English 3

Required Summer Reading Assignment

As we prepare for the year ahead, your summer reading assignment will serve as valuable practice for the reading
and analytical skills we will develop throughout the semester. Strong reading comprehension and critical thinking
are essential for success in this course, and summer reading provides an opportunity to engage with literature
independently before we begin our studies together.

Rather than reading a single book, you will have a choice of short story texts (listed below and attached to this
document) that allow you to explore different perspectives, themes, and styles of writing. Regardless of the texts
you choose, your reading will help sharpen your ability to identify themes, analyze characters, and interpret an
author’s purpose—skills that will be crucial in our work throughout the year.

As you read, consider the following:

How does the title represent the work as a whole?

What themes or messages is the author trying to convey?

What role does setting play in the story?

How do the characters develop throughout the story?

What writing techniques does the author use to convey meaning?

When we begin the new semester, you will engage in discussions, writing assignments, and activities that connect
your summer reading to the concepts we will explore throughout the semester. Enjoy your summer and happy
reading!

Directions:
e Read and annotate two short stories from the list below (attached to this assignment)
e For each story, complete the following:
o Consider the title of the story and select a significant passage (of at least 30 lines of text).
o Compose a one-paragraph response that analyzes how the passage justifies the title.
o Include embedded text evidence to support your response.

Submission:
e Create a single Google doc with both responses that is ready to submit to Google Classroom on your first
day of class.

Short Stories (Choose two):

A&P by John Updike

Good Country People by Flannery O’Connor
The Swimmer by John Cheever

Winter Dreams by E. Scott Fitzgerald

The World in Flames by Jared Levy



F. SCOTT FITZGERALD [1896-1940]

Winter Dreams

Born on September 24, 1896, in St. Paul, Minnesota, F. Scott Fitzgerald
(1896-1940) was a spoiled, undisciplined child and a failure at school.
He began writing at an early age and while attending the Newman
School had one of his plays produced in an amateur performance. At
Princeton University he worked on musical productions for the Tri-
angle Club and wrote stories and poems, some of which were pub-
lished by his friend and collaborator Edmund Wilson in the Nassau
Literary Magazine, which Wilson edited. At the beginning of his senior
year he left Princeton to report for officer’s training at Fort Leaven-
worth, Kansas. After basic training he was stationed at Camp Sheri-
dan, Alabama, and there met and fell in love with the southern belle
Zelda Sayre. In 1920 his first novel, This Side of Paradise, was pub-
lished; it brought Fitzgerald fame and financial success. As a result of
his new-found wealth, he and Zelda were able to marry and lead a
glamorous, extravagant life, traveling back and forth between New York
and Europe. The Great Gatsby, published in 1925 to critical acclaim,
was probably his greatest novel, but it was a financial disappointment.
His life at this time was in disorder: he was plagued by increasing al-
coholism and Zelda’s deterioration into madness, as well as by severe
financial difficulties. After 1930 Zelda was intermittently institutional-
ized. In 1932 she published Save Me the Waltz, a novel describing the
Fitzgeralds’ life together as seen through her eyes. Fitzgerald’s final years
were spent in Hollywood trying to support himself by writing film
scripts. There he met and had a love affair with the English journalist
and columnist Sheilah Graham. He died in her apartment of a heart
attack on December 21, 1940. His other novels include Tender Is the
Night (1934) and The Last Tycoon, unfinished at the time of his death
but edited by his friend Edmund Wilson and published posthumously
in 1941. In addition, several collections of his short stories have been
published.

I
Some of the caddies were poor as sin and lived in one-room houses with

a neurasthenic cow in the front yard, but Dexter Green’s father owned
the second best grocery-store in Black Bear—the best one was “The
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Hub,” patronized by the wealthy people from Sherry Island—and Dex-
ter caddied only for pocket-money.

In the fall when the days became crisp and gray, and the long
Minnesota winter shut down like the white lid of a box, Dexter’s
skis moved over the snow that hid the fairways of the golf course. At
these times the country gave him a feeling of profound melancholy —it
offended him that the links should lie in enforced fallowness, haunted by
ragged sparrows for the long season. It was dreary, too, that on the tees
where the gay colors fluttered in summer there were now only the deso-
late sand-boxes knee-deep in crusted ice. When he crossed the hills the
wind blew cold as misery, and if the sun was out he tramped with his
eyes squinted up against the hard dimensionless glare.

In April the winter ceased abruptly. The snow ran down into Black
Bear Lake scarcely tarrying for the early golfers to brave the season with
red and black balls. Without elation, without an interval of moist glory,
the cold was gone.

Dexter knew that there was something dismal about this Northern
spring, just as he knew there was something gorgeous about the fall. Fall
made him clinch his hands and tremble and repeat idiotic sentences to
himself, and make brisk abrupt gestures of command to imaginary audi-
ences and armies. October filled him with hope which November raised
to a sort of ecstatic triumph, and in this mood the fleeting brilliant
impressions of the summer at Sherry Island were ready grist to his mill.
He became a golf champion and defeated Mr. T. A. Hedrick in a marvel-
lous match played a hundred times over the fairways of his imagination,
a match each detail of which he changed about untiringly —sometimes
he won with almost laughable ease, sometimes he came up magnifi-
cently from behind. Again, stepping from a Pierce-Arrow automobile,
like Mr. Mortimer Jones, he strolled frigidly into the lounge of the Sherry
Island Golf Club—or perhaps, surrounded by an admiring crowd, he
gave an exhibition of fancy diving from the spring-board of the club
raft. ... Among those who watched him in open-mouthed wonder was
Mr. Mortimer Jones.

And one day it came to pass that Mr. Jones—himself and not his
ghost—came up to Dexter with tears in his eyes and said that Dexter
was the——best caddy in the club, and wouldn’t he decide not to quit if
Mr. Jones made it worth his while, because every other——caddy in the
club lost one ball a hole for him —regularly——

“No, sir,” said Dexter decisively, “I don’t want to caddy any more.”
Then, after a pause: “I'm too old.”

“You're not more than fourteen. Why the devil did you decide just this
morning that you wanted to quit? You promised that next week you'd go
over to the State tournament with me.”
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“I decided I was too old.”

Dexter handed in his “A Class” badge, collected what money was due
him from the caddy master, and walked home to Black Bear Village.

“The best——caddy I ever saw,” shouted Mr. Mortimer Jones over a
drink that afternoon. “Never lost a ball! Willing! Intelligent! Quiet! Hon-
est! Grateful!”

The little girl who had done this was eleven— beautifully ugly as little
girls are apt to be who are destined after a few years to be inexpressibly
lovely and bring no end of misery to a great number of men. The spark,
however, was perceptible. There was a general ungodliness in the way
her lips twisted down at the corners when she smiled, and in the—
Heaven help us!—in the almost passionate quality of her eyes. Vitality is
born early in such women. It was utterly in evidence now, shining
through her thin frame in a sort of glow.

She had come eagerly out on to the course at nine o’clock with a white
linen nurse and five small new golf-clubs in a white canvas bag which
the nurse was carrying. When Dexter first saw her she was standing
by the caddy house, rather ill at ease and trying to conceal the fact by
engaging her nurse in an obviously unnatural conversation graced by
startling and irrelevant grimaces from herself.

“Well, it’s certainly a nice day, Hilda,” Dexter heard her say. She drew
down the corners of her mouth, smiled, and glanced furtively around,
her eyes in transit falling for an instant on Dexter.

Then to the nurse:

“Well, I guess there aren’t very many people out here this morning, are
there?”

The smile again —radiant, blatantly artificial —convincing.

“I don’t know what we’re supposed to do now,” said the nurse, looking
nowhere in particular.

“Oh, that’s all right. I'll fix it up.”

Dexter stood perfectly still, his mouth slightly ajar. He knew that if he
moved forward a step his stare would be in her line of vision—if he
moved backward he would lose his full view of her face. For a moment
he had not realized how young she was. Now he remembered having
seen her several times the year before —in bloomers.

Suddenly, involuntarily, he laughed, a short abrupt laugh—then,
startled by himself, he turned and began to walk quickly away.

“Boy!”

Dexter stopped.

“Boy—"

Beyond question he was addressed. Not only that, but he was treated
to that absurd smile, that preposterous smile —the memory of which at
least a dozen men were to carry into middle age.
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“Boy, do you know where the golf teacher is?”

“He’s giving a lesson.”

“Well, do you know where the caddy-master is?”

“He isn'’t here yet this morning.”

“Oh.” For a moment this baffled her. She stood alternately on her right
and left foot.

“We'd like to get a caddy,” said the nurse. “Mrs. Mortimer Jones sent
us out to play golf, and we don’t know how without we get a caddy.”

Here she was stopped by an ominous glance from Miss Jones, fol-
lowed immediately by the smile.

“There aren’t any caddies here except me,” said Dexter to the nurse,
“and I got to stay here in charge until the caddy-master gets here.”

“Oh.”

Miss Jones and her retinue now withdrew, and at a proper distance
from Dexter became involved in a heated conversation, which was con-
cluded by Miss Jones taking one of the clubs and hitting it on the ground
with violence. For further emphasis she raised it again and was about to
bring it down smartly upon the nurse’s bosom, when the nurse seized
the club and twisted it from her hands.

“You damn little mean old thing!” cried Miss Jones wildly.

Another argument ensued. Realizing that the elements of the comedy
were implied in the scene, Dexter several times began to laugh, but each
time restrained the laugh before it reached audibility. He could not resist
the monstrous conviction that the little girl was justified in beating the
nurse.

The situation was resolved by the fortuitous appearance of the caddy-
master, who was appealed to immediately by the nurse.

“Miss Jones is to have a little caddy, and this one says he can’t go.”

“Mr. McKenna said I was to wait here till you came,” said Dexter
quickly.

“Well, he’s here now.” Miss Jones smiled cheerfully at the caddy-
master. Then she dropped her bag and set off at a haughty mince toward
the first tee.

“Well?” The caddy-master turned to Dexter. “What you standing there
like a dummy for? Go pick up the young lady’s clubs.”

“I don’t think I'll go out to-day,” said Dexter.

“You don't——"

“I think I'll quit.”

The enormity of his decision frightened him. He was a favorite caddy,
and the thirty dollars a month he earned through the summer were not
to be made elsewhere around the lake. But he had received a strong
emotional shock, and his perturbation required a violent and immediate
outlet.
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It is not so simple as that, either. As so frequently would be the
case in the future, Dexter was unconsciously dictated to by his winter
dreams.

I

Now, of course, the quality and the seasonability of these winter
dreams varied, but the stuff of them remained. They persuaded Dexter
several years later to pass up a business course at the State university—
his father, prospering now, would have paid his way —for the precarious
advantage of attending an older and more famous university in the East,
where he was bothered by his scanty funds. But do not get the impres-
sion, because his winter dreams happened to be concerned at first with
musings on the rich, that there was anything merely snobbish in the boy.
He wanted not association with glittering things and glittering people—
he wanted the glittering things themselves. Often he reached out for the
best without knowing why he wanted it—and sometimes he ran up
against the mysterious denials and prohibitions in which life indulges.
It is with one of those denials and not with his career as a whole that this
story deals.

He made money. It was rather amazing. After college he went to the
city from which Black Bear Lake draws its wealthy patrons. When he
was only twenty-three and had been there not quite two years, there
were already people who liked to say: “Now there’s a boy—" All about
him rich men’s sons were peddling bonds precariously, or investing pat-
rimonies precariously, or plodding through the two dozen volumes of
the “George Washington Commercial Course,” but Dexter borrowed a
thousand dollars on his college degree and his confident mouth, and
bought a partnership in a laundry.

It was a small laundry when he went into it but Dexter made a spe-
cialty of learning how the English washed fine woollen golf-stockings
without shrinking them, and within a year he was catering to the trade
that wore knickerbockers. Men were insisting that their Shetland hose
and sweaters go to his laundry just as they had insisted on a caddy who
could find golf-balls. A little later he was doing their wives’ lingerie as
well — and running five branches in different parts of the city. Before he
was twenty-seven he owned the largest string of laundries in his section
of the country. It was then that he sold out and went to New York. But
the part of his story that concerns us goes back to the days when he was
making his first big success.

When he was twenty-three Mr. Hart—one of the gray-haired men
who like to say “Now there’s a boy’—gave him a guest card to the Sherry
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Island Golf Club for a week-end. So he signed his name one day on the
register, and that afternoon played golf in a foursome with Mr. Hart and
Mr. Sandwood and Mr. T. A. Hedrick. He did not consider it necessary to
remark that he had once carried Mr. Hart’s bag over this same links, and
that he knew every trap and gully with his eyes shut—but he found him-
self glancing at the four caddies who trailed them, trying to catch a
gleam or gesture that would remind him of himself, that would lessen
the gap which lay between his present and his past.

It was a curious day, slashed abruptly with fleeting, familiar im-
pressions. One minute he had the sense of being a trespasser—in the
next he was impressed by the tremendous superiority he felt toward Mr.
T. A. Hedrick, who was a bore and not even a good golfer any more.

Then, because of a ball Mr. Hart lost near the fifteenth green, an enor-
mous thing happened. While they were searching the stiff grasses of the
rough there was a clear call of “Fore!” from behind a hill in their rear.
And as they all turned abruptly from their search a bright new ball sliced
abruptly over the hill and caught Mr. T. A. Hedrick in the abdomen.

“By Gad!” cried Mr. T. A. Hedrick, “they ought to put some of these
crazy women off the course. It’s getting to be outrageous.”

A head and a voice came up together over the hill:

“Do you mind if we go through?”

“You hit me in the stomach!” declared Mr. Hedrick wildly.

“Did I?” The girl approached the group of men. “I'm sorry. I yelled
‘Fore!’”

Her glance fell casually on each of the men—then scanned the fair-
way for her ball.

“Did I bounce into the rough?”

It was impossible to determine whether this question was ingenuous
or malicious. In a moment, however, she left no doubt, for as her partner
came up over the hill she called cheerfully:

“Here I am! I'd have gone on the green except that I hit something.”

As she took her stance for a short mashie shot, Dexter looked at her
closely. She wore a blue gingham dress, rimmed at throat and shoulders
with a white edging that accentuated her tan. The quality of exaggera-
tion, of thinness, which had made her passionate eyes and down-turning
mouth absurd at eleven, was gone now. She was arrestingly beautiful.
The color in her cheeks was centered like the color in a picture—it was
not a “high” color, but a sort of fluctuating and feverish warmth, so
shaded that it seemed at any moment it would recede and disappear.
This color and the mobility of her mouth gave a continual impression of
flux, of intense life, of passionate vitality— balanced only partially by the
sad luxury of her eyes.

