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For my editor, accomplice, and dear friend, Fiona.

Thank you for our twenty-seven years together.






Don’t go around saying the world owes you a living.

The world owes you nothing. It was here first.

—Mark Twain
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I recall that I am extremely forgetful. I believe I am. I think I know that I am forgetful. Though I remember having forgotten, I cannot recall what it was that I forgot or what forgetting feels like. When I was a kid, my mother tried to convince me that I was forgetful by saying, ‘Do you remember when you forgot your own birthday?’ I think I replied, ‘How could I?’ But it was a trick question. Saying yes would have been an admission of my forgetfulness and saying no would have been an example. ‘The brain does what it can,’ I told her. If we remembered everything, we would have no language for remembering and forgetting. As well, nothing would be important. In fact, nothing is important. The importance of nothing is that it is the measure of that which is not nothing. Is nothing the same as nothingness? Students love to imagine such things. There is in fact no nothing; the simplistic argument for this assertion is that the observation of nothing requires an observer, and so the presence of the onlooker negates what might have been pure absence, what might have actually been nothing. If nothing falls in a forest and there is no one around to observe it, does it make a nil? The better argument, one that embodies the simple one and any other, is that one can spell nothing. Parmenides might have been a shabby dresser, but he had a point. The ontological argument might not have worked for the existence of God, but it is indisputable for the existence of nothing. Ei mitään, rien, nada, nicht, nic, dim byd, ikke noget, ingenting, waxba, tidak ada, boten, apa-apa, kitn, nihil, and nenio. Kind of an ontological argument for the existence of nothing.

My name is Wala Kitu. Wala is Tagalog for nothing, though I am not Filipino. Kitu is Swahili for nothing, though my parents are not from Tanzania. My parents, both mathematicians, knew that two negatives yield a positive, therefore am I so named. I am Wala Kitu. That is all bullshit, with a capital bull. My name is Ralph Townsend. My mother was an artist, my father was an English professor who ended up driving a taxi. I am, in fact, a mathematician of a sort. But I use the name Wala Kitu. I study nothing.

I am serious about my study. I am a distinguished professor of mathematics at Brown University, though I have not for decades concerned myself with arithmetic, calculus, matrices, theorems, Hausdorff spaces, finite lattice representations, or anything else that involves values or numbers or representations of values or numbers or any such somethings, whether they have substance or not. I have spent my career in my little office on George Street in Providence contemplating and searching for nothing. I have not found it. It is sad for me that the mere introduction to my subject of interest necessarily ruins my study. I work very hard and wish I could say that I have nothing to show for it.

It was my expertise in nothing, not absolutely nothing, but positively nothing, that led me to work with, rather for, one John Milton Bradley Sill, a self-made billionaire with one goal, a goal that might have been intriguing to some, confounding and weird to most, idiotic to all, but at least easily articulated. John Milton Bradley Sill aspired to be a Bond villain, the fictitious nature of James Bond notwithstanding. He put like this: ‘I want to be a Bond villain.’ Simple.

We were sitting in a coffee shop on Thayer Street. It was eight on a Monday morning in November, the semester winding down and so the students who had dragged themselves in there were nearly sleepwalking. I was much like them. I had discovered only recently that I needed a full twelve hours of sleep to function properly but had sat up much of the night thinking about the meeting with Sill. I hardly ever remembered my dreams, which seemed right and fair as I rarely recalled my waking life during sleep.

‘What do you mean by Bond villain?’

Sill held a spoon like a cigarette. ‘You know, the sort of perpetrator of evil deeds that might cause the prime minister to dispatch a double-naught spy to thwart me. You know, evil for evil’s sake.’

‘A sort of modernist villain,’ I said. 

‘Precisely.’

I stared and stirred my tea. I didn’t want to look at him, but I did, realizing, as he came into focus, that he was certifiable. But jolly. He was a pleasant-looking fellow, slightly racially ambiguous, an equine face and tightly curled hair. He was a slight man. ‘You look too nice to be a villain,’ I said.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Appearances are only that.’

‘Have you ever performed an evil deed?’

‘Like what?’

