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To Samuel


WHEN I WAS FOURTEEN


When I was fourteen, I began what turned out to be a lifelong love affair with Felicity Annabel Arlington Jones. For a year before I met her, she was only a name to me—that strange and florid signature written across the entire width of the page, at the bottom of letters she sent from New York City to my father. Then she moved to the prairie, into a little square house that was half a mile down a flat, straight road from where I lived. She was thirty-four when our affair began, an affair that survived four marriages (three of ’em mine) and thirty-six years. My sister called from Illinois yesterday morning at seven to tell me it was over. I was sitting at the kitchen table, drinking grapefruit juice and looking out the window. The sky promised snow.

“Sonny?”

“Yes. Sis? Is that you, Sis? This is a terrible connection; sounds like you’re a thousand miles away.”

“I’ll get the operator and call right back.”

When I picked up the telephone the second time, Sis said, “But I am a thousand miles away, Sonny.”

“I know. It’s just a joke.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Never mind.”

I now live in New York City, where Felicity once lived Whenever I was back in Illinois and visited her, I’d whisper in her ear: “When I’m with you, darling, my other life seems a thousand miles away.” And, of course, it was. She’d laugh—laugh every time I said it to her. But I didn’t tell any of this to my sister, didn’t try to explain to her that the joke was as important, or unimportant, to Felicity and me as is a single brushstroke important, or unimportant, to a painting that contains ten thousand of them.

“I have some bad news,” Sis said.

I knew that. I’d received these notifications from her before: our father’s death, our mother’s death. I knew who it was this time. “Felicity’s dead.”

“How’d you know?” She seemed disappointed.

“Psychic.”

“Between you two, I’d believe it.”.

The news of Felicity’s death gave me a jolt of excitement, but it didn’t make me feel like crying. My voice was even: “When?”

“An hour or so ago, I guess. The nurse who was staying with her just called me. She waited until the doctor got over there and made it official.”

“So now it’s official?” I asked sarcastically.

“What?”

“Nothing. Had she been sick again?”

“Well, yes. Don’t you two talk to each other?”

I shook my head.

“Sonny?”

“Uh, no—we don’t.”

“Well, for the last few months she’s been bad off. And then a couple weeks ago she had to hire a nurse to stay with her. But I was with her last night. At her deathbed.”

Deathbed? People still use that word? “Why were you there?”

“You can hardly refuse a deathbed request.”

I realized then that Sis was going to play with the news, perhaps to get back at me for having guessed the headline. “What do you mean?”

“I mean she called last night and asked me to come over to her house.”

“Really?”

“Yes. And do you know what she said while I was standing there by her bed?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea.”

“She took my hand and said, ‘This, Honey, is what they call in the trade: her last words/ At first, I didn’t know what she was getting at. You know. I was trying to be polite, reverent and all that, but Felicity seemed to think it was all a big joke.”

I laughed.

“What?”

“Nothing. Did she do it, tell you her last words?” “Yes.”

“Well? What were they?” My sister started to say something, but I interrupted her. “Wait a second. If she didn’t die until this morning, how could she have told you her last words last night? I mean, she might have said something to the nurse after you left. What she told you weren’t literally her last words.”

“Yes they were. When I talked to the nurse this morning, she said that Felicity didn’t say another word after I left her house last night.”

I laughed again. “That’s marvelous. The way she worked it out like that. Always a stickler for authenticity. I mean, if she wanted to plan out her last words, then by God, they were going to be her last words. That’s great. That’s . . .” Suddenly distracted, I forgot what I was going to say next.

“Sonny?” Sis’s voice had a worried edge. “Sonny? Are you okay, Sonny?”

“Yeah. Yeah. I was just thinking how careful you have to be, or should be. Usually, you have no control over what’ll be your last words. If you die in your sleep or have a heart attack on the street-”

“Have you been having trouble?”

“What? With my heart? Naw.”

“You know what the doctor always said. When did you have your last checkup?”

“Forget that. I’m trying to tell you something important here. Let’s say some guy gets up in the middle of the night and his wife asks if everything’s okay and he says, ‘I gotta take a leak.’ Then he comes back to bed and dies in his sleep. His last words would be: ‘I gotta take a leak.’ See what I mean?”

“No.”

“Come on, Sis. Think about it. We leave it up to chance, something as important as dying words. People used to write last words on tombstones, as epitaphs. ‘I gotta take a leak’ How’d you like something like that chiseled in granite over your grave?”

“Have you, been drinking?”

“It’s seven o’clock in the morning, for chrissake.” But what an excellent idea. Not by accident does my telephone cord reach to the liquor cabinet. As I continued talking with my sister, I grabbed a bottle of tequila and poured some in the grapefruit juice I’d been drinking. Not bad, not bad at all. “I have to think something out,” I told her. “I was home alone last night, didn’t get any calls or anything. Watched the tube awhile. Read.”

“What’re you doing?”

“Trying to figure out what my last words would’ve been if I had died in my sleep last night.”

“Morbid.”

“I guess the last thing I said to anybody was when I told my secretary good-night at the office. I said . . . uh . . . let’s see. I said, ‘Good night, Love.’ Hey, that’s not bad, huh? That’s not bad for a man’s last words. “Good night, Love.’ ”

“Love? Is she going to be number four?”

“No. Goodness, no. I just use a lot of endearments.” A pause. Then I shouted: “Wait, wait! I spoke to the guy at the parking lot. He was talking about the weather.”

“Sonny.”

“And I said, I said, ‘It’ll snow before morning.’ That’s not bad either, you know? Kind of mysterious, but it’d look good on a tombstone. ‘It’ll snow before morning.’ That’d spook people, wouldn’t it? Somebody walking through the cemetery and see that, wondering what the hell it means.”

“Sonny, do you want to hear about Felicity, or are you going to keep joking around all morning?”

“Sorry, Sis.”

“Okay. Like I was saying, she was holding my hand. She was having trouble breathing, and she had to speak in a whisper. All those cigarettes she smoked, Had one in her mouth every time—”

 “Wait! I’m sorry, Sis, but I just remembered something. I went out, late, to get a pack of cigarettes and . . . and this couple stopped to ask directions. They wanted . . . uh . . . they wanted to know where the nearest drugstore was, and I said, I said . . . oh, no!” I was laughing. “I told ’em, ‘Four blocks straight up this street. You can’t miss it.’ Can you believe that? Sis?”

