 

parts wer e a t differen t elevation s an d th e peopl e wer e a t 

different heights , an d Bu b als o fel t ver y weir d whe n peopl e 

opened thei r mouth s lik e tha t i n fron t o f him—som e o f th e 

mouths gapin g wid e an d th e head s tilte d bac k an d eve n th e lip s 

curled u p s o h e coul d se e th e gum s bulgin g out , an d othe r 
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mouths, usuall y th e younge r ones , just barel y ope n an d th e littl e 

snake-tip o f th e tongu e slippin g ou t onl y lon g enoug h t o barel y 

catch th e roun d wafe r befor e i t disappeare d backward s an d ou t o f 

sight forever . Th e whol e proces s wa s s o complicate d an d weir d 

for Bu b tha t h e jus t hel d th e gol d plat e somewher e nea r th e 

person's bellybutto n mos t o f the time , an d stare d a t thei r face s t o 

keep trac k o f ho w man y o f the m kep t thei r eye s close d throug h 

the whol e strang e thing . Fathe r Jim ha d explaine d t o Bu b tha t 

the brea d wa s transforme d int o Christ' s actua l body  durin g th e 

mass, and , a s yo u at e i t eac h week , you r ow n bod y graduall y 

resembled Christ' s bod y mor e an d more . Bu t Bu b wasn' t 

convinced. N o matte r ho w man y wafer s h e ate , h e looke d 

nothing lik e th e bod y pinne d t o th e cros s abov e him , an d h e 

couldn't hel p picturin g a  miniatur e Chris t actuall y staple d ont o 

a littl e cros s mad e o f matchstick s o r toothpick s an d lodge d 

somewhere a t th e botto m o f hi s stomach , upsettin g th e work s 

with th e shar p woode n edges , an d th e trickle s o f bloo d fro m th e 

wounds coatin g al l th e othe r ugl y remnant s o f foo d dow n there . 

He alway s mad e sur e t o che w hi s ow n wafe r int o th e tinies t 

possible piece s befor e swallowing . 

When Mr . Lilly , wh o alway s too k th e hos t i n hi s hands , 

came up , Bu b jerked th e plat e dow n s o h e woul d b e sur e t o hav e 

it unde r hi s father' s hands , an d h e bumpe d Fathe r Jim' s ar m 

just enoug h t o knoc k th e hos t dow n ont o hi s plate . Startled , Bu b 

tipped th e plat e an d watche d a s th e wafe r flip-flopped , 

seemingly i n slo w motion , dow n t o th e floor . 

Father Jim carefull y ben t a t th e waist , holdin g th e cu p u p 

high, an d reache d dow n t o retriev e th e host . Mr . Lill y neve r 

took hi s eye s of f his son . 

"Dad. Sorry . I  didn' t se e you . I  ca n ge t anothe r one. " 

Mr. Lill y hissed a t hi s so n t o b e quie t whil e Spott y sputtere d 

audibly fro m somewher e nearby , an d th e pries t carefull y lai d 
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the retrieve d hos t i n Mr . Lilly' s still-waitin g hands . 

"Be sur e t o consum e it," h e sai d quietly . 

Mr. Lill y too k th e host , place d i t o n hi s tongue , an d heade d 

back dow n th e aisle , hi s son' s appalle d eye s neve r movin g fro m 

him unti l h e reache d hi s pew , as i f Bub believe d that Go d woul d 

at an y momen t com e chargin g righ t a t hi m ou t o f hi s father' s 

back, seekin g restitutio n fo r hi s sin . 

After mass , whil e Bu b an d Spott y wer e extinguishin g th e 

candles an d Fathe r Ji m wa s i n th e sacristy , pullin g th e gree n 

robe ove r hi s hea d safel y ou t o f hearing distance , Spott y tol d Bu b 

that no w he  was th e on e wh o was surel y goin g t o hell . 

"Wait til l lunch . Miste r Mat h i s gonn a ja m tha t 

Communion cracke r righ t dow n you r throat . H e didn' t ea t it ; I 

know h e didn't . I  sa w hi m pu t i t i n hi s pocke t an d he' s gonn a 

save i t til l lunc h an d mak e yo u ea t i t wit h al l th e dir t an d 

footprints an d stuf f al l ove r i t an d you'r e gonn a chok e o n i t an d 

go straigh t t o freaki n hell. " 

But Bu b didn' t sa y anything . H e wa s tryin g t o pinpoin t th e 

funny feelin g h e ha d goin g o n i n hi s chest . I t wasn' t asthma ; 

it seeme d somethin g lik e i t bu t wa s a  lo t weirder—no t becaus e 

he wa s worrie d abou t wha t hi s fathe r woul d d o ove r lunch , no r 

because h e kne w tha t th e littl e roun d hos t wa s a  littl e fragmen t 

of God , perhap s a  toenai l o r a n elbow , an d h e ha d dumpe d i t 

right ou t o n th e floor  a s i f i t wa s a  nickel . Wha t alarme d hi m 

was tha t h e ha d actuall y sinne d BI G wit h Jesu s hangin g righ t 

behind him , an d hi s fathe r ha d stare d righ t bac k a t hi m 

without blinkin g an d swallowe d th e wafe r down , an d Bub' s 

mind, i n a  panic , ha d automaticall y se t th e bulle t of f with n o 

particular destination ; ther e wa s nothin g h e coul d d o t o sto p i t 

and n o wa y t o kno w what i t migh t hit , an d i t mus t stil l b e ou t 

there caromin g bac k an d fort h of f thing s al l o n it s own . And , 

on to p of it all , Bu b thought mayb e he ha d a  bi t o f an erection . 
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All th e wa y hom e i n th e ca r hi s fathe r surprise d hi m b y 

not mentionin g wha t ha d happene d a t Communio n a t all , 

giving Bu b th e desperat e urg e t o tel l somebod y abou t th e whol e 

strange mess—abou t Gold y an d th e ban d an d th e bulle t an d 

purgatory an d mayb e eve n erections—bu t h e didn' t kno w who. 

All tha t hi s parent s talke d abou t i n th e ca r wa s Bub' s 

grandmother. 

Bub's grandmothe r ha d bee n i n th e Hilto n Mano r fo r tw o 

years wit h Alzheimer' s disease . Tw o month s afte r he r husban d 

died, th e polic e ha d foun d he r wanderin g i n th e wood s almos t 

sixty mile s fro m Hilton , wher e sh e ha d hitche d a  rid e fro m a 

teenage boy , and Lillia n ha d decide d t o pu t he r i n th e home . 

Every fe w month s on e o f th e doctor s a t th e Mano r advise d Mrs . 

Lilly tha t he r mothe r coul d pas s awa y a t an y time , o r tha t sh e 

might sin k wholl y int o senil e dementia , bu t sh e doggedl y 

continued t o liv e on , slippin g i n an d ou t o f timelessness , talkin g 

almost incessantly , a s thoug h he r constan t fillin g o f th e ai r 

with word s woul d resuscitat e he r nearl y obsolet e kidneys , an d 

lungs, an d heart , an d feet . 

Today, Lillian' s mother—Anna—wa s awar e tha t i t wa s 

Sunday an d tha t he r daughte r woul d b e visiting ; despit e th e 

naugahyde strap s connectin g he r arm s t o th e be d rails , sh e ha d 

managed t o pro p hersel f up i n be d an d com b he r hair . Jus t afte r 

she watche d a  churc h servic e o n television , confuse d b y th e hit -

and-run hymn s o f th e evangelist' s choir , th e seizur e hit . 

She ha d seizure s ever y fe w weeks . B y no w Ann a kne w 

what th e seizur e woul d d o t o her : he r breathin g woul d happe n 

in he r throa t instea d o f he r ches t an d th e rapi d littl e gasp s 

would shive r dow n alon g he r arm s an d leg s and the n bac k u p t o 

her head , an d sh e woul d b e force d t o talk : t o tel l th e roo m 

everything sh e saw , n o matte r ho w empt y an d terribl e i t al l 

was, no t knowin g whic h plac e sh e woul d en d u p i n today—i n 
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the bed , o n th e ceiling , i n th e television , throug h th e 

window—but knowin g fo r sur e tha t sh e wa s no t goin g t o di e 

today, no , sh e wa s no t goin g t o die , becaus e i f sh e wa s goin g t o 

die toda y al l th e foolis h body-whirlin g wouldn' t b e s o ver y rea l 

and slipper y an d stupid . 

When th e Lilly s walke d int o Anna' s roo m afte r church , 

the seizur e ha d jus t started , an d sh e pu t al l he r effor t int o tryin g 

to tel l the m abou t it . 

"Just put me . Pu t me . O n th e ground. " 

"It's oka y mother, " Lillia n said . "I' m here . Look , Bu b 

came along. " 

Anna trie d t o contro l he r word s b y holdin g he r hea d still . 

"Oh, Lilly . Oh . God . Shit . Ou t Oh. " 

"Hi Gramma, " Bu b sai d brightly . 

"Oh God . They'v e go t m e i n bi g belts. " 

Lillian squeeze d he r mother' s shoulde r tightl y s o sh e 

would kno w someon e wa s i n th e roo m wit h her . A  nurs e cam e 

in an d stoo d a t th e foo t o f th e bed , holdin g a  syring e fille d wit h 

green liquid , sayin g tha t Ann a hadn' t slep t th e nigh t befor e 

and tha t sh e wa s o n al l th e medicin e the y coul d giv e her , an d 

the bes t thin g the y coul d d o no w was t o hel p he r cal m down . 

"She's havin g a  seizure, " Mr . Lill y said . "Ge t th e doctor. " 

As th e woma n i n th e whit e dres s left , Ann a fel t th e be d 

shaking an d remembere d sh e wa s somewher e i n a  room . Sh e 

saw tw o tal l figures  turne d a  littl e sideway s an d shimmerin g 

next t o her , the n Bub' s fac e wa s clearl y suspende d i n fron t o f 

her, hi s eye s bulgin g lik e a  toad's , hi s mout h flapping  open , 

then closed . Open , the n closed . I t wa s he r grandson , com e t o 

play. 

"Bub. Bub . Bub . I . Know . Bub . Blossoms . Ge t th e tree . 

Stop it . Shit . Pu t me . Down. " 
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"She's havin g a  seizure, " Mrs . Lill y sai d t o th e docto r a s h e 

glided int o th e room—h e wa s al l whiteness , al l calm , fluid 

motion. 

"The tree . Blossoms . O n th e ground. " 

"Where ar e yo u Mrs . Smith? " th e docto r shouted . 

"She's dreaming, " Bu b said . 

"Hush," Mrs . Lill y said . 

"Oh. God . Oh . Tak e thi s shit . Of f me." 

"She think s it' s spring, " Bu b said . "Wit h cherr y blossoms . 

On th e ground. " H e coul d pictur e i t perfectly . "Ar e yo u 

dreaming Gramma? " h e shouted . 

"Hush Bub, " Mrs . Lill y said . 

"Yes. Yes . Dreaming . God. " 

"Do yo u kno w where yo u ar e Mrs . Smith? " th e docto r said . 

"It's a  dream, " Bu b said . "Sh e just can' t sleep. " 

Anna wa s suddenl y soothe d becaus e Bu b wa s there—starin g 

innocently i n he r eyes , unafrai d an d untouchable . H e lifte d 

her, cradle d he r i n hi s arms , an d gentl y lowere d he r t o th e 

ground. Wher e th e blossom s were . H e lai d he r dow n o n th e 

pile o f white petals—al l softness , al l rest . 

Then th e docto r talke d t o her , an d ther e wer e n o thing s i n 

the roo m bu t hi s voice . H e aske d he r ho w old sh e wa s an d wha t 

day i t wa s an d wher e sh e ha d jus t been . Ann a tol d hi m sh e 

was seventy-on e an d i t wa s Sunda y an d tha t sh e ha d jus t falle n 

out th e window . H e hike d u p he r rob e an d squeeze d he r string y 

calves a  fe w times , tappe d o n he r knee s wit h a  littl e triangula r 

hammer, the n aske d he r i f sh e kne w hi s name . H e gav e he r 

two word s t o remember : "green " an d "apple. " Afte r tw o min -

utes sh e forgo t th e words , but remembere d th e doctor' s name . 

The docto r le d Lillia n an d Joh n int o th e hallway , an d Bu b 

sat nex t t o hi s grandmother' s bed , nervou s an d happy . H e 
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leaned clos e t o Ann a an d talked . 

"I droppe d Communio n o n th e floor  toda y Gramma . Da d 

had t o ea t it. " 

"Bub," sh e said , reachin g ou t an d touchin g hi s cheek . "It' s 

terrible. Bub . Stupid. " 

"I sho t of f th e bulle t an d h e jus t walke d away , an d h e 

didn't eve n sa y anythin g abou t i t Gramma , bu t I  sinned. " 

"Bub," sh e whispered , leanin g close r t o him . "Yo u saw it . 

A tree . An d blossoms." 

"It wa s spring, " Bu b said . 

"Yes. W e sat . Together . O n th e ground. " 

"It wa s a  drea m Gramma. " 

Anna wa s startin g t o remembe r everything . He r daughte r 

fed he r dinne r a t 5:3 0 ever y night . Las t nigh t wa s mashe d 

potatoes an d strin g beans . He r son-in-la w squeeze d he r han d s o 

tight tha t he r ar m shook . He r grandso n neve r blinke d whe n 

he looke d a t her . Ther e wa s a  cherr y tre e underneat h hi s 

bedroom window . Gree n wa s spelle d g-r-e-e-n . 

Anna hear d he r daughte r snifflin g i n th e hallway , an d 

there were lon g pauses afte r th e docto r spoke. 

"You're a  goo d boy . Oh . God. " 

"It wa s weird , Gramma . An d I  swor e i n church . A  couple 

times." 

Anna wa s s o tire d tha t sh e coul d hardl y hea r Bub' s word s 

anymore, bu t h e looke d a s i f he wa s about t o cry. 

"Go t o confession, " she said . 

"I can't " Bu b kne w i t was true. H e an d Spott y agreed . Bu b 

could neve r g o t o confessio n again , the y ha d decided . H e wa s 

beyond confession : h e wa s wheezin g hi s wa y int o hell . 

"Confess. Go d will . Sav e you." 

Anna grope d fo r Bub' s hand , squeeze d it , an d tol d hi m tha t 

she wa s goin g t o slee p now . H e watche d he r fac e smoot h itsel f 
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out a s sh e close d he r eye s an d drifte d farthe r an d farthe r awa y 

from hi s words , an d h e realize d tha t hi s grandmothe r mus t 

know ho w t o pain t hersel f t o slee p jus t a s h e did , an d mayb e 

that wa s wher e h e ha d firs t learne d it . Mayb e sh e ha d taugh t 

him ho w t o d o i t a  lon g tim e ag o whil e h e bounce d u p an d 

down o n he r couc h o r du g a  hol e i n he r garden . Mayb e sh e 

was paintin g hersel f re d o r yello w o r whit e righ t i n fron t o f 

him righ t now . Sh e ha d invente d i t whe n sh e wa s just a  littl e 

girl. 

As he r breathin g slowe d an d th e roo m seeme d t o darken , 

he pulle d th e blanket s u p ove r hi s grandmother' s chest , s o 

nobody els e coul d se e he r bod y as i t change d color s for him—s o 

nobody els e coul d kno w thei r secret . 

-5-

The Talkin g Scree n 

As Bu b slippe d int o lin e fo r th e confessiona l boot h a  fe w 

hours later , th e sam e moo d fille d th e ai r a s whe n h e san g i n 

the shower—ever y nois e h e mad e ha d th e dange r o f spillin g 

into somethin g tha t sounde d lik e a  serie s o f snappe d twigs , a 

virulent rollin g cackle , a  confuse d commotio n tha t woul d 

instantly mak e peopl e tur n thei r head s i f the y heard . I n hi s 

shower a t home , th e dange r ende d whe n Bu b turne d of f th e 

water, bu t i n th e churc h i t followe d hi m lon g afte r h e lef t th e 

confessional tha t day—echoin g faintl y i n th e backgroun d a s h e 

rode hi s bike , o r playe d hi s trumpet , o r revve d th e engin e i n 

his chest , sic k fo r sleep . 

Each Saturda y an d Sunda y afternoo n i n th e bac k o f Sain t 

Catherine's church , tw o confessiona l booth s waite d underneat h 

two ghostl y whit e triangles— a littl e lik e stout , conve x dunc e 

caps—that glowed . Fathe r Ji m controlle d th e glo w o f th e lef t 
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triangle wit h a  ligh t switch ; th e othe r triangl e li t whe n a 

confessor mad e contac t wit h th e kneele r insid e th e booth . 

Bub stoo d i n lin e outsid e th e door , watchin g th e triangl e 

blink o n an d of f abov e him , an d watche d th e peopl e wal k bac k 

into th e shadow y churc h whe n th e triangl e wen t ou t fo r a 

moment, t o knee l an d mumbl e thing s tha t h e couldn' t quit e 

catch, bu t whic h sounde d remarkabl y lik e hi s father' s muffle d 

voice filterin g u p throug h th e floorboard s o f his bedroom . 

He'd onl y bee n t o confessio n once , whe n he' d mad e hi s 

first confessio n i n th e secon d grade . Al l h e coul d remembe r 

about i t wa s tha t h e ha d pee d hi s pants , an d h e kne w tha t 

peeing you r pant s i n churc h wa s a  ver y bi g sin , s o h e ha d neve r 

gone again . 

Waiting i n line , h e imagine d wha t th e idea l confessiona l 

booth woul d b e lik e inside— a dimly-li t maz e o f hole y woode n 

walls an d slopin g floors , wit h mayb e a  skeleto n o r a  ba t 

dropping dow n harmlessl y onc e i n awhile . Ther e wa s a  rotte n 

board aroun d on e corne r an d h e coul d fal l screamin g dow n int o 

an abys s o f almost one-foo t deep , t o jump ou t laughin g an d the n 

wait secretl y fo r Spott y t o fal l int o th e hol e behin d him . Mayb e 

even on e o f thos e funhous e mirror s tha t mad e you r bod y waggle 

into distorte d blob s an d skinn y tubes . An d Fathe r Jim waitin g 

at th e en d o f th e maz e t o shak e hi s han d an d bu y hi m som e 

cotton candy . 

Father Jim' s vision s o f th e confessiona l boot h wer e ver y 

different. H e ha d th e vie w tha t th e moder n confessiona l 

needed t o b e demystified—darkl y hushe d sin-drop s di d no t 

reconcile on e wit h God ; ope n grie f wa s th e ticke t Althoug h h e 

kept one-thir d o f th e confessiona l boo t h dar k an d 

compartmentalized a t th e insistenc e o f hi s parishioners , h e 

hoped fo r a  tim e whe n al l confession s woul d b e face-to-fac e o r 
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even share d openl y wit h th e faithfu l community . Thi s woul d 

allow th e pries t t o b e perceive d a s mor e tha n a  mumble r o f 

charms o r spell s an d woul d giv e th e parishioner s easie r acces s 

to th e rainwate r o f mercy—rainwate r wa s hi s favorit e floating 

metaphor. Th e confessiona l boot h i n whic h h e sat , h e thought , 

was stil l to o muc h lik e a  sentr y box , a n airplan e toilet , a  poorl y 

lit spac e capsule , a  coffi n tippe d up . Certainl y reconciliatio n 

with Go d too k place , bu t not , a s fa r a s Fathe r Jim wa s concerned , 

in th e mos t purgin g o f environments . 

When Bu b entere d th e confessiona l booth , h e foun d i t wa s 

a hig h woode n bo x li t b y a  pin k nightlight , wit h a  wid e padde d 

rail—a kneeler—runnin g alon g on e wall , an d a  stif f squar e 

screen, lik e a  windo w screen , i n th e middl e o f th e wal l abov e 

the kneeler . 

The scree n talked . 

Fascinated, Bu b steppe d u p ont o th e kneeler , whic h se t th e 

triangle outsid e hi s doo r glowing , an d tentativel y touche d on e 

corner o f th e talkin g scree n wit h hi s inde x finger , wishin g 

that i t woul d revea l a  secre t doorway . 

It talke d again . 

Then h e sa w a  fragmente d versio n o f Fathe r Jim' s fac e 

fuzzily movin g aroun d jus t a  fe w inche s awa y behin d th e screen , 

the nos e an d chi n darke r blotche s tha n th e rest , an d th e 

forehead overl y shiny . Th e hai r wa s just a  fe w connecte d blac k 

boxes. Bu b couldn' t mak e ou t th e eye s at all , bu t ther e were tw o 

oblong area s o f seemin g vacancy , an d h e kne w i t wa s Fathe r 

Jim becaus e h e recognize d th e smell . Excep t whe n h e smelle d 

like burnin g incens e o r sweat , th e pries t smelle d distantl y o f 

mint toothpaste . 

Bub sa t dow n sideway s o n th e kneele r an d bega n flicking 

the pin k nightligh t o n an d of f with hi s finger.  H e wasn' t sur e 
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what t o say ; h e didn' t fee l lik e confessin g now that i t wa s al l s o 

stifling an d unimaginative . H e wante d a  nightligh t fo r hi s 

own room . 

"May Go d b e i n you r hear t an d i n you r min d s o tha t yo u 

may mak e a  sincer e confession , i n th e nam e o f th e Father , th e 

Son, an d th e Hol y Spirit. " 

Bub sai d nothing , bu t coul d fee l th e priest' s expectatio n 

brimming ove r i n th e littl e booth . 

"Are yo u there? " Fathe r Jim's voic e said . 

Bub flicke d of f th e nightligh t an d stoo d o n th e kneeler , 

both hand s presse d agains t th e screen . Al l th e pries t coul d se e 

of hi m wa s a n imprin t o f tw o smal l hand s fanne d ou t a  foo t 

from hi s face . 

"Hi," sai d Bub , hi s voic e feelin g strangel y powerfu l i n th e 

dark. 

"All right . Begin. " 

Five year s before , i n trainin g fo r firs t confession , Bu b ha d 

had t o compos e a  lis t o f his sin s an d rea d i t of f in fron t o f th e 

whole catechis m class . Hi s lis t ha d admitte d t o deceit , 

messiness, mino r sloth , ope n annoyance , an d th e drea m o f 

running awa y fro m home , bu t hi s lif e ha d gotte n muc h mor e 

complicated now , an d h e ha d n o lis t t o rel y on . H e 

remembered a  tric k tha t Spott y ha d mentione d though : t o mak e 

up a t leas t fiv e smal l sin s reall y fas t i n cas e yo u go t stuck , bu t 

secretly thin k insid e abou t you r rea l sin s whe n yo u sai d them , 

and th e pries t woul d giv e yo u your penance an d le t you go home 

unscathed. Bu b would resor t t o thi s if he ha d to . 

"I didn' t thro w m y trumpe t i n th e pond. " 

"Pardon me? " 

"I didn' t d o it . Bu t I  pretende d I  di d i t an d I  sa w it sin k t o 

the botto m i n m y head . I t go t al l blac k water u p int o th e tube s 
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and all , an d th e onl y way to ge t i t bac k i s t o div e dow n an d pic k 

it up , an d yo u couldn' t pla y i t anyway . Al l th e wate r woul d ru n 

out" 

"Did yo u li e t o you r parent s abou t it? " Father Jim said . H e 

realized durin g th e speec h tha t i t wa s Bub . H e didn' t 

remember Bu b eve r comin g to hi m fo r confessio n before . 

"No, I  didn' t tel l the m al l o f it. " Hi s voic e fel t thinne r 

now. 

"Are yo u sorr y fo r it? " 

"Yes. Definitely. " 

"Good. Wha t else? " 

Nervous, Bu b jumped bac k and fort h fro m th e kneele r t o th e 

floor, unknowingl y clickin g th e glowin g triangl e abov e hi s 

door off , then on , off , then on . 

"I go t asthm a again . Fou r time s i n tw o days . Whe n I  ge t 

it I  snea k dow n i n th e middl e o f th e night . I  ea t a  bunc h o f 

Raisin Bran , the n I  crumbl e u p som e othe r raisin s fro m th e 

real raisi n bo x an d som e Cor n Flake s an d mi x 'e m al l u p i n th e 

Raisin Bra n box . So nobod y wil l know . I f it' s reall y ba d I  ge t u p 

on a  chai r an d ope n th e freeze r an d breath e i n i t col d fo r a  lon g 

time. Th e ai r i n ther e i s a  lo t better . Reall y clean . Bu t I  onl y 

breathe i t unti l th e asthm a goe s away , an d I  didn' t tel l mom . I 

think she' d ge t mad. " 

By th e tuggin g insid e hi s pants , Bu b kne w the n tha t h e 

had t o pee . H e fluttere d hi s arm s aroun d a  bi t an d hoppe d bac k 

and forth—a n od d bu t impressiv e imitatio n o f a  hungr y bab y 

sparrow, beggin g t o b e fed . Th e tw o peopl e i n th e lin e outsid e 

the doo r coul d se e th e triangl e blinkin g o n an d of f an d hea r 

Bub hoppin g aroun d inside , bu t the y waite d thei r turns , 

reverently refusin g t o mee t eac h other' s eyes . Bu b reache d 

down an d squeeze d hi s peni s are a betwee n hi s fingers , holdin g 
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back th e urin e wit h th e pressure . 

"It's okay, " Fathe r Jim said . "No w slow down . Wh y don' t 

we hav e face-to-fac e confession, Bub." 

The fuzz y boxes o f the priest' s bod y disappeare d fro m behin d 

the scree n an d steppe d aroun d t o th e bac k of Bub's booth , sliding 

open th e purpl e velve t curtai n an d magicall y revealin g tw o 

chairs. Bu b walke d in , entranced . Th e chai r seat s wer e brigh t 

green bulg y square s o f fabri c tha t la y i n a  war m invitin g grid . 

The pries t sa t dow n o n on e chai r an d motione d Bu b t o th e othe r 

one. 

"Hey, it' s a  curtain . Lik e a t th e circus . I  though t i t wa s a 

wal l ." 

"It's al l right . No w si t dow n an d we'l l finish. " 

"I ca n se e you now." 

"Yes. G o ahea d an d si t down . I  picke d thes e chair s ou t 

myself. Ho w long sinc e you r las t confession? " 

"I can' t remember, " Bu b lied . 

Father Jim didn' t believ e him , bu t fel t suddenl y delighte d 

by Bub' s presence . H e wa s actuall y a  charmin g boy , th e pries t 

thought, wit h th e unparte d hai r an d round , unwrinkle d fac e 

that yo u foun d o n thousand s o f boy s hi s age . Tha t fac e migh t 

appear suddenl y o n an y bottl e o f medicin e o r an y cerea l box . 

The thin g tha t mad e hi m reall y differen t wa s th e asthma . Thi s 

confession wa s th e mos t interestin g on e he' d ha d al l day . 

"What sin s ca n yo u remember , beside s th e trumpe t an d th e 

asthma, tha t you haven' t tol d m e abou t yet?" 

Bub sa t down . H e didn' t hav e t o pe e anymore . I t wa s 

strange t o b e lookin g directly a t Fathe r Jim's face . H e wa s use d 

to starin g u p a t hi m ove r hi s chest , fascinate d b y al l th e nos e 

hair. No w the fac e wa s li t onl y on on e sid e an d th e nos e seeme d 

to hav e disappeare d completely . H e coul d mak e ou t littl e crack s 
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in th e lip s an d noticed , fo r th e firs t time , tha t th e hai r o n th e 

priest's sideburn s wa s actuall y curly . H e als o appeare d t o hav e 

hair growin g ou t o f hi s ears . Th e gray , fragmente d ligh t 

reminded Bu b o f th e wa y thing s looke d i n th e hospita l a t night . 

"I lied . A  lot . An d I  droppe d th e Communio n i n church . 

My dad at e it . I  swore . A  couple of times. An d I  qui t th e band. " 

"Is i t a  si n t o qui t th e band? " 

"No. I  lied . I  didn' t quit . I  just wan t to. " 

"Okay. Ho w ar e yo u doin g righ t now ? I s anythin g 

wrong?" Fathe r Ji m kne w tha t Bu b wa s a n emotionall y intens e 

boy, an d tha t h e an d Spott y wer e i n th e ban d together . Mayb e 

the tw o boy s ha d ha d a  figh t o n th e alta r tha t morning . Tha t 

could b e wha t he' d overhear d whispere d piece s of , an d perhap s 

that wa s wha t wa s behin d al l th e meanderin g sin-blurb s tha t 

Bub wa s comin g up with . 

"My gramm a died, " Bu b said . "Wel l sh e didn' t reall y 

die—she's okay . Bu t I  thin k she' s gonn a die . Soon . Sh e tol d 

me t o com e t o confession , so I came." 

"It's goo d tha t yo u came . You'r e bein g ver y truthful . Ar e 

you sorr y fo r you r sins? " 

"Yes," Bu b said , "an d that' s all. " 

Father Jim bowe d hi s hea d an d praye d spontaneousl y fo r a 

few moment s whil e Bu b stare d a t th e to p o f hal f hi s head . H e 

thanked Go d fo r bringin g Bu b t o confession ; he praye d fo r th e 

boy's goo d healt h an d peac e o f mind ; h e hope d tha t Bu b migh t 

interrupt hi m t o tal k som e more . The n th e pries t talke d Bu b 

through hi s Ac t o f Contrition , assure d hi m tha t thi s confessio n 

had cleanse d hi s bod y an d sou l o f thos e sin s remembere d an d 

not remembered , an d tol d hi m tha t h e woul d b e prayin g fo r 

Bub's grandmother . Fo r hi s penance , Bu b wa s suppose d t o sa y 

ten Hai l Mary s an d tw o Ou r Fathers , an d whe n h e go t hom e h e 
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was suppose d t o tel l hi s mothe r tha t he' d bee n eatin g th e Raisi n 

Bran a t night . H e decide d no t t o sa y anythin g abou t th e Raisi n 

Bran, an d h e couldn' t remembe r al l th e word s t o th e Hai l 

Mary, bu t afte r leavin g th e confessiona l h e knel t a t on e o f th e 

front pew s an d sai d a  bunc h o f Ou r Father s absently , al l th e 

while unabl e t o thin k abou t anythin g bu t al l th e rea l sin s tha t 

he ha d faile d t o confes s t o Fathe r Jim . Rippin g of f cupcake s 

from K-Mar t wit h Spotty . Spittin g o n th e floo r a t school , an d 

once o n th e bac k o f a  teacher' s hig h hee l b y accident . Lyin g 

during confessio n o n purpose , an d the n forgettin g ho w man y 

prayers h e wa s suppose d t o say . Skippin g confessio n fo r years , 

and tellin g hi s parent s h e wa s going , whil e h e reall y sa t i n hi s 

secret plac e i n th e woods , hopin g fo r a  thunderstorm . Stampin g 

great bi g dirt y word s int o th e sno w las t winte r wit h Spotty , tha t 

you coul d se e fro m reall y hig h u p i n a n airplan e and , h e jus t 

realized, probabl y fro m heave n too . Settin g of f th e bulle t righ t 

into th e organist' s belly . Makin g lou d noise s o n purpos e whil e 

his fathe r slep t o n th e couch . An d erections . Countles s 

erections, o r thing s tha t wer e lik e erections , an d no t jus t i n 

church, bu t o n th e bike , i n th e car , i n school , an d twic e a t 

dinner. 

Bub though t ove r al l hi s sin s a s h e knel t a t th e pe w an d 

wondered i f Go d coul d kil l hi m righ t the n an d there , whil e 

Father Ji m finishe d u p wit h th e othe r tw o confessors . The n 

Father clicke d of f hi s triangl e an d wen t aroun d th e churc h 

closing th e window s an d turnin g of f th e light s soundlessly , 

until h e glide d u p t o wher e Bu b knel t i n th e darkene d church , 

sniffling jus t a  littl e wit h hi s hea d down . 

"You're certainl y doin g a  lo t o f prayin g today , aren' t yo u 

Bub." 

They wer e alon e i n th e churc h together . 
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"I have erections, " Bub blurted out . 

His ches t gurgle d a  bit , threatenin g t o star t chugging , bu t 

his ear s wer e muc h mor e alarming . A  strang e hu m kicke d 

around i n them , forcin g hi m t o loo k around , startled , an d 

forget al l abou t Fathe r Jim fo r a  moment , whil e al l th e statue s 

simultaneously turne d thei r head s t o loo k a t him . Ther e wa s 

the Virgi n Mary , peekin g ove r he r blu e shoulde r an d closin g 

her eye s knowingly , an d Joseph , wincin g th e wa y hi s fathe r 

did whe n h e practice d th e trumpet . Th e tal l brow n sain t wit h 

the rop e aroun d hi s wais t didn' t see m t o mov e a t all , bu t Bu b 

swore tha t h e mad e a  littl e sound , lik e a  chuckle . The n th e 

hum stoppe d an d h e looke d u p a t Fathe r Jim, wh o ha d hi s han d 

on Bub' s shoulder . 