‘Have you ever killed anyone?’ I asked. ‘Bond villains kill indiscriminately.’ I was speaking out of my ass. I didn’t know the first thing about Bond villains.

‘Some do, some don’t.’ Sill poked the air with his spoon. ‘Have you ever seen Goldfinger?’

‘I think so. Let’s say no.’

‘Goldfinger robs Fort Knox.’

‘Where they keep the gold,’ I said.

‘Where they keep the gold.’ John Sill looked around, measuring everyone in the room. ‘Do you know what’s actually in the vault of Fort Knox?’

‘I don’t.’

He leaned forward, actually resting his chin on the palm of his hand, like a lover or at least like someone who had known me for more than a quarter hour, and said, ‘Nothing.’

‘You mean there is no gold there.’

‘I mean there is nothing there.’

‘Nothing,’ I said.

‘Precisely that. I am not telling you that there is no gold there. I’m telling you that there is nothing there. What you have been looking for.’

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Still, I was convinced he meant that the vault was empty.

‘I’m telling you that the vault is not empty.’ As if reading my mind.

‘And?’

‘You, my friend, are going to help me steal it. I’ve done my research. You know more about nothing than anyone. How much power must there be for anyone who can possess nothing.’

‘Listen, I’m flattered,’ I said, ‘but—’

He silenced me by lifting his hand from mine and holding it ominously in the air between us. ‘You won’t have to do a damn thing. All I want from you is an ongoing consult. Answers to a few questions. For example, when I open the vault, and I will, how will I know that nothing is there? It’s a big vault. If it is full of nothing, then how will I move it? How does one transport such a thing? Does it need to be refrigerated at minus 273 degrees Celsius?’

‘You’re serious,’ I said. ‘Which is not so different from ‘you’re crazy.’’

‘I am that,’ John Sill said. Another glance around and he pushed a yellow slip of paper toward me.

It was a check. A check with many zeros before the meaningless decimal point. It was a cashier’s check issued by the Bank of America.

‘This is real,’ I stated, but it was really a question.

Sill nodded. ‘All you have to do is advise me, answer my questions about nothing and not with some off-the-cuff shit that you save for graduate students and panels. I can get that shit from anyone. I can get that from any number of books. I want your pure, honest confusion.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Of course, this is to remain confidential. I mean, really confidential, really, really confidential.’ He caught my eyes with his and for a flashing second he looked like the Bond villain he aspired to be. He scared me for that briefest moment. ‘Okay? Wink, wink, Bob’s your uncle.’

‘Understood.’

‘So, you on board?’

‘This is for me?’ I shook the check as if to see if the writing might fall off.

‘That’s your name on it.’

Indeed it was. Spelled correctly and everything. All in black ink. What else could I say, but ‘Okay.’


I left the coffee shop $3 million heavier and also with the belief that, although crazy, John Sill might have been correct about the military possession of nothing. There was a credible faction of the military complex that believed as I did that nothing was the solution to everything. Where my notion of solution was heuristic, the generals’ notion was gladiatorial, bellicose, not nice. None of us knew just what nothing was, but its possibilities were boundless; that much was a logical necessity and therefore true. I recalled being approached some years earlier by two generals from the army whose names I might have heard but certainly didn’t remember. I did remember that they looked alarmingly similar, though one was a woman and the other a man. They knocked on my office door, timidly, it seemed, for warmongers.

We discussed nothing in a roundabout, yet truthful way for just more than two hours. They wouldn’t tell me what they wanted it for and I couldn’t tell them what it was or where to find it.

‘What do you think you can do with nothing if you find it?’

‘That’s why we’re talking to you,’ said General He. ‘We’d very much like to know, you know?’

‘You know nothing,’ from General She. ‘That is widely accepted. We want your help. Don’t you want to serve our country?’

‘I’ve given this country nothing my entire life. I don’t plan to change now.’

‘What do you mean?’ from She.

‘I didn’t mean anything by that,’ I said. ‘Not anything is not equivalent to nothing. You understand that, right?’

‘Nothing could make all the difference in the world, we know that much,’ said General He.

I shook my head. ‘No one can possess nothing.’

The generals shared a look that I didn’t understand, in fact their shared look did not even register with me until that day as I walked home from my meeting with John Sill. Perhaps someone could find and harness nothing. I felt a little sick to my stomach, fearful, and somewhat giddy with excitement.