“Yes,” she said icily.

“If I had died in my sleep last night, my last words would’ve been: ‘Four blocks straight up this street. You can’t miss it.’ Wow. See what I mean? It takes someone like Felicity to control her last words. Me, I would’ve had people sitting around at my wake and telling each other: ‘Well, from what I hear, his last words were, “Four blocks straight up this street. You can’t miss it.” Don’t have the slightest idea what he was getting at.’ Wouldn’t that be a crock? Lord, when you think of the opportunities you let slip by. Damn! Sis?”

“Well, Sonny, if it had happened the way you just explained it, no one would’ve known that those were your last words anyway.”

I was angry with her refusal to play along with me, to play Felicity for me. “Yeah, well that’s not the point. The point is that something as important as your last words shouldn’t be left to chance. Felicity had the right idea.”

“And do you want to hear what her last words were or not?”

“Of course I do.”

“All right then. She held my hand, looked me right in the eye, and said—”

But I wasn’t ready to hear it yet. “Why do people always say, ‘You can’t miss it’?”

“Sonny!”

“Okay, okay. This is the last interruption, I swear it. But have you ever wondered why people always say, ‘You can’t miss it’? I mean, you can give some guy the most convoluted directions in the world and you know, you absolutely know, that the poor slob doesn’t have a prayer of finding the place and still you’ll say to him, ‘You can’t miss it’ Your mind gets so damn cluttered with clichés, with things that just come out automatically. I was in a meeting the other day, and this guy, this real asshole, he started in on me. Not only blasting the way I was handling one of our new accounts but making personal attacks on me. When he got done, everybody kind of looked at me. And you know what I said? I drew myself up and said, ‘I’ll not dignify that with a response,’ Do you believe it? Can you imagine a more pompous, idiotic thing to say? I mean, I should have walked over and punched him right in the mouth. The asshole. Instead, I come out with, ‘I’ll not dignify that with a response.’ Jesus Christ! When it gets right down to it, I mean, when push comes to shove, my response is some . . . Did you hear what 1 just said? Did you.

I suddenly sobbed. It came without warning, and although I performed a short fit of coughing to cover the sob, Sis was not fooled. When she next spoke, $he did so softly.

“Felicity’s last words were: Tour brother broke my heart.’ ”

I didn’t try to speak, didn’t dare to.

“And then you know what she did?”

Yeah. And then she laughed like a fool. But I didn’t tell this to my sister; I didn’t want to spoil any more of her surprises.

“Sonny? After she said that, she laughed.”

I still didn’t speak.

“She laughed. Like it was all a joke or something. Can you believe that?”

Of course. The last time I saw Felicity—five years ago—I did indeed break her heart, one she’d made out of glass. And I suppose that over the years, I’d broken the other heart* too. That’s what’s so wonderful about Felicity’s last words: They are true, literally and figuratively true.

•  •  •

When I was fourteen and found out that Felicity was going to be a neighbor of ours, I waited for her as I had waited for the circus to come to town the previous summer. Her letters to my father were so full of advance publicity on such a variety of oddities and eccentricities that I half expected to see her arrive on the back of an elephant, as had Rhonda The Magnificent.

My father, who owned a real-estate and insurance business, first heard about Felicity from a friend of his who worked at a nearby veterans’ hospital. Felicity’s husband, a naval officer who’d grown up in southern Illinois, recently had been transferred to the hospital’s psychiatric unit, and Felicity wanted to move out from New York to be near him. She was looking for a house to buy. Dad sent her a list of properties then on the market.

In the first letter she wrote directly to my father, Felicity said she wasn’t interested in seeing listings but would describe the kind of house she wanted and then leave it up to him to notify her if such a place ever came up for sale. In the letters that followed, she added flowery detail to what she called “my little house on the prairie” a small, neat place with few if any trees on*the property, situated on a flat piece of land, and possessing an unobstructed panorama. My father answered each letter, saying that no such house was on the market but that he’d keep looking.

Felicity’s subsequent letters became more personal/She asked my father to describe himself, to tell her about his family. “I have in mind an image of you,” she wrote, “and can only hope that you meet my expectations.” She told about herself, how she’d grown up in Louisiana and had lived in San Francisco while her husband Was off to war and then had moved to New York City but Was coming to Illinois because she thought it was best for her husband to recuperate “in the land that nurtured him as a boy.” She enclosed poems she’d written.

The letters upset Mom, especially when she read things like: “You’re a darling for going to all this trouble for me.” My father’s responses continued to be strictly businesslike; he showed the carbons to Mom. Sis and I, meanwhile, kept current on the correspondence by looking up the file whenever we were alone in Dad’s office.

It was shortly after Felicity’s letters began that the circus came to town. I was disappointed in its raggedness, in how the muzzled bears and big cats were nowhere near as ferocious as the they walked gingerly, as if on tender feet; they went through their routines with bored obedience.

The ringmaster was not young and handsome, and he did not have a full head of blue-black hair. Perhaps the ringmaster in the poster had gone off to war, and maybe it was his father, old and fat and bald, who took his place. Even from the stands, I could see that his red cutaway was frayed.

I also noticed that the performers played multiple roles: The tightrope artist was the lion tamer, and after the tumblers finished tumbling, they covered their tights with overalls and cleaned up behind the thick-backed horses.

The big top was patched.

But Rhonda The Magnificent was more, so much more, than her poster could possibly show. She entered on an elephant, standing on the elephant’s back and balancing herself with one hand casually holding a rhinestoned scepter that somehow was attached to the elephant’s neck. Rhonda was wrapped, from her neck down, in a huge embroidered cape that covered the sides of the elephant and went off its back to drag imperiously on the ground behind. As she approached the center ring, Rhonda loosed a knotted ribbon at her neck, and the cape dropped away, down the elephant’s back and then to the floor. She rode as a queen would, as a warrior would. In the middle of the darkened big top, held by three spotlights, Rhonda extended one foot. A rope was lowered to her; she put that slippered foot in a loop and ascended to her trapeze, pulled up and away by unseen roustabouts who perhaps themselves recently had been in the spotlight facing great heights—or lions and tigers and bears.