"What d o yo u thin k abou t whe n yo u hav e erections? " 

"My bike . Nothing . I  don' t know. " 

"It's okay. " Th e pries t wa s happy . Her e wa s a  bo y 

convinced o f hi s guilt , bu t unabl e t o nam e th e thin g whic h 

troubled him . Her e wa s youth , fres h an d green . 

"I almos t ha d on e whe n I  sai d th e Ou r Father. " 

"It's al l right, " Fathe r Ji m said . "It' s perfectl y natural . I t 

means tha t you're healthy . Go d forgive s you." 

Bub wondere d i f Go d ha d erections , an d realize d tha t i t 

must b e a n incredibl e si n eve n t o thin k abou t i t 

"Do yo u nee d a  rid e home? " 

"No, I  hav e m y bike, " h e said , standin g u p an d wipin g hi s 

face. "Thanks. " 

"Talk t o you r fathe r abou t it . An d don' t worry . The y won't 

hurt you." 

Bub walke d ou t o f the church , hearin g th e heav y meta l sid e 

door suc k shu t behin d him , an d ra n t o hi s bike , feelin g tha t h e 

could floa t i f he wanted . No w tomorrow he woul d qui t th e ban d 
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and tel l Mr . Bailey an d Spott y an d mayb e eve n hi s mo m tha t 

he'd bee n t o confessio n an d th e pries t ha d looke d righ t a t him 

and sai d tha t he didn' t hav e t o play the trumpe t a t all . H e coul d 

glide u p and dow n lik e a  bir d i f he wanted—dash aroun d lik e a 

finch, dartin g fro m bus h t o bush. H e was free. 

All th e wa y home o n hi s bik e h e ha d a n erection , h e was 

sure, tha t wa s larger tha n hi s thumb . 
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RADIATOR DREAM S 

Mrs. Bill' s son , Jerry, usuall y watche d he r ten d he r garde n 

for hour s fro m hi s inventio n roo m windo w jus t t o b e certai n 

that sh e wa s indee d insane . Althoug h Mrs . Bil l boaste d a n 

entire hardwar e stor y o f non-mechanica l gardenin g tool s i n 

her garage , Jerry note d tha t sh e ha d a  fetis h fo r a  particula r 

shovel. Sometime s sh e eve n stoo d jus t belo w hi s window , 

embracing th e shove l i n he r callouse d hand s and , Jerr y wa s 

sure, whispere d intimacie s t o it . The n Jerr y opene d hi s 

window an d glide d hi s tors o ou t ove r hi s mother' s head , wit h 

his abdome n an d palm s o n th e windowsill , hi s knee s locked , 

his shoe s hooke d int o hole s h e ha d bea t int o th e dusty , 

hardwood floor  wit h a  croque t mallet , a  puttyknife , an d a n awl . 

Then h e coul d se e tha t he r fac e wa s raise d t o th e grea t shove l 

god, he r lip s tremblin g i n maniaca l adoration . A t jus t th e 

right moment , whe n Mrs . Bil l wa s entirel y entranced , Jerr y 

imagined himsel f clubbin g he r wit h a  zucchini , wrestlin g th e 

shovel fro m her , an d smashin g he r agai n an d agai n ove r th e 

67 



head unti l sh e drifte d of f int o apoplex y an d couldn' t ten d he r 

garden anymore . Jerr y wa s twenty-fou r year s old . 

Mrs. Bill' s ful l nam e wa s Eddia h Joa n Bill , bu t al l he r 

friends, an d Jerry , calle d he r Edda . Sh e embodie d a  specia l 

kinship wit h th e vegetabl e kingdom . Sh e resente d al l 

machines because , a s sh e said , "machine s ar e a n insul t t o th e 

bounty o f th e earth. " Sh e flatly  refuse d t o bu y a  powe r law n 

mower. "Nothin g powere d b y gasoline, " sh e insisted , "ca n 

outdo th e hear t o f a weed." The n sh e chuckled . 

But Mrs . Bil l wa s a  practica l woman . Sh e realize d tha t 

machines, lik e people , ha d thei r role s t o fulfill , an d sometime s 

you ha d t o hir e someon e t o dra g the m throug h you r soil . "Al l I 

ask," sh e woul d sa y t o th e tillerman , "i s tha t yo u til l m y garde n 

with love. " Whe n plowing , th e tillerma n kep t hi s balanc e b y 

turning hi s gree n basebal l ca p t o th e lef t sid e an d hi s pin k 

tongue t o th e right . 

For month s Jerry , th e inventor , ha d bee n plottin g t o tric k 

his mothe r int o buyin g a  ridin g law n mower . "T o mak e i t 

easier o n yourself, " h e tol d he r wit h a  secre t smile . Actuall y h e 

liked t o imagin e he r shriekin g figur e reelin g alon g 

uncontrollably o n th e machin e wit h th e throttl e stuck , 

churning u p al l he r vegetables , o r randoml y slammin g he r 

into a  tree . Mayb e a  nic e hol e i n th e eart h woul d ope n u p an d 

suck he r away , Jerr y hoped . A t breakfas t on e morning , h e 

thought sh e wa s about prime d t o purchas e th e mower . 

"But th e blade s o n tha t handmowe r ar e s o old, " Jerry said . 

Mrs. Bil l noisil y chompe d o n a  carro t wit h he r fals e teeth . 

"For you r health , Edda, " h e said , gentl y flickin g hi s 

fingers ove r he r wrist . "S o you don' t hav e t o pus h aroun d tha t 

old manua l mowin g machin e anymore. " 

"It i s not, " sh e said , squeezin g a n acor n squas h i n he r fist, 

"a machine. " 
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And tha t ha d bee n that . Tha t ha d alway s bee n that . Mrs . 

Bill shoo k a  clenche d iro n fist  agains t al l machines . Whe n 

Jerry ha d bough t a  TV , Mrs . Bil l smashe d a n eggplan t al l ove r 

the screen . The n sh e wrot e u p som e guideline s an d poste d 

them i n th e parlo r room . 

THESE RULES SHALL GOVERN THIS HOUSE, JERRY 

1.) Yo u ma y inven t anythin g yo u wish , bu t non e o f you r 

inventions ma y b e machines . 

2.) A  machin e i s an y mechanica l o r senselessl y nois y 

item use d t o anno y anothe r person , suc h a s a  radio , 

jackhammer, o r ca n opener . 

3.) Althoug h you r re d wago n i s i n som e way s a  machine , 

it i s allowe d s o you ca n hau l part s fo r you r inventions . 

4.) Tw o wron g machine s don' t mak e a  righ t machine . 

This, sh e knew , woul d offe r th e bo y directio n an d incentiv e t o 

keep makin g invention s whic h wer e no t machines . 

"Ever sinc e h e wa s a  child, " Edd a wa s fon d o f saying , " I 

knew Geral d woul d b e a n inventor . H e wa s alway s havin g 

bright ideas . Just lik e a  ligh t bulb . An d dreams . Dream s yo u 

couldn't imagine. " 

Actually Jerr y ha d neve r invente d anything , bu t h e ha d 

written t o th e governmen t severa l time s requestin g patents . 

Since h e go t n o replies , Edd a assure d everyon e tha t th e 

government wa s keepin g it s ey e o n Jerry , jus t waitin g fo r th e 

perfect momen t t o issu e th e winnin g patent . Actuall y Mrs . Bil l 

didn't thin k Jerry woul d eve r reall y wi n a  patent , bu t sh e ha d t o 

keep u p appearance s fo r hi s sake . Actuall y Jerry neve r sen t an y 

of th e letter s h e showe d t o hi s mother . H e kep t the m locke d 

away i n a  folde r i n hi s inventio n roo m marke d "Letter s No t 

Sent." I t wa s al l par t o f a  psychologica l game h e wa s playin g 
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with Mrs . Bil l withou t he r knowin g it . H e eve n tol d he r abou t 

his invention s i n sever e detail , bu t neve r le t he r se e the m 

because the y wer e i n th e "nomina l stage. " Sh e didn' t kno w 

what tha t meant , bu t i t sounde d lik e somethin g a n invento r 

would say . Jerr y recorde d eac h instanc e o f he r repeatin g 

"nominal stage " o n a  ba r grap h i n a  brow n folder . On e da y 

she sai d i t fourtee n times . 

Mrs. Bil l wa s especiall y prou d tha t non e o f Jerry' s 

inventions woul d b e machines . Sh e tol d everyon e wh o listene d 

that Jerry's invention s didn' t depen d o n electricit y o r gasolin e 

or extensio n cord s o r tube s o r disgustin g button s o r pump s o r 

sharp gra y meta l o r an y othe r contraptions : the y wer e 

completely independent , jus t lik e him . O f cours e sh e couldn' t 

tell peopl e to o muc h abou t th e inventions , o r the y migh t stea l 

Jerry's ideas . Sh e tol d the m tha t someone' s idea s migh t b e 

stolen i f the y wer e no t ye t patented . 

Although Mrs . Bil l wa s talkativ e an d charitabl e wit h he r 

friends i n thi s manner , sh e di d no t reall y lik e an y o f them . 

She reasone d logicall y tha t he r dispositio n wa s mor e suite d t o 

gardening tha n t o likin g people . S o sh e worke d o n bot h a t 

once. Eac h ne w yea r sh e counte d al l thos e wh o claime d t o b e 

her enemies , an d som e sh e considere d he r enemie s 

instinctively, an d plante d tha t sam e numbe r o f cabbag e seeds . 

She plante d a n extr a doze n jus t i n case . Wheneve r sh e fel t 

particularly hateful , sh e gaze d ove r he r cabbag e plant s lik e a 

great vegetabl e goddess , holding alof t he r shovel , an d visualize d 

the head s o f her enemie s pokin g u p ou t o f the leaves . Whe n sh e 

could imagin e al l o f thei r face s clearly , gazin g upwar d i n neat , 

submissive row s wit h thei r mouth s open , sh e praye d fo r them . 

Each on e individually . Al l o f he r enemies ' face s wer e green . 

She praye d thing s lik e "hel p so-and-s o i n th e way s liste d 

in m y head," o r "hel p so-and-s o t o b e a  bette r so-and-so, " or eve n 
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"help thi s cabbag e hea d t o grow. " O f course , sh e wa s reall y 

praying fo r he r enemie s an d he r cabbage s a t th e sam e time . 

She wa s killin g tw o bird s wit h on e stone . 

When sh e ra n ou t o f enemies an d cabbage s t o pra y for , sh e 

stood unde r Jerry' s windo w and praye d fo r hi s inventions . 

"Dear Jesus," sh e prayed , "hel p Gerald' s lates t inventio n t o 

be a  smashin g succes s fo r us , an d hel p hi m t o kno w Yo u a s a 

real, talkable , everyda y perso n lik e me— " 

She wa s i n just suc h a  stat e o f prayer on e Saturda y morning , 

and Jerr y wa s watchin g ove r he r fro m hi s inventio n roo m 

window. He r lip s nearl y kisse d th e shove l thi s time , an d Jerr y 

was sur e h e coul d mak e ou t eithe r th e wor d "Jesus " o r "Jerry " o r 

"Jingle." H e picture d he r the n wit h a  cucumbe r i n eac h ear . A 

tomato i n he r mouth . Cauliflowe r spran g u p betwee n he r 

absurd toes . A  parsle y spri g wa s lodge d unde r a  dirty , cracke d 

fingernail. Sh e ha d stoppe d wearin g fingernai l polis h year s 

ago. Sh e certainl y looke d lik e a  damne d idiot , Jerry thought . 

Then h e ra n t o ge t th e fron t doo r befor e sh e hear d th e 

unexpected knock . 

Gulliver Pulve r stoo d befor e Jerr y i n th e parlo r roo m 

doorway holdin g a  fre e newspaper . H e ha d bee n nurture d o n 

Gerber straine d aprico t bab y foo d unti l h e wa s four . The n hi s 

mother, o n a n obstetrician' s advice , ha d switche d hi m t o 

Quaker oatmeal . Hi s ches t fel l i n on e smooth , pin k rol l dow n 

to hi s thighs , an d th e fa t aroun d hi s knee s commingle d whe n 

he manage d t o stan d still . H e ha d a  tin y saliv a bubbl e o n hi s 

lips fro m breathin g s o heavily , becaus e h e ha d jus t ridde n hi s 

banana bik e al l th e wa y u p th e hill . Th e bubbl e fel l fro m hi s 

lips an d splattere d o n th e linoleu m o f th e parlo r roo m floor . 

Gulliver wa s eleve n year s old . 

"And what' s you r name? " Jerry said , quic k a s a  cat . 

"Gull .  .  .  Gulliver . Gullive r Pulver, " Gullive r stuttered , 
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confused. Th e newspape r offic e ha d sai d tha t a  Mrs . Bil l live d a t 

this address . Thi s wa s no t a  Mrs . Bill . Th e ma n ha d trace s o f 

whisker o n hi s oval , concav e face . Fro m th e nec k u p h e looke d 

like a  cak e o f Cama y wit h a  rash . 

"So littl e Gully, " Jerry said , "wha t d o yo u want? " 

"Are yo u Mr . Bill? " 

"No," Jerr y said , annoyed . "He' s dead . Mrs . Bil l kille d 

him. Cal l m e Jerry. " 

"Yes .  .  .  u m . . . i s Mrs . Bil l here? " 

"Oh," Jerr y said , "she' s of f fodderin g aroun d i n th e 

garden." 

The scree n doo r t o th e kitche n opened , an d Jerr y hushe d 

Gulliver. Behin d th e wall , the y coul d hea r Mrs . Bill' s bod y 

rumbling toward s th e parlo r room , floo r board s groanin g 

under he r weight . Gulliver' s eye s poppe d wid e whe n sh e 

entered th e parlo r room . H e droppe d th e newspaper . 

"Try no t t o laug h a t her, " Jerry whispere d quickly . 

"Gerald," sh e accuse d him , "i s thi s anothe r on e o f you r 

little friends? " 

"Why no , Edda, " Jerr y sai d sweetly . "Thi s i s Gullive r 

Pulver, an d he' s her e t o se e you." 

"And wha t ca n I  d o fo r you , Mr . Pulver? " sh e demanded , 

getting righ t t o th e point . Sh e alway s calle d smal l boy s Miss-te r 

to le t the m kno w sh e wa s i n charge . Sh e stoo d befor e Gullive r 

like a  huge , re d tractor , sputterin g wisp s o f steam , cla y o n he r 

boots, short s tigh t aroun d he r knees , stomac h bulgin g an d hard , 

her shove l poise d o n he r shoulde r lik e a  club , drippin g mud . 

Her squar e nos e wa s flanked  b y tw o pierogie-shape d cheeks — 

rolling mountain s sh e manage d t o cres t onl y b y forcin g he r 

eyeballs t o th e top s o f thei r socket s a s sh e stare d dow n a t 

Gulliver, gettin g t o th e point . 
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T m sellin ' specia l 'scriptio n rates , ma'am . I  represen t The 

Daily Chronicle,  a loca l newspape r wit h curren t 'formation. " Lik e 

any goo d businessman , h e ha d memorize d a  speech , Mrs . Bil l 

noted wit h approval . 

Edda wa s satisfie d tha t sh e ha d sufficientl y intimidate d th e 

boy an d decide d t o b e friendly . 

She slappe d he r meat y han d dow n o n hi s shoulder . "Wel l 

then Mr . Pulver , let' s tal k business . Gerald , fetc h Mr . Pulve r a 

nice littl e suga r cooki e an d hal f a  glas s o f milk. " 

By th e tim e Jerr y ha d returne d fro m th e kitche n wit h 

Gully's snack , Mrs . Bil l ha d locke d u p th e whol e deal . Gullive r 

would delive r The  Daily  Chronicle  promptl y withou t fai l Monda y 

through Saturda y b y 6:0 0 p.m . shar p unti l Mrs . Bil l otherwis e 

terminated thei r agreement , an d h e woul d collec t hi s se t fe e 

each Saturda y morning , notifyin g he r on e mont h i n advanc e i f 

set fe e wa s schedule d t o increase . Gullive r gav e Mrs . Bil l a n 

official whit e an d blac k Chronicle  car d fro m whic h h e woul d 

punch hole s weekl y a s a  receip t wit h Mrs . Bil l witnessing , an d 

Jerry hun g th e car d o n a  bar e nai l i n th e panelin g b y th e 

parlor roo m door . 

After closin g th e deal , Mrs . Bil l tol d Jerry t o sho w Gullive r 

to th e parlo r roo m doo r an d rumble d bac k t o he r garden . 

"Mrs. Bil l sai d tha t you'r e a n inventor , Mr . Bill, " th e bo y 

said. 

"Call m e Jerry . I' m reall y a  magician , Gully, " Jerr y 

whispered confidentially . 

"But sh e sai d you'r e a n inventor, " Gull y said . 

"That's par t o f m y magic , Gully, " Jerr y winked . "Sh e 

thinks I' m a n invento r becaus e I  tricke d he r int o it , bu t I' m 

really a  magician. " Jerr y ha d alread y instinctivel y decide d t o 

take th e bo y into hi s confidence . 
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"Will yo u sho w m e a  magi c trick? " Gull y asked . 

"Yes Gully , nex t week , m y littl e Gully, " Jerr y promise d 

smoothly. 

Gully wiggle d happily . Thi s ha d certainl y bee n a n 

exciting da y fo r him . Firs t a  ne w custome r an d no w a 

magician. "Se e yo u nex t week , Mr . Bill! " h e said , strugglin g 

onto hi s banan a bike . 

"Call m e Jerry, " Jerry said . 

Jerry spen t al l wee k i n hi s inventio n roo m inventin g a 

magic tric k t o pla y o n Gully . H e ha d neve r worke d o n an y o f 

his othe r invention s quit e s o zealously . I t too k hi m fou r nail s 

and thirtee n needle s t o ge t i t jus t right . H e ha d t o wal k int o 

town t o fin d masonr y nail s stron g enoug h fo r th e vita l incision . 

Pounding th e nail s masterfull y wit h a n ordinar y hammer , h e 

formed a  tin y bu t perfectl y roun d incisio n halfwa y int o th e to p 

edge o f a  193 0 peac e dolla r coin , the n cleane d ou t th e incisio n 

scrupulously wit h a  slive r o f 120-gri t sandpape r wrappe d aroun d 

a toothpick . The n h e lodge d th e en d o f a  needl e int o a  smal l 

vice secure d t o a n orang e crate , an d choppe d of f the to p an d ey e 

o f th e needl e wit h a  smal l hamme r an d intentiona l 

suddenness. Twelv e of the needle s h e brok e wer e to o long o r to o 

short, bu t th e las t on e wa s jus t right . H e dippe d th e newl y 

flattened en d o f the needl e carefull y int o a  bow l o f Elmer's glue , 

then force d th e glue d en d o f th e needl e int o th e incisio n i n th e 

coin wit h hi s water-pum p pliers , carefu l no t t o impai r th e 

natural poin t o f th e needl e b y squeezin g to o indiscriminately . I t 

took hi m fiv e attempt s t o ge t th e needl e t o sta y i n place , an d 

after eac h tr y h e ha d t o sandpape r th e incisio n ou t agai n an d 

redip th e needle . H e finall y go t i t secure d b y holdin g i t 

perfectly stil l i n plac e fo r fiv e minute s whil e th e glu e dried . A 
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vein i n hi s lef t wris t turne d purpl e fro m th e pressure . O n th e 

first try , h e burn t th e en d o f th e needl e wit h th e blu e ti p o f a 

match flame  s o i t blende d i n bette r wit h th e colo r o f th e coin . 

Mrs. Bil l coul d hea r hi m whoopin g awa y wit h jo y i n hi s 

invention roo m al l week , an d sh e spen t a n extr a fiv e minute s a 

day unde r hi s window , prayin g tha t hi s ne w inventio n woul d 

be somethin g usefu l an d completel y unlik e a  machine . Jerr y 

was s o involve d i n hi s curren t projec t tha t h e hardl y ha d tim e t o 

observe her . 

He waite d fo r Gull y o n th e fron t porc h o n Saturda y 

morning s o h e woul d ge t t o hi m befor e Mrs . Bill . I t excite d 

him tha t h e coul d emplo y somethin g a s smal l an d innocent -

looking a s a  tric k coin , hidde n i n a n ordinar y shir t pocket , i n 

the genera l schem e agains t hi s mother . 

As h e rod e u p i n fron t o f th e house , Gullive r waved t o Jerry 

with on e ar m an d ra n hi s banan a bik e int o a  juniper bus h o n 

the fron t lawn . H e wrestle d th e bik e ou t o f the bush , the n puffe d 

his way up t o th e porch . 

"Will yo u sho w m e th e tric k now , Jerry?" h e piped . 

It wa s just a s h e ha d guessed . Gully' s littl e min d ha d bee n 

absorbed b y th e tric k al l wee k too . H e note d als o tha t Gull y ha d 

called hi m Jerry. The y understoo d eac h othe r now . The y wer e 

brothers now . The y were co-conspirators . The y were friends . 

T i l sho w you, " h e said , "bu t onl y i f yo u promis e t o d o 

something fo r me. " 

Gully gulped . 

"After yo u finis h you r collectin g today , com e bac k her e an d 

take a  rid e int o tow n wit h m e t o a  curi o shop. " 

He kne w tha t Mrs . Bil l too k a  walkin g tou r ever y Saturda y 

afternoon an d i t woul d b e a  saf e tim e t o plo t alon e wit h Gully . 

Mrs. Bil l woul d neve r expec t anythin g underhande d coul d 

happen durin g he r walkin g tour . 

75 



"What's a  curi o shop? " Gull y asked , a  bea d o f perspiratio n 

shooting dow n hi s nose , of f hi s chin , unde r hi s collar , an d int o 

his navel , where i t wa s absorbed b y a  fuzzball . 

"Oh, the y hav e tric k chair s an d explosives , re d snak e skin s 

and gree n popcorn , gian t blu e marbles , an d lot s o f othe r item s 

useful fo r magi c tricks, " Jerry sai d wit h pretende d nonchalance . 

"You mea n a  junk shop? " 

"No Gully , I mea n Coc o Bunner' s Curi o Shop! " 

"Yeah!" sai d Gully , hi s stomac h quiverin g wit h delight . 

So i t wa s al l se t up . Jerr y aske d hi m i f hi s parent s woul d 

miss him , an d Gull y assure d hi m tha t the y woul d not , a s lon g 

as h e wa s hom e befor e dinner . Th e perfec t situation . Jerr y 

warned hi m no t t o tel l hi s parent s o r Mrs . Bil l o r an y othe r 

adult, becaus e the y certainl y wouldn' t approv e o f a  bo y hi s ag e 

dabbling i n magic . 

"But wha t abou t th e trick! " Gull y remembere d i n al l th e 

excitement. 

"Ah ye s Gully , th e trick, " sai d Jerr y dramatically . "Her e 

we hav e a n ordinar y tric k coin. " H e instantl y produce d th e 

peace dolla r coi n wit h th e burn t needl e hoo k fro m hi s shir t 

pocket, an d hel d i t a t a  saf e distanc e fro m Gull y a t ey e leve l 

between th e inde x an d littl e finger s o f hi s righ t hand , jus t a s 

he ha d practiced . 

"Watch thi s coi n carefully , Gully , ver y carefully , carefully, " 

he sai d i n a  mesmerizin g voice . H e turne d hi s lef t sid e t o Gull y 

and mad e severa l arc-lik e passe s wit h th e coi n fro m hi s righ t 

hip t o th e leve l o f hi s righ t shoulder , extendin g hi s ar m full y 

and holdin g th e coi n just a t th e tip s o f his fingers.  H e repeate d 

"carefully, carefully, " wit h eac h pass . The n whe n Gully' s 

attention lingere d awa y fro m Jerry' s hi p fo r a  moment , Jerr y 

neatly hooke d th e coi n o n hi s pant s an d pulle d hi s empt y han d 

away. H e wor e his blac k corduroy s just fo r th e occasion . 
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Gully wa s agog . Hi s littl e mout h wa s froze n i n a n O  jus t 

large enoug h t o stuf f a  tangerin e into , Jerry thought . O r a  kiwi . 

Or a  smal l Macintos h apple . Jerr y ha d hi m i n hi s gri p now , 

he wa s sure . H e shoo k hi s righ t han d i n th e ai r hypnoticall y 

and wiggle d ever y finge r t o prov e tha t th e coi n wa s n o longe r 

there. H e opene d an d close d hi s empt y fis t a t varyin g speeds , 

while Gull y stare d on , awestruck . The n h e bega n hi s methodi c 

handpasses again , repeatin g "watc h carefully , carefully— " A t 

just th e righ t instan t h e snatche d th e coi n int o hi s han d again , 

and Gull y close d hi s littl e mout h an d fluttere d hi s hand s i n 

front o f i t i n unspeakabl e admiration . Gull y pleade d wit h hi m 

to d o i t again , bu t Jerr y remarke d tha t a  goo d magicia n neve r 

repeated hi s tricks , an d sen t hi m ou t t o th e garde n t o collec t hi s 

money fro m Mrs . Bill . 

T i l b e bac k i n a  fe w hour s t o g o t o th e curi o shop! " Gully 

yelled a s h e rounde d th e house . 

"It's a  date , Gully, " Jerry said . 

From hi s inventio n roo m window , h e watche d hi s mothe r 

counting ou t th e coin s fo r Gull y whil e standin g amon g th e 

future turnips . H e covere d hi s mout h an d chuckle d throug h hi s 

nose, thinkin g ho w Gull y woul d tr y t o mimi c hi s tric k whil e 

riding hi s banan a bik e hom e an d woul d mak e som e o f th e 

coins disappear , thereb y comin g u p shor t whe n h e counte d hi s 

collection money . Bu t h e like d Gully . Gull y wa s hi s littl e sib -

ling. Hi s thought s returne d darkl y t o hi s mother . Sh e wa s no t 

worthy o f tyin g Gully' s sneakers . H e calle d he r a  mushmelon . 

A rotte d yello w pepper . A n onion . H e imagine d himsel f break -

ing he r shove l viciousl y ove r hi s knee , whil e Mrs . Bil l wa s tie d 

to a  nearb y tre e b y hi s little , whooping , painted helpe r Gully . 

Coco Bunner' s Curi o Sho p wa s th e bes t junksho p i n th e 

county. " A shop, " Coc o tol d hi s customers , "wher e dream s ca n 
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be bough t an d sold. " H e di d s o much busines s tha t h e ha d wo n 

a petitio n fo r a  traffi c ligh t a t th e intersectio n i n fron t o f hi s 

shop. Coc o didn' t jus t tak e an y junk, h e selecte d wha t t o bu y o r 

trade dependin g o n th e typ e o f junk i n greates t deman d o n th e 

market. H e ha d sixtee n year s experienc e an d toure d junkshop s 

all ove r th e stat e onc e a  month , barterin g wit h othe r junkme n 

like a  prosecutin g attorney . O n sigh t h e tagge d an y piec e o f 

junk i n hi s min d wit h a n appropriat e label : Celebrit y Junk , 

Eccentric Junk , Close t Junk , Atti c Junk , Livin g Roo m Junk , 

Mechanical Junk , o r Junkit y Junk. H e als o tagge d eac h o f hi s 

customers b y th e look s o n thei r face s whe n the y cam e i n th e 

front door : Trendy , Glitsy , Browsy , Ritzy, an d Patsy . H e ha d a n 

overabundance o f Celebrit y Junk thi s month , an d wa s righ t i n 

the middl e o f a  specia l praye r fo r a  Patsy , whe n Jerry an d Gull y 

came burstin g throug h th e door . H e ran g th e cowbel l nex t t o 

his cas h registe r merrily . 

"Hi, Ho! " yelle d Coco . Thi s wa s hi s traditiona l greetin g 

reserved fo r a  Patsy . 

"Whaddaya know! " yelle d Jerry . Thi s wa s hi s traditiona l 

greeting reserve d fo r someon e h e though t kne w nothing . 

While Coc o an d Jerr y exchange d a  slic k patte r o f tal k lik e 

two exper t ches s players , Coc o too k dow n a  blunderbus s fro m th e 

wall behin d hi m an d polishe d th e walnu t stoc k suggestivel y 

with Lemo n Pledg e an d a  diaper . Th e doughboy , Coc o noted , 

was sufficientl y impressed . Gull y rolle d hi s eye s u p an d dow n 

the cluttere d sho p walls , the n bega n scourin g th e ceiling , 

expecting t o se e mor e curi o hangin g there . 

"And wha t doe s thi s littl e marshmallo w want? " Coc o sai d 

suddenly, rumplin g Gully' s hair . " A glas s ros e fo r hi s mam a 

maybe?" Coc o pulle d a  plastic-stemme d ros e wit h glas s petal s 

from a  bowlin g alle y displa y cas e an d rotate d i t i n fron t o f 

Gully's face . Whe n yo u shoo k th e ros e i t snowe d insid e th e 
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petals. A  very popular ite m a t Christmas . 

"Whoa now , Coco , thi s bo y her e i s a  caution, " Jerry said . 

"I warn yo u he' s on e smoot h peach . He' s liabl e t o just tak e ove r 

your busines s someday. " Jerr y patte d Gull y betwee n th e 

shoulderblades an d tol d hi m t o loo k aroun d th e sho p whil e h e 

talked business . 

Jerry ha d alread y planne d wha t h e woul d nee d fo r hi s nex t 

trick: a  stron g rop e an d a  heav y objec t betwee n fift y an d seventy -

five pounds . Bu t he understoo d th e mechanic s of barter. T o get a 

decent pric e he ha d t o le t Coc o mak e hi s pitch. Coc o trie d t o sel l 

him a  bo x o f origina l Campbell' s ketchu p bottle s an d a  hug e 

stack o f National Enquirer  magazines; bu t Jerry alread y ha d sever -

al stack s o f Star magazine s an d h e wa s a n inventor , no t a  collec -

tor. H e toye d with Coc o fo r a  fe w minutes , the n casuall y le t hi s 

eye drif t t o a  thic k rop e stretchin g fro m th e ceilin g to th e floor . 

"This," Coc o said , catchin g Jerry' s eye , "i s on e reliabl e 

rope. I t wa s use d o n th e las t ma n t o b e hange d i n thi s stat e b y 

the thre e Ks. " Thi s wa s th e stor y tha t anothe r deale r ha d give n 

to Coco , an d althoug h Coc o didn' t believ e it , i t instantl y turne d 

the rop e int o Celebrit y Junk. Th e rop e wa s loosenin g i n a  fe w 

places, s o Coc o ha d tie d i t aroun d a  hoof-shape d hoo k i n th e 

ceiling, the n stretche d i t tau t an d tie d th e othe r en d o f the rop e 

around a n ol d radiato r lyin g o n th e floor . Thi s stretche d th e 

rope sufficientl y s o that th e strand s looke d a  bi t tighter . 

"Hmmmmmn," sai d Jerr y tentatively . "Wel l now . 

Hmmmmmn. What' s this  must y ol d thing? " h e said , pushin g 

at th e radiato r lyin g at hi s foot . 

"Ahhhhhhh," sai d Coc o suavely . "No w thi s radiato r wa s 

handled b y Mr . Jame s Cas h Penne y hisself ! Bac k befor e h e 

changed hi s nam e t o J. C . and opene d al l thos e stores. " 

Jerry place d hi s chi n betwee n th e thum b an d inde x finge r 

of hi s righ t hand , reste d hi s righ t elbo w i n th e pal m o f hi s lef t 
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hand, an d assume d a  skeptica l look . H e ben t dow n an d ra n hi s 

fingers ove r th e radiator . I t wa s smooth , metallic , an d cold , 

like th e edg e o f a  blun t sword . O n th e botto m th e word s 

GOLDEN RUL E bumpe d ou t hars h an d gree n fro m th e surface . 

Jerry note d th e nam e o n it , stoo d up , an d rubbe d th e dus t fro m 

his hand s wit h a  disguste d finality , informin g C o c o tha t h e 

was n o fool , an d thi s wa s certainl y n o Jame s Cas h Penne y 

radiator. 

