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INTRODUCTION


Angela Carter


‘Wayward Girls and Wicked Women’: the title of this collection is, of course, ironic. Very few of the women in these stories are guilty of criminal acts, although all of them have spirit and one or two of them, to my mind, are, or have the potential to be, really evil. The horrid adolescent in Katherine Mansfield’s ‘The Young Girl’, for example, selfish, vain, rude to her mother, uncivil to strangers, beastly to her little brother. (Though Katherine Mansfield herself, who was an adventuress in a mild way and boasted the reputation of a wayward girl in her own lifetime, emerges here as narrator as a woman of such transparent good faith that small boys instinctively trust her to stand them expensive ice-creams.)


Most of the variously characterized girls and women who inhabit these stories, however, would seem much, much worse if men had invented them. They would be predatory, drunken hags; confidence tricksters; monstrously precocious children; liars and cheats; promiscuous heartbreakers. As it is, they are all presented as if they were perfectly normal. On the whole, women writers are kind to women.


Perhaps too kind. Women, it is true, commit far fewer crimes than men in the first place; we do not have the same opportunities to do so. But, from the evidence of the fiction we write, we find it very hard to blame ourselves even for those we do commit. We tend to see the extenuating circumstances, so that it is difficult to apportion blame, impossible to judge – or, indeed, to acknowledge responsibility and then take up the terrible burden of remorse as it is summed up in Samuel Beckett’s phrase, ‘my crime is my punishment’.


I cannot think of any woman in any work of fiction written by a woman who is taken to this final revelation of moral horror. We forgive; we don’t judge.


Of the women in these stories, only one would qualify on Dostoevskian terms – the heroine of George Egerton’s story, ‘Wedlock’. ‘Wedlock’ is written in the harshest kind of documentary realism; it is almost too harrowing for fiction, so that one guesses its origin might be in a newspaper cutting. And it turns out that there are extenuating circumstances for what at first would seem a crime for which there is no explanation, for which there could be no forgiveness – extenuating circumstances of the most heart-rending kind, so that the reader is gripped with pity.


George Egerton finally absolves her heroine but in the oddest way: she makes her go mad. The woman, it turns out, did not know what she was doing. Nor will she ever know. At the end of the story, mad, she believes herself happy for the first time since the story began. In a rather horrible way, her crime is not her punishment but the instrument of her reward.


What happens to the wandering holy man in the Moroccan village in Andrée Chedid’s story, ‘The Long Trial’, is an event of a different order; it is less of a murder than a triumph over history.


But, on the whole, morality as regards woman has nothing to do with ethics; it means sexual morality and nothing but sexual morality. To be a wayward girl usually has something to do with pre-marital sex; to be a wicked woman has something to do with adultery. This means it is far easier for a woman to lead a blameless life than it is for a man; all she has to do is to avoid sexual intercourse like the plague. What hypocrisy!


Therefore I have been careful to select bad girls who are not sexual profligates. The heroine of my own story, ‘The Loves of Lady Purple’, is sexually profligate in a thoroughly reprehensible manner, but, then, she isn’t real. She is a puppet, and a man made her, and made up her entire biography as a femme fatale, and willed her into being because he wanted so much for her to exist, and if she destroys him the very minute she comes to life, then it is his own silly fault for thinking such dreadful things in the first place.


Life in Bessie Head’s marvellous story is thought to be bad, even wicked, not because she distributes her sexual favours but because she charges money for them, and, by doing so, disrupts the easy-going harmony of her village and transforms its most intimate relations into cash transactions. She imports the twentieth century into the timeless African village and she is made to suffer for it, by a man who thinks he has the right to do so because he loves her.


If you don’t play by the rules but try to start a new game, you will not necessarily prosper, nor will the new game necessarily be an improvement on the old one. But this does not mean it is not worth trying.


Most of the women in these stories, even if they do not prosper exceedingly, at least contrive to evade the victim’s role by the judicious use of their wits, and they share a certain cussedness, a bloodymindedness, even though their stories are told in an enormous variety of ways, and come from all over the world.


The mother in Elizabeth Jolley’s ‘The Last Crop’ is one of the few female con-men in fiction. The voracious and crazed women in Jane Bowles’s ‘A Guatemalan Idyll’ are the type of women with whom one would least like one’s son or brother to get involved. It would seem that the young woman in Colette’s ‘The Rainy Moon’ is trying to dispose of her husband, possibly by occult means, and that she has been moved by no nobler motive than that of spite.


Frances Towers’ Violet is also not averse to a little domestic witchery, verging – were her tale not told with such a light touch – towards the genuinely wicked. Vernon Lee’s story concerns a bored wife who prefers a ghost to her husband; of course she knows no good can come of it, but does that stop her? Of course not. Leonora Carrington’s débutante sends a hyena in her place to her own coming out ball, with predictably disastrous consequences. The under-age heroine of Grace Paley’s ‘A Woman Young and Old’ is a positive menace to young men. But – what must one do to be good? Jamaica Kincaid’s mother has some suggestions. While Suniti Namjoshi’s bittersweet fables suggest that nothing a woman can do will, in the final analysis, ever be really right.


But then, again, Ama Ata Aidoo’s Ghanaian student in Europe in ‘The Plums’ is thoroughly in the right; uncommonly clear-sighted, clear-sighted enough, and with sufficient of the necessary virulent self-respect, to find herself labelled ‘bad’ if she doesn’t watch out all the time. ‘The Plums’ comes from a book with the title Our Sister Killjoy: Reflections from a Black-Eyed Squint.


All the stories I have chosen are reflections in some kind of squinting, oblique, penetrating vision. (Some of them are also very funny.)


And all these disparate women have something else in common – a certain sense of self-esteem, however tattered. They know they are worth more than that which fate has allotted them. They are prepared to plot and scheme; to snatch; to battle; to burrow away from within, in order to get their hands on that little bit extra, be it of love, or money, or vengeance, or pleasure, or respect. Even in defeat, they are not defeated; like Aunt Liu in the final story in the book, they are women ‘who know about life’.




The Last Crop


Elizabeth Jolley


In Home Science I had to unpick my darts as Hot Legs said they were all wrong and then I scorched the collar of my dress because I had the iron too hot.


‘It’s the right side too!’ Hot Legs kept moaning over the sink as she tried to wash out the scorch. And then the sewing-machine needle broke and there wasn’t a spare, that made her really wild and Peril Page cut all the notches off her pattern by mistake and that finished everything.