It is postulated that before the so-called Big Bang (like many, I imagine that it was more likely a whimper) the primordial constituent elements were things like helium-4, helium-3, deuterium, and protium. The sophomoric question, but no less vexing for that quality, is where did that stuff come from? And just what is the universe expanding into, through, and/or toward? It is either nothing or a something we call nothing and not that dark-matter bullshit that so many buy into. The theory was not my own, but that of a rather weaselly speculative French physicist named Jean Luc Retàrd, yes, who applied the notion of Riesz spaces and the idea of abstracting the order properties to free continuous functions from the details of any particular space, leading to the thought that if nothing actually comes into contact with something, or non-nothing, then that something will cease to exist. One can see the parabellum implications without much use of an imagination. Most believe, wrongly, that nothing is merely the emptiness between subatomic particles. Nothingness is not emptiness any more than it is the absence of something, some thing, some things or substance. The actual Big Bang is coming, as what the universe came from is catching up to what it will become. To experience the power of nothing would be to understand everything; to harness the power of nothing would be to negate all that is, and the sad, scary, crucial idea here is that this might well be a distinction without a difference.

My dog met me at the door. He had no choice. That was where I had left him. His name is Trigo and he has but one leg. He is a stout, squat bulldog, even squatter given his missing legs. Trigo refers to his three missing limbs as his nothings. I rescued him, that was the language of the shelter, ‘rescued,’ though I prefer ‘befriended.’ The workers at the shelter were about to ‘put him down,’ their euphemism for murder. I asked if they would kill a person with no legs and they of course said no. I took the dog and his one remaining leg away from that place. Twice a day, when he decides, he does his business and I clean him postwaste. He has a wheelie-cart that he doesn’t much like but does pull around for about fifteen minutes in the morning for a bit of exercise. When I take him out for air, he rides on my chest in a baby carrier called a Björn. He is an extremely friendly, if discerning, very jowly, very vocal dog. He speaks to everyone.

Trigo and I walked down the hill to the center of Providence and to the Bank of America, where I stood in line to deposit the check from John Sill.

The stunned teller stared at the face of the check for a full minute. ‘This looks real,’ he said.

‘I suppose that’s because it is,’ I said. 

‘Wait here,’ he said.

‘Is there a problem?’

‘I have to get this okayed by my supervisor.’

‘Sounds reasonable,’ I said.

His name was Theodore, I learned this from his nameplate, black with brass letters. He stepped away some feet and spoke to a smarter-looking young woman. He showed her the check. She looked past him at me, then again at the paper, held it to the light. They both walked back to me.

‘Is there a problem?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know,’ the woman said. 

‘What’s your name?’ I asked. 

‘Stephanie Mayer,’ she said.

‘My name is Wala Kitu. It’s printed right there on the face of the check. It’s also printed here on my government-issued passport and again here on my faculty ID and also here above my address on the deposit slip ripped cleanly from my Bank of America checkbook. This is Trigo. He has no ID.’

Trigo barked.

People in the adjacent lanes were staring now. The lanky custodian had stopped dusting the floor and looked on as well. Stephanie Mayer initialed the check and gave Theodore the go-ahead. I took my deposit receipt and gave it a close inspection, counting the zeros, and nodded, contemplated seeking out Stephanie Mayer’s permission to leave, but didn’t.

Outside I stumbled into one of my colleagues, a very young mathematician named Eigen Vector. Her specialty was topology, what else? Like most mathematicians, including me, she fit somewhere on the spectrum and was likely to say nearly anything and so she did.

‘My shoes match today,’ she said as a greeting.

I looked at her Nike sneakers. ‘Two of them,’ I said. 

‘Hello, Trigo,’ she said.

Trigo spoke.

Eigen attempted a bark herself.

‘Beautiful day,’ I said, noticing as I spoke that the sky was overcast and everything was gray.

‘I suppose it is,’ she said. ‘Why are you so happy? I ask because you seem happy. I’d like to experience happiness.’

‘I don’t think I’m ever happy, to tell the truth,’ I said. ‘Not really sad ever, but not happy.’