Coco wa s read y fo r him . H e plucke d th e book , Fifty  Years 

with the  Golden  Rule,  b y Jame s Cas h Penney , fro m th e shel f 

behind him , ceremoniousl y ble w th e dus t of f th e cover , an d 

handed i t t o Jerry. Jerr y page d throug h th e boo k fo r a  momen t 

and th e word s GOLDE N RUL E leap t ou t magicall y fro m almos t 

every page . Impressed , h e hande d i t bac k an d admitte d tha t h e 

might b e intereste d i n bot h th e rop e an d th e radiator , fo r th e 

right price . Coco , wh o kne w a  Pats y whe n h e foun d one , the n 

tried t o interes t Jerry i n a  woode n helicopte r blade . I t wa s th e 

same blade , sai d Coco , tha t th e photographe r bough t i n th e 

movie Blow-Up,  bu t Jerry wasn' t buyin g it . H e als o flatl y refuse d 

the dente d tras h ca n tha t Coc o promise d ha d bee n inhabite d b y 

Cookie fo r th e first  nin e episode s o f Sesame  Street,  before Osca r 

the Grouc h move d i n o n hi s territory . Finally , the y dragge d 

the GOLDE N RUL E radiato r ove r t o a  penny-for-your-weight -

and-fortune scale , an d i t weighe d sixt y pounds . Perfect . I n th e 

end Jerr y trade d a  three-heade d bras s lam p an d seventy-fiv e 

dollars fo r th e rop e an d th e radiator , an d bot h me n shoo k 

hands satisfie d the y ha d mad e a  shrew d deal . 

"Come on , Gully, " Jerry said , "befor e the y arres t u s fo r 

stealing." Gull y ha d bee n i n a  corne r lookin g throug h a 

magnifying glas s large r tha n hi s head . Tape d o n th e r i m 

of th e glas s wa s a  note : "Use d b y Sherloc k Holme s HISSELF! ! 

(-Coco)." 
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As the y pulle d th e radiato r an d rop e hom e i n th e re d 

wagon, Gull y pestere d Jerr y t o sho w hi m a  ne w trick . 

"Patience, Gully, " h e said . "Th e firs t thin g a  magicia n 

learns i s patience. " 

Gully squirme d aroun d o n th e sidewal k practicin g patience . 

He wa s beginnin g t o b e demanding , Jerr y coul d se e that , an d 

coin trick s woul d no t continu e t o satisf y th e boy' s curiosity . 

Eventually Gull y would ge t older . O r wors e yet , h e woul d figur e 

out th e tric k fo r himself . Bu t Jerry wa s ready . H e ha d alread y 

searched th e dictionar y fo r hour s a s par t o f hi s ne w schem e t o 

occupy Gully' s min d profitably . 

Once th e triple- K rop e an d th e GOLDE N RUL E radiato r 

were belte d ont o a  doll y and safel y deposite d o n th e porch , Jerry 

launched hi s ne w pla n o n Gully . H e woul d mak e Gull y a 

research helpe r fo r hi s nex t trick . O f cours e h e couldn' t revea l 

what th e tric k woul d b e becaus e tha t woul d spoi l th e surprise . 

But Gull y coul d hel p hi m d o research , an d eve n interpre t th e 

research i n hi s ow n Gull y way. H e gav e hi m fou r word s t o loo k 

up fo r th e nex t trick : gravity , muzzle , browbeat , an d torpid . 

Gully wrot e dow n th e word s carefully , spellin g the m gravyt , 

musle, brallbeat , an d torepeed . The n Jerr y dismisse d hi m an d 

lugged th e rop e an d radiato r u p t o hi s inventio n room , with th e 

unknowing Mrs . Bil l stil l ou t enjoyin g he r walkin g tour . 

Jerry wrot e dow n th e firs t fou r word s Gull y was t o loo k up , the n 

stored the m i n a  folde r marke d "Word s O n Hi s Mind. " 

For th e nex t tw o week s Jerry worke d diligentl y o n hi s ne w 

trick. H e measure d exac t distances , di d precis e calculations , 

weighed an d reweighe d specifi c object s o n th e bathroo m scal e 

in hi s inventio n room , an d eve n buil t a  workin g mode l ou t o f 

toothpicks, thread , a  four-penn y nail , an d clay . Th e mode l 
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failed agai n an d agai n becaus e th e threa d kep t breaking , the n 

Jerry ha d a  brigh t idea . H e hel d severa l strand s o f threa d 

together b y th e end s i n bot h hands , droppe d al l bu t th e end s of 

the thread s i n a  pa n o f glue, the n twiste d the m togethe r fiercel y 

and pulle d outwar d just har d enoug h bu t no t to o har d unti l th e 

glue dried . H e tie d on e en d o f thi s reinforce d threa d t o a 

perfectly molde d moun d o f clay , an d th e othe r en d t o th e four -

penny nai l lodge d i n a  makeshif t doo r forme d ou t o f severa l 

overlapping row s o f toothpick s glue d together . Th e nai l serve d 

as a  doorknob , bu t o f course could no t b e turne d withou t actuall y 

breaking th e door . Th e tric k mode l worke d thre e time s i n a 

row, wit h th e edg e o f a  picni c benc h representin g th e window -

sill, th e toothpic k doo r splatterin g al l ove r th e floor  eac h time . 

By Friday , Jerry wa s s o exhauste d fro m th e excitemen t tha t h e 

put asid e th e tric k mode l an d spen t muc h o f th e da y watchin g 

over hi s mothe r fro m hi s inventio n roo m window . 

Mrs. Bil l spen t muc h o f Frida y prayin g unde r Jerry' s 

invention roo m window . Sh e ha d hear d Jerr y poundin g awa y 

for weeks . H e ha d neve r bee n s o preoccupied with a n invention , 

and h e woul d giv e he r n o detail s abou t it . Sh e assure d hi m 

again an d agai n that , eve n thoug h th e ne w inventio n wa s i n 

the nomina l stage , i t woul d b e th e Patente d Bi g One . H e 

agreed. Sh e praye d fo r th e complet e succes s o f hi s invention , 

and, sinc e he r growin g seaso n wa s jus t beginning , sh e praye d 

for al l o f he r recentl y plante d vegetables . Thi s wa s a 

particularly spiritua l seaso n o f th e yea r fo r her . Sh e wa s 

offering a  specia l litan y fo r he r asparagu s thi s year . 

That evenin g Jerry an d Mrs . Bil l ha d a  conversation . 

"I think, " bega n Mrs . Bill , "tha t ou r Mr . Pulve r ha s ha d 

quite enoug h tim e t o prov e himself , don' t yo u think? " 

Jerry coul d fee l hi s hear t poundin g i n th e back s o f hi s 

knees. 
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"It ha s bee n on e mont h now , an d The  Daily  Chronicle  has 

arrived lat e FOU R times . An d fro m wha t I  hear, " sh e sai d 

pointedly, "Mr . Pulve r spend s fa r to o muc h tim e her e durin g 

his collectio n rounds. " 

"But," sai d Jerry , "yo u kno w ho w boy s are , he' s jus t easil y 

distracted. H e doesn' t realiz e what' s reall y goin g o n i n th e 

world." Hi s throa t fel t lemony . 

"Yes Gerald, " agree d Mrs . Bill , " I kno w ho w boy s are. " 

She ha d hear d fro m a  somewha t reliabl e neighbo r tha t Mr . 

Pulver an d Geral d spen t a n inordinat e amoun t o f tim e talkin g 

on th e fron t porc h togethe r whil e sh e praye d i n th e garde n fo r 

Gerald's inventions . Sh e ha d als o hear d tha t week s ag o the y 

had returne d fro m somewher e togethe r wit h a  threatening , 

dark, machine-lik e objec t i n Gerald' s re d wagon , an d th e bo y 

had ridde n of f on hi s bik e wit h wha t looke d lik e a n unpai d bil l 

clenched i n hi s littl e fist . Tha t wa s al l Mrs . Bil l needed , fo r 

her so n an d a  playmat e t o b e of f frolicking somewher e runnin g 

up unpai d bill s fo r machine s whe n sh e spen t s o muc h tim e 

praying fo r he r son' s inventions ! I f ther e wa s on e thin g sh e 

wouldn't stan d fo r i t was a lac k o f respect fo r he r efforts . 

"Yes," sai d Mrs . Bill . "Tomorro w I  believ e I  wil l 

discharge Mr . Pulver. " 

Jerry wa s frantic . H e raise d hi s voice . Gull y woul d b e 

crushed, h e screamed . Sh e wa s goin g straigh t t o Hell , h e 

assured her . Straigh t t o sinner' s Sata n succulen t Hell , wher e 

she woul d b e rubbe d betwee n th e Devil' s finger s lik e a  dirt y 

match. Wher e sh e woul d ho e an d ho e foreve r an d no t eve n a 

weed woul d sprout . 

Mrs. Bil l wa s shocked . He r so n ha d neve r raise d hi s voic e 

to he r lik e thi s sinc e Mr . Bil l ha d died . H e ha d alway s know n 

his plac e an d know n whe n t o kee p hi s mout h shut . Hi s 

association wit h thi s Mr . Pulve r ha d stifle d hi s naturall y 
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submissive personality . 

"You woul d d o well, " sh e warned , ignorin g Jerry' s 

flailing arms , "t o kee p silen t o n matter s yo u kno w nothin g 

about." I f Jerry ha d no t bee n a n atheist , Mrs . Bil l kne w exactl y 

what sh e woul d hav e done . "Jesu s love s th e humbl e o f heart, " 

she woul d have quote d fro m th e Bible , "an d yo u mus t hono r th y 

mother a s yourself. " Bu t ther e wa s n o sens e i n discussin g fait h 

with th e blind . Mrs . Bil l wa s deepl y hurt . 

Jerry bange d hi s wa y ou t o f th e parlo r roo m an d locke d 

himself i n hi s inventio n room , whimperin g softly . H e 

broodingly uncoile d th e triple- K rop e fro m it s designate d spo t 

near th e door , the n yanke d i t betwee n hi s hand s an d gnawe d i t 

with hi s teeth . H e looke d ou t th e windo w down a t th e moonli t 

garden an d sa w Mrs . Bil l tie d t o a  huge , curved , iro n plo w b y 

Gully wit h th e ver y rop e h e wa s bitin g on . H e covere d her wit h 

honey an d cockleburs . A  headligh t wa s strappe d t o he r 

forehead. Gull y butte d Mrs . Bil l fro m behin d wit h hi s banan a 

bike, an d sh e trudge d alon g lik e a  machine , plowin g he r ow n 

damn garden , whil e Jerr y bounce d aroun d th e perimeter s o f 

the garde n throwin g handful s o f pennies a t he r face . 

"Take that , yo u machine! " Jerry said . 

Soon he r cheek s wer e filled  wit h dee p silve r scars . 

Broccoli floret s writhe d i n he r hair . Mushroom s ble d fro m he r 

false teeth . 

"You kille d m y father , yo u filthy  machine! " h e said . 

When hi s mothe r finally  bega n cryin g an d Gully' s littl e 

legs wer e sore , Jerr y wen t t o hi s bedroo m an d thre w himsel f 

into bed . 

He fel l aslee p pretendin g t o tel l Gull y about hi s father . Mr . 

Bill ha d die d o f anorexi a nervos a ninetee n year s earlier , Jerr y 

told Gully , lon g befor e an y movi e sta r ha d mad e i t famous . 

When hi s fathe r ha d gon e of f to th e hospita l t o di e fo r th e las t 
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time, the y invade d hi s bod y wit h mor e an d mor e experimenta l 

tubes, unti l Jerr y wasn' t allowe d t o visi t hi m anymore . A s a 

child, Jerr y dreame d o f hi m agai n an d again , alway s a s a 

melting skeleto n o f a  ma n i n a  woode n chai r connecte d t o a 

cold, gra y machin e b y colorful , pulsatin g tube s an d wires , hi s 

father's hoode d eyelid s bulgin g an d winkin g shu t lik e a  frog' s 

with eac h puls e o f fluid  throug h th e tubes . Jerr y wok e fro m th e 

dreams screaming . Mrs . Bil l use d t o stan d a t th e foo t o f his be d 

and liste n t o Jerry's scream s i n silence , the n solemnl y return t o 

her ow n heav y slumber . Finall y whe n Jerr y wa s thirtee n th e 

dreams ha d stopped , an d sinc e the n neithe r Jerr y no r Mrs . Bil l 

had mentione d them . 

And now , th e nigh t befor e th e las t tric k h e coul d eve r pla y 

on Gully , Jerry dreame d agai n o f Mr . Bill . H e an d hi s fathe r 

huddled o n th e ricket y bleacher s o f a  hig h schoo l footbal l 

stadium littere d wit h vegetables , th e sk y glaze d ove r wit h 

vanilla icing , dus t blowin g int o thei r ope n mouth s wit h eac h 

gust o f wind . Jerr y carrie d hi s fathe r dow n th e creakin g 

bleachers, strappe d hi m t o th e dolly , an d wheele d hi m 

squeakily aroun d th e cinde r trac k unti l the y cam e t o a  large , 

humming radiator . The y warme d themselve s a t th e radiator , 

and Mr . Bil l magicall y pulle d lon g puss y willo w branche s an d 

marshmallows fro m th e pocket s o f hi s flannel  shirt . The n 

Gully flew  ove r them , hig h abov e th e bleachers , skimmin g jus t 

below th e tast y sky , flapping  hi s fa t arm s an d wheezing . The y 

called t o Gull y t o com e dow n an d roas t marshmallows , bu t h e 

kept circlin g aroun d an d around , ic e fallin g fro m hi s ches t i n 

chunks. Mr . Bil l looke d u p int o Jerry' s eye s an d said , "Aren' t 

we al l eac h other' s children? " The n hi s fac e becam e 

translucent an d quietl y melte d int o hi s skull , seepin g entirel y 

into hi s ey e socket s wit h a  quick , slurpin g sound . Th e radiato r 

taxied acros s th e footbal l field , sprayin g lim e ove r th e sidelines , 
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and flew  afte r Gully , hissin g a  floating,  obscur e piano-tun e fro m 

Jerry's childhood . Mrs . Bil l sa t i n th e pressbo x abov e th e 

bleachers lik e a  dark , featureles s stone . 

"Come back, " Jerry calle d out . "Com e back! " 

"Gerald, ar e yo u crying? " his mothe r said , standin g a t th e 

foot o f his bed. 

Jerry blinke d an d sa t u p i n bed , stunne d full y awake . 

"Mama!" he sobbed . " I ha d anothe r drea m abou t Dad! " 

Mrs. Bil l stoo d unmoving , wit h th e moonligh t streamin g 

through th e windo w just missin g he r face . Jerry' s scream s ha d 

awakened he r fro m a n unreflectiv e sleep . Sh e waite d severa l 

seconds befor e speaking , calculatin g exactl y what t o say . 

'Just clos e you r eye s tight, " sh e said , "an d concentrat e o n 

the darkness. " 

It wa s th e sam e advic e sh e ha d give n hi m whe n h e wa s 

toilet training . 

She shuffle d bac k t o he r roo m i n he r bedroo m slippers , an d 

Jerry la y awak e al l nigh t wit h he r advic e swishin g bac k an d 

forth i n hi s hea d t o th e tun e o f an overl y slo w "Row , Row, Row , 

Your Boat. " 

Saturday mornin g Mrs . Bil l jumped ou t o f bed an d greete d 

the sunn y da y wit h ope n arms . Sh e bustle d aroun d he r roo m 

putting o n he r wor k clothes , whistlin g t o herself ; sh e coul d 

almost fee l he r vegetable s growin g withi n he r ver y soul . I t wa s 

a perfec t da y fo r prayer , sh e thought . Sh e envisione d hersel f 

standing unde r Jerry' s windo w lik e Joan o f Arc , wishin g al l o f 

her enemie s a  blesse d Saturda y morning . 

Jerry move d aroun d hi s inventio n r o o m mechanically , 

acting ou t o f a n impuls e t o mak e hi s final  tric k a  lesso n fo r 
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Gully tha t th e bo y would neve r forget . H e ha d a  fir m sens e o f 

purpose now . Lik e a  father . H e ha d prime d Gull y fo r thi s da y 

for weeks , addin g fate , deputize , legitimist , tension , oppossum , 

languish, an d swa y t o hi s lis t o f "Word s O n Hi s Mind. " I t wa s 

important tha t Gull y realiz e thei r vita l kinshi p no w an d 

understand th e tru e stuf f tha t magi c was made of . 

He naile d th e edge s o f th e naugahyd e backin g fro m hi s 

father's wheelchai r t o th e botto m o f th e doo r a s a  brace , the n 

strung th e triple- K rop e unde r th e brac e an d double-knotte d th e 

rope aroun d th e insid e doorkno b o f hi s inventio n room . H e 

double checke d t o mak e sur e th e deadbol t wa s securel y thrown , 

then pounde d thirtee n pennie s al l alon g th e doorwa y betwee n 

the doo r an d th e frame . The n h e tappe d al l o f the pin s fro m th e 

hinges. Th e doo r wa s no w hel d i n plac e onl y b y th e pennie s 

and th e deadbolt . H e stoo d i n th e middl e o f th e roo m an d 

pulled o n th e rope , bu t bot h th e brac e an d th e doo r held . The n 

he woun d th e othe r en d o f the rop e throug h th e window s of th e 

GOLDEN RUL E radiator , an d tie d th e rop e bac k t o itsel f i n a 

triple friendshi p knot . 

When Mrs . Bil l lef t he r prayin g besid e th e garde n t o 

answer Gully' s knoc k a t th e parlo r roo m door , Jerry lowere d th e 

extension ladde r throug h th e window , the n climbe d ou t ont o it . 

He reache d bac k into th e roo m an d heave d th e radiato r u p t o th e 

windowsill, the n carefull y lowere d i t til l i t dangle d ou t th e 

window fro m th e triple- K rop e attache d t o hi s inventio n roo m 

door. Th e radiato r hun g fro m th e creakin g rop e just a  fe w fee t 

below th e windowsill , swayin g bac k an d fort h lik e a  reliabl e 

pendulum. On e o f the pennie s poppe d from it s plac e around th e 

door frame , bowin g t o th e tension . Jerr y scramble d dow n th e 

ladder an d silentl y hun g i t bac k i n th e garag e wher e i t 

belonged. Th e ladde r wa s no t a  regula r fixtur e o f hi s inventio n 

room. 
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When Jerr y go t t o th e parlo r room , Gull y looke d strangel y 

thin an d deflated , a s i f Mrs . Bil l ha d le t al l th e ai r ou t o f hi m 

with on e jab o f a  pin . Sh e hande d hi m he r final  paymen t an d 

told hi m sh e truste d tha t thi s woul d teac h hi m a  valuabl e lesso n 

about responsibility . The n sh e bustle d bac k t o he r gardenin g 

and prayer . Jerr y pu t hi s han d o n Gully' s shakin g shoulder , 

and Gull y looke d u p int o hi s eye s an d behel d th e strengt h 

there. Jerr y wa s hi s father . A  bette r fathe r tha n h e ha d eve r 

had. Togethe r the y walke d u p th e step s holdin g hands . 

"This," whispere d Jerry , "i s m y magi c room . Insid e yo u 

will find  al l tha t dream s ar e mad e of. " H e dangle d th e ke y t o 

the inventio n roo m doo r i n fron t o f Gully' s littl e face . O n th e 

door wa s th e sig n "Invention s .  . .  Whil e Yo u Wait " tha t Jerry 

had bough t fro m Coc o Bunne r an d hun g fo r hi s mother' s sake . 

The ke y san g happil y i n Gully' s han d a s h e inserte d i t int o 

the keyhole . Jerr y steppe d bac k fro m th e doo r an d close d hi s 

eyes, picturin g th e scenari o abou t t o unfold . Gull y woul d tur n 

the key , throwin g th e dea d bolt , and th e weigh t o f the GOLDE N 

RULE radiato r woul d yan k th e inventio n roo m doo r acros s th e 

room an d sen d i t crashin g throug h th e window . The n th e 

suction woul d lif t hi m an d Gull y throug h th e window , an d the y 

would fly  of f together o n to p o f the magi c doo r t o join hi s fathe r 

and roas t marshmallow s forever . 

When Gull y turne d th e ke y i n th e loc k Jerry's eye s yanke d 

open. Th e doo r hun g suspende d fo r a  moment , the n fel l 

forward wit h a  smal l puff . Gull y screame d i n deligh t an d 

clapped hi s hand s ove r hi s mouth . Sunligh t trumpete d throug h 

the ope n windo w acros s fro m th e doorway , illuminatin g th e 

frayed en d o f th e broke n triple- K rop e lyin g o n th e dust y floor. 

It ha d no t prove n t o b e a s reliabl e a  rop e a s Coc o ha d promised . 

The GOLDE N RUL E radiator ha d droppe d o f its ow n weight. 
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Jerry glide d ove r t o th e window , picke d u p th e listles s en d 

of th e broke n rope , summone d a  sufficien t amoun t o f remorse, 

and looke d dow n ove r th e windowsil l a t hi s mother . Sh e la y 

thickly nex t t o th e garden , stea m risin g fro m he r body . Th e 

radiator ha d struc k he r squarel y o n th e forehead ; he r en d ha d 

been instan t an d unthinking . Gull y slippe d u p unde r Jerry' s 

arm a s Jerr y stare d dow n a t hi s mother , hi s eye s brimmin g 

over i n a  paroxys m o f ice , tricklin g dow n t o mel t al l o f hi s 

radiator dream s asleep . 
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Area Cod e 60 9 
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April 1 , 199 0 

Verna Hoffe r 

Department o f Englis h 

The Pennsylvani a Stat e Universit y 

University Park , P A 1680 2 

Dear Ms . Hoffer : 

Thank yo u fo r you r interestin g an d unusua l lette r o f a  fe w 

months ago . Althoug h i t wa s a  passionat e an d generi c for m 

letter, I' m takin g th e tim e t o mak e a  controlle d persona l 

response. M y colleague s ar e righ t no w sittin g i n th e coffe e 

room an d scoffin g a t m e fo r doin g this—the y hav e shredde d 

their copie s o f your lette r an d give n the m t o th e rats . 

I mus t challeng e yo u o n th e poin t tha t th e scientifi c communit y 

of whic h I  a m a  membe r write s i n a n "unprofessional , slip-sho d 
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way whic h breed s inhumanity. 99 Althoug h I  a m no w studyin g 

to b e a  behaviora l therapist , I  hol d a  degre e i n Englis h myself , 

and I  assur e yo u tha t I  ca n tur n a  nift y phras e an d trum p u p a 

sentence wit h just a s muc h laconi c styl e a s you . Th e differenc e 

between u s i s tha t I  understan d m y work and yo u d o not . I , an d 

my colleagues , use th e ra t a s a  tes t subject , no t becaus e w e ar e 

bound by , a s yo u cal l it , a  "traditio n o f absurdity" ( a phrase , b y 

the way , whic h applie s itsel f mor e readil y t o your  fiel d tha n t o 

mine), bu t becaus e w e ar e devoted  to  knowledge,  an d rats ' brain s 

have th e sam e constituents , th e sam e chemicals , an d th e sam e 

basic neura l connection s as ou r ow n brain s do . 1 Rats ' brain s ar e 

differentiated fro m our s onl y b y corte x siz e an d overal l shape , 

and thu s the y ar e excellen t model s fo r study . A s earl y a s 35 0 

B.C., Aristotl e ( a gu y I'l l be t you'v e fawne d ove r no w and again ) 

dissected liv e animal s i n th e pursui t o f scientifi c study . Bu t I 

don't expec t you t o understan d this . Althoug h i t i s true , a s you 

mentioned, tha t som e experimenter s a t ou r Hea d Injur y Clini c 

were bein g proteste d agains t fo r awhile , thei r researc h simulated 

the effect s o f aut o accident s o n cat s vi a artificia l means—the y 

didn't actuall y driv e th e cat s aroun d mercilessl y i n a  ca r an d 

crash the m int o a  bric k wal l (a s th e analog y i n you r for m lette r 

would lea d on e t o think) , bu t controlled  th e brai n damag e t o th e 

cats i n th e laboratory  in orde r t o examin e neurologica l results o f 

injury an d develo p mor e effectiv e treatmen t strategie s fo r 

human ca r acciden t victims . Naturally , m y colleague s an d I 

harden ou r heart s agains t you r kin d o f uninformed , self-servin g 

criticism. 

xThus scienc e uncover s parallels : quail , poisone d b y blue , sou r water , afterward s 
avoid blue  but no t sour ; rats , poisone d b y blu e sou r water , afterwards , lik e man , 
avoid sour but not blue . 

92 



I mus t thank  you , however , fo r proddin g m e int o writin g a  pape r 

that ha s bee n gnawin g a t m e fo r som e time . A s a  first-yea r 

graduate student , I'v e bee n strugglin g t o nestl e int o m y ow n 

niche i n th e scientific-academi c community , an d I  thin k you'v e 

helped m e fin d a  wa y t o "be d down. " You r lette r prompte d m e 

to writ e u p th e attache d stud y (m y firs t graduat e paper) , i n 

which I  pu t int o practic e you r suggestio n tha t w e "courageousl y 

tell th e worl d th e trut h abou t [our ] work , instea d o f hidin g 

behind obscure , degrading , speciesis t language. * I  a m sendin g 

the attache d stud y ou t t o th e Journal  of  Experimental Psychology  for 

possible publication . I t i s impeccabl y researche d an d I  a m 

enthusiastic abou t it ; I  hop e tha t i t als o help s t o correc t som e o f 

your misguide d notion s abou t anima l experimentation , 

especially i n regard s t o th e rat . Again , than k you . 

Albert Fric k 
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Figurative Language: 

Bridging th e Scientific-Rhetorical-Ra t Ga p 

Albert Fric k 

The Universit y o f New Jersey 

ABSTRACT 

This pape r examine s th e partia l result s o f a  behaviora l stud y o f 

Norway rats—specificall y concernin g on e ra t whic h behave d i n 

a rathe r unrul y ye t fascinatin g fashion . Th e origina l intentio n 

of thi s researc h wa s t o tes t th e theor y tha t rats , whe n expose d 

over tim e t o inescapabl e shock , wil l accomplis h complet e 

passivity eve n whe n forcibl y prompte d t o rise . Man y studie s 

have prove n tha t rat s ar e capabl e o f both learned  helplessness  and 

surprising eccentri c behavior, 2 an d thi s stud y resemble s thos e i n 

that i t i s designe d t o provok e a  lever-pullin g respons e fro m th e 

rats' amazingl y durabl e littl e paws . Th e rea l contributio n o f th e 

current writing , however , come s i n it s presentatio n o f a  ne w 

communication theory,  especially usefu l t o thos e researcher s wh o 

are face d wit h bot h criticis m fro m outsid e partie s an d th e 

problem o f reluctant an d ofte n vexin g tes t subjects , bot h rat s an d 

2Two recen t example s fro m th e sam e journal wil l suffice : 
Devenport an d Holloway , "Th e Rat' s Resistanc e t o Superstition : Rol e o f th e 

Hippocampus." Journal  of Comparative and  Physiological  Psychology.  1980 . Vol . 94, 
No. 4 . 691-705 . This  study illustrated that  rats, unlike pigeons,  seem immune to the 
development of  superstition in  their  lever-pulling habits. 

Dohanich an d Ward . "Sexua l Behavio r i n Mal e Rat s Followin g Intra -
cerebral Estroge n Application. " Journal  of Comparative and  Physiological  Psychology. 
1980. Vol . 94, No. 4 . 712-722 . This  study found that  estrogen injections induce males to 
superstitiously attempt  mating  behavior even after castration. 
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otherwise. Th e resultin g rhetorica l principle s tha t hav e bee n 

evolved wil l be peppere d throughou t th e synta x o f this study , an d 

are eve n evidence d subtly i n thi s abstract . 

I. I N T R O D U C T I O N 

In recen t years , a  lo t o f attention ha s bee n focuse d o n th e 

issue o f th e "morality " o f anima l experimentation . Mos t 

recently, th e Hous e o f Representatives ha s hear d a n amendmen t 

to sectio n 1 9 o f th e Anima l Welfar e Ac t whic h wil l allo w 

"private" citizen s (i f there ar e suc h beings ) t o su e organization s 

which the y fee l ar e violatin g th e act. 3 Thus , attack s b y "anima l 

rights" group s floo d ou r mailboxes , and w e ar e eve n accuse d o f 

promoting a n "immora l vocabulary " abou t animal s whic h 

reveals ou r allegedl y blac k an d adrena l hearts , whil e thumpin g 

our ow n Darwinia n chest s ape-lik e i n defens e o f scientifi c 

a d v a n c e m e n t . 4 Th e underlyin g proble m i s twofold : a s 

behavioral scientist s w e mus t objectivel y record onl y observabl e 

and noteworth y behavior ; a s huma n being s w e admir e 

aesthetics. Th e outcome : a  seemin g roboti c dictio n whic h i s 

admirable fo r it s clinica l purity , bu t mark s a  lo w notc h o n th e 

creative yardstick . Thi s writer—wh o hold s a  B.A . i n Englis h 

and i s no w pursuin g an d M.S . in Psychology—ha s spent th e las t 

few month s doin g a  behaviora l stud y o n rats , an d thu s i s 

particularly sensitiv e t o th e nee d fo r appeasin g bot h th e 

behavioral scientis t an d th e whinin g "anima l rights " aesthet e 

3See Repor t b y th e Committe e o n th e Judiciary, Hous e o f Representatives . H.R . 
1770. Septembe r 16 , 1988. Seria l No. 76. 
4Some dictio n take n fro m a  for m lette r writte n b y on e Ms . Verna Hoffer , th e 
Pennsylvania Stat e University . 
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by writin g i n th e cleanes t an d th e mos t pleasin g languag e 

possible. 

At a  cocktai l party , a  respecte d America n write r onc e said , 

"For me , th e Holocaus t an d a  cornco b ar e th e same." 5 Thi s 

clever littl e equatio n make s i t clea r tha t language , b y definition , 

allows equit y amon g al l subjec t matter . Further , languag e itsel f 

is divorce d fro m morality : whethe r evokin g a  moun d o f seare d 

flesh o r a  docil e dinne r plate , th e writte n wor d reflect s th e 

subjectivity o f th e reader  mor e tha n tha t o f th e writer . Ye t we 

scientists meticulousl y cloa k ourselve s i n th e languag e o f th e la b 

coat whil e ou r readers , bot h professiona l an d otherwise , kno w 

perfectly wel l tha t w e ar e waking , walking , mora l beings , wit h 

cozy fireplace s an d curled-u p kitten s a t home . Th e scientist-as -

citizen ma y tortur e hi s ferre t withou t purpos e an d properl y b e 

called immoral , bu t th e scientist-as-write r i s recordin g 

observable an d historica l facts , an d thu s moralit y i s no t th e rea l 

issue. 

We should , therefore , striv e t o mak e ou r writin g bot h 

clinically accurat e an d prudentl y artistic , especiall y considerin g 

the subjective  nature  o f th e "anima l rights " person s wh o perus e 

our journal s i n searc h o f rhetorica l atrocities . Th e suggestio n 

provided herei n i s t o us e figurative  language —to cas t ou r 

experimental animal s i n subjective , flattering , an d artisti c 

language wher e appropriate , bu t withou t violatin g scientifi c 

purity. Thu s a  rat' s strippe d bell y ca n properl y b e sai d t o b e 

"portly" rathe r tha n "substantial, " the n late r b e calle d "smelly " 

instead o f "effluvial. " Th e ne t effec t wil l b e a  creativ e pacifyin g 

of both  our audiences : t o th e reade r demandin g "equality " fo r th e 

rats, w e offer , throug h language , quie t applaus e fo r th e rats ' 

5See Ozick , Cynthia . "Innovatio n an d Redemption : Wha t Literatur e Means. " 
Art and  Ardor.  Ne w York : Alfred A . Knopf, 1983 . 238-248 . 
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considerable contribution s t o science; 6 to ou r fello w scientists , w e 

report wit h innovatio n an d publicl y juice thei r pen s t o respon d 

in kind . Suc h techniqu e is , afte r all , mor e fluent,  an d ha s eve n 

crept naturall y int o th e writin g o f suc h respecte d scientist s a s 

Martin Seligman ; Seligma n tell s how , afte r fift y trials , th e bes t 

dogs wil l lea p acros s a  barrie r gracefully  i n orde r t o avoi d 

moderate-to-severe shock. 7 O n principle , i f it's goo d enoug h fo r 

Seligman i t shoul d b e goo d enoug h fo r everyone . Som e migh t 

argue tha t th e us e o f figurative language  wil l cur b th e leve l o f 

objectivity necessar y t o ou r work , bu t thi s write r urge s suc h 

skeptics t o honestl y asses s th e rhetorica l achievemen t whic h thi s 

paper embodies , then se e i f you, too , don' t wis h t o writ e i n thi s 

new, nea t way . 

