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. . . this epidemick desire of wandering . . .

      SAMUEL JOHNSON
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TARRANT COUNTY HISTORIC SITE


The twelve “Shotgun” style houses facing one another on Worth Row are the last of sixty built in 1887 for employees of the Worth Prosthetic Mill. The factory supplied Sears & Roebuck, Montgomery Ward and many other mail order concerns of the period. Sales declined early in this century as Civil War amputees reached old age and passed on. Hopes for a resurgence of business at the onset of World War One were dashed when the Mill and many of the employee houses burned in the aftermath of a tornado in 1917. In the intervening years the neighborhood has become known for its fine antique shops. The houses, each exactly alike, are unusual in that they are constructed entirely of cypress, the same material used by the Mill for its prosthetic limbs.


Marker placed by the Daughters of The Texas Republic May 15, 1955







FRIDAY, OCTOBER 3

8:17 Verda in her tight pants out to get her paper. She has a habit of pulling her dress out of her rear crack when she gets up out of a chair and I noticed she did the same with the pants after she’d bent over to pick up her paper. I was on my front porch watering my pot plants.


The bar was cool that day and he was thirsty and that was all he was thinking about, that and whether or not he’d remembered to tighten down the clamp on the condensation drain of unit number four. If it leaked they’d call. No, that wasn’t right. He’d go back first thing in the morning and check on it. He’d spent the day installing six commercial air-conditioning units at a new business on Hulen Street. His elbows rested on the bar and his two front teeth sat on his lower lip like a washer and dryer, the washer having wobbled away on spin cycle leaving a gap between his teeth large enough to see a pink wad of lint which was his tongue. After each gulp of beer, he poked the lint back with the wing bone of a chicken. He’d sucked on a chicken bone for as long as he could remember, so long that some people called him Bone rather than Marshall. He didn’t mind. He’d tried and failed to give up the bone, but the bone was stronger than he was. It wasn’t such a bad habit. Chicken wings were cheap. His teeth were as white as a dog’s. But he knew that the bone frightened women. They stared and then winced and acted as if the bone were in their own mouths. So he avoided people, installed air-conditioning units, heat pumps, ran the ductwork, and took all the solace and flavor he could from his bone. There had been this way of life since he’d graduated from high school seventeen years earlier. He’d scored eighteen points in his final game at Northside High. He was a six-foot-eight, 160-pound second-string center, and when the other boy broke his ankle at the beginning of the second half, Marshall bit through his own bone and went in. He could recall each of the nine baskets but never brought this up in conversation. Lots of people thought he was called Bone for his slender build, then they’d see the bone. The bone he sucked on that evening was relatively fresh. He could still taste the marrow leaching through the epiphysis.

The first thing he noticed that had anything to do with Aura was her drink. Down at the far end of the bar was a short, squat glass containing an aquamarine liquid protected by a little umbrella. It looked as if someone had slit open a blue freezer pack and drained it into a glass. Behind the drink, in shadow, something caught the light. It flashed again and once more. Something like a nickel spinning in midair. For a moment he forgot the bone and it tumbled between his two front teeth, slipped off his lower lip and bounced on the bar. He put it back in his mouth as carefully as he might reinsert a false eye. A hand came out of the shadows and took the cool drink, withdrew. It gave him a chill. The hand was all palm; its fingers hardly protruded from the thick, pumpkin-rind flesh. Marshall put his own hands beneath the bar and clasped them. That flash again. He almost recognized it. He rolled his bone across his teeth and touched the brim of his cap. He had the oddest sensation. He felt as if someone’s ankle was on the verge of snapping. He picked up his beer and moved around the bar in three strides, his long legs always carrying him to places and events sooner than his eyes could interpret them.

“Have a seat with us,” she said, and she reached out to pat the stool next to her but her arm was too short. In the half-light of the bar she resembled a malted milk ball, round and dark. Her skin was unusually tan for a fat woman. Her cleavage merged with the cleft in her chin. She wore a light cotton T-shirt dress with the distorted face of Felix the Cat suckling her breasts.

“Please sit down, Mr. Lennox,” she said.

“Oh no, my name’s Marshall. I install Lennox air conditioners.” He sat down and his knees hammered the bar.

“Someday, perhaps,” Aura said, “I’ll be able to call you Marshall without feeling like I’m Festus Haggen on Gunsmoke.”

He was unsure for a moment but then realized she was comparing him to Matt Dillon, a character he respected.

“Hello,” Marshall said.

She rolled a mint across her tongue. That same flash.

“Right now,” Aura said, “we’re at a loss for words.” The mint clacked against her teeth and this was when Marshall saw that the mint was no mint but a sliced white ring of ham bone. The translucent puck of marrow it once contained was still a glistening slick on her porcelain teeth.

“It’s very hot, don’t you think?” she asked.

“I could keep you cool,” Marshall said, “I install air conditioners,” and he moved the shaft of chicken bone between his molars where he could lock it down.

“We hope you don’t find anything more than you need here,” Aura whispered.

He sniffed her bony breath.

“We should include ourselves,” she said.

Marshall took her fingertips in his, afraid that she might melt in his hands. He felt an immense heat radiating from her body. But he knew that only a face as sharp as his own could reach her recessed lips. He bent lower, falling into the shadow of her tan, and touched her mouth, first with his chicken bone, then with his teeth and finally with his lips. She gave in to him with the same rubber refusal and release of a refrigerator door. It seemed the whole world was swallowed. The circle of pork slid over the shaft of bone, and Marshall, for the first time in his life, felt included, contained.


8:29 I forgot to mention yesterday that Mose washed his car yesterday but intentionally left his license plate dirty.


8:34 Aura and Marshall’s car parked so I cannot see them load and unload it, unless I am in my backyard.


8:42 White Plymouth—license 458-HCJ—still in front of Nadine’s. Two days now. Bumper sticker on car—Reagan/Bush ’84 and Lucky Me, I Twirl a Baton.


8:44 Tradio and his man friend sitting on their porch like a couple of VULCHERS, waiting to see what else they can get from Effie.


Mose switched off the vacuum cleaner, bent down and gave the roller a good rap with the pair of pliers he always kept in his back pocket. A small screw he’d lost a week earlier from an antique radio dropped out. He must have kicked it from the shop into the bedroom. Mose sold and repaired antique radios, fans, telephones, clocks, almost anything electrical, but his true passion was his search for the idea or invention that would make him rich. He picked up the screw, finished vacuuming in that corner, then backed up to appreciate a clean carpet. The many tracks of the vacuum were plainly visible. How about designing a rug with the pattern of the vacuum cleaner tracks molded into the pile? Your carpet would always look freshly vacuumed. He’d approach his next-door neighbor, Nadine, with this idea.


8:47 Mr. Haygood walking to the store. He was laughing as he passed my house and couldn’t help but look my way even though he tried not to.


“What a fine idea, Mose. But your carpet would still be dirty, wouldn’t it, even if it looked clean?”

“Well, yes, I suppose, but that’s sort of the idea, the beauty of it, Nadine, honey.”

“But, Mose, it’s not honorable, it’s not chivalrous, an invention that’s, after all, a deceit.”

