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Just Wally and Me

All I do is cough and choke in Pittsburgh
All I do is cough and choke in Pittsburgh
All I do is cough and choke
From the iron filings and the sulfur smoke
In Pittsburgh, Lord God, Pittsburgh
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The walker couldn’t last much longer, barking and complaining as it
did, every time more loudly. The wheels not only squealed but banged
from the uncertain navigation, lifted high above the steps as his visitor
pulled up and then slammed back down in his forward lurch. Even in its
better days, he heard it long before the doorbell, which had to wait until
the rickety walker found its way behind the porch swing, in a cranny
where nobody looked, nobody would guess.
There was nothing to do but wait, longer each visit, wondering
when the act would finally collapse – the act or the actor. But he loved
those sounds, songs of the decline that wasn’t happening, signaling his
friend’s unbendable dignity, the one thing not fading.
Finally: Buzz – You in there?
Who is it?
Me. Just me. You knew that.
One can always hope. Come in.
He makes something of a show of entering quickly, smoothly. Never
mind that his top gets ahead of his bottom, that he never quite clears the
throw rug, that he barely arrives at the lounger. Moving the lounger
closer had proved to be a very bad idea, threatening to create even more
obstacles and, worse, expose the game.
Hi. I see you’re busy. Got that pad and pencil – pen, I
guess.
Hi.
How’s it progressing?
What? How am I progressing? Personally? Times winged
chariot, you know.
At your back you always hear, only what you’re hearing is
no chariot but just me a-knocking on your door, looking to
bother you and scrounge snacks. I meant the novel you said
you were working on.
Starting. I said I was starting it.
Oh, you’re starting it.
I was about to.
Oh.
I haven’t yet.
I interrupted you.
No, I hadn’t started it.
That’s why I came over, to see if I could help.
Help?
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Yeah, you know – if you got stuck or wanted to discuss
things as you go. I could do that. I had this idea. That’s why I
came over.
Well – sure! Why not?
That’s a bad idea, my helping? I just came over.
No, no. Not at all. I mean, why not?
Great! Understand now, it’s not like I’ll interfere, not cowrite, you know. I wouldn’t try to do that. I mean, actual cowriting, trying to, would . . .
Launch us . . .
On the road to disaster. I know that. You need have no
worries on that score.
Oh no.
Bad idea. I can tell. And I’m interrupting. I’ll just . . .
Stay put. We’ll at least give it a try, by Jesus. Have some of
those nuts there – the big ones.
Giant cashews. Oh boy.
I can use this big computer screen, type right on it, big
font. There! You see that OK?
Of course. I ain’t blind.
Here we go, then.
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Chapter One
Wally met his cross-street neighbors when the car he was washing
whooshed backward, all on its own, into their front lawn trying to climb
the porch, after mashing his foot beneath, first, the rear, then the front,
left tires.
“Shit Jesus! I am sorry. Did it hit you?”
“No it didn’t. It seems to have hit the porch,” murmured the man.
Wally considered the rubble. “Good thing it was going backwards.”
“I suppose that saved an explosion,” said the woman, not sounding
as lighthearted as Wally had hoped.
Wally laughed and meant it. “That’s true. Might have taken the
whole neighborhood.”
“The gas tank’s in the back, you know,’ said the man.
No one responded. Wally desperately wanted to say something, but
he had noticed that the man’s fly was about three-quarters unzipped,
caught in a snarl of cloth. Wally didn’t want to be caught staring at the
strange profusion of underwear, so he raised his eyes and was at once
arrested by the man’s left ear, longer by a good inch than its partner.
“The gas tank’s in the back,” the man finally continued; “so that if it
were going to explode it seems more likely to have done so the way it was
going, not front-end forwards. But it didn’t.”
“Well, then,” Wally bawled, “we’re in luck. It got my foot. My
name’s Wally.”
“Are you insured, Mr. Fawley?” said the woman.
“No, Wally’s my first name, not Fawley, which isn’t my last name
either.”
“Oh?”
“Sorry. I mean, Wally’s my first name. It’s almost my last name too,
which is Wallings, a joke, I think, by my parents, or my father, whose
name’s Paul, Paul Wallings. I guess he figured . . .”
Arctic stillness.
Wally felt like crying. “The fence survived somehow – right next to
where I damaged, destroyed really, part of your porch there – all of your
porch.”
Pause.
“Right,” Wally said.
The man mercifully spoke: “My name’s Arthur Sampson.”
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“Very pleased to meet you. And you must be Mrs. Sampson.”
“The question is whether you are insured.”
“Well, Mrs. Sampson . . .”
“I am not Mrs. Sampson.”
“You aren’t?”
“No.”
“Oh. I hope you’ll excuse me. I thought – but I see that you
wouldn’t – my foot hurts.”
Arthur Sampson took out a pipe and began fondling it.
The woman continued, “Please tell us what you intend to do about
all this.”
“Well, I was washing my car, as you probably saw out your window
– I don’t mean to suggest that you spy. I was working on the car – well,
washing it, since I wouldn’t know how to what you would call work on it,
and it went into reverse, or must have done, and came across here, and
ka-boom!”
Goneril angled her nose at him again. “When will you have this all
fixed? I assume you’re insured.”
Wally was sweating. “Oh of course. Only my foot hurts. I’d better
get it looked at.”
Silence.
“I am very handy myself and will do a much better job than those
thieves you hire.”
“You are trained in that line of work?” As near as Wally could tell,
thinking through a haze of panic and wondering why his foot didn’t hurt,
he hated this woman.
“Sure. You don’t worry. Let me get this foot just looked at and then
we’ll go at it.”
“We?” Arthur didn’t seem to relish being included.
“Just a figure of speech.”
“I know what a figure of speech is – and that wasn’t one,” said the
woman, shifting so that her ass came between Wally and the pineapple
porch-ornament, now detached and lolling on the ground. He had been
staring at it as if it held the key to his future or at least his insurance
coverage, but now her rear was in the way.
“Anyhow, not to worry! I’ll call a carpentering company, and see
about a . . .”
“Carpenter,” she said. “Good boy!”
Wally watched their retreating forms; that is, he watched Arthur’s
slumped shoulders and Ms. Don’t-Call-Me-Sampson’s resolute buttocks.
He wondered whether the two might not, once inside, turn at the
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window and spy on him.
I liked that about buttocks, but it’s a bit raw. That kind of
thing will limit your readership among women.
They’ll be interested in the details about the car.
But he wouldn’t notice her ass really, not with his panic
and pain. He just wouldn’t, no matter how nice it was.
But he did.
He paused I so long, staring at the wall – or something – I started to
worry. But I knew better than to ask. Finally, he started up again.
Goneril? You think that’s fitting. Shakespeare in the
midst of car-washing and porch-wrecking?
Good point, but I’m thinking its relevance will become
clear.
I’m sure it will.
You have more confidence that I do, but thanks.
Wally an actor, right?
No more than most of us.
Not you. Not ever.
“It is kind of a mess,” said Arthur, as soon as they got inside. “I like
him, though. Why does he suppose we peek at him through the
windows?”
“Because he peeks at us,” said Diane.
“I do think he’s in serious pain. Maybe we should call someone.”
“Why don’t you just go over and bear him inside on your broad
shoulders? And then you can tuck him in and let your tongue play slowly
round his ear and tell him not to worry because you can take care of a
little matter like an eight-thousand-dollar porch yourself?”
“You know what it is about you? You make everything into a
contest, which is just what you say you hate for political reasons,
pugnacity being so patriarchal.”
“That’s it. I’m always surprised when you don’t attack. I always
think of you that way, ever since you punched the professor of Chicano
Studies at the party, knocked him on his ass because he questioned the
supply budget.”
“He was in chemistry. He just fell.”
“And fractured his jaw.”
“It was an accident, from beginning to end, as you very well know. I
was advancing to shake hands and accidentally tripped just a little.”
“You made your fist into a ball, screamed, ‘I’ll show you a supply
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budget you smug Mexican son of a bitch,’ lurched forward, threehundred pounds of fury, with a bolo punch square to the jaw.”
“The man was in chemistry. I stumbled slightly and brushed against
him, just touched him. Then he went and made this big thing about it.
Went to workman’s comp. I never did understand how I tripped.”
“An enemy. My guess is that Blanche woman from sociology. She
hates you.”
“I don’t know how I could have been so awkward. I think he
fainted.”
“No, you socked him – Who fainted?”
“Mr. Wallings, our neighbor. Oh, he must’ve dropped something.
He’s up now.”
“Goodie. Now, he can get to repairing our porch. I think you might
have checked to see if he’s insured, rather than just standing there
playing with your brand new pipe.”
“I bought it from that interesting Romanian woman at Kelly’s.”
“What interesting woman?”
“Her name is Rita.”
“That’s how you know she’s Romanian.”
“Her mother’s from Romania, actually. Her father’s not.”
“Ah.”
“I wonder if he’s damaged badly. He did have the car roll right over
his foot.”
“That was his story – no witnesses. He also said he was fully insured,
was a master carpenter, and would start rebuilding the porch at once.
You’ll speak to him about the flower-bed and the lawn and the plumbing.
Right?”
“I’ll talk with him about it. Wonder if he’s doing OK. I think I
should just see.”
“Take along the checkbook in case he wants anything we don’t have
on hand. And Arthur.”
“Yes?”
“About your undies.”
“Why?”
“They’re waving from out your fly.”
“I didn’t notice.”
“Tuck all that in before you go. If you lie down flat, I can stand on
your abdomen and together we can mash it all back out of sight.”
“How did my fly get unzipped? When did that happen?”
“That’s a mystery.”
“I dress normally.”
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“I know you do.”
“Do I look OK now?”
“Sensational.”
“I think I’ll have something to eat first.”
“It’s been forty minutes since lunch, and you may be over there for
weeks.”
Is this set in the South – some Southern university town?
Why would you think that?
All these Tennessee Williams types. Louisiana?
Not exactly.
Just kidding. You know me.
Yeah, that much was true. But was he kidding
You think it’s too raucous?
Hell no. Get rid of Arthur and let Wally get it on – isn’t
that what you say? – with this woman, whose name I didn’t
catch.
That’d be one way to go,
Which you won’t pursue. That’s OK. Can I get you
something while I’m up?
I’m good. There’s beer in the frig. I’ll get you one while
you whizzle.
Just in case he falls, forgets the way.
No, no. I’ll pick em up on my way back.
“Mr. Adrews, I wonder if I might have just a word with you, if you
don’t mind humoring an old soul, please.”
“Mrs. Prince, I’ve hurt my foot, damaged it.”
“Ah, I was afraid you might go around doing that way. I blame
myself for not providing counsel, and now here’s where we are. Your
mother will be very upset, and will wonder why you did it, Mr. Adrews,
even if prone.”
“My mother won’t mind, Mrs. Prince. Really, she won’t. Please
don’t contact her or anything. She’s used to it, this injuring myself. I am
prone to it. But I’ve got to get to my room. I think I broke my foot.”
“Which is what I wanted to discuss with you, if you just have a
minute and are not too busy.”
“My foot?”
“I know your mother is looking to me, and I know she would not
approve, even without knowing her direct.”
“It was an accident, Mrs. Prince; I didn’t mean to do it.”
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“And I am in wonder of roomers, though very polite, who go and
without my permission or saying a word to me about it simply go and use
parts of this house for inviting in women.”
“I don’t understand, Mrs. Prince.”
“I am no prude. I think you know that.”
“Oh, certainly.”
“I will not, Mr. Adrews – ”
“Wallings. But please call me Wally.”
“ – cease to wonder about it even though it may be unnecessary to
say it ordinarily but not in this case.”
“I still don’t understand.” Wally decided he might as well ignore his
foot (did it hurt?), as Mrs. Prince was not going to be drawn away from
her single-minded pursuit of whatever it was.
“I have no rules except flexible but not having women in without so
much as checking with me ahead of time so as to make things neat is
crowding even me. I think your mother would allow for that. If I am
wrong, please tell me now, as I do not like mysteries.”
“Is it because Professor Lawrence came in? And I didn’t tell you she
was coming? And you didn’t have a chance to tidy up ahead of time?”
“I have never been a prude.”
“I would never have thought you were, Mrs. Prince. Professor
Lawrence was showing me the schedule of classes and going over the
campus map with me. We did it here because – ”
“Now, what you may have done is please understand just fine,
having been in similar circumstances myself and not to judge, as papa
said, and I know what it is to be young.”
“It was quite harmless, Mrs. Prince. Professor Lawrence certainly
didn’t notice any mess or dirt or anything.”
“Mess or dirt? Is that what you’re telling your mother – that you live
with mess and dirt? As for mess, I respect your privacy, Mr. Walling, but
I couldn’t help noticing, and I think you should take a look at your own
room before throwing those rocks at me.”
“No, no. The house was beautiful, as it always is, Mrs. Prince. You
are a champion housekeeper.”
“No char.”
“No prude either. From now on, Mrs. Prince, I will check with you
before inviting anyone in. I really will. I am most sincerely sorry.”
“Well, I don’t know – I have no wish to curtail your youth.”
“I’m sure you don’t.”
“Nor does your mother.”
“She loves youth.”
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“There is no limit to desire, that I know, and no predicting just what
route it might take.”
“So long as it doesn’t go through your living room, right Mrs.
Prince?” Wally knew as soon as he said it that to joke with Mrs. Prince on
this subject was a great mistake.
Mrs. Prince winked at him. “She did seem voluptuous.”
“Professor Lawrence voluptuous? Do you think so? She was just
showing me where things were around school. She came last year, you
see.”
“She was here last year?”
“She came to the college last year and she’s trying to be nice to a
newcomer, introduce me to things. But I won’t have her in again without
checking with you. In fact, I doubt that I will ever see her again.”
“Oh no, don’t say that, Mr. Adrews. One never knows which hens
will roost when the cock’s strutty enough, as papa always said.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“And you’re not a bad cock, Mr. Wallings, as I’m sure your dear
mother told you often enough.”
“She didn’t mention it. Mrs. Prince, I really must take care of my
foot.”
“Did you find her to be just what you want, all things considered?
Not something of a floozie, maybe, though I cast no aspersions? Give
yourself time, Mr. Walls. Been in town three days, as I make it. There’s
better in this town than that one I can tell you and so would your mother
if here. Don’t be impatient and get yourself wrapped up with that one.
You’ll regret it. See what else is around – glide about.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Prince. I’ll go look after this foot now.”
As soon as Wally got to his room, he sat on the bed and stared
intently at his still-shoed foot, wondering why it gave off no pain, no
particular sensation at all. Broken but numb. Musing on that, he began
untying the shoe and let his eyes slide up the wall that Mrs. Prince, in a
mood more than usually unprudish, had trimmed with a border featuring
nature’s naked innocents – not only bunnies and duckies but children
who appeared, on inspection, to be remarkably nubile. Up high on the
mauve wall was a portrait of a greenish-shaded nude (an older teen?) with
a dark-blue sarong carefully covering her thigh and shoulder but missing
entirely her lunging left breast and coiled buttocks. She seemed to be engaged in a dance. Slightly to the left of this inspiration was an ethereallooking desk, over which Mrs. Prince had propped sweet-heartedly a
sign:
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F O R M R. A D R E W S
MAIL JUST NOW ARRIVED
He fast forgot his foot problems, if he had any, and leapt to the desk.
He held up an envelope to the light, looked at the back and front, jiggled
it, and then re-examined the scrawled address carefully. “I think it’s from
the CIA . . .”
The CIA? This a spy novel?
It was good to hear him respond, which may have been why I put
that idiocy in.
No. That’s just what he thinks.
Why?
Who’s to say?
You’re to say. It’s your prerogative.
It’s an awesome power I possess.
It is – only don’t use that damned word, “awesome.” And
with that useful lesson in the craft, I will take my leave.
OK. You got all those women waiting and it’s well on to
Happy Hour.
I am grateful for the reminder.
I tried not to follow him out, even with my eyes, or to listen too
closely to the clatter on the porch, or wonder if he would make it down
the steps, to his house, back here tomorrow. I didn’t want to think much
about it, but it was all that was in my mind.
But, even earlier than usual, there he was, next day, settled in by the
nut bowl, plopped on the lounger. He winked, then motioned for me to
proceed. I tried hard to get my mind back to my hero, my dear hero.
Wally opened the letter, after nearly a full minute of examining its
exterior, and saw, not with any feeling he could define, that it was from
his brother, young Fred.
Dear Wally old turd,
Hows it hanging? Not much to tell you about things here and excuse
the spelling. Same old shit. You know how mom is and dad to. I can’t
stand it most of the time, but
you wouldnt know about that, would you? Because what you had was
pretty good, and they wernt always getting on your ass about little stuff
like they do me all the time. I can never understand that. They both
went to some shitty Back to School night, just for example, and were
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the only fuckers there since nobody elses parents went of course except
the nerds and most of the girls. I could have just shit. And that fuckface
Jenkins you had for English also told them how I wasn’t working up to
my potentel same as the problem he had with you ha ha only mom and
dad didnt pay any attenten at all to what he said there about you
naturly and just looked at me like I was a cat turd on the rug. They
didnt leave either but followed me right to gym and said we will have to
talk about this son. They kept calling me son like I would forget it and
said how they wanted like hell to help and I was so fucking bright and
they could motivate me and were sorry they hadnt motivated me up to
now. I thought mom was going to cry which would really have made
me shit. But I can tell you more when Darlene and I come over to see
you on Saturday. She says I can drive partway as we are taking off on
Friday as soon as she gets off work. I sure like her. She said to let you
know last week but I didn’t.
Your brother,
Pee Ess. We might just drive through and get there Friday. I think we
will. It isnt that far.

“This is Friday!” Wally thought – then screamed.
“What is it, Mr. Adrews? Were you wanting me?” howled Mrs.
Prince from below.
“No, nothing, thanks. I’m sorry to have bothered you, Mrs. Prince.
It’s nothing.”
“It’s that foot, Mr. Walls. You just let Mother Prince have a look.”
Mrs. Prince had made it upstairs and into the room in something less
than two seconds.
“No, the foot’s fine – I think. I’m fine altogether, Mrs. Prince.
Didn’t mean to bother you.”
“Bother? Don’t think it, not when I was yearning to have cause to
sprint up these stairs. It keeps me lithe.”
“I really am sorry, Mrs. Prince. I was not in pain, but I could see
how you’d think I was. I was just startled.”
“These things come on you without notice, do they, these little
startlings?”
“I was startled by a letter I received.”
“From your mother. Domestic trouble – illness. Tell her I can help,
as I’ve been through it all.”
“No, Mrs. Prince. From my brother. He is coming to visit, it
appears, though I don’t know just when, later today, it looks like. I was
calling out, you see. I was startled and was calling out, ‘It is Friday’ since
I don’t know for certain when he’s arriving.”
“Things like that make me call out for Friday too. What’s his
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problem? Is he the one that’s ill? With your foot and your brother’s
sickness, this will be a regular infirmary. I will do what I can, though; you
can count on that, Mr. Adrews. ‘Ginny is not bulky, papa said, but she
throws all her parts into the fray.’”
“Fred’s fine, and they’ll be staying at a motel, Mrs. Prince, so there’s
no need for doctoring.”
“They? Your brother is welcome here, God knows, though humble.
Your mother too. It’s time we met.”
“Not my mother. My brother’s coming with a family friend.”
“Oh.”
“Well, actually, it’s an old girl – – friend, Mrs. Prince. I’m sure you
understand.”
“I rather think I do, as if I would not understand such a thing.
Anyone not understanding what’s going on ought to be just taken out
and shot. I have a feeling for youth. Still, are you sure, Mr. Adrews, that
this is youth and not depravity? They are easy to confuse, as I have
reason to know.”
“Mrs. Prince, it’s not like that . . .”
“I am sure it is none of my concern, else you would have consulted
earlier, which is what I would have advised. You have a visitor waiting
downstairs. I was on my way up to announce him when you had the
startles. Maybe scared him off. If not, he’s downstairs in the front room
and waiting.”
“Who is it?”
“Dean.”
“Dean who?”
“Dean our dear neighbor.”
“I had better go right down, Mrs. Prince.”
“Good plan.”
Wally’s first thought was that he would surely trip on the dangling
shoelace, but he didn’t, though he took two steps at a time going down to
meet this mysterious Dean person.
Maybe from the CIA.
I must admit I don’t get this about the CIA.
You suppose I’m putting it in just to vex you?
I do.
Well, you’re right.
Wally charged into the room looking at his foot: “You must be
Dean,” lunging forth with his hand.
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“Yes. Me Dean, You Wallings.”
Wally could see Arthur Sampson was proud of that one. “I’m sorry.
Hello, Mr. Samp-son. It’s just that Mrs. Prince said someone named
Dean was here, and I was concentrating on not tripping, and should have
looked at – what you were – at you.”
“I am glad you didn’t trip, Mr. Wallings, especially with your hand
outstretched like that. I found myself in one big mess when I went to
shake hands with a colleague at a party recently and poked him. Diane,
my wife, finds it amusing still and won’t let up about it.”
“That is pretty amusing. Let him have it – in the mouth? I can see
that would be pretty funny. Your shoelace was untied too, right?”
“The jaw, I guess. My shoelace? Not that I know of. I don’t need
any excuse for tripping.”
Wally laughed, “Yeah, right – oh, I don’t mean – Diane?”
“Diane McMartin, my wife. You met her over across – ”
“Oh yeah.”
“How’s the foot? I just came over to inquire.”
“The foot? I don’t know.”
“Probably needs an expert opinion. I’d be glad to run you to the
hospital – get it x-rayed.”
“That’s very good of you, it really is. I meant that I hadn’t had time
to look at it yet.”
“Oh.”
“I know that seems ridiculous, but Mrs. Prince wanted a word or
two, and then I got a letter from my brother which made me forget all
about my foot.”
“Not bad news, I hope.”
“Yes, it is.”
“Oh, I’m awfully sorry.”
“No, I don’t mean that kind of bad news. He’s visiting.”
“Oh.”
“With a girl.”
“Complications, right? Woomin problems, as they say? You and
your brother in love with the same woman? He’s bringing her along so
they can break the news together . . .”
“Well, it’s really not . . .”
“And this after you and your woman have had an understanding for
years. Not fraternal, you feel, understandably. Still, look at it his way: he
didn’t ask to fall in love. Neither of them wants to hurt you.”
“Mr. Sampson, my brother has just turned fourteen. That’s not the
complication.”
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“Do forgive me. I have this habit, you see, of taking chance details
and spinning them. Many people say I should be a novelist. Not Diane.
She says I’ve found my proper place in the English Department.”
“English? And you’re also the Dean? That’s why Mrs. Prince said
your name was Dean?”
“I imagine so.”
“She calls me Adrews much of the time. I don’t know why. Names
seem to be her weak suit.”
“Mrs. Prince is very lively.”
“So you’re the Dean.”
“Associate Dean, actually – in Humanities.”
“Oh. Well, it seems I’m one of yours. I just . . .”
Mrs. Prince spoke from around the corner, about four feet away, “I
wonder, Mr. Adrews, if it isn’t interrupting you and Dean, if you could
just get the door. I would, but I am busy in another part of the house,
you see.”
Wally went to the door, sure it was his nightmares in flesh, Fred and
Darlene. Instead, he found there a small girl in some sort of school
uniform.
“Hi,” she called; “I don’t mean to bug you, but my school, see, is
having this candy for us to take around, and if I fill up, see, this sheet, I
get a bike, I think, or the class gets to go for pizza – you mind if I come
in?”
Was this a ten-year-old or the Duchess of Kent?
The girl stationed herself about two feet inside the door, just outside
the front room, where Arthur politely hid himself.
“Anyhow,” she said after she had looked round critically, “my
school has this candy, see, bars, and they said to take it around, only you
don’t get it right away, since I’ll deliver it, you know, and I am very
trustworthy.”
“Is that that Jackson girl?” This from Mrs. Prince still only inches
away, it seemed.
“No, Mrs. Prince, it’s Amelia Dawson,” said the girl. “I was just
telling your relative here about the candy our school has and am not
Sarah Jackson and she’s a friend but not me. I can get a bike, I think, or
our whole class if I fill up this sheet goes out for pizza or something. Are
you married?”
Wally stood stunned, thinking that the girl was still addressing Mrs.
Prince, perhaps having decided in her tidy way that Wally would suit
better as Mrs. Prince’s hubby than as her “relative.” By the time he saw
that the question had been addressed to him, it was too late to provide an
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answer. Wee Lauren Bacall managed fine without one.
“Maybe your wife would like one too. I could deliver both, one for
you and one for your wife, only I can’t do that until tomorrow night, see,
because I don’t have them, for some reason, but I’ll put your name on
this sheet and come around then. I’m very dependable. Does your wife
like chocolate?”
“Yes. That is, I’m not married. You see, I’m just renting a room
here.”
The child looked unconvinced.
“I’m new at the college – but I’ll take two anyhow. How much are
they, a buck?”
“Two dollars.”
“Two dollars! That must be world championship chocolate. No
wonder they don’t let you just haul it around and bring back what you
don’t sell. You’d eat up all the profits.”
The girl studied him coldly.
“Well, here’s four dollars,” Wally, now blushing, said, reaching for
his wallet, which was not there.
“Do you want four? Who is going to eat them? “
“They’re two dollars – times two, you know. Four dollars.”
“Do you need some money, Mr. Adrews? I could let you have some
until you get your feet on the ground.”
“No, no. I just can’t get the price straight.”
“I can put you down for four, see, and then I’ll bring them over. But
they’re big. You might get sick if you ate four. Maybe you could give
them to friends. Do you have any friends?”
The Dean entered at this point, “I couldn’t help overhearing, and I
believe I can clear up the confusion, if I may. The price is one dollar per
bar, right my dear?”
“He said he wanted four!”
“I think he wants two,” Arthur crooned; “he thought they were two
dollars each, and that’s why we are all confused.”
Amelia was not the one confused. “He wants four for his friends.
That’s four dollars.”
“No, my dear, he thought they were two dollars each. When you
gave him the total price, you see, he mistakenly thought it was the unit
price, thus . . .”
“I want four,” said Wally loudly, “for me and my friends. So we can
have a party – get high.”
“As for that, I’m reminded of what papa always said: ‘Go ahead and
race the motor, Ginny, but don’t forget you’ll need fuel for side trips!’”
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“Please wait here, Amelia,” said Wally. “Wouldn’t you know it? I
left my wallet upstairs, but I do have the dough. You can trust me,
Sophie,” he added, in a voice intended as a close imitation of Jimmy
Cagney, “I may have wiped out some rats, but I don’t let down no
friends. One thing doin’ time has taught me, Sophie – there ain’t nothin
so important as friends.”
Amelia, who could not possibly have seen the movies Wally had
dimly in mind, said, in a husky voice, “Right, Rocky. Too bad you’re
gonna fry at midnight.”
As he found his wallet and the lone $20 bill in it, he could hear
Arthur pummeling the child: “And did you come to our house, dear? I’m
sure Diane will give you an order.”
“She told me to kiss off, but then she . . .” said the child, just as
Wally, hurrying downward, missed the stair, hit his shoe-lace, and went
flapping head-first, nearly horizontal, into the Dean and child.
There was silence as the three untangled and stood up. Even Mrs.
Prince, who had stepped around the corner to view things, had no words
for such dances.
Arthur, brushing himself off cheerily, was the first to speak: “Oh my,
it’s lucky you didn’t come fist-first. And how are you, dear?”
The unruffled child had bounced up immediately. “Fine thanks. Did
you bring the money?”
Wally was still on the floor, whole except perhaps for his foot, but
hoping for death to descend. “Yes, I have it here. I’m so very sorry. Are
you all OK? It was my shoelace. I only have a twenty.”
“That’s fine. See, I have change,” said the child, and she did. She
looked at Wally, now up on his knees, and crouched down beside him,
smiling: “No use beggin’ me, Spike. We’re going to sizzle you like a
potato. Tomorrow right after school – will you be home? – I’ll bring the
bars for you and your friends. There ain’t nothin’ so important as friends.
Thank you very much, and I hope I didn’t interrupt your dealings.”
Wally, smitten and now rising to his feet, watched her close the
door. He turned to the Dean: “Interrupt our dealings!”
“Yeah, some kid! You were about to remark on something, perhaps
another detail of this terrible news that is descending on you in the form
of your brother and the woman you love.”
“Well, as I say, she’s not . . . What I was about to say is that I’m one
of your own, a member of your department.”
“Yes, really?”
“I just got here and,” as memory shot forth one of her unwelcome
bolts, “didn’t know it was the Dean and a new colleague whose porch I
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was wrecking.”
“That’s a trifle,” said Arthur, “though,” as another zinger, this one
from Diane’s quiver, hit him, “I do hope you’re insured and all that, not
that I doubt it. We do often use the porch.”
“Yes, just as soon as I have this foot looked at.”
“No hurry – so long as, you realize, it’s all gone into – in time. So
you’re the new poet in the department.”
“I don’t think so. I am doing the survey and a composition and
American novel, and the . . .”
The bell rang once again; Mrs. Prince once again bellowed from
right beside his ear; and Wally, again fearing the worst in the form of
Fred and Darlene, opened the door.
“Professor Lawrence!”
This may be getting a bit repetitive – just thought I’d
bring that to your attention. Perhaps you had in mind some
comic jack-in-the-box effect?
I hadn’t thought of it that way, but why not? I guess that’s
what it is.
Well, that’s putting a good face on it.
You don’t approve.
You going to have him run upstairs again and then come
tripping down on Professor Lawrence and those who follow
her serially to the door of doom:
mailmen and meter readers and Jehovah’s Witnesses and
Fred and Darnell?
Not Darnell, Darlene.
He was grumpy so seldom, it was worth this criticism – telling
though it probably was – to see him roused.
It is not my idea of help, what you’re doing.
If what you are after is mindless praise, automatic
applause, maybe get yourself a machine.
Hell, I thought that’s what I had in you.
He almost laughed. Maybe that’s what it was, a laugh.
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Chapter Two
see.”

“Please come in. I’m sorry for the mess. My shoe came untied, you

“I see perfectly. Hello Arthur.”
“Luanne, how are you? We were just all wrestling here on the
welcome mat. Like on television, only a large group ; Mr. Wallings and
some little girl of about eight and Mrs. Prince and I. Want to join us?”
“What happened to the little girl?”
“She left,” Arthur continued. “Probably went to start another brawl.
I believe she goes from house to house setting father against son, landlady
against tenant, host against guest.”
Mrs. Prince decided to return into the light. “Mrs. Larnce I am
happy to see you, though I could have wished for a more orderly
reception, what with these men on the floor and Mr. Adrews all fissured
in the foot and suffering in silence. The noise you heard was caused by
that Jackson kid, who is a kid you’d like to feed to the killer bees, though
as a rule I like kids.”
Wally decided to risk interrupting: “Really, it wasn’t the Jackson
girl, Mrs. Prince, but a sprite. Anyhow . . .”
“Anyhow,” Mrs. Prince took up, less loudly than Wally would have
predicted, “as Mr. Adrews says, the matter is of negligible consequence,
so we may perhaps move into the room and sit. Mr. Wallings, do you
think you can get there without foundering and taking others with you?”
Once seated, Arthur turned to Luanne, the first name of Professor,
possibly Mrs., Lawrence: “Mr. Wallings, or, rather, Dr. Wallings, I’m
sure, is our new assistant professor of creative writing, a poet, quite a fine
poet. I found it all mystifying myself, but what do I know about contemporary poetry?”
“Right,” Professor Lawrence said, rather rudely, Wally thought
(though Arthur didn’t seem to mind). “I would have sworn the new poet’s
name was Slown or Sewn. Your name is Wallings.”
“Yes,” Wally said. “Wally Wallings, not Slown, not at all.” Wally
was dimly aware that he should be the one giving forth the tiny number
of words necessary to clear this up, but he was busy looking at Luanne
Lawrence with some warmth.
“But . . .” Arthur was about to explain, that is, get things even more
screwed up, so Wally intervened: “I am not a poet. There is a poet,
probably Slown, who is probably coming. I am not she. I’m not a
professor either. I’m an instructor, teaching American novel, the intro for
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majors, comp, and the survey.”
Arthur, who seemed to exude feeling at all the wrong times, got it
into his head that Wally was pained by this, mortified by having to admit
(a) that he wasn’t a poet and (b) that he was an instructor. “I’m sorry,” he
said and paused. “I think myself these rankings are absurd and I wish
they didn’t exploit young people so, hiring them as instructors at half-pay
and making them teach so much, Dr. Wallings.”
Wally gathered that Arthur had come over for no better reason than
to ask about his foot. Perhaps he was pushed by his wife on the insurance
matter; perhaps he was a nosey old bastard; but he seemed OK.
Mrs. Prince now swept out of the room, with a smile but without an
account of whatever it was that was taking her away. Arthur also took his
courtly leave, and Wally was alone with the maybe married maybe not
Professor Lawrence.
“Nice to see you again, Professor Lawrence. Did you come about
the maps? Please call me Wally.”
“Why would I come about the maps? Keep them. And don’t thank
me. What would I do with them now after a year on location? You’ll
know every secret spot on campus by next Thursday. It’s pretty but not
vast. No, Wally old kid, I didn’t come about the maps. I was wondering if
you’d like to get a few beers, watch the fights, go down to The Dan-Dee
Lounge, see if we can catch us some local nookie. Whadda ya say?”
“Well, that’s a good one,” said Wally, not sure he believed what he
heard and wondering if the phrase “catch some local pookie” was a
vulgarism from some region he had never visited or, more likely, a phrase
Ms. Lawrence didn’t understand herself and had misused. Obscene
words could mean anything, pretty much, but what might “catch some
local pookie” mean? Maybe it wasn’t obscene? Maybe it was a video
game? bumper pool? “Mind if I call you Luanne?”
Sorry to interrupt, but just tell me this: the confusion of
“pookie” and “nookie.”
Yes?
Deliberate?
Yes.
OK. You sure you want to spend time on it.
No.
Well, do. It draws attention to “nookie,” which may inject
some oomph into this otherwise – quiet opening.
OK.
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“Mind if I call you Luanne?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Oh.”
“I’ll tell you why. It’s because I am a professor and you aren’t. I am
Professor Lawrence and you are young Wally and someday will be old
Wally but it’ll be just the same.”
“You really think so? How do you know it’ll be just the same? “
“I didn’t until I said it. In fact, I don’t give a damn what you call
me. But what if we were in some protest play, where I am a boss and you
are a drudge and I count for everything and you are muck?”
“You mean you just say things for the hell of it?”
“I start out sentences and see how they fill themselves up.”
“But it’s you filling them up.”
“Well, me and a lot of cliches and old movies and stories and songs.
Mostly it’s the language speaking.”
“You’re a theorist, aren’t you?” said Wally with some awe and
certain of the answer, thinking of what he was going to say when she
asked him if he were a theorist too, but thinking mostly of how she
smelled and how improbably trim and lucky she looked. She was slightly
muckle-mouthed, her lips going all over the place, never still, and never
hiding her toothpaste-ad quality teeth. What a challenge for a ready
tongue to find an opening. And, despite her abruptness, she kept her
unusually grayish eyes right on him and smiled often. The smile didn’t
seem to be lunatic.
She didn’t ask him whether he fashioned himself a theorist. What
she said was, “You don’t give one shit whether I’m a theorist, do you? I
could tell you I was devoted to Paracelsus and you’d say, ‘Very
interesting.’ What you’re wondering is whether you can get me into bed.”
“Oh – well, sort of. No, not that. I was wondering if someone else
got you into bed. You know.”
“I suppose I do, but it’s not the sort of inquiry one expects to have
conducted these days, not right off the bat anyhow. You sound like crazy
old Thomas Hardy, one of those mad obsessives who can’t let go of what
he supposes a girl has thought about or done or wanted done or
considered wanting done with somebody else.”
“I really don’t wish to know those things . . .”
“That’s too bad! Dirty talk does a lot for me.”
“I have no objection to doing things for you.” They both laughed.
Wally thought he was going to enjoy it here. Professor Lawrence was
pretty clearly not married. In any case, he was not going to ask, being
certain that doing so would set off yet another off-target salvo from the
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woman who had, after all, started all this with her proposal to catch some
local pookie. Perhaps that’s what they would do, just go right out and
catch them some local pookie, whatever that might entail.
This is edgy.
Sorry.
No, no. That’s great. It’s bordering on the obscene –
almost.
That’s just the border I was trying to find.
Cross it then. Let two of these people, any two, have sexual intercourse. It’s the shilly-shallying makes us tense.
Good advice.
Yes it is. But will you take it?
That’s the question.
“And where,” Wally said, “do we go to do this?”
“Depends. Do what?”
“What you said: catch us some local pookie.”
“Not pookie, nookie.”
“Oh yeah. Where do we go for that?”
“You couldn’t be expected to know, being new in town.”
“Right. Give me a little time, though, and I’ll be like one of those
heat-seeking missiles.”
“I doubt it. But you let me be your guide for now.”
Just as Wally and Luanne were sliding comfortably toward the door
to go hunt down some nookie, the doorbell rang.
“Son of a bitch!” said Wally.
“Don’t much like callers, do you?” said Luanne.
“I’m sorry. I’m just anxious to get out of here before – somebody
comes.”
“Me too. In my case, it’s my husband. I know he’s on the way here
to kick your ass and I want to make sure I’m not around when he comes
charging up over the lilacs.”
“You married?”
“No. I would tease you and lie about it but I can’t think of anything
to say. There’s this guy thinks we’re married, though, so it amounts to
much the same thing when it comes to ass-kicking. Don’t you think you
should get the door?”
“Oh, yeah. So you aren’t married?”
“Not the way some people are. Better get the door, though. It may
be Arthur come back for more wrestling.”
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“Right.”
He opened the door as instructed.
“Wally, you old pig anus! Oh, hullo, I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t see
you.”
“This is Luanne Lawrence, Fred, a colleague of mine. Luanne, Fred
is my brother. Behind him is an old friend Darlene Cline. Hi Darlene.
This is Professor Lawrence.”
“Darlene, I gather you’ve been exposed to this guy for some time.
My name’s Luanne.”
Wally knew this was a disaster-in-the-making. Darlene had no sense
of humor and certainly didn’t regard him as a disease.
Wrong on both counts. Darlene smiled easily: “I’m like the woman
in the Hawthorne story that feeds on poison.”
“Yeah!” Luanne said, “I am glad you drove over, though. Do you
have a place to stay? I suppose Wally can put up his brother and you are
certainly welcome to stay with me and avoid The University Econotel.”
Wally was seized with a high-voltage hot flash at this prospect.
Nothing could be worse, though he couldn’t locate what was horrifying
about it.
While he was guessing, Fred rushed in: “I know that story. We read
it in old Martin’s class. It’s how this guy buries his sister alive, right, and
she comes back and seeks revenge and the whole house like collapses and
sinks into the swamp? That burying alive was sort of interesting. She
clawed her way back up to the surface, and her fingers were bloody
stumps from all the clawing at the coffin.”
So grateful to Fred for making noise that he wasn’t too embarrassed
by his squawking stupidity, Wally relaxed a little. “No, Fred, you’re
wrong as always. That’s a story by Poe. Darlene was thinking of a
Hawthorne story, a kind of mad scientist story about this guy . . . “
“Rappaccini’s Daughter,” said Darlene. “Sorry, Wally; I didn’t
mean to suggest you didn’t know the title.”
“I think score two points to Fred here for ingenuity, five to Darlene
for accuracy, and minus three to Wally for going off without ringing his
buzzer,” said Luanne. “Now let’s see how the teams do on the question
of sleeping arrangements. I know all three are eager to have Fred as a
bed partner, but we must take our lot as God ordains.”
Fred turned red, stuck his tongue out slightly between his teeth, and
began rubbing his stomach under his shirt. All three noticed his
embarrassment and were springing to relieve it, when Mrs. Prince,
apparently finished with whatever had occupied her in some other part of
the house, burbled into the room.
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“I am a poor welcoming hand, and I wish I could do more to the
honor of this house and to you our guests, but I’m sure you will take the
will for the deed, and sit yourself down. As papa said, ‘Don’t leave ‘em
standing, Ginny – they may collapse in the heat, and they’re no good to
you prone!’ Hello, my sweet little chicky, and don’t you just look like one
of them Brady Bunch!”
This last to Fred, which did nothing to relieve his torment. “I am
Wally’s brother. Darlene and me drove over to see him.”
“And very kind of them too, don’t you think, Mrs. Prince?” This
from Luanne, who seemed bent on protecting somebody or other. Wally
wasn’t sure, being so intent on protecting himself.
“Yes,” he said, “Mrs. Prince, this is my brother Fred and our old
friend Darlene Cline. They came to see me. Drove over. They are
staying – not here.”
“I am sure they have their reasons for wishing to stay elsewhere.
Other plans may call to them, though they would have been most welcome and still are, God knows, though humble.”
Luanne, relieved (and annoyed) Wally by sorting things out.
“Darlene will stay with me and Fred here with Wally.” He still couldn’t
understand why this arrangement caused him to break out in prickly
heat. He could put up with Fred, but why did he want Darlene anywhere
but with Luanne? He entertained briefly the possibility that he was ashamed for Darlene, for her – well, provincial vulgarity – good-hearted,
astute even, but kind of boorish. He entertained all that briefly and was
ashamed of himself, knowing that Darlene was not vulgar, knowing that
she was something quite different he had never been able to put his finger
on, probably because he had spent so much energy keeping his finger
away from resting on what Darlene was. He had no idea what she was –
not boorish. It was he, of course, who had jumped on those terms. But
only briefly. He felt hot all over, humiliated for being, briefly, a snob,
sneering at a friend he had no cause to look down upon. He had entertained the idea briefly – and could not quite stop entertaining it. The
ugly, unfunny words were like drunks who wouldn’t leave the party.
“So, it’s settled, then.” This, naturally, from Luanne. “Wally, you
drive along with Darlene, show her up toward Gomorrah (the housing
development where my condo is).” She winked at Darlene, who laughed.
“Fred will come with me, and I’ll point out the bars where the goodlooking women hang out. I know we can count on Mrs. Prince to take
care of things here.”
“That you may bank on, deposit all you have, just as if I were the
Guarantee Savings. As papa said, ‘There’s banks, Ginny, as I wouldn’t
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want to put an old dog into. They shrivel up your substance.’”
With that, they all left, Fred quite eagerly with Luanne, who was
holding his arm very close to her breast if not, in fact, mashed into it, or
so it seemed to Wally, who walked slowly with Darlene past her neat and
not at all cute car.
“New car, I see.”
“No. Same one.”
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Chapter Three
That’s not what I’d call a cliffhanger ending. Quiet,
though, not show-offy.
You’d not find the term “cliffhanger” leaping to your lips.
Me either. We agree. Have a beer.
I was wondering about the wreck and how he’s going to fix
the porch. Any Strohs?
There, you’ve hit it again. I too. Top shelf.
Darlene and Wally hurried into the car, Wally sliding in on the
passenger side automatically. They were taking his car, but Darlene had
always done the driving, no matter whose car.
She noticed the dents and scratches. “Someone rear-end you?”
“No, it’s the damndest thing, really. Just this afternoon, the car ran
back-end-first into the porch across the street. Destroyed it too.”
“How’d it back into the porch?”
“It ran straight over my foot, which is injured and still hasn’t been
looked after. It’s been neglected.”
“May as well just forget it. Try to save what’s left, start sawing above
the knee. I still don’t understand.”
“You’re looking at the wrong foot.”
“They look the same. Oh, now I see. Looks like you’ll need a shine,
young man. Sorry – I’m sure it’s painful.”
“Well, to tell the truth, it’s not. That’s why I keep forgetting to take
my shoe off and look. After all these hours, I’m ashamed to. But what
happened was the car got into reverse, ran over my foot, ripped across
the street, through the neighbors’ lawn, and bombed their porch.”
“Lucky it didn’t explode.”
“That’s what they said, I think.”
“They must be nice, cheery sorts.”
“He maybe is; she sure isn’t. They are new colleagues of mine. We
teach together at the university.”
“That’s what a colleague is?”
“I’m sorry, Darlene. Things are hectic.”
“I can see that. Do you have money to get the porch fixed? I could
float you a loan.”
“I think maybe it’s insured – or maybe I am.” He looked at her and
felt suddenly all warm and baggy, though whether from weariness, guilt,
or affection wasn’t clear. “Thanks, though. You are something.”
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“Well, I’m sorry you had the accident. And that seems like quite a
landlady too. I hope this works out, Wally. Things might get better. You
never know.” Darlene was no sentimentalist.
“Things’ll look up.”
“Maybe. Anyhow, I know our coming is not making things easier,
but I am very worried about Fred. He needs you.”
“Fred? Why would he need me?”
“Listen, Wally. I’ve got to make you understand all this before we
get to your friend’s. You know how he looks, Wally.”
“Yeah, like a girl. Cindy Brady, as Mrs. Prince observed.”
“Wally, don’t.”
“This is serious, isn’t it.”
“It is to Fred, and he’s confused and worried. Because he’s young
and looks younger doesn’t make his troubles less. He’s afraid.”
Wally looked quickly out the window at the passing night.
“I don’t have much time, Wally, but Fred thinks he’s gay or that’s
the way he puts it, except in hurtful terms.”
“Thinks he’s gay? How would he know?”
“He’s attracted to males.”
“I guess that’d tell him. But he isn’t old enough to be attracted, is
he? Never mind. Well, what the hell. Just tell him to do what he wants.
What’s it matter?”
“That’s nice, Wally, but it’s not that simple for him. Think about it.
He needs to talk to you. He loves you very much.”
Wally was surprised by that and surprised Darlene would say it.
“Why doesn’t he talk to you? He loves you very much too, and you
would know better what to say. You know more about these things.”
Darlene stared at him for a moment, sarcastically, Wally thought.
“Think about it. You know what he’s feeling or a good deal of what he’s
feeling. Be honest with him.”
“How do you know I know what he’s feeling?”
Darlene stared again.
“OK. But what should I say to him?”
Darlene didn’t miss a beat. “Don’t tell him what he should feel or
what he does feel. Tell him how you felt and how you feel. Then find out
details and advise him.”
“Details! How could I advise him on that?”
“Because that’s the only way you can help. Specific people and
things that have happened or he’d like to have happen or doesn’t want to
happen. He’s got to be able to have experiences without being so quick to
slap labels on them. Maybe you can help him explore homosexuality and
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enjoy it.”
“Really?” Wally kept himself from asking “why me?” and hurried
on, “I agree with all that. His sexuality can be a matter of experience.
Couldn’t I just tell him what you said?”
“No, because it would be meaningless. He needs to talk about what
is drawing him and what he can or can’t do. He needs to talk about
specifics.”
“It seems funny to think of Fred having specifics. You suppose he
wants to go after some kid in the shower, get a group together in the
cloak room?”
“You’re going to have to stop tittering if you’re going to help your
little brother.”
“Is he going to do something desperate?”
“Jesus, Wally, you are mad. I said Fred was worried and scared. He
has a problem, or so he thinks, which is enough to make it a problem. He
needs to talk to you, but he doesn’t realize that and it won’t be easy for
him. Try to find an attitude somewhere between stand-up comic and
Suicide-Prevention. Do I turn here?”
Somehow she had been driving quite accurately without directions,
perhaps having gotten a sketchy idea of where they were going from
Luanne, perhaps just exercising the total competence she had always
had.
Here’s a tip. Make them go in three cars. You got three
cars involved in this scene, am I right? There’s Wally’s and
Darlene’s and the one Luanne drove over with the maps in it.
But you only have two cars operating. That’s confusing. All
this time Darlene is telling Wally about Fred – and that’s
important stuff I can see that – your reader isn’t paying full
attention. Your reader is wondering, “Which two cars are they
using? Which one are they leaving behind? Why?
You sure? You think readers are going to be so occupied
with which car is in operation?
Which two cars!
Right. Which two cars. I see your point. But, as it
happens, though you may have a good suggestion as to the use
of the cars, altogether superior to what they did, what they
did is what I describe. It may not have been the best plan, I’m
willing to grant that. They are imperfect people. Why they did
what they did, I don’t know. One of life’s mysteries. Leave it
at that.
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It’s a bit weak to attribute what others might regard as
botches in craft to life’s little mysteries. I mean, life has –
So many mysteries we can never exhaust them. Want
something to eat? I got some sour apples – and coarse salt.
Haven’t seen him so animated in months. I should insert more fuckups, though I’ll likely not have to plan them, writing as I do.
“They all seem to have taken off in separate cars.”
“You know, Arthur, you shouldn’t stand at the window smoking.
You got the room darkened, but the hot ash is like a blazing beacon:
“Here Stands Arthur Sampson, Peeping. Remove Your Clothes Slowly!”
“I really feel sorry for young Mr. Wallings, Diane.”
“I know you do. I knew you would the minute he wrecked our
porch. Let someone maltreat you and your heart is theirs. Like that Rita
woman you adore – when her dog bit you, you wanted to pay the vet bill.
I believe to this day you did pay the vet bill.”
“I made him feel badly by announcing that he was the new poet and
an assistant professor.”
“Arthur, you never hurt anybody, aside from that Chicano Studies
fellow who is still sucking his food through tubes.”
“He’s only been here three days, accidentally bashed in our porch,
squashed his foot, got stuck with dear half-mad Virginia Prince for a
landlady – and now my thoughtlessness.”
“Oh, Arthur, you’ll make it up to him a thousand-fold. I’m sure he
appreciated your visit.”
“He has more problems on the way, I think. His brother and girlfriend are arriving.”
“Well, I’ll tell you what, Arthur. We’ll have him over to dinner next
weekend, along with the four decent people at school.”
“Be sure to invite Smithson.”
“Smithson?”
“He’s interesting in his way.”
“He’s fertile in a fatuous way.”
“I was thinking he might have some ideas on how young Wallings
could make some money on the side. I’m sure he needs it.”
“Arthur, the last scheme Smithson had was that textbook called
‘You,’ the one with the mirror on the cover.”
“Yes, that was pretty awful. It had those writing assignments on
violence.”
“‘Describe in five paragraphs the tortures you would like to see inflicted on your parents.’”
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“Smithson said it tapped real feelings. But you’re right. He did do
that work for the educational television people, remember?”
“He dramatized ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,’ – a toy boat in
a bathtub, ice-cube icebergs, and rubber water-snakes.
“Well, do invite him. I have a feeling he’d amuse young Wallings,
even if he doesn’t have work for him.”
As soon as they got in the car, Fred reached over and hit Wally in
the shoulder, very hard. In fact, it hurt so badly it made Wally mad, and
he had to exert a good deal of effort to avoid hitting Fred back even
harder.
“Jesus Christ, Fred!”
“Really got ya, didn’t I? You sticking it to that Luanne?”
“What a moron you are.”
Fred giggled and hit Wally again, the middle knuckle on his fist
extended so as to pound into Wally’s bicep like a ball-peen hammer.
Wally screamed and grabbed Fred’s head under his arm and began
rubbing his knuckles into Fred’s scalp, intending to cause great pain and
permanent harm. Fred giggled.
“Fred,” letting him up though still wanting to generate a little
suffering, “let’s cut this out for a minute,”
“OK. I really am sorry, Wally. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Please
don’t cry.”
“Fred, dammit.”
“Oh please don’t cry, Wally baby, honey,” sticking his index finger
under Wally’s left ear and pressing in. He believed this was an old FijiIsland trick guaranteed to paralyze an enemy every time. He believed
that because Wally had told him. Wally had told him because he believed
it.
Wally decided that since Fred was hurting him he might as well be
angry, anger giving him a way to begin. “Hell, Fred. Stop acting like a
damned brat.”
Fred stopped at once and turned away.
“Here you come here and act like you’re six years old and don’t
know when to quit, even when I ask you nicely to stop.”
Fred kept looking out the window. Wally tried to work up anger at
that. “Christ, you might stop sulking long enough to talk to me.”
Silence.
Wally didn’t want to start feeling guilty, so he said, just to relieve the
guilt, “What do you say we go get a beer – and see if we can catch us
some local nookie?”
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Fred looked over and dug his fist into his face. “What did Darlene
tell you?”
Wally had been preparing himself in some vague sort of way for a
discussion, but was not ready to introduce this topic, this topic of all
topics the most difficult for him, this topic of homosexuality – hoe-moesehx-ewe-al-ah-tee. How much less was he prepared to have Fred
introduce it, if that was what Fred was doing, which it seemed to be.
Who could be sure?
“What do you mean, Fred?”
“Huh? What do you mean what do I mean? I just asked what
Darlene told you.”
“About what?”
“What’s wrong with you? I know she talked with you, and I wanted
to know what she told you.”
“I see. Yeah, it seems reasonable you’d ask, want to know, what she,
after all, said.”
“What?”
“I said I understood what you were asking.”
“Well, tell me.”
“Fred, I don’t know how to. I think you ought to tell me.”
“Darlene talked about me, didn’t she?”
“She’s worried about you.”
“What about?”
“Fred, let’s stop circling. It’s not such a big deal.”
“What isn’t?”
“Being attracted to males, you know. Sexually attracted, I mean.
Almost everybody is at your age.”
“Every girl is. You always said I looked like a girl.”
“Fred, I’m sorry I ever said anything like that. You look fine. You’re
very good-looking, you know.”
“Yeah.”
“Anyhow, the point is you don’t have anything to worry about.”
“I don’t, huh?”
“No, it’s all very natural, very normal.”
“Normal and natural.”
“Sure it is. There isn’t anything to worry about. It’s what’s to be
expected. And Fred – ”
“Yes, Wally, I couldn’t be more normal and natural. I’m so normal
and natural I think I’ll just get out of the car and go suck off that bum
sitting on the ground over there.”
“Fred, none of this means that you’re gay, or, if it does, that doesn’t
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matter anyhow.”
“Of course it doesn’t. I think I’ll just go roll on the ground and suck
that bum’s cock and ask him if he has any normal friends who’d also like
their cocks sucked, cause it doesn’t matter, and they shouldn’t mind
because rolling around and sucking cocks don’t mean we’re gay.”
“You know what I mean. You don’t have to think of yourself as
anything in particular just because you’re attracted to men. Unless you
want to – think of yourself as – see what I mean?”
“Sure I do. I’m nothing in particular unless I think I am. What the
hell do you mean by that?”
“Fred, the way you feel now doesn’t mean you’ll always feel that
way, necessarily, though it might.”
“Oh, THAT makes me very happy. I’m supposed to be happy as all
hell because I won’t always want to go suck dick and butt-fuck, though
maybe I will? It’s just a phase – unless it isn’t.”
“Well, I didn’t mean it was something to be ashamed of or anything
like that, Fred.”
“You didn’t?”
Wally stopped and looked at his brother, surprised to see him like
this, curled up in a ball flat against the door, defending himself. He
looked small and forsaken, though Wally couldn’t name the betrayer.
“Let’s start over. I’m not very good at this.”
“You’re not worth a shit.”
Wally laughed and put his arm tentatively over the back of the seat
toward his brother. Fred noticed the hand, the tentativeness, and mashed
himself closer to the door. Wally saw it all and immediately,
overpowering all of Fred’s resistance, pulled his brother to him, hugging
him and kissing his hair.
Wally rather expected Fred to break into uncontrollable sobs, but
Fred did not break into uncontrollable sobs. Though cuddled firmly
against Wally’s chest and heavy sweater, Fred asked clearly enough,
“What am I going to do?”
“What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know, Wally, I really don’t.”
“You gotta start with details, your own feelings.”
“OK. I want to – do things with – a couple of friends, I guess. That’s
part of my feelings.”
“Then you should . . .”
“But that’s not all my feelings. I also would rather fucking die than
do anything with them or anybody else either.”
“Oh.”
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“Wally, did you have these feelings?”
“Sure. Everybody does, like I said.”
“Who for?”
“What?”
“Who did you have these feelings for?”
“Jesus, Fred. Did I ask you who you had your feelings for.”
“Oh.”
Wally felt a ring of heat circling his neck, but spoke anyhow. “I was
in love with Billy Johnson, mostly. I guess what I wanted to do was see
him naked. There were three or four others too that I tried to get next to
in the locker room, peek at in the shower.”
“Is that all?”
“No, it isn’t. I had fantasies, day-dreams about kissing them, I guess,
but really just holding them, touching. The kissing stuff came from
movies, I think.”
“Is that all?”
Wally felt that a great deal was at stake, for Fred or for him. “No.”
He paused but he wasn’t stalling. “Two or three times – actually it was
three times exactly – Billy Johnson and I unzipped ourselves and fooled
around, masturbated one another.”
“Was it great or awful or what?”
“You know, Fred, I want to tell you but I can’t. I suppose it was
great in a way, but even at the time it turned kind of embarrassing.
Looking back on it now, I have no idea. You see, Billy and I, or at least
me, sort of pretended it wasn’t happening even while it was going on. It
could have been great, I guess. Maybe it was. It doesn’t stay fixed in my
memory, though I think of it now and then.”
“Do you still want to do it?”
“No, I don’t think so, Fred. I think I know what you’re asking. No,
after a while, I just wanted to do it, more or less, with girls, I guess.
Maybe tomorrow it’ll all be different. I still think about men some of the
time but probably not enough to do it, I suppose.”
“So you’re not gay?”
“Well, I didn’t want to go suck off that particular bum.”
Fred didn’t laugh. Just looked at Wally.
“Fred, I don’t know what that means for sure, being gay, I really
don’t. I guess I’m not gay, since I spend most of my time lusting after
women and thinking about women. That’s easier, in the world we live in,
but I don’t think I have had too much trouble doing it. Most of the time.
I mean I don’t think it has been some violation of my nature – whatever
that is.”
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“Did you look like me, Wally?”
“When I was fourteen, Fred, I looked like a mine-field, all zits and a
few facial hairs in the wrong places starting to come through. No, I didn’t
look like you.”
“Oh.”
“Fred, try not to worry about it too much. The girls’ll solve these
problems for you, I suspect. If they don’t, they don’t. Maybe the boys
will. I mean you aren’t going to have any problems attracting males,
females, or anything else, given how you look. It’s just a rough time, or it
was for me, and being attracted to other boys maybe makes what is
pretty tough even tougher. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that not
being gay is any particular picnic.”
“Wally . . .”
“Yeah?”
“I think I see what you’re saying.”
“Good. I hoped you would.”
“Not that you’re saying that much.”
“Listen, Fred, did you want to talk about details?”
“What details?”
“Details about you, I mean.”
“What sort of details do you wanta hear about?”
“I don’t want to hear any, but I figured, or Darlene figured, you’d
want to talk in details – you know, specifics.”
“What kind of specifics, Wally? I know all about nocturnal emissions
and ovaries and that stuff from school. I guess I know all the straight
stuff, you know, which doesn’t seem that much of a mystery, how to do it,
I mean. I guess I got the gay stuff figured out too. Bet you and Billy
Johnson didn’t need any manuals telling you how to jerk each other off,
right?”
Wally couldn’t think of anything to say, a silence Fred mistook for
embarrassment. “I’m sorry. Hell, I was just teasing about you and Billy. I
didn’t mean to be like crude. I think it was very nice of you to tell me,
Wally. I really do.”
Wally had had no idea Fred, still curled up against him, was capable
of this kind of sensitivity or of any sensitivity, even if it was misfiring. “I’m
not offended at all. Maybe I was distracted thinking about Billy. I know I
didn’t handle this too great – but I tried. I don’t mind you saying I’m sort
of a horse’s ass. I’m glad you can laugh about it.”
“I meant about Billy. I didn’t mean to be crude about that.”
“I know what you meant. It’s hard to admit that sort of thing to
your brother. What I really mean is it’s hard for me, Wally, to admit to
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you, Fred, that old Billy Johnson, who to tell you the truth was not my
first choice, met me three times for mutual masturbation, an operation
which sounds a lot more intimate than it was. Actually, I’m more
surprised we arranged it than that we did it. We giggled a lot but we each
unzipped our own flies and were careful not to touch anything on the
other person except his wee-wee. Can you imagine that? We didn’t even
look at one another’s pecker. At least I didn’t, which probably guarantees
that he didn’t either. It’s sort of like we were at adjacent urinals in the
boys’ restroom at school – with one difference, of course. But you know
what I mean: looking straight up in the air so no one will think you’re
peeking at his pride and joy. Old Billy Johnson and me might as well
have been standing in line at the pencil sharpener for all the intimacy
there was in it.”
“But it wasn’t funny then, was it, Wally?”
“No, not funny. I think it was actually more intimate and probably
more exciting than I let on, or I let myself remember. I don’t know what
it was for sure, but it wasn’t funny.”
“No.”
“You know, Fred, sometimes a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta
do – and besides, Spike, since you’re going to fry at midnight anyhow,
what’s it matter if we go out and get a little local nookie while we can?”
“Nookie, Wally? I don’t think you know what it means.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
“You gonna tell me?”
“No. I’ll save it for the big lecture.”
“I suppose I thought it meant tail or ass or something, but now I’m
not even sure what I thought it meant or if I ever heard it before tonight.
It can’t mean getting laid, though. Professor Lawrence would never say
to me, ‘Wally, let’s go out and get us a piece of ass,’ would she!”
“Why not? I like her.”
“Liking her has nothing to do with whether she talks like you do.
Besides, she’s a woman, a feminist even. Feminists don’t talk about
getting laid. That’s how you can spot ‘em. But all this still leaves me in
the dark about nookie. I gotta admit it. You’ll tell me, won’t you. Right,
you little slime?”
“I’ll say this. What you are thinking is normal and natural, and you
shouldn’t worry about it. Hell, there are plenty of twenty-six-year-old
guys walking around not knowing what nookie is. Monks and retards and
school principals! But come to my big lecture on sex and I’ll cover that
point about nookie.”
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“Thanks.”
“Actually, I’m hungry. Any good places to eat around here?”
“I’ve only been here three days. How would I know? And how
would you know, even if you ate there? There’s this really disgusting
chicken place up near the drugstore. Tex-Mex chicken and gravy on the
fries. You’ll love it.”
“OK. I have some dough. Mom gave it to me, said not to freeload.
And Darlene said she’d pick me up tomorrow morning at 8 so you could
work. She and I’ll go out and just fiddle around.”
“Yeah? I’ll fiddle with you.”
That it?
For now.
You sure you haven’t got yourself painted into a corner?
Good apples, by the way. You got these gay brothers and
many women. Not promising. While the brothers have their
friends over to the garage to play doctor, what are the women
to do – be witty with one another? Not a formula for rich
dramatic conflict, I wouldn’t have thought. On the other hand,
your inventiveness is never to be underestimated.
Have more salt. It’s good for you.
I do like this coarse kind. Kosher salt, is it, or canning?
Canning.
I’m afraid I’ll get some kind of upset. I think I’ve had
about 6 apples so far – 7.
I have plenty.
Thanks. But don’t you think you’ve got a problem?
I’ve got plenty of problems. Anyhow, what are you doing
slapping labels like that? Gay? I happen to know you had a
few Billy Johnsons in your past.
I did not – and so did you.
Just the one.
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Chapter Four
Wally woke suddenly from a dream in which his foot had seized
control of his brain and was issuing orders through a loud speaker.
Having completed a very coherent speech about carpentry and maps, the
foot seized a long and fat pole-like thing, announced that it was not a
pole but a phallus, and that there would be a test on this material
Thursday. The foot then took the pole, which it seemed to feel was in
danger of being mistaken for something other than a phallus, declared
hysterically that it WAS indeed a phallus, called it Billy, and began
hammering it like a gavel, very hard, on a lectern, declaring that he was
now the boss.
The dream made Wally think only of his foot and the curious fact
that, even while undressing for bed, unshoeing himself, he had neglected
to look at it. His neglect, he thought, showed a self-forgetfulness that was
highly admirable, if it wasn’t oafish. The first thing I’ll do, he figured, is
swing this foot out onto the floor and look at it.
As he was about to do it, his view was arrested by the sight of Fred,
sitting on top of the spindly desk in his underpants.
“Fred, what the hell are you doing?”
“I’m just sitting here. Don’t worry. I didn’t mess up your stuff on the
desk. You always think I’m going to mess up the stuff on your desk.”
“There’s no stuff on my desk to mess up. Get off there!”
Fred didn’t move. “How come? What am I hurting?”
“You’re right in front of the window. Right in front of it!”
“So? You expecting somebody to throw a brick through it?”
“Fred, what are you wearing? Just look at yourself. What do you
suppose people will think?”
Fred looked down at himself and didn’t move. “They’ll think there’s
a kid just probably got outa bed. Oh – – I see. You mean my underpants.
Should I take them off, Wally? Maybe everybody in this town sleeps
raw?” Fred now stood up on the desk, making it wobble amazingly.
“There’s a boy across the street wearing underpants.”
“You’re startled that he has only one set on.”
“He’s standing in the window. I hope he doesn’t fall out.”
“Let’s hope his underpants are clean. Who is this boy?”
“It’s at Virginia Prince’s.”
“My God, you’re ogling that jackass who rammed our porch and
hasn’t yet shown up to rebuild it.”
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“That was only yesterday. He’ll be here. And no, this must be his
brother, though it looks like a young girl.”
“Like a young girl? Let me see. My God, she’s mooning the
neighborhood. Cute little butt. Now she’s moved.”
“It had to have been Mr. Wallings’ brother.”
“Maybe it was Virginia Prince, in and out of jockey shorts.”
“Well, I’m not going to stand here looking. Makes me feel like a
voyeur almost.”
“I don’t know why you’d feel that way, Arthur. Standing at a
window staring in at other peoples’ bedroom windows certainly doesn’t
make you a voyeur.”
“I think I’ll take a little walk.”
“Do! It’ll assure you that you are unexceptional. Go down to the
Rumanian drugstore and peer at the magazines.”
“Hello, AA Carpenters?”
“Good Morning, AA Carpenters.”
“Yes, well, I wonder, do you give quotes?”
“We offer quotations on request for all jobs, big and small.”
“Is there a charge for quotations, for an estimate, you know?”
“All estimates are quoted free. There is, however, a small charge on
jobs under $750 or on those jobs out of our job-range.”
“Just what is your job range?”
“It extends from Franklin on the east – ”
“Never mind. I gotta get a porch repaired, sort of rebuilt. Do you do
that sort of thing, maybe with me helping some?”
“What?”
“I mean, how much, about, would it be – for a porch? And I
wondered if I might pitch in some. I’m no expert, or anything, but I
could maybe help out, keep the cost down a little, you see. I’m new in
town and don’t have a lot of money. My paychecks haven’t started but
. . .”
“Would you like an estimate, sir?”
“Darlene, I’m glad to see you. Sorry you had to stay there at
Luanne’s place, but – it’s good to see you.”
“Why would you be sorry, Wally? It was very kind of her, and I like
her a lot. We stayed up to all hours.”
Wally hurried on. “Anyhow, you and Fred probably want to get
going. I have to wait for an estimate on that porch next door, for a
carpenter or something.”
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“Fine. I could wait. Fred and I were planning on feeding you
breakfast – all the pancakes you can eat. Then we’ll get out of your hair.
I know you have work to do.”
“Actually, I really have nothing to do but see the town myself.
School doesn’t start until Wednesday. But how about this? I’ll wait for
this carpenter, see if he’s reasonable, get him started on the job. I’m
hoping he will let me help him, you know. But I doubt if he will, so you
and Fred go get breakfast and come back in a couple-three hours and
we’ll all go mess around the rest of the day.”
“That’s fine with me. Wonderful, if you’re sure you don’t have to
work. Luanne invited us all for dinner, by the way. I said you’d call her.
Did you have a chance to talk with Fred?”
“She invited who all of us to dinner?”
“You, me, Fred, I guess. Perhaps others, but she didn’t say. Should I
have asked? Anyhow, what did Fred say?”
“Oh, yes. Well, you were right, Darlene, and to tell you the truth I
don’t think I handled it too well. I tried. I ended up talking mostly about
myself.”
“That’s because he asked you questions, right?”
“Yeah. He wanted to know details. You said he’d want to talk about
details. I didn’t think they’d be my details.”
“Did you tell him?”
“Yeah, but I don’t know how that could help him a lot.”
“You really told him?”
“Darlene, I told him about me and Billy Johnson in the garage. I
told him who unzipped whose fly and who did what to whom.”
“And why it was done? What you were feeling?”
“And why. I said it was because I loved him, though he wasn’t my
first choice. You remember Billy Johnson?”
“He was very pretty. You really did say all that – ” Darlene checked
herself.
“Well, Fred’s not so bad. Last night he seemed so mature, Darlene.
And then this morning he moons the whole street – right there from the
window above us! He’s taking a shower now. Or he was. He’ll probably
appear at the window ass-forward again.”
“He’s barely fourteen, Wally. He hardly knows which is his ass and
which is his nose. You remember what it’s like.”
“True. At least he’s not in love with Billy Johnson.”
“Billy Johnson’s now fat and a little seedy, works at the Exxon
station. I think I’ll invite Mrs. Prince to breakfast.”
This struck Wally as a horrible idea. Mrs. Prince wouldn’t go, they
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wouldn’t get along if she did, there’d be some terrible scene, Fred would
expose himself to the entire restaurant, Mrs. Prince would fall out of the
car and sue, Mrs. Prince would worm all sorts of secrets (Billy Johnson for
instance) out of Fred and broadcast them everywhere, Mrs. Prince would
assume Wally and Darlene were in love and would blunder over
everyone and everything like spilled soup. But he said nothing. And Billy
Johnson was now fat, with hair on his back.
“Arthur, we have callers, Mr. Wallings and a very interestinglooking woman. Perhaps she’s the exhibitionist who was trying to beguile
you, here for the matinee. I’m sure you’ll want to get the door. Arthur?”
She then remembered that Arthur was at the drugstore, so she got the
door herself.
“Hello, Professor McMartin. I’ve come to see if this is a convenient
time to see about the porch, that is, to have the carpenter here give us an
estimate.”
“Us?”
“No, me, of course. But as it’s your property and all, I didn’t want to
bring armies of workmen crawling over it without giving you warning.”
“Please go right ahead. Estimate away.”
The carpenter, a handsome woman in coveralls with a quasi-gay90s-style yellow and black baseball cap the Pirates had tried twenty years
earlier, looked quizzically at Wally. “What’s this about armies of
workmen? We ain’t a big outfit.”
Wally kicked at the dirt, suddenly thinking about his foot again.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean armies, really. It’s just that I thought you
wouldn’t mind if I watched. I realize that doesn’t create an army.”
The carpenter stared. Wally noticed that her name-badge-plate
thing identified her as “Herb.”
“Actually, I was hoping you’d maybe let me help, do some little
non-union sorts of jobs. You know, carry things, hammer a nail or two. I
don’t have a lot of money, Herb.”
“You nuts? Let’s do the estimate, whatcha say? I’ll let you help with
that. Can you hold a tape measure?”
“That and many other useful things, Herb. Just tell me, I’ll do it.”
“Good! Then don’t call me Herb. My name’s Toni.”
Wally didn’t say a word, took the tape-measure in hand and worked
steadily and quietly with Toni, nominally Herb, for about 45 minutes.
Why is she wearing a name-tag with “Herb” on it if her
name’s Toni? I’d maybe avoid pointless complications or
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confusions. But maybe you have good reason for this?
You look like you could use another apple.
Really, I couldn’t. I feel bad that I’ve eaten all your snacks
here – those cheese waffies and the really good cashews and
God knows how many apples. You must have to go out
shopping every day just to keep me supplied.
It’s a small price to pay.
For what? I can’t see as I’ve had much of an impact.
I need to block this fast.
Yes you have. You convinced me to drop the C.I.A.
involvement and you are invaluable on sexual perversion.
Fuck yourself.
See what I mean? I think I have some pretzel puffs with
peanut butter inside. I know you’ll love them.
Arthur returned from the drugstore with none other than Rita in
tow just in time to meet Fred, Darlene, and Mrs. Prince, back from
breakfast and up for whatever the day had next in store. To make things
happier, Diane stepped out to meet them and hear Toni’s views.
“Talk about armies! Well, Wally, we gotta major problem here. It’s
the ground. It’s not solid enough to support a porch. I mean a proper
porch and not shoddy piece of crap like they musta had here before. Had
to-uv been a shoddy wobbler to be built on this ground. Lucky you ran
into it. It’d a collapsed anyhow, hurt somebody.”
“What do you suggest, Toni?”
“A gazebo! That’s what I suggest. A gazebo. You know what that
is?” she added, turning to Diane, with a pretty impressive instinct for
power.
Wally was sure Diane would now detonate. He was ready to do so
himself. Of course the ground would support a porch! What ground,
outside the Okefenokee Swamp, wouldn’t? Toni and Hank probably had
some prefabricated gazebos from 1946 still on their hands. A gazebo
indeed!
“A gazebo?” Diane said mildly. “You think that’d be nice? Aren’t
they usually in the back?”
Toni nodded knowingly, with the air of a physician talking to a
patient analyzing his own symptoms. “Maybe usually in the back, but
they’re more distinctive in front. And porches are pretty snuffy, even if
the ground’s suited for them, which this ground int. And when you come
down to it, why sit on a porch anyway? What’s to see? A gazebo’s
different.”

