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The Man Who Was Left Behind





Mr. Mackenzie sat in the park and dreamed of Mexico.


There were four green-painted wooden benches set in a semicircle around a patch of scrubby grass. Beyond the grass rose a high brick wall, the boundary of a squeezing outcrop of tenement houses that swelled forth into the air as though they had either taken their unplanned mushroom growth from the steadiness of the wall or possibly come like a tide from far away in search of a wall and might some day break over it. He imagined that the wall, brown in colour and made of fine, small bricks, had been there before the rest of the surroundings. Perhaps it might have been the last upright of a mansion burned by its owners or by northern troops a hundred years before when that part of the world was countryside.


The green paint was bubbled and flaking off the benches. During the months he had known about the park he had never seen anyone official around the area, no repainting, no planting or weeding had taken place, nor was there a waste bin to fill or be emptied. The spot lay in one of the poor districts of town. Possibly no authority knew that it still existed.


Occasionally a cat or dog would stray into the cramped space to sit in the sun which except for the direct downward focus of the noon hour fell unpredictably, making its way from uneven rooftop landscapes and deviously notched streets to light now here, now there over the bunchy, long-bearded  grass. One day, presumably during a school vacation, a group of four small boys tried to make the park a playground. They lasted a day and a half and then gave up. Without a word even among themselves they came to the conclusion that it was impossible to claim possession in the face of the owners.


For the park belonged to the three coloured hobos who sat on the other three benches. On his first visit he realized that they were in permanent occupation. If they were to leave the place for a month, when they came back it would still be theirs as though they had never gone.


That first day when he came back to look and found it and stepped through the entrance he had felt something go through them slowly like a water level rising and then holding there as he sat down on the remaining bench. He felt, but forgot. They made no move to show him what they thought. What was happening among the three of them was so strong and obvious that it needed no expression. They simply looked at him without looking, waiting for him to go, knowing that sooner or later he would be submerged by the wish and feel that he was out of place. But at the time he had not noticed. At the time he merely thought of them as “the other people” coincidentally stationed in the park to which he had been drawn. Only afterwards, after a few days, he remembered them and guessed what had gone on in their minds and what strategy they had used towards him as, so he later discovered, they used towards other intruders.


He had seen the entrance around a street corner and thought: if I can find my way back to it tomorrow I’ll go in and sit down.


Places you see in a town when you are walking without aim have a way of disappearing. Sometimes it strikes you that a certain arrangement of steps and balconies is Renaissance Italy, that a segment of gallery railing seen through leaves is part of a French colonial villa. But when you look for those times and nations the next day, there is only the jumble of today’s buildings with the washing hung out and a full-rigged harbour of television mastheads unsailed and stiff against the moving sky. The more you look, the more familiar and reasonable appear the obstacles against what you are searching for. Soon you believe it was a trick of the light as you turned your head.


He had walked by the entrance and seen part of the wall, clung to by creepers and brambles, and against them a tangle of bushes and a few small trees, one taller than the rest, a kind of palm. It was this tree with its awkward windmill leaves that suggested the thought of the tropics and of Mexico. And when he had sat down on the bench, he set himself the task of bringing back the full flavour of that first look by concentrating on the object which had given the hint.


He screwed up his eyes and looked directly at the tree. Then he found out that it was not necessary to contort the expression. The best effect was achieved by staring with the eyes wide open, looking and not looking, a trick of mind as much as of the vision. It seemed a wonderful discovery in the beginning, and he felt the way a child feels when he discovers that by wanting to, you can look at something close and blur the background, and then wish your eye to change its focus to the background, blotting out what is near. The eye by itself has always been able to do this trick, but the marvel is in first knowing that you can wish it into happening. Not two years before, Mr. Mackenzie had heard a friend’s grandchild declaring to his mother that he could see atoms with the naked eye. “You look right up into the sky and you can see them moving around,” he explained. “I bet I’m the only person in the world can see them without a microscope.” The parents had told him that he must have been seeing the reflection of cells on the retina, it was not an uncommon phenomenon. It seemed a shame. He remembered the confidential tone and the awe in the boy’s voice as he had said it: I can see atoms. Mr. Mackenzie felt like that the first time.


He could see Mexico all at once emerging beyond the sorry bushes and weeds and spatulate, hangdog leaves of the tree against the wall. It seemed wonderful and extraordinary in the beginning, to have the knack of doing it, making a breakthrough that no one else had ever imagined. Later it became natural. He would sit there looking and not looking and go out to the tree, the bushes, the wall, and through it into Mexico.


They had taken the trip to celebrate his retirement. He and his wife. Margie and her fiancé had come too, and Jim on his own without his wife or the adopted children. They visited the ruins: solid, heavy triangles and trapezoids and steps. There was sun on their heads. And he remembered the jungle. Even when not in sight you could tell it was there and recalled it afterwards like a scent bound to a certain part of your life or a special kind of weather or a town you have lived in for a year and never returned to. They used to sit in the square two streets down from the hotel; a band played, and he remembered the flowers and the trees in the square and the peace of sitting near a green place, like sitting near water.