Reading Felicity’s strange letters and trying to picture what she might look like, I used—for purposes of daydreams—the image of Rhonda The Magnificent. And now when I try to recall Rhonda’s entrance, it is Felicity who rides the elephant’s back.

In the spring of 1944, one of our neighbors died. He was a widower who owned the farm that lay between our house and town, and his property included two houses: the main farmhouse and a much smaller place on an acre of land at the edge of a large, flat field. Dad immediately bought the small house and wrote to Felicity about it.

Mom was angry. “That crazy woman will probably never show up and then you’ll be stuck with that place.”

Dad insisted he had just pulled off a shrewd deal and, at the time, I was rooting for him. But after I fell in love with Felicity, I tended to agree with my mother: Dad was acting like a damn fool/providing Felicity with much more customer service than was called for.

Felicity wrote that the house seemed perfect and that Dad should have the papers ready, because she was willing to buy the property the very day she arrived in town. “Now there’s a woman who knows her own mind,” Pop declared.

“I bet she’s dying of a broken heart because of her husband being in the insane asylum,”, my sister, who was sixteen at the time, speculated. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

“I think the whole thing is pathetic,” my mother said. “We’d better just keep to ourselves.” Which is exactly what she told me when the circus came to town.

On the day of Felicity’s arrival, I went directly from school to Dad’s office and spread out my books and papers on a table in the back room. “Doing homework before supper, huh, Sport?” he asked.

I mumbled something about a big test.

“Catch you later,” he said. “I got to go to the train station.”

I nodded, not looking up from my books and pretending I’d forgotten who was arriving that day. Dad was wearing his best suit.

Two hours later, I was filling in all the o’s on the table of contents of my history book. Where were Dad and Felicity? Even if they’d gone directly to the house, they should’ve been back by now.

From the back room, I couldn’t see into the main part of the office, but I heard them laughing even before they opened the door. I sat up and listened closely, becoming embarrassed at the way the two of them were carrying on—like a couple of enchanted by my father’s usual salesman patter, and each time I heard her masculinely robust laughter, I adjusted my mental image of her. Maybe she was like those gum-cracking waitresses I’d seen during our family’s annual trips to the Ozarks—the ones who always were joking with truckers. That’s not exactly what I’d had in mind when I read her letters and studied that signature. Rhonda’s laughter wouldn’t have been so indelicate.

“The house is perfect, just perfect,” Felicity was telling Dad. “And I know the local legend about the place, too—what prompted the original owner to mark off a lot and build a house in the middle of nowhere, at the edge of a huge field like that.”

“You do, huh?” my father said.

“But of course.” Then she started telling him the legend and, ignorant of any such story, I put down my pencil and listened even more closely than before.

Generations and generations ago, Felicity said, a man owned a thousand acres of this prime prairie land. He lived in a huge house with his widowed mother. They got along fine until the man married, married quite late in life and to a woman who didn’t get along at all with the man’s mother. So the wife asked her husband to take an acre of land from the thousand he owned and build a little house for his mother. The farmer argued against doing any such thing, because it was so impractical: The house they were living in was plenty big for three people and, besides, it would be a crying shame to mess up a perfectly square field by marking off an acre lot. But the woman eventually persuaded her husband to do exactly that.

“I would suppose,” Felicity said, “that requests made in bed are mightily persuasive to a man accustomed all his life to sleeping alone.” I was shocked. Requests made in bed. But Dad just laughed; I wondered if he’d forgotten I was in the back room.

The old farmer walked off an acre at the edge of one of his huge fields, Felicity continued, and built a tiny square house in the middle of the lot. He laid sod and planted a tree in front. When he showed the house to his mother, she said it was a crying shame to mess up a perfectly square field with a house that looked too small for two people but that if her son and his wife wanted to move into such a house, that was their business.

The farmer had to explain that the tiny house was for her, his mother, and not for the wife and him. If you move me out of the home your father built for me when I was a seventeen-year-old bride, the old woman warned, I’ll never speak to you again. But that’s exactly, what the man did, and his mother kept her word—never speaking to her son for the rest of her life. “And rumor has it,” Felicity said, concluding the story, “that the farmer wept whenever he walked by that tiny house. One can only hope he was crying over Mother and not the loss of an acre’s corn.”

I heard Dad slap his leg. “That’s a good one. I don’t know how you found out about it, but that’s the legend all right.” Then they both laughed again.

“Someone I want you to meet,” Dad told her.

When I realized that the someone was me and that I was about to lose my comfortable role as eavesdropper and that I was going to see Felicity, I went stiff. My ears rang, and spit at the sides of my mouth dried instantly. Before I could do anything more than grab a pencil, they were in the room with me.

My God, she was beautiful—the most exotically beautiful creature I’d seen since Rhonda. Her facial features were startling in their boldness: the bridge of her nose perfectly straight up and down, heavy cheekbones that jutted ledge-like under the outside corners of her eyes, and those eyes so blue that had you seen them in a photograph you would have assumed they’d been painted in. She had what seemed to be a bushel of dark hair, styled in a fashion that reminded me of the Egyptian princesses depicted in my history book. Big tits, too—made all the more prominent by her shoulders-back posture. She was thirty-four years old but had the nervous energy of a teen-ager. Her expression was so vibrant as to be unstable, a wide-open grinning that made me anxious—as does a firecracker with a fast-burning wick. I just knew it was going to go off at any second, booming out in laughter or some loud comment.

But Dad spoke first. “Cat got your tongue, boy?”

Had I been armed, my father would have died for saying that. I tried to smile, but Fm sure it came across as a wince.

“He’s a vision!” Felicity’s voice exploded.

I was trying to think of something terribly witty to say when Dad tousled my hair and the two of them left. She was wearing a knit dress that moved enthusiastically with her hips. I felt like beating my head against the table. But with all that, I still didn’t fall in love with Felicity. Intrigued and excited by her, yes—but not in love. Not yet.