42

Just Wally and Me
Mrs. Prince was moved by the sheer fittingness of the thing. “I think
it’s a beautiful idea. A gazebo. Puts me in mind of wild swans and a lake.
Papa did not like porches, said they were like proper rooms inside-out,
deranged. On the other hand, a gazebo!”
“Arthur?” said Diane, first smiling approval at Mrs. Prince.
“I was trying to get a good mental picture of one. Pope’s estate at
Twickenham had one, I think. They’re octagonal, right, and wooden,
like a leisure-time cage, with seats?”
“Exactly, which is why Pope had one. So, your vote is aye? And
Mrs. Prince seems leaning in that direction. A ground-swell! Ms. Herb,
what would you propose to do with the wreckage here and the front of
the house?”
“It’s Toni. Well, we’d clear away the junk from the crash, of course,
put in some steps and those tall red-berry shrubs you see a lot, here in
front see, where the crummy old porch was. Plant some grass – maybe
you’d want to put in some tulips or something. I hate ‘em myself, but
maybe you don’t.”
“Sounds like a good plan to me and, I’ll bet, to Mrs. Prince too. I
have less determined views about tulips, but you’re probably right. We’ll
try something else, maybe a sculpture, something not too ostentatious but
Attic. That’d take your mind off the gazebo, Arthur, and its failure quite
to match up with Alexander Pope’s. I’ll wager Mr. Wallings has no
objection to paying for this, considering what it’ll do for the neighborhood.”
“Really, I had been thinking – – – ”. Wally’s pause threatened to
paralyze them all.
“Good. You’re a public benefactor, Mr. Wallings. In place of a
sinking porch we have a morsel of the Enlightenmen. Arthur, OK?
Wally was baffled, as was Arthur. Rita and Darlene were not, but
felt muffled by being as-yet-unintroduced strangers. As for Mrs. Prince,
her views had been so firmly stated that even she seemed to regard any
elaboration as redundant. Only Fred had both the clear intuition of what
was going on and an indifference to forms sufficient to allow him to
speak.
“Wally won’t mind. I think you oughta throw in a swimming pool
too and a hot tub. That way you could sit around in your gazebo for a
while and then when you’re tired of sitting jump into the water. Wally’ll
pay for all that. Be happy to. I’m Fred, his brother, and I can guarantee
him.”
Diane looked delighted, an expression Wally would never have
thought part of her repertoire. “Fred! How about an affair – or marriage,
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if you’ll have me. Arthur there hates gazebos and I will not live with a
man whose tastes are so foreign to my own. Can you learn to love me, do
you think?”
This was way beyond Fred, Wally knew, certainly way beyond his
poise. Probably it was, but Fred hauled out a grin that delighted Diane all
the more. Enough!
“I’m sorry to be so rude, Fred – or not at all sorry to be rude to you,
Fred, but I don’t know who knows who here, so if I may I’ll just say that
this is an old friend Darlene Cline, my brother Fred, Mrs. Prince, Diane
McMartin, Dean Sampson, Toni from AA Carpenters, and – – uh –
you.” This last to Rita.
“How abominable you are, Mr. Wallings,” said Diane, smiling
again in a way Wally found unreal. “This is Rita, a friend of Arthur’s.”
“Rita O’Connell,” said Arthur, “who plays the flute.”
“Oh, that Rita O’Connell,” said Diane. “Bring your flute along,
Rita?”
Rita looked much less embarrassed/annoyed than Wally expected.
In fact, she didn’t look embarrassed/annoyed at all. She looked amused,
which Wally did not believe.
“I mentioned once to Arthur that I used to play the flute,” said Rita,
“and it seems to have lodged in his kind brain.”
Darlene laughed. So did Diane.
What on earth was going on? Wally could not understand how these
women failed so entirely to detect the aggression each was firing at the
others. They insisted on laughing and getting on. It was a moronic kind
of dance, and no one was asking him to join. Even Mrs. Prince seemed
clam-happy; and Toni, wearing a requisite look of professional
knowingness, was flowing with it. This it, whatever it amounted to, was so
mellifluous that Wally half expected Fred to be giving off signs of
comprehension, and was relieved to see him looking puzzled.
“I’ll tell you what, Toni,” he said, “why don’t you just leave an
estimate for the whole thing, and I’ll be in touch?”
“Whole what thing?” said Toni, no longer bland.
“The gazebo and steps and shrubs and grass or flowers and statue
and whatever else, like the hot tub and swimming pool,” said Wally. “In
for a penny; in for a pound.”
Arthur seemed stung: “You’d be in for far too many pounds, young
man. Diane was not serious about all that – stuff.”
“I was perfectly serious. I want it all, and Mr. Wallings will provide
it. Don’t forget the jacuzzi and pool. My sweetmeat Freddie here
promised me I could have them.” Diane sounded serious, though she
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winked – or seemed to, maybe just a twitch.
“We don’t do pools, and I wouldn’t advise a pool myself right here,
not on this mushy ground, though maybe a fish-pond. Hot-tubs I cannot
countenance, my sister’s friend actually having died in one with a martini
in her hand – and she was naked too.”
“But we’ll keep our clothes on, some of us. Perhaps we’d be safe.
Anyhow, I want one.”
“Papa died before he had a chance to give hot-tubs a try, but he
loved mineral baths. ‘They smell like shit, Ginny, but remember: the
richest pearls are found amongst the filth.’”
What’s Rita look like?
Pardon me?
Rita. You never said anything about what she looked like.
For all we know she looks like Harold Stassen.
I see your point.
She seems very nice.
I’m glad you like her.
She’s probably small, right?
What makes you say that?
Well, she plays the flute.
Because a flute’s small doesn’t mean Rita is. But Rita is
small, as you say, delicate and very pretty. Dark complexion,
bright dancing eyes, bulby lips. You picked that right up.
Truth is I hadn’t got her visualized very well until you did it.
Thanks.
You’re welcome. I like bulby lips.
Say, you been walking a little, exercising I mean? You told
me you were going to.
No. Truth is I haven’t, though I should. It’s so boring,
walking, even a little, and there’s nobody else ever outside any
more. Makes me feel incorporeal, like I’m the only person left
alive or something. Blank houses and streets and trees. Now
and then there’s a car or dog. Never people. Twilight Zone,
sort of.
Yeah, I guess other people exercise on those treadmills.
A nation of pit-ponies.
You’re absolutely right.
Well, they probably like it.
Arthur, with a don’t-worry nod to Wally, took Toni aside to discuss
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the estimate. The others arranged themselves in a large clump, with
Diane and Mrs. Prince peeling off from the group to go inside their
respective houses.
Rita approached Darlene. “I hope you’ll feel free to tell me to get
lost, but Arthur said you and this very handsome young man were at
loose ends today. If you are, I’d love to show you around. The county fair
is on right now too, in case you’re interested. They always have great
freaks.”
This last, addressed to Fred, as, alas, had been the flattery, seemed
to Wally all of a piece with his sense of dislocation. Who were these
strange women? What was happening with the gazebo? How much
money that he didn’t have anyhow was he going to owe? Why did he feel
so oddly itchy around Darlene? Why wasn’t he as unhappy as he had
every right to be?
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Chapter Five
You mind if I ask you something?
Does it matter?
I don’t really get this Darlene at all.
No?
She isn’t clear to me the way the other women are.
So what is it you wanted to ask?
You think you have a good hold on her character?
Don’t you like her?
What’s to like? Why’s she there in the first place?
Shit!
Try not to be defensive. I’m merely indicating that you
have a character here that isn’t clearly motivated. I’m not
even sure why she made this long trip.
Yeah, I know. Didn’t mean to snap. Wally’s very unclear
about her, you know, maintains a purposeful lack of clarity.
At this point anyhow.
Well, OK. I hope he has a breakthrough in understanding.
I hope so too, but I doubt it.
Rita had not included Wally in the invitation to see the town, which
he would have liked, or go to the fair, which he would have liked even
better. It would be fun to be with Rita, he felt sure; and the trio of Rita,
Darlene, and Fred made him feel much more comfortable than any of
the other groupings that had arranged themselves thus far. But he was
shunned. He felt hurt, even though he knew that he was excluded out of
an excessive regard for his time. There was something touching about
everyone’s faith in his industry and professional zeal. He didn’t feel like
working. Even if he had felt like it, what work could he do? School didn’t
start until Wednesday and he had his class stuff double-ready: all the
course outlines and lists of required texts and week-by-week assignments
and suggestions for term papers and warnings about plagiarism. The
opening lectures too. All set they were, these shrewdly crafted lectures.
Uh huh. Actually, they weren’t so much what you’d call lectures as timefillers designed to make the class like him and think of him as teacher of
the year material or, failing that, a kindly sort not worth filing complaints
about. “This class offers for any and all takers an overview of the
American literary Renaissance. It will be a discussion course, which
means that you will have to do most of the work, even though I’m the
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one getting paid [wait for laughter] or should I say underpaid.” Wally
glanced at that and cringed. When he had written it, this had actually
seemed chummy. Wally crossed it all out. He’d skip the jokes and do the
straight stuff about due-dates, grades, exams, and why he was deviating
from standard authors. Not very inspiring. He’d trust to the future for
winning the love of his students, rely on what he had heard other
teachers call the “natural chemistry” of the class.
For now, though, he was in limbo. It took him about thirty minutes
to delete all the jokes, appeals to communal stickiness, light-hearted
magnanimity, and nit-witty self-effacing lines. Then he was free to
wonder what to do with himself.
He ended up as he began, wondering. He tried to take a walk
around the area, but it was one of the few neighborhoods in Pittsburgh
where, for some reason, nobody walked or, apparently, left the house,
and he felt vaguely criminal slouching up and down empty streets,
wanting to look into windows but, after a time, scared with what he
might see there. He felt himself escalating toward panic and hurried back
to Mrs. Prince’s to await the evening. He decided to read The Golden Bowl,
which, despite his academic specialty, he had never summoned duty
enough to get very far into – not, to be exact, beyond page fifty-two. In
two hours, he still wasn’t to page 52, when Fred entered.
Pittsburgh? That what you said?
Yes, Wally mentions that.
Interesting setting?
You disapprove?
What sort of work does it do for you? Of course I’m
intrigued.
I know. But what do you mean about working for me? It’s
not a high-concept setting, if that’s what you mean.
I never understood what “high concept” meant.
I think it means a setting that does a lot of work for you.
Yeah. OK. It strikes home.
I know.
Fred bubbled into the room:
“Get a lot of work done, Wally?”
That annoyed him unreasonably. “Oh sure. It’s great to sit here by
myself on a beautiful fall afternoon reading what appears to be the most
pointless book ever written.”
Fred looked a bit startled but bounced back. Clearly he had had a

48

Just Wally and Me
great time, and that annoyed Wally further. “I know what you mean. We
had to read this awful book, The Scarlet A, in English. You heard of that?
Bet you had to read it too. I looked around to see if your Cliff Notes were
there, but you probably took them here with you and I had to buy ‘em.
Even they were boring!”
“It’s The Scarlet Letter, asshole, and it’s a classic.”
“What you were reading, The Golden Bowl there,” looking at the title,
“that’s not a classic?”
“Well, Fred, damn it, you got me.”
Fred detected no sarcasm. “That’s OK, Wally. Reading is a pain in
the ass, I know. I agree with you. And a book about a bowl . . . Anyhow,
Wally . . .” He paused, as he often did, for no reason whatever.
“Yes, Fred, I am attending.”
“Wally, what’s wrong with the woman downstairs?”
“Mrs. Prince? There’s no telling, but I know she’s quite dangerous.
Word is that she is a killer – of children – wiped out a whole playground
once. Hangs around in stairwells and springs out during recess with an
ax.”
“I wouldn’t doubt it. Anyhow, she hasn’t gone after me with a knife,
but she keeps patting me on the butt and calling me her chicky and
asking about how our mother is.”
“She’s hot on our mother – apparently on you too.”
“Does she know Mom?”
“Well, no; but one gets the feeling it’d be the thrill of her life to meet
her, get her autograph or something.”
“Huh! Well, I guess she’s not too bad, Mrs. Prince.”
“You like having your butt patted.”
The day, Wally learned, had been exquisite (not Fred’s word); and
Rita was a real chomper (Fred’s word). Darlene was coming by in half an
hour so they could all go to dinner at Luanne’s, exactly who this “all”
consisted of not being within the limits of Fred’s knowledge, though
Wally had explored.
The dinner party turned out to be so entirely uneventful that Wally
wondered both why he had worried about it and why he had anticipated
it so. The guest-list contained no threats, none that showed up anyhow,
and the four of them actually had a good time. At least three of them did,
Wally once more feeling as if he were suspended at an odd angle to the
proceedings.
He had come to the party thinking he was worried about Darlene
being uncomfortable. When it became apparent that Darlene was snug,
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Wally found his worry decreasing not at all. He couldn’t understand why
he spent the evening rebounding other people’s shots – even Fred’s. He
was silent for long intervals, thinking he really should subscribe to a
general-interest magazine and this time actually peruse it. Twice before
he had been driven to do just that, hoping to acquire some conversation.
It was not possible that Fred and Darlene could like or even eat
Luanne’s cooking, which seemed to be everything they were not:
gourmet and resolutely vegetarian. Fred, he was sure, had never seen an
appetizer before, and there was one: pasta with artichokes and sun-dried
tomatoes and herby things. After that, more followed on the same
plateau. Wally didn’t even like it much himself. He thought it was awful,
really. But Darlene ate with every appearance of relish, and asked what
surely seemed to be informed questions about ingredients. At least Fred
wasn’t informed, but he kept saying how “cool” the “stuff” was and ate
his way through sixteen or so servings of each individual item, including
some pallid carrot-cake with a yogurt-vomit topping.
Luanne kept hopping up and down, unnecessarily, Wally thought,
really manically, as if there were big money bet on her keeping in
motion, yo-yoing and annoying everybody. She also made a phony show,
Wally could see, of being all intuitive-relational with Darlene, with some
obscene flirting with Fred thrown in periodically. She even forced wine
on Fred, which was simply loathsome. The whole business about put
Wally to sleep – would have, had he not been so irked. By the time he
dragged Fred away, he decided that he had enough of Professor
Lawrence to last him for a long career and that he could probably not
bottle his general irritation until Darlene and Fred left. What’s more, he
decided that his irritation was more than justified. Damned right!
Fred, thinking only of himself, didn’t have the brains or
consideration to be silent on the way back to Mrs. Prince’s:
“That Luanne is some chick.”
“Some chick! Fred, she’s probably about 50!”
“She is not. Mom’s about 50, and she doesn’t look anything like
Mom. She’s about 20.”
“OK, Fred. You’d know, of course, much better than me, what with
all your worldly experience. Thanks for correcting me.”
“Why you pissed, Wally?”
“Why am I pissed? Why the hell would you say that? You can be
counted on to say the most inane damned thing possible, you know that?
I am not at all pissed, as it happens.”
“OK. That Luanne is a chunker.”
“I’m surprised she didn’t just carry you off into the bedroom and
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have her way with you, after getting you drunk and all. It’s sickening.”
“You jealous or something?”
“Shut the fuck up, Fred!”
“I’m sorry, Wally. I really am.”
“Shut the fuck up, Fred!”
Lots of telling and not much showing here.
Too much telling?
Yes, there is.
And not enough showing.
Right.
I need to move faster, you hinted. You hinted that.
You can move faster by showing. An artful snatch of dialogue, for instance. Like what you have between Fred and
Wally on the way home. That’s an example.
An example of what?
Of showing. Let that part stand and cut the rest.
All the rest? Cut it?
Be more oblique.
That’d be oblique. Everything vital would be left out.
Not necessarily. How about something like this:
Wally: Fred, I’m surprised you and Darlene enjoyed so
heartily, or so it appeared, Luanne’s cooking, as it was of a
style known as gourmet vegetarian. I’m surprised and
dismayed.
Fred: You are?
Wally: Yes, I am. Dismayed and disconnected. I think
I’ll subscribe to Newsweek and really read it this time. Then I’ll
have a better time at parties and more things will occur to me
to say. I won’t feel so lost and alone.
Fred: Darlene subscribes to Newsweek and reads it.
That’s probably why she and Luanne hit it off so well.
Wally: Well, yes. And Luanne likes you too, Fred, not
knowing you are in a gay phase, and that somehow hurts me,
that she likes you, I mean, not that you’re so gay. But hell with
that, just the hell with it. You know what, Fred? I don’t know
what I’m doing, don’t know how to live
my life.
Polish it a little, of course.
You see a lot. Maybe too much.
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Chapter Six
I was sort of hoping you’d be into the start of school by 6.
So was I.
Why don’t you get it started?
Very soon I will.
OK. How’s his foot?
Glad you asked. And don’t worry; we’ll get to Wednesday.
For instance, just assume that the construction work on
the gazebo is going smoothly. Give us none of that. Good dip.
Bleu Cheese?
Very little. Thanks. Yeah. That it?
Actually, I was taking notes on the sly.
No more Fred. And get Darlene back to Lexington or
wherever she’s from. And let’s have more of Diane.
And Luanne?
Good – but I don’t know about carrot-cake and yogurt and
that sort of thing. I found my interest falling off there.
Rita?
I forgot about her. I think you’d better get some conflicts
going. You’ve got quite a few characters. Why not try your
hand at events?
He was right, of course. Why was I postponing things?
Wally woke very early looking at his foot. He was staring straight
down at it but had trouble focussing. Perhaps the problem was in his
eyes, but he really couldn’t see his foot at all. He tried to fight terror:
either he had simply lost his foot or he had been blinded in the night. He
must have shouted.
“Wake up, Wally. You’re yelling.”
“I thought I was awake. Where’s my foot?”
“What?”
“I am awake, Fred. My foot’s gone. No, there it is. I should have this
examined.”
“What’s wrong with it? “
Fred, to give him credit, seemed deeply concerned, looking at the
foot attentively, and then at Wally. “Is it bad? Does it hurt awful?”
“No.”
“Can you move it?”
“Yes.”
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“Then what’s the big deal?”
“I drove a car over it, Fred, and I’m sure it’s broken.”
This was the sort of thing guaranteed to win Fred’s interest and even
his sympathy, but the absence of any symptoms whatever forced them to
consider other matters – like goodbyes, Darlene being due in a few
minutes to start the drive back to Chicago.
“Fred, you can call me any time, you know.”
“Yeah, Wally. It’s fine anyhow. I’m fine, I mean. Thanks a lot.”
“Yeah, I know you’re fine. You’re going to keep being fine too, I’m
sure. I enjoyed seeing you. Really I did.”
“Sure you did.” Fred looked at him oddly.
“I did, Fred.”
Wally felt a rush of something that threatened to spill over, which he
certainly didn’t want. “Listen, Spike. Just give it some time. You got
thirty years to go on your sentence, you know. Let it rest. Things’ll look
different in ten or twelve years.”
Fred laughed a little and Darlene, mercifully, drove up.
“Should I go take a walk or something, Wally, so you and Darlene
can talk?”
“No need, Fred. That’s OK. Let’s take your stuff down, so she
doesn’t have to come up. That way you can get a good start.”
Fred again looked at him even more oddly.
“Darlene, I really do appreciate this, bringing Fred over. And it’s
been wonderful seeing you. Wish we’d had more time.”
Darlene looked at him, not at all oddly. She looked very beautiful to
him, and she smiled. She slipped out of the car, walked up and kissed
him, grabbed Fred’s backpack and put it in the trunk, got back in, started
the car and pulled away, Fred shouting goodbyes and fortunatelyunintelligible obscenities.
And that, Wally thought, was that – for now. What it was that was
that, even for now, he hadn’t the slightest idea. Fred and his problem
were clear enough. Wally didn’t really see much of a problem and wasn’t
sure Fred did. But Darlene had driven all the way over from Chicago
because of Fred’s problem – or that’s what she said. Wally immediately
felt a surge of guilt and didn’t know why.
Surely it wasn’t because he hadn’t done his duty by Fred. He didn’t
see how he could have done much more. He was surprised he had said
what he had. Fred hadn’t really opened up, but there wasn’t a lot he
could do about that. There probably was a lot he could have done about
that, if he hadn’t been so uneasy himself. He probably had handed on to
Fred all his anxiety. That about doing what felt good and things would all
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work out: wasted, what with his evident embarrassment. He could have
talked more about Fred, probed at the embarrassment and Fred’s worry
about being a pretty-boy, a worry that was clearly connected to the
homosexual business, though maybe it had nothing to do with it. What
he’d do, he decided, was write to Fred. And he’d write to Darlene too.
But just what would he write to Darlene? “Thank you oh so very
much for being so wonderful, so considerate, so giving – for being – well
– you!” Sung by the cheerleader chorale that ought to do it. Another
letter might run, “Get the fuck out of my life, you wise weasel, you!”
Another, “I hope you’ll marry me. Is that what you’ve had in mind?”
Another, “Please tell me what it is that’s being going on with you and
me.” Another, “Let’s get everything out in the open and settled. You
start!” Another, “Let’s keep things as they are. I’ll start!”
But now it was Sunday morning, lovely Pittsburgh fall, nothing to
do until Wednesday’s classes, apart from meeting with the department
chair for lunch on Tuesday – if that’s what the note was indicating:
Dear Mr. Wallings,
I assume you’re here. Martha says your courses are OK except for the
forms. See her. How is Tuesday at noon? This one – Tuesday. That
OK by you? Committee assignments yet to be made but not to worry.
We’ll conjure with that. Are you married? Give wife’s name to Martha.
Martin

Returning to the house, he found the door blocked by Mrs. Prince.
“Are you on your way, Mr. Adrews, to some religious observance or
other, some mark of deference to deity?”
“No I’m not, Mrs. Prince. I was on my way upstairs. Are you going
to church or something yourself?”
“In a manner of speaking. Would you care to join me? Papa always
said church was a butcher shop and that one should never go after strong
meat alone.”
“Mrs. Prince, I am an atheist, I may as well say.”
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SECTION II
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We onto something new? You stopped in the middle.
Of course he was right. I don’t know why I’m so discombobulated,
make that upset. How could I fix this?
It seemed a natural place.
Is “section” what you want? That’s fine, but novels
generally have chapters.
They have all sorts of things. Tess of the d’Urbervilles has
phases.
Tess of the d’Urbervilles doesn’t have sections. Bleachers have
sections and grapefruit—or beef. I’d call this that you have a
“Part.”
Speaking of beef, you been doing those exercises?
I’m doing them mostly. When I can, you know – I mean,
when I’m not too lazy.
I can tell you’ve been at it.
“You are now? It does me so much good to hear you say that word
“atheist.” It must be a source of happiness to your mother. Is your chicky
brother atheist as well?”
“Fred? I don’t think his views are fully developed. It doesn’t run in
the family, Mrs. Prince. My mother may not be too happy about it, for
instance, though I don’t know.”
“Should I write to her? Perhaps we can bring her round, if she’s
wavering. ‘If to-oo Christ ow-er own-leeee Keeeeng/ Man reeedeeemed
we strive to breeeeng/ Jest one wayee mayee this beee done – / Wee mist
win thum one by one’.” Mrs. Prince had started singing in a soft voice
that gradually took on a unlikely full-throated melodiousness as she got to
the chorus.
Soooooooooooooooooooo – – – – – –
You breeng the one next to yooooooou
Annnnd Eyeull breeeng the one next to meeeeee!
In ull kinds uf weather, weeul all work togethur
Annnnd see whawt can beee done!
“Come enter in, Mr. Adrews – ” [Wally did]
Sooooooooooooooooooooooo – – – – – – –
You breeng the one next to yooooou
Annnnd Eyeull breeeng the one next to meeeee!
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In no time at alll, weeeell win thum alllll!
Soo win thummmmm!!!
Win thummmmm!!!
One by one!!!!
“I had no idea you were so quick, Mr. Adrews. You anticipated the
second chorus from the first. Musical training is lurking in your past.”
“To tell the truth, Mrs. Prince, I remembered the song from my
youthful days. My mother took me to church as a child – for a while.
Maybe it was an experiment.”
“She might have done worse. Let’s do another of these missionary
ones. Good solid tunes. Criminal lyrics.”
“They are good tunes, Mrs. Prince. But we’re standing here on the
curb. People will think we’re the Salvation Army ready to advance on
them.”
“Let ‘em! You know this one?” Wally did, joining in loudly by the
third word. Mrs. Prince again sang in an unembarrassed soprano,
emphasizing the words with a straightforward vim:
Hark! ‘Tis the Shepurd’s voice I heeeer,
Out in the desss-urrrt dark and dreeeeer,
Call-lling the sheeeeep who’ve gone ussss-strayeee
Fahhrr frum the Shepurd’s fold awayeee
Burrrreeeng thum innn, burrreeeng thum innn,
Burrreeeng thum ih-hunn frum the feeelds uf seeunnn!
Burrreeeng thum innn, burrreeeng thum innn,
Burrreeeng the wandreeeng ones to Jeeeeeezus!
“Mr. Adrews, you do not sing like an angel, but you know your stuff.
Come, go to church with me. Let’s launch a raid straight into a nest of
believers.”
“What’s your plan?”
“Well, we atheists need to flex our loins, gird on our armor. You
agree. Lost wretches are fumbling in the dark. We must shine the light,
bring the good news.”
“I think you go to church to debate, Mrs. Prince.”
“Papa always said to run from agreeable people. ‘Open them
bombay doors, Ginny, and drop some views!’ That’s what he often said.
So I do.”
“Your father didn’t have much truck with the pious.”
“He didn’t like the windows to be closed when there was a fire
going, that’s all.”
“I see what you mean. But how do the churchy people take to your
views?”
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“I don’t follow you.”
“I mean, Mrs. Prince, I’d think they wouldn’t like you saying
anything that doesn’t confirm what they’ve already settled on. That’s
why they go to church in the first place, right, to feel more smug? Don’t
they find your debating an intrusion into their spiritual hot-tubbing?”
“You are too harsh, Mr. Adrews, too uncharitable. We have
contempt for the sin, but we love the sinner, remember.”
“But don’t they have problems returning your love, what with your
crusading?”
“You’d be surprised, I expect. You never know who’s apt to chew
on you, until you sit them down at table. Papa said that.”
“Did he? Who do you find that isn’t angry at your invasions, the
Unitarians?”
“Those people are too much for me. Godliness is bad, but it’s better
than them Unitarians. I went there once only. They talked about brother
eagle and sister sky, said they were anxious to include me, said there was
nothing in their belief incompatible with most forms of atheism.
Wheeeuoo! I’d rather go among the Mensas, even. Where I attend most
frequently is the Baptists. They’re the biggest challenge, the most intelligent.”
“Really? Well, I guess I will go with you, Mrs. Prince.”
“You’ll be happier for it. You drive.”
As it turned out and to Wally’s surprise, his car did start, got them to
the Church of Christ Is King, and, to his great relief, back home again
three hours later.
Actually, it had not been what he had expected, though his
expectations had not been what you would call concrete. The
congregation was an implausible mixture of poor blacks; first-to-thirdgeneration Italian and East European steelworkers, mostly out of work,
Wally guessed, and their mostly large families. There was also a good
number of what he heard called “Hoopies,” immigrants from West
Virginia who may as well have been from Borneo, describing their
surroundings as “ridges” and “hollers” and holding tenaciously to a variety of customs that could only be called tribal. The church itself was
pretty, a quality Wally tried hard not to find unexpected. The pews were
stained a fawn-like tan, and the carpeting was thick movie-theatre red. A
pair of large keyboard instruments in the front flanked a gigantic lectern,
illuminated by powerful spotlights from either side. The choir wore
gorgeous greenish-blue robes, but there was plenty of paleness in the
walls and wood around to absorb all that.
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The walls absorb the robes? You sure you want to enter
on these territories?
Huh?
Descriptions, I mean, artistic renderings.
I thought a little of the visual would be good.
Naked women, naked tip to toe, would be good, but this is
kind of odd. Despite my best resolve, I was finding this irritating –
right, probably, and all thd more irritating for that. I was determined to
hold my tongue. He didn’t.
What was it, a bet?
No, it wasn’t a bet.
Then I’d say “Delete it now and reap the benefits later.”
We haven’t got to what it’s setting up, which you’ll enjoy.
Wonder if that was even remotely true, the part about him enjoying
it.
Wally was caught a little off-stride by the comeliness of his
surroundings and by the entirely self-possessed greeter who approached
them with ceremonial dignity:
“Good-morning, Mrs. Prince. Welcome, and Jesus loves you.”
“Mr. Pugh, you know I do not batten on that swill. This is my
lodger, Mr. Adrews.”
“Wallings, actually, but it doesn’t matter,” said Wally to a smiling
Mr. Pugh, who was wearing a white shirt that failed to hide the lettering
on a purple tee-shirt beneath, lettering that, around arms and through
folds, seemed to reveal the following:
If you are caught in [tie in the way] without [arm]
And really ne [more tie, widening as it goes] od time
Just [tie across almost the whole belly]
Mar [tie and arm]
Good [belt]
“Jesus loves you, Mr. Lackley. Welcome, and we hope you come
back often.”
Mr. Pugh showed them with great care and, Wally thought, some
flair to a row alarmingly close to the front. Wally tried, but failed, to
gather from the glimpses of undershirt revealed in Mr. Pugh’s shiftings
more information about “Martha” (Marty? Marge? Marvin?) and what
good solaces she/he offered.
Not wanting to focus on the music, Wally began reading the stainedglass memorials on the windows, as an aid to depression. About ten
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inches from his head was “Sacred to the memory of Wilfrede Tubbs,
husband of Marguerite, and loving father to Cecil and Donald.” Why the
final “e” on the lamented Tubbs’s first name? Error? Eccentricity? Did
Tubbs go through life correcting everyone he met: “No, it’s pronounced
‘Wilfreed.’” Why was Tubbs father to but husband of? Why was he a
loving father but not husband? Is poor unloved Marguerite well rid of
him? Who devised the memorial? Put up the dough for it? Marguerite?
Was she present in today’s congregation? Was she the woman on
Howard Pugh’s shirt?
Approaching terror, Wally looked away and up toward the altar,
vacant at this point, and wondered how he could have hitherto failed to
notice the banner strung all the way across the front of the church and
asking:
ARE YOU WASHED IN THE BLOOD OF THE LAMB?
Soon what turned out to be the minister came in through a corridor
that curled mysteriously from behind the podium. The entrance ramp
would around and then swooped uphill, and the preacher’s ascent
seemed to be accompanied by some razzle-dazzle change in the lighting
and, most certainly, by a quantum leap in the volume coming forth from
the dual organs and the choir, all of which had been operating at double
forte as it was. Wally found the whole trashy business cheering.
The minister, for one thing, shone with affability, as if he’d pledged
to forgo virtue altogether and devote his life to spectator sports and Old
Overholt. He moved comfortably in his long, white and gold robe,
seemed born for the gown, a regular Loretta Young. He coasted up to
the lectern or whatever it was, and actually waved – first to the choir and
then to the crowd, gestures appropriate for a sellout at Soldier’s Field.
But it worked fine for the ninety or hundred present, not counting the
eighteen in the choir.
Wally wondered how it was it all seemed so assured. The absence of
calculation had something to do with it, the feeling that what had struck
someone, anyone, on the spot, as “the right thing to do” stuck. “Hey,
why don’t we put some lights up, colored ones you know, like spotlights,
and put up a little runway, not too big, here, over here and curving
around there, on that end. Run it uphill, sort of, and Reverend can come
up it, you know. Yeah. It’d be good, don’t you think?” Nobody’d say no
to most ideas, to any ideas. There were no standards, no controls; just
haphazard energy. Surprising they didn’t have a neon sign, valet parking,
a fish tank in the vestibule, a video-game room, a snack bar, a putting
green.
The preacher started right in – no hymns, no announcements, no
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collections:
“And Jesus spoke unto the multitudes, teaching them with all his
purity – with all his goodness – with all his love – with all his rage. Oh
yes! Rage! He was full of rage. He was not grieved or disconsolate. It was
rage that he found that day when he looked in his heart, a rage as hot
and dangerous as damnation!
Our Lord was not one to take things as he found them. He brought
the promise of a New World and a New Life. A New Life. He didn’t have
in mind the Old World tidied up a bit, the Old Life made just a wee bit
better. He meant New. New. New. What did he mean by New? Well,
pretty much what you and I mean by New. Altogether different, murder
the old, leave no signs, take no prisoners.
A world without sin, a world where my gain doesn’t depend on your
loss, a world where no suffering is allowed. Not allowed. Not permitted.
In this new world, the suffering of one child would make everybody stop
and say, “Where? Where is this child? It cannot be! How can I help?” In
this world, things would not go on as usual, motored by greed and gain
and luxury, ignoring those less well off and those who cannot help
themselves. In this new world, it would not be enough for one country to
be rich if another was poor. Woe be it to that rich country, feeding itself
on the labor of the helpless, clothing itself on others’ nakedness, housing
itself on others’ exposure.
Nike shoes, for instance. You all know about Nike shoes. When your
child asks for them, you say, you must say, that Our Lord would not
countenance you being stylish, at the cost of another’s pain. Think about
it. Your child will not love you, you say? So what? So what? Loving you
does not matter. Love the Lord! Love the Lord! Make them love the
Lord!
What are you doing to bring about this new world?
Some are waiting. You’ve seen the signs. Are You Ready for the
Judgment? Are You Prepared for the Second Coming?
I’m here to tell you that you need to do a whole lot more than wait.
We all do. We cannot be satisfied with saving our own miserable soul,
even if we could do that – which we can’t. We can’t. But our own soul
must take care of itself. To hell with it. We have more to do than look
after Number 1. Forget how to count!
Before Jesus there was no hell. You know that?
Jesus the rebel was so angry with the selfishness he saw about him,
the hypocrisy and meanness, he made up the most terrible threat the
world had ever seen. Change things, change them 100% or suffer eternal
damnation. That’s how mad he was and how serious he was and how
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directly he speaks to you and me.
Now what is hell? You know, some say it’s the land of sulfur fumes
and pitchforks and burning lakes of fire. Others say it’s a state of mind.
Others say it doesn’t exist, that it’s just a way to scare people into being
good, to fork over their money, to line the pockets of crooked
televangelists. That’s what they say, sophisticated people. Sophisticated
people are sure, they are sure, that hell is a primitive idea, we’ve
outgrown it, just a red-neck scare tactic.
You think it’s a scare tactic? You think Jesus wasn’t serious about
what kind of world he wanted? You think he thought things were sort of
OK as they were, but that maybe we should be a little more alert – – you
know, punch in on time, get the quota up a little, keep those coffee breaks
to fifteen minutes.
Yeah, you just keep believing that.
He brought everlasting life, you say. He brought salvation. He
brought love. Oh yes. Yes, he did. He brought the promise of those
things, the promise of them. There is a chance for salvation, there is a
chance, I am saying. But today I want you to consider just what that
chance is, and what a chance you’re taking by assuming Jesus is a good
old boy who wasn’t serious about what he was saying. Just leave the
world as it is. Don’t try to change it. Drink your beer, watch the Steelers,
tend to your family, and think you’re a Christian. Your family is nothing!
You are nothing! It’s the world that matters and you are responsible for
it. You ARE your brother’s keeper. No one must be in pain to provide
your comfort. No one. Be sure of it.
God is love, you’re telling me? Oh yes, but consider what sort of
love you’re talking about. Is God patting us on the head and telling us,
“Hey! Don’t worry!”? Is He telling us all to have a nice day? Is he loving
all of us no matter what, holding out his love cheap and easy to every
bum and lout and cheat, every pain-dealer and dope-dealer, every childbeater and child-molester, every pervert and pimp, every man and
woman who make flesh and life and the Word dirty and low? Is His love
unconditional? No! No it is not. He’s OK but YOU are not.
Broad is the way that leadeth to destruction. How can we, who on
this earth cause hurt to others, even to the least of these – how can we
hope for love? Thy God is an angry, jealous God! Love him or else. Win
his love or die forever. You ever seen an electrocution? You seen them
strap that old convict in, guilty or not, ready or not? Ready or not, here I
come – with 150,000 volts! You watched him writhe and scream, the
steam coming out of his mouth, his flesh broiling, his eyeballs popping
out, rolling onto the floor? How’d it be to have that forever? Just try this.
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Go home and get your one hand, your right hand, all nice and wet. Then
you stick it in an electric socket. Take your other hand and put it on the
oven burner turned up high. Get somebody to carve at your stomach
with those little skewers you use on the outdoor barbecue, the dull old
rusty ones. Get somebody else to put your head in that big portable vise
and tighten it up good. Bite down on some razor blades. That’ll give you
a weak idea of hell. You see, I believe in hell, in the place of special
torment for those who do not devote themselves to bringing into being
the New World.
Jesus came to earth to give us choice, a terrible, a terrifying choice.
On the one hand, he opened up to us godhead itself, a life of eternal,
unchanging shining, a victory over pain and loss. Jesus died to slaughter
death, to show us in the wild jungle of this life a clearing opening into a
field of bluebells, of butterflies and deer and woodchuck and the pearly
dove, of grasses and waters that nourish and comfort without death,
without butchering, a land where lamb and lion will lie together, where
no life feeds on another’s loss, where birth-dawns and springs are never
stale.
And yet this gold and all this glory are not allowed to exist alone.
The hope for heaven is nothing without the fear of hell. Jesus brought us
hell. He showed us the other side; he made it for us. Heaven and love
and grace – but what do they count for without damnation? In Jesus we
have the fount of the joy that lies in horror.
We live in hope; we come to praise. We live in fear; we come to seek
pardon, to ask that God free us from the torture he created. We ask that
God turn on us His countenance with favor. But we know we are fighting
the odds, do we not?
Do you think death is a big laugh? Forever agony, utter
hopelessness, never again knowing love or light? At the end of the long
road we are all travelling, travelling with faith and with hope, Jesus is
standing with no welcome on his lips, saying instead to those who call on
him, ‘Depart from me, you sinner! I knew ye not!’”
He ceased speaking and smiled on the audience.
Wally was absorbed by all this and terribly shaken. He hustled to
reassure himself that his surroundings were quite as preposterous as the
creed being dished to him.
Wait a bit! That’s frightful.
It’s a sermon. Eloquent, I’d call it.
Eloquent, yes it is. But I wonder – it’s all about hate and
suffering. Who’d say that? Who’d go hear that?
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This was a tight spot.
Well, this novel is about Wally, you see, and he did.
He did?
A tighter spot.
You know. It seemed right for the structure, the
character, the flow.
That’s perfectly clear. OK. I think you have a reason, even
if I don’t see it.
You will.
Thanks.
And there’s something to be said for a church for
masochists: “Visit Us on Sunday and We’ll Scare You into a
Coma.”
Speaking of comas . . .
Well, old friend, maybe sermons like this do indeed exist.
Not like I’d know, or you either.
That’s true enough. What do we know?
This world’s full of surprises.
So’s the next one, apparently.
Recovering enough to sense that others were nowhere near as jolted
as he, Wally noticed a remarkably ugly child, probably a boy, squinting
at him from the pew ahead of him. He noticed simultaneously that he
wanted very badly to pee, that it was only a matter of minutes before he
would, come what may, pee. He tried to distract himself, but the squinter
before him held his eyes and somehow made direct contact with his
bulging bladder.
“Hmmm. But”: this from a loud voice somehow close and familiar.
“But . . .”, drawing out the word and making it into a song: “Buh-uh-uhuh-uttt. If I may, in politeness of course.” Mrs. Prince paused, giving
anyone who intended to stop her by force time to attack, and then proceeded with good-natured breeziness. “Nothing that you say follows from
where you start. If you trail along where that line goes into the water,
you’ll find you do not end up at that particular catfish. Why these
heavens and hells? I can think of better things than opposites, and I’ll bet
Jesus could. He didn’t like what he saw? That’s understandable, but hell?
Even your sad old God doesn’t need all these fun-house horrors to prop
him up.”
The minister smiled. So did several people who had screwed
themselves round in their pews to look at the standing, also smiling, Mrs.
Prince. Wally stared earnestly at the squinting child, who returned his
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look with a cater-cornered grin.
“It is my opinion,” continued Mrs. Prince, “and also my papa’s, that
there’s hardly any point in grinding barley just to shove up your nose and
cause irritation. Why invent a religion that gives you the willies? [Here
Wally smashed his thighs together, hoping he did not moan aloud.] It’s
very thrilling, gets you all excited. That’s fine, but it’s around-the-barn. If
you’ll listen to me, you’ll get your tickles straight, like bourbon, and then
you won’t need this B-movie hell.”
Mrs. Prince looked round as if she were conducting a revival, and
expected a few dozen to come forward, repentant and howling.
“Thanks to you, Mrs. Prince,” said the preacher, with soft courtesy.
“We all know how zealous you are in your own special way for the
happiness and peace of others. We honor you for it. Jesus loves you for
it.”
The last was uttered after a long pause and in the tone of a private
joke. Mrs. Prince mumbled something that sounded alarming, but she
was still smiling
Wally realized that he was, by now, standing. He didn’t know why –
whether it had to do with his bladder, his embarrassment, his desire to
escape from the Ancient-Mariner eyes of the boy (girl?) in front of him,
his excitement over Mrs. Prince’s blasphemous game-playing, or his asusual not knowing what the hell he was doing. He looked down at the
kid, who was laughing out loud, looking right back at him.
Worse, the minister looked at him too; and so, he figured, did the
rest of the congregation.
“Well,” he mumbled; then, loudly, “Well!”
The people around him seemed frightened.
He sat down quickly and got right up again, banging his thigh
against a protruding hymnal-holder. His inexplicable standing had been
interpreted by the minister as a claim on the attention of all. It was
natural that he would be reckoned as psychopathic, just like Mrs. Prince,
who was, after all, his conductress.
Wally began, trying to sound easy and instead sounding mildly
drunk, “I am really grateful to you all and thank you for it. That is, I
haven’t anything to add to what Mrs. Prince sai – not that I’m here to
dispute. Anyhow, I just came along. I have no opinions – on this exactly.
But I do thank you – and you too.” The last to the child before him, who
responded either with a wink or with some spasm connected to his
deformity.
And he sat down. To his horror, the preacher beamed at him and
began to chat, right in front of everybody!
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“How very good of you to speak and how we welcome you!” The
crowd murmured in a routinely confirmatory way, apparently used to
this sort of thing. “You are new to us, if I’m not mistaken. Are you a
friend of Mrs. Prince, or relative, perhaps?”
“No!” Wally packed into his voice all the savage enthusiasm
necessary for answering a prosecuting attorney’s inquiries about whether
he might, just now and then, be trafficking in kids the age of the one in
front of him.
“Ah, not a relative. But you are a friend. Mrs. Prince is a friend to
all people: the persecuted, the wretched, and those she feels in her heart
are benighted.”
Wally vaguely resented the coupling with wretches and oafs. Still, it
wasn’t the time to mount a defense. He just wanted to end this public
torment at any cost. The squinter before him seemed to smile or
something, perhaps in commiseration.
The preacher, to all appearances still contented, continued, “And
thus we hope you will feel so at home with us that you will lean on us and
find here a rich inner joy and peace.”
Wally nodded.
“And what is your name, young man, so we may truly greet you and
welcome you?”
There was nothing for it but to enter in.
“Uh, Wally. Wally Wallings actually, but just Wally, please. It isn’t
Adrews at all.”
“It’s not.” The preacher looked puzzled but not discomposed.
Clearly, dealing with dope fiends, madmen, and others of the lost was old
hat to him. “And where are you from, Mr. Wallings, if I may ask?”
“Oh, yes. Of course. I’m really from Chicago, and I went to school
– – – Chicago. I’m from Chicago.”
“That toddling town!” All laughed, except the child in front of
Wally, who had doubtless already heard more than a lifetime’s worth of
preacher jocularity. “Are you,” the preacher continued with his grilling,
“here in the mill, new in town?”
“Yes, well, yes to part of that. I’m new in town, pretty new. I got
here, I guess, last Wednesday only. Moved in with Mrs. Prince – ah – on
Wednesday – as a lodger, I mean, in a room she has, she rents. Thanks.”
“And are you at the mill? A manager, I’ll bet.”
“Thanks. No, I’m not – at the mill, I mean. I’m not a manager.”
Pause – silence – embarrassment. The kid in front submerged his
face in his hands.
“I teach at the school. I just came there, here, Wednesday. School
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hasn’t started yet.”
Wally had been popping up and down during this torture session,
hoping that each descent to the pew would be his last. Following this last
plop, he swore that he would rise no more, not even to a direct question.
The minister, who seemed all kindness, may have sensed this, or perhaps,
however unlikely, Mrs. Prince did. In any event, she spoke. “Mr. Adrews
is, like myself, a marching atheist. We’re bringing sunshine into the pit.
We will take your feet from out the miry clay and set them on the solid
rock.”
“The welfare of others is ever closest to your heart, I know, Mrs.
Prince. Well, perhaps we should turn to . . .”
Wally was so happy that the minister was turning to something else,
anything away from him, that he allowed himself to relax all through his
body, much as he might deflate, all unpuking, as the roller-coaster pulled
into home. Even the intense need to pee was gone. As his fingers softened
their iron grip on the pew in front, he became conscious of a light
pressure on his left hand, a wettish grazing of his fingers just ahead of the
knuckles. He looked down and saw a small, delicate hand placed on his.
He knew at once it belonged to the kid in front, and, not wanting to look
again at the face, Wally kept his eyes on the little, well-formed hand. At
least he (or she) had something lovely about him. Wally finally looked at
the kid, pretty definitely a boy he now decided, with what he thought was
affability.
But maybe it wasn’t. The kid frowned and withdrew his hand,
keeping his poor scrunched-up eyes steadfastly on Wally.
For his part, Wally felt himself tightening up and refilling his
bladder as the proceedings rolled into singing, collecting, and
announcements more and more informal. Wally knew for certain that
the amiable clutter of talk about choir practices, new babies, and
meetings of the Mary Martha Circle would fire up Mrs. Prince for a
charge even more spirited than she had yet sprung and that, fuck a duck,
he would be drawn in too.
He was wrong. Things wound toward a soothing close; and before
he could quite collect himself, he was up and on the way out – slowly,
slowly, as every parishioner in attendance welcomed him gladly, and
invited him to join in a host of activities, none obviously church-related:
bowling teams, bi-weekly poker parties, Steelers Booster Clubs, and a
Chinese cooking class being run by one of the Hoopies. Wally more or
less accepted every invitation, humming assent even to Mr. Pugh’s
mention of an AA meeting. He felt so very happy, emerging finally into
the air with an exhilarating sense not so much of escape as having come
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through a celestial carwash, ready again for the dirt.
And there was nothing that moved faster to the heart than the
Pittsburgh air in September, he discovered. It seemed to hold so many
promises that were all the sweeter for having been, some time in the past,
broken.
Wally stood at the foot of the outside steps, watching Mrs. Prince go
at it with the preacher. Their talk was exuberantly amiable: here were
two truck-drivers, rooting for the same team but disagreeing about the
starting quarterback. He saw Mrs. Prince poke the preacher in the ribs
and the preacher, just as eagerly, return the gouge.
As he watched, he became conscious of a persistent presence next to
him. He figured he knew who it was, knew for certain when he felt a
warm stickiness on his hand.
“Hey, sir!”
“Hello there,” Wally said; “How’d you like the sermon?”
The child squinched his eyes up at him, hardly believing he was
kidding. Much as he disliked being kidded by adults, this wasn’t too bad.
“Mister, do you want to coach us?”
“Do I what?” Wally asked gently.
“Do you want to coach us? We need a coach.”
“Oh, I see. I’m afraid I can’t. A coach for what?”
“For the league. They say so. We got the team and all. We need a
coach, though. For the league. Vic’s playing and Terry.”
“Sounds like a good team.”
“You wanna coach? We need a coach.”
“I don’t know anything about coaching. What’s the sport?”
“That’s OK. We don’t need coaching. We just need a coach. You
wanna?”
“What sport?”
“Oh. It’s flag, not tackle or anything. South Side flag. Wanna do it?”
“Flag football?”
The kid just stared at him, the squint either gone now or beyond
Wally’s notice. Wally found himself embarrassed by his doggedly stupid
questions and hurried on:
“Oh, flag football. You see, I’ve never done that sort of thing,
coaching, I mean.” He could see the response coming and hurried on.
“Though I know you and Vic and Terry don’t need any. But this isn’t
my neighborhood, you see. I don’t live around here. Otherwise I might
do it. Sorry.”
“Oh. That’s OK. This isn’t the neighborhood.”
“What?”
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“I live over by you. Amelia Dawson said you’d coach. She was
gonna ask you, but I saw you first.”
“I see. Amelia Dawson’s the one who makes her living hawking
candy?”
Blankness
“Does Amelia Dawson play?”
“Yes, she’s good.”
“It’s co-ed, then?”
Blankness
Wally felt himself slipping from the solid rock right into the miry
clay. To buy time: “What’s your name?”
“Benny. Wanna do it?”
“Well, I’ll consider it. I’ll think about it.” Knowing he was doomed.
“Thanks. My mom will call you. When’s practice?”
“Huh? I don’t know yet. I didn’t say I’d do it . . . I’ll let you know.”
Is flag football sort of like touch?
I think so. Not tackle. The basic idea, so I suppose, is to
just grab the flag, extract it.
Extract it from whence?
Well, it’s a small flag – stuffed in the pants.
That’d be fun.
I imagine it is. Kind of authorized grab-ass.
I knewe I was in for it now. That was just fine. Here we go – – –
You know, I’m glad to see your hero has finally located an
age group he can relate to, given his difficulties with grownups.
You got more to say on that point, right?
No – you plan on some Big Brothering? Cub-Scout
Leading? Taking a boys choir on tour? Maybe he can join the
priesthood.
Done?
It’s a subject I’m glad to abandon. What about his foot?
He’s forgotten about it – for now. Time for a break. A
little walk?
You’re the one who forgot about it. What kind of discreet
injury could it be that would hide itself from his notice day
after day? You’re at sea. Floundering. Just kidding; I know
you’re just fooling with me, with the reader. As for the walk,
absolutely. I can out-walk you any time. Make it a race – a
sawbuck to the winner.
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I’ll get our coats.
Wally sat in his room examining his foot – or, to be more exact,
preparing to examine his foot – in fact, unlacing his shoe, when the
phone rang.
Good – another unlaced shoe. If someone comes to the
door selling candy, I quit!
The outside air seems to quicken your spirits.
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Chapter Seven
The outside air, while quickening my spirits, seems to
have wiped clean from your mind just where you were. Do we
need a new chapter here?
Badly.
I’m keeping track of them, you know that? Chapter length
and so forth. Figured I could help that way, what with you
having so many other things on your mind. So you can leave
that to me.
That’s nice of you.
Which leads to me say, that last chapter, Chapter Six,
surrounded the beginning of Section II. It began in Section I,
was unceremoniously castrated, and then dragged back in, all
sad and wimp, to open Section II, assuming anyone (besides
me) could follow.
See, you’re helping immensely! Sun tea?
Ignoring his foot and the untied shoe, Wally got to the phone ahead
of Mrs. Prince, though why he was racing her he couldn’t imagine.
The voice on the other end was Luanne’s, cheerless, “Hello, have
Darlene and Fred left yet?”
“Yes, they beat it out of here first thing this morning, just leaving
time for Mrs. Prince and me . . .”
“I really wanted to talk to Darlene.”
“Sorry, but they’re past Cleveland by now. Can I help you?”
“No.”
“Oh. Wouldn’t like to catch some local nookie, would you?”
“Look, I wonder if you could give me Darlene’s number?”
“Sure. It’s 8474778915. And now, how’s about we go out and
maybe get some-thing to eat.”
“Let me give it back to you: 8474778915?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Thanks for the number.”
“Wait. Would you like to get something to eat?”
“No I can’t. Goodbye now.”
Wally hung up fast, hoping he would get there first and make her
hear his annoyance. He was sure he didn’t make it.
As he was standing, a little dazed, by the phone, it rang again. Wally
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stared at it, wondering how to respond to Luanne, who was almost
certainly not calling to apologize – unless she was.
“Are your intentions to answer that phone, Mr. Adrews? Perhaps
you could be consistent in your pick-up or ignore practices, as it would
make it easier for me to plan. I realize you . . .”
“Hello!” Wally said loudly enough to signal to Mrs. Prince that she
might relax.
“Yes, is this the coach?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Are you the coach?”
“Oh, Benny’s mother?”
“It is. Yes. I was just calling – well, I’m not sure why. Benny said . .
.” A voice in the background yelled, “Ask him when’s practice!”
“Benny did speak to me after church,” Wally said.
“Oh, I see. He spoke to . . . Please, shut the hell up!”
Wally figured out that Benny’s mother had two audiences.
“Yes, he spoke to me about coaching, but I didn’t say I would do
anything more than think about it.”
“Oh.”
“And really, you see, I know so little about football and am so new
in town, I don’t think I’d do – as a coach.”
“Yes, I understand.”
“I hate to disappoint the kids, Mrs. – – – ”
“Badgely.”
“My name is Wallings, but please call me Wally. I hate to disappoint
the kids, I really do. But I don’t think I’d be much help to them, really –
though I’m sure it’d be fun and all.”
“I think it would be fun, Wally. I really do.”
“But I don’t think I have time. It’s a new job and all.”
“I understand.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Badgely.”
“Sure. It was very good of you to think about it.”
“OK.”
“Most men would not have been so kind as you obviously were to
Benny. He doesn’t run into a lot of kindness.”
“I see.” Wally felt his heart sinking.
“Wally?”
“Yes?”
“They really are nice kids.”
The bottom was dropping out. “Well, what with Benny and Amelia
Dawson . . .”
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“Benny and Amelia, I gather, form the organizational nucleus of the
team, the administrative power, I think. What? Excuse me, Wally. Yes?”
Wally tried to catch through Mrs. Badgely’s muffling fingers the
animated conversation she was having with her salesman son: “Maybe –
yes – yes – OK. I’ll tell him – yes – yes – if you’ll let me talk to him – yes
– yes – yes – I’ll tell him, dear.”
“I’m sorry, Wally. Benny wanted a progress report.”
“Well, Mrs. Badgely, while you’ve been talking, I’ve been thinking
that I just can’t resist your persuasions. But it’s really Benny and Amelia
– irresistible. Of course, I don’t know a thing about football, really,
beyond watching it – every chance I get. I played only in grade school
myself and, to tell you the truth, I hated it. All I can remember is that it
hurt a lot. I wouldn’t know how to teach it.”
“You’re a teacher, aren’t you, Wally?”
“Yes, I am. But . . .”
“You’re going to say that you teach mature kids, college kids, and
you teach physics or botany or something and not football. But you’re a
teacher, am I right?”
“You know that from church, I guess. Yes, right, I’m a teacher, not
of football or of young kids.”
“I think you could teach anything, to any age. I say that just from
watching you.”
“I don’t know how you could have formed such a favorable opinion.
I thought I made a complete fool of myself, Mrs. Badgely.”
“Why don’t we do it together? We’ll coach together. OK? The kids
will think I’m there to sew up jerseys and fix cuts and scrapes, but I can
actually do the coaching – with you, I mean. We could be co-coaches.”
“You’d like to do that, Mrs. Badgely? I can tell you would.”
“Oh yes, I dearly would. I love football and I’ve thought of plays I’d
like to try and some training routines. I have some new calisthenics I’d
like to try. If you approved, of course. We’d be doing this together.”
“Yeah,together. Do the kids really want to do this? Go out and bash
each other and get their hands stepped on and look cowardly because
they don’t want to throw their body at someone.”
“This is flag football, Wally. The idea is speed and lots of razzledazzle and running about. Very healthy and not much bashing. Hardly
any. It’s sort of ‘hide-the-flag,’ really. If we can teach any blocking and
get ‘em to do it a little bit, we’ll win hands down. Nobody gets hurt.
What’s fun is teaching zone defenses and screen passes and traps and
reverses and . . .”
“You can’t do it alone, I gather.”
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“In California, maybe, or in the movies. This is Pittsburgh. We
could do it together.”
“Me as the cover.”
“You’ll catch on, Wally. You’ll end up getting into it. I just know
you will.”
“Well . . .”
“Wally, can I do it?”
“What the hell, I can always sew up uniforms and bring the Kool
Aid. You be the strategist and butt-kicker.”
Mrs. Badgely produced an extraordinary giggle. “Heavenly!”
“Benny’ll want to be knowing when practice is, right?”
“How about tomorrow at 4. That possible?”
“As good as any. Perfect.”
“I’ll swing by and pick you up there at Virginia’s. Show you where
the field is. Excuse me for a second, Wally. Yes – Yes – Yes – I don’t
know yet. No, I’m water-girl. Yes, I’ll tell him.”
“Tell me what?”
“That Vic and Terry will be there too.”
“That’ll make it worthwhile. And coach?”
“Yes?”
“What’s our recruiting budget. I’ll go spend the afternoon at the
playgrounds and see what talent I can lure our way.”
Mrs. Badgely giggled again, which was what Wally wanted, and
then hung up, ob-viously a satisfied woman or at least a very happy one.
Wally, the sucked-in, exploited, mauled Wally, felt no less happy.
I like that – her coaching. That’s a good section.
You like football a lot.
Yes I do. Not playing it, but watching. Wish they’d had
flag football when I was a kid. Not that it’d be a great
spectator sport. Not like the Steelers, which subject you
should avoid, you particularly, even though it’s football you’re
wading into.
Interesting that you should regard them as conterminous,
football and the Steelers.
A $75 word – and I don’t so regard them. But I know that
for you one thing always leads to the other – fatally.
Don’t worry. I won’t return us to the glory days.
No Franco, no Swann, no Mean Bill Greene.
Joe Greene! No Lambert and Mel Blount. What a time that
was, though.
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Oh my. That was then and this is now, and now is a time
where such things do not fit. Face it. Nobody wants to hear
about the Steelers – not Mrs. Badgely, not the team, not your
readers, not me.
You know what I liked even more than the Super Bowls
were those playoff games against Houston.
You also like movies made from Edna Ferber novels. You
planning on introducing them?
He had me there.
“You know, I think Mr. Wallings is taking a walk.”
“He’s emerged from the house and is moving down the street, right
Arthur? After you’ve lived with someone so long, you get to know the
little streams his mind swims in.”
“It is a nice day for a walk.”
“But he’s not taking a walk, Arthur.”
“No?”
“He’s exercising – professionally. He’s out training for the big
match. You told me how he took down you and Amelia Dawson with
one flying dropkick.”
“I don’t think he’d be much of a wrestler.”
“If you don’t think so, I have nothing to say. You, the scourge of faculty parties and affirmative action guests, you’d know a brute when you
saw one.”
“Yes, I certainly would. I’d go challenge him.”
“To what? What’s that they call it when men flop out their dicks on
the bar to see whose is biggest?”
“They call it flopping out dicks on the bar to see whose is biggest.”
“You’re a witty fellow.”
“And a wrestler. But Wally’s not.”
“He’s a poet, I forgot.”
“Diane!”
“Oh, Arthur, I really am sorry. I’m quite sure you didn’t hurt his
feelings.”
“He is all by himself. It’s not easy being that age, knowing nobody,
all alone.”
“Why don’t you run after him, Arthur? You wouldn’t need to run.
Just walk fast and keep him company. He is just a boy.”
“Thanks. I will.”
“You could introduce him to your gypsy friends there at the
drugstore, catch up on goings-on in Romania.”
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Arthur did all that: trotted to join up with Wally, steered him toward
and into the drugstore, introduced him to what did look alarmingly like
two superstitious villagers in the Bela Lugosi movies, Rita’s mother and
father, Wally assumed. Arthur didn’t identify them that way, but as Sally
and Raymond, “two of the treasures of the town.”
Arthur went off to some kind of back room with Raymond, leaving
Wally with Sally. Wally wanted to ask why Romanians, if that’s what
they were and he was sure they were, had such unlikely names as
Raymond and Sally. He also wondered why they called it Kelly’s Drugs
and Sodas, as they could not possibly be Kellys. Did they, for some
Transylvanian reason, connect Irishness and drugs? And, most of all,
were they Rita O’Connell’s parents? Why O’Connell? Were the
O’Connells and the Kellys connected? Where was Rita? Out playing her
flute?
Sally, as it turned out, was happy to chew the fat but threw no light
on any of the above. She was very interested to find that Wally was an
English teacher or, as she grandly put it, the Professor of Lit – er – ah –
tyour.
“I am myself a collector, Professor, though not, to be certain, on
your grandish scale.”
“Oh, Sally, I have nothing beyond a bunch of paperbacks and
anthologies. I’m not a book collector. And please call me Wally.”
Sally was not going to entertain the idea that he hadn’t a collection
or that a literatyour professor could be called Wally. She probably
thought it was American humor, the best in the world, but tough.
She was willing to show him her collection and, to that end, guided
him off toward yet another side room. The place seemed to be equipped
with hundreds of antechambers, connected by passageways, as if they
were in Vlad the Impaler’s very haunt. Wally followed behind, noticing
again, as he had at first meeting, that she wore an uncommonly thick
layering of clothes, making it impossible to guess whether she was plump
or padded. The room where she kept her collection was oak-paneled and
decked up like a 30’s movie idea of a gentleperson’s library.
Gentleperson’s? Even if gentlewomen had libraries, which
they didn’t, you wouldn’t find one in a 30’s movie. Just say
gentleman’s and be done with it.
OK.
What?
I said OK.
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OK?
Yeah, OK. I think you’re right.
You do?
Yeah.
Oh. Gentleperson’s isn’t so bad. Keep from giving
offense.
You think I should leave it as it is?
I don’t know. Do you?
Whatever you say. Give me guidance.
Leave it as it is. Who cares if it’s anachronistic.
It is anachronistic. Like Julius Caesar mentioning jock
straps.
I think they actually had jock straps then. Called them
something different, of course. Performed the same service.
Well, video games, then, or Dr. Scholl’s footpads – cd
players.
Yes. Well, it isn’t that important. Sorry I interrupted.
No, you have a point. I’ll change it.
I don’t think you need bother.
. . . like a 30’s movie idea of a gentleman’s library.
Sally moved around a big desk, gracefully taking down volumes that
looked to Wally, who knew almost nothing about the world of rare books,
as if they were nicely bound and old.
You know, there is one other thing.
Great to have him taking over. Who knows where it might lead, not
that I care.
I’d think you’d be satisfied, since I just now gave in. You
take the cake. By the way I have some – cake.
Chocolate? I am sorry for butting in.
Pound. That’s OK. What was it?
Let me put it this way. Do you remember way back when I
suggested that you hadn’t enough characters, that things were
a little sparse in the line of – characters, considering the
complex action you were sure to develop? Lo-Cal?
No – and yes.
Sure you do. I suggested that, very hastily, back toward
the beginning. Good.
I have such a rotten memory. Sorry
He suggested just the opposite, said we needed more action, fewer
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characters. But what the hell!
No, no. At least you have a memory. Anyhow, that advice I
gave, I’m afraid it was rotten counsel.
I didn’t listen to it anyhow.
Keep him going, whatever the cost.
Really, in this case I think you did and I’m afraid I led you
astray. If you are, as seems obvious, going to introduce these
two drugstore people as additions, Sally and Raymond, who
are very good characters, I am sure, in themselves – ”
Don’t stop!
Forgot where you were in the sentence, didn’t you? Too
occupied with the syrup there. You were telling me to cut the
drugstore.
Well, maybe not that, but you have too many characters.
That’s the long and short of it. Too many characters. You got
the carpenter people, the neighbors, the landlady, Wally’s
family and old friends, the school people, the church people,
the football people, and I’ll bet lots more to come.
That’s right. More to come. Milk?
Thanks. Too many. I’m sorry to say it.
You advised me to have more characters.
I’ll rethink that. More important, you rethink it.
I will if you will.
Wally began looking through the books, art books they seemed to
be, privately printed, many of them. He knew about the private printing
because the first page of many said so. He figured they were art books because they had a good many quite lovely illustrations and because the
treatment seemed so patently obscene.
“These are quite lovely, Sally.”
“They are, you see, rare pornographies, Professor, but of course you
would know that.”
“Very rare, I see.” Wally wondered why he was presumed to know
all about rare pornographies, whether it was a comment on his vocation
in literatyour or his character. He wondered why the wadded-out and
respectable-looking Sally would own Frolics
With Phyllis and Marie, Adventures of a London Rake, and Spank
Me to Heaven! He wondered why he was so shocked, as in principle he
was all for this sort of thing, pornography and the like. He also wondered
what he should do now, since he could hardly stand there and thumb
through such books with Sally watching.
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He pretended to examine critically the spine of a book he chose
because it looked old.
“You have found it, Professor, one of the many monstrous flaws in
my collection. You are quite the connoisseur!”
“Oh, I really didn’t – not at all – it seems fine to me, really, Sally.
You know, it’s very old, the book is, and a little cracking is to be
expected.”
“Oh do not throw satire at me, professor. Your sardonical look as
you examined the very second-rate binding turned you in. The binding
is, just as you say, piss-poor.”
“Sally, I teach literature; but I’ve scarcely ever seen anything other
than a paperback. Really. I know nothing at all about bindings.”
“You are kind but definite, no hiding that.”
“Well, it’s quite a collection. Does – ah – Rita help you with it, the
collecting and all?”
“Rita, my dear professor, has not the first suggestion that it is on the
premises. She would be shocked beyond all reason were she to certify it.
She is quite the Puritan American, quite the Cotton Mather of your
common heritage.”
“Yes, well, she’s very . . .” For the life of him, Wally could not think
of any word that would do. Sally smiled.
“I’ll get her for you. My husband and the Dean will provide
entertainment while she comes.”
This was all very abrupt, but Wally was glad enough to escape the
porn and the defective bindings, so he followed Sally back through the
secret passageway and out into the light. There, Raymond seemed to be
trying to sell Arthur a stuffed frog.
He stopped, though, to include Wally ceremoniously within the
group and the conversation. Raymond lacked Sally’s old-world charm
but was a lot easier to grasp.
“Wally, you’re just in time to break a tie. If you don’t mind, that is. I
was just letting Arthur in on the inner workings of the pharmacy
business, giving him a different sort of backstage tour than the one I’m
sure you just got – filthy stuff, ain’t it?, but she’s a good woman, and she
enjoys it. You can’t run a pharmacy on pharmaceuticals, Wally. For one
thing, not one person in a thousand knows what a pharmaceutical is,
much less really wants to go out and buy one. You know what I mean?”
“Sure.” Wally had no idea what he meant, nor did he have a firm
idea of what a pharmaceutical was.
“So, you gotta get in a lot of stuff that people’ll buy when they come
in for one thing or another, you know, whatever they go to a drugstore
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for in the first place. We get a lot of competition these days from the big
chains, Wally. And not just discount drugs but groceries too. You
probably noticed.”
“Yeah, I did.” Wally, who bought everything of this sort at grocery
stores, was more in harmony with this conversation, though he now
recognized the error of his ways.
Arthur, surprisingly, seemed impatient. “Perhaps you should get to
the frog, Raymond.”
“I will, Arthur, and right away. You see this frog, Wally?”
Wally said he did.
“What do you think?”
Wally approved of it, trying not to be too enthusiastic.
“Arthur said it was manure. That’s what he said.”
“I didn’t, Raymond, and you know it. I simply pointed out – Wally,
you notice the lettering on the side? You see that?”
As Arthur was holding the frog about eight inches from Wally’s face
and pointing insistently at the letters, he could scarcely miss them.
“Yes, I see. It says ACU.”
“Right! Hear that, Raymond? My point to Raymond is this: who’d
want to buy a frog with ACU on it? It’s some sort of souvenir, right? I
agree, Raymond, that it’s a very nice frog, but who in Pittsburgh wants
an Arkansas Central University stuffed frog?”
“It’s a very well-made frog, and I got these at a good price, assorted
stuffed animals of high quality. These are things people pick up on a
whim. Come in to get cough medicine and pick up a nice toy for the kids
or the sweetheart. What do you think, Wally?”
“Well . . .”
“Raymond, the problem is that these are school mascots, it appears,
and all from the south, schools like Alabama Christian and Arizona
Catholic. They must have been unsold for some time, which is why you
got a good price. The schools probably folded or decided a frog didn’t
make a good mascot. Maybe if you took the lettering off.”
“The lettering is very important, wouldn’t you say, Wally? It is part
of the color scheme. My view is that the people of Pittsburgh, at least of
this neighborhood, are not provincial.”
“Well, Raymond,” said Arthur, glancing at Wally and seeing he
didn’t want to respond. “I was just ragging you. These really are firstclass animals, so there’s no quarrel. I just think you will have trouble
selling them, fine as they are, and ought to send them back while you
can.”
“Wally, what’s your view? Christmas is coming up and . . .”
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Here Rita came up and cheerily joined in.
“Hello, Arthur and Wally. You two interested in that serpent from
Alaska Cor-rectional?”
“Could be Alaska. Hadn’t thought of that,” said Arthur.
“Me either,” said Raymond, who seemed depressed for a short bit
but quickly rebounded. “It could be Alberta, you know, Canada. And it
may not be a college at all. That makes it a mystery.”
Here, Wally managed to catch Rita’s eye and to draw her into a
sideline conversation.
“Hi!”
Rita nodded, less warmly, though she still smiled. She was clearly a
person who wanted others to be happy. Wally liked that and was hit with
a sudden inspiration.
“I wanted to thank you for your kindness to Fred and Darlene. I was
wondering if you’d extend that kindness to me and go out Friday night?
You know, just somewhere – go out and take in a movie, or something
like that – whatever you’d like.”
“Thank you, but I won’t be able to.”
She said it with such finality and with such a diminution in her smile
that Wally didn’t feel like pressing, didn’t even feel like wondering why
she would be so cold, didn’t feel like doing anything but getting the hell
out of there.
Wally sat on his bed, suddenly noticed that his foot hurt, that the
pain was, in truth, something awful. It came right from the center of his
foot, on the bottom, just behind the toes, and it was a sharp pain, yet
steady too, the very worst kind of pain.
A surge of panic whipped over him, a piercing certainty that he had
neglected his foot and now would pay the heavy price. He took off his
shoe, bouncing a small but sharp-looking pebble onto the floor.
He sat staring at Mrs. Prince’s green dancing girl in the blue sarong,
wondering what he had done to make himself so revolting to these two
women. Perhaps it was not what he had done but what he was. Perhaps
it was part of his cement. Whatever it was, it made him feel so disinclined
for any more excursions into these strange new waters that he decided to
spend the rest of the day – and the evening – with an improving book,
The Golden Bowl.
Part of his cement?
Hoped that’d rouse him. I was getting worried.
It means part of his makeup, basic to him.
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Yes, but why such a clumsy expression?
I got it from you. Day before yesterday.
Really? I remember that now. I meant fiber, the fiber of a
character.
Yes.
“Mr. Wallings, if you don’t mind, may I come in?”
“Sure, Mrs. Prince. Why not?”
“You do not appear to be in spirits, Mr. Adrews. Things aren’t easy,
I know. Old people forget and are always wondering why youth isn’t
perpetually merry. I haven’t forgotten. Papa used to say that after the
first 60 years it was all slide and glide. Perhaps that’ll ease your mind.”
“It does, Mrs. Prince.”
“No, it don’t. Why should it? Would you like to talk? Think of me as
you would your own mother, the one you’d go to in times of travail and
pour out your guts to.”
Wally laughed despite himself, imagining pouring out his guts to his
mother, especially as regards woomin problems. He’d sooner talk to Mrs.
Prince, but he’d much prefer not to talk at all. So he didn’t.
“Well, I just came up to tell you that the gazebo woman called
about a meeting tomorrow. She said you’d understand.”
“I don’t, though. Was it the carpenter called, about a meeting on
the plans?”
“You’re a quick one.”
“But what meeting, where and when?”
“On the spot where the garden is to be and at 9, I gather. You’d
know more about that than I.”
“But I know nothing – or didn’t. Now I do, I guess.”
“What’d I tell you! Well, I’ll be off. I see you bought a decoration or
had it presented to you. Quite nice. Is it an alligator? A green alligator
with a red hat on?”
“It may well be. It was sold to me as a frog, but I may have been
deceived.”
“A frog it is! I see it now. It has those jumping-out-at-you colors I
like. Goes well with the painting too. What’s the letters mean?”
“The letters? I’m not sure. Arthur, the Dean next door, thinks they
stand for Arizona Christian or Central University.”
“Let’s say Central, if it’s up for grabs. Could be Consolidated or
Cooperative or Choir or City. So Dean also bought one, did he? You two
are men of refinement, and loyal boosters of ACU. I’ll leave you to your
reading. Tar tar!”
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To The Golden Bowl Wally turned and, to his amazement, found
something like interest.
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Chapter Eight
Well?
Well what?
I’m waiting for your interruption. You interrupt at the
beginning of each chapter. Sleepy?
No I don’t. No I’m not.
You do.
Sometimes it’s necessary.
An interruption, you mean. Timely advice, judicious
correction. So what is it now?
Nothing.
You don’t like the idea of the upcoming meeting on the
gazebo, right? You think this is moving very slowly, the point
of view is wrong, the structures of desire are distorted.
The structures of desire?
I knew that’d get your attention.
What did you mean, the structures of desire are
distorted?
I don’t know. You’d stopped paying attention, hadn’t you?
Not entirely. This pending gathering to discuss the building of the gazebo has me on edge. The popcorn’s good, very
good; but do you think it’s salty enough?
Not enough salt?
Oh, there’s enough. I just wondered if that’s the way you
like it.
More salt.
“Arthur, you went and told Mr. Wallings not to bother about the
money for this porch replacement, didn’t you?”
“Diane, it isn’t that we’re replacing the porch, apparently. We’re
building some European Union garden, bits coming from all member
countries. I’m all for it.”
“Good. As for funding this project?”
“There doesn’t seem to be anybody out of doors this morning.”
“They’re probably just getting up. Try the bedroom windows.
Maybe you can catch some bare flesh, sweeping past the half-closed
shade, a teasing blur, ass or elbow you cannot be sure. ‘Tis the very
confusion that’s arousing. For the voyeur, the skating mist of the
glimpsed body is erotic. Even the objects in the room, the rascal cur-
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tains.”
“That bare butt you were looking at yourself yesterday belonged to
Mr. Wallings’ brother.”
“Who’s left and taken it with him. Arthur, who’s paying?”
“You’ll be gratified to learn that I said nothing to Mr. Wallings
about not paying, not a word. I made no arrangement with him, reached
no agreement. None. He and I have not discussed it.”
“That means you told that Herb person just to send the little bill
right on to you – quietly, no fuss.”
“Her name is Toni. She was just wearing Herb’s shirt, and it had his
name tag on.”
“Oh. She and Herb swap clothes? I like her better all the time. I’d
love to meet Herb. Arthur, you’re being more obviously evasive than
usual.”
“I told her just to contact me and we’d discuss it. And don’t ask
‘discuss what?’ since you know I mean the bill. And don’t ask whether
‘discuss it’ means ‘pay it’ because yes, it does. For one thing, Mr.
Wallings obviously has no insurance or he would have said so.”
“Mr. Wallings seems the type who wouldn’t have the slightest idea
whether or not he had insurance or, if he had, what it covered.”
“Yes, that’s probably so. I don’t know if that’s such a bad trait.
Neither do you.”
“True. I’m just afraid Herb will let him help, out of the goodness of
her heart. I’m quite sure Wally’s winning ignorance isn’t confined to
insurance. He doesn’t know a damned thing about carpentry or
landscaping or anything else useful. Maybe you could occupy him, Arthur, full-time, until the job is done.”
“Thanks, Diane.”
“I knew from the moment the roar of collapsing timbers hit my ears
that we’d be doing the paying. Unless the offending motorist had been
that Professor of Chicano Studies you so hate or some other minority
faculty. You always pity the villain.”
“She’s here, I think, Toni is.”
“And here comes Mr. Wallings, too. Right on her heels. He must
have been watching out the window to spot her so quickly.”
“Oh that pervert!”
What novel’s Wally reading now?
I had learned to expect the unexpected, the spectacular in the non
sequitur line, but this was one of his best.
He’s still on The Golden Bowl. Why?
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Maybe there’s another writer he could read, a writer with
prose more spare. I think the thought of James puts your
mind in the wrong space.
Good point. Pretty soon I’ll have Wally reading something
else.
That was not my point, exactly, and you know it. How
about having him reading nothing, renounce reading for the
duration.
He’s a literature professor. How can he not read?
He also pees. You take my point?
Yes.
You needn’t mention everything he does. Just because he
–
I said I took your point, bore!
Wally got to Toni just as she had reached the rear of her van,
opened the doors, and started to fool with the stuff back there. Arthur
and Diane arrived almost at the same time.
“I can’t stay long – need to get into school, I’m afraid,” said Arthur.
“We’ll miss you,” said Toni, who was hauling out what seemed to be
blueprints and looking for a place to spread them.
“Maybe just here – on the ground here,” said Wally, after Toni had
already started spreading them on the ground.
“Lend me your foot there, Bub. That a boy!”
Wally stuck his foot on one end of the plans, as Toni started
explaining things to Arthur and Diane, mostly Diane.
Toni was going on about struts and footers.
As a rule, one writes about what one knows. Tell the
truth: do you know what a footer is?
Well, no. But Toni does, and that’s what matters.
And about the landscaping, which she said would be subcontracted
or most of it would or something like that. The gazebo, though, would be
done by her alone.
“And were you serious about a jacuzzi? Or a pool? I got the figures
here, just in case. Pretty stiff, if you ask me, and I certainly wouldn’t put
in a pool in this marsh.”
“It is soggy, isn’t it. Just like Virginia’s Dismal. Maybe we could just
dig a hole, Toni, and let the spring water seep in. Very healthy – all
natural.”
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“Your name is Diane, isn’t it? Yeah, you’re right. Just dig a hole and
add some water moccasins. I’d say nopey- nope to the pool. The jacuzzi
would probably work. One thing, you’d be the only people on the block.
And it’s cheaper, which – ” Toni pulled out a paper from her back
pocket and checked it – “Wallings here wouldn’t object to.”
Diane smiled at Toni. “That’s it, then. Shrubs and palms and a
gazebo custom-designed and a jacuzzi. We’ll stay out of your way,” she
added, with a sharp look at Wally, as she went inside.
“I do hope you’ll let me help a little, Toni. It’d save you having to
pay a helper.”
Toni looked at him with weary good-humor, her eyes crinkling up
as if under the weight of ancient weariness – she was maybe 25. “Wallings, I like you, and I don’t mind saving you money. But you don’t know
a thing, not a thing. I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but I’d never be
able to hire you as a helper. I’d lose money, even if you were union,
which you aren’t, so that’s that. I’ll tell you what, though. The landscaper
is a friend, and they don’t worry much about union as far as helpers go.
Use lots of grade-school kids to dig holes and do dog work. I’ll talk to
her.”
“Well, I’m not proud. I’ll dig holes and plant things.”
“Dig holes, yes; plant things, enn—oh, no. Don’t get your hopes up.
But you stop around here later. Madeline’s her name.”
Madeline turned out to be a brick-faced woman who either was very
fat around the mouth or had several sets of lips opening out, lopping over
in layers. Luckily she spoke little and pointed much, pointed mostly to
heavy pots to move and holes to dig. Wally was beyond exhaustion
within an hour. Surprisingly, Diane McMartin came out and –
You know, something just occurred to me.
I’m glad.
Since there’s no porch and no steps, how does Diane come
out? Sounds like she’d have about a twelve foot fall, what with
the porch gone. Does she leap out the door, or is there a
ladder there or some-thing?
I’ll go back and put a ladder in.
Didn’t mean to interrupt with trivia.
It’s not trivia. That’s the sort of carelessness might trip
up attentive readers.
Readers probably thought all these people were soaring
out the door like the Flying Wallendas.
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Extraordinary readers would, maybe only one
extraordinary reader.
“Wally, you look like Leda after the swan had his way with her.
Come in here.”
Her tone was sharp, but she was smiling, and Wally was happy for a
kind word, or any word, after silent torment with Madeline. He was
ready to faint. So he followed Diane inside.
“Climbed in after her” more like it.
“Let’s see what Arthur has here in the way of cold beer.” She smiled
at Wally again. “Five more minutes with Bride of Frankenstein would
have done for you, I think. How about Iron City? Bit of local color.”
“This is awfully nice of you. I think she was about to plant me, first
making me dig my own hole and drag my pot over to it. Oh God that
tastes good. You know, I didn’t think you – that is, I am surprised, you
know, that you would think to – you know, do . . . I don’t know why I
keep saying ‘you know.’ I hate that, don’t you?”
“More than anything. That’s OK, Wally. I know what you mean.
You gathered I was a howling bitch and wasn’t expecting milk and
cookies. Arthur and I play these roles sometimes, like everyone. I guess
they’re roles. I know we enjoy them a great deal. But tell me about
yourself.”
“I am not, I must confess, a carpenter, which is why Toni will not
make use of me. I am also not, compounding matters, a gardener, though
that does not hinder Madeline. I am not a poet either, despite your hus –
Arthur’s kind surmises.”
“He’s so terribly sorry about that. So am I. No one wants to come to
a new place and be hurt. I hope you weren’t.”
“Oh, not at all. Your husband has been so kind to me, I couldn’t
feel hurt, even if I had been at first, which I wasn’t.” This woman was
beautiful.
“Well, that’s what I figured, but Arthur loves to tend the wounded.
When he runs out of casualties, he goes out and mangles some himself to
freshen the supply. I hope you like it here. The department is chock full
of land-mines but treasures too. You seen Martin yet?”
“Tomorrow. We’re having lunch, I guess. There seem to be a lot of
forms and some dragon named Martha who stands over them.”
“Martha’s OK. More than OK. Martin isn’t OK, so protect yourself. Like Smithson, whom you’ll meet Saturday, Martin has lots of
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schemes, but Martin’s are schemes where other people do the work. The
worst of it is Martin’s none too bright. He doesn’t seem to mind, though,
so why should we?”
“Yeah. What sorts of schemes does he have? Does he want to
change the curriculum, that sort of thing? I mean – you know what I
mean. Is he a reformer?”
Diane looked interested. “Are you?”
Wally took a minute and then surprised himself, “Yes.” He battled a
strong urge to apologize.
“You’d like to change the curriculum?”
“Oh, of course I haven’t even really seen it, and I’m new here, and
yes I would.”
“Get rid of the canon? No more Shakespeare?”
“Yep. Hell with him. Get rid of the canon and the period courses
and the genre courses and the theme courses and all!”
“I had no idea. You going to tell all this to Martin?”
“If he asks.”
Diane made a whooshing sound and smiled more at Wally. Then
she rose suddenly, got another beer for herself and moved toward the
door, obviously leading Wally out.
“I really do thank you. For the Iron City and the warning.”
“Well, Wally, I won’t say ‘Any time!’ because I’d hate to have you
be a pest. And my warning was too mild, really. Martin’s a treacherous
man. But I’ll leave all that to Arthur, the guiding, that is. Only he doesn’t
see the dangers at all, walks right over the mines and smiles through the
shrapnel.”
“So I’ll be unprotected.” Wally hadn’t intended it, but his voice
sounded whiny, demanding.
Diane’s smile disappeared. “It would seem so.”
This guy has quite a way about him. What’s the point in
making him so uncharming?
You find him uncharming?
I love him; but these women now, it’s like they’re
competing to see who can find him most odious.
They don’t all feel the same thing or for the same reason.
You write as if they did. For instance, Diane and Rita both
express their loathing by letting their smiles disappear. The
same thing exactly, disappearing smiles! One assumes they
feel the same thing.
Yes, one would feel that. I’d better change Diane.
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Have Diane spit on him or carve him up with a broken
Stroh’s bottle.
Iron City. But I’d better change it, don’t you think?
Echoes are good, but maybe vary this a little? You’re the
author and know best.
It’s co-authoring, and I sure as hell don’t know best.
“Did you like the candy? I left it with Ms. Prince because you
weren’t home. She gave it to you, right? I guess you were out with your
friends. I hope you enjoyed the candy. We’ve had very good reports on
it.”
“Good reports, have you? To tell you the truth, Amelia, I’m saving
it up.”
“What for? Oh yeah, the party. You and your friends are going to
get high and get arrested. Better keep it in a cold place or it’ll melt.
Where you keeping it?”
“Well, it’s on my desk right now – but not in the sunlight or
anything.”
“OK. Was that your girlfriend?”
“What girlfriend?”
“The one who was over Saturday? I saw her. She was quite
buxom.”
“Buxom? You mean Mrs. Prince?”
“Nooooo-uuuuuu!! You know who I mean.”
“No, Amelia, you’re my girlfriend, and I’ll always be faithful to you.
Besides, you’re also the wide receiver, aren’t you?”
“It was my idea to get you to be coach. Benny’s mom is going to
help, isn’t she?”
“How did you know?”
“She plays with us a lot. She’s good. I figured she wanted to. When’s
your party?”
“The chocolate party? Well, I have to find some friends first. I just
moved into town. I’m counting on you to come. Where is everyone?
Benny isn’t even here, much less Vic and Terry and Sarah Johnson.”
“Sarah Johnson? It’s Sarah Jackson.”
“Yeah, your friend.”
“Isn’t! Did you ask her?”
“No, I just figured she’d play.”
“Ha!”
“Oh, well, where is everybody?”
“They’ll be here. I told them 4:30, since I thought you’d be late.
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And if you weren’t I could tell you about the team.”
“So tell me about the team.”
“Well, The fat kids and the fourth-grade are on the line. They block
and – that’s what they do. Vic is the quarterback and me and Jacqueline
are the runners.”
“And Benny? And Terry?”
“He’s an end.”
“Which one?”
“Both. One on each side. One’s the left end and the other’s the right
end. They catch the ball on passes and stuff. Hi!”
“The last to Benny and his mother, who had just arrived.”
The practice was brief, what with the late starting time, a point
noted and properly readjusted for the future by Mrs. Badgely, who
turned out to be not only a master of all issues and procedures connected
with football, which he had expected, but a jovial, easy person, which he
had also expected. She was not so dishonest as to pretend that Wally was
in charge, but she was bountiful enough to make it appear that he was
participating.
“What do you say, Wally, some calisthenics? Not too many, you
think? Do them right and do the right ones and a little is plenty. We
coaches say you can overdo calisthenics.”
“This is Coach Wallings,” she told the kids, after somehow organizing them, sorting out positions. She also reported on the schedules not
only of games but of parent’s meetings, parties, and fund-raisers, passing
out a clump of medical forms, permission slips, and pleas for drivers to
away games. Then, she reviewed the rules, answering a host of questions,
“He is a defensive specialist,” she continued, again turning to Wally.
Coach Wallings has had an association with the Chicago Bears, during
his stay in that town, and I know he has some wonderful ideas on the
subject of defense.”
The part about Wally’s association with the Bears she had
accompanied with some winks and grins, leaving open for the players,
however, the possibility that she was not actually lying but was engaged
in some assy adult in-joking with Wally. That’s the way the kids seemed
to take it – briefly, at least. For one shining moment, maybe, they
accepted him as Wallings from the Chicago Bears, if only from the
equipment room.
So Wally hung about with the defense for the next half hour and
positively started enjoying himself, once he more or less figured out what
was happening. He even started adding advice to his initial cheering.
That cheering had taken a form he feared was a little out-of-date,
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borrowed, he guessed, from win-one-for-the-Gipper movies. He was
surprised to hear himself yelling what must have been racoon-coat rahrahs and wondered how he could not know what words of
encouragement were current. “Way to rock ‘em, Tracy!” or “Snatch that
old flag, Roy!” gave him away, he was sure, to these kids. But they were,
as Mrs. Badgely had promised, nice kids – polite too.
Even when he came up with his most inspired idea. He saw that the
toughest thing about playing hot defense in this flag football was getting
the flag. Too often the defender would make a snatch at the ball-carrier’s
back-pocket and come up with nothing at all or just some kiddie buttfondle. That, Wally figured, was because they were trying to extract
something from a moving target. Hold the person still and it’d be duck
soup pinching the flag, which was the main, indeed the only, point. Tackling was strictly illegal, he found, luckily before recommending it. But,
like most rules in football, this one the great ones would know how to
bend, he was sure.
“There’s holding on every play,” he told his defensive unit, during a
break called so Mrs. Badgely could talk to the offense and do some actual
coaching.
They looked at him blankly. Wally wasn’t sure he had gotten off to
the right start or if this exact line, this sophisticated insight into the
legitimate role cheating played in sports, was consistent with his position
as character-builder. Still, he had to say something; and this was
something to say.
“In the pros, kids, there’s holding on every play. The great ones
know how to do it and not exactly get cau – break the rules. They do but
they don’t, if you know what I mean.”
No, they emphatically did not. Several were showing signs of restlessness.
“Well, I know we can’t tackle the ball-carrier. Right?”
“Yeah!” yelled one or two, supposing Wally had called for a show of
enthusiasm.
“That’s right. We can’t tackle him or her. But – here he paused for
effect, then hurried on when he saw he was producing no effect – “But
we can impede the progress, sort of surround, block the path, give the
ball-carrier nowhere to go. That way, he has to stop – or she has to stop
– and someone else comes up and grabs the flag. You see?”
Nope.
“The first defender who gets to the ball-carrier, you see, instead of
going right away for the flag, just gets in front of the ball-carrier, maybe
holds onto a little shirt, a little pants, a little hair, a little skin.”
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Wally finally got a laugh and was immensely relieved.
“That way the ball-carrier can’t just run past as we make a grab at
the empty air.” Here Wally did an imitation of an inept defender making
a lurching grab, thereby getting another laugh. He was beginning to
think he had a knack for this. “So we work as a team. The first people to
the ball-carrier impede him, slow him down – or her down – and then
the others grab the flag. In tackle football this is called gang-tackling.
We’ll call it gang-grabbing.”
They seemed to tolerate this, went into the next play yelling.
Trouble was that on that next play the first person to reach the ballcarrier, Amelia Dawson running one of the staples of the offense (an endaround-reverse-to-Jacqueline-lateral-to-Vic-statue-of-liberty-to-Amelia),
grabbed her shirt, the next sort of hit her in the stomach, the next started
yanking on her arm, the next tackled her, and the following mob either
piled on or milled around. The execution of Wally’s defensive scheme,
Mrs. Badgely said, was flawed, though she did agree that, refined a little
and brought into accord with league rules, it was an idea that would
work wonders.
Wally was so enjoying himself that his overwhelming worry going
into all this had shriveled and died. His overwhelming worry going into
all this had been that he would cause or experience disaster. And, just as
he was relaxing, disaster struck.
Standing right behind his middle linebacker, a small but heroic
player named Yvonne, Wally watched as the offense ran a play of classic
simplicity, of such classic simplicity that Wally was caught napping. Most
plays involved so many pitch-backs, fakes, intricate handoffs, and reverses
that the defense and, more to the point, the defensive coach had plenty of
time to get ready before anything came their direction. In this case,
however, the Franco Harris of the team, Jacqueline, came bursting
straight off tackle, blew past Yvonne, and charged right toward the
helpless Wally. Not knowing whether it would be best to dodge left or
right, Wally did neither, attempting instead a running-backwards sprint.
Thus, he tripped, fell right on his back, directly in front of the steaming
Jacqueline, who was wasting no time on fakes and jukes, just barreling
dead ahead, straight at the toppled Wally.
Seeing her fallen coach too late but trying to avoid him nonetheless,
Jacqueline instituted the beginnings of a sharp cut to the right, planting
her left foot hard to start the turn but planting the foot square into Wally,
square into that part of Wally he least wanted to have used as part of the
field.
Wally screamed, and Jacqueline, abashed, let herself down to earth
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directly behind him. Several of Wally’s tutees hit indiscriminately on top
of Jacqueline or Wally or a little of each. Wally attempted to strike them
hard and hurt them, the ones who had piled on him, but he could only
flutter his arms weakly. Let them stay. He wanted only to die.
“Coach, you OK?”
Someone giggled.
“OK, team. Back off. He doesn’t need you hogging up his oxygen.”
This he recognized as Coach Badgely.
“Is he OK? Did I hurt him bad? I think I stepped on him. Maybe I
damaged an internal organ.”
“You got him in the marbles, Jacqueline.” This from Vic, Wally felt
sure, recognizing through his haze of intensive-care pain the voice of the
signal-caller.
“The marbles?”
“You mashed his balls, Jacqueline.”
“That’ll do, Amelia. Coach Wallings will be fine in a minute. Let’s
run a lap and collect back here. It’s time we quit for the day anyhow.”
Through the thick fog of pain that was not lifting, Wally looked out
on a set of little faces, a ring of them, wearing unstable masks of
solemnity, put on in kindness to hide the riotous mirth beneath. And in
the center of this odd semi-circular frame was one small squinting world
of anxiety pressing toward him, a face contorted with terrible and sympathetic agony.
“So, they told us there wasn’t going to be any prizes after all, just a
certificate. And you know what?”
“No, I can’t guess.”
“They gave us all the same certificates.”
“That sucks. They didn’t put your name on them or anything?”
“No, I mean, they gave the same certificate to you no matter how
much candy you sold. Even if you didn’t sell any at all, I think. That Fred
Pertovic got one and I don’t think he sold any. But we got a pizza party.
How you feeling?”
“Much better. We can walk a little faster, if we want to. Was it good,
the pizza?”
“Yeah. Harold threw up.”
“Did he?”
“Yeah. And we had to leave because they made us after he threw
up. I bet that really hurts. Don’t they have things?”
“Ahhhh, what things, Amelia? Maybe we should – ”
“I mean guard things you wear to save your balls when they’re
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stepped on.”
“Yes, jock straps – had ‘em since Julius Caesar’s time, but I wasn’t
planning on needing one. Tell me about the pizza.”
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Chapter Nine
So, reeling from one rejection after another at the hands
of adult women, Wally retreats to the child within, only to find
himself castrated by a little girl.
That’s pretty good. You know your stuff.
That wasn’t a stretcher. He did.
Thanks. I was going to suggest, though, that it’s
distressing to readers who like him – and to him, I’m sure. I
mean, apart from the physical pain – –
He can handle it. You’ll see. I can too, and so can you.
Don’t like to recall that, but yeah. I remember several
times.
Thanks for the memories, right?
No!
Diane had been right about Martha. She did not overwhelm Wally
with forms and was much more attentive to him than he ever would have
supposed likely. He thought at first she too mistook him for the hotshot
poet everyone was so electrified over, the one with the regular
appointment. But no. Obviously she knew who he was, guided him
through the benefits plans and the topography of the building, gave him
a key, showed him his office, and apologized for its scantiness and
dinginess so agreeably that Wally considered for a moment trying again
for weekend company. He figured, though, that restraint might be called
for, if he didn’t want to run off every woman in town within the first
week. After all, those not yet on record with “Never!” might still be considered open to persuasion.
“I do hope you’ll like it here, Dr. Wallings. I know it isn’t easy being
new and young and possibly at loose ends. I’ll do what I can to help you
with the bureaucratic insolence here, which is considerable.”
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll like it very much. It’s very nice.”
“Well, this office isn’t, of course. I hope you don’t mind the damp.
We put young people in this chamber to test their grit. Contagion breeds
here, Dr. Wallings, so maybe you’d better not set up housekeeping. I
think the last young man, a specialist in the Irish theatre, contacted
lumbago, and he was but 23. Prior to that, the senior professor of rhetoric and composition was here. He died. Not exactly in the office,
though. He keeled over into the olive and garlic man’s display at the
farmer’s market. Several miles from here. But I think there was a
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connection.”
“I’ll be sure to bundle up, maybe burn some incense.”
“Be careful what smoke odors you produce. We’ve had some trouble
with that. Therapeutic chemicals, that’s what Professor Goldfarb called
them, before they hauled him off to the poky.”
“If you’re going to do drugs, the best place is in the home, away
from bad influences.”
“And the cops. Have a good time, Dr. Wallings. I’d better get back
to the office and make sure Martin hasn’t offended someone
irreparably.”
“Please call me Wally.”
“Can’t do that, sorry. If I did, you might start taking liberties with
me, calling me Martha, and who knows what might follow?”
“I am anxious to get off on the right foot. What should I call you?”
“Getting off on the right foot – that’s a basketball metaphor, isn’t it?
I see you’re limping a little. Well, Wally, just call me Matty; or Martha
will do for everyday occasions. Friends who know all about me call me
Will.”
“Oh. Is that short for Wilhelmena?”
“Nope.”
Did she say that with her smile melting away into a sneer,
with the light in her eyes yielding to a hellish darkness?
No.
I naturally assumed this was one more inexplicably
offended woman, what with your passion for doing it over
again. Not that retreading the same ground is necessarily
bad.
Those old familiar places. And anyhow, Martha’s not
offended – I don’t think.
Good. What’s this about a limp? We’re not back to that.
No, no. You still have that poison oak? Oughtn’t to walk
by yourself.
You wouldn’t go.
Not that minute – but you treat walking like peeing;
there’s no putting it off. And now you’re afflicted.
Yes, that’s a lesson for me, all right. I fell down.
Don’t take off alone again. I’ll not miss another outing, I
promise.
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“It was just such a day as this, I remember, when I walked across the
quad some years back, on first arriving here. I remember taking a deep
breath, looking around, and saying, `Well, here I am!’” Martin suddenly
halted their progress toward the Faculty Club, or cafeteria, or wherever
they were having lunch, turned, and looked at Wally. Students in the
flow behind them were forced to brake and divide round them, glaring as
they passed. Martin stared at Wally.
“It was right here, was it?”
“I took a deep breath, I remember, and said, ‘Well, here I am!’ It
wasn’t here. It was on the quad.”
“I see. This isn’t the quad then, I take it?” A large student,
advancing heedlessly down the path, stepped on the back of Wally’s heel,
the one attached to his injured foot. Wally screamed lightly.
“It just suddenly struck me, I remember, that here I was, a faculty
member at a major research university, just as I’d always dreamed.”
“Yes, I can see . . .”
“I don’t think it means much to young people these days.”
“Oh, well, in my case . . .”
“But for me it was an epiphanic moment. Made me think of
Wordsworth and Mt. Snowden.”
“I see.”
Martin suddenly started up again at a good clip, staring straight
ahead. Wally decided there was nothing for it but to trot along beside.
Surprisingly, Martin yukked it up royally with the maitre de or
faculty club manager or whatever he was, a phony English butler type.
“Martin, you’ve lost twenty pounds since last week! And you’ve gained
‘em! You dog you! What’s the special? Your favorite, Mexican Fiesta,!
That slop’s never been south of Wheeling! Not true – we got the recipe
from a certified illegal alien!”
Martin sat looking at Wally, planting his left elbow on the table and
sliding his left hand up under his chins, squeezing them upward until lips
invaded his nose and fat cheeks buried his eyes. He had little mouse eyes
even at full bloom; they were tiny pink beads when squinted. Wally
wondered if he should make a face in return, just to be polite. Finally,
Martin spoke, ignoring a young boy who had advanced to the table,
pencil and pad ready, with the news that his name was “Randy.”
“Martha got you all squared away, I expect? And I hear from
Luanne that you’re writing on The Golden Bowl. Never cared much for
that book myself. Is there still something left to be said on James?
Would’ve thought we’d had enough analysis of him. I suppose you’re a
theorist?”
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“Well, I’m not actually writing on . . .”
“At least you’re not a deconstructionist, I hope. But I wish you
would tell me just what that is. Is deconstruction really any different from
New Criticism, what with its ambiguity and irony? And paradox, most of
all paradox, if rightly understood. I expect deconstructionists are just
reinventing the wheel.”
“Would you gentlemen care to order?”
Wally didn’t know whom to answer or indeed whether he was
expected to say anything in response to Martin’s banal observations or,
indeed, if Martin would hear him if he did. He thought he had much
more reason to appease Martin than attend to Randy, but then Randy
was the more likeable and certainly the more intelligent of the two.
“Maybe we should order?”
“Oh, sorry! I didn’t realize you were so hungry. What’s the special?”
“The special today is Mexican Fiesta, a medley of – ”
“Yes, yes. Well, what’ll it be, Wallings?”
“What would you recommend?”
“It’s all the same. Don’t get the special.”
“Oh.” Wally had had no chance to scan the menu and looked
appealingly at Randy.
“The BLT is OK. Your friend is right about the special. It’s Taco
Bell throw-away.”
“Make it the BLT.”
“Good choice. And you, sir?”
“I’ll have the special, iced coffee, and fudge cake with extra sauce on
the side.”
“Extra hot fudge sauce or salsa sauce?”
“You don’t say salsa sauce, boy. Salsa isn’t a sauce. And it does not
go with fudge cake.”
Randy smiled at Martin and nodded graciously. He then retreated
to Martin’s rear, turned, and, putting thumbs in both ears, stuck out his
tongue, and wiggled his fingers. Wally would have laughed but was saved
by the panic he felt at the thought of a good forty-five minutes more of
one-on-one with Martin, more horribly, Martin one-on-one with him.
Martin sat looking moodily over Wally’s shoulder, silent and
apparently aggrieved. Somewhat desperately, Wally decided to pick up
on one of the subjects Martin had introduced, the very worst one he
could have chosen, of course.
“I can’t exactly claim to be a deconstructionist. But that’s what
interests me most – Derrida, I mean.”
“Really. I’m surprised, coming from Chicago and all, as you do.
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Perhaps you could define it for me.”
“I’m sure I couldn’t.”
“Ineffable, is it? But you are one, right?”
“Well, it’s a way of decentering procedures for thinking and the
customary way we see things. A way of avoiding routine assumptions,
totalizing.”
“That’s good to know. Next time I’m in the market for some
decentering, I’ll know where to shop. Why would I want to avoid
totalizing, by the way? I was always fond of it myself. I have grown rather
attached over the years to that which is sensible and logical. I gather
Derrida has got Saussure all wrong.”
Wally was not going to let this pass. “That seems to me a defensive .
. .”
“Hello, John!”
Martin was shouting right through Wally to a giraffe-like man who
had tufts of hair growing from the back of his head, so strictly in a
horizontal direction that they suggested deliberation, the exercise of a
lunatic vanity. “John” clearly heard Martin’s beckoning and just as
clearly wanted to ignore it. He would have, too, had Martin not halfrisen in his chair and waved, “John! Over here!”
John loped over.
“What is it, Martin?”
“I knew you’d want to meet our new man here. Wallings. John
Smithson. Wallings is writing a monograph on The Golden Bowl,
deconstructing it in the latest approved fashion.”
Smithson looked at Wally with what Wally could hardly fail to see
was good-feeling. “Welcome, Mr. Wallings. I’m delighted that you have
this competence in theory. We certainly need that here. This asshole
Martin, for instance, is hostile to every thinker since Matthew Arnold,
those he’s heard of, and isn’t too fond of Arnold.”
Martin hauled out the same hearty laugh he had used earlier:
“John’s an incurable kidder, Wallings, as you’ll discover.”
John, who was not kidding, glowered at Martin. Martin, in turn,
showed no sign of suffering from the mortification that would have
staggered any decent person.
“John, it’s occurred to me that Wallings would be just the one for
your ‘Beyond Literacy’ committee, just the man.”
Smithson’s face underwent a sunrise.
Wally was about to launch a sentence that he hoped would end with
a gracious refusal of this honor, when Luanne joined them, on her own
accord, it seemed. Smithson gave Luanne a boys’ locker-room nudge and
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wangled off, covering the entire dining-room in about three steps.
“Imagine you together, old Wally-Woo and Osric.”
Jesus! Would these people actually say such things to the
boss? Are you sure? You have trod those corridors of power. Is
this common? One guy calls the Department Chair an asshole
and Luanne calls him Osric.
Well, it may not be realistic, exactly.
It’s what you often wanted to say, right? Leave it. Novels
give us what life can’t.
That’s good.
They can give us everything but life.
Wally had no idea what to make of her smile, directed straight at
him. Even Martin seemed discomfited, probably at the awkwardness,
apparent even to him, of explaining away a whole string of abusive
colleagues as kidders. So Luanne continued: “Protect yourself, honey.
Martin is like some stinging beetle.”
“Luanne, that’s rather offensive. I know you are celebrated for your
eccentric wit, but even a feminist . . .”
“Up your ass, Martin. Bye, Wally.” And she walked away.
Martin said nothing by way of summarizing the preceding minutes
but made signs of impatience. Sighing and returning his gaze to its
customary settling ground over Wally’s left shoulder, he then blew air
into his cheeks, like a grouper. Then he made a fist with one hand,
slammed it into the palm of the other, and showed his teeth, as if to a
dentist. Wally decided against another attempt at explaining
deconstruction and waited for Martin to regain his composure, if that’s
what he’d lost. He seemed to have lost something in his coat pocket, into
which he rooted directly. Out came a rumpled hunk of paper,
containing, as immediately became apparent, a list of burdens to be
placed on Wally’s young shoulders or whatever part of his body would
bear them.
“I think there are but two matters here to bring up, Wallings, unless
you have questions – or perhaps some post-structuralist musings on what
you have seen so far.”
He paused. Wally surprised himself by feeling no impulse to break
the silence.
“Your committee assignment will be to handle the high-school
outreach program, about which Luanne, the late incumbent in that
position, can fill you in.”
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“Oh.” Wally wondered what he was meant to be reaching out for,
but he didn’t see his way clear to asking right then. “Well, that sounds
fine. That’s in place of the outside literacy committee with Professor
Smithson, then.”
“It’s called ‘Beyond Literacy.’ Yes. Well, not in place of exactly. The
work with Smithson is not a committee assignment. It’s not – not the
same, doesn’t fall into the department scheme of – committees.”
“That means I do both – committees?” Wally emphasized the last
word to irritate Martin, which was foolish but essential.
“The other item here on my list is really a request, though I don’t
know what we’ll do if you refuse. In place of the American Renaissance
course, we hope, the undergraduate committee and I, that you won’t
mind doing the British novel. It’s the same period, of course, the
nineteenth century. Truth is we have the course set up to go and haven’t
an instructor for it. Carabine from England was to do it, but his
circumstances changed.”
Wally looked so blank, Martin added, “Ran off with a student of his
from last term. Wouldn’t have been so bad, but it was a boy. Should have
known what we were in for when we hired a Brit!”
Wally remained in the land of stupefaction.
“It’s a nice course Carabine had set up, though, teaching some
serialized works in little bits, in parts, just as the Victorians read them,
you know, only instead of one part a month, your students can read them
once or twice a week or something. The idea is to simulate the rhythms
of Victorian reading, I take it. The major work is The Pickwick Papers.”
“I haven’t even read it!”
“What?”
Wally collected himself. Here he had been hired to teach American
lit and some other stuff. The other stuff, it turned out, would stay, but his
major love was to be ignored and he was being asked instead to bed
down with the damned Victorian novel, a sodden field he had exercised
considerable skill in avoiding altogether in every stage of the schooling he
had undergone. Still, he saw that the department had a genuine problem
and that, more to the point, he had little choice but to be the one solving
it.
“OK.”
“OK you’ll do it, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“Splendid. The syllabus is all set, Carabine’s that is, which of course
you’ll want to follow, and the books are probably in the bookstore, and so
– then we’re all set, I gather. Did you see Martha about the forms? And
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you like your office, I see. That’s good, very good. Terrible service here
today.”
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Chapter Ten
“Vidth and visdom, Sammy, alvays grows together.”
Just what’s that?
What?
That about vidth and visdom?
It’s an epigraph.
I don’t know how I feel about – whether it isn’t on the
road to being affected. Do you want to start doing that so late
in the game? Looks like you’re making it up as you go.
I know you love that novel.
You’re right! “Oh Sammy, Sammy, vy worn’t there a
alleybi!”
That a new shirt?
I got it out of a catalogue, that one with all the rugged
outdoor stuff – handsome guys on mountains and boats.
Perfect for you.
Wally found a copy of Carabine’s syllabus in his mailbox (not yet
bearing his name but located for him by Martha) and saw that it indeed
featured an interlocking series of readings of works in parts, spread over
time, with Pickwick spanning the entire semester. Forgetting that he
should be obtaining a parking permit (only 1/8th of his salary) and
signing up for the shoddy group health and insurance plans the place
referred to as benefits, Wally headed for home and the two or three
general guides to and collections of essays on Dickens or the English
Novel that he was sure he owned.
He located nothing of the kind. All he had was a paperback copy of
the novel, The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club. That was something,
and he noted that there was a short introduction of about 5 pages. His
panic started to recede. Five pages was about what he wanted, assuming
the five pages were accurate, an assumption he had no way of testing and
thus was perfectly willing to make.
Leaning back perilously in the fragile chair Mrs. Prince had
appointed for use with the delicate desk, Wally soon found himself quite
interested and moved – or as interested and moved as one can become
with a five-page introduction. Little Charles Dickens (had anyone ever
called him Charlie) abandoned and abused, drenched in shame and loss
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at such an early age – or so he said later on in life, looking back. What a
rich and satisfying past he crafted for himself: self-made, solely
responsible for his great success. Self-pity and narcissism have seldom
been so triumphantly welded into an ever-filling trough he could feed in.
“Much great comedy,” said the helpful Introduction, “is artfully
crafted to appear improvised. Dickens’ masterpiece wears no disguises: it
was improvised, from start to finish. ‘I thought of Mr. Pickwick,’ he says,
‘and wrote the first number!’ What breathtaking impudence. This
unknown hack reporter and sketch-writer – we would now call him a
punk – not only takes on an assignment of this magnitude, but does so
without bothering to plan, to sketch a plot, to do anything more than
‘think of Mr. Pickwick.’ One almost wishes he had failed!”
Wally couldn’t keep pace with the rising indignation of the
introduction-writer, a scholar unknown to Wally but apparently an
eminence from the Ivy League, Allyn R. Styles-Moundsby, who did not
much like ill-bred youths. All the same, Wally soaked up StylesMoundsby’s information, ignored his views, and got through, an hour
later, two chapters of the novel. Despite the lumbering satire, the opening
sections of the book were so pleased with themselves, so obviously written
by a man who giggled as he wrote, launching sentences like hang-gliders
out from strange mountains and over unknown canyons – – oh, it was
irresistible.
Oh, it was irresistible?
Like that?
I do, but it does seem a little like gush, a little.
Gush?
Sort of. Why put in this stuff about Dickens improvising?
Because it’s so.
You’re not just projecting? I brought over some chili there
in that bowl.
Just what the doctor ordered.
Yeah, well, it’s not of course, but I have a promising
career as a chef before me and I can’t derail it out of those
idiots’ caution.
Of course not, not so long as I’m the beneficiary of your
concoctions.
I count on you as tester. I count on you.
“Are you planning on a walk, Mr. Adrews? Going to find some air
for those stuffed-up lungs of yours? Papa said his idea of the best of things
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was a walk that hadn’t the faintest stain of a destination.”
“I am coming to admire your father, Mrs. Prince. Yes, I’ve been
reading and need a little stretching.”
“Before you go, Mr. Adrews, it occurs to me that you may have a
hayride coming up and no one to go with? No matter how innocent the
occasion, it is better if you have someone along since even innocence may
turn luckily dingy, right?”
“You are always right, Mrs. Prince. I don’t know anything about a
hayride, though.”
“Figurative. I had in mind a woman. You interested?”
“Ah – I’m not sure. What . . .”
“‘Don’t be obscure, Ginny! It’ll land you under strange flowered
sheets!’ Yes I know, Mr. Adrews. Let me be plain: would you like me to
suggest a companion for you this weekend, either Friday or Saturday
she’s free, I do expect, though the checking on that would be up to me,
no burden.”
“That’s plain enough, Mrs. Prince, and I do thank you – very much.
But I think . . .”
“Don’t say so, Mr. Adrews, at least without hearing more and
having a physical description before you. Don’t bury yourself under the
leaves and turn into mulch.”
“Well, you see I have this dinner party with other university types
on Saturday.”
“Sounds foul. That makes Friday all the more important. You need
something to carry you through.”
“I don’t know.”
“My friend’s name is Selma, but do not let that scare you off. She is
not lovely, perhaps, but she’s not been flopping on the dock under the
hot sun either.”
“Well, I’m not quite sure. You see . . .”
This could go on forever!
It’s Wally can’t make up his mind.
It’s you!
It’s a tough decision.
Very tough. Why don’t you retire, take your time, come
back when you’ve reached a conclusion, and tell us?
Your diet’s making you tense. I’m representing
indecision, not practicing it.
Here’s a tip: they go out together and have nothing in
common whatever, figure what the hell, let’s not waste the
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evening, and use one another’s bodies the way sensible people
would.
In that modern way we have all grown to celebrate.
“Yes, thanks, Mrs. Prince. That sounds like fun. Do you think I
should – ?”
“No, you shouldn’t do a thing. Just leave all to Mother Prince, who
has, you will find, some knowledge of the back entrances into the caves of
love.”
“I’m not surprised.”
Walking up the stairs, Wally felt what might have been a shooting
pain coming from his damaged foot. It was foolhardy to ignore it any
longer. Before he could get to a sitting spot, however, he was drawn
again to Mrs. Prince’s directional arrows and a letter he recognized immediately as being from his mother:
Wallace, my dear,
Right now I expect you are racing about town with Fred and
Darlene. Of course you will tell me nothing about all that’s going on,
but that’s the normal course of youth. It’s only natural that you should
cut the umbilacle (sp?) cord, after all, and not remain tied to your
mother’s apron and her breast. I believe that my father kept me
attached to himself, sexually I mean though of course only poetically
(not incest), for too long. It is good and natural for a while, but after a
while it becomes anything but. So I am not complaining but merely
observing that as sexual and otherwise erotic ties are loosened in the
course of nature, other ties should take their place now that you are out
on your own.
I know that an educated person like you will see what I mean.
I am just writing to explain why I am not coming along as a fifth wheel
to spoil all the fun and make everyone uncomfortable. Another time,
when all that has settled, will be the time for me to visit. I know you will
not mind at all me speaking out frankly.
You will forgive your mother, I know, and chalk up to her fondness
for you any awkward or dumb expressions. I do not know how I would
live without you boys. I am thinking about you and praying for you.
Ha! ha! you will say to that last, but I believe God will be there for you.
At any rate, I will be.
With great love,
Your mother
P.S. When will you be able to come home for a weekend or so?