Mose put his hands in his pockets. There was a washer, a wire tie and a penny there. “I didn’t think about it that way, Nadine.”

“I’m so sorry, Mose. You’ll come up with something, sweetie. Now, Mose, have you ever considered the pure fact that if the first vowel in your name were simply another, your name would be Muse, rather than Mose? Why didn’t your mother think of that? She had nine months to think of that, and I’ve only been thinking about it for a little while and came up with it.”

“I don’t know, Nadine.”

“I love vowels. I wish there were more of them. Isn’t it sad that W and Y are only sometimes vowels? And people just pass over vowels when they speak, without giving them their due consideration, without any remorse at all. I think there should be a polite law stating that all vowels should be at least three syllables long, don’t you?”

“You speak so beautifully, Nadine,” Mose said.

“My momma taught me, Mose.”

“She was a good woman.”

“I can’t bear to think of her now, Mose. It just breaks my heart to think how beautiful she was, like a butterfly that’s died on the grille of an automobile.”

“Don’t think about her, Nadine.”

“Can I call you ‘Muse,’ Mose? Will you give me the pleasure of doing so?”

“But, Nadine, I’ve been living with ‘Mose’ for seventy-eight years now and I wouldn’t know to come if you called me anything else.”

“All right. Mose it will remain. And a fine respectable name it is too.”

“Nadine?”

“Yes, Mose?”

“What about edible rubber bands to hold thick sandwiches together? Have you ever accidentally bitten into one of those frilly toothpicks?”

“I want you to do something for me, Mose, honey. I want you to carry this petition to everyone on the avenue for me.”

“Which avenue?”

“Our avenue.”

“Worth Row?”

“It’s a way of speaking, Mose. I want everyone on the Row to mow their lawns Friday evenings so they’ll look their best Saturday when most of our customers arrive.”

“OK, Nadine. Do I take the petition to the houses that aren’t antique shops?”

“Them too.”

“What about Mrs. Martin’s house?”

“Of course you can skip her house, Mose. The bank owns it now and I’ve already written them to ask why they don’t think it’s in their best interest to maintain their property.”

“Mr. Haygood won’t give me a good reception.”

“Mr. Haygood is a businessman, Mose. He’ll see the advantage we’ll gain. We’re all in this together. We’ve got to be proud of the Row ourselves before our customers will come back home.”

“Mr. Haygood says he might take a booth at that new antique mall.”

“That’s just traitorous. How can he even consider it, Mose? A complete lack of atmosphere, of neighborhood, of history. How can a customer build trust with a dealer who throws his merchandise in a booth in a warehouse and lets some anonymous clerk sell it?”

“I do like to watch over my things,” Mose said.

“Exactly. Now, you go on. I want signatures in ink, not promises. Pick up everyone’s contribution toward this month’s Star-Telegram ad too. One hundred and twelve-fifty each, no excuses.”

“OK, Nadine.”


8:51 Mose coming back from Nadine’s with a clipboard in his hands. Something to do with me, I’ll warrant. I don’t know yet who told a lie on me. More infernal hammering down at that carpenter’s shop. I think he builds coffins.


Mose knocked three times but Verda didn’t answer her door because she was dying on the cypress floor of her shop, dying among a hundred broken figurines: shattered Hummels, shards of Heubachs, limbless piano babies, dancers without feet, dogs without tails, a New Martinsville squirrel who now chewed on the nose of a bisque colonial soldier rather than a crystal acorn. In her fall, Verda swept a shelf clean of chalk salt and pepper shakers, tipped over a small showcase of Occupied Japan, swooned into the cabinet of figurines and finally dropped into the graveyard of her showroom herself, clutching her chest and a single Stangl bird she’d caught in midair with her free hand. She groaned a bit when she realized the jagged edges of a dozen knickknacks had punctured her body, then she tried to remember Jesus’ name, then she passed out. Across the room a porcelain nodder in the form of a French gleaner bowed, “oui,” every time Mose knocked.


9:02 Mazelle’s husband mowing their front yard. As I turned around my Open sign on the porch, Tradio and his man friend acted as if I wasn’t even alive. I am alive.


9:08 Weather—fair and mild.


9:10 Mr. Postlethwaite watering his flowers.


9:11 Mose, still with his big important clipboard, is now talking to Mazelle’s husband in his front yard. I distinctly saw them look toward my house as they talked. I am sure I heard Mazelle’s breath when I picked up my phone yesterday after one ring and nobody spoke back. I said then, my line is tapped and you will be caught so stay right there, and someone said OK. Mazelle probably.


9:16 Car came up street, real fast, turned around at the dead end and left without stopping at anyone’s shop.


9:18 That Big Indian has his wash on the line. Sure doesn’t try to keep his underwear a secret. Stains and all.


9:22 I was standing at my window. I was not looking at him but could not keep from seeing him (Tradio’s man friend) when he jumped up on his car hood and waved his arms and looked at me. I wished I had my camera ready.


9:25 Mrs. Haygood keeps busy peeping out to see every move I make.


9:26 Aura seems to have a customer. It’s sure no one I know. She probably won’t send her down to my shop, knowing I have better things.


Mazelle ran the shop, and Mazelle’s husband, retired now, took care of the yard and garden. He signed Nadine’s petition because he mowed almost every day anyway. The Saint Augustine had to be contained. It was almost his only occupation now, after forty years of driving a truck for three different meatpacking firms. He’d carried eight million pounds of steaks, chops, hamburger and chili to the restaurants of Fort Worth during his career. He knew which restaurants bought certified Angus and which gristle and sinew. Not once had he stolen as much as a single hamburger patty, even though there were times when he borrowed a few pounds, when his kids were hungry. Four children, the youngest now getting her master’s degree at the University of Texas. Her mother had made her into a librarian. Books, books. All those years carrying beef and now there’d been another ten years carrying boxes of books. His wife sold books, and he moved them from the car to the house, from one room to another. He never worked the cash register and rarely answered any customer’s question. He’d been allotted the heavy things in life. Four children. Good kids but burdensome. Never a real vacation, never a good car, never steak. He and Mazelle lived in their kitchen, the back room in their three-room home. Where most of their neighbors had a kitchen table and hutch, they had a three-quarter bed and a nightstand. Books lived in the two front rooms.

He finished and pushed the mower back to the shed behind the house. There were more books here, but a corner was his, filled with gardening tools, a box of gimme caps from restaurants and his collection. It was hard for him to understand Mazelle’s obsession with books, or the passionate collecting of china monkeys, old clocks and swizzle sticks that his street relied upon to survive. He felt some pride in his collection of four children, all different, all unique. They visited often and kept the phone ringing. But here in his corner of the shed was another collection. Mazelle’s husband had saved every object that had given him a flat tire since he began driving: every nail, tack, mesquite thorn, rabbit bone, every screw and rivet. He had mounted them on a board, embedding each specimen in a drop of rubber cement: a collection of happenstance, the infrequent moments when a round object was impaled by a sharp one and everything came to a halt. It was a collection he could never add to at his own whim. Each piece arrived at sixty miles an hour with the urgency and thrill of possible accident or death. He once ran over a belt buckle that impaled his front tire, forcing him to run off the highway. His truck rolled and twelve pig carcasses broke free through the rear door. If his flat tires were ordained by God, Mazelle’s husband thought, He had very little to do, but you never could tell what made some people happy. It gave him a cold shiver, like the rise and peak of music, when a mechanic pulled the shiny ground-off intruder from the clutching hot rubber of the tire with his needle-nose pliers. Eighty-five flat tires in fifty years of driving: he could remember where and when he picked up each one of them, just as if they were his children.

