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On a cold but sunny Thanksgiving in the last decade of the twentieth century, a blue Volvo station wagon drove north from the city center, leaving behind the new office towers, the theaters and concert halls, the upscale restaurants and watering spots. Auto traffic was thin. For the first mile north of downtown, the boulevard featured old brick office buildings, car showrooms, discount stores, fast-food joints and muffler shops. Farther up came the narrow windowless storefronts that advertised cigarettes, check cashing, lottery tickets or the Lord Jesus. It was shortly after noon, and most establishments were celebrating the holiday with locked metal doors and steel grilles.


The driver of the Volvo, a slim dark-haired woman in her late thirties, clenched the steering wheel with one hand and a sheet of paper with the other. Trying to read both the paper and the street signs, she nearly ran a stoplight.


The passenger, a heavier woman with a broad face and short blonde hair, braced one hand on the dashboard and grinned as the car lurched to a stop. “I’m perfectly sober, you know,” she said.


“Sorry, I didn’t— What did you say, Allison?”


“In case it’s me you’re so nervous about, honey. I just want you to know I’m perfectly sober and I’m not going to misbehave today.”


“Oh,” said the driver, pressing her knuckles to her mouth as she scrutinized the piece of paper.


“So you don’t have to crash the car on my account. But I’m wearing clean underwear in case you do. I wouldn’t want it said that I embarrassed my good friend Connie.”


“Hmm? Look, Allison, this sheet doesn’t give a clue about how to find the place. Where’d you put my map? I thought you were going to read the map and help me find Lincoln Street.”


“I did read the map. It had nothing to say. No plot, no characters, zilch. Not even any sex.”


“But where did you put it?”


“In your trash thingie there where it belongs. Your car is so clean, I didn’t want to leave junk around.”


Connie sighed and pursed her lips, tapping her fingers on the wheel. Allison laughed and popped her bubble gum.


When the car started up again, Allison leaned back, raised her knees against the dashboard and studied her friend’s features with satisfaction. “You know,” she mused, “I love that lipstick. It’s just the right shade for you, pinkish but not too. Can I try some?”


“I wish,” groaned Connie, “you could focus for a minute and help me find this woman’s address.”


“Oh it’s nowhere around here, it’s at least twenty blocks north. We’ve got to get into the real badlands. I know, I used to date a guy from around there. Two years ago, or maybe six. He was a real scum from the slums. Remind me to tell you about him sometime.”


“You know where Lincoln Street is?”


“Approximately. I think so. Maybe.”


“Then why didn’t you tell me?”


“I thought you were having fun looking for it. Besides, you know me, I never know what I know or when I’ll remember it.”


This provoked one of Connie’s characteristic expressions—a bemused, half-irritated smile that Allison relished. Allison wiggled and shivered in the Volvo’s plush seat, then rubbed her knees together to enjoy the woolly feel of her dress slacks. Despite some earlier troubles she decided it was going to be a good day now that her Big Happiness had come welling up from its hiding place—this feeling she would kill for when the downs came.


It was like running along a giant warm wave that licked you with its spray. Or being hugged by someone absolutely fabulous like Elvis Presley (before he died). Or finding that the words to “Love Me Tender” had changed into green streamers that you could wear instead of clothes. Or all these things at once.


The Big Happiness even made the city people creeping along the sidewalks seem interesting and friendly. It turned the wintry daylight seeping through the windshield into the color of butterscotch ice cream on Connie’s arm. Since Allison couldn’t explain any of this—and she knew she had to resist the impulse to taste Connie’s elbow—she blew a gigantic bubble with her gum.


“You don’t have to accuse me of not focusing, you know,” she informed her friend in a mock-frosty tone. “I’ve been focused on this for days, weeks. Ever since you said we could do it again this year, our little good deed. Just because I forgot the exact time and got frazzled when you rang my bell and I couldn’t find my coat and shoes, you think I’m not focused and I’m drinking and stuff.”


“I never said anything about drinking, Allison.”


“No, but you thought it. You thought, ‘Here it is, a beautiful Turkey Day, Family-Get-Together Day, Dust-Off-Uncle-Harry-and-Prop-Him-in-a-Chair Day, but instead of fixing jalapeño cheese dip for my loving hubby and the other relatives of the male persuasion while they watch the football games, I have to do this errand of mercy with that demented drunken Allison Roarty that calls herself a friend of mine, and I don’t know why I agreed to this, I must be crazy myself.’”


“I did not think that at all. Ed doesn’t like cheese dip.”


“No? All right then, I forgive you.”


“Good.” Connie pressed her lips together. “Now maybe you could tell me, if you know where this Lincoln Street is, are we going in the right direction?”


“We’re going forward, aren’t we? That’s the right direction. Usually.” When Connie ground her teeth, Allison added, “Just enjoy, honey. This is our little adventure.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Connie chuckled uneasily. “What you call adventures.”


The car passed pawnshops and boarded-over, graffiti-laced storefronts. Mimi’s Lounge displayed a tilted, five-foot-high cocktail glass spray-painted in bright red. Two doors down a slightly more professional sign proclaimed, “Find PEACE With the LORD Your God.” A siren sounded faintly in the distance.


“There it is!” Allison yelled, pointing. “On the right. Pull in.”


“There’s what? Where?” The Volvo jerked into the right lane as Connie cranked her head around to check the nonexistent traffic.


“Salvation at last! Dunkin’ Donuts. Pull in and we’ll get our coffee.”