She swung her mashie impatiently and without interest, pitching the
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ball into a sand-pit on the other side of the green. With a quick, insincere
smile and a careless “Thank you!” she went on after it.

“That Judy Jones!” remarked Mr. Hedrick on the next tee, as they
waited —some moments—for her to play on ahead. “All she needs is to
be turned up and spanked for six months and then to be married off to
an old-fashioned cavalry captain.”

“My God, she’s good-looking!” said Mr. Sandwood, who was just over
thirty.

“Good-looking!” cried Mr. Hedrick contemptuously, “she always looks
as if she wanted to be kissed! Turning those big cow-eyes on every calf in
town!”

It was doubtful if Mr. Hedrick intended a reference to the maternal
instinct.

“She’d play pretty good golf if she’d try,” said Mr. Sandwood.

“She has no form,” said Mr. Hedrick solemnly.

“She has a nice figure,” said Mr. Sandwood.

“Better thank the Lord she doesn’t drive a swifter ball,” said Mr. Hart,
winking at Dexter.

Later in the afternoon the sun went down with a riotous swirl of gold
and varying blues and scarlets, and left the dry, rustling night of Western
summer. Dexter watched from the veranda of the Golf Club, watched the
even overlap of the waters in the little wind, silver molasses under the
harvest-moon. Then the moon held a finger to her lips and the lake
became a clear pool, pale and quiet. Dexter put on his bathing-suit and
swam out to the farthest raft, where he stretched dripping on the wet
canvas of the spring-board.

There was a fish jumping and a star shining and the lights around the
lake were gleaming. Over on a dark peninsula a piano was playing the
songs of last summer and of summers before that—songs from “Chin-
Chin” and “The Count of Luxemburg” and “The Chocolate Soldier”—
and because the sound of a piano over a stretch of water had always
seemed beautiful to Dexter he lay perfectly quiet and listened.

The tune the piano was playing at that moment had been gay and new
five years before when Dexter was a sophomore at college. They had
played it at a prom once when he could not afford the luxury of proms,
and he had stood outside the gymnasium and listened. The sound of the
tune precipitated in him a sort of ecstasy and it was with that ecstasy he
viewed what happened to him now. It was a mood of intense apprecia-
tion, a sense that, for once, he was magnificently attuned to life and that
everything about him was radiating a brightness and a glamour he
might never know again.

A low, pale oblong detached itself suddenly from the darkness of the
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Island, spitting forth the reverberate sound of a racing motor-boat. Two
white streamers of cleft water rolled themselves out behind it and almost
immediately the boat was beside him, drowning out the hot tinkle of the
piano in the drone of its spray. Dexter raising himself on his arms was
aware of a figure standing at the wheel, of two dark eyes regarding him
over the lengthening space of water—then the boat had gone by and
was sweeping in an immense and purposeless circle of spray round and
round in the middle of the lake. With equal eccentricity one of the circles
flattened out and headed back toward the raft.

“Who’s that?” she called, shutting off her motor. She was so near now
that Dexter could see her bathing-suit, which consisted apparently of
pink rompers.

The nose of the boat bumped the raft, and as the latter tilted rakishly
he was precipitated toward her. With different degrees of interest they
recognized each other.

“Aren’t you one of those men we played through this afternoon?” she
demanded.

He was.

“Well, do you know how to drive a motor-boat? Because if you do I wish
you’d drive this one so I can ride on the surf-board behind. My name is
Judy Jones”—she favored him with an absurd smirk—rather, what tried
to be a smirk, for, twist her mouth as she might, it was not grotesque, it
was merely beautiful —“and I live in a house over there on the Island, and
in that house there is a man waiting for me. When he drove up at the door
I drove out of the dock because he says I'm his ideal.”

There was a fish jumping and a star shining and the lights around the
lake were gleaming. Dexter sat beside Judy Jones and she explained how
her boat was driven. Then she was in the water, swimming to the floating
surf-board with a sinuous crawl. Watching her was without effort to the
eye, watching a branch waving or a sea-gull flying. Her arms, burned to
butternut, moved sinuously among the dull platinum ripples, elbow
appearing first, casting the forearm back with a cadence of falling water,
then reaching out and down, stabbing a path ahead.

They moved out into the lake; turning, Dexter saw that she was kneel-
ing on the low rear of the now uptilted surf-board.

“Go faster,” she called, “fast as it'll go.”

Obediently he jammed the lever forward and the white spray mounted
at the bow. When he looked around again the girl was standing up on the
rushing board, her arms spread wide, her eyes lifted toward the moon.

“It’s awful cold,” she shouted. “What’s your name?”

He told her.

“Well, why don'’t you come to dinner to-morrow night?”
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His heart turned over like the fly-wheel of the boat, and, for the sec-
ond time, her casual whim gave a new direction to his life.

II1

Next evening while he waited for her to come down-stairs, Dexter
peopled the soft deep summer room and the sun-porch that opened
from it with the men who had already loved Judy Jones. He knew
the sort of men they were —the men who when he first went to college
had entered from the great prep schools with graceful clothes and
the deep tan of healthy summers. He had seen that, in one sense, he was
better than these men. He was newer and stronger. Yet in acknowledg-
ing to himself that he wished his children to be like them he was admit-
ting that he was but the rough, strong stuff from which they eternally
sprang.

When the time had come for him to wear good clothes, he had known
who were the best tailors in America, and the best tailors in America had
made him the suit he wore this evening. He had acquired that particular
reserve peculiar to his university, that set it off from other universities.
He recognized the value to him of such a mannerism and he had
adopted it; he knew that to be careless in dress and manner required
more confidence than to be careful. But carelessness was for his chil-
dren. His mother’s name had been Krimslich. She was a Bohemian of
the peasant class and she had talked broken English to the end of her
days. Her son must keep to the set patterns.

At a little after seven Judy Jones came down-stairs. She wore a blue
silk afternoon dress, and he was disappointed at first that she had not
put on something more elaborate. This feeling was accentuated when,
after a brief greeting, she went to the door of a butler’s pantry and push-
ing it open called: “You can serve dinner, Martha.” He had rather
expected that a butler would announce dinner, that there would be a
cocktail. Then he put these thoughts behind him as they sat down side
by side on a lounge and looked at each other.

“Father and mother won't be here,” she said thoughtfully.

He remembered the last time he had seen her father, and he was glad
the parents were not to be here to-night—they might wonder who he
was. He had been born in Keeble, a Minnesota village fifty miles farther
north, and he always gave Keeble as his home instead of Black Bear Vil-
lage. Country towns were well enough to come from if they weren't
inconveniently in sight and used as footstools by fashionable lakes.

They talked of his university, which she had visited frequently during
the past two years, and of the near-by city which supplied Sherry Island
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with its patrons, and whither Dexter would return next day to his pros-
pering laundries.

During dinner she slipped into a moody depression which gave Dexter
a feeling of uneasiness. Whatever petulance she uttered in her throaty
voice worried him. Whatever she smiled at—at him, at a chicken liver, at
nothing — it disturbed him that her smile could have no root in mirth, or
even in amusement. When the scarlet corners of her lips curved down, it
was less a smile than an invitation to a kiss.

Then, after dinner, she led him out on the dark sun-porch and deliber-
ately changed the atmosphere.

“Do you mind if I weep a little?” she said.

“I'm afraid I'm boring you,” he responded quickly.

“You're not. I like you. But I've just had a terrible afternoon. There was
a man I cared about, and this afternoon he told me out of a clear sky that
he was poor as a church-mouse. He’d never even hinted it before. Does
this sound horribly mundane?”

“Perhaps he was afraid to tell you.”

“Suppose he was,” she answered. “He didn’t start right. You see, if I'd
thought of him as poor—well, I've been mad about loads of poor men,
and fully intended to marry them all. But in this case, I hadn’t thought of
him that way, and my interest in him wasn'’t strong enough to survive the
shock. As if a girl calmly informed her fiancé that she was a widow. He
might not object to widows, but——

“Let’s start right,” she interrupted herself suddenly.
anyhow?”

For a moment Dexter hesitated. Then:

“I'm nobody,” he announced. “My career is largely a matter of futures.”

“Are you poor?”

“No,” he said frankly, “I'm probably making more money than any
man my age in the Northwest. I know that’s an obnoxious remark, but
you advised me to start right.”

There was a pause. Then she smiled and the corners of her mouth
drooped and an almost imperceptible sway brought her closer to him,
looking up into his eyes. A lump rose in Dexter’s throat, and he waited
breathless for the experiment, facing the unpredictable compound that
would form mysteriously from the elements of their lips. Then he saw—
she communicated her excitement to him, lavishly, deeply, with kisses
that were not a promise but a fulfillment. They aroused in him not
hunger demanding renewal but surfeit that would demand more sur-
feit . . . kisses that were like charity, creating want by holding back noth-
ing at all.

It did not take him many hours to decide that he had wanted Judy
Jones ever since he was a proud, desirous little boy.

G

Who are you,
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v

It began like that—and continued, with varying shades of intensity,
on such a note right up to the dénouement. Dexter surrendered a part of
himself to the most direct and unprincipled personality with which he
had ever come in contact. Whatever Judy wanted, she went after with
the full pressure of her charm. There was no divergence of method, no
jockeying for position or premeditation of effects—there was a very
little mental side to any of her affairs. She simply made men conscious
to the highest degree of her physical loveliness. Dexter had no desire to
change her. Her deficiencies were knit up with a passionate energy that
transcended and justified them.

When, as Judy’s head lay against his shoulder that first night, she
whispered, “I don’t know what's the matter with me. Last night I thought
I was in love with a man and to-night I think I'm in love with you——"
—it seemed to him a beautiful and romantic thing to say. It was the
exquisite excitability that for the moment he controlled and owned. But
a week later he was compelled to view this same quality in a different
light. She took him in her roadster to a picnic supper, and after supper
she disappeared, likewise in her roadster, with another man. Dexter
became enormously upset and was scarcely able to be decently civil to
the other people present. When she assured him that she had not kissed
the other man, he knew she was lying—yet he was glad that she had
taken the trouble to lie to him.

He was, as he found before the summer ended, one of a varying dozen
who circulated about her. Each of them had at one time been favored
above all others—about half of them still basked in the solace of occa-
sional sentimental revivals. Whenever one showed signs of dropping out
through long neglect, she granted him a brief honeyed hour, which
encouraged him to tag along for a year or so longer. Judy made these for-
ays upon the helpless and defeated without malice, indeed half uncon-
scious that there was anything mischievous in what she did.

When a new man came to town every one dropped out—dates were
automatically cancelled.

The helpless part of trying to do anything about it was that she did it
all herself. She was not a girl who could be “won” in the kinetic sense—
she was proof against cleverness, she was proof against charm; if any of
these assailed her too strongly she would immediately resolve the affair
to a physical basis, and under the magic of her physical splendor the
strong as well as the brilliant played her game and not their own. She
was entertained only by the gratification of her desires and by the direct
exercise of her own charm. Perhaps from so much youthful love, so
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many youthful lovers, she had come, in self-defense, to nourish herself
wholly from within.

Succeeding Dexter’s first exhilaration came restlessness and dissatis-
faction. The helpless ecstasy of losing himself in her was opiate rather
than tonic. It was fortunate for his work during the winter that those
moments of ecstasy came infrequently. Early in their acquaintance it
had seemed for a while that there was a deep and spontaneous mutual
attraction—that first August, for example—three days of long evenings
on her dusky veranda, of strange wan kisses through the late afternoon,
in shadowy alcoves or behind the protecting trellises of the garden
arbors, of mornings when she was fresh as a dream and almost shy at
meeting him in the clarity of the rising day. There was all the ecstasy of
an engagement about it, sharpened by his realization that there was no
engagement. It was during those three days that, for the first time, he
had asked her to marry him. She said “maybe some day,” she said “kiss
me,” she said “I'd like to marry you,” she said “I love you”"—she said —
nothing.

The three days were interrupted by the arrival of a New York man who
visited at her house for half September. To Dexter’s agony, rumor
engaged them. The man was the son of the president of a great trust
company. But at the end of a month it was reported that Judy was yawn-
ing. At a dance one night she sat all evening in a motor-boat with a local
beau, while the New Yorker searched the club for her frantically. She
told the local beau that she was bored with her visitor, and two days later
he left. She was seen with him at the station, and it was reported that he
looked very mournful indeed.

On this note the summer ended. Dexter was twenty-four, and he found
himself increasingly in a position to do as he wished. He joined two
clubs in the city and lived at one of them. Though he was by no means
an integral part of the stag-lines at these clubs, he managed to be on
hand at dances where Judy Jones was likely to appear. He could have
gone out socially as much as he liked—he was an eligible young man,
now, and popular with down-town fathers. His confessed devotion to
Judy Jones had rather solidified his position. But he had no social aspi-
rations and rather despised the dancing men who were always on tap for
the Thursday or Saturday parties and who filled in at dinners with the
younger married set. Already he was playing with the idea of going East
to New York. He wanted to take Judy Jones with him. No disillusion as
to the world in which she had grown up could cure his illusion as to her
desirability.

Remember that—for only in the light of it can what he did for her be
understood.
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Eighteen months after he first met Judy Jones he became engaged to
another girl. Her name was Irene Scheerer, and her father was one of the
men who had always believed in Dexter. Irene was light-haired and sweet
and honorable, and a little stout, and she had two suitors whom she
pleasantly relinquished when Dexter formally asked her to marry him.

Summer, fall, winter, spring, another summer, another fall—so much
he had given of his active life to the incorrigible lips of Judy Jones. She
had treated him with interest, with encouragement, with malice, with
indifference, with contempt. She had inflicted on him the innumerable
little slights and indignities possible in such a case—as if in revenge for
having ever cared for him at all. She had beckoned him and yawned at
him and beckoned him again and he had responded often with bitterness
and narrowed eyes. She had brought him ecstatic happiness and intoler-
able agony of spirit. She had caused him untold inconvenience and not a
little trouble. She had insulted him, and she had ridden over him, and she
had played his interest in her against his interest in his work—for fun.
She had done everything to him except to criticise him —this she had not
done—it seemed to him only because it might have sullied the utter
indifference she manifested and sincerely felt toward him.

