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But for God’s sake, learn to look beneath the surface.


—RALPH ELLISON, Invisible Man


By going from spot to spot, talking to this person and that one, I had gotten this reality as it seeped into me from the personalities of others.


—RICHARD WRIGHT, Black Power


Are you sure this legend is the real one?


—CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, “Windows”


Come, Sancho, and behold what you have to see but not to believe; make haste, my son, and learn what wizards and enchanters are able to accomplish … there are many kinds of enchantment and perhaps they change with the times from one kind to another.


—MIGUEL DE CERVANTES, Don Quixote


I figure the unicorn must be good for something.


—ANONYMOUS UNICORN HUNTER


Je suis né avec la dernière disposition à la tendresse, et, comme tous mes efforts n’ont pu vaincre les penchants que j’avais à l’amour, j’ai cherché à me rendre heureux, c’est-à-dire autant qu’on peut l’être avec un coeur sensible. …


Vous me direz sans doute qu’il faut être poète pour aimer de cette manière: mais, pour moi, je crois qu’il n’y a qu’une sorte d’amour, et que les gens qui n’ont point senti de semblables délicatesses n’ont jamais véritablement aimé.


—LES INTRIGUES DE MOLIÈRE


Why not a black unicorn?


—DUDLEY RANDALL


Everything begins with an idea …


—DON STEELE, Symbolism and Modernity
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A Young Man’s Fancy









IT WAS AT A SPRING CARNIVAL in Central Kentucky, sometime after the Second World War, that I first saw her. Alone, but nevertheless in a holiday-making mood, I was strolling about eating a burger and drinking a Coke when suddenly I spotted a large billboard advertising “The Unicorn Woman.”


Like most of you, I had seen crocodile women, bearded ladies, and assorted other freaks or, I should say oddities, but I’d never seen a unicorn woman, genuine or not. Thus, I was curious, especially since there was no photograph or drawing on the billboard to give a clue, not even the most ambiguous one, nor did the name Unicorn Woman provide an easy giveaway, like say, for instance, the Bearded Lady: stick a beard on any woman you see, and that’s what you have. Usually it was quite obviously fake.


Standing in front of the tent, I finished the burger, drank the Coke, and watched other men enter. Some entered straightaway, others waited nonchalantly at the edges of the crowd, still others glanced about furtively as if it mattered who saw them go in: Their preachers? Their wives? Their sweethearts? Any stranger? One man even looked thoughtful, as if he were meditating—contending only with himself about whether or not to enter. Most of the men wore ordinary workers’ or farmers’ clothes, but there was an occasional fancy young man or dandy. There were even a few obviously wealthy men who entered. After a while, I paid my dime and started to trot inside.


“Your change, buddy. It’s just a nickel.”


“Thanks.”


“You’ll be glad you went in. She’s lovely.”


I put the change in my pants pocket and entered.


Of course, I had expected to find either a woman in a cage or a unicorn in one, even though I’d read somewhere that the unicorn was a mythical beast, which had only existed in the collective imagination. A fabled creature. A creature of fables, of legend. It appeared only in art and literature, some ancient myth that had origins in India or China. And then had inspired the imaginations of people everywhere. The subject matter of historians and philosophers, and there were even said to be even medicinal cures and medicinal magic in the horn. I tried to remember what the unicorn was a symbol of. Of hope? Of peace? Of freedom? Of spirituality? But there were no such things as unicorns. And to hunt them would be foolish.


The Turks and Greeks and Hebrews had unicorns. Then I wondered if Africans had ever accepted the unicorn myth? Or Indians of America?


Hadn’t I read somewhere that the Africans had a name for the unicorn? Okapi? And did not some Indians in America also have the unicorn as a spirit animal in their myths and legends? I tried to remember what I’d read. I tried to remember the origins of the unicorn.


I immediately saw just the back of the woman, who sat on a stool in the middle of a roped-in circle. Viewed from the rear, she looked like any ordinary woman. She was clad in a brown, broad-shouldered, sequined dress, and she was brown herself, which surprised me, as I was used to entering carnival tents only to discover white freaks. Her slender, dimpled arms were the color of my own.


I joined the circle of men and one woman. For some reason, women freaks attracted men more than they did other women. Men freaks, on the other hand, attracted whole families. Even little children. I don’t know if this was always the case, or whether one can make a fast rule of it, but whenever I paid my dime or nickel, it was generally the case. And in those days I was a carnival-goer. I enjoyed carnivals, circuses, and state fairs. I liked the food and I liked the spectacle and the amusements.


When I got to the side of her and was able to observe her in profile, I saw the spiraled horn protruding from her forehead like a bull’s horn or a goat’s: diagonally pointed upward, it was white and shining. Red, black, and white, weren’t those supposed to be the colors of a unicorn’s horn?


Red at the tip, black in the center, and white at the base? But this horn was one color. White. A white horn protruding from her brown forehead.