“Oh for god’s sake,” Connie erupted, fighting to straighten the wheel. “You nearly made me have an accident.”


“No, not me. That’s one thing I learned in therapy. Don’t take blame for other people’s problems. If you wet your pants, sweetie, it’s not my fault.”


In Connie’s confusion the Volvo had come to a stop, angled toward the parked cars at the curb. “You know very well,” she grimaced, “that’s not the sort of accident I meant.”


“It’s the kind I always worry about.”


Connie’s expression changed, and Allison giggled. “I don’t know what,” Connie said, “I’m going to do with you.”


“You’re going to pull in there and get me some coffee. We agreed we’d have coffee. I was going to have it at the Center but you gabbed with that supervisor lady so long they ran out before I got mine.”


“We can’t stop, the turkey dinner will get cold.”


“It’s already half-cold. We’re supposed to reheat it when we get there. In the woman’s oven, like we did last year, remember? Come on, I can’t do this without my coffee. I was thinking about it all morning, telling myself I won’t stop to make coffee because Connie said they’ll have some at the Center. Please, please, I’m begging,” begged Allison, putting her palms together and looking humble.


“I’m going to pull in,” Connie said firmly, “so that I can read the map. Get it out of the trash, please.”


“Goodie! We’ll have doughnuts too then.”


The shop’s row of stools proved as empty as the street. The young black waitress set their doughnuts and coffee before them with a mumbled statement of the price. Allison stuck her bubble gum under the counter.


While Connie frowned at the minuscule type of the map’s index, Allison warmed her hands on her mug, sucked the coffee and gobbled her chocolate coconut doughnut, her only food so far today. Meanwhile, in the mirror behind the coffeemaker, her reflection gave her a severe once-over.


If the Big Happiness hadn’t been so strong, she would have struggled with that mirror image of herself, and in the ensuing fight she might have fallen back into the frantic mood of the hours before Connie arrived, when she’d tried on one sweater after another and six pairs of slacks and agonized over her makeup and scrawled an obscenity on the bathroom wall with her best tube of lipstick, which broke in the process. Now, however, she could look more calmly at the mirror’s mockery: that broad Irish-Polish face with the wide lopsided mouth; the pouchiness under the eyes and rumples in the cheeks; the cropped blonde hair with the platinum highlights that would have been gray if not for repeated dates with Miss Clairol; the loose yellow sweater and tan slacks (the one outfit that had survived the morning’s fit of criticism); and the large ramshackle body, product of many chocolate coconut doughnuts and worse, but still exhibiting enough shape to interest some persons of the male persuasion, if not to keep them around for long. “Be good,” she teased the image, hoping to mollify it, and secretly blew it a kiss.


Next to the mirrored Allison, the mirrored Connie wrinkled her tiny nose over the map, looking neat, sweet, impeccably attractive in her classic beige sweater and brown wool skirt. Not yet forty, she was half a dozen years younger than Allison, though in terms of wear and tear the gap might have been fifteen. Allison studied the dark hair with its trimmed bangs and its little curl at the shoulders; the high cheekbones and straight white teeth; the admirable posture. True, there were gingery half-moons of weariness under the eyes, but they added to the elegance. Even the nervous tic—Connie was gnawing at one knuckle—had a charm to it. Allison stuck out her tongue at the mirror.


At once she covered her mouth and hoped Connie hadn’t seen. Connie Bowers was the one friend left from the old days, before Allison’s accident, before her life got weird. They had met several years ago in the office of a public relations firm where Allison worked after her divorce. Allison had been a secretary there, Connie a copywriter. Now Connie had her own small p.r. company to go with her flawless figure, her perfect attorney husband and her two photogenic children. Everything had gone right for Connie while Allison’s life fell apart. Good reason to hate her. Yet Connie remained the earnest, friendly, fretful, teasable sort she had always been, and Allison loved her for that. Once every month or so they’d have lunch together, or perhaps shop for an hour—although it was infuriating to shop with Connie, not only because she had money but because everything fit her.


Still eyeing the reflection, but laughing at her own jealousy as the happiness welled up again, Allison growled, “You’re so damn cute, it’s disgusting.”


“Mmm? I don’t see Lincoln Street on this map anywhere. We may have to phone the Center to find out where—”


“Let’s have that lipstick.”


“My lipstick? No, you know it’s the wrong color for you. We could never wear the same color. It wouldn’t work.”


“I want to try it, I broke mine. Come on, hand it over. I won’t slobber on it.”


“I didn’t say you would slobber on it,” Connie protested, beginning to search her purse.


“And I am absolutely sober.”


“I never said you weren’t.”


“You keep thinking it. Your compact too. I know you carry one of those things, you’re so reliably feminine. Fish it out. God, you have a whole convenience store in there.”


Though Allison had spent twenty minutes this morning applying lipstick, both the broken one and several other varieties, she cheerfully scrubbed her mouth with a paper napkin and rolled on Connie’s new shade, pressing her lips together to blot it, redoing the corners. When the Dunkin’ Donuts mirror questioned her choice she made faces at it, too happy to argue.


“There. Do I look like an Irish whore?”


Connie stared at her, then at the faces she was pulling in the mirror, and burst out laughing. “One,” Allison counted.


“One what?” Connie spluttered.


“One time today I got you loosened up, girlfriend.”


Stubbornly Connie smoothed the laughter off her face. “Allison, you’re in a state today, aren’t you?”