When autumn had come and gone again it occurred to him that he
could not have Judy Jones. He had to beat this into his mind but he con-
vinced himself at last. He lay awake at night for a while and argued it
over. He told himself the trouble and the pain she had caused him, he
enumerated her glaring deficiencies as a wife. Then he said to himself
that he loved her, and after a while he fell asleep. For a week, lest he
imagined her husky voice over the telephone or her eyes opposite him at
lunch, he worked hard and late, and at night he went to his office and
plotted out his years.

At the end of a week he went to a dance and cut in on her once. For
almost the first time since they had met he did not ask her to sit out with
him or tell her that she was lovely. It hurt him that she did not miss these
things—that was all. He was not jealous when he saw that there was a
new man to-night. He had been hardened against jealousy long before.

He stayed late at the dance. He sat for an hour with Irene Scheerer
and talked about books and about music. He knew very little about
either. But he was beginning to be master of his own time now, and he
had a rather priggish notion that he —the young and already fabulously
successful Dexter Green— should know more about such things.

That was in October, when he was twenty-five. In January, Dexter and
Irene became engaged. It was to be announced in June, and they were to
be married three months later.

The Minnesota winter prolonged itself interminably, and it was
almost May when the winds came soft and the snow ran down into
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Black Bear Lake at last. For the first time in over a year Dexter was
enjoying a certain tranquility of spirit. Judy Jones had been in Florida,
and afterward in Hot Springs, and somewhere she had been engaged,
and somewhere she had broken it off. At first, when Dexter had definitely
given her up, it had made him sad that people still linked them together
and asked for news of her, but when he began to be placed at dinner next
to Irene Scheerer people didn't ask him about her any more—they told
him about her. He ceased to be an authority on her.

May at last. Dexter walked the streets at night when the darkness was
damp as rain, wondering that so soon, with so little done, so much of
ecstasy had gone from him. May one year back had been marked by
Judy'’s poignant, unforgivable, yet forgiven turbulence—it had been one
of those rare times when he fancied she had grown to care for him. That
old penny’s worth of happiness he had spent for this bushel of content.
He knew that Irene would be no more than a curtain spread behind him,
a hand moving among gleaming tea-cups, a voice calling to children . ..
fire and loveliness were gone, the magic of nights and the wonder of the
varying hours and seasons . .. slender lips, down-turning, dropping to
his lips and bearing him up into a heaven of eyes. . . . The thing was deep
in him. He was too strong and alive for it to die lightly.

In the middle of May when the weather balanced for a few days on the
thin bridge that led to deep summer he turned in one night at Irene’s
house. Their engagement was to be announced in a week now—no one
would be surprised at it. And to-night they would sit together on the
lounge at the University Club and look on for an hour at the dancers. It
gave him a sense of solidity to go with her—she was so sturdily popular,
so intensely “great.”

He mounted the steps of the brownstone house and stepped inside.

“Irene,” he called.

Mrs. Scheerer came out of the living-room to meet him.

“Dexter,” she said, “Irene’s gone up-stairs with a splitting headache.
She wanted to go with you but I made her go to bed.”

“Nothing serious, —"

“Oh, no. She’s going to play golf with you in the morning. You can
spare her for just one night, can’t you, Dexter?”

Her smile was kind. She and Dexter liked each other. In the living-
room he talked for a moment before he said good-night.

Returning to the University Club, where he had rooms, he stood in the
doorway for a moment and watched the dancers. He leaned against the
door-post, nodded at a man or two—yawned.

“Hello, darling.”

The familiar voice at his elbow startled him. Judy Jones had left a man
and crossed the room to him—Judy Jones, a slender enamelled doll in
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cloth of gold: gold in a band at her head, gold in two slipper points at her
dress’s hem. The fragile glow of her face seemed to blossom as she
smiled at him. A breeze of warmth and light blew through the room. His
hands in the pockets of his dinner-jacket tightened spasmodically. He
was filled with a sudden excitement.

“When did you get back?” he asked casually.

“Come here and I'll tell you about it.”

She turned and he followed her. She had been away —he could have
wept at the wonder of her return. She had passed through enchanted
streets, doing things that were like provocative music. All mysterious
happenings, all fresh and quickening hopes, had gone away with her,
come back with her now.

She turned in the doorway.

“Have you a car here? If you haven’t, I have.”

“I have a coupé.”

In then, with a rustle of golden cloth. He slammed the door. Into so
many cars she had stepped —like this—like that— her back against the
leather, so—her elbow resting on the door—waiting. She would have
been soiled long since had there been anything to soil her—except her-
self —but this was her own self outpouring.

With an effort he forced himself to start the car and back into
the street. This was nothing, he must remember. She had done this
before, and he had put her behind him, as he would have crossed a bad
account from his books.

He drove slowly down-town and, affecting abstraction, traversed the
~ deserted streets of the business section, peopled here and there where a
movie was giving out its crowd or where consumptive or pugilistic youth
lounged in front of pool halls. The clink of glasses and the slap of hands
on the bars issued from saloons, cloisters of glazed glass and dirty yel-
low light.

She was watching him closely and the silence was embarrassing, yet
in this crisis he could find no casual word with which to profane the
hour. At a convenient turning he began to zigzag back toward the Uni-
versity Club.

“Have you missed me?” she asked suddenly.

“Everybody missed you.”

He wondered if she knew of Irene Scheerer. She had been back only a
day— her absence had been almost contemporaneous with his engage-
ment.

“What a remark!” Judy laughed sadly —without sadness. She looked
at him searchingly. He became absorbed in the dashboard.

“You're handsomer than you used to be,” she said thoughtfully. “Dex-
ter, you have the most rememberable eyes.”
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He could have laughed at this, but he did not laugh. It was the sort of
thing that was said to sophomores. Yet it stabbed at him.

“I'm awfully tired of everything, darling.” She called every one darling,
endowing the endearment with careless, individual comraderie. “I wish
you'd marry me.”

The directness of this confused him. He should have told her now that
he was going to marry another girl, but he could not tell her. He could as
easily have sworn that he had never loved her.

“I think we'd get along,” she continued, on the same note, “unless
probably you've forgotten me and fallen in love with another girl.”

Her confidence was obviously enormous. She had said, in effect, that
she found such a thing impossible to believe, that if it were true he had
merely committed a childish indiscretion—and probably to show off.
She would forgive him, because it was not a matter of any moment but
rather something to be brushed aside lightly.

“Of course you could never love anybody but me,” she continued. “I
like the way you love me. Oh, Dexter, have you forgotten last year?”

“No, I haven't forgotten.”

“Neither have I!”

Was she sincerely moved—or was she carried along by the wave of
her own acting?

“I wish we could be like that again,” she said, and he forced himself to
answer:

“I don’t think we can.”

“I suppose not. . . . I hear you're giving Irene Scheerer a violent rush.”
There was not the faintest emphasis on the name, yet Dexter was sud-
denly ashamed.

“Oh, take me home,” cried Judy suddenly; “I don’t want to go back to
that idiotic dance —with those children.”

Then, as he turned up the street that led to the residence district, Judy
began to cry quietly to herself. He had never seen her cry before.

The dark street lightened, the dwellings of the rich loomed up around
them, he stopped his coupé in front of the great white bulk of the Mor-
timer Joneses house, somnolent, gorgeous, drenched with the splendor
of the damp moonlight. Its solidity startled him. The strong walls, the
steel of the girders, the breadth and beam and pomp of it were there only
to bring out the contrast with the young beauty beside him. It was sturdy
to accentuate her slightness—as if to show what a breeze could be gen-
erated by a butterfly’s wing.

He sat perfectly quiet, his nerves in wild clamor, afraid that if he
moved he would find her irresistibly in his arms. Two tears had rolled
down her wet face and trembled on her upper lip.

“I'm more beautiful than anybody else,” she said brokenly, “why can’t
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I be happy?” Her moist eyes tore at his stability—her mouth turned
slowly downward with an exquisite sadness: “I'd like to marry you if
you'll have me, Dexter. I suppose you think I'm not worth having, but I'll
be so beautiful for you, Dexter.”

A million phrases of anger, pride, passion, hatred, tenderness fought
on his lips. Then a perfect wave of emotion washed over him, carrying
off with it a sediment of wisdom, of convention, of doubt, of honor. This
was his girl who was speaking, his own, his beautiful, his pride.

“Won't you come in?” He heard her draw in her breath sharply.

Waiting.

“All right,” his voice was trembling, “I'll come in.”

\%

It was strange that neither when it was over nor a long time afterward
did he regret that night. Looking at it from the perspective of ten years,
the fact that Judy’s flare for him endured just one month seemed of little
importance. Nor did it matter that by his yielding he subjected himself
to a deeper agony in the end and gave serious hurt to Irene Scheerer and
to Irene’s parents, who had befriended him. There was nothing suffi-
ciently pictorial about Irene’s grief to stamp itself on his mind.

Dexter was at bottom hard-minded. The attitude of the city on his
action was of no importance to him, not because he was going to leave
the city, but because any outside attitude on the situation seemed super-
ficial. He was completely indifferent to popular opinion. Nor, when he
had seen that it was no use, that he did not possess in himself the power
to move fundamentally or to hold Judy Jones, did he bear any malice
toward her. He loved her, and he would love her until the day he was too
old for loving—but he could not have her. So he tasted the deep pain
that is reserved only for the strong, just as he had tasted for a little while
the deep happiness.

Even the ultimate falsity of the grounds upon which Judy terminated
the engagement that she did not want to “take him away” from Irene—
Judy, who had wanted nothing else —did not revolt him. He was beyond
any revulsion or any amusement.

He went East in February with the intention of selling out his laun-
dries and settling in New York—but the war came to America in March
and changed his plans. He returned to the West, handed over the man-
agement of the business to his partner, and went into the first officers’
training-camp in late April. He was one of those young thousands who
greeted the war with a certain amount of relief, welcoming the liberation
from webs of tangled emotion.
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VI

This story is not his biography, remember, although things creep into it
which have nothing to do with those dreams he had when he was young.
We are almost done with them and with him now. There is only one
more incident to be related here, and it happens seven years farther on.

It took place in New York, where he had done well —so well that there
were no barriers too high for him. He was thirty-two years old, and,
except for one flying trip immediately after the war, he had not been
West in seven years. A man named Devlin from Detroit came into his
office to see him in a business way, and then and there this incident
occurred, and closed out, so to speak, this particular side of his life.

“So you're from the Middle West,” said the man Devlin with careless
curiosity. “That’s funny—1I thought men like you were probably born
and raised on Wall Street. You know —wife of one of my best friends in
Detroit came from your city. I was usher at the wedding.”

Dexter waited with no apprehension of what was coming.

“Judy Simms,” said Devlin with no particular interest; “Judy Jones she
was once.”

“Yes, I knew her.” A dull impatience spread over him. He had heard, of
course, that she was married—perhaps deliberately he had heard no more.

“Awfully nice girl,” brooded Devlin meaninglessly, “I'm sort of sorry
for her.”

“Why?” Something in Dexter was alert, receptive, at once.

“Oh, Lud Simms has gone to pieces in a way. I don’t mean he ill-uses
her, but he drinks and runs around ”

“Doesn’t she run around?”

“No. Stays at home with her kids.”

“Oh.”

“She’s a little too old for him,” said Devlin.

“Too old!” cried Dexter. “Why, man, she’s only twenty-seven.”

He was possessed with a wild notion of rushing out into the streets
and taking a train to Detroit. He rose to his feet spasmodically.

“I guess you're busy,” Devlin apologized quickly. “I didn’t realize——"

“No, I'm not busy,” said Dexter, steadying his voice. “I'm not busy at
all. Not busy at all. Did you say she was—twenty-seven? No, I said she
was twenty-seven.”

“Yes, you did,” agreed Devlin dryly.

“Go on, then. Go on.”

“What do you mean?”

“About Judy Jones.”

Devlin looked at him helplessly.

“Well, that's—1I told you all there is to it. He treats her like the devil.
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Oh, they're not going to get divorced or anything. When he’s particularly
outrageous she forgives him. In fact, I'm inclined to think she loves him.
She was a pretty girl when she first came to Detroit.”

A pretty girl! The phrase struck Dexter as ludicrous.

“Isn’t she—a pretty girl, any more?”

“Oh, she’s all right.”

“Look here,” said Dexter, sitting down suddenly, “I don’t understand.
You say she was a ‘pretty girl’ and now you say she’s ‘all right.” I don’t
understand what you mean—Judy Jones wasn't a pretty girl, at all. She
was a great beauty. Why, I knew her, I knew her. She was —"

Devlin laughed pleasantly.

“I'm not trying to start a row,” he said. “I think Judy’s a nice girl and I
like her. I can’t understand how a man like Lud Simms could fall madly in
love with her, but he did.” Then he added: “Most of the women like her.”

Dexter looked closely at Devlin, thinking wildly that there must be a
reason for this, some insensitivity in the man or some private malice.

“Lots of women fade just like that,” Devlin snapped his fingers. “You
must have seen it happen. Perhaps I've forgotten how pretty she was at
her wedding. I've seen her so much since then, you see. She has nice eyes.”

A sort of dullness settled down upon Dexter. For the first time in his
life he felt like getting very drunk. He knew that he was laughing loudly
at something Devlin had said, but he did not know what it was or why it
was funny. When, in a few minutes, Devlin went he lay down on his
lounge and looked out the window at the New York sky-line into which
the sun was sinking in dull lovely shades of pink and gold.

He had thought that having nothing else to lose he was invulnerable at
last—but he knew that he had just lost something more, as surely as if
he had married Judy Jones and seen her fade away before his eyes.

The dream was gone. Something had been taken from him. In a sort
of panic he pushed the palms of his hands into his eyes and tried to
bring up a picture of the waters lapping on Sherry Island and the moon-
lit veranda, and gingham on the golf-links and the dry sun and the gold
color of her neck’s soft down. And her mouth damp to his kisses and her
eyes plaintive with melancholy and her freshness like new fine linen in
the morning. Why, these things were no longer in the world! They had
existed and they existed no longer.

For the first time in years the tears were streaming down his face. But
they were for himself now. He did not care about mouth and eyes and
moving hands. He wanted to care, and he could not care. For he had
gone away and he could never go back any more. The gates were closed,
the sun was gone down, and there was no beauty but the gray beauty of
steel that withstands all time. Even the grief he could have borne was left
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behind in the country of illusion, of youth, of the richness of life, where
his winter dreams had flourished.

“Long ago,” he said, “long ago, there was something in me, but now
that thing is gone. Now that thing is gone, that thing is gone. I cannot
cry. I cannot care. That thing will come back no more.”