‘I’m not ever going back there.’ I took some bread and spread the butter thick, Mother never minded how much butter we had even when we were short of things. Mother was sitting at the kitchen table when I got home, she was wondering what to get my brother for his tea and she didn’t say anything, so I said again, ‘I’m finished with that place. I’m not going back.’ So that was the two of us, my brother and me both leaving school before we should have, and he kept leaving jobs, one after the other, sometimes not even waiting for his pay.


‘Well I s’pose they would have asked you to leave before the exam,’ was all she said, which was what my brother said once on another occasion and, at the time, she had nearly killed him for saying what he said about the school not wanting expected failures to stay on.


‘Whatever shall I get for him?’ she said.


‘What about a bit of lamb’s fry and bacon,’ I suggested and I spread more bread, leaving school so suddenly had made me hungry. She brightened up then and, as she was leaving to go up the terrace for her shopping, she said, ‘You can come with me tomorrow and help me to get through quicker.’


So the next day I went to South Heights with her to clean these very posh apartments. Luxury all the way through, one place even has a fur-lined toilet. Mother doesn’t like it as it clogs up the vacuum cleaner.


‘Let’s weigh ourselves,’ I said when mother had had a quick look to see how much washing up there was.


‘Just look at the mess,’ she said. ‘I really must get into the stove and the fridge today somehow I’ve been slipping lately.’ She preferred them to eat out, which they did mostly.


‘It’s bringing the girls in that makes the mess,’ she complained. ‘Hair everywhere and panty hose dripping all over and grease on the stove. Why they want to cook beats me!’


‘Let’s weigh ourselves,’ I got on the little pink scales.


‘I’m bursting,’ Mother said.


‘Well weigh yourself before and after.’


‘Whatever for!’


‘Just for the interest,’ I said and when I got off the scales I banged my head on the edge of the bathroom cupboard which is made all of looking glass.


‘Really these expensive places!’ Mother rubbed my head. ‘All inconvenience not even a back door! Mind you, if there was a back door you’d step out and fall twenty-four floors to your death. And another thing, the washing machines drain into the baths. For all the money these places cost you can smell rubbish as soon as you enter the building and all day you can hear all the toilets flushing.’


Funnily enough her weight was no different after she’d been to the toilet and we worked like mad as Mother had some people coming into number eleven for a few hours.


‘I want to get it nice for them,’ she gave me the key to go down ahead of her. ‘I’ll be finished here directly and I’ll come down.’ As I left she called me, ‘Put some sheets in the freezer, the black ones, and see the bathroom’s all nice and lay those photography magazines and the scent spray out on the bedside table.’ She felt people had a better time in cold sheets. ‘There’s nothing worse than being all boiled up in bed,’ she said.


Mother’s idea came to her first when she was in jail the second time, it was after she had borrowed Mrs Lady’s car to take my brother on a little holiday for his health. It was in the jail, she told me afterwards, she had been struck forcibly by the fact that people had terrible dull lives with nothing to look forwards to and no tastes of the pleasures she felt sure we were on this earth to enjoy.


‘They don’t ever get no pleasure,’ she said to me. ‘Perhaps the pictures now and then but that’s only looking at other people’s lives.’ So she made it her business to get places in South Heights and quite soon she was cleaning several of the luxury apartments there.


She had her own keys and came and went as her work demanded and as she pleased.


‘It’s really gas in there,’ she used one of my words to try and describe the place. And then bit by bit she began to let people from down our street, and other people too as the word spread, taste the pleasures rich people took for granted in their way of living. While the apartments were empty, you know, I mean while the people who lived there were away to their offices or to the hairdressers or to golf or horse riding or on business trips and the things rich people are busy with, she let other people in.


First, it was the old man who lived on the back verandah of our corner grocery store and then the shop keeper himself.


‘They’ve been very deprived,’ Mother said. She let them into Mr Baker’s ground floor flat for an hour once a week while she brushed and folded Mr Baker’s interesting clothes and washed his dishes. She admired Mr Baker though she had never seen him and she cherished his possessions for him. She once said she couldn’t work for people if she didn’t love them.


‘How can you love anyone you never seen?’ I asked.


‘Oh I can see all about them all I need to know, even their shirt sizes and the colours of their socks tells you a lot,’ she said. And then she said love meant a whole lot of things like noticing what people spent their money on and what efforts they made in their lives like buying bread and vegetables or books or records. All these things touched her she said. ‘Even their pills are interesting,’ she said. ‘You can learn a lot about people just by looking in their bathroom cupboards.’


The first time I went with her I broke an ash tray, I felt terrible and showed her the pieces just when we were leaving. She wrote a note for Mr Baker, she enjoyed using his green biro and scrawled all over a piece of South Heights note paper.


‘Very sorry about the ash tray, will try to find suitable replacement.’ She put the broken pieces in an honest little heap by the note.


‘Don’t worry,’ she said to me. ‘Old Baldpate up in the penthouse has a whole cupboard of things she never uses, she’s even got a twenty-four-piece dinner service; you don’t see many of those these days. We’ll find something there. Easy. She owes Mr Baker polish and an hour of his electric clothes drier so it’ll all come straight.’ She was forever borrowing things from one person for another and then paying them back from one to the other all without any of them knowing a thing about it.


As I was saying the old men came in once a week and had coffee served them on a tray with a thimble of French brandy and they sat in the bedroom, which was papered all over with nude arms and legs and bodies, they sat in armchairs in there as this had the best view of the swimming pool and they could watch the girls. There were always a lot of pretty girls around at South Heights with nothing to do except lie around and sunbake.


One of Mother’s troubles was her own liking for expensive things, she didn’t know why she had expensive tastes. She often sat at our kitchen table with a white dinner napkin on her lap.


‘Always remember, they are napkins, only common people call them serviettes,’ she said and she would show me how to hold a knife with the palm of the hand over the handle. ‘It’s very important,’ she said. Anyway there she sat, dinner napkin and all, and she would eat an avocado pear before bawling at me to go down the road to get our chips.


‘I just hope they had a nice time,’ Mother said when we cleaned up in number eleven that afternoon. ‘It’s terrible to be young and newly married living in her big family the way they have to. I’ll bet they haven’t got a bed to themselves in that house let alone a room. All that great family around them the whole time! A young couple need to be on their own. They’ll have had a bit of peace and quiet in here.’ Mother looked with approval at the carpeted secluded comfort of the apartment she’d let this young couple have for a morning.


‘There’s no need for young people to get babies now unless they really want to so I hope they’ve used their common sense and modern science,’ Mother went on, she always talked a lot when she was working. She said when I wasn’t with her she pulled faces at herself in all the mirrors and told herself off most of the time.