Margie and her young man—what was his name? Harvey, something like that. They bought ponchos, the man behind the counter telling them about the quality of the material and how it was made, how it was like no other. They tried them on right there in the street and laughed, and bought several. But Mr. Mackenzie did not think the shape of the thing went with their faces. You ought to have been an Indian to wear them. And you had to be an old man to know why wearing Indian clothes didn’t make you an Indian. One day he stood with Betty in a tourist office and there was a loud sound of cars braking outside, like a squeal of pigs. “Look at that,” said the man behind the counter, who was also American. They looked through the glass wall and saw an Indian wearing a poncho and walking across the stalled street. “They’re a terrible problem. They don’t understand any of the traffic rules. And they have this in-born fatalism—they figure you die when your number comes up, so they never take any trouble to avoid accidents. Just step right off the sidewalk into the street anywhere, any time when they feel like getting to the other side.”


He liked the Indians. And the weather; sunlight as strong as iron, and then for a few hours in the day, every day, it would rain. Really rain, coming down so fast and close that it had no quality of rage, so much of it and so intensely that it had to be accepted as natural, coming down as though something had broken up in the sky. That was one of the strange things about Mexico—you accepted it as natural, knowing that behind all the extremeness of life there, the colours, the weather, the temperature, the people, was something absolutely objective, impassive.


He remembered the beautiful fruit and cooking in the streets, but they all decided from the start never to eat anywhere except in a restaurant. Not healthy. Then Margie and her fiancé came down with stomach cramps. He felt fine. He wondered whether they had stayed behind in order to be alone in the hotel, and the thought pleased him. But later in the week his wife caught whatever it was, and after her Jim had it. He, the old man, retired, was the only one not to catch it. He had not even felt the altitude.


There was a man who made guitars, a delicate business involving mathematical calculations as to the spacing of the fret-bars. He had no tools for measuring, perhaps knew no higher calculations than counting from one to ten. He spaced the instrument by eye.


“Will you look at that,” Jim said. “I’d say that’s pretty damn smart. What do you think, do you think Billy could stick with it and learn to play it?”


Betty said she was afraid Billy might be too young. Margie thought he’d probably be old enough, but wouldn’t the noise drive Alice crazy? Jim supposed so, and they went on with their stroll but he turned back twice to watch the man at work. Mr. Mackenzie thought: I was the same buying the electric train set for him at Christmas how many years ago. Fathers and their children. Even when the children are not really his. You could see he wanted the guitar for himself as he used to be when he was a boy.


“Buy it anyway. He’ll grow into it in a few years.”


“I think maybe I will. There’s only one trouble with it, that’s the wood. Best guitar wood comes from Spain, I hear. But to begin with—what do you think?”


“Go ahead, buy it.”


Jim had a camera with him that hung on a strap from his shoulder. He took a picture of the hotel, of the square, of the woman selling tortillas at her stand by the red flower bed, and of the man who sat on the pavement and made his guitars while Margie and her young man watched him, wearing their ponchos just that once because otherwise it was too hot. And he took pictures of his father and mother standing in the court where the Mayans used to play basketball. Over to the left, Daddy, no not that far.


Betty said, “Honey, if you want to take it in the sun like this, I’m going to have to put on my glasses. Hold this for me, Charlie.”


“All right,” he said, and took the packages she handed to him. “And now if you’ll hold this for me, I can get mine out, too.”


“But if I’m holding all these things, how can I—oh Jimmy, you didn’t take it then, did you?”


They laughed, and there were more photographs. He hated having his picture taken, but that day it was all right except for a moment, when Jim was saying no Mother over there and you Daddy that’s right now Daddy no a little to the right there Daddy, and he felt a sadness, knowing that Jim was not his favourite son.


They had come through everything and out the other side into holiday and reunion, to being a family together in a strange land. Margie would be married soon and have children, not children to carry the name, but that no longer mattered. Just that they were real grandchildren. Before they left for the vacation his wife had said, “This house, it gets bigger every day.” But what was the sense of moving? Especially since Margie had told her mother she wanted to have children right away. That would fill the house again. It was good to have come through and have a sense of the future there for them. Just for that one instant he had thought about Ben who was dead. And about Jim’s first wife.


They walked around the square in the morning and his wife called to him, “Oh Charlie, come look at this.”


“Ee, what awful things,” Margie said, and clung tighter to her fiancé’s arm.


“Can you beat it?”


“What are they?” he asked.


“Spiders on cards. They wear them like a brooch. I saw one the other night when we were in that restaurant with the fountain, and wondered what it was. Boy, wouldn’t Alice love one?”


“Like a hole in the head. Look at your mother, look at Margie. They don’t like it either.”


“But it’s too much. I’m going to buy one anyway. I wonder how long they live.”


The man who sold the spiders explained to Jim how long the lifespan was likely to be and how to take care of it. They walked on. Jim pushed the card under Margie’s nose.


“You aren’t afraid of a little old spider, are you?” 