A furthe r modificatio n i n ou r writin g i s als o suggested : 

let's cu t bac k o n th e passiv e voic e an d courageousl y asser t ou r 

identity withi n ou r work . Th e damnabl y overrate d us e o f th e 

passive voic e date s bac k t o th e 1920's 8 an d w e witnes s th e 

unflappable practic e o f th e experimente r avoidin g th e persona l 

pronoun "I " i n everythin g fro m technica l journal s t o moder n 

fiction. 9 I t ha s becom e painfull y obviou s tha t th e passive  voic e i s 

often a  rowboa t conceale d insid e o f a n ark—a n itty-bitt y 

individual denyin g hi s we e selfhoo d i n favo r o f jo in t 

membership i n th e alread y overpopulate d huma n species . Th e 

In additio n t o thei r us e i n th e Behaviora l Sciences , rat s hav e bee n use d 
generously t o hel p comba t aging , cancer , an d diabetes , t o nam e jus t a  few . Fo r 
an extende d repor t o f th e rat' s prolific contribution s t o biomedica l research , se e 
Health Benefits  of  Animal Research, edite d b y Willia m I . Gay , D.V.M . Publishe d b y 
the Foundatio n fo r Biomedica l Research . 1985 . 
7 See Seligman , Marti n E.P . Helplessness:  On  Depression,  Development, and  Death. 
University o f Pennsylvania : Wil t Freema n an d Company . 1975 . 22 . 
8See Tichy , H.J . "Advic e t o Scientist-Writers : Bewar e Ol d Fallacies. " The 
Scientist October 31 , 1988. 17 . 
9See, fo r example , Hemingway , Ernest , The  Nick  Adams  Stories.  Ne w York : 
Charles Scribner' s Sons . 1972 . 
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passive voic e does  functio n admirabl y whe n w e are presentin g 

our experimenta l methods , bu t the sad truth i s that b y avoiding 

the wor d "I " we are subduin g authoria l prid e whe n w e shoul d 

be awardin g ourselve s credit , an d ou r unfriendl y "animal -

loving" reader s perc h lik e hoo t owl s an d screec h "Who ? Who ? 

Who? Wh o wrot e this? " int o th e yawnin g abys s o f ou r 

authorial canyons . I n short , passiv e voic e an d depersonalize d 

pronouns hav e bot h becom e cliche , an d the use of "I" allows the 

researcher t o boldl y asser t hi s identit y withi n a n esoteri c 

environment wher e i t i s becomin g increasingl y difficul t bot h t o 

affirm one' s ow n importance an d innovativel y tes t th e rat. 1 0 I 

also find  i t invigoratin g t o smarte n u p experimenta l reportin g 

with trope s an d schemes—i n particular , metaphor , anthimeria , 

paradox, an d litote . Le t us be equall y consciou s o f using plai n 

language i n favo r o f technospea k a t times : we'r e al l familia r 

with th e too-popula r phrase—"th e biot a exhibite d a  100% 

mortality response"—whe n i t i s equall y accurat e an d infinitel y 

more satisfyin g t o writ e "al l th e fish  died." 1 1 I n short : le t us 

1 0 This approac h allow s m e to compete , philosophicall y speaking , wit h som e of 
the mor e sophisticate d recen t studies . Fo r example: 

Taylor, Griffin , an d Rupich . "Conspecifi c Urin e Markin g i n Mal e Rat s 
(Rattus norvegicus ) Selecte d fo r Relative Aggressiveness." Journal  of Comparative 
Psychology. 1988 . Vol . 102. 72-77 . The  research discovered  that  aggressive rats— 
whether injected  with fluorescein  solution  or not—deposited urine  on conspecifics  more 
prolifically than  nonaggressive  rats made  similar deposits. 

Pilz, Schnitzler , and Menne. "Acousti c Startle Threshold of the Albino Rat." 
Journal of Comparative Psychology.  1987 . Vol. 101. 67-72 . The  research revealed  that 
freeroaming naive rats in a ballistic chamber  had higher levels of  startle-response to acoustic 
signals than did  hammock-restrained naive rats in the same setting. 

Standards in  Laboratory Animal  Management. England: Universities Federatio n 
Animal Welfare . 1984 . 14 . The  research shows  that temperatures of  34-43° C  can 
cause death and sterility, impaired  lactation,  and  depression of  foetal and neonatal growth in 
rats. 
1 1 Fro m Thompson , Edwar d T . "Ho w to Writ e Clearly. " Publishe d b y Inter-
national Pape r Company , Ne w York. 
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be bol d wordsmiths , wheelin g ou r wa y int o all  o f ou r readers ' 

minds an d myths . 

The origina l intentio n o f m y experimen t wa s simple : t o 

determine i f rats , afte r reachin g a  stat e o f learned  helplessness, 

could b e returne d t o thei r origina l naiv e (untrained ) state , an d 

again activel y see k t o avoi d shock . Seligma n successfull y 

achieved thi s restoratio n o f naiv e behavio r i n dogs , 1 2 an d whe n 

my researc h i s completed , I  eventuall y inten d t o attemp t th e 

same kin d o f restoratio n i n th e survivin g rats . Bu t a s you'v e 

guessed b y now , m y essentia l contributio n t o th e curren t 

research reall y come s vi a language , an d th e actua l "ra t end " o f 

the experimen t i s stil l i n progress . Thi s particula r pape r wa s 

inspired b y a n unusuall y shrew d an d elusiv e rat , who m I  shal l 

give a  prope r nam e late r i n th e text . Thi s rat , thoug h onl y on e 

among th e seventee n wh o unfortunatel y hav e thu s fa r die d 

during m y experiment , exhibite d suc h a n uncommo n respons e 

to behaviora l therap y tha t I  wil l no t touc h upo n i t unti l late r i n 

this paper , wher e ther e wil l be sufficien t spac e fo r expansion . 

II. METHOD S 

Shuttleboxes 

The thirty-eigh t shuttleboxe s fo r th e rat s wer e painte d wit h 

Cresodip t o repe l lice . Eac h bo x wa s mad e fro m a  standar d 

dormer cag e and measure d 3  fee t x  2  fee t t o provid e th e rat s with 

1 2 See Seligman , Marti n E.P . Helplessness:  On  Depression,  Development,  and  Death. 
University o f Pennsylvania : Wil t Freema n an d Company . 1975 . When  100  of 
Seligman's dogs  had achieved  learned  helplessness  in  the  shuttleboxes and  thus  refused  to 
jump the barriers to  escape shock, Seligman  removed  the  barriers from the  boxes and  forcibly 
dragged the  dogs to  the safe sides of  the shuttleboxes 25  to  200 times—until  about two-thirds 
of them  were actually able to releam  the  original  behavior of  gracefully  leaping  the 
shuttlebox barriers  to  escape shock. 
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ample roo m fo r stretchin g an d runnin g i n littl e circles. 1 3 A 

six-inch hig h meta l partitio n wa s secured i n th e cente r o f eac h 

shuttlebox whic h th e ra t coul d vaul t if desired. 

Electric Current 

In th e shuttlebo x gri d floors,  a n electri c curren t o f 40 volts 

was supplie d fo r sixty-secon d interval s ever y thirtee n o r ninet y 

minutes, dependin g o n th e tim e o f day . Th e meta l partitio n 

was electrifie d a s wel l becaus e Hunte r foun d tha t a  ra t wil l 

actually perc h competentl y o n th e shuttlebo x partitio n t o tr y t o 

escape shock. 1 4 Th e front screen s of each cag e were als o charge d 

continuously with 2 0 volts t o discourage th e mutinou s behavior of 

screen-clinging. 

Reinforcement Levers 

Two reinforcemen t lever s were provide d i n th e bac k o f each 

shuttlebox—one re d leve r an d on e gree n lever ; on e o n eithe r 

side o f the partition . O n th e even-numbere d day s o f the experi -

ment, th e gree n lever s ha d t o b e depresse d 10 0 times betwee n 

each shoc k fo r th e rat s t o receiv e positiv e reinforcement , whil e 

the re d lever s ha d t o b e depresse d onl y 5 0 times . O n th e odd-

numbered day s o f th e experiment , th e condition s wer e 

reversed. 1 5 

1 3 Note tha t I  consulte d a  veterinarian i n determinin g a n adequat e shuttlebo x 
size, a s required by the Anima l Welfar e Act— even though it  does  not apply to  rats. 
1 4Hunter, W.S . "Conditionin g an d Extinctio n i n th e Rat. " British  Journal  of 
Psychology. 1935 . Volum e 26 . 135-148 , 
1 5 The reasonin g her e shoul d b e obvious: If the tas k were no t rathe r difficult, th e 
rat, unlike member s of othe r species , woul d perform i t successfully eac h time . I 
was testin g th e theor y tha t rat s woul d lear n tha t on e leve r wa s preferabl e t o 
another o n certai n days , bu t the n woul d discove r learned  helplessness an d finall y 
choose t o mak e n o distinctio n betwee n th e lever s a t all , finall y lyin g passivel y 
during th e shock s regardles s o f which sid e o f th e shuttlebo x house d them . Thi s 
particular experimenta l desig n wa s develope d because , historically , th e ra t ha s 
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Feeding and Watering 

Positive reinforcemen t wa s provide d throug h separat e wate r 

and fee d ducts , whic h opene d an d emptie d on e ounc e o f wate r 

and on e ounc e o f Purina La b Cho w int o eac h shuttlebo x a t th e 

same tim e tha t th e electrica l shock s wer e administered . I f an d 

when th e rat s didn' t hav e th e gumptio n t o depres s th e lever s th e 

required numbe r o f times , th e electrica l shoc k wa s provide d 

without th e feedin g an d watering . 

Figurative Language 

I canno t tak e complet e credi t fo r realizin g th e powe r o f 

figurative language.  I  wa s inspired , i n part , b y th e writin g o f 

Alain Robbe-Grillet . H e helpe d m e t o se e that , lik e metaphor , 

figurative language  i s neve r a n "innocen t figur e o f speech." 1 6 

When w e sa y tha t a  rat' s behavio r i s "capricious " o r tha t h e 

"huddles" i n hi s cage , w e ar e not , an d w e ca n not , simpl y b e 

recording physica l data—w e ar e choosin g analogica l vocabular y 

that reveals , a s Robbe-Grille t call s it , "a n entir e metaphysica l 

system"—and it' s thi s syste m whic h ou r scientific-creativ e 

minds hav e bee n charge d wit h stewardshi p of . Figurative 

language doe s no t mak e u s on e wit h th e rat s o r mak e the m on e 

with us ; rather , i t whirl s u s furthe r int o th e embrac e o f science, 

while keepin g th e rat s a t arm' s lengt h b y forcin g u s t o reall y 

look a t them , refurbis h the m i n th e pures t term s w e ca n muster , 

listen t o thei r lessons , an d witness  their  existence. 

proven t o b e a  muc h craftie r test-subjec t tha n th e do g i n term s o f learned 
helplessness, an d th e ne w design s ar e highl y valued. 
1 6 For a  mor e length y discussion o f th e tru e natur e o f metaphor , refe r t o Robbe -
Grillet, Alain . For  a New  Novel  Evanston , Illinois : Grov e Pres s Inc . 1965 . 53 -
55. 
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While watchin g ove r th e laudabl e behavio r o f th e favore d 

rat i n m y experiment , figurative  language  becam e especiall y 

appropriate. I  develope d a  Figurativ e Word s Lo g o f ove r 20 0 

entries s o far , just  using  adjectives  and  nouns,  tha t w e ca n begi n 

assigning t o th e rat , an d I' m startin g t o ge t a  handl e o n th e 

verbs an d adverb s a s well . Her e i s a n excerp t fro m m y lo g 

which lend s itsel f nicel y t o th e rat : 

Typical Scientific Adjective 

trifling 

hooded 

naive 

helpless 

phlegmatic 

emotional 

Typical Scientific Noun 

trauma 

sacrifice 

lesion 

safe 

stress 

death 

Figurative Alternative 

heroic 

decorous 

pristine 

autonomous 

seasoned 

errant 

Figurative Alternative 

incompletion 

servitude 

sacrifice 

tranquil 

spiritedness 

grace 

Of course , car e mus t b e take n s o tha t th e figurative  word s 

chosen ar e use d wit h consistenc y an d discretion , an d differen t 

experimenters wil l hav e differen t preferences . 

III. RESULT S 

After voidin g th e rats ' bladder s vi a sof t pain t brushe s 

inserted int o thei r anogenita l area s t o ri d the m o f impuritie s 
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and ensur e relativ e equalit y amon g them , I  bega n th e 

experiment b y placing the rat s in th e shuttleboxes—on e per box. 

After jus t tw o weeks, mos t rat s displaye d the classi c symptom s o f 

the earl y stage s o f learned  helplessness:  prolifi c amount s o f 

excretion (defecatio n and  urination) , spirite d head-shaking , 

dainty paw-padding , superstitiou s leaping , ope n sleeplessness , 

durable "box-lapping, " upsid e dow n doggi e paddling , posin g o r 

freezing whe n touched , seasone d huddlin g i n a  cag e corner , 

and errant , indiscriminat e lever-pressing . 

One rat , though , whic h I  shal l no w name "Max " ("Greatest 

in Excellence") 1 7 di d somethin g unprecedented. Fo r fou r days , 

M a x 1 8 clun g adamantly t o th e fron t o f his cage , eve n thoug h th e 

screen h e clutche d was under constan t electrica l charge, and h e 

squinted a t m e mysteriousl y lik e a n animal—o r pseudo -

animal—from on e o f Poe' s fictions. 19 Ma x seeme d a t onc e 

servile an d tranquil : archin g hi s bac k i n th e manne r o f eithe r 

sexual teas e o r feigne d agony . H e bobbe d hi s hea d continuall y 

yet als o exude d som e sor t o f contrive d motor-patter n tha t I 

couldn't quit e pu t m y finger  o n . 2 0 H e screeche d a n od d "aeaaka , 

aeaaka" soun d an d occasionall y p o u n d e d hi s nos e 

1 Fro m Rule , Lareina . Name  Your Baby. Ne w York: Bantam Books . 1966 . 164 . 
1 8 By th e way , thi s nam e wa s no t chosen , a s som e reader s ma y b e tempte d t o 
think, t o resembl e th e "Max " in Joh n Barth' s Giles  Goat-Boy  (1966) . An y 
resemblance i s purel y coincidental . 
1 9 I a m reminde d o f "Th e Blac k Cat, " "Hop-Frog : or , th e Eigh t Charme d 
Ourang-Outangs," Pym's faithfu l do g "Tiger, " and, o f course , 'Th e Raven. " 
2 0 I firs t suspecte d tha t Ma x might b e a n offsprin g o f th e strai n o f rat s develope d 
by Ward' s experiment s o n chroni c stres s (Psyckopathology:  Experimental  Models. 
ed. Marti n E.P . Seligman . Universit y o f Pennsylvania : W.H . Freeman an d 
Company. 1977 . 397-399. ) i n whic h pregnan t femal e rat s were place d int o tigh t 
Plexiglas container s illuminate d b y floodlights.  Th e mal e pup s o f thes e 
mothers ende d u p actin g ver y strangel y indeed , bu t Ma x could no t hav e bee n a n 
heir o f these . I n fact , I  foun d ou t tha t Ma x wa s brough t i n b y on e o f m y 
colleagues, wh o ha d remove d hi m fro m hi s neighbor' s basement . 
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against th e scree n wit h al l hi s might . H e was , i n fact , s o 

obviously livel y an d tyrannica l tha t hi s ver y manne r sai d " / will 

not learn"  Whil e mos t o f his cage d peer s were bus y bein g eithe r 

docile o r hyperaggressiv e within jus t a  fe w yards o f him , Max 

alone clun g t o th e electricall y charge d screen i n a  stat e o f utter 

incompletion. 

I decide d t o mee t hi s challenge . B y day , I  hel d "stare -

downs" wit h hi m t o tr y t o hol d hi s attentio n an d freez e hi m i n 

place, bu t h e remaine d alway s i n motion— a flexio n here , a 

quiver there . Eve n whe n h e seeme d t o sto p I  coul d se e tha t hi s 

fur wa s bristling, an d h e bare d hi s teet h an d hisse d righ t a t m e 

just whe n I  though t h e wa s tuckere d out . H e mad e m e fee l a t 

odds wit h myself . I n th e evening s I  pondered , rea d a  lot , an d 

found comfor t i n th e historie s o f others wh o ha d bee n openl y 

challenged wit h simila r form s o f aggressiv e skepticism. 2 1 Still , 

I foun d mysel f perplexed . 

On Da y Thre e o f Max' s clinging , eve n strange r thing s 

began t o happen . A s thoug h h e kne w I  wa s keepin g tab s o n 

him wit h figurative  language  i n m y mind, Ma x did od d thing s t o 

purposely piqu e m y mind-pen : h e hun g upside-dow n an d 

gnawed hi s lon g incisor s viciousl y o n th e scree n bottom ; h e 

^ T o quot e fro m Helplessness  (Seligman , 1975 , 170): "Richter reasoned tha t bein g 
held i n th e han d o f a  predato r lik e man , havin g whisker s trimmed , an d bein g 
put i n a  va t o f wate r fro m whic h escap e i s impossibl e produce s a  sens e o f 
helplessness i n th e rat . Thi s mus t hav e sounde d lik e a  radica l speculatio n t o hi s 
tough-minded readers , bu t h e substantiate d it. " 

Also, jus t on e mont h afte r Willia m Faulkne r wa s blackballe d fro m th e 
Scribblers o f Sigm a Upsilon—a n Oxfor d campu s literar y society—becaus e o f hi s 
"airs," a serie s o f parodie s o f hi s earl y poetr y bega n t o appea r i n th e Oxfor d 
campus newspaper , th e firs t o f whic h transmogrifie d Faulkner' s seductiv e 
maiden o f "Naiads ' Song " int o a  barnyar d animal . (Se e Michae l Grimwood' s 
Heart in Conflict  Faulkner's Struggle with Vocation.  1987 . 25. ) 

On a  mor e persona l note : on e o f m y mother' s favorit e saying s wa s "thos e 
who cooll y ey e th e tige r nee d no t fea r th e fang. " 
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coolly wiggle d hi s ear s fo r hours ; h e scrape d hi s bell y fro m sid e 

to sid e unti l i t wa s raw and filled  wit h sacrific e scars ; h e thrus t 

his tai l straigh t ou t throug h a  screen-hole , blatantl y waggin g i t 

in long , seductiv e whips . I n short , Ma x acte d completel y 

pristine an d sexual , stirrin g i n m e th e bizarr e notio n tha t h e 

was bot h m y slav e an d m y intimate— I hi s lord-brother , hi s 

hangman-lover. Tha t nigh t I  dreame d o f Max heaping himsel f 

upon me , chillin g m y heart , writhin g o n m y throat , hi s col d 

lips seekin g mine , an d the n fallin g bac k int o a  loung e chai r 

and holdin g hi s bell y thic k wit h laughter , assurin g m e tha t i t 

was al l a  simpl e jes t betwee n tw o friends. 2 2 Whe n I  wok e I 

realized tha t Ma x stirred somethin g unnervin g and neighborl y 

in me—mocke d b y hi s unctuou s gaze , I  fel t overwhelme d wit h 

the simpl e fac t o f being  alive .2S Momentarily , I  ha d th e 

"See Poe' s T h e Pi t and th e Pendulum. " 
23Strangely, thi s sor t o f thin g ha s happene d t o m e before . I n sevent h grade , 
Mrs. Dilke r showe d u s a n experimen t tha t prove d frog s ar e sometime s no t 
smart enoug h t o jump ou t o f water . First , sh e stuc k a  frog i n a  pa n o f boilin g 
water an d i t leap t righ t out , slippin g ou t o f he r hand s an d of f th e hig h blac k 
tabletop ont o th e floor,  an d causin g a  merr y flurry through th e roo m a s girl s 
shrieked int o thei r pigtails , boy s flung  thei r sharpene d pencil s an d meta l 
rulers t o th e floor,  hopin g t o dra w bloo d an d se e i f i t wa s reall y green ; Mrs. 
Dilker high-steppe d amon g th e scrapin g chairs , battin g a t he r fee t wit h a 
broom, an d spira l notebook s fluttered  ove r our heads , snowin g littl e bit s o f soft, , 
curled noteboo k pape r int o ou r hair . Then , whe n sh e caugh t th e frog , Mrs. 
Dilker showe d u s ho w i t padde d aroun d happil y fo r a  while i n a  pan o f wate r a t 
room temperature , an d didn' t eve n tr y t o jump ou t a s th e wate r wa s heated  t o 
boiling—it just sa t there , obliviou s o f it s churning blood , bulging it s eyes out and 
pumping it s lon g throa t bac k an d fort h mor e an d mor e rapidly , th e wate r 
around i t rollin g int o bubble s tha t wer e clear , the n white , the n green , the n 
pink. 

One mor e inciden t occur s t o m e too . On e sunn y afternoon , whe n I  wa s 
sixteen an d drivin g alon e fo r th e firs t time , I  sa w a  rabbi t dar t ou t fro m th e 
bushes an d div e righ t unde r m y spinnin g lef t tire , promptin g tha t familia r 
thump o f bone-crushed-belo w whic h sickene d m y heart i n thos e days . I  stopped 
and watched th e rabbi t i n th e rearvie w mirror . I t flickered up four-fee t hig h of f 
the ground , it s bod y twiste d an d it s hea d mashe d red , wit h som e neura l 
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irrational though t o f takin g Ma x hom e an d makin g a  pe t o f 

h i m , 2 4 sittin g wit h hi m a t th e kitche n tabl e ove r a  breakfas t o f 

eggs, bacon , toast , and orang e ju ice .2 5 

Keep i n min d tha t thi s wa s no t ordinar y behavio r fo r me . 

I wea r sensibl e shoes , plan t the m firml y o n th e ground , an d 

drive a  Saab , ye t watchin g ove r Ma x mad e m y min d ree l a  bi t 

and sparke d bot h m y creativ e an d scientifi c instinct s 

simultaneously. Fo r thre e days , I  watche d an d recorde d 

subjective dat a i n fascinatio n whil e Ma x continue d hi s antics , 

showing visibl e sign s o f paradoxica l behavior : emittin g wil d 

squeals whil e seemin g t o hol d hi s ver y breath ; bleedin g fro m 

the anu s an d bendin g around acrobaticall y t o nonchalantl y lic k 

the bloo d fro m th e tail ; showin g n o norma l wholesal e reactio n 

to th e continuou s electrical charg e coursin g throug h hi s body , 

yet looking , a s muc h a s a  ra t can , forlorn , servile , graceful , an d 

sincere. Thes e particula r observations , I  argue , ar e a  direc t 

connection obviousl y awry , but th e brai n stil l someho w alive , tellin g th e bod y t o 
keep spinning , spinning , spinning , an d no t giv e in , the n i t lande d an d kicke d 
off th e macada m again, spittin g somethin g of f t o th e sid e thi s time , and floppe d 
up an d dow n a  fe w mor e time s lik e a n elasti c fish,  unti l I  whirre d th e ca r 
backwards and crunche d i t under th e sam e tire . 

These ar e tw o o f m y sharpes t memories , an d the y illustrate , I  think , ho w 
moved w e can b e b y animals a t times , an d ho w profoundly their haphazar d fate s 
remind u s o f ou r ow n fragil e an d privilege d existence . 
2 4 O d d , bu t no t unhear d of . Se e West , Paul . Rat  Man  of  Paris. Ne w York : 
Macmillan Publishin g Company . 1986 . Poulsifer,  the  Rat Man t houses  a  rat in a 
doll-house, then  removes it  and  conceals  it  in  his  coat, profiteering  by  giving tourists  an 
occasional peek as  he strolls around Paris. 

Less fictionally , se e Hendrickson , Robert . More  Cunning  Than Man. Ne w 
York: Stein an d Day Publishers. 1983 . The  famous petite but  wellkept Rat  Woman of 
Miami lived with over  500 rats in her bungalow, feeding them lettuce  and corn, until  police 
ordered all  the rats killed and  the Rat Woman told  them that  people bothered her  a lot  more 
than rats ever did. 
25Interestingly, rat s manufactur e larg e dose s o f vitami n C  in thei r bodie s al l b y 
themselves an d thus hav e n o externa l nee d fo r it . Se e Paton , William . Man  and 
Mouse. Ne w York: Oxfor d Universit y Press . 1984 . 125 . 
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result o f my unique approac h t o thi s study: withou t th e us e o f "I," 

I coul d no t hav e recorde d man y o f thes e significan t experi -

mental results ; withou t Max' s incredibl e behavior , ther e woul d 

be n o reaso n t o singl e hi m out ; withou t figurative language,  ther e 

would b e n o Max . 

On Da y Four , Ma x refuse d t o mov e a t al l an d simpl y 

clinched a t a  45 ° angl e t o th e screen , hi s claw s froze n i n place , 

his eye s vaguel y fixed  o n a  poin t somewher e i n fron t o f him , 

his tai l curle d i n a  froze n half-switch . I  stare d bac k a s int o a 

mirror—at onc e mystified , enraptured , appalled , an d uplifted . 

On Da y Five , I  opene d Max' s cag e an d prie d hi s stif f for m 

off th e screen . H e fel l fro m m y hand ont o hi s bac k o n th e cage' s 

latticed grid-floor , lookin g fo r al l th e worl d lik e h e wa s 

waiting t o b e barbeque d ove r th e shredde d pape r an d hi s ow n 

ammonia-filled droppings , rollin g rigidl y fro m sid e t o side , 

like on e o f thos e Weeble-toy s that happil y rock s bac k an d fort h 

but refuse s eve r t o fal l down. 

IV. DISCUSSIO N 

Fondly, I  a m reminde d onc e agai n o f Marti n Seligman' s 

master wor k o n helplessness . I n on e o f m y favorit e chapters , 

Seligman capture s th e beautifu l scientifi c parado x tha t 

continually embrace s ou r work . Firs t h e tells , i n a  seemingly 

clinical an d dispassionat e way , ho w hi s ow n three-month-ol d 

son i s sucklin g a t hi s wife' s breas t i n typica l behavior/respons e 

patterns eve n a s hi s fathe r write s hi s b o o k . 2 6 Jus t a  fe w page s 

later, Seligma n lyrically  present s th e ongoin g enigmati c 

paradigm o f uterine  an d rearing  factor s i n rats : Whe n pregnan t 

^Seligman, Marti n E.P . Helplessness:  On Depression,  Development, and Death. 
University o f Pennsylvania : Wil t Freema n an d Company . 1975 . 139 . 
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rats wh o hav e bee n offere d inescapabl e shoc k eventuall y giv e 

birth, d o thei r pup s sho w unnatural fear s becaus e th e fear s wer e 

transferred throug h th e magi c o f th e womb,  o r ar e th e fear s 

learned throug h th e mother' s obviousl y incompeten t rearin g 

habits? Th e studie s designe d t o settl e thi s issue , an d th e 

melding o f th e scientifi c wit h th e aesthetic , continue . 

Finally, I  hop e I  hav e clarifie d th e poin t tha t th e 

compelling subtletie s o f figurative language  implicit i n Seligman' s 

work an d explici t i n m y ow n wor k ar e frank , inspiring , 

humane, and , i n th e end , sublime . 

And s o I  leav e yo u wit h th e torture d an d loft y imag e o f 

Max: hoverin g belly-fla t agains t hi s cag e i n th e shap e o f a 

cross-—blunt nos e lifte d t o th e heavens , hair y ear s flattened  bac k 

in supplication , outstretche d paw s fanne d an d forgiving , ches t 

swelling triumphan t abov e mang y stomach , fee t danglin g 

underneath i n utte r helplessness , an d tai l cocke d a t it s elbow , 

seemingly read y t o strik e a t thos e wh o dar e loo k closer . 
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MEDIACRITY 

I kno w you though t you' d hear d al l ther e wa s t o kno w abou t 

my wif e b y now , but I' m her e t o giv e yo u th e insid e scoop . M y 

wife wa s a  typica l Ne w Yor k divorce d woma n wel l befor e w e 

were divorced . Sh e jumped fro m caree r t o caree r lik e a  fro g o n 

a matin g spree . Firs t sh e ra n th e famou s Alfre d E . Packe r 

Student Unio n Gril l a t Ne w Yor k University , name d afte r th e 

only ma n eve r convicte d o f cannibalis m i n th e Unite d States . 

Those wer e th e goo d days . Sh e eve n le t m e quot e he r i n m y firs t 

interview, whic h I  publishe d i n a  loca l leaflet . "Ou r grill,' ' sh e 

said, "ha s consistentl y strive n t o attai n th e hig h standard s 

exemplified b y th e lif e o f Mr. Packer . Plu s we'r e cheap. " 

Then thing s wen t sour . Th e FD A shu t dow n th e gril l an d 

she becam e a  toples s cellist , the n produce d a  Marce l Marcea u 

album, the n gav e brand y rubdown s an d se t tha t ol d ma n o n 

fire—which yo u probabl y hear d about—an d generall y sh e go t 

into tha t whol e Ne w Yor k spontaneou s cul t Darry l Hanna h 

Legal Eagle s Doonesbury  esoteri c environmenta l ar t thing . Yo u 
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know. Ever y wee k sh e ha d a  ne w displa y o f atrocitie s fo r he r 

upcoming environmenta l ar t party . A  one-ac t pla y i n ou r livin g 

room calle d fo r m e t o clu b her wit h Bufor d Pussor' s bat . I  di d it , 

but wit h chagrin . Finally , i t go t t o th e poin t wher e I  jus t 

couldn't tak e i t anymore . Th e las t stra w wa s Hitler' s actua l 

toilet seat , purchase d a t a n auction , tha t sh e di d a  Hiroshim a 

thing with . Sh e hun g th e sea t fro m a  woode n fishin g pol e stuc k 

into th e toile t bowl , an d someho w cause d a n explosio n i n th e 

toilet wit h cleanin g fluid,  whic h se t th e pol e o n fire , the n sh e 

dropped a  big , breakabl e balloo n ful l o f bab y powde r i n th e 

middle o f th e bathroo m floor,  an d a s th e dus t settle d everybod y 

clapped an d cried . 

When sh e wa s finall y arreste d b y th e Fir e Marshal , I 

moved ou t o f th e apartmen t an d trie d t o publis h a  huma n 

interest piec e abou t he r a s a  cul t figure , bu t th e campu s 

newspaper turne d i t down . "Tha t woman, " th e Fir e Marsha l 

said t o me , "ha s on e le g i n thi s worl d an d on e le g o n th e 

moon, an d betwee n thes e tw o leg s she' s go t nothin g t o stan d 

on." 

So sh e go t religion . An d I  go t famous . A s yo u migh t 

recall, sh e gav e birt h t o ou r so n Joshua a  fe w months later . Sh e 

went o n Geraldo , an d tha t wa s th e firs t tim e sh e publicl y 

insisted tha t I  wasn' t responsibl e fo r Joshua's birth . 

"No, no , ther e wa s n o conception, " she tol d everyone . "I t 

was divin e intervention . Joshu a i s th e ne w Messiah , an d m y 

husband i s simpl y th e vesse l throug h whic h Joshua wil l atten d 

school." 

"We hea r tha t you r husban d i s quit e a  writer, " Gerald o 

said,. 

"He i s nothin g lik e Joshua," sh e said . "Joshu a cam e fro m 

the atmosphere , fro m th e thin g th e astronaut s se e fro m th e 
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space shuttl e an d hav e t o fight  agains t whe n the y leav e th e 

earth." 

Oprah starte d droppin g b y m y ne w plac e wit h questions , 

slipped m e som e mone y s o she' d hav e a n insid e trac k o n m y 

wife, an d m y writin g becam e famous . Mr . Downe y called . I 

smiled a  lot . 

Then m y wif e pu t i n a  bi d o n th e PT L Clu b an d th e rea l 

scandal began . Carlo s Pep e Garcia , a  Spanis h religiou s fanati c 

who claime d tha t h e coul d walk o n water , als o wanted t o bu y th e 

PTL. Carlo s calle d a  specia l pres s conferenc e t o debat e whethe r 

or no t Joshu a wa s th e tru e ne w Messiah , hopin g t o publicl y 

denounce m y wif e an d Joshu a a t th e sam e time . B y this time , I 

was, o f course , he r ex-husband , an d on e amon g a  cluste r o f 

reporters scribblin g note s wit h fascination . 

"Let the m behol d th e truth,' ' Carlo s sai d loudl y t o m y wife , 

sweeping hi s ar m a t m y se a o f colleague s an d me . "Tel l the m 

of th e so n Joshu a wettin g th e sheets . H e lie s i n be d wit h 

distress. Tel l the m it. " 

"Joshua i s God' s child, " sh e countere d calmly . "Hi s urin e 

represents mortality . I t come s fro m th e stars . You r jealousy 

leers it s ugl y hea d becaus e you'r e ofte n immerse d i n wetnes s 

yourself bu t no t a s famous a s Joshua." 

"Quiet th e woman, " sai d Carlos , flailing  hi s arm s fo r th e 

cameras, "sh e befoul s m y name. " 

"Every year, " m y wif e explaine d t o us , "Carlo s Pep e Garci a 

sinks i n th e ocea n wit h a  surprise d loo k o n hi s face. " 

"The so n i s a  bedwette r an d h e stutter s th e words, " Carlo s 

cursed. 