[1922]
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food Country People

(A good man is hard to find, 1955)

BESIDES the neutral expression that she wore when she was alone, Mrs. Freeman
had two others, forward and reverse, that she used for all her human dealings. Her
forward expression was steady and driving like the advance of a heavy truck. Her eyes
never swerved to left or right but turned as the story turned as if they followed a
yellow line down the center of it. She seldom used the other expression because it
was not often necessary for her to retract a statement, but when she did, her face
came to a complete stop, there was an almost imperceptible movement of her black
eyes, during which they seemed to be receding, and then the observer would see that
Mrs. Freeman, though she might stand there as real as several grain sacks thrown on
top of each other, was no longer there in spirit. As for getting anything across to her
when this was the case, Mrs. Hopewell had given it up. She might talk her head off.
Mrs. Freeman could never be brought to admit herself wrong to any point. She would
stand there and if she could be brought to say anything, it was something like, “Well, I
wouldn't of said it was and I wouldn’t of said it wasn't” or letting her gaze range over
the top kitchen shelf where there was an assortment of dusty bottles, she might
remark, “I see you ain’t ate many of them figs you put up last summer.”

They carried on their most important business in the kitchen at breakfast. Every
morning Mrs. Hopewell got up at seven o'clock and lit her gas heater and Joy’s. Joy
was her daughter, a large blonds girl who had an artificial leg. Mrs. Hopewell thought
of her as a child though she was thirty-two years old and highly educated. Joy would
get up while her mother was eating and lumber into the bathroom and slam the door,
and before long, Mrs. Freeman would arrive at the back door. Joy would hear her
mother call, “Come on in,” and then they would talk for a while in low voices that
were indistinguishable in the bathroom. By the time Joy came in, they had usually
finished the weather report and were on one or the other of Mrs. Freeman’s
daughters, Glynese or Carramae. Joy called them Glycerin and Caramel. Glynese, a
redhead, was eighteen and had many admirers; Carramae, a blonde, was only fifteen
but already married and pregnant. She could not keep anything on her stomach.
Every morning Mrs. Freeman told Mrs. Hopewell how many times she had vomited
since the last report.

Mrs. Hopewell liked to tell people that Glynese and Carramae were two of the
finest girls she knew and that Mrs. Freeman was a lady and that she was never
ashamed to take her anywhere or introduce her to anybody they might meet. Then
she would tell how she had happened to hire the Freemans in the first place and how
they were a godsend to her and how she had had them four years. The reason for her
keeping them so long was that they were not trash. They were good country people.



She had telephoned the man whose name they had given as reference and he had told
her that Mr. Freeman was a good farmer but that his wife was the nosiest woman ever
to walk the earth. “She’s got to be into everything,” the man said. “If she don't get
there before the dust settles, you can bet she’s dead, that’s all. She'll want to know all
your business. [ can stand him real good,” he had said, “but me nor my wife neither
could have stood that woman one more minute on this place.” That had put Mrs.
Hopewell off for a few days.

She had hired them in the end because there were no other applicants but she
had made up her mind beforehand exactly how she would handle the woman. Since
she was the type who had to be into everything, then, Mrs. Hopewell had decided, she
would not only let her be into everything, she would see to it that she was into
everything - she would give her the responsibility of everything, she would put her in
charge. Mrs. Hopewell had no bad qualities of her own but she was able to use other
people’s in such a constructive way that she had kept them four years.

Nothing is perfect. This was one of Mrs. Hopewell's favorite sayings. Another was:
that is life! And still another, the most important, was: well, other people have their
opinions too. She would make these statements, usually at the table, in a tone of
gentle insistence as if no one held them but her, and the large hulking Joy, whose
constant outrage had obliterated every expression from her face, would stare just a
little to the side of her, her eyes icy blue, with the look of someone who had achieved
blindness by an act of will and means to keep it.

When Mrs. Hopewell said to Mrs. Freeman that life was like that, Mrs. Freeman
would say, “I always said so myself.” Nothing had been arrived at by anyone that had
not first been arrived at by her. She was quicker than Mr. Freeman. When Mrs.
Hopewell said to her after they had been on the place for a while, “You know, you're
the wheel behind the wheel,” and winked, Mrs. Freeman had said, “I know it. I've
always been quick. It's some that are quicker than others.”

“Everybody is different,” Mrs. Hopewell said.

“Yes, most people is,” Mrs. Freeman said.

“It takes all kinds to make the world.”

“I always said it did myself.”

The girl was used to this kind of dialogue for breakfast and more of it for dinner;
sometimes they had it for supper too. When they had no guest they ate in the kitchen
because that was easier. Mrs. Freeman always managed to arrive at some point during
the meal and to watch them finish it. She would stand in the doorway if it were
summer but in the winter she would stand with one elbow on top of the refrigerator
and look down at them, or she would stand by the gas heater, lifting the back of her
skirt slightly. Occasionally she would stand against the wall and roll her head from
side to side. At no time was she in any hurry to leave. All this was very trying on Mrs.
Hopewell but she was a woman of great patience. She realized that nothing is perfect
and that in the Freemans she had good country people and that if, in this day and age,
you get good country people, you had better hang onto them.



She had had plenty of experience with trash. Before the Freemans she had
averaged one tenant family a year. The wives of these farmers were not the kind you
would want to be around you for very long. Mrs. Hopewell, who had divorced her
husband long ago, needed someone to walk over the fields with her; and when Joy
had to be impressed for these services, her remarks were usually so ugly and her face
so glum that Mrs. Hopewell would say, “If you can’t come pleasantly, I don’t want you
at all,” to which the girl, standing square and rigid-shouldered with her neck thrust
slightly forward, would reply, “If you want me, here I am - LIKE I AM.”

Mrs. Hopewell excused this attitude because of the leg (which had been shot off
in a hunting accident when Joy was ten). It was hard for Mrs. Hopewell to realize that
her child was thirty-two now and that for more than twenty years she had had only
one leg. She thought of her still as a child because it tore her heart to think instead of
the poor stout girl in her thirties who had never danced a step or had any normal
good times. Her name was really Joy but as soon as she was twenty-one and away
from home, she had had it legally changed. Mrs. Hopewell was certain that she had
thought and thought until she had hit upon the ugliest name in any language. Then
she had gone and had the beautiful name, Joy, changed without telling her mother
until after she had done it. Her legal name was Hulga.

When Mrs. Hopewell thought the name, Hulga, she thought of the broad blank
hull of a battleship. She would not use it. She continued to call her Joy to which the
girl responded but in a purely mechanical way.

Hulga had learned to tolerate Mrs. Freeman who saved her from taking walks with
her mother. Even Glynese and Carramae were useful when they occupied attention
that might otherwise have been directed at her. At first she had thought she could not
stand Mrs. Freeman for she had found it was not possible to be rude to her. Mrs.
Freeman would take on strange resentments and for days together she would be
sullen but the source of her displeasure was always obscure; a direct attack, a positive
leer, blatant ugliness to her face - these never touched her. And without warning one
day, she began calling her Hulga.

She did not call her that in front of Mrs. Hopewell who would have been incensed
but when she and the girl happened to be out of the house together, she would say
something and add the name Hulga to the end of it, and the big spectacled Joy-Hulga
would scowl and redden as if her privacy had been intruded upon. She considered the
name her personal affair. She had arrived at it first purely on the basis of its ugly
sound and then the full genius of its fitness had struck her. She had a vision of the
name working like the ugly sweating Vulcan who stayed in the furnace and to whom,
presumably, the goddess had to come when called. She saw it as the name of her
highest creative act. One of her major triumphs was that her mother had not been
able to turn her dust into Joy, but the greater one was that she had been able to turn
it herself into Hulga. However, Mrs. Freeman’s relish for using the name only irritated
her. It was as if Mrs. Freeman'’s beady steel-pointed eyes had penetrated far enough
behind her face to reach some secret fact. Something about her seemed to fascinate



Mrs. Freeman and then one day Hulga realized that it was the artificial leg. Mrs.
Freeman had a special fondness for the details of secret infections, hidden
deformities, assaults upon children. Of diseases, she preferred the lingering or
incurable. Hulga had heard Mrs. Hopewell give her the details of the hunting accident,
how the leg had been literally blasted off, how she had never lost consciousness. Mrs.
Freeman could listen to it any time as if it had happened an hour ago.

When Hulga stumped into the kitchen in the morning (she could walk without
making the awful noise but she made it - Mrs. Hopewell was certain - because it was
ugly-sounding), she glanced at them and did not speak. Mrs. Hopewell would be in
her red kimono with her hair tied around her head in rags. She would be sitting at the
table, finishing her breakfast and Mrs. Freeman would be hanging by her elbow
outward from the refrigerator, looking down at the table. Hulga always put her eggs
on the stove to boil and then stood over them with her arms folded, and Mrs.
Hopewell would look at her - a kind of indirect gaze divided between her and Mrs.
Freeman - and would think that if she would only keep herself up a little, she wouldn't
be so bad looking. There was nothing wrong with her face that a pleasant expression
wouldn't help. Mrs. Hopewell said that people who looked on the bright side of things
would be beautiful even if they were not.

Whenever she looked at Joy this way, she could not help but feel that it would
have been better if the child had not taken the Ph.D. It had certainly not brought her
out any and now that she had it, there was no more excuse for her to go to school
again. Mrs. Hopewell thought it was nice for girls to go to school to have a good time
but Joy had “gone through.” Anyhow, she would not have been strong enough to go
again. The doctors had told Mrs. Hopewell that with the best of care, Joy might see
forty-five. She had a weak heart. Joy had made it plain that if it had not been for this
condition, she would be far from these red hills and good country people. She would
be in a university lecturing to people who knew what she was talking about. And Mrs.
Hopewell could very well picture here there, looking like a scarecrow and lecturing to
more of the same. Here she went about all day in a six-year-old skirt and a yellow
sweat shirt with a faded cowboy on a horse embossed on it. She thought this was
funny; Mrs. Hopewell thought it was idiotic and showed simply that she was still a
child. She was brilliant but she didn't have a grain of sense. It seemed to Mrs.
Hopewell that every year she grew less like other people and more like herself -
bloated, rude, and squint-eyed. And she said such strange things! To her own mother
she had said - without warning, without excuse, standing up in the middle of a meal
with her face purple and her mouth half full - “Woman! Do you ever look inside? Do
you ever look inside and see what you are not? God!” she had cried sinking down
again and staring at her plate, “Malebranche was right: we are not our own light. We
are not our own light!” Mrs. Hopewell had no idea to this day what brought that on.
She had only made the remark, hoping Joy would take it in, that a smile never hurt
anyone. The girl had taken the Ph.D. in philosophy and this left Mrs. Hopewell at a
complete loss. You could say, “My daughter is a nurse,” or “My daughter is a school



teacher,” or even, “My daughter is a chemical engineer.” You could not say, “My
daughter is a philosopher.” That was something that had ended with the Greeks and
Romans. All day Joy sat on her neck in a deep chair, reading. Sometimes she went for
walks but she didn't like dogs or cats or birds or flowers or nature or nice young men.
She looked at nice young men as if she could smell their stupidity.

One day Mrs. Hopewell had picked up one of the books the girl had just put down
and opening it at random, she read, “Science, on the other hand, has to assert its
soberness and seriousness afresh and declare that it is concerned solely with what-is.
Nothing - how can it be for science anything but a horror and a phantasm? If science
is right, then one thing stands firm: science wishes to know nothing of nothing. Such
is after all the strictly scientific approach to Nothing. We know it by wishing to know
nothing of Nothing,” These words had been underlined with a blue pencil and they
worked on Mrs. Hopewell like some evil incantation in gibberish. She shut the book
quickly and went out of the room as if she were having a chill.

This morning when the girl came in, Mrs. Freeman was on Carramae. “She thrown
up four times after supper,” she said, “and was up twict in the night after three
o'clock. Yesterday she didn't do nothing but ramble in the bureau drawer. All she did.
Stand up there and see what she could run up on.”

“She’s got to eat,” Mrs. Hopewell muttered, sipping her coffee, while she watched
Joy's back at the stove. She was wondering what the child had said to the Bible
salesman. She could not imagine what kind of a conversation she could possibly have
had with him.

He was a tall gaunt hatless youth who had called yesterday to sell them a Bible. He
had appeared at the door, carrying a large black suitcase that weighted him so heavily
on one side that he had to brace himself against the door facing. He seemed on the
point of collapse but he said in a cheerful voice, “Good morning, Mrs. Cedars!” and set
the suitcase down on the mat. He was not a bad-looking young man though he had on
a bright blue suit and yellow socks that were not pulled up far enough. He had
prominent face bones and a streak of sticky-looking brown hair falling across his
forehead.

“I'm Mrs. Hopewell,” she said.

“Oh!” he said, pretending to look puzzled but with his eyes sparkling, “I saw it said
‘The Cedars’ on the mailbox so I thought you was Mrs. Cedars!” and he burst out in a
pleasant laugh. He picked up the satchel and under cover of a pant, he fell forward
into her hall. It was rather as if the suitcase had moved first, jerking him after it. “Mrs.
Hopewell!” he said and grabbed her hand. “I hope you are well!” and he laughed again
and then all at once his face sobered completely. He paused and gave her a straight
earnest look and said, “Lady, I've come to speak of serious things.”

“Well, come in,” she muttered, none too pleased because her dinner was almost
ready. He came into the parlor and sat down on the edge of a straight chair and put
the suitcase between his feet and glanced around the room as if he were sizing her up



by it. Her silver gleamed on the two sideboards; she decided he had never been in a
room as elegant as this.

“Mrs. Hopewell,” he began, using her name in a way that sounded almost intimate,
“I know you believe in Chrustian service.”

“Well, yes,” she murmured.

“I know,” he said and paused, looking very wise with his head cocked on one side,
“that you're a good woman. Friends have told me.”

Mrs. Hopewell never liked to be taken for a fool. “What are you selling?” she
asked.

“Bibles,” the young man said and his eye raced around the room before he added,
“I see you have no family Bible in your parlor, I see that is the one lack you got!”

Mrs. Hopewell could not say, “My daughter is an atheist and won't let me keep the
Bible in the parlor.” She said, stiffening slightly, “I keep my Bible by my bedside.” This
was not the truth. It was in the attic somewhere.

“Lady,” he said, “the word of God ought to be in the parlor.”

“Well, I think that’s a matter of taste,” she began, “I think...”

“Lady,” he said, “for a Chrustian, the word of God ought to be in every room in the
house besides in his heart. I know you're a Chrustian because I can see it in every line
of your face.”

She stood up and said, “Well, young man, I don't want to buy a Bible and I smell
my dinner burning.”