“Oh ugg, Jimmy. Oh barf. Get that horrible thing away from me. For heaven’s sake, Daddy make him stop.”


She let go of her young man and came to him, crouching up against his shoulder while Jim darted the card at her. It was as though they were both children again. Like going back all that time to when Ben was still alive.


Later in the day he began to feel unwell.


“Let’s sit down for a minute,” he said.


“Don’t tell me you’ve finally got the bug,” Margie said.


“I think maybe that’s just what it might be.”


They sat down at one of the tables in the square. His wife sat next to him and put her hand lightly over his wrist. He looked out to where the people were walking by, and they seemed to be going past him behind a block of water.


She said, “Miserable luck. We’ll just sit here for a couple of minutes and if that’s what it is then you get right to bed. Remember what happened to me just because I wanted to get up? That’s the way it works—you feel much better all of a sudden but you’re not. It takes about forty-eight hours.”


A waiter came up and stood by the table. Jim ordered a beer and the young man thought he’d have one too. “Do you want one?” he asked Margie. She said, “No, I’ll just have a sip of yours,” and he put his arm over the shoulder of her chair. She leaned back into it and said, “Poor Daddy.” The pit of his belly clutched together with cramp.


Jim said, “I thought you couldn’t be made of sterner stuff than the rest of us. They tell me it’s called the Aztec Two-Step because it comes on so hefty it takes you just two steps to get to the john.” The beer came and Jim lifted the glass to his mouth, tipping it into the sunlight and making the beer look larger than it was, hanging in the air and corn-coloured. Sweat came out on Mr. Mackenzie’s forehead. “I think I’ll go on back to the hotel,” he said. 


“I’ll come with you, honey.”


“No, no, you all stay there. I’ll be fine. See you later.”


He went back to the hotel, undressed, and stayed in bed all afternoon. The cramps became worse, stopped, and began again. He tried to read a detective story and then tried to sleep. When his wife came in she said, “How are you feeling?”


“A little better. I’ve been trying to read. Where did you go?”


She told him what they had done during the day.


“I think I’d like to get up in a little while.”


“Certainly not, don’t you dare. You stay right here. I’ll stay in tonight and read up on that place we’re going to on Thursday. Darn, there goes another nail, I think it must be the climate.”


“No,” he said, “you go on out with the others, enjoy yourself. I tell you what, when you’re all ready to set out, we’ll all just go sit in the square for a few minutes and I’ll have a cup of coffee or something with you.”


“I told you it comes and goes.”


“I’d just like to get out for a little while. Then you go on with the others. No sense in staying here. Did I stay in when you were sick? Where’ve you all decided to go tonight?”


“We thought we’d go back to that nightclub where we saw the bullfighters at the next table. You know, the one with the good band.”


“That one. I remember.”


“I’ll go down and see if that man’s there behind the desk and get them to send you up some soup and crackers later on.”


“Last thing in the world I want.”


“I know, but you must. Otherwise it takes an extra day before you feel like getting on your feet again.”


“I couldn’t look it in the face. Honestly.”


“Just something light. Now don’t make a fuss,” she said, and went out.


Later, in the evening, but still light enough to see, they sat together in the square. The women were wearing silk cocktail dresses. His wife had brought a fur wrap and his daughter kept a light wool coat over her shoulders, for the nights were cooler than one would have expected. He did not talk much although the others kept up an animated conversation. They let him sit there with them without fuss, without pestering him about his health. And then they parted, he to go back to the hotel, they to continue on to the nightclub. As he walked back, he took another look into the trees. The trees in the square were like the trees and bushes in the park: if you left them they went back to jungle.


Usually the remembrance of Mexico came to an end at this point and he would leave the park or join in talk with the three tramps. His recollection seldom pushed him past that evening, and on the few times when he had gone beyond it, the pursuit of thought had not been carried out willingly; he had found himself trapped in it, immobilized. Mexico ended when he walked back to the hotel that last night.


Only sometimes, hideously quickly, he saw the rest rush past him—waking up in the morning to find that they had still not returned to the hotel. Being sick but going down to talk with the man at the desk who didn’t understand. And a friend being brought in, he gesticulating and holding his stomach, saying he was not well and he imagined at first that they were just having a late night, although now it looked as though they couldn’t have come back at all. Where had they gone? Some sort of nightclub that had a restaurant. The name, began with a T he thought, though maybe not, maybe that was another one, maybe it began with an S. If he heard the name again he’d know it. The friend of the man at the desk said something, was that the name? Yes, that was the one. Oh señor, you will sit down please, you are not well. And he made a telephone call, and talked into the receiver for a long time. What was it, what is it, is something wrong? Please señor, one moment please, I am trying to find out. And hung up and made another call. Señor Mackenzie, I must tell you, it is on the radio this morning …


And you read about that kind of thing all the time, about earthquakes, floods, fires. This one must have started in much the same way as the great Coconut Grove fire, with the curtains catching and a panic and people trampled in the push. But this one seemed to have been more complete, since hardly anyone present in the club had suffocated in the smoke. Those who got away were bruised, in some cases had bones broken; those who did not get out, burned. The catastrophe was later to cause a tremendous furore in the press, as the survivors alleged that after the initial storming of the exits, the management issued orders that the doors should be locked so that no one could get out before paying. In a matter of weeks the case was brought to court and the staff, owners, and management acquitted. A hundred and thirty-four people died.


