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Praise for Robert Hellenga’s



      PHILOSOPHY MADE SIMPLE


      “Sweet and lovely. … A charmingly picaresque tale…. Rudy Harrington is a trusting, thoughtful man whose lovability is so artfully created that to get to know him is a treat…. Since this is a novel, it is not a surprise to learn where Hellenga stands on the ancient quarrel between philosophy and literature. He makes his case against Plato well, moving us with pathos and pleasure,

         startling us into wisdom.”

      


      — Rebecca Newberger Goldstein, New York Times Book Review


      “In Hellenga’s vibrant fourth novel, a retired widower embarks on a semi-philosophical quest that yields an avocado grove,

         an elephant, and a new love…. There’s nothing whimsical about this solidly grounded fiction, which enchantingly explores the space between philosophical concepts and our hapless floundering in life’s challenges.”

      


      — Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

      


      “Fans of Robert Hellenga’s The Sixteen Pleasures will be glad to learn that the heroine, Margot Harrington, is back in his new novel…. Hellenga makes philosophy concrete and lyrical.”

      


      — Polly Shulman, Newsday


      “Rudy is smack in the midst of the profound mysteries of existence…. Searching for the reality behind reality, the thing itself,

         he abandons his philosophers and ‘for a brief moment he sees things as they really are.’ This epiphany is exhilarating for both Rudy and for the reader.”

      


      — Barbara Fischer, Boston Globe


      

         “Wonderfully accomplished. … A frolic in the mode of the comedy-tinged seriousness of John Steinbeck’s Cannery Row… . Robert Hel-lengas ability to ground his intelligence in the everyday and produce novels that are smart and intellectually engaging while at the same time emotionally compelling is a rare thing.”

      


      — Alan Cheuse, Chicago Tribune


      “He’s a capable and clever writer, able to mix widely different intellectual strands into a simple whole. We have philosophy,

         family relations, avocado farming, parallel universes, and abstract painting, all resting comfortably together…. Hellenga is masterful at capturing the poignancy of a rite of passage, whether it be our children moving out, the selling of the family house, the parting after weddings, the shift of life at retirement, or the memories of when our marriages worked and when they didn’t…. Hellenga reminds us, through story, that philosophy and life cannot be made simple.”

      


      — Charles Oberndorf, Cleveland Plain Dealer


      “In something that is a bit of a rarity in these days of ubiquitous chick lit, here is a novel about life and love told in the voice of a man of experience…. Rudy finds his answers — and more.”

      


      — Library Journal


      “In Philosophy Made Simple, Robert Hellenga offers an engagingly whim sical read, and a great deal of food for thought — a feast for the mind and for book group discussion.”

      


      — Hilary Williamson, Bookloons.com


      “In all of his novels Hellenga takes on large subjects, exploring them with insight and clarity. He tells great stories with humor, poignancy, and deep understanding, never leaving out the quirks and idiosyncrasies that make his people real.”

      


      — Valerie Ryan, Seattle Times


      

         “A wry and gentle look at one man’s search for the meaning of his life. Readers will be enchanted by Rudy’s story … Robert Hellenga’s fourth novel gracefully tells the story of a man seeking ultimate meaning amid the mundane events of daily life.

         Happily Philosophy Made Simple is anything but an introspective or pedantic work. In it, readers will meet an engaging cast of characters that includes a prickly Hindu holy man, a kindly Mexican flower shop owner who provides professional companionship to middle-aged men, and a gentle elephant named Norma Jean.”

      


      — Harvey Freedenberg, BookPage


      “The plot moves along energetically fueled by an assortment of characters.”


      — Barbara Liss, Houston Chronicle


      “Rudy’s touching search for answers maintains just the right amount of humor…. The characters, some deceptively simple but effective, offer up frequent surprises and insights as their lives intertwine with Rudy in his quest for enlightenment, which he gains in the end, at least for a moment.”

      


      — Sandy Amazeen, MonstersandCritics.com


      “Philosophy Made Simple is the saga of a modest man trying to make sense of the shadows on the wall of his life. Robert Hellenga’s good humor and generosity keep the most serious subjects delightfully buoyant without detracting from their gravity. But finally, what’s most satisfying — and profound — about his writing is that he has great respect for the complexity of ordinary people and events (though he spices his story with some pretty extraordinary ones as well!). I loved this book, every graceful insight,

         every unexpected turn.”

      


      — Rosellen Brown, author of Tender Mercies
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      FOR MY WIFE, VIRGINIA


   

      


Allegory of the Cave


      Rudy took up philosophy late in life. He wanted some answers, an explanation, or at least a chance to ponder the great mysteries,

         before it was too late — love and death, the meaning and purpose of human existence, moments of vision, the voice of God,

         the manifest indifference of the material universe to injustice and suffering, the insanity of war, the mysterious tug of beauty on the human heart. What did he know about these things? Not a lot. But something. He’d never had a college education.

         He’d turned down a basketball scholarship at Michigan State University in order to go to work for Harry Becker up in Chicago.