Wally was thinking he should decide what he thought of all that
when the phone rang.
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“Hello.”
“Mr. Adrews, I find myself indisposed. Could you get that please?”
“Excuse me a minute. I’ll get – I’ve already got it, Mrs. Prince. I’m
sorry. Who did you say you wanted?”
“Hello. This is Howard Pugh.”
“Ard Bew? Did you want Mrs. Prince? She’s right here.”
“Welcome to our bowling league, Mr. Wallies. We’re pleased to
have new blood.”
“I guess I don’t understand. I don’t bowl or anything. You must
have the wrong number, I’m afraid. Sorry.”
“No, no. This is right. I recognize your voice from church, and
Selma Tice signed you up just right a minute ago.”
“Zelma Dye sighed yup?”
“I just wanted to welcome you as new blood and say – ah –
welcome. You understand Fiji mixed doubles? Selma does, anyhow. You
got your own ball?”
“I think there’s been some . . .”
“Well, gotta hang up now. We usually go acrost the street after to
have a bite. Nothing fancy. Divide up the check just equal to avoid
dicking around – excuse me – with who owes what, without gittin into
pennies, you know. I do welcome you. And now goodbye for now.”
Wally managed to make it through his first two classes the next day
without incident, though he was very glad he had cut all the funsies from
his comments. He had imagined a group of nervous students, tense with
anxiety and an eagerness to please. He had, further, imagined himself
spreading a relaxing fluid out over the scene, oozing them all into a
moderately anarchic but, underneath it all, dedicated unit. They would
laugh and joke, these students, and they would like Wally a lot. They
would share a spirit, a secret understanding that this was not like other
classes. This teacher was different; he would make a difference.
What he discovered was that the students seemed not so much tense
as hostile, not eager to please but daring him to please them, absolutely
determined to regard this class as no different from any other – – worse,
actually. They stared at him as if compasses round by loathing, he
thought.
He sat in his janitor’s closet of an office, tapping on his desk and,
more or less, singing. He didn’t realize that was exactly what he was
doing, until he regained some perspective on his situation and heard
himself carrying on, rather loudly:
Take me back to Con-stan-tin-o-ple!
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But you can’t go back to Con-stan-tin-ople!
Cause it’s Is-tan-bul, not Con-stan-tin-ople!
Dah-dah-dah-dah-dah-dah-dah-dah-dah-dah!
Take me back to . . . . . . . . .
He stopped suddenly, but the song went on. It was eerie. It was also
obnoxious, as the voice maintaining the repetitive idiocy was only a
degree or two removed from a monotone. Better had it been outright
monotone, since the slight and pointless variations acted only to annoy.
The voice came from the back of Wally’s desk, more precisely, he
discovered on examination, from behind a partition, paper thin,
separating him from the next office. Wally did not want to meet anyone
who sang either that song or that way. He hoped his own part in the duet
had not been detected. Probably it had not, given the din being raised
next door. Absolute quiet seemed the best course to take, though it was
difficult to remain still under the shelling. His neighbor suddenly
discovered a verse to go with the chorus, a verse that made matters, if
possible, worse:
Even Old New York [Alld Nouuu Yark]
Was once New Amsterdam.
Why they changed it I can’t say!
They just liked it better that way!
Soooooo, take me back to Con . . . . . .
It became too much. Silence was no weapon. Another song as
counter-attack might be, so he let forth with the first tune that came to
mind:
My funny Valentine,
Sew-weet comic Valentine,
You make me laugh da da da.
Is your mouth a little weak?
Is your body less than Greek?
When you open it to speak,
Are you Waaaaaaaahhh?
At this point exactly, Luanne opened the door and stepped about
halfway into the room, staring at Wally with what seemed to be
amazement. Her mouth was open, and Wally thought, even through his
embarrassment, that she could not be more beautiful. Wally silenced
himself so fast it was almost retroactive. Not so the vocalist next door:
“Cause it’s Istanbul, not . . .”
“Down here in the damp bowels of the earth, the mind decays. But
that was lovely. Wally, what do – – Hey, Blalock!” Here Luanne picked
up a (cheap) metal bookend that had come with the office and pounded
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on the partition.
“That you, Luanne?”
“It’s me. You realize you been singing?”
“No.”
“Well, it’s intolerable.”
“Sorry.”
“That’s OK. Just shut the fuck up.”
“I think I was singing a little too,” Wally said. “I was trying to
embarrass him into silence.”
“That what you were doing? I thought you were trying to woo him.
All that about yearning for weak mouths and a body nobody’d call
Greek. Sounds like Blalock. What’s this about when Blalock opens up, is
he wahhhhhh? What’s that mean? Do you want him to be wahhhhh or
hoping he’s not?”
“I couldn’t recall the word, just at the wrong time.”
“When open, you yourself are wahhhhh, right? Blalock’ll like that in
you.”
“Yeah.” Wally was feeling down and showing it.
“I really just stopped to see how your classes had gone.”
“Oh, I don’t know. About what you’d expect, you know. Not so bad
– – Terrible!”
“I’m sure they weren’t terrible.”
Wally suddenly felt like saying it: “I was hoping for so much in the
way of – something different. I expected them to see that this could be –
different. I wanted some sign of receptive something, a sense that we
wouldn’t be going down the same trail. Some curiosity. I won’t have any
trouble trusting them. I don’t want just to get by, to do one more familiar
routine.”
He paused, conscious that he was sounding stupid. “I know that
sounds stupid.”
Luanne took the three steps that separated Wally’s desk from the
door and rested both butt cheeks easily on its edge, as if she were settling
in for a long talk. She remained silent and looked at Wally in a way he
could not easily interpret. Maybe he was too busy trying to explain
himself.
“I really wanted to have right off a spirit of mutual interest and – –
well, a conspiracy, sort of a club. Like we were all up in a tree house at 10
in the morning and it’s July and we can do any fucking thing we want.
Hell, it’s not like we’re studying something pointless like accounting. We
get to read The Pickwick Papers. That’s really some book! You know that?
You’d love it. Fuck!”
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Embarrassed suddenly by his enthusiasm and his language and his
notion that Luanne hadn’t read Dickens, Wally halted, but kept himself
from apologizing. Luanne did nothing.
He looked at her: “It’s hard work, isn’t it? It doesn’t just come right
off, first class, just because you want it to?”
She looked at him.
“And it will come? I mean they won’t always be so cold?”
He paused again.
“I guess it’s not that they’re cold as it is. It’s just that they’re waiting
for the performance to start. They aren’t going to join in until they see if
it’s really a show meant for them and not just another fucking sermon or
patriotic speech or lecture from their parents. I mean, what the fuck’s the
point in committing yourself if it isn’t a team sport to begin with? I see
their point.”
Luanne slid her perched leg down to the ground and turned so she
was facing Wally fully. Now she did smile:
“If you promise not to serenade the football coach and to yell ‘fuck’
a little less often, I’ll take you for lunch.”
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Chapter Eleven
I’m sorry he was disappointed. He seems sincere. Still,
did he expect his students to fall in love with him right there
and invite him to a mazola party got up in his honor?
What a child of the 60’s you are. Mazola parties! I
remember them.
They don’t do perversions like they used to.
Wally was about to leave his office Friday, run off to football
practice, and get ready for a big night with Selma Tice, when his door
opened, a very large form entered, moved toward his desk, and then
retreated and knocked on the inside of the door. When the form turned
around, Wally saw it was really two people who meant a lot to one
another or at least kept very close, one hulky and one small, one male
and one female.
“I didn’t mean not to knock, Dr. Wallings. We just sort of wanted to
come and talk a minute.”
“You’re very welcome!” Wally was so pleased to see them, he
advanced into the already crowded space in front of his desk in order to
shake hands. The two students, not knowing what he meant by it all,
probably supposed he was attacking or maybe heading for something
behind them. They parted to let him through, just as Wally stopped and
extended his hand straight ahead. The students, one on either side of
him, laughed nervously and extended theirs, at exactly the same time.
Not wanting to play favorites, Wally took a hand in each of his, thereby
tangling them into an awkward triangle. It struck him that if Blalock
would resume singing they could start ring-around-the-rosy.
After a little undignified arm-pumping, they broke free, remaining,
however, so trapped by the small space that Wally was forced to back up
to where his desk was. Trying to facilitate whatever Wally was doing, the
female student moved right into Wally’s crab-like retreat, with her foot
placed right under his descending.
She screamed, not softly, and started to sink forward. Wally reached
with his left hand to support her shoulder and his right to prop up her
back. As he was stumbling when he did so, he unhappily landed his left
hand in the cupped position exactly on her right breast and with his right
hand he enfolded the entirety of her left buttock.
She quickly regained her balance, but Wally’s hands seemed frozen
in unseemly contact. Perhaps he was steadying himself. He was, after all,
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stumbling.
Where’s this going? They going to have a nice long talk
about what it’s like to be a teacher? This is smutty.
Hush. Your job is to offer suggestions, not random
impressions. Consider before you speak.
He was right, damn it.
Wally kept backing until he hit the desk, drawing the girl more or
less into him, by way of half of her chest and bottom. The large boy, who
had stood watching all this with what looked like amusement, stepped
coolly forward at last, lifted the girl back into place and away from
Wally’s unintending clutches with one hand and straightened Wally up
with the other.
“Jesus Christ, Mary, you damn near knocked him down. We didn’t
come in here to start a brawl – – we’ll do that after the midterm!”
Mary giggled: “I’m really sorry, Professor Wallings. It’s kind of tight
in here, isn’t it.” She looked around warily. “Nice place, though.”
“It’s me who should apologize. Either of you hurt? You must be Ms.
– ah – – ?”
“I’m Mary; this is Franco. We’re in your English class.”
“Mary, I don’t know how to apologize for – for tripping you and
then – embarrassing – you. I didn’t mean that at all.”
Mary looked at him and smiled.
“We wanted to ask you something about this Pickwick,” began
Franco after a short pause. “You said it was OK to come in and talk.”
“I’m really happy you did come in – to talk about this or anything
else that’s occupying your mind.”
“Well, what’s occupying our minds, me and Mary, is this book. I
know we don’t start discussing the first part till Monday, but we read
ahead. We read the first part.”
Wally smiled and looked at Mary, who then took up the burden of
the song. These odd-looking and wholly-composed students were more
welcome than they could ever know.
“We didn’t think it was funny – at all – and wondered if we were
missing something. That’s one thing.”
Wally considered for a second. “No, I don’t think you’re missing
anything. It builds on you, I gather. It changes a lot. Dickens was not
much older than you when he started this. He started writing one kind of
novel and, before long, found out he was writing another kind. It gets
stronger as it goes. At least that’s what they say.”
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“Trust you—huh – or trust them, whoever they are?” said Franco,
but not dubiously. “We also can’t figure out these people in the book.
What do they do for a living? This Mr. Pickwick is retired or something, I
guess, but what about these other guys?”
“Well, they have well-off fathers who provide for them, allow them
to get started – though in the case of Snodgrass, Winkle, and Tupman it’s
not clear what they can get started at,
I agree they aren’t very real. They’re just comic types.”
Mary’s turn. “But I don’t get the class issue. They aristocrats?”
“No, their connections are all middle-class, prosperous tradesmen,
very likely. You see, it’s a different social order than we have and a
different attitude toward employment.”
Mary again. “But somebody had to be doing the grunt work, right?
Where are they? Who’s supporting these drones?”
Wally could hardly believe his ears. Student Marxists! “You find
that offensive?”
Franco, thinking Wally was insulted, said quickly, “It’s not offensive
or anything. Well, sort of. I thought Dickens wrote about the poor, and
here he has these nobles running around and we’re supposed to find it
funny. I think it’s trivial.” He looked at Wally, again clearly worried that
he was being insulting, and added, “Of course that’s just our opinion.”
Mary beamed. “I want to read some more about the period, you
know. About the times. Also, are there any women in this novel? I’m not
too interested in men’s clubs – usually.”
Wally said he’d round up some background books and turned to the
gender question – uncomfortably. “Well, the truth is that I am only one
jump ahead of you and haven’t ever read it before. So I don’t know. I do
see what you mean about the class issue, and my guess is that things
won’t improve much as regards women. We’ll see – we’ll see together.
But bring these things up in class, now. They’re important concerns.”
“They are?” Franco looked surprised. “I mean I thought they were
OK for bullshitting around, excuse me, but Mary and I didn’t think in an
English class this is the sort of thing you bring up. But we’d better be
going, Mary.”
Mary took the cue at once and got to the door quickly, perhaps not
relishing the idea of more assistance from Wally. They spent little time on
formalities and beat it. Wally wondered if they mistrusted him or just
wanted out of there. Either way, it was nice that they visited.
“Hello Amelia! And the Mean Benny, Old Buffalo Benny, who
always giving 110%!” Wally stunk at this hearty wit with kids, he knew.
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They knew it too. But he was enjoying himself with this quasi-coaching
job and he let his happiness show. That went for a lot.
“Coach!” Both kids had been waiting for him at the corner.
“Coach, what do you think – we were talking . . .”
“Benny and me – sorry Benny, you say it . . .”
“That’s OK, Amelia, I, well, me and Amelia were talking . . .”
Benny paused and Amelia picked it up. “And I don’t think it matters
what Vic says since he is pretty bossy. But he’s . . .”
“He’s really good, I’m sorry Amelia. But he don’t like this idea me
and Amelia . . .”
“He doesn’t like it – isn’t this true, Benny? – because it wasn’t his
idea, and we were thinking you would.”
They both stopped and looked at Wally. “I would, huh? You
thought I would? Well, I don’t! It’s a terrible idea!”
Their faces fell and lifted together, and they laughed.
“What’s the idea anyhow?”
“Well, me and Benny, sorry Benny, you tell him.”
“It’s your idea, Amelia. OK, here’s what we were thinking that we
could on defense sometimes . . .”
“We could blitz, you see – sorry, Benny.”
The practice, which was a dress rehearsal for the first game of the
season next morning, went well, or at least enjoyably. Wally was
surprised at how much fun these little kids had, how well they got along.
He was also surprised at how well they played and found himself a little
shy about speaking to the really talented ones, Jacqueline and Vic, for
instance.
On the way home to dress for bowling, he stopped off at Kelly’s,
hoping to discover Rita there. Why exactly he wanted to see Rita he
didn’t know, apart from the fact that she was pretty and probably
friendly, so long as one didn’t ask her out. Wally didn’t intend to ask her
out. He intended simply to – he didn’t know what.
It wasn’t Rita who was there, but her collector mother, no longer
exuberant, though, but quiet and dwarfed, as if she had a peasant shawl
on, though she didn’t. Not even noticing Wally’s entrance, she stood
transfixed before the old, very old cash register in front of her. Wally
walked over to her.
“May I serve you? Oh, how do you do, Professor. I . . .”
Wally saw that she had been crying, or so it appeared. He knew it
was none of his business, but he inquired anyhow. “Sally, are you all
right? I mean, you look upset.”
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“Oh, Professor, I am fine.” She peered at Wally, who must have
looked sad himself, for she started to cry again, very softly. “I necessarily
apologize.” She straightened her shoulders, stopped crying, and then
started again. “I cannot expect you to be in the same shoes with me, of
course, and should not cry.”
This is very uncomfortable. You gonna have her stop
crying at some point? Why not skip to there? Nobody likes
this.
Life is not all sunshine.
All along I thought it was. But this isn’t life, it’s you. You
don’t need to make this old woman cry. I liked her, what with
her porn. Why not have her win the lottery or start an affair
with someone whose company she enjoys?
Because this is what happens.
It’s what you make happen. You can alter it, and without
deleting. Give her hay fever. Wally just thinks she’s crying.
It wouldn’t answer my purpose.
Which is to make us uncomfortable. Discomfort is not a
literary affect one seeks for. You ever have tinnitus?
Yes. What causes that?
I don’t know.
“Can I help? Is anyone hurt – or sick?”
“Oh thank you, Professor. You remind me of the perspective on
things and that someone is always deeper down in the hole than we are,
no matter what. No, no one is in danger or is dead, no one. And for that,
it puts me to shame to cry over such trivial, and on top in front of a
Professor.”
“But can I help?” Wally suddenly had a glimmer. “Is it the stuffed
frogs?”
He was surprised to hear another voice answer: “In a way it is,
Wally. Mother, why don’t you go take a little napper, as you say. I’ll
mind things here, and then you’ll be all fresh for our Rook tournament
tonight.” She came and put her arm around her mother and led her
toward the back, still a slouching old woman. Sally turned as she left and
made a variety of courtly apologies to Wally. Rita returned almost at
once.
“Wally, I can see you were trying to help my mother. Thanks.” She
continued with hardly a pause, “It’s not the stuffed animals by themselves
that are the problem. They’re the latest in a series of pretty desperate
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ideas my father has had. It’s an old and dull story, Wally, having to do
with money problems. My father reacts to the competition with a whole
lot of schemes, most of which involve him spending money, just
accelerates the process.”
Wally nodded. Rita looked at the ceiling for some time before going
on. “Today, my father was setting up a display of those awful animals in
the window, putting the ACU forward, having convinced himself that
those letters would make them sell faster and start a long-term boom. He
decided to string across a wire, link a series of wires to the main one, and
suspend a bunch of the frogs or whatever they are on individual wires
from that series. Sounds complicated and it was. The idea was to jiggle
the main wire and the whole window would be alive with dancing frogs,
moving gracefully in all different directions. Father’s very good at that
sort of thing – not selling the frogs but displaying them – and was
working away whistling and swearing, two signs that he’s happy.”
Rita stopped again, but Wally could see she meant to continue as
soon as she could. “Well, mother and I were over here at the side
window fiddling with the fake fall leaves and pumpkins we put up every
year, along with the pilgrims and their muskets and the turkeys and a
huge mince pie on its side. All of a sudden, we heard a crash and saw
father had tipped over the ladder and landed right in that big box of
stuffed animals. There he was in with the frogs. We started to laugh and
thought he was laughing too. But it turned out he wasn’t laughing. I
guess it just all got to him right then, and he became a child, unable to
stand against his problems. He then confessed in a general way the
trouble we were in, how much debt and how many bills for things like insurance were now pressing on him.”
Rita stopped very suddenly, leaving Wally a little shipwrecked but
too immersed in Rita’s story to notice. “Have you looked at the books
yourself?” It was a dumb thing to say, maybe, but the idea came to him
right away that Rita could set things to rights if she were given a chance.
He also had an idea she hadn’t been and wouldn’t be given the chance.
Rita was way ahead of him. “Father’s old-world. He’s kind and not
egotistical, but I don’t know where he’d be if someone took over the
business, or even looked over his shoulder. I think he’d allow it without a
word, but I think it’d kill him.”
“Maybe cutting back?”
“Right, but how to plant that idea with father?”
Another ten minutes of talk left them where they were, with Wally
leaving behind nothing but his sympathy and his promise to think about
it all when he left. He took away a heightened admiration for Rita and a
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great deal of concern for the problem of a fading family business. He
decided he’d discuss it with Arthur.
It’s time for a chapter break, which, God willing and you
too, will give us a desperately needed escape from the dismals!
You just want a break so you can raise your usual row!
A row? I can always tell which novelist you’ve been
reading by your wacky idioms. Mrs. Gaskell? “Lord Archibald
and His Grace made just an awful row at the club over that
filly, the Duchess of Manchester.” Something like that?
There’s no Duchess of Manchester. That’d be like the
Marquis of Detroit.
“I never imagined Raymond in difficulties, and in severe ones too.
Oh damn it! Hell!”
“Yes, I guess he sort of broke and told Sally and Rita. I bet Rita
could solve all their problems if he’d turn everything over to her. Don’t
you think? But Rita says it’d break his spirit to do anything of the sort.”
“Well, we have to do something and not just stand here, that’s for
certain. I’m sorry, Wally. What did you say?”
“I said I thought Rita’d be able to solve this, if . . .”
“Yes, she would! You’re right, and Raymond’s gotta see that. We’ll
just go tell him, by Jesus . . .”
Arthur, however, recognized that they were not going to just go tell
him, by Jesus, that they couldn’t. He kept saying they had to do
something and now, but they were still at that point twenty minutes later
when Toni rounded the corner from the side or back or somewhere and
thrust herself into their midst.
“Hullo Arthur and Wally, too. You like the steps we had drawn up,
the plans?”
“I don’t know,” said Arthur vaguely, “Wally?”
“I didn’t see any plans. I don’t think it’s up to me.”
“I gave them to your wife, Arthur. Maybe she hasn’t let you in on
them. They’re curvy steps, tricky but safe. Not exactly like a spiral
staircase but sort of. That be OK?”
Wally kept looking at Toni, who had something different about her
that he couldn’t place. She didn’t have Herb’s badge on, but it wasn’t
that. Then he realized: her hair. It was loose and it was very long,
reaching pretty near all the way to the top of her butt, which he now
noticed too. Meanwhile, Arthur was trying to figure out what Toni
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wanted with him, eager to give approval to anything Diane had okayed
and to avoid any independent action. Apparently, the curvy steps were
on.
Toni turned toward Wally and smiled, but didn’t seem to have
anything to say and soon stared at the ground in embarrassment.
“You think I might be able to help now that construction’s about to
start?” Wally asked. “I mean either on the steps or the gazebo, you know,
or the hot tub?”
Are the steps leading to the gazebo or up to the house? It’s
the house that needs steps, not the gazebo.
I was advised not to enter into construction details on the
grounds that, despite my mastery of such things, no one
cares.
Toni smiled again, and Wally noticed how good she looked with her
hair out, even with the Pirates’ cap on. She had a sharply outlined set of
features, Toni did. What’s more, it was possible to interpret her smiling
as an indication that she liked Wally, which would set her apart from
others of her sex.
His question broke the ice. “Well, Wally, I saw you there with
Martha, giving it the old college try without much in the way of results.”
Wally felt hurt, for some dumb reason and probably showed it, for
Toni added, “Martha’s bad to work with, I know. Sure, Wally, can you
come over in the morning? About ten?”
Wally could, the team having drawn the first game-time of the day,
which was 7:30, really the best time, when you thought of it, said Amelia,
as the field would not be all chewed up. Wally hadn’t thought of that.
How much is Raymond in debt?
I thought you disliked that part.
I do, but I was just wondering.
Nobody knows. He won’t let anybody see the books.
Maybe he could send the stuffed frogs back to Arizona?
Too late. We’ve got a date coming up. Doesn’t that arouse
you? Two people out on the town, just as you like it.
The team could hold a benefit game.
Wally discovered when he arrived at what he took to be Selma
Tice’s apartment that he was maybe twenty minutes early. He had
looked forward to this date, he now realized, though he had imagined he
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was dreading it. He loved bowling, dearly loved it, and he had been
barred from engaging in it by his own moral weakness during graduate
school, his inability to withstand the snobs around him there at the
ghastly University of Chicago. They despised bowling, just as they
despised “sports” (sneer, sneer) generally and television and movies from
Hollywood and tomato sauce on pasta and manhattan cocktails and
barbershop quartets and all the well-known operas and, most
passionately, literary theory (apart from an emaciated set of exercises
pretentiously called neo-Aristotelean that had been repeated there for
generations, like a school chant). All of these things Wally loved. He had
surprised himself by taking a stand on literary theory, but he had shrunk
under the scorn for bowling and had even pretended to like white clam
sauce. Maybe they could go out after bowling and get huge mounds of
pasta with meatballs!
That little aside there on the University of Chicago –
Yes?
You imagine that’s going to interest your readers, that
diverse multitude you intend to have running to their local
bookstore?
These are Wally’s views.
Of course, he’s right. Personal venting, nothing more.
Sure. Why would he go to a graduate school where they
did what he hated?
He just ended up there. He didn’t know what they did
until they started doing it.
Look, if Wally was good enough to be admitted to old U of
C, which doesn’t seem likely given what we’ve seen of him and
given how eminent U of C is, he’d be good enough to know a
little about English Departments. Right?
That may seem logical to you, but it isn’t true.
That much is true, ridiculous as it may seem, as it is.
Having twenty minutes to dawdle away, Wally had time to reflect
too on why he wasn’t cringing at the prospect of an evening not only with
Mrs. Prince’s friend (crony? colleague? contemporary?) but with Howard
Pugh and the Baptists. For one thing, he had a helpless trust in Mrs.
Prince, a melting of the will before anything she proposed. For another,
he always had found bowling with women erotic in a voyeuristic way. He
had found it erotic with males too, for that matter; but women had more
to expose than just gaps between sweaters and pants, given that they
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generally wore skirts and sometimes, in his experience, short ones or,
what was just as good, big balloony ones. He was mildly ashamed of this
thought, and concentrated for a minute on the least erotic thing that
came to mind, which was Howard Pugh. Even Howard Pugh brought to
mind the mystery Mar[tha] of his tee shirt. Wally wondered if he could
find a way to ask about Martha without embarrassing Howard –
embarrassing himself by appearing to take an unseemly interest in
Howard’s undershirt. He dismissed in panic the sudden thought that
Mar[tha] could be the gardening Martha. And he thought some about
Raymond.
But he still had time to kill, so . . .
What was he thinking about Raymond?
He hasn’t thought of anything yet – nothing definite.
I was thinking maybe selling some of the porn collection.
Open up the back of the store to the kiddies: bring your
allowance money! be the first on your block!
Sell some of it to collectors.
Oh.
It sounds like a valuable collection.
It is, but that wouldn’t work.
Why?
Because you’re interrupting a big scene here.
Big scene of Wally waiting ten minutes! The reason it
wouldn’t work is that you hadn’t thought of that. Right?
No. That couldn’t have happened, didn’t.
Let me in on something. How will Raymond’s problem be
solved?
Who says it’s going to be solved?
It is, isn’t it? Others will help, Arthur say, and . . . I have
some ideas – or will have.
Having still, as I was mentioning, some time to kill, Wally decided
he’d sort of stroll around. It turned out to be a big mistake to think he
could stroll around some apartment buildings, high-rise affairs with
nothing outside except protections against strollers casing the joint. Just
as he was turning back to the car for safety, a dog came running out –
snaring, foaming. A mad dog.
Wally stood petrified, once he had screamed. He had managed to
avoid dogs most of his life, didn’t dislike them but had no feel for them.
This one was a killer and huge. He had Wally backed against the
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apartment building, pinned against the dumpster. Wally put both hands
across his throat for protection, a move which aggravated the dog, who
snarled more confidently and put his ears back.
But the dog did not advance. Wally was sure he would, but he
didn’t. He crouched there, ready to spring. His snarls were appalling
things, and so were his teeth. He was showing them. Wally did observe
that he wasn’t actually foaming. That was good, though it wouldn’t matter much, would it, if his throat were ripped out?
Wally’s head was about to float away with terror. He started saying,
“Nice boy. Oh, nice boy. Common now, nice boy.” He was being
reassuring. The dog did quiet down a bit but didn’t move from his spot.
After a few minutes, Wally stopped being so afraid and started being
embarrassed. The dog was neither foaming nor, really, was it what you
would call a big dog. It was what you would call a little dog, just about
the size, as it happened, of a cocker-spaniel. It wasn’t a cocker-spaniel. It
was a mixture, which accounted for the viciousness or the insanity.
The dog was now so quiet and Wally so antsy that he decided he
would edge sideways and away from the dog. That way the dog wouldn’t
take it as threatening and would see that Wally was only retreating, a
move that the dog would have no reason to resent.
That made sense, but the theory must have been defective: the beast
roared into action at Wally’s initial sideways shuffle. It’s not that he
lunged at Wally or even advanced, but he seemed to jump in the air and
started making those horror-show noises again. Wally screamed and went
back to “good-boy”ing.
When things quieted down he tried to move again, with the same
results. He tried then holding out his hand to the dog so it could be
sniffed, and nearly lost it. He tried climbing up on the dumpster, but the
dog this time did actually advance on him or made a feint at doing so.
Wally thought there would be no way to get to the door and to help,
much less to Selma Tice and bowling. Someone had told him that
animals hated it if you looked straight in their eyes, regarded it as a challenge, so he looked up at the sky. But that way he couldn’t see the dog,
which made him nervous, so he looked straight into the dog’s eyes, which
did visibly anger the brute. It finally hit on him that Jane Goodall had
pacified the chimps or the gorillas by curling up in a ball. It was
something like that. He couldn’t remember for sure, and he couldn’t
remember whether it was chimps or gorillas. He spent some time
pondering that before it occurred to him that he wasn’t focussing.
So he decided to curl into a ball, which, near as he could remember,
is what Jane Goodall did or maybe it was Marlin Perkins. He had just got
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himself down on the ground and crimped in the most inoffensive way,
not, however, losing sight of the dog, who seemed suspicious, indifferent,
happy, or about to attack. Once in the fetal position that he was hoping
the dog would like, he saw behind the dog a big set of legs. For some
reason, he screamed again, this time certainly startling the dog, who
jumped up and let out a pathetic yip.
“Mr. Wallings? That’s OK, Toby. He wasn’t going to hurt you. Are
you OK, Mr. Wallings? Are you Mr. Wallings or somebody else?”
“Oh, Selma is it? Are you Selma Tice? Oh my God, am I glad to see
you. I know this looks absurd, but I thought the dog would kill me.”
“Yeah, I heard all the commotion out here.” She looked as if she
wanted to laugh and had decided not to. Wally saw that and appreciated
it. She must be truly sensitive. He liked her right off.
“Well, I’m parked right over there, if you’re ready and all. It’s very
nice of you to go with me, especially bowling.”
As they were pulling away, Selma over and arranged her face into
seriousness. “Can I ask you, did you drop to the ground there and curl so
he’d like you?” She let loose in sputters of laughs and apologies.
She wasn’t so sensitive after all.
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SECTION III
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Selma presents a marked contrast to the other women, I
can tell. That’s a good idea.
You’re in a bubbly mood. Did your stretches before you
came over, didn’t you? Contrast how?
Strongly, you know: class, outlook, personality. It’s good
not to make her likeable. Too many of the others are likeable.
I like Selma.
She was braying at Wally – in danger, afraid for his life.
It was a cocker spaniel sort of dog.
So you say now, when it’s too late, but I know I was
alarmed.
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Chapter Twelve
Wally drove in silence to where Selma told him the bowling alley
was. He hadn’t managed a good look at her, but she was clearly a coarse
one, destroying at a stroke (for now) his romantic notions about the bluecollar life. That’s exactly what he said to himself. Better those fucks from
University of Chicago than this. And she appeared to have big legs,
judging from the view presented to his driver’s-side squint.
It was called “Palace Lanes,” had a neon sign with something like a
champagne martini outlined in lilac: there was a lilac neon stem glass,
holding a lilac neon olive and emitting little lilac neon bubbles. Below it,
more neon (some lilac, some not) directed thirsty bowlers to “Park ‘N
Rear.”
Wally wheeled into the lot and braked firmly, make that hard. He
was, no doubt about it, nursing his hurt, sulking. He opened his door and
was sliding his butt toward out, when a hand on his arm detained him.
“Would you rather not go? I mean, I don’t care myself, if it’s not
what you want to do.”
Wally had been expecting her to apologize sincerely for laughing at
him. He knew he would be embarrassed when she apologized sincerely,
since it would call loudly to his attention what a jackass he was. But she
didn’t apologize at all, not really. If she did – and she had – he was
determined not to notice it, try not to notice it.
Wally assured her as coldly as he could that oh no, he really was
anxious to bowl and fine and all right and OK and fine. They made their
way inside and to the shoe-rental desk in silence. Selma, wouldn’t you
know it, had her own damned shoes, but Wally had to rent his,
contagion-filled, filthy, all fungus – and in intimate contact with his bad
foot too, which should have kept him from coming in the first place.
Thirty minutes later, Wally felt no sulky-pain, only a desire to atone.
He had barely spoken to Selma and had treated the companionable
church people as if they were social inferiors. He was also bowling rotten
and found, once he figured out the rules of Siamese doubles, that he and
Selma were doing just fine, no thanks to him.
He advanced to the line full of guilt and a new determination to take
some pressure off Selma, who usually (but not always) had to throw the
second ball, according to the tangled rules of Siamese doubles. He centered the ball on the alley very well, threw it smoothly (with his once-youlearn-it-you-never-forget perfect follow-through), and left a split, two pins
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on either side.
“Son of a bitch!” he screamed. He wanted so badly to do well. He
looked at Selma, trying to smile and show her he was sheepish and nice,
also grown-up. Just then a voice from the back, the shoe-rental and
concession-running guy’s, bawled out, “Hey, I axe yunz evra week. No
cussin thar! What I gotta do, put it on fillum?” Wally, red-faced already,
became mad. He was so mad he stepped over and kicked decisively the
ball-return rack, kicked it with his bad foot. He then crumpled to the
floor and watched as two balls, dislodged by his kick, rolled over into the
next approach areas. A man with a wedge of stomach showing below his
shirt and also Olive Oyl in lime slacks had to stop their approaches and
dodge perilous rollers, which cleared the approach area and went rattling
around back among the pretzel-eaters and score-keepers.
Except for the bang of the balls, there was no sound in the place.
Wally wished he could stay there on the deck for several hours,
unnoticed, until the alley cleared out. His foot, for the first time, really
did hurt. The first to reach him was solicitous Howard Pugh, who made
some jokes to cover Wally’s shame. He was indeed ashamed. He was so
ashamed that he decided not to try to rescue the evening by apologizing
or giving everyone present $10. The others treated him for a time as if he
were some frenzied homicidal who might turn on them at any second.
After a bit, though, they returned to a congeniality they probably
couldn’t escape for long. Wally also started bowling a little better, and
Selma got even hotter.
Selma turned out to be quiet, well-spoken, and pretty. Wally hadn’t
noticed the prettiness before. She was tall, a little over six feet, and also
muscular, graceful and instinctively self-contained. Watching her bowl
was like watching Andrew McCutchen play baseball. She threw the ball
with a large hook and considerable speed, but the approach and release
were airy. And she had this funny way as she turned around from
bowling (after cleaning up one more mess Wally had left her) of looking
straight up as if expecting to find something on the ceiling.
Wally did his best to be gradually more agreeable, come off as an
OK kinda guy. The first part was easy, as he did start to enjoy himself. It
was hard, though, to be a regular fellow when you had spent the evening
up to now moping, throwing tantrums, rolling on the floor.
They all went out to eat afterwards, just as Howard had promised,
and had a good enough time, though Wally had the feeling they would
have had a better time had he stayed home. For one thing, they were all
very pleasant to him, kept telling him he had really come alive there and
had a great delivery. Just took him a while to get used to the lanes. He
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noticed nobody said anything about him coming back. It wasn’t that they
were rude. He had managed to convince them, Selma too, that he
considered them beneath him.
That’s pretty depressing.
I agree.
I don’t quite understand the point of view. Interior monologue, is it?
Not exactly. Is it clear who’s speaking and what’s going
on? If it isn’t, please say. I’m not aiming for confusion.
Well, it may be clear but that’s not the only thing to strive
for, I wouldn’t have thought. You see, I noticed the point of
view, and that might not be an especially good thing, to have
your readers noticing.
I shouldn’t think it would be.
Oh, very funny. Perhaps inject some of that fun into the
drearies you’re cloaking us in?
Right, as always—or almost always. But what could I do?
Wally hoped he could dodge Mrs. Prince, although she might still be
up, it being only a minute or two after 11. He parked as noiselessly as he
could, tiptoed to the door, and opened it straight into Mrs. Prince.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Good God, I didn’t mean to smack you with the
door.”
“It’s my own fault, Mr. Wallings. I was actually waiting up for you.
Coming to the front here to look for you, if you must know. I shouldn’t
admit that. I think the blow from the door has reduced me to candor.
“Truth,” papa said, “never got a runner home from third, Ginny; don’t
suppose it.”
“Well, it’s good to see you.” Wally’s evening of embarrassment was
being prolonged, what with Mrs. Prince getting his name right and all.
“Yes, I’m sure. Who wants an old dragon leering over them. You
were very quiet.”
“I didn’t want to wake you.”
“You were so silent you could have slipped past the hydra, which
probably was what was on your mind. But how did you find Selma?”
“She’s a very nice woman, Mrs. Prince.”
Mrs. Prince stared at him and said nothing, looking a bit
disappointed, Wally thought.
“To tell you the truth, she seemed great. I don’t know why, but I
acted like a real ass, a real ass, Mrs. Prince. I – – well, I just did. I don’t
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want to talk about it, though. I acted like some sort of snob, as if I were
Prince Philip or something. But I really don’t want to talk about it. I’m
sorry, though. I think Selma is terrific. I’m sure she is. She must despise
me. I know I do.”
Wally stopped and looked at Mrs. Prince hopelessly, realizing he
had once, long ago, had a conversation very much like this. He was ten
then and had just lost the fourth-grade ping-pong tournament. After
making it to the finals –
You going to do a point-by-point replay of the big game?
There were three games. Best two out of three.
What made you decide to do a flash-back?
It seemed fitting.
Why’d you have him lose? Why not have him win? You
could, you know – have him win.
He didn’t.
If you’re thinking of one you lost, which is likely enough,
now’s your chance to get even. Go back and win it!
That wouldn’t fit.
It’d be upbeat and happy. That whole bowling business
was gloomy. And now more woe. Nobody wants to hear about
how a ping-pong match was lost. Everybody always loses at
ping-pong, everybody I know. And it makes them feel terrible.
Maybe there’s a way to play without losing.
By winning. But nobody does.
Not by winning either. Just by playing. You see?
No. That what Wally does in this little flashback?
No, he loses.
He had made it to the finals against a tall quiet girl named Mary
Lou, one of the two girls in his class named Mary Lou, by the way. This
one, Mary Lou Simms, he figured he could beat, though she played with
a steady intensity, had more power than Wally, and didn’t make all that
many unforced errors. He won the first game 21-13, though it wasn’t
even that close: he had been up 18-7 before coasting in. Mary Lou was
hitting the ball harder than Wally but with less control. The points were
long, Wally’s patience paying off. Mary Lou was clearly nervous and not
her usual self. Her usual self was at least as good as Wally, maybe better.
He wasn’t sure, since for some reason they seldom played one another at
recess, the usual ping-pong time. He thought about all that during the
long break forced on them by the lunch-hour (47 minutes, actually). He
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went home and told his parents, his mother appearing pleased and his
father, always there for lunch on Fridays, entering eagerly into planning
with him – or for him: “Don’t let up, now. Play this second game as if it
were crucial. You gotta keep things going your way.” It was in the days
before every jerk talked about “momentum,” but that was what his father
meant. As he left the house, his father said, “I’m pulling on you, Wally.
You can do it. Just remember to play the second game as if it were the
last!”
Wally lost the second game, an extended one, 29-27, and the third
21-15. He could still remember the point at which Mary Lou had made
her charge, in the second game with Wally leading 17-13. Well, she
didn’t actually make a charge; it was more that Wally started to try for
big winners, even tried to clip corners, which no one ever tried to do,
apart from showboats. He kept slamming the ball off the table, clouting it
once right over Mary Lou’s head. He remembered that she didn’t look
pleased when he started losing points. She just looked puzzled, as if he
were somehow hurting her, trying to give her the game. But whatever it
was, that wasn’t it. He wanted to win more than anything he could ever
remember. It wasn’t that he wanted to beat Mary Lou. Insofar as he ever
thought of her, he liked her. He just wanted to win period. Partly to go
on to the East-Side fourth-grade championships, and partly because of
his father – his mother too. But he knew that his parents didn’t have a lot
to do with it, apart from providing a good excuse for losing – or for
winning.
When he didn’t win, he felt worse than he ever had. He tried to
congratulate Mary Lou, who was none too gracious, having had no
practice winning anything. Then he beat it downstairs to the boy’s
restroom, went into a stall and started to cry. He was ashamed to be
crying, and he knew the deeper shame and hurt would never flood out of
him anyhow. What was much worse, his teacher, Mrs. McGuire,
followed him downstairs, doubtless after making over Mary Lou, came
right into the boy’s room, tapped on the stall door, pushed it open, and
took him in her arms. Mrs. McGuire was not old, ugly, or fat, so Wally
felt, if possible, even more ashamed. But not for long. Mary Lou, the
teacher was telling him, had never had anything much good happen to
her and, poor girl, might not have a lot to look forward to. On the other
hand, he, Wally, had so much ahead of him. That was not the line that
would improve things, though, and she seemed to know it, rocking him
and crooning to him for a minute, while Wally began pouring it out
about his shame and not knowing why it would matter so much and how
he was so ashamed and . . . Mrs. McGuire kept holding him there in the
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stall, right in front of the toilet, pushing the door back with one arm and
cradling Wally with the other, rocking and whispering, “I know,” “I
know.” “My dad,” Wally said, “will be disappointed. He wanted me to
play that second game as if it were the last.” She held him a little tighter,
kept swaying with him and didn’t say anything. After a bit, the tears left
entirely, Mrs. McGuire held Wally at arm’s length, pulled him close
again, kissed him on the cheek very hard, and then held him back again:
“You’re a dear little boy, that you are. I won’t say I wish I had a son just
like you, since you’re such a poor ping-pong player.” She then walked,
not in a hurry, out of the room.
Will Mrs. Prince now take Wally in her arms for some
rocking and crooning? Maybe they’ll just go to the toilet
together?
You’re not funny.
That’s a long paragraph.
It’s easy to follow. That’s all that matters.
That isn’t all that matters. You have clarity on the brain.
But can’t we get to an adult situation, moving past the fourth
grade? Saturday night, Wally brings a date to the dinner party
who finds him attractive and he, her. It’s not necessary, not in
the least, that they fall in love or anything; they are just two
mature people who find one another attractive and want to act
as mature people do when that’s the case. How bout it?
I’ll take it under advisement.
Wally looked helplessly at Mrs. Prince, who grinned, did not take
him in her arms, and said, “You were fine, Mr. Wallings. Just a little shy.
That’s what it was.”
“Shy? I don’t think so.” But as he thought about it, he did think so.
“Yes, next time it’ll be better.”
“I doubt that she’ll want to try a next time.”
“Oh, Mr. Wallings, do not assume that every cake is not for you,
just because there’s icing. You are a good one, you know. And I am the
one who can say so with justice and with authority.”
Wally walked upstairs thinking of cake. And he went to sleep, hardly
thinking of that second game being the last.
It was a very anxious moment. The Rockets, the opposing team who
had looked so unimposing warming up they had drawn jeers from both
Vic and Jacqueline, had come out and by Jesus scored two quick
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touchdowns, one of which was certainly a fluke but a touchdown all the
same. The Steeler-Wheelers, a compromise name that however
meaningless had pleased everyone, had run only two plays, both resulting
in fumbles off the third or fourth lateral/pitch-out/reverse handoff. The
Rockets were now about to score again, raising their lead to 18-0 and
causing Wally, who had but one thought and that was to win, even
greater panic. On the next play, the Rockets, who ran an offense about
1/30th as sophisticated as Mrs. Badgely’s, tried an end-sweep and were
thrown for a huge loss. But Amelia was called for tackling the runner, the
ball was placed practically on the goal line, and on the next play the
Rockets did indeed score, raising their lead to an insurmountable 18-0.
“Don’t panic!” Wally told his team in the sideline huddle before the
next kickoff. “Just don’t panic,” he said with panic threading every word.
“Coach is right,” said Mrs. Badgely. “Plenty of time to wear ‘em
down and roll over ‘em. On offense now, run a couple straight-ahead
plays for Jacqueline and we’ll see where we are then. Listen to coach now
– just as he says, relax and have fun!”
“Right!” said Wally. He looked at Amelia, who looked back,
grinned and said, “There’s holding on every play!”
They did try Jacqueline straight ahead for two plays to see where
they were. Where they were was back in the game, since Jacqueline, who
moved like Walter Payton, ran both plays into the end zone, without
anyone really coming close to nabbing the flag she had sticking out from
her tiny butt. So it was 18-12, the league making no provision at all for
extra points.
By the third quarter, the score got much more comfortable – 36-18,
in fact, favor of us – so Wally could actually relax and think a bit about
what was going on, pretend that he was coaching. He studied the benchsitters and saw that everyone was dirty, which probably meant everyone
had had a chance to play. On the far side of the bench, though, he recognized Benny, standing pretty much alone and clean.
He walked over. “Hey Benny, why you out of the game?”
“Oh, that’s OK.” Benny smiled at him, as he always did, but he
looked none too happy.
“Tell me what’s the story. You should be in there.”
“Mom said that if a whole lot of kids showed up, I’d have to help by
not playing too much.”
“Oh, it’s tough having your Mom as the coach. It’s like at your
party everybody else goes first and takes all your cake. But you never miss
practice, and a couple of these kids I hardly recognize.” Benny looked so
squinched that Wally yelled over to Mrs. Badgely, “OK if I make a
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substitution?”
She smiled and nodded. “You’re the coach!”
“Get in there, Benny, after the next play.”
“What position?”
“End. That’s right isn’t it.”
“Do I go in for Terry?”
“No, the other one. You and Terry are the regular ends.”
Benny beamed squinceless and ran directly onto the field before the
next play was over. By the time the day was through, he had even made
a good run on a pass, actually a little underhand pitch, from the secondstring quarterback, Vic having graciously retired to the bench to avoid
rubbing it in to the other team.
Wally had enjoyed himself as he hadn’t since coming to town,
humiliating himself only once, trying to slap high five on Vic as he came
out of the game. Vic had followed the hand slap with a series of bodyhand maneuvers Wally was supposed to match and couldn’t, ending up
sticking a finger in Vic’s mouth, yanking it out and catching it on the way
inside the boy’s cheek. But Vic, about a dozen times more self-possessed
than Wally, was cool. It could have been worse.
Apart from that, he had found such joy he wanted badly for it not to
end, wanted to take the team out for pizza or something. Truth was,
though, that the sixty bucks he figured that’d cost, at least sixty bucks,
was way beyond him right now. Even without the gazebo, which he was
assuming some insurance company or other would cover, he was
stretched thin, so thin he wasn’t too sure he could make it to payday
without skipping some meals. Of course, he wasn’t quite sure when
payday was and wasn’t likely to inquire.
So he contented himself with hanging around, congratulating
everyone several times, hugging those he figured wouldn’t mind, and
repeating plans for next week’s practice, where he said he was going to
unveil a new defense. “Great!” said Vic in a fairly loud but not nasty
voice. “Now everybody can do like Amelia and get us some penalties.”
Wally helped Mrs. Badgely load all the paraphernalia into her van –
a little equipment and a lot of food, left over from the enormous quantity
she had brought along: oranges, granola bars, gum, licorice whips, 35year-shelf-life snack cakes, Gator-Ade, Kool-Aid, and Vernor’s ginger
ale. All this at 7:30 in the morning. Wally had figured even kids wouldn’t
eat that sort of thing that early, but they had. So had Wally, who found
that a couple of Ho-Hos with a Vernor’s, topped off with two or three
licorice whips (black) made for a satisfying breakfast. Mrs. Badgely knew
her business.
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“Wally, I think we need to work out some modified complexity. You
know what I mean?”
Wally hadn’t the slightest idea what she meant, so he said, “I think
so. You mean we need some more plays which start out complex but
modify themselves as they go into bone-clean simplicity. But isn’t that
what we have with the end-around double lateral fake statue of liberty?”
“That’s classic. It takes only eighteen minutes to develop. I was
thinking of something a little snappier.”
“Like those quick openers with Jacqueline going straight ahead. She
had an average gain of about 35 yards.”
“I know, Wally, but that gets a little boring, I think. That straight
ahead stuff, it’s sort of like doing layups rather than slam dunks.”
Wally saw that. “It’s like eating oranges and granola bars when
there’s good stuff on hand.” The oranges and granola bars had been
practically untouched, wholly untouched.
“Maybe we can compromise. Keep it to half a dozen exchanges in
the backfield, lower the voltage on the razzle-dazzle just a little. What do
you think?”
“I’m for it. You have the plays already in mind, right?”
Mrs. Badgely, whose first name Wally still didn’t know, blushed.
“You know I do. I’m a crazed creature. Why don’t you work out some
plays, too, and we’ll try some of each in practice – some of yours, some of
mine.”
“So long as we do mine first. I gather it’s illegal to hide the flag – put
it down your pants or up your shirt? It occurred to me during the game
that you could do that and gain acres.”
“You’d probably also have kids doing all sorts of improper things
inside one another’s clothing. They’d enjoy that. But yes, it is illegal.
Wally . . .”
“Yes?”
“My name’s Penny. I’m sorry, but I never use it; it sounds so silly.
I’ve thought of changing it, but it’s a scary thing to think of naming
yourself, you know? I kept thinking of names from Gilbert and Sullivan:
Buttercup, Katisha, Mabel. Anyhow, I kept Penny.”
“Penny’s nice.”
“Say, Wally, that was a fine thing you did for Benny. I feel a little
bad playing him a lot or not playing him a lot. He dotes on you, you
know. Not that I mean to scare you.”
“I am certainly not going to get scared of Benny. How about if I sort
of kept track of how much he’s playing and do the substituting? In fact, I
could take that over.”
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Wally noticed Mrs. Badgely start just a little.
“I mean, you could tell me who to take in and out, by signals or
something, but that way Benny wouldn’t be mistreated.”
“Well, that’s perfect. We could make decisions together, of course;
they won’t be all mine.”
“Yes they will, Penny. I’ll go home and satisfy myself with designing
some plays that won’t work. I’m happy being token macho-man. Just
next time bring more of the licorice whips. We almost ran out. Bring only
black ones. The red ones are vomit.”
Mrs. Badgely waved and Wally walked off feeling much better, even
better when he saw that Benny and Amelia had laid in ambush for him
and sprung out as he got over the hill.
After some Alphonse and Gaston chatter about the game, they came
to the real subject.
“Coach, since you teach over there – ” Benny pointed.
“He means at the University. Sorry, Benny.”
“That’s OK. It’s a college, isn’t it, Amelia? I guess it don’t matter.”
“It’s a university. You see, Benny, there is a difference between a
college and a university. The difference is a university’s much better.
That’s why Coach is there. He wouldn’t be at a some dump of a college.”
Benny nodded solemnly, storing up this inside dope, unsurprised
that Coach was not at some dump.
“So,” Amelia continued, “you ask him, Benny.” Wally saw that
Amelia turned the reins over to Benny not because she was shy of asking
– ha! – but because she sensed she had gone on long enough and it was
Benny’s turn. Even their interruptings were shared time.
“Coach,” said Benny, without a squint now, “would you like to
volunteer, huh?”
Both kids looked at him intently. Wally wondered if they knew how
fine he was feeling and how little likely to say no, whatever it was. They
didn’t seem as calculating as all that, but who could tell for sure?
“Volunteer for what? I’m not good at volunteering.”
“Yes you are,” said Amelia loudly. “Oh yes you are! Like being
coach. You’re good. Isn’t he, Benny?”
“Sure is! Would you like to? You tell him, Amelia.”
“Well, our teacher mentioned we might ask around and see if
anyone had a little time and was not too occupied with their affairs, you
see.”
“And might volunteer, sorry Amelia.”
“That’s OK. At school. Helping out. Our teacher said to ask.”
“Yeah, she was the one, said to ask you. If you aren’t with your
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affairs like Amelia said.”
“That’s right. She didn’t really say to ask you, just to ask around and
see.” She seemed to realize she had maybe sounded rude. “But she’d like
you a lot. Wouldn’t she, Benny?”
“She’d like you a lot. Want to do it?”
“Volunteer at your school, right? Doing what?”
“You know,” said Benny, “you’d just figure out things for kids and
be around and talk to them and all – tell us what to do – yell at us –
teaching, like you do over at the University – only to kids.”
“Yeah, kids,” Amelia added.
“But I’m kind of an outsider, you know. Not a parent or uncle or
anything. Would that matter—that I’m an outsider?”
Wally was at once sorry he had said that. Not only was the response
predictable—no it doesn’t matter, they like outsiders, you’re no
outsider—but Benny seemed to get his squint back.
“Wally, a pre-fabricated building doesn’t mean you just put slot A in
hole B.”
“Yeah, you first have to do a lot of things to the stuff.”
“You kill me. A lot of things! You usually gotta resize practically
every piece, remake some of them from scratch. And then you’re still in
trouble.”
“Toni, Trouble’s your middle name – when Toni comes in the door
Trouble goes down the toilet. You’re an artist.”
“You’re a jackass, and look . . .”
What I want to know is whether Wally agreed to volunteer.
You interrupted a character.
Well, I wanted suggest that this chapter is too long.
You aren’t shortening it.
What’s it now, September 20?
It’s Friday September 15. And you butted in just as Toni
and Wally were discussing construction issues.
Is Wally going to do the volunteering in the school? I think
he should. Has time on his hands, a worthy endeavor, he likes
kids: it adds up.
Have some dip.
“where the hell you’re stepping, as you’re no lightweight and might
go right through that lattice-work.”
“Sorry.”
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Resize is not a word carpenters use; it’s a tailor’s word.
You resize a pair of pants but not a board, a board you cut.
You don’t know a thing about it, and you can’t interrupt
like this all the time. Nobody’ll remember what’s going on.
OK. I’ll be mute. Just suggest maybe you would be well
served by having more going on, not that you have nothing
going on, not exactly.
Right again, goddamn it.
“Toni, how can I help, old Toni the ar-teest?”
Toni laughed and hit Wally right on the middle of his chest, in the
breast bone, causing pain such as he had seldom felt. He tried to laugh
back.
“You can help by admiring the view. You like the new plants and
steps?”
“You gonna paint them?”
“The steps, yes; the plants, I don’t think so.”
“Is the gazebo bright colored – going to be – when you get it up and
all, with my help?”
“With your help, eh? It’s going to be dark black, Wally. Would you
like to go to the Pirates game with me next Saturday? Not tomorrow, you
know. They’re out of town tomorrow. In Philly still. I have these two
tickets, thought you might like to go, it’s prize night.”
As Toni wound toward the end, her voice both quickened and
softened until Wally could barely catch what she said. Quite a change
from her usual grouch-speak. Wally tried to balance all this by being
louder than usual and heartier: “That sounds great! I’d really like that.”
“OK. Good.”
“Toni, what is surprise night?”
“What?”
“You said it was surprise night.”
“Prize night, idiot!”
“Oh, they give prizes to the best players, do they?”
“They give prizes to the fans. The best prize is this: they put a
hundred thousand dollars in five dollar bills all over the infield. And four
people get to go out and grab all they can in thirty seconds.”
“Wow! Maybe we’ll get to do that? I’ll pick you up and we can have
dinner at one of those places up on Mt. Washington there, look out on
the rivers and all. I’ve wanted to go to those. We can park at the bottom
and ride the incline.”
“No, we won’t. I asked you. We’ll eat hot dogs at the game. On me.
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I know you don’t have any money right now. Later on, you get on your
feet, you can buy me the chicken-fried special, Tuesday nights, up at
Lou’s.”
“Thanks a lot, Toni. It’s really nice – ”
“Shut up. I think Blass will be pitching. I love him.”
“I do too, Toni; but I love you more.”
“Shut up.”
Wally wished he had.
As Toni went to put tools away, Wally headed for the rear of Arthur
and Diane’s house, thinking he heard someone back there. He felt good,
wanted to keep talking, and figured he’d think of a reason for talking
when he saw who it was. It was Diane, sitting on a back step, a step
protected from Wally’s wrecking car by the whole length of the house.
She was turned away from Wally, so he called to her loudly and with a
cheeriness he really felt, partly because Diane had been kind to him at
school, kind in her way.
She turned and looked past him, not focusing.
“I was wondering if I could bring anything tonight that actually
would help out. You know, something I could buy – some Hydrox
cookies maybe or 3-level jello?” Wally was shocked to see she had been
crying.
“Oh, hello, Wally.” She drew her shoulders up, visibly trying to pull
herself together. “I really can’t think of anything.”
“Is there something I can do? I’m sorry you’re upset.”
She looked at Wally and stood up, dropping her hands to her sides
in an unconscious gesture of defeat, as if the pain had broken through
and swarmed all over her. Her eyes were red but now dry.
“Oh Jesus, Wally. I think I’d like to kill that sonofabitch Martin
Loomis. I know I would.”
Wally waited, in case she wanted to continue. He couldn’t imagine
how the ridiculous Martin, though cruel enough, it seemed, could
possibly hurt someone sixty times as bright and capable, which,
conservatively speaking, Diane was.
Diane stood there for a minute, came over as if to hug Wally, but
contented herself with giving his earlobe a sharp pinch. “I’ll see you later,
Wally. A jello triple-layer would be perfect, in a mold – a heart or a
salmon mold. Or a nice salad with little marshmallows and nuts and
coconut and bottled mayonnaise, all tossed together.”
She went inside and Wally left, thinking how good that salad with
little marshmallows and nuts and coconut and bottled mayonnaise would
go right now – topped off by wiping out Martin Loomis.
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“`When there’s reasons for secrecy, Ginny, keep a fierce dog under
the bed!’”
“Your father knew what he was talking about. What secrecy?”
“Never mind, Mr. Adrews, but you will see a thing or two before
long that’s not without reference to your concerns.”
“My concerns? You sound like Amelia Dawson, who’s always
talking about my affairs. What is your secret in reference to, Mrs.
Prince?”
“Amelia’s cunning. But never mind whether the secret is in reference to love, to diplomacy, to finances, or to all three.”
“Mrs. Prince, the Sphinx was easier to figure out than you. Just give
me one guess.”
“Take it!”
“Does this secret relate to your missionary cause?”
“If I said it did not, I would be too close to lying.”
“Now, that ain’t fair.”
“No, it isn’t. I’ll tell you straight out. It is disconnected entire from
Our Lord.”
Wally slipped happily onto his bed, jammed the pillows up by his
head, and grabbed Pickwick. He was soon right there in Dingley Dell,
what a wonderful name, soaking up the glories of Mrs. Leo Hunter’s
costume party and the roaring, high spirits of Dickens. It was the
happiest novel he had ever found. There was certainly nothing like this in
the American literature he planned on teaching. Probably he should be
grateful to Martin for the switcheroo that landed him with Mr. P and his
buddies, but he was not going to be grateful to Martin, whose mutilation
he would pray for, were he a believer.
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Chapter Thirteen
You know, I really thought you were tightening there for a
while; but in that last chapter you planted elongating
mysteries.
Yes, you caught that bird right as it left the nest.
Dangerous to combine mystery plots with improvising, I
suspect.
Colonel Plum in the Hall with the lead pipe.
What?
You suspect.
The Colonel is “Mustard,” I think. About those mysteries.
You sure you want them – at least so many. They seem
strewed about, though I do not doubt for a minute that you
have it all under control.
Yes you do.
What?
Doubt. And you don’t like these mysteries.
I like the one about whether Wally is going to volunteer.
I hadn’t thought of that as a mystery.
It is, though. As for Raymond, I’ve been thinking that adding a DVD department, rental and sales, might be the thing.
I know they’re not as popular as they once were, but maybe
for that very reason . . . And books? They still make comic
books? That’d . . .
The poet’s name was Slauwne, or so he said, pronounced, according
to his instructions, “slah-howne,” not exactly two syllables but with a
hitch in the voice before the “howne”.
“Arthur Slawn,” said Arthur, hauling him into the room and
introducing him to Wally, Luanne, and Smithson some full hour after
Slauwne should have arrived, allowing even for fashionable lateness,
which in Pittsburgh probably amounted to about ten minutes. “Another
Arthur like me,” Arthur beamed, “and this one has the populating of his
Camelot still before him. That is to say,” Arthur burbled on as if he
meant something, “Professor Slawn is not, I think, attached to anyone as
yet.”
Slauwne (Arthur rhymed it with a nasal “fawn”) glared at the
opposite wall with deep disapproval as this was said. When Arthur
dipped into silence, Slauwne generated a grunt.
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“John Smithson you’ve met,” said Arthur. “This is Wally Wallings
and Luanne Lawrence, new colleagues of yours and not so old
themselves as colleagues, having been here a very short time also,
Luanne coming last year, and Wally right along with you, and living
right over there across the street. This is Professor Slan (now rhyming
with “fan”), our new poet.”
“Slah-howne,” hissed Slauwne, not offering to shake hands or hug,
not so much as a nod. He looked only at Luanne. Wally could see she
was disgusted. Slauwne then went through his explanation of how his
name should be pronounced. No one cared.
Wally lapsed into musings on creative insults, thereby missing the
conversation, carried on mostly by Arthur, with help from Luanne. He
then occupied himself identifying the animal parts that characterized bits
of Slauwne’s face: turkey neck, rat snout, baboon-butt complexion, hyena
eye, possum ears, groundhog teeth, jackass hair.
He surfaced only when he noticed Smithson, who appeared intriguing but whose media-committee tentacles he had hoped to avoid,
talking to him.
“So, I was thinking we could actually set them up in a kind of
company. Use the most morbid of poets, you see, like Hardy or the
graveyard poets, whoever they are, and parody them or exaggerate them,
yes?”
“I’m sorry, John. I don’t follow exactly.”
Smithson looked at him as if he’d just confessed to being a little
shaky on long division.
“We’ll get the English Club involved in the commercial production
of poetry. Earning money out of poems. Greeting cards, as I was saying,
based on parodies of the most dismal poetry we can find. You see? Stuff
like, “I’m sorry your mother has passed away – too bad it wasn’t your
husband.” Only more morbid – and rhyming. The idea is to get them to
imitate important poetic models and to make dough. Hand-made cards,
very artistic. Time-consuming, but who gives a rat’s ass about that? I
have to get Martin to come up with money for the blank cards and so
forth. What do you think?”
As near as he could follow it, Wally liked the idea: “That’s
excellent!”
Smithson beamed. No one in the last decade had reacted to one of
his schemes with enthusiasm. “And also I thought we could do something
with drama. We don’t offer any classes in acting or playwriting at all.”
“Is that right?” Wally saw that the languid Slauwne had crumpled
himself over the back of the couch, trapping Luanne there and actually
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by damn talking to her. There was no escape open to her, what with a
wall and lamp on one side and Slauwne’s face looming over her like a
butt seen looking upwards from the bottom of a toilet.
“I thought we could get them to do a collaborative play and then act
it out. We could help with the writing and scenery, do some directing,
that sort of thing. What do you think?”
“Fine. I think that’s fine too. It’ll fill the hole left by the playwriting
course – the one not being offered.”
Luanne laughed. She was smiling at Slauwne. Obliged to.
Smithson inhaled and drew back a little, doubtless to come at Wally
with yet another blueprint. Wally seized the chance to storm, unwisely,
Luanne’s prison: “Excuse me, Luanne!”
She didn’t hear him, so he called more loudly, just as everyone
stopped talking: “Hey, Luanne!”
The sound of an angry parent, an offended dignitary. Everyone,
Luanne especially, looked at him with considerable surprise. He could
think of nothing to say. He had wanted her attention, and now he had
the attention of all. And he could think of nothing to say. Not one
damned thing. He stared at her. Everyone froze, though in seconds eyes
began to scan the walls and floor. Arthur made some fumbling motions
with his hands, preparatory to checking the condition of drinks he had
just handed round full to the brim. Wally had to come up with
something, come up with it and release it:
“Luanne, I was just wondering – – ” He paused for so long she was
forced into speech.
“What?”
“Ah – well – ”
“Yes?”
“That guy Blalock, you know? The one in the office next to mine,
the singer.”
“Yes?”
He could think of nothing to ask about Blalock.
“I was wondering – what his specialty was. You know – what his –
specialty was.”
Luanne passed up the opportunity to spear him: “He’s a baritone, I
think. That’s what he’d tell us if he were here.”
Slauwne, staring at Wally impertinently all through this, closed his
eyes, again languidly, sighed, and started whispering again to Luanne.
Maybe not exactly a whisper, but close to it.
Why did you say it was a whisper?
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To indicate that it was close to it, but not quite.
Why was Diane crying? If this Slauwne is gay, what’s he
doing hanging all over Luanne? Do you need Smithson?
Why do you suppose he is gay?
Oops. Had I suggested that? Stereotypical markers? Hope not.
Maybe I’d better get Slauwne a girlfriend fast.
I don’t, but he’s a poet, and he disapproved when Arthur
suggested he was attached. I can pick up clues. Also he’s
languid. I gather he’s there as a kind of double to Wally’s
brother Frank.
Fred.
What?
Fred, not Frank.
Is this Slauwne really gay? He is, isn’t he?
No.
Oh, that’s different.
Wally decided he should try again. He couldn’t stand to watch this.
“That’s really good, Luanne.” Once more, everyone quieted down.
“Remember him singing?”
“Yes I do, Wally. I remember you singing too.”
Arthur seemed interested. “Do you sing, Wally?”
“We could do a musical, I guess.” That from Smithson.
Diane, who had greeted everyone and then lapsed into silence,
suddenly stood, and said, “Well, this academic dinner, which, surprise,
surprise, consists of shrimp and rice and some diced tomato, is not going
to get any better sitting in the oven. Nor will it get worse, but we might as
well eat it.”
She stood by herself, seemed to realize how abrupt she had been,
and added, “To tell the truth, I want to distract Arthur before he takes to
singing. Wally, I am sure, would be lovely to hear, and all the rest of you
too. But Arthur I cannot abide. He sings ‘Rocked in the Cradle of the
Deep.’ He actually does.”
Everyone shuffled into another room, suddenly awkward, possibly
because of Wally’s maladroit yelling, but maybe just because they had to
change positions.
Wally settled into probably the most uncomfortable chair he had
ever been in, the back tilting forward and forcing his shoulders so far in
front of his butt that he thought he might pitch into the plates and
candles. Smithson on one side of him and the unspeakable Slauwne on
the other had nice, comfortable-looking seats.
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He spent the dinner talking to Smithson and to Diane, though she
was way on the other side of a very fat round table. Slauwne had turned
one of his globular shoulders toward Wally immediately upon sagging
into his chair and had said not a word to him, confining himself to Luanne, who could not find deliverance. Wally knew she wanted his help.
“So, you’re from someplace in the east, I gather?”
Slauwne pretended not to hear, though Wally had spun directly
upon him and screamed in his ear. Angry beyond reason, Wally seized
the left elbow of the trim (or skinny, depending on how you looked at it)
but still soft Slauwne and turned him round. “I said, I expect you’re from
someplace in the east?”
Slauwne looked at him from under mottled and drooping eyelids.
He paused for a long time, but Wally held him with his glittering eye and
also with his right hand, still clutching the bony elbow. Finally, Slauwne
spoke.
“Since you ask, I really don’t know how to answer any question
about from, you will understand. Whence is a different matter, or it matters
more [mawr], don’t you thong?”
“No, I don’t,” Wally said. “Where do you come from?”
Slauwne smiled. “From the Census Bureau, are you? If you‘ll stop
round tomorrow, after eleven of course, I’ll be glad [glawd] to oblige you
[oblyja]. For now, ciao!”
Wally tightened his grip on the elbow, but could think of nothing to
say. Everyone was watching in silence, probably in wonder. Slauwne kept
smiling but, beneath the table, swung the sharp point of his little wingtipped foot into Wally’s ankle, right on the bone.
Wally let go the elbow and, for some reason, started coughing – not
so much a cough as a series of chokes, desperate chokes coming so fast,
one after the other, that he had no chance to breathe. He then knew he
would die, faint first and then die. Probably knock over his wine glass.
The choking finally stopped and he sipped a little water. Then, as he
relaxed, a sudden volcanic sneeze socked him. It came on so earthquakelike that he had no time to dislodge his hanky, could only reach toward
his nose with his hand, thereby wetting it with God knows what all. He
groped into his lap with the other hand and clapped his napkin to his
face, not remembering that he had carefully deposited two shrimp tails
there earlier, straight from having chewed them for a while. As he
whipped the napkin up, one flew past his ear and onto the floor, the
other caught for a moment on his cheek and then slipped down to his
shoulder. Instead of taking care of one thing at a time, he tried to tidy up
all in one stroke and ended up flipping the masticated shell from his
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shoulder into the middle of the table, smearing the wet stuff over his face
without adequately removing it. Then, flailing out desperately, he spilled
his wine.
Standing up, all snot-befouled, he turned to Slauwne, who at least
was no longer smiling, and said in a voice he imagined was composed
and Cary-Grantish, “You don’t fool me, you affected turd-face. You’re
from some pig wallow like – Indianapolis.”
That it?
Yes, end of chapter.
Ok, I got this idea about Raymond’s store –
Sorry, it’s not the end of the chapter, after all.
Consult your outline, did you? Spot something more?
“Hello, Luanne?”
“Yes, Wally, isn’t it?”
“That’s right. – – – – How you doing?”
“You didn’t get me with the wine, if that’s what you mean.”
“Yeah, well that’s good. I was wondering if you’d like to – not do
anything, maybe go for a walk? It’s a very nice day.”
“Well, Wally, I agree with you about the weather. But go for a walk
is just what I don’t want to do. You’re feeling guilty about last night and
need to unload on someone, and I don’t feel like the city dump.”
Suddenly Wally felt both tired and, he guessed, angry. She was right
about his needing to talk out his guilt, but she didn’t need to be so smug
about it.
“You don’t need to be so smug about it.”
“What?”
Wally was feeling very exhilarated now, though he knew he should
keep his mouth shut. “You’re probably going off to some duck pond and
listen to that fat assed Slaw-hon read his pretentious poetry.”
“Duck pond? Wally, do you realize . . .”
“Luanne, you want to know something?”
“Wally, what on earth makes you . . .”
“You want to know something, Luanne? You’re a goddam cold
potato.”
“Wally!”
“What I say, Luanne, is just who do you think – the hell with it!”
Wally walked across the street to see Arthur and Diane, busy not
thinking of how absurd he had been. It did slide through his brain that he