The hospitals (the first telephone call) had no patients of the name Mackenzie on their lists.


They took him to the nightclub. It was a hot day and people walking on the street again looked as though they were moving behind water or perhaps the waves of fire. His head felt cold and he was sweating. He staggered when he got out of the car. And inside they asked him questions. Do you recognize this woman, señor? Could this be your wife? Could this be your son? Does this look like your daughter, señor? The police were there in uniform and other people like himself, and newspapermen and a crew of men in their shirt-sleeves, removing bits of débris and taking the bodies away in large wicker laundry baskets. There was the smell of fire. Everywhere. He kept saying, “I don’t know,” and “I can’t be sure.” And the police asked: What jewellery did your wife wear? What make of watch did your son have on? Can you describe your daughter’s engagement ring? And the young man, do you remember his watch? Yes, he had an old-fashioned pocket watch, it was his grandfather’s, he told me. “It is difficult, you understand,” said one of the policemen. “Some of the rings, they have melted.”


But they were found at last, all four; two at first, and the other two had to be identified by sending back home for dentists’ X-rays.


“Coming out, Lucky?” one of the hobos called over to him.


“Not just yet. I’ll set a spell.”


He watched the three of them go. From the houses behind the wall a smell of grease and vegetables came to him, now perceived and now not as the wind changed. The branches of the tree flapped, making a noise against the wall, and he stood up.


He thought he would have a drink.


Before he found the park and met the hobos he used to spend his days in the bars, going from one to another in that long street which was like a street that might reach all the way around the world, every bar the same and the neon lights going even in daylight. That was before he learned what made him feel at ease. He had tried to talk to people then and once picked up a woman. But when they got to the room, the walls jerked in front of him like the walls in the nightclub and he thought how stupid it was not to realize what it would be like: the sprung, creaky bed, sheets that hadn’t been changed from the time before, and the woman herself as she undressed and the clothes came away like the store wrapping on an uncooked chicken, a large piece of meat sitting down on the bed and nothing to do with him. He got as far as removing his shirt, and he kissed her, but he did not like touching her and knew it wouldn’t work, it was a mistake to have thought it would. He finally said, “I’m sorry, I thought it would be all right. I’m too old for this kind of thing any more.” And she said, “Relax, sugar. Like they say, you’re as old as you feel. Come on, I’ll help you along.” She put her arms around his neck; he remembered a story about a girl who danced with a mechanical robot which went berserk and smashed her against the wall—this woman, made of mechanized flesh. He said no, truly, he hadn’t been feeling very well lately. “Suit yourself,” she said, lighting up a cigarette and looking mean, as if about to tell him, You’re not getting out of this room without paying me for my wasted time, mister. He put on his shirt again, gave her something for her trouble, and said he’d buy her a meal. But that had been a mistake, too. She had wanted to talk.


Now he knew, and now he could always go to the park. Before that he had gone to places and done things without knowing why—sitting in the waiting-room at the railroad station, or driving out to the airport to sit there. He knew now that he had done those things because he wanted to be where there were other people, but not to talk to any of them or to be alone with them. He liked to sit there and not have them bother him, have them go about their own business.


Dr. Hildron had seen him on the street one day, a month after the house had been sold.


“Charlie,” he said, and looked concerned.


“Doctor.”


“We don’t see much of you nowadays, Charlie. How about coming down to the club, having a round?”


“Thanks,” he said. “Everything’s packed up in storage—golf clubs, books, clothes, the furniture. I didn’t know what to do with it all. Thought I’d just keep it there till I decide.”


“Where you living now?” the doctor asked.


“Oh, some cheap hotel. Over there.” He threw out his arm in the general direction of the hotel and began to cough. The doctor’s eyes became sharp, clearer than they had been. What does a hawk’s eye look like when it sees a sparrow down on the ground? The look that goes with professional interest is a special look, full, absorbed, riveted, almost like the look of love at first sight.


“Don’t like the sound of that cough. Why don’t you just drop in and see me about it? Wednesday? Thursday?”


“I feel fine.”


“Don’t leave a thing like that.” He wanted to know how Mr. Mackenzie was living and what he was eating and if he was still off the cigarettes. He thought he should get himself a decent place to stay, just until he made up his mind about things, and someone to look after him—a housekeeper or a cook.


“Bessie’s not earning much. She might be glad to take on the job.”


“Bessie?”


“You know, Mrs. Rider,” he said, and laughed.


“Oh, sure. I remember.”