“Well, yeah, I’m excited! Going out with my good friend, doing our good deed, aren’t you excited too? I loved that little old lady we took the food to last year, Mrs. Henderson. It’s a shame she died on us, I mean before we got to see her again—I knew she was going to die sometime. That was a bad day for me, when I heard she died, I didn’t tell you, but it was very depressing, deep dumps depressing. I don’t remember what I did exactly but it was naughty. Today is a good day, though, I can feel it.”


On impulse Allison flung out an arm and hugged her friend. “Really, I’m good today, I’m being good, aren’t I?”


“You’re fine,” said Connie, offering a brief hug in return. “Except you’ve used ten napkins and that waitress thinks we’re acting strange.”


Allison checked out the waitress, who was lurking beside the hot chocolate machine and sending them a suspicious look. “I think she’s jealous,” Allison whispered.


“Of what?”


“Of you. Because you have such a chic friend.”


“That must be it.”


Allison started to use the lipstick to draw a happy face on her coffee mug, but Connie held out a hand to demand the tube back and then turned aside to resume studying the map. Allison remembered to take that tiny rebuff as a warning. These days she was trying to be alert to warnings.


Recently the people at the clinic had told her there wasn’t much more they could do, the rest was up to her. That came as a shock. “Continued progress,” they said, “depends on many factors, including how much you strive for it.”


Typical medico bullshit. But she’d spent a lot of time pondering what they really meant. Were they dumping her because she was hopeless? Or when they said it was up to her, did that mean there was a separate her, different from what she already was, and if so, where was she supposed to find this her-it-was-up-to?


Overall, she’d been chastened enough to remind herself sometimes that she might be getting out of control. So now (for practice, because today wasn’t really a problem, she was sure) she tried to rein herself in. She leaned over to Connie and pretended concern about the address they were supposed to find.


“Don’t strain your eyes on that map, sugar. Lincoln must be around somewhere, probably hanging out with Grant. Here, I’ll ask our nosy waitress. Yo, Miss, Sweetie, have you heard of Lincoln Street? Is it north? That way? No, I mean that way?”


The waitress muttered a few words and pointed, keeping her distance. Allison said to Connie, “See, we’ll find it. No problemo.”


“That’s very reassuring,” Connie murmured. “Can we get moving then? Ed’s family’s coming over and I’ve got a zillion things to get ready.”


“Oh yeah. Gotta bake hubby his banana cream pie.”


“Ed doesn’t like banana cream pie.”


“What a bore.”


Allison rescued her gum from under the counter, then had a better thought and left it attached to the handle of her coffee cup as a tip.


On the road again, while Connie resumed her scrutiny of street signs, Allison scanned the printout the Center had given them. At the top was the name of the object of their charity—Berry, Leigh—followed by the address and a few other bits of data. “Lives alone,” the sheet said. “Visually impaired.” The title “Mrs.” was circled, but the sheet offered no further information about the status of her marriage. The age line read “62.” The line for children said “1.” A line for “Caregivers” was blank.


Allison liked the name, she decided. Leigh Berry: a simple but elegant moniker. She pictured Leigh as comfortably built like herself, with a round and glowing black face; active despite her eye trouble; maybe diabetic but fighting it; full of good tough stories about her wayward child and scummy ex-husband. The Center encouraged its volunteers not merely to deliver the food but to stay awhile and chat, and Allison just knew they’d hit it off with Leigh. Instantly she made up stories about the blooming friendship.


“I love this old gal,” she said. “This Leigh Berry.”


“You don’t know her yet.”


“But I feel it. She has a great name. Don’t you think there’s something in a name, I mean, not just a sticker your folks put on you like at a yard sale, but something that really tells who you are or what you’re going to be?”


“No,” said Connie.


“Like with me,” Allison went on, undiscouraged, “when I was about six or eight or fourteen, when the other kids started calling me Allison Wonderland, I’ve told you this, they were only teasing, the way kids do, but I got so mad, so violent about it, like it was the meanest thing they could say. But here I am, forty or thirty years later, don’t ask me to do the math, and I’m a person, since my knock on the head, that lives in a sort of Wonderland, if you know what I mean. Which is not exactly connected with the place other folks live. So they were right all the time, it was there in my name.”


“How about the name Lincoln? As in Lincoln Street? As in helping me look for it because that waitress pointed roughly at North Dakota? I’m getting tired, Allison, I had to get up at four to put my own turkey in. And my contacts get blurry in cold weather, so I would really appreciate some help reading the street signs.”


“Poor dear, you’re always connected, aren’t you? I think that’s why your folks named you Constance. No, I’m kidding, I’m only kidding, Connie’s a great name. Look, I’ll help you read the signs. That one over there says Something Avenue. But what I want to know is, why are you driving if you can’t see? I don’t want to get killed in an accident when I’m so happy. Even if my underwear’s clean. Can’t you wait till I’m sad again?”


Twenty-five minutes later, after two wrong turns and a stop at a gas station for directions, they stood shivering on the stoop of a brick three-story rowhouse. Connie studied the column of unlabeled, cracked doorbell buttons and pressed one at random. Allison, holding the foil-covered aluminum tray of food, looked down the street. Though there were broken bottles in the gutter and graffiti on some walls, the neighborhood seemed quiet. Most of the houses were in a passable state of repair; only a few had smashed windows or other signs of abandonment.


“This isn’t the real badlands,” Allison grumbled, somewhat disappointed. “No needles on the sidewalk. No gunfire. There’s even a paper turkey in that window over there, did you see?”