         But he hadn’t peddled avocados for thirty years on the South Water Street Market without learning a thing or two about life,

         and Helen, his wife, had practiced all her lectures on him when she’d started teaching art history at Edgar Lee Masters, dropping her slides one at a time into the projector on the dining room table, the front end propped up on a couple of paperbacks so that it cast a slightly top-heavy image on the wall over the sideboard. So he knew a little bit about Beauty too. Beauty  with a capital B: not just a pretty face or a picturesque landscape, not just a Greek Aphrodite or a Renaissance nude or a Turner sunset, but something that might shoot out of an old man’s face or out of a side of beef, sharp as his carbon steel kitchen knives, sad as bent notes on his guitar, but joyful at the same time.

      


       Rudy’d met Helen after a basketball game in Gary, Indiana, back in 1925. He’d played for a semipro team sponsored by the commission merchants on the market, the South Water Bluestreaks. Helen’s uncle, who worked for the Leshinsky Potato Company,

         next to Becker’s on the market, was one of the refs and had introduced them after the last game of the season, in which Rudy’d made the winning basket. A week later, Saturday night, they’d taken the trolley up to Rogers Park to see Lon Chaney in The Phantom of the Opera at the new Granada Theater, and afterward they’d walked down to the lake. By the time Rudy got home it was three o’clock in the morning, but he wasn’t tired.

      


       Helen had been dead for seven years now; Meg, their oldest, had a law degree and two kids and was planning to go back to work full-time; Molly, their middle daughter, was teaching social dancing at the Arabesque Dance Studio in Ann Arbor, Michigan,

         while she studied to get her real-estate license; Margot, the youngest — a book conservator at the Newberry Library on the near North Side — had just gone to Italy on the spur of the moment, right after the big flood in Florence.

      


       What had happened? Where had it gone? Life? His life? What would happen to him now? Looking back, he wondered about the scholarship.

         Of course, if he’d accepted it, everything would have been different, wouldn’t it? He’d never have met Helen; he and Helen would never have bought this old house, never have had three daughters; Helen would never have gone to Italy and met Bruno Bruni, and so on. On the other hand, maybe in a par-

          allel universe he had accepted it. And maybe in a parallel universe Helen was still alive, living in Italy with Bruni. That’s what his daughters Indian boyfriend, Tejinder Kaal, nephew of the philosopher Siva Singh, seemed to be getting at in an article that Molly’d sent him. Rudy hadn’t been able to make head nor tail of the article, which had been published in a journal called Physical Review Letters. Parallel universes. What a crock, he’d thought, but then Tejinders picture had appeared in the science pages of Time and Newsweek, along with sketches of ghostly people from parallel universes superimposed on photos of a playground (Newsweek) and a cemetery (Time). Both Time and Newsweek cited one of Helens favorite poems, “The Road Not Taken,” by Robert Frost, because, according to Tejinder, there were no roads not taken.
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      Thanksgiving was the same as always — turkey, dressing (dry and moist), mashed potatoes, sweet potatoes, avocados stuffed with chutney, cranberry relish, apple pie — except that Margot was still in Florence, and Molly had stayed in Ann Arbor in order to be with Tejinder. Dan, Meg’s husband, had taken the car to get gassed up for the trip back to Milwaukee. Meg had put the boys down for a nap and was helping him with the dishes. Rudy was washing and she was drying bowls and plastic containers and wooden spoons — all the stuff that didn’t go in the dishwasher — and spreading them out on towels on the kitchen table.

      


       She and Dan had just bought a house up in Milwaukee, and when she said, “Pop, uh, we’ve, uh, been kind of wondering,” Rudy thought she was going to ask him for some money, which he didn’t have enough of. But she said, “We’ve, uh, kind of been wondering about having Christmas in Milwaukee this year.”

      


      

         Rudy rinsed off his hands, dried them on a dish towel, and poured himself another cup of coffee from the pot on the stove.

         He wasn’t sure who was included in the “we.”

      


       She started to talk a little faster. Now that Philip was in first grade and little Danny was starting nursery school, she said, she needed to get out of the house. She’d joined the newly formed National Organization for Women, she said, and she was going to start working for a firm of young lawyers in Shorewood — Berlin, Killion, and Wagner — and expected to be very busy getting her feet on the ground; she’d be lucky to get Christmas Day off. Molly was working hard too and would probably be staying in Ann Arbor anyway, Meg explained, so he knew they’d already talked it over. The train schedule was really impossible,

         and Molly had sold her car, and TJ had relatives in Detroit. But all he, Rudy, would have to do — and Margot, if she ever got back from Italy — was hop on a train in Union Station and he’d be in Milwaukee in about ninety minutes if he didn’t feel like driving, or if the weather was bad.

      


       Rudy’s life — or maybe it was just Life — had always had a way of sneaking up on him, catching him by surprise. He’d think a chapter was about over, and then it would go on and on. Or he’d think he was in the middle of a chapter, and all of a sudden it would stop. It hadn’t been so bad when he was young, because most of the chapters had been ahead of him; but at Rudy’s age, six zero, there weren’t so many chapters left. He hated to see a good one come to an end, which was what was happening.

      


       “Well,” he said, looking down into his empty coffee cup, “suit yourself, if that’s what you really want.” This was a phrase he’d used a lot when the girls were in their teens. One of them — usually Molly — would want to hitchhike out to California with her boyfriend, and he’d say: “Suit yourself, if that’s what you really want.”