147

James R. Kincaid
was hardly in a position to throw a tantrum with Luanne, to do a Bette
Davis number about being fed up, thoroughly fed up – and through,
through with it all, do you hear! After all, there was nothing to be
through with and no reason to hang up in thunder.
“Wally, please, please, if you love me, do not start apologizing. I
know you have decided, decent oaf that you are, that you can best atone
for making an ass of yourself last night by making an ass of yourself again
today. Don’t.”
“Well, I see what you mean. I just wanted – ”
“That’s what I mean. Wally. Apologies are torture, not for you,
maybe, but for me. I gotta keep saying, ‘that’s OK, no, no, you were fine,
we all are fine, it was fine.’ What’s the point?”
“Oh.”
Diane looked at him a minute. “Besides, you were right about
Slauwne. I thought your characterization was apt enough – ’affected
turd-head,’ wasn’t it?”
“No, I can’t claim anything that coherent. It was ‘turd-face,’ I’m
afraid, a phrase I picked up from Fred. Actually, Diane, I didn’t come to
apologize.”
“You didn’t? Well, that’s rude as hell. You turn the one dinner party
I intend to have this year into a brawl. See if I invite you over to Arthur’s
nude hot-tubbings”
“I meant to say I would have apologized, should have, but I actually
wanted to ask if I could help. I know you were feeling bad yesterday, and
last night you were pretty quiet and all.”
“Which isn’t like me? You know that already.” She looked at Wally
again. He kept himself from saying anything.
“You’re teaching Pickwick, aren’t you? You said last night you were.”
“Yes.” Wally wondered what this could have to do with it.
“You know how Mr. Pickwick just wanders around, open and
without defenses? How he needs street-wise Sam Weller to stand between
him and all the forces, all the people who are anxious to hurt?”
“Yes.”
“Well, Arthur’s not Mr. Pickwick, of course.”
Wally saw what she meant.
“Wally, Arthur wants to quit associate deaning and come back to
English full-time. He’s only been teaching a course here and there, as he
could, for several years. But he’s eager to teach and write now. He has a
book in mind and a new course or two.”
She looked at Wally as if she figured he wouldn’t believe this. “He’s
really very talented.”
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“I never would have doubted it.”
Diane looked sideways and kept talking, a little faster, “That son-ofa-bitch Martin told him he didn’t know if all this would work out, didn’t
know if it could be arranged. He told him that. Of course it could be
arranged. What’s to arrange? It’s just that Martin wanted Arthur to feel
bad, like he shouldn’t be coming back, like he was incompetent, wasn’t
wanted at all.”
She stopped for maybe a full minute.
“Of course Martin’s plan worked. Arthur didn’t even get mad. Just
told me maybe he’d been away from it too long. The field had passed
him by and he should stick to running the summer school and handling
the foreign exchange program and commencements.”
“How can I help?”
“I don’t know. Nothing right now. Maybe talk to him a little, ask
about his research, talk about yours, or about theory. He’d find that
stimulating, and you’d know just how to do it. Almost anything, really.
Martin’s managed to wreck him, damn near.”
“I’m sure Arthur can’t be wrecked by some ass like Martin.”
“Thanks, Wally. We’ll see.”
“And so,” Mrs. Prince continued, “since they’re in the business of
being charitable, as I told the preacher, only generally not managing any
results worth mentioning, why not do something that’d matter in this
world and the next too. I figured I’d pitch it on his level.”
“Did he bite?”
“He said to me, Mr. Wallash, that he didn’t know how the Lord
would take to his children interfering in free enterprise, especially on the
level of stuffed frogs. But he winked.”
“So, they’ll do it, right? They’ll take on Raymond’s animals?”
“They’ll sell them as ecumenical serpents, with the insignia reading
‘All Christians United’ and that ain’t all.”
“The insignia have more hidden meanings?”
“Very likely, but you have vaulted ahead of me, into the next field. I
mean that I intend to get the church to do much more than sell the
animals. They’ll start holding these car washes and rummage sales and
bake sales and such like that they’re good at, only in the doing of it, you
see, while they’ll do it all, just as always, they’ll now sell the stuff for free.”
“Free? How’s that going to help Raymond?”
“They’ll double the price on things and he gets the proceeds, you
see.”
“Double the price? I thought stuff was free. I guess I’m confused.
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Besides, Raymond would never just take the proceeds from bake sales
anyhow.”
“Ah, like papa said, ‘Ginny, you have enthusiasm but you lack
troughs for it to flow in; speed you got but not direction.’ I am being
unclear, so I’ll double back for you.”
Wally stood looking at his foot, wondering if it had healed up on its
own. It still hurt quite a bit when he thought of it.
Fuck his foot. Is Mrs. Prince going to rescue Raymond?
Huh?
None of that’s clear at all what she’s saying.
I know that. She’s going back to explain it.
Why not get it clear the first time through?
Mrs. Prince is Mrs. Prince.
I don’t think that church scheme is the answer. I could be
wrong.
Never.
“You know what scrip is?”
“No.”
“Like Monopoly money, only you can turn it in for real things. You
see?”
“No.”
“Say the church has a bake sale or raffles off some of their icons or
something. OK? Well, let’s say an item costs $2.50, a pie or something.”
“I think they could get more than that for a pie.”
“They lower the prices of the pies in order to raise the prices of the
bumper-stickers and statuettes. It all comes out even in the end.” Mrs.
Prince was very tickled at that and let forth a high-pitched laugh.
Subsiding to a sputter, she went on. “So this $2.50 pie costs,
however, $5.00, for which you get – let me finish now – the pie free! Do
you see?”
“I certainly do now. The $2.50 pie costs $5.00 but it’s free? You
sound like you work for the Pentagon, Mrs. Prince.”
“Oh, I forgot the scrip. You pay $5 and for that you get the pie plus
$5.00 in scrip at Kelly’s drug-store. Kelly gets the dough up front, but it’s
not exactly charity, since for every $5 he gets he has to give out $5 in
whatever the hell he sells, stuffed animals and morphine and corn pads,
only we’re taking care of the stuffed animals separate.”
“So the church hands out the pies free, in effect, to buck up business
at Kelly’s. People will buy more than the scrip value anyhow, once
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they’re in the store. And they’ll come back.”
“Right. And the ones who don’t come in at all – why, that’s pure
profit.”
You know, Raymond is not going to take charity from this
church.
That so?
Romanians are Catholic or Eastern Orthodox or Slavonic
something or maybe an atheist if they’re communist, but not
Baptist, could not be a Baptist. And then there’s Raymond’s
pride. He’s got his pride, strong peasant pride.
He’s poor but proud, that Raymond!
Mrs. Prince?
Yes?
But Raymond’s a Catholic, I’ll bet, and he’d likely not take charity,
even in this disguised form, not from a bunch of Baptists anyhow. Don’t
you think?
Raymond’s no bigot. He won’t care whether they’re Baptists or
those coral animals that make the reefs. He would care if he thought it
was charity, but he’ll not find out that they’re sweetening the pot with
those free pies or fake devotional items. We won’t tell him. If he gets
suspicious, we’ll lie.
But will the Baptists bake their pies for a Catholic?
Ah, you’re a dearie, Mr. Adrews, but cynical. These Baptists are
simpletons but they’ll herd together, you see. Some like the idea of
neighborhood, some like the idea of doing something (anything at all) in
a group, some like to feel they’re helping, some are too stupid to ask,
some feel guilty about odds and ends and need charity real bad, some like
to get into a competition even over pie-baking.
That about covers the whole lot of them, I guess.
No, it don’t. A fair number are good people and will care. A few are,
as you say, bigots.
What’ll we do with the bigots.
We’ll lie again, tell them Raymond and his wife are converts to the
true church.
I’m sorry I brought that up, I really am.
That’s OK. It was good to get it cleared up.
No, it wasn’t. It took up a lot of space.
I needed your help.
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Wally had cornered Rita over by the magazines, had, in fact, picked
up the first that came to hand, a magazine called “16” and was
pretending to look at it while he talked to her. Right now he had
somehow unloosed a fold-out of a boy on a skateboard, a young shirtless
boy with one hand stuck down the front of his jeans, not far down but
enough to draw one’s attention. Wally found the picture shocking, but
went on staring at it as he talked to Rita:
“So this Sunday delivery would be something new. It would be
drugs only, Raymond’s Sunday Drugs. The idea would be that people
could order their prescriptions and stuff and get them delivered on
Sunday. 10% discount. They’d have to order them ahead, you see. And
then we’d just pile up all the orders, sort ‘em out by street, and deliver
them – on Sunday. There’d be so much bulk it’d make up for the
discount.”
“Well, Wally – ”
“And we’d publicize it with flyers. The kids would distribute them.
They’re good at it. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“I don’t know how we’d pay a driver, and there’s no truck.”
“Well, what we could do is this. We use my car, just on a trial basis,
to see if it works and how many people are interested and all, and you
and I can deliver them at the start.”
Rita said nothing.
“It’d help me to learn the neighborhood.”
She still was quiet.
“I could do it myself, really. You wouldn’t have to. The kids could
show me where to go – or Mrs. Prince. She’d like to get out some on
Sunday afternoon.”
“It isn’t that, Wally.” Rita looked at him oddly. “I just think – well,
let’s try it. I won’t say thanks. I don’t know how.”
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Chapter Fourteen
I’d prefer it if there were a single clean scheme.
You’d prefer that?
You got all this piddle going on – Wally’s delivery, the
scrip from the sale of icons, the church doing the stuffed
frogs.
That isn’t all.
They’re going to open the porn shop?
Arthur has this good plan.
With all these details, readers may start forgetting things.
Facts may start dribbling out of their minds. Like who
Darlene is, for instance.
You’ll hear from her this chapter.
“Arthur, I hope you don’t mind me dropping in like an invader. I’ll
try not to spill anything or land on top of you. It seems like our every
meeting I’m launching an assault. First the car, then me, then the wine
glass.”
Arthur sat smiling, but didn’t say anything for a second. Then he
snapped to suddenly: “Oh, don’t even mention that. I hate wine myself.”
Wally didn’t see how to fit himself to that, so he didn’t try. “Looks
like the gazebo’s coming along pretty fast. Toni told me it’d be up by
tomorrow or Saturday.”
“Yes it is. You’ll have to come over for a swim.”
Wally needed a couple of beats before resuming. “I see, the hot tub
is coming along too? I mean it‘ll soon be installed?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, Arthur, I wondered if I could ask for your help, on a couple
of things.”
Arthur seemed to focus, or maybe Wally was just hoping.
“First, I wondered what I might expect at this department meeting.
Then, I wondered if you would have any interest in a little reading group
I thought we might get up, just informal and all, a group to – well, we
could read whatever we liked, you know, on maybe a Tuesday, that is,
we could meet on a Tuesday night, or any other night too would be fine,
and talk about – whatever it was that we’d agreed on ahead of time – a
book, you know.”
Arthur did seem to know. He nodded, urging Wally to go on.
“We could get maybe Diane and Luanne and Blalock and Smithson
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– you’d know better than me. And we could go in a round-robin, each
one of us choosing a book or essay or whatever that we’d all read and
then get together to discuss – informal, on Tuesday – or whenever. I
don’t know why I’m so obsessed with Tuesday.”
“Tuesday would be an excellent day. And I think it sounds
wonderful. We could get some beer and sit around and talk about
something we’d all read just that week. Did you mean for this to be
weekly?”
Wally hadn’t meant for it to be weekly – perhaps monthly – but he
saw now that Arthur was hot on it, so offered a compromise: “Do you
think maybe bi-weekly would be more leisurely?”
“Yes, I do. Less like a class. We want this to be fun.”
“Wonderful. How about if you chose the first work. Also, I
wonder if you’d invite the people, since you know them. Also, I guess
we’ll have to have it at your place, unless we want Mrs. Prince included.
I’ll bring the beer, though.”
“No, don’t worry. I’ll invite the people you mentioned. They sound
right to me. What sort of work should I choose?”
“Whatever suits you. Anything. How about some theory?”
“Theory?” Arthur didn’t look scared, but not confident either, so
Wally hurried on.
“Yeah. I think we’re all a little flurried and confused, you know. At
least I am. We could start with a primer, I suppose, some introductory
thing – but it’s up to you.”
Arthur finally gathered confidence enough to go with a primer and
to tell Wally a little of what to expect at the department meeting.
“Martin’s a very efficient Chair, Wally. We used to have long
meetings, but we don’t any more. I liked the old ones, but they were
certainly inefficient. Martin uses the meetings mostly for committee
reports. He says – I’m sure you’ll hear him say it – that we govern
ourselves by committee and only by those means. We aren’t, he says, a
town meeting. So if someone gets an idea on the spot it’s always referred
to a committee. We don’t vote on things right there at the meeting unless
the motion’s been circulated three days earlier. We used to vote on
whatever came up, but I suppose we did a lot of rash things. Anyhow, all
that‘ll happen is committee reports and Martin’s chair report, perhaps an
idea or two referred to committee. Maybe we’d better go on down. We
won’t have trouble getting a seat, but Martin starts on time and
sometimes puts the most important thing first – to induce promptness.
I’m sure it’s a good idea – not very relaxing.”
Martin didn’t seem to Wally to put the most important thing first.
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He stood there and smiled, smoothed his notes down several times, and
made lots of preliminary noises: “Well . . . Yes . . . Now . . . Um . . .
Well.”
He furrowed his brow and looked around the room as if struck
suddenly with inexorable pique, with a sharp insight into how much time
everyone was wasting, how much of his time. “Perhaps we can get
started, since we’re late already!” he growled to a group that had been
sitting there for a full two minutes.
He then untwisted into the jovials, wished everybody a happy yearto-come, predicted that it would be busy, promised that it would be
stimulating. “I am truly delighted to announce straight off that we have a
new colleague joining us this year, the distinguished and powerful poet,
Arthur Slauwne. Professor Slauwne is author of that hilarious satire of
bourgeois life, Miles to the Gallon, a volume The New Yorker, in a
memorable review, said would make any of those rare literate citizens
living west of Philadelphia squirm like a worm and – ” Martin paused,
presumably to let the laughter, of which there was none, die down –
“wouldn’t be all that welcome in Philly either!” Martin subdued his
hilarity with some effort and continued.
A lot of women there? I was just wondering.
Nine.
How many men?
Thirty-seven. Remember things had just started rolling
for the women’s movement.
Even so, if you want to be sensitive to this sort of thing,
balance it up some – and allow one of your women to have
some interest in sex. Sex with Wally. It’s their right.
They’ve initiated this courageous movement, sacrificed
so much and set themselves for misunderstanding and hatred
for years to come so they can have sex with Wally?
Symbolically.
And not just symbolically either! Otherwise, it would
hardly have been worth it!
Defensive?
Yeah, a little. I just wish you were right.
“Professor Slauwne has done much else,” Martin continued,
scanning his notes and clearly having no idea what this much else was.
“His most recent volume forms the first part of what will surely be his
major work and one of the – er – triumphs of our time, a long poem in
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couplets, a formally precise work, that is, not one more slovenly piece of
modern trash. The title of this work is, as you know, of course,” Martin
scanned his notes again, “Part I: Lists and Tills” or, I guess, “Lists and
Tits: Part I.” A heavy woman with a good-natured and very large face
said loudly from the front row, “The ‘Part I’ comes first, Martin; and it’s
‘Tilts.’”
“What?” Martin asked, not pleased at any part of this interruption.
“It’s a medieval title or some damned thing, Martin. It refers to
tournaments, I gather, thus lists and tilts. Thus, Tilts, not Tits.” She said
the last word loudly, smiling broadly and swinging up from beside her an
enormous and bright blue purse which she parked on her bosom and
then crossed her arms over.
“Who’s that?” Wally whispered to Arthur.
“Madelina VanDoon,” hissed Arthur, grinning broadly.
“We also,” Martin hurried on, “have with us, helping out with the
composition teaching and British novel, Mr. Wallings from Chicago, the
University of Chicago. Mr. Wallings is a devotee of deconstruction and is
now occupying himself, he tells me, in dismantling The Golden Bowl. Ah,
Professor Slauwne is . . . not here today. Doing his writing. But welcome,
certainly. And now. . . .”
“Dr. Wallings is here, right here next to me,” said Arthur. “Here he
is.”
All turned to look at him and one started applauding, others joining
in politely. Wally didn’t know whether to say something about being so
happy to be there, so he smiled dopily.
While he was still considering giving forth with a few words,
poiliteness maybe thus dictating, Martin, with barely concealed irritation,
went on.
You know, this Martin guy: why would they ever make
him Chairman? They take a vote, don’t they? Nobody’d ever
vote for a mean shit like this.
Well they did.
Why?
Because he’s willing to be Chair and nobody else is, and
because he is good at doing the paperwork – or at least does
it.
Oh. Well, you’d know.
“And perhaps we can move now to the last of committee reports,
from high-school outreach. Mr. Wallings?”
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Wally had no idea he would be called on for a report from a
committee that, whatever goals it was expected to reach, had yet to set
forth, bags not yet packed. He said so. He said, “I haven’t done anything,
ah – – – who else is on the committee? Should I have been doing things
already? Sorry.”
You might have,” Martin sneered, “known that it would be wise,
nay essential, to get a start on the school year by meeting with the high
schools before they became embroiled in their own petty concerns.”
“But what does the committee do?”
“I suggested earlier that you get that information from Professor
Lawrence, who held down the post last year, with distinction. Since you
failed to do that, I suggest you do so before much longer, if you can fit it
in. I doubt that the entire department is interested in these details.”
“I am.”
“What?”
“I am interested,” said Smithson. “I’d like very much to know what
it is we are doing with the high schools. I think this is important work,
and I want to know what’s going on.”
“Well,” said Martin, peeved again, “the idea is to let the high
schools know clearly and emphatically (the last word with heightened
emphasis and pitch) what it is we expect, in hopes that they’ll do
something toward preparing students, once they know what we require –
basic cultural literacy and that kind of thing.”
“In point of fact,” Luanne said, “it’s we who should learn from
them. We pretend that the study of education itself is trivial and the result
is that we know nothing about, and believe we need know nothing about,
our students, how their minds work, or the cultural institutions we are
operating within. High-school teachers are much more alert to these
points and have a great deal to teach us.”
“That’s very charitable of you, Professor Lawr – ”
Luanne spoke right through Martin: “Our colleagues in high schools
work harder than we and generally accomplish more. They are generous
enough in talking with us, but they are understandably not interested in
listening to our ignorant demands or our self-serving complaints about
unprepared students. Hell, we don’t even know what sort of preparation
we might want, though I do know it doesn’t involve right-wing bunk
about cultural literacy.”
“Fine” (Fiiieeeeen!) Martin blared; “why don’t you just tell all that to
Mr. Wallings, who I am sure is the person most perfectly equipped to
receive it. We’ll want to hear all about the schools next meeting, when
perhaps we can have an actual report and not just spell-binding
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improvisations. New business?”
Since new business was more or less unthinkable under Martin’s
procedures, no one brought up any schemes or proposals, not even
Smithson; and the faculty quickly wrapped up their tents like the Arabs
and as silently stole away.
What?
That’s an allusion.
I figured. But it seems offensive to Arabs. Especially now.
It’s from Longfellow.
I think Longfellow’s Arabs “fold” their tents. I don’t know
how you would wrap a tent. Still, I’d not be suggesting all
Arabs live in tents. Just a suggestion.
Thanks.
Maybe a different quote on endings?
“The rest is silence”?
Don’t be huffy. I was thinking of Marilyn Monroe:
“Sometimes things fall apart so that better things can fall
together.”
OK. Let’s assume we use that. It’s quite lovely.
And it fits?
I don’t see how.
the faculty quickly folded their tents and silently stole away, feeling
that things may have fallen apart but only so better things could fall
together. Anyhow, they left. Only Wally stayed behind to catch Luanne.
“I liked what you said about high-school outreach.”
“Martin’s idea is to reach out and rankle them. The secret of
running that committee is to keep Martin and the high-school people
miles apart.”
“Speaking of that, how many are on the committee?”
“One, you. Unless you can recruit someone else. And don’t look at
me. I’ll give you a list of names you can call, contacts at the schools.
They’ll know what to do.”
“Good. Look, sorry about on the phone. You like really
sophisticated scary movies? You know, teen-agers at the summer camp
where the power fails and the killer stalks with a butcher knife? He’s not
in his right mind, you see, and hates teen-agers.”
“He has good reason. Yes, I do like those movies. You and
Smithson going to make one here? Re-enact the story in verite? Kill the
lights in the Registrar’s Office and go at ‘em?”
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“No, I wondered if you wanted to go to one next weekend, not this
one but the one after, the one after payday, I think.”
“What ‘next one’ do you mean? Next movie – ’Camp Hatchet, 8’?”
“No, the next weekend. Weekend after next. I thought we might get
some meal – a meal, I mean, dinner, and then go see it – or lunch too.”
“Too much food for me, Wally; and those movies are sexist as hell,
after all, don’t you think? I think I’d better give it a miss.”
“You still angry with me? Is that it? From the party, I mean, and
what I said and all?”
“What do you say we agree on something – avoiding explanations.
OK? Good luck with high-school outreach.”
Wally got back to his room, not so baffled as he supposed he should
be by Luanne’s evasions, if that’s what they were. He had not really
expected much, and that’s what he got. He had also not expected a letter,
but there one was, and from Darlene too.
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Chapter Fifteen
He hadn’t expected A and, what’s more, he hadn’t
expected B either. That’s a neat device for connecting any two
things whatever.
Thanks.
Dear Wally,
I want to say right away that there is no need to be alarmed and that
everyone is fine. Your mother has her hands full right now, though, and
I gather your father doesn’t do much letter-writing or phoning, so I
thought I should let you know that Fred has gotten himself into some
kind of trouble at school. What it is I am not sure exactly, since I
haven’t had a chance to talk much to Fred. As near as I can piece
together, though, Fred pulled some kind of prank, harmless I’m sure,
and got himself suspended. Doesn’t sound like him at all, does it? [No.]
The problem perhaps is not the suspension so much as the way your
father has reacted, though I may very well be wrong about that. Your
mother is pretty distraught, however, and I expect Fred is too. I am
trying to make sense of a very short conversation I had with her this
morning.
I won’t apologize for intruding, since you know too well why I do so.
[I do?] Your mother would never bother you with this, respecting as
she does your peace of mind, and I’m sure she would say little even if
you were to press her on it. But Fred could probably use a call.
Give my best to all the lovely friends you have there and especially to
Luanne [what a friend!]. I hope your classes are going well and that everything about your life is happy and exciting.
With love,
Darlene