‘Babies,’ she said. ‘Is all wind and wetting and crying for food and then sicking it up all over everything and no sooner does a baby grow up it’s all wanting. Wanting and wanting this and that, hair and clothes and records and shoes and money and more money. And, after one baby there’s always another and more wetting and sicking. Don’t you ever tell me you haven’t been warned!’


She washed out the black sheets and stuck them in the drier.


‘Open the windows a bit,’ she said to me. ‘There’s a smell of burned toast and scented groins in here. Young people always burn their toast, they forget about it with all that kissing. We’ll get the place well aired before the Blacksons come home or they’ll wonder what’s been going on.’


On the way home Mother kept wondering whatever she could get for my brother’s tea and she stood in the supermarket thinking and thinking and all she could come up with was fish fingers and a packet of jelly beans.


Somehow my brother looked so tall in the kitchen.


‘You know I always chunder fish!’ He was in a terrible mood. ‘And I haven’t eaten sweets in years!’ He lit a cigarette and went out without any tea.


‘If only he’d eat,’ Mother sighed. She worried too much about my brother, the door slamming after him upset her and she said she wasn’t hungry.


‘If only he’d eat and get a job and live,’ she said. ‘That’s all I ask.’


Sometimes at the weekends I went with Mother to look at Grandpa’s valley. It was quite a long bus ride, we had to get off at the twenty-nine-mile peg, cross the Medulla Brook and walk up a country road with scrub and bush on either side till we came to some cleared acres of pasture which was the beginning of her father’s land. She struggled through the wire fence hating the mud and the raw country air. She cursed out loud the old man for hanging on to the land and she cursed the money that was buried in the sodden meadows of cape weed and stuck fast in the outcrops of granite high up on the slopes where dead trees held up their gaunt arms, pitiful as if begging for something from the sky, she cursed the place because nothing could grow among their exposed gnarled boots as the topsoil had washed away. She cursed the pig styes built so solidly years ago of corrugated iron and old railway sleepers of jarrah, useful for nothing now but so indestructible they could not be removed.


She couldn’t sell the land because Grandpa was still alive in a Home for the Aged and he wanted to keep the farm though he couldn’t do anything with it. Even sheep died there. They either starved or got drowned depending on the time of year. It was either drought or flood, never anything happily between the two extremes.


There was a house there, weatherboard, with a wide wooden verandah all round it high off the ground. It could have been pretty and nice.


‘Why don’t we live there?’ I asked her once.


‘How could any of us get to work,’ Mother said. ‘It’s too far from anywhere.’


And my brother said to her, ‘It’s only you as has to get to work,’ and I thought Mother would kill him, she called him a good for nothing lazy slob.


‘You’re just nothing but a son of a bitch!’ she screamed. He turned his eyes up till just the white showed.


‘Well Dear Lady,’ he said making his voice all furry and thick as if he’d been drinking. ‘Dear Lady,’ he said, ‘if I’m the son of a bitch then you must be a bitch!’ and he looked so like an idiot standing there we had to see the funny side and we roared our heads off.


The house was falling apart. The tenants were feckless, Mother suspected the man was working at some other job really. The young woman was mottled all over from standing too close to the stove and her little boys were always in wetted pants. They, the whole family, all had eczema. When a calf was born there it could never get up; that was the kind of place it was.


Every weekend Mother almost wept with the vexation of the land which was not hers and she plodded round the fences hating the scrub and the rocks where they invaded.


When we went to see Grandpa he wanted to know about the farm as he called it, and Mother tried to think of things to tell him to please him. She didn’t say that the fence posts were crumbling away and that the castor-oil plants had taken over the yard so you couldn’t get through to the barn.


There was an old apricot tree in the middle of the meadow, it was as big as a house and a terrible burden to us to get the fruit at the right time.


‘Don’t take that branch!’ Mother screamed. ‘I want it for the Atkinsons.’ Grandpa owed those people some money and it made Mother feel better to give them apricots as a present. She liked to take fruit to the hospital too so that Grandpa could keep up his pride and self respect a bit.


In the full heat of the day I had to pick with an apron tied round me, it had big deep pockets for the fruit. I grabbed at the green fruit when I thought Mother wasn’t looking and pulled it off, whole branches whenever I could, so it wouldn’t be there to be picked later.


‘Not them!’ Mother screamed from the ground. ‘Them’s not ready yet. We’ll have to come back tomorrow for them.’


I lost my temper and pulled off the apron full of fruit and hurled it down but it caught on a dumb branch and hung there laden and quite out of reach either from up the tree where I was or from the ground.


‘Wait! Just you wait till I get hold of you!’ Mother roared and pranced round the tree and I didn’t come down till she had calmed down and by that time we had missed our bus and had to thumb a lift which is not so easy now as it used to be. On the edge of the little township the road seemed so long and desolate and seemed to lead nowhere and, when it got dark, all the dogs barked as if they were insane and a terrible loneliness came over me then.


‘I wish we were home,’ I said as cars went by without stopping.


‘Wait a minute,’ Mother said and in the dark she stole a piece of rosemary off someone’s hedge. ‘This has such a lovely fragrance,’ she crushed it in her rough fingers and gave it to me to smell. ‘Someone’ll pick us up soon, you’ll see,’ she comforted.


One Sunday in the winter it was very cold but Mother thought we should go all the same. I had such a cold and she said, ‘The country air will do you good,’ and then she said, ‘if it don’t kill you first.’ The cuckoo was calling and calling.


‘Listen!’ Mother said. ‘That bird really sings up the scale,’ and she tried to whistle like the cuckoo but she kept laughing and of course you can’t whistle if you’re laughing.


We passed some sheep huddled in a natural fold of furze and long withered grass, all frost-sparkled, the blackened trunk of a burnt and fallen tree made a kind of gateway to the sheep.


‘Quick!’ Mother said. ‘We’ll grab a sheep and take a bit of wool back to Grandpa.’


‘But they’re not our sheep.’


‘Never mind!’ And she was over the burnt tree in among the sheep before I could stop her. The noise was terrible. In all the commotion she managed to grab some wool.


‘It’s terrible dirty and shabby,’ she complained, pulling at the shreds with her cold fingers. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen such miserable wool,’ she said.


All that evening she was busy with the wool. She put it on the kitchen table.


‘How will Modom have her hair done this week?’ she addressed it. She tried to wash and comb it to make it look better. She put it on the table again and kept walking round and talking to it and looking at it from all sides of the table. Talk about laugh, she had me in fits, I was laughing till I ached.