He didn't get up. He began to twist his hands and looking down at them, he said
softly, “Well lady, I'll tell you the truth - not many people want to buy one nowadays
and besides, I know I'm real simple. I don't know how to say a thing but to say it. I'm
just a country boy.” He glanced up into her unfriendly face. “People like you don't like
to fool with country people like me!”

“Why!” she cried, “good country people are the salt of the earth! Besides, we all
have different ways of doing, it takes all kinds to make the world go ‘round. That’s
life!”

“You said a mouthful,” he said.

“Why, I think there aren’t enough good country people in the world!” she said,
stirred. “I think that’s what’s wrong with it!”

His face had brightened. “I didn’t intraduce myself,” he said. “I'm Manley Pointer
from out in the country around Willohobie, not even from a place, just from near a
place.”

“You wait a minute,” she said. “I have to see about my dinner.” She went out to the
kitchen and found Joy standing near the door where she had been listening.

“Get rid of the salt of the earth,” she said, “and let’s eat.”

Mrs. Hopewell gave her a pained look and turned the heat down under the
vegetables. “I can't be rude to anybody,” she murmured and went back into the parlor.

He had opened the suitcase and was sitting with a Bible on each knee.



“I appreciate your honesty,” he said. “You don't see any more real honest people
unless you go way out in the country.”

“I know,” she said, “real genuine folks!” Through the crack in the door she heard a
groan.

“I guess a lot of boys come telling you they're working their way through college,”
he said, “but I'm not going to tell you that. Somehow,” he said, “I don’'t want to go to
college. I want to devote my life to Chrustian service. See,” he said, lowering his voice,
“I got this heart condition. I may not live long. When you know it's something wrong
with you and you may not live long, well then, lady...” He paused, with his mouth
open, and stared at her.

He and Joy had the same condition! She knew that her eyes were filling with tears
but she collected herself quickly and murmured, “Won't you stay for dinner? We'd
love to have you!” and was sorry the instant she heard herself say it.

“Yes mam,” he said in an abashed voice. “I would sher love to do that!”

Joy had given him one look on being introduced to him and then throughout the
meal had not glanced at him again. He had addressed several remarks to her, which
she had pretended not to hear. Mrs. Hopewell could not understand deliberate
rudeness, although she lived with it, and she felt she had always to overflow with
hospitality to make up for Joy’s lack of courtesy. She urged him to talk about himself
and he did. He said he was the seventh child of twelve and that his father had been
crushed under a tree when he himself was eight years old. He had been crushed very
badly, in fact, almost cut in two and was practically not recognizable. His mother had
got along the best she could by hard working and she had always seen that her
children went to Sunday School and that they read the Bible every evening. He was
now nineteen years old and he had been selling Bibles for four months. In that time
he had sold seventy-seven Bibles and had the promise of two more sales. He wanted
to become a missionary because he thought that was the way you could do most for
people. “He who losest his life shall find it,” he said simply and he was so sincere, so
genuine and earnest that Mrs. Hopewell would not for the world have smiled. He
prevented his peas from sliding onto the table by blocking them with a piece of bread
which he later cleaned his plate with. She could see Joy observing sidewise how he
handled his knife and fork and she saw too that every few minutes, the boy would
dart a keen appraising glance at the girl as if he were trying to attract her attention.

After dinner Joy cleared the dishes off the table and disappeared and Mrs.
Hopewell was left to talk with him. He told her again about his childhood and his
father's accident and about various things that had happened to him. Every five
minutes or so she would stifle a yawn. He sat for two hours until finally she told him
she must go because she had an appointment in town. He packed his Bibles and
thanked her and prepared to leave, but in the doorway he stopped and wring her
hand and said that not on any of his trips had he met a lady as nice as her and he
asked if he could come again. She had said she would always be happy to see him.



Joy had been ‘standing in the road, apparently looking at something in the
distance, when he came down the steps toward her, bent to the side with his heavy
valise. He stopped where she was standing and confronted her directly. Mrs.
Hopewell could not hear what he said but she trembled to think what Joy would say
to him. She could see that after a minute Joy said something and that then the boy
began to speak again, making an excited gesture with his free hand. After a minute Joy
said something else at which the boy began to speak once more. Then to her
amazement, Mrs. Hopewell saw the two of them walk off together, toward the gate.
Joy had walked all the way to the gate with him and Mrs. Hopewell could not imagine
what they had said to each other, and she had not yet dared to ask.

Mrs. Freeman was insisting upon her attention. She had moved from the
refrigerator to the heater so that Mrs. Hopewell had to turn and face her in order to
seem to be listening. “Glynese gone out with Harvey Hill again last night,” she said.
“She had this sty.”

“Hill,” Mrs. Hopewell said absently, “is that the one who works in the garage?”

“Nome, he’s the one that goes to chiropractor school,” Mrs. Freeman said. “She
had this sty. Been had it two days. So she says when he brought her in the other night
he says, ‘Lemme get rid of that sty for you,’ and she says, ‘How? and he says, ‘You just
lay yourself down acrost the seat of that car and I'll show you.’ So she done it and he
popped her neck. Kept it several times until she made him quit. This morning,” Mrs.
Freeman said, “she ain’t got no sty. She ain’t got no traces of a sty.”

“I never heard of that before,” Mrs. Hopewell said.

“He ast her to marry him before the Ordinary,” Mrs. Freeman went on, “and she
told him she wasn't going to be married in no office.”

“Well, Glynese is a fine girl,” Mrs. Hopewell said. “Glynese and Carramae are both
fine girls.”

“Carramae said when her and Lyman was married Lyman said it sure felt sacred to
him. She said he said he wouldn't take five hundred dollars for being married by a
preacher.”

“How much would he take?” the girl asked from the stove.

“He said he wouldn't take five hundred dollars,” Mrs. Freeman repeated.

“Well we all have work to do,” Mrs. Hopewell said.

“Lyman said it just felt more sacred to him,” Mrs. Freeman said. “The doctor wants
Carramae to eat prunes. Says instead of medicine. Says them cramps is coming from
pressure. You know where I think it is?”

“She’ll be better in a few weeks,” Mrs. Hopewell said.

“In the tube,” Mrs. Freeman said. “Else she wouldn’t be as sick as she is.”

Hulga had cracked her two eggs into a saucer and was bringing them to the table
along with a cup of coffee that she had filled too full. She sat down carefully and
began to eat, meaning to keep Mrs. Freeman there by questions if for any reason she
showed an inclination to leave. She could perceive her mother’s eye on her. The first



round-about question would be about the Bible salesman and she did not wish to
bring it on. “How did he pop her neck?” she asked.

Mrs. Freeman went into a description of how he had popped her neck. She said he
owned a ’55 Mercury but that Glynese said she would rather marry a man with only a
’36 Plymouth who would be married by a preacher. The girl asked what if he had a '32
Plymouth and Mrs. Freeman said what Glynese had said was a '36 Plymouth.

Mrs. Hopewell said there were not many girls with Glynese’s common sense. She
said what she admired in those girls was their common sense. She said that reminded
her that they had had a nice visitor yesterday, a young man selling Bibles. “Lord,” she
said, “he bored me to death but he was so sincere and genuine I couldn't be rude to
him. He was just good country people, you know,” she said, “—just the salt of the
earth.”

“I seen him walk up,” Mrs. Freeman said, “and then later - I seen him walk off,”
and Hulga could feel the slight shift in her voice, the slight insinuation, that he had
not walked off alone, had he? Her face remained expressionless but the color rose
into her neck and she seemed to swallow it down with the next spoonful of egg. Mrs.
Freeman was looking at her as if they had a secret together.

“Well, it takes all kinds of people to make the world go ‘round,” Mrs. Hopewell
said. “It's very good we aren'’t all alike.”

“Some people are more alike than others,” Mrs. Freeman said.

Hulga got up and stumped, with about twice the noise that was necessary, into
her room and locked the door. She was to meet the Bible salesman at ten o'clock at
the gate. She had thought about it half the night. She had started thinking of it as a
great joke and then she had begun to see profound implications in it. She had lain in
bed imagining dialogues for them that were insane on the surface but that reached
below the depths that no Bible salesman would be aware of. Their conversation
yesterday had been of this kind.

He had stopped in front of her and had simply stood there. His face was bony and
sweaty and bright, with a little pointed nose in the center of it, and his look was
different from what it had been at the dinner table. He was gazing at her with open
curiosity, with fascination, like a child watching a new fantastic animal at the zoo, and
he was breathing as if he had run a great distance to reach her. His gaze seemed
somehow familiar but she could not think where she had been regarded with it
before. For almost a minute he didn’t say anything. Then on what seemed an insuck of
breath, he whispered, “You ever ate a chicken that was two days old?”

The girl looked at him stonily. He might have just put this question up for
consideration at the meeting of a philosophical association. “Yes,” she presently
replied as if she had considered it from all angles.

“It must have been mighty small!” he said triumphantly and shook all over with
little nervous giggles, getting very red in the face, and subsiding finally into his gaze of
complete admiration, while the girl's expression remained exactly the same.

“How old are you?” he asked softly.



She waited some time before she answered. Then in a flat voice she said,
“Seventeen.”

His smiles came in succession like waves breaking on the surface of a little lake. “I
see you got a wooden leg,” he said. “I think you're real brave. I think you 're real sweet.”

The girl stood blank and solid and silent.

“Walk to the gate with me,” he said. “You're a brave sweet little thing and I liked
you the minute I seen you walk in the door.”

Hulga began to move forward.

“What'’s your name?” he asked, smiling down on the top of her head.

“Hulga,” she said.

“Hulga,” he murmured, “Hulga. Hulga. I never heard of anybody name Hulga
before. You're shy, aren't you, Hulga?” he asked.

She nodded, watching his large red hand on the handle of the giant valise.

“I like girls that wear glasses,” he said. “I think a lot. I'm not like these people that
a serious thought don't ever enter their heads. It's because I may die.”

“I may die too,” she said suddenly and looked up at him. His eyes were very small
and brown, glittering feverishly.

“Listen,” he said, “don’t you think some people was meant to meet on account of
what all they got in common and all? Like they both think serious thoughts and all?”
He shifted the valise to his other hand so that the hand nearest her was free. He
caught hold of her elbow and shook it a little. “I don’t work on Saturday,” he said. “I
like to walk in the woods and see what Mother Nature is wearing. O'er the hills and far
away. Picnics and things. Couldn’t we go on a picnic tomorrow? Say yes, Hulga,” he
said and gave her a dying look as if he felt his insides about to drop out of him. He had
even seemed to sway slightly toward her.

During the night she had imagined that she seduced him. She imagined that the
two of them walked on the place until they came to the storage barn beyond the two
back fields and there, she imagined, that things came to such a pass that she very
easily seduced him and that then, of course, she had to reckon with his remorse. True
genius can get an idea across even to an inferior mind. She imagined that she took his
remorse in hand and changed it into a deeper understanding of life. She took all his
shame away and turned it into something useful.

She set off for the gate at exactly ten o'’clock, escaping without drawing Mrs.
Hopewell’s attention. She didn't take anything to eat, forgetting that food is usually
taken on a picnic. She wore a pair of slacks and a dirty white shirt, and as an
afterthought, she had put some Vapex on the collar of it since she did not own any
perfume. When she reached the gate no one was there.

She looked up and down the empty highway and had the furious feeling that she
had been tricked, that he only meant to make her walk to the gate after the idea of
him. Then suddenly he stood up, very tall, from behind a bush on the opposite
embankment. Smiling, he lifted his hat which was new and wide-brimmed. He had not
worn it yesterday and she wondered if he had bought it for the occasion. It was toast-



colored with a red and white band around it and was slightly too large for him. He
stepped from behind the bush still carrying the black valise. He had on the same suit
and the same yellow socks sucked down in his shoes from walking. He crossed the
highway and said, “I knew you'd come!”

The girl wondered acidly how he had known this. She pointed to the valise and
asked, “Why did you bring your Bibles?”

He took her elbow, smiling down on her as if he could not stop. “You can never
tell when you'll need the word of God, Hulga,” he said. She had a moment in which she
doubted that this was actually happening and then they began to climb the
embankment. They went down into the pasture toward the woods. The boy walked
lightly by her side, bouncing on his toes. The valise did not seem to be heavy today; he
even swung it. They crossed half the pasture without saying anything and then,
putting his hand easily on the small of her back, he asked softly, “Where does your
wooden leg join on?”

She turned an ugly red and glared at him and for an instant the boy looked
abashed. “I didn't mean you no harm,” he said. “I only meant you're so brave and all. I
guess God takes care of you.”

“No,” she said, looking forward and walking fast, “I don't even believe in God.”

At this he stopped and whistled. “No!” he exclaimed as if he were too astonished
to say anything else.

She walked on and in a second he was bouncing at her side, fanning with his hat.
“That’s very unusual for a girl,” he remarked, watching her out of the corner of his
eye. When they reached the edge of the wood, he put his hand on her back again and
drew her against him without a word and kissed her heavily.

The kiss, which had more pressure than feeling behind it, produced that extra
surge of adrenalin in the girl that enables one to carry a packed trunk out of a burning
house, but in her, the power went at once to the brain. Even before he released her,
her mind, clear and detached and ironic anyway, was regarding him from a great
distance, with amusement but with pity. She had never been kissed before and she
was pleased to discover that it was an unexceptional experience and all a matter of
the mind’s control. Some people might enjoy drain water if they were told it was
vodka. When the boy, looking expectant but uncertain, pushed her gently away, she
turned and walked on, saying nothing as if such business, for her, were common
enough.

He came along panting at her side, trying to help her when he saw a root that she
might trip over. He caught and held back the long swaying blades of thorn vine until
she had passed beyond them. She led the way and he came breathing heavily behind
her. Then they came out on a sunlit hillside, sloping softly into another one a little
smaller. Beyond, they could see the rusted top of the old barn where the extra hay
was stored.

The hill was sprinkled with small pink weeds. “Then you ain’t saved?” he asked
suddenly, stopping.



The girl smiled. It was the first time she had smiled at him at all. “In my economy,”
she said, “I'm saved and you are damned but I told you I didn’t believe in God.”

Nothing seemed to destroy the boy’s look of admiration. He gazed at her now as if
the fantastic animal at the zoo had put its paw through the bars and given him a
loving poke. She thought he looked as if he wanted to kiss her again and she walked
on before he had the chance.

“Ain’t there somewheres we can sit down sometime?” he murmured, his voice
softening toward the end of the sentence.

“In that barn,” she said.