      


      

         And that’s the way they left it, because just as Meg was about to say something that might have settled Christmas one way or another, Dan came in the back door, kicking snow off his boots, saying that the weather was looking bad and they ought to get going before it got dark.

      


       After they’d gone Rudy sat down in the kitchen and started to work seriously on a bottle of pretty good Chianti that was still sitting on the table, imagining what Christmas would be like in Milwaukee, or here in Chicago with just him and the dogs, and maybe Margot, and by the time he got to the bottom of the bottle he’d pretty well convinced himself that he ought to sell the house and go down to Texas and buy Creaky Wilson’s avocado grove. Creaky had died of a heart attack in September,

         just at the start of the season, and Maxine, Creaky’s widow, had called to see if he was interested or knew anyone who might be interested. Rudy’d never raised avocados, but he’d raised peaches and apples with his dad, and he’d been handling Becker’s avocado account for thirty years. Most avocados come from California — thick-skinned Fuertes and Hasses — but Rudy preferred the thin-skinned Texas Lula, pear-shaped with creamy sweet flesh. Well, he thought, swirling the last of the Chianti in the bottom of his glass, it would be a good way of making them — his three daughters — appreciate what it meant to come home for Christmas to the place you grew up in.

      


       He went down to the basement and pulled out an old one-by-twelve board that had been lying on the floor behind the furnace ever since he’d taken down the bunk beds in Meg’s old room — the board had been used to keep Meg from falling out of the top bunk — and cut off a two-foot length with a new saw The saw — a present from the Texas Avocado Growers Association — was Japanese and cut on the upward pull rather than on the downward thrust, which confused him a little but didn’t stop him.

      


      

         He didn’t bother to sand down the edges; he just opened a can of the paint he’d been meaning to use on the storm windows and painted:

      


      FOR SALE


      in big black letters. Underneath FOR SALE he painted:

      


      by owner


       When he was done he brought down an electric fan from the attic and turned it on and pointed it at the sign to make the paint dry quicker, and then he went upstairs and sat down in Helens study, as he sometimes did when he was upset or lonely It was a small room but it held a lot of books, on shelves he’d built himself. The curves at the top of each bay were modeled on the curves of a famous bridge in Italy. Helen had given him a photo and he’d made a jig to cut the curves. The door on the east opened into the hallway the one on the west into their bedroom. On the north wall three mullioned windows with leaded glass opened onto the roof of the porte cochere. Helen and the girls had liked to sunbathe on the roof in the summer.

      


       Helen had been raised by an aunt and uncle. The old post-office desk, with a sloping surface and a shelf at the back, had been her uncle’s. It was big and solid. Rudy had had to take the jambs off the door to get it into the room. It was where she’d graded her papers and written her articles. She’d taught art history at Edgar Lee Masters, a small liberal arts college on the near North Side, not far from her aunt and uncles two-story brick bungalow. Her specialty had been medieval and Renaissance art, but she’d liked modern art too, and the bay on the right of the desk was filled with books about modern artists. From where he was sit-

          ting Rudy could see that the artists’ names on the spines were in alphabetical order: Bacon, Beckman, Braque, Chagall, Dali,

         de Kooning … Helen was always rearranging her books — alphabetical order, chronological order, by nationality, by period —

         just as she was always rearranging her life.

      


       Rudy looked out the north window at the vacant lot next door. The house had been bought by a crazy contractor who’d knocked out so many of the supporting walls that the city condemned it and finally bulldozed the whole house and filled the basement with rubble. The contractor offered to give Rudy the lot, and he’d thought about it. He could have built a garage and put in a garden, but there were too many liens against the property and no way to untangle them.

      


       Rudy sat down at the desk and picked up a large paperback, printed on cheap paper, that Molly had sent him from Ann Arbor.

         It was the fifteenth edition of a student handbook called Philosophy Made Simple and had been written by her boyfriend’s uncle, the philosopher Siva Singh. From the copy on the back Rudy learned that Siva Singh had studied at Oxford and then at Yale, that his scholarly reputation rested on his magisterial Schopenhauer and the Upanishads, and that no one was better qualified to guide the reader on “a never-ending quest to explore the profound mysteries of human existence.”

      


       The wine was wearing off, and Rudy was depressed, hungry too, not for more turkey, but for … He wasn’t sure what to call it: knowledge, wisdom, certainty? Some sense of what it all meant? To explore the profound mysteries of human existence? He was tired, and lonely, and the house was empty. He always felt like this after the girls left. It was a kind of seasickness.

         He needed some Dramamine. But you have to take Dramamine before you start to get seasick. He went downstairs to see what the dogs were up to — Brownie, a German shepherd, and Saskia, part

          Lab, part retriever. Not much. They were getting old, arthritic, but they could still make it up the stairs at night to sleep at the foot of his bed. He liked to hear them breathing, liked their familiar smells.