“Shhhh. Somebody could hear you.”


“I’m being complimentary. Praising all-American values. But we’ll freeze our little tails off if you don’t pound on the door, honey. None of those buttons is gonna work if you push till Doomsday.”


Connie rapped timidly on the door’s glass pane, then more firmly on the wood, then rattling-hard on the glass again, until at last the door was yanked open by a heavy-set, balding African American in a sweatshirt, scowling so fiercely that a vein on his forehead pulsed. Connie quickly asked for Leigh Berry and explained their errand. The man looked away as if he hadn’t heard, scratched his armpit, then uttered two words over his shoulder—“Second floor”—as he turned and disappeared into his first-floor apartment, slamming its door behind him. Connie caught the outer door before it swung shut.


“So pleased to make your acquaintance,” Allison chirped.


“Shhh,” said Connie again.


“That scum reminds me of Tom. No concept of politeness. A total egotistical bastard. And he’s not even a pediatrician, I bet.”


“Allison,” Connie warned, hastening in, “this is no time to discuss your ex-husband.”


As they passed the first-floor apartment they could hear the television blaring a football game. Shifting the tray of food in her hands, Allison flipped a middle finger at the man’s door. The hall was dim, dingy, cold, carpetless, but only moderately dirty; it smelled of sausage. They went up the stairs to another short hall that was scarcely more than a landing.


“It’s underrated,” Allison continued, breathing heavily as she climbed, “the value of politeness. F’rinstance, I knew this militant black guy once, last year I think. He claimed he could say anything to white liberals, insulting or vicious, it didn’t matter what, as long as he stayed polite. It was true too. He used to whisper the vilest things to me in bed, awful things, but always polite. Much nicer than Tom.”


“Could you save the details for some other—”


“I decided that a long time ago,” Allison mused. “Even before my knock on the head. Politeness is so important.”


“Allison, please. Are you ready to talk to Mrs. Berry? Here’s the door, I’m going to knock. Focus now, OK? This is important.”


“I know it’s important,” Allison said with a wounded look. “Wasn’t I great last year? You told me I was great with Mrs. Henderson.”


“Shhh.”


Again Connie knocked several times without a response. As she was turning away to shrug at Allison, the apartment door swung slowly open, revealing at first only darkness. In a moment a large foot curved around the door, clad in a black sock. Then a tall, stooped, blinking man in a wrinkled blue suit and crooked red necktie appeared. His other foot wore a brown shoe. He was a white man, very pallid, haggard, imperfectly shaved, with thinning gray-brown hair slicked back from his forehead. As Allison stared up at him over her tray of food, she knew he was a heroin addict who had murdered Mrs. Berry for the twenty dollars she kept in a baking-soda box in the kitchen cabinet. Allison opened her mouth to accuse him of this, but restrained herself in the nick of time.


“Oh, ah,” said Connie, frowning at the smothered noise from Allison, “we’re looking for Mrs. Berry, Leigh Berry, the man downstairs said second floor. We’ve brought her Thanksgiving dinner from the Community Services Center downtown.”


The man, blinking furiously, gazed above and between the two women as if expecting a cue from the far wall. From the apartment filtered a strange music, which to Allison sounded like a ritual incantation of some kind, probably used in his drug cult to celebrate human sacrifices.


“We’re sorry to disturb you,” Connie pressed him, “on the holiday, but if you could tell us, do you know her? Is she here, or does she live up another flight?” One of Connie’s shoes tapped anxiously on the bare hall floor.


The man’s thin lips cracked open; his eyes continued their rapid blinking. “I...,” he finally said.


“Yes!” cried Allison with another leap of intuition. Instantly she abandoned her murder theory. And the surprise, the discovery of the stupid mistake, made her Big Happiness return in a looping, billowing wave. Elvis hugged her, and the dreary hall suddenly gleamed with colors. The turkey dinner in her arms smelled like a feast.


“It’s all right,” she laughed at the man. “Little error on the form. Idiots at the Center don’t even know how to make enough coffee. But they told you we’d be here, didn’t they? You were expecting us. So can we come in?”


The man shuffled back to leave the doorway open for them. He seemed to move in stages: his shoulders, then his feet, then the rest of him.