‘Let me put it round one of your curlers,’ she said at last.


But even after being on a roller all night it still didn’t look anything at all.


‘I’m really ashamed of the wool,’ Mother said.


‘But it isn’t ours.’


‘I know but I’m ashamed all the same,’ she said.


So at Mr Baker’s she went in the toilet and cut a tiny bit off the white carpet, from the back part where it wouldn’t show. It was so soft and silky, she wrapped it carefully in a piece of foil and in the evening we went to visit Grandpa. He was sitting with his poor paralysed legs under his tartan rug and the draughts board was set up beside him, he always had the black ones, but the other old men in the room had fallen asleep so he had no one to play a game with.


‘Here’s a bit of the wool clip Dad,’ Mother said bending over and giving him a kiss. His whole face lit up.


‘That’s nice of you to bring it, really nice,’ and he took the little corner of nylon carpet out of its wrapping.


‘It’s very good, deep and soft,’ his old fingers stroked the smooth silkiness, he smiled at Mother as she searched his face for traces of disapproval or disappointment.


‘They do wonderful things with sheep these days Dad,’ she said.


‘They do indeed,’ he said, and all the time his fingers were feeling the bit of carpet.


‘Are you pleased Dad?’ she asked him anxiously. ‘You are pleased aren’t you?’


‘Oh yes I am,’ he assured her.


I thought I saw a moment of disappointrnent in his eyes, but the eyes of old people often look full of tears.


Mother was so tired, she was half asleep by the bed but she played three games of draughts and let him win them all and I watched the telly in the dinette with the night nurse. And then we really had to go as Mother had a full day ahead of her at the Heights, not so much work but a lot of arrangements and she would need every bit of her wits about her she said as we hurried home.


On the steps I tripped and fell against her.


‘Ugh! I felt your bones!’ Really she was so thin it hurt to bang into her.


‘Well what d’you expect me to be, a boneless wonder? However could I walk if I didn’t have bones to hold me up!’


The situation was terrible, really it was. Mother had such a hard life, for one thing, she was a good quick worker and she could never refuse people and so had too many jobs to get through as well as the other things she did. And the place where we lived was so ugly and cramped and squalid. She longed for a nice home with better things and she longed, more than anything, for my brother to get rid of what she called his deep unhappiness, she didn’t know how he had got it but it was the reason for all his growling and his dislike of good food, she longed too for him to have some ambition or some aim in his life, she was always on about it to me.


Why wouldn’t the old man agree to selling his land, it couldn’t do him any good to keep it. His obstinacy really forced her to wishing he would die. She never said that to me but I could feel what she must be wishing because I found myself wishing him to die, every night I wished it, and whoever really wanted to wish someone to death!


It was only that it would sort things out a bit for us.


Next day we had to be really early as, though she had only one apartment to clean, she’d arranged a little wedding reception, with a caterer, in the penthouse. The lady who owned it, Baldpate Mother called her, had gone away on a trip for three months and during this time Mother had been able to make very good use of the place.


‘They’re a really splendid little set of rooms,’ Mother said every time we went there. Once she tried on one of Baldpate’s wigs it was one of those blue grey really piled-up styles and she looked awful. She kept making faces at herself in the mirror.


‘I’m just a big hairy eagle in this,’ she said. And when she put on a bathing cap later, you know, one of those meant to look like the petals of a flower she looked so mad I nearly died!


Baldpate was so rich she’d had a special lift put up the side of the building to have a swimming pool made after the South Heights had been built. Right up there on top of everything she had her own swimming pool.


‘It makes me dizzy up here,’ Mother said. ‘Is my back hair all right?’ I said it was, she was always asking about her back hair, it was awful but I never said so because what good would it have done. She never had time for her hair.


‘Some day I’m going to write a book,’ Mother said. ‘We were setting out the glasses and silver forks carefully on the table by the window. Far below was the blue river and the main road with cars, like little coloured beetles, aimlessly crawling to and fro.


‘Yes, I’m going to write this book,’ she said. ‘I want it brought out in paperjacks.’


‘Paperbacks you mean.’


‘Yes, like I said, paperjacks, with a picture on the front of a girl with her dress ripped off and her tied to a post in the desert and all the stories will have expensive wines in them and countries in Europe and the names of famous pictures and buildings and there will be wealthy people with expensive clothes and lovely jewels very elegant you know but doing and saying terrible things, the public will snap it up. I’ll have scenes with people eating and making love at the same time. Maybe they’ll want to make a film of it, it’s what people want. It’s called supply and demand.’


‘That’s a good title.’


She thought a moment. ‘I hadn’t thought of a title.’ She had to interrupt her dream as the caterer arrived with his wooden trays of curried eggs and meat balls, and the guests who had got away quickly from the wedding were beginning to come in. Mother scattered frangipani blossoms made of plastic all over the rooms and, as soon as the bridal couple and their folks came in, we began serving.


‘People really eat on these occasions,’ Mother whispered to me. She really liked to see them enjoying themselves. ‘Where else could they have such a pretty reception in such a nice place for the price.’ She had even put out Baldpate’s thick towels and she sent a quiet word round that any guest who would like to avail themselves of the facilities was welcome to have a shower, they were welcome to really enjoy the bathroom and there was unlimited hot water.


‘Show them how to work those posh taps,’ she whispered to me. ‘They probably have never ever seen a bathroom like this one.’ And smiling all over her face, she was a wonderful hostess everyone said so, she went on handing drinks and food to the happy guests.


In the middle of it all when Mother was whispering to me, ‘It takes all the cheapness out of their lives to have an occasion like this and it’s not hurting anybody at all. Even sordid things are all right if you have the right surroundings and don’t hurt anyone—’ she was interrupted by the doorbell ringing and ringing.


‘Oh my Gawd!’ Mother’s one fear, the fear of being discovered, gripped. ‘Open the balcony!’ she pushed me to the double doors. ‘This way to see the lovely view,’ her voice rose over the noise of talking and laughing and eating. ‘Bring your ice-cream and jelly out here and see the world.’ She flung her arm towards the sky and came back in and hustled them all out onto the narrow space around the penthouse pool.


‘No diving in,’ she joked. ‘Not in your clothes, anyhow.’ She left me with the bewildered wedding and dashed to the door. I strained to listen trying to look unconcerned but I was that nervous. Baldpate could have come home sooner than she was expected and however would we explain about all these people in her penthouse. I couldn’t hear a thing and my heart was thumping so I thought I would drop dead in front of everyone.


In a little while though Mother was back.