The house Felicity bought was exactly halfway between my family’s house and town: a total distance of one mile, even. Everything on the prairie seemed even and exact. Felicity’s lot was precisely one acre, laid out in a perfect rectangle with a square house in the middle, making the backyard the same size as the front. My family’s house was a roofed cube sitting at the edge of a large and rectangular reservoir. The road into town, past Felicity’s place, ran as true as taut string, as did the railroad tracks that went through the middle of town and proceeded without curves or bends across the prairie—hundreds and hundreds of miles of straight steel. That was the way you subdued the vast flatness: with the awesome power of straight-line geometry.

On the way home for dinner that evening, after Dad had helped Felicity move her things into the little house, I told him I’d never heard that story about the farmer who built the house Felicity had just bought.

“Neither did I,” he said, reaching across and pointing to a place on my shirt near the top button. When I looked down, he flipped up his finger and hit me on the nose. It was a joke he’d been able to pull on me ever since I was a toddler; he’d do it only once every few months or so and I’d forget about it from one time to the next “Not until today did I hear that story,” he said, laughing and puffing on his cigar FDR-style. He always was the king after making a sale. When we got home, he threw the butt at the edge of the porch; Mom allowed no cigar-smoking in the house.

About once a month, I had to go around and pick up all the accumulated butts; he dropped them by the steps when he came home from work and tossed them over the railing after his evening smoke on the porch. I hated the job. It was demeaning, and you could never be sure that what looked like an old butt wasn’t really a dried-up dog turd. I offered to get a bucket of sand he could use as an ashtray but he refused, saying, “It makes me feel so grand to be able to toss them butts out in the yard the way I do.” I thought: Pick up a few crumbly dog turds and see how grand that makes you feel; but I said nothing to him. I just made petulant faces and sighing sounds, which he always ignored.

Within a few weeks of moving into her little house, Felicity took down the fence around her property and, in its place, planted irregular paths of flowers. She had her perfectly straight driveway reshaped, making it curve unnecessarily. She filled her front yard with an odd assortment of cast-concrete figures (frogs sitting on mushrooms and seemingly pining for lost love), half-buried wagon wheels, park benches—“junk,” according to my mother’s friends. And Mom agreed. A lot of people, as it turned out, were upset with Felicity’s doodling on the rectilinear landscape.

Then she committed a crime. (“Did you see what that woman did?” “Yes!” “It’s a crime, ain’t it-just a crime “) Felicity commissioned the felling of the large Norway maple that dominated her front yard, an act that even my father and I, who were intrigued with the woman, thought was wrong.

The only major trees on the prairie are those planted by people, trees that are clustered only where people live. Trees that stand as an oath against the land: We intend to stay here. And with each passing year, as the trees become bigger and more firmly rooted, the oath becomes stronger: By God!, we intend to stay here. Felicity’s tree, four feet in diameter, had provided an oath against the land for generations.

The workmen who cut the tree said that Felicity had instructed them to leave a six-foot-high stump, and even after they told her that it would involve a lot of work and cost her more to do it that way, she insisted. People were starting to say that maybe Felicity should trade places with her husband.

A week after the tree was hauled away, we were driving toward Felicity’s house and saw her working in the yard, near the road. Mom told Dad to stop the car. “Ask her why she left that stump so high,” I urged Mom, who told me to shush and then called out the car window: “We were so surprised to see that you got rid of your tree.” In a small town, where one does not criticize one’s neighbors in even the most oblique ways, this was a rash statement for my mother to make.

Felicity walked to the car and looked in. She was unhurried and spoke with a noncommittal flatness: “I do not like trees, and that one was stealing sunlight that by rights belongs to me.”

No one in my family knew what to say. We were plain and decorous people, and this beautiful stranger, so aggressively sure of herself, was talking crazy.

“But that tree took a lifetime to get as big as it was,” my mother finally said.

Felicity looked at each of us. “I believe my surroundings should accommodate themselves to me, not the other way around,” she said, smiling. Then she winked at me. I was electrified—but not yet in love.

“Still, it seems a shame,” my mother replied, jabbing Dad in the thigh. He got the signal and drove off, nodding good-bye to Felicity. “It’s a crime,” Mom muttered. “An absolute crime.”

Then matters became even more curious, I walked past Felicity’s house on my trips to town that summer and noticed that she’d begun working on the huge stump—chopping away at it with a ridiculously small hatchet. I wondered if she intended to reduce the six-foot stump to wood chips—chop by tiny chop.

One day she stopped working and looked at me, so I bravely called out: “My Dad’s got a two-man crosscut! We could come over and cut that stump right off at the ground for you.”

She walked to the road so quickly that I got scared, thinking she’d misunderstood what I’d said and was angry with me about something. “You know,” I explained nervously when she reached me. “Get it nice and flat so you could put a pot of flowers or a birdbath there.”

Holding my attention with those blue and then blue-green eyes that changed shades with the light, with the sun’s progression behind and then away from clouds, she finally asked: “And what’re you going to do with your life, Babyboy?”

What did that have to do with my offer of cutting down the trunk? I didn’t know, but Felicity obviously wanted an answer to her question. She was intent, standing there hot and sweaty and close to me. I took her flush of exertion, the red face and wide eyes, as demoniac tendencies, and I was frightened. She was, after all, still holding that hatchet in her hand. So although I’d never told anyone my real plans, I dared not lie to Felicity. “A writer,” I blurted out. It was the first time I’d said it.

Her expression softened momentarily, as if she’d just been shown a bucket of puppies. Then she tightened up again, all the more serious as she dropped the hatchet and put her hand to the side of my face. “Yes. I’ve been watching you walk into town and back. Novelists have to be walkers. Not sprinters, not even long-distance runners. Walkers. And you’re a walker, right?”

I nodded vigorously. Actually, I wanted to be a newspaper writer, a war correspondent—not a novelist. But I didn’t explain that detail to Felicity. I just kept nodding, hoping like hell she wasn’t going to do anything that would hurt.

“Okay!” she shouted, making me jump. “You got it. My faith in you as a novelist. And remember this, Love Button.” She put her other hand to my other cheek. “I’m a disciple of delayed gratification. Built for distance, not speed.”

I had no idea what she was talking about.