“Come on,” Allison chortled, balancing the tray tipsily on one hand while she grabbed the arm of her puzzled friend. “Let’s do our good deed, sugar.”
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Leigh was perturbed that his preparations had gone so far awry. He had carefully noted the date on his calendar, not the calendar of several years past that hung in the kitchen as a general reference although he understood that it no longer matched the external world, but the calendar displayed in the Social Room of his mind, opposite the mental mirror where he inspected his appearance when he had an important appointment. Though he did not know the provenance of these Center personages or exactly what might be their intentions, he understood from the phone call, which came through clearly because he had paid the last two bills nearly on time, that he would receive a special visitation for the holiday of Thanksgiving, which he had also noted on the calendar. Thus he took a bath and dressed carefully in his suit and tie and brought out the stiff brown shoes he had seldom worn since his retirement. He then made a careful selection of music, thinking to counterbalance the cheap Christmas fluff already prominent on radio broadcasts with a genuinely spiritual offering, the death of Christ as revealed in Lasso’s St. Matthew Passion: appropriate he thought for the giving of thanks, because what greater boon might one conceive than the sacrifice of the Son of God? Even for a person like himself, no longer religious in the formal sense, this was a grand spiritual concept. He sat down to listen, his shoes on the floor beside his chair, and soon became so engrossed that he heard the knocking in the background a good while before he recognized it as pertaining to his apartment. Then he had a momentary panic, causing difficulty with his shoes, and he remembered too tardily that he had meant to turn on lights for persons accustomed to looking with their eyes. Hence he made a very bad impression, he was sure, standing in one shoe in the dark, blinking too much because of the hall light, and he had also forgotten to practice with his voice, as he usually did when he had to place telephone calls for example, so that the words would flow out properly without breaking up on his tongue. He failed to introduce himself, and then when they stated their own introductions he neglected to make his mental notes, with the result that a moment later he could not recollect their names. Yet he could see there were two of them, a big one and a little one, and the voices matched the sizes, and thus perhaps in conversation he would ascertain the names he had missed so as not to embarrass himself further. They were whispering to each other, words about mistake and the Center, and he feared he had put them off, but the big one carrying a large tray that smelled of food turned to him close with a big joking smile he could make out in the trail of light from the hall. She said You were supposed to be a woman but don’t let that bother you. The other said Allison! and that was one of the names he would try to remember. He grasped the joke, he guessed it was a mixup by the agency, for he could testify from long experience that agencies were designed for mixups. Perhaps these two should have made their visitation elsewhere, whereas he should have been sent one of the burly black gentlemen who banged on his door from time to time and said How you gettin’ on my man; yet he wished to show the ladies they were welcome, certainly the mistake was not theirs, and therefore he attempted to respond in the good spirit, with a joke of his own about not being a woman, and perhaps he would refer to the predilection of his late parents for things British (rather a trial for him, for the spelling of the name had led to ridicule as a boy), but these concepts soon became too complicated to explain and already the two were switching on lights, which irritated his eyes, and inquiring about his kitchen, which was an additional problem because he realized that in his preparations last night he had utterly neglected it. Although he had cleaned in the living room and especially in the bathroom, recalling that visitors on occasion had to use the facilities and would be sensitive to what they found there, the kitchen had not occurred to him—a lapse on his part because the telephone conversation had plainly specified food. It shamed him to appear filthy and irresponsible. He knew the kitchen was orderly because he kept the spoons and plates where he could find them, but people who saw dirt would notice corners and crevices that the sponge did not reach unless he went tediously around on his knees. Yet when the little one took the tray and proceeded to the kitchen, there was no immediate outcry about filth. The big one, what was the name, told him to take it easy, sit down, Connie would find everything she needed (that was the other name), did he usually sit in here, this was lovely music, just had to heat it up and serve it for him, it was so nice and cozy, she was glad his heat worked so well, would he mind if she took off her coat and sat with him to chat a little, and as she talked he spotted by his chair the missing shoe, hiding brown against the brown rug, and sat down to put it on with apologies. She chattered on, the big one who was called, he remembered now, Allison, a kind name he thought. He had trouble following but he knew it was pleasant talk, respectful, unlike some agency voices on the phone, and when the words formed themselves into questions he felt he must respond. He unlimbered his voice to answer, in a rather fragmentary way at first he was afraid, it being such a distraction to listen to himself to hear if he was speaking correctly. Family, no, years since gone, but no difficulty, no, getting food, son of Korean grocer down the street, yes, delivery, friendly boy, and youngsters upstairs would fetch if you paid them, expensive indeed, for children these days not satisfied with a quarter, yet possible to venture out himself if need be, put on his coat, avoid cars, no concern about neighborhood, no, for he had never been troubled except by minor theft and did not concern himself much with particularities of that nature, although it was incumbent to lock doors and windows, listen for mailman downstairs to retrieve pension check immediately, mailbox locks broken of course. And it was true, yes, he had his music, a devotee as she guessed, expensive stereo once upon a time but sadly outdated, extensive collection of records but no, never a musician, never the benefit of formal study in any discipline, merely an Overseas Shipment Specialist for chemical firm. Church choir once upon a time long ago before congregation and faith conjointly withered. And at her inquiry he explained the recording, noting that except for the chorale it was plainsong, originating in the medieval period but interpreted here by a genius of the sixteenth century, the tenor St. Matthew the Evangelist, the bass the Christ taunted and crucified. Not exactly cheerful, no, I see the point—a mistake, let me change it. Would like you and the other, Miss Connie, to feel comfortable. And he stood up amazed that the woman had caused him to talk so, surprised at the sound of his own voice that, loosed from the usual clogs, reverberated throaty like a basso profundo, and with both shoes on his feet he made for the shelves to find another album more to her liking. She took his arm and guided him, though he needed no guidance to his own record collection, but it was pleasant to show her several albums one by one, she reacting only to the covers, a completely ignorant woman like the Hun, but companionable, standing very close to him, holding the records gently, blue eyes he thought bright on him, much smiling and parting of the mouth that one noticed at close range, breath like sugar and coffee. She would not scoff at records as the upstairs children did having been raised in the generation of compact discs and Internettery. And it was wondrous that the Witch of the Ceiling had not begun thumping yet today, a dispensation of sorts, truly a matter for which to be thankful, and so came this perking joy that he felt was not altogether irrational, nor was he dreaming as he often did with Handel for instance, for this was a factual event that might be independently verified. He