‘Well, you seem happy.’

‘Who knows, maybe I am,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t know what it feels like. Trigo, now he’s happy.’

Trigo spoke.

Eigen Vector stroked his fat, flat face with the back of her hand. ‘Soft. So very soft. Fat face.’

‘He’s happy because he still has one leg left.’

‘I would like my life to be symmetric,’ Eigen said. ‘Symmetrical? But I can’t seem to make it equal its own transpose.’

‘Was that an attempt at humor, Professor Vector?’

‘What do you think?’

‘Nice.’

‘Kind of you to say so. But you do seem pleased about something.’

I nodded. ‘There is a distinction to be made there, you’re right, between being pleased and being happy. One is existential, though I don’t know which one.’ We were silent briefly. ‘I just received a grant that I hope leads to nothing.’

‘Grants are good.’

I nodded in agreement.

‘It’s raining, you know,’ she said. 

‘Yes, I know.’

‘Do you ever eat lunch?’ she asked. 

‘Yes, I do,’ I said.

‘Me, too. Almost every day. About the same time every day.’ Eigen scratched Trigo’s face again. ‘So soft. Fat.’

I mentioned earlier, at least I believe I mentioned it, the primordial elements, the seeds of everything; however, this is all, again, question begging. Question begging is a rhetorical concept that has lost purchase in the culture. Poorly educated newscasters, sportscasters, and politicians, pardon my triple redundancy, have come to use the phrase ‘to beg the question’ to mean ‘to raise a question.’ To replace the age-old title of the concept with the descriptive ‘to assume a conclusion’ is to at once diminish the value of the rhetorical device and to give in to a general and profound attenuation of cultural intelligence. You will pardon my indulgent aside. It, in fact, comes from nowhere, from nothing. Back to begging the cosmological question. The notion is that the Biggest Bang resulted from quantum fluctuations as the universe came into what we call existence, from a nothing we know nothing about. As beautiful as a mathematical model is, as enchanting as a logical proof might prove to be, these are mere ideas, ether, vapor. My understanding of nothing requires that it first be acknowledged that the acceptance of nothing is more than a philosophical and mathematical adoption of that very useful number zero. The Heisenberg principle is concerned not so much with the location of electrons but with the whereabouts of nothing, those gaps where the electrons are not. And the idea of that empty space as metastable vacuum, Hawking and Kaku always wanted things both ways, which isn’t even question begging but a failure of terminal regress. I do not want things both ways; nothing is not something, is not the absence of something, but is nothing. Zero might serve occasionally as a numerical placeholder, but nothing does not. Though nothing might be, tautologically, not anything, it is also not ‘not anything.’ It is supposed that nothing comes from nothing, which is to say that nothing yields nothing, which yields nothing, which yields not anything but nothing, blah, blah, yak. Infinity might be boring, but it is profoundly inescapable and, surprisingly, rude. I will spare you and myself any lengthy discussion of zero, as in the face of nothing zero is actually nothing, though neither is it anything to sneeze at.

Who could have known that Euclid would be correct only in space, the fact that earthly application is all Euclidean notwithstanding. The flatness of space makes it a difficult place to hide nothing, especially because space is full to its flat brim of the rest of the universe. Is there other life out there? Don’t know. Don’t care. Are there other dimensions? No. We seem always to want to imagine dimensions that we assert are impossible for us to perceive, no doubt the same impulse that stuck us with notions of deities, but perhaps in space there are only two dimensions, and let’s face it, time is hardly a dimension at all, no more of a dimension than love, dismay, or dizziness. And of our three dimensions, the ones we use for tables, stools, and other people, height, width, and depth are, I imagine, all of equal importance or insignificance and all inadequately named. About time and its lack of dimensional status. Logicians, mathematicians, scientists all worry that their proposed theories will yield a contradiction, the coffin nail of rational thought, but should they be more like theologians and corporate and tax lawyers? That one of your axioms is false is met with ‘yes, I meant that.’ It is not enough to show that a statement is false; it must as well be demonstrated that its denial cannot be deduced from the sum of our understanding of the world. Why am I wasting time on this? Time, like nothing, in one way, cannot be seen (being seen is not the same as being observed), and though we have clocks, incredibly precise clocks, time cannot be measured, as one cannot measure any abstraction, convention. Without people there would be no time, just as there was no time before people and will be no time after people. Nothing, on the other hand, is not abstract but the most concrete of the concrete world, and it not only precedes humans and rocks and lava and gases but will continue, if not cause, the collapse of the convention time, the implosion of galaxies, and the evaporation of radio signals projected into deep space by wide-eyed optimists like John Milton Bradley Sill.