His mood changed abruptly when he saw Mrs. Haygood (her first name was Dorothy, but Mr. Haygood insisted Mazelle’s husband call her Mrs. Haygood) in the garden. The houses of Worth Row were built on small lots. Only twelve feet separated them. In order to make room for a productive garden, Mrs. Haygood and Mazelle’s husband had taken down the fence between their houses. They’d been neighbors for thirty-four years now and had produced thirty-three successful gardens. Mazelle and Mr. Haygood had participated initially, but for the past thirty seasons Mazelle’s husband and Mrs. Haygood alone worked the vegetables and the decorative border of flowers. By careful planning and hard work they were able to provide food for not only their families but most of the neighbors. The soil was remarkably fertile, and they’d added much loam and fertilizer to sustain the productivity. The garden was, in fact, their greatest joy.

Mazelle’s husband picked up a cucumber, cradled it in his hands like an infant. “Look here, Mrs. Haygood,” he said.

She stepped across a row of beans, their second planting of the year, and parted two okra plants to squat by his side. “Why, it was no bigger than a mouse two days ago.” She put her hand on the dark green nubbly skin, felt its warmth and suppleness. She let her wrist rest on his. He looked down in the dirt at Mrs. Haygood’s bare feet. Soil oozed between her brown paper bag toes. But then, something. He took one hand off the cucumber and reached under her cotton dress. Mrs. Haygood closed her eyes. Mazelle’s husband bent lower, squinted. A marble? Between Mrs. Haygood’s feet. No, it was an eye, looking up her skirt.

“Move back, Mrs. Haygood.”

“What?”

“There’s something in the dirt.”

Mazelle’s husband brushed back a clod, then dug his finger into the soil and flipped out the glass eye.

“Look at that,” he said.

“It’s horrible,” Mrs. Haygood whispered.

“The corner is cracked. A blue eye. Do you suppose someone lost it? It’s concave on the backside. I always thought they’d be round. Gosh, Mrs. Haygood, if we could only see the things this eye has seen.”

“It hasn’t seen anything,” Mrs. Haygood said flatly.

“I’m going to clean it up and show it to Mazelle.”

“I’ll finish watering.”

Mazelle’s husband carried the glass eye into the kitchen and rinsed it off. Then he held it in his open palm and walked into the bookstore. “Look what I found in the garden.”

Mazelle looked down into his palm, at the blue eye there, the discolored white with its bloodshot crackling. She lost her balance but caught herself on a bookcase. “Why are you showing it to me?”

“I don’t know. I just found it,” Mazelle’s husband explained.

“Well, get it away. I don’t know why you’d want to show a thing like that to me.” And she rolled away, pushed herself along the shelving on a wheeled ladder.

Mazelle’s husband looked into the eye himself and in the darkened pupil saw his own reflection. Then he twisted the eye in his fingertips to make the reflection spin, but it remained steadfastly detached. So he wagged his head and found the result he was looking for.


9:35 Mrs. Haygood and Mazelle’s husband at it again in their garden. Shameless. I know so well their lifestyle that I can trace every move they make.


9:40 From my back window I can see that one of Marshall and Aura’s fence panels they put up to hide their movements from me has blown down.


9:42 I took a picture of Tradio and his man friend on their front porch.


9:44 Aura’s customer left. She had on blue jeans and a tacky shirt. Looked like someone I sure would not care to even know.


9:49 Verda hasn’t been out all morning since she got her newspaper. Guess her pants are too tight.


9:51 That Big Indian is sweeping off his porch and sidewalk. Finally, it being almost 10 AM, he has turned around his Open sign.


9:59 Mose, with his big important clipboard, was going to skip my house, but I made him come up onto my property. What is Nadine up to now, I politely asked. Nothing, he said. (It’s always nothing.) She just wants everybody to mow their front yard on Friday so the street looks good Saturday morning. I made him let me look at the clipboard and of all things he was for once telling the truth. I said, Is there some reason you don’t want me to be included? I asked him this straight out. Oh, no, Effie, he says, like saying my name will make me fall in love with him. I was coming up to your house, he says. I just didn’t want to step on your grass. I was waiting to turn till I got to your walk. I took the pen from his hand and signed before he had a chance to squeak another lie. Just because I have the best piece of property on the row, and just because I sell better quality things is no reason for Nadine to try to keep secrets from me, I said, and then I said, And you can tell her I said so. He started to whimper and said, She’s not trying to keep you out of things, Effie. I’m supposed to collect your part of this month’s Star-Telegram bill too. I wasn’t trying to skip over your place. I said, You skipped over Mrs. Martin’s place. I saw you, I said. He couldn’t deny this and responded, But no one lives there, Effie. I told him then that I think the bank ought to pay a share of the ad cost. But they don’t run an antique shop, he whined. He makes me sick. It’s our businesses that keep up the value on their property, I explained to him, like you’d have to to an idiot. Mose trembled because I stamped my foot. Big coward. Then he said, Can I have your part of the ad money now, Effie? I thought he was going to cry. I’ll pay when the bank pays its share, I told him once and for all. If Nadine doesn’t get your payment she’ll take your shop off the ad next month, he said. I write it down here so if I’m found dead the police will know why. As soon as Mose left, I called the police and told them to please be sure and watch my house tonight. This was certainly no “hallucination” on my part. I write it down here just as it happened.


10:14 The Postlethwaites off in their car to the mall wearing their jogging suits. I don’t know how she keeps her sneakers so white and would not ask her for all the Wedgwood in China. They hardly ever open their shop anymore. I’ve stopped sending my good customers their way.


The Postlethwaites, Louise and Arlen, own and operate The Empire State Building Art Deco Antiques, but lately they’ve found themselves spending more time at Ridgmar and Hulen Malls than they do at their store. They’ve become addicted to the developing machines in the windows of the one-hour photo processing shops. Hour after hour they sit and watch other families’ snapshots roll out of the machines: birthdays, weddings, vacations, office parties, pictures of cars, cats, homes, babies. Even though they’re both in their early seventies, the variety of these other lives, the vastness of the world, holds them transfixed. They can’t help but point and smile. They watch a dozen rolls peel out of the machine, have lunch in the mall food court, then they’re back for another couple of dozen rolls. They never know where they’ll travel, who they’ll see, what family they’ll become part of, however momentarily. The only drawback is the photographs spin out of the developing machines upside down. Some things have to be reinterpreted: a frown is really a smile, grass isn’t often the color of the sky.


10:16 Tradio and his man friend have gone back inside. I still think the bullet hole in my front window came from his front porch. The police said the tragic story wasn’t right coming from that angle. All I know is it would be right between my eyes if it had come on through the window curtains. The police said I was lucky it was only a bb bullet.