Bessie worked behind the bar at the clubhouse. She was there one day when Mackenzie came in from golf with three of his friends, and he went up to her to order drinks while the others sat at a table and went over the day’s scores. “Three beers and a Coca-Cola, please—” he started, and then he forgot her name. It vanished away from him, leaving only a dark hole where it had been. All he could remember was that she was married to Spelly Rider, so he said, “Three beers and a Coca-Cola, please, Mrs. Rider.” And she seemed to get taller and glow, brighter and crisper than her white apron. “Yes sir, Mr. Mackenzie,” she said. It wasn’t true that you couldn’t see coloured people blush. After that she always liked him, maybe she always had. She was a nice woman. And she had troubles, he had heard that.


“All right,” he said. “I suppose I should see about a place. Seems such a chore. Unnecessary.”


Dr. Hildron patted him on the shoulder, the hand knocking against the coat, but no warmth coming out on his body around the touched place as there used to be when someone touched him, even lightly. The doctor said he could take care of it, he’d put out a word here and a word there, and have a talk with Bessie. He looked into Mr. Mackenzie’s face, saying, “You know we haven’t forgotten you, Charlie. You shouldn’t go on like this. And I want you to make an appointment now about that——”


“Later, later. I told you, I feel all right,” he said. And he apologized for the way he was, explaining that for a little while longer he felt the need to be alone, and added that he was much obliged to the doctor for taking the trouble to see about getting the room. That was back in the days when he still said such things.


Now was different. Now was better. He learned by himself during the first four days of sitting in the park. And after that the hobos had taught him the rest.


They let him sit there for four days before they made a move. Then, while he was still in the middle of Mexico, the youngest one shambled up to him and, looking at his chest, muttered, “Cigarette, boss?” Mr. Mackenzie hadn’t heard. He was still staring at the wall. Then the man brushed him hesitantly on the sleeve. He turned his head and found the face looking at his face, doing exactly what he did: looking through.


“Got a smoke?”


“Don’t smoke,” Mackenzie said. The man turned away and went back to his bench.


That afternoon he had an appointment to see Bender about making a will. It came about because of the telephone and the messages Bessie left for him on the table. He told her to say he was out, always. After Bender had left eight messages, he telephoned back and told Bessie next time to say he’d gone to Chicago or California or some other place and she didn’t know when he’d be back.


When he walked into the building the receptionist threw a look to the man standing by the elevators, and he walked up, his arm out to bar the way, saying gruffly, “Can I help you?” No mention of “sir”.


“Have an appointment with young Bender,” he said.


“Name?” No “please”.


“Mackenzie.”


“Just a minute.” They didn’t ask him to sit down, either. The receptionist lifted the receiver on her desk and said, “Sally Ann, there’s a man here who says his name is Mackenzie and he’s got an appointment with Mr. Bender. Would you check that, please?” She looked over his head while she waited for the answer. Then the man came back and told him, “It’s the fourth floor, turn left,” which he knew already.


He stepped into the elevator and looked at the elevator boy’s profile. Young, he couldn’t be more than twenty, good-looking, friendly looking, and stood easily. He looked very healthy. Mr. Mackenzie thought he must be new at the job and wondered how friendly, nice-looking, and healthy he would be after five years of going up and down in his little box, never breathing the air or seeing the sun.


There was a sign up in the offices on the fourth floor. It read: If you must have a drink on your lunch hour, kindly do not drink vodka. We would rather our clients thought you drunk than incompetent. A boy carrying a tray of coffee cups passed, saw him standing by the sign, and said, “That’s Mr. Buxted, he put that up—he’s a real joker.”


The secretary stiffened for a moment as he walked in, seemed nailed to her chair, and then rose, smiling uncomfortably.


“Mr. Mackenzie?”


“Hello, Jeanie.”


“I hardly knew you with your beard.”


“Not a beard. I’ve just been forgetting to shave. Maybe I’ll grow one.”


“I’ll just tell Mr. Bender you’re here.”


Mr. Bender. Young Stukely Bender, who was Ben’s age; very outgoing, but not smart enough to deserve the job he had. He got it through his father, who had been Mackenzie’s best friend. They had been in the war together and after the funeral he thought: people say that, we’ve been through the wars together, and that’s exactly what it means, it says everything.


The door opened and the secretary came out, showing him in with her hand. At the far end of the room Bender could be seen advancing with his hand out to be shaken, his face as the door closed still friendly but rigid. Mackenzie nodded, said, “Hello, Stuke,” put his hands in his pockets, and sat down. He hoped they would dive straight into the business. But Stuke just wanted to say how sorry, fiddling with a paperweight on the desk, how very sorry he had been to hear, and Mrs. Bender too, in fact how sorry they all were, and though of course he must have gotten his letter of condolence, what can you ever say except you sympathize, which is true of course, but so difficult not to make it sound like a hollow commonplace.


Mr. Mackenzie had nothing to answer. Something evidently was needed, so he managed a sound, a grunt of assent to show he had been listening. It wasn’t enough. Young Bender’s round face coloured up with annoyance. He had expected more in return for his sympathy. Most people did. There is only one thing pity can do, make you a better person. It cannot help the one you pity. He’s old enough to know that, Mackenzie thought. Maybe if he had been in a war like his brother he would know.


“Well then, about the will. Have you thought about that? I suppose you’ll be wanting to set something aside for your daughter-in-law.”