They made for it rapidly as if it might slide away like a train. It was a large two-
story barn, cook and dark inside. The boy pointed up the ladder that led into the loft
and said, “It's too bad we can'’t go up there.”

“Why can't we?” she asked.

“Yer leg,” he said reverently.

The girl gave him a contemptuous look and putting both hands on the ladder, she
climbed it while he stood below, apparently awestruck. She pulled herself expertly
through the opening and then looked down at him and said, “Well, come on if your
coming,” and he began to climb the ladder, awkwardly bringing the suitcase with him.

“We won't need the Bible,” she observed.

“You never can tell,” he said, panting. After he had got into the loft, he was a few
seconds catching his breath. She had sat down in a pile of straw. A wide sheath of
sunlight, filled with dust particles, slanted over her. She lay back against a bale, her
face turned away, looking out the front opening of the barn where hay was thrown
from a wagon into the loft. The two pink-speckled hillsides lay back against a dark
ridge of woods. The sky was cloudless and cold blue. The boy dropped down by her
side and put one arm under her and the other over her and began methodically
kissing her face, making little noises like a fish. He did not remove his hat but it was
pushed far enough back not to interfere. When her glasses got in his way, he took
them off of her and slipped them into his pocket.

The girl at first did not return any of the kisses but presently she began to and
after she had put several on his cheek, she reached his lips and remained there,
kissing him again and again as if she were trying to draw all the breath out of him. His
breath was clear and sweet like a child’'s and the kisses were sticky like a child’s. He
mumbled about loving her and about knowing when he first seen her that he loved
her, but the mumbling was like the sleepy fretting of a child being put to sleep by his
mother. Her mind, throughout this, never stopped or lost itself for a second to her
feelings. “You ain't said you loved me none,” he whispered finally, pulling back from
her. “You got to say that.”

She looked away from him off into the hollow sky and then down at a black ridge
and then down farther into what appeared to be two green swelling lakes. She didn't
realize he had taken her glasses but this landscape could not seem exceptional to her
for she seldom paid any close attention to her surroundings.



“You got to say it,” he repeated. “You got to say you love me.”

She was always careful how she committed herself. “In a sense,” she began, “if you
use the word loosely, you might say that. But it's not a word I use. I don’t have
illusions. I'm one of those people who see through to nothing.”

The boy was frowning. “You got to say it. I said it and you got to say it,” he said.

The girl looked at him almost tenderly. “You poor baby,” she murmured.

“It’s just as well you don’t understand,” and she pulled him by the neck, face-
down, against her. “We are all damned,” she said, “but some of us have taken off our
blindfolds and see that there’s nothing to see. It's a kind of salvation.”

The boy’s astonished eyes looked blankly through the ends of her hair. “Okay,” he
almost whined, “but do you love me or don’tcher?”

“Yes,” she said and added, “in a sense. But I must tell you something. There
mustn’t be anything dishonest between us.” She lifted his head and looked him in the
eye. “I am thirty years old,” she said. “I have a number of degrees.”

The boy’s look was irritated but dogged. “I don't care,” he said. “I don’t care a thing
about what all you done. I just want to know if you love me or don’tcher?” and he
caught her to him and wildly planted her face with kisses until she said, “Yes, yes.”

“Okay then,” he said, letting her go. “Prove it.”

She smiled, looking dreamily out on the shifty landscape. She had seduced him
without even making up her mind to try. “How?” she asked, feeling that he should be
delayed a little.

He leaned over and put his lips to her ear. “Show me where your wooden leg joins
on,” he whispered.

The girl uttered a sharp little cry and her face instantly drained of color. The
obscenity of the suggestion was not what shocked her. As a child she had sometimes
been subject to feelings of shame but education had removed the last traces of that as
a good surgeon scrapes for cancer; she would no more have felt it over what he was
asking than she would have believed in his Bible. But she was as sensitive about the
artificial leg as a peacock about his tail. No one ever touched it but her. She took care
of it as someone else would his soul, in private and almost with her own eyes turned
away. “No,” she said.

“I known it,” he muttered, sitting up. “You're just playing me for a sucker.”

“On no no!” she cried. “It joins on at the knee. Only at the knee. Why do you want
to see it?”

The boy gave her a long penetrating look. “Because,” he said, “it's what makes you
different. You ain't like anybody else.”

She sat staring at him. There was nothing about her face or her round freezing-
blue eyes to indicate that this had moved her; but she felt as if her heart had stopped
and left her mind to pump her blood. She decided that for the first time in her life she
was face to face with real innocence. This boy, with an instinct that came from
beyond wisdom, had touched the truth about her. When after a minute, she said in a



hoarse high voice, “All right,” it was like surrendering to him completely. It was like
losing her own life and finding it again, miraculously, in his.

Very gently, he began to roll the slack leg up. The artificial limb, in a white sock
and brown flat shoe, was bound in a heavy material like canvas and ended in an ugly
jointure where it was attached to the stump. The boy’s face and his voice were
entirely reverent as he uncovered it and said, “Now show me how to take it off and
on.”

She took it off for him and put it back on again and then he took it off himself,
handling it as tenderly as if it were a real one. “See!” he said with a delighted child’s
face. “Now I can do it myself!”

“Put it back on,” she said. She was thinking that she would run away with him and
that every night he would take the leg off and every morning put it back on again.
“Put it back on,” she said.

“Not yet,” he murmured, setting it on its foot out of her reach. “Leave it off for
awhile. You got me instead.”

She gave a little cry of alarm but he pushed her down and began to kiss her again.
Without the leg she felt entirely dependent on him. Her brain seemed to have
stopped thinking altogether and to be about some other function that it was not very
good at. Different expressions raced back and forth over her face. Every now and
then the boy, his eyes like two steel spikes, would glance behind him where the leg
stood. Finally she pushed him off and said, “Put it back on me now.”

“Wait,” he said. He leaned the other way and pulled the valise toward him and
opened it. It had a pale blue spotted lining and there were only two Bibles in it. He
took one of these out and opened the cover of it. It was hollow and contained a
pocket flask of whiskey, a pack of cards, and a small blue box with printing on it. He
laid these out in front of her one at a time in an evenly-spaced row, like one
presenting offerings at the shrine of a goddess. He put the blue box in her hand. THIS
PRODUCT TO BE USED ONLY FOR THE PREVENTION OF DISEASE, she read, and
dropped it. The boy was unscrewing the top of the flask. He stopped and pointed,
with a smile, to the deck of cards. It was not an ordinary deck but one with an
obscene picture on the back of each card. “Take a swig,” he said, offering her the
bottle first. He held it in front of her, but like one mesmerized, she did not move.

Her voice when she spoke had an almost pleading sound. “Aren’t you,” she
murmured, “aren’t you just good country people?”

The boy cocked his head. He looked as if he were just beginning to understand
that she might be trying to insult him. “Yeah,” he said, curling his lip slightly, “but it
ain't held me back none. I'm as good as you any day in the week.”

“Give me my leg,” she said.

He pushed it farther away with his foot. “Come on now, let’s begin to have us a
good time,” he said coaxingly. “We ain’t got to know one another good yet.”

“Give me my leg!” she screamed and tried to lunge for it but he pushed her down
easily.



“What’s the matter with you all of a sudden?” he asked, frowning as he screwed
the top on the flask and put it quickly back inside the Bible. “You just a while ago said
you didn’t believe in nothing. I thought you was some girl!”

Her face was almost purple. “You're a Christian!” she hissed. “Youre a fine
Christian! You're just like them all - say one thing and do another. You're a perfect
Christian, you're...”

The boy's mouth was set angrily. “I hope you don't think,” he said in a lofty
indignant tone, “that I believe in that crap! I may sell Bibles but I know which end is
up and [ wasn't born yesterday and I know where I'm going!”

“Give me my leg!” she screeched. He jumped up so quickly that she barely saw him
sweep the cards and the blue box back into the Bible and throw the Bible into the
valise. She saw him grab the leg and then she saw it for an instant slanted forlornly
across the inside of the suitcase with a Bible at either side of its opposite ends. He
slammed the lid shut and snatched up the valise and swung it down the hole and then
stepped through himself. When all of him had passed but his head, he turned and
regarded her with a look that no longer had any admiration in it. “I've gotten a lot of
interesting things,” he said. “One time I got a woman’s glass eye this way. And you
needn’t to think you'll catch me because Pointer ain’t really my name. I use a different
name at every house I call at and don’t stay nowhere long. And Il tell you another
thing, Hulga,” he said, using the name as if he didn't think much of it, “you ain't so
smart. I been believing in nothing ever since I was born!” and then the toast-colored
hat disappeared down the hole and the girl was left, sitting on the straw in the dusty
sunlight. When she turned her churning face toward the opening, she saw his blue
figure struggling successfully over the green speckled lake.

Mrs. Hopewell and Mrs. Freeman, who were in the back pasture, digging up
onions, saw him emerge a little later from the woods and head across the meadow
toward the highway. “Why, that looks like that nice dull young man that tried to sell
me a Bible yesterday,” Mrs. Hopewell said, squinting. “He must have been selling them
to the Negroes back in there. He was so simple,” she said, “but I guess the world
would be better off if we were all that simple.”

Mrs. Freeman's gaze drove forward and just touched him before he disappeared
under the hill. Then she returned her attention to the evilsmelling onion shoot she
was lifting from the ground. “Some can't be that simple,” she said. “I know I never

could.”







A&P
By John Updike

In walks these three girls in nothing but bathing suits. I'm in the third checkout slot, with
my back to the door, so I don't see them until they're over by the bread. The one that
caught my eye first was the one in the plaid green two-piece. She was a chunky kid, with a
good tan and a sweet broad soft-looking can with those two crescents of white just under it
where the sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs of her legs. I stood there with my
hand on a box of Hi Ho crackers trying to remember if I rang it up or not. [ ring it up
again and the customer starts giving me hell. She's one of these cash-register-watchers, a
witch about fifty with rouge on her cheekbones and no eyebrows, and I know it made her
day to trip me up. She'd been watching cash-registers for fifty years and probably never seen
a mistake before.

By the time I got her feathers smoothed and her goodies into a bag—she gives me a
little snort in passing, if she'd been born at the right time they would have burned her over
in Salem—by the time I get her on her way the girls had circled around the bread and were
coming back, without a pushcart, back my way along the counters, in the aisle between the
checkouts and the Special bins. They didn't even ﬁave shoes on. There was this chun
one, with the two-piece—it was bright green and the seams on the bra were still sharp an
her belly was still pretty pale so I guessed she just got it (the suit)—there was this one, with
one of those chubby berry faces, the lips all bunched together under her nose, this one,
and a tall one, with black hair that hadn't quite frizzed right, and one of these sunburns
right across under the eyes, and a chin that was too long—you know, the kind of girl other

irls think is very "striking" and "attractive" but never quite makes it, as they very well

now, which is why they like her so much—and then the third one, that wasn't quite so tall.
She was the queen. She kind of led them, the other two peeking around and making their
shoulders round. She didn't look around, not this queen, she just walked straight on
slowly, on these long white prima-donna legs. She came down a little hard on her heels, as
if she didn't walk in her bare feet that muci, putting down her heels and then letting; the
Weiiht move along to her toes as if she was testing the floor with every step, putting a little
deliberate extra action into it. You never know for sure how girls' minds work (do you real
think it's a mind in there or just a little buzz like a bee in a glass jar?) but you got the idea
she had talked the other two into comil}g in here with her, and now she was showing them
how to do it walk slow and hold yourself straight.

She had on a kind of dirty-pink—beige maybe, I don't know—bathini suit with a
little nubble all over it and, what got me, the straps were down. They were off her shoulder
looped loose around the cool tops of her arms, and I guess as a result the suit had slip ed a
little on her, so all around the top of the cloth there was this shining rim. If it hadn't been
there you wouldn't have known there could have anything whiter than those shoulders.
With the straps pushed off, there was nothing between the toF of the suit and the top of
her head except just her, this clean bare plane of the top of her chest down from the
shoulder bones like a dented sheet of metal tilted to the Eght. I mean, it was more than

retty.
P She had sort of oaky hair that the sun and salt had bleached, done up in a bun that
was unraveling, and a kind of prim face. Walking into the A & P with your straps down, I
suppose it's the only kind of face you can have. She held her head so higi',l her neck, coming
up out of those white shoulders, looked kind of stretched, but I didn't mind. The longer
her neck was, the more of her there was.

She must have felt in the corner of her eye me and over my shoulder Stokesie in
the second slot watching, but she didn't tip. Not this queen. She kept her eyes moving
across the racks, and stopped, and turned so slow it made my stomach rub the inside of my
apron, and buzzed to the other two, who kind of huddled against her for relief, and then
they allthree of them went up the catand-dogfood-breakfast-cereal-macaroni-riceraisins-
seasonings-spreads-spaghettisoft-drinks-crackers-and-cookies aisle. From the third slot I look
straight up this aisle to the meat counter, and I watched them all the way. The fat one with
the tan sort of fumbled with the cookies, but on second thought she put the package back.
The sheep pushing their carts down the aisle—the girls were walking against the usual traffic



(not that we have one-way signs or anything)—were pretty hilarious. You could see them,
when Queenije's white shoulders dawned on them, kind of jerk or hop, or hiccup, but their
eyes snapped back to their own baskets and on they pushed. I bet you could set off
dynamite in an A & P and the people would by and large keep reaching and checking
oatmeal off their lists and muttering "Let me see, there was a third thing, began with A,
asparagus, no, ah, yes, applesauce" or whatever it is they do mutter. But there was no
doubt, this jiggled them. }‘2 few houseslaves in pin curlers even looked around after pushing
eir carts past to make sure what they had seen was correct.

You know, it's one thing to have a girl in a bathing suit down on the beach, where
what with the glare nobody can look at each other much anyway, and another thing in the
cool of the A & P, under the fluorescent lights, against all those stacked packages, with her
feet paddling along naked over our checkerboard green-and-cream rubger—tile oor. "Oh
Daddy," Stokesie said beside me. "I feel so faint."

Darling," I said. "Hold me tight." Stokesie's married, with two babies chalked up
on his fuselage already, but as far as I can tell that's the only difference. He's twenty-two,
and I was nineteen this April

"Is it done?" he asks, the responsible married man finding his voice. I forgot to say
he thinks he's going to be manager some sunny day, maybe in 1990 when it's called the
Great Alexandrov and Petrooshki Tea Company or something.

at he meant was, our town is five miles from a beach, with a big summer colony
out on the Point, but we're right in the middle of town, and the women generally put on a
shirt or shorts or something before they get out of the car into the street. And anyway these
are usually women with six children and varicose veins mapping their legs and nobody
including them, could care less. As I say, we're right in the miggle of town, and if you stand
at our front door you can see two banks and the Congregational church and the newspaper
store and three real-estate offices and about twenty-seven old freeloaders tearing up Central
Street because the sewer broke again. It's not as if we're on the Cape; we're north of Boston
and there's people in this town haven't seen the ocean for twenty years.