10:19 Just now Tradio, or his man friend, peeked out their blinds at my house. It made a perfect eye shape in the blinds when they peeked. Big secret agents. I should ask for the underwear I gave him that Christmas back.


10:21 Mr. Haygood went to the store and got lots of something. Nadine sure took it all in. I happened to just look out in time to see them. Nadine keeps Mr. Haygood advised on everything I do and adds some to it.


10:24 The empty house next door is an open invitation to vagrants. One is lying on the front yard right now, big as life.


He was hoping the mail would come before he had to leave for work. It gave him the sweetest pleasure of his life to walk out to his streetside box, in Effie’s full view, open his mail as he slowly walked back up his sidewalk, then let out a whoop at a letter’s contents, clutch his face, twirl once or twice and then bolt back indoors screaming. It didn’t matter if the letter was a dun, junk mail or the winning lottery notification. It was the thought of Effie’s wide eyes behind the blinds, her mind performing somersaults of explanation, her constricting throat, her inability to grasp. But the mail hadn’t come in time. He’d have to wait till later that evening to perform.

He told Arthur to get in the truck and then he gathered up the postcards he’d received from the Cleburne area the past week. He put on his KALL TRADIO cap, snugged it down the way a fighter pilot would and jumped in the truck. Arthur wasn’t there. He looked in his rearview mirror at Effie’s house. She was on her front porch, watering her flowers for the fifth time that morning. He leaned on the horn. Why was it that a fifty-year-old man couldn’t just get in a truck when you told him to? He leaned on the horn again.

“All right, all right,” Arthur yelled. He’d changed his shirt and put on his cowboy hat. “You embarrass the pee right out of me.”

“What took you so long?”

“I just cleaned up a bit, Tradio. You know, people don’t like people showing up at their places looking like slobs,” Arthur said.

“Well, you look real nice.”

“Thank you.”

“You look like a French whore.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“No, Arthur, no. You look real good.”

“At least I try, Tradio. Now, don’t look at her when we back out of the driveway.”

“What?”

“Just don’t look at her. You know it makes you mad.”

“You were the one jumping up and down on your car and waving your arms at her.”

“Well, I thought it might shame her, always peeping at us.”

“She doesn’t understand the word, Arthur. I can’t help it. I’ve got to look.”

“Don’t!”

“Goddamn it, there she is. On the side of the house, pretending to rearrange her rosebush.”

“I told you not to look. It just gives her the satisfaction. You play right into her hands.”

“We’re moving. I can’t stand it anymore.”

“You’ve been saying that for two years.”

“It’s like her eyes bore right through a person.”

“I feel sorry for her,” Arthur said. “You know Michael never visits her. How would you feel?”

“Let’s not talk about her anymore.”

“All right, all right. Did you notice I arranged your postcards in the order that we’ll come to them?”

“That’s good, Arthur.”

“Tradio, I always call you by your nickname. I know you like it. Why don’t you ever call me Pie Bird?”

“Arthur, you’re a fifty-year-old man.”

“I know that.”

“Don’t pout, Pie Bird.”

“It takes so little to make me happy.”

“I know.”


10:25 Tradio and his man friend left for work. As they were leaving they both looked directly at my house. While I was rearranging my roses That Big Indian snuck up on me and forced himself to say hello, being extra courteous and overly polite. I know he wants something that I won’t offer. He started to tell me how beautiful Oklahoma is again, so to stop him I told him flat out that I’ve never been there and I’m not going back. After that I was standing out in my front yard, minding my own business.


Mr. Haygood bought, sold and traded toys, despite the sign in his shop window: UNRULY CHILDREN WILL BE EATEN. He specialized in cast iron, pressed steel and tin wind-up transportation toys from the first half of the century, the golden age. His shelves were lined with Bing, Marklin, Ives, Arcade and Marx rarities, many in their original boxes, toys that were rarely, if ever, played with.

Mrs. Haygood leaned against the doorpost of the front room of their home, the showroom, and sighed.

“You know what’s wrong with you, Mrs. Haygood? You’ve got opticum rectitus, a growth connecting the optic nerve to the rectum, producing a continual shitty outlook,” Mr. Haygood said. He was oiling a gear on a blue tin tank.

“I just wanted to tell you, Mose came by with a petition and I signed it.”

“Why did you do that?” He slammed the tiny oil can down on the glass counter.

“You don’t even know what it was about yet,” she said.

“I don’t need to know.”

“Nadine just wants everybody to mow their lawns on Fridays so the street will look good for the weekend traffic. She’s just trying to get us all to pull together.”

“Well, she can just include us out. She’s always trying to control the whole block. I live on my land. I’ll mow when I please. Don’t you ever sign anything like that again.”

“You don’t mow. I mow. It’s nothing to you.”

“This is my house and my business and it pertains to me. Now move out of my way. I’ve got to squirt my loser.”

Mrs. Haygood stepped aside, her arms folded over her breasts, and let Mr. Haygood pass. Before he reached the bathroom door, he turned back to her, his dark penis already in his hand, and yelled, “What won’t you do, woman?” Then he turned and slammed the door.

Mrs. Haygood walked slowly across the shop and wiped up the two drops of oil that had fallen on the counter. This was a trespass, because she wasn’t allowed in the shop when Mr. Haygood wasn’t there. But she already knew Mr. Haygood’s secret. She’d discovered it years and years ago: the trapdoor beneath his stool, the steep staircase to the tunnel below, the small dark chamber beneath her garden.


10:39 I was sitting on my front porch when two customers, kids, walked up. The girl sure had a big black bag, so I followed them into my shop to keep a close eye on them, as they were most suspicious. I knew they were not the buying type, so I did not say, Welcome to Effie’s Little Corner of Europe, like I do to customers who are dressed well. They looked at everything in the shop, with a special eye on my showcase items. When the little girl placed a comb box on the counter, I said, Someone’s switched this price tag. She sure looked shocked that I would know my merchandise so well. I didn’t switch it, she said. It was right here on the counter. You saw me pick it up. I said, I’m not saying you did it, sweetie, but the price should be five dollars higher on this item. It’s tortoise shell. Then the boy (he had a hole in the knee of his jeans, hair over his ears, probably from Texas Christian University, but not dressed as nice as most of those kids) picked up the comb box, looked at the tag and said, It’s OK, honey, I’ll pay the extra five dollars. Then the little girl said, No you won’t and then they stalked right out of the shop without so much as a Thanks for letting us look around. It’s disgusting how many people think an antique shop is a museum for their pleasure. How many times have I heard, Oh my mother had one of those, or If I’d known it was worth that much I wouldn’t have thrown it away. I’ve got those kids’ descriptions if they come back. Verda hasn’t even turned around her Open sign today. That comb box is easily worth five dollars more than I had on it.