      


       He fixed himself a cup of coffee and went back upstairs to Helen’s study and opened Philosophy Made Simple. ‘There are two kinds of people,” he discovered: Platonists and Aristotelians. It didn’t take him long to figure out that he was a Platonist. Him. He. Rudy Harrington. And in a funny way he knew that he’d known it all along, at least since his geometry class in seventh grade. The circles he’d drawn with his little compass had been imperfect shadows of a real circle, a Platonic circle, a circle that existed on another plane of reality. He’d known it all along: that the world of the senses is unstable,

         always changing, but that there’s got to be something beyond it that stays the same, like the perfect forms: triangles and circles and squares, and ideas too, Beauty and Goodness and Love. He’d known it all along, but he’d suppressed it. Because he hadn’t wanted to look foolish.

      


       The chapter ended with a long discussion of a famous cave that Plato wrote about in his book The Republic. It was hard to figure out at first. Rudy got a piece of typing paper and tried to sketch the cave with his fountain pen,

         Helen’s old green and black striped Pelikan with an inscription on the black cap: una cosa di bellezza. Rudy was sure it had been a present from Bruno Bruni, but he carried it with him at all times because even though the hand that once held it had long ago been reduced to ashes at the North Shore Crematorium, it seemed to him to contain — like a powerful totem — something of Helens spirit.

      


       He drew a cross section of a cave. Then he added some stick people facing the opening of the cave. Then he took another sheet of paper and drew another cave and this time he put the

          stick people facing the back of the cave. Behind the stick people, outside the entrance of the cave, he drew some jagged lines to represent the flames of a fire. Then he drew some more stick people, passing by outside between the entrance of the cave and the fire, which acted as a sort of projector. The stick people outside the entrance carried different objects that cast shadows on the back of the cave. Rudy crosshatched the shadows.

      


       It was a rough sketch, but he thought it captured what Plato had in mind: the stick people in the cave can see only the shadows cast by the figures that pass by outside. These shadows represent the unstable world of appearances. We are the stick people, he thought. This is what we see. But there’s another reality behind appearances. Real reality. Sometimes a person — one of the stick people — gets a glimpse of this reality. Maybe he manages to break out of the cave into the bright light of day,

         and then, just because he’s a little disoriented, people think he’s crazy. And if he goes back into the cave and tells the other stick people what he saw outside, they think he’s crazy. Is that what had happened to Rudy many years ago in his seventh-grade geometry class, standing at the blackboard long after the other students had returned to their seats, trying to prove — with everyone staring at him — that if the bisectors of two angles of a triangle are equal in length, the triangle is isosceles? He could see it was true. It had to be true. It couldn’t not be true. It had been true before he drew the triangle on the board, and it would be true after he erased it. It had always been true, and it always would be true. He could see this truth as clearly as he could see Miss Buck, his favorite teacher, sitting at her desk, looking over the top of her steel-rimmed glasses at a set of papers she was marking, making little ticks with her red pencil. He could see it was true, but he couldn’t prove it was true, even though he’d memorized every ax-

          iom and every theorem in the book. And every corollary too. All he could do was stare at the imperfect triangle, Triangle ABC, that he’d drawn on the board with a piece of chalk.

      


      Finally Miss Buck said, “You may take your seat now, Rudy”
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      Reading Philosophy Made Simple, Rudy made another discovery that was perhaps equally important. He may have been a Plato-nist, but Helen, he realized, had been an Aristotelian. She’d attended DePaul University, “the little school under the El,” which is a Catholic school, but there wasn’t a religious bone in her body. She had no use for another world. Other worlds spelled trouble. The Roman Catholic Church, she maintained, was the most corrupt institution in the history of the world, and other religions weren’t far behind:

         “Just look around: Catholic versus Protestant; Methodist versus Free Methodist; Christian versus Jew; Jew versus Muslim; Shiite versus Sunni; Sephardic versus Ashkenazi; Hindu versus Muslim; Hindu versus Sikh. And so on.”

      


       No, this world had been enough for Helen. She’d had no interest in another world beyond the realm of appearances. She would have dismissed Plato’s ideal forms — the real reality behind the world of appearances —just as Aristotle, according to Siva Singh, had dismissed them, saying they had no more meaning than singing la la la. Then why did she love medieval and Renaissance paintings? all those saints and madonnas and crucifixions and resurrections and epiphanies … ? All of a sudden Rudy understood: it was because she insisted on looking at them, as if they were just things, whereas he tried to look through them. It was the same with music. Bach’s B Minor Mass or “Mr. Jelly Roll Baker,” it didn’t matter. She listened to the notes; he listened through them. She heard melody and harmony and counterpoint; he heard something calling him from far, far away.

      


   

      
 For Sale


      From his office window in the back of the warehouse, Rudy could see in silhouette everything that passed by on the broad, sloping sidewalk in the front: forklifts, flat-trucks, two-wheelers, hydraulic dollies carrying pallets, skids, bushels, baskets,

         hampers, crates, lugs, sacks, bags, flats, potatoes and cucumbers, tomatoes and peppers, beans, nectarines, oranges, avocados,

         kiwis, coconuts, strawberries, apples, cantaloupes, mangoes. Sitting at his desk he wondered: are these just shadows cast upon a screen? Am I trapped in this cave, this office, unable to turn my head and look directly at the reality, at the thing itself? And he doodled a sketch of the cave on a yellow pad with Harry Becker & Son printed at the top till the phone rang

         — his own dedicated line — and he answered it: “Rudy here.”