“Fred? Can you talk?”
“Wally!!!! Why couldn’t I talk?”
“No, I just wanted to see how I could help.”
“You wanta give me another sex talk, tell me how its no big deal to
suck a little cock?”
“Fred, just tell me what’s going on.”
“Oh.”
“Fred, Darlene wrote there was some kind of trouble. At school, I
guess. I’m just calling to see if I can . . .”
“There wouldn’t be that much trouble except Dad got all assy. I
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thought he was going to hit me or cry or something.”
“Tell me the whole story.”
“He called me a criminal, almost! There’s no story. I just – well,
they suspended me for – you know Jenkins, that ass – well, he told us to
write this composition on – anyhow, it doesn’t matter – he divided us up
into teams and we were supposed to go off and get into a different space,
he said, and write about it.”
“A different space?”
“Yeah, ain’t that stupid? He meant to get our heads into a different
space, but the moron sent us off to the gym or the yard, wherever we
wanted. See? He thought if we went into the janitor’s closet or
something, we’d have some big experience and learn how to write.”
“I see.”
“You do that? You send your students out to get their heads in a
different space?”
“No. Go on with the story.”
“So, Scott and Cheri and I went off to find a different space and
write great stuff, and we went down by the toilets to see what they would
do for us. And we started talking, and Cheri had never seen a urinal, so
we took her to the Men’s Room, which of course they call the Boy’s, or I
did, while Scott stood guard, and kept the little kids from coming in. So I
started climbing on the urinals and working the handles with my feet,
you know. Only I fell and knocked Cheri right into the bottom where
they have that smelly white cube you pee on, and that’s when the old fart
principal came right in. Me and Cheri were there on the ground, sort of
right in the urinal, and he suspended both of us, only he took it back with
her.”
“Did she squeal on you?”
“No. She said it was her fault, said she had made me take her in
there. They didn’t believe her, and they suspended me.”
“That Cheri’s OK.”
“Yeah.”
“So, what I don’t understand is why you were walking on top of the
urinals – but never mind. What’s all the fuss about, apart from you being
real stupid as usual.”
“Thanks.”
“No, I’m sorry, Fred. It seems harmless to me – funny – the sort of
thing I’d uv done if I’d had the guts. What’s the fuss?”
“Well, I don’t know. Maybe Dad thinks, probably because Fart told
him, that I took the girl in there to molest her. He thinks I was getting
ready to fuck her there in the urinal, I think. But maybe not. He hasn’t
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been that bad lately.”
“What?”
“Pretty funny, right? I should tell Dad I was using her as a decoy so
I could get boys in there and suck on them. Right?”
“Did Dad say he thought you were guilty of something?”
“No, but he might as well have – that’s how he acted.”
“Is that the whole story?”
“Well, I heard Dad and Mom having this sort-of talk, with Mom
ending up crying and all. I wish I hadn’t heard, I guess. She was crying
real hard. Dad can be such a dick – though maybe he was crying too.
That’s even worse.”
“Well, are you OK? Need any help?”
“I’m fine, Wally. Really.”
“I’ll check on you later. And Fred – ”
“Yeah.”
“Dad’s not so bad always, and he doesn’t think you’re a criminal,
not really – no more than he thinks I am.”
“So, how’d your team do?”
Toni was looking just over Wally’s shoulder, out toward where some
Pirates were pretending to do wind-sprints, putting in time before getting
back to the clubhouse to light up.
“We won big, Toni, 54-12. Amelia Dawson – you know her. . . ?
“I do.”
“She had two touchdowns.”
They lapsed back into silence, not an uncomfortable one. When you
get to a game 90 minutes-plus early, you can hardly expect to fill every
second with chatter. Such activity as there was on the field could not
possibly inspire comment, and Wally had squandered all his knowledge
of the current baseball season, primed by a reading of the morning
paper, on the way to PNC Park. It wasn’t that he was aloof from the
sport, just a little behind. Ordinarily, in fact, he was a fiercely loyal fan,
and, in fact, a fan of the Pirates, one of the reasons, hidden from
everyone, why he had taken this job in Pittsburgh. But the panic induced
by rushing to the end of his Chicago degree had left him uninformed.
It turned out to be an important game in a vital series, only ten days
from the end of the season. The Pirates were in first place and held a
three-game lead, but that lead had been shaved the evening before by
tonight’s opponents, the hated Mets, and there were fears abounding that
the Pirates might fold in this three-game series and blow their lead. Wally
sensed that the sports pages were trying hard not to express anything like
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such hysteria, thus betraying it. If the Pirates won tonight, such fears
were groundless, since they would still come away from the series with at
least a two-game lead and be able to spend the last week of the season
beating up on the rest of the league. Only the Mets had given them
trouble – had, in fact, won all but three games played during the year
and the last five in a row.
Few will care about this fantasy game, certainly not the
college types you’re hoping for as readers.
College types like baseball. They’re not all snobs.
It could be worse: a cock-fighting match or drag-racing.
My advice is: let the game recede into the distant background
as Toni and Wally nuzzle. That’s what we want.
That’s what you want.
Do you really suppose others want a pitch-by-pitch
account of how the Pirates beat the Mets and went on to sweep
the Series in 4 against an overmatched Red Sox outfit? You
going to insert yourself into the lineup?
Well, for one thing, it’s not clear yet who wins this game.
Of course it is. You’d never make up a game and then
have the Pirates lose. Wally losing at ping-pong is one thing,
but this is the Pirates. I know your fantasies.
By the ninth inning, Toni and Wally were no longer silent – or
hungry, having glommed their way through hot dogs, peanuts, and lots of
beer (luckily not being seated in the “family section,” set aside for the
virtuous).
The Pirates’ stirring rally in the 8th had given them a 5-4 lead and
put everything in the hands of what Toni regarded as the strongest part
of their team, the bullpen. But the bullpen had faltered, allowed two runs
(which could have been more but for a great catch in center field), and
put the Pirates behind 6-5. In the bottom of the ninth, the Pirates had
loaded the bases on a single, error, and a walk; but, agony of agonies, the
next batter had forced the lead runner at home (beating the throw to
first, small consolation) and the following bum had struck out.
This sort of thing had happened so often this season, a routine of
demonic and humiliating failure having set in when the insolent Mets
were on the field, that Wally could feel the stunned hurt of the crowd.
The next batter, the young and brilliant left-fielder, hit a series of
resounding foul balls, certain preludes to a pop-up. With the count one
and two, the pitcher came with a very smart, very slow change which the
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batter, cool and steady, waited for and then mauled a line drive hit so
hard the only danger was it wouldn’t hit the outfield grass before carrying
to someone’s glove. But it did sink, skipping by to the wall, allowing the
winning runs to score. It was an extravaganza of a win, a glorious . . .
I knew it!
Would you have them lose?
Yes.
You’re a Mets fan.
I am not. And the Pirates could never beat the Mets in a
big game in September.
They just did.
A classy blue-haired lady in front of Wally and Toni had
distinguished herself from the rest of the section by never abandoning her
optimism, expressed in a recurrent and blaring, “Now we got ‘em, those
sons a bit-chuzzzz!” She had also consumed at least as much beer
(despite the seventh-inning cut-off rule, which she circumvented) as the
whole not-abstemious row behind her, and now turned around sedately,
revealing a “Beat ‘Em Bucs” tee-shirt and what looked like pearls around
her neck.
“Oh Holy Jesus! You two knew it all along, am I right?”
“Well . . .” Wally started.
“Right!” she smiled. “You can always tell the real fans from the
corporate shits who only come when they’re winning.”
Wally and Toni made their way with the happy, dazed crowd to the
parking lot and, eventually, onto the ridiculous arrangement of bridges
guaranteed to baffle and put at great risk all but third-generation natives.
Luckily Toni was driving, zipped from one bridge, onto a second, a third,
and then made her way, as was required, across six crowded lanes to the
tunnel thirty yards ahead.
From there, it was easy; and Wally relaxed his grip on the door
handle. Toni had been generally quiet but seemed, as far as Wally could
tell, pleased with the evening – or at least the game. She kept saying,
“That was great, eh?” and “That might just do it.” She also reviewed the
rest of the schedule with Wally and gave her views on the likely pitching
rotation.
“What do you say we celebrate?” Wally piped in, without thinking
about what he meant.
“How?”
Wally thought about what he meant, rejected the idea of more beer
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as uninteresting, and said, “Pie.”
“You hungry?”
“Well, I know of this great place, where they have – ah – great pie.”
(Mrs. Prince had, without prodding, suggested that afternoon the pieafter-the-game idea and the restaurant to fulfill it, a plan Wally had
ridiculed under his breath.)
I like the idea of pie.
Figured you would. I got some.
Do you, now?
I do.
Raisin?
You hate raisin.
I was trying to hide my love for –
Say it.
Rhubarb
Bullshit. Cherry – sour cherry – and yes I got some and
yes I got Kool Whip and yes here it comes.
“You have great pies, I hear.”
The waitress looked at Wally with a manic, steady brightness in her
eyes and teeth, saying nothing.
“You have pie, don’t you?”
“Oh, I see. Yes we do. We have pie every day. We’re open twentyfour hours each day. Lots of people eat our pie.”
“That’s a good sign. What flavors do you have?”
“Flavors?”
“Types. You know: apple, berry, cherry, mud.”
“Yes, we have those. Not mud. That’s ice-cream, I think, not a pie.
Not really. Is it?”
“Can you tell us what types you have?”
“The kinds we have are these: we have – just let me go and check.
We might be out of [unintelligible].”
You’re doing this just to annoy me.
It’s essential.
“Apple, lemon-meringue, peanut-butter, peach, cherry delite,
chocolate, chocolate-pecan (that’s different), Alice’s, million-dollar dandy,
cymbals-clashing, fireworks cream, and marble.”
“What’s marble?”
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“Well, there’s swirls all in it and – .”
“I’ll have that.”
Toni ordered cymbals-clashing and they ate rather happily, despite
the presence of a lanky ugly fellow in the booth next to theirs, who kept
calling his even uglier small kid “my little buckeroo” in a loud voice and
saying various idiot things to the gargoyle in order to have a reason for
calling him that: “You really like that gravy, just like your daddy, don’t
you, my little buckeroo?” Wally tried to get Toni to talk about construction, but he ran out of questions about as fast as he ran out of interest,
and she knew it. Just as they reached the car, though, Toni asked him if
he ever sang.
“Only with Mrs. Prince at her churchy goings-on.”
“What?”
“No, I really don’t sing – I mean not really.”
“You sounded like you might – sing.”
“Oh. Do you sing?”
It turned out that she did, and not in a church choir either but for
the Pittsburgh Symphony, at least the summer pops version of it, a
version that extended, it seemed, into the fall. She asked Wally if he
might like to join, saying that there was an audition but that it didn’t
amount to much. Wally, flattered and puzzled, more or less said he really
didn’t have much talent and didn’t know and, well, OK.
By the time they reached this point, they had also reached Mrs.
Prince’s, where Toni stopped the car, got out with Wally, and walked
him to the door. Remembering Mrs. Prince’s worry about Luanne’s prior
invasion of the premises, Wally was uncertain what to do and was about
to let that uncertainty erupt into bumbling, when Toni stopped him at
the door, pressed close against him, and kissed him long and lovely.
Kissed him a second time too. Then she held his face with both her
hands for a moment, as if it were a fruit bowl, and then left without a
word. Wally was startled not to feel like a girl just home from the prom.
The next day –
What did he do when she kissed him like that?
He was startled not to feel like a girl just home from –
I mean what did he do with his hands and mouth and so
forth?
So forth?
His tongue, say. Any adult is going to wonder in a mature
way how he responded to all this body-pressing and multiple
kissies, not to mention having his face caressed like a banana.
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Like a fruit bowl.
Why a fruit bowl? You hold a fruit bowl different from a
meat bowl?
What’s a meat bowl?
Just go back and tell us what he did in response to all this.
Did he slap her, say? Tell her he’s not that kind of boy – and
on the first date too? My mother had a meat bowl.
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Chapter Sixteen
Raymond was fussing around rearranging the sacks in the boxes,
pausing only to scowl at Wally. “Now Jesus Christ, kid, don’t get these
mixed up. You give the wrong pharmaceutical to someone there’s no
knowing what’ll happen. Yes there is. They’ll die. The key is this: see you
got the names written on the outside of the sack, along with addresses to
double check, since there are two Johnsons and they don’t have the same
problem. Nelda Johnson has warts and this other one – Clyde – has an
ear fungus, awful looking stuff, but only on his right ear – so far.
Remember then – what you do is you first check the name and the
address; then you check them again. Don’t open the sacks to check when
you’re there, you know, at the address. You might think that’d be smart
but it wouldn’t be, as it introduces new possibility for error. You’d get the
bottles all mixed up and that’d introduce new possibility for error, as I
say. I did the bags myself, so they’re fine. You just check the sacks on the
outside, the labels, several times like I told you.”
“I will, Raymond, don’t worry about a thing.”
“Well, Jesus Christ, I don’t know. But I do thank you, for certain,
and hope – ” Raymond trailed off.
“It’s a way for me to learn the neighborhood.”
Wally was a little surprised Raymond didn’t launch once again into
the line he had used during the preliminaries, how he was going to pay
him as soon as things picked up. Probably he was too anxious about
poisoning the few steady customers he had.
Wally and his helpers – Rita, Benny, Amelia, Mrs. Badgely, Arthur,
and Mrs. Prince – loaded the sacks into the trunk in about eleven
seconds, there being fewer orders than even Rita had counted on. But
the whole lot of them kept saying (too often) how things would pick up as
people heard of the service and rushed to use it. What counted for more
was the Benny-Amelia plan to go door-to-door next week with fliers and
exhortations.
So, Wally, Rita, Benny, and Amelia took off, leaving behind a dour
Raymond, a smiling Rita, an Arthur waving his handkerchief, and Mrs.
Prince shouting something.
“Do you play football, Reeba?” This from Benny in the back seat.
“It’s not Reeba, Benny, it’s Rita,” Wally added quickly, before
Amelia could chime in with more in the same line, “though I expect she’s
quite an athlete, you got that right.”
“My mother used to play ball with me, but I haven’t had the chance
lately. You two play, I’m sure. I can tell.”
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“How?”
“You both have that way of darting your eyes around, you know
what I mean? You move your eyes very quickly, much more rapidly than
people who are not athletes, and that’s because you have to be so much
more alert. Take a person who works in a store or a teacher, she doesn’t
have to be alert at all and her eyes move like slugs in syrup. Males are
even worse – no offense, Benny.”
Benny smiled, Amelia giggled, and both understood.
“That’s right. I used to be an athlete,” Wally said, “but since I took
up teaching I can’t get my eyes to shift hardly at all. It takes me several
minutes to look from one side of the room to the other, forget what I saw
on the left by the time I get to the right. Students duck out and I’m none
the wiser. This where we turn?”
“You could play with us,” Amelia said. “Benny and me’d speed up
your eyes. I can see in the mirror that your eyes move real fast as it is.
Coach could bring you to practice and you could play.”
“Yeah,” Benny said, “you’re not married or anything, are you?”
“Benny, you can see she’s not, are you Rita? You see she isn’t
wearing any rings, that’s how you know.”
“Oh, but Ms. Smith, that’s our teacher, Coach and Rita, she doesn’t
wear any rings and she’s married because I’ve seen her husband pick her
up after school.”
“She takes them off at work, and I don’t think that’s her husband,
only her lover.”
“Her lover? I thought when she talked about Phil she meant her
husband Phil, Amelia.”
“No, Benny, Phil’s one of her lovers. She has many.”
“Oh. But she’s OK, Coach, kind of OK. Only maybe married, kind
of. She really likes the lovers she has. Right, Amelia?”
“I see,” Wally said, glancing at Rita, who seemed to be enjoying all
this and ready to commit herself to some serious football-playing.
The short afternoon went smoothly, Rita instructing, Benny and
Amelia running to doors, Wally learning the neighborhood, and getting
no closer to understanding how to induce Rita to take an interest in him,
as if his ability not to mix up the pharmaceuticals might accomplish that.
After dropping off Benny and Amelia, both of them announcing at
parting that Ms. Smith would be calling about the volunteer chores he
had let himself in for, Wally drove on with Rita, wondering whether he
might ask her out without appearing to take unfair or even unprincipled
advantage of a situation she had not asked for and could hardly have
avoided.
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Of course he should ask her. Just because she’s in the car
delivering medicines with him – so what? All he’s doing is
asking her out, not like he wants to sell her something.
Wally decided he’d not make things harder for Rita, so he satisfied
himself with bright talk about next week’s business. As he dropped her off
before an anxious Raymond and a courtly Sally – just imagine a
literatyour professor playing at delivery boy! – he became conscious,
looking at a departing Rita, both of how pretty she was and how much
the twinges in his foot had increased in severity.
But as he started to drive away, he noticed Rita waving for him to
stop. He backed up and rolled down the window. “I almost forgot to ask
you. We’re going to the trotters Friday night and I wondered if you’d by
any chance like to go. We make up a pool for a bet on each race; if you
come, it’d be fifty cents each – we decide on consensus, although mother
really knows something about it. Father treats her like the wizard of the
tracks, which she isn’t, but she does study the forms. Anyhow . . .”
Wally’s bedazzled mind had been sprinting on several levels to catch
up with this. The trotters? a pool? wizard of the tracks? Must be some
sort of horse race, though he thought at first it was a visit to a family
(Frank and Eilene Trotter?), then a celebrated local beauty spot (Trotters
Mill? Pond? Bog? Farm?), then a basketball game (Harlem
Globetrotters), then a bar (The Trotters: Home of Seventy-Four Big
Screen TVs). Anyhow, he would go anywhere with Rita and jump in any
pool. He was about to say just that but quickly caught himself. “I’ll be
very happy to. Thanks.”
Rita said they’d be by at 8, “they” clearly including Raymond and
Sally, possessed, apparently, of great horsey knowledge to match her
pornographic shrewdness.
At home was waiting not only an inquisitive Mrs. Prince but a
message that Luanne had called and wished for a return. Complying at
once, Wally found to his amazement that she was inviting him to coffee,
not at her house to be sure but at the local South Circle Mall, reputed to
be the largest mall on the continent, apart from a monstrosity in
Edmonton which lodged not only the usual shoe stores but an ice-hockey
rink and an oversized swimming pool with a wave-making machine that
beat anything the Atlantic Ocean could offer. But Edmonton was in
Canada and Canada didn’t count, so the South Circle Mall would still be
the largest mall on the continent. We’ll accept that.
“Should we just meet there, at some dress store, say?”
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“There are over 600 dress stores there, Wally. I think we’d better
hook up at school, say at the mailboxes Tuesday at 3.”
“It’s a question of standards, pure and simple.”
“Oh, yes, though I don’t know if I would call the standards simple
exactly, not simple. ‘The best which has been thought and said in the
world’: that sounds simple but it takes long soaking in the basic (bay-zeeg)
western tradition to absorb what is best, don’t you thong?”
“Couldn’t agree more, and it’s just this soaking that these theorists,
so-called, and multi-cultural sorts and feminists want to do away with.”
“Their political tea is weak piss, are you saying?”
“They want to soak us in it.”
“Probably a question of drinking it, don’t you thong? And, Marty,
you can see what a palatable brew it is for our t-v and video-gamed
youth. My own lament goes thus: the diversity yahoos, the canon-busters,
the political howlers, the theorists, the multi-cultural weak-heads,
feminists, ethnic sorts, cultural critics, new historicists, post-colonial
vulgarians, the whole wallow – they will win because they are adapters,
Darwin’s babies. They sense the stupidity around them in our culture,
certainly in their students, and they reach for a stupidity within to match
it. I think we both agree, eh Marty, that they have no trouble making the
match?”
“That’s exactly it, Arthur. Could you drop in the office for a
minute? There are a few matters I’d like your advice....”
Wally had kept his back to this rank prattle, partly because he was
going through the motions of talking with Blalock while looking through
his mail there in the front office and partly because he was drawn to the
mutual ass-scratchings of Slauwne and Martin (“Marty”?) as we all are to
documentary movies of the Klan, freeway manglings, and the Reagan
presidency. Blalock had been asking about an essay Wally said he was
working on, but both were reduced to slack-jawed staring by Slauwne’s
listing of enemies – women, ethnic sorts, the crippled, the poor, the
young, the old, the intelligent.
When the duo departed, Blalock said, “Well, what a pair of fashioncoordinated fuckers.”
“Maybe we could get them, do you think?” Wally said.
“I doubt it, but I’m game for anything. Let me know if you start a
scheme cooking. I’m off for class. Let’s get together.”
Wally’s previous experience with cappacino had been confined to a
couple of dinner parties where it had come gratis, so he was a little
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surprised that the two doubles he had ordered and insisted on funding at
“La Bean” had cost him $5.00. As he trailed back to the fake sidewalk
cafe (wobbly tables and Martini umbrellas) close by the Halloween art
done quite prematurely by local children, a sand sculpture imported from
California – two sun bathers, lithe and hairless – and a grand piano
doing elegantized show tunes. Wally trailed back with the two small
coffees – these were doubles?—trying not to think that he now had $7 to
last until whenever payday was.
“Wally, I feel I should explain why I dragged you here, just in case
you think I admire the decor.”
“Those sand sculptures are not to be missed. Wonder how they
shipped them here.”
“Or why? Why not make them next door? How’s teaching?”
“Well, I have Mr. Pickwick and his mates to Eatanswill where
there’s an election going on. Everyone’s drunk and either eating or
fighting.”
“Voting too, right?”
“Well, sort of. It’s a contest as to who can get the most electors
drunk, though there’s speeches – mostly occasions for hecklers. This one
guy gives a speech and a heckler yells out, ‘Success to the mayor and may
he never desert the sarcepan bisness wat he got his fortune by!’” Every
line Dickens writes is like that – makes the hair on your arms tingle.”
“The novel’s pretty episodic, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, it just goes from one high old time to another. That’s the
best part, I think.”
“Me too.”
Is this a plug?
A plug?
If Luanne up and said to Wally, “I love this book we’re in,
don’t you?” and he said, “You’re damned right I do! It’s not
something you read every day!” what would you think of that?
“Up and said”?
“. . . and anyhow I figured you wanted to come here so we could do
those video games and have cappacino here.”
“Right. Especially the video games. And see how things were going
with you. I was thinking I hadn’t been any too friendly, as you may have
noticed.”
“Not at all. Yes, I did sort of – yes I did; but I figured you were ang
ry about the dinner party and the phone call and – I have given you
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cause.”
“No cause. No cause. Well, not those causes. Let’s not do any
explaining, as we agreed earlier. How you like Martin?”
“He’s a prick, excuse me. Why’s he have it in for Arthur?”
“Martin’s perpetually aggrieved but in an ineffectual way. I don’t
think he has it in for Arthur especially.”
“But he’s trying to keep him from coming back in the department,
right? That’s what Diane said.”
“Diane said that to you? I didn’t know anything about this.”
“Well, I don’t know anything more than that, and I may not have it
straight. Diane was pretty upset. What should we do?”
“I think we need to know more first and probably not do anything
unless Arthur or Diane consult us, or you. I’d do anything for either one
of them, but they’re both pretty private – generally. Why don’t you find
out what can be done and tell me.”
Wally didn’t know how to name or to break into the tone that had
developed, so he said nothing.
Just then both noticed a very large man slumping into the sand
sculpture, ending up flat on the floor with his left foot in the face of one
androgynous sun-bather. He was no more than fifty feet away, but by the
time Wally had jumped up, several by-standers had encircled the man
and were signalling wildly.
“Look at that! Do you suppose he’s sick – drunk?”
Luanne didn’t answer, but within minutes the man’s shirt was up
and high-voltage paddles Wally had seen only on television were rocking
his fishy-white flesh, jolting the body into blubbery dances, imitations of
vigor, spastic youth.
After about five applications, a woman came running into the
group, a woman everyone knew at once was his wife. She stopped
running at the outskirts of the circle and asked those in front of her, even
as they parted, if they would part: “Oh, excuse me please. I’m so sorry.
Pardon me. Thank you. Thank you so much”: maybe politeness would
ward off something rising up at her, restore a world that was already
forever gone.
They carted the man off without bothering to lower his shirt, his
walrus stomach rising out of the stretcher like an unplanted knoll, a
sobbing woman draped half across it, trying her best to stumble along
sideways.
Wally realized that he was standing and, turning around, that
Luanne was crying. For once, he acted decisively and right, gathering up
their things and guiding Luanne to the car. He also drove without asking
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to a coffee shop, one where he could dip into his remaining $7 with less
catastrophic results. He also had sense enough to keep quiet, until
Luanne looked up:
“Thanks. I suppose that’s an absurdist way to go. But the woman:
one second you’re buying shoes on sale and the next looking at death.”
“I think I’d rather die flopping fast into a sand sculpture than in a
hospital, but you’re right about his wife.”
“Yeah – – well, so Martin’s out to hurt Arthur. We’ll see what we
can do. How are things on the home front?”
“Well, Fred’s gotten himself suspended from school and into a kind
of fight with our father, I think. Dad’s not someone I understand at all –
but take my word for it, you’d side with Fred.”
“I wouldn’t need any special reason to side with Fred, assuming
there are sides to take. Why was he suspended?” Wally didn’t protest
when Luanne put money on top of the check.
“For taking a girl into the boy’s bathroom and wrestling with her in
the urinals. You know what those are, they – ”
“I can picture them vividly – but why’d he do that?”
“He didn’t mean to, he says, and I believe him. The girl, who by the
way tried to get Fred off the hook, wanted to see the distinctive plumbing
in the boy’s bathroom so Fred took her in there, was showing off, walking
on top of the urinals, and fell off into her and knocked her right into the
bottom of one, so he says, and the principal walked in just at that point.”
“Sounds perfectly harmless.”
“It is, though he thinks the principal thinks he was assaulting the
girl, which is pretty ironic, considering – ” Wally stopped in time.
“I don’t understand what’s ironic, but I do know Fred would assault
no one or do anything mean. How’s Darlene?”
Flares went up, whether from Luanne or from within, Wally
couldn’t tell. He stammered away: “I think she’s just fine, she wrote
about Fred, let me know, so I could call and talk to him.”
“Nothing about her?”
“No, only Fred. Boy, what a peck of trouble he’s in.”
“Darlene’s job is to relay the dilemmas of the family?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“She’s being kind to you by giving you other people’s problems?”

174

Just Wally and Me

Chapter Seventeen
Well, is she right?
What do you think?
Hell, I don’t know. I brought you some of those chocolate
covered filberts you like. What’s the date?
I see you did. Thanks. Friday September 29. That’s when
Ch. XVIII takes place.
You said the Halloween pictures were up there in the
mall, and that was last chapter. So it must be November or so.
I indicated that the Halloween pictures were premature.
What’s a premature Halloween picture, a picture of the
dark days before we had Halloween, when dragons roamed
the earth?
They put them up too early at the mall.
They were probably desperate for time to pass.
Friday got off to a good start with a big breakfast from Mrs. Prince,
served up with a cheering report on the progress of the scrip/baked
goods plan. Wally’s classes also went happily, as Mary and Franco
maintained their bemused annoyance at the activities of what they
continued to think of as “aristocrats.” The rest of the class seemed to
regard Mary and Franco as obstreperous, but Wally was glad for any
signs of interest.
“We’re supposed to find this election funny, right? But aren’t there
some issues at stake? Does Dickens think it’s just fine if a bunch of drunks
vote for whoever makes them drunkest?”
“Well, what do you think?” Wally asked, trying to muffle
disgruntlement sounds from the class and a “Lighten up, Franco!”
“I think Dickens doesn’t care, or doesn’t think about it.”
“Maybe,” Mary said, “he doesn’t think government’s very important, thinks life goes on without politics.”
“Maybe he thinks that,” Franco said, “but isn’t that very naive? It’s
sure a good way to support the status quo to argue that the status quo
doesn’t matter.”
“I don’t see what this has to do with Pickwick,” said a repulsively
handsome male wearing a “Beta Theta Pi – Oh My!” sweatshirt and
jeans whose fade he had purchased.
“You don’t see because it’s in your interests not to see,” said Mary,
“which is why you need a white cane to get through the world.”
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Wally didn’t so much intervene here as sit on it by asking them all to
look at a passage in the text, a good way to cap off energy and return to
normal, he had found.
After a satisfying lunch with Blalock spent ridiculing Martin and
Slauwne, Wally found his way, thanks to a map supplied by Luanne, to
South High School, where he was to meet with their contingent and
induce productive reaching-out.
To his alarm, visible he felt sure, there were six teachers present,
divided in half by gender, the three women all appearing young,
attractive, and alert. The men were less inviting: one was old and fierce,
one pretty in an alarming way, and one had, as near as Wally could tell,
no face at all and no body either, just an old brown suit. There were
nothing but couches in the ratty teachers’ lounge, no chairs, probably to
emphasize the ease no one could possibly find there. Wally sat next to the
fierce man, who did not move an inch and thus forced Wally up against a
mayonnaise-stained couch-arm with no place to put his notes. So he tried
to forget them and began with his best try at a chummy voice to signal
how irretrievably joined were their fortunes:
“Well, thanks for coming, as I know you are all busy, much busier
than I, though of course we’re really all in the same boat, which is, I
gather, the point of getting together.”
“So we can bail, send up distress flares?” This from the pretty man,
not only dressed in a blue jump-suity thing but with sharp blue eyes that
held nothing back from Wally.
It was as if someone had stuffed a very dry rag in Wally’s mouth, he
was so flustered.
“As we have,” said the Fury next to him, “only 32 minutes, now 31,
maybe Professor here could come to the point and issue his directives, tell
us which cotton fields we’re to pick in.”
“Oh, do we only have 31 minutes? And I’m not a Professor at all,
you see, only – ”
“Some lab assistant? The Professors all occupied with something
important? And sorry you are annoyed about the schedule, but this is the
only time we have off during the day, what we laughingly call our “free”
period, now devoted to getting the long-awaited news from the great
university.”
Wally had turned around to get this stale-coffee-scented outburst
straight in the face from about seven inches away. He decided he should
move to business fast and see if he could draw others in, others besides
Orlando Furioso next to him and, worse, little Blue Boy across the room:
“Well, I just wanted to introduce myself and get to know you and begin
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talking about what we might do. Of course you’ve been at this much
longer than I and so I want your ideas, having none of my own. It’s our
feeling that we know far too little both about what happens here and
about what you all know a great deal about – and we don’t.”
Nobody said a word, Wally having rushed so quickly from sentence
to sentence (to avoid choleric interruptions) and having ended on such a
nihilistic note.
“Is there coffee?” came from the brown rumple.
“Well,” Wally said, “I did think of two possibilities on the way over,
just to get us talking, you know, though they’re both probably not so – – .
Maybe they’ll get us talking.”
Wally paused, and so did everyone else, until the blue angel said,
softly, “I think we really will start talking, Dr. Wallings. We’re not
commonly this rude to guests, especially not to guests so obviously
wanting to help and so charming in addition.”
Wally dared to look at him briefly. Luanne had described and
identified the committee for him, leaving Wally to guess that this marvel
of discomfort had the unlikely name of Gower Pleak, about whom
Luanne had been strangely undescriptive.
“Thank you. The first thought was a Saturday or evening workshop
where we could have papers or study groups, you know, to attack
problems – find out things about one another.”
He saw at once that even the women were going to protest this, and
protest they did before he could rush on to number 2:
“Saturday! Evening! What would these groups study? You want us
to read papers at one another?” Only Pleak seemed unconsternated: “On
the other hand, think of finding out things about one another. I could go
in for some of that.”
Wally’s embarrassment at this recalled in a flash the moment of
discovery, at age 16, that he had been leading the youth choir at church
with his fly generously open. He rushed: “Well, that sucks – as my
brother, he’s younger, would say. How about this: exchange teachers –
we send one or two down here and you send one or two up – over to us,
they’d teach and then they could exchange views and experiences with –
all the rest of us?”
To his amazement, though not one person seemed interested in the
notion, the objections were much less strenuous, confined mostly to
questions of transportation, credit for courses, whether the college bozo
would really be up to teaching five classes and, if not, how they were
going to handle the trade-off. On the strength of this low-level grumbling
and general boredom, Wally decided it was time to declare victory and

177

James R. Kincaid
get the hell out, even if the original 32 minutes still had about 10
remaining. Agreeing on (or not disputing) a plan to meet again in a
month, the others moved to a more concerted search for coffee and
Wally (clumsily) to the door, trailed, he saw dimly, by something in blue
cloth.
In the hall, he kept from looking to his side, but: “Say, Dr. Wallings,
I really would like to talk to you about these issues and hear what you
think. I apologize for the hostility in there, but I’m sure you know it’s not
at all personal, just generalized pugnacity. But I’d love to get together,
could we?”
Wally looked at him directly for the first time and reacted as he
knew he would: “I’d love to – there’s really so much at stake. When
would be good?”
“I’m at your disposal, completely. Next week? Here’s my number,
so I won’t be bothering you. Just call me when you can do it. I need no
notice.”
“Yes, I will.”
“I’m counting on it – finding out things about one another, you
know.”
“I hope so.”
Wally hated himself all the way to the car for saying that. What kind
of – flirtation was this? Well, that was silly, Gower Pleak – was that who
this was? – being simply a young and enthusiastic intellectual trapped
among impossibly dull colleagues and seeing in Wally a way to some
more interesting conversation. Yes.
You’ve been quiet some time. You nod off? Distracted by
hunger?
What? Oh, sorry. No, I’ve been attending. Just go on.
Pleak seems friendly.
That afternoon he dropped in on Arthur to see about plans for Next
Tuesday’s theory group meeting. He found him sitting on the edge of his
desk, far back on the desk with his feet off the floor, about the last
situation suitable for Arthur’s dignity and bodily make-up. He was staring
at a letter:
“Oh, hello Wally. Glad to see you. Sit down – my chair will do. I’m
up here.”
Wally sat, noticing as he did a sharp twinge in his foot but soon
losing himself in wonder at the oddity of the scene.
“Are you OK?”
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“Yes, oh I’m just fine. Lots of trivia being a Dean, you know,
pointless mulch. But I’m enjoying my class, wish I could do more – but
that’s not what’s in the cards, I guess. Not – ”
Arthur stopped so abruptly Wally didn’t know how to prompt him
so just waited.
“I am looking forward to Tuesday, Wally, and thanks. I got plenty
of beer – over at that Budget Gourmet place Diane hates so. They have
fine international beers. Got some for Tuesday from France and
Bermuda.”
“Great beer-drinking traditions in those countries.”
“That’s what Diane will say, but you never know unless you try. Do
you have any ideas for speakers?”
“What?”
“Just got this note from Martin assigning me to do the speakers. He
seems to indicate that they’re all lined up. I suppose I will take care of
arrangements.”
“You mean pick them up at airports, reserve rooms, get crackers for
the receptions? That son of a bitch!”
“Oh, that’s OK. It’s a job that has to be done, and I’m experienced.
It won’t last long.”
“Just this semester?”
“No, the year I think. But there’s retirement.”
“Retirement?”
“I think it’s time I got out of the way, did some of my own work.
They have quite wonderful inducements to retire.”
“I didn’t know you were thinking of this, Arthur. I had expected
you’d be back full-time among us, doing the theory classes, and film, and
the special pornography course for majors.”
“Yes, well, things
change.”
Wally saw: “Martin suggest anything about retirement?”
“Oh, he just is pointing out what might be available, you know,
refers to it as a one-time bonanza, let’s see, he calls it ‘a golden
handshake.’ Quite a nice phrase.”
“I think it sucks.”
Wally didn’t trust himself to pursue this matter and Arthur was too
slugged-down to carry on, so Wally left to dress for the trotters still
fuming.
Dressing for trotting?
He’s going to the track.
Is he trotting there? He started a jogging program?
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The racetrack! I knew you’d stopped paying attention.
He’s going to the races with the O’Connell’s – Rita and her
parents, Raymond and Sally.
Right.
“I say we go for the shiny green guy on that ugly white speckled
horse,” Wally said.
“Professor, what interesting choices you make, knowing something
about all this hidden from the rest of us, no mistake.”
“No, Sally, I know nothing whatever. I just like the way that
shimmering aqua the little guy’s wearing goes against that sickly white
and tan of that bony horse.”
“More of your famous kiddings! You know the odds are working for
you, and figure worms turn just when you least expect.”
“The horse is not a winner?”
“That’s it – just as you say. Never a winner yet – but may be of
course when you least expect, also Mr. N. Hall the jockey who has been
warned several times about hitting bottles and hitting horses too though
the first only metaphoric and hasn’t also been winning at all though that
is what drives the odds up so that fancy birds like us may eat the worms.”
“Mother, you have worms on the brain. It’s a little repulsive. What
do you think, father?”
“The odds are right. Wally seems to have good instincts.”
Why he would have thought so Wally could not fathom, as his
instincts had not so far lit upon a horse finishing higher than fifth. Still,
he had been wise enough to defer to Sally with the happy consequence
that the syndicate was up some $15 by now and could afford to go for a
long shot – a slow, diseased horse with a brutal drunk mounting her.
They did, it was expelled for not trotting right, and their winnings
for the night were only –
Horses aren’t “expelled”; they’re disqualified; and it’s
not a question of not trotting right; they’re disqualified if they
stop trotting altogether and start galloping. And trotters are
not mounted; they’re ridden behind.
I see. Many thanks.
My pleasure.
so they left with $13, divided among them carefully by Raymond
and then pooled again so as to buy coffee and pie, Rita insisting on
adding the extra $2.45 herself and so as not to involve the group in
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complex division.
A courtly Sally and a muted Raymond said their old-world
goodnights and raced inside so as to leave “the young to their own happy
world,” as Sally said.
That happy world consisted of some very happy necking, to Wally’s
immense surprise, and an equally surprising radiant smile from Rita as
she followed her parents all too quickly. It was a smile that Wally saw
most of the way home, only gradually losing it to disturbing blotches of
blue.
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Chapter Eighteen
That’s an allusion to Gershwin, isn’t it?
Gershwin?
All the blue – a perfect rhapsody.
Rhapsody? I said blotches.
Still, it puts one in mind of Gershwin: very nice touch,
gets your readers humming.
Humming “Blotches in Blue” – then hits from “Pudgy and
Bess.”
I was being supportive.
Within the next three weeks, Arthur had presided with great skill
over the theory-group festivities – beer not only from Israel and France
but Sicily and Siam –
Thailand.
What?
There’s no Siam; it’s Thailand. Like Istanbul.
Thanks.
He also have beer from Persia and the Holy Roman
Empire?
No, just Siam.
and the discussion had been both animated, Arthur holding forth on
structuralism, of which he had a precise grasp, and not one of the eight
participants (Madelina VanDoon being a late but brilliant addition) felt it
necessary either to clam up or mount platforms. The beer had helped,
but mostly it was the undefensive people and the great Julian Wolfreys
and Terry Caesar books. Deciding to focus for next time on feminism
(the time after on deconstruction, after that on Foucault, then postcolonialism, then cultural studies, and never phenomenology), the group
finally scattered at 11:30, Wally staying a minute to help Arthur with the
redding up, Diane having beat it off to bed immediately.
“Great success, Arthur!”
“Yes, I thought so. I am very anxious to do some reading in poststructuralism. Seems I stopped moving with Elvis and the Beatles.”
But he said it happily, so Wally decided to ask: “Has Martin applied
any more pressure about retiring and all, that ass? I hope you don’t pay
any attention to him, Arthur.”
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“Well, things have been quiet, though I’m not sure what’s in store
right now. Perhaps Martin has other plans after all.”
Wally was about to say something like who-the-fuck-cares-whatMartin’s-kiss-my-ass-plans-are, but realized he wasn’t the one to talk
Arthur into a fight. And maybe there wouldn’t be any need for a fight
anyhow, so he made bright noises and left.
Walking across the street, his mind for some reason wafted to the
one undoubted success of the fall, the apparently unbeatable, really
untouchable, unflaggable football team. The first game, which had been
a rout, had been the closest, the others having been decided within ten or
fifteen minutes. They were headed toward the playoffs and, Wally
figured (knowing nothing of the competition), the city championships.
Mrs. Badgely, who did know the competition, was more cautious but at
least didn’t talk about playing them one game at a time.
Amelia and Benny had formed an even closer alliance around
Wally, making the Sunday delivery an unmapped exploration of their
ideas on football, medicine, human relations generally and sexual
relations particularly, diet, and personal politics. Wally got used to them,
dropped his condescension. He had also heard from their teacher Ms.
Smith, possessed of a vibrant voice that sounded as if it came from the
early days of radio. She had, to Wally’s relief, told him she could not as
yet use him to best advantage in her classroom, though absolutely
delighted by his interest, blah-blah. The honeymoon was about to end on
that front, though, as she had scheduled him for the next week, an entire
morning of “general assistance and getting to know the children,” a
prospect that filled him with much the same feelings he had battled
before delivering his first and to this point only conference paper, an
experience he tried hard not to remember.
The rest of Wally’s life had for these three weeks rested on, if not
clouds of bliss at least not beds of nails.
This summarizing’s hard. I feel like I’m running out of
steam a little.
Just absent yourself from that way of thinking. Take a
good slug of that diet drink you got there and steam ahead.
It’s tea – sun tea. I make it in a big jug and mix varieties
of tea. This one is Lipton decaf, Earl Grey, and lemon zinger.
Well, you just slug it down and tell me about Toni and the
gazebo and Mary and Franco and the church and whatever
you like.
You want some tea?
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What about that guy in blue? He seemed to spark your
interest. Write about him.
Cappacino?
The chemistry of his classes had not yet reached the point of
colloidal bliss he was hoping for, but they had become relaxed and once
or twice exciting. The novel class was almost always fun, and student
interest in Pickwick had picked up with the great trial. Even Mary and
Franco found that funny.
After class they had approached Wally with a proposition:
“I don’t know exactly what your political views are, Professor
Wallings – not that it matters.”
“Well, it matters some, Franco, since it’s a political club, but I agree
that – you don’t have to tell us what your views are exactly.”
Wally, as was often the case with these two, didn’t mind not
knowing what was going on. He knew they’d clarify it in time.
“Anyhow, it seems we need an advisor, which is sort of a pain in the
ass but required even to use rooms for meetings, much less get any
money for stuff. An academic advisor from the faculty. We were hoping
you’d do it.”
“What do you need advice on, Franco? Your wardrobe? Investments?”
Franco and Mary both laughed loudly: “Our club, Students for
Action Globally, needs an advisor and we were hoping you would be
willing to sign the sheet for us. You wouldn’t have to do anything.”
“You don’t really want my advice, then?”
“Well, sure, on Pickwick and all.”
“On the club too,” Mary added; “we just meant you didn’t have to
if you didn’t want to.”
“But you really just want me to sign the form so you can get meeting
rooms. You’d not lose any sleep if I didn’t come and watch over you.”
“Right.”
“Well, no, Franco, that’s not right; we’d love to have you come – if
you want to.”
“What do you stand for? – – Never mind, just give me the form. I’ll
be glad to sign.”
“Thanks. We’ll let you know about the meetings and stuff, though
you don’t have to come or anything.”
“Though you can.”
Wally wondered how Students for Action Globally – did they call
themselves SAG? – would react if he did come, came and gave them a
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taste of his political views, or his views on education, the latter being
more settled in his head.
The only big blip in Wally’s three weeks of euphoria was a call from
Darlene, always sure to whisk up those parts of his feelings and memories
he wanted to leave with the sludge on the bottom. After some unusually
elaborate preliminaries and some uncomfortable inquiries after Luanne
and Rita – “How is Luanne? Fine, I guess. She’s a great person. Yes,
she’s – all right. Give her my love. You bet I will” – Darlene settled into
talking about Fred and the parental storms blowing there.
Wally’s father, who had always had some odd impulses, otherwise
quiescent, aroused by Fred, had been carrying on so curiously over
Fred’s urinal dance and suspension that Wally’s mother had finally gone
to Darlene with her troubles. Fred could haul out his usual defenses
against his father – silence and sarcastic taunts – and they were effective
in their way, though who knew how much they were costing Fred? Was
Darlene suggesting that the cost was intolerable? To whom? Maybe she
wasn’t suggesting that at all, and for some reason Wally didn’t inquire directly. But his mother, he knew, had little to draw on beyond her
tenderness, which probably did make contact with Fred – but with his
father? For reasons even Wally found amusingly predictable, he didn’t
want to know about or even think about that. What he’d like to do would
be to change his father, who had always maintained with him a shy,
resolutely boisterous, let’s-not-have-any-problems relationship. He’d like
him to act that way to Fred and to his mother. Short of that, he’d prefer
not to think about any of this. But somehow he had to, so he wrote at
once to his mother, mumbling around about this and that, offering unspecified help, and saying he’d be there for Thanksgiving. He decided he
would put off for a day (or six) writing Darlene and calling Fred, wondering why the second chore filled him with nearly as much anxiety as the
first.
But with no anxiety at all so long as he didn’t contemplate actually
confronting the chore for a week or more. And he was thus loose to enjoy
two of the three weekends with Dickens, The Golden Bowl, flag football,
and pharmaceutical deliveries; and the third weekend with a wild flurry
of unexpected pleasures.
It was this weekend that allowed him so much unearned warmth
that he could tap into it days and years later. Friday night he had
watched the Series with Toni, at her place and on an august television set
(with sound behind you or so it seemed) supplied to her by her brother in
the furniture and appliance game. Toni had equipped him with lots of lo-
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cal sausage, beer, a win by the Pirates (5-2), and no bodily contact, which
was OK with Wally, as it would not have seemed OK to have initiated
what neither Toni nor the occasion seemed to fancy. Saturday morning,
he was hauled to practice by Amelia and her mother, a woman not
unlike Amelia herself, and while there managed to suggest to Mrs.
Badgely’s great delight a play of promise and even simplicity, given that it
started with a fake kick. After practice he went back home so he and Mrs.
Prince could shoot up some heroine and get it on. Then –
My God!
I was just sure you weren’t listening. Wanted to check.
Sure I am – right with you every step.
Yeah? How come you didn’t object to that no body contact
with Toni?
I trust your instincts on that. Toni’s not the one, not the
one at all. I can see that. She’s a baseball buddy, not a sex
buddy. How’s the gazebo coming along?
After practice he went over to check on the gazebo and thank Toni
for the evening. The gazebo looked to Wally like it was about 2%
finished, but Toni said it was all but done, though the hot tub was still a
hole in the ground and a few pipes. When he thanked Toni for the night
before, she said he was welcome.
You know I think you have written the first two sentences
with such point that you really don’t need the third.
That afternoon he worked and walked, enjoying both, and then in
the evening was given what we are told we seldom get, a second chance,
this time with Selma and her friends.
A smart-looking churchy guy was speaking: “So the trouble is the
same people making the stuff are the ones buying it, and that’s what we
call a saturated market. We aren’t going to do much just circulating our
cookies among ourselves.”
“There were some outsiders Saturday,” chimed in a man whose
shirt had no chance to contain his stomach.
“About six maybe and they didn’t buy much.”
“Some fudge. I know one guy bought some fudge.”
“That’s right, and we did take in $60, which isn’t bad. After all,
every little bit – ”
The market analyst cut in again: “Every little bit is a little bit and
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isn’t going to do much for Kelly’s. As I was saying, we either have to
expand this market or diversify. Expansion’s a sorry idea: we don’t have
the organization for it, even if other communities around here were
crying out for bake sales, which they ain’t. I say we diversify.”
“How?”
“By doing what we do best.”
“What’s that?”
“Bowling.”
“Hold a bowling clinic at Kelly’s?”
“Not a bad idea, but mine is to have a Bowlerama weekend at
Wayne’s. Get Wayne to give us all-day rates, or even free, because of the
publicity and shoe rentals and beer he’ll clean up on. Then we buy some
big trophies cheap from that place Selma knows and charge $50 entry fee
and have all-day contests. We’ll get a couple thousand at least.”
“$50 is too high for people around here.”
“Yeah, but think about Steelers tickets. You get two of those, and –
”
“But who can get them?”
“The wife and I wanted to see the Oilers – ”
Wally’s mind drifted from this hot debate to thinking, first, that it
was a great idea, this diversifying into bowleramas, and, second, how
frightening it was that all these schemes were working and not helping.
The Sunday deliveries continued to expand, but Wally knew that most
came from regular customers sparing themselves trips to the store –
where they might have done some impulse buying. He was, however, at a
loss and could only hope the bowling contest would work. Arthur, who
spoke to him about the subject daily, had also daily schemes – a moneymaking scholarly conference, a journal publishing the deliberations of the
Tuesday-night theory group, hay rides, and renting out the hot-tub
(when finished) – but each was liable to an objection or two.
It was a muddle, and Selma, who had entered into the work with
the same self-effacing skill she brought to bowling, seemed just as anxious
and even more apprehensive.
“Well, Wally, maybe the bowling contest will net $300, but I doubt
if it’ll do more, once the entrance fee is made reasonable and Wayne is
paid off at the full rate he’ll be sure to charge. But that’s not the worst of
it.”
“What’s the worst of it?”
“It has no connection to the store. Your idea and Mrs. Prince’s were
directly attached to the business, designed to make permanent changes,
increase customers. But I’m afraid this diversifying really means
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disconnecting.”
Wally saw what she meant and saw her too in a new light: “What’s
to be done?”
“I wish I knew, Wally. Maybe make it be 1948 again.”
“Are things any better in Chicago?”
Wally had been wondering what would spoil this key event in his
grand-prize weekend, Sunday brunch with Luanne. This was it.
“My father’s still on his rampage against Fred – and everyone else in
reach. Or I think he is – maybe he’s not.”
He knew that this wouldn’t do and was amazed that it did.
“I’m sorry for Fred. What he did was just like him. He’s very sweet.”
“Well, it was just like him – – in a way it was,” Wally added, recalling that Fred’s fondest fantasy wouldn’t involve rolling around in a
urinal with a girl – though who knew?
You know what? The sort of office supplies you get at KMart or Woolworth’s aren’t worth a damn.
What?
It’s true. To get decent office supplies, where do you go?
You need to find an office supply store or a really good card
and candle shop. Otherwise you get mailing envelopes where
the clasps and the holes don’t match up and pens that leak ink
onto your shirt.
I can’t believe this.
You’re wondering about the relevance. Well, I was
convinced by Selma’s economic analysis. You simply can’t diversify from a drug store base. Walgreen’s maybe, but
Raymond and Sally? Forget it.
But I am writing about Luanne now.
I was just struck with the force of the point you made
about the futility of rescuing a family drugstore by way of
bowling. Bowling’s not going to do it, even in Pittsburgh.
Why “even in Pittsburgh”?
I didn’t mean to insult you. It’s just that bowling did seem
to fit well in the Pittsburgh ethos, so you could see how
someone from there might think of bowling as a solution for a
failing store, as they wouldn’t in Paris or San Francisco.
Bowling is just as popular in San Francisco as it is in
Pittsburgh.
Probably much more so; but to make a long story short,
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my idea is to center the solution in the problem, you see, not
to panic and reach for cookies, stuffed animals, and bowling.
So, what I think is this: turn the drugstore into this a retail
outlet for – – drugs and office supplies.
Office supplies.
Also add cards and candles and, get this, one more thing.
What’s that?
Why does Arthur go there?
To chat it up with Rita – they going to lease Rita out?
No. He goes there for reading material. Got it?
Got what?
Books and magazines. They’ll be a local bookstore, with
papers and office supplies and candles – – greeting cards and
of course keep the drug business.
Drugs at the core.
“Wally, do you like it here?”
“It’s a nice mall, and I do like show tunes – too bad Blalock isn’t
here, he’d – you didn’t mean that. Yeah, I do like it – Pittsburgh, I mean
and – ”
Luanne didn’t help him.
“And classes, Mrs. Prince, Amelia Dawson, Raymond, Arthur, the
gazebo, Smithson, and – ”
He wasn’t even close to adding “you.” Had she expected that?
Alternately, you know what?
Damn!
A better idea would be to simplify. Lose the books and
candles – make it an espresso bar – cappacino, herb tea,
brownies at $2 a shot – with ratty couches and leftist magazines and music.
You have in mind what? – Santa Monica? A little place
close to the Sorbonne, an Amnesty International hangout
outside the Bodleian?
Yes, adapted to Pittsburgh.
With RC cola and cheese waffies?
You’re the one saying how sophisticated Pittsburgh is.
Can we get back to Luanne now?
Do you like the idea of the espresso bar?
Yes I do.
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“I thought you were liking it. I can see you’re settling in, exhaling.”
“Well, yeah, I guess so. I’ve kept my car under control lately too.
That helps with neighborhood morale.”
“I imagine so. How’s your foot?”
“Oh, altogether healed. I think.” He wondered not only if it was but
why she would ask.
“Actually, Wally, I have a small problem. I have a conference next
week, starts Friday in St. Louis, and Madelina, who was set to cover my
class, now has to go into the hospital.”
“Nothing serious, is it?” Wally had vast respect for Madelina
VanDoon, though he was still afraid to talk to her.
“No, not at all. But – ”
“I’ll be glad to do your class, if you’d like, though I can’t promise
much in the way of competence. What time is it?”
“10, next Friday at 10, the 27th.”
Maybe say “October 27th”? Remind your reader, make it
clear.
It’d be clear but not very plausible. Wally knows what
month it is.
You’re right. Your reader probably remembers it’s
October too, right?
She does now.
“What’s it on?”
“Well, it’s the “Gender and Sexuality” class. You can do – ”
“Gender and Sexuality! That’s a women’s studies class, isn’t it?”
“No English. And it’s only about gender and sexual constructions,
you know – male, female, gay, straight, bisexual, and so forth.”
“So forth – that’s me, is it, the guest so-forth? No, I really will do it,
of course, and thanks for asking; but what do I know about it?”
“Plenty I’m sure – and certainly more than anyone else Martin has
allowed to teach here. We’re doing the Oscar Wilde trials, but you can
have them read something else if you’d rather.”
“No, no. Oscar Wilde will be fine – his trials and all. I’ve read
them.”
That night, thinking of Oscar Wilde – “posing as a somdomite” the
thug Queensbury had said – Wally waited in front of the Cineplex 12 for
Pleak, who had said he’d be there at 8 and was.
“I was very glad you called. You’re very busy aren’t you?”
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Wally knew already that such derailing questions were part of
Pleak’s style; what he didn’t know was how to keep from being derailed.
“Thanks – well, no, I’m not all that busy, only being in town two
months – less than that.”
“You get around.”
Wally was so at a loss that it occurred to him to put the ball back
into Pleak’s court: “Interesting that you should think so.”
“Some things about you are easy to read, you know – but only some
things.”
“Tell me about the school, the committee I mean. You were on it
last year, right?”
“I had that pleasure, though I don’t think Professor Lawrence
shared much of my own delight – or took much delight in me. What is it
you’d like to hear? I’m afraid there’s very little that’s scandalous.”
At least he wasn’t wearing blue. Wally collected himself and looked
more carefully at him as he spoke about the reaching-out efforts of the
university and how, as Pleak put it, he and his colleagues had managed
easily to elude what had been half-hearted grasps to begin with. There
wasn’t too much remarkable about Pleak, he thought, but whatever was
remarkable wasn’t contained in his blue outfit.
The movie was a part of a classic series an ambitious local operator
was running to an enthusiastic clientele fortunately too small to keep it
going much longer. The current show was a memorable Joan Crawford
vehicle, so said the ads, offering, in truth, a stage on which she could stalk
and bellow and leer so shockingly that Wally had to turn from the screen
several times in agony. How could anyone ever have taken pleasure in
anything about this woman? What had changed over time – canons of
art, audience expectations, the conditions for sexual arousal?
You don’t like Joan Crawford much, do you?
Easy. It’s Wally who detests the film, though maybe he’s
really talking about feelings from another source, you see. For
myself, I think Joan Crawford is the Queen of Cinema.
So Wally ordinarily likes Joan Crawford and is just
defelcting other feelings onto her?
Yes.
What feelings?
Afterwards, they went to a coffee shop where Pleak revealed that he
had always found Joan Crawford’s performances a source of renewal. He
also showed no signs of losing the ability to keep Wally on edge: issuing
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queries that seemed rooted in no particular context and floating through
his talk a host of multiple or uncertain referents: “So, what really are you
doing here?”
“Here? In Pittsburgh, you mean?”
“That too.”
“It was the best job I could get, and the Pirates were always – that’s
not what you meant.”
“Wasn’t it?”
“I don’t know. Anyhow – ” Wally tried to escape the dilemma by
adopting heartiness – “I guess I’m here because I take a Pickwickian
interest in life in general.”
“Detached, you mean, aloof.”
“Well, Mr. Pickwick isn’t detached for long. Pretty soon he’s
engaged with things, right in there meddling.”
“That’s your plan? Going to dive in there for some meddling?”
The evening, if you can believe it, not only went on for some time
but contained virtually no alteration in this basic routine: Wally pitching
and then failing to field the spinning grounders Pleak was hitting. He
wasn’t sure why he kept throwing them up to the plate: to strike Pleak
out? to see which pitches he especially liked? to keep the game going?
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SECTION IV