I walked around until I finally stood straight in front of her, face-to-face with her. Like a lot of freaks, and a number of theatrical performers, she looked but didn’t see you individually. There are tales of performers and entertainers who distinguish people, who behave as if you’re the only person in the world when you meet and greet them. But I’ve found that to not always be true. Well, I saw her. And for that moment, it was like she was the only woman in the world. A real beauty. And the funny thing about it, the horn didn’t disturb her beauty; it enhanced it.


I remained in front of her longer than I should have, because the other gents and one lady suddenly shouted, “Get a move on, bud.”


I completed my second circle, then my third; I don’t know how many turns I took around the woman. I felt indefatigable. Each time I paused before her, I was shouted at to let the others get their chance.


“Get a move on, bud.”


“Do you think it’s real?” asked the woman.


“It looks real,” observed a man. “I bet her forehead’s tender, though.”


“A lot looks real that ain’t,” said the woman.


I must admit that the horn did look real. It appeared to be actually growing out of the woman’s forehead. Roped-off, she was nevertheless close enough for you to touch, but you didn’t dare touch her or her horn. It was sort of an invisible or unspoken rule: you looked but didn’t touch, like in a museum with a work of art, even a natural history museum with their exhibits, though there was no sign forbidding it. I wondered whether she’d polished the horn. I imagined her brushing it after she’d brushed her teeth. Some special horn powder or paste. Part of her regular daily make-up routine. And she had the classic style of the age. Well-manicured eyebrows and Vaseline to give a special shine to her red lips. And she was well-groomed.


The horn looked real, like I said, but in those days I did not believe it was.


“I didn’t know what I expected to see,” said the woman. “I thought it was going to be part unicorn and part woman, not all woman and just that horn sticking out of her forehead.”


“Well, I never would’ve believed anything else,” said the man, with a look of appreciation. “I can believe the horn. Plus, the horn’s what lets you know she’s a unicorn. Wouldn’t be a unicorn without a horn.”


“Could be a goat,” said the woman. “Ain’t a unicorn supposed to have a goat’s beard anyway? A goat’s beard and a lion’s tail, not just a horn. I saw a picture of one in an encyclopedia.”


“She kinda reminds me of Billie Holiday. Lady Day.”


“Every good-looking woman reminds you of Billie Holiday.”


Every time I got in front of her, I stayed too long. “Get a move on, bud!” they shouted, yet again.


“That stool should be electrified and she should turn,” said the woman. “We shouldn’t have to turn. She should turn and let us just stand and watch. Look at her. She’s an odd creature. She should give me some makeup tips.”


The next time I saw her she had an electrified stool that turned, and her audience just stood and watched. Mirrors could have done the trick.


But with mirrors you’d possibly never get to observe the real woman. “Stop hogging the front; I don’t want just the reflection.”


“Move it, Joe.”


As I moved, I noticed that whenever there were other displays of cupidity, the people in line waited patiently, talked among themselves till their turn came around; it was only when I hogged the front that the shouts came to get a move on.


I was traveling in Memphis when I saw billboards announcing a traveling carnival in town. I had not stopped thinking of that Unicorn Woman. Whenever I saw a notice of anybody’s carnival, especially on days when colored people were free to enter, and allowed to enter, I’d go to see if perhaps the Unicorn Woman was there. Whenever I met a new woman, I couldn’t help measuring her against the unicorn one. I didn’t always do this consciously, but that underlying feeling persisted: “She’s not the Unicorn Woman.” I suppose most men have some woman that they idealize and measure all others by. Or perhaps most men haven’t met their unicorn woman yet, not even in their imaginations and fantasies. But I’ve met mine, and all I seem to be able to do whenever I encounter any other woman is to shrug. It’s not always a visible shrug, though; it’s one of those interior shrugs of the spirit. You know the kind.


For instance, one night in Memphis I was out with a woman. Well, a fine thing!, any man would have said of her. Nice, pretty, all of it. It was foggy out, and she wanted to walk in the fog. I don’t know why. Some women just have these things they’ve got to do. Tics, I call them, or fancies, because they’re too minor to be obsessions. Maybe she associated the fog with romance. I held onto her elbow and we walked along. I was uncertain of Memphis at the time. I didn’t really know the territory, and she was escorting me around the colored sections of the city.


She had introduced me to Parkway Village and Orange Mound. She had introduced me to Lamar Avenue and Getwell Road. She showed me the schools she had gone to: Dunbar Elementary and Melrose High School. She showed me the churches and black-owned businesses in the area.


“Don’t you just love the fog?” she asked, as we walked along one of the avenues.


“I’ve never really thought about it. As something to love, I mean.”


Fog had always seemed to me just something to try to avoid getting lost in.


“It’s just nice. I don’t know what it does to me.”


“If you don’t know, I certainly don’t.”