      


       And then the pressure of the holidays pushed the cave out of his mind, and he didn’t think about it again till Christmas Eve, when the beauty of this world hit him so hard it reminded him of the true beauty beyond, and his soul, like a bird, began to sprout wings.
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         Meg and Dan had decided to come home for Christmas after all, and Molly was coming too, bringing Tejinder, now her fiancé,

         she told him on the phone. They were getting married in the summer, and Rudy could hear that her voice was full of love and joy Everyone called him TJ, she said. He had a joint appointment in math and physics at the University of Michigan, and he’d signed up for lessons at the dance studio, and he’d really like to see an American Christmas. Instead of spending Christmas with an Indian auntie in Royal Oak, a suburb of Detroit, he was going to come with Molly to Chicago.

      


       Rudy was relieved, like a man who’s come through a serious traffic accident without a scratch. He vacuumed up the dog hair and brought down the boxes of Christmas decorations from the attic: the crèche that Helen had brought back from Italy; the snowman candles, like skaters, skating on a pond made out of a mirror. He bought a tree and pu it up, but he didn’t decorate it, because they never decorated the tree till Christmas Eve. He got out the old ornaments that the girls had made out of baker’s clay when they were little: salt and flour and water rolled into a paste, cut with cookie cutters, baked in the oven,

         and then painted. And on the day before Christmas he bought two fresh capons instead of a turkey. It wasn’t till he carried the capons down to the basement in the big roaster — to keep them cool but not frozen — that he remembered the FOR SALE sign, which was still propped up against the freezer. The electric fan was still blowing on it. His first impulse was to hide it, in case one of the girls came downstairs to get something out of the freezer. But then he decided it might be a good idea to put it up, just for one night, just to shake them up, make them think. Sometimes it takes a little jolt to make us appreciate what we’ve got, to keep us

          from taking it for granted. That’s what he had in mind — a little jolt.

      


       The ground was frozen too hard to drive a stake into, so he nailed the sign to the pillar of the porte cochere and turned the outside light on so you couldn’t miss it as you drove up the driveway. Then he went inside and rolled out the dough for a sour-cream apple pie, which he always made in a springform pan so that it stood, straight-sided, about four inches high.

         He used eight big Granny Smith apples.

      


       He hadn’t heard from Margot since right after Thanksgiving, when he’d gotten a card saying she was staying in a convent.

         The card was up on the refrigerator, held by a magnet shaped like a ladybug. It was a picture of the Virgin Mary and an angel with big gold wings. He figured he’d come home from work one day and she’d be there — Margot, not the Virgin Mary — but she wasn’t. Icelandic Airlines had flights to New York on Tuesdays and Thursdays, but it was Friday, and she hadn’t come home.

         Rudy called Alitalia and TWA, which had direct flights from Rome to Chicago, but they wouldn’t release the passenger lists,

         so he had no way of finding out if she was booked on any of the flights. By Christmas Eve he’d just about given up hope.

      


       “How sharper than a serpent’s tooth,” Helen used to say, “it is to have a thankless child.” She was joking, but there was some truth to it too. How much trouble was it to write a postcard? Or to pick up the telephone? What was she doing for money?

         Was she going to become a nun? Nothing would surprise him.

      


     [image: art]


      Rudy’d given considerable thought to where Tejinder — which means “the embodiment of power” in Hindi — ought to sleep and had finally decided on the floor of Helen’s study. He lugged one of the extra mattresses down from the attic and made it up

          nicely with matching sheets and pillowcase and a Pendleton blanket. He’s probably used to sleeping on a mat on the floor anyway, Rudy told himself. But Molly carried Tejinder’s suitcase right up to her own small room, with its single bed. Rudy followed her.

      


      “I’ve got a bed made up for him in the study” he said.


       Molly plopped the suitcase down on the floor, sat on it, and looked around at the empty aquarium, the books, the portable Smith Corona on the desk, the beanbag chair.

      


      “Wouldn’t he be more comfortable in the study?” Rudy asked.


       “He might be more comfortable,” she said, “but he wouldn’t have as much fun.”


      “Well,” he said. “Suit yourself, if that’s what you really want.”


       When he came downstairs, Meg and Dan and the boys were bustling in the front door carrying a portable television set. “Merry Christmas,” they said. It took him a while to realize that the television set was his Christmas present.

      


       Helen and Rudy had never had a TV With Helen it had been a matter of principle. Rudy’d never cared much one way or the other,

         but he’d gotten used to not having one, and he got a kick out of telling people that he didn’t have one. “Whaaaat?” they’d say “You don’t have a TV?” No one could believe him. He might as well have told them that they didn’t have indoor plumbing. Babysitters had looked around the living room in desperation. Guests at Thanksgiving couldn’t believe they were going to miss the football games.

      


       “We just never got around to getting one,” he’d say Or, depending on his audience: “On account of the kids, you know. We’d rather they read books or played the piano.”