193

James R. Kincaid

194

Just Wally and Me

Chapter Nineteen
“Well, Mr. Adrews, here you are all strutty this morning and you
know why?”
“Nope, can’t say as I do.”
“It’s because you were lavish with your juices this last weekend,
unsparing.”
“That’s it.”
“Papa pointed out that the more you let the juices flow the more
they replenish: ‘Never save, Ginny. You never hear of an eagle saving or
a shark. Only squirrels and Republicans save. Use and throw away and
lay it onto others and you’ll always have plenty.’ Papa detested
insurance.”
“Me too. Actually, I didn’t really do any juicing, you know.”
“Ah, you can’t fool me, Mr. Adrews. I am no prude.”
“I better just fess up them.”
This here the next week? Long about the 23rd or 24th,
thereabouts?
Yes, October 23. Very funny. Nuts?
Mr. Wallings, hello. Class this is Mr. Wallings, whom some of you
know. Mr. Wallings is a Professor of English, so you had better watch
how you speak and remember all the things you have learned about
grammar and sentence structure and proper paragraphing and spelling.
“Gotta watch how you spell when you talk to him,” said a voice not
at all inaudible.
“Who said that? Was it you, Mark?”
“No” – pronounced “no-wah,” with a heavy emphasis on the
escaping breath at the end of the wah.
“Well, Mark, you just mind your Ps and Qs. Mr. Wallings will help
with – ”
“But why should I mind my Ps and Qs if I didn’t do anything at all?
What’d I do? Why are you picking on me, Ms. Smith? I didn’t even say
anything. I don’t see why I should mind my Ps and Qs.”
Ms. Smith smiled so benignly Wally knew that Mark, but not only
Mark, would have liked to wrench her tits off.
That’s terrible. Violence against women.
It’s not because she’s a woman; it’s because she’s a
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fuddy-duddy.
Then make it some ungendered part of her body. Make
them want to rip her toes off and mash the bloody smelly
bones and cartilage deep into her eye sockets.
That’d be an improvement.
Wally knew that many in the room, Mark surely and Wally too,
would have liked to get her down on the ground and punch her in the
shoulder and sit on her chest till she was mad and then hold her nose
closed and call her a fat dog turd and then pretend to spit in her face,
letting the thick drool descend slowly toward her nose, sucking it back
just at the last minute.
Ms. Smith extended the excruciating introduction, painting him
gaudily as the pitiless drill sergeant of grammar, always demanding 100
pushups from the language and all of its users, a combination of
Wackford Squeers and Vince Lombardi. While all that was going on, he
advanced into the room, wondering what on earth he was expected to
do.
At least it was clear that none of the students paid the slightest
attention to the ominous words Ms. Smith let fly regarding him; certainly
none of them intended to mind any Ps and Qs and all were very cordial.
That was a relief. The problem was that they were as much at a loss as he
to figure out what he might do for them. A few tried – “I have this map
of Asia Minor to do; I can’t quite figure out the math, but that’s not till
Thursday” – but plainly he was a curiosity on the way to being a clown,
as he twice knocked down the little chairs and once stumbled so hard
against a desk that he sent a small girl into a capsizing position only the
most wonderful dexterity, not his, had kept from Titanic disaster. He was
avoiding Benny and Amelia, not wanting to play favorites and also
curious about Mark, whose simulation of quivering indignation he had
greatly admired.
“Hi Mark.”
“Hi Professor.”
“Good one there about hearing those correct spellings.”
He grinned.
“Do you need any help?”
“Well, there’s this girl won’t even talk to me – ”
“Sorry. They don’t talk to me either. Anything else?”
“No, my grammar’s great. Thanks anyways.”
He stopped by Amelia and Benny but even they could invent
nothing for him to do, though Amelia tried to enlist him in an art project,
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which resulted in Wally’s cutting right through the body of some rock
star intended for the upper right-hand collage corner, Amelia giggling,
Ms. Smith reprimanding her, and Amelia vehemently denying
everything.
Mercifully, the students soon were granted a recess break and Wally
decided it was time to pretend that he could only spare half an afternoon.
“Oh, I had understood you’d be here until 3:30.”
“It’s wonderful experience for me, but you see I really must be
getting back. Meeting – of the department – committee.”
“A meeting of the department committee?”
“Well, one of them – the one on teaching.”
“I see. That sounds very interesting. Well, I did want to ask you
what your impressions were.”
“Yes. Of the class. They seem very nice.”
“The children? Yes, aren’t they? I meant your impressions of the
educational goals I am pursuing and the methods requisite to the
accomplishment of them.”
“I see. That all seemed fine to me – – but then I’m new to this, you
know, and have no experience at this level, so I – and this was my first
day.”
“Of course. Perhaps we could get together and I could make much
more explicit both the educational policies I pursue, not without some
opposition, and the way I see this particular class taking form.”
“Oh, we will. I’ll see you next week you know. Thank you ever so
much. I’ll be off now – for the meeting.”
Wally, sweating, escaped. Ever so much?
“Hey Wally, you mind if I come along?”
Wally could imagine few events less likely than Diane accompanying
him to football practice – maybe Diane playing football. “Glad to have
you. I’m on my way to practice, though – football practice – flag football
– little kids.”
“I know. You and Penny Badgely coach. Mrs. Prince told me.”
“Well, fine. The food’s good. Licorice whips and Gator Ade. We
used to have RC Cola, but Penny decided that was pushing it a bit, like
syrup on pie. There are also oranges and granola bars, should you like
that kind of thing. No one else does.”
“So why should I? If we stop at the 7-11 here, I’ll add some things
myself – nothing healthy, but stopping short of RC. I like it that you
make practices into parties. I thought that was just for games, but this is a
far better plan.”
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She came out with juices (sugar added) and what looked like chips,
sour cream, and dip mix.
“Chips and dip? That sounds wonderful, Diane. No brie, water
chestnuts wrapped in bacon?”
“I see your point, but I got little paper bowls for the dip. I think we
can manage. And Wally, I did want to thank you for the theory group
idea. I know you are enjoying it yourself or seem to be, but Arthur’s
thrown himself into it with wild energy, once he conquered his fear of the
high dive. He’s become a bore about it; but it’s a tonic – seems to have
washed away the thought of Martin. I seem to have fluids on the brain.”
“It’s nothing at all.”
“Wally, let me say thank you.”
“OK.” Wally with great difficulty left it at that. “Is Martin quiet
these days? I’ve seen him in parlays with that thing Slauwne. Stewing in
their own bile.”
“What an ugly image – and that isn’t quite the way the cliché goes,
is it? But I don’t know. I rather doubt that Martin is capable of
sublimating any anger he has, and he has plenty. He’ll act on it
somehow. But for now at least no one seems to notice what he’s doing.
And that’s something.”
“Could be dangerous.”
“Yes, but the alternative seems to be to find oneself as conspiratorial
as Martin. Is that your squad there? Impressive looking.”
They really were, Wally thought. What a group of beautiful kids.
When they saw him, no one exactly ran to greet him but they all seemed
to slide toward him. He had seldom felt so happy.
It turned out that Diane and Penny were old buddies, though it
seemed highly unlikely that they would have been.
Highly unlikely to whom? I suggest you insert “to Wally”
or you’ll highlight the implausibility of this friendship, which
I can see you’ll want to make much of.
I’m not going to make anything of it especially.
Too bad, but you still need to clarify that while it seems
unlikely to Wally that they are dear friends, it isn’t unlikely at
all in some other sense or to somebody else.
Thank you. Some liquids? Diane talking about fluids
there set me thinking of beer.
Thanks. Come to think of it, it does kinda make sense
that Diane and Penny would be old friends.
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“Did you like Ms. Smith, coach?”
“Well, I liked the class a great deal. All the kids, Mark especially –
and you two of course. You two are OK.”
“Mark’s cool, but Ms. Smith said – ”
“After you left she said you were a very important schoolteacher and
that we should pay attention to you – ”
“She said he was an important scholar, Benny, but it’s the same.
Did you like her?”
Wally could read nothing in either face, so he decided he would
hazard the truth, a venture it occurred to him Mrs. Prince’s father would
stoutly oppose: “No.”
They both laughed wildly.
“She’s an Orca, that’s what Mark says, a wallowing Orca.”
“And a carp too. Out of the river. Dja notice how she puckers her
lips and makes those sucking noises.”
“Yes I did,” Wally said, “and I hope you don’t think I’m an expert
on grammar.”
“Oh no, “ Benny said quickly and squintless, “we know you don’t
know anything about that.”
It was a practice like any other, with better or at least more food (the
dip was a hit, though nobody used the bowls), perfect agreement with
Mrs. Badgely, and an easy time with Diane. It was past Indian summer,
but the weather was still warm enough to leave a glow beneath sweaters.
You can get glows beneath sweaters in January if the
sweater’s thick and it’s not real cold. Metaphors have to work
on each and every level. It’s not enough that they’re suggestive
if they’re unintelligible on the level of plain sense.
I see. Let’s take a walk.
“Oh, Wallings, I assume you have a minute?”
“Yes, well actually I’m on my way to a meeting of the media
committee.”
“Media committee? What’s that?”
“You assigned me to it: the committee John Smithson runs.”
“How could I have forgotten? Indeed, that committee of one – now
two – that mulls over discourse, isn’t that it? Politically correct discourse,
naturally. You adding a little deconstruction to all the third-world
feminist multiculturalism?”
Wally said nothing and tried to make his stare stony.
“I won’t keep you from such deliberations – a little like mutual
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masturbation, I suppose.”
“Is it? I wouldn’t know,” Wally said, thinking of how nasty he was
being, how little he had to gain from baiting Martin, how little he cared,
and how much he did, in fact, know.
“My inquiries really were directed elsewhere, Wallings, absorbing as
your report on the media duo is.”
“Actually it’s not a duo. Blalock is helping and there are a crowd of
students.”
“How nice for you. There are a crowd: is that a Britishism you
picked up from Henry James?”
Wally clamped his jaw and tried to flare his nostrils.
“In any case, perhaps you wouldn’t object to letting me in on what
exactly you have in mind for our school-teacher friends over there at
Central High or whatever it is. The Dean was asking me what we were
doing to make it crystal clear to the schools that we could not any longer
do their work for them and that what they were accomplishing in the way
of teaching writing was absolutely not acceptable – ”
“I can’t imagine Arthur saying that.”
“Arthur? Oh, Sampson. No, not him. The real Dean.”
“Well, we’ve been meeting and working on ideas for a conference or
a Saturday thing, which doesn’t look promising, and on a teacher
exchange, which does.”
“An exchange? Puts one in mind of the Peace Corps or some
program to clothe the savages, which would be a great mistake – destroy
their charm. I don’t think an exchange would do. What sort of, how did
you put it, “Saturday thing” was contemplated?”
“I’ll give you a full report – or give one to the department – as soon
as things are more settled.”
“That’ll be just dandy. Toodle-oo now. Mustn’t keep your little
friends waiting.”
I know you said earlier being Department Chair was the
dogshit detail, which is probably true; but I can’t believe
they’d let this guy do even that.
But they did. There’s no accounting for such things.
I thought that’s what you were doing, accounting for
them.
No, I just tell the truth.
Unflinchingly.
And that means not ducking the irrational and mysterious.
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And you feel that life is, when you get right down to it, a
tissue of absurdities and that we are all just dry leaves,
getting drier, blown by the wind and disintegrating.
The play written by Smithson’s modern drama class and now put
into rehearsal by the English Club was an odd mixture of Tom Stoppard
and Eugene O’Neill, morbidity and one-liners. It had to do with a family
in the midst of a big crisis: two parents and four children, each one of
them rocked with overwhelming external problems that were, unluckily,
breaking on them simultaneously, while at the same time no one could
ignore, if they had wanted to (which they didn’t) myriad intra-group
psychic ignitions, mostly sexual. Complicating matters further were thick
strains of family madness, alcoholism, blood disease, Southern gentility
gone to seed, and cult affiliation; along with grievous financial difficulties,
mother’s drug addictions, the recent discovery that mother (the same)
was 1/4 black, the advanced pregnancy of one daughter (caused possibly
by brother or even, the play artfully whispered, by father), one son’s justannounced homosexuality, the other’s conversion to an unnamed (quite
extreme) religio-political group, and the unpregnant daughter’s suicide
try. What with so many horrors and complications on those horrors,
most of them could only be announced briefly; and some seem to have
been forgotten soon after. There was a dog.
The setting was the time of the Spanish-American War, a war which
ripped the already loosely-glued family in two (or more). Father was a
general, home on leave (or so he said) for 4 of the 5 acts. Most of the play
took place at the dinner table, where carnal-homicidal talk dominated
and where the family was served by three witty and irreverent black
domestics – altogether black, unlike mother. (The dinner went on so long
it suggested, Smithson said, that the family was united by appetite, if
nothing else.)
There was one outside scene, on a beach in Cuba, where the political son meets the Great Liberator. The fourth act – four of five – climaxed at this beach, in what Wally thought was the line that caught the
whole play in its paw. Crawling across the sand with clothes in shreds
(necessitating blunt costume talk: “underwear – yes or no”), the political
son, who has gone to Cuba with his father (detesting him every step of
the way), finds himself at the feet of the liberator, looks up puzzled,
recognizes at once his destiny, and cries smilingly, in a voice the actor
(albeit amateur) had managed to quake thrillingly, “At last, a reason for
being.”
Wally, a few minutes late for practice, walked in on a scene where
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both daughters confront the mother and one another with lacerating accusations and startling confessions too. The mother, whose attention
seems befogged, contributes a kind of absurdist (revealing, though)
obbligato.
[Sister 1]: “You were ever the one to protect yourself with scorn,
nothing but scorn. Scorn! And what had you to be scornful about? There
you were throwing up every night, losing all your food to save your figure
so you could lay it under every greasy boy in town. I hate you, you slut.
But all you ever gave me was scorn. When I came to you for love, you
gave me – ”
[Sister 2]: “Let me guess – scorn? At least it was boys I was panting
underneath.”
[Sister 1}: “What do you mean by that? You – – – ”
[Mother]: “I remember old granddaddy picking cotton, just a pickin
da cotton. On grandaddy, grandaddy, gran…….. But then it couldn’t
have been granddaddy, could it? Old Sam was not – was he? – my
______? – no – then I would be – but no – Old Sam, come cradle me
and take away the pain – – [she sings:] Oh, la-la-la-la-la-la-green grow
the rushes, oh.”
Smithson grabbed him by the shoulder at this point and spun him
around, Smithson being the bang-about physical sort Wally liked. “Pretty
good, isn’t it?”
“No,” Wally said, “it’s ghastly.”
“Well yeah, but good stuff in the ghastly line. The kids love it.”
“That’s true. They do seem to. Are we going to go through with the
actual performance? Couldn’t we find a way to satisfy them with
rehearsals?”
Smithson grinned, “The tickets are printed. – Another op’nin’;
another show/ In Philly, Boston, or Baltimo/ A chance for stage folks to
say hell-o/ Another op’nin’ of another show!” Blalock joined in; so did
Wally. The students stared.
“What’s that?” Sister 1 (the one eager to ward off the accusations of
what exactly was not specified) asked.
“It’s a great Cole Porter song, I think, from ‘Kiss Me Kate’ or
‘Roberta’ – maybe Jerome Kern,” said Smithson, while Wally and
Blalock kept going: “Three weeks and it couldn’t be worse; Two weeks
we rehearse and rehearse; One week da da da da da da; Then out of the
hat comes that big fur-urst night! The overture is about to start/ You
cross your fingers and stop your heart/ Da da da da da da da da da/
Another op’nin of another show.”
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“Stop your heart”?
Blalock and Wally get the lyrics wrong.
They get the lyrics wrong in the same way at the same
time?
Blalock gets them wrong. Wally’s just repeating Blalock’s
version of the lyrics, you know, half a beat behind.
What?
Wally doesn’t really know the lyrics expect for “Another
op’nin’! Another show!/ da da da da da da da da da” so he
waits for Blalock to sing the words and he fakes them –
watches Blalock’s lips and anticipates. We all do that.
I don’t.
You do too and you get the words kind-of. Last game you
sang, “What so proudly we waved/ And the twilight’s big
beaming!” I heard you.
Oh yeah. Why don’t you indicate that Wally is doing that
in your typography?
There’s no way to do that.
I’ll show you: “Another [Another] op’nin’ [op’nin’],
Another [mother] show [show], In [From] Philly [Milly],
Boston [Boston], or [and] Baltimo [down below].” You see?
A little tedious don’t you think – to read, I mean?
Yes I do.
“Anyhow, Wally, did you see the cards? They came back from the
printer – could be better, but not bad.”
They looked pretty bad to Wally, gorgeous colors and big floral
images. But that was the idea, presumably: a parody of Hallmarkadorable. Inside were the greetings drawn from English poets, really from
Thomas Hardy exclusively. The “Congratulations on Betrothal” card
read:
So now they’ve read the bans and none
Have said what well they might
Or spoke of naked lustful fun
That lasted all the night
Which made the show of innocence
Of your bride quite ludicrous.
She did for many, for only pence,
What’ll cost you till you’re dust.
Or “Condolences”:
Too bad you’ve lost your mate, tra la
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It worse well might have been
You are not the one that’s dead, tra la
And can start all o’er again!
Or “Birthday”:
There’s death about us everywhere,
For death is Nature’s fun
She strips all summer’s leaf-life bare,
And strikes down every-one
If you imagine you’ll escape
You’re quite a mad cuckoo
Fine shitten compost will you make
So Happy Birthday to You!
“They are what they are,” Smithson said, looking anxious.
“They’re that, all right – these are the finished product, is that
right?”
“The kids chipped in on a stand to sell them from, thought we could
just take it as is over to Raymond’s. See the stand has these marked sections – ’Birthday,’ ‘Wedding,’ ‘Missing You’ – we got ‘em all.”
“Raymond’s?”
“Arthur’s idea. Raymond agrees to retail them for us, then he gets
half the money. We’ll still do very well with half and it’ll save us sending
the kids door-to-door, always a mess.”
“Has Raymond agreed?”
“Arthur said there’d be no problem.”
“Does Raymond even know?”
“Oh he knows all right.”
Raymond didn’t seem to know, judging from the horror which slid
down his face as he opened and read a card. Wally could see only a part
of the verse, but enough to note that it rhymed “corpse’s fun fair” with
“pestilence in the air”; “flesh falling from the bone,” with “loving you
alone.”
Sally, however, was immediately struck. “These are cards of clever
wit and sophistication. They are post-modern in their jokes and will tickle
the ribs of many who see nothing like them day by day.”
“Right!” Smithson bawled; “that’s because there is nothing like
them.”
“They fly over the edge!” Sally beamed.
Raymond gaped at the card before him still, stupefied. “It is very
nice of the students, but . . .”
Wally decided he had better strike a blow for a cause he certainly
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didn’t believe in: “Well, Raymond, who knows? It’s a novelty item, of
course, but it definitely is – – – – ”
Raymond stared at Wally blankly, forcing him to continue:
“We can put up a sign, you know, explaining. How about a sign
saying, “Made by English Club Students as a Special Project to Benefit –
”
Clearly Raymond liked this better, this disclaimer, and tried to help
Wally on: “Yes, I see. To Benefit – ?”
“Poetry, “ Wally said, “Or better yet, poets!”
“Exactly!” Smithson yelled.
“Right, Mr. Adrews. It seems a good addition to me.”
“Do you think so, Mrs. Prince?” Selma is worried that all this
activity is not central to Raymond’s problems, you know, is a little
around the edges – not pointed toward where – ”
“I know what ‘not central’ means, Mr. Wallings. ‘Don’t have people
double-explaining, Ginny,’ Papa said; ‘nobody likes left-overs.’”
“I didn’t mean you didn’t understand.”
“Sure you did; but I do. It bothers me too, that maybe we’re just
taking candy and flowers to the cancer ward. And then there’s this: who
are we helping, Raymond or us?”
“Us?”
“We’re having a high time, or I am, but I don’t see Raymond
dancing around.”
“He’s making more.”
“A little – and for how long? That’s Selma’s point, I guess.”
Wally stared at the floor, depressed, until he noticed Mrs. Prince in
her chair clumsy heaving motions with her shoulders as if to create
enough momentum to stand. “You OK?”
She laughed. “Just fat and not easily righted.” But as soon as she
stood, she sat again fast – “and a bit light-headed, sort of tipsy.”
Wally walked over to her and held out his hand. She took it, helped
herself up slowly, looked at him with more crinkles around her eyes than
usual, and patted his cheek: “It’s not that I’m getting old. Some machines
have so much lubrication they never run down.”
“Your papa said that?”
“To tell the truth, I don’t remember.”
Maybe you could find a way to make things more dismal?
Let’s have Sally hit by a truck, the football team loses the big
game, Diane falls thirty feet to her death out the front door,
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Darlene has a miscarriage.
She’s pregnant?
It’s been her secret.
I didn’t know it.
She was ashamed and scared. Didn’t know where to turn.
She could have turned to me.
The very last person she’d trust.
Walking the hall next morning, Wally was unlucky to catch the very
last item he was hoping to bag, Slauwne’s eye.
I like that – bagging an eye – like in the A&P: paper or
plastic? Or bagging game? How many duck did you bag?
It’s a play on catching an eye – you catch, you bag.
Maybe seize. Seize is closer to catch. Bag is good, but
seize is concrete, very physical.
I could have Wally seizing Slauwne’s eye and squeezing it
until in drips from between his fingers like an egg.
The A&P is defunct, isn’t it? I said A&P. Getting old.
No you’re not – getting hungry. Have some of those jumbo
cashews – extra oil and salt.
He could have sworn Slauwne smiled at him, which made Wally feel
immediately guilty for the sneer he had tried to produce. The guy hadn’t
really done anything to him, so why was he bearing all this malice? He
was the one making Slauwne a bogeyman, when he was just an ass.
Possibly Slauwne had good points. Besides, what was he gaining by
nursing resentment? Resentment for what? And perhaps he had hurt the
guy’s feelings. Abrasive people are commonly very fragile, he knew from
experience [actually from his mother, his experience suggesting just the
opposite]. What could be worse than hurting those already lamed, those
doled out so little of the gladness of life that Wally, come to think of it,
got an unfair measure of.
He turned in the crowded hall, allowing a heavy but sweet-tempered
female to bounce off him before turning against the stream to speak to
Slauwne.
“Oh, Arthur.”
Slauwne looked around and directly over Wally’s shoulder, saying
nothing.
“Arthur, I wondered if you had a minute.”
“To spend with you? Were I that well-off, I shouldn’t be trodding
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these particular halls, now would you thong?”
Wally laughed: “I wouldn’t be broadcasting that particular
sentiment, understandable as it is. Martin might hear.”
“I cannot hope to make you comprehend what your counsel on such
matters means to me, really I cannot. Martin, as you call him, has made
himself master of a kind of language that seems to reach your sort, but I
must plead incapacity. You’ll grant me that, I know. Ciao!”
Wally was having trouble taking this in, so entwined was he in the
fiction of the wounded Slauwne’s need for just a little kindness, an
encouraging pat and squeeze. He reached to detain the languid one, now
retreating, with a hearty, Smithson-like bang on the arm: “Hey wait,
Arthur – ”
Slauwne whirled like a threatened spider: “How dare you!” He said
it again, “How dare you!”
Wally was startled, stared at Slauwne, who had adopted a peculiar
posture somewhere between flouncy hands-on-hips and boxer-ready.
“God, I’m sorry. I really am. I didn’t mean to hit you or anything, like
punch you. I just wanted to see if you’d have coffee with me.”
Slauwne glared at him for five full seconds, spun on his heel
expertly, and started down the hall.
Wally, knowing he should let him go, didn’t let him go but chased
along, this time at least not chancing a playful slug but running in front of
him and planting himself there so Slauwne had to stop.
“This is just a dumb misunderstanding. I didn’t mean to – ” he
rejected a synonym for “punch” – “give offense. Let’s have coffee. After
all, we have a lot in common, being the new boys and – that.”
Wally thought Slauwne was going to explode, but he didn’t. What
he did was make grumble-pop noises like a Mr. Coffee near the end of its
cycle and give a super-slo-mo blink: “OK, Wallings; you’re right. But I
haven’t time now. I’ll be in touch.” Within minutes, Wally had met with
Mary (minus Franco, on an errand), exchanged manly insults with
Blalock, and found his way to Arthur’s office and to an Arthur so filled
with some news of his own he didn’t want to hear about Slauwne.
“What’s up, Arthur? I can see something is. Good news?”
“Well, I couldn’t be happier about it myself, couldn’t be happier.
What is it your friend Sam Weller tells Mr. Pickwick – ’Whatever is, is
right, as the young boy said when his school-missus died!’”
“That’s a happiness, all right. Is your news as happy?”
“It’s your news, my boy, but I won’t say another word.”
And he wouldn’t, so Wally made his way to the mailboxes puzzled
and tingling.
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The answer was right there in his box, in a letter from university
officialdom:
It has come to my attention [whose? – Wally paused to look to the
bottom of the page – J. Howard Thorndyke, President – wow!] that the
terms of your appointment have been, from the beginning, in error. [they
have? was he going to understand what the hell this was about? He again
examined the signature at the bottom and looked also at the outside of
the envelope, then reread the first sentence.] An understanding of the
history of this regrettable error [what?] is perhaps less compelling to both
of us than its immediate correction. [what?] Making that correction, we
may not only redress harm and re-institute justice but also make possible
the development of happiness. [J. Howard and me are going to be happy
together.] It is, indeed, in creating conditions for happiness that I find my
vocation and my deepest satisfaction. [Me too.]
Therefore, you are appointed, retroactive to September 1, as a
regular and full-time Assistant Professor. [Wahoo!] Your salary will be
raised to match that of the other new arrival in your department,
Professor A. Slaw [oh wonderful!]. Further details attendant on this
correction are given on the attached sheet. Let me add my
congratulations, along with apologies.
It has been brought to my attention that you were denied the
modest moving allowance ($750) given to assistant professors and,
further, that you may have suffered pain and embarrassment due to this
error. This possibility has been represented to me so forcefully [the truth
broke on Wally] that I have decided to offer a gesture, if only a token
gesture, of our good will and our sorrow at being the clumsy perpetrators
of discomfort. In addition to the moving allowance, which is no more
than your due, I hope you will accept what it would be more generous of
you to take than me to give [what?], the enclosed check and my own very
warmest . . .
Wally stopped there. A check for $2750: $750 for a moving that had
cost him under $200, what with mailing books and driving himself there,
and $2000 in Arthur-money, money wrung from a story “represented to
me so forcefully” of Wally’s shame, misery, and “discomfort.”
His first thought (brief) was he couldn’t take it. His second was that
he would use the money to throw a lavish party for Arthur and Diane.
Neither lasted: the first had no real appeal; the second would please
neither Arthur nor Diane. He could buy Arthur a beer: that’d probably
be it. But he could send Fred $50 out of the blue, get something nice for
his mother, send Darlene a book, buy Luanne flowers, Sally a
subscription to a racing magazine, Toni a membership at a museum he’d
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seen, Selma a sweater, Mrs. Badgely a gaudy Steelers sweatshirt, Mrs.
Prince a bunch of photo albums, Gower Pleak – postpone that, pizza for
the whole team. And a regular appointment. No worries about where
he’d be next year. Plenty of worries about tenure, he thought with a sudden pang, but, calming the twinge, not for five or six years. And maybe
for Mrs. Prince a c.d. player, some music for the woman he loved, and
for Amelia and Benny – –
All this time he was standing in front of his box mooning away,
letter in hand, swaying back and forth gently with a goofy smile on his
face. Then Martin came suddenly bursting from his inner sanctum with a
kind of roaring snivel that developed into sputtering. It actually was byGod sputtering; and he looked like Mr. Dithers chasing Dagwood, arms
flapping, all red-faced, and truly by God sputtering. Wally had never
seen anyone sputter outside the comic pages. He could not resist:
“Everything OK, Martin?”
“The Dean’s Office made it clear, did it? Oh, well, we’ll just see,
Wallings. There are certain things – – There are academic procedures,
hallowed ones. You don’t believe it, but there are. Fuckers! And you’ll
see. You’re the one who’ll see. You’ll see that academic procedures are
not to be tampered with lightly, that’s all I have to say. You’ll see. And
you’ll see also just how – Harrrrrhhh.”
“I’ll get to see lots.”
“Oh you fuck. You think you can just crawl over and – – well there’s
academic procedures and rules, rules that have been around long before
you were getting your B grades there at Chicago and trying to
deconstruct things. Well, deconstruct your own ass! You’ll see. There are
some things you think you can get away with – you’ll see.”
“As you say, I’ll see. It’ll be like the movies. What do you imagine
I’ve done.”
“Done? Done? Just fucking nothing! That’s what you’ve done. Oh
no, why would you? Why would you? That’s what I want to know. You
just get the sub-sub fucking dean to crawl over for you and do the
politically correct thing. You’ll see, though, that crawlers like you two get
what’s coming to them. You can’t – you can’t just – crawl all over – rules,
you slimes.”
“If I crawled on your rules, Martin, gee I’m sorry.”
“Fuck you,” Martin screamed, thus drawing to himself the
undivided attention of the three staff people, two faculty, six or seven
students, and the maintenance guy playing with the lights, all of whom
were happily transfixed.
Wally allowed himself a look of wild innocence, spread his shoulders
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wide, held out his arms in a appeal, placed an open hand on his breast,
and drawled, “Meee – eee? Fuck meee – eee?”
“Leave here! Now!” Martin shrieked and pointed to the door.
“You’re evicting me from the mail room?”
“I’m evicting you from nowhere, and you know it, you crawling
piece of worm. Just don’t play smart with me, you’ll see who wins this
little game. I’m not used to losing games. Yes. Don’t count your chickens,
Wallings. You’ll see”
Wally beamed and shrugged.
“Well, we’ll see. Enjoy yourself now. Oh yes. Just have a good time.
Enjoy yourself while the sun shines.”
“It’s make hay – make hay while the sun shines.”
He then made his exit on Martin’s sputter, knowing he would never
have a chance, probably in his entire life, for a more satisfying
withdrawal. He had time to stop by Arthur’s office for some loud thanks
– how can I repay? mumbled denials; a question of justice; handshakes –
but he was very nearly late for Luanne’s class, the one on Oscar Wilde’s
trials.
Not surprisingly, given his earthquake energy, the class, which he
had feared, was too-soon-over. The kids were moved by Wilde’s tragedy
and angered by the cowardice of the British judges, lawyers, press, and
public. “When I hear you talk, Mr. Wilde,” said one of his many
prosecutors, “I am very glad to say I am not an artist.” Here was the
strutting British Philistine at his most moronic, and the students despised
the haters who surrounded Wilde like frothing hounds and pulled him
down. Wally pressed on the class the way Wilde’s vision and art, his very
being, defined and populated a complete world, a world so different from
that into which he was cast in this courtroom as to constitute an entirely
alien culture. It was the brutal missionaries trampling all over Tahiti
again, only worse, as Wilde maintained against the darkest hints his airy
wit, against prurient insinuations his pure intellect, against stolid causality
his comedy, against plodding force his play. In this whole theatre of
vengeance and shrill bromides, only Wilde, the criminal, had integrity.
And his integrity was absolute. He refused ever to accept the roles held
out for him, to fall into the language of his accusers, to dirty himself in
their sewer of secret little thrills. (Did you purchase champagne for the
party, Mr. Wilde? Oh I never stint my guests. And did you join in the
drinking? I am afraid I had some champagne, quite against my doctor’s
orders. Never mind your doctor, sir! Oh, I never do!) Only Wilde was
unafraid, though fully aware of the powers arrayed against him and their
determination to destroy all the love he stood for. Forced to explain and
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defend a poem he had not even written, Wilde graciously moved into a
different prose, not to save himself but to give to those accusing him a
chance for redemption. Wally had not trusted himself to read Wilde’s
spontaneous defense of love, but a young woman had done so with such
skill as to do some credit to Wilde’s eloquence and to launch a stirring
discussion:
“‘The love that dares not speak its name’ in this century is such a
great affection of an elder for a younger man as there was between David
and Jonathan, such as Plato made the very basis of his philosophy, and
such as you find in the sonnets of Michelangelo and Shakespeare. It is
that deep, spiritual affection that is as pure as it is perfect. It dictates and
pervades great works of art like those of Shakespeare and Michelangelo,
and those two letters of mine, such as they are. It is in this century
misunderstood, so much misunderstood that it may be described as the
‘Love that dare not speak its name’, and on account of it I am placed
where I am now. It is beautiful, it is fine, it is the noblest form of
affection. There is nothing unnatural about it. It is intellectual, and it
repeatedly exists between an elder and a younger man, when the elder
has intellect, and the younger man has all the joy, hope, and glamour of
life before him. That it should be so, the world does not understand. The
world mocks at it and sometimes puts one in the pillory for it.”
The class had even been receptive to the suggestion, made late in
the period by two members in tandem, that things had not changed so
much since Wilde’s time and that, further, all this outrage at the British
Victorians might better be turned on our own panic over homosexual
and homosocial love.
Wally felt turned inside out, went back to his office thinking of
Wilde – wondering about Fred – wondering about himself.
You know what? Wally could give some money to
Raymond – anonymously. Go back and have that wacko
President give Wally more money so he could make a real
difference in Raymond’s business. Just write in higher
figures. That way you’d solve all your problems and could, in
fact, end the novel right there.
How much money would that take?
Well, maybe quite a bit – say a year’s salary, $80,000.
Have old J. Howard just give him that for pain and suffering
while he’s at it. That much’d help Raymond spruce things up
a bit, and would suggest smooth sailing ahead for –
You think $80,000 is what assistant professors make, and
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you think the school’s going to give him that much for moving
and wounded feelings?
Don’t tie yourself to vulgar mimesis!
That’ll be my motto. Time for a walk.
Wally’s glow was not diminished even by a Friday night spent with
Mrs. Prince watching “Jaws,” Parts 1, 2, and 3, our “Horrorama,” she
said. They weren’t far into the first part, just to where the real-estate lady
with the suspect tan and fashion glasses is making it clear how unfunny
she finds shark jokes and how deeply she feels that the welfare of all (no,
not just the real-estate market) rests with keeping the beaches open, and
where both Mrs. Prince and Wally were agreeing with Steven Spielberg
that the lady was detestable through and through, when the phone rang
and the tape was put on hold.
I remember that part, but I didn’t hate that woman. She
had a good point, considering. I mean, the town did depend
on tourist trade, and was it reasonable to expect a great white
shark in those waters? Calling her a “lady” is a bit odd.
The walk was too enlivening. Settle back and let me
proceed. You and I deeply sympathize with that woman and
with capitalists everywhere; it’s just that Wally and Mrs.
Prince don’t.
It’s another of your tootsies, Mr. Wallings.
Thanks. I’ll be right back – – hullo?
Wally? Luanne.
Is it really?
Why would I lie?
Well – let me tell you what happened –
Before you do, Wally, excuse me; but I’m at a pay phone here at the
convention center and need to ask you if you could pick me up at the
airport tomorrow morning – early – at 7. There’s no limo service, as you
know, and my ride collapsed.
I’ll be there if you promise to celebrate with me.
Otherwise you won’t be there?
No, no. I’ll be there anyhow, but I hope you’ll celebrate with me. I
have news. Oh damn – I just thought: we have a game tomorrow at 8.
Would you go? Plenty of time, but we’d have to go straight from the
airport, you see. We could celebrate then. Does that sound good?
It sounds spectacular, Wally, given that I have no idea what you are
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talking about. Thanks for picking me up. You’re sweet.
OK. See you then.
Right, thanks again – and of course I’ll celebrate, even go to the
game, whatever that is. I’ll put myself in your hands.
Despite the marathon slaughter of sharks, seamen, Sea Worlders,
and pretty teen-agers, Wally dreamed only of landlocked bliss and was at
the proper gate a full hour early. Luanne’s conference had gone well, she
said, and she looked so fine when she said it and was so happy herself
Wally could hardly stop asking her questions just to keep it going. But she
brought up his news before they were half-way to baggage claim and kept
him talking about it to within 5 minutes of South High Field.
Well, where are we going? To take part in some game?
Not exactly. It’s the team I help coach – the kids.
Oh yes. They’re playing, are they? Big game?
Semi-finals. If we win today, we play next week for the city
championship.
What are our chances?
For the championship?
No, just today. One game at a time, coach – as you’re always saying,
I’m sure.
Very tough game. Two competing styles, really: our speed and
complexity against their dull grind-it-out.
I’m sure that’s a fair-minded analysis. Sounds like they have big kids
and you don’t.
That’s part of it – well, yes, they are big and tough – but this is flag,
you see, so it matters far less.
Well, that’s good. Flags favor little people, I gather, though I hadn’t
realized that. But then that’s why you’re the coach, knowing all these
inner workings hidden from the fans.
Right. It’s flag football. The idea is – oh, we’re here.
And not a minute too soon for Luanne, whose interest in the game
generally and even this one in particular was not high.
But Wally was so nervous about the contest and soon so engulfed in
it that he simply assumed and thereby partly created a fervor in his
friend. He talked to her constantly about details, when he wasn’t talking
to Mrs. Badgely, who also took to having discussions with Luanne, about
the game, Wally assumed. The players, some of them anyhow, were not
to be distracted from the job at hand, a job they were doing soon with
great efficiency, after some initial jolting by their brutal opponents.
Wally’s plan – well, Mrs. Badgely’s – had been to avoid contact, to run -
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around them, make them chase us until their tongues hung out, substitute
often and keep fast fresh legs in the game, wear them down, rely on
patience and conditioning. “Don’t get in a bashing contest with them!
Just brush block them and let them lumber past. On defense, run around
them. They’ll start out looking good, but within ten minutes we’ll have
them!” Ended up having them easily, 42-12.
Meanwhile, Vic had been hitting on Luanne. Several other kids had
chatted with her, or she with them, as she had directed the enthusiasm
she did not have for the game toward the players on the sidelines and the
food. The free substituting and his habit of withdrawing from the game
when it got lopsided gave Vic special opportunities he did not throw
away. Much more self-assured than any of the other males on the team –
the females of course being light years advanced – Vic had about him the
kind of inner swaggering and outward Sunday-school good-manners
Wally and probably all other males detested. Older women found him
adorable, young girls ran out of words, palpitating over him. Luanne,
apparently, was amused, Wally figured, or in some perverse way aroused
by this jerk, who would doubtless grow up to be a friend of Frank’s and
do a lounge act in Las Vegas. Anyhow, she openly flirted with him,
almost annoying Wally, could anything have prickled on such a day.
Amelia and Benny were intrigued:
“Is that your girlfriend, coach? I thought it was last week’s was your
girlfriend.”
“Benny, last week’s was not coach’s girlfriend because last week’s
was married, right coach?”
“That’s right. Diane – she’s married.”
“That’s too bad. Last week’s was prettier – not that this one isn’t
nice. She’s nice.”
“That’s right,” Amelia agreed, “she’s nice. I think she’s pretty, too,
coach. Prettier than last week’s. Who do you think?”
“Well, they’re both pretty, is my opinion. Each is pretty in her own
way. Just like you’re pretty, Amelia, and you are pretty, Benny, each in
your own way.”
“Pretty!!!!!!” they both howled, Benny no louder than Amelia.
Benny recovered first: “Are you going to marry this one, coach? She’s
not married.”
Wally stared at Benny, who seemed very earnest. “No.”
“Good,” Benny said; and he and Amelia together started giggling as
they said in some kind of unison, “we were hoping you’d marry our Ms.
Smith.”
“Oh please,” Amelia crooned, “do marry our divine Ms. Smith and
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you two can teach us forever.”
“We’ll live happily ever after,” Benny said, “all us kids and you and
the river carp!”
They both roared.
“We’ll arrange your wedding, “Amelia said; “we’ll get the team and
your neighbors and the woman who is your maid – ”
“Whose wedding?” asked Mrs. Badgely, arriving with the packed-up
food, what little was uneaten, to store in her trunk. “Are we going to lose
one of our team to marriage? Not one of the starters, I hope.”
No one said anything at first; Wally noticed Benny’s squint.
He tried to cover: “Oh, I think we’re safe for another week, unless
someone elopes. Benny and Amelia were just playing matchmaker for
me, trying to find an unattached female in Allegheny County who might
consider me.” He peeked at Benny to see the effect of this: no instant
cure.
By then, Luanne had wandered over, Vic in tow: “Well, that was
decisive, Penny. Now on to the bowl game, right?”
“That’s right,” Vic said; “will you be there?”
Penny stepped in front of Vic, whom she regarded as a pest: “I think
you are good luck for us, Luanne. Actually, it’s bigger than a bowl: the
city championship.”
Luanne looked at Wally closely: “What strategies will you devise,
coach? New Plays? Stick with what brung you there?”
Wally laughed, “Penny’s the coach. I cook and bandage. Don’t say
anything, Amelia. You neither, Benny.”
Benny at last grinned and, for Wally, all was well, a feeling
confirmed by the rest of the morning with Luanne, a busy Sunday
delivery business, a coffee with Rita, and a little work – actually the
beginning work – on an essay he was writing, or, to tell the truth, had just
started to write. Why not? He was, it looked like, here for good. An
Assistant Professor, coach, lodger, lover (with the closet door ajar), volunteer, Sunday delivery driver, outreach coordinator, theory group
organizer, drama director, greeting card manufacturer, bowler, atheist,
deconstructionist, advisor to SAP, older brother, son, friend, and glad
resident of this sweet town. Beat ‘em Bucs!
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Chapter Twenty
I liked that last chapter.
Except for what? Too long?
No excepts. Very happy: I like that.
You think there’s not enough happy around these days.
I wouldn’t put it that way. I just said I liked that last
chapter. And that it was happy. No need to ridicule me.
No, there’s not. I thought you were setting me up.
No.
Well, thanks then. No suggestions?
Maybe more speed.
You got it.
The class was actually roaring over Sam Weller’s Valentine: “I feel
myself ashamed and completely circumscribed in a dressin’ of you, for
you are a nice gal and nothin’ but it. But now I find what a reg’lar softheaded, inkred’lous turnip I must ha’ been; for there ain’t nobody like
you, though I like you better than nothin’ at all.” Nearly as good were his
father’s encouragements – “Drive on, Sammy!” – and critical observations: “Wot I like in that ‘ere style of writin’ is, that there ain’t no
callin’ names in it, – no Wenuses, nor nothin’ o’ the kind. Wot’s the good
o’ callin’ a young ‘ooman a Wenus or a angel, Sammy?”
Wally switched to the trial scene, Pickwick v. Bardell, and the defeat
of all legal machinery by the street-smarts and hilarity-magic of Sam
Weller and Dickens.
“But they don’t defeat them, do they?” said a voice.
Wally stopped short. “What, Franco?”
“They don’t win. The great thing about this novel, which I really
like now though not at first, the great thing is the law wins. Jokes aren’t
enough, or street-smarts, as you say, cause the law always wins and the
power is with the system. All Sam can do is be fast on his feet and dodge.
Dickens knows that only a revolution will change things, not a few goodhearted fellows and some lower-class witty guys.”
Franco had never spoken so well or certainly so long. The rest of the
class had lapsed quickly into the sullens, waiting to see what Wally would
do, hoping to get back to funny stuff.
What Wally did was agree with Franco, at least up to the point of
Dickens advocating revolution: “Yes, this great comic novel worms its
way into our heart because it is so sad; it sees that its own comic energy,
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fine as it is, can do nothing against a powerful system so self-contained
and so intent on grinding up all the weak and the poor. As we’ll see, it
even grinds up Mrs. Bardell, or tries to, and Jingle too. The real enemies
in Dickens are never the poor or the outcast, even the criminal outcast;
the enemies are the rich and the established, the comfortable. Anyone
who is at home in a world where there is suffering must be evil. Maybe
Franco is right about the revolutionary implications here. Think about it
for next time.”
He exchanged a quick nod with Franco and Mary and beat it fast
out of there, hustling eagerly into a schedule of errands connected to the
Halloween Hot Tub Party, celebrating the new porch, the new gazebo,
the new hot tub – Twickenham on the South Side of Pittsburgh!
You have a very dark view of Pickwick.
Not me. When I think of Pickwick, I think of fat and
feasting.
Then why all this about only Evil being at home in the
world? All this suffering?
That’s not me. That’s what Wally thought then.
Wish he didn’t or hadn’t. I like the feasting and the games
better.
Still hiking, are you?
What brought that on?
You mentioned games.
Well, I don’t view hiking in the light of a game, but yes I
am. Wanta go?
Right now?
Tomorrow – sunrise.
Yes.
“Would you pass that jug there, my dear Tonette?”
“Here it is, my Prince, though I think you are far behind in toasting
this architectural wonder.”
“It’s a prize-winner, without doubt!” said Arthur, who looked in a
bathing suit what he never looked in clothes: trim and graceful.
Wally watched Mrs. Prince take the martini pitcher and add a
dribble not to her own glass, which remained full, but to Rita’s. He
wondered why the gin level in her glass didn’t drop and why she seemed
strangely subdued. Maybe his imagination.
He was more attentive to the glorious luck of being squeezed
between Luanne and Selma, who had taken up positions on either side of
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him earlier and were beginning to know one another. They had started
out a good six inches from any contact with him, but the way they were
getting on made them lean ever closer and thus, lovely, into Wally’s
arms, chest, knees, thighs. He hoped they would loll nearer, take to
sisterly kissing.
“What a splendid affair, eh Wally? This place looks like a modern
Turkish whorehouse, all done up by the government to get the tourists in,
don’t you think?”
Smithson’s interruption would have been unwelcome had not Wally
been so happy and had he not also been startled by the fact that his
friend had brought Penny Badgely over to the tub with him.
“Coach!” Wally said.
“No need to observe rank here, Wally,” she said; “anyhow, don’t
evade John’s question: does this strike you as modeled after a harem or
not? It’s a point of some importance to the historians and the zoning
board.”
Wally just stared and grinned, wondering how a Tuesday or any
other day could hold such pleasure, even if it was Halloween. Maybe
because Diane had insisted that there be plenty to eat, only strong hootch
to drink, and no costumes: “They’re supposed to make people feel less
inhibited, but they get in the way of the eating and drinking. Besides,
having people get nude and into the hot tub will loosen things up a whole
lot better.”
It had – though no one was exactly nude, the closest thing being
Blalock in huge boxer shorts, not a sight calculated to loosen anyone up.
The odd thing, Wally thought, was that the most unlikely people
seemed to be soused. Blalock was predictable, but not Raymond, Arthur,
and Howard Pugh, much less virtually all of the women present – Toni,
Rita, Selma, Madelina VanDoon, and even, preposterously, Luanne. He
didn’t know about Penny Badgely, who seemed unlike her flag-football
self, but not exactly tipsy. Those who should have been drunk – Diane,
Sally, and Wally – weren’t. Mrs. Prince was the biggest surprise, not only
sober but pretty much immobile, having settled into the hot tub (in an
orange and blue-orchided bathing suit with odd scallopy holes cut in the
sides that looked pretty good or at least not lousy). Just as he was thinking
how immobile she was, she moved and sidled across the Jacuzzi,
plopping next to him in the spot left vacant by the departing Selma, who
had, miserably, left to share soul-secrets with Luanne in more complete
privacy.
“And why don’t you just follow them and make it a threesome?
They’d welcome you.”
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“Mrs. Prince, I’m shocked. You been watching those French art
films again.”
“Yes I have.”
“I think the problem, Mrs. Prince, is that you’ve had so little to
drink that your body cannot keep up with your heated imagination.”
“Maybe that’s it, Wally.”
She had never called him Wally before. He looked at her more
closely: “Are you OK, Mrs. Prince? Do you need something? I could get
you some water.”
That roused her. “Oh, that’d be sweet. Water! Papa said that
anyone low enough to ask for water should just order up the maggots.
‘All day I face the barren wastes without a taste of water! Coooooooool
Wah-tur!’”
Wally joined in, at least with all the “Coooooooool Wah-tur” parts,
as did everyone else around. Only Mrs. Prince knew the verses though,
all about “Dan and I” and how Dan shouldn’t listen to him (who?)
because he was a devil, not a man, and he spread the burning sands with
water. It was a dangerous song to turn drunks loose on: all those
opportunities for excruciating harmonies and ever-ebbing tempos as the
off-key “wahhhhhh-tuuuurrrrrrrrrr” hung on in the air like an ailing fart,
You don’t want to say that.
Welcome back. I thought you were napping.
Don’t bait me now. I’m with you.
like the lingering reminders of mashed road-kill skunk.
As they finished, the drunks sniffled and wiped their eyes, while the
others looked for retreats from the scene. Wally turned to his singing
partner: “You have talents you haven’t even begun to tap yet, Mrs.
Prince.”
“Like the tap on the beer at the 4th of July Elks Picnic over at
Moundsville, near the prison, which of course you’ve heerd on.”
“Heerd on? Mrs. Prince, you’ve been reading Pickwick?”
“Ain’t it a festival? I knew you were teaching it. But anyhow this tap
they got on backwards so instead of shooting liquid out it sucked inwards,
actually got the Grand Woo-woo, his daughter, the treasurer of the
Elkette Auxiliary, and the Official Majestic Portable Lectern trapped
inside the keg for over 11 hours, just oooped them right in. No one could
figure out how to get them out without endangering both them and the
beer.”
“So how did they do it?”
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“I don’t know. The person telling me the story fell asleep at that
point and no amount of shaking would rouse him. I assume they left
them all there, and very happy they were.”
“Mrs. Prince, you gotta let me get you a drink. Yours is all watery. I
think it’s this gin doesn’t agree with you. Maybe you’d like some beer.
There’s some in our fridge across the street.”
“Oh, honey, thank you; but I think I’ll just get over across the street
myself before I get so shocked at what you young people are doing I call
the police or maybe even the Reverend himself. And who said anything
didn’t agree with me, I’d like to know?” She got up, put on her robe,
winked at Wally, waved to Diane, and walked briskly away.
Wally’s eyes followed her across the street and then were drawn
immediately back to Diane, the object of the wave. It occurred to him
that she might know if Mrs. Prince were OK, so he dragged himself out
of the tub and walked toward the food/booze table and up to Diane, now
in earnest conversation with Penny Badgely.
“Hi Wally. I was just telling Diane about some domestic horrors we
are experiencing. You’re a welcome relief.”
“Horrors? I have some of those – what with my brother – and father
too, I guess; and Mrs. Prince – is Benny OK?”
“Oh, we’re all OK – now. I mean, everything is fine. It’s just that
Benny’s father showed up in town again, after about an eight-month
absence and total silence. You can probably tell by my tone that it’s not
great news – for either of us. But there’s nothing to be done – and no real
problem right now. And most of all, Diane needs relieved of this subject.
Thanks.”
The last to Diane, who smiled and said not to forget her offer. Wally
took the cue (congratulating himself and noting how, uncharacteristically,
good he was at reading these signals) turning the talk to football and the
big game, the city championship on Sunday, a discussion interrupted by
the woozy entrance of Luanne, not really drunk, but even more
unembarrassed than usual:
“You three mind if I join you. I strayed pretty far from this supply
table and that was a big mistake. Had a long conversation with Toni and
then Rita, both delights, and then with Blalock and then with Smithson,
who weren’t.”
It struck Wally that this was a pretty odd group, especially when
Selma joined them. Why should everyone be having such a fine time –
himself included?
Even better, Luanne asked him to drive her home – “You’re my
special designated driver, from now on, yes you are!” – and scooted very
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close to him on the car seat, using her left hand to sort of play with the
top of his right leg.
I think “left” and “right” are distracting.
How so?
Makes people think – let’s see now, this is my left hand
and I’d be sitting here and he’s there and his right leg would
be over there. They might get so involved with thinking about
directions and positions, they lose the erotic impact of this.
And you don’t want to lose that, since it’s been some time
coming.
Most people know left from right without thinking about
it and going through physical tests – this is my left and this is
my right; with this one I pee and with this one I fight. Anyhow,
erotic impact is not what I’m after.
Lucky. Got any more of that near-beer?
Non-alcoholic it’s been called since 1947.
Which is a lie, since there’s alcohol in it, and you know it.
“Near-beer” is honest anyhow.
When they arrived at Luanne’s place, she looked at Wally as he
turned off the ignition, said, “Oh, what the hell!”, and kissed him very
hard and interestingly.
“Interestingly” isn’t the right word. I hope. Doesn’t
suggest anyone is swooning with passion.
As I say . . .
Oh, I forgot. You know, you always could make it erotic –
wouldn’t hurt.
No, it wouldn’t, but – you’re dying to do this scene yourself. I can tell.
Can I? I think I can add some tang.
What’s your plan?
OK, here’s what happens: Wally is almost beside himself
with excitement – you know, arousal and all – but he starts
thinking Luanne is not exactly herself and maybe he shouldn’t
take advantage and he remembers this scene from a movie,
“High Society” he thinks, where Frank Sinatra or somebody
doesn’t sleep with Grace Kelly because she’s drunk and when
she asks him later how come, he says because men have
certain codes about that kind of thing – maybe it’s Cary Grant
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and Katherine Hepburn in “The Philadelphia Story” – he
doesn’t exactly remember. But it’s only after a while he draws
back, I guess; only at the end.
I should hope so. Otherwise, you’re even less erotic than
Wally and me.
But before that we have something like this – this is
rough, you know, but you’ll get the idea:
Wally met her kisses with a heat that leapt forth at once
into an engorging blaze, the more ferocious for having been so
long banked. He pulled her completely around on the seat
toward him, turning his own body so they made full contact.
“Oh God!” she moaned, tearing at his sweater, as he allowed
his hands to race down her back, sure of their goal. He pulled
her even closer and lifted her firm ass off the seat with both
hands, fondling and kneading the flesh just under her cheeks,
then lifted her skirt with such assurance as to hoist it, front
and back, clear to her chest, just below her full breasts, now
released from any constraint. “Please! Please!” she pleaded,
whimpering. His hand, guided by the instinctive map god
grants to all men, found at once the waistband of her panties
and allowed them to descend rapidly, like water over a fall.
He then reached across with his foot, kicked open her door,
raised her in his arms, and carried her up the walk, through
the door, and toward their bliss.
I see.
What were you going to write?
Well, mine was different, fewer metaphors you know, not
so much about Wally’s homing-pigeon hands and liquid
panties. And the image of him carrying her across the lawn
with her clothes all hiked up, her ass waving in the breeze –
that’d be beyond me.
What were you planning?
I think I’ll focus on Frank Sinatra
Wally gently pulled Luanne around on the seat a little and
readjusted his own position so as to get more of their bodies together,
sharing warmth and grinding into one another. They were gliding
floorward, and it occurred to Wally both that he might now bring this
relationship to a crisis and that he could not. Luanne seemed eager
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enough but also not entirely there: passionate, certainly, but also
mechanical, even somewhat passive. She wasn’t really drunk, but Wally
knew, even through his desire, that it would be bad – bad judgment, bad
timing, bad behavior – to bring on a crisis she wasn’t ready for, didn’t
really want – or, even if she was and did, he wasn’t and didn’t. Not really.
But how he wanted her! A scene in a movie came to him, a bad scene in
a bad movie, where Frank Sinatra, Cary Grant, or Brian Donleavy
refuses to sleep with a tipsy Grace Kelly, Katherine Hepburn, or Irene
Dunn because “men have codes about such things.”
“Oh Luanne, what a night. I’d like it to go on.”
“I figured you did.”
“But – men have codes about these things.”
“That’s from a movie, right?”
“Yes. A real bad one. But I relate to those, you know, the way some
people learn to live out of Proust or Tolstoy.”
“So Dean Martin comes to the rescue of my honor.”
“I thought it was Frank Sinatra or Brian Donleavy.”
“I’ll take Brian Donleavy. He’s the one I’d give my heart to –
certainly of the three. OK, Wally. You’re right.”
“Wish I weren’t.”
“Me too. Good night, luv.”
Wally awoke to the sound of the ringing phone and, immediately
thereafter, Pleak’s voice:
“Espresso at 4? Pittsburgh style, of course: 32-ounce styrofoams.”
“Gower?”
“Meet you at Harry’s.”
Which he did, of course, how could he not? They had coffee, talked
about the progress of the Outreach Committee (none), and parted. Wally
felt relieved, happy that nothing of consequence had come up, actually
feeling he had successfully warded off any consequential matter. And
what exactly might that have been? What could be the consequences of
whatever this was that was taking place? And in what direction was this
going? And what was “this”? Wally caught himself using the same
formulae he had hated so much when it had been, twice before, used
against him: “Gee, Wally,” Christy [what was her name?] had said in the
eleventh grade, “you’re wonderful, but this just doesn’t seem to be working out.” This? You’re great, I’m great, but this sucks. Even worse, Marla
Millwine [he didn’t forget her name; he had called her “The Marvelous
Millipede,” knowing she would like it, which she didn’t] had said, “This
isn’t developing as we both wanted it to.” Did people ever depersonalize
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encounters when they were in love? “This is rolling right along – I think
this is what we both wanted – I think this is pushing us toward marriage.”
Why was he thinking of Pleak as presenting to him a “this”? He decided
he would think of it very little.
Which he did, occupying himself instead with worrying about the
awkwardness there would necessarily be in talking with Luanne after
what had happened. He needn’t have worried; she came up to him in the
hall, squeezed his arm warmly, and said, “If I recall what occurred between us, nothing occurred, no thanks to me. If I’m wrong, don’t correct
me.” He was also worrying about Fred, about Benny, about Raymond’s
business, about Mrs. Prince’s health, and, closer to home, about what
plots Martin (and Slauwne?) might be about to spring on Arthur for
aiding Wally – not to mention plots sprung on Wally for having been
aided.
But he made it all the way to Friday’s department meeting without
seeing either Martin or Slauwne, much less feeling the jaws of any plot
closing on him. And twenty minutes into the meeting, he was feeling how
absurd it was to worry at all about such a pair of fussy blunderers. He
had roosted next to Madelina VanDoon, who offered a comforting
running commentary on the presiding officer that swayed gracefully
between the murderous and the scatological.
After Martin’s opening offenses, Slauwne was called upon to
introduce a proposal for a writing-instruction program that would run,
he proclaimed, parallel to English but not on the same track. “Actually,
to pursue this not altogether inadequate metaphor,” Slauwne slavered,
“we’ll be working [warking] through different roundbuildings and
switching yards, if you take my pernt.”
“Your pernt would be easier to tark if you got the terms right – it’s
round-houses, not round buildings.” This from a man in the back Wally
didn’t know, had seen only two or three times, a gloriously ugly older
man with snaggle teeth.
“That’s Olson,” Madelina hissed in response to Wally’s raised
eyebrows. “I think he collects model trains and plays with them. Looks
like our boy poet picked the wrong metaphor.”
Slauwne blinked slowly in Olson’s direction: “Round Houses then. I
bow to your superior knowledge – on this and, I feel certain, on many
another similar point. I am sure the distinction is not without its
significance, particularly to those who, for reasons altogether hidden
from me, find pleasure in sending the choo-choos circling round and
round. However – ” He paused to allow Martin to laugh loudly, “the
writing program proposed, to return to the unmetaphorical starting point
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of all this, will address itself to the wretchedness of student prose by
building on a few simple yet substantial premises [prum-ee-seeeez],
namely, 1) that students can hardly be expected to write limpid and
stylish prose if they have no models, 2) that the models they depend on
most, their current instructors, offer little but the execrable, 3) that we
need therefore to address the problem at its root, which is not to be
located, much less dug up beneath the laziness of students, beneath the
vacuity of their music and telly culture, or even beneath what passes for
American diet” – another pause for Martin’s inadequately-suppressed
glee – “but beneath the writing of writing instructors themselves, the
inability of writing instructors to write. I do not mean to suggest that
there are not many subsidiary problems, or that our society at large
nourishes writers. I would be the last to say so. However, we know we
can teach students to write, provided we can teach the teachers, a task
not unformidable but feasible – feasible, if we engage only the very best
faculty across the university, relying less heavily on the English
department, in fact relying on the English Department hardly at all, since
that group now seems caught up in certain practices affectionately
wedded to jargon and pretentious obfuscation, theory in short. Limpid
and stylish prose is unlikely ever to issue from such docile French-kissing.
But you will learn more of all this as the Center takes form, which I can
promise you it will very quickly indeed. I suggest we defer questions until
such time as they stand a chance of being if not profitable then less
frivolous than they would surely be now.”
About half the room seemed to sit stupefied, but the other half
began shouting angrily. Only Madelina seemed amused and said loudly
to Wally, “You watch. Young Slauwne is going to hoist himself by his
own jockey shorts – elevating Martin with him. A mutual wedgie.” But
others clearly didn’t see it that way, yelling out about the excellence of
the present writing program, about the history of the department, about
support for TAs, about how they didn’t regard the prose written by
Slauwne and Martin as particularly limpid or stylish. Mixed with this
were inarticulate hoots, howls of execration, and heavy sarcasms. Martin
ruled it all out of order, saying no motion had been made, that it was not
the departmental practice to waste time with discussions of reports, and
that everyone would be informed fully as the program developed.
Madelina, however, who was not to be ignored, stood and said in a
clear but soft voice, “Who approved this idea?”
“Well,” Martin quavered, instantly nonplussed, “I think it’s a little
early to – ”
“You mean it will be written up and presented to this department,
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to the freshman writing committee, to the departmental and college
curriculum committee, and to the Provost, all of whom will be asked to
consider, amend, reject if they like?”
Martin fumbled, “I don’t think that’s exactly the scenario.”
“I agree,” Madelina said sweetly; “a plan so venomously paranoid;
so resolutely simple-minded; so reactionary, ill-informed, and craven
would never make it out of the department to those other committees. It
had better not. If we let this silliness leak out, we’ll all be humiliated.”
Martin became redder as she went on, to Wally’s delight and that of
the rest of the room – the rest of the room except Slauwne, who wore a
face annoyingly unperturbed.
Martin recovered enough to move to some other reports, carefully
choosing faculty too timid to deviate from news about upcoming lectures,
enrollment statistics, and the M.A. exam. After about four of these, and
with five o’clock approaching near enough to send the meeting into
shuffling and coughing – the Pittsburgh rush hour was not trifling –
Martin looked at Wally, to call for his damned report, Wally thought, but
no. Instead, Martin leered and said, “One closing announcement of a
most unfortunate sort, perhaps calamitous. It seems that we may have
had some very serious disruptions last spring in our normal proceedings.
I will not go into detail now, as these things have only just come to light
and need to be investigated thoroughly, properly, and with due attention
to the rights of the accused – – of those who may have acted so as to put
our procedures, indeed our whole credibility and – our, ah, honor – in
jeopardy. I can say no more at this juncture you understand. Motion to
adjourn?”
“What the fuck’s that?” Madelina asked Wally and Arthur, who had
come up quickly, jointly.
“I think it’s nullity, airy nothings from our chair and our resident
versifier, twin pock marks on the butt of learning.”
Wally and Madelina looked at Arthur in astonishment. Whatever he
meant exactly, what he meant approximately was clear enough.
Wally was far less easy about it all. What filthy stewed had Martin
set cooking, and why had he stared at Wally while dribbling out his
smelly hints?
Even an evening with his fellow athletes – well, bowlers – from
Christ Is King Baptist was not sufficient to swab his fears.
Decks are swabbed or wounds, not fears.
A voice from the tomb!
Swab means to move back and forth, originally to sway or
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to splash around in the water.
Is that so?
More recently swab came to mean mop.
You found that out in your big dictionary there with the
magnifying glass, didn’t you?
Right. I got it from the book club. You got one too.
I know.
But you never use yours.
Can’t I say he swabbed – as in mopped or swayed back
and forth in – his fears?
Certainly you can. Just leave it.
. . . even bowling was not sufficient to mop up his fears. Still, Selma
was not only a great bowler but smart, and he could talk to her about
Martin. She was also the one female (apart from Mrs. Prince, Sally, and
Amelia Dawson) with whom he had established an unambiguous relationship: she was a good friend, a buddy, who had no sexual interest in
him, didn’t want any, knew he had no sexual interest in her, didn’t want
him to, and liked things just the way they were forever and ever. And
Selma did not take Martin’s threats lightly, going so far as to suggest that
Wally sound out some one in the office to see if he could pry open any
leaks. Selma thought it was bad business, that nothing good could come
of it, that Martin was likely to go after him for no better reason than that
he (Martin) resented good things happening to other people, on top of
which he had been the victim of an end run. Martin had spent God
knows how many years, Selma said, building up defenses, training guard
dogs to patrol his flanks; and here comes Arthur and glides around him.
Imagine the terror: poor outflanked vulnerable Martin, open on all sides
now, no armor, bare-assed. He would counterattack out of panic.
Confirmed in his own fright and thus strangely reassured, Wally
returned home to find Mrs. Prince folded into a strange heap between
her favorite chair and the ottoman in front, apparently collapsed.
“My God, Mrs. Prince, what is it?”
She looked around murkily, then saw him and brought her eyes
back into register gradually and by stages, shaking her head to clear it
like a ham actor in a 30’s movie who’s been slugged hard by the hero.
Finally: “Oh, Mr. Adrews, I must have become so entranced by my book
here, I fell into this – pit or whatever I have done. I just got Mr. Pickwick
into prison, you know. He has retired to his room there. ‘My heard aches
and my heart aches too,’ he says. He just falls backwards. Can’t take it.
Nothing he can do for all those wretches. Nothing to be done.”
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“Oh, Mrs. Prince.” Wally couldn’t remember feeling so hurt and
lonely. “I’ll call a doctor.”
“Are you ill, Mr. Adrews? It’s that foot, I’ll bet.”
“No, no. You aren’t – well at all. Here, I’ll call.”
But Mrs. Prince would have none of that and was certainly energetic
vocally. But she did allow Wally to put her to bed and promised to get to
a doctor the next day, were she no better – “though nothing’s wrong
now!” she added.
Wally realized even before he had closed her door that he had been
foolish to allow her to attach such a condition to her promise; and sure
enough she was quick next morning to announce that she felt ready to go
ten rounds with Muhammad Ali. “And then, Mr. Adrews, after ten full
rounds, neither of us standing of course, we might even put on the
gloves!” But she did agree to stay in bed a while.
The entire day, as it turned out, and Wally stayed home with her,
alternating between short bouts with Thomas Hardy (the next writer up
in his British novel class) and fruitless efforts to persuade Mrs. Prince to
seek help. He was also answering the door and phone, Mrs. Prince
having her customary day of ten callers in the flesh and thirty over the
wires. So Wally was more-than-ordinarily unprepared to find Darlene on
the other end of the line.
“I’m fine, Wally, but I thought you should know Fred’s been
expelled.”
“Yeah, isn’t that a mess? But I knew that, Darlene. I thought that
was all over now.”
“That was suspended – he was suspended for the bathroom business. This isn’t related, or I don’t think it is. It’s worse, Wally, much
worse. He can’t go back. He’s out of school.”
“Out of school? Kicked out?”
“Wally, get focused on this. He was expelled. You’re going to ask
what for, and I don’t know. Your mother only told me that much. Fred
called me too, but he started crying and I couldn’t make out what it
was.”
“They can’t expel him, Darlene – can they? He’s so little.”
“I know he is, Wally. See what you can find out. Tell me what I can
do. And Wally – ”
“Yes?”
“I shouldn’t say this, but I don’t think you should start by assuming
that your father is somehow behind this difficulty.”
“Why would I assume – – ?”
“It’s none of my business, of course. I just thought – ”
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“It sure is your business, Darlene. And you’re right about what I’d
right away assume. I’ll have to think about that – about my father and all
– and Fred. But Darlene – – I can’t thank you. I’ll be talking to you.”
He called home dozens of times the rest of the day and into the early
morning, but nobody answered. Were they all in jail? They sure as hell
hadn’t launched into some family vacation, some spontaneous pick-upand-go fun-time. What was what?
Then there was new alarm on the home front. Mrs. Prince seemed
to have bloomed with the sun but then gone down into darkness with the
rest of the bleak landscape.
“Are you worse, Mrs. Prince?”
“Worse? How could I be worse than fine when I’m better than fine
is? You get yourself some rest now, my chickie. There’s nothin’ so
refreshin’ as sleep, Mr. Adrews, as the servant girl said when she drunk
the egg-cup full o’ laudanum. I’m loving that Pickwick. Too bad Mrs.
Weller died, you know. Victim of gammon, her husband says, victim of
all the shepherds and keepers of souls. Souls don’t want kept or
shepherded, Mr. Adrews; they want exercise. Off to bed now and mind
that foot. I’ll have a look at it in the morning, just as your own mother
would.”
Next day’s championship game came on Wally like martinis at a
funeral. Even with a swollen contingent of fans – Diane and Luanne
returning, Rita to watch her great friends Benny and Amelia, Toni and
Selma because they were affable and because they loved sports of nearly
any kind, and a contingent of school buddies he never would have
pictured there: Smithson, Arthur, Blalock, (stupendously) Madelina
VanDoon, Martha, half the membership of SAG and officers Mary and
Franco, and the cast of the student play – even with all that, Wally had
difficulty doing an upbeat part.
What finally roused him was a very close game. For once (and the
only time that season) they were not pulling ahead by half-time but only
staying even, at 12-12. Vic was pressing badly, his composure nearly
shredding against a mean and smart defense. As a result, he had fumbled
twice and had thrown a pass straight to a delighted opponent who had
stepped the last few yards to a touchdown with such prancing cockiness it
had taken all the arrogance out of Vic. Only Jacqueline’s running, even
more brilliant than usual, and a quick defense had kept them where they
were. But things did not look good.
While Mrs. Badgely talked to the team, Wally took Vic aside. He
was surprised to find himself in this position, talking to this mini super-
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star; but for now Vic was only a little kid, afraid and confounded. He was
near tears when he glanced up.
“I’m sorry, coach.”
“Vic, look. Once my dad told me to play the next few minutes as if
it were the end of the game, just put everything into it right away and
blow them away.”
“He did?” Vic didn’t look encouraged. “You mean I should go for
big plays right away, surprise ‘em, throw bombs? Would that work?”
Wally didn’t say anything.
“Was your dad right? What happened to you?”
“I lost. I lost and then I cried – went down to the boy’s bathroom
and cried, with my teacher, a woman, holding me in her arms right there
by the can.”
Vic looked at him as if he were an assistant principal or an escaped
maniac. “You lost?” Then he yelled, “Shit” and looked as if he would hit
Wally’s shoulder. “You fucker!”
Wally was immensely flattered, and not really surprised that Vic
played with more poise, throwing little and using relatively
straightforward plays with fewer lateral passes and even more of
Jacqueline. The opponents, however, were also playing a stronger,
shrewder game; and neither team could gain much advantage.
One joy in all this was that Benny and Amelia had both had their
best games of the year. Neither were player-of-the-game candidates –
“Chevrolet donates $1000 [Big deal!] to Michigan State in the name of”
– but had done well on a few plays. Near the end of the third quarter,
however, with the ball on the opponent’s twenty-yard line and a crucial
fourth down (there being no field goals), Vic had, after looking for other
and more likely receivers, thrown to Benny, wide-open near the goal-line,
a pass that was wobbly enough that he was no longer wide open by the
time it arrived. Wally watched the sequence, which seemed to take place
in slow-motion, with bladder-piercing agony: the ball fluttering toward
Benny, who stood waiting rather than running to meet it, the defensive
player approaching desperately and all too quickly, the slight bumping of
the two players just before the ball arrived, the ball hitting Benny’s
cradling hands all the same and then being folded into his chest and then
sliding down his stomach to his thighs, shins, feet, and onto the ground.
That’s interference!
Quiet! This is important.
I know it is! It could mean the game, and that’s clear
interference! What the hell’s the ref doing? Watching another
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game? Thinking of his childhood?
Will you wait?
Oh, he’s going to call it, right? Sorry. It’s just that this is
very exciting.
Benny walked back to the huddle, apparently not very perturbed, as
the team prepared to switch to defensive alignments and adjusted their
minds (immediately) from hoping-to-score to hoping-to-hold-’em. Vic
and Benny actually exchanged high-fives and the rest of the team
shuffled around good-naturedly. After all, the score was tied still and
things had gone well on that last drive. But just then, just as Wally was
considering asking Penny whether right now wouldn’t be a good time to
take a few risks on defense, a loud voice, behind him but advancing
quickly, burst out:
“What the fuck’s that? No interference? He damned near mangled
the kid. Jesus, what’s your trouble, asshole?”
Everyone stopped, froze. The referee, who happened to be fairly
close to the bench, turned and stared.
The voice, now a man, kept coming, charging out on the field and
toward the referee, who involuntarily back-pedaled a few steps: “Aren’t
you going to call that? What’s your trouble, eh? What is it with you, dickface? That’s interference. Call it!”
“Oh don’t Tom,” murmured and then cried Mrs. Badgely; “don’t
do this.”
The man looked back toward her, grimaced and kept waving his
arms at the official. Recalling his position and rapidly ordering back into
session all his composure, the referee, without a word, took the man by
the arm and started to lead him off the field. The man tried to free
himself, but the referee was much stronger and controlled the loudmouth nitwit, though he was still discharging his stunning abuse: “What’s
your trouble, you fuck!” Finally on the sidelines, he whirled, looked
around for someone, found him, and pointed at his object: “Stand up for
yourself, for Christ’s sake! Are you a girl or something?” He paused,
then, “Besides, how could you drop that pass? He barely touched you.
God!”
Benny stood absolutely still, with no expression at all on his face, not
even a squint. The rest of the team was hypnotized by a violence that
seemed undirected but bent on fulfilling itself. The referee came to the
rescue by blowing his whistle, barking to both teams to get started, and
forcing what was now the distraction of the game onto everyone.
The man finally withdrew or at least shut up, Wally couldn’t tell. He
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walked over to Mrs. Badgely, her blanched face working quickly as she
scribbled on her play-book. “Just a second, Wally,” she said, then walked
away with what must have been a note. Wally then saw Benny and sent
him back into the game at once. Benny obeyed, giving no indication of
anything whatever.
The rest of the game played itself out as a savorless anti-climax. A
fumble by the opponents two plays later gave the Steeler-Wheelers
another chance close in, and this time Jacqueline did the job almost
entirely by herself. Neither team came close to scoring after that, the
opponents succumbing to panic and the Steeler-Wheelers listening to
Mrs. Badgely’s counsel and playing it very close to the vest.
The team was happy enough to have won. It was the city championship. It had been a great year. Still, they felt the chill of the obscene
maniac-man and the mood of their coaches. Not knowing how to
penetrate any of that or how to do much for Benny, they sheathed their
happiness and got through the celebration very quickly.
Afterwards, Wally couldn’t find Benny but approached his mentor
and coaching supervisor.
“Benny went with Amelia, I think. They’re really very close, you
know – of course you know; you’re part of their gang.” She smiled for a
minute. “I think she can help him right now. Besides, I don’t think he
should be home for a little bit.”
“That’s his father, isn’t it.”
“Yeah, Wally.” She sighed deeply. “I’d say that he wasn’t always
like that, but I don’t even remember now. Maybe he was. Anyhow, he is.
I’ve got to do something, but – ” she trailed off, not into indecision but
into her habitual modesty that kept her ever from talking much about
herself.
“Can I help?”
She looked at him then kissed him: “I know you mean it. I’ll call
you.”
He turned to find his car and saw Rita just breaking free from a
conversation and heading toward her car. He felt the need, selfish
maybe, for some brightening: “Well, Rita, the deliveries went very well
this morning.”
“Yes. I’m so sorry for Benny.”
“Oh God. What could be worse for a kid? But I need some change
from all that. Could you have coffee?”
“I would, but I need to look in on my father – help out, I mean at
the store.”
“Is everything OK?”
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She looked at him with visible pain and said nothing.
“You know,” he said, “the bowlerama is all set up. That looks good
too.”
“Oh Wally, I do appreciate – ” she stopped and looked at the
ground, then made an unusual, almost awkward gesture with her elbows,
like a chicken slowly trying to fly: “It won’t help – there’s nothing – – ”
She turned and left quickly.
Later Wally got through to Fred.
“Oh shit. It’s you.”
“Fred, I’m not calling to yell at you.”
No response.
“I only want to help. Whatever it is, I want – to help.”
“I just fucked-up terrible. Wally, I – – ”
“It’s OK. How can I help?”
“I didn’t mean to get into this mess. I know I shouldn’t –
“Fred, don’t explain. I’m not some cop, or the principal.”
“Yeah.”
Wally took a chance: “Can you talk to Dad?”
As with Darlene, Fred began crying so hard he could talk no more.
Finally Wally decided he’d have to try again. “I love you, Fred,” he said,
and hung up.
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Chapter Twenty-One
You were about to say something?
Me, no. Go right ahead.
You have no comment then?
I was wondering what Hardy novel he was teaching?
What? Why would that arrest you?
I was thinking maybe Hardy’s ghastlies were seeping into
you, urging you to rewrite Jude the Obscure or something.
You going to have Benny hang the whole team, then his
mother, then himself and leave a note – “Done because we are
too menny!”?
You dislike what’s happening.
Not a bit. I mind that you are leaving some characters unblighted. Couldn’t you have the church bombed, Toni in a
truck accident, Amelia gassed, Blalock struck down in his
prime?
What with tending to a happily recuperating Mrs. Prince and
general fretting, Wally didn’t get hold of his mother until Monday
evening and then found very little in the way of enlightenment: Fred had
been expelled, something about assaulting a teacher, the details still not
being entirely clear to her, and no, his father wasn’t really all that upset
by the whole thing.
“How’s Fred though? I simply don’t believe he’d do that. Imagine
Fred assaulting anyone! Poor kid. How is he? And why is Dad – – ? Well,
what can I do? Should I come home?”
“Listen dear. Fred isn’t any more distressed than you are, and I
don’t know how good I’d be handling the two of you. But – – – . I love
you and miss you – ”
“And I should stay the hell away.” Wally was amazed that his
mother was joking about all this. He admired it too.
“Come at Thanksgiving. That’s only three weeks away, and this will
still be brewing then, I’m sure. It seems to be complicated, and you can
bet we’re not going to drop it – I’m not going to drop it and neither – ”
Wally didn’t understand, but he didn’t doubt his mother’s
resolution. “OK, tough guy,” he said, “I guess you just gotta do this on
your own, right?”
“A woman’s gotta do what a woman’s gotta do. Bye, hon.”
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The next day he had an entire afternoon with Smithson and the
English Club, still dividing its time between finding a reason for being in
five strife-torn acts and turning out greeting cards. The most recent ones
were Christmas cards, meant to hit the stores – well, Raymond’s store –
just at the right moment. Smithson had persuaded a sister group, the
Undergraduate Art and Art History Club, to add illustrations to match
the parodies inside, illustrations that seemed to Wally, to make matters
worse, both in the blasphemy and in the general decency departments.
He looked at one of the milder of these, one where the baby Jesus,
apparently fondling himself, leered unpleasantly out at the viewer
(prospective buyer), not nearly so bad as the ones where Mary and
Joseph entered into what it was impossible not to regard as sexual union
with the stable animals; or where the Wise Men expressed their
adoration by exposing themselves to the child and mooning the viewer.
Titles like “Get Yourself A Piece On Earth” or “Oh Cum! Let Us Adore
It!” were on the front. Inside were the contributions of the English Club,
still turning out Hardy parodies that were, considering what enfolded
them, comparatively tasteful:
We Three Kings Of Orient Are
Stumbling here from the neighboring Shire
Foot-sore, Drugged-Out, Drunk and Disorderly,
Wondering Where the Fuck We Are!
or
Noel! Noel! Noel! Noel!
Ring the Blessed Ding-Dong Bell!
Let it roll from dale to dell,
From mountain height to fearful fell,
And all its story loudly tell:
I hope you all will go to hell!
or
Bringing you joy of the season
And even some happiness, within reason,
May all your escapades go undetected
And your wife’s be equally unsuspected
“Do you think there’s a market for these, Smithson?”
“Don’t you?”
“Well, could some prospective buyers maybe find them, you know, a
little strong, kinda raw?”
“They’re a bit witless, but that’s part of their charm, Wally. Besides,
we can’t set about censoring them.”
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“We can’t allow the club-members to go to jail for criminal activities
we’ve authorized either.”
“Oh, people will know they’re meant in fun – and it’s college
students, you know. People tolerate a lot from them.”
“People tolerate swallowing goldfish or cramming into a phone
booth, but a pornographic Holy family? OK, you know best.”
He was still reeling a bit when he pulled into Mrs. Prince’s drive and
noticed a twinge in his foot as he stepped out of the car. He hadn’t taken
four steps before he heard Arthur and Diane calling him to come over.
He brightened at once and ran across. Toni was there too, doing
some final filigree on the gazebo, where the two owners were proudly
sitting, though there was no hiding the November weather, just a step
away from bitter.
“Have some tea, Wally?” Diane asked, “Arthur got these little cakes
too, just the sort Alexander Pope fancied.”
“They are, luv; they really are. Probably not exactly the same, I
suppose, what with different flour and milling.”
“Allowing for all that, pretty much the same cakes Pope ate or
Chaucer before him. Have a few dozen, Wally. They weigh no more
than 24 ounces each. Toni refuses them, the rude thing, says she won’t
eat what she can’t lift.”
“Rude bitch is what you called me, rude bitch! To think after all the
work I’ve done here, to have myself called a bitch,” Toni said, hardly
pausing in sanding and doing something with a small saw.
“Is that a coping saw?” Wally asked, genuinely intrigued.
“Well,” said Diane, “that’s the most horrible brush-off. In order to
evade me and my cakes you pretend to be interested in sawing, about
which you care nothing. You are a rude bitch too!”
Wally stayed and chatted, Toni eventually joining them, the whole
lot keeping together until long after it was dark, pitch dark, and they had
to grope around for the last of the cakes.
As he opened the front door, Wally was struck with a jolting hit
from the super-ego: he might, after all, have checked on Mrs. Prince before partying. She was so much better, but still – – . So he advanced
quickly into the hall and yelled for her loudly. There was no answer, and
he thought at first she must be out. But her car was at home, so maybe
she had strolled next door. He went upstairs anyhow and, at a hazard,
knocked at her room. No answer, but the door was slightly ajar, so he
pushed it gently, why he did not know. It hardly moved, so he shoved
harder before he realized something was blocking it. He wedged his head
in the opening allowed by whatever it was, jammed it into the room, and
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saw the body of Mrs. Prince there on the floor. He managed to move the
body enough with the door to get into the room and start yelling at her:
“Mrs. Prince! Mrs. Prince! Are you OK?”
There was no response, and Wally held onto his wits well enough to
check her pulse. Relieved that he could detect one, and a pretty strong
one, he called the emergency number and then yelled out the window to
Arthur, Diane, and Toni.
Three hours later they were still waiting in the loathsome hospital
waiting room, carefully decorated to bolster helpless alarm. The
emergency crew had given no hint of what might be wrong, simply
hoisted Mrs. Prince, roughly Wally thought, into a fold-up stretcher affair
and into the ambulance. They had talked some gibberish into a two-way
radio but had performed no CPR, delivered no injectings, or done
anything else he felt sure should have been done.
Finally a squat unpleasant man in one of those silly greenish gowns
entered and said, “Prince?” The four gathered round him at once.
“Are you Prince? Her family?”
“We’re her close friends. We brought her. How is she?”
“I’m Dr. Morris. You’re – – ?”
“We’re all doctors here, Sam,” said Diane sharply, looking at the
little fat man’s badge, “you can give it to us straight.”
“Doctors?”
“Just tell us, man!” said Toni.
“Well, she’s resting comfortably right now; but she’s not regained
consciousness. Her heart seems fine and there are no signs of a stroke,
but she seems to be in a state of shock or something equivalent. You’re
not medical doctors?”
“Even better,” said Diane, “so what’s wrong with her?”
Sensing that he was talking to lay-inferiors, the toadish man adopted
the more usual patronizing, on-my-way-to-something-much-moreimportant-than-you manner of his trade: “Oh, we’ll have to run some
tests to determine the precise cause of her distress, won’t we? Now, why
don’t you all just go home and get some rest. I’m sure you’ll be called as
soon as the diagnosis is more definite – if you’re family. Your friend is in
the best of hands. Just go along now. You’ll hear from us.”
“We’d better!” Diane said ominously, visibly shaking the greasy
overlay of the self-important gnome.
But two days later they hadn’t been able to get any real news,
despite several visits and many more calls. Mrs. Prince was out of
intensive care and was able to murmur a little, but it wasn’t clear who or
what she recognized.
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Sally, meanwhile, had taken it into her head that Wally would starve
or be buried under dust bunnies if he tried to get along all by himself, so
she simply packed up and moved in, making herself nearly invisible, in
deference to those “scholarly efforts in the fields of literature” he had
made himself master of, and producing mounded plates of food before
him about every 150 minutes.
Wally knew that to protest would only hurt her, so he put up with it,
enjoyed it – even more because it gave him time with Rita, more time
than usual, “usual” being confined to the Sunday delivery contacts. Now
they could talk, though the talk was confined to various calamities, those
upon them and those pending.
Another of these hit on Friday, or at least that’s when Wally learned
about it: a letter to Raymond from the IRS, not exactly threatening an
audit but requesting piles of information and confirmation of certain
statements made three years previous.
“He’s scrupulously honest,” Rita said, looking at Wally, “but of
course you knew that. If there’s any doubt, or even if there isn’t, he
decides against himself and for the IRS.”
“I’m sure,” Wally said, “and we can help him, I know.”
“The thing is that he has a kind of old-world horror of the
government, of agencies. He imagines it’s all like in Kafka. Maybe it is.
Who knows, Wally, what they want or what regulations they will spring
on him or what they will do?”
Wally, who knew nothing of taxes and who shared Raymond’s
terror of agencies and his belief in appeasement, nonetheless murmured,
“Oh, there’s nothing they can do, I’m sure. We’ll just pull together and
get him out of this. It’s a misunderstanding.”
“Do you think so?”
“Just a routine matter. We’ll find the answers.”
“Wally, I know this isn’t the time and I know you are very goodhearted and have been wonderful to my parents, but I’m going to say
something, even if it isn’t the time.”
“OK,” Wally said, but he knew he was wishing she wouldn’t.
“You keep saying we, and I know you and I have been – friendly
and we’ve gone out. But it’s all very unclear, which I don’t like, and
everything seems to be sliding around in a whole set of assumptions, like
this we business. I don’t like assumptions. And I am going to be clear,
even if it is indelicate and even if I am wrong. Here’s what it is: there isn’t
any serious we, Wally, not me and you, not even semi-serious, not
developing-serious or developing anything. The reason is that I wouldn’t
even think of it when you seem so unsettled yourself. I mean it is certainly
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unclear to me at least what it is you want or who it is you’re interested in.
Maybe you’re not interested in anybody, and I’m making an ass of myself. Or maybe you’re clear yourself and just not saying. But I am not
going to let things just drift along without being plain.”
“Well, Rita, I – ”
“I’d prefer it if you didn’t say anything, Wally. I didn’t say this to
force some pronouncement from you – or to force anything. I felt I had
to make myself clear, not pry something out of you. In fact, if you said
anything right now, I’d want to tear somebody’s nose off – and I could do
it too. With my unsheathed nails. Thanks for your concern about my
dad. I’ll let you know.”
“OK.” Wally wasn’t sure if he was stunned or what.
“Friends?”
“Of course.”
I’m your average reader, your sounding board.
You’re not average in any way. I could never hope for
readers so perceptive.
As I was saying, I’m your average reader, your sounding
board; and if I don’t get it, then lots of people won’t.
Don’t you get it?
I’m not sure – about what Rita was saying there, I mean.
Maybe I’m just distracted; all this grief is very
uncomfortable.
Sad, you mean? Let’s knock off and go to a movie, find a
comedy over at that Cineplex thing in the mall.
Fine by me. You can tell me what Rita meant.
No, we need a break.
Within ten minutes of Rita’s leaving, Mrs. Badgely called. Wally had
been thinking of calling her to talk of Benny but hadn’t wanted to intrude
into the painful family drama, whatever it was. However, this last week’s
volunteer charade in the confines of Ms. Smith’s educational laboratory
had worried him. Ms. Smith was all by herself a source of worry, as was
his continued floundering over what his volunteering entailed; but the
biggest worry of all was Benny. Wally had made a beeline for him and
tried hard to engage him in chat, but had elicited only weak pinched-in
smiles.
“Penny! I was going to call you and see – – ”
“Excuse me, Wally, but have you seen Benny?”
“Yes, at school – his school. I was going to call – ”
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“No, tonight. Did you see him tonight – or hear from him?”
“Oh, tonight. No, no I haven’t. Is there anything – ”
“I think he’s gone somewhere, Wally – run away or something. Oh
God.”
“He wouldn’t do that.” Penny was silent, so Wally added, “Did you
try Amelia?”, certain that she had.
“Yes, she doesn’t know either – or won’t say. What’ll I do?”
Wally considered a minute, ran through in his mind the kinds of
things it would be easy to tell someone making much out of nothing,
decided they didn’t apply, and said, “Call the police.”
“Yes. I will. Thank you.”
“Should I come over or anything – go out and look?”
“No. Please, Wally, don’t do that.” She paused. “Thanks. I – This is
best – I’ll be in touch.”
The weekend passed with no real news from Penny, from Raymond,
from Fred, from the hospital. Dr. Morris just kept humming about how
since they were running tests there was no cause for concern. Mrs. Prince
seemed to Wally worse, if anything, even less aware of what was around
her, though maybe they were drugging her. The ass Morris said – and it
was all he did say – they were helping her with her discomfort, so maybe
that was it.
The only relief on the weekend was a call from Luanne, who knew
somehow all of the troubles and had the super-patience to let Wally tell
her about them anyhow.
“It’s a whole barrage of terrible luck, Wally. Just terrible. One thing,
though, I got one of those inquiries from the IRS and it turned out to be
nothing. A pain in the ass getting the stuff together, but they let me alone
after that.”
“Yeah, if Raymond can get it together.”
“You know Rita can get it together anyhow. I realize Raymond has
this fear of the secret police and government troopers breaking down his
door, and he may wobble under the strain; but I think the women will
uphold him. Sally’s very strong too – and very smart, like Rita. And
Selma has a brother who’s a tax attorney, if it comes to that.”
“Thanks Luanne. That’s a relief.”
“I know it doesn’t help with all the rest. What can I do for them?
For you?”
“You just did it.”
Monday morning, Wally found in his box another knee to the nuts.
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In an envelope marked “Confidential” but addressed “To All Faculty
and Concerned Parties,” was a letter from Martin, in his official capacity
as rotten bastard:
I’m afraid there is no hope now of containing the sad news I alluded
to at the end of the last meeting, so, rather than have you learn of this
terrible calamity by way of the notoriously politicized media or through
the gossip of interested parties, I will take onto myself the unenviable
task of bearing the worst news many of us have ever encountered. I will
say that in all my years in academic life I have never experienced or
even heard of a breach of decorum and honesty so great or so
inexcusable. However, as the criminal investigation is still proceeding, I
will not, of course, draw any conclusions here, and I urge you to remain
equally circumspect, difficult as that may be. Now is the time to look to
our great literary heritage: “Milton, thou should’st be with us in this
hour!” No time to worry about the political correctness of leaning on
dead white males now. We need the best we can find.
And here are the facts:

Wally had read to this point very slowly, barely conscious of Martin’s
self-serving blather in his growing fear that this abomination about to be
revealed would someone be found to be residing in his own breast all
along. He drew in his breath and read on, drawing himself from word to
word by force:

I should preface this by saying that police investigators have
examined these documents and confirm what I am about to say.
Documents central to last year’s merit-review procedures were altered
in such a way as to falsify department recommendations and change
the budgetary situation so as to modify the salary increases of six faculty
members from this department inappropriately. In a word, systematic
and cowardly forgery was practiced so as to wheedle bigger raises for
six people than were ever assigned or, certainly, deserved. I will add
only that the raises were still so small it makes one wonder not only at
the heinousness of this felonious act but at its timidity. Perhaps the
offender felt he could more easily get away with the crime by so disguising it. I cannot say for sure, having little access to and less interest in
diseased minds.
Of course I cannot speak as to the identity of the person who altered
these documents (apparently somewhere between here and the main
office of the Dean) but I am afraid we will not be able to smother the
full truth much longer or even to contain it discreetly, much as I will, of
course, strive to do so. Truth has a way of revealing itself, I am afraid.