She snuggled up to me. The fog must have made her feel like Marlene Dietrich or Garbo or one of those. In fact, I remember seeing a movie with Garbo on a ship in the fog and she was explaining how the fog did something to her, too, but I’ve forgotten exactly what it was she said it did, though I believe she said it made her feel holy.


“It makes me feel new,” she said. “I don’t know, it just makes me feel new, or something.”


I wondered whether “new” had anything to do with romance, or holiness. Maybe either one of them could be her “something.” We stood for a moment and peeked in a shoe-store window, then we continued walking.


“This your first time in Memphis?”


“No, I came once with my father when I was a boy. I think we visited Orange Mound, but I’m not sure. He was explaining to me the history of the place, about its being built by and for blacks. I was a little boy, though.”


“That’s nice. I mean it’s always nice to come back to a place where you’ve been when you were little. Even if you don’t exactly remember. That just does something to me.”


“Does everything do something to you?”


“No, not everything. But I always just love to go to Miami because the first time I was in Miami I was a little girl. It just does something to me every time I’m there. We had to travel through some places to get there though. We were in some places where people treated us like we weren’t even visible. You’d say something to them and they wouldn’t even acknowledge you. And other places where we were too visible. … I remember this one little town that had a sign that read ‘N_____ read and run, and if you can’t read, run anyhow.’ They didn’t allow colored people in that little town, and we didn’t stop where we weren’t welcome. My father kept driving. … But I adored Miami. And we met this group of Seminole Indians from South Florida who had stayed in Florida, and we met some people from Havana. I didn’t know who I was meeting until years later because I was just a small child. All the beaches were white people’s–only beaches, then someone directed us to this private beach and then we returned to Miami after the war for the opening of this colored people’s beach. All colored people parading up and down the beach. … That was lovely. … They said some colored people had had a wade-in at one of the white beaches and got themselves arrested. Then they established their own beach. … I adore Miami.”


“Miami in the fog must be nice,” I suggested.


“Oh, but it is! Though I don’t exactly remember Miami having fog while I’ve been there, but it must. Every place has fog. Though every time I’ve been there, the air’s just been as clear as anything. You were a soldier, weren’t you?”


“Yeah.”


“I can always tell a former soldier.” She pronounced it like “farmer soldier.” “The way you walk or something. The way you conduct yourself. I guess it’s the military training. Maybe it’s that or maybe it’s the way a soldier looks at a woman. Perhaps not all soldiers …”


I looked at her; she giggled.


“A lot of men don’t know how to look at a woman, you know. They really don’t.” She shrugged. “A lot don’t even look at you. It’s a certain type of acknowledgment, I suppose. And you’re always tipping your hat to me. It’s a certain type of acknowledgment.”


I looked at the fog, at the languid shimmer of the buildings seen through fog. They looked like cardboard buildings, like we were living in some future century where they built only throwaway buildings. Two ghosts came walking toward us: the man ghost tipped his hat, the woman smiled. Then we were able to distinguish them as real. They entered one of the buildings. Music could be heard from within. A songstress singing a song of love.


“I bet he’s a farmer soldier,” she said.


The woman had looked like one of those adoring types, I thought, but didn’t say.


“Did you see a lot of action? I guess that’s a silly question, isn’t it? All soldiers I’ve ever met tell me they saw a lot of action. I guess you couldn’t be over there overseas during a war and not see a lot of action?”


“With a frying pan.”


“What?”


“I was a cook in the army.”


“Were you one of those Consciousness Objectors?”


“No.”


“So you got to shoot a few too?”


“Yeah, when I was shot at, I got to shoot a few. We were allowed to defend ourselves.”


She looked at me, musing, like she was trying to figure out the relative merits of the gun, even in a defensive posture, versus the frying pan, and waiting for me to give my opinion on the subject.


“So you did see some action,” she said finally, scratching her eyebrows.


“Yeah.”


“Yeah,” she said, jollily. “I didn’t believe you could go over there to a whole war and not see some action, not unless you were a Consciousness Objector—I’ve met some of those—or one of those colored flyers.”


At first I thought she said “colored flours”; then it registered. She was talking about flyers, like the Tuskegee Airmen. But I wondered what was the difference between a whole war and a half war. Maybe we were in the latter all the time. What they called “fighting on two fronts.” What they called “double victory.” I’d met some men during the war who talked like that.


“I met one of our colored flyers and he said that they just kept training them and retraining them because they didn’t know what to do with them for ever so long, at the beginning of the war. I forget what field he was stationed in, but I believe it was somewhere out west. I know about the Tuskegee Airmen, but he was talking about the West. And then he said they finally sent them overseas. They still hadn’t figured out what to do with them, but they shipped them overseas anyway. He said he didn’t get to see as much action as they could have seen if they’d known what to do with them in the beginning of the war, but he knows airplanes inside and out. I asked him whether there were any colored women who flew planes during the war, but he looked at me like that was a foolish question.”