      


       And now Dan was hooking the thing up in the living room. He’d brought along the sort of antenna you set on top, with two spikes sticking up, and was turning it this way and that. The TV

          was making a loud staticky sound. Daniel, three, and Philip, five, were waiting impatiently

      


       “C’mon out here, you guys,” Rudy shouted from the kitchen. “I’ve got some baker’s clay here. You can make Christmas tree ornaments, like your mama used to. We’ll bake them and then you can paint them.”

      


       But either they couldn’t hear him or they preferred to watch the snowy screen.


     [image: art]


      One Christmas was much like the next at the Harrington house, just as in the Dylan Thomas story A Child’s Christmas in Wales, and one of the things that was always the same was that one of the girls would give Rudy a copy of A Child’s Christmas in Wales — a record in a red and white jacket with a little booklet with the text. There were half a dozen of them in the record cabinet.

         On the other side of the record was a poem called “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night,” and sometimes Rudy wondered if maybe that was the real message they were sending him. He liked to think so.

      


       For supper they ate pizzas, which Rudy had made, instead of the spaghetti alle vongole that Helen had always insisted on because that’s what they eat on Christmas Eve in Florence. Helen had liked traditions,

         especially Italian ones.

      


       After supper they left the dishes to soak in the sink while they put the lights on the tree and decorated it with strings of cranberries and popcorn and the old baker’s-clay ornaments. They must have had three or four hundred of these ornaments in the attic, enough for several trees. Daniel and Philip had not forgotten about the TV, which could not be coaxed into working,

         much to Rudy’s satisfaction. But without a TV the boys were restless, so

          Rudy and TJ, who was an amateur magician, went back up to the attic and brought down a metal footlocker that held Rudy’s dads old magic tricks, many of them still packed in their original boxes. TJ entertained the boys with coins that materialized out of nowhere and silks that disappeared into nowhere, magic rings that passed through each other, ropes that mended themselves when cut in half, and Rudy fooled everyone, including TJ, with a trick he’d learned from his dad involving two hats and little wads of paper that he passed back and forth through the solid surface of the dining room table. Instead of calming the boys down, Rudy and TJ got them even more worked up, but TJ was able to reverse the process by demonstrating several yoga positions that the boys were eager to imitate: the Lotus, the Fish, the Bird, and finally the Dead Man’s Posture, which, he said, was the most difficult of all. The boys lay quietly on their backs.

      


       “Not even your toe must twitch,” TJ warned. “Not even the tip of your finger must move.”


       Rudy helped them write a note to Santa. Dan wanted a G.I. Joe, and Philip wanted an Erector set so he could build a Ferris wheel, and a magic set, and an electric train, and it struck Rudy that his life would have been totally different if he and Helen had had three sons instead of three daughters. Maybe, in a parallel universe …

      


       The boys sat on either side of him on the living room sofa while Rudy hunched over the coffee table and wrote out their lists with Helen’s fountain pen. They left them in front of the fireplace along with a glass of milk and a plate of cookies. At first Rudy hadn’t been as excited as he felt he ought to be at having grandchildren, but now it was a pleasure to read them the stories that his mother had read to him, and that he’d read to his daughters. They were a little young for The Wind in the Willows, but not for Winnie the Pooh.

      


      

         The boys brushed their teeth at the little sink in Margot’s room. Rudy located The House at Pooh Corner on the bookshelves, next to one of the Italian schoolbooks Margot had brought back from the year she’d spent in Italy with Helen, and read the story about Owls house blowing down, and then the one about Pooh and Piglet taking a pile of sticks that turned out to be Eeyore’s house. The boys fell asleep halfway through the second story, but he kept on reading till he got to the end. He put the book back on the shelf next to Margot’s Italian geography book, Il nuovo libro Garzanti della Geografia.
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      When Rudy came downstairs, TJ was demonstrating his parallel universe thesis to Dan and the girls. They’d propped up Helens old projector on the dining room table so that the beam of light was aimed at two tiny slits in a piece of tinfoil that had been fastened with a clothespin to a makeshift frame made out of a coat hanger.

      


      “Like Plato’s cave, Rudy, don’t you think?” TJ said. Rudy, who had drawn a new sketch of Plato’s cave while they were sitting at the kitchen table after supper, pulled up a chair and sat down.

      


      “Right, Rudy?” TJ said. “We’re in the cave, and this little beam of light on the wall is all we can see of the reality of the world. But what can we conclude from this little band of light? That’s the question. Can we use our minds to explore the world outside the cave?”

      


      Rudy was afraid he couldn’t have concluded much himself.


       “What you see,” TJ explained, “is that the two slits have divided each color — each wavelength — into two waves. When the crests of these waves overlap, you see a band of light on the wall; when a crest and a trough come together, they cancel each other out. If this were a laser projector, we’d see just light and

          dark, but with white light we see a rainbow The principle is the same, though. Each photon has a particular wavelength that will determine the angle at which it will have interference maxima, bright spots. The separation into different angles is what causes the rainbow effect.”

      


       Now this was something Rudy could almost understand. Or, if he couldn’t understand it, at least he could imagine understanding it; but he couldn’t follow the argument any further, couldn’t understand how the pattern of light on the wall led to the theory of parallel universes.