"Every year, " m y wif e insisted , drinkin g i n ou r attention , 

"Carlos say s h e wil l wal k o n wate r an d h e i s fished  fro m th e 

sea lik e a  dea d sheep . H e pay s reporter s t o com e an d writ e abou t 
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the miracl e o f his fa t bod y sinkin g unde r th e surface . Fiv e year s 

in a  ro w now." 

"It i s th e faul t o f th e press! " Carlo s said , causin g a  sti r 

among us . "The y refus e t o recor d th e histor y i n prope r for m 

and I  los e concentration . I t i s th e flashbulbs!  The y ar e lik e 

weights t o m y feet. " 

"They won' t shu t u p abou t m y so n Joshua either, " m y wif e 

said, smilin g slyl y fo r th e camera . 

"For me , nex t yea r wil l b e noted, " sai d Carlos , snatchin g 

back th e spotlight . " I wil l hove r ove r th e ocea n waters . I 

meditate an d die t eac h day . Me n wil l b e awed. " 

"I believ e yo u wil l mak e it! " I  shouted , drawin g a  protes t 

from th e othe r reporters . 

"Shut up, " sai d Carlos . "Th e reporte r care s nothin g o f 

religion. T o yo u religio n i s a  puppe t t o us e a s ridicul e fo r th e 

believers. Yo u know nothing o f the symbol . T o you a  fish  i s fo r 

eating only . Yo u write o f th e fisherman  wh o i s choke d b y th e 

junvping fish  of f the hook , bu t yo u mis s it s symboli c story. " 

"Listen wel l t o him, " m y wife said . "H e i s ou r authorit y o n 

fish, sinc e h e spend s s o muc h tim e wit h them . A  whal e ha s 

adopted him. " 

"Silence th e woman, " sai d Carlos , pointin g dramatically . 

"She make s filthy  th e symbol . Sh e seek s onl y th e printe d 

words." 

The remainde r o f the conferenc e is a  blu r t o me . I  stoppe d 

taking note s an d baske d i n th e wealt h o f m y wife' s wonder . 

She wa s pur e an d contemporar y an d newsworthy , embodyin g 

all tha t I  eve r dreame d o f writing about . I  wa s in love . 
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THAT THIN LINE 

Some sai d I  was a  witch . I  le t the m believ e a s the y wished. 

To teas e them , I  knel t a t th e pictur e windo w eac h weekda y a t 

3:08 p.m . whe n th e schoolchildre n came, flailing  m y arm s an d 

chomping m y teeth , gnashin g wil d an d artisti c wit h non e o f 

them realizin g tha t I  wa s reall y flashing a  grin . The y sa w me : 

a hideous , interestin g mout h surrounde d b y a  wreat h o f 

streaked, brittl e hai r pulle d bac k fro m th e fac e wit h a  blu e 

rubber ban d an d a  fe w bobby pins , rubbin g m y head agains t th e 

wool curtain s s o tha t m y hai r loosene d an d stoo d o n en d 

snakelike an d mysterious . Often , a  girl' s fac e wa s jammed flat 

and distorte d agains t th e glas s opposit e me b y he r schoolmates . 

She wa s al l nostri l an d eyebro w an d lip , squirmin g an d 

squeaking re d agains t m y window , onl y thre e centimeter s 

away, beggin g for entry . He r schoolmate s beat o n th e glas s an d 

hooted a t me—thi s woma n the y admire d becaus e sh e drille d 

holes an d lai d hexe s an d dissecte d lunc h boxe s wit h he r eyes . 

I sa y she' s a  witch , the y said . 
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Can sh e talk ? the y wondered . 

Is sh e sick ? the y screamed . 

Then th e mother s an d father s dragge d the m of f an d I 

closed th e curtain s an d guffawe d a t thei r youth . 

Inside th e curtains , I  wa s no t a  witch , bu t a  walkin g 

climacteric. Climacteri c wa s a  muc h bette r ter m fo r m y 

condition tha n menopause . Menopaus e wa s fo r th e masses , 

interruptive an d universal ; climacteri c wa s muc h mor e lik e a 

true climax : four , quick , permanen t thud s t o m y body , squeezin g 

it int o somethin g mor e boxlike . I  coul d say , " I a m m y 

climacteric," bu t I  couldn' t sa y " I a m m y menopause"—i t 

sounded ridiculous . I  walked , breathed , reeke d climacteric ; I 

wallowed i n climacteria ; I  though t climacteranically . 

Years ago , a s soo n a s I  ha d accustome d mysel f t o havin g 

gobs o f ov a rollin g dow n m y thigh s eac h month , finall y 

convinced m y bod y wa s onl y replenishin g itsel f ritualisticall y 

instead o f fallin g awa y i n meat y clumps , I  wa s informed : You'r e 

just goin g throug h menopause . Th e docto r tol d m e I  woul d 

perspire les s an d na p mor e often . H e tol d m e m y period s woul d 

no longe r matter . H e di d no t tel l m e I  woul d mis s them . 

So I  develope d m y ow n system . Ever y fort y days , I  starve d 

myself fo r seventy-tw o hours , drinkin g onl y fatt y milk , unti l al l 

I coul d thin k abou t wa s tha t thi n lin e o f hunge r coilin g 

sideways throug h m y hea d an d esophagus , an d I  smelle d mysel f 

clayliike an d metalli c an d thick : th e smell s o f m y menstruation . 

If I  starve d mysel f agai n befor e fort y day s passed , I  collapsed , s o 

my limite d toleranc e an d som e controlle d experimentatio n 

created a  natura l forty-da y cycl e betwee n eac h o f m y three-da y 

menstrual periods . Thi s syste m pu t m e wel l ahea d o f th e 

planets, makin g al l m y month s exactl y forty-thre e day s lon g 

and m y years five-hundred-si x teen day s lon g (4 3 x  1 2 =  516) . I n 
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theory, I  foun d thi s syste m muc h mor e satisfactor y tha n th e ol d 

one. I  calculated on e o f the advange s o n a  chart . 

CHART 

MY CYCL E LUNA R CYCL E 

516 36 5 

x 4  x  4 

=2064 day s =146 0 day s 

+ 0 Lea p Day s +  1 Lea p Da y 

=2064 day s =146 1 day s 

2064 

-1461 

=603 day s 

This pu t m e six-hundred-thre e day s ahea d o f everyon e els e ever y 

four years . M y plan wa s t o ge t s o fa r ahea d o f everyone els e tha t 

I woul d becom e younger rathe r tha n older . Th e schoolchildre n 

knew nothin g o f this , bu t I  foolishl y tol d Max . 

Max wa s a  man . Lik e al l men , h e displaye d hi s tru e 

weakness onl y a t th e urina l i n th e publi c restroo m wher e h e 

cried an d picke d hi s nos e whe n n o on e wa s watching . M y j ob 

was t o ban g o n th e doo r and tel l Ma x t o hurr y u p an d tak e a  piss . 

He wa s m y littl e lizard , waitin g fo r m e t o pa t hi s scal y hea d an d 

tell hi m he' d bee n a  goo d pet . H e wa s a  burglar , breakin g th e 

padlock o n m y cella r door s eac h nigh t an d strollin g int o m y 

living room , posin g a s a  welcom e guest . H e wa s a s bubbl y an d 

boring a s a  cu p o f Alka-Seltzer . 
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According t o Max , h e wa s non e o f thes e things , bu t simpl y 

an exper t o n th e way s of cats. T o illustrate , h e la y on hi s bac k i n 

the middl e o f m y livin g room , paddlin g al l fou r limb s i n th e 

air an d shimmyin g hi s spine , explainin g tha t thi s wa s th e cat' s 

most secur e fighting  position . H e note d tha t Figur e 1 , "Th e 

Skeleton o f th e Cat, " wa s mislabeled : numbe r 30 , th e so-calle d 

medial malleolus,  wa s actuall y th e metacarpus.  A  commo n 

pedestrian error , h e tol d me . H e explaine d ho w practical a  cat' s 

shoulderblades were , an d practice d hi s Panther-step , archin g 

his bell y a s h e crawle d dow n th e basemen t steps . H e spen t hi s 

days wanderin g th e street s lookin g fo r stra y cat s t o ad d t o hi s 

collection i n m y basement , o r studyin g catbook s an d 

encyclopedias i n th e library , o r switchin g th e feminin e 

hygiene an d frui t juice s an d toothpast e sign s i n th e aisle s o f 

supermarkets. Ma x wa s a n idiot . 

Max ha d on e mission : t o lur e m e int o th e sac k wit h hi s 

intellect. T o tha t end , h e deposite d 3 " x  5 " inde x card s aroun d 

my hous e i n assorte d locations , occasionall y shovin g the m 

rudely int o m y hand s an d interruptin g m e whil e I  wa s 

GET READ Y FOR T H E MAX-CA T D I C T I O N A R Y © (FIRST EDITION ) 

FOR Y O U (partial ) 

This not e fro m Ma x introduce d a  flurr y o f inde x card s which , 

supposedly, wer e par t o f a  specia l dictionar y o f catword s h e wa s 

compiling fo r publication . Really , the y wer e th e slice s h e 

scratched int o m y back , interruptin g th e harmon y o f what use d 

to be a  perfectly vibrant torso . 

catacombs (kat'uh-komz' ) pl.n.  A  structure o f hexagonal, 

thin-walled, privat e cell s formulate d fro m loos e ca t 

hair b y Ma x i n th e basement . 
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This inde x car d wa s stuc k t o th e to p o f a n empt y honeyja r 

in m y kitchen . I  scoffe d secretly , bu t tol d Ma x tha t i t wa s quit e 

tasty. I  humore d hi m regularly , pretendin g t o liste n t o hi s 

jabbering abou t th e "surreal " a s h e squatte d i n th e basemen t 

doorway an d observe d th e cat s whil e the y mated . Ma x wa s 

generally s o fascinate d b y thei r matin g tha t h e fel t compelle d t o 

put hi s han d ove r m y lef t breast . A s usual , I  looke d a t hi m 

rigidly an d h e calle d m e a  witch . 

If I  wa s a  witch , a s Ma x insisted , the n th e cat s h e store d i n 

my basemen t wer e th e Devil' s emissaries , an d the y cam e t o m e 

at nigh t t o scratc h th e bloo d whic h boun d m e t o Satan , suckin g 

from m y extr a teat s fo r comfort , a s Ma x would neve r b e allowe d 

to do . A t midnigh t I  hel d mysteriou s conclave s an d dance d 

wildly wit h cat s tie d t o m y petticoat s b y thei r tails . I  wa s 

Mother Tabbyskins , teachin g m y kitten s ho w t o spi t an d scol d 

and gobblin g u p th e docto r becaus e I  wa s violentl y il l an d 

hungry. O f course , I  tol d Ma x non e o f this . I  tol d hi m t o ge t 

his dam n pa w of f my tit . 

T o distrac t mysel f fro m Max' s insisten t hands , I 

concentrated o n th e littl e blu e ova l I  imagine d o n m y 

breastplate, fou r finger s dow n fro m m y larynx , wher e m y 

cleavage use d t o begin . Thi s wa s th e cente r o f m y universe . 

From m y oval , thi n antenna e crep t ou t ove r m y ribs , an d n o on e 

could se e the m bu t me . M y oval was a n exoti c brooch wit h wavy 

feelers whic h spran g u p ou t o f th e eart h an d throug h m y chest , 

protecting m e fro m th e hand s o f men, o r a  spide r wit h tentacle s 

which fondle d m e affectionatel y an d slurpe d m y juices throug h 

my skin . 

Most wome n enjo y bein g touche d b y me n there , Ma x 

complained a s I  remove d hi s hand . 

Within m y ova l wa s a  smal l circl e o f sof t teeth , suctionin g 

my finge r gentl y dow n int o m y trache a an d throug h a  funne l 
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and int o th e lef t ventricl e o f m y heart , wher e I  touche d a  tiny , 

pulsing doorkno b whic h n o on e els e kne w about— a fibrou s 

button smeare d wit h a  fil m o f fluid,  pourin g elixir-lik e throug h 

the sof t coppe r tubin g o f m y arterie s an d returnin g bac k t o m y 

finger t o spawn . Dee p insid e m y ova l I  becam e egglik e an d 

reeked o f cytoplasm. I  wa s fertil e again . 

Of course , Ma x understoo d non e o f this . I  explaine d 

carefully t o hi m tha t w e coul d no t ge t int o th e sac k togethe r 

because m y blu e ova l an d climacteri c char t togethe r mad e m e 

unpredictably an d extraordinaril y fruitfu l mos t o f th e month , 

and I  di d no t wis h t o hav e hi s ugl y children . Th e tru e reaso n 

was becaus e al l peopl e wer e mad e u p o f colors . Afte r m y 

climacteric, onc e I  too k ove r th e responsibilit y fo r m y menstrua l 

cycle, I  becam e almos t entirel y blue . I  watched Ma x carefull y fo r 

a yea r an d realize d tha t h e wa s decidedl y red . H e ofte n 

masqueraded a s green , eatin g leaf y vegetable s o r stuffin g hi s 

pockets with foliage , bu t I  detecte d hi s rednes s despit e hi s efforts . 

He coate d hi s cheek s wit h blu e powde r t o hid e thei r ruddiness , 

pretended t o sul k rathe r tha n gro w angry , an d talke d abou t th e 

veins o f the bod y rathe r tha n th e blood . Bu t I  kne w h e wa s red , 

and ther e wa s n o roo m fo r hi s rednes s i n m y body . 

In typica l Max-fashion , h e lef t hi s respons e t o m y refusa l t o 

get int o th e sac k wit h hi m unde r th e upsid e dow n rinsin g cu p 

on m y bathroo m sink . Ther e I  foun d a  littl e bottl e o f estroge n 

pills wit h th e label : "Tak e thre e a s directe d b y Max. " Becaus e 

Max believe d tha t testosteron e mad e u p th e earth' s axis , h e 

decided tha t estroge n mad e u p th e crust , an d believe d tha t 

excessive dose s o f i t woul d mak e m e desir e t o enfol d him . H e 

cut silhouette s o f ou r bodie s ou t o f black constructio n pape r t o 

prove we had onc e bee n separate d b y plate tectonics . 

So we argued : 

The dowager' s hum p o n th e bac k o f your neck , h e insisted , 
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is th e perfec t siz e fo r m y teeth , whic h wil l ac t t o restrai n rathe r 

to bit e a s I  moun t yo u suddenl y fro m behind . 

To retaliate , I  showe d hi m a  pictur e o f Arthur , th e Britis h 

television ca t whos e teet h wer e extracte d t o forc e hi m t o ea t ca t 

food b y dippin g hi s paw s i n th e can . Arthur , unlik e Max , 

unwittingly ra n a  ver y successfu l campaign . 

As a  cat , Ma x persisted , I  a m designe d t o copulat e u p t o 

eight time s i n twent y minutes , an d yo u ar e denyin g m e m y 

sense o f cat-self by refusing m e you r favors . 

The femal e cat , I  rea d fro m a  book , viciousl y tear s awa y 

from he r mat e a s soo n a s h e ejaculates . 

Because, Ma x quoted , hi s see d i s s o fier y hot , tha t i t almos t 

burneth th e female' s plac e o f conception. 

Talk suc h a s thi s alway s go t Ma x excited , s o I  reminde d 

him tha t th e peni s o f th e mal e ca t wa s covere d wit h revers e 

angled horn y spines , an d I  di d not , than k you , car e t o b e rippe d 

apart insid e b y hi s re d presence . 

Rejected, Ma x sulke d fo r tw o week s an d lef t a n inde x car d 

in m y pant y drawer . 

catamenia (ka t uh-m e ne-uh ) n.  Your  Personality. Th e qualit y 

of bein g a s nasty and changeabl e a s a  ca t fo r n o 

particular reaso n wit h monthl y regularity . 

I soothe d Ma x b y assurin g hi m tha t h e wa s no t a s ugl y a s I 

once thought . H e baske d i n th e compliment . Th e nex t 

morning I  foun d anothe r inde x car d tape d t o th e headboar d o f 

my bed . 

catechist (kaVuh-kist ) n.  Th e conditio n o f having bee n 

kissed o n th e breas t secretl y b y a ca t (Max ) 

while yo u slep t unknowingly . 
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I stompe d u p th e stair s an d fidgete d ou t a  cla y replic a o f Max' s 

body a t m y workbench , leavin g of f th e head , hands , an d feet . I 

dragged th e severe d ca t pa w h e ha d give n m e dow n th e bac k o f 

his body , leavin g dee p gouge s i n th e clay . Stabbin g hi s groi n 

with knittin g needles , I  chante d th e spel l I  ha d prepared : 

I poke thee , 

I poke thee , 

I tok e th e quel l that' s under th e 'e e 

Oh qualyway , o h qualyway , 

Dash ou t th e brain s o f Max I  say . 

Then I  sewe d hi s bod y int o a  sac k wit h a  replic a o f a  liv e 

cat, a s the y use d t o d o wit h adultresses , an d thre w i t int o a  sin k 

full o f salty water . 

I hate d Max . I  hate d hi m becaus e I  relie d o n him . I  neve r 

had t o leav e m y house , becaus e h e brough t m e grocerie s an d 

medicine an d painte d al l m y window s shu t fo r me , callin g m e 

his Mis s Havisha m an d Mis s Emil y Rose y an d Mrs . Bate s al l 

rolled int o on e bi g lump . H e encourage d m e t o becom e a n 

entirely fictiv e characte r b y bringin g m e ol d weddin g cake s 

and dente d pillow s an d taxiderm y needles . H e wrot e novel s 

starring m e bu t neve r le t m e rea d them . 

HERE I S A  PLO T SUMMAR Y OF M Y LATEST NOVEL© STARRING YOU 

The Cat Queen 

Freya (you),  the  Cat  Queen,  is  holding  her  annual  twelve-day 

slaughter of  all  flightless birds  and  large  rodents. As  is  the  custom, 

anyone in  heat  (you)  can  appear  before  the Cat  Court  and  ask  for a 

champion (Max). The  fair cat  Luna (you)  rides into the court on a white 

ass, shrieking  that  her  parents have  been  imprisoned in a  pet  taxi  by  a 
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local veterinarian.  The  sturdy  and  athletic  knight Ra  (Max)  gallantly 

offers to assist  Luna (you).  Despite  the efforts of Duellona and  Orptah 

(them), Ra and  Luna (we)  are betrothed and  the  veterinarian put to  sleep. 

To everyone's  surprise, Jesus (Max)  appears  suddenly and gives  a cat  to 

the widow  Lorenza (you),  which  she  uses  to  charm  the  Blatant  Man, 

deformer of feline character  and  the  last  enemy  of the  Cat  Court,  and 

everyone returns to Freya's court (your  bedroom) and  frolics. 

The basi c plotline , h e said , is , o f course, plagiarized, bu t th e 

story remain s a n allegory . A s a  joke, I  offere d Ma x a  pictur e o f 

a hairles s ca t whic h h e coul d us e a s a  self-portrai t fo r th e jacke t 

flap o f hi s novel . Predictably , Ma x di d no t ge t th e joke , bu t wa s 

aroused b y th e attentio n I  gav e him . 

Among th e importan t an d easil y misse d symbol s i n th e 

novel, h e sai d excitedly , i s th e Sistrum . Th e Sistru m i s th e 

ancient rattl e whic h R a carrie s int o battl e i n hi s righ t paw . 

Who cares ? I  said . 

The blu e ova l at th e to p o f the Sistrum , h e sai d wit h a  sneer , 

is th e self-containe d wom b o f your imagination , whil e th e erec t 

pillar o f th e handl e stand s fo r th e correspondin g mal e orga n o f 

Max, whic h enter s th e blu e ova l whenever i t wishes . 

Never, I  insisted . N o one enter s m y oval but me . 

Then Ma x contorte d hi s fac e an d hisse d wildl y a t me , 

slapping m y face an d throwin g m e ont o th e bed . H e covere d my 

knees wit h hi s an d squeeze d m y wrist s betwee n hi s claws . Hi s 

fingertips probe d m y lung s an d strangle d m y circulation , 

cutting m y oxyge n int o tin y gasps . H e mashe d hi s forehea d 

into m y ches t an d hi s drunke n eye s seare d thei r wa y dow n int o 

my oval . Somehow , h e covere d i t wit h a  plunge r an d thrus t th e 

stick handl e throug h th e mouth , swindlin g ou t m y deepes t 

secrets withou t depositin g anythin g intimat e o f hi s own . 

Somehow, I  allowe d hi m t o wal k hi s staine d lip s ove r m y 
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breasts, chewin g hi s wa y throug h th e ver y ski n whic h preserve d 

me . 

Don't worry , h e said , suckin g awa y a t me , al l cat s clos e 

their eye s whil e drinkin g milk . 

I squeeze d m y eyes shut an d trie d t o concentrat e o n m y oval. 

This time , n o sof t teet h greete d m y ringer , bu t a  poo l o f viscous 

lubricant bubble d wit h hat e a t m y intrusion . I  franticall y 

searched dee p int o th e greas e an d trie d t o fin d somethin g wit h 

substance, bu t th e onl y thing lef t wa s a  fistful  o f raw wool . 

Meanwhile, Ma x rubbe d hi s toadstoo l peni s ove r m y 

opening, promisin g tha t h e wa s n o longe r a  cat , bu t a  folklore , a 

literature, a n occupation , a  jukebox , a  manufacturer , a  rite-of -

passage, a  safe-deposi t box , a  savior , a  religion , a  chronicl e o f 

human manhoo d wh o woul d fill  m e wit h hi s bloodshot . 

He force d hi s wa y int o me , squeezin g awa y whateve r 

porosity wa s lef t i n m y bones . Th e schoolchildre n flooded  m y 

yard i n th e moonlight , tappin g a  blu e balloo n int o th e ai r wit h 

their sof t hand s whil e I  watche d helplessl y fro m behin d th e 

window. M y climacteri c char t tor e itsel f int o littl e bits , 

fluttering dow n th e basemen t step s i n a n effor t t o see k th e earth . 

The cla y o n m y workbench rolle d itsel f int o a  cavernou s mouth , 

laughing an d threatenin g t o swallo w m e whol e i f I  unclenche d 

myself. An d Ma x inflate d an d burie d hi s hip s int o m e agai n 

and again , a s I  pounde d o n hi s rib s wit h m y fists,  m y throa t 

retching wit h th e tast e o f hi s redness . 
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A DIFFEREN T LETTER 

The Ground Hog (August 28, 1980) 

I first  me t Joh n Nibb s nea r th e groun d ho g hol e i n th e 

cemetery. H e wa s joggin g franticall y aroun d a  headstone , 

slapping hi s knee s wit h hi s palm s an d puffin g grie f wit h hi s 

chin. Neve r ha d I  witnesse d suc h disciplin e couple d wit h 

misery. Overwhelme d wit h compassio n I  rushe d forwar d wit h 

a read y handshak e an d heartfel t condolences . 

"Close friends? " 

"No, w e neve r met! " h e sobbed , increasin g hi s pac e an d 

bobbing hi s hea d fro m sid e t o side . 

The headston e read : 

Here lie s Manfor d Tussey , 

Professor o f Science at Juniata Colleg e fo r 2 9 years, 

loving fathe r an d husband , 

who die d a t 8 0 of natural causes . 

1900-1980 
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"Isn't i t tragic? " John said . 

Then h e stopped , sweating , an d jotte d somethin g dow n o n 

a smal l whit e pad . 

Juniata College  (1876-?) 

From 197 8 t o 1981 , John an d I  attende d Juniat a College , 

properly pronounc e Won-eat-a h Cawl-edge , i n Huntingdon , 

Pennsylvania. Juniat a i s a n India n name , meanin g Grea t 

Fern,. I n 1826 , th e America n India n Neemomanish , a  forward -

thinking individual , stoo d hi s staunc h figur e o n a  hilltop , no w 

known a s th e corne r o f Moor e Stree t an d Eighteent h Street , 

drove hi s spea r int o th e spong y earth , an d declare d tha t h e 

would buil d a  schoo l fo r th e youn g o f his tribe . Fift y year s later , 

this schoo l becam e Juniata College , whic h gre w fro m a  handfu l 

of teepee s an d mud-shack s int o th e presen t twenty-tw o concret e 

and bric k structures , includin g th e recentl y complete d Binde r 

Natatorium. 

Juniata Colleg e i s a  highl y respecte d libera l art s schoo l 

offering trainin g fo r youn g me n an d wome n i n th e busines s o f 

living, throug h ove r fift y differen t undergraduat e degre e 

majors. Ye t there' s someho w a huma n qualit y t o Juniata a s well . 

During you r visit , don' t b e surprise d i f a professo r greet s yo u an d 

chats ove r te a an d cake s i n th e impressiv e dinin g hall , th e 

Baker Refectory , whic h offer s a  three-wee k cycl e men u (se e 

handbook), locate d i n Elli s Hall . The n yo u migh t strol l alon g 

through th e hallowe d hall s o f th e Cloister , o r liste n t o th e 

sound o f th e chime s fro m th e histori c Founder' s Bel l Tower . 

Other building s trumpetin g Juniat a fam e includ e th e Pin k 

Palace, th e Brumbaug h Scienc e Center , an d Toa d Hall . B e sur e 

to tak e alon g an y o f our brochure s fo r you r friend s a s well , an d 

drive hom e safely . 
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2170 Moore  Street (Septembe r 7 , 1980) 

Moore Street , i n Huntingdon , Pennsylvania , split s a t 

Marjorie Heffelfinger' s house . Moor e Stree t Eas t wind s i n a n S 

curve pas t th e IGA , takes a  shar p lef t orbita l tur n a t th e thir d re d 

light, an d whip s aroun d th e J . C . Blai r Memoria l Hospital . 

Then th e gravitationa l pul l join s i t wit h Moor e Stree t West , 

zooming pas t Juniata Colleg e an d meetin g itsel f agai n i n fron t 

of Marjori e Heffelfinger' s hous e a t 217 0 Moor e Street . 

John move d int o Marjorie' s hous e a s a  tenan t o n Septembe r 

6, 1980. 

"Marjorie Heffelfinger , mee t Jo e Schall, " John said . 

"How d o you do? " I said . 

"Yes," Marjori e said . 

Marjorie's hai r neve r moved . Th e win d coul d no t distur b 

it becaus e Marjori e neve r opene d an y windows . I t wa s no t lik e 

a sixty-thre e yea r ol d wir e brush , becaus e i t ha d n o plasti c 

handle attached . I t wa s no t lik e a  scourin g pad , becaus e yo u 

could no t hol d i t i n on e han d an d clea n of f th e counte r wit h it . 

It wa s no t lik e a  bristly , mesh , agrarian , convoluted , iron-grey , 

infested fortres s becaus e n o word s coul d describ e it . I t jus t sa t 

there, seemingl y pinne d i n plac e t o a n overstuffe d gree n chair , 

never moving , refusin g t o b e combe d o r comprehended . Whe n 

Marjorie stoo d up , th e entir e moun d o f hai r remaine d i n plac e 

on th e bac k o f the chair . 

John an d I  wen t int o Marjorie' s kitche n an d stared . I  wa s 

flabbergasted. Normall y whe n I  a m flabbergasted , I  pictur e a 

pair o f hug e Rolling-Stone-lik e lip s flappin g u p an d dow n i n 

slow, wet disbelief . Bu t no t thi s time . I  just stared , flabbergasted . 

"Her husban d die d a  yea r ago, " John explained . 

"In th e kitchen? " 

"Her so n joine d th e servic e si x month s ag o an d marrie d a 

Korean," Joh n said . 
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a A gook, " Marjori e yelle d fro m th e chair . " A goo k h e 

married an d lef t m e her e alon e t o die. " 

With he r dust y slippers , Marjori e ha d padde d a  fairl y 

accurate representatio n o f a  righ t triangl e aroun d th e kitchen . 

The bas e extende d fro m th e doorwa y t o th e refrigerator ; th e 

hypotenuse ha d endpoint s a t th e refrigerato r an d sink ; th e sid e 

ran fro m th e sin k bac k t o th e doorwa y where John an d I  stood . 

The bas e wa s define d b y bit s o f broccol i , mushrooms , 

hamburger, tor n boxe s o f Weigh t Watcher' s dinners , empt y 

Cool Whi p containers , tub s o f Wisprid e chees e turne d green , 

and fuzz y section s o f Sunbean brea d tor n apar t a s i f ready fo r th e 

turkey. Th e hypotenus e wa s surrounded b y Silverstone pans , pot s 

caked wit h greas e an d rice , dirt y dishes , spatula s an d spoons , 

empty foi l an d plasti c wra p rolls , crunched-u p Keeble r crackers , 

ice crea m boxe s i n al l th e color s o f th e rainbow , an d a n 

unraveled bal l o f re d yarn . Th e sid e o f th e triangl e wa s line d 

with Glamou r Kitt y litter , broke n glass , sheet s o f Bounce , slim y 

cat toys , can s o f assorte d Campbell' s soups , a  tu b o f margarine , 

and dirt y laundry . 

John an d I  stoo d a t th e ape x o f the triangle , appalle d no t a t 

the knee-hig h accumulatio n o f Marjorie' s loneliness , no t a t he r 

indifference t o th e filth  sh e live d among , no t a t th e shred s o f 

twenty dolla r bill s sprinkle d o n th e counter , bu t a t th e majesti c 

clean insid e o f til e triangle . Th e linoleu m insid e glare d u p a t 

us, sparklin g an d speckless , a s i f licke d clea n b y th e sandpape r 

tongue o f a gian t ca t who had studie d geometry . 

John jotte d somethin g dow n o n a  smal l whit e pa d an d w e 

cleaned fo r tw o days . 

Huntingdon, Pennsylvania (1*749-? ) 

Huntingdon proudl y house s Juniata College , an d i s als o th e 

County seat . Huntingdo n i s famou s fo r it s one-wa y streets. Th e 
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fine fo r drivin g th e wron g wa y dow n a  one-wa y stree t i n 

Huntingdon i s $52 , bu t visitor s shoul d no t ge t th e ide a tha t 

Huntingdon i s unfriendl y t o tourists . I n fact , th e folk s a t th e 

Huntingtown Touris m Cente r wil l b e happ y t o hel p len d a n 

historical perspectiv e t o you r visit . Th e Huntingtow n Touris m 

Center i s convenientl y locate d a t 61 2 Arc h Street , whic h i s a 

two-way stree t just thre e block s fro m th e railroad . Th e numbe r 

to cal l i s (814 ) 648-4440 . Be sure no t t o mis s Guy' s Tourist Home , 

614 Arc h Street , locate d jus t a  fe w convenien t step s fro m th e 

Huntingtown Touris m Center , whic h stand s o n th e oldes t 

foundation o f an y hom e i n Huntingdon , datin g bac k t o 179 9 

according t o popula r legend . Yo u ca n reac h Guy' s b y phon e 

between 8:0 0 an d 12:0 0 an d 1:0 0 an d 3:0 0 Monda y throug h 

Thursday, a t (814 ) 648-0444 , bu t wh y no t sto p i n fo r a  visi t 

personally? Las t yea r Huntingdo n Boroug h Counci l reporte d 

that $2,192 was brought int o th e communit y becaus e o f the touris t 

trade. To p o n th e lis t o f moneymakin g touris t attraction s wa s 

the forme r hom e o f Marjori e Heffelfinger . 

His Commitment  (October 31, 1980) 

"One day , Joe," John tol d me , " I wil l b e committed. " 

"To where? " 

"Nay sir , 'T o what? ' yo u mus t ask, " h e said . 

"Why?" I  said . 

"To writing, " h e said . "Tha t wil l b e m y commitment . T o 

write. T o experienc e emotiona l disaste r an d the n writ e i t 

down. T o throttl e mysel f t o th e edg e o f perceptio n an d fol d th e 

flap ove r t o th e othe r side . T o boldl y writ e a s n o ma n ha s 

written before. " 

So h e searche d hi s environmen t fo r ne w topics . 

Huntingdon ha d train s passin g throug h i t ever y forty-fiv e 

minutes, s o John sai d h e woul d writ e a  stor y abou t trains . H e 
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had a  grea t interes t i n them , bu t onl y a s symbols . Train s wer e 

something tha t migh t cu t acros s you r pat h a t an y tim e wit h a 

taunting whistl e an d withou t du e warning , forcin g yo u t o sla m 

on th e brakes . H e firml y believe d tha t i f al l th e train s i n th e 

world ra n a t th e sam e time , th e eart h woul d spli t i n two . I 

assured hi m tha t the y woul d neve r organize , bu t h e wa s 

committed t o sto p them . H e stoo d o n th e track s a t 6:4 5 p.m. , 

wearing a  catcher' s mask , hi s fee t plante d firml y an d hi s righ t 

arm extended , poise d to receiv e the 6:3 2 Amtrak. 