We strolled along, breathing fog. I tried to remember that incantatory passage by Charles Dickens about the fog. Fog everywhere … Chance people. I’d learned that passage once for a school recitation, but I couldn’t remember it now. Something too about a Megalosaurus. Fog moving down the hill like one? Maybe we could meet a Megalosaurus made of fog. Something. Fog in the nostrils? Someone told me once about how foggy Milan is. Because of its geography. I don’t know what started the conversation. An Italian American was working in the mess hall along with the blacks. He was a dark-skinned Italian American. Like the Japanese Americans, they’d been considered the enemy. A threat to homeland security. He told me about how they were treated. But he’d joined the army anyway. He was teaching me a few of his favorite Italian recipes and then he started talking about Milan, where his ancestors originated before they came to America. Because of her adoration of the fog, Milan would’ve been her dream city.


“It would’ve been nice to have been somebody’s deer,” she was saying. Deer? That’s what I heard.


“What do you mean?” I asked. I squeezed her shoulder a bit and pulled her a bit closer.


“Somebody’s deer,” she repeated. “You know. ‘Dear So-and-So, I have just landed on foreign soil …’ and all that. Like when soldiers write their gals letters, you know. Some of the gals collect those letters. I met all my soldiers after the war. None of the fellows I knew before the war were old enough to be soldiers.”


“Then you weren’t old enough to be somebody’s dear.”


“That’s right. I was a youngling during the war. But I still wonder what it was like to be a grown woman during the war. A grown woman and in love, and receiving Dear-So-and-So letters from a soldier. I used to see some of those gals getting their letters from soldiers and writing to them. Some of them weren’t that much older than me, but they were still grown women. I used to call them ma’am and some of them would laugh at me. Did you have a dear?”


“No.”


“You couldn’t have been too old when the war started.”


“No, I was eighteen.”


“And I’ll bet you were a fine young man. To go through a whole war too. That’s just awful, not to have had a dear to write letters to. And to have received letters from. I’ll bet you have a dear now, though, don’t you?” she asked, but answered for me. “Of course you do. All the good ones already have their dears. … All the fine ones … Are you still a cook?”


“No, I repair tractors.”


“You do? You know, one farmer soldier was telling me that they had tanks that could be converted into tractors when the war was over. You know, like interchangeable parts or something. They could either be tanks or tractors depending on if there was a war or not. In peacetimes, they were tractors. In wartimes, they were tanks. I bet you could have repaired a tank. …”


“Sure. I can repair just about anything.”


“I’ll bet. You look like that sort of guy. But I bet they didn’t know what to do with you either.”


“Probably not.”


“That’s the same with most of our men. And many of them were eager to do whatever was needed for the war effort. And it’s been like that with every war, my papa told me. I wasn’t too young to remember that. And the ration books on the home front. And the women going off to work in the factories and the defense plants. I remember all that.”


I said nothing.


“Do you want to go in here?” I nodded.


“Yeah, this is a really nice place; you’ll like it. They’ve got a jukebox and sometimes they have live music. They’ve got a woman who sings songs she wrote herself. Anyway, you look like you’ve had enough fog. You don’t look like you appreciate it as much as I do. I have to remember that everybody doesn’t like fog, that fog annoys some people. And especially if you were a flyer. You can’t like the fog, for sure. It just does something to me, though. … Yeah, I bet you could’ve repaired a tank or two. Well, as many as you’d wanted, I’d imagine. And I bet you could’ve converted tanks into tractors, or even tractors into tanks. But I’m sure you could have repaired a tank or two. Well, as many as you’d wanted, I’d imagine. I wonder how many tanks got converted into tractors after the war? Who knows, but you could be repairing a tractor that used to be a tank, like the men repairing tanks that used to be tractors, but of course you’d have to know that though, wouldn’t you, I mean with your knowledge and information. I mean, what good are interchangeable parts if they can’t be recognized and especially by mechanically inclined and knowledgeable men like yourself?”


I held the door for her as she was talking and we went inside. The door was too solid to be made out of cardboard or any other throwaway thing. Inside, we listened to a woman singing:




Love’s such a wonderful thing O yes, O yes, Oh yes.


Love’s such a wonderful thing O yes, O yes, Oh yes.


Makes you walk when you walk,


And you’re walking so light,


Makes you talk, and you talk


And your talking’s just right.


Makes you feel good from morning


Till night.


Yes, love’s such a wonderful thing. Oh yes.


Love’s such a wonderful thing O yes, O yes, Oh yes.


Love’s such a wonderful thing O yes, O yes, Oh yes.


Makes you sing with joy,


And you feel so bright,


Makes you love everybody


That comes in sight


Makes you so happy


And everything’s all right,


Yes, love’s such a wonderful thing.


Makes you sing with joy,


And you feel so bright.


Makes you love everybody


That comes in sight.


Makes you so happy


And everything’s all right,


Yes, love’s such a wonderful thing.





