







Praise for Some Can Whistle

“The constant delight of each of McMurtry’s books is the characters—warm, gutsy, humorous people, Westerners either by birth or inclination, the kind of people you wish you could meet because you know you’d love ’em.”

— Boston Herald

“Larry McMurtry, who won a Pulitzer Prize for Lonesome Dove, again rides high. . . . McMurtry studs his picaresque novels with some of the least likely people ever brought to a page, pumping winning vitality into most of them. . . . Some Can Whistle ripples with simple ironies and comedic asides on modern life. . . . Its characters are affecting. And the hoops, swoops, and loops of its plot are fun.”

— Newsday

“A cast of quirky, yet realistic characters, of which the women are especially strong and memorable . . . moments of laugh-out-loud comedy, followed by scenes of pathos . . . Best of all, its prose is up to the author’s usual high standards, comfortable as a hammock on a lazy summer afternoon. The dialogue is especially tart and revealing, humorous without being jokey or self-conscious. . . . Some Can Whistle is a book of enormous charm and feeling. . . . McMurtry’s latest delivers its fair share of pleasures.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“As in Terms of Endearment and Lonesome Dove, there is a sweet sadness that hovers like a dust cloud. . . . In Some Can Whistle, violence and black humor bump up against each other like cowboys in a roadhouse. . . . Mr. McMurtry remains a master at chronicling the joys and sorrows of family.”

—The Atlanta Constitution

“The love-hate interaction is as eloquently drawn as in Terms of Endearment. . . . Emotions erupt and broaden, and lives expand as the story narrows to its wrenching climax. . . . Some Can Whistle sings with poignancy.”

—The Buffalo News

“As tinged with tragedy as it is raucously comic . . . McMurtry brings his characters so clearly to life, paints them with such energy and insight . . . that one comes upon a character’s fate with a physical jolt to the heart. This is particularly true of Some Can Whistle. . . . The story . . . unfolds with force and emotional power, possessing the same allegiance to the truth of experience that we have grown accustomed to in the work of this wonderful storyteller. One doesn’t read McMurtry’s novels as much as one is lured by their deceptively simple magic into inhabiting them.”

—The Washington Post

“Some Can Whistle is the kind of inspired performance we’ve come to expect, as a matter of course, from Larry McMurtry. . . . If there is a writer in America who can tell a better story or create characters with more depth and resonance, a writer who disappoints less frequently, no one comes to mind. . . . Some Can Whistle is warm, rich, taut, compassionate, and it is thoroughly entertaining. It is Larry McMurtry doing what he seems to do so often and so effortlessly.”

—Arizona Daily Star

“In Some Can Whistle, McMurtry somehow inhabits both the city and the plain. . . . The novel succeeds in occupying both places. That is what gives it its uniquely amusing yet wistful flavor.”

—The New York Times

“A contemporary tour de farce . . . Some Can Whistle is a salaciously entertaining read, thanks in no small part to McMurtry’s scandalous observations about the Hollywood scene, and the equally scandalous wealth of semi-autobiographical detail. . . . McMurtry is a uniquely talented . . . writer.”

—Vogue

“The vivid and easy narrative flow and the handling of characters, theme, and structure that marked Lonesome Dove and Anything for Billy all return in Some Can Whistle. . . . McMurtry’s fiction has never been truer.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Vintage McMurtry . . . in its familiar and outrageous characters, its sudden plot twists, and its mixture of broad and black comedy . . . Some Can Whistle is, finally, a deeply moving book as well.”

—The Houston Post

“Like most of McMurtry’s women characters, T.R. glows with toughness, independence, lust, and a strong will. . . . McMurtry makes his Texas characters and Texas places so quirky and real and unforgettable. . . . His characters not only grow on you; they also grow with you.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch
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“Mister Deck, are you my stinkin’ Daddy?” a youthful, female, furious voice said into the phone.

I could not have been more startled if I had looked up into the blue Texas sky and seen a nuclear bomb on its way down. I was on my south patio, having breakfast with Godwin, watching the fine peachy light of an early summer morning spread over the prairies; I had assumed the call was from my agent, who was in Paris and would soon be swimming up the time zones, hoping to spawn a few deals.

“I don’t think I stink,” I said politely. The remark caused Godwin to look up from his Cheerios.

“Stinkin’s what I call it, never speaking to me in my whole life and leavin’ me down here with two babies, only gettin’ minimum wage,” the young voice said, even angrier. “I seen it in Parade that you’re the richest writer in the world. Is that the truth or is that a lie?”

“I probably am among the richest but I’m not exactly a writer,” I said, even more politely.

The profuse ambiguities of my career held no interest for the blazing young person on the other end of the phone.

“I don’t give that much of a shit what you are exactly,” she said. “If you’re rich and I’m workin’ in this Mr. Burger supportin’ two babies, then I hope Jesus puts you right where you belong, which is in hell.”

I heard the wail of an infant, and she hung up.
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Godwin had been patiently watching his last six Cheerios float around in their milk. In his old age he had acquired mystic pretensions; he claimed to see things in the float patterns of Cheerios. Some days he would rattle off to Dallas in his ancient Volkswagen, where he would procure exotic milks (goat, camel—even, he claimed, yak) to float the Cheerios in.

The phone rang again. The previous call had been so brief, violent, and surreal that I almost felt I had dreamed it. Here was another chance; the morning might yet veer onto a normal course. Probably my agent had just finished his lunch at one of the internationally prominent watering holes he favored, in which case he might now have our European syndication in his pocket.

I picked up the phone a little gingerly under Godwin’s newly watchful eye.

“This husband of mine’s got his creepy side,” Nema said. “On the other hand he’s already ready. That’s something, agreed?”

“Agreed,” I intoned cautiously. Over the years I had learned to resist too-hasty agreement with Nema in her musing about her various husbands and even more various lovers. I was the scale she weighed them on, but often the scale took a lot of balancing. A given guy might tip up or down for an hour or more as Nema—a tiny, hyperenergetic redhead—moved small pros and cons onto the trays of the scale.