‘A surprise guest brings luck to a wedding feast!’ she announced and she drew all the people back inside for the champagne.


The surprise guest enjoyed herself very much. Mother had quite forgotten that she had told old Mrs Myer from down the bottom of our street that she could come any time to soak her feet and do her washing in the penthouse and she had chosen this day for both these things. One or two of the guests washed a few of their clothes as well to try out the machines.


‘There’s nothing so nice as clean clothes,’ Mother said and then she proposed a special toast.


‘Absent friend!’ She was thinking lovingly of Baldpate she said to me. ‘Absent friend!’ And soon all the champagne was gone.


‘Is my nose red?’ she whispered to me anxiously during the speeches. Her nose was always red and got more so after wine of any sort or if she was shouting at my brother. She would really go for him and then ask him if her nose was red as if he cared. We could never see why she bothered so much.


‘No,’ I said.


‘Oh! That’s such a relief!’ she said.


We were ages clearing up. Mother was terribly tired but so pleased with the success of the day. She seemed to fly round the penthouse singing and talking.


‘Get this straight,’ she said to me, ‘one human being can’t make another human being do anything. But if you are a mother this is the one thing you’ve got to do. Babies eat and sick and wet and sit up and crawl and walk and talk but after that you just got to make your children do the things they have to do in this world and that’s why I got to keep shouting the way I do and, believe me, it’s really hard!’


‘Yes,’ I said to her and then for some reason I began to cry. I really howled out loud. I knew I sounded awful bawling like that but I couldn’t help it.


‘Oh! I’ve made you work too hard!’ Mother was so kind she made me sit down on the couch and she switched on the telly and made us both a cup of cocoa before we went home.


Grandpa was an old man and though his death was expected it was unexpected really and of course everything was suddenly changed. Death is like that. Mother said it just seemed like in five minutes, all at once, she had eighty-seven acres to sell. And there was the house too. Mother had a lot to do, she didn’t want to let down the people at the South Heights so she turned up for work as usual and we raced through the apartments.


As it was winter there wasn’t anything for old Fred and the Grocer to watch at the pool so Mother put on Mr Baker’s record player for them and she let them wear the headphones. Luckily there were two sets, and you know how it is when you have these headphones on you really feel you are singing with the music, it’s like your head is in beautiful cushions of voices and the music is right in your brain.


‘Come and listen to them, the old crabs!’ Mother beckoned to me, we nearly died of laughing hearing them bleating and moaning thinking they were really with those songs, they sounded like two old lost sheep.


‘They’re enjoying themselves, just listen!’ I thought Mother would burst out crying she laughed herself silly behind the lounge room door.


‘I’m so glad I thought of it,’ she said. ‘Whatever you do don’t let them see you laughing like that!’


Mother decided she would sell the property by herself as she didn’t want any agent to get his greasy hands on any percent of that land. There was a man interested to buy it, Mother had kept him up her sleeve for years. I think he was an eye surgeon, Oscar Harvey, Mother said he should have a dance band with a name like that. Well Doctor Harvey wanted the valley he had said so ages ago and Mother was giving him first refusal.


We all three, Mother and myself and my brother, went out at the weekend to tidy things up a bit and to make sure those tenants didn’t go off with things which had been Grandpa’s and were now Mother’s.


I don’t think I ever noticed the country as being so lovely before, always I complained and wanted to go home as soon as I got there, but this time it was different. The birds were making a lot of noise.


‘It’s really like music,’ Mother said. The magpies seemed to stroke the morning with their voices and we went slowly along the top end of the wet meadow.


‘Summer land it’s called,’ Mother explained. And then suddenly we heard this strange noise behind us. And there was my brother running and running higher up on the slope, running like he was mad! And he was shouting and that was the noise we had heard. We didn’t recognize his voice, it was like a man’s, this voice shouting filling the valley. We hadn’t ever seen him run like that before either, his thin arms and legs were flying in all directions and his voice lifted up in the wind.


‘I do believe he’s laughing!’ Mother stood still sinking into the mud without noticing it. Tears suddenly came out of her eyes as she watched him. ‘I think he’s happy!’ she said. ‘He’s happy!’ she couldn’t believe it. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen her look so happy in her life before. We walked on up to the house. The tenant was at the side of the shed and he had just got the big tractor going and it had only crawled to the doorway, like a sick animal, and there it had stopped and he was supposed to get a firebreak made before the sale could go through.


My brother was nowhere to be seen but then I saw his thin white fingers poking through the castor oil plants in the yard.


‘Halp!’ and his fingers clutched the leaves and the air and then disappeared again. ‘Halp! Halp!’


‘He’s stuck!’ Mother was laughing, she pushed through the overgrown yard and my brother kept partly appearing and disappearing pretending he was really caught and she pulled at him and lost her balance and fell, both of them laughing like idiots. Funny I tell you it was a scream and for once I didn’t feel cold there.


Mother and I started at once on the house sweeping and cleaning. They had repaired a few things and it was not as bad as she expected, there were three small rooms and quite a big kitchen. Grandpa had never lived there, he had only been able to buy the land late in life and had gone there weekends. He had always longed for the country.


‘He was always on about a farm,’ Mother said, she explained how he wanted to live here and was putting it all in order bit by bit when he had the stroke and after that of course he couldn’t be there as it needed three people to move him around and whatever could he do out there paralysed like he was and then all those sad years in the hospital.


‘It’s not bad in here,’ Mother said. ‘It’s nice whichever way you look out from these little windows and that verandah all round is really something! We’ll sit there a bit later when we’ve finished.’


My brother came in, he was really keen about getting new fencing posts and wire and paint, he kept asking her, ‘How about I paint the house?’


‘Oh the new owner can do that,’ Mother said, her head in the wood stove, she was trying to figure out the flues and how to clean them.


‘Well, what if I paint the sheds then?’ He seemed really interested. As she was busy she took no notice so he went off outside again.


Then we heard the tractor start up rattling and scraping over the rocks as it started up the slope to get into the scrub part which needed clearing to keep in with the regulations. Mother went out on to the verandah to shake the mats.


‘Come and look!’ she called me. And there was my brother driving the tractor looking proud and as if he knew exactly what to do.


‘He’s like a prince on that machine!’ Mother was pleased. Of course he clowned a bit as he turned, pretending to fall off, once he stopped and got off as if he had to push the great thing. He hit the rocks and made a terrible noise and the tenant just stood there staring at him.


‘It’s been years since the tractor got up there,’ he said to Mother.