When th e trai n wa s a  fe w fee t away , h e calml y steppe d of f 

the track s an d wave d t o th e engineer , keepin g hi s ar m 

stretched i n a  salut e unti l th e trai n wa s ou t o f sight . The n h e 

wistfully adde d th e experienc e t o hi s lis t o f potentia l stor y idea s 

on th e smal l whit e pad . H e calle d thi s lis t "Th e List. " 

His First Story (August 9, 1974) 

"Life wit h Father " 

by John Nibb s 

I can' t hid e i t anymore , I  said . Father , I' m a  teenag e 

paranoid! 

Then I  waite d a  minute . M y Father , wh o wa s a  generou s 

man, waite d tw o minutes . The n h e spok e t o m e fo r th e firs t 

time i n weeks . 

Son, h e sai d (fo r h e wa s bein g affectionate) , Son , h e said — 

as h e looke d i n th e mirror—So n paranoi a i s a  matte r o f 

perspective. 

Whose, I  said . 

Theirs, h e said . 

Not mine , I  said . 

Theirs, h e said . 

But Vm  th e on e who's paranoid, I  said . 

So ar e they , h e said . 
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I wa s astounded . I  realize d tha t Fathe r mus t hav e 

discovered som e trut h throug h hi s experiences . Perhap s Fathe r 

held al l o f knowledg e i n hi s hand , perhap s h e wa s a 

philosopher prophet , perhap s h e wa s a  spokesma n fo r th e whol e 

human race , perhap s paranoi a wa s a  conditio n o f ou r times , 

perhaps 

But, I  said . 

Don't figh t it , h e said . 

When, I  said . 

Now, h e said . 

And, I  said . 

You sai d it , h e said . 

But tha t mean s al l o f m y effort s ar e futile , I  said . Tha t 

means somethin g beyon d words . Tha t mean s we'r e al l jus t a 

bunch o f teenag e paranoid s runnin g aroun d interruptin g 

ourselves spoutin g unfinishe d cliche s about lif e like , lik e 

If th e sho e fits , h e said . 

Mrs. Nibbs  (December 28 , 1980) 

When I  visite d ove r Christma s break , hi s mothe r fe d m e 

well, determine d t o "nurs e m e bac k t o health. " A t breakfast , I 

slipped m y fourt h helpin g o f blueberr y pancake s t o th e dog , 

because th e garli c wa s makin g m e sick . Sh e worke d garli c int o 

every mea l becaus e i t wa s "th e grea t healer. " A t lunch I  choke d 

on th e garli c i n th e tomat o soup , whic h convince d he r tha t m y 

feedings wer e no t frequen t enough . A t supper Mrs . Nibbs spoke 

to John . 

"Buster," sh e said , "tomorro w you're goin g t o ge t a  haircu t 

or els e star t wearin g a  hairnet . You r hai r i s fallin g i n Joe' s 

food." 

John didn' t loo k u p fro m hi s writing , bu t continue d t o 

dutifully si p hi s soup . 
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His mothe r melte d al l ove r th e drivewa y whe n I  left . I  wa s 

"the so n sh e neve r had. " 

His First Lay (July 25 , 1976) 

"Locomotion" 

by John Nibb s 

I remembe r m y firs t drivin g experience . 

My sex-e d teache r wa s i n th e bac k sea t takin g notes . 

My fathe r wa s i n th e fron t sea t coachin g me . 

"Is thi s th e firs t tim e you'v e bee n behin d th e wheel , o r di d 

one o f your sister s tak e you u p t o th e schoo l parkin g lot? " fathe r 

asked. 

My sex-e d teache r snickere d an d sli d dow n lowe r i n he r 

seat. A t firs t I  resente d he r insinuations , bu t I , an d she , kne w 

they wer e well-founded . 

"No .  . .  m y firs t time, " I  sai d nervously . 

Even no w whe n I  a m drivin g i t i s sometime s a s i f m y 

father i s sittin g besid e me—hi s hea d turne d toward s m e wit h 

an ambiguou s smil e o n hi s face . A s I  catc h a  sideway s glimps e 

of tha t smil e I' m unsur e whethe r h e i s abou t t o prais e m y 

performance o r unfaste n m y seat belt . 

It i s no t a s I  ha d imagined . Anticipatio n leak s ou t mor e 

quickly tha n enjoymen t i s understood . Ther e i s fea r here . I 

did no t expec t that. 

I tr y no t t o thin k abou t wha t I' m doin g s o much . Fathe r 

senses m y thought . 

"Don't worr y s o muc h abou t technique . Jus t tr y t o 

concentrate," h e says , "an d relax. " 

"Good advic e fo r a  virgin, " m y sex-e d teache r says . 

"It wil l hel p i f yo u kee p quiet, " I  mutte r unde r m y breath , 

and sh e chuckles , thinkin g tha t I  a m talkin g t o father . 

The whit e line s flicke r b y wit h increasin g spee d despit e 
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my unchangin g rhythm . I  loo k t o m y lef t sid e an d th e guar d 

rails flo w togethe r i n a  water y blur ; I  loo k t o th e horizo n ahea d 

and se e m y sex-e d teachin g bobbin g up an d dow n o n th e ocea n 

waves. I  a m sensitiv e t o m y vulnerability, bu t i t occur s to m e tha t 

I als o hav e grea t powe r with a  simpl e touc h o f my hand. Fo r th e 

moment I  fee l lik e I  wil l neve r tir e o f this . 

"If onl y one coul d alway s fee l s o innocen t abou t i t .  .  . " my 

sex-ed teache r say s fro m th e rearvie w mirror . 

To thi s day I  am plague d b y back-seat drivers . 

When w e were finished, I  steppe d ou t o f the ca r an d place d 

my fee t firmly  o n th e macadam , bu t m y bod y remaine d i n a 

swaying euphori a fo r a  moment . 

"Was i t a  letdow n fo r you? " fathe r asked . 

"I don' t kno w . . . " I  sai d strangely . "It' s like , I  can' t 

describe it ; it' s nic e bu t th e realit y an d th e romanc e togethe r 

just, just don' t .  .  ." 

"I understand, " da d said , hi s han d o n m y shakin g 

shoulder. 

Senior Value Studies (May 1, 1981) 

At Juniata College , everyon e wa s require d t o tak e "Senio r 

Value Studies, " a  pass/fai l cours e designe d t o enhanc e you r valu e 

touchstones an d genera l livin g skill s on e las t tim e befor e 

graduation. 

The questio n o n ou r final  was : 

Examine the moral implications of  Voluntary 

Euthanasia, using both logical  and ethical reasoning. 

You have three hours. 

John wrote : 

If someone  is a vegetable,  it is  fruitless to  try 

to keep him alive on a machine. 

He go t an A . 
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My First Lay (Ma y 2, 1981) 

King Quee n wa s th e residen t assistan t fo r th e secon d floor 

of Tussey-Terrac e dormitor y a t Juniat a College . Joh n claime d 

that sh e neve r slept , bu t humme d abou t busil y al l nigh t 

watching th e hive . H e als o claime d tha t despit e he r enormou s 

size, sh e spen t muc h o f he r tim e invisible . This , h e said , wa s 

why on e rarel y sa w her , bu t hear d storie s abou t he r simpl y 

showing u p somewher e uninvite d al l th e time . 

I me t Kin g Quee n whe n sh e wa s no t invisible . A s I 

walked t o th e silverwar e dispense r i n th e Bake r Refectory , I 

noticed peopl e wer e lookin g m y wa y quizzically . Instinctively , I 

turned m y hea d t o fin d Joh n walkin g jus t a  fe w inche s away , 

dragging hi s feet , bobbin g hi s hea d u p an d dow n wit h hi s 

tongue hangin g out , an d shakin g hi s arm s spastically , a s I 

walked alon g i n m y norma l stat e wit h sensibl e shoes , a 

straight back , an d a  flushed  face . I  whispere d t o John t o sto p it , 

but h e continue d doggedl y o n wit h contorte d enthusiasm , 

convinced tha t th e res t o f the worl d was walking off-key . 

I bumpe d int o somethin g spong y wit h m y tray , m y 

silverware clatterin g t o th e floor.  I  gulpe d an d looke d straigh t 

up int o Kin g Queen' s pneumati c face . Sh e smiled . Sh e ha d on e 

silver toot h an d halitosis . 

"H .  .  .  Hi, " I  stammered . 

"Hehe, fanc y bumpin g int o yo u lik e this, " Joh n droole d 

from behin d m y back . 

I trie d t o elbo w him , spillin g bot h glasse s o f mil k ont o m y 

tray, bu t I  didn' t dar e loo k awa y fro m he r smilin g face , eve n 

though mil k wa s seepin g int o m y double-kni t pant s leg . 

"Excuse me, " sh e sai d wit h a  deep , flirtatious  rasp , tippin g 

my tra y with he r gu t a s sh e exhale d al l ove r me . 

"Why? Yo u haven' t don e anythin g yet, " John sai d fro m 

behind me . 
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"No, excus e me,"  I  insisted , mil k fillin g m y righ t shoe . 

I se t m y tra y dow n o n th e neares t tabl e an d limpe d ou t o f 

the Bake r Refector y wit h a s muc h dignit y a s possible , with Joh n 

still followin g spasticall y a s i f nothin g ha d happened . 

I didn' t kno w wha t t o say , bu t wa s fascinate d a t th e quie t 

circles o f mil k trailin g behin d me . 

John whippe d ou t hi s smal l whit e pa d an d adde d 

something t o "Th e List. " 

The List (May 24, 1981) 

by John Nibb s 

Stories t o work on 

— th e tim e tha t Joe an d I  gave CPR to th e ca t (successfully? ) an d 

Joe wrot e a  letter t o th e Juniatian proposin g that a n anatomi c 

feline shoul d b e include d i n al l CP R classes 

— th e tim e Jo e an d I  me t joggin g i n th e cemeter y an d h e 

tripped i n th e groun d ho g hole 

— writ e a  stor y i n revers e i n whic h i t i s just a s sensibl e whe n 

read backward s (wor k o n synta x her e an d transition s fro m 

back to front) 

— th e tim e Jo e helpe d clea n u p Marjorie' s kitche n an d brok e 

stacks o f plates s o he wouldn' t have t o wash the m 

— whe n Marjori e cam e u p t o m y bedroo m an d sa t o n m y be d 

and touche d m y kne e an d aske d m e i f I  eve r go t lonel y 

(hard t o hav e fu n wit h thi s one , mayb e no t enoug h distanc e 

but coul d b e fu n i n a  gros s way—p.p . purple ski n blotche s 

focus) 

— whe n Jo e argue d i n Psyc h 10 1 clas s tha t positiv e 

reinforcement fo r mute s coul d b e listenin g t o tape s o f an y 

sounds the y mad e (don' t scra p th e bowe l movemen t ide a 

after all ) 

— Jo e sen t himsel f a  sympath y car d 
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— abou t th e tim e I  trie d t o sto p th e trai n an d Jo e calle d th e 

police 

— Joe' s quantu m theor y o f humanit y (abou t definin g observe d 

systems b y forcin g the m int o isolatio n bu t system s alway s 

seeking isolatio n i n orde r t o avoi d definitio n idea ) 

— whe n Kin g Quee n me t Jo e an d spille d mil k al l ove r 

him/her (writ e a s thoug h it' s a  we t dream ) 

— a  self-consciou s (pedantic?) circula r stor y i n firs t perso n abou t 

a different  write r usin g storie s writte n b y him  an d blamin g 

all flaw s o n hi m (somewher e cal l thi s techniqu e a  Freudia n 

slipper fo r th e critic s t o wal k aroun d in ) 

— th e tim e Joe lef t a  cop y o f V.  o n Dic k Graves ' des k (nam e 

significance? coul d d o somethin g wit h Dick' s penchan t fo r 

scatalogical literar y humo r here ) o n Shakespeare' s birthda y 

(a fe w wil l ge t it ) 

— don' t sav e an y storie s t o tel l 

A Letter  (July 3, 1988) 

Marjorie Heffelfinge r 

2170 Moore Stree t 

Huntingdon, Pa . 

16652 

John Nibb s 

Po Box 1321 

Star rout e 

Seward, Alask a 

Dear John : 

I go t your addres s fro m Joe. H e didn' t kno w the zipcode . 

I hop e you don' t mind . I  hop e thi s 

get's t o you OK . I  hope your no t stil l ma d a t me . I  kno w you 
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were righ t I  alway s a m a n alcoholic . I  a m writin g t o yo u t o 

return 

your mone y t o yo u an d tel l yo u tha t I  a m dyin g soo n o f hi p 

cancer. 

I a m no t sur e ho w muc h longe r I  wil l liv e s o I  a m gla d I  a m 

doing 

this whil e I  a m stil l clea r i n m y head . I  a m sendin g yo u bac k 

900 

dollars whic h i s ho w muc h ren t mone y yo u paye d whe n yo u liv e 

here. 

I think you deserv e bac k your mone y because Joe tol d m e tha t you 

need 

it ba d an d I  don t an d yo u deserv e i t you helpe d m e s o much wit h 

keeping m e happ y fo r a  whil e i n m y lif e an d I  reall y d o greatl y 

appreciate 

it s o much . I  kno w you ar e bus y an d fa r awa y a t al l bu t I  hop e 

you could come 

back fo r m y funera l sometime s Jo e sai d h e woul d contac t yo u 

about 

it an d mayb e yo u woul d b e willin g t o giv e m e m y ulog y a t th e 

funeral. 

With lov e an d respect , 

Marjorie Heffelfinger . 

A Different Letter (August 19 , 1992) 

dear j oe 

am stasrtin g a  ne w fa d a s yo u probal y alread y noticed.haven' t e v 

even bee n typin g fo r twoline s san d i  havealread y discovere d 

why e.e . cumming s neve r use x capita l letter s h e wa s to o laz y an d 

profund. s o a m i . th e dea l her e i s tha t i' m tire d g o wriitin g 
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fiction an d i  wil l writ e yo u fac t fo r awhile , i  wil l eve n b e 

including mistake s i n typin g jus t t o sho w yo u i' m morta l i 

thought i' d le t yo u i n o n tha t secret , strang e t h thin g bein g 

mortal i t i s a  bi t lik e bein g le t i n o n a  secre t partia l bu t no t th e 

whole thing , lik e someon e sneakin g behin d yo u an d sayin g " i 

now (nO ) kno w a  gir l wh o like s you 91 an d the n leavin g yo u t o 

ponder suc h immorta l question s a s who.why , and i s sh e pretty ? 

immortality ha s drive n som e me n t o greatnes s an d oth e er s t o 

insanity, jus t t o loo k a t ful l moo n hoverin g luminousl y i n th e 

late summer s sk y cause s th e mos t simpl e ma n t o ponde r o n th e 

age an d th e histor y o f that dea d sta r the n finall y t o measur e hi s 

own brie f existenc e agains t th e other's . Chill s o f dread , o r i s i t 

futility, ru n u p th e spin e a s th e mortal' s tim e lin e measure s u p 

woefully shor t t o th e moon's , w e ar e tyun a lef t t o rag e bitterl y a t 

the luna r betraye r o r love r an d weepsilently ; whateve r i s ou r 

want; w e ar e no t wha t w e onc e wer e anymor e ar e w e joe? ou r 

father's gon e ou r childre n t o come , th e futur e o f ou r earthl y 

garden, th e las t mushroo m cloud—tim e i s th e fina l frontier , 

have i  got a stor y t o tel l you,. 

we wen t t o thi s banque t o s Saturda y a t som e countr y lu b .  .i t wa s 

in hono r o f th e graduatin g nurse s o f whic h ron' s siste r lauri e 

was one . Afte r a n hou r I  go t significantl y buzze d enoug h t o 

hold ou t m y marischin o cherr y t o ro n i n fron t o f hi s whol e 

family an d as k hi m i f I  shoul d notif y th e los t an d foun d 

department, the n w e went t o thi s place calle d th e peanu t barn. d 

well i  wa s tsadnin g admirin g th e 

bartender wh o was a  prett y thin g name d cathy . charle y tol d m e 

i shoul d 'scoo p u p o n her " becaus e sh e wa s prett y an d coul d 

probably coo k fairl y well , wel l lik e wha t wa s i  suppose d t o d o 

jest ru n ove r ther e a n swee p her e o f her fee t an d tel l he r i  lik e 

my steak s rar e an d m y wome n sunnysideup ? instea d i  endin g 

up talkin g t o lauri e i e o n on e sid e o f m e an d wellll l i' . 
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hanging aroun d an d suckin g som e brew s an d gettin g a  littl e 

cuddley wit h lauri e an d althoug h sh e ha s a  slightl y home y fac e 

telling he r a  stor y abou t marjori e t o th e tun e o f a iswear tha t 

there wer e seve n hal f gallon s o f vodk a i n he r roo m al l empt y 

mind yo u an d sh e jul t la y ther e nake d an d wart y wit h on e 

breast floppe d ove r th e sid e o f th e be d an d danglin g abou t a n 

inch of f the floor , sh e just la y ther e wit h he r eye s rolled bac k i n 

her hea d anm d filled  th e roo m wit h purpl e curses , a n d  jus t 

when i  starte d t o ge t upse t an d int o i t al l o f th e sudde n thi s 

somewhat chubb y blond e gir l knock s ron s coa t o n th e floor,  i 

asked he r i f sh e di d i t o n purpos e t o whic h sh e relpie d i n th e 

affirmative "yea h wha t th e fuck s 'si t t o you? " take n abac k i  sai d i t 

would hav e bee n sportin g o f her t o pu t th e coa t anywhere bu t o n 

the bee r sotte n floor  /  ro n jumpe d i n an d sai d "liste n bitc h i f 

you wan t t o tal k lik e tha t i' m gonnaknoc k yo u righ t o n you r 

ass.understand?" turnin g t o m e h e si d tha t tha t ws a ho w yo u 

had t o tal k t o drunke n ba r slut s lik e her . sh e stsrte d punchin g 

ron an d i  pummele d he r int o a  sac k o f tear s b y sayin g "you'r e 

just a  woman " ove r an d ove r agai n i n varyin g tone s o f disgust , 

she wa s the n dragge d awa y b y he r apologeti c friend s the n sh e 

passed ou t an d wa s rape d b y a n apprec i apprjtrevci o ate i c 

appreciative gan g o f motorcyle hoodlums. 

i mus t ge t t o bed . it' s ver y late and drunke n i'l l sen d of f toy oyo u 

a rea l stor y soon . 

John 

A Real Story (September 28 , 1992) 

"The Process " 

by John Nibb s 

But I  wa s worrie d tha t I' d neve r finish,  an d I  didn' t thin k 

that sh e woul d help me . Bu t le t m e star t ove r again . 
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So th e goa l wa s t o finish , yo u understand , t o simpl y finis h 

my trai n o f thought withou t dying . Sure , I  tol d her , anyon e can 

stop thinkin g b y dying , bu t it' s th e grea t ma n wh o stop s hi s 

train o f though t an d lives . An d whe n I  tol d he r abou t m y 

project I  though t sh e woul d laug h a t me , bu t sh e just aske d how 

she coul d hel p me. 

But I  haven' t tol d yo u enoug h abou t i t ye t fo r yo u t o trul y 

understand m y condition . I  wa s tryin g no t jus t t o sto p m y 

thinking bu t t o le t m y train o f thought ru n it s complet e course . 

I wa s tryin g t o reac h th e perfec t zer o o f unthought , whe n m y 

mind woul d becom e naturall y stati c an d m y trai n o f though t 

disappear. I  realiz e tha t thi s wa s hard fo r you to understand , fo r 

this i s m y own uniqu e though t whic h I  a m constructin g throug h 

a lon g an d sometime s painful process . I  se e tha t I  just slippe d 

out o f the pas t tens e an d int o th e present . However , I  wil l no t 

change thi s becaus e I  wan t you t o understan d tha t thi s i s part of 

my conditio n too . Fortunatel y I  hav e discovere d tha t m y pas t 

thoughts ar e revocabl e an d m y presen t thought s wil l soo n b e 

past. This , th e ne w mindblowin g thought al l m y own , i s wha t 

helped inspir e m e t o conduc t m y process. T o make m y thought s 

stop. T o en d m y thoughts completel y instea d o f letting on e ru n 

into anothe r withou t interruptin g . . . i n short , t o hav e a 

complete thought , the n stop. 1 

But how , she aske d me , an d a t thi s poin t I  thin k yo u ma y 

be read y t o as k th e sam e question . Bu t firs t yo u ma y b e 

wondering abou t th e lon g an d sometime s painfu l proces s 

involved i n arrivin g a t thi s grea t though t o f mine . Yo u see , I 

used t o thin k tha t I  wa s a  commo n ma n wit h commo n thoughts , 

because I  di d no t have a  j ob an d becaus e everyone alway s told me 

I wa s common . A s I' m sur e eve n yo u ca n imagine , thi s mad e 

1 (withou t dying , remember ) 
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me fee l incredibl y common. S o I  though t fo r man y hour s abou t 

how t o becom e trul y great , the n on e da y I  ha d a n astoundin g 

thought al l m y own , an d throug h i t I  discovere d th e ke y t o 

greatness. Thi s though t i s on e whic h would , o r will , delive r al l 

men fro m anguish . I  wil l no t tel l yo u wha t thi s astoundin g 

thought i s however , for I  hav e forgotte n it . No w if you thin k i t 

is a  sig n o f weakness i n m e t o hav e forgotte n thi s though t the n 

you shoul d kno w tha t I  di d no t los e thi s though t b y acciden t a s 

any commo n ma n could , bu t purposel y erase d i t fro m m y 

memory t o prov e my strength . Remembe r that you d o no t kno w 

exactly wha t thi s astoundin g though t is , an d neithe r d o I , bu t I 

do recal l tha t thi s though t i s wha t inspire d m y though t t o 

completely sto p m y trai n o f thought . I  realiz e tha t thi s i s har d 

for yo u t o grasp . Sinc e yo u ar e confuse d b y now , I  wil l spea k 

plainer: logically , thi s astoundin g though t wa s no t unlik e m y 

thought o f completel y stoppin g m y thinking , o r i t woul d no t 

have bee n significan t enoug h t o forge t 

And no w you kno w m y complet e state o f mind, an d I  thin k 

you ar e read y t o understan d m y process . Bu t I  stil l wonde r why 

she helpe d wit h m y proces s whe n I  neve r tol d he r abou t it s 

history—of ho w I  ros e abov e th e commo n ma n b y startin g m y 

process b y forgettin g m y astounding thought . I  neve r tol d her . 

And I  though t abou t wh y sh e wa s helpin g m e a  lo t unti l I 

realized tha t I  migh t jus t kee p o n thinkin g abou t i t withou t 

finding th e answe r s o I  stoppe d thinkin g tha t though t sinc e t o 

stop thinkin g completel y wa s m y goal . An d s o I  wa s on e ste p 

closer t o m y goa l b y eliminatin g tha t thought , an d eve n thoug h 

I'm tellin g yo u abou t i t no w fo r you r illumination , I  stil l a m 

being carefu l no t t o thin k abou t it . 

But th e rea l stor y her e lie s withi n th e proces s o f 

completing m y trai n o f thought . Naturall y I  didn' t wan t t o 

think to o hard abou t ho w to g o abou t thi s busines s becaus e tha t 
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would defea t m y purpose , s o whe n I  tol d he r thi s sh e suggeste d 

we experiment . Withou t thinkin g abou t it , I  agree d instantly . 

You shoul d kno w b y no w tha t I  wa s jus t secretl y playin g he r 

game fo r amusement , plu s I  a m beginnin g t o dislik e he r s o I 

humor he r a  little . W e bega n he r firs t experimen t whic h wa s 

simply t o hav e a  lon g conversatio n wit h eac h othe r unti l 

hopefully I  woul d becom e s o involve d i n talkin g tha t I  woul d 

stop thinkin g altogether . I  canno t remembe r an y o f thi s 

conversation, whic h i s a  goo d sign , bu t I  d o remembe r tha t i t 

made m e sic k i n th e toilet . Sh e sai d the n tha t thi s conversatio n 

was ver y revealin g whic h show s sh e doe s no t trul y understan d 

what m y proces s i s al l about . O f course , I  ca n understan d wh y 

she canno t understan d fo r sh e i s commo n bu t claim s t o b e a 

great doctor . I  kno w from experienc e tha t commo n peopl e ofte n 

believe falsel y tha t the y ar e trul y great . An d whe n I  finis h m y 

process an d en d al l m y though t thes e type s o f peopl e wil l al l 

look u p t o m e a s a  grea t philosophe r o r something . 

I forge t what ou r secon d conversation was about excep t that I 

remember tellin g he r sh e wa s startin g t o mak e m e thin k abou t 

the pas t an d that' s wha t I'v e go t t o sto p doin g thinking . An d 

damn her , dam n he r wh o I  hat e no w sh e doesn' t hel p m e a  bit , 

she sai d th e stor y I  tol d he r abou t m y fathe r whic h als o mad e 

me sic k i n th e toile t wa s ver y revealin g whic h show s sh e i s a 

fool wh o doesn' t realiz e tha t i t i s a  stor y abou t nothin g an d 

maybe i t neve r eve n happene d an d I  just mad e i t u p i n fac t th e 

more I  thin k abou t i t whic h I  a m tryin g no t t o d o th e mor e I 

think I  neve r eve n had  a  fathe r an d mayb e m y thought s ar e jus t 

making m e thin k I  ha d on e t o kee p m e fro m m y proces s bu t I 

will sho w the m an d he r an d I  tol d he r an d grabbe d he r an d 

they grabbe d m e an d dragge d he r awa y fro m m e an d pu t m e i n 

a privat e roo m s o I  coul d tr y t o no t thin k o n m y own. 

And no w I  thin k I  wil l begin . 
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WIDE ARC S AND S  CURVES 

Part 1—Backgroun d 

For a  lon g whil e Thomas' s min d wa s completel y occupie d 

by whateve r scrapboo k sa t o n th e des k i n fron t o f him , an d h e 

read b y th e ligh t o f a  yello w bulb , uninterrupte d b y hi s usua l 

daydreams abou t sharpl y angle d anorexi c wome n an d th e 

world's fastes t printin g press . Occasionall y he fel l aslee p an d 

woke u p a  fe w hour s late r wit h hi s nos e clampe d betwee n th e 

opened page s o f a scrapbook , a spittl e stai n sprea d ove r som e of 

the articles . Whe n thi s ha d firs t happened , h e decide d tha t hi s 

nose an d forehea d wer e alway s a  bi t to o rounde d anyway , an d 

he bega n t o prefe r sleepin g wit h thi s fac e reste d agains t th e 

worn newspape r clippings . Gradually , h e though t o f hi s fac e a s 

an overread , wrinkle d newspaper . Sometime s h e wok e wit h 

crisscrossing pattern s o f printer's in k splotche d ove r hi s cheeks . 

The scrapbook s ha d com e alon g jus t whe n h e neede d 

them—six month s afte r h e ha d los t hi s j o b a s th e "Stree t 

Smarter" reporte r fo r The  Metro.  H e ha d bee n force d t o forfei t 

141 



both th e j o b an d th e pe n nam e o f Charli e Spikes , whic h th e 

paper ha d routinel y assigne d him . 

"Sorry Spikes, " Edito r Bradle y said , handin g hi m a  lette r 

of dismissal . "You r styl e i s jus t to o damne d romantic . W e 

need information , no t ideals . G o writ e a  nove l o r ge t marrie d 

or something. " 

But, eve n wit h th e j ob gone , Thoma s couldn' t shru g of f th e 

habits he' d acquire d durin g hi s tw o year s o f writin g a  weekl y 

column o n wha t h e calle d "Ne w York' s Fines t Stree t People. " 

He continue d t o huddl e nex t t o burne r barrel s an d tak e notes , 

his noteboo k hidde n withi n hi s raincoa t a s thoug h h e wer e 

still doin g clandestin e researc h fo r hi s column . T o establis h 

his credibilit y with th e stree t people , h e exploite d al l th e usua l 

tricks o f th e trade . H e strappe d ol d pillow s underneat h hi s 

clothes with bungi e cord s so that, a s h e sa t i n fron t o f the Carso n 

and Lundi n building , h e appeare d t o hav e fold s o f fa t hangin g 

from hi s body . Whe n h e wiggle d a  bi t o n hi s stool , th e coin s 

from hi s ti n cu p spille d ont o hi s la p an d h e mad e a  sho w o f 

digging the m fro m betwee n th e tigh t crevice s o f hi s trousers . 

He practice d lookin g a t hi s fac e i n th e passenge r window s of 

moving cars . H e looke d lik e th e youn g Alber t Einstei n withou t 

the moustache . Th e sam e perpetuall y raise d eyebrows , hourglas s 

ears covere d b y unnaturall y windblow n an d brittl e hair , a  chi n 

which eventuall y me t th e downturne d corner s o f th e mout h i n 

intelligent, abstrac t harmony , and , i n th e cente r o f i t all , a  nos e 

which wa s no t conten t unti l i t droope d outwar d int o cheeks , 

then flattene d suddenl y an d seeme d t o slid e of f his face . A s th e 

cars flashe d by , h e change d hi s countenanc e durin g th e lull s 

between th e passenge r windows , hopin g tha t passers-b y woul d 

notice hi s fac e an d thin k hi m spastic . 

Other technique s wer e designe d t o arous e eve n mor e 

sympathy. Som e day s h e pretende d t o b e blind , bumpin g int o 
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people indiscreetl y an d carryin g a  sig n whic h sai d "Pardo n m y 

lack o f sight . A t m y las t j ob I  pu t ball s an d jack s i n bag s an d 

filled plasti c egg s wit h Sill y Putty . I  di d no t writ e this. " H e 

used name s lik e Rockwin , Boochy , Mai , an d Elfi n t o fi t i n wit h 

the othe r stree t people , bu t h e sense d tha t the y stil l doubte d hi s 

authenticity, an d carrie d a  ne w cardboar d sign : "Mar x wa s 

right abou t Capitalism . Wron g abou t God . (Com e joi n me — 

normal peopl e only). " H e didn' t kno w wha t th e sig n meant , 

but h e kne w h e believe d i n Go d an d di d no t believ e i n Marx . 

He ha d copie d mos t o f the sig n from  a  wall on Eas t Ninth Street , 

and i t seeme d t o mak e som e of the stree t people more respectful . 

They bega n t o share thei r scrap s o f food fro m th e tras h cans , an d 

one o f the m offere d Thoma s a  "protectio n service " i f h e gav e 

him a  cu t o f his dail y profits . 

But h e stil l didn' t fee l h e wa s one o f them. H e trie d t o fee l 

downtrodden an d wildl y eccentric , bu t h e foun d himsel f 

plagued by , a s Edito r Bradle y ha d calle d it , hi s romanti c 

idealism. N o matte r ho w pitifu l th e stree t peopl e h e imitate d 

were, h e couldn' t hel p bu t imagin e the m strollin g dow n Fift h 

Avenue i n fashionabl e skirt s o r three-piec e suits , carryin g 

briefcases, umbrellas , folde d newspapers , an d loave s o f Frenc h 

bread, the n dinin g wit h al l th e prope r utensil s i n heate d o r 

air-conditioned rooms . H e strolle d dow n Fift h Avenu e himsel f 

for a  while , usin g a n irregula r rollin g lim p h e ha d learne d 

from a  fa t man , whic h wa s mostl y a  selectiv e thrus t an d half -

turn o f th e hi p joint . H e loade d th e right-han d pocke t o f hi s 

army jacket with pebble s t o enhanc e th e effect , an d th e shred s o f 

his dul l gree n trouser s hun g lik e mini-stalactite s fro m hi s 

waist, flappin g aroun d hi s exposed , skinn y calves . Sockless , h e 

wore th e traditiona l heav y blac k boot s wit h n o lace s an d 

shriveled tongues , and , a t night , lef t the m upsid e dow n unde r 

the radiato r i n hi s apartmen t t o kee p the m stiff . 
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Finally, h e decide d tha t i f he trul y wanted t o becom e on e of 

them, he woul d have t o forsak e th e ver y comfort s which h e like d 

to imagin e the m having . S o h e go t evicte d fro m hi s apartmen t 

by refusin g t o pa y hi s ren t fo r tw o month s i n a  row , sendin g hi s 

landlord a n envelop e ful l o f crushed cockroache s instead . 