“Even if we got divorced we could still fuck a good bit, I just wouldn’t have to let him use the kitchen,” Nema reasoned. “One of his creepiest habits is that he never cleans the blender.”

“A bad sign,” I ventured. I was already wishing Nema would hang up and that my angry daughter—if it was my daughter—would call back.

“What’s the matter with you?” Nema asked, annoyed. “You’re not paying a bit of attention.”

People who think TV stars are insensitive bimbos should have the experience of a few years of phone calls from Nema Remington. Talking to her took concentration, even if she was just idly musing over whether to sign her guy-of-the-year for a second season before dispatching him to the minors, as it were.

I had only uttered four words, but the fact that they had not exactly twanged with attentiveness registered in Nema’s brain as evidence of an alarming froideur.

“Have you fallen in love or what, Danny?” she asked.

“Of course not, calm down,” I said, “I think my daughter just called.”

“Your daughter?” she said, surprised—and with reason; I had never seen my daughter and neither had any of my old friends.

“Well, is she all right?” Nema asked. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “She got mad and hung up. Maybe I better get off this phone, in case she changes her mind and calls again.”

“I hope she does, what a great thing for you,” Nema said. “Call me back later, I wanta know about this.”

“I’ll call you back,” I promised.

“Bye,” Nema said.
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“As I was saying,” Godwin said.

“You weren’t saying,” I countered. “You hadn’t uttered a syllable.”

“Quite incorrect,” he insisted, concentrating his gaze on the Cheerios, which were still floating, though heavily milk-logged. “I was merely picking up the conversation where we left off yesterday. We were discussing the first sentences of novels, were we not?”

“Godwin, my daughter just called!” I said. “Who cares about first sentences of novels? That was my daughter. Her voice sounded a lot like Sally’s.”

Just saying the word “daughter” filled me with a kind of excitement I had not felt in years—perhaps had never felt. I tried to call up for comparison Sally’s voice, which I hadn’t heard for more than twenty years; I tried to recall some throb or timbre that might connect it with the blistering young tones I had just heard.

The effort didn’t really succeed, but it was considerably more compelling than the petulant debate Godwin and I had been having for several weeks about what constituted a good first sentence for a novel.

The debate had begun because—for the first time in many years—I had been trying to write a novel, and I was still hung up on the first sentence.

“The point I have been patiently trying to make,” Godwin said impatiently, “is that you expect far too much of a first sentence. Think of it as analogous to a good country breakfast: what we want is something simple, but nourishing to the imagination. Hold the philosophy, hold the adjectives, just give us a plain subject and verb and perhaps a wholesome, nonfattening adverb or two.”

“I hope the phone rings again soon,” I said. “I hope she calls back. I’m almost positive that was my daughter.”

The phone did ring and I grabbed it, but once again it was a movie star, and not my daughter. Jeanie Vertus’s hopeful voice hit my ear.

“Hi, this is Jeanie,” she said, as if I wouldn’t know. Two Oscars had not brought Jeanie much self-assurance.

“Hey, aren’t you the girl with the funny last name?” I said. “What’s that last name again?”

“You gave it to me, Danny—you know it,” Jeanie said, half reproachful, half abashed. I had found the name Des Vertus in a book on the history of the corset and persuaded Jeanie to use the Vertus part in a film I had produced. Up to then she had just been plain Jeanie Clark, a nice girl from Altadena, working mainly in commercials, touring companies, summer stock. The film was a modest hit, Jeanie got an Oscar nomination, and from then on she was Jeanie Vertus, though she never became comfortable with the implications of the name, virtue being the last thing Jeanie would have laid claim to.

Though I often teased her about it, I thought the name was a stroke of genius—Jeanie’s own ambivalence toward it created an inner frisson that made her all the more appealing. It was in part her effort to grow into her own stage name that made Jeanie the great star she later became.

“Is the sun shining there?” she asked. “It’s not peeping through in New York.”

One of the many things we shared was a need for frequent sunlight.

“Guess what—my daughter just called,” I said.

“Is that why you sound happy?” Jeanie asked.

“Do I sound happy?”

“I’ve never heard such a sound in your voice, Danny,” she said. “It’s as good as the sun peeping through. What’s her name?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “She didn’t give me a chance to ask. But I’m hoping she’ll call back.”

“I’m getting off this phone, just in case,” Jeanie said, hanging up.
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At that point Gladys walked up to collect the breakfast dishes. Godwin had just opened his mouth to say something—no doubt he meant to expound on his theory of first sentences—but he noticed Gladys just in time and quickly shut up.

Gladys and Godwin were the same size—small—and they both had white hair, but there the resemblance ended. Godwin was English, Gladys was Texan, and a lot of twain lay in between.

“That phone’s been ringing off the hook. Are all your girlfriends pregnant or what?”

She stood beside Godwin’s chair and counted the Cheerios floating in his milk.

“Six again,” she said. “What’s so special about six? Are you into numerology or what?”

Neither Godwin nor I uttered a sound. We both knew all too well that the ever voluble Gladys was a veritable symphony of volubility at this hour of the day. The most casual word from either of us would unleash an uncheckable stream of speculation and commentary.

“Have you wrote down the first sentence of your book yet?” Gladys asked, fixing me with a pale blue eye.

“Yes, would you like to hear it?” I asked.

Godwin groaned and buried his head in his hands.

“Oh, shut up, Godwin!” I said. “My tongue gets tired of being held captive every morning.”

Gladys pulled up a chair, made herself comfortable, and poured a half-inch layer of sugar on a grapefruit I’d neglected. She looked cheerful. Gladys knew perfectly well why Godwin and I clammed up when she came around. She knew we thought she talked too much.

“Yes, and my ears will get tired of hearing what she says now,” Godwin remarked, with some bitterness.

“I thought your hearing was shot anyway,” Gladys retorted. “You’re supposed to be deaf, so what’s it to you if a lonely old woman chatters at you in the morning? You ought to be grateful for the company. Reach me that spoon.”