removed the Lasso and pondered a more accessible offering. But as she handed back to him an album, he felt the warm spot on the cover, the heat of her touching which was more than he had anticipated, this extra intimation of the Hun whom she had resurrected in her questioning—the Hun who had imprinted sticky paw marks on certain albums and even dripped spaghetti sauce on them once long ago. It was galling to have such a person, uninvited, in the very heart of his Music Room. He was sure it was uninvited, for had he specifically said, Come with me into my Music Room? No: she had barged. With no apologies! Touching his records with wide fleshy (he had seen them) hands. He winced. He returned the album to its place on the shelf, retreated the few steps to his chair. Music Room closed. What, did I—oh I’m sorry if I said anything, did anything wrong, can’t we—? Closed I said. Oh she mumbled, well I really liked it, but if you’d rather. And the little one peeking round from the kitchen, saying just a few minutes while it heats how’re we getting along? Very silent now in the Social Room except for the annoying chittering of the television downstairs through the floorboards. Then water clanging up through the radiators in counterpoint to the dead unmelodic air in the room like a dreadful atonal composition, he had to shut his ears to it. Apprehensive now, fearing he had been impolite, and angry she had made him so, for hadn’t he wished to welcome them? But the big one already braying again, Don’t mind me, I don’t have any musical taste except Elvis Presley, and early Beatles naturally, still I’m not as dumb as I look, I went to art school once a long time ago and hung out with some musical types, but tell me about your job, I mean what you used to do, the overseas shipment thing it sounded really interesting. And despite his resentment the voice came from his throat and through his dentures, which, thankfully, he had remembered to clean, and spoke of the chores and cares and complexities of hazardous chemicals by land sea air with regulations differing by state national international governing bodies through thirty-four years without significant or damaging error until forced medical retirement with small pension and tasteful gifts. Not a life of inspiration he was afraid. Oh but that’s quite a responsibility chirped the big one, I mean what if chemicals exploded in an airport or something, and he crossed his legs proudly and straightened the crease of his trousers. And the little one stood peering at them with nervous waggle of large implement, presumably cooking spoon or fork, which distracted him wondering if she had found it in his dusty cabinets, but he tried to screw down the mind to the speech of the big one going on again about his apartment and members of his family. Once upon a time indeed, he answered, family members, and he brought forth the Hun’s barbaric nomenclature with bitterness on the tongue, Arlene née Hunsiger—although it was impertinent this questioning, these names must surely be available on agency forms. But Arlene and the Child Sandra, those were the ones, yes. The three of them here together, long ago when neighborhood different and calendars new each year. Plans made for larger quarters as the Child grew, until the need dissolved, so to speak, with Hunnish abjuration of vows. Yes, that was how he put it, in big words as she called them, because they allowed reference to factual matters without opening the Garbage Room more than strictly necessary. Ah, another queer form of speech, I puzzle you because I am not in the habit, only phoning the grocery order to the Koreans and paying children for delivery. No, contact with Child limited, other coast you see, long grown and taken of a husband. The big one now leaning at him, saying You know I don’t mean to pry, I live alone myself so I appreciate your reasons for privacy, but I do love hearing you talk, such fine polite speech even about chemicals and groceries and stuff and it doesn’t sound strange at all, really, I’ve been known to use a few queer expressions myself especially in the mornings, people that heard might think I’m crazy but that’s one advantage of living alone, there’s nobody there in the mornings unless you invited them, right Leigh? You don’t mind if I call you Leigh, I think it’s such a cool name Leigh Berry. And she laughed. White throat rising and turning. Outcropping of straw on her head. Soft yellow of her sweater. Straining his blurred eyes to see against the light but it was, he thought, acceptable to have light on occasion. Water swelling in his lower lids because he, it seemed, was laughing with her, for no reason he was sure. Discerning that this big one was distinctly odd—must be wary of agency people sometimes, the dubious ones they recruited—yet even so there was no prohibition of laughter. And could she, would he mind if she opened the curtains a smidge? He saw no trouble there, permit her if she wanted, and a ghost came in through the window to lie down gray and fuzzy-rectangular on the rug, which was disconcerting but he kept chuckling at it while she switched off the overhead bulb that jabbed his eyes and she asked about them, the eyes, did he have the appropriate medical. Yes of course he said, an agency, name difficult to remember, they call one periodically, drive one to a hospital where residents gather round for entertainment—to be sure, that is what I said, entertainment, for they enjoy flocking upon a rare textbook case embodied, so to speak, in an actual person, and I participate in the fun as well when they discover each time what they discovered the previous. And he laughed again for no reason, something about her inquisition and big bobbing head. Laughing because it seemed so humorous to be laughing. Another thing we have in common she said, I can see it, you get this big happiness like me sometimes and you don’t know where it comes from do you, because it’s not like there’s any excuse for it, am I right? Mystifying, but the moment gone before he could say his puzzlement—the little one coming from the kitchen, a haze of movement now, the two of them asking where he preferred to eat, dishes, glasses, so many wares appearing, he must have indicated he would eat here though he usually sat in the kitchen. They found the ancient stack of TV trays that the Hun had purchased in days of television, he suspected very grimy, the little one swabbing quick with a cloth, but soon a tray set up in front of him and swarming so swarming with food. Meat: an ungainly option for protein, generally eschewed on account of surly digestive tract. Sweet potato. Stuffing. Salad. Sauce of cranberry jiggling at the fork. Poke each in turn to identify and smile to remember. Delightful counterpoint of smells, but requiring stern order be imposed on incipient surliness below. Amazing to eat with women watching, like a form of what-did-they-call-it, exhibitionism, but he ate to please them for coming to him and he felt he was gone very far beyond his bounds, first the incident in the Music Room and then unexplained laughter and now performing for them in this fugue of food, and his belt cut his stomach where it expanded and he might fart which would be intolerable in company. His eyes bled streams of tears and his nose spurted so that with apologies, many excuses, he unfurled the handkerchief from his back pocket and made his long clangorous honk, a dreadful sound. He was deeply embarrassed, though on the other hand he felt like farting with abandon. Far beyond the bounds. But they decorously paid no mind to his struggles, for these were women of quality. Remembering the day, he gave thanks silently for their ministrations, however strenuous, and for the turkey sacrificed like the young god Jesus to feed his hunger. He ate until the polyphonic smells and tastes began to break up wildly and run to cacophony, and with heavy arms he pushed to free himself from the assault. When the women removed the tray allowing him to stretch again, he sighed and groaned animal sounds. Forgive me. For what? said the big one, dabbing at his face with a napkin, which he had forgotten to do—for eating like a man who enjoys it? There’s more too, we’ll wrap it up and you can have it later today or tomorrow. Just lean back and relax. And then there was a conversation between the two, here you sit down now honey and talk to him, I’ll