The life of Howard Dog-in-His-Path left a long, sinuous yellow trail, like that of a water hose left lying in the grass too long. He stood on his own shadow as if it were a raw chicken neck. His nervous energy seemed out of place on a big man. People shied from him. He scratched his forehead and everyone around him ducked. Dogs cowered when he changed direction. When he was a boy, even his family was afraid to get too close because he might take his billfold from his pocket suddenly or decide to comb his hair. Every morning the nervousness would flare up in him again, minnows darting through his veins. The only way to control the flow of energy was to use it up, moving quickly, lifting heavy things, eating. For the most part he tore down entire houses, wielding a wrecking bar like a scalpel. He’d tear every board singly free from the condemned house, remove the nails and sell the stacks of lumber to restaurant jobbers, decorators and craftspeople. The salable architecturals, the oak commodes, the stained glass windows, newel posts and brass doorknobs, he brought back to Worth Row and sold as antiques. His front yard was full of claw-foot bathtubs and pedestal sinks, sections of cast-iron fencing, an occasional chimney pot. When customers came they made their choices quickly, paid and left. Howard would load the heavy tubs into the backs of their trucks single-handedly, as their back tires were peeling away.

He could move toward a woman only at night, when he was completely exhausted. But then they wanted to dance. “I’ve carried too many bathtubs today,” he told them. Words, feelings, hurts, and there wasn’t enough beer in Texas to make a man his size drunk. So he’d go home and sleep, and the energy would rise in him during the night, the fluttering of hands, the feet that started and skittered as if the earth were hot, the eyes like wasps trapped in bottles.

But this morning, when he woke, Howard Dog-in-His-Path was merely anxious, only nostalgic, just old. He felt smaller than he had the day before. The trail he’d left behind had been too narrow, too treacherous, for anyone else to follow. And the load of his wet clothes from the washer seemed unfairly heavy.


10:55 Mrs. Haygood was sitting on her front porch but went inside when I walked out on my front porch, as if there wasn’t enough room in all the outdoors for both of us. That’s what guilt does to a person—makes them afraid of other people.


10:57 Strong marijuana odor from That Big Indian’s. I think one of his bathtubs is creeping over my property line.


10:59 The liar and gossip Verda must be gone but I didn’t see her daughter pick her up. Her other daughter sure does not ever come, not in three or four weeks.


11:02 Mose and Nadine sitting on her porch together real close as if they are reading something of utmost importance, believe you me. It’s shameful how he goggles at her as he is almost eighty and she is somewhere below sixty. (I do not keep track of other people’s birthdays like some.)


11:06 Mr. Haygood came out and got his newspaper in front yard and stood and gazed in all directions as if he were lost, but not in my direction where I was watering my pot plants. I yelled over at him, You’re at home you Big Idiot, and so then he looked at me and frowned.


11:10 My phone rang once and there was no one on the line. I am quite sure someone is trying to catch me away from my shop so they can rob me.


File Copy

Internal Memo

10-3-86

Bank of Fort Worth

To: Jack Besso, Senior Vice-President

From: Steven Giles

Subject: 8 Worth Row

Jack, we’ve been trying to sell this property for more than two years now with absolutely no prospects. The old house is just a rat’s nest. The back door has been kicked in. The last time I was there two stray dogs were living under the porch. Can we look into demolishing the place to reduce our taxes and liability insurance? Or simply donate the whole mess to Habitat for Humanity or something else we can write off? The neighborhood is on the verge of collapse and I’m afraid a gas line is going to give way, or some kids will get in there and get hurt, or somebody will be bitten by one of the dogs, etc., etc. This is one we should take the loss on.


Response: Steve, lets run over and take a look this afternoon. My folks furnished their house shopping on that street when I was a kid.

Jack


11:15 The mail has come and I thanked the new postman to shut the door completely on my box as he has the habit of not closing it the whole way. The cabinet maker got a letter he seemed quite concerned about. When he went out to his mailbox, Nadine went out to hers and waved at him. It looks as though she didn’t have on any hose. I walked across the street to make sure the postman had closed Verda’s and Tradio’s mail boxes. She had a water bill and a handwritten letter from Weatherford. Probably from her friend who almost bought my opal bracelet. Tradio had five or six postcards—people wanting to sell things on his show. One of the items was a set of Dresden china. I took this card as I know Tradio and his man friend don’t deal in better things.


The stray dog that lived under the porch of number eight had no knowledge of being stray. He loved to pee. He loved saving a little for the next spot. He knew there was a tire in the backyard that held water for weeks after a rain. He had special knowledge that the Earth would float away like a balloon if he did not hold it down by walking or lying on it. And so he tried to avoid jumping whenever possible, because previous experiments resulted in the ground slamming up into his body from below. He had no name, referred to himself as Himself, the thing not separate from each thought, but he was troubled whenever he heard the word “GO,” as if it were part of him, perhaps his foot. Was there a greater joy than digging, a muzzle frosted with fresh dirt? On a full stomach, no. Every morning, Himself ate an appetizer from the tiny bowls of Dideebiteya and Yeseedid across the street. Their water was lapped up in a few slurps. The sawdust house always provided. There was garbage at the end of each driveway every Monday and Thursday. Most of the year there were insects. He’d been alive for two years now but it seemed like always. He had lived under the porch for most of this time. There were more once. Others. For the first year of his life the hole in the lattice got smaller every day, but lately it’s stayed the same size. Himself weighed what he weighed, heard what he heard, ate what he ate, peed when he peed, shat when he couldn’t see a human, and was hungry now, now, now, now, pain was pain, sleep under the porch was not fear. The people on Himself’s street moved more slowly than humans on other streets. The old woman next door threw rocks at his house when she knew he was there. Now was the time to go to the sawdust house for something to eat, but hurry, because soon it would be water everywhere except under the porch. Himself not feeling pride because he knew it would rain hours before the humans would realize this. Himself just knew.


11:25 That Big Indian is just wandering around in his yard. Rare and strange that he would do so on a Friday. I think he is on drugs.


Dogs came out of Carl’s cabinet shop coated with sawdust. That was why Nadine wouldn’t go in. But Carl was stubborn. He wouldn’t tell; he’d only show. She asked him once if he was really satisfied with a life of so much dust, so many empty cabinets with sharp corners. This was a year and a half ago. He sat on her front porch and told her that sawdust, other than freshly ripped oak, was sweet smelling. But he didn’t dare reveal to her the curved milling he was already devoted to. His project was only in its beginning stages at that time anyway. She loved her street and the old houses so. But Carl anticipated the end and so he’d begun to take action. Even before he began he understood he was building for Nadine.

When he bought the old house on Worth Row it was because he could live in the back room and have ample space to build cabinets in the two front rooms. Nadine was angry with him at first because he wasn’t an antique dealer, but she’d forgiven him when he built her a custom showcase and added a line to the bottom of his sign saying he’d refinish and repair old furniture. He never did so, always quoting a ridiculous fee, but the sign kept Nadine agreeable. And he was fond of an agreeable Nadine. Every day he looked out his front window to see what she was wearing, always something old, something with layers of sheer fabric, something flowing. He longed for her the way he longed for the grain of lumber, to join and merge with it.