We really had a wonderful day and, on the bus going back, my brother fell asleep he was so unused to the fresh air his nose and ears were bright red and Mother kept looking at him and she was very quiet and I knew she was thinking and thinking.


Next day my brother went out there by himself to try to get all the firebreaks finished, the agreement couldn’t be signed till they were done also the fencing posts. Before he left he told Mother what to order and have sent out there, he suddenly seemed to know all about everything. The change in him was like a miracle, he was even quite nice to me.


As well as seeing to the sale there was Grandpa’s funeral and Mother said he had to have a headstone and she came up with an inscription at the stone mason’s.


‘“It is in vain that ye rise thus early and eat the bread of care; for He giveth his Beloved Sleep.”’


I stared at her.


‘I didn’t know you knew the Bible.’


‘I don’t,’ Mother said. ‘It was in this morning’s paper in that little square “text for today” or something like it and I think it’s really beautiful and it’s so suitable. I wouldn’t mind having it for myself but as I’m still after the bread of care and not as yet the “Beloved” I’m putting it for Grandpa.’


There was no trouble about the price of the property. This Dr Haney really wanted it, he had asked about the valley years ago, once when we were there, stopping his car just too late to prevent it from getting bogged at the bottom end of the track, and Mother had to say it wasn’t for sale though, at the time, she said she would have given her right arm to be able to sell it but she promised him she’d let him know at once if she could ever put it on the market. We had to leave then for our bus and so were not able to help him get his car out of the mud. As he wasn’t there by the next weekend we knew he must have got himself out somehow.


‘You might as well come with me,’ Mother said to me on the day the papers had to be signed. ‘It won’t do you any harm to learn how business is carried out, the best way to understand these things is to see for yourself.’


My brother had already gone by the early bus to the valley. Now that the property was ours in the true sense it seemed he couldn’t be there enough even though it was about to belong to someone else. Mother watched him run off down our mean little street and she looked so thoughtful.


The weatherboard house at the top of the sunlit meadow kept coming into my mind too and I found I was comparing it all the time with the terrible back landing where our room and kitchen was. Having looked out of the windows of the cottage I realized how we had nothing to look at at home except the dustbins and people going by talking and shouting and coughing and spitting and hurrying all the time, having the same rushed hard life Mother had. Of course the money from the sale would make all the difference to Mother’s life so I said nothing, she didn’t say much except she seemed to argue with herself.


‘Course the place means nothing, none of us ever came from there or lived there even.’ I could hear her muttering as we walked.


No one can do anything with property, it doesn’t matter how many acres it is, if you haven’t any money, of course Mother needed the money so I didn’t say out loud, ‘Wouldn’t it be lovely to live out there for a bit’. I guessed my brother was feeling the same though he never said anything but I saw him reading a bit of an old poultry magazine he must have picked up at the barber’s place. As a little boy he never played much, Mother always said he stopped playing too soon. But he would often bring in a stray cat and beg to keep it and play with it and stroke it with a fondness we never saw him show any other way and he would walk several streets to a place where a woman had some fowls in her backyard and he would stand ages looking at them through a broken fence picket, perhaps some of Grandpa’s farming blood was in him. I wondered if Mother was thinking the same things as I was but the next thing was we were in the lawyer’s office. The doctor was there too, very nicely dressed. I could see Mother look at his well-laundered shirt with approval. The room was brown and warm and comfortable, all polished wood and leather and a window high up in the wall let in the sunshine so it came in a kind of dust-dancing spotlight on the corner of the great big desk.


I feel I will never forget that room for what happened there changed our lives in a way I could never even have dreamed of.


Well, we all sat down and I tried to listen as the lawyer spoke and read. It all sounded foreign to me. Acres I knew and roods and perches that was Hot Legs all over again, same with the hundreds and thousands of dollars, it was a bit like school and I began to think of clothes I would like and how I would have my hair. The lawyer was sorting pages. I gave up trying to follow things like ‘searching the title’, ‘encumbered and unencumbered land’, instead I thought about some kneeboots and a black coat with white lapels, fur I thought it was, and there was a little white round hat to go with it.


They were writing their names in turn on different papers, all of them busy writing.


‘Here,’ said the lawyer, Mr Rusk his name was, ‘and here,’ he pointed with his white finger for Mother to know where to put her name.


Mother suddenly leaned forwards, ‘I’m a little bit faint,’ she said. Oh I was scared! I nudged her.


‘Don’t you faint here in front of them!’ I was that embarrassed.


Mr Rusk asked the secretary to fetch a glass of water.


‘Thank you my dear,’ Mother sipped the water. I was a bit afraid I can tell you as I don’t think ever in my life had I seen Mother drink cold water straight like that.


‘All right now?’ Dr Harvey, the owner of so much money and now the owner of the lovely valley, looked at Mother gently. He really was a gentleman and a kind one too, I could see that.


‘You see,’ Mother said suddenly and her nose flushed up very red the way it does when she is full of wine or angry with my brother or, as it turned out in this case, when she had an idea. ‘You see,’ she said to the doctor, ‘Dad longed to live in that house and to be in the valley. All his life he wished for nothing but having his farm, it was something in his blood and it meant everything to him and as it so happened he was never able to have his wish. Having waited so long for the valley yourself,’ she went on to the doctor, ‘You will understand and, loving the land as you do, you will understand how I feel now. I feel,’ she said, ‘I feel if I could be in the valley and live in the house and plant one crop there and just be there till it matures I feel Dad, your Grandpa,’ she turned to me, ‘I feel he would rest easier in his last resting place.’ They looked at Mother and she looked back at them.


The doctor smiled kindly. ‘Well,’ he said, oh he was a generous man all right, he had just paid the whole price Mother asked. ‘I don’t see any harm in that.’


‘It’s not in the agreement,’ Mr Rusk was quite annoyed but the doctor waved his hand to quieten old Rusk’s indignation.


‘It’s a gentlemen’s agreement,’ and he came over and shook hands with Mother.


‘That’s the best sort,’ Mother smiled up at him under her shabby brown hat.


Then the lawyer and the doctor had a bit of an argument and in the end the lawyer agreed to add in writing for them to sign that we could live in the house and be in the valley till the maturity of just one last crop.


‘I wish your crop well,’ the doctor came round the desk and shook hands with Mother again.


‘Thank you,’ Mother said.


‘It’s all settled and signed,’ Mother told my brother in the evening. The few days of working in the country seemed to have changed him, he looked strong and sun tanned and, for once, his eyes had a bit of expression in them, usually he never revealed anything of himself by a look or a word except to be disagreeable. Mother always excused him saying the world wasn’t the right place for him and his terrible mood was because he couldn’t explain this to himself or to anyone and because he couldn’t explain it he didn’t know what to do about it. I thought he looked sad in his eyes even though we had had a bit of a spend for our tea we had ham off the bone and vanilla slices.