wash up, maybe do some cleaning, dustmop’s in the closet there, no let me do that, you’re getting on so well with him, he was talking a lot to you Allison. So the big one, Allison it was, Allison he determined to remember, came to him again and sat and made a smile big enough for him to see. His stomach bulging he thought she smirked at it. His feet stiff in the ghost of light on the rug. Of a sudden, pressing, contracting, he had to stand, excuse himself, in chagrin make his way past her smile, past the front door and into the bathroom, like a dog he thought, needing to crap after every meal. Sit and cramp and hope the noises would not carry. Then finish at last and do carefully the arrangements, tuck and straighten and make certain it flushes, old plumbing not reliable. Humiliating to return to special visitors with sound of fixtures running, dread of smell perhaps pursuing, but an idea occurred, a recompense for their kind tolerance. He would, yes he would, reopen the Music Room! Prove too himself a person of heart as well as stomach, appreciative of offerings so generous and unexpected; a person of deeply amicable nature despite mannerisms of life apart. He walked with fingers on wall, fingers round the corner to the shelves, fumbling only a little along the albums to one he was sure she had touched, yes he could feel the print of her palms upon it, a magnificent recording, glorious and mighty, Buxtehude performed on the sixteenth-century Johanniskirche instrument at Lüneburg. The organist E. Power Biggs given overmuch to the demonstration of his middle name, but nevertheless quite extraordinary. She would hear. He set it on the turntable, placed the needle, adjusted volume upward for the marvelous magnitude of it, turned and showed his face to her. Good she said in her smiling voice, more music, I was hoping you would. He sat again, arms spread on chair arms, and let the music come. The prelude to “Ein Feste Burg,” the great delicate ripeness and holy calm, and with his eyes closed he pictured the flush on her brow, the pleasure rounding her shoulders. A short while later, during the Fugue in C Major, he thought she was talking, an annoying habit like the Hun’s to speak during music, but the words ran softly with the organ voices and he let them. Very similar you and me I can see in our different ways of having this happiness and I wonder sometimes if it’s not because we’re so to speak damaged a little that we can do this and I don’t mean to insult you you know but in my own case you see it wasn’t until the knock on the head well I haven’t told you about the Wonderland me but it was a fall a little brain hemorrhage not any tragedy though I couldn’t do my job afterwards but it loosened something you know along with some bad spells and stuff this gigantic happiness that wants to bust out and I shouldn’t be interrupting your music for you but I feel it’s so similar in some ways this grandness on your face and you’ll excuse me for being so open Leigh Berry I don’t talk about this usually but I love your name and I love this music even if I am an Elvis fan. When he unlatched his eyes she was quiet, and he wondered if he had heard all of these puzzling words or composed them, but he believed Allison had said something quite strangely friendly. The little one, Connie, slap-mopping round the edges and Allison motioning Shhhhhh and Connie stopping to listen to the Lüneburg organ. Unfathomable these people, yet this was indeed a fine “happiness” you could call it. Domestic bliss another phrase that came to mind, full turkey belly and presence of womanhood. Ghost of light ashimmer on the rug. Blessed PEACE ~ ~ ~ ~ But then the Witch of the Ceiling, thumping, pounding—yes her up above, she would begin to ruin. Broomstick crone, witch of all seasons, garbaging! Allison asking what’s that, who’s that banging. Floors you see, ceilings no barrier in this house, she objects to my music, a frequent occurrence. Why, the music isn’t that loud. Grandmother you see, of children who help fetching food and supplies, one must accommodate. Him at the stereo now, adjusting volume downward, but thumps persist, the witch unmollified. Oh this is really too much says Allison, how can you put up with it, it splits my head. It does seem unreasonable says the little one. I’m going to tell her where to stick it says Allison standing, she can’t do this to Leigh. Now wait a minute before you go off about it, he’s the one who has to live here. Yeah and how can he live with this, what is she nuts, is she whacking with a goddamn crowbar? Maybe we should shut the music off. No don’t touch it, Leigh doesn’t like us to touch, he already turned it down. Then what do we—how long can she keep—? Look, if you don’t think I should interfere, we’ll go up there together, Leigh and me, he’ll tell her himself, won’t you Leigh. You can do the stairs if I hold your arm can’t you? Uncertain what she proposes, a direct it seems confrontation with witchery, not the customary method of resolution for in time crone’s arm will tire of pounding. But it is galling, shameful to be witched before visitors, the sacred calm of Buxtehude besmirched, so he stands himself tall, turkey-belly ponderous by his music, and when she says Will you talk to her then? he declares Yes, he may indeed speak. And she takes him sudden by the hand, a warm damp large hand Allison’s, out in the hall and stepping up squeaky steps, the little one saying be careful and Allison saying it’s no problem, Leigh goes out on his own sometimes he told me. Stairs sounding squeak squawk scronch and in his heart a bubbling surge of something hot, bubbling and babbling to him and the big warm hand in his as the chords of Buxtehude trail after them. Himself as body disconnected from spirit it seems, for the mind does not easily recognize such action. At the top she draws him close, sweet coffee breath, touches his shoulder as well, in the cramped hall with the squawky boards underfoot. We’re going to settle this, honey, because we can’t let her spoil what’s so important for you, I can’t believe you put up with this. Red lips abruptly at his face, warm on his cheek. Explosion of notes in his head, hot skin ringing. Him realizing with astonishment that she has kissed him quite without provocation. She pounds on door. The crone appears, little sharp-angled witch with broomstick in hand, a distinctive form even to smeared vision like his. Allison speaks questioning and crone throws Spanish loose and bitter with shake of crooked arm and broom. Allison sparks, witch retreats, and him all at once laughing to see crone at bay. He steps forward, walls ablur, gesturing wide to speak though difficult to form in language, but rushing comes a spate of words: In such visitation sacred and secular MUST NOT (he exhorts waving arms) dismal the moment with brooms of disagreement or trample ghost of light with IGNORANCE and foul speech but honor moist hand of companionship with turkey uplifting from garbagedom in RESPECT and FRIENDSHIP. On these themes he expands, his arms stretching to span the MONUMENTALITY of it, advancing into the crone’s apartment. Astonished at himself with the mind that has not followed the body. Crone backing from him, angles contorted, flicks at him with broom as if to sweep him out. Around him the children gather, the boys’ faces aslant in wondered cynicism or cracking laughter at the intrusion from below, their old record man who pays them for bringing groceries now venturing here above, and even gentle Ana his favorite grinning he thinks and staccatoing the Spanish at her grandmother. He grins too, chuckling with them, extends long arms to all in this wide amazing arc of personhood, his head detached and floating at the ceiling hilarious, until jabbing broomhead catches him by chance in full turkey belly. Then surliness churns, he must run—stumble to hall—burst of sickness and spewing, cramps racking. Fall to knees while spitting, MESS of stink noisome and yellow on floorboards. Mortified! Oozing tears of humiliation. Yet the warm hand of Allison comes to clench his shoulder as he spits. From below the majestic organ still resounds.
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“God!” Connie muttered as they slid into the car. Huddling behind the steering wheel, she shuddered for several seconds before stabbing the key into the ignition. “What a disaster!”