Godwin handed her a spoon, which was soon plowing through the sugary grapefruit.

The phone rang again and I snatched it.

“Will you accept a collect call from T.R.?” an operator asked.

“From whom?” I asked, surprised.

“From his daughter!” the hot young voice said at once.

“Yes, yes,” I said, suddenly frantic. “Of course I accept. I accept.”

“Go ahead, miss,” the operator said.

“I ain’t talkin’ if you’re listenin’,” my daughter said to the operator. “This is private between me and my daddy.”

Then she began to cry. Loud jerky sobs came through the phone, shocking me so that I promptly dropped the receiver, which bounced off the table and hit Gladys on the foot. Though I had spent years of my life listening to women cry into telephones, none of the weepers had been my daughter. I was completely undone—nor was the steely-nerved Gladys exactly a model of calm. She kicked the receiver two or three times before finally catching it and handing it back to me.

Godwin watched us grope for the receiver with amused detachment. He might have been a critic enduring the rehearsal of a not particularly adept comedy act. He didn’t say a word, but at least he’d stopped watching his Cheerios.

“I’m sorry, honey,” I said. “I accidentally dropped the phone.”

“A weird-looking Mexican came up and tried to sell me dope right here at this pay phone while your line was busy,” my daughter said, calming a little. “He had one of them pit bulls and I was afraid it was gonna get my babies, plus I was afraid you wasn’t ever going to believe it was me, anyway. I gave the dope dealer all my money just so he’d go away, that’s why I had to call collect.”

She sighed. I waited.

“The dream of my life is to have an inside phone someday,” she said quietly. “I’d have a couch, and I could sit on my couch and talk as long as I wanted and not have to mess with no change or worry about dogs getting my babies.”

She paused again. Godwin and Gladys were watching me closely.

“That’s something that’d be nice,” she said in a resigned tone—the very tone Jeanie Vertus sounded when she mentioned that the sun was not peeping through in New York City. What I heard in my daughter’s voice was the brief, deep resignation of those who feel that their simplest, most normal hopes cannot possibly come true—not the hope of a ray of sunlight, nor of a couch and an inside phone.

“Honey, you can have an inside phone,” I said.

“You’re saying it but you ain’t here,” she said. “Bo, stop throwing dirt on your little sister.”

“I like dirt,” a faint voice said, the voice, presumably, of my grandson. I decided to try a two-handed grip on the receiver, lest I drop it again in some reflex of emotion.

This got the full attention of Godwin and Gladys. On the whole this was the most exciting breakfast any of us had experienced for ages.

“Tell me where you are and I’ll be there,” I said. “I’ll charter a plane. I’ll be there in an hour or two. I’ll make it all up to you.”

“Maybe you could,” my daughter said thoughtfully. “But first I gotta decide if you deserve the chance.”

Then she hung up again.
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“You mean to say that child has called twice and you haven’t yet managed to get her name?” Godwin said, once the situation had been explained to him.

“Or even what town she’s in?” Gladys chimed in.

“Listen, I’ve only been an active parent for about ten minutes,” I reminded them. “Plus I’m very nervous. Don’t be so critical.”

“She’s probably in Miami,” Gladys said. “There’s nothing but Mexicans in Miami now, they say.”

“She didn’t sound that far away,” I said, wishing the phone would ring again.

“I once received a call from Nepal,” Godwin remarked. “The connection was remarkable. My friend might have been in the next room.”

Silence fell. I needed to piss, but didn’t feel like leaving the phone, even for a second.

“In retrospect it’s nice we had such a good connection that day,” Godwin remarked. “A day or two later my friend fell into a crevasse and that was the end of him.”

“Should have watched his step,” Gladys observed.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “The operator asked if I would accept a call from T.R. Her name must be T.R.”

“Nonsense, T.R. stands for Teddy Roosevelt,” Godwin said. “Who would name a girl Teddy Roosevelt?”

“She was raised by savages, remember,” I reminded him. I had only met my wife’s parents once—the night they blocked me from the hospital where my infant daughter had been born—but my memories were vivid.

“Savages? You mean you got a half-breed daughter?” Gladys asked. “I thought you told me your wife’s folks were Church of Christ.”

“I think that’s it,” I said. “Some savage poor white fundamentalist sect. I didn’t mean to insult native Americans.”

“Well, I’m a native American and you’ve insulted me a million times whether you meant to or not,” Gladys said. “Even so, I don’t want no pit bulls getting your grandbabies. Why don’t you trace the call?”

“No, that might upset her,” I said. “She called twice, she’ll call again.”

“I wonder if she’s as beautiful as her mother,” Godwin said. “Imagine a young Sally in our midst, here in this pastoral Eden. I could teach her to swim if she doesn’t happen to know how.”

“Go write your book, Godwin,” I said. “I’m sure my daughter knows how to swim.”

The drift of his thoughts was obvious. Godwin was remembering Sally, my former wife, whose lover he had once been in the days when he was a respected sociology professor at the University of Texas. In middle age he had adroitly crossed the disciplines to classics, and for a time had held a chair in Greek. Now he was retired and living in my guest house, writing a book on Euripidean elements in the music of the Rolling Stones. Godwin was nothing if not mod.

“You can’t be sure until you ask her,” he said. “I have few peers when it comes to teaching the crawl. She might need to improve her crawl.”

“They say that people who keep on having fantasies live the longest,” Gladys observed.

“Don’t tell him that!” I protested. “I don’t want him having fantasies about my daughter.”

“How about your fantasies, my dear?” Godwin asked. He was not above trying a little Oxbridge charm on Gladys from time to time. “Perhaps you’d like to regale us with a few of them when you finish your grapefruit,” he said.

“Mine involve things that go on while you’re having a bubble bath,” Gladys informed him. “You can’t see much because of the bubbles.”