“She’s no kin,” said Mr. Mackenzie. It came out abruptly, even surprising himself. Then he thought: well, it’s true enough, she isn’t.


“Still——”


“And she’s got the insurance money, anyway.”


“What about your grandchildren, then?”


“They’re not even related to me.”


“But when they grow up, education, enough to start a business on—insurance money doesn’t stretch that far.”


“She’ll probably be married again by that time. Besides, her folks are pretty well off. I imagine she’ll get by all right.”


“Well. Well, let’s see now. Daddy said you had a brother, as I recall.”


“He died four years ago.”


“Oh. I’m sorry. Did he leave any children?”


“Two. The family’s rolling in money. They don’t need it.”


“I see. Any cousins?”


“One or two. Too distant. I haven’t seen them for years.”


“What about your wife’s relatives?”


“There’s her Aunt Sophie. I never did like her. And I believe she’s got a nest egg she’s been sitting on for the past fifty years or so. When she dies she’ll leave it for the care and upkeep of that orange cat she’s got.” Cassandra—the cat was called Cassandra, he remembered.


Young Bender laid down his pencil and swivelled his chair from side to side. Mr. Mackenzie thought: Christ, he’s going to tell me that old office anecdote again.


“You know, Mr. Mackenzie, Mr. Buxted told me his uncle once had a client named Mrs. Cartwright, an old lady that owned a little piece of land over near Baton Rouge. One day he calls her in and says, ‘You’re getting on now, Mrs. Cartwright, don’t you think you should make a will just in case? You’ve got this little bitty piece of land and it should go to somebody. Would you like to leave it to your cousin Sue?’ ‘Not on your life,’ says the old lady, ‘I never did like her.’ ‘Well, do you want to leave it to your nephew?’ ‘No,’ she says, ‘I never did like him.’ Mr. Buxted’s uncle went right on down the line, about twelve people she could have bequeathed something to, and at last she gets up and says, ‘You know, Mr. Buxted, I don’t believe I want to leave nobody nothing.’ ”


Young Bender began to laugh. His teeth were larger than you would have thought. When he stopped, the annoyance came over his face again. Mr. Mackenzie was not responding to treatment.


“I think she was right,” he said. And then suddenly a great devil laugh burst from him and he said, “I think that old lady was pretty damn smart. And right.” Young Bender looked uncomfortable now and fingered some papers on the desk. His hands were trembling slightly.


“Perhaps if you could hunt up the last addresses of your cousins. Any rate, think about it. There’s always charity.”


Not charity. Sixty-eight per cent of what you give goes on advertising and paying the staff and what’s left over is spread so thin it’s never enough to get any one person out of a hole.


“It’s a sizeable sum,” Bender said. “A very sizeable sum,” and the eyebrows went up in his round face, staying there astonished at the size of the sum.


“I’ll think about it some more,” Mr. Mackenzie said.


Out on the street again, he did think about it for the first time. It had not really crossed his mind before the interview.


He thought about Jim’s first wife. When Jim went into the army, after Ben, Betty said she’d die if anything happened  to him. He applied to be sent to Germany but in the end he was shipped to Hawaii instead. And he married a Japanese girl. He called her Mitsy, from her Japanese name, though she had been brought up in the western way, speaking English, and had the English name of Lily. Betty took it badly at first. “Think of the children,” she said. He did not think it mattered. But there were no children, and two years later Betty told him that Jim had asked her to talk some sense into Mitsy because she refused to have tests done and they should both go together, otherwise there was no point to it. “I tried to explain, but Charlie, she just sat there and cried and cried and said no. I can’t do a thing. Maybe you can. She likes you.” He had a talk with Mitsy and asked her why she wouldn’t agree to the tests. She told him, “Because if I find out for certain that I can’t, it’s the end of my life.” “There could be all sorts of reasons,” he said, but she was afraid to find out any of the reasons and he did not insist because he was not quite sure how occidental she really was; she might do something terrible and Japanese, unforseen, like killing herself because her husband did not consider her the perfect wife. However, she didn’t do anything terrible after all. That was Ben. Also, the matter was soon taken out of her hands, since by that time Jim had met Alice. Mr. Mackenzie thought his son was behaving shamefully. But you can’t run your children’s lives for them. He went to see Mitsy and talk to her all through the divorce proceedings. He liked her. He wished she were still his daughter-in-law. Three years after the divorce, after Jim and Alice had adopted the first grandchild and were taking steps to adopt the second, she sent him a letter. It arrived just before Christmas, a short letter telling him that she thought of him often and always with gratitude and affection and that he had been right and very wise in all the advice he had given her. A photograph was enclosed, showing her and her second husband, very tall, standing with his arm around her, and towards the camera Mitsy was holding, half as big as herself, an enormous sleeping baby wrapped up in a blanket. Jim saw the envelope lying on his desk. “From Mitsy?” he said. “Can I see it?” He said, because there was nothing he could do, “If you like.” And Jim picked it up, read the letter, and looked for a long time at the photograph. Then he said, “Well, that’s settled. I was worried about her—she never wrote. But she seems to be happy now. I’m glad. I hope she’s forgotten now.” And Mr. Mackenzie thought: it took a lot to say that, probably took more than I’ll ever know, and maybe he’s more like Ben than I thought.