“Why?” said Allison.


As soon as the engine turned over, Connie cut out of the parking space and accelerated past the drab rowhouses. “Creepy!” she shuddered again. “Gruesome! The Center shouldn’t send us to places like that. To people like that. Even if he’d been the right sex.”


“What’s wrong with his sex?”


“For heaven’s sake, Allison.” As she sped toward the boulevard Connie tried to shake her mind free from the image of the grotesque gangly man hunched in his ill-fitting blue suit on the hall floor, drooling and crying into a mound of vomit. That repulsive sight was what she’d encountered when she heard choking sounds in the hallway and rushed upstairs. “I was the one,” she spluttered, “that had to clean up after him!”


“I’m sorry I couldn’t help, honey,” Allison said reasonably, “but I was putting him to bed.”


“You’re not sorry at all. If you hadn’t dragged him upstairs and got him in a fight with that old Puerto Rican lady—”


“It wasn’t a fight,” Allison protested. “Mostly an accident she poked him with the broom. And what’s a little throw-up? I think the food was too rich for him.”


“Sometimes,” Connie retorted, “you’re so—” With a sharp look Connie cut herself off for lack of an appropriate word. After she roared through a yellow light and turned south on the boulevard, putting Leigh Berry’s neighborhood behind her, she took a deep breath. She told her fingers to relax their grip on the wheel and her teeth to stop attacking her lower lip. She willed her guts to quit pinching. And she reminded herself whom she was dealing with.


“You’re mad at me,” Allison divined. “You think I really screwed up.”


“Well...,” said Connie, with a weak impulse to be charitable.


Allison’s voice grew more defensive. “I mean, you’re calling it a disaster and stuff, but I wasn’t really bad, was I? Because the old lady, the kids’ grandmother or whatever she is, she didn’t mean to hurt him. She just didn’t understand what the music means to Leigh. Those kids had Daffy Duck blaring on TV. Daffy Duck! I explained it to her afterward when she helped me put him to bed. I said, This is what he has in his life, he doesn’t have four nice kids at home like you do, he doesn’t have TV, so let him enjoy his music even if it’s a little loud sometimes. I’m pretty sure she understood me, she knows some English. I saw her cross herself and say a prayer or something over him. So I don’t think she’ll be banging on his ceiling anymore, or not as much. We did our good deed, I know it.”


Connie shook her head slowly. She noticed that Allison, normally a slumper, had pulled herself erect in the seat, arms crossed under her breasts.
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