A week after moving in, when he was pulling up the linoleum in the front room so he could bolt his shaper to the floor, he discovered the cypress. The more linoleum he pulled up the more cypress he found, clear of knots and checks, dry and sound, practically impervious to rot. He crawled up into the attic and saw that the roof had been sheathed with boards averaging fourteen inches wide and an incredible twenty-six feet long, lumber from first-growth timber. It was then that he saw the opportunity of his life. He’d paid almost nothing for the old house. He began to dismantle it from the inside out. First the walls, then the floor and ceilings, leaving a skeletal framework of poles to support the exterior walls and roof. Over a weekend, when Nadine was ill, he reroofed the entire house, taking up the long cypress and replacing it with thin plywood and cheap asphalt shingles. With the flooring gone there was no need for joists and piers, so those came out too. The house was now an empty shell with a dirt floor, save two small corners where he left flooring for his toilet, tub, stove, refrigerator and sink. As the months progressed and he required more cypress, he removed the clapboards from the house, took up the cypress sheathing, and then simply stapled the thin clapboards back to the bare studs.

Through this entire process Carl kept his blinds closed. He slept on a couch that was pushed up against the wall between his radial arm saw and drill press. The hangar that was once his house gave him more than enough room, thirty-six feet long by sixteen feet wide, with twenty feet of height at the peak, to build, on weekends and evenings, between cabinet jobs, the hull of a thirty-two-foot sloop from the scavenged cypress. There wasn’t a sharp corner aboard, only curves to match Nadine’s; in every line he saw the swell of her hip, or the rise of her breast, or the suggestion of himself and her together. What the world, other than the dogs he fed, saw of his boat were the ripe bags of sawdust he carried to the street corner twice a week.


11:29 As I was sitting on the toilet I could see out the bathroom window and saw Mazelle sneak out her front door and cross over to Mr. Haygood’s shop. There was nothing in her hands. I need some more medicine. That doctor hasn’t studied me correctly. I had a bad episode and had to flush twice before I got off the toilet because the smell was so bad. Then I had to go back in there because I had forgotten to pee.


11:33 Light gray small car in front of Postlethwaite’s. Cannot read its license. I am quite concerned about car bombs, as two blew up in Israel just last week.


“I don’t know what to do, Mose. Look at that street. Potholes everywhere, all the way down to the old bricks. I’ve written letter after letter to the city. Wouldn’t it be fine if they took up all that old gray asphalt and we had a brick street like the old days?” Nadine whispered.

“They were bumpy,” Mose said.

“And look at these houses. Nobody bothers to paint anymore, much less make improvements. Number eight down there like an empty skull. Does no one have the sense of disintegration that I do? I’m telling you it’s the South all over again. Aura only cares about becoming pregnant. Mr. Haygood taking a booth down at that antique mall. Carl doesn’t really care at all about fine old things. The Postlethwaites are hardly ever open. If it wasn’t for you and me and Verda and Mazelle, I don’t know what the avenue would be like.”

“At least we’ve got Effie and Howard scaring all the customers over to our side of the street.”

“Oh, Mose, I wish there were a number that began with the letter P, don’t you? I do.”

“Nadine, what do you think about applying all this new Velcro technology to other uses, maybe Velcro dentures or Velcro hearing aids or Velcro toupees and such as that?”

“Wouldn’t Velcro hearing aids be awfully loud, Mose, when you tore them out? Wouldn’t that hurt?”

“I suppose so.”

“And how would you attach the Velcro backing to your ear or the roof of your mouth?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I’d have to invent, some kind of organic Velcro-to-human-skin glue.”

“You’ll come up with something, dear. You better go on back to your shop now. I’ve got to go over and collect from that crazy bitch across the street. I swear I’ll slap some sense into her some day.”

“Be careful, Nadine, honey.”

“I miss Momma, Mose. We never had these problems when Momma was with us. Those days are gone.”

“She was a beautiful woman,” Mose said, and started counting his fingers.

“Tell me how I look in this dress, Mose.”

“Beautiful, Nadine.”

“It’s from the thirties. It’s a summer dress, really, but it’s such a nice day I decided I could risk it.”

“It matches your hat and gloves.”

“Would you look at the sawdust Carl leaves when he comes visiting. That man is made of sawdust. I wish he didn’t work so hard.”

“He’s sweet on you, Nadine.”

“Oh, I know, Mose, but what can I do about it.”

“You know, I kissed your momma once, Nadine.”

“I never knew that, Mose.”

“She was sitting right where you are and I bent down and kissed her full on the lips.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Yes, I did.”

“What did she do?”

“Told me to never do it again.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Mose.”

“I wanted to invent something to make her love me, but I couldn’t think of it. I wasn’t smart enough.”

“Daddy was her only love, Mose. I wish you could have known him. We had him for such a short time.”

“But he died so early, and there your momma was, pretty for all those years.”

“How old was she when you kissed her?”

“Sixty-three.”

“Maybe you waited too long, Mose.”

“Oh, Nadine, don’t give me that thought now.”

“It probably wasn’t the case, Mose. Momma was too good for most people.”

“She was, Nadine. I felt honored to be rejected by her.”

“Nobody could reject a person like Momma could.”

“Bless her heart.”

“Bless her heart.”


11:35 A truck attempted to deliver something to Tradio but was not successful as he is not at home. BSQ-36L Bumper sticker—How’s my driving? with a phone number I can’t read. These truck drivers are always fishing for compliments. They are professionals. They should drive well.


11:39 They all continue to look at my house.


11:42 Called my lawyer but his secretary said he was unavailable so I left a message for him to call me as I had an urgent message about my cases. I don’t think I told him about Tradio teaching me how to dance, telling me how nice I looked.


From the moment Aura and Marshall met she never used the word I again, only we, only us, never me. If it was time to eat she told Marshall, “We’re not hungry, but let’s eat.” Marshall always assumed he was included, and even Aura thought that this was the case, her intention. They were trying to make a baby and out of their two extremes hoped to create a beauty. Marshall was skinny, Aura was fat; Marshall had an overbite, Aura an underbite; Marshall had a place for everything, Aura let everything find its place; Marshall tended to suck out a soup stain on his shirt, Aura never spilled a drop. Their child, they reasoned, had an opportunity to meet in the middle, to be perfect. Their child would find no need to suck on a thumb, much less a bone.

But as yet she saw no signs of pregnancy. Aura had gained thirty-five pounds since the wedding, despite the twice daily lovemaking sessions, despite the three hours she spent every afternoon in her bikini tanning in the backyard. She was always hot but never broke a sweat. She wore her weight well, becoming rounder, firmer, like a balloon filled to capacity. She noticed she wasn’t one of these fat people whose skin rolled and tucked and swayed. Occasionally, backed up to a mirror, she’d slap her buttocks to see if they’d shake, but there was only a resounding clap left hanging in the air. She did not jiggle, or swoon, no wave moved from cheek to cheek. Her breasts were like great stone pillars at the entrance to an estate. Her stomach was brown and solid as a bean pot. Her entire body was without crease or fold, save the place she reserved for Marshall.

Marshall had taken out Aura’s two window units and installed fifteen tons of air-conditioning in their 576-square-foot house, enough to keep the temperature down in the mid-forties where Aura liked it.

“You shouldn’t lay out so much, Aura,” Marshall told her. “You don’t sweat, so all that sunshine is bottled up inside of you. You’re like a greenhouse.”

“We don’t mind,” Aura said.