I was beginning to worry about the pit bulls. Perhaps my daughter really was in Miami. She’d said she’d given all her money to the dope dealer. For all I knew the situation could be deteriorating fast. I had suddenly been brought to grips with the fact that I had three descendants—a daughter and two grandchildren—and I didn’t know their names or locations. Godwin and Gladys’s idle banter, which normally I enjoyed, began to irritate me.

“You two aren’t taking this very seriously,” I said. “My daughter’s called twice. What do you think I ought to do?”

Before they could answer, two training jets from the air force base in nearby Wichita Falls roared overhead—“roared” was not too strong a word, either. They crossed the hill where my house sat at an altitude of about fifty feet, followed by a tidal wave of sound. When the trainer jets came over, there was no point in even trying to talk. The sound they brought with them had an almost paralyzing force; one just endured it, thoughtless, blank, and a little resentful at having the peace of the morning shattered.

The dark green fighter jets sped like darts toward the western horizon; the waves of sound that swept over us began to recede, and as it did we all heard another sound, a minute tinkle that had been completely smothered by the surf of jet noise: the phone was ringing. I grabbed for it instantly, but just as I did the ringing stopped.
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“Oh, shit!” I said. “Oh, no!”

To their credit Godwin and Gladys were as horrified as I was.

“Sue the air force!” Godwin said, shaking his fist at the departing planes. “Get the Secretary of Defense on the phone. This outrage has gone on long enough!”

“That was probably just one of your girlfriends anyway,” Gladys said soothingly. “That Italian girl usually calls about this time of day.”

She was referring to Marella Miracola—the Miracle, to her worshiping public. Marella was a great star and a good friend, but it was no longer exactly accurate to call her a girl, and in any case she had fallen in love with a man half her age and hadn’t called for months.

“Now what’ll she think?” I said, fearing it had been my daughter. “She’ll think I don’t want to have anything to do with her. I’ll never meet my grandkids.”

“Might be a blessing,” Gladys said, reverting to form. “I’ve met mine, and it’s my guess we’ll be lucky if half of ’em even manage to stay out of jail.

“The person who said children are a curse wasn’t far wrong,” she added. “Look at how cute puppies are when they’re young, but then they grow up to be dogs.”

“Well put,” Godwin said. “My own children seldom offer me the slightest assistance.”

I was well aware that I was not taking breakfast with two of life’s great successes in the parenthood stakes. Godwin’s attitude was frankly Casanovian: for him conception meant goodbye. In his wanderings as a young classicist he had fathered children in most of the places where the British flag had once flown: Cairo, Hong Kong, New Delhi, Cyprus, Kenya, all turned up regularly on my long-distance bill, but it was not clear to me that Godwin had ever actually seen any of his children. The only language he shared with them all was French.

Gladys had five girls, all clustered in a tight, bleak corner of the oil patch near Abilene, Texas. Their lives were a constant shuffle of divorcings, remarryings, new loves that soon seemed indistinguishable from old loves. The only thing more constant than this shuffle was the production of offspring; Gladys already had twenty grandchildren, and none of her daughters had yet reached her thirtieth year.

“Haven’t any of your girls heard of contraception?” I asked once.

“It don’t work in our family because of metabolism,” Gladys informed me with a straight face.

Godwin heard her say it and bounced around in his chair for five minutes, making the strange gargling sounds that passed for laughter with him.

“Perhaps you and I have more in common than I supposed,” he said to Gladys, when the gargling stopped. “Metabolism has always been my problem too. I expect it explains why Daniel—who doesn’t seem to have a metabolism—will never understand the common lot.

“Not a bad title for a book,” he added, smiling brightly at me. “Why don’t you call your new opus ‘The Common Lot’?”

“Thanks, I have an excellent title already,” I reminded him. “I have a metabolism too, for your information.”

“What are you calling that book?” Gladys asked. “I know you told me, but my memory leaks.”

“‘My Girlfriends’ Boyfriends,’” I told her. “I think it’s a brilliant title.”

“It might appeal to the French,” Godwin sniffed. “Hearty folk, of which Gladys and I are two, won’t go for it, though.”

“Too subtle for you?” I suggested.

“Too corrupt,” Godwin replied. “The suggestion implicit in your title, that you permit your girlfriends to have as many boyfriends as they want, bespeaks an unhealthy complaisance.”

“That’s what I think too, and I come down with complaisance once and know exactly what I’m talking about,” Gladys informed me.

“You came down with complaisance?” I asked, twirling my finger around my ear in the universally accepted sign of insanity.

“Yeah, it was right after I had that bad bladder infection,” Gladys said. “Antibiotics didn’t do no good because it’s a virus.”

Shortly after that the conversation stalled. There were mornings when Godwin and I could team-tackle Gladys and force her back a few yards, and then there were mornings when it seemed pointless to try. If she wanted to believe she had once suffered from viral complaisance, why not let her?

I was more irritated with Godwin, anyway. In the twenty and more years I’d known him, his own girlfriends and boyfriends must have accumulated thousands of lovers—a Breughelian triptych would hardly have been sufficient to catalogue the writhings and squirmings he had been witness to. How dare he sit there and accuse me of complaisance!

Meanwhile the sun was well up, the day’s heat was coming, and I had missed my daughter’s call.
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“There’s nothin’ I hate worse than waiting for the phone to ring,” Gladys said. She stood up as if to clear the table, and then sat back down and stared into space.

“How old would she be?” Godwin asked.

“Who?”

“Your daughter,” he said. “The young nymph with the two cherubs.”

“She’s twenty-two,” I said. “Twenty-three her next birthday. I just hope my agent doesn’t call. It won’t matter to him if I have fifty daughters—I’ll never be able to get him off the phone.”

The phone rang. I grabbed it so quickly it squirted out of my hand and popped up in the air, like a frog. Godwin began to gargle. I caught the receiver on its descent; to my immense relief it was the operator, asking if I would accept another collect call from T.R.

“Certainly, of course,” I said.

“Howdy,” my daughter said. She sounded slightly amused.