The girls had reached the meat counter and were asking McMahon something, He
pointed, they pointed, and they shuffled out of sight behind a pyramid of Diet Delight
peaches. All that was left for us to see was old McMahon atting Eis mouth and looking
illftler them sizing up their joints. Poor kids, I began to feel sorry for them, they couldn't

elp it.

Now here comes the sad part of the story, at least my family says it's sad, but I don't
think it's so sad myself. The store's pretty empty, it being Thursday afternoon, so there was
nothing much to do except lean on the register and wait for the girls to show up again. The
whole store was like a pin%all machine and I didn't know which tunnel they'd come out of.
After a while they come around out of the far aisle, around the light bulbs, records at
discount of the Caribbean Six or Tony Martin Sings or some such gunk you wonder the
waste the wax on, sixpacks of candy bars, and plastic toys done up in cellophane that faﬁ
apart when a kid looks at them anyway. Around they come, Queenie still leading the way,
and holding a little gray jar in her hand. Slots Three through Seven are unmanned and [
could see her wondering between Stokes and me, but Stokesie with his usual luck draws an
old Earty in baggy gray pants who stumbles up with four giant cans of pineapple juice (what
do these bums §Z w1t¥1 all that pineapple juice? I've often asked mysel§ so the girls come to
me. Queenie puts down the jar and I take it into my fingers icy cold. Kingfish Fancy
Herring Snacks in Pure Sour Cream: 49¢. Now her hands are empty, not a ring or a
bracelet bare as God made them, and I wonder where the money's coming from. Still with
that prim look she lifts a folded dollar bill out of the hollow at the center of her nobbled
pink to%:hThe jar went heavy in my hand. Really, I thought that was so cute.

en everybody's luck begins to run out. Lengel comes in from haggling with a
truck full of cabbages on the lot and is about to scuttle into that door marke AGER
behind which he hides all day when the girls touch his eye. Lengel's pretty dreary, teaches
Sunday school and the rest, but he doesn't miss that much. He comes over and says, "Girls,
this isn't the beach.”

Queenie blushes, though maybe it's just a brush of sunburn I was noticing for the
first time, now that she was so close. "My mother asked me to pick up a jar of herring
snacks." Her voice kind of startled me, the way voices do when you see the people first
coming out so flat and dumb yet kind of tony too, the way it ticked over "pick up" and
"snacks." All of a sudden I slid right down her voice into her living room. Her father and



the other men were standing around in icecream coats and bow ties and the women were
in sandals picking up herring snacks on toothpicks off a big glass plate and they were all
holding drinks the color of water with olives and sprigs of mint in them. When my parents
have somebody over they get lemonade and if it's a real racy affair Schlitz in tall glasses with
"They'll Do It Every Time" cartoons stenciled on.

"That's all right," Lengel said. "But this isn't the beach." His repeating this struck me
as funny, as if it had just occurred to him, and he had been thinking all these years the A
& P was a great big dune and he was the head lifeguard. He didn't like my smiling—as I sa
he doesn't miss much—but he concentrates on giving the girls that sad Sunday-school-
superintendent stare.

ueenie's blush is no sunburn now, and the plump one in plaid, that I liked better
from the back—a really sweet can—pipes up, "We weren't doing any shopping. We just came
in for the one thing."

"That makes no difference,” Lengel tells her, and I could see from the way his eyes
went that he hadn't noticed she was wearing a two-piece before. "We want you decently
dressed when you come in here."

"We are decent!" C%ueenie says suddenly, her lower lip pushing, getting sore now
that she remembers her place, a place from which the crowcF tﬁat runs the A & P must
look pretty crummy. Fancy Herring Snacks flashed in her very blue .eyes.

"Girls, I don't want to argue with you. After this come in here with your shoulders
covered. It's our policy." He turns his back. That's policy for you. Policy is what the
kingpins want. What the others want is juvenile delinquency.

All this while, the customers had been showing up with their carts but, you know,
sheep, seeing a scene, they had all bunched up on Stokesie, who shook open a paper bag as
gently as peeling a peach, not wanting to miss a word. I could feel in the silence everybody
gettir}llg nervous, most of all Lengel, who asks me, "Sammy, have you rung up their
purchase?

I thought and said "No" but it wasn't about that I was thinking. I go through the
punches, 4, 9, GROC, TOT—It's more complicated than you think, and after you do it
often enough, it begins to make a little song, that you hear words to, in my case "Hello
(bing) there, you (gung) hap-py peepul (splat%!" —the splat being the drawer flying out. I
uncrease the ‘éill, tencferl as you may imagine, it just having come from between the two
smoothest scoops of vanilla I had ever known were there, and pass a half and a penny into
her narrow pink palm, and nestle the herrings in a bag and twist its neck and hand it over,
all the time thinking.

The girls, and who'd blame them, are in a hurry to get out so I say "I quit" to Lengel
uick enough for them to hear, hoping they'll stop and watch me, their unsuspected hero.
hey keep right on going, into the electric eye; the door flies open and they flicker across

the lot to their car, Queenie and Plaid and Big Tall Goony-Goony (not that as raw material
she was so bad), leaving me with Lengel and a%(ink in my eyebrow.

"Did you say something, Sammy?"

"l saicY I quit"

"I thought you did."

"You didn't have to embarrass them."

"It was they who were embarrassing us."

I started to say something that came out "Fiddle-de-doo." It's a saying of my
grandmother's, and I know she would have been pleased.

"I don't think you know what you're saying," Lengel said.

"] know you don't," I said. "But I do." I pull the bow at the back of my apron and
start shrugging it off my shoulders. A couple customers that had been heading for my slot
begin to knock against each other, like scared pigs in a chute.

Lengel sighs and begins to look very patient and old and gray. He's been a friend of
my parents for years. "Sammy, you don't want to do this to your Morn and Dad," he tells
me. It's true, I don't. But it seems to me that once you begin a gesture it's fatal not to go
through with it. I fold the apron, "Sammy" stitched in red on the pocket and put it on the
counter, and drop the bow tie on top of it. The bow is theirs, if you've ever wondered.
"You'll feel this for the rest of your %ife," Lengel says, and I know that's true, too, but
remembering how he made that pretty girl blush makes me so scrunchy inside I puncﬁ the
No Sale tab and the machine whirs "pee-pul” and the drawer splats out. One advantage to
this scene taking place in summer, I can follow this up with a clean exit, there's no
fumbling around getting your coat and galoshes, I just saunter into the electric eye in my



white shirt that my mother ironed the night before, and the door heaves itself open, and
outside the sunshine is skating around on the asphalt.

I look around for my girls, but they're gone, of course. There wasn't anybody but
some young married screaming with her children about some candy they didn't get by the
door of a powder-blue Falcon station wagon. Looking back in the big windows, over the
bags of peat moss and aluminum lawn furniture stacked on the pavement I could see
Lengel in my place in the slot. His face was dark gray and his back stiff, as he'd just had an
injection of iron, and my stomach kind of fell as I felt how hard the world was going to be
to me hereafter.






CHAPTER I

The Swimmer

Howard Bennett swam every day in nothing but an old, stretched-
out black Speedo, dunking his slender, mostly naked body into
the frigid, fifty-six-degree Pacific Ocean at six o’clock in the
morning. Given his habit of self-deprecation, he might have ad-
mitted how stupid this was, especially in winter, but Bennett
had to swim each morning. This was more than mere routine; it
approached a biologic need. He symbolically, almost ritually,
washed off the stress he had accumulated as a high school
teacher the day before by stroking away in the dark morning
water. He needed to be enveloped in that chilling water for the
twenty-minute-or-so swim just beyond the surf line. He couldn’t
imagine a day without it. It renewed him. It was better than a
hammock. It was better than sleeping in a few more minutes.
Except for days when the weather was so bad the thrashing
waves would have killed him before the cold could, he slipped
out of bed when the alarm’s buzzer woke him and pulled out the
Speedo he kept in the nightstand. He used to run, but in his
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thirties his toe joints had developed an inflammation so bad it
couldn’t be fixed by rest or surgery, and so a Scottish surgeon
had recommended swimming. “I don’t know how to swim,” Ben-
nett had told him, as if a new routine scared him. “Then damn
it, learn,” the doctor said.

Bennett joyfully tells this story now as a series of punch lines
timed with such ease that you’re both captivated by his delivery
and a little suspicious of the tale’s veracity. In other words, he’s
a consummate storyteller. Just the same, he leaves out just how
important this moment really was. The doctor’s suggestion,
possibly thrown off in half-jest, affected not only Bennett’s life
but also, one could say—with a touch of the hyperbole he often
employs himself—an entire city. It could even be argued that
Bennett banging away out there every morning in his skimpy
swim trunks was the catalyst for changing people’s careers, in
both good ways and bad, and that it cost Los Angeles billions of
dollars. Not bad for a guy who was just trying to relax before
going to work.

As it turned out, Bennett fell in love with the ocean and the
skilled simplicity of the crawl stroke he soon learned. In 1961,
he and his wife, Bente, bought a boxy two-story house on Playa
del Rey beach, south of Los Angeles, where they rented out the
first floor and kept the second-floor view of the beach for them-
selves. Having Santa Monica Bay as essentially their backyard
was a grand thing. It was so big, so powerful, it belittled anyone
who thought of it as their own; and yet, after a few years of liv-
ing on the beach and learning both the pleasures and dangers of
swimming in the impersonal ocean, Bennett couldn’t help feel-
ing as though he had an intimate relationship with the bay. As

big as it was, he wanted to protect it.



8 / The Swimmer

On the morning of March 28, 1985, Bennett pulled his swim-
suit over his slender legs, tied its floppy waistband tight around
his flat stomach, and walked down the long hall from his bed-
room to the guest bathroom, where his swim goggles hung on
the end of a towel rack. Bente, still in bed, listened to him for
a moment as he walked out the front door and, with bare feet,
quietly descended the outside stairs to their small backyard gar-
den, where he exited to the beach.

The sun had risen about fifteen minutes earlier in a partly
cloudy sky, but it hadn’t yet topped the low hills to the east, so
the shadowless dawn still hung over the hundred yards of beach
between Bennett’s house and the whooshing surf. For Bennett,
whose eyesight could best be described as a notch or two better
than blindness, the scene came through as a muted blur of soft
shapes. But then, the great thing about an empty beach was: you
couldn’t trip over anything, and even if you did, it wouldn’t
hurt. So he’d left his glasses back in the house.

After so many years of swimming, there was little fat on Ben-
nett’s nearly six-foot frame. His chest looked strong, the pecto-
ral muscles well defined. In a business suit, standing before his
classes, he looked older, a carmudgeon with thinning hair, but
this morning, he seemed half his age, a tall, wiry jock still feel-
ing his youth.

It was the kind of early-spring morning when the damp,
forty-degree air was colder than the wet sand or, for that mat-
ter, the water, so he jogged out to get into the warmer ocean as
soon as he could. As the waves got louder, he saw an old man at
the edge of the surf sitting on a three-legged stool sunk into the
sand, with a lit Sterno can and fishing pole.
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“Don’t go in water! No swim! Very bad for you! Poison!” the
man shouted as Bennett approached the shoreline.

Without his glasses, Bennett thought the guy looked Japa-
nese. Well, Asian, at least. Bennett had seen him fishing most
mornings and assumed he lived in the hills above the beach,
where the houses-were bigger and more elegant than the plain
beach homes stacked side by side.

Given that this was the first time either of them had said
anything to the other, Bennett should have asked the man what
he meant. But instead, he paused for a moment, looked at him,
and then continued to step into the water. After all, to Bennett’s
knowledge the water had always been clean, and, as huge as the
bay was, presumably nothing could change that.

While the old man watched, a small wave quickly rose above
Bennett’s knees and then washed back down and across his toes,
the sand sliding out from underneath and tickling him for a
moment. He kept walking, a swaying, unsteady maneuver, until
the water reached his chest, and then he bent down a little to let
a small wave temporarily submerge him. He began swimming,
counting his strokes. Four hundred strokes equaled half a mile,
and he had time for at least that. As relaxing as his swim was, he
couldn’t loaf in the waves. He had to finish, shower, dress, eat
breakfast, and be in class by eight o’clock. Perhaps that’s why he
hadn’t replied to the man—his time was limited.

As he left the surf line, he watched the blurry breakwater to
his right. The row of rocks jutting out from the beach was de-
signed to reduce sand erosion, but the barnacle-encrusted ob-
stacle could also slice a swimmer into shark bait if the current

pushed him into it. Bennett had been thrown into the rocks
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before. Clinging to one, he had slowly, painfully crawled out of
the water while the waves pulled at his body as if trying to saw
him in half. He had scraped himself over the sharp barnacles so
badly that he bled from chest to feet.

Once he made it past the breakwater, Bennett turned left, to
the south. He watched the shore for landmarks, not so much to
measure his distance, given that he counted his strokes, but
to make sure the currents didn’t pull him farther from shore.
But on this morning, out beyond the surf line, he just bobbed
up and down in calm water while the as-yet-unformed breakers
rolled through the water under him. There was little sound out
here. Occasionally, birds flew by, some so low he could hear
their wings beat against the air, and rarely, he would see an
otter or even a dolphin. As the years went by, he had worried
more and more about sharks, as though the chance of an attack
got higher the longer he spent in the ocean.

Bennett didn’t think much of the man’s warning, although
the natural storyteller in him was already processing the mo-
ment, hoping to shape it with a lengthy prologue, crafted de-
tails, and finally, after all the buildup, a denouement (prefaced
by “to make a long story short”): “He waved this newspaper in
the air and said . . .V

If asked about the warning itself, he might have said he real-
ized that, although he once could see the ocean bottom as he
swam, now it was murky, a gray translucence. Later, he would
tell people he occasionally tasted something funny in the water,
but, really, that was just his storytelling again. While he swam,
he actually tasted nothing, not even the salt water. And gener-
ally, the water’s turbidity so close to shore stirred up the sand
and prevented the kind of clarity he claimed he’d seen.
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But these were all momentary musings, the kind that might
occupy others for longer. Bennett’s mind simply wandered from
idea to idea as if he were trying to clean out his mental files. He
thought about his job, his wife, his son, or, if he allowed the
memory to intrude, his daughter, who had died a year before
when a truck hit her. And in the background, the strokes kept
adding up, counted off almost subconsciously. With every other
stroke he turned his head to the right and sucked in a calm, re-
laxing breath. True, the cold water was already drawing away
his body heat, but he didn’t feel it yet. The swimming itself was
automatic, soothing, a meditation.