Marshall, who lived in Texas because he was cold-natured, wanted to live inside Aura’s body. Every evening he’d come home, put on his down parka that hung on a hook outside the back door, then he’d brace himself and step inside the house where Aura was waiting in a negligee, her nipples like andirons beneath the cool silk. Even in the cold, Marshall found his penis beginning to count the teeth on his zipper.

“Do you always greet your customers like this?” Marshall would ask.

“Only when they’re in your pattern, and made of the purest silver.”

Aura’s business was the matching of sterling and silver plate flatware. Her shop was filled with thousands of odd forks and knives and spoons, creamers without sugars, peppers without salts, olive forks without homes. Her specialty was completing sets. She’d heard all the sad stories of spoons lost in gardens, forks entangled in disposals, the splitting up of a twelve-piece service among six spiteful daughters (This last almost too much to bear). Odd corners of the shop smelled of silver polish and felt and coconut tanning oil. At forty-five degrees these odors jelled and re-formed, giving customers the sense they’d entered a ball-bearing factory that had been closed for a dozen years. Aura moved along behind her showcases with bare inches to spare. A magnifying glass was attached to a cord around her neck but always rested on her breasts, the cord slack and unneeded till she bent over. As a customer described a pattern a great-aunt once owned, or unwrapped the last surviving spoon, Aura would hold out her polishing cloth in commiseration. “There, there,” she’d say. “We’ll make a family.”

Aura and Marshall made love on their full-size bed, Aura balled up against the headboard, Marshall’s knees banging uncomfortably against the foot. His long, lanky body was pliable enough to mold to her solid curves, a vine grasping a melon. Their cries were often heard the length of Worth Row. Aura cartwheeled a continuous weeeeeee, and Marshall burbled only consonants, boots falling down stairs. The ribs of Marshall’s chest raked over Aura’s nipples making a ticking music like scuttling bugs. Finally Aura would wheeze, “That’s as far as we can go,” and Marshall would cease trying to climb inside of her and he’d add more warmth to her vast and accumulated warmth. “That’s us replacing ourselves,” Aura would say.

They have been married a year now, and Aura’s become pregnant, although she doesn’t yet realize it because not once in her life has she had a recognizable period. She’s nine months pregnant. She’s been eating for two.


11:45 “Fraud—deceit, trickery, cheating” and that’s just what the dictionary says.


11:47 There was a bone in that leftover fish Verda brought me yesterday. I just had it for lunch. I know she would like to see me vanish.


The first thought Verda had when she awakened was that heaven looked just like her antique shop. She had always hoped it would. The second thought Verda had was that her pants had risen up uncomfortably. When she tried to move her arm to pull her pants down she realized she hadn’t died yet, that she was still dying. There was great pain in her chest, and she felt as if big dogs were lounging across her body. She tried to lie very still.

The broken arms and heads of her figurines were strewn across the wood floor at her eye level. She was sad for a moment but then recalled she was dying. She had never really wanted to sell them anyway. Nadine and Nadine’s momma had always told her she was a collector at heart, not a dealer. Well, she hated to let precious things go. But the shop was a way to support her habit. She could sell her duplicates; she made good buys. People never suspected a dealer of being addicted.

Her daughters would get her things now. Orene would probably take her inheritance to the dump. But Alma wouldn’t. Alma appreciated figurines. Alma knew that it was the mantelpieces that held society together. It occurred to Verda that it would be Alma who’d find her rigid and fouled body among the knickknacks. She felt Jesus telling her to let go of these earthly thoughts. The end of the world had finally come. She could be humble now. There had always been a little part of her that thought things would always carry on, but now she knew she would not survive her life. Still, it seemed ineffably sad somehow, that the world would go on without her: her collection dispersed, her dogs fed by other hands.

Where were the dogs? She opened her mouth to call but nothing came forth. Where were her sweet babies? Not once had they ever broken a figurine. The crashing and break of glass must have frightened them. They’re under the bed, they are, her two Pekingese, Dideebiteya and Yeseedid, little male and female figurines brought to life. Who would take care of them? Again her heart faltered, her arm shot out against the pain, and again Verda fainted.


11:50 Mrs. Haygood working in her garden again. Still in a dress.


11:52 That Big Indian is trying out all of his bathtubs. There must be twenty in his front yard and he’s getting in and lying down in every one of them. Why hasn’t he gone to work I’ll ask and expect no answer.


11:57 Knowing Aura’s habits so well I feel sure she is talking on the phone to people I do not know.


“Why don’t people think of roses as being waterproof? Some people are born to have servants and I just think I’m one of them. But I don’t carry a grudge. I swear if the wind blows one more gust I’ll explode and let it carry me away.”


11:58 Nadine on her front porch, sweeping the steps, having her daily conversation with her broom. No doubt it is about me.


Mazelle began to buy books because she liked reading them, but as the years and decades turned she understood that they were merely objects to be bought and sold. Books were too small to contain lives, always promised more and realized less. Her own life was an example. What book approached its audacity, its scale, its hidden grandeur, its intricacy, its depths of emotion, its level of sin? None, and none ever would. Searching for a life in a book was like looking for a house in a keyhole. She’d stopped reading and taken up the tending of her children. Books were only valuable to people who hadn’t yet come to her understanding and only then when they hadn’t been read. So people sold the books they’d finished cheaply and paid dearly for those they hadn’t. Mazelle had placed herself in the middle. She looked at her profession as that of a dealer to addicts. She knew her customers would return. Only those readers whose lives became larger than fiction could break the habit. It was true sales had turned down over the past couple of years. Mr. Haygood had advised her to take a booth out at the new antique mall. He said he’d counted seventy-five customers in the mall over a two-hour span: more than the Row saw in a week now. But she recognized the early effect of the computer. While some of her customers bought books as antiques, for their fine bindings or color plates, and while some were collectors of first editions, most were simply looking for something to read, a diversion. She thought many of these last were now finding their diversion on a monitor, a million books in the same binding. But even if sales were down, so were her needs. Her last child was in college. The house was paid off. Her husband had a little pension. There was Social Security and there was the security of her four children. Most of them wouldn’t allow her to starve. Strangely enough, they all liked to read. The simple proximity to her books as they grew up addicted them before their lives became full. Her children were in fact her best customers. Their experience, their lives, were so small. It tickled Mazelle when her kids told their friends, “Oh, Mom never reads.” Then to see the looks on their faces, as if they’d been told she didn’t eat. “Too busy,” she’d say, affecting shyness, because it would have been ridiculous to tell the truth, to say, “My life is too full.” It would have been immodest.

When Mazelle’s husband lifted the eye toward her, the blue eye clinched in the dirty socket of fingernails, she thought for a moment that he was accusing her, that he was trying to make her life small again, that he was forcing her to return to reading. She’d snapped back, unwisely. She’d seen then that he knew nothing; it was just another moment to him, a trifle. All the eyes she’d discovered in the garden were at a deeper level. Odd and troubling, that one had worked its way to the surface. She thought about it lying in the garden, staring into the sun blankly.


12:02 I went outside to check the bars on my windows but the sun shined in my eyes. Besides, That Big Indian is asleep in one of his bathtubs. I would like to know what race he is, colorwise.