Then a Mexican man joined her and sang:




Awnn Taliano, you are the only


One I’m dreaming of, Awnn Taliano,


You are my only love,


Awnn Taliano, until my days


All cease to be,


My Dearest Senorita, come to my


Hacienda with me.


You are my love, my only love,


You’re in the stars above,


There in the night,


You’re like a flitting dove,


Against the light,


Please, be my own, my dear


You’ll always be.


Awnn Taliaino, you are the only One for me,


You are my fair one, Senorita,


And you will always be,


Forget your past love affair


And come with me.





And they sang together the following song:




Down that bull, here he comes a-charging,


Down that bull, here he comes a-charging,


Down that bull, here he comes a-charging,


Please oh! matador.


Down that bull, put him in his grave now,


Down that bull, put him in his grave now,


Down that bull, put him in his grave now,


Please oh! matador.


If he kills you I will die.


I could not stand to live.


Down him now, before I cry. Your life I cannot bear to give.


So now you down that bull,


Here he comes a-charging,


Down that bull, here he comes a-charging,


Down that bull, here he comes a-charging.


Please oh! matador.





Though no unicorn woman, the woman sitting across from me is very attractive. Both her hair and her skin are reddish brown. Her hair, swept back from her narrow forehead, is so closely the color of her skin that even with the different texture, it’s still almost hard to tell where her forehead ends and her hair begins. This makes her forehead look broad and full except for one thin line of gray streaking catercornered from the center of her hairline. She’s got a longish, pointy nose, but it doesn’t distract from her face and seems paradoxically to focus your attention more fully on her expressive, slanted eyes, which are brownish black and dart about as if there were things about her worth looking at, or looking for. When they land on my face, they seem a bit surprised or startled. Her eyebrows are zig-zagged from her constantly scratching them as if she’s got dandruff of the brows—perhaps another tic, perhaps nerves. Her mouth is somewhat biggish, but she had painted it in such a way that it looks smaller, more full than big. Sometimes she purses it or closes her lips together as if to even out her strawberry lipstick. The mole on the corner of her right jaw jumps out of sight when you look at her full-faced but becomes nicely visible when she turns sideways. In fact, seen in profile, the mole enhances her face, slightly alters its character, so that she doesn’t seem merely attractive but almost a beauty. There are barely perceptible lines in her young forehead, but I notice them because they have the same pattern as the lines on my own, shaped like a T with double lines at the top. I wonder what those people who read foreheads would say. Her teeth are small, regular, and white. Indeed, they are so regular and sparkling that they look as if they’ve been filed then whitewashed. She smiles at me, showing them off. She could be somebody’s darling. Anybody’s dear. That is, if you didn’t know the Unicorn Woman existed.


“So have you moved to Memphis, or is this just a vacation?” she asks.


I thought I’d already answered, but I reply, “Just a vacation.”


“I used to think I’d like to move to Miami,” she says. “I know it’s the Deep South. But it doesn’t seem like the South South. It seems to have its own character. I think it’s nicer to have a place like that to go to, though. It makes it … I don’t know what the word is I’m looking for.”


“Special,” I offer.


“Yeah, special,” she repeats. “I like ‘special.’ That wasn’t exactly the word I was looking for, but I like it.”


Her blouse, peeking out from the lapels of her dark cotton jacket, is lacy and white and makes you want to touch it, so I do.


“You’re very forward, aren’t you?” she says, giving me a look of discreet indulgence. “Men like to call some women forward, but a man’s more forward than a woman any day.”


She takes my hand off her blouse and puts it atop the bowl of salted pretzels. I give her one, and she leans back and crunches.


“Do they call you forward?” I inquire.


She crunches a moment, swallows, sips a little beer, then replies, her look tender, “Yeah, they do. But I’m not half as forward as they think I am.” She pauses. “Nor half as backward either.” She reflects. “But I think you have to be at least a little forward, don’t you? To get by in this world, you have to be a little forward. And at least a little forward-thinking, too, don’t you think?”


Her questions are rhetorical, so I don’t answer.


“I can tell you’re a good guy though, forward or not,” she says, raising one of the jagged brows. “And you seem like an intelligent sort. I don’t think you haven’t got a dear, though. Or at least someone you wish you had.”


But as I was saying, I was also in Memphis when I saw the Unicorn Woman for the second time. Seeing a sign advertising a traveling carnival in town, I went and discovered the Unicorn Woman was there. So I paid my dime—the price had been raised—and entered straightaway. This time she had an electric stool or, if not electric, some mechanism that made it turn. I just stood in one place, and she kept turning toward me, her horn pointing up like an arrow.


“Look at that.”


“I wonder if she was born with it or if it just grew sometime afterward. Mighta been a full grown woman when she growed that horn.”


“Well, if she’da had it when she was born, it musta tore somebody.”


“Oh, it couldn’t’ve been more than a gristle then. And then as she grew …”


“I just might believe in it.”


“I think she musta been a full-grown woman to have growed a horn that fancy. I don’t believe she grew that horn until she grew up.”