“Hi,” I said.

“I’m gettin’ the hang of this collect calling,” she said. “Shoot, if I’d known it was this easy I’d have been calling people all over the place and making them pay for it.”

“I’m sorry if that was you who called a minute ago,” I said. “Two jet fighters were going over and I didn’t hear the phone until it was too late.”

She didn’t reply. A pause lengthened, during which I became nervous. She might be getting ready to hang up on me again.

“Is something wrong?” I asked. “Did I offend you?”

“Un-uh,” she said. “I was just watching Bo.”

“What’s he doing?”

“He’s trying to pee on a cat,” she said. “He’s at that tender age where he tries to pee on things. I feel a little sorry for the cat, but then a cat that can’t outrun Bo don’t stand much of a chance, in this part of town anyway. Bo ain’t quite three.”

Then her mood darkened.

“If them fighter planes you mentioned ain’t got nothing else to do they could come down here and bomb this part of town, for all I care,” she said. “I hate it.”

“Can I just make one request?” I asked.

“I guess, it’s your nickel,” she said.

I was beginning to love her voice. If I’m a connoisseur of anything, it’s the female voice. Through the years—fifty-one of them now—the voices of women have been my wine: my claret, my Chardonnay, my Chablis. And now I had found a new wine, one with depth and color, bite, clarity, body. I was lapping it up, ready to get drunk on it.

“Just tell me your name and what town you’re in,” I asked.

“My name’s T.R.,” she said.

“Which stands for what?”

“It stands for Tyler Rose,” she said. “What else would it stand for?”

“Well, it could stand for Teddy Roosevelt,” I said.

There was another pause. I had the sense that I didn’t quite have her attention.

“Oops, now he’s trying to hit the kitty with a brick,” T.R. said. “I’m gonna have to let this phone dangle for a minute, we don’t want no squashed kitties today.”

Godwin and Gladys were staring at me. They loved watching me talk on the phone. The concept of privacy held little meaning for either of them. Sometimes I got the sense that the romantic peregrinations of my far-flung lady friends were the only thing keeping them alive.

“My grandson’s trying to hit a cat with a brick,” I informed them. “He was merely trying to pee on it, but he seems to have become homicidal.”

“All kids are murderers,” Gladys remarked.

“All kids are murderers,” Godwin repeated. “Write that down. It’s another good title—rather Euripidean, wouldn’t you agree?”

Wails began to come through the phone. More than one voice could be heard wailing.

“What are you crying about?” T.R. said. “Your brother’s the one who got the spanking.

“Now both these babies are crying,” she said to me. “Jesse don’t like me to spank her brother, even when he’s being a dick.”

The wails of my grandchildren grew louder.

“I hate trying to talk on the phone with them squalling,” T.R. said. “That dope dealer’s still around, too. He’s standing across the street trying to get his pit bull to bite a turtle.”

“You didn’t tell me what town you’re in,” I reminded her.

“I sure didn’t,” she said crisply. “Why would you even want to know, after all these years?”

“So I can come and see you,” I said.

The wails seemed to be diminishing, but T.R. was silent.

“It wouldn’t be Houston, would it?” I asked, making a wild guess.

“Mister, I don’t know a thing about you,” she said, her voice suddenly blistering again. “You could be an old scumbag, for all I know. You could have AIDS and give it to my babies.”

“I don’t have AIDS, are you in Houston?” I asked. “I wish you’d just tell me that much.”

“Wish all you want to,” she said more quietly. “Wish for me like I used to wish for you. I ain’t tellin’ you nothing. If you’re such a smart old fart, maybe you can figure it out. There’s two people waiting to use this phone, and anyway I got to get these kids out of this sun or they’ll be red as lobsters.”

She hung up with some force.

“I think she’s in Houston,” I said to Godwin and Gladys.
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“So are you gonna pull yourself together and put some clothes on and go get her, or what?” Gladys wanted to know.

“Gladys, I’ve got clothes on,” I said. “A caftan is clothes. Millions of people in Africa wear them every day of their lives.”

“Maybe so, but this ain’t Africa,” Gladys said. “If you show up at some Dairy Queen in Houston looking like you look now, your daughter’s gonna take one look and run the other direction, that’s my frank opinion.”

I had picked up some caftans in Tunis several years ago, meaning to use them as crew presents for people who worked on my television show. But it was hot when I got back to Texas, so one day I tried one on, to see if what worked for North African heat worked for Texas heat, too. Pretty soon I was wearing caftans day and night, week in and week out. I don’t know that they made me cooler, particularly—what they did was eliminate the problem of thinking about clothes at all. I just wore my caftans; they were perfect for the reclusive life I started leading right after I sold my production company and departed Culver City forever.

Gladys undoubtedly had a point, though. Caftans would not be ideal garb for my first visit to my daughter. Unfortunately I’d become neurotically attached to them; the thought of having to change to normal American clothes produced a certain dissonance in my thoughts. The dissonance made me grumpy.

“She doesn’t work in a Dairy Queen, she works in a Mr. Burger,” I pointed out, well aware that I was making a picayune objection.

“She’ll still freak out if you show up in a caftan,” Gladys insisted.

“I’m afraid this means you’re finally going to have to get dressed,” Godwin said in a gloating tone.

I gave them both a defiant glare.

The once-respected classicist sitting opposite me had just unscrewed the top from a bottle of suntan lotion and was casually pouring the liquid over his chest and shoulders. His clothes at the moment consisted of a towel across his lap, put there in deference to Gladys’s sensibilities.

“If you think she’ll run for the hills when she sees me, think what she’ll do when she sees you,” I said. “You’re sitting there naked and you look at least a hundred years old.”

“Two hundred,” Gladys said. “He’s the oldest-looking thing I ever laid eyes on, and both my grandpas lived to be over ninety.”

“Sour grapes from two sourpusses,” Godwin said. “I’m frequently complimented for my youthful deportment.”