“Oh, I can see it now.” She stepped back as if to admire me. “Paris, Madrid, San Francisco, Havana. And New York—of course, New York City. Such adventures you’ll have.” She was clasping her hands to her bosom, and I think I still was nodding, unaware that any of this might be a performance.

“I know your fate!” she suddenly declared. “What life has in store for you. Yes! You will be lionized!”

And that’s when I fell in love with Felicity. I didn’t even know what “lionized” meant, not exactly, but I instantly knew that I wanted it, I had to have it, that I desperately desired and needed to be lionized. She made it sound so wonderful—and made me feel special and glamorous. Paris, novelist, New York City. Sure, my parents and teachers had complimented me for good posture and high grades, but this woman was talking lionization! How could I have not fallen in love with her?

“You watch what I do with that tree stump during the next months or years,” she said, “and you’ll learn the most important thing you need to know about writing novels.”

I just kept nodding, no longer concerned that I didn’t understand what she was talking about. She turned around, and I headed home to look up “lionize.”

Sixteen years later, when I was living with Felicity, I told her this story—about the exact moment and reason I fell in love with her. “I was a late bloomer and hadn’t even gone through puberty yet,” I said. “So regardless of your sleazy motivations for beginning a love affair with a boy of fourteen, my reasons for falling in love with you were completely chaste.”

I was saying all this while we were naked and playing Gladiator and Slave Girl. I loved telling Felicity provocative things when we were in bed together, because her reactions there always were so delightfully unpredictable. I thought the story about my chaste love, for example, might elicit from her a gush of sentimentality, perhaps even tears. But Felicity just looked down at me (I guess this was during my turn as the Slave Girl), and said in a wisecracking, side-of-the-mouth, Mae West way: “Well, Sugar, like I always say, ‘Chaste makes waste.’ You know what I mean?”

•  •  •

When I was fourteen, soon after I fell in love with Felicity, I got sick. I was suffering aches in the joints, a general feverish weakness, weight loss, and a wildly beating heart. Unimaginative doctors examined these symptoms of love and came up with the diagnosis of rheumatic fever. I was in the hospital the rest of the summer and at home, missing school, for another three months after that.

A bookish and prissy child, I seemed to have had a predisposition to a disease like rheumatic fever, which makes its victims weak and wan and given to highly emotional states. While I was hospitalized, my father brought me biographies of Teddy Roosevelt and other famous Americans who’d overcome sickly childhoods to grow into robust men, but just reading about the tremendous amount of work and will required for such a transformation made me all the more tired. I lacked gumption.

But I was pretty good with an audience. I truly was convinced I was going to die, so I gave languidly affecting performances for friends who visited me. “You can have my bike, Chops. No, no—take it now. I’ll never ride again.” “You don’t have a rifle, do you, Pauly? Take mine. Tell Dad I said it was okay.” Subdued by the surroundings—the quiet, the institutional white, the medicinal smells—my usually boisterous friends allowed me to hold court as the dying prince. At least in the beginning.

The first time Felicity visited me in the hospital, in fact, I was in the middle of a damn good and serious act about how disappointed I was to be dying in a hospital in the Midwest instead of on a battleground over there: “ . . . and if you guys get over there, kill one for me. Kill one for the buddy who didn’t get the chance to ship out with you.”

She strode into the room, walked directly to my bed, and spoke abruptly to the three adolescent males who were in attendance, hands folded and eyes down, at my bed. “What’re you boys talking about?” It was more of a demand than a question.

They looked at me as if I should be able to explain this woman’s behavior or at least vouch for them so she wouldn’t attack them physically. I shrugged.

“Talking about how you’re all going to go kill Japs and Krauts, huh?” she continued. “Come back acting mysteriously war-weary, impressing the girls with your well-decorated uniforms? Huh? Huh? Is that what you were talking about?” It was, of course; she must have been listening at the door, “It every pipette were snipped off at birth,” she said, acting as if she were angry about something, “we’d never have another war. What fragile, dangerous creatures you all are. Jesus Christ. Now get out of here.”

With quick waves to me and wide, wary eyes on her, my three friends rushed from the room. The cowards. I was glad I wasn’t going into battle with them.

Felicity suddenly was all sweetness and light, sitting on the edge of my bed and smiling. “Well, maybe not every pipette.” The performance of mine that she’d interrupted was a wisp of nothing compared to the one she’d just given. She was majestic, and I begrudgingly admired her, although I had no idea what she was talking about.

“For you,” Felicity said, pulling a waxed-paper package from the pocket of her dress, “I got blackberries.”

“I don’t like blackberries,” I said petulantly. Actually, I loved blackberries, but I wanted to punish her for upstaging me.

“Every kid likes berries,” she declared, holding one to my lips. “And these are the last of the summer. I didn’t pick them this morning, early this morning so they’d still have the dew on, and then schlepp them down here for you to clam up on me.”

Turning my head away from her hand, I said (with what I hoped was maddening politeness), “No, thank you.”

She laughed—and then reached around and gently crushed the berry against my closed mouth. I felt juice and pulp on my lower lip and became angry. This woman was not playing the game, was not showing proper deference to the dying prince. I was determined not to eat one goddamn berry.

As she crushed a second and third one against my mouth, I stared defiantly into her face. With the next four berries, I could feel the juice trickle off my chin and down my cheeks; my neck was wet, and I knew the pillowcase was being stained. I became angrier, more humiliated, and a couple of tears joined the berry juice on my pillow. But, still, I didn’t give in, didn’t accept one berry in my mouth, and did not turn away from her. I just lay there and stared.

“Oh, here’s one you’ll really like,” she said, holding up an especially large and dark blackberry. She crushed it gently against my lips and said, “See, I was right, wasn’t I? Mmm, mmm, good!”

My resolve weakened.

She placed a berry on my cheek and then slowly leaned down, large breasts flattening against skinny trunk, and picked it up between her lips. Holding it there a second, she then pushed it into her mouth with a single finger. Her smile was odd. “Cheekberry,” she said seductively.

I was astonished.

Then a berry was put right on my eye, so that I had to close it. Again she leaned on me—I was watching with my left eye—and picked the berry off with her lips. Except that this time, she seemed to rest hotly against me for several minutes, although it couldn’t have been more than a second or two. I wondered if this was some form of sex play.