      


       What he really wanted to know was if these parallel universes were like Plato’s forms or ideas, but he couldn’t pin TJ down.

         TJ’s ultimate truths were not geometrical, like Plato’s; they were probability waves.

      


       What he really wanted to know was if Helen might be living with Bruni in a parallel universe, and if it might be possible to visit her. But he didn’t ask, because he didn’t want to appear foolish.
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      Nobody said anything about the FOR SALE sign till it was almost bedtime and they were finishing off the last of a bottle of wine in front of the fire. The dogs were on the side porch, banging to get in. TJ and Dan were still at the dining room table.

      


      “I see you’ve got the house up for sale,” Meg said.


      “Oh, that.”


      Molly got up to let the dogs in. Rudy suddenly realized that she’d quit smoking.


      “Molly and I’ve been talking,” Meg said. “We think it’s a great idea. This place is too big for you. You must rattle around here all by yourself. You’d be better off in an apartment, or one of those new retirement condos. Dan and I heard them talking about one on the radio on the way down, Carleton Estates,

          something like that. You’d have everything you need right there. A pool, a sauna. You’d have your own kitchen if you want to cook, but there’s a dining room too. The best of both worlds.”

      


       A pool? A sauna? What do I need with a pool and a sauna? “What about Margot?”

      


       “She’s twenty-nine years old,” Molly said. “Its about time she got a place of her own. You’re too protective. She’s got to get out in the world.”

      


       “Where do you think she is? She sure as hell isn’t upstairs in her room. And what about the dogs?”


       “They’re getting old, Papa. How much longer do you think they’ve got?” Molly ran her fingers through her hair. She was the beauty of the family She had Helen’s red hair and Helens golden freckles. Repeated applications of freckle cream when she was a teenager had failed to dim their luster.

      


      “Well, I dunno. They don’t look so old to me.”


       “We could take the dogs, Pop,” Meg said. “We’ve got plenty of room now. We were thinking of getting a dog anyway It would be good for the boys.”

      


      “If you go back to work you’ll be gone all day.”


       “You’re gone all day too, Pop. We’ll fence in the backyard. They’ll be okay.”


       “This neighborhood could go downhill, Papa,” Molly said, “but these old places are still trendy. It’s good you’re selling while you’ve got the chance. In three months I’ll have my license. I’ll take care of everything for you, the listing, showing,

         financing, closing, the works.”

      


       “You going to have a license to practice in Illinois?” Rudy asked.


       “I’m planning to take the test for Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, New York, and California. How about something like this: Victorian fantasy. Shingle style. Four bedrooms, study, two

          bathrooms. Parquet floors. Baccarat crystal chandelier. Leaded glass windows. Butlers pantry. Beautiful millwork. Fireplace.

         Modern kitchen, laundry room. Full basement. Excellent condition.

      


       “How does that sound? You’ll get a good price for this place, 1 promise you.”


       Rudy didn’t know what to say. Fie was dumbfounded. “You might as well get on the phone and call the undertaker right now,”

         he said. “Tell him to bring the hearse around to the back door. Or call the knacker, for cryin” out loud. I’ve lived in this house for over thirty years. You don’t think I’m going to pack up and move out just like that, do you? After thirty years?

         Your mother and I paid eighteen thousand dollars for this house. Why, you couldn’t build a house like this today for a quarter of a million dollars.”

      


       “Papa, that’s not what we meant and you know it.” Meg unfastened her hair and shook it loose. “What we meant is that we want you to do whatever you want to do, and that if you want to sell the house, it’s okay with us. You don’t have to worry about us, we’ll go along with anything. You’re the one who put it up for sale without saying anything to anybody.”

      


      “Suit yourself,” Molly said, “if that’s what you really want to do.”
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      About an hour later the phone rang. Rudy was sitting at the kitchen table filling stockings and he grabbed it on the first ring. There was a click and the phone went dead, and he froze. The phone always clicked like that and then went dead on overseas calls. It would ring again in a little over a minute, and the overseas operator would be on the line. It was a special kind of click. He knew it was the same for good news as for bad news, but it made him uneasy anyway

      


      Spread out on the table before him were six large gray wool

          hunting socks with red tops and six piles of stuff: oranges, apples, dried apricots and raisins (wrapped in saran wrap),

         chocolate kisses in foil, salted peanuts, ballpoint pens, mechanical pencils, little bars of scented soap for the girls, penknives for Dan and Tejinder, crayons and protractors for Daniel and Philip. He’d always filled stockings and he didn’t see any point in stopping now. He opened one of the penknives and tested the blade. His pulse was speeding up, his chest was tight, his arm was going numb. He had to get hold of himself. The house was strangely silent except for the occasional clink of a metal dog collar and a strange pounding that might have been his heart. It was strong enough to rattle the copper saucepans hanging from a rack over the table.

      


       The phone rang again. It was Margot, all right. At first he didn’t pay any attention to what she was saying. He was listening for something else, like a mechanic listening to an engine idling.

      


       “Is it really you, Papa? I had trouble getting through. Say something.”


      “How are you?”


       “Oh, Papa, I’m so happy. I’m in love, really in love. Head over heels. Can you hear me all right? I don’t want to say it too loud.”