Of my understanding and, for lack of a better word, theory of nothing it had been said, as it was said of Hilbert, Das ist nicht Mathematik, das ist Theologie. Axioms, postulates, theorems, and proofs bored me into senselessness. My younger, baby self would have quarreled without end with my present stance, but of course I was smarter when young, for what that’s worth. Trigo lay sleeping on the table in my lab and I looked at my containers, many shapes, sizes, and materials, full of nothing. I could open none of them, as to open one would have been to empty all. I was asked often to do just that, so as to prove my assertion. Such a demonstrative proof, however, would have at once shown me to be correct and also necessarily wrong. To empty a box of nothing would have been to lose nothing and to have nothing left to show for it. So, nothing doing.
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Trigo and I walked home. I made us some chow, human and pup, and we sat in the dining room and watched students stroll and pedal by. I told Trigo again about the newfound money. He was not one to be easily impressed, but he admitted that we had come onto a tidy sum and then he suggested that we might need a car. He told me that our new job with Sill would no doubt require some travel and since he refused to fly, a car seemed reasonable. I could not argue with him, he’s a dog, so I agreed, pointing out that I had never driven an automobile. How could it be, he barked, then added that I would need a driver’s license.

Turns out one needs a car to take the driver’s test. Turns out one needs a driver’s license to rent a car. So, I decided to buy one. There is no law that states that you must have a license to buy a car, though driving it away from the dealership is met with frowns. I therefore sought out a used car from a private seller. Cars for sale in the newspaper were listed alphabetically by brand and I found myself in a driveway in Cranston looking at a 1970 Alfa Romeo GTV. None of that meant anything to me, but it obviously did to the fifty-year-old golf-shirted WASP who was eager to get, as he put it, a fair price, a fair price for a vehicle that he referred to on the phone as his baby.

‘I know it’s a bright color,’ the owner said. ‘It’s chartreuse.’

‘Actually, it’s arctic lime, maybe peridot.’

‘Okay,’ he said.

His name was Kenneth Peterman and he wore kelly-green trousers and the aforementioned too-tight powder-blue golf shirt with an upturned collar. He smiled easily and constantly. ‘Here, sit behind the wheel. Feel that leather. Get out for a second and let me start her up for you.’ He fell in behind the wheel and cranked the engine, letting out a noise himself as the motor turned over. ‘Listen to that.’

‘There’s some—’

‘No, listen to that for a second.’ 

I nodded, listened.

‘That’s like music.’

‘How much?’ I asked.

Peterman looked at me as if offended. 

‘Does she have a name?’ I asked.

This question relaxed him. ‘I call her Audrey. My wife hates her.’ Peterman stared through the windshield. ‘She hates her, but she wants her. Everyone wants Audrey.’

I let my unspoken question hang in the air. 

‘Divorce,’ he said. ‘Avoid it if you can.’

‘I’m not married.’

‘A very good first step.’

I appreciated his rudimentary logic, but still I wanted to know what he expected for the car.

‘Can you believe she would take her just to be spiteful? Shrew.’

‘No, I can’t,’ I said. ‘Just how spiteful would that be? I mean, in dollars.’

‘She won’t even drive it. She won’t even sell it. She’ll give it away as junk, to some lame charity that helps poor children, for a tax deduction. You’ve heard those damn kids singing on the radio. Annoying as hell.’

‘The kids?’

‘No, my fucking wife, almost ex-wife, she’s annoying as hell. Boy, I can’t wait to say that, ex-wife.’

‘How annoying is she?’ I asked. ‘I mean, in dollars.’

He paused to regard me as if for the first time. ‘What do you do for a living?’

‘I’m a professor at Brown.’