“I just might believe in it.”


“They never let you touch ’em. Look but don’t touch. That’s the policy. That’s the rule. You have to see to believe.”


“Looky there.”


“I wish she’d turn slower, so I could get a real good look.”


“You certainly have to see to believe.”


“I prefer the bearded lady myself. That ain’t natural neither, but it’s more natural than that. A beard is more natural than a horn, even if it is on a lady.”


“I’m not such a fool to believe everything I see.”


“She looks like she’s straight out of a fairy tale, don’t she?”


“A mythology book, or a fantasy, or what they call that scientific fiction.”


“I don’t believe it. They don’t have colored unicorns. All the unicorns I’ve ever seen have been white.”


“I don’t believe it anyhow, colored or not. But colored seems to make it more impressive and more unusual. Any unicorn can be white.”


“Suppose we all had those horns, though? That would be something, wouldn’t it? If every human being had a horn?”


“Yes, it would sure be something. But if we all had horns, it would just be a natural thing. We probably wouldn’t even notice it, unless the horns all had different shapes and colors.”


“I should have worn my overshoes, all that mud outside, and people traipsing it in here too.”


“It looks dangerous, don’t it, that horn? I bet you could sharpen it like you would a pencil.”


“No, you’d have to file it.”


“I wouldn’t want her to butt me with that.”


“I once saw her in Kansas City and again in Atlanta.”


“I’d like to take that broad out, to a fancy dinner or a movie.”


“Just be careful. Don’t let her butt you with that horn.”


“She reminds me of a songstress.”


“I wonder what it feels like having that horn.”


“Like your teeth, I would imagine. Do you feel your teeth?”


“Sure you do.”


“It’s made out of the same stuff as fingernails, I bet, or your hair. They say that’s the same stuff.”


“I wonder what she eats.”


“Oats and barley, like a goat or a little lamb. Ha.”


“She’s a human woman; she ain’t no goat or a lamb. I like oats and barley.”


“What freak do you want to see next?”


“What they got?”


“They ought to have music in here.”


When I got outside, I asked the man what the unicorn woman’s name was.


“The Unicorn Woman.”


“Does she have a name, like Sally, Sue, Gloria, Evelyn?”


“Ziga something. Dalan, that’s right. Ziga Dalan.”


“What kind of name is that?”


“That’s her name, bud. I don’t make ’em.”


“Any chance of getting to meet her?”


“Up close and personal?”


“Yeah.”


“Not a chance, bud. Our freaks don’t fraternize with the general public.” He must have liked the alliteration because he repeated it. “Our freaks don’t fraternize.”


(I remember years later going to a traveling carnival and seeing exactly that sign: OUR FREAKS DON’T FRATERNIZE. I was certain that he’d inspired it. Or that indirectly, I’d inspired it, because that was his answer to my question.)


Except for the horn, Ziga Dalan, if that was her true name, didn’t look freakish to me. I paid the man another dime to go in and see her again.


Standing in a shadowy corner, I waited until she turned toward me. Whether or not her name was authentic, it was good to know it. It added a dimension to her, though whenever I think of her I can’t think “Ziga” or even “Dalan”; I must think “Unicorn Woman,” perhaps because that was the first name I met her by. And “Unicorn Woman” intrigued me more than any name.


I stayed until the tent closed, then hung around outside until one of the carnival security men said, “Get a move on, bud.” I had not seen the Unicorn Woman exit, though I stood at such an angle so I could observe both the front and back of the tent. I was certain she hadn’t exited.


Perhaps she’d waited until assured that all strangers and stragglers, like me, were off the grounds before she left, in order to keep the mystery and her privacy.


“Get a move on, bud.”


The funny thing is my real name is Bud—Buddy Ray Guy. So whenever people think they’re calling me out of my name, they are actually calling me by name.


“You know how to boil water, Bud?” asked Ben Boone, the sergeant in charge of the mess.


“Yes, sir,” I said, saluting.


“The last guy they sent back here didn’t know how to boil water, didn’t know beans from potatoes. You sure you can boil water, Bud?”


“Yes, sir.”


“What’s your name, Private?”


“Bud, sir.”


“I hope you’re not another wise guy. I don’t like wise guys.”


“Sir, it is Bud. Private Buddy Ray Guy.”


“Another wise guy. I don’t like you.”


I showed him my tags.


“Private Bud Guy. So it is. I bet your middle name ain’t Ray. I bet it’s Wise. Bud Wise Guy. Dalton, show this wise guy the ropes.”


I can’t help it. Whenever anybody says that I start looking for ropes.


Instead, I was handed an apron. Well, it did have strings attached.


For a while in the army, I was nicknamed Budwiser. I couldn’t tell whether a fellow was calling for me or a beer.


Granger works on one tractor and I work on another. Sometimes we’re hidden from each other between tractors and he’s all voice.


Sometimes we work on different sides of the same tractor. Either way, he’s all voice.