      


      “Where are you?”


      “At the post office.”


      “In the middle of the night?”


      “It’s nine o’clock in the morning here. What time is it there?”


      “It’s two o’clock in the morning.”


      “Is it Christmas yet?”


       “It’s still Christmas Eve. I’m filling the stockings. I gave yours to Molly’s boyfriend. His name’s Tejinder, but she calls him TJ. He’s from India; his father’s dead and his mother lives in Assam. She runs a tea garden.”

      


      When he knew she was all right he was tempted to scold her:

         Why didn’t you write? Why didn’t you call? Why didn’t you come home? You promised.. . But he was too overwhelmed, too happy.

      


      “Well,” he said. “That’s wonderful. Who’s the lucky guy?”


      “He’s an Italian.”


      “Married?”


       “No, Papa. Well, yes, but he’s getting a divorce. He’s from the Abruzzi. He’s the head restorer for the whole region of Tuscany.

         He’s working on the frescoes in the Lodovici Chapel in the Badia. You remember the Badia? The monastery, where they had the foosball game in the cloister? It’s still there.”

      


       Rudy’d gone to Florence back in 1953. Ike had moved into the White House in January; the Soviets had tested their first H-bomb;

         the Braves had moved to Milwaukee; Jonas Salk had developed a vaccine for polio; and Helen had started her affair with Bruno Bruni. He’d gone to Florence to bring her back home, but he’d come back alone. The foosball game he remembered, after all these years, but that was about all — the foosball game, and the big piazzas and the little coffee bars, and the trip to Venice,

         and how he felt sick to his stomach the whole time.

      


       “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “And the Martini Annunciation. 1 sent you a postcard of it. Didn’t you get it?”

      


      “I got it; it’s up on the refrigerator.”


       He tried to picture her in the post office. He couldn’t remember anything about Florence. He’d been too upset to pay much attention to the city But he imagined Margot in a booth, with her friend — her lover — standing outside, waiting, impatient,

         eager.

      


      “What are your plans? I mean, are you coming home, or what?”


       “We’re going to the Abruzzi sometime in January to see Sandro’s parents, and then to Rome.”


       “Have you written to your boss at the Newberry? He called here the other day To tell you the truth, I don’t think you’ve got a job anymore.”

      


      

         But she didn’t hear him, and he didn’t repeat himself. It might just be possible, he thought to himself. A mature man with a good job, a responsible position. But married?

      


       He suddenly realized what was shaking the saucepans. It was the bed upstairs, in Molly’s room. The Indian was humping his daughter. They were shaking the whole house with their lust. It gave him a hard-on, just the cruel fact of it. It made him ache for Helen the way he’d ached for her in Florence, and they hadn’t made love once the whole time he was there.

      


      “I didn’t know you could get a divorce in Italy,” he said.


       “It’s an annulment. It’s the same thing. You’ll see. Don’t worry, Papa, I’m all right, I’m fine, I’ll write to you, I really will. I have to go now”

      


      “Take care of yourself.”


       “You take care of yourself too. I love you. Tell everyone I love them.” That was all she said. But it was enough. He was sorry now that he’d tried to stop her from going, had refused to pay for her ticket. He could see now that she’d needed to get away, to reinvent herself. She was tired of being a mousy librarian. And now she was in love with a married man in Italy.

      


       He finished filling the stockings and carried them into the living room, where he spread them out on the coffee table in front of the fireplace. He moved the TV into a dark corner in the dining room, ate the cookies the boys had left for Santa and wrote an answer to the note they’d left, which was what his father had done for him, and what he’d done for the girls.

      


      Thanks for the milk and cookies. Be good.


      — Santa


      He filled the humidifier, turned down the thermostat, let the dogs out, turned off the tape deck, which had been left on,

         let

          the dogs back in, put the garbage container up on the kitchen table so the dogs wouldn’t empty it. The house had started to shake again, the pots and pans to rattle. Rudy got a hammer out of his toolbox, pulled on his jacket, and went outside to take down the FOR SALE sign.

      


       He still had a hard-on, a great lump of sensation swelling against his trousers. He’d almost forgotten how good it felt,

         and even though he didn’t know what he could do about it, he was grateful. It was good to be alive. He felt like a young man,

         young and strong, the way he’d felt when he and Helen had moved into the house, which looked just the same now as it had then.

         They’d kept the red trim. Cardinal red. Rudy thought of the first Christmas they’d spent in this house, after his fathers death, and of Mr. Ballard, the previous owner, whose downstate paving-brick business had fallen into the hands of the receivers,

         and who had driven off to California with his whole family in a broken-down Pierce-Arrow And he thought of the French doll-house and the steamer trunks that the Ballards had left in the attic, and the letter that Ballard had sent him about a year later,

         telling him about the house: how Harald Kreutzberg, the famous German dancer, had been entertained there, and Cornelia Otis Skinner, and Matthew Arnold, and Aleka Rostislav, who was Princess Galitzine and whose husbands father was the brother of the last czar, and many other famous people. Rudy kept the letter in a fireproof box on the shelf on top of the big desk,

         along with Helen’s will and her other papers and the girls’ school records.
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