Perhaps he would leave something in his will for Mitsy and her child. Then he reconsidered it and decided no, she was happy, there was no need.


If Ben had lived there would be no question about where to leave the money.


Ben was younger, and his favourite. Not so good-looking as Jim, almost ugly, but more attractive. Brave. It was a thing you didn’t talk about and Ben never gave it a thought, but Mr. Mackenzie loved it in him. He went out to Korea with Cal Bender’s son Carl, who died in his arms. And Ben was shipped back with one leg missing and the other one off at the knee. They put him in a rehabilitation hospital. He was not ready for it, but the doctors believed it good psychology to place him where he could see other boys like himself who were making the best of their amputations and preparing to begin life again. There was some trouble about getting to see him, and Betty was down with flu, so Mr. Mackenzie went alone. And the doctor took him aside beforehand, telling him that at first Ben had been so wild that none of the staff could touch him, then he went on a laughing fit; it took five interns to hold him until the sedative had been administered. And when he woke up he refused to talk. He had not talked for three days. They had had to put him in a room by himself—the effect on the other patients had to be considered. It was a major battle to get a dose of penicillin into him, he wouldn’t eat, he threw things, he was in pain but it still needed more staff than could be expended to change his bandages. Naturally the wounds weren’t healing so quickly as they ought to. Mr. Mackenzie entered and looked at his son’s head turned away towards the window. He sat down by the bed and put his hand on the boy’s head, smoothing his hair which had grown out from being so long in the field and had not been cut again because he wouldn’t let anyone near him. “Ben?” he murmured. “Don’t say anything,” said his son. His voice was hoarse and fierce, hardly above a whisper. “Just stay like that, but don’t say anything.” Mr. Mackenzie began to cry. He blew his nose and continued to stroke his son’s head. He wanted very much to talk, to say even if they’d shipped you home so mutilated that I didn’t know you, even if all that was left was something the size of a stamp, I’d thank God, thank God you’re still alive. And he wanted to say that there are lots of things to live for, on all levels, small and big. And it could be worse, he might have been paralyzed or blind. But he would walk again and there was everything in the world still there, good friends and good talk, a spring day and coffee in the morning, music, laughter, learning, and he mustn’t let it go. And he mustn’t also because whatever he thought or wished for himself, he could not be more than he was now and always had been, his father’s heart. But Ben wouldn’t let him speak. Only at the end of the time, when the doctor came in to say he might consider ending his visit, Ben turned his head and looked at him and he was surprised because Ben’s eyes were blue-grey and usually looked grey, but on that day they looked blue. He stretched out his arm and pulled Mr. Mackenzie to him by the elbow. All the strength in him even then—he had always been strong even as a little boy. “Listen,” he said in that strange whisper, “you know me, Dad. I can stand anything. Don’t mind the pain. Don’t care about hurt, I can take it all. I can face it, anything. Anything but this. I can’t take this. You understand?”


“I understand,” he said. “But you’re wrong. You can take this, too, Ben. I know it. It’s going to work out all right. It won’t be easy, but we’re behind you. We’ll help.”


Ben shook his head. “I don’t want it,” he whispered. “You don’t understand.”


“I do, Ben. Believe me. And it’s going to be all right.”


Ben turned his head away again. He said, “It’s the shame.” He let his arm fall back and rest on the blanket.


Shame? What shame? Wounded fighting for your country? Decorated how many times—they had lost count.


“Ben, I don’t understand. What shame can there be?”


His son wouldn’t turn his head again and the doctor stood at the door. Mr. Mackenzie said goodbye and that he’d see him again the next day.


He thought some more about the will and couldn’t decide. He deliberated where to go to fill up the rest of the day and found himself walking towards the library. He had hardly ever used the ticket; Betty used to get books from the library. He had all he needed, but now they were all in storage and it seemed too much trouble to get at them.


A young girl was behind the counter, talking on the phone to her boyfriend. She looked up as he came in, gave him a cold look, and turned her back to continue talking. He held the ticket in his hand and stood there, leaning on the counter, looking at the trays of tagged cards and waiting. She let him stay there until at last she thought fit to turn, the receiver in her hand, and said, “Yes?”


“I wonder if this ticket is still good.”


She put down the receiver, highly vexed, and came forward, darting a look at the clock on the wall and muttering something about her lunch hour. Only quarter to twelve, it couldn’t be time for anyone’s lunchtime. She snatched the ticket from him, stared at it, and told him, incredulous and angry, “This card has expired.”


“How do I renew it?”


She sighed. “Just a minute,” she said, and went back to her telephone conversation, at last saying into the mouthpiece that she had to go.