Peterman nodded. ‘I tried to get in there, but I didn’t have the right connections. I’m a URI man.’

‘Good school.’

‘Yeah, right. Where did you go?’

‘Pasadena Community College,’ I said.

That made him smile. ‘I’ve heard that’s a good school, too,’ he said, almost smirking. ‘I hear it’s got a beautiful campus.’

‘I don’t know. At least I can’t remember. I was five when I left there to go to Princeton. How many dollars do you want for Audrey?’

‘Thirty thousand.’

‘Cash okay?’

‘What?’

‘Will you accept cash?’

‘Of course.’ Peterman beamed. He was no doubt thinking about his wife.

‘There’s just one thing,’ I said. 

‘What’s that?’ he said, suspiciously.

‘I don’t know how to drive. I’d like you to teach me.’ 

‘Are you kidding me? Did my wife send you here to fuck with me?’

I shook my head no. ‘I will pay you thirty-five thousand if you also teach me how to use the machine. Do we have a deal?’

‘On the level? Machine? Thirty-five thousand dollars. The boys at the club hired you to come over here. Those fuckers.’

‘No, no, on the level,’ I said, using his language. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow with the money.’

‘Right.’

He didn’t believe me.

‘What time would you like me to be here? The bank opens at nine and I can be here at nine thirty. Would you that work for you?’

‘Whatever you say,’ he said. He dropped his head and walked back to his door. ‘Fuckers.’

Peterman didn’t come back outside while I stood there looking awhile longer at the lime-green Audrey.

That evening I studied the workings of the internal combustion engine and various transmission designs and read the Rhode Island rules of the roads and highways. It wasn’t called that, but that’s what it was. The brown, white-lettered Roger Williams Park and Zoo sign stuck in my head and for an hour that was all I could see.

I dreamed of empty sets. I had two null sets in front of me, so to speak. One set contained real apples that were not fruits and the other contained married bachelors. Trigo argued in his usual calm way that the sets were equal, stating the obvious truth that neither had any elements and therefore held the same number of elements. I argued that the sets could not possibly be equal because what one set lacked was not the same as what the other set lacked.

‘Are you saying, my dear dog Trigo, that a married bachelor is equivalent to an apple that is not a fruit?’

‘Yes, that is exactly what I am saying,’ said Trigo. 

‘Let me ask you this, is a bachelor a man or a woman?’ I asked.

‘A man,’ he said.

‘Okay, is an apple a man?’

‘No.’

‘Then how can the apple be a bachelor?’

‘But an unmarried bachelor doesn’t exist,’ Trigo barked. 

‘So?’

‘Neither does your ridiculous nonfruit apple. Nothing is nothing. Nothing equals nothing.’

‘Hold out your paw,’ I instructed. I also held out my empty hand. ‘What is in your paw?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What is in my hand?’

‘Nothing.’

I nodded. ‘So, you would say that my hand and your paw are both full of nothing. Would you agree with that?’

Trigo nodded.

‘Is my hand bigger than your paw?’

‘It is.’

‘Then my hand holds more nothing than your paw. If my hand holds more, then how can what you hold be equal to what I hold?’

Trigo bit me.

As promised, if not believed, I showed up at Peterman’s giant split-level at nine thirty the following morning. He was not waiting in the driveway as he had been previously, so I rang the doorbell. The soon-to-be ex-wife answered.

She looked alarmingly like Peterman himself. She was dressed in tennis whites and her platinum-blond hair was pulled dangerously back, adding further tension to her last, but not final, face-lift. ‘What do you want?’ she asked.

‘Is Mr. Peterman here?’ I asked. 

‘Why?’

‘I’m here to buy his car.’

‘You are, are you?’

‘Perhaps I should come back later.’

She looked furtively back into the house, then back at me, smiling. ‘No, maybe I can help you.’

‘I don’t think so. Your husband told me that you hate the car and that you’re getting divorced and that you’re very spiteful.’

‘He told you that, did he? How did that come up?’

‘He thought you sent me to, as he put it, fuck with him about the car, though I’m unsure what that means. Then he said you were spiteful and encouraged me to avoid divorce and marriage. Not necessarily in that order.’

‘How much is he asking?’