I felt feverish; my heart beat wildly.

She balanced two berries on my upper lip and then sort of tucked them to the edges of my nostrils. My berry-stained lips were fighting a smile. Felicity showed her teeth; the smile I was resisting became an anxious one. She was on me, using teeth and lips to get at the berries.

“Mmm, mmm—nostrilberries! Love dem nostrilberries!”

I laughed. It was the most outrageous thing that had ever been done to me, so what could I do but eat the rest of those goddamn blackberries? No one could resist her. I was convinced that had she crawled up on Lincoln’s lap in his memorial and done to him what she did to me, eventually those tragic eyes would’ve brightened and those huge marble hands would’ve uncurled to accept a berry from Felicity.

After I finished the blackberries, Felicity cleaned my face with a washcloth and then pulled a chair next to the bed, sat down, and made another of her declarations: “Now I’ll tell you a story.”

She began reciting in a slight and somewhat staged Southern accent, saying things that surprised me, confused me, and sometimes made me laugh. The story lasted about twenty minutes that day, a half hour the next day, and fifteen or twenty minutes on each of the succeeding days she visited me. At certain intervals, she would announce the number of the chapter she was on, but I wasn’t keeping track. I wasn’t making a great deal of sense out of the story, either, but I always looked forward to those afternoon visits.

My mother and father and sister, good-hearted but as flat as the prairie, didn’t do much to cheer me when they visited in the mornings and evenings. And although I still believed I was going to die, other people became bored with the topic. My school chums began interrupting my soliloquies whenever scatological jokes (based on various items of hospital paraphernalia) occurred to them. And because my parents had not allowed any of my possessions to be taken, I no longer could hold my friends’ interest with promises of bequests.

Felicity and her strange story became the center of my day, what I waited for in the morning and thought about in the evening. She got through several chapters while I was hospitalized; the story hadn’t really ended when I went home, but Felicity didn’t visit me at my house. I thought a lot about her story while I was sick, recognizing that some of the characters were based on people we knew—on me and on her. The implications I was drawing, even back when I was fourteen, were rather heady.

Felicity continued that story whenever I stopped by her house to see her; she continued it while I was in high school and then on my visits back to Illinois after I’d left home. She continued it for thirty-one years: the most amazing thing that has ever happened to me in my life, to be told that story.

I always believed a lot of amazing things would happen to me, but the war ended while I was in high school and I never got a chance to play most of the scenes in which I’d imagined myself starring. I especially wanted to play one scene I’d read in a dozen books and watched in a dozen movies: I wanted to be a soldier (or a war correspondent) saying good-bye to his sweetheart, with the troopship in the background and with bumping bodies, crying babies, and general confusion all around us. I wanted to see tears in her eyes and feel the longing that her body already was anticipating and, in reaction to all that, I wanted to be brave and silent and Gary Cooperish.

But without a war, all I could do was parody the scene: at train stations and airports and next to the open doors of cabs—a businessman off on business. Hardly significant enough to warrant tears, although for years and years I’ve tried for tears. Tried for them by leaving woman after woman, by leaving my family repeatedly, even by leaving Felicity.

More than anyone else, she accepted my departures, celebrated our reunions, and mourned quietly the absences. She made it easy for me to be selfish: home from the wars and the woman you left behind is so happy to see you (home from the wars) that no recriminations are made about the past and no promises are extracted from the future.

Felicity finally finished the story during my last visit with her, five years ago. At that time, she asked me to begin telling her a story—something I could recite on subsequent visits. I said I would.

Felicity was sixty-five then, but I felt no urgency about arranging trips home to see her, to begin telling her my story. With Felicity, it was easy to be fooled into thinking life’s an endless affair.

But apparently it’s not. At least that’s what Sis was telling me yesterday morning on the telephone.

After she passed along Felicity’s last words, my sister kept asking me if I knew what they meant. How had I broken Felicity’s heart? I told Sis it was a long story, and I didn’t want to go into it then.

“What was so funny?” Sis asked.

“About my breaking her heart?”

“Yeah.”

“Felicity thought everything was funny. You know her.”

“No I didn’t. I don’t think anybody knew Felicity. Except maybe you.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“Are you coming home?”

“For her funeral?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“They going to bury her in the backyard?”

“How’d you know that?”

“You mean they are?”

“Well, that’s what she wanted. Put it in her will. Gave everything she owned to the church and put in a request that she be buried in her own backyard.”

“But they’re not going to allow it, right?”

“No. There’s laws against that sort of thing.”

“Yeah. I suppose there are.”

“But you’ll still come home, won’t you?”

“No. If I do, I might get drunk and steal her body and try to bury it in the backyard myself.”

“You could come home to see us, you know. It’s been five years. I don’t feel like I even have a brother. What is it with you, Sonny?”

“I’m a disciple of delayed gratification.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Something Felicity used to say.”

There followed a long silence, the telephone company’s meter ticking in the heart of some computer somewhere. Then I asked my sister: “Tell me again, will you?”

“What?”

“Her last words.”

Having a natural talent in these matters, Sis waited a nickel’s pause before she spoke.” ‘Your brother broke my heart.’”

“And then she laughed.”

“And then she laughed.”

“Yeah. That’s Felicity for you.”

“Sonny?”

“Hmm?”

“Come home, huh?”

“Maybe.”

“Sonny, Sonny, Sonny.”

I hate, hate it, hate it when she calls me that. With Mom and Dad dead, Sis is the last person in the world I ever talk to who still calls me Sonny. After a lifetime, how can I ask her to stop using that name now? She’s two years older than I am and although I wish her the longest and happiest of lives, I can’t help thinking that with her death, so dies Sonny. I won’t ever hear it again.

But it won’t work out that way. She’ll be at my deathbed, too, and she’ll be sobbing and saying it over and over—calling a dying old man “Sonny, Sonny, Sonny.” Until I’ll have to rise up and tell her: “Don’t call me Sonny!” And those will be my last words.

(Felicity never called me Sonny, not even when I was a boy. She didn’t use my given name, either. Instead, she applied to me a large and silly variety of endearments: Honey Sac, Love Pot, Noodles, Dearheart, Sweetness, Honey Bear, Honey Bear, Honey Bear.)