She told him how we could be there for one last crop.


‘I’ll paint the house then.’


‘Good idea!’ Mother said. ‘We’ll get the paint but we needn’t rush, we can take our time getting things. We’ll need a vehicle of some kind.’


‘You haven’t got your licence,’ I said to my brother. Any other time he would have knocked me into next week for saying that.


‘I’ll get my test,’ he said quietly.


‘There’s no rush,’ Mother said.


‘But one crop isn’t very long.’


‘It’s long enough,’ Mother said, she spent the evening studying catalogues she had picked up on the way home and she wrote a letter which she took out to post herself.


Mother was sorry to let down the people at the South Heights so badly but after the gentlemen’s agreement everything seemed to happen differently and it was a bit of a rush for her. Already in her mind she was planning.


‘We’ll have the whole street out to a barbecue once the weather changes,’ she said. ‘They can come out on the eleven o’clock bus and walk up through the bottom paddocks. It’ll be a little taste of pleasure, a bit different, there’s nothing like a change for people even for one day, it’s as good as a holiday.’


The first night at the cottage seemed very quiet.


‘I expect we’ll get used to it,’ Mother said. I meant to wake up and see the place as the sun came through the bush but I slept in and missed the lot.


Bit by bit Mother got things, oh it was lovely going out to spend, choosing new things like a teapot and some little wooden chairs which Mother wanted because they were so simple.


And then her crop came. The carter set down the boxes, they were like baskets only made of wood with wooden handles, he set them down along the edge of the verandah. They were all sewn up in sacking and every one was labelled with our name, and inside these boxes were a whole lot of tiny little seedlings, hundreds of them. When the carter had gone my brother lifted out one of the little plastic containers; I had never seen him doing anything so gently.


‘What are they?’


‘They’re our crop. The last crop.’


‘Yes I know but what are they?’


‘Them? Oh they’re a jarrah forest,’ Mother said.


We looked at her.


‘But that will take years and years to mature,’ my brother said.


‘I know,’ she seemed unconcerned but the way her nose was going red I knew she was as excited about the little tiny seedling trees as we were. She of course had the idea already, it had to come upon us, the surprise of it I mean and we had to get over it.


‘But what about Dr Harvey?’ Somehow I could picture him pale and patient beside his car out on the lonely road which went through his valley looking longingly at his house and his meadows and his paddocks and at his slopes of scrub and bush.


‘Well there’s nothing in the gentlemen’s agreement to say he can’t come on his land whenever he wants to and have a look at us,’ Mother said. ‘We’ll start planting tomorrow,’ she said. ‘We’ll pick the best places and then clear the scrub and the dead stuff away as we go along. I’ve got full instructions as to how it’s done.’ She looked at her new watch. ‘It’s getting a bit late, I’ll go for chips,’ she said. ‘I suppose I’ll have to go miles for them from here.’ She followed us into the cottage to get her purse. ‘You’ll be able to do your schooling by correspondence,’ she said. ‘I might even take a course myself!’ It was getting dark quickly. ‘Get a good fire going,’ she said.


We heard her drive down the track and, as she turned onto the road, we heard her crash the gears. My brother winced, he couldn’t bear machinery to be abused but he agreed with me that she probably couldn’t help it as it’s been quite a while since she had anything to drive.




The Débutante


Leonora Carrington


When I was a débutante, I often went to the zoo. I used to go there so often that I knew the animals better than the girls of my own set. In fact, I went to the zoo every day in order to get away from society. The animal that I got to know best was a young hyena. She got to know me, too; I taught her French and she taught me her language in return. So we passed many a pleasant hour.


My mother arranged a ball in my honour for the first of May; the very thought kept me awake at night; I have always detested balls, above all those held in my own honour.


I paid a visit to the hyena very early in the morning on the first of May. ‘What a bore!’ I said to her. ‘I must go to my ball this evening.’


‘You’re in luck,’ she said. ‘I’d love to go. I don’t know how to dance but at least I could make conversation.’


‘There’s going to be lots to eat,’ I said. ‘I’ve seen trucks full of stuff driving up to the house.’


‘And here you are complaining!’ said the hyena disgustedly. ‘I get just the one meal a day and it’s pigshit.’


I had such a brilliant idea I almost burst out laughing. ‘You could go instead of me.’


‘We don’t look enough like each other or I would, too,’ said the hyena rather sadly.


‘Listen,’ I said, ‘nobody sees well in the twilight; nobody will notice you in the crowd if you are a bit disguised. Anyway, you are about the same size as me. You are my only friend. I beg you.’


She thought about it, I knew she wanted to say yes.


‘Done,’ she announced suddenly.


As it was so early, there weren’t many keepers there. I opened the cage quickly and a few seconds later we were in the street. I took a taxi and everybody was asleep at home. In my room, I took out the dress I was supposed to wear that evening. It was a bit long and the hyena had trouble walking on the high heels of my shoes. Her hands were too hairy to look like mine so I found her some gloves. When the sun arrived in my room she walked all round it several times more or less straight. We were so preoccupied that my mother, who came to say good morning, almost opened the door before the hyena hid under my bed. ‘There is a bad smell in your room,’ said my mother as she opened the window, ‘take a bath perfumed with my new salts before this evening.’


‘Yes, of course,’ I said.


She did not stay long, I think the smell was too strong for her.


‘Don’t be late for breakfast,’ said my mother as she left my room.


The most difficult thing was, how to disguise her face. We pondered for hours and hours; she rejected all my proposals. At last she said, ‘I think I know the answer. Do you have a maid?’


‘Yes,’ I said, perplexed.


‘Well, then, listen. Ring for the maid and when she comes in we’ll pounce on her and tear off her face; I shall wear her face instead of mine this evening.’


‘That isn’t practical,’ I said. ‘She will probably die when she doesn’t have a face any more; somebody is sure to find the body and we’ll go to prison.’


‘I’m hungry enough to eat her,’ replied the hyena.


‘What about the bones?’


‘Those, too. Is it settled?’


‘Only if you promise to kill her before you tear her face off, otherwise it will hurt her too much.’


‘It’s all the same to me.’


Rather nervously I rang for Marie, the maid. I would never have done it if I hadn’t hated balls so much. When Marie came in, I turned my face to the wall so as not to see. I admit it was soon over. A brief cry and it was all done. While the hyena was eating, I looked out of the window.