“Enjoy your vacation?”


“Yeah, sure.”


“Where’d you go?”


“Memphis.”


“The big M, huh? Well, I guess Miami’s the big M, though, ain’t it?”


“Probably.”


“You headed south. I thought a fellow like you would’ve headed up north. Memphis must be the little M, unless you’re from Milwaukee. I was in Memphis once. Seemed like a nice place to visit.”


I laugh.


His head darts up for a moment, then he’s concealed by the tractor again.


“I enjoyed it.”


“That sounds like a woman to me. Only reason I know for a fellow like you to head south is on account of a woman.”


I turn a screw. The hard-packed ground I’m working on is incised with tractor tracks and footprints. It’s like standing on some sort of clay mosaic. There’s no grass in the space we work, a section of yard framed on one side by the concrete rectangular office building and on the three other sides by a high, wire fence. Stacks of lumber are arranged against the fence on the street side, for whatever purpose I’ve never guessed. Much of the wood has dry rot. Perhaps this used to be a lumberyard before it was converted into a tractor repair yard.


“You know, when I was younger I used to like to travel during my vacations. And a man like me’s best suited for the Southern states. Now, I’ve been fixing tractors for twenty years, and my idea of a good vacation is … Do you know what my idea of a good vacation is?”


“What?”


“To go home and hug on Charlotte; that’s my wife.”


Chuckle.


“Well, I guess that’s traveling of another variety.”


“Yeah.”


“You ain’t married are you, Bud?”


“No way.”


“That’s because you’re still a youngster.”


“Not so young.”


“Youngster to me. I’m an old man compared to you. And you let the army claim you before a woman did. That always ruins a man for a while. But listen to me talking. I missed two wars. Too young for World War I and too old for World War II. Too young for one war and too old for th’ other. I’m from the between-the-wars generation. I don’t know what sort of person that makes me or my generation. I don’t even know if they have a name for my generation. … And then, of course, I let a woman claim me.”


Pliers.


“Me and the wife did take a camper and go south to fish. Not the deepest South, because sometimes I’m mistaken there. Still I enjoyed catching her more than I did the fish. I enjoyed catching Charlotte more. That sounds like the name of a book, don’t it? Catching Charlotte. I like some Mark Twain, speaking of booksters, and by the way her maiden name is Finn. Charlotte Finn. But still I think that says a lot about a man, when he stays passionate even unto old age. Passionate old men can be wondrous. And when he lets a woman claim him before anything else … I mean, I’m one of the best tractor fixers around, if I do say so myself, but what does that really say about a man?”


“That you’re one of the best tractor fixers around.”


“You’re darn right. How’d you get to be so smart? But what does that really say about a man?”


Jumble of wires. I unjumble.


“I don’t know.”


“You’re right, you don’t know. Even the wisest men don’t know. When I was a youngster, I didn’t know. Here I am now, and I still don’t know. And as a youngster I couldn’t imagine myself passionate even unto old age. Maybe a man’s defined by love. They say that about a woman, and sometimes define a woman by love, but it might also be true about a man. All I know’s I enjoy tractor fixing. It’s the second thing I do enjoy. It’s still working with your hands, right?”


I flinch. “I think the mind’s in there somewhere.”


“You better believe it. The mind directs the handy work. And that ain’t just whistling Dixie. Pardon me. So who was the woman?”


“Nobody special.”


“Had to been somebody special, or you’d spill the beans. You’d be telling stories and tales about her. That you keep her to your private self means she’s special.”


“Charlotte’s special and you spilled the beans.”


“I didn’t spill ’em, Bud, I just shook ’em a bit. Anyway, Charlotte’s my wife. Did you ever hear the difference between a wife and a girlfriend?”


“What?”


“With a wife you can’t do nothing right. With a girlfriend you can’t do nothing wrong. That’s a joke, Bud, and it’s not exactly the truth. But you know, Bud, you’re right for sticking up for working with your hands and for the intelligence in the matter. And for the intelligence of the working man. Because you know in the old days, in yesteryear, the artist was considered to be very low on the totem pole because he worked with his hands. Then it took somebody like Michangelo or the Renaissance that raised the status of the artist to the level that we think of artistic men today. People probably said, ‘Hey, wait a minute, the mind’s in there somewhere.’ Then the artist climbed the totem pole. But in yesteryear if you were an artist, you worked with your hands, period. You and me, Bud, we’re artists of tractor fixing. I suppose tractor fixing is an art.”


He works a moment, then he resumes, “I learned that tidbit from Charlotte’s cousin who’s a schoolteacher. She don’t come a-calling unless she teaches you something. That’s what she believes in. She will teach anybody anywhere and anytime and not just in the classroom. She doesn’t limit herself to the classroom. Anyway, it raised my status just to hear talk like that, about the work of artistic men. Sometimes she will talk about artists, but in the olden times artists generally referred to men. She says that some folks are beginning to study the role of women in art and the history of art and that maybe the original artists were women. She says that we have always been under the assumption that the cave drawings were done by men, but it’s possible that not a few of them were done by women.