The top of Godwin’s head was completely bald; a few tufts of long, wispy white hair clung to the underside of his skull. In the summertime he rarely wore anything more formal than a swimsuit; with Godwin nudism was not so much a philosophy as a convenience. Three of his front teeth were missing, courtesy of a love affair with a biker of unstable temperament. Efforts to get him to replace them had so far been greeted with toothless sneers.

For a year or two, when he first conceived of the book about Euripides and the Rolling Stones, Godwin had staggered around my hill, doped to the gills with acid and other controlled substances, earphones clamped to his head, the Stones’ music pouring into his ears for as much as eighteen hours at a stretch.

Gladys and I both felt that he had not really come back from that experience, though what “back” meant when you were talking about Godwin Lloyd-Jons was not easy to say.

“Anyway, why pick on me?” Godwin asked, pointing his bottle of suntan lotion at Gladys. “Gladys doesn’t exactly dress her age, you know.”

At the moment Gladys was wearing orange parachute pants, black Reeboks, and a yellow I Love New York T-shirt. Gladys had never been to New York and would not, in my opinion, love it if she happened to go there, but she was a frequent recipient of hand-me-downs and other surprising garments from various of the ladies I know. Gladys had somehow convinced them that she alone was keeping me sane and healthy, a task none of them had shown much interest in assuming; for this they rewarded her with wild-looking pants or strange baggy coats from places such as Parachute in L.A. or Comme Des Garcons in New York, paying God knows what sums so that my maid could flit around West Texas looking totally ridiculous. People in Thalia assumed that Gladys got the clothes from the Goodwill store in Wichita Falls. She was probably the most expensively dressed woman in the county, but people still treated her like a clown.

And something sad in Gladys stood ready to believe that she was a clown, which is why I spoke up instantly when Godwin made his remark.

“Shut up, Gladys looks great!” I said. “She’s the only one around here who dresses with esprit.”

I rushed the comment out, hoping it would arrive in time to keep Gladys from bursting into tears, which she was wont to do if any reference was made to her appearance.

Quick as I was, I was still too late. Gladys burst into tears. Though Godwin and I had both seen this happen many times, we were still always stunned by the speed with which Gladys could move from equanimity, even pugnacity, to despair.

“I hope that poor little child of yours stays where she is,” she said. Tears were streaming down her face, which was otherwise plain as a post.

“She’d be better off staying with the pit bulls than livin’ in a hateful place like this,” she said. As Godwin and I sat silent, she shuffled together a few of the dishes and headed for the house.
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“I was merely defending myself,” Godwin said meekly. “I didn’t mean to hurt the poor thing’s feelings.”

“When are you going to learn that you can’t kid Gladys about the way she looks?” I asked.

“The two of you insult me constantly,” Godwin said. “But do I indulge my feelings? Do I burst into tears?”

Only yesterday he had stood by the phone in the kitchen and butted his head against the wall for five minutes, sobbing and wailing, because one of his boyfriends had refused to come over for a swim. Gladys and I had been forced to retreat to the front of the house, a considerable distance from the kitchen, in order not to be privy to some loud and messy recriminations.

“You don’t behave any better than she does, if that’s what you’re claiming,” I said. “She’s got a point, you know. What is my daughter going to think when she sees this household?”

“What makes you think she’ll come?” Godwin asked. “So far she hasn’t even given you her address.”

That was true, but I still assumed that my daughter would be coming to stay with me now. I wanted to see her. I wanted to hear her voice some more—a lot more. I wanted to meet my grandchildren. I wanted them all to live with me. After all, I had a huge house, vast stretches of which had never been occupied. I had once envisioned various of my lady friends coming to visit for extended periods, so my architect had designed a series of luxurious semiprivate suites, with saunas and airy studio rooms flooded with fine Texas sunlight. The suites were tailored to the various proclivities of the ladies I thought might come and stay. I had laid in excellent wines, procured a video library of more than a thousand films. I had everything ready.

The house—I could see it as I sat, spreading over the long hill to the east of me—had been ready for nearly ten years, but none of the ladies had ever quite managed to get there. Something—romance or career—always intervened at the last minute. They never quite made it to Texas, never stayed in my house.

The thought that my daughter might come and live with me was the most exciting thought to strike me in at least a decade. What could possibly be better? There was room for several little families in my house; having my daughter and my grandchildren would be perfect. I would get to know my daughter at last. The fact that I even had grandchildren seemed like an incredible bonus.

But now, as I looked at Gladys’s retreating figure weaving across my hill in her orange parachute pants, and at Godwin, a small, naked, virtually demented old man, stewing in his broth of suntan oil, a nervousness, even an apprehension, began to grow in me.

I was fifty-one years old. I thought I knew the difference between fantasy and reality, and I was well aware that the perfect domestic scenes my imagination had already begun to cast up would not likely be that perfect if they were ever actually lived. There might just be tension and anger instead of love and fun.

“What do you think my daughter would really make of all this, if I can persuade her to come?” I asked uneasily.

“She’ll probably think she’s enrolled in a lunatic asylum,” Godwin said bluntly. “She’ll think we’re all crazy as loons.”

“That’s a stupid metaphor,” I said. “Have you actually ever seen a crazy loon? Has anyone? Why would a bird be crazy?”

We were both writers, in a sense, and often criticized one another’s figures of speech, particularly when we were nervous about impending change.

My daughter’s arrival would certainly represent change: three young lives would suddenly have to try and mesh with three old lives. I wanted it, yet I could feel my apprehension rising. Godwin was watching me closely; he knew I was nervous. He didn’t seem disposed to be helpful, either.

“You know she’s gonna think we’re lunatics and you’re scared shitless, aren’t you?” he said.

“I’m a little nervous,” I admitted. “She’s twenty-two and I’ve never met her. But I still want her to come. We’re not really lunatics, you know. We’re just a little odd.”

“Do you think a twenty-two-year-old can grasp the difference?” he asked.

“I’ve never met her,” I repeated. “How would I know what differences she can grasp? Anyway, first things first.”