My sister and I chatted for a few minutes more, about how her kids and their kids were doing and whether her husband still hated me, or ever hated me, for the way I’ve treated him over the years. Sis said he didn’t, never did. By that time, I’d had three juice glasses full of tequila and grapefruit juice, so I told her I didn’t really care one way or the other, and that ended the conversation.

I called my secretary at her apartment and told her I wouldn’t be in the office that day, maybe not for a couple days. She asked if I was sick, if she should come over; I said no to both questions and told her about Felicity.

Then I decided to fix a Margarita, to do it the way Felicity would: squeezing limes and lemons for fresh juice, putting salt around the rim of the glass, using the blender to create heavy foam. Felicity always made drinking an event; it was she who addicted me to the process.

Drinking Margaritas at seven-thirty in the morning made me feel like a child who was getting away with something naughty—which is not a bad feeling to have, to still be able to summon up, when you’re fifty years old and have gotten away with as many naughty things as I have.

I sat and drank and thought. Then I began making telephone calls, telling friends about Felicity’s death, about what she meant to me–everything I could think of during a telephone conversation. They listened politely; a few said they didn’t recall my ever mentioning Felicity, and that bothered me. But it didn’t bring tears. I was trying for tears, because except for that one quick and sharp sob during the conversation with my sister, I seemed emotionally unaffected by the news of Felicity’s death, and I wanted to feel something.

By noon, after almost five hours of Margaritas, the calls became bizarre. I was calling back friends I’d talked to earlier; they asked if I was okay and I kept telling them, “No, I’m not! Aren’t you listening? Felicity’s dead!”

When I used up all the numbers I knew by heart, I took out my wallet and sorted through business cards, slips of paper, torn-off pieces of napkins—anything with a telephone number on it. I wanted to tell as many people as I possibly could about Felicity’s death. I wanted to make sure everyone recognized the importance of what had happened; I wanted to feel something.

Alcoholic blackouts are neither gradual nor well ordered; they seem to come on suddenly but then later there’ll be gaps of light in them so you can see too clearly certain things you did, embarrassing vignettes that make you anxious about what went on in the darkness.

I blacked out at some point in the afternoon, but I know I kept making telephone calls because some of them have, for some reason, been preserved in my memory. A nice lady at a cab company urged me to call an ambulance or the police. An officious man at an insurance company asked me for Felicity’s policy number and wanted to know if I was sure it was a Prudential policy. I thought these people were crazy; what a time for the world to go mad, with me drunk and in deep distress. But I realize now what they must have thought when I kept repeating, “Felicity’s dead, Felicity’s dead, my God do you realize what I’m saying, Felicity’s dead.”

I remember talking to Sy Lamont’s mother. He was someone I used to work with; we were on the road together for three months. He died years ago. I knew that, of course, but I guess I was calling every number I had in my wallet and for some reason I still had his. I must have had it in two different places, because I recall his mother crying and asking me why I had called again and then finally threatening to turn me in to the police or, even worse, to the telephone company.

Of the calls I remember, the only one that made sense to me at the time (and even now) was the one to Cherry’s Escort Service. The lady there (maybe it was Cherry herself) offered to send someone over to keep me company, and I said that was a grand idea, but I guess I screwed up giving her the address, because no one showed up. At least I don’t remember anyone keeping me company yesterday.

When I awoke, it was dark and I was on the floor with the telephone and the contents of my wallet next to me. I saw cards belonging to business associates, and now I wonder how many of them I talked to, what I said to them, and how I should go about apologizing. But awake on the floor yesterday, all I was worried about was putting great quantities of water in my body. I took four aspirin and lurched to bed.

I got up at the regular time this morning, thus rediscovering the key advantage to starting your drinking at seven a.m.: You can get drunk, make a fool of yourself, pass out, wake up, go to bed, get a full night’s sleep, and still start the next day on schedule.

I was physically ill this morning, but I wasn’t heartsick. I hadn’t cried and didn’t feel as if I were about to. I made coffee, sat at the kitchen table, and looked out the window; finally, it had snowed.

I think about the thirty-one-year story Felicity told me: the most amazing thing ever to happen in my life and there are large chunks of it I simply can’t remember. I know the story in a general, overall way, but so many of the details, the goddamn beautiful details, are lost. I wish I had listened more closely. I wish I could write it exactly the way she recited it. I wish you could understand.

I am a fifty-year-old businessman. I am successful after a fashion, treated with deference, at least by the people over whom I have corporate power. I have a fine apartment, the rent on which still shocks me. All three of my ex-wives live in big houses. Current lovers are not without talent.

Still, I am childless, motherless, and now without Felicity. I will never, for the rest of my life, ever be addressed as someone’s Honey Bear. It is this realization, this thinnest of revelations, that leads me finally to weep for the loss of Felicity.

You have to understand. Whenever I wasn’t with Felicity-before I met her and all the time I was away from her—life was told to me in block letters with heavy, squared-off serifs. Felicity explained things differently, in wildly curlicued calligraphy.
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GRAVĒDA

The part Felicity told me when I was fourteen and hospitalized with the symptoms of love, the diagnosis of rheumatic fever.

1. Here comes Gravēda! Proceeding through the forest like a force of nature. She’s been separated from her tribe for twenty years, the last ten of which she’s been traveling alone on the tribe’s trail, trying with some desperation to catch up so she can get herself a man who’ll make her pregnant before it’s too late. She’s forty years old, five feet and five inches tall, top to bottom all woman. Her body is made for making one baby, which she needs to guarantee her a spot in heaven. That’s the way things work in her tribe.

Today she’s traveling with her sword out ’cause she’s mighty hungry, and if any lizard, chipmunk, toad, snake, killdeer, bunny rabbit, or any other little creature crosses her path, she’ll stick it—just reach out and jab it with her sword. Kill it first and figure out if you can eat it later, that’s her motto.