He too k a  vo w o f silenc e an d waite d fo r somethin g 

important t o happen . Hi s reporter' s instinct s dre w hi m t o hol d 

a staire-dow n wit h th e painte d an d wall-papere d window s o f a n 

abandoned building , a s h e trie d t o decid e i f th e "Condemned " 

sign i n fron t o f i t wa s authenti c o r Edito r Bradley' s twiste d ide a 

of a  snip e hun t lyin g i n wai t fo r him . H e imagine d himsel f 

breaking int o th e buildin g i n searc h o f a n interestin g story , 

with al l o f hi s ol d colleague s burstin g fro m behin d th e 

woodwork, yellin g "Snipe ! Snipe ! Snipe! " the n handin g hi m 

a troph y o f a  jackalope an d havin g a  bi g part y t o celebrat e hi s 

dismissal. Bu t whe n n o on e entere d o r exite d th e buildin g fo r 

two days , h e gre w les s suspicious , an d decide d t o clai m i t a s hi s 

own. H e pulle d th e sig n fro m th e lawn , brok e a  basemen t 

window wit h it , an d crawle d ont o a  lon g ledg e just a  foo t belo w 

the window . H e turne d aroun d o n al l four s i n th e tin y space , 

then shove d th e sig n int o plac e ove r th e broke n glass , turnin g 

its "Condemned " messag e ou t t o th e res t o f th e world , an d 

sealing himsel f int o complet e darkness . H e shuffle d aroun d 

again o n hi s hand s an d knees , the n too k fou r crawl s forwar d i n 

the dark , unti l hi s hand s faile d t o find  th e floor  an d hi s bod y 

sprawled flat.  Headfirst , h e sli d dow n th e meta l inclin e o f a 

coal chut e an d lande d safel y i n a  pil e o f books . Tryin g t o si t u p 

straight, h e knocke d th e bac k o f hi s hea d agains t th e ceiling , 

then grope d aroun d wit h hi s hand s an d accidentall y foun d a 

light bul b chain . Hi s fac e an d arm s sprinkle d wit h coa l dust , h e 

turned o n a  yello w ligh t bulb , illuminatin g th e once -

whitewashed wall s o f a  hug e coa l bin . H e foun d himsel f sittin g 
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on a  collectio n of scrapbooks piled fou r fee t high . 

He coul d fee l tha t hi s fac e ble d fro m severa l cuts , an d h e 

enjoyed th e notio n tha t h e ha d bee n suddenl y an d arbitraril y 

battered. Hi s mos t recen t cut , h e remembered , ha d bee n fro m 

the shar p edg e o f a  piec e o f pape r Edito r Bradle y ha d 

unexpectedly yanke d fro m hi s hands . H e hel d u p hi s hand s 

and inspecte d th e back s o f the m unde r th e yello w bulb . Hi s 

wrists reminde d hi m o f left-ove r chicke n bones , branchin g of f 

into ghostl y blu e rivulet s whic h wer e interrupte d b y occasiona l 

hairs. Ever y alternat e finge r boaste d a  scar . On e fro m a  girl' s 

shoe-buckle whe n h e wa s nine ; on e fro m a  broke n tes t tub e i n 

seventh grade ; on e fro m a  ca t tha t refuse d t o ea t fro m hi s palm ; 

one fro m a  piec e o f twine h e ha d wrappe d to o tightl y an d lef t o n 

for tw o hour s i n th e newspape r office . H e onc e showe d Edito r 

Bradley eac h o f hi s scars , describin g eac h on e a s anothe r notc h 

in hi s ladde r o f maturity . Meanwhil e th e editor' s ow n whit e 

fingers flickere d ove r th e typewrite r keys , composin g a  not e fo r 

Thomas whic h informe d hi m tha t a  han d wa s th e termina l 

part o f th e huma n ar m belo w th e wrist , structure d fro m a  palm , 

four fingers , an d a n opposabl e thumb , an d h e should , than k you, 

just ge t th e hel l bac k t o work . Thoma s le t ou t a  convincin g 

ironic smil e an d pu t hi s han d o n th e cracke d surfac e o f on e o f 

the scrapbook s underneath him , unsur e whethe r h e wa s abou t t o 

detonate o r cares s it . 

Thus bega n hi s adventur e wit h th e scrapbooks . A s h e 

crawled ou t o f the coa l bin t o explor e th e res t of the basement , h e 

took ful l stoc k o f hi s goo d fortune : h e ha d n o j o b o r othe r 

obligations, n o landlor d botherin g hi m fo r a  check , n o famil y 

looking fo r him , les s tha n one-hundre d dollar s t o carr y around , 

a rent-fre e basemen t o f hi s own , which include d a  wate r heater , 

an oi l burner , a  toolbox , assorte d article s o f broke n furniture , 

and a  se t o f summe r screens—plu s a  coa l bi n ful l o f scrapbooks, 
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which probabl y house d thousand s o f possibilitie s fo r a  willing , 

long-subdued imagination . 

He neve r kne w tha t th e scrapbook s ha d bee n lef t i n th e coa l 

bin b y Cyri l Sanders , wh o live d o n th e firs t floor . Cyri l ha d 

relatives i n Londo n wh o sen t hi m th e thre e newspaper s h e 

considered mos t representativ e o f th e world— The Guardian,  The 

Daily Express,  and The  Sun —and h e ha d spen t twenty-tw o year s 

assembling th e scrapbook s fro m th e mos t interestin g article s h e 

could find  i n th e newspapers . Then , knowin g h e woul d soo n 

die, h e pile d th e scrapbook s i n th e coa l bin , stake d th e 

"Condemned" sig n i n hi s fron t lawn , an d naile d al l th e door s 

shut fro m th e inside . H e spen t th e remainin g thre e day s o f hi s 

life hulke d ove r hi s journals fo r hour s a t a  tim e an d wrot e lov e 

poems t o Emil y Dickinson . H e hope d t o di e wit h hi s pe n stil l 

in hi s hand , trailin g in k acros s th e page , a  fade d whit e ros e i n 

his shir t pocket . Cyri l imagine d th e climacti c scene : someda y 

the neighbor s woul d complai n abou t a  stink , th e polic e woul d 

come t o pr y ope n th e fron t door , an d the y woul d al l marve l 

when the y foun d hi s board-like , rotte d bod y slumpe d forwar d 

over hi s poetry . Th e nex t day' s issu e o f The  Daily  Express  would 

contain a  romanti c stor y o f th e mysteriou s ma n wh o ha d die d 

alone bu t wit h dignity , afte r dedicatin g hi s late r lif e t o a 

forlorn lov e fo r Emil y Dickinso n an d t o th e preservatio n o f th e 

world's mos t fascinatin g item s o f news . H e wa s sur e the y woul d 

find th e scrapbook s i n th e coa l bi n an d prin t photograph s o f 

them o n pag e on e o f ever y majo r newspape r i n th e world . 

Thomas, unawar e o f th e livin g melodram a upstairs , 

crawled nostalgicall y u p th e chut e an d throug h th e window , 

and bravel y stalke d bac k ont o th e street s t o prepar e fo r hi s ne w 

life. H e imagine d himsel f t o b e a  once-successfu l accountan t 

who ha d jus t los t hi s j ob afte r a  stoc k marke t crash . Pur e an d 

brutal surviva l wa s th e natura l order , an d h e se t hi s mout h 
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accordingly. Wit h hi s teet h h e tor e th e colla r butto n fro m hi s 

army jacket , the n shove d hi s han d insid e an d yanke d o n th e 

underarm o f his T-shir t unti l i t tore . H e stol e a  burla p sac k 

from a  woma n a s sh e slep t unde r a  fir e escap e an d use d i t t o 

wipe th e drie d bloo d fro m th e cut s o n hi s face . H e fille d th e 

bloody sac k wit h armload s o f canned good s take n fro m a  "Can s 

For CROP " bo x sitting o n som e churc h steps , an d stuffe d hi s 

pockets wit h a  clotheslin e o f clea n diaper s tha t a  pregnan t 

woman i n pin k curler s ha d hun g tha t morning . Finally , h e 

secured toilet - an d drinking-wate r facilitie s b y breakin g th e 

lock o n th e bathroo m doo r o f the ga s station acros s th e stree t 

from hi s basement , an d tappe d loos e al l th e hing e pin s wit h 

stones i n cas e the y fixe d th e lock . 

Thomas bega n t o perceiv e tha t th e cit y o f New York ha d 

been buil t fo r hi s convenience . H e ha d th e feelin g tha t 

everything tha t ha d happene d sinc e h e los t hi s j ob had bee n 

designed t o lead hi m through th e fron t doo r o f a Job Lot Trading 

Company t o mak e som e importan t purchases . H e sense d tha t 

whatever h e bough t i n th e stor e woul d som e da y make u p th e 

critical scen e i n th e historica l movi e abou t hi s life . Whil e th e 

other customer s stare d a t hi s blackened an d overstuffe d clothing , 

he bough t a  ca n opene r an d a  packe t o f te n pen s an d fou r 

notebooks i n whic h t o recor d hi s upcomin g reminiscences . 

History, h e knew , wa s about t o b e very competentl y made . O n 

the wa y home, h e wrot e "M y Various Memoirs " on pag e on e of 

each of the notebooks. 

"I wil l n o longe r concer n mysel f wit h th e worl d o f 

wristwatches," h e wrot e i n th e firs t notebook , an d droppe d hi s 

Timex int o th e sewer . 

Back i n th e basement , h e measure d hi s day s an d night s b y 

each pul l o f the ligh t bul b chai n i n th e coa l bin . I f the yello w 

bulb wa s on , Thoma s calle d i t day . H e turne d o n th e thre e 
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white bulb s i n th e livin g roo m sectio n o f the basemen t onl y t o 

see hi s hom e better , an d the y di d no t affec t th e lengt h o f his 

days. Th e burlap sac k h e ha d stole n becam e th e be d on whic h 

he slept , wit h a n underpa d mad e fro m som e copie s of The Metro 

which h e had foun d i n a  garbage can . H e positioned th e bed so 

that his eyes focused on the yellow bul b a s soon as he woke up. 

For tw o of Thomas's days , h e wiped th e coa l dus t fro m eac h 

scrapbook wit h th e diapers , the n stacke d th e cleane d book s 

neatly i n th e sout h en d o f the livin g room , wher e h e ha d buil t 

shelves fro m th e summe r screen s an d th e back s o f dining roo m 

chairs. Then , a s he counte d th e article s meticulously , h e wrote a 

number o n th e sid e o f eac h boo k whic h corresponde d t o th e 

number o f articles i t contained , an d thereb y gav e eac h boo k a 

personality. Thi s ne w j o b ha d rekindle d hi s interes t i n 

numerology, an d h e no w had th e freedo m t o le t i t b e th e 

controlling forc e o f hi s lif e onc e again . H e recalle d th e day s 

when h e had written fo r the pape r an d had aspire d t o become a 

professional numerologist . 

Two year s earlier , a s h e rea d a  boo k o n numerology , 

Thomas ha d bee n move d b y E . T . Bell' s struggl e o f tryin g t o 

numerologize hi s nam e int o 666 . Bel l ha d trie d i t i n English , 

French, German , Italian , Dutch , Russian , Latin , Greek , 

Chinese, Sanskrit , and Hebrew , bu t the closes t he got was 6 6 and 

6666. Bel l ha d bee n devastate d b y hi s failure , sinc e an y 

ordinary man' s nam e wa s suppose d t o numerologiz e int o 666 , 

but Thoma s believe d tha t Bell ' s failur e mad e hi m 

extraordinary, an d h e emulate d th e passio n whic h ha d drive n 

Bell t o depression . Thoma s change d hi s las t nam e 

spontaneously, an d fro m tha t momen t becam e Thoma s Bell . 

When h e close d Bell' s book , h e stare d fo r a  lon g tim e int o a 

hand mirror , an d impulsivel y expande d o n th e Friendshi p 

Philosophy o f Pythagoras tha t he had just rea d about : 
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"A tru e friend, " h e said , afte r settin g hi s ja w squarel y i n 

imitation o f Pythagoras , "i s merel y anothe r I . Hencefort h I 

shall embrac e th e theor y tha t al l peopl e wh o shar e amicabl e 

numbers wit h m e ar e m y friends. " 

Thomas the n bega n t o thin k o f peopl e i n term s o f thei r 

proper divisor s an d sums , an d h e mad e a  habi t o f intuitin g 

which stranger s share d amicabl e number s wit h hi m a s h e 

walked t o wor k eac h morning . H e tippe d hi s ha t t o the m 

brightly a s the y passe d by . 

One day , whil e writin g on e o f hi s column s fo r The  Metro, 

he decide d tha t 4  was th e mos t perfec t number . H e figure d ou t 

how th e hour , day , month , year , an d hi s bod y wer e al l divide d 

into 4  cycli c parts . I n Sunda y School , th e nun s ha d tol d hi m 

that th e Hol y Trinit y wa s incomplet e unles s a  fourt h part y 

prayed t o it . H e remembere d tha t hi s fathe r use d t o hi t hi m 

across th e bac k wit h th e stra p i n multiple s o f 4 , an d th e stree t 

people's pea k hou r wa s 4  p.m . Edito r Bradle y threatene d t o fir e 

him i f he continue d t o writ e abou t ho w all stree t peopl e lived i n 

a fourt h dimensio n beyon d th e capacit y o f ordinary minds . 

So Thoma s ha d abandone d hi s fait h i n numerolog y i n 

print, bu t i n privat e h e stil l hel d a  passio n fo r it . I n hi s 

basement, ther e wa s n o publi c outcr y t o distur b him , s o h e 

named eac h scrapboo k with th e appropriat e numbe r an d eve n 

declared numbe r 6 0 t o b e secretl y marrie d t o on e o f th e othe r 

scrapbooks, since , whe n raise d t o th e fourt h power , i t equale d 

Plato's famou s nuptia l numbe r o f 12,960,000 . H e woul d no t b e 

surprised, therefore , whe n h e foun d tha t 4  o f th e article s i n 

number 6 0 wer e concerne d wit h th e mysteriou s an d seemingl y 

unconnected murder s o f recent brides . 

He ha d n o interes t i n th e res t o f th e house . H e neve r 

bothered t o fin d ou t tha t th e fourt h woode n ste p o n th e stairwa y 

up t o th e firs t floo r woul d hav e probabl y broke n unde r hi s 
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weight. H e neve r notice d th e nois e o f th e mous e chasin g a 

walnut o n to p o f hi s ceiling , no r th e thum p Cyri l mad e a s h e 

wrote hi s las t poe m an d fel l sideway s fro m hi s chair , dead . 

Thomas filled  himsel f wit h othe r matters , delightin g i n 

having 4  prim e number s amon g hi s collection , tw o o f the m 

composites. Afte r fou r o f hi s day s o f work , h e wrot e i n hi s 

notebook tha t h e no w owned 25 6 scrapbooks , which was 4  t o th e 

fourth power , an d th e 25 6 scrapbook s containe d 65,53 6 article s 

exactly, whic h was 25 6 squared . Eve n befor e readin g an y o f th e 

articles, h e filled  hi s entir e first  noteboo k o f memoir s wit h 

theorems, equations , approximations , an d extrapolations . 

The coa l bi n becam e th e quie t roo m se t asid e fo r readin g 

and writing , an d afte r h e ha d safel y name d an d filed  al l hi s 

scrapbooks—his friends—h e sa t a t th e des k h e ha d buil t unde r 

the yello w bul b an d pondere d hi s future . 

"All m y life, " h e wrot e i n hi s secon d notebook , " I hav e 

begun i n doubt , amble d o n t o certitude , trippe d ove r conviction, 

and throttle d int o oblivio n wit h m y thinnin g hai r wavin g i n 

the breeze . M y romanticis m an d ideal s swel l withi n me , onl y 

to b e trample d int o th e 42n d Stree t gutte r b y gian t jungl e 

elephants. Bu t no w m y potentia l i s unlimited . I  a m happy. " 

So Thoma s page d throug h th e scrapbook s unhurriedl y an d 

shook hand s wit h th e character s h e liked , allowin g hi s 

imagination t o establis h th e rule s o f th e game . H e rea d hi s 

favorite article s fou r time s exactly , first  th e usua l way , the n 

upside down , the n wit h hea d cocke d t o th e right , an d finally 

with hi s hand s coverin g th e word s an d hi s eye s closed . 

Part 2—Deat h 

For twenty-tw o o f Thomas' s days , h e rea d throug h th e 

scrapbooks, unti l h e cam e acros s somethin g whic h full y sparke d 
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his imagination . I t happene d a s h e rea d fro m scrapboo k 88 — 

the numbe r o f eternity. H e eagerl y absorbe d ever y word abou t 

the Hol y Patch . Accordin g t o the article , th e Hol y Patc h wa s the 

only authenti c remain s o f Christ's robe , whic h a  woma n name d 

Tamar ha d wove n fo r hi m afte r h e repaire d he r loom . Whil e 

Christ carrie d hi s cross-beam , th e rob e partiall y protecte d on e 

shoulder fro m th e whippin g b y Roma n flagrums—lashe s wit h 

leather tong s weighte d b y jo ine d ball s o f lea d o r shee p 

vertebrae. Th e Roman s ha d cas t lot s fo r th e rob e a s Chris t 

waited fo r deat h o n th e cross , an d i t wa s won by a  centurio n 

named Marcellu s Gallio , wh o eventually becam e Christia n an d 

was execute d b y Caligul a fo r publicl y proclaimin g hi s faith . 

Gallio hande d th e rob e t o hi s fathe r jus t befor e h e wa s killed, 

and no w it s memor y ha d bee n passe d o n throug h th e 

generations int o Thomas' s hands . 

According t o th e article , th e Hol y Patc h wa s th e las t 

remaining fragmen t o f material fro m Christ' s robe , an d wa s in 

two pieces . I n th e eighteent h century , a  Dominica n Inquisito r 

had tor n th e Patc h i n tw o while testin g i t fo r elasticity . Ther e 

was a  riva l patch , full y intact , a t Grottoferrat a i n th e Abruzzi , but 

Thomas conclude d that i t was an imposte r whe n h e rea d tha t i t 

was not universally accepted . Hi s conviction wa s that on e should 

trust wha t appeare d i n prin t eithe r passionatel y o r not at all. 

He foun d th e stor y o f the Hol y Patc h s o compelling that h e 

knew i t wa s intende d t o chang e hi s life . Th e Patc h wa s t o 

become a  persona l symbo l fo r him . Tentatively , Thoma s 

decided t o have a  religiou s experience. 

He close d hi s noteboo k an d turne d of f the yello w bulb . 

With on e pul l o f the chain , h e becam e a  successfu l Ne w York 

journalist wit h a n unlimite d expens e account , whic h mad e i t 

easy for him to fly to Rome, bu y a car, and driv e to the Church of 

Saints Corneliu s an d Cypria n a t Calcata , wher e th e Patc h wa s 
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enshrined. Hi s genera l pla n wa s t o stea l th e Patc h an d us e i t t o 

find religion . H e pretende d t o b e featurin g th e Patc h i n a n 

upcoming colum n fo r The  Metro,  an d imagine d tha t h e brok e 

into th e church , drugge d th e mai n monk , an d smashe d th e 

spherical reliquar y wit h a  crowbar , freein g th e Patc h fro m it s 

brass, lead , gold , an d crysta l confinement . 

Then h e wa s face d wit h tw o immediat e problems . Th e firs t 

was journalistic . Thoma s kne w tha t i f h e wer e t o writ e "th e 

Holy Patch " agai n an d agai n i n hi s memoirs , h e woul d los e 

objectivity an d becom e irreverent . S o h e neede d a n alia s fo r i t 

which wa s idiomati c bu t no t sanctimonious , definitiv e ye t 

masked, functiona l ye t lofty , nostalgi c ye t unpretentious , 

emphatic bu t no t overdone . Ideally , h e thought , h e neede d a 

numerological riddl e t o represen t it . Simpl y callin g i t "Patch -

4" woul d hav e bee n to o obvious , an d sinc e al l th e goo d sacre d 

numbers wer e alread y taken , h e woul d dup e th e worl d b y 

naming i t wit h wha t h e calle d a  sight-cryptogram : a  word -

number riddl e tha t wa s base d o n hi s tw o favorit e senses—sigh t 

and math . 

He though t abou t th e Patch' s appearance . T o kee p i t 

waterproof an d dust-fre e durin g thei r imaginar y travels , h e ha d 

scotch-taped it s tw o halve s togethe r i n hi s min d an d inserte d 

them int o a  2-inc h squar e o f plastic , linin g th e edge s wit h 

staples s o tha t i t wa s seale d securel y an d easil y foun d i n hi s 

pocket. Cuppe d i n hi s han d i t wa s a  tin y bastion , a  bargainin g 

chip h e coul d us e t o mak e Edito r Bradle y envious , a  timeles s to y 

that wen t "wuka , wuka , wuka " whe n h e wave d i t i n th e pitc h 

darkness o f the coa l bin . 

He turne d o n th e yello w bul b an d dre w a  one-dimensiona l 

picture o f the Patc h i n hi s notebook . I t looked , h e realized , lik e 

nothing mor e tha n a n innocen t piec e o f firm plastic . H e wrot e 

down th e wor d "Plastic " an d se t i t aside . The n h e chos e th e 
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word "firm, " sinc e i t ha d fou r letters , a s th e ke y t o hi s sight -

cryptogram. "Firm " numerologize d easil y int o 6 , 9 , 18 , an d 13 , 

using th e commo n Englis h alphabe t a s th e base . The n h e 

exploited a n ol d numerologist' s trick : dividin g th e 6 , 9 , an d 1 8 

by 3 , whic h lef t hi m wit h th e ascendin g units , 2 , 3 , 6 , an d 13 . 

Next h e pulle d th e number-reorderin g devic e whic h he' d 

established a s hi s trademark , multiplyin g th e 2  b y th e 1 3 an d 

the 3  b y th e 6 , an d addin g togethe r th e results . Magically , h e 

came u p wit h th e ver y numbe r he' d ha d i n min d fro m th e start : 

44. So , i n Thomas' s mind , th e wor d "firm " no w equalle d 44 . 

In hi s mind , h e woul d onl y refer t o th e Hol y Patc h a s 44 . 

His secon d immediat e proble m wa s th e oil y man . Fro m 

the momen t h e ha d rea d abou t th e Patch , h e imagine d tha t a n 

oily ma n followe d hi m wit h a n earnes t loo k o n hi s face . Th e 

man's reflectio n coul d no t b e see n i n a  regula r mirror , bu t 

Thomas notice d tha t i f h e use d th e Patc h a s a  rea r vie w mirro r 

while pretendin g t o wal k dow n a  bus y Italia n street , h e coul d 

make ou t th e oil y man' s basi c shapes . Ther e wa s usuall y 

something organi c an d shimmerin g abou t him . H e ha d burl y 

legs attache d t o a  tors o i n th e shap e o f hal f a n upsid e dow n 

pentagon. H e ha d a  thick , possibl y Turkish, moustache , an d hi s 

forehead slope d unnaturall y forward , whic h gav e hi s profil e a 

strange, bu t someho w familiar , re-entran t angl e kin d o f look . 

His shoe s wer e bulk y an d mad e o f a  fashionabl e fabri c whic h 

looked heav y whe n wet—terryclot h a s fa r a s Thoma s coul d tell . 

The unusua l thin g abou t him , though , wa s tha t h e suavel y 

carried a  mas k unde r hi s righ t arm . I t looke d lik e a  catcher' s 

mask, excep t i t ha d stee l handlebar s o n eac h sid e fo r easie r 

removal an d extr a paddin g t o accommodat e hi s unnaturall y 

sharp chin . Plu s th e ma n wa s decidedl y oily , no t moto r oil y bu t 

vegetable oily , an d h e slurpe d hi s wa y throug h th e Italia n 

crowds lik e a n obliqu e cylinder o f ice through a  tube . 
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The oil y ma n wa s a  fairl y goo d tracker , s o Thoma s 

thumbed throug h th e scrapboo k page s quickl y and pretende d t o 

be a  Vega s blackjac k dealer , hopin g t o los e th e ma n wit h hi s 

flashy sleight-of-hand . Whe n thi s didn' t see m t o work , h e 

imagined himsel f bac k i n Ital y again , wher e h e turne d corner s 

sharply o r ducke d int o alley s an d u p fir e escapes , throwin g th e 

oily ma n of f th e scen t fo r a  time . Bu t th e man' s geometri c 

properties an d genera l unctuousnes s allowe d hi m t o wra p hi s 

way aroun d angle d object s intimately , an d Thoma s foun d tha t 

he offere d a  mor e interestin g challeng e whe n h e travele d i n 

wide arc s an d S  curves . Alway s th e oil y ma n woul d reappea r 

among th e Italia n crowd s when Thoma s leas t expecte d it , whil e 

he pretende d t o si t i n a  caf e o r tax i an d page d throug h th e 

scrapbooks t o pla n hi s itinerary . 

Just afte r a  refreshin g na p o n th e scrapboo k i n fron t o f him, 

Thomas realize d tha t a  patter n o f articles abou t undertaker s fro m 

San Francisc o ha d develope d i n hi s readin g habits . H e kne w 

that i f h e wer e t o hav e a  religiou s experience , h e woul d 

eventually hav e t o fac e death , s o h e resolve d t o confron t i t b y 

visiting som e o f th e undertaker s i n California , whic h h e ha d 

nicknamed th e Lan d o f th e Dead . 

Once i n Sa n Francisco , h e planne d a  surpris e visi t t o a  firm 

of undertaker s h e ha d rea d abou t i n scrapboo k 100—th e deat h 

number. H e woul d stagge r int o thei r parlo r wit h a  pal e loo k o n 

his face , pretendin g t o b e a  custome r stricke n wit h a  termina l 

disease. They , i n typica l undertake r fashion , woul d rol l awa y 

trolleys, tur n of f th e radio , an d straighte n thei r ties . 

Once, afte r Edito r Bradle y ha d accuse d hi m o f bein g 

obsessed wit h death , Thoma s ha d conducte d a  stud y o f 

undertakers, an d h e understoo d the m t o b e automaton s i n dar k 

suits whos e brain s ha d bee n systematicall y rewired . O f course , 

he tol d himself , the y wer e al l necrophiles , wh o chuckle d a t th e 

154 



world's misconceptio n tha t th e wors t thin g the y di d wa s slee p 

with a n occasiona l corpse . H e imagine d that , whil e stil l i n 

puberty, the y al l attende d a  specia l schoo l o f necrophilia , wher e 

they wer e taugh t th e dictio n o f decay , th e worshi p o f technique , 

and th e lov e o f thing s wit h putri d smell s whic h floated  i n quie t 

lakes. Speaker s hidde n i n thei r pillow s encourage d the m t o 

have dream s abou t clock s lodge d i n peoples ' spines , painles s 

dismemberment, an d electri c transformer s pumpin g col d bloo d 

through high-tensio n cables . Thei r onl y passion s wer e th e 

propaganda an d paraphernali a o f death . 

Thomas reviewe d th e note s h e ha d take n fro m th e 

scrapbooks o n hi s favorit e Sa n Francisc o undertakers . Hi s 

attention lingere d o n th e fir m o f Ody , Giles , an d Washington , 

who h e conc lude d wer e actuall y necrophi l i c triplet s 

masquerading a s busines s partners . Fo r a  while , h e roote d hi s 

mind completel y i n thei r funera l parlor : 

"Are yo u fro m Sa n Francisco? " 

Thomas nodded . 

"Then you'r e i n luck . You'v e rea d abou t ou r Christma s gif t 

special i n th e newspaper , haven' t you ? Fin e thin g th e 

newspaper. I f yo u di e o n Decembe r 4th , 8th , 12th , 16th , 20th , 

24th, o r 28th , yo u ge t a  fre e buria l worth fou r thousan d dollars. " 

Thomas realize d tha t the y wer e tryin g t o wo o hi m wit h 

their undertake r charms . 

"How festive, " h e said , rappin g o n a  coffin . "I s thi s on e 

really soli d coppe r lik e th e sig n says? " 

"Yes," sai d Giles , steppin g forward . "Notic e ho w th e sid e 

and to p o f the coffi n ar e brushe d t o prove that it's solid . Thi s on e 

is likel y t o las t a  hundre d years. " 

"Why shoul d I  b e surrounde d b y coppe r when I' m dead? " 

"John F . Kenned y was, " Washingto n argued , shiftin g hi s 

weight ont o th e othe r foot , "bu t mos t peopl e don' t kno w tha t 
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inside hi s coppe r caske t wer e glas s dome s wit h stee l lock s tha t 

snapped shu t an d hermeticall y seale d him . A  caske t withi n a 

casket! No w why didn' t tha t eve r com e ou t i n th e press? " 

Thomas kne w tha t Washingto n wa s secretl y accusin g hi m 

of bein g a n unconscientiou s reporter , hopin g t o brea k hi s con -

centration an d perhap s eve n mak e hi m on e o f thei r proteges . 

He opene d hi s noteboo k an d conspicuousl y poised hi s pe n i n hi s 

hand, assumin g th e loo k o f a  responsibl e religiou s journalist . 

"Refresh m y memory, " h e said , jottin g dow n som e 

numbers i n hi s notebook . "Whic h on e o f yo u mos t recentl y 

quenched you r thirs t o n a  corps e b y sticking a  rubbe r tub e u p it s 

carotid artery? " 

In contro l now , h e tor e ou t th e pag e h e ha d bee n readin g 

from scrapboo k 10 0 an d lai d i t o n th e pil e o f undertaker article s 

he ha d collected . H e imagine d Ody , Giles , an d Washingto n i n 

the coa l bi n wit h him . The y trie d t o shif t suspicio n of f 

themselves b y encouragin g hi m t o rea d abou t lawsuit s tha t ha d 

been filed  agains t othe r undertakers . Jimm y Johnson , wh o wa s 

an auctionee r o n th e sid e an d burie d babie s fo r free , ha d stole n 

Mrs. Whitehead' s bod y fro m th e Madiso n Funera l Hom e an d 

Ambulance Service . Thorto n Cheswic k wa s sue d b y McDonald' s 

for runnin g a  drive-thr u mortuar y fort y fee t fro m thei r drive -

thru servic e window . Cheswic k kep t th e opene d caske t 

conveniently turne d t o on e sid e s o th e decease d coul d b e viewed 

without leavin g th e car , bu t th e McDonald' s customer s ofte n 

confused th e tw o window s an d drov e u p t o th e wron g one . 

Thomas wa s s o fascinate d b y thes e storie s tha t h e thirste d t o 

understand an d contro l death . 

He turne d of f th e yello w bulb , believin g tha t h e coul d 

embrace deat h mor e full y i n complet e darkness . 

He move d hi s pe n neatl y ove r th e line s o f th e noteboo k i n 

front o f him, eve n thoug h h e coul d no t se e them . 
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"When yo u die, " h e wrote , "yo u lear n ho w t o se e color s i n 

the darkness. " 

"Now," Thoma s said , puttin g dow n hi s pen , " I a m read y t o 

wrestle wit h deat h hea d on. " 

To prepar e fo r hi s imaginativ e battle , h e too k a  lon g nap . 

He lulle d himsel f t o slee p i n hi s usua l manner , b y imaginin g 

himself beneat h a n endles s ro w o f coffins , slidin g effortlessl y 

along o n hi s back . H e move d faste r an d faster , th e underside s o f 

the coffin s clackin g abov e hi m lik e speedin g railroa d cars . H e 

counted eac h ca r a s h e passe d unde r it , unti l hi s min d couldn' t 

keep u p wit h th e numbers , an d everythin g gre w dar k an d silen t 

and smelle d damp . An d h e wa s asleep . 

When h e woke , Thoma s consciousl y allowe d hi s 

imagination t o tak e over . H e close d hi s eye s an d sa w himsel f 

standing a t th e en d o f a  lon g ro w o f ope n coppe r coffins . H e 

looked dow n a t Ody , Giles , an d Washington , wh o wer e abou t t o 

die, unawar e tha t ther e wer e n o undertaker s lef t i n th e worl d t o 

bury them . Th e thre e me n though t the y wer e merel y takin g 

naps i n th e coffins , comfortabl y sunke n int o purpl e velvet . 

Thomas fel t overwhelme d wit h inexplicabl e pity . " I wil l 

take car e o f you," he sai d gently . H e wa s thei r comforter , thei r 

savior, thei r onl y frien d i n death . 

The undertaker s opene d thei r eye s an d trie d t o spea k t o 

him, wit h tongue s quiverin g uselessl y insid e thei r swolle n 

mouths. Thei r face s wer e unnaturall y stretche d an d bloated , an d 

the oil y ma n ha d cu t dee p squiggl y scar s acros s thei r forehead s 

and performe d a  prematur e cerebra l autopsy . Thoma s ha d th e 

impulse t o cove r their face s with th e burla p sack . H e fough t bac k 

the urg e t o le t hi s min d retrea t int o th e safet y o f th e basement , 

and calle d fort h th e imag e o f th e oil y ma n a s clearl y a s hi s 

thoughts woul d allow . H e no w believe d tha t th e oil y ma n wa s 

death. H e couldn' t brin g himsel f t o smothe r th e undertaker s 
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with pillows , s o hi s pla n wa s t o allo w th e oil y ma n t o d o it . 