“What does that mean?” Godwin asked. “What do you regard as a plausible first thing?”

“Seeing if the Mercedes will start,” I said. “I haven’t driven it in a while. It may not start.”
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Godwin looked smug, as if the fact that I hadn’t driven my car in six months meant that I was hopelessly unfit to have a relationship with my daughter.

“Godwin, I’m not trying to pretend we’re not odd,” I said. “Of course we’re odd. If she comes, we’ll all have to do a little adjusting.”

One big difference between me and Godwin was that he had always had complete disdain for what might be called normal behavior, whereas I had never entirely lost the habit of thinking of myself as a normal person, though of course I recognized that the concept of normalcy was comparative. If I had only Godwin and Gladys to compare myself to, I might easily convince myself that I was a pretty average guy.

But my daughter, an evidently healthy young woman who had two small children and worked at a Mr. Burger, might well not see it that way. To her I might just seem like an aging freak, slopping around my house in caftans, not leaving my hill for months on end, watching horrible European policier videos half the night, and talking on the phone hour after hour to a kind of aural harem of beautiful women scattered all over the world, most of whom I only saw for maybe an hour or two a year.

Indeed, thanks to the steady advance of technology, not only did I not see these women very often, I rarely even talked directly to them anymore.

Most of the time now I talked to their message machines, a new and seductive form of communication that most of us seemed to be coming to prefer. Already, in only a few months of practice, I had become a kind of Proust of the message machine, leaving elegant, finely modulated monologues on the message machines of distinguished, or at least distinctive, women in New York, California, Paris, Rome.

The women, in turn, left me rambling, chatty monologues of their own—little oral letters, in a sense. In only a few weeks we all established a rapport with our new machines; monologues were soon floating in daily from various of my far-flung chums.

“It’s sort of like a new art form,” Jeanie Vertus pointed out shortly after we developed a tendency to talk mainly to one another’s machines.

Of all the minds I kept in contact with, Jeanie’s was the quickest, the most likely to key in immediately to the human consequences of technological advance.

“It’s kind of nice to know you don’t necessarily have to deal with a real naked voice anymore when you dial the phone,” Jeanie said. “Real naked voices have said some pretty fucking ugly things to me.”

“Real voices have, but my voice hasn’t,” I pointed out. “I’ve never said ugly things to you, and I don’t think it’s likely to be destructive if we have a live conversation once in a while.”

“Live conversations are kind of hit-or-miss though,” Jeanie said pensively. “Monologues are more concentrated. I can dump out a lot of thoughts quickly and then you can sort of sift through them at your leisure.”

Over the next months she delivered a series of dandy monologues, her speedy mind racing over a vast range of subjects.

Then one day she suddenly stopped calling. Worse, she turned off her message machine. I had to call seven or eight times before I got her.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “You suddenly stopped leaving monologues.”

“I suddenly stopped leaving monologues, Danny,” she said in a voice thick with sadness. When Jeanie descended into sadness, she descended to pure depths.

“I wish you hadn’t stopped,” I said cautiously—one didn’t just wade out into one of Jeanie’s sadnesses. “I miss your monologues.”

“It’s all getting too remote between us,” Jeanie said. “The monologues are just taking us farther apart, and we’re already too far apart.”

I thought she might cry, but she didn’t. She was resting on the bottom, well below the level of tears.

“At first it was kind of nice just to talk to machines,” she said. “It eliminates the conflict, which saves energy. But the trouble is, it eliminates the person, too. We don’t answer one another anymore, Danny. We just leave our views, separate but equal. Now I feel so separate I don’t even know if I’m your friend.”

“Of course you’re my friend,” I insisted, suddenly panicky at the thought that I might have lost her because of some stupid message machines.

“I’m getting gloomy about it,” she said. “I think we were doing better before we got the machines.”

Jeanie and I weathered that gloom, though—in the ensuing weeks I called her every day, missing her, getting her at bad times, waking her up. Several of the women I called woke up snarling, but Jeanie just woke up blank, puzzled that anyone had supposed she was worth a call. Despite several calls that were duds and a few that were actually setbacks, the sun finally peeped through, to shine on our friendship again; after that I made only modest and careful use of the message machine where Jeanie Vertus was concerned.

The episode came back to me as I sat at the breakfast table watching Godwin sulk, and wondering whether in fact my household was too odd to receive a normal young woman with two small children.

The thought that troubled me most was that when all was said and done I might not be the most normal member of my household, as I was wont to think. Even Godwin and Gladys might react to adult life more normally than I did.

Godwin at least still butted his head against the wall in despair when his boyfriend wouldn’t come over for a swim.

Gladys still got purple with rage when Chuck, her long-suffering truck-driving husband, lingered in north Amarillo for a few extra days, enjoying a fling with a waitress at the stockyards café.

Neither Godwin nor Gladys seemed to be exactly happy, but neither were they conducting their lives via telephone, Federal Express package, and message machine.

I was the one doing that—which might mean that I was the craziest person in a crazy house.
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“Even a sixty-thousand-dollar car needs to be driven once in a while,” Godwin pointed out, once it had been determined that the Mercedes definitely had no intention of starting.

I sat in the driver’s seat in a state of deep gloom. From time to time I turned the ignition key, hoping a miracle would happen. After all, it was a very expensive car; maybe it was just hibernating. At any moment the powerful German engine might roar into life.

Godwin and Gladys were pacing around the garage, smoking: Gladys smoked tobacco, Godwin marijuana. The more nervous they were, the more they smoked, and they were plenty nervous today, but at least they had transcended their immediate differences. Godwin apologized profusely for having hurt Gladys’s feelings at breakfast. I don’t think he was really contrite; he just feared Gladys’s vengeance, which was apt to take bizarre forms. Once she had poured a jar of molasses into his sock drawer after a similar contretemps. Fifty pairs of socks had congealed into a giant sock ball. Godwin wasn’t taking any chances on that happening again.