After a few minutes, she said, ‘I can’t eat any more; there are still the two feet left but if you’ve got a little bag, I’ll finish them off later.’


‘You’ll find a bag embroidered with fleur de lys in the chest-of-drawers. Empty out the handkerchiefs and take it.’


She did what I told her. Then she said, ‘Turn around and see how pretty I am!’


The hyena was looking at herself in the mirror and admiring Marie’s face. She had eaten all round the face very carefully so that only what she needed remained. ‘You’ve been really neat,’ I said. Towards evening, when the hyena was all dressed up, she announced, ‘I feel I’m in very good form. I think I’m going to be a big hit this evening.’


When we’d been hearing the music from below for some time, I said to her: ‘Go down now and remember not to go near my mother, she’d be sure to know it wasn’t me. I don’t know anybody apart from her. Good luck!’ I gave her a kiss as she left but she smelled very strong. Night had fallen. Exhausted by the emotions of the day, I picked up a book and relaxed beside the open window. I remember I was reading Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift. After about an hour came the first sign of bad luck. A bat came in through the window uttering little cries. I am terribly frightened of bats. My teeth chattering, I hid behind a chair. Hardly was I on my knees before the beating of wings was drowned by a loud noise at my door. My mother came in, white with fury. She said, ‘We had just sat down at table when the thing that was in your place leapt up and cried out; ‘I smell a bit strong, eh? Well, as for me, I don’t eat cakes!’ Then she snatched off her face and ate it. One big jump and she vanished out of the window.’




from The Gloria Stories


Rocky Gámez


Every child aspires to be something when she grows up. Sometimes these aspirations are totally ridiculous, but coming from the mind of a child they are forgiven and given enough time, they are forgotten. These are normal little dreams from which life draws its substance. Everyone has aspired to be something at one time or another; most of us have aspired to be many things. I remember wanting to be an acolyte so badly I would go around bobbing in front of every icon I came across whether they were in churches or private houses. When this aspiration was forgotten, I wanted to be a kamikazi pilot so I could nosedive into the church that never allowed girls to serve at the altar. After that I made a big transition. I wanted to be a nurse, then a doctor, then a burlesque dancer, and finally I chose to be a school-teacher. Everything else was soon forgiven and forgotten.


My friend Gloria, however, never went beyond aspiring to be one thing, and one thing only. She wanted to be a man. Long after I had left for college to learn the intricacies of being an educator, my youngest sister would write to me long frightening letters in which she would say that she had seen Gloria barrelling down the street in an old Plymouth honking at all the girls walking down the street. One letter said that she had spotted her in the darkness of a theatre making out with another girl. Another letter said that she had seen Gloria coming out of a cantina with her arms hooked around two whores. But the most disturbing one was when she said that she had seen Gloria at a 7-11 store, with a butch haircut and what appeared to be dark powder on the sides of her face to imitate a beard.


I quickly sat down and wrote her a letter expressing my concern and questioning her sanity. A week later I received a fat letter from her. It read:






Dear Rocky,


Here I am, taking my pencil in my hand to say hello and hoping that you are in the best of health, both physically and mentally. As for me, I am fine, thanks to Almighty God.


The weather in the Valley is the shits. As you have probably read or heard on the radio we had a hurricane named Camille, a real killer that left many people homeless. Our house is still standing, but the Valley looks like Venice without gondolas. As a result of the flooded streets, I can’t go anywhere. My poor car is under water. But that’s all right. I think the good Lord sent us a killer storm so that I would sit home and think seriously about my life, which I have been doing for the last three days.


You are right, my most dearest friend, I am not getting any younger. It is time that I should start thinking about what to do with my life. Since you left for school, I have been seeing a girl named Rosita, and I have already asked her to marry me. It’s not right to go around screwing without the Lord’s blessings. As soon as I can drive my car I’m going to see what I can do about this.


Your sister is right, I have been going around with some whores, but now that I have met Rosita, all that is going to change. I want to be a husband worthy of her respect, and when we have children, I don’t want them to think that their father was a no good drunk.


You may think I’m crazy for talking about being a father, but seriously Rocky, I think I can. I never talked to you about anything so personal as what I’m going to say, but take it from me, it’s true. Every time I do you-know-what, I come just like a man. I know you are laughing right now, but Rocky, it is God’s honest truth. If you don’t believe me, I’ll show you someday. Anyhow it won’t be long until you come home for Christmas. I’ll show you and I promise you will not laugh and call me an idiot like you always do.


In the meantime since you are now close to the University library you can go and check it out for yourself. A woman can become a father if nature has given her enough come to penetrate inside a woman. I bet you didn’t know that. Which goes to prove that you don’t have to go to college to learn everything


That shadow on my face that your sister saw was not charcoal or anything that I rubbed on my face to make it look like beard. It is the real thing. Women can grow beards, too, if they shave their faces every day to encourage it. I really don’t give a damn if you or your sister think it looks ridiculous. I like it, and so does Rosita. She thinks I’m beginning to look a lot like Sal Mineo, do you know who he is?


Well, Rocky, I think I’ll close for now. Don’t be too surprised to find Rosita pregnant when you come in Christmas. I’ll have a whole case of Lone Star for me and a case of Pearl for you. Till then I remain your best friend in the world.


Love, Gloria







I didn’t go home that Christmas. A friend of mine and I were involved in a serious automobile accident a little before the holidays and I had to remain in the hospital. While I was in traction with almost every bone in my body shattered, one of the nurses brought me another letter from Gloria. I couldn’t even open the envelope to read it, and since I thought I was on the brink of death, I didn’t care at all when the nurse said she would read it to me. If this letter contained any information that would shock the nurse, it wouldn’t matter anyway. Death is beautiful insofar as it brings absolution, and once you draw your last breath, every peccadillo is forgiven.


‘Yes,’ I nodded to the matronly nurse, ‘you may read my letter.’


The stern-looking woman found a comfortable spot at the foot of my bed and, adjusting her glasses over her enormous nose, began to read.






Dear Rocky,


Here I am taking my pencil in my hand to say hello, hoping you are in the best of health, both physically and mentally. As for me, I am fine thanks to Almighty God.







The nurse paused to look at me and smiled in a motherly way. ‘Oh, that sounds like a very sweet person!’


I nodded.






The weather in the Valley is the shits. It has been raining since Thanksgiving and here it is almost the end of December and it’s still raining. Instead of growing a prick I think I’m going to grow a tail, like a tadpole. Ha, ha, ha!
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