She produced a card from a drawer, began to write on it, slapped a rubber stamp over it twice, and said, “That’ll be two dollars and thirty cents.” She watched him with distaste as he got out the money; all his movements had seemed to slow down lately. Her face watching him told him how old and ugly and dirty he was and the Salvation Army should deal with people like that, not someone like her. As she put the money away in the cash drawer he looked at her—once, seeing her hair snagged up into a ball, beehive they called it, and orange makeup. You could see the seam where it stopped, as though you could take hold of the skin there and start peeling the face off. Her lipstick was a whitish orange colour too, and there was something on her eyes, the eyebrows above plucked very thin and shiny, looking as though they were made out of metal.


And she thought she was beautiful. She must, or how could she do all that to herself? Her hands had long orange-painted nails that recoiled from him as he handed her the money and drummed on the counter afterwards while she waited for her lunch hour. He noticed that she was wearing a pin on her sweater, a wooden mouse with leather ears, a long leather tail, and red glass eyes.


What things people did, wearing a wooden mouse, wearing a live spider. You hardly ever saw a woman wearing flowers any more. When he was courting he brought Betty flowers and she would wear them. Wear them in her hair, which was long then and done up with combs. You hardly ever saw that any more, either. When you take out the combs how it falls down like ribbons, and braiding it up for the night, he in his nightshirt and still not liking pajamas, wondering how could they say modern youth was so immoral because if they wore those things he didn’t see how they’d manage, taking them off and putting them on again all night long. He brought her flowers and chocolates and they took walks. Who took walks now? And you never thought of smoking if a lady was in the room. All the things that had changed. But it was always so, his father having to have the newspapers read to him in nineteen forty-two and saying: in my day cavalry meant just that, you were on a horse, not some new-fangled machine or other. In my day this, in my day that. The children had thought it was funny, but he understood better now.


In Mr. Mackenzie’s day he had studied the classics. He thought he would reread some of the works he had forgotten, though he had always had a good memory. He remembered the time he had had to have the operation, it must have been five or six years after he’d passed the bar exams, and the surgeon told him that under the anaesthetic he had quoted about two thousand lines of Virgil, and he had thought it was because of cramming for exams all that time ago and imagine remembering it for so long. But now he thought: pretty damn smart of that doctor to know it was Virgil.


He looked for a book in Greek or Latin. They were all translations. The girl at the counter was craning her neck to see what he was doing, if he was stealing the books or defacing them. Suddenly he wanted to go. Unless he was drinking he did not like being inside places for very long. He grabbed a book off the shelf and took it to the counter. He saw as she marked the inside with the stamp that the book was a copy of Marcus Aurelius combined with essays on Greek and Roman Stoicism, a textbook apparently, and that there was a printed notice pasted on the opening page which cautioned all library users not to return the book in case of scarlet fever or other contagious diseases.


In the street again, he flipped through the leaves. The book fell open to a page where the writer commented on the necessity of looking upon death with equanimity and explained the construction of the world and the process of man’s return to the seminal principles of the universe after death. No later consciousness, no personality, no afterlife. Just as he had always thought, just as he hoped. A few pages later another author said that the ideal Stoic philosopher should be able to look back upon ruin, to accept the destruction of his property, his house burned down and his family all killed, without shedding a tear.


Mr. Mackenzie closed the book. He did not believe such a thing could ever have happened to that philosopher and he didn’t want to read any more. He put the book in his pocket and thought he would return it as soon as possible in exchange for another one.


He started off in the direction of the park and then changed his mind. To the house. He would go look at the house just once again, just to see. He walked slowly. There was plenty of time. And when he arrived by the fence, looking over the grass and garden into the white house, it was like a face looking back at him. He had spent nearly all his life in that house, he was born in it. And his father before him. It was strange to think that he could not walk up the path and go in. What was the sense of one old man living in a large house like that, even if there hadn’t been memories? He had had to sell it, naturally. But it was quite a thing to see it again; it did something to his insides like music or books or paintings, though he couldn’t yet tell if the effect was good or bad, just that it was strong.


Whoever had bought it had made some changes. They had put up different curtains in the dining-room and in the room he had used for a study. That used to be a library—not very sensible to keep a library in the sunniest room of the house. Good for reading, but bad for the books. After his father’s death he had moved the books into another room and taken it over as a study. All those shelves, it had taken weeks. Now the owners had changed the curtains. That upset him, he liked the old curtains. He was beginning to feel cranky about the alterations. Other changes too, a blue-painted tricycle leaning up against the toolshed in the distance. And two children were playing on the lawn, two little girls throwing a ball back and forth to each other. A song went through his mind: They play in their beautiful gardens, the children of high degree. That was all he could remember, just the first line. One of them was standing on the exact spot where Ben had stood when he and Betty and her Aunt Sophie had looked through the windows and seen Ben, aged about five then, taking aim with his bow and arrow, being egged on by Jim and Carl and Stuke Bender, to shoot the second in the series of orange cats with literary names. And he hit it, too, although the damage was slight as the arrows were tipped with rubber suction cups; they were later taken away because Ben had shot them at the ceiling and they pulled the plaster off in two places, besides making smudge marks on the wallpaper.
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