Not wanting to miss the roll of film a young woman had just dropped off, they ordered their lunches to go, an Arby’s sandwich for Louise and a slice of pepperoni pizza for Arlen, and then they hurried back to the low bench, part of a plant retaining wall, in front of the photo developer. Breaking for lunch was always anxiety ridden because they occasionally returned to their seats to find them taken, and then they had to stand in the aisle, in front of the developer, till their bench was again available. Today they were lucky. The bench was only three feet from the glass of the shop window, and the developer only a few inches inside. There was no glare on the glass when they sat on their bench, as there was when they had to stand.

As they sat down, arranging their food, Arlen nudged Louise and said, “It’s about to start.” It was more exciting to them than any movie because there had never been a preview or review to spoil their anticipation. The courier who dropped off the film was their only clue to the contents. Usually the courier was the photographer. They knew this because he or she was rarely in the photos. Arlen smiled and waved at Janice, the girl running the developer. She waved back. Often, they talked about what an interesting job she had. Her hands were in the short white gloves of a magician.

“Think of the things Janice sees,” Arlen told Louise.

“I like her in her white smock,” Louise said. “She looks so professional. That green one doesn’t do anything for her.”

Snapshots began to roll out of the machine. Louise and Arlen held their food in midair momentarily. They forgot to chew. The entire roll seemed to have been taken at a John Deere tractor dealership. There were thirty-six pictures of big farm tractors at different angles.

“Tractors,” Louise said.

“I can’t think where that dealership is,” Arlen mused.

“She sure didn’t look like the type who’d be taking pictures of tractors. They were very colorful but she didn’t seem the tractor type.”

“You never know,” Arlen said.

“You never know.”

There was a five-minute intermission while the technician blew dust from the prints and checked their quality. Arlen and Louise finished eating.

“That was good,” Arlen said.

“You’ve got a pepper in your teeth,” Louise whispered.

“Where?” Arlen bared his incisors like an angry dachshund.

“Right there.” Louise pointed, leaving the end of her index finger three inches from Arlen’s mouth.

Arlen put his fingernail between his two front teeth. “Here?”

“No. Over one.”

“Here?”

“Yes.”

“Would you stop whispering? Did I get it?”

“No.”

“Now?”

“It’s still there.”

“Now?”

“You pushed it farther in.”

“Well, I’ll be goddamned.”

“You’ll have to wait till we get home. Get your finger out of your mouth.”

“I can’t go on like this. People will see me.”

“OK, OK. Let me pull a thread.” Louise turned up the hem of her sweatshirt, found a loose thread, tugged another inch free, then broke it off and handed it to Arlen. “Now, use this to floss.”

“How did you think of that?” Arlen asked.

“I’ve figured out lots of things,” Louise answered.

“Did I get it?” He bared his teeth at her again.

“It’s out of the crevice but now it’s on the front of your tooth.”

Arlen touched his tooth with his fingertip and the pepper flake came away. “There,” he said and smiled.

Louise rubbed his back. “There.”

“It’s like it never happened,” Arlen said.

“Of course it happened,” Louise said.

“I didn’t say it didn’t happen,” Arlen explained. “I said, ‘It’s like it never happened.’ ”

“Stop talking about it. Let it go. Why do you insist on these distinctions? You and Margaret are just the same. There’s nothing you won’t divide, make more of by making less of.”

“Why bring Margaret into it?”

“She’s your daughter.”

“She’s your daughter too.”

“There you go again. Why can’t I say she’s your daughter and you just accept that? Not say another word?”

“Let’s not start, Louise, please.”

“All right. I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too.”

“All right.”

“Look. Those pictures were taken outside Will Rogers Coliseum. It’s an Oriental family. Three kids.”

“I’ll bet they’re on vacation.”

“But look at the cars in the background. That roll of film must be fifteen years old,” Arlen said.

“That banner right there says ‘1972.’ ”

“Why do you think they took so long to have it developed?”

“Some people don’t take many pictures. How long has it been since we had a roll of film developed?”

“I can’t remember when.”

“It was before Margaret stopped seeing us,” Louise said.

“You’re probably right.”

“We should take some pictures someday and have them developed.”

“What of?” Arlen asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I know. We should take pictures of each other.”

“That’s what we’ll do,” Louise said.


12:05 Street deserted except for That Big Indian sleeping in his bathtub. Knowing their habits so well I can say most are eating lunch. Verda’s daughter made hamburgers for her on Mother’s Day—some big celebration.


12:07 Through that panel that’s blown down I can see Aura laying out on her chaise lounge in the sun like a dead buffalo. I have never seen her so fat. If there is a glimpse of the sun she is out in it. Disgusting to be out there where I can see.


12:13 Mose mowing his front yard. He has on his hat so he can peek out under the brim.


12:15 Mazelle shook out her rug on her front porch and sure looked my way. I don’t like her hair the way it is now, all pure white and tucked in in back like she’s smarter than everyone else on the block.


Tradio runs his call-in radio show five times a week from five different local country stations. People call in with items to sell, trade or give away. Those afraid to hear their voice on the radio send in a postcard. The wages Tradio earns as a disc jockey are negligible, but the postcards make him a decent living. With the postcard as an invitation and icebreaker he calls on homes and farms and offers to buy not only the item these timid people wanted to sell but anything else they might have in the barn or attic. Standing in their living room, he might say, “Did you know this old buffet might be worth a hundred dollars to me? I might give a hundred dollars for it.” He might say this almost as an aside. Rarely does anyone take offense. He’s a radio celebrity. He wears his cap and gives away free bumper stickers. After two or three hours of picking he stops in at the radio station—Cleburne, Weatherford, Mineral Wells, Stephenville or Jacksboro—and takes thirty minutes of calls.

“Are you there, Caller?”

“I’m here.”

“What have you got to buy, sell or trade?”

“I’ve got a pair of VW running boards new in the box that I’ll take twenty-five dollars for and my number is 555-5458.”

“All right. Thank you. That’s a pair of VW running boards new in the box. The number is 555-5458?”

“That’s right. And I won’t take no less.”

“OK, if anybody needs a pair of VW running boards new in the box, the number, now write it down, is 555-5458.”

“Hello, Caller, you’re on Tradio.”

“Hello, I’ve got a new pair of loafers for sale. I guess my feet were swollen when I bought them. But I’m afraid I don’t have the box they came in. My granddaughter wanted the box to make an eclipse viewer.”

“That’s all right, Caller. Your phone number?”

“555-2943.”

“If you need a new pair of loafers, folks, the number is 555-2943. I guess we didn’t get the size. Now folks, things don’t have to be new in the box. You can call in your used items, your old items, your duplicate items, anything, as long as it’s not puppies. We don’t advertise puppies for sale on Tradio. Let me repeat the rules if you’ve just tuned in. We accept items for sale, giveaway, for trade or items wanted. Please, no more than three items per caller. OK, you’re on the air, Caller.”

“Hello, I’ve got a pair of embroidered pillow cases for three dollars, a quilt in the flying geese pattern for thirty-five, a set of flannel sheets for five and a red down comforter for—”
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