“Charlotte’s cousin says there’s a whole history of women artists that hasn’t been told yet. If it was up to her, she’d rewrite the whole history of art herself.”


I wait for him to chuckle. It’s slow this time, but it comes.


“Are you going to drive yours out?” he asks. He means the tractor.


“Yeah.”


“Whose farm?”


“Hennebelle.”


“Who’s gonna pick you up? Ranch?”


“Yeah. Ranch.”


“That means that they’ll send Cerf for me. Talk your ear off, that fellow does.”


I say nothing. He works in silence for a moment, then he says, “You know, when those artists got their status, they started doing the silliest things. A man don’t need status if it makes him crazy. Charlotte’s cousin told me all the crazy things them artist fellows used to do. She even mentioned a few artist womenfolks, like I said. They didn’t seem half so crazy as the fellows, though, and the fellows even had the higher status, and are glorified in the history of art. Well, you learn a lot when there’s a schoolteacher in the family. I don’t know what to do with most of the stuff she’s teaching me, except sometimes to use it in a conversation, like I’m doing now, so to speak. … Hennebelle? I shoulda recognized that tractor.”


“What do you mean?”


“Because it looks like somebody bombed it. I hear you laughing. I knew you’d appreciate a good joke. … Yeah, Ranch is decent, but with Cerf, you can’t get a word in edgewise.”


There’s a professor who works at Kentucky State College in Frankfort, one of the historical black colleges—it was referred to as Kentucky State Industrial College in the earlier days—teaching biology, anatomy, physiology, you know, the premedical sciences. I call to make an appointment with him. As he’s on vacation, I leave my name and address with a secretary. Several weeks later I receive a postcard informing me when Professor Blake will be available. I call again, and when an appointment is accorded me, I drive up there one Friday afternoon.


The college is located on a hill. During the flood of ’33, people fled to the college for safety, since it was the highest point and a place of refuge. I park at the bottom of the hill and walk up, taking a few bounding leaps to get my nerve up, or my energy. Professor Blake is in his office sitting behind a tiny walnut desk. Behind him on the pale green wall is a multicolored painting showing the human interior. I’m sweating a bit when I enter.


“Professor Blake?” I inquire.


“Come in.” He peers at me up over his horn-rimmed glasses. The room smells like peppermint candy mints and armpits, though I can’t be sure whether they’re his or mine.


“Are you one of my farmer students?” he asks. That’s how he pronounces “former,” even though he’s a professor.


“No, sir.”


“I didn’t think you were. I always remember my farmer students. You do look kind of familiar though. Take a seat.”


I sit in the seat reserved for students and “farmer” students. I stare for a second at the tiny red pineal gland on the anatomy and physiology chart, read the small print that says “function uncertain,” then I look at him and explain.


“I have an aunt who went to high school with you, sir, so I sort of know of you through her. She also took refuge here up on the hill at the college during the flood of ’33. Perhaps I resemble her.” I start to add that I also know him by reputation, since this is, after all, a college and he has an academic reputation, but I seem to be overexplaining and maybe talkative out of nervousness, and decide that knowing him through my aunt is good enough.


“What’s your aunt’s name?” he inquires.


“Maggie Guy.”


“Maggie Guy?” He looks bewildered for a moment, then he smiles. “Yes, I do believe I know Maggie Guy; yes, I do believe I remember her. So you’re Maggie’s boy?”


“I’m her nephew, sir.”


“Nephew, yes.” He keeps nodding. “Yes, she does ring a bell. Yes, I do believe we did go to high school together. I think I do remember a little Maggie even from kindergarten. I think we went all through the school years together, until I went off to college. Yes, indeed.”


I say nothing.


“Margaret Guy. Her true name is Margaret, isn’t it?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Of course I know Margaret. Mag, we also used to call her. So you’re Mag’s boy?”


“Nephew.”


“Yes, of course. Well, I actually certainly do remember Margaret Guy, if I remember correctly. And perhaps you do resemble her. That’s probably why I thought I knew you. So you’re interested in enrolling in one of my courses, are you? Want to become a doctor, do you, young man?”


“No, sir.”


“You don’t? Then why are you enrolling in my courses? They’re all premed courses. I like to keep them reserved for our future doctors. We need to set that priority. I keep them open for our future doctors first and foremost, and then I allow the otherwise interested.”


“No, sir; let me explain. That’s not what I mean. I mean, I don’t wish to enroll in any of your courses. I don’t wish to become a doctor. I’m here because I want to ask you a question about human anatomy.”


“You’re a little too old for that, aren’t you, boy?” he chuckles.


“I didn’t mean to express it like that, exactly.”


“What’s on your mind, young man? I’m certainly available to answer your questions. That’s why this college was established. For the Mental Improvement of the Negro. And I’m its humble servitor.”
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