Wally, who had been reading his own name with every mention of
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“criminal” was slow to see that he could hardly be the one fingered for a
forgery committed last spring, when he was 500 miles west of the scene of
the crime.
It finally dawned on him – “somewhere between here and the main
office of the Dean,” “the main office.” Some outer office somewhere –
not “somewhere” but at the Dean’s place, an outer office of, say, an
Associate Dean. The filthy son-of-a-bitch had gone after Arthur.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
I’ll just say this: we pant for relief.
We?
Your readers. Relief from the unrelenting attacks on the
old and infirm, the poor, the powerless, the meek and gentle,
the handicapped, the children.
Have a brewski.
Wally still had the letter open in his hand as he rushed to Arthur’s
office, rushed nearly right over Slauwne, who (Wally would have sworn)
blocked his way deliberately so as to look pointedly at the letter and then
smirk. He was in on this somehow, Wally was sure.
Arthur was nowhere to be found, so Wally headed back to his own
office, called frantically, got Diane on the other end, was suddenly struck
with the possibility that she had not yet read or heard of the letter, and
hung up without making a sound – at least he hoped he hadn’t made a
sound, not one she’d connect with him.
It wasn’t until the next evening that he felt it safe to see them, a
decent time having elapsed for digesting the horror, he thought. He went
up the steps to their door,
What steps? Some steps!
Some help! Toni put them in along with the gazebo.
Had you said that?
Yes. They’re curvy.
wondering if maybe he shouldn’t just stay away. After all, what did he
know? What could he do? So he knocked, and found both Arthur and
Diane apparently in the best of moods, laughing about Martin and his
ham-handed plots.
“But,” Wally said, “hasn’t he got the police in on this? Or is that a
bluff?”
“I hope he does!” Arthur said; “that’d be even richer.” But all of a
sudden he didn’t look like he found it funny.
Diane added quickly, glancing a bit fiercely at Wally, “Martin’s
angry, Wally, and stupid, a bad combination for a schemer.”
Arthur recovered quickly (if he’d even been shaken) and brought out
the beer (Sicilian). As Wally was leaving, Arthur was called to the phone,
giving Wally a chance to ask Diane what was up, how could he help, was
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it all nothing, he was sorry, she could count on him, maybe hire a private
eye, what a shit Martin is, how about an attack in the student newspaper,
on Channel 2, in the alley?
“Thanks, Wally. I don’t think it’s a trifle, but we’re doing fine.
Martin’s gone way too far with this whopper, and we’ll prove it. But no
private eyes, Wally, though it’s a kind thought. Just lie low.”
He was much more disturbed now than when he had come, and he
felt sure that lying low was the worst policy, especially when there was so
much he could be doing. What that was, he wouldn’t have been able to
say just right off the bat; but had Diane turned him loose, he would do
such things! He became aware of his own Lear-like impotence on the
way back across the street, laughed out loud, immediately felt guilty, and
apologized to a startled Sally, who met him at the door with an invitation
to sit down at once, have some goulash, rice, and hearty wine – none of
that weak French drool though a very good country in some ways, producing excellent movies, for instance.
Midway through goulash and hearty wine, Amelia called,
“Hi, coach. See, I have this idea. Wanta do it?”
“OK. You gonna tell me what it is, honey-lamb?”
“Honey-lamb! Well, Spike darling, it’s this: I think Benny might be
staying over with Mark because Mark’s parents let him do a lot of things
that he wants and trust him a lot or something and anyhow he can get
away with stuff. I’ll bet Benny’s there.”
“Hiding in a closet or the attic or something?”
“I don’t know. Maybe just in Mark’s room. He gets lots of privacy I
think. That’s what he says. Anyhow, I think Benny might be there.”
“Did you ask Mark? – – Never mind, he wouldn’t say anyhow,
would he, if he’s hiding him, right?”
“No. He wouldn’t tell me – or you either, but if we go over and just
go on in, push our way through the door and talk real loud to Mark,
Benny might hear us and come out.”
“You distract Mark at the front door while I slip in by the back? Or
you hold him down while I scale the rose-trellis and get to Benny?”
She sounded serious and, for the first time since Wally knew her,
depressed. “I don’t know.”
He now knew what the word “abashed” meant. “OK, Amelia. I
realize how important this is. I’ll be over in about fifteen minutes and
pick you up. First let me call Benny’s mother just to make sure Benny
hasn’t already come home.”
Amelia seemed reanimated by the plan, but it left Wally wondering
just how they would get to Benny if he were there and didn’t want to be
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discovered. He had seen enough of Mark to know that it’d be easier to
induce Ms. Smith to neglect her Ps and Qs than get that fierce and fine
boy to submit to do what adults wanted him to do if he didn’t want to do
it. And he was about as likely to squeal on a friend as to fall in love with
Ms. Smith.
He had come within a few seconds to believe that Amelia was
probably right about Benny’s whereabouts. Once that struck him, he
became so occupied with strategies to circumvent Mark that he hardly
registered the fact that Penny was crying into the phone, telling him as
best she could that Benny’s father had just come in. Wally thought at first
the guy had done some horrible thing to her (his wife?), but he managed
to get things straight pretty quickly, considering Penny’s panic: Benny’s
disappearance had coincided with that of his father, and she had halfsupposed that they were together, not (she made clear) that such
possibility was all that comforting. Still, it was better than what the guy
had just revealed by walking in: that he knew nothing of Benny. The
child was alone somewhere out there, lost, and had been since Sunday.
“It’s Tuesday now,” Penny said aimlessly.
“Well, the police are on it, Penny. Did he – Benny’s father-know
anything at all?”
“He’s not – I was going to say he’s not Benny’s father, but he is, in a
technical way. I wish I could have divorced him from that tie too. He
only gives pain – and now this.”
Wally couldn’t calm her much but did tell her he was on his way to
see Amelia, possibly she knew something, he’d call within an hour. He
didn’t say more, lest Penny grab hard onto some hope that would drop
her from a great height.
As it turned out, he had Benny on the phone to her within twenty
minutes. Mark had put up a completely convincing front, but Benny was
not proof against Amelia’s strategy: loud talk to tempt him into the open.
He wasn’t sure what did it. He had tried to push the anguish angle, what
Benny’s mother was going through and indeed the whole city; but he
suspected it was Amelia who had done it: “Well, when you see him,
Mark, tell him he ought to be there to shoot baskets at lunch. He said so.
And I don’t want to be on the team with Harold.”
Whatever it was, he emerged from just where Amelia said he was,
Mark’s bedroom, apparently an unthreatened sanctuary. He came
downstairs into the hall quickly, but he didn’t appear happy to see his
rescuers, though he did ask Amelia about the basketball pairings. He
hardly looked at Wally, thanked Mark with the formal courtesy of a
weekend guest happy to get away without any major social blunders, and
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walked slowly toward the door. Actually, he backed toward the door,
looking not at his conspiratorial and very loyal friend but at the walls and
staircase, as if sorry to leave a place with so much “privacy.” As they got
to the porch, Mark, who had not moved, yelled, “You shouldn’t go
Benny. Those fuckers’ll get you!”
The words drilled into Wally. He wondered which fuckers Mark
had in mind.
“I can’t understand why Dickens would release him from the Fleet
and then give him nothing better to do than celebrate Christmas. I mean,
he sort of goes back on himself.”
Wally figured the rest of the class wouldn’t understand what Mary
was getting at. He had no very exact idea himself.
“Good, Mary. I see. Dickens reverses himself?”
“Well, no. I mean he gets this protest going against the
establishment, the prison and all and the government and the capitalist
system, and then he sort of goes into this swoon and gives up all that and
has this dumb bourgeois Christmas stuff.”
“I see. He loses his nerve and settles back into conventional
material. How do the rest of you feel about this?”
Worrying that even the shot at Christmas might not arouse too
much energy, Wally was happy to see a long, skinny hand go up, from a
“Scott” whose last name Wally still hadn’t learned because the boy had
spent the first ten weeks in grim silence. Now, however, he was speaking
often and gently, but only to disagree, usually with Wally.
“What saves the Christmas stuff is that it’s so pagan, a festival to
keep away the dark. All that happens is burning yule logs and telling
stories and getting drunk – just staying warm in the cave there, reassuring
one another, huddling together as the days get shorter and shorter and
the sun goes out altogether.”
Wally was impressed. “But is that the way people generally read this
scene, do you think?”
The student bobbed forward in his chair, interested enough to lose
the patronizing role he’d adopted, “I don’t know. I suppose that’s a good
point, given how Dickens is associated with Christmas. But maybe even
that, the Dickens Christmas cards and all, speak to how deeply he
touches us and how subversive this all is. That isn’t clear. I’m sorry. I
mean that he now is so lined up against the cruelty and viciousness of
capitalism, as Mary and Franco have been saying, that he is only
interested in rescuing the mutilated and forming radical alliances against
the Christian-capitalist system. So he writes this ironic scene.”
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“Right!” Franco said.
“Yeah,” the student continued, hot now, “he sucks the Christ right
out of Christmas, all that lying shit. He pretends to go all soft but actually
gives us a taste of what is left to those willing to face the horror – and
that’s only the faint hope that they can be together when the lights go
out. They can lock onto one another and stand against the freezing.”
Those students, and there were plenty of them, who weren’t following the main line of this were able to detect the sucking-Christ-out-ofChristmas sneer and even the half-asleep noted “lying shit.”
As he once more rang Arthur and Diane’s doorbell, new to match
the steps, Wally still felt a little exhilarated, not simply by the class but by
Sally’s optimistic view on Mrs. Prince and, Wally supposed, her own
family’s predicaments. It wasn’t that Sally had access to any information
that would give reasonable cause for cheer, but her line on things still
seemed persuasive.
His rosiness didn’t last five minutes into his talk with Diane. Arthur
was in the next room, involved in a phone conversation that Wally could
not help imagining as unhappy, judging from the dull-toned “I see”s and
the “of course”s Arthur was emitting. Meanwhile, Diane told him bluntly
that they had not been able to get any real facts out of Martin or the
Dean. Actually, they couldn’t tell if maybe the Dean were not as ignorant
as they and was just playing it cozy, waiting like everybody else for
Martin to disclose whatever the hell he had concocted.
“That was Frank. He says – oh, hello Wally.” Arthur stopped to
make his face brighter – and probably his story too. “Frank’s the
university attorney, Wally, or one of them, and an old friend. Anyhow,
he says Martin apparently has been working with someone in the
President’s office, though not Howard – you know, Howard Thorndyke,
J. Howard Thorndyke, though no one knows what the J. stands for,
probably not even his wife. And I guess the police are in on it. Nobody
seems to know anything more.”
“Well, he can’t get away with it!” Wally snorted.
Neither Arthur or Diane said anything.
“It has to do with some wild claim about documents – that’s what
Martin cooked up, right?” Wally felt very feeble, asking a question just to
fill up the silence. Everyone knew that’s what Martin had done, and
nobody knew any more.
“Looks like it!” Arthur said, smiling.
“Well, he’ll be hoist on his own petard.”
Diane finally roused herself to agree and to change the subject to
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inquiries after Mrs. Prince, Raymond, Fred, and Benny, all the wounded.
“Better-worse-no change-who knows?”: Wally’s answers were not so terse
but contained no more information than that. He really didn’t know if
Mrs. Prince was better, come to think of it, gathering that only from the
generic self-protective sniffles from Dr. Morris; or that Raymond was
worse, gathering that from incongruously bright things Sally had said; or
that Fred was the same, gathering that from a recent conversation with
Darlene, who knew little; or that Benny’s situation was all that
mysterious, gathering that from his failure to inquire.
What a news summary! “Big Summit Meeting but we
don’t know what went on; Unconfirmed Reports of something
or other happening in Oregon; possible weather ahead,
baseball scores not in yet.”
You’ve hit on tones before that are more useful to me than
sarcasm.
I just think you might give us a little information to go
along with the mystery, a few hints, put Wally in touch with
someone who knows a little? Let him talk to Raymond or
Fred, visit Mrs. Prince, call old J. H. Thornberg.
Patience, patience. You still doing your aerobics?
Mostly I am.
Do them now. Just slip in the tape. It won’t bother me.
You’ll catch me up.
I will. Stretch ‘em out now.
Somehow, Wally had managed to postpone and reschedule several
uneasinesses all into one day: a dental appointment, a meeting of the
High School Outreach committee, and an afternoon in Ms. Smith’s
educational furnace.
He had ignored a touchy tooth for as long as he could, finally
deciding he must get relief from the assaults of his own tongue, which he
could not keep from lopping over and tapping at the sick tooth, thereby
inciting exquisite pain. He made the appointment Monday, complaining
so loudly to the Nutra-sweetsie receptionist trying to schedule him for
February that she had given up and promised to squeeze him in Friday,
“early A.M., when doctor tries to see real emergencies,” clearly skeptical
about Wally being one of those. On Wednesday night after Sally’s meat
pie and cheese potatoes, he had caught his tongue attacking again and
was surprised to find that the pain was not appearing. Very gingerly he
used his rapier/hammering tongue to inquire, probing and then
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knocking, but no answering pangs came. Delighted at first, he then recalled his appointment and wondered if he should cancel. But then, what
if the pain returned? And, when it did, how could he have the gall to reschedule? So he embarked on an extended project to reactivate the pain,
going so far, upon arising Friday, as to wash the tooth in scalding coffee
and then, in despair, rapping on it with a knife he had first cooled to
blizzard-white in the freezer. But the tooth refused to yield up any of the
torment stored within it, so he had no choice but to fake it.
In the parking lot of the mini-mall set aside for dentists, chiropractors, piss-n’-bleed labs, and other quacks, Wally pulled the rear-view
mirror around and tried to sag his face into the deep weariness, touched
by dread, caused by pain long felt and somehow endured. He considered
moaning, clutching spasmodically the swollen (only it wasn’t) jaw.
Of course he needn’t have bothered. The cheerleader for flossing
and sugarless gum greeted him with about four times the warmth one
would deserve as a returning lover, and fed him a form to fill out. (How
was he supposed to know if he’d had diphtheria, been inoculated for it,
and when? Had he had V.D.? Was he allergic to any known chemicals,
pollens, or saps? Which crematorium should be contacted in the event of
his death-by-drilling?) She pointed out further that there were magazines
to occupy him, “doctor” saving other lives right then but soon to be with
him. She called him “Wall,” for some reason, probably out of leaking
friendliness. Wally’s journey through the magazines heightened his anxiety: he felt he had covered pretty thoroughly about seven of them in 15
minutes and had found only a narrow range of subjects and no range at
all in point of view. From the article celebrating “The Resurrection of
The Family” to the one attacking “Criminal Art” (i.e., art done by,
dealing with, friendly to, or failing to condemn homosexuals, feminists,
Eastern liberals, pedophiles, promoters of abortion, leather-wearers, free
lovers, and animal-righters), Wally found nothing but Christianity, hate,
and quivering outrage. He looked in vain for the reliable stock of
women’s magazines he really enjoyed in waiting rooms (and would have
enjoyed elsewhere had he dared buy them). None. Not so much as a Parents or a Plaque News.
He was just settling in with a US News attack on “academic
thought-control” (a cabal of deconstructionists-lesbians-blacks-Chicano
Studies firebrands-and what’s left of the Marxists, united to destroy
Western civilization as we know it, corrupt taste, and teach ugly lies
about the American frontier) when Rebecca asked him to step into
Sunnybrook Farm – “doctor will be in in just a jiff-jiff, Wall. Make
yourself comfy.”
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He thumped into the startlingly blue chair – a resolutely ungiving
plastic – and found no place to put his neck, so he held it up a bit, as if in
an advanced calisthenics routine, until doctor arrived, humming of
course, and mentioned then that he hadn’t seen him before, now had
he?, that he’d just take a look at the little bugger causing the trouble,
discovering that the little bugger had in it an old filling, we don’t do that
kind these days, surprised it lasted so long, that old filling being laced
with little hairline cracks leading right down to the core of the tooth,
transmitters, you see, of anything hot or cold to the very fibers of the
nerve. Wally, at these words, experienced a return of the familiar painbullet right into the deep caves behind his temples.
“No real problem – with this tooth,” doctor added ominously.
“We’ll just put in a more modern filling, as a stopgap for now and then
discuss the work we’ll need to do – quite extensive. You have a good
tolerance for pain, right? We can save some time.”
Wally’s high-pitched assurances that he had no tolerance for pain
whatever led to some injections by needle, first into the hard and most
resistant part of his mouth-bone and then all the way into the back of his
right eyeball. A short while later (much too short! there’s no numbing
yet!), doctor returned and at once started drilling. Rather than saying
anything about the ineffective Novocain, Wally waited until the drill had
chipped and burrowed, and then lurched. He had felt no pain (yet!), had
felt nothing at all apart from the pressure and the vibration through
every bone, but he lurched violently all the same, indicating, he hoped,
that the pain-killer was still miles away from the nerves. It was an unwise
move. First of all, the drill nearly went down his throat or through his
jaw, doctor pulling it out fast with an angry “Jesus fuck!” (maybe he
didn’t order the magazines). In addition, the violence of Wally’s lunge
brought his shoulder deeply into the recesses of Dierdre’s crotch, Dierdre
having crept in to assist – “Mix the bluedeefroo compound, Dierdre,
please, and I think an S-14, perhaps” – and to press closely her hefty
body against Wally’s elbow, upper arm, cheek, and left ear. Dierdre,
however, didn’t seem to mind, didn’t react at all, and doctor soon
recovered his poise, tut-tutting Wally and telling him to try and hold still
so that he, doctor, could keep the drill safely inside or at least close to that
little bugger of a tooth. After forty routine minutes dealing with the
cotton sticks puncturing the soft tissue of his lips, the spit-evacuator
sticking to the tender under-tongue little flaps and tearing them, and
listening to the humming (songs from “Gypsy!”), Wally was released
without more incident, just in time to rush to his High-School Outreach
friends.
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Who had never become friends at all, apart from Gower, whose
evident warmth not only did not seem to move Wally closer to the rest of
the committee but to whack him into the next county. Several meetings
had brought them all no further down the road: they were still dealing
with the two ideas – the teacher-exchange and the colloquia – which had
been their companions from the very beginning. In fact, the committee
members seemed to be working hard between meetings finding ever-new
and more gripping reasons why one idea was worse than the other, the
other being merely out of the question.
“How would this be?” Wally posed, suddenly struck with a way out:
“we start with something smaller, not a full-scale exchange but a kind of
– – lesser thing, a small-scale – interchange. Say, I could come down,
maybe 3 of us could, and spend the day here seeing first-hand what’s
going on – and learn something.”
He looked around and saw that only Pleak was nodding
encouragement, the others looking doleful or downright scared. “We’d
not be in the way,” Wally added quickly, “just visit classes and be
unobtrusive, have lunch, and get to know you.”
“We don’t have fancy lunches here,” said a narrow-lipped man, so
fiercely that Wally was snuffed into silence for several seconds.
Then hurrying on, he tried for balance, “And you all could come up
to visit some of our classes and talk with us and – – [he couldn’t help it]
have a very fancy lunch.”
They did actually laugh at that, even the George-Wallace look-alike,
and they settled on the plan, amazingly.
Afterwards, while waiting for Pleak, he saw a pretty girl looking his
way, smiled back at her, and sent her in loud hiccupping laughter. He at
once checked his fly (in an especially unobtrusive way Fred, of all people,
had taught him: feeling from within his right pocket), assured himself that
wasn’t it and then looked down and noticed that he had apparently (obviously) dribbled great volumes of coffee down his numbed, flopping lips
onto his shirt, which could no longer lay claim to its original color,
Tell me when you do.
“Today, class, Professor Wallings, as you see, is with us again.” The
class did not seem to Wally rapturous over this, perhaps because they
certainly could see that he was there and didn’t need an announcement.
Several of the kids managed radiant smiles, and there were some
unintelligible comments – from Mark? Amelia? Ms. Smith issued no
reprimands, however; issued no sounds whatever, just stood there looking
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goofy, stood silent for so long the class began restlessly turning to other
matters – scuffing shoes, examining the ceiling, opening desk drawers,
writing on palms and wrists, playing with rulers, picking at themselves,
gazing at one another, lapsing into kid-comas. Wally, having no idea
what was next in Ms. Smith’s educational regimen or if he was to be set
loose once again just to wander, made his way over to her and, turning
his back to the class and huddling close to her (two professionals
parleying), asked directly what she had in mind for him this day.
“Oh, I thought today you’d be our language and media consultant,
“ she whispered – and then bellowed in her artificial contralto (a
homicidal-urge-engendering oboe-noise she had acquired through long
practice): “Class! Professor Wallings today will be our language and
media consultant.” She paused and then crooned, “So look sharp!”
As Wally started touring awkwardly among the desks, seeking those
(none) anxious for professional consultations calling on whatever the hell
his expertise was supposed to be, it occurred to him that Ms. Smith’s
practices combined a nasty, undirected severity with a haphazard
unpredictability that managed to be neither rigorous nor fun. He settled
in next to Mark and presented him with a version of his conclusions on
Ms. Smith’s efforts, fairly sure what Mark’s views would be.
“Oh yeah, she’s a sack of shit for sure!” Mark agreed, rather loudly.
Ms. Smith, imagining a lively media consulting session in progress,
looked up and, idiotically, winked at them.
But it was Benny who had been occupying Wally’s worries and
glances, so he walked over there (untroubled by any eager questioners
along the way): “What can I do for you in the language and media line,
Benny? I have special rates, you know. It’s bargain day here at Orca
Emporium!”
Benny didn’t smile enough even to indicate politeness and got right
to it: “Thanks for helping me – and my mom. It’s OK.”
Things didn’t look OK, judging from Benny’s face, but Wally wasn’t
sure how to proceed.
“That’s great, Benny. I’m glad to hear it. Is your – ?” He wanted to
ask about the father – where was he? (dead maybe? jailed? deported?),
would he leave them alone? was he always like that? – but didn’t think
Benny had given him exactly that opening. “Better get a sheet of paper
out, so we can pretend we’re working, just so teach up there isn’t
suspicious. So you’re doing OK now – and your mom too?”
“Yeah.” He was squinting badly.
“Well, that’s good.” Wally put his arm around Benny and squeezed
his shoulder some. “That’s good.”

252

Just Wally and Me
Benny let out a little snort of some sort and looked away. “He’s not
around now. What do you think of him?”
Wally at least didn’t pretend to wonder who “he” was. He had no
idea what to say, though, so he just started the sentence, as Luanne said
she often did, letting it go where it would: “Well, Benny, since you ask, it
looks like he hasn’t made anything very easy for you and your Mom. Of
course I don’t know him or anything . . .”
Benny looked at him mildly, without a squint, but his words were
very angry, “That’s right. You don’t even know him. What would you
know? You don’t know anything about it.”
Wally tried to apologize and then, immediately after, to change the
subject; but it was clear that he was just embarrassing Benny, so he got
up, hurt and puzzled – and without a clear occupation for the next 35
minutes. He landed with Amelia, who had no trouble inventing topics for
conversation, faking work, and simulating finished products. Toward the
end, he asked her what she thought Benny really needed.
“A new father.”
“Well, aside from that – what would really help him?”
“Aside from that, nothing. There’s nothing else he needs.”
“Yeah. Well, that’s pretty hopeless then.”
“I guess it is.”
That weekend he puttered between Arthur and Diane’s, the
drugstore, Selma’s place, and Thomas Hardy criticism, waiting for
something to happen. He tried to get hold of Fred but didn’t, hoped
Arthur had some news but he hadn’t, wanted to find Raymond and Rita
full of good cheer but couldn’t detect it, expected any minute to hear
something from Mrs. Badgely, from Gower Pleak, from Toni (tickets to a
Penguin’s game?), from the hospital – but the phone didn’t ring. Finally
he called Luanne and made arrangements to meet Tuesday evening for a
send-off drink launching his unfestive holiday trip home to Chicago the
next day.
Maybe he could team up with Selma, who’s an
understanding type and wise. She’s a middle-aged woman,
am I right? That’d work. She could get him in a 12-Step
program or marry him or hustle him into the Peace Corps.
Who?
Benny’s father. You have to dispose of him. He’s pretty
pathetic and all, but so long as he’s undisposed of it’s very
irritating – like when you’ve eaten stringy beef and are stuck
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somewhere where you can’t get at the dental floss.
I don’t eat beef.
Popcorn then – or granola, which is in your line.
What in hell are you talking about?
Removing irritants. Conflict is good, not inflammations.
Acute distinction.
So what are you going to do?
Up with conflicts; down with inflammations!
About the inflammation you have.
Where?
Right there – Mr. Badgely.
There’s no Mr. Badgely. His name’s Sorenson.
Whose name is?
Mr. Badgely’s. He’s not Badgely. He’s Sorenson.
Benny’s father?
Yes.
You have to account for him, accommodate him within
the total economy of your story. And the way you do that is
one of three ways: harmonize him with your balance sheet,
make him into a really interesting debit that you gotta deal
with, write him off entirely and get rid of him.
I see exactly. Don’t explain.
So, make him happy, make him a conflict, kill him off.
No need to explain. Kill him off?
I didn’t mean literally – kill him. Get rid of him – like
marriage or the Peace Corps or a good job in another city.
I could have him discovered by a Hollywood scout. But I
like murder better. Certainly the idea of marrying Selma is –
I didn’t say marry Selma. I said Selma could get him in
AA.
He’s not a drunk.
That’s an illiberal attitude.
He’s a prick, that’s all. Does Selma have a number for
Prick’s Anonymous? Besides, you interrupted with something
that didn’t even fit the flow. You’ve started to do that, you
know: you get stuck on some point and sit there mulling it
over, ignoring the forward sweep of the narrative, and then
you break in on me with some thoughts that were germane
twenty pages back. And now I forget where I was.
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The phone finally did ring and something, it turned out, had
happened. It was Morris – “Wally, this is Dr. Morris.” Wally was
immediately so nervous he didn’t even call him “Sam,” just said, “Yes,
doctor, good of you to call.” Why was it good of him to call? Probably it
wasn’t good, or he wouldn’t have called; but maybe politeness, deference
even, would ward off the news – – preliminary results, biopsy, doing all
we can, scan, surgery, no immediate danger, can do wonderful things
these days, too early to tell, in best of hands.
What?
He discovered more from Mrs. Prince twenty minutes later in her
room: “They’re cutting me up, Wally, but hell there’s plenty of me here,
right? Enough to fill old Morris’ trough. You notice how he looks like a
swine, all bristly and snorty? Papa said people who put you in mind of
animals could always be trusted. But that was right after papa went to
that New Age workshop. He later renounced all that.”
“I’m not surprised he did. When do they think they’ll do surgery,
Mrs. Prince?” Wally asked, still wondering what they were doing surgery
on – or for.
“They need to build me up, first, they said, fatten me. That’s part of
pig strategy.” She looked quizzically at Wally. “They didn’t tell you
much, did they? I can see they didn’t. I got this cancer, you see, nothing
to speak of, really sort of a recreational tumor, grew there to give Morris
something to do between scuba lessons. He takes scuba lessons, you know
that? Goes to Bermuda, I suppose, or maybe just jumps into the Monongahela and stares at the channel catfish.”
Wally couldn’t bring himself to say anything.
“You’re not to worry, honey. It really is right there within easy
reach. Even Oink can’t miss it. And then I’ll be back home and we can
run through every horror movie and then start on those disaster films
and then the giant bug films, which I don’t count as horror.”
“They’re a different sort of thing, are they?”
“Oh altogether! You ever seen ‘Food of the Gods’?”
“It seems to me the best way to defend the innocent is to attack the
guilty and – – run the fuckers right through!”
Smithson and Wally both looked in amazement at Blalock.
“Just like Long John Silver, Arrrrrrrrr!” Smithson finally said. “I see
what you mean. Leave legal things to the lawyers – since what could we
do of use there? – and we go on offense! Get the dirty bastards – where it
hurts!”
“I got an idea, you see,” Blalock stage-whispered, “and that is to get
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students involved. They all hate Martin – and Slauwne too. They must,
those that have a class with him or have friends who have, you know.
We’ll get them to protest, sign petitions, write letters to the Press.”
“Students?” Wally said, actually shocked, “Isn’t that – – ”
“Oh it is!” Blalock yelled, forgetting they were in the student
cafeteria, “that’s the fucking beauty of it! It’s so fucking indecorous.
Martin’ll shit! It’s so unlike Johns Hopkins, you see, so fucking
ungenteel!”
“I like that part of it, but don’t swear so fucking loud,” Smithson
said, as he patted Blalock’s arm (the one not waving about) in an attempt
to quiet him. “You’re right that nothing’d get into his scrotum more
surely than students tromping about. But what are we going to get them
protesting about, you see? That’s the problem.”
“Yeah,” Wally added, though he too was being sucked into the idea;
“the students no doubt hate these guys, but we have to feed them
something solid. Otherwise they’d write to the President a bunch of
obscenities – or to the Press. Both – and probably put up posters, tack em
to telephone poles. I can see it now: “Dear Editor – We got this
motherfucker up here you wouldn’t believe and he’s head of the English
Department and what a total asshole he is and we all hate his fucking
guts and think it’s time something was done like cut the motherfucker’s
balls off. Sincerely, concerned students.”
“How about kicking the shit out of the two of them?” Blalock said.
“Martha!” Smithson said, as his eyes grew large.
“What?”
“Martha,” he repeated, “we’ll get her to leak some inside stuff to us.
You know, on the supply budget or something, where Martin’s been
cooking the books – or fiddling with appointments or something. She’ll
know something. I’ll talk to her.”
“Then we’ll spill it to the students?” Blalock said it, and Wally by
this point was in concert with him.
“Fucking-A!” said Smithson. “I’ll call you Wednesday – or you’re
going away for Thanksgiving, aren’t you Wally? Well, a week from
today, then!”
Wally had carefully cleared the way for an early Wednesday
departure: the car was operational (or that’s what Toni, who had taken it
to a buddy-mechanic for him, said), his Wednesday students had been
wholeheartedly cooperative with the idea that they “somehow make up”
the missed class after the break, and Sally had insisted on helping him
pack (doing it for him). As a result, he was left by mid-afternoon Tuesday
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with nothing to do and thought for a moment about leaving right then.
But he had arranged an evening of some sort with Luanne. He wondered
why he wasn’t looking forward to it, why he almost thought he’d rather
be in Chicago with Fred and his mother, even Darlene.
It is a good sign that they’re putting off the operation until
she’s rested.
What?
Mrs. Prince. If it were something horrible, life-threatening – pressing on her brain, they wouldn’t put it off for any
reason. Would they?
I don’t want to talk about it.
On the other hand, it must be major surgery. They
wouldn’t make her rest, if they were just doing a little thing.
Right?
I don’t want to talk about it.
But anyhow, they got it early. And that’s the key. When
they get it early, it’s really no big deal. They got it early.
Is that a statement?
Well yes, I assume so. Didn’t they?
I have nothing to say. I really dislike this subject. Eat
something.
They had avoided the mall this time, “Patricide Plaza,” Luanne
called it, claiming that last month’s victim, the one they had witnessed in
his last mally moments, had been attacked not by heart disease but by his
daughter in California, who had sent him some oleander leaves (dried)
she had picked along the Hollywood freeway (the 101), mixed with some
herb tea, and induced him to drink as an energy boost. Luanne claimed
that the murder had been sparked not by vengeance but by love, the
father having been absolutely perfect and thus unbearable. It was a
flawless murder, as no one in the Pittsburgh crime labs had ever
suspected oleander, poisoning in these parts being common enough but
never proceeding in sophistication beyond the rat-powder/drain-opener
stage.
They were now at “Vito’s,” one of the swelling number of happy
and delicious (and inexpensive) restaurants Wally was finding in this
terrific town. Luanne was wearing a complicated casual outfit that had
several layers Wally could not quite sort out: there was a gray coaty sort
of sweater that was over a jersey affair that was also gray but darker and
under that – it was split down the front – at least one blouse or shirt that
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was red and green, or maybe two shirts, one red and the other green.
And jeans, she had on jeans below.
Why are you off and running on fashion? Just wondering.
I have a clear picture of Luanne – pretty much.
Well, if you do, that’s all that matters. You’re very chipper, and every time you’re in high spirits, you digress. Better
if you’re morose.
Maybe so. I did have a good time this weekend. I got some
valuable stuff too. For instance, I watched this film, “Hot
Rods from Hell,” and got a great joke I think I’ll plunder. See,
this cute family with a very decent father and a highly
supportive mother, Dana Andrews plays the father, are
driving along a road in the country somewhere, probably
Indiana, and they start being harassed by punks in hot rods
wearing white T-shirts and not respecting their elders, even
Dana Andrews. Well, one of these young hoodlums who never
got the proper discipline in his childhood, a victim of a permissive society, side-swipes Dana Andrews’ family sedan, a
Studebaker, and really scares the mother. The kids – they
have two teenagers of their own in the back seat, a boy and a
girl – think it’s extremely cool, though, and they say so. The
kids learn in the course of the movie that this hot-rodding
may look cool, but that in the long run it’s not at all and the
best thing is to listen to Dad. The film manages to be
entertaining and didactic at the same time. Anyhow, Dana
Andrews isn’t going to take a side-swiping without some
yelling, so he yells, “Hey, why don’t you watch the road?” The
punk – wavy black hair cut short on top and extra long on the
sides – without missing a beat, yells back, “Because, Pops,
I’ve seen it before!”
You got a lot of stuff like that, I bet.
“Luanne, do you ever go home yourself? I never asked you where
your home was?”
“What an oversight! Most people ask immediately – because of my
tawny skin and liquid accent. They suspect Barbados.”
“I can see why they would.”
“My boyfriend’s convinced. It’s what keeps us together.”
Even in the midst of phantasmagoria, Wally didn’t like to hear
about boyfriends. “If the truth’d chase him off, I’ll be sure to tell him –
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soon as I can.”
Luanne looked at him and said nothing.
Wally lurched quickly into his next lame sentence: “So where is your
home really at – truly?”
“It’s near here, you see, so I don’t need to make elaborate
arrangements and have farewell dinners. It’s not far down the river from
here, Mingo Junction.”
“Oh, that sounds nice – on the river, is it?”
“It’s a resort community, Wally – marinas, cocktail lounges, marlin
fishermen in white trousers. My parents are bargemen – and women, and
their parents before them. I’m the first in our family ever to leave the
barge life, so far as anyone knows, and mom and dad, they’re taking it
hard.”
“I suppose that they would – different traditions and all, very old
world, don’t use makeup or anything, still singing the songs of their
ancestors.”
“They know only the water, the water and the barge and simple
pleasures.”
“The clean joys of sun and rainbows after the storm and the everflowing waters – ”
“And the marina parties.”
“And the theatre, the Mingo Players.”
“In which they are active.”
Wally was so happy the conversation had looped along that he
leaned back in the booth – not easily done, since the heavily-plushed
seat-back had an elegant concave bend to it – smiled and sighed.
“Oh Luanne,” he let loose with one of his exhales, beaming while he
did it.
“You about to make some sort of declaration? You want to return
with me to Mingo Junction and man the sardine nets?”
“I swear I’d do it. Luanne, you really do – ” he was going to say
“mean a lot to me,” but it flashed into his head that he’d heard just that
line in the student union dining hall where he’d been eating pizza and
watching the noon soap operas with sixty others, all transfixed. He
rejected “mean a lot to me,” then, as not only derivative but ridiculous
and thrust in “make things very – ” again a sticky patch – “nice for me –”
he couldn’t stop there – “much nicer than – ” than what? “they otherwise
would have been.”
“That’s been my goal all along.”
“What I’m trying to say is – ”
“Wally, what you’re trying to say is that you’d like to think that
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things were very clear in your life and maybe if other people would line
up and declare themselves unequivocally, things would be perfectly
transparent for you and all your problems would be solved – without you
doing” – she drew these words out very slowly, but without sounding
nasty – “one fuck – ing thing.”
“Well – ”
She smiled. “I’m right.”
“Yes.”
“And you know what I’ll go on to say.”
“Yes. You’ll say, ‘And it doesn’t work that way, dick-head, not for
this woman, it don’t. You go get your own furniture arranged, plant your
own petunias, decide if you want Ventnor Avenue or Marvin Gardens,
arrange your priorities, saddle your broncos, distinguish your ass from
your elbow. Then – – ”
“Then we’ll see about a trip to Mingo Junction.”
“Promise?”
“Certainly not. Do something in Chicago. Don’t just go there!”
“Oh.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
“Hello, Dad.” Wally was amazed that it was his father picking him
up from the airport.
“Son,” his father said buoyantly enough, touching his hand for a
millisecond to Wally’s shoulder.
They oiled their way to baggage claim with talk of road construction
and traffic, of how Wally liked Pittsburgh – nice town – yes it is – always
liked it myself – friendly – is it? – very – and not so crowded as this place,
I expect? – no, not crowded – saw some Pirate games, I imagine? – yes –
the Bears are lousy this year, no quarterback, but that’s every year, your
bag?
Wally figured it’d be this all the way home, but his father startled
him as much as the fingers-to-the-shoulder when he said, immediately on
getting the car started, “Son, I don’t know what to do about Fred. What
do you think?”
Certainly Wally had never been asked for his opinion before, not by
his father, and hardly knew what to say. For one thing, he wasn’t too sure
what he was being asked about.
“What do I think about Fred? Getting himself expelled?”
“Yeah, that too – but about Fred generally.”
Wally was even more at sea but decided he’d better set some kind of
course, even at random, since his father never would: “I don’t know,
Dad. I’ve been changing my opinion about him fast myself. I guess I
didn’t think much about him until recently. I just assumed he was
around. I didn’t even realize how close I was to him, though from time to
time it would strike me how much I liked him and how seldom he was a
pain in the ass.”
Wally paused but his father just glanced over and bobbed his head
encouragingly.
Deciding maybe he hadn’t really thought much about his father
either, Wally made a fast decision: “Fred came over a couple of months
ago with Darlene – ” his father nodded – “well, he’d talked to Darlene
and she thought I should talk to him.”
“Darlene’s a wonderful woman, Wally.”
“Yes, I know she is,” Wally said, hurrying on, “and anyhow what
she said was that Fred was worried that maybe he was gay and that I
should talk with him and see – not see if he was gay but see if he was
upset and scared about whatever it was he was feeling, and so I did.”
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Wally realized how lame this was and how certain it was to ignite his
often-angry father. Well, not often-angry, but sometimes. Actually, when
he thought of it, very rarely. Maybe it was the rarity of his outbursts that
made them so shattering.
Now, instead of being ignited, Wally’s father seemed a little amused.
He turned a quick smile and head-shake on Wally, who couldn’t help
himself: “You don’t mind if he is gay?”
“Gay? What’s gay? Why would I care? If that’s all it is, hell with it.”
He paused. “Well, I’d worry he was making things tough for himself, but
I don’t think I’d be unreasonable.” He looked at Wally and smiled again
– “not very unreasonable.”
After a pause: “So, you think that’s his problem, Wally? He likes
boys?”
“No more than I did – or most do,” Wally said, before he thought.
His Dad grinned and shrugged.
They didn’t talk a lot more on the rest of the way (a long way) in
from O’Hare. Wally did discover that the principal (a new youngster,
Wally’s father said, by name of Shapiro) seemed to be relenting on the
possibility of an appeal, that he was maybe not so much hostile to Fred as
just inexperienced and eager not to fuck up procedurally. Or so said his
father.
Fred, an hour later, seemed unconvinced. He appeared older,
though maybe Wally was just seeing differently. The Cindy Brady look
was still there, a little less fresh. Wally sat on the edge of Fred’s (once his)
bed, a little hurt that Fred had not seemed all that happy to see him, then
realizing that Fred didn’t know much about how he regarded his real
crisis, much less whether he was glad to see his brother home for four
days.
“Fred, I’m really happy to see you, even if you aren’t.”
“Me happy to see me? Boy are you stupid.”
“Always was.”
“Right. Stupid and ugly and a fuck-face.” Wally forgot to be miffed.
“Where’s mom?”
“At Darlene’s. She said to tell you she’d be home soon and could
hardly stand to miss you coming but that she thought we should have a
special time or something like that. The three of us, I guess.”
“Probably thought we should have a circle jerk.”
Fred didn’t laugh. Didn’t flinch, but didn’t laugh. He made Wally
nervous.
“Fred, want to tell me how I can help?”
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“I thought you were going to say, ‘Want to tell me what happened?’”
“Yeah, I knew you thought that.”
“So you didn’t say that just to screw me.”
“Right.”
“And what you really want to know is what happened.”
“Right.”
“OK. You know that side entrance to the gym on the hill side of the
building? I know you do. Well, that fucking fuckhead Coach Ferguson,
you know him, caught me and Jason sort of making out and Jason plays
football and all or did, and Ferguson just started hitting him, grabbed
him by the arm and was shaking him and swinging him around real
violent and then started hitting him: real insulting – hitting him on the
ass with some book he was carrying, probably to hit people on the ass
with, since he could never read it, the illiterate fuck. So he was hitting
Jason and I jumped on his back and he fell down on the gravel there – I
guess I knocked him down – and says he hurt his knee and hip or
something and broke his nose and that I assaulted him.”
“Just from jumping on his back? Some jump! He broke his hip and
knee and nose from that? What’d you do, take a railroad tie to him? Not
that you shouldn’ta.”
“He broke his nose, dumb ass. He says I hit him but I don’t think I
did. Maybe I did. Wish I had. Maybe I sort of caught him while I was
hanging on his back and trying to choke him – to get him to stop hitting
Jason. Maybe I got his nose then. I hope so. His knee and hip – that’s all
crap. He says he did some internal damage when he fell. Actually, he
only got cut up some in the cinders. Sort of like a kid falling off his bike –
a huge fat kid.”
“So you tried to choke him?”
“Sure. I wanted him to stop. I was so mad I just wanted to choke
him. That’s all. I thought who the hell does this fuck think he is? It made
me so mad. I mean, what were we doing that was so bad he’d come
screaming and start beating up on Jason?”
Wally suddenly laughed. “Wish I could have seen that. Him trying
to flog some kid with a book while you’re choking him, his eyes all
bugging out, and then you smash him one in the nose, and he collapses
to the cinders and scrapes hell out of his knees and wrenches his hip, and
starts to cry. God I hate him!”
Fred laughed too. They both did. Then Fred started to cry and so
did Wally, he didn’t know why.
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This all going to work out OK?
I thought you didn’t like Fred.
I’m not anxious for him to be expelled. Everyone needs an
education.
How true. I didn’t think of that as my central point, but
it’s a good one.
I mean Fred is OK. What were he and Justin doing?
Jason, not Justin. Making out, according to Fred.
Yeah, but how?
You don’t know how?
There are many ways. What were their ways?
Come on!
They are making out. Fair enough. But what? fondling one
another in gym class, bathroom blow-jobs, sodomy in the
shower, playing tweak the twinkie?
They weren’t in the shower, they were outside; and I’ve
said all I intend to say about it now.
A big mistake. That’ll be a big mistake, you’ll find.
No I won’t, because it isn’t. And you’ll see that later a few
details do emerge. Not that they’re important.
I see. They do emerge. OK – sorry. They emerge right
away?
How can you? Here’s Fred tried to kill the football coach
and you only want to know how these kids were touching one
another, or whatever they were doing.
Well, that coach deserved to die. And you don’t know
yourself what they were doing, right? You’re too squeamish to
imagine it? Or maybe it all hits a little too close to home, am I
getting warm? Maybe you’re just tapping a little back-alley
memory there and dressing it up with all this about the big
brutal football coach. It’s your guilt, you see: you wanted to be
caught and punished, but also you didn’t; so you tell this story
of being caught that somehow both exposes your crime and
absolves you of it, allows you to re-experience the desire and
to pay for it all at once. You get the recovered-memory thrill
without the shame.
Yep.
Thanksgiving morning, Wally tried to take everyone out to
breakfast; but since going out to eat was such a guilt-laden luxury, no
one, not even Fred, wanted to take that on. Wally’s father had
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announced that they were all going to Pete’s for steaks Saturday night,
which was more than enough of that kind of misery. So Wally settled in
to helping his mother in the kitchen that day. Breakfast was late, not
because anyone had slept in (except Fred) but because Thanksgiving
dinner, by tradition, was at 3:30, which made lunch out of the question.
Wally often wondered why their routine was, for this one day, so torn
apart. It made everyone visibly uncomfortable: starved by breakfast-time,
then again by 3:30, inducing gorging and more discomfort, but not
enough to stop them all from wanting another heavy meal about
bedtime. It was horrible, but firmly attached to some ancestral growth
that refused to die over the years.
Wally’s mother didn’t shoo him out, partly because she had missed
him sorely and partly because she never regarded the kitchen as her
domain, hating to cook, doing a consistently bad job of it, and welcoming
whatever interference anyone was willing to offer. Relatives often had
done the cooking, sometimes neighbors or guests, Darlene most regularly; the children had been called on (always in the name of fun –
wouldn’t it be fun to be in charge of the lasagna, and the salad too?) –
and Wally’s father had progressed from Sunday barbecuing (meats only)
to an advanced stage of “doing things with leftovers” and elaborate
baking.
Mrs. Wallings, as she called herself whenever she got the chance –
Wally had seldom heard anyone call her Mary – , was a burbler and she
burbled to Wally for hours while allowing him to work his will with the
potatoes, yams, turkey, and pumpkin fritters (a family tradition Mrs.
Wallings always got someone else to prepare). She circled back
repeatedly to Fred, not to grill Wally about what he knew but to reassure
him.
“And Fred, I think, is growing with this, handling the hurt and all
the complications. The worst part is not knowing what the final outcome
will be.”
“I can imagine. I think he did the right thing.” Wally wasn’t sure
how much his mother knew and wondered if he should have said that.
“Oh, so do I. Yes he did.”
“And your father is – like Fred, you know, changing.”
“He’s growing too?” Wally regretted saying that.
What may have been pain crossed his mother’s eyes, “Well, yes,
dear. I don’t think that’s bad.”
“No, no. Not at all. Dad said the principal – I mean it, Mom, I think
it’s good. I can see it too. I’m sorry I joked.”
“You didn’t joke, dear. You never do.”
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Wally wondered if she was being sarcastic. “Dad said the principal
might let us appeal?”
“Yes – allow Fred to appeal, that is. I think he will. He’s a nice
young man. What’s that you’re making? Only he’s a little inexperienced.”
“Is he? Pumpkin fritters.”
“Oh, those god-awful things. I think your father likes them, and
Fred loves them. Do you?”
Wally hated them, knew Fred did too, and suspected his father felt
even more strongly: “Yes. I always have.”
The turkey, as usual, was cooked a safe triple-time to ensure no one
need worry about bacterial poisoning, cooked long enough (at a slightly
higher temperature than recommended) so as to turn properly-done to
dry-and-crumbly to stringy. The yam-marshmallow mixture was
predictable too, enough like a hot-fudge sundae to kill off the sharpest
appetite. But the potatoes were good, mashed in a way Wally had
become very good at, and the relish tray, his favorite dish since he had
been a boy, was pure gourmet heaven. It had olives, for one thing, the
only time in the year olives were on the table – why? – and celery sticks
with cream cheese, little sour pickles, radishes, and no carrots. The rolls
were unspoiled, surprisingly since Fred had burst open the Betty Crocker
tubes so vigorously the insides had spilled on the floor, added to which he
had, in folding them into little triangles on the cookie sheet prior to baking, tried to form them into various suggestive shapes, mostly obscene,
and had gotten the dough a little grimy by the intensity of his sweaty efforts.
The dinner went almost as always, maybe a bit more relaxed, as if
tensions had been slackened. Relaxed could have its drawbacks. Fred at
dinner no longer seemed older to Wally and now drew fully on his
capacity to be a pain in the ass—pestering, clowning, issuing unfunny
jokes. But Wally didn’t mind, just thought he should pretend to. He had
never seen his father so close to warm and easy. And his mother – she
would never change.
Darlene hadn’t come this year, though no one had told Wally why.
Nor did he ask when he called after dinner, feeling a little sheepish for
not contacting her sooner. But she didn’t seem to notice his rudeness.
Actually, Wally knew she noticed his rudeness and every other damned
thing; it was just that she wasn’t about to let anything like that come front
and center when there was so much else going on, bigger fish to fry,
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crops to pick, nails to pound, things of moment calling for attention,
genuine concerns, prickles in the socks, thorns pricking the eye, hay to
get in the barn, cows to milk, sails to unfurl, meetings to call to order,
fleets to gather, teeth to floss, speeches to deliver – – –
That’s enough!
Just wondered if you were with me.
Sitting in the main office (in the waiting area – 3 torture chairs),
Wally tried to find it funny that he was robbed of all calm by old highschool anxieties as riveting as they were deep. Secretaries snapped at
students and saintly-weary teachers in clothes that went beyond frumpy –
how hard it must be to locate such shapeless drab – sagged in to pick up
memos, sneer at them, grunt at colleagues, and slouch back out. Looking
straight ahead, they saw no students, no Wally; they saw nothing. They
got through the day with these blinders, the last arrogance left to them.
But it made Wally feel more like the helpless youngster in trouble, deep
trouble, having tried to maneuver in the building without a hall pass,
claiming later he had had one but lost it and then, oh God, having been
caught in the lie and now awaiting (for hours) sentencing by the
principal. Actually, he had never been in trouble at this school, never
seen the principal. His visits to this office had all been as a messenger and
had entailed nothing worse than bared teeth from the pit bulls employed
as staff. Still, he found himself wondering if he should call Shapiro by
some title – what title? – if he should sit with his hands folded, if he really
were about to pee himself: “Hello, Dr. Shapiro, I’m Professor Wallings,
actually Fred’s brother, and please don’t judge me or my brother by the
wet crotch – just the water fountain, forgot how to squirt it, very powerful
geyser you got there, not that it’s your fault, of course, and anyhow I’m
here to talk about my brother . . .” Wally figured it couldn’t be as bad as
that and decided he’d be better off not rehearsing. So he looked around
at the walls, trying to see what had changed. Nothing? Everything? He
was just about to see if he could relax by mentally undressing the staff,
when a man hustled through the turnstile blocking the inner office and
was on Wally so fast that he didn’t have time to get all the way up. The
man grabbed his hand and shook it as he helped pull him to vertical.
They were inside his office before Wally knew what hit him.
Deciding he could avoid the awkwardness of preliminaries by plunging in
medias res, he blurted: “Dr. Shapiro, I realize it isn’t usual to have
brothers coming in to plead for their siblings and I know you’ve seen my
parents, probably several times, but I’m here to ask for mercy for Fred,
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beg for him if need be. He’s not a violent person, really he’s not, and I’m
sure he’s not an ongoing threat to Coach Ferguson.”
To Wally’s surprise, Shapiro looked amused and even mumbled
something that sounded affable – like “Well, worse things could – ” or
“Well, wish he could – ”, but then caught himself, heaved, and inhaled
loudly in a slightly more principally fashion.
“It’s good of you to come in. We’re always glad to see family
members about their concerns – any family members. It’s what we’re
here for. We can’t do our job if we hide in a cave.” He seemed to forget
where he was, almost to regard that speech as settling everything. But
then he went on, “I don’t know Fred well, but we cannot have students
assaulting teachers” – – he saw that Wally was about to protest and ran
over him – – – “or striking them.” He paused and looked at Wally: “No
matter what the provocation.”
Wally appreciated the generosity. They were playing out a script
now, handing one another broad cues. It was like being inside a musical
comedy, with complaisant lines, lilting tunes, and the guarantee of an
agreeable ending.
“Of course you’re right, exactly right. That’s the central issue, I
agree. But I don’t think you’d disagree that it’d be best if there were no
assaulting or striking in your school at all, none of any kind. It’d be a fine
model for students, especially those who may be a bit immature or
impetuous – like Fred.”
“You don’t know how fully I do agree with you, Professor
Wallings.” He paused, and then: “I imagine we feel pretty much the
same about this, really.”
“That’s good. Of course I love Fred, and there’s no reason you
should.” Wally couldn’t believe he had said that and wondered how to
cover himself.
But Shapiro only looked at him. He had very kindly eyes. Finally he
said, “What do you say we treat this as a suspension, a suspension that
ended today?”
“The expulsion was just in funsies.”
“Right. One thing about being principal is that you get to control
the reality. I’ll just go into the records and change history. In fact, I’ll
treat it as an internal matter, which means it won’t go on his record at
all.”
“Whooo-eee! That’s just wonderful. What argument did I make that
was so effective?”
“I don’t recall you making any argument.”
“We can pretend I did?”
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“You can if you like. When I heard you were coming in, I realized
that I’d been dumb in the first place – so in a way it was you who did it,
made me think about why I’d been feeling so bad.”
“You were shaking in your boots at the thought of me stalking in
here raising hell.”
“You’re a very formidable person. But the truth is I’m new at this
and somehow it came into my head that I’d better support my teachers.
You know, it’s a maxim: the good principal stands behind his teachers.
I’m seeing that’s bullshit.”
“I’m glad Fred’s here. I couldn’t talk you into taking an interest in
his further dilemmas, could I? Seems he has this confusion about his
developing sexuality.”
“So do I. Afraid I’m not the man.”
“You’re the man, OK. I’ll get out of here and go create the best
story I can of how I rescued my brother.”
“I will deny everything. ‘Deny everything’: there’s a maxim that isn’t
bullshit.”
Darlene had made herself readily, cheerily available for an evening’s
chat on Friday, though she too – it seemed to be a local superstition – regarded eating out as unthinkable (had she always felt that way?): “Oh,
pick me up after dinner and we’ll go wherever you like. You want to be
with your family for dinner, and we’ll have all evening.”
Given the hour of Wally’s family dining (and Darlene’s too), that did
leave most of the evening. He was at her door at only a few minutes after
7. But where Wally wanted to go (the bowling alley or the movies)
Darlene, it turned out, did not, preferring, she said, a place where they
could talk. Wally was immediately hit – he could feel the waves of highvoltage tingles coursing downward over his body – with the certainty that
what he had most hoped for was about to happen: Darlene was going to
take the situation in hand and tell him what was past and passing and to
come. Faced with what he wanted most, he felt sick.
Luckily, the waiter – “It’s me, Steve! I’ll be attending to all your
needs tonight. All rum drinks half-price!” – intruded just as Darlene (he
could tell) was about to make her first incision. Wally fiddled with Steve
as long as he could (You have Iron City? It’s a Pittsburgh beer. Iron City.
You should get it – tell your boss. Yeah, Iron City – it’s very good) before
ordering a Strohs. He then looked closely at Darlene and realized, as he
did every time he saw her, that she was unduly attractive, not so much
pretty as handsome. She had light coloring but dark eyes and eyebrows,
and she never looked anywhere but straight at you when she talked.
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Wally, for the thousandth time, wondered why he didn’t remember
between sightings that she was so handsome.
I don’t think there’s any mystery – about why Wally finds
her repugnant.
He doesn’t find her repugnant. He finds her attractive. I
just said so.
But it’s the sort of attractive that is subtly repellant, and I
can tell you why. She’s handsome like Gregory Peck, and no
one wants to have Gregory Peck staring at them and telling
them what’s what. That’s why he’s sick of her.
You have it wrong.
What is it I have wrong?
You don’t have anything right.
It’s a mistake to start describing things. You go the whole
novel not describing anything and then start. Big mistake.
Doubtless. But don’t get huffy. You get that way when you
lose weight.
That’s so. I’m happier going up than down.
Wally decided to order a side car. He’d often wondered what they
were –
Sorry, but he ordered a Strohs, I think. They’ve already
ordered and he ordered a Strohs. Darlene is about to speak.
Oh yeah. I forgot where I was. I always have been curious
about side cars.
Wally decided he was glad he’d ordered a Strohs instead of a side
car – what was a side car? – and turned his attention to Darlene’s black
eyes and brows, framed by her short blond hair.
“Wally, it’s this simple: our friendship is intimate but will never be
an intimacy. We will love one another, but we both know we’re not ever
going to be lovers. You know this as well as I, but you feel guilty about it
and it’s confusing you, maybe fouling up other parts of your life.”
She paused, but she wasn’t done; so Wally kept quiet: “It’s
complicated by the fact that childhood buddies and sweethearts are
supposed to drift apart, get over it, and we haven’t. Wally, if we tried to
make love, it’d seem to both of us that we were playing doctor. I wonder
if we ever did that? I suppose so.”
Again she paused, but again Wally knew to wait: “Then, I’ve been
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around your family so much that anything between us would seem like
incest. What with one thing and another, we have gone so far down this
road we’re on that to become romantically involved we’d have to retrace
and find another. Maybe we got lost somewhere back there. But now
what we’d have to do is find that old map. That’d be too hard.”
Another pause. “And I don’t want it to turn up. Neither do you. I
don’t know if we like where we are – but that’s where we are.”
Wally didn’t protest, didn’t speak for a minute, then said, “Yes.” He
was surprised that he felt no relief. He felt a heavy sadness. Darlene
excused herself, slid out of the booth, the cheap red vinyl seat, and
walked resolutely, without much quickness, toward the green-and-white
rest-room signs.
The Saturday afternoon celebration with Darlene and Fred had
been less peculiar than Wally had anticipated, their tour through the
cavernous, molting Natural History Museum being absurd enough to
delight Fred and, to all appearances, Darlene too. The Saturday night
steak eating was even more surprising. As family outings went, it was by
far the best Wally could remember. Both Fred and his father seemed to
be shoving themselves toward mutual friendliness; and though there was
some strain, not much.
Afterwards, it was understood that Wally and Fred would have some
time together. Wanting to extend it, Wally took Fred to an all-night
diner, discovering soon afterwards that they didn’t have many pressing
issues before them. Fred refused to believe that Shapiro wasn’t a dick or
that Wally hadn’t “twisted him right around your little finger, just like a
fucking pretzel.” Wally wasn’t sorry that Fred would have no other
version of the story.
“Well, Wally, and on the cocksucking front, what did you want to
say to me? That hasn’t come up yet.”
“Fred, I’m glad you raised that issue. I do have a thing or two to say
about it, a thing or two you’d profit by if you’ll attend closely. If you
don’t attend closely you’ll have a life of misery – followed by eternal
damnation.”
“Oh I’ll attend closely.”
“Here’s what I have to say: whatever feels good, do it.”
“Whatever feels good, do it? What if it’d feel good to mount that
waitress over there? Or that busboy, more like it. That busboy is my type,
he really is. What do you think?”
“What do I think? I agree with you. In this case, I’d prefer the
busboy to the waitress. In this case.”
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Fred laughed but stopped when he saw that Wally wasn’t smiling.
“You would?”
“Yes. Fred, what I just offered was a little parable.”
Fred looked grave: “Yes.”
“You may never have these things settled, that’s what I mean. I
don’t think sexual confusion or whatever is some stage you outgrow. I
think most of the males I know are confused – yes I do. I think they stay
confused at age 80. I think males are confused, as I said. I know I am.
Maybe women are too, but they don’t seem to be, the ones I know.”
Fred smiled and, amazingly, said nothing.
“So you live with your confusion and don’t worry that it doesn’t
clear up. Maybe you’re not confused though.”
“Maybe not. I didn’t know I was. But I can see you are, and I can
help. I’ve got these lectures on tape and some pamphlets they gave us at
school. You need them more than me.”
“Thanks. And maybe I could talk with my mother too. A boy’s best
friend is his mother.”
“She knows all about sex. Between her and your landlady, they’ll
straighten you out.”
“I hope not.”
Fred giggled.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
At the end of a week back in Pittsburgh, Wally had made few
advances on his schemes to reorder those about him: curing Mrs. Prince,
rescuing Raymond from the IRS, vindicating Arthur, protecting Benny.
The singing had progressed nicely, not as singing actually, but as plans to
be singing once the season started, which was – sometime in a season not
yet upon them. Wally had been so nervous about the audition, he hadn’t
listened very closely to the details, concentrating so nervously on the sight
reading he was asked to do he managed to sing even more poorly, he
thought, than usual. But more poorly was good enough and he was
signed up on the spot, by gum. Still, as no concerts or whatever was to
trasnpire had transpired, he could hardly count that as an
accomplishment.
What he had managed to do was write a letter to the Pittsburgh
Press and get it published. His letter responded to a series the paper was
running called, “The Revival of Christmas.” Deciding to combat its
unrelieved dulcet honey-humming with something more robust (and
having sense enough to avoid sarcasm, which no one ever understood),
Wally had decided restraint was his enemy:

December 1
To the Editor:
The recent series on “The Revival of Christmas” (Nov. 27-30) might
pass as quaint or at least no worse than puerile were the history of lies
and impositions that constitute Christianity less smelly. As it is,
however, you are ushering in the season of fluff with one more invitation to ignore the truth.
How can you fail to acknowledge that Christmas is a debased and
sorry form of a once-proud festival held to ward off the blackness? Early
peoples, long before Christianity, squandered their good and their
courage into a winter-solstice holiday, meant both to propitiate the
powers of death and to stand against them. With stoic defiance, these
people gave no thanks, worshipped nothing. They stood together to
battle the dark, the coming of the end.
The downward slide from a pagan fire-dance to cringing before a
puffed-up deity should be obvious. But it is not too late to reject that
cowardice and return to the enlightened life of our pre-Christian
ancestors. I call upon the Press to recognize and foster a life-giving
Renaissance. Hoist us out of the muck of Bethlehem’s stables and show
us the way back to the caves of vitality.
I hear there are caverns over by East Liverpool.
Faithfully,
W. Wallings
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“Wallings, I know you have class in an hour, but could you wedge in
a coffee, do you thong? I’ll bring the smokes.”
Wally was in the coffee-room with Slauwne and twenty minutes into
a most amiable conversation before he knew what hit him. He had even
smoked one of Slauwne’s Kuwaitian cigarettes.
So, Kuwait produces cigarettes.
I know they do. Slauwne had them.
How do you mean, Slauwne had them? Isn’t Kuwait all
desert?
Ask Slauwne, not me.
“And Wallings, lest I forget, I applaud you for that sly little letter
you sent out among the natives. Supreme, supreme!” Slauwne actually
made patty-pat clapping motions, flapping his wrists back and forth and
smiling archly.
“Thanks, Arthur. I doubt if I’ll make many converts.”
“To your cave cult? I wouldn’t be too sure. Depends on what sort of
rites you’re offering, I should thong. You’ve had extraordinary success, so
I hear, getting followers for a ceremony I would have judged far less
attractive.”
“What?”
“Was I being oblique? Do pardon me. Punish me, if you must. I was
referring to your theory sessions, dear. Surely if you can draw them in for
that, it’d be duck soup getting the tribes to frolic before the Bear
Goddess.”
Wally was suddenly struck that it had been terribly rude never to
invite Slauwne to the theory group, that he had certainly been hurt by
being left out, that he was hinting now at his need for companionship,
even his need for theory: “Arthur, why don’t you join us? We’d love to
have you, you know. This Thursday we’re doing Foucault. Do come.”
“How kind!” Slauwne said after only a flicker of a pause, “I would
love that, love it dearly-dearly. You think I’m not an utter castaway in
these matters then, that there’s hope for me? I’ve never been top of the
class with such things.” He paused again: “The truth is, Wally, I’m afraid
of it.”
That was all Wally needed, “Oh, don’t be afraid. You’re brilliant.
Why Arthur – the other Arthur, you know – was petrified at first, by
modesty just like you, and now he’s really roaring. You’d bring a fresh
perspective on things.”
“Doubtless,” Slauwne said, a little dryly. “So Dean Sampson began
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with some trepidation? A sense of unworthiness – born of becoming
modesty [mawrd-aw-stee], of course. Do I misstate?”
“No. Arthur, that Arthur you know, figured he didn’t know
anything – at first – felt very stupid.”
“I see. Actually that’s sweet. Was he? – stupid, I mean?”
“Well, yeah. I mean not stupid, of course, but it took him a little bit
to catch on. Not long, though. It’s just a slightly different way of viewing
things. You won’t have any trouble.”
“That’s reassuring [reashorrrung]. So you were all willing to wait for
him not to be so stupid, were you? Sounds like a lovely group, charitable
to a fault.” He quickly went on, “I’m just trying to work up the nerve,
you understand of course, just trying to see what my own – ah – great
incapacities might be able to take on. I’m not so sure I’m as gifted as
Dean Sampson.”
“Oh hell yes you are. Arthur’s not exactly a genius.”
Wally immediately hated saying that, especially when Slauwne
actually – honest to God – narrowed his eyes and smiled like Bela
Lugosi’s Dracula, abruptly ended the meeting, and left Wally to pay for
the coffee.
He told some of this to Mrs. Prince in the hospital that evening –
“And I seem to have got sucked into being nasty to someone I care about
just to please someone I don’t, Mrs. Prince. I just seem to have got
sucked into the flow of the conversation.”
“Papa once said that you shouldn’t worry so much about your
stroke as about what lake you were swimming in. I think he had in mind
situations like yours.”
“I’m afraid so. I think now there were crocodiles in this lake and I
got dragged under. What an ass I am.”
“Well yes you are, hon, but if we didn’t allow ourselves to get
dragged under now and then, we’d spend our life on shore. You were just
trying to give old Slaw some fun.”
“I shouldn’t’ve.”
“Sure you should. It’s just that some don’t want fun and some think
the best fun is to jug others with cactus needles.”
“Old Slaw, as you call him, is a jugger, I guess. But I shouldn’t come
here and talk only about myself.”
“Better than talking about barium enemas. There’s not a lot goes on
here that’s speakable, Wally. Besides, your life’s a good one. Maybe you
should relish it more, take more helpings on your own plate. Whatda you
think? How’s Luanne?”
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“Oh, fine – I think. When will the operation be? You seem to be all
built up now.”
“That echoes my view of the matter. Hog says there are still a few
pictures he needs, so my guess is another week.”
“Pictures? Like of you?”
“Yes, like of me – dude. Like of my intestines, which is why the
enemas. You don’t know these details, do you?”
“No. Hog just talks in general terms.”
“I know, but I threatened to expose him unless he told me, so he
did. What they do is cut me open, slap all my guts out on the table, hack
off the cancer and the tubing around it, splice the intestine back together,
stuff what’s left inside me again, and then sew me up like a sack. It’s like
the street crews digging holes to take out the rotted sewer lines, only in
my case they don’t put in new ones. I guess I can do as well with 35 miles
of gut as with 40. But tell me about Luanne. What have you two been up
to? Been tracing over them campus maps again, finding all the hidden
groves of love?”
Later, as Wally walked down the shrill-white dismal corridors, he
allowed himself to register some of the shock and fear he felt for his
friend. This cancer seemed to have grown with the shortening days, the
dying sun.
“Professor Wallings, class, arrives today at an especially opportune
moment, just as we embark on our class project. You see, Professor
Wallings,” she continued, speaking to him as if he were an unusually dim
(and deaf) 5-year-old, “we have each year a special class project.” She
paused and beamed at Wally.
“That’s nice,” he said, trying not to look at her, and certainly not at
Mark or Amelia. “I’m very glad.” The conversation was being shared
deliberately with the entire class as a form of education, a very valuable
form. Not only would they hear (for the fortieth time) about the special
class project, but they would see how adults, intelligent adults, talked to
one another, held forth on important items by declamatory mutual
shouting.
“Yes. Well each year my class devises a special project and carries it
out, carries it out on its own time, after school. Apart from the planning,
no school time is devoted to the special project. The planning is itself
highly educational.”
“Yes it is,” Wally said.
“Ms. Smith, when are we going to get this education in planning? I
don’t know nothing about planning.”
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“Mark, you’d just better be on your best behavior today. A little bird
told me we are about to be going off on our own in special groups to do
what is called brainstorming about this year’s project. So, class, put on
your thinking caps. Put them right on!”
The upshot was that Wally was appointed special brainstorming
consultant to the special groups devising ideas – “birthing conceptions” –
for the special project, worming his way from special twosome to
twosome – “Pairs work well, but threesomes do not fit in my scheme”—
scattered throughout the building and even the grounds outside – “They
need the stimulus of some air about them, blank space,” according to Ms.
Smith. He shortly found his way to Mark and Amelia, sitting on the steps
leading downstairs to the basement rest-rooms.
He had already learned that the special project was—oh boy! – a
yearly money-making scheme, that it had in the past involved nothing
more inventive than door-to-door hawkings, that the earlier candy sales
had been but a warmup (not, for some reason, the “special project”), that
the money which might have been used for a worthy pedagogical
purpose like a party or trip had instead been thrown away on a plaque
(an “Orca trophy” Mark said) to join the ten others in the hall outside the
room, undebatable testaments to a decade of stunning successes that had
been Ms. Smith’s career at Woodrow Wilson Elementary.
“Well, what do you two think should be our own little special
project this year, eh? Do you have your thinking caps on? Minding your
Ps and Qs? Ready to give birth?”
“We got this great idea,” said Mark, “don’t we Amelia?”
“Don’t tell him!” Amelia giggled.
“We’re going to do this calendar and sell it to the child-molesters,
see? Kid of the month. Amelia’s the kid for June – .”
“Mark’s going to do bare-butt for January.”
“I’m going out in the snow and drop my pants. And Amelia has
these see-through panties for June.”
Wally was one-eighth amused but the rest embarrassed by this talk.
Both kids sensed that and let him have it.
“You wanta see? Free preview! You can be the photographer. Come
on Amelia.”
Before Wally could even find anything to say, Mark had somehow
got himself into mooning position with his pants pulled way down and
Amelia was pretending (only that, thank God) to slither out of her slacks,
putting her thumbs in the waistband without actually pushing southward.
“Mark, get dressed! Don’t do it Amelia! What if someone came by?”
Wally hissed, just as someone came by, two very small kids on their way
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to the toilets, who stopped and stared open-mouthed at Mark’s butt,
about 18 inches away from them. Mark didn’t see them at first and didn’t
bother to pull up his clothes when he did.
He just turned around, grabbed the two kids by the arms, leaned
close and looked menacing: “If you little shits say anything about this,
we’ll rip your clothes up and make you go around naked all day.”
The kids giggled and pulled away, running down the steps and
obviously in no way concerned. One of them, a Shirley-Temple lookalike, turned on the way and gave Mark the finger, then tee-heed and
sprinted on her way, as Mark feinted after her.
While Mark was re-covering himself, Wally turned to Amelia and
asked about Benny.
“He’s been absent all week. He’s sick. I went over to his house
yesterday to take him his work from school. He’s sick, I guess. He looked
OK.”
“I think he’s just sad,” Wally said.
Amelia only looked at him.
Wally suddenly let loose. “Oh Amelia, there’s so much trouble now.
Benny’s father is a pig and I don’t know what to do. And Mrs. Prince,
you remember her?”
Amelia nodded.
“She’s going to have this awful operation, and you know about
Kelly’s drugstore problems we’ve been doing the Sunday deliveries for,
and you remember Arthur Sampson from across the street?”
“Dean? I thought his name was Dean.”
“Oh yeah, it is in a way. Well he’s in trouble too – at school – at the
university. And I don’t know what to do. It’s not his fault. He’s being –
framed by these bad guys. He really is. I don’t know what to do. What
should I do?”
As he looked at Amelia and over at Mark, it didn’t seem at all
absurd to be asking them.
“What about you?” Amelia said.
“What?”
“What about you, Rocko? You’re in the big house too. It’s not like
you aren’t serving time. They might even fry you.”
Wally started to say something and then stopped. He looked at
Amelia. “You mean we’re all in this prison? I’m not the warden. I’m not
on the outside?”
“No,” Amelia said without missing a beat, “I mean what about
you?”
Wally looked at her and felt something inside him collapse. Mark
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leaned imperceptibly toward him and patted his bicep. Amelia waited a
second and then hugged him, reaching up and circling him at the bottom
of his rib cage. She was very small.
What’s the operation called?
What?
Mrs. Prince’s. The operation, what’s it called?
I don’t know, a colon resection, I think.
Not a colon thing then. I mean, you know, a colonorama,
colonitisradiation-cutmeyup. She won’t have one of those
bags?
Have you been following at all this last scene?
Oh sure. Yes I have. Will she have one of those bags?
No bag.
Good.
“That’s sort of a letdown, don’t you think, Professor?”
“Well, Mary, yeah I do. I agree with you.”
“I mean it’s like after he gets Pickwick out of the Fleet he has
nothing to do with him until the end of the novel, so he has this lame
stuff, making fun of women and all. It’s like we were back at the
beginning.”
“I don’t think it’s quite that bad, Mary.”
“Yes it is, Franco. There’s even more crap about widows and all
these old bachelors marrying these giggling girls.”
Wally let them go on and run themselves out, nodding now and
then as if he were participating. The class was nearly over and Pickwick
as well, just one more episode. Even Hardy and George Eliot and
Thackeray (much less the soppy Brontes) had been unable to dislodge the
class’s main interest in the week-by-week doings of the Pickwickians and
the Wellers. Mary and Franco now appeared after class at least as
regularly as the Pickwick installments to air their views on thematic,
formal, and (especially) ideological matters.
Finally they resolved things between them or just clarified their way
of disagreeing: Wally couldn’t have said which, being so distracted he
could not attend even to the doings of these friends. They both seemed to
notice at the same time. Oddly it was Franco who touched him, putting
an arm around his shoulder as if they were old army buddies.
“Are you OK, Professor? It isn’t something we said, is it? We both
really like the novel, you know, and the class – and – ”
“You,” Mary added, as if there were any need.
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“Oh,” Wally said, “did I look vacant or something? I’m sorry. I was
just thinking of what you said. I was just concentrating, I guess.”
“Sure you were, like what we were saying was all that tough to
follow,” Franco said. “But what really is wrong Professor? You can tell
us. Marxists are the best therapists. You wouldn’t think it, but we are. It’s
ideologically inconsistent, but fuck that.”
Mary nodded and touched his shoulder. So Wally did, told them all
about Fred and Mrs. Prince, Raymond and Benny, far more than he
should have let out about Arthur and intimate department business.
“Gee, that’s too bad,” Mary said, looking just slightly puzzled, “all
those problems.”
“Yeah, your landlady and your neighbor and your brother and the
guy who runs the drugstore down the street and a kid you play football
with: that’s too bad.” Franco too seemed a little disappointed, as if he
had been hoping for something more, Wally thought, something more
catastrophic. They quickly recovered, though, gave him more arm-pats
and affable words, and left.
“So you think they’ll make the playoffs?” Wally growled through a
jumbo mouthful of Toni’s terrific (seasoned salt and romano cheese)
popcorn.
“Day off? Why would I take the day off? What day?”
Wally choked down the whole batch: “I’m sorry. The playoffs. Do
you think they’ll make the playoffs? They look very good, don’t you
think?” He pointed toward the television set, just to avoid further
confusion, adding “the Steelers” so as to leave no doubt.
“No, I don’t. They look OK against this Denver outfit, but Denver
never plays worth a damn when they get down to normal altitude and
especially against a team that can block and tackle. The Steelers learn to
do that every year, after about seven games. They’d have to beat
Houston next week in the dome for a wild-card spot, and I’d not bet on
that.”
“Me either,” Wally said, as if he knew anything. What he knew was
that it was great fun watching these endless sporting events with Toni
and sometimes (on an unpredictable schedule) necking afterwards or at
half-time (between innings, during commercials, through post-game
interviews). Wally often had to feign both sports-knowledge and interest,
knowledge especially, since Toni really knew and cared. Today, however,
it was Toni who seemed sidetracked, barely following the Steelers’ steady
cold-weather, low-altitude gnashing of their light-weight opponents.
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Will she have a long recovery period?
Toni’s just thinking of something else, not following the
game too closely. It’s not an exciting game; and even though
the Steelers are winning, they have this rough game coming
up the following week, which makes their playoff hopes....
Mrs. Prince. Not baseball, Mrs. Prince.
Baseball? Mrs. Prince was pages back. You’re obsessed
with this operation.
But the recovery period, will it be . . .
No. Very short. She’ll recover at home and in the jacuzzi.
I wouldn’t think the jacuzzi would be the thing after that
particular operation – stitches and such. You mind if I sit in
that recliner a while?
“Wally, what’s going on with Arthur and Diane? They don’t seem
so good.” Toni’s question came during one of the twelve-minute commercial breaks that punctuated, after every second play, the climax of the
game.
Immediately erasing the game from his blackboard, Wally poured
out the story of Arthur and then began on Mrs. Prince.
“Yes, I saw her yesterday,” Toni said. “I guess the surgery’s
Tuesday. You know that operation was first developed at Auschwitz?
Mrs. Prince was telling me all about it.”
“You saw her?”
“Yeah. We became good friends, thanks to you and your car.”
Wally adjusted quickly to this, and then, in an instant, to Toni’s
equally intimate knowledge of the problems of Raymond (she was friends
with Rita) and Benny (friends with Penny Badgely).
He at once did a cannon-ball into that lake of troubles, filling her in
on Fred as he went through the air. He talked so long he occupied both
the rest of the game and the follow-up interview – “Well, Wayne, that
was a big catch, right?” – “Thanks, Tom.” – “How did you feel when
you made that catch?” – “Felt real good Tom, real good. I was ready for
that one. Ha ha.” – “Do you think you can beat the Oilers in the dome?”
– "We’ll be ready, Tom. If everybody does his job, we’ll be right in there.
Just stick to our job, keep focussed, do the things we know we have to do.
It’s just another game to us. We just all have to do our job and then we’ll
be ready.”
By the time he had finished, the Sunday matinee (delayed) had
begun and Tony Randall was having the darndest time with this lion (yes
a lion!) who kept getting into the kitchen and upsetting the red and white
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flour containers all over everything and driving Tony Randall to cute
distraction. Toni had listened to everyone’s troubles, saying nothing, so
Wally finished – paused for a reaction.
“It’s awful, don’t you think?” he finally said.
“Well, Wally, I think Arthur’s business sounds awful.”
“Yeah, isn’t it? And the rest too.” She was silent. “Don’t you think?”
“I don’t really know, Wally.” She paused. “I think Mrs. Prince will
be OK. I think Fred, from what you say, will be OK. I don’t know about
Raymond or Penny’s boy. They’ll work it out as they will – or not.”
“Yeah,” Wally said.
“I love her. I really do!”
“Maybe she’ll love you too, Blalock, once she knows,” Smithson
said, quite coolly.
Wally was as excited as Blalock but held his peace.
“What she said was, ‘Look at your own.’ That’s all she said,”
Smithson repeated. “She just said, ‘Look at your own.’”
“I love that Martha. She’s handed us the solution on a fucking silver
platter, right on a god-damn fucking silver platter. I’m going to ask her to
marry me.”
“That’ll be her reward, Blalock,” Smithson said, “but I don’t think
our work’s over.”
“Oh no!” Blalock said, “I didn’t mean that. It’s right there on the
silver platter, but we have to – – pick it up and all. I didn’t say it’d be
easy.” He seemed a little hurt by Smithson’s tone, but he went on: “I
think she meant we should look at our own merit evaluation from last
spring. She is saying that we are the ones Arthur forged. See! That’ll tell
us what we need to know, show us how Arthur forged them and all.
Right on the silver platter.”
Even Wally now saw why Smithson was annoyed and said so:
“Blalock you ass! We aren’t trying to get evidence on Arthur. Of course
he didn’t forge anything. It’s Martin keeps talking about forgery. Why
would we want to get the particulars of Arthur’s forgery, since he didn’t
forge anything?”
Smithson meanwhile was intent on a document he had spread out
on the cafeteria table and, without looking up, snapped, “Blalock, give
me your merit report.” He studied both for several more minutes while
Wally and Blalock fidgeted together. Finally, Smithson said, “I’ll be
damned. Listen to this”:
But it is in his teaching that his characteristic excellences are perhaps
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most apparent. Unlike, we regret to say, those of his colleagues who are
content to dole out maximum misinformation with minimum effort,
Professor Smithson offers rigor instead of ego-soothing; precision, not
60s platitudes. And his enthusiasm is wonderfully contagious, making
possible a supportive classroom atmosphere.