In about ten minutes, he reached 200 strokes and turned
around, heading north, back toward the breakwater and the old
man still fishing. He counted out another 150 strokes. He knew
from experience that fifty more would probably get him to
shore, so he pointed his body toward the beach. Soon, with the
waves pushing him forward, his hand slapped sand and he
stopped. Four hundred strokes: half a mile.

Bennett dropped his knees into the sand to steady himself,
and, after a small wave patted him on the back, he quickly stood
so another wave couldn’t knock him over. You can’t trust the
ocean, he always told himself. It sneaks up on you.

His body violently shook as his wet skin hit the winter air.
His core temperature had no doubt plummeted; he was nearly
hypothermic. Every morning, it was the same—it could take
two, three hours to fully recover. He might be standing before
his second-period class before he realized he was no longer
shivering.

He passed the man, who looked at him again, this time with

12

an incredulous stare. “Water poison!” he repeated and waved a
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newspaper at Bennett. Bennett couldn’t read the Los Angeles Times
headline, but it said, “Report Confirms Toxic Dumping; Hayden
Decries Damage to Bay.”

The marine life was dying. Chemicals had poisoned the
water. Once he learned the details, Bennett had the most dra-
matic storyline of his life: He had been swimming in dirty

water.
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[1] | kept a routine. Every morning, | left the tent
and walked to the island’s communal’
kitchen. | prepared coffee by boiling water
over an open flame, and then | mixed in used
grounds. | strained the black juice through a
sock, since the remaining coffee filters were
reduced to pulp. Once | made the coffee, |
brought a mug with me to the other side of
the island where there were Adirondack
chairs and a view of what remained of the
Sydney Opera House.

| sat and watched the city in a perpetual blaze.
Flames climbed up the Opera House’s
concrete ribs. There were barely any buildings
left. It was mostly ash and smoke.

"Untitled" by Adam Wilson is licensed under

I'd lost count of the days. | had no more cco.

understanding of the fire than when it

started. It was a permanent fixture in my life, or what was left of it. Whether | was living or
surviving was a question | often asked myself and when I did, | thought about Frances.

| like to think of us as longtime islanders. Frances was from Sydney, and | was from Manhattan.
We'd met a few months earlier, she'd just graduated from college and was visiting the city. | had
just broken up with the woman | had dated since the end of my senior year. | didn't realize until
it was over how much that relationship defined me, gave me meaning. | was stunned by how

lost | felt, caught in a vacuum of days spent bar hopping or binge watching shows on streaming

1. Communal (adjective) : belonging to members of a community; public
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services. True Crime. Survivor Series. Anything but romantic comedies.

I'd gone to my favorite bar, Hardy's, because | liked that it was always loud there, and people
were jovial, even if | wouldn't be, and drinking alone you could always lose yourself without
feeling like you completely [ost yourself. In walked Frances wearing a black velvet dress. It was
an odd choice, given that it was summer, but the dress contrasted beautifully with her red hair
and piercing blue eyes. | watched her walk from the door to a table next to mine and,
miraculously, | found my voice:

Where are you from? What do you do? What did you study?

She’d studied English, and wanted to write children's books. | told her that was funny, because |
was a paralegal, but | wanted to write too. She spoke softly under the throb of music, and |
leaned in closer to hear her. | was inches from her pale skin and thick Australian accent.

Later that night, | asked if | could kiss her, and she nodded. We kissed, and held each other like
no one was watching. | promised her a place to stay for the night, no funny business, but she
said she had to go back to her hostel.2 She was returning home the next day.

On a whim, | asked if we could be pen pals. She agreed to the idea. She scrawled her address
on the back of her receipt. Writing came naturally to us. We communicated more freely in
letters than we had in person:

I can't stop thinking about you, | wrote.

It would have been cool if we had more time to get to know each other.

Why can't we?

We could run away together.

Yes! Somewhere remote. Like an island.

You could visit me.

So | planned a trip. | had the vacation time. Frances suggested a place for us to stay on
Cockatoo Island. It was a former prison turned tourist destination. The website showed pictures
of 19th century stone structures next to modern conveniences like porta potties. We could

book a tent and explore the island. | loved the idea.

The morning after we arrived, Frances woke me up screaming, “Sydney’s on fire!”

2. aplace that offers low-cost shelter to a specific group of people, like travelers



[13]

[20]

[25]

AW coMMONLIT

Even before | left the tent, there was an extreme quality to the light that filtered through the
canvas. The stench was powerful. | didn't know what to picture, but | walked out and saw it for

myself.

Across the water, fire spread in horrible, violent towers reaching upward. The sky was a deep
orange, and the sun shrank to a speck.

There were only two other couples on the island. They were much older than us, in their 50s
and 60s, the Ruths and the Johnsons. We all tried our phones, but there was no signal. No
television either.

We waited for the ferry to come and get us, but the ferry never came. Boats sped by, but they
didn't stop.

The other couples clutched onto one another and cried. Frances and | stood together and
stared across the water in silence.

For days we stayed in our tents, rationed food from the communal kitchen, or got together and
prayed. | didn't believe in God, but praying seemed like the right thing to do.

Weeks passed. The air was thick with smoke. We used t-shirts to cover our noses and mouths,
but the taste and smell of burning wood and chemicals was still suffocating. Then months.
Frances stopped leaving the tent. | tried to comfort her, but she barely spoke. | remembered
her talking about an ex-boyfriend when we met in New York, and | wondered if he was more
than an ex, if he was who she mourned. | tried to make the best of things. She gave me nothing.

The fire never stopped burning. Near the year mark of our abandonment, | looked back from
my seat in the Adirondack chair and saw Joe, one of the Johnsons, standing behind me.

“Hey, Joe.”

“Hey, Tom.”

“What's going on?”

| nodded towards Sydney.

“Looking at the fire. It's weird that it's beautiful. You forget there were people in there.”
He paused and scanned the landscape.

“I've been thinking that as well.”

“| was obsessed with fire as a kid.”

| kicked at the arid> ground, mostly dirt now.
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“Me too. Growing up, we took trips into the outback. My father was part Tasmanian and taught
me all this cool stuff, like how to start a fire with a pocket compass.”

“You think your dad’s OK?”

He nodded. “He died before the fire. My parents were older. They passed away last year.
Sounds sad, but it’s not, really. It was their time. It's my kids | worry about.”

| didn't know what to say. | didn’t have any children. My family was back in the States, or was,
last | knew. We rarely spoke.

“What happened to Frances? We haven't seen her in a while.”
“She won't leave the tent. | can't convince her to go outside.”

“People don't know what to do in these situations. These situations. There hasn't been anything
like this since the Bible.”

We looked back at the flames.

| realized | was late bringing coffee back to Frances. | worried it was getting cold. In New York
she told me she loved breakfast in bed, and | tried to do that one small thing for her every day.

| picked up an empty can of beans by the chair and threw it out into the water. “I have to head
back. Later, Joe.”

“Later, Tom."”

It was quiet when no one else was around. | didn't hear any animals. | hadn't seen any birds.
This was Cockatoo island. Where were the cockatoos? Where did they go?

Inside the tent, Frances was lying awake in our shared sleeping bag.

“You're up,” | said.

“Yeah,"” she said.

“Joe was asking about you,” | said. “Maybe it'd be nice to get out and socialize.”

“| don't want to see it,” she said, flatly. “It's enough that | can smell it.”

3. Arid (adjective) : land that has had little to no rain
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*kk

On the night we arrived, Frances and | explored the island. We brought our bags and walked
past riveted metal protruding out of the ground. | thought they looked like found sculptures.
The sky was cloudy. Sydney glimmered across the water.

We climbed onto old cranes and swam in a slipway. The place was an industrial graveyard for
the prison that once stood there. | was curious about the history and excited for this time with

Frances. I'd felt an instant connection with her in New York. Each moment near her felt charged
with possibility.

We found the prison’s old communal kitchen with a stockpile of non-perishables4 andsatata
table next to a decommissioned® fireplace. From my backpack, | pulled out a bottle of whiskey
that | had bought in Sydney. | poured some into a couple of ceramic mugs | found. We took the
mugs along with us as we ventured further into the island's dark corridors and wandered
around the former buildings.

The entrances to the cells were locked. The steel bars which had kept people trapped were
rusted but still strong. | started pretending there were escaped convicts hiding in the shadows.

“Stop it!” Frances said, laughing.

“Are you scared?” | said.

“It's creepy in here,” she replied.

And then, more seriously, “I don't like surprises.”

| thought we were picking up where we left off, but she didn’t say much after that or when we
got back to the tent. It wasn't clear what she wanted. | moved in to kiss her and she kissed me,
but she didn't touch me. She just lay there.

“What's wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“It must be something. We planned this trip for months. It seemed like you wanted me here.
You wanted to be with me.”

“I did.”

4. items able to be stored for a long time before being eaten or used
5. no longer used; out of service
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“Then why won't you touch me?”

She didn't respond.

“I miss the person from our letters,” | said, and left the tent.

It was winter and cold at night. Our tent was one of dozens, but the rest were silent. | wasn’t
sure if anyone had heard us talking. | wasn't even sure if there was anyone else on the island. It
wasn't until later that | met the Ruths and the Johnsons.

It was off season, an off night.

| went back into the tent and told Frances | wouldn't kiss her again. I'd stay on the other side of
the tent. And then the next morning, the fire started.

*kk

“It's only a matter of time,” Frances said to me the morning | was late with the coffee. “We can't
live like this much longer. We're trapped.”

“What can we do?” | said. “I'm trying to survive.”

Frances didn't respond.

| left the tent and went for a run. | did chin ups on the riveted metal. | wondered if it would be
better if | moved into another tent. Left Frances alone. But who did | have left? Who did she? It
felt painfully American, but | thought | owed her my hope. My optimism. | was the one who
made the trip.

| studied the history of the island written on placards. It was one mile long and a half mile wide.
The cockatoos fled when they cut the trees for logging. There were four recorded attempts to

escape from the island when it was a prison. Three were successful.

| walked back to the tent. There was light rain and fog surrounding the island. Sydney was
invisible through the plumes of smoke.

[ called out to Frances and she stuck her head out of the tent.
“It's raining,” she said, and smiled. | couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled.

| coaxed her out of the tent and we played a game of Marco Polo in the slipway. | searched for
her through tufts of gray smoke. She laughed like it was the first time we met.

“Why can't it always be like this?” | asked.

“Why can't you be happy with how it is now?” Frances said.
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| splashed her and ushered her back into the tent. | ran my hand down her arm and told her
that | loved her.

“Don't say that,” she said. “This isn't a time for love.”
“Why not?” | said. “Isn’t this as good a time as any?”
She didn't respond.

I lay down on the sleeping bag, laced my fingers behind my head and looked up at the ceiling.
Her history was a mosaic of missing pieces. So was mine, but | was willing to share. How | got

into a fight with my family before moving to New York. How | stopped returning their calls and
regretted it, now more than ever. | wanted to feel like she might care.

But she stayed silent. She rested her head on my arm. | didn’t mention my family. Instead, | told
her about the history of the island. The missing birds. The attempted escapes. The stories |
used to write. Funny little stories loosely fictionalizing my life. She said she couldn’t write
children’s stories any more.

“How about we rest?” | said and closed my eyes.

There was still fog when | woke up, but it was lighter. | gently lifted Frances off my arm and
walked out of the tent. | went to the edge of the island and looked out at Sydney.

| could still see the flames lick the fog. | started to cry, not for Frances, but for myself.

[ turned around and headed in the opposite direction.

*k*%

We all wondered about the cause of the fire. We got together during the first nights of the fire
and speculated.

The Ruths were religious. They were convinced it was God'’s revenge on humanity. They were
the ones who encouraged prayer and they were the ones with speeches about how the fire was
payment for mankind's sin, talk which I thought brought on Frances’ dark moods. She was
Catholic, and | took that to mean that she was conditioned to feel guilt. | was conditioned too
with my Jewish upbringing, but in a different way. Frances got quiet and went inward. | wouldn't
stop talking and moving, unable to sit still with my guilt.

The Johnsons had their theories about the fire — ecological catastrophe, political coup6 — but

6. asudden and forceful attempt of a group to seize power
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they seemed unconcerned with blame and even less concerned with sadness. They looked spry
and were generous with their affection towards one another. In their company, | nudged
Frances playfully, but she wasn't amused.

[90] Their stance seemed odd, but over time, it made sense: there’s only what is. Resisting causes
suffering, so why not accept?

| hoped Frances and | could be like the Johnsons.

*k%

When | walked back to the tent, Frances was gone. Her clothes were strewn on the floor. The
sleeping bag was pushed to the side. | wondered where she went.

| ran past the ancient buildings. | checked the porta potties. | searched the ground for tracks,
and yelled out her name, but there was no reply.

The Johnsons came out of their tent.
[95] “What's wrong?” Joe asked.
“Have you seen Frances?” | asked.
“She told us she was going for a dip on the Sydney side,” Joe said.
That was where the convicts escaped.
| took off running.

*kk

[100] The first few days, | saw people in Sydney run into the water. | couldn’t hear anything, because
of the distance, but | watched as blurs — people, maybe animals, too — ran from the fire into
the dark. Eventually, piles formed on the shore. Figures didn't run into the water anymore. It
was just the fire.

*kk

When | came out of the woods onto the Sydney-side beach, | saw Frances swimming towards
the fire.

“Frances!” | yelled.
She kept swimming.

| threw my clothes off and dove into the cold water. She was ahead of me, but | felt that | could

8
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catch her.

| got out to where | had seen her last. | thought | could see her shadow, down beneath me. |
flipped up my legs and dove down.

As | went deeper, | could swear | saw her black velvet dress in the darkness below, the one
she’d worn the night we met in New York. | reached for its hem and it glinted in the light from
the fires reflected through the waves.

| came up gasping for air. It was raining again. | could hear the hiss of water connecting with
fire.

| tread water and closed my eyes. For one small moment, everything felt OK. But then | saw the
dress again in my mind's eye and saw her sinking shadow.

| tread water, waited, and then tried my luck, one more time.
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