‘He called you a shrew. Though I don’t see the resemblance. I should come back,’ I said. 

‘Don’t be silly, Mister—?’

‘Kitu.’

‘Mr. Kitu, that car is half mine. What did he say he wants for it?’

‘I have thirty-five thousand with me.’

‘You have what?’

I said it again and watched her face become even more masculine. For some reason I recalled the joke about the horse walking into the tavern and the bartender asking, Why the long face? I laughed.

‘What’s funny?’ she asked.

‘He’s also supposed to teach me to drive,’ I said. 

‘What?’

‘I don’t know how to drive a car. I offered him an extra five thousand dollars to teach me.’

Mrs. Peterman started to laugh, nodding as if understanding something. ‘Very funny. This is like a double-agent joke, right? That son of a bitch put you up to this.’

‘Listen, I just need a car. I know how they work, mechanically that is, but I don’t know at all how to operate one. Beyond the principles. Your husband didn’t put me up to this. I’m going to go now.’

‘Let me see the money,’ she said.

I showed her my plastic Star Market grocery sack full of hundred-dollar bills. She appeared to have an orgasm, but I wasn’t certain. ‘I’m serious about buying the car, so if you would ask your husband to call me.’ I handed her my card.

She looked at it. ‘Professor Kitu.’

‘My home number is there. I don’t have a mobile phone.’

Mrs. Peterman looked at me with a tilted head. ‘No cell phone?’

‘That’s right.’

‘I’ve never met anyone who didn’t have a cell phone.’ She looked at my card again. ‘You’re a math professor?’

‘Sort of. I’m in the math department.’

‘You must be very smart.’

‘I don’t know how to operate a motor vehicle, so not that smart.’

‘You want an Alfa Romeo, do you? You fancy classic cars?’ she asked, and looked again back into the house.

‘Not really,’ I told her. ‘It happened to be the first ad I saw in the newspaper. I simply want a functioning automobile. I wouldn’t know an Alfa Romeo from a . . . a . . . a . . .’ I didn’t know another make.

‘You know that thing has a manual transmission. And it’s real funky shifting from first to second. There’s a clunk in the clutch. Did my husband tell you that? I’ll bet he didn’t. He’s a crook.’

I shook my head.

‘Of course he didn’t. He’s dishonest. That’s why I’m divorcing the son of a bitch. So, you don’t care what kind of car it is?’

‘I do not.’

‘That’s my BMW right there.’ She pointed toward a small, dark blue convertible parked beside bright green Audrey. ‘It’s got an automatic transmission. It’s much easier to drive and it’s only ten years old as opposed to that forty-year-old piece of Italian bullshit. It has low miles. I drive it to my office and back. That’s it, to Pawtucket and back. I’m like that little old lady from Pasadena. And like my BIPDIP husband, it’s never even been out of the state, not even to Boston.’

‘BIPDIP?’

‘Born in Providence, died in Providence. We actually honeymooned in Newport. I hate him so much.’ She returned her attention to me. ‘I’ll sell you my car for twenty-five and give you a driving lesson for free.’

‘Okay. I need a car.’

‘How did you get here?’ she asked, as if suddenly thinking of it.

‘Bus.’

‘We have buses?’ She tossed another glance back into the house, listened for movement. ‘You go wait over there by my car. I’ll be right out. In fact, sit in it. You’ll love the seats.’

I did as she instructed. I didn’t know what was required for a car seat to be comfortable, but I wasn’t uncomfortable. I kept my feet away from the pedals. In very short order Mrs. Peterman was outside with me. She held open the driver’s door and stepped away.

‘You need to get out and go to the other side,’ she said. I got out. As I was getting back in on the opposite side, she said, ‘We can’t very well have a lesson here, can we? I know just where to go.’

She started the car. The engine was much less loud than Audrey’s and I wondered if that was a good thing. She zipped out of the driveway and down the suburban lane faster than I knew the rules of the road suggested or allowed. After a couple of turns and a few miles, she rolled us into the uneven puddle-marked parking lot of a defunct shopping center. One store remained open on the end far from us; three or four cars and a pickup were diagonally parked in front of it.

‘Have you ever tried to drive before?’ she asked. 