“You could use my Toyota,” Gladys offered. “Your daughter probably ain’t used to luxury anyway.”

Her Toyota sat a few feet away, the moral equivalent of a battered spouse. Hardly an inch of its surface was not dented, rusted, or crumpled.

“It’s because I like to let my mind roam free when I drive,” Gladys explained. “My mind will be off somewhere, happy as a lark, and the next thing you know my car’s smacked into something.”

“The thought of driving your Toyota to Houston doesn’t appeal to me,” I said politely.

“Take my bug,” Godwin offered.

“No, thanks,” I said, trying the key again and getting nothing, not even a click.

“He’s impossible when he’s depressed,” Godwin said to Gladys. “Have you noticed that? He won’t take his car and he won’t take mine or yours, although ours are in excellent mechanical condition and his won’t start. I call that perversity.”

“I call it prudence,” I said. Godwin’s Volkswagen was not as battered-looking as Gladys’s Toyota, but enough drugs had been spilled into its floorboards to send me to prison for at least a decade. Also, in recent years, much of Godwin’s love life had been conducted in the bug—the part involving hitchhikers, principally. Gladys and I had long since callously dubbed it the Aidsmobile, though we avoided the term when Godwin was around.

The fact that my Mercedes wouldn’t start was horribly depressing. Indeed, it was destabilizing, though of course an element in my depression was the thought that I was allowing such a minute problem to destabilize me.

It was ridiculous to be even mildly depressed, and I knew it was ridiculous. After all, I had neglected the car for six months—it had a perfect right not to start. And also, of course, by any rational standard, it was an extremely minor problem. There was a filling station only seven miles away. If I called them they’d be at my house in ten minutes and the Mercedes would be purring like a tiger long before I could get myself shaved, bathed, dressed, packed, and in a fit state to proceed to Houston.

Unfortunately, knowledge that I was dealing with a problem that was very minor, circumstantial, and in no way life-threatening didn’t make me feel a bit better. If anything, the very triviality of the problem contributed to the destabilization.

I was a very rich man. “Al and Sal,” the sitcom I had created twelve years earlier, was the top-grossing TV sitcom of all time. Worldwide it had earned over a billion dollars, nearly a third of which was mine; “Al and Sal” was far and away the most popular show in syndication on the world market, with another billion dollars in earnings projected over the coming decade.

So, not only was I very successful, I also had a lot of money. In the particular world in which I became successful—the world of entertainment, or, to be precise, the world of television—no illusion is more crucial than the illusion that great success and huge money buy you immunity from the common ills of mankind, such as cars that won’t start.

The maxim, the Golden Rule, the first motto of the world in which I achieved my success is: All Things Are Supposed to Work Instantly.

If they don’t, then what’s it all for? The fact that you might have to wait ten minutes to get your car jump-started, like any ordinary slob, calls a whole value system into question. If you don’t have total immunity, then why bother?

“He’s gonna have a fit,” Gladys said. “I can tell by the way he’s twitching.”

Wearily I tried the ignition key one more time. There was no click.

“I’m not twitching and I’ve never had a fit in my life,” I said honestly. “I produced that stupid sitcom for almost nine years, and no one who worked on it can claim they ever saw me have a fit. I don’t know how to have fits, Gladys. I often wish I did.”

“I know, but there’s always a first time,” Gladys said. “You’ve been saving up fits all your life, if you ask me. I just hope I’m on vacation when you finally have one.”

“Perhaps we’d best just call the filling station,” Godwin said. “They’re quite efficient. I’m sure they’ll get over here fast.”

“No, thanks,” I said. “I’m going to call Wichita Falls and have them bring me a Cadillac. They should be able to get one here while I’m shaving. I don’t like my Mercedes anymore.”

“You’re not serious,” Godwin said. “It’s almost brand-new. You just let it sit too long and the battery’s down.”

“I’m perfectly serious,” I said. “You want to buy this car? It’s yours for five thousand dollars. Buy it. Then you won’t have to ride in that semen-encrusted Volkswagen anymore.”

“If he don’t want it can I buy it?” Gladys asked. She was quicker than Godwin to seize a good opportunity.

The thought of Gladys tootling around in a Mercedes almost cheered me up.

“Where would you get five thousand dollars?” I asked, amused. “Where would either of you get five thousand dollars, for that matter?”

“Spoiled, spoiled, spoiled!” Godwin said. “You aren’t remotely ready to go to Houston. You’re still in your caftan. You look like Yves Saint Laurent might look if he were fat. Why not just let the filling station come and start the car while you attempt to make yourself presentable for your daughter?”

“So who gets the car?” Gladys asked, her eyes firmly fixed on the main chance. “I could take over the yard work and pay it off in a summer or two. That old Mexican don’t have no business doing yard work at his age.”

She was referring to old Pedro, an ancient person who lived in a little adobe hut he had built for himself on the western edge of my hill. Pedro was the oldest person any of us had ever known. I had found him standing by the road near Deming, New Mexico, several years earlier, on one of my drives from California. I had passed him without thought and driven for another ten miles before it occurred to me that I had just passed a very, very old, very small man. Pedro was about the height of a large sheepdog.

I rarely pick up hitchhikers—that’s Godwin’s sport—but after some thought I turned, went back, and picked up Pedro, a tiny man who looked as ancient as the rocks. He had no possessions at all, just himself. He spoke a little English, but the drift of his thoughts was cryptic, to say the least.

“I am just traveling along now,” he said, when I asked him where he wanted to be taken. “My family died before I did. Just take me where you want to go.”

So I took him home and never regretted it. The fact that my huge house was made of adobe pleased him, although he was highly critical of the workmanship itself and spent his first year or two with us correcting a number of major flaws.

Then he built his own little hut on the edge of my hill. Every day he would walk up and do a little yard work; we got our water from a windmill, which Pedro kept in fine repair. There was an old barn on the property, filled with dusty, rat-nibbled saddlery and harness. Pedro killed the rats, and, over the years, repaired and polished the saddles and the harness.
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