Far a t th e en d o f th e ro w o f coffins , th e oil y ma n 

materialized an d encourage d Thoma s t o anoin t th e dyin g me n 

by spittin g o n thei r foreheads . 

"Forgive the m thei r sins, " h e urged , hi s voic e caressin g it s 

way acros s th e valley s o f velvet insid e th e coffins . "Us e th e Hol y 

Patch. Pul l i t fro m you r pocke t and touc h i t t o thei r temples . I t 

will sooth e them. " 

Thomas quivere d wit h excitemen t an d astonishmen t and , 

he feared , love . Here , befor e him , h e ha d manage d t o conjur e 

up hi s ow n persona l Devil—hi s honey-voice d man wh o secretl y 

seduced hi m wit h th e powe r to forgiv e sins . I f he listene d t o th e 

man's whispering s to o carefully , h e feare d h e woul d los e th e 

power t o contro l hi m an d someho w becom e hi s intimate . H e 

wondered i f i t wa s possibl e t o romanc e death . 

He concentrate d har d o n th e oil y man' s face , whic h 

unexpectedly detache d itsel f fro m th e res t o f th e bod y an d 

panned forwar d t o star e hi m down . Th e close r th e fac e got , th e 

more i t blurre d int o a  collectio n o f lines an d circle s which wer e 

without logica l form , withou t colors . An d th e mor e h e though t 

about it , th e mor e th e oil y man' s fac e becam e hi s own . H e 

understood th e oil y ma n now . H e wa s no t death . Th e ma n wa s 

his father , tauntin g hi m fro m th e grav e fo r th e sin s h e ha d 

committed. H e wa s th e multi-numbere d beas t whic h coul d hea l 

itself whe n slice d open . H e wa s no t a n oil y ma n a t all , bu t a 

flaming man e o f agon y an d fou r curve d horn s read y t o pierc e 

the flesh . H e wa s al l tha t Thoma s coul d despis e an d submi t t o 

and ador e an d imagin e simultaneously . H e wa s th e underbell y 

of Thomas' s soul . 

Thomas stoo d up , crazed , thrashin g hi s arm s aimlessly , 

and smashe d th e darkene d yello w bul b agains t th e ceiling , 

where i t explode d an d raine d tin y splinter s int o hi s hair . 
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Frightened b y th e immediac y o f th e broke n glass , h e scramble d 

up th e coa l chut e an d pounde d agains t th e "Condemned " sig n 

with hi s forearm s unti l i t brok e free , the n stumble d bac k ou t 

onto th e stree t 

He wandere d aroun d th e dar k streets , certai n h e wa s abou t 

to die , an d looke d fo r a  dramati c plac e t o fal l down . H e ha d 

discovered nothin g a t all , h e realized , excep t tha t hi s 

romanticism sough t hi s destruction , an d tha t th e oil y ma n ha d 

been bor n fro m hi s sins . H e kne w onl y tha t h e wa s no t hi s 

own master , an d perhap s th e oil y ma n wa s i n control . H e 

knew onl y tha t i t wa s tim e t o die . 

He walke d unti l h e cam e t o a n alley , overcom e b y th e 

certainty tha t th e oil y ma n wa s waitin g fo r hi m somewher e 

close by . Th e moo n wa s behind hi m a s h e entere d th e mout h o f 

the alley , castin g a  serie s o f intersectin g angle s an d cone s alon g 

his path . H e sa w a  dar k figur e curle d u p a t hi s feet , seemingl y 

ready t o pounce , an d fel l forwar d i n a  terrified , exhauste d faint . 

Part 3—Purificatio n 

Vera wok e u p whe n Thoma s fel l int o th e alle y nex t t o her . 

She di d no t recogniz e him , bu t h e ha d feature d he r i n on e o f 

his "Stree t Smarter " column s an d give n he r th e nicknam e o f 

"Vera th e Cleanin g Woman " whic h s o man y kne w he r by . 

Vera ha d bee n impossibl e t o interview , becaus e sh e neve r spok e 

to anyon e an d sometime s hi t peopl e o n th e hea d wit h he r mop . 

But Thoma s ha d studie d he r fro m a  saf e distanc e fo r tw o days , 

amassing relevan t informatio n fo r th e colum n tha t feature d 

her. Th e da y afte r i t ha d appeare d i n th e paper , a  smal l grou p 

of peopl e gathere d t o watc h Ver a incessantl y swee p th e dirt , 

which the y coul d no t see , fro m th e walk s i n fron t o f Sain t 
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Peter's Church . Occasionall y she shoo k a  squeege e a t the m an d 

they crosse d themselve s superstitiously . 

Thomas ha d writte n tha t Ver a wa s reall y a  sain t i n 

disguise. H e kne w tha t sh e spen t mos t o f he r day s cleanin g th e 

walks i n fron t o f Sain t Peter's , o r scourin g he r withere d ski n a t 

the Alle n Stree t Bat h House . Sh e kep t a  fe w mops, a  squeegee , a 

broom, a n ic e chopper , an d a  snowshove l slung aroun d he r nec k 

on fou r curve d coa t hangers , s o tha t sh e wa s prepare d fo r an y 

kind o f weathe r o r harassment . Thoma s ha d pai d on e o f th e 

gophers fo r The  Metro to distrac t Vera s o he coul d get nex t t o he r 

safely, clos e enoug h t o ge t a  loo k insid e he r bucke t Th e bucke t 

hung fro m he r bel t b y a  brow n shoestrin g an d contained , whe n 

Thomas sa w it , a  scrubbrush , thre e sponges , a  bottl e o f cleanin g 

fluid, an d a  caniste r o f tea r gas , al l neatl y arrange d i n a  circle . 

In hi s column , h e ha d assigne d religiou s symbolog y t o eac h o f 

these items , an d hypothesize d tha t Ver a cleane d th e walk s an d 

her bod y i n orde r t o see k purificatio n fo r th e sinner s o f th e city . 

Because o f th e column , tw o religiou s fanatic s wh o usuall y 

worked Wal l Stree t togethe r ha d douse d Ver a wit h a  cu p ful l o f 

their urine . 

One o f th e thing s Thoma s didn' t kno w abou t Ver a wa s tha t 

she ha d stole n a  ke y t o th e churc h whic h sh e swep t th e walk s of , 

and sh e spen t man y night s sleepin g i n th e bac k pe w o f Sain t 

Peter's. Sh e fel l aslee p b y concentratin g o n th e dens e smel l o f 

beeswax insid e th e votiv e candles , whic h burne d i n tid y row s o n 

narrow iro n ledge s i n th e bac k o f th e church . I f non e o f th e 

candles wer e lit , sh e droppe d a  coi n throug h th e offertor y slo t 

and hel d he r fac e fo r a  whil e ove r th e candle s afte r sh e li t 

them, wonderin g i f sh e ha d th e nerv e t o bur n of f her eyebrows . 

Vera lik e t o fal l aslee p i n th e pew , no t becaus e i t wa s warme r o r 

more comfortabl e tha n th e ground , bu t becaus e th e candle s 

always mad e th e ai r heavie r an d sometime s visible , an d whe n 
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she listene d closely , sh e coul d hea r th e flames  his s softl y insid e 

their tin y glas s cups . Sh e ha d alway s wante d t o liv e i n a  plac e 

where sh e coul d tast e warm , thic k ai r i n he r lung s ever y tim e 

she breathe d i n o r out , an d watc h th e worl d a s i t circle d 

harmlessly aroun d her , protecte d b y a  shimmerin g glas s 

curtain whic h echoe d he r ow n voic e an d shu t of f everyone else's . 

Thomas als o didn' t kno w that , becaus e o f th e colum n h e 

wrote, Ver a ha d bee n tormente d s o muc h tha t sh e usuall y onl y 

cleaned i n fron t o f St . Peter' s o n weekends . Sh e starte d a n hou r 

before eac h mass , an d collecte d donation s i n a  cardboar d bo x 

covered wit h aluminu m foil , whic h sa t jus t outsid e th e doo r fo r 

the parishioner s t o dro p thei r coin s into . Durin g th e week , 

Vera cleane d th e alle y just a  fe w block s fro m St . Peter' s wher e 

Thomas ha d fainted . Sh e methodicall y swept , shoveled , an d 

sometimes chippe d awa y th e footprint s o f anyon e wh o walke d 

there. 

Neither Thoma s no r Ver a kne w tha t Fathe r Jakes , th e 

pastor o f Saint Peter's , ofte n sneake d int o th e churc h whil e Ver a 

lay o n th e bac k pew . H e alon e kne w tha t sh e wa s abl e t o speak . 

He als o kne w tha t sh e san g a  son g abou t a  plac e wa y u p yonde r 

top o f th e cloud s wit h prett y littl e circlin g horse s whic h 

children rod e u p an d dow n o n al l day . Thi s wa s Vera' s visio n 

of heaven . He r mothe r ha d taugh t he r th e song , an d i t wa s th e 

only on e sh e knew . Sh e ha d forgotte n al l th e words , s o sh e 

made u p verse s o f he r own , no t knowin g i f the y rhyme d o r 

made sense . Onl y Fathe r Jake s kne w tha t Ver a ha d a  ba d 

singing voice . I n th e churc h bulleti n eac h week , h e wrot e a 

note t o th e parishioners : "Pleas e dro p a  fe w coin s i n th e foil -

covered bo x o n th e wa y out . Hel p on e o f God' s childre n wh o i s 

not blesse d wit h th e powe r t o spea k Hi s words. " 

Vera la y o n he r sid e i n th e alley , studyin g Thoma s i n th e 

moonlight afte r h e ha d fainted , wonderin g ho w h e ha d turne d 
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all o f th e ski n o n hi s fac e int o patche s o f blac k an d pal e green . 

She coul d smel l alcoho l fro m u p t o te n fee t away , s o sh e kne w 

that h e wa s no t drunk , an d sh e believe d tha t h e wa s no t jus t 

pretending t o sleep , becaus e on e le g wa s twiste d unnaturall y 

under hi m an d bot h hand s wer e shove d tightl y int o th e sam e 

trouser pocket . Ver a ofte n foun d hersel f wonderin g i f peopl e 

were reall y aslee p o r not . I n th e morning , sh e decided , sh e 

would pok e a t hi m wit h a  broo m handle , pretendin g h e wa s a 

dead bird , bu t fo r no w sh e woul d watch hi s fac e al l nigh t t o se e 

if i t woul d chang e int o differen t color s or not . 

When Thoma s wok e up , i t wa s 6:0 0 a.m . an d jus t gettin g 

light out . Ver a ha d falle n asleep , bu t sh e stil l hel d he r broo m 

handle i n fron t o f her , protectin g he r face . Thoma s la y ther e 

unthinking fo r a  while , wit h a  lin e o f mucu s fro m hi s nos e 

dripping of f th e edg e o f on e cheek , unti l h e remembere d ho w 

he ha d ende d u p i n th e alley . Jus t befor e h e ha d fainted , 

Thomas hear d th e oil y ma n whispe r int o hi s ea r tha t h e wa s 

about t o us e hi s syntheti c hand s t o chok e of f Thomas' s airway . 

He ha d fallen , clawin g i n hi s pocke t wit h bot h hand s fo r th e 

Holy Patch , wantin g t o han d i t ove r t o th e oil y ma n an d finally 

stop hi s whispering s an d die . 

Once h e realize d wher e h e was , h e recognize d Ver a 

sleeping nex t t o hi m an d remembere d th e colum n h e ha d 

written abou t her . Onc e again , h e thought , hi s lif e wa s takin g 

on a  patter n fo r hi s convenience , and i t was hi s j ob t o unloc k th e 

riddles se t befor e him . Ver a ha d show n u p fo r a  reason . 

Perhaps sh e wa s ther e t o assur e hi m tha t h e ha d no w becom e a 

street person . I f h e wished , no w h e coul d ge t hi s ol d j ob bac k 

and writ e a  colum n abou t himself . O r perhap s sh e neede d hi s 

help—she neede d hi m t o tal k t o he r afte r year s o f scrubbing he r 

skin apar t withou t anyon e importan t noticing . O r perhap s sh e 

was reall y th e oil y ma n i n disguise . Sh e ha d followe d hi m fo r 
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years an d whispere d i n hi s ea r wheneve r h e allowe d himsel f t o 

admit it . 

"Which on e ar e you? " h e sai d weakly , wakin g Ver a up . 

Thomas calculate d tha t the y wer e onl y fou r fee t apart , thei r 

torsos parallel , an d wit h a  penci l h e coul d hav e draw n a 

straight lin e connectin g thei r brows . Ver a stare d hi m dow n 

without movin g an d pretende d t o b e aslee p wit h he r eye s 

opened. Sh e ofte n practice d this , sometime s goin g te n minute s 

without blinking . Th e tric k wa s t o forc e he r eye s ope n s o 

widely tha t th e pai n reache d dow n int o he r ches t an d becam e a 

part o f he r breathing , an d the n he r eye s would refus e t o close . 

Thomas coul d no t distrac t himsel f fro m he r insistent , 

meticulous gaze . Sh e scoure d hi s bod y withou t eve n touchin g 

him. Sh e reache d dow n hi s throa t an d squeeze d hi s nec k apar t 

from th e inside . Sh e hel d hi m i n he r arms , rockin g hi m 

gently. H e believe d that sh e wa s dead . 

Then sh e blinked , an d h e notice d th e sleepie s i n th e 

corners o f he r eyelids . H e realize d tha t h e wa s confused , an d 

reoriented himsel f b y thinkin g o f he r name . Vera,  he repeate d 

to himsel f agai n an d again . H e bega n free-associatin g wit h 

numbers, tryin g t o ge t hi s min d t o focu s o n th e numbe r o f it s 

choice. Lon g ago , h e ha d realize d tha t 2 2 wa s hi s mos t 

amicable number , an d hi s min d kep t returnin g t o it , seekin g 

familiarity. H e di d som e quic k figuring,  usin g hi s ow n 

variation o n th e Hebrew-alphabe t system , an d wa s abl e t o 

numerologize Vera' s nam e int o 8 , 7 , 5 , an d 1 . I n hi s head , h e 

added th e number s an d cam e u p wit h 22 , and i t al l mad e sens e 

to him . 

He sa t u p awkwardly , an d Ver a di d th e same , stil l holdin g 

her broo m handl e i n obviou s readiness . Sh e believe d tha t i f sh e 

imitated hi s action s a s i f h e wer e lookin g i n a  mirror , h e 

would no t realiz e tha t sh e wa s awake . 
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"I kno w you," Thomas sai d gently . " I name d you . Don' t b e 

afraid." 

Vera though t fo r a  momen t tha t sh e ha d see n hi m before , 

but couldn' t remembe r where . S o man y faces , sh e thought , to o 

many face s t o remembe r whic h on e wa s which . Sometime s th e 

faces al l turne d int o soap . Sh e wasn' t sur e i f thi s wa s th e ma n 

who ha d bee n sleepin g i n he r alle y o r not . Hi s fac e ha d 

changed color s o n he r again , int o unorganize d piece s o f tan an d 

black an d purpl e an d red . Sh e though t h e wa s ver y ugly , bu t 

wasn't sur e because sh e couldn' t se e past th e colors . 

"I hav e somethin g t o tel l you, " he said , an d reache d ou t hi s 

hand t o touc h he r cheek . H e imagine d tha t h e wa s mysteriou s 

and profound . H e pretende d h e wa s a  ghost . " I hav e sinne d 

against you an d everyon e lik e you . I  see k you r forgiveness. " 

Vera sli d bac k agains t th e building , reachin g behin d a 

dumpster, an d clubbe d Thoma s neatl y o n th e sid e o f th e hea d 

with th e bac k o f he r snowshovel . H e slumpe d t o th e ground , 

bleeding fro m behin d hi s ear , unconscious . 

Then sh e ignore d hi m fo r a  whil e an d busie d hersel f wit h 

her mornin g routine . A s usual , sh e ha d t o sla p th e skinn y 

Doberman pinsche r tha t slep t nearb y acros s th e nos e wit h he r 

broom, an d sh e swep t awa y hi s pawprint s a s h e ra n off . Sh e wa s 

trying t o kee p th e alle y clea r o f tin y bit s o f gravel , bu t wheneve r 

she slept , mor e pebble s seeme d t o sho w u p overnight , especiall y 

when i t rained . Sh e force d the m int o a  pil e an d droppe d the m 

in th e dumpster , usin g a  shingl e fo r a  dus t pan . Th e dumpste r 

often cam e i n handy . Sh e gathere d discarde d bottle s o f 

dishwashing liqui d fro m i t whic h stil l ha d a  fe w drop s inside . 

She like d t o squir t th e liqui d int o puddle s o f oi l i n th e street s t o 

make rainbows . 

In th e dumpster , sh e foun d a  lon g stri p o f blue ribbo n an d 

some twine , whic h sh e use d t o repai r th e sid e o f Thomas's head . 
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He ha d mad e a  smal l puddl e o f bloo d o n he r alley , an d sh e 

didn't wan t t o hav e t o d o an y mor e cleanin g tha n necessary . 

She knel t dow n an d reste d hi s hea d o n he r knee s a s sh e 

wrapped i t Sh e mad e sur e th e ribbo n blocke d bot h ears , bu t lef t 

his eye s uncovered . Now , she thought , I  a m a  woma n wh o the y 

think canno t talk , an d her e i s a  ma n wh o the y wil l thin k 

cannot hear . Sh e fel t a  strang e sens e o f sympath y fo r him , 

perhaps becaus e h e ha d gon e dow n s o easil y whe n sh e hi t him , 

perhaps becaus e the y ha d stare d i n eac h other' s eye s for s o long. 

She looke d a t hi s repaire d hea d fo r fiv e minutes , tryin g t o 

remember i f she' d eve r hel d a  man' s hea d o n he r knee s before . 

Thomas wok e u p an d sa w Vera' s fac e abov e him , upsid e 

down. H e bega n t o so b withou t knowin g why . Ver a ha d 

fastened th e ribbo n aroun d hi s hea d wit h twine , an d a s h e 

touched th e twin e wit h hi s han d h e though t i t wa s hi s hair , 

matted wit h blood . H e n o longe r like d bein g a  stree t person . 

He longe d t o retur n t o th e coa l bin , wher e h e coul d imagin e 

himself bleedin g al l h e wante d withou t feelin g an y pain . 

Vera's upsid e dow n imag e jerke d uncontrollabl y abov e him , 

and h e fel t sur e h e wa s about t o die . 

Vera foun d hersel f strokin g hi s beard , an d wishe d h e 

would sto p crying . Sh e wa s excite d tha t ther e wa s somethin g 

new an d strang e i n he r lif e now . Thi s wa s a s intimat e a s sh e 

could eve r remembe r bein g wit h a  man . Sh e lifte d hi s hea d u p 

and pu t hi m int o a  sittin g position , the n hel d ou t bot h hand s t o 

him. H e neede d her , sh e thought . Sh e wa s hi s onl y frien d i n 

the world . 

Thomas sa w Vera' s ic e choppe r lyin g just a  fe w fee t awa y 

from her , looke d a t he r open , eage r palms , an d believe d tha t 

she wa s abou t t o goug e hi m i n th e stomac h i f he didn' t giv e he r 

some money . H e stil l ha d money , h e remembered , i n hi s 

pocket, an d h e pulle d ou t a  handfu l o f bills. Ver a looke d a t th e 
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crumpled bills , eagerl y clutche d the m i n he r fists,  an d slippe d 

them, insid e th e secre t pocke t o f he r coat . Sh e wondere d i f h e 

wanted t o marr y her . Sh e hel d ou t he r hand s again , tellin g 

him wit h he r eye s tha t sh e love d him . 

Meanwhile, abov e Thomas' s basement , tw o eleven-yea r ol d 

boys brok e dow n Cyri l Sanders ' fron t doo r t o ear n thei r wa y 

into th e Eas t Tent h Stree t Goblin' s Club . Th e presiden t o f th e 

club ha d tol d the m tha t a  ghos t live d i n th e house , an d i t wa s 

their j ob t o brea k i n an d as k th e ghos t whic h clu b membe r wa s 

marked t o di e first.  Th e answe r woul d determin e whethe r th e 

boys wer e allowe d int o th e clu b o r not . The y ra n hom e afte r 

finding Cyri l wher e h e ha d falle n sideway s ont o th e floor , 

frozen i n a  sittin g position , obviousl y oppose d t o givin g ou t an y 

answers. 

Part 4—Churc h 

Vera carefull y followe d Thoma s dow n th e meta l chut e int o 

the coa l bin , wonderin g i f sh e shoul d tal k t o him . S o far , h e 

had bee n conten t t o chatte r away , withou t expectin g he r t o sa y 

anything. H e ha d tol d he r tha t h e wa s a  famou s reporte r doin g 

research fo r a  newspaper , an d h e neede d someon e t o clea n fo r 

him a s h e worked . H e ha d take n he r int o a  D'Agostin o stor e 

and le d he r t o th e aisl e wit h cleanin g materials . H e tol d he r 

he woul d bu y he r anythin g sh e wanted . Ver a nodde d he r hea d 

whenever h e touche d somethin g sh e like d th e colo r of , an d h e 

snatched th e ite m fro m th e shel f an d pu t i t i n hi s cart . H e als o 

took he r t o th e aisl e wit h canne d goods , snacks , an d ligh t bulbs , 

so sh e woul d b e abl e t o fee d hersel f an d se e th e coa l bin bette r a s 

she cleaned . B y th e tim e the y lef t th e store , Ver a ha d chosen , 

with Thomas' s help , a  pin k ligh t bulb , tw o can s o f clin g peache s 

in heav y syrup , a  ca n o f tomat o soup , a  combinatio n ca n opene r 
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and corkscrew , a  bo x o f Appian Wa y Pizza mix , a  ba g o f pretzels , 

a ne w bucket , tw o Palmyr a scru b brushes , a  bottl e o f Lime-away , 

Mr. Muscl e ove n cleaner , Lyso l wit h pin e action , Ol d Englis h 

Furniture Polish , Scrung e dishwashin g liquid , an d a  ca n o f 

Tackle wit h bleac h added . 

In th e coa l bin , sh e watche d Thoma s scre w th e pin k bul b 

she ha d chose n int o a n empt y socke t an d tur n i t on . No w hi s 

face wa s a  pleasan t shad e o f red , an d sh e smile d a t hi m fo r th e 

first time . Delighted , Thoma s disappeare d fo r a  momen t an d 

returned t o her , holdin g th e burla p sack . Wit h th e corkscrew , 

he tor e thre e hole s int o th e sac k an d slippe d i t ove r hi s head , 

pretending t o b e a  pries t dressin g fo r mass . H e turne d aroun d 

in fron t o f he r wearin g hi s sacre d robe , an d sh e smile d wit h 

approval. 

Thomas fel t gidd y an d mad e decision s impulsively , happ y 

to hav e Ver a a s th e firs t gues t i n hi s ne w life . H e remembere d 

his earlie r decisio n t o hav e a  religiou s experience , an d kne w 

that sh e wa s someho w a  natura l par t o f i t all . Wit h Ver a 

cleaning nex t t o hi m nothin g ba d coul d happen . H e wa s 

transformed instantl y fro m sinne r t o saint . Sh e woul d was h ou t 

any trace s o f th e oil y ma n fro m th e coa l bin , an d hi s 

imagination woul d soa r t o ne w heights . Sh e woul d guid e hi m 

in hi s religiou s journey , an d on e da y h e woul d foun d hi s ow n 

religious newspaper , an d giv e Ver a a  j o b a s hi s sta r reporter . 

They woul d writ e sid e b y side , fiercel y competitiv e an d happy . 

Thomas invente d a n entir e pas t fo r Ver a i n hi s head , a s sh e 

sprayed Mr . Muscl e ove n cleane r ove r th e walls . 

Vera fel t equall y gidd y a s sh e watche d Thoma s si t dow n a t 

his tabl e wit h th e scrapbook s pile d aroun d him . Fo r her , thi s 

was he r happ y husban d wh o bough t thing s fo r her . H e wor e a 

funny turba n an d rob e an d neve r expecte d he r t o sa y a  word . 

She woul d clea n thei r hous e whil e secretl y singin g t o herself , 
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and wai t fo r th e da y whe n the y woul d hav e a  chil d together . 

As Ver a wipe d th e Mr . Muscl e fro m th e wall s wit h a 

scrubbrush, Thoma s eagerl y rerea d th e stac k o f religious article s 

which h e ha d tor n fro m th e scrapbooks , waiting fo r inspiration . 

He finall y settle d o n a n articl e abou t th e Churc h o f St. Pete r 

and St . Pau l i n Manhattan , whic h a  Ne w Yor k playwrigh t an d 

self-proclaimed pries t name d Bo b Laba r ha d mad e famous . I n 

the church , Thoma s read , Bo b Labar conducte d service s in which 

the parishioner s wer e blindfolde d an d force d t o knee l a t th e 

altar fo r a n hou r i n fou r inche s o f brea d crumbs , the n wer e 

ushered int o a  tin y bathroo m fo r th e environmenta l confession , 

where a  smilin g ma n wearin g a  wreat h o f toile t pape r flushed 

away thei r sins—on e flush  fo r eac h venia l si n an d thre e flushes 

for eac h morta l sin . 

Thomas trie d t o imagin e himsel f attendin g service s a t th e 

church, the n shakin g hand s wit h Bo b Labar , bu t h e coul d not . 

He couldn' t eve n remembe r an y longe r wha t th e oil y ma n 

looked lik e o r wha t h e represented . Th e article s h e ha d jus t 

read, whic h onc e woul d hav e inspire d hour s o f imaginativ e 

thought, wer e no w merel y word s t o him . Hi s imaginatio n 

failed him . 

Finally, h e rerea d th e articl e o n th e Hol y Patc h unde r th e 

light o f th e ne w pin k bulb . H e rea d tha t Chris t ha d 12 5 welt s 

on hi s bod y whe n h e died . H e trie d repeatedl y t o connec t hi s 

life t o th e numbe r 125 , bu t coul d not . H e couldn' t eve n 

remember th e sight-cryptogra m h e ha d onc e assigne d t o th e 

Patch. H e coul d imagin e nothin g bu t darkness . Utte r darkness , 

without color s o r sound o r space . 

Meanwhile, Ver a knel t nex t t o hi m o n th e floor  o f th e coa l 

bin an d scrubbe d i t wit h Ol d Englis h Furnitur e Polish , 

watching Thomas' s fac e lovingly . 
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Impulsively, Thoma s fel l t o hi s knee s nex t t o Ver a an d 

made a  confessio n ou t loud . H e confesse d t o al l th e sin s he coul d 

think of . H e ha d broke n nin e o f th e commandments . H e ha d 

taken chang e fro m hi s father' s wallet , falsifie d hi s resume , 

forgotten wha t a  si n was , mad e u p ever y wor d h e ha d eve r 

written, take n to o lon g t o gro w up . H e admitte d t o stealin g th e 

Holy Patch , pretendin g tha t number s determine d hi s destiny , 

relying o n hi s imaginatio n fo r food , an d finally , h e confesse d 

that h e ha d invente d an d give n i n t o th e oil y man . 

He knel t nex t t o Ver a wit h hi s hand s folded , hi s ches t 

heaving, beggin g fo r forgiveness . Ver a droppe d he r scrubbrus h 

and pu t he r ar m aroun d him . 

"You ar e m y goo d an d strang e husband, " sh e whispere d i n 

his ear . 

Part 5—Imag o 

It wa s night . Thoma s knel t nex t t o Ver a i n th e bac k pe w of 

Saint Peter's . Sh e ha d stuffe d th e bill s h e ha d give n he r int o 

the offertor y slo t an d li t al l one-hundre d an d forty-fou r votiv e 

candles i n th e church . Sh e stare d a t Thomas' s face , entirel y 

immersed an d secur e i n th e lov e sh e sa w there . 

Thomas, kneeling , gav e hi s complet e attentio n t o th e 

crucifix whic h wa s suspende d abov e th e altar , th e candl e flame s 

scissoring fracture d angle s o f ligh t an d shado w acros s th e bod y 

of Christ . H e gaze d a t Christ' s fac e an d slowl y raise d hi s chi n 

without lettin g hi s eye s stra y fro m th e crucifix . H e chos e on e 

point an d stare d a t i t continually , an d hi s periphera l visio n 

arced u p an d dow n alon g th e outlin e o f th e body , absorbin g it . 

He fel t a s thoug h h e wa s slidin g close r an d close r t o th e cros s o n 

his knees . 
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He whispered , ove r an d over , th e onl y word s h e coul d 

remember fro m a  praye r he' d sai d a s a  child. 

"They hav e pierce d m y hands an d m y feet. I  ca n coun t all 

my bones. " 

Thomas fel t hi s palm s tearin g wher e th e spike s ha d bee n 

pounded throug h them . H e ha d bee n strippe d t o a  fe w rags, 

which sli d dow n of f his rib s a s h e gre w thinne r o n th e cross . 

He allowe d hi s bod y t o sin k an d ben t hi s knee s s o tha t th e 

weight wa s taken b y his arms, bu t with hi s ches t full y expande d 

he coul d no t exhale, so he presse d u p with hi s broken fee t t o try 

to breath e again , an d hi s calve s squeeze d tighte r an d tighter , 

promising t o sto p hi m from movin g altogether . H e praye d tha t 

the Roma n soldier s woul d com e soo n an d smas h hi s legs , s o 

that he couldn' t push himsel f up to breathe anymore . H e prayed 

he woul d b e given th e strengt h t o never mov e again , bu t remai n 

choked an d seren e an d dignified , waitin g fo r th e tim e whe n 

the healin g woul d begin . 
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GOOD FO R RUNNING TO THE ENDS O F 

When h e couldn' t sleep , h e like d t o imagin e bein g 

unmarried. Pluckin g item s of f th e shelve s a s h e sa w fit . Blac k 

olives instea d o f green . Groun d bee f instea d o f celer y an d 

carrots. Complet e freedo m t o smea r raspberr y gelati n ove r th e 

face o f secretar y name d Brend a o r Kelli , he r delighte d giggle s 

pillowing hi m bac k t o th e day s befor e h e ha d marrie d Natalie , 

before al l th e tal k o f protein s an d philodendrons , whe n wome n 

were girl s dam n i t an d eage r t o ope n themselve s ove r him , lik e 

once-reliable umbrella s wit h broke n handle s tha t h e jus t 

couldn't bea r t o dispos e o f becaus e the y wer e stil l s o utterly , 

utterly practical . 

They ha d tw o children . On e Joshu a an d on e Heather . 

Joshua wa s composin g haiku i n th e fourt h grade , an d Heathe r 

could ta p danc e t o th e bea t o f "Hava Nagila. " Joshu a like d t o loc k 

himself i n th e bathroom , imaginin g h e coul d pla y a  guita r an d 

sneer an d smil e lik e a  roc k star , whil e Heathe r pretende d t o 

have a  Cair n terrie r wit h a  lon g mudd y coa t tha t sh e rubber -
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banded int o braids . H e encourage d bot h childre n t o enjo y th e 

house, whic h ha d clea n oa k floors  an d heate d whit e ceilings , 

and tw o fifty-foo t hallway s tha t wer e goo d fo r runnin g t o th e 

ends of . 

Naked, h e turne d o n th e ligh t an d watche d Natali e sleep . 

He reache d a  decision . H e woul d chang e things . Forc e a  pillo w 

corner dow n he r throat . Han g he r b y a  necktie . O r weep — 

thinking tha t al l h e reall y wante d i n th e worl d wa s on e nigh t 

of restfu l sleep , an d th e promis e tha t hi s bones , when h e died , 

would tur n t o somethin g othe r tha n ash . 
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Once, afte r Edito r Bradle y had accuse d him o f being obsesse d wit h 

death, Thoma s had conducte d a  study o f undertakers, an d h e under -

stood the m t o b e automaton s i n dar k suit s whos e brain s ha d bee n 

systematically rewired . O f course , h e tol d himself , the y wer e al l 

necrophiles, who chuckled at the worlds misconception that the wors t 

thing the y di d was sleep with a n occasiona l corpse. He imagined that, 

while stil l in puberty, the y al l attended a  special school of necrophilia, 

where the y wer e taught th e dictio n of decay, the worshi p of technique, 

and th e lov e of things wit h putri d smell s which floate d i n quie t lakes . 

Speakers hidde n i n thei r pillow s encourage d the m t o hav e dream s 

about clock s lodged in peoples ' spines, painless dismemberment, an d 

electric transformers pumping cold blood through high-tension cables . 

Their onl y passions were the propaganda and paraphernalia o f death . 
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