‘Never.’

‘How is that possible?’ 

I shrugged.

‘No cell phone. You can’t drive. How do you get along?’

‘I manage.’

She stopped and pushed the gear lever forward. ‘That’s park. Never get out of the car unless you have put it in park.’

‘Okay.’

‘Say it.’

‘Park.’

‘No, the whole thing,’ she said. ‘Never get out of the car until it is in park. P.’

‘Never get out of the car until it is in park. P.’

She switched off the engine. ‘All right, let’s trade seats.’ 

We did. I put my hands on the wheel and tried to relax.

‘Buckle up. Put your right foot on the pedal on the left, that’s the brake, and turn the key.’ The motor started. ‘So, what did you think of my husband?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. 

‘Did you hate him?’

‘I guess not.’

‘Too bad. He’s a real prick. Keep your foot on that pedal, that’s the brake, and move the gear shift’—she touched it— ‘down to D for drive.’

‘What’s the R for?’ I asked. 

‘Reverse.’

‘Can’t one drive in reverse?’

‘I suppose.’

‘Then should the D actually be an F for forward?’

She stared at me. ‘You might have a point, but put it down to D. Now, take your foot off the brake and move it to the pedal on the right.’

I did and we took off like a shot. Mrs. Peterman screamed. ‘Stop!’

‘How?’

‘Step on the brake!’

She peeled herself off the dash and glared at me. ‘When you step on the gas, do it gently, softly, slowly. Okay? All right, let’s try it again. Gently. Treat it like you would a woman.’

‘I would never step on a woman.’

‘That’s not what I mean. Touch it like you would touch a woman.’

‘I’ve never touched a woman.’

Mrs. Peterman laughed. ‘You’re joking.’

‘Why would I joke about that?’

‘How old are you?’

‘Thirty-five years, three months, and seventeen days.’

‘No hours and minutes?’

‘Six hours and around twenty minutes.’

‘Very funny. You’re hilarious.’

‘Thank you.’

She looked at me for a few seconds. ‘Okay, let’s try this again. Slowly onto the gas pedal, barely touch it.’ We moved slowly forward. ‘Good. Press it a little more. Look at the numbers in the middle. You’re going fifteen miles per hour. Turn the wheel to the left to go left, right to go right. Simple, right? Try turning.’ I turned the car to the right and headed straight toward a light pole. ‘Watch out for the pole. Watch the pole! The pole! Brake!’

I braked hard but still managed to kiss the pole with the front of the car.

Mrs. Peterman and I got out to look at the damage, a small dent and a long crack. She was irritated. ‘I suppose you’re going to tell me now that you’re not buying the car.’

‘Will that affect the way the car works?’ I asked. 

‘No,’ she said.

‘Then why wouldn’t I buy it? Odds are better than good that I’m going to run into any number of things in the near and not so near future and perhaps at a greater velocity. The fact is, I need a car.’

‘What is your first name, Professor Kitu?’

I was impressed that she had remembered my last name. ‘Wala.’

‘Interesting. I like you, Wala. I don’t think I’ve met anyone like you. You’re direct and honest, almost pathologically so. I’m Priscilla.’

‘Priscilla,’ I repeated her name.

She softened her tone and asked if I wanted to try again. And so we did.

She taught me to turn left and right, to back up, how to park, and, most importantly, how to stop the vehicle without slamming my forehead and hers into the steering wheel and dash. She drove us back to her house where she signed over the title and gave me an unexpected, though easily explained, kiss on the mouth. Mr. Peterman watched us from a bay window, his hands appearing to rip the hair from his temples.

As I drove home, I found myself at a stoplight beside a Providence police car. The two officers in it nodded without smiling and peeled away haughtily when the signal turned green. It was then I realized that I didn’t need a driver’s license. I was loaded with money because of John Sill and I was certain that any fine I might incur would be far less valuable than the time it would take me to go to the DMV, a place that I had only heard endless complaints about, and where I would certainly pass the written portion of the exam and with equal certainty fail the driving portion. I recalled Mrs. Peterman’s kiss. It was not at all I had on those few occasions imagined a woman’s kiss to feel. She was rather like kissing a colander, I thought.
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