“What do you think of that?” Smithson asked.
“You’re a good teacher?” Blalock said, mystified.
“No! The prose.” Smithson seemed pleased Blalock had missed the
point.
“Well, “ Wally said, “it’s contradictory as hell: “first it talks about
how austere and demanding you are and then makes you sound like Mr.
Chips. It’s very odd.”
“It’s sneering too,” Blalock added, now looking at it. “It seems
contemptuous of the students you’re teaching so damned well – and it’s
sure as hell contemptuous of the rest of us: ‘maximum misinformation
with minimum effort.’”
“And Arthur wrote that, right? Wrote it to get me a raise?”
“No!” Both Wally and Blalock said, beginning to see.
“Look at yours, Blalock”:
Professor Blalock, though still at an early stage in his career, has forged
the basis of an international reputation through a series of essays
[“Two!” Blalock snorted] as superior to the general run of such things
in conception as in execution. While he may be hazarding much by
venturing into the world of contemporary scholarship, where bloom the
poisonous plants of empty “theoretical” jargon, armed only with his
limpid and stylish prose, we are confident that sanity will return, even
to literary criticism, I should suppose.

“Slauwne!” Wally and Blalock now saw all, but realized it was
Smithson’s due to unfold it all:
“Mine is probably all Martin. The dead prose and the craven
qualifications give him away – ’his characteristics are perhaps most
apparent’ – only Martin could write that. And then the sneers and the
lunatic loathing of the 60s, of students, of his colleagues, of his own
pecker! But then he suddenly remembers, you see, that Arthur is
supposed to be writing this and adds a sentence he thinks is all soft and
Arthur-like, that last one about being supportive and enthused. And
Blalock’s is Slauwne all the way – no disguises at all.”
“Limpid and stylish prose, though, don’t you thong?” Wally said.
“We got ‘em! Those witless fuckers! They forge this stuff and think they

285

James R. Kincaid
can load it on Arthur. Whoooee! We got ‘em. They forged the forgeries!”
Blalock also cheered, even more loudly, attracting the attention of
students at surrounding tables and the sullen cashier, who disapproved of
everything around her, most especially noise.
“It’s clear as day. I’ll bet all the documents look like this. All the
ones of Arthur’s special friends, which is most of the department. They
only this week became available, which is one odd thing. But the prose is
the clincher. We got ‘em!”
“There is something I admire, though, about that Slauwne,”
Smithson said.
“What!?” Wally and Blalock both said in disbelief.
“Look at what he said Blalock was doing, forging a reputation.
That’s a pretty classy pun right in the middle of a forgery they’re going to
try to pin on Arthur. Don’t you see? It’s a double forgery that talks about
forging, a triple fucking play!”
That’s a hell of a mystery, very complicated in its way.
For someone who can’t hold in mind the plot of Oliver Twist,
you concocted a genuine complication.
I don’t think it’s very complicated.
Well, not so complicated maybe as it is odd. Maybe too
odd.
I think so too.
Despite the cold, Wally decided he’d try to walk off Sally’s fish
stroganoff, a ghastly-sounding dish that was actually so good he’d
downed a full two pounds of it. He felt like Falstaff, lugging his guts
around, though Falstaff didn’t have to deal with Pittsburgh’s slippery
sidewalks. After a few minutes, Wally had warmed up some, found an
anxiety-free way of walking heel first, and settled into an easy rhythm;
enjoying the brisk air and the decorations in nearly every window. They
were pleasingly out-of-fashion decorations in most cases: electric candles
in cellophane wreaths, paper cut-outs, scenes painted with glass cleaner.
The exuberance of having blown apart the Loomis-Slauwne scheme
was still on him, and it gave him the charge he needed to move to still
other problems. First Fred and now Arthur! He had a positive genius for
this! He withdrew that thought just as soon as he formulated it.
All the same, he began twiddling with Raymond’s IRS dilemma, the
most intractable of all. Raymond was hopelessly stubborn, self-contained
but not self-sufficient, hard-working to little purpose, shrewd in matters
unlikely to touch the heart of his troubles. Wally felt better having put
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things so neatly.
Are we going to have much of this interior monologue?
I hope not. It’s hell to write.
Worse to read.
Maybe the thing to do was to accept Selma’s analysis as the starting
point: root the solution in the problem. So: what Selma had said was that
bake sales and bowleramas couldn’t help a neighborhood business survive where neighborhoods themselves were vanishing and where
commerce was shifting. Where to? To malls. So, making the problem the
solution, you gotta move where the money is. Sell the current place, settle
with the feds, and move the business out there to one of the big malls.
That might mean dropping the drugs, since the big malls probably had
equally big discount drug houses already in them. But cards and candles,
ceramic animals always seemed to sell well, and magazines, and Raymond certainly had a fondness for stuffed animals. Surely he could get a
good price for the present store........Oops. His present store was also his
house – but sort of detached. Well . . . . .
Remodel the store part, then, as an apartment. Toni could do it
with the proceeds from all the church activities. Then rent it out. The
rent income could pay the lease for the mall spot. No more problems!
Now Benny. He no sooner said the word than the solution hit him.
Adopt him! The problem’s his father? Well then, change fathers! Same
principal as with Raymond: make the problem the solution. Location’s
bad, change it; father’s bad, change it. He’d talk to Penny about
arranging it – – about adopting Benny as a kind of co-partner, just like
they had been co-coaches. That’s all it’d be. No marriage or anything, no
moving in together, no sex. Just get rid of the bad father and substitute
Wally. A good father. Wally knew he’d be a good father.
He was so excited he forgot the theory group had been moved to
Thursday, that this was Thursday, and that he had about 3 minutes to
get to Arthur and Diane and tell them everything before the others
arrived. But he made it, all panting and jabbering, but a very solemn
Diane cut him short:
“When’s Mrs. Prince’s operation?”
“The 12th, she thinks. Yeah, the 12th. As of now.”
“That’s next Tuesday. They sure are taking their time.”
“Yes, but they know best. Anyhow – ”
“I wish you’d let me know when you find out these details. Please –
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just let me know.”
Wally registered dimly that Diane seemed bothered by him, but he
didn’t register it very firmly, anxious as he was to get on with his newsreporting.
“Oh I will. I’ll let you know. But Diane! You know what?” In his
hurried excitement and fervent wish that only she should hear this, his
whisper had become a hiss. “Arthur isn’t here right now, right? Upstairs
or something? Well, Smithson, Blalock, and I got these documents and
took them over to the cafeteria – last year’s merit reports, and they’re the
ones Arthur’s supposed to have forged. Martha did it. She told Smithson,
‘Just look at your own.’ Get it? ‘Just look at your own.’ So we did.” He
paused.
“You three went over to the cafeteria to look at your own – because
Martha told you to.”
“Sorry. I’m not being clear. Our merit reports. We looked at those.
Well, Smithson and Blalock’s. I didn’t have one. I wasn’t here.”
“But had you been, it’d been a dandy.”
“Sure. But what we found out is what I wanted to tell you. We got
‘em. We got those bastards. They forged the reports so it’d look like
Arthur did it.”
Diane nodded, “Uh-huh,” as if he had just informed her that it was,
in very truth, Thursday here in Pittsburgh and that the sun had gone
down.
“That’s it then! You see? They just went and forged the things and
tried to blame it on Arthur. And you can tell right off from the documents. It’s all there plain as day. Blalock says he loves Martha for it.
Martin did Smithson’s and Slauwne did Blalock’s – the forgeries, I
mean.”
“You can tell that, can you?”
“Plain as day. Just as plain as the nose on your face. Plainer.
Nobody else writes that way.”
“Wally, you don’t have them at all. You’re right about the reports,
but this stylistic evidence isn’t worth a turd.
“It isn’t?” He shrivelled almost instantly.
“It’s internal evidence, a matter of opinion only. Also, if they did this
recently, to get back at Arthur, how did they forge last spring’s merit
reviews? Slauwne wasn’t even here.”
Wally just stared at her and then remembered: “Oh, but the
documents just turned up or something, Smithson said, only available
this week . . . I guess that doesn’t matter . . . does it? . . . last spring’s
review . . . yeah, I see . . . But it really is plain – – ”
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“As my Roman nose, I know, Wally. But that’s no help at all.”
“What’s no help? You two talking about refreshments? Did Wally
bring more of that marshmallow salad with the nuts? That’s my
favorite!”
Arthur’s entry forced them both to realign themselves. For Wally, it
was grunting, sweaty work climbing back up the sides of the deep pit into
which Diane had cast him. And Diane too, he sensed, had no easy time
being chipper.
But Arthur was even more than usual his jolly innkeeper self, his
heartiness having about it a clumsy jaggedness, an inability to find
exactly the right lines, that moved Wally greatly. Was Arthur so radiant
because he had heard of Smithson’s and company’s detection – and was
Diane wrong about how it wasn’t worth a turd? Wally was puzzled,
stung, still hopeful, disappointed, anxious, and oddly guilt-haunted all at
once.
And the theory group, now unluckily onto Marxism, provided
nothing in the way of diverting clarity. Only Luanne and Madelina
VanDoon seemed to have anything even a wildly generous observer
might call sophistication on the subject, the rest bringing to the discussion
only the feeblest and most common tools of settled misinformation. They
made it through harmoniously enough, though, and Wally was about to
make an exit when Diane signaled him into the kitchen.
Wally felt a rush of warm self-assurance: she had changed her mind,
seen the light, located the nose on her face. She would tell him that the
three of them, Smithson-Blalock-Wallings, had indeed got ‘em, the
bastards! Her face suggested none of that, though; her face seemed
locked in place, defended against the pain. She handed him a letter:
December 7
Dear Professor Sampson:
This is an informal note only, but it did seem to me that it would be
unfair not to contact you early on in these proceedings so that you
might make plans. I know you will be receiving much fuller details from
your Chair, Professor Loomis, but I thought I might offer some
suggestions and some help from another angle. I see no reason myself
why all this cannot be worked out amiably and quietly, without fuss or
noise. It will, of course, be obvious to you that there is but one course to
take in this, and I hereby offer the full assistance of my office and myself
in making your retirement as convenient and comfortable as possible.
Please contact any of my staff and we will immediately work out details.
I see no reason why any interruptions need take place in the spring
schedule or why we need to plan for your retirement before May 31.
Certainly it can be no later, but I should think you could count on your
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spring activities proceeding along normal lines. Please consult with
Professor Loomis, who will be glad to help with details and with
counsel. It only remains for me to add my very best wishes.
Warmest regards,
M. Kevin Ennis
Vice-President, Academic Affairs

Wally was so stunned he had only begun to think about a response
when Diane stopped him even from trying.
“Don’t say anything. There’s also a letter from Martin and that’s
really what I wanted you to see. I wasn’t going to show you this, but I
think I’d better have it out in the open. Arthur’s off in the bathroom and
will be there for a good twenty minutes, so we can get this done. He’s not
going to say a word and never will, but I’m afraid it will rankle within
me. It probably will anyhow, but here it is.” She was holding a letter in
her hand and seemed about to hand it to Wally. But she changed her
mind, he guessed, and drew it back. She looked at him and continued:
“The first part is all predictable Martin, pretending to take the high road
and using what he imagines is elevated prose to insist that Arthur resign
immediately. It’s this last paragraph I thought you ought to see.”
Wally read it without taking a lot of it in, his hands sweating and his
knees actually quaking – knocking. He had always thought that only
happened in cartoons. It was not a short paragraph:
Let me end by speaking to you on a collegial note, as a friend of
long standing and, I trust, a friend still, in spite of this dreadful turn of
events. I hope you will not, Arthur, distress yourself and all of us who
have felt so warmly about you over the years by dragging us through
appeals or indeed any public exposures of this. The whole sordid business
is all too clear, and you would have nothing to gain, even if appeals are
possible (which I do not believe they are, under our rules). Also, though it
pains me to say this, I hope you will not put your true friends in an
impossible position or, worse yet, strip from false friends their
hypocritical masks. It’s not that these cowards, two-faced and spiteful,
deserve protection themselves; but ask yourself whether you want to face
the fact that you will have virtually no support from those so willing to
desert or even to ridicule you. I offer only one example, simply to give
you a glimpse: Professor Slauwne, in conversation with Mr. Wallings,
had no choice but to hear, though he vigorously protested, a whole series
of derisive and mocking sneers directed at you. Wallings jeered at your
performance in the theory discussion, using brutal words like “stupid,”
and smirking, “Arthur’s not exactly a genius, you know.” I was shocked

290

Just Wally and Me
to hear this myself and, like you I am sure, felt more than a little inclined
to doubt the accuracy even of such a one as Professor Slauwne on these
points. But it happens that he was, quite by accident, carrying with him
during that ill-fated conversation a voice-activated tape recorder, a quite
amazing piece of technology I had not until lately been familiar with or
(to be candid) been aware of. Somehow its birth went unacknowledged
by me, unconscious as I often am of the worlds of bytes and rams others
find so absorbing. In any event, I simply doubted that Professor Slauwne
could possibly have heard what he thought he had heard. After all,
Wallings gave every appearance of being your friend; or perhaps I should
say that you made it obvious how very friendly you were toward Wallings. I will not say you perhaps bestowed your friendship unwisely,
leaving those reflections to you in your leisure hours. I will, however,
most cordially invite you to hear these tapes yourself and confirm what I
reluctantly discovered to be undeniable. Therefore, I submit to you that
it is less (or more, depending on your way of looking at it) than pointless
to think of any appeal. The support you might suppose you have, even
among those with most reason for loyalty, for gratitude, for friendship, is
simply not there. Any disturbance of the onward flow of events would
only embarrass us all without altering what I just referred to as the “flow”
of events, a flow that is inexorable and has but one destination. I leave it
at that.
“My God, Diane! “ Wally was at no loss for words now. “I know
exactly what happened.”
“I think it would be better if you didn’t say anything. I just wanted
you to see this – – see what was going on – ”
“That’s not fair. You’ve got to hear this, and I’ve got to tell Arthur
too. It’s not fair to let Loomis and Slauwne say what I said and put it
their way. That’s not fair.”
She looked at him closely. “Well, we’d better get out of here then,
since even Arthur is unlikely to require much more time in the bathroom
than he’s already taken. I’ll just go tell him we’re taking a walk – no, I’m
taking a walk. He’d worry if he knew we were together, worry that I’d
told you – which of course I have but don’t want him – oh hell, you
know. I’ll be back.”
Which she was, and as they walked she took his arm, as if his
decisiveness, lack of embarrassment, and (relative) lucidity had already
won her over.
But of course the truth was not so clean and happy as Wally might
have hoped. Perhaps she knew that.
“First of all, Martin’s telling the truth, and I suppose it is all there on

291

James R. Kincaid
Slauwne’s wonder of technology that he hides beneath his sweater when
going for coffee with colleagues he pretends to befriend.”
“I figured that, Wally – and I think you’re already a better poet than
Slauwne: ‘pretend to befriend’ is a good bit for the satiric poem I expect
you to write on all this.”
Wally noticed and in a way appreciated her kindness but was so
earnest he kept driving on as if she had said nothing: “He was asking me
about the theory group, Slauwne was, and said he’d like to join. Like a
triple-dipped idiot I believed him. He said he was afraid of theory,
though, and I believed that too, only because he’s so ignorant he should
be afraid of it. Of course I overlooked all the deep and obvious evidence I
should have gathered from everything Slauwne had ever written, said,
done, and looked like – but I just was hearing him and seeing him there
in the cafeteria as if he were a fresh, innocent, sweet-hearted guy, as if
nothing else existed or had existed. I wanted to like him and have him
like me. That’s the pathetic and ignoble truth of it. Anyhow, in order to
reassure him about theory and offer some comfort in the form of an
anecdote, I told him how Arthur was worried about it at first and how he
thought, Arthur did, he was stupid. I remember that because Slauwne
caught me up on that word and made me repeat it – something like this,
Slauwne asked, ‘well, was he stupid?’ and I said, ‘yes – I mean no, not
stupid, just thought he was.’ Now let me explain all that, since what I
meant even by the first ‘yes’ was simply to reassure Slauwne. I’m quite
sure he has erased the part where I say Arthur wasn’t stupid at all. Now –
” he saw Diane was trying to say something, though he didn’t quite register her smile, her hand on his arm, the fact that she had stopped their
progress and was turning facing him; he wanted only to continue – “on
the other phrase Martin quotes, that’s harder, but try to understand. It
went, I think, something like this, where Slauwne, playing the modest
rube, was saying he didn’t know if he had the mental equipment to do
Foucault and I said, since we had been talking about Arthur and using
him as a comparison since he had like Slauwne felt initial trepidation,
you see. Where was I? Oh yes: so when Slauwne said he didn’t think he
was smart enough I did say, ‘Well Arthur’s not exactly a genius you
know.’ I remember thinking at the time that it sounded awful to put it
that way, but the tone and context, I swear to God, led me to say it,
stupid as it was. I sure don’t think Arthur’s stupid. Will he think I do or
that I’d say such a thing – outright I mean? It sounds so awful, like I was
conspiring with Slauwne. I’d shoot myself for Arthur.”
“Or mangle your foot even!”
“Diane,” Wally said, not noticing yet her tone or even her hand on
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his shoulder as they stood there – “I could have as easily said it was me
who was stupid or Luanne or Smithson or even Madelina. Hell, it would
have been easy to say you were the stupid one.”
Here she did stop him, first by laughing very loudly, then by
slapping him (not altogether lightly), and then by saying, “Wally shut the
fuck up before you offend the entire department and the whole
neighborhood too. I’m stupid too? I’ll just tell Arthur and he’ll feel good
all over.”
Wally still wasn’t fully taking in what was happening, so driven was
he by his adrenalin-pumping explanations of the conversation with
Slauwne. He did realize he’d been slapped, that Diane was laughing, and
that he’d managed to call her stupid.
“No, no. Hell! Are you laughing? I meant that I might as well call
you stupid. And you’re the least stupid person I know, but why not call
you stupid too? You see?”
“I see all too well. If you’re starting out to call people stupid, and
really get going, then why stop?”
“You’re not stupid. I’m stupid. You’re the reverse of stupid,
whatever that is.”
“Wish I had one of those sneak-machines recording this. I’d carry
that compliment with me always, play it just before I sunk into the grave.
‘The reverse of stupid’: that’s a comfort. No, Wally, I see what you mean.
I do understand. And don’t worry. Don’t worry at all. Please.”
Wally still must have looked uncertain, for Diane suddenly had tears
in her eyes as she continued: “I love you – but not nearly as fully as does
Arthur. He’ll be glad to hear that you were just took in by that Mata
Hari of a Slauwne, were victimized by your own credulity and trusting
nature.”
“Call it stupidity.”
“I think we’ve had enough of that word – dear.”
“I know Arthur and Diane are gems, Wally, and that she’s every bit
as fine as he and that they simply go about their saintly acts in a different
style. And I know too – ” Luanne hurried on, wanting to cut this short
and get to something else apparently – “that his problems are at a crisis
and that what you and your buddies discovered helps not at all.”
“Yes, and that’s not all; there’s – ”
She interrupted and clearly wasn’t about to apologize for doing so:
“Yes, there’s Fred and there’s Raymond and there’s Mrs. Prince and
there’s Penny’s little boy and for all I know there’s six pregnant students,
three suicidals, eleven misunderstoods, a gambling mailman, an alcoholic
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neighbor, a battered cafeteria worker, and a starving cat.”
“I see your point, “ Wally said quietly.
Luanne looked surprised, either at his words or his quiet.
“You think I collect these things for my own delight. No, that’s not
it. You think I collect these things in place of my own delights. Right?”
She didn’t even smile.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
I’d like to marry Diane myself – or Luanne.
I know what you mean.
You do? Yeah, I suppose you do.
“‘. . . he is invariably attended by the faithful Sam, between whom
and his master there exists a steady and reciprocal attachment which
nothing but death will terminate.’ And so ends Pickwick and so ends our
week-by-week play with it. What do you think?”
“I’m not sure what you’re looking for, but I think the ending is
pretty sad. You know, all that about death, though I guess it’s not so sad
if you think about how Sam and he will stay together and all. That’s, you
know, good.”
“I think it’s preposterous, all this male bonding. What’s Sam’s wife
supposed to do – what’s her name? Mary – while he’s off being a faithful
servant to that fat fool Pickwick? Who gets hurt in all this, and why
doesn’t Dickens care? And it’s all bourgeois wish-fulfillment anyhow, as
Franco’s been saying and Mary too, all about how male servants want
nothing more out of life than to be faithful to their masters. And then
there’s the women—and that’s even worse.”
Along with the rest of the class, Wally looked at Mary and Franco,
neither of whom, oddly, seemed eager for the attention. Finally Mary
said, “Yeah, but look there at the end just before what Professor Wallings
read: ‘The children idolize him, and so indeed does the whole
neighborhood. Every year, he repairs to a large family merry-making at
Mr. Wardle’s.’ Every year he goes, you see, like some equinox or
something, and he goes to have a party. That’s what I feel here, the tie
between him and the huge merry-making – and the children. He’s a god
of the children and of partying – a festival god.” She paused and then
added, “Of course Joan’s right about the class issue and the misogyny.
That’s right. But somehow I feel this other too, this – how you can count
on Mr. Pickwick showing up with his milk punch and his kisses and
sliding on the ice, good-hearted and making everybody happy.”
The class seemed stunned at Mary’s departure from her usual issues
and looked to Franco to correct her. He was watching Mary closely,
however, and didn’t notice for a minute that he was on stage. When he
did, he sucked his lip in and said, “I’m sorry it’s over.”
“Well, this is quite a crowd!” The little bouncer of a nurse seemed
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about to do a cartwheel, “Go Team!”, and just be so darn perky you’d
want to take her photo on the spot. “And you are all here for Mrs.
Pintz?” Her voice rose at the end of each sentence into the high registers
of cutesydom.
“Prince!” they growled back in one voice.
“Well, Mrs. Prince is under the very capable care of Dr. Morris and
will be receiving the best of – care? So, not to worry? Right? We’ll let you
know when there is word on her condition? Just relax now and don’t
worry about a thing? Is there anything any of you need at all?”
She left without waiting for an answer, luckily so, since the fourteen
people crammed into the room had all of them watched so much
network television and reread so often last year’s worst editions of People
that they could hardly manage to speak at all. And only thirteen of them
were there for Mrs. Prince, it seemed, as the fourteenth was a stranger,
some aged isolato, Bartleby himself, who had taken in his childhood to
smoking and had been for some eighty-five years paying the penalty for
that addiction with gagging, strangling coughs issued every six or so
seconds. These coughs were so much like retching and so full of promise
of disgusting emissions that not one of the others were able to fill in the
“Wheel-of-Fortune” puzzle on the screen – “_eat t_e _and” – so
crammed were they with nausea and anxiety. They were all impressed
when the ad executive from Indianapolis solved it neat as a whistle.
Wally found a voice, “That guy’s good!”
“He really is!” Rita agreed. “I thought I had it too, but I was
thinking ‘heat the sand.’”
“‘Heat the sand’?” said Blalock. “That from some poem?”
“No, stupid,” said Luanne; “it’s an injunction to the sun, a prayer
really.”
“It wasn’t supposed to be a prayer,” Wally corrected, “the guy there
said it was a phrase, a phrase not a prayer. A prayer might be something
like ‘greet the land’ or ‘bleat the lamb.’ Who would ask the almighty to
heat the sand?”
“The Bedouins would,” said Amelia, smuggled in by Selma; “the
Bedouins need very hot sand. We read that.”
“That’s right,” said Smithson; “without hot sand their business goes
straight to hell.” He began to laugh uncontrollably.
So did everyone else, Blalock rolling off his seat and onto the
disgusting floor, actually onto the feet on the slavering cougher, who had
changed the quality of his pukey garglings and may have been laughing
too.
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Vile unfeeling thing! You have Mrs. Prince going down for
the count and her friends yukking it up.
They’re punchy. They had been there for 14 hours or
something watching daytime television and getting spat on.
Naturally they laughed.
I see. They’re hysterical with fear.
Well –
“I’m glad to see you’re all enjoying yourselves.” The swine doctor
had waddled in on the middle of this without anyone noticing. They all
snapped to instant quiet, deflated and ashamed.
“Mr. Benbow?” Morris called, looking hard at Amelia. The old
hacker in the corner choked out an unintelligible response. Everyone else
sagged into a new limpness of disappointment. “Your wife,” Morris went
on, “is under the care of Dr. Abrams and is receiving the very best of
care, the very best. Dr. Abrams and I have been colleagues and friends
for a very long time, and I have the utmost respect for him. We have
often consulted together. I have called him. He has called me. You have
absolutely nothing to worry about – in terms of the care your wife is
receiving. It is the best. If anyone can help your wife, it is Dr. Abrams.
You may be sure of that. He’ll give her the best of care. So rest easy – ,”
here he looked at a card he was carrying – “Mr. Binbor.”
The other thirteen were slack-jawed at this. Why had he come out
to report on Dr. Abrams’ patient – and to report nothing at all even on
Dr. Abrams’ patient?
“And some of you must be here for Mrs. Prince, am I right?” He
seemed eager to wait for a full response. Wally thought for a minute he
was going to go round the room, allowing everyone to answer the
question and add a word or two about background, hobbies, and
unforgettable people met.
Finally and with surprising briskness: “She is out of surgery. In
recovery. Everything went wonderfully. No reason to think we didn’t get
the problem taken care of entirely. We’ll keep checking, but no reason
not to be optimistic. No visitors for 36 hours. Be home in a week.
Amazing things we can do with modern medicine. We ought all to be
grateful for medical science and the amazing things it can do.” With that
he bowed himself out, too modest to wait for the applause.
As they were leaving, congratulating one another and planning Mrs.
Prince’s welcome-home gala, Wally turned to the old man and said,
“Goodbye, Mr. Benbow. I enjoyed sharing the room with you, and I’m
glad your wife’s fine.”
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The words seemed to excite Benbow into a super-violent retching
spasm; but even as he bent over and quaked from side to side, he signaled
Wally to wait: he had important things to say. Finally the calm came, and
he said, with an expression and tone befitting old King Hamlet, the dead
one, “She’s not my wife at all. Not at all. She’s not my wife, you see.”
Here he choked again, but only briefly, again holding Wally in the room
with hand signals. Then he said, “How could she be? How could she be
my wife? My name’s not Benbow.” And then he produced a frenzied
gagging laugh.
“At last! A reason for being!”
“So you know our cause, my son. You are one of us?”
“I have been with you always. I will be with you forever!”
“My comrade! My brother!”
[They embrace. They then hold one another at arm’s length. They
then laugh heartily. They then exit arm-in arm.]
Curtain: Act IV.
Wally stared hopelessly at Smithson, who managed a possibly
sincere smile and sunny comment: “Well, that’s 80% of it!”
“Why did we have intermissions after each act?” Wally wailed.
“What were we figuring – a whole crowd overdosed with diuretics? All
these breaks give people a chance to escape.”
“Which they are not slow to seize upon. But the costumes are good,
Wally.”
“And the sets. Maybe we’ll get design awards.”
“The kids like it.”
“The ones on stage do. They don’t play these scenes with much
restraint, do they? I thought the actual performance might tone them
done, inject some stage fright; but they’re all on the ceiling every
minute.”
“They figure you can’t go wrong if you keep the pressure gauge on
red.”
“I’m not looking forward to the last act.”
“It’s short.”
“That’s because everyone’s dead. It’s a homicidal-suicidal carnival:
four murders and that triple self-slaughter. The first script was better –
before everyone insisted she must have a dramatic exit.”
“And he.”
“Yeah, the shes and the hes. Only the chorus survives.”
“Good lines for them though.”
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“The best.”
Soon, but not too soon for Wally, Smithson, and all the other
watchers, the chorus’ final lines came, the play’s end: a daring set of
quotations, spliced so as to echo (artfully) all the valor and yowling of
tragedies past:
“I’ll burn my books! O Mephistophilis! A tale told by an idiot! Cover
her face – Mine eyes dazzle – she died young! Count no man happy who
is still alive! Done because we are too menny! I’d strike the sun if it
insulted me! The rest is silence! Play It as it Lays! Nelly, I am Heathcliff!
Now you see me, now you . . . !”
It’s a little cruel to mock these students. They’re just
doing their best, trying hard.
Well, I suppose they are, but still – –
Poor kids. Besides, if there’s anything absurd there, it’s
what they’ve picked up from their classes, from windbag
teachers. It’s not their fault they think profundity comes in
nuggets.
You have a good point there.
It’s those professors who should be humiliated, not the
students. Good tea.
But nobody’s humiliated. The actors loved it, every
minute. Thanks – tropical paradise or something like that.
They loved it?
Yes.
But it was so awful. They weren’t humiliated?
No.
You sure?
Yes.
How dumb can they get!
“Well, so what do you think?”
“I think, Wally, you’re very kind; but what exactly you’re aiming at
here I can’t guess. Can you tell me again?”
“See, what I think is this: Benny’s problem is his father and – excuse
me – maybe that’s your problem too. So, the way I look at it is: root the
solution in the problem. Let me, you see, adopt Benny, or sort of, and
just help out – – ”
Wally paused to see if that was enough, but Penny gave no sign that
it was; so on he went: “I wouldn’t do more than help, you know, sort of
form a team with you, like in coaching. I’d be a minor part, but active.
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I’d be there and . . .” He trailed off simply because he was running out of
steam and not because Penny was giving off hostile signals. Penny was
giving off no signals whatever.
There was a long pause. Finally – “You’d adopt Benny, take him as
your son?”
“I’d be proud to.”
“He’s only 11. You realize this means a lot of years of – ? Never
mind. I know you’ve thought of that. You’ve thought of the
encumbrance and the responsibility.”
“Yes, I really have. I’d love it – – and I think Benny would too, in
time. It might not be easy for him at first, I know. He’d have to adjust.”
“There’d be no need.”
Wally was silent, warming himself in a good feeling he knew right
then wouldn’t last.
“No, Wally. It can’t be.”
“Benny’s father? Too many complications?”
“No. Harold would put up a token show of resistance, very brief; but
he’d welcome it. The complication is you, Wally.”
Wally was somehow not surprised – “Me.”
“You’d be a wonderful father, too wonderful. You’d make up for all
the years of Harold’s abuse and neglect in a week, and you wouldn’t let
up after that. It’d be terrific for Benny. It’d be terrific for me. But it’d be
unreal too, like living with sofa cushions everywhere – above, back,
below, in front. Especially in front.”
“I’d fluff everything up.”
“You’d throw yourself between Benny and every worry. Same with
me. It’d be Mother Teresa every minute.”
“That’d be unbearable, wouldn’t it? You’d end up wanting to kill
me.”
“No, we’d end up writing memorial poems to you. It’d be along the
way we’d want to kill you. But that’s not the real problem.”
Again Wally blankly confirmed: “No.”
“You can’t deflect other people’s pain, Wally.”
“That’s what I’m looking to do, I guess. Is that right?”
“Is it? You’re genuinely good, genuinely. But you can be so much
more.”
“Do you think? Stop absorbing other people’s misery and find some
of my own?”
“It’ll come. Don’t advertise for it. Just unhook yourself.”
“Will Benny be OK? I mean, can I still help?”
“Not much. You can stay his friend for a while, but that never lasts;
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you can hardly keep coaching and tutoring in class after class, league
after league. His life is what it is.”
“And he’ll live it without me.”
“You’ll live yours without him.”
Hell!
What?
I don’t see why Wally can’t adopt the kid.
I thought you didn’t like Benny.
He’s all right.
You objected to him all along, sunrise to dark!
Well, if it’s what Wally wants, why not let him have it?
That’s what you’d do, give him what he wants?
I’d give him more.
“Remember class what I was saying about being good listeners?
Good listeners make good students, you remember, and they also make
good marriages, as studies have shown. If you listen well, you’ll love
well.”
“Do you love well, Ms. Smith?”
“That’s very cute, Mark, and we all adore cute when it’s natural; but
when we are trying to be cute, we don’t make such a good impression,
now do we?”
“No, we don’t, Ms. Smith. But I’m still not clear on how we can get
to be better lovers just by listening. What kind of loving is it?”
“We need right now to raise our hands when we have something to
say, something valuable and cogent. Remember class what we were
saying about always trying to be cogent.”
Wally knew by looking at their faces that no one cared to remember
cogent. He was glad; glad too that Mark stopped volleying. Wally sensed
Ms. Smith was set for the weekly embarrassing of her volunteer
Professor, and he wanted it all to be over.
Sure enough: “Today is both special and melancholy, as it marks
the last day before the long vacation that Professor Wallings will be here
with us. True, the vacation is only two weeks long and Professor Wallings
will be returning in January right along with the rest of us – ” here she
looked at Wally, smirked, and produced what looked alarmingly like
batted eyes – “but we believe it is a proper time to show Professor
Wallings just what we think of a true scholar and one who has so
generously given of his wisdom and learning so we might all be the better
for it.”
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The class erupted into wildly hyperbolic cheers, table-poundings,
foot-stompings, and desk-bound St Vitus dances. Wally tried to show
with facial distortions that he appreciated the irony without letting Ms.
Smith in on it. He needn’t have worried, Ms. Smith having no irony
antennae at all.
Quickly beating a retreat into the sea of desks, Wally headed right
for Benny.
“You OK, friend?”
Benny smiled widely, “Sure. I’m fine. How about you, coach?”
“Me? Oh, super. I mean are you better now – than you – are you
doing better?”
Benny’s smile shifted somehow: “I’m fine.”
It seemed conclusive – or at least it seemed to shut off any further
inquiries into Benny’s state of mind.
“Hey, want to go to a movie Saturday?” Wally at once knew he
should not have said that – but why not?
“Movie? Yes!” Benny’s smile was readjusted.
Wally knew why not. Penny had told him. “Yeah. Well, let me
check with your mother. It’ll be great.” Surely one time wouldn’t hurt.
One last time.
Mark, as Wally figured, still wasn’t finished with the idea that good
listeners are in on ars erotica. When Wally joined them, Mark was leaning over to Amelia, whispering none too softly, in a pretty good imitation
of a sleazy pick-up slick “Whatdya say we go over behind the gym and
listen to one another?”
Wally was a little embarrassed and knew Amelia must be beside
herself. Any mild protest he might have considered was preempted,
though, by Amelia’s “If I can listen to yours, you can listen to mine.”
Wally was aghast.
“I’m shocked.” He said, absolutely seriously.
Both Mark and Amelia looked at him and at once felt badly.
Obviously they did. They said so: “We’re really sorry. We were only
teasing.”
Then, just as quickly, they realized the absurdity of this and started
giggling: “You can listen too, coach. Ms. Smith said you were a great
listener.”
Wally finally saw too how preposterous he was, interrupting what he
most enjoyed – kids exploring – with what he least liked – adults judging
them. By then the kids had reverted.
“We’re really sorry,” Mark said; “we’d never do anything. We just
kid each other.”
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“Yeah,” Amelia echoed, “and other kids too. We all do it. Maybe
we shouldn’t. I guess it’s sorta dirty. But we’d never actually – .” For the
first time, she did seem a little embarrassed, but Mark came to her
rescue:
“Listen to one another. I mean who’d want to listen to Amelia?”
“Me? You’ve got nothing to listen to!”
“You oughta know!”
“So, kids,” Wally interrupted again, “what can I do for you today?
What need do you have for a scholar and man of learning anxious to do
good?”
“We got plenty of need,” Amelia said.
“Yeah,” Mark added, “can we listen to you for a while?”
Wally responded by moving away but not before he pulled Mark’s
shirt out and messed up Amelia’s hair. Mark swung his arm back with his
middle knuckle extended to give Wally a wildly painful charley horse, but
Wally, with considerable grace, eluded it. He was just congratulating
himself when Amelia caught him from the other side, made him howl,
and lured the attention even of Ms. Smith, who beamed moronically on
this scene of scholarly and, let’s face it, just plain human, generosity.
The committee had agreed on one thing: the prior agreement
should be revoked. They would not set up the compromise interchange
of faculty Wally had proposed and they had accepted. They sat in ghastly
stillness, until finally Pleak drawled:
“Well, just so we won’t have another meeting, quite delightful in
itself but perhaps much of a muchness, I move that we plan the Saturday
get-together for February and the exchange for next fall. That’d do
nicely, in my view.”
“Thank you, Gower,” Wally said, trying to look past the anger of
the rest of the committee, which seemed to have settled again into a
deeply satisfying routine of bi-weekly rejecting. “Can we have a subcommittee to plan the conference and another for the exchange? Good.”
Wally, surprising himself with his exercise of unjustified authority,
went straight along to appoint the committees, set the conference (“gettogether”) date, and even make some decisions, however tentative,
regarding food for the event. No one seemed to note that Pleak’s motion
had never been voted on, and the surliest of the members had written
down their committee assignments and other duties without a growl. It
was miraculous, as Pleak at once remarked when they had escaped.
“Miraculous, Wall. We oughta get ourselves elected to Congress and
go run that outfit.”
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“How’d you do it?”
“Maybe you’ve noticed that teachers are suckers for assignments?
Just start assigning them and they reach for their yellow pads and duly
note it. They can’t help themselves; it’s like a salivation reflex.”
“Very impressive.”
“I’m glad you’re impressed. Does that mean we’re going to become
lovers?”
Wally didn’t miss a beat: “I suppose so – at some point. But I’m
pretty confused about all this right now.”
Pleak looked amused. “Right now you are, are you? Probably by
next Tuesday you’ll have it all straight. Then we’ll see.”
That confused Wally even more, though he caught the sarcasm
cleanly enough: “But you’re not confused, Gower. You know.”
“Know what? Let me guess. I know I’m gay, right?”
“I guess so.”
“You guess so? Are you now confused about whether I’m confused
or not? You suppose it’s all clear to me, to your friend Luanne, to your
landlady, to these kids on your ball team – to everybody but you.”
“Well, me and my brother.”
“Confusion runs in the family.”
“My mother’s got it all straight.”
“Don’t bet on it. Wally, nobody’s clear. What’s to be clear about?”
“I don’t follow.”
“Look at it this way: there are lots of possibilities for engaging other
people and for enjoying yourself.”
“For misery too.”
“Certainly, but most people worry so much about the pain that they
lock themselves away in private rooms. We’re all befuddled, Wally, even
us queers, but we try to like things – and like to try things.”
“Like things? Other people?”
“Certainly other people. We try, quite unsuccessfully, not to be
obsessed with anyone’s pain – or with certainty. You’re not going to be
unconfused.”
“So do what feels good?”
“It isn’t even clear what feels good. Try to make what’s available to
you pleasing.”
“And try to make as much as possible available.”
“Not as much as possible. It’s not a race to accumulate. Look at it as
a deep-sea diver, one of the old-fashioned kind we saw in kids’ books, the
guys with the clompy shoes and all the hoses and Martian outfits, taking
one Frankenstein step every 30 seconds. Well, say you have only an hour
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down there to meet whatever’s around you. You going to spend it
wondering if there’s a murderous giant squid around?”
“I see. There aren’t any murderous giant squid.”
“Oh but there are, and great sharks you have no means of detecting
and who may be advancing on you from the rear as you bend to pet a sea
turtle.”
“So it’s a choice of tending to the turtles or the sharks.”
“And the diver. Don’t forget him.”
“I’m confused.”
“That’s how it should be.”
So what date is it?
How can you?
Well, Pleak said something about “next Tuesday,” which
naturally made me think, “Well, which Tuesday is he
referring to, after all?” I know it’s December, but –
Pleak’s comment was a general sarcasm, my nitwit
friend. He has no interest in the exact date.
Your readers, unlike Pleak, will be quite concerned about
the exact date. Dates are important so we can position
ourselves and thus be sure about –
The date’s Thursday December 14. I know that because I
got this memo here about a department meeting Friday
December 15.
Oh.
“I’m glad,” Martin said, scowling heavily, “that you have been so
prompt, all of you. And – ” (for some reason he emphasized the
connective as if it carried massive weight, and he then paused and paused
again) – “that so many are here. This is, I needn’t remind you, the last
day of regular classes, regular classes.” He stopped again and, with
evident distaste, picked a fleck off his lapel as if it were snot, not dried
snot either. “Regular classes are followed by another week, a full instructional week” – veins stood out on his forehead – “of final examinations
and such other – instructional endeavors as you may have planned and
announced in your syllabus.” He now went on briskly: “But in the past
some have slighted this last week, even going so far as to cancel the final
exam or make some other arrangement, when no other arrangement is
allowed. Some have – ” here he paused again, for about as long as is
usually tolerated before Handel’s last bumptious Hallelujah, the final
angelic burp – “even left town, which is plainly illegal and intolerable – .”
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Martin appeared to be struck with the notion of relaxing temporarily the
official posture thrust on him by the heavy responsibilities of office and
letting a human side peek through “intolerable, though I’ll admit I too
count every second out of this town as blessed.”
Like all of Martin’s instincts, this one stunk. He’d have been better
off leaving his human side covered, since probably everyone else in the
room loved Pittsburgh. Add to that the fact that a full 80% had expressed
their contempt for the institution of final exams by subverting the
schedule that the administration so mindlessly honored.
Despite his numerous public failures of intelligence, wit, and
humanity, Martin still was surprised and miffed when his homey jokes
failed to find a welcome. So he bristled anew.
“I wish I were more certain that I would be understood when I say
this, but I’ll say it anyhow. We have inherited not only a great literature
from our forebears but also a great tradition of behavior, academic and
professional. A proud tradition.” He paused as if he had said something.
“We all too often do not honor this tradition, but mainly we do not
overtly dishonor it. All the same, when breaches occur it does no good to
ignore them, however painful our duty – not to ignore them may be. I
will name no names, but I cannot let slide – – ”
“Martin, since you are talking about Arthur Sampson and the merit
reviews and we all know it, I’m going to say something.”
Martin, to give him credit, seemed entirely unruffled. Such nastiness
was, at least to this point, his sort of game: “And I’m sure we’ll be
gratified to hear it, Professor VanDoon, but of course you’ll acknowledge
that simple courtesy would require that you first allow me to finish.” He
beamed derisively.
“No Martin, you can’t finish,” Madelina said as she stood abruptly,
moved with rare speed toward the front, and took up the spot directly
behind the lectern Martin had instinctively vacated when he saw her
coming. He recognized his mistake and tried to move back but didn’t
seem able quite to bring himself to contest the physical space with
Madelina. But he also could not bear to see her in his spot, so while she
spoke he acted out a drama of divided instincts, drawn toward the spot
by greed and egoism and then repelled by cowardice and fear of the
indecorous. He swayed back and forth, making clutching motions at a
nonexistent microphone, then pulling away, his face working violently,
looking alternately fearful and smug.
“Here’s the truth and it’s simple,” Madelina said. “In an attempt to
discredit Arthur and apparently out of a motive no deeper than pique,
Martin, with some assistance, concocted fake merit reports for several of

306

Just Wally and Me
Arthur’s known friends and tried to stick the forgeries on Arthur. On one
level, this was a smart scheme, since it told a story of how Arthur was
helping others and not himself – and we’d believe that much. But the rest
of the scheme was badly planned and stupidly executed. Martin expected
we would believe Arthur was a forger and a sneak. He also thought he
could steal the forms, imitate Arthur’s style, get the replacements into the
Dean’s office, and then conduct the investigation without getting caught.
None of these could he do.”
Spontaneous applause; Martin beamed idiotically; Madelina
continued:
“The revised reports are transparently the work of Martin and
another, as anyone who’s listened to Martin will recognize at once. But
it’s not by stylistic evidence that we got you, you son of a bitch!”
Madelina had turned toward Martin, looking decisively not at his (nowquivering) face but at his crotch, no doubt about it.
“We also have direct evidence – an eye witness from the Dean’s
Office, fingerprints, and, if you can believe it, a videotape of this pee-wee
Machiavel returning to the scene of the crime, apparently just to check
his work once more, a victim of chicken jitters. We got you!”
Martin had collected himself a little, smiled the smile Ted Bundy
gave the executioner, and faced her head-on: “If you are quite finished,
quite finished, we’ll conclude the meeting, unless there are any
announcements.” It wasn’t badly done, and Martin’s show of aplomb
almost worked to get the meeting dismissed and him out of the room.
But Diane was too quick: “I nominate John Smithson as Chair of
the Department of English, effective immediately.”
“Second!” several people yelled.
“This is not new business – out of order!” screamed Martin, whose
aplomb had dropped from him like a sinkered line into a catfish pond.
“Everybody may now – get out, leave!”
But no one was leaving, not even Slauwne, perched alone and
conspicuous in the front row. In the midst of all the excitement, Wally
had noticed him, felt a warm wave of pity, and iced it. Just then he had
been passed a note from Blalock behind him: “Why’s she not naming
Slauwne? Let’s expose him!”
Madelina meanwhile continued her halcyon flight: “Are there other
nominations, or would you prefer that we had discussion? We certainly
wish to railroad nothing. Is it your wish that we table this and meet again
next week?”
“No!” There was a great sense of hilarity among them all, and they
hollered as with one scripted voice, over-enthused and parodying
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spontaneity. But it was spontaneous, all right.
Martin flailed ostrich-like: “It’s a put-up job. The Dean will have
none of this. So don’t make fools of yourselves. The meeting’s fucking
adjourned!”
Madelina stared hard now at Slauwne, maybe giving him a chance
to rescue some small grace and join his buddy. But she might as well
have invited Beelzebub or Richard Nixon to repent, and Martin stood
forlorn and abandoned, never once looking toward Slauwne. Wally
suddenly understood something and scribbled across the note,
“Absolutely not!” and passed it back to Blalock.
Did he do that?
He did.
He understood, did he.
Right then – about Slauwne and everything. He
understood it all.
Good. What?
What?
Smithson having been elected by acclamation, Madelina added only
that the “other matter” would be taken care of at once by the President’s
Office. Smithson said he had nothing to say at this time except, “Thanks
– I guess,” and they all quickly shuffled out of the room, Slauwne first
(but not running), leaving Martin standing at the room’s front, arms
folded on his chest, leaning back, and grinning. It was the first time Wally
had neither feared nor detested the man. He almost liked him.
“So you see it’s not that we’re not all having fun with the bowling
and scrip and deliveries – but it’s just my feeling that, like I was saying, it
won’t work, not in the long run.” Wally was even more nervous now
than with Penny Badgely, though he couldn’t have said why.
Raymond looked at him for a long time: “I think this is the first time
you and I have talked like this – just us two? Am I right?”
“Well, yes, I believe it is.”
“I thought so.” He paused again. And then said agreeably, “So you
love my daughter?”
Wally laughed. He couldn’t help it. He was so surprised. Raymond
laughed too.
“I’m sorry,” Wally said; “I thought we were talking about your
store. But yes – I mean no. What I mean is I’m sure I could love her but
she’s made it clear there’d be no point.”
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“She doesn’t love you?”
“No.”
“Won’t?”
“No.”
“I see.” Another pause. “Well, my wife does, if that’s any
consolation.” Again they both laughed.
“OK, about the store. You’re right, Wally, and if I wanted to be a
businessman, I’d do it.” He added gently, “It’s a very good idea.”
“But you don’t want to be a businessman.”
“Good thing, ain’t it?”
Wally could think of nothing to say. Raymond laughed.
“What I want to do is live here, see? Live here where I like it and see
the people and be with my wife and daughter, as long as she’s around
that is, and decorate the windows, and get to know the neighbors even
better. I got nothing against malls, but you can’t talk to people there.”
“Or sell ACU frogs.”
“Alligators. They moved very well.” Raymond seemed a little stung,
but recovered, “Yes. You see, Wally, I can’t manage business, but my
daughter can – and so can my wife, though maybe you wouldn’t expect
that.” He looked sharply at Wally.
“Oh yes I would. I’m not surprised at all.”
“So they’ll do the business.”
“Oh.”
“Did I tell you they worked out a deal with the IRS. Don’t amount
to peanuts, after all that fuss and worry-my fuss and worry.”
“That’s terrific.”
“And that made me see what’s what, all round, and everywhere,
know what I mean?”
“Sure.”
“What I mean is I won’t be so pigheaded, I hope. They told me we
could do fine with the magazines and the books and some prescriptions,
but to drop the corn pads and toothpaste and add what people really do
buy in neighborhoods and not at malls.”
“What’s that?”
“Guess.”
Wally thought. “Gasoline?”
“No! I’m no mechanic, and gasoline smells. Gasoline! And it’s
dangerous!” He seemed offended.
“Doughnuts?” Wally tried again.
“Yes!” Raymond beamed. “Well, no, not exclusively that. But milk
and bread, you see, and little things from which to make sandwiches and
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late snacks for TV and sweets.”
“Like a 7-11,” Wally said – “only better,” he added when he
thought he saw Raymond scowl.
At this point Rita entered with word from her mother instructing
Wally to return for dinner now. He felt like a child being whistled home
from the playground, a happy child.
He dutifully wrapped layers around him, put on his boots, and
started down the walk, Rita, in a light sweater, beside him.
“Wally, thank you. I can tell you were in a high-level business
consultation back there.”
“Yeah, some consultation. You and your mother had already got
things worked out. Actually, your father and I were trying to fight out a
dowry arrangement. Very macho stuff.”
“He inquired after how many goats and pigs you were willing to
trade?”
“No, he asked me if I loved you.”
“He didn’t! I’ll kill him. Wally – ”
“No need to say anything, Rita. I told him you’d scotched all that,
that he shouldn’t worry.” He hurried on: “But do you think it’ll work,
this line of food and all?”
She looked at him so beautifully, there in the slush and cold sleet, he
wished she did love him or that he loved her. “I think it’s what he wants
– very badly. He wouldn’t be happy except in a neighborhood shop.
He’d like to just sit on a stoop and chat – that and arrange his displays.”
“And you think it’ll work?”
“It’ll be better, but – no, Wally, I don’t think it’ll work.”
Of course it’ll work. Why not have it work?
Because it won’t, that’s why. It couldn’t.
What do you know about it? It sounds like it’ll work.
What are you, Mr. MBA?
7-11s work.
They work on busy streets, not in neighborhoods. You
don’t know Pittsburgh. Even in Pittsburgh, life came to
organize itself differently. Neighborhoods died.
You made the new drugstore idea sound very nice. I think
it would work. With the bake sales too. They’re not going to
quit those are they?
Rita knows what she’s talking about.
I wish it would work. And what do you mean,
neighborhoods died. You writing about the past?
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What else is there?
“It was nice of you to come, Professor.”
“We’re really glad to see you.”
“Well, I wouldn’t miss a political party like this – or the chance to
see you two.”
They were all quiet for a moment.
“So, thanks for coming,” Franco said. “I thought maybe you
wouldn’t, you know, on Saturday and all.” Both Mary and Franco looked
expectantly at him.
“You thought I’d be occupied – with my affairs, as a kid I know
says.”
Clearly that is what they had meant. Mary finally said, “That kid
knows a thing or two. Really, actually I mean, we sort of thought you’d
be out with Professor Lawrence – – or somebody. Or bring her here? Is
she coming? Guess not.”
“Yeah,” Franco said, “she likes you.” Struck with the juvenility of
that, Franco made it worse: “or so I hear. She really likes you.”
“She does?” Wally couldn’t help gaping.
“Sure,” Franco said, looking at Mary, who picked up the ball only a
trifle less enthusiastically: “I’m sure she does. Why wouldn’t she?”
“So this is your invention?” Wally knew it was.
“Not exactly,” Mary said. “We can see what we can see.”
“Yeah,” Franco added, “and we’re like Mr. Pickwick. The
happiness of young people has always been our greatest concern.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
So Wally’s going to marry Luanne and just the hell with
Rita – and Selma and Toni and Darlene?
I thought you didn’t like Darlene.
Yes I do.
What about Pleak?
Him too. I didn’t at first, but now I do.
He improves on acquaintance.
I guess that’s it.
Who’d you have Wally marry?
If it were me?
Yes.
Martha the secretary. That’d surprise everyone.
It’d sure surprise Martha and Wally.
They don’t know one another yet, that’s all. Just cut to the
scene where they’re leaving the church.
Rice raining down.
End of novel.
I think marriage is out of the question.
Well then, Madelina VanDoon. I like her a lot.
I mean marriage to anyone.
How about Mary, Franco’s friend? She’s really doesn’t
seem attached to Franco in that way . . . They could be very
happy.
Who?
Wally and any number of them.
Probably, but think what you’re saying.
It couldn’t be?
Apparently not.
“This will be our annual Friday December 22 party,” Diane said,
“and the big thing this year is that it will occupy not one but two houses,
careering back and forth across the street so as to alternately stimulate
and rest our recuperating Mrs. Prince.”
“That sounds perfect. I’m meeting Toni later and we’ll get the
things on this list. But why cabbage? That doesn’t sound too festive.”
“Don’t say that to Arthur. He figures it’s never a party without his
cabbage balls. They’re such a treat he makes them about 45 times a year.
I happen to know that Mrs. Prince, who has been forced one way or
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another to down hundreds, detests them. But Arthur’s right: she wouldn’t
recognize it as a welcome without them.”
“What’s the ingredients? Cabbage and cheez whiz and half and half
and nuts and bread crumbs?”
“That’s gourmet fare by comparison. Arthur has experimented over
the years and now has grapes and fish parts, along with other secrets. He
doesn’t use bread crumbs, regrettably, says he’ll have no unnecessary
materials dulling the effect. As a result the balls fall apart and dribble all
over you when you try to eat them. Madelina got so many down her
blouse last party she said she was still picking them out of her tits weeks
later.”
Wally was a little shocked, but realized Diane was only happy.
“How’d you do it, you and Madelina?”
“It was dark cunning what done it for us. Only women could have
pulled it off. Actually, we simply asked around. Arthur has so many
friends and Loomis was so clumsy. Every staff assistant and work study
student was playing detective. We had people turning up solid proof of
things that never happened.”
“Good. Maybe you could indict a few others?”
“Slauwne you mean. Well, he’s out too. Resigned Monday, having
used the weekend to get his sonnets together, don’t you thong? Don’t ask
about that, though. We had our reasons for not exposing him.”
“I figured that. I knew that, in fact.”
“We were counting on it. Thanks.”
What were they, these reasons?
It should be plain to you.
Slauwne was coerced into it? He was really an innocent in
all this, in over his head. He’s now repentant.
Slauwne?
He helped them with the investigation in exchange for this
protection of his name?
They didn’t need him and wouldn’t have asked even if
they had.
He’s got a bad disease and they pitied him; he and
Madelina are lovers; he does good work on the side that
balances his evil?
Those would each fit a good plot – – in a fiction.
A fiction? I guess none are right. I got it, though.
What?
They caught him in something bigger and you’re going to
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spring that at the end. That’s your climax! Slauwne exposed!
A little vindictive, a little mean-spirited – but I can live with it.
I’d like a marriage too. Wally’s going out now with Toni. He
could marry her; they have lots in common, like sports.
Propose to her over the cabbage.
You done?
Who’s he bringing to the party?
“So, Wally,” Diane said, “I have to go prepare the kitchen for
Arthur. It’s got to be properly staged, his cooking, and it takes me days.”
“OK. I’m off.”
“Wally, are you bringing someone? To the party, I mean.”
“Well, I thought I’d just help look after Mrs. Prince and take her
what she needs and run errands and that sort of thing. Besides, everyone
I know will be here without me bringing them. Do you think I should
bring someone?”
“It’s not required, dear. It’s not engraved on the invitation, along
with the warning that those unwilling to go hot-tubbing should stay
away. You don’t have to bring someone.”
“I had never given any thought to it.”
“That’s just it, Wally.”
“What is just it?”
“Look, I can tell you this. Mrs. Prince doesn’t need you looking after
her and neither do I, and Arthur’s cabbage balls will fend for themselves.
There will be no errands to run – no ice forgot, no napkins run short on,
no gin depleted.”
“I see. No need for me at all, nothing for me to look to.”
“Yes there is.”
I still don’t understand about Slauwne.
“And what would your father have had to say about Dr. Morris, do
you suppose?”
“Papa always said that he found it a weakness in himself that he
could not overlook the appearance of some creatures, try as he might.
‘It’s unfair, Ginny,’ he said, ‘but there’s no tripping up disgust once it
sinks its fangs in.’”
“Yeah, his appearance. His manners were worse.”
“Now manners are another thing. Behavior of any sort I can enjoy,
and so could papa. It’s those warts and the wetness of his skin, as if he
just climbed out of some place he’d fallen into and wished he hadn’t.”
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“But what a man with the surgical blade!”
“None better. It’s my belief there’s nothing he couldn’t remove and
gladly. But what about you, Wally? My life has been slim on events, but
yours is another story.”
“Oh, nothing much has happened to me, though everyone keeps
telling me it should.”
“Everyone is right. Papa said there was no point doing all the work
staging a play and selling tickets if you weren’t going to be in it.”
“So I hear. Mother keeps asking about you.”
“That sainted glory! How is she?”
“Well, she is flourishing and Fred seems much better. He hasn’t
been expelled or anything – not so far as I know.”
“What a chicky! Has he given his body to anyone yet?”
“Well, he thought for a time he was gay, you remember, and now
he seems happier about that but – let me read you the part of the letter I
got that applies. He has a message for you too, vulgar of course. Let’s see:
Please tell Mrs. P that her chick is doing OK and hopes she is
too, though I’ll bet all those interns and orderlies are sorry she’s gone, ha
ha. Really, do tell her I hope she’s great, as that’s what she deserves.
She’s OK. And tell her her chick is all ready to raid the hen house now
and go feather some hens – and some roosters too. That part about
feather is from Chaucer, which you probably don’t know, and it means
to diddle. It really does. I read it in the notes, only it didn’t say diddle or
screw or anything, but that was what it meant. I really like that Chaucer.
Much better than Poe and Hawthorn. Anyhow, my big brother who
knows all about sex and all, I went out with this girl, can you believe it,
and really thought we were going to diddle, we got so involved. Her
name’s Kim, Kim Wheeler, not that you’d know her, but she’s really
pretty. But Jason and I get together too, you know what I mean—and yes
you sure do. So, sex therapist and advisor, now you really got your work
cut out for you. It seems I’m ready to diddle anything, not that Kim and
I actually did, but pretty near, if you know what I mean, though I’m sure
you don’t. Better lock up your sons and daughters and pets too, ha ha.
“It degenerates from there, though that’s hard to believe.”
“He’s a happy one. You helped him a lot.”
“You think so?”
“Yes, and now he’s trying to help you, telling you he’s fine and to
tend to your own feathering, which is also my advice, if you don’t mind
me being so direct.”
“And we’ll certainly keep going, so don’t worry.”
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“I’m glad, Selma, since Rita doesn’t think turning it into a 7-11 will
do it, not by itself I mean.”
“Well, churches are good at creating special events, so we won’t run
out of those for a while.”
“Between you and Rita, you’ll save things yet!”
Selma smiled. Wally was spared hearing more dire predictions by
the approach of what seemed to be the entire bowling league, the
minister, and Mrs. Prince herself, waddling a bit but very healthy
looking, or at least red-faced. They all gathered and chattered, making
plans and making jokes – not good jokes and not fresh ones either, the
sort that said how they remembered old times and old ties, how they
were happy then and happy now.
Wally felt happy himself, though he knew too that he was a bit apart
from the partying group, that no one had any jokes about or for him.
They smiled with him, though, and rubbed shoulders and gave him a
chance. He felt that.
Glancing past the group he saw Luanne talking with Arthur. Both
were looking his way, looking at him. Arthur waved enthusiastically.
Luanne may have made a slight kissing pantomime with her lips. He
couldn’t be sure.
Why doesn’t he just go up and see? Get closer?
Sure! He could fly to her side and make her his own – Or
all through his life he may dream all alone.
Very funny. Why are you defensive, old friend? I just don’t
see why he doesn’t go to her – right then. Yes, fly to her side!
I don’t see why either, old friend.
“Did you do all your shopping at that novelty store, Wally?”
“You don’t like my gifts?”
“Well, they’re expressive.”
“Of what? Never mind.”
They were sitting at the same espresso bar that had earlier provided
the ghastly fatality there at Death Mall. Wally had, in his excitement, just
produced a gallery of fake tarantulas, giant rats, and rubber chickens, all
earmarked for Pittsburgh friends, and displayed them to Luanne, who
had agreed to come along as advisor and to have her advice completely
ignored.
“I think Blalock will be pleased. You have hit his taste square on the
head. That’s one thing.”
“But nobody else’s?”

316

Just Wally and Me
“Do you really think Arthur and Diane will enjoy that flamingo?”
“It’s not a lawn ornament, Luanne? See it hangs from the ceiling
like this.” Wally held it up and showed how by pulling a cord hanging
from the bird’s abdomen, its wings could be made to flap in simulation of
flight (did flamingos fly?) – right there in Arthur and Diane’s living room
– or, perhaps, gazebo, depending on the season.
Wally very carefully set the bird down, almost certain anything less
than surgical precision would result in spilling the coffee – double mocha
blends – the table being about the size of a half-dollar.
“What did you get Mrs. Prince?”
“This penguin. The big one. It must be 26 inches high. Know how I
know that? I can size things up. No, really, they said it was 26 inches
high.””
“They didn’t lie. I love that penguin. Don’t you think, Wally, she
might have preferred something more personal and affectionate, like a
robe or a nightgown or a sweater or something?”
“I got you a nightgown. You wanta swap that for the penguin? Mrs.
Prince’ll never know. Here, take a look.”
“No, Wally, don’t bother – watch out!”
Trying to get both the penguin and the gown on display, Wally had
managed not only to tip the coffees but the table under them. Throwing
his feet out wildly to protect the packages, he caught all the coffee plus
the heavy iron table on one foot, while the other splayed directly into
Luanne’s shin.
An hour later they were back at Mrs. Prince’s. Wally’s foot was
throbbing wildly and certainly Luanne’s shin, maybe her whole lower
body, was anguishing. Still, they held one another and talked of good
things – mainly.
“So, Luanne, what are your plans?”
“I thought, Wally, we were, at our last juncture, putting our
emphasis on your capacity for planning.”
“We were, weren’t we? You’re right. Well, I’ve decided I’m not
good at plans. How could I plan? What would I plan for? Who would be
doing the planning?”
“Tentative plans? provisional plans? Contingent plans?”
“No plans at all.”
“I see. You don’t seem worried about it.”
“I’m worried about my foot.”
“Fuck your foot. You’ve been worried about it since September. Let
it go.”
“You’re right. Maybe I’ll just abandon my foot to the care of
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Mother Prince and see what others will do for me too.”
“That’s your idea of a future, throwing yourself into the plans of
others?”
“If others can make plans for me, I don’t see why not – so long as,
you know.”
“So long as what? What are your reservations?”
“Who knows?”
“Not you, apparently.”
“Does that annoy you? You think I’m wrong.”
“It’s an improvement.”
Are they going to get married?
What?
I mean plan to get married. She could like what Wally has
said, whatever it is, and propose. I can see he’ll never initiate
anything. She could, though. Maybe that could happen. In the
future, I mean.
We are free to think so.
They belong together.
Yes – and he and Rita: Wally and Rita, Wally and Toni,
Wally and Pleak.
Yeah, maybe Pleak. I see. Is it going to be Pleak?
Don’t you see yet?
I wish it were Pleak. Or someone. I wish he weren’t so
lonely.
He got what he deserved.
I hope not. Nobody deserves that.
The doorbell rang and Wally, with a happy sense that a friend was
calling, opened the door for Amelia, who came in with a big smile and
accepted Luanne’s hug cheerily, looking at Wally as if thinking about
including him. Then did.
“Well, Coach, have you finished that last chocolate and are you
ready for more? We are behind schedule in our class project and Ms.
Smith won’t get a gold plaque unless we sell more fast. It’s the same stuff,
but we’re not suppose to say that since people might think it’s stale. It is
stale. How about it, Rocky?”
“I’ll take 2 dozen. And Professor Lawrence here will too.”
Amelia didn’t blink, only wrote something down.
“You paying now, Coach? I am sorry to say that Ms. Smith does not
give credit. She says it’s bad for our character to take on debt. She says
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we should pay as we go and expect others to do the same to us. That way
we’ll be happy in this life.”
“If you’re a good listener.”
“Right. That’s $24. Make it an even $25.”
“What’s the extra buck for.”
“Handling.”
“I have the cash – and something else too.” Wally couldn’t sprint
upstairs, what with his fast-bloating foot, but he made it as fast as he
could, not wanting to be a minute away from these two. He quickly got
the dough and Amelia’s rubber chicken, wrapped with a horrible green
bow around its neck. Racing down the stairs, he suddenly experienced
one of those odd deja vu sensations, just as he stepped on a flapping
shoelace, had no way to lift that foot, no way to support his weight, and
felt himself launched into space, floating, soaring down into the not-atall-alarmed Amelia and Luanne. He was flying, they were waiting:
maybe he would never come down.
The End?
Yep.
Oh.
You see?
I think so. Probably not. What happens next?
How would I know?
Who would know better?
It’s not that simple. This is a novel. It’s made-up.
Whatever happened to Amelia?
Wish I knew.
Boats against the current, huh?
If you have a boat. Have some sun tea?
You don’t have to put it out in the sun any more. They
have tea that does the same thing in the refrigerator.
Is that right? I like walking outside to get the tea, but it
would be nice to have some brewing in the sun and also in the
refrigerator – some in the hot and some in the cold.
Some in the pot, nine days old. So – You going to revise
now? I’m up for that.
No. I don’t think this is the sort of thing can be revised
much.
Whatever is is right.
Whatever is is.
We’re quitting?
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Well, not quitting – just calling it a day. Season’s over.
I enjoyed this. I think I should have been more help.
I could never have done it without you.
Sure. But I wish I’d caught on sooner. Then I could have
been more help. I didn’t catch on for some time. I think now
that I see, we could go back through and maybe I’d spot
things. But you’re sure you don’t want to, are you?
Yeah I’m sure.
A quick read-through?
No. It’d be too much like watching one of those tapes of
old football games you think you’re going to want to have
around and then find it anguishing to watch.
When things are over, then –
Yeah, that’s it. There’s no going.
Back?
Anywhere.
Next thing you write, I’ll be glad to help, you know.
I’ll call you.
I’ll be more help next time, now that I see what you’re up
to. This time I was slow catching on. Took me a while.
I depend on you, and will.
Well, good-bye.
Good-bye. Thanks again. Take some nuts – those
cashews.
Call me.
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