It’s high afternoon when she spots a woodchuck hole at the base of a tree. She falls to her knees at the hole and commences to dig like a dog, throwing up a dirt storm behind her. When roots get in her way, she hacks ’em in two with her sword. But she finds nothing. No big woodchucks, no baby woodchucks. Too bad; woodchucks are kind of greasy, but she’s been known to eat ’em. Just to ruin Mr. Woodchuck’s day as much as he ruined hers by not being at home when she came calling, she squats over the hole and leaves him a message. Then she resumes walking—hungry and muttering and mean.

She chops off tree limbs that hang in her way, flips a box turtle on its back and leaves it to starve, knocks down a bird’s nest in hopes of finding little speckled eggs she can crush against her thumb just to smell ’em for ripeness. (She doesn’t eat eggs, not since all that trouble with the ravens that still follow her.) When it gets dark, she uproots half a dozen saplings, and three big bushes, pulls some vines loose from a tree, and digs up a yard or so of sod. Piles everything in a big heap and then sprawls on top to sleep—alone again tonight. First thing in the morning, she evacuates her bowels right smack in the middle of the trail.

You have to understand. Gravēda likes to be able to turn around and see that the land bears testimony to her passing.


2. Now, as Gravēda walks through forest and across meadows, all the little injuries she received yesterday—when briers cut her ankles and the broken roots in the woodchuck hole bruised her forearms—announce themselves with irritating stings and low-voltage jolts of pain. She’s still hungry, too. But she keeps traveling and tries to shake it off—all this morning vulnerability.

As she waits for the walking to grind off the edge of the morning and numb her up for the day, her mind drifts to thoughts of rabbits. Plump and sweet and juicy good rabbits. She whispers to any rabbits in the area that, were she to kick one up, she would stick it in a real respectful manner—’cause it’d be an honor for her to kill a rabbit this morning. Honor for the rabbit, too, Gravēda points out. Its flesh going to fuel a traveler such as her, helping to sponsor today’s portion of the holy journey. “Hell, I wouldn’t even squish your skull to make your marble eyes pop out, like I usually do just for the fun of it. Lordy, no—not this morning. I’d say a little prayer for you this morning, Mr. Rabbit, reminding God what a right honorable thing you’re doing as I cut your furry throat oh-so-ceremoniously.”

But any rabbits in the area apparently are unconvinced and keep to themselves. Walking, walking, by midday Gravēda is dragging her sword along behind her. No rabbits. Oh, she knows they’re around here, all right. Hiding from her. Coveting their useless little rabbit lives that by all rights belong to her. Denying her. For what? Just so they can run around for a few more weeks and eat grass and make little pellets that excite foxes into prancing. “Damn, selfish rabbits. Brother, I’d love to see one of them little cowards now. I’d stave in his head with my foot and rip out his guts and toss ’em aside.” Rabbits got no sense of priority, Gravēda concludes.

She uses her hunger and frustration to fuel her walking. She is one hell of a walker. Conceived, born, and reared a walker. Been doing it for thirty-seven years (her Momma carried her till she was three), and now she’s got rhythm in her walking. Got herself a style of walking that shows no strain, builds no debt to weariness. She can even catch a nap and keep walking ’cause it’s all become automatic—muscles contracting, muscles relaxing. Put it to you this way: If there was a bridge to the stars, she wouldn’t need no husband and child to get her to heaven. She could walk there.


3. It’s late afternoon now, with Gravēda following the tribe’s old trail and watching for any clothing, utensils, weapons, or jars that might have been discarded years before. Because her tribe is dwindling, each generation half the size of the previous one, there’s always a surplus of equipment. But Gravēda finds nothing today.

She walks all the way to the end of the day, tears up some of the landscape for a bed, and tries for sleep. When sleep doesn’t come, Gravēda tosses and turns and props herself up and then lies back flat and stares at the sky. She reaches up at the stars, holds her hand in the air a moment, and then lets the hand drop beside her. "Oh, hell," she sighs. Gravēda gets this way at night.

Her mind, now in sleep and now not, goes back to when she was a kid traveling with her folks and the tribe. Gravēda remembers teasing and being teased by boys, and she recalls girlish fantasies of what her future husband would be like: a handsome man with straight and white teeth. She remembers holding her hand in front of her mouth when she smiled so that the boys couldn’t see that her teeth were bad.

Gravēda also recalls everything the priests told her because, in spite of her rebellious efforts, she was educated by priests who were smart enough to know that you don’t have to get a child to accept or believe what you’re telling him, that you just have to make sure the child learns it and remembers it. Then, years later when the child no longer has the protection and arrogance of youth, that former child will reach back for the comfort provided by that early education.

Which is what Gravēda is doing tonight: Alone and hungry and tired and still scared of the dark after all these years, she tries to comfort herself with the faith in which she was educated. God created her tribe and told it to travel toward the setting sun, each couple able to have only one child so that the tribe will reduce in number until the final sixteen will produce eight who will produce four who will produce two. And those final two travelers will have a child who is the end product of refined and pure faith. That’s what Gravēda was taught: that the tribe was created by God to produce a refined and irreducibly pure faith and that by the time the tribe dwindles to the last and remaining member, the westward journey will have reached the spot where God waits for The One. That’s what Gravēda believes in the night, in the dark: that her ancestors, her parents, she, and her child all will be part of the chain that leads from the original tribe created by God to The One who actually will meet God. But to be part of that chain, she has to have a child and to have a child, she has to catch up with the tribe.

The education of priests leads Gravēda to sleep, and even in her sleep she does a little walking—her leg muscles firing in a remanent rhythm.


4. At first light, Gravēda wakes, spits, pees, and walks. She doesn’t hold much with elaborate morning ablutions.

The trail takes her onto the crest of a fat, rounded hill, one of a parallel series of low hills that looked from the distance like giants’ thighs under a thick sod blanket with tufts of bushes and an occasional splinter tree. Easy walking now, ’cause the hills run at a gentle slope in the direction of her travel.

A sudden pain in her lower belly makes Gravēda stiffen. Pains worry her, because without priests and their potions, Gravēda can do nothing with pain except suffer it.

A few years ago, a molar (lower right) went bad and made Gravēda crazy with pain; she screamed in the night and cried all day walking. She didn’t even have any ambergrist, that syrupy substance with its ability to lift the spirits and dull the effects of hunger and fatigue and pain. What eventually saved her was the distillate she